Pottery from West Mersea Test-Pits, Week 2 (WME08)

Paul Blinkhorn

Pottery Types

MIA:  Middle Iron Age.  Soft, grey-brown ware.  Outside of vessels sometimes covered in vertical cut lines, giving it the named ‘Scored Ware’.  Found all over Eastern England between the 5th and 2nd centuries BC.
Roman Grey Ware.  This was one of the most common types of Roman pottery, and was made in many different places in Britain.  Many different types of vessels were made, especially cooking pots.  It was most common in the 1st and 2nd centuries AD, but in some places, continued in use until the 4th century.  

Roman Samian Ware.  High quality red pottery made in central and southern France.  Dish and bowls, often with moulded decoration, and usually found at richer Roman sites.  1st – 2nd century AD.

Roman Spanish Amphora.  Thick, pale brown fabric with a sparkly surface due to large quantities of the mineral mica being naturally present in the clay.  Pots are large, torpedo-shaped jars up to 2m high, and were used to transport wine, olive oil and a sauce made of fermented fish (‘garum’) throughout the Roman Empire.  2nd – 4th century.

Ipswich Ware.  The first industrially produced pottery to be made after the end of the Roman period.  Made in Ipswich, and fired in kilns, some of which have been excavated.  Most pots were jars, but bowls also known, as are jugs. It is usually grey and quite smooth, although some pots have varying amounts of large sand grains in the clay. Very thick and heavy when compared to later Saxon pottery, probably because it was made by hand rather than thrown on a wheel.  Dated AD720 – 850.
Grey:  Essex Grey ware. 12th – 14th century.  Grey pottery with lots of visible sand grains mixed in with the clay.  Seven kilns which were making this pottery type were sited just outside the north gat of the medieval town of Colchester.  Similar pottery was made at other places in Essex, such as Mile End, Great Horkesley and Sible Hedingham.  Most of the pots were simple cooking pots or jars, and were not glazed.

GS:  German Stonewares.  First made around AD1350, and some types still made today.  Made at lots of places along the river Rhine in Germany, such as Cologne, Siegburg and Frechen.  Very hard grey clay fabric, with the outer surface of the pot often having a mottled brown glaze, with some having blue and purple painted decoration, and others moulded medallions (‘prunts’) with coat-of-arms or mythical scenes on them.  The most common vessel type was the mug, used in taverns in Britain and all over the world.  Surviving records from the port of London (‘port books’) show that millions such pots were brought in by boat from Germany from around AD1500 onwards.

GRE:  Glazed Red Earthenwares:  Fine sandy earthenware, usually with a brown or green glaze, usually on the inner surface.  Made at numerous locations all over England.  Occurs in a range of practical shapes for use in the households of the time, such as large mixing bowls, cauldrons and frying pans.  It was first made around the middle of the 16th century, and in some places continued in use until the 19th century.  Such pottery was made in both Colchester and Chelmsford.
BW:  Border Ware.  Made near London, in Surrey and Hampshire, between 1550 and 1700.  White, slightly sandy clay, lots of different types of pots such as cups, mugs, bowls and candlesticks, as well as many types of specialist cooking and eating vessels, usually with a bright green or yellow glaze.
SWSG:  Staffordshire White Salt-Glazed Stoneware.  Hard, white pottery with a white glaze with a texture like orange peel.  Made between 1720 and 1780, pots usually table wares such as tea bowls, tankards and plates.
‘Victorian’.  A wide range of different types of pottery, particularly the cups, plates and bowls with blue decoration which are still used today.  First made around AD1800

RESULTS
Test Pit 14
	
	
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	14
	1
	1
	3
	1800-1900

	14
	2
	1
	2
	1800-1900

	14
	3
	2
	4
	1800-1900

	14
	4
	12
	17
	1800-1900

	14
	5+
	54
	1248
	1910-1930


All the pottery from this test-pit was 19th century or later.  The lower contexts are all from the same feature, an ‘ash-pit’ which was used for disposing of household rubbish.  Some of the types of pottery present suggest that it dates to around the time of the First World War.

Test Pit 15
	
	
	Roman Grey
	SWSG
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	15
	2
	
	
	
	
	3
	24
	1800-1900

	15
	3
	1
	7
	1
	2
	1
	1
	100-1900

	15
	4
	
	
	1
	3
	3
	8
	1720-1900


This test-pit produced a single small sherd of Roman pottery, showing that there was activity there at that time, but the site was then abandoned until around the middle of the 18th century, and people have been living there ever since.

Test Pit 16
	
	
	Grey
	GRE
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	16
	1
	1
	6
	
	
	2
	12
	1100-1900

	16
	2
	
	
	
	
	7
	14
	1800-1900

	16
	3
	
	
	1
	3
	4
	13
	1550-1900

	16
	4
	
	
	
	
	2
	8
	1800-1900

	16
	5
	
	
	
	
	3
	25
	1800-1900


Most of the pottery from this test-pit dates to the 19th century, but two pieces of earlier wares were there as well.  One was medieval, and shows that people were using the site in the 12th or 13th century, and the dates to the 16th century.

Test Pit 17
	
	
	Ipswich
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	17
	2
	
	
	8
	43
	1800-1900

	17
	3
	
	
	2
	2
	1800-1900

	17
	4
	
	
	6
	25
	1800-1900

	17
	5
	1
	6
	
	
	720-850


All the pottery from this test-pit was Victorian, apart from a single sherd of Anglo-Saxon pottery from context 5.  This was the only pottery from this context, and so it is likely that it comes from an undisturbed soil layer of 8th or 9th century date.

Test Pit 18
	
	
	Roman Grey
	Samian
	Ipswich
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	18
	2
	1
	4
	
	
	
	
	2
	14
	100-1900

	18
	3
	
	
	
	
	
	
	10
	34
	1800-1900

	18
	4
	4
	12
	
	
	
	
	
	
	100-400

	18
	5
	1
	12
	
	
	1
	24
	
	
	100-850

	18
	6
	4
	9
	2
	2
	1
	23
	
	
	100-850


This test-pit produced a small amount of Victorian pottery, but otherwise, all the finds were Roman or Anglo-Saxon.  Context 4, 5, and 6 did not produce any pottery later than the Anglo-Saxon period, and shows that there were people living at the site at that time.  The large amount of Roman pottery present shows that people were also living here in Roman times, but the Roman layers were disturbed by the Anglo-Saxons.  The site appears to have been abandoned between the 9th century and the 19th century.
Test Pit 19
	
	
	MIA
	GRE
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	19
	1
	
	
	
	
	1
	2
	1800-1900

	19
	2
	
	
	1
	2
	2
	3
	1550-1900

	19
	3
	
	
	
	
	1
	1
	1800-1900

	19
	4
	4
	15
	
	
	
	
	500-200BC


Most of the pottery from this test-pit was Victorian, apart from a small amount of Iron Age pottery from context 4.  No other pottery was present in this context, so it would appear that there was prehistoric settlement at the site.  It was then abandoned until the 19th century.
Test Pit 20
	
	
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	20
	1
	4
	13
	1800-1900

	20
	3
	3
	3
	1800-1900

	20
	5
	1
	1
	1800-1900


All the pottery from this site was Victorian, so there was probably no human activity at the site before that time.

Test Pit 21
	
	
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	20
	1
	2
	4
	1800-1900

	20
	2
	6
	25
	1800-1900


All the pottery from this site was Victorian, so there was probably no human activity at the site before that time.

Test Pit 22
	
	
	GS
	BW
	Victorian
	

	TP
	Context
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	No
	Wt
	Date Range

	22
	1
	1
	6
	
	
	1
	1
	1500-1900

	22
	2
	
	
	
	
	3
	10
	1800-1900

	22
	3
	1
	7
	1
	3
	8
	19
	1500-1900


Most of the pottery from this test-pit was Victorian, but there is also earlier material, suggesting that people have been living at the site from around AD1500 onwards.

