
                                     Hambledon Hill - an overview of its past 

   By circa 3300BC, about 5300 years ago, the sprawling hilltop above the 

confluence of the rivers Iwerne and Stour supported a complex of monumental 

earthworks that included two long-barrows, two enclosures and multiple outworks - 

the largest complex of its kind and date in Britain.  The scale of the interrupted 

ditches and (as they were originally) timber-faced outworks seems partly attributable 

to the fear of attack. Within the four previous centuries, burning ramparts were 

brought down at least three times; the remains of people were found under the 

rubble, two accompanied by the flint arrowheads that may have killed them. Yet for 

all its size, this complex was not a town, or even a village. The site appears, at least 

in its origins, to have been a great necropolis, an ancestral burial ground (except the 

‘burials’ here were probably exposed to allow the body to decay and disintegrate. At 

the same time the site became a meeting place for seasonal celebration, ceremonial 

and feasting. 

   If occupation was, thus, seasonal and light, human skulls on the bottoms of 

ditches, and other carefully-placed deposits, indicate that domestic existence was far 

from the sole interest of the people who looked out across the Dorset landscape 

from the top of Hambledon Hill. 

   All this we know from the results of major excavations which began in 

1974,following the realisation that ploughing was badly eroding what little seemed to 

remain of the earthworks. When excavation ended in 1986, many hundreds of mostly 

young archaeologists had been on site for a total of 102 weeks. They excavated 

numerous ditches and pits, greatly extended the known size of the complex and 

recovered vast quantities of pottery, flint tools, animal and human bones and other 

finds.  In the analysis that followed, discoveries included a grape pip and a single 

piece of mature vine charcoal (implying vines were grown in the area), the earliest 

known evidence for Vitis vinifera in Britain and the oldest such charcoal in northern 

Europe. There were also a few fragments of the heather Erica vagans, the only 

known instance from prehistoric Britain of this species that today is found exclusively 

on the Lizard in Cornwall – whence came also some fine Neolithic pots. 

   The pots in question contained in the temper of their fabric grits of a distinctive rock 

type, gabbro, that is known to originate in the Lizard Peninsula of southern Cornwall.  

A further seven different fabrics were identified – two made from clays  from the 

north of the site at distances of 2-3km, and two others from the south, 4-5km away. 

Stone axes, also identifiable by the distinctive rock from which they were made, 

came to the site from the vicinity of Camborne, and from the Mount’s Bay area in 

west Cornwall, found both in the main enclosure and in the Stepleton enclosure.  

From the east cross-dykes came fragments, probably much treasured, of axes from 

a great distance – from the Pike of Stickle, Great Langdale in the Lake District and 

from Pembrokeshire in SW Wales.  One axe fragment from the main enclosure was 

manufactured on a rock termed Jadeitite that originally polished to a lustrous green 



colour. This axe must have been quarried in Piedmont in northern Italy, probably 

reprocessed in Brittany to alter its shape, then passed from hand to hand for, 

possibly, as long as some 500 years before finally being deposited (as an 

heirloom?)within the main enclosure. 

WHAT REMAINS TODAY 

   The gently contoured Hambledon Hill stands between the chalk mass of 

Cranborne Chase to the east – clearly visible from its western slopes at only 3-4km 

distance – and the rest of the Dorset chalk to the south and south-west.   On a good 

day, one can see the Mendips to the west and as far as the Isle of Wight to the 

south-east. Yet hidden by the larger chalk massifs to the south and east, the hill’s 

true shape and volume is apparent only from the flat land, the Vale of Blackmore, to 

the west and north. Hambledon is a ‘secret landmark’ which is a typical trait of 

important Neolithic communal monuments. 

   Aerial archaeology has revealed at least two successive field systems for 

cultivation (apart from current arrangements) on the hill after the Neolithic, and 

excavation has shown it was ploughed from at least 1800-1500BC until the end of 

the Roman period, a period of some two thousand seasons.   Some of the most 

punishing farming occurred much later, however, between 1960 and 1980 and on 

wet autumn days, roads near the hill are today covered in latte-like fluid, and the 

rivers become swollen and milky-brown in colour, because of the erosion caused. 

Agriculture has greatly augmented the natural processes of weathering and solution 

of soil and chalk. 

    The consequence of this long history of erosion has been the loss of some 30-

50cm from the surface of the subsoil, the chalk bedrock.  Neolithic pits will have 

been severely truncated, even eradicated, and any trace of all but the most 

substantial postholes will almost certainly have gone. The earthworks are, however, 

clearly visible as soilmarks or cropmarks on aerial photographs, with the dark ditches 

often juxtaposed to traces of ‘banks’ revealed as chalky strips of soil (or parched 

crops).  Upon excavation the bank areas proved, without exception, to be no more 

than native chalk which, protected by the former existence of a bank, had escaped 

the worst of the corruption of ploughing and weathering elsewhere. In their solid, 

brilliant white state they exhibited graphically the scoring induced by ploughing since 

1960. 

   So what remained?  The pattern and volume of ditch fill, in combination with the 

disposition of the protected bank ‘shadow’, which, in the light of experimental 

earthwork evidence, suggest the ditches were over-looked by a vertically-faced wall 

of chalk, clearly, and of necessity, reinforced by timber.  There were one or two 

locations where postholes were found associated with this reinforcement frame.  At 

one site the destruction by fire of the timber façade and its collapse en masse into 

the ditch, preserved signs of an oak framework to which hazel screens (hurdling?) 



had been attached.  Though the ditches were all more or less causewayed, it is likely 

this was due to their initial quarrying function whereby, once enough material had 

been accumulated for any particular stretch of wall, digging ceased. 

   Long recorded as a visible earthwork, the 8.5ha causewayed enclosure on the 

crown of the hill (now known as the main enclosure) was accompanied by two, 

probably broadly contemporary, long barrows, one on its immediate southern flank 

and the other, much larger, set prominently at the centre of the northern spur (inside 

the later hillfort). Since excavations in 1960 by Desmond Bonney of the Royal 

Commission on the Historical Monuments of England, ‘cross dykes’ immediately to 

the south and east of the main enclosure were also known to be Neolithic, as were 

altogether more substantial outworks on the Shroton Spur some 350m to the east. 

The true complexity of the earthwork complex, however, was not revealed until an 

intensive field survey of the entire hill and its surroundings by Rog Palmer began in 

1974 and was later joined by a team from the RCHME led by Alastair Oswald (see 

diagram below).  

EARTHWORKS 

   These surveys added an entire series of earthworks on the southern spur of the hill 

– including a second 1 hectare enclosure (the Stepleton enclosure) and a major 

outwork system lining the western and southern flank of the hill between the 

Stepleton and Hanford spsurs. In addition, an outwork system was recognised on the 

western flank of the hill (visible, in the upshot, on air photographs taken by OGS 

Crawford in 1924!).  Finally, in a brilliant piece of detective work, Palmer and Oswald 

traced the western outwork beneath the massive ramparts of the Iron Age fort on the 

northern spur of the hill.  In all, the complete outwork system encloses some 

60ha.which makes it one of the largest enclosures of its date in Europe. 

   A substantial programme of radiocarbon dating was conducted, with some 160 

carefully selected samples.  Using Bayesian statistics to accommodate all the 

contextual information, the relative and absolute chronology of this massive complex 

was successfully resolved. The earliest stage of construction was the main enclosure 

(dated with 95% confidence to 3680-3630BC) and the southern long barrow, and 

possibly in addition only the inner east cross dyke (3690-3620).  A sequence of four 

periods of building activity followed, with the Stepleton enclosure (period Ib) and 

eastward facing Shroton and Stepleton outworks (period II) followed by further 

reinforcement of these features (period III) and  eventually by the southern and 

western outworks in period IV, by which time the main enclosure was, however, still 

in use (3650-3310BC). 

   These two, the period Ia main enclosure, and the period IV Hanford and western 

outworks (3510-3320BC), are not only the most substantial constructions, but they 

also lie at either end of the 3-400 year development of the site. It all seems to add up 

to a monument, a physically impressive, societally significant, centrally expressive 



construction, that initially faced east across the Iwerne onto Cranborne Chase and 

was defended from that direction ( periods 1-2). 

   Probably at some time between the 37th and 35th centuries BC, the hill came under 

a series of attacks, including burning. Then between 3400-3300BC the western 

outwork system was constructed, defending it from the opposite direction. The site 

left the gravitational pull of the south-west and became attached to emergent power 

centres on Cranborne Chase, as indicated by the vast Dorset Cursus construction, 

which seem to have been coming to a head. It is a unique picture of early Neolithic 

power politics in action. 

SEASONAL GATHERINGS 

   The very large scale of the sampling on the site has allowed credible estimates to 

be made of the total quantities of material consumed and, distributed over up to four 

centuries, these really are minimal: in one year less than one cow and ten pottery 

vessels, or somewhat over 1000 worked and unworked fragments of flint. It is 

impossible that this can represent permanent occupation of any stature. Periodic 

visits by substantial parties seem to be indicated, and there is some evidence from 

the sheep remains that these took place in the Spring, and again separately in late 

Summer. 

   The vast enclosure system might be taken to require a large population for its 

construction, but broad-brush calculations reveal that no individual unit is beyond the 

resources of the likely surplus labour at a slack time in the farming calendar,  in a 

total population of around 1000 – over a period of two years in a couple of two month 

stints of agricultural downtime (perhaps in the Autumn). For many components, the 

time estimate would be much less, but for the main causewayed enclosure and the 

great southern and western outwork systems this estimate of four months total effort 

for perhaps 100 people would suffice for all earth moving and timber construction.  

The site is, therefore, the product of a substantial, if scattered, community. 

   Is this a site at the centre of settlement and social vigour? At every stage of the 

detailed and fascinating investigations by specialists, the conclusion has been that 

while the people had come from farming settlements,  Hambledon stood on marginal 

land, still afforested, certainly not intensively farmed – the natural habitat of the red 

and roe deer, marten and badger whose remains occur on the site. This was border 

country between different populations and geomorphologies, probably relatively 

remote from any settlement focus. 

   So the most attractive hypothesis suggests periodic, probably seasonal, visitation 

by large groups of people. They brought with them selected cattle, pigs and sheep 

for slaughter and consumption (the first probably as beasts of burden and surplus to 

the requirements of milk production, evidence for which has been found in pottery 

residues), and ready-processed grain and other foods. Judged by the imported 



goods, these visitors came from the north and west, from the river Severn and as far 

as Devon if not further. 

   Prestigious objects are largely found in the main enclosure, where pits occur with 

what appear to be ‘rich’ deposits, pits that are sometimes recut or marked by a post.  

The ditches of this enclosure and its attendant south long barrow were repeatedly 

recut to deposit food debris and objects.  Human skeletal material occurs frequently, 

sometimes with traces of exposure,  excarnation ( the exposure of the body above 

ground)  and  de-fleshing.  Skulls are particularly frequently found in primary deposits 

in the ditches.  Pattern and recurrence are everywhere, an extreme example being 

the interment of two children, each with a possibly inherited skull deformity, in the 

same segment of causewayed ditch but in contexts several generations apart. 

A RICH HISTORY 

Millennia before the Neolithic earthworks were built on Hambledon Hill, native 

hunter-gatherers had left their mark. Two pits were found set on the hill crest that 

contained pine charcoal, radiocarbon dated between around 7000-8000BC. 

Elsewhere, similar but rare occurrences of Mesolithic pine charcoal, most notably 

near Stonehenge but also near Castle Fraser in Aberdeenshire, have been 

associated with apparently monumental free-standing posts. 

   Farming seems to have arrived in Dorset and Somerset around the turn of the 

fourth millennium BC – c. 4000BC. So an agricultural society had been developing in 

the immediate vicinity of Hambledon for four centuries (the time that separates us 

from the death of Elizabeth I) before the building of this immense undertaking began; 

and the total life of the complex was of broadly similar length.  

   After the excavation of ditches and the building of walls ceased, strange pit digging 

occurred in the late Neolithic.   Makers of Beaker pottery recognised the, by then, 

defunct, overgrown and partly ruined enclosures. Early Bronze Age fields were laid 

out, and a Middle Bronze Age settlement was built atop the Stepleton enclosure. 

Later Bronze Age ‘burnt mound’ activity took place in the Iwerne valley, and the tip of 

the northern spur of the hill was fortified again, this time with the impressive works 

that are clearly visible today.  Early Iron Age house platforms were dug there within a 

great multi-vallate (ditched) fortification that enclosed the whole northern spur.    A 

Romano-British field system covered the hill, and an Anglo-Saxon cemetery was set 

by the parish boundary.  Oliver Cromwell fought a skirmish there in 1645, and, a 

century later, Colonel (later General) Wolfe exercised troops before going onto scale 

the Heights of Abraham at Quebec. 

Before all that, over 5000 years ago people came in their hundreds to Hambledon 

Hill, to celebrate rites of passage, perhaps, or renew associations or resolve conflict: 

but such actions are unlikely to leave any archaeological trace. What we can see are 

the signs of seasonal gatherings, with the disposal of some dead, much feasting and 

the dumping of refuse, within areas defined by chalk and timber enclosures and 



linear outworks. The final completion of the archaeological project that began 35 

years ago will give voice to what remains from those activities, and further our 

understanding of an entire era in British history. 

Roger Mercer directed the rescue excavations at Hambledon Hill for English 

Heritage and its predecessors. Among many who made important contributions to 

this study are Phil Austin (charred plants), Alex Bayliss (radiocarbon dating), Martin 

Bell (environment), Mark Copley (pottery residues), Tim Darvill (ceramic clays), 

Glynis Jones (cereals),  the late Tony Legge (livestock), Jacqueline McKinley 

(human remains), Alastair Oswald and Rog Palmer (landscape), Fiona Roe (stone 

artefacts) and the late Isobel Smith (pottery). Hambledon Hill, Dorset, England, by 

Roger Mercer & Frances Healy, is available (2 vols) £100 from English Heritage 

online. 

SOME MORE DETAIL 

   Of the animals found on the Neolithic site cattle are the most common in numbers 

of individuals.  These were cattle that had been brought to Britain from the continent 

of Europe where they had been bred for two thousand years out of their wild 

progenitors, common to most of Asia and Europe, a massive beast – Bos 

Primigenius  - or aurochsen who survived in hunting reserves in Poland until the 17th 

century.  The surviving cattle on this site were mostly surplus old milk cows and milk 

was an important food source for these people (and quite possibly the cows blood as 

well).  A few remains of wild aurochsen were also found at the bottom of the 

Stepleton enclosure ditch and at the main enclosure. The sheep, that are the next 

most common animal in the earlier phases, were a diminutive and oddly goat-like 

animal best understood by those familiar with the Soay sheep of today. These 

animals had no natural progenitors in Britain or in Europe and derived from 

ancestors bred from the wild in SW Asia that had travelled across Europe. These 

animals possessed a ‘fleece’ that was far more hair than wool, and after the Neolithic 

were selectively bred to produce more wool (and mutton). Pigs, derived from 

progenitors readily available as wild pig (Sus scrofa) in Britain and Europe, occur 

least on the site, but that is perhaps to be expected, as they were bred in the 

surrounding forest where they fed on pannage – acorns, nuts, roots, saplings – 

which in turn brought the forest margins under threat, thus creating the better ground 

found there, generated by leaf mould with added pig slurry to generate a splendid 

seed-bed for crops. Pigs caught and killed in the woods off-site would frequently 

appear on sites like Hambledon as cuts, fillets or smoked or even salted items (salt 

at Hambledon was relatively easily available from south coast shallow coastal fore-

lands like Poole harbour. 

   Dogs, domesticated from wolf many thousands of years before as a symbiotic 

companion to hunters and foragers, are common on the site and may well have been 

attracted by the amount of food waste and, probably, human cadaveric material lying 

around in the main enclosure. These were definitely not toy animals and seem 



standard across sites in Britain of the period of modern stag-hound size – nearly 

0.8m high at the shoulder.  Many bones (between 2% and 8% of all bones on the 

site) have been gnawed by dogs.  Wild animals are not commonly represented on 

the site.  Red deer (Cervus elephas) is well in evidence due to the collection of stags 

antlers in the spring when they fall from the animal as part of the natural annual 

cycle. Very little red deer bone was found suggesting that, at least on this site, and 

there is good indication elsewhere, that these farmers had good and knowledgeable 

access to red deer, which they may even have ‘managed’ to some extent, but which 

they avoided killing for meat, but controlled to the extent of garnering extremely 

efficiently these discarded antlers. (Stags carry their antlers through the winter and 

shed them early in the spring prior to growing a new set for the following ‘rut’ of 

mating season in the late autumn of the year). Antler was important to these people 

both for economic reasons (they made picks and other implements from this very 

hard but resilient material) but it also probably had ceremonial and status 

communicating properties. The pits in the main enclosure that seem to contain 

offerings connected with the dead certainly contain a substantial quantity of antler.  

Finally, in this context, it should be said that horse was almost certainly not present 

in Britain at this stage, and remained absent, probably, until the Late Neolithic/Early 

Bronze Age (2800-2200BC). 

  The crops that were grown were principally Triticum dicoccum (Emmer wheat) a 

tough, resilient and winter planted variety and Hordeum sp. (naked and hulled 

Barley, including six-row).   We know this by virtue of a programme of ‘smart sieving’ 

that extracted tiny seeds and other vegetational minutiae that had accidentally 

become carbonised and thus preserved – (there are more Neolithic seeds from this 

site than all others of the period in Britain combined!)   From this crop they would 

have ground coarse flour on quern-stones – of which a number were found, many 

produced upon a glauconite sandstone imported from the area around Budleigh 

Salterton in Devon – to make a pitta bread type product or to produce something 

more resembling porridge.   It is difficult to prove cereal consumption in prehistoric 

society as the ‘product’ seldom survives in any form, cooked or uncooked, unless it 

is ‘roasted’ by accident to a charcoal state that preserves its precise form for 

identification. Understandably this doesn’t happen very often and the evidence from 

Hambledon helps to re-establish vegetable products (particularly cereals) among the 

diet of our earliest farming predecessors. The bones of their animals, at least on 

these calcareous soils on chalk or limestone, survive perfectly well. At Hambledon, 

at least, the use of cereals, if only in prepared condition is well in evidence. The site 

was still set in woodland without, probably, local clearance for growing these crops, 

which were probably grown and processed elsewhere and brought to the site. 

   Yet, there is another way to assess human diet by the analysis of the isotopic 

content of human bone, itself a splendid demonstration the dictum that “you are what 

you eat”.   Modern techniques can tell which proportion of the diet of any particular 

bone sample is vegetable dominant, animal dominant or fish dominant. The stable 



isotope analysis at Hambledon of a substantial sample of the human bone recovered 

showed that a wide range of diets were practised – although as might be expected 

fish was not prominent in any of them.   Most of the adults seem to have derived 

their protein from meat and/or milk sources – with the suggestion that most women 

may have had a rather better, more protein rich diet than men. There does appear to 

be a group who had less meat and this may represent some kind of ‘pecking order’ 

or class distinction. 

   It has also proved possible to detect the minute traces of residues within the 

pottery that was excavated – lipids (fats) of different kinds survive for millennia in the 

composition of the fabric.   Pig and cattle fats are present as well as clear indications 

of the treatment of milk. Some vessels show only cattle fat but none show only pork. 

27% of the pots showed dairy, 7% contained pig and cattle, and 67% only cattle fats. 

This suggests, as does the bone assemblage, that ‘dairying’ (i.e. milking and, 

possibly, the production of cheese, was an important component of the economy. 

And why not in Dorset/Somerset?! 

   The people themselves are of course the most interesting study.  From the main 

enclosure on the summit of the hill 30 individuals were recovered that may indicate 

that some 200-300 individuals were incorporated at some stage in the ditch fill.   As 

many as 23 came from the Stepleton enclosure and the whole sampled extent of the 

outworks system, while c.35 immature and c.40 adults came from the ditches of the 

Hanford spur at the SW end of the hill, to the west of the Yew Wood.   There is no 

doubt that some of the human corpses on the site have been attacked by dogs who 

have left teeth marks on the bones (some 2.7% of the bones) – but it is possible for 

scavengers to feed without leaving such marks. One body in the main enclosure 

ditch had been very extensively gnawed by dog and rodents and it is very likely that 

a good deal more of this sort of thing went on than is now apparent. 

   What is perhaps much more surprising is the presence in 7% of the individuals 

studied of cut-marks, signs of butchery, on the bones. This indicates the detachment 

of flesh from the body by sharp (flint) cutting edges.   There is no sign of the 

breakage of human bone to extract marrow or violent chopping marks.   It is not 

certain what such cuts indicate.   They may have been part of the preparation of the 

body for disposal; they may have been for detachment of select muscle masses for 

consumption (cannibalism) – although it must be understood that, whenever 

encountered by anthropologists, such activity is never for subsistence feeding (which 

can, of course, happen in catastrophic situations universally) but is for 

ceremonial/ritual purposes usually linked to the idea of absorbing or perpetuating the 

spirit or qualities of the consumed person.   It is certainly true that two of the young 

men who died during the destruction of the site in C. 3600-3400BC were treated in 

this way, apparently, by their enemies. 



   Skulls were the most frequent element to be included in the ditch of the main 

enclosure and in three cases the inclusion of the uppermost vertebrae with the skull 

may suggest decapitation although probably post mortem. 

   In terms of health the picture varies.   Dental health is, on the whole good – total of 

538 teeth were found to reveal only 9 ante mortem losses. However it must be 

remembered that few people lived beyond the age of fifty.  Caries is however low in 

occurrence, indeed below average for the period at Hambledon.  One individual 

exhibited dental hypoplasia – a defect in the development of tooth enamel that may 

reflect stress from illness, or, perhaps, a period of malnutrition. The low rate of dental 

disease at Hambledon suggests a diet high in meat-based proteins assisted by foods 

(fruit, roots) that would assist with cleaning the teeth while not containing processed 

carbohydrate  (so there is a lesson for us all!) 

   Some sheltered micro-features suggest a degree of dietary deficiency, anaemia or 

Vitamin C lack.   This was notable in young children who were obviously poorly.  

Only one individual was found to have evidence of a healed fracture (the right 

eleventh rib), a common ‘accidental fall’ injury. There were also some infections and 

one or two benign tumours on the head and there was quite common, in seven 

individuals (out of 75), joint disease was apparent on the bone and, of course, the 

hard living meant that the population was subject to sprains, torn ligaments and 

rheumatism, sciatica etc. which will leave almost no trace on the skeletal frame. 

   Two skulls of juveniles showed premature fusion of the sutures of the skull. These 

poor children, whose brains were unable to develop properly, would probably have 

suffered mental retardation, possibly epilepsy and sight loss; there may also have 

been some facial disfigurement. The two children lived 2-300 years apart and were 

given quite marked burial in the some segment of partially filled ditch. This quite 

especial treatment might suggest that these handicapped children were regarded 

with reverence or awe by their peers and elders.  

   In conclusion, we must not forget the host of non-skeletally detectable maladies 

that humans are heir to – arthritis,  bronchitis, pneumonia, smallpox, typhus, measles 

etc. etc. – many of which may have been epidemic, and of which we can know 

nothing. 

   What is clear however is that Hambledon was built in stages.  At the outset it was 

an enclosure that seems to have been focused upon the treatment of the dead – 

although even that may not have been even its primary function.   For people 

struggling to survive as farmers in an untamed environment, where there was no 

‘insurance policy’ of any kind, kinship links, probably of quite a distant kind (to us), 

were important.   Periodic meetings, in spring and late summer, we know at 

Hambledon, were necessary to re-establish contact, for girl to meet boy, for elders to 

know the news, including who had passed away.  Also, what better way to focus 



funerary celebrations than to bring the remains of poor old ‘uncle so and so’ for 

disposal on the site? 

    But ‘marriages’ and other great anniversaries and events may have been 

celebrated as well as attended by a great feast of which the wasteful consumption of 

the best joints of the surplus older cows from what appears to been a dairy focused 

economy were prominent on the menu.  Possibly a cup of fermented grape juice 

might have followed!  After a short while the second (Stepleton) enclosure was built 

followed very quickly if not immediately by the building of two impressive, massively 

timber reinforced outworks cutting off the points of easier approach on the eastern 

side of the hill, facing Cranborne Chase.    Between 3630 and 3360BC – the site 

having been in use for eight generations at least (200 years) – ( the time that 

separates us from the Battle of Waterloo) - these eastern defences were redoubled 

and strengthened and became the subject of at least two attacks during which 

burning and deaths occurred. 

    From this development we may perhaps draw the conclusion that Hambledon, 

long the boundary meeting place of people whose domicile lay to the south-west, 

had become an offence to people (or to their hierarchy of leaders) living to the east, 

on Cranborne Chase and further north and east.   Certainly whatever the case 

between 3360-3300BC there was a massive extension of the outwork defensive 

system around the western side of the hill – intimidating the former users of this 

great centre, while the eastern outworks ruined in previous fighting were allowed, it 

seems, to lie unrepaired.   Currently this episode stands as a lamentable monument 

to the first known instance of realpolitik and warfare in the British past. 

   After c. 3300BC there seems to be a relatively serious crisis in British society.  

Perhaps exhausted by its internecine exertions or more likely, having exhausted their 

limited holdings of farmland by unsustainable procedures, their economy broke down 

and unsustainability brought its inevitable consequence. 

   When matters recovered, after c. 3000BC, a new situation appears to unfold.  In 

southern Britain, and perhaps more so to the north and west, society appears to 

have come increasingly under the control of ‘big men’; hierarchies as before but 

probably controlling larger areas/populations and, perhaps, with their authority 

founded not on the power conferred by muscle, but power conferred by belief – a 

theocracy.   It is in this period that power shifted away from Hambledon (and from 

Maiden Castle and other causewayed enclosure sites) and began to focus on other 

sites, Stonehenge, Durrington Walls in Wiltshire and Dorchester Great timber Circle 

and Mount Pleasant henge, Dorchester. 

Nearest to Hambledon in this process is Knowlton circles and the Great Dorset 

Cursus that dominate Cranborne Chase and probably epitomise the triumphalism of 

the descendants of those that brought about the demise of Hambledon and its 

realignment to face the West. 



The Copper Age 

   But Hambledon as a sacred place was not forgotten.  People came here in the 

years after 2800BC to deposit impressed decorated pottery – quite different from the 

plain and carinated undecorated bowls so very characteristic of the Earlier Neolithic 

occupants.   By sometime around c. 2000BC other people, still giving loyalty to a 

theocratic hierarchy (although not necessarily the same one) were depositing 

absolutely characteristic pottery of late Beaker type in the infilled ditch, carefully 

setting their vessels upright in the ditch in a single, possibly brief, period of activity at 

Hambledon, where cuttings are made through the first period of post-Neolithic 

plough cultivation on the site, (which helps further to denude the ruined Neolithic 

earthworks), in order to make this offering. These vessels fall within the late Beaker 

style of pottery production c. 1800-1700BC.   This material contrasts sharply with 

early style all-over cord ornamented beaker pottery deposited in further recuts 

through ploughed soil in the uppermost filling of the inner east cross-dyke which 

could have been deposited at any time from 2400-1800BC. It is likely that this 

material was degraded by ploughing. 

Earlier Bronze Age 

   Hambledon’s southern and central spurs (Stepleton and Shroton spurs) appear to 

have been cultivated at this time from about 2500BC onwards in a system of fields 

that slight traces on air photographs might suggest comprises tiny fields in a grid 

pattern oriented NE-SW across the contours of the spurs and it is only at a stage 

several centuries later, probably around 1300BC that a farmstead is established 

within, and using the the Stepleton enclosure ditch (largely filled) as a boundary. This 

enclosure may have contained post-built houses, certainly featured an oven or kiln 

which was dug deep enough to survive later ploughing, and to be the site of one or 

two burials. The kiln, with its remnant charcoal yielded a radiocarbon date 1740-

1430BC. 

   By this time the types of snail (or their abandoned shells) found in the ditch fillings 

tell us that the landscape has now become a great deal more open, as one would 

expect, with the cultivation that has taken place since c.2500BC. At a date about 

1500BC, possibly a little later, there appears to be a settlement as we have seen, 

and midden debris and a quantity of burnt flint – possibly the product of some 

industrial process.  The remains were, however, very superficial and much eroded by 

the modern plough.  Of this period, however, the project also located another site in 

its (unsuccessful) search for Neolithic settlement by the River Iwerne. 

   The floodplain of the Iwerne had been completely eroded out by flood water at 

some point, probably c.2500BC , as a possibly Late Neolithic arrowhead survived 

lodged in a tiny sheltered declivity that was missed and left intact by the deluge, or 

succession of deluges. All previous stratified deposits had been completely wasted 

away – in floods possibly generated by the radical deforestation of the local 



landscape which decreased the amount of precipitation absorbed by the root system 

of the (now absent) trees and the transpiration of that water back to the sky.   The 

amount of run-off, over many sq. kms.,  must have been vastly increased, so that  in 

times of high precipitation, an extremely high-energy environment would have been 

generated with water moving vast quantities of sediment, ultimately to the sea. 

   The stabilised, but barely growth-covered flood plain was occupied briefly by a 

short-lived processing area using water apparently heated by hot stones, themselves 

in a great fire – the water in a nearby cistern.  The mound of burnt stone (one of 

Britain’s earliest industrial slag heaps in the heart of rural Dorset!) which was dated 

from remnant charcoal by radiocarbon dating to between 1500 and 1120BC, 

remained as well as traces of the cistern structure. What the industrial process was 

(tanning, cooking, preserving or some aspect of metalworking – or possibly, it has 

been suggested, a sauna type bath) is not known.   The fuel used was that of scrub 

woodland – fruits and hazels.  Whatever the function, very close to the cistern-like 

structure a stone mould-fragment for a bronze axe was located, of a type dating to 

around 800BC. 

The Later Bronze Age 

   At this time great changes were happening in British society as a quite long period 

of stability came under pressure from social and environmental changes, changes in 

farming practice and an atmosphere, ‘politically’ and socially of greater insecurity.  

This atmosphere may have led to a gradual move away from the use of bronze for 

edge tools and weapons to the use of iron, far less demanding in the location of 

sources of ore, but much more difficult to work and requiring far greater energy 

consumption in its manufacture.  Bronze, however, required the possession of 

sufficient quantities of copper (nearest source to Hambledon, probably mining in S. 

Wales) and somewhere near 10% of that volume in tin (the nearest source being 

streaming activity in Devon or Cornwall). In the prevailing unstable atmosphere, the 

management of that supply complexity for bronze may have become difficult to 

manage, and iron, which had been manufactured in Britain since at least 1000BC, 

became universally preferred.   Bronze, however, would continue to be used for 

casting ornaments and beating panels of sheet metal for many centuries. 

The Iron Age 

   The farming of the hilltop continued with erosive effects that were quite dramatic 

with enormous banks of soil, several metres high forming as field boundary ‘dumps’ 

caused by downhill ploughing and turning  – so-called ‘lynchets’. These lynchets are 

still visible on the Stepleton spur and they went on forming until at least the Roman 

period when a track-way that levelled the lynchets on the tip of Stepleton spur 

produced the characteristic nails of Roman sandal/boots and a brooch and other lost 

miscellanea. 



   Long before this, however, the need to create a habitable fortified centre, easily 

defensible, that could accommodate, in an emergency, a large number of people 

became a necessity, not necessarily physically, but psychologically…..just  think of 

our own time during the so-called ‘Cold War’ and, indeed, since.  It would appear 

that such a defended centre was built, first of all, on the northern point of the spur of 

Hambledon Hill. To see this, one has to proceed beyond the wonderfully prominent 

Neolithic northern long barrow, passing to the north where, if, looking very carefully, 

it is possible still to observe an earthwork crossing the furthermost neck of the 

northern spur which has been dug into by the house platforms that are clearly linked 

to the Iron Age hill-fort.  The project of 1986 took this observed superimposition as 

an indication that this earthwork, earlier than the Iron Age hill-fort, was a third 

Neolithic enclosure.  Two weeks hard work showed that this was not the case, and 

forming a small 2ha enclosure at the northern tip of the northern spur of Hambledon 

was a V-section ditch which had been accompanied by a reinforced bank on its 

northern side, and built in the 7th-6th centuries BC.  The ditch was c.2.5m deep, far 

deeper than the Neolithic ditches, and its filling had moved back into the ditch very 

quickly and very cleanly – probably it had been deliberately backfilled as a single 

exercise.   One tiny fragment of unidentifiable long bone which, very luckily, had 

become included in the earliest silt was the only clue, and yielded a radiocarbon date 

770-400BC – a date probably in the Late Bronze Age and some 4-600 years later 

than the valley bottom activity at Everly Water Meadow or the Middle Bronze Age 

settlement activity within the Stepleton enclosure where a burial yielded a date 1430-

1130BC (contemporary with the Everly Water Meadow industrial activity). 

   This fortification, deliberately obliterated, was apparently succeeded more or less 

directly by the main phase of the occupation and fortification of Hambledon Hill north 

spur when a multi-vallate defensive system (‘the enclosure’ henceforward) was built 

on the hill – massively impressive to this day yet so cleverly done that the actual 

engineering to achieve this daunting effect was of the minimum possible effort input.  

The natural slope was scarped with the minimum effort and discourse achieved 

down slope – with internal quarrying for the uppermost of the three ‘ditches’ – it is a 

masterpiece of military engineering accomplished under highly skilled direction.   Its 

imposition on the slopes of the hill appears to have buried traces still emergent from 

its lowest skirts of the lynchets and field boundaries of farming on the spur before 

this date.   At a date, probably indicated by the rapidly backfilled ditch just described, 

hundreds of relatively tiny 7-9m diameter round houses with conical roofs of, 

probably reed, thatch were built on carefully dug out platforms. These were installed 

not only in the interior of the fortified enclosure but spilled over into the quarry 

depressions whence has been extracted the chalk which supplied the content of the 

innermost rampart.   It may well be that in their sheltered position these houses in 

the immediate shelter of the rampart were the first to be built (there are days, now, 

when it can be difficult to stay on one’s feet in the wind on this mightily exposed hill 

spur).   Whatever the case, construction of platforms, involving considerable 

earthmoving, went on so that rapidly the whole non-level element on the interior of 



the enclosure became filled with dug platforms.   Sadly those (extensive) areas of 

level ground within the enclosure were ploughed, almost certainly during the 

mediaeval period when, before the terrible plague attacks of the 14th century, land 

was scarce.   Such ploughing has undoubtedly eliminated the remains of these small 

houses, undetectable because of their lack of dug platforms.   If platforms continued 

to be dug into the very limits of the enclosure (but without one, ever, spilling onto the 

ramparts that pertain to it) it might imply that within some strong control, construction 

went on until all vacant areas were filled – which might suggest an original total of 4-

500 houses. 

   Surely such houses, so closely spaced, can only have been occupied in a short 

span at any one time? Was this another seasonal meeting place as has been 

suggested for the Neolithic enclosure that preceded it by 3000 years?  Designed to 

impress the countryside all around like the ultimate Neolithic complex, was it the 

ultimate successor after a period of relatively untroubled individual farming, when 

Stepleton was quietly farmed, and a return to more troubled circumstances.  

   This ‘fortress’ cum ceremonial centre may have lasted some time before a 

rationale was established that required a more habitable and convenient centre.  

Current understanding of the pottery from Hambledon would suggest a date from as 

early as 600BC – c.400BC. 

HOD HILL 

   It has never been really credible that Hod Hill and Hambledon Hill “glared across at 

each other”.  The idea of the seasonal ‘power-place’ seems to have come to an end.  

By the time Hod Hill was conceived a major and very obvious change had taken 

place to allow, or demand, that leaders should demonstrate their power rather than, 

simply arrange for it to be shown.  At  Hod the first fortification is the product of  

extremely hard work. The wall (for that is what it is) is a timber-framed box into which 

is packed the material from an outward dug quarry (ditch), reminiscent of the 

Neolithic fortifications on Hambledon, built some 3000 years before. Surrounding a 

level plateau, well drained, with the most easy access to water, the fort is most 

superbly situated – more accessible than Hambledon but also less prominent. The 

perfect situation where what is required is a situation where people know where you 

are and where both you and they wish to arrive more easily to encounter less 

buffeting by the wind. 

    Hod’s occupation went on for many years with modifications of its fortification 

system. There is a second phase which sees the great, massively and 

uneconomically engineered earthwork around Hod with its level platform on the top – 

a truly massive piece of engineering. 

    As part of this secondary phase of development, there appears to be the 

construction of a major phase of round house construction with houses ranging in 

diameter from 9-15m.  The largest of these structures are very substantial 



demanding roof rafters some 10m in length and having a covered floor area of some 

150m². Even the smaller houses were substantial with 60m² of floor space. If the 

density of the houses is the same throughout the whole fort, as in the part of the hill-

fort available for survey by Prof. Ian  Richmond, (the excavator), then some 350 

houses may have existed there, although it is clear from those planned in detail that 

many are the result of rebuilding through time. Nevertheless a great many houses 

would have stood on the plateau-like interior of this fort for a period of at least 250 

years. A number of these houses, or their stances, were, however occupied for at 

least two hundred years. These round houses were generally considerably larger 

than those that occupied by the platforms built on the steep slopes of Hambledon 

where diameters of the houses were generally less than 9m (i.e. floor areas of c. 

50m²). 

    Hod Hill was eventually to emerge into the daylight of history as one of the 

strongholds of the ‘local’ native British tribe, the Durotriges – indeed a number of 

their coins were found on the site, as well as coins of the Dobunni (Gloucestershire 

and Somerset) and the Iceni (East Anglia) and also Gaulish coins, used there by the 

quasi-Romanised societies of southern England as they existed prior to the real 

Roman conquest of 43AD – evidencing the widespread diplomatic and trading links 

of the Durotriges. 

   The conquest by Roman Imperial forces, was real and harsh.  The Roman 

commander in the southwest of England was the future emperor Vespasian who in 

the period 43-47AD was the Legate of the Legio II Augusta – 5000 men trained in 

formation fighting and disciplined communication fighting with weapons, the ballista, 

the short slashing sword used in combination with the shield in formation, that left the 

Celtic warrior of the time, for all his bravery and bravado, but ‘meat for the mincer’.   

From a military base for supply in Chichester Harbour, Vespasian led his soldiers 

west and south.   At Spetisbury Rings (between Blandford and Wimborne) skeletons 

of over 100 people who were probably victims of the II Augusta were found buried.   

At Maiden Castle another cemetery was located with a Roman ballista bolt in the 

spine of one occupant – the precise status of the cemetery has been disputed, but 

this particular evidence seems beyond dispute. 

   At Hod Hill the first blizzard of ballista bolts seems to have been enough. The fort 

was surrendered intact and remained intact until, and after, the Roman Imperial 

Army had built (presumably as a deliberate, political act) its own fort, which was then 

briefly garrisoned, the fort appropriately situated, as it was,  half-way between 

Salisbury (Sorviodunum) and Dorchester (Durnovaria), a sure sign of the touchiness 

of the times.   Eventually the country settled down although it always maintained its 

individuality, as indeed it had as a boundary area since the Neolithic period. 

By 65-70AD, a time of trouble elsewhere for the Roman Empire, the fort had 

probably been abandoned and life in the area had been restored to peace, the army 

withdrawn for other purposes. 



    Further rebellion in Britain ensued but not in the south-west, whose people would, 

however, seek to resist incomers for many years yet. The Pax Romanum continued 

in England for a remarkable 300 years (the time that separates us from Queen Anne) 

until in the later years of the third century AD (280-300AD) German immigrants from 

the area between modern day Hamburg and Denmark began to arrive as soldiers, as 

relations (family members??), and as colonists into a fabric of Empire that was 

weakening slowly, most especially on its ‘edge of the World’ western flanks.   Roman 

absolute control over the island was over by 400AD. 

By the seventh century (the 600s) AD a new order was in the course of 

establishment. Christianity had probably been established within Roman urban 

communities with Canterbury, Winchester, York and Carlisle as important centres. 

The countryside was, of course, behind the times, and anyway more ‘superstitious’ – 

inclined to accept ancient traditions and remedies. 

By the seventh century (probably c.650AD) enough Saxons had attained senior 

position in the society of the south-west, to allow poor Saxons who did not hold the 

Christian faith to be buried in communal and exclusive burial  places. At Hambledon, 

these folk were buried, for burials there were, just outside the Stepleton Enclosure, 

on what is still the parish boundary between Stepleton and Shroton – both Saxon 

Names.  Out on the parish boundary, as pagans, they were excluded folk – normal 

practice in Anglo-Saxon society – but symptomatic of the state of their social 

position. 

    There was a small cemetery of twelve burials including three probable children – 

very short graves of diminished depth from which the bones have been destroyed by 

ploughing.      Ten adults remained to be studied that were: Males, under 40 (4), over 

40 (2), and Female, under 30 (1), and more than 40(1); 3 neonates. 

Thenceforward we find ourselves in a period of growing stability. It was, probably, 

during the 12-14th centuries AD that the maximum extension of cultivation took place 

that led to the presence of rig and furrow on the very summit of Hambledon Hill. 

Change, as ever, was, however, in the air, and the complete reorganisation of fields 

and agriculture around the hill was under way when, as a consequence, the masters 

who oversaw that world built their great houses and extended their parks. Close to 

Shroton such activity led to the meadow feeding of cows (see above) and sheep 

running on the hills as the lands of Ranston,  Stepleton House and other great 

estates were established and then adorned in the eighteenth century with great 

houses. 

     By the mid-seventeenth century this critical position of a route junction had 

become central to the concerns of the parliamentary army intent upon the 

suppression of the good souls of Dorset who wanted, desperately, to be rid of the 

whole dreadful, crass, panoply of civil conflict. The Dorset ‘Clubmen’ rose up, as 

their ancestors had against Vespasian, and challenged Oliver Cromwell, directly, on 



Hambledon Hill, where, behind its formidable ramparts, they had taken shelter, with 

their great flag and motto – “If you offer to plunder or take our cattel /  Be assured we 

will bid you battel”.   A very difficult engagement followed as Cromwell’s cavalry tried 

to deal with those rebellious countrymen.   The story goes that, having attacked the 

‘Clubmen’ frontally on Hambledon Hill, attempting to storm his way onto the northern 

spur through the SE gateway of the Iron Age fort, and having sustained quite serious 

enough losses, Cromwell diverted his approach so that some of his cavalry attacked 

by the steep northern approach to the fort and, through the element of surprise 

having gained access, drove the ‘Clubmen’, with many injuries and some fatalities 

down to Shroton and into the Churchyard where eventually, severely admonished by 

Cromwell himself, they were allowed to disperse.  This may well be the last 

engagement of a prehistoric fortress in communal conflict in Britain. 

   History for Hambledon was, however, by no means over.   By the 1750s the hill 

was being used as an exercise area for Colonel Wolfe’s soldiers, stationed in the 

south of England, but many of them recruited in the far north.   He accommodated 

his men in lines at Pimperne and probably, overnight, on the immediate skirts of 

Hambledon at Shroton Lines and exercised them on the slopes of the extraordinary, 

two thousand year old, fortifications on the North Spur.   Afterwards, as is the way 

with history, it was said he was “training them to assault the Heights of Abraham”, 

Quebec, which he could not possibly have foreseen,  where he was to meet his fate 

in 1759.   From then on archaeology must take over to record the nineteenth century 

extraction of flint road- and wall-stone to serve the new industrial age by quarrying 

on the hill, which has done so much more archaeological damage. The addition of 

countless tons of oil-based fertiliser to the hill and a renewal of ploughing activity in 

the 1950s to enable this upland pasture to bear extraordinary quantities of barley, 

and the production of pork on the basis of that outcome, brings us to the present 

day. 

Where next we must wonder?  ...... 
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