Winchester archaeology & local history

WARG History - Part 1
The Early Days

A

s the major digs of the Winchester Excavations
Committee came to a close, Winchester City Council
appointed a full-time Rescue Archaeologist and, at the
instigation of Martin Biddle, a Winchester Archaeological
Rescue Group ( WARG) was created.

Why rescue archaeolog y
It is only relatively recently that archaeological remains have been
offered any protection when a site is being developed – for a
building, a road or whatever. Before the current regime, unless it
was a scheduled monument, if a developer didn’t want to bother
with archaeology, they could destroy the record with impunity. And
even here in Winchester there were developments that did just
that: for example the Friary site in St Cross Road was badly damaged
in the 1960s, with the full extent of the damage only discovered in
2008/9.
However, some developers were prepared to allow “rescue
archaeology” – a dig, usually limited in time, before the
development began. There were two movements in the early 1970s
that tried to capitalise on this: rescue archaeologists appointed by
local authorities and rescue groups, amateurs who got together to
carry out the digs, process the finds and write up the results.

A chocolate factory
The first membership form - with a wide list of skills that were thought likely
to be useful.

WARG was always keen to share its findings with a wider public.

Public lectures covered a far wider range of subjects than just Winchester’s
archaeology.

Winchester appointed a rescue archaeologist , Dr Peter WadeMartins, in March 1972. But he had no support – initially not
even an office. WARG’s role, at least initially, was to be the entire
support system for rescue archaeology. A disused chocolate
factory in Little Minster Street (previously a temperance billiard
hall) was the headquarters and WARG volunteers had to rewire,
redecorate and even find ways of heating the building, before
the Rescue Archaeologist could move in. The building provided
a photographic dark room, an area for finds processing (potwashing), meeting space, office for the rescue archaeologist
and even served as a make-shift dormitory for diggers on
rescue sites, both volunteers and those who were on very small
salaries. The initial membership form emphasised that the
group needed active participants and gave a list of the skills that
were thought useful, including flying (with access to a plane)
computer programming and machinery maintenance. (WARG
now has a member who is a pilot with access to a plane.)
The first meeting of the group was on 31st of July 1972 and it
agreed that as well as supporting the archaeology, there would
be a newsletter and a programme of lectures, discussions and
visits. In fact the first visit was to Danebury, on 23rd of August,
followed just over three weeks later (17th September) by a visit
to the Saxon village excavation at Chalton. The talks programme
started on Monday 4th September, and ran each month through
to February. And there was even a special extra-mural course
created by the University of Southampton of “10 lectures and 5
field events”. Subscriptions were set at 50p (students and under
18s 20p). And by 1974 another WARG tradition, a Christmas party
in early January, was also established.

Digging and processing
The small group of dedicated WARG members spent weekends
and evenings digging on rescue sites. Over the next 15 years
there were over 200 reports in Find, the WARG newsletter,
ranging from the long programme at Victoria Road (which ran
from 1972 to 1976) to short sampling exercises, field-walking
and even a graveyard survey. While most of the activities were in
the historic city, the remit extended into the new district formed
in the local government reform of 1974.
Once objects had been excavated they had to be processed (potwashing) and catalogued. From the start there were working
parties carrying out processing every Monday and Wednesday.
Other projects undertaken included animal bone studies,
environmental studies, detailed cataloguing (the catalogue cards
produced at this stage are still being loaded into a computer
database), finds conservation, a samian ware study, a building
survey and a range of other projects through the years.

Communication
Archaeology is not just digging and processing: as important is
recording and communicating the results. From the beginning
WARG produced a newsletter. This
covered a wide range of things, from
detailed archaeological reports,
through to reports of visits and
even an occasional crossword.
Producing a newsletter, in the days
of Roneo machines which seemed
determined to put ink everywhere
but in the right place, could be a
saga in itself. But communication
went beyond that, and included
A newsletter has been published
since the first year
open days for the public at the
offices, exhibitions, public lectures, regular reports of meetings
supplied to the Hampshire Chronicle, and even taking part in the
St Giles Fair dressed as Romans.
There was a strong social element: the bonds created by
trowelling or pot-washing were extended to the Christmas party, a
summer barbeque and the occasional beer and skittles evening.

St Giles Fair in 1974. This was a regular feature in Winchester but interest
died down in the late 1970s.

For more information, visit our web site warg.org.uk

