
ASE
Archaeology South-East

Archaeological Watching Brief Report
at Church Lane, Steyning

West Sussex

NGR: 518873 111571

  

ASE Project No: 6319
Site Code: UBB07

ASE Report No: 2014058
OASIS ID: archaeol6-171774

By Kristina Krawiec

February 2014



 
 

 
Archaeological Watching Brief Report 

at Church Lane, Steyning 
West Sussex 

 
NGR: 518873 111571 

 

   
ASE Project No: 6319 

Site Code: UBB07  
 
 

ASE Report No: 2014058 
OASIS ID: archaeol6-171774 

 
 
 

By Kristina Krawiec 
 
 
 
 

February 2014 
 
 
 
 

Archaeology South-East 
Units 1 & 2 

2 Chapel Place 
Portslade 

East Sussex 
BN41 1DR 

 
Tel: 01273 426830 
Fax: 01273 420866 

Email: fau@ucl.ac.uk



Archaeology South-East 
WB: Church Lane, Steyning 

ASE Report No: 2014058  

 

© Archaeology South-East UCL 
i 

 

Abstract 
 

 
Archaeology South-East was commissioned to undertake a watching brief at Church 
Lane, Steyning, West Sussex. The works comprised the excavation of sheet-piled 
reception pits up to 4m deep.  
 
No archaeological features were encountered but a record was made of the 
sediments within each pit. Alluvial sediments that characterise the River Adur 
floodplain were shown to contain visible organic remains, wood and molluscan 
remains. The laminated sands and silts indicate accumulation under a possible 
estuarine or inlet environment and demonstrate that the site has a high potential to 
preserve both palaeoenvironmental remains and wooden archaeological remains.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Site Background 
 
1.1.1 Archaeology South-East (ASE), the contracting division of the Centre for 

Applied Archaeology (CAA), Institute of Archaeology (IoA), University College 
London (UCL) was commissioned by Clancy Docwra to undertake a watching 

brief during groundworks at Church lane Steyning (NGR 518873 111571; 
Figure 1). The works comprised the excavation of sheet-piled drill reception 

pits and the excavation of pipe trenches. 
 
1.2 Geology and Topography 
 
1.2.1 The site is located on the floodplain of the River Adur and is bounded to the 

west by Kings Barn Lane. The topography is generally flat although some 
river terrace features are visible as slightly elevated ground. The area is also 
bisected by an embanked tributary stream of the Adur. The underlying drift 
geology according to the BGS comprised river terrace sands and gravel and 
alluvium (Sheet EW318). These deposits overlie the Gault mudstone 
formation, with Greensand and Marly chalk formations to the south. 

 
1.3 Planning Background 
 
1.3.1 The scheme falls outside the usual planning framework, due to the proximity 

of a Scheduled Ancient Monument (SM 29251), the area is known to contain 
remains of medieval salt-working. Therefore, Clancy Docwra consulted John 
Mills, Archaeologist, West Sussex County Council and Archaeology South-
East in order to ensure works were monitored where excavation to depth was 
undertaken.  

 
1.3.2 Although no formal Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) was produced, the 

WSI from a previous phase of work was adhered to which outlining the 
techniques to be used in the field, and in the production of a report and an 
archive (ASE 2007a). 

 
1.4 Aims and Objectives 

 
1.4.1 The general objective of the archaeological work is to monitor the excavation 

of the reception pits and pipe trenches for the presence of any artefacts or 
ecofacts of archaeological interest which are to be recorded and interpreted 
to appropriate standards.   

 
1.4.2 Site specific aims include: 
 

• To record the presence/absence of medieval salt working and other 
archaeological features  

 
• To determine the nature, preservation and potential for the recovery of 
palaeoenvironmental remains. 
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1.5 Scope of Report 
 
1.5.1 This report records the result of the watching brief carried out on the 

groundworks at the site undertaken between October 2013 and February 
2014. The on-site monitoring was carried out by Simon Stevens (Senior 
Archaeologist), Cat Douglas, Chris Russell and Kristina Krawiec 
(Environmental archaeologist). The project was managed by Neil Griffin 
(Project Manager) and by Dan Swift (Post-Excavation Manager). 
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2.0 ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND 
 
2.1 The summary presented below is taken from the previous works undertaken 

at the site and is not repeated in full here (ASE 2012). 
  
2.2 The site lies on the floodplain of the River Adur, which until it was embanked 

in the 16th century, was a tidal estuary. Until the 1960s when some arable 
agriculture was established, the drained marshes to the north of Beeding 
were almost exclusively used as grazing land. Although the mouth of the 
estuary would have probably originally been at Shoreham, the Adur now 
enters the sea at Kingston Buci (Holden & Hudson, 1981, 119). This narrow 
band of relatively fertile soil has produced little evidence for early prehistoric 
(Palaeolithic–Neolithic) occupation, although the ephemeral nature of the 
surviving material culture as it manifests in the archaeological record together 
with the masking nature of colluvial/alluvial material derived from the higher 
slopes and valley floor, are likely to be significant factors.  

 
2.3 The valley of the Adur formed as the ice sheets retreated in the Devensian 

and when sea levels began to rise the valley began to infill with clastic and 
coarse sediments deposited by the thawing ice. The rising base water levels 
and the infilling of the river valley would have led to peat formation within 
floodplains and channel margins. With increased landscape clearance 
occuring in the later prehistoric period an influx of minerogenic sediment and 
increased water run off was introduced into the fluvial system and was laid 
down within alluvial deposits. The deepest sequences within the Adur are 
recorded at the mouth of the river with the valley bottom recorded at -23m 
OD.  However the exact timing and nature of the river evolution is poorly 
understood. 

 
2.4 No significant evidence for Romano-British occupation has been found in 

Steyning, apart from an assemblage of Roman brick and tile found to the east 
of the church during archaeological excavations in 1988-9. The town lies 
away from major roads, although the Greensand Way, an east-west link road, 
ran 2 kilometres to the north. 

 
2.5 Steyning appears to have originated as an ecclesiastical settlement 

associated with the minster church of St Andrew, with the main settlement 
focused largely to the north of School Lane and the church. It subsequently 
acquired royal status, and King Aethelwulf of Wessex, father of Alfred the 
Great, was buried there in 858AD. By the later Saxon period, it had urban 
status. 
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2.6 The main focus of the medieval town moved westwards to the dual axis 
formed by High Street and Church Street, with a standard medieval 
morphology of tenements along the street frontages with long narrow crofts 
running behind. The town’s urban importance was reduced due to the rise of 
New Shoreham (Harris 2004) and its river port had disappeared, due to silting 
of the river, by the 14th century. Extensive evidence of medieval salt 
manufacture (salterns) is located in at least nine known distinct groupings on 
the floodplain of the River Adur between New Monks Farm near Shoreham 
Airport at the south to north of Upper Beeding to the north (Holden and 
Hudson 1981, 117-148). The Domesday survey of 1086 documents twenty-
three salterns at Lancing Manor and at two sub-manors of it indicating this 
was already a well-established industry by at least the late Saxon period. 
Although no known salterns of prehistoric or Roman date are known along 
the Adur it is assumed that salt manufacture had previously been undertaken, 
albeit on a smaller scale. A number of salterns on the river Adur have been 
the subject of archaeological investigation (James 2002; Ridgeway 2000) 
including two saltern mounds beside the present site in Saltings Field 
(Gardiner 1995), and all have been confirmed to be medieval in date. 
Gardiner confirmed that the two mounds in Saltings Field were indeed 
salterns which produced pottery dating between c. 1250-1450. 

 
2.7  The town retained some status as a market town during the post-medieval 

period, with limited suburban expansion to the north-west and south-west. It 
was an important communications centre, with a number of coaching inns, 
and also had administrative significance with the quarter sessions held there 
in 1667-1743. In the early 19th century a barracks was built in the town, and 
a number of breweries were established. The town largely remained confined 
to its historic core until the 20th century, which saw an increase in suburban 
growth. 

 
2.8 Recent Investigation 
 
2.9 The Adur has received little systematic investigation and the sediments that 

infill the valley are characterised by Young and Lake (1988) from BGS data. 
This study records that the deepest sequence lies between Shoreham and 
Lancing at -23m OD. The general character of deposits comprises lower silts 
and clayey sands up to 10m thick overlain by finer grained sands and then 
the upper silts and clayey sands (Waller and Long 2010). More organic 
sediments have been recorded at Lower Beeding where peat was recorded 
within the sands (Young and Lake 1988).  

 
2.10 A watching brief was carried out during the drilling of four boreholes and test 

pits at Church Lane in 2007 (ASE 2007b). The results from Borehole 2 
revealed 8.5m of alluvium and suggest that the course of the River Adur once 
ran further west. The underlying bedrock was recorded at -10m bgl. A 
Neolithic flint scraper was recovered from 6.80m bgl and a possible loess 
deposit was also identified. In borehole 3 a peat deposit was also recorded at 
6.00m bgl and marine molluscs recovered were identified as common cockle 
and carpet shell. This work demonstrates that extensive deposits of 
significant palaeoenvironmental potential exist at the site. 
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2.11 A further monitoring was carried out at the site on the excavation of a rising 
water main between the pumping station and the opposite side of the River 
Adur (ASE 2012). This was located to the south of the site and recorded 1.5m 
of alluvial clay overlying the Gault. This was located close to the location of 
borehole 1 and confirms the sequence of deposits recorded. 
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3.0 ARCHAEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Fieldwork Methodology 
 
3.1.1 The watching brief was undertaken during the excavation of reception pits 

which were up to 4m deep. Due to the depth of the works the pits were sheet 
piled and therefore the sediment sequences were only recorded in plan as 
the sections were not visible. The pits were recorded by digital photography 
and pro-forma context sheets. 

 
3.1.2 Where deeper deposits were encountered a core was extracted using a 

Eikjelcamp gouge auger and the lithology of the sediment sequence was 
recorded using Troels-Smith (1955). The scheme breaks down a sediment 
sample into four main components and allows the inclusion of extra 
components that are also present, but that are not dominant. Key physical 
properties of the sediment layers are also identified according to darkness 
(Da), stratification (St), elasticity (El), dryness of the sediment (Dr) and the 
sharpness of the upper sediment boundary (UB) (Appendix 1). 

 
3.2 Fieldwork Constraints 
 
3.2.1 The depth of the excavations limited the visibility and access to sediments 

and sections. Also water ingress was a problem with material becoming very 
wet below 1.00m bgl. Site visits were undertaken between October 2014 and 
February 2013 on an intermittent basis during poor weather conditions.  

 
3.3 The Site Archive  
 
3.3.1 A full photographic record of the work was kept and will form part of the site 

archive. The site archive is currently held by Archaeology South-East at the 
offices in Portslade. Table 1). 

 
 

Number of Contexts 21 

No. of files/paper record 1 small file (38 paper) 

Bulk Samples 1 

Photographs 20 

 
   Table 1: Quantification of site archive 
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4.0 RESULTS 
 
4.1 Reception pit 1 

  
4.1.1 Reception pit 1 was located at the northern end of the site and was 

excavated to a depth of 4m below ground level.  This pit did not reach the 
underlying hard rock geology and the lowest deposit encountered was a 
blue grey smooth silt clay (107) with visible organic remains and occasional 
shell layers. This was overlain by a mottled orange grey clay (106) which 
was then overlain by the subsoil (105). 

 
4.1.2 Due to the depth of these deposits and the lack of access to the section a 

single core was undertaken using a hand auger to a depth of 4m below 
ground level. The lowest deposit was a smooth grey silt (3.75-4.00m) which 
was overlain by a laminated silt and sand deposit with frequent shell 
fragments (3.30-3.75m).  

 
4.1.3 This was then overlain by a grey sand laminated with silt and occasional 

peat clasts and a thick band of silt at the base (1.15-3.30m). The contact 
between this unit and the lower sand and silt was sharp indicating an 
erosive contact. This was then sealed by a mottled orange grey oxidised 
alluvial clay (0-1.15m). 

 
4.1.4 A large tree stump was recovered from this pit (c.4m) and a subsample was 

recovered for identification. The wood did not demonstrate any tool marks 
but was well-preserved allowing the identification of species to be 
undertaken (D.Mooney pers comm.). The stump was shown to be mature 
Quercus sp. (oak) heartwood, a non-wetland species. 

 
 
Context 

 
Type 

 
Description 

Max. 
Length m 

Max. 
Width m 

Deposit 
Thickness m 

105 Layer  Subsoil 3m 3m  0.27m 

106 Layer  Orange grey mottled 
clay, alluvium 

3m  3m  1.70m 

107 Layer Blue grey smooth silt 
clay, occ organics 

   

 
Table 2: List of recorded contexts Pit 1 
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4.2 Reception Pit 2   
 
4.2.1 Reception pit 2 was located to the south of an embanked tributary channel 

of the Adur. The topography in this area suggested that the pit lay at the 
edge of an area of high ground forming a terrace within the floodplain. 

 
4.2.1 These deposits were much shallower than those encountered by Pit 1 and 

the underlying Gault clay was encountered at 0.40m below ground level. No 
archaeological features were observed within this pit which was excavated 
to a depth of 3m. 

 
 
Context 

 
Type 

 
Description 

Max. 
Length m 

Max. 
Width m 

Deposit Thickness 
m 

202 Layer  Subsoil 3m 3m  0.40m 

203 Layer  White flinty chalky clay 3m  3m  3m 

 
Table 3: List of recorded contexts Pit 2 
 
4.3  Reception Pit 3 
 
4.3.1 The top soil removal was monitored to a depth of 0.30m bgl but due to poor 

site conditions it was not possible to monitor the rest of the excavation.  
 
4.4  Reception Pit 4 
 
4.4.1 Reception pit 4 was located to the in the south east corner of the site 

directly adjacent to the River Adur. The pit was excavated to a depth of 
1.5m below ground level and the underlying hard rock geology was not 
encountered. The lowest deposit recorded was an organic blue grey alluvial 
clay (402) which was overlain by an oxidised alluvial clay layer (402). The 
overlying topsoil (400) demonstrated disturbance in the form of a chalky flint 
layer (401).  

 
4.4.2 No archaeological features were observed in this trench and a bulk sample 

was recovered from the alluvial clay (402). As this was an isolated sample 
and column samples were unable to be recovered the sample was not 
processed although it has been retained should assessment be required. 

 
 
 
Context 

 
Type 

 
Description 

Max. 
Length m 

Max. 
Width m 

Deposit Thickness 
m 

400 Layer  Topsoil 7m 4m  0.15m 

401 Layer  Chalky flint layer, 
modern 

7m  4m  0.10m 

402 Layer Mottled orange grey 
clay 

7m 4m 0.25m 

403 Layer Organic blue grey clay 7m 4m 1.70m 

 
Table 4: List of recorded contexts Pit 4 
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5.0 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
5.1 The watching brief was undertaken in order to record the presence/absence 

of archaeological and palaeoenvironmental remains. Previous work at the site 
(ASE 2007, 2012) demonstrated that both clastic and organic sediments were 
present at the site up to a depth of 8m. In addition, the area is known to have 
been part of an extensive medieval saltworking industry (SM 29251). The four 
reception pits provide an opportunity to examine the floodplain and floodplain 
edge of the River Adur. Although no archaeological remains were recorded 
during the works areas of floodplain deposits were able to be recorded. 

 
5.2 The maximum depth reached was 4m below ground level and was recorded 

using a hand auger. The underlying floodplain sediments are characterised 
by a series of smooth grey silt and fine grained sand deposits which have 
visible organic remains throughout. The sharp contacts recorded between the 
upper laminated silts and overlaying sand and silt deposits indicate episodes 
of erosive events such as high energy flooding or river avulsion. The 
boreholes undertaken in 2007 demonstrated the river had migrated from west 
to east and that deep sequences of alluvial sedimentation were present at the 
eastern edge of the site. The borehole survey also encountered an in-situ 
peat deposit which is rare within the known deposits of the Adur and the 
exact nature and timing of this accumulation is poorly understood. Within the 
upper alluvial silt clay recorded in Reception Pit 1 were clasts of peat 
throughout indicating the presence of an eroding peat bed at the site. 

 
5.3 Also recorded within the alluvial material was the presence of whole and 

fragmented shell. In the borehole survey (ASE 2007b) these were identified 
as common cockle and carpet shell, both edible species which burrow into 
muddy and sandy substrate. It is likely the shells recorded in the reception pit 
are of similar species which in conjunction with the nature of the sediment 
indicate these deposits accumulated within an estuarine or inlet environment. 

 
5.4 The recovery of a large oak trees tump from these silts indicates the potential 

for the site to preserve wooden remains. Although this timber was unworked 
it is a non-wetland species indicating it was probably carried to the site during 
a flooding episode, where uprooted trees have been recorded within alluvial 
sediments it is believed they have been swept away from destabilised soils 
and are seen as evidence of clearance related erosion (Evans 1975). 

 
5.5 The watching brief carried out at the site has further characterised the depth 

of sedimentation along the edge of the Adur floodplain and has demonstrated 
that the sequence has the potential to preserve palaeoenvironmental and 
wooden remains. Although no archaeological features were recorded in this 
instance the area has high potential for the preservation of such remains 
along with the possible information stored in the sediment archive. 
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Degree of Darkness  Degree of Stratification  Degree of Elasticity  Degree of Dryness 

nig.4 black  strf.4 well stratified  elas.4 very elastic  sicc.4 very dry 

nig.3    strf.3    elas.3    sicc.3   

nig.2    strf.2    elas.2    sicc.2   

nig.1    strf.1    elas.1    sicc.1   

nig.0 white  strf.0 no stratification  elas.0 no elasticity  sicc.0 water 

           

     Sharpness of Upper Boundary    

   lim.4 < 0.5mm        

   lim.3 < 1.0 & > 0.5mm        

   lim.2 < 2.0 & > 1.0mm        

   lim.1 < 10.0 & > 2.0mm       

   lim.0 > 10.0mm          

 

   Sh Substantia humosa Humous substance, homogeneous microscopic structure     

   Tb T. bryophytica   Mosses +/- humous substance         

 
I Turfa 

Tl T. lignosa   Stumps, roots, intertwined rootlets, of ligneous plants     

   Th T. herbacea   Roots, intertwined rootlets, rhizomes of herbaceous plants     

   Dl D. lignosus   Fragments of ligneous plants >2mm       

 
II 
Detritus Dh D. herbosus   Fragments of herbaceous plants >2mm       

   Dg D. granosus   Fragments of ligneous and herbaceous plants <2mm >0.1mm     

 III Limus Lf L. ferrugineus   Rust, non-hardened. Particles <0.1mm       

   As A.steatodes   Particles of clay         

 
IV Argilla 

Ag A. granosa   Particles of silt         

   Ga G. arenosa   Mineral particles 0.6 to 0.2mm         

 V Grana Gs G. saburralia   Mineral particles 2.0 to 0.6mm         

 
  

Gg(min) G. glareosa minora Mineral particles 6.0 to 2.0mm         

   Gg(maj) G. glareosa majora Mineral particles 20.0 to 6.0mm         

   Ptm  Particulae testae molloscorum Fragments of calcareous shells         

 

Physical and sedimentary properties of deposits according to Troels-Smith (1955) 
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Appendix 2: Core log reception pit 1 
 

 

 
0-1.15m Da St El Sicc UB 
  2 0 0 4 0 
  Ag2 As2 Gmin+ 
  Orange grey mottled silt clay, oxidised alluvium 
 
1.15-3.30m Da St El Sicc UB 
  3 3 0 3 4  
  Gmin3 Ag1 ptm++ Sh Tl 

Laminated sand with silt, occasional wood frags and organics, peat 
clast at 2.90m, band of shelly sand at 3.00m, trends into next unit 
 

3.30-3.70m Da St El Sicc UB 
  3 3 0 3 2  
  Gmin1 Ag3 ptm+ Sh Tl 

Laminated grey silts occasional fine sand 
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HER Summary  
 

Site Code  

Identification Name 
and Address 

 

Church Lane, Steyning 

County, District &/or 
Borough 

West Sussex 

OS Grid Refs. 518873 111571 

Geology Gault; alluvium; terrace gravels 

Arch. South-East 
Project Number 

6319 

Type of Fieldwork   Watching 
Brief 

   

Type of Site Green 
Field  

   

Dates of Fieldwork   WB.  
2013/2014 

 

Sponsor/Client Clancy Docwra 

Project Manager Neil Griffin 

Project Supervisor K.Krawiec 

Period Summary       

    Other   
 Modern 

Summary  
 
Archaeology South-East was commissioned to undertake a watching brief at Church Land, 
Steyning, West Sussex. The works comprised the excavation of sheet-piled reception pits up to 
4m deep. No archaeological features were encountered but a record was made of the 
sediments within each pit. The alluvial sediments that characterise the River Adur floodplain 
were shown to contain visible organic remains, wood and shells. The laminated sands and silts 
indicate accumulation under a possible estuarine or inlet environment and demonstrate the site 
has a high potential to preserve both palaeoenvironmental remains and wooden archaeological 
remains. 
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OASIS Form 
 

OASIS ID: archaeol6-171774 

Project details  
 

Project name A watching brief at Church Lane, Steyning  

Short description of 
the project 

Archaeology South-East were commissioned to undertake a 
watching brief at Church Land, Steyning, West Sussex. The works 
comprised the excavation of sheet-piled reception pits up to 4m 
deep. No archaeological features were encountered but a record 
was made of the sediments within each pit. The alluvial sediments 
that characterise the River Adur floodplain were shown to contain 
visible organic remains, wood and shells. The laminated sands 
and silts indicate accumulation under a possible estuarine or inlet 
environment and demonstrate the site has a high potential to 
preserve both palaeoenvironmental remains and wooden 
archaeological remains.  

Project dates Start: 01-10-2013 End: 01-02-2014  

Previous/future work Yes / Not known  

Any associated 
project reference 
codes 

UBB07 - Sitecode  

Type of project Recording project  

Current Land use Cultivated Land 4 - Character Undetermined  

Project location  
 

Country England 

Site location WEST SUSSEX ADUR SHOREHAM BY SEA Church Lane, 
Steyning  

Study area 5.00 Hectares  

Site coordinates TQ 518873 111571 50.8793385326 0.159291988652 50 52 45 N 
000 09 33 E Point  

Project creators  
 

Name of 
Organisation 

Archaeology South-East  

Project brief 
originator 

Clancy Docwra  

Project design 
originator 

Archaeology South-East  
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