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Summary  
 

An archaeological evaluation was carried out on land off Brickfields Way, Thetford, 

Norfolk, identified a near total absence of archaeological deposits despite an 

undisturbed soil profile of ploughsoil sealing thick colluvial deposits. No evidence was 

seen for any activity relating to the nearby prehistoric and Roman occupation, or to the 

adjacent post-medieval brickworks. Three isolated finds dating to the prehistoric/Roman 

periods probably arrived on the site via casual loss, or agricultural and natural 

processes. 

 

Apart from a further phase of evaluation which is still required for the eastern part of the 

development, no further work is thought necessary to mitigate the impact of the site’s 

development on archaeological heritage assets. 
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1. Introduction  
 
An archaeological evaluation was carried out in advance of proposed industrial 

development on a 0.97ha site at Brickfields Way, Thetford, Norfolk (Fig. 1). The site, an 

area of semi-derelict scrubland, lies within a modern industrial estate to the north of the 

town centre. The evaluation was required to assess the site’s potential for 

archaeological heritage assets, prior to consideration of the planning application 

3PL/2010/0836/F, by Ken Hamilton (Norfolk County Council Historic Environment 

Service) in an archaeological Brief dated 26th October 2010 (Appendix 1). The work, 

which  was carried out as detailed in the Written Scheme of Investigation for the project 

prepared by SCCAS/FT, was funded by the developer, Baker Pettit Pension Fund. 

 

The aim of the evaluation was to establish the full archaeological implications for the 

site's development by assessing whether archaeological deposits existed, determining 

their date, form and purpose, and their extent, depth and quality of preservation. This 

would allow an informed decision to be made as to the need for, and scope of, any 

archaeological mitigation strategy for the site's development. 

 
 

2. Geology and topography  
 

The site lies at a height of c.41m-46m above OD, on a south-west facing slope 

overlooking the valley of the Little Ouse river, which lies c.1km to the south. To the north 

ground levels continue to rise to a height of c.50m above OD. 

 

The site drift geology consists of chalky till, together with outwash sands and gravels, 

silts and clays (Lowestoft Formation) overlying chalk bedrock (British Geological Survey 

DiGMapGB-50 dataset, 2010). 
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Figure 1.  Location of site, showing development area (red)
and trenches (black)
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3. Archaeological and historical background  
 
The site lies in an area of known archaeological interest, with several nearby sites being 

recorded on the Norfolk Historic Environment Record.   

 

To the north are several prehistoric sites, including two possible Bronze Age barrows 

(NHER 5744 and 5745), the former also being the site of a post-medieval gallows 

(Gallows Hill). These are spread over the 700m between the site and the Scheduled 

Monument of Fison Way, an Iron Age and Roman religious site (NHER 5853).  

 

The medieval town of Thetford lies c.900m to the south while a post-medieval 

brickworks (NHER 5944) lies 150m to the north-west, and a brick kiln (NHER 16861) 

300m to the east. These, combined with the name of the road, implied that the site had 

potential for evidence of post-medieval industrial activity. An 18th century windmill 

(NHER 15250) is also recorded 150m to the south-west. 

 

Maps and photographic survey data available on the Norfolk County Council E-Map 

Explorer (http://www.historic-maps.norfolk.gov.uk) show the recent history of the site, 

which appears to have been open farmland to the north of the town during the post-

medieval period, with the surrounding industrial estate having developed since the mid 

20th century (as shown on the 1946 and 1988 aerial photographs). The mid 19th 

century tithe map shows the site as a linear field, with the same boundaries as the 

present day layout, lying to the south of a field clearly marked as Thetford St Peter. The 

development of the industrial estate itself appears to have followed the 19th/20th field 

layout quite closely, with Brickfields Way corresponding to a 19th century trackway and 

Howlett Way to a field boundary.  
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4.  Methodology  
 
Ten trenches, measuring 229m in total length, were excavated by a mechanical 

excavator, equipped with a ditching bucket, under the supervision of an archaeologist, 

to the top of the undisturbed natural geology or archaeological levels (Fig. 2). At 1.6m 

wide this amounted to 366.4sqm of trenching, or 5.4% of the available 0.67ha area. The 

eastern part of the site, an area of 0.3ha, could not be investigated as it is currently 

occupied by a vehicle rental business. Minor changes were made to the position of 

trenches proposed in the Written Scheme of Investigation to avoid existing spoil or 

rubbish heaps, several derelict portacabins and small areas of hardstanding.  

 

Unstratified finds were collected during the machining and recorded under individual 

contexts dependent upon their location. Sites and spoilheaps were thoroughly surveyed 

by an experienced metal-detectorist during the evaluation. 

 

Although no archaeological deposits were identified, several areas within the trenching 

were cleaned, and potential features subsequently excavated, by hand. Trench outlines 

and elevations were recorded using an RTK GPS and Total Station Theodolite. Digital 

colour and black and white print photographs were taken of all stages of the fieldwork, 

and are included in the digital and physical archives. 

 

An OASIS form has been initiated for the project (reference no. suffolkc1-89283) and a 

digital copy of the report will be submitted for inclusion on the Archaeology Data Service 

database (http://ads.ahds.ac.uk/catalogue/library/greylit) upon completion of the project. 

 

The site archive is kept in the main store of Suffolk County Council Archaeological 

Service at Bury St Edmunds under the Norfolk HER No. ENF 125575. 
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5. Results  
 

The ten trenches showed a similar profile, with a modern ploughsoil overlying a sealed 

subsoil layer of colluvial mid brown silt/clay (0001) which was up to 0.5m thick. The 

upper surface of 0001 was clearly affected by plough damage, aligned north-west to 

south-east. Sealed under layer 0001 was the natural drift geology of mid yellow/grey 

clay/silt with areas of mid orange/brown clay/silt or gravel. Full trench descriptions are 

given in Table 1 below.  

 

No archaeological layers or cut features were identified in the trenching, with only one 

area of modern disturbance (an electric cable aligned north to south seen in the western 

end of Trenches 1 and 3) affecting layer 0001 and the underlying natural geology. Some 

minor landscaping, leading to a slight flattening of the natural slope through the 

dumping of modern deposits, was seen along the southern boundary. 

 

Several possible features, infilled with mid brown/orange clay/silt, were investigated but 

all proved to be irregular in shape and were probably created by natural processes such 

as water erosion.   

 

Three isolated pieces of artefactual material were recovered form unstratified contexts, 

a single prehistoric pottery sherd in Trench 7 (0020), a Roman sesterce (SF 1001) in 

Trench 1 and a copper alloy fragment (SF1002) in Trench 8. 
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Trench 
No 

Length Height of subsoil Depth Description 

01 25m 42.5m (NE), 41.7m (SW) 0.5m (NE), 0.7m (SW) 0.3m-0.4m of ploughsoil, sealing layer 0001 which was 0.2m-0.3m thick, 

thinning as the natural slope rose to the north-east. SF1001 recovered 

from spoilheap. 

02 30m 41.9 (NW), 41.1m (SE) 0.6m-0.7m 0.4m ploughsoil sealing layer 0001 which was 0.2m-0.3m thick. 

03 26m 41.2m (NE), 40.4m (SW) 0.8m-1m 0.2m of modern deposits in western half of trench overlying ploughsoil. 

The 0.3m thick ploughsoil sealed layer 0001 which was 0.4m-0.5m thick. 

04 20m 43.5m (NW),  43m (SE) 0.4m-0.5m At the north-west end of the trench the ploughsoil directly sealed the 

natural drift geology. As the natural slope descended to the south-west a 

thin intermediate deposit of layer 0001 developed, up to 0.1m thick. 

05 30m 43.1m (NE), 42.3m (SW) 0.6m 0.3m ploughsoil sealing layer 0001 which was 0.3m thick. 

06 13m 42.3m (NW),  42m (SE) 0.7m 0.4m ploughsoil sealing layer 0001 which was 0.3m thick. 

07 23m 43m (SW), 43.6m (NE) 0.4m-0.5m The ploughsoil directly sealed the natural drift geology along the length of 

trench and so may have been truncated. 0.2m of modern dumped 

material overlaid the ploughsoil in the south-west end of the trench. 

08 19m 44m (NW), 43.5m (SE) 0.6m 0.4m ploughsoil sealing layer 0001 which was 0.2m thick. 

09 33m 44.8m (NE), 44m (SW) 0.6m 0.3m-0.4m of ploughsoil sealing layer 0001 which was 0.2m-0.3m thick. 

10 10m 44.45m (N), 44.1m (S) 0.7m 0.3m ploughsoil sealing layer 0001 which was 0.4m thick. 

Table 1. Trench list 
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6. Finds and environmental evidence  
Andy Fawcett 
 

Three finds (31g) were noted during the archaeological evaluation on the land off

Brickfields Way.  The finds are all unstratified and retrieved from three different 

trenches. They consist of one pottery sherd and two copper-alloy small finds. 

 

A single abraded body sherd of flint-tempered pottery (HMF) was recorded in the 

unstratified context 0002 in Trench 7 (9g).  These fabrics have a fairly long life-span 

within the prehistoric period.  In this example, the flint is abundant and ill-sorted and it is 

likely to be dated from the Mid/Late Bronze to Early Iron Age. 

 

A very worn Roman sesterce (19g) was noted in the unstratified context 0003 in Trench 

1 (SF1001).  Only a vague outline of a figure can be seen on the obverse and the 

general style indicates a date from AD69 to 138 (Andrew Brown pers.comm).  The 

reverse is completely worn. 

 

Finally, a copper-alloy fragment (3g) was retrieved from the unstratified context 0004 in 

Trench 8 (SF1002).  The piece is flat and snapped at one end and a single rivet is 

present.  It appears to be a strap or mount but is too robust to have belonged to a dress 

accessory and was perhaps part of a padlock or a wooden box fitting (Andrew Brown 

pers.comm).  The item is not closely datable, but a Roman date cannot be ruled out 

entirely. 
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7.  Discussion  
 

The evaluation has shown that, underneath the modern ploughsoil, the natural 

stratigraphy of colluvial deposits overlying the drift geology lies intact and undisturbed. 

Any potential archaeological horizon, likely to be sealed below layer 0001, could 

therefore be expected to exist in a state of good preservation.  

 

However despite this high level of preservation and lack of modern disturbance there 

was no evidence of any former human activity on the site, other than three isolated finds 

dating to the prehistoric/Roman periods. The absence of any archaeological deposits or 

cut features demonstrates that the widespread prehistoric and Roman activity, which is 

known to lie further uphill to the north, does not extend across the area of the site. This 

suggests that the site lay on the periphery of this multi-period area of occupation and 

religious practice. The finds material, which probably derives from this nearby activity, 

could have arrived on the site via casual loss, via agricultural practices such as 

manuring, or via natural processes such as soil creep. 

 

There was no indication on the site for any evidence relating to the nearby post-

medieval brick kilns, or of any other activity in the period. As there was no evidence of 

any land sub-division it seems that the site was in use as a single open field, as shown 

on the mid 19th century tithe map, throughout the post-medieval period and perhaps 

earlier.   
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8.  Conclusions and recommendations for further work  
 

The evaluation has identified a near total absence of archaeological deposits on the 

site. The planned development therefore is unlikely to have any impact upon 

archaeological heritage assets and so no further work is thought necessary to mitigate 

the impact of the site’s development. 

 

The eastern 0.3ha of the site still requires evaluation, which can only take place once 

the site is vacated by the vehicle rental business.
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9.  Archive deposition  
 

Paper and photographic archive: SCCAS, 9/10 Churchyard, Shire Hall, Bury St 

Edmunds, Suffolk, IP33 2AR. 

Digital archive: SCCAS, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk. 

Finds and environmental archive: SCCAS, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk.  
 
 

10.  List of contributors and acknowledgements  
 

The project was managed by Joanna Caruth. The evaluation was directed by John 

Craven and carried out by a number of archaeological staff, (Phil Camps, Tony Fisher, 

David Gill and Alan Smith) all from Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service, Field 

Team. 

 

The post-excavation was managed by Richenda Goffin. The production of digital site 

plans was carried out by David Gill and Gemma Adams, and the specialist finds report 

by Andy Fawcett. Other specialist identification and advice was provided by Andrew 

Brown (Portable Antiquities Scheme).  The report was checked by Richenda Goffin. 
 

 

11.  Bibliography  
 
British Geological Survey DiGMapGB-50 dataset [Online], 2010, Available:  
http://maps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyviewer_google/googleviewer.html [20 December 2010].  
 
 
 

Disclaimer 
 
Any opinions expressed in this report about the need for further archaeological work are those of the Field 
Projects Team alone. Ultimately the need for further work will be determined by the Local Planning 
Authority and its Archaeological Advisors when a planning application is registered. Suffolk County 
Council’s archaeological contracting services cannot accept responsibility for inconvenience caused to 
the clients should the Planning Authority take a different view to that expressed in the report. 
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