Three Round Barrows at King's Weir,
Wytham, Oxon.
B) D.\\'IO BO\\LER and ~I\ RK ROBI,\~(),\ with a section by H .J . G\SE
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T

he three barrows a re on the University Farm at SP 177 101, close to King's \Veir.
Their sirualion on the Thames floodplain is unusual, but Bronze Age ri ng ditches
occur in the noodplain about 3 km. downstream at Port ~1 eadow.' The barrows we re nOl
recorded by Benson and ~lil es,z and their discovery was curious. In the 19605 a soil
sun"ey of the U ni\'crsilY Farm noted Barrows A and B as outcrops of gravel terrace
through the alluvium. In late 1975 ~1r. C.H. Lambrick noticed from the towpath bumps
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Loca tion of the barrows

R.J .C .. \Ikinson, ' Archaeological Sites on Port ~!eadow, Oxford, Oxonlmsltl VII (1912), 24-35.
D. Benson and D. ~li l~, The Upper TJuzmtJ Vtllley, an arcllatOiogical Jwn'9 oj tire nur ,(rtll'elJ, Oxrordshire
.\rchaeological L'nit Survey 2 ( 1974).
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the two fields which he suspected to be barrows, while in the dry summer 01 1976 ~fr .
T.C. Hassall photographed frolll the air ring ditches in lhe positions of Barrows ..\ and B.
However, it was n01 until 1978, when one of the authors realised that a photograph of the
19-17 'J"'hames floods showed three small islands above the ,vaters" l that the site was
walked. The mounds \"\'cre located and two of them were found to correspond with the rin~
ditchcs.
Barrow ..\ is 36 metres in diameter and still stands to a height of about olle metre
above the modern ground len·J. Thcn' is some ridgr and furfew in the field which goes up
to the barrow, but it does not seem to ha\'c damaged the mound. Barrows Band Care
smaller, B being half a metre high and 3-1-m. in diameler while C is only O. ~m. high and
30m. across. Since the 1947 pholOgraph apparently shows the mounds 1O he of rather
sirniliar sizes, it was decided lO excavate a section across barrow C lO t'stablish whcther
the old ground surface sealed beneath it was threatened by ploughing. It was also hoped
that preserved organic material would be discovered in its ring ditch.
From January to March 1979 the Oxford University Archaeological Society dug a
olle metre wide trench Ihrough Barrmv C by hand under the direction of the authors. \\'e
arc grateful 10 Professor J.H. Burnctt, ~Ir. \I.H.R . Soper and \Ir. I. :\Iorton for permission to excavate the site and to those members of the OC.\S \...,110 helped widl the
work. \\'e would also like to thank ~1r. C.S. Elton for pro\'ision of aerial photographs and
~Ir. H.J. Case for his report on the finds from the Silt'.
III
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The section (Fig.2) shows the barrO\\ to consisl of a low earthen mound lip O.jm thick
and 17m. in diameter (Layers 7 and 12) with a thin covering of dirty gravel (Layer 2).
Sealed beneath it was an old topsoil of a stone-free. red/brown silty loam (Laycrs ;') and
19) which was itself resting UPOIl the leached and irregular surface of the Pleistocelle
limestone gravel terrace. Some of the deeper undulations (F 21) may ha\'e been made b~
ancient tree roots.
The ditch had been dug 1.6m. bclO\\ the Bronze .\~e ground lev('1. The carly fills
(Layers 8/5-6 and Layers 15/3-5) probably dcri,·cd lar.~cl~ from the weathering or the
sides, but their upper layers (6, 8/1-1 and 11. 15/1-2) were mostl~ .1IU\ial clays. The
mound had suffered considerably from erosion. with layers 4. 18. IS/ I perhaps bring slip
from its sides, although the hard-packed, dean gra\'el towards the proximal eno" 01
Layers 4 and 20 may mark the original extent of the barrow .. \ftcr a period of allll\ial
deposition. ploughing seems 10 ha\'e spreao much of what remained of the barn)\\'s
gra\'e1 capping over the now entirely filled in ditches (Laters 3 and 1]) .
. \t points X and Y on the settioll drawing. the ancient topsoil apparently projerts
upwards. with straight near-\'ertical outer sides dearly defined b~ the dean ~ra\('1 of
I.aters 1 and 20. These features are surcly 10 hc interpreted as a turf n'"\'etment encirclin~
the mound.
Lying on the surface or the Bronze .\gc topsoil ncar the ('entre of the harrO\\ \\'(!~ a
g-ra\'el patch (F23 ), cut b) the northern scction of the trench. Its position has been projected onto the drawn (southern) sc('tion and it perhaps represents the UPC(lst from a
burial pit olltside the exca\'ated area.
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The composition of this small bell-barrow, an earthen mound \\'ilh a gravel capping, wa~
probably the standard type of construction on the Thames gra\'cls. Barrows 4- and 1.\ at
Barrow Hills were other examples;~ although few have escaped total obliteration by
ploughing. The usc of a turf fn-rImenl docs not seem lO ha\"c been obsen'Cd pre\'iousJy in
this area, but a close parallel may be suggested nearby at Cassington. dated LO thr third
quarter orthe second millenium.!'l There, a bank of turfy soil capped with gran'l (Layers I
and 2), perhaps derived from a small ditch, encompassed the area o\"er which the barrow
was subsequently built. This the excavator interpreted as a ritual enclosure connccted
with funeral ceremonies before the mound was built, but it could merely han' served the
function of defining the area ,\ithin which spoil for the barrow was lO be heaped. ,\ ritual
interpretation might be suggested for the King's \\'eir Slru('lure by arguing that the dean
gravel of Layers 4 and 20 was a deliberately depositcd part of the mound, coyering and
superseding the turf bank which must therefore have had a purely temporary funnion.
Using the cross-sectional area of the ditch, it is possible to calculate an approximate
"olume for Barrow C as 300m. 3 , if the ring ditch wcre the only sourCe of sJX)il for the
barrow. If the turf revetment is assumed to ha"e delimited the mound, it~ height ('an be
calculatcd for various shapes. As a perfcn cone it would ha\'e been approximately '3.73m.
high while as a fiat disc only 1.25m. high. In a more likcl) shape. a mound with slopin~
sides and a slightly domed lOp about 6m. across, tht' height would han' bcen 2.,tm .. \
partial check lIpon the accuracy of these calculations ('an be prO\'ided beeause most of the
eartherll part of the barrow remains in situ ..\ O.2m. cQ\'ering of Bronze .\ge lOpsoil mer
the natural gravel on the location of the ditch would provide sufficiclll spoil for the t'arthen part of the barrow to be just under O.lm. high. In ract the section shows it to be O. tm.
high ror most of its length. This final calculation means that it is ullllecessary to postulate
lhat the berm bel\-Veen the barro\. . and its ditch was stripped to provide extra soil for the
core or the mound.
THE FI:"IDS
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fiun-,d topsoil (LaH'rS :) and 19)
Beaker ware. Rim and joining sherd (Fig. 3 B; 3 g: i..aH'r ~), light brown surfaces, brownish blat'k (·ore. Linear
notched impressions. 2 zones apparent The imumrd rim suggests probabh a l..ale Beaker, \ ~Iiddlt' ikakrr in
northern style such as from Linch Hill. Siamon Han'Ourt& is a lesser possibilily.
10 slrud: Aints (128,~), irregularly flaking material \\ith unabradoo mrte~. probabh' surfa('c flint lrom the ('halk,
whitish patina, including (La~er 5), core (l3g) t'l>e B3, I flakes, and (Layer 19). rou'thed out sid("-srr<l.pef, L.
-l.kms.; core-changing flake, L. 1.5cms.; Aak(" \\ith usc mark'i, L. 2.5("OlS

Earlkn mound (La\er 7)
Rim shcrd (Fig. 3 A; 15 g), D. about 2Ocms., li,\:ht bro.... n exteriOf, brownish-gr("\' interiof. filler predominant!,
grog. De('Oratoo with 3 linear zones and possibly a rringc, Ercxicd surrace obscures details of decnratinll, but
possibl}' impressed with side or fingertip and nail: Peterborough ware bowl. Fabric approprialr also to Eafl~
Bronze ,\ge 'accessor" wssels' but lack of internal rim lx-\t·t makes this less likely .

• ,\. Williams, 'Exca\o'ations in Barrow Hitls Field, Radle\, Berkshire, 1944', OxonitnSia. XIII (I<H8l. 1.8.
RJ.C .. \Ikinson, ':\ ~1iddle Bronze Age Barro\'> at Cassington, Oxon.'. OXDnlmna, XI-XII (1946-7), ,j-:H.
& 1-1..1. Case, 'Beaker Potlery from the Oxford Region: 1939-1955', Oxonunsw, XXI (1<1.'>6), Filii'. L ()\ru\. 28.
j
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Fig. 3
Potu=ry ( 1/1)

Graul (Ollnng ( La:rer 2)

Body sherd (2g). ~r('\ to dark gre)' surfaces, stone filler including flint to 3mm, indetenninalC but possibly IrOIl
.\ge.
2 struck flints: chip from core. perhaps core-changing flake, used secondarily for flaking, similar flint (0 those in
buricd !Opsai]; flake possibly of different material with ochreous and so-called load belly patina .

Slip from mOlmd (Laver 18)
5 bod)' sherds, flakes or cmmbs (5g), similar to one in gran'! co\cring. sandy. brownish-red e)(terior, dark

brown fore.
Ditch , upjur allu1.'ial (Layers 8/3. 14 )
31 sherds or ('rllmbs, some joining (..JOg: La)er 8/3), brownish grey to grey throughout , fairly sparse shell filler to
about 6mm.; including plain upright rim sherd, D. about 12cm., likd) to be from jar cf later Bronze Age as at
Stanton H arcourt rim:: ditch XV/ 4 with secondary cremation burials 1 or at Lon~ Wiuenham urnfield ;' rounded
shoulder from another pot. 2 sherds and crumbs (lOg: L.wer H ), similar to those in gravel covering and slip
from mound. 2 flint flakes (I f.g), both slightly ochreous patination, onc (5g: Later 8/3), L. 4.ocms. with usc
marks .

Also found
La)er 13. flilll Aake (2g.), fire-marked .
.\Iodtm topsoil (Layer I )
~ \1edinal sherds (20g.). Hlh century or later glal.ed ware . Shcrd , flake and crumb (6g.). similar 10 those in
gravel t'o\cring and slip from mound. UrutratifiLd. \'1edicval or later Iron nail (105g.), head 5 by 4 cms, (from
car{ or wag.~on? ); sherd (5g.), similar to those in gra\'cJ cO\'ering and slip from mound . flint Aake (lOg.), similar
10 those in burial topsoil.

1

IIJ . (:asc-, '~otes on the Finds and on Ring-Ditches in the Oxford R~on'. Oxommua, XXV III (19(3), 29.
HJ . Case. (I al. 'Excavations at City Farm. Hanborou~h, Oxon.', Oxomtruia. XXIX/XXX (19&1/5),
28, 5-8.
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T'he finds indicate use of the flood plain o\"er several millennia. The probable Late
Braker sherd is most interesting in view of the similarly stratified material from the
Hamel and provides a ltnninus post qUfflI for the barrow. The sherd of Peterborough ".. are
should be related similarly to pre-barrow acti\"it), not necessarily much earlier than that
associated with the Beaker poucry. The struck nillls from the buried topsoil and similar
nints in other layers are not inconsistent with similarly dated activity; but the ochreous
patinated Aims from the gra\'cl co\'cring and elsewhere 3FC more blade-like and ma~
possibly be carlicr in origin. The later Brolll<' .\ge sherds from the ditch are similarl~
stratified to others in the region as at Stamon Harcourt XV /4 and can bc taken to
provide a tenTllnus Qllte quem for the barrow. The small relatively feaLureless sherds from lhe
gravel covering, the slip from the mound and elsewhere would appear anomalous, if
correctly dated to the Iron Age, but they may be intrusive; their comaining layers arc not
sealed and may all have been moved in len~lIing the barrow. There are no Roman or Latc
Saxon finds, but ~Iedieval finds were to be expected.
niL E:'o:VIRO,\\IEYI

.\ series of samples from the site listed in Table I \\ere sic\'ed to an appcrlurr size of
0.5mm. and the residues examined for plant and animal remallls.
I \81.1-: I

Layer

19
15/4
15/3
15/2
14

812

Sample size
6.8
6.8
1.13
1.13
1.13
1.13

Kg
K"
Kg
Kg
Kg
Kg

Description
Red/brown silt) loam with a few charcoal flc('ks
Organic brown silty clay
Dark grey silty clay
Grey, brown-flecked clay
Burr clay
Pale .~rry/burr gravelly cla~

Rrsults
The molluscs from the samples are listed in Table 2. The only organic remains presen-ed
b) the anaerobic conditions of Layer 15/4 were rOOts. Fragments of oak (Qutrrus sp.)
charcoal were present in the sample from Layer 19.
The soil of all the samples showed evidence of past d«·alcification. The molluscs
from the ditches were in poor condition. Indeed, only because of the presence of limestone
gra\'el in Layer 8/2 (probably eroded from the mound) were so man) shells presrrwd in
it. The fine grit and sand from Layer 19 was almost calcium carbonatt' free. but there
were secondary carbonate deposits on the artifacts from lhis layer, presumably caused by
downwashing from the barrow, and some of the snail shells from it were in good condition.
I~TERPRET.\TIO:\

The SLOne-free nature of the soil under the barrow and the undulating surface of the
limestone gravel beneath suggest that prior to the construction of the monuillent the soil
had never undergone deep cultivation. Had the site been suffering frequent Hooding from
the calcareous waters of the Thames at the lime the barrow was built. the presence of
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Tluodoxus jluviatilis (L. )
Falvata piseinalis V,lull.)
Bith)nia tentaculata ( L. )
Bith)nia sp.
Lymnaea tnmeatula ( ~lull. )
L. palustns (:-lull. )
Lymnaea sp.
Succinea or Oxyloma sp.
Coehlieopa sp.
Pupilla museorum ( L. )
Vallonia cf. pulehella ( ~lull. )
V. exunln"ca Sterki
l'allonia sp.
Anon sp.
Limax or Deroceras sp.
Tnehia hispida (L.)
Cepaea sp.
Pisidium spp.
TOtal

19

15/4

15/3

15/2

8/2

H

3
7
t
2

3
5

8

+

+

I

3

6
2

+

2
I
2

4

12

..

0

II

36

some aquatic and marsh species would be expected on the old ground surface. \\'hatever
the subsequent history of the sile, their shells would be preserved from leaching by the
calcareous gravel in the mound. This was not so; indeed the molluscs from Layer 19 are
all terrestrial specics. 9 Howc\'cr, the concentration of snail shells in the sample was low
and they are all small, so they could have been introduced by \varm activity at a later
date from the top of the barrow and preser\'ed for the reason given above. It is possible
that at the lime of the barrow's construction there was not frequent flooding so the soil
may have been lime-free and therefore unsuitable as a habitat for shell-bearing molluscs,
The lack of contcmporancous organic material preserved in the ring ditch (15/4)
despite the anaerobic conditions shows that the permanent water table was below the
boltom or the ring ditch lor a period, \\' hen the water le,'el rose, all that remained to be
prcsern'd were roots, It is unlikely that this rise was due to the construction of the King's
\\'c ir because the present-day eHeCl or the lock (a t normal river level ) was 1O cause the
modern water table to be a further O,6m, abo,'c the top of Laycr 15/+,
Possibly related LO this rise in water table, at some date after the construction of lhe
barrow alluvial deposition occurred on the site causing the ditches LO be filled in and the
gencral ground lc,'el of the area to be raised, The molluscs from Layer 8/2, for example,

q

J-G , Evans , lAnd Snails in ArchaLO/olfJ, ( 1972), 138·9, 146·150, 161·2, 177,

8

DA\·ID BOIII.ER et af

include Thtodpoxus jluvialilis, Bithyma Itn/amlala and r'alvala pisanalis, all species of dean
flo\-\'ing water which are cOl11mon in the Thames al presenl. 10. The post-barrO\\ allU\ium
had a higher clay COil tent thal the morC' silty material beneath il. The poor Slale of
prcsen'alion of shells in the alluvium, howc\'cr, indicates [hal the innundalions of lime
ri('h waters were nO[ always sufficient (0 fO unter the decalcifying effects of rainwater and
perhaps plant material decaying in the ditch.
The wider implications of the environmental e\'idence are considered along ,... ith
those from a Beaker burial in Oxford elsewhere in this \"olume (p.133).
\I0DER'\" PLOL'(;HI~G .\;.JD FI,CXJOPUI,\

s/ n:

The King's \\'cir barrows emphasise the importance of archaeological sites on the
'rhames floodplain even when there are no watcrlogged organic remains. Until rt'ct'ntl).
most or the floodplain has been permanent pasture and Ihis sometimes combined with thl'
protection afforded by an allU\'ial covering- means that such sites arc \'cry much better
preserved than their counterparts on the gravel terraces. Indeed, Barrm,.. .\ is probabl~
the largest prehistoric monument still upstanding in the immediate \'icinity of Oxford.
Recent ploughing has eroded the top of Barrm.. C but at present the grass le~ in the
field is being direct drilled. The allm'ial accumulation means that it is unlikrl) that
ploughing will e\'cr disturb the sraicd ground surface but further ploughing would
undoubtedly flatten the mound in time and n'mo\"C the interesting deu'iils of the barro\\'~
cons truction. Barrow B has suffered some damage of a differem SOrt. It is at present lhl'
summer residence of a badger.

10 A.E. Boycolt, 'The Habitats of Fresh·\\"ater Mollusra in Britain'.J Ammal Ecolog"f. 5 (1936). J:l9-lll.
L. \\' . Grensled, 'Land and Fresh-water ~Iollusca of the Oxford Oistrid. T~ Natural HiJIOI')' oj (hi Oxford D'J(na.
ro. J.J . Walke, (1926), 308-9.

