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A multiple boundary ditch and double pit alignment were located on the route
of the Oakham bypass construction which provided the opportunity for the
investigation of these remains. These were extensively excavated in an attempt
to clarify the function, significance and dating of the features. The results of
the excavations are described and evidence for the dating, form, function and
landscape setting of the monuments is discussed.

INTRODUCTION

A programme of archaeological assessment was undertaken along the route of the
Oakham bypass. It comprised, desk-based study, fieldwalking and geophysical
survey, the final stage of this being evaluation by trial trenching. This confirmed
the existence of a prehistoric multiple boundary ditch, first identified through
aerial reconnaissance (Pickering and Hartley 1985), and in 2001 by geophysical
surveying of the site (Mercer 2001). Geophysical survey had also identified two
parallel features close to the multiple boundary ditch, which trial trenching
revealed were likely to be a previously unknown prehistoric double pit alignment.
As a result of these findings a scheme of excavation was undertaken in the areas
where the triple ditch and double pit alignment would be disturbed by the road
construction works. Two excavation areas were centred on the ditches, and a third
on the pit alignments (Fig. 1).

Linear boundaries, including pit alignments and multiple ditch arrangements,
are a characteristic feature of the first millennium BC in eastern England
(Willis 2006). Typically these features contain very little cultural material,
consequently their function, significance and dating remain unclear. Linear ditch
systems are numerous in the East Midlands and comprise two or more parallel
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ditches, triple ditches being particularly well recorded, especially in
Northamptonshire, Leicestershire, Rutland, and western Lincolnshire (ibid).
Similar boundaries have been attributed to a wide range of dates from Neolithic to
Medieval, and in some cases prehistoric boundaries have been re-used as modern
parish boundaries (Boutwood 1998). As with multiple ditches, pit alignments are
notoriously difficult to date and their functions are not obvious (Thomas,
forthcoming).

Finds, including prehistoric pottery, animal bone and worked flint, were
retrieved from relatively small excavated portions of the ditches and pits during
the evaluation and it was hoped that the excavations would allow secure dating.
The presence of these finds, compared to the usual dearth of dating evidence for
such features, indicated that the boundaries might be close to other areas of
activity or that the activities directly associated with the boundaries may have
involved the deposition of cultural material. The excavation was therefore
designed to identify any further features which might be associated with or close
to the boundaries.

It was also hoped that the extensive excavation of the pit alignment and ditches
would provide detail of the form and structure of the features during use,
including identifying any evidence for associated banks or whether they may have
contained posts. Aerial photographs indicated that the three ditches terminated at
their northern end within one of the excavation areas. It was thought therefore
that the project would provide a rare opportunity for the excavation of these
terminals.

The bypass route was divided into two areas, each joining onto an existing
portion of the bypass, one to the north and the other the south-east of Oakham
(Fig. 1). Trial trenching was distributed along the whole length of the bypass,
whilst the subsequent excavations were within the southern section, centered at
SK 8701 0811 (Fig. 1). The excavation site lies on the Middle Liassic Marlstone
Rock bed, yellow to brown ferruginous limestone overlying grey-brown clays of
the lower division of the Middle Lias, this clay outcropping at the north of the site
(Clay 1998, 295). The excavation areas were located in a relatively flat and
apparently regularly-ploughed arable field at c.95m OD, bounded at the north by
the North Gwash River. At the northern edge of the area, adjacent to the
watercourse, the ground level dropped to around 90m OD. Approximately 175m
south of the excavation areas, the edge of the field was marked by a further
watercourse, the Egleton Stream (Fig. 6).

SUMMARY OF TRIAL TRENCHING RESULTS

Trial trenching comprised forty-three trenches, distributed along both the
northern and south-eastern portions of the bypass route (Mellor 2006). In most of
the trenches it was evident that features indicated by geophysical anomalies and
cropmarks were of geological or agricultural origin.

A single sherd of mid to late Iron Age pottery of fourth-century BC date was
retrieved from topsoil in a trench located between the A606 Melton Road



and the railway in the northern portion of the bypass. Two small sherds of
undiagnostic and highly abraded prehistoric pottery were retrieved from a
trench just to the east of the railway line. Within the same trench were three rather
amorphous features with blackish fills. These were undated and may have
been deliberately burnt-out tree stumps. A single unstratified and undiagnostic
flint core fragment was retrieved from a trench to the west of the railway line. The
remaining archaeology was later the focus of the excavation areas; the trenching
results for those areas are incorporated into the results of the excavation.

OAKHAM MULTIPLE BOUNDARY DITCHES

The three parallel ditches at Oakham were approximately north-south aligned
although slightly sinuous in plan (Fig. 1), this arrangement being generally
‘typical’ of the monument type in the region (Pickering 1978, Boutwood 1998,
Willis 2006). The ditches are at least 250m long, extending beyond the area of
geophysical survey to the south, whilst the width of the ditches was approximately
8m.

Excavation Area 1 was located on the south side of the North Gwash River.
This area of approximately 60m by 40m was positioned to investigate the termini
of the multiple boundary ditches as indicated by the extent of cropmarks in the
area. However, all three ditches were found to extend beyond the edge of the area,
the difference in visibility as cropmarks seemingly being caused by a change in the
underlying geology and the occurrence of colluvium on the slope down to the
North Gwash River. The ditches were also found to extend across Area 2, a 120m
by 25m area along the route of the road. In Area 1, 24 slots, each 1m wide, were
excavated in the three ditches at 7m intervals, and in Area 2, 23 excavated slots
were spaced at 3m intervals (Figs. 2 & 3).

In Area 2 the central and westerly ditches were of similar dimensions, the west
ditch being on average 1.94m wide and 0.88m deep, and the central ditch being
1.93m wide and 0.89m deep (Fig. 3). The easterly ditch was wider and deeper than
the other two, being on average 2.90m wide and 1.11m deep. The most westerly
and central ditches in Area 1 were each an average of 1.54m wide, whilst the most
easterly ditch averaged 2.17m wide. The central ditch was the shallowest of the
three being on average 0.78m deep, whilst the west ditch averaged 0.98m and the
east ditch 1.00m (Fig. 2). It is not clear whether the generally larger dimensions of
the east ditch indicate that this was indeed the largest of the three during their use.
It is possible that the differing size of the surviving ditches are due in part to
differential truncation of the features through ploughing and the changing
topography of the site over time.

The profile of the ditches varied between excavated slots but in Area 2 they
were generally ‘V’-shaped with flattened bases. The steepness of the ditch sides
also varied and some of these were much less regular than others (Fig. 3, g, i–k).
The natural in Area 2 was stoney throughout, comprising weathered ferruginous
limestone, increasingly weathered and shattered closer to the surface. Some of the
irregularities in the edges of the ditches may have been due to frost-shattering of
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the natural stone and perhaps the unintentional removal of stone during ditch
digging or cleaning. It did not seem that any of these irregularities represented
particular internal features within the ditches except perhaps the interpretation
that some of the slight steps could have allowed access and egress in the deep
ditches. A single sub-circular feature with a flat base [2085] was noted, cutting,
apparently, almost horizontally into the edge of the western ditch [2020] near the
base. This contained a piece of mineralised wood with a flat end, almost fossilised
by iron salts, which was probably originally roundwood, approximately 150mm
in diameter. The wood was likely to be alder, a common wetland species
throughout prehistory although the poor and fragmentary state of the wood
meant that its function was unclear. However, similarly-sized and better-preserved
worked wood artefacts, found near the base of deep features elsewhere, have
proven to be log ladders (a log with notches which act as steps) and this is a
possible interpretation in this case (Maisie Taylor, pers. comm.). Such a ladder
may have been used either during construction or during the time of use of the
ditches.

At the southern end of Area 1, the natural fractured stone was similar to that
encountered across Area 2. This area sloped down to the north towards the North
Gwash River the natural stone layer becoming increasingly thin to the north and
absent completely from the northern part of the area. Underlying this stone was a
Middle Lias clay layer which outcropped at the north of the area. Therefore,
ditches at the far south of this area were cut only into the stoney natural and at the
north into soft clay natural. Between these locations some areas of the ditches
were cut into both the stone and underlying clay (Fig. 2, a, e, f).

The profile of the ditches in Area 1 seemed to vary to a greater degree than was
the case in Area 2 and varied between adjacent excavated slots, in some cases
being ‘U’ or ‘V’-shaped, whilst others had flat bases. The steepness of the ditch
sides also altered, these variations probably being partly due to the change in
natural deposits. In one instance, the level of the base of the ditch was apparently
determined by a particularly large fragment of stone in the natural. This stone had
not been removed even though the base of the ditch adjacent to the stone was
deeper and cut into the underlying clay natural. This might simply be that the
stone had proved physically difficult to remove, or it may have served some
function within the ditch (Fig. 2, e).

No clear evidence of re-cutting was identified in any of the ditches in Area 2, or
in the western and central ditches in Area 1. However, it is quite possible that the
ditches could have been maintained or re-cut with no trace of such processes being
evident on excavation, particularly if the ditches were entirely re-cut or enlarged.
It seems probable that the ditches would have been cleaned and maintained if they
were in use for any length of time.

Variation was noted in the stoniness of the fills of the ditches, some fills having
a large silt fraction, others largely consisting of stone. This variation is shown on
Fig. 4, where a distinction has been made between those fills of primarily silty or
stoney nature and those with a moderately stoney character. A general trend was
noted in the majority of the excavated sections of all three ditches in Area 2 and at



the south of Area 1 for an initial, often thin, silty fill which was overlain by a
much stonier layer, with uppermost fills generally being silty. This was interpreted
as representing initial natural silting of or soil formation within the ditches, with
the overlying stoney deposits probably representing material from adjacent upcast
banks. It was not clear whether this presumed bank material gradually migrated
into the ditches or represented deliberate back-filling, although the stoniness of
some of these deposits hints towards a rapid and deliberate process. The
uppermost surviving level of the ditches seems then to have been gradually infilled
through a process of further natural silting.

As the stoney fills were interpreted as probably representing slumped bank
material these deposits were examined in order to identify further evidence for the
position of these banks. All of the excavated sections of the eastern ditch in Area 2
showed a clear trend in the stoney deposits having entered from only the west side
(Fig. 4, Fig. 3 g). In the western and central ditches this material had apparently
come from both the east and west (Fig. 4, Fig. 3, i–k). This indicated that the
presumed flanking banks were only present on the west side of each ditch with no
bank having been present on the east side. Whilst it does not seem that there was a
bank immediately to the east of the east ditch, it was not possible to determine
whether there might have been an eastern bank located further away.

The distribution of stoney fills in the eastern ditch could alternatively be
interpreted as defining the edge of a later and silted re-cut, but the stones in the
excavated sections were often angled in such a way as to emphasize their
movement from the west, where they had fallen or been tipped into the ditch (Fig.
3, g). If the distribution of these stoney deposits was determined only by later re-
cutting, it might be expected that there would still be evidence of material having
entered the ditch from both the east and west sides. However, it is also possible
that both interpretations are correct, with bank material from only the west side
defining the edge of a subsequent re-cut which followed the upper edge of the
stoney deposits. To some extent, the variation and the shape in section of the
upper silting of the east ditch argues against the presence of a re-cut here, as any
such re-cut would be of rather shallow profile and variable in form.

The ditch-fills in Area 1 varied from extremely stoney where the ditches were
cut into stoney natural at the south, to stoneless where cut into the clay-rich
natural at the north (Fig. 2, a, f, Fig. 4). Where stone-rich fills were identified near
the south of this area, in the west and central ditches, these seemed to reflect the
same trend noted in Area 2 for the infilling of stoney bank material from both
sides of each ditch. However, evidence of a re-cut was identified along most of the
length of the east ditch in this area so any evidence for the location of associated
banks had not survived. This re-cut is discussed below. At the north of the area,
where the west and central ditches were cut only into the natural clay, there was
little distinction between fills which might otherwise indicate the location of
flanking banks. Towards the north and east of Area 1 it was not possible to
determine the probable location of flanking banks due to the re-cut, although it is
tempting to suggest that each of the banks suggested further to the south are likely
to have continued into this area.

8 VICKY MELLOR
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Triple ditches: Artefacts

Struck flint was recovered from various ditches in Areas 1 and 2 but was scattered
in small quantities throughout their fills and across the excavated areas. No
contexts contained sufficient quantities to enable detailed contextual analysis,
and so the material recovered from the site as a whole was considered as one
assemblage. There was no convincing evidence of any activities involving
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concentrated lithic use or depositional practices associated with the ditches. The
spatial distribution of the lithic material and its variable technological
characteristics and condition would instead be more consistent with incidental
and residual deposition of ‘background’ scatters. However, this does not preclude
the occasional use of flint and its casual deposition within the ditches during their
use. A few pieces may be most characteristic of Middle Bronze Age or later
industries, if so, this may tentatively provide a terminus post quem for the ditches’
infilling. Even this could only indicate very ephemeral flint use at the site, but
would be consistent with the often-noted pattern of occasional and opportunistic
use of flint during the later Bronze Age. A small concentration of material with
Mesolithic/Early Neolithic characteristics was present in one of the easterly ditch
slots in Area 1, [1139] and [1141] which, although not refitting, may reflect an
earlier area of core reduction and blade production (Bishop 2006).

Many of the pottery sherds of prehistoric date from the site were small, with an
average sherd weight of just over 2g, and many had no form or decoration which
would allow their identification with any certainty. Many of the sherds are
abraded, making identification of decoration difficult (Allen 2007).

In Area 1, a sherd of Beaker pottery which was found in the primary fill of the
central ditch [1094] may provide a date for its use although the ditch could have
been dug and cleaned out in earlier times. Another sherd (1031), possibly Bronze
Age, was found in the primary fill of the westerly ditch [1027]. The remaining
pottery in this area is prehistoric and was found in secondary and later fills of the
eastern ditch [1074, 1113], the central ditch [1106,1038] and the western ditch
[1121,1027] .

In the eastern ditch in Area 2, Neolithic sherds were found in the secondary fill of
ditch [2095], the secondary fill of ditch [2206] and the tertiary fill of [2016]. All
were slightly or moderately abraded and, although they were probably swept into
the ditch by agriculture, may suggest that there was Neolithic activity nearby. Also
in Area 2 a sherd which may be Beaker was found in the primary fill of the western
ditch [2120]: possible Beaker sherds were also found in the secondary fill of the
eastern ditch [2211], an upper fill of the same ditch [2089], and in the tertiary fill of
the central ditch [2132]. In [2107], the central ditch, possible Beaker sherds were
found in the primary and secondary fills. However, an Early Bronze Age Collared
Urn sherd was also found in the secondary fill, suggesting that the material had been
disturbed and redeposited; other prehistoric sherds were found in the tertiary fill of
[2107]. Late Bronze Age pottery was found in the secondary fill of the eastern ditch
[2023], a stoney deposit of possible backfilled bank material. Late Bronze Age
pottery was also retrieved from a similar stoney fill of central ditch [2132=2122],
whilst a further sherd in the primary silting of this same ditch is of possible Late
Bronze Age date. This Late Bronze Age pottery is the latest dated material retrieved
from the ditches and provides a terminus post quem for their infilling. Prehistoric
pottery sherds were also found in primary and later fills of the eastern and western
ditches, and in the secondary and later fills of the central ditch (Allen 2007).

Animal bone was also retrieved from the ditches although, given the level of re-
deposition evident from the worked flint and prehistoric pottery assemblages, it is

10 VICKY MELLOR
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possible that the faunal remains represent a similarly prolonged time span. The
majority of the bone assemblage from the ditches was recovered from Area 2 of
the excavation; this could suggest a focus of activity within this area. Cattle
remains predominate, with a minimum of three individuals represented within the
assemblage. The minimum number of pig represented (MNI=2), is slightly larger
than the minimum number of sheep/goat represented (MNI=1), a minimum
number of one equid was also present (Kitch 2007).

The number of bones which provided an age score is severely limited. Where it
was possible to make an assessment, the majority of the remains were skeletally
mature. A cattle tibia from an animal less than 2 years old and a sheep/goat
mandible from an animal aged 20–34 months were recovered from east ditch
[2206]. Animals considered to be at prime meat age were therefore present within
the assemblage.

Where it was possible to assess the pig remains are mainly sub-adult; a
humerus from an animal aged over 3½ years old was recovered from east
ditch [2089]. It is common for pigs to be slaughtered young as they yield little
in the form of secondary products and produce large litters. Small numbers of
pigs would have been retained to an older age for breeding purposes, providing
a continual meat supply. The skeletal element representation suggests a
predominance of elements that would be associated with butchery waste, although
some prime meat bearing bones are represented within the assemblage. Three
fragments of dog and three of possible fox bone were recovered from the ditch
deposits from Area 1, the possible fox from easterly ditch [1113] and the dog from
westerly ditch [1027].

None of the bones from these areas showed evidence of burning. No evidence
of gnawing was noted within the assemblage suggesting that the remains were
buried swiftly after disposal thus limiting scavenging opportunities as part of
controlled disposal of domestic waste. However, the poor condition of the
remains may have obliterated any prior evidence of gnawing (Kitch 2007).

Other finds retrieved from the ditches were confined to a burnt stone and piece
of iron wire or nail from the uppermost silting of easterly ditch [2016] (Taylor
2006). The wire or nail may well be intrusive to this deposit.

Bulk environmental sampling was undertaken from many of the fills of the
ditches and sub-samples of these were subsequently assessed in order to identify
carbonised plant macrofossils. Few carbonised plant remains were recovered from
the samples, with the majority of samples containing only non-carbonised seeds
and non-marine mollusc shells. It is possible that waterlogged ditch deposits had
preserved some of the plant remains recovered from these samples. The types of
seeds preserved, however, such as Fumaria sp. (fumatories) and Chenopodium
album (fat hen) are resilient hard-coated seeds and the ones identified here were
very modern in appearance (Archaeological Services WYAS 2006).

Identifiable carbonised cereal grains were present in two samples, with Avena
sp. (oat) recovered from a sample of the second of three fills of central ditch
[1045], and poorly preserved Hordeum/Triticum sp. (barley/wheat) from a sample
of the final silting of east ditch [2206]. Indeterminate highly degraded grain was



also present in this sample and in a further sample of the final silting of the central
ditch [2132=2122]. This material can be considered residual due to the poor state
of preservation and the extremely low amounts recovered; it probably arrived as
wind-blown material from elsewhere. So little carbonised material was recovered
from the ditch deposits overall that it is probable that these features were kept
relatively clean during their period of use. Charcoal fragments were scarce and
recovered from only two samples from the ditches. The sample from the final
silting of east ditch [2206] produced the only fully identifiable charcoal fragment;
this was found to be hazel (Corylus). In addition, a possible fragment
of oak (cf. Quercus) was recovered from the first fill of central ditch [1025].
These identifications show the availability of oak and hazel for use both as fuel
and for structural purposes. Charcoal was recovered in such trace amounts that it
is difficult to draw any stronger conclusions (Archaeological Services WYAS,
2006).

Overall, many more artefacts were retrieved from the eastern ditch than from
the central or western ditches and there was also a greater concentration in Area 2
compared to Area 1. In Area 1, 25g of prehistoric pottery were retrieved from the
west ditch, 9g from the central ditch and 7g from the east. In Area 2, 8g were
retrieved from the west ditch, 57g from the central ditch and 324g from the east
ditch. Datable Neolithic pottery was only retrieved from three slots through the
east ditch in Area 2. Beaker pottery was retrieved from each of the three ditches in
Area 2, from 5 separate excavated slots, and from one ditch slot in Area 1. Of a
total of 430g of prehistoric pottery retrieved from the ditches, 16% by weight was
of late Bronze Age date. Of this, 9g was retrieved from 1 slot through the central
ditch [2132] in Area 2, and the remainder was from a single slot through the
easterly ditch [2023]. The total weight of prehistoric pottery retrieved from the
fills of this ditch [2023] was 256g, or 60% of the total weight of prehistoric
pottery retrieved from the 3 ditches. Of the 20 other excavated slots from which
prehistoric pottery was retrieved, 2 each contained 25g of prehistoric pottery,
these being retrieved from central ditch [2018] and easterly ditch [2089]. Less
than 20g of prehistoric pottery was retrieved from each of the remaining
ditch slots. In a similar pattern to the distribution of pottery between the three
ditches, a slightly greater quantity of struck flints was retrieved from fills of the
easterly ditch than from either the central or western ditches, 16 pieces being
retrieved from the west ditch, eight from the central ditch and 28 from the east
ditch. It is not clear why there should be a greater concentration of artefacts of
such a wide range of periods in the eastern ditch although it may be partly
due to the larger size of this ditch and the removal of a greater volume of fill
material during the excavations. However, it seems that the distribution also
reflects a genuine trend and may reflect areas of activity earlier than and
also contemporary with the use of the ditches. The environmental sampling
did not clarify the likely nature of activities in the area although the extremely low
volumes of botanical remains recovered may be of significance.

12 VICKY MELLOR
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Area 1 Roman ditches

An east–west aligned ditch [1000=1062=1039] was identified in this area,
terminating at its western end where it joined the easternmost of the triple ditches.
(Fig. 2) This ditch had a flattish base and an overall concave profile, and was
between 0.30m and 0.35m deep and 0.90 to 0.95m wide (Fig. 2, c). Much of a
Roman bowl was retrieved from an excavated slot through this ditch [1000],
probably having been smashed in situ. This vessel was a carinated bowl with a
fabric likely to be a precursor to the typical Nene Valley grey ware. The form was
in a style derived from Gallo-Belgic traditions and is late 1st to early 2nd century
AD date (Precious 2006).

A re-cut [1041=1108=1071] of the easterly of the triple ditches was evident in
three of the six sections to the north of the junction with the east–west ditch (Fig.
2, b). The re-cut was between 0.85m and 2.00m wide and 0.35 to 1.10m deep,
with a flattish base and concave profile. Roman pottery was retrieved from one of
the other three excavated slots to the north of the junction, comprising a beaker or
small bowl which again seemed to have been smashed in situ. The fine quality of
this vessel is indicative of tableware and is likely to be later first-century in date
(Precious 2006). Although no re-cut could be identified in this and two further
excavated slots in this area, it is presumed that the re-cut follows the course of the
easterly ditch from the junction with the east–west ditch [1039] to the northern
edge of the area. A sherd of Iron Age or Roman date was retrieved from the
uppermost fill of ditch [1105] at the north of the area (Precious 2006).

It would seem that the east–west ditch and the re-cut of the easterly ditch were
probably contemporary and continuous and together may form one corner of an
enclosure of late first-century AD date. However, part of the rim of a colourless
glass jug of third to fourth-century date was also retrieved from a fill of the re-cut
(Hall 2006). As almost complete pottery vessels were found in both the east–west
and re-cut ditches it seems unlikely that the ditch was re-cut again in the third to
fourth-centuries and it could be that the glass was within a truncating feature
which was not visible during excavation. Alternatively, it could be that some of
the ditch silted slowly, or was maintained differently along its length, explaining
the difference in the pottery and glass dates.

An iron object was retrieved from one of the fills of the east ditch but it was not
evident whether this deposit was a fill of the earlier ditch or the later re-cut. This
lobate sheet of iron was 90mm by 54mm, with a maximum width of 5mm. The
object was x-rayed in order to clarify what it was; this provided no clearer indication
as to its original form. The general impression of the shape of the object however,
indicates that it could be the head of an axe or similar tool (Taylor pers. comm.).

OTHER FEATURES

Area 1 Inhumation burial

A grave [1088] was identified in Area 1, situated between the west and central
ditches, at an almost equal distance between them (Fig. 2, d). The grave was



circular, c.1.70–1.80m across and 0.33m deep, with vertical sides and a flat base,
the edges of the grave being slightly undercut at the southern edge. The grave
which was cut into natural clay, contained a single skeleton in a tightly flexed
crouched position, possibly having been bound for burial. The head was located
close to the centre of the grave, and the body faced towards the northwest. No
artefacts were found in the grave, and no botanical remains were retrieved from
environmental sampling of the grave fill.

The remains were those of a young adult male, 20–29 years of age. The
muscular attachments on the limb bones were noticeably pronounced, especially
on the individual’s right side. Part of left femur showed slight thickening of the
cortical bone suggesting perhaps the presence of a well-healed infection within the
bone; the stature was estimated as 1.56–1.61m or 5′1? – 5′3? (Kitch 2006).

There was no stratigraphic relationship between the grave and the ditches but
radiocarbon dating of the skeleton indicates a 95.4% probability of a date
between 400BC and 200BC (Hogg 2007) placing the skeleton in the Middle Iron
Age. It was not possible to assign any further remains identified during the
excavation to this date although part of a Middle Iron Age enclosure has been
excavated a few hundred metres to the northeast (Ellis et al. 1999).

The positioning of the grave centrally between two of the ditches might
indicate that the location of the grave respected the position of the boundary,
although it is not clear to what extent the ditches would have been visible features
at the time of the burial. It seems that the grave would have been cut through any
remains of a bank flanking the ditches. There might also be significance in the
burial being located on the slope down to the watercourse.

Area 1 pits

Two undated pits or post holes [1084 & 1086] were identified just to the north of
the inhumation burial in Area 1, also between the westerly and central ditches.
One [1084] was oval, 0.90m by 0.60m and 0.12m deep, and the second [1086]
was sub-circular 0.55m by 0.60m and 0.13m deep. These features were c.2.70m
apart, and 0.31m–0.38m east of the westerly ditch. It is possible that these
features could be the remains of post holes flanking the ditch, although no further
examples were identified on the site. As these features are undated they might
equally be associated with the inhumation or a different phase of activity at the
site. An irregular possible pit [1095] was excavated just to the south of the
inhumation, being 1.37m by 0.92m and 0.34m deep and having steeps sides and a
flattish base. Again this possible pit was undated so it is difficult to suggest an
association with other features in the area.

A sub-circular to irregular pit [1064] with an uneven concave profile was
identified cut into the fill of the east–west late 1st century AD ditch [1062] in Area
1. The fill of this pit comprised black, brown, and red mottled clayey silt and
charcoal, and seemed to represent in situ burning. No artefacts were retrieved
from the fill and environmental sampling did not shed any light on the function of
the pit.
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A second probable pit [1103] truncated the Roman ditch re-cut at the north of
the area (Fig. 2). Mid to late second-century Roman pottery (Precious 2006)
retrieved from this pit may date the pit or be redeposited from the truncation of
the underlying ditch. The fills of this pit, in common with the other features in the
north of this area, were sealed by a layer of colluvium from which post-medieval
finds were retrieved.

Area 2 pits

In Area 2, four pits were identified, two being located at the east side of the central
ditch. One of these, an oval feature [2125] at the northern edge of the area, was
1.37m by 0.92m and 0.44m deep with steep sides and a flattish base; again
nothing was retrieved from the fill to indicate its date or function. A few metres to
the south of this was a larger pit [2019=2191] which was irregularly-shaped to
sub-oval, and 4.60m by 2.75m and 0.59m deep (Fig. 3, i). This pit had steep sides
and a concave, irregular base, and pottery was retrieved from the primary and
uppermost fills. The pottery retrieved from the primary fill was a single sherd of
undiagnostic prehistoric pottery, of possible Bronze Age date (Allen 2007), whilst
that from the uppermost fill was of probable Late Iron Age date (Precious 2006).
Although this pit was immediately adjacent to the central ditch a stratigraphic
relationship between the two features was not evident.

Two further pits to the east of the ditches in Area 2 were each undated. An oval
pit [2209] with steep sides and concave to flat base was 1.02m by 0.65m and
0.38m deep. This contained a single reddish fill comprising heat-affected soil
although there was no further indication of its function. To the southwest of this
was a circular feature [2138] with steep sides and a flattish to concave base, which
was 0.95m in diameter and 0.19m deep (Fig. 3, h). This pit contained a 60mm
thick layer of light bluish-grey clay, forming an impermeable lining. The
secondary silty fill of the pit contained several large fire-cracked stones, and the pit
may have been used to heat water. A single fragment of animal bone was retrieved
from this fill, this was not identifiable with no evidence of burning on the
fragment (Kitch 2007).

A small number of additional possible pits were located in this area, although
all were undated and it was unclear whether these remaining features were
manmade or naturally-formed.

DOUBLE PIT ALIGNMENT

Area 3, further to the southwest, was approximately 50m by 20m and located
in order to investigate the pit alignments identified in the trial trenching (Fig. 1).
As with the other areas, this extended well beyond the edges of the known features
in order that any further, possibly associated, remains could also be investigated.

Once mechanical excavation had been completed, a 10m wide strip along the
course of the pit alignments was cleaned, within which the fills of all plough
furrows were totally excavated in order to reveal any additional pits beneath.
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Across much of the area the underlying geology was a stoney deposit, as that
encountered across Area 2. However, the geology across the area changed along a
line from the northeast to southwest, soils to the east of this divide being stone-
free, softer, clay-rich, and overlying the stoney natural.

All of the pits revealed in the evaluation and excavation were at least 50%
excavated. In order to investigate the profile and deposition environment of the
fills a variety of excavation techniques were employed, with eight of the pits being
sectioned by the excavation of opposing quadrants and the remainder half-
sectioned. Several pits were subsequently 100% excavated although during the
fieldwork it was agreed that the full excavation of the remainder of the pits was
unlikely to yield further information.

Twenty-eight pits were identified in the northern row in the excavation and
twenty-three in the southern row although several were double, or included more
than one cut. Two further pits were located just off the main alignments. Including
these outliers, the pits identified in both evaluation and excavation and additional
cuts of some of the pits, a total of fifty-eight pits were investigated. The results of
the geophysical survey of the site show that the alignment is at least 36m long
overall, extending beyond the excavated area to the west and east (Fig. 1). The
distance between each of the pits varied but were generally similar to the widths of
the pits themselves. The distance between the north and south alignments also
varied averaging 4m between the centres of the pits (Fig. 5).

The majority of the pits were circular or sub-circular and a small number were
oval. The profiles of the pits varied, with a range of shapes of sides and bases. The
pits also varied in size, one of the smallest was c.0.45m by 0.51m in diameter,
and one of the largest c.1.06m by 1.16m in diameter (Fig. 5, l, m, o, p). The
pits of the northern alignment were generally shallower than those of the southern
alignment, none of the northern alignment were more than 0.30m deep, and
eleven being 100mm or less deep. Twelve of the southern pits were over 0.30m
deep and only two were 100mm or less deep. Most of the shallower pits in each
alignment had been truncated by plough furrows so the small size of
these pits represents truncation rather than their original size. Many of the pits
had been almost entirely truncated by ploughing (Fig. 5, l) and it may be that
further pits have been ploughed away completely. For instance, the wide spacing
between pits [3071] and [3044] within a furrow at the east of the northern
alignment indicates that at least one pit may have been ploughed-out here
(Fig. 5).

Most of the pits contained only a single cut and fill but several comprised more
than one cut (Fig. 5, m). At least three in the southern alignment comprised two
cuts, of which one may have indicated the location of degraded wooden
posts. No post-pipes were conclusively identified, and the clear identification of
posts within a pit alignment would be unprecedented (Jim Rylatt pers. comm.).
Alternately the secondary cuts may represent the renewal of some of the pits.



Pit alignments: Artefacts

Prehistoric pottery was retrieved from seventeen pits, fourteen of these being part
of the southern alignment, with the greatest concentration being in the eastern half
of the investigated area. Whilst most of the pottery was undiagnostic and of
prehistoric date a few sherds were more closely datable. Four of the pits in the
southern alignment contained Beaker pottery [3011, 3015, 3019 & 3024]. Some
of this pottery was unabraded, whilst some sherds were slightly or heavily
abraded; all were fragmentary, suggesting that these may have lain around before
being deposited in the pits. A sherd of an Early Bronze Age Collared Urn was
retrieved from a pit in the southern alignment [27009], in addition to a single
unabraded sherd of Early Iron Age pottery, retrieved from another of the pits of
the southern alignment [3120] (Allen 2007). The potential significance of this
pottery to the dating of the alignments is discussed below.

The pits produced only small quantities of struck flint, from five pits in the
southern alignment and one in the north; it would appear that flint use and
deposition was not an important part of the activities associated with their
infilling. There was a small concentration within two adjacent pits [3054] and
[3024] in the southern alignment although these represented a wide range of raw
material types and their variable technological attributes suggest the lithics were
not directly associated. Of possible significance was that three of the seven pieces
from these two pits were burnt (Bishop 2006).

The animal bone from the pit alignments was only recovered from four pits
[3024], [3054], [3079] and [3112]. Only isolated teeth from cattle, sheep/goat and
pig were identifiable within the assemblage (Kitch 2007). All of these pits were
within the southern alignment, and three of these four pits were adjacent to one
another (Fig. 5). Although only a small quantity of bone was retrieved from the pit
alignments, this seems to be concentrated in the southeast of the area. Two of
these pits are the same as those which contained a small concentration of struck
flints and three of the four pits containing bone also contained pottery (Fig. 5).
Pits [3112, 3054 & 3024] contained a pig, sheep or goat and cattle tooth,
respectively, whilst fragments of large mammal long bones were retrieved from
each of pits [3079, 3054 & 3024]. The long bone fragment retrieved from [3079]
was fully calcined, one of only two bones retrieved during the excavation which
showed evidence of burning.

DISCUSSION

Form and dating

Examples of multiple ditched boundaries survive as earthworks in the region at
Stowe-Nine-Churches in Northamptonshire (Tingle 2001, RCHME 1991), King
Lud’s Entrenchments in Leicestershire (Liddle 1982), and Audlebie Bank in
Lincolnshire (Lane 2002), all of which have banks flanking the ditches. Whilst no
trace survived of any upcast banks parallel to the ditches at Oakham, the nature of
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the ditch fills indicated their former presence immediately to the west of each
ditch. Excavated examples in Lincolnshire have revealed traces of upcast banks at
Riseholme Lane, Nettleham (Palmer-Brown 1993) and Brauncewell (Tipper
1994). The evidence for the number and position of banks varies between sites,
and at Oakham it appears there were at least three banks, immediately on the west
side of each ditch. It is possible that an easterly bank was simply far enough away
from the east ditch that the bank material did not slip back into the ditch and, as
there was no clear evidence for the presence of banks at the far north of the site, it
is possible that banks may not have been continuous along the full length of the
ditches.

Excavations at Brauncewell and Nettleham Glebe identified parallel rows of
posts between the ditches (Field 1980, McDaid and Field 2004). Although two
undated small pits or post holes at the north of Area 1 at Oakham may have held
similar posts, there was no further evidence for this. The entire Oakham site was
truncated by ridge and furrow, in turn subsequently levelled by more recent
ploughing,and so the remains of any rows of posts or other associated features
might be expected to have been obliterated. A further possible interpretation is
that the two pits or post holes might represent the scant remains of a pit alignment
later re-cut as the westerly of the three ditches.

A piece of mineralised wood was retrieved which had been set into the base of
the westerly ditch. Although the poor and fragmentary state of the wood meant
that its function was unclear a possible interpretation is that it could be the
remains of a notched log ladder. Even if some other structure is represented by this
wood this seems to be a unique find within a multiple ditched boundary, and
suggests the presence of a wooden structure internal to the ditch.

The profile of each ditch was found to change along its length and to some
degree this variation seemed to be due to the nature of the underlying geology and
where they were they were cut into the natural clay the ditches were generally a
narrower ‘V’-shape and slightly deeper than where they were cut into stoney
natural. A similar pattern was noted during excavations at Brauncewell where
depth was also thought to be related to geology, being deepest on soft soils and
shallower where on bedrock (McDaid and Field 2004). At least one episode of re-
cutting was evident at Brauncewell where the earliest profile was a flat slotted base
and steep sides, superseded by shallower ditch with a more rounded base, less steep
sides and more ‘V’ shaped closer to base of valley. Although no re-cutting was
evident at Oakham it is assumed that the ditches were maintained but that this was
archaeologically invisible. The profiles described at Brauncewell seem a close
parallel for the variation in form at Oakham, and so the variation at Oakham may
be due to a combination of changing geology and variations in maintenance.

The eastern Oakham ditch was consistently the largest of the three along the
full excavated length and, although this may be in part be due to differential
truncation of the ditches, this seems to be a genuine trend. At Brauncewell, the
eastern ditch was also found to be more elaborate, and the excavator felt that this
implied that this was the more important boundary (Tipper 1994). The relative
sizes of each of five triple ditches at Brauncewell, Ketton, Nettleham, and West



Deeping were compared by Tipper (ibid) and, whilst in each of these examples the
three ditches within each boundary were of rather disparate dimensions, no
pattern emerged as to a consistently favoured position for a larger ditch.

As pottery, bone, and worked flint were retrieved from small excavated
portions of the triple ditches and pit alignments during the evaluation, it was
hoped that extensive excavation would allow a secure dating of the features.
However, during the excavations it became apparent that the evaluation trenches
had been somewhat fortuitously placed near to the highest concentrations of
artefacts in both the Area 2 ditches and Area 3 pits.

Analysis of the pottery and struck flint from the triple ditches indicated that
each assemblage was chronologically diverse. The flint assemblage was consistent
with incidental and residual deposition of material dating from the Mesolithic
onwards, with some pieces perhaps being most characteristic of Middle Bronze
Age or later industries. There was a small concentration of flint with Mesolithic
and early Neolithic characteristics towards the north end of the easterly ditch,
which may reflect an earlier area of core reduction.

Mortlake and Ebbsfleet pottery was retrieved from several ditch fills, this small
quantity of Neolithic pottery being from upper silting and presumed bank
material deposits. This could indicate that this pottery had been preserved within
or beneath flanking banks until the ditches were filled. Activity of the Mesolithic,
Neolithic, Beaker and late Bronze Age periods must have taken place in the
vicinity of these ditches.

The Beaker pottery retrieved from various fills of all three ditches in Area 2, in
addition to a fill of the central ditch in Area 1, demonstrates that all three ditches
are of Beaker or later date. However, the Late Bronze Age pottery retrieved from
both the central and eastern ditches in Area 2 provides a terminus post quem of
the Late Bronze Age for the infilling of these two ditches although it remains
unproven whether all three ditches are directly contemporary with one another.
Of a total of 47 excavated slots through the ditches only 22 contained prehistoric
pottery sherds. Of these only 10 slots contained more closely dateable sherds and
only two excavated slots produced Late Bronze Age pottery, demonstrating the
difficulties associated with dating this type of feature even with extensive
excavation.

At the north of Area 1 a late first-century AD re-cut truncated the uppermost
surviving fills of the earlier easterly ditch indicating that the ditch was largely
infilled by this time. The re-cut follows the course of the original ditch, which
implies that the earlier ditch was still visible, perhaps as a slight depression, in the
late first-century AD. The re-use of the earlier boundary also shows some degree
of continuity in land division and the re-cut provides a terminus ante quem for the
infilling of the easterly ditch and perhaps for all of the triple ditches. A pit in Area
2 contained Late Iron Age pottery and was located where a bank is presumed to
have been during the use of the triple ditches. This suggests that the features were
not contemporary, and as no Iron Age pottery was retrieved from any of the
ditch fills it seems probable that the pit is later than the ditches. A terminus ante
quem for the infilling of the easterly ditch has already been indicated by the late
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first-century AD re-cutting of the ditch and the Late Iron Age pit may point
towards a slightly earlier date for the leveling of banks and infilling of the ditches.

Excavations of other multiple ditches have provided a variety of dating
evidence. At Stowe-Nine-Churches in Northamptonshire (Tingle 2001) and
Tixover in Rutland (Mackie 1993) no dating evidence was retrieved, whilst at
Whitemoor Haye in Staffordshire an undated example was found to pre-date a
Romano-British trackway (Knight and Howard 2004). The construction of triple
ditches at Brauncewell was also undated but a prehistoric date was indicated by
second-century AD re-cutting with some continuity of use into the 4th century
(McDaid and Field 2004). Excavations at Nettleham Glebe initially produced only
third to fourth-century Roman pottery from upper fills which was thought to be
intrusive (Field 1980), whilst further excavation produced Iron Age pottery of the
second to first-centuries BC from lower fills (Palmer-Brown 1993). The results of
excavations at Lincoln and West Deeping hint at a Late Bronze Age to Early Iron
Age date (McDaid and Field 2004). At Ketton in Rutland pottery of Late Bronze
Age to Mid Iron Age date was retrieved from a triple ditch in addition to mid to
late 1st century BC finds from the upper fills, suggesting that the ditches were of
some longevity (Mackie 1993). Although still not tightly dated, the Oakham
ditches fit comfortably into the range of dating for the other excavated examples,
being infilled in or after the Late Bronze Age and before the late first-century AD.
The continuity of use or re-use into the Roman period noted at Brauncewell and
Nettleham-Glebe is also mirrored in the Roman re-cut identified at Oakham. The
contemporaneity of the three ditches was not proven during the investigation but
there was nothing to suggest a likelihood of different dates. However, it may be
that the monument consisted of a single ditch and, rather than enlarging this, the
two further ditches were added parallel to it thereby creating a composite
boundary, a possible explanation for the larger scale of the eastern ditch (Jim
Rylatt pers. comm.).

Pit alignments have been described as strings of pits variable in scale but often
oval or sub-rectangular in plan and about the size of a particularly large desk
(Willis 2006). The Oakham pits then are rather small compared to many pit
alignments, and, even given the considerable degree of truncation, it seems
unlikely, given the spacing between the pits, that they were ever significantly
larger. However, the small size of the pits is within the accepted range of these
features and comparable small circular pits have been identified at Ling Hall
Quarry in Warwickshire (John Thomas pers. comm.). Pit alignments are normally
found in single lines and sometimes in paired rows (Willis 2006). Although the
two Oakham alignments closely follow the same sinuous path there was no clear
evidence for pairing of the pits in each row.

Prehistoric pottery was retrieved from seventeen of the pits in Area 3, fourteen
of these being part of the southern alignment. Four of the pits in the southern
alignment contained Beaker pottery and although some of this pottery was
unworn other pieces were slightly or rather abraded; all were fragmentary,
suggesting that these may have lain around before being deposited in the pits. A
sherd of an Early Bronze Age Collared Urn was retrieved from a pit in the



southern alignment, in addition to a single unabraded sherd of Early Iron Age
pottery retrieved from another of the pits of the southern alignment. The Early
Iron Age sherd may date the pit alignments although pit [3120], from which it was
retrieved, was extremely shallow, being only 0.11m deep (Fig. 5). It is quite
possible that this sherd is intrusive. Also, although overall the pits are not evenly
spaced, pit [3120] appears to be particularly close to the two neighbouring ones;
this could indicate that not all of the pits were contemporary with one another,
with [3120] potentially being a later insertion into the alignment. Equally, in the
instances where two pit cuts were identified together, it was not clear whether
these sometimes represented the presence of posts or the re-digging of pits. The
size and form of some of the pits is consistent with their use as post holes,
particularly in the case of at least three of the southern alignment which comprised
two cuts, each possibly indicating the presence of a wooden post set within a
larger hole. However, very little evidence was identified to indicate whether the
features were more likely to represent pits or post holes. Both the double cuts and
the paired or closely-spaced pits may represent re-digging. It has been suggested
that participation in renewing these boundaries would have reiterated claims to
land (e.g. Rylatt and Bevan 2006) and if the multiple cuts of some of the Oakham
pits represent re-cutting rather than the position of posts this may be evidence for
the periodic renewal of boundaries.

The pits of the southern alignment were extremely shallow compared to those
of the northern alignment; the reason for this is not clear. It could reflect, a real
trend, differential truncation, and/or a change in topography subsequent to the
construction of the alignments. It is also possible that it could indicate that the
north and south alignments are not directly contemporary. The spacing and size in
plan of each of the north and south alignments were generally similar and
followed the same sinuous course, an indication that, even if not directly
contemporary, one alignment would have been visible when the other was dug.

No evidence for the presence of up-cast banks flanking the rows of pits was
identified during the excavation and it is likely that digging such small pits would
not have produced a significant parallel bank. Any such bank would have been
removed by medieval and later ploughing. A surviving bank flanking a pit
alignment at Gardom’s Edge in Derbyshire generally consisted of a discreet mound
on one side of each pit and was a maximum of only 0.15m high (Jim Rylatt pers.
comm.).

The dating of the pit alignments then is uncertain, but a terminus ante quem is
indicated by several sherds of Early Bronze Age pottery retrieved from the pits.
Whilst the Early Iron Age sherd may date the pit from which it was retrieved it is
also possible that pits were re-dug or inserted over a period of time. Although
examples have been ascribed a variety of dates the main concentration can be
assigned to the Later Bronze Age and Early Iron Age (Thomas forthcoming).
Excavated examples in the region include a Late Bronze Age to Early Iron Age
alignment at Eye Kettleby in Leicestershire (Finn 1997, 1998) and two successive
early to mid first-millennium BC pit alignments at St Ives in Cambridgeshire
(Pollard 1996). The single Early Iron Age sherd from the Oakham alignment does
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not securely date the alignments but does place them within the broad date range
of other examples in the region.

Almost all other excavated remains were undated and had no useful
stratigraphic relationships with dated features. Exceptions to this were a Late Iron
Age, or later, pit in Area 2, and a mid to late second-century Roman or later
feature, possibly a pit, in Area 1.

Landscape

Pit alignments in the region often occur in groups and appear to have a strong
relationship with the landscape, as do multiple linear boundaries apparently
referencing earlier ceremonial monuments (Willis 2006). The Oakham boundaries
should be considered therefore in the context of their physical and archaeological
setting.

The site itself was included in an extensive fieldwalking survey in which two
foci of prehistoric activity were identified by concentrations of worked flint (Clay
1998). Neolithic and Early Bronze Age pit circles, interpreted as a ritual site, were
excavated close to one of these areas whilst the second was in the area of the triple
ditch and pit alignments. Further prehistoric remains recorded within Clay’s
survey area include two further cropmark pit alignments, one of which may
continue the line of the triple ditch boundary on the opposite side of the River
Gwash (Fig. 6).

At this point the Gwash also marks the boundary between Oakham and
Egleton parishes suggesting that it might have been a significant boundary since at
least the time of the construction of the triple ditches. The apparent continuity of
linear boundaries has been noted at a variety of sites, frequently being used as
boundaries into or beyond the Roman period. The occurrence of multiple linear
boundaries preserved as modern parish boundaries is also recorded (eg. Audlebie
Bank, Lane 2002, King Lud’s Entrenchments, Liddle 1982).

A spatial association between linear boundaries and water is commonly noted
and examples of pit alignments have been recorded crossing streams and, in
some cases, respecting the edges of watercourses. Other examples of pit
alignments terminate at watercourses or run along the edge of a floodplain
dividing wet and dry land (Rylatt and Bevan 2006). It has been suggested that in
these settings, the monuments may serve to emphasise natural boundaries,
perhaps denoting areas of different land use. A similar emphasis on natural
boundaries has been proposed for a multiple ditched boundary at Pointon and
Sempringham, Lincolnshire (Lane 2002). Geological boundaries may be of
similar significance in the siting of subsequent artificial boundaries and
monuments and a multiple ditched boundary and pit alignments at Long
Bennington in Lincolnshire seems to reference a geological change (Fearne 1993,
Jim Rylatt pers. comm.). At Oakham the northern end of the triple ditches
coincides not only with the watercourse but also with a change in geology,
whilst the pit circles to the north are located directly on such a geological
boundary (Fig. 6).
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The location of watercourses appears to be significant in the siting of the
Oakham boundaries, the pit alignments being roughly parallel to the North Gwash
River, c.300m to the north and the present (though possibly heavily canalised)
course of the Egleton Stream c.200m to the south (Fig. 6). An auger survey was
conducted across each of the two watercourses in order to ascertain whether any
ancient stream courses and their associated channel fills lay within the path of the
bypass (Environmental Archaeology Consultancy 2001). The results showed that
whilst there was little room for lateral movement in the steep valley of the North
Gwash this watercourse may have migrated a few metres southwards in the
medieval to post medieval periods. The Egleton Stream may have also been within
an ancient stream valley but had probably been straightened through ditch-digging.
Although the cropmarks of the triple ditch do not continue south to the present
course of the Egleton Stream it is possible that the ditched boundary does extend in
this direction and the finer soils identified in excavation Area 3 are likely to reflect
differential cropmark formations and mask any continuation of the ditches to the
south. The location of the ditches at right angles to the two streams may indicate
the division of an area between these natural boundaries, perhaps ‘cutting off’ an
area to the east. At Borough Fen a multiple linear boundary appears to run across
an area of high ground delineating the former island of Crowland (Pryor 2002).
Although in a quite geographically different region the modern area of Rutland
Water highlights the higher ground to the east of the excavation site at Upper
Hambleton and the type of land division shown in the Borough Fen example may
be to some degree paralleled here (Fig. 6).

The emphasis of earlier and natural boundaries is suggested at St Ives in
Cambridgeshire where two successive early to mid first-millennium BC pit
alignments were excavated. One alignment contained, hedging debris, the possible
remains of a still earlier boundary alongside the pit alignment, and in turn
alongside the natural boundary of the river (Pollard 1996). Elsewhere, multiple
ditched boundaries and pit alignments have been found to be located close to the
remains of earlier barrows either circumventing them or being aligned on to them
(Boutwood, 1998). This may emphasise an earlier boundary, denoted by these
monuments, and incorporation of the remains of the dead from an earlier period,
may have been an important factor in their construction (Wigley 2006). Although
crop mark evidence for the fields surrounding the site is somewhat contradictory
and the exact positions are unclear, at least five possible ring ditches in the area to
the west of the excavation areas may represent the remains of ploughed-out
barrows (Fig. 6). One of these is apparently located a short distance beyond the
western known extent of the pit alignment and it might be that the pit alignment is
aligned on this possible earlier barrow. During excavations at Eye Kettleby, where
a pit alignment and Neolithic and Bronze Age mortuary enclosures were
identified, the alignment neatly bisected the Bronze Age enclosure and passed close
to the entrance of the adjacent Neolithic enclosure, possibly consciously
referencing the earlier monuments (Thomas, forthcoming).

Casual finds are not a commonly noted occurrence within pit alignments and
where artefacts are retrieved these often seem to represent structured deposition



within the pits (Thomas 2003). In the region these have included, complete or
near-complete pottery, a bronze ring-headed pin deposited with textiles, an incised
stone plaque, a horse bone inserted vertically into a pit, human skull fragments,
and a collection of right cattle limb bones and a horse skull (Pollard 1996). There
was no indication that the small amounts of fragmentary pottery retrieved
represented placed deposits and almost all seem to represent the re-deposition of
earlier artefacts; the lithics seem similarly incidental to the pits. However, pottery,
bone and worked flints all showed a slight spatial concentration in the eastern side
of the southern alignment and it may be that this indicates that these objects were
deliberately placed. It seems that the referencing of earlier monuments might be
represented in some of the material retrieved from the pits and it is possible that
the Beaker and Collared Urn sherds could have originated from other possible
barrows at the site having been deliberately placed to reiterate the status of the
boundary. It is possible that this could have applied to the placing of hedging
debris in pits at St Ives (Pollard 1996).

During the Oakham excavations it also was noted that, when looking along
the route of the pit alignment to the east, it appeared to point towards a prominent
hill at Upper Hambleton (Fig. 6), which might indicate a reference to the natural
feature of the hill, or perhaps other archaeological features on the hill. The area
between the site and the hill is now an open landscape with few trees although it is
not clear whether the hill would have been similarly visible from the pit
alignments when they were constructed.

The Oakham triple ditch and its possible continuation as a pit alignment north
of the Gwash align closely to the pit circles and burial area to the north (Fig. 6),
and although the pit circle site is earlier, it is possible that this monument is
consciously referenced here.

Middle Iron Age to Roman settlement features were identified during
investigations a few hundred metres north of the site (Ellis et al. 1999; Nichol
2001; John Samuels Archaeological Consultants 1997; 1998), and included parts
of rectilinear enclosures on north–south, east–west alignments. It is possible that
the right-angled Roman ditch in the present investigation site represents a
continuation of the system of landscape division noted at the neighbouring site,
perhaps forming part of the farmsteads identified on those sites (Fig. 6). This may
also indicate that the orientation of boundaries in the Iron Age and Roman
settlements to the north may have been determined by the pre-existing boundary
system.

A grave was positioned between two of the boundary ditches in the third to
fourth centuries BC. Although this seems to be somewhat later than the ditches,
the positioning of the grave could indicate that the boundary was still used in
some form, or was at least a visible feature, at this time. There are few burials of
this date in the East Midlands (Willis 2006). This seems to be a constant trend
throughout the first millennium BC; it is assumed that practices such as,
excarnation, cremation, or the disposal of the dead in rivers were used rather than
inhumation. Iron Age burials are known from a handful of sites in the region
(ibid). A tightly-flexed crouched inhumation burial with a lead torc from
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Brackmills, Northampton has been radiocarbon dated to the fourth or fifth-
centuries BC (Chapman 1998). A burial within a sub-square pit and associated
with Middle-Late Iron Age artefacts is known from Rushey Mead, Leicester
(Pollard 2001). As at Oakham this pit was considerably larger than that required
for interment and has parallels with the ‘Pit Burial’ tradition. Analysis of the
environmental remains gave no indication that either the Rushey Mead or
Oakham burial pits were previously used for storage (ibid).

The majority of multiple linear boundaries are known from aerial
reconnaissance and these include the Oakham triple ditch (Pickering and Hartley
1985). Pickering (1978) noted a concentration of these monuments in a 175km
long corridor from Northamptonshire to the Humber, an alignment which he
referred to as ‘The Jurassic Spine’. He suggested that several of these monuments,
including the Oakham example, could be seen as part of a single boundary, he also
noted that most examples were on a similar alignment, roughly north–south, with
others at 90° to this. Noting that many examples are wider than a modern dual
carriageway, Pickering proposed that these boundaries were probably functioning
at a tribal level.

A number of sites have now been identified where multiple boundary ditches
appear to have a spatial relationship with other boundaries allowing a suggestion
of the dimensions of areas of land division (Boutwood 1998). Some examples in
Lincolnshire appear to define areas of 1.8 to 2.2km between multiple linears, with
intervening single ditches and pit alignments giving smaller divisions of between
500 and 600m wide. If contemporary these examples suggest a system of land
division based on fairly small-scale areas (ibid). A number of pit alignments and
multiple linear boundaries are recorded around Oakham (Fig. 1) which are
potentially contemporary and may have functioned together in dividing the
landscape. Away from the area already discussed, possible further multiple ditch
systems are recorded approximately 4km to the northwest, northeast, and east of
the site, whilst possible pit alignments have been identified close to each of the two
multiple linear boundaries to the northwest and northeast (Fig. 7). Although the
significance of the distribution of such boundaries is poorly understood, the
examples around Oakham may be part of a smaller-scale system of land division,
as suggested for the Lincolnshire examples by Boutwood. At Ling Hall in
Warwickshire, alignments made up of smaller pits may have sub-divided the wider
areas defined by the larger alignments (Thomas pers. comm.).

Function

The functions of multiple boundary ditches have been much discussed with the
significance of the duplication of ditches remaining unclear. A defensive role is
possible as some of these monuments would have formed formidable barriers. The
current general consensus of opinion however argues against a primarily defensive
function (Knight and Howard 2004, McDaid and Field 2004). These monuments,
which may have been designed to control or even possibly to channel movement,
seem to represent a clear physical embodiment of a boundary, perhaps between
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neighbouring communities, whose function was to reinforce group identity
(Knight and Howard 2004). In the Fenland examples a possible function could
have been drainage or flood defence although this is unlikely to apply to the
excavated examples elsewhere; the ditches also seem to be over-engineered if their
function was simply that of stock enclosures. Functions such as track-ways or
drove-ways have been suggested (Boutwood 1998) but this does not seem an
applicable interpretation for many of the excavated monuments. The Oakham
ditches do not appear to be related to drainage and are spaced too closely to have
functioned as droveways. The interpretation of the original function and meaning
of these monuments is complicated by their apparent longevity with their
significance, meaning, and uses, possibly varying over time. Little further evidence
for the function of multiple boundary ditches was identified during the
excavations although the general lack of contemporary artefacts and evidence
from the environmental sampling from the ditches would seem to confirm the
findings of excavations elsewhere and may indicate that the boundary was not
particularly close to areas of settlement when it served its original purpose.

The purpose of pit alignments is not obvious with proposed functions ranging
from stock control, Neolithic tree-planting pits, an initial phase of ditch-digging
or bank construction, or post holes, whilst other writers have focussed on the
potential symbolic or ritual significance of the alignments (Rylatt and Bevan
2006). A commonly noted feature of pit alignments is that they would not have
formed an effective barrier as boundary features. However, if the Oakham pits
had once contained two parallel rows of posts these could have formed the basis of
a substantial barrier to movement. Some excavated examples have been found to
be clay-lined, presumably in order to hold water and perhaps also to increase the
visibility of the monument; this may have served to extend the domain of
supernatural entities associated with rivers and bogs so reinforcing the legitimacy
of the boundary (Rylatt and Bevan 2006). During the Oakham excavations, the
pits at the east of the area, cut into clay-rich natural, were found to hold water
during wet weather although this was generally not the case where the natural
became stoney at the west. That some of the pits could have held water for some
of the time may have been of significance and it has been suggested that this could,
for instance, have played a part in a ceremony evoking and acknowledging the
presence of a supernatural entity within a pit (Rylatt pers. comm.). It may also be
significant that there is a general correlation between those pits which would have
held water and those from which artefacts were retrieved.

The occurrence of two separate pottery vessels apparently smashed in situ in
the Roman ditches in Area 1 might indicate structured deposition, particularly
given the general lack of other Roman finds from the site. Similarly, the glass jar
fragment from the ditch is a relatively unusual retrieval which could also have
been a deliberately-placed object. Although it was unclear whether the possible
iron tool was within the Roman re-cut or the earlier ditch but it could be that this
represents another deliberately-placed object within the re-cut. Although this is
speculative it could reflect the importance associated with the boundaries at this
time, perhaps referencing a spiritual association with the watercourse.
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