
   The Prehistoric Society 
 

 

 

Book Reviews 
 

HISTORIES IN THE MAKING: EXCAVATIONS AT ALFRED’S CA STLE 
1998-2000. BY C GOSDEN AND G LOCK WITH MAJOR 
CONTRIBUTIONS BY S RAVEN, J KINORY AND Z KAMASH 
 
Oxford University School of Archaeology,  2014. 226pp. 190 illus, 7 plates, 46 tables ISBN 
9781905905324, hb, £35 
 
This book is the last of three site reports of the Hillforts of the Ridgeway project, the others have 
dealt with excavations in and around the hillforts of Uffington and Segsbury on the Berkshire 
Downs (Miles et al. 2003; Lock et al. 2005). The work at Alfred’s Castle represents an important 
addition to our understanding of this group of hillforts in their landscape and chronological 
contexts. These three sites lie between the well-excavated regions of the Thames Valley and 
Wessex and they provide a unique opportunity to study the interaction between communities 
from differing geographical zones who have subtly different archaeological records.   
 
The hillforts project subsequently transformed into the Vale and Ridgeway project, exploring 
further Iron Age and Romano-British activities to the north in the Vale of White Horse, 
especially at Frilford/Marcham. The inclusion of the excavations at Alfred’s Castle in wider 
projects is clearly set out in the report, as its interpretation carefully considers evidence from 
other sites and in turn their relationships with Alfred’s Castle. Reference is also made to two 
recent (Oxford) PhD theses, which discuss the results of non-intrusive surveys of the Lambourn 
Downs and the adjacent Vale of White Horse. This is brought together in the final chapter in a 
discussion of the wider landscape, and includes reviews of field systems, linear ditches and other 
activities on the Downs in the later prehistoric and Romano-British periods. 
 
Alfred’s Castle is a small univallate hillfort with a large adjacent ditched annex set away from 
the chalk escarpment edge on the Lambourn Downs. Excavations consisted of a series of 
trenches which cut across the ditch of the large annex enclosure, the hillfort entrance, the 
defences and part of the interior, as well as exploring areas outside the hillfort. These revealed 
the main hillfort to be of single-phased construction, built in the first half of the fourth century 
BC. The main V-shaped ditch measured at least 3m deep and 6m wide, and the rampart was 
constructed with sarsen revetments supporting chalk rubble along its outer face. Two phases of 
rampart were apparent in the north-west facing entrance area. The first phase rampart was 
revetted with sarsens at the front and rear, and was constructed on a cobbled chalk surface. The 
second phase consisted of the addition of a chalk bank.  
 
The emphasis on excavations outside the hillfort is welcome due to the increasing recognition 
and significance of activities outside hillfort defences, as seen for example at nearby Castle Hill, 
Wittenham Clumps, where a large extramural settlement was uncovered (Allen et al. 2010). 
However, apart from the annex enclosure - built around the same time as the hillfort - exterior 
activity at Alfred’s Castle was limited: the key importance of this site being the exceptional 
range and quantity of finds in the interior. 
 
The interior of the hillfort has not been ploughed, allowing a rare level of preservation. Iron Age 
activity is fairly intensive and consists of a large number of pits. Many contained rich 



assemblages of finds with evidence for structured deposition. Although only one or two 
roundhouses were uncovered, the limited size of the interior excavations (two trenches covering 
a total of 250m2, or 2.25% of the total interior) makes it difficult to extrapolate the original 
number of roundhouses. Also discovered in the interior were stone footings of a Romano-British 
villa dating to the late first-second century and abandoned by the late third century AD. A 
number of narrow trenches were opened to expose the footprint of the building (Scheduled 
Monument Consent limited this to removal of topsoil only). 
 
Important assemblages of Iron Age metalwork, worked bone, pottery and human remains were 
recovered from pits in the interior. Twenty four radiocarbon dates were produced, eighteen relate 
to Iron Age activities. These all fell within the earlier part of the Middle Iron Age, the fourth and 
third centuries BC. An opportunity to model these within a Bayesian statistical framework has 
however been missed, and this is particularly unfortunate given the range of associated finds. 
The large assemblage of pottery is primarily of Early Iron Age character and this date was 
initially given to the origins of the hillfort in the interim reports (eg, Gosden and Lock 2001). 
This dating was revised to the Middle Iron Age following the delivery of a surprisingly late set 
of radiocarbon dates presented in this report. This begs the question would Bayesian analysis 
have narrowed the dating of this pottery to just the fourth century BC, or demonstrate its 
currency throughout the third century as well, as is suggested by an ‘eyeballing’ of the dates? 
This is a pertinent issue that has been left unanswered. The pottery is dominated by shouldered 
jars and bipartite or tripartite shouldered or angular bowls, traditionally dated to the sixth and 
fifth centuries BC. The globular and slack-shouldered vessels with bead rims and saucepan pots 
usually dated to the fourth and third centuries BC – the range covered by the radiocarbon 
determinations – are notably rare or absent. Discussion of these unusually early styles and their 
presence here is lacking, with the possibility of differing status or site function being the only 
proposed explanation. If it can be demonstrated that these Early Iron Age pottery styles do last 
into the third century, this would have significant implications on a host of regional 
chronological and interpretative issues. At present we must be left with this only as a possibility. 
 
Dating of the site is further aided (or complicated?) by the presence of two or three La Tène 1 
brooches, one at least of type 1A, usually dated to c 450-350 BC (Adams 2013, 104-6). 
However, quantification of the metal items was not a straightforward matter. There is no easy-to-
read table listing metal finds and their contexts, despite these being found in some numbers. 
Indeed, the Iron Age and Roman metalwork are treated together in functional categories, 
meaning that understanding these in their independent periods is next to impossible. Early and 
Middle Iron Age metal objects are rare enough in closed contexts with associated material; rarer 
still with radiocarbon dates as we have here at Alfred’s Castle. The number of Iron Age 
blade/knife fragments is for example unfathomable: none are discussed in the specialist report, 
although one is illustrated (Fig 4.21.SF 524), and at least two more were found (p 184). No Iron 
Age iron brooches are discussed or illustrated, despite a possible example being mentioned in 
passing (p 189, SF 854). This was found alongside other objects, including an iron hook, again 
not discussed or illustrated (SF 647). Although we are promised more information on the Project 
Website, a year after publication this data is still unavailable. Even if this is rectified, the choice 
not to place this vital information in the report is to be regretted if this publication is the only 
accessible record of these excavations. The report on the large number of worked bones fares 
only a little better in this respect.  
 
There is a table listing the large number of human remains. The small excavations revealed these 
from 38 (or perhaps 40 cf pp 154 and 194) Iron Age contexts, and 36 Roman contexts. An 
emphasis is on disarticulated bones, although cremated remains were also found from both 
periods, and articulated infant burials from the Romano-British period. This raises the issue of 
the extent of potential redeposited Iron Age human bone into Romano-British contexts, one only 



further radiocarbon dates will address. This entire section could be improved by quantification of 
elements, as well as sex and age profiles of the remains. One particularly interesting and unusual 
find was the discovery of multiple fragments of (a probable) single human skull, stained blue due 
to exposure to manganese found in boggy ground. These boggy conditions are not local to the 
chalk downland of the site and surrounding landscape. A fragment was radiocarbon dated to the 
Late Bronze Age, but was found in an Iron Age context. This was therefore not accidental 
redeposition of earlier material, but purposefully taken onto the site.  
 
This find was the only secure representation of later Bronze Age activity from the excavations. 
However, the discussion of this and other sites of the wider project focus heavily on the reuse 
and reappropriation of earlier landscape features (Gosden and Lock 1998; 2007; Miles et al. 
2003; Lock et al. 2005). Specifically at Alfred’s Castle, evidence for earlier activity was in the 
form of two linear ditches which predated the hillfort as they were recut in the Iron Age and used 
to help define the position of the hillfort and the adjacent larger enclosure. This reuse becomes 
pivotal in the argument that highlights the ‘Histories in the Making’, and where they 
‘deliberately referenced the past’ (p.198). These ditches are given a Late Bronze Age date in all 
the discussions (also Gosden and Lock 2007), but the only dating evidence is stratigraphic. No 
Late Bronze Age pottery or material culture was found during the excavations, and excavated 
linear ditches elsewhere on the Berkshire Downs have been dated to the Earliest Iron Age or 
Roman periods (Ford 1981-2; 1982; Miles et al. 2003; Richards 1978, 40; Anon. 1962, 116).  
 
If we instead accept a date early in the Iron Age for the linear ditches, an alternative reading 
could suggest that earlier landscape features were not significant to the site in later prehistory. 
This follows that the hillfort and annex were built in an area only recently defined by linear 
ditches, saw intensive occupation through most of the fourth and into the third centuries BC, 
before being abandoned and perhaps purposefully avoided or even forgotten for more than 300 
years until the villa was established early in the Romano-British period. Although this is not 
necessarily this reviewer’s preferred interpretation, the evidence can just as easily be read in 
other ways. It is uncertain why so much emphasis was placed on the interpretation of two 
essentially undated ditches.  
 
Explanation of the excavations in the third chapter is supplemented by a more interpretative and 
in-depth account of selected features in the penultimate chapter. Although this is very much 
welcome and supplemented by many useful photographs, there is much repetition. I found 
myself flitting between the two sections to get a full understanding of the site. Perhaps it would 
have been better to integrate the two parts to create a single more coherent account.  
 
As a way of prefacing the description of the excavations, an account and personal reflections of 
the Alfred’s Castle Art Project are presented. This was carried out in conjunction with artist 
Simon Callery. A plaster cast was taken of a fully excavated 20m x 2m trench, with the aim of 
communicating when exhibited the three-dimensional scale and physicality of encounter with the 
landscape. This is a welcome addition from a non-archaeologist, and provides a useful, alternate 
perspective away from the specialist nature of archaeological site reports. In its way, it helps to 
populate and bring the site to life. 
 
Overall, in parts this is a rather frustrating report of some very interesting excavations. However, 
the majority of the book successfully provides detailed information on the archaeological work 
undertaken in and around Alfred’s Castle, includes many illustrations, and places the site within 
an interpretative framework considering other sites on the Berkshire Downs. The project as a 
whole also has done much to enhance our understanding of Iron Age and Romano-British 
periods in this area. I look forward to the final report of the project dealing with the excavations 
at Frilford/Marcham. 
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