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An Archaeological Excavation Near Feltham Farm, Bourton, Dorset, 1991

Interim Report by Laurence Jones

Introduction

In April 1991 B.U.F.A.U. was commissioned by Somerset County Council to
undertake a rescue sxcavation near Feltham Farm, Bourton, Dorset (N.G.R.
ST7?753036) the work being funded by English Heritage. The excavatlons
" 'Were carried out prior to construction asscciated with %the A303 Wincanton

to Zeals road improvements.

The Site

The excavation site lay Jjust south of the village of Bourton (Fig.1}
situated on a northeast-facing alope overlcoking the River Stour, scme 300
metres to the northeast. Immediately to the east was a former public-
right-of-way between Bourton and Silton (Fig.2).The site was first
recognised after topsoil stripping in advance of road construetion. It
was ldentified by scatters of iren slag, medieval pottery and what was
thought to be limestone flux material, which was later found to be natural
shale, covering an area of approximately 15 x 20 metres; an overall area of
approximately 6% x 15 metres , centred on the finds scatter, was available
for excavation. Other adjacent arecas within the road corridor had already
been severely disturbed by the passage of heavy earthmoving machinery.
This available area was bounded to the north by & recently- dug, V-
shaped drainage ditch, 1 metre in depth. Sherds of mediesval pottery and
iron slag could be seen in the upper levels of the ditech gection. Further
te the ecast,nsar the public right of way, what appeared to be a road
surface was visible in the drainage ditch section for a length of more than
20 metres (Fig.3).



Methodoliogy

Spoil from the drainage diteh recently dug to the north had been dumped and
spread acroass the site. A JCB mechanical excavator was employed to clear
this overburden from an area of 8 x 35 metres. Subsequently an additional
area, 7 ¥ 11 metres, adjoining to the south, was also cleared. A firench,
aligned north-south, and measuring 1.% x 10 metres, was also dug through

the diteh spoil 20 metres to the west (Fig.2).

Deseription

Area 1

After machining, the area was cleaned manually, A spread of mottled, blue-
grey, silty oclay{1001) was discernible occupying an area of approximately
15 sq metres in the cenire of the machined zeone and appeared to continue
under the southern edge of the excavabtion. This elay was cut by a modern
land drain (F1), The blue-grey silty clay was removed by hand and was
seen to vary in depth, from between 0.10n in the east Lo 0.25m in the west.
It contained sherds of medieval pottery and lumps of iron smithing slag.
Beneath 1001 were two spreads of limestone rubble (F2, F3) approximately at
right-angles %to one another. F2, aligned roughly northwest-southeast,
measured 3 x 1.5 metres and was cut by the modern drainage ditch to the
north. Large amounts of smithing slag and some burnt stone and charecoal
{(1006) were concentrated over the rubble spread; F1, aligned northeast-
southwest, measured 7 x 1.5 metres and, again, was defined by an overlylng
quantity of smithing slag and burnt stone with some charccal (1006).
These two spreads of rubble lay directly above the natural, yellow-blue

clay (1003) and may represent severely truncated hearth bases.

Area 1 was extended south to expose more blue-grey silty eclay {1001},
removal of whieh exposed a linear feature (F4),0.80m wide and aligned
northwest-southeast. The feature, 0.10m deep,was flat-bottomed and filled
with a greyish silt (1007),ceontaining sherds of medieval pottery. Two
small concenitrations of ircon smithing s8lag were noted, pressed into the

natural clay (1003), some & metres east of Fi,



Area 2

"No archaeoclogical deposits were encountered in this trench. Natural clay
was contacted 0,35m below ground level, & sondage was dug at the north
end of this trench, and contacted natural shale at 0.90m below present

ground level.

The Finds by Lynne Bevan

Pottery

A total of 438 sherds was excavated from three contexts. With the exception
of six Dblue and white glazed Post-Medieval sherds and four green glazed
sherds of 16th/17th century date, the assemblage 1is Medieval and can be
broadly assigned to the 13th to 14th centuries, although some material of
possible earlier date, the 12th to 14th centuries, appeared in context
1007.

Due to the absence of datable contexts and the high incidence of abrasion
among the ceramic mabterial, which has in many cases removed glaze and other
applied decoration, it was not considered worthwhile at this stage to sesk
close parallels with other local assemblages, though fabric comparisons
must later be sought. Bowever, Laverstock kiln produets, which are

discussed below, have been identified among the assemblage (Musty 1963G).

Unglazed sandy coarsewares, of varying micaceous content and probable local
origin, predeominate, comprising 70.4% of the total assemblage, the forms
present being cooking vessels, many exhibiting signs of scoting, and, to a
lesser extent, jugs, =several jug handles bearing incised slash-mark
decoration. A rim sherd from a burnt cooking pot in a heavily-gritted,
originally pinkish-brown fabric appears in context 1007. This bears traces
of scratch-mark decoration of a type common from the 12th to the 14th
centuries, the most likely source belng the Laverstock kiln near Salisbury.

Wincanton is well within its ares of distfibution.

An additionszsl Laverstock product has alsoc been identified in the form of

fragments of a jug in a hard-fired, reduced grey fabric with spotted green



glaze. This form has a distinective thumb-impressed decoration around the-
entire circumference of the base. Other greaen-glazed forms are present 1n
the form of Jugs, a pitcher and the base of a cooking pot with a heavily-
sooted exterior, perhaps accidentally splashed with green glaze during the

manifacturing process.

Pottery & Other Ceramics

Context Pottery Tile Clay Pipe
1000 73 B -
1001 355 2 1
1007 10 - -

Four fragments of ceramlc field drain were excavated from context 1000 and

two fragments of ceramic tile and a clay pipe stem from context 1001.

Slag and Ferrous Objects

A total of 45.35kg of smithing slag and 86g of tap slag was excavated from
three contexts, along with a one bowl-shaped iron object encrusted with
slag and corrosion- product from context 1006, Metalworking- related finds
included a possible fragment of ceramic c¢rucible and a lump of copper
alloy, both from context 1001. Traces of metal residue were found on a

sherd of coarse pottery, also from context 1001.

S8lag Weight Table

Context Smithing Slag Tap Slag
1000 4.98 kg
1001 30.78 kg 0.86 kg
1006 .59 kg

Total: U45.35 kg Total:0.86 kg



Three nails were excavated from context 1000 and fragments of several nails

“and ferrous objects including a kej, part of a sickle blade and a ?knife
blade fragment came from context 1001.

Flint

Prehistoric finds were represented in the form of two struck flint flakes,
cne, an undiagnostic pilece, was an unstratified surface find and the

other, a possible early Neolithie flake, was from context 1000.

Interpretation and Discussion

The earliest features on the site appear to be the two stone spreads F2 and
F3, which probably represent severely truncated smithing- hearth bases of
13th to 1l8th century date; the linear feature FY may also be associabed

with metalworking during this period. Large amounts of iron smithing slag
were recovered from the site, togethesr with 13th and 13%th century pottery,
charcoal and some iron smithing products, supporting the idea of fairly
intensive smithing being practiced on or near the site. The presence of a
single lump of tap slag and part of a possible crucible may indicate iron
smeliing activity in the area, although, no features confirming this were
lacated during the excavation, Medieval smithing aectivity appears to
extend to the north of the excavations, bpeyond the new read corrider, and
survival of further metalworking-related features wmay be anticipated in

this area.

The presence of a possible road surface to the east, together with a well-
established right-of-way may indicate the presence of a medieval lane,
running between Bourton and Silton; adjacent t¢ the slite, An unusual kink
in the former field boundary to the socutheast may be related to an access

way from the smithing area onto this lane.
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