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Summary 

 

The Roman Southwell Community Project is a not-for-profit community initiative that 

seeks to explore the Iron Age & Roman landscape of Southwell, ,ottinghamshire and 

the surrounding region. 

 

It is managed by a working committee made up of local people, and is supported 

professionally by MBArchaeology. 

 

The project is entirely self-funding, with all project costs being funded via public 

support and donations, sponsorship from local businesses and fundraising events. 

 

The 2015 fieldwork was funded by a public crowdfunding campaign undertaken by 

the project committee, with support from DigVentures and MBArchaeology. 

 

Fieldwork ran between May – September 2015, and included geophysical surveys, 

excavation and finds analysis sessions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The 2015 fieldwork season formed Phase Two of the wider project, and saw a 

geophysical survey (Resistivity) undertaken across a strip of land on Harvey’s Field, 

alongside a number of test pits that were excavated between Farthingate to the south-

east and the Potwell Dyke to the north-west. 

 

Phase One of the project, carried out from January to December 2014, was an archival 

and map analysis phase to provide background information for the fieldwork element, 

the results of which can be seen at www.romansouthwell.wordpress.com.  

 

The purpose of the fieldwork undertaken in Phase Two was to try and recover 

geological and archaeological evidence relating to the current Potwell Dyke, the 

working hypothesis of the project being that this was a much wider river in the Roman 

period or part of a flood plain. Two rows of 1m
2
 test pits were excavated at 10m 

intervals between Farthingate and the Potwell Dyke, with each row being 5m apart. 

Section drawings were compiled for each pit, with each one having the north-east 

facing section recorded. This was to provide two separate sections throughout the 

Harvey’s Field site, with the aim of correlating the differing geologies identified in 

each pit across the landscape. 

 

The Harvey’s Field site is itself located between the site of the Roman villa at 

Southwell, and the raised area of Farthingate, a housing development where Roman-

period artefacts have previously been recovered. 

 

The main aim of the 2015 fieldwork was to identify any buried features, via 

geophysics, and to create a geological section across the site, whilst recovering any 

dateable material by employing a one hundred per cent sieving methodology.  

 

This current Interim Report outlines an overview of the work carried out in 2015, with 

a discussion of provisional results. A full archaeological report will be published in 

Phase Three of the project in 2016, along with Finds Specialist reports on the pottery 

recovered from the site. 
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FIGURE O	E: Overall site plan, showing location of the Harvey’s Field site in relation to 

Farthingate and the site of the Roman villa (© MBArchaeology) 

 

 

 

 

GEOPHYSICAL SURVEY 

 

A resistivity survey of the Harvey’s Field site was undertaken in the spring of 2015 by 

project volunteers across a 20m by 65m grid. Data was collected across the grid at 1m 

intervals, the results of which can be seen in Figure Two. 

 

The survey identified four separate areas of potential archaeological interest. A1 and 

A2 (marked on the plan, Figure Two) appear to show two possible drainage ditches 

that run into each other, one of which (A2) is just visible on the ground as a slight 

shallow depression that runs at the bottom of the raised area adjacent to Farthingate. 

 

Feature A3 has been interpreted as a possible rubble spread, with feature A4 again 

suggesting stone or brickwork that appears to follow a linear pattern. This is quite 

close to the Potwell Dyke, but may indicate the foundations of a small building, 

possibly a barn, as documentary work undertaken in Phase One showed that Harvey’s  
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Field was owned by John Harvey, a local butcher who ran a small shop at number 56 

Church Street and that Harvey grazed cattle in the field in the nineteenth century. 

 

 

 

FIGURE TWO: Resistivity survey results from Harvey’s Field. The Base Line ran across the 

boundary between the site and Farthingate (©MBArchaeology) 

 

 

 

EXCAVATION 

 

Fourteen 1m
2 
test pits were excavated to a maximum of 1m depth, removed in 10cm 

spits. The location and number of each pit are shown in Figure Three. The same 65m 

base line used for the geophysical survey grid was also used as a base line for the test 

pits, with the south-west edge of each odd-numbered test pit (ie. TP1, 3, 5, etc) 

located along the base line at 10m intervals, starting at 5m. Therefore, TP1 was 

located at 5m, TP3 at 15m, TP5 at 25m, and so on. 
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FIGURE THREE: Location of test pits 1-14. The Potwell Dyke is visible top-left of the picture, and 

Farthingate bottom-right. TP1 is located 5m from Farthingate, and TP13 is located at 65m. 

(©MBArchaeology) 

 

 

Evidence of tufa was noted in several pits, but especially in those located towards 

Farthingate (TP1-4). A dark, peaty organic layer was also noted in these pits, towards 

the base of each (approximately 70-80cm deep). In the centre of the site, from TP5 

and TP6 onwards, these tufa layers disappeared, although disturbed/degraded tufa 

patches were noted. Pits 5-10 were largely comprised of mid-brown silt layers, with 

patches of brownish-grey silts and clays evident. TP5 had a layer of a whitish-grey 

silty clay at approximately 90cm, and TP7 had a mottled whitish-blue silty clay layer 

at c.60cm, with a yellowish-brown silt / degraded tufa layer below that (c.70cm). TP8 

also had a whitish-grey silty clay layer at c. 80cm and was markedly similar to that in 

TP5. This seemed to suggest occasions of flooding or periods of waterlogging, and an 

abundance of snail shells was recovered in all of these pits. 
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Pits 11-14 comprised deposits that contained much more clay, and may well have 

formed part of the ancient river bed. The water table was reached before the full 

extent (1m depth) of the pit was completed.  

 

Artefacts recovered across the site were mixed in the top two spits (ie. 0-20cm) and 

generally included 19
th
 century pottery, clay pipe, metal artefacts, modern glass and 

occasional plastic. Notable finds included 19
th
 century metal buttons with 

makers’marks on them, an 1896 halfpenny, a perforated bone button or fastener, a 

copper-alloy ring / fitting, a small ceramic ball, a slate pencil and several adjoining 

pieces of a clay pipe, including a damaged bowl. 

 

Numerous sherds of Medieval pottery were also recovered, although these were 

mainly from disturbed contexts. Roman pottery was recovered from ten of the 

fourteen pits, alongside a piece of a decorated Roman roof tile from TP7.  Although 

much of this pottery was recovered from disturbed contexts, it nevertheless reflects 

the most concentrated scatter of Roman pottery so far recovered in the town. 

 

At least four of the test pits (TP6, 7, 9 and 10), and possibly five (TP5) contained 

pottery of Roman date that appeared to be from in situ, undisturbed contexts. Both 

TP7 and TP10 also had evidence of Roman era features in the form of a deep (from a 

modern perspective) ditch. This ditch began in both pits at an approximate depth of 

between 60-70cm and continued beyond 1m depth in TP7, and 95cm depth (at which 

the water table was reached and the feature filled with water meaning further 

excavation for the final 5cm was not possible) in TP10. The fill of both ditch features 

was of a mottled whitish-blue/grey silty clay that contained no artefacts except one 

sherd of Roman pottery towards the base (c.90cm) of each. 

 

The alignment of the ditch was approximately north-south, and extended in the 

direction of the garden of house number 26 Farthingate to the south, where an 

abundance of Roman pottery, tiles and animal bone has previously been recovered
1
, 

and the Potwell Dyke to the north, suggesting the feature may well have been a 

drainage ditch. All of the Roman pottery recovered from what appear to be in situ 

levels waslocated at a depth of 55-60cm (TP5 and TP7), 70cm (TP6 and TP9) and 

95cm (TP7 and TP10), all  

                                                 
1
 Malcolm Rose, pers. comm. 23/7/15 
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of which correspond, depth-wise, to the drainage ditch feature in TP7 and TP10 

respectively. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The 2015 season has provided the project with some good evidence towards the 

working hypothesis of the Potwell Dyke / Harvey’s Field region being a much wider 

river and flood plain / waterlogged region. Geological layers across the fourteen pits 

excavated this season clearly indicate that the area has experienced flooding and/or 

waterlogging at various points in history. The presence of ditches also indicates the 

need for drainage in the Roman period, and the location of these may hint at some 

form of settlement in the Farthingate area. That Roman pottery that was recovered in 

several pits in undisturbed layers seems to indicate that the Harvey’s Field site formed 

part of the wider Roman landscape that may well have incorporated the villa site, 

although at this early stage in the project it is too difficult to extrapolate much more 

than this. 

 

What was surprising was that tufa layers (again indicating waterlogging or flooding) 

seem to occur on the raised bank of Farthingate and not in the region nearer to the 

Potwell Dyke itself. This may suggest that tufa was being deposited from the south, 

perhaps from the higher ground of the ridge beyond Farthingate, and not from the 

west (following the river’s flow) or washed down from the general region of the 

Southwell Minster to the north, where underground springs are known to exist. Again, 

further work is needed on the overall landscape of this part of the town in order to 

more fully understand this. 

 

Until the pottery is examined by the finds specialist in Phase Three, it is not possible 

to offer anything more than a general chronological dating pattern, nor whether the 

recovered pottery correlates to the occupation noted during excavations of the villa / 

development site or if it predates this. 1
st
 century AD pottery is known from 

Southwell, notably amongst that recovered from 26 Farthingate. There were, however, 

a couple of sherds of pottery that were of a poor quality, shell-tempered ware, 

suggesting there may be material that predates the Roman period generally, or that it 
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was being produced reasonably locally (ie. Romano-British). Again, a more detailed 

analysis of the pottery will hopefully shed more light on this. 

 

 

NEXT STEPS 

 

Phase Three of the project is due to start in late October 2015 and run through to the 

Spring of 2016. This phase will be a wider landscape approach to investigate two key 

target areas. The first will be the general Farthingate region, with a much wider 

geophysical survey undertaken in order to cover all of the Harvey’s Field site, and 

some targeted fieldwalking in the fields just behind Farthingate. 

 

The second target area is an exploration of the Roman road between Southwell and 

the Roman fort at Osmanthorpe, Kirklington, again utilising geophysics and 

fieldwalking. 

 

Material recovered so far will be analysed by a pottery specialist and both phases of 

fieldwork will then be more extensively written up. A working archive of material 

will also be created in this next phase, to be catalogued and stored at the Newark 

Resource Centre, with paper records, drawings and finds being available for future 

study. This phase has been funded by further fundraising events and public support, 

and a generous grant from the Nineveh Trust. 

 

 

 

Further electronic copies of this report are available as free, downloadable PDF files 

from: 

 

www.mbarchaeology.co.uk/publications  

 

www.romansouthwell.wordpress.com  


