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SUMMARY

Remains of a Bronze Age field system were
uncovered by Exeter Archaeology during awatching
brief for the construction of aflood relief channel at
Hillfarrance, Somerset. Sections of three silted
ditches were exposed, with a shallow pit uncovered
at one terminal. This pit contained burnt stone,
pottery, waterlogged wood and worked timber. One
of these timbers, a section of forked oak, has been
interpreted as a possible representation of a human
figure. Palaeoenvironmental evidence from the pit
and ditch fills have contributed to an understanding
of the area at the time the field system was in use.

INTRODUCTION

Following a desk-based archaeological assessment
of the proposed flood relief scheme at Hillfarrance,
Somerset (Cowley 2002), Exeter Archaeology
undertook a watching brief during construction
between 30 April and 10 July 2003. During the
course of thiswork, elements of a Bronze Age field
system and associated features were exposed close
to the road running north from Hillfarrance to
Allerford (Fig. 1).

Thevillage of Hillfarrance (ST 167 247) lies 4km
to the north-east of Wellington and within the flood
plain of two watercourses (Fig. 1). Both the
Hillfarrance Brook, which drains eastward some
200m to the south of the village, and the Village
Stream, which flows through Hillfarrance, are
tributaries of the River Tone, into which they feed
some 1.25km east of thevillage. Whilethese streams

arenot large, thelow-lying nature of the areaaround
the village has resulted in Hillfarrance being subject
to substantial flooding episodes in recent years. To
aleviate the threat of flooding a 300m long flood
embankment was constructed across the floodplain,
tothenorth of Hillfarrance (Fig. 1). Other associated
works consisted of a new road ramp and drainage
channel improvementsin the flood plain downstream
of Hillfarrance. Archaeological features were
identified and recorded to the north of the village
(Fig. 2) following the machine excavation of the
drainage channel (Fig. 3).

Geology and land use

Hillfarrance is situated in low-lying country
underlain by Upper (or MerciaMudstone) Marlswith
occasional depositsof valley gravels. Themarlstend
to produce slowly permeable soils, which favour
pastoral farming. Significant alluvia deposits are
contained within the valley floors. The depth of
alluvial depositswithin the scheme areahas not been
determined, but exposures within the riverbanks
suggest a depth of at least 0.5m.

Archaeological and historical background

Hillfarrance was a Saxon and Domesday estate of
three hides, which included a mill and 17 acres of
meadow. Prior to the Conquest it had been part of the
Taunton estate (owned by the bishops of Winchester),
towhichit continued to pay specified customary dues
(Thorn and Thorn 1980, 2.3, 2.5, 35.22).



Fig. 1 Location maps; based on map supplied by Lewin, Fryer and Partners (OS Licence no. 6003177G)
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A Roman coin was found in the area to the east of
the village (PRN 43442), and suspected prehistoric
ring ditches are located to the north (PRN 43437,
44370). Two mills lie within the immediate area; one
at Ford to the west (PRN 43380) and one at
Hillfarrance, immediately south-west of the church
(PRN 43438).

An archaeological assessment of specific flood
alleviation proposals for an area to the south and
south-east of Hillfarrance village was prepared by
Exeter Archaeology in 1997 (Weddell and Cotterell
1997). No other detailed investigations have been
carried out in the area, although an enclosed Bronze
Age hilltop site, subsequently overlain by Iron Age
defences, has been investigated at Norton Fitzwarren
(Ellis 1989), some 3km to the north-east. Hillfarrance
lies well within the reach of this site, and there is
evidence for contemporary activity including the
deposition of a hoard of bronzes, the significance of
which will be discussed later.

RESULTS

During the course of the excavation of the northern
part of the flood alleviation channel, the remains of
three silted ditches were exposed on land to the south
of the road running north and then east from
Hillfarrance to Allerford (Figs 1-2). The ditch
sections and associated features were exposed within
the sloping edges to the new channel (Fig. 3).

Ditch 550

A section of ditch (550) was uncovered running
parallel with the southern edge of the alleviation
channel (Fig. 2). The remains were exposed within
the sloping edge to the works following machine
truncation. The surviving ditch segment, some 18m
in length, was 0.75m deep, with a width of 1.9m
(Fig. 4: Section 1). The ditch had been dug with a
shallow-sided, V-shaped profile, the primary fill (553)
comprising a clean, dark greyish-red clay. A dark grey
clay (551) containing occasional charcoal flecks, lay
between the primary fill and a mottled grey silt clay
(687). Both fill 687 and the remains of the upper fill
of the ditch, a reddish-grey, firm clay (559), also
included occasional charcoal flecks and fragments.
The exposed south-western end of the feature had
been cut by a modern drainage ditch. To the north-
east, a cultivation soil (672) sealed the ditch fills.
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Ditch 590

Ditch 590 was exposed c. 15m from the Hillfarrance
to Allerford Road, orientated roughly north-west to
south-east (Fig. 2). The surviving segment extended
c. 11m from the southern edge of the excavated
area, before being lost to machine truncation. The
ditch had a broad concave base, with a surviving
depth of 0.85m and a width of c. 2m (Fig. 4:
Section 3).

A greyish-brown silty clay (587) with a high
organic component formed the primary ditch fill.
This was overlain by a thin deposit of light grey clean
silt (586). The remainder of the ditch fills were
represented by three deposits (690, 689 and 576),
each c. 0.2m in depth. Agrey silty clay (690) included
a finely desiccated organic component and a small
amount of charcoal. Fill 690 also produced a single
chert flake. Between layer 690 and the upper fill, a
pale brown silty clay (689) contained no inclusions.
The upper fill (576), a pinkish-grey sandy silt clay,
included as much as 10% charcoal and eight sherds
of pottery.

Ditch 612

A 12m length of ditch (612) was exposed to the
north-east of ditch 550, running on the same
alignment, and probably a continuation of the same
feature (Fig. 2). A gap of c. 1.5m separated the
truncated northern ends of this ditch and ditch 590,
and no relationship between the two features
survived. The ditch had a similar open convex profile
to ditch 590, with a surviving depth of 0.95m and a
width of 2m (Fig. 4: Section 8). A thin deposit of
clean gravel (627) lay on the north-west side of the
ditch base. This had been partially overlain by the
pale red clay (626) primary silting of the ditch, which
contained no inclusions. No additional material was
recovered from a very thin layer of light brownish
grey silty clay (625) that overlay this material.

Fill 686, a grey silty clay with very occasional
charcoal flecks, overlay fill 625 to a depth of 0.45m.
The two upper fills of the ditch comprised a grey
clay silt (618), and overlying this, dark reddish grey
silty clay (617). Both upper fills contained occasional
to moderate inclusions of charcoal, in the form of
flecks and small fragments.

Monolith tins were used to take continuous
samples through all fills for pollen assessment (see
Tinsley below).
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Fig. 2 Location of archaeological features and section lines

Ditch 670

A ditch segment of less than 3m in length was
exposed, projecting from the southern edge of the
excavated area, at a distance of only 2.5m from the
south-west end to ditch 550 (Fig. 2). No
relationship was identified between the two
features. A similar concave profile to that seen in
ditch sections 590 and 612 was exposed, revealing
the full 1.4m depth and 2.3m width of the feature
(Fig. 4: Section 9). A reddish-brown clay (669)
containing a small proportion of grit, formed the
primary silting of the ditch. Fill 669 produced a
short length of hazel roundwood. A light olive
brown clay silt (671) overlay the primary fill on
the south-west side, with a mottled grey brown
silt (668), including an abundance of organic
matter, sealing both these earlier fills. Fill 671
produced a cattle mandible (see Higbee below).
Fill 668 produced a considerable number of
roundwood stems (see Coles below; Gale below),
mostly of alder, hazel, blackthorn and oak, with
alder predominating.

These fills, and the remaining deposits, a light
brownish-grey clay silt (667), a brown silty clay
(666), a bluish grey, gleyed silty clay (665) and a
reddish grey silty clay (664), were devoid of other
material, except a small amount of charcoal, which
came from fill 666. Monolith tins were used to take
continuous samples through fills 664, 666, 668 and
669 for pollen assessment and full analysis (see
Tinsley below).

A reddish-brown, stoneless silty clay (663), with
a depth of a little over 0.25m, formed the penultimate
fill of the ditch, with a brown silty clay (662)
containing occasional charcoal flecks providing the
upper fill. None of the ditch fills produced artefacts.
The ditch was sealed by two distinct cultivation
layers (672 and 673) with a combined depth of
0.3m.

Pit 554

A shallow pit (554) with a diameter of 1.1-1.2m,
was exposed at a distance of a little over 0.2m from



BRONZE AGE HILLFARRANCE

Fig. 3 The flood relief channel with archaeological excavations in foreground; view south-west

the terminal to ditch 670 (Fig. 2; Fig. 4: Section 2).
Both features had been significantly truncated at
this point, leaving the pit only 0.25m deep, and
any earlier physical interrelationship, if one ever
existed, lost.

A single piece of worked, forked oak (no. 74,
context 691; Figs 9 and 10) had been pushed, fork
end downward, into the gravel base of the pit. The
wood, which had been carefully worked and pointed,
had been deliberately broken in antiquity, the
surviving piece measuring 0.45m in length. A
combination of factors — the form of the worked
branch, its context and the associated deposited
material — have led to an interpretation as a possible
representation of a human figure (see Coles below).
The piece produced a radiocarbon date of 1410-1080
cal BC (Fig. 5).

Only two fills remained in pit 554. The primary
deposit, a dark greyish-brown silty clay (556)
contained a small amount of gravel, with at least a
5% inclusion of organic matter. This material filled
the pit to a depth of approximately 0.1m, and
produced a number of pieces of waterlogged wood,
some displaying tool blade scars. One worked piece
(no. 71) had been produced using a quarter split

section of hawthorn, which had been heavily reduced
on one side to form a wedge-shape (Fig. 7.6). This
object was 0.36m long, 0.075m wide and 0.027m
thick, and is discussed by Coles and Gale below.
This piece produced a radiocarbon date of 1410-
1120 cal BC (Fig. 5).

Three short lengths of cut round oak (nos 68-70)
may have derived from the same tree that produced
forked section 691 (see Coles below). Two of these
pieces had been charred around one end (Figs 8.2
and 8.5)

The upper fill, a black silty clay (555), was
represented by at least 25% organic matter, including
roundwood pieces of hazel, oak, birch, alder and
blackthorn with diameters of up to 0.05m (see Gale
below). Four pieces of roundwood showed short
indentations along their sides. Three of these pieces
were very short, displaying only a single depression,
but one section of hazel (no. 67), with a length of
0.3m, displayed three such compression marks (Fig.
7.7): asingle example on one side, the other two on
the opposing face. Fill 555 produced a total of twelve
sherds from the base and lower wall of a medium-
sized Bronze Age Trevisker-type vessel (Fig. 6; and
see Woodward below). All sherds were freshly
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Wooden figure 691 3009+49BP

Ditch 590 3086+45BP

Wooden 'wedge' (556) 3031+43BP

Ditch 670 3062+45BP

Carbon from pot (555) 3078+£52BP

Calibrated date: 1600 BC

1400 BC 1200 BC 1000 BC

Fig. 5 Probabilities for radiocarbon determinations; atmospheric data from Stuiver et al. (1998); OxCal
v3.9 (Bronk Ramsey 2003)

broken and a substantial internal burnt residue
yielded a radiocarbon date of 1450-1130 cal BC. In
addition to the wood and pottery, fill 555 produced
four sheep or goat vertebrae (see Higbee below), and
58 stones, a number of which showed signs of burning.

Radiocarbon dates

Five radiocarbon measurements were obtained by
The University of Waikato radiocarbon dating
laboratory (see Fig. 5 for calibration curves). The
results are as follows:

Bark from wooden figure 691 from pit 554 (WK-
13640)
3009+49BP, or 1410-1080 cal BC
Alder from fill 584 of ditch 590 (WK-14012)
3086+45BP, or 1450-1210 cal BC
Wooden ‘wedge’ 556 from pit 554 (WK-14013)
3031+43BP, or 1410-1120 cal BC
Willow or poplar from fill 668 of ditch 670 (WK-
14014)
3062+45BP, or 1430-1130 cal BC
Carbon residue from a pot from the upper fill (555)
of pit 554 (WK-14015)
3078+52BP, or 1450-1130 cal BC

Surface finds

A total of 13 worked lithics, ten of flint and three of
chert, were recovered from the topsoil or the alluvial

silts overlying the area of the ditches and pit. Two
of these lithics had been burnt. Although three of
the flints had been worked to produce scrapers, these
were not of a strict diagnostic type, and could have
been produced at any time during the Neolithic or
earlier Bronze Age.

Topsoil and alluvial silts in the area also produced
ceramics. Asingle small sherd of Bronze Age pottery
was recovered from alluvial silts (592) in the
northern corner of the area shown in Fig. 2 (see
Woodward and Taylor below). Two sherds of Roman
Black-burnished ware were also recovered. Pottery
from the medieval period comprised three sherds
dating from after AD 1000, and four sherds of South
Somerset jug, dating from the between the late 14th
century and AD 1500. All other surface finds were
post-medieval in origin.

SPECIALIST REPORTS
Prehistoric pottery by Ann Woodward

Twenty-one sherds weighing 386g were recovered
during the excavation. One diagnostic item, part of
the lower wall and base from a single vessel, was
present. Almost all the material appears to be of
Bronze Age date. The vessel base was found in
association with the wooden artefacts. Three samples
of pottery were submitted to Dr Roger Taylor for
petrological analysis (see Taylor below). The
summary fabric types listed below are based on his
identifications.
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BRONZE AGE CONTEXTS

Context 555 (pit 554; Fig. 4: Section 2)

A total of twelve joining sherds, weighing 377g, from
the base and lower wall of a medium-sized vessel (Fig.
6). The base angle is of simple form and the centre of
the base is slightly raised. Approximately 30% of the
base is present. Exterior surface buff to brown; core
and interior surface dark grey to black. Inclusions:
vein quartz, quartzitic sandstone and grog. All sherds
were fresh and a substantial internal burnt residue
yielded a radiocarbon date (see Fig. 5 and above).

Context 592 (colluvium in north part of site)

A single plain wall sherd, weighing 3g. It was
thinner-walled than the pot described above and
would have derived from a smaller vessel. Exterior
buff, grey core and buff to grey interior surface.
Inclusions: vein quartz, sand and mica. The sherd
was moderately abraded.

Context 576 (ditch 550; Fig. 4: Section 3)

A total of eight sherds, weighing 6g, may have
derived from a single vessel. Exterior brown, dark
grey core and interior surface. Inclusions: acid
igneous rock, quartzitic sandstone, micaceous slate,
vein quartz, mica and limonite. These sherds were
variously abraded or very abraded.

DISCUSSION

The base and lower wall portion of the main vessel
can be compared with various examples from the

late Early Bronze Age/Middle Bronze Age Trevisker
assemblage recovered from the hillfort/enclosed
hilltop site at nearby Norton Fitzwarren (Ellis
1989). The simple base angle occurs on a vessel
similar in size to that from Hillfarrance (Woodward
1989, fig. 19, 24), while the raised centre occurs on
two smaller vessels (ibid., figs 18, 2 and 19, 26).
Similar bases also occur in the Middle Bronze Age
Trevisker-related assemblage from Unit 5b at Brean
Down (Woodward 1990, 126-33), and, across the
Severn in south Wales in a Middle Bronze Age group
from Chapeltump 11, Magor, Monmouthshire
(Woodward 2000, fig. 5, 7 and 8; fig. 6, 19). All
these vessels cited as parallels were dominated by
pottery containing inclusions of grog (Fabrics 1 and
2 at Norton Fitzwarren, Fabrics A and B at
Chapeltump I1 and grog fabrics 361 and 363 or grog
and limestone fabric 364 at Brean Down). Other
inclusions identified by Dr Taylor within the
Hillfarrance pottery can also be matched within the
fabrics from the hillfort at Norton Fitzwarren.
Quartzite occurred there in Late Bronze Age fabric
6 and mudstone in fabric 8, although the diagnostic
sherds in this fabric were of Late Iron Age form
(Woodward 1989, 41-2). Early to Middle Bronze
Age pottery containing igneous inclusions, mainly
in the form of feldspar, was also identified at Norton
Fitzwarren and at Brean Down by David Williams
(ibid. fabrics 5 and 7; Williams 1989; Woodward
1990, 122). Williams compared the Bronze Age
igneous material from Norton Fitzwarren, which
contained quartz grains, mica and quartzite in
addition to the feldspar, with a decorated Glastonbury

Fig. 6 Bronze Age vessel from pit 554; drawn by Jane Read



Ware sherd from the same site. This sample contained
igneous inclusions alongside fragments of sandstone
and was thought to relate to Peacock’s igneous-
tempered group of Glastonbury Wares, which may
have contained rock derived from Beacon Hill,
Shepton Mallet, and to his Group 2 (sandstone)
category. Old Red Sandstone also outcrops on
Beacon Hill. Williams suggested that the Bronze Age
feldspathic material from Brean Down and from
Norton Fitzwarren may have contained rocks derived
from this east Somerset source. However he did note
that the non-feldspathic inclusions in the Bronze Age
samples from Norton Fitzwarren displayed a different
texture from those in the Iron Age Glastonbury Ware
sherd. These fabrics do not appear to match that of the
pottery with igneous inclusions from Hillfarrance. Dr
Taylor has in fact suggested a local source for the
igneous inclusions found in the pottery from context
576. The rock may have been sourced from pebbles
found in the Hillfarrance Brook which derive from
deposits of Triassic Pebble Beds that outcrop around
the headwaters of the brook. The slate and quartzitic
sandstone in this same sherd could have come from
original sources in eastern Exmoor, but again
obtained from sand or pebbles in the local brook.

The late Early Bronze Age to early Middle Bronze
Age date suggested by the formal parallels is
confirmed by the radiocarbon dates obtained from
the deposits at Hillfarrance, which lie between the
14th and late 13th centuries cal BC (see Fig. 5 and
radiocarbon date section above). These results are
well matched by dates obtained for structures 59 and
95 within Unit 5b at Brean Down (Woodward 1990,
133:2940 + 100 BP HAR-7019; 2870 + 80 BP HAR-
7018; and 2730 + 100 BP HAR-7017), dates for
classic Trevisker-style assemblages from Cornwall
such as those from Gwithian, layer 5 (3070 £ 103
BP NPL-21) and Trevisker (3060 + 95 BPNPL-
34) and the earlier date relating to the Middle
Bronze Age assemblage from Chapeltump Il
(Locock et al. 2000, 23, table 1: 3080 + 70 BP
CAR-956).

Pottery petrology by Roger Taylor
CONTEXT 555

Sherd 1
Bronze Age. Thick body sherd with brownish grey,
weakly oxidised exterior (4-5 mm) and black
reduced core and interior surface.

Temper: 5-10%
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Quartz — White to translucent, angular vein quartz,
0.3-4.5mm. Rounded quartz grains, two x1.0mm.

Rock fragment — One elongated grain of fine-
grained quartzitic sandstone, 1mm.

Grog — Pinkish buff rounded fragments only
visible on the oxidised surface, five grains 0.3-
1.5mm distinguished. There are possibly more but
the colour contrast between grog and matrix is too
poor to be certain.

Comment: Temper not local to the site, which is
situated on Mercia Mudstone. Vein quartz and
quartzitic sandstone are likely to be derived from
the Devonian rocks of eastern Exmoor or the
Quantocks. The presence of occasional rounded
quartz grains suggests a stream source such as the
adjacent Hillfarrance Brook. The angularity and
variability in grain size of the vein quartz component
suggest that it may have been crushed to a more
suitable size before use.

CONTEXT 592

Sherd 2
Prehistoric. Small body-sherd, weakly oxidised,
brownish.

Temper: 5-10%

Quartz — White to translucent angular vein quartz
0.25-3mm. Clear angular fine-grained sand in the
matrix 0.1-0.2mm.

Mica — Muscovite flakes in the matrix less than
0.1mm.

Comment: Temper similar to sherd (1). Grog
fragments were not seen, possibly because of the
small size of the sherd.

CONTEXT 576

Sherd 4
Prehistoric pot, residual. Body-sherd brownish
weakly oxidised surface (2-3mm) reduced core and
interior.

Temper: c. 15%

Rock fragments —

Acid igneous: Light coloured fine-grained sub-
angular fragments containing feldspar, quartz and
biotite. Size very variable from about 0.25 to 4mm.
Many smaller grains in the matrix are probably
disaggregated fragments of this rock.

Quartzitic sandstone: A few angular to sub-angular
fine-grained sandstone fragments up to 3.5mm

Micaceous slate: One silvery buff rounded tabular
fragment. 0.5mm

Quartz: Angular white to translucent vein quartz



SOMERSET ARCHAEOLOGY AND NATURAL HISTORY, 2006

up to c. 0.75mm. Rare rounded grains c. 0.25mm.
Mica: Light brownish flakes up to 0.3mm derived
from the igneous rock content. Muscovite flakes less
than 0.1mm in the matrix.
Limonite: A scatter of soft, dark brown rounded
fragments up to 0.5mm.

SOURCES

There is no in situ source of fine-grained acid igneous
rock in the area. The most probable source is the
Triassic Budleigh Salterton Pebble Beds (Lower
Sandstone of the Taunton (295) Geological Sheet)
that crop out around the headwaters of the
Hillfarrance Brook. The pebble beds contain
fragments of rocks that have been introduced to the
area. The other rock fragments are characteristic of rocks
of eastern Exmoor. The wide range in grain size of the
igneous material suggests that a larger fragment has
been crushed to provide temper, while the other
material is typical of sand from the local stream.

GENERAL COMMENT

All the sherds have a temper which has been obtained
from a stream source such as the Hillfarrance Brook,
which is drawing material from the Devonian and
Triassic rocks around its headwaters. It is likely that
the pottery was not made very far from the site where
it was found.

Wood identification and description by Rowena
Gale

A total of 76 pieces of wood were recovered during
the excavation, 50 from ditch 670, 24 from pit 554,
and two as unstratified finds from either ditch 670
or pit 554. These pieces, identified using the
classification of Flora Europaea (Tutin et al. 1964—
80), are listed as follows.

DITCH 670

Context 668

1. Hazel (Corylus avellana) roundwood, diameters
35mm, bark in situ (sample 310)

2. Hazel (Corylus avellana) roundwood, diameters
35mm, bark in situ (sample 310)

3. Hazel (Corylus avellana) roundwood, diameters
35mm, bark in situ (sample 310)

4. Hazel (Corylus avellana) roundwood, diameters
35mm, bark in situ (sample 310)

10

5.

10.

11

12

14

16.

17.

18

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

Alder (Alnus glutinosa)/hazel (Corylus avellana)
roundwood, diameter 55+mm, bark in situ.
Degraded and compressed (sample 1)

Alder (Alnus glutinosa)/hazel (Corylus avellana)
roundwood, diameter 30mm, bark in situ.
Degraded and compressed (sample 1)
Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood,
diameter 30mm (sample 2)

Oak (Quercus sp.) roundwood fragment,
moderate growth (sample 3)

Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood,
compressed and appearing to be almost fused
together, diameters 11mm, bark in situ. Possibly
root or sucker but too degraded to assess from
the anatomical structure (sample 4)
Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood,
compressed and appearing to be almost fused
together, diameters 11mm, bark in situ. Possibly
root or sucker but too degraded to assess from
the anatomical structure (sample 4)

. Alder (Alnus glutinosa) ?root wood, diameter

45mm, very degraded (sample 5)

. Too degraded to identify (sample 7)
13.

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameter
35mm, very degraded (sample 8)

. Too degraded to identify (sample 7)
15.

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameters
8-20mm, very degraded (sample 10)
Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameters
8-20mm, very degraded (sample 10)
Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameters
8-20mm, very degraded (sample 10)

. Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameters

8-20mm, very degraded (sample 10)

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameters
8-20mm, very degraded (sample 10)

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameters
8-20mm, very degraded (sample 10)

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameters
8-20mm, very degraded (sample 10)

Too degraded to identify (sample 11)

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameter
20mm (sample 12)

Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) fragment from wide
roundwood, diameter probably exceeding
100mm (sample 13)

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) ?roundwood/root,
diameter 30mm, very degraded (sample 14)
Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) ?structural
compressed roundwood (25 x 10mm), bark in
situ, slightly atypical wood structure (sample -)
Alder (Alnus glutinosa) ?structural roundwood,
diameter 25mm (sample -)



28. Oak (Quercus sp.) roundwood, diameter 35 x
25mm, bark in situ (sample -)

29. Cf. willow (Salix sp.) or poplar (Populus sp.)
narrow roundwood, some twisted and
compressed, diameters about 10mm, bark in situ.
Very degraded (sample -)

30. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) ?structural
roundwood, diameter 15mm, bark in situ (sample -)

Context 669

31. Hazel (Corylus avellana) short length of
roundwood including the junction of the stem/
root, bark in situ. Diameter at upper end 35mm
(sample 337)

UNSTRATIFIED

32. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
33. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
34. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
35. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
36. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
37. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
38. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
39. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
40. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
41. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
42. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
43. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
44. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
45. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
46. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
47. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
48. Hawthorn/Sorbus group (Pomoideae)
roundwood, diameter 20mm
49. Briar (Rosa sp.)/bramble (Rubus sp.) stem,
diameter 10mm
50. Oak (Quercus sp.) roundwood, diameter 20mm

PIT 554

Context 555

51. Hazel (Corylus avellana) roundwood, possibly
from junction of stem/ root or from just below
bifurcation of the stem. Diameter at narrowest
end 30mm; tool marks and partial burning
recorded in this area (sample 313)

52. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

53. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

54. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

BRONZE AGE HILLFARRANCE

55. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

56. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

57. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

58. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

59. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

60. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

61. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

62. Hazel (Corylus avellana) narrow roundwood,
very degraded (sample 313)

63. Oak (Quercus sp.) sapwood fragment from wide
roundwood (sample 313)

64. Birch (Betula sp.) roundwood fragment, very
degraded (sample 313)

65. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood
fragment, very degraded (sample 313)

66. Alder (Alnus glutinosa)/hazel (Corylus avellana)
roundwood, diameter 20mm, very degraded
(sample 313)

67. Hazel (Corylus avellana) roundwood, long
length now in 5 sections, diameter ¢. 15 x 10mm;
6 growth rings (sample 313: Fig. 7.7)

68. Oak (Quercus sp.) roundwood, diameter 45mm,
bark partially in situ. Charred at one end (sample
322)

69. Oak (Quercus sp.) roundwood, oblique cut at one
end, charred (and tapering) at other end, some bark
in situ. 7-8 growth rings (sample 321: Fig. 8.5)

70. Oak (Quercus sp.) roundwood, diameter 200mm,
23 growth rings; cut obliquely at one end,
charred at the other end; some bark in situ
(sample 323: Fig. 8.2)

Context 556

71. Hawthorn/Sorbus group (Pomoideae) long
blade-like artefact with worked surfaces, cut
from radius of wide roundwood. Length 360mm
(sample 324: Fig. 7.6)

72. Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameter
7mm, bark in situ (sample 324)

73. Alder (Alnus glutinosa) roundwood, diameter
20mm, very degraded (sample 324)

Context 691

74. Oak (Quercus sp.) Y-shaped artefact, wide
roundwood with lateral, some bark in situ.
Worked surfaces (sample -: Figs 9 and 10)

11
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Fig. 7 Wedge-shaped wood artefact (no. 6, context 556); Hazel stem with tool and compression marks
(no. 7, context 555), both from pit 554; drawn by Jane Read

UNSTRATIFIED (ditch 670/pit 554)

75. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) roundwood,
diameter 30mm, length 100mm, some bark in
situ. One end with oblique tool mark (Fig. 8.3)

76. Oak (Quercus sp.) sapwood piece from large
wood (Fig. 8.4)

GENERAL DESCRIPTION

Much of the waterlogged wood appears to have been
the accumulation of natural debris, but some worked
pieces were also present, a few of which were
partially burnt. The condition of the wood varied
from firm to very degraded; some fragments retained
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bark. Two pieces of particular interest, both from
pit 554, included the substantial Y-shaped object (no.
74: Figs 9-10) with worked surfaces from pit and
the broad blade-like or wedge-like artefact (no. 71:
Fig 7.6) carefully shaped from wide roundwood (see
Coles below).

Most of the samples consisted of short segments
or fragments from fairly narrow roundwood. Many
of the samples retained bark. Those without bark
tended to be very abraded and structurally degraded,
particularly those interpreted on excavation as
rootwood. It was therefore difficult to determine the
origin of these pieces from the anatomical structure,
although the morphology of some pieces was
indicative of root (see the list above). The taxa
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ro

200mm

Fig. 8 Pieces of cut wood from pit 554 (nos 2 and 5, context 555) and unstratified contexts (nos 3 and 4)
in ditch 670/pit 554; drawn by Jane Read
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Fig. 9 Forked wood artefact 691 from pit 554 showing cross-sections (left and right), details of facets in
the fork (below) and facets and breaks on the main stem (above); drawn by Jane Read
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Fig. 10 Reverse and side views of forked tips of wood artefact 691 from pit 554 (central outline repeats
front view); drawn by Jane Read

represented included mostly alder and blackthorn but
also hazel, oak, birch, briar/bramble, the hawthorn
group and possibly willow/poplar.

The broad blade-shaped artefact (no. 71: Fig. 7.6)
from context 556 of pit 554 measured some 360mm
in length and was almost ovoid in cross-section. It
was matched to the Pomoideae group (a subfamily
of the Rosaceae), which includes hawthorn
(Crateagus sp.), pear (Pyrus sp.), apple (Malus sp.)
and whitebeam, rowan and wild service (Sorbus
spp.). These taxa all grow large enough to have

supplied wood of similar dimensions to that used to
make this artefact.

Context 668 from ditch 670 included some
samples (nos 26-30) that occurred in multiple
strands or groups of rather compressed narrow
roundwood that were provisionally interpreted as
possible structural elements. It was not clear,
however, whether this compression was due to the
weight of the overlying soil or to processes
associated with use.

Although tool marks and/or charring indicated the
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use or function of several samples, it is likely that a
good proportion of the wood derived from the
accumulation of roundwood from tree/shrub debris.
Oblique tool marks on samples 321 (no. 69: Fig.
8.5) and 323 (no. 70: Fig. 8.2), both oak from pit
554, and on some of the unstratified wood
(blackthorn) may indicate felling or the clearance of
trees and shrubs. Tool marks were also recorded on
one end of a short length of hazel stem from pit 554
(no. 52) — the opposite end broadened out slightly,
indicating an origin either from the junction of the
stem and root or from an area just below a bifurcating
stem. Interestingly, the area around the tool marks
was also charred, possibly an indication of slash and
burn methods of scrub clearance, the disposal of
carpentry off-cuts, bonfire debris or some other
artefactual use of the wood. Hazel roundwood from
layer 669 of ditch 670 (no. 31) was more convincingly
from the junction of the stem and root system, although,
in this instance, tool marks were not evident.

Structural wood

Richard Brunning (Somerset County Council)
examined the wood from pit 554, and interpreted
the indentations on four of the roundwood pieces as
the possible result of interweaving, such as might
be seen in hurdles. The longest surviving section
(no 67: Fig. 7.7), complete with three compression
marks is of hazel, a wood species traditionally use
to produce hurdle panels. Brunning notes that an
axe mark on one of the many charred roundwood
pieces was cut after burning, and sees this as the
potential result of the dismantling of a structure after
partial destruction by fire. The sharpness of the tool
marks on the forked piece and some roundwood
items suggests that there was little delay before
disposal, and Brunning proposes a possible ritual
element to the activity, involving the deliberate
burning and destruction of a structure, followed by
its immediate burial.

Worked wood by Bryony Coles

FORKED OAKWOOD

The wood was examined in the laboratory prior to
conservation, using a hand lens with a light where
necessary. Existing breaks permitted some

observation of the growth rings and of working
details in the fork.
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Wood growth
The forked piece of wood (no. 74, context 691: Figs
9-10), identified as oak by Rowena Gale (see Gale
above) and found in pit 554, had a main stem with
wide outer annual rings indicative of good growth
conditions in the seven or eight years prior to cutting.
These rings formed an unusually narrow sapwood
zone 28mm wide, while the inner heartwood was
40mm wide, giving a stem radius of 68mm, diameter
c. 120-125mm (see cross-section details, Fig. 9).
The annual rings of the heartwood were not counted.
The visible sapwood rings were fairly uniform and
concentric, and the pith could be seen at the centre
of the stem, indicating that it had grown at or close
to the vertical, and may have been the trunk of a
young oak tree or one of several stems growing from
a coppiced oak stool.

The narrow rings of the side branch indicate that
it grew more slowly than the main stem, achieving a
radius of 25mm in 13 years, a rate of 2mm per year
compared to 4mm per year for the outer part of the
main stem. None of the side branch had turned to
heartwood. Its age indicates that the main stem was
at least 15 years old and perhaps up to 25 years old
when cut. The presence of thin papery bark on the
wood confirms that the bark edge of the wood has
been preserved, and the incomplete final ring is due
not to decay but to cutting during the late spring or
summer, before the season’s growth had been
completed.

Woodworking

The surviving cut length of the main stem was
450mm, of which 280mm was above the fork; the
side branch was 250mm long. The end of the main
stem above the fork had been cut to a blunt pencil-
point, while the side branch had been slashed
obliquely from one side to a chisel-point (Figs 9—
10). Both cut ends were worn, leaving little detail of
the facets. Above the side branch, about one third of
its thickness had been removed from the main stem
(Fig. 11); surviving facets (Fig. 10) indicate that this
was done by chopping into the stem immediately
above the side branch and tearing away or splitting
off the unwanted wood, which must have been tricky
to do without damage to the side branch. The
thinning of the main stem resulted in a wider fork
and lessened the disparity in diameter between it and
the side branch. Some 170mm below the fork, the
main stem had broken in antiquity, at a point where
it had been chopped into, as if for further deliberate
thinning. This thinning cut was offset to that above
the fork by about 90°, and was intended to remove



slightly less wood. All the surviving facets on the
wood are likely to have been made using a bronze
blade. There is nothing to indicate how long the cut
main stem had originally been below the fork,
whereas the two worn facetted ends indicate that the
full length has survived above the fork. None of
the wood was deliberately de-barked, nor was it
worn or weathered other than on the ends above
the fork.

Deposition and date

The forked piece of wood was found at the base of
pit 554. It had been inverted and set vertically, with
the worn worked ends of the fork pushed into the
gravelly base of the pit. Survival of the thin papery
bark and the general good condition of the wood,
without any external signs of insect or fungal attack,
suggest that it was not exposed to the air for more
than a few months after cutting, certainly not a full
year and possibly only a matter of hours or days.
The wear on the ends of the fork indicate a period of
use, however, and may derive from repeated pushing
down into the gravel at the base of the pit. It is
possible that this wear results from post-depositional
water movement within the gravels, although one
might expect any such process to have left more
widespread traces.

The breaking of the main stem may have coincided
with abandonment of the piece of wood, since the
surface exposed by the break is neither weathered
nor worn, though which action was cause and which
effect is unclear. All told, the indications are that the
piece of wood was cut and shaped, and almost
immediately put in the water-filled pit, where it may
have been moved around from time to time but soon
broken and left. The radiocarbon date obtained from
a sample of the wood indicates that this activity took
place in the later Bronze Age, most probably at some
time between 1300 and 1200 cal BC, but possibly a
century earlier or later (Fig. 5 and radiocarbon date
section above). At the same time, or soon after, the
pit filled quite rapidly with other materials including
a few bones from sheep or goat, potsherds, burnt
stones, a few further pieces of worked wood some
of them charred, and various twigs and herbaceous
plant remains. The wood and other plant materials
remained waterlogged through the millennia which
passed until their recent excavation.

Interpretation

Forked branches are put to many uses in societies
where wood is a common raw material, and only
one of the various possible uses of the Hillfarrance
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Fig. 11 Outline of working on artefact 691; inverted
compared to original position in pit to show
orientation when growing, likely bulk of wood
removed above stem, and locations of facets and
breaks in antiquity; drawn by M.J. Rouillard

forked piece will be considered at any length here.
It may have been intended as a representation of a
human-like form, similar to the astgabelidole or
“forked-branch idols’ known from mainland Europe.
These have been identified from contexts dating back
at least to the Neolithic, though mainly known from
the later Bronze Age, Iron Age and into medieval
times. Their distribution, like that of bog bodies, is
largely but not exclusively north and east of the area
that was once the Roman Empire (Capelle 1995; Van
der Sanden and Capelle 2001). Astgabelidole as such
have not previously been recognised from Britain,
not being mentioned in Coles (1990), although the
Ickham maplewood piece (Coles 1993) which is
probably of Romano-British date could perhaps be
considered as coming from the more realistic end of
the astgabelidole spectrum.

Forked-branch idols consist of an inverted piece
of wood where the forked ends make the legs and
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the main stem makes the torso (Fig. 12). In some
cases there is no modification beyond cutting the
forked piece from the parent tree and trimming off
the ends, as with the two examples from Sgrbylille
in western Zealand (Van der Sanden and Capelle
2001, fig. 47). The base of the fork may be widened
and the legs thinned by cutting away surplus wood,
as with the example from Forlev Nymaglle in Jutland
(Lund 2002, fig.18). Very occasionally male or
female genitals are indicated, as for the two figures
from Braak in northern Germany (Dietrich 2003, figs
6-7). The legs do not end in feet, but may be blunt
or pointed. The trunk or torso may have been thinned
down; arms are rarely indicated, but a cut may have
been made to define the head, as with one of the
figures from Oberdorla in Thuringia (Van der Sanden
and Capelle 2001, fig.14). Some have been given
features, as with the male figure from Broddenbjerg
in northern Jutland (Van der Sanden and Capelle
2001, fig. 64), and perhaps a top-knot of hair, as for
the female Braak figure.

A few forked branch idols in fact consist of head
and torso only, an example being the slightly curved
piece from Rebild in northern Jutland, which is
recognisable by the slight indication of head and
shoulders, eyes and perhaps stomach folds and
vulva (Van der Sanden and Capelle 2001, fig. 15).
These forkless-branch idols may never have had
legs, or lost them in antiquity or at the time of
discovery.

The acceptance of forked branches as a class of
probable representations of human-like figures has
depended on recognition of a continuum, which can
be illustrated from the examples given above, starting
with the two clearly human-like Braak figures to
those with a lesser degree of modification, such as
Oberdorla, to the simpler Forlev Nymglle, and
ending with the basically unaltered examples such
as those from Serbylille. When considering pieces
of wood with little or no modification, the context
of deposition is an important factor, and most of the
not so human-like examples have been identified as
forked-branch idols because they were found in
contexts similar to those where the easily
recognisable examples occur.

There are three relevant contexts of deposition —
boggy lake shores, trackways and pits. (Others,
which did not allow for the survival of wood, may
have existed in the past but we would not recognise
them now.) Both the Braak figures (Dietrich 2003)
and Forlev Nymglle (Lund 2002) were found in the
peat of former boggy lake shores, and common
associations for figures found in such contexts are
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Fig. 12 Examples of forked branch figures, or
astgabelidole, and artefact 691, drawn at same
scale; drawn by M.J. Rouillard

potsherds, animal bone, other pieces of worked wood
and maybe other plant materials, and stones. The
character of the context and of the associated
materials have led both Dietrich and Lund to follow
other prehistorians in interpreting these as offering
places, and it is thought that stones were thrown into
the water as part of the rituals, whilst pots and meat
and other items were placed in the water as offerings;
the wooden figures may have been set up to watch over
the offering place, if not themselves the recipients of
the offerings. At Sgrbylille, a probable pot-offering
was found with the two forked branches by the former
lake shore, hence the interpretation of the branches as
astgabelidole. Trackway contexts are less common,
and tend to produce forkless head-and-torso figures,
like those from Aurich in northern Germany (Van
der Sanden and Capelle 2001, fig. 46) and Corlea in
central Ireland (Raftery 1990, figs 70-2).

Pit contexts are rare. The best documented comes
from Bad Doberan near the Baltic coast of northern
Germany, where a heavily worked piece of wood,
reminiscent of a human head and shoulders, was



found lying near the base of a pit (Schirren 1995;
Van der Sanden and Capelle 2001, figs 12 and 92).
In the pit, which was c. 3 x 2m across and a little
over 1.5m deep, there were a few other pieces of
worked wood, stones, animal bones and twigs and
leaves, and a further three smaller pits nearby held
similar materials and potsherds. The pits were dug
into low-lying grounds about 100m from a stream
or small river, and must always have been
waterlogged for the wood and leaves to have
survived.

It is in the light of the above that the Hillfarrance
forked piece of oakwood can be interpreted as an
astgabelidol. The surviving wood is only slightly
modified from the natural state, similar to Forlev
Nymaglle or perhaps Oberdorla with the upper torso
lost. Context and associations are crucial to the
interpretation. Whilst morphologically the
Hillfarrance piece is not at all like the Bad Doberan
example, both were found at the base of a pit, and
associated with a range of materials that included
animal bones, stones, potsherds, other worked wood
and various plant materials. A similar range of
materials was associated with Forlev Nymaglle, which
is morphologically more like Hillfarrance, though
very much taller. If Hillfarrance is accepted as a
Bronze Age anthropomorphic wooden figurine, it
joins the Neolithic God-Dolly from the Somerset
Levels (Coles 1968) and the Iron Age male figure
from Kingsteignton in Devon (Coles 1990, 319) as
one of only three prehistoric examples from south-
western Britain.

There is other evidence from Forlev Nymglle
which may be relevant to the understanding of
Hillfarrance. A bundle of flax was found placed
beside the forked branch, one of the other worked
pieces of wood was an alder club, and the many
stones were of a size to hold in the hand for pounding
as well as throwing. Flax is soaked or retted in water
and then beaten to release the fibres for thread
production, usually to make linen cloth, though of
course the fine, strong thread must have had many
other uses. At Hillfarrance, plant materials were
found in the pit along with burnt stones, possibly
heated to act as pot-boilers (or pit-boilers), and the
ends of the forked piece of wood may have become
worn through pushing the plants or other materials
down into the water for processing. None of the
identified plants are particularly suitable for textile
production, but several could have been used in
basket-making.

To suggest that the Hillfarrance forked wood may
have been used in plant processing does not negate
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its interpretation as an astgabelidol, but it does
indicate that a degree of caution is required when
trying to determine the significance of a slightly
modified forked piece of young oakwood. It is worth
giving full consideration to the astgabelidol
possibility, if only because too many pieces of
archaeological wood are discarded without careful
study. In this case, the working of the wood and its
context and associations, as well as the date, all fall
within the range known for astgabelidole, and plant
processing or some other similar activity may have
been an additional rather than an alternative role for
a rare British example of this class of artefact.

OTHER WORKED WOOD

Cut oak roundwood

Three short lengths of cut oak roundwood (nos 68—
70) were recovered from pit 554, and may derive
from the same tree as the forked piece discussed
above. All retain some bark. The two larger pieces
(no. 69: Fig. 8.5 and no. 70: Fig. 8.2) are both charred
around one end, leaving a rough profile which
suggests that the end may have been cut obliquely
to a chisel point before burning; the other end has
been cut obliquely, leaving four facets on the wider
piece (no. 70: Fig. 8.2) and, although it is damaged,
at least two can be discerned on the narrower piece
(no. 69: Fig. 8.5). It is likely that the direction of
wood growth was from cut end to charred end. These
two pieces are of a size for the smaller one to have
been cut from the side branch of the forked piece,
and the larger one from the main stem above the
fork; however, the ring patterns do not match, and
there is no sign of a change to sapwood on the larger
piece. Either piece could have been cut from
elsewhere on the same tree, and the smaller piece
could have grown further up the main stem.

These two pieces indicate that longer lengths of
roundwood were being trimmed to a fresh point after
wear and burning of a cut end. There may be some
connection here with the process that caused wear
to the ends of the forked piece, and burning of the
stones found in the pit.

Wedge-shaped piece

The split piece of roundwood (no. 71: Fig. 7.6),
identified by Rowena Gale as coming from a tree of
the Pomoideae group of the Rosaceae family (see
below), was found in context 556. Both ends of this
wedge or blade-like piece have been carefully
rounded, and one (the lower end as drawn) has been
thinned down on one surface, so that in side view
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the piece tapers gently to a point. The piece had
cracked across the middle, probably after deposition,
enabling the ring pattern of the wood to be examined.
This shows that it had been split from roundwood
of a diameter of about 140mm or more, tangentially
to the rays from close to the pith across at least nine
growth rings. It is about 360mm long, 80mm wide
and 30mm thick towards the upper end, 65mm wide
and 22mm thick above the taper towards the lower
end.

The rounded ends indicate that this was a complete
object or complete component of a composite object,
rather than broken off a wider or longer piece such
as a wooden spade, paddle or sword. Its function is
not immediately obvious. Gale suggests hawthorn,
pear, apple, whitebeam, rowan and wild service as
members of the Pomoideae subfamily which could
have been used to make it. Of these hawthorn, rowan,
whitebeam and apple are documented historically
as having hard, dense or tough wood suitable for
making cudgels and mallets, tool handles and farm
implements, skittles, wooden screws, and for use in
turnery and wood carving (Vedel and Lange 1960).

Archaeologically, an object of similar shape and
size, also from a later Bronze Age site, is known
from Shaugh Moor on the southern side of Dartmoor
(Smith et al. 1981, pl.15a; Balaam et al. 1982, fig.
10a); it was retrieved from a ditch associated with a
field boundary (reave), and made of split oakwood,
about 330mm long, 60mm wide and 40mm thick
with a natural curve along its length. Each end had
been cut to a blunt point, and both were smoothed
or worn. It was considered as an ard blade and as
part of a gateway barrier. The first interpretation was
thought unlikely in view of signs of insect attack
which would have weakened the blade and the lack
of evidence for local cultivation. The second was
thought more likely in view of the context of
discovery, but could not be proven (Orme and
Morgan 1982). Another site of Bronze Age date
where similar split pieces of wood have been found
is the settlement at Fiavé in northern Italy (e.g. Perini
1987, tav. xlvi, fig. 167). The Fiavé pieces, mainly
split from beechwood, are interpreted as wedges,
mostly for use in splitting wood.

Morphologically, the Hillfarrance piece is not
exactly matched by any of the above examples. It is
probably too thin to have been designed as a
woodworking wedge, but could have been a wedge
in a composite object used in activity associated with
the pit or ditches. Wedges hold things together,
temporarily stop them moving or adjust length, and
any of these uses is possible. Use as a wooden blade
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should also be considered, perhaps hafted like an
adze just above the break and using the lower thinned
end to cut or separate layers of a relatively soft
material. The reputation of the Pomoideae group for
strength might indicate heavy-duty use, as for an ard
blade, although the condition of the ends shows that
there cannot have been much wear after cutting and
before deposition.

Faunal remains by L. Higbee

Animal bone was recovered from two features of
Bronze Age date. This material is well preserved,
cortical surfaces are smooth and bone has been
stained a mid brown colour by the organic content
of the burial medium. Four sheep/goat vertebrae
(sample 320) were recovered from fill 555 of pit 554.
The vertebrae articulate and are from the upper part
of the thoracic region. Both cranial and caudal
epiphysis of the centra are fused suggesting that the
animal was at full skeletal maturity (i.e. over three
years of age) when culled. A left cattle mandible was
recovered from fill 671 of ditch 670. Analysis of
tooth attrition (Table 1 following Grant 1982)
suggests that the animal was elderly (age category
after O’Connor 1988) when culled. Numerous faint
cut marks consistent with skinning were noted on
the buccal aspect of the ramus and canid gnaw marks
were noted on the ascending ramus. Measurements
taken on the third molar are given in Table 2.

TABLE 1. TOOTH WEAR STAGES FOR CATTLE MANDIBLE
FROM DITCH FILL (580) AFTER GRANT (1982)

Tooth P4 M1 M2 M3
Wear stage  f | k j

TABLE 2: MEASUREMENT OF CATTLE 3RD MOLAR FROM
DITCH FILL (580) AFTER VON DEN DRIESCH (1976)

m3L m3WA
3591 15.96

Measurement
Value in mm

Plant macrofossil remains by Julie Jones
INTRODUCTION
Two samples were taken from the base of ditch 670

(contexts 671 and 668) and one from ditch 590
(context 690). Two further samples came from the



primary fill (context 556) and secondary fill
(context 555) of pit 554, which contained wooden
artefacts.

The samples were wet sieved through a nest of
sieves to a minimum mesh size of 250 microns. The
bulk of each sample was organic, with only a small
percentage of mineral material present. Preservation
of organic matter, including abundant wood and
twigs in some samples was very good and large
assemblages of plant taxa were recovered. The results
are shown in Table 3. Nomenclature and habitat
information are based on Stace (1991).

RESULTS

The overall picture of the local environment, shown
by the plant macrofossil remains preserved in the
features examined, is similar from feature to feature,
although some variation does occur. The two samples
from the basal fills (671 and 668) of ditch 670 are
dominated by wood fragments and twigs, with other
tree and shrub remains including buds and bud
scales, leaf fragments, leaf abscission pads and
abundant Rosaceous thorns. Fruits and seeds of
hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), blackthorn
(Prunus spinosa), rose shrubs (Rosa), elder
(Sambucus nigra), bramble (Rubus sect.
Glandulosus) and raspberry (Rubus idaeus), suggests
scrubby growth along the margins of this feature.
Some of the herbaceous species present could have
grown in association with these shrubs; bittersweet
(Solanum dulcamara) is a scrambling perennial of
damp woods and scrub and three-nerved sandwort
(Moehringia trinervia) is typical of shady habitats
in woods and hedgebanks. The ditch-side is likely
to have been well-vegetated with stands of common
nettle (Urtica dioica), docks (Rumex) and thistles
(Cirsium), including creeping thistle (Cirsium
arvense), typical of rough ground associated with
hedgerows and grassland. A much smaller sample
was taken from the fill (690) of ditch 590. Here the
150ml float is dominated by nettle and elder, forming
over 95% of the assemblage, with no evidence for
the other shrubby taxa found in ditch 670, suggesting
that the hedge-bank cover of woody shrubs was not
continuous.

Conditions in the base of ditch 670 are suggested
by the aquatic and marginal plant taxa present in the
samples. The ditch would appear to have been water-
filled, supporting aquatics like water-starwort
(Callitriche) and duckweed (Lemna). Starwort has
both submerged and floating leaves and occurs in
shallow water up to 1m depth, whereas the small
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free-floating fronds of duckweed which can
completely carpet the water’s surface can survive in
water of any depth. Other marginal taxa, which
would have inhabited the ditch sides, also suggest
shallow water, the sweet-grasses (Glyceria fluitans
and Glyceria notata) also live in shallow waters or
on mud, while water-plantain (Alisma plantago-
aquatica), is a deep-rooted plant of shallow water of
negligible to slow flow. Sedges (Carex) and spike-
rush (Eleocharis palustris/uniglumis) would also
have inhabited the waterside margins. The only
evidence for damp conditions associated with ditch
590 are a few water-plantain and sedge and it may
be that this ditch had dried up or that the dominant
growth of nettle and elder over-shaded the ditch,
allowing little other vegetation to survive there.

The wider environment away from the immediate
vicinity of the ditches is suggested by taxa more
typical of grassland. These include buttercup
(Ranunculus acris/repens/bulbosus), rough chervil
(Chaerophyllum temulum), typical of rough
grassland, selfheal (Prunella vulgaris) and daisy
(Bellis perennis).

A similar suite of macrofossil remains was
recovered from the primary (556) and secondary
(555) fills of pit 554, from which the worked wooden
artefacts were recovered. The samples are again
dominated by abundant wood and twig fragments,
plus frequent charcoal and partially charred wood
fragments in 555. Shrubby growth in the vicinity of
the feature, as with ditch 670, is suggested by fruits
and seeds of hawthorn, rose, bramble and raspberry,
with herbaceous taxa bittersweet, wild strawberry
(Fragaria vesca), black horehound (Ballota nigra)
and common hemp-nettle (Galeopsis tetrahit), typical
of woodland margins and hedgebanks.

There may have been some variation in the local
vegetation around this feature. As with ditch 590
there is evidence for stands of nettle and elder
perhaps where some nutrient enrichment of the soil
had occurred. There is also a small group of annuals
which often thrive where there has been some soil
disturbance, providing ideal conditions for
germination. This group includes taxa such as fat-
hen (Chenopodium album) and fig-leaved goosefoot
(Chenopodium ficifolium) which both like fertile
soils, common chickweed (Stellaria media) and
prickly sow-thistle (Sonchus asper) as well as several
taxa, shepherd’s purse (Capsella bursa-pastoris) and
knotgrass (Polygonum aviculare) which grow in
open bare ground. Many of these annuals occur either
at only low levels or are not present in the ditch fills
examined, and their occurrence here may suggest
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TABLE 3. PLANT MACROFOSSIL REMAINS RECOVERED FROM DITCHES 670 AND 590 AND PIT 554

DENNSTAEDTIACEAE

Pteridium aquilinum (L.)Kuhn
(pinnules)

RANUNCULACEAE

Ranunculus acris/repens/
bulbosus

Ranunculus sardous Crantz

Ranunculus subg. Batrachium
(DC.)A.Gray

FUMARIACEAE

Fumaria spp

URTICACEAE

Urtica dioica L.

Urtica urens L.

BETULACEAE

Betula sp

Corylus avellana L. (nut)

CHENOPODIACEAE

Atriplex spp

Chenopodium album L.

Chenopodium ficifolium Smith

Chenopodium polyspermum

Chenopodiaceae indet

PORTULACEAE

Montia fontana L.

CARYOPHYLLACEAE

Cerastium spp

Moehringia trinervia (L.)Clairv.

Sagina sp

Stellaria c.f. graminea L.

Stellaria media (L.)Villars

POLYGONACEAE

Persicaria lapathifolia (L.)Gray

Persicaria maculosa Gray

Polygonum aviculare L.

Rumex acetosella L.

Rumex conglomeratus Murray

Rumex spp

VIOLACEAE

Viola spp

BRASSICACEAE

Capsella bursa-pastoris
(L.)Medikus

Rorippa nasturtium-aquaticum
(L.)Hayek

ROSACEAE

Aphanes arvensis L.

Crataegus monogyna Jacq

Filipendula ulmaria (L.)Maxim

Fragaria vesca L.

Potentilla erecta (L.)Raeusch

Prunus spinosa L.

Rosa sp

Rosaceae indet (thorn)

Rubus sect. Glandulosus
Wimmer & Grab

Rubus idaeus L.

ONAGRACEAE

Epilobium hirsutum/roseum

LINACEAE

Linum catharticum L.

Linum sp

APIACEAE

Aethusa cynapium L.

Chaerophyllum temulum L.

Daucus carota ssp carota
Torilis spp
SOLANACEAE
Solanum dulcamara L.
LAMIACEAE

Ballota nigra L.
Galeopsis tetrahit L.
Glechoma hederacea L.
Lamium purpureum L.
Prunella vulgaris L.
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Context no:

Sample no:
Float size (ml)

Bracken

Meadow/Creeping/
Bulbous Buttercup
Hairy Buttercup
Water Crowfoot

Fumitory

Common nettle
Small nettle

Birch
Hazel

Orache spp

Fat-hen

Fig-leaved Goosefoot
Many-seeded Goosefoot
Goosefoot family

Blinks

Chickweed
Three-nerved Sandwort
Pearlwort

Lesser Stitchwort
Common Chickweed

Pale Persicaria
Redshank
Knotgrass
Sheep’s Sorrel
Clustered Dock
Dock

Pansy
Shepherd’s Purse

Water-cress

Parsley-piert
Hawthorn
Meadowsweet
Wild Strawberry
Tormentil
Blackthorn
Rose

Rose family
Bramble

Raspberry
Great/Pale Willowherb

Fairy Flax
Flax

Fool’s Parsley
Rough Chervil

Wild Carrot
Hedge-parsley

Bittersweet

Black Horehound
Common Hemp-nettle
Ground-ivy

Red Dead-nettle
Selfheal

Ditch 670

671 668
base base
334 336
500 900
20 6

1
22 63

1
1 4

1
1

4
43 5
1
5 6

4

3
12 20
1 3
2 1
2+ 2f 12
2+3f 49
79 53
113 130
171 211
34 16

3
3 16

1
21 78
2 38

Ditch 590
690

316
150

3000+

14

31

18

12

2f

e

Pit 554

556 555
primary  secondary
304 302
380 950
4f 21f
15 29

1

1
388 187
1
5

1+11f
1 3
23 40
5 2
1 cD
2 10
6 11
3 5
1

5
53 34
3 3

2
27 38
2 1
23 23
4 3
7 9
350 2
5 4
9+ 2f 11
19 6
5 1
7 4
11+ 3f 13
16 33
15 14
69 17
16 4
1
1 3

2
26 5

edge
2
1 2
22 9
1 1
2 2
1 2
1
10 6

Habitat
WEad

DG
CDw
APR

CDH

DGHW)p
cDI

EW
HSW

CDn
CDn
cb

Ccb
w

CDG

WH shady
various
EGSI

CcD

Cdow
Cdo

CcD

Ho, CG, a, sandy
BGw
DG
CDHSW
Co

BPR
CGd
HSW
HSW
EGa
HSW
HSW
HSW
DHSW
EW
CDw

Ge

GH, W-

Gs
GHWo

DHS
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Ditch 670 Ditch 590 Pit 554

Context no: 671 668 690 556 555 Habitat
CALLITRICHACEAE
Callitriche spp Water-starworts 57 39 22 4 Alon mud
PLANTAGINACEAE
Plantago major L. Greater Plantain 1 2 150 126 CDG-o
CAPRIFOLIACEAE
Sambucus nigra L. Elder 26 29 1155 +f 97 25 DHSWn
ASTERACEAE
Bellis perennis L. Daisy 1 5 G
Cirsium c.f. arvense (L.)Scop Creeping Thistle 13 25 6 3 CDGH
Cirsium c.f. vulgare (Savi)Ten. Spear Thistle 1 CDW
Cirsium/Carduus spp Thistle 3 1 8 5 DGMW
Lapsana communis L. Nipplewort 1 1 3 DH
Leontodon sp Hawkbit 1 G
Sonchus asper (L.)Hill Prickly Sow-thistle 10 3 8 17 11 CD
Sonchus oleraceus L. Smooth Sow-thistle 1 1 1 CDW
ALISMATACEAE
Alisma L. Water Plantain 1518 382 7 9 4 APR
LEMNACEAE
Lemna sp Duckweed 2 76 1 1 A
JUNCACEAE
Juncus sp Rush 6 240 207 GMRw
CYPERACEAE
Carex spp Sedge 11 3 25 5 9 GMPRW
Eleocharis palustris/uniglumis Spike-rush 2 12 5 1 MPw
Isolepis setacea (L.)R.Br Bristle Club-rush 1 FMPEw
POACEAE
Glyceria c.f. fluitans (L.)R.Br. Floating Sweet-grass 12 42 10 MPR w-shallow
Glyceria c.f. notata Chevall Plicate Sweet-grass 3 1 MPR w-shallow
Poa/Phleum spp Meadow-grass/ 4 2 G

Cat’s-tail
Poaceae indet Grass 2 55 43 G
TYPHACEAE
Typha spp Bulrush 1 1 PR —reed
swamp

Total: 2083 1232 4356 1774 979
OTHER REMAINS
Buds/scales 27 10/7 20 22/14
Caddis fly larvae * * * *
Charcoal fragments rare freq occ v.freq
Cladoceran ephyppia * * * *
Leaf abscission pads *
Leaf fragments *
Moss * *
Wood fragments/twigs abund abund occ v.freq v.freq

KEY

A Aquatic; B Bankside; C Cultivated/arable; D Disturbed; E Heath/moor; F Fens/bogs; G Grassland; H Hedgerow; M Marsh; P Ponds, ditches — stagnant/
slow flowing water; R Rivers, streams; S Scrub; W Woodland; a acidic; ¢ calcareous; d dry soils; h heavy soils; | light soils; n nitrogen rich soils; o open
habitats; p phosphate rich soils; s coastal; w wet/damp soils; rare vegetative material occurring only once; occ vegetative material occurring only a few
times; freq vegetative material occurring regularly; v. freq vegetative material occurring in every portion of the sample examined; abund vegetative material

occurring in field of view all the time and dominating the sample

that the local environment of the pit was subjected
to some degree of disturbance. The presence of the
worked wooden objects, charcoal and burnt stone
in the pit implies human activity, and it may be that
a continued period of trampling or clearance
maintained this more open area of ground. The
disturbed ground elements, which also suggest
nutrient-enriched soils, may indicate that livestock
were using this area. Cattle poaching around the ditch
terminus would have provided damp, bare, disturbed
ground, helping to maintain an open character to the
vegetation cover, as well as providing nutrient
enrichment from manuring. A relatively large number
of dung beetles associated with cattle and sheep pats
(see Smith and Tetlow below) certainly suggests that
grazing occurred close to this feature, as does the
occurrence of parasite eggs (see Tinsley below).

Conditions in the pit itself, as with the ditch fills,
appear to have been wet. Aquatics are less abundant,
with water-starwort mostly in the primary fill (556)
but other marginal bankside taxa are plentiful. Water-
cress (Rorippa nasturtium-aquaticum) is particularly
abundant in the primary fill and water plantain,
occasional floating sweet-grass and bulrush (Typha)
suggest the pit remained wet, with a relatively high
water table in the immediate vicinity supporting such
marshy taxa as rush (Juncus), sedge, spike-rush and
meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria).

As with the ditch fills, taxa such as buttercup,
rough chervil, selfheal and greater plantain (Plantago
major) suggests grassland, the beetle evidence also
pointing to animal grazing from the presence of dung
beetles and other weevil and beetle species indicative
of pasture and grassland.
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CONCLUSION

The local environment of the Late Bronze Age
features examined at Hillfarrance appear to be
dominated by shrubby growth of woody taxa,
perhaps occurring along the margins of the ditches
examined, with stands of nettle and elder in places.
The ditches in particular would have been water-
filled supporting a rich vegetation of aquatic and
marginal taxa. The area around the pit which
contained the worked wooden objects may have been
subjected to increased activity, giving a more open
nature to the vegetation cover there, with areas of
bare ground caused by trampling or perhaps cattle
grazing, suggested by both plant taxa which favour
nutrient-enriched soils and dung beetles.

Insect remains by David Smith and Emma Tetlow
INTRODUCTION

In total, five insect faunas were recovered from the
ditches (Table 4). Three came from the fill in ditch
670 (samples 329, 331 and 335 from context 668)
which contained waterlogged wood. Two further
samples came from pit 550 (samples 304 and 328
from contexts 556 and 555). It was hoped that the
examination of the insect remains from this site
would provide information on a number of issues.
Especially, could the insect remains suggest the use
and function of the ditches, and in particular, the
pit? Equally, it was hoped that the faunas might give
an insight into the contemporary local landscape and
land use around the ditch and the pit.

The samples were processed using the standard
method of paraffin flotation as outlined in Kenward
et al. (1980) and sorted and identified under a low-
power binocular microscope. The context details,
weight and volume of each sample are presented at
the top of Table 5.

Where achievable the insect remains were
identified to species level by Emma Tetlow through
direct comparison to specimens in the Gorham and
Girling insect collections housed in the Institute for
Archaeology and Antiquity, the University of
Birmingham. The taxa recovered are presented in
Table 4; the nomenclature follows that of Lucht
(1987). The majority of the taxa present are beetles
(Coleoptera) with only a single individual of a
caseless caddis fly coming from another order. In
order to aid interpretation, where possible, the taxa
present have been assigned to ecological groupings
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following a simplified version of the scheme
suggested by Robinson (1981; 1983). The affiliation
of each species to a particular ecological grouping
is coded in the second column of Table 4, headed
Eco. The meaning of each ecological code is
explained in the key at the base of Table 4. The
occurrence of each of the ecological groupings is
expressed as a percentage in Table 5 and in Figure
13. The pasture/grassland, dung and woodland/
timber species are calculated as percentages of the
number of terrestrial species, as opposed to the whole
fauna.

The final column in Table 4, headed Host plant,
indicates those species of beetle that are associated
with specific plants. The ecology for this information
was mainly derived from Koch (1989; 1992).

RESULTS

The five insect faunas recovered are very similar in
their overall nature. As a result of this they will be
discussed together. They are typical of areas of
grazing land and grassland. In the case of
Hillfarrance, the clearest evidence for this is the
relatively large number of dung beetles recovered,
often accounting for over 20% of terrestrial fauna
(Table 5, Fig. 13). Species such as Sphaeridium
scarabaeoides and the Geotrupes, Onthophagus and
Aphodius dung beetles, all of which are associated
with dung pats of larger herbivores such as cattle
and sheep, represent this ecological group. A few
other taxa, in particular the Histeridae and a range
of Staphylinids, such as the Oxytelus and
Platystethus species, are also often associated with
animal dung. The apparent dominance of species
from this ecological grouping clearly suggests that
grazing occurred in close proximity to these
ditches.

In addition the food preferences of many of the
species of weevil, and the other Phytophage species
of beetle, indicate the presence of pasture and
grassland. There is evidence from these insect species
for the presence of many common meadow plants
such as clover, plantain, meadow vetchling and other
typical grassland plants (see the right-hand column
of Table 4 for the host plants specific to the insect
species). The range of phytophage taxa may suggest
the presence of scuffed, relatively dry areas in the
local environment. Brachypertus urticae, Phyllobius
urticae and Cidnorhinus quadrimaculatus have as
their host plant the common stinging nettle which
itself is often an indicator of disturbed and trampled
ground. Other species of beetle recovered suggest



BRONZE AGE HILLFARRANCE

TABLE 4. INSECT REMAINS RECOVERED FROM DITCHES 670 (SAMPLES 329, 331, 335) AND PIT 554 (SAMPLES
304, 328)

Eco 304 328 329 331 335 Host plant
Species
COLEOPTERA
Carabidae
Trechus quadristriatus (Schrk.) -
Bembidion clarki (Daws.)

[N}
|
|

R

Bembidion guttula (F.) - -
Bembidion spp. - 1

Harpalus spp. 1 - - -
Bradycellus spp. - 1

Acupalpus spp. - -

Pterostichus diligens (Sturm.) - -
Pterostichus minor (Gyll.) - -
Pterostichus spp. - -
Amara convexior Steph. 1 - - -
Amara spp. - - - -
Lebia spp. - - - 1
Dromius linearis (Ol.) ws - - 1 -
Gyrinidae

Gyrinus spp.

Dytiscidae

Hydroporous spp.
Graptodytes spp.
Agabus striolatus Gyll.
Agabus spp.

Colymbetes fuscus (L.)
Hydraenidae

Hydraena testacea Curt.
Hydraena spp.
Limnebius spp.
Octhebius minimus (F.)
Octhebius spp.
Helophorus spp.
Hydrophilidae
Sphaeridium scarabaeoides (L.) a
Cercyon haemorrhoidalis (F.)
Cercyon sternalis Shp. ws
Cercyon analis (Payk.)

Cercyon spp.

Megasternum boletophagum (Marsh.)
Hydrobius fuscipes Leach a
Laccobius spp. a
Histeridae

Acritus nigricornis (Hoff.) df - - 1
Onthophilus striatus (Forst.) df - - 2
Paralister neglectus Germ. df - 2 - - 1
Orthroperidae

Corylophous cassidoides (Marsh.) - - - 1 -
Catopidae

Nargus velox (Spence.) - -
Catops spp -
Staphylinidae

Micropeplus porcatus (Payk.) 1
Phyllodrepa floralis (Payk.) -
Lesteva punctata Er. ws -
Lesteva heeri (Fauv.) ws
Lesteva longelytrata (Goeze) ws
Trogophloeus spp.

Oxytelus sculptus Grav. df
Oxytelus rugosus (F.) df
Oxytelus nitidulus Grav. df
Oxytelus spp.

Platystethus arenarius (Fourcr.) df
Stenus spp.

Ontholestes spp.

Philonthus spp.

Quedius spp.

Mycetoporus spp.

Lathrobium spp.

Xantholinus spp.

Bolitobius spp

Tachyporus spp.

Tachinus rufipes (Geer.)
Tachinus spp.

Drusilla canaliculata (F.)
Aleocharinae gen. & spp. Indet.
Malachiidae

Malachius spp.

Helodidae

Helodidae gen. & spp. indet. a 1 1
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TABLE 4 (CONT)

Eco 304 328 329 331 335 Host plant
Dryopidae
Dryops spp. a - 1 1 - -
Elateridae
Agriotes spp. p - - 1 1 2
Adelocera murina (L.) p - - 1 - -
Athous haemorrhoidalis (F.) p - - - 1 -
Throscidae
Throscus spp. - - 1 - -
Nitidulidae
Brachypterus urticae (F.) p 2 1 1 3 9 Stinging Nettle (Urtica dioica L.)
Erotylidae
Diplocoelus fagi Guer. t 1 - - - - Usually fungal bodies on Beech (Fagus)
Cucujidae
Laemophloeus spp. t - - 1 - -
Cryptophagidae
Atomaria spp. - - 2 - 1
Phalacridae
Phalacrus substriatus Gyll. ws - - 1 - - On water side vegetation
Lathrididae
Enicmus minutus (L.) 2 7 6 3 5
Corticaria spp. 1 2 1 - 2
Anobiidae
Grynobius planus (F.) t - - - 1 - In rotting hardwood trees and shrubs
Anobium punctatum (Geer.) t - 2 1 - - In rotting hardwood trees and shrubs

Scarabaeidae

Geotrupes spp. - 1 1 - 1

Onthophagus joannae Goljan.  d 1 - - - 2

Onthophagus nuchicornis (L.) d 1 - 2 3 -

Oxymous silvestris (Scop.) - 3 - 3 2

Aphodius sphacelatus (Panz.) d - - 1 - -

or Aphodius prodromus (Brahm.)

Aphodius fimetarius (L.) d - - 6 - 6

Aphodius fasciatus (Ol.) d 2 11 1- - -

Aphodius ater (Geer.) d - - - 2 -

Aphodius granarius (L.) d - 1 3 3 3

Aphodius spp. d - 4 2 4 3

Cetonia aurata (L.) t - - - 1 -

Chrysomelidae

Chrysomela cerealis L. p - - 1 - - Usually on Mentha spp.

Chrysomela spp. p 1 - - 1 -

Chaetocnema concinna (Marsh.) p 3 1 1 - 7

Chaetocnema spp. p 1 1 - - 1

Phyllotreta spp. p 23 35 5 1 2

Haltica spp. t - - - - 1

Scolytidae

Scolytus rugulosus (Mull.) t - 2 1 2 Range of shrubs and trees

Trypophloeus spp. t - - - 1 -

Curculionidae

Apion spp. p 1 1 3 8

Caenopsis waltoni (Boh.) p - - - 1 - Usually associated with Buckshore plantain
Plantago coronopus) and debris under heather
(Calluna spp.)

Phyllobius urticae (Geer.) p - - - 1 - Stinging nettle (Urtica dioica L.)

Sitona tibialis (Hbst.) p - - 1 - - On Broom (Cytisus), Gorse (Ulex) and Dyers
Greenweed (Genista)

Sitona suturalis Steph. p 3 - 1 - - On Meadow vetchling (Lathyrus pratensis) and
Vetches (Vicia ) species.

Sitona flavescens Marsh p 1 - - 1 - On clover (Trifolium)

Sitona humeralis Steph. p - 1 2 - - On clover (Trifolium)

Sitona spp. p 1 - 1 1 1

Dorytomus spp. p - - 1 - - Often willow (Salix spp.)

Tanysphyrus lemnae(Payk.) a 1 - - - 1 On Duckweed (Lemna spp.)

Curculio salicivorus Payk. p - 1 - - - Willow (Salix spp.)

Alophus triguttatus (F.) p - - 3 1 - Often docks (Rumex spp.) in wet meadows

Hypera spp. p - - - Usually clover (Trifolium)

Acalles spp. p - - - 1 -

Phytobius spp. p - - 1 - -

Micrelus ericae Gyll. p - 1 - - - On heather (Calluna and Erica spp.)

Ceutoryhnchus spp. p - - - 1 -

Cidnorhinus

quadrimaculatus (L.) p - 2 - - 3 Stinging nettle (Urtica dioica L.)

Mecinus pyraster (Hbst.) p - - 1 1 - On Plantain (Plantago spp.)

Gymnetron spp. p - - - 1 - On Plantain (Plantago spp.)

TRICHOPTERA - - 1 - -

KEY

a aquatic species; ws waterside species either from muddy banksides or from waterside vegetation; df species associated with dung and foul matter; d
species associated with dung; g species associated with grassland and pasture; t species either associated with trees or with woodland in general
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TABLE 5. INSECT REMAINS. SAMPLE WEIGHTS AND VOLUMES, BASIC STATISTICS AND PROPORTIONS OF
ECOLOGICAL GROUPS

Sample no. 304
Sample volume (1) 6
Sample weight (kg) 3
total number of individuals 124
Number of species 43
% aquatic 16.9
% waterside 0.8
% dung/no. terrestrial 7.8
% grassland/no of terrestrial 36.3
% trees/no. of terrestrial 1

that heather, broom or gorse, and possibly Buck’s
horn plantain, grew in the area (this is suggested by
the presence of Caenopis waltoni, Sitona tibialis and
Micrelus ericae). Taken together these species of
plants are often associated with heathland and areas
with sandy soils. Sandy ground is also suggested by
the favoured ecology of Amara convexior (Lindroth
1974). In general, the interpretation suggested by
the insects, that grassland was immediately adjacent
to the ditches, confirms the results of the pollen and
plant macrofossil studies for this site (see Jones
above, and Tinsley below).

328 329 331 335
10 10 7 9

8 10 10 5
160 155 103 189
46 61 59 57
6.9 10.3 20.4 15.9
7.5 2.6 - 9
175 26.7 23.2 20.4
33.6 17 23.2 22.4
2.2 3 4.9 2

There are very few indicators for the presence of
trees or woodlands in the area (this is shown by the
low proportions of ecological grouping ‘t” in Table
4 and Fig. 13). Again this supports the interpretation
suggested by the pollen and plant macrofossils from
this site. Only two species recovered are associated
with live trees: the Dorytomus and the Curculio
salicivorus, which are both associated with willow.
Both Anobium punctatum and Grynobius planus are
not limited to woodland per se and often occur in
structural timbers or isolated dead trees and hedging.
The only insect associated with a specific species of

Fig. 13 Occurrence of ecological
groupings of insect remains in ditch 670
(samples 329, 331, 335) and pit 554
(samples 304, 328)
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tree is Dipocoelus fagi, which is found under the
bark of dead beech trees (Hyman and Parsons 1992).
It would therefore seem that the area around the
ditches at Hillfarrance was essentially clear of dense
woodland during this phase of the Late Bronze Age.

There is also evidence from the insect fauna
recovered that the ditches permanently contained
water. A range of water beetles, such as the various
Dytiscidae and Hydraenidae, were recovered in some
numbers in all samples. There is also evidence to
suggest that duckweed floated on the surface of the
water (this is indicated by the presence of the small
weevil Tanysphyrus lemnae which feeds on this plant
(Koch 1992)).

DISCUSSION

It is clear from the ecology of the species recovered
that the Late Bronze Age ditches from Hillfarrance
were set into a cleared landscape mainly utilised for
grazing. There is some evidence for heathland in the
area.

There are very few insect faunas recovered from
the Bronze Age in general, at least from comparable
archaeological sites. Existing assemblages are
associated with essentially natural deposits such as
peat beds or old forests (for example the insect faunas
from the Somerset Levels (Girling 1976; 1982; 1985)
and Thorne Moors, in the Humberhead Levels
(Buckland 1979) rather than archaeological sites).
The few archaeological sites from this period where
insects have been examined are very different in their
nature to the site at Hillfarrance — for example the
deep shaft at Wilsford (Osborne 1969) and the timber
building at Flag Fen (Robinson 1992).

The faunas recovered from Hillfarrance, and the
archaeological situation from which they were
recovered, compare better with Iron Age field
systems such as those at Farmoor, Oxfordshire
(Robinson and Lambrick 1979) and Mingies Ditches,
Oxfordshire (Allen and Robinson 1993). Equally,
ditch systems such as these are also located in
cleared, and essentially managed or cultivated
landscapes, similar to that suggested for Hillfarrance
(Robinson 1978). Perhaps the nearest comparison
to the situation at Hillfarrance are the insect faunas
recovered from two isolated linear ditch complexes,
one at the Daventry Rail Freight Terminal,
Northamptonshire (Smith 1999) and the other at
Whitemoor Haye, Staffordshire (Smith 2000). Both
produced similar insect faunas from nearly identical
archaeological circumstances to those at
Hillfarrance. At both of these Midlands sites an
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earlier linear ditch (in these cases Iron Age) has one
of its terminals re-cut in a later period (Roman at
both sites), probably to form dewponds. However,
given the rather enigmatic contents of the pit at
Hillfarrance it is clear that this rather pragmatic
explanation for the re-cutting of a later pit cannot be
the whole story.

Pollen analysis by Heather Tinsley
INTRODUCTION

Monoliths for pollen assessment were collected from
two ditch cuts, ditch 612 (Fig. 4: Section 8) and ditch
670 (Fig. 4: Section 9); the monoliths were sub-
sampled at the Environmental Archaeology
Laboratory at Bristol University. The assessment
revealed that the preservation and concentration of
pollen was very variable in these sediments; in the
upper parts of both ditches preservation was
generally poor and concentration was low, probably
as a result of periodic drying out of the sediments
(Tinsley 2003). However, in the lower part of the
ditches pollen preservation and concentration
improved, with the best preservation found in
contexts 668 and 669 of ditch 670. The assessment
demonstrated that the pollen assemblages in the base
of both ditches were similar, representing an open
environment with evidence of disturbed ground
communities (Tinsley 2003); it was therefore decided
to concentrate full pollen analysis on the basal samples
from ditch 670. This was also the location of sampling
for plant macro remains, allowing the results from
both types of evidence to be considered together.
Additionally, ditch 670 was close to the location of
pit 554 in which the forked oak branch was found.

The upper of the two monolith tins used to sample
this ditch 670 had an OD height of +29.81m at its
top, and the pollen sampling positions were related
to this. Samples were taken from the middle of
context 669 at 29.27m AOD. and from the base and
top of context 668 at 29.35m AOD and 29.47m AOD.

Samples were prepared using standard techniques
(Moore et al. 1991). Initial digestion in dilute
potassium hydroxide was followed by sieving, then
treatment with cold hydrofluoric acid for a week.
Samples were washed with hot 10% hydrochloric
acid and acetolysed, stained with safranin and
mounted in glycerol. Two tablets of Lycopodium
spores were added to each sample at the start of the
preparation in order to allow pollen concentration
to be assessed (Stockmarr 1971). Samples were



counted at a magnification of x400 with x1000
magnification used for critical determinations. A
pollen sum of more than 500 land pollen grains per
sample was used. In addition to pollen, non-pollen
palynomorphs such as fern and moss spores, and
algal spores of the family Zygnemataceae (includes
the filamentous green algae Spirogyra and
Mougeotia) were counted. The fern spores (largely
Pteridium aquilinum) were very frequent in this
material, giving overall totals for total land pollen
plus fern spores of >1000 microfossils per sample.
The abundance of microscopic charcoal particles
greater than 30um in length was estimated only;
particles were counted on two traverses of each slide
and the relative abundance calculated with reference
to recovered Lycopodium spores.

Plant nomenclature follows Stace (1991) and
pollen types generally follow Bennett (1994).
Zygnemataceae were identified according to
illustrations in van Geel and Grenfell (1996). Pollen
was identified using keys from Moore et al. (1991)
and Faegri and lversen (1989), with descriptions
from Andrew (1984) and type collections.

The pollen concentrations in the three samples
were high and preservation was good, though the
numbers of degraded (and unidentified) grains
increased noticeably in the top sample (context 668,
29.47m AOD).

RESULTS

The results are presented in a pollen diagram (Figs
14a and b) drawn up using Tilia and Tilia-graph
software (Grimm 1990). Pollen data are expressed
as percentages of total land pollen (TLP). All taxa
included in the pollen sum are shown as solid bars.
Obligate aquatic taxa are expressed as percentages
of total pollen plus aquatics (TPA). Fern and moss
spores are expressed as percentages of total pollen
plus spores (TPS). All taxa excluded from the pollen
sum are shown on the diagrams as hollow bars. The
pollen taxa are organised into ecological groups to
aid in interpretation — trees, shrubs and climbers,
herbs of disturbed ground, wetland herbs, herbs of
hedgerow and woodland edge etc. These groups are
not exclusive; some pollen taxa include plants
inhabiting a variety of ecological niches and in some
cases taxa have been excluded from all groups; for
example Ranunculus acris-type which includes
species such as R. acris (meadow buttercup) which
is typical of grassland communities and also R.
lingua (greater spearwort) which grows in wet
marshes and in ditches.
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The pollen spectra from the three samples are all
similar in that they are dominated by herbaceous
pollen, principally Poaceae (grasses), and all include
significant numbers of herbs associated with
disturbed ground (see the summary of data in Fig.
14a). However, there are some small but quite
marked differences between the samples, therefore
three separate assemblages have been identified.

Context 669 (29.27m)

This assemblage is characterised by herbaceous
pollen values of 80% TLP, principally Poaceae
(grasses) which form 47% TLP. Pollen of herbs of
disturbed ground make up 17% TLP, with Plantago
lanceolata (ribwort plantain) forming 7% TLP,
Lactuceae (dandelion and related Asteraceae) 3%
TLP and Rumex acetosella (sheep’s sorrel) 2% TLP.
Cereal-type pollen forms 3% TLP. Pollen of wetland
herbs forms around 4% TLP, they include Lemna
(duckweed) which forms 1% TPA and Filipendula
(meadow sweet) which forms 2% TLP. Pollen of a
range of taxa typical of grassland or meadow is
present at values of <1% TLP including Potentilla-
type (tormentil etc), Centaurea nigra (common
knapweed), and Succisa pratensis (devil’s-bit
scabious). Pollen of taxa typical of hedge banks or
woodland edges forms around 4% TLP, principally
Rubus (brambles, wild raspberry), but also including
occasional pollen grains of herbs such as Silene
dioica (red campion), Stellaria holostea (greater
stitchwort) and Peucedanum palustre-type (includes
wild angelica). Tree pollen forms 20% TLP,
principally Alnus glutinosa (alder) 7% TLP, Sorbus-
type (includes hawthorn, bullace, rowan and related
trees of the rose family) 5% TLP, Corylus-type
(hazel) 4% TLP and Quercus (oak) 3% TLP. Spores
of Pteridium aquilinum (bracken) form 33% TPS.
Unknown and degraded grains form 3% TLP +
unknown and degraded.

Context 668 (29.35m)

This assemblage is distinguished from the one below
on the basis of a lower value for herbaceous pollen
which forms 70% TLP, again principally Poaceae
(46% TLP). Herbs of disturbed ground are
represented at 11% TLP, with Plantago lanceolata
continuing to form 7% TLP, but with falls in pollen
of Lactuceae and Rumex acetosella. Cereal-type
pollen is present at <1% TLP. Pollen taxa typical of
wetland are present at very low frequency, including
Alisma plantago-aquatica (water plantain) and
Mentha-type (mints). Spores of the filamentous
green algae Spirogyra and Mougeotia occur quite
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Figs 14a and 14b Pollen diagrams from ditch 670 (basal contexts); data expressed as % of total pollen

frequently. The range of taxa typical of grassland is
reduced compared with the assemblage below, but
pollen of herbs typical of hedge bank and woodland
edge continue to be represented at values of <1%
TLP and include Solanum dulcamara (bittersweet),
Verbascum (mulleins) and Vicia sylvatica-type
(includes vetches). There is a marked increase in
pollen of Rubus (8% TLP). Tree pollen increases to
30% TLP, Quercus rises to 8% TLP, Alnus forms
4% TLP and Corylus-type 2% TLP; pollen of
Sorbus-type increases to 7% TLP, and cf. Prunus
spinosa (blackthorn) forms 4% TLP. Hedera (ivy) is
represented at 2% TLP and Sambucus (elder) forms
1-2% TLP. Spores of Pteridium aquilinum form 35%
TPS. Unknown and degraded grains are present at
values similar to those in the assemblage below.

Context 668 (29.47m)

Herbaceous pollen remains at around 70% TLP in
this assemblage, with Poaceae forming 41% TLP.
Pollen of herbs of disturbed ground increase to form
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20% TLP, Plantago lanceolata forms 6% TLP and
Lactuceae increase to 8% TLP; there are small peaks
in Brassicaceae (cabbage family), Chenopodiaceae
(goosefoot family) and Solidago virgaurea-type
(daisy and related Asteraceae). Cereal-type pollen
forms 1% TLP. The representation of wetland taxa
is reduced and no algal spores were recorded. The
hedge bank and woodland edge taxa continue to be
present at low frequencies, but there is a reduction
in pollen of Rubus to 1% TLP. Overall, tree pollen
values are similar to the assemblage below, but this
masks changes in individual taxa; there is a marked
decline in pollen of Sorbus-type and cf. Prunus
spinosa, whereas pollen of Corylus-type increases to
12% TLP, values for Quercus fall slightly and there is
a small increase in Alnus pollen. Pteridium aquilinum
spores increase markedly to 58% TPS. Unknown and
degraded grains are more frequent in this assemblage
and form 10% TLP + unknown and degraded.
Microscopic charcoal, which is scarcely represented
in the lower assemblages, is frequent at this level.



INTERPRETATION AND DISCUSSION

The sources of the pollen in these ditch sediments
are likely to be complex, and could potentially have
regional and local components. Pollen of wind-
pollinated trees such as oak, alder and hazel could
have originated close to the ditch, or could have
come from some distance away, having been
dispersed on air currents. Pollen from insect-
pollinated trees such as elder and hawthorn is more
likely to have originated close to the ditch as these
taxa produce less pollen than those pollinated by
wind and dispersal is much more limited (Moore et
al. 1991). Herbaceous pollen, which is released close
to the ground, usually only travels a short distance
(a few metres) before being deposited, and is
therefore likely to reflect the immediate environment
around the ditch. However, if the ditch was occupied
by flowing water, pollen could have been washed
into the accumulating sediments from a wider
catchment. Pollen could also have entered the ditch
along with eroded soils, associated with bank
collapse. In addition, waste material derived from
domestic/agricultural activity could have entered the
ditch either accidentally or due to deliberate
dumping, bringing with it associated pollen. It is
therefore apparent that the taxa in the pollen
assemblages may not relate solely to the vegetation
growing around the ditches. Nevertheless, the bulk
of the pollen recovered is likely to represent the
immediate environment around the ditch.

The pollen evidence suggests that the landscape
around ditch 670 was anthropogenically modified.
There was little woodland close to the ditch, some
alder grew on the surrounding flood plain and there
was oak and hazel in the wider landscape. These trees
are represented in the waterlogged wood remains
recovered from Hillfarrance (Gale above), as well
as in the pollen record. The high frequency of pollen
of grasses and ribwort plantain, and the range of other
herb taxa considered indicators of disturbed ground,
such as dandelions, goosefoot family (e.g. fat hen)
and sheep’s sorrel, suggest intensive use of the
surrounding area (Behre 1986).

The stratigraphic and pollen evidence indicate that
when the ditch was first dug it contained open water.
Context 669 is a reddish-brown clay containing some
wood remains, and is likely to have been deposited
beneath water. The pollen record from this context,
at 29.27m, includes a few grains of duckweed, an
aquatic perennial which floats on or under the water
surface. This is a plant which flowers rarely and
therefore even a very limited pollen record has
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ecological significance, its presence is indicative of
a water-filled ditch. Duckweed macrofossils were
also found in the lower sediments of ditch 670 (Jones
above).

At the base of context 668, at 29.35m, the
sediments consist of an organic clay, with abundant
waterlogged wood; this suggests the accumulation
of plant debris in the ditch base, probably as the water
shallowed. Pollen of water plantain occurred in this
assemblage; it is an erect aquatic plant which grows
in, or by, ditches and its macrofossils were abundant
at the site (Jones above). The presence of spores of
the filamentous green algae Spirogyra and
Mougeotia suggests that there was still, possibly
stagnant, water in the ditch by this time. Higher up
the sedimentary sequence, at 29.47m in context 668,
it appears that the ditch had largely dried out, organic
debris continued to accumulate in the bottom, but
there is no evidence of true aquatic plants or algae
in the pollen record. The increasing numbers of
degraded pollen grains, which were found at this
level, are probably a reflection of these rather drier
conditions. Pollen assessment of the sediments from
above context 668 in ditch 670, and from the
sediments in ditch 612 (Section 8), indicated that
the upper parts of both ditches became drier as they
filled in (Tinsley 2003). At ditch 670 assessment data
from pollen assemblages in the upper contexts
showed obvious bias towards pollen taxa resistant
to decay; taxon diversity was limited, and there were
high frequencies of Lactuceae pollen, which is
particularly robust (Tinsley 2003). Lactuceae pollen
grains have a thick exine and also a very distinctive
spiky morphology; ‘shadows’ of Lactuceae grains
can persist and be identified even when damaged, in
situations where other, less distinctive, grains would
not be recognisable (Bunting and Tipping 2000).
This bias towards resistant taxa is a result of the loss
of less robust types from the upper ditch sediments
due to oxidation and associated bacterial decay. In
the lower parts of the ditches, which remained
waterlogged, pollen was well preserved. This
situation is similar to that found in the moat
sediments from the Gardeners Arms site, Exeter
(Tinsley 2002) and in the sediments from Taunton
Town Ditch (Tinsley 2000).

The majority of the disturbed ground indicators
recorded in the three pollen assemblages from ditch
670 are those associated with trampling by animals
or humans, for example ribwort plantain and
Lactuceae, or with grazed ground, for example
sheep’s sorrel. They suggest that the economy of the
area immediately around the ditch, soon after it was
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dug, was based on pastoralism (Behre 1986). Herb
pollen taxa more usually associated with arable
activity (e.g. Anthemis-type (chamomiles) and
Chenopodiaceae (goosefoot family) are less
common, though they are present (for example, there
is a small peak in Chenopodiaceae at 29.47m, in
context 668). However, it is not possible to separate
pollen taxa associated with pastoralism from those
associated with cultivation with certainty, as both
activities involve disturbance of the ground which
allows ruderal plants to become established. As a
result reconstructions based on ratios of identified
‘arable or pastoral indicators’ are, according to
Edwards (1998) ‘always likely to be imprecise’.
Cereal-type pollen was found occasionally in all
three assemblages, with up to 3% TLP in the bottom
of ditch 670 in context 669. Pollen production and
dispersal from cereals is extremely low (Faegri and
Iversen 1989), hence the significance of this cereal
pollen record is greater than it might appear.
However, there are well known problems in
distinguishing the pollen of cereals from that of some
of the wild grasses (Edwards 1998; also see the note
on cereal-type pollen at the end of this report). In
particular, unless the preservation of the pollen is
excellent, it is difficult to distinguish pollen of
Hordeum (barley) from pollen of Glyceria (sweet-
grass), which grows in muddy ditches. As Glyceria
was found among the macrofossils from Hillfarrance
(Jones above), it seems likely that the small amount
of cereal-type pollen in ditch 670 is from sweet-grass
growing in the ditch itself, and that it does not
represent local arable activity. The overall
impression, from the whole suite of disturbed
ground pollen taxa is of a largely pastoral
landscape. The frequencies of disturbance taxa
found in the ditch 670 assemblages are quite
substantial and it is probable that communities
dominated by these plants may have grown
immediately adjacent to the ditch on the bank. Such
ruderal communities are typical of the ‘poached’ land
which tends to develop by ditches, at points where
stock congregate to drink. The variations in
frequency of some of the disturbed ground indicators
between the three assemblages (most marked in the
Lactuceae), reflects the very close proximity of such
communities, with flowering of individual taxa
depending greatly on the degree of overall
disturbance to the ground surface.

Some of the herb pollen taxa in the assemblages
from ditch 670 are typical of grazing land or damp
meadows, for example buttercups, pea family
(clovers, vetches), and meadow-sweet. This is
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consistent with the site location, on the edge of a
flood plain. Other herb taxa suggest a ground flora
typical of hedge banks or woodland edges, for
example red campion which is found in all three
assemblages, Rubiaceae (bedstraw family) and
greater stitchwort, which occur at 29.27m, and the
climber bittersweet which was found at 29.35m.
Possibly a hedge, woodland edge or some scrubby
ground was situated close to the ditch; this would
also have provided a habitat for brambles or
raspberries. Macro remains of both blackberry and
raspberry have been recovered from ditch 670 (Jones
above) and Rubus pollen reaches 8% TLP in the base
of context 668 at 29.35m. Some of the tree pollen
taxa recovered from these assemblages are more
typical of hedgerow or scrub than of woodland, for
example Sambucus nigra (elder), Sorbus-type
(hawthorn, bullace, rowan etc) and cf. Prunus
spinosa (blackthorn). The presence of relatively large
numbers of pollen grains of the Rose family (Sorbus-
type, Prunus, Rubus) is a feature of the two lower
pollen assemblages from ditch 670. This pollen
taxon is not often so well represented. Careful
comparisons with type material allowed some of
the Sorbus-type grains to be definitely identified
as hawthorn, and allowed blackthorn pollen to be
distinguished as a separate taxon. The sources of
the Rosaceous pollen are likely to have been very
close to the ditch, and it is possible that a tangle
of hedge plants or scrubby vegetation overhung it
in places, but may have been cleared back by the
time the upper sediments of context 668 were
deposited.

Another very characteristic feature of these three
assemblages from ditch 670 is the presence of large
numbers of Pteridium aquilinum spores, which
suggest that bracken must have grown very close to
the site (or been brought to it). This is supported by
the remains of bracken sporangia in a number of the
pollen preparations, from both ditch 670 and ditch
612 (Tinsley 2003). In studies of modern pollen and
spore deposition, bracken is often markedly under-
represented in the pollen rain compared with its
contribution to the vegetation (Tinsley 2001). In the
case of this ditch system at Hillfarrance there can be
no doubt that abundant bracken was present locally,
though its absence from the plant macros is
surprising (Jones above).

Asingle egg of Trichuris (whipworm) was found
in the basal sample from ditch 670, indicating some
faecal contamination of the ditch sediments. The
assessment data also recorded Ascaris (roundworm)
eggs in the upper samples from ditch 612 (Tinsley



2003). Trichuris is a parasite of humans, sheep, goats
and dogs; Ascaris is found in both pigs and
humans.

Significant amounts of microscopic charcoal were
found in only one sample from ditch 670, from
29.47m in context 668. In the assessment data from
ditch 612, only the upper most context (617) had
frequent microscopic charcoal, and this also
contained larger fragments which were visible by
eye. The size of the charcoal fragments (up to about
180um in length) which are found in pollen
preparations indicates they are likely to have
originated from airborne deposition, either from
domestic fires or from vegetation burning.

CONCLUSION

The pollen assemblages from the basal contexts of
ditch 670 at Hillfarrance suggest that, following
construction of the ditches, the immediate
environment was largely open and grassy with
pastoral activity the dominant land use. Initially the
ditch was occupied by freshwater, with duckweed
growing on the surface, but later the water shallowed,
algae spread, and ultimately the ditch dried out. It
seems likely that the land adjacent to the ditch
supported communities of ruderal plants growing on
trampled ground, possibly at points where stock
came to the ditch to drink. There was scrub with
blackthorn and hawthorn growing close to the site,
possibly this formed a hedge, and brambles and/or
raspberries also grew densely close by. Bracken was
established near to the ditch, possibly on the margins
of the scrubby ground, or in the base of a hedge. In
the wider environment there was some woodland
with oak, alder and hazel.

Note on pollen types

The taxonomic level to which pollen grains can be
identified varies; some can be identified to species
level, others to family and others to group. This
report mainly follows the conventions used by
Bennett (1994). Corylus-type includes Corylus
avellana and Myrica gale; the majority of Corylus-
type grains found in this study are believed to be
hazel. Cereal-type includes all grass pollen grains
greater than 40 microns in diameter; this includes
the cultivated grasses (cereals) and also Glyceria
fluitans, Aira caryophyllea, Ammophila arenaria,
Leymus arenarius and Elytrigia species. It seems
likely that the cereal-type grains found in this study
are from Glyceria.
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DISCUSSION
Settlement evidence

The base and lower wall portion of the main vessel
found in the pit in association with the wooden
artefacts can be compared with various examples
from the late Early Bronze Age/Middle Bronze Age
Trevisker assemblage (c. 1900-1000 BC) recovered
from the hilltop enclosure at Norton Fitzwarren (Ellis
1989). Ceramics retrieved from elsewhere across the
site suggest continued activity in the Roman period.

It is almost certain that some form of settlement
associated with the exposed remains was located in
relative proximity to the site. Nevertheless,
verification of human settlement activity in the
immediate vicinity is absent and relies only on
circumstantial indication. Any settlement associated
with the exposed remains could well have been sited
on higher ground to the north, at would probably
have been recognised as a more pragmatic distance
from the floodplain.

The field

Despite both machine truncation and alluvial
overburden, which has limited any impression of the
full extent of the original ditches, the exposed
remains appear to represent part of a prehistoric field,
possibly part of a wider system. Radiocarbon dates
from the ditch fills suggest use, or at least the end of
a period of use, in the Mid to Late Bronze Age.
Alluvial silts and clays, which appear to have been
deposited over the years by seasonal flooding of the
river, now seal these remains.

Pollen and plant remains recovered from ditches
612 and 670 suggest a largely open grassland
environment (see Tinsley and Jones above). Faunal
remains (Higbee above) in the form of ovicaprid
vertebrae and a cattle mandible, and the recovery of
dung beetles (Smith and Tetlow above) from both
ditch fills and the pit, support the impression of a
predominantly livestock-based agricultural activity.
Pollen and macrofossil evidence of hawthorn,
blackthorn and other shrubby woodland growth
suggests the presence of hedging, adding to an
impression of a system of fields used for animal
management. Plant remains typical of field edge
species such as nettle and elder were also recovered,
and floral remnants from the base of ditch 670
suggest that at least this boundary feature had
contained water at the time.
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The three ditches exposed during the excavations
appear to delineate the north-western part of a
rectangular enclosure, measuring c. 85m along the
known north-east-south-west side. Prehistoric fields
either formed part of an irregular system,
representing piecemeal development, or lay within
a cohesive or planned system. The planned systems
can comprise blocks of fields, or be coaxial, where
they are laid out along a main axis. Evidence from
the south-west peninsula suggests that the irregular
systems are often earlier than the cohesive types
(Riley and Wilson-North 2001, 40).

Most of the evidence for prehistoric field systems
survives in upland areas, on marginal and often stony
land, where remains of stony field banks, and
sometimes associated stone houses, have not been
destroyed by later cultivation. On Exmoor there are
small groups of field banks, perhaps representing
individual farmsteads, together with larger field
systems which are mostly cohesive in plan (Riley
and Wilson-North 2001, 43). Very few prehistoric
field systems have been dated. Pollen analysis, which
indicates farming activity from the Late Bronze Age
to the Romano-British period, has been undertaken
within a coaxial field system that extends over parts
of the parishes of Cutcombe, Exford, Exmoor,
Luccombe and Porlock. Within this area evidence
of small fields, enclosures and circular dwellings
seem to represent small settlements or farmsteads
within a larger system (Francis and Slater 1993).

In Devon, during the A30 Honiton to Exeter
Improvement Scheme, a number of ditches
representing fields of a coaxial field system of
Middle Bronze Age date were discovered at Castle
Hill (Fitzpatrick et al. 1999, 26-30). An associated
enclosure and posthole groups were also exposed.
At least five fields were evident, with widths of 40m
and 50m, but no complete measurements were
possible. The orientation of the system followed the
natural slope of the land. Although the ditches were
all part of a planned layout, differences in size and
profile indicate that they were dug in sections. The
profiles were broad, shallow and flat-bottomed in
one part of the site and narrower, rounded but
sometimes V-shaped in another. The ditches varied
in width from 0.4m to 2.4m (most were less than 1m
wide), with depths between 0.13m and 0.65m. At
least one field had a gap in the boundaries at the
corner, interpreted as possible entrances. Similar
breaks at the corners of the Hillfarrance ‘field” may
have performed a like function, although these may
have been no more than the result of machine
truncation.
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The full extent of the possible enclosure exposed
at Hillfarrance is not known, although there was no
evidence of a continuation to the north. The south-
western ditch lies approximately on the line of a field
boundary shown on the OS 1889 map, the northern
part of which still exists, resulting in the potential
continuation of the use of a boundary over a period
of more than 3000 years. Two other recent Somerset
interventions have examined modern boundaries that
seem to demonstrate a similar boundary survival.
Monitoring of a new pipeline running between
Stocklinch Reservoir and Shepton Beauchamp
revealed an Iron Age ditch sealed beneath the parish
boundary between Shepton Beauchamp and
Barrington (Hollinrake and Hollinrake 2002), and
work undertaken as part of the Shapwick project (R.
Brunning, pers. comm.) has produced a Bronze Age
ditch running parallel with, and close to, a present
day field boundary.

The pit

Plant macrofossil and insect evidence suggests that
the pit had been set in a more open situation than
the ditches, with the implication that it predated, or
was used later, than the field system. With evidence
of any physical relationship at ground level between
the pit and the field boundary not surviving, the
nature of any association is unknown, although the
two features are almost identical in depth, with
surviving edges only 0.8m apart. The radiocarbon
dates give no opportunity to identify a relative date,
and despite suggestions of a more open setting than
the ditches, the pit may still have been coexistent
with the field system, merely set a little further from
the vegetation of any hedgebank. It remains possible
however, that the pit was in existence earlier, perhaps
representing some form of dedicatory act that may
have occurred only just in advance of construction
of the field boundaries.

While the presence of any single item from the
pit, even a combination of two or three, might
legitimately be seen in strictly functional terms, in
combination, the pottery, burnt stone, cut and burnt
wood, worked wedge, and the possible
anthropomorphic figure lend considerable weight to
suggestions of a ‘special’ act or collections of
activities contributing to the deposit. It is interesting
to note the similarities in the range of materials found
at Hillfarrance with the animal bones, stones,
potsherds, other worked wood and various plant
materials found with the remains of a wooden figure



from a pit at Bad Doberan in Germany (see
comments by Bryony Coles above). As Coles also
indicates, a similar range of artefacts was recovered
with a figure from Forlev Nymglle, Jutland, which
is morphologically similar to the potential
Hillfarrance figure.

Brunning’s suggested deliberate burning and
destruction of a structure, followed by its immediate
burial within pit 554, is worth consideration. It is
also notable that roundwood sections of alder and
blackthorn from a lower fill of ditch 690 were
interpreted as potential structural remains by Rowena
Gale. Incorporation of the burnt stone within the pit
fills may also represent remains of some formal built
feature. Brunning could find no good parallel for
the wedge-shaped item in the corpus of domestic
wooden artefacts of prehistoric to Viking date
(Earwood 1993).

The figure, the pit and the wider context

Deliberate deposition of wooden figurines,
occasionally in pits, is a recognised aspect of later
Bronze Age activity in Europe, even if only seen
rarely in the archaeological record (Coles 1990). If
the Hillfarrance artefact is accepted as an
anthropomorphic wooden figurine, as Coles
indicates it joins the Somerset Neolithic ‘God-Dolly’
and the Kingsteignton figure from Devon as one of
only three prehistoric examples from south-western
Britain, and the only representative of Bronze Age
production.

Structured deposition of artefacts, often of
apparent high value, is well attested archaeologically
at the time (Bradley 1990), and regularly associated
with wetland contexts (Bradley 1979). Forms of
structured deposition within pits have been
recognised in a range of social contexts during the
Middle Bronze Age (Briick 1999), and deliberate
breakage or distortion of artefacts is also well
illustrated in the British Bronze Age, often
associated with wetland sites (Pryor and Taylor
1992; Bradley 1982). The Norton Fitzwarren
ornament hoard exhibits many of these features: at
least eight bronze bracelets and three bronze axes,
damaged and placed deliberately in a niche in a ditch
face immediately outside the bank of the hilltop
enclosure, looking out over the lowlands towards
Hillfarrance. The forked oak branch from
Hillfarrance, interpreted as a wooden figurine in the
Astgabelidole tradition, was perhaps deliberately
sundered mid-torso prior to depositon in a pit that
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possibly had a ritual as well as, or rather than, a
functional purpose.

While wooden figurines of an obvious
anthropomorphic character, such as the Iron Age
Kingsteignton example, have been recognised and
recovered in Britain, simple Astgabelidole or
‘forked-branch idols’ have not previously been
recognised (Coles 1990). This is not the case in
north-west Europe (Van der Sanden and Capelle
2001), where simple forked figures come from a
range of wetland settings, including the occasional
pit. The survival of worked wood, not least forked
human figures, will always be dependent on context,
and the apparent isolation in Britain of the
Hilfarrance forked figure in the British
archaeological record may be a reflection of a relative
scarcity of appropriate wetland settings and
archaeological attention. Nevertheless, the recovery
of several clearly anthropomorphic figures suggests
otherwise, that the simpler figures have simply not
been recognised for what they are. As things stand,
it is not be easy to differentiate between a genuine
disparity in distribution, and past failure to recognize
these minimally worked items; this is one reason for
emphasising the possibility that the Hillfarrance
piece was intended as a figurine, to raise awareness
of their presence in the archaeological record.

The excavations at Hillfarrance add to an
appreciation of the diversity of human activity in
the region the mid-second millennium BC. The site
lies within a wider spread of known Bronze Age
activity (Ellis 1989, fig. 24) which extends to either
side of the River Tone between Wellington and
Taunton. Part of this activity, recorded at the Norton
Fitzwarren enclosure only 3km to the northeast, was
associated with the accumulation of wealth in the
form of bracelets and axe blades, followed by their
deliberate deposition. Those involved in the creation
of the fields at the Hillfarrance site, would appear to
have shared at least aspects of this mindset, digging
a pit, and depositing a range of material including a
possible figurine. The distance between the two sites
is small, and those disposing of metalwork at one,
and worked wood at the other, may well have been
connected.
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