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Mount Farm is a multiperiod cropmark site on the
Thames gravels north of Dorchester-on-Thames.
It was initially excavated by J N L Myres in 1933,
and this report covers more detailed work carried
out in 1977-8 prior to the destruction of most of
the site through gravel extraction. This estab-
lished a longer chronological sequence than had
previously been recognised, extending from the
early or middle Neolithic to the early Saxon
periods (3500 cal BC � cal AD 650) with all inter-
vening-periods at least sporadically represented
and the apparently continuous existence of a
farming community from the Iron Age until the
3rd century cal AD. 

Aspects of interest include: 

� Early/middle Neolithic and late Neolithic
domestic pits 

� An oval barrow enclosing middle Neolithic
and beaker burials 

� A Neolithic or Bronze Age post ring 
� An early to middle Bronze Age ring ditch with

cremation and inhumation burials and small
quantities of domestic or feasting debris; 

� A pit associated with burnt stone and charcoal
and a middle to late Bronze Age waterhole 

� Part of an early or middle Bronze Age double-
ditched field system aligned on the barrow 

� Early Iron Age ard cultivation marks
� Early Iron Age to late Roman settlement with

an unusually early network of paddocks or
fields that developed continuously from the
middle Iron Age through to the 2nd century
cal AD, including a succession of further
waterholes 

� Traces of early Saxon settlement including two
wells, one using the remains of a wooden tub.

Mount Farm provides an unusually long, though
somewhat patchy sequence of environmental
evidence, and indications of the nature of a
relatively low-key site within the hinterland of a
series of major focal complexes in and around
Dorchester-on-Thames.

S#mmary

RØs#mØ

Mount Farm est un site d�occupation diachronique,
visible par prospection aØrienne, du Thames gravels
au nord de Dorchester-on-Thames. Les premiŁres
fouilles sur ce site furent initiØes par JNL Myres en
1933, et ce rapport couvre les Øtudes plus dØtaillØes
conduites entre 1977 et 1978, avant que la majeure
partie du site ne soit dØtruite par des travaux
d�extraction de graviers. Il prØsente une sØquence
chronologique plus longue que celle qui fut initiale-
ment Øtablie, remontant du nØolithique ancien/
moyen jusqu�au dØbut de l�Łre saxonne (de 3500 av.
J.-C. à 650 ap. J.-C.). Il prØsente toutes les pØriodes
intermØdiaires, y compris celles qui n�existent que
de maniŁre sporadique, et rØvŁle la prØsence d�une
communautØ agricole depuis l�´ge de Fer, jusqu�au
IIIŁme siŁcle aprŁs J.-C.

ElØments importants:

� Des fosses domestiques du NØolithique
ancien/moyen et du nØolithique final. 

� Un tumulus ovale contenant des sØpultures du
nØolithique moyen et de l�Łre campaniforme.

� Un cercle de poteaux datant de l�´ge de
Bronze ou du nØolithique.

� Une fosse circulaire datant de l�´ge de Bronze
ancien à moyen, contenant des crØmations et
inhumations, ainsi que de petites quantitØs 
de dØchets domestiques ou de festin.

� Une fosse associØe à de la pierre rubØfiØe et 
du charbon, et un point d�eau de l�´ge de
Bronze moyen à final.  

� Une partie d�un systŁme de champs à 
double-fossØ de l�´ge de Bronze ancien à
moyen, alignØ sur le tumulus.

� Des traces de culture aratoire du dØbut de
l�´ge de Fer.

� Un habitat du dØbut de l�´ge de Fer et la fin
de la pØriode romaine, dotØe d�un rØseau
inhabituellement prØcoce d�enclos et de prØs
qui se sont dØveloppØs de façon continue
depuis le milieu de l�´ge de Fer jusqu�au
IIŁme siŁcle aprŁs J.-C., comprenant une sØrie
de points d�eau supplØmentaires.

� Des traces d�un habitat du dØbut de la pØriode
saxonne comprenant deux puits, dont un
reprend les restes d�un bac en bois.

Mount Farm fournit une sØquence environnemen-
tale, inhabituellement longue bien qu’assez inØgale,
et des indications sur la nature d�un site d�impor-
tance relativement modØrØe dans l�arriŁre-pays
d�une sØrie de grands ensembles majeurs à la fois
dans Dorchester-on-Thames et dans ses alentours.

Translated by Catherine Person



xi

Mount Farm ist ein auf den Thames Gravels
nördlich von Dorchester-on-Thames gelegenes Areal
mit einer Anhäufung von Bewuchsmerkmalen
verschiedenster Perioden.

Die Stätte wurde ursprünglich 1933 von J. N. L.
Myres ausgegraben. Der hier verfasste Bericht
beschäftigt sich mit der Grabung die 1977-8 durchge-
führt wurde und der "erstörung eines Großteils der
Stätte durch Kiesgewinnung vorausgegangen war.

Durch die Grabung wurde an dieser Stelle eine
länger als bisher angenommene chronologische
Sequenz nachgewiesen, welche durch alle Perioden -
zumindest sporadisch - vom frühen oder mittleren
Neolithikum bis zur Sachsenzeit reicht (3500 v. Chr. -
650 n. Chr.) und scheinbar in Form einer Farm-
gemeinschaft von der Eisenzeit bis ins 3. Jhr. n. Chr.
vortgeführt wurde.

Interessante Gesichtspunkte dieser Stätte sind:

� Früh-/mittelneolithische und spätneolithische
domestische Gruben

� Ein ovaler Grabhügel mit mittelneolithischen
und Beaker Bestattungen

� Ein neolitischer oder bronzezeitlicher
Pfostenring

� Ein früh- bis mittelbronzezeitlicher
Kreisgraben mit Brand- und Erdbestattungen,
sowie einer Anzahl domestischer

Ablagerungen, bzw. Ablagerungen die auf
Festivitäten hinweisen

� Eine Grube, welche mit verbrannten Steinen
und Holzkohle in Verbindung steht sowie
einem bronzezeitlichen Wasserloch

� Ein Teil eines früh- bis mittelbronzezeitlichen
Doppelgrabensystems, welches auf dem
Grabhügel angelegt war

� Früheisenzeitliche Pflugspuren
� Eine früheisenzeitliche bis spätrömische

Siedlung mit einem ungewöhnlich frühem
Netzwerk von Koppeln oder Feldern, welche
sich kontinuierlich von der mittleren Eisenzeit
bis zum 2. Jhr. n. Chr. weiterentwickelten,
einschließlich einer Anreihung weiterer
Wasserlöcher

� Spuren einer frühsächsischen Siedlung mit
zwei Brunnen, einer davon nutzte die
Überreste eines hölzernen Kübels 

Mount Farm liefert eine ungewönlich lange,
zweitweise jedoch löchrige Abfolge von Besiedlungs
spuren und Hinweise auf ein recht unbeachtetes
Dasein im Hinterland von und um Dorchester,
einem Gebiet, welches sich durch eine Reihe
hochprofilierter Siedlungskomplexe auszeichnet.

Translated by Markus Dylewski

Z#sammen%ass#ng
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PART 1:  INTRODUCTION AND
BACKGROUND

Geology and soils

The site at Mount Farm is situated about 58 m OD,
almost exactly on the top of a gentle rise in ground
between the Rivers Thames and Thame, about 2.5
km north of their confluence at Dorchester-on-
Thames (Fig. 1). Immediately west of the site there
is a small stream running south to the Thames,
while to the east streams run into the Thame. 

The site is situated on a small island of Second
(Summertown-Radley) Terrace gravel resting in a
saucer of Gault Clay, with more extensive gravel
terraces on the floor of the two river valleys to the
west, south and east (Fig. 1). The surrounding area
is geologically diverse: within a radius of 6 km there
are areas of Corallian Limestone, Portland/
Kimmeridge Sands, Kimmeridge Clay, Lower
Greensand, Gault Clay, and across both rivers more
elevated areas of Upper Greensand, Lower Chalk
and Plateau Drift. 

The gravel at Mount Farm has been an important
source of Palaeolithic material (MacRae 1991). The
underlying clay provides a perched water table
which may have been an important inducement to
later settlement, as is reflected in a sequence of
waterholes and wells, some of which preserved
waterlogged biological remains and a few wooden
artefacts. 

The soils of the immediate area have not been
systematically surveyed, but their considerable
diversity may be inferred from Jarvis�s (1973)
survey of soils on corresponding geological strata
around Abingdon to the west. 

Post-glacial archaeology of the Dorchester area

(Note: the following account was written before Wendy
Morrison�s (2009) review of antiquarian and archaeo-
logical discoveries in the Dorchester area was published.)

Rather little Mesolithic activity is indicated by flints
from the area around Mount Farm, but such
activity has been identified at a number of locations
within the general Dorchester area (Holgate 1988).
The wide gravel terraces of the Upper Thames
where it crosses the clay vales were the chief areas
of Neolithic activity in the valley, and Mount Farm
was in the midst of a series of ceremonial
complexes around the confluence of the Thames
and the River Thame at Dorchester. To the south
and west there was the major Dorchester cursus
and Big Rings complex as well as another possible
complex at Warborough (Whittle et al. 1992;
Loveday 1999), while to the east and north-east
there were the Drayton St Leonard cursus, long
barrow oval enclosure and interrupted ditch enclo-
sure complex, and, further up the valley of the
Thame, another cursus, oval barrow and cause-
wayed triple-ditched circular enclosure at Stad-
hampton (Barclay et al. 2003, 225-32). 

Of these, only the Dorchester complex has seen
extensive investigation, first by R J C Atkinson in
the 1940s and later by the Oxfordshire Archaeo-
logical Unit in the 1980s (Atkinson et al. 1951,
Bradley and Chambers 1988; Whittle et al. 1992). The
Dorchester complex consisted of mortuary enclo-
sures, a cursus, smaller hengiform enclosures some
with late Neolithic cremation burials, a timber
circle, the Big Rings double-ditched class 2 henge
monument, and various other ring ditches. There
were also pits possibly associated with domestic
occupation, and parts of a Bronze Age field system.
While most of the ceremonial complex was later
Neolithic, the complex as a whole (including the
domestic activity and fields) developed over about
2000 years from the earlier Neolithic to the mid to
late Bronze Age. This may well also apply to the
Drayton St Leonard and Stadhampton complexes.
The Mount Farm site is of interest in this context
because of its topographical location on top of a
slight rise between the rather larger neighbouring
complexes, which are not intervisible with each
other. 

The group of complexes near Dorchester are one
of a series of major Neolithic and Bronze Age cere-
monial foci in the Thames Valley, with others
around Lechlade, Stanton Harcourt, Oxford,
Abingdon, Drayton, Benson and North Stoke
(Barclay et al. 1996; Case and Whittle 1982; Lambrick
and Allen 2004 ; Wallis 2009; Barclay and Halpin
1999; Barclay et al. 2003;). 

In the middle to late Bronze Age some barrows
continued to be used for occasional burials but
construction of ceremonial monuments effectively
ceased. A greater concern with management and
control of land, probably within the context of
pressure on how resources were shared by a
growing population, was reflected in the appear-
ance of archaeologically detectable field systems, of
which a number are now known from around
Dorchester, including Mount Farm itself, the
Dorchester cursus site, Crowmarsh Gifford,
Northfield Farm, Long Wittenham, Appleford, and
Didcot (Lambrick with Robinson 2009). Traces of
settlement activity including waterholes, pits and
roundhouses also became more evident. Locally, the
most significant focal places were the recently
discovered late Bronze Age enclosure c 5 km distant
across the Thames on Castle Hill, Little Wittenham
(Allen et al. forthcoming), and, much closer to hand,
the major late Bronze Age or early Iron Age enclo-
sure at Allen�s Pit, only 1 km SW of Mount Farm
which was partly excavated under salvage condi-
tions in the 1940s (Bradford 1942) before being
destroyed by gravel digging.

The Castle Hill enclosure was accompanied by a
major open settlement on the SW facing side of the
hill and was succeeded by a univallate hillfort
associated with ongoing open settlement. Other
Iron Age enclosures and settlements are known
from cropmarks and small scale excavation south of
the river in the vicinity of Long Wittenham and
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Fig. 1   The location of Mount Farm



Appleford, but apart from Allen�s Pit and Mount
Farm there is rather little excavated evidence of
early Iron Age activity around Dorchester. For the
middle Iron Age, after the demise of Allen�s Pit,
there is still less evidence of settlement in the local
area, though in the absence of excavation it is
possible that the dense area of settlement enclosed
by the later Iron Age Dyke Hills earthwork had
origins earlier in the Iron Age, as is the case for the
similar site at Abingdon. Recent work on pipelines,
and other accidental finds, have started to suggest
that there was significant activity somewhat further
away, the other side of the Thame, around
Chalgrove and east of Warborough.

By the late Iron Age, when the Thames seems to
have become increasingly important as political
boundary, the section of the valley from north of
Oxford to south of Wallingford was an area where
expressions of territorial authority in the form of
linear dykes and riverside enclosures became a
notable feature of the landscape, marked locally by
the construction of the massive Dyke Hills enclo-
sure which occupied a wide peninsular of land
formed by the confluence of the Thames and the
Thame. But apart from some evidence that the
settlement at Dorchester itself had pre-Roman
origins, there remains rather little evidence of late
Iron Age settlement in the area around Dorchester. 

It is generally thought likely that the presence of
the major Iron Age defensive site at Dyke Hills was
a stimulus to locate a Roman fort at Dorchester,
though its military occupation was quite quickly
superseded: recent work at Alchester suggests it
was a much more significant military base (Sauer
2000). Dorchester lay at the junction of Roman roads
running N-S and smaller ones running E-W, and
developed into a small town with outlying
cemeteries. There is rather more evidence of settle-
ments in the surrounding area in this period,
especially along the main roads, with that running
north to Alchester becoming the focus for a major
rural pottery-making industry, integrated into the
pattern of farming, as is indicated by kilns just NW
of Mount Farm at Golden Balls, and to the SW, now
partly under the modern settlement of Berinsfield.
Other ordinary farming settlements with extensive
paddocks and fields have been investigated at
Bishops Court and Wally Corner, where there was
some intensification of occupation in the later
Roman period. Some of the most coherent indica-
tions of the nature of Romano British farming settle-
ments in the Thames Valley comes from cropmarks
and excavations across the Thames to the south-east
in the Long Wittenham and Appleford areas.

The Dorchester, Sutton Courtenay, Drayton and
Abingdon areas were especially significant parts of
the Thames Valley for occupation in the early Saxon
period, which is known mainly from numerous
cemeteries, some with notably early (5th-century)
artefacts. There is also growing evidence (from
cropmarks and occasional excavations) of contem-
porary settlement. In the immediate vicinity of

Mount Farm, the Saxon cemetery at Wally Corner,
only 1.5 km to the south (Boyle et al. 1995) is notable.
Evidence of Saxon settlement is known from
Bishops Court and Dorchester itself which went on
to become the see of the first Bishop of Dorchester,
St Birinus. 

Previous work at Mount Farm

The site at Mount Farm was identified from aerial
photographs by Major G W Allen (Plate 1), and first
excavated by J N L Myres with the Oxford
University Archaeological Society in 1933 (Myres
1937). Apart from Stone�s work at Standlake (Stone
1856-9), Myres� work at Mount Farm was one of the
earliest investigations of Bronze Age ring ditches
and Iron Age settlements in the Upper Thames
Valley, and his results remained significant for
several decades because of the long Bronze Age to
Roman sequence, the range of Iron Age settlement
features (including pits, then still interpreted as
dwellings), and one of the most significant properly
excavated assemblages of Iron Age pottery from the
region.

Myres was able to demonstrate the stratigraphic
relationship between the Bronze Age ring ditch and
some early Iron Age pits, which indicated a break in
continuity, but from the pottery, and more particu-
larly the layout of various elements in the ditch
system, he concluded that from then on there was a
remarkable degree of continuity throughout the
early Iron Age and early Roman periods: �the
population and manners of agricultural life seem to
have altered little for perhaps five hundred years�
(Myres 1937, 40).

This early insight into the nature of Iron Age and
Roman rural settlement in the region has received
less attention from subsequent writers than it
deserved, but the pottery played an important part
in the assessment of local Iron Age assemblages. It
was one of a number of important sources for
Harding�s synthesis of the region�s late prehistoric
pottery typology (Harding 1972, 73-125), and was
cited by Barrett (1980) in his discussion of the
character of late Bronze Age pottery.

Although Myres� limited excavation succeeded
in establishing some of the main conclusions to be
drawn about the site, he himself recognised that it
left many questions of detail unanswered. The
subsequent work reported here has revealed several
additional unexplored aspects of the site.
Nonetheless, allowing for the more limited inves-
tigative techniques and interpretive models of his
day, it is a tribute to Myres� skill that most of his
basic conclusions about the sequence and character
of what he found have stood the test of time.

The site remained an arable field for several years
after Myres� excavation, but the area was requisi-
tioned for a wartime airfield in 1940, initially for
RAF bombers, subsequently as a US Air Force
reconnaissance base (http://www.pixture.co.uk/
Airfields/Main.html, accessed Jan 2010).
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Plate 1   Air photographs of Mount Farm taken by Major G W Allen, 1933: a) from the west; b) from the south
(copyright reserved Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)



After the war it reverted to agricultural use until
the mid 1970s, when planning permission was
given for the extraction of gravel from the site. This
began in 1977, and the company, ARC (now Hanson
PLC), kindly altered their programme of work so
that the main part of the site could be excavated
prior to the gravel extraction. 

Research aims and methodology

Compared with some areas of cropmarks, such as
those around Stanton Harcourt (Benson and Miles
1974, Maps 21-22), the Mount Farm complex is small
and appeared to be fairly well-defined, so that it was
hoped that a relatively complete picture of the
sequence of activity represented could be obtained. 

Early in the excavation, once a thorough assess-
ment of realistic aims could be made, a detailed
table of objectives was drawn up, subdivided by
period and the type of evidence to be recovered,
including the sampling methods to be used. One of
the overall objectives was to investigate sampling
methodology itself, and a further set of aims
covering this field was prepared at the same time.
The detailed objectives are held in the archive, but
can be summarised as being to:

� Develop sampling methodology and assess
recovery bias from the collection of artefactual
and ecofactual material 

� Establish the site chronology and development 

� Elucidate the social and economic basis of
human use of the site 

� Examine changes in the character of the natural
environment

� Identify potential zones of activity within the
settlement area through the analysis of
artefacts, ecofacts and contexts 

� Investigate taphonomic processes with partic-
ular reference to rubbish disposal and the
formation of archaeological deposits

� Elucidate patterns of continuity within the
settlement and the evidence for changes in the
site economy 

� Examine how the site fits into local and
regional settlement patterns 

These objectives were further refined during the
post-excavation analysis and preparation of the
report for publication.

The detailed re-examination of the site at Mount
Farm on a larger scale than Myres� work provided
some scope for interpreting the cropmarks beyond
the limit of excavation (Fig. 2). During the excava-
tion, the discovery of Neolithic and Saxon remains
and waterlogged deposits of several periods made
the project considerably more valuable than had
originally been anticipated. It meant that the
deposits not only covered the same time span as all

the major Dorchester sites, but also provided a
much richer source of environmental evidence
covering an unusually long overall sequence. This
greatly enhanced the site�s potential to enhance our
understanding of long-term environmental and
socio-economic change in the immediate hinterland
of the major prehistoric to Saxon focus of activity
around Dorchester-on-Thames. 

The investigation of taphonomic issues and
sampling methodologies formed important
subsidiary objectives that reflect an important
preoccupation of 1970s and 1980s archaeology. The
main areas of methodological study were pre-
excavation survey; the effects of topsoil stripping
methods on deposit survival; measurement of finds
distributions; and assessment of finds recovery
rates. Some of the main results have already been
published in relation to sampling strategies (Jones
1978), and the taphonomic interpretation of Iron
Age pottery (Lambrick 1984) and animal bones (R
Wilson 1992; 1996; 1999). Many of the lessons learnt
from these studies were assimilated into excavation
methodologies used elsewhere, such as at Gravelly
Guy (Lambrick and Allen 2004). Some further
results from these methodological investigations are
included in this report where they are still pertinent,
and more detail is contained in the site archive.

Circumstances of the excavation and survival of
evidence

Mount Farm was excavated because of the threat of
gravel extraction and because the site�s long chrono-
logical span offered the possibility of exploring the
local context of the main periods when the
Dorchester area acted as an important centre of
activity. Funding for the overall direction and admin-
istration of the excavation came from the then
Department of Environment, while a Job Creation
Programme scheme funded by the Manpower
Services Commission provided most of the work-
force. 

The excavation was conducted on an open area
basis and continued for nine months from
September 1977 to June 1978. Winter conditions and
to a limited extent the relative inexperience of some
of the labour tended to make progress slow and at
times difficult, but without any obviously detri-
mental consequences, except that less time was
spent on salvage work than would have been
desired. Bad weather conditions greatly hampered
the company�s programme of topsoil stripping, and
round the main areas of controlled excavation the
method of stripping (by bulldozing the topsoil and
the top of the gravel away) precluded very effective
salvage work. Elsewhere this problem was less
serious, and in the area north of the main site, for
example, a rather more reliable plan of surviving
features was recovered, though comparison with
aerial photographs suggests that here too informa-
tion must have been lost without excavation (cf Fig.
2 with Figs 3-8).
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Fig. 2   Overall site plan



Overall the evidence available comes from four
levels of investigation:

� Aerial photography (supplemented in the
main area of investigation by resistivity and
test pitting)

� Areas of uncontrolled topsoil stripping to 0.2-
0.3 m below the top of the gravel, which were
subject to salvage recording of the deeper
features

� Two (northern and southern) areas of
controlled stripping to the top of the gravel 
by JCB � the main areas of investigation

� Within the northern area hand stripping
(including gridded collection of topsoil finds)
of the areas of a Bronze Age ring ditch and
west-facing Iron Age penannular enclosure

Mount Farm is a typical ploughed gravel site, but
the perched water table afforded the preservation of
organic remains in waterholes and wells, which is

rather unusual for sites on the higher gravel terraces
in the Upper Thames Valley. 

Until the excavation of 1977-78 and the gravel
extraction programme which led to it, human distur-
bance to the site other than the 1933 excavation had
principally been from centuries of ploughing (there
were visible traces of the base of medieval ridge and
furrow cultivation) and the construction of a
wartime airfield, of which a significant proportion of
the perimeter track still survives. 

Three phases of destructive ploughing were
recorded. An episode in the late Bronze Age or early
Iron Age (of archaeological interest in its own right)
contributed to the infilling of an early Bronze Age
ring ditch (F101) and middle to late Bronze Age
waterhole (F162). Medieval ridge and furrow was
responsible for the truncation of many deposits and
probably the total obliteration of others, as is
reflected in the distribution of postholes in the
northern area of controlled excavation. Modern
cultivation had largely levelled off the ridge and
furrow, and one or two post-war episodes of deeper
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Fig. 3   Key to detailed site plans
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Fig. 4   Detailed site plan: NW
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Fig. 5   Detailed site plan: NE
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Fig. 7   Detailed site plan: centre E
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ploughing than was normal were responsible for
additional truncation. 

In general, the construction of the wartime
airfield was not very destructive, but removal of
part of the concrete perimeter track resulted in the
obliteration of relationships at a complex junction of
ditches on the eastern side of the site. Otherwise the
deeper features seem to have survived beneath the
runways. Had the excavation at Mount Farm been
carried out 20 years later, more attention would
have been paid to the 20th-century military archae-
ology of the site. There is considerable interest in its
history, including its association with the fate of the
wartime flying ace, Wing Commander Adrian
Warburton. (http://www.pixture.co.uk/Airfields/
Main.html, accessed Jan 2010).

Analysis and presentation of results

The various stages of post-excavation analysis and
eventual publication fell foul of the well-known
problems of pre-MAP 2 procedures, and after
various failed attempts to restart the work, English
Heritage provided support through a grant from
the Aggregates Sustainability Levy Fund. This has
coincided with a time when the Dorchester area is
again under scrutiny as a potential area for renewed
gravel extraction, and the establishment of a new
research initiative led by Oxford University and
Oxford Archaeology.

The report is presented largely as originally
conceived in the early 1980s, though with the
advantage of using digital publication. The purpose
of the rest of this printed report is to provide a
chronological and thematic framework within
which the development of all the main aspects of
land-use, settlement and society at Mount Farm can
be considered and discussed. 

Some more detailed thematic issues are discussed
in the Appendices in the digital report (http://
library.thehumanjourney.net/), where specialist
reports will also be found. In general, interpreta-
tions are rooted in the original specialist analyses,
though where possible with at least some updating
to take account of more recent work. Some of the

specialist reports (on radiocarbon dating (Appendix
2), flint (Appendix 3), early prehistoric pottery
(Appendix 4), Saxon pottery (Appendix 7) and fired
clay (Appendix 8)) are new. Others retain more or
less their original form but have, to varying extents,
been updated (late Iron Age and Roman pottery
(Appendix 6), catalogue of metal, fine stone and
bone objects (Appendix 9), bone implements
(Appendix 10), and querns (Appendix 13). The
remaining specialist reports have not been updated
since they were originally written.

Further details are held in the site archive which
has been deposited at the Ashmolean Museum
Oxford, where the Myres archive is also housed.
Microfiche copies of the written and drawn archive
are held by the National Monuments Record,
Kemble Road, Swindon. 

The attempt to integrate description and inter-
pretive analysis and discussion has meant that
much of the illustrative material for the specialist
reports has also been integrated into the main text.
Very broadly the illustrations fall into the following
groups:

Part 1, Introduction and background: Figs 1 to 9 �
location plans and, immediately following this
introduction, mosaic site plans and the key to the
sections

Part 2, Overview of site development and chronology:
Figs 10 to 61 � interpretative phase plans, details of
particular structures, burials, Neolithic to Bronze
Age finds assemblages, and Iron Age, Roman and
Saxon pottery

Part 3, General discussion: Figs 62 to 75 � Iron Age,
Roman and Saxon finds assemblages other than
pottery and environmental evidence

PART 2: OVERVIEW OF SITE DEVELOPMENT
AND CHRONOLOGY

The chronology of the long sequence of activity at
Mount Farm is based principally on the finds
(Appendices 3 to 11) together with stratigraphic
relationships (see below) and a selected number of
radiocarbon dates, discussed in detail in Appendix
2 and summarised here in Table 1.

Mesolithic

An early Mesolithic radiocarbon date was obtained
from charcoal in a small pit (F343) which may
denote a human presence around 8320�7750 cal BC
(HAR-4820: 8960 – 100 BP), but apart from one
piercer there is no Mesolithic flintwork from the
site. The flints from the pit were fresh and not
Mesolithic in character. Samples from the same
deposit also produced carbonised grain. The date
thus seems anomalous. The reasons for this
anomaly are discussed further below.
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Fig. 9   Key to sections 



Neolithic and Beaker (Fig. 10)

Early/middle Neolithic to Beaker domestic
activity 

Earlier prehistoric domestic activity is evident from
a series of pit deposits (Table 2), a disturbed surface
layer and artefacts (mainly lithic material)
redeposited in later contexts including the modern
ploughsoil. The small pits were widely dispersed
over the site including the areas recorded during
salvage excavation (Fig. 10). They contained a
varied range of flintwork, pottery, bone and antler
implements, animal bones, and charred plant
remains (Table 1 and Figs 11-13; see also Appendices
2-4, 9, 10 and 15-19). 

Pit 160 in the northern area of controlled excava-
tion is associated with a radiocarbon determination
of 4231-3700 cal BC (HAR-4819: 5120 – 110 BP), and
contained early to middle Neolithic flintwork,
including serrated blades and a chisel arrowhead,

two bone pins, two worked antlers (Fig. 11), and
some cereal remains and hazel nut shells. 

A badly truncated pit, F38, in the western salvage
area was dated 4040�3640 cal BC (HAR-4821: 5030 –
90 BP) and produced rather more flintwork of
similar though less diverse character (Fig. 12, nos 1-
5), together with some cereal remains and hazel nuts 

Early or middle Neolithic pottery was found in
pits F512 and F518 in the southern area of the site,
where F555 was another small pit of similar
character (Fig. 13, nos 1-3). 

A number of pits with fragments of late Neolithic
and Beaker pottery were found. In the northern part
of the controlled excavation, about 70 m N of the
oval barrow, there was a group of five small pits
(F285, F286, F287, F288 and F289) of which F287
produced Grooved Ware pottery (Fig. 13, nos 4-5),
and F288 a few flints (Fig. 10). The others had very
similar fills but produced no finds. A number of
other features such as F260 and possibly F261 might
also have belonged to this group (Fig. 7). These
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Table 1: Summary of radiocarbon dates

Lab ID Context Material Contextual information               Radiocarbon Age (BP)    Calibrated Date (95%)

Prehistoric pit

HAR-4820 343/A/1S charcoal Neolithic pit (cereals) 8960–100 8320�7750 cal BC

Early Neolithic pits

HAR-4819 160/A/2S charcoal Neolithic pit (flintwork) 5120–110 4240�3650 cal BC

HAR-4821 38/A/1 charcoal Neolithic pit (flintwork) 5030–90 4040�3640 cal BC

Middle Neolithic burial

HAR-4673 602/A/1 human bone burial in oval barrow 4460–90 3490�2890 cal BC

OxA-15748 602/A/1 human bone replicate of HAR-4673 4738–35 3640�3370 cal BC

Beaker burial 618

HAR-4792 618/A/1 human bone burial in oval barrow 3710–90 2460�1880 cal BC

OxA-15747 618/A/1 human bone replicate of HAR-4792 3814–34 2440�2140 cal BC

OxA-15787 618/A/1 boar’s tusk recovered with burial 618 2460�2150 cal BC

Early�middle Bronze Age burials

HAR-4822 121/A/2S charcoal cremation deposit in ring ditch 3380–100 1940�1430 cal BC

OxA-15785 178/A/1 human bone burial in ring ditch 3372–38 1750�1530 cal BC

OxA-15786 177/A/1 human bone burial in ring ditch 3359–32 1740�1530 cal BC

HAR-4791 161/A/1 human bone burial in ring ditch 3170–70 1610�1290 cal BC

HAR-4796 101/G/1 animal bone ring ditch upper fill 3080–90 1520�1050 cal BC

Later Bronze Age waterhole

HAR-4797 162/A/16 Oak sapwood later Bronze Age waterhole 3000–80 1440�1000 cal BC

HAR-4798 162/A/16 Oak sapwood later Bronze Age waterhole 2850–70 1260�830 cal BC

Early Iron Age pits

HAR-4790 118 bone early Iron Age pit 2210–80 410�40 cal BC

HAR-4674 328/A/1 bone early Iron Age pit 2130–80 390 cal BC�cal AD 50

HAR-4793 652/A/1 articulated bone early Iron Age pit 1980–90 200 cal BC�cal AD 240

Middle�late Iron Age ditch and waterhole 

HAR-4795 676/B/2 bone mid-late Iron Age waterhole 2330–70 740�200 cal BC

HAR-4794 505/C+D/1 bone ?middle Iron Age ditch 2100–80 280 cal BC�cal AD 70

Saxon well

HAR-4799 82/-/21 wood stakes early Saxon   well 1420–80 cal AD 430�770
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Table 2: Summary of Neolithic and Beaker pits

Context Diam depth (m) +      Fill Flints Pottery               Other objects Charred plants C14 date

and form          extrapolated depth (no. sherds Ware)

of original topsoil

F160 1.1 Multilayer 1 arrow - 2 bone pins 10 grain 4240-3650 cal BC

Steep-sided bowl +0.2? 4 scraper 2 antler 0 chaff

0.4 4 serrated blade 414 nutshell

+0.3? 3 retouch 7 weeds

6 blade

45 flake

11 chip

1 core

F38 Bowl? 1.5 Multilayer 4 arrow - - 1 grain 4040�3640 cal BC

(salvage) +0.5? 2 scraper 0 chaff

0.1 1 serrated blade 11 nutshell

+0.5? 1 retouch 4 weeds

22 blade

101 flake

34 chip

F518 Bowl? 0.4 Simple 6 serrated blade 12 Ebbsfleet - - -

+0.2? 2 retouch

0.1 6 blade

+0.2? 44 flake

17 chip

2 core

F512 Bowl? 0.7 Simple 1 serrated blade

+0.4? 10 flake

0.2 1 chip

+0.4? 1 Ebbsfleet - - -

F555

Steep-sided bowl? 0.7 Simple 1 arrow - - - -

+0.2? 1 scraper

0.1 3 retouch

+0.2? 4 bladelet

9 flake

2 chip

F287

Bowl 1.0 Simple 1 worked flake 4 Grooved Ware - - -

+0.3?

0.3

+0.3?

F288

Steep-sided bowl 0.8 Multilayer 3 worked flake - - - -

+0.2?

0.3

+0.3?

F906 

Steep-sided bowl 1.0 Simple 1 serrated flake 4 Beaker 1 utilised - -

+0.2? 1 retouch limb bone

0.3 14 flake

+0.3? 3 chip

F343 9 flake - 1 bone pin 23 grain 8320-7750 cal BC

0 chaff

640 nutshell

4 weeds
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Fig. 10   Interpretation plan: Neolithic to Beaker period

Table 3: Summary of burials in the Neolithic oval ring ditch

Context Age Content Grave goods and dating

F602 Male 30+ years Nearly complete Middle Neolithic flint blades c 3640-3370 cal BC (human bone)

F618 (and F544) Female 17-24 years Nearly complete Beaker, scraper, bone pin, boars tusk pendants c 2460�2150 cal BC 

(human bone and pendants)

F528 Adult 2 bones -
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Fig. 11   Objects from middle Neolithic pit F160 
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Fig. 12   Objects from Neolithic pits:  1-5 pit F38, 6 pit F512, 7-8 pit F555, 10 pit F906, 11-12 Roman ditch F534,
13 pit F343



could have been part of a row with F343, the small
pit cut by Iron Age ditch 206 discussed above which
contained fresh flint knapping debris, a bone pin
and carbonised cereals and hazelnut shells. An early
Mesolithic radiocarbon date of 8320-7750 cal BC
(HAR-4820: 8960 – 100 BP) on charcoal from this
context is not consistent with the presence of
cereals, and the flintwork and bone pin are also
more likely to be Neolithic or date from the Beaker
period. As the radiocarbon analysis is not thought
to have been faulty, it suggests either that the
cultural material was mixed with a much older but
not entirely disturbed deposit that was not distin-
guished in excavation, or that some administrative
error occurred in selecting and labelling or
processing the sample.

In the northern area of salvage excavation,
another small pit (F906) was located which
contained a sherd of Beaker and a few flint flakes. 

No major concentrations of unstratified flintwork
were encountered, either in later features or in the
areas of topsoil over which scatters were examined
(Fig. 10; see archive).

Discussion

Thin scatters and occasional clusters of Neolithic
and Beaker pits are not uncommon on sites in the
Upper Thames Valley where fairly large areas of
gravel have been exposed to archaeological exami-
nation, both in the vicinity of burials and barrows
and elsewhere. Mount Farm has a typically low

number of early and middle Neolithic pits (Holgate
1988) though in recent years sites with a greater
number of pits have been excavated at Benson (Pine
and Ford 2003, 135-7) and South Stoke (Timby et al.
2005, 229-32). Such pits tend to be rather more
common in the later Neolithic and Beaker periods,
as at Gravelly Guy and Yarnton (Lambrick and
Allen 2004 35-45; Hey in prep.) than in earlier
periods. 

The varied contents of these pits are typical of the
Neolithic and Bronze Age in the Upper Thames
Valley which was characterised by patterns of
residential mobility with little if any permanent
settlement (Hey et al. forthcoming c). Like other
sites in the Upper Thames Valley such as Barrow
Hills, Gravelly Guy and Drayton, they should
probably be seen as being indicative of occasional
impermanent occupation perhaps within the
context of a site used for low key funerary and
ceremonial activities (see below; cf Barclay and
Halpin 1999; Lambrick and Allen 2004; Barclay et al.
2003). 

Pit F160 might have been large enough for
storage, and perhaps the much truncated F38, but
the other pits were very small (Table 5). It is often
suspected that at least some degree of symbolism
was involved in selecting what was buried in such
pits (Thomas 1991), though apart from the fine
quality of the flint work in F160 this seems less
evident here than in some other cases. It is not clear
to what extent such symbolic selection varies
chronologically or in relation to the presence and
significance of any nearby funerary or ceremonial
monuments (Barclay and Halpin 1999; Lambrick
and Allen 2004, 44-5; Pine and Ford 2003; Timby et
al. 2005, 228-32, 305; Hey in prep.).

The bones and charred plant remains from the
earlier prehistoric pits at Mount Farm are consistent
with the area being at least partly wooded, though
the evidence is both slight and potentially biased by
what people may have chosen to deposit in the pits.
The high proportion of pig bones is unusual but
may be the product of bias. Cereal remains occur in
very low numbers, alongside much more numerous
hazel nut shells but also with some large seeded
wild plants which may indicate an emphasis on
gathering and gardening rather than larger scale
cultivation (see below, Part 3).

Oval barrow with middle Neolithic and Beaker
burials (Fig. 14)

In the southern area of controlled excavation, an
oval ring ditch (F528), 12 m long and about 10 m
across, surrounded two burials, neither of which
was at its centre (Fig. 14). Details of the individuals
buried are given in Table 3.

The earlier of the two burials (F602) was the
grave of a man associated with a flint knife and
blades of early to middle Neolithic character (Fig.
15). This date has been confirmed by two radio-
carbon dates of 3640-3370 and 3490-2890 cal BC
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Fig. 13 (left)   Pottery from Neolithic pits: 1 pit F512,
2-3 pit F518, 4-5 pit F287



(OxA-15748: 4738 – 35 BP; HAR-4673: 4460 – 90 BP).
Although the calibrated date ranges overlap by 120
years the dates are statistically inconsistent, and the
earlier date from the more recent determination by
the Oxford accelerator laboratory is considered
more reliable (Appendix 2). 

The small oval grave pit was shallow and had
only just missed being truncated by two much later
ditches either side. The body of the man had been
placed in a crouched position on his left side with
his head to the south-east. The flints that accompa-
nied the burial were not all found or their positions
recorded before the bones were lifted, but they came
from at least two locations, one close to his shoulder
the other under his arm. The largest blade is similar
to one buried with a woman in the double burial

associated with the middle Neolithic oval barrow at
Barrow Hills (Barclay and Halpin 1999, 19-20).

Adjacent to F602, there was a second grave (F618)
containing the burial of a young woman in a
crouched position on her right side with her head
the west (Fig. 16). A plain beaker was placed at her
feet, and she was also accompanied by a flint
scraper, a bone pin and a pair of perforated boar�s
tusks, one of which was found by her waist. The
grave had cut an earlier feature (F618/2) and was
again off-centre within the oval ring ditch (F528). 

Other grave-like features with similar fills of
reddish brown loam but no finds include a largely
destroyed pit (F604 just west of grave F602) and
F620 to the east, while F624 was a small gully or
perhaps part of a tree throw hole with similar fill,
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Fig. 14   Plan and section of oval ring ditch with middle Neolithic and Beaker burials and other associated features



which produced a carbonised grain and a rachis
fragment of wheat (Fig. 14). Just to the south there
was a small gully (F617: Fig. 8) running E - W, which
contained reddish gravelly loam similar to F528. On
the basis of this characteristic soil colour it was also
probably early, but could not definitely be assigned
to any one of the pre-Iron Age phases. 

The oval ring ditch (F528) surrounding this
cluster of features was itself recut round its northern
side, the recut butt-ending in the north-east part of
the ditch. It is unclear whether the south side was
also recut, because little survived, but the fill of the
south-east part of the ditch did not suggest it (Fig.
14). 

No other Neolithic or Beaker period human
remains were recovered at Mount Farm, but another
oval ring ditch of similar size is visible on aerial
photographs c 35 m to the west. Unfortunately it
had already been destroyed in the area of deeper
stripping when the excavation began and no more
is known of its date or whether it contained
Neolithic or Beaker burials. 1.5 km south-west of
Mount Farm a series of communal cremation

cemeteries were associated with small henges
within and beside the Dorchester Cursus (Whittle et
al. 1992).

Discussion

Individually, neither of the graves was centrally
placed within the ring ditch, though as a group with
F620 and F624 they were more or less central to it
(Fig. 14). It seems very unlikely that the juxtaposi-
tion of these burials was coincidental. When the
burial site was reused for the burial of a young
woman in F618 in the earlier 3rd millennium cal BC,
there must have been something to show the
position of the much older burial. Various interpre-
tations can be put forward regarding whether or not
the ring ditch was contemporary with the middle
Neolithic burial, and why neither of the graves was
at its centre. 

One possibility is that the burial (F602) was a �flat
grave� unmarked by a ring ditch, and either it was
sufficiently visible for the Beaker burial to be
positioned alongside, or that it displaced a second
original burial alongside it, represented by F618/2,
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Fig. 15   Middle Neolithic burial F602 and associated flint blades



which was almost entirely destroyed by the Beaker
burial. An original juxtaposition of two middle
Neolithic burials is plausible given the existence of
examples elsewhere, and it is worth noting that the
only find from F618/2 was a bone pin not dissimilar
to one of those in Pit F160 (see Fig. 11, no. 9 and Fig.
16, no. 3). 

At Barrow Hills (Barclay and Halpin 1999, 19-34)
there was a group of three �flat graves� of which
two, a child and a possibly disturbed woman, were
side by side about 1 m apart whilst the third, a man
over 40, lay about 3 m to the south. Other paired or
multiple burials at Barrow Hills include the man
and woman buried side by side in the middle of the
oval barrow (which may or may not have been a
later addition) and the complete body of a man and
the remains of two disarticulated female bodies in a
linear mortuary structure.

At Drayton two possible middle Neolithic flat
graves containing crouched inhumations were
found within or close to the Drayton cursus. One
burial group was of a woman, child and infant with
no grave goods; the other a single crouched
inhumation with four flints of earlier Neolithic
character (Barclay et al. 2003, 16-20). 

At Eton Rowing Lake two middle Neolithic
graves were found c 30 m apart just outside a ring
ditch, one containing the tightly bound body of a
young woman dated to 3370-2930 cal BC, the other
a child of five years dated to 3330-3220 or 3120-2900
cal BC (Allen et al. 2000, 71-3).

A key issue for whether the oval ring ditch F528
was originally created to mark the middle Neolithic
burial or burials is whether it is plausible that the
Beaker burial would have been located so
accurately next to burial 602 1000 years later if the
location was not also marked out as a burial place
by a ring ditch. It is also pertinent to consider
whether its form is comparable to other middle
Neolithic ring ditches. 

The long time span between the juxtaposed
burials within the ring ditch might mean that the
earlier burial(s) must have been marked by a
reasonably substantial monument. In this
scenario, the off-centre positioning of F602 would
be explained by the putative destroyed burial in
F618/2, an arrangement comparable with the
double burial in the rather later, larger oval
barrow at Barrow Hills, Radley (Barclay and
Halpin 1999, 19-34). The slightly polished flint
knife amongst the flint blades associated with
F602 bears some resemblance to the more highly
polished flint knives accompanying the burials at
Barrow Hills and the large circular ring ditch
surrounding the grave of a woman at Linch Hill,
Stanton Harcourt (Grimes 1960), though both
these burials were also distinguished by jet belt
sliders. However, the burial of the woman in a
similarly sized ring ditch at Newnham Murren,
Wallingford was associated with much more
modest finds � a few flint blades and a piece of
Abingdon ware (Moorey 1982). If the Mount Farm

ring ditch is contemporary with burial F602 it
could be seen as an earlier, smaller, less elaborate
predecessor of the Barrow Hills, Stanton Harcourt
and Newnham Murren barrows. 

If the ring ditch was an original feature it seems
likely that its recutting might have marked the reuse
of the site for the Beaker burial, perhaps leaving a
causeway at the eastern end marked by the butt end
of the recut of the northern side of F528.
Nonetheless, for the Beaker burial to have been
positioned so accurately adjacent to F602 (and
perhaps exactly in the putative earlier grave along-
side) it is still necessary to assume that the original
burial place was still visible as a slight mound or
hollow. 

However, if it is assumed that such earthworks
were still visible, there is also less need for there to
have been a ring ditch or other monument to mark
the original burial(s): the place may have been well-
recognised as an ancient burial ground by oral
tradition, discernible on the ground from particular
trees, a clearing or other characteristics. If so, people
may well have recognised the slight traces of the
graves c 1,000 years later, enabling the Beaker burial
to be inserted beside one of them, and perhaps
exactly into the other destroying everything but a
sliver of surviving fill and a solitary bone pin. 

In support of the possibility that the middle
Neolithic burial was a flat grave unmarked by any
ring ditch, it can be pointed out that the form of
F528 does not closely resemble other local Neolithic
oval barrows. At only about 12.5 m long and 10 m
wide, it would have been smaller and less elongated
than some other excavated Neolithic ring ditches
and oval barrows. It is also different from the rather
larger oval barrow (in its later form) with the double
inhumation at Barrow Hills, and the radiocarbon
dates for the Barrow Hills burials were distinctly
later than Mount Farm, while the jet belt slider and
polished flint knife grave goods there are more
similar to the Stanton Harcourt barrow than the less
highly polished Mount Farm knife and unworked
blades. At New Wintles Farm near Cassington, the
segmented method of excavation of the middle and
late Neolithic ditches are also very different from
the Mount Farm oval ring ditch, and only scraps of
cremated bone were found rather than any inhuma-
tion (Kenward 1982). The full character of the
possible oval barrow at Uffington is uncertain
(Miles et al. 2003).

Alongside these few examples of excavated
middle Neolithic ring ditches and oval barrows, the
oval ring ditch at Mount Farm also seems to differ
from some other potential Neolithic monuments of
this general form tentatively identifiable from aerial
photography. These include examples at Stanton
Harcourt (Barclay et al. 1995, 101-3, fig. 55), Barrow
Hills (Barclay and Halpin 1999, 3, figs 1.5-1.6), Wally
Corner (Boyle et al. 1995, figs 4-5), Drayton St
Leonard, Stadhampton and Benson (Barclay et al.
2003, figs 10.2, 10.5 and 10.7) and North Stoke (Case
1982, fig. 33), though some others may be more
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Fig. 16   Beaker burial F618 and associated beaker, flint scraper, bone awl and boar�s tusk pendants



comparable in size (cf Barclay et al. 2003, figs 10.3
and 10.6). 

If the middle Neolithic burial was a flat grave like
most other complete inhumations of comparable
date, and its location was still discernible in some
way as a burial place, it is reasonable to suggest that
the oval ring ditch was added at the time of the
Beaker burial. Its size and form are rather more
similar to the slightly irregular shape and often
small diameters of other Beaker ring ditches,
though most were more circular in plan. Examples
include Site XII at Dorchester (Whittle et al. 1992,
175-84); barrows 4a and 12 and ring ditch 201 at
Barrow Hills (Barclay and Halpin 1999, 314-5); and
ring ditches X/6 (Gravelly Guy), XV/5 (Aerodrome
site), and XXI/1a (Linch Hill) at Stanton Harcourt
(Barclay et al. 1995, 89-101). 

Whatever the details of the sequence, it is clear
that the Beaker burial was inserted into a pre-
existing, much older burial place, presumably out of
respect or to gain spiritual strength from a sacred
location (as noted below, this is not incompatible
with an earlier burial being disturbed in the
process). In general terms, the sequence is compa-
rable to Linch Hill, Stanton Harcourt where the
middle Neolithic burial with a flint knife and jet
slider was found at the centre of a substantial
double ring ditch � probably a round barrow
(Grimes 1943-4; Barclay et al. 1995, 99-101). In this
case the later Beaker burial, containing a very
similar beaker to that at Mount Farm and
surrounded by its own small ring ditch, was
inserted across the ditches of the much larger earlier
monument. 

In relation to �empty� graves and the disturbance
of earlier burials, the possible sequence at Mount
Farm has resonances with Beaker ring ditch 201 at
Barrow Hills which either cut or was cut by what
seems to have been a symbolic grave with a fine
beaker but only token deposits of human bone
(Barclay and Halpin 1999, 19-34, 133-41). Taken as a
whole, the Barrow Hills cemetery produced several
instances where earlier burials had been disturbed
by later ones, sometimes only a few years after-
wards but in other cases several centuries later
(Barclay and Halpin 1999, 318). Other instances of
such �graves� include one at Stanton Harcourt
(Hamlin 1963, 4). At Drayton there was a small, 16
m diameter ring ditch with an undated empty
central �grave�, and also a distinctly grave-like pit
that produced a complete though crushed beaker
decorated with close horizontal incised lines,
several blade-like flints and an arrowhead, but no
human remains (Barclay et al. 2003, 84-6; 91-2).
Another example is recorded from Thrupp (Barclay
and Halpin 1999, 320-5).

Post ring (Fig. 17)

Neolithic pit 160 lay between two postholes (F184
and F91) which were part of an oval ring of 14 posts,
7.5 m by 6.5 m across (Fig. 17). There were two other

postholes (F182 and F148) c 2-2.5 m east of the ring.
Unfortunately none of the postholes produced any
dating evidence, and the relationship between early
Neolithic Pit 160 and the post circle is uncertain. The
two postholes either side of the pit contained darker
soil than the others in the circle, suggesting that
their infilling was not earlier than Pit 160. One of
these postholes (F91) was cut by an early to middle
Bronze Age burial (F161) dated to 1610-1290 cal BC
(HAR-4791: 3170 – 70 BP). 

Various other features with �early� reddish fills
were noted in the vicinity of the post ring, any of
which might have belonged to this period. These
include two lengths of irregular �gully� (F190 and
F192; Fig. 17) and an L-shaped �pit� (F147; Fig. 6) just
to the east of the post ring which contained a struck
flint and one flint-tempered sherd. In the light of
subsequent work at Drayton (Barclay et al. 2003) it is
possible that these features might be tree throw holes,
which would not have been recognised at the time. 

Discussion

The post ring is too small relative to the size of the
postholes (which lack any evidence of post-pipes)
for its precise geometrical form to be defined
accurately, and could have been either a free
standing structure or a building. 

The location of the early/middle Neolithic pit
F160, fitting exactly between two of the postholes in
the ring (F91 and F184 just to its south), seems
unlikely to be fortuitous; but while it is possible that
the pit was dug between the two posts, F160 is large
enough to have survived as a clearly visible hollow
long after it was initially infilled, so the posts could
have been deliberately positioned either side of it. 

In the absence of direct dating evidence for the
postholes in the ring, the stratigraphy leaves open a
very wide possible date range for the structure,
from the early or middle Neolithic to the middle
Bronze Age. Within this range it is possible that the
post ring was still standing when ring ditch F101
was created (see below), but unlikely to have been
later: it is off-centre and the locations of the burials
and cremation deposits encountered also suggest
that they did not respect the post ring, particularly
as one of the later burials (F161) cut posthole F91. 

There is no definitive evidence for its role either
in a ceremonial or domestic context, but the possi-
bilities are worth discussing. 

It is worth noting that Sites I and XI at Dorchester
consisted of penannular rings of small pits or short
gully segments surrounded by ditches. The Site I
group was 13 m across and consisted of 13 pits one
of which was dated to 3940-3190 cal BC, while the
Site XI group was 12 m across and composed of 14
pits, and the earliest ditch has been dated to 3300-
2660 and 3090-2780 cal BC (Atkinson et al. 1951, 5-
18; Whittle et al. 1992, 162-6, 195-8). 

Despite these similarities, the Mount Farm ring is
much better interpreted as a ring of posts rather
than pits, though if middle Neolithic pit F160 is seen
as having been placed between two of the uprights,
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it would be unusually early for a post ring (Gibson
2005), and even more so as a building (Darvill and
Thomas 1996; Grogan 1996; Gibson 2005).

There are virtually no comparable structures for
the early to middle Neolithic period that are confi-
dently interpreted as buildings, but it is worth
noting a few doubtful possibilities. 

Not far from Mount Farm at St Helen�s Avenue,
Benson, a scatter of around 25 early to middle
Neolithic pits has been investigated where there
were also a number of possible posthole structures
and a rather smaller number of late Bronze Age
features (Pine and Ford 2003). There was almost
twice as much Neolithic as late Bronze Age pottery

(687 and 386 sherds respectively), and the possible
structures included four possible arcs and irregular
rings of up to 10 unevenly spaced small postholes
from 5.4 m to about 8 m across. These are much less
convincing than the Mount Farm post ring, but one
had a small pit or large posthole containing 33
sherds of earlier Neolithic pottery roughly in the
middle, and two of the other rings included two
postholes containing five sherds of pottery each and
another with a single sherd. Despite the presence of
Neolithic but not late Bronze Age pottery in the
postholes, the excavators concluded that if these
structures were real, they were probably later prehis-
toric with the Neolithic sherds being redeposited. 
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Fig. 17   Plan and sections of Neolithic or Bronze Age post ring



In the Cotswolds, a number of post settings have
been recorded beneath long cairns. These include an
alignment and arc of postholes, small pits and a
hearth at Hazleton North (Saville 1990, 16-22),
gullies and an arc of postholes 5 m across
surrounding a possible hearth at Sale�s Lot (Darvill
1982, 60), and a comparably amorphous group of
postholes and a hearth beneath Ascott-under-
Wychwood (Benson and Whittle 2007). None of
these is as clearly defined as the Mount Farm ring. 

As a free-standing post ring there are also rather
few convincing middle Neolithic comparanda.
Amongst the most securely dated structures of this
period is a very small (2.5 m diameter) cluster of six
or seven quite substantial closely spaced postholes
with postpipes containing early Neolithic pottery at
Yarnton. This structure is dated by four radiocarbon
determinations clustering around 3600 cal BC (Hey
forthcoming). 

Much further afield, but more similar in scale and
form to the Mount Farm ring is an example at
Templewood, Argyllshire, where a possible post
ring with charcoal dated to 4320 to 3380 cal BC may
have predated a diminutive stone circle c 9 m across
with 17 stone or post settings (Scott 1988-9, 71-3, 93,
115, fig. 16). Another small potentially early post
ring similar to Mount Farm originally thought to
predate a stone circle is Croft Moraig, Perthshire. It
has, however, recently been redated to the Bronze
Age (Piggott and Simpson 1971; Bradley and
Sheridan 2005). Gibson (2005, 46, fig. 31) has
suggested that the posts forming Ring B at North
Mains, Perthshire might be early, though it was not
directly dated, while the much more substantial
timber ring at Arminghall, Norfolk was dated to
3500-2700 cal BC.

If it is accepted that the Mount Farm post ring
does not have to be contemporary with pit F160, it
can be seen as being similar in plan to the much
more substantial late Neolithic timber rings at the
nearby Dorchester complex. The ditches of the three
hengiform cremation cemeteries at Sites IV, V and
VI were formed respectively by 8, 13 and 12 large
oval pits or segments of ditch with what appeared
to be the bases of postholes in the bottom of them, 2
m to 2.5 m below ground surface (Atkinson et al.
1951, 35-59). Gibson (1992) has suggested that these
were the last vestiges of penannular timber rings,
which would respectively have been 7.5 m, 8 m and
9 m in diameter with entrances to the SE, NNW and
N. He suggests that their posts had been dug out
and the resultant pits more or less conjoined to
create the ditched enclosures that were then used as
cremation cemeteries. At Site III a larger (19 m by 21
m) egg-shaped timber ring, which was formed by
posts 0.6 m in diameter, set 1.5 m into the ground,
had been burnt down, four of the resulting hollows
having human cremation deposits in them (Whittle
et al. 1992). The dating evidence indicates that all
these monuments were late Neolithic, with radio-
carbon dates for Site III centring around 2920-2300
cal BC.

However, while the Mount Farm post ring is
broadly similar to the Dorchester timber settings in
size, plan, and the number of posts, and like them
preceded subsequent funerary use of its site, the
Dorchester structures were built of very much more
substantial timbers set deep into the ground, and
would have been much more impressive
monuments. A much more similar (if anything even
more modest) post ring in the Upper Thames Valley
is the roughly oval setting of small posts at the
centre of the late Neolithic Devil�s Quoits henge
circle, but this has even less dating evidence than
Mount Farm (Barclay et al. 1995, 42-3, 71-3, figs 26
and 36).

There are several other instances of small post
rings of late Neolithic to early Bronze Age date
(Gibson 2005), including a number of post struc-
tures beneath round barrows (Marshall 2007),
though unlike Mount Farm these are usually
concentric with the barrow and are often build of
stakes or quite small posts. Some were probably
open ceremonial or funerary enclosures, and some
barrows have Neolithic origins, though the post
rings are generally later; some may have revetted
initial mounds, as at Hodcott Down barrow A and
Farncombe Down on the Berkshire Downs and
Gravelly Guy at Stanton Harcourt (Richards 1986-
90; Rahtz 1962, 4-11, fig. 7; Lambrick and Allen 2004,
52, fig. 2.8). In the middle of a local ring ditch at
Clifton Hampden seven posts formed an almost
circular group with a diameter of 2.5 m, set slightly
off centre round a central undated cremation pit.
One of the most comparable post rings is at
Bleasdale, Lancashire where a small post ring with
east-facing �entrance� posts similar to the Mount
Farm structure formed part of a low burial mound
surrounded by a penannular ditch set on one side of
a much larger palisaded enclosure (Varley 1938).

There are also cases of free standing Bronze Age
post rings, of which local examples include
Gravelly Guy, where a much larger penannular ring
built of split timbers had its axis aligned on the
Stanton Harcourt Barrow (Lambrick and Allen 2004,
61-3, plate 2.6). Other possibly later Bronze Age post
rings in the Upper Thames Valley include examples
at Standlake, Abingdon and possibly Lechlade
(Catling 1982; Allen and Kamash 2008; Williams
1946-7; see Lambrick with Robinson 2009).

As a domestic building of early to middle Bronze
Age date the form of the Mount Farm structure also
has potential parallels, such as a small early Bronze
Age post ring structure at Yarnton and a number of
middle Bronze Age post rings both there and
elsewhere interpreted as houses (Hey et al. forth-
coming; Barnes and Cleal 1995; Lambrick with
Robinson 2009). Nonetheless, the posts to the east
are set rather too far from the main ring, too
asymmetrically, and too far apart to be convincing
as a typical �porch� to a roundhouse, and there are
other reasons why this does not seem to be the best
explanation. There is no obvious reason why the
posts should have been set out to respect any
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hollow left by pit F160, and although Case (1963)
argued for a domestic origin for some ring ditches
in the region, the Mount Farm structure lacks a clear
association with any domestic refuse or other
evidence of domestic activity. In particular, as
indicated in the sections below, it predates one of
the burials which the radiocarbon dating indicates
was probably earlier than the Deverel-Rimbury
domestic debris in the upper fill ring ditch F101 and
in the pit associated with burnt stone and charcoal
(F164). 

In conclusion, the most plausible explanation of
this post setting is that it was probably erected in
the Neolithic or early Bronze Age, possibly as early
as the middle Neolithic, to form a free-standing ring
of posts probably with an east-facing axis marked
by two outliers. As such it seems broadly compa-
rable with other post structures predating or associ-
ated with places that became funerary monuments,
though there are few very close parallels, leaving its
date uncertain. 

It was positioned about 55 m away from the
middle Neolithic and Beaker ring ditch to the south,
and might have been intended to reinforce the local
significance of the low eminence at Mount Farm
between the cursus and other monument complexes
at Dorchester, Stadhampton and Drayton St
Leonard. Even though it may not have been
contemporary with the middle Neolithic pit (F160),
its precise siting seems to have been intended to
incorporate it, perhaps as the only visible trace of
earlier human activity in the immediate area apart
from the nearby oval barrow(s). If the post ring was
intended as a kind of landmark or location for local
communal or ceremonial gatherings, not a funerary
site, the choice of location away from the oval
barrow might have been deliberate. It may then in
turn have become the focus for a new burial place
marked by the much bigger ring ditch discussed
below.

Overview

Thin scatters and occasional clusters of Neolithic
and Beaker pits and occasional burials associated
with ring ditches or barrows are not uncommon on

sites in the Upper Thames Valley where fairly large
areas of gravel have been exposed to archaeological
examination, and Mount Farm adds to the evidence
of early and middle Neolithic domestic activity
more recently found at Yarnton, South Stoke and
Benson (Pine and Ford 2003). Traces of such occupa-
tion are generally not as common as evidence of
later Neolithic and Beaker occupation, as at
Gravelly Guy (Lambrick and Allen 2004). The
middle Neolithic burial and Beaker burials associ-
ated with an oval barrow are especially notable,
raising a number of issues concerning how such
burial places continued to be respected and reused,
with similar issues arising for the enigmatic post
ring that preceded the Bronze Age ring ditch
discussed in the next section. 

There is thus clear evidence of intermittent
domestic, funerary and ceremonial activity at
Mount Farm through the early, middle and late
Neolithic and Beaker periods, but it may have been
of a very transitory, impermanent nature � perhaps
quite infrequent recurrent visits to a favoured
location marked by a burial ground. The presence of
cereals throughout the sequence is noteworthy but
need not imply permanent settlement and may only
reflect small-scale horticulture. The nature of this
activity is further explored in Part 3. 

The position of Mount Farm on a slight rise
between the three major early Neolithic to Bronze
Age ceremonial complexes at Dorchester, Drayton
St Leonard and Stadhampton may well be relevant
to why this activity took place here, whether or not
the site was actually intervisible with them. Of these
centres of ceremonial and funerary monuments, the
Dorchester cursus was much the largest, and was
the focus of the most elaborate complex of
monuments (Whittle et al. 1992; Loveday 1999). 

Early to middle Bronze Age

Ring ditch and burials (Figs 18-20)

A circular ring ditch (F101) 27 m in diameter lay in the
northern area of controlled excavation (Figs 18-19).
There was no central burial and no dating evidence
was recovered from the primary silting of the ditch,
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Table 4: Summary of burials in the Bronze Age ring ditch

Context Age/type Content Grave goods and dating

F146 Accessory? Charcoal Small decorated Collared Urn

F121 Child 1-5 years Token cremation 1 g Small slightly shouldered plain urn 1940�1430 cal BC (charcoal)

F123 Accessory? Charcoal Small shouldered plain urn

F159 ? Calcined fragments -

F196 Infant/child Token cremation 5 g -

F117 Adolescent/adult 1 bone -

F178 Neonatal Inhumation half complete Small plain urn with horseshoe bosses; 1750�1530 cal BC 

(human bone)

F177 Child c 8 years Inhumation nearly complete 1740�1530 cal BC (human bone)

F161 Female 17-21 years Inhumation nearly complete 1610�1290 cal BC (human bone)
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Fig. 18   Interpretive plan of early to middle Bronze Age ring ditch F101 and double ditched boundaries F317/320 and
F294/298 with detailed plans of inhumations F161 and F177 and sections of cremations and other funerary deposits



but morphologically it is most likely to belong to the
earlier Bronze Age (Case 1963) in keeping with a
series of funerary deposits between the central area
and the inner edge of the ditch (Fig. 18). 

Of the burials, or potentially associated deposits
(Table 4, and Figs 18 and 20), the most distinctively
early Bronze Age find was the rim of a Wessex style
Collared Urn (Fig. 20, no. 1; Appendix 4) from F146,

a small charcoally deposit with no cremated bone,
but which may have been an accessory to a crema-
tion. Two other shallow holes, also with charcoally
fill (F157 and F196, F196 being very similar to F146)
but no dating evidence, were found nearby. Another
shallow depression with charcoally fill (F129) lay 5
m north-east of these features, but similarly
produced no finds. 
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Plate 2   Middle Bronze Age burials within ring ditch F101



F121, in the western part of the ring ditch interior ,
was a cremation burial in a small urn placed in a pit
with charcoally fill which was radiocarbon dated to
1940…1430 cal BC (HAR-4822: 3380 ± 100 BP). This
lay close to four other smaller charcoally deposits
(F123, F117, F159 and F120), of which F123
produced part of another small urn and some burnt
bone. About 2.5 m north of this group were two
unaccompanied inhumations, a child (F177) radio-
carbon dated to 1740…1530 cal BC (OxA-15786: 3359
± 32 BP), and a young woman (F161; Plate 2) dated
to 1610…1290 cal BC (HAR-4791: 3170 ± 70 BP).
Around 10 m east of this was a small pit (F178)
which contained an infant inhumation, radiocarbon
dated to 1750…1530 cal BC (OxA-15785: 3372 ± 38
BP), accompanied by a small upturned lugged urn
(Plate 3). 

A few other features within the ring ditch may
also belong to this period: this could apply to the
post ring referred to above, the large deep hollow
F147, and two small holes (F149 and F155) cutting it
(Fig. 6). F149 contained one piece of flint-tempered
pottery. A little further west, F85 (Fig. 6) was
another small hole with dark loamy fill which,
however, contained no dating evidence. 

After the initial slumping of the ditch, it
continued to fill up slowly. A layer of charcoal-
flecked fine loamy soil (Fig. 19, layers 101/H/2,
101/E/1, 101/D/2, 101/B/2) which contained
sherds of Deverel-Rimbury pottery, numerous
animal bones, mainly of cattle, accumulated. The
layer has been radiocarbon dated to 1520…1050 cal
BC (HAR-4796: 3080 ± 90 BP). In section E this layer
also contained the skeleton of a baby, and one bone
of a 6 year old child.

Twenty-five metres north of the ring ditch was an
apparently isolated cremation burial (F25) probably
of similar date (Figs 6 and 18). There was no
evidence of it ever having been surrounded by a
ditch. A fairly complete (579 g) cremation burial of
an adult of unknown age was recovered with a
small number of sherds from different Deverel-
Rimbury vessels which were not obviously
funerary urns. 
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Plate 3 Middle Bronze Age infant burial with inverted
lugged urn within ring ditch F101

1:50
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Fig. 19   Sections of ring ditch F101


