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Berkshire Downs in England

EXPEDITION

STEVE FORD, MARK BOWDEN, VINCE GAFFNEY, AND GEOFF MEES

ndisturbed by modern plow-
ing, the remains of ancient
fields are still common on

the chalk downlands of southern
England. Where these remains are
substantial enough, they can be
studied not only for the history of
the landscape, but also to recon-
struct the economies of the societies
that made them. To do so, however,
we need to know when the land was
divided up, how long the fields re-
mained in use, and if possible, how
they were farmed.

These questions are not easily
answered. Our project near Lam-
bourn in Berkshire (Fig. 1) included
field systems whose dates were in
contention. Some have thought the
systems were established by pre-
historic farmers, perhaps around
1000 B.C., while others have sup-
posed they were laid out during the
Roman occupation of Britain in the
first four centuries A.D. By ex-
cavating the field boundaries and
recovering datable artifacts, we have
brought new evidence and argu-
ments to bear and can now show
that a Roman date is to be preferred
for most of the Lambourn systems.

Late

Dating Archaeological
Features

In the absence of documentary
evidence, there are two commonly
used ways to date archaeological
features. One is by associating them
with other structures whose date is
already known—fields with settle-
ments, for instance. The second is by
finding datable objects to which the
features can be related. For example,
if pottery of a known date is found
in the foundations of a wall, the wall
must postdate the pottery.

Earlier estimates of the date of the
Berkshire Downs field systems relied
heavily on the first of these methods.
It can be assumed that the fields
were worked, if not owned, by
people who lived close at “hand.
However, few habitation sites have
been located on the Downs, and
only a very small number of them
can be physically linked to the sur-
rounding fields.

The most prominent inhabited
sites are hill forts, large enclosures
surrounded by ramparts and ditches,
sited on the northern edge of the
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Downs where the land falls away
abruptly to a broad valley. One of
these, Segsbury, can be seen in
Figure 2. Hill forts are known to be
prehistoric, and one seems to have
been built over an area previously
occupied by fields that must then be
older. Even though such a relation-
ship could not be generally demon-
strated, it was tempting to connect
all such important sites with other
archaeological remains in their neigh-
borhood. Thus Richards, writing in
1978, said that “although dating
evidence is not available, many of
the tields under consideration, espe-
cially those associated with prehis-
toric settlements, for example Segs-
bury, must have their origins in the
first millennium B.C.”

Another line of evidence was held
to support this view. The Downs are
crossed by long features called linear
ditches, some of which are indicated
by thick lines in Figure 2. Over 48
km of these ditches have been identi-
fied, though perhaps they were not
all made at the same time. Their
function is enigmatic. Possibly they
were visual markers for the boun-
daries of territories, the ditches being
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accompanied by banks, or I
they may have had the Yy 0
more practical purpose of e
separating animals from
cropped areas.

The date of most of the
ditches is similarly uncer-
tain, but some have been
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that it reached the fields in
manure taken from middens
on which household wastes
were discarded. Several
more dense but local scat-
ters of pot sherds may
indicate the farmyards in
which the middens were

assigned to the early 1st mil- e S e i situated. Very significantly,
lennium B.C. because of “* Downs pottery of the later 1st mil-
the pottery they contain. o e lennium B.C. was not found

Aerial photographs seem to :
show the ditches cutting [
across field boundaries, [
and if that was so, the fields
must have predated ditch
construction (see box on
mapping fields). Indeed it
has been suggested that the
linear ditches were dug at a
time when the economy of
the Downs was being re-

in the area. So it seems that
near Maddle at least, Ro-
man farming was notimme-
diately preceded by an
earlier phase of cultivation,
at least of a kind requiring
the frequent application of
manure. :
Evidence that Roman oc-
cupation of the Downs was
more widespread than this

organized, with a move
away from crop cultivation 1

to pastoral farming. Three Map of southern England.
isolated excavations of lyn-

comes from the linear
ditches, some of which
have Roman pottery in the
upper levels of their fills

chets were also counted in favor of an  associated with Roman farming else-

early date for the Berkshire Downs
field systems because they had
yielded prehistoric pottery, but a re-
examination of the data shows this to
be doubtful in at least one case.

At the same time the possibility
that the area was cultivated later on
by the Romans (or more properly the
Romano-British) could not be dis-
counted. One indicator was the strip-
like appearance of some of the fields,
which were of a type known to be

where in Britain. Such fields are
clearly seen in Figure 2 near Maddle
Farm, where there is also known to
be the remains of a substantial
Roman settlement.

In the early 1980s archaeological
material was systematically collected
from the surface over a large area
around Maddle (Gaffney and Tingle
1989). Roman pottery was found to
be thinly but widely distributed, and

(Ford 1982). Ford’s work was done in
the course of a general re-examina-
tion of the relationship between the
linear ditches and the surrounding
field systems, and in contrast to the
earlier studies, it showed that the
evidence for such ditches cutting
through previously existing fields is
very slight. It may be confined to just
one block of fields, and even there
the aerial photographs are unclear.
As a consequence of the Maddle

the most likely explanation for thisis  survey and Ford’s work, support for

Mapping Fields from Aerial
Photographs

The outlines of former fields can still be seen in aerial
photographs taken in favorable circumstances. Soon
after cultivation their boundaries show up as soil marks
created by differential rates of drying, and later on they
may be picked out by color differences or variations in
the height of a crop. By examining photographs taken
atdifferent times, so thatfeatures invisible in one set of
conditions show up in another, a reasonable picture of
the ancient landscape can be built up. Figure 2is in fact
a drawing made in this way from aerial photographs of
the Lambourn region.

The blank area running north-south is a valley in
which there are modern roads and villages. The fields
lie on higher ground, some 150 to 200 m above sea
level, on eitherside of the valley. They also extend both

to the east and the west of the area figured, and it will
be useful to distinguish the larger set of fields as the
Berkshire Downs systems, while calling those in the
drawing the Lambourn Downs systems. (Some of the
earlier work on the date of the fields properly refers to
the Berkshire Downs systems as a whole.)

A glance at the scale of the drawing will show how
extensive the systems were. It should also be evident
that the layout of the fields was not haphazard, but
followed a more or less orderly pattern. This is par-
ticularly clear near the sites marked SH and WC, but it
was probably the case over much of the area. The
patterning indicates that blocks of land were enclosed
atasingle time, rather than being taken into cultivation
piecemeal over a long period. So although only frag-
ments of the systems survive as standing earthworks,
any dates assigned to these fragments should be
applicable to the surrounding areas.
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a prehistoric date for the Berkshire
Downs field systems as a whole was
weakened, while the evidence for
Roman farming, particularly near
Lambourn, looked strong. But be-
cause the Romans farmed in the
area, we cannot straightforwardly
conclude that they laid out the land-
scape whose remains we now see.
They may have taken over older
fields, perhaps modifying them by
removing some of the boundaries to
create the long rectangular shapes
most suited to their cultivation tech-
niques. Consequently doubts re-
mained, and it was against this
background of uncertainty that we
undertook a systematic program of
excavations aimed at dating the
Lambourn Downs field systems
more precisely.

The Excavation Strategy

We dug trenches through sur-
viving lynchets (see box) and located
the position of each artifact found in
them in three dimensions (Fig. 4).
Our hope was to recover datable
artifacts from the bottom layer of
the soil accumulations making up
the positive lynchets. Once this
bottom layer has been covered by
more soil eroding off the field, it
should remain undisturbed, except
perhaps by burrowing animals. And
since the bottom layer contains the
first soil to erode, the artifacts it
contains, which are assumed to come
with the soil from the field surface,
will give at least a coarse date for the
origin of the field. More precisely it
is the youngest artifact that matters.
For example, if several pieces of
pottery ranging in date from 500
B.C. to 300 A.D., were to be found
at the base of a positive lynchet, it is
clear that the lynchet must have
formed after 300 A.D.

The validity of this approach relies
on manure containing artifacts being
put on the fields soon after cultiva-
tion started. If the fields were not
manured, or if broken household
objects were not thrown away on
the middens from which the manure
came, the basal layers of a lynchet
might contain no datable material.
Worse still they might contain arti-
facts that reached the soil surface a

long time before the fields were
created. For instance, if a Roman
field system was laid out over a
former Bronze Age settlement site,
Bronze Age pottery could well be
found at the bottom of the lynchet.
In the absence of manuring there
would be no Roman pottery to
accompany it, and it might then be
concluded that the fields were set
out some 1500 years earlier than was
in fact the case.

To minimize the possibility of
making such an error, as well as to
cope with the effects of random
mixing of the lynchet contents by
burrowing animals, we proposed to
rely more on the overall picture from
a number of trenches than on any
one individual result. Our confi-
dence in assigning a date to the
Lambourn Down systems would be
strengthened if we were able to find
a similar pattern of results repeated
from trench to trench.

Another problem was to locate the
trenches in such a way as to get a
good sample of such a large area.
This was made no easier by the poor
survival of lynchets through which
to dig. However, as Figure 2 shows,
we did find suitable sites in the
center and towards the southern
edge of both the eastern and western
blocks of fields. We found none to
the north, and there we tried to
locate and excavate ditches along-
side tracks that could be seen in
aerial photographs to serve the field
systems, unfortunately with no suc-
cess.

The Results

In all, 21 trenches were dug across
13 lynchets in eight separate loca-

2

Field systems on the Lambourn
Downs, a drawing made by
combining the evidence of many
aerial photographs. The Downs are
crossed by long features called linear
ditches, some of which are indicated
by thick lines; their function and date
are uncertain. The vertical unmarked
area indicates a valley with modern
roads and villages.
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tions. They all showed that the
lynchets had a simple structure like
that seen in Figure 3. At the base of
the modern topsoil there was typi-
cally a thin layer of small stones, the
result of earthworm activity. Below
this was a relatively loose layer, 20 to
50 cm thick, representing the ac-
cumulation of soil in the positive
lynchet, and below this were former
horizons, presumably the remnants
of the old land surface, though there
was an obvious buried soil in one
trench only. The important point
here is that there was no obvious
stratification within the lynchet ac-
cumulations themselves. This prob-
ably means that they formed as the
result of one prolonged episode of
cultivation. Had cultivation ceased
for a time, allowing a stable grass-
land soil to form before crops were
grown again, we should have ex-
pected to see traces of the stable
episode in at least some trenches.

i
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We recovered a few pieces of
metal, including a simple Roman
finger ring, a small number of flint
implements and a much larger num-
ber of waste flint flakes resulting
from their manufacture, and 663
pieces of broken pottery. The flint
flakes are likely to have been struck
from the nodules of flint abundant
everywhere on the Downs. Indeed
we accidentally discovered a site
where flints had been knapped lying
below one of the lynchets. The flakes
indicate prehistoric activity in the
area, and because they are so wide-
spread they perhaps point to pre-
historic farming involving the use of
manure containing flint waste, but
they are not sufficiently distinctive to
be used for more precise dating
purposes.

The pottery fragments were gener-
ally small and often much abraded,
as would be expected if they had
been exposed to the weather and

=
0
B

=

Field
_S_ystems

Barrows Linear
Ditches

cultivation implements in the fields.
One hundred and thirty-three (20
percent) of them could not be dated
because they were too damaged. Of
the remainder, 493 (74 percent) were
Roman and only 37 (6 percent)
prehistoric. There was, of course,
some variation in these percentages
from site to site, as can be seen in
Table 1. Sixty-three of the Roman
sherds could be more precisely
dated, the majority belonging to the
first two centuries A.D.

Roman pottery predominated at
every site, with prehistoric sherds
reasonably well represented at only
one, Eastbury Down (ED). This
alone suggests that cultivation, or at
least cultivation requiring the use of
manure, was more intensive every-
where on the Lambourn Downs
under the Romans than at earlier
times. Furthermore it seems to have
ceased after the 3rd to 4th centuries
A.D., because no Saxon or medieval

pottery was recovered. But the data
set out in Table 1 do not meet the
objection that the Romans might
have reused older field systems, and
to settle this point we need to look at
the distribution of the pottery finds
within the positive lynchets.

Inall, 9 of the 13 trenches that were
dug had Roman pottery close to the
base of the lynchet soil accumula-
tions. The first four sections drawn in
Figure 6 illustrate this point, while
the fifth (Cranes Wood or CW) does
not. (The flint-gritted pottery in this
figureis early Roman.) Consequently
we feel satisfied in saying that the
excavations did produce a fairly con-
sistent pattern of results for the area
as a whole, one that pointed clearly to
many, perhaps most, of the fields
having been laid out after the Roman
conquest. This conclusion fits well
with the simple stratigraphy of the
positive lynchets, which, it will be
recalled, favors the idea of just one

G
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Lynchets

Where stone is plentiful, old fields may still be
they are more usually delineated by structures known

accumulates against a barrier, perhaps a hedge or
merely an uncultivated strip at a field edge, the
accumulation is called a positive lynchet. Should the

lynchet will form where the soil erodes away from its

outlined by ruined walls that are sometimes covered by
low banks of earth. However, on the Berkshire Downs

as lynchets. These form when a field on a slope is
cultivated and the disturbed soil erodes downhill. If it

next downhill field also be cultivated, a negative

upper edge. The positive and negative lynchets to-

gether will then create a distinct break in the line of the
natural slope, as shown in Figure 3.

- Figure 5 shows an area of the Downs where lynchets
still survive in grassland. Up to the 1940s such sites were

common, and in places the trackways leading into the
fields could also be clearly seen. Since then most of the

region has been given over to cereal farming, and the

ancient earthworks have either been plowed flat or
deliberately filled in. Lynchets are now seen only in

small areas that have escaped plowing, or in patches of
woodland that are preserved as shelter for game birds.

Positive Lynchet

episode of cultivation.

Itis interesting to look more closely
at the Eastbury Down site where
prehistoric pottery was more com-
mon than elsewhere. In one of the
two trenches here, prehistoric sherds
lay fairly clearly below the Roman.
Furthermore the flint flakes tended
to lie below the pottery (Fig. 7). Both
of these findings suggest that in this
instance we had sectioned a lynchet
bordering a field laid out before the
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A trench through a lynchet: the soil accumulation in the positive lynchet can be

seen as a lens of lighter color in the near end of the section.

Roman conquest and continuing in
use afterwards. Some support for
such a conclusion was gathered when
the surrounding lynchets were sur-
veyed, because the resulting plan
could be interpreted as showing a
reorganization of the field system at
some stage. Furthermore, as we shall
show later, an analysis of snail shells
from the site also fitted in with the
idea of two phases of cultivation at
Eastbury Down.

Although we have emphasized the
perils of relying too heavily on the
data from one site, these three lines of
evidence taken together do seem
convincing. If indeed the fields at
Eastbury Down were altered and
reused, we can feel even more confi-
dent in our general conclusion that
large parts of the Lambourn Downs
were first laid out by the Romans, for
we ought to have picked up similar
evidence for earlier use at some other
sites if it had existed.

Environmental
Evidence: Snail Shells

Some of the lynchets trenched
were formed on shallow soils directly
above the chalk bedrock, whose
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Mere End Down, a surviving area of grassland in which lynchets are visible.

alkaline nature favors the preserva-
tion of snail shells. The old shells can
be washed out of soil samples col-
lected from the side of a completed
trench, and the changes in species
composition of the snail fauna during
the lynchet build-up can therefore be
followed. Because many of the
species concerned are small, they are
present in fairly high numbers,
making such changes easy to detect.
Some snail species can only survive in
shaded, undisturbed habitats, while
others are characteristic of an open,
cultivated landscape, and yet others
of open but grassy environments. A
faunal analysis might therefore show
what the countryside was like before
cultivation started, and it might also
reveal any episodes of stable grass-
land within the cultivation phase.
Figure 8 shows the results of an
analysis at Whit Coombe (WC), the
site at which a buried soil could be
seen below the lynchet. It is simpli-
fied by leaving out certain species
that were present in small numbers
throughout the profile. Three points
can be made. First, the total number
of snail shells (the histogram on the
left) was high at the base of the
modern rough grassland topsoil and

also in the buried soil, that is, where
stable conditions allowed them to
accumulate. Throughout the horizons
representing the lynchet build-up
the numbers were uniformly smaller.
Second, the species composition re-
mained more or less the same
throughout the lynchet build-up. It
differed from that in the buried soil
where some snails characteristic of
more moist and shady conditions
were found, and also from the
composition in the stony layer at the
base of the modern topsoil where the
representation of Pupilla muscorum
(which thrives in grassland habitats)
was high. Third, Vallonia, Pupilla,
Helicella and Hygromia, snails of
open habitats, dominated all the
assemblages, even those from the
buried soil.

In the context of putting a date to
the field systems, the first and second
points are significant because they
are consistent with the view that the
lynchets were formed during a single
uninterrupted episode of cultivation.
Similar data from the other sites
where a snail analysis was possible
also supported this conclusion. Only
at Eastbury Down was the pattern
slightly different. Here the cultiva-
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tion episode also appears to have
been uninterrupted, but the survival
of rather more shade species in the
lower layers of the lynchet perhaps
indicates a different cultivation
regime to that responsible for the
upper part of the build-up where
shade species were absent.

It has to be said that the inter-
pretation of fine differences between
one snail fauna and another is prob-
lematic, and it would be unwise to
rely too strongly on the arguments
just presented. However, the fact
that all the assemblages, even those
from the pre-lynchet soils, were in
every case heavily dominated by
open country species must be signi-
ficant. It means that the field systems
were not laid out in anything like a
natural environment, for in southern
Britain this would be deciduous
woodland. The Downs must have
been cleared long before, and they
were probably cultivated at least
intermittently because the pre- .
lynchet snail faunas are strikingly
unlike those of modern-day open but
uncultivated habitats (trackside
banks, for example), and more like
those of cultivated fields. How often
the area was cultivated is difficult to
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Table 1

Summary of Pottery Finds

Site Type of Pottery and Number of Sherds
Prehistoric Roman Undated
Knighton Bushes (KB) 2 149 9
Whit Coombe (WC) 121 7
Ashdown-Weathercock (AW) 1 33 13
Cranes Wood (CW) 4 1 9
Eastbury Down (ED) 28 84 53
Nut Wood (NW) 46 il
Stancombe Haits (SH) 1 23 7
Stancombe Down (SD) 1 26 24
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The distribution of pottery finds in some positive lynchets. The positions of the
sherds found in each trench are projected onto one of the sections down the
side. In each section, the top layer is modern topsoil. The next layer is soil
accumulated in a positive lynchet beneath which, in some cases, a pre-lynchet
layer is shown.
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say because once the original snail
fauna of a site has been destroyed, it
seems (on the Downs) to recover
very slowly indeed when the distur-
bance ceases. Snails disperse slowly,
and they presumably find it difficult
to recolonize suitable habitats if to do
so they must cross environments that
are still hostile.

Wider Implications

It now seems very likely that many
of the field systems still to be seen in
vestigial form on the Lambourn
Downs were set out after the Roman
conquest of Britain. With less cer-
tainty it can be predicted that similar
tield systems in the wider environ-
ment of the Berkshire Downs as a
whole will also be found to be
Roman. The fields were kept in
intensive cultivation for a time, with
quantities of manure applied to main-
tain their fertility. Thereafter, they
were left comparatively undisturbed
so that their boundaries survived until
they were destroyed by a resurgence
of farming in the middle of this
century.

Because many of the lynchets on
the Downs have a Roman origin, we
are left with rather sparse evidence
for land use in the area before the
conquest. The snail analysis and the
ubiquitous scatters of waste flint
flakes may indicate cultivation, but
when and to what extent is quite
uncertain. However, because there
are few prehistoric lynchets, we have
to assume either that they were
plowed out by the Romans or, more
probably, that the prehistoric cultiva-
tion techniques in this area did not
favor their formation. Perhaps we
should picture crops grown purely
for subsistence by a small resident
population that mainly depended on
grazing animals. The area in cultiva-
tion at any one time would then have
been limited, and it could have been
shifted to a new location at frequent
intervals to maintain fertility. Such a
picture is plausible given the unfavor-
able nature of the Downs for agri-
culture by comparison with lower
lying, more fertile soils nearby.

However, if this picture is correct,
it highlights the question of what
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incentive the Romans can have had
for farming the area more inten-
sively. It is easy to see that the
agricultural economy of southern
Britain might have been revolution-
ized towards the end of the Ist
century A.D. by the presence of a
large army needing supplies, as well
as by the growth of towns. Both
would have offered grain producers
guaranteed markets and cash pay-
ments, something they can never
have had on any scale before (Salway
1981). Indeed the situation after the
conquest may have shared common
features with the later 20th century,
when price guarantees also led to the
expansion of cereal farming onto the
higher ground of the Downs.

An explanation along these lines
for the establishment of large areas of
cultivated fields looks attractive, so it
is unfortunate that our excavations
failed to show clearly that the lyn-
chets had a Ist to 2nd century origin.
There are alternative possibilities.
For example, it is known that large
quantities of grain were shipped
from Britain to Germany and Gaul
later on in the Roman period when
the continental economies had been
disrupted by invasions, and this too
might have caused the expansion of
agriculture in the Lambourn region.
Another explanation might be con-
nected with the settlement of army
veterans on the land. There is no
certain evidence for this practice in
Britain, but it too could account for
the organized layout of fields over
rather large areas. Obviously much
more evidence would be needed
even to convert such speculations
into respectable hypotheses, but
whether it will now be forthcoming
is, sadly, doubtful given the poor
survival of the Roman landscape.
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