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PRESIDENT’S REPORT 2004
Cynthia Graham Kerr

T

his year saw further change and growth for SOAG,
with the Gatehampton dig still our main work and
attraction but with other projects springing up as well, and
we have maintained our healthy membership numbers.
This is all helped by a Committee full of ideas – and
prepared to try them when needed.
The Dig and Other Fieldwork
This year Hazel Williams became dig co-director with
myself. Much progress has been made at the dig (see
separate reports) and the number of diggers rose to 19 one
week with an average of about a dozen quite usual. It is
pleasing to be able to help those SOAG members who are
taking degrees, giving them the chance of digging practice
as needed. We have worked 23 days at the dig this year, in
spite of some heavy rain. We are fortunate enough to be
saved many wettings by the kindness of Robin Cloke, who
has allowed us to use about one-third of his greenhouse
tunnel to accommodate all our tools and finds, as well as
ourselves! Altogether 42 members of SOAG have worked
at the dig this year.
Nor have we neglected to support Tim Allen at the
Oxford Archaeology excavations at Wittenham Clumps.
Three of us (myself, Chrissy Morling and Phillippa Wray)
managed about half a dozen visits each to work, and at
least 11 SOAG members attended the Open Day seminar
on 19 June and 18 attended the main site Open Day on 22
August, which attracted over 1000 visitors. As last year,
the weather was hot and tiring and we enjoyed a session in
the cool of the barn where we could peacefully wash pots
and mark them.
We are encouraging members to look at the wider
archaeological landscape, to ensure that fieldwork in South
Oxfordshire will continue after the dig is eventually
completed.
Meetings and Visits
Edward Golton once again arranged a varied programme
of interesting and well-known speakers for the monthly
lecture meetings.
We are very pleased that this year has seen a sustained
improvement in the average attendance – indeed our
success is such that on occasion we have exceeded the
comfortable and safe capacity of the hall. The Free Church
Hall at Goring has served us well over the years, but with
SOAG growing it is now time to move on. The Committee
has been investigating alternatives and we will be moving
to a larger and more comfortable venue some time in
2005.
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Gary Lock, director of the Marcham/Frilford
excavations, spoke about the enigmatic amphitheatre or
ritual pool at this Romano-British religious site at the
January meeting, as a follow-up to our visit to the site last
year. In February Pat Preece gave us one of her famous
Medieval woodland talks. The AGM Guest Lecture was
by Denise Allen on ‘Roman Glass’ (see separate report).
We pleased our industrial archaeologists in April, when
Gordon Stevenson spoke about old railways, and May
brought a riveting talk by Hazel Williams on our own dig
at Gatehampton. July saw us at the Goring Thames Sailing
Club for a delightful summer party by the river (with
thanks to Mike Fulton for arranging this for us). The
autumn programme started with Peter Warry talking about
Roman tiles: he is actively carrying out research and was
most interested to see the tiles we had found at
Gatehampton.. In October Tim Allen gave us a lively update of the archaeological work at Little Wittenham, and in
November Rosemary Beardsley gave a talk on the Goring
and Whitchurch enclosures. Our final talk of the year was
presented by Gary Lock (again), who this time spoke
about the hillforts of the Ridgeway.
Several summer visits were arranged for us by Edward
Golton. We went to the ‘Roman’ glassworks of Mark
Taylor and David Hill, near Andover, on 12 June (this was
a follow-up to the AGM lecture), to Cogges Farm Museum
near Witney with an optional visit to Northleach Museum
on 14 July, and enjoyed a guided tour of Marlow old town
with an optional visit to Bisham Ice House on 15 August
(see separate reports).
The end of the digging season was marked by a ‘Dig
Open Afternoon’ on Sunday 24 October, kindly organized
by Hazel Williams who provided guided tours of the site
and a splendid display of finds. This was a highly
successful and well attended event, and our
congratulations and thanks go to Hazel and the diggers for
their hard work and the excellent presentation of the site.
Once again we held a special ‘Diggers’ Lunch’ for
everyone who had worked so hard on the site this summer
and to give a special thanks to Honorary Member Robin
Cloke for continuing to allow us to work on his land.
Thank You
I would like to take this opportunity to thank the
Committee, and indeed all SOAG members, for their
continuing support. Running a group is sometimes weary
hard work and very time consuming, and my grateful
thanks are due to all those who spend long hours writing
and organizing – and so we keep going!
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2004 AGM GUEST LECTURE: ROMAN GLASS
Report by Ian Clarke

W

e were delighted to welcome Dr Denise Allen to
present the AGM Guest Lecture on Roman Glass.
Glass-making has been traced back to the late 3rd
millennium BC in Sumer in the south of modern Iraq and
from there it spread westwards into Syria, Palestine and
Egypt. Significant expansion took place in the Hellenistic
period centred around the Syro-Palestine area and this was
the foundation for a rapid growth of glass-making in the
early Roman Empire in the late 1st century. Skilled glassmaking techniques and mass produced wares spread
throughout the Empire in the following centuries.
Denise Allen explained the principle methods of glassmaking, illustrated by a sequence of beautiful slides
showing both original and reproduction examples of glass
vessels. The latter were made at the research workshops in
Quarley, Hampshire, of ‘Roman Glassmakers’ Mark
Taylor and David Hill, and Denise had brought with her a
selection of their superb work for display.
Roman glass is a soda-lime type, the main ingredient
being silica (sand) fluxed by sodium and calcium oxides,
and various other oxides. The sand came from specific
locations and the characteristic pale bluish-green colour of
much Roman glass is due to the naturally occurring iron
oxide impurity in the sand. The iron oxide could be
neutralised to produce near-colourless glass, or other
oxides added to give a wide variety of strong or pale
colours. Roman glass-making was highly organised; there
is evidence of centralised, bulk manufacture in Syria of the
raw material, which was then broken up and distributed to
regional centres to be combined with crushed, recycled
glass in the local furnaces. Clearly organised recycling
was taking place, so perhaps ‘bottle banks’ are not a
modern invention!
The earliest glass-making technique, dating from the
Hellenistic period, involves ‘casting’, or more correctly
‘sagging’, whereby an open vessel is made by encouraging
a flat disc of glass to slump over an internal clay mould.
Both monochrome and mosaic (polychrome) vessels were
produced by this method. For a mosaic vessel the disc was
prepared by fusing together an arrangement of prepared,
multi-coloured glass elements in the form of strips or
canes and an extraordinary variety of patterns were
produced by this method. The finished vessels had to be
ground and polished to remove tool marks and mould
debris. In the early 1st century BC ‘cast’ bowls appeared
with external ribbing. The method of forming these ribs
has been much debated but Taylor and Hill have
demonstrated that a method of ‘rib-pinching’ of the flat

disc using large tweezers gives a result which precisely
matches all the features on original vessels.
The technique of ‘casting’ is labour intensive, slow and
therefore expensive. The invention of glass-blowing,
probably in Syria in the middle of the 1st century BC,
revolutionised the industry. Glass-blowing enabled mass
production of light and strong vessels of almost unlimited
variety of shape, colour and decoration, allowing glass to
compete directly in form and function with pottery but
bringing with it a new aesthetic of lightness of form,
brilliance and transparency to display contents.
Along with the free-blowing of glass came mouldblowing. Elaborate three, four and even five part ceramic
or bronze external moulds were used to mass produce
utilitarian household vessels by blowing the glass into the
moulds. Decorative ‘souvenir’ vessels were also produced
by this method, notably the ‘chariot race’ and ‘gladiatorial
contest’ beakers of the 1st century AD, which are among
the finest and most elaborate of all Roman mould-blown
vessels.
The addition of cut, scratched or abraded decoration
could add value or personalise an object and from earliest
times glass vessels and objects were worked and finished
using stones of varying hardness. Abraded or cut banding
was added by holding a hard stone against the vessel
rotated on a wheel or lathe; lines and facets were cut by
holding the vessel against a rotating stone wheel; scenes
and inscriptions were engraved by hand using a hard stone
or diamond point stylus. The latter technique of point
engraving, usually using a mounted diamond, culminated
in the early 4th century AD in the production of a series of
magnificent bowls and beakers engraved with hunting
scenes, mythological characters and Biblical/Christian
themes. These beautiful vessels appear to have been
produced by one small group of artists in Germany
working to prescribed design patterns. The technique
required many hours of intricate and painstaking work and
these would have been among the most expensive of all
Roman glass ever produced.
Denise Allen is an excavating archaeologist specialising
in Roman glass and she works closely with ‘Roman
Glassmakers’ Mark Taylor and David Hill. She is the
author of Roman Glass in Britain (Shire Archaeology,
1998). Denise is also a Director of Andante, the
archaeological travel company based at Alderbury, near
Salisbury in Hampshire. She has a wide interest in the
classical civilisations and has led a number of Andante
tours to archaeological sites around the Mediterranean.
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SOAG SUMMER VISITS
Visit to the Roman Glassmakers
On 12 June 2004, about a dozen of us spent a very
interesting afternoon visiting the ‘Roman Glassmakers’ at
Quarley (near Andover), mentioned by Denise Allen in her
talk at the AGM. They are Mark Taylor (a former
archaeologist who later trained as a glass-maker) and
David Hill (a graphic artist and sculptor). They now
specialise in producing a wide range of high quality
reproductions of ancient Roman glass vessels entirely by
hand. Although they use modern technology for some
parts of their work (e.g. gas-fired kilns), the free-blown
glass vessels are made using the most basic of tools, such
as wooden sticks, pincers and U-shaped shears, as the
original Roman glass-makers would have done, and as we
saw during the demonstration.
We were taken into their workshop where Mark
explained that Roman glass is of the soda-lime type, using
silica as the main ingredient, fluxed with sodium and
various oxides to produce the required colours. In earlier
Roman glass, the fashion was for strong colours; the
virtually colourless glass only came to dominate the
market quite late (by about the 3rd century AD). Mark and
David have spent a lot of time researching and
experimenting to find the successful combinations of the
different ingredients for the effects they want. Their work
has two characteristics of free-blown glass: the presence of
bubbles (known as ‘seeds’) and the inclusion of haphazard
striations (called ‘cord’), both of which are controllable to
a certain extent but will always be within the glass.
Roman glass-makers made a wide range of artefacts,
including a variety of storage jars and bottles in all sorts of
shapes and sizes, elegant jugs and bowls for the table,
drinking beakers, and small flasks for perfumed oils. New
Roman glass had a shiny ‘fire-polished’ finish. The dull,
iridescent surfaces of many of the surviving examples of
Roman glass are the result of a weathering process and due
to their age. The replica glass looks as it would have when
the Romans made it.
After this introduction we were shown how the freeblown glass vessels are made. Mark loaded a ‘blow-pipe’
with a lump of molten glass which he first blew into a
rough shape and then manipulated on a bench with his
range of simple tools, always keeping the glass moving
and turning to maintain its shape. Alternately blowing,
swinging, manipulating and re-heating, the vessel took
shape quickly. When it was the required shape it was
transferred to another pipe for the final detailing, this time
attached to the base. The last stage was to take a new lump
of molten glass to form the handles. The first vessel we
saw made was an oil-flask (Fig. 1), which had a bulbous
shape with a narrow neck and two small handles on each
side. It was about 15 cm high.
We were shown this process a second time with the
making of a one-handled glass jug. Again, the vessel was
blown, manipulated, reheated and shaped with the basic
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Fig.1. 'Roman Glassmaker' Mark Taylor in action.

tools, and the handle added at the end of the process. In
both cases, the vessels were transferred to another kiln for
annealing, in which the vessel is baked at a gradually
reducing temperature, usually overnight.
The final demonstrations were of mould-blown vessels.
This technique was commonly used in the Roman period,
especially for mass-producing pieces. It has taken Mark
and David a lot of experimentation to rediscover the
technique. The glass is blown and then put into the mould,
which has all the details of the design on it. The mould
used for the demonstration was one for a ‘chariot beaker’,
and the two halves of the mould were clamped round the
glass briefly to imprint the shape and pattern into the glass.
It was then finished in a similar way to the earlier vessels.
The moulding process happens very quickly, so we had
two demonstrations to give us a chance to see exactly what
happened. Again, the finished beakers went into the
annealing kiln to complete the process.
As well as free-blown and mould-blown glass vessels,
Mark and David also make mosaic glass vessels – bowls
and vases made from beautiful. millefiore glass, and
ribbed bowls (also multi-coloured). As a spin-off they
make and sell attractive jewellery (pendants and earrings)
made from mosaic glass scraps which would otherwise be
wasted.
After the demonstrations, we talked to Mark and David
about what we had seen and the vessels they make. They
showed us the mould for the chariot beaker and also
explained how Roman window-glass was made, using a
casting process. We visited their shop and browsed the
variety of glassware they had made. Several of us left with
souvenirs of our visit, including vessels like those we had
seen made.
The ‘Roman Glassmakers’ are becoming well known in
the TV and film world. They first appeared on the Time
Team live weekend from York in September 1999, when
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they successfully made a typical Roman glass jug using
authentic Roman methods throughout the process. Since
then they have appeared on Meet the Ancestors and What
the Romans Did for us (when they became the first modern
glass-makers to ‘cast’ windowpanes for at least 1700
years). They have also supplied glassware for several
historical films.
If you want to find out more about their work, the
history of Roman glass and its techniques, or perhaps
order some pieces of their glassware, visit their
informative website: www.romanglassmakers.co.uk.
Mary Clucas
Visit to Northleach Museum
and Cogges Manor Farm
On the fourteenth day of July in the year of Our Lord two
thousand and four at thirty minutes past ten in the
morning, Cynthia Graham Kerr and several members of
the South Oxfordshire Archaeological Group were duly
taken to the Northleach House of Correction where the
education officer John Wilson welcomed us.
The former country prison is now the Cotswold
Heritage Centre, housing the collection of the Museum of
Rural Life. John took us on a tour, giving entertaining
accounts of the exhibits (Fig. 2) which ranged from
ploughs and wagons to a ducking stool.

the SOAG gang was released to make their way back to
their homes.
John White
SOAG visits Cogges Manor Farm Museum
On 14 July we had a double outing: in the morning some
of us visited Northleach Museum and then we all met up at
Cogges Manor Farm to picnic or lunch at the restaurant in
the old milking parlour. The farm itself did not appear to
have altered much since our last visit some years ago, but
this time we had John Wilson as our guide and he pointed
out recent changes and improvements as we went round.
This made our visit all the more enjoyable. Cogges
successfully preserves the atmosphere of a well-run
Victorian farm.

Fig. 3. Cogges manor house and garden

Fig. 2. SOAG members at Northleach Museum with
John Wilson (fourth from left)

The SOAG gang then escaped to the Cogges Manor Farm
Museum at Witney, using their freedom to have a picnic
lunch or to view mosaics at Chedworth Roman villa on the
way. The gang was again rounded up by John Wilson to
take us on a tour of the museum. The farm is run to
demonstrate traditional techniques such as hand milking
and the making of butter in the dairy, although health
regulations prevent the consumption of the results. The
manor house, with its kitchen garden (Fig. 3), became the
home of the Mawle family in 1877 and is now arranged to
show how it would have appeared in around 1900. In the
kitchen there are demonstrations of traditional cooking,
but this time the products can be sampled. Thus refreshed
and with many thanks to John Wilson and his colleagues,

We started our tour in the barn which was full of farm
implements and carts. One could see repairs to the roof,
and John pointed out the huge stone slabs in the threshing
floor, and a flail on the wall. There were air holes in the
walls which let the owls in to catch mice. Two lovely
horses were being groomed outside, and we saw pigs –
Gloucester Old Spots and red Tamworths - and two cows,
one of which had a new calf. Chickens scattered before us,
and a cheeky cock crowed at us.
From the orchard, where I dug some years ago, we
entered the walled vegetable garden by a wrought-iron
gate, admired the produce, and peeped at the two-seater
built into the wall.
Entering the manor house (Fig. 3), we turned into a
passage and discovered the kitchen, complete with
Victorian cook in frilly mob-cap and apron, who offered
us fresh biscuits, still warm. We explored the house from
floor to attic, seeing the study, drawing room, guest room
and the children’s nursery, next door to the maids in the
attic. Parts of the house are 700 years old.
On leaving the house, we walked along a field to see
the retting pools (now dry) for flax. And then, after a
welcome cup of tea with John, we all thanked him and
made our ways home after a very pleasant day.
Cynthia Graham Kerr
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SOAG Visit to Bisham and Marlow
On Sunday 15 August 2004 about 27 SOAG members
went to Bisham and Marlow. The main event was to be a
guided tour of historic Marlow, but at least half came
earlier to see the ice house at Bisham. Just off the A404
bypass roundabout (grid ref. SU856850) there is a small
lane leading to some cottages; the ice house is a short
distance up a track from there. This recently restored
structure was built about 1790 for Bisham Abbey,
formerly the manor house of the great Bisham estate
granted to the Earls of Salisbury in the 14th century. It was
used to store ice gathered in the winter, to be used for
preserving meat and dairy produce through the year and
for preparing desserts and chilling wine. We were met
there at 11.30 by Margaret Cubley, a member of the
Bisham Parish Council, and her husband Geoff and they
opened the steel gate to reveal what seemed a vast cavern.
It has been expertly restored recently. It is at least 5 m in
diameter, brick-lined from its curved roof and down its
tapering walls to a bottom area which drained into the
chalk (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. The Bisham ice house

The track leads on up into Bisham woods, and some
members went on to explore for a while before going to
see Bisham Church or going into Marlow for lunch, some
picnicking in the park by the Thames. These beech woods
are thought to be the richest ancient woods in Berkshire
with some 50 rare plant species, and are probably
remnants of the ancient woodland that once covered
Britain. They were also the inspiration for the Wild Wood
in The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Graham.
We met again at Liston Hall at 2.30, where we were
joined by the other SOAG members. We were met by
Marlow Guides, who had decided that 27 of us deserved
two guides - what luxury! So two parties set off on the
Marlow trail. It soon became obvious that Marlow has a
wealth of historically and architecturally interesting
buildings, some of which were associated with famous
people. We set off back towards the High Street, noting a
chapel on the way. At the top of the High Street is the Old
Market House of 1807, now the Crown Inn. It still has a
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fine Assembly Room on the first floor. To the right of it
used to be a famous coaching inn, the original Crown, now
just shops. The milestone at the centre of the T-junction
showed us that Marlow once lay along the route of the
Hatfield to Bath coach road.
We then went along West Street which has much of
interest. The Ship Inn on the left is very old, its timbers
thought to have come from 17th century warships. Nearby,
plaques told us that T.S. Elliot and the author Thomas
Love Peacock both lived here for a while. Further along on
the right is a row of buildings and a playing field, and Sir
William Borlase's Grammar School, founded in 1624 to
teach both boys and girls. Twenty-four poor boys learnt to
read and write and do accounts, and the same number of
girls learnt to knit, spin and make bone lace, which was at
one time a major enterprise in Marlow. A blue plaque on
the house to the right showed that Shelley and his wife
lived there for a year before travelling to Italy. On the left
of the street, the big double bay-fronted house, called
Remnantz, is where the junior Royal Military College
started life, before departing for Sandhurst some ten years
later in 1812. The seniors were at that time located at High
Wycombe. The stable block on the left is also of interest,
the unusual weather vane sporting a soldier firing a
cannon.
From there we went back a little way and down an alley
towards Court Garden, now a major recreational centre,
with its fine lawn and gardens running down to the river. It
was established in the mid 18th century by a Dr Batty, and
in 1926 was acquired for the town by public subscription.
The park was then named after General Sir George
Higginson to celebrate his 100th birthday. Along the
towpath we came to the famous suspension bridge, rebuilt
some years ago after public outcry at the prospect of a
'modern' bridge. The original was designed by Tierney
Clark and built in 1832. He is also famous for designing a
suspension bridge over the Danube in Budapest, and for
Hammersmith Bridge. By the bridge is All Saints Church,
rebuilt in 1835 on an ancient site, and over the other side is
of course the famous Compleat Angler Hotel named after
Isaac Walton. From the bridge one gets fine views down
the long stretch of weir to Marlow lock. The fine sculpture
by the road near to the church is a memorial to Charles
Frohman, a famous theatrical impressario who was lost
with the Lusitania in 1915.
We then wove our way past the church and through
passageways to St Peter's Street. This used to lead to an
earlier bridge, but now just ends at a jetty. There are many
attractive old properties in this now very quiet street. St
Peter's Church at the top was designed by Pugin in 1846.
Opposite the junction is a huge Georgian mansion of
around 1720, built for the first Earl of Portsmouth. We
were able to walk around the car park and inspect its fine
brickwork. Looking back across the road we had a fine
view of what is thought to be the oldest building in
Marlow, the Old Parsonage, some of it dating to the 14th
century. We finished the tour by walking up the High
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Street, past the many busy shops, noting the frontage of
Weathered's Brewery which closed a few years ago, and
finally back to the car park.
Edward Golton
The Old Town of Marlow
On 5 August, about 18 SOAG members went to Marlow,
and divided into two parties under local experts who acted
as guide-lecturers. The name Marlow is said by Ekwall to
derive from the Anglo Saxon, a ‘mere’ (as in Windermere)
and ‘lafe’ meaning a remnant. A rushy pool in reeds
beyond Higginson Park illustrates this, even today.
From Chapel Street, the name 'Spittal' reminded us of
the ancient hospital. In the Market Place, the 18th century
stone-built Town Hall is now the Crown Inn. We went on
into West Street, where the present writer's old friend Don
Sawyer ran his funeral business. Evocative history
everywhere!
The poet Shelley lived in one 18th century 'gothick'
house in 1817; the Borlase grammar school in brick and

flint has educated many Marlow worthies in its 300 years.
Then, the house called Remnantz had housed part of the
Royal Military College.
Down an alleyway to Higginson Park, now a
community centre, thanks to a worthy army general's
efforts. The graceful suspension bridge, very early 19th
century, still takes traffic over the Thames, despite the
great stresses on the delicate vertical tie-rods: scary, in the
view of an expert Meccano model-builder!
From the church (1835), we walked to St Peter Street,
the former main street, with many old houses which
survive because there is no longer a way down to the
former wooden bridge, but just a pleasant slipway to the
river. At the north end is Marlow Place (1720), a
handsome mansion with odd architectural details. We did
not see the little railway terminus, at the end of the line
which Dr Beeching graciously spared. Perhaps even he felt
affection for Marlow.
John Westwood

MEETINGS AND CONFERENCES
CBA South Midlands Group
Spring Conference
This year's conference was held in the Old Town Hall,
Woodstock, on 24 April and four SOAG members
attended. The venue in the middle of the town provided an
imposing meeting room in what was probably the old
council chamber or courtroom. The walls were hung with
pictures of past mayors and dignitaries, a mayoral chain
and medieval pewter plate were on display and law books
and other legal documents could also be seen. The theme
for the conference was ‘Wood, stone, brick and tile: the
archaeology of construction’.
The first session provided an opportunity for three of
the four local Finds Liaison Officers (FLOs) to explain the
Portable Antiquities Scheme - how it operates in their
particular areas, and what had been brought to them. The
FLO for Oxfordshire, Kate Sutton, had only been in post
for four months but had achieved a lot in this time by
setting up contacts with local museums and groups. She
had also experienced a find of treasure: a coin hoard found
in Oxfordshire which included a coin proving that the
Roman Emperor Domitianus really existed. The other
FLOs concentrated on the challenges provided by metal
detectorists, liaison again being the key to their success.
All showed photographs of the range of artefacts which
had been brought to them for identification, some very
rare, and a number of other examples of treasure.
Tim Allen (Oxford Archaeology) then gave an account
of ‘Non-domestic Bronze Age structures in the Thames
Valley’, concentrating on the excavations at Taplow and
near the Eton Boating Lake, which have provided much
new information about Bronze Age activities in the area,
including the discovery of a bridge over the Thames.

In the final session of the morning, Barry Horne
(Manshead Archaeological Society, Dunstable) gave an
amusing account of a project to build an Iron Age
roundhouse: ‘An Iron Age des res’. This project was
carried out by members of his Society at the Chiltern Open
Air Museum starting in 1978 and took about 5 years to
complete as the group worked only on sundays and bank
holidays. They had to gather all their own material for
building, including wood for the framework, turfs for the
walls and straw for the thatch. This meant harvesting and
threshing the grain, transporting the straw to the site and
then preparing it for thatching. They also had to learn how
to thatch. Barry said they made every mistake possible, but
the team succeeded in building their roundhouse, which
was remarkably successful. They experimented with
lighting a fire inside and found this worked well, although
the spiders which lived in the roof didn't appreciate it.
Sadly, although the house lasted about 20 years and was
re-thatched once, it was demolished a few years ago.
After lunch, we reconvened to hear Chris Gosden
(Institute of Archaeology, Oxford) update us on the latest
news from the excavations at Marcham (near Frilford).
The title explained the current interpretation of the site:
‘The mystery of Marcham: a Romano-British ritual site’.
Excavations have extended from the original field behind
the former Noah’s Ark pub into an adjoining field where
crop marks indicated that further investigation could be
worthwhile. This has proved to be the case, and more
Roman remains have been found, including a possible
amphitheatre and associated buildings. Further excavations
were planned for July 2004.
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The final session was by Roy Friendship Taylor (Upper
Nene Archaeological Society) who gave an account of the
Society's excavations of their Roman villa (of Tiberius
Claudius) at Piddington. The site was known in the 18th
century, when a mosaic was discovered - and bits given
away as souvenirs to anyone who was interested. The
present excavation was actually started illicitly by a local
clergyman looking for buried treasure. News of what he
was doing got out and the Society managed to take over
the site and begin more thorough excavations. It has
proved to be a rich site and a complete history of the villa
has been reconstructed. A Roman fort has also been
discovered close by. The Society has purchased a disused
chapel to house all the finds and uses this as an education
centre for local schoolchildren, to continue research work
on the finds and for meetings.
After the conference we had a quick look round the
Oxfordshire Museum (free) and resolved to go back
another day for a more leisurely visit, as it is full of
interesting displays and looked well worth a thorough
inspection when we weren't suffering from ‘archaeological
information overload’ (and the garden café looked good
too!).
Mary Clucas
Oxfordshire Past 2004
A few SOAG members attended the 2004 Oxpast meeting
on 22 May. Our hosts were the Deddington and District
Historical Society who were very friendly and made us
feel most welcome.
There was a lot packed into one day (a little too much
perhaps?) and talks included the all-important 'Review of
recent archaeology in the shire' by the County
Archaeologist, Paul Smith, and the 'Portable Antiquities
Scheme' by the newly appointed Finds Liaison Officer,
Kate Sutton. 'The Urban Survey Project' for Oxfordshire
was outlined by Ianto Wain of Oxford Archaeology; this
important project is currently under way and will take
about two and a half years to complete. 'The Oxford Castle
Heritage Project' was presented by Brian Durham and 'The
Wittenhams Landscape Evolution Project' by Tim Allen.
Paul Smith and Brian Durham ended the day with 'A
review of recent archaeology in Oxford City'. But for
SOAG members the highlight of the day was our own dig
co-director, Hazel Williams, who gave a concise,
informative and interesting talk on the work at
Gatehampton. Hazel did us proud and was well received
by the conference.
This year's exhibition by local societies was also
especially interesting, with a high standard of presentation,
and I was delighted to note that SOAG seemed to be the
only group to display beautifully cleaned and presented
finds.
It is always good to have the opportunity to meet
members of other groups in the county and to share
experiences. Perhaps it helps to prevent too much
insularity, although some members feel that in recent
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times Oxpast may have placed too much emphasis on
professional archaeology at the expense of contributions
from enthusiastic non-professionals.
Catherine Clarke
Northmoor Trust Open Day
This day was convened on Saturday 19 June 2004 at the
Northmoor Trust’s headquarters in Little Wittenham to
present the results of the archaeological fieldwork and
excavations carried out on and around Castle Hill in 2003,
under the direction of Tim Allen of Oxford Archaeology
and with the help of numerous volunteers. After a brief
introductory session, during which Lesley Best
(Northmoor Trust) described the purpose of the
archaeological work as a three-year data gathering
exercise for the proposed Heritage Lottery funded
Landscape Evolution Centre, various members of the
Oxford Archaeology team and volunteers presented their
achievements so far. About 10 SOAG members, many of
whom are involved in this project, attended the meeting.
A Late Bronze Age precursor of the Iron Age hillfort
has now been firmly established, placing Castle Hill in the
same category as Rams Hill and Taplow. The Iron Age
ditch was a massive 17 metres wide and 7 metres deep
with a mere 70 cm of Iron Age deposit at the bottom,
showing that it had been kept clean throughout the period
of occupation. The earliest feature found within the
rampart was an Early Iron Age pit dated to 800-600 BC,
which contained numerous cooking pots and animal
bones: these may represent the remains of a feast. Other
features included Middle Iron Age pits, some of which
contained burials, and some large square-cut Roman
features that might possibly represent cisterns. Large
amounts of Roman pottery and some 12-13th century pits
suggest that, contrary to expectations, the hilltop was
reoccupied during the Late Roman and Medieval periods.
Numerous burials were discovered, dating from Late
Bronze Age burials in the ditch, through Early and Middle
Iron Age pit burials (including the partial skeleton of a
woman which appeared to have been defleshed prior to
burial) to Late Roman burials, covering a period of over
1500 years. Over 22,000 animal bones were also recovered
and include the usual range of domestic livestock. Sheep
predominated in most periods although cattle were more
important in the Bronze Age. Game and other wild
animals were also represented, as were fish – and a
headless raven, which may have been a ritual deposit.
Magnetometry and resistivity surveys in the area
outside the hillfort, combined with extensive fieldwalking,
have identified a small Late Bronze Age village
immediately below the hillfort. Adjacent to this was a
large Iron Age village which survived into the Roman
period and gradually shifted westwards to be replaced in
turn by Saxon occupation and eventually by the Medieval
village of Little Wittenham itself. This remarkable survey
has demonstrated the continuity of occupation below
Castle Hill from the Bronze Age to the present day.
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Specific features revealed by the survey include a doubleditched Roman trackway and at least two Roman
buildings, one of which was investigated by Time Team in
2003.
Castle Hill is unlike other hillforts in Oxfordshire in
that the village lay outside it rather than inside, and the
hillfort itself may have served as a refuge, a burial place
and a focus for feasting. Excavations in 2004 have been
planned to examine features in the broader landscape.
Janet Sharpe
National Trust Monitoring Group AGM
The Thames and Solent Region of the NT Archaeological
Monitoring Group held its AGM on Sunday 26 September
at Coleshill Model Farm, Oxon, with five SOAG members
present to represent our group. Mike Fulton and I set off
early to have time to find part of the Wilts and Berks
Canal, which is in water at Wootton Bassett, and the old
GWR station on the Swindon and Cricklade Railway
which had two Norwegian coaches and diesel engines, and
a vast collection of railway impedimenta - some extra
industrial archaeology for us!
We arrived at Coleshill at 10.30 and were immediately
offered coffee and biscuits. Some other members of
SOAG had already arrived and we joined them. At 11.00
Gary Marshall, the archaeologist for this area, opened the
meeting. Following on from the AGM business, Gary
showed us his slides of the Trust's work in the area last
year, which included roof repairs and dendrochronology at
Greys Court, and the Corinthian arch and plaster repairs at
Stowe – in one place a sword dating to the 1760s was
found under the roof, and there were plenty of carpenters'
marks on the beams. The cliffs at Culver, Isle of Wight,
had slumped, dragging the old fort and gun emplacement
down with them. He showed us Ham House and its
pasture. The Vyne is to receive a greenhouse from another

site and, nearer to home, they are still at work on
Chastleton and the fountains at Waddeston.
We then had a fascinating tour on foot round the model
farm itself, which displays the most modern and up-to-date
ideas of the Victorian gentlemen farmers, who were
flourishing at that time. We walked from the great barn
(full of implements and interest), through the piggeries
with their special ventilation, to the roomy cattle pens,
yards and granary, and noted the layout so that trucks on
tramways could circulate when loaded by gravity. There
was also a fine steam engine, but otherwise horses were
used. The farm also had a new (for the time) and unusual
method of housing for the sheep.
We returned to a feast of sandwiches and fruit for lunch
(on the house) and then took to our cars for the next part of
the day. We drove in convoy to Whitehorse Hill, which
many of us had seen before although not with Gary and his
store of information – too much to record here! He pointed
out the long barrow which was excavated in the 1800s and
again more recently when they found a few more skeletons
to add to the 20-odd from the earlier dig. We then moved
on to the Horse itself. Gary explained about the annual
scouring of the Horse and how it was dug into the chalk
and replenished, and who did it and when. We walked up
to the Castle (Bronze Age hillfort) with its three presentday entrances, and then returned to our cars and home.
On the way home, Mike and I decided to explore
Lambourn and find the river, which we did, and noted
other things including a toll house, timber and thatch
houses, and gallops. The best bit was Donington Castle,
which we examined closely and helped an American
visitor to make his way on to Windsor. So ended a bumper
day of exploration. We hope that many more of you will
join us in NT monitoring activities in the future.
Cynthia Graham Kerr

A Morel Story with a Happy Ending
I was inspecting the south section in Trench VII at Gatehampton when something caught my eye. I looked more
closely – there was no doubt – it was a fine specimen of Morchella vulgaris with its unmistakable 'honey-comb'
cap – an extraordinary-looking fungus, usually growing in beech-woods, renowned for its rarity and especially
prized in France where it is labelled 'délicat et très recherché'. It does not look recherché, being a dull brown with
an untidy cap and yellowish stipe (stem). I looked closer and found others along the same layer of the section.
Why had these fungi suddenly appeared after the trench had been open some years? And they were not growing
in peat but in a Roman layer. Morels (latticed mushrooms) grow in 'disturbed soil' – what is more disturbed than
an archaeological trench? What if the spores had survived from the Roman occupation? Seeds have, and spores
are the seeds of fungi. It was also the sort of thing the Romans would eat. Does anyone have any information
about Romans and fungi? It is also a primitive plant-growth, so what of earlier peoples, right back to huntergatherers? And what of its present location – had the Romans removed a beech-wood, or even a beech tree, to
build their house? Have we found a new twist to archaeology – 'fungus cropping', like the French?
I was determined I would try some for supper. (The diggers were horrified!) Although I knew the fungus I still
followed the rules and checked it for edibility and cooking in about half a dozen of my fungus books, and with
knowledgeable friends, and I tried a small bit first. I had to phone Hazel afterwards to reassure her I was still
alive!
Cynthia Graham Kerr
(Reprinted from the SOAG Messenger No. 255, November 2004)
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GATEHAMPTON FARM: INTERIM REPORT 2004
Hazel Williams

T

his year we have continued to investigate both the
Roman villa and the surrounding landscape. The
extensive geophysical survey has shown a multi-period
landscape with archaeology from the Bronze Age to the
Late Roman period. There are Bronze Age barrows and
the ditches of the Roman farmstead enclosures as well as
new features not known from earlier aerial surveys.
Excavation has focused on the south side of the villa
building in Trench VIII and on the suite of heated rooms
in Trench VII. At the end of the season we were able to
make start on Trench IX, positioned over the boundary
ditch on the north side of the building.
The landscape survey
This part of the SOAG project at Gatehampton is designed
to build up a more complete picture of the villa and the
farmstead that supported it. We want see how the
landscape changed over time and what changes were made
to the enclosure ditches and trackways. We may be able to
identify areas of earlier occupation: the villa we are
currently excavating dates from the mid 3rd to the late 4th
century but we know that the farmstead may have been set
out as early as the 2nd century.
Fig. 1 shows the results of the extensive geophysical
survey of the field adjacent to our present site, begun in

Fig. 1. The geophysical survey
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2003. This was a large area to survey, with the difficulty
of a modern pipeline cutting across it. It took considerable
time and effort and was completed by SOAG member
Geoff Deakin and Eddie Edwards during the winter of
2003-4 (Deakin, in press).
This was a magnetometer survey, using a fluxgate
gradiometer on a 20-m square grid. The method can
produce detailed plots of silted up ditches, pits and
postholes as well as burnt areas. The lighter anomalies or
features may be pits or ditches, the darker ones burnt
areas, compacted soil or rubble. Some of the circular and
linear cropmarks were already known, having been plotted
from aerial survey photos in the 1970s, but the new
information allows much more accurate plotting on the
ground. The two circular features are Bronze Age barrows
(1), part of a cemetery group that extends further south.
The linear feature (2) is a ditch or track that could be
contemporary with the barrows or may overlie them. The
semicircular feature (3) may be the remains of a barrow
that has been ploughed out or even part of an early
settlement enclosure. It appears to be overlain by the right
angle of a ditch. The double rectangular shape of the
enclosure around the villa (4) can be seen clearly with a
number of anomalies within it that may be pits or
outbuildings. Another ditch runs 20 m to the north of the
villa enclosure (5) and on the south
two sides of another enclosure (6) can
be seen.
There are many other
anomalies and these will be looked at
more closely; there are plans to
resurvey some areas using resistivity,
as this is more likely to pick up
evidence of buildings.
It is noticeable that most of the
linear features are on a NNE/SSW
alignment, the same as that of the
villa building and its enclosure. We
know that Oxford Archaeology saw
the same alignment of ditches and
tracks in an excavation 300 m to the
south of our survey area in the 1980s
(Allen, 1995). Our more accurate plot
of the cropmarks means that we can
now
link
the
two.
Oxford
Archaeology also discovered a
Roman corn-drying oven and cobbled
surfaces, which may have formed
part of the farmstead that appears to
have been laid out as early as the 2nd
century.
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The villa excavation

Fig.2. Plan of the Trenches

Trench VII
There was a limited amount of work left to do in Trench
VII this year (Figs 2 and 3) and it was extended by just a
few metres to expose more of the south wall and the floor
close to the tessellated pavement.

Fig. 3. Trench VII looking north

As before, we found evidence of burning and hearths on
the chalk floor but no more laid tesserae. A new feature
found in this trench is a narrow wall that extends outwards
from the western end of the building (close to the bucket at
centre left). It seems to divide the concreted working areas

towards the back of the building from what might be a
cobbled area at the front.
We looked again at the phasing of this part of the
building. We had a clear connection between the stoke
room and the main hypocaust in the form of an arched
flue. However, we had been unable to find any
corresponding flue to take the hot air into the second
heated room. A substantial rectangular tile and cement
‘buttress’ had been built below floor level between the two
rooms at exactly the place where we would expect to find
the second flue. We knew that the main hypocaust had
been deliberately put out of use and filled in with rubble,
but we could not establish what had happened to the
second room. The reddish opus signinum floor seals the
surface of this room but after a close look we found a very
small gap in one corner and were able to look underneath.
The deposit below the floor consisted of fragments of
painted wall plaster and cement rendering, very similar to
the material we had found in the fill of the other
hypocaust.
From this we are able to conclude that this second
hypocaust was also deliberately filled in and the cement
floor constructed over the rubble. When the hypocaust
system went out of use the under-floor cavities in both
rooms were filled with rubble apparently stripped from the
surrounding walls. The stoke room appears to have been
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allowed to fall into disrepair but it was not filled with
rubble like the hypocausts. When we excavated it we
found that the flue had collapsed and the stoke room area
left to silt up with layers of soil together with some rubble
from the adjacent walls. So there are at least two phases in
this part of the building, but as yet we do not know the
purpose of the ‘tank’ and other features of the second
phase.
At the end of the 2003 season the skeleton of a human
infant was found in the rubble spread outside the western
end of the building (Fig. 4). Fragments of the skull were

The photograph shows the completed trench that was
opened in 2003 to confirm that the building continued
eastwards from Trench VII. The parallel walls can be seen
clearly. This year we completed the excavation of the
chalk floor and the south wall (left foreground). We had
hoped to find more tessellated areas and there were
certainly many loose tesserae, but no pavement. In fact the
chalk floor extends only about half way across the space
between the walls.
On the south side there was a stretch of wall rubble
within the building but no sign of a floor beneath it. A
large masonry nail approx. 20 cm long and several sandal
studs (Fig. 6) and toe tips were found in this floor area. A

Fig. 6. Masonry nail and sandal studs
Fig. 4. Skeleton of the human neonate

found nearby, disturbed by later activity. We now know
that it was a full term foetus or neonate, which probably
died at or soon after birth. This is the only human skeleton
found so far on the site. It appears to have been buried
within the demolition rubble from the adjacent wall. Most
of the skeleton is present and undisturbed apart from the
skull, fragments of which were found less than half a
metre away, probably disturbed by later activity such as
deep ploughing. (See separate report on page 14.)

small section dug through the chalk revealed a thin reddish
occupation layer beneath. In this layer two fragments of
black pot base, pierced with holes to make a sieve or
strainer, were found (Fig. 7).

Trench VIII
Trench VIII (Fig. 5) was the main focus of effort this year.

Fig. 7. Pottery strainer

Fig. 5. Trench VIII looking west
(Trench VII in background)
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We had not expected to find very much in the small area
outside the building on the south side of Trench VIII. A
similar area in Trench VII, just a few metres away had
produced very little, just a thin layer of rubble and no
finds. But in Trench VIII we found what must have been
the Roman surface outside the building with a hearth and
several patches of burnt soil and charcoal. This area
produced a lot of pottery, mostly small jars and shallow
dishes, often several pieces of the same pot or base; one
small black burnished jar fragment still has part of the
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handle attached to the rim. This material does not appear
to have moved very far since it was first discarded.
It was in this area that fragments of a large Late Roman
grog-tempered ware storage jar were found (Fig. 8).

This was a fragment of the base of a bowl with part of the
maker’s stamp. We may be able to identify where and
when it was made and the name of the potter or bowl
finisher which appears to be ‘S(or C)EVE(T?)(A?)’.
The position of the ditch (Fig. 10) was confirmed using
geophysics and once the topsoil and a thin layer of rubble
and soil were removed the line of the ditch could be seen
quite clearly.

Fig. 8. Rim fragments of grog-tempered jar

This pottery is common from the late 3rd century to the
end of the Roman period. The jars were hand-formed.
‘Temper’ is material added to the clay fabric to improve its
firing properties and in this case the material is ‘grog’,
crushed low-fired clay. The surface has a slightly shiny
‘soapy’ texture and has been blackened in places by fire.
We have found bits of quite large pots on site before but
none this big. The radius of the pot at the rim is over 30
cm, so the pot (or pots) must have been over 40 cm high.
We have two matching pairs of rim fragments and several
bags of the same fabric, so we may be able to reconstruct
some of it. Much of the pot and two of the rims were
found in the hearth area, with the rest scattered outside and
some sherds within the building on the chalk floor.
Trench IX
We were able to make a start on this trench across the
boundary ditch that runs close to the northern side of the
villa. It began well with the finding of a piece of Samian
pottery in the topsoil layer (Fig. 9).

Fig. 9. Samian sherd with the maker's stamp

Fig. 10. The northern boundary ditch in Trench IX

A 2.5 m wide section was cut across the ditch; it has a
shallow V-shaped profile and is probably about 1.5 m
deep. Part of the same ditch was excavated close to Trench
III. The upper fill consists mainly of building rubble,
painted plaster in a variety of colours and patterns,
crumbled mortar and roof tile. There are also large lumps
of a distinctive grey mortar, many with a square section
and flat surfaces, as if removed from the walls of the
building. We are trying to identify where this material
might have come from and at what stage it was deposited.
It may be rubble from the demolition of the villa or,
alternatively, it may have been dumped into the ditch
when alterations were made to the building when the
adjacent stoke room and hypocausts were built.
The Open Day
An Open Day was held in October and it was well
attended, even though it was a cold day. The digging team
worked very hard to clean and prepare the site. It was a
welcome opportunity to show visitors many features, such
as the hypocaust that are usually kept under cover. Buried
features and the gaps between trenches were marked out
so that the size and extent of this large villa could be
appreciated. There was also a display of finds and
information about the landscape survey and the
excavation.
The people
We have had a dedicated team of regular diggers this year
and it was thanks to their efforts that we were able to
achieve so much, clearing more of the site and opening an
extra trench. Some travelled quite long distances and we
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were pleased to have several newcomers, including sixthformers getting some digging experience before studying
archaeology or allied subjects at university. Geoff Deakin
and Eddie Edwards have worked very hard this year on the
geophysical survey and this part of the project continues.
Our thanks to Tim Allen for advice and help with the
interpretation of the geophysical evidence, and thanks also
to Peter Hacking for providing the report on the skeleton.
Of course our particular thanks go to the landowner, Robin
Cloke, who plays an increasingly active part in the
excavation, with advice, encouragement and practical

help. We were pleased to end the season with a Diggers’
Buffet at the The Bull, Streatley, with Robin as our guest
of honour.
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THE GATEHAMPTON BABY
Tannis Laidlaw

T

hat hot June day in 2003, we were concentrating on 1
m squares at the edge of the dig where it looked like a
heap of rubble had formed when the southwest wall of the
villa had collapsed, perhaps in the 3rd century. It was
moderately productive of bits of roof tile and tesserae
from an ancient floor, but mostly it was composed of
large, heavy, irregular blocks of flint. The week before, in
the square to the right of mine, Cyn Graham Kerr had
discovered some bones that appeared to be the vault of a
small skull located within the flint. When I looked at them,
I saw that these thin skull bones were extremely humanlike. My knowledge of anatomy is reasonable (I taught
anatomy some years ago), but of adults, and this skull was
certainly not adult-sized. It could have come either from a
small animal or a very young human. As this was the first
such find on the Gatehampton site, it caused an enhanced
sense of excitement with other diggers checking the
progress of its excavation with some frequency. My square
was solidly yielding flint when I came across a nice
example of a black Roman pot consisting of several pieces
broken in situ. Digging on that day had an atmosphere of
suppressed excitement. What else was in the rubble?
Our digging was still not far from the surface, and
probably within the depth of a deep plough, when the
person working in the square to the left of mine discovered
a very large, upside down and extremely fragile skull of
some sort of animal, perhaps a deer [later identified as a
pig.].
The first hint that I had of something particularly
interesting in my square was when I uncovered a tiny
clavicle (collarbone) located underneath a big piece of
flint. It was S-shaped as in humans, but my knowledge of
comparative anatomy is not good and animal clavicle
anatomical differences are unknown to me. [Most
domestic animals have no clavicle.]
A few careful scrapings with the trowel revealed
several possible ribs, and a photograph was taken showing
the position of the pot and these first few bones (Fig. 1).
Under more flint and a piece of red roof tile, an in-situ
elbow joint was soon revealed complete with humerus,
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Figure 1

Bones: note
the clavicle
upper right.
Pot

Fig. 1. The baby under excavation

radius and ulna (Fig. 2.). We were calling the bones ‘a
baby’ at this point but it was rather tongue-in-cheek,
thinking that it was more likely to be the skeleton of an
animal or bird.
A right femur was discovered on 7 July, identified not
only by its similarity to an adult human femur (with which
I am familiar) but also its position well below the now
fully exposed rib cage. This was followed shortly
thereafter by the left femur. More flint and roof tile
covered anything in between, but eventually a tiny set of
hip bones was recovered, all of which were undisturbed in
situ. Late in the day, a second elbow joint was uncovered.
This little arm (fore-limb?) was flung over where the skull
should have been, so the skeleton had one arm alongside
the body and the other raised up. The positioning was
suspiciously human-like as I know of no non-primate
which can open its shoulder joint to such an angle,
whereas our shoulder mobility allows humans to do this
easily.
The next few weeks revealed more and more of the
skeleton with its amazingly undisturbed detail. I was in no
hurry to lift the bones, and this patient regime of careful
excavation suited my temperament. We were disturbing a
grave, even though, at this point, most people still thought
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we realised that the original skull found by Cyn about a
metre away was probably part of this skeleton moved,
perhaps, by a plough. The alternative, where a baby is
sacrificed in a religious ritual and the head buried
separately, did occur to me, but I know of no RomanoBritish cults that used (abused) human babies in this way.
The jawbone and bits of skull found where the skull
should have been above the ribcage of the main skeleton,
attest to the skull having been in situ for some time after
death and decay.
The day came to lift the bones, and they were duly
bagged and labelled to be sent to archaeologists with
expertise in animal and human bones. The great regret is
that by lifting the bones, the integrity of their association
with the flint, roof tile fragments and each other is lost. It
was a pathetic sight to see
this little skeleton reduced to
a tiny collection in one of our
Figure 2
Elbow 2
smaller bags. The bones were
duly sent away, and the
resulting report was that, yes,
the skull does belong with
the rest of the bones, which
Ribs
were consistent with those of
a newborn infant of some 40
weeks gestation. So, a
Coroners’ report was filed
Vertebrae
and, no, the dig has not been
Elbow 1
closed down.
Who was this tiny human
being? Why was he or she
buried in rubble? Why was
Femurs
the left arm flung over the
head? Was the nearby pot
significant? Or, indeed, the
animal skull less than a metre
away?
According to
historians, the Romans did
Fig. 2. The skeletal remains
not value their stillborn
I noticed that the ends of the long bones consisted of rough infants or even babies who died in their early months.
plates rather than smooth joints, consistent with ossified Skeletons such as this one have been found, not only in
parts intimately associated with long-gone growth rubble but in ditches and even in rubbish pits. Also, we do
cartilage. To my mind, these bones were definitely those not know how long it was after the Gatehampton villa
of a very young animal and I wavered between thinking it collapsed that the baby was buried.
was human or non-human. If it was human, we were under
Our theory now is that when the rubble was still
an obligation to report the find to the Coroner. We all without its covering of Thames silt, a family had a child
knew of stories, quite probably urban myths, of who did not survive the perinatal period. Maybe the
archaeological digs being closed down because human disappointed father buried it in the rubble having buried an
remains had been found, and so, in a way, we did not want animal skull there some time before. By burying it in the
these little bones to turn out to be human.
rubble, albeit somewhat carelessly with one arm flung up
Nevertheless, each new discovery was extremely over its head, at least animals could not feast upon it.
human-like. A little piece of jaw was found above the Perhaps the mother, once up and about after childbirth, put
ribcage, and a few small extremely thin bones that were a little black pot in the general area where her baby had
consistent with those of a skull. It was some time before been buried, as a token of remembrance.

it was the grave of a bird. The reason a bird was favoured
over a mammal was the extensive rib cage, squashed flat
but in situ. My initial reluctance to ascribe these bones as
human was because of the extremely odd vertebrae found
in a line down the ribcage. There was no doubt about the
identification of these little bones as vertebrae, given their
location and number, but they looked like no vertebrae I
knew. Once over one dinner, while eating a roast chicken,
I ‘dissected’ a vertebra and could recognise it as having all
the identifiable parts of a human vertebra, albeit
miniaturised. The vertebrae at the dig each consisted of a
flattened round section with somewhat jagged edges and
tiny bones forming almost a right angle in association with
the round parts [i.e. the bean-shaped centrum and the
unfused neural arch.].

15

SOAG Bulletin No. 59 (2004)

CELTIC HEADS AGAIN
Mary Kift

I

n the 1986 SOAG Bulletin, I wrote an article entitled
‘Finding a Celtic head’. Although I did not actually
unearth it, I recognised it in the garden of friends. They
had dug it up near Wantage and, thinking it was just an old
carved head, had placed it on their terrace. Subsequently,
after reporting it to Reading Museum, it was identified by
Dr Anne Ross of Southampton University and a leading
expert on Celtic culture as a very fine example of Celtic
stonework.
Since then another head has been found in a garden at
Caversham. Compared with the one from the Wantage
area, it is a rather poor and small example. It is now in
Reading Museum, together with a finer one found at
Woodcote, I believe, by a local postman. I happen to know
the owner of the Caversham head and Reading Museum
has given her a cast of the one she donated as a ‘thank
you’. I have seen her replica and, amazingly, I think I have
seen another, almost identical, in Cholsey church. Here
there is a south door leading into the chancel and this head
is placed just at the beginning of the curve over the arched
doorway on the left hand side as you face it from the
inside of the building. Talking to the finder of the
Caversham head, she told me that Reading Museum had
given her some interesting facts about such heads. They
have flat backs, as has hers, and are almost always found
on walls and placed on the curve of a doorway arch. Many
are found in churches in Normandy.
I may be wrong about the Cholsey head, but there are

some other very primitive heads on the outside of the
church amongst later carvings which are interesting to see,
but are probably not Celtic. Unfortunately the church is in
an isolated spot on the edge of the village and is therefore
kept locked.
I also recently visited St Frideswide’s church at
Frilsham. In the short guide it reads, ‘The stone face built
high into the outside of the wall to the right of the porch
may be as old or older than the church itself’. This face is
quite hard to find but is very strange and carved on a rather
orange coloured stone which is very different to the flint
used elsewhere; something with special significance to the
carver, perhaps. As the churchyard is circular, a sign of a
pagan sacred place, this is almost certainly a very crude
Celtic head. The little river Pang runs almost beside the
churchyard and there is also a well in the area dedicated to
St Frideswide, an early saint whose better known well is in
Binsey churchyard on the outskirts of Oxford.
The Celtic religion was very much connected with
water and wells, some of which had healing qualities, and
the head at Caversham was found in a garden only a short
distance from the holy well of St Anne on Priest Hill. This
was used by local pilgrims in Medieval times and was one
of many chalybeate springs found in Caversham and
Emmer Green. In fact, in the early eighteen hundreds it
was hoped that one at Emmer Green might turn
Caversham into a famous spa! It never did, but St Anne’s
well is still to be found at the top of Priest Hill.

FRIARHAMPSTEAD REVISITED
Ian Clarke
Introduction
In SOAG Bulletin No.49 Pat Preece (1995a) reported on
historical and field research into Friarhampstead Wood,
which lies about 1 km south of Woodcote in South
Oxfordshire. The field research was carried out by Pat
Preece, Mary Kift and Marian Fallowfield. It included an
examination of the wood and its immediate environs, and a
successful tracing of the wood boundary banks as recorded
on an estate map of 1638 by Joseph Blagrave (original in
the Bodleian Library) and on the First Series six-inch
Ordnance Survey map of 1878. The boundary shown on
the maps has what Preece describes as a ‘curious zigzag’
on the southern border (SU647806) and this was found to
record ‘where…the wood bank continued accompanied on
the southern side by a massive earthwork which had the
strange contour shown on the map’. Preece theorises that
the name Friarhampstead may have nothing to do with
friars, but perhaps comes from a Saxon landowner’s name
‘such as Freia or Froiel as in Frilsham Berkshire’. She
suggests that the well-known rectangular earthwork
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enclosure in the wood (OS SU645807) may be a Saxon
homestead and that the ‘earthwork on the wood’s southern
border may be part of the farm’, in which case the area
would have been ‘arable’ at the time and may perhaps
have remained so until the Black Death in the mid 13th
century when much land fell out of use. In a related article
in the same publication, Preece (1995b) examines the
brick and tile making industry centred on Eastfield,
Greenmore and Claypits Wood in close proximity to
Friarhampstead Wood.
In 2004 Pat Preece proposed that the Friarhampstead
Wood project be reopened to survey and record the
‘zigzag earthwork’ with the ultimate research aim of
establishing the true nature and purpose of this linear
feature. This interim report describes exploratory work
carried out in the 2004 season to relocate and examine this
earthwork. Possible interpretations of the archaeology are
discussed and proposals are made for further work in the
2005 season.
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Location and scale of the earthwork
conversion of these measurements to metric (m) prior to
Friarhampstead Wood is centred on SU646807. The wood publication.
is bordered on the north by Claypits Wood, on the east by
the road called Long Toll, on the south mainly by Little Topography and surface archaeology
The southern wood bank and ditch follow a contour
Oaken Wood, and on the west by Eastfield Lane.
The exploratory work in 2004 was carried out by the around the hillside between the 475 ft [145 m] and 500 ft
author and Catherine Clarke. Copies of the 1638 Blagrave [152 m] contours as shown on the 1:25 000 OS map. The
estate map, the 1878 First Series six-inch OS map, and the average slope of the hillside flattens out from about 1 in 10
modern OS six-inch (1962) and 1:25000 (1960) maps, above the 500 ft contour to about 1 in 30 below it, but the
were kindly supplied by Pat Preece. A suitably scaled latter average figure is deceptive and in fact much of the
overlay showed that the wood boundary of 1638 closely wood between the 475 and 500 ft contours has an incline
matches that shown on the six-inch OS map, confirming significantly less than this. The area north and south of the
both the accuracy of Blagrave’s original survey and that southern wood boundary and around the zigzag earthwork
the boundary had not changed over time except for a was examined (Fig. 1).
small, roughly rectangular area in the
south-west corner of the wood
adjacent to Eastfield Lane.
A first visit to the wood was made
on 28 July to relocate the earthworks
and determine ease of access. The
southern boundary wood bank and
zigzag earthwork were located and
the woodland there was found to be
open with very little undergrowth,
giving easy access for any future
survey.
However,
while
the
earthwork did indeed accompany the
wood bank on the southern side it
did not match in scale that reported
by Preece (1995a), viz. ‘the height
varied from 3½ metres to 7½ metres
and overall length was 312 metres’,
being no more than an estimated 1+
m in height and perhaps 150+ m in
extent. It appeared that the figures
Fig. 1. Sketch map of the area of the zigzag
quoted in Preece’s article must be in
error but naturally there was some doubt as to whether the Just to the west of the zigzag earthworks there are areas
correct earthwork had been found.
south of (below) and north of (above) the boundary that
A second visit was made on 6 August when the are noticeably flat and wetter. A linear feature linking
southern boundary wood bank was relocated by surveying these two wetter areas and cutting through the boundary
from the clearly identifiable features of the ‘rectangular bank appeared at first sight to be parallel drainage ditches,
enclosure’ and the western wood boundary along Eastfield but on closer observation this is clearly an overgrown and
Lane. Surveying along the southern wood bank then deeply rutted track that winds in a long S-shape through
confirmed that the zigzag feature located on the first visit the wood. This track acts as a drainage channel and is
is that shown on the maps. A rough tape and compass boggy underfoot even in high summer, with lush, tall
survey of the feature confirmed earlier estimates that the grasses and moss growing along it. The track was followed
height (from ditch to crest of the earthwork) is 0.75-1.5 m for some distance and although clearly it has not been used
and the length (measuring along the ditch) 200+ m. The for some considerable time there are no trees growing on
total length could not be measured as the feature passes it, so it would appear not to be very old and may be
beyond the fence enclosing private land belonging to Long associated with wood clearance in modern times.
Toll Cottage. The height measurements do not take
To the north of the eastern part of the zigzag is a
account of the significant build up of leaf mould in the natural, shallow declivity and the earthwork bank encloses
ditches.
this on the south side. The ditch in this area is very broad,
Following consultation with Pat Preece it was seeming more to be a deepening of the declivity than a
confirmed that the original rough survey by Preece, Kift ditch as such. Toward the western area of the zigzag the
and Fallowfield had used imperial measurements (ft) and natural ground level rises a little and is slightly higher to
that there had clearly been an error in the editorial the south than to the north of the feature, this being most
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easily seen from the low ground to the east. The ditch in
this area is narrower and more clearly defined and appears
to follow the lowest contour around the north side of the
area of slightly higher ground; the earthwork bank has
been thrown up from the ditch on the south side onto the
higher ground, increasing the apparent height of the bank.
As the eastern edge of the higher ground is approached the
ditch ceases to follow the lowest contour and instead cuts
through the remaining high ground. Continuing eastwards
there is a significant gap in the ditch and bank where a
north-south path crosses; beyond that the bank and clearly
defined ditch continue in a more or less straight line to and
beyond the boundary fence of Long Toll Cottage. From
the highest point on the eastern edge of the declivity there
is a continuous and steady fall of the ditch through to the
furthest point in the east.
The wood bank is much smaller than the earthwork
bank. It follows the line of the earthwork bank and
associated ditch on the north side but at a varying distance
from it, being sometimes on the far side of the ditch,
sometimes in the ditch and occasionally part way up the
north bank of the earthwork.
From observation of the eroded surfaces of the banks
they appear to be composed throughout of clay with flints,
which must be the surface geology of the local area.
Cartography
Fig. 2 shows an enlargement of a small area of the First
Series six-inch OS map of 1878.

different to the other wood boundaries on the map, which
are all delineated with fine lines that are not wavy. These
details on the map were examined at 10x magnification,
which confirmed that the cartographer had used two lines
to denote two separate features along the southern wood
boundary: (a) a broad line, wavy throughout its length, and
(b) a thin line, overlaying the first but running in a
sequence of smooth curves and straight lines. The latter is
quite clearly the wood boundary line as it matches the
others on the map, whereas the former appears to record
some feature that the wood boundary follows. The two
semicircular/oval lines must also record some feature(s)
that may be in some way related to the wavy line feature.
However, what these lines might represent has not yet
been examined in the field as they lie within the private
enclosure of Long Toll Cottage.
The map evidence suggests that the feature we need to
interpret is more extensive than that defined simply by the
earthwork in the zigzag region – indeed it suggests that the
principal feature of interest may be the ditch, rather than
the banks, since a broad wavy line was the mapping
convention used to represent a water-course in the era
before colour printing.
A possible Medieval interpretation
Preece (1995a) conjectures that there might be an AngloSaxon farming link between the zigzag feature and the
‘rectangular enclosure’ about 250 m to the north-west. She
has rightly suggested that this may once have been arable
land: the ‘hampstead’ part of
the name is from the Old
English compound haemstede,
in this context probably
meaning an ‘enclosure-place
on marginal land’ (Gelling,
1984: 41-42). This is a possible
theory and the following
general observations about the
zigzag feature may be relevant
to any Anglo-Saxon (or later
Medieval) interpretation.
An earthwork with the bank
outside (downhill) and ditch
inside (uphill) is clearly not
defensive, neither is this
topographically
a
likely
location
for
defensive
earthworks. The earthwork is
of a size and cross section
frequently associated with wood banks of the Medieval
period and these do sometimes have zigzag shapes
resulting from the piecemeal encroachment of arable by
grubbing out the woodland an acre at a time (Rackham,
1968: 98-100). However, an important feature of this
earthwork is that it appears to be isolated and not part of
any larger structure, such as an enclosure, except in so far
as it is accompanied by a quite separate wood boundary

Fig. 2. Enlargement of 1st Series OS map of 1878 (10 m scale at bottom)

On this map it is noticeable that part of the southern wood
boundary (just above the wording of Little Oaken Wood)
is delineated with a broader, wavy line, starting in the west
at a north-south path through the wood, running eastwards
through the zigzag section and then beyond to meet two
semicircular/oval features (also shown in broader lines)
near the eastern boundary of the wood beside Long Toll
road. This part of the southern boundary appears quite
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bank. This wood bank does not precisely parallel the
earthwork, but climbs in and out of the ditch on the north
side and in places is part way up the north face of the
earthwork. This clearly suggests that the wood bank is
later than the zigzag earthwork and was added when the
original purpose of that earthwork had either been
forgotten or was no longer relevant. The size of the
southern wood bank is also noticeably smaller than the
banks on the north, east and west of the wood, which may
indicate a late or post-Medieval division of a larger
enclosure. This is not conclusive evidence as the larger
banks may simply have been better maintained over time,
but the long straight sections of the southern bank and the
fact that it meets the western bank squarely, in a T-shape,
supports the idea that this southern bank is a later
insertion.
It is therefore possible that the earthwork significantly
predates the 1638 Blagrave map and may be Medieval, but
whether early or late is open to question. If Preece is right
then the earthwork is perhaps an isolated remnant of an
earlier wood bank along the southern boundary of
marginal farmland, but an extensive search revealed no
further evidence for this.
An alternative interpretation and dating
If the earthwork is not part of an earlier enclosure then
what could be its function and how do we explain the
irregular zigzag shape?
There is an alternative interpretation that could account
for the observed physical and cartographic evidence: that
we may simply be looking at a scheme for water
management. Preece (1995b) presents evidence for
probable continuity of brick and tile making around
Friarhampstead Wood from the late 15th through to the
late 19th centuries. The wood shows widespread evidence
of clay extraction, notably from higher up the slope above
the zigzag, and we have noted that the surface geology of
the area of the zigzag is clay with flints. In earlier times,
before much clay had been extracted, this lower area may
have been much wetter, perhaps with a natural pond, or
ponds, occurring. It is possible that the earthwork and
ditch were constructed to make use of this natural surface
water catchment.
The physical evidence for this is compelling. At the
western end of the earthwork we have the bank enclosing
(damming?) a shallow declivity. Further east the bank has
been formed from the digging of a ditch that at first
follows the lowest contour north of, and then finally cuts
through, some higher ground. By choosing to follow the
lowest contour the volume of material that needed to be
excavated to bypass this natural feature was minimised;
the irregular zigzag shape can then be seen simply as a
consequence of this choice. Even so, a significant amount
of material was moved and it is logical to conclude that the
reason for expending this amount of effort was to create
the required steady fall to the east to provide a controlled
flow of water for some specific purpose. This might have

been simply in order to drain the land but this would seem
unlikely in this context. The ditch runs out towards the
eastern boundary of the wood just north of Long Toll
Cottage and the location of an isolated cottage beside this
ditch could be significant. It seems more probable that the
ditch supplied water for domestic and/or industrial use,
and in this respect the semicircular/oval features indicated
on the 1878 map may also be significant.
The Ordnance Surveyor recorded the zigzag feature on
the 1878 map with a mapping convention normally used
for a water course. That this feature was recorded in a
particular way suggests that its significance was known
locally, or was self-evident to the surveyor at the time,
even if the purpose for which it had been constructed was
no longer relevant. The survival of this knowledge
suggests a later date for the earthworks.
If this is a water management scheme, then it is most
likely to relate to clay extraction for brick and tile
manufacture. The ceramic building materials industry
cannot be earlier than the 15th century. The earliest extant
brick building in this part of England is the almshouse at
Ewelme licensed by a deed of 1437. Preece (1995b)
presents evidence for tile making in the immediate area of
Friarhampstead Wood from 1487. It is possible that the
brick and tile industry succeeded a local pot making
industry established earlier, but either way a water
management scheme is most likely to be Tudor in date.
Summary and conclusions
Preece conjectures that the zigzag earthwork is in some
way related to Anglo-Saxon farming activity, in which
case it is perhaps most likely to be part of a wood bank
along the boundary of marginal land and the zigzag shape
a consequence of piecemeal encroachment. However, the
complete absence of more extensive earthworks associated
with the zigzag feature makes it difficult to accept this as
being a remnant of any Anglo-Saxon or later Medieval
enclosure. Why would a later land owner have invested the
effort and cost to remove an earlier, large enclosure bank
in marginal land or woodland, except for this fragment?
The exploratory work carried out in 2004 has suggested
an alternative interpretation: that the southern boundary
wood bank follows an earlier drainage ditch which was
dug to extract surface water from a wet area or pond(s),
probably for domestic/industrial use. In this case the
unusual zigzag shape arose simply from following natural
features to minimise the excavation effort involved. The
semicircular/oval features at the eastern end of the ditch at
Long Toll Cottage may be significant and related to it in
some way but have not yet been investigated. If this is a
water management scheme, it is likely to be late 15th or
16th century (Tudor) in date and associated with the
growth of the local ceramics industry. The zigzag
earthwork clearly predates the southern boundary wood
bank but the latter must have been established by 1638
(the date of the Blagrave map), in which case the water
scheme was in use for only about a century, perhaps less.
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The interpretation that this may be a water management
scheme is hypothetical at this stage. Pat Preece has argued
strongly against it in so far as her extensive studies of the
landscape archaeology of the Chilterns have not
previously produced any evidence for such a scheme and
the natural drainage of the chalk is not conducive to it.
However, this is an area with extensive clay with flints
cover and where surface water ponds were for centuries a
principal water source. Preece has presented evidence for a
ceramics industry around this wood from the late 15th
century: to support this there had to be the clay, the wood
for firing and a plentiful supply of water. We may fairly
ask how this water was obtained. Equally we may ask
where the isolated cottages on Long Toll obtained their
water. Water has always been a vital resource and scarce
in the Chilterns, so every possible means of utilising
surface water is likely to have been fully exploited.
Future work
The research aim is to try to determine the true nature and
purpose of the zigzag earthwork. Clearly this cannot be
done by studying the earthwork in isolation but must
include the surrounding topography and features that may,
or may not, be linked to it.

The following activities are proposed for the 2005
season:
1) investigation of the semicircular/oval features (if
these can be located) at Long Toll Cottage;
2) a surface survey to plan the zigzag earthwork and
associated boundary bank;
3) plotting of a series of profiles and their relative
levels across the ditch and banks of the feature.
These will record the earthwork and should provide
sufficient evidence to either support or rule out the water
supply hypothesis.
The rectangular enclosure about 250 m north-west of
the zigzag is also clearly worthy of further study. This was
visited only briefly in 2004 and we will hope to examine it
more closely in 2005.
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THE MANOR, CHALGROVE
Barbara East

A

lthough the Manor was bought as a ‘Victorian
farmhouse’, during the installation of central heating
in 1979 some wall paintings were discovered behind two
walls in the south range. These were identified by Dr
Malcolm Airs, Conservation Officer to South Oxfordshire
District Council, as being worthy of further investigation.
In September 1980, Denis Birchett, Architect to the
Historic Buildings Council for England, recommended
that the paintings should be uncovered and preserved and,
describing the house as a ‘small jewel’, advocated the
removal of the predominantly late 19th and early 20th
century adaptations, including the external rendering.
The house then entered another phase of its history. In
the hall a Medieval screen (with masons’ joints) was
discovered and dated to c.1240. The roof has been retiled
with the same (late 15th century) and other reclaimed hand
made peg tiles. The Magdalen crest is displayed in the
garden wall. Also, incorporated just to the left of the base
of the crest, is part of a stone window mullion, probably
from the early 13th century hall of John de Plessis. It
shows the hole for a bar and the groove for glazing.
The dining room was used, for at least a hundred years
from c.1490, as a buttery. An archaeological dig in
February 1981 by the then Oxford Archaeological Unit, in
an area measuring some 2 x 1 m, disclosed three floor
levels, the top one of which showed tile markings of a
similar size to those of the present 17th century floor tiles.
The other two were of chalk, and had formed quite hard
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polished surfaces, the lowest being approximately 250 mm
(10 inches) below the present floor level. A further dig in
February 1988, when the tiles were lifted for the insertion
of a damp-proof course, revealed sections of two walls –
one extending from the front of the wing and passing in
front of and parallel with the fireplace, and the other, 2 m
to the left of the fireplace and at right angles, disappearing
beneath the north wall. Two sherds of Roman grey ware
were retrieved from a post hole.
In the hall, the smoke from the central hearth originally
escaped through a louvre in the roof (regarded as a status
symbol), which was replaced by a chimney in the 16th
century. Evidence of the louvre was found in the central
bay of the roof, and the seats cut in the purlins show where
cross members had fitted. An archaeological dig in June
1983 uncovered several floor levels with depressions,
which the archaeologists described as ‘bum marks’ around
the central hearth. They found the remains of the feet of
what was probably a built-in sideboard against the wall
opposite to the window. Other finds included the foot of a
cauldron, some pottery and part of a floor tile decorated in
a very unusual way, probably dating to the late 14th or the
15th century, which originated in the south-east of the
county.
The drawing room (c.1505) contains paintings of
special interest on panelling, dated c.1680 and possibly
unique. Traces appear all over the room, including the
moulded beams, cill beam, ground cill and fireplace. In
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January 1985, when they had just been uncovered, Mr P.J.
Keevil, Conservator for England, described them as ‘rich
walnut in colour, vigorous in design rather than attempting
to imitate true wood grain…’. The oil or casein-based
pigment is thought to have been made from burnt and
unburnt Shotover ochre. The freehand work was probably
done with a feather. The paintings were conserved late in
1985 by Madeline Katov, who has since effected the
further small repairs and conservation that, from time to
time, have become necessary. When the ceiling was
exposed some reused pieces of differently painted board

and batten were removed; some of them appeared to have
been part of a panel. Under the floorboards (former) an
archaeological dig revealed evidence of pits dating to the
late 12th/early 13th century, and construction/occupation
levels dating to the early/mid 13th century.
Some pottery found in the moat suggests that it predates
the late 12th/early 13th centuries. Roman artefacts were
discovered during excavations of the lake (an extension
from part of the original moat) and a drainage trench.
There was a Roman settlement nearby.

AN UNUSUAL BRICKWORK PATTERN
Edward Golton

W

hen the wall surrounding Basildon Park at Lower
Basildon, Berkshire, was being studied with a view
to getting it Listed, I realised that the brick piers in
between the flint panels had a pattern which I had not
come across before. As the picture shows (Fig. 1), it takes
the form of two stretchers and three headers, in alternate
rows. Across the main road on the way to Streatley, the
low wall of The Grotto, once a dower house to Basildon
Park at the time of the Fanes, has the same pattern as the
second picture shows (Fig. 2). It is not a pattern used
nowadays and it is not mentioned by Brunskill (1990).
Modern brickwork around panels usually takes the form of
three wide then three narrow rows of bricks.

Fig. 2. The wall of The Grotto, Lower Basildon

Fig. 1. The brick and flint wall at Basildon Park

Subsequently, when driving around the area, I took notice
of brickwork when I could. The next examples seen were
in Streatley: by the traffic lights – the short wall by the old
cheese shop and opposite, where the footpath goes uphill;
down the High Street on the left; further down on the right
before the bridge; and, up from the traffic lights, in the
garden wall of Elm Lodge on the right. I asked the late Dr
Dixey if he could suggest a date and he told me that his
house was dated to 1709. I wondered whether Smallbones
or their predecessors at the former builders’ yard around
the corner might have used this pattern in the area over the
years. The same pattern can be seen in the roadside wall of
Streatley Farm, and in the wall of the ‘Old Bakehouse’
next to the church in Upper Basildon.
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A little further afield, it can be seen in the old wall of
Purley Park, on the left as you drive down towards the
Roebuck Inn, and further still, at Greys Court, I noticed a
trace of it in the old wall at the back of the enclosed
garden. On the way into Nettlebed it can be seen in the
wall of the barn next to the church. Wallingford provided
another example in the wall around St. Leonard's
churchyard. In Moulsford there is a long brick wall on the
right as you come in from Streatley; it is made up of many
sections in completely different styles, but a short length,
very old and almost opposite the two timber-framed
cottages, has the pattern. In Whitchurch there are examples
in the High Street, opposite Manor Road and further up.
The long wall running alongside the Henley Fairmile has
the same pattern, and it can also be seen in a few old walls

in the town.
All these examples are relatively local and could have
been the work of one builder. So far, the only more remote
example seen was in just one small part of the wall of the
old farmyard buildings where SOAG members went to see
the work of the 'Roman Glassmakers' at Laines Farm,
Quarley, near Andover in June 2004. Perhaps anyone
spotting the pattern elsewhere would be good enough to let
me know, please, so that we can judge if it really is a local
pattern (tel. 01491 671321). Any dating evidence for the
examples given would also be most welcome.
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TWO LITTLE KNOWN MONUMENTS
Marian Fallowfield

B

oth these monuments are shown on the Ordnance
Survey maps Explorer 171 and Pathfinder SU68/78.
The first is at grid reference SU629848, by the hedge
off the minor road from Braziers Park to Ipsden
crossroads. In 1984 I was doing a parish survey of
Checkendon with two friends when we first came across
this monument. We were counting the species in the hedge
which is the boundary hedge between Ipsden and
Checkendon.
A few weeks ago we decided to have another look at
the monument and counted the species in the hedge to see
if it was still as rich as it had been in 1984. It is still a
hedge of many species with a number of fine trees in it,
notably a very fine stub oak at the first dog-leg of the
hedge, but the more unusual species such as whitebeam,
wayfaring tree and aspen poplar were missing. We found
the monument as before at the second dog-leg of the
hedge. It looks like a stone gatepost some four feet high. It
stands amid a large patch of nettles and is thickly covered
with green and yellow lichen. We wished we had made a
record of the inscription in 1984 when it was easier to
read. Now it is nearly illegible and we were only able to
read part of it by scraping vigorously at the lichen with
sharp bits of stone from the surrounding ploughland.
As far as we were able to decipher it, the inscription
runs as follows: ‘Near this place Charles Goode and John
Prior, two boys and two horses were killed by lightning in
(July?) 1851. This stone was given by W Dodd tenant
farmer’. A Biblical quotation follows but very little of it
can be seen. It runs: ‘Beware lest … his stroke. VI Job’.
William Dodd is mentioned frequently in the 1848
Tithe Award of Ipsden. He farmed as owner, or as tenant,
a great deal of land in Ipsden and Checkendon. We found
the name of William Dodd of Ipsden on a crest tomb in
Ipsden churchyard. His birth and death dates indicate that
he was probably the donor of the monument.
The second monument is at SU627851, where the
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Icknield Way crosses the minor road to Ipsden Street. It is
coloured blue on the map and labelled ‘Layend Pond’. The
monument is a box-like structure with a pointed roof .

The Reade monument at Layend Pond
(after Baker, 1959)

The grey stone panels of which it is made are falling apart
and the small iron railings surrounding it are rusty. The
pond by which it stands is now a muddy area with little
water, littered with fallen branches and surrounded by an
untidy thicket of hedgerow plants. The inscription on the
monument can be read and is as follows:
John Thurlow Reade
Esquire
Schaarunpore
November 25th AD 1827
‘Alas my brother’
The surroundings of the monument would have been more
attractive when it was erected by Edward Anderdon Reade
in memory of his brother John who had died in India in
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1827. At that time letters from India were rare and
irregular, so when the arrival of one was reported John’s
mother walked towards the main road to get it. On her way
she saw her son’s ghost coming towards her, apparently in
great distress. She was convinced that her vision was
significant and that it must mean that her son had died and
had not received Christian burial. The next day she
arranged for the vicar of Ipsden to hold a burial service in
the church. The next letter from India brought the news
that her son John had died of dysentery while on a journey
near Schaarunpore and that his servants had buried him in
the jungle.

When the memorial was erected in 1860, John’s mother
was still alive and must have helped choose the site for it,
as near as possible to the spot where she had seen the
ghost. The story of the origin of this memorial was
supplied to Mr J.H. Baker by Mr E.B. Reade, who heard
the details from his father who remembered the erection of
the monument.
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OSIERS
Pat Preece

T

he weaving of willow osiers or withies into many
forms of basket ware took place from prehistory
onwards. As ‘withies’ is an Anglo-Saxon word, it is likely
that there were osier beds in marshy areas at that time. The
oldest reference found for the local planting of willow is in
the Battle Abbey accounts of 1336 for Preston Crowmarsh
(1). In this, 3d was paid for planting willow on a piece of
land called ‘le Causey’.
The osiers were grown mostly by the river. In
Caversham there were many willow or withy beds
stretching along the banks of the Thames. Mary Mitford,
in her Recollections of a literary life, makes mention of
‘osier farms’ between Caversham and Sonning. Little early
information is available about these beds but in an auction
catalogue of 1920, a ‘well stocked osier bed, 10 acres 1
rood 16 perches in extent at Caversham’ was let at
£18.14s. Two others were described as valuable. They
were all being worked by a ‘representative’ of W. Talbot,
a well-known firm in Reading, whose family interests
included barge building, timber and coal merchants and
removals (2). Another firm which had osier beds in
Caversham until 1941 was Benjamin Excell and sons of
Twyford, who described themselves as rod merchants (3).
Apart from this little is known about osier beds in
Caversham, but until recent times there were beds at
Mapledurham and Mary Kift could remember seeing two
or three men harvesting osiers below Chazey Wood. At
that time the osiers were growing on banks with ditches in
between and there was a track for the removal, where
horses and carts were removing the rods. The remains of
these beds can still be seen, the willows now grown into
trees.
Most of the osiers seem to have been grown on ‘rod
eyots’ or small islands in the river. The term ‘eyot’ could
also be applied to a piece of land surrounded by water
possibly in the form of streams. The rods were the shoots
growing up from willow stools. The latter were formed by
the cutting off of the first stem that grew, thus forming a
stump from which a succession of rods or shoots could be
cut. In an early rental dated 1466 a Walter Peeke paid rent

for aits (eyots) in the Thames at Mapledurham on which
osiers were grown (4).
The various spellings of eyots are quite intriguing. In
Little Stoke down by the river there was an area which
belonged to the parish of Ipsden and in the Ipsden court
rolls of the 16th century there are two ‘heyets’ called
‘rodsheies’ and later the same are called ‘heiseys’
described as ‘rodshois’ (5).

Fig. 1. Cutting the rods

These eyots were quite valuable and in the Christ Church
College records two rod eyots were let to Dunn of
Wallingford in 1749 for £2; also in 1796 an eyot one acre
[0.4 ha] in extent was let to Catherine Clark of
Wallingford. In the same documents a William Higgs had
rented rod ‘eyotts’ of one acre two perches for £2.2s or
two guineas in 1831 – these were probably the same eyots
(6). The last reference found for South Stoke was in 1885,
when ‘some valuable rod eyots’ belonging to the ‘Pike and
Perch’, an inn in South Stoke still in existence, were let to
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Mr A. Hedges for seven years at £20 per annum (7). Apart
from these there were rod eyots all along the river. The
access to these islands and for carriage of the withies was
by wide punts, which could still be seen on the river,
mostly used by fishermen, after the 1939-1945 war.
There was much work involved in looking after the osier
beds. They needed plenty of moisture and occasional
flooding was considered desirable, and the soil had to be
rich and well cultivated to produce a good crop. It also had
to be well drained as stagnant water around the roots
apparently spoilt the crop. There had to be drainage
ditches between the beds, as mentioned at Chazey,
Mapledurham, and these should have preferably running
water. The ditches would have been dug by hand and a
descendant of the Excells said that they used old-fashioned
narrow spades for this and for turning over the soil of the
beds, which were kept weeded (8).
The rods were cut with a billhook when ready for
harvesting (Fig. 1) and then tied into bundles sometimes
called ‘bolts’. The bundles were then tightened with two
pieces of ash, pulling on a joined rope round the bolt.
After this the ends were levelled by beating with a paddle
(Fig. 2).

the rods. The rods were usually peeled or stripped by
women who thrust them through the metal jaws of a

Fig.3. Stripping the rods

stripping brake (Fig. 3).
The rods were sent to basket makers, sometimes in
London. In Caversham there was a family of basket
makers called Knight. There used to be a sign on the side
of a house in the village:

Knight and Son Basket Makers
Another member of the family, Henry Knight, made
baskets and also had osier beds near Caversham Mill. The
industry declined in the 1930s as the labour costs were too
high to compete with imports.
References

Fig. 2. Stacking the bolts

There were many varieties of willow grown, many with
strange names such as Black Top, Blob, Sally, Dicky
Meadows, Kellum, Kecks, Glib Skins and Merrin. The
osiers could be sold as green, brown, white or buff, and
this was descriptive of the rods after treatment. The green
were sold as cut, the brown rods were dried and stacked
and often thatched or protected in some way. The white
rods were cut in the autumn and stood in several inches of
water, which should not be stagnant, until spring. The
white rods were left after being dried against wire or racks.
The buff colour was obtained by boiling the green rods for
two to three hours and leaving them to cool overnight.
They were still very hot in the morning and the women
strippers would wrap their hands in rags when pulling out
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WHEELWRIGHTS
Pat Preece

T

he origin of the spoked wheel is unknown; apparently
Persian chariots had spoked wheels as early as 2000
BC. There is also evidence to suggest that spoked wheels
existed in Britain before the advent of the Romans (1). It is
interesting to think that wheelwrights may have worked
for thousands of years, possibly using similar methods.
Nowadays it is rare to find a wheelwright, although
some do still exist. They were found universally up to the
advent of the motor car, as even in the railway age the
goods had to be ferried to the station. As a child I can
remember a line of horse wagons outside the station, the
horses with their blinkers and feedbags and the smell of
them as you walked past.
Wheels were of different sizes, from the very large
heavy wheels of farm wagons, specimens of which can
still be seen at the Museum of Rural Life at Reading
University, to wheelbarrow wheels.
The construction of a wooden wheel
The main parts of a wooden wheel are the nave or hub, the
spokes, the felloes which are sections forming the rim of
the wheel, and the ‘box’, an iron ring in the centre of the
nave which forms a bearing to take the axle arm or ‘axle
tree’. The wheel was tyred either with lengths of iron
called strakes or an iron hoop enclosing the felloes.

with a spoke shave and a plane known as a ‘jarvis’. The
spokes were then hammered into the nave. In the past
strips of iron called strakes were generally used to tyre the
wheel but later they only continued to be used where
heavy loads were carried over difficult terrain. They had
the advantage that they could be nailed back on by a
farmer in an emergency.
The hoop tyre came later. The wooden rim was
measured using a ‘traveller’, a measuring device with a
wheel, and then a bar of iron of the right length was
selected to form the tyre, with the blacksmith, by
experience, knowing how much it would shrink to make a
tight fit. To apply the hoop tyre it was heated until red hot
and the wheel was put on a tyring platform and the hoop
was dropped into position on the rim. Using iron tyre
‘dogs’, the tyre was quickly levered over the rim and was
sledge hammered on to the wheel. When it was on
correctly, water was poured over the hot tyre and as it
cooled the felloes were forced close together. The wheel
was then placed in a tank of water to cool.

The wood used for making wheels
The woods in this area provided timber for the
construction of the wheels. Beech was used for felloes,
often called ‘vellys’ locally. In 1667, in an inventory of
George Cranfield, a timber
merchant of Henley, he had ‘800
longe beechen velleyes’ and ‘400
dry vellyes’ on his wharf waiting to
go to London (2). In 1776 at Cane
End there is an account,
presumably of a wheelwright
called George Hyde, of various
felloes: ‘1300 coach vel’ and ‘135
long vel’. Whether these were
being made at Cane End or
elsewhere is unknown as they
appear in a general account book
including wood accounts (3).
Along with these felloes are
various other items such as
‘extrees’ which can be presumed to
be axle trees, and others which are
unknown but are probably local
names for parts of wheels. If
Fig. 1. Albert Paddick and workmen (c. 1880)
anyone knows the origin of some
of these terms I would be grateful:
The nave was usually ‘heart’ of oak or possibly elm and 100 quarters (there is a reference to ‘03 quarterns of
was probably originally shaped with an adze, but when quarters’ in the Cranfield inventory), 100 woodmongers,
available a huge hand-powered lathe was used. The 300 clefts (these might be the result of splitting oak for
blacksmith applied the iron nave hoops to ‘bind’ the nave. spokes as apparently the spokes were from oak cleft in the
Then the mortices were cut into the nave to take the wood from the heart of the oak where the timber is
spokes. The ‘tongues’ were cut on the spokes and shaped strongest and the grain straightest (4)); others were 456
to fit into the felloes; this was done with an adze together randmers, five sharpes, seven pulleys and 4360 touch
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wheelwright in Goring Heath in 1853 (7). In 1864 Thomas
Cox, described as a carpenter and wheelwright, was
working at Gallowstree Common. Albert Paddick took
over his business in 1881 (Fig. 1) and his son Charles lived
at Coxs Cottage until his death. The tyring platform is still
in existence as is the paint shop but the sawpit has gone. In
Albert’s time a horse walking on a circular track of granite
blocks powered a saw bench.
Later a traction engine (Fig. 2) and
saw bench came to the yard every
so often. He made coaches and
carts and repaired them and was
proud of a wheelbarrow, which
Charles described as ‘a Rolls
Royce of a wheelbarrow’, which
cost £4 and was designed by
Albert. Some of these went to
some of the ‘great’ houses.
The
Paddicks
took
on
apprentices, two at a time, who
lived with the family. The Goring
Heath Charity school mostly
provided
the
boys
for
apprenticeship and paid the £40
indenture fee. The sons of men
working for the Paddicks were
taken on free. Sadly the
Fig. 2. The mobile steam engine. Note the blacksmith with the divided apron
connection with the Paddicks is
lost and Coxs Cottage is now
Ash was sold to wheelwrights and was another wood used called Withy Copse after the wood behind, part of which
for felloes and sometimes spokes. Strangely, locally a was owned by them. Charles Paddick gave me a great deal
trunk of ash was usually referred to as a ‘stick’ – certainly of information and photographs; he had a wealth of
I have never found any other timber so described, although knowledge about the woods and the men who worked in
in a dictionary of woodland terms it is stated that a stick is them.
a felled trunk, with no specific tree mentioned (5). In the
Cane End accounts, 43 sticks of ash from various woods References
were sold to Thomas Green, a Caversham wheelwright, for (1) Hill, J. (1980) Country crafts. Newton Abbot, David and
Charles.
£9.5s.
(2) Berkshire Record Office, 162/4/28.
The late Charles Paddick of Gallowstree Common (3) Private papers.
referred to his father walking through the woods to choose (4) Hill, J. (1980) op. cit.
(5) James, N.D.G. (1991) Forestry and woodland terms.
the shape of wood for his wheels and wagons.

planks (these may be used in the construction of the body
of a wagon).
Beech was still being sold for wheels even up to the
1940s. In the accounts of the Goring Charity, 1000 cubic
feet of beech were felled in Bensgrove Wood and cleaved
to order from Messrs Peal and Co. for 3000 spokes, largely
for export.

Local wheelwrights
Locally there was probably a wheelwright in every village
and sometimes the same firm would make and repair
wagons and carts. Nettlebed had three wheelwrights in
1850 (6); as Nettlebed was on a main road they may have
been needed for repairs to passing traffic. Burgess was
mentioned in the 18th century Cane End accounts as a
wheelwright and probably the family continued working
until the 19th century, as there was a John Burgess, a
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THE IMPERIAL STRIKES BACK
John White

A

long, long time ago...in a land far, far away (well
actually Berkshire, but it is a good way to start the
epic tale of my study of weights and measures)…I went to
a little country school. One lesson that I remember was
about the Dark Ages. My teacher told a story about
Hengist and Horsa. The gist of this was that the English
king, whose name I forget, needed help against the
invading Danes and offered the German chieftains Hengist
and Horsa two hides of English land in return for their
services. According to the story when they were successful
the king did indeed give them two hides, just ordinary
cow-hides, and told the Germans they could only have the
land these would cover. Hengist and Horsa were, to put it
mildly, not happy with this definition of the measure, so
they cut the hides into strips thin enough to place end to
end and enclose the whole of Kent, and took that!
This story of the interference of politics with the
definition of measurements came to mind when I started
researching weights and measures, a project that I could
say I owe to the European Community – unfortunately not
because they provided a grant but because it is their
regulations which prohibit the continued use of traditional
units. To me it seems so stupid that, at the point in time
when science has given us the ability to change the output
from one system of measurement into another at the flick
of a switch, politicians should decide that only the one
system they approve can be used. The weight of the law
should be brought down only on inaccurate measurement
devices, not on the language they speak. When Napoleon
did it, it made sense but it does not today.
The story of man is the development of technology so
all archaeology is linked to industrial archaeology,
whether these links are Stone Age tools, Roman
hypocausts, Norman castles, Medieval ships or Victorian
factories. It can be said that weights and measures are the
nuts and bolts of civilisation and the mirrors of
technology. Some of the earliest writings, such as
Babylonian and Linear B clay tablets, were accounts and
trading records. By their very purpose weights and
measures have reflected technology and man’s
understanding, from the prehistoric hand-span to the
unimaginably small and large units of today’s atomic and
space age.
Languages carry clues about their past, such as the
apostrophe in English indicating the lost ‘e’ from the Old
English genitive or the German umlaut which also
indicates a lost letter ‘e’. The French circumflex accent
indicates a lost letter ‘s’, as I remember from another
school lesson, because the example given was the word
tête (head). Here the circumflex indicates the word must
have been derived from the Latin testa, the only Latin
word stem starting with those four letters. However the
meaning of the Latin word is ‘an earthenware pot’, so the

explanation given was that it was Roman soldiers’ slang!
In the same way I hope that studying ancient measures will
give an insight into the ways people in those days thought
about their work and their world.
The subject of weights and measures can be divided
into three groups, namely general trading measures,
general land measures and speciality measures. Speciality
measures, which I consider to range from the vague
collective nouns, such as a load (of manure) or a gaggle
(of geese – or unruly women!) through the quantitative
nouns, such as a brace (two pheasants), a sheath (24
arrows in a quiver) or a trental (30 requiem masses), to the
terms used by scientists and other professions which I will
mainly leave to another time. Here I will concentrate on
the first two of these groups as they are more likely to be
of interest to SOAG members.
As soon as I had gathered sufficient data to start a table
it was possible to start exploring the results. It would be
logical to expect that practical measures, as used by
merchants, would be based on powers of two, as with
pints, quarts and gallons, since these would be easiest to
use with simple equipment. Powers of ten might be
expected for more ‘theoretical’ uses such as surveying or
keeping records of trade or tax. The form of Roman
numerals suggests that they had their origins in recording
accounts, with L for 50, C for 100, D for 500 and M for
1000.
For cases where the relationship is based on a different
numerical system, I wondered if this was the result of
ancient numerology. However, I soon found a conflict.
Hebrew and early Christian literature regarded seven as a
‘good’ number and six as ‘bad’ to such an extent that 666
indicated Satan! The opposite opinion (that may be the
reason for the conflict) was found in the ancient Greek
numerology of Pythagoras which regarded six as a perfect
number, being the sum of 1 + 2 + 3 and also the number of
faces on a cube. The strangest feature, however, was the
ubiquitous nature of the number 12. Twelve was the
number of inches to a foot, the number of ounces to the
early pound, the number of pennies to a shilling, the
number of hours to a day, the number of months to a year,
the number of units to a dozen, the number of dozens to a
gross and the number of grosses to a great gross, as well as
being the number of Apostles. Language does not provide
any clues as the Latin uncia, which derives from unus and
so refers to a unit, has the meaning a twelfth, an inch or an
ounce. Also, while modern languages have special words
for twelve, Latin uses a built-up one on a base of ten as
can be seen from its English derivative ‘duodecimal’. The
earliest code of Roman law in the 5th century BC was
written on the Twelve Tables, bronze plates hung in the
forum, and these may be the origin of this practice or just
another example of it.
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Trading measures
Early perceptions of the Ancient Britons saw them as
woad-painted savages, self-sufficient within their family
groups but constantly warring with neighbouring tribes.
Archaeology is now showing that the inhabitants of these
islands had great knowledge, great engineering skills and
traded over vast distances, even in Neolithic times.
Polished stone axes have been found great distances from
the source of the stone used. Stonehenge is also evidence
for trade.
Archaeologists have argued about and
experimented on the physical processes of moving the
stones, but for me Stonehenge raises three new questions:
why were particular types of stone thought to be
necessary, how was it known where to find them and what
were the political problems of this trade?
Logic would suggest that the most primitive form of
trade was barter. While this could have started by trading
‘all of that’ for ‘all of those’, soon even for this measures
would have been needed in order to determine how much
you were getting and how much you were giving in
exchange. A logical step in the process would be to have
an intermediate ‘something’ of high value but easily
portable to make trading easier. With the growth of
technology metals such as gold, silver and even copper
were the obvious answer, the corrodibility of iron making
this generally unsuitable.
Originally these trading tokens were just lumps of metal
and so their value simply represented the value of the
material. The name of the weight became the name of the
money. The original Roman as was a weight of about one
pound (12 ounces) and the name was used for a plain ingot
of copper (Latin aes meant copper, bronze or brass) of this
weight when it was used as a trading token. When Servius
Tullius, the sixth king of Rome, had the metal stamped in
about 550 BC with designs of animals (Latin pecus =
cattle or a domestic animal) it became a coin (Latin
pecunia = money). The value of the coin now became
linked more to the design than to the weight so the state
could save material by reducing the weight of the coin.
The original 12 ounce as was reduced to two ounces in the
First Punic War, one ounce in the Second Punic War and
finally half an ounce in 191 BC. The value was linked in a
monetary system (denarius means ‘made of ten’: one
denarius had the value of ten asses). Because of the face
values this reduction in weight need not necessarily have
been a devaluation. Similarly, it probably was not a
devaluation when the Greeks replaced the silver obolos,
their smallest coin, by a very large copper one. But this
change did cause riots – not because of fears about the
value but because traders in the markets could no longer
keep their money in their mouths!
This reduction in weight of the as reflected the increase
in price of copper and so was not a devaluation. The value
of coins did in fact stay relatively stable and equal to the
value of the metal contained in them for about 2000 years,
with the face value of a coin a true statement of its value.
As a result, ‘defacing the coin of the realm’ became a most
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serious offence although earlier the cutting of a coin in
half, for example to produce two literal half-pennies from
one penny, had been tolerated when the smaller
denominations were not minted. The most common form
of this defacing was ‘clipping’ whereby the outside ring of
the coin was cut off and melted down as illegal profit, the
design being left intact to show the intended value. The
effective way of preventing this crime was to stamp a
‘decoration and protection’ (Latin decus et tutamen)
around the edge to show the validity of the coin as is done
on modern one pound coins. Not to be defeated, criminals
then resorted to accelerated wear techniques. For example,
a bag containing a number of sovereigns would be tied to a
cart wheel. After the cart had travelled many miles the bag
would be cut off and the now very worn sovereigns would
be removed for spending. The bag would be burned and
the ashes heated to fuse the gold powder rubbed off the
coins into a lump of gold, illegal profit.
That brings to mind another memory of lessons at
school, this time chemistry. We were told about the
penalties for defacing the coins of the realm just after a
practical lesson in which we had dissolved a silver
sixpence in nitric acid to determine its silver content. Of
course we were told that according to the letter of the law
dissolving it was not the same as defacing it, so we could
declare that we were totally innocent of the crime! Later I
did a similar determination for our history master who was
a noted authority on coins. He had an old Middle Eastern
coin which was more gold in colour than was normal for
the type. As the coin was hundreds of years old it seemed
to me to be vandalism to remove a piece for analysis, but
because the coin had been drilled for use as a pendant it
was considered valueless as a collectors’ item. My
analysis showed a silver content of over 50%, indicating
that the metal was probably electrum which must have lost
the silver content of the surface layers through many years
of contact with skin and sweat.
Electrum (from the Latin name for amber) is a naturally
occurring alloy of gold and silver which was used for
some ancient coins. The normal coinage metals (copper,
silver and gold) are too soft in their completely pure state
and so normally are alloyed with a few percent of base
metal for use in coins. Low purity silver (e.g. 50%),
termed ‘billon’, has also been used officially, both in
Roman times and in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s, to
reduce the value of the metal used.
During the Dark Ages the use of gold in coinage
declined until by Norman times silver had become the
only precious metal used. Gold coins were however reintroduced by the Plantagenets to keep up with Florence
and other European city-states.
Some coins increased in value. While copper and silver
were generally found as ores and refined, gold was
originally found as native metal, in the form of dust or
nuggets. This gold was of variable purity, being found
naturally alloyed with other metals, but it was originally
used without refining. Gold obtained from the Guinea
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coast of Africa was much purer than usual, so that when
this gold was used for English sovereigns they were traded
for the higher rate of 21 shillings instead of the normal 20
shillings. However, as the price reflected the actual gold
content the value was still stable. It was only later when
the link with value had been broken by replacing the
coinage metals with base metals (or even paper) that
inflation was free to take off.
Latin was the source for the term LSD used for British
money, the initials standing for librae (pounds), solidi
(equivalent to shillings) and denarii (pennies). The
separator used when sums in shillings and pence were
written (as in 5/6d), which today’s computer generation
would call a ‘forward slash’, was known as a ‘solidus’
after the Roman coin which was equated to the German
‘shilling’.
The Latin language contains many abbreviations. Latin
differs from English in that the word endings convey the
meaning so that abbreviations for phrases tend to use the
final words. For example, the phrase mille passuum
translated as ‘a thousand paces’ gives the English ‘mile’
but in Latin it was often shortened to just ‘passuum’. In the
same way the coin translated in the Bible as a ‘farthing’
was the sestertius which being a quarter of a denarius was
valued at two and a half asses. The Romans called this
‘two asses plus half a third as’, which they shortened to
‘half a third’ or semis tertius. In a similar way to the mile,
the Romans also used the genitive plural case ‘sestertium’
to denote ‘mille sestertium’, one thousand sesterces.
A knowledge of ancient weights and measures gives a
better understanding to the meaning of some of the stories
in the Bible, for example the ‘Parable of the Talents’. The
impression gained from modern translations is that a talent
was an ordinary coin as used at the market. In fact the
talent was not a coin but a denomination of weight used by
the Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks and Romans. The term
was also used for the value of a talent weight of gold or
silver, and this is the usage in the parable. The weight
varied considerably across the Middle East but an average
would be about 36 kilograms, making the value at today’s
prices about £3,750 for a talent of silver or £250,000 for a
talent of gold, indeed value enough for an entrepreneur to
start a business or make the nervous bury it!
While the Greeks and Romans used markets where food
and everyday needs were bought, most Ancient Britons
before the Roman Conquest are believed to have lived in
self-sufficient family groups. Historians have therefore
asked why the Celtic tribes produced coins, suggesting
that the payment of mercenaries was the most probable
reason. My view is that they were for trade between tribes,
either to pay for materials such as copper or iron not
available in the tribe’s own land or to pay the tolls to cross
the territory of other tribes. The tribal symbols on the
coins would give them recognisable status.
In Britain pre-Roman coins are only known from
archaeological finds so there is no information on their
relative values. Some objects have been identified as

weights but this is mainly because no other use has been
identified. In fact there is only one piece of information
about ancient British measures, a comment by Julius
Caesar about time being reckoned by nights rather than by
days. This probably did not mean that the British were a
race of party-goers but more likely arose from their
religious beliefs. Traces of this concept can still be found
as in ‘Twelfth Night’ and ‘fortnight’ (for which the French
equivalent translates as ‘fifteen days’).
As mentioned earlier, there is always room for new
theories and I suggest that many Vikings, albeit fierce,
were traders rather than raiders. As evidence I would point
to the hoards of coins found in areas they colonised and
which indicate trade being carried out. As well as tales of
battles their sagas are full of stories of great voyages, such
as would be needed for trade, while logistics dictate that
shorter journeys would be better suited for raids. Recent
wars have shown that it only takes a few incidents to
produce a bad reputation, and this could have been true for
the Vikings whose deeds were no worse than those of the
Romans or Normans. It could also be argued that by
travelling by ship they were avoiding conflict or attack by
not encroaching on the territories of other tribes.
I know this theory differs from conventional wisdom,
but theories do change. At school we were all taught that
‘sterling’ of the pound sterling was derived from the
Easterlings, traders who settled in Britain in the Middle
Ages. Today’s view is now that the name comes from the
high quality of Norman silver pennies, which due to
having a small star in their design were called ‘sterlings’.
Students and academics have always been poor. In
Roman days the family tutor would have been a Greek
slave. At Medieval universities the stewards had to devise
new units to keep accounts for poor scholars (financially
poor that is). The ‘qu’ which indicated half a farthing is
believed to be derived from the initial letters of quadrans,
a quarter (of a loaf of bread). For those who were even
poorer this was halved again to the unit ‘cee’, a name
thought to be the initial letter of the alternative spelling
‘cue’ and so indicating just a part of it. There were no
coins to these values, the ‘c’ and ‘q’ being just bookkeeping devices to record the cost of small quantities of
bread and beer and also being used for these quantities
themselves. Later in Victorian times there were half and
third farthing coins minted, but these were only for use in
the Empire.
One may ask why, if the scholars were so poor, they
drank beer. The answer is of course that the water was not
fit to drink. All colleges and monasteries brewed their own
beer, this tradition at Oxford lasting to the early 20th
century, when as well as better water supplies commercial
brewing had made this unnecessary. Farms and manors
would also have brewed beer as a healthy drink. It is for
this reason I believe that the structure at Gatehampton
described as a Roman corn dryer is in reality a malt house,
which would have been constructed to the same design but
just used for a different process.
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Measures of weight and volume
Before the metric system there had been four main
systems of weight in England. All were based on the one
used by the Romans with a pound made up of 12 ounces.
The Tower pound was equal to 5200 grains and was used
until the adoption of the Troy system in 1526. Received
opinion is that the name of the Troy system came from the
weight unit used at the fair of Troyes in France. This
system, in which the Troy pound is equal to 5760 grains, is
used for precious metals and stones, and formerly also for
bread. The grains used by these systems were originally
those of wheat and barley, similar to the way that the carat
in eastern countries was the seed of the carob or locust
bean. The three later systems of weights, Apothecaries’,
Avoirdupois and Troy, have already been discussed in
tailings in the SOAG Messenger, so here I will only
mention a few further facts and stories.
An apothecary is a store of dry goods, such as spices
and drugs, and by derivation the merchant who operated
from such a store, the name coming from the ancient
Greek through Latin to English. (The apothecaries’ fluid
measures, used by pharmacists to make up medicines, are
in fact a contradiction in terms.) One weight can also be
traced back that far. The dram, which is also spelled
drachm, comes from the Greek weight (and coin)
drachma. Another unit, the pennyweight, shows the
quality of the English silver penny (the sterling) as while
other coins were derived from weights, in this case the
coin was constant enough to be used as a weight.
That the name Avoirdupois is derived from French is
not surprising, following the Norman Conquest. The
original spelling is believed to be ‘aveir de pieds’ meaning
‘goods of weight’, implying that this measure was for the
trading of everyday goods. The original system also had
12 then 15 ounces to a pound but this was finally changed
by statute to 16 ounces. The Avoirdupois pound was then
much heavier than the Roman libra, such that ten librae
were equivalent to seven pounds Avoirdupois. This was
the origin of the number seven in the imperial system for
the multiples of the pound: the clove (7 lb), stone (14 lb),
quarter (28 lb), hundredweight (112 lb) and ton (2240 lb).
The hundredweight being greater than 100 lb is a
precedent for the computer term ‘kilobyte’, which actually
refers to the number 1024.
The Tower pound was so called because the reference
weight was kept in the Tower of London. The more recent
standards for the pound and the yard have been held by the
National Physical Laboratory in London. These standards
had to be kept under controlled conditions as the lengths
would be affected by thermal expansion and materials
such as the platinum group metals have been used to avoid
the effects of corrosion. Liquids have large thermal
expansions, so although weights and volumes are linked
by one gallon of water weighing ten pounds Avoirdupois
(or one litre of water weighing one kilogram) this only
applies at a certain temperature. As a result, to ensure
aircraft have sufficient fuel, their fuel is always measured
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by weight rather than by volume. Unfortunately the
motoring organizations have not demanded similar
benefits for their members.
A myth is as good as a mile, to misquote the proverb.
Both versions show how a researcher can be led astray and
a myth that did just that concerns the American gallon. It
was said that the excise men sent those colonials samples
to show the size that a gallon should be, but due to
mishandling, spillage, leakage and evaporation their
sample ended up only four-fifths the original size. This is a
splendid story that I would like to be true but I have found
out otherwise. The gallon (for wine) was established by
Act of Parliament in 1706 as the volume of a cylinder six
inches high and seven inches in diameter. Later in 1824
the gallon was redefined in the imperial system as the
larger volume occupied by 10 lb of pure water. Meanwhile
the Americans revolted but did not bother to update their
gallon which stayed at the earlier smaller size, 0.83 of an
imperial gallon. Now the British gallon has again been
redefined for the metric age. The volume has not
noticeably changed but is now described as 4.54009 cubic
decimetres.
Many goods are traded by volume rather than by weight
or number and for these there are sets of measures in wet
and dry forms. One unit confused me as a small boy.
When I heard a bushel of apples referred to, I thought this
was local dialect for a bush-full of apples! Some terms are,
however, just as imprecise. Soft fruit was sold by the
punnet, which before the plastic era was a small basket
woven from wood strips. The name is thought to be a
diminutive of ‘pound’ but the actual size was not defined.
The most ubiquitous volume measure, the barrel, was
originally not a measure at all but a packaging system for
the transport of goods. These goods, which could be coal
or corn, salt or sugar, fish or butter, were packed into
barrels for transport by ship or wagon. On arrival the
barrels would be identified by the merchants’ marks on
them for collection by their owners. Casks were used for
smaller quantities but fractional measures were not
practical. The approximate weights of the various
commodities that were contained in a barrel were set by
custom rather than by statute.
An example of how complicated measures can get, even
for simple items, is the herring. Herrings have been fished
for and traded since prehistoric times and so a large range
of measures has built up. These are often specific to the
state of the fish which can be fresh (or white), pickled (or
soused), bloaters (lightly cured) or cured (by splitting,
salting and smoking), which produces the coppery colour
(hence the name kipper) of the red herring. In
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, Sir Toby Belch curses ‘a
plague of pickled herring’ but I think that was more a
comment on his indigestion than a new collective noun.
The most well-known measure was the cran which
dictionaries describe as 37 and a half gallons of fresh
herring, 700 to 2500 fish according to season. A basket
was a quarter of a cran and a box was variously between
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one-sixth and one-third of a cran. The cran ceased to be a
legal measure in 1980 but the barrel (26 and two-thirds
gallons) is still used. In around 1400, the barrel used for
herrings was called a cade and this held six great hundreds
of six score each, that is 720 fish.
As well as by volume herrings were traded by number:
4 herrings = 1 warp;
33 warps = 1 long hundred (132);
100 long hundreds = 1 last (13,200);
alternatively:
500 herrings = 1 mease;
20 meases = 1 last (10,000);
and by weight:
1 margarine = 66 lb fresh herrings.
Foreign ships brought in herrings to British ports so
foreign units were also used. In German these included:
1 kantje (keg) = 74 kg;
1 barrel = 100 kg;
and in Icelandic:
1 sildarmal = 150 litres.
And this is just one example of the sets of terms that can
build up within a single industry.
Measures of length and area
A lot has already been said in tailings about linear
measures so I will only add another two examples.
Schoolboy Latin tells us that a Roman mile was a thousand
paces and so I thought that the Roman mile was very short.
Now that I have used a more encyclopaedic dictionary I
find that the passus was a double pace of five pedes, so the
Roman mile was about 5000 feet long, similar to the early
English mile and just 95 yards short of today’s mile. And
here by mile I mean an English statute mile. I have also
found sea miles, nautical miles, air miles and national
miles for nearly every country in Europe.
At the other end of the scale as schoolboys we had
rulers marked in small fractions of an inch, such as
sixteenths. In the Middle Ages the armourers also needed
to work to fractions of an inch but they had a more
interesting way of expressing these lengths. Their inch was
divided into three barleycorns, and when even shorter
lengths were required the barleycorn was further divided
into five poppy seeds. These were just ‘notional’ lengths:
poppy seeds were not lined up to make a measurement.
Probably of more interest to SOAG members are
measurements of areas of fields and estates. A document
of 1593 quoted in the Oxford English Dictionary (Norden,
Spec. Brit. M’sex 1.5) says, ‘The usual account of lande at
this day in Englande is by acres, yardes, carews, hydes,
knights fees, cantreds, baronies and counties’. My
investigations have shown this to be rather a mixed bag of
terms containing practical measures, measures used for
taxation and also administrative divisions. The position is
further complicated by many of the terms having several
spellings and often more than one meaning.
The most well-known of these terms is the acre, but
probably less well-known is the way its history reflects
that of civilisation. The origin of the word is the Sanskrit

ajras meaning a plain or open country. From this came the
ancient Greek ‘αγρευs (= hunter) and ‘αγροs (= open
country) and the Latin ager. The Latin word originally
meant open country, also untenanted land or even forest,
but with the development of farming changed its meaning
to pasture, then tilled land and then a defined piece of land
or field. This was the source of the Old English word aker.
The meaning of this then changed from being a defined
piece of land through land of a definite size to be a land
measure. The first definitions of this measure reflected the
quality of the soil, being the area required for a fixed
amount of seed or, more usually, as much as a yoke of
oxen could plough in a day. This variability was removed
by Henry VIII who ruled that an acre was a piece of land
40 poles long and four poles broad or the equivalent in any
shape. This size resulted from it being a practical measure
for a ploughed field, the length being termed an acre
length or furrow length (a furlong) and the width, that of
32 furrows, an acre breadth. Recent information suggests
that the furlong might have been originally the length that
could be ploughed without stopping to rest the team.
Similarly, the pole was probably derived from the length
of the rod used to guide the team of oxen. A square
furlong (which is ten acres) was the size of the ‘common
field’ and was referred to in old law books as an ‘acreme’.
Also derived from the acre is the more modern term acrefoot, which is used in irrigation for the volume of water
one acre in area and one foot deep.
It is puzzling that while only one term is used for an
acre, the unit of 16.5 feet by which it is defined has a
multitude of names, for example the rod, pole, perch, yard,
rood, lug or virge, all of which appear to have been legally
accepted terms. The word rod is also very ancient (Old
English rodd) so why is it not the standard term for this
length? I think the dictionary provides a clue to the
answer. The first meaning given for the word ‘rood’
(which was also spelt ‘rod’) is ‘crucifix’. My theory is that
as these measures were being introduced at around the
same time that people were being burned at the stake for
having the wrong religion, alternatives would have been
used for such potentially dangerous words. (I do not know
if my theory is a new one – if it is, remember you read it
first in the SOAG Bulletin.)
The terms poles, perches and lugs were also used as
measures for area, equal to a square pole, etc., or 272.25
square feet. Yard (or yarde or yerde) is a corruption of the
Latin virga (= a (measuring) rod) and the terms yard and
rood were also used as measures for area. They were a
furlong in length but only one unit (pole, yard or rood)
wide and thus were one quarter of an acre in area (also
called one farthendel). Confusingly, a ‘yard of land’ (Latin
virgata terrae) was a much larger area, generally about 30
acres, now better known in the anglicised form ‘virgate’.
Carew, also spelt carue but more normally carucate,
was a variable measure of land, being as much as could be
tilled by one plough with its team of eight oxen in one
year. The area varied with the system of cultivation, for
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example 180 acres when 60 acres were planted with winter
corn, 60 with spring corn and 60 left fallow, or 160 acres
when 80 were tilled and 80 left fallow. Often fallow land
was not counted for taxation so one carucate then equalled
120 acres or 80 acres. A subdivision (one-eighth of a
carucate, ten to 18 acres) was called a bovate, the area of
land that could be ploughed by one ox in one year.
A hyde or hide (as promised to Hengist and Horsa) is an
obsolete measure of land derived from the Old English
word meaning ‘belonging to a family’, being the area
considered necessary for the support of one family. It
varied with the nature of the soil but at an early date was
defined as the amount that could be tilled by a single
plough in one year and so in the North of England it was
said to be equal to the carucate. Generally a hyde was
considered to be about 120 acres before the acre was fixed,
although a later document of 1614 refers to a hide as 192
acres. The idea behind the hide has been used quite
recently. In 1862 the US Congress in the Homestead Act
promised ownership of a 160-acre tract of public land to
the head of a family who had cleared and improved the
land and lived on it for five years.
Fee or fief was the basis of the feudal system, being an
estate in land (in England always a heritable estate) held
on condition of homage and service to a superior lord, by
whom it was granted and in whom the ownership
remained. The term ‘fees’ for the payment of the
professional services of lawyers, accountants or teachers
was derived from this. A ‘knights fee’ was the amount of
land for which the services of an armed knight were due to
the sovereign. This area varied considerably across the
country from as little as 120 acres in the most fertile parts
up to 1080 acres in Cornwall.
Cantred was a form of the Welsh word ‘cantref’, which
became the English term ‘hundred’, a subdivision of a
county with its own court. The origin of this term is said to
be obscure, possible derivations being 100 hides of land, a
district with 100 settlements or one which provided 100
warriors for the King’s army. Other terms for divisions of
an English county were riding (or thirding) in Yorkshire,
lathe in Kent and wapentake in the Danelaw, the part of
England ruled or under the influence of the
Danes/Vikings. The name ‘wapentake’ comes from the
Norse word for expressing agreement in an assembly by
waving your weapons in the air. (Leader of the Opposition
was not an occupation with prospects in the Danelaw.)
There were three definitions of a barony. In England it
was the domain of a baron, while in Ireland it was a
subdivision of a county. In Scotland a barony was just a
large freehold estate, even if the owner was a commoner.
In Britain and Ireland a county is the largest division of
local government. The name comes from the Latin for the
occupant of any state office. The title ‘count’ for a foreign
nobleman whose rank corresponds to that of an earl in
Britain comes from the same origin.
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Finally, to complete the series of connections, I will
return to Hengist and Horsa, and England’s revenge on
their invasion. In World War II the designs for the Allies’
troop-carrying gliders were given historical names
beginning with the letter ‘H’. There was the Hadrian, the
Hotspur, the Hamilcar, and the Hengist and the Horsa. Of
these, the Horsa was the most successful and the most
widely used, in action in the invasion of German-held
territory on D-Day and at Arnhem.
Imperial versus metric
Much has been written about the British Empire. Imperial
measures also have a lot to be said for them. Although the
Americans boast about the size of their country and
buildings, their gallon is smaller, their hundredweight is
smaller and their billion is only a tiny fraction of the
British one. The imperial system had the advantage that it
was developed over 2000 years and so over time became
fitted for its use. The metric system was the product of the
French Revolution, but unlike the Revolutionary calendar
was found by Napoleon to be worth keeping in order to
overcome differences between local measures around
Europe. It was designed to be a unified system with
weights linked to volumes and hence to lengths. The unit
of length, the metre, was defined as one ten-millionth of
the quadrant passing through Dunkirk and Formentera,
which in 1793 was reckoned as 39.382134 British inches.
The unit of weight, the kilogram, was defined as the
weight of a 10-centimetre cube of pure water at a
temperature of 4 degrees centigrade. Unfortunately these
standards were set before the circumference of the world
was known accurately. The result has been that
adjustments have been made every few years, with new
‘scientific’ definitions of the metre such as ‘the length of
the path travelled by light in vacuum during a time interval
of 1/299,792,458th of a second’. Also, while the metric
system was intended to be a ‘one size fits all’ system, it
did of course end up by fitting none. While a metre is a
suitable length for some measurements, a cubic metre of
water weighs a tonne and so does not make an appropriate
unit for weighing groceries.
The imperial system has a very long but fragmented
history. Traces of the Roman libra still show. The term
acre was in use in the 9th century. The bushel was defined
in Magna Carta in 1216 as one-eighth of the volume
occupied by a quarter (500 lb) of water. In 1588 Elizabeth
I reformed the weights system on the Avoirdupois
standard and distributed standard sets of weights around
the country. However, it was not until 17 June 1824 that
Parliament established the imperial system by the Weights
and Measures Act. The imperial system is both older and
more modern than the metric system.
The metric system – a hit or a miss? Well, as that
proverb says, a miss is as good as 1.60934 kilometres! It
has about 2000 years to catch up.
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