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SUMMARY

Excavation of a cropmark site in advance of devel
opment revealed four phases of Iron Age activity,
dated to the sixth and fifth centuries Be. The first
phase comprised an unenclosed settlement of up to
five roundhouses and associated pits. After abandon
ment, the focus of activity shifted southwards to a
large carafe-shaped enclosure bounded on three
sides by substantial ditches and alignments of large
posts. A roundhouse was centrally positioned within
the enclosure, with another outside it to the north.
The third phase was marked by the extension of the

enclosure to the north and east with the scale of the
boundaries and entrances suggesting that the large
enclosure retained significance. Two roundhouses
were associated with this phase: one external and to
the north-west of the enclosure, the other (with a
west-facing entrance unique amongst the round
houses on the site) positioned in the neck of this
larger enclosure. The final phase comprised a single
roundhouse within an enclosure, with an external
fence line and cluster of rubbish pits.
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INTRODUCTION

Excavation of an Iron Age cropmark site at
Groundwell West, Blunsdon St. Andrew, Wiltshire
was undertaken in 1996 in advance of industrial
development to the north of Swindon. The excav
ation was conducted by Cotswold Archaeological
Trust on behalf of Swindon (formerly Thamesdown)
Borough Council.

Location and geology (Fig I)

The site lay at approximately 134m 00 with a gentle
slope to the south, situated on the dip slope of the
Blunsdon Hill escarpment with a commanding view
across to the Marlborough Downs to the south. The
underlying bedrock was Upper Corallian Coral Rag
with a capping of Red Down Clay in the northern
part of the excavated area. The post-medieval field
boundary that ran in an east-west line across the
excavated area followed the geological division
between the clay and coral rag.

Background to the excavation

The site at Groundwell West was first identified in
1969 as a cropmark on aerial photographs compris
ing a large irregular L-shaped enclosure, a semi
circular enclosure and a linear ditch (Fig 2). A field
walking survey of the site was undertaken in 1987 by
Thamesdown Archaeological Unit as part of a wider
archaeological appraisal of the Swindon Northern
Development Area, but at the time of the survey the
site was under pasture and only occasional flint finds
were recorded (Jeffery 1990). Planning permission

for the Swindon Northern Development area was
awarded prior to the introduction of PPG 16 and
consequently no provisions for archaeology were in
place, but in 1995 Thamesdown Borough Council
commissioned Cots wold Archaeological Trust to
undertake a trench evaluation of the cropmark area.
This confirmed the presence of a multi-phased Iron
Age settlement. Although only 900m north-west of
a previously excavated enclosed Iron Age settle
ment at Groundwell Farm (Gingell 1982) and appar
ently broadly contemporary, the differences be
tween the two sites, together with the unusual form
of the Groundwell West enclosures, prompted the
conclusion that the latter site was potentially of
regional importance (Langton 1995). In response
Thamesdown Borough Council commissioned an
excavation of the cropmark complex prior to devel
opment (Fig 3).

The dimensions of the excavation area opened
initially were determined by the extent of the crop
marks. However, it soon became apparent that
archaeological remains extended further to the north
and east and that these features had not appeared as
cropmarks because of the change in geology from
ragstone to clay. In response Thamesdown Borough
Council funded a watching brief of an additional
4076 square metre area immediately to the north of
the main excavation. Settlement remains extended
further north beyond this area, but as, unfortunately,
no funds were available to increase the area of
excavation, the full extent of the settlement remains
unknown.
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