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Summary

A programme ofgeophysical survey, topographical survey and trial trenching was undertaken
on land to the north ofLower Road, Westerfield, Suffolk in an attempt to establish somefurther
information about the context ofa notable metal detectedfind made in July 2001. The find, a
fragment ofIron Age mirror handle, belongs to a class ofobject that is well-dated, has an
interesting distribution in East Anglia and are usually securely attributed to burial contexts. The
project was funded by English Heritage via the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund.

Despite close co-operation with the metal-detectorist and a high degree ofconfidence regarding
the location ofthe findspot no archaeologicalfeatures were identified during either the
geophysical surveyor the trial trenching. The evidence in this case suggests that archaeological
features are likely to have been severely damaged by ploughing. It is also possible that intact
features may have survived, but that the small area ofthe trial trenches did not enable their
location. Given these factors and considering the possible distance that fragments ofthe object
concerned may have moved during cultivation over the last two millennia, it is perhaps

• unsurprising that the context oforigin (presumably an Iron Age burial) was notfound.

1 Introduction

1.1 Project Background

This project owes its inception to a metal-detectorist find made in July 2001 and subsequently
recorded by the Suffolk Portable Antiquities Scheme. The find in question was a fragment of
Iron Age mirror handle with fresh breaks. In the resultant circulation of information amongst
various specialists it was suggested by Mansell Spratling that the site might merit further
investigation (the rationale behind this is laid out in section 1.2, below).

The metal detectorist was confident ofbeing able to narrow down the location of the findspot to
an area of c. 20 x 2Om. Initial research examined aerial photographs of the site taken in 1971 and
1986 and these did not show any evidence ofarchaeology around the location of the findspot. It
was then decided that a programme ofgeophysical (magnetometer) surveying should be
undertaken in order to assist in the location of any archaeological features in the vicinity of the
find. An area ofone hectare, centred on the findspot, was divided into 20 x 20m squares and
surveyed during September 2002 using a Geoscan Research FM36 instrument. A sample interval
of O.5Om with a traverse separation of Im was employed. This survey did not identify any
significant magnetic anomalies and concluded that archaeological features were unlikely to be
encountered within the survey area (y.Iardill, 2002).

The remaining elements of the evaluation comprised a topographical survey and a small trial
excavation, the results ofwhich form the core of the present report.

1.2 Project Aims and Rationale

Iron Age mirrors from' England are almost exclusively known from funerary contexts. Where the
accompanying burials have been encountered and were sufficiently preserved to enable
osteoarchaeological sexing they have so far all proved to be female. The earliest Iron Age
mirrors date from c. 300 BC and were made ofIron, as in the example from the chariot burial at
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Wetwang, East Yorkshire. However, the majority of the c. 30-40 known are, like the example
here, of copper alloy. These are broadly dated to 50 BC to AD 50, although the example from
Westerfield (and another from the neighbouring parish ofAkenham) have been dated by Mansel
Spratling to the first halfof this range.

It is notable that mirrors of this type have yet to be found further north in East Anglia in what
was Icenian territory during the late pre-Roman Iron Age. The two adjacent finds at Westerfield
and Akenham (AKE 006), as well as a third example of a mirror in Suffolk, at Badingham (BDG
033), lie at the northern edges of what was Trinovantian land. Therefore, it could be conjectured
that these objects might be indicators of cultural or ethnic boundaries.

Such mirrors are therefore well dated, have a noteworthy distribution in East Anglia and can be
relatively securely attributed to burial contexts. Further definition of the object's context
therefore has the potential to address a number ofresearch questions relating to the later Iron
Age in the region. These include:

• the development of tribal polities and the processes of economic and social change in the
later Iron Age (Bryant, 2000, 16)

• the nature ofburial rites in Iron Age Suffolk (Bryant, 2000, 17)
• the nature of IcenianlTrinovantian territorial boundaries (identified as a research theme by

Martin, 1999,83-91).

However, it was recognised at the outset ofthe project that these questions could only be
approached should the burial itselfbe found and that the main result of the fieldwork would be
the general characterisation ofany surviving archaeology surrounding the findspot.

Given the paucity ofknowledge about the movement of archaeological artefacts within
ploughsoil (Dobinson and Denison, 1995; Clark and Schofield, 1991) this project is also
methodologically interesting, as it employs a number of investigative methods (geophysical
survey, aerial photography, topgraphical survey and trial trench evaluation) during the 'follow
up' to a metal detector find. As such it has the potential to inform about the post-depositional
movement ofmetal objects in this particular environment.

1.3 Site Location

The site is located at NGR TM 17084792, some 0.5km west of the historic core of Westerfield
and 3.5km to the north of the centre ofIpswich (Fig. 1). It lies on a gentle south-facing slope
and, at the time of the evaluation, was under stubble. The site is bounded to the north and west
by extant field boundaries and to the south by Low Road and its associated roadside ditch. The
eastern edge of the site is currently open, although this was formerly occupied by a field
boundary which was clearly identified during the geophysical survey (Wardill, 2002, Fig. 3) and
can be seen on the first edition OS map of 1882 (Fig. 4).

Comparatively little is known about this region on the upland margins just to the north of
Ipswich, although it has produced some ephemeral evidence of occupation from a number of
periods. For example, at the site of the New Millennium Cemetery north ofTuddenham Road
(TM 178 467 - c. 1.4 km to the SE of the present site) fieldwalking produced a broad date range
of abraded pottery, probably derived from manuring. Metal detecting only produced modem
material. In addition, a significant quantity ofburnt flint (with a smaller assemblage ofworked '
flint) was found, indicating that there was also likely to have been some prehistoric activity
nearby (Abbot, 1998,5).
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The site lies in an area where the prevailing drift geology predominantly comprises sand/gravel
(glacial outwash deposits), although it lies close to the edge ofthe mainly clay (Till) uplands to
the north (for further description of the drift geology observed § 3.3 below).

2 Methodology

2.1 Topographical (EDM) Survey

An area of40 x 4Om,centred on the findspot of the mirror, was surveyed at 2m intervals using a
Sokkisha SET 3B EDM combined with an SDR 22 data logger. The principal purpose of this
survey was to provide background data for the 3-D recording of further metal-detected finds
(§2.2, 3.1 and 3.2).

2.2 Trial Trenching

Initially an area of20 x 20m (400m2
) was opened (Trench 1), again centred on the location of the

findspot (Fig. 2). Once this had been cut and the exposed surface examined a further 90m2 of
trench was opened, which would ideally be led by the location of any finds or features in Trench
1. However, as will be seen below, no useful guidance as to the location of these further areas
was gained from the first trench. Consequently, Trenches 2 and 3 were located in order to
investigate the nature of the deposits on different parts of the prevailing slope. Trench 3 was also
targeted in the vicinity of a later metal-detected find of an early Roman terret ring fragment.

It was recognised that the mirror handle fragment had been recovered from the topsoil and that
any further metal finds might also be similarly located, having been removed from their original
archaeological context and redistributed by the action of ploughing. Consequently, the topsoil
and additional overburden was removed in a series of 150mm spits. Following the removal of
each spit the stripped area (and the associated spoil heaps) was metal-detected using a Tesoro
Silver Sabre machine in all-metal mode before stripping of the next spit commenced.

The trenches were excavated with a wheeled 1800 mechanical excavator (JCB) under close
archaeological supervision. The exposed ground surface was scanned for archaeological finds
and incised features, with hand cleaning undertaken where necessary to further define anomalous
deposits. The existing SMR number ofIPS 393 was allocated to the site and all the stratigraphic
elements ofobserved features were allocated OP (observable phenomena) numbers within a
unique consecutive numbering system. A list of recorded contexts/Ops is provided in Appendix
I. All trenches containing excavated features were recorded in a series of 1:50 & 1:20 scale plans
and sections, drawn on drafting film. These drawings are reproduced in Figure 5, with plans
shown at 1:100 and sections as 1:20.

3
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3.2 Metal Detection

3 Results
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(0003) Topsoil. Friable dark brownish grey slightly sandy loam with moderately frequent
small/medium sub-rounded flint pebbles and occasional fragments of CBM (Ceramic building
material), pottery and modem metal. Smooth even contact with deposit (0004)
(0004) Subsoil. Very soft mid greyish brown sandy silt with occasional small/medium poorly
sorted sub-rounded flint pebbles and rare fragments of pottery, CBM and struck flint. Diffuse,
undulating contact with surface ofnatural deposits (0005)

Individual trench locations are shown in Figure 2. It should be noted that trench 1 only shows
those features excavated - the remainder of the trench (as well as Trenches 2 and 3) exhibited
uniform banding of sands/gravels derived from the presence ofperiglacial features - and these
have not been illustrated in full.

0.35 -0.75m

0.00-0.35m

Few signals were detected and in a number ofcases these were ofmineralogical origin, with
their source much deeper than either the topsoil or subsoil deposits, and were related to
occasional concretions of ferrous material- 'iron panning' - encountered in the natural deposits.
Only five objects were located, all within the topsoil rather than the subsoil, and all were modem
(four buttons and a teaspoon). None were recorded three-dimensionally using the EDM.

3.3.1 Trench 1
This was centred on the findspot of the mirror handle fragment and measured 20m x 20m
(400m2

) . A common stratigraphy of topsoil (0003) and hillwash-derived subsoil (0004) was
observed throughout this trench:

3.3 Trial Trenching

3.1 EDM Survey

The results of the EDM survey are shown in the contour plot provided in Figure 3. No significant
topographical anomalies were identified and the contour plot simply describes the prevailing
slope in the area surrounding the findspot.

At this depth (after the removal and metal-detection of five 150mm spits) natural deposits (0005)
were encountered. These comprised patches of firm light reddish brown clay streaked with bands
of soft mid yellowish grey slightly silty sands. These bands were aligned with the prevailing
slope and although curved to some extent, had a parallel-sided channel-like appearance.

No clearly defined archaeological features could be identified. A number of sand/silt patches
were excavated in an attempt to further understand their origins, although their edges were in
some cases poorly defined (see Fig. 5).

Feature [0006] was broadly oval in plan (2.2Om+ long, 1.25m wide and 0.38m deep) with
irregular sloping sides and a very gradual/imperceptible break to its undulating base. It was filled
with soft dark greyish brown slightly silty sand (0007) containing occasional sub-rounded flint
pebbles, predominantly toward its base. It contained no finds. This has been interpreted as a
natural periglacial hollow.
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Feature [0009] was some 5.0Om+ long, 1.5Omwide and 0.12m deep with a rounded northern
end. It was aligned with the prevailing slope (broadly N-S) and extended beyond the southern
limit of excavation (LOE) ofTrench 1. In plan it appeared slightly curved with roughly parallel
sides. Its sides described a shallow slope with an imperceptible break to its concave base. Its fill
(0008) contained no finds and comprised a soft mid/dark greyish brown silty clayey sand with
occasional small sub-rounded flint pebbles, again mainly toward its base. This feature has been
interpreted as a natural periglacial channel.

Feature [0011] was slightly curved and 7.7Om+ long, 2.0Om wide and 0.38m deep. It had an
identical alignment to [0009] extending beyond the southern LOE oftrench 1 and also having a
similar rounded northern end. It had a fairly even V-shaped profile with a gradual break to a
flattish base. Its fill (0010) contained no finds, was indistinguishable from (0008) and the same
description is applicable. This has also been interpreted as a natural channel.

Feature [0012] was a small heart-shaped feature with irregular sides and base some 0.90m long
E-W, OA8mN-S and was 0.21m deep. Its fill (0013) comprised a soft mid grey slightly silty
sand with occasional sub-rounded flint pebbles. Again, it contained no finds and has been
interpreted as a natural periglacial feature.

3.3.2 Trench 2
This linear trench was situated 40m to the north ofTrench 1, was aligned N-S and measured 30m
x 1.6Om(48m2

) . All observed deposits were indistinguishable from those recorded in Trench 1.
Despite the location ofthe trench higher up the slope both the topsoil (0003) and subsoil (0004)
were ofnear identical depths (0.35m and 0.38m respectively) to that observed in Trench 1. The
natural deposits (0005) were also as described above, with a regular pattern ofN-S aligned sand
filled channels. No archaeological features were observed.

3.3.3 Trench 3
This was also a N-S aligned linear trench, in this case measuring 25m x 1.6Om(40m2

) . Its
northern end was situated some 20m west and 55m south of the SW corner ofTrench 1.
Although considerably further downslope no significant difference was observed in the depth of
either the topsoil (0003) or subsoil (0004) which occurred in uniform depths ofO.38m and OAOm
respectively. A single drain (OAOm wide) was recorded crossing the trench from NW-SE at its
southern end. Otherwise the trench presented a uniform pattern ofregular, linear sand-filled
channels as observed throughout the other trenches. Although targeted in the area of a later
metal-detected find of a Roman terret ring fragment no archaeological finds or features were
recored.

4 The Finds (by Sue Anderson)

4.1 Introduction

Finds were collected from two contexts, the topsoil (0003) and subsoil (0004), as shown in the
table below. The small number of finds recovered during this evaluation were found in the
upcast spoil and not across any of the exposed ground surfaces. As such, 3-D location using the
EDM was not possible.

5
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OP Pottery CBM Flint Spotdate
No.

No. Wt/g No. Wt/g No. Wt/g
0003 4 32 1 10 15thC.+
0004 5 125 1 26 3 28 17thC.+
Total 9 157 1 26 4 38

4.2 Pottery

Nine sherds ofpottery were collected, ranging in date from the Iron Age to the post-medieval
period. From topsoil (0003), there was a body sherd with fine flint tempering, probably oflate
Iron Age date; a rim and body sherd ofRoman greyware; and an oxidised body sherd ofprobable
Late Medieval and Transitional Ware (15th-16th c.). From subsoil (0004), there was a coarse
flint-tempered body sherd with oxidised exterior, probably Iron Age; a large base, a globular
beaker rim and a small black-surfaced body sherd, all Roman greywares; and a glazed red
earthenware sherd of 16th-17th century date. All sherds were abraded and the deposits from
which they were recovered were clearly mixed.

4.3 Ceramic building material

One piece ofreduced grey pantile was collected from 0002. This type oftile was not used in East
Anglia before the 17th century, but this piece may be machine-made, which would indicate a
19th-20th century date.

4.4 Flint

Four flints were recovered. A utilised and possibly notched flake was found in the topsoil (0003),
and three flakes, one with signs ofretouch, were collected from subsoil (0004). All are likely to
be ofEarly Bronze Age date (C. Pendleton, pers. comm.).

4.5 Finds Discussion

This small group of finds has a very wide date range and all material is redeposited in reworked
soils. No conclusions can be based on this assemblage, as any or all of the material could have
been deposited on the site as a result ofagricultural activity such as manuring.

No further work is required.

5 Discussion

N~ archaeological features were observed during the course ofthe evaluation. In particular, the
inhumation grave that was suggested by the find of the mirror handle fragment could not be
located. The number of finds recovered from the topsoil and subsoil during machining and
metal-detecting was small and spanned a broad time period, from the Early Bronze Age through
to the post-medieval period. The total depth ofoverburden (c. 0.75m) encountered was
considerable and recent plough marks (containing partially rotted manure) were visible to depths
ofat least 0.6Om. The nature of the subsoil suggested that it was not a coherent deposit that may

6
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have acted to seal any archaeological features. Rather, it would appear to have been similarly
disturbed as the topsoil by deep ploughing and possibly sub-soiling. How long such a regime has
been in place is unclear, but it is likely to have had a considerable impact on archaeological
features. None of the finds recovered were found in their original context ofdeposition, and
could have been removed from such contexts as a result ofplough damage or even introduced
from elsewhere via manuring.

A number of features were investigated and demonstrated characteristics typical ofperiglacial
outwash channels and hollows. These were all aligned with the prevailing slope, filled with clean
sands/gravels and were devoid of finds.

The failure to locate the suspected Iron Age inhumation could be due to a number of factors.

First, there is the size of the evaluated area. When the total area of the site is considered (4.23ha)
it can be seen that the area of trial trench opened (488m2

) is just over 1% (1.15%) of the total.
This compares poorly with the standard 5% normally required in the course of a conventional
evaluation arising through the planning process, which would have stipulated a total trench area
of c. 2000m2

• However, the small area oftrenching was targeted on a known findspot, so the
identification of suspected archaeological features was not left entirely to random sampling.
Nevertheless, outside the area of the original findspot it might have been expected that some
other archaeological features would be present. The chances of this were therefore
correspondingly lower due to the small area of trenching.

Second, it is possible that the original findspot was not accurately located. However, having met
the metal-detectorist concerned and seen the proximity of the findspot to the only prominent
landmark on the site (a large tree), this seems unlikely. It is probable that the 20 x 20m trench
located with the close co-operation of the detectorist would have located any intact
archaeological features (assuming that the mirror did derive from such a feature) directly under
the findspot.

This leads us to the third major factor - the question ofplough damage to archaeological features
and the mobility of finds within the ploughsoil. A full review ofthis complex issue is beyond the
scope of this report. However, a useful summary is provided by Clark and Schofie1d (1991) who
review a number of experimental studies on the mobility of artefacts within the ploughsoil.
These studies report a variety of findings, with artefacts displaced between 20cm - 10m after 20
years ofploughing in one, and up to 2m in two years in another. A third study recorded that the
angle of slope has a positive correlation with movement and that smaller objects travel further
over time. It should also be remembered that the properties ofploughsoil are highly specific to
certain areas. Indeed:

Experiments only appear to be useful, .. where they relate to a specific region defmed on the basis of
environment, climate and the nature and intensity of agricultural activity; adopting the results of
experiments from southern Italy or across the Atlantic to attempt the interpretation of surface
distributions from Hampshire would be inappropriate (ibid. 94).

The type of agricultural regime also has a significant bearing on the degree ofdisturbance to
archaeological features. For example, work by the Ancient Monuments Laboratory at the
Scheduled Ancient Monument of Ormby-by-Spital, Lancashire has involved frequent monitoring
of the depth and extent ofdisturbance. This demonstrated that material was routinely brought to
the surface from depths ofup to 0.35m and that horizontal movement was extreme during the
ridging associated with potato production. In this case some material travelled as much as 11.5m
in a single pass ofthe harvester (Archaeology Review 1996-1997, § 4.13.3). It is known that at

7
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the present site the farmer intends growing potatoes in the coming season, although the degree to
which this crop has been grown in the past is unknown.

The shape, size and weight ofobjects is also important when considering lateral displacement by
the plough. Clark and Schofie1drecognise 'a bias towards irregular (sic) shaped and perhaps
larger artefact classes' among those that are most mobile during ploughing. Although in this case
only a fragment ofmirror handle survives it is perhaps worthwhile considering the dimensions of
other known examples. For example that from Desborough, Northants is some 35cm long, while
those from Trelan Bahow, Cornwall and Aston in Hertfordshire are 16.5cm and 19.4cm in
diameter respectively. Given the large size and irregular shape of the original object it could be
conjectured that if intact when originallydisturbed then it would have been severely affected and
may have migrated a considerable distance during succeeding cultivation. Of the three known
examples ofmirror fragments in Suffolk the Westerfield example is perhaps the least well
preserved: part of the bronze sheet forming the body of the mirror survives in that from
Akenham (AKE 006), while two fragments from the same object were found at Badingham
(BDG 033). The Westerfield mirror also appears to have suffered burning. It has not been
possible to gain any further insight into when or why this burning may have taken place.

The evaluation did not yield sufficient information to enable any conclusions to be drawn about
whether the trial trenching failed, by chance, to locate archaeological features that may be still
preserved or whether features have been lost to plough damage. However, the depth ofdisturbed
overburden suggests that damage has been considerable. This is perhaps all the more significant
when the nature of the feature sought in this evaluation is considered, as Iron Age burial features
are, in the author's experience, rarely very substantial cut features. Formal Iron Age burial,
particularly inhumation, is rare in Suffolk, as it is throughout Britain. Two main types have been
encountered in East Anglia. The first are somewhat incidental, and are often shallow and
incomplete. An example of this kind ofburial in Suffolk was recently encountered at Cedars
Park near Stowmarket where a shallow, unaccompanied inhumation grave was recorded (Phase
11 Cedars Park, Hertfordshire Archaeological Trust, in prep.). The second type are known as the
We1wyn type and are usually found in TrinovantianlCatuvellaunian territory, comprising richly
furnished cremation burials (Cunliffe, 1991). It might be conjectured that the Westerfie1d mirror
fragment may have been derived from one ofthe latter (Edward Martin, pers comm).

6 Conclusions

No information relating to the original context of the mirror handle fragment was observed
during the evaluation. No other archaeological features were encountered. A substantial depth of
plough-disturbed subsoil was recorded across the site. This, and the negative results obtained by
the geophysical survey suggests that no archaeological features survive within the present site. It
is likely that ploughing has destroyed all but the deepest incised features (such as the boundary
ditch identified in the geophysical survey). The small quantity of finds recovered from the
topsoil and subsoil serve only to hint at possible occupation across the site from the Early Bronze
Age to post-medieval periods, although it is equally possible that any number of them may have
been introduced by manuring.

The evaluation has been of some value in showing that sites which can be a rich source ofmetal
detected finds do not necessarily prove to be of similar value when subjected to other techniques
of archaeological investigation. It clearly demonstrates that not all techniques are equally
valuable and are heavily dependent on prevailing ground conditions and agricultural regimes.
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