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EXCAVATIONS AT WHITELEY HILL, 
BARLEY, HERTS 

J. C. WILKERSON AND M. D. CRA'STER 

IN January 1957 a series of circular soil marks around Whiteley Hill, on the road 
between Royston and Barkway, were examined and sections dug across each of them !  

At the top of the hill, surrounding the bench-mark (Nat. Grid ref. 375393), is a 
small circle, possibly a ploughed out barrow (F on plan, Fig. i). South of this are  
two large concentric circles, approximately 8o yards and i 6o yards in diameter; 
these are probably the ditches of an Iron Age hill-fort. There are two other possible 
barrow circles just outside the outer ditch' to the east (C on plan), and the other, 
D, to the south; a fourth lay -1  mile east-north-east! 

To Barkway  
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Scale in feet 

Fig. i. 

The sections across the barrow ditches yielded little information. Barrow C had 
a ditch 9  ft. wide and 3  ft deep; . an antler was found in the bottom,. a Romano-
British. potsherd in the top soil, and there were flint flakes throughout the filling. 

Barrow D had a wide shallow ditch, zo ft. across and 3  ft. in depth ; the ditch 
filling included iz in. of dark soil, containing numerous fragments of Romano- 
British pottery.  

Barrow F is on a natural hummock, surrounded by a shallow ditch 18 in. deep 
(Fig. z). A cobbled hearth had been put across the inner lip of the filled-in ditch, 
and the black soil above this yielded Romano-British potsherds. . 

Scattered over the whole site, both barrows and hill-fort, were quantities of flint 
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flakes and Romano-British pottery. Two scrapers were found within the area of the 
hill-fort. Since these are all surface finds and extremely fragmentary, they provide 
no dating evidence. 

The circular fort ditches are bisected by the modern road, and no signs of the 
original entrance, were found. 

The outer ditch (Fig.2)was 6 ft. deep and i 2 ft. wide, with sides sloping down to 
a width of 7  in. at the bottom. Except for the top z to 3  ft., it was filled with clean 
chalk containing very little humus, which appeared to have fallen in from the inner 
edge. No pottery or other debris was found. This circle had apparently had a bank 
on its inner side, which had rapidly fallen back.* into the ditch, filling up the larger 
part of it. 
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Fig. z. 

The inner circle proved to be a larger ditch, i4 ft. in width and i2 ft. deep, with 
sides sloping steeply to the bottom, which was 2 ft. wide and cut in solid chalk. No 
signs of any post-holes were seen on the edges of the ditch. The bottom . ft. contained 
no humus orsigns of silting, and were filled with loosely packed lumps of clean chalk; 
this suggests that the ditch was kept cleaned out at first, and that when the initial 
filling took place, it was very rapid. This lowest layer contained animal bones, 
including those of cow; near the top of it several large sherds of an Iron Age A pot 
(Fig. 3)  were found. This is of black-brown burnished ware, with a slightly angular 
shoulder, and a row of small depressions just below the rim. 

Above the initial filling, the sides of the ditch had had time to accumulate several 
inches of humus. Nevertheless the second layer still consisted of comparatively 
clean chalk, apparently pushed in from the outer edge, as if it had been banked on 
that side. The top of this layer contained some abraded fragments of coarse buff 
pottery, decorated with cord impressions, and probably Bronze Age. • • 
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Above this, the ditch seems to have filled up much more gradually judging from 
several layers of dark earth and clay containing snail shells, ash and potsherds, and 
suggesting fairly long periods of later occupation. The lower black earth layer pro-
duced some small sherds of coarse gritted ware, possibly Iron Age. Near the top of 
the upper black layer was a rim fragment of Romano-British type. 

Fig. 3.  (scale:  D. 
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. 	 ' 	Fig. 4.  Pots from pit in hill-fort (scale: ). 

Since the inner circle seems to have had its bank on the outside, it would appear 
to have been made to keep something in, although the ditch was deeper than neces-
sary for cattle or sheep ; indeed there would have been a danger of their stampeding 
into it. It would have been an effective enclosure for human beings or wild animals. 

In the area between the two ditches, a pit was found, 5  ft. across and 3  ft. deep, 
with straight sides (Fig. 2). A large quantity of sherds, being pieces of two Iron Age A 
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storage jars, lay on the bottom of the pit in a chalky fill, covered by a layer of clay 
3 in. thick. If this was washed in from the surrounding earth, the pit must have been 
open for a considerable time, as the soil here contains very little clay. The rest of the 
pit was filled with small lumps, of clean chalk. Near the surface this was mixed with 
black ash and contained numerous flint flakes. - 

One of the storage jars (Museum no. 57.  68) from the pit was almost complete, 
although in many fragments (P1. II, Fig. 4a). It is a strongly made, undecorated jar, 
with an inner ledge just below the rim. 

Large parts of the second jar (Museum no. 57.  67) were also present (Fig-. 4b). This 
is of very coarse, friable ware, buff outside and black within; it has been roughly 
smoothed and the diagonal lines made by the finger-tips are faintly, visible. The outer 
surface also has many irregular scratches, and one grain impression, just above the 
shoulder. - 

Hans. Helbaek reports that the grain is hulled barley, of medium size for the 
species; the imprint is of the ventral view, with the rachilla visible in part. 

The finds from Whiteley Hill have been given to the Cambridge University 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, where the large jar has been repaired and 
put on exhibition. 
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	 PLATE II 
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Height of pot is 13 in. 

Iron Age storage jar from Barley. 
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