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Summary

Oxford Archaeology (OA) was commissioned by A2 Dominion to undertake a trench
evaluation on the site of a proposed 78-unit housing development, on land to the
north  of  Mill  Lane,  Chinnor,  Oxfordshire.  Historically  the  site lay  within  the open
fields  of  Chinnor  Manor,  in  the  immediate  hinterland  of  the  medieval  and  post-
medieval  village.  Mill  Lane  follows  the  line  of  the  Icknield  Way,  a  long-distance
routeway of  ancient  origin.  There  was  considered  to  be potential  for  prehistoric,
Roman and Anglo-Saxon burials in proximity to the road.

Seven  trenches  were  excavated  across  the  3.5ha  site,  which represents  a  1%
sample of the area. Provision was made for a further seven trenches, in the event
that the first phase trenches revealed significant archaeology, but no such remains
were found. The trenches were placed evenly across the site to test the results of a
previous geophysical survey, which had not detected any archaeological features. 

The  absence  of  archaeological  remains  in  the  trenches  generally  confirms  the
conclusions of the geophysical survey, indicating that the site has low potential for
discoveries during the development.  

© Oxford Archaeology (iv)  April 2015
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1  INTRODUCTION

1.1   Location and scope of work
1.1.1 Oxford Archaeology (OA) was commissioned by A2 Dominion to undertake a  trench

evaluation of the site of a proposed 78-unit housing development on land to the north of
Mill Lane, Chinnor, Oxfordshire. 

1.1.2 The  work  was  undertaken  as  a  condition  of  Planning  Permission  (planning  ref:
P14/S4024),  following  on  from  a  previous  desk-based  assessment  (OA 2014)  and
geophysical survey (Stratascan 2014). Although the  Local Planning Authority had not
set a brief for the work, discussions with Richard Oram (Oxfordshire County Council
Archaeological  Officer)  had  established  the  scope  of  work  required,  which  was
documented  in  a  Written  Scheme  of  Investigation  (OA March  2015).  This  report
describes the results of the trench investigation.

1.1.3 All  work  was  undertaken  in  accordance  with  local  and  national  planning  policies
(National Planning Policy Framework, Section 12).

1.2   Geology and topography
1.2.1 The geology of the site is varied, dictated by the sequence of stratified layers forming

the escarpment of  the Chiltern hills (BGS online). The north-western part of the site
crosses siltstone and sandstone of the Upper Greensand Formation. The central part
crosses a narrow band of sandstone, part of the Glauconitic Marl Member. The south-
eastern part  is  situated on chalk of  the West  Melbury Marly  Formation. All  of  these
three bedrock formations are sedimentary rocks that date from between 94 and 100
million years ago in the Cretaceous Period (ibid). Superficial deposits are mapped in a
band to the south-west of the site, infilling a dry valley. 

1.2.2 The site  lies  within  the  parish  of  Chinnor  in  the  District  of  South  Oxfordshire.  The
eastern  parish  boundary  is  also  the  county  boundary  between  Oxfordshire  and
Buckinghamshire. Chinnor is one of a row of villages located at the spring line along the
foot of the Chiltern escarpment,  whose parishes encompass areas of pasture in the
Chilterns  and  fertile  farmland  in  the  Aylesbury  Vale  below.  Springs  rising  near  the
chiltern  escarpment  drain  in  a  north-westerly  direction  via  streams  into  the  River
Thame. 

1.2.3 Oakley historically formed a separate manor and hamlet, but was closely associated
with Chinnor and the two settlements have merged in the course of the late 20th century
as a result of post-war housing developments (OA 2014). 

1.2.4 The  historic  centres  of  Chinnor  and  Oakley  both  developed  around  spring  sites.
Chinnor is also a crossroads settlement, located at the crossing of Thame Road and
the Lower  Icknield  Way.  The latter,  which  forms  the south-eastern  boundary  of  the
development site, is a historically important long-distance route which runs parallel to,
and about 1km north-east of, the chalk escarpment, following what is now Mill Lane.  

1.2.5 The site, which is 3.5ha in extent, currently consists of a pasture field located to the
north-west of the village. It is bounded to the south-west by a public footpath and to the
north-west and north-east by mature field boundaries. The ground slopes gently from
north-east to south-west and is located at c 110 metres OD. 

© Oxford Archaeology (v)  April 2015
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1.3   Archaeological and historical background
1.3.1 The archaeological and historical background to the site has been described in detail in

a desk-based assessment (OA 2014), and is briefly summarised below. In addition  a
magnetometer survey has been completed, which did not detect any signs of significant
archaeology within the site (Stratascan 2014). 

1.3.2 The site does not contain any designated heritage assets. It is located adjacent to the
Icknield Way, a major routeway across southern Britain in the later prehistoric, Roman
and early medieval periods. The straightness of this section of road suggests that it was
realigned in the Roman period and a single Roman coin was recovered from its eastern
edge in the early 1950s. The Icknield Way is first documented by name in an Anglo-
Saxon  charter  bound  dating  from  AD903,  relating  to  the  section  through  Prince's
Risborough (Electronic Sawyer S367). 

1.3.3 Some evidence has been recorded for later prehistoric settlement close to the centre of
Chinnor, 800 metres to the south-east of the site, while Roman material has been found
within and to the north of the site. What appears to be evidence for a Roman villa site is
located on the HER  440 metres to the north-west of the site. A Saxon cemetery has
been  identified  on  the  southern  side  of  the  Icknield  Way,  375m  east  of  the  site,
suggesting that settlement occurred in the area in the post-Roman period. 

1.3.4 Prior to the evaluation the development site was considered to have medium to high
potential for later prehistoric features, high potential for Roman features and moderate
potential for early medieval features. While the geophysical survey did not show any
signs of settlement within the site, burials of Roman and Anglo-Saxon date are often
found on the edge of  settlements,  close to  roads.  Discreet  and ephemeral  features
such as burials are rarely detected by geophysical survey. 

1.3.5 During the later medieval and post-medieval periods it appears likely that the site was
located within the open fields on the north-west edge of Chinnor village. Historic map
regression  suggested  low  potential  for  archaeological  features  from  these  periods,
other than agricultural boundaries or drainage features of low significance.

1.4   Acknowledgements
1.4.1 Oxford Archaeology were commissioned by A2 Dominion. The fieldwork was conducted

by Ben Attfield, Lee Sparks and Leanne Waring. The report was written by Ben Attfield.
The project was managed for Oxford Archaeology by Stuart Foreman.
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2  EVALUATION AIMS AND METHODOLOGY

2.1   Aims
2.1.1 The aims of the evaluation, as set out in the WSI, were:

(i) To investigate the presence/ absence, extent, conditions, nature, character, quality
and date of any archaeological and palaeoenvironmental remains encountered. 

(ii) This evaluation report is required to present a digest of information on the character
and  significance  of  any  archaeological  deposits  identified,  as  the  basis  for  any
proposals for further action. 

2.2   Methodology

2.2.1 Seven trenches, each 30m by 1.7m were excavated across the 3.5Ha site, representing
a 1% sample of the area (Fig.2). If archaeological remains were encountered provision
was made to excavate a further seven trenches. However no archaeology was present
in any of the trenches and the contingency was not required. 

2.2.2 The trenches were placed evenly across the site to test  the results  of  the previous
geophysical survey, which had not detected any archaeological features. The plan was
modified to avoid various known buried and overhead services.

2.2.3 All trenches were excavated using a wheeled mechanical excavator (JCB 3CX) fitted
with  a  wide  toothless  ditching  bucket,  under  the  supervision  of  an  experienced
archaeologist. 

2.2.4 All  fieldwork was undertaken in accordance with standard OAS practices (Wilkinson
1992).

© Oxford Archaeology (vii)  April 2015
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3  RESULTS

3.1   Introduction and presentation of results
3.1.1 The results of the evaluation are presented below in summary. The full details of the

trenches,  including  the  dimensions  and  depths  of  all  deposits,  form  the  content  of
Appendix A.

3.2   General soils and ground conditions
3.2.1 The natural geology underlying the ploughsoil comprised head or slope deposits which

varied across the site from a light greyish silty clay to a greenish clayey silt. These are
likely to have been deposited under cold climate conditions toward the end of the last
glaciation. The colluvium thickened somewhat to the south-west, on the edge of a dry
valley shown on the BGS map (see Section 1.2 above).

3.2.2 The ground conditions were generally good, and the weather clement.

3.3   General distribution of archaeological deposits
3.3.1 None  of  the  trenches  contained  archaeological  deposits  or  features.  Of  these,  five

(Trenches 2, 3, 5, 6 and 7) were devoid of features of any kind (Fig.2). 

3.3.2 Trenches  1  and  4  contained  features  which,  due  to  their  irregular  nature,  diffuse
boundaries and inorganic fills, were judged to be naturally formed (features 103 and
404, Plates 5 and 6 respectively). 

3.3.3 General  views  of  Trenches  2  and  5  (Plates  1  and  2),  and  representative  section
photographs of Trenches 1 and 7 (Plates 1 and 2) are included to illustrate the typical
sequence of plough-disturbed sediments encountered. Sample section drawings from
Trenches 1 and 7 are also included to show the typical thickness of plough-disturbed
soil horizons (Fig.3).

3.4   Finds summary
3.4.1 No artefacts or palaeoenvironmental samples were recovered from any of the trenches

or features investigated.

© Oxford Archaeology (viii)  April 2015
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4  DISCUSSION

4.1   Reliability of field investigation
4.1.1 The trenches were excavated in good weather, and there were no other impediments to

the visibility of archaeological features. 

4.1.2 While the site has clearly been subject to long-term mixed farming, including arable
cultivation, there is no indication that it has suffered from unusual levels of plough or
slope erosion. If a significant amount of archaeology had been present, the deeper cut
features would normally be expected to survive under these conditions.

4.2   Evaluation objectives and results
4.2.1 The evaluation aimed to investigate the presence/ absence, extent, conditions, nature,

character,  quality  and  date  of  any  archaeological  and  palaeoenvironmental  remains
encountered. 

4.2.2 Given the entirely negative results from both the geophysical survey and trial trenches
the archaeological potential of the site appears to be low. However it could still contain
dispersed and ephemeral archaeological features of types that would not normally be
detected by either geophysical survey or trenching, such as isolated pits, postholes or
burials.

4.2.3 Documentary and historic map evidence has shown that the site formed part of  the
open fields of Chinnor Manor, probably at least as far back as the Anglo-Saxon period.
The distinct lack of any archaeological evidence seems to indicate that the site has
never  been  a  focus  for  settlement.  Perhaps  the  most  likely  locations  for  ancient
settlements are the vicinity of the springs, around which Chinnor and Oakley historically
developed.  However  prehistoric  and  Roman  burials  appear  to  be  more  widely
distributed in the vicinity, especially along the line of the Lower Icknield Way. 

© Oxford Archaeology (ix)  April 2015
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APPENDIX A.  TRENCH DESCRIPTIONS AND CONTEXT INVENTORY

Trench 1

General description Orientation E-W

Trench devoid of archaeology. Plough-disturbed topsoil and subsoil
overlies natural  clayey silt.  A naturally formed irregular gully was
present (102).

Avg. depth (m) 0.55

Width (m) 1.60

Length (m) 30

Contexts

Context
no

Type
Width
(m)

Depth
(m)

Comment Finds Date

100 Layer - 0.31
Topsoil:  Dark  brown
clayey silt

- -

101 Layer - 0.25
Subsoil:  Mid  greyish
brown clayey silt

- -

102 Cut 0.58 0.20 Naturally formed feature - -

103 Fill 0.58 0.20
Fill  of  102:  mid  light
brownish  grey  clayey  silt
with flecks of manganese

- -

104 Layer - -

Natural geology:  light mid
grey clayey silt with small
sub  angular  pebbles  and
manganese flecking

- -

Trench 2

General description Orientation N-S

Trench devoid of archaeology. Plough-disturbed topsoil and subsoil
overlies natural clayey silt. 

Avg. depth (m) 0.52

Width (m) 1.60

Length (m) 30

Contexts

Context
no

Type
Width
(m)

Depth
(m)

Comment Finds Date

200 Layer - 0.25
Topsoil:  Dark  brown
clayey silt

- -

201 Layer - 0.27
Subsoil:  Mid  greyish
brown clayey silt

- -

202 Layer - -

Natural  geology:  light
greyish brown clayey silts
with  white  patches  and
manganese flecks

- -

© Oxford Archaeology (x)  April 2015
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Trench 3

General description Orientation E-W

Trench devoid of archaeology. Plough-disturbed topsoil and subsoil
overlies natural clayey silt. 

Avg. depth (m) 0.38

Width (m) 1.60

Length (m) 30

Contexts

Context
no

Type
Width
(m)

Depth
(m)

Comment Finds Date

300 Layer - 0.27
Topsoil:  Dark  brown
clayey loam

- -

301 Layer - 0.14
Subsoil:  Mid  greyish
brown clayey silt

- -

302 Layer - -
Natural  geology:  light
brownish grey clayey silt

- -

Trench 4

General description Orientation N-S

Trench devoid of archaeology. Plough-disturbed topsoil and subsoil
overlies  natural  clayey  silt.  Various  naturally  formed  features,
including a tree bole, were present.

Avg. depth (m) 0.75

Width (m) 1.60

Length (m) 30

Contexts

Context
no

Type
Width
(m)

Depth
(m)

Comment Finds Date

400 Layer - 0.26
Topsoil:  Dark  brown
clayey silt

- -

401 Layer - 0.50

Subsoil:  Mid  greyish
brown  clayey  silt  with
infrequent  chalk  flecks
and pebbles

- -

402 Layer 0.20
Colluvium:  Mid  brownish
grey  silty  clay  with  small
stones throughout

- -

403 Layer - -

Natural  geology:  Dirty
grey  silty  clay  with
manganese  flecking  and
frequent patches of white
and green silt

- -

404 Cut Tree bole - -

405 Fill

Fill of 404: Dark grey silty
clay  with  frequent
manganese  staining  /
flecking throughout.

- -
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Trench 5

General description Orientation E-W

Trench devoid of archaeology. Plough-disturbed topsoil and subsoil
overlies natural clayey silt. 

Avg. depth (m) 0.40

Width (m) 1.60

Length (m) 30

Contexts

Context
no

Type
Width
(m)

Depth
(m)

Comment Finds Date

500 Layer - 0.25
Topsoil:  Dark  greyish
brown  clayey  loam  with
infrequent small stones

- -

501 Layer - 0.27
Subsoil:  Mid  greyish
brown clayey silt 

- -

502 Layer - -

Natural  geology:  light
grey  clayey  silt  with
infrequent  small  stones
and  manganese  flecking
gradually changing to pale
green  clayey  silt  towards
western end of trench

- -

Trench 6

General description Orientation NNE-SSW

Trench devoid of archaeology. Plough-disturbed topsoil and subsoil
overlies natural clayey silt. 

Avg. depth (m) 0.50

Width (m) 1.60

Length (m) 30

Contexts

Context
no

Type
Width
(m)

Depth
(m)

Comment Finds Date

600 Layer - 0.29
Topsoil:  Dark  brown clayey
loam 5% stones

- -

601 Layer - 0.45

Subsoil:  Mid  greyish
brown  silty  clay  with
frequent  chalk  flecks  and
stones throughout

- -

602 Layer - -

Natural  geology:  Light
grey  silty  clay  with
manganese  flecking  and
small stones

- -
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Trench 7

General description Orientation NE-SW

Trench devoid of archaeology. Plough-disturbed topsoil and subsoil
overlies natural clayey silt. 

Avg. depth (m) 0.42

Width (m) 1.60

Length (m) 30

Contexts

Context
no

Type
Width
(m)

Depth
(m)

Comment Finds Date

700 Layer - 0.25
Topsoil:  Dark  brown
clayey silt

- -

701 Layer - 0.22
Subsoil:  Greyish  brown
clayey silt  with infrequent
chalk and small stones

- -

702 Layer - 0.45

Colluvium:  Mid  greyish
brown  clayey  silt  with
infrequent  manganese
flecking and small stones

- -

703 Layer - -
Natural  geology:  Pale
green  changing  to  mid  /
light brown clayey silt 

- -
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APPENDIX C.  SUMMARY OF SITE DETAILS

Site name: Land off Mill Lane, Chinnor, Oxfordshire

Site code: CHML15

Grid reference:  SP 74718 01053

Type: Evaluation

Date and duration: 2nd – 3rd March, 2015

Area of site: 3.5ha

Summary of results:

Oxford Archaeology (OA) was commissioned by A2 Dominion to undertake a trench evaluation
on  the  site  of  a  proposed  78-unit  housing  development,  on  land  to  the  north  of  Mill  lane,
Chinnor, Oxfordshire. Historically the site lay within the open fields of Chinnor Manor, in the
immediate hinterland of the medieval and post-medieval village. Mill Lane follows the line of the
Icknield Way, a long-distance routeway of ancient origin. There was considered to be potential
for prehistoric, Roman and Anglo-Saxon burials in proximity to the road.

Seven trenches were excavated across the 3.5ha site, which represents a 1% sample of the
area. Provision was made for a further seven trenches, in the event that the first phase trenches
revealed significant archaeology, but no such remains were found. The trenches were placed
evenly  across  the  site  to  test  the  results  of  a  previous  geophysical  survey,  which  had  not
detected any archaeological features. 

The absence of archaeological remains in the trenches generally confirms the conclusions of
the  geophysical  survey,  indicating  that  the  site  has  low potential  for  discoveries  during  the
development.

Location of archive:

The archive is currently held at OA, Janus House, Osney Mead, Oxford, OX2 0ES, and will be
deposited with the Oxfordshire County Museum in due course.

© Oxford Archaeology (xv)  April 2015





Figure 1: Site location
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Plate 1: Trench 2 general view

Plate 2: Trench 5 general view
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Plate 3: Trench 1 stratigraphy

Plate 4: Trench 7 stratigraphy
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Plate 5: Feature 103

Plate 6: Feature 404
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