Downley ‘Time Teams’ Big Dig!!

August 2005

Here is some advice on what to bring and how to do it.

You can do as much or as little as you like, and choose the jobs you want to do most. We will sort out who is doing what during the day. Full training and advice given.

What to bring:

If you have a garden spade and a trowel this will be useful as I may not have enough. Please put your name or initials on them so they do not get confused with other people’s equipment.

A kneeling pad or old cushion is handy if you are likely to be on your hands and knees excavating with trowel.

A folding chair is also useful for coffee breaks and rests.

Plenty of drinks if hot, plus sunscreen. Many of us are going into the pub for lunch, but some may prefer picnic lunch in the trenches!

IMPORTANT:

Please ensure that you sign the visitors/workers book that accompanies the health and safety rules, and will be in the main equipment area (the tent). Sign in and out please and you are then covered by public liability insurance.

If you are not sure about what you are doing then please ask someone else – the best advice is – if you are not sure, don’t!

How to do it:

‘The trenches’

1. Mark out your trench using the 15 metre tapes, the 6” nails and the string

2. Check the marking out is neat with right-angled corners, and the string is tight.

3. Where is the trench? There are 4 trenches which will be shown to the work teams involved – all in the grassy areas behind the trees opposite the pub.

4. (A plan of the site has already been drawn with trench locations on it).

5. Start digging! Carefully cut 30 x 30 inch squares which can be lifted and stored at the side so that backfilling will look neat and plants will regenerate quickly after the dig – place grass to grass and dirt to dirt sides together.

6. Decide where your spoil heap is to go – not too near the trench so it falls back in, but not too far away (hard work), and not in the way of access.

7. Search the topsoil for finds first. ‘Finds’: you may not be sure what is a genuine find of interest and what is not. We are interested in the kiln at this site (mid-1700s in date), so brick, walls, kiln waste, etc are wanted. In general, if not sure collect anyway. BUT I do not want tonnes of rocks, brick and modern rubbish to sort through later! So, please give some careful thought – 

a. is it archaeological (Victorian and older in this case)?

b. Is it old brick (narrower than modern bricks)?

c. How much have we got (if lots, take a representative sample and record how much was in your layer).

d. Is it a ‘special find’ e.g. coin, brooch, nice pottery, etc. in which case do not lift it immediately, call in the trench supervisor to record its exact location and assign a special number and get it recorded in the ‘Finds Register’.

8. You need to start recording from the beginning. This top layer is your first ‘context’ so start a context sheet for it and call it ‘Context 1’ in case you have lots of contexts use a three-digit number = 001. Fill out the sheet as the advice with it says.

9. Get a Finds Tray – and put a label in it with your trench number and ‘Context 001’. All finds from this layer go in there. For all trenches this context will be the soil layer.

10. Unless you have a reason to change your digging style keep digging down in about 20 cm increments – checking that the edge of your trench keeps neat and sharp at the edges.

11. As soon as you reach something that looks or feels different to Context 001 then start another context form – this will be Context 002. Remember they may not be in neat layers – something different can suddenly appear at one end. NB. Only dig one context at a time; keep finds from each context separate

12. If you discover finds in Context 002 then these will go in a new finds tray that will have a label in it ‘Trench …, Context 002’.

13. Not everything you uncover is a deposit (i.e. soil or sediment) – you may find a pit or ditch cut into your sediment. The edge of this feature is also given its unique context number (see the advice sheet)

14. How deep do you go? Well how long is a piece of string?! If you have the energy and you are finding ‘archaeology’ then you can go for as long as you feel is right – but beware not digging too deep – remember health and safety considerations area max. of 2 metres and your back may dictate when to stop.

15. Draw your trench (probably a scale of 1:20 is appropriate), and photograph (particularly if you have features to note). Training given on this and all other steps.

At the end of your excavating we should have (as a team): one trench to carefully backfill later, trays of finds, context sheets for each context you discovered, a finds register (of special finds), a site plan, a trench drawing in plan view, and if interesting a section drawing, and perhaps some photos. (Remember, if taking photos, that you will need a scale in the photograph.)

Dealing with finds

The finds need to go one step further – each tray needs individual washing and drying. See the special sheet Dealing with finds to give advice on what to do with different types of find. However, unless you find you have something fragile, most items can be washed in cool water with a toothbrush and put on kitchen towelling in a new clean finds tray (remember to keep the unique label with the finds so you know where they came from!). Leave the trays in a safe, dry place until completely dry.

When dry, bag up the finds in an appropriate sized polythene bag with a self-seal top, and with a white strip at one side to write on. When writing on the white strip press hard with a biro (the imprint will remain long after the ink may have faded). You will need to put a Downley site label* in the bag, again with the unique information on it (location, trench and context numbers, museum – BCB - number).

(*site labels will be provided).

You can then deal with your finds in one of two ways:

1. You can sort and identify them now – discard any very recent items that you do not want, and then label and bag each find individually if you think it is a ‘Small find’ (e.g. a coin, brooch or something special), and record it in the Finds Register (this will probably have been done already). Other finds can be bagged in bulk, such as lots of pottery or lots of tile. You can lump these ‘bulk’ finds together in one bag and make a record on the Finds Register as e.g.‘bulk find – pottery’. You do not necessarily have to be precise in identification at this stage – we do not expect you to be able to recognise pottery types or dates, just label the finds ‘pottery’, ‘stone’, ‘flint’, ‘metal’, etc. You can put labels in the bags ready for a later interpretation – the Site location, Trench number and Context number, with a Find number (as on your register) and a date, is what is needed for now.

2. If short of time, you can leave the sorting and store the contents of each tray in a labelled safe container (with a lid) or sealed bag, so that they cannot fall out of the container, please make sure all the documentation is with it – especially the location details.

It is essential to bag and label finds properly – see the advice sheet for more info.

Advice sheets that accompany this one:
How to do your recording: context sheets


Dealing with finds

This often sounds more complicated than it is – you do not need to do all these jobs – we work as a team. You choose which job you like or can do, the supervisors show you how, and we all find out more about the archaeology of this area and have lots of fun!

