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SUMMARY 
The air photo analysis and mapping described in this report was carried out to ascertain 
the original form and extent of the scheduled barrow on Mere End Down (OX199).  
Historic and modern aerial photographs were used to analyse the preservation of the 
monument from the 1940s to present.  This information helped to inform improved 
conservation of the site.  With the agreement of the landowner and farmer, a larger area 
was taken out of cultivation to protect the barrow. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Chris Welch, Inspector of Ancient Monuments for Oxfordshire requested the analysis and 
mapping from aerial photographs of Mere End Barrow following a visit to the site by the 
Field Monument Warden, Richard Massey.  The aim of the project was to ascertain the 
original form and extent of the barrow to inform future conservation. 

Aerial photography is routinely used to provide a basic record of the conservation of 
scheduled monuments (Grady 2007, 36).  The photographs can be used for illustration 
and to prioritise site visits. 

Damian Grady, Head of Aerial Reconnaissance, English Heritage carried out aerial 
photography of Mere End, on the 8th of August 2003.  The photographs recorded an area 
of set-aside in the approximate location of the barrow and that the plough was being 
lifted as the farmer drove over the set-aside. 

It was felt that better information was required to inform future management of the 
barrow, in particular to ascertain how the area of set-aside in 2003 related to the original 
form and extent of the barrow. 

An analysis and mapping of the barrow, from historic and modern aerial photographs, was 
carried out in January 2004.  The results are described in this report.  A geophysical 
survey was also carried out in 2004 (Martin 2004). 

The aerial photograph mapping and geophysics established that the surviving sub-surface 
remains and any earthwork remnants of the barrow would continue to be damaged if 
ploughing continued in this part of the field.  The surveys were able to identify the original 
extents of the barrow and helped to define a contextual area, which may have potential 
associated features, perhaps burials.   

 



ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND 

The National Mapping Programme (Bewley 2001) surveyed the area, as part of the 
Lambourn Downs mapping project (Small 2002), and provides an archaeological context 
for the barrow (see Fig 1). The possible late Bronze Age or Early Iron Age ditch, the "East 
Garston ditch" (Ford 1982), extends to the south and east of the barrow but appears to 
have no relationship with the barrow.  A small barrow cemetery and Mere End barrow 
are both situated within an extensive field system (Figure 1) which covers much of Mere 
End Down.  These field systems are found throughout the chalk lands of southern 
England and typically have a potential date range from the Bronze Age through to the 
Roman-British period.  Excavations in Nut Wood and elsewhere on the Lambourn 
Downs (Bowden et al 1993) suggest the field system around Mere End was laid out in the 
Roman period and was in use from the late first to early fourth centuries AD.  The form 
of the remains of the field banks to the south and west of the barrow suggest that they 
probably once continued up to the barrow.   Any further work should take into 
consideration any possible sub-surface features, which may be remnants of the Romano-
British field systems, or features associated with activities in the fields.  

 

Figure 1 Lambourn Downs NMP plot showing area around Mere End Down 
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SUMMARY OF MONUMENT CONDITION 

The following describes the condition of the barrow from sources available at the 
National Monuments Record and Oxfordshire Sites and Monuments Record, 
concentrating mainly on evidence from aerial photographs.  The report is not intended as 
an exhaustive record of all aspects of the barrow. 

1936   Field visit recorded in NMR Monument database record 229325, (SU 38 SE 13) 
from The Berkshire Archaeological Journal Vol 40, 1936, p39.  L.V Grinsell states "A disc-
barrow south of a pit on Mere End Down, Letcombe Bassett.  The central platform is one 
foot high and seven paces across on a platform twenty-one paces in diameter which is 
surrounded by a bank and ditch." 

12th April 1946  Vertical aerial photograph:  RAF 106G/UK/1408 frames 3385-6  

The field appears to be in grass and spread possibly with fertiliser or lime to improve the 
grass.  Farm machinery seems to have been driven across the barrow.  The barrow is 
visible as a mound surrounded by a ditch with a slight outer bank but the photograph is 
not of sufficient quality for a more detailed interpretation. 

 

Figure 2 The barrow in 1955 in grass. North is to the top of the frame. NMR RAF 
540/1654 (F22) Frame 39 15th July 1955 English Heritage (NMR) RAF Photography  

15th July, 18th Oct, 1st Nov 1955  Vertical aerial photographs: RAF 540/1654 (F22) 
frames 39-40, RAF 540/1730 (F21) frames 134-5, RAF 82/1325 (F22) frames 59-60 

The field is in grass but the surface has been scoured in a regular pattern with some sort 
of machinery.  The July 1955 aerial photographs shows noticeable parching revealing more 
details than those described in the field visit of 1936 (Figure 2).  The barrow comprised a 
concentric ring-bank and ring ditch surrounding a platform, which has a raised outer edge 
or ring-bank, with a possible dip or hollow around a small mound in the centre.  Working 
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from the outside the dimensions are as follows, a bank, 5.7m wide, which surrounded a 
ditch, 3m wide, which surrounded a platform, measuring 24.7m by 26.2m.  The central 
platform has a raised edge or bank, 3.9m wide, and a small mound at its centre, measuring 
8.6m in diameter.  The barrow had an external diameter of 42m.  

14th Nov 1963 

Ordnance Survey Archaeology Division field visit recorded in the NMR Monument 
database record 229325 (SU 38 SE 13).  G.H. Pitcher states "This disc-barrow has been 
greatly reduced by ploughing and the main feature is now the ditch, which is emphasised 
by a dark green crop mark.  The outer bank and central platform, 0.3m high, can be just 
distinguished". The barrow was surveyed at 1:2500 scale. 

17th May 1964 Vertical aerial photograph: NMR OS/64031 91-2 

The field is in arable.  The barrow is faintly visible as a dark ring surrounding a dark area, 
probably where the outer ring bank and central platform have affected the growth of the 
crop. 

 

 

Figure 3 The barrow in 1973 in arable. North is to the bottom left of the frame. The 
small mound, which sat on the central platform, seems to survive as a low earthwork 
mound but the outer ring bank is showing as a cropmark. NMR SU3681/1 480/369-72 
2nd May 1973 © Crown copyright. NMR 
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2nd May 1973 Oblique photograph: NMR SU3681/1 480/369-72 

The field is in arable.  The outer ring bank of the barrow and part of the ditch is clearly 
visible as a light cropmark (Figure 3).  The small central mound, which sat on the central 
platform, seems to survive as a low earthwork mound, under the crop.   

21st May 1975  Oblique aerial photograph: NMR SU3682/3 820/9-10  

The field is in arable.  The ring bank, ring ditch, platform and possibly part of the small 
central mound are visible as light and dark cropmarks over banks or ditch respectively. No 
earthworks are visible. 

12th June 1975  Vertical aerial photograph:  NMR OS/75236 17-18 

The field is in arable.  The ring bank, ring ditch and central platform are visible as light and 
dark cropmarks over banks or ditch respectively, indicating sub-surface features (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 The barrow in 1975 in arable. North is to the top of the frame. The outer 
bank is visible as a faint lighter mark around the dark mark indicating the site of the 
ring ditch.  NMR OS/75236 Frame 17 12th June 1975 © Crown copyright. Ordnance 
Survey 
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25th July 1980 Oblique aerial photograph: NMR SU3682/7 1830/418 

The field is in grass.  Earthworks consisting of a very low platform, with a possible small 
mound in the centre are faintly visible and this almost certainly corresponds to the central 
platform of the barrow.  The outer bank visible as a parchmark, indicating a sub-surface 
feature (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5 The barrow in grass in 1980.  A very low mound surrounded by a slight ditch 
is visible as an earthwork and the outer ring bank is showing as a parchmark. NMR 
SU3682/7 (1830/418) 25th July 1980 

29th July 1991  Vertical aerial photograph (from Oxfordshire SMR): Geonex 5091 125-6 

The field is in arable, except for a small island of grass measuring 36m by 28m.  The 
location of parts of the barrow corresponds with the south end of the grass island within 
the arable (Figure 8) but most of the outer bank and ditch appear to have been ploughed 
level.  Some raised areas can be seen across the whole island so it is unclear whether 
parts of the central platform, ring ditch and ring bank actually survive as earthwork or if 
the island simply represents the former level of the field before it was converted back to 
arable. 
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1999  The National Mapping Programme (Bewley 2001, Small 2002) surveyed the area in 
1999 and provided archaeological context for the barrow (see Fig 1) 

9th January 2000 Oblique photograph: NMR SU 3681/20 18457/23 

The field is in arable except for a low mound, covered in grass at location of barrow.  
Exact dimensions are difficult to ascertain as the grass island is in the distance on an 
oblique photograph. 

18th June 2000 Vertical aerial photograph (Oxfordshire SMR): Infoterra P301 0176-7 

The field is in arable except for an irregular shaped island of grass measuring 42m by 28m. 
(Figure 8). This appears to have a slight mound, presumably part of the central platform of 
the barrow, at its south end.  The island is higher than the rest of the field and presumably 
represents the height of the land surface prior to ploughing and the parts of the outer 
bank and ditch which fall within the extents of the island (see Figure 2) could not be 
positively identified. 

 

 

Figure 6 The barrow is partially covered by an area of set-aside in a large arable field. 
NMR SU3682/10 (23123/00) 4th August 2003 
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8th August 2003 Oblique aerial photographs:  NMR SU 3682/10-30 (23123/00-19)  

The field is in arable except for an oval shaped grass covered mound which measures 
45m by 23m (see Figure 2, Figures 6-7).  It is probable that the southern portion of the 
mound comprises some of the material from the barrow and the northern part is the 
original surface level of the field prior to ploughing but it is unclear to what extent the 
barrow survives as an earthwork.  Although the grass island has not been ploughed, farm 
machinery has been driven over the mound and the wheel ruts are clearly visible.  Driving 
farm machinery over the mound is causing damage to the surviving earthworks and drag 
marks in the soil at the edges of the grass island indicate that although the farmer has 
lifted the ploughing machinery it is still causing damage and contributing to further 
reduction in the size of the grassed area.  Ploughing right up to the edge of the mound 
also continues to threaten any surviving sub-surface remains of the barrow. 

 

Figure 7 Close up of the set-aside area partially covering the barrow site.  NMR SU 
3682/19 ( 23123/08) 4th August 2003 
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THE 1:2500 AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHIC TRANSCRIPTION 

Aerial photographs were scanned and rectified to an accuracy of 1m of the 1:2500 scale 
base map giving an accuracy to true ground position of +2.5m.  Archaeological detail was 
traced from the rectified aerial photographs to produce a composite plot illustrating the 
original form of the barrow, as seen in 1955, and the size of the set aside area in 1991, 
2000 and 2003 (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8 Air photo mapping showing the form of barrow in 1955 (in red and green) 
and the set-aside areas in 1991, 2000 and 2003. 

The aerial photograph transcription demonstrated that since 1955 a total width of 14m 
(6.9m between 1991 and 2003), of the eastern portion of the barrow was ploughed level 
(Figure 8).  An area of 8m by 34m was ploughed level from the southern portion of the 
barrow and 7m has been shaved off the western side. From 1980 onwards, it was difficult 
to ascertain the extent of the barrow other than the rough location of the area of set-
aside.  The consequence of this is that the size of the set-aside area has changed from 
36m by 28m, in 1991, to 45m by 23m in 2003, and the location has drifted to the west 
(Figure 2, Figures 7-8).   
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CONCLUSION 

The results of the aerial photograph analysis and the geophysical survey ascertained the 
original form and extent of the barrow and its accurate position on the ground.  This 
enabled a management solution to be implemented with the farmer. 

Google Earth aerial photographs show the new management solution reached with the 
landowner of Mere End Down.  An area encompassing the original extents of the barrow 
has been taken out of cultivation.  The date stamps on Google Earth photographs can be 
misleading but the photographs were almost certainly taken on 30th May 2009 and at 
some time in 2004/5 and 2007. 

In many areas the period since the 1940s has seen the greatest changes in land use in 
England.  An increase in arable farming since World War Two has meant that many 
monuments have been ploughed level or damaged (English Heritage 2003).  However, 
this does not mean that sub-surface or vestigial remains do not survive.  Aerial 
photographs are a key source when ascertaining this survival (English Heritage 2005).  The 
aerial photograph analysis of Mere End Down has demonstrated how historic aerial 
photographs and accurate mapping can ascertain monument condition in the period since 
the 1940s and therefore inform future management strategies.  
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APPENDIX 1 AERIAL PHOTOGRAPH TRANSFORMATIONS 

Aerial photographs were scanned and rectified using the AERIAL5 Photograph 
Rectification program designed by the University of Bradford.  Points of detail were 
digitised from Ordnance Survey 1:2500 sheets SU 3681-3781, SU 3682-3782, SU 3683-
3783.  A digital terrain model was created from the OS 1:10,000 scale 5m-interval 
contours.  This was used to compensate for height distortion across the control points.  
Taking into account the accuracy of the OS maps the features transcribed from the 
photographs should be within 2.5m of true ground position.  Vertical Photographs 
consulted 

Sortie  Frames Date 
RAF 106G/UK/1408 3385-6 12-APR-1946 
RAF 106G/UK/1408 3361-2 12-APR-1946 
RAF 540/1654 (F22) 0039-40  15-JUL-1955 
RAF 540/1730 (F21) 0134-5 18-OCT-1955 
RAF 82/1325 (F22) 0059-60 01-NOV-1955 
OS 64031 0091-2 17-MAY-1964 
OS 75236 0017-8 12-JUN-1975 
Geonex 5091 0125-6 29-JUL-1991  (Oxon SMR) 
Infoterra P301 0176-7 18-JUN-2000  (Oxon SMR) 

Oblique Photographs consulted 

NGR Index Film/Frame Date 
SU3681/1 480/369-372 02-MAY-1973 
SU3683/1 481/11-12 02-MAY-1973 
SU3682/3 820/7-10 21-MAY-1975 
SU3684/4 1830/417 25-JUL-1980 
SU3682/7-9 1830/418-420 25-JUL-1980 
SU3681/19-20 18547/22-23 09-JAN-2000 
SU3682/10-30 23123/00-19 08-AUG-2003 
 23196/1-20 08-AUG-2004 

At least six, usually seven, control points of detail on the map, corresponding to those on 
the photographs, were taken for each transformation.  An even spread of control around 
the barrow and the digital terrain model compensated for the height distortion and 
inherent distortions in the oblique and vertical photographs.  The range of errors for the 
transformations was between 0.2m and 1.7m but the average of errors was less than 1m 
in each photograph.  The OS 1:2500 plot of the barrow was used as a control and the 
match between the given grid reference for the barrow and the best fit on the 
photograph was in all cases less than 1m. 
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Photographs used in the transcription 

Photograph  Average error at control points 
RAF 540/1654 (F22) 0.7m  
SU 3682/10 0.85m 
P301/00  177 0.47m 
Geonex 5091 125 0.55m 
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