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SUMMARY

Excavation of a cropmark site in advance of devel
opment revealed four phases of Iron Age activity,
dated to the sixth and fifth centuries Be. The first
phase comprised an unenclosed settlement of up to
five roundhouses and associated pits. After abandon
ment, the focus of activity shifted southwards to a
large carafe-shaped enclosure bounded on three
sides by substantial ditches and alignments of large
posts. A roundhouse was centrally positioned within
the enclosure, with another outside it to the north.
The third phase was marked by the extension of the

enclosure to the north and east with the scale of the
boundaries and entrances suggesting that the large
enclosure retained significance. Two roundhouses
were associated with this phase: one external and to
the north-west of the enclosure, the other (with a
west-facing entrance unique amongst the round
houses on the site) positioned in the neck of this
larger enclosure. The final phase comprised a single
roundhouse within an enclosure, with an external
fence line and cluster of rubbish pits.
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INTRODUCTION

Excavation of an Iron Age cropmark site at
Groundwell West, Blunsdon St. Andrew, Wiltshire
was undertaken in 1996 in advance of industrial
development to the north of Swindon. The excav
ation was conducted by Cotswold Archaeological
Trust on behalf of Swindon (formerly Thamesdown)
Borough Council.

Location and geology (Fig I)

The site lay at approximately 134m 00 with a gentle
slope to the south, situated on the dip slope of the
Blunsdon Hill escarpment with a commanding view
across to the Marlborough Downs to the south. The
underlying bedrock was Upper Corallian Coral Rag
with a capping of Red Down Clay in the northern
part of the excavated area. The post-medieval field
boundary that ran in an east-west line across the
excavated area followed the geological division
between the clay and coral rag.

Background to the excavation

The site at Groundwell West was first identified in
1969 as a cropmark on aerial photographs compris
ing a large irregular L-shaped enclosure, a semi
circular enclosure and a linear ditch (Fig 2). A field
walking survey of the site was undertaken in 1987 by
Thamesdown Archaeological Unit as part of a wider
archaeological appraisal of the Swindon Northern
Development Area, but at the time of the survey the
site was under pasture and only occasional flint finds
were recorded (Jeffery 1990). Planning permission

for the Swindon Northern Development area was
awarded prior to the introduction of PPG 16 and
consequently no provisions for archaeology were in
place, but in 1995 Thamesdown Borough Council
commissioned Cots wold Archaeological Trust to
undertake a trench evaluation of the cropmark area.
This confirmed the presence of a multi-phased Iron
Age settlement. Although only 900m north-west of
a previously excavated enclosed Iron Age settle
ment at Groundwell Farm (Gingell 1982) and appar
ently broadly contemporary, the differences be
tween the two sites, together with the unusual form
of the Groundwell West enclosures, prompted the
conclusion that the latter site was potentially of
regional importance (Langton 1995). In response
Thamesdown Borough Council commissioned an
excavation of the cropmark complex prior to devel
opment (Fig 3).

The dimensions of the excavation area opened
initially were determined by the extent of the crop
marks. However, it soon became apparent that
archaeological remains extended further to the north
and east and that these features had not appeared as
cropmarks because of the change in geology from
ragstone to clay. In response Thamesdown Borough
Council funded a watching brief of an additional
4076 square metre area immediately to the north of
the main excavation. Settlement remains extended
further north beyond this area, but as, unfortunately,
no funds were available to increase the area of
excavation, the full extent of the settlement remains
unknown.
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EXCA VAnON RESULTS

"

10 and 6, and possibly 8 and 5. Also arcing groups of
pits.

PHASE 2
Enclosure EI, cornpnsmg ditches and pit align;
ments, with roundhouses 2 and 4.

PHASE 4
Enclosure E3, containing roundhouse I. structure 0;
and possible enclosure E4. Fence line 489 and 'a
northern pit group may be associated.

. 1

and include
PHASE 3
Enclosure E2, expanding enclosure EI
ing roundhouses 7 and 3.

PHASE 5
Romano-British agriculture.

The excavations encompassed the cropmark comp
lex and covered an area of 1.86ha (Figs 4 and 5). The
site was stripped of topsoil and subsoil (where
present) by a mechanical excavator under archaeo
logical supervision. followed by hand cleaning and
sample excavation of features. All postholes were
half sectioned, as were many pits, but resources
permitted the investigation of only a sample of the
pit alignments. Gullies and ditches were sample
excavated. Individual contexts were numbered from
400 onwards, but for the watching brief a new sequ
ence commenced at 1500. Archaeological features
in the watching brief area were recorded in plan but
few could be investigated.

A full written, drawn and photographic record was
compiled and the site archive will be deposited at
Swindon Museum and Art Gallery under accession
number BJ995110.

Roundbouses

Roundhouse 9 (Fig 7) was extremely truncated, only
the north and east side of penannular gully 1345
surviving, truncated to the south by Phase 2 ditch
770 and, presumably, the pit alignment further
south. The gully had an estimated internal diameter
of 10m, was 0.3-0.4m in width, 0.13m in depth, and
contained two fills. The lower, a compact clay silt

Assigned to this phase on the basis of stratigraphy
were roundhouse 9, pit 1114 and gully 819, all of
which were cut by Phase 2 enclosure ditch 770, mid
pit 923 cut by the south-west corner of ditch 420. As
a group these indicate unenclosed occupation spread
over an extensive area. Roundhouses 10 and 6, and
more tentatively 5 and 8, have been placed in this
phase on the basis of ceramic evidence, as have the
pit groups.

General observations

The site as a whole was very truncated by recent
ploughing, so that, with the exception of the en
closure ditches and pits, the archaeological features
were shallow and no horizontal deposits remained.
This factor has limited information, for example on
the roundhouse structures. The natural bedrock was
extremely hard and features of a depth greater than
cO.5m did not show signs of weathering.

The phased account here is presented on the basis
of the stratigraphic relationships of the enclosures
and associated features combined with ceramic dat
ing evidence where possible. The limited nature of
this evidence combined with the paucity of diag
nostic pottery has resulted in difficulty in unravelling
the chronological development of the site.

Pbasing snmmary

PHASE I
Unenclosed occupation, including roundhouses 9,

PHASE 1 (FIG 6) ..
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with small fragments of ragstone, was probably
disturbed natural ground, while the upper fill was a
mid red brown clay silt with occasional small frag
ments of ragstone, burnt pebbles and charcoal
flecks. No entrance was defined. Postholes were
present within the area defined by the gully but may
not have been contemporary with the roundhouse.
For instance, a four-post structure measuring 2.5m2

may have formed part of the roundhouse, but was
offset towards the north-east segment. Two smaller
postholes were also present to the south-west and
south-east of the four-post arrangement. If the
four-post structure is an element of roundhouse 9,
the layout bears a resemblance to House 2 at Ground
well Farm which was interpreted as having a trench
built wall with an internal four-post frame to support
the roof (Gingell 1982, 41). However the offset
nature of the four-poster in roundhouse 9 is more
suggestive of an internal division or repair than of a
central structural element. No evidence was
recovered to indicate that gully 1345 was the found
ation trench for the wall of the structure and it is
more likely to have been a drainage trench or drip
gully.

Roundhouse 10 (Fig 7) was cut to the west by ditch
416 (Phase 4). It survived as less than half of
postulated penannular gully 1274. The approximate
internal diameter of the gully was 10.Om (very
similar to roundhouse 9) and four-post structure B,
which measured 2.0m2, occupied a central position.
It may have acted as a central framework, supporting
the roof, and fragments of daub from the fills of its
constituent postholes may derive from the round
house wall.

Roundhouse 6 (Fig 7), defined by penannular gully
839, had an internal diameter of 6m. It had slightly
squared corners and the entrance was located to the,
south-east. The gully measured up to OAm in width
and 0.18m in depth and was filled with a clay silt
which contained occasional burnt pebbles, charcoal
flecks, pot and bone. Possible structural elements
comprised postholes 898, 947 and 949, each OA5m
in depth, and posthole 937 which was 0.15m deep.
Another posthole 646, OA5m deep, was located on
the north side of the entrance.

Roundhouse 5 (Fig 7) was defined by penannular
gully 821 and had an internal diameter of 6.5m. The
gully was very truncated, surviving only to a maxi
mum depth of 0.14m and width of OAm. The south
east facing entrance was 1.20m in width, with a
square post hole 1201, 0.15m deep, slightly to the
east. Internal features consisted of three squared post
holes located towards the west edge of gully 82I and
a group of five postholes in the south-east area.

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

Roundhouse 8 (Fig 7) was very truncated and
defined by gully 460, with an entrance to the east.
The gully contained a primary fill of clay silt cover
ed by a dark brown silt with pottery and bone and it
defined an area with an estimated internal diameter
of] Om. A pair of deep postholes, 1016 (OA6m deep)
and 1033 (0.38m deep), were positioned inside the
entrance and, with a series of shallow squared
postholes along the internal edge of gully 460, prob
ably marked the line of a wall. Two further post
holes, 1060 and 1062, located in the centre of the
putative structure, may have functioned as roof
supports.

The alignment of roundhouses 9, JO and 6 on a
north-east/south-west axis and (less convincingly)
8, JO and 5 on a north-west/south-east axis, suggest
deliberate spatial patterning although it cannot be
established whether the structures were contemp
orary or successive.

Pits

A concentration of pits contained early Iron Age
pottery and, while the backfill does not necessarily
date the pits, it is tempting to associate them with
this earliest settlement phase. The pits containing
early material were scattered within arcing groups
that had all been used for secondary rubbish
disposal. They included a higher than average
(relative to this site) quantity of domestic finds such
as pottery, bone, and stone implements for pro
cessing grain, which set them apart from other pit
groups within the site. Pit 941 (Fig II) contained a
saddle quern, two grinding stones and a rubber.
These pits displayed a variety of shapes including
bell, beehive and near cylindrical forms (Fig 11:
941, 860 and 919).

PHASE 2 (FIG 8)

This phase was represented by enclosure El, linear
pit groups, and roundhouse 2. Roundhouse 4 may
also be contemporary.

Enclosure E1

Enclosure EI was formed on its northern side by
ditch 770, measuring 85m in length, and to the west
and south by ditch 420, measuring 48.3m
north-south and 88m east-west. A 2.5m-wide gap
between the two ditches in the north-west corner of
the enclosure may have formed an access, but was
restricted by post pits 607 and 61]. A sporadic and
irregular north-south alignment of postholes along
the eastern side of the enclosure may indicate fence
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or hedge lines, and if so, the internal area of the
enclosure was 3422m1 The location of pits close to
the internal perimeter of the enclosure suggests that
any bank was likely to have been located on the
external side of the ditches.

Ditch 420 had a U-shaped profile that appeared to
be weathered in the upper 0.5m (Fig 12). Where
sectioned. it was 2.1-3.0m wide and 0.85-1.2m
deep. The fills were fairly clean and homogeneous,
containing few artefacts, suggesting that the ditch
silted up gradually over time. Ditch 770 also had a
U-shaped profile, was 1.78-2.5m wide and 0.92
1.3m deep (Fig 12). The central section showed
tipping of stony material from the south side,
possibly derived from the excavation of the pits to
the south of 770. The primary silting contained few
artefacts, but later fills (the upper 0.5m of the ditch)
contained more finds, particularly animal bone. The
difference from 420 may relate to the closer
proximity of ditch 770 to areas of greater activity
immediately to the north.

Internal features

Roundhouse 2 (Fig 7) occupied a central position at
the wcst end of the enclosure and was defined by
drip gully 576 with an internal diameter of .12m.
Measuring 0.6m in width and 0.2m in depth, 576
was backfilled with a red brown clay silt. Artefacts
such as pottery and bone were concentrated within
1m of the entrance terminals. The entrance was east
facing and 3.2m in width, with a pair of postholes
(792 and 794) positioned inside the entrance as the
only internal features. They presumably formed a
doorway. A third, shallower. possible posthole 726
was located slightly outside of the entrance and may
be the remains of a porch.

Pits. A linear arrangement of 49 pits was located in
ternally alongside the north, west and south ditches
of the enclosure. Of the 18 pits along the north side,
most appeared to form discrete groups of two, three
or four, perhaps defining specific phases of activity.
Three more isolated pits (570, 629 and 631)
continued the line further to the east. Pits 607 and
611 were located so that they effectively restricted
access through the gap between ditches 420 and 770.
Twenty pits lay along the western side of the
enclosure, together with a possible four-post struct
'ilre and a row of postholes in the south-west corner
suggesti ve of a fence. The arrangement of pits along
the south side was more sporadic, with only six
identified.

A sample of the pits was excavated; they varied in
depth between OAm and 135m. All had vertical or
near vertical sides and flat bases (Fig 1I: 734,611,
607 and 900). The fill of many (including 607 and

All Iron Age Site at Groundwell West. Wi/tshire

61 I) contained evidence of having contained large
posts and most had homogeneous compact fills
implying deliberate backfilling rather than a gradual
accumulation of material. Those excavated along
the west edge of the enclosure (743, 734, 611 and
607) contained basal fills of silt which suggested
that they may have remained open for a time.

Three smaller pits (402, 410 and 424) were located
adjacent to the proposed fence/hedge line on the
eastern side of enclosure EI. Pit 402 measured
0.98m in diameter by O.2m in depth and contained
burnt ragstone, pottery and bone. The sides of the pit
were partially burnt indicating ill situ burning
suggestive of a fire pit or hearth. Pits 410 and 424
contained similar burnt but redeposited remains.

The central position of roundhouse 2 and the pit
alignments within the enclosure gave the impression
of an organised or even ostentatious plan, although
there is nothing in the associated artefact assemb
lage which is obviously indicative of high status.
The apparent symmetry of the pits, their restricted
distribution along the sides of the enclosure, the evi
dence for large posts, and the restrictions to the
potential entrance from the north-west, suggest a
specialised role for enclosure EI. It is therefore un
fortunate that truncation of deposits has not allowed
the chronological relationship of the enclosure
components to be determined, but the way in which
the pit alignments and ditches respect each other
suggests that they were either contemporary or
served as influential factors in each others' location.
With the exception of roundhouse 2 there were few
surviving features within enclosure EJ and those
present seemed to be concentrated around the round
house.

Area to the north of enclosure El

Roundhouse 4 (Fig 9) is assigned to this phase as
pottery from the gully was comparable to that from
roundhouse 2 (but see discussion p. 44). It was
defined by narrow penannular trench 660 with an
internal diameter of II m and a 1.5m-wide south
east-facing entrance. The trench was up to OAm in
width and 0.15m in depth and was filled with a
compact clay silt with fragments of rags tone and
burnt pebbles. Part of a post ring represented by
slightly squared shallow postholes was identified on
the external south and west sides of the trench, This
arrangement may indicate that 660 was a wall
trench, with the outer post ring supporting the eaves
of the roof, although no evidence for postholes or
slots for planks was identified within the gully. No
postholes were found within the structure but four
pits were present in the northern half. Pits 760 and
970, both clay-lined with undercut sides and flat
bases, probably originally functioned as storage pits
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and later were filled with secondary rubbish. Pit 970
also contained three fragments of hearth bottom,
indicating ironworking, possibly within or near
roundhouse 4. Pits 731 and 968 were shallow
straight-sided pits and also filled with refuse.

PHASE 3 (FIG 10)

Phase 3 comprises L-shaped enclosure E2 and
roundhouse 7. On the basis of ceramic evidence
roundhouse 3 may also belong to this phase.

Enclosure E2

The L-shaped enclosure E2 was created by ex
panding enclosure EJ to the east and north, with
additional ditches 412, 414, and 440, and re-cut 688.
The total enclosed area, within the excavation
limits, was 9930m' but, although the enclosure neck
narrowed at its northern end, no entrance or fifth
side was uncovered within the available area.
Entrances were located halfway along the north
west side and at the south-east corner, the latter a
double entrance.

The Phase 2 ditch 420 was re-cut by 688 (Fig 12)
which extended the southern ditch eastwards to
create a southern boundary 108.5m in length. Ditch
688 had a weathered V-shaped profile and averaged
I .5m in width and 0.5m in depth. It was filled with a
compact stony clay silt which may indicate delib
erate backfilling. At its south-east terminal, it was
2.2m wide and 0.95m deep with a broad If-shaped
profile. In this location the primary silting was over
lain by a layer of large limestone boulders, again
suggestive of deliberate infilling. The uppermost fill
contained two fragments of human skull. The dep
osition of human remains near ditch terminalsl
entrance ways is not uncommon in Iron Age Britain
(as, for instance, at All Cannings Cross (Cunnington
1923), Gussage All Saints (Wainwright 1979),
Winnal Down (Fasham 1985)) and it has been sug
gested that ditch terminals at a settlement entrance
were often the location of ritual/symbolic deposits
placed to emphasise the division or boundary
between the inside and outside of the settlement
(Hill 1994). Abraded sherds of Roman pottery were
present on the surface of the ditch.

Ditch 440 lay 304m to the east of 688 and was
3.8m in length. It had a V-shaped profile with a
stepped base and was 2.65m in width and 1.35m in
depth (Fig 12). The top 0.6m of the ditch appeared to
have weathered where the natural rock was more
friable, but occasional large fragments of ragstone
had been left protruding from the sides of the cut,
presumably to facilitate access/egress. Its position
between ditches 688 and 412 formed a double

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

entrance into the enclosure, one from the south
(304m wide) and one from the east(l.8m wide). The
comparatively deep nature of this .cut and the double
entrance may be indicative of a degree of ostentation
or display. This has been observed on other Iron Age
sites, such as at Owslebury, Hants, where the
enclosure entrance was deliberately constructed on a
more massive scale than the rest of the enclosure
(Collis 1996).

Ditch 412 formed the eastern enclosure boundary
and was visible for a length ofn.2m, arcing slightly
to the north-east. It was sectioned three times and
measured 1.35m-I.75m in width, 0.7m-0.95m in
depth and had a U-shaped profile with a flat base
(Fig 12). A primary natural silting was overlain by a
compact stony fill suggestive of deliberate back
filling.

The north-west side of E2 was marked by ditch
414, commencing 204m beyond the north-east ter
minus of ditch no and running in a north-east
direction for 40m before turning to the north for a
further 30m. It was sectioned twice and had a
weathered U-shapcd profile with a flat base and
measured between 1.8-2.25m in width and 1-l.lm
in depth. The backfill at the terminal showed tipping
only from east to west, and this material may have
derived from the subsequent excavation of ditch 416
(Phase 4). The primary fill contained frequent smears
of degraded pottery and charcoal and it is probable
that this material derived from nearby occupational
activity. Ditch 414 may have been re-cut prior to the
construction of enclosure E3 in Phase 4, and a
human mandible was recovered from its south-west
terminal at the entrance to enclosure E2.

Internal features

Roundhouse 7 (Fig 9) was defined by penannular
gully 939 which had a maximum width of OA5m,
was 0.18m deep and enclosed an area with an
internal diameter of 1l. 7m. The gully was filled
with a clay silt with a concentration of burnt pebbles
on the surface. The entrance was located to the
north-west, but was truncated. Postholes 1099,
1048, 1046 and 1066 on the east internal side of
gully 939 may indicate the line of a post-built wall,
suggesting that gully 939 functioned as a drip gully.
Traces of an earlier cut were visible on the east edge
and a trace of an earlier or outer gully was indicated
by linear feature 945 which was visible to the south
east of the roundhouse. Within the roundhouse, a
linear north-westlsouth-east alignment of postholes
may indicate an internal partition. To the north, in
the area of the entrance, was linear feature 1044,
which measured l.9m x 0.5m x 0.21 m in depth and
included flecks of charcoal and daub in its clay silt
fill. The presence of daub may indicate construction
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material for the wall. Further south, feature 988 only
survived to a depth of 0, 15m,

The position of roundhouse 7 within the narrow
neek of the enclosure may mean that it was not a
eontemporary strueture and the north-westerly
entranee also appears odd in relation to ditch 414.
However, single houses with entrances at variance
to other structures were present at Claydon Pike
(Miles and Palmer 1982) and at Winklebury (Smith
1977,39), and it has been suggested that such struct- ,
ures may have had a function distinct from normal
settlement activities (Parker-Pearson 1996, 127).
Roundhouse 7 may have been located in this way for
particular functional/symbolic reasons.

Pits and postholes. Occasional postholes were
located in the south-eastern area of the enclosure as
were seattered pits. Pit 408 to the west of diteh 412
alone eontained artefactual remains. It measured
1.2m x 1.12m x 0.5m and contained a layer of burnt
ragstones laid flat at the bottom of the pit associated
with pottery in a soil matrix of clay silt. There was
no evidence of;'1 situ burning and the burnt material
appears to have been dumped.

Features to the north of enclosure E2

Roundhouse 3 (Fig 9) has been placed in this phase
on the basis of the ceramic evidence which sug
gestcd that it was contemporary with the enclosure
ditches. It was defined by penannular gully 594, I

with an internal diameter of 12.5m and a 3.5m
wide east-facing entrance. Gully 594 measured up
to 0.7m in width and 0.3m in depth and contained
two fills, an earlier natural silting deposit suc
ceeded by a dark brown silt with a higher proport
ion of pottery. bone and charcoal at the terminal. A
fragment of iron working slag was also recovered
from the gully and a further two small fragments
from the surface of post hole 1532 on the
north-west external side of the gully. A possible
fragment of human skull was also found in the
gully terminal. Posthole 1352, located near the
entrance, was the only internal feature, but it is
possible that Phase 4 fence line 489 may have
truncated others.

It is not known if activity associated with Phase 2,
in particular roundhouse 2 and the pit groups,
continued into this phase. Features found within the
enclosure and not assigned to Phase 2 were located
to the south-east, east of a line between the southern
enclosure entrances and the north-west entrance..
The shape and large size of this I.-shaped enclosure
are unique if it was intended for domestic habit
ation. However, it is possible that roundhouse 2 was
no longer in use, as there was no evidence for repairs
or re-cuts to this structure, and roundhouse 7 may i

15

not belong to Phase 3 or may not have been for
habitation.

Other isolated features

A large number of pits and postholes, mostly in the
north-western part of the site, together with the
western pit and ditch boundary, remain unphascd.
Emblematic of some of the problems encountered
with these features is the case of ditch alignment
872/1544, which. on ceramic evidence may be con
sidered late in the sequence. However, it was
stratigraphically earlier than ditch 599, which pro
duced a pottery assemblage more characteristic of
the earlier history of the site. While strictly un
phased, ditches 872/1544 and adjacent pits may best
serve as an associated part of enclosure El/E2. They
have therefore been included on the phase plans for
both Phases 2 and 3, although whether a primary
feature or a later addition remains undetermined.

The area to the east of ditches 872 and 1544 and
north of enclosure E2 clearly contains remains of
more than one phase but the lack of stratigraphic
relationships presents problems of interpretation.

Pit and ditch boundary. Ditch 872 was aligned
north/south and located on the western side of the
excavation area. It was 68m in length and com
menced approximately 12m north of the western
terminal of ditch 770 thus providing an access point
(later sealed off by ditch 599). Primary silting of the
ditch was overlain by a dark brown silt relatively
rich in cultural material. The pottery from the
backfill of this ditch is considered to be late in the
site sequence (see pottery report) but it is possible
that the ditch/pit boundary was functioning for a
long time. Form (a combination of pits and ditch)
and location (continuing the north-south alignment
of 420) both suggest that it may have been
associated with enclosures El and E2, but it cannot
be fitted into the overall site sequence with any
security. The south terminal of 872 cut pit 879,
which may have been used as a marker for the
excavation of the ditch. To the north, a 6m-wide gap
separated 872 from ditch 1544, which continued the
alignment while turning north-north-eastwards.

Pit alignments were present at the south end of
ditch 872 on both the western/external and eastern/
internal sides, unlike enclosure El where the pits
were limited to the interior of the ditches. All pits
investigated west of 872/599 had vertical or near
vertical sides and flat bases (eg 578, Fig .11) and
contained relatively clean, homogeneous fills. In
dimension, pits 481, 578 and 484 were l.4m in
diameter and between 1.12m and 1.34m deep, while
pit 1259 measured 1.05m in diameter and 0.85m
deep. The more northerly, external pits seemed to
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form a clear boundary line, following the slight
curve of ditch 872 but the relationship of the pits to
the ditch is unknown, The less regular concentration
of pits further south may, with ditch 599, have
represented a sequence of arrangements to close or
mark the entrance/gap to ditch 770, Ditch 599 was
7m in length, 1.55m in width and 0,75m in depth
(Fig 12), with a primary fill of orange brown clay silt
with frequent ragstone fragments, The clean nature
of this fill may represent redeposited natural
backfill, perhaps derived from erosion of a bank to
the west or from the excavation of nearby pits. The
ditch was recut once as 1163 before being appar
ently deliberately backfilled with a soft dark brown
sandy silt containing charcoal, pottery and bone.
The final fill, signifying disuse, was a compact clay
silt. Pottery from 599 came early in the chrono
logical sequence for the site but as 599 was strati-'
graphically contemporary with, or later than, ditch
872 the material may have derived from the clear
ance of an earlier occupation area, Pits were cut
alongside the eastern sides of both 872 and 599, but
the chronological relationship of the pits and ditches
is unknown, as is the length of time that the western
boundary functioned. Only 1007, to the east of ditch
872, contained evidence of a possible post pipe,
0.45-Q.57m in diameter. No evidence was found for
a re-cutting of ditch 872 but the fact that the latest
pottery for this site was found around this boundary
may signify that it maintained its importance until
the abandonment of the site, rather than that it was a
late feature,

Pits. Pit 670 (Fig II), located to the north-west of .
roundhouse 4, was a large pit measuring 2.7m x 2.4m
x 1.1m. It had steep sides, a flat base, and was
originally clay lined, but its large size suggests that it
may have been used as a water tank. After back
filling with material containing charcoal, pottery and
bone, a vertically sided cut 0.8m in diameter was
made to the base of 670, This possible post shadow,
similar in dimensions to those associated with en
closure El, was subsequently backfilled with com
pacted ragstone rubble, Another unusually large, but
unlined, pit (780) measuringl.7m in diameter and
1m in depth was located to the north of 670, Two pits
were located to the east of enclosure E3. On excav
ation 572 proved to have vertical sides, a flat base and
a clean homogeneous fill. Further east, small isolated
pit 400 contained a complete pot. A further undated
pit (997) was located to the south of enclosure E2.

PHASE 4 (FIG 13)

This phase was represented by curvilinear enclosure
E3 containing roundhouse 1. Postholes and pits

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

found within the enclosure, together with possible
fence line 489 to the west, may represent con
temporary activity.

Enclosure E3

Formed by single ditch 416, enclosure E3 comprised
an area (if bounded on its southern side by Phase 3
ditch 770) of approximately 2080 m'. Ditch 416 was
sectioned five times, had a V-shaped profile and
varied between 1.1m and 1.6m in width and 0.6m
and 0.7m in depth, although at the west terminal it
survived to only 0.3m in depth. Although 416 cut
Phase 3 ditch 414, parts of enclosure E2, such as its
north-western entrance, appear to have been
re-utilised and the terminuses of ditches 416 and 414
were parallel. No features were present in the area
created between 416 and 414. A further possible
access into E3 was afforded from the west between
ditch 770 and the south-western terminal of 416.

Internal features

Roundhouse J (Fig 9) was defined by a penannular
ditch or drip gully 514 with an internal diameter of
11.7m. The entrance, to the south-east, was 3.5m in
width. Postholes 741, 560, 648, 644 and 532 may
represent the wall of a structure with an internal
diameter of 9.5m, while further small postholes
located in the northern half of the putative structure
may represent internal partitions or structural
supports (as in roundhouse 7). The gully 514 was cut
on its north side by pit 652 and posthole 556.

Possible enclosure £4. Curving ditch 499 Jay on the
west side of enclosure E3, its west edge adjacent to
ditch 416 and reducing the width of a south-western
access to 4.8m. In plan 499 appeared to define part
of a sub-circular enclosure with an estimated
internal diameter of 24m (much larger than any of
the gullies associated with the roundhouses). It
averaged 0.5m in width and 0.2m in depth. As 499
respects the eastern edge of ditch 416 it is probable
that the latter was contemporary with 499, or was
still visible as a meaningful boundary when 499 was
dug. No structures survived that are obviously
associated with ditch 499.

Other features. Ditch 490 was cut by the enclosure
ditch 416 of E3. Cutting the remains of Phase I
roundhouse 10, it was visible for a length of 16.5m
and was 0.6m wide and 0.15m deep. It may represent
an early boundary line later reinforced by the west
limit of ditch 416. Four-post structure D (Fig 9), with
an area of 2.5m', fell within the interior of Phase I
roundhouse 8 but did not appear to be related to that
structure as it was too off-set to function as a central
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Excavation Results

roof support. Scattered postholes in the eastern port
ion of the enclosure suggested the former presence of
structures, but no clear patterns could be discerned.
Pits 1184 and 1251 lay to the south of roundhouse 1.
Both were circular, vertically sided cuts that had been
deliberately backfilled with large ragstone blocks, but
the surviving primary fill of 1184 (silt with charcoal)
suggested that it was originally a rubbish pit. In the
eastern part of the enclosure a group of small,
truncated pits and postholes were located in a linear
zone adjacent to Phase 3 ditch 414. It is not certain if
they were associated with occupation of enclosure
E3, or if they represent activity east of L-shaped
enclosure E2.

Enclosure E3 and associated roundhouse I bear sim
ilarities to small settlement enclosures known from
the Middle Iron Age (Little Woodbury type).
Groundwell Farm was of a similar layout with a
single house (at anyone time) set within a ditched
enclosure (Fig 17; Gingell 1982). The 'banjo' en
closures of Hampshire and Oxfordshire, interpret
ed as representing individual farmsteads, are also
comparable (Fasham 1987).

External features

?Fence line and pit group. A possible north-north
east/south-south-west fence line 489 ran broadly
parallel to the western side of enclosure 416. It was
traced sporadically for up to 95m as a shallow ditch,
continued as a line of stakeholes to the north. It cut
through Phase 3 roundhouse 3 indicating that this
structure was no longer functioning. The way in
which the ditch of enclosure E3, with its almost
right-angled turn, and the line of the fence respected
each other suggests a relationship.

Within the area of the watching brief a group of
circular pits was observed on the fence alignment
and branching off to the north-west beyond the
northern limit of the site. It is possible that these pits
blocked an entrance through the fence, which was on
the same alignment as the gap between Phase 3
ditches 872 and 1544 to the west. Only three of the
pits, 1503, 1531 (Fig 11) and 1543, could be excav
ated. Each had steep sides and a flat base and was
backfilled with ragstone blocks and domestic refuse.
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Post-built structures

A concentration of postholes, including four-post
structures A and C, was located between fence line
489 and the west side of enclosure ditch 416,
perhaps indicating a contained area of post-built
structures. Alternatively, both structures A and C
may represent the central roof supports of round
house structures, although the absence of encircling
gullies may argue against this.

Structure A (Fig 9) consisted of stone-packed post
holes averaging 0.7m in diameter and OAm in depth
set 2.3m apart. Four-post structure C (Fig 9) com
prised vertically sided postholes with flat bases
averaging 0.3m in diameter and OAm in depth set
2m apart. The fills of the postholes contained a high
frequency of charcoal with burnt daub and may have
derived from a contemporary structure. A group of
shallow postholes was also present on the western
side of fence line 489.

PHASE 5

Romano-British

Occasional abraded sherds of pottery from the
uppermost levels of ditches were the only testament
to Romano-British activity, and it is probable that
they arrived on the site as a result of manuring. On
Blunsdon Ridge, approximately 700m to the west of
Groundwell West, a substantial Romano-British site
has been discovered (Walters 1999) and it is
probable that the Groundwell West site was on land
farmed in the period. At Groundwell Farm the
enclosure ditches contained pottery dated from the
late first century through to the late Roman period,
suggesting that this site too was given over to
agricultural use in this period (Gingell 1982, 63).

Post-medieval

The entire site was disturbed by north-south fur
rows, which truncated the archaeological remains to
the extent that no surfaces survived. An east-west
field boundary ditch was also present.



18 An fron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire



THE~INDS
I

THE POTTERY
by Jane Timby

Introduction

The evaluation, excavation and watching brief
produced 3156 sherds (l8.846kg) of later prehist
oric pottery dating from the early-middle Iron Age.
A scatter of later material of Roman, medieval and
post-medieval date was also present. In addition
approximately 112 pieces (430g) of fired clay of
indeterminate form and purpose were recorded.

Generally the material was extremely friable, with
the large number of very small sherds leading to an
overall average sherd weight of just 6g. Apart from
one intact vessel from pit 400, no complete profiles
could be reconstructed and the number of diagnostic
sherds present was remarkably low, comprising only
45 rimsherds and three decorated bodysherds, less
than 3% of the total assemblage (approximately 344
estimated vessel equivalents (eve)).

In total, 174 features yielded pottery, of which 90
(52%) contained fewer than ten sherds. Forty
contexts contained 11-19 sherds and 36 contexts 20
or more pieces. Only 12 features produced 50 sherds
or more, namely pits 410, 481, 618, 661, 860 and
866; roundhouses I and 3; and the ditches forming
each enclosure. It should be noted that it has been
suggested that prehistoric assemblages of fewer than
50 sherds are to be considered unreliable for dating
purposes (De Roche and Lambrick ]980, 57).

Methodology

The assemblage was analysed following the
guidelines set out in PCRG (1992) as far as was
practicable. Sherds were sorted into fabric categ
ories based on the principal inclusions present in the
pastes, and quantified by weight and sherd number
for each excavated context. The information was
recorded on pottery pro-formas. Sherds measuring
less than 10mm' in surface area were counted and

weighed as a general category (fabric 00) and not
sorted into fabric types. The data was summarised on
an Excel spreadsheet. The fragmentary nature of the
material and the limited number of rimsherds pre
cluded the formation of a meaningful form series, but
the majority of the types present have been illustrated.

Fabrics

Sixteen fabrics were defined by their principal
inclusion types and can be gathered into eight fabric
groups: fossil shell (SHI-2); limestone and fossil
iferous material (LI 1-4); sandy (QU 1-4); sandy
with limestone (QUILl); sandy with organic and
limestone inclusions (QUILlIVE); sandy with iron
and limestone (QUIJO/LJ); grog-tempered (GR);
and flint-tempered ware (FLI-2). The descriptions
are based on macroscopic observation aided by a
binocular microscope (x20).

Most of the fabrics appear to be of local manu
facture using material available in the immediate
area, in particular the shell and limestone categories.
A broadly similar range of fabrics is described from
the adjacent settlement at Groundwell Farm (Ging
ell 1982) although there are some significant differ
ences in emphasis. Pottery fabrics were compared to
the local geology and good correlation was found
with both the clays and tempering agents for the
bulk of the material (ibid., 54-63).

The dominant fabric at Groundwell West is fabric
SHI, a coarse shelly ware accounting for 32% by
weight, although only 8% by sherd count. A bias has
been introduced by a group of large bodysherds,
mainly coming from a single large storage vessel in
context 860. In second place is a dense limestone
and fossiliferous-tempered ware (fabric Ll2) which
accounts for a further 27% by weight (33% by
count), while the other main limestone and shell
wares (fabrics SH2 and LJI) account for a further
14% by weight (30% by count). Sandy wares coll
ectively account for approximately 7% by weight
(10% by count) (Table I).
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Table I Fabric quantities
(in descending order of frequency)

Fabrics No. % Wt(g) %

SHI 237 8% 6lWI 32%

ill 1m2 33% 5041 27%

SH2 505 16% 3253 17%

Ul 437 14% 1406 8%

QUI 253 8% 1079 6%

00 479 15% 476 2.50%

QULJ 94 3% 494 2.50%

U4 83 3% 324 2%

QUIIOILI 63 2% 307 1.50%

. QU2 18 1% 93 0.50%

FL 8 * 50 *
QUIllNE . 8 * 34 *
QU4 5 * 38 *
QU3 3 * 9 *
GRILl 3 * 102 *
U3 2 * 28 *
Total 3235 100% 18877 100%

* - Less than 1%.

Description of fabrics

Shelly wares

SH1: A generally orange-brown ware with a black
core and inner surface. The fabric is very. friable
with a laminar fracture. The paste contains a
'common to dense frequency of coarse fossil shell.
with fragments up to 6-7mm in length and mainly
aligned parallel to the vessel walls. Occasional
fragments of limestone and other fossiliferous
matter can occasionally be seen.
Forms: Fig 14.9, 18.

SH2: An orange-brown or grey ware with a sandy
textured clay containing a sparse scatter of generally
coarse fragments of fossil shell. Microscopically a
'sparse scatter of rounded quartz grains (up to Imm
in size) is visible, with rare ferruginous oolites and
'sub-angular ferruginous compounds.
F.0rms: Figs 14.1, 12, 17; 15.20-22

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West. Wiltshire

Limestone and fossiliferous material

LIl: A sandy textured dark brown, grey or orange
brown ware with a sparse scatter of fossiliferous
material, limestone ooliths and limestone rock.
Occasional dark red-brown iron and rounded quartz
grains are also visible.
Forms: Fig 14.4,5,7, 10

Ll2: An orange-brown or grey ware with a common
frequency of finer fragments of fossiliferous mater
ial (shell, Bryozoa, coral) and sub-angular limestone.
The fragments have a slightly degraded appearance
suggesting a weathered source. The inclusions are
up to 5mm in size and tend to be randomly orientated.
Forms: Fig 14.6, 13, 19

LB: A moderately hard, smooth ware with a dark
orange exterior and grey-black corelinterior. The
slightly laminar fabric contains a sparse scatter of
very fine, rounded, limestone specks, occasional
larger fragments of limestone or fossil, and rare
red-orange iron.
Forms: Fig 14.8

Ll4: A moderately soft, dark orange to brown ware
distinguished by a temper predominantly compris
ing discrete limestone ooliths. Other inclusions
observed include occasional rounded quartz grains,
fragments of calcite and rare fossiliferous fragments
all in a fine slightly sandy clay matrix.

Sandy wares

QUI: A moderately soft, fine sandy ware usually
black or dark brown in colour. Microscopically the
fabric contains a very fine scatter of rounded to
sub-angular, well-sorted quartz, mainly clear.
Forms: Vessels tend to be thinner walled, falling
into the fine ware category. Figs 14.3, 11, 14, 15;
15.23

QU2: A mid-brown ware with a black inner core.
The paste contains a medium to dense frequency of
moderately well-sorted, rounded to sub-angular,
quartz less than Imm in size. Occasionallyrare flint
or organic inclusions are present.
Forms: Surfaces tend to be smoothed but not
noticeably burnished. Slightly beaded rim jars. Fig
15.24

QU3: A very fine, brownish orange to dark grey,
sandy ware with a burnished haematite surface
finish. Microscopically the matrix shows a sparse to
moderate scatter of rounded to sub-angular quartz,
less well sorted than fabric QUI.
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Forms: Very thin-walled vessel(s) including one
sherd with a raised curved ridge, Fig 14.2

QU4: A black sandy ware as fabric QUl, but dist
inguished by a sparse scatter of large sub-angular
polished grits, quartz, ?ironstone up to 7-8mm
across, and rare limestone/fossil shell.

Sand and limestone (QUILl)

A grey-brown, slightly harder ware containing a
scatter of fine, well-sorted quartz sand, a sparse
scatter of limestone ooliths and occasional fossi
liferous fragments less than 3mm in size.
Forms: Fig 14.16

Sand, limestone and organic (QUILlIVE)

A grey-black to light brown, very finely textured,
sandy ware with sparse limestone fragments, some
time as ooliths, and finely comminuted organic
matter, possibly animal dung, visible as voids.

Sand, iron and limestone (QUI/DiLl)

A dark orange to grey-black, moderately soft fabric
with a mixed temper of sparse discrete iron and
limestone ooliths, rounded quartz grains and rare
fossil fragments.

Crog (CR)

A soft soapy black ware with a moderate frequency
of sub-angular grog/clay pellets and occasional iron.
Represented by a single sherd. Another sherd also
with a grog temper contains occasional limestone
fragments (=GRIL1).
Form: A single vessel in the form of a globular bowl
with a beaded rim. Fig 15.25

Flint (FL)

FLI: A soft, mid-orange brown ware with a black
interior/core containing a sparse scatter of ill-sorted,
patinated gravel flint, rounded quartz (up to 2mm in
size), iron, ooliths and sandstone in a fine sandy
matrix.
Forms: No featured sherds.

FL2: A soft brown ware with a moderate frequency
of. finely crushed, angular, white calcined flint
fragments.
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Forms

The number of featured sherds (rims, bases,
decorated sherds) present, at approximately 3% of
the total, seems to be abnormally low. Decoration is
rare with only four sherds exhibiting any form of
embellishment on the body. This is represented by
two sherds with finger depressions around the girth,
one sherd with finger-nail impressions and a sherd
with a single groove. In addition one rimsherd
shows evidence of finger-tipping and another has
nicking around the outside edge. Surface finish was
not a noticeable feature on most of the material and
only poorly preserved as a burnish where present.
Surface residues, for example sooting or Iimescale,
were not particularly common, although the latter
was observed on a few pieces.

The limited repertoire of forms includes jars and
bowls. The former includes coarseware examples
with slackly carinated bodies decorated with finger
depressions (Fig 14.1, 7. 8); jars with curving
profiles (e.g. Figs 14.9; 15.22); and possible angular
jars represented by Fig 14.5 and possibly Fig 14.10,
similar to examples from Allen's Pit, Dorchester
(Harding 1972, PI 52). The bowls include simple
coarseware types (Fig 14.17-8), angular forms in
both the coarseware and fineware range (Fig 14.10,
11, 16), and simple straight-sided vessels (Fig
15.19-20). Several of the forms can be compared
with types defined at Crickley Hill (Elsdon 1994,
204, forms B, C and D) or at various Oxfordshire
sites, such as Appleford (De Roche and Lambrick
1980, compare Fig 14.10 with Appleford Fig 4.12)
and Ashville, Abingdon (parrington 1978). Beaded
rim and simple rim globular bowls (Fig 15.23-5)
and barrel jars indicative in Harding's (1972)
sequence of the Middle Iron Age are also present.

Noticeable by their absence were any expanded
rim vessels, well known in the early Iron Age of the
Upper Thames Valley and present at Groundwell
Farm (Gingell 1982). The only possible contender is
Fig 14.12. Wares with incised decoration, curvilin
ear decoration, and saucepan pots, which all usually
appear from around the third century Be in the
Upper Thames Valley, are also absent from the re
pertoire.

Groundwell West, therefore, has diagnostic forms
dating from the early and middle Iron Age but
certain phases of the Iron Age appear to be poorly
represented (see below for further discussion).

The pottery in relation to the site sequence

The pottery was distributed relatively thinly across
the site, with few features producing assemblages of
sufficient size to permit statistically valid detailed
spatial or chronological analysis. In the Upper
Thames basin it has been observed that early-middle
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Iron Age sites tend to show a steady decrease over
time in thc use of calcareous fabrics (shelll
limestone), with a concomitant increase in sandy
wares, Such trends have been observed at Ashville
(De Roche 1978, 69), Farmoor (Lambrick 1979a,
38), Lechlade (Hingley 1993, 40) and Appleford
(Lambrick 1980, 57). At Ashville it was also ob
served that the coarse shelly wares declined first and
that over timc the calcareous class had finer
inclusions including oolitic grains (De Roche J978,
69). However, it should be noted that the relation
ship is not clear cut. At The Loders, Lechlade, for
instance, the early Iron Age assemblage showed a
high proportion of sandy wares, probably reflecting
the higher percentage of finer wares present
(Hingley 1986, 42). Groundwell West does not show
a preponderance of finewares, although it is evident
that some of the sandy wares, such as the possible
carinated bowls, belong to the earlier phases of the
site.

All lron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

As the assemblage had insufficient diagnostic
traits and number of sherds to allow a chronolog
ical dissection of the site, the pottery was sorted on
the basis of differing fabric proportions for those
features with in excess of ten sherds. The inform
ation was then compared with that deduced strati
graphically.

The combination of stratigraphic evidence and the
incidence of some of the early pottery strongly
suggests occupation on the site prior to the estab
lishment of the enclosures. However, the enclosure
ditches produced relatively good groups of pottery
and are assessed first. The stratigraphic sequence
suggests enclosure EI is the earliest followed by
enclosures E2 and E3 and ditches 872/1544. A
consideration of the proportion of different fabric
types from each of the enclosures (Table 2),
reinforces this sequence if it is accepted that the
apparent changes in emphasis on different fabrics
reflect the chronological change seen on other sites.

Table 2 Percentage (weight) of fahrics for the enclosures and roundhouses

Feature Total wt (g)

encl EI 448

encl E2 990

encl E3 623

87211544' 115

R house I J41

R house 2 109

R house 3 751

R house 4 426

R house 5 27**

R house 6 57

R house 8 31**

R house 9 44**

R house 10 24**

* excludes ditch 599
** fewer than ten sherds

shell

5

24

10

7

55

38

60

o

37

42

o

o

limes sand mixed flint grog 4-lOmm

84 1.5 5 0 0 4

39 9 1.5 0 0 26.5

70 13.5 6.5 0 0 0

19 28 46 0 0 0

77 7 0 0 0 14

43 2 0 0 0 0

50.5 6 3 0 0 2.5

33 2 5 0 0 0

100 0 0 0 0 0

47 0 7 0 0 9

52 0 0 6 0 0

77 23 0 0 0 0

100 0 0 0 0 0
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On this basis the pattern appears to support the
coarse shelly wares as the earlier component and the
bulk of the sandy wares as a later element, with the
limestone/fossiliferous wares continuing throughout.
All the ditched enclosures contained sandy wares,
ranging from just 1.5% by weight in enclosure EI to
28% in 872/1544. Ditch 599 produced a slightly
different emphasis in proportion of wares (high pro
portion of shelly ware and no sandy or mixed grit
wares), which could indicate either an earlier date of
abandonment or a backfill with material redeposited
from elsewhere.

Of the ten identified roundhouses only five (1-4
and 6) produced sizeable assemblages, four pro
duced fewer than ten sherds making any conclusions
very tenuous and one, roundhouse 7, produced no
pottery. Roundhouse 6 produced the greatest per
centage of shelly ware with no sandy wares and
judged by the criteria above would appear to be one
of the earlier structures. Roundhouses 2 and 4
appear to have closely similar assemblages and may
well be contemporary. Roundhouse 3, containing a
slightly higher proportion of sandy ware, could be
later and roundhouse I later still. Stratigraphically
this sequence is supported by roundhouse I truncat
ing roundhouse 6. Roundhouse 5, although having
less pot, may be contemporary with 6. Roundhouse
8 and pit 866 were the only features to produce flint
gravel-tempered pottery, with shell and Iimestone
tempered wares. However, roundhouse 9, which
appears to be cut by enclosure EI and thus early in
the sequence, produced only a small amount of
pottery, largely limestone and sandy ware with no
shell-tempered ware.

A very tentative sequence can be proposed on the
basis of the pottery fabrics, beginning with an early
phase of settlement comprising perhaps round
houses 5, 6, 8, 9 and 10. A second phase of develop
ment is marked by enclosure E I, with houses 2 and
4, while the third phase comprises enclosure E2 and
perhaps roundhouse 3. Enclosure E3 and round
house I form a fourth phase with a possible fifth
involving ditches 872 and 1544. However, it must
be stressed that even if the pottery is reflecting a
chronological sequence, it is dating the abandon
ment of the features and thus cannot determine
which might have been contemporary.

Of the cut features associated with enclosure EI,
only six produced pottery (607, 611, 655, 829, 900
and 1295). Pit 923, cut by enclosure E I contained
just two sherds. Certain cuts produced groups which
might be tentatively associated with the earlier'
phases of the site, in particular, 410, 486, 588, 731,
732,860,866,919,1027,1129, ]208,1280,1329 and
1542. Others appear to show later groups of pottery,
perhaps belonging to subsequent phases of occupat
ion, notably 408,484,661,780,917 and 1007.
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Affinities and dating
Deriving dates from the Groundwell West
assemblage is problematical due to the paucity of
diagnostic material, the low number of associated
groups and the apparent absence of key elements.
With such a heavily truncated site and a very
fragmented assemblage, identifying the level of re
deposition on ceramic grounds is virtually imposs
ible. However, the assemblage contains very few
finewares, which may be accounted for on cultural,
chronological or social grounds.

One of the earlier elements in the pottery assemb
lage is perhaps that represented by the fingertip- or
finger-impressed wares. This form of decoration
appears to have become relatively widespread by the
eighth century BC (Barrett 1980, 308) and continued
into the early Iron Age. Such decoration appears ar.
Ashville in the Period I assemblage, dating from the
early Iron Age (sixth century) (Parrington 1978,39,
radiocarbon date 2470 ± 70 BP). Calcined f1int
gritted wares or other recognisably Bronze Age
material as noted at sites such as Appleford, Wall
ingford, Rams Hill, and residually at Groundwell
Farm (Gingell 1982, 54), are absent from Ground
well West. The calcined flint-tempered material is
restricted to one broken sherd from pit 866, which is
undatable. Expanded rims and pedestalled bases,
key early Iron Age types, are both present at
Groundwell Farm (ibid., Figs 13.18-20; 15.27), but
finger-decorated or incised decorated wares are
absent. Expanded rim vessels and a small amount of
incised decorated wares are present both at Ashville
(Period I) and Crick ley Hill. The assemblage at
Crickley Hill, dated stylistically and by radiocarbon
dates from the eighth to the end of the sixth century
,BC, is considered to predate Ashville although there
'are many parallels in forms (Elsdon 1994,219).

At Groundwell Farm the sandy wares were
dominant, accounting for 40% of the assemblage
compared with 7-8% at Groundwell West, while
conversely the limestone and shelly wares (Gingell
1982, fabrics A and B) accounted for 52% by comp
arison with approximately 86% at Groundwell
West. Such a marked difference in character would
strongly suggest a chronological difference between
the two sites.

In conclusion, it is suggested that occupation at
Groundwell West probably originated in the sixth to
fifth centuries BC, making it approximately contemp
orary with the earliest phase of occupation at Ash
ville, Abingdon and perhaps the end of the early Iron
Age occupation phase at Crickley Hill. The features
producing finger-decorated sherds are 410, 780, 860,
l295, and ditch 770 of enclosure E I. The last also
produced an angular jar rim which would similarly
support an early date, and pit 410 contained the only
haernatite-coated sherds in the assemblage. Fourteen
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sherds of haematite-coated ware, comparable with
examples from All Cannings Cross, were also present
at Groundwell Farm (Gingell 1982, 54), Although
traditionally regarded as characteristic of the Wessex
region, small numbers of such wares have been found
in the Upper Thames basin at, for example, Radley,
Cassington (Wheeler 1943, 190), Highworth (cited in
Gingell 1982, 62), Lechlade. Frilford, Wittenham
Clumps (cited in Hingley 1986, 41), and Appleford
(De Roche and Lambrick ]980, 56),

It is difficult to assess from the assemblage
whether the site at Groundwell West was occupied
continuously, or whether the absence of some of the
types mentioned above reflect a short hiatus be
tween the earlier occupation and the construction of
the enclosures, Although Groundwell Farm has
some early wares not present at Groundwell West,
there appears to be a greater emphasis on material of
middle Iron Age date, Single sherds of saucepan pot
and Malvernian duck-stamped ware reinforce the
possibly later, fifth to third centuries Be, date range
suggested by Gingell (1982,63). The implication is
that both Groundwell sites were active from around
the sixth to fifth centuries, but that the focus of
occupation appears to have been at Groundwell
West in the earlier Iron Age, perhaps shifting or
expanding to include Groundwell Farm in the
middle Iron Age,

Later Pottery

Three sherds of local Roman greyware were present
in the collections from the surface of pit 670/700
and posthole 833. A single medieval cooking pot
rim was present in context 934 and a post-medieval
glazed redware in the uppermost fill (417) of ditch
416. The low incidence of material suggests that its
presence is fortuitous, perhaps deri ving from the
overlying ploughsoil.

Catalogue of illustrated sherds (Figs 14-15)

I Flared simple rim jar (cf. Crickley Hill form Cl ,
Elsdon 1994,206) with finger depressions around a
slackly carinated girth. Dark brown exterior with a
dark grey core. Fabric SH2. Pi! 410, context 41 I.

2 Bodysherd from a haematite-coatcd finewarc
vessel of indeterminate form. Features a raised
curved ridge, Fabric QU3. Pit 410, context 411.

3 Small thin-walled rim fragment with finger cabled
decoration. Grey in colour with a brown interior.
Fabric QUI. Pit 780, contexts 781/2.

4 Bodysherd from a slackly carinated bowl
decorated with finger impressions. Mid-orange
surfaces with a dark grey interior/core. Fabric LI1.
Enclosure ditch 770, context 210 (evaluation).

All Iron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

5 Simple flaring rim in a grey-black ware. Probably
from an angular jar (cf. Harding 1974, Fig 48).
Fabric LII. Enclosure ditch 770, context 210
(evaluation).

6 Rim fragment with a squared-off rim decorated
with small nicks on the outer edge. Brown surfaces
with a black core. Fabric LI2. Posthole 1295, fill
1296.

7 Bodysherd from a carinated vessel decorated with
impressed fingernail decoration around the girth.
Dark brown, Fabric LII. Pit 860, fill 1003.

8 Rimsherd from a large simple rim ?bowl.
Mid-orange in colour. Fabric LB. Pit 860, fill 1003.

9 Very friable rim fragment accompanied by a
number of large plain thick-walled bodysherds
(l5mm thick) and a flat base; fragments from a large
vessel. Dark grey brown in colour with a dark
red-brown core. Fabric SHI. Pit 860. fill 863.

10 Rim and bodysherds from a wide diameter vessel
with a flaring, slightly concave rim. Analogy with
other forms such as those from Appleford (De
Roche and Lambrick 1980, Fig 4.12, or Fig 21.19)
might suggest this is an angular bowl, or an angular
jar akin to those from Allen's Pit, Dorchester
(Harding 1972. PI 52) and it may have had finger
depressions just below the fracture. Mid-brown in
colour. Fabric LII. Pit 866, fill 868.

II Black sandy rim from a fineware bowl, probably
a carinated or tripartite form. Fabric QU I. Pit 866,
fill 868.

12 Slightly expanded rim in a mid-orange-brown
ware with a black core/interior. Fabric SH2. Similar
to Crickley Hill form B (Elsdon 1994, 205). Pit
1174, fill 1173/1178/1179.

13 Base from a jar, orange-brown in colour with a
grey-black core. Fabric L12. Pit 1174, fill
I 1731117811179.

14 Burnt rim with patchy orange-grey surfaces.
Fabric QU I. Enclosure ditch 416, fill 50 I.

15 Simple everted rim, dark orange in colour with a
dark grey core. Fabric QUI. Enclosure ditch 420, fill
422.

16 Large diameter, carinated bowl in a pale greyish
brown ware. Fabric QUILl. Pit 618, fill 617.

17 Simple curved bowl with a dark brown exterior
and reddish-brown interior. Fabric SH2, (cf.
Crickley Hill form 0, Elsdon 1994, 206). Pit 618.
fill 617.

18 Simple curved-wall bowl, dark grey with a brown
interior. Fabric SH I. Roundhouse 2, gully 576, fill
577.
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19 Plain, straight-sided vessel, orange-brown with a
grey core. Fabric Ll2. Unstratified.

20 Plain, straight-sided vessel, dark grey in colour.
Fabric SH2. Roundhouse 4, pit 970, fill 973.

21 Large diameter vessel with a vertical rim
beginning to splay out into a rounded body. Dark
grey-brown in colour, with a grey core. Fabric SH2.
Posthole 757, fill 756.

22 Small complete jar, burnt in situ. Grey to pinkish
brown in colour. Fabric SH2. Pit 400, fill 40 I.

23 Black sandy, simple rim probably from a
round-bodied bowl. Fabric QUl. Pit 655, fill 656.

24 Beaded rim bowl, brown in colour, with
smoother internal and external surfaces. Fabric
QU2. Pit 1238, fill] 240.

25 Beaded rim globular bowl, black with a
reddish-brown interior. Fabric GRILl. Context 212
(evaluation).

THE FIRED CLAY
by Emma Harrison

Some 112 pieces (430g) of fired clay were recovered
from the excavation. These were all of similar fabric

and indeterminate form. It was not possible to as
cribe function to any of the material.

THE SLAG
by Graeme Walker

Seven pieces (28lg) of ironworking slag were
recovered from the excavation. Most are small frag
ments, although one near complete hearth bottom
was present. All are probably the result of smithing
and need not represent more than one episode of
work. It may be significant that the slag was spat
ially restricted to the areas of roundhouses 3, 4 and 5.

SHALE OBJECT
by Graeme Walker

A single fragment of a Kimmeridge shale armlet
(SFl) was recovered from fill 699 of unphased pit
670 (Fig 16a). The armlet was hand made from dark
brown shale and originally possessed an internal
diameter of 76mm. The fragment is of simple
D-shaped cross section, 10mm thick and 12mm
wide, and is undecorated. The inner and side faces
betray irregularities associated with hand working,
but the outer rim is well smoothed and retains traces
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of burnishing. The inner dimensions of the object
place it within the most common size range amongst
the type (Woodward 1987,165).

WORKED STONE
by Fiona Roe

Objects

Seven pieees of worked stone were reeovered,
comprising one saddle quem, three rubbers and
three grindingstones (Table 3). Four of the artefacts,
possibly a complete tool kit, were found in Phase I
pit 941. Three derived from secondary fill 943 and
comprised a saddle quern (Fig 16d), a rubber that
was probably used with the quem (Fig 16c), and a
well-worn grindingstone (Fig 16b). A slightly worn,
rather crude grindingstone came from the upper
most fill of the same feature (942, which, when
examined in section, appeared to be the same as 943).

The three other worked pieces included two
fragments from rubbers, one from unphased pit or
posthole 813, the other from Phase 4 posthole 983,
part of structure D. Another fairly crude grinding
stone was recovered from the packing of Phase 4
posthole 496.

Materials

Four varieties of stone were used for the artefacts,
all probably of local origin. The sarsen used forthe
two fragmentary quem rubbers was of the sacchar
oidal variety, The third, complete, rubber utilised a
quartzite cobble (Fig 16e), possibly collected cas
ually, and a smaller quartzite pebble was selected
for the complete grindingstone (Fig 16b). Quartzitic
sandstone was used for a grindingstone and the
saddle quem (Fig 16d). At 330mm in length, the
latter is probably a fortuitously collected small
boulder. The fourth variety of stone used on the site,
frequently used for saddle querns in Oxfordshire, is
Lower Calcareous Grit from the Corallian. This is
present at Groundwell West as a pebble used for the
grindingstone from 942 and may have deri ved from
a Pleistocene gravel deposit. All could have been
picked up locally as surface deposits. Some sarsen
would have been available as close as Swindon, and
was present in more abundance on the Marlborough
Downs a few kilometres to the south (Osborne
White 1925, 74). The other materials, if not present
more locally, could all have come from Thames
gravels some 11.3km to the north.

Discussion

The grouping of stone tools from pit 941 (quem,

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

rubber and two grindingstones) may arise from
structured deposition. Querns are amongst items
that have been allotted to non-rubbish deposits
(Buckley 1993; Hill 1995,65 and 108), an example
being a group of querns and rubbers in pit 97 at
Mingies Ditch, Oxfordshire, which were interpreted
as disposal of objects at abandonment of occupation
(Allen and Robinson 1993,79-80,149).

Sarsen was used for saddle querns at nearby sites
such as Liddington Castle (Passmore 1914, 579);
Tower Hill, Ashbury and Uffington Castle (Roe
forth. a); Lidbury Camp (Cunnington 1919); All
Cannings Cross (Cunnington 1923); and Figsbury
Rings (Cunnington ]927). Quartzitic sandstone is
much more rarely used for querns locally, an ex
ception being a meta-quartzite quem from Winnall
Down (Peacock 1985,77).

The more distant Thames gravels and Jurassic
limestones seem to demonstrate different material
acquisition policies for querns, with greater depend
ence upon imported stone. Only 15.8km north of
Groundwell West, saddle querns of stone imported
from May Hill and the Forest of Dean were used in
thc middle Iron Age at Preston Enclosure (Roe
1999a), while on the Thames gravels more variety
has been seen. Lower Greensand and Lower Calcar
eous Grit may not have come any great distance, but
May Hill sandstone was being imported up to
34.2km in the case of Mingies Ditch (Allen and
Robinson 1993, 79).

Grindingstones are eomparatively rare in the local
arehaeological record. An example made of quartz
ite was found at Watkins Farm, Northmoor (Allen
1990, 94) and another of quartzitic sandstone at
Wyndyke Furlong, Abingdon (Roe 1999b). To find
examples with clearly defined grinding surfaces
comparable to that from context 943 it is necessary
to go as far afield as Meare Village East, Somerset
(Coles 1987,150 and Fig 3.63). Middle Iron Age
contexts at Beckford, Worcestershire (Roe forth. b)
produced quartzite and quartzitic sandstone pebbles
which, like that at Groundwell West, are more akin
to small pestles,

FLINT
by Graeme Walker

Two pieces of flint were recovered during the
evaluation and a further 36 were found during the
excavation. With the exception of three pieces, all
came from fills of Iron Age date, The assemblage
comprised waste flakes, four small core fragments
and a broken hammerstone. but there were no tools.
The assemblage was struck from two main sources
of raw material, a grey thickly corticated flint prob
ably obtained from the surface of the ehalk south of



Table 3 Catalogue of worked stone

Context

495

814

942

943

943

943

984

Description

Circular pebble, well worn with bevelled edges, from use as
grindingstone; 88 x 82 x 48.5mm, 450g

Fragment from hog-backed rubber, burnt, well worked into shape,
pecked grinding surface; 34.5 x 115 x 43mm, 135g

Cobble used as a crudegrindingstone, burnt,similar to 495 but only
slightly worn, with one facet; 98 x 91 x 470101, 550g

Complete medium-sized saddle quem, made from a boulder,
, grindingsurface WOFA smooth;' 336 x264 x 1I0mm, 10.5kg ,

Cobble, slightly burnt, with worn, convex surface, likely to have
been used as a rubber lor the saddle quem from the same context;
181 x 148 x 85mm, 2.75kg

Grindingstonc with worn, bevelled end and two other worn patches;
72.5 x 64.5 x 5lmm, 315g

Fragment from rubber for saddle quem, flat grinding surface; 132 x
125 x 64.75mm, I A05kg

Type of stone

Quartziticsandstone

Sarsen

Calcareous sandstone originally from Lower
Calcareous Grit, but cobble probably collected
from Pleistocene deposit
Quartziticsandstone-

Quartzite

Quartzite

Sarsen

Illustration

'FIg 16d

Fig 16e

Fig 16b

Phase

4

Unphased Iron Age

4
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Swindon, and coarse grained, cherty-flint and gravel
pebbles which could have been obtained locally,

Two small blade fragments are likely to be Meso
lithic. The remainder of the material is of mixed char
acter but contains some flakes and a large broken
blade which might be Neolithic in date. There is no
reason to believe that any of the assemblage is con
temporary with the Iron Age settlement and it is
widely dispersed throughout the site with no evi
dence of spatial patterning or particular associations.

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

Fieldwalking of the Northern Development Area
(i.e. Groundwell West and its environs) in 1987
showed worked flint to be distributed extensively,
with a higher incidence of material on the Corallian
Ragstone than the surrounding clays, although no
clearly defined sites were noted (Jeffrey 1990). The
current assemblage is probably best regarded as part
of this wider continuum.
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ANIMAL BONE
by Ellen Hambleton

The Groundwell West faunal assemblage is small
(c2500 recorded fragments, 774 (31 %) identifiable
to species) and fragmented. Much of the fragment-'
ation can be assigned to modern action and its prev
alence is confirmed by the high proportion of loose,
teeth in the identified assemblage (21 % overall,
rising to 44% in the case of horse, Table 4). Stand
ards of preservation varied from quite good for

many pit contexts to quite poor in the case of many
ditch fills, and marked loss of surface detail was
noted in slightly over 15% of identified fragments.
This erosion was commonly seen on areas which are
often the site of gnaw marks (such as the proximal
and distal ends of long bones) but, even so, 12% of
identified fragments bore evidence of gnawing by
dogs in the form of chewed articular surfaces and
marks on shaft fragments. This may indicate that
gnawing was an important contributory factor in
bone surface erosion as has been suggested for the

Table 4 Animal bone fragments'

bohe & tootb bone % loose teeth.
Species No, frags % No. frags %

Cattle 302 39.0 261 42.9 13.6
Sheep/goat 333 43.0 248 40.8 24.6
Pig 107 13.8 79 13.0 25.2
Horse 25 3.2 14 2.3 44.0
Dog 5 0.6 4 0.7 20.0
Roe deer 2 0.3 2 0.3 0.0
Total identified 774 608 21.40%

Unidentified large 366 366
mammal
Unidentified 377 376
medium mammal
Unidentified 951 949
mammal
Unidentified bird I I
Total 2469 2300

* Includes associated bonegroups: 14 fragments from partial calf skeleton from pit860 (Phase 1).4 cow
vertebrae from pit 444 (unphased), 4 sheep/goat lumbar vertebrae from pit 860 and 13 fragments of
sheepfgoat from pit 919 (Phase 1).
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Groundwell Farm assemblage (Coy 1982, 72).
Despite these factors the Groundwell West assemb
lage has provided information about the exploitation
of animals at the site and how it compares to other
Iron Age sites within the region.

All stratified bones and teeth were examined and.
where possible, identified to skeletal element and
species. Each fragment was recorded onto a data
base and a zone system was used wherebya frag
ment was recorded if identifiable to element and
species and comprising over 50% of a defined anat
omical zone. Fragments not meeting these criteria
were recorded as unidentified large mammal, un
identified medium-sized mammal, unidentified
small mammal, unidentified mammal of unknown
size, and unidentified bird. Measurements were
taken for the large mammals following von den
Driesch (1976) ~nd Legge and Rowley-Conwy
(1988), and withers height calculations were made
using formulae given by von den Driesch and
Boessneck (1974). In the case of cattle, sheep/goat
and pig, wear was recorded for the mandibular
cheek teeth using the tooth wear stages defined by
Grant (1975) and assigned to nine broad mandibular
wear stages (A-I) for ease of comparison with other
Iron Age assemblages (Hambleton 1999).

A count of all recorded fragments was made,
including loose teeth, ribs and vertebrae (Table 4).
The count excluding loose teeth was also noted.
Minimum numbers of individuals for each species
were caleulated (Table 5) as was the minimum
number of anatomical units (Table 6).

The assemblage was dominated by bones of

Table 5 Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI)*

MNI Count
Species MNI %

Cattle 8 32.0
Sheep/goat 10 40.0
Pig 4 16.0
Horse I 4.0
Dog I 4.0
Roe deer I 4.0
Total 25

* Includes associated bone groups: 14 frag
ments from partial calf skeleton from pit 860
(Phase 1),4 cow vertebrae from pit 444 (un
phased), 4 sheep/goat lumbarvertebraefrom
pit 860 and 13 fragments of sheep/goat from
pit 919(Phase I).

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West, Wiltshire

domestic species, particularly sheep/goat and cattle
and, to a lesser extent. pig, and the presence of
foetal/neonatal pig and neonatal cattle and sheep
remains suggests that these species were bred on or
near the site. The main element of the meat diet
would have come from cattle as, although present in
similar numbers to sheep, cattle provide proportion
ally more meat. Despite this, sheep and pig would
have constituted a significant part of the meat diet.
There is no evidence to determine whether or not
horses or dogs were eaten, although neither species
shows any sign of having been butchered, and wild
species do not appear to have contributed signific
antly to the meat diet. The relative proportions of
cattle, sheep/goat and pig are similar to those seen in
the Early Iron Age material from Old Down Farm
(Maltby 1981) and are in keeping with other Iron
Age sites of this period and from this region
(Hambleton 1999). The unusually high percentage
of pig (33% of the identified assemblage) observed
at the nearby site of Groundwell Farm (Coy 1982) is
not apparent at Groundwell West and this, despite
the similarity in levels of fragmentation and state of
preservation between the two assemblages, supports
the notion that the former is atypical.

Animals also appear to have been exploited for
secondary products. In the case of cattle over 65% of
the later-fusing epiphyses recovered were fused, in
dicating that well over half the individuals repres
ented had been slaughtered as adults. This suggests
that cattle were utilised for milk and traction.

Sheep and pig would also have provided second
ary resources such as wool and manure, but the age

Table 6 Minimum Number of Anatomical Units (MAU)*

MAU Count
Species MAU %

Cattle 120.6 42.3
Sheep/goat 107.47 37.7
Pig 41.74 14,6
Horse 11.5 4.0
Dog 2.55 0.9
Roe deer 1.25 0.4
Total 285.11

* Includes associated bone groups: 14 frag
ments from partialcalf skeleton from pit 860
(Phase 1).4 cow vertebrae from pit 444 (un
phased). 4 sheep/goal lumbar vertebrae from
pit 860 and 13 fragments of sheep/goat from
pit919(Phose I).
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profile of these species suggests an emphasis on
their exploitation for meat. For sheep, the low incid
ence of individuals under one year old and lack of
older adults among the toothwear sample suggests
an emphasis on sheep slaughter between one and
four years. This pattern is broadly similar to that
seen in mortality profiles from the seventh century
Be sample from Old Down Farm (Maltby 1981) and
the remains from Micheldever Wood (Coy 1987)
and Owslebury (Maltby 1987), although the incid- I

ence of very young individuals in the Groundwell
West sample is low by comparison. In the case of
pigs the tooth wear and fusion data indicate that the
majority were killed as sub-adults between one and
three years of age. This suggests intense exploi- I

tation of pigs for meat, and again is a typical feature
of British Iron Age pig assemblages (Hambleton
1999). The absence of adult individuals in the
assemblage may be a result of the small sample sizes
involved, but as pigs commonly exhibit high
fecundity and may become reproductively viable in
their first year, the lack of mature adults does not
preclude the existence of a sustainable cull.

The relative abundance of different species varied
across the site and this appears to be the result of
variation in species abundance between feature
type. In common with many other Iron Age sites, the
Groundwell West assemblage exhibits greater.
abundance of cattle in ditches and sheep in pits.
Although the sample was too small to examine the
distribution of skeletal elements across the site in
detail, there were no immediately obvious assoc
iations of particular suites of elements to particular
areas. Evidence of associated skeletal remains of
cattle were limited to the partial skeleton of a
juvenile calf from pit 860 (Phase I) and four lumbar
vertebrae from pit 444 (unphased Iron Age). Four!
butchered lumbar vertebrae of a sheep were also
recovered from pit 860. In addition a collection of
sheep limb bones, potentially all from the same:
animal, were recovered from pit 919 (Phase I).
These associated bone groups may represent either
straightforward discard of butchery waste or delib
erate deposition of the sort of ritual deposits dis
cussed for other Iron Age sites (e.g. Hill 1995).

Signs of butchery were recorded on only 20 bones'
of sheep/goat and cattle (3% of identified frag
ments), but it is likely that many more butchery
marks were destroyed or obscured by erosion and
root marking of the bone surface. Incidence of
butchered fragments among the identified fragments
varies little between the two species (3% in cow and
4% in sheep/goat) and the butchery marks mainly
took the form of small incisions/cut marks on
proximal and distal long bone shafts, or 'trimming',
of vertebrae to remove dorsal and lateral spines.
There was no evidence of bones having been
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cleaved or chopped. Some evidence of bone and
antler working was found in the faunal assemblage,
including the sawn-off tine of a roe dcer antler and a
small squared-off fragment of rib from a large mam
mal (probably cattle). In addition, a small paddle
shaped bone object c50mm long and made from a
large mammal (probably cattle) rib was found among
the unidentified fragments.

The small amount of metrical evidence places the
animals from Groundwell West within the size range
observed in other British Iron Age faunal assemb
lages (Maltby 1996). There is no evidence for the
presence of naturally hornless breeds of sheep, and
horn core fragments of both sheep and cattle were
recovered.

ECONOMY AND ENVIRONMENT
by Chris Stevens and Keith WiIkinson

Introduction

During the excavations a variety of samples was
taken for the recovery of biological remains, 23
from pits, and two from primary fills of ditches. The
purpose of taking the samples was to address the
following issues within the chronological frame
work of the site:

a Site subsistence - what did the Iron Age popul
ations eat?

b Site economy - what type of farming regime
operated? Was it mainly arable or pastoral based?

c Local agricultural environments and exploitation
areas - where did the contemporary populations
grow their crops? Were all farming areas in similar
environments?

d Past usage of site features - what function did the
pits fulfil? Did all the pits sampled have the same
function? Can pit function be related to morphology?

The samples were all taken from 'cleaned vertical
faces obtained by cutting sections through the
features, and mostly consisted of 30 litres of
sediment. For the purposes of an initial assessment
immediately after the excavation, 10 litres from
each sample was processed using the flotation
technique (with meshes of 250!1m and 500!1m for
the flot and residue respectively), Size fractions
greater than Imrn from the dried flot and residue
were examined and all identifiable biological
remains (i.e. bone, charred plant remains and
mollusc shell) extracted and quantified. On the basis
of the assessment results it was decided to use the
flotation technique again to process the remaining



34

portion of II of the samples and to extract plant
remains from all size grades greater than 250~m.

In the text that follows discussion is limited to the
samples taken from the pits. This is primarily
because these were the source of the most
significant results. but also because virtually no
biological remains were recovered from the ditch
fills. Discussion is based both on the results from
the assessment and the more detailed analysis
carried out of the plant macro remains.

The pits

The pits sampled for the recovery of biological
remains arc representative of three morphologies
found across the site; 'concave-sided'. 'straight
sided, flat-bottomed' and 'beehive-shaped' (Table
7). Based solely on comparative morphology the
beehi ve pits are most likely to have been for grain
storage, whereas the use of the other two groups is
unlikely to have been so specialised. In most cases
the fills of the pits were homogeneous, consisting of
poorly sorted, ferruginous c1ay-siits with variable
clastic content. These sediments were locally decal
cified and highly compacted. except in a number of
the beehive-shaped pits where fills were both more
varied, often containing burnt horizons, and looser.

Molluscan studies

Mollusc analysis of archaeological sites is normally
concentrated upon reconstructing local environ
ments and conventionally is carried out only on.
ditch sediments and buried soils, and on sample
fractions greater than 500~ m (Evans 1972). The
investigation of mollusc assemblages from pit fills
is thought to be fraught with dangers due to
problems of differential taphonomy and shell source
(K. Thomas pel's. comm.). Thus a different approach
to molluscan analysis was taken at Groundwell
West, not in order to reconstruct environment, but
rather to determine the post-depositional history of

Table 7 Pit morphology and sample number

An Iron Age Site at Groundwell West. Wiltshire

the pit fills to help interpret the associated charred
plant macro remains. Indeed, the very fact that
shells within the pit are likely to be from a number
of different sources has been used to assess whether
the pit fills are a result of deliberate back-filling or
gradual accumulation. The premise taken is that a
distinctive molluscan assemblage will develop
within a pit over a relatively short time, charact
erised by shade-loving species such as Discus
rotundatus and the Zonitidae, who take advantage of
the dark and damp microenvironment. Assuming
the site remains in use, the mollusc assemblage of
the contemporary ground surface is likely to consist
of open-country species such as Vallonia sp. and
Pupilla muscorum and therefore a pit that is delib
erately filled will contain mainly allochthonous,
open country species in all except the very basal fill.
A pit that is left to infill will contain in its filling
sediments a predominantly autochthonous shade
loving assemblage, decreasing upwards as shade is
reduced. Each of the sampled pits has been char
acterised in this way in Table 8, and the data used in
interpreting the plant remains.

There are many problems in this approach, not
least the fact that only shells greater than lmm were
examined, so biasing the results against smaller
shelled species. However, as shell size is not an in
dication of environmental constraints for a mollus
can species this is not thought to be too severe a
problem. Much more serious is the variable shell
preservation in some of the samples, which means
that statistieally meaningful comparison cannot be
made between the open-country and shade-loving
components. In these cases the nature of the filling
process has not been categorised.

The molluscs from samples 32-33 indicate a
particularly interesting depositional story where the
initial fill (768), consisting almost entirely of
charred cereals, was deposited and accidentally
burnt. This was deliberately covered and a new cereal
product placed above, also later burnt. However,
from this point the pit was allowed to infill

Pit type

Concave-sided (cs)

Straight-sided, flat-bottomed (ss)

Beehive-shaped (bh)

Sample numbers/pit numbers

1/401,10/900,11/604, 12/919, 13/919,
14/903, 17/997, 19/481, 20/866, 2l/866,
23/915

3/512, 4/588, 5/582, 15/486. 16/551, 18/484

6/860,7/860,8/860,31/769,32/769,33/769

Total
samples

II

6

6
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Table 8 Pit fills sampled and infilling

Sample Context Pit Filling Mollusc species (number)
event

1 (401) cs
2 (464) cs
3 (511) ss
4 (587) ss Deliberate Vertigo pymaea (I), vallonia cxcentrica (1),

Cecilioides acicula (9), Helicella itala (2)
5 (584) ss
6,7,8 (863), (922), bh Deliberate Pupilla muscorum (3), Yallonia excentrica (I),

(1003) Cecilia ides acicula (24), He/icella itala (5)
10 (902) cs Deliberate Vertigo pvmaea (2), Pupilla lIll/scorum (I), vallonia

excelllriea (6), Vitrea contracta (I), Ceeiliodes acicula
(5), Helicella itala (I), Triehia striolala (2)

II (605) cs Deliberate ,vallollia costata (I), Ceciliodes acicula (13), Hellicella
itala (2), Trichia hispida (2)

12, 13 (1006), (956, cs Deliberate Vertigo pymaea (I), vattonia excentrica (1), Ceciliodes
957) acicula (19), Helicella itala (2), Trichia hispida (3)

14 (904) cs
15 (487) ss Deliberate Yallonia costata (2), Ceciliodes acicula (8), Helicella

itala (I)
16 (552) ss Left Vertigo pusilla/angustior (I), Pupilla musCOl'l/m (I),

vollonia excentrica (5), Cecilioides acicula (48),
Helicella itala (2)

17 998 cs Left 'Vallonia costate (2), Vallonia excentrica (5), Oxychilus
sp. (6), Helicella itala (11), Trichia hispida (16)

18 485 ss Left Pupilla muscorWll (1), Vallonia excentrica (3), Discus
rotundatus (I), Vitrea crystatlina (I)

19 483 cs vollonia excentrica (I)
20.21 868, 869 cs Ceciliodes acicula (4)
23 940 cs
31,32, 766,767,768, bh Deliberatel Pomatias elegans (2), Carychium minimum (4), Vertigo
33 Left antivertigo (l), Vertigo pymaea (3), Pupilla muscorum

(3), Yallonia cos/ala (I), vallonia excentrica (3),
Discus rotundatus (1), Vitrea contracta (I), Oxychilus
sp, (I), Cecilioides aeieula (22), Helicella itala (5),
Trichia hispida (I), Cepaea sp. (I).

naturally, a process which seems to have involved
the pooling of water, given the presence of the
marsh-dwelling species Vertigo antivertigo and
Carychium minimum,

The data shows little correspondence between pit
morphology and the incidence of deliberate or,
gradual filling. However, a much stronger assoc
iation can be established between pits that were left
to infill and fills containing larger quantities of
charred cereal remains (see below). Unfortunately it
is not clear why this correspondence should exist as
it seems extremely unlikely that preferential
preservation conditions would exist in a left pit,

rather than a pit that is deliberately infilled, in fact,
the reverse.

The charred plant macros

Based on the results of the assessment, II samples
were taken for the extraction of charred plant
remains (Table 9). Samples 3 (511), 4 (587) and 5
(584) were from straight-sided flat-bottomed pits;
sample 8 (1003) from the fill of a beehive-shaped pit
sealed by a clay layer; and samples 31 (766), 32
(767) and 33 (768) from a second beehive pit.
Samples 11 (605), 13 (95617),14 (904) and 16 (552)
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Table 9 Plant remains

Context 511 587 584 1003 605 956/7 904 552 766 767 768
Soil sample number 3 4 5 8 II 13 14 16 31 32 33
Feature type pit pit pit hh pit pit pit pit ss pit hh pit bh pit bh pit
Volume 20 30 10 20 20 10 10 20 20 20 20

Total approximate pit volume (Htres) 33.3 33.J 75 300 80 100 100 300 133 133 133
Number of fragments 18 226 II 37 24 148 4 171 60 110 274
Number of fragments per litre of sample 0.9 7.5 1.1 1.85 1.2 14.8 0.4 8.5 3 5.5 13.7

Ranuncutus sp.

Papaver cr. rhoeas. dubium

Chenopodiaceae indet. 2
Chenopodium sp. undiff. I
Chenopodium atbum I 2 I
Atriptex sp. 2 J 4 I 2 5
Stella ria media 2 5
Cerastium/Stellaria sp.

Polygonaceae indct.
Potygonum aviculare
Potygonum/Fallopia undiff

Fat/apia convolvulus 4 I
Rumex undiff. I 2 2
Rumex cf. cri'\'P11S 4 I 2 4
Rumex cf conglomeralllslohrusijolius!wlIgliineus 2
Potentilta sp. 2 2
Aphanes arvcnsis 2
Fabaceae indet.
Vida sp.
Vieia tetrasperma
Vida sativa I
vicia/lsniiyrus spp. 4 2 8
Medicago/Melilotus I
Medicago tuputino 3 29 3 4 17 36
Medicago/Irifoliusn spp. 4 3 5 4 2
Trifolium sp. 5
Trifot iU m repel1s/a n -e11se/d uhi 11mica mpestre 5 4 2 2 9
cf. Trifolium pratense/T. repens I
Torilis arvensis iaponica 2
Hyoscyamus niger

lsthospennum arvcnsc
Myosotis arvensis
Stactiys sp.
Prunella vulgaris
Plantago major 3
Euphrasia rostikoviana/Odontites verna I 6 2 2
Odomites \'erna 2 27 2 6 7 30
Gatium sp. I I
Gatium palustre
Gatium apcrine 7 2 13
vaterianetla dentate I I 3 I
Juncus sp. 105
Cyperaceae indet.
iileoctiaris palustris 2
Caret flat 2
Carex trig 2 5 5
Poaceae lndet. 2 I 4
Poaceae mid lndet. (zmm-timm) 2 2
Poaceae small indet. (<2mm) 2 I 2 2
Grass stems indct I
cf. Festuca sp. I
cf. Festuco/l.otium I 2 2
t.otium sp.



Environmental Evidence 37

Table 9 Plant remains (cont.)

Context 511 587 584 1003 605 956n 904 552 766 767 768
Soil sample number 3 4 ,5 8 II 13 14 16 31 32 33
Feature type pit pit pit bh pit pit pit pit ss pit bh pit bh pit bh pit
Volume 20 30 10 20 20 10 10 20 20 20 20

I

Total approximate pit volume (lures) 33.3 33.3 75 300 80 100 100 300 133 133 133
Number of frugments 18 226 11 37 24 148 4 171 60 110 274
Number of fragments per litre of sample 0.9 7.5 I.l 1.85 1.2 14.8 0.4 8.5 3 5.5 13.7

Poa sp. 3 3 2 3 3
Poa cf allnua

Poa pratensis/triviatis sp. 2
cf. Phalaris sp. ."
AI'ellll sp. (grains) 3 2
AI'ellll sp. (awns) 6 2
Avena.rbromus sp. 5 2 2 5 8 11
Phleum sp. 2 1 1 3 6 2
Bromus sp. 6 1 1 3
Bromus cf Secatinus/tiordeaccus 5
Seed indct. (large) 5
Seed indct. (smalJ) 2 5 10 7 4 7

Cereals
Hordeum sp. (grains undiff.) 5 4
Hordeum sp. (grains, hullcd) 11 31 7
Hordeum sp. (grains, tail) I 1 2
Hordeum sp. (rachis Irngmcnts) 3
Triticum undiff (grains) 17 4 2 26
Triticum dicoccmn (glume bases)
Triticum dicoccum/spelta (grains) 5 2 I I 6 9
Triticum dicoccum/spelta (glume bases) 30 5 5 79 3 2 42
Triticum dicoccum/spctta (spikelet forks) 2 2
Triticum dicoccum/spetta (rachis) 1
Triticum spelta (glumc bases) 5 10 3 2 5
Cereals undiff. (grains) 2 2 4 4 4 10 6
Cereal undiff (mil grain) -, 1 8
Cereals undiff (rachis) -,
Cereals undiff (culm nodes) 2
Cereals undiff (basal culm nodes) 3
Charred bread/dung
Parenchyma (cf. Conopodium majus)

were laken from concave-sided pits. On examinat
ion of the flot samples 3 (511). 5 (584). 8 (1003), II
(605) and 14 (904) proved to contain few plant
remains. These samples are all from either deliber
ately infilled pits or those where the nature of
infilling is uncertain. Samples 4 (587), 13 (956/7),
16 (552) and those from a beehi ve-shaped pit (31
(766), 32 (767) and 33 (768)), all contained some
what greater amounts of material. Notably, only one
of these was deliberately filled. It is difficult to see
from the spatial distribution of the features or the
supposed function of the pits any reason for this
division except that of the method of filling. It is
possible that - with the possible exception of the
deposit from (956/7) - the plant assemblages
reached the pits following charring during crop

processing. However, given the low quannties of
wood charcoal and other charred remains within the
deposits, it would seem more likely that they arrived
through chance incorporation, rather than through
the deliberate dumping of such material. As such,
they may reflect to some extent the distribution of
fires and, perhaps, processing activities rather than
the function or purpose of the pits themselves.
Nevertheless, the belter than average preservation
found in the beehive-shaped pits is likely to be
indicative of a former use for grain storage.

The Crop Remains
Only two crop plants were present in the samples.
Barley, Hordeum sp., appeared to be mainly of the
hulled variety, while the hulled wheats, Triticum
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Table 10 The logged ratio of glumes from hulled wheats divided by the estimated number of
hulled wheat grains, plotted against the percentage of seeds from large-seeded species (greater
than 2mm). Those samples rich in grain fall above zero, those rich in glume bases below, while
those dominated by larger weed seeds representative of storage after fine sieving will fall to the
right of the diagram.
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speltaldicoccum, on the evidence of the glume bases
seemed to be mainly spelt wheat, Triticum spelta,
although a single possihle glume base of emmer
Triticum dicoccum was recovered from context 584.
The proportions of barley or wheat present vary
somewhat from sample to sample, but most contain
larger quantities of wheat grains and chaff. The
sample from 552 contained more grains of barley
than wheat but, perhaps significantly, it also con
tained the greatest number of glume bases.

The quantity of wheat glume bases compared to
the estimated number of hulled wheat grains (emmerl
spelt) 'was calculated following the methodology
developed by van der Veen (1992, 82) for her study
of Iron Age sites in north-east England. The logged
results of this analysis are shown in Table 10,
plotted against the percentage of seeds of large
seeded species contained within each sample. With
the exception of four samples (from 511, 584, 656
and 904) which contained far too few remains of
hulled wheat crops to be analysed, all were domin
ated by glume bases. This indicates that the samples
are most likely representative of the waste from the
later crop processing stages, following pounding,
secondary winnowing and sieving (Hillman's
(1984) stages 9-13).

Wild species
All the samples contained a moderate quantity of
seeds of wild species, which most likely grew as
weeds of the crops. Three of the four samples listed

above which contained fewer seeds of crops were
also those which contained fewer seeds of wild
species (511, 584 and 904). The other, from 956,
contained many seeds from very small seeded
species (mainly rush, Juncus sp.) and is considered
separately below.

Of the seeds recovered an unsurprisingly large
number are associated with cultivated fields. These
include poppy, Papaver sp.: fat hen, Chenopodium
a/bum; orache, Atrip/ex sp.; chickweed, Stellaria
media; knot-grass, Polygonum aviculare; bindweed,
Fallopia convolvulus; parsley piert, Aphanes
arvensis; corn gromwell, Lithospermum arvense;
field forget-me-not, Myosotis sp.; knotted hedge
parsley, Torilis sp.; plantain, Plantago major; red
bartsia, Odontites verna; cleavers, Galium aparine:
narrow-fruited corn salad, Valeriane/la dentata;
oats, Avena sp.; and Brame grass (chess/lop-grass),
Bromus sp. ihordeaceuslsecalinus), Additionally
there were several species that are often associated
with both arable fields and grasslands, and are
commonly recovered with charred crop remains
from archaeological sites. These included buttercup,
Ranunculus sp.; dock, Rumex sp.; tormentil, POI
entilla sp.; vetch/tare/field pea, VicialLathyrus sp.;
black medick, Medieago lupulina; clover, Trifolium
sp.; self-heal, Prunella vulgaris; perennial rye
grass/fescue, Lolium perennelliestuca sp.; meadow
grass, Poa sp.; and timothy/car's tail, Phleum sp.

Also found were the seeds of species most com
monly associated with wetlands, including rush,



Environmental Evidence

Juncus sp.; spike-rush. Eleocharis sp.; and, prob
ably, sedge, Carex sp., which from their size and
shape most likely belong to the Carex flava type
group.

Lastly, two possible tubers of pignut, Cono-;
podium majus were also recovered from 552 and,
767. Remains of these tubers are relatively common:
from Bronze Age sites (Moffett 1991), although
some were also found in middle Iron Age samples
from Yarnton (Stevens 1996). The tubers grow just
under the turf line and are both edible and easily
obtained.

Discussion

Crap processing
As suggested above, the samples appear to be of
waste from 'daily' processing of crops taken from
storage, The high occurrence of glume bases com
pared to estimated glumc wheat grains appears to
indicate that hulled wheats were stored as spikelets,
and that the waste found in the samples comes from
the pounding, sieving and winnowing of spikelets
taken from storage. The high percentage of smaller
weed seeds supports the prognosis that such crops
were stored prior to fine sieving (i.e. Hillman's
(1984) stage 6b is omitted).

The sample from 95617 is somewhat different
from the others in that it contains many small seeds
of the rush, Juncus sp., as well as seeds of clover.
goosefoot and some grasses. The eontext was inter
preted as having been burnt in situ and then sealed
by a layer of burnt clay within pit 919. However, the
absence of rush stems or capsules, which are more
commonly found in charred assemblages than the
seeds, suggests that the deposit represents the burn
ing of processing waste, where capsules are broken
by either threshing or pounding rather than by
burning of the whole plant.

The samples provide an interesting comparison
with assemblages from other Iron Age sites from the
region. Predominantly these are located to the east,
in the Thames valley, and include Claydon Pike
(Jones 1984), Gravelly Guy (Moffett 1989), Yarn
ton (Stevens 1996), Rollright Stones Site 6 (Moffett
1988), Whitehouse Road (Letts 1993), Abingdon
Vineyard (Stevens 1996), Ashville, Barton Court
Farm, and Mount Farm (Jones 1978, 1984, 1985).

The amount of processing carried out prior to
storage has been noted to vary between these sites
(Stevens 1996). On sites located away from the
Thames, such as Rollright Stones site 6, situated
upon the Cotswolds, and Uffington Castle on the
Lambourn Downs (M. Robinson pers. comm.); or
lying further east, such as Ashville, Mount Farm and
Whitehouse Road, more processing is carried out
prior to storage, resulting in larger average weed

39

seed sizes. At Groundwell West the assemblages are
dominated by small-seeded species, indicating less
processing being carried out prior to storage. In this
the site has much more in common with sites
located close to the Thames such as Gravelly Guy,
Yarnton, probably C1aydon Pike, and Abingdon
(Table 12). It has been suggested that such patterns
are characteristic of the degree of organisation and
amount of labour involved in both harvesting and
processing prior to storage (Stevens 1996). More
processing was carried out at those sites that had
greater amounts of available labour during the last
weeks of August, enabling the crops to be gathered
and processed for storage and used throughout the
coming year. Highly processed assemblages are
commonly seen in hillfort samples (for example
Danebury; see Table II), where communal agric
ultural activity has been proposed (Jones and Nye
1991, Jones 1985, Cunliffe 1995).

Crop husbandry
In terms of crop husbandry direct comparisons can
be made with Yarnton, Gravelly Guy and Abingdon,
as the assemblages represent waste from the same
processing stages (cf. van del' Veen 1992). The spec
ies composition of the Groundwell West samples is
also similar to these sites - it being notable that
large seeded 'sites' have assemblages dominated by
barley rather than wheat. Nevertheless there are.
differences, which are discussed in relation to soil
type below.

Type of soils under cultivation
To a certain degree the pH of former soils in the
Groundwell West area can be reconstructed from
the plant remains. For example, Atriplex (which has
a similar ecology to Chenopodium) is slightly more
common on neutral to calcareous soils than
Chenopodium (cf. Grime, Hodgson and Hunt 1988).
Many other species common to other Iron Age
assemblages in the region occur in low abundance at.
Groundwcll West. These include Fallopia convol
vulus, Stellaria media, Polygonum aviculare .
Montia [ontana, and Rumex acelosella, and it is
interesting to note that many of these species have a
slightly greater tolerance of acidic soils.
Furthermore, two of the most abundant species in
the samples, Medicago lupulina and Odontites
verna, are more common on neutral to calcareous
soils than the above species, with the former
recorded by Grime et al (1988), as most commonly
occurring between pH 7.0 to 7.9. On the basis of this
evidence it seems likely that cultivated soils in the
Iron Age were calcareous, as at the present day.

Further information concerning the location of the
farmed area can be reconstructed from the assemb
lages. For example, the presence in the samples of
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Table 11 Large-seeded sites: the logged ratio of glumes from hulled wheats divided
by the estimated number of hulled wheat grains, plotted against the percentage of
seeds from large seeded species (greater than 2mm). The opposite pattern, as seen
for Groundwell West (Table 10), is suggestive of one in which less labour was avail
able for harvesting and processing and that agricultural activities may have then
been carried out on a household or family level.
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·seeds from wetland species - mainly Eleocharis and
Juncus sp. - would seem to indicate that farming
was carried out below the ragstone ridge in lower
areas adjacent to river channels. Plant assemblages
similarly rich in wetland species were also noted at
other upper Thames sites (Jones 1978; Stevens
1996), including Yarnton, where excavations re
vealed many palaeochannels (Hey, Bell and Parsons
]993). By contrast, predominance of Medicago
lupulina might suggest that cultivation also

occurred on fairly infertile, moist to dry calcareous
soils (especially with respect to soil nitrogen). No
species were found to indicate the farming of either
sandy or clay soils.

In summary, it is probable that low-lying soils to
the north of the ridge around river or stream chan
nels were exploited, as well as the drier slightly
calcareous soils to the south. The greater predom
inance of Medicago lupulina may suggest that the
latter were the predominant source of food crops.
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Table 12 Small-seeded sites: the logged ratio of glumes from hulled wheats divided
by the estimated number of hulled wheat grains, plotted against the percentage of
seeds from large seeded species (less than 2mm).
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Arable practice at Groundwell West during the
Iron Age
Weed seed evidence allows the construction of an
arable cycle for the site, from the sowing and
location of various crop types to their harvesting,
initial processing, storage and processing on a 'daily'
basis' .

In general, the archaeobotanical evidence suggests
that the site relied predominantly on spelt wheat and
barley, with perhaps a slightly greater preference for
the former. From the presence of wetland weed
species in the samples it would appear that at least
some of the crops were grown upon low lying soils,
probably close to now extinct channels, while others
were grown on the calcareous ridge on which the
site occurs.

As with other sites from the region, levels of soil
disturbance were low, resulting in a predominance
of perennial species in the weed assemblages. Most
of these germinate in spring, although some autumn
germinating species were also present. The results
therefore suggest that, in common with other sites in
the upper Thames valley, spring sowing may have
predominated prior to the late Iron Age (Stevens
1996). There are also enough seeds of low' growing
species (including Medicago lupulina) to suggest
that the crops were reaped (almost certainly by
sickle) Iowan the stalk, which again is similar to the
practices suggested for other Thames Valley sites by
Stevens (J996).

It has already been noted that the crops were
probably stored after a fairly minimal amount of
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processing, certainly prior to fine sieving, and poss
ibly after threshing. Some storage pits were found
upon the site, although in keeping with other sites in
the area, they are too few to indicate that this was the
predominant form of storage.

Processing of grain taken from storage to make
bread appears to have taken place piecemeal

throughout the year, to provide for a small pop
ulation. The charred remains may result from the
burning of waste following fine sieving, pounding,
separation of the glumes and probably hand sorting.
Of wild foods, only pignuts appear to have been
widely exploited.
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The analysis of the pottery suggested that occup
ation of this site spanned the sixth to fifth centuries
BC and encompassed four proposed phases. How
ever. the phasing. interpretation and discussion of
the site are coloured by the amount and quality of
information recovered. Truncation of the Iron Age
deposits by subsequent agricultural activity was
severe and meant that only cut features survived.
Inevitably, stratigraphic relationships were few and
phasing was almost entirely dependent upon the
ceramic evidence. This has the inherent problem of
creating circular arguments, but the size of the
assemblage as a whole, the small quantity of diag
nostic sherds and the relatively small amounts of
pottery recovered from each excavated context also
meant that the amount of redeposition that may have
taken place is incalculable. Important matters such
as continuity of occupation and variations in the
amount and type of acti vity in different phases re
main difficult to establish. The causes of the appar
ent spatial expansion of the settlement and the poss
ible change of activity (Phases 2 and 3), followed by
its contraction (Phase 4) and eventual abandonment,
in the fifth century BC, are difficult to explain.
Despite all these caveats, the unusual form of the
physical remains and the contribution they make to
knowledge of Iron Age activity in the immediate
region justifies further comment.

Roundhouses

A minimum of ten roundhouses were identified, and
while the heavy truncation of these structures and
the total removal of all occupation layers prevents a
determination of function. it must be assumed that
some at least were for habitation.

These roundhouses were identified and defined by
penannular gullies which, with the possible except
ion of roundhouse 4, were interpreted as drainage or
drip gullies and taken to reflect the shape of any
structure within their confines. Evidence for the,
construction and use of any structures within the,

gullies was severely limited. No floors or hearths
were identified and postholes were limited in their
survival, often restricted to deeper cuts, which, by
their alignment with gaps in the gullies, are
interpreted as supports for doorways. Roundhouse 2
retained evidence of a possible porch structure,
while the central location of four-post structure B
within roundhouse 10 may indicate that it formed a
structural element. A line of shallow squared
postholes was identified on the internal side of the
gully of roundhouse 8 indicating the line of a wall
linked to the deeper postholes of the doorframe.1t is
possible that the wall of the structure was
constructed of wattle and daub on a framework of
timber posts and fragments of daub were found
occasionally in the postholes. However, truncation
of remains would have removed any evidence of
stakes for wattles in this and all other roundhouses.
It is notable that many of the cut features penetrated
deep into the natural ragstone and would have
produced large quantities of irregular rubble,
However, any traces of drystone walls or sleeper
walls bonded with clay would have been removed
by subsequent truncation of deposits.

Roundhouses 2 and 3 were similar in form to 8,
but roundhouse 4 may have had a trench-founded
wall, as a ring of postholes was present on the
external side of the penannular cut. Despite possible
internal repairs none of the roundhouses appear to
have been subject to major rebui Iding, with only the
gully of roundhouse 7 being re-cut and no evidence
seen of re-eutting of postholes. This suggests that
the roundhouses were abandoned when they fell into
disrepair.

Evidence for internal partitions such as those
proposed at Groundwell West are not uncommon, as
for instance at Mount Farm, Berinsfield, Bucks
(Lambrick 1979b). On sites where internal preserv
ation is good floor surfaces have been observed in
only one half of the roundhouses, as at Claydon Pike
(Miles and Palmer 1982) and Port Meadow, Oxford
(Atkinson 1942), and it has been suggested that the
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internal space of such structures was subdivided
with different activities taking place in the two
halves (Allen et al 1984). Similar conclusions have
been drawn from the distribution of finds within a
roundhouse at Dunston Park, Thatcham, Berks,
where finds were almost exclusively restricted to
the porch and right side of the house, an observation
that led the excavator to suggest that living and
eating activities were separated from the sleeping
area (Fitzpatrick 1994).

Although allocated to phases on the basis of
stratigraphy and pottery dates, it is by no means
clear how many of these structures were in use at
anyone time, and therefore difficult to estimate the
size of the settlement. The absence of surfaces and
associated features such as hearths means that it is
not possible to determine the function of the round
houses with any certainty, but the smaller size of
roundhouses 5 and 6 suggests that they may have
been ancillary structures for non-domestic activity.
The alignment of roundhouses 9, 10 and 6 on a north
east/south-west axis might suggest a deliberate
spatial pattern and they may be contemporary struct
ures. Roundhouses 5, 4 and 3 display a similar
layout in reverse, with the smallest structure to the
south rather than the north. The limitation of iron
working slag to the vicinity of these three structures
may also be significant, but pottery evidence sug
gests that they belonged to different phases.

With the exception of structure 7, the entrances of
all the gullies or structures faced east or south-east,
conforming to an overwhelming trend in the orient
ation of excavated Iron Age roundhouses (Oswald
1997). The orientation towards the sunrise at the
equinox and midwinter solstice has been explained
as a reflection of the importance of the passage of
the sun in daily and annual life in the Iron Age
(Giles and Parker Pearson 1999). In these circum
stances the rare occurrence of different orientations,
such as that of roundhouse 7 and building 5 at
Wakerley, Northants, assume special symbolic sig
nificance (Gwilt 1997). This will be discussed
further below.

Pits

The Phase I pits formed three arcing groups to the
west of roundhouse group 9, 10;6. The pits were of
cylindrical, bell and beehive form and in compar
ison with other pits on the site were noticeably rich
in artefacts. Hill (1995) noted that at the sites of
Winklebury and Winnal Down the beehive pits had
the highest proportions of finds. By comparison the
boundary pits associated with Phases 2, 3 and along
the line of unphased ditch 872 had a low proportion
of finds. Much of the fill of these features comprises
redeposited natural and, even in those without a
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visible post shadow, the consistency of shape (vert
ical or near vertical sides and flat bases) suggests a
primary function as post pits with packing material.
Only a limited number of the Phase 4 pits grouped
along and to the west of fence line 489 were excav
ated but the presence of bone and pottery suggests
that, at least in their final form, they served for
rubbish disposal. Artefacts visible on the surfaces of
a number of unexcavated examples suggest that they
were also used for rubbish. Many of the other pits
did not seem to form part of recognisable spatial or
chronological groups and their functions were
similarly disparate. The shape, size and clay lining
of670 (unphased) suggests a storage function, poss
ibly for water, with later modification to hold a large
post. Nearby 780 was of similar dimensions, but pit
400 (also unphased) contained a complete pot and
its possible relationship to roundhouse 2 and en
closure EI are discussed further below.

Post-built structures

The majority of postholes remain unphased and,
other than the four-post structures which were
clearly distinguished during excavation, no clear
patterns or structures emerged. The groups of post
holes to the east and west of fenceline 489 (Phase 4)
probably represent areas of post-built structures.
Reynolds (1979) recreated haystacks at Butser
experimental farm with hay piled up around a single
post, the archaeological evidence for which would
have been a single post-hole.

Boundaries, enclosures and function

Space and enclosure were influential in the evol
ution of the site and have served to delineate arch
aeological phases. However, it should be stressed
that these phases may have not been recognisable to
the inhabitants.

It is unfortunate that the sparsity of faunal and
floral remains precludes detailed or secure analysis
of variations over time in the means of sustenance
employed by the inhabitants of the site, but it is clear
that a mixed farming economy was followed through
out the life of the settlement. Cattle, sheep/goat and,
to a lesser extent, pig provided the main source of
meat with little evidence of consumption of wild
species. All species appear to have been bred close to
the site and cattle were maintained to an age where
they were being used for traction and as a source of
milk. The charred plant remains are indicative of
cultivated and pasture land, some of it located on or
near a wetland environment. Spelt wheat and barley
predominated, being processed on site on a piece
meal basis, presumably partly with the stone
implements recovered from Phase I and 4 contexts.
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The recovery of these artefacts from Phases I and
4 may be significant in supporting an interpretation
of a variation in function on the site over time.
These phases have shared characteristics of relat
ively intensive foci of both roundhouses and pits.
Phase I differs from all its successors in having no
recognisable marked boundaries within the limits of
the excavation, although it should be noted that
fence lines or low stone embankments would prob
ably have not survived into the archaeological!
record. It is interpreted as an unenclosed settlement
comprising roundhouses and pits. Roundhouse 9
was certainly of this phase having been cut by the
ditch of enclosure El , while the ceramic evidence
suggested that roundhouses 10 and 6, and less cert
ainly 5 and 8, also belonged to this period. Struct
ures 9,10 and 6 apparently form a linear group. The,
lack of boundaries recovered within the excavated
area means that the full extent of the Phase I
settlement is not known for certain, but the spatial
compactness of the structural remains and lack of
outlying features (with the exception of pit 923)
strongly suggest that the whole extent of the settle
ment unit has been exposed. The deposition of a
suite of grindingstone, saddle quern and rubber in
Phase I pit 942 may be associated with abandon
ment of the settl ement and may have a greater
significance (ritual or otherwise) in marking the end'
of a particular form of activity or tenure of the site.

The contrast in configuration between Phases 2
and 3 on the one hand and I and 4 is marked and
probably indicative of a different function. Round
houses in Phases 2 and 3 no longer form groups, but
are located at a distance from each other with a
substantial boundary interposing. The function of
enclosures E I and E2 is difficult to identify as few
close parallels in form for enclosure El are known
and its successor E2 seems unique. A series of aerial
photographs taken by the RCHME at East Oakley,
west of Basingstoke, Hampshire (NGR SU 571515)
have disclosed an enclosure of similar size and
shape to EI (M. Corney pers. cornm.), A clear crop
mark of a single circular structure was evident in an,
analogous position to roundhouse 2. By contrast, the,
narrower end of the enclosure was closed by an
arcing ditch at East Oakley whereas the distinctive,
'carafe' shape of enclosure EI has the 'neck' sealed
only by a discontinuous line of irregular postholes.
Without excavation it cannot be established whether
the East Oakley ditch was secondary. but
field-walking of the site by Basingstoke Archaeo
logical Society has recovered middle Iron Age and,
Romano-British pottery (M. Oliver pers. comm.).
Two excavated enclosures in the south Midlands
also bear some resemblance to enclosure EI at
Groundwell West. A mid to late Iron Age trapez
oidal enclosure with a single. centrally located,
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roundhouse has been investigated at Grendon,
Northants (Jackson 1995, 11-14). while at
Willington, Beds, a sub-rectangular enclosure open
on its eastern side contained little in the way of
internal features (Dawson 1996. 18-32). It appeared
to date from the early Iron Age and continue in use
into the Roman period. Both Grendon and
Willington lie in intimate association with Bronze
Age round barrows that were evidently still visible
landscape features, and at the latter site the
excavator suggested a ritual rather than a domestic
function for the enclosure.

The internal pit alignments seem to post-date the
excavation of the ditches of enclosure EI, but are
likely to pre-date the extension forming E2. Stone
tipping from the south into ditch 770 was probably
introduced during the excavation of the pits and a
putative entrance into enclosure EI from the
north-west is either blocked or marked by post pits
607 and 611. The pits do not extend beyond the
easterly limit of enclosure EI, suggesting a direct
relationship with it and a marked emphasis on the
western, southern and northern boundaries of the
enclosure. Again, parallels for such an arrangement.
are hard to find. The closest appears to be a site at
Upper Copse, Boscombe, Wilts, where aerial
photographs clearly show pits along the inner face
of a ditched enclosure. However, the ditches are
7.6m wide, the enclosure is not similar in shape to
E I or E2, and the site was occupied from the Iron
Age through most of the Romano-British period
(Palmer 1984,43).

The importance of the boundaries of El is
suggested by the dimensions of the ditches, which
were between 2m and 3m in width and cut up to
1.3m into the natural deposits. The amount of
rags tone generated by this operation would have
been substantial and may have been used to form
walls or embankments, no trace of which has
survived. This boundary was reinforced by the
excavation of pits. Of the 13 pits investigated, six
(607, 611, 655. 709, 743 and 829) contained
evidence of posts, in most cases more than 0.5m in
diameter. All the pits were similar in shape, with
vertical or near vertical sides and fiat bases. and the
fills were homogeneous and compact with few finds
and many stones, implying deliberate backfilling
rather than a gradual accumulation of material.
Those excavated on the western side of the
enclosure (607, 611,734 and 743) all had basal fills
of silt, suggesting that they were left open for a time.
A role for such substantial posts set in an ordered
pattern and in proximity to a substantial ditch
remains unknown, although it may be the case that
all or some of the pits contained upright stones .as
has been suggested for the later Iron Age temple at
Hayling Island, Hampshire (King and Soffe-1998,
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39). However, no evidence was recovered from
Groundwell West to support such a conclusion.

The patterning of activity in Phase 2· is
emphasised by the location of roundhouse 2, almost
midway between the north ami south ditches of EI
and with its eastern entrance and porch facing the
neck of the enclosure. It may be significant that a
line drawn from unphased pit 400 to the east and
through the doorposts of roundhouse 2 almost
exactly bisects the western ditch of E 1. Pit 400
contained a complete pot, presumably deliberately
deposited within it. Any traces of activity within
roundhouse 2 had unfortunately been truncated, but
the' lack of features within the interior was in
marked contrast to the other roundhouse (4) in this
phase which contained four pits, two clay-lined and
one containing evidence of ironworking. Very little
evidence for any activity was found within
enclosure EI.

Phase 3 is marked by the extension eastwards and
then northwards of the enclosure to form E2.
Although no further large post pits were cut and the
ditches seem not to have been so deep, the
importance of the boundaries was emphasised by
the treatment of the entrances. A double entrance
was created in the south-eastern corner 'by the
excavation ofa short length of ditch, 440. It differed
from the other Phase 3 ditches in its V-shaped
'profile and greater depth. The retention of fragments
of stone to form steps into the ditch is also notable.
On the western edge of this entrance, the fill of the
terminal of ditch 688 contained fragments of human
skull. '.,

No activity in the former enclosure EI could be
securely allocated to Phase 3, but the partial
re-cutting of the southern ditch implies that this area
and its boundaries retained significance. Activity
within the eastern part ofE2 included roundhouse 7,
which differed from all other roundhouses on the
site in apparently having an entrance from the west,
despite its proximity to ditch 414. At Wakerley,
Northamptonshire, where a single roundhouse had
an anomalous western entrance it has been
interpreted as performing a different and significant
function from other buildings. The deliberate
selection of this singular orientation has been
interpreted asa symbolic association with·the sunset
and death (Gwilt 1997, 164-5). Such an explanation
may be apposite to Groundwell West with the
location of roundhouse 7 assuming significance
from the way in which it partially blocks the narrow
ing gap between flanking ditches 414 and 412.
Although a number of postholes survived within
roundhouse 7, there is little evidence for its function.

A number of truncated pits and postholes were
recorded in the south-eastern corner of E2, but there
was little evidence to help in identification of
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patterns or function. The exception was pit 408,
which contained dumped burnt material and pottery
assignable to the same phase as roundhouse 3, to the
north of enclosure E2. A fragment of human bone
was recovered from the fill of the gully terminal of
this roundhouse.

As mentioned above, parallels with enclosures El
and E2 have not been found and this makes it
difficult to assign functions to them. The sparsity of
settlement activity such as structures and rubbish
pits is marked, particularly by contrast with the
density of Phase J. Elsewhere, enclosures with
funnelling forms have been associated with live
stock management, but the scale of the boundaries
at Groundwell West seems excessive for such a
function. The size of the Phase 2 posts and their
location is also unparalleled in such a context and
this emphasis on marking a boundary, together with
the central location of roundhouse 2 and, possibly,
the alignment with pit 400, suggest that enclosure
EI had a special significance and function. This
significance may be emphasised by the contrast in
form between Phases I and 2, and again later, be
tween Phases 3 and 4. That enclosure E2 was related
in function to E I is implicit in the way in which it
re-utilises boundary elements of the earlier en,
closure. The treatment of the south-eastern entrance
also implies a continued significance for this site,
but it is unfortunate that evidence for the activities
taking place within enclosures EI and E2 had not
survived and that it was impossible to deduce
whether roundhouse 2 continued in use during the
lifetime of roundhouse 7. Enclosures EI and E2
gave the appearance of being self-contained and the
activity therein demarcated from the surrounding
area, but this may be a function of the area available
for excavation.

The 'otherness' of the activities and forms in
Phases 2 and 3, allied to the perceived importance of
their boundaries, almost inevitably raises the
possibility of a ritual function. The problems of
recognising, defining and delineating such activity
within the archaeological record have been well
rehearsed, perhaps most relevantly with reference to
Phase I of Fison Way, Thetford, Norfolk, which in
the Iron Age comprised a series of enclosures,
largely rectilinear, some enclosing roundhouses.
Domestic, agricultural and industrial activity was
present, but was minimalist in nature and
insufficient to determine function (Gregory 1991,
191-3). At Hayling Island the second phase of Iron
Age activity (late first century Be to first century
AD) comprised a sub-circular building within a rect
angular enclosure with the entrances aligned. The
building was described architecturally as a typical
roundhouse, distinguished only by a central pit and
votive deposits within the courtyard around it. The
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deposits included coins, currency bar fragments and
metalwork associated with military uses and horse
and vehicle equipment. No such items were
recovered from Groundwell West, nor did the
animal bone assemblage parallel Hayling Island,
where cattle were almost wholly absent and the
sheep and pig remains were predominantly from the
better meat cuts (King and Soffe 1998). At both
Hayling Island and Fison Way, the Iron Age phases
were later in date than Groundwell West and were
the precursors of Romano-British temples and
enclosures. Even if one accepts Gregory's under
standable reservations in defining the precise char
acter of activity at Fison Way, in neither of these
cases was evidence found for prior or later domestic
activity on the same site.

Roundhouses occur outside enclosures EI and E2,
along with a variety of other features. They might be
associated with unphased ditches 872 and 1544 and
their flanking pits. Ditch 872 continues northwards
on the same alignment as 420, but is flanked by pits
both to the west and to the east. Only one pit (1007)
contained evidence of having held a substantial
post, although many of the others examined had the
near vertical sides, flat bases and relatively Clean
homogeneous fills characteristic of the Phase 2 pits.
The form and alignment of these unphased features
implies that enclosure El was (at best) still visible
when they were dug and ditch 599 seems to have
been deliberately located to block the gap between
872 and 770. The pottery evidence suggests that
ditches 872 and 1544 began to fill later than 420 and
770 (and after Phase 4), but this does not aid dating
of their original excavation or establish their funct
ion within the landscape. It is not inconceivable that
ditch 1544 returned to the south-east beyond the
limits of the investigated area, thus largely enclos
ing the features to the north of EI/2.

Phase 4, with its curvilinear enclosure around
roundhouse 1, represents a change of character from
Phases 2 and 3, and appears to comprise the totality
of a small settlement unit. However, the very
presence of the enclosure boundary may be indic
ative of a need to delineate this unit from others
nearby, as may less substantive ditch 872. The pit
Cluster to the north-west straddles 872, but most pits
are beyond it. A desire to maintain a distance and
marked separation of settlement and rubbish dis
posal may be the driving force for this arrangement,
but it should not necessarily be assumed that the pits
are related to activity in enclosure E4. They may
rather be associated with an undiscovered settle
ment unit further north.

In form a single-entranced enclosure with a single
dwelling (at anyone time), Phase 4 is superficially
similar to Groundwell Farm (Fig 17). In fact this
form of settlement, based On a mixed farming
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economy has many superficial parallels, such as the
earliest phase at Owslebury (Collis 1970), Little
Woodbury (Bersu 1940), and to a lesser extent banjo
enclosures. A common phenomenon of individual
farms of the period seventh to fifth century BC is the
presence of palisaded enclosures (Cunliffe 1991),
which developed into ditched enclosures in the
middle Iron Age, as occurred at Little Woodbury
(Bersu 1940) and Meon Hill (Liddell 1933). No
evidence for a palisade or for gate posts was recov
ered from any phase of Groundwell West.

Enclosure E3 breaches the boundaries of E2,
implying that the latter had lost its significance. The
lack of a southern arm to E3, leaving a gap con
veniently Closed by 770, may suggest that the Phase
3 ditches remained as landscape features suitable for
remodelling within a contracted area of activity.

Local and regional context

The Groundwell West site lies in Close proximity to
the Iron Age settlement at Groundwell Farm and the
Romano-British complex on Blunsdon Ridge. Pot
tery evidence suggests that Groundwell West was
established before the nearby settlement at Ground
well Farm, but that the latter site outlived it (Gingell,
1982, suggested a fifth to third century BC date
range). A possible model is that the Phase I un
enclosed settlement at Groundwell West pre-dated
Groundwell Farm, but was then abandoned. The de
position of the crop processing tools may indicate a
ritual deliberation in this departure as the site then
changed function and form, having a special, poss
ibly ritual, significance in both Phases 2 and 3. These
phases may have been contemporary with the estab
lishment of the settlement at Groundwell Farm, but it
is very likely that Groundwell West Phase 4 was
occupied at the same time as Groundwell Farm -. This
may account partly for the centralisation within an
enclosure of the Phase 4 settlement.

Insufficient published archaeological work has
taken place within the immediate locale to set this
hypothesis within a regional model of shifting
populations, beliefs or changes in land tenure and
use. The reasons for the abandonment of Ground
well West are not known, but the site at Groundwell
Farm continued into the third century BC (ibid.)
making it unlikely that environmental decline was a
factor. No evidence of late Iron Age activity has
been found at either site, and the limited quantities
of Romano-British pottery from both locations
suggest that they lay under farmland at this time.
Insufficient work has been done at the Blunsdon
Ridge Roman site to establish whether it was
superimposed upon an Iron Age settlement, but it
has been interpreted as a shrine complex, possibly
connected with a water deity (Walters 1999,258).
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Fig 17 Comparative plans of Groundwell West Phase 4 and Groundwell Farm,

The Corallian ridge on which Groundwell West is
located runs north-west/south-east through north
Wiltshire and Oxfordshire. To the north are the
gravels of the Thames Valley, which have been the
subject ·of widespread archaeological examination,
while the chalk downs of Wessex to the south have
also seen much work. Gingell noted in 1982 that
little was known about Iron Age settlement and
society on the Corallian ridge in this area, and this
remains largely true (Gingell ]982, 74), Recently,
however, the excavation of a late Bronze Age/early
lron Age, middle Iron Age and early Romano
British settlement near Faringdon has begun to
address this lacuna (Mudd and Muir 2000).

The location of Groundwell West and Groundwell
Farm on a dip slope of .the ridge, overlooking a
valley watered by the river Ray, may help correct the

local emphasis on lron Age settlement and agri
cultural activity in valleys. This largely arises from
the prolific and well-known evidence from the
Thames Valley gravels (Leech 1977). Evidence of
[ron Age activity on the higher ground (Fig I)
includes Castle Hill univallate hillfort 2km north
east of Groundwell West; a plethora of Iron Age
deposits and artefacts recovered from various loc
ations around the modern settlement of Highworth
further to the north-east; and two further hillforts to
the west at Bury Hill and Kingsbury Hill. A number
of Iron Age artefacts have also been recovered from
Swindon, but overall knowledge is still insufficient
to distinguish changing settlement patterns through
the Iron Age in this region, nor toestablish the local
significance of the remains found at Groundwell
West.

"
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