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SUMMARY 

During an archaeological watching brief along a water pipeline, running from Templecombe to 
Wincanton, Somerset , a medieval farmstead was found at Meadow Vale Farm (ST 73502600) to 
the south of Wincanton. Excavations in advance of pipe laying revealed a series of features sealed 
by an occupation deposit , across part of a naturally raised area, about 60 m by 40 m in extent. A 
large but very homogeneous pottery assemblage revealed a relatively short occupation from the 
12th to 13th centuries. 

INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND 

Between March and July 1991, Wessex Water Engineering Services commissioned 
Wessex Archaeology to carry out an archaeological watching brief along the route of an 
11.5 km long pipeline (the Reservoir Link) in east Somerset. This extended from Bowden, 
near Templecombe , north-east to Pen Forest, near Wincanton . During the initial survey of 
the pipeline route, a number of earthworks were observed at Meadow Vale Farm 
(formerly known as Marsh Court Farm). These included a slightly raised area, henceforth 
referred to as a platform. Subsequent topsoil removal, across the south-east corner of the 
platform, revealed large quantities of medieval pottery. As a consequence, arrangements 
were made for further archaeological investigation prior to pipe laying. This afforded an 
opportunity to carry out a small-scale excavation in an area where little previous work has 
been carried out on medieval settlement, other than documentary research. 

LOCATION AND GEOLOGY 

Meadow Vale Farm lies some 3 km south-east of Wincanton just within the northern 
limits of the Blackmoor Vale (Fig 1). Meadow Vale is a recent name, and the farm was 
traditionally known as Marsh Court Farm, at least as far back as the 18th century. It is an 
area of low-lying , wet, marshy ground , predominantly given over to permanent pasture . 
Documentary sources emphasise the wet nature of the surrounding countryside. In 1918 
(DD/X/WOD 1 1918) the land was described as meadow 'well-watered', and an early 
19th century document describes Marsh Court Farm thus: 'very disadvantageously 
situated, scarcely to be approached except in summer, on account of the badness of the 
Roads, which are flooded to a considerable depth in Winter ' (DD/CH Box 87/3 1815). 
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Field or close names , such as Withy Mead , Hannam's Leaze Mead and Vicarage 
Leaze, given in the same document and repeatedly in earlier documents (DD/CH Box 
87/3 1775-1848; DD/BR/wcr 4 1660) show that pasture was the traditional form of 
farming in the area. The site is situated on an area of slightly higher ground within the 
floodplain of the river Cale , which flows south across Oxford Clays , 500 m to the west. 
The valley is marked by the channels of numerous tributary streams. Coneygore Hill to 
the north , Tinkers Hill to the north-east and Shave Hill to the east , are typical of the 
classic Jurassic escarpments that characterise the topography of this part of southern 
England . (Melville and Freshney 1982 , 18-38 ; and Kellaway and Welch 1980 , 70-9) . 

The site is located at 62 m OD, approximately 250 m to the west of Meadow Vale 
Farm (Fig 1). It comprises a relatively flat platform of less than 1 m in height. The 
platform is a naturally raised area , composed of clay, bearing lenticular deposits of 
fossilised shells and gravels, overlying the more laminated Oxford Clays . Excavation 
revealed that the edges of the platform had been enhanced by ditches, which were well 
defined to the south , west and north-west, but less so to the north and east. The east side 
was bisected by the possible ditch of a former field boundary . A number of more 
ephemeral , linear topographic features were observed in the surrounding field , some of 
which appeared to be associated with the platform. These features were surveyed by the 
Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England, at Wessex Archaeology 's 
request , in December 1991 (Fig. 2). 

METHODOLOGY 

The excavation was carried out over six days in April. 1991 , across the south-east corner 
of the platform (Fig 3) . The total excavated area was 220 m2 . This comprised a main 
area , measuring 18 m by 6 m , defined by the initial area of topsoil that had been removed 
by machine. In addition , a 2 m wide trench was excavated , to the north-east of the main 
excavation area, for a length of 60 m along the proposed pipeline route (Fig 3). The 
restriction to a 2 m wide trench was to avoid undue disturbance to archaeological 
deposits , and was mechanically stripped under the supervision of an archaeologist. 
Between 0.13 m and 0 .21 m of turf and topsoil was removed across the excavation area. 
The principal archaeological layers (209 and 210) were located directly below the topsoil 
and extended for about 25 m to 30 m along the trench. 

The excavation strategy concentrated upon the removal of a midden layer, and the 
subsequent cleaning, excavation and recording of all exposed features. This was carried 
out according to standard Wessex Archaeology site recording procedures. A temporary 
grid was established from a central base line that followed the centre line of the proposed 
pipeline route. Features were only excavated where they lay on , or close to, the pipe 
route, to minimise damage to stratified archaeological features and deposits. Because of 
the predominance of the pottery over other finds and the limited nature of the evidence 
from features , the pottery analysis represents an important element of this report. 

Excavation revealed most of the features to be relatively ephemeral in nature . They 
consisted of postholes plus both linear and curvilinear gullies and ditches. Further 
features were seen in section only, during the excavation of the machine-cut pipe trench . 
These aU appeared to be linear cut features . 

The homogeneous nature of the pottery assemblage prevents ceramic phasing of the 
site. Instead phasing is based almost entirely upon the stratigraphic evidence. Two phases 
are distinguished . The earliest activity (Phase 1) recognised on the platform comprised 
the cut features . Most of these were sealed by the overlying midden layer (Phase 2), 
which extended over two-thirds of the excavated area. 
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PHASE I 

Postholes and Gullies (Fig . 4) 
Postholes (218 , 220 and 222) were recorded on the north-west side of the main 
excavation area . These were spaced approximately 2 m apart and aligned east to west. 
Postholes 218 and 220 bad sub-rectangular plans, although their longer sides were at 
right angles to each other. They were both 0.6 m long, 0.4 m wide and 0.2 m deep , with 
moderate, sloping sides and flat, sub-circular bases. They each contained a clayey lower 
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fill (225 and 226 respectively) , overlain by a more loamy upper fill (219 and 221 
respectively) , containing medieval pottery, animal bone , burnt clay and charcoal flecks . 
Neither contained evidence for a postpipe , but a number of possible packing stones were 
recorded within the fill of 218 . Sub-circular posthole 222 was not excavated. It was 
0 .33 m in diameter, and had an upper fill identical to postholes 218 and 220 . 

Depicting an arc, with a diameter of about 10 m around the postholes, were at least 
two intersecting gullies (248 and 249), across which three sections were excavated 
(Fig. 4). These revealed shallow (0.07 m--0 .21 m deep) , flat-based profiles. Gully 248 
was up to 0 .9 m wider than 249 (0.65 m wide) . The former lay to the south-west side of 
the postholes, whilst the latter lay to the north-east. Their terminals appeared to overlap 
to the south-east , with 248 apparently cutting 249 . Although both gullies contained 
similar fills, the archaeological contents were markedly different, with 248 containing 
larger quantities of medieval pottery and some animal bone . From the south side of these 
gullies , a 1.2 m wide U-shaped ditch (231) extended downslope , in a southerly direction . 
Its fil.l (232) comprised a greyish, silty loam and produced medieval pottery, animal bone , 
and some charcoal. 

The nature and alignment of the three postholes suggest they formed a contemporary 
group and may have formed a part of a fenceline or possibly a timber structure. The 
nature of the excavated posthole fills, and in particular the lack of clear postpipes implies 
that the associated posts did not rot in situ but had been removed . 

The nearby gullies appeared to demarcate the area of the associated postholes . The U­
shaped ditch that extended from the south side of these gullies was noticeably different in 
fill type, being more grey and silty than those of the postholes and associated gullies. It 
may have served to drain water into ditch 246, at the south-east side of the platform . 

Ditches (Fig . 3) 
To the immediate south-west of the main excavation area was ditch , 246 , and a second 
ditch , 216 , was located along the north-east limits of the platform . 

Ditch 246 corresponded approximately to the south-west limits of the platform. It was 
at least 2 .8 m wide and 0.52 m deep and had a concave profile . Its greyish, silty loam fill 
(247) contained medieval pottery, animal bone and charcoal. It had been recut (200) and 
was 3 .2 m wide and 0 .6 m deep , but its sides were straighter than 246. The recut 
contained three fills ; a thin primary deposit (243) of small gravels and grits with 
medieval pottery, animal bone , and charcoal; a relatively sterile clayey fill 244 , and 
finally a more loamy upper fill 245 containing medieval pottery, animal bone , and 
charcoal . 

Ditch 216 had a concave shape, was 1.2 m wide , 0.6 m deep and was aligned 
east-west. Its fill was a greyish , silty clay loam , containing medieval pottery and 
charcoal. 

Ditch 246 appears to correspond to, or define, the south-west edge of the platform 
and may have served to drain it of water. This ditch functioned over some considerable 
time and had been scoured at least once (recut 200) . Ditch 216 appears to have been 
created to define the north-east side of the platform . Ditch 203 (see below, 'Unphased 
Features', and Fig. 3) to the east of 216 was a probably part of a field boundary or 
close (Fig. 2), and is significant because it may also represent a post-medieval 
replacement of 216. 

Other Cut Features (Figs 3 and 4) 
Four trenches were observed and recorded during pipe trenching . Trenches 291, 292, 293 
and 294 were located up to 20 m to the north-east of the postholes and gullies. All but 
294 , were overlain by the midden layer, and are therefore assigned to Phase l. Their fills 
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were similar to that of nearby ditch 216 (Fig. 3) , but their profiles were narrower and 
relatively flat-bottomed, having dimensions c. 0 .5 m wide and c . 0 .6 m deep . 
Unfortunately, the section of the pipe trench in which they were found was backfilled 
before they could be fully recorded. 

These features are difficult to interpret because they were only observed in section, 
and there was insufficient time for a more detailed investigation . They may have been 
beam slots, and therefore part of a second form of construction upon the platform , but no 
firm conclusions can be drawn from such limited evidence . 

Located just to the south-west of the trenches were two gullies (Fig . 4) . Flat-based 
gully 227 was 0.45 m wide and 0.09 m deep, and was orientated north-south . Its sandy 
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clay fill contained only a few sherds of medieval pottery and some animal bone. It was 
cut by a second gully, 229 , which was 2 m long , 0 .35 m wide and 0.07 m deep. Its loamy 
fill (228) produced much medieval pottery, animal bone, fired clay, two iron objects and 
charcoal. Gully 227 has a comparable profile and fill to gully 248, with which it runs 
roughly parallel (Fig. 4). In particular the position of 227, running towards the south edge 
of the platform , may suggest it was a drain associated with the structure to which gully 
248 possibly belonged. 

PHASE 2 

Overlying the features of Phase 1 were two layers that appear to have formed part of a 
midden deposit. They extended for 25 m to 30 m to the north-east of ditch 246 , covering 
the entire area of the main excavation. 

The lower, semi-gleyed , occupation layer, 209 , was 0.08 m thick and comprised a pale 
to mid-grey, loamy clay. Its upper part had a distinctly gritty texture, because of the post­
depositional accumulation of small iron nodules. The finds included 320 sherds of 
medieval pottery and animal bone. The layer sealed postholes 218 , 220, 222 and 290 ; 
gullies 227 , 229 , 248 and 249 ; ditch 231; and the possible beam slots 292,293 and 294. It 
underlay layer 210. 

An oxidised occupation layer, 210 , extended above 209 , and a little beyond to the 
north-east, although here the boundary with the base of the topsoil was unclear. It was 
0.08 m thick and consisted of a mid-brown, slightly loamy clay with occasional 
calcareous inclusions . The mineral-rich nature of this layer gave it a distinctive 
brownish-orange tinge . The finds included 1577 sherds of medieval pottery and 
animal bone. 

The presence of these layers implies that the south-west side of the platform was used 
as a dumping area following the abandonment and possible dismantling of any structures 
in this area. Because the excavation area was so limited , it is not possible to say whether 
occupation continued on other parts of the platform. It may represent an in situ 
accumulative dump or the seconda.ry dumping from a number of smaller temporary sites. 
The formation of large, above-ground rubbish dumps is common at such rural sites. 
However, the proportion of pottery to other forms of domestic refuse , such as animal 
bones , is large in this midden . The paucity of faunal remains may reflect an imbalance 
during deposition, but it may also be a result of its poor survival in the slightly acidic 
Oxford Clays. 

These layers were distinguished as separate deposits during excavation; however it is 
likely that they were originally a single deposit. The discrimination of the two layers is 
probably a result of post-depositional soil changes associated with the waterlogging 
through ground water. Permanent freedom from waterlogging would result in the upper 
layer, 210 , becoming entirely brown, whilst the lower part , 209, would be subject to 
waterlogging at certain times of the year (Curtis et al . 1976, 50 ; 221-3) . 

UNPHASED FEATURES 

The north-east end of the platform was bisected by a sizeable cut feature, 203 (Fig. 
3). A few metres north-east of this feature was a very ephemeral curving gully, 206 . 
Ditch 203 was aligned north-south and still visible within the field as a topographic 
feature. An excavated section revealed it to be 2.6 m wide and 0.4 m deep , with a 
greenish-grey clay loam fill (204) containing no finds . Gully 206 was 0.35 m wide 
and 0.07 m deep and formed an arc of diameter 2.8 m. Its loamy fill (205) contained 
no finds . 
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Despite its size and position , the lack of finds and relationship to existing boundaries 
suggest that ditch 203 was a former field boundary, and therefore of probable post­
medieval date . It may represent a later realignment of ditch 216 . Gully 206 was of 
unknown function and date. 

FINDS 

POTTERY 

Pottery from Meadow Vale comprises 2240 sherds (21 ,093 g) , derived mainly from an occupation 
horizon that sealed a number of features. 

Methodology 
The pottery was analysed according to the standard Wessex Archaeology guidelines for recording 
pottery (Wessex Archaeology 1992) . Full fabric analysis was carried out and broad fabric groups 
were defined based on the dominant inclusion type. These groups were then sub-divided into 
separate fabric types , based on the range and coarseness of inclusions present. Five fabric groups 
were defined: fabrics with calcareous inclusions (Group C), flint-gritted fabrics (Group F) , grog­
tempered fabrics (Group G), sandy fabrics (Group Q) , and fabr ics containing rock fragments 
(Group R) ; these five groups were then subdivided into 22 separate fabric types. Details of vessel 
form were also recorded , together with aspects of surface treatment , decoration and manufacturing 
technique. This basic information is held in archive . 

With the exception of 12 sherds of Romano-British coarsewares (all designated as fabric Ql00), 
and a single post-medieval sherd (fabric E600) , all the pottery from Meadow Vale Farm is of 
medieval date . The 20 medieval fabric types are listed below ; fabric totals are given in Table 1, and 
the correlation of fabric and vessel form in Table 2 . 

Table l. Fabric totals 

Fabric type No . sherds Weight % of total 

C400 3 35g 0 .17 
C401 6 56g 0.27 
C402 139 954g 4 .54 
F400 11 63g 0 .30 
F401 27 225g 1.07 
G400 17 196g 0 .93 
Q400 75 1210g 5 .76 
Q401 78 1115g 5.31 
Q402 61 794g 3 .78 
Q403 29 329g 1.57 
Q404 352 3340g 15.90 
Q405 215 2285g 10.87 
Q406 66 607g 2 .89 
Q407 44 465g 2.21 
Q408 17 256g 1.22 
Q409 18 185g 0 .88 
Q410 3 9g 0 .04 
Q411 2 17g 0 .08 
Q412 I 3g 0 .01 
R400 1063 8867g 42 .20 

Total: 2227 21011g 
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Table 2 . Correlation of fab ric type and vessel form 

COOKING POTS SB WCD PIT JUG 
Rims l 2 3 4 5 

C400 l J 
C40 l 2 
C402 2 l 
F400 1 2 
F401 2 3 
0400 
Q400 9 
Q40J 9 l 
Q402 
Q404 21 33 2 
Q405 10 12 l 2 
Q406 2 l 
Q407 J 1 2 
Q408 l 
Q409 l 
R400 58 27 4 6 

Tota.I: 97 85 6 18 3 J 10 3 1 

Key: Cookpot rims : 1 = 'dished' neck profi le; 2 = long-necked , thickened/clubbed rim; 3 = short-
necked , plain rim; 4 = Laverstock-type rims; 5 = grooved/bifid rims; SB = spouted bowl; WCD = 
'West Country' /incurved dish; PIT = pitcher 

Fabrics 
C400 Hard fabric; moderate , poorly-sorted, crushed limestone , inc luding oolites and shell , 

<l mm; moderate, poorly-sorted quartz grains <l mm; rare sandstone fragments < I mm ; 
sparse iron oxides. Oxidised with unox idised interior surface; handmade. 

C401 Hard fabr ic; moderate, poorly-so rted , crus hed ca lcareous fragments, possib ly ca lcite , 
<5 mm; rare iron oxides and mica. Unoxidised with oxidised external margin; handmade . 

C402 Hard , soapy fab ric; common , poorly-sorted, irregularly-shaped voids <3 mm; rare quartz 
grains <1 mm. Firing as C401 ; probably a leached version of C401. Handmade . 

F400 Hard , coarse fabric; moderate, poorly-sorted subangu lar flint <2 mm ; sparse quartz grains 
<1.5 mm ; rare iron oxides and mica. Oxidised with unoxidised core ; handmade. 

F40 I Hard , very coarse fabric; moderate, poorly-sorted subangular flint <4 mm; moderate , 
poo rl y sorted quartz grains <l.5 mm; rare sandstone fragments <l.5 mm; rare 
carbonaceous material <l mm; rare iron oxides; sparse probable glauconite. Oxidised with 
unoxidised core; handmade . 

0400 Soft, bad ly-wedged fabric; moderate, poorly sorted grog/clay pellet <4 mm; moderate , 
fairly well-sorted quartz grains <0 .25 mm; rare iron oxidised and mica; sparse probable 
glauconite . Oxidised throughout; handmade. 

Q400 Hard, very coarse fabric ; common , poorly-sorted quartz grains <l.5 mm; rare iron oxides . 
Pale-firing; unoxidised , generally with oxidised (pink/buff) exterior surface; handmade , 
frequently scratch marked . 

Q401 Hard coarse fabric; common, fairly well -sorted quartz grains <l mm; sparse iron oxides . 
F iring as for Q400; handmade freque ntly scratch marked. Probab ly a fi ner version of Q400 . 



Meadow Vale Farm, Wincanton 91 

Q402 Hard fabric ; very common , fairly well-sorted quartz grains <0.5 mm ; rare iron oxides . 
Oxidised with unoxidised interior surface; handmade frequently scratchmarked. 

Q403 Hard fabric ; common , poorly-sorted quartz grains <l mm ; very rare mica . Both oxidised 
and unoxidised examples; handmade . 

Q404 Hard, ' gritty' fabric ; sparse , poorly-sorted quartz grains <l mm; sparse , poorly-sorted 
sandstone fragments <l mm; sparse iron oxides and probable glauconite; rare mica and 
clay pellets. Generally pale-firing; oxidised (pink/buff) with unoxidised core; handmade . 

Q405 Hard , coarse fabric ; moderate, fairly well-sorted quartz grains <0.5 mm; sparse subangular 
flint <2 mm ; sparse carbonaceous material <2 mm ; sparse probable glauconite ; rare 
grog/clay pellet <2 mm . Oxidised with unoxidised core ; handmade . 

Q406 Hard fabric ; moderate, fairly well-sorted quartz grains <0 .5 mm ; moderate sandstone 
fragments <l mm; very rare mica. Unoxidised with oxidised exterior surface; handmade . 
Probably a finer version of R400 . 

Q407 Hard fabric; sparse , poorly-sorted quartz grains <0.25 mm; rare sandstone fragments <0 .5 
mm ; rare carbonaceous material <2 mm ; moderate probable glauconite ; sparse mica. 
Oxidised with unoxidised core ; handmade. 

Q408 Hard fabric ; moderate , poorly-sorted grains <l.5 mm ; rare sandstone fragments > 1.5 mm ; 
moderate probable glauconite; sparse mica. Oxidised with unoxidised core; handmade . 

Q409 Hard fabric ; common fairly well-sorted quartz grains <I mm. Pale-firing; both oxidised 
(pink/buff) and unoxidised examples ; probably handmade . 

Q410 Hard fabric; moderate, well-sorted quartz grains <0 .25 mm ; rare iron oxides and mica . 
Oxidised ; possibly wheelthrown. 

Q411 Hard fabric; common, fairly well-sorted quartz grains <0.5 mm; sparse iron oxides. Pale­
firing ; oxidised (pink/buff) with unoxidised core; possibly wheelthrown . 

Q412 Hard fabric ; moderate , well-sorted grains <0 .25 mm; sparse probable glauconite; rare iron 
oxides . Oxidised with unoxidised core; possibly wheelthrown . 

R400 Hard, very coarse fabric ; common , poorly-sorted sandstone fragments <3 mm; moderate, 
poorly-sorted quartz grains <2 mm ; rare iron oxides and probable glauconite . Both 
oxidised and unoxidised examples ; handmade. 

The range of inclusion types present within the 20 medieval fabric types would suggest that pottery 
from several different sources was present on the site. 

Flint-tempered fabrics have been noted as common at Sherbome, 12 km to the south-west , and a 
source for these wares has been suggested closer to Ilchester, in the Yeo valley (Harrison and 
Williams 1979) . The distribution of these flint-tempered fabrics can be seen to fall off quite sharply 
between Sherborne and Meadow Vale , although they are still found in some quantity at Milborne 
Port (Wessex Archaeology 1989) . At Meadow Vale they occur in only small quantities (see Table l ) , 
and are even less common at Gillingham , 8 km further east (Mepham 1992). 

The coarse sandy wares (Q400 , Q401) are of a type that is found widely across southern 
Wiltshire and the eastern half of Dorset from the 11th to the end of the 12th century (Spoerry 1990, 
ware Cl) . This type is known to have been produced at Laverstock (Musty et al. 1969) , but very 
similar wares are known , for example, around Poole Harbour at Christchurch (Davies 1983) and 
Wareham (Hinton and Hodges l 977) , and a potential source near to the latter site has been 
suggested on the basis of heavy mineral analysis (Hinton and Hodges 1977). Chemical analysis has 
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not proved adequate to distinguish realistic groups within this wide distribution , based on known or 
proposed production centres (Spoerry 1990 , 11). 

Scratchmarked vessels in comparable coarse sandy wares are also widespread across the same 
area ; their distribution has been discussed recently (Ross 1985) , showing that the ' core area ' was in 
south Wiltshire, with decreasing amounts in surrounding areas. Again , a source at or near the 
Laverstock kilns seems likely; although it has been suggested that these wares were produced in 
the Isle of Purbeck (Hinton and Hodges 1977 , fabric E) , recent chemical analysis has revealed a 
close match between scratchmarked sherds from Wareham and Laverstock (Spoerry 1990, 14). 

Finer sandy wares, not scratchmarked, which might include fabric Q403 , were being produced at 
the J 3th century kiln at Hermitage (Field 1966) , and wares comparable to the Hermitage products 
would seem to be concentrated in south-west Dorset (Spoerry 1990, Fig. 6) , but chemical analysis 
has indicated that Hermitage was only one of a number of small centres in west Dorset that were 
producing such wares (Spoerry J 990 , JO) . Hermitage-type wares are known from Sherbome and 
Kington Magna near Shaftesbury (Harrison and Williams 1979 , fabric E ; Ross 1985). 

It might be expected that the most commonly occurring fabrics on the site would represent the 
most local source , or sources . Three fabric types occur in large quantities : fabrics R400, Q404 and 
Q405 . These three fabrics make up, by weight, 42 .2%, 15.9% and l.0.9% respectively of the total 
medieval assemblage. All three fabrics are visually very similar, although fabric Q405 does not 
generally contain sandstone fragments , and all are found in the same vessel forms (see Table 2); it 
is likely that they derive from the same source area, if not the same production centre . 

Fabrics comparable to Q404 and Q405 , but not R400, have been found at Gillingham in similar 
proportions (Mepham 1992) , and from other sites within a 10 km radius to the south and east of 
Meadow Yale , such as West Stour (information from Mr W. Moore) and from the vicinity of 
Henstridge (Wessex Archaeology 1991) , but not from Milborne Port to the south-west (Wessex 
Archaeology 1989) . The sandstone inclusions and particles of probable glauconite observed in 
these fabrics could derive from the Upper Greensand , which outcrops just over lO km to the north , 
and to the east and south of the site . Other fabrics containing sandstone and/or glauconite (G400 , 
Q406 , Q407 , Q408 and Q412) could originate from a similar source area. 

Calcareous inclusions are scarcer, but occur in three fabrics (C400, C401 and C402). Deposits 
of both Corallian and Oolitic Limestone outcrop close to the site, and calcareous deposits are also 
found within the Oxford Clay on which the site is located. Calcareous inclusions were present, but 
not common , in fabrics from Kington Magna (Ross 1985 , fabrics D26 and D27); they are absent at 
Gillingham and , apparently, at Sherborne. Oolitic fabrics were found at Milborne Port , but vessel 
forms recognised there would seem to pre-date the occupation at Meadow Vale Farm (Wessex 
Archaeology 1989). 

Vessel forms 
Most of the medieval assemblage can be regarded as coarse kitchen wares ; vessel types recognised 
are almost exclusively cooking pots . These are found in all the calcareous and flint-tempered 
fabrics (Groups C and F) , the coarse sandy fabrics Q400-Q402 and Q404-Q409, and fabric R400 . 
Several different rim types can be identified. The most common forms are vessels with ' dished ' or 
convex neck profiles, and these occur most frequently in fabrics Q404, Q405 and R400 (Fig . 5: I , 
2) . Long-necked vessels with plain, thickened and clubbed rims are also common in the same 
fabrics (Fig. 5: 3-5). The majority of vessels appear to be handmade, with wheelthrown or wheel­
finished rims. Such vessel types are not closely datable , but a broad date range of 12th to 13th 
century can be suggested on the basis of comparisons with sites such as llchester (Pearson 1982) 
and Sherborne (Harrison and Williams 1979). 

The coarse scratchmarked wares (Q400-Q402) appear to form a discrete group , and cooking pot 
forms found in these fabrics do not occur in the other coarsewares on the site . The scratchmarked 
cooking pots are handmade , generally short-necked , with almost vertical sides and no shoulders , 
and flaring rims either plain or with a ' two-step ' profile (Fig . 5: 6) . These forms are most common 
in the coarser variants Q400 and Q40 I; rims in the finer variant Q402 are better-finished and 
grooved or bifid in form . All these cooking pot forms are paralleled at Laverstock , where the 
simpler plain and 'two-step' rims are considered to be of J 2th century date (Musty et al. l 969 , Fig . 
7, types I and II), while the more developed rims occur only in 13th century features (Musty e1 al. 
1969 , Fig. 7, type IV). 
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Bowl forms appear to be almost completely absent , although one example of a socketed bowl or 
skillet is present , in fabric Q405 (Fig. 6: 7) , and there are a small number of base sherds from 
incurved or 'West Country ' dishes. 

Pitchers, probably of tripod form, are represented by two finger-impressed strap handles in 
fabrics Q405 (Fig . 6: 9) and R400 , a short spout in fabric Q405 (Fig. 6: 8), and by a small number 
of glazed body sherds with combed and/or applied decoration in fabrics Q400 (Fig. 6: 10) and 
R400 . Tripod pitchers with applied and combed decoration are a lso known from Sherborne 
(Harrison and Williams 1979 , Fig. 46) . They belong to a type that is widespread across central 
southern England, and for which a source in south-east Wiltshire , probably Laverstock, has been 
proposed (Vince 1981 , 311). 

The finer sandy fabrics Q409-Q4I 2 would appear to derive from glazed jug forms. One body 
sherd in fabric Q409 is has applied strips over horizontal grooves, possibly from the neck of the 
vessel (Fig. 6: J l) . Sherds of the badly-wedged fabric G400 probably derive from a single g lazed 
jug . The vessel is slip-decorated with foliage, or possibly sty lised anthropomorphic motifs (Fig. 6: 
12) , such as are found on the decorated jugs from Laverstock (Musty et al. 1969 , Fig. 15) . All of 
these vessels are likely to be of J 3th century date , although so me could be slightly later. 

Table 3. Medieval pottery by context 

C400-2 F400- 1 Q400-2 Q403 Q404-8 R400 Q409- 12 G400 
Context No Wt No Wt No Wt No Wt No Wt No Wt No Wt No Wt 

20 1 11 6 734g 30 218g 132 1475g 21 215g 407 3957g 744 5514g 10 65g 17 196g 
207 I 5g 4 178g 23 239g 25 250g 
209 18 189g 6g 17 172g 117 929g 155 1278g 4 31g 
2 13 2 23g I lg 17 64 1g 4 44g 23 306g 17 206g 
2 19 5 57g I I lg 6 104g 
22 1 2 5g 15g 
223 3g 
228 6g 2 14g 3 7g I0g 
230 12g 4 89g 6 65g 24 283g 
232 2 34g 2 26g 8 99g 10 96g 
241 2 14g 6 53g 35 505g 2 44g 107 135 lg 80 I I I lg 9 11 5g 

Total : 148 1045g 38 288g 214 3119g 29 329g 694 6953g 1063 8867g 24 214g 17 196g 

Distribution 
The majority of the assemblage was recovered from an occupation horizon (contexts 201 and 209) 
which sea led several ditches and postholes. Table 3 gives the distribution of pottery by context. 
The whole assemblage is very homogeneous , and there appears to be no real difference between 
pottery from the occupation horizon , and the material from the underlying features. However, it 
should be noted that of the fine glazed jug wares (G400, Q409-Q412) , all but one sherd of fabric 
Q412 derived from the occupation horizon , which might suggest a more restricted date range of 
12th to 13th century for the pottery from the feature fills. 

One further point to be noted is that a contrast can be seen in the mean sherd size of the pottery 
from the occupation horizon and that from the underlyin g features (8.38 g and 13 .72 g 
respective.ly). It can be suggested, therefore , that the pottery from the occupation horizon is more 
likely to have been redeposited in this context. 

Conclusions 
The medieval assemblage from Meadow Vale can be seen to fall within a broad date range of 12th to 
13th century. Pottery from a number of different sources is represented , and much of the assemblage 
undoubtedly derives from a fairly local source. No kilns are yet known in this area , although the geology 
is suitable for pottery production , and there is documentary evidence for such production associated with 
a distinct cluster of parishes a.long the Blackmore vale in north Dorset (Spoerry 1988, 34). Outside the 
immediately surrounding area, pottery was reaching the site from the Yeo valley to the west, and from the 
Laverstock area to the east. A small amount of Hermitage products may also be present . 

Glazed and/or decorated sherds are very scarce , and thi s low proportion is comparable to that 
found on other medieval si tes of a similar date , for example Kington Magna and Gillingham. 
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATED SHERDS (Figs 5 and 6) 
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I . Cooking pot in coarse fabric with sandstone inclusions (R400) . Handmade body with wheel­
finished rim . Context 241. 

2. Cooking pot in coarse fabric with sandstone inclusions (R400). Handmade body with wheel­
finished rim . Context 201. 

3 . Cooking pot in coarse fabric with sandstone inclusions (R400) . Handmade body with wheel­
finished rim . Context 201. 

4. Cooking pot in coarse gritty fabric (Q404) . Finger-impressed decoration on top of rim ; 
handmade . Context 213 . 

5. Cooking pot in coarse sandy fabric (Q405) . Handmade body with wheel-finished rim . Context 
241. 

6. Cooking pot in coarse sandy fabric (Q40l) . Scratchmarked inside and out; handmade. Context 
20 l. 

7. Socketed bowl or skillet in coarse sandy fabric (Q405) . Handmade. Context 241. 
8. Short spout from spouted pitcher in coarse sandy fabric (Q405) . Handmade. Context 201. 
9. Thumbed strap handle from pitcher in coarse sandy fabric (Q405). Handmade . Context 201. 

LO. Body sherd of pitcher in very coarse sandy fabric (Q400) . Horizontal and vertical combing, 
and applied strip in contrasting slip ; glazed externally ; handmade . Context 201. 

ll. Body sherd of jug in moderately coarse sandy fabric (Q409). Applied strip with impressed 
dots, over horizontal rilling ; glazed externally; handmade. Context 209 . 

12 . Body sherd from jug in grog-tempered fabric (G400) . Applied s lip foliage or sty lised ' hand' 
motif; glazed externally; handmade . Context 201. 

IRON OBJECTS 

A total of 19 iron objects was recovered from Meadow Vale. Of this total, 14 objects could be 
identified as nails, or fragments of nails, and this included eight horseshoe nails . The remaining 
objects comprised one horseshoe fragment, and a further small sheet fragment which might also be 
part of a horseshoe ; one U-staple ; and two uni dentified objects. The distribution of objects by 
context is given in Table 4. 
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None of these objects are closely datable apart from the horseshoe fragments and horseshoe 
nails . The larger of the two horseshoe fragments has a wide web (40 mm) and four countersunk 
nail holes, and appears to belong to a short-lived type common in the second half of the 13th to 
early 14th century (Clark 1986 , Fig . 6); the second fragment is of uncertain form. This dating is 
confirmed by the horseshoe nails , which are all of fiddle-key type apart from one with an 
expanded, tapering head , both of which types are found with the horseshoe type described above 
(Clark 1986 , Fig. 7). 

Table 4. Iron Objects by Context 

Nails Horseshoe U-Staple Other 
Horseshoe Other l 

201 4 4 2 l 
230 l 
241 4 l l 

Total 8 6 2 l 2 

LEAD OBJECT 

One lead object was recovered from the occupation horizon (context 201). It is annular in shape 
(21 mm in diameter), with a weight of 19 g. 

STONE OBJECTS 

Two pieces of worked stone were recovered from the occupation horizon (contexts 201/209): one 
whetstone fragment in a fine-grained sandstone, and an abraded fragment of limestone , with a 
small perforation , probably part of a roofing slab . 

DISCUSSION 

The farmstead at Meadow Yale Farm had been sited upon one of several natural gravel 
islands , raised by fluvial action , and visible across the floodplain of the river Cale . The 
ditches around the raised area , forming a platform, would have served to enhance and 
drain it. The excavation, because of its limited nature , provided little information 
regarding evidence for occupation upon the platform . The cut features , in the form of 
postholes , ditches and gullies, were seen only in small sections, and were therefore 
difficult to interpret. The postholes were probably part of a fenceline or timber structure , 
and the gullies may have been beam slots or drainage gullies to further structures. The 
overlying midden deposit implies continuing domestic activity , even though no structural 
evidence for this phase was contained within the excavation trench . This may simply 
reflect a relocation of structures to another part of the platform . 

The homogeneity of the pottery assemblage prevents much chronological distinction 
being made between the structural features and the overlying deposit, and the 
predominance of cooking pots in the assemblage is not unusual at such rural sites . 
However, the presence of some sherds of fine glazed wares from the midden layer, might 
indicate that it is slightly later in date. A more restricted date range ·of 12th to early 13th 
century may be postulated for the pottery from the structural features . The presence of 
the horseshoe fragments and nails, of late 13th to early 14th century date, within the 
midden deposit supports the interpretation of the midden deposit being appreciably later 
than the observed structural remains. Although the Laverstock kilns of south-east 
Wiltshire appear to be the source of some of the pottery, most of the assemblage would 
have been obtained locally, from sources within a 10 km to 12 km radius. 
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The deserted farmstead site at Meadow Yale Farm is set within the nowadays fairly 
nucleated landscape of south-east Somerset, and it is within this landscape that the site must 
be considered . The property of Meadow Yale Farm was previously called Marsh Court 
Farm , which formed part of the township of Marsh within the parish of Wincanton . In 1791 , 
the hamlet contained seven houses (Collinson 1791 , 33) and in 1836 it was described as 
consisting of a few farmhouses and cottages (Phelps 1836, 153). Deeds relating to various 
tofts or properties within Marsh township date back to at least the late 17th century (DD/YB 
112 1680-1800). The largest house within the hamlet was Marsh Court , a moated manor 
.house (SMR no. 54701). The manor of Marsh was an 'ancient estate' (Phelps 1836, 153) 
held for a long period by the Zouche family , and also formed part of the Lovell barony of 
Cary (VCH 1911, 140) . One of the earliest known documentary references relates to the 
admittance of Robert de Crauthom as prior to the chapel of Marsh Lovell Court, under the 
patronage of Lord Richard Lovel , in 1328 (Hobhouse 1887 , folio 283b) . It is not clear 
whether Marsh was a sub-manor within Wincanton , or a manor in its own right. Even today, 
however, the southern part of the linear parish of Wincanton forms a discrete area , which 
probably reflects the boundaries of the ancient manor of Marsh (Fig. 1) . 

Known documentary references to Marsh Court Farm only date back to the late 18th 
century, but it is likely that the estate is much older. It was probably the home farm of the 
manor of Marsh, or Marsh Lovell. The hamlet , of which it formed a part, appears to have 
been dispersed in form ; at least it is recorded as such on 19th century plans of Wincanton 
parish (C/SS 1 1838) . The lands of Marsh Court Farm appear to have changed very little , 
and they cover the same area in 1918 (DD/X/WOD 1918) as in 1838 . It is quite probable , 
given the marginal nature of the land in the township of Marsh , that the hamlet had 
always been di spersed . There was some desertion of farmsteads in the post-medieval 
period, as deeds describe 'roofless tofts ' at Whitepitts and Lodmore at Marsh in the 17th 
century (DD/YB 112 1680) . 

Work by Aston amongst others has revealed many shrunken and deserted farmsteads , 
hamlets and villages in Somerset (Aston 1982 , 130-1) , with a general pattern of 
dispersed settlement to the west and more nucleated to the east (Aston, 1985, 81 ; 1988, 
67) , although a cluster of deserted farmsteads is located near the River Brue just over 
10 km to the north of Meadow Yale Farm (Aston 1985 , 80) and dispersed settlement can 
also be recognised nearby in north-west Dorset (Hunt 1987) . In all, about 40 villages and 
hamlets in south-east Somerset have earthworks associated with settlement shrinkage and 
desertion . Those near to the site at Meadow Vale Farm include Lower Cheri ton (ST 
700258) in North Cheriton and Henstridge Bowden (ST 692207) in Henstridge . Two 
deserted nucleations are recorded at Lattiford Farm (ST 692265) in Holton and Lower 
Woolston (ST 655275) in Yarlington. However, little is known of individual farmstead 
sites within dispersed settlement patterns in the area . 

Dispersed hamlets and farmsteads were the normal settlement pattern in the medieval 
period for large parts of the country, including much of the West Country (Taylor 1983, 
175). The study of the evolution of nucleated and dispersed settlement patterns is 
complex , but it has been recognised that the predominating pattern of hamlets and 
farmsteads in many areas is an old one (Taylor 1983 , 181), although some dispersed 
settlements can also be identified as the result of colonisation of marginaJ lands (Taylor 
1983 , 182) . To the west of the Blackmoor Yale , farmsteads in the Somerset Levels appear 
to have ancient origins , some of them possibly prehistoric (Aston 1989 , 124), and the 
amount of later colonisation appears to be quite small. Many of these farmstead sites 
occur on the clay belt near the coast. Aston says of these sites : 

Typically these consist of slightly raised platforms, no more than a metre or so at the 
most above the surrounding Levels, roughly rectangular or rectilinear in shape , with 
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vague areas of slight earthworks and nettle patches on top. All around there are 
invariably vast areas of drainage ditches or 'rhynes' (Aston l989 , 122). 

This description closely fits the farmstead site at Meadow Vale Farm . Although not 
situated on the Levels, it is within the flat , low-lying floodplain of the River Cale , which 
lies on a belt of Oxford Clay. The form of settlement is clearly dictated by the wet nature 
of the landscape, requiring the use of any raised land , enhanced and drained by ditches . 
There was no evidence to support an early origin for this farmstead, and it does appear to 
be a product of 12th century colonisation or intensification. The limited nature of the 
excavation must be borne in mind, however, and it is quite likely that further excavation 
of this site and research into the landscape 's development may reveal earlier evidence, or 
that the farm represents a localised settlement shift. It is quite possible that the site 
represents an earlier, medieval location for Marsh Court Farm house. It is also possible, 
however, that Marsh Court Farm only came into existence in the 18th century, when it is 
first documented, and that the excavated site represents an earlier, unrelated farmstead . 
Only a wider landscape survey would provide evidence for this. 

There is clearly a need for further fieldwork on both individual sites and on the 
medieval settlement pattern in thi s part of Somerset. Moreover, the discovery of this 
previously unrecorded site at Meadow Vale Farm during a watching brief highlights the 
importance of closely monitoring linear developments, such as pipelines and road 
schemes, even through areas of apparently low archaeological potential. 
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