The Excavation of an Iron Age Settlement at Thor pe Thewles

Introduction

There are few areas of archaeologica study that are undergoing such radical re-appraisals as the Iron Age, the
period that spans the closing centuries of prehistory from about 700 B.C. until the Roman Conquest. Until a few
years ago, it was thought that Iron Age settlement in Cleveland was extremely sparse, consisting of awide scatter
of isolated farmsteads each protected from a hostile environment by banked defences and reflecting a
fragmentary society of dispersed family-sized units.

Developments in the 1970's, however, have multiplied the number of known sites and excavations have not
only fleshed out our knowledge of the life style and economy of these communities, but also forced us to re-
define the character of Iron Age society and accept that our earlier views failed to recognise the true level of
development achieved before the Roman Conquest. The excavations at Thorpe Thewles investigated an Iron Age
settlement on the scale that has not been attempted in the north until now; the results are showing the potentia of
area excavations on sites of this period.

The site is situated on the boulder clay foothills of the Durham Plateau about 1km north of the village of
Thorpe Thewles. As a result of later ploughing no trace of the settlement exists on the ground, but the site
showed on an aeria photograph in afield of ripening barley in 19 76. Abandoned homesteads and villages can be
discovered from the air because the crops that grow over the filled-in ditches of prehistoric settlements have
access to more moisture than the surrounding crops and so remain green after the rest of the crop has ripened.
The effect is only noticeable during drought summers and in recent years only 1976 and 1977 have produced
good results during aerial reconnaissance.

Although we know of considerably more sites from aerial photography, the fact that the sites are discovered at
all means they are regularly ploughed and hence being damaged by the plough. Thirteen or so probable Iron Age
sites are known from the Tees Valley, but the majority have been severely eroded by modern agriculture, which
is tending to plough deeper as more efficient equipment becomes common. The characteristic sign of severe
plough damage is a surface scatter of pottery fragments indicating that all but the deepest ditches and postholes
have been destroyed. In response to this increasingly widespread threat, the Archaeology Section decided to
excavate fully one Iron Age enclosure, in an attempt to reconstruct the economy, lifestyle and technological
proficiency of this time. Field walking across the site of the Thorpe Thewles enclosure suggested that the
archaeological deposits may not have suffered too badly and this was confirmed by trial excavation after a
geophysical survey had located the main enclosure ditch.

The photograph (pi. 1X) shows a very pronounced sub-rectangular cropmark, significantly, on the same
alignment as the modern road which is approximately 50m to the west. This road, the Al 77, is reputed to follow
the course of a Roman road between ariver crossing at Stockton-on-Tees and the early Roman fort at Chester-le-
Street. It is possible that the Roman road itself followed the course of an earlier trackway that was contemporary
with the Iron Age site at Thorpe Thewles.

Enclosures of this type are fairly common in the north-east, but this example is larger than most, being almost
90m sguare. Inside the protective ditch is a much smaller circular cropmark, which excavations on similar sites
have shown to represent the remains of a large central house. A closer inspection of the photograph reveals that
the enclosure has three well-defined corners, to the northeast, north-west and south west, while the south-eastern
section is much less distinct. The first season of a two year programme was concentrated in this south-eastern
section, in order to establish the presence or otherwise of a gateway at this spot.



In September 1980 an area of 1,800 square metres was cleared of topsoil by machine and an exploratory 400
square metres tested the degree of survival and complexity of the Iron Age deposits on the western extremity of
the enclosure. In the following year, the central portion was excavated together with an area to the east of the
enclosure (pl. X).

TheHistory of the Settlement

There is little evidence for pre-lron Age settlement in this part of North Cleveland. We suspect that much
information has either been destroyed by later generations or remains to be discovered by future research, but it
seems likely also that much of the heavier boulder clay lowlands were still forested by the third century B.C. and
that a small population was cultivating clearances that took advantage of the less dense woodland on the hill-tops
and on lighter soils over the sand and gravel. As these clearances became consolidated, a more organised pattern
developed, requiring boundaries to delineate fields, prevent cattle from trampling the growing crop and to help at
the same time with the drainage of the clay soils which are prone to waterlogging in wet weather.

Hedge-line field boundaries represent the first evidence of settlement at Thorpe Thewles; they are undated but
are probably late Iron Age, and run sightly against the alignment of the later enclosure. The settlement was
therefore placed within an existing landscape pattern, explaining why three sides of the bank and ditched
enclosure exhibit a gentle curve outwards, but one side, the eastern, curves rather awkwardly inwards; the
irregularity resulting from the need to respect existing boundaries.

The construction of a large enclosure reflects an expansion of the population living on the site. The ditch is
over 3m wide and nearly 2m deep and the considerable upcast was used to form a bank. Presumably this was on
the inside but enclosures are known to have had banks on the outside, the nearest example being on Great Ayton
Moor in North Yorkshire, where the enclosure proved to date from the 3rd century B.C. until the turn of the
millennium.

The bank would have been capped with either a stout wooden fence or a thick-set hedge, and the whole
arrangement, while not deterring a determined body of armed men, would keep the community's livestock safe
overnight and during bad spells in the winter at a time when wolf, wild boar and brown bear were till native to
north-eastern England (fig. 7). The gate was along the southern edge, but proved to be just outside the area
investigated. The main house was constructed during this period. This was a very substantial structure but it was
built with materials readily available in the locality at the time.

The site of the building was surrounded by a huge drainage ditch, nearly 19m across and 1.5m
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plate X Air photograph of the site during excavation, 1982.









wide (pls. XI and XII). Accumulations of clay and silt around the outside lip resulted from periodic re-cleaning.
A break in the south-eastern quadrant allowed access to the door; al the circular structures on the site faced
south-east, presumably because the prevailing wind in the Iron Age was the same as today, north-westerly. In this
example the gap between the ditch terminals was coarsely cobbled, with the irregular pebbles that naturally occur
in boulder clay, to prevent the threshold from cutting up during wet weather.

Preliminary study shows that three phases of building stood on that spot, suggesting a total life-span of
between 70 and 100 years. The earliest was badly disturbed by the later phases, but it was broadly similar to the
second phase which was some 12.8 metres in diameter with a wall of upright stakes, coppiced from the
surrounding woodlands. Those were interwoven with horizontal withies and the whole was generously plastered
with a mixture of clay, vegetable matter and animal hair. This ‘wattle and daub' technique provided excellent
insulation and was easily repaired. The house was roofed with a conical framework of rafters, resting on aring of
posts. Thatch would have covered the roof, the eaves of which would have overlapped the walls and reached
amost to the floor.

The later phase was broadly similar, but the wall lacked any wooden element and consisted purely of puddied
clay, bonded with straw and hair. It is possible that timber was becoming relatively scarce by this stage in the
settlement's history, as the surrounding countryside was successively deforested. The final phase of the house
was completely covered by a thick spread of burnt material which spilled across the walls and into the partly
filled ditch. The obvious inference is that the building was destroyed by fire, either deliberately or as aresult of a
domestic accident. Certainly a wooden structure, thatched with straw and containing an open hearth would
always be vulnerable to fire. In southern Britain Iron Age houses often had an externa porch, allowing for two
doors which need never be open at the same time, but at Thorpe Thewles, an alignment which faced away from
the prevailing wind seems to have been considered adequate protection against this hazard. Alternatively, the
structure may have been deliberately dismantled to salvage those elements that could be re-used, while the small
stakes and thatch were burnt to clear the ground for subsequent reuse.

Initially this house would have been grouped with one or two ancilliary buildings, but most of the interior of
the enclosure must have been given over to the coraling of livestock, and room may have been left for future
expansion (fig. 7). This picture, however, did not remain static, as it appears that the interior of the enclosure
became increasingly taken up with circular structures.

A total of nine distinct examples of a smaller type of building was found. A selection from the central areaare
shown in fig. 8. The most complex of this group was recut at least four times on roughly the same alignment. The
first three phases had continuous, shallow ditches all having entrance gaps to the south-east. The fina phase of
drainage ditch was not continuous, rather it consisted of a series of short lengths which were considerably deeper.
Inside the penannular drainage ditch an irregular ring of post-holes secured the timber roof supports. Several
centimetres of sub-soil have been removed by modern ploughing from this part of the site and so it is possible
that more shallow post settings have not survived. The walling of the building was insubstantial and no traces
survived, suggesting that the main structural thrust of the roof was taken by the posts. Similarly, the lack of
doorposts flanking the entrance can be taken to infer that the door was either too sight to have left any trace, or
was not integral with the fabric of the hut, in which case the entrance may have been sealed with free-standing
hurdle work, strapped to the side of the hut.

The genera impression is that this structure was rather flimsy in construction and is unlikely to represent a
dwelling. One further ohservation may provide some clue to the function of the structure. The clay sub-soil
within the circular drainage ditches differed from that outside in being stained a yellow-grey colour in contrast to
the clean, orange appearance that the sub-soil normally assumes. If the building was used as a shelter to house
animals, either a byre or a stable for cattle or horses respectively, this effect could have been caused by urine
washing through the floor and into the subsoil. An examination of the phosphate level of soil samples from
within the building may resolve this question.

A further structure, 20m to the south of the building mentioned above, displays the most complex sequence of
ditch re-cutting, having five phases in total. Here the last three recuts are discontinuous. A lack of internal
features prohibits any speculation about its shape and function. In general these smaller structures are best
interpreted as the sheds and out-houses of the farming unit; it is interesting that, while showing generic
similarities, as in the way the ring ditches are re-fashioned, they are all different in significant details, suggesting
that specialized functions for structures and spaces were evolving and the whole settlement was growing in
complexity.

Two large circular buildings must represent the dwelling houses of the later settlement, but again, the
archaeological evidence, while furbishing tantalizing snippets of architectural detail, is very incomplete in
important aspects. In the best preserved example the roof was supported by a very substantial post, of full tree
trunk diameter, which had been placed in central pit and held secure with stone packing. Several other posts were
traced within the circular ditch, but they cannot be conclusively related to this building. Other, shallower, post
settings may have been lost and so the



fig 8 Simplified plan showing the density of occupation over part of the site

possibility of secondary postsin aring around the central timber cannot be discounted. The walling was cob, and
had survived along one side where it had subsided into the softer fill of an earlier drainage ditch; this
circumstance also preserved vestiges of a cobbled threshold, although later ploughing had removed all traces of a
central hearth. The circular ditch was recut at least four times and the pattern of deeper, shorter, lengths is again
repeated. The continuous earlier phases have two small run-off channels which bend from the southern, downhill,
side of the house circle towards the south-west and south-east respectively. These suggest that, as the siteison a
perceivable slope, the continuous shallow drainage gullies were prone to flood at their lowest sections on the
southern arc, as not only the water from the roof-eaves dripped into the ditch but also the rain water from further
up-slope. This unsatisfactory state of affairs no doubt led to the introduction of the series of shorter ditches,
which did not interconnect but would retain their own water. Hence, they would need to be dug deeper and all are
at least 50% and up to 200% deeper than the earlier, continuous, variety.

The erection of numerous circular structures coupled with the use of the space around these buildings for
outdoor activities and access routes placed an increasing demand on the area within the enclosure. It must be
remembered that if the bank was on the interior of the ditch , this would have reduced the room for expansion by
four or five metres on al sides. Space would also be required for corraling the anima herds which would
increase at a rate proportionate to the expansion of the human population. The net result of these competing
factors was that the area within the large enclosure proved inadequate for the demands placed upon it, and as the
protective circuit was a physical barrrier to further expansion, the next major phase of activity saw the bank being
pushed back into the ditch and the site assuming an open character. The ditch became completely filled in with
occupation debris which was deposited in a sequence of spreads, eventually levelling off the site, and permitting
subsequent activity to sprawl beyond the original confines.

The settlement by this stage no longer resembled a defended farmstead but would be much closer to a village
in size, density and complexity. Sophisticated settlement patterns of this kind have been hitherto unrecognised in
this part of the north-east, being usually associated with the more developed Iron Age communities of Southern
England. To recognize the emergence of open, nucleated settlements we must also accept the consequences this
must have for the social and
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economic structure of these communities, for the settlement type, whether single homestead, village, or proto-
urban centre is no more than a physical expression of the needs of the society which created it, within the
economic and technological limitations of the time.

Economy and Industry

What then, can be deduced from the archaeological evidence to assist our speculations about the life-style and
economy of the Iron Age inhabitants of Thorpe Thewles? The most direct evidence relates to the exploitation of
domesticated animals, and comes from the collections of animal bone which accumulate as refuse and survive on
all archaeological sites, provided the soil is not too acidic. This information must be handled with caution
because we do not know how representative of the original animal population the surviving bones are. Different
species may have been disposed of in different ways, and the refuse surviving in those archaeological contexts
that have been excavated may derive from only certain areas within the settlement and these may not reflect more
predominant practices elsewhere. In any event only a small percentage of the total anima population will be
reflected in the archaeological record. The magjority would have been consumed by dogs and pigs, while humans
destroy bones by boiling for soup and broths; but, again, the archaeologist's sample will be biased by selective
destruction in the latter case, marrow bones being treated differently from the mass of smaller bone waste. As we
cannot talk in terms of absolute numbers of each species we must restrict our discussion to the types of animals
present and their relative numbers. As the material awaits final anaysis, only afew generalized observations can
be made. The most numerous species was cattle which would provide beef, milk, leather, bone, horn, and
manure, as well as providing traction to pull the simple plough or ard used in the Iron Age. The actua Iron Age
species, Celtic short horn, has no modern equivalent although they resemble Dexter cattle in size and power. It
will eventually be possible to work out slaughtering practices, providing information about the proportion, of
cattle and calves that were fed and tended over the winter months.

The second most numerous species was the prehistoric species of sheep which was common across Britain at
this time. Unlike the extinct Celtic short horn, this breed has survived almost unchanged on the remote island of
St. Kilda, off the west coast of Scotland; the skeleton remains are directly comparable. Known as Soay sheep,
they are much less docile than their present day successors, being impervious to dog control and athletic enough
to leap an eight foot fence. In appearance they resemble goats, having little meat on the carcass, but producing
more milk. The wool is plucked rather than shorn, and if not collected the animal will remove the wool by
rubbing it off on tree trunks and bushes. A flock of 20 will clothe afamily of five for ayear.

The horse appears to have had specia significance in Iron Age society; equine designs are Frequent in Celtic
art. At Catcote, near West Hartlepool, a complete horse's skeleton was placed within a pit, suggesting deliberate
burial rather than waste disposal of an animal corpse. The breed itself was akin to the Exmoor pony which,
athough small in stature, is strong and extremely hardy, needing less shelter than modern breeds. Pig bones also
occur at Thorpe Thewles, athough it is difficult to assess the domesticity of an animal purely from its skeleton.
One by-product of pig keeping is the soil disturbance caused by the animal as it uproots turf in search of food.
Thiswould make the initial ploughing or ‘sod busting' of virgin or fallow land much easier.

The farming community presumably supplemented their staple meat ration from other sources but these are
much less likely to survive the 2000 years since the site was abandoned. Chickens, for example have fragile,
brittle bones which quickly decompose, and other activities such as beekeeping will only leave traces in
exceptionally fortuitous conditions. Hunting, trapping and wild fowling would also provide food supplies,
especially in times of stress when other supplies were not available.

The excavations at Thorpe Thewles are also providing much information about the crops that were grown on
the foothills of the south Durham plateau in the late Iron Age. This evidence comes again from the occupation
refuse, but in the form of carbonized grain and grain husks. The survival determinant, proximity to heat without
total burning in an oxygen starved environment, will effect the validity of the sample but the recognition of cereal
species in closely phased archaeological contexts provides an enormous new source of information, the
implications of which can be extended beyond knowledge of the number and variety of the crop to the farming
techniques demanded by that crop and the installations and technology needed to process the grain into
consumable food stuffs.

Two important species identified are spelt wheat and six-row hulled barley. These are both relatively
sophisticated crop types but spelt is extremely important because it allows for the possibility of a second, winter-
sown, crop which would greatly increase the efficiency of the farming system in severa ways. Firstly, it spreads
the work load across the year, so that fewer men can work a greater acreage. Secondly, the crops are sown and
harvested at different times of the year so the population is protected from the loss of al its yearly crop during
one bad spell of weather. A further



advantage allows for the further integration of the pastoral and arable elements of the farming regime; the cattle
can graze the stubble of the early crop while the later crop is 'on the ear' and can graze the late crop, which is
sown in spring, after the early crop, seeded in October, has been planted. This means that soil-enriching manure
is not wasted on the pasture but is deposited directly on to the arable lands where it can be ploughed in next year.

While food production presumably occupied most of the year, time was found during slack periods for other
activities and domestic industries some of which leave clear traces in the archaeologica record, like pottery
manufacture, while others, such as leather working, leave virtually no trace.

The spinning of wool is attested by the presence of a small number of spindlewhorls. Soay sheep universaly
occur in two colour strains, fawn and medium brown, and it is quite feasible that ssimple tartan patterns could be
woven without the use of natural dyes from berries and crushed minerals. Odd pairs of post holes that cannot be
assigned to other structures may well have held the upright supports of simple looms, and an attractively
decorated bone implement (fig 9) may be aweaving shuttle.

Although we have found metal-working slag amongst the occupation debris that fills many of the ditches and
pits, the excavations failed to locate the centre of either bronze or iron working. It is fairly certain that a
settlement as large as Thorpe Thewles would be largely self-sufficient in metal working, but safety reasons may
have dictated that the forge and bronze-smith's furnace were placed away from the timber buildings of the
settlement.

Fragments of pottery vessels comprise the largest group of finds, athough it must not be forgotten that
perishable vessels of wood and leather would also have been used for storage and tablewares. The pottery is very
crude by modern standards, made of local clay and fashioned by hand into simple shapes before being fired in a
bonfire or simple pit-kiln. The fabric is usually dark grey or black, indicating that the pottery was fired in an
oxygen-free atmosphere, as would occur at the heart of a well-piled bonfire. Slightly finer quality vessels with
out-turned rims that would accommodate a wooden lid were used for cooking, and these often have burnt
concretions adhering to the outside where the vegetable contents have spilled over and burnt in the cooking
hearth (fig. 9). Large, coarser vessels without rims were probably for storage. These are often thickwalled with
very large grits incorporated into the clay to help conduct hesat into the core of the vessel wall and so prevent
cracking and warping during the initial stages of firing.

A water-filled depression, or aslurry pit, was used to refine the clay; one of these was found within the ditches
of acircular house, although it was not necessarily contemporary with the building. Its size (I m x 0.9m) would
serve afamily group, and the potter would scoop out enough clay to fashion a pot as and when it was needed. A
warped and over-fired fragment was found within the drainage ditch of the house, suggesting that the firing was
undertaken in the near vicinity. Pottery manufacture was not a speciaized industry, asin most later periods, but
involved simple practices that each family could accomplish.

In most respects, the settlement would be largely self-sufficient, but certain items would have to be acquired
through barter or gift-exchange. The most important commaodity would have been salt, although evidence for this
could not be expected to survive. Nor is the locality rich in natural stone. This would necessitate the importation
of corn-grinding equipment to process the cereal harvest. Thisis particularly important for spelt wheat, whichisa
hulled grain that requires extra grinding to convert it to bread flour. The basic corn grinding implement is the
quern, of which two types have been found at Thorpe Thewles. The earlier form is the saddle quern, which isa
simple flat stone with a saddle-shaped depression on the top-side in which the grain is ground using a smaller top
stone. This was replaced by the beehive quern which has two parts of equal size . The top stone is hemispherical
or bun-shaped, with a central conical hopper to hold the grain which falls down a hole to the grinding surface
(fig. 9). It is held in position with a metal pivot which fits into a central hole in the bottom stone (fig. 9). The
upper stone has a further socket to place wooden pegs for the handles used to rotate or oscillate the upper stone.

These objects were manufactured as rough-outs in quarry-site factories in the Pennines and the North
Y orkshire moors, and were traded across the region. It has been suggested that these were given as dowries, since
they would have been expensive items. The beehive quern was introduced into Northern England in the 1st
century B.C. and marks atechnological advance in the processing of cereals.

One further body of evidence must be considered before the full story can be tentatively outlined, and thisis
the palaeobotanical evidence of peat-bog samples which provide information, in the form of preserved pollen, of
the vegetational history for this part of South Durham. We are fortunate in having a ring of four investigation
spots within 12 km of the site and these give a remarkably uniform picture of the environment of later prehistory.
The landscape in the earlier Iron Age was heavily wooded with climax oak and lime forest, asindeed it had been
for the earlier Neolithic and Bronze Age periods. The canopy was broken sufficiently to allow a small register of
light demanding species and these are interpreted as deliberate clearances for limited, possibly shifting
agriculture, followed
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figure 9 Finds from the site: o, upper stone of Q beehive quern; b, lower stone of a beehive quern; c, piece of
decorated bone; d, fragment of a glass bangle; e, complete Iron Age cooking pot.
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by longer term pastoralism which prevented the re-establishment of full forest cover.

This accords well with the archaeological evidence from Thorpe Thewles, where the earlier phases of
settlement can be seen as theinitial colonizing phase, established in a clearing in alandscape that is dominated by
forest. Timber, as a by-product of forest clearance, would have been plentiful, henceits usein large quantities for
the construction of the bank-and-ditched enclosure, perhaps in the 1st century B.C. At this time, new species of
cereal types, including spelt, were introduced, and forest clearance was accelerated. A new, more efficient quern,
the beehive quern, replaced the saddle quern in order to cope with the increased grain production. Eventually the
large enclosure became inadeguate and a new settlement type, the open village, replaced the protected farmstead.
New agricultural methods, perhaps run along more co-operative lines, alowed for a surplus of agricultural
produce that could be traded for the luxury goods that became available during the first century A.D.

The material remains of this period are of a completely different character from the earlier, purely Iron Age
objects because this period marks the first contact between this part of the north-east and the higher civilizations
around the Mediterranean, especialy the Roman Empire which, by A.D. 50 had conquered southern England.
The fledgling Roman province of Britannia attracted scores of foreign merchants eager to trade with the as yet
unconquered north. These Roman objects were mainly fine wheel-thrown pottery vessels that originated in
Northern Italy, Centra France and Northern Spain and they were either used as table ware or to carry exotic
luxury produce, like Spanish wine. Fragments of glass and bronze trinkets occur on native sites of this period
(fig. 9).

It is significant, however, that our site does not produce the mass of coarse wheel-thrown pottery vessels
associated with occupation beyond the time of the Roman Conquest of northern Britain, (between A.D. 73 and
A.D. 80). Indeed, the settlement appears to have been abandoned around this time, probably in favour of a more
sheltered location closer to a source of running water, leaving the site to be forgotten for 2000 years before its re-
discovery in 1976. The excavations at Thorpe Thewles have examined an almost complete fossilized landscape
of Iron Age date, and it is hoped that the project, when the results have been fully collected and presented to a
wide audience, will greatly enhance our modern day understanding of this distant period of Cleveland settlement.
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