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THE EXCAVATION OF A LATE-IRON AGE AND b
ROMANO-BRITISH {:STTE AT CHARING, 1992 C O F y

by Brian Philp.

I. INTRODUCTION
(a) Discovery (Pig. 1)

The site was discovered in May, 1989,x§gring trial-‘
trenching by K.A.R.U. ahead of sand extraction in an ongoing
sandpit north of Swan Street (Ref. 1). That work revealed parts
of two enclosures, a pit and a small cremation cemetery. The
enclosures dated to about A.D. 10-75 and‘the'cemetery from the

second half of the 2nd century.

In detail the site (NGR.TQ.936.491) occupies a gentle
north facing slope about 1 km, south-west of Charing village.
It forms part of the Lower Greensand Ridgé, of the Folkestorié Beds,
comprising a succession of coarse-fine sands of varying colours.

/
The elevation is about 70-90 m, 0.D.

Plans were subsegquently announced to extend the sandpit
immediately west of the 1989 discoveries and extensive archaeological
work was required under the planning consent. This was carried
out by K.A.R.U. from July-November, 1992, when some four acres

were fully excavated and recorded. The work was kindly financed by

Brett Gravel Ltd.
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The topsoiling process was carried out by Bretfs in July
with ;n archaeological watch, but this produced little evidence.
The earlier work had anyway revealed a substantial subsoil sealing
Roman features which Bretts then removed, again with an
archaeological watch. This process, carried out by the
contractors, left an uneven surface but disclosed scattered

finds and features.

It was then agreed that the exposed area, about 350 x 40 m,,
should be cleaneé off and examined in detail. The Unit carried
out this work from September to November, 1992, when it divided
the area into three long strips and dealt with each individually.
This work revealed 439 features including ditches, pits, poste
holes, gullies and two cremation~burials. All of these subsequently

destroyed by the quarrying operations.



II., THE EXCAVATION (Fig. 2)

The work over some 14,000 sq. mEts. revealed a total of

439 individual features., These have been classified as follows:-

Burials 2
Post~holes 14
Gullies 55
Ditches 64
Pits 294
Modern 10

439

Pits

These are clearly the most numerous feature on the site
and 294 pits were ddenbified, ranging greatly in size, shape and
depth. A provisional classification of these shows the following

breakdowns—-

Pits containing artefacts = 31 = 10%
Pits shallower than 25 cms. no artefacts =117 = 40%

Pits deeper than 25 cms., no artefacts =146 = 50%
294

On balance it is likely that the shallower pits less than
25 cms, deep, may relate to shallow animal or agricultural
activity and could be disregarded. It is also possible that the
large number of deeper, but artefact-free pits, should also be
disregarded. If so, only 31 pits need greater consideration

but the majority of even these contained fewer than 5 potsherds.
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The pits with artefacts tend to form small clusters near to the

middle and north end of the site.

Post-Holes (14)

About 14 small circular holes mostly contained flints or
greensand blocks and seem to represent well defined post-holes.
A cluster of three (F.4, 5 and 6) occurs across an entrance in
one of the north-~south ditches, towards the south end of the
site, Three more (F.360. F,362 and F.364) occur in a cluster
towards the north end of the site and two more pairs (F.214-F.215
and F.22é—7) occur nearer the centre, some of these contain small

sherds typical of these from the rest of the site.

Burials (2)

Only two cremation burials (A and B) were found on this
large site and these at the extreme south end, where the ground
is marginally higher. Both had been substantially reduced by
ploughing and only the bottom halves remain. They were about
10 m, apart and could represent the survivors of a small first
century cemetery. This would have been 80 m. south-west of the

mid-2nd century cremation cemetery found in 1989
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Gullies (55)

About 55 features, generally narrower and shorter than the
ditches are regarded as gullies. Pew contained any finds and
although probably mostly man-made, some may not form part of the

Iron Age-Romano-British site. Their function is unclear.

} Ditches (64)

These were scattered along most of the site and varied
in length, form and depth. Two broad groups are initially

noteworthy, whilst the rest need further consideration.

The first group consists of at least six straight
ditches, running mostly east-west across the width of the site.
They clearly continued eastwards into the area of the
existing quarry and also westwards into farmland. It seems
likely that these formed field-boundaries, perhaps each side

of a 12 m, wide track, flanked by Ditches (F.24 and F, 76 ).

The second group consists of a series of slightly
curving ditches, or winding ditches, mostly running north-
south, These seem to form narrow drove-ways, of varying forms,
perhaps relating to circular or ovoid enclosures on the higher

south-ecast side.

None of the ditches produced many finds, but most
contained occasional potsherds of Iron Age or Romano~British
and occasional struck flints. One small group of medieval

3¢
pottery came from a limited area of Ditch E‘ but the soft
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nature of the soft soils here makes its significance unclear,

On balance, earlier finds considered the north-south
curving ditches are likely to be late~Iron Age and the

straight east-west ditches Roman, or just possibly  later.
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III. THE FINDS

The excavation in 1992 revealed a limited range of artefacts
and these are described below, Apart from two small groups of
cremated bone, no bone was recovered from any feature on the site.
The acid nature of the sandy soils accounts for this and it was
accepted from the start that the environmental evidence would be

) negligible.

(A) THE COARSE POTTERY

Tﬁe 1992 excavation produced only Jjust over 1,000 sherds
of coarse pottery, widely spread over the site. Indeed,
considering the very large size of the site, with over 400
features including long lengths of ditch, the total nﬁmber is
comparatively small. Several groups of sherds clearly belong

to individual vessels,

Whilst no final definitive study has been made of this
pottery, it is clear that the sherds are mostly small and many

effected by the acid nature of the sandy soils,

At least 40 vessels may be represented by the sherds and
apart from several possible Bronze Age and medieval sherds
(see below), the whole group seems to fit a date-range of
50 B.C.=-A,D.150. The majority comprise native soft wares,
mostly grog-tempered and the majority probably first century A.D.
and:overlapping both sides of the Conquest. These include

cooking pots and storage jars, some with modest decorative

I

combing.
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The fine wares are mostly post=Conquest and include

" bead-rim cooking pots, various dbeakers, a platter, a 1id, a

flagon and a mortarium, The latest vessel may be a sandy
ware cooking pot, with a squared resessed rim, that could
belong to the second half of the second century. Amphora,
colour-coated wares and typical third and fourth century

waresare significantly absent.

(B) THE SAMIAN WARE

Only seven sherds of samian were found across the entire
site, 'I‘rflese represent a maximum of four vessels and include a
Form 27 of late~18t century date, a stamped platter base
(perhaps Form 79), an unstamped platter base (perhapleorm 18)
and one other sherd. The very low number of samian véssels

from such a large site is significant.

(C) THE TWO BROOCHES

The only small~finds recovered during the excavation
were two brooches. An iron-brooch was found in the filling of a
ditch (F.237) and a bronze brooch was an unstratified surface
find, The iron brooch is corroded, but appears to be a
typical late-Iron Age form whilst the bronsze brooch is
largely complete and of first cdntury A.D. date, perhaps
Flavian, This appears to'be a large version of the

Colchester BB brooch,



(D) FLINT-TEMPERED POTTERY

A total of eight sherds of coarse, flint-tempered
pottery was found on this large site and nearly all from the
fillings of ditches. The pottery is distinctively prehistoric
in character and most likely to be of Bronze Age date. The
sherds are generally small, but include part of a base and a
sherd with finger nail decoration forming a single horizontal
cordon, just possibly a bucket urn., This very light scatter

probably reflects a settlement somewhere in the general area.

(E) THE STRUCK FLINT

A total of 49 pieces of flint were discovered across
this large site and most of these came from the fillings of
linear ditches or from five pits. They were well scattered
and no concentration wgs found at any point. They seem to
represent a very light scatter of lithic material commonly
found across wide areas of both East and West Kent. Most
are probably of Neolithic or Early Bronze Age date and

reflect activity or settlement in the general area at that time,

The flint mostly consists of primary flakes and waste
nodules, but includes four possible scrapers and nine

possible blades,

(F) MEDIEVAL POTTERY

Some 33 sherds of pottery from the site can be identified

‘as of medieval date. Of these 30 came from Ditch F.30 and seem



to be of 13th century date. The remaining three, together with
one tile, came from Ditch F.239 and are likely to be of 14th
century date. These few finds probably reflect very minor

activity in this area in the 13th-~14th centuries.,

(G) IRON SIAG AND ROOF TILE

Only two lumps of iron slag were found on the site and
both from unstratified contexts., In addition 12 fragments
of tile were found, again from unstratified contexts,

representing roof tile of medieval or later date.
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Iv. DISCUSSION

The 1992 excavation revealed that most of this

extensive site was covered in features and a modest spread of

finds. Many of the features may be due to animals, agriculéural
or similar agencies. However, two cremation-burials, 14 post=holes,
64 ditches, 55 gullies and perhaps some 30-100 pits represent

a settlement site, probably dating from 50 B.C.~-A,D,150. This
new evidence agrees well with that from the adjacent area to

the south-east, partially excavated by the Unit in 1989 which
produced two enclosures, a pit and a small mid-second century
cremation-cemetery. The site has suffered from the effects

of ploug?ing and planting over many years and the most features
only appéared in the underlying sand. The original horizontal
stratigraphy has gone and the upper, southen end of the site

has been reduced to a negative platform.

The larger ditches seem to form two obvious groups.
One group, of largely straight ditches running east-west, seem
to be part of a field-system with a possible central track.
These produced a small amount of Iron—Age/Romano-British
pottery and one group of medieval pottery. The second group,
mostly rumnming north-south and seldom straight, seems to define
possible fraoks or drgfé-ways. These seem to lead from
possible circular or oval enclosures on the marginally higher

ground to the south-east,

The post-holes have no certain functions, but three
could form part of a gateway by a gap in the ditches
forming the possible drove-way. Others, in pairs, could be

two-post structures. They certainly seem to be part of the



overall site, as do the pits scattered unevenly along its
"length. The two cremation~burials must form part of another
small cemetery, perhaps of 1st century date, at the higher end

of the site. This must have been seyerely ploughed down.

The overall evidence confirms the existence here, over an
area of at least 4~6 acres, of a rural farmstead established
. in the late Pre-~Roman Iron Age and expiring by the mid-second
century. The lack of substantial structures, the generally
low numbers and quality of the artefacts all suggest a somewhat
marginal site., With the poor sandy soils, this was far from
being a prime site and with much better soils available at a

distance it was abandoned about the middle of the 2nd century.

It is useful . to compare this site with another of
similar date at Runhams Farm, Lenham, about § km. to the west,
That site was also established at about the same time, on
much better well-watepsd  soils, but flourished during the
second century and survived in a reduced form until the fourth
century (Ref. 2). The contrast of the artefacts from the two
sites is considerable. Over 10,000 sherds were found at
Runhams in a much smaller area, and of far better quality,
range and importance, There, too, were enclosures and ditches

- and certainly at least one large posted structure. Whilst Runhams
was also a rural farmstead, but manufacturing iron on a small-
scale, it clearly exceeded the farmstead at nearby Charing on
the social scale. No doubt the families living on these

farmsteads knew each other!

The small amounts of prehistoric struck flint and

pottery and the small amount of medieaval pottery, all suggest




V. FUTURE WORK ON THE SITE

If the area to the west of the 1992 excavation is to be
quarried them some degree of archaeological work will be

needed. The following points need to be noted:=

1. Some features must exist in the area to the west, but

to what extent or quality, is not known.

[

2, Certainly several of the east-west ditches extend into
the area to the west, though the pits are clearly

diminishing in that direction.

3. All features in the west area will be destroyed by

further quarrying.

In view of the poor quality of the features and artefacts
a limited archaeological input can be justified. This

should include:=

(a) A wWatching Brief on the commercial topsoiling.

13

(b) A detailed Watching Brief on the subsoiling process,

under archaeological control, using a machine fitted

“

with a ditching bucket and working backwards in 50 m,

strips.,

v

(c) The location and partical examination of any features

revealed,

(d) Disregarding of those features of no archaeological

significance.

(e) Partial excavation, sectioning and plan wming of

significant features.




(f) Full excavation of significant features.

(g) Consolidation of archive and cleaning, marking and

listing artefacts.

(h) Preparation of an Assessment Report.

LY

'

A
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VI. POST-EXCAVATION PROGRAMME AND PUBLICATION REPORT

This Assessment Reporf provides a comprehensive framework
for the archaeology on this site and is thus more than
adequate for this purpose, Indeed, considering the generally
poor quality of the surviving archaeology a full Publication
Report may not be justified. In particular, apart from
boundary ditches, the majority of features are émphemeral
and the artefacts comparatively low in number and quality.
The site seems to have been a somewhat marginal rural

settlement with a limited date-range.

If, however, a Publication Report is required at
this stage, rather than when the overall site is
completed, then some further work will be needed, This

could include:~

1) A detailed study of the coarse pottery, mainly by

type and fabric.
2) A study of the samian ware and tw brooches.

3) Drawing another 50 vertical sections, mostly pits

and ditches,

4) Drawing about 30 pot profiles, representing
substantially all the drawable pottery from the

site amd also the two brooches,

5) A comparative study of other similarly dated sites in

Fast Kent,
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1) TABLE OF FINDS.

M.B. This iz a rough guide énig.
The final count may vary when the
finds are studied in detail.
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