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SUMMARY

Excavation at Winterstoke Hundred Academy, 
Locking, has produced evidence of an Iron Age 
rectilinear enclosure. While this did not appear to 
have any associated features within the interior, the 
fills of the enclosure ditch produced small assemblages 
of Iron Age pottery, animal bones, charred plant 
remains and molluscs. The remains of post-medieval 
field boundary ditches were also observed.

INTRODUCTION

Between July 2021 and June 2022, Cotswold 
Archaeology (CA) carried out an archaeological 
excavation and subsequent watching brief in advance 
of the construction of a new school, at Winterstoke 
Hundred Academy, Locking Parklands, North 
Somerset (centred at NGR ST 36354 60262; Fig. 1).

The development area lies north of the settlement 
of Locking just over 1km west of the M5, on the 
north side of the A371. Based on the results of a 
Desk Based Assessment (CA 2020), two geophysical 
surveys (Stratascan 2013; AOC Archaeology 
Group 2020), a previous excavation (Rainbird and 
Blatchford 2020) and an evaluation (CA 2021a), 
an excavation area of 0.8ha was identified to target 
features identified by those investigations. This 
excavation area coincided with the highest point of a 
small hillock of approximately 20m above Ordnance 
Datum. The underlying bedrock geology of the site 
is mapped as mudstone of the Mercia Group and 
Blue Anchor Formation, formed during the Triassic 
Period (BGS 2021). The full report on the excavation 
results is available online (CA 2023, at http://reports.
cotswoldarchaeology.co.uk) and the findings are 
summarised here.

Archaeological Background

The broader landscape within which the site is 
located was already exploited during the Bronze Age 

as suggested by the presence of barrows and burials 
of possible Bronze Age date nearby (CA 2020). 
The remains of an Iron Age roundhouse, with some 
evidence for associated ditches and postholes, were 
discovered during excavations at RAF Locking (CA 
2020; North Somerset HER MNS208), approximately 
260m north of the site.

The remains of a 3rd-century Roman villa 
superseded the Iron Age remains and the Winterstoke 
Hundred Academy site is assumed to lie within the 
agricultural hinterland associated with the villa estate 
(CA 2020; North Somerset HER MNS206). Other 
evidence of Roman activity in the area included a 
possible trackway only 380m north of the site (CA 
2020; North Somerset HER MNS2131) and the 
remains of buildings and pottery kilns found 460m to 
the south (CA 2020; North Somerset HER MNS932).

Immediately to the north of the current site, 
the corner of an enclosure ditch was identified by 
geophysical survey (Stratascan 2013) and, following 
an excavation by AC Archaeology, it was tentatively 
dated to the Roman period (Rainbird and Blatchford 
2020). The enclosure ditch continued to the south 
of the AC excavation area and its full extent was 
later identified by another geophysical survey 
(AOC Archaeology 2020) and sample excavated by 
Cotswold Archaeology. This report summarises the 
results of that excavation. 

The excavation by AC Archaeology also found the 
remains of an early-medieval cemetery which cut the 
backfills of the earlier ditch (Rainbird and Blatchford 
2020; Rainbird et al. 2023 (this volume)). The 
cemetery included 18 burials and was dated from the 
late 5th to the 8th century AD (Rainbird et al. 2023). 
The later medieval landscape of the area included 
a motte and bailey castle located some 440m to the 
north of the site and a moated manor house located 
220m to the south; the site itself was probably part of 
the agricultural hinterland associated with the manor 
house and, later on, the village of Locking itself (CA 
2020). 

Identified by geophysical surveys (Stratascan 
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2013; AOC Archaeology 2020) and seen during 
the AC Archaeology excavation (Rainbird and 
Blatchford 2020), the side and corner of an enclosure 
ditch situated along the northern edge of the current 
site was preliminarily dated to the Roman period. It 

was overlain by the early-medieval cemetery and the 
presence of this feature, apparently extending to the 
south was the main reason for the works described 
here.

Fig. 1 Site location and plan of the archaeological features
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RESULTS

The natural geological substrate identified during 
the excavation consisted of a light blue grey firm 
clay with light grey blue degraded mudstone across 
the western quarter of site with patches of the 
underlying mudstone bedrock protruding through on 
the higher northern side of the excavation area. The 
archaeological remains were covered by 0.12m thick 
subsoil of mid-light grey-brown clay silt. This was, in 
turn, overlaid by a 0.2m thick mid-dark grey-brown 
clay silt topsoil. The main activity identified was late 

prehistoric in date with some evidence of agricultural 
use of the land in the medieval and post-medieval 
periods.

Iron Age

The later prehistoric activity probably dates to 
the Iron Age according to the small assemblage 
of undiagnostic pottery recovered. The features 
included the central and southern parts of a rectilinear 
enclosure, which measured 76m in length (north-
east to south-west) and 69m in width (north-west to 

Fig. 2 Enclosure ditch sections
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south-east), giving a total internal area of 0.5ha. It 
had a single 11m-wide entrance in the centre of the 
south-eastern side (Fig. 1). It was defined by ditch 
A, which was substantial, being up to 3.8m in width 
and 1.38m in depth, and typically contained a series 
of silting fills (Fig. 2, Sections AA and BB). A final 
fill, stone deposit 2040, was also observed along the 
internal edge of part of the south-western side. This 
may be the remnant of bank material or a revetment, 
especially given the general absence of stone from the 
site. There was however no indication in the ditch fills 
of differential filling from one side or the other which 
may represent bank material. It is possible that the 
bank was only reduced after the ditch had completed 
filling, and this would be consistent with revetment 
material then being spread across it.

In agreement with the Principal Archaeologist at 
North Somerset Council, 10% of the enclosure ditch 
was excavated (CA 2021b). The ditch was re-cut at 
least twice during its use. Section CC on the south-
west side of the enclosure shows that here the earliest 
ditch 2069 was cut by ditch 2073 and this was, in turn, 
re-cut by the final ditch 2076 (Fig. 2). This final re-
cut measured 3.6m wide and up to 1.2m deep. This 
apparently continued round into the south-eastern 
side, where the original ditch 2081 was re-cut by ditch 
2084 (Fig. 2, Section DD), which was 3.8m wide and 
1.2m deep. That this does not appear to have occurred 
further north on the south-eastern enclosure side 
(Fig. 2, Section AA) might suggest that the recutting 
was focussed on ensuring the maintenance of the 
impressive nature of the ditches around the entrance; 
the north-west entrance terminal was particularly 
substantial (Fig. 2, Section BB), and may suggest a 
recut which has removed traces of earlier alignments. 
Whilst the enclosure ditches were substantial, no 
other features were identified within the perimeter. 
This may be the result of later truncation caused 
by ploughing; however, it is also possible that the 
enclosure contained structures built in such a way that 
left no visible trace on the ground.

Dating of the enclosure remains somewhat elusive. 
Only a small amount of poorly preserved, undiagnostic 
pottery was recovered from the fills of Ditch A, with 
only one coming from a lower fill. However, the 
fabric of these sherds is consistent with local Iron Age 
material. Other material from the ditch fills suggests a 
low degree of discard and this may have accumulated 
over a period of time. For example, the condition of 
the animal bone suggests that may have been exposed 
for a long time before accumulating in the ditch or 
being incorporated into the fills. The bulk samples 
produced a very small amount of identifiable charred 
plant remains and molluscs. The plant remains are 
suggested to represent dispersed wind-blown waste 

rather than providing specific evidence for domestic 
activity within the enclosure. However, the molluscs 
suggest an established open landscape with areas of 
longer grass, and that the ditch was possibly subjected 
to periodic flooding.

Post-medieval

Following the abandonment of the prehistoric 
enclosure, the next evidence for use of the site 
comprised three ditches (Fig. 1). North-east/south-
west aligned ditch C was seen over a distance of 46m, 
and was 1.6m in width and 0.4m in depth. North-west/
south-east aligned ditch D was approximately 0.7m in 
width and 0.22m deep, running perpendicular to and 
terminating 3m before Ditch C. This gap could have 
formed an entrance. Ditch B ran north-east/south-west 
and was observed over a distance of approximately 
27m, and was 0.83m in width and 0.25m in depth. 
Ditch B cut the uppermost fills of the enclosure ditch.

Artefacts within these features suggest an early 
post-medieval date, although there is a very small 
medieval component so they may have earlier origins. 
Pottery of almost exclusively 16th-17th-century date 
was recovered from these ditches. Ditches C and 
D correlate well with field boundaries visible on 
the 1839 Locking Tithe map, but which no longer 
featured on the 1844-88 OS 25” 1st Edition Somerset 
map (CA 2020).

FINDS

The finds recovered from the site included pottery, 
fired clay, ceramic building material, a glass fragment 
and a metal object. Full reports, including methods, 
are included in the excavation report (CA 2023), and 
are briefly summarised here.

Pottery
Alejandra Gutiérrez and E. R. McSloy

A total of 34 pottery sherds were recovered by hand 
excavation from ten separate deposits; the large 
majority of these dated between the 13th and 17th 
centuries AD. Eleven sherds were consistent with 
prehistoric types and fabrics. 

Prehistoric

The eleven sherds of prehistoric pottery were all 
retrieved from fills of the enclosure Ditch A and 
consist of unfeatured bodysherds, most of which are 
abraded. Precise dating is precluded by the absence 
of diagnostic features of vessel form or decoration. 
The suggested dating is based on the characteristics 
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of the fabrics and comparisons with better-dated 
material from the region. The calcareous fabrics and 
thicknesses of the sherds from Ditch A are consistent 
with a later prehistoric, probably Iron Age date range, 
with comparable fabrics recorded from the area, for 
example from St Georges, Worle (McSloy 2009, 
106-7). All material is likely to have been produced 
locally.

Late medieval and early post-medieval (13th-17th 
centuries)

Most of the medieval and later pottery was found in 
the topsoil and subsoil, the rest coming from ditches 
B, C and D. The assemblage consists of very small, 
abraded sherds, most of them featureless. Apart from 
a single sherd of medieval unglazed coarseware, 
the rest of the assemblage (21 sherds; 480g) dates 
to the 16th-17th centuries. The vast majority are 
green-glazed redwares in Somerset-style, fine fabrics 
(eleven sherds; 247g), sometimes with a grey core 
and silty fabric, similar to products from Wanstrow 
in East Somerset (six sherds; 104g). A very sandy 
redware is reminiscent of the Ashton Keynes wares 
in North Wiltshire (one sherd; 13g). The remaining 
sherds are Malvern wares from Worcestershire with 
partial brown glaze applied only on the central part 
of the internal surface, which is typical of the 16th 
century.

Fired Clay
Alejandra Gutiérrez

A small group of fired clay pieces was recovered from 
several deposits, all in the fills of Ditch A. The pieces 
are all small, in a fine clay matrix with occasional 
inclusions of limestone/chalk and rare quartz sand. 
They all have a light-brown surface and black core, 
sometimes with areas of burning/soot. They do not 
have any visible organic inclusions or impressions 
(e.g. wattle rods) on any of the surfaces and all the 
fragments are featureless. They are likely to represent 
structural material, either from pit/hearth linings or 
from small structures, such as ovens.

Other Finds
Alejandra Gutiérrez and E. R. McSloy

The only other finds recovered by the excavation 
included two fragments of post-medieval roof-tiles, 
a single fragment of 17th-19th-century glass wine 
bottle and a modern, square sectioned iron nail.

PALAEOENVIRONMENTAL EVIDENCE

Animal Bone
Sharon Clough

A small assemblage of animal bone amounting to 43 
fragments (972g) was recovered from eleven deposits 
within enclosure Ditch A. The material was highly 
fragmented, displayed frequent canid gnawing and 
concretions of hard material obscuring the surface 
of the bones. Despite these factors the bone was well 
preserved, and it was possible to confirm the presence 
of cattle (Bos taurus), sheep/goat (Ovis aries/Capra 
hircus), horse (Equus caballus) and dog (Canis 
familiaris).

Cattle was the most frequently identified species 
with 17 fragments (740g) recovered. No damage 
indicative of butchery was observed. However, the 
type of bone recovered is commonly seen in butchery 
waste and any cut or chop marks may have been 
removed by the gnawing of dogs: that is present 
throughout the assemblage and indicates that the 
bones were not buried immediately. The remains of 
sheep/goat, horse and dog were also identified (to be 
expected in assemblages of this period) but each of 
these species were recovered in amounts too small to 
give any further information.

Charred Plant Remains and Molluscs
Charlotte L. Molloy and Sarah F. Wyles

Three bulk samples were recovered from three 
separate sections of Ditch A. Sample 1 contained 
a single fragment of a seed to that was too poorly 
preserved to be identified. It also contained a shell 
of the open country species of mollusc – Vallonia 
sp.. Sample 2 contained a small amount of poorly 
preserved and comminuted charcoal along with a 
small number of terrestrial and aquatic molluscs – 
a shade loving Oxychilus sp. shell and a freshwater 
Pisidium sp. shell. Sample 3 contained a very small 
number of cereal grains and chaff. A few of the grains 
were too poorly preserved to be identified, but one 
grain was clearly that of spelt wheat (Triticum spelta). 
The glume base present was also, most likely, spelt. 
The charred plant remains probably represent wind-
blown dispersed waste and are not indicative of any 
domestic settlement activity within the enclosure 
itself. The cereal remains present would be consistent 
with the later prehistoric date that has been assigned to 
Ditch A. This sample also contained a small number 
of molluscs – shells of the shade loving species 
Oxychilus cellarius, and open country species Vertigo 
sp. and Vallonia sp. were present.
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Geoarchaeological Monoliths
Agata Kowalska

Three monoliths (samples 1-3) were taken from 
enclosure Ditch A. The geoarchaeological examination 
of the sediments encountered in the monolith samples 
has characterised their composition and mode of 
origin. The basal fill of the ditch accumulated due 
to the erosion of the geological substrate into the 
ditch as a result of the ditch sides weathering caused 
by rain and/or frost action. The diffuse contact 
boundary between the different deposits suggests a 
slow deposition of the subsequent sediments. These 
accumulated due to natural processes relating to 
weathering and washing in of sediments by water, 
plough wash and/or wind action. The lack of clear 
evidence for a stabilisation horizon suggests that 
the different deposits accumulated progressively, 
without significant interruptions or pauses. However, 
bioturbation could have blended the sedimentary 
contact and homogenised the material. The evidence 
suggests that there was not a permanent water body 
within the ditch, but it could have held water in the 
wetter seasons and have acted as a drainage ditch.

DISCUSSION

The material recovered from the enclosure ditch is 
only able to provide a wide, but probable, Iron Age 
date. In the previous excavation of the northern side 
of the enclosure, the same ditch was dated as Romano-
British, based on pottery from the upper fills, and 
a terminus ante quem for the enclosure is provided 
by the early-medieval graves dated to the 5th to 8th 
century AD which truncate it (Rainbird and Blatchford 
2020). It seems most likely that this can be explained 
as a later prehistoric enclosure whose ditches were 
at least partially open during the Roman period. The 
initial fills were apparently relatively rapid, but this 
stabilised at some point, with the infilling completed 
during the Roman period. In support of this date, the 
morphological characteristics of the enclosure – the 
square plan, size range at around 0.5ha and entrance 
location – are consistent with numerous examples of 
later Iron Age rectilinear enclosures across the Bristol 
Avon region (Powlesland 2009), the Cotswolds 
(Moore 2006; Davies 2018), and beyond. However, 
similar enclosures also extend into the Roman period, 
with a wide selection of examples across Devon, for 
instance Tews Lane, Fremington, in the north of the 
county (Rainbird and Quinnell 2018).

The enclosure is located on the upper slopes of 
a small hill on the western fringes of the Mendip 
Hills which dominated the surrounding lowlands. 
This location suggests the community who built and 

used the enclosure was intentionally exploiting the 
slightly higher ground provided by the hillock, which 
was positioned between the high ground to the south 
and the North Somerset Levels to the north. This is 
in line with a pattern observed in the wider area by 
Moore (2006, 75) who observed that the majority 
of the enclosures had access to different types of 
soils/topography to allow for an economy that 
exploited both arable and pasture lands. However, 
the palaeoenvironmental remains provided only 
limited information on the economy of the site; the 
presence of cattle as well as sheep/goat bone indicates 
engagement in the typical mixed pastoral farming 
regime seen in this region. Similarly, the presence, 
albeit minimal, of spelt wheat, suggests arable 
production in the area. This is all consistent with the 
broader evidence from the south-west of England for 
the late prehistoric period (Fitzpatrick 2008, 139). 

The scale of the ditches could have formed a bank 
of considerable dimensions, although there is no 
remaining evidence of its presence, aside from some 
possible revetment material. The south-east facing 
entrance, might be regarded as a typical orientation 
for the later prehistoric period. However, in this case 
it may have been topographically influenced as it 
faces downslope into a shallow, dry valley. With the 
much higher ground to the south, it would have been 
overlooked, and the possibility that there was concern 
for maintenance of the ditches around the entrance, 
rather than at the ‘back’ of the enclosure might 
suggest that it was expected to be approached from 
the small river valleys and high ground to the south. 
The relatively small quantities of domestic refuse 
recovered from Ditch A suggest that the enclosure 
may not have been primarily used for settlement or 
that it was used sporadically or seasonally. It may 
be that this enclosure was associated with livestock 
management. However, corner gates in rectilinear 
enclosures are more suitable for the management of 
livestock than gates in the middle of enclosure sides 
(Pryor 1998, 100; Randall 2021, 57). Nevertheless, 
there may have been some seasonal use of this 
enclosure related to movement of people and perhaps 
animals between the higher ground and the coastal 
plain.

Rectilinear enclosures of Iron Age date are common 
across the of the south-west of England (Moore 2006; 
Powlesland 2009); however, the large majority have 
been identified as earthworks or cropmarks by aerial 
photography imagery rather than by archaeological 
excavations and the understanding of their functions 
and use remains generally superficial. There are a 
number of potentially analogous sites in the immediate 
surroundings. A rectilinear enclosure of possible Iron 
Age date is recorded near Bleadon, North Somerset 
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(North Somerset HER MNS1084), approximately 
3km south of the site. Parts of two other rectilinear 
enclosures were identified by geophysical survey 
on land south of Knightcott Road, some 3km to 
the south-east (Richardson 2015). Additionally, a 
comparable example was identified by geophysical 
survey at Locking Parklands (Stratascan 2012), 
approximately 1km to the east of the Winterstoke 
Hundred Academy, and subsequently investigated by 
South-West Archaeology (Bampton 2018; Cat Lodge 
pers. comm. 2023). This was a rectilinear ditched 
enclosure measuring approximately 130m by 80m. Its 
main ditch was typically 3m wide and up to 1.5m deep, 
so of similar dimensions to the Winterstoke Hundred 
Academy example. In the Locking Parklands example 
the ditch produced pottery ranging from the Neolithic 
to the Roman period in date, but with the majority of 
sherds being dated to the Iron Age (Bampton 2018). 
In this case, the enclosure had two entrances by the 
south-western corner and a double ditch along its 
western side but are within a range of variation of 
elaboration of these enclosures. Despite the structural 
differences, the potential contemporaneity of these 
two enclosures suggests that during the later Iron Age 
the surrounding area was densely occupied. This is 
also suggested by the roundhouses (North Somerset 
HER MNS208) identified some 250m to the north-
east of the Winterstoke Hundred Academy site. It is 
possible that this may offer an example of enclosed 
and unenclosed settlement succeeding one another 
but greater chronological resolution is required to 
clarify this. 

While there was a significant early-medieval 
cemetery just to the north of the site, located over 
the higher ground in the north-western corner of 
the enclosure, no evidence of it was seen within this 
excavation. This implies that the cemetery was small 
and localised. The orientation of the burials supports 
the indication that the enclosure remained visible at 
least until the Roman period. Little else is known of 
the early-medieval activity and perhaps this is due to 
the extensive flooding events that affected the area in 
the late Roman period (CA 2020); it is possible that 
the location was chosen for this reason. After this 
time there appears to have been a hiatus until the 
establishment of field boundaries in the early post-
medieval period.

CONCLUSIONS

The excavation at Winterstoke Hundred Academy 
has clarified the probable Iron Age date for this 
enclosure, but also confirmed a limited indication of 
its use as a permanent settlement. The construction 
of a substantial enclosure implies investment and an 

organised effort by the community, and it would have 
been a significant and visible point in the landscape. 
Whether the enclosure was used to manage livestock, 
provide protection for temporary settlements or as a 
meeting point is unclear, and it may have performed 
all three. Considering it in the light of the other 
similar enclosures along the north-western fringes 
of the Mendip Hills confirms a density of Iron Age 
occupation is likely.
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