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with contributions by Sheila Boardman, Katie Marsden, Jacky Sommerville

and Sarah F. Wyles

SUMMARY

Archaeological excavations at Hartnell’s Farm, 
Monkton Heathfield, near Taunton examined an Early 
Neolithic pit, an Early Bronze Age pit and two Middle 
Bronze Age enclosures. The Early Neolithic pit 
contained pottery, flint and charred food remains and 
the Early Bronze Age pit little except charcoal, and 
both features were dated by radiocarbon analysis. 
The Middle Bronze Age enclosure ditches and 
associated pits contained Trevisker-related pottery 
(broadly 1500-1000 BC), but there was an absence 
of material for absolute dating. One enclosure was 
sub-rectangular with two entrances and postholes 
for a possible gate structure, while the other, of a 
different form, appeared to demarcate the corner of 
a much larger enclosure the overall extent of which 
was not discoverable. The non-survival of bone and 
the sparseness of cultivated plant remains make an 
assessment of the farming economy problematic, but 
a consideration of the evidence from this and nearby 
sites suggests a pastoral emphasis to be likely. The 
noteworthy discovery of most of a single vessel from 
an enclosure ditch is compared with the intentional 
deposits of Middle Bronze Age vessels found 
elsewhere in the region.

INTRODUCTION

An archaeological excavation was undertaken by 
Cotswold Archaeology (CA) on land at Hartnell’s 
Farm, Monkton Heathfield, Taunton, Somerset 
(centred at NGR ST 25700 27267) between 
November 2018 and February 2019. The site lies on 
the north-eastern fringes of Monkton Heathfield on 
the northern slopes of the Tone valley, some 3.5km 
north-east of Taunton town centre. The excavation 
was commissioned by Persimmon Homes South West 

in fulfilment of a condition on planning consent for 
residential development of the site granted by Taunton 
Deane Borough Council. Two excavation areas and a 
small trench (together totalling 1.2ha) were excavated 
(Fig. 1).

The excavation was the culmination of several 
phases of archaeological mitigation over a much larger 
17ha application site. These included desk-based 
assessments (Wessex Archaeology 2007; 2012), a 
geophysical survey (Archaeology Surveys Ltd 2007) 
and a trial trench evaluation on the part of the site 
on which the present excavations were undertaken 
(Wessex Archaeology 2008). The evaluation, which 
covered 11 hectares, identified two areas of Middle 
Bronze Age activity, and this was where the current 
excavation areas were targeted (Areas 1 and 2). Area 
2 was extended slightly to the west, and an additional 
trench (Trench 3) was also excavated to establish the 
continuation of a Bronze Age ditch found in this area 
(Fig. 2).

The present works were undertaken in accordance 
with a Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) approved 
by the Steve Membery of South West Heritage Trust 
as archaeological adviser to Taunton Deane Borough 
Council. The WSI included an excavation sampling 
strategy for hand excavation of 10% of linear features 
and at least 50% of discrete features (depending on 
their significance). Following further discussion with 
Steve Membery this publication is to be the final 
reporting of this excavation; all other records and 
findings are included with the site archive deposited 
with Somerset County Museum (Accession Code 
TTNCM:1/2021), while the digital archive is with the 
Archaeology Data Service.
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EXCAVATION RESULTS

Early Neolithic pit

The earliest feature discovered was a small circular 
pit (1066) in Area 1 (Fig. 2) containing sherds 
representing two undecorated jars of Early Neolithic 
date (Marsden, below) and a number of flints, 
including a blade and a bladelet (Sommerville, 
below). The pit was 0.9m in diameter and 0.2m deep 
with steep sides and a flat base and had a dark central 
deposit containing charred plant remains that included 
wild fruits (hazelnut shells, sloe and possibly apple). 

Fig. 1 Site location and site plan showing principal archaeological features

There were smaller quantities of emmer wheat and 
barley (Wyles, below). The wood charcoal consisted 
mostly of oak, but with smaller quantities of other 
taxa (Boardman, below). Two radiocarbon dates, one 
on a sloe stone (SUERC-92022, 4829±27 BP) and 
one on oak roundwood (SUERC-92023, 4978±27 BP) 
yielded slightly different dates (Table 1). The earlier 
one, on the oak charcoal, was in the range 3906-3666 
cal. BC and the later one, the sloe, in the range 3661-
3528 cal. BC (both 95.4% probability). Although 
the deposit appeared to be dump of burnt waste, it 
is possible that the pit included some redeposited 
material.
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TABLE 1 RADIOCARBON DATES

Fig. 2 Excavation areas

Feature Lab No. Material δ 13C Radiocarbon 
age yr BP

Calibrated radiocarbon 
age cal. BC
95.4% probability

Calibrated radiocarbon 
age cal. BC
68.2% probability

Context
1069
Pit 1066

SUERC-92022

Charred Plant 
Remains:
Blackthorn fruit 
(Prunus spinose)

-28.6‰ 4829 ± 27 3661-3627 (49.3%) 
3589-3528 (46.1%)

3652-3633 (41.9%) 
3556-3539 (26.3%)

Context
1069
Pit 1066

SUERC-92023
Charcoal: Oak
(Quercus)
roundwood

-26.6‰ 4978 ± 27
3906-3880 (3.8%) 
3801-3693 (89.9%) 
3680-3666 (1.7%)

3775-3711 (68.2%)

Context
2053
Pit 2053

SUERC-92024

Charcoal: Hazel
(Corylus avellana) 
roundwood/
immature timber

-25.7‰ 3857 ± 27

2456-2418 (6.2%) 
2407-2375 (7.5%) 
2368-2356 (1.3%) 
2351-2201 (80.3%)

2341-2274 (39.1%) 
2256-2209 (29.1%)

The radiocarbon ages were calibrated using the University of Oxford Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit calibration 
programme OxCal v4.3.2 (2017) (Bronk Ramsey 2017) using the IntCal13 curve (Reimer et al. 2013).
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Early Bronze Age pit

A small, isolated pit in Area 2 (Fig. 2 – pit 2052) 
also contained dark charcoal-rich fills (2053, 2054) 
although they were without any artefacts. The 
charred remains were exclusively wood, mostly 
oak, but including taxa such as lime and hazel 
(Boardman, below). A radiocarbon date on hazelwood 
charcoal calibrates to the range 2456-2201 cal. BC 
(SUERC-92024, 3857±27 BP) (Table 1) making the 
feature earlier than the Bronze Age ditches (below). 

Middle Bronze Age enclosures

Area 1

A rectangular enclosure lay in the north-eastern part 
of Area 1, closely correlating to an enclosure-type 
geophysical anomaly that had been tested by three 
trenches during the evaluation (Wessex Archaeology 
2008). The enclosure was defined by Ditch A and was 

fully revealed during the excavation of Area 1, where 
it was shown to be square with rounded corners in 
plan, enclosing and area of 21m by 21m. The ditch 
had steep sides and a concave base and varied in 
width between 0.7m and 1.7m and in depth between 
0.3m and 0.65m (Fig. 3, section AA). The enclosure 
was designed with opposing entrances; the southern 
entrance was 5.3m wide whereas the northern one 
was much narrower (1m wide). The enclosure ditch 
contained a sequence of between one and four fills that 
had most probably accumulated from gradual silting, 
and from which small amounts of Bronze Age pottery 
and flint were retrieved. No evidence for a bank was 
identified in any of the sections excavated through 
Ditch A and neither was there evidence for re-cutting. 
A posthole, 1079 (not illustrated), was identified cut 
into the base of Ditch A, inside the south-western 
terminal of the southern entrance. This may suggest 
the former presence of a wooden palisade, but there 
was no other evidence for one.

Within the enclosure, 18 pits and postholes were 

Fig. 3 Ditch A section drawing and photograph
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identified (Pit Group J). These features lay within the 
central and southern parts of the enclosure and were 
circular to sub-oval in plan. They ranged in width 
from 0.3m to 0.5m and in depth from 0.06m to 0.27m, 
and mainly contained single sedimentary fills. A few 
sherds of Bronze Age pottery and flint were recovered 
from only one of these features (pit/posthole 1088), 
found in the central part of the enclosure. Given the 
similar shape and size of the pits and postholes that 
did not contain finds, and their spatial layout, they 
were probably contemporary with the enclosure. 
Immediately to the north of the southern entrance a 
double arrangement of shallow intercutting postholes 
could suggest a narrow gate with evidence for repairs. 
The concentration of pits and postholes in the central 
part of the enclosure could represent the remains of 
a building or structure although no structural ground 
plan is clearly suggested by these features.

 

Area 2 and Trench 3

Remains of Middle Bronze Age date were also 
revealed in Area 2 and comprised four ditches and 
a pit found in the northern part. The configuration 
of ditches appears to represent a small sub-circular 
enclosure in the corner of a larger sub-rectangular 
enclosure. An early ditch, Ditch F, was slightly 
curvilinear in plan, and was 0.8m wide and 0.25m 
deep featuring moderately sloping sides and flat base. 
It contained a single sedimentary fill from which 
a sherd of Bronze Age pottery was retrieved. The 
eastern part of Ditch F was truncated by later Ditch 
H which was a large L-shaped ditch, broadly north/
south and east/west oriented. Ditch H, which had 
been detected by the previous geophysical survey and 
tested during the trial trenching, may have formed, 
together with Ditch I (below), a large enclosure, 
partial enclosure, or boundary extending outside the 
excavation area. Sections excavated through Ditch 
H showed that it had a steep ‘V’-shaped profile and 

Fig. 4 Ditch H section drawing and photograph

22844 SANHS PROCEEDINGS VOL 166 NOV 23



6

SOMERSET ARCHAEOLOGY AND NATURAL HISTORY, 2022

was 2.5m-3.5m wide and 0.9m-2.1m deep (Fig. 4, 
section HH). It contained a sequence of up to eight 
fills containing some Bronze Age pottery, the gravelly 
fill 2122 perhaps suggesting erosion from an eastern 
(outer) bank. Evidence for a re-cut was identified in 
the southern part of Ditch H. The northern terminal 
of Ditch H was observed to truncate narrower, north/
south aligned Ditch G, which was 1.2m wide and 0.7m 
deep, with steep sides and concave base, and which 
extended beyond the excavation area to the north. 
A few sherds of Bronze Age pottery were retrieved 
from the fills of Ditch G. Ditch G could have defined 
an earlier phase of the large L-shaped enclosure, 
and been superseded by Ditch H. The fourth ditch, 
Ditch I, extended beyond the west of Area 2 and was 
also found in Trench 3. Ditch I had steep sides and 
concave base and was 1.55m-2.2m wide and 0.85m-
1m deep. This ditch contained a substantial amount 
of pottery of Bronze Age date, including, in its basal 
fill (2143), over 200 sherds of a large Trevisker-ware 
vessel (RA1 - Marsden, below). A 1.5m gap between 
Ditches H and I defined a narrow entrance from the 
south, later blocked by a narrow slot.

Eight pits and postholes were identified within the 
area semi-enclosed by Ditches H and I. The only one 
of these features that could be dated to the Middle 
Bronze Age phase was pit 2073, although some of 
the others could potentially have been contemporary 
with it. Pit 2073 was circular in plan, 0.45m wide 
and 0.11m deep, with moderate sloping sides and a 
concave base. A small amount of pottery was found 
in its single fill.

Undated

Four narrow ditches (Ditches B, C, D and E) were 
identified in Area 1. The ditches had moderately 
sloping sides that led to flat or concave bases and 
were 0.06m-0.2m deep and 0.35m-0.5m wide. They 
contained single fills from which no artefactual 
material was retrieved. These four ditches could 
represent the remains of one or more rectilinear field 
systems, which remain undated as the ditches could 
not be tied into the archaeological sequence. A scatter 
of shallow undated pits, postholes and tree throw pits 
was also recorded across Area 1 and Area 2. 

Post-medieval/modern

In Area 2 were two sections of ditch containing 
modern pottery and fragments of modern brick. 
They were cut at the level of the subsoil that sealed 
the prehistoric features and are visible in historic 
mapping, clearly representing a recently backfilled 
boundary of post-medieval/modern date. A row of 

postholes to the immediate east was also cut through 
the subsoil and most likely supported a contemporary 
fence line. Modern field drains were encountered 
across the two excavation areas (not illustrated).

THE FINDS

Pottery
Katie Marsden

A small assemblage of pottery, totalling 349 sherds 
weighing 2,394g, was recovered from 16 deposits. 
The large majority dates to the Early Neolithic 
and Middle Bronze Age periods, with three sherds 
dating to the post-medieval period. Most material 
was recovered from ditches (91% by sherd count), 
the remainder from pits (8%) and postholes (1%). 
Only four sherds (37g) were recovered by bulk soil 
sample of one feature, with the rest of the assemblage 
recovered by hand.

Methods and condition

The assemblage was fully recorded in accordance with 
the guidance issued by Historic England (Barclay et 
al. 2016). Recording was directly onto an MS Access 
database (in archive) and details include fabric, vessel 
form (profile) and rim morphology and decoration. 
Sherds were assessed for evidence for vessel use, 
although no traces of residue or sooting were noted. 

A substantially complete, but well-fragmented 
vessel, RA1 from Ditch I (fill 2143) is present in the 
assemblage, comprising 243 sherds (1,617g). Overall, 
the remainder of the prehistoric pottery is moderately 
fragmented, with a mean sherd weight of 6.7g. Poor 
surface survival is a feature of the Middle Bronze Age 
assemblage, probably largely an effect of the burial 
environment on the commonly soft, grog-tempered 
fabrics.

Early Neolithic

Pit 1066 (fill 1069) produced the earliest material, 
comprising 24 sherds (203g) of vein quartz-tempered 
fabric. This fabric is well established as dating to the 
Early Neolithic in Devon (Quinnell 2010) and is also 
known from Taunton (CA 2016). Two undecorated 
vessels are represented with diameters 160mm and 
200mm and each with rounded, slightly pinched rims 
(Fig. 5, nos 1 and 2). In neither instance was the vessel 
form/profile certain, although both are probably in the 
plain bowl tradition.
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Middle Bronze Age

A total of 322 sherds (2,104g) was attributed to this 
period. Most material (276 sherds) was recorded 
from coming from the fills of feature Ditch I, with fill 
2143 producing 242 sherds (1,599g) representing a 
single vessel (RA1). The large majority of the pottery 
consists of bodysherds without decoration, which 
has made meaningful discussion of the assemblage 
difficult. Aside from the material from Ditch I, pottery 
of this period was recorded from Ditches A (14 
sherds) and H (27 sherds), with smaller amounts from 
Pit 2073 (four sherds) and Pit Group J (one sherd). 

Fig. 5 Pottery rims: 1-2 Early Neolithic vessels;
3 Middle Bronze Age Trevisker-Style jar

Date fabric Ct. Wt. (g) Present in deposits

Early Neolithic V1 (vein quartz) 24 203 1069

Middle Bronze Age GR1 (grog and sparse quartz) 293 2,008 1043, 1085, 2043, 2051, 2074, 
2098, 2143 

GR2 (grog) 25 69 2137, 2150, 2088

GR3 (sparse grog, oxidized) 4 27 1075, 1089

Sub-total 322 2,104

Total 346 2,307

Three fabrics are represented (Table 2): all grog-
tempered types, the majority belong to type GR1. 
Vessel RA1 is well-fragmented and its surfaces for 
the most part are poorly preserved. Its form would 
appear to be a large, probably barrel-shaped vessel 
consistent with Parker-Pearson’s (1995) Style 1 
vessels. Decoration was recorded on two sherds and 
consisted of bands of twisted cord impressions below 
the rim (Fig. 5, no. 3). 

The decoration on RA1 is typical for the 
Trevisker-related tradition which widely characterises 
assemblages of the period in the South West (Quinnell 
2012; Woodward 1990). The available evidence 

TABLE 2 PREHISTORIC POTTERY FABRICS SUMMARY
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suggests use from c. 1500 BC, and continuing as late 
as 11th or 10th centuries BC, when it was succeeded 
by post-Deverel-Rimbury plain styles. There are 
some indications that the cord-impressed decoration 
of the kind exhibited by RA1 is confined to the earlier 
part of this range, before c. 1300/1250 BC (Davies 
2021, 31).

Although smaller and more limited in its range, 
the Hartnell’s Farm group is comparable to that 
from Nerrols Farm, Cheddon Fitzpaine, located 

Fig. 6 Locations of nearby sites mentioned in the text

only 2km to the south-east (Davies 2021) (Fig. 6). 
This assemblage (1,632 sherds) comprised mainly 
larger bucket or barrel-shaped vessels in grog-
tempered fabrics. Approximately one quarter of this 
group featured decoration consistent with Trevisker-
related styles, although mostly as incised chevrons. 
The latter feature, and absence of cord-impressed 
decoration, may hint at dating a little later than that 
of the Hartnell’s Farm group. Elsewhere in the region, 
Trevisker-related assemblages were recovered from 
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Rodway, Cannington (Quinnell 2018) (Fig. 6), Brean 
Down (Woodward 1990) and Queen Camel (Jones 
2018), the latter two groups including cord-impressed 
material comparable with RA1.
Illustrations (Fig. 5)

1.	 Simple rim in Fabric V1 from Pit 1066 (fill 
1069)

2.	 Simple rim in Fabric V1 from Pit 1066 (fill 
1069)

3.	 Trevisker-style vessel from Ditch I, (fill 
2143). Fabric GR1. RA1

Post-medieval

Three sherds of pottery of post-medieval date were 
recovered from the ditch in Area 2. They were a 
single sherd of glazed earthenware, of mid 16th- to 
18th-century date, and two sherds of 18th-century 
creamware.

Lithics
Jacky Sommerville

A total of 36 worked lithics were recorded, four 
from Greensand chert and the remainder from flint. 
The most significant group was eleven flints from 
Neolithic pit 1066 (fill 1069) in association with Early 
Neolithic pottery and radiocarbon-dated sloe and oak 
roundwood. They included a blade and bladelet, a 
retouched flake and evidence of utilisation on a lateral 
edge of another flake. The group is in keeping with the 
Early Neolithic dating and in view of their relatively 
unrolled condition they appear likely to be stratified.

Worked lithics (14 in total) also came from Middle 
Bronze Age features, including ditches A, F, I and H, 
and pit 1105. Most (nine) were flakes but the flints 
included a fragment of an Early Neolithic leaf-shaped 
arrowhead and a thumbnail scraper of probable Early 
Bronze Age date made on chert. Both are residual. 
Ditch A also yielded an end scraper, an end-and-side 
scraper and a side scraper. Much of the material from 
Middle Bronze Age features showed edge damage 
and it is not clear how much is likely to have been 
redeposited.

Plant macrofossils
Sarah F. Wyles

A total of ten bulk soil samples (192 litres of soil) 
were analysed from a range of ditches, pits and a 
posthole across the site. Eight of these samples were 
from Bronze Age deposits, three from enclosure ditch 
A, two from Pit Group J (Area 1), one from pit 1066, 
one from Ditch H and one from Ditch I; and two were 

from pit 2052, of Early Bronze Age date. 
The samples were processed following standard 

flotation methods, using a 250µm sieve for the 
recovery of the flot and a 1mm sieve for the collection 
of the residue. All identifiable charred plant remains 
were identified following nomenclature of Stace 
(2010) for wild plants, and traditional nomenclature, 
as provided by Zohary et al. (2012) for cereals. The 
results are recorded in Table 3. Generally, very few 
charred plant remains were recovered from these 
samples.

Early Neolithic

A sloe (Prunus spinosa) fruit from fill 1069 (sample 
3) of pit 1066 in Area 1 was radiocarbon dated 
within the range 3661-3528 cal. BC (4829±27 
BP, SUERC-92022) and a radiocarbon date 
within the range 3906-3666 cal. BC (4978±27 BP, 
SUERC-92023) was obtained on a piece of oak 
(Quercus) roundwood from the same deposit (Table 
1).

The moderate charred plant assemblage recorded 
from pit 1066 (sample 3) was dominated by wild 
fruit remains including hazelnut (Corylus avellana) 
shell fragments, sloe fruit and stone fragments and 
apple type (Malus sylvestris) fruit and pip fragments. 
The small number of cereal remains included barley 
(Hordeum vulgare) and emmer wheat (Triticum 
dicoccum) grain fragments. This assemblage may 
be representative of food waste. The predominance 
of hazelnut fragments and fruit remains has been 
recorded from other Neolithic deposits in Southern 
Britain and this may be indicative of the exploitation 
and general reliance on these wild food resources 
during this period (Moffett et al. 1989; Stevens 2007; 
Robinson 2000).

Early Bronze Age

A fragment of hazel roundwood/immature timber 
charcoal from fill 2053 (sample 10) of pit 2052 in 
Area 2 was radiocarbon dated within the range 2456-
2201 cal. BC (3857±27 BP, SUERC-92024). Samples 
10 and 11 from pit 2052 contained no charred 
plant remains but large amounts of charcoal pieces 
(Boardman, below).

Middle Bronze Age

In Area 1 no charred plant remains were recovered 
from Enclosure Ditch A, sections 1041, 1071 and 
1081 (samples 6, 4 and 5 respectively) or from pit 
1088 (sample 8) from Pit Group J and only a few 
seeds of sheep’s sorrel (Rumex acetosella) and brome 
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grass (Bromus sp.) from posthole 1094 (sample 9) part 
of Pit Group J. There were also only a few fragments 
of charcoal in these assemblages.

In Area 2 no charred plant remains were recovered 
from Ditch H (sample 12) and a single hazelnut 
shell was recorded from Ditch I (sample 13). There 
were also only a few fragments of charcoal in these 
assemblages, the dark sediments identified in places 
(e.g. Fig. 4) yielding no identifiable fragments.

Discussion

The charred plant assemblage from Early Neolithic 
pit 1066 appears to be associated with domestic food 
waste and is comparable with other assemblages of 
a similar date in the wider area. Both hazelnut shells 
and crab apple remains were recovered from some 
Early Neolithic deposits at Hayes Farm Quarry, Clyst 
Honiton (Cobain 2014) and at Aldi site, Exeter Road, 
Topsham (Garland and Orellana 2018).

No charred plant remains were recovered from 
Early Bronze Age pit 2052, and only sparse quantities 
were recorded from Early Bronze Age deposits at 
Brean Down (Straker 1990). Few charred remains 
were recorded from the Middle Bronze Age deposits 
and this was also the case in the evaluation samples 
(Wessex Archaeology 2008). These assemblages 
provide no evidence for crop processing or other 
settlement activities taking place in these areas of 
the site. A number of assemblages from Middle 
and Late Bronze Age features on other sites in the 
area provide evidence for cereal production and 
processing. Remains of emmer wheat, spelt wheat 
(Triticum spelta) and barley were recorded in some 
assemblages from Bishops Lydeard (Wyles 2022), 
Rodway Enclosure, Cannington Bypass (Wyles 
2018b), (Fig. 6), Brean Down, Somerset (Straker 
1990) and Queen Camel, Somerset (Wyles 2018a). 
This range of cereals are found in Middle and Late 
Bronze Age assemblages across Southern Britain 
(Greig 1991). It seems likely that these crops were 
also grown around, and processed on, this site but in 
small quantities. The results from Hartnell’s Farm 
augment the environmental data for this period in this 
region.

Wood charcoal from Early Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age pits
Sheila Boardman

Three samples (each 19 litres in volume) were 
investigated for wood charcoal. Sample 3 came from 
fill 1069 of Early Neolithic pit 1066 in Area 1. The 
difference between the two radiocarbon dates from this 
pit (one on a sloe stone and one on oakwood – Table 

1) suggests that the wood was either old when burned 
or had been redeposited. This sample also produced 
the majority of the charred plant macrofossils from 
the site (Wyles, above). 

Samples 10 and 11 had solely wood charcoal and 
were from separate fills (2053 and 2054 respectively) 
of Early Bronze Age pit 2052 in Area 2 with a 
radiocarbon date on hazel charcoal (Table 1). The 
wood charcoal investigation was undertaken to assess 
the woody resources available to the local population, 
and for evidence relating to the use of the two pit 
features. 

Methods

The samples were processed by standard flotation 
methods and the material discussed below was 
received in the form of pre-sorted >2mm wood 
charcoal from the flots and residues. Individual 
charcoal fragments were randomly extracted from the 
bags, and prepared and identified using methods and 
keys in Hather (2000), Gale and Cutler (2000) and 
Schweingruber (1990), aided by a Lomo Metam P-1 
microscope (with up to x400 magnifications). Plant 
nomenclature follows Stace (2010). 

Results

At least eight tree and shrub taxa are represented 
by the wood charcoal from the three samples (see 
below). Full results, as fragment counts per sample, 
are listed in Table 4.

Early Neolithic Pit 1066, Area 1 (Sample 3)

Oak (Quercus) fragments, largely from heartwood 
timber, accounted for over half of the identifiable 
wood charcoal. A combination of ash (Fraxinus 
excelsior), hawthorn group (Pomoideae) and willow/
poplar (Salix/Populus) made up a further 40% of 
identified fragments. The remaining (less than 10%) 
fraction was made up of a few (1-3) fragments each of 
alder (Alnus glutinosa), blackthorn/cherry (Prunus), 
hazel (Corylus avellana) and alder/hazel (Alnus/
Corylus). The oak, ash and hawthorn group point to 
mixed deciduous woodland in the vicinity of the site. 
The inclusion of alder and willow/poplar charcoal 
suggests that parts of such woodlands were damp or 
that fuel wood was collected from low-lying areas. In 
view of the mixed charred macrofossil remains (with 
cereal grains and wild edible species), it is most likely 
that the charcoal remains here represent fuel refuse 
that was dumped in the pit, rather than the results of 
an in situ fire.
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Early Bronze Age Pit 2052, Area 2 (Samples 10 and 
11)

Samples 10 and 11 had very similar woody taxa but 
their proportions varied. Oak was the dominant taxon 
in both cases. In sample 10, oak accounted for 47.5% 
of identified charcoal fragments, while in sample 11 
this was 80% of fragments. Oak fragments in sample 
10 were dominated by heartwood, while sample 
11 there was a more even mixture of heartwood, 

sapwood and roundwood. The second most common 
taxon in both samples was hazel. This accounted for 
c. 37.5% of the identifiable remains in sample 10, but 
only 10.5 % of those in sample 11. The other taxa 
present in both samples were hawthorn group, alder/
hazel and lime/possible lime (Tilia/cf. Tilia). A single 
fragment of definite alder was present in sample 11. 
Variations between samples may reflect different 
episodes of dumping of fuel refuse in pit 2052, or post-
depositional sorting of material in the different fills. 

Area

Phase

Feature type

Cut

Context

Sample

Vol. (L)

1 2

Early Neolithic Early Bronze Age

Pit Pit

1066 2052

1069 2053 2054

3 10 11

8 19 13

Rosaceae

Prunus sp.

cf. Prunus sp.

Pomoideae

Fagaceae

Quercus

Betulaceae

Alnus glutinosa (L.) Gaertn.

Corylus avellana L.

Alnus/Corylus

Salicaceae

Salix/Populus

Malvaceae

Tilia 

cf. Tilia 

Oleaceae

Fraxinus excelsior L.

blackthorn/cherry

cf. blackthorn/cherry

hawthorn group

oak

alder

hazel

alder/hazel

willow/poplar

lime

cf. lime

ash

1

2

11r

54hsr

3

1r

1

10

-

-

20r

-

-

11r

51hsr

-

40r

4

-

-

1

-

-

-

4r

84hsr

1

11r

3r

-

2

-

-

Indeterminate charcoal

Fragments analysed

15b

118

3

110

5

110

KEY: Counts include h - heartwood; s - sapwood; r - roundwood; b- bark. Pomoideae may include Malus (apple), 
Crataegus (hawthorn) and Sorbus (rowan, service, whitebeam) species 

TABLE 4 CHARCOAL IDENTIFICATIONS
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Discussion

The presence of lime in the Hartnell’s Farm deposits 
is of interest. This was one of the most important trees 
of the post-glacial period, with a wide range of uses 
(see Edlin 1949; Gale and Cutler 2000) but is rarely 
recovered as wood charcoal. Most archaeological 
sites post-date the lime decline, and lime wood also 
has a more open structure than denser woods, such as 
oak and ash, so may be less likely to survive charring 
or burial. Lime was recovered as waterlogged wood 
from early Neolithic deposits at the Sweet Track, 
Somerset (Coles et al. 1973; Coles and Orme 1976, 
1979, 1984), and as a trace at other sites in the region 
(see Smith 2002). More recently, small amounts of 
lime charcoal were recovered from five later Neolithic 
- Early Bronze Age pit features, at Exeter Road, 
Topsham, in the lower Exe valley (Boardman 2018).

The Hartnell’s Farm site is located between the 
Quantocks and the Blackdown Hills. The inhabitants 
would have had access to woody resources from 
both areas and from lower lying areas along the river 
Tone. Based on syntheses of pollen data, this whole 
area probably supported mixed oak woodland during 
the Neolithic - Early Bronze Age (at the end of the 
climatic optimum), with alder carr more dominant to 
the north-east, along the river Parrett to the Bristol 
channel (Bennett 1989; Wilkinson and Straker 
2008). A wide range of taxa has been identified as 
waterlogged wood from late Neolithic and Bronze 
Age deposits on the Somerset Levels. Hazel and birch 
were present at most and other very common taxa 
included hazel, birch, ash, alder, willow/poplar, elm 
and oak (cf. Smith 2002).

Twenty-two charcoal samples were analysed 
from Later Neolithic to Bronze Age (predominantly 
Middle Bronze Age) features at Bridgwater Gateway, 
North Petherton, c. 8km north-east of Hartnell’s 
Farm (Boardman 2019) (Fig. 6). Overall, oak and 
alder charcoal fragments were dominant. The next 
most common taxa from domestic deposits were 
blackthorn/cherry, hawthorn group, hazel, holly, ash, 
alder/hazel and willow/poplar, while in the cremation 
related features these were ash, hawthorn group, 
blackthorn/cherry, alder/hazel, elder (Sambucus 
nigra), hazel, holly (Ilex aquifolium) maple (Acer 
campestre). Wetland species (particularly alder) were 
better represented at the Bridgwater Gateway site, 
reflecting its location close to the tidal River Parrett 
and the Bristol Channel.

The small charcoal assemblage from Hartnell’s 
Farm appears to broadly fit the developing local 
picture for early prehistoric woodlands and fuel use 
practices, based on wood charcoal remains. On the 
basis of the three samples here, hedgerow and scrub 

species, such as blackthorn, do not seem to have been 
widely used as fuel, and possible heathland species, 
including gorse/broom and birch, were absent. 
The wood charcoal remains point to good access 
to woodland trees, including oak, hazel, hawthorn 
group (including crab-apple, Sorbus species and/or 
hawthorn) and ash, while the presence of lime hints at 
the possible survival locally, of some of the region’s 
primary woodland.

DISCUSSION

The excavation at Hartnell’s Farm confirmed the 
results of the geophysical survey and the trial 
trench evaluation and revealed an area of Middle 
Bronze Age activity. This mainly comprised a sub-
rectangular enclosure in Area 1 and a large L-shaped 
semi-enclosure ditch in Area 2. 

A single pit containing pottery, flints, wood 
charcoal and charred plant remains shows occupation 
here in the Early Neolithic period. Two radiocarbon 
dates broadly confirm the pottery dating, although 
the calibrated date ranges do not overlap and it seems 
likely that the earlier one (SUERC-92023) dated an 
old or redeposited oak sample. The later date range 
(3661-3528 cal. BC; SUERC-92022) on a sloe 
stone, is probably the more reliable. The pit seems 
to have been an isolated feature, although other pits 
without charred material or pottery may have gone 
unrecognised. The function of this pit is not readily 
apparent, although it contained charred remains of 
wild foods (hazelnut, sloe and apple) and cereals. It 
could have been used to store foodstuffs but similar 
Neolithic pits have been interpreted as having been 
excavated by Neolithic settlers to commemorate 
periods of occupation, with token handfuls of 
domestic waste having been placed into the pits as an 
act of closure (Carver 2012, 111; Thomas 2012, 2).

Evidence for Early Bronze Age occupation at the 
site was also very limited, consisting of a single pit 
from which no artefactual material was recovered. 
Hazelwood charcoal was radiocarbon dated within 
the range 2456-2201 cal. BC, in the Early Bronze 
Age or Beaker period (SUERC-92024). As with the 
Early Neolithic pits, the nature of the activity the 
pit represents is unclear, but these kinds of scattered 
remains appear to be fairly typical of the area. A 
group of Neolithic pits and a small Early Bronze Age 
ring-ditch were excavated at Nerrols Farm (Davies 
et al. 2021) (Fig. 6). An Early Bronze Age ring-ditch 
was also discovered in an evaluation at Staplegrove, 
Taunton (CA 2016), while two Early Bronze Age 
cremation burials were found west of Norton 
Fitzwarren at Wick Lane (Alexander and Adam 2013) 
(Fig. 6).
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The most significant features revealed at Hartnell’s 
Farm comprised the remains of two enclosures 
of Middle Bronze Age date that demonstrate the 
occupation of the local landscape for farming some 
description during this period. The sub-rectangular 
enclosure fully exposed in Area 1 was provided with 
opposite entrances, with a gateway structure on the 
wider southern entrance. It contained the remains 
of a possible structure represented by a number of 
shallow postholes scattered throughout its central 
and southern parts. The enclosure ditch yielded small 
quantities of Trevisker-related pottery and flint and 
appears to have been of one phase. The enclosure is 
similar in form to that at Nerrols Farm in its second 
phase, which also had entrances on opposite sides, 
although the Nerrols Farm enclosure was rather larger 
and had clearer evidence of a roundhouse, which was 
located in the northern half (Davies et al. 2021, 21, 
fig. 6). Modelled radiocarbon dates for Nerrols Farm 
indicate a fairly short duration of occupation in the 
14th century cal. BC (ibid., 22). The Hartnell’s Farm 
occupation may well have been of a similar date and 
duration, but no absolute dating was possible here. The 
enclosure in Area 2 was of a different form, appearing 
to represent the demarcation of the corner of a larger 
sub-rectangular enclosure, whose extent remains 
undefined by the excavation or the geophysical survey 
(Fig. 1). It is possible that this never formed a full 
enclosure. L-shaped enclosures or partial enclosures 
are sometimes found, the other sides perhaps defined 
by less archaeologically visible boundaries such as 
fence lines. The first phase of enclosure at Nerrols 
Farm was L-shaped, with a ‘palisade’ continuing the 
line of the east/west arm (ibid., 21, fig. 6), and there 
was also a small L-shaped enclosure at Dawes Farm, 
Bridgwater, about 8km north-east of Hartnell’s Farm 
(CA forthcoming) (Fig. 6). A notable feature of corner 
Ditch H at Hartnell’s Farm was its depth (around 2m 
– Fig. 4) and it must have formed a locally prominent 
landmark. The suggestion from the fills of an external 
bank would make the enclosure suitable for containing 
what was enclosed, rather than barring entry, and a 
livestock corral is a strong possibility. 

The nature of the farming economy is not evident 
from the remains recovered. No animal bone was 
recovered, likely to have been a consequence of 
the slightly acidic nature of the underlying Mercia 
Mudstone Group geology and associated soils (BGS 
2020; Soilscapes 2020). Charred plant remains were 
rare and this may reflect a lack of crop processing 
in and around the enclosures where grain and chaff 
might have been accidently charred. Similarly, a 
lack of quernstones may indicate a low level of grain 
production. It is possible that, if one or other of the 
enclosures was for habitation, the cereal-based part of 

the inhabitants’ diet was prepared elsewhere. 
The pottery was fragmentary and it is worth 

drawing attention to the fact that most came from 
a single vessel – an incomplete but still substantial 
portion of a decorated jar found in the primary fill 
of Ditch I (Vessel RA 1, Fig. 2; Fig. 5, no. 3). There 
were no associated finds and the circumstances of its 
deposition remain unclear. A funerary association is 
unlikely because of the vessel’s incompleteness, the 
absence of cremated bone and the unusual context, in 
a ditch rather than a cremation grave. The deliberate 
deposition of pottery and other material in a domestic 
context is, however, not unusual in the Middle Bronze 
Age, where it is often seen as an act of closure (Brück 
1999; 2001b; Nowakowski 2001). At Rodway, 
Cannington, about one quarter of a large jar was found 
in a pit containing charred grain (Hart and Mudd 
2018, 114), and at Crablake Farm, Exminster, Devon, 
a large proportion of a Trevisker vessel, missing the 
rim and base, was found filled with dark soil and 
placed in a pit apparently dug to receive it (Mudd 
and Joyce 2014, 34, figs 2.22, 2.38). Of perhaps more 
functional purpose, a remarkable group of seven large 
domestic storage jars, were found placed in individual 
pits nearby at Nerrols Farm (Davies et al. 2021, 37-
39). They were missing their rims, but originally may 
well have been complete when buried. They may 
have been intended for the sub-surface storage of 
food or drink. Lipid analysis of a number of vessels 
from Nerrols Farm showed that most had evidence 
of having contained dairy fats (ibid., 32-33). At 
face value this would appear to indicate that animal 
husbandry was a significant aspect of the economy 
of this part of the Vale of Taunton and perhaps, in 
particular, dairying. This interpretation is compatible 
with the limited evidence from Hartnell’s Farm.

The developing picture from a number of recent 
excavations in the Taunton and Bridgwater areas 
shows a widespread if not dense occupation of the 
land in the Middle Bronze Age. This distribution 
of settlement was not even suspected a decade ago 
when only one Middle Bronze Age settlement (Brean 
Down) had been subjected to excavation of any scale 
(Fitzpatrick 2008, 116). Recently, large expanses 
of Middle Bronze Age settlement and associated 
enclosures have been found at North Petherton and 
Huntworth near Bridgwater in connection with 
the ‘Bridgwater Gateway’ development (Oxford 
Archaeology 2020; CA 2016). Evaluation near 
Junction 24 of the M5 motorway revealed extensive 
Early to Middle Bronze Age ditches and pits (CA 
2018a). It may now be suspected that much of the 
Vale of Taunton was fully occupied by farming 
communities in the Middle Bronze Age, as it was in 
later periods. This productivity would appear to be 
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the context for the Norton Camp hilltop enclosure at 
Norton Fitzwarren (Fig. 6), where the Middle Bronze 
Age phase is ill-defined but is suggested to have had 
a bank outside the ditch (Ellis 1989, 62-65) and is 
therefore more likely to have been a stock corral than 
a defensive enclosure. 

There was an absence of occupation at Hartnell’s 
Farm in later periods, although two alignments of 
narrow ditches in Area 1, which are undated, suggest 
agricultural usage in later periods. A dislocation of 
settlement in the late 2nd or early 1st millennium BC 
is indicated, although the region was still occupied. 
A Later Bronze Age enclosed settlement to the west 
at Bishops Lydeard has recently been examined 
(Orellana 2022). Later prehistoric and Roman 
enclosures and ditches have come to light from 
sites nearby, at Nerrols Farm (Davies et al. 2021), 
Nerrols Farm (North-West) (Cox and Samuel 2001) 
and Maidenbrook Farm to the south-east (Ferris and 
Bevan 1993), and these may provide the context for 
the undated ditches at Hartnell’s Farm.
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