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Summary
By later prehistory Worcestershire had become central to its region through the production and distribution of material goods such as pottery, and of at least one commodity, salt. However, even in the case of these archaeologically prominent industries much still remains to be discovered. As for other aspects of middle Bronze Age to Iron Age life there are more evident gaps in our knowledge and understanding due to the scarcity of excavated sites, and the lack of publication of the largest excavated Iron Age site from the region (namely Beckford). However, PPG16-led archaeology seems to have produced a recent increase in the discovery rate for sites and finds of this period, and, in due course, a much more balanced and informed understanding is likely to emerge as a result. In view of this increasing pace of discovery now is a good time to be establishing a fresh research agenda for the future.

Introduction

In 1982 Alan Hunt (1982) suggested that a programme of research into the prehistory of the West Midlands should be carried out over the next two decades (including the investigation of all methods and a synthesis). In view of the present programme for developing research frameworks Alan is to be congratulated on his foresight back in 1982! 

The need for a review of Mid Bronze Age to Iron Age Worcestershire is felt keenly in the absence of any recent synthesis. There have been several attempts at more limited site-related syntheses (eg Aston Mill (Dinn and Evans 1990, 58-63), Holt (Hunt et al 1986)), while the largest excavation of a site dating to this period remains unpublished after the excavation ceased 23 years ago. This paper is a first step towards gathering the available evidence together and assessing it in the light of the results of research in areas where more work has been possible.

Mid to late Bronze Age

Historically the Bronze Age has probably never been very visible in the archaeological landscape of Worcestershire although this period has never been the subject of any concerted research programme, and so its scarcity may be more apparent than real. The known sites are generally isolated chance finds of metalwork, except in a very few instances. There seem to be some areas that are particularly rich in these chance metalwork finds (eg around Bewdley in north Worcestershire), but this may be because of the efforts of a single fieldworker rather than being significant in any archaeological sense. Increasingly, however, it is becoming possible to identify settlement sites from the identification of pottery from fieldwalked sites (eg Bretforton in south Worcestershire), whereas it has until now been thought unlikely in this area that prehistoric pottery would survive at all in the ploughsoil. Where, as at Bretforton, the fieldwalking is related to a cropmark, it may be possible to identify with some certainty features of this period, and thereby provide further (provisional) evidence about settlement morphology without the need for expensive excavation.

Survey and excavation, however, remains the only real way of locating and dating prehistoric sites in the West Midlands. Fortunately the influence of PPG16 has led to opportunities to scan large blocks of landscape in the field, and this type of archaeological intervention is beginning to give some clues to the true incidence of Bronze Age and Iron Age sites in Worcestershire (Fig 1). Apparently Bronze Age sites are really quite rare. The quality of the remains can, however, be relatively high where later activity has not interfered with the integrity of the deposits. For instance, a watching brief on a quarry at Kemerton near Bredon Hill in south Worcestershire, has shown that the features of this period can occur in some profusion, and some of them are on a considerable scale. This has also been the first occasion in Worcestershire that a sizeable assemblage of pottery has come to light, much of it in the infilling of large water holes, possible relating to the deliberate closure of these features (R Jackson pers. comm.). If so, this would be an important clue as to why this material has been so difficult to find in the past, as much of its disposal may have been done in a selective way. The finer detail of such a site, in between the occasional large features such as the water-holes, also requires its survival without subsequent disturbance, and Kemerton is a rare instance of this. 

More typical perhaps is the ring ditch at Aston Mill, also in south Worcestershire, where there were later cremations inserted into the ditch (Dinn and Evans 1990). Some of the pottery showed that activity here continued into the middle to later Bronze Age. An unusual and, potentially, rare site has also recently come to light on the north side of Worcester at Perdiswell (Griffin et al 2002a). This has been interpreted as a circular palisaded enclosure rather than a barrow. A small amount of Bronze Age pottery was associated. More Bronze Age material has appeared on the line of the Wyre Piddle by-pass, where cremation burials were found during the evaluation. None, however, were found during the excavation, suggesting that a particularly enthusiastic farmer may have removed any remaining cremations, though, more likely perhaps, this is another case where extrapolating from the results of an evaluation has led to the wrong conclusions. 

The large linear ditches that often characterise the Bronze Age period in southern England have also been encountered, for instance during the recent excavation of a Roman site in Childswickham. Here a large land boundary set up in the Bronze Age seems to have been respected at least into the Roman period, as Roman boundary ditches were integrated into the same alignment (Hurst et al 2002).

Cropmarks have also been tentatively interpreted as being of Bronze Age date. Such sites have been discovered at Bowers Hill in Bretforton (unenclosed settlement), though other sites have been assigned a broader Bronze Age to Iron Age date (eg at Fladbury, and Wick) (Mike Glyde pers. comm.). Worcestershire has an extensive range of crop marked archaeological sites, but little or no synthesis has been carried out to date (Mike Glyde pers. comm.).
The presence of large areas of cleared ground has been demonstrated by environmental evidence, and taken in association with the scarcity of evidence for cereals, current interpretations favour the view that ranching may have been important at this time. For example, pollen and plant macrofossil remains from deep and waterlogged pits at Kemerton, in combination with mollusc remains from contexts widely distributed across the site, support this view (Elizabeth Pearson, pers. comm.). In addition, buried peat deposits on or near the Avon flood plain in particular (eg at Carrant Brook, near Bredon Hill (Greig and Colledge 1988), and at Birlingham (Greig 2000)) show a landscape largely cleared of woodland by the early Bronze Age. This may also fit quite neatly with the large boundaries that have been found dividing up large tracts of land.

Bronze Age pottery has also recently come to light in Malvern. It is possible that the evidence for the commencement of the adjacent hillfort (Herefordshire Beacon) needs to be reviewed, as other hillforts in the Marches have now been shown to have Bronze Age antecedents (eg the Breiddin in Powys; Musson 1991). The recent earthwork survey by English Heritage across the Malverns has apparently given further credence to an old idea that the ditch on the crest of the Malverns, which is usually attributed to the medieval period, is in fact much older, and so potentially of Bronze Age date. 

There are some intriguing antiquarian references such as to the discovery of large amounts of metalwork from the River Isbourne at Sedgeberrow, though few details survive. Such deposits may be important indications that the use of watery areas, as demonstrated in eastern England and beyond, may extend to the Midlands. 

Iron Age

The earlier Iron Age seems to be virtually absent as typically defined in southern or eastern England by a particular ceramic phase. It may be that the sites in Worcestershire have so far eluded us, but it is looking increasingly likely that it will soon be necessary to reappraise some of the pottery dating currently applied in this region. 

In the middle Iron Age Worcestershire comes much more sharply into focus. The county becomes the centre of at least one regionally significant pottery industry (based in the vicinity of the Malvern Hills), and the production of salt also becomes a prominent feature. The latter was also accompanied by distinctive ceramic containers which were carried well beyond the confines of the modern county (Morris 1985, and 1994). It is, accordingly, now well established that trade and /or exchange of manufactured material goods was very much a way of life in this period. 

Some of the more spectacular sites in Worcestershire are of Iron Age date (eg Bredon Hill hillfort). However, as in the Bronze Age there are relatively few occupation sites identified with certainty. Excavations at Beckford in the Avon valley in the 1960s-70s certainly revealed the quality of Iron Age deposits that can survive in Worcestershire. This site had many of the classic features of a lowland Iron Age settlement in the middle Iron Age. A similar site has also been excavated at Holt in the valley of the River Severn, and here the Iron Age settlement seems to have respected the Bronze Age features, which were left largely undisturbed. Similar remains have more recently come to light at Wyre Piddle (Robin Jackson pers. comm.), where a cluster of roundhouses was found close to a stream. Clearly a good water supply was one of the dominant concerns when planning such settlements. Sites of similar date are at Kemerton (Bellamy et al 2001), and at Throckmorton (R Jackson pers. comm.). At the latter limited trenching has demonstrated an extensive settlement of middle to later Iron Age date.

Environmental evidence is clear about the production of wheat in this period, and bread is likely to have been a staple food. Probably as a result of this, for the first time structures relating to the basic human activity of cooking become more visible (eg domestic ovens in some of the Beckford roundhouses), as well as other residues such as ‘potboilers’ representing cooking areas. In contrast to this wealth of evidence for the living there have been few clues about how the dead were disposed of. A single burial has, quite recently, been dated to the Iron Age, and this was an accidental discovery in isolated circumstances along a stream bank at Church Lench. The associated radiocarbon date was 190 Cal BC-20 Cal AD (Griffin et al 2002b). 

The adoption of PPG16 type methodology, especially in the case of larger linear infrastructure projects, has in Worcestershire, as elsewhere no doubt, led to unusual, and, by definition, unexpected discoveries relating to the Iron Age (Fig 1). Such a site would be an isolated pair of pits at Madeley Heath in north Worcestershire. These were packed with potboilers, which would probably have been interpreted as simply the residues of cooking, except for the isolation of the pits from any settlement features, and the rather odd composition of the associated artefact assemblage. The latter comprised a single sherd of pottery, and a single piece of ironworking slag together with worked antler and pieces of Droitwich salt container (Hurst and Pearson 1996). The isolation of the pits was striking, given that extensive soil stripping left no doubt about the absence of any other contemporary features. The nearest known Iron Age site is on Wychbury Hill, 5.5km away, where a hillfort is known.

The ensuing late Iron Age phase is less well known, partly as a result of major changes in the settlement pattern occurring at the transition from mid to late Iron Age. This is evidenced by the evacuation of the middle Iron Age settlement sites, which are then incorporated into enclosure systems with settlement presumably refocused elsewhere. This pattern has been seen most recently at Evesham (Edwards and Hurst 2000). 

The hardware of Iron Age living also went through some transitions. For instance, pottery, which was once largely made locally, became mainly a regional product in the middle Iron Age (Morris 1982), first supplied mainly from the Malvern area, and then later possibly from the May Hill area further west in Herefordshire. Salt was transported over long distances (Morris 1985). These patterns suggest that a vigorous economy may have flourished, though this distribution may have reflected a zone which developed for other reasons. One suggestion is that the relative consistency in the distribution of several commodities (eg salt, and iron in the form of spit-shaped currency bars), which seems to disregard several natural barriers such as the River Severn or the steep scarp slope of the Cotswolds, has some validity as representing a tribal territory (ie of the Dobunni; Hurst forthcoming). 

South Worcestershire is the location of the recent discovery of one of the largest hoards of Iron Age gold and silver coins found to date from a single findspot (Hurst 2000). The coins seem to represent two hoards buried close together, and the presence of an offcut from a gold torc from close by suggests the possibility that other rich objects could have also been buried in this vicinity. Follow-up archaeological fieldwork has now shown that there is an extensive settlement site associated. Since the site was completely unknown prior to the metal-detecting find the questions arises how many more such sites remain totally undiscovered. Though within an area (the Avon/Severn valley) where many cropmark sites are known, this site is situated on geology that is not at all receptive to aerial photography. Geophysics has since revealed multiple enclosures covering several hectares. The status and detailed dating of the site are still unknown, but this is clearly an Iron Age focus, which, though not a classic hillfort location, takes advantage of high ground. The site is also significant in terms of archaeological research methodology and management, as fieldwalking has produced both Iron Age pottery and briquetage, once more (as for the Bronze Age sites above) showing that combining fieldwalking with other fieldwork techniques can be archaeologically revealing (at least in terms of a basic understanding) without the need necessarily for excavation. It is possible that the hoards indicate a particularly important tribal centre of the Dobunni.

A way forward?

Obviously there have been some notable successes here, and, in particular, it seems that the rate of Bronze Age data being accumulated is definitely increasing. This must mean that something is going right. In addition the quality of these new discoveries is striking and so only now is the true potential for the presence of Bronze Age and Iron Age sites in Worcestershire becoming more apparent. However, while reviewing this evidence, it has become clear that there may be some aspects of archaeological practice that could be improved to achieve ever greater advances in data. The following are a few suggestions in the light of current progress, where changes or adjustments to current methods of working, may bring even greater rewards in terms of the quality and quantity of data acquisition:

1. More interpretations of aerial photographic evidence in association with targeted fieldwalking would seem to be productive given recent experience at a site such as Bretforton (see above). So far local groups have played a major role in this, but only in an impromptu way, and there is certainly no formal acknowledgement of the contribution that this method of working can make towards the professional management of the archaeological resource. This approach, which is particularly suited to research, needs greater acknowledgement, as does the achievement of the voluntary group, and there is also a need to attract a more solid funding base for this type of amateur/professional partnership.

2. Given the importance of wetland habitats to earlier and later prehistoric people it would be sensible to be watching all dredging operations carried out on both major and minor waterways. The author knows of no formal and direct consultation with the archaeological curator taking place in the event of major riverine dredging operations in the Worcestershire area, nor even in the case of some major engineering works, such as the excavation of balancing ponds for flood alleviation. Such works are often viewed as peripheral to the main development scheme, where the scheme is primarily for other than environmental purposes. The Environment Agency does not necessarily carry out direct consultations with archaeologists as part of the planning system, while planning authorities do not always see fit to apply PPG16 in the same way to works associated with environmental improvements as to other construction work. Such failures could continue to be expensive in terms of lost heritage sites of spectacular potential given the frequency of waterlogged remains in such locations.

3. There are only two Middle to Late Bronze Age radiocarbon dates, and sixteen Iron Age radiocarbon dates for the whole of Worcestershire held on the ADS website (http://ads/adhs.ac.uk), which includes over 9000 radiocarbon dates in total for Great Britain and Ireland as a whole. These few dates are mainly only from two sites, namely Droitwich and Blackstone. There is clearly a need for much more scientific dating, specifically radiocarbon dating, especially given some of the difficulties/gaps that seem to exist in the pottery sequence. These should be AMS dates using the methods described by Hazelgrove et al (2001, 4-5). All opportunities to establish scientific dates must be maximised, as these can help to refine data from other sites, and so place the whole regional structure on a sounder footing. This is especially crucial for the purposes of refining pottery trends.

4. More human burials should be dated scientifically rather than relying on typological criteria for dating, since it is clear that Iron Age burials can also adopt forms that would often be interpreted as earlier prehistoric in date.

5. The later prehistoric pot survey (http://www.arch.soton.ac.uk/Research/

PotteryGazetteer) seems to indicate that many Iron Age sites also have pottery of other periods including earlier prehistoric. This suggests that it would be useful for any prehistoric, and even Roman pottery assemblages, to be carefully studied by ceramic specialists.

6. Finally a conundrum, for if prehistoric field systems and landscapes include elements which are so substantial (eg Bronze Age land boundaries, and Iron Age field boundaries) why do so few traces turn up on watching briefs covering major linear infrastructure projects (cf Fig 1)? Does this imply that there are not really that many later prehistoric landscape and settlement features to be found?
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Fig 1. Later prehistoric features recorded on major infrastructure schemes in Worcestershire in 1992-2002
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