
S T A K E A N D POST C I R C L E S IN B R I T I S H R O U N D B A R R O W S 

B y P A U L A S H B E E 

During the past two decades, in war and peace, greater numbers of round 
barrows than ever before have, usually as a result of threatened destruction1, 
been excavated with method and precision2. Thus structural features, and, indeed, 
even sequences of burials, have been recorded. Under certain barrows traces of 
stake and post circles have been observed and planned. Such are their numbers 
(fig. i) that it has been possible to order them into types. Furthermore, this 
typology has been set against the cultures and pottery types which comprise our 
Bronze Age. As will be seen below, certain facts emerge from this analysis. 

The first stake circle ever excavated in its entirety appears to have come to 
light under a bell-barrow at Beedon in Berkshire3, in the middle of the 19th century. 

« 
1 Ant. J. X X V I I I , 25-8. Sixteen barrow 1 R . E . M. Wheeler, Arch, from the Earth 

excavations which have revealed stake circles (1954), 93—103. 
were M.O.W. sponsored. ' Arch. J. V I I , 66. 
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A Mr. Charles Long who, together with Mr. Henry Long, directed the digging 
wrote, in 1850: 'The workmen found seven perpendicular holes, formed almost in 
a circle, around the centre of the barrow; they were about a foot in depth, and 
two inches in diameter, and were partly filled with charred wood'. 

Seventeen years later Mortimer1, upon reopening Barrow 23, a bell-barrow, 
of his Calais Wold Group in the East Riding of Yorkshire, was to write 'Within 
about 14 feet west of the centre, holes made by stakes and posts were noticed in 
the ground'. With a grasp of method considerably in advance of his time he 
adds: 'In each of these a small upright stake was inserted to indicate their arrange-
ment . . .'. These close-set peripheral circles were considered to be the remains 
of a hut, it being added that the space between the walls 'might have been used 
for storing grain'. As a corn-chandler Mortimer was a practical man. With the 
exception of the initial discovery of the atypical Bleasdale 'circle', not another stake 
or post circle was to be found beneath a British barrow for more than sixty years. 

Meanwhile, at the turn of the century, Holwerda2, to be followed by Bursch3 

and van Giffen4, began work upon the podsolized heathland barrows of Holland. 
Recently, the Dutch timber circle barrows have been analysed in detail by Glas-
bergen5 and it emerges that between 1908 and 1953 about 185 have been investi-
gated. This represents archaeological endeavour almost unparalleled in any other 
country6. 

Such activity was bound to affect any consideration of similar monuments in 
neighbouring lands. The excavator of Woodhenge7 refers briefly to the Dutch 
evidence, but it was left to Professor Grahame Clark8 to show clearly, on the one 
hand, that British henge-monuments are essentially different things, and on the 
other that there are similarities between the Dutch examples and Mortimer's Calais 
Wold circle, another on Caebetin Hill, Montgomeryshire9 and the Bleasdale circle. 
After describing this last monument, and its apparent affinities, to the International 
Congress of 193210, Varley undertook a re-excavation of it11. This also focused 
attention upon the problem of timber circle barrows. All were concerned with 
the origins of the monuments. Finally, in 1938, van Giffen12 put forward an 
opinion that was the converse of Clark's13. 

As a result of this work, British prehistorians had the problems of timber 
circles and barrows much in mind. Operations such as the stripping of part of 
the berm of a Sussex bell-barrow were an outcome14, as was the identification of 
the circles at Chippenham, Cambridgeshire16. 

In spite of all this it was apparent to all that more evidence was needed 
from British barrows. This was provided by the immediate pre-war and war-time 
barrow surgery of Sir Cyril Fox, who has paid tribute to the influence of the Dutch 

1 Forty Years, 153-6. 
2 O. M. Leiden, O.R.I. (1907), 7 - 1 0 . 
3 Ibid. N.R. X I V (1933), 3 9 - " 3 -
4 Die Bauart der Einzelgraber, Mannus-Biblio-

thek, 44, 45 (Leipzig, 1930). 
5 Barrow Excavations in the Eight Beatitudes 

(Gronigen, 1954). 
' Loc. cit., 74. 
7 Cunnington, Woodhenge, Devizes (1929). 
8 P.P.S. I I , 36. 

• Montgomery Hist, and Arch. Coll. (1932), 
176-81 . 

10 Proc. First Int. Congress Prehist. Protohist. 
Sciences, 1932 (Oxford , 1934), I 2 5 - 7 -

11 Ant. J. X V I I I , 1 5 4 - 7 1 . 
12 P.P.S. I V , 266-71 . 
13 Ibid. 
11 S.A.C. L X X X I I , 115—21. 
"P.C.A.S. X X X V I , 134-42; X X X I X , 33-68. 
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B. Class II stake circle beneath Amesbury G.61. 1957 
(Black pegs have been put into ancient holes) 
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School upon British barrow excavation1. His work added five examples to the 
then meagre total and he was able, subsequently, to demonstrate differing tech-
niques of construction and setting out2. Recently Case3 was able to list fifteen 
stake and post-circle barrows, which, together with certain henges, he set into the 
temporal framework of Childe's period system4. In the last few years, several 
more accounts of war-time excavations have come to hand, while excavation has 
revealed further examples. 

The physical evidence for stake and post circles, which, incidentally, are 
frequently not true circles, consists, mainly, of pits of appropriate sizes in the 
ancient surfaces beneath barrows (PI. IA). Mostly, they are sealed by the lower-
most layers of barrow mounds, although in one barrow they continued up into 
the body of the mound and were equidistant at a considerable height, suggesting 
a horizontal tie between the stakes. The stakes and posts used for a small number 
of circles were housed in palisade-trenches. 

The evidence5 points to both driven stakes, and dug post-sockets and palisade-
trenches. Thus the limits for driven stakes are of the order of about 3 ins. diameter, 
more massive timbers being accorded sockets. What are technically post-sockets 
were, it would seem, often dug where obdurate spots were found during the process 
of stake driving. 

Sir Cyril Fox6 has shown us that driven stakes and socketed posts represent 
two disparate traditions. The driven stakes of the South Wales circles, to which 
must be added recently discovered similar circles, demonstrate a widely used 
hurdle-maker's technique while the socketed posts, and the like, represent carpenter's 
or axe-men's constructions. 

There are two basic forms of post or stake circle associated with barrows. 
These are peripheral and internal. They range from about 10 ft. to about 50 ft. 
in diameter, the internal being the smaller. Peripheral circles appear to have been 
originally erected around the periphery of the barrow. They may well have per-
formed the function of retention and may subsequently have rotted in situ. Thus 
they would be discovered beneath the talus from the mound. An occasional post 
or stake impression could well be preserved in this talus, but would not be observed 
were not the excavator cogniscant of the principles of such circles and their decay. 
Soil weathering has, probably, destroyed the evidence for many peripheral circles7. 
Internal circles are found beneath the built mounds and other structures of barrows. 
With one exception noted above, where the barrow appeared to have been built 
over a standing hurdle structure8, all these internal circles, whatever their form 
and function, were demolished by withdrawal before the barrow was raised. It 
has recently been put forward that the withdrawal of stakes would distort holes, 
a phenomenon hardly ever seen. Mechanical means of withdrawal may well have 
been used. It would leave small trace and do little damage to a stake hole. A 
composite barrow in Cornwall9 has shown that here internal stake circles, and 

1 Early Cultures of N.W. Europe, 53. 
1 Arch. J. X C X , 25-9. 
s P.P.S. X V I I I , 153. 
4 Childe, P.C.B. I (1947). 1 1 . 
6 See Appendix for full refs. 

8 Early Cultures of N.W. Europe, 72. 
7 Antiquity X X X I , 228-33. 
8 Sheeplays 293', Ant. J. X X I , 9 8 - 1 1 4 . 
' Ant. J. X X X V I I I , 1 7 4 - 1 9 6 . 
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a closely coincident cairn-ring, could not have co-existed as stake holes were 
oversailed and, indeed covered, by set stones. 

Post and stake circles are either simple or complex. Thus, simple circles are 
those where only a single circle of posts or stakes has been found. Complex circles 
consist of two or more concentric circles. These may be concentric circles of like 
circles, as at Sheeplays 293'1 and Tregulland Burrow2, or disparate circles, in 
which differing constructional techniques have been used, as at Bleasdale3 and at 
Chippenham, Barrow 54. 

A characteristic of complex circles, of both like and unlike forms, is eccentricity. 
This, initially noted at Bleasdale5, where a post circle almost impinged upon the 
outer trench-housed stockade, has been noted at Tregulland Burrow6, and recently, 
and most markedly, beneath a barrow on Arreton Down, in the Isle of Wight7, 
where the two inner circles, of three concentric circles, merged at one point. Such 
eccentricity recalls the relationship of barrow and surrounding circle at Ysceifiog, 
in Flintshire8 and, indeed, although distantly, the placing of the internal settings 
at Avebury9. In Holland, the eccentricity of timber circles, of the same type and 
apparently peripheral, has been equated with different phases of construction or 
replacement10. So far, this has not been possible in Britain, except, as in the case 
of certain broadly similar henge-monuments and one barrow timber circle, where 
post replacement has been detected11. 

With all the material now available (1957) a classification has been embarked 
upon. There is little to be gained by forcing the British material into a classification 
devised for the post and stake-ring barrows of the sandy heaths of Holland; it falls 
into the following readily definable categories, which, in some ways, equate with the 
Dutch series. They are as follows: 

(A) (1) Single post or stake circles widely spaced. 
(2) Single post or stake circles closely spaced. 

(B) (1) Widely spaced posts in a palisade trench. 
(2) Closely spaced posts in a palisade trench. 

(C) (1) Widely set concentric circles. 
(2) Closely set concentric circles. 

I have conventionalized these types of circles (fig. 2) and by them are the 
names of the barrows under which an example of the particular form has been 
identified. Circles with a readily identifiable entrance or approach have not been 
accorded a separate category; they embody elements of the first three basic cate-
gories. Similarly, in the case of complex monuments, such as Bleasdale and 
Chippenham, Barrow 5, entries have been made under each heading for the appro-
priate elements. An alleged circle under one of the Chippenham barrows has been 
omitted as the account of its excavation12 describes the post-sockets as containing 

1 Ant. J. X X I , 98-114 . 
2 Ant. J. 
3 Ant. J. X V I I I , 154-71 . 
4 P.C.AS. X X X I X , 33-68. 
5 Ant. J. X V I I I , 154-71 . 
6 Ant. J. 
' Information wi th kind permission of Mr. J. 

Alexander . 

8 Arch. Camb. L X X X I , 48-85. 
9 Antiquity X I I I , 223-33. 

10 Glasbergen, Eight Beatitudes, 174. 
11 Arch. J. X C V I , 193-222; P . Cambs. A.S., 

33-68. 
12 P.C.A.S. X X X V I , 134-42. 
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'charcoal, pot-boilers, broken bones or the like'. There appears to be no positive 
evidence that these holes were post-sockets, indeed, they could well be considered 
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Fig. 2. Types of Stake and Post Circles found under Barrows 

as a complex of 'ritual' pits in the Dorchester manner1, containing deposits. Class 
A2, closely spaced post or stake circles, is, at the present time, the type most 
frequently encountered. It would, I feel, be rash to draw conclusions from this 
at present, for this numerical relationship may reflect only archaeological effort. 

Since Abercromby2, we have tended to think of our Bronze Age largely in 
terms of pottery types. To a great extent, details of barrow burial rites and grave 
forms, together with such features as ancient soils, turf mounds, mortuary houses, 
cairn-rings, and post and stake circles are equally significant criteria. These can 
be classified, and thus could be used, as have been ceramics, to illustrate appropriate 
social groups. Indeed, one could almost claim that a systemization of the various 

Atkinson, et. al., Excav. at Dorchester, 15. 1 B.A.P. I , I I . 
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structural features of barrows is long overdue. The archaeological record provided 
by round barrows when examined by careful, critical, and comprehensive excavation 
can teach us much more than it already has done regarding the society of the 
Bronze Age, and may even ultimately enlighten us regarding what a much valued 
friend once termed 'the ideological superstructure'. 

The post and stake circles, ordered into their types (fig. 2) have been set against 
the cultures and pottery types, following the conventional usage of our Bronze Age 
terminology (fig. 3; Appendix for full references). It can be clearly seen that they 
cut across these groups based on relics. That is, with an exception, no one type 
of post or stake circle belongs exclusively to any specific culture or pottery type, 
although each group except A2 belongs to a relatively narrow horizon. It should 
be borne in mind that the elements enumerated, if they can be considered cultures, 
overlap in time considerably and their sequence is one of origin. The present 
diagram does not show their co-existence. 

Category A2, the closely spaced single circles (PI. IB), appear widespread in 
time and affinities. Their associations range from Bell (B) Beaker to Deverel-
Rimbury. The widely set concentric circles (Ci) have Food-vessel, Wessex, and 
Cinerary Urn associations, while the closely set circles are associated with Necked 
(A) Beakers and Food-vessels, respectively. The pronounced cinerary urn affinities 
of the B i and 2 groups, those employing a palisade trench, are most marked. This 
point is of considerable interest as their obvious counterparts in Holland are 
apparently early in date1 and are noted by Glasbergen2 as frequent in Neolithic 
tumuli of the Beaker culture. Widely spaced circles, category A i , appear to be 
associated with the Wessex culture3, two being beneath bell-barrows, as was the 
Calais Wold circle. Circles with entrances and approaches appear, where evidence 
of affinity was present, to belong to a Wessex/Cinerary Urn horizon. In almost 
every instance it has been possible to judge, from the published report, whether 
the simple circles were peripheral or internal. Both of these appear to have been 
in use throughout. 

If the known post and stake circles are set, upon a numerical basis, against 
pottery groups or cultures, the following emerges: 

CULTURE OR POTTERY GROUP NO. OF CIRCLES BASIC RITE 

Bell (B) Beaker 3 Crem. and Inhum. 
Necked (A) Beaker 1 1 Crem., 1 Inhum. 
Food-vessel 4 3 Crems., 1 Inhum. 
Wessex 4 3 Crems., 1 Inhum. 
Cinerary Urn 8 7 Crems. 
Deverel-Rimbury 1 1 Crem. 
Even in this limited context the makers of cinerary urns, our most frequently 

found funerary pottery, emerge as the most prolific builders of barrow timber 
circles. Since there is a marked paucity of grave goods with the burials of the 
urn-folk their eschatology may have led them to value funerary structures above 
portable objects. 

1 V a n Giffen, Die Bauart, 45-50, 128-30, 2 Eight Beatitudes, P t . I I , 7. 
1 4 7 - 8 ; 0. M. Leiden, O.R.I. I V (1910), 7 - 1 0 . * P.P.S. I V , 52-106. 
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It is not possible in this limited context to discuss in detail the origins and 
purpose of post and stake circles. Many theories have been put forward, but there 
is little evidence to prove or disprove them. They have been called huts or mortuary 
houses1. Comparisons have been made between them and henges2, which they 
broadly resemble, while others would see in them posts erected on the occasion of 
funerary feasts3 or appropriate religious ceremonies4. All that can be said with 
any certainty is that most of the internal circles were of a temporary nature, the 
stakes being withdrawn before the erection of the barrow. In the Tregulland 
Burrow5, and Pant y Dulath6, composite Food-vessel barrows, it was found that 
the inner and outer limits of the stone structures coincided almost exactly with 
the holes which denoted rings of stakes. This circumstance suggests that temporary 
structures were replaced by the permanent stone cairns, rings and kerbs. The 
peripheral circles appear to have been of a more lasting nature, and could well 
have performed the dual functions of demarcating the limits of the barrow, and its 
retention and support. No way out of this Hyrcynian wood will be found until 
competent and careful excavation gives us a corpus of accurately recorded structural 
data from our barrows. 

1 Mortimer, Forty Years, 155; Arch. J. X C V I , 
218; Ant. J. X X I , 114. 

2 P.P.S. I V , 266-71. 
3 Roder, Pfahl und Menhir, 72. 

4 Glasbergen, Eight Beatitudes, 152. 
5 Op. cit. 
6 Unpub. Inform, from Mr. P. Hayes. 

1 
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A P P E N D I X 

PROVISIONAL LIST OF POST AND STAKE CIRCLES UNDER AND AROUND 
ROUND BARROWS 

BERKSHIRE 

Beedon 
CAMBRIDGESHIRE 

Chippenham 
Snailwell 

CORNWALL 

Davidstow 
Tregulland Burrow 

DORSET 

Canford Heath 
Crichel Down 
Poole.. 

ISLE OF W I G H T 

Arreton Down 

LANCASHIRE 

Bleasdale 

LINCOLNSHIRE 

Ludford Magna 

WILTSHIRE 

Amesbury 

Snail Down X V . . 

YORKSHIRE 
Calais Wold 

DENBIGH 

Pant y Dulath 

GLAMORGAN 

Six Wells 267' 
Six Wells 271' 
Sheeplays 279' 
Sheeplays 293' 

MONTGOMERY 

Caebetin 
PEMBROKE 

Letterston 
South Hill, Talbenny 
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