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Worcestershire Archaeology Small Pits, Big Ideas

Commumity Test Pitting in Wichenford

By Hazel Whitefoot, Nina O’Hare & Heather Rendall
With finds analysis by Rob Hedge

Summary

In April 2022, 20 test pits were excavated across Wichenford, Worcestershire. The community
excavation was part of a wider project — Small Pits, Big Ideas — researching medieval settlements
around across the county.

Test pits uncovered evidence of activity from the Roman era up to the present day. Only a few
sherds of medieval pottery were found, of which the earliest was the rim of a 13" century cooking
pot. Small quantities of pottery show activity through the 16" and 17*" centuries, before a marked
increase in finds broken and discarded during the 18™ century. This reflects both the expansion of
the settlement and the increased affordability of consumer goods. Artefacts of particular interest
included two Georgian counterfeit coins and porcelain that may have been sold off as seconds by
the factories in Worcester.

Many of the sites excavated have documentary evidence for medieval and later occupation, whilst
four of the sites are thought to have been moated. The lack of medieval finds from most test pits is
therefore surprising. Several explanations are feasible, including the possibility that the inhabitants
of medieval Wichenford were disposing of their rubbish in a particular, potentially unusual, way that
resulted in broken pottery being careful deposited away from dwellings and spread across their
fields instead.
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Wichenford Big Dig Community test pitting report

Introduction

About the project

Small Pits, Big Ideas helps communities reveal the origins of local villages and their story over time.
Relatively little is known about the development of Worcestershire’s rural medieval settlements as
many are lived in, making large archaeological excavations impossible. By uncovering the
archaeology hidden in back gardens, the project brings people directly in touch with their past and
shines new light on the story of rural Worcestershire. Between autumn 2021 and summer 2022, six
locations will be investigated: Beoley, White Ladies Aston, Wichenford, Badsey, Wolverley and
Bewdley.

This project follows a pilot phase in 2017-18" and extensive research in East Anglia?, where this

approach has revealed changes caused by the Black Death in 1348-9. Small Pits, Big Ideas was run by
Worcestershire Archive & Archaeology Service on behalf of Worcestershire Archaeological Society,
with support from the National Lottery Heritage Fund.

Big Dig weekend

Over the 23— 24™ April 2022, 20 ‘test pits’ were excavated across Wichenford parish. A total of 100
people took part in digging the test pits and processing the finds. For most, this was their first hands
on go at archaeology. Support was provided by staff from Worcestershire Archaeology.

What is a test pit?

Test pits are mini excavation areas, just 1m by 1m. They are dug in 10cm layers (called ‘spits’) with
the finds from each spit kept separately, so that it’s known how deep down they were found. Test
pits were mostly excavated down to the ‘natural’, which is the point at which archaeology stops and
undisturbed geology begins. In Wichenford this was slightly shallower than expected and generally
30-50cm below ground level.

What were we looking for?

Today our household rubbish is taken away regularly, but in the past rubbish was often thrown out
the back of houses. This wasn’t just food waste, but broken pots, bits of building rubble and anything
else that was old or broken. Back gardens are therefore an ideal place to look for clues. Pottery can
be easily dated, as fashions for different styles changed over time. The amount of pottery found in a
test pit can give us a rough idea of how nearby people lived at different times in the past.

Where were the test pits?

Take a look at the map on page 4 to see where the 20 test pits across Wichenford were located.

1 www.explorethepast.co.uk/2017/11/small-pits-big-ideas-investigating-a-worcestershire-village

2 Lewis 2016, available online:

www.researchgate.net/publication/303316768 Disaster recovery New archaeological evidence for the lo
ng-term _impact of the %27calamitous%27 fourteenth century

2
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