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Chapter 1

Assessing Iron Age marsh-forts - an introduction

‘Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future...’
(Burnt Norton, Eliot, 1979)

Later prehistoric marsh-forts are amongst the most
enigmatic and scarce of British Iron Age structures.
These monumentalised enclosures are found in
wetlands, and although their settings offer unparalleled
opportunities for landscape and palaeoenvironmental
research, they have only recently been acknowledged
as a site-type, research is extremely limited, and there
are no synthesised studies of their form and function.
These omissions limit the contribution that these
monuments can make to Iron Age studies.

‘Assessing Iron Age marsh-forts’ investigates a number of
potential Iron Age marsh-forts from across England
and Wales, comparing their similarities and differences
with the only marsh-fort so far investigated (Sutton
Common, near Doncaster), drawing conclusions from
their landscape setting, their morphology, and their
chronology. A comprehensive gazetteer is offered
which supports the more widespread use of the term
‘marsh-fort’ as a classification for these monuments.
The results indicate that marsh-forts and their wetland
landscapes are sufficiently different from their
hillfort counterparts to contribute new facets to our
understanding of Iron Age society.

The focus is narrowed by collating of data from a
group of low-lying Iron Age fortifications in North
Shropshire, before concentrating on the dual-enclosure,
causewayed example of the Berth, near Baschurch,
as the subject for extended study. Situated within a
low-lying wetland, the Berth combines monumental
fortifications with evidence of ritualised metalwork
deposition. The case-study presented here charts the
evolution of this unique monument through landscape
study and multi-proxy palaeoenvironmental analysis.

1.1. Marsh-forts in a hillfort context

The British Iron Age (circa 800BC-AD43) was a period
of profound social transformation (Cunliffe, 2005;
Haselgrove and Pope, 2007; Haselgrove and Moore, 2007).
The ritual hoarding of bronze ceased and metalworking
focussed increasingly on the use of iron. Farming and
subsistence continued the changes begun in the Late
Bronze Age, and land became increasingly enclosed
and bounded (e.g. Haselgrove in Hunter and Ralston,
2009:149-174). In some regions, local populations

proclaimed their strategic intelligence and territorial
claims through the construction of highly visible,
rampart-and-ditch fortifications - hillforts. There are
in excess of 4000 hillforts in the British Isles (Lock and
Ralston, 2017) and whilst they come in a myriad of
shapes, sizes and locations, they are conjoined by the
monumentality of their architecture and their size.

The functionality of these enclosures has been subject
to a range of interpretations which reflect the socially
important mores of the day. Between the 1920s and the
1970s, hillforts were thought of as defensive structures,
mirroring the Western world’s preoccupation with
security and warfare (e.g. Hawkes, 1931; 1959; Wheeler,
1972; Forde-Johnston, 1976; Hogg, 1979; Stanford,
1980). However, from the 1970s/80s onwards, social
evolutionary models emphasised hillforts as visible
metaphors for power and territorial control (e.g.
Bowden and McOmish, 1987; Hingley, 1999; Bowden,
2005; Driver, 2007), and/or as communal centres for
gatherings or storage (e.g. Gent, 1983; Gent and Dean,
1986). Settlement was a function of many but not all
sites (e.g. Bowden, 2005). Their prominence in the
landscape suggests that being seen was a matter of
considerable significance, either to display dominance
or to deter marauding neighbours.

However, some Iron Age structures do not appear to
be designed for visual dominance. These fortifications
echo the monumentality of visually-prominent hillforts
but are located in low-lying wetlands. Examples
include the Berth, near Baschurch and Wall Camp, near
Telford on the Weald Moors, both in North Shropshire,
and Stonea Camp, near March, Cambridgeshire. As
seeing and being seen appear to be fundamental to the
construction of hillforts, this practice seems counter-
intuitive. The reasoning behind this behaviour, the
functionality of such structures, and their role in
a progressively enclosed landscape, are legitimate
questions, the answers to which may shed light on an
enigmatic period in British prehistory.

Increasingly, such monuments are referred to as marsh-
forts (Riley, 1980; Brown, 2008; English Heritage, 2011;
Lock and Ralston, 2017). Little is known about these
structures, and detailed investigation is confined to one
site - the enclosures of Sutton Common near Doncaster
(Parker Pearson and Sydes, 1997; Van de Noort et al.,
2007), a marsh-fort in a region not renowned for its
hillforts. Sutton Common provided a suite of evidence
which is hard to explain in everyday terms. Situated
in a floodplain environment, its dual enclosures were
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connected by a causeway over an infilled palaeochannel.
Its chronology (Middle/Late Iron Age) is short and
discontinuous. The site was not a settlement, but
150+ four- and six-post structures (possibly granaries)
occupied the interior; human remains and ‘mortuary
rings’ also form part of the recovered evidence. Taken
together, these data suggests a site dedicated not to
domestic activities but to remembrance, ritual and
ceremony (Van de Noort et al., 2007:176-7). One of the
questions addressed here is whether this interpretation
can be applied more widely.

Sutton Common provides a template against which
other similar monuments can be assessed. No systematic
evaluation has been made of potential marsh-fort
sites across England and Wales, nor has a methodical
multi-proxy analysis been undertaken of marsh-fort
landscapes. This study takes a comprehensive, two-part
approach to address these issues:

o firstly, by reassessing the existing dataset to see
whether sites previously classified as hillforts
or enclosures could be classified as marsh-forts,
and whether the assembled body of information
points towards a site-type which was culture-
specific, convergent or universal, and

e secondly, by analysing the micro-ecology
surrounding the Berth marsh-fort to reconstruct
the longue durée of its landscape development.

1.2. The ‘problem’ with hillforts

The hillfort phenomenon is highly varied -
chronologically, morphologically, topographically
and functionally. Their construction spans the first-
millennium BC and they are seen as the enduring
symbol of the British Iron Age. Many conform to one
of several morphological patterns; others do not. They
are associated mainly with uplands and down-land,
in southern England, Wales and the Welsh Marches,
and Scotland. Any one hillfort may evince a single
purpose or a range of functions during its lifetime,
from domestic to industrial to ceremonial, reflecting
profound differences at a practical, social and symbolic
level (Harding, 2012:27). Only a few indicate a violent
past. However, despite their obvious variety and
their regional and topographical bias, hillforts are
presented as the main societal model for the Iron Age
and have come to dominate our understanding of Iron
Age communities in Britain (e.g. Hawkes, 1931; 1951;
Stanford, 1967; Wheeler, 1972; Guilbert, 1975a; Cunliffe,
1983; Gent and Dean, 1986; Haselgrove, 1986; Sharples,
1991a; Hamilton and Manley, 2001).

A study of marsh-forts offers a unique opportunity
to expand Iron Age studies away from this uniform
interpretive model. Living in a wetland would require
different skills and generate a separate set of social

norms (e.g. Van de Noort, 2004), and although wetland
living has been addressed by some highly influential
studies, investigation is limited to sites which were
predominantly domestic or specialist in function, for
example the Late Iron Age lake villages of Glastonbury
and Meare on the Somerset Levels (e.g. Coles and
Minnitt, 1995), and crannogs (e.g. Cavers, 2006).
Marsh-forts are neither upland hillforts nor lowland
settlements and do not conform to either model. These
monumental structures share size and architectural
similarities with hillforts, but appear to be sited to
exploit both the potential richness of resources and
the inherent spirituality associated with wetlands
during the Iron Age (e.g. Bradley, 2000). They have the
potential to identify an alternative for Iron Age praxis.

There is also an issue of nomenclature. The term
‘hillfort’” has been in use throughout the twentieth-
century to refer to arange of later prehistoric structures
which are defined by their impressive architecture and
spectacular locations. This ‘portmanteau’ classification
(Cunliffe, 2005:347) has become conflated over the years;
its use has grown to cover a genre so wide that making
hillforts fit a pattern has been likened to a Procrustean
treatment of the archaeological facts (Hogg, 1975),
enforcing uniformity where none exists. Forde-
Johnston found the term ‘misleading’ (1976:3) whilst
Hogg contended that ‘..all the alternatives which have
been suggested are open to even more objections...’ (1975:xv).
Various attempts have been made to re-define it; a
recent example - ‘an enclosed place constructed in a highly
visible location to serve as a focus (if sporadic) for communal
activity’ - stresses the key elements of enclosure,
visibility and community (Cunliffe, 2006:152). Most
of the marsh-forts considered here are classified as
hillforts in the Historic Environment Record (HER) but
would fail Cunliffe’s test on visibility grounds.

Systematically codifying hillforts according to
topographic similarities has been undertaken several
times (e.g. Forde-Johnston, 1976; Hogg, 1979; Dyer, 1981;
Lock and Ralston, 2017). Such typological groupings
have not necessarily deepened understanding. Whilst it
could be argued that marsh-forts are simply one more
variation on this theme, the contention here is that
they are defined by more than their topographic setting
and that they warrant a comprehensive investigation.
Monuments which are not reviewed collectively run
the risk of being overlooked, with the associated
loss of chronological, morphological, functional
and phenomenological detail. The classification and
language used to describe landscape features is more
important than it seems. Not only does it ‘allow us to
speak clearly about such places’ (Macfarlane, 2015:26),
but, additionally, ‘...once a landscape goes undescribed
and therefore unregarded, it becomes vulnerable to unwise
use or improper action.(Macfarlane, 2015:27). Whilst
Macfarlane was describing natural landscapes in the



Outer Hebrides, the same is true for archaeological sites
and the landscapes they occupy. It may seem pedantic,
but the nomenclature used to describe different types
of later prehistoric structures - in this case, marsh-
forts - does matter.

1.3. The archaeological and ecological opportunities
presented by wetlands

...Quagmire, swampland, morass,
the slime kingdom...
Ruminant ground.
Digestion of mollusc
and seed pod,
deep pollen bin.
...a bag of waters...’
(Kinship, Heaney, 1975)

Wetlands were resource-rich environments highly
utilised throughout prehistory. As a consequence, and
acknowledging the preservative nature of anaerobic
environments, they frequently incorporate a palimpsest
of archaeological features. Examples are legion - the
recreation of the ancient landscapes surrounding
the Littleton Bog in Co. Tipperary (Mitchell, 1965);
the exploitation of the palaeolake at Star Carr, North
Yorkshire by Mesolithic and Neolithic hunters (Legge
and Rowley-Conwy, 1988; Mellars and Dark, 1998; Milner
et al,, 2011); the Bronze Age settlement at Must Farm
in Fenland (Knight, 2009); the extraordinary evidence
for everyday Iron Age living and craft specialisation
preserved at Glastonbury and Meare (e.g. Coles and
Minnitt, 1995). The importance to Iron Age societies
of the ritual deposition of metalwork into watery
settings can be seen, sometimes on a grand scale, along
some major watercourses such as the Witham Valley,
Lincolnshire (Bradley, 1990) and in lakes such as Llyn
Cerrig Bach, Anglesey (Lynch, 1970).

Evidentially, marsh-forts are found in wetlands and they
promise a wealth of evidence which is often unavailable
at hillfort sites. As much as any hillfort, their remains
need to be examined temporally, regionally and
culturally for their social and symbolic importance.
They pose many questions. What differentiated those
who built in wetlands from those who chose to build
at higher altitudes? Was it a choice, or did those who
monumentalised wetland landscapes simply have
no other options (cf. Forde-Johnston, 1976)? Did the
impetus to build in wetlands stem from the lure of a
resource-rich environment, or did it provide access
to, and control of, an environment that had important
ritual connotations?

This research looks at the syntax of Iron Age wetland
landscapes and in particular the role played by marsh-
forts in the lives of the people who constructed and used
them, establishing a set of criteria (based on Sutton
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Common) against which marsh-forts can be assessed.
Additionally, by using the Berth as a case-study, it
investigates the spatial and palaeoenvironmental
context of a marsh-fort in the North Shropshire
wetlands.

This research is timely and important. The continual
threat to wetland environments from farming practices
and development (e.g. Van de Noort et al., 2002) places
this unique phenomenon at critical risk. Unless looked
at specifically and collectively, this lens into Iron Age
society may be lost.

1.4. Structure

The scale of this research encompasses macro- and
micro-level landscape investigation; the structure is
outlined in Fig. 1.1.

Beginning with areview of the current literature, Chapter
2 situates marsh-forts within a hillfort context. The
project-based methodology adopted here is explained
in Chapter 3, describing a nested set of processes which
drill down from national, regional, site and finally
micro-environmental level. The methodology is multi-
disciplinary, combining multi-proxy environmental
analysis (pollen, plant macrofossil and Coleoptera) with
extensive auger-based coring, GIS modelling and a robust
radiocarbon dating programme. (The Berth is now the
subject of an extended excavation programme; the
results are in press and are not covered by this research
(see Chapman, Smith and Norton, 2017)).

Chapter 4 reviews marsh-forts nationally across
England and Wales. (Marsh-forts occur across the
mainland of Britain (Lock and Ralston, 2017); however,
the Scottish Iron Age comprises its own set of cultural
norms (Harding, 2004; 2006) and its marsh-forts are
not covered here). Landscape theory (e.g. Aston, 1985;
Tilley, 1994; Strang, 2008; Bowden and McOmish, 2012)
is used to emphasise the socially constructed nature of
landscape and to support the identification of marsh-
forts within wetland landscapes/waterscapes. The
chronological, artefactual, palaeoenvironmental and
morphological features which characterise Sutton
Common are used to provide criteria from which to
create a base-line hypothesis - the ‘archetypal’ marsh-
fort. A range of sites, identified through a combination
of literary review, HER (Historic Environment Record)
search and site visits, are compared to this hypothesis
and the resulting gazetteer ranks each site’s potential
as a marsh-fort, Marsh-forts appeared to be local to
eastern England (Riley, 1980; Parker Pearson and Sydes,
1997), but the results of the gazetteer indicate a wider
distribution, with implications for the Iron Age agenda
regionally and nationally (Haselgrove, 2001a; 2001b).

A group of potential marsh-forts located in North
Shropshire are subject toamore intense study in Chapter
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Chapter 1.

Introduction; Aims and Objectives

Thesis structure

Definition of terms

Chapter 2.

Review of Iron Age studiesin
relation to marsh-forts and
hillforts

Chapter 4.

Chapter 3.

Methodology; description of
field work

Marsh-forts - a national perspective

Chapter 5.

North Shropshire's marsh-forts - a regional perspective

Chapters 6, 7, 8.

The Berth, Baschurch - a case study of micro- and macro-
landscape

Chapter 9.

The Berth - a marsh-fortin its landscape .

Discussion and conclusions

Regional and national application

Chapter 10.

Opportunities for further study

Figure 1.1. Research structure.

5. Descriptions of the landscape and archaeological
characteristics for each marsh-fort candidate are
contextualised with reference to North Shropshire’s
geological, hydrological and landscape features. In
particular, the results of a palaeoenvironmental case-
study (palaeoentomological investigation and a small-
scale auger-based coring programme) undertaken at
Wall Camp on the Weald Moors is summarised and
compared with both Sutton Common and the Berth
(Norton, 2013; 2016).

Each site has the potential for further research. However,
the Berth, with its highly unusual morphology and
striking similarities to Sutton Common, is selected as
a subject for an in-depth case-study. Chapters 6, 7, and
8 present the results of the field work, site visits and
palaeoenvironmental study described in Chapter 3.
Chapter 6 summarisestheknownevidence fromtheBerth,
placing the monument within its wider topographical
landscape and archaeological context, using data from
HER and PAS (Portable Antiquities Scheme) records.
The results are modelled using ArcGIS 10.2 software?. A
chronologically-based stratigraphic analysis of the area

! A geographic information system (GIS) for the management, analysis,
and display of geographic information; https;//www.arcgis.com

immediately surrounding the Berth is reconstructed from
the data obtained through a transect coring programme
and presented in Chapter 7. Chapter 8 provides the
results of a multi-proxy palaeoenvironmental analysis
of samples taken from locations adjacent to the Berth’s
earthworks and causeways; the detailed environmental
sequence encompasses almost the entire Holocene,
including the period when the Berth was in use; the
palaeoenvironmental data is compared with existing
pollen studies from Berth Pool (Twigger, 1988) and Crose
Mere (Beales, 1980).

It is often said that the object of science is to consider
metaphysical propositions and bring them into focus within
a system of theoretical knowledge which has clear empirical
consequences’ (Murray and Walker, 1988:284). This
approach is adopted in Chapter 9, which discusses the
results presented in Chapters 4-8 with reference to
the literary review and landscape theory expounded
in the text, opening up new fields of knowledge and
constructing the case for the Berth as a marsh-fort.
This discussion is expanded to encompass the marsh-
forts highlighted in the gazetteer. There are competing
interpretations in the presented evidence which are
intended to foster debate. Suggestions for future work
can be found in Chapter 10.



Full species lists of plant macrofossil and coleopteran
data, plus details of all radiocarbon determinations are
included in the Appendices, together with summaries of
several seasons of excavation at the Berth undertaken in
the 1960s by the late Peter Gelling (Gelling, 1962/5; 1964;
Gelling and Stanford, 1965 (1967); Guilbert et al., 1977,
Morris and Gelling, 1991). A summary of the relevant map
and archival records held by the Shropshire Archive and
the British Library are also included. Neither the Gelling
finds nor the evidence from the Shropshire Archive
are presented as expert summaries, and each dataset
warrants a more thorough and discursive approach to
its analysis. They are offered here as background to the
Berth case-study. Diagrams and pictorial evidence are
embedded within the text together with full results from
the marsh-fort gazetteer.

By their very nature the places discussed are particularly
wet and boggy, a landscape which would have materially
affected the lives of those who lived there. To conjure
this sense of place (e.g. Tuan, 1974; 2011), quotations
from Seamus Heaney’s Bogland series (Heaney, 1972;
1975; 1996; 2002) and other poets are included in the
text. Heaney viewed wetlands as deeply spiritual places
and, in many of his works, the bog is seen as a membrane
through which we can access the past. These inclusions
aim to be allusive and evocative rather than intrusive.

This study is exploratory in nature, and unique in approach.
It draws conclusions from a number of research fields which
have application across Iron Age studies. These include the
utilisation of marginal environments, the articulation of
the wetland/dryland interface, economic strategies, the
blurring of purpose of high-status Iron Age monuments,
and the possibility of direct communication between
geographically spread regions. It delivers a framework for
understanding marsh-forts as a site-type and places them
within a chronological and spatial perspective.

This research looks at a group of Iron Age monuments
that have been hidden in plain sight, and presents a
framework through which to investigate their role in
later prehistoric society:

‘The hardest thing of all to see is what is really there...’
(Baker, 1967)

1.5. Definitions

1.5.1. Defining terms

Key words are defined throughout; a List of Abbreviations
is included in the Contents.

1.5.2. Chronology

This text uses common short-hand when referring to
archaeological time-periods, as follows:
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Period Approximate time
frame (after Hunter
and Ralston, 2009)
Geological Devensian glaciation 110,000 - 11,700 BP

Younger Dryas 14,500 - 11,5000 BP

Holocene (individual 10,000 BP to date
chronozones are

discussed within the text)

Archaeological | Mesolithic 11,600-4,000BP (9,600

- 4,000 BC)

Neolithic 6,000-4,400BP (4,000 -

2,400 BC)

4,500-3,500BP (2,500 —
1,500 BC)

Earlier Bronze Age

3,500-2,750BP (1,500 —
750 BC)

Later Bronze Age

2,800 BP (800BC) - AD
first-century

Iron Age

2,800 - 2,600BP (800 -
600 BC)

Earliest Iron Age

2,600 -2,400/2,300BP
(600 - 400/300 BC)

Early Iron Age

Middle Iron Age 2.400-2,300 - 2,100BP

(400/300 - 100 BC)

2,100BP (100BC) - AD
43/84

Late Iron Age

Roman AD 43 - 410

1.5.3. Radiocarbon dates

The details of radiocarbon dates obtained by this
research are presented in Table 7.2 and Appendix
1 (results before present (BP); laboratory numbers;
calendrical date range at the 20/95.4% level of
confidence). The dates for environmental evaluation
cited in the text are presented as uncalibrated dates BP.
Where radiocarbon dates are quoted for specific site
dating, they have been re-calibrated using the OxCal
(v4.3) radiocarbon calibration programme (https://c14.
arch.ox.ac.uk/oxcal.html). Where this was not possible,
dates are incorporated using BC, AD or BP, depending
on the source text.





