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Chapter 4 - Materials 
 

This study comprises analysis of large skeletal collections from two different areas 

in England. The first area is East Yorkshire, which is known for the “Arras culture” 

with its distinctive burial tradition (Stead 1979).  This group is predominantly 

recognised from large barrow cemeteries, but very little is understood about 

settlements.  The other area is the hillfort-dominated zone of central southern 

England, which is highly variable in both settlement type and mortuary behaviour.  

 

4.1 East Yorkshire 
  

East Yorkshire was included as an area of study because it was one of the few 

regions of Iron Age Britain that has a recognised burial tradition (Cunliffe 2004: 

214).  The square barrow cemeteries, which make up the dominant burial tradition, 

were apparently used by a large cross-section of the population for a long portion 

of the period under study. These cemeteries provide a diachronic perspective, 

forming an important baseline with which to compare the results from other types 

of burial contexts.  East Yorkshire also provides the opportunity to compare two 

distinctive types of burial practice: chariot burials chosen for a select few and the 

more common form that was apparently used for the general population. 
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The archaeological group in northeastern England is an example of a local 

adoption of La Tène material culture (Stead 1979; Cunliffe 2004: 214).  It is mainly 

characterized by its square barrow cemeteries, as they are prominent features on 

this landscape, and the settlements are more difficult to find.  The cemeteries do, 

though, seem to be associated with settlements and cover a long period of time 

(Stead 1979; Cunliffe 2004: 215).  At Wetwang and Garton Slacks, in the Yorkshire 

Wolds, there is some evidence for habitation structures or perhaps ritual houses 

and granaries.  These settlements seem to be occupied for much of the Iron Age, 

in some cases being turned into Roman villas after Roman occupation (Stead 

1979: 16; Dent 1982: 449; Cunliffe 2004: 215).   

 

The East Yorkshire cemeteries are characterized by distinctive square burial 

mounds, relatively small and which most often contain only one inhumation.  

Similar square barrows are found in some areas of Scotland, though from a much 

later date (Alexander et al. 2005), and at some La Tène sites on the continent. The 

burials are inhumations, which in most cases, are flexed or semi-flexed lying on 

their left side, which differs from the continental style of extended burials.  Most of 

the burials are arranged with the head to the north with a few exceptions that have 

the head to the south, east or west (Dent 1984).  The direction of the burial is 

clustered through time and may indicate changing styles (Stead 1979: 14). 

 

These sites are important because the cemeteries were in use long-term and cover 

a cross-section of the population.  They reflect temporal changes in a single 
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community, as well as continuity that is more difficult to see in the other cultural 

areas where burial rites seem restricted to single events.  These cemeteries also 

contain, in rare cases, chariot burials that are similar to those in Northern France 

(Brewster 1971; Dent 1985a;  b; Cunliffe 2004: 549).  The chariots are generally 

dismantled and placed around the body.  In some instances, these burials also 

contain weapons and shields (Dent 1985a).  They may represent elite burials and 

therefore have gained a lot of attention from archaeologists in the past (see Dent 

1982; Selkirk 1984; Denison 2001; Hill 2001;  2002).  

 

4.1.1 Wetwang Slack 
 

The East Yorkshire material included in this study was from the site of Wetwang 

Slack.  Included in the analysis were 435 discrete burials from the site.  It was 

included in the present study because it is the largest known cemetery site in East 

Yorkshire (and Britain). In addition it is, for the most part, previously unpublished. 

To date, the published literature has only addressed the general features of the 

burials and the three chariot burials that were found both within and adjacent to the 

cemetery (Dent 1984; Dent 1985a;  b; Dent 1995).  
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Figure 4.1 Map of East Yorkshire showing Wetwang Slack location (pink) 

 
Wetwang Slack was excavated in the late seventies and early eighties by John 

Dent.  The site is located on the Yorkshire Wolds (see Figure 4.1) in a dry shallow 

valley or slack. Newly obtained radiocarbon dates place the range of the cemetery 

from around 400 BC to 140 AD (Jay, pers comm.).  It is made up of over 450 

burials placed as individual inhumations, many covered by small square mounds 

ranging from 2.9 – 9.2 in diameter.  The barrows were built close enough to each 

other that many of them overlap, making it possible to order some of the burials in 

a chronological sequence, independent of grave goods (see Figure 4.2).  The first 

phase of the cemetery started at the junction of two linear earthworks at the west 

side of the cemetery.  It then expanded in a linear fashion towards the east.  

Another linear earthwork was built along a northeast – southwest axis, bisecting 
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the cemetery.  The later burials were placed north of this earthwork (Dent 1984: 

81).  

 

Figure 4.2 Map of Wetwang Slack cemetery.  Illustration is courtesy of John Dent. 

 

The population consists of primarily young to middle adults with most of the 

individuals being past the age of puberty and younger than 45.  Some children 

have been found as satellite burials in the ditches of earlier mounds or in flat 

graves.  The burials all lie in a north – south direction, a feature common in East 

Yorkshire, with 75% lying on their left side in flexed or semi-flexed positions.  The 

accompanying brooches are a distinctive native form of the continental La Tène 

style (Stead 1979; Dent 1984). 

   

4.2 Hampshire 
 
The Wessex area overlaps the southern portion of the hillfort zone.  Its name 

derives from the later extent of the presumed Saxon kingdoms and includes 

Wiltshire, Hampshire, Berkshire, Dorset, Somerset, Sussex and the former county 
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of Avon (Cunliffe 1993).  Some archaeologists define Wessex more narrowly, but 

the principal areas are the counties of Wiltshire and Hampshire (McOmish 2001).  

Due to the arbitrary nature of these boundaries this study will refer to central 

southern England instead of, specifically, Wessex or the hillfort zone.  

   

Though this is a relatively small region, it is characterised by a high level of 

diversity in artefacts and settlement types.  There are enclosed settlements, open 

settlements, clustered houses linked by field systems, isolated farms, hillforts, and 

even scattered villages (McOmish 2001). It is not clear if the settlement types 

represent tribal groupings or are simply local variations.  Despite the plethora of 

sites, very few have been excavated under modern standards, so much of what we 

know is based on a handful of sites.  There is no apparent single burial tradition for 

this area.  Some human remains are found in middens, some in pits, some in 

settlement sites and others along field boundaries (Whimster 1981; Wilson 1981).  

In contrast to East Yorkshire, the burial locations in central southern England do 

not appear to be sites of continual use.  Southern central England also has many 

hillfort and enclosure sites that are the at the centre of ritual vs warfare debates 

(Hill 1995; Hamilton & Manley 2001; Finney 2006; Armit 2007).   

  

Because of the large number of sites excavated in the south, it was not possible to 

re-analyze all of them in this study.  Instead, a small number of sites, which 

represented a cross-section of types, were included.  With the rich diversity of 

burial contexts in central southern England, it is not possible to use a few sites to 
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make sweeping generalizations for the whole of this area.  However, the sites 

chosen for re-analysis were compared with the published literature of other central 

southern sites in order to gain a broader perspective.   

 

It was determined that, out of all the sites from central southern England, 

collections from Hampshire would be the focus of the re-analysis.  This was due to 

the ease of access, quality of the remains and curation, as well as the quality of 

excavation techniques used to obtain the remains.  The majority of collections 

came from the Danebury Environs Programme, which provided a range of sites all 

within a small area that surrounded the Danebury hillfort.  Danebury itself was not 

included in the analysis because it has been thoroughly published and recently re-

analyzed (Cunliffe 1984; Craig 1999; Craig et al. 2005).  The Hampshire sites 

included for study were Suddern Farm, Bury Hill, New Buildings, Nettle Bank 

Copse, Old Down Farm, and Oram’s Arbour (see Figure 4.3). 
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Figure 4.3 Map of Hampshire showing location of sites. 

 

4.2.1 Suddern Farm 
 

Suddern Farm is the largest of the Southern sites included in this study.  It is a 

ditched enclosure of about 2.2 ha lying at the focal point of a linear boundary ditch 

system (see Figure 4.4) (Cunliffe & Poole 2000d: 12).  The excavations reveal 

evidence for occupation, with a closely associated, partially excavated cemetery 

dating to the Early and Middle Iron Age.  It was excavated in 1991 and 1996 by 

Barry Cunliffe for the Danebury Environs Programme and initially analyzed by 

Barry Hooper (Cunliffe & Poole 2000d).  A few scattered human remains as well as 

two partial skeletons were found in Late Iron Age pits within the enclosure, two 

inhumations and a cremation were dug into the Late Iron Age outer ditch, but the 

majority came from discrete burials and disarticulated material in the cemetery.  
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Figure 4.4 Map of Suddern Farm with relation to Danebury Hillfort (Cunliffe & Poole 2000d). 

 

The cemetery associated with Suddern Farm is situated in quarry on the 

south/southeast side of the enclosure.  The quarry appears to have developed 

gradually, starting as a small quarry then growing slowly over time as the chalk 

acquisition spread outwards.  Eventually, it became a large amorphous hole with 

an uneven bottom.  The slow expansion process also caused unwanted spoil to be 

thrown back into the older parts of the quarry so that the pits became filled with 

chalk rubble and silt from natural erosion (Cunliffe & Poole 2000d: 152).   The 

burials were dug into this partially silted up abandoned quarry.  The quarry was not 

excavated in full, but the density and spacing of burials found in the excavated 

portions suggest that nearly the entire quarry was used as a burial ground (ibid. 

166).   
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The individuals were buried in the flexed position. There was a general trend for 

the skeletons to align on the north-south axis, but there was not an observable 

norm regarding in which direction the head lay or on which side of the body the 

individual was placed (Cunliffe & Poole 2000d: 168).  Most of the individuals were 

interred without grave goods.  The only items included were an iron ring and an 

iron fibula (ibid.). 

 

4.2.2 Bury Hill 
 

Bury Hill is a hillfort on a low hill near the confluence of the rivers Anna and Anton, 

less than a kilometre south-west of the hillfort at Balksbury (Cunliffe & Poole 

2000a: 9). It was excavated as part of the Danebury Environs Programme in 1990.   

It started in the Early Iron Age as an enclosure of about 10 ha with a timber fronted 

rampart.  There is little evidence for occupation during this period, yielding only a 

few small postholes and some pottery (ibid. 79).  The later fort was smaller at 4.7 

ha, but used the same entrance suggesting some continuity. It is almost circular 

with an inner bank, a ditch and an outer bank.  Evidence from stratigraphy, spacing 

of features and pottery indicate a short occupation at the end of Middle Iron Age 

(ibid. 79).   The human remains are very few and fragmentary, found in a pit and 

from the layers behind the rampart of the main enclosure (ibid. 65). 
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4.2.3 New Buildings 
 

 

Figure 4.5 Map of New Buildings with relation to Danebury Hillfort (Cunliffe & Poole 2000c). 

 

New Buildings is a cluster of enclosures and earthworks east of Danebury along a 

green road leading to the village of Longstock (see Figure 4.5).  It was excavated 

as part of the Danebury Environs Programme in 1992 because of its association 

with the Danebury linear earthwork.  New Buildings was made up of two sub-

rectangular enclosures, a small irregular enclosure and several ring ditches at the 

junction of linear eatherworks, one of which was the Danebury linear earthwork 

(Cunliffe & Poole 2000c: 11).  The site has deposits from the Early Bronze Age to 

the Early Iron Age, but it was most likely not in continuous use (ibid. 91).  It yielded 

four skeletons and an articulated foot in a Late Bronze Age Quarry, and various 

disarticulated remains from both adults and children in Early Iron Age pits and 

ditches. Unfortunately, several of the Late Bronze Age skeletons were stolen from 
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the site during excavation, so the complete collection was not available for study 

(ibid. 79-80). 

 

4.2.4 Nettlebank Copse 
 

 

Figure 4.6 Map of Nettlebank Copse (Cunliffe & Poole 2000b). 

 
Nettlebank Copse is a 0.25 ha banjo enclosure located on a low spur at the head 

of a valley leading to the River Test (see Figure 4.6) (Cunliffe & Poole 2000b: 9).  It 

was excavated as part of the Danebury Environs Programme because no banjo 

enclosure had been fully excavated at that time.  The site started as a small single 

farmstead, but underwent several stages of building and abandonment giving a 

complex history of function and occupation spanning five periods from Neolithic 

and Bronze Age to early Roman (ibid. 17).  The human remains from this site were 

small in number.  A single inhumation of Late Iron Age/Early Roman period was 
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dug into the filling of a ditch with no associated grave goods.  The other human 

remains occurred as fragments in an Early Iron Age pit and Late Iron Age quarry 

deposit (ibid. 100). 

 

4.2.5 Old Down Farm 
 

Old Down Farm was not part of the Danebury Environs Programme, but was an 

additional enclosure from the Hampshire area.  It lies on a chalk spur above the 

River Anton, north-west of Andover.  It was excavated from 1974-1977 by Andover 

Archaeological Committee and Test Valley Archaeological Committee as a rescue 

excavation due to development of the area (Davis 1994: 57). It is a sub-rectangular 

enclosure that had in its central area a complex of pits, post-holes, buildings and 

quarries.  It was split into six phases from the late Neolithic to the Roman period.  

The Earliest Iron Age phase (2) overlapped with the late Bronze Age, but did not 

yield human remains.  Phases three and four were early Iron Age and yielded 

cranial fragments and neonate remains from pits and post-holes (ibid. 59).  Phase 

five was Middle Iron Age and yielded cranial fragments and neonate remains from 

pits and post-holes as well as two complete adult skeletons from pits.  Phase six 

was dated to the late pre-Roman Iron Age and Roman period, but did not yield 

human remains (ibid. 61). 
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4.2.6 Oram’s Arbour 
 

 

Figure 4.7 Map of Oram’s Arbour in Winchester (Qualmann et al. 2004) 

 
Oram’s Arbour is an Iron Age enclosure in Winchester, Hampshire (see Figure 

4.7). The enclosure is some 20 ha in extent and was enclosed by a ditch and bank 

(Qualmann et al. 2004: 86).  Based on associated pottery and artefact styles, 

excavators determined that it was first established in the Middle Iron Age, around 

the 4th century BC, and occupied until the 1st century BC, with subsequent 

intermittent use until around AD 70.  The site was excavated on several occasions 

from 1970 to 2002.  Due to its location in the modern city of Winchester, however, 

excavations were limited to discontinuous trenches scattered across the enclosure 

at key locations, on the ditches, entrance and interior (Qualmann et al. 2004).  The 

human remains were discovered during the 2001-2002 excavations carried out by 

the Winchester Museums Service and King Alfred’s College, which targeted a 

Middle Iron Age roundhouse in the interior of the enclosure, along with two nearby 

pits. 
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4.2.7 Berwick Field 
 

Berwick Field was an Iron Age settlement excavated from 1989 to 1994 by 

Winchester Museums Service due to development of housing on the northern 

outskirts of Winchester.  The site was occupied from the Early Iron Age through to 

the Romano-British period (Powell 2007: 8).  The Early Iron Age settlement was 

marked by numerous pits; curvilinear features, considered possible roundhouses; 

and a ditch that may have enclosed the settlement.  The Middle Iron Age phase 

was represented by an expansion of the settlement. The exact size of the site is 

unknown, but excavators estimate it covered one hectare, with further evidence for 

round houses, pits and ditches (ibid. 12).  The Late Iron Age and Romano-British 

phase of the site indicates a restructuring of the area represented by a series of 

ditches possibly indicating an organized agricultural area or enclosure.  The human 

remains from this site were all from pit contexts, including one adult, one infant and 

various scattered remains (ibid. 13). 

 
 


