
BOOK REVIEWS 

Westbury Cave. The Natural History Museum Excavations 1967-1984, eds Peter Andrews, 
Jill Cook, Andrew Currant and Christopher Stringer. Western Academic & Specialist Press Ltd 
for the Centre for Human Evolutionary Research (CHERUB) at the University of Bristol , 1999, 
pp xvii + 309. ISBN 0953541800 

This quarto-sized book is hard-backed, well bound so as to lie open relatively easily, and is 
the first publication coming from the recently established Centre for Human Evolutionary 
Research at the University of Bristol. The text in Plantin Light typeset is clear, set out in 
double columns, and liberally sprinkled by half-tone figures and line drawings (164) , and 
tables (51), all of which are well reproduced. This is a substantial book, of eleven chapters 
written by twelve specialist authors, four from the Natural History Museum in London (which 
organised the excavations) , the others being widely spread across the world. The result is a 
scholarly set of research reports on the findings and conclusions drawn from the nine years 
excavations by the Museum, together with reviews of previous research by several 
investigators. 

Why this long term study of the Westbury-sub-Mendip cave on the southern side of the 
Mendip hills? In 1969 a cave was exposed by quarrying activity in steeply dipping dark gray 
Carboniferous limestone; it formed a V-shaped jumble of reddish coloured mixed sediments 
and breccias. The site soon became known for its abundant Middle Pleistocene mammal remains. 
Then in 197 5 a short paper was published suggesting that the cave deposits contained evidence 
of human workmanship of between 400,000 and 500,000 years old, which would make it the 
oldest record of man in Britain, a claim attracting international attention amongst anthropologists 
and palaeontologists alike. 

The aim of the project was to make detailed interdisciplinary studies on existing material and 
reports, plus new data achieved from archaeological excavations on site. While the Museum 
could provide much of the necessary expertise, it was helped by others, including a complete 
photogrammetric site survey by the City University, London, a magnetometer survey, 
palynological and sedimentalogical investigations and field help from many others. With this 
range of differing research approaches it was hoped to (1) address the evidence for or against 
human working at Westbury, (2) construct the stratigraphy and age range of the cave deposits , 
(3) describe the fossils and ( 4) arrive at a full understanding of the environments surrounding 
the cave during its evolution through time. Critical questions concerning the evidence for human 
habitation in or near the cave concerned the nature of the flints from the area and whether there 
was good evidence for butchering marks on any of the bones found at the cave? 

The scene for the Museum's excavations was set principally by papers from Bishop in the 
mid 1970s. He not only suggested the early human habitation of the area but also proposed a 
stratigraphy for the cave deposits divided into two episodes; a lower ( older) Siliceous Member 
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thought to be of Early Pleistocene age (older than 780,000 years), and an upper Calcareous 
Member rich in bone remains and thought to indicate the temperate climatic conditions of the 
Cromerian interglacial period of about 500,000 years ago. Already overseas work, such as 
oceanic oxygen isotope studies and investigations of ancient ice cores from Greenland and 
Antarctica were beginning to question the concept of the ice age being divisible into four warm 
periods separating the really cold glacial periods. The Westbury investigations were to contribute 
to a better understanding of the British glacial events. 

Following a Preface by Peter Andrews, the leader of The Natural History Museum study, and 
an Introduction by Lawrence Barham, the book consists of eleven chapters covering different 
aspects of the project. The 'Introduction to the site and previous work' sets the scene in a lucid 
fashion for specialist and non-specialist alike, dwelling largely on Bishop 's publications. The 
illustrations and photographs of the site are clear and helpful, although here, as elsewhere and 
for the sake of the non-specialist reader, I would prefer to see ages written out fully rather that 
being expressed as, for instance, 570 kyr meaning 570,000 years ago. The following chapters 
describe the work, findings and conclusions of the Museum's team and associates. 

Chapter 2, 'Early stages in the development of Westbury cave' by the life-long cave explorer 
and expert William Stanton, describes the previous (from 1970) views on the stratigraphy of 
deposits in the cave and the way in which these people thought the cave had developed over 
some thousands of years during the ice age. Chapter 3 by Peter Andrews and Jill Cook is a 
'Description of the sedimentary sequence in Westbury Cave'; it is long, dealing with the setting 
of the exposed parts of the cave within the Carboniferous Limestone; its two main chambers; 
how the excavations, in places carried out in dangerous positions on unstable cave deposits on 
a high working quarry face, were carried out; the administration of the numerous collecting 
localities and detailed descriptions of the two chambers, their sediments, the collecting localities 
themselves, and the sediments and fossils obtained at each locality. The complexities of the 
sedimentary histories within the two chambers, including breaks in the sequences, makes it 
necessary to reconsider Pleistocene history and places Westbury as an important site within the 
European context. 

Chapter 4, by Macphail and Goldberg, reports upon 'The soil micromorphological 
investigations of Westbury Cave'. This is one of very few such studies in the UK, although the 
technique has been used in Europe and elsewhere. Chapter 5 by Andrews and Ghaleb is on the 
'Taphonomy of the Westbury Cave bone assemblages'. The study investigated the mammal 
faunas in the cave and aimed at an interpretation of the deposition and palaeoecology of their 
remains. It is from upper units in this chamber that a single metacarpal bone of a red deer, one 
of the almost 5,400 bones studied, showed parallel score markings up to 6mm long interpreted 
as indicating cut marks made by humans. Four additional bones possibly indicating human 
activity came from lower units, but are less well founded largely because they have fewer 
parallel scratch marks than the one ' secure' specimen. 

Chapter 6, by Andy Currant is 'A brief review of the Westbury Cave small mammal faunas'. 
It is shorter than many chapters, but sets out clearly, especially for the non-specialist, the situation 
at Westbury before the Natural History Museum excavations and the results from these 
excavations. In chapter 7, Alan Gentry describes the 'Fossil ruminants (Mammalia, Artiodactyla) 
from Westbury Cave', most of which came from the Calcareous Member. Chapter 8 by Alan 
Turner on the 'Larger carnivores (Mammalia, Carnivora) from Westbury Cave' is also essentially 
taxonomical in nature, describing new specimens recovered from the Museum excavations. 
Bears are far the most abundant species recovered, as was noted by the earlier work of Bishop. 
In addition there are descriptions of lion, jaguar, wolf and a poorly supported specimen of 
hyaena. The author concludes that the larger carnivores can not add to the question of the age 
of these Westbury deposits. However the distribution of bear remains, the only species with 
sufficient material to make meaningful conclusions, indicates that male bears lived in the Side 
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chamber at various times while in the Main chamber, towards the top of the succession, the 
remains are of female and cub bears. This is not surprising in view of the common need for 
bears to find dens in which to give birth during the winter period, but it is interesting to note that 
the cub teeth show evidence of wear indicating that they did get out into the open to feed, 
presumably as the weather conditions improved. It is noteworthy that wolf and panther appear 
at the same time as their likely prey, deer and bison. In chapter 9, Peter Andrews and Chris 
Stringer discuss 'The palaeoecology of the faunas from Westbury Cave'. 

Chapter 10 by Jill Cook is an exhaustive 'Description and analysis of the flint finds from 
Westbury Cave' . This very detailed report has its importance in attempting to answer the original 
question as to whether the cave provides the earliest known record of human activity in Britain. 
The author opens by stating that the archaeological evidence of the period has progressed since 
the start of excavations at Westbury such that the possible Westbury evidence is now of less 
importance. However, itis an important stratified sequence and as such needs to be fully recorded, 
as well as addressing the problem as to whether humans were living in the area at the time. Her 
study of the Westbury flints leads Cook to conclude that the absence of consistent knapping 
patterns, the similarity in sizes of modified and unmodified flints, the contrast between the 
Westbury material and undoubted archaeological artifacts of similar age and their close similarity 
to naturally modified flints, amongst other criteria, all indicate that it is unlikely the Westbury 
flints were manufactured by humans. 

The last chapter by Danielle Schreve, Andy Currant and Chris Stringer is 'Conclusions: 
correlation of the Westbury Cave deposits'. During the excavations it became clear that the 
deposits preserved evidence of hitherto unrecorded and unexpected climatic and environmental 
complexity, making it difficult to relate to the emerging global climatic model. In addition it 
soon became clear that the deposits predated those found in other Mendip caves. The Westbury 
faunas in general were placed within the Cromerian interglacial IV, but at Westbury there are 
two warmer periods and the question is whether these reflect two recognised interglacials (IV 
and ?III) or only fluctuations within a single interglacial. The Westbury mammals differ from 
those of the younger Hoxnian, and the conclusion was that they lie between the type Cromerian 
Interglacial and the Hoxnian. Results from the small mammals from the Calcareous Member 
seem to indicate that the climatic fluctuations fell within the single interglacial period. This 
being so the Siliceous Member was deposited in the Early Pleistocene, followed by a long 
break in sedimentation during which time the local topography underwent considerable change. 
In the Middle Pleistocene, deposition resumed as the cave gradually eroded, collapsed and 
decayed. Most of the faunas from the Calcareous Member are considered to be attributable 
to the later part of the Cromerian Complex, possibly Cromerian Interglacial IV. It is therefore 
unlikely that deposits of the Interglacial III are represented, and the fluctuations in climate 
observed all took place within Interglacial IV. The cooling conditions recognised towards 
the top of the Calcareous Member are thought to herald the Anglian Glaciation. On the question 
of human habitation of the cave the authors remind us that Westbury is no longer the only 
pre-Anglian site possibly to record early occupation. In her chapter on flints, Cook considered 
there to be no evidence of human intervention, although some disagree with this. Geologically 
the presence of flint on the site, some distance from where it might have derived and prior to 
the Anglian glaciation, makes their presence difficult to understand without human 
intervention. In addition the convincing scratches on some deer bone closely resembling 
marks produced from butchery lends further support for human presence. The authors, 
therefore, conclude that Westbury can be added to the British sites recording early occupation. 
European thought is commonly that human occupation did not occur in Europe till well into 
the Middle Pleistocene. However archaeological records from about 500,000 years ago record 
good examples of clearly defined tool types and although the necessary quality can not be 
found at Westbury they do occur at Boxgrove and High Lodge. Thus Westbury represents 
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both one of the earliest sites of human occupation in Britain and also in Europe, representing 
human capabilities beyond the tropical, subtropical and optimum temperate interglacial 
environments. 

In general one has to recognise that this book is a collection of scholarly scientific papers, 
each recording some aspect in a multidisciplinary project. As such not all the papers make easy 
reading for non-specialists, and I think two things would have gone some way to improve this ; 
one, the introduction of a glossary of the more obscure and specialist terms, and secondly, the 
more general use of common names along with the scientific names or a list of both as an 
appendix. The book would also have benefited from an illustrated chronological summary. For 
such a long and complex work there seem to be few mistakes, but I did note a reference to 
'figure 5 .5' when no such figure is printed. The reference to Russell 1912 on page 51 is missing 
from the chapter reference list. On page 79 the reference to 'Mcphail in Roberts and Parfitt in 
press' seems to have no listing. The form of the reference to Curry on page 212 is not recorded. 

For anyone wanting to know the story of the Westbury-sub-Mendip cave this is the book to 
read, even if some sections of detailed description are skipped. You will understand the 
complexities of mounting such a large scale and long term excavation, the need to review 
parameters as the nature of the excavation unfolds, and how desirable it is to have the opinions 
of yet other specialists outside the immediate team. The book presents a vast record of material 
from the cave, as well as interpretations drawn from the fossils , sediments and age determinations. 
Despite all the accumulated evidence the question of human habitation in the cave remains 
unresolved in the minds of some, although others believe the evidence sufficiently powerful to 
accept that humans did indeed butcher deer at this cave site, while recognising that it probably 
did not present a very good cave in which to live because of its topography and the presence of 
bears (which must have found a better entrance than the vertical shaft exposed in the quarry 
face, if they lived within the cave). The book is a fitting and memorable first for the University 
of Bristol's Centre for Human Evolutionary Research, let us look forward to further publications 
of this quality. 

HOWARD BRUNTON 

Cannington cemetery. Excavations 1962-3 of Prehistoric, Roman, Post-Roman, and Later 
Features at Cannington Park Quarry, near Bridgwater, Somerset by P. Rahtz, S. Hirst, 
and S.M. Wright, Britannia monograph 17, London, 2000. 516pp, £56; ISBN O 907764 26 6 

One of the most fundamental, fascinating, and, at the same time, difficult questions in archaeology 
is the extent to which a group's beliefs, customs, and practices can be deduced from what 
comes out of the ground, perhaps centuries later. Now here is this truer than in cemetery contexts. 
To what extent, for example, can east-west orientation of a burial be accepted as proof positive 
of Christian belief? When is prone burial indicative of a fear of the dead, an attempt to circumvent 
the maliciousness of ghosts, or simply a sign of careless or cack-handed disposal of the deceased? 
What, if anything, can the layout of a cemetery, the relative proportions of males, females, and 
children, the absence or presence of grave goods, tell us about the social structures of the 
burying community and the varying status of groups within that community? It is the attempt to 
answer such questions while at the same time emphasising the possible limitations of any answers, 
that makes the recently published excavation report on Cannington Cemetery such a worthwhile 
read. 

Having, at the outset, enumerated the difficulties in dealing with a site excavated almost 40 
years ago and the constraints of time, funding and manpower which have limited both the 
extent of the original excavation and the succeeding analyses, the authors have nonetheless 
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produced a fascinating , if occasionally tantalizingly tentative, picture of a hrge late and post­
Roman inhumation cemetery and its occupants. 

Located in an area used for quarrying since the late 19th century, ' hundreds, if not thousands ' 
of burials had been noted, recorded, or simply destroyed at Cannington in the decades before 
the excavations in 1962/3. The cemetery was situated on a limestone hill in an area of fairly 
dense Roman occupation. Mesolithic, Neolithic, Bronze Age, and Iron Age finds as well as 
Roman and post-Roman material were recovered from the site. Nearby is a major hill-fort, 
possibly the settlement site of some of those buried at Cannington. The earliest focus of the 
cemetery, in the late Roman period, appears to have been a hilltop structure, with an underlying 
grave, which can be variously interpreted as a temple, shrine, or mausoleum. The main cemetery 
developed to the south of this structure. The excavations recovered remains of some 542 
individuals, arguably only a quarter of those originally interred. Some inhumations were perhaps 
as early as the late 3rd century AD and burials continued into the early 8th century. Graves were 
rock-cut and placed west-east, partly in rows and probably in kin-related groups. Other structures 
uncovered included a substantial (12m long) building whose function is uncertain: mortuary 
store, ' souvenir ' shop for cemetery vi sitors, church, chapel or baptistery are all considered. 
There is evidence of a possible gatehouse, with a clearly defined path leading to a central, slab­
marked grave, possibly post AD 600, which appears to have been a focus of the later cemetery. 
A craft-working area, for the production of pilgrim/visitor souvenirs, was also revealed. 

Although only 8% of graves contained grave goods there is a fairly substantial chapter on 
finds (both grave goods and others) and their possible cultural significance. Of special interest 
is the description of the exceptional finds from two child burials of the later 7th century. These 
graves contain the only items of jewellery found indisputably as grave goods; included were a 
unique example of a penannular brooch with trefoil-lobed terminal and a remarkable bracelet 
made of three hollow tubular pieces of metal. Additional items from the two graves (a pierced 
Roman coin, a bead from south-east England, a bead possibly of Baltic amber and repair fittings 
from a wooden bowl of Anglo-Saxon or western British origin) provide evidence of cultural 
fusion within the Cannington population, a theme expanded in the discussion. 

The volume is admirably and profusely illustrated, with a solid bibliography limited, as the 
authors ' note, by the extended period over which various sections of the report were compiled. 
Nevertheless , more recently published references are inserted where particularly relevant and 
those sites felt to be of special importance for comparative purposes are highlighted in the text 
and gathered together in an 'Index of Sites '. The mass of detail on the human biology, fairly 
indigestible to the general reader (and, I suspect, to many archaeologists!) fills almost a quarter 
of the volume and might more wisely have been left to microfiche thereby making a large 
volume less unwieldy (and less expensive?) and more 'user-friendly' . Cannington Cemetery 
deserves to be read by the interested layman as well as by the professionals as much for the 
clear and concise way in which the authors discuss the problems and limitations of both their 
methodology and their conclusions, as for the insights into the physical characteristics and the 
burial practices of a population over time in late and post-Roman western Britain. 

With the publication of Cannington Cemetery, it will, at last, 'be possible to make a synthesis 
of western British data for settlement, burial and ideology in the 4th to 8th centuries AD', 
certainly an enticing prospect for anyone interested in the end of Roman Britain and beyond. 
But it has been a lengthy wait. That this report has taken so long to be published is unfortunately 
all too common with large excavations done late last century. It can only be hoped, therefore, 
that funding bodies will accept that there is a real need to encourage archaeologists to publish 
excavations within a reasonable period of time from the completion of digging, and to provide 
the funds to enable this to be done. Data held in a university computer is only marginally more 
useful than that still unexplored in the ground. 

ANNE FOSTER 
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Somerset Archaeology. Papers to Mark 150 years of the Somerset Archaeological and 
Natural History Society, edited by C. J. Webster. Somerset County Council 2000. x+ 150 pp., 
68 figs, 9 tables. Price not stated. ISBN O 86183 346 5 

This publication arose from a celebration, as its title suggests, of the Somerset Archaeological 
and Natural History, marked by a weekend conference at Dillington House in October 1999. 
This was itself a happy and memorable occasion, as well as a most successful conference, 
bringing together Society members and friends, and many of those whose research has contributed 
so much to our appreciation of the wealth of Somerset's archaeology over the past few decades. 
Inevitably, the focus was upon current and recent work, but it is perhaps regrettable that Tom 
Mayberry 's paper covering the 150 years of the Society could not be included. Fortunately, this 
is compensated for by Philip Rahtz - someone whose contribution has been second to none in 
Somerset over the past half century. As he points out, Somerset's archaeological heritage is one 
of the richest and most diverse in Britain, a legacy that has only begun to receive the attention 
it deserves within the last 25 years or so. His masterly survey sets the scene for the contributions 
that follow. 

Unlike The Archaeology of Somerset edited by Mick Aston and Ian Burrow and published by 
Somerset County Council in 1982 ( the product of another memorable conference at Dillington 
House), this new volume is very much a snapshot. In this respect it suffers, as a collection of 
disparate papers, some with their focus very much on current work - whether in research or 
management of archaeology, while others are primarily reviews. Inevitably also, there are many 
omissions. Both the time scale (Pleistocene to the present) and the range of topics (Neolithic 
archery to managing Exmoor's historic environment), was a major hurdle to the adoption of 
any coherent thematic presentation of papers. Topics such as landscape survey, work on the 
Levels and Moors, or artefact research might have been better emphasised by some grouping, 
possibly with a brief introductory text. Equally however, the strength of this volume is its 
presentation of the range and diversity of current archaeological activity within the county. In 
Aston and Burrow (1982) the emphasis was very much upon a review of current knowledge, 
with pointers towards avenues of new research; here in this latest volume are some of the fruits 
of that research, whose very diversity of topic is impressive. 

The role of intensive survey in illuminating the wealth of archaeological remains that can still 
be preserved in almost any region of Britain, is well demonstrated by the nationally 
groundbreaking work of the now completed Shapwick Project (Christopher Gerrard), and by 
the results from ongoing projects centred on South Cadbury Castle (Richard Tabor) and the 
clay moors of the Somerset Levels (Stephen Rippon). These endeavours and the more extensive 
programmes of aerial reconnaissance (Francis Griffiths and Bill Homer) are transforming our 
understanding of the scale and character of human settlement history across the county. Although 
more briefly featured in this volume (Veryan Heal), the recent excellent English Heritage survey 
of Exmoor (The Field Archaeology of Exmoor, Hazel Riley and Robert Wilson-North, 2001 ) 
also demonstrates well the fruits of such detailed research. The international importance of 
Somerset's wetlands and their archaeology is now well known, thanks to the pioneering research 
of John Coles and Bryony Orme, but as papers by Richard Brunning and Stephen Minnitt 
demonstrate, this region still has enormous potential - a resource whose preservation is now 
increasingly under grave threat. Perhaps less well known is Somerset's significance in earlier 
prehistory, from the Lower Palaeolithic remains in the Vale of Taunton Deane (Chris Norman) 
to the nationally important Middle and Upper Palaeolithic human and faunal assemblages from 
the caves of Mendip (Roger Jacobi and Andrew Currant). The volume contains several overviews 
of results and progress in other fields, including those whose authors have made very significant 
contributions, for example, to our understanding of the fabric of medieval settlement in Somerset 
(Mick Aston), past environments (Vanessa Straker), or the county's industrial heritage (Brian 
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Murless). The volume concludes with a useful review of the progress and development of 
Public Archaeology over the past 25 years since the appointment of Somerset's first 
'Archaeologist' - Mick Aston, by one of its current representatives - Bob Croft. 

The past quarter of a century has seen archaeology in Somerset transformed almost out of 
recognition, though broadly in tandem with transformations that have occurred throughout 
British archaeology over that period. Many of the contributors to this publication have played 
a significant role in this process, and their efforts on behalf of Somerset's archaeology are 
reflected well by it. The value of this publication is perhaps above all as a snapshot, contrasting 
with preceding accounts, but also in pointing the way forward. For those of us who live or work 
in Somerset, its archaeological heritage is a very special and precious resource. A publication 
such as this can never do full justice to such wealth, but serves to reflect something of its 
character in the current climate of research. What may another 25 years bring? 

PETER LEACH 

Mills around Wiveliscombe: watermill sites on the upper River Tone and Hillfarrance 
brook, by Martin Bodman, SIAS Survey No. 12, Taunton, 2000; £3 .50; ISBN O 9533539 1 5 

Martin Bodman ' s survey of watermill sites on the upper river Tone and Hilifarrance brook is, in 
his own words, 'an attempt to rediscover a little of the mills from available sources'. In this 
tidily-produced 48 page booklet, he presents evidence for 47 mills and sites in the form of a 
gazetteer. The entries, which vary in length and content, cover a number of water-powered 
trades and industries, including corn milling, fulling and textiles, saw milling and edge tool 
manufacture, a cross-section that reflects what was to be found on many west country 
watercourses in the 19th century. 

The immediate value of this brief survey is in providing a succinct inventory of sites and 
what survives, with entries based on fieldwork and referenced documentary research. The text 
is supplemented with maps of some sites, 18 black and white photographs and two line drawings, 
although pictorial coverage of the mills is a little uneven. My only real criticism is that the 
gazetteer entries, which are listed from the river sources working downstream, are not numbered 
to enable the reader to cross-reference them more readily with the location map given at the 
beginning. However, the standard of information and its presentation is generally high and the 
author and the Somerset Industrial Archaeology Society are to be commended for putting this 
brief survey into print in a useful and usable form. This survey will undoubtedly increase in 
importance as a record as mills and their sites continue to be altered and lost to development. 

MARTIN WATTS 

Fussells Ironworks Mells, by Ken Griffiths and Roy Gallop, Fiducia Press, Bristol, 2000; 
£5.00; ISBN O 946217 07 6 

One of my earliest forays into industrial archaeological excavation was with members of the 
Bristol Industrial Archaeological Society at one of the Fussell 's ironworks sites at Mells in 
1974. Apart from some interim notes, details of the site survey and excavations are still 
unpublished. It is hoped that a full appraisal of the history and significance of the ironworks, 
along with details of the excavations carried out in the 1970s, may one day be forthcoming but, 
in the meantime, this little publication at least provides a glimpse of this once significant local 
industry. 
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This new edition of a booklet first published in 1996 has been updated by the inclusion of 
additional notes and a number of black and white photographs, including some taken during 
the excavations of the 1970s. Anew appendix briefly publicises the Finch Brothers ' 'Foundry ' 
at Sticklepath, Devon - the only surviving west country edge-tool works with its water-powered 
hammers and plant intact. The booklet traces the rise of the Fussell family and the establishment 
of a number of works near Frome, and outlines the significant part that the family played in the 
history of the area. By the time the Fussell's forges were taken over and closed down by the 
midland firm oflsaac Nash just before the end of the 19th century, they were capable of producing 
111 different types of tool. 

This little book is the result of the authors' 'wanderings through the ruins of the ironworks' 
and its content is certainly more chatty and anecdotal than technical. The note-like, slightly 
staccato style of writing, with many single sentence paragraphs, makes it a little difficult to 
read, but there is much of interest within its pages. It has been produced to a good standard and 
the photographs have generally reproduced well. In sum, it forms a useful brief introduction to 
a once-important local family and their role in the social and economic history of part of Somerset. 

MARTIN WATTS 

Somerset brick and tile manufacturers: a brief history and gazetteer by Brian J. Murless; 
Somerset Industrial Archaeology Society 2000; 54pp, illus, £2.50; ISBN O 9533539 2 3 

This book has only one fault and that is its very brevity. It seems churlish to ask for more as 
Brian Murless and others in SIAS have been working on this gazetteer for a long time, but there 
are hints everywhere in the history section that this is only the tip of an iceberg of interesting 
information they have accumulated about this important local industry. 

This is not to say that everything has not been covered: a location map, a good chronological 
history of all clay-based industry in Somerset ( except Roman), some relevant illustrations and, 
of course, an excellent gazetteer of 19th and 20th-century businesses. It is, as was intended, a 
good quick reference book for the pocket and for that purpose excellent value. 

This book is a must for everyone interested in buildings and their materials, in Somerset local 
history and in industrial archaeology. In particular it will be invaluable to anyone undertaking 
research into any aspect of the Somerset brick and tile industry as a ' starter pack' as it contains 
so many references. However I hope it quickly sells out and the author will be encouraged to 
write a more detailed history of a past industry whose products are still all around us in the 
county. This admirable pocket book has whetted my appetite for a book not only with a greatly 
expanded text and more wonderful illustrations from old trade catalogues, but with the 
productions of these brick and tile works liberally illustrated where they remain in use in walls, 
on roofs, and in gardens: particularly those luscious-sounding 'russet brown' and 'strawberry' 
glazed roof tiles which just have to be illustrated in full colour. 

TONYINNES 

Les structures de !'habitat rural protohistorique dans le sud-ouest de l' Angleterre et le 
nord-ouest de la France, Tristan Arbousse Bastide. BAR International Series, Oxford, 2000. 
374pp, 232 figs. £40:00; ISBN 1 84171 051 2 

This publication, based on a master's degree thesis, looks at settlement sites of the first millennium 
BC in five French departments in Brittany and Mayenne and five English counties, Cornwall, 
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Devon, Dorset, Somerset and Wiltshire, with a chapter on Kent added for contrast with the 
English western counties. The author has amassed data on 4373 sites from the extant literature, 
more or less divided half and half between France and England. A look at the chapter on Somerset 
(unfortunately not one of the three counties - Cornwall, Devon, and Dorset- with an English 
translation of their chapters provided) shows the difficulties involved. The literature is very 
variable with the tiny number of excavated sites coming from excavations over the last century 
or more and therefore of differing quality. Even on recently excavated sites dating is usually 
based on tiny areas opened. Unexcavated sites may, of course, not be Iron Age. Air photographic 
coverage is dependent on modern development and on the suitability of the soils to provide 
cropmarks, and is skewed to upland areas where more flying has taken place. The author does 
not duck any of these issues and discusses the problems of his database in detail. 

It is easy to nit-pick the databases in the areas that one knows, and there is light relief in some 
of the place-name spellings - I was interested to see Catsgore as Gastcore and Castgore. But 
the numbers of sites are so great that errors are going to disappear in the process of manipulation, 
and it is that manipulation that makes this volume so important. The sites are looked at 
architecturally in terms of their plans and each plan has been put in a type category. The categories 
are then linked with similar ones, with the major type leading on to subtypes. This results in a 
'morphological tree' and there are numerous figures from the county and department studies 
showing these trees with the type site in miniature in a series of linked boxes. Further details of 
site numbers and types are shown by additional symbols. A much simpler but similar system 
has been used before in the Welsh Marches - dealing there with a standardised air photographic 
database - but this is much more ambitious. 

The conclusions, in a long chapter of synthesis that deserves publication in English, are of 
outstanding interest. The author questions the military interpretation which is inherent in our 
use of the term hillfort, promontory fort etc, and argues very convincingly that Iron Age settlement 
sites are intimately related to their surroundings and thus to agriculture and stock management. 
He discusses, for example, the entrances to Iron Age sites. These have been seen as military in 
the case of the large hillforts and display-conscious in enclosure sites, but the author supports 
the argument that they are instead to do with the control and sorting of animals. Not only does 
he see these sites in the context of a rural economy but he rejects 'any suggestion of an underlying 
transcendent principle that might suggest an evolution or a progress in organisation', but instead 
sees the setting as one where 'man and nature have progressively found an equilibrium'. Changes 
in the sites are interestingly linked to changes in the environment and farming practice. His 
arguments are supported in great detail by the illustrations of which figs 213, 229, and 232 are 
worth detailed study. 

It is no coincidence that this sort of study is by a non-English author. In comparing the 
archaeological background in France and England the author notes the decentralised English 
system in contrast to the centralised French databases. Our method has its virtues but it does 
mean that we are not going to produce big-picture syntheses like this book. 

PETER ELLIS 

Brean Down Fort: its history and the defence of the Bristol Channel, by Nicholas van der 
Bijl. Hawk Editions, Cossington, Somerset, 2000. pp 168. ISBN 0-9529081-7-4 

The 'Old Fort' has been well known to those that walk to the end of Brean Down for over a 
century, and in the SANHS collection there are lantern slides taken shortly after it was 
decommissioned, showing early interest in the remains, but this is the first book to cover the 
site in detail. Renewed interest in the site was prompted by the author and a group of associates 
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who lobbied the owners, Sedgemoor District Council, about the state of the remains which has 
resulted in their repair and transfer to the National Trust. 

The story of this repair effort forms the final chapter of the book and provides a useful insight 
into the problems of trying to reconcile the various views on the future of the site, but most of 
the book is taken up with a historical survey covering both periods of its use. The first fortification 
on the end of Brean Down was constructed, in the 1860s, as part of the defences of the Bristol 
Channel to prevent attack on the upstream ports of Bristol and Cardiff. Brean and the other 
sites, Lavemock in Wales and the islands of Flat Holm and Steep Holm, were armed with 7" 
Rifled Muzzle Loading (RML) guns, a type transitional between the smooth-bore cannon and 
modem rifled breach-loading ordnance. Those on the low-lying Welsh sites were mounted on 
the Moncrieff disappearing system in which the 7-ton gun, mounted on a huge arm was swung 
up out of a pit to fire, the recoil returning it for loading under cover. The two English sites, 
Steep Holm and Brean, mounted their guns in the open, firing over low parapets and were very 
lightly defended against land attack. The Severn Defences were abandoned in the years following 
1900 after the destruction of a large part of Brean in a magazine explosion, although plans 
seem to have been well advanced to decommission them in any case. The causes of the explosion 
are confused but centred on the actions of a gunner who was killed and who, at the inquest, was 
found to have committed suicide by causing the explosion. 

In the early decades of the 20th century Brean Down became popular for excursions from 
Weston-super-Mare and the military buildings were occupied as a cafe. The military returned 
in 1941 when Brean and Steep Holm were equipped as Emergency Coast Batteries using ex­
Naval 6" guns. Two large gun houses were built at Brean over the remains of the Victorian 
mountings and numerous ancillary buildings constructed in the quarry next to the site. 

The batteries of the Bristol Channel defences have not received the same detailed attention 
as the much larger works protecting naval dockyards - for example the work of the Palmerston 
Fort Society has concentrated on the Solent. The only previous studies are those of Margaret 
Pinsent (Fort 11 (1983), 63-76) and John Barrett's privately published A History of Maritime 
Forts in the Bristol Channel (1978, 2nd edn., 1993). Barrett's work only covered the Victorian 
fortifications although he has subsequently researched Flat Holm's Second World War story. 

U nf01tunately the present work is something of a disappointment, being marred by inaccuracies 
and, very irritatingly, not containing references to the sources that would enable these to be 
checked. This might not put off general readers but even they will find a story confusingly told. 
The first five chapters cover the archaeological background on Brean Down, the historical 
background to the arms race of the 1860s, the life of the Victorian soldier, the other defences of 
the Bristol Channel (a far from complete survey, mostly taken from Barrett) and the failed 
transatlantic harbour scheme. Chapter 6 deals with the Victorian fortifications at Brean itself. 
The first part of this contains much new information on the process of the construction and the 
personalities involved; the source of this information is not given but must be local records and 
possibly family mem01ies. There is more on Victorian army life, and then the armaments are 
detailed and the story of the explosion told. The following chapters detail the interwar history 
of the cafe and the Second World War use of the site. Again much of the material is new and 
evidently from personal reminiscences , but there is some from official sources and it would be 
useful to know which is which. Work with army veterans has shown how misleading memory 
can be, even if those serving had reason to know what all the buildings were. A short chapter 
covers the Admiralty Department of Miscellaneous Weapons Development ( which used Brean 
Down as one of its test areas), an area already covered by Mac Hawkins in Somerset at War and 
the final chapter gives the post-war history of eyesore clearance and decay ending with the 
recent repair plans. 

As mentioned above, errors are legion; from simple mistakes such as 'an obsolete ... cannon 
placed horizontally in a pit with its muzzle uppermost' to misunderstanding of specialist areas 
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(the quote forms part of a confused discussion of the Dwarf Traversing Platform, which was 
sometimes mounted on the pivot which the author is trying to describe). There are also 
innumerable small mistakes: soldiers' barracks lit by 40-60kW bulbs, 'poor water' [weather] 
preventing shore leave from Steep Holm, 'It was eventfully agreed ... ', the archaeologist Arthur 
ApSimon referred to as Simpson, the caption to figure 8 omits item 13 and the misspelling of 
John Conder (Sedgemoor DC's Director of Development Services who masterminded the 
restoration proposals) in the acknowledgements. One wonders what the book was like before 
the 'meticulous examinations' of the copy editor. Two final examples must suffice to illustrate 
the author' s inexperience of his subject: the description of a nearby bombing decoy site as a 
'shadow factory' (in fact, a factory established by the government which copied the products of 
a commercial company to increase production) and the description of one of the Second World 
War gun positions as 'surrounded on three sides by a reinforced concrete blast wall fixed to 
metal stanchions ' when a cursory inspection shows that the stanchions are free-standing (they 
originally supported a roof). 

These are obvious errors but the main problem for anyone trying to use this book is that the 
lack of references makes it impossible to check other 'facts ' which arouse suspicion. These are 
presented authoritatively - the ditch was 'spanned by a timber drawbridge hauled up from 
inside the fort' despite the lack of evidence for any raising mechanism at the site or in the 
photograph on the same page. In this case the text can be shown to be (incorrect) conjecture but 
what is one to make of similarly authoritative statements such as those detailing the activities of 
116 Pioneer Company in September 1941, or the first gun becoming operational at 11 :30am on 
31st March 1942? The bibliography includes a list of eleven War Office documents in the 
Public Record Office, none of which includes this information (unless it is in the one, intriguingly 
referred to as 'Fixed Defences, Severn Area', which has recently gone missing from the PRO). 
In fact, of the ten files available, seven contain only passing references to Brean Down and 
several nothing at all! 

In short, this book can only be recommended with serious caveats. The general reader will, 
on the basis of those known to this reviewer, find it a muddled mixture of human interest and 
over-detailed technicalities whilst the specialist will find the mistakes and lack of scholarly 
apparatus very frustrating. The photographs are its strong point, there is usually at least one per 
page, and many of these are previously unpublished contemporary pictures of the site (including 
several of the SAHNS lantern slides) before the changes of the Second World War and of its 
wartime use. 

CHRIS WEBSTER 

The Geology of Somerset, by Peter Hardy. Ex Libris Press, 1999. 224pp. illus. £9:95. ISBN 0 
948578 42 4 
The Wincanton District - a Concise Account of the Geology: British Geological Survey, 
Memoir for Sheet 297, by C.R. Bristow, et at. London: The Stationery Office, 1999. x + 
ll0pp. illus. £37:50. ISBN 0 11 884551 9 
The Minehead District - a Concise Account of the Geology: British Geological Survey, 
Memoir for Sheet 278 and 294 (part), by R.A. Edwards, London: The Stationery Office, 
1999. xii+ 128pp. illus. £35. ISBN 0 118845446 

In his very readable and compact book, Peter Hardy provides a comprehensive yet digestible 
account of the geology of Somerset. The division of the book into distinct geographical areas 
provides a very convenient framework to describe the diversity of the county's geological 
features, linking geology with landscape admirably. Within its 224 pages, the reader is whisked 
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through 430 million years of Somerset's history, spanning volcanic rocks in the core of the 
Mendip Hills, marine coral reefs and limestones, humid tropical swamps and coal seams, arid 
deserts and red sandstones right up to the relatively recent peat deposits on the Somerset Levels. 
Who still thinks that climate change is just a 'modem' phenomenon? The book also includes a 
very useful glossary and informative chapters on building stones and on Somerset's claim to be 
the home of geology. 

The clarity of the maps and line diagrams throughout the book is very good, and although 
there are copious photographs, unfortunately some of them have not reproduced well and appear 
slightly hazy. Although serious students of geology will require more detailed text (such as the 
Memoirs reviewed below), this book provides a welcome and thoroughly enjoyable introduction 
to the geology of Somerset, and will widely appeal to anyone interested in the county and its 
natural history. It represents excellent value for money. 

For more serious geologists, the Memoirs of the British Geological Survey provide an 
absolutely indispensable source of detail and wealth of information. The standards of Memoir 
presentation has risen tremendously since I was a student - and neither the Minehead district 
nor the Wincanton district Memoir will disappoint. The format and layout for each Memoir is 
familiar enough, comprehensively covering the chronology and description of the strata 
encountered in each district at surface and subsurface, its structure and also aspects of applied 
and Quaternary geology. 

For me, the Wincanton district Memoir with its combination of colour plates (geological 
locations and photornicrographs of selected sediments), two- or three-tone stratigraphical logs 
and maps, and intricate lithological detail (especially for Middle Jurassic strata), represents the 
very best standards that geologists have come to expect of the BGS memoir series. However, 
not to be outdone, the Minehead district Memoir has equally impressive maps of the complex 
geology of the foreshore around Watchet and a useful chart showing some characteristic 
arnmonite and bivalve fossils from different divisions of the Lias. The cover illustration depicting 
red Mercia Muds tones faulted against grey siltstones of the Blue Anchor Formation is particularly 
striking. 

Knowing the BGS pricing policy, neither of these memoirs is cheap - but their geological 
content and standard of presentation make them well worth the cost. If you are serious about 
Somerset's geology, you need these Memoirs. 

ANDY KING 


