
Dig Bromsgrove Community Excavation 2013
A Summary

This short report constitutes a summary of the work undertaken on the Dig
Bromsgrove project with a preliminary interpretation of the site results, presented at
the point when finds processing has been largely completed but post-excavation
analysis has yet to commence in earnest.

Introduction to the project
Between the 9th and 20th of July 2013, the Dig Bromsgrove community archaeology
project was undertaken on the site of the former market hall at the Hanover Street/St
John's Street car park in Bromsgrove (NGR SO 95797061; WSM 49636) between St
John's Church and the Spadesbourne Brook, just to the south-west of the main high
street of the town. A single trench (10.30 x 7.5m, covering an area of 77.25m²)
accommodated up to twelve volunteers per day working on the excavation, which
was co-ordinated by Worcestershire Archaeology. The volunteers received training
and guidance from professional staff in a variety of archaeological techniques and,
despite the energy-sapping heat (up to 30ºC) throughout the project, good progress
was made in uncovering and recording the archaeology encountered. This comprised
the foundation remains and back-yards of former tenements that had previously
existed along St John's Street until their demolition and clearance in the 1950s.

The archaeological excavation was part of a wider scheme of heritage engagement
and community involvement being managed by Bromsgrove District Council as part
of the Bromsgrove Townscape Heritage Initiative (THI). This is a £1.6 million
Heritage Lottery-funded scheme running from 2012 to 2017, focused upon
conservation and enhancement of historic properties in Bromsgrove, and which also
involves archaeological appraisal and assessment of the town (eg Rogers et al.
2013).

The car-park site before excavation - parish church in the background to left and Spadesbourne Brook
runs in an underground culvert from right to left just out of view and to front of foreground



Methods
Previous work (a limited watching brief) on the site in 1994, during the construction of
the market hall, indicated the nature and depth of the post-medieval and possible
medieval deposits likely to be encountered on the site (Cook 1994). As part of the
current project the study of old photographs and map regression analysis suggested
the position of a series of tenements and yard spaces in this area, and the
excavation trench was targeted on these as providing (especially the latter) the
potential for a sequence of less disturbed remains.

The initial strip of the car park and made-ground across the area was undertaken by
a JCB under archaeological supervision. In addition to installing welfare facilities etc,
construction of a mock excavation area was also undertaken. These works were all
done in advance of the volunteers starting ensure that the site was ready and could
be safely operated from day 1 of public access (eg school visits) and commencement
of the community excavation.

Following an induction (primarily health and safety, but also covering the history of
the site) all volunteers were provided with training about to the nature of
archaeological practice and the wider heritage of Bromsgrove. In the course of the
excavation, participants in the community dig were all given the opportunity to first
learn and then, under supervision, put into practise varying aspects of field
archaeology including excavation, planning, photography, levelling, finds processing
and context recording. The finished field records from the site were intended to be of
sufficient quality that a full report could be completed to a professional standard and
so used to inform future research (this information ultimately being placed with the
HER and made publicly available).

To promote the THI scheme and the community dig more widely site tours for the
public conducted by the on-site archaeologists were arranged twice daily and an
exhibition space in a former shop was established in Bromsgrove High Street to allow
visitors to both learn more about the history of the site and see finds from the dig
itself. School groups participated in exercises in excavation techniques in a small
sand pit created next to the main excavation. Town walks covering the historic core
of Bromsgrove were also undertaken on two separate days during the project, and on
the final two days an historical re-enactor was present to portray the social scene of
one of the main periods that were being excavated.

Public engagement was also pursued through a proactive social media strategy
covering traditional and digital formats, with print and radio media invited onto the site
and studio interviews also being recorded (both in magazine feature format and as
news items). In addition, an online blog page was created, maintained and updated
throughout the project by a member of the site staff, together with a Twitter feed and
Flickr page that were both updated at the end of each day, as well as 'live' from the
site itself.



The site being opened with the JCB

The site immediately after machining was completed



The sandpit for the school visits before the sand was added

Volunteers cleaning up the site following machining



The site after having been cleaned up

Summary of results
All records have been checked and cross-referenced and all finds have been
washed, marked and appropriately packaged. At present, these have not been
formally assessed and dated; therefore phasing and discussion here is based around
the preliminary (ie on-site) interpretation of remains. Due to the nature of the
archaeology revealed, it was not considered appropriate to undertake environmental
sampling.

Post-medieval

The earliest deposit encountered on site comprised a clayey sand layer (42)
underlying a series of sandstone wall foundations. Excavation did not continue
beyond this level due to the project coming to an end, but a limited number of finds
recovered from the deposit appear to date to the mid-late 17th century. This layer
was only found in a small sondage in the north-east part of the excavation area but
clearly pre-dated at least two foundation walls, (26) and (28). Both of these walls
were three courses high and constructed with irregular grey hand-worked sandstone
blocks up to 770mm in length, 300mm in width and 125mm in depth. Some of the
stones were shaped and others were not, indicating that they are likely to have been
reused from elsewhere rather than being originally designed for use in this structure
(at least one was of very high quality). A rubble-rich mixed deposit (39), heavily
disturbed by a ceramic drain pipe, abutted the walls and contained pottery of late
17th to 18th century origin, suggesting the sandstone foundations were put in the late
17th century. These walls were fairly substantial and probably supported the back
walls of the series of tenements that once fronted onto St John's Street.

The remains of later brick walls and surfaces were certainly built against and above
these footings and included a possible small outbuilding in the eastern part of the
area. This was defined by a regular course stretcher-bond wall (29) that abutted an
earlier sandstone wall (30), as well as containing a single, very smooth and worn
brick step (31). This outbuilding appears to have been reached across a regular
square quarry tile floor (27) that was located at the back of the properties
represented by the sandstone footings. A rubble deposit containing 19th century
detritus (36) had infilled the outbuilding and then a series of mortar patches used to
cover up this part of site. It is possible that these compacted mortar areas



represented the levelling/bedding layers for a series of later brick or tile surfaces that
had been removed on disuse.

Further sandstone foundations - (32) and (33) - were revealed at the west end of the
trench and these defined what appeared to be a cellar space 3.29m in length and at
least 1.5m wide. Again, the variable block sizes and irregular surface dressing
suggested at least some level of re-use in this construction and a number of the
stones were of a considerable size, being up to 550mm in length, 180mm in width
and 550mm in depth. The floor of this cellar was very uneven and although
constructed of sandstone, contained a number of areas of brick patching which may
be indicative of a long period of substantial use. It was covered in a dark deposit at
its base which may be residue from the storage of coal. The north-west corner of the
site contained a partially visible sandstone and brick structure (40) that appears to be
a part of the steps that once leading down into this cellar space. A later brick addition
(34) to the south of the cellar was also recorded and this probably demonstrates an
expansion of the building to create more working space. Two other sandstone walls
of the same build style as the cellar walls were located directly to the east, defining
an area of worn stone cobbling (25). It is likely that these walls marked the back edge
and outside alleyway of a further property and that the cobbles denote the back-yard
space of this building.

The cobbled back-yard surface



Sandstone foundations of the cellar

Modern

Covering and infilling the post-medieval structural remains described above were a
series of deposits related to 20th century destruction and demolition on the site,
including some that appeared to indicate areas of burning in and around the
buildings. A black charcoal-rich silt deposit (20) covered over the cobbled yard
surface and this included a patch of melted linoleum and a small area of burnt
material (18) was seen above the mortar covering the outbuilding. Demolition
material and everyday rubbish had been used to fill the cellar void (19), and within
this were finds distinctly dateable to the 1940s, including objects associated with the
WWII period. Given that the buildings in this area are known to have been
demolished in the 1950s, this dating evidence appears to be particularly accurate.

The stratigraphy of later 20th century construction was clearly identifiable within the
trench area, being demonstrated by service trenches and a series of tarmac and later
20th century made-ground layers building up the area by just over a metre. This
correlated with the known use of the site as a car park for both an earlier market
building (1926) and the later one opened in 1994. Within this sequence was a small
square brick structure built of insulation bricks (11) directly below the modern
surface. It appears to have been a box containing an ornamental tree decorating the
car park and contained material of 1990s origin.

Discussion and conclusions
Archaeology

The archaeological remains revealed so far during the first year of the Dig
Bromsgrove community project were all of post-medieval date, with the earliest
deposits encountered probably later 17th century. Only a small area of the car-park
was investigated and deeper deposits were clearly present, as well as similar
structural remains continuing beyond the excavation area.

Comparison of historic mapping, census records and photographs of the site before
the 1950s clearance suggest that the foundation remains of properties revealed in
the trench were the back of houses nos 5 and 6, St John's Street. It is probable that
an alleyway led through to this area where a communal cobbled yard with a brick



outbuilding existed, and that the cellar in the western part of the trench belonged to
no. 6. It was not clear as to how the properties functioned in earlier centuries, but
finds from the site correlate well with the census information indicating the later use
of the buildings in the 19th and early 20th century. A watchmaker had lived at no. 6;
and rather appropriately, a small watch cog was discovered when its cellar backfill
was excavated.

Further analysis of he results will be necessary once the site and its finds have been
fully assessed, but, on initial examination, the potential for the site to improve
understanding and knowledge of life in Bromsgrove from the at least the 17th century
onwards is very high. The community dig has demonstrated the clear presence of
substantial structural remains, as well as their associated deposits and working
areas. Earlier (ie medieval) features and layers may well also survive, so further
exploration of the site and its immediate vicinity would be beneficial for both research
purposes and to further engage the community of Bromsgrove with the heritage of
their town, especially in the light that there has been no substantial excavation
conducted in Bromsgrove since the 1960s.

Public promotion and the THI

The interest in heritage was clearly demonstrated during the course of the project in
terms of the numbers of people who took part; over 400 school children visited the
site to undertake educational activities, c 450 people visited the exhibition on
Bromsgrove High Street; a minimum of c 500 members of the public visited the site
itself for tours, and to speak to the archaeologists; and 38 volunteers helped full-time
on site (with many more having to be put on a reserve list!) contributing c 418
volunteer hours. The volunteers also carried out most of the finds processing during
the excavation (thanks to Mr Shamal providing access to a water supply), and they
have continued this at The Hive following completion of the fieldwork stage. In terms
of digital social media engagement, over 100 people followed the Twitter feed during
the project and the online blog received over 1300 visits, including one visitor as far
away as New Zealand.

A site tour taking place with volunteers planning the site



Volunteers working hard

The site crew on the final day
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