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I n 1982 a sample of "Dark Eart h" froJn n 1,:)7(\ exc(lvut ion of Roman 1'owcester , 


No r t hamptonshire (exca.vato r , Mrs Ch Hrrni iu Woodfie ld) wu s r eceived. The s8lIlple 


originat ed from a "sterile l aye r" ( layer 12) overlying a l at e An tonine r ampart 


and a pit dated to about 185 AD on Samiall pot t e ry evidence (Charmian Woodfi e ld, 


pers. corom.). As there was a gene r a l lack of 3rd Cent ury pottery in the town , 


the excavat or asked the ques tion o f whut may have been go i ng on a t t h i s t ime, 


to produce this "st erile l ayer" or "Dark EarLh" deposit. 


The sample was examined for organic matter conten t and s crutinis e d in thirr sec t i on 


(see Result s ) . 


Discussion of Re ults 

Layer 12 comprises a re l ative ly organi c 6011 of a mull A horizon type wh i ch has been 

"Iorked by an earthworm populat i on . The s l')1 1 sample cons ists of two di f fering Gnil 

rn i crofabrics suggesting the deliberate mix i ng o f t wo Boil types, namely: 

(i) a brown Bilt y Boil, and 

(ii) a darker, mo re organ ic and sandie r s oil. 

'l'he f o rmer is of a p rnbabl f! a n thr op0gen ic cont ext , c onta ining small quanti t i es nf 

fi ne char coal and pot fragmenb'i , and c(\llld possib ly r e late to She l doD IS (197(3 ) 

concept o f dumped street sweep i ngs. The latter (ii) apparently rela t e s to a. more 

organic topsoil which has been int rude d b y perhaps IIdigging in" and earthwo rm 

act ivity . 

Two sequences o f cont ings may be )re .se.nt . An earl y sequence of fine coat ings 

relating to soil disturbance aUl.3ed by dump ing and exposure to the e l ement s ; and 

a second series of coat i ngs assoc iated wi th the t ype (ii) soil material. These 

l a t ter coatings are charact erised by laminae of dus t y argillans and i lty 

agricut nns of a gr~a.ter organi c matter cont ent t han t he general soil p lasma (i); 

and probably occur thr ough cont inued cultivation of an ove rlyin g more organi c 

r i ch topsoil or garden soil. According t o the s ect i on drawing l ay r 12 l i es a 

metre beneath l ater garden level!> an is seale d by "battered upper 1 vels tr , and 

tlO it may be assumed that Lhe "Dark Earth" i s basical l y una f fec t e d by t his lat e r 

s oil and the f abric is o f a mainly l a te Ro~an character. 
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A comparison with o ther "Dark J·;a rL h" si.t tU; .<;u gge :..; L:,; the " Da r k l.a r Lh" at '1' ''WC6s t er 

di f fers from the lt th Cent ury de pnf; l l. at GPO, Newgo te St reet, london (Iioskams, 1981 ; 

Macpha i l, '1981 ; Macphai J T i n pr'em:; ) wh i c h u ! 'P darke r', mo re o rganic and contain very 

much more cultural materi.l ( e ~ 1),-,t t. e 'I'Y, o YE;t:er she l l, cha coal, tile, morL ar, bone 

etc) and suggest more dumping of 6nt hropogeD j c debl'i l: and more mixing by earthwor r'1~ 

Cie fewer mi crofabric differen ~e6 c ompared t o Towce ster). At Tanne rs Hall, Glouceste r 

(Macphail, in press) delibera t e dwnping of s e voral sn il types produced " nark Earth" 

which again contains direct evidence of probably cult i vat i on (ie agricutans) and 

the pos sible diggiug-i n of organi c mat t er. 

It may there fore be conjectured t hat at To'W ces ter t during this 3rd Cent ury epi sode, 

relat i ve l y inorganic silts of the " st reets\1/eepingsll (Sheldon, 1978) kind were 

dumped o r possibly in part b lown in, and a more o r ganic tops oi l a dded or deve l oped 

through cultivat i on of thi s within-wall depos i t. Roskama and Sch o fi e l d (1978) h a ve 

already sugges t ed deliberate dumping o f such s oi l s f or probably wi t J~wall 
cult i vation at t he end of the 2nd Cent ury at Milk St reet, london , as evidence of the " 

&anging charact e r o f l ater Roman England (Ree ce, 1980) . Soil cont a i ns ev i denc e of 

post-deposit ional gleying (nodules ). 
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Results 

Analyt ical Data; 

l C\.~ ,. %Loss on Igni tion %Organi c Carbon 

12 3·29 1 . 03 

Mi cromorpholosical Descript ion : 

'fo'W ces t er, l ayer 12. up to 50 em. 

He t erogeneo us i wit h 72% brown 6:i l asepic (s il ty) mate r i a l i ncluding areas nf 

darker f ine sandy plasma; fin subr otmdcd bl ocky; 18% macrovoids ; compound 

packing voids, met avughs, fine channels; 20% well snrt ed, r ounded to sub-rounded 

(fine sandy) mineral grai ns; main ly quart z, few l i monite and rare fe lds pa ' grains , 

few shell and rounded pot fragmen t s; he l erogeneous mix of organi c mat t er and fi ne 

charcoal - concent r at ed i n some plasma a reas where intimately mixed, earthworm 

channels and void l ini ngs (as dusty argillans and agri cutans ) ; coarse charcoal 

fragment s present; eart hworm channe l s; 50% of voids li ned with "dirt y" coatings: 

dus ty a r gillans - a gri cutana - perhaps at least two sequences (a) fine l i ning, 

(b ) mo r e coarse including much organi c ma t ter and charcoal; common diffuse 

fe r r -manganiferous nodul es; mainly silasepic. 
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