Chapter 5: A Review of Neolithic and
Bronze Age Sites in the Devil’s Quoits Area

by Alistair Barclay

INTRODUCTION

In the 1930s Major Allen’s aerial photographs re-
vealed a complex of cropmarks on the second gravel
terrace surrounding and associated with the Devil’s
Quoits henge. The results were dramatic by the stand-
ards of any decade, the tally of cropmarks including
over 60 ring ditches, Iron Age and Romano-British
pits and enclosures, and the ditches of the henge.

It is now known from excavation that many of the
earlier prehistoric sites were taken into cultivation
during the 1st millennium BC, others surviving until
later periods. Most survived as cropmarks under
cultivation to be recorded by Allen and other pio-
neer aerial photographers, but shortly after their dis-
covery serious destruction by gravel extraction began.

The history of this destruction up to the 1970s is
outlined by Benson and Miles (1974, 81—4). Since then
further quarrying has taken place. It is a sad reflection
that a landscape recording 5000 years of history has
been almost totally destroyed in less than 50.

The initial destruction began during the war with
the airfield construction described in Chapter 2. In
addition to the henge, sites XVI, 1, XXI, 1, 3 and 4,
XXII, 2 and XXIII, 2 were excavated at this time
(Grimes 1960, 154-62). ’

Extraction started in the Vicarage Field (II) at the
northern edge of the cropmark complex. Quarrying
began in 1944 in the NW of the field and was resumed
in 1951; by 1953 the whole field was destroyed. It
was possible to record only five ring ditches (I, 2, 4,
8, 9 and 10) with further pits and ‘flat’ graves.

Extraction started in the adjacent field (VI)in 1944
and continued until 1949, only two of the known
ring ditches (VL, 2 and 4) being recorded. Benson and
Miles (1974, 81) estimate that only 16% of this area
was recorded at all, even less by archaeological
excavation. In 1959 gravel extraction was extended
northwards into the field XXIX and it was possible
to excavate the three remaining ring ditches XXIX, 1,
3 and 4. The remaining ring ditch (XXIX,2) lay under
a runway and had been excavated during the war.

In October 1960 excavations were started in field
XV in advance of commercial extraction and it was
possible to excavate all five ring ditches (XV, 1-5). In
the same area in 1961 a number of Beaker ‘flat’
graves and late Neolithic pits were recorded.

By 1970 gravel extraction had advanced N into
field XXIII where conditions were unfavourable for
archaeological work (Linington 1982, 86). Of the
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three known ring ditches it was only possible to
excavate one (XXIII, 2). In September 1979 part of a
runway was removed to the N of the Devil’s Quoits
henge revealing a previously unrecorded ring ditch
(XXII, 6). The site was excavated later in the same
year by John Taylor and members of the Oxford
University Archaeological Society (Taylor, Ch. 2).

The Oxford Archaeological Unit started excava-
tions in Gravelly Guy (field IX) in 1983. These
continued until 1986 in advance of gravel extraction
(Lambrick et al. in prep.). A small hengiform site (IX,
1) was excavated in the S corner of the field. In the
middle of the field were found a Beaker ‘flat’ grave
and scatters of late Neolithic and Beaker pits along
with a penannular post circle (IX, 2). By 1986 quarry-
ing had advanced N and what remained of a linear
group of ring ditches (X, 6-8) was excavated in the
top corner of the field. Fortuitously extraction in the
adjacent field X had only superficially damaged the
central burials excavated in ring ditch X, 6.

A number of stray finds of stone axes, flintwork,
prehistoric pottery and bronzes have also been re-
corded as coming from this area.

By 1990 the only substantial surviving remains of
this prehistoric landscape were the ditches of the
great henge. Less than 50% of the ‘known’ sites were
investigated archaeologically, often under difficult
conditions, and many potentially interesting sites
went unrecorded. The results of the comprehensive
excavation of the Shalf of Gravelly Guy field suggest
that a significant number of other unidentified
monuments and certainly many pits may also have
been lost without record (Fig. 44).

The Stanton Harcourt cropmark complex was first
plotted by Grimes (194344, fig. 8). The amended
version which appeared in 1960 (Grimes 1960, fig.
57) remains one of the more accurate surveys of the
area. Figure 39 is based on sketch plots, checked where
possible for accuracy against excavation plans and
original photographs. It is selective in showing only
sites known or presumed on morphological grounds
to be of Neolithic or Bronze Age date.

NEOLITHIC AND BRONZE AGE SITES AT
STANTON HARCOURT

Layout

The system of numeration instituted by Grimes
(1960, fig. 58) and continued by Case (1982c, fig. 59)
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Figure 39 Stanton Harcourt: ring ditches and related cropmarks in the area of the Devil’s Quoits, after Grimes (1960, fig. 57) with additions




Devil’s Quoits, Stanton Harcourt

and others is retained here. It allots a Roman nu-
meral to each 1940 field and an arabic numeral to
each site within that field, so that ring ditches to the
SW of the henge, for example, are sites XXIII, 1 and
XIII, 2. Upon subsequent excavation a number of
sites originally plotted as ring ditches have proved
to be later enclosures, among them that originally
plotted as site IX, 1 in the field known as Gravelly
Guy (Grimes 1960, fig. 58). Smaller features such as
pits and ‘flat’ graves retain the rather diverse nota-
tions used in the original reports.

Sites are ordered by field, individual site names
being followed by the relevant national grid refer-
ence. The ‘AP Coverage’ section which concludes
many entries contains reference numbers for photo-
graphs by Allen, Riley and St Joseph held in the
Ashmolean Museum.

Field II (the Vicarage Field)
Ring ditch I, 1. SP 40130586

Ring ditch in N corner of field, destroyed in the
1950s without excavation.
AP coverage: Allen 1146, GA 27, GA 28

Ring ditch II, 2. SP 40020573 (Case 1982c, 106)

The site was the subject of limited excavation in
1951-3. Three sections were dug to the NW, N and E
through the ditch. Only one feature, a circular pit
1.52 m in diameter, was found in the interior. It con-
tained no finds. The ring ditch was continuous and
elliptical, 30.78-37.19 m in diameter and 1.83-2.44 m
wide. The section to the E produced six Beaker
sherds and two Romano-British grey ware sherds.
AP coverage: Allen 1146, GA 27, GA 28

Ring ditch I1, 3. SP 39980571

This ring ditch was situated between II, 2 and II, 4
sharing the same SW-NE alignment. It was de-
stroyed without excavation.

AP coverage: Allen 1146, GA 27, GA 28

Ring ditch I, 4, SP 39920566 (Fig. 40; Case
19434, 200-1; Case 1982c, 106)

The site was excavated in 1951-3 in advance of
gravel extraction. Topsoil was removed mechani-
cally and two diametrically opposed sections were
cut across the ditch, to the E (section 1) and W
(section 2). The ditch was circular and continuous,
27.43 m in diameter. Section 1 showed evidence for
recutting and probable cleaning out which was not
apparent in section 2. The pattern of initial silting
within the ditches, with more material deposited
nearer the inner edge, suggested an earthwork close
to that edge, perhaps, on the evidence of the small
quantity of material represented, the ring bank of a
disc barrow rather than a full-scale mound.
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At the centre of the interior a shallow pit was dug
into the natural gravel. On the surface were the
cremated remains of a middle-aged adult and the
crushed remains of a miniature Food Vessel. The
excavated gravel may have been used to form a
small mound over the pit. The central position of the
pit suggests contemporaneity with the ring ditch,
with the Food Vessel indicating an early Bronze Age
date for this monument.

The subsequent ditch fills were the product of
cultivation including the ploughing out of the cen-
tral earthwork. Iron Age occupation debris in the
uppermost dates this episode of cultivation and
destruction to the end of the 1st millennium BC.

AP coverage: Allen 1146, LW 53/4, GA 27/8

Ring ditches II, 5-7. SP 40000558, 40020562,
40050568

These three ring ditches formed an approximate
alignment with the excavated ring ditch II, 8. All
three were destroyed without excavation.

AP coverage: Allen 1146, LW53/4, GA 27/8

Ring ditch I1, 8. SP 40100572 (Case and Kirk
1952-3, 218; Case 1982c, 106)

The site was excavated before gravel extraction in
1953. The ring ditch was elliptical, probably continu-
ous, 21.3-22.8 m in diameter and 2.4-3.0 m wide.
The ditch was sectioned to the W but produced only
Romano-British sherds, probably from the tertiary
fill, although their exact context is not clear. The
interior was featureless.

AP coverage: Allen 1146

Beaker ‘flat’ graves 1 and 2 (Case 1956, 5-6; Case
1982c, 106)

Two Beaker ‘flat’ graves were found outside ring
ditch II, 8 but had no direct association with it. Grave
1lay 8 m to the SW and grave 2 14 m to the S.

Grave 1. An oval grave 2.44 m x 1.52 m, oriented
NE-SW, was excavated in May 1953 by Miss Mary
Cra’ster for the Oxford University Archaeological
Society. The grave contained a loosely contracted
burial, probably female, aged 18-20 years, lying on
the left side with the head to the SW and facing NW.
Two Beakers, one within the other (Fig. 40, 1-2),
were placed upright behind the pelvis. Both Beakers
(Clarke 1970, corpus nos 768-9) belong to Case’s
(1977) Middle style or Step 2 in the scheme of
Lanting and van der Waals (1972, fig. 1). A flint
fabricator and a core rejuvenation flake (Fig. 40, 3—4)
lay behind the middle vertebrae.

Grave 2. An oval grave 1.6 m X 0.91 m, aligned NW-
SE and 0.46 m deep, was excavated in June 1953 by
Humphrey Case and his wife though partial excava-
tion had taken place by workmen. The grave
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Figure 40 Vicarage Field (field I1): finds from graves II/1 and 2; ditch sections and finds from ring ditch II, 4

contained a tightly contracted female skeleton, lying
on the right side with the head to the SE and facing
north-east. A Middle style Beaker (Fig. 40, 6; Clarke
1970, corpus no. 770) was found on its side between
the feet and the pelvis. Two Early style Beaker
sherds (Fig. 40, 5; Clarke 1970, corpus no. 771F) were
found in the excavated grave fill.

Ring ditch I, 9. SP 40140564 (Case and Kirk
1952-3, 218; Case 1982c, 106)

The Oxford University Archaeological Society exca-
vated this site in advance of gravel extraction in
1952. The topsoil was removed mechanically and the
interior searched for features. Only one feature was
found, a circular pit containing indeterminate Ro-
mano-British sherds. A single section to the SE was
dug through the ditch. The ring ditch was circular,
continuous, 22.68 m in diameter and 2.44 m wide. A
human skull, a sheep mandible and three indetermi-
nate Romano-British sherds came from the surface
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of tertiary silt.
AP coverage: Allen 1146

Ring ditch I, 10. SP 40150575 (Fig. 41; Thomas
1955, 1-29; Case 1982c, 103)

The site was excavated in September 1951 under
rescue conditions by B de Seyssel and Nicholas
Thomas prior to the enlargement of the Vicarage
Field gravel pit. Four sections, approximately N, W,
E and S, were dug across the ditch and extended into
the centre where an area 3.05 m square was exca-
vated (Fig. 41). The ditch was circular and
continuous with a diameter of 9.14 m. Sections var-
ied in width and profile. The outer edge of the ditch
was generally steeper, which accounts for the un-
equal silting seen in the sections. However, it is
probably that an outer bank also existed. the ring
ditch was cut by'a later ditch (T) and Romano-British
sherds found in the interior may have been redepo-
sited from this ditch. No prehistoric finds were
found during the excavations but redeposited Neo-
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lithic arrowheads (Fig. 41,4-7) came from Iron Age
features.
AP coverage: Allen 1146

Grooved Ware Pits (A, Band C). (Fig. 41; Thomas
1955,22-23; Case 1982c, 103)

Thomas excavated three pits (A, Band C) in 1951,
two of them (A and B) containing Grooved Ware, a
third (C) perhaps contemporary by virtue of its
proximity to A and the similarity of itsfill to that of
A. Pits A and C were found just E of ring ditch 11, 10
(Fig. 41), and Pit B lay between ring ditches 1, 1 and
[, 8. They were all located within an area of later
Iron Age pits and enclosures.

Pit A. The pit was 1.22 m square and 0.46 m deep
and had been dug into natural gravel. It contained
the upper half of a Grooved Ware vessel in the
Durrington Walls substyle (Fig. 41, 1). The fill was
black loam with some gravel.

Pit B. The pit was smaller than A (no precise meas-
urements are recorded). It contained two sherds of
Grooved Ware in the Woodlands substyle (Fig. 41,
2-3), a flint flake, pig incisors and quartzite frag-
ments. The fill isnot recorded.

Pit C. The pit was rectangular, 0.91 m by 0.3 m and
0.46 m deep. It contained black loam with flint flakes
and afragment of red deer antler.

Early Bronze Age pits (D and E) (Fig. 42; Case
1982c, 109-10).

Pit D. An unmarked cremation pit was noted in the
face of the gravel pit in 1953 by E K Florey, who
removed an almost complete Collared Urn (Fig. 42,
3). What remained of the pit was excavated by Case
and Fenwick. The pit was circular, 1.45 m wide and
0.85 m deep, with steep sides and a flat base. Its fill
was mostly reddish-brown with gravel lenses. Finds
in addition to the urn included 40 other sherds,
representing at least two other collared vessels, 32
fragments of fired clay, some with plant impressions
(Fig. 42, 4-5), three pieces of struck flint including a
scraper on a core rejuvenation flake, a flint pebble,
cornbrash fragments, fossilized wood and a flake
from a sandstone pebble, 64 g of cremated human
bone and fragments of animal bone.

Other finds of Collared Urn from Stanton Har-
court include sherds from the Linch Hill area (Leeds
1940, pi. I1, A-B; Longworth 1984, corpus nos 1388-
90) and avessel provenanced only to the parish (Fig.
42,2; Longworth 1984, corpus no. 1387, pi. 46d).

Pit E. (Case 1951). Fragments of two vessels and
cremated bone were found by workers while ex-
tracting gravel in the area between ring ditch II, 1
and Pit B. It ispossible that they derive from a similar
pit to D. Finds comprised aBiconical Urn (Fig. 42,1),

83

sherds of another vessel and 333 g of cremated
human bone representing asingle individual .

Field VI
Ring ditch VI, 1. SP 40080560

This site was apparently half-destroyed by a road.
The remaining half was destroyed without excava-
tion in the 1950s.

AP coverage: Allen 1126

Ring ditch VI, 2. SP 40220557 (Fig. 43; Atkinson
and Crouch 1945,94-5; Case 1982c, 106)

The site was excavated before its destruction by the
encroaching gravel pit. At the time of excavation
half of the ring ditch was exposed to the E by topsoil
stripping prior to gravel extraction, providing a sec-
tion through the ring ditch. Two sections were
excavated, Ai-Bi tothe N and E-F to the S.

The silting pattern suggested the erosion of an
outer gravel bank and an inner earth bank or
mound. Thethird layer from thetop in section Ai-Bi
may represent the ploughing out or slighting of the
outer bank. In theinterior near the centre were three
pits. Pit I, oval and elongated, was aligned E-W and
contained an unaccompanied cremation. Pit II,
which was shallower and smaller, produced no
finds. A third feature, pit Ill, of irregular form was
excavated to the Ebut again produced no finds. The
site had been very disturbed by ploughing.

AP coverage: Allen 1126

Ring ditch VI, 3. SP 40250524

Destroyed by gravel extraction without archaeologi-
cal excavation.

Ring ditch VI, 4. SP 40180553 (Fig. 43; Leeds and
Atkinson 1943-4,200-1; Case 1982c, 103,106)

Excavated by Derek Riley prior to gravel digging. A
single section A-B was dug through the ditch to the
E. The second layer of ditch silting suggested the
erosion of an outer bank, perhaps indicating a
monument of disc barrow form. The ditch was circu-
lar and continuous, with an internal diameter of
36.58 m. A circular pit (4/1), 0.76 m in diameter and
0.3 m deep, was found in the SW quadrant. The pit
contained 27 flints, fragments of quartzite, charcoal,
abone pin, and animal bone (Fig. 43,1,3-6). A sherd
from alarge Beaker storagejar (Fig. 43,2) was found
nearby.

AP coverage: Allen 1126

Field IX (Gravelly Guy; Fig. 44)
Ring ditch IX, 1. SP 40220521 (Fig. 45)

The site, already known from air photographs, was
exposed by topsoil stripping, which reduced it to the



