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Introduction 

 

On sixteen days between 9
th
 April and 15

th
 May a geophysical survey was carried out on 

fields at Bishop’s Court Farm, Dorchester-on-Thames. The survey was undertaken as an 

element of the Discovering Dorchester-on-Thames Project, an archaeological research project 

involving the local Dorchester community, Oxford Archaeology and the University of Oxford 

(Booth et al. 2012). 

 

Over thirteen days two separate areas within the enclosure defined by the Dyke Hills were 

surveyed. The aims of the geophysical survey were to add further detail to the cropmark 

features recorded in the enclosure from earlier aerial survey mapping. The site is located 

about 500 to 700 metres to the south-west of the Bridge End area of southern Dorchester-on-

Thames and lies to the east and north of the river Thames on the first (Northmoor) gravel 

terrace. The underlying solid geology is Gault clay. 

 

As seen in figure 1, a range of cropmarks are present in three separate fields to the south of 

the Dyke Hills. Two of these fields were surveyed and are referred to as Area 1 (the eastern 

field) and Area 2 (the western field). The central and largest field contained a barley crop and 

was not available for survey. 

 

Much of the area surveyed lies within a Scheduled Ancient Monument and this report 

describes the results obtained and is submitted in compliance with the Section 42 Licence 

issued under the 1979 Ancient Monument and Archaeological Areas Act (as amended), dated 

30
th
 March 2016  (Ref: AA/060745/5, Case No: SL00127965). The various reference 

numbers to the monument are listed below in table 1.  
 

Oxfordshire HER PRN 3150 

Oxfordshire County SAM 17 

National Heritage List for England 1006364 

Historic England Monument Number 238029 

Historic England NMR Number SU 59 SE 3 
 

Table 1 – Reference Numbers for Dyke Hills, Dorchester-on-Thames 

 

 

Previous Investigations 

 

The archaeological significance of the Dyke Hills has recently been discussed in two 

publications (Welch 2014; Booth 2014). The Dyke Hills enclosure is defined by an earthwork 

consisting of a double bank and ditch to the north, the river Thames to the south and west, 

and the river Thame to the east. Following Welch (2014, 92, figure 9) the Dyke Hills can be 

divided into four sections. The western and central sections were badly damaged in the early 

1870s (Welch 2014) but the eastern section largely survives. The Thame section, to the east 

of the eastern section, swings to the south-east towards the river Thame and is much less 

distinct. It is unclear whether the earthwork was ever completed in this section, or was 
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damaged prior to the 1870s. Documented destruction in this section occurred in 1874 when a 

‘barrow’ was removed, exposing a late Roman male and female burial (Welch 2014, 89; Kirk 

and Leeds 1954). A similar male burial was recently located to the north-west in the eastern 

section (Booth 2014). 
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Figure 1 – Cropmarks and Geophysical Survey at the Dyke Hills,  

Bishop’s Court Farm, Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. 
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Figure 2 – 1930s Aerial Survey  

Top – Major George Allen Air Archive, Image number AA0627, Dorchester Dykes - Iron Age defences; hut circle; 

round barrow, Dorchester, Dyke Field, Oxfordshire, 23/06/1934 © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.   

Bottom – Allen (1938, extract from Figure 20). 
 

The cropmarks within the Dyke Hills were first photographed in 1933 and 1934 by Major 

Allen and published in 1938 (Allen 1938), see figure 2. The cropmarks were also mapped by 

Benson and Miles (1974, 67, Map 36, 91-93). Figure 1 shows the cropmarks as mapped in the 
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1990s by English Heritage’s Thames Valley Mapping Programme (Fenner 1994). Aerial 

photographs of cropmarks within the enclosure have indicated numerous circular and 

rectangular enclosures. The circular enclosures are usually interpreted as the foundations or 

drip gullies of Iron Age roundhouses. The Dyke Hills enclosure has not been excavated but 

the cropmarks and other finds suggest a late Iron Age date (50 BC to AD 50?). It therefore 

pre-dates and is the precursor to the Roman town of Dorchester-on-Thames. 

 

Although the partial destruction in the 1870s of the banks and ditch in the western and 

central sections led eventually to the Ancient Monuments Act in 1882, the Dyke Hills were 

not scheduled until 1934 (Welch 2014, 88-90). The scheduling may have been based on the 

cropmark evidence photographed by Allen as the scheduled extent corresponds closely to the 

cropmarks shown on figure 2. Much of Area 1 lies outside the scheduled area. 

 

 

The Magnetometer Survey 

 

The magnetometer survey was undertaken using both a single and dual sensor Bartington 

Instrument’s GRAD601 gradiometer. The grids were thirty metre squares and were walked in 

a clockwise “zig-zag” pattern with traverses one metre apart and readings taken four times a 

metre along each traverse. The magnetometer was set to a scale of 100nT with a sensitivity of 

0.1 nT. The results have been processed by ArcheoSurveyor and are presented as block 

shaded images using a grey scale in figures 3 to 7. 

 

Area 1 covers the eastern part of the Dyke Hills enclosure. A band of circular and 

rectangular features runs from the north-east to the south-west. It is unlikely that all of these 

features are contemporary. Where features intersect each other then they are unlikely to be 

contemporary. Both aerial survey and geophysical survey provide a composite image of all 

features and it is often not possible to suggest a chronological sequence. The circular features 

range in size from 10 metres to 20 metres in diameter and are most likely the foundations or 

drip gullies of Iron Age roundhouses. Some appear to have entrances, usually facing east. A 

few have interior features which may represent postholes but which could also be later pits, 

unrelated to the roundhouse. 

 

Running westwards from the eastern boundary are a set of rectangular enclosures of 

various sizes which may be either small stock enclosures or represent areas set aside for 

special purposes. In the south is an approximately rectangular enclosure with an eastern 

entrance and which probably contains a roundhouse. This enclosure could represent either a 

high status area or possibly a ritual area. There are fewer large features in the north and west 

and this indicates that not all of the Dyke Hills enclosure was intensively occupied. However, 

this area does contain small features suggesting pits, a common component of Iron Age 

settlements. 

 

There appears to be a continuous ditch along the southern boundary and which is clearly a 

continuation of the ditches in the field to the west which are known from cropmarks. If this 

ditch delimits the Iron Age settlement it would suggest the ditch was still visible when the 

current field boundary was established. Alternatively, it may be a more recent feature related 

to the field boundary. 

 

A small survey of 2.5 grids was performed to the east of the eastern field boundary but 

still within the enclosure. This is termed Area 1a and is illustrated in figure 4. 
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Figure 3 – Area 1.      Grids are 30 metres 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4 – Area 1a.         Grids are 30 metres 
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Figure 5 – Areas 1 and 1a at the Dyke Hills,  

Bishop’s Court Farm, Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. 
 

Area 2 covers the western part of the Dyke Hills enclosure. During the 1870s the western 

and central part of the earthwork banks were deliberately lowered in an attempt to make them 

suitable for arable cultivation. The soil removed from the top of the banks was probably 

deposited in the central ditch and in the field to the south. Although this has made it possible 

to survey the ramparts it means that archaeological features to the south may be more deeply 

buried and therefore harder to detect. 

 

The main feature previously known from cropmark evidence was a large rectangular 

enclosure defined by a ditch on the north, east and south. This ditch is not visible across the 

ramparts. Also known was a small circular feature in the south-west. The geophysical survey 

has detected both these features and suggests the large rectangular enclosure had a small 

entrance on the east. There is no evidence for this enclosure ditch passing under the ramparts 

and it remains unclear whether this enclosure pre-dates or post-dates the Dyke Hills 

earthworks. 

 

New features detected include a small enclosure just to the south of the ramparts which is 

bisected by the ditch of the large enclosure, and two possible roundhouses. One of these is 

located in the east of the small enclosure and the other to the east of the small enclosure. 

There are other weaker indications of circular features. In the extreme west the southern ditch 

was followed beyond the field boundary onto the floodplain. This ditch appears to have two 

returns which branch off towards the north-west. These two return ditches are aligned with 

the field boundary and may relate to the boundary rather than being Iron Age features. The 

magnetic signal is much weaker on the floodplain. This may be because the ground level here 

is one to two metres lower than the field and hence any features have been substantially 

truncated. Alternatively, archaeological features may be buried by alluvium. 
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Figure 6 – Area 2.            Grids are 30 metres 
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Figure 7 – Area 2 at the Dyke Hills,  

Bishop’s Court Farm, Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. 
 



William Wintle 8 August 2016 

Along the crest of the southern rampart there is a long, linear positive anomaly (black) 

which has a small gap in the east and a larger gap in the west. This may represent a 

construction feature within the bank or may be a consequence of dumping earth and other 

material to form the rampart. 

 

 

 Discussion 
 

Before examining in detail some specific aspects of the geophysical survey, the impact 

that the partial levelling of the Dyke Hills in the 1870s has on both geophysical survey and 

aerial photography is considered. The material removed from the banks was deposited in the 

ditches and in the adjacent fields. Adding soil to the fields increases the depth of 

archaeological features, making them harder to detect as magnetic anomalies and cropmarks. 

 

Figure 8 is a false colour image of the Dyke Hills based on Lidar data with a one metre 

spatial separation. The lower part of the figure superimposes the geophysical survey of Areas 

1 and 2 onto the Lidar image, while the upper part of the figure shows three arbitrary 200-

metre lines at approximately right-angles to the banks. Elevation cross-sections along these 

three lines have been derived from the Lidar data and are illustrated in figure 9. 

 

In the undamaged eastern section the top of the banks lie between 50 and 51 metres OD 

and the bottom of the ditch at just over 45 metres OD, giving a height difference from the 

bottom of the ditch to the top of the banks of nearly six metres. There is also a clear 

indication of a smaller outer ditch. The inner (southern) rampart is slightly higher and wider 

than the outer rampart. It is probable that prior to the 1870s the western and central sections 

were similar. The central section appears to be the most badly damaged. Here the inner bank 

is lower than the outer, and its height of 49 metres OD is two metres lower than in the eastern 

section
1
. Similarly, the ditch is two metres shallower at 47 metres OD. The height difference 

from the bottom of the ditch to the top of the inner bank is therefore only about two metres, 

and about three metres to the top of the outer bank. In the western section the top of the inner 

bank is about a quarter of a metre higher than the outer. Its elevation of nearly 50 metres OD 

suggests it has lost about one metre in height and the same is probably true for the outer bank. 

The bottom the ditch is at 47 metres OD, giving a height difference of three metres between 

the bottom of the ditch and the top of the banks. In both the central and western sections it 

appears that the ditch has been filled in by about two metres with material removed from the 

top of the banks. Figure 9 can also usefully be compared with Lane Fox’s two profiles 

reproduced as figure 3 in Welch (2014) which suggest that the outer (northern) rampart was 

slightly higher than the inner. 

 

The three fields south of the bank sections also differ in height. In the east, the field rises 

from 47 metres to 48 metres OD as it approaches the bank. In the central section the field is 

largely flat at 48 metres OD and in the west the field rises from 48 metres to 49 metres OD. 

This suggests that the western field contains the greatest depth of material removed from the 

bank. There are fewer cropmarks in this field than in the other parts of the Dyke Hills 

enclosure. This may represent less settlement in this area, or the field may have been used 

more often as pasture, restricting the opportunities to detect cropmarks. Alternatively, 

cropmark formation may be hindered by a greater depth of material removed from the banks. 

                                                 
1
 The Henry Taunt photograph reproduced as Figure 5 in Welch (2014) suggests more than two metres were 

removed from the top of the banks. 
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Figure 8 – Lidar Image of the Dyke Hills,  

Bishop’s Court Farm, Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. 

(Lidar DTM 1m. © Environment Agency copyright and/or database right 2016. All rights reserved) 
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Figure 9 – Lidar Elevations across three sections of the Dyke Hills,  

Bishop’s Court Farm, Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. 

(Lidar DTM 1m. © Environment Agency copyright and/or database right 2016. All rights reserved) 
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Figure 10 – The Enclosure in Area 2.            Grids are 30 metres 

 

The most obvious cropmark in this western field is a large enclosure (approximately 165 

metres east-west and 220 metres north-south) defined by ditches on the east, south and north 

and. As the eastern ditch does not appear to cross the Dyke Hills banks and ditch it has been 

suggested it predates the Dyke Hills features. The geophysical survey has detected a further 

smaller enclosure (45 metres east-west and 32 metres north-south) delimited by ditches on 

the south, east and west, and which is bisected by the eastern ditch of the large enclosure. 

Possibly associated with the smaller enclosure are two roundhouses of 12 metre and 10 metre 

diameter. It is unclear whether the smaller enclosure had a northern ditch which now lies 

under the widened, inner bank. It is also not clear which of the smaller or larger enclosures is 

earlier. The ditch of the large enclosure provides a very strong magnetic signal suggesting the 

ditch is either very large and deep, or it contains strongly magnetic material (or both). 

Because of this it appears to cut the smaller enclosure ditch as can be seen in figure 10, 

suggesting the large enclosure is the later. There is some indication that the signal from the 

large enclosure ditch is getting weaker as it passes under the widened bank.  

 

  
 

Figure 11 – The south-west of Area 2.            Grids are 30 metres 
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The southern ditch of the large enclosure also has a very strong magnetic signal as seen in 

figure 11. As discussed earlier, the southern ditch was followed beyond the field boundary 

defined by a hedge line and a drop to nearby alluvium. The magnetic signal is much weaker 

on the floodplain, possibly because the ground level is one to two metres lower than the field 

and any features have been substantially truncated. This southern ditch may have two returns 

which branch off towards the north-west. As these two return ditches are aligned with the 

field boundary they may relate to it rather than being Iron Age features. 

 

200 400

metres

0

 

Rogers Close Piece

Rogers Close 

0 50 100

metres

River Thames

Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 2016

Thames Valley Mapping Programme © Crown Copyright.HE  
 

Map of Dorchester (VCH Oxon 1962, 49) 
 

Field boundaries from 1840s shown in red 
 

Figure 12 – The north of Area 2 and Roger’s Close Piece 

 

The northern ditch of the large enclosure has now been removed by gravel extraction. 

Welch (2014, 81) suggested that the northern bank in the western section may have been 

damaged by Joseph Wallis, the owner of Roger’s Close in the 1847 tithe award. Figure 12 

shows this area as represented in the VCH volume 7 (1962, 49) and shows Roger’s Close 

Piece
2
. To the south of this is a small, awkward shaped piece of land which is Roger’s Close. 

Figure 12 suggests that the boundary between Roger’s Close and Roger’s Close Piece 

corresponds to the cropmark representing the northern part of the large enclosure (within the 

limits of accuracy of the VCH map and its geo-referencing). Should the ditches of this large 

enclosure date from the Iron Age it would suggest they were still visible in the mid-

nineteenth century to form a field boundary. Alternatively, the enclosure and its ditches may 

date to the eighteenth or nineteenth century. 

 

Turning next to the eastern section and the survey in Area 1. Aerial survey had indicated 

many circular and rectangular cropmarks in this area and this has been confirmed by the 

geophysical survey. Most of these cropmarks were identified after 1934 and lie outside the 

scheduled area. Two examples outside the scheduled area are discussed. Firstly, figure 13 

illustrates the small enclosure (45 metres east-west and 40 metres north-south) on the 

southern boundary of Area 1. This enclosure has a small (four metre) entrance in the east and 

appears to contain one roundhouse whose ditch is 16 metres in diameter. To the east of the 

roundhouse are four, possibly five strong positive magnetic anomalies which may be large 

postholes or more probably pits. The southern boundary of the enclosure is marked by a ditch 

which may represent the southern boundary of the settlement. It was suggested earlier that 

this small enclosure, separated by a ditch from the rest of the settlement, might represent a 

high status or ritual area. To the north of the enclosure are faint indications of numerous 

smaller roundhouses with diameters of about 10 metres. 

                                                 
2
 The VCH map is based on Richard Davis’s map of 1797, and the tithe awards and maps of Overy (1840) and 

Dorchester (1847). These have not been consulted. 
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Figure 13 – The south of Area 1.            Grids are 30 metres 

 

Secondly, figure 14 illustrates a row of more than four roundhouses aligned north-south 

with diameters 14 metres, 15 metres, 10 metres and 12 metres north to south respectively. To 

their east is a rectangular enclosure (30 metres east-west and 32 metres north-south). This 

rectangular enclosure cuts, or is cut by, a large, incomplete enclosure (24 metres by 30 

metres). This area would appear to represent a concentration of settlement. 

 

 
 

Figure 14 – Settlement area of Area 1.            Grids are 30 metres 

 

The modern field boundary in the east lies within the irregular banks and ditches of the 

Thame section. The survey of Area 1 therefore continued to the east of the field boundary to 

include a part of the Dyke Hills enclosure outside the field boundary, as illustrated in figure 

15. This extension eastwards suggests that the geophysical survey has detected features in 

this area related to features inside the field boundary. A short distance further east, outside 

the inner bank of the Thame section, is the location of the ‘barrow’ in which two late Roman 

burials were uncovered in 1874. 
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Figure 15 – The Thame Section and the burials found in 1874,  

Bishop’s Court Farm, Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxfordshire. 
 

 

Conclusions 

 

The geophysical survey has provided valuable new information on surviving 

archaeological features with the Dyke Hills enclosure south of Dorchester-on-Thames. As 

well as confirming the aerial survey cropmark evidence it has also detected additional, 

previously unknown features. Based on the results obtained, four further areas are suggested 

for future survey: 

 

1. The arable field in the central section. The aim would be obtain a detailed image of 

surviving features as has been achieved in Area 1 and 2.  

2. The Thame section, including the area of the 1874 burials. The aim would be to see 

if there is any evidence of Bronze Age features in this area such as ditches around 

earlier or still existing barrows. 

3. A strip along southern boundary of Area 1 and the central section. The aim would 

be to determine whether Iron Age features exist outside the current field 

boundaries. This may shed light on the age of the southern boundary ditch features 

– whether they are Iron Age delimiters to the settlement, or later ditches related to 

the current field boundary. 

4. A narrow strip to the north of Area 2, between the outer bank and the earlier gravel 

extraction. The aim would be to determine whether a small section of the eastern 

ditch of the large enclosure still survives. 
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Appendix 1 – Survey Details and Data Processing 

 

Magnetometer Survey 

 

Grid Size:  30 m x 30 m 

Traverse Separation: 1 m 

Sample Interval: 0.25 m (4 readings/m) 

 

Archeosurveyor Processing. 

 

Clipping to one standard deviation 

Zero Mean Traverse 

De-stagger Inbound/Outbound -2 (Selected grids) 

Interpolate Match X&Y 

Clipping -5 to 5 
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Appendix 2 – The Dyke Hills Geophysical Survey in Google Earth 
 

 
 

Figure 16 – Dyke Hills Geophysical Survey in Google Earth 

© 2016 Google © 2016 Infoterra Ltd & Bluesky 
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