Chapter 2: The Excavations of 1972-3 and 1988

by Margaret Gray and George Lambrick

The excavated features, both natural and man-
made, are summarised in Table 1. Their descriptions
and dimensions are to be found in the feature list
which forms part of the archive.

METHODS OF EXCAVATION
1972-3

There were no surface indications in a large stubble
field to give a guide to the possible location of the
monument and the most recent air photographs by
Baker (NMR SP 4104/1, 2, 6 and 12), taken in 1965
before the complete removal of all field boundaries,
did not show the runway and W quarry edge as they
were in 1972. In spite of this, the mechanical removal
of the ploughsoil soon revealed the vast spread of
loamy soil which constituted the bank and ditch,
which stood out dramatically against the natural
yellow-brown gravels and sands (Fig. 5).

The ploughsoil, which averaged 0.24 m in depth,
was removed from 0.80 hectares by box scraper and
deposited at the edges of the excavation. The result-
ing surface was then cleaned, using hoes to remove
the residue of ploughsoil, and a 15 m grid was laid
out on the lines of the National Grid. All features
were defined and numbered before excavation and
a plan was made of the soil marks.

The site datum was set up using the OS bench
mark at Linch Hill cottages (SP 4154 0464) of 69.91 m
OD. Two site datum posts were established: SD 1 on
the concrete of the runway was 70.16 m above OD
and SD 2 at the quarry edge was 71.42 m above OD.
All section lines were levelled to these posts. As the
only stratification which survived was within the fea-
tures themselves it was felt essential to record depths
in this way rather than from the arbitrary surface of
the gravel. It was also felt that this information
would be needed when that part of the site still
under the runway became available for excavation.

The henge ditch, F1, was divided into lengths
numbered clockwise from I-XI (Fig. 7). Nine of these
were excavated, including a cutting at each of the
four ditch terminals. Information concerning them is
summarised in Table 2. Fifteen sections (S1-S15)
were drawn across the ditch. Cutting I was exca-
vated almost entirely by hand, only the turf and
ploughsoil being removed by machine. The remain-
der were machined to varying degrees (Table 2).
Cutting X was treated as an experimental box sec-

tion, with the natural gravel cut away at the sides
and below the ditch to show the shape of the ditch
against the contrasting sands and gravels.

After initial cleaning all the features were num-
bered (F2-160). Most of the features, whether
geological or man-made, were sectioned and then
fully excavated, unless they were obviously natural,
including many of the geological anomalies. As the
areas between the ditch terminals, which were the
two entrances, were considered to be of special
interest, the ploughsoil in them was excavated by
hand and not by machine.

1988

The concrete runway was removed from the remain-
der of the site, and the hard core taken from the farm
track. The remaining ploughsoil was then removed
mechanically by a tracked excavator equipped with
a toothless ditching bucket down to the gravel sur-
face and a grid was laid out at 10 m intervals. The
surface was cleaned by shovel-scraping and trowel-
ling of identified features. All features were defined
before excavation, a site plan was drawn and a
photographic record was made.

The 1988 temporary site datum was the cement
road at the base of the peg at site grid 167/475 and
was 1.02 m. In order to relate this to other areas of
the site, readings were made at Quoit A on the
1972-3 site (0.07 m above TSD), an arbitrary point on
the gravel (0.02 m), and on the peg at site grid
210/100 (0.04 m). In the course of excavation levels
were recorded at the intersection of the two lines of
each quadranted feature, on the surface of the fea-
ture. These readings were not related back to the
bench mark at Linch Hill, but were tied in with the
1972-3 levels by reference to the reading taken on
Quoit A. The base of peg 167 /475 was thus 69.44 m
above OD.

The surface levels of the stoneholes in the 1988
excavation were slightly lower than those in the
1972-3 excavation. This may be due to a lower
ground surface, or to the fact that slightly more of
the gravel surface may have been taken off through
machining direct onto the gravel surface rather than
leaving a thin skin of ploughsoil for removal by
hand.

The inner edge of the S sector of the ditch was
defined but not excavated except by cutting two slit
trenches to define the limits of sporadic quarrying
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Table 1. Summary of features

Features

Totals

Ice wedge casts
F12, F16, F112, F113, F200

Geological hollows and pipes

F22, F40, F47, F51, F53, F55, F57-8, F60, F63, F67, F19, F83-5, F88-9, F92-6, F102-3, F122, F127, F131-2,
F135, F145, F151, F157a, F201, F211-4, F216-7, F221-2, F224, F228, F232-3, F235-6, F244-5, F247, F254, F258,
F268-9, F277-8, F284-5

Spreads of soil in rock outcrops
F106, F109, F110

Tree roots and treethrow holes
F31, F49, F56 (tree hollow with two pits cut into it), F58, F59, F61, F68, F70, F80-2, F87, F97, F108, F130,
F131, F204-6, F223, F231, F234, F239-43, F246, F248-53, F255-7, F259-67, F270-6, F279, F281-2

Animal runs
F86, F238

Rock outcrop
F45

Area of loess clay
F119

Henge ditch
F1

Hearths
F32/33, F41/41a, F43/43a, F150, F153/156, unnumbered hearths in cuttings VI and X

Spreads of soil in area of bank
F2-11, F13, F14, F15, F24, F29, F38, F114, F115, F116, F118, F120, F121, F123, F124

Quarries for stones
7F30, ?F34, F64, F105, F105a, F126, F128, F142-4

Stoneholes
F17, F19, F42, F48, F66, 7F98, F107, F111, F134, F138, F139, F146, F154, F157, F158, F159, F160, F202, F203,
F207, F219, F220, F226, F227, F229, F230, F283

Stoneholes with stone burial pits
F25, F28, F98, F215

Postholes

F27, F37, F52, F72-78, F90, F90a-h, F90j-o, F147, F155, F208
Pits

F46, F56a, F56b, F136, 7F137, F144

Stone burial pit

F18

Animal burial

F44

Furrows
F20, F23, F26, F50, F62, F104/F125, F209, F210, ?F233

Modern hedge line, cable trench and machine disturbance
F21, F225, F280

1940 and 1972 archaeological backfill
F36, F39, F91, F129, F237

58

54

24

8/10

26/27

28

5/6

89
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Figure 5 Aerial view of the 1972-3 excavations from the SE. Photo Mick Aston

which had occurred since 1973. The internal fea-
tures, both natural and man-made, were defined
and numbered (F201-285). The stoneholes were ex-
cavated in quadrants, and certain of the geological
features were sectioned.

GEOLOGICAL AND OTHER NATURAL
FEATURES

These features are dealt with first, in order to explain
the character of geological and recent anomalies
which are generally not considered further in the
account of the monument.

Ice wedge casts

There were two major ice wedge casts (Fig. 6), F112
being a continuation of F12 and F200 of F16, and

F113 crossing at right-angles to F12/112 and prob-
ably part of it. These show clearly on the air
photographs, and Grimes illustrated one crossing
the henge from SW to NE (1960, fig. 57). It is possible
that the feature which Grimes describes as a “medie-
val headland’ (1960, pl. XXXIIL:D) was ice wedge
cast 113. Ice wedge casts have been discussed in the
archaeological literature (Evans 1972, 77-86; Riley
1944, 64-102; Smith 1974/5, 1-5; Williams 1973, 19—
31) and are a common feature of the Thames gravels.

They appeared directly beneath the modern soil
profile as very distinct linear features, with a
buff/grey silty filling with streaky mottling. Two
sections cut across them, where ice wedge cast F12
was cut by pit F64 and across ice wedge cast F16,
which was totally excavated. Both sections showed
a wedge-shaped profile, funnelling at the base.
Where there was a conglomerate outcrop, the rock
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sloped down at an angle rather than following the
line of the surrounding horizontal bedding, and
where surrounded by sand and gravel, the sides
were solidified by awhite concretion.

Solution hollows and pipes

Therewere 58 pit-like features of varying sizes, their
maximum dimensions ranging from 11.50 m to
0.35 m. They were round or oval in shape. Some-
times, asin the case of F216 and F217,they appeared
in association with an ice wedge cast. Grimes noted
these features (1960,142,151-2,166-7) and describes
them fully.

The possibility must not be discounted that some
of the shallow 'geological' features were merely
early silt deposits filling hollows in the originally
uneven bedrock or gravel. Features F106, F109 and
F110 were spreads of soil between rocky outcrops.

Treeroots and treethrow holes

There were 54 possible tree root holes which were
distinguished from the geological features by one or
more of the following characteristics:-

1. A more irregular shape, with protruding root
runs both on the surface and at the bottom of the
pits.

2. Presence of carbonized root in the fill.

3. Two distinct layers, the top layer consisting of
red-brown soil with some gravel and the lower of
grey-buff sandy silt with less gravel.

In the 1972-3 excavation these features were sec-
tioned in order to distinguish them from geological
ones, but in the 1988 season some were categorised
by surface indication only, mainly based on experi-
ence of treethrow holes identified by detailed
excavations at Gravelly Guy (1981-5) and Drayton
(1986). Thisresulted in unequal representation of the
two categories on each sector of the site (ie 1972-3:
14 tree roots and 32 solution hollows; 1988: 40 tree
root and treethrow holes and 18 solution hollows).

Animal

Two features could definitely be attributed to ani-
mal disturbance (F86 and F238).

runs

THE DITCH AND ENTRANCES

The sides of the excavated ditch had eroded to
varying extents, according to the hardness of the
material through which they were cut, the firm
gravel of cuttings | and Xla and the conglomerate of
cuttings Il and llia remaining rather steeper than
the less stable sands and gravels of most of the
circuit (Figs 9-11). Width at the top varied corre-
spondingly, from approximately 6.00 m to 9.00 m.
The ditch survived to between 2.00 m and 2.70 m
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deep. It was consistently flat-bottomed, and was
between 3.50 m and 560 m wide at the base. It
enclosed a subcircular areawith amaximum diame-
ter of 120 m NW-SE and a minimum diameter of
102m NE-SW. Therewere opposed entrancesin the
ESE and WNW (Figs 4,6 and 7).

The ditch

In the initial stages of the 1972 excavation, cutting |
was manually excavated in order to establish the
sequence of layers. These layers represent a consis-
tent sequence of deposits throughout the
investigated parts of the ditch, with the exception of
layers D, Jand X which were identified only inter-
mittently. The sequence is summarised in Table 2.
Dr Susan Limbrey examined the sequence in cutting
Xinthefield (Ch. 3). Thelayersare described here as
they appeared in the hand-excavated section (Fig. 9,
cutting |, section 1):

layers

A. Turf and topsoil.

B. Red-brown soil and calcareous gravel, thicker
over the centre of the ditch and extending over the
berm to the SW of the ditch, with a dip in level
over the area of the bank, petering out over the
natural gravel outside the bank. It was less grav-
elly on the inner edge of the ditch. Equivalent to
part of Grimes' (1960, fig. 61) layer E.

C. Red-brown soil but with less gravel than layer
B, less compact and more silty. Did not extend
beyond the NE lip of theditch, but thickened over
the area of the berm and terminated with a thin
layer over the area of the bank. Equivalent to part
of Grimes' layer E.

D. Red-brown soil with larger stonesthan B or C
and more gravel, denser in constituency. Did not
extend right over the ditch and petered out on the
slope of the berm. Generally distinguishable only
in hand-dug sections. Equivalent to part of
Grimes' layer E.

E. Red-brown soil, but lessred than layers B and
C (Munsell 5YR 4/4 moist, 5/6 dry) and more
clayey, also more gravel, especially at the bottom
of the layer. Did not extend beyond the lip of the
ditch on the NW side but carried on over the edge
of the ditch to the SW side, and was the last layer
over the natural gravel on that side. Equivalent to
Grimes' layer D.

F. Yellow-brown homogeneous silty soil (Mun-
sell 75YR 4/4) moist, 5/5 dry) no gravel,
fine-textured and non-calcareous, clayey. Ex-
tended over the centre of the ditch only, but with
a slightly redder colour at the edges of the layer,
with traces of charcoal flecking. Equivalent to part
of Grimes' layer C.

Fa. Subsidiary layer between F and G of fairly
dense gravel with red-brown to dark brown
(Munsell 75YR 4/4 moist, 5/5 dry) mottled
sandy loam, with less clay than layer F. The upper



