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BELOW THE GROUND PROJECT:
A Geophysical Survey at Hill Farm, Newchurch, Isle of Wight
March-April 2015

Hill Farm, in the parish of Newchurch, is 3km west of Sandown and the south-eastern coast of Wight (SZ
568854). East of the farmhouse, an exploratory geophysical survey was carried out on a southeast-facing valley-
side leading down to a minor unnamed tributary of the Eastern Yar River.

At the invitation of Mr and Mrs Dempsey, the survey team had sought evidence of a possible Anglo-Saxon
boundary/track thought to lead to the river. However, a preliminary asseement of the site using Google Earth and
lidar indicated other features of interest. The latter showed anomalies in the surface relief on the valley side. This
offered an opportunity to ‘ground truth’ the imagery of lidar by the use of ‘below ground’ geophysics.

The study area was located on ferruginous sands of the Lower Greensand and was under grass for livery. The
general gradient of the field was 5 degrees with a break in slope where an increase to 10 degrees led towards the
fence above stream. The final slope to the stream from the fence was 21 degrees.

Two surveys were undertaken on dry sunny days at the end of March and the beginning of April. The first
survey was set within a grid of seven 20 metre squares facing east across the slope (fig. 4). The second survey
extended southeast towards the farm. This was a grid of six 20metre squares with the same orientation as the
first survey. Figure 1 shows both survey areas amalgamated.

A preliminary geo-physical survey at locus 1 showed some minor surface disturbance that had been recorded
on the lidar image. The grid location was fixed from the lidar tile of the site (fig 1). The magnetometer was
considered to be the best option for investigating general ground disturbances of this type. The results and their
interpretation are shown in figures 2a and 2b.

Figure 1
Lidar image of part of Hill Farm showing survey area.
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Although the images lack clarity, it is possible to offer an interpretation. It appears that weak definition in the
two plots may be partly due the nature of the ferruginous sands. Iron-rich concretions in this bedrock may be
responsible for the many ‘spikes’ that occur in these images. At the top of the slope, against the hedge-line,
hillwash was traced to a depth of 1100mm. A blanket of this material offered a further means of masking below-
ground features.

Despite these impediments, there is an indication of a round feature (centre of plot) possibly attended by a
surrounding enclosure. Another circle can be seen on the right with a part-circle top left. The largest of the
circles is approximately 8m in diameter. Two linear features cross the survey area at right-angles and appear to
cut the circles. There are at least two small conjoined sub-rectangular enclosures adjoining the linear feature at
bottom left.

The results from locus 2 (figs. 3a and 3b) are sufficient to identify a number of features that complement
findings at locus 1. A similar scatter of round structures is suggested with a larger circle towards the centre of the
image. The smaller circles to the bottom right are possibly ancillary. The strong response top left represents a
former field boundary shown on an early Google Earth image. There is an anomaly crossing the plot that is
sufficiently strong to suggest an enclosure boundary.

recent field b lary top left sh on Google Earth

SR

F el Vora?
P“t q. i : ‘ i Stock enclosure with entrance. Internal circles?
'__I'w -:_'n' "; JBL W e LR ; = Boundary or track

Hut circle?

Anomaly between grids

Possible storage hut circles N

Geoplot and interpretation Site 2

Without test pits it was not possible to establish the nature and date of the geophysical features. Roundhouses
were a common form of accommodation from the Early Bronze Age through to and perhaps beyond the
Romano-British period. With the field under pasture, no fieldwalking was possible and nothing was found in the
many rabbit ‘excavations’ that followed the north-western hedge-line.

The site was augured at three locations to obtain a profile of the soil. The results are shown in figure 4. All
three samples indicated a deep soil free of inclusions. A top layer contained a friable, easily worked soil with a
sandy, loamy texture. Under this, the soil turned more to an orange/brown clay as the depth increased. The final
layer was a plastic or mouldable clay. This soil profile is well suited to arable farming. An earlier Google image
shows the upper field to the west of the surveyed field under plough. This may explain the hill-wash observed on
the lower field.



Figure 4
Soil profile and slope gradient taken downslope through survey site.
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Summary

The archaeological features detected on this site are set on a fertile and well-drained slope where easy access can
be gained to water and woodland. Within 0.5km to the north, the Eastern Yar could offer riverine transport both
upstream and downstream on the tide. Whilst the magnetometry plot suffers from noise, it offers sufficient
evidence to suggest that this site has favoured human activity now lost to view. It appears that it may also have
accommodated roundhouses but these await corroboration.

Author: David Marshall on behalf of the members of the IWNHAS Archaeological Group.

NOTE ON A PERFORATED PEBBLE MACE-HEAD FOUND AT HILL FARM, NEWCHURCH,
ISLE OF WIGHT
David Marshall & David Tomalin

On an initial archaeological visit to Hill Farm, Newchurch, in March 2015, the geophysics team of the IWNHAS
was shown a small collection of artefacts that had been collected from around the farm by the current and past
owners. This location is 3km west of Sandown and the south-eastern coast of Wight (SZ 569854). Of particular
interest was a Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age stone mace-head. This item measures 151 mm by 92 mm and
weighs 580 grammes. It displays a weak ‘hour-glass’ perforation with an external diameter of 36mm. This
reduces to 22mm at the centre of the perforation. The stone is not local and appears to have come from a
metamorphic source. Its light grey texture has since been heavily discoloured by staining from the local
ferruginous sands. It is thought that the previous owner found the mace within some 50 metres of the farmhouse
but no other contextual information is known. This artefact shows no obvious signs of use.

The Hill Farm find is best equated with Fiona Roe’s general classification of pebble mace-heads (Roe 1968,
146). These are not particularly well dated. Utilised pebbles with central ‘hourglass’ perforations first appear in
Mesolithic contexts when circular disc-like specimens of hard fine-grained quartzite were generally favoured.
Larger ovoid pebbles of the Hill Farm kind are less well documented, although in the late 19" century a broad
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