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Abstract of Paper 

An Early Mesolithic Post Alignment and a Middle Bronze Age Cemetery at Roman Way, 
Bourton-on-the-Water: summary report of excavations in 2015. By Mark Brett and 
Jonathan Hart. 

Excavation on the clays between the Rivers Windrush and Eye/Dikler at Bourton-on-the-Water 

revealed an alignment of Early Mesolithic postholes dateable to the 9th millennium BC. These 

were located on a gravel spread forming something of an island above the underlying clay. 

Mesolithic post alignments are scarce and the only known example of comparably early date was 

found at Stonehenge car park. Some seven millennia later, the gravel island was the setting of a 

Middle Bronze Age cemetery. This included the inhumations of two adult women and the 

cremated remains of a further eight unsexed adults and two children. Radiocarbon dating and 

Bayesian analysis demonstrated that the inhumation and cremation rites were contemporary and 

the remains seem to be those of a flat cemetery. There were no associated vessels, although an 

unusual lead ring appears to have been a hair ornament for the older of the women. A largely 

open area on the gravel may have been the setting for ceremonies associated with the burials and 

subsequent commemorations. The excavation also demonstrated that ditches or banks associated 

with Salmonsbury Camp Late Iron Age fort did not survive within the site. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

During June and July 2015, Cotswold Archaeology (CA) undertook an excavation ahead of 

building development at the request of Bloor Homes Ltd on Land North of Roman Way, Bourton-

on-the-Water (O.S. Nat. Grid SP 1727 2150; Fig. 1). The site comprises fields on the north-

eastern edge of Bourton-on-the-Water, between the Rivers Eye/Dikler and Windrush, close to their 

confluence. It lies on clays of the Charmouth Mudstone formation, with superficial patches of river 

terrace gravels.  

 Prior to the investigations reported on here, no archaeological remains had been found 

within the site. However, it lies within 10 m of the north-western corner of Scheduled Monument 

32392, Salmonsbury Camp, a Late Iron Age fort with partly extant earthworks. The monument 

also thought to be the location of a Neolithic causewayed enclosure, identified during a 

geophysical survey (GSB 2004). The same geophysical survey suggested that the ramparts 

turned immediately south of the present development site, although observations in the 1970s had 

suggested that they might extend into its south-eastern corner (GSB 2004; Dunning 1976; Fig. 1). 
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An unenclosed Early to Middle Iron Age settlement and a Late Roman cemetery were recorded at 

the Cotswold Schools sites, 350 m south-west of the site (Hart et al. forthcoming; Fig. 1) and 

Roman settlement has been found at Bourton Bridge (Timby 1998; Fig. 1). Post-Roman activity 

around Bourton is evidenced by Anglo-Saxon sunken-featured buildings and burials (Timby 1998, 

359, 376; Walsh 2011, 245). The earliest available historic mapping, the 1773 Map of Bourton-on-

the-Water (GRO: D/1395/V1/1), shows the site as having lain within the fields surrounding the 

town (CA 2011).  

 Initial ground investigations comprised a geophysical survey which identified a possible 

large oval enclosure within the northernmost field (GSB 2012). Anomalies relating to possible pits 

and to ridge and furrow cultivation were also recorded. A subsequent trial trench evaluation 

identified a few possible pits and postholes located on gravel patches within the northernmost field 

but the status of the putative oval enclosure as an archaeological feature remained uncertain (CA 

2012). No significant remains were found within the southernmost fields and there was no 

evidence that the Salmonsbury Camp ramparts extended into the site. In view of these findings, 

two areas were selected for excavation: Area 1 investigated the possible features within the 

northernmost field; Area 2 tested for the presence of the Salmonsbury Camp ramparts, which 

were found not to extend this far, and so Area 2 is not discussed further. This report represents a 

summary of the discoveries in Area 1; the findings are fully detailed within a typescript report (CA 

2017) which will form part of the archive and will be made available through the CA website 

(http://www.cotswoldarchaeology.co.uk/ report no. 16416). 

 

EXCAVATION RESULTS 

The putative oval enclosure within Area 1 was shown to be a geological feature comprising a 

gravel island overlying the clay (Fig. 2). Palaeochannels were found at the edge of this and the 

edge of a more irregular patch of gravel, one of which contained two sherds of Beaker pottery 

dateable to c. 2400–1700 BC, along with prehistoric flint flakes. Further flints, dateable to the 

Mesolithic or Early Neolithic periods, came from the topsoil.  

 Three large postholes (5020, 5041 and 5034; Figs 2 and 5) were found in an arc along the 

eastern edge of the gravel island. A further, smaller, posthole (3603) may also have been part of 

this alignment. Posthole 5034, the largest example, was 1.5 m in diameter and 1.15 m deep with 

steep sides tapering to a flat base 0.4 m wide. It contained a central post-pipe, 0.5 m wide, resting 

on a primary silt fill which produced a small concentration of charred hazelnut shell fragments, two 

of which produced Early Mesolithic radiocarbon determinations of 8530–8295 cal. BC and 8470–

8295 cal. BC (95.4% probability; SUERC 71132 and 69986; Table 1). This primary fill was sealed 

http://www.cotswoldarchaeology.co.uk/
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by the post-packing deposits and the material from it can therefore be regarded as providing 

secure dating evidence. Postholes 5020 and 5041 were similar to one another, comprising steep-

sided, fairly flat-based cuts up to 1.2 m wide and 0.8 m deep. These also contained central post-

pipes, c. 0.6 m wide, and the lowest fill of posthole 5020, a brown silty clay, produced charred 

hazel wood charcoal, a fragment of which was radiocarbon dated to 8221–79671 cal. BC (95.4% 

probability; SUERC 71131; Table 1). Postholes 5020 and 5034 each yielded modest assemblages 

of ancient snails indicative of open deciduous woodland. 

Most deposits belonged to a small cemetery on the western edge of the gravel island (Fig. 

2). This comprised the remains of twelve individuals and a programme of radiocarbon dating and 

Bayesian analysis indicated that the cemetery was in use between 1485–1065 cal. BC (95% 

probability), a range within the Middle Bronze Age, and for a duration of 1–230 years (95% 

probability) or 40–175 years (68% probability) (dates derived from Bayesian analysis are in quoted 

italics according to convention). 

 The cemetery included two inhumation burials and ten cremation graves. Inhumation grave 

5035 contained a woman (Fig. 3) aged 18 to 35 at death, whilst grave 5038 contained a woman 

(Fig. 4) aged at least 45 at death. Both women had been buried in crouched positions and the 

older woman had been buried with a lead object, probably a hair ring, by her left ear; green 

staining on her skull indicated that a copper alloy object, now lost to corrosion, had lain by her 

right ear. The younger woman’s skull had a healed wound caused by a blunt force blow, although 

the origin of this is unknown and it might have been an accidental bump. A bone from the younger 

woman was radiocarbon dated to 1385–1220 cal. BC (95% probability; SUERC-66962; Table 1) 

whilst a bone from the older woman returned a radiocarbon date of 1305–1130 cal. BC (95% 

probability; SUERC-66963; Table 1). 

 The ten cremated individuals were found within separate graves, all of which were small, 

shallow cuts 0.4 m–1.1 m wide and up to 0.25 m deep. The burnt bone had been placed into these 

along with pyre debris, but no urns were present. Eight of the graves contained the remains of 

adults and the other two children, one aged 2–4 years at death and the other of less determinable 

age. It was not possible to determine the sex of any of these individuals. In almost every case, 

even allowing for truncation evident for eight of the graves, only token amounts of the cremated 

bone seem to have been interred. In contrast, almost all of the remains of the adult within grave 

5120 had been buried. Molluscs from the graves were dominated by species favouring a generally 

open landscape, although the presence of trees is suggested by the charcoal from the pyre debris 

which shows that alder was used to fuel the cremations. Alder was not commonly used for 

cremations (oak provides a higher temperature) but is suited to the environment of the valley floor 

and would have been readily available. Insect tunnels on some charcoal fragments showed that 
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the wood had been seasoned, and in this condition it would have burned well. Graves 5061, 5094 

and 5096 contained a few struck flint flakes consistent with Bronze Age dating; none were burnt 

and these were probably grave goods, as was an unburnt, unworked slate in grave 5096. 

Cremated bone from five of the graves was radiocarbon dated, and together these returned dates 

between 1415–1155 cal. BC (95% probability; Table 1), making them contemporary with the 

inhumations. 

 Beyond the graves, the gravel island was largely open aside from a few small pits and 

postholes. Most of these lacked finds but pit 5059, a shallow bowl-shaped cut, contained a single 

Neolithic to Bronze Age flint flake as well as fired clay fragments. Of most potential significance 

(see Discussion) was tree-throw hole 5102, the fill of which had been cut by grave 5078. 

  Later remains comprised two sherds of abraded Iron Age pottery, one from a 

palaeochannel and the second from a small pit/posthole (5024) located within the earlier 

cemetery. Furrows found across the site followed a sinuous plan and probably relate to medieval 

strip fields. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The Mesolithic posthole alignment is one of a very small corpus of such monuments known from 

Britain and, with an example at Stonehenge, the earliest. Three large postholes found beneath 

Stonehenge car park were radiocarbon dated to the 7th–9th millennia cal. BC (Cleal et al. 1995, 

table 3); dating for the Roman Way postholes falls mainly within the first half of the 9th millennium 

BC, conventionally the Early Mesolithic. The curving alignment of the Roman Way postholes 

suggests that the gravel island was apparent at this time, perhaps because it was drier than the 

surrounding clay. The later 9th millennium BC saw rising temperatures, with the earlier tundra 

conditions giving way to summer temperatures of 15˚C by 8000 BC (Darvill 2011, 48). The 

postholes must have been dug during these improved conditions and contained molluscs 

indicative of a landscape of open deciduous woodland which would have attracted game and thus 

renewed interest from hunter-gatherers whose ancestors had retreated during the previous 

climatic deterioration. The early dates from the postholes suggest that they had been dug by 

people who were amongst the earliest of these colonisers.  

 The Stonehenge car park postholes were 1.5–2 m wide and c. 1.3 m deep and had 

supported pine posts 0.6–0.8 m in diameter and which had stood some 3–4 m high (Cleal et al. 

1995, 43; Darvill 2006, 62–3). The postholes at Roman Way were slightly smaller: the clearest 

post pipe, that within posthole 5034, was 0.5m wide and 1m deep and may have been the base of 

a post which stood some 2–3 m high whilst posts within the other postholes may have been 
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slightly smaller. The function of the post alignment is uncertain, but the postholes beneath 

Stonehenge car park have been suggested as supports for totem poles (Cleal et al. 1995, 55; 

Darvill 2006, 62–3) and something similar might be envisaged at Roman Way. Such monuments 

might have been carved with designs that related complex narratives and, like those of Native 

Americans, could have lasted centuries (Cleal et al. 1995, 55). The fact that the radiocarbon dates 

from the two dated postholes at Roman Way do not overlap may hint that groups visited the site 

on an intermittent basis, perhaps based on hunting-gathering seasons or in order to celebrate 

calendrical or commemorative events. The few unstratified Mesolithic or Early Neolithic flints 

cannot be related to these features with any certainty and could have been discarded by hunter-

gatherers over the course of many millennia.  

 The significance of the flints and the two Beaker pottery sherds, found within a 

palaeochannel fill, is unclear, although they indicate an active channel at this time or 

subsequently, and probably a wetter environment than exists today. The nearest known 

contemporary remains comprise an inhumation associated with Beaker pottery found 350 m to the 

north (Dunning 1932, 279). 

 The Middle Bronze Age cemetery is dateable to the middle to late second millennium BC. 

It seems unlikely that anything remained of the Mesolithic monument, if such it was, unless the 

postholes had in fact supported stones. More probably, both populations were influenced by 

similar topographic considerations. The dominance of alder as pyre fuel, a species of damp 

ground, suggests that the gravel may have appeared as a dry island within the otherwise damp 

valley and it is also possible that the watery location held religious significance. Grave 5078 had 

been cut through an infilled tree-throw hole. With the landscape open at this time, as indicated by 

the molluscs, standing trees may have been notable features along the valley. One possibility is 

that the tree standing on the gravel island was a point of reference in the local landscape, recently 

fallen or felled and memorialised by the insertion of the grave into the resulting hole. A similar 

focus of burial appears evident at Foxcote Hill, Withington, where a tree seems to have influenced 

the siting of a Bronze Age barrow (Hart et al. 2016, 198), and also at a Middle Bronze Age 

settlement at Blenheim Farm, Moreton-in-Marsh, where cremated remains were placed within a 

tree-throw hole (Hart and Alexander 2007). 

 Although it is possible that a few graves containing cremated remains may have been lost 

to truncation, the absence of funerary features from other parts of the site suggests that the entire 

extent of the cemetery has been revealed. This, comprising as it does the remains of twelve 

individuals, perhaps represents a family plot. There is no direct evidence that the graves were 

marked, but none were intercutting, so markers in the form of posts or small mounds might be 

envisaged. It is possible that the burials were beneath a barrow, since ploughed away: the graves 

cover an area up to 29 m across, which is within the range of Gloucestershire barrows (Darvill 
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2011, fig. 68). Although no ditch was found, ditch-less barrows such as Swell 8 at Cow Common, 

Lower Swell (Saville 1979) are known within the county and Darvill (2011, 134) suggests that 

many more may have been lost to the plough. However, barrow building had been in decline from 

about 1500 BC (ibid., 150), and cremations beneath barrows were rare at the time the Roman 

Way cemetery was in use. On balance, therefore, this is likely to have been a flat cemetery. If so, 

the absence of urns from the graves is unusual, but this might simply reflect a bias in the 

archaeological record whereby un-urned cremation burials remain undated unless associated with 

radiocarbon determinations.  

 This confinement of the graves to the western side of the gravel island would have left an 

open area some 47 m across and it is possible that this was the setting of funeral ceremonies and 

commemorative events. Whether this was also where the cremations themselves occurred is not 

known since pyres do not necessarily leave sub-surface remains (McKinley 1997, 134), but the 

use of alder as fuel does suggest that the pyres were in the near vicinity either on the island or 

conceivably at a nearby location accessed by a procession way. 

 The finds and palaeoenvironmental evidence from the site were sparse, but some 

observations can be made regarding ceremonies undertaken within the cemetery. The copper and 

lead items found with the older woman in grave 5038 were probably personal adornments, rather 

than grave goods and perhaps relate to the use of metal hair ornaments known from other British 

Bronze Age contexts (Eogan 1997). The flints and the slate fragment accompanying cremated 

remains were all unburnt and were therefore added during the burial ceremony. The alder which 

was primarily used for pyre fuel had been seasoned, and it is possible that fuel was collected well 

in anticipation of future deaths and stored on the gravel island, an act that perhaps formed part of 

the wider ceremonies associated with the cemetery. Most of the cremation graves contained only 

token amounts from each individual, a practice typical for the period. What happened to the 

remainder of the bone and ash is not known, although obvious possibilities include scattering or 

burial elsewhere. Brück (2009), albeit with reference to female remains from Early Bronze Age 

barrows, raises the possibility that cremated bones were circulated amongst the living in order to 

foster inter-personal relationships. It is also possible that retained bone was used for amulets, 

ground to a powder for use in memorial tattoos, or incorporated within pottery. In contrast, the 

remains of the adult within grave 5120 were probably buried in their entirety. These more 

complete burials can be the earliest in the sequence when found beneath barrows (McKinley 

1997, 142), but in this case Bayesian modelling of the burial sequence revealed that grave 5052 

was the earliest dated grave and there was no evident pattern to the addition of subsequent 

burials and no chronological distinction between the inhumations and the cremation burials. It 

should be noted that the grave cut into the tree-throw hole was undated and so it remains possible 

that this was a founder burial. 
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 Middle Bronze Age settlement is poorly attested within the Cotswolds Hills. However, the 

discovery of the enclosed Middle Bronze Age roundhouse settlement at Blenheim Farm, Moreton-

in-Marsh in 2003 (Hart and Alexander 2007) shows that the uplands certainly were settled during 

this period, perhaps by pastoralist colonisers opening up virgin territory during the improved 

climatic conditions of the middle of the 2nd millennium BC (Darvill 2007, 55). The Blenheim Farm 

settlement was broadly contemporary with the Roman Way settlement but was 12 km to the north 

and those buried at Roman Way probably belonged to another community whose own settlement 

awaits discovery. 
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Table 1. Radiocarbon dating results. 

Feature Lab No.  Material  δ 13C δ 13N Radiocar
bon age 

Calibrated radiocarbon 
age cal BC (95.4% 
probability) 

Highest Posterior Density 
Interval cal BC (95% 
probability) 

Grave  
5052 

SUERC-
66954 

Cremated 
human bone  

-
22.8
‰ 

N/A 3111 ± 31 
yr BP 

1440–1280 1415–1255 (94%) 

1245–1235 (1%) 

Grave  
5045 

SUERC-
66955 

Cremated 
human bone  

-
21.0
‰ 

N/A 3015 ± 31 
yr BP 

1390–1130 1380–1340 (7%) 

1320–1195 (88%) 

Grave  
5096 

SUERC-
66956 

Cremated 
human bone  

-
25.0
‰ 

N/A 3004 ± 31 
yr BP 

1390–1120 1380–1340 (5%) 

1315–1185 (90%) 

Grave  
5111 

SUERC-
66957 

Cremated 
human bone  

-
23.0
‰ 

N/A 3060 ± 31 
yr BP 

1420–1220 1385–1225 

Grave  
5120 

SUERC-
66961 

Cremated 
human bone  

-
21.2
‰ 

N/A 2982 ± 31 
yr BP 

1370–1110 1370–1360 (1%) 

1305–1155 (94%) 

Grave 
5035 

SUERC-
66962 

Human bone  -
21.0
‰ 

10.1
‰ 

3046 ± 31 
yr BP 

1410–1210 1385–1220 

Grave 
5038 

SUERC-
66963 

Human bone  -
21.2
‰ 

9.4‰ 2975 ± 31 
yr BP 

1290–1110 1305–1130 

Posthole 
5034 

SUERC-
69986 

Carbonised 
Hazelnut shell 

-
24.8
‰ 

- 9771 ± 29 
yr BP 

8470–8295  - 

Posthole 
5034 

SUERC-
71132 

Carbonised 
Hazelnut shell 

-
30.1
‰ 

- 9180 ± 32 
yr BP 

8530–8295  - 

Posthole 
5020 

SUERC-
71131 

Charcoal – 
Corylus avellana 
(Hazel) 

-
27.6
‰ 

- 8892 ± 30 
yr BP 

8221–7961  - 
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Fig. 1. Site location plan.



Fig. 2. Plan of Area 1.
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Fig. 3. Burial 5037 within grave 5035, looking south-west (scale 0.5m).



Fig. 4. Excavation of grave 5038 (burial 5040).
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Fig. 5. Sections through Early Mesolithic postholes.



 

 

 


