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ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE SEVERN ESTUARY 1999

by Barbara Taylor
(Secretary)

Protecting the archaeological resource

Perhaps it appears gloomy to start this report with
the message that another year’s research work on
the Severn Estuary seems to demonstrate further the
challenges faced by archaeology and indeed the
broader cultural heritage. So often decisions are
being ratified without the benefit of adequate
archaeological understanding in its wider estuarine
context, thus rendering the effect of the pressure of
substantial areas of industrial and housing dev-
elopment almost impossible to predict.

The concern lies not only with the visible
landscape which dates back to Roman and medieval
periods but also within the buried archaeology. The
latter is a substantial resource, hidden by the
sediments deposited during 12,000 years of sea level
changes. Important artefacts have been located in
recent years, including the Magor Pill and Barlands
Farm boats, the Iron Age buildings and trackways
at Goldcliff, the Uskmouth Mesolithic footprints and
the Neolithic Sweet Track in Somerset, but these
are but the tip of an archaeological iceberg, and it is
the need to become more pro-active in identifying
further sites that is one of the keynotes of this report.

There are several projects afoot that should
improve the situation. One such development is the
emergent ‘Les Estuariales’ Project, in which several
of our members are engaged. It is hoped, should this
become a successful proposal, that strategies can be
implemented which will provide a major
contribution to- the ideology of sustainable
development with respect to the rich archaeological
resource of the region.

Another keynote is the wider dissemination of
information on archaeological matters relating to the
Severn Estuary, its Levels and also other tidal
estuaries in Europe, and to this end the Committee
is also collaborating with another major project
currently taking place, the ‘Severn Estuary Strategy’.
Those of you who attended the AGM in November
1999 will remember the update given by the Project
Manager, Janet Brown, when she confirmed that
progress is being made towards the Consultation
Draft of the ‘Strategy for the Severn Estuary’ This
document will encourage organisations such as
ourselves to suggest new targets and actions that will

implement policy guidance through a partnership
approach.

The Annual Conference

This year saw another very successful annual
conference, held at Thornbury, South
Gloucestershire. The major event at the AGM was
the election of a new Chair. Having served in this
post in a highly dedicated manner, Professor John
Allen felt that after five years, it was time to retire.
Dr Martin Bell was then unanimously voted in as
Chairman. We will, however, continue to have the
benefit of John’s continuing support as a member of
our Steering Committee, and this report provides a
good opportunity with which both to thank him for
his sterling efforts and to welcome Martin as
incoming Chairman.

We had our usual high standard of interesting
papers at the annual conference, beginning with John
Allen’s treatise on the Magor Pill multi-period site
with particular reference to the post-medieval pottery
and shipping trade. This was followed by Vanessa
Straker and Richard McDonnell on the work
recording the newly exposed archaeology in Porlock
Bay, while Martin Locock kept us appraised of
Gwent-Glamorgan Archaeological Trust’s
continuing work on the late Bronze Age landscape
at Cabot Park, Avonmouth. Just before lunch, we
were treated to an account of intertidal archaeology
in East Anglia, and particularly the “Sea-Henge
Monument”, by our distinguished guest speaker,
Peter Murphy, from the University of East Anglia
in Norwich. It is always of great benefit to be able
to compare work on the Severn Estuary with that of
elsewhere in Britain and it provided a healthy
discussion afterwards.

Again on the theme of the Bronze Age, Martin
Bell evaluated the potential of the site at Redwick
and its surroundings. A slightly different topic was
introduced by Simon Haslett from the Bath Spa
University on the mid-holocene stratigraphy and sea-
level change in the Axe Valley on the Somerset
Levels. Antony Firth of Wessex Archaeology kept
us updated on the Bristol Channel Aggregates Project
and its resources and constraints. The importance of
dendrochronology, both from its past perceptive and



