Update from Barby Hill Iron Age Settlement
It's been a while since I last reported on progress at our Iron Age archaeological site on
Barby Hill – and in that time we have made huge progress.
Truth to tell, last autumn and winter was literally a washout – even on the hilltop, the
cattle were struggling to move at all through the thick soft mud, in which the whole of
their legs sometimes disappeared. From September to May it was miserable going – it
took real effort and commitment to brave the weather and continue our patient survey
work, in biting wind and driving sleet with semi-liquid mud sometimes right over the
tops of our wellies; however, we spent 18 days on the hill, and managed to extend the
magnetometer surveys by a further 36,000 square metres, plus further field-walking
and metal-detection prospecting in several new areas on the north side of the hill, and a
variety of indoor tasks. This work discovered further areas on the north of the hilltop,
densely covered in the tell-tale circles of Iron Age roundhouses, and we had to revise
our estimate of the settlement's size.
Then in spring the waterlogged hill finally started to dry out – and we rushed to make
up for the lost time. After two years of highly detailed discussion with government
archaeologists and specialists, I was finally granted permission to make trial excavations
and carry out further magnetometer surveys – so, as June passed into sunny July, we
went out to cut back overgrown hedge lines, clear away undergrowth, and dig our first
exploratory trench, in a narrow and neglected patch of ground sandwiched between a
farm hedge line and Severn Trent Water’s reservoir.

That trench will haunt the dreams of some
of us for months to come. It was 15m by
1.5m, and about a metre deep, involving
pick and shovel work to hack through
stubborn old tree roots up to 15cm thick
and chip through heavy clay baked hard as
rock. We cleared away about 20 tons of
earth – all by hand – then carefully scraped
our way down through the thin level (about
5cm thick) in which we hoped to find traces
of Iron Age occupation.

Our labours were rewarded with a small collection of about 50 tiny sherds of Iron Age
pottery, a few bones from small animals, and a couple of post-holes, from which with a
little ingenuity we were able to interpret what we had found as a possible hearth area
within a roundhouse. The pot-sherds and bones are now awaiting formal identification,
and I hope they will give us some approximate dates for this part of the settlement.

Although the excavation work all through late July and August had been physically very
tiring – at one stage, four of us who had just shifted about 5 tons of earth sat down for
a cuppa, and totted up our total age as 272! – there was no time to rest on our laurels,
for by now the harvest was in full swing, and we were soon able to get back into the
arable fields and press on with a further 22,000 square metres of magnetometer
surveys, whilst the fine weather lasted and before the next crops were sown.

This hectic survey work has just been completed as I write – and with about 110,000
sq.m. (25 acres) of the hilltop now surveyed in great detail, it is increasingly clear that
this was a large settlement, extending from north to south by over 400m and from west
to east by over 300m.
There are roundhouse circles in almost all areas of the site, though the greatest
concentration is grouped at the top of the north side of the hill, overlooking the line of
Onley Lane (or “King Street” as it was known in medieval times, for this road is almost
certainly as old as the hilltop settlement itself, and perhaps even older).

Some of the roundhouses show up so clearly under the soil, that we can identify
doorways, post-holes and probable hearth areas, and this will be a great help when we
come to excavate one or two of them.

There is a huge amount of work still to be done – starting, I fear, with hard labour to
back-fill our 15m trench, now that we have extracted the key information from it.
Armed with the magnetometer surveys, we can now identify several other promising
locations for further trial trenches, from which we hope to recover further dateable
objects, so that we can attempt to build up a picture of how the settlement evolved over
what was probably several centuries, between about 200BC and 200AD. We have also
purchased additional surveying equipment, with which I hope to carry out a 3D profile
survey of the hilltop, to help us to study how the land was used in the period 15001800. And finally, we will be carrying out further field-walking and metal-detection
surveys, focusing now on specific locations around the most promising areas of
roundhouses as revealed by the magnetometer survey work.
I hope that by next summer there will be further information to share with you –
meanwhile, please visit the website and take a look at all the details of this year's
exciting work on Barby Hill.
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