A summary of the excavation at the Pot Field, 26th - 27th March 2007

An intense spread of Roman-era pottery was noted by the Abbotsbury Heritage Research Project at the Pot Field.  Subsequently a geophysical survey by ArchaeoPhysica Ltd during April 2006 revealed the presence of a great deal of discrete magnetic anomalies, indicative of archaeological features, probably pits for burials or cremation urns.

A 2m x 2m trench for an archaeological investigation was located corresponding to one of these anomalies.  Excavation revealed the bedrock to be only 30cm below the surface.  On the eastern side of the trench two pits were revealed, one cut into another.  Both extended beyond the limit of excavation to the north and to the east.

The earlier of the two pits was cut into the bedrock, and had slightly overhanging sides.    1.3m of its width was revealed in the trench.  The top-most fill of the pit seemed to be redeposited natural soil, perhaps the remains of a cap.  In the fill beneath this there were very few finds.  These included a single piece of pottery which appeared to be pre-Roman, and a few large pieces of bone, most notably a pelvis.  This seems to be of an animal, but it was bedded well into the section, and so the decision was taken not to remove it.  Several photographs of it were taken instead to assist with identification.  There may still be a human skeleton at the base of the pit, but due to time constraints and impending bad weather, the pit was not excavated beyond 77cm below the surface (47cm beneath the top of the bedrock).  A cane was inserted into the remaining fill to roughly gauge the depth, and it exceeded 20cm without hitting anything solid.  

Although there was not much datable material in the fill, the general absence of finds from this pit suggests that it was dug and filled relatively early, before the majority of the Roman-era activity at The Pot Field, or one would expect more stray sherds of pottery and pieces of bone to have found their way into the fill.  An Iron Age date for this pit is therefore likely, but the apparent deliberate insertion of a later, Roman-era pit into it suggests that it must have been late Iron Age, probably 1st century BC – 1st century AD, although completion of the excavation might prove otherwise.

The later pit was dug into the fills of the original.  It is likely that we are only seeing the very bottom of the pit, where it has been protected from the plough by the bedrock.  It contained frequent, large pieces of burnt and reddened stone and occasional pieces of animal bone, including what at present seems to be the fragmentary skull of a sheep.   Mixed in with this was a small quantity of Roman black burnished pottery.  This ware was produced between the 1st and 4th centuries AD, although it is really a continuation of an Iron Age tradition.  By itself it does not tie the archaeology to anything finer than those dates, but given that the pit appears to have been deliberately inserted into the Iron Age pit, we can by inference assume a date not much later, perhaps within a couple of generations.  Of course, the siting of the later pit upon the earlier one could simply be a matter of chance, but it seems that previous burials upon the hilltop were well marked, perhaps by cairns (the removed bedrock from the earlier pit was not within the backfill), and that the site was, in fact, specifically chosen.  For this to be done, the marking would have needed to be still visible, or the activity or incident connected with the construction of the first pit still strongly in the memory.  

Conclusions

An excavation at Portesham in the 1990s revealed the inhumation of a late Iron Age woman, buried in a crouched position with the famous Celtic-motifed Portesham mirror and several Roman artefacts, suggesting a certain union of the two cultures in that area. 

A similar continuity between the late Iron Age and the early Roman period is witnessed at the Pot Field, where the frequency of the pits shown by the geophysics illustrates the deliberate and repeated return of people to that particular hilltop, and on at least one occasion, according to the excavation, to an individual pit.

Whether the excavated pits are funerary has not been proven by this excavation, but it seems very likely that they belong to a cemetery, given the urn-like pottery recovered from the field surface and probably from the later pits, the deliberate retention of the excavated stone, and the frequency and uniformity of the features shown by the geophysics.  Also, a great deal of time and effort must have been expended in digging such a large pit out of bedrock, and it is most likely that such an activity would be reserved for a significant and infrequent occasion such as a funeral.

