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GEOPHYSICS HAS ITS DAY IN COURT: THE VERDICT ON REWILDING
SURVEYS AT COURT GREEN MANORIAL SETTLEMENT, BERE REGIS

Paul Cheetham® & Dave Stewart®)
(Department of Archaeology & Anthropology, Bournemouth University, Talbot
Campus, Fern Barrow, Poole, Dorset, BH12 5BB.

pcheetham@bournemouth.ac.uk

Keywords: Rewilding, magnetometry, earth resistance, ground penetrating radar.

In its aims of restoring natural processes and increasing biodiversity, the rewilding
movement is principally ‘natural environment’ driven, but in addition often aims to
promote and enable community access. Land acquired by Dorset Wildlife Trust
along the northern banks of the Bere Stream to the east of Bere Regis provides a
good case study of the process of ‘rewilding’ with respect to our knowledge and
understanding of the archaeological record of an historic landscape exploited and
modified by man for over 7000 years. Entitled Wild Woodbury, the project is named
after the Woodbury univallate hillfort that overlooks the area.

Rewilding takes many forms, with the project undertaken at Court Farm being
focussed on low-input farming where the term ‘wilder farming’ would be considered
more appropriate. The project will involve some areas of natural scrub and woodland
regeneration and the removal of modern drainage to re-wet parts of the landscape
(Farrington 2022). Whilst taking this area out of intense agricultural production
protects the archaeology from the ravages of the plough, allowing nature to take its
course will mean that in the future some areas may become less accessible for
undertaking effective conventional geophysical survey. There are also plans to
repurpose redundant agricultural buildings, create wildflower meadows and create a
community food forest. Some project activities encroach on the scheduled area of
the manorial settlement of Court Green and so appropriate scheduled monument
consent is required. Geophysical survey had already been successfully applied to
one area of the Court Farm manorial settlement and so it was logical to extend this
work to cover the whole of the scheduled area, which has now been completed
(Cheetham 2022). Survey involved the use of magnetometry, earth resistance and
ground penetrating radar to investigate the archaeological potential and guide the
management of the scheduled area. Despite the inherent limitations of geophysical
survey with respect to the ephemeral nature of some medieval archaeology, perhaps
fortuitously, the geophysical survey revealed that parts of the site are covered in
relatively modern overburdens. These mask, but therefore protect, some of the area
that may be affected by the changes in land use.

Next to be considered are the unscheduled areas of Wild Woodbury. Archaeological
survey and excavation on adjacent areas of the south-west facing slopes of the Bere
Stream valley revealed them to be rich in archaeological activity dating from the
Mesolithic period onwards (Context One 2017), suggesting there were many sites to
be discovered in the unscheduled parts the Wild Woodbury rewilding area. Local
historian John Pitfield had also undertaken surface collection over parts of the
rewilding area, and Dorset Wildlife Trust staff, when alerted to the signs of settlement
and activity, reported several potential archaeological sites. A brief walk-over of part
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of the rewilding area by the first author revealed the tell-tale signs of flint debitage
and pottery from prehistoric sites, the burnt flint ‘pot boilers’ from Iron Age domestic
sites, and areas of medieval and early post-medieval pottery together with a few
sherds of Roman ceramics. In agreement with Dorset Wildlife Trust, it has been
proposed that parts of the rewilding area are geophysically surveyed before they
become less accessible. This will allow any archaeological sites identified to be
managed appropriately within the rewilding project. The results so far confirm that a
wide range archaeological sites exist, with work ongoing to complete the project. For
example, in figure 1, below, a randomly surveyed area reveals a palimpsest of
prehistoric and later magnetic anomalies/features located on a chalk spur
overlooking the river.
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Figure 1: This randomly selected area of magnetic survey reveals a palimpsest of ditches, pits,
lynchets and quarry pits, demonstrating the archaeological potential of the Wild Woodbury rewilding
area. Bartington 601-2, 0.25 x 1m survey intervals. Black positive, plotted -3 to +3 nT.
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