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Correspondence between a Mr Phillips of Taunton, Somerset, and Kingston Museum recently 
focussed attention on an unrecorded bronze palstave from north-west Surrey. It was part of a 
small collection of archaeological material assembled during the 1920s by Dr W Hall of 
Goldsworth Lodge, Woking. Dr Hall died in the late 1920s and the palstave was passed to his 
daughters and latterly to Mrs P Milligan of Taunton who currently retains it.

The implement (fig 1) is noted as having been dug up by Dr Hall in a ditch, 800 yards west of 
Old Basingstoke Canal Bridge, Merrows, Surrey, this information evidently having been passed 
down orally. ‘Merrows’ is apparently not a name local to the Woking area and this could have 
been a misapplication to the palstave, for Merrow (near Guildford) was the source of much of Dr 
Hall’s collection (Mrs P Milligan -  pers comm). The remainder of the description, being specific, 
sounds reasonably authorative, although the provenance remains difficult to pin-point with any 
accuracy. The ‘Old Basingstoke Canal Bridge’ could however refer to what appears to be ‘the 
oldest and one of the original bridges over the canal in the Woking area which has not been 
altered or widened for road traffic -  that is Langman’s Bridge, also called Goldsworth Bridge’ (N 
Hawkins -  pers comm). As the latter name suggests, this bridge lies in close proximity to



Goldsworth Lodge, the residence of Dr Hall. This identification of the ‘Old Basingstoke Canal 
Bridge’ would place the findspot at about NGR SU 985 582.

The palstave, which is unlooped, is 142mm long and 265g in weight with a slightly damaged 
butt. It is generally in poor condition, its black patina having flaked off large parts of the surface 
to reveal the uncorroded bronze underneath. It is difficult therefore to assess methods of 
fabrication and quality of workmanship. Only slight traces of the casting flashes running down 
each side are perceptible. The blade expands to a maximum width of 50mm, or a little more 
originally, and places the implement in the broad-bladed family of palstaves. Three diagonal 
scorings on one face in addition to other marks suggest that some of the patina may have been 
chiselled off in modern times. The flange is almost triangular in profile, coming to a maximum 
breadth of 27mm at the stop ridge, to which it is linked. The flanges extend a short distance 
below the stop to merge with a plastic shield design on either face. The shield encloses five 
internal vertical ribs with very slight vestiges remaining of a central ridge on the blade below the 
shield. A short centrally placed rib is also present in the septum immediately above the stop.

The find would appear to fall into Butler’s South English -  North West French type (IAlc) of 
shield decorated palstaves, although it is not particularly narrow, as those should be (Butler 1963, 
53). In terms of Rowland’s classification the axe would perhaps best be regarded as one of the 
‘developed’ shield-pattern, or class 1, palstaves (1976, 28-30). These are sub-divided according to 
size and the Basingstoke Canal piece would fall within group 3, the medium size range. Schmidt 
& Burgess treat a variety of forms together in their ‘Primary Shield Pattern’ class because such 
axes are not very well represented in their corpus area of northern Britain (1981, 117-125).

Unlooped shield-pattern palstaves such as the Basingstoke Canal example are characteristic of 
the earlier part of the Middle Bronze Age, Burgess’ Acton Park complex (1962, 17-18). Shield 
motifs continued to be used later, although not so frequently and they were usually combined 
with a single long midrib, not a midridge as found on our example. Furthermore the developed 
forms have slender bodies and often a loop; they post-date Acton Park and/ need not concern us 
further. For the Acton Park material itself Burgess has suggested a two-fold chronological 
division, based on continental associations and palstave morphology. Some shield-pattern 
palstaves, referred to as ‘rudimentary’, represent Acton Park 1 and are datable to Tumulus B1 of 
the central European chronology, ie 15th century BC (Burgess 1976, 73-4, fig 4:9). Subsequently 
these early and now termed ‘primitive’ forms of shield-pattern palstaves were recognised as being 
the broadest (Burgess 1980, 128—9; Schmidt & Burgess 1981, 124-5). However, this observation 
was left unquantified. It is not appropriate to elucidate this in detail here, but provisional metrical 
analysis suggests that palstaves in the earliest contexts are indeed the broadest. They may be 
characterised by width at stop/length proportions (WS/L) of over 016. On the other hand most of 
the classic shield-pattern palstaves, as found in the Acton Park, Burley, Ilsmoor and Treboul 
hoards, have this proportion in the range 0* 12—0* 16. This range should then broadly define the 
material appropriate to the Acton Park 2 industries (Burgess 1976, 74, fig 4:9). The WS/L value 
for the Basingstoke Canal axe, at 0165, lies in a somewhat intermediate position between the 
broad- and narrow-bodied variants.

The dating of the earliest ‘MBA’ metalwork has received much attention in recent years, and in 
particular its relationship to final EBA material. The consensus of opinion is now in favour of a 
considerable overlap between the respective groups (Needham 1979, 290; O’Connor 1980, 
39-40, 42-3; Schmidt & Burgess 1981, 120-122; Needham 1983, 529-31). Acton Park 1 palstaves 
would have been current during the florescence of the nominally ‘Early Bronze Age’ Arreton 
tradition of southern England, and Acton Park 2 material may even have overlapped with the tail 
end of Arreton at the beginning of the fourteenth century BC. The Basingstoke Canal axe is 
likely on this basis to date to either side of 1400 BC.

Excluding Thames finds, six shield-pattern palstaves are known in Surrey, all having come 
from the southern half of the county: Farnham, Guildford, Albury, Farley Heath (two examples) 
and Reigate. Four qualify as broad-bodied types and another, like the Basingstoke Canal



example, is marginal. Together these form a noteworthy cluster of early palstaves, significantly 
in areas devoid of Arreton metalwork (Needham forthcoming). One of the Farley Heath 
examples repeats the multiple rib infill of the Basingstoke Canal shield design (NBI).

If our conclusions regarding the exact provenance of the Basingstoke Canal palstave are 
correct, it may be noted that another MBA palstave was found nearby at Sheerwater, this time a 
simple midribbed type (Lowther 1958). These finds are part of a wider pattern of metalwork and 
other finds on the Bagshot series sands which suggest a phase of relatively intensive use of this 
unstable environment during the middle stages of the Bronze Age (Needham forthcoming). By 
the Late Bronze Age however the indications are that the zone was largely abandoned due to soil 
exhaustion, except perhaps in the intervening valleys.
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