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Introduction
This report documents the results of an archaeological field evaluation carried out at 61 Mill Street, Wantage, Oxfordshire (SU 3951 8800) (Fig. 1). The work was commissioned by Mr Nicholas Glover of Dean and Dyball Construction Limited, Unit 8 Tanners Yard, London Road, Bagshot, Surrey, GU19 5HD.
Planning permission (WAN/7226/1) has been sought from Vale of White Horse District Council to demolish the existing structure on the site and replace it with retirement apartments and associated car parking and ancillary facilities. A brief provided by Oxfordshire County Archaeological Service (Coddington 2007) has highlighted the potential of the site and, as a consequence of the possibility of archaeological deposits being present on the site which may be damaged or destroyed by groundworks, a field observation has been requested in order to provide infomation on the potential archaeological impact of the proposal, prior to the determination of the planning application. A single component of work is proposed, namely field evaluation by means of machine trenching.
This is in accordance with the Department of the Environment’s Planning Policy Guidance, Archaeology and Planning (PPG16 1990), and the District Council’s policies on archaeology. The field investigation was carried out to a specification approved by Mr Hugh Coddington of Oxfordshire County Archaeological Service. The fieldwork was undertaken by Simon Cass, David Platt and Sean Wallis on 11th and 12th July 2007, and the site code is MSW07/81. The archive is presently held at Thames Valley Archaeological Services, Reading and will be deposited with Oxfordshire Museum Service in due course.
Location, topography and geology

The site is located on the south side of Mill Street, just to the west of the historic core of Wantage (Fig. 2). The site is bounded to the east by Letcombe Brook, beyond which are Betjeman Millennium Park and the Lamb Public House. Relatively new housing bounds the site to the west. Prior to the evaluation, the site was largely occupied by commercial buildings, most of which have now been demolished. The site is relatively flat, at the foot of a moderately steep valley, and lies at a height of approximately 83m above Ordnance Datum. According to the British Geological Survey, the underlying geology is on a complex junction of Upper Greensand, Head and Younger Combe Deposits (BGS 1971). This was confirmed during the evaluation, with Head deposits of light greenish white clayey chalk being noted in all three trenches.
Archaeological background

The archaeological potential of the site has been highlighted in a brief prepared by Oxfordshire County Archaeological Service (Coddington 2007). In summary, the site lies in an area of archaeological potential on the margins of the historic core of the town. Archaeological fieldwork to both the east and north of the site have revealed deposits of Roman date, which appear to be part of a substantial Roman roadside settlement, perhaps with a villa further north (Henig and Booth 2000, 70–1). There was also some evidence for Iron Age activity (Holbrook and Thomas 1997).
Objectives and methodology

The purpose of the evaluation was to determine the presence/absence, extent, condition, character, quality and date of any archaeological or palaeoenvironmental deposits within the area of development. This work was to be carried out in a manner which would not compromise the integrity of archaeological features or deposits which might warrant preservation in situ, or might better be excavated under conditions pertaining to full excavation.

The specific research aims of the project were;

To determine if archaeologically relevant levels have survived on the site.

To determine if archaeological deposits of any period are present.

To determine if archaeological deposits representing Iron Age or Roman occupation are present. 

It was proposed to excavate three trenches, each 30m long and 1.6m wide, with a contingency for an additional 10m of trenching should this be required to clarify the nature of the initial findings. The trenches were to be dug using a JCB-type mechanical excavator fitted with a toothless ditching bucket, under constant archaeological supervision. Where archaeological features were certainly or probably present, the stripped areas were to be cleaned using appropriate hand tools, and sufficient of the features sampled to satisfy the aims of the brief. 
Prior to commencement of the project, it became apparent that one of the proposed trenches (3) would have to be moved from its original position, as one of the existing buildings was not going to be demolished. This trench also had to be shortened due to the presence of site cabins, car parking areas, and an electricity substation. These changes to the approved specification were agreed with Mr Coddington, during his site monitoring visit.

A high water table and recent heavy rainfall caused inundation of the trenches almost immediately after opening. Although a pump was employed  to control the water it was not generally possible to make the trenches workable by hand. It was agreed that all features should be recorded in plan as a minimum, and any dating evidence which was easily retrievable should be recovered.

Results

Three trenches were dug, ranging in length from 17.3m to 28.1m (Fig. 3). A complete list of trenches giving lengths, breadths, depths and a description of sections and geology is given in Appendix 1.

Trench 1 (Plate 1)

This trench was aligned approximately N-S, and due to the presence of a concrete crusher and other logistical problems was only 28.1m long. Up to 0.4m of demolition rubble and disturbed soil was removed to reveal a layer of buried tops`oil, approximately 0.2m thick. Immediately beneath this was a layer of mid greyish brown silty clay, up to 0.15m thick, which overlay a deposit of dark brownish grey silty clay, which was about 0.45m thick. This lay directly above the natural geology, which consisted of light greenish white clayey chalk, with occasional flint inclusions (Head). A test pit was dug at the northern end of the trench, which revealed that the Head deposit was approximately 0.5m thick and lay directly above Gault Clay.
A possible feature (3) was recorded in the northern half of the trench which, based on its irregular shape in plan, was interpreted as the eastern edge of a probable natural channel with two fills (Fig. 4). The lower fill (54) was a light brown clay with an upper fill of dark brownish grey silty clay (53) from the surface of which four sherds of 4th-century Roman pottery were recovered. It is likely that this latter deposit is merely part of the layer found throughout the entire length of the trench, which has slumped down into the soft area of the channel. A possible gully (1), 0.8m wide and 0.12m, was investigated towards the southern end of the trench, between 4.3m and 5.8m (Fig. 5). No finds were recovered from its fill of dark greyish brown silty clay with occasional flint inclusions (50).
Another possible gully (2) was noted between 8.2m and 9.3m but could not be successfully excavated and recorded due to inundation. No finds were recovered from the surface of its fill of dark brownish grey silty clay (51).
Trench 2
Trench 2 was aligned approximately N-S, and was 29.4m long. Up to 0.4m of demolition rubble and disturbed soil was removed to reveal a buried topsoil layer, approximately 0.3m thick. This lay above a deposit of dark brownish grey silty clay, which varied in thickness from 0.4m at the southern end of the trench, to about 0.6m towards the northern end. This lay directly above the natural Head deposit of light greenish white clayey chalk with flint inclusions.
A possible gully (4) was noted between 14.3m and 14.9m. Excavation through this feature had to be abandoned due to the ingress of water. As a result, the feature could not be fully recorded, although it appeared to be about 0.6m wide and at least 0.2m deep. No finds were retrieved from its fill of dark brownish grey silty clay (54).
Trench 3
Trench 3 was eventually aligned approximately E-W, and was 17.3m long. Up to 0.3m of disturbed soil, concrete crush, and demolition rubble was removed to reveal approximately 0.3m of buried topsoil. This lay above up to 0.1m of dark brownish grey silty clay, which in turn lay directly above the natural geology consisting of light greenish white clayey chalk with flint inclusions (Head).
A ditch (5) was observed between 0.4m and 10.7m, which was filled with dark brownish grey silty clay with occasional flint and chalk inclusions (55). Two sherds of Roman pottery were recovered from this deposit, along with one probably intrusive medieval sherd. One of the Roman sherds, a reasonably large fragment of a flagon or jug, suggests a 4th-century date for this ditch. However, the high water table meant that further investigation of the feature was impractical. A sub-circular pit (6) was partially exposed between 8.2m and 10m, although a slot through this feature had to be abandoned due to flooding. The pit was at least 0.15m deep and filled with dark brownish grey silty clay with occasional flint and chalk inclusions (56). Four sherds of Roman pottery, suggesting an early 2nd-century date, were retrieved during the partial excavation of this feature, although it could not be recorded in detail.
Finds

Pottery by Jane Timby
The archaeological evaluation resulted in the recovery of a small assemblage of 11 sherds of pottery weighing 195g (Appendix 3). Ten of the sherds date to the Roman period and one is of medieval date. Pottery was associated with three features: ditch 5, pit 6 and the surface of a probable natural channel (3).

The pottery was scanned to assess its likely chronology and quantified by count and weight. The sherds were in moderately fresh condition with good surface preservation and clean edges.

Roman

Most of the sherds are Roman in date and appear to include pieces of 2nd-century and 4th-century currency. The group includes one piece of imported Central Gaulish samian, one sherd of Oxfordshire colour-coated flagon or jug and eight sherds of local grey or black sandy ware. Two of the grey sandy wares have barbotine dot decoration, a feature typical of the early 2nd century. One sherd from the channel surface has a sooted exterior from use.

Medieval

A single bodysherd, probably from a jar in a flint and quartz sand-tempered fabric came from ditch [5]. The fabric conforms to that known as Newbury fabric A, generally dated to the 11-12th century.

In summary, pit 6 produced four sherds which suggest an early 2nd-century date; ditch 5 produced two Roman sherds, one 4th-century in date, and one medieval piece whilst the surface of channel 3 produced four unfeatured grey wares probably of earlier rather than later Roman date. Previous work in Mill Street (Holbrook and Thomas 1997) has demonstrated activity dating from the 1st century AD through to the early Saxon period so the material recovered here should accord no surprise.

Conclusion

Despite being somewhat restricted by adverse conditions, the results from this evaluation have shown that the site does have archaeological potential, particularly towards the northern end with two features dated to the Roman period; other features towarsd the south, although less well dated, may be associated, as all lay below the same (alluvial?) layer. Roman alluviation is widely recorded in the Thames Valley, and appears to have intensified as the period progressed (Henig and Booth 2000, 111). The information from this site expands knowledge of Roman occupation in the area, particularly when the results of earlier fieldwork to the north and east of the current site are taken into account. The top of the archaeological deposits here are relatively deeply buried by subsequent accumulation and modern made ground. 
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APPENDIX 1: Trench details

	Trench 
	Length (m)
	Breadth (m)
	Depth (m)
	Comment

	1
	28.10
	1.50
	1.30(S)
1.20(N)
1.7(test pit)
	0-0.4m demolition rubble and disturbed soil; 0.4-0.6m buried topsoil; 0.6-0.75m grey/brown silty clay (subsoil); 0.75-1.2m dark brown/grey silty clay; 1.2m+ natural geology (light greenish/white clayey chalk with occasional flint inclusions- Head). Test pit to 1.7m- Gault Clay. Possible gullies 1 and 2. Natural channel 3. [Plate 1]

	2
	29.40
	1.50
	1.10(S)
0.65(N)
	0-0.4m demolition rubble and disturbed soil; 0.4-0.7m buried topsoil; 0.7-1.1m dark brownish grey silty clay;  1.1m+ natural geology. Possible gully 4.

	3
	17.30
	1.50
	0.75(W)
0.90(E)
	0-0.3m demolition rubble and disturbed soil; 0.3-0.6m dark brownish grey clayey silt (buried topsoil ?); 0.6-0.7m dark brownish grey silty clay (buried subsoil?); natural geology. Ditch 5. Pit 6 [Plate 2].


APPENDIX 2: Feature details
	Trench
	Cut
	Fill (s)
	Type
	Date
	Dating evidence

	1
	1
	50
	Gully
	Unknown
	None

	1
	2
	51
	Gully
	Unknown
	None

	1
	3
	52, 53
	(Natural Channel)
	N/A
	N/A

	2
	4
	54
	Gully
	Unknown
	None

	3
	5
	55
	Ditch
	Roman
	Pottery

	3
	6
	56
	Pit
	Roman
	Pottery


Appendix 3: Pottery Catalogue

Channel [3] (52)

Four grey sandy wares comprising three bodysherds and one basesherd. Two sherds have barbotine dot decoration; one is externally sooted. Wt 45 g. Date: 2nd century.

Ditch [5] (55)

One sherd from a large flagon or jug with a strap handle. Fabric: Oxfordshire colour-coated ware. Wt. 56 g. Date: 4th century.

Basesherd from a black sandy ware dish decorated internally with burnished radiating lines. Wt. 15 g. Date: Roman. 

Bodysherd from a jar. Newbury fabric A. Wt. 8 g. Date: 11-12th century.

Pit [6] (56)

Fine greyware beaded rim jar. Wt. 12 g. Date: early Roman.

Large bodysherd Oxfordshire grey ware. Wt. 45 g. Date: early Roman.

Bodysherd black micaceous sandy ware. Wt. 13 g. Date: Roman.

Small spalled fragment of Central Gaulish samian. Wt. 1 g. Date: early 2nd century.
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Figure 1. Location of site within Wantage and
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Figure 2. Detailed location of site on Mill Street.
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