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Summary 

 
Name of site: Land at Membury Court Farm, Membury, East Devon 
Parish: Membury 
Grid reference (centres): Trench 4 NGR 326371 103975 
                                              
Devon HER number: 11585 (suspected Roman villa) 
 
Date(s) of evaluation: 18th to 24th June 2013 
Project Director: Dr Chris Smart  
Site assistant(s): Helen Smart and Alex Farnell 
 
 

Site: 

The site consists of two fields immediately north of Membury Court, an historic farm 
complex situated one and a half kilometres northwest of the hamlet of Membury in 
East Devon. The site occupies a southwest-facing slope overlooking the valley of the 
River Yarty between 80m and 125m AOD. The fields are believed to contain the 
traces of a Roman villa, ‘excavated’ in 1914 by a local vicar. Surface-finds of tegulae 
and scored flue tiles (Fox 1949) made in the smaller of the two fields nearest to 
Membury Court provide supporting evidence. A gradiometer survey undertaken in 
July 2010 (Smart 2010) indicated a sub-rectangular enclosure surrounded by at least 
three rectilinear enclosures, and within which were a number of probable robbed wall 
footings, supporting the previous suggestions. Three evaluation trenches excavated in 
2011 (Smart and Pearce 2011) confirmed the character of the ditches associated with 
the rectilinear and sub-rectangular enclosures, and indicated a date for these within 
the Roman period. The robbed wall footings were also confirmed, and in situ 
plastered walls revealed, indicating the presence of a well-appointed Roman building. 
A resistivity survey refined the plan of this structure, but also revealed other features, 
including ditches. An unnatural, broad rectilinear area of high resistance was the focus 
of the evaluation in 2013. It was conceived that this anomaly may indicate the 
presence of the site of another building. The fields in which the site lay are both used 
for grazing and cropped for hay.  
 
 
Geology and soils:  
The site is located upon Triassic mudstone of the Branscombe Mudstone Formation 
overlain by deposits of Quaternary Head (Undifferentiated), consisting of clay, silt, 
sand and gravel (British Geological Survey 2010) 
 
 
Investigation type: Trench evaluation 
Number of trenches: 1 (Trench 4 = 45 m long, 1.4 m wide) 
Area evaluated: 63 m2 
 
The evaluation was done in accordance with an existing Devon County Council ‘Brief 
for Archaeological Evaluation’ (DCC reference ARCH/AE/ED 17777), as well as 
English Heritage and Institute for Archaeologists guidelines. 
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Results: 

A 45 m–long trench was positioned to investigate a substantial rectilinear anomaly 
identified during the resistivity survey conducted in 2011 (Smart and Pearce 2011). 
Excavation revealed a broad compacted deposit of clay and chert. This material was 
devoid of finds and appeared to represent a single episode of deposition. The material 
sealed a number of ditches and these related to enclosures identified by magnetic and 
resistivity survey, and previously evaluated in 2011. The scant pottery recovered from 
these ditches suggests that they were infilled during the Roman period. The purpose 
of the extensive deposit was not identified during this evaluation but, given its shape 
and extent, it could be proposed that the hill slope was levelled to receive a building 
or be used as a yard, and there is no evidence to refute the suggestion that it relates to 
occupation of the site during the Roman period. It is possible that the material filled a 
shallow terrace dug into the hillside, but no clear cut was observed in the confines of 
the trench. The site appears to be that of a rural farmstead which has progressively 
expanded to include a rectilinear enclosure system and has adopted the trappings of 
Roman Britain. The earliest confirmed feature, which was sealed by Roman building 
debris, was a pit or ditch containing unabraded flint flakes of Late Bronze Age or 
Early Neolithic date. 
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1.   INTRODUCTION 
This report has been prepared for Devon County Council and presents the results of a 
second phase of archaeological trench evaluation on land at Membury Court, 
Membury, East Devon (Figure 1; ST 26364 03803). The investigation was 
commissioned by Devon County Council and was carried out by the University of 
Exeter in accordance with a Brief issued for Phase I (2011 archaeological trench 
evaluation and resistivity survey) by Cressida Whitton, Archaeologist, Historic 
Environment Team, Devon County Council (DCCHET Ref. Arch/AE/ED/17777). 
The purpose of this Phase II trench evaluation was to further characterise the form, 
nature and depth of any sub-surface archaeological remains indicated by previous 
magnetometer survey (Smart 2010), archaeological trench evaluation and resistivity 
survey (Smart and Pearce 2011). Specifically, the aim was to test the possibility that a 
rectilinear high-resistance anomaly represents the site of a Roman villa building. 
  

1.1   Site description 
The site consists of two fields immediately north of Membury Court, an historic farm 
complex situated one and a half kilometres northwest of the hamlet of Membury in 
East Devon. Membury is a small parish in the southeast corner of the Blackdown 
Hills, north of the Roman, and later, medieval small town of Axminster. The historic 
settlement pattern of this region is characterised by a multitude of small farms 
dispersed between a number of hamlets and small villages such as Membury and 
Stockland. It is a rich agricultural landscape dominated by dairying and beef-
production with only scant arable cultivation. 
 
The sites stretches across a southwest-facing slope, between 125m and 80m AOD, 
overlooking the valley of the River Yarty. The upper part of the site slopes gently, 
reducing to a near-level plateau between the two fields and breaking to a steeper angle 
approximately half way down the lower field. The level area between the two fields is 
coincident with the suggested position of the ‘villa’ site. At this point the ground was 
noticeably firm underfoot and the grass was stunted compared to that on the 
surrounding slopes. Discussion with the tenant farmer also revealed that during 
aeration of the ground using a spiked roller, he had determined a good depth of soil 
across the fields but noted that there were only shallow soils in this area. What he 
believed to be near-surface geology could alternatively be derived from any structures 
that may have stood in this area. 
 
The fields in this area are enclosed by Devon hedge banks with mature deciduous 
trees growing upon them. The semi-irregular curvilinear morphology of this block of 
fields may derive from the enclosure of cultivation strips, as suggested in the Devon 
County Council Historic Landscape Characterisation 
(http://gis.devon.gov.uk/basedata/viewer.asp?DCCService=hlc), although it is 
possible that the character of the fields is a product of the irregular topography of the 
undulating valley sides above the River Yarty and a tributary stream that enters it to 
the west of Membury Court.  From here the Yarty valley extends northwards into the 
Blackdown Hills and south to Axminster. The River Yarty enters the English Channel 
at Axmouth, 15km downstream.  
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1.2  Land use  
When evaluated the lower of the two fields across which the site lay was under 
permanent grass. 
 

1.3  Geology and soils  
The site is positioned on a tract of Quaternary Head (Undifferentiated), consisting of 
clay, silt, sand and gravel, overlaying Triassic mudstone of the Branscombe Mudstone 
Formation. On higher ground to the north of the site, and also across the small 
tributary valley to the south of Membury Court, the underlying geology changes to 
Greensand and Chalk overlain by Clay-with-Flints (British Geological Survey 2010). 
 
1.4  Archaeological and historical background 

In 1914 the Reverend F.E.W. Langdon, vicar of Dalwood Parish, is believed to have 
dug part of a “Roman villa” in a field to the north of Membury Court, although no 
primary records of his investigation are known (Hoskins 1954). In support of these 
reports, Roman tegulae and scored flue tiles were collected from the surface of 
‘Brickfield’ in 1948 and given to the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter (Fox 
1949, 88), although these cannot currently be found (Cadbury pers. comm.). In 1957 
the site was visited by Stuart Rigold, from the Inspectorate of Ancient Monuments, 
who was told by the farmer at that time that the site was ‘on the top of a little hill 
looking south’, which was ‘covered with fragments of tile and stone and the grass is 
still visibly thin’ (letter from Rigold to Lady Fox dated 2/12/57, copy in DCCHER). 
In 1959 Aileen Fox (subsequently Lady Fox) visited the site as part her work with the 
Ordnance Survey Archaeology Division (Figure 2). The exact position of the 
supposed villa was not known but she remarked that shallow depressions may be the 
remains of the Reverend’s 1914 diggings (DCCHER PRN 11585). ‘Brickfield’ later 
became known at ‘Culver Croft’ and in 1967 a further fragment of possible Roman 
tile was found in the roots of a fallen tree in the hedgerow of this field by Dawn 
Walker (DCCHER ST20SE/22), who visited the site after reading in the log book of 
the parish school that finds from a possible Roman villa had been shown to the 
children at the beginning of the 20th century. This provides corroborative evidence for 
Langdon’s investigation but unfortunately the whereabouts of the logbooks are not 
now known. 
 
A geophysical (magnetometer) survey of the two fields in which the site is suspected 
to sit, funded by Natural England, revealed significant multi-period buried 
archaeological remains (Smart 2010). The range of features revealed by this survey 
includes at least three rectilinear enclosures, a fourth sub-rectangular double-ditched 
enclosure and the possible foundation trenches of a rectangular building. In the light 
of previous investigations at the beginning of the 20th century, it was suggested that 
this is likely to be the site of the Roman “villa” excavated by the Reverend Langdon, 
and that the enclosures are of similar date. Furthermore, it was proposed that the 
development of the settlement and enclosure complex may have begun in the Late 
Iron Age. It was also mooted that the magnetic survey may not have revealed the full 
extent of structural remains. Relict elements of the historic landscape were also 
observed, and it would appear that the pattern of fields present in the landscape today 
were once further subdivided. Indeed, changes to the historic field pattern can be seen 
through an examination of historic maps (Figure 5). 
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In 2011 three trenches were positioned to investigate archaeological features indicated 
by the geophysical (magnetometer) survey (Smart and Pearce 2011). Trench 1 
revealed a pair of robber trenches suggested by the survey. In addition, four walls 
were identified, two of which formed a room with internal plaster rendering. It was 
suggested that this building is of a Romanised form, and the range of building 
materials employed and evidence for a heating system suggest that this is of 
considerable local status. It possibly represented the location of a villa or associated 
building. Trench 2 revealed the northern ditch of the sub-rectangular enclosure, 
posited on morphological grounds to be of Late Iron Age or Early Roman date. 
Excavation offered little dateable material but yielded a small assemblage of metal-
working debris and a piece of ?Roman roofing slate. Trench 3 revealed a pair of 
enclosure ditches already indicated by the geophysical survey. These were part of a 
rectilinear enclosure system. Pottery and building debris from these are consistent 
with a Roman date. Overall, this evaluation confirmed the presence of features 
identified by geophysical (magnetometer) survey and in addition revealed a series of 
masonry walls indicative of a Romanised building. Targeted resistivity survey 
conducted shortly after the 2011 evaluation placed the masonry building in a wider 
context and showed that it could be an ancillary building, possibly a bath house, with 
the main ‘villa’ building to the south. 
 
The historic landscape surrounding Membury Court consists of semi-irregular fields, 
some of which have a curving form that appear to follow the direction of the 
topography. Although these fields have been characterised as ‘medieval enclosures 
based on strip fields’ in the Devon County Council Historic Landscape 
Characterisation (http://gis.devon.gov.uk/basedata/viewer.asp?DCCService= 
Hlc; Turner 2007), their curving morphology may have been determined by the local 
terrain. They are, however, likely to be of medieval date (ibid.; Rippon et al. 2006). 
Consultation of historic mapping dating from the 19th century onwards shows that the 
site has undergone some reorganisation. The 1843 parish Tithe map, which predates 
the first Ordnance Survey mapping by almost fifty years, and the First Edition 
Ordnance Survey 6inch mapping, dated 1891 (Figure 3), both show that the site 
consists of four semi-irregular curvilinear fields. The long-axes of each field runs 
down-slope, and the curving elements appear to follow the orientation of the contours. 
This differs from today’s landscape in that three of the fields have now been 
amalgamated. A series of footpaths are indicated, which run north from Membury 
Court and east-west between West Mill and Furley Farm. Many of the small closes 
around Membury Court are orchards. Second Edition Ordnance Survey 6inch 
mapping, dated 1906 (Figure 3), shows that by this time there had been no internal 
alterations to the arrangement shown on the First Edition. All boundaries appear the 
same and have undergone no significant alteration. The closes which surround 
Membury Court remain as orchard. Ordnance Survey 1:10560 1st Imperial Edition 
mapping of 1963 (Figure 4) shows that the landscape illustrated on late nineteenth 
century mapping was unchanged. The next available Ordnance Survey mapping is 
dated 1988, and by this time there has been considerable change. The 1891, 1906 and 
1963 mapping showed that the site comprised four fields, but at some point between 
1963 and 1988 three fields were agglomerated into a single large and irregular-shaped 
parcel of land (called Field 2 for the purpose of the survey) through the removal of 
two sinuous hedge banks. It appears that no changes have been made to the 
boundaries of the field nearest to Membury Court (called Field 1 for the purpose of 
the survey) between 1891 and the present day. 
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Royal Air Force vertical aerial photographs taken in 1947 were examined (4314 RAF 
AP CPE/UK1974IIAPR47F20//MULTI(4)16400 frame 31/45 and 4315 RAF AP 
CPE/UK1974IIAPR47F20//MULTI(4)16400 frame 31/46). Nothing of archaeological 
interest is visible in the immediate vicinity of the suspected site, although a series of 
stone-filled land drains are clearly visible and appear to be newly-dug. The only 
features in the wider setting that are of apparent significance is a linear earthwork 
running north-east from farm buildings at Membury Court. This appears to follow the 
contours and whilst it may represent the line of a trackway it is more likely to be a 
leat, or similar, that took water from the adjacent stream into the farm complex. 
 
 
2.  AIMS 
The principal aim of the project is to establish the character, date and depth of buried 
archaeological remains hinted at by the historical record, magnetometer survey, Phase 
I trench evaluation, but principally the 2011 resistivity survey. This targeted Phase II 
evaluation was limited in extent and as such the results may not be fully 
representative of the character of all buried archaeological remains revealed by the 
resistivity survey and that may remain unrealised. Further recommendations for 
appropriate management to protect the archaeological resource will be made by 
Devon County Council Historic Environment Service to Mr and Mrs Denny and 
Natural England, based on the results of this work. 
 

 
3.  METHOD 
 
3.1  Trench evaluation 
A single trench measuring 45m in length was excavated using a tracked mechanical 
excavator fitted with a 1.2m-wide toothless grading bucket. The trench was positioned 
in accordance with a decision made by Dr Chris Smart (University of Exeter) and Bill 
Horner (County Archaeologist, Historic Environment Team, Devon County Council) 
following review of the magnetometer (Figure 6) and resistivity surveys (Figures 7 
and 8). The trench (numbered Trench 4 in order to continue from the sequence of 
three previous trenches excavated in 2011) was placed to cut diagonally across the 
area of high resistance suspected of being the site of a substantial building, centred at 
NGR 326375 103967. 
 
The trench end-points were fixed using a Leica TCR1200 Total Station EDM in 
relation to known reference points. Four permanent datum points, consisting of 0.45m 
wooden pegs, were located around the site boundary at the time of the magnetometer 
survey in 2010 in order to provide a lasting reference from which the position of any 
archaeological features can be measured in the future. A further datum point was 
added in 2012. The position of these pegs in relation to the Ordnance Survey National 
Grid was determined using a Leica 1200 series differential GPS. The NGR co-
ordinates for these points are given in Table 1, below, and are shown on Figure 5. 
Accordingly, the NGR for the trench end-points was established to an accuracy of +/_ 
0.05m (Table 2, below). 
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Table 1. National Grid Reference co-ordinates for permanent datum points at Membury Court 
 
Point ID NGR Easting NGR Northing 

Reference point 1 326392.5083 104004.1338 
Reference point 2 326293.8810 103967.6482 
Reference point 3 326393.4699 104006.0776 
Reference point 4 326525.4230 104995.3666 
Reference point 5 326369.0166 104039.7397 
 
 
Table 2. National Grid Reference co-ordinates for evaluation trench plan datum points at 

Membury Court 
 
Point ID NGR Easting NGR Northing 

Trench 4 NW end 326356.494 103993.440 
Trench 4 SE end 326384.807 103958.393 
 
Removal of topsoil and colluvium continued until either natural subsoil or 
archaeological deposits were reached. Where archaeological deposits were exposed, 
the trench was cleaned back by hand, and the deposits investigated and recorded using 
standard methods accepted by DCC and the IfA. Stratigraphic information was 
recorded on pro-forma single context recording sheets and a drawn record was made 
at scales of 1:10 and 1:20 as appropriate. A complete photographic record of the 
evaluation was made in colour digital format. 
 
 
4. RESULTS  
 
4.1  Trench evaluation 
Trench 4 was excavated with the aim of investigating features previously identified as 
likely to be of archaeological significance by an earlier programme of resistivity 
survey, and in light of the identification of a well-appointed Romano-British building 
(‘Building’ 1) nearby, in Trench 1 of the Phase I trench evaluation (Smart and Pearce 
2011) (Figures 7 and 8). The objectives were to provide further information regarding 
the likely nature and date of the features, and to establish the depth of soil cover 
present, in order to inform practices of land management. 
 
Trench 4 (Figures 9 and 10) 
 
The trench was aligned approximately north-west to south-east, and targeted the site 
of a possible building (‘Building 2’ noted in the archaeological trench evaluation and 
resistivity survey report of 2011) in Field 1. The trench measured 45m long by 1.4m 
wide. Archaeological features in this trench were covered by topsoil and 
colluvium to a depth of between 0.2m and 0.38m. 
 
The northern part of the trench contained a rubble deposit (108) which extended for 
2.4m within the trench (Plate 1). The dark yellowish brown deposit comprised 0.21m 
deep firm-friable sandy clay and common chert fragments with rare charcoal flecks. A 
moderate frequency of tile, pottery, volcanic trap, ceramic building material and slate 
was present.  



 

11 
 

 
Further to the south is deposit (109) comprised of 0.2m deep brown silty sandy clay 
with rare charcoal fragments and common chert pieces. This deposit should be viewed 
in conjunction with the other rubble deposits that probably derive from or are 
associated with the nearby Roman building (‘Building 1’recorded during the 2011 
archaeological trench evaluation). 
 
A 0.5m wide sondage was excavated with the objective of exposing any potential 
archaeological features sealed below the deposit. The sondage revealed a posthole or 
gully terminal [110] (Plates 2 and 3). It is plausible that the rubble derives from 
known masonry building located immediately to the east (‘Building 1’ recorded 
during the earlier 2011 archaeological trench evaluation in Trench 1). The northwest-
southeast aligned post hole or gully [110] was 0.4m wide at the top and 0.26m deep 
with a U-shaped profile. The only fill (111) comprised a 0.26m deep dark yellowish 
brown deposit of silt clay with chert pieces and rare charcoal flecks. It is possible that 
this is a structural feature associated with the Roman-period occupation of the site. 
 
The sondage also exposed an east-west aligned pit or ditch [112] which was masked 
by deposits (108) and (109) (Plates 4 and 5). Feature [112] was 1.42m wide and 
0.35m deep with a wide U-shaped profile with a concave base. The single, 
homogenous fill (113) comprised dark yellowish brown, soft silty sand with densely 
packed, abundant small chert pebbles and boulders which is likely to represent a 
single episode of rapid backfilling with largely redeposited natural. A number of 
struck flint flakes were recovered including scraper of probable Late Neolithic - Early 
Bronze Age date. Feature [112] is of probable pre-Roman origin. 
 
To the south is another rubble deposit (120) of 0.2m deep dark yellowish brown, firm 
silty clay with common chert fragments, moderately frequent slate and charcoal 
flecks. Ceramic building material was recovered and this deposit denotes the furthest 
extent of demolition material. The rubble deposit masks the west-east aligned ditch 
[121] which owing to time restrictions, was not excavated but recorded in plan. Ditch 
[121] appears to cut deposit (109) and contains fill (122) comprising dark brown, 
friable silty clay with moderate chert fragments and rare charcoal flecks. 
 
Further to the south, an extensive deposit (114) of 0.2m-0.44m deep (exposed) firm, 
yellowish brown silty clay with abundant chert pieces extends through the trench and 
is likely to coincide with the area of high resistance identified during the resistivity 
survey conducted in 2011 (Plates 6 and 7). Although no distinct terrace cut was 
observed, it is likely that this material filled a probable platform or terrace. Given the 
absence of finds and clean character of the deposit, it is likely to represent fast and 
deliberate deposition. This material sealed four ditches ([101], [105], [115] and [117]) 
and the density of this deposit precludes natural, colluvial formation. 
 
Ditch [101] was 1.25m wide and 0.18m deep with a shallow, U-shaped profile. The 
southeast-northwest aligned ditch probably represents the truncated remains of the 
outer ditch of the sub-rectangular hill-slope enclosure 1 (see Figure 5). The outer ditch 
of enclosure 1 was not identified in Trench 2 during the 2011 trench evaluation. It is 
likely that the later terracing of the hill slope which was subsequently filled by deposit 
(114), resulted in the removal of much of the upper part of this ditch. The probable 
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primary fill (102) comprised 0.18m deep, dark yellowish brown, firm silty clay with 
broken chert fragments, rare charcoal flecks and some manganese staining.  
 
Pit [103] was 1.0m wide and 0.5m deep with asymmetrical sides and a flat base (Plate 
8). This sub-circular pit was cut below subsoil (123) and through the dense terrace 
infill deposit (114). The single fill (104) comprised 0.5m deep, dark greyish brown, 
friable silty sand with frequent sub-angular chert pebbles. 
 
Ditch [105] was 2.30m wide and part-excavated to 0.20m deep owing to time 
constraints (Plate 9). The southeast-northwest aligned ditch probably represents the 
inner ditch associated with hill-slope enclosure 1 investigated during the first phase of 
archaeological trench evaluation in 2011, and is the same as the ditch [204] recorded 
in that phase of work. The uppermost fill (106) comprised strong brown firm silty 
clay with occasional charcoal flecks, chert and slate fragments and abundant angular 
chert pieces. Fill (107) comprised dark yellowish brown firm silty clay with rare 
charcoal and abundant chert pieces. Only the two uppermost fills were excavated and 
these yielded Roman finds, indicating infilling during the Roman period even if the 
ditch had Iron Age origins. 
 
Ditch [117] is 0.82m wide and 0.24m deep with a shallow, U-shaped profile (Plates 
10 and 11). The primary fill (118) comprises dark yellowish brown friable silty clay 
with occasional ceramic building material, occasional charcoal flecks and moderate 
chert pieces. The ditch runs parallel to ditch [115], though no chronological sequence 
was confirmed (Plates 10 and 11). Ditch [115] is 1.13m wide and 0.24m deep with a 
shallow, U-shaped profile. The primary fill (116) comprises dark yellowish brown 
firm silty clay with occasional charcoal flecks and common angular chert pieces. 
Deposit or secondary fill (119) seals the primary fills of the two parallel ditches; (118) 
within [117] and (116) within [115], which may indicate that these features are 
broadly contemporary especially given the similarity of their basal fills; (118) and 
(116). The east-west aligned ditches probably related to the rectilinear enclosures 
identified by the magnetometer survey undertaken in 2010 (see Figure 5), including 
enclosures 2 and 3 which were investigated in Trench 3 during the 2011 trench 
evaluation (the western enclosure 2 ditch [304] and the eastern enclosure 3 ditch [308] 
(Smart and Pearce 2011)). 
 

 

5. FINDS by Graham Langman 
 
The Phase II archaeological evaluation at Membury Court produced 11.083 kg of 
finds as summarised in Table 3. With the exception of twelve stratified and seven 
residual prehistoric lithics they are all of Romano-British character. 
 
Table 3. Quantities of archaeological finds by material class (all weights are in grams). 
 

Class of archaeological material Quantity Weight 

faunal bone 7 25 
charcoal 15 3 
glass 1 5 
ironwork 1 10 
lithics 19 288 
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miscellaneous 2 13 
Roman pottery 24 302 
slag 1 6 
Roman slate 38 1719 
stone 3 218 
Roman tile 306 8494 
Totals 417 11083 

 
What follows is a brief comment on the character and dating of the archaeological 
material listed above. A separate finds listing by material and context is provided in 
Appendix 1. 
 
Lithics 

In total, nineteen lithics of chert or flint from four contexts (107, 108, 109, 113) were 
examined, together with a single unstratified example. Of some interest are twelve 
struck flakes from fill (113) of feature [112]. They are the only finds from this feature, 
which is sealed by Roman contexts, indicating the likelihood of an earlier phase of 
prehistoric date. Six pieces are utilised flakes, of which five are scrapers, with the 
remaining flakes being knapping debitage. The other lithics found during the Phase II 
evaluation were found in association with objects of Roman date and were therefore 
residual in these contexts. The residual flints include two utilised (one scraper), two 
possibly utilised, and three waste flakes. The flints can only be broadly dated to the 
Neolithic or Bronze Age. 
 
 
Pottery 

The Phase II evaluation recovered twenty-four sherds of Romano-British pottery 
weighing a total of 302 grams and representing a minimum number of fourteen. 
Unlike the material from the Phase I evaluation, which was only broadly dateable to 
the Roman period (Smart and Pearce 2011), the present collection contains diagnostic 
sherds that offer refined dating evidence. An unstratified sherd of colour-coated 
fineware beaker of probable New Forest ware provides evidence for activity between 
the mid third and the late fourth century.  The four sherds of a South East Dorset 
Black-Burnished ware flanged bowl from fill (119) of ditches [115] and [117] have a 
shorter chronology. This distinctive form belongs to late third / fourth century groups, 
having begun production c. 270 AD. In addition two unstratified sherds and two 
stratified sherds from ditch fill (106) are coarseware storage jar types datable to the 
third or fourth century. The remaining sherds are all of coarse BB1 fabrics of probable 
South East Dorset manufacture. Taken together, the ceramic assemblage broadly 
belongs to the third or fourth centuries.  
 
Slate 

1.719 kg of slate was retrieved but this was in a highly-fractured state. There is, 
however, part of a diamond-shaped slate from fill (119) of ditches [115] and [117]. 
This type is typical of Romano-British roof furniture commonly used during the third 
and fourth centuries. 
 
Tile 

The ceramic tile is all Roman in character and where identifiable mainly consists of 
tegula and imbrex roof forms. Colours vary from orange and red to dark red/deep 
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brown and from soft to hard fired (mostly imbrex type), perhaps reflecting differing 
firing conditions. As with the tile assemblage from the Phase I evaluation, no red 
ceramic tesserae mosaic forms have been observed. A cursory glance at the clay 
fabric would indicate a source within the locality. The author has seen similar fired 
clays from later periods known to be from the same region. Forms and quantities are 
summarised below in Tables 4 and 5. 
 
Table 4. Quantities of stratified Roman tile by form (all weights are in grams). 
 

Form Quantity Weight 

box 1 135 
flat 1 64 
imbrex 9 775 
tegula 31 2102 
unclassified 51 296 
Totals 93 3372 
 
 
Table 5. Quantities of unstratified Roman tile by form (all weights are in grams). 
 

Form Quantity Weight 

box 2 26 
flat 2 378 
imbrex 30 2074 
tegula 42 1988 
unclassified 137 656 
Totals 213 5122 

 
 
Other finds 

The remainder of the finds assemblage contains little material worthy of extensive 
discussion. The faunal bone (unstratified and context 508) comprises tooth and bone 
fragments that do not warrant further study. The unstratified shard of glass is possibly 
a fragment of Roman window-pane. A single piece of ferrous slag from context 108 
provides further evidence for ironworking in the immediate vicinity.  
 
Dating 

The lithic evidence provides evidence for human presence during the Neolithic or 
Bronze Age, and the recovery of a collection of unabraded flakes from within feature 
[112] suggests that activity took place on-site. The small assemblage of Roman 
pottery demonstrates that occupation during this period lasted into the late third and 
fourth centuries. Neither the Phase I nor II evaluations have produced ceramic 
material specifically of first or second century-date, though the assemblages are small 
and the extent of investigation very limited. 
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6. DISCUSSION 
 
The excavation and recording of archaeological features and deposits in 2013 has 
added to our understanding of features previously identified through geophysical 
survey (2010 and 2011) and evaluation (2011). A full discussion of the context of this 
site, being that of a rural settlement developing during the Roman period (and 
possibly with Iron Age origins), shall not be repeated here and this is to be found in an 
earlier report (Smart and Pearce 2011). Nevertheless, this most recent work has 
allowed several important observations.  
 
The most significant finding is that the rectilinear area of high resistance recorded as 
‘Building 2’ by Smart and Pearce (2011) can no longer be interpreted as such. The 
anomaly is a response to a broad deposit of compacted clay and chert, and not to a 
spread of demolition rubble as was originally conceived. This deposit was up to 
0.44m thick and appears to have been deliberately dumped in order to infill a shallow 
terrace across the hillside, through no marked cut was observed. Given the difficulty 
found in observing an obvious cut for any terrace, and the changes in depth of 
geology were gradual not sharp, an alternative suggestion is that this material was 
dumped to provide a level platform on undulating ground. Its proximity to the 
masonry villa recorded in 2011 (’Building 1’), being immediately downslope of its 
southern end, suggests that the two could be related and that the levelling was done in 
order to create flat yards or grounds, or even a platform for the construction of timber 
buildings. It should be stated, however, that although a single potential post hole [110] 
was recorded at the northwest end of Trench 4, no further structural features were 
observed.  
 
Unfortunately, no direct dating evidence was found within deposit (114), though the 
fact that it sealed ditches associated with the sub-rectangular hills-lope enclosure and 
rectilinear enclosures suggests that it is relatively late in the sequence of site use. In 
the northwest end of Trench 4 this levelling deposit (114) was overlain by one (120) 
of a series of spreads of building debris. This debris probably derives from either the 
construction or decay of the nearby villa (Building 1). This relationship implies that 
the levelled area to the south of the villa either predated or was contemporary with it. 
 
The northwest end of Trench 4 lay only 7m southwest of Trench 1, excavated in 2011. 
The recognition of rubble in this part of Trench 4, rather than in situ walls, appears to 
confirm the suggestion made in 2011 that Room 1 of Building 1 (the villa), is the 
south-westernmost part of that structure. The building debris recorded in Trench 4 
comprised a similar range of heating and roofing tile to that recovered in 2011, but the 
recovery of a shard of window glass adds to the list of embellishments enjoyed by the 
villa. 
 
The form of the sub-rectangular hill-slope enclosure (‘Enclosure 1’ identified by the 
2010 geophysical survey) is now better understood, and it comprised a pair of 
concentric ditches, the outermost of which is heavily truncated. The outer ditch was 
not observed in Trench 2 of the 2011 evaluation. No dating evidence was recovered 
from the basal fill of the outer ditch. Although the upper two fills of the inner ditch 
yielded eight sherds of Roman pottery, including third- or fourth-century wares, this 
only dates the final infilling and not the origins of Enclosure 1, which is still not 
known. 



 

16 
 

 
Further detail was added to our knowledge of the pattern of rectilinear enclosures that 
appear to surround the villa, and post-date the sub-rectangular hill-slope enclosure. 
Faint traces of an east-west anomaly on the 2010 magnetometer survey, revealed as a 
more distinct low-resistance anomaly in 2011, were confirmed by excavation in 2013. 
Two adjacent cuts were recorded as separate ditches, though being spaced only 0.5m 
apart it is possible that these represent the re-cutting of a single feature. The 
uppermost fill, which extended across both cuts, contained late third- or fourth-
century pottery, suggesting use until the Late Roman period. Both ditches were sealed 
by the extensive levelling deposit (114), suggesting that enclosure ditches to the south 
of the villa were redundant prior to the end of occupation of the villa. 
 
Whilst not revealing what had been expected based on the interpretation of the 2011 
resistivity survey, the 2013 evaluation provided important details as to the longevity 
and character of activity to the north of Membury Court, which we now understand to 
extend back into prehistory. The masonry building recorded in 2011 is now 
confidently interpreted as the Roman villa first identified by the Reverend Langdon in 
1914. This villa was surrounded by a series of rectilinear enclosures, elements of 
which went out of use during the life of the settlement, notably when an area to the 
south of the main range was levelled. The date and character of activity within the 
sub-rectangular hill-slope enclosure remains poorly understood, although it is 
interpreted as a precursor to the villa phase. The excavations of 2011 and 2013 are 
limited in extent and as such the interpretations presented here may be revised 
following further interventions. 
 
 
7.   PROJECT ARCHIVE  
The project archive will be integrated and prepared in accordance with the guidelines 
offered by the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter. Unfortunately at the time of 
writing a formal request for an accession number, under which to deposit the archive, 
was declined pending a future decision on RAMM’s acceptance of archives. Until 
deposition at the RAMM or an alternative repository is arranged the project archive 
will be held by Dr Chris Smart in the Department of Archaeology at the University of 
Exeter.  
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
Excavation and recording was undertaken by Chris Smart, Helen Smart and Alex 
Farnell. The project was co-ordinated and managed by Chris Smart on behalf of the 
University of Exeter and by Bill Horner for Devon County Council. Graham 
Langman identified and recorded the finds from this Phase II evaluation. The 
landowners, Lyster and Sheena Denny, are thanked for agreeing to the evaluation and 
to Lyster himself for undertaking the machine-excavation and reinstatement of the 
ground. The Phase II evaluation was made possible through by a grant from Devon 
County Council. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

17 
 

REFERENCES 
 
Fox, A. 1949: Sixteenth Report on the Early History of Devon. Transactions of the 

Devonshire Association 81, 88. 
 
Hoskins, W.G. 1954: Devon. A New Survey of England. London: Collins. 
 
Rippon, S., Smart, C. and Wainwright, A. 2006: The Living Past: Archive Report. 

Unpublished University of Exeter Report produced for the Blackdown Hills 
AONB. 

Smart, C. 2010: Geophysical Survey at Membury Court, Membury, East Devon, 
unpublished University or Exeter report. 

 
Smart, C. and Pearce, P. 2011: Archaeological Trench Evaluation and Resistivity 

Survey at Membury Court, Membury, East Devon, unpublished University or 
Exeter report. 

 
Turner, S.C. 2007: Ancient Country : the Historic Character of Rural Devon. Exeter: 

Devon Archaeological Society. 
 
 



APPENDIX 1: FINDS LISTING (EVALUATION) 
 
What follows is an alphabetical finds listing for the evaluation trench at Membury Court Farm, Devon 2013. 
All weights given are in grams and qty denotes quantity. The following site code was used to mark artefacts 
& ecofacts: MEMCT 13 
 
  
Context Dating 

context date/period 
106 Late Roman (3rd/4th century) 
107 Roman 
108 Roman 
109 Roman 
113 prehistoric (Neolithic/Bronze age) 
116 Roman 
118 Roman 
119 Late Roman (late 3rd/4th century) 
120 Roman 

 
Bone-faunal 

context qty weight comments 
508 3 1 1 bone, 2 tooth fragments 

unstrat 4 24 1 bone, 3 tooth fragments 
 
Charcoal 

context qty weight 
107 2 1 
119 13 2 

 
Glass 

context qty comments 
unstrat 1 ?Roman window fragment (weight: 5g) 

 
Ironwork 

context qty weight comments 
unstrat 1 10 nail 

 
Lithics 

context qty weight comments 
107 1 6 chert: struck waste flake 
108 2 13 flint: 1 scraper, 1 ?utilised flake 
109 3 15 flint: 1 utilised flake, 2 waste 

flakes 
113 12 242 chert: 2 scrapers, 1 utilised 

(?scraper), 4 struck waste flakes.  
flint: 3 scrapers, 2 waste flakes 

unstrat 1 12 chert: ?utilised flake 
totals 19 288  

 
 
Miscellaneous 

context qty weight comments 
107 1 3 fired clay scrap 

unstrat 1 10 fired clay scrap 
 
Pottery & Dating Evidence 
 
Abbreviations Listing 
BB1 black-burnished ware category 1 
bd body 
bkr beaker 
C Century 
cw coarseware 
dec decorated 
Dor Dorset 
ext external 
fb fabric 
fw fineware 
jr jar 
L late 
M Mid 
Pre Prehistoric 
Rom Roman 

SE South East 
sh sherd 
stg storage 
w ware 
 
context contents/dating evidence sherds vessels 

106 Rom (3C/4C)   
 total sherds: 3   
 total vessels: 2   
 total weight: 128   
 Rom cw (?BB1 bd sh scrap, reduced 

fb) 
1 1 

 Rom cw (3C/4C, stg jr fb, 1 rim sh, 
1 bd sh ext incised wavy line dec) 

2 1 

 slate: Rom   
 tile: Rom   
 upper fill of feature 105   
    

107 Rom   
 total sherds: 5   
 total vessels: 1   
 total weight: 7   
 BB1 (Rom, bd sh) 5 1 
 lithics: Pre   
 slate: Rom   
 lower fill of feature 105   
    

108 Rom   
 total sherds: 4   
 total vessels: 3   
 total weight: 21   
 BB1 (Rom, bd sh) 4 3 
 lithics: Pre   
 slate: Rom   
 tile: Rom   
    

109 Rom   
 lithics: Pre   
 slate: Rom   
 tile: Rom   
    

113 Pre (Neolithic/Bronze Age)   
 lithics: Pre (Neolithic/Bronze Age)   
    

116 Rom   
 tile: Rom   
    

118 Rom   
 slate: Rom   
 tile: Rom   
    

119 Rom (L3C/4C)   
 total sherds: 4   
 total vessels: 1   
 total weight: 77   
 SE Dor BB1 (L3C/4C, adjoining rim 

& bd sh of flanged bowl) 
4 1 

 slate: Rom   
 tile: Rom   
 fill of ditch 115   
    

120 Rom   
 tile: Rom   
    

unstrat Rom   
 total sherds: 8   



 total vessels: 7   
 total weight: 69   
 Rom fw (3C/4C, colour-coated bkr 

sh with two ext horizontal incised 
grooves, ?New Forest w, M3C-L4C) 

1 1 

 SE Dor BB1 5 4 
 Rom cw (3C/4C, stg jr fb, 1 rim sh, 

1 bd sh) 
2 2 

 
Statistics 
total number of sherds: 24 
minimum number of vessels: 14 
total weight of sherds: 302 grams 
 
Slag 

context qty weight comments 
108 1 6 ironworking slag 

 
Slate 

context qty weight comments 
106 5 87 Roman roof fragments 
107 2 109 Roman roof fragments 
108 12 131 Roman roof fragments 
109 7 58 Roman roof fragments 
118 1 11 Roman roof fragment 
119 5 1137 Roman roof fragments, one 

good example 
unstrat 6 186 Roman roof fragments 
totals 38 1719  

 
Stone 

context qty weight comments 
108 2 214 un-worked samples 
119 1 4 un-worked sample 

 
Tile 

context qty weight comments 
106 1 1 Roman scrap fragment 
108 53 1424 Roman flat, imbrex and tegula 

fragments 
109 26 1063 Roman imbrex and tegula 

fragments, one good example 
with full flange profile 

116 2 174 Roman box and tegula 
fragments 

118 1 50 Roman tegula fragment 
119 6 398 Roman imbrex and tegula 

fragments 
120 4 262 Roman imbex and scrap 

fragments 
unstrat 213 5122 Roman flat, box, imbrex and 

tegula fragments, one good 
tegula example with full flange 
profile 

totals 306 8494  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Roman tile data 

context type qty weight 
106 unc 1 1 
108 flat 1 64 
108 imb 6 362 
108 teg 17 808 
108 unc 29 190 
109 imb 1 58 
109 teg 9 935 
109 unc 16 70 
116 box 1 135 
116 teg 1 39 
118 teg 1 50 
119 imb 1 123 
119 teg 3 270 
119 unc 2 5 
120 imb 1 232 
120 unc 3 30 

unstrat box 2 26 
unstrat flat 2 378 
unstrat imb 30 2074 
unstrat teg 42 1988 
unstrat unc 137 656 

 
box = box 
flat = flat 
imb = imbrex 
teg = tegula 
unc = unclassified 
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 Figure 1.  Membury Court location (Ordnance Survey 1:25,000 Explorer Sheet 116).
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 Figure 2.  A copy of Lady Fox’s Ordnance Survey Second Edition Six Inch 1906 mapping, 
      annotated with archaeological notes.

‘Roman tegulae and scored flue tiles found in the “Brick Field” 1948. 
 In Exeter Mus. ? Roman “villa”’    



 Figure 3.  Ordnance Survey First Edition Six Inch, 1891 (top) and Second Edition Six Inch, 1906 
                    (bottom) mapping.

© Crown Copyright and Landmark Information Group Limited (2010). All rights reserved. (First Edition 1891)

© Crown Copyright and Landmark Information Group Limited (2010). All rights reserved. (Second Edition 1906)
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 Figure 4.  Ordnance Survey First Imperial Edition 1:10,560, 1963 (top) and Modern Edition 1:10,560, 
                    1988 (bottom) mapping.
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Figure 5.  Results of 2010 magnetometer survey overlain by interpretation and labelled with key features.
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Figure 6. Location of Trench 4 in relation to 2010 magnetometer survey and 2011 trenches (1-3)
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Figure 7. Interpretation of 2011 resistivity survey showing locations of anomalies interpreted as 
‘Building 1’ and ‘Building 2’ and 2011 trench locations (1-3). ‘Building 2’ was disproved following the 2013
evaluation trench (Trench 4) and instead this anomaly relates to compacted clay and chert used to in�ill and
level the ground.
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Figure 9. Plan of Trench 4, Membury Court Farm, 2014.
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Figure 10   . Northeast-facing section of Trench 4, Membury Court Farm, 2013.   



Plate 2. Pre-excavation photo of posthole or gully terminal [110] sealed by rubble deposit (108).
View to southwest. 2m scale.

Plate 1. View looking northwest across the northern end of Trench 4 showing rubble deposits 
(108) and (120) with deposit (109) between. 1 m scale.



Plate 4. Pre-excavation photo of pit [112] sealed by 
deposit (109). Rubble deposits (108) and (120) 
sit either side of (109). View northwest. 2m scale.

Plate 3. Northeast-facing section of posthole or gulley terminal [110]. 1 m scale.



Plate 6. Northeast-facing sample section through terrace in�ill deposit (114). 1m and 0.25m scales.

Plate 5. Northeast-facing section of pit or ditch [112]. 2 m scale.



Plate 8. Northeast-facing section of pit [103]. 1m scale.

Plate 7. View south over part of terrace in�ill deposit (114) left in situ. 1 m scale.



Plate 10. Northeast-facing section of ditches [115] (left) and [117] (right). 2m scale.

Plate 9. View west over partially-excavated ditch [105], which is the inner ditch of the sub-rectangular
hill-slope enclosure. 1 m scale.



Plate 11. View east over ditches [115] and [117], showing west-facing section within trench. 1 m scale.
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