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EXCAVATIONS AT TH E FORMER BEXLEY H OSPITAL, DARTFORD H EATH , KENT

BARRY JOH N BISH OP

INTRODUCTION

Th e  s ite  is  locate d w ith in th e  grounds  of th e  form e r Be xle y H os pital s ituate d to th e  s outh  of Old 
Be xle y Lane  on Dartford H e ath  and ce ntre d on NGR TQ 5125 7275 (s e e  Fig 1). Follow ing an 
application to re de ve lop th e  s ite  for h ous ing, an initial ph as e  of fie ld e valuation follow e d by 
e xcavation w as  conducte d by Pre -Cons truct Arch ae ology acros s  th e  w e s te rn and ce ntral parts  of th e  
s ite  during June  and Augus t 2001. A furth e r ph as e  of fie ld e valuation follow e d by e xcavation w as  
conducte d acros s  th e  e as te rn part of th e  s ite  during Augus t and Se pte m be r 2002. Concurre nt 
Arch ae ological Evaluations  inve s tigating th e  pote ntial of th e  s ite  for Palae olith ic re m ains  w e re  
unde rtak e n by Francis  W e nban-Sm ith , Martin Bate s  and Gil Mars h all; no organic re m ains  from  th is  
pe riod w e re  e ncounte re d alth ough  a s ingle  Palae olith ic h andaxe  or core  w as  re cove re d from  th e  
s e cond ph as e  of e valuation, and th e  ge ological im plications  for th e  Ple is toce ne  s ucce s s ion in th e  
are a w ill be  re porte d on s e parate ly.

Th e  e arlie s t e vide nce  of h um an activity at th e  s ite  cons is te d of num e rous  tre e -th row  h ollow s , one  of 
w h ich  containe d th e  brok e n h e ad of a Me s olith ic tranch e t axe . Oth e r re corde d fe ature s  include d 
th re e  pits  containing partially re fittable  Me s olith ic/Early Ne olith ic flintw ork . Late r activity in th e  form  of 
a ditch  and num e rous  pits  and pos th ole s  w as  als o ide ntifie d. Th e s e  are  th ough t m os t lik e ly to 
re pre s e nt late r pre h is toric s e ttle m e nt alth ough  little  dating m ate rial w as  re cove re d and th e ir 
inte rpre tation re m ains  proble m atic. Alth ough  pos s ibly pote ntially form ing part of an agricultural 
lands cape  during th e  pre h is toric and Rom an pe riods , th e  re lative ly re m ote  and ope n h e ath lands  th at 
th e  s ite  w as  s ituate d w ith in appe ar to h ave  be e n only s poradically utiliz e d th rough out m uch  of th e  
h is torical pe riod, s uch  as  for pas turage  and s and q uarrying. Th e  e arlie s t docum e ntary re cords  
indicate  th at th e  s ite  w as  incorporate d as  part of th e  e s tate  of ‘Baldw yns ’ m anor h ous e  by th e  e arly 
19 th  ce ntury, and by th e  e nd of th at ce ntury h ad be e n acq uire d as  part of th e  form e r Be xle y H os pital, 
w ith  s ubs tantial buildings  occupying th e  north e rn and ce ntral parts  of th e  s ite , but m uch  of th e  re s t 
re m aining as  ope n park land form ing th e  h os pital grounds . Th e  com ple te d arch ive  w ill be  de pos ite d 
in an appropriate  arch ival s torage  facility unde r th e  s ite  code s  OBH  01 and KOBH  02.

GEOLOGY, TOPOGRAPH Y AND VEGETATIONAL H ISTORY

Th e  s ite  lie s  on w h at is  now  part of Dartford H e ath , an are a of acid gras s land s ituate d at a re lative ly 
e le vate d location be tw e e n th e  valle ys  of th e  rive rs  Cray and th e  Dare nt. Alth ough  th e  ve ge tation 
h is tory of Dartford H e ath  is  large ly une xplore d, e vide nce  from  oth e r parts  of th e  country s ugge s ts  
s im ilar h e ath lands  w ould originally h ave  be e n fe rtile  and w ith  viable  agricultural s oils . Localiz e d 
de ge ne ration of s oils  in th e s e  are as  m ay h ave  be gun as  e arly as  th e  Me s olith ic, w h e re  re pe ate d 
burning m ay h ave  le d to th e  form ation of podz ols  and h e ath land (Ellaby 19 87, 58). A m ajor e xte ns ion 
of h e ath land in s outh e rn England during th e  Bronz e  Age  h as  als o be e n s ugge s te d, caus e d by 
re pe ate d de fore s tation, burning, and in s om e  cas e s , agricultural activity (McPh ail and Scaife  19 87, 
42-43, 45).



Th e  ge ology at th e  s ite  com pris e d Ple is toce ne  Boyn H ill/Ors e tt H e ath  (Bridgland 19 9 4; Britis h  
Ge ological Surve y 19 9 8) or Dartford H e ath  Grave l Me m be r s ands  and grave ls  (Gibbard 19 9 4) up to 
5m  th ick , ove rlying Te rtiary Th ane t Sands . Acros s  th e  s outh e as t corne r of th e  s ite , a s tiff fine -graine d 
claye y de pos it, be tw e e n 0.10m  and 2m  th ick , ove rlay th e  s ands  and grave ls . Alth ough  m ark e d as  
‘‘H e ad’’ de pos its  on th e  Britis h  Ge ological Surve y m ap (19 9 8), th is  m os t lik e ly re pre s e nts  partially 
dis turbe d Ple is toce ne  low -e ne rgy alluvial de pos ition (F. W e nban-Sm ith  pe rs  com m .). Tops oil acros s  
th e  s ite  varie d be tw e e n c.0.20 and c.0.50m  de e p, its  occas ional im pre s s ive  de pth  probably ow e d 
m ore  to th e  loos e ne s s  of th e  unde rlying de pos its  th an any e xte ns ive  plough ing of th e  s ite .

Th e  s ite  w as  ge ne rally flat, s loping dow n from  th e  s outh e as t to north w e s t from  approxim ate ly 44.2m  
OD to 36.5m  OD, and w ith  th e  e xce ptions  of large  de pre s s ions  s catte re d around th e  s ite  caus e d by 
th e  de m olition of h os pital buildings , no prom ine nt topograph ical fe ature s  w e re  pre s e nt.

Fig. 1.  Site  location  



METH ODOLOGY

Th e  firs t ph as e  of arch ae ological inve s tigations  involve d th e  e xcavation of th irty-tw o 2m  w ide  and 20m  
long e valuation tre nch e s  locate d e ve nly acros s  th e  w e s te rn and ce ntral parts  of th e  propos e d 
re de ve lopm e nt are a. Alth ough  s poradic cut fe ature s  of inde te rm inate  function and date  w e re  ide ntifie d 
w ith in m any of th e  tre nch e s , th e re  w as  a notable  conce ntration of fe ature s , including th os e  containing 
date able  arte facts , in th e  s outh e rn ce ntral part of th e  s ite . Accordingly, an Arch ae ological Excavation 
of an ope n are a of c.2000m 2 (th e  w e s te rn e xcavate d are a), ce ntre d on th e  conce ntration of fe ature s  
re ve ale d during th e  Fie ld Evaluation, w as  conducte d. Th e  s e cond ph as e  of inve s tigation involve d 
e xcavating tw e nty-tw o 2m  w ide  and 20m  long tre nch e s  acros s  th e  e as te rn part of th e  propos e d 
de ve lopm e nt. Arch ae ological fe ature s  w e re  ide ntifie d w ith in a north -s outh  aligne d e valuation tre nch , in 
th e  s outh w e s te rn part of th is  are a and a furth e r e xcavation (th e  e as te rn e xcavate d are a) w as  
conducte d, approxim ate ly 150m  e as t of th e  initial e xcavation and cons is ting of an ope n are a of 
c.1050m 2 (Fig 2). Much  of th e  north e rn, e as te rn and ce ntral parts  of th e  s ite  h ad be e n s e ve re ly 
dis turbe d during th e  cons truction of th e  h os pital and its  s ubs e q ue nt e xpans ion, re s ulting in th e  
re m oval of all arch ae ological de pos its  in th e s e  are as .

A com pre h e ns ive  e nvironm e ntal arte factual s am pling program  w as  unde rtak e n; s ubs e q ue nt 
as s e s s m e nt of th e  e nvironm e ntal s am ple s  de m ons trate d th at w ith  th e  e xce ption of occas ional 
ch arcoal fragm e nts  no organic re m ains  h ad s urvive d th e  s oil conditions .

Fig. 2.  Tre nch  locations

TH E ARCH AEOLOGICAL SEQUENCE

A total of 185 cut fe ature s  w e re  re corde d w ith in th e  e xcavation are as . Th e  gre ate s t proble m  
e ncounte re d in atte m pting to inte rpre t th e s e  re s ults  s te m m e d from  th e  paucity of s tratigraph ic 
re lations h ips  and th e  ge ne ral lack  of dating m ate rial produce d. Th e  m ajority of fe ature s  produce d no 
cultural e vide nce  at all, and only th re e  fe ature s  produce d s ufficie nt q uantitie s  to allow  any confide nt 
dating.



Ve ge tation cle arance

Th irty-nine  am orph ous  fe ature s  w ith  irre gular and poorly de fine d e dge s  and bas e s  w e re  re corde d, 
s catte re d acros s  th e  are a of e xcavation (Fig 3). Th e y varie d from  le s s  th an 1m  up to 6m  in w idth  and 
could be  trace d for up to 0.75m  in de pth . Th e y h ave  all be e n inte rpre te d as  h ollow s  cre ate d by falle n 
tre e s , w h ils t s om e  of th e  s m alle r one s  m ay re pre s e nt dis turbance  to th e  s ub-s oil caus e d by s h rub 
cle arance .

Fig. 3.  Ve ge tation cle arance

Finds

Th re e  of th e s e  fe ature s  containe d s m all q uantitie s  of burnt flint, nine  containe d ch arcoal, alth ough  
none  in any s ignificant q uantity, and no e vide nce  of in s itu burning w as  ide ntifie d. Tw o produce d 
s ingle  s truck  flints ; a core  re juve nation flak e  (Fig 5, f1), m os t ch aracte ris tic of Ne olith ic or e arlie r 
indus trie s , and th e  brok e n h e ad of an unpolis h e d tranch e t axe  (Fig 5, f2). Th is  w as  57m m  w ide  and 
30m m  th ick , be ing com parable  to th e  Th am e s  e xam ple s  (Fie ld 19 89 ). It w as  bifacially w ork e d w ith  a 
loz e nge  s h ape d cros s  s e ction and s inuous  s ide  e dge s . Th e re  w as  a s ligh t glos s  to th e  cutting e dge  
but it h ad not e xpe rie nce d any h e avy us e -w e ar.



Dis cus s ion

It could not be  e s tablis h e d w h e th e r th e s e  h ollow s  w e re  cre ate d by de libe rate  land cle arance  or 
natural up-rooting. Th e ir fills  w e re  s im ilar to th e  unde rlying ge ological de pos its , alth ough  th e  
pre s e nce  of occas ional burnt and s truck  flint indicate d th at cultural activitie s  w e re  occurring in or ne ar 
th e m , and it h as  be e n s ugge s te d th at s uch  fe ature s  m ay h ave  form e d im portant ‘lands cape  m ark e rs ’ 
and s e ttle m e nt foci in th e  th ick ly w oode d e nvironm e nt of th e  Early Ne olith ic (Evans  e t al. 19 9 9 ), 
alth ough  th e  s m all q uantitie s  of arte factual e vide nce  re cove re d do not s ugge s t e xte ns ive  s e ttle m e nt, 
as  h as  be e n s ugge s te d at s om e  s ite s  (ibid.). It w ould be  ve ry te m pting to as s ociate  th e  brok e n axe -
h e ad w ith  de libe rate  atte m pts  to cle ar tangle d roots  from  th e  tre e -th row  h ollow , atte m pts  w h ich  le d to 
th e  bre ak ing and dis carding of th e  axe , alth ough  any s uch  inte rpre tation m us t re m ain s pe culative .

Fig. 4.  Me s olith ic/Early Ne olith ic pits



Me s olith ic/Early Ne olith ic Pits

Th re e  pits  found in th e  w e s te rn are a of e xcavation w e re  notable  for th e  pre s e nce  of re lative ly large  
q uantitie s  of s truck  flint re cove re d from  th e ir fills , and th e ir s h ape  in plan als o diffe re d from  th e  m os tly 
oval s h ape d pits  re corde d e ls e w h e re  on s ite  (Fig 4). Pit [628] w as  rough ly re ctangular in plan, 
m e as ure d 2.30m  long by 1.55m  w ide  by 0.71m  de e p, and produce d an as s e m blage  of 120 s truck  
flints . It w as  truncate d by a num be r of late r pits  th at produce d an additional 134 s truck  flints , m os t, if 
not all of w h ich  w e re  cle arly re de pos ite d from  it. Pit [609 ] w as  triangular in plan, m e as uring 1.82m  by 
1.74m  by 0.39 m  de e p and produce d an as s e m blage  of 186 s truck  flints . Pit [428] produce d 31 pie ce s  
of s truck  flint alth ough  as  it continue d be yond th e  e dge  of e xcavation it could only be  partially 
e xcavate d. It w as  m os t lik e ly to als o h ave  be e n rough ly re ctangular in plan, m e as uring at le as t 2.50m  
long and 0.74m  de e p. All appe are d to h ave  be e n back fille d fairly rapidly w ith  no e vide nce  of natural 
s ilting obs e rve d and, unlik e  m any of th e  oth e r pits  re corde d, containe d no burnt flint or ch arcoal. As  a 
group th e y s tratigraph ically pos t-date d th e  tre e -th row s  but w e re  e arlie r th an th e  oth e r pits  and 
pos th ole s  re corde d.

Th e  Flint As s e m blage

W ith  a ve ry fe w  e xce ptions , th e  as s e m blage s  from  th e s e  pits  w e re  in a good, ofte n s h arp condition, 
s ugge s ting alm os t im m e diate  de pos ition afte r m anufacture . Th e  raw  m ate rials  m os tly cons is te d of 
good k napping q uality m ottle d trans luce nt black /opaq ue  gre y flint w ith  a s ligh tly w e ath e re d ch alk y 
corte x, and a re fitting nodule  of ‘bullh e ad be d’ flint w as  als o re cove re d from  pit [628]. Both  type s  m ay 
typically be  found w ith in de rive d de pos its  com m only e ncounte re d around th e  North  Dow ns , and w h ils t 
unlik e ly to originate  from  th e  actual s ite , could h ave  be e n procure d clos e -by. Th e  as s e m blage s  from  pit 
[609 ] and [628] e ach  de rive d from  tw o nodule s , w ith  a s ingle  nodule  producing th e  as s e m blage  from  
pit [428]. Only a s m all proportion of th e  total products  from  any of th e  core s  w e re  pre s e nt and it w ould 
appe ar th at us e ful ite m s , including any pote ntial tools  or us e able  flak e s  and blade s , h ad be e n 
re m ove d. Alth ough  no s ys te m atic atte m pts  at re fitting w e re  unde rtak e n, w ith  little  e ffort 17 re fitting 
groups  involving up to s ix s e q ue ntially re m ove d flak e s  w e re  re cogniz e d. No cros s  re fitting be tw e e n th e  
pits  w as  e vide nt and diffe re nce  in raw  m ate rials  s ugge s te d th at th e  m ate rial from  e ach  pit re pre s e nte d 
dis cre te  k napping e pis ode s  w ith  no inte rm ixing occurring. Many re fits  from  th e  pits  th at truncate d pit 
[628] w e re  pre s e nt, de m ons trating th e  re de pos ite d nature  of th e  as s e m blage s  from  th e s e  late r pits .

Te ch nologically, th e  as s e m blage s  w e re  indicative  of prim ary core  re duction activitie s , be ing dom inate d 
by core  pre paration and s h aping flak e s  w ith  e xh aus te d or fragm e nte d core s , brok e n flak e  fragm e nts , 
ch unk s  and s m all trim m ing ch ips . A fe w  pote ntially us e able  flak e s  and blade s  w e re  pre s e nt, alth ough  
th e  m ajority w e re  e ith e r brok e n or h ad pronounce d dors al s cars  or oth e r de ficie ncie s , w h ich  w ould 
s ugge s t th at th e y m ay h ave  be e n re je cte d for us e . Th e ir pre s e nce  did de m ons trate  th at th e  obje ctive  
of th e  k napping s trate gy w as  to produce  re gularly s h ape d blade s  and narrow  flak e s . Th e  lim ite d 
atte m pts  at re fitting de m ons trate d th at th is  w as  ach ie ve d by th e  re m oval of ofte n large  cortical and 
m as s  re duction flak e s  until a s uitable  s trik ing platform  and core  face  w as  produce d on a part of an 
oth e rw is e  large ly unm odifie d nodule . Th is  w as  th e n w ork e d until it w as  no longe r viable , us ually due  to 
proble m s  w ith  platform  angle s  or h inge  fracturing and th e rm al s h atte ring. Som e tim e s  th e s e  
de ficie ncie s  could be  re m e die d by re m oving a fe w  flak e s  from  a diffe re nt angle , including th e  re m oval 
of core  table ts , and follow e d by re s um ing production on th e  s am e  platform . If re juve nation w as  not 
pos s ible , a com ple te ly ne w  s trik ing platform  w as  cre ate d e ls e w h e re  on th e  nodule . Th e  initial s iz e  of 
th e  raw  m ate rial allow e d th e  re m oval of blade s  in e xce s s  of 100m m  long, alth ough  th e s e  de cre as e d to 
le s s  th an 30m m  long as  th e  core s  dim inis h e d in s iz e . Alth ough  lim ite d platform  e dge  trim m ing w as  
unde rtak e n th rough out th e  re duction s e q ue nce , it w as  only w h e n th e  core  w as  be ing w ork e d for 



s ys te m atic blade  and narrow  flak e  production th at th e  s trik ing platform /core  face  angle  w as  
e xte ns ive ly m odifie d, ofte n by fine  trim m ing or abras ion to th e  e dge  and, occas ionally, actual face ting 
of th e  platform .

Such  re duction m e th ods  are  m os t ch aracte ris tic of Me s olith ic or Early Ne olith ic indus trie s . A s ingle  
rod-lik e  m icrolith  w as  re cove re d from  pit [628] (Fig 5, f3) and a s im ilar e xam ple  from  th e  pit clus te r 
(Fig 5, f4) m ay als o h ave  originate d from  th is  pit. Th e s e  are  diagnos tic Late r Me s olith ic arte facts  and 
m ay indicate  th e  actual date  for th e  as s e m blage s  as  a w h ole . Th e  e xam ple  from  pit  [628] w as  
notice ably m ore  abrade d th an th e  bulk  of th e  re s t of th e  as s e m blage , and as  no oth e r in s itu 
ch ronologically diagnos tic arte facts  w e re  pre s e nt, th e  pos s ibility th at th e  m icrolith s  w e re  re s idual m us t 
be  cons ide re d. A le af-s h ape d arrow h e ad (Fig 5, f5) w as  re cove re d from  anoth e r pit, s ugge s ting s om e  
activity continuing at th e  s ite  during th e  Early Ne olith ic (Saville  19 9 0, 154, contra Gre e n 19 80, 9 4-9 7). 
W ith  both  Me s olith ic and Early Ne olith ic activity indicate d, it is  not pos s ible  to confide ntly furth e r re fine  
th e  dating of th e  pits  w ith in th os e  pe riods .

f1: core  re juve nation flak e ;  f2: unpolis h e d tranch e t axe ; 
f3: m icrolith ;  f4: m icrolith ;  f5: le af-s h ape d arrow h e ad

Fig. 5.  Flintw ork



Dis cus s ion

All th re e  of th e s e  pits  containe d flintw ork  date able  to th e  Me s olith ic or Early Ne olith ic pe riods  
re pre s e nting de pos ition of s e le cte d w as te  from  a lim ite d num be r of dis cre te  k napping s e s s ions . W ith  
th e  e xce ption of a fe w  pie ce s  of diagnos tic flintw ork  re cove re d from  fe ature s  s catte re d acros s  th e  
e xcavate d are a, no e vide nce  of any m ore  e xte ns ive  occupation during th e s e  pe riods  w as  dis cove re d, 
nor w as  any e vide nce  for above -ground m idde ning forth com ing, de s pite  care ful e xam ination of 
tops oil de pos its . Trial tre nch ing als o faile d to locate  any s uch  activity w ith in th e  s ite ’s  boundarie s  and 
th e  paucity of e vide nce  for th e  ge ne ral e xploitation of Dartford H e ath  h as  m ade  it difficult to place  
th e s e  fe ature s  into a com parative  conte xt. Undis cove re d s e ttle m e nts  m ay h ave  e xis te d clos e  by, but 
th e  pos s ibility re m ains  th at th e s e  fe ature s  w e re  re lative ly is olate d and locate d aw ay from  any are as  
of m ore  e xte ns ive  activity.

Th e  function of th e  pits  als o re m ains  e nigm atic, de s pite  th e  actual circum s tance s  s urrounding th e  
acts  of de pos ition be ing re as onably cle ar. It w ould appe ar th at a lim ite d num be r of nodule s , pos s ibly 
as  fe w  as  tw o pe r pit, w e re  re duce d and us e able  flak e s  and blade s  re m ove d. A s m all s e le ction of all 
type s  of th e  re s ultant w as te  products , from  s m all ch ips  and core  s h atte r to large  de cortication and 
m as s  re duction flak e s , w as  th e n colle cte d and de pos ite d into th e  pits . Th e  lack  of re fittable  pie ce s  
be tw e e n th e  pits  s ugge s ts  th at e ach  e pis ode  of k napping and de pos ition occurre d s e parate ly, th e  
condition of th e  pie ce s  s ugge s ting de pos ition occurre d s oon afte r m anufacture .

Alth ough  an obvious  e xplanation m ay be  th at th e s e  actions  s im ply re pre s e nt th e  dis pos al of rubbis h , 
ce rtain proble m s  re m ain. Each  e pis ode  of de pos ition w ould appe ar to re pre s e nt a ve ry s pe cific e ve nt, 
rath e r th an ge ne ral dis card activitie s , and th e  pits  m ay h ave  be e n rapidly dug and back fille d. No 
as s ociate d e vide nce  of occupation w as  ide ntifie d and, alth ough  th e  s oil conditions  w e re  lik e ly to h ave  
pre clude d th e  s urvival of bone , no oth e r arte fact type s , including ch arcoal or burnt flint, w e re  pre s e nt 
in any of th e  pits . If th e  conte nts  of th e  pits  w e re  s pe cially s e le cte d in s om e  w ay, it m igh t be  pos s ible  
to s ugge s t a m ore  ce re m onial as pe ct to th e  de pos ition. Such  practice s  appe ar w ide s pre ad during th e  
Ne olith ic, w h e n th e  infilling of s om e  pits  involve d a de gre e  of s patial or com pos itional s e le ction, 
s om e tim e s  of pre s tigious  ite m s  but ofte n involving w h at w ould nom inally be  re garde d as  rubbis h , 
alth ough  it w ould us ually be  care fully s e le cte d in s om e  w ay (e g Edm onds  19 9 5, 42-45). Sim ilar 
practice s  h ave  als o be e n claim e d for th e  Me s olith ic (e g Pollard 2000). Such  acts  of ritualis e d 
de pos ition appe ar to h ave  be e n e xe rcis e d both  at m onum e nts  and w ith in m ore  ‘dom e s tic’ type  
s e ttle m e nts . Th e  lack  of e vide nce  for e ith e r h e re  m ay e ve n s ugge s t th at th e  actual are a its e lf h e ld 
s om e  s ort of s pe cial connotations  (Bradle y 2000).

Oth e r Fe ature s

Pit Clus te r

Th is  group com pris e s  a s e rie s  of clos e ly inte rcutting pits , occupying an are a of approxim ate ly 7m  by 
6m  in th e  north  of th e  w e s te rn are a of e xcavation (Fig 4). At le as t five  pits  w e re  ide ntifie d alth ough  it 
w as  appare nt th at a m as s  of oth e rs  w e re  pre s e nt but could not be  dis tinguis h e d due  to inte ns e  
inte rcutting and th e  alm os t ide ntical nature  of th e ir fills . Th is  als o m ade  it im pos s ible  to e s tablis h  all of 
th e ir original dim e ns ions , alth ough  w h e re  th is  w as  pos s ible  th e y m e as ure d be tw e e n c.1.30m  and 
2.00m  long by 1.10m  and 1.30m  w ide  and s urvive d to up to 0.62m  de e p, be ing m os tly oval in s h ape  
w ith  s te e p or ve rtical s ide s  and flat bas e s . All containe d s m all q uantitie s  of burnt flint and ch arcoal 
and large r as s e m blage s  of s truck  flint, alth ough  w ith  th e  latte r th e s e  w e re  cle arly re de pos ite d from  
th e  Me s olith ic/Early Ne olith ic pits .



Ditch  and s catte re d pits

A s m all north -s outh  aligne d ditch  w ith  a rounde d te rm ination to th e  north  w as  e xcavate d in th e  
e as te rn are a of e xcavation. It m e as ure d 0.44m  w ide  but only s urvive d to a de pth  of 0.10m . No 
cultural m ate rial w as  re cove re d from  its  fills  but it w as  truncate d to th e  s outh  by a late r pit. Finds  
re cove re d from  th e  fill include  fragm e nts  of burnt daub and burnt flint, and an undiagnos tic w as te  
flak e  only date able  to th e  pre h is toric pe riod. Fifty-e igh t oth e r pits  w e re  re corde d, all of th e m  (e xce pt 
for th e  afore m e ntione d e xam ple  in th e  e as te rn are a of e xcavation) w e re  s catte re d e ve nly acros s  th e  
w e s te rn e xcavate d are a. Sim ilar fe ature s  re corde d during th e  e valuation w ork  m ay indicate  th at th is  
patte rn continue d acros s  m uch  of th e  s ite . Alth ough  m orph ological variations  w e re  pre s e nt, m os t 
form e d a fairly h om oge nous  group, be ing of s im ilar s h ape  to th os e  of th e  pit clus te r de s cribe d above . 
Th e y m e as ure d an ave rage  of 2.00m  long by 1.27m  w ide  and w e re  up to 0.81m  de e p, w ith  a fe w  
s ignificantly large r th an th is , re ach ing ove r 5m  in le ngth , alth ough  th e s e  te nde d to be  re lative ly 
narrow . Conve rs e ly, a fe w  of th e  s m alle r pits  m ay actually h ave  re pre s e nte d w e ath e re d pos th ole s . 
Mos t of th e  pits  appe are d to h ave  be e n rapidly back fille d be fore  any s ignificant w e ath e ring h ad 
occurre d, alth ough  a fe w  h ad lam inate d or dark e r coloure d and m ore  claye y prim ary fills  follow e d by 
m ore  uniform  s e condary fills , s ugge s ting th at th e s e  m ay h ave  be e n ope n for s om e  tim e  be fore  
back filling.

Fe w  of th e s e  pits  w e re  inte rcutting; th os e  th at w e re  de m ons trate d th at th e  pit digging w as  not 
conducte d in a s ingle  ope ration and alth ough  it w as  im pos s ible  to e s tim ate  ove r h ow  long a pe riod it 
did las t, th e ir h om oge ne ity s ugge s te d th at m os t form e d a group re pre s e nting at le as t broadly 
conte m porary activity.

Th e  Finds

Approxim ate ly h alf of th e  s catte re d pits  containe d ch arcoal, alth ough  only 23 (39 % ) containe d any 
cultural m ate rial, cons is ting of s m all q uantitie s  of burnt flint and/or s truck  flint. No potte ry, bone  or 
e nvironm e ntal e vide nce  w as  re cove re d, alth ough  th e  pit e xcavate d in th e  e as te rn are a did produce  a 
fe w  fragm e nts  of burnt daub. Mos t of th e  s truck  flints  w e re  found s ingularly, and as  at le as t s om e  
w e re  lik e ly to h ave  be e n re s idually de pos ite d, dating of th e  pits  is  ve ry te nuous . Th e  only 
ch ronologically diagnos tic pie ce  re corde d cons is te d of a le af-s h ape d arrow h e ad probably dating to 
th e  Early Ne olith ic: s om e  of th e  oth e r pie ce s  cons is te d of blade s  or blade -lik e  flak e s , com parable  to 
th e  m ate rial re cove re d from  th e  Me s olith ic/Early Ne olith ic pits . Th e  re s t of th e  m ate rial appe are d 
m ore  crude ly produce d, be ing m ore  ch aracte ris tic of indus trie s  dating to th e  M iddle  Bronz e  Age  or 
afte r. H ow e ve r, w ith  s uch  a s m all as s e m blage  th is  ide ntification m us t re m ain rath e r unre liable , 
alth ough  s om e  s upport for late r flintw ork ing com e s  from  an e dge -trim m e d flak e  th at h ad be e n 
re touch e d afte r th e  flak e  h ad re corticate d.

Dis cus s ion of th e  pits

As cribing a function or date  to th e  pits  w as  difficult as  th e y containe d little  or no arte factual e vide nce . 
Th e y w e re  num e rous  and e vide ntly re pre s e nte d a m ajor unde rtak ing, alth ough  it w as  unce rtain ove r 
w h at duration th at th is  w as  accom plis h e d. Pit digging w as  an ubiq uitous  activity during th e  late r 
pre h is toric pe riod, pits  ofte n form ing th e  m os t com m on fe ature  type  found in s e ttle m e nts , inde e d, 
prior to th e  M iddle  or Late  Bronz e  Age , th e y are  fre q ue ntly th e  only s urviving s tructural e vide nce  of 
s e ttle m e nt (e g Brück  19 9 9 ; Pollard 19 9 9 ). Large  num be rs  of arte fact-s te rile  pits  are  pe rh aps  m os t 
com m only as s ociate d w ith  late r pre h is toric s e ttle m e nt s ite s , us ually date d to th e  M iddle  Bronz e  Age  
or afte r (e g Moore  and Je nnings  19 9 2; Guttm ann and Las t 2000).



Num e rous  com parably s h ape d and s iz e d pits  w e re  re corde d at Re ading Bus ine s s  Park , m any 
containing little  or no arte factual m ate rial (Moore  and Je nnings  19 9 2). It w as  s ugge s te d h e re  th at 
m any w e re  us e d, at le as t prim arily, for grain s torage , w ith  e nvironm e ntal e vide nce  s ugge s ting s om e  
w e re  utiliz e d for flax re tting (ibid., 122). Sim ilar pits  re corde d at Burgh fie ld w e re  als o cons ide re d to 
h ave  prim ary function as  grain s tore s  prior to be ing utiliz e d for th e  dis pos al of rubbis h  (Bradle y e t al. 
19 80, 221-228). Th e  ve ry lim ite d arte factual m ate rial re cove re d from  th e  pits  h e re  w ould s e e m  to 
e xclude  a rubbis h  pit function, alth ough  th is  is  difficult to as s e s s  as  no organic re m ains  s urvive d th e  
adve rs e  s oil conditions . Th e  pits  m ay h ave  s e rve d as  grain s tore s , alth ough  no clay-linings , ofte n 
s ugge s te d as  a good indicator of s uch  practice s , w e re  e vide nt. Th e  e as ily draine d natural de pos its  
m ay h ave  pe rm itte d a s torage  us e , alth ough  th e  e vide nce  from  th e ir fills  and th e  s te e pne s s  and lack  
of e ros ion to th e ir s ide s  w ould indicate  th at th e y w e re  back fille d s h ortly afte r th e y w e re  dug. Oth e r 
pote ntial functions  could include  a us e  as  q uarrie s , and inte re s tingly th e  fills  of m any of th e  pits  w e re  
m uch  fine r-graine d th an th e  natural de pos its  th at th e y cut. Grave l, us e d for h ard s tanding and 
track w ay cons olidation, w ould h ave  be e n a de s ire d product during late r pre h is tory (e g Me dde ns  19 9 6; 
W illiam s  19 9 7; Bis h op 2002), alth ough  th e  natural de pos its  h e re  w e re  s till pre dom inantly com pos e d of 
s and, w ith  m ore  grave l rich  de pos its  alm os t ce rtainly available  in th e  vicinity. No e nvironm e ntal 
e vide nce  w as  forth com ing to e ith e r s ugge s t or re fute  a m ore  s pe cializ e d function, and s uch  us age s  
h e re  m us t re m ain s pe culative .

Pos th ole s

Sixty-th re e  pos th ole s  w e re  re corde d in th e  w e s te rn e xcavate d are a, m os tly s catte re d acros s  th e  
e xcavation are a but te nding to conce ntrate  tow ards  th e  north , at le as t five  w e re  truncating part of th e  
pit clus te r (Fig 6). As  w ith  m os t of th e  cut fe ature s  e xcavate d on th e  s ite , th e  m ajority of th e  pos th ole s  
w e re  s tratigraph ically is olate d w ith  no re lations h ips  available  to de m ons trate  e ith e r th e  ge ne ral 
ch ronological de ve lopm e nt or th e ir pre cis e  ph as ing. In th e  e as te rn e xcavate d are a a furth e r e igh t 
w e re  re corde d, varying from  0.15m  to 0.40m  in diam e te r and conce ntrating w ith in a 4m 2 are a around 
and, in m os t cas e s , truncating th e  pit. Th e s e  cons is t of s tak e h ole s , and alth ough  probably 
re pre s e nting s om e  form  of s tructure , it is  uncle ar from  th e ir layout w h at th is  m ay h ave  be e n.

Virtually all of th e  pos th ole s  re corde d in th e  w e s te rn e xcavate d are a w e re  ovoid or circular, m e as uring 
an ave rage  of c.0.60m  in diam e te r, w ith  s te e p or ve rtical s ide s  and flat or s ligh tly concave  bas e s . No 
pos tpipe s  w e re  s e e n alth ough  de pre s s ions  in th e  bas e s  of s om e  of th e  pos th ole s  m ay re pre s e nt th e  
com paction of th e  s oft unde rlying de pos its , s ugge s ting th at th e  original pos ts  varie d from  be tw e e n c. 
0.25m  to 0.45m  in diam e te r. A fe w  e xh ibite d a s loping ram p-lik e  de pre s s ion to one  s ide  w h ich  h as  
be e n inte rpre te d as  dam age  caus e d w h e n th e  pos t w as  ins e rte d, topple d or w as  e xtracte d. A fe w  
w e re  q uite  large  and th e s e  te nde d to h ave  m ore  irre gular e dge s ; probably caus e d by s ide s  s lum ping, 
e ith e r during initial cons truction or w h e n th e  pos ts  w e re  s ubs e q ue ntly re m ove d.

Dis cus s ion of pos th ole s

As  w ith  th e  pits , it w as  difficult to date  th e  pos th ole s , re late  th e m  to e ach  oth e r or s ugge s t any 
ch ronological de ve lopm e nts . Alth ough  s om e  of th e  pos th ole s  m us t h ave  re pre s e nte d s ubs tantial 
s tructure s , no obvious  building plans  could be  ide ntifie d from  th e ir dis tribution. Som e  tw o-pos t 
s tructure s  m ay h ave  be e n pre s e nt and a line ar arrange m e nt of th re e  pos th ole s  in th e  north e rn part of 
th e  w e s te rn e xcavate d are a m ay h ave  re pre s e nte d a s turdy fe nce -line  or boundary. Many pote ntial 
patte rns  could be  pos tulate d, including s e ve ral circular or oval arrange m e nts , but none  w e re  
particularly convincing (s e e  Fig 6). Such  arrange m e nts  are  norm ally inte rpre te d as  roundh ous e s , 



us ually date d to w ith in th e  Bronz e  and Iron Age s . Th e  diam e te r of th e s e  arrange m e nts  pos tulate d 
h e re  varie d from  be tw e e n c.10m  and c.15m  Th is  w ould be  large  for typical roundh ous e s , w h ich  te nd 
to be  le s s  th an 12m  and can be  as  s m all as  5m  in diam e te r. In no cas e s  w e re  com ple te  rings  of 
pos th ole s  pre s e nt nor w e re  any s tructural e le m e nts , s uch  as  porch e s , drip gullie s  or obvious  inte rnal 
fe ature s , ide ntifie d.

Fig. 6.  Pos th ole s

Dis cus s ion of th e  ‘s e ttle m e nt’

Ge ne rally, th e  pits  and pos th ole s  w e re  s pre ad re lative ly e ve nly acros s  th e  w e s te rn e xcavate d are a, 
w ith  a clus te r of both  conce ntrate d in th e  north -w e s t. Dating e vide nce  w as  lim ite d to a s m all, 
abrade d s h e rd of Iron Age  potte ry (Malcolm  Lyne  pe rs  com m .), a fe w  s h e rds  of Me die val Earls w ood 
W are  potte ry date able  from  c.AD 1200 to 1400 (Ch ris  Jarre tt pe rs  com m .) all re cove re d from  th e  
s ubs oil, and occas ional s truck  flints  pos s ibly date able  to th e  M iddle  Bronz e  to Iron Age  pe riods  
pre s e nt in th e  cut fe ature s . Th e  activity re pre s e nte d by th e s e  fe ature s  could th e re fore  pote ntially 
date  to anyw h e re  from  th e  Me s olith ic/Early Ne olith ic into th e  h is torical pe riod. Fe ature s  as s ociate d 
w ith  th e  ‘Baldw yns ’ m anor h ous e  and th e  s ubs e q ue nt form e r H os pital w e re  e xcavate d and all could 



be  e as ily dis tinguis h e d as  th e y truncate d a s ub-s oil h oriz on w h ich  oth e rw is e  s e ale d all oth e r fe ature s  
cons ide re d h e re : th e y could e as ily be  diffe re ntiate d by th e ir loos e r, dark e r and m ore  h um ic fills , and 
th e y invariably containe d q uantitie s  of ce ram ic building m ate rial.

Th e s e  fe ature s  tak e n as  a w h ole  are  m os t clos e ly paralle le d w ith  th e  m ore  inte ns ive  and pe rm ane nt 
type  of s e ttle m e nt e vide nt from  th e  M iddle  Bronz e  Age  and th rough out th e  Iron Age  (e g Rich m ond 
19 9 9 ; Yate s  2001). If th e y did indicate  s om e  form  of s e ttle m e nt, th e re  is  ve ry little  additional e vide nce  
for it in th e  form  of m ate rial culture . Much  of th e  e vide nce , s uch  as  bone  and pos s ibly e ve n poorly 
fire d potte ry, m ay not h ave  s urvive d th e  adve rs e  s oil conditions  at th e  s ite . Eve n th e  q uantitie s  of 
durable  m ate rial s uch  as  burnt flint, norm ally abundant on late r pre h is toric s e ttle m e nt s ite s , w as  
h ardly indicative  of any inte ns ive  or long-live d occupation. Th e  e vide nce  m ay th e re fore  re pre s e nt a 
m ore  s pe cializ e d occupation, pos s ibly s e as onal or involving low -de ns ity occupation ove r a re lative ly 
long pe riod, or pos s ibly e ve n s om e  form  of s pe cialis t activity, trace s  of w h ich  are  no longe r 
arch ae ologically vis ible .

W ith out k now ing w h e n th e  ons e t of h e ath  form ation took  place , it is  difficult to place  th is  s ite  w ith in its  
conte m porary lands cape  s e tting. Th e  are a around Dartford and Be xle y h as  a re as onable  de ns ity of 
pre h is toric s e ttle m e nt, alth ough  th e  e vide nce  s o far w ould s ugge s t th at th is  w as  large ly rive rine , 
focus s ing on th e  rich  agricultural s oils  of th e  Cray and Dare nt alluvium , as  w e ll as  th e  fe rtile  graz ing of 
th e  m ars h e s  borde ring th e  Th am e s . Num e rous  pre h is toric arte facts  h ave  be e n found on th e  
h e ath lands , alth ough  th e s e  te nd to be  rath e r s pe cializ e d, and include  pre s tigious  s tone  and flintw ork  
dating from  th e  Me s olith ic to th e  Bronz e  Age  (e g Te s te r 19 55; Te s te r 19 59 ; Te s te r 19 85), as  w e ll as  
Bronz e  Age  m e talw ork , s uch  as  th e  im pre s s ive  gold and bronz e  h oards  from  W ans unt Pit, 1k m  to th e  
north  (Te s te r 19 57; Te s te r 19 85). Trace s  of pos s ible  Late  Iron Age  s e ttle m e nts  h ave  be e n re corde d at 
Cold Blow , le s s  th an 1k m  to th e  north w e s t, alth ough  th e  nature  of th e  occupation th e re  is  uncle ar. Th e  
abs e nce  of s e ttle m e nt e vide nce , com bine d w ith  th e  unus ual nature  of th e  arte facts  th at h ave  be e n 
found, s ugge s t th at both  Be xle y and Dartford H e ath s  m ay h ave  be e n cons ide re d re m ote  and m arginal 
during at le as t th e  latte r parts  of th e  pre h is toric pe riod, and it m ay be  th at th e  fe ature s  re corde d h e re  
are  as s ociate d w ith  s om e  form  of s e as onal m ove m e nt or involve  th e  q ue s t for s om e  oth e r re s ource , 
aw ay from  th e  m ain s e ttle m e nt foci and not involving th e  dis card of any appre ciable  q uantitie s  of 
m ate rial culture .
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