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The Marlborough Mound, Wiltshire. A Further Neolithic
Monumental Mound by the River Kennet
By

JIM LEARY1, MATTHEW CANTI1, DAVID FIELD, PETER FOWLER, PETER MARSHALL2

and GILL CAMPBELL1

Recent radiocarbon dates obtained from two soil cores taken through the Marlborough Castle mound,
Wiltshire, show the main body of it to be a contemporaneous monument to Silbury Hill, dating to the second
half of the 3rd millennium cal BC. In light of these dates, this paper considers the sequence identified within the
cores, which includes two possible flood events early in the construction of the mound. It also describes four
cores taken through the surrounding ditch, as well as small-scale work to the north-east of the mound. The
topographic location of the mound in a low-lying area and close to rivers and springs is discussed, and the
potential for Late Neolithic sites nearby is set out, with the land to the south of the mound identified as an area
for future research. The paper ends with the prospect that other apparent mottes in Wiltshire and beyond may
well also have prehistoric origins.
Keywords: Late Neolithic, mound, Wessex, radiocarbon dates, river, springs, flooding, mottes

On the western side of Marlborough in Wiltshire
within the grounds of Marlborough College public
school is a large earthen mound (NGR SU 1837 6866;
Scheduled Monument WI 321) (Fig. 1). At over 18 m
high from the present surface, the Marlborough
Mound is taller than the college buildings that crowd
around the base, and it forces teachers and pupils to
take a circuitous route between them. Indeed, the
mound’s huge mass, with a basal diameter of 83 m
and 31 m across at the top, feels out of place within
the school setting and is a reminder of earlier times
when it formed a garden mount, and before that, the
motte of medieval Marlborough Castle. As a result of
the work reported on here, we now know that its
origins were earlier still and that, like Silbury Hill
which lies just 8.3 km to the west, it was constructed
in the Neolithic period.
The mound is located on first terrace valley gravels
of the River Kennet, within the confluence of this river
and a now canalised brook that formerly rose in
Barton Dene near Barton Farm (Fig. 1) to the north.
1
English Heritage, Fort Cumberland, Fort Cumberland
Road, Eastney, Portsmouth
Email: Jim.Leary@english-heritage.org.uk
2
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It is of similar form to Silbury Hill, in a comparable
topographic location, and, although only a little over
half its height, has widely been considered by
researchers and the public alike to be a companion.
On the summit is a large 15 m diameter depression
with a concrete base within which a 19th century
water tank stood, although this has recently been
removed. The sides, which support a number of trees,
contain scars, one of which marks the line of a boilerhouse flue, which led to a brick built chimney that
also, until recently, stood on the summit. A spiral
walkway a little over 1.5 m wide has been constructed
around the mound, taking four circuits to reach the
summit (Fig. 2). An 18th century grotto is cut into the
base of the mound to the south and is itself scheduled,
as is a belvedere constructed on one of the ledges
formed by the walkway near the summit (Fig. 3).
Concrete steps lead more or less directly up the south
side of the mound to the summit and provide modern
access. The base of the mound is currently surrounded
by a relatively recent sarsen revetment wall, and the
area immediately around it and over the backfilled
ditch is laid to tarmac. The mound was surveyed in
1999 by the Royal Commission on the Historical
Monuments of England (Field 1999; Field et al. 2001);
the resulting report provided accurate dimensions for
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Fig. 1.
Location map showing the Marlborough Mound relative to Silbury Hill, Hatfield Barrow, Sherrington mound and other
sites and rivers around it
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Fig. 2.
The Marlborough Mound. View from south-east (James O. Davies, &English Heritage)

the mound and included considerable research on its
history.
As early as 1821 Richard Colt Hoare had suggested
that the mound might be of prehistoric origin (1821, 15);
it subsequently entered the prehistoric literature as an
enigma, with some authors feeling that, although
there was potential for a prehistoric origin, there was
no hard evidence (eg, Best 1997; Field et al. 2001),
while others have been more accepting (eg, Eve 1892;
Brentnall 1938), and many have passed comment one
way or the other without reviewing the evidence.
Brentnall, a schoolmaster at the college, outlined the
history and archaeological evidence for Marlborough
Castle (1912 et seq.) and fuelled the case for prehistoric origins on discovery of some antlers found
embedded in chalk on the slopes of the mound. These
were recovered during work for the above-mentioned
boiler-house chimney that included cutting a channel
up the north-western side of the mound for the flue in
1912 (Fig. 4). The antlers, which were recovered halfway up and several feet into the mound, comprised six
fragments from red deer lying together:
‘three of these fragments consist of the burr and
broken brow-tine, and two others seem to be

consecutive portions of the beam of the antler
to which one of the brow tines belonged. The
largest fragment measured 246 millimetres
(about 91/ 2 inches) in circumference just above
the burr’ (Brentnall 1914, 112).
He suggested that it is:
‘unlikely that the fragments, which were
thoroughly impregnated with chalk, could have
been buried in that position at any date subsequent to the erection of the mound, and it is
thought that their discovery may possibly throw
some light on the question of the date of that
work’ (Brentnall 1914, 112; 1912, 24–5).
While cautious, given the proximity to Savernake
Forest and aware of the royal hunting role that the site
had played, he argued persuasively that they were preNorman and potentially of Neolithic date. Before this,
in the 1890s, a single antler was found on the opposite
side of the mound (Eve 1892, 66), and again in the
1930s an antler tine was found ‘on the slope of the
chalk 40yds [c. 36.6 m] to the north’ (Brentnall 1938).
Brentnall also recorded the old ground surface
during the 1912 investigation, which he noted gently
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Fig. 3.
Stukeley’s illustration of the Seymours’ house and gardens at Marlborough, which incorporated the mound, by now
surrounded by a spiral path. Facing south. Note how the northern part of the mound ditch has been integrated into a water
feature (from Stukeley 1776)

sloped from the north to the south and appeared
alluvial. At the base, the mound was excavated into
by 14 ft (4.2 m), allowing Brentnall to see a thin layer
of charcoal overlying the old ground surface. This in
turn was covered by ‘1/ 2 inch (150 mm) of ‘reddish
clay’, containing a few broken flints, showing surface
exposure, and some tertiary flint gravel pebbles’
(Brentnall 1914, 112). These layers deepened towards
the interior of the mound, and above this was the
mound material.
However, in 1955, excavations on the western side
of the mound (Fig. 4) found medieval refuse, including
Norman pottery, overlying the old ground surface.
A second trench in 1956 cut 2.1 m into the side of the
mound confirmed this stratigraphy and produced
further Norman pottery (Hayman 1956, 14–5).
Best (1997) reviewed the evidence for a prehistoric
date for the mound and concluded that, although
large, it does fit within the size range for medieval
mottes, while Field et al. (2001) pointed to the
topographical comparisons with Silbury Hill, particularly of the adjacent springs, but, considering the

presence of the Norman pottery and the lack of
prehistoric material, concluded that ‘in the absence of
data to the contrary, the available archaeological and
documentary evidence indicates that the mound
is essentially a medieval construction’ (2001, 203).
The 2001 Archaeological Research Agenda for the
Avebury World Heritage Site summed up the situation
as: ‘it would appear, however, sensible to reserve
judgement until the date of antlers associated with the
mound are known’ (Cleal & Montague 2001, 18).
The alignment of the Roman road between
Marlborough and Silbury Hill has often been used
to support an early date for the mound in that, like
Silbury, Roman surveyors may have used it as a
marker (Brentnall 1938, 141). However, the exact
location of the Roman road at this point is unknown
(Margary 1973, 135; Best 1997, 169) and it may have
taken a more northerly alignment as an early medieval
route appears to have done (Field et al. 2001, 203),
or indeed one to the south. Certainly, there was a
Roman presence in the area. Stukeley believed that the
mound lay on the site of a Roman fort and noted
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Fig. 4.
Hachure plan of mound showing core locations, 1960 watching brief, 1956, and 1955 investigations, and 1912 cutting

‘Roman coins have been found in shaping the mount’
in the 17th century (Stukeley 1776), indicating at least
some pre-Norman activity. Two Roman coins and a
possible pair of shears have been recovered from
trenches cut into a nearby cricket field in 1892 (Eve
1892, 66), while Brentnall (1938, 141) also described
the discovery of Roman coins.
The mound was clearly used as the motte for a
medieval tower, first of timber and then rebuilt in
stone (Brentnall 1938). The castle was ruinous by

1541 when Leland visited Marlborough (Toulmin
Smith 1964, 130), and Sir Francis Seymour had
constructed a house in the grounds by 1621. The
mound featured in hostilities during the English Civil
War, used by both sides as the fortunes of war
changed, and is likely to have been fortified during
this time. By 1654, it was being used as a garden
mount by the Seymours, who had landscaped it and
cut or recut the spiral path terraced into the sides and
leading to the summit (Field et al. 2001, 197–202).
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The ditch surrounding the mound is also likely to
have been recut at this stage. Celia Fiennes, passing
through at the beginning of the 18th century,
described the mound surrounded by a canal that
empties into a fishpond. This is a feature depicted by
Stukeley (Fig. 3), who stayed at Marlborough House
on a number of occasions and drew the house and
gardens, showing the mound as an integral part of the
garden layout. Clearly, the northern part of the ditch
surrounding the mound had become incorporated
into a formal geometric water feature by the 18th
century and presumably this part had been scoured
out for this purpose. The ditch was filled-in sometime
before 1850, and during observations of the digging
of foundations for the Victorian Physical Laboratory
in the late 19th century over the ditch, a horseshoe
and a portion of a glazed tile were recovered (Eve
1892, 67). Brentnall recovered two Roman coins from
the ‘castle ditch’ (1938, 141), probably residual
although perhaps suggesting that not all of the ditch
was recut. While in 1956, footings for new physics
laboratories encountered a section of dressed sarsen
stone masonry forming a 1 m wide north–south wall
running along the line of the ditch a little under 10 m
from the edge of the mound and interpreted as dating
to the 17th century (Hayman 1956, 16–20). A new
cart-shed was constructed in 1892 over the surrounding ditch and concrete was laid as the ground was
described as ‘spongy earth and mud’ (Eve 1892; Field
et al. 2001, 196). This also cut slightly into the
northern side of the mound, which found that beneath
the chalk at the base of the mound was a deposit of
‘stiff creamy clay’.

THE 2010 CORES

With fieldwork at Silbury Hill completed in 2008 and
the post-excavation underway (Leary et al. in press),
attention turned to the Marlborough Mound as a
possible comparative site. With the antler and
charcoal from previous excavations lost and in the
absence of any other datable material from the
mound, a project was developed to recover new
material for dating and to investigate the structure of
the monument. It was thought that cores taken
centrally through the mound and the surrounding
ditch could be analysed with a view to obtaining
datable material (as well as providing details of the
mound matrix and ditch fills). Funded by the
Marlborough Mound Trust, Geotechnical Engineering
Ltd were employed to drill two bore holes from the
summit to the base of the mound, as well as a
sequence of three bore holes on the north side of the
presumed ditch, during the school half term in
October 2010. It was hoped that a second sequence
of three bore holes would also be taken through the
ditch to the south, but in the event time pressures
precluded this and only one core was taken from this
area. Six cores were taken in total – Cores 1 and 2
through the mound, Cores 3, 4, and 5 through the
ditch to the north of the mound, and Core 6 to the
south (Figs 4 and 5).
Coring was carried out with 0.1 m diameter equipment
and the summit cores were drilled to a depth of around
22 m, well into the natural chalk bedrock. The ditch cores
were drilled from the modern ground level to 4 or 5 m below.
All cores were removed in split-sleeved manageable lengths

Fig. 5.
Profile through the Marlborough Mound, with the profile of Silbury Hill behind, showing cores and location of
dating samples
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TABLE 1: RADIOCARBON DATES FROM THE MARLBOROUGH MOUND

Lab. No.

Sample

Radiocarbon
age (BP)

d13C (%)

Calibrated date
cal BC (68%
confidence)

Calibrated date
cal BC (95%
confidence)

SUERC-34082

Single frag. Pomoidae sp.
charcoal, core 1 (B_6.67 m)
Single frag. Pomoidae sp.
charcoal, core 1 (D_16.585 m)
Single frag. Alnus sp. charcoal,
core 2 K(ii)_12.21–12.25 m
Single frag. Alnus sp. charcoal,
core 2 K(i)_12.21–12.25 m
Single frag. Pomoidae sp.
charcoal, core 2
(Z_16.8–16.85 m)
Single frag. Corylus sp. charcoal,
core 2 (Z_16.8–16.85 m)
As OxA-26234
Weighted mean (T’ 5 0.9,
T’(5%) 5 3.8, n 5 1; Ward &
Wilson 1978)

3770±35

224.1

2280–2140

2300–2040

4060±35

224.9

2830–2490

2840–2480

3935±35

227.5

2480–2400

2570–2300

4010±35

225.4

2580–2470

2620–2460

4045±30

226.0

2610–2500

2840–2470

4026±34

224.8

–

–

3980±35
4004±25

225.5

–
2570–2475

–
2580–2470

SUERC-34083
SUERC-34084
SUERC-34085
SUERC-39941
OxA-26234
OxA-26235
Sample Z

(generally 1.5 m), clearly labelled with start and finish
depths for each segment, and taken to the English Heritage
laboratories at Fort Cumberland, Portsmouth, where the
core sleeves were sliced open and the material analysed.
The cores were described using standard description
methodologies of colour, matrix texture, stone content (size,
shape, percentage), and inclusions, and interpretations
made. Each segment was then photographed before
sampling for assessment of palaeoenvironmental remains
was carried out. The material within the cores was left
largely intact throughout the work and subsequently the
sleeves have been resealed and relabelled and returned to
Marlborough College.
Small specialist samples were taken from various points
within the cores where charcoal fragments were observed or
where organic-rich deposits with the potential to contain
macroscopic plant remains were encountered. The main
purpose of these samples was to obtain material suitable for
radiocarbon dating and to recover any biological or cultural
remains. Samples were gently wet-sieved over a 250 micron
mesh. Individual charcoal fragments were cleaned carefully
under a dissecting microscope (310–340) to remove as much
debris as possible. All charcoal fragments were left to dry
slowly prior to identification. Charcoal fragments greater than
2 mm were identified with the aid of a high power light
reflective microscope (3100–3500 magnification) using standard techniques and with reference to identification manuals
(Schweingruber 1982; Gale & Cutler 2000; Hather 2000).
While the majority of the samples were devoid of biological
remains or contained charcoal fragments that were too
small for identification, Samples B, D, F, J, and Ki and Kii
contained charcoal fragments greater than 2 mm, while

Sample Z produced a considerable variety of remains in
addition to charcoal (see below).
Six charcoal fragments from Samples B, D, Ki and Kii,
and Z (Fig. 5) were submitted to the Scottish Universities
Environmental Research Centre (SUERC) and Oxford
Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit (ORAU) for radiocarbon
dating. The five samples dated at SUERC were pre-treated
using the acid-base-acid method (Stenhouse & Baxter
1983). CO2 from the pre-treated samples was obtained by
combustion in pre-cleaned sealed quartz tubes (Vandeputte
et al. 1996) and the purified CO2 was converted to graphite
(Slota et al. 1987). The samples were measured by Accelerator
Mass Spectrometry (AMS), as described by Xu et al. (2004).
The sample processed at ORAU, which was dated twice as
part of internal laboratory quality assurance procedures, was
pre-treated using a standard acid-base-acid method (Brock
et al. 2010), combusted, converted to graphite, and dated as
described by Bronk Ramsey et al. (2004).
Both laboratories maintain a continual programme of
quality assurance procedures, in addition to participation in
international inter-comparisons (Scott 2003; Scott et al.
2010), which indicate no laboratory offsets and demonstrate the validity of the precision quoted. The radiocarbon
results are given in Table 1, and are quoted in accordance
with the international standard known as the Trondheim
convention (Stuiver & Kra 1986). They are conventional
radiocarbon ages (Stuiver & Polach 1977). The calibrations
of the results, relating the radiocarbon measurements directly
to calendar dates, are given in Table 1 and in Figure 8,
below. All have been calculated using the calibration
curve of Reimer et al. (2009) and the computer program
OxCal (v4.1) (Bronk Ramsey 1995; 1998; 2001; 2009).
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The calibrated date ranges cited in the text are those for 95%
confidence. They are quoted in the form recommended by
Mook (1986), with the end points rounded outwards to ten
years. The ranges in Table 1 have been calculated according
to the maximum intercept method (Stuiver & Reimer 1986)
with those in Figure 8 derived from the probability method
(Stuiver & Reimer 1993).

Summary of the mound sequence (Cores 1 and 2)
The following is a general summary of the stratigraphy
represented in the cores (see Table 2 for detail, and
Figures 6 and 7).
NATURAL DEPOSITS

Cores 1 and 2 penetrated to a considerable depth below the
natural ground (with Core 2 going deeper since it was
drilled from a lower level on the summit). Core 2 (the more
central of the two cores) recorded solid chalk at 126.72 m
OD (context [245]), overlain by a pinkish white putty-like
chalk paste and rounded chalk stones to a level of 129.13 m
OD ([244]–[238]). Overlying this was a 0.18 m layer of pure
flint gravel ([237]), followed by a thin layer of chalky clay
([236]), and then further flint gravel ([235]), pale silty clay
([234] and [233]), and then another layer, this time 0.37 m
thick, of pure flint gravel (context [232]), bringing it to a
height of 130.72 m OD. These layers of flint gravel
presumably represent washed-in valley gravel mixed with
chalk and clay, although they are impossible to define with
any certainty.
Core 1 recorded solid chalk at a level of 129.16 m OD
(context [149]), which was overlain with chalky clay ([148]
and [147]), and then a layer of flinty gravel ([146]) at a level
of 130.26 m OD, presumably again representing valley
gravels. Over this was a layer of yellowish brown silty clay
([145]) and a 0.1 m layer of fine flint and chalk stones
([144]), followed by a further sequence of silty clay ([143])
and (larger) chalk and flint stones ([142]), bringing the
sequence to a level of 131.26 m OD.
OLD GROUND SURFACE AND EARLIEST MOUND MATERIAL

In Core 2, overlying the natural ground is a dark brown
layer of silty clay (context [231]) overlain by another
([230]), possibly representing compressed topsoil, and
recorded at a height of 130.94 m OD. A sample of this
material was taken at between 130.80 m and 130.87 m
OD for environmental analysis and to recover material for
dating (Sample Z) producing a wide range of remains
including some macroscopic remains preserved as a result of
anoxic conditions. A second sample was therefore retrieved
from this level and processed in order to recover further
material. The combined samples (total 0.02 litres) produced
the following remains: 0.013 g mature deciduous oak,
0.084 g Pomoideae (hawthorn, crab apple, whitebeam, etc)
and 0.056 g hazel (Corylus sp.) charcoal, an earthworm
egg, one indeterminate insect fragment, a fragment of moss

stem, an indeterminate Chenopodiaceae seed, two fragments of calcined bone, one piece of unburnt cortical bone,
and one fragment of unburnt cancellous bone. As well as
this, there were five small flint flakes, the largest measuring
5 3 5 mm and the smallest 2 3 2 mm. The smallest is a
conchoidally fractured chunk with scars formed through
percussion, while the others are all flakes with clearly
defined striking platforms and ventral and dorsal surfaces.
All of the pieces are typical of micro-debitage as generated
through flint knapping, particularly platform trimming
waste (although accidental creation through some other
means cannot be ruled out). It is possible that this context
might include a section through a turf and part of the old
ground surface (although it is very hard to be sure in cores),
given the concentration of charcoal remains, the presence of
material such as unburnt and burnt bone, as well as struck
flint. Therefore, this level may well be the base of the
mound. Below this are natural deposits, and above are
brown silty clay layers (contexts [229], [228], [226], and
[225]) and a layer of flint gravel ([227]), which, although
not provably anthropogenic, are nevertheless similar to the
main body of the mound’s construction (see below), and
therefore interpreted as the earliest built layers of the
mound. The top of these layers is recorded as 133.08 m OD.
Samples of charcoal were recovered from context [229],
dark brown silty clay layer at a level of 131.13 m OD
(Sample N); and from brown silty clay layer [225] at
132.94 m OD (Sample M), neither of which was large
enough for identification.
Two single fragments of charcoal from the possible old
ground surface (Sample Z) were dated; the two measurements on a Corylus fragment (OxA-26234; 4026±34 BP and
OxA-26235; 3980±35 BP) are statistically consistent
(T’ 5 0.9, T’(5%) 5 3.8, n 5 1; Ward & Wilson 1978) and
so a weighted mean was taken (Sample Z: 4004±25 BP)
before calibration. This weighted mean and the measurement on a single Pomoidae fragment (SUERC-39941;
4045±30 BP) are statistically consistent (T’ 5 1.1,
T’(5%) 5 3.8, n 5 1; Ward & Wilson 1978) and could,
therefore, be of the same age. The latest of these results
provides a terminus post quem for the start of construction
of the mound of 2580–2470 cal BC (Sample Z; 95%
confidence) (Fig. 8).
Similarly, overlying the natural deposits, Core 1 recorded
a layer of brown clay ([141]) overlain by a tongued band of
topsoil-like material ([140]), recorded at a level of 131.55 m
OD. This was overlain by a further thick layer of brown clay
([139]), bringing the sequence up to a height of 132.23 m
OD. No samples were removed from the possible turf, but
this may represent an old ground surface comparable to
[230] in Core 2. Once again, however, caveats of working
on the evidence from cores should be noted (see Canti &
Meddens 1998).
FIRST POSSIBLE FLOOD EVENT

In Core 1 the sequence of clay layers is overlain by a light
yellowish brown extremely well-sorted flint gravel (1–3 mm)
sequence (context [138]) a little over half a metre thick
that becomes finer upwards to a level of 132.76 m OD.
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TABLE 2: CONTEXT INDEX AND DESCRIPTION

Context

Description

0–0.42

149.76

*

102
103
104
105
106

0.42–0.90
0.90–1.50
1.50–1.95
1.95–2.30
2.30–2.53

149.34
148.86
148.26
147.81
147.46

*
*
*
*
*

107
108
109
110

2.53–2.61
2.61–2.90
2.90–3.30
3.30–3.52

147.23
147.15
146.86
146.46

*
*
*
*

111

3.52–3.73

146.24

*

112

3.73–4.50

146.03

*

113
114

4.50–4.63
4.63–5.13

145.26
145.13

*
*

115

5.13–5.95

144.63

*

116

5.95–6.05

143.81

*

117

6.05–6.16

143.71

*

118

6.16–6.40

143.6

*

119

6.40–6.81

143.36

A, B

120
121

6.81–7.20
7.20–8.09

142.95
142.56

*
*

122

8.09–8.14

141.67

*

123
124

8.14–8.19
8.19–8.70

141.62
141.57

*
*

125

8.70–10.20

141.06

*

V. dark greyish brown (10 YR 3/2) silty loam, 40% angular–subrounded 1–50 mm gravel, CBM &
concrete. 50 mm boundary to:
Brown (10 YR 4/3) silty clay, 20% angular–subrounded, 1–40 mm chalk, flint & CBM. 50 mm boundary to:
Light yellowish brown (10 YR 6/4) silty clay loam, 20% angular–subrounded 2–40 mm flint stones.
No matrix. 10–70 mm angular & subangular flint, occasional CBM. 10 mm boundary to:
Dark brown (7.5 YR 4/4) silty clay, 20% angular–subangular flint & occasional chalk.
Brown (7.5 YR 5/4) silty clay, 95%, uniform 1–3 mm, subangular–subrounded flint stones & occasional
larger
Brown (7.5 YR 5/4) silty clay, 5%, 1–5 mm, subangular–subrounded flint & chalk stones. 20 mm boundary toV. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) rotted chalk rubble. c. 99% shattered chalk frags of indet. size. 5 mm boundary to:
Dark brown (7.5 YR 4/4) silty clay, 2%, 1–10 mm, subangular–subrounded chalk & flint stones.
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/6) silty clay, 40%, 10–40 mm, angular–rounded chalk & flint stones. 20 mm
boundary to:
Brown (7.5 YR 5/2) silty clay, no stones except lens at 3.56–3.59 m (146.20–146.17 mOD) light yellowish
brown (10 YR 6/4) silty clay, 30%, 2–10 mm, subangular–subrounded mainly chalk stones. Base of this unit
slightly darker, looking like weathered topsoil. 20 mm boundary to:
Light yellowish brown (10 YR 6/4) silty clay, 50%, 20–30 mm, subangular–subrounded flint & chalk
stones.
No matrix, pure 1–80 mm, angular–subangular flint gravel & stones. 30 mm boundary toV. pale brown (10 YR 7/3) silty clay, 50%, 10–60 mm, angular–subrounded chalk & flint stones. 10 mm
boundary to:
Brown (7.5 YR 5/2) clay with patches of brown (10YR 4/3). 15%, 2–20 mm, subangular–subrounded flint
stones. NB Charcoal at c. 5.80 m (143.96 mOD) not sampled. 10 mm boundary to:
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/4) clay, 40% subangular–subrounded, 1–20 mm chalk & flint stones. 10 mm
boundary to:
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay, 30% subangular–subrounded, 1–20 mm chalk & flint stones. 10 mm
boundary to:
Pale brown (10 YR 6/3) silty clay with patches & streaks brownish yellow (10 YR 6/8) & brown (10 YR 4/3).
40% 1–15 mm angular–subangular stones, mainly flint. 10 mm boundary to:
Mixed matrices brown (7.5 YR 4/4) & light brown (7.5 YR 6/4) with areas brownish yellow (10 YR 6/8)
mottles 60%, 2–20 mm, angular–subangular flint stones. Soft charred plant material at 6.60 m (143.16
mOD) (dating sample A) & 6.67 m (143.09 mOD) (dating sample B). 10 mm boundary to:
Light brown (7.5 YR 6/4), silty clay, 60% subangular–subrounded 2–10 mm chalk.
Light brown (7.5 YR 6/4) silty clay, 40%, 1–5 mm, subangular & subrounded stones, mainly flint. 5 mm
boundary to:
Light brown (10 YR 6/4) silty clay, 90%, 1–2 mm, subangular & subrounded chalk & flint stones. 5 mm
boundary to:
Brown (7.5 YR 5/4) clay,5%, 1–2 mm, chalk & flint stones. 2 mm boundary to:
Light brown (7.5 YR 6/4) clay, 20%, 2–20 mm, angular–subrounded chalk & flint stones. Occasional bands
richer in brown (7.5 YR 5/4) clay.
Brown (7.5 YR 5/4) clay, 5%, 2–30 mm, angular & subangular flint stones.
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Height Sample
(m OD)

Core 1
101

Depth (m)

TABLE 2. CONTINUED

Context

Depth (m)

Description
Dark brown (7.5 YR 4/4) clay, 20%, 2–3 mm, angular–subrounded chalk & flint stones. Becoming
extremely wet from 11.41 m (138.35 mOD) downwards – almost flowing. Lenses strong brown (7.5 YR 5/8)
clay, 50% 1–5 mm chalk stones at 10.80 m & 10.87 m (138.96 m & 138.89 mOD). Charcoal at 10.81 m
(138.95 mOD) (dating sample C).
Brown (7.5 5/4) and (10 YR 4/3) clay with 5%, 1–10 mm, subangular to subrounded flint stones. Charcoal
at 12.02 m (137.74 mOD) (dating sample E). 3 mm boundary to:V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay, 70%, 2–60 mm, subrounded– rounded chalk stones.
Brownish yellow (10 YR 6/6) silty clay, 5%, 2–20 mm, subangular & subrounded chalk & flint stones.
3 mm boundary to:
Left half of core is single piece of solid chalk c.70 mm. Remainder is white (10 YR 8/2) silty clay loam,
20%, 2–20 mm, angular & subangular flint stones.
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay loam, 20%, 10–30 mm, subangular–subrounded chalk & flint stones.
Lens of brownish yellow (10 YR 6/8) silty clay, 10%, 1–5 mm, subrounded chalk stones at 14.79–14.82 m
(134.97–134.94 mOD).
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/6) silty clay, 70%, 2–25 mm, angular & subangular flint & chalk. Still compact
only in middle of core, rest loose. 30 mm boundary to:
Loose 10–50 mm angular flint & subangular chalk stones.
Pale brown (10 YR 6/3) (undeterminable texture), 99%, 0.5–2 mm, extremely well-sorted flint gravel.
Occasional larger stones ,10 mm. 10 mm boundary to:
Pure 2–5 mm, extremely well-sorted, angular–subangular flint gravel, no matrix. 20 mm boundary to:
Pure 5–15 mm extremely well-sorted, angular–subangular flint gravel, no matrix. 10 mm boundary to:
Dark yellowish brown (7.5 YR 4/6) clay, 10%, 2–20 mm, angular–subrounded chalk & flint stones.
Charcoal at 16.585 m (133.18 mOD) (dating sample D).
Light yellowish brown (10 YR 6/4) (undeterminable texture), 98%, 1–3 mm extremely well-sorted flint
gravel. Occasional larger stones ,10 mm. 20 mm boundary to:Brown (7.5 YR 4/4 & 5/4) & areas dark greyish brown (10 YR 4/2) clay, 5%, 2–20 mm angular–subangular
flint stones. 2 mm boundary to:
Tongued band topsoil-like material. V. dark grey (10 YR 3/1) clay, no stones. 2 mm boundary to:
Brown (7.5 YR 5/4 &10 YR 4/3) clay, 5%, 2–20 mm, angular–subangular flint stones.
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/6) silty clay, 95%, 10–50 mm, angular–subangular chalk & flint stones. 30 mm
boundary to:
Light yellowish brown (10 YR 6/4) silty clay, 40%, 2–20 mm, angular–subrounded chalk & flint stones.
No visible matrix, overall colour yellowish brown (10 YR 5/6), 99%, 1–4 mm subangular–subrounded
chalk & flint stones. 10 mm boundary to:
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/4) silty clay, 60%, 1–4 mm, subangular–subrounded chalk & flint stones.
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay, 99%, 10–60 mm, angular–subangular chalk & flint stones. 40 mm
boundary to:
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay, 60%, 2–30 mm, angular–subangular flint stones. 20 mm boundary to:
White (10 YR 8/2) silty clay, 60%, 2–30 mm, angular–subangular flint stones.
Void
Chalk rubble, no matrix, generally white (10 YR 8/2) subangular–rounded, 5–80 mm chalk stones.

126

10.20–11.70

139.56

C

127

11.70–12.06

138.06

E

128
129

12.06–13.20
13.20–13.74

137.7
136.56

*
*

130

13.74–13.90

136.02

*

131

13.90–15.00

135.86

*

132

15.00–15.16

134.76

*

133
134

15.16–15.50
15.50–15.84

134.6
134.26

*
*

135
136
137

15.84–16.11
16.11–16.21
16.21–17.00

133.92
133.65
133.55

*
*
D

138

17.00–17.53

132.76

*

139

17.53–18.21

132.23

*

140
141
142

18.21–18.24
18.24–18.50
18.50–18.64

131.55
131.52
131.26

*
*
*

143
144

18.64–19.00
19.00–19.10

131.12
130.76

*
*

145
146

19.10–19.50
19.50–19.86

130.66
130.26

*
*

147
148
Void
149

19.86–20.08
20.08–20.20
20.20–20.60
20.60–21.70

129.9
129.68
129.56
129.16

*
*
*
*
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Height Sample
(m OD)

TABLE 2. CONTINUED

Depth (m)

Height Sample
(m OD)

Core 2
Void
201

0–1.50
1.50–1.70

147.72
146.22

202
203
204

1.70–1.99
1.99–3.00
3.00–3.17

146.02
145.73
144.72

205

3.17–3.44

144.55

206

3.44–4.50

144.28

207
208

4.50–4.64
4.64–6.00

143.22
143.08

1209
210

6.00–6.33
6.33–6.88

141.72
141.39

211

6.88–7.91

140.84

212

7.91–8.66

139.81

213
214

8.66–9.00
9.00–9.16

139.06
138.72

215

9.16–9.89

138.56

216

9.89–12.00

137.83

217
218

12.00–12.21
12.21–12.25

135.72
135.51

219

12.25–12.72

135.47

220
221
222

12.72–12.87
12.87–13.00
13.00–14.02

135
134.85
134.72

Description

*
*

Concrete & void
No matrix. Entirely composed angular–rounded 1– 5 mm compacted gravel & tiny stones. 20 mm
boundary to:
*
No matrix. Entirely composed angular–rounded 5–80 mm loose stones. 10 mm boundary to:
*
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay loam, 20% subangular–subrounded 1–20 mm mainly flint stones.
*
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/4) silty clay, 95% angular–rounded 1–5 mm compacted gravel & tiny stones.
20 mm boundary to:
*
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/4) silty clay, 85% subangular–rounded 2–40 mm stones, mainly flint. 50 mm
boundary to:
*
Basic matrix light yellowish brown (10 YR 6/4) silty clay, 30% subangular–subrounded 1–20 mm chalk &
flint stones. Variable masses different materials eg, 10 cm mass brown (10 YR 5/3), no stones, streaks light
brown (7.5 YR 6/4), 20% subangular–subrounded 2–20 mm stones.
*
100% subrounded– rounded 10–60 mm flint stones. 40 mm boundary to:
*
Unstructured mix brown (7.5 YR 5/4) silty clay, 5% 1–3 mm subangular–subrounded flint stones; &
reddish yellow (7.5 YR 6/6) & brown (10 YR 5/4) silty clay, 20% 1–3 mm subangular & subrounded ironstained chalk, & occasional flints 2–20 mm.
*
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/6) silty clay, 50% 2–40 mm subangular–rounded stones, mainly flint.
G
Unstructured mix yellowish brown (10 YR 5/6), patches brown (10 YR 4/3) & (7.5 YR 4/4) silty clay, 20%,
1–20 mm subangular–subrounded stones. Dating sample G from 6.37 m (141.35 mOD). 50 mm boundary to:
F
Yellowish brown (10 YR 5/6) silty clay, 15% 1–50 mm subangular–subrounded stones. Dating sample F
from 7.29 m (140.43 mOD). 10 mm boundary to:
*
Brown (7.5 YR 4/4) silty clay, 70% 10–50 mm angular–subangular flints (wet clay-with-flints). 10 mm
deeply tongued boundary to:
*
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/3) silty clay, 70% 10–80 mm subrounded–rounded chalk stones.
*
Dark yellowish brown (10 YR 4/4) silty clay, 10% 1–5 mm subrounded–rounded chalk stones. 5 mm
boundary to:
H
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay, 80%, 5–60 mm subrounded–rounded chalk stones. Charcoal dating
sample from 9.85 m (137.87 mOD). 10 mm boundary to:
I, J
Brown (7.5 YR 4/4) silty clay, streaks & patches reddish yellow (7.5 YR 6/6) & light brown (7.5 YR 6/4),
10% 1–20 mm subangular–rounded chalk stones. Charcoal dating samples I from 10.00 m (137.72 mOD)
and J from 11.25 m (136.47 mOD).
*
Brown (7.5 YR 5/4) silty clay, 30% 2–15 mm angular–subrounded flint stones. 50 mm boundary to:
Ki, Kii Black (7.5 YR 2/0) silty clay & humus, 10% 1–30 mm angular flints– rounded chalk stones. Charcoal
dating samples Ki & Kii from 12.21–12.25 m (135.51–135.47 mOD). 5 mm boundary to:
*
Brown (10 YR 5/2) silty clay, patches dark grey (10 YR 4/1) & yellowish brown (10 YR 5/4), 2% 1–3 mm
subangular–subrounded stones. 10 mm boundary to:
*
Reddish yellow (7.5 YR 6/8) silty clay, 10% 1–20 mm angular– subangular flint stones. 10 mm boundary to:
*
Brown (7.5 YR 5/4) silty clay, 50% 5–40 mm subangular–rounded chalk & flint stones.
*
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Context

TABLE 2. CONTINUED

Context

Depth (m)

Height Sample
(m OD)

14.02–14.50

133.7

L

224

14.50–14.64

133.22

*

225

14.64–15.50

133.08

M

226
227

15.50–15.95
15.95–16.26

132.22
131.77

*
*

228
229

16.26–16.43
16.43–16.78

131.46
131.29

*
N

230

16.78–16.88

130.94

Z

231

16.88–17.00

130.84

*

232
233
234
235

17.00–17.37
17.37–17.71
17.71–18.00
18.00–18.27

130.72
130.35
130.01
129.72

*
*
*
*

236

18.27–18.41

129.45

*

237
238
239
240

18.41–18.59
18.59–19.00
19.00–19.29
19.29–19.36

129.31
129.13
128.72
128.43

*
*
*
*

241
242

19.36–19.48
19.48–20.19

128.36
128.24

*
*

243
244
245

20.19–20.50
20.50–21.00
21.00–23.50

127.53
127.22
126.72

*
*
*

No matrix. Entirely composed dense 2–30 mm subangular–subrounded flints. Upper part of layer composed
of only 2–4 mm flints. Void between 134.72 mOD & 134.32 mOD. 20 mm boundary to:
Brown (7.5 YR 4/4) silty clay with streaks and patches of strong brown (7.5 YR 5/6) and rarely dark brown
(7.5 YR 4/2), and 5% 2–20 mm subangular to subrounded flints. Dating sample L from 14.42m
(133.30 mOD).
No determinable matrix, general colour strong brown (7.5 YR 5/6). Largely composed 1–3 mm
subangular–subrounded flints. 20 mm boundary to:
Brown (10 YR 4/4) silty clay, streaks & patches brown (10 YR 4/3), occasionally strong brown (7.5 YR 5/6).
5%, 2–15 mm, subangular–subrounded flints. V. dark greyish brown (10 YR 3/2) patch at 280 mm. Dating
sample M from 14.78 m (132.94 mOD).
Brown (10 YR 4/4) silty clay, 10%, 1–20 mm, subangular–subrounded stones. 20 mm boundary to:
Almost without matrix. Brown (10 YR 4/4) silty clay, 99%, 10–60 mm, angular– subangular stones. 20 mm
boundary to:
Brown (10 YR 4/4) silty clay, 20%, 5–30 mm, subangular–subrounded stones. 40 mm boundary to:
Dark brown (10 YR 4/3) silty clay, patches of strong brown (7.5 YR 5/6) & 10%, 2–20 mm
angular–subangular flints. Dating sample N from 16.59 m (131.13 mOD). 10 mm boundary to:
Dark brown (10 YR 4/3) & v. dark greyish brown (10 YR 3/2) silty clay, patches reddish brown (5 YR 4/4),
10% 2–20 mm angular–subangular flints. Resembles compressed topsoil. Dating sample Z from 16.80 m
(130.92 mOD) to 16.85 m (130.87 mOD). 20 mm boundary to:
Dark brown (10 YR 4/3) silty clay, patches of strong brown (7.5 YR 5/6), 10% 2–20 mm
angular–subangular flints.
No matrix. 100%, loose, 10–50 mm, angular–subangular flint stones. 10 mm boundary to:
Light yellowish brown (10 YR 6/4) silty clay, 20%, 2–20 mm, angular–subrounded flints. 30 mm boundary to:
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/3) silty clay, 40%, 10–50 mm subangular–subrounded stones.
Little matrix, mostly loose, undeterminable texture, 98%, 10–50 mm, rounded–subrounded flint stones.
20 mm boundary to:
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/4) silty clay, 30%, 1–5 mm, angular–subrounded stones – mainly flints. 10 mm
boundary to:
No matrix, 100% 10–30 mm angular–subrounded flints. 30 mm boundary to:
V. pale brown (10 YR 7/3) silty clay, 70%, 10–50 mm subrounded– rounded stones.
Pinkish white (7.5 YR 8/2) silt loam, no stones. Putty-like chalk paste. 1 cm boundary to:
Pinkish white (7.5 YR 8/2) silty clay loam, 90%, 20–70 mm, subangular–subrounded chalk stones. 1 cm
boundary to:
Pinkish white (7.5 YR 8/2) silt loam, no stones. Putty-like chalk paste. 1 cm boundary to:
Pinkish white (7.5 YR 8/2) silty clay loam, 90–100%, 20–70 mm, angular–subrounded chalk & flint stones.
Matrix towards top & almost pure stones towards base. 2 cm boundary to:
Pinkish white (7.5 YR 8/2) silty clay loam, 40%, 10–30 mm, subrounded– rounded chalk stones.
Loose 15–40 mm subrounded–rounded chalk stones, occasional flints.
White (10 YR 8/1) shattered chalk matrix (prob. silty clay loam), 90%, 2–50 mm, subangular –rounded
chalk frags
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Fig. 6.
The complete Core 1 sequence as seen. Annotated with context information
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Fig. 7.
The complete Core 2 sequence as seen. Annotated with context information
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Fig. 8.
Probability distributions of dates from the Marlborough Mound. Each distribution represents the relative probability
that an event occurred at a particular time. These distributions are the result of simple radiocarbon calibration
(Stuiver & Reimer 1993)

In Core 2, (that is, closer to the centre of the mound), a
possibly comparable but much smaller deposit of 1–3 mm
flint gravels was seen (context [224]) at a level of 133.22 m
OD. It is difficult to interpret the fining upwards sequence
seen in Core 1 as anthropogenically created and it must
have been deposited during a significant erosion event
(perhaps a local flash flood) that covered over the earlier
built layers, including over the higher, more central deposits
in Core 2.
FURTHER MOUND MATERIAL

A further thick clay layer recorded in both cores was
deposited over the gravel sequence. In Core 1, this was a
0.79 m thick layer dark yellowish brown clay ([137])
recorded at a highest level of 133.55 m OD, and in Core 2
a 0.48 m thick layer of brown silty clay ([223]) at 133.70 m
OD. Organic material was found occasionally in both these
contexts and examined to identify charred or waterlogged
remains of short-lived wood taxa: Sample D was recovered
from [137] at a level of 133.18 m OD, and Sample L from
[223] at level of 133.30 m OD. Sample D produced a result
(see Table 1).
SECOND POSSIBLE FLOOD EVENT

Between 133.55 and 134.26 m OD in Core 1 there
another deep sequence of naturally deposited (ie,
anthropogenically constructed) fining upward gravel
sand, the lowermost part of which (context [136])

was
not
and
was

composed of stones up to 15 mm in size, blending into
stones up to 5 mm (context [135]), while the uppermost part
(context [134]) was as fine as 0.5 mm (Fig. 9). Core 2
replicates Core 1 in most respects including also having a
fining upward sequence (albeit a far less definite one)
between 133.70 and 134.32 m OD (context [222]). This
sequence of fining upwards in Core 1 and probably also the
weaker feature in Core 2 at the same level clearly indicates a
depositional event of significant proportions that must have
entirely obscured the earlier activity at the site. Both cores
appear to contain construction material below the finingupwards layer, but, in the absence of artefacts, we could
only be sure of this interpretation by further excavation.
FURTHER MOUND MATERIAL

Overlying the possible flood event is a series of layers, many
metres thick, making up the body of the mound. They no
doubt represent multiple phases of activity. In Core 2 they
comprise layers of silty clay and gravel (contexts [221],
[220] and [219]), followed by a very thin band of black silty
clay and humus between 135.51 and 135.47 m OD (context
[218]). Organic material was found in a dense mass in this
context and two samples (Samples Ki and Kii) were
obtained. They contained mature alder (Alnus sp.) and
mature deciduous oak charcoal. Two alder charcoal
fragments (one from each sample) were submitted for
radiocarbon dating (see Table 1).
Over this were further thick layers of brown silty clay
with varying levels of flint and chalk stone inclusions
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Samples I and J (the latter being mature deciduous oak
(Quercus sp.)) came from context [216] at a level of
137.72 m and 136.47 m OD respectively. Sample H came
from context [215] at a level of 137.87 m OD, while Sample
F, also deciduous oak (Quercus sp.), came from context
[211] at 140.43 m OD, and Sample G from [210] at
141.35 m OD.
Core 1 went through a similar, albeit longer, series of
interleaved layers comprising silty clay and flints (contexts
[131], [129], [127]–[123], [121]–[115], [111]–[109], [107],
and [105]); pure flints ([133], [132], [113], and [106]);
chalky clay ([128], [122], [114], and [112]); and chalk
rubble ([130] and [108]). This took the mound up to a
height of 147.81 m OD. Charcoal was also present in places
throughout this sequence and was recovered from contexts
[127] (Sample E, at 137.74 m OD); [126] (Sample C, at
138.95 m OD); and [119] (Samples A and B, at 143.16 m
and 143.09 m OD respectively). Of these, only Sample B
was of short-lived wood taxa suitable for dating (see Table 1).
This was on a single fragment of Pomoideae charcoal. This
is the highest point in the mound in which datable material
was recovered (at a height of 143.09 m OD, ie, 11.54 m
above context [140], the possible Core 1 old ground
surface), confirming that at least the sequence up to that
point is prehistoric. Given the similarity of the deposits
overlying this and the lack of later artefacts such as
fragments of brick or tile, it is thought that all the deposits,
right up to context [105] (147.81 m OD), are all prehistoric
in date. Again, assuming context [140] is the old ground
surface, this would make the prehistoric mound at least
16.26 m high.
HISTORIC PERIOD MATERIAL

The sequence in Core 1 is overlain by a further 1.95 m of
material, comprising flint gravel, silty clay, and silty loam
(contexts [104]–[101]); however the presence of small
fragments of brick or tile in these deposits suggests that
they are of much later activity, possibly relating to the
construction of the medieval tower, or perhaps even later.
The top levels of the prehistoric mound as well as any
medieval activity are not apparent in Core 2 as the central
area has been considerably truncated for the construction of
the now dismantled water tower; the central part being
lower than the surrounding area on the summit by at least
2 m. The uppermost contexts in Core 2 ([202] and [201]) are
likely to be disturbed contexts relating to this work. The
sunken area was sealed with a concrete and metal slab,
which the core penetrated.
Fig. 9.
A close-up showing the second possible flood sequence in
Core 1

Summary of the ditch sequence (Cores 3–6)

(contexts [217], [216], [214], [212]–[208], [206], and
[203]), interleaved with layers of chalk rubble (contexts
[215] and [213]), and pure flint gravel (contexts [207],
[205], and [204]), bringing the mound up to a height of
145.73 m OD. Organic material was found occasionally
although, after examination, proved unsuitable for dating.

Four cores were drilled through the surrounding ditch in
2010 as part of the coring exercise, a series of three to the
north of the mound and one to the south (Fig. 4). Core 3 was
drilled from a height of 129.59 m OD, Core 4 from
129.64 m OD, 5 from 129.58 m OD, and 6 from
130.26 m OD. To the north (Cores 3–5) these revealed an
upper part (down to around 3 m) consisting of grey, brown,
and white mixed deposits (unstratified) over around 0.50 m
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of grey silty clay loam (in one core topped with an 0.08 m
dark soil layer), then down into white stony chalk slurry
with occasional iron-staining and flints (to a depth of 5 m).
The core to the south (Core 6) revealed about 0.70 m of
brown silty clay loam becoming lighter with depth and
merging into very pale brown (becoming white) chalk
rubble (to a depth of 4 m). These deposits above natural
ground can be characterised as ditch fills.

A POSSIBLE SECTION THROUGH THE DITCH ON THE
NORTH-EAST SIDE

A possible section of ditch was recorded by one of us
(PJF) on the north-east side of the mound in 19601. It
was seen discontinuously in the north faces of seven of
the numerous 4 ft (1.2 m) square holes2 excavated to
take the supports of a new, steel-framed refectory
(now demolished) (see Fig. 10 for schematic plan of
the square layout, and Fig. 4 for location).
All the holes were examined, however cursorily, but
the main effort in the short time available went into
drawing two transects: a northern one (Section A) in
three holes over 24 ft (c. 7.3 m) and, 18 ft (c. 5.5 m) to
the south, a parallel row of four holes over 33 ft
(10 m) (Section C) (Fig. 11). They recorded the layers
in around 3–10 ft (c. 0.9–3 m) of made-up/deposited
ground between the then present asphalted surface
and chalk subsoil.
The original field drawing and notes are entirely
in pencil, and the notes include a consolidated
descriptive list of eight layers observed in the sections,
with suggested interpretations of layers 4 and 4a
(respectively ‘original silt?’ and ‘weathered natural? or
top of silt?’). This information is incorporated into the
key to Figure 11, a key that subsumes most of the
written information available. The original field
drawing also includes the vital information about
Square A1 (Fig. 10) that the section drawing is of its
north face (here, the left hand part of Fig. 11 Section
A) and that the east and south sides of the square, ie,
NOT the drawn section: ‘show tip lines going S. and
E. respectively ie prob[abl]y. foot of the mound.’
Small parts of built structures were recorded in
three locations: ‘Squared stones’ were recorded at a
depth of 8 ft (c. 2.4 m) along the east side of Square 11;
‘Brick work foundation’ was recorded in Square 14;
‘Brick wall foundation’ was recorded in Square 28.
Further, a small number of finds were recovered;
all now lost. The following is based on the original
notes – and memory. The material consisted of:
four potsherds, two of them probably prehistoric at

a depth of 9 ft (c. 2.7 m) in Square 28, and one of them
‘green-glazed’ (probably 12th–13th century AD) at a
depth of 6 ft (c. 1.8 m) in Square 7; a tile fragment
(medieval or post-medieval) from Square 7; a clay
pipe fragment (post-medieval) at a depth of 5 ft
(c. 1.5 m) in Square 8; a fragment of glass bottle
(post-medieval) at a depth of 4 ft (c. 1.2 m) in Square 28;
an antler tine, presumed prehistoric, at a depth of
41/ 2 ft (c. 1.4 m) from Square 8; bone fragments, unburnt
and all probably animal, were recorded at depths of 6 ft
(c. 1.8 m) in Square 7 and 8 ft (c. 2.4 m) in Squares 11
and 13; snail shells (unspecified) were recorded at a
depth of 4 ft (c. 1.2 m) in Square 10 (Fig. 11).

Interpretation and discussion
The way in which the surface of the chalk subsoil
drops from south-west to north-east in both sections
A and C, particularly A, and the layering of its
deposits, suggest the feature could well be a ditch of
c. 48 ft (14.6 m) wide and 10 ft (3.0 m) deep. This
depth is as recorded, while the width is inferential –
doubling the 24 ft (7.3 m) actually recorded. That the
feature is a ditch is, however, an assumption: without
evidence of direction from the observations available,
it might be one of several other possibilities, such as a
large pit or quarry. It is probably not simply made-up
ground since the layering is consonant with infilling of
a hole of some sort.
One of the more intriguing observations made was
of ‘grey mud (original silt)’ in the lowest deposit in the
hypothetical centre of the ditch (layer 4; Fig. 11).
This is not a normal ‘primary’ deposit in a chalk-cut
ditch: was it an alluvial deposition or the result of a
temporarily raised water table in situ? Perhaps the
important point for now is to note that a layer exists
in this area only some 3 m below the surface with a
high environmental potential.
Whatever its nature and shape, the date of the
‘ditch’ is enigmatic. The main point of listing the few
finds in some detail above is to suggest that the
infilling, although consistent in its layering, has
nevertheless been disturbed locally. The occurrence
of an antler tine above a clay pipe fragment in Square
8 makes the point, as indeed does the appearance of
the tine relatively high in Square 3 rather than on or
near the subsoil surface (layer 5). Similarly, the
appearance of ‘squared stones’ (from memory ashlar),
8 ft (2.4 m) down in Square 11, implies the digging of
a considerable construction trench, though whether
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Fig. 10.
Square layout during the 1960 watching brief of the refectory building

through undisturbed ground or existing deposits was
not established. The structure may well be medieval in
date, and Camden described the castle as ‘as heap of
ruins: a few fragments of wall remain within the
ditch’ (1610, 136). Alternatively it could be part of a
similar wall as that recorded on the west side in 1956
(see above), tentatively dated to the 17th century

(Hayman 1956), whilst there must be a distinct
possibility that the ‘ditch’ itself is the ‘canal’ or
garden water feature shown by Stukeley (Fig. 3).
DISCUSSION

The dating of the Marlborough Mound to the second
half of the 3rd millennium, with a terminus post quem
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Fig. 11.
Section A taken from Squares 1, 2, and 3, and Section C taken from Squares 6, 7, and 8 (see Fig. 9)

for the start of its construction at 2580–2470 cal BC
(Sample Z; 95% confidence), finally confirms that its
origins are broadly contemporary with Silbury Hill.
The four radiocarbon measurements from the mound
itself are statistically significantly different (T’ 5 39.0,
T’(5%) 5 7.86, n 5 3; Ward & Wilson 1978), and so
represent a range of different actual ages. Given the
difficulty of understanding the taphonomic relationships between these fragments of charcoal and the
construction of the mound, it is probably safest to
take the latest of these dates as a terminus post quem
for completion. This is 2300–2040 cal BC (95%
confidence; SUERC-34082), or 2280–2140 cal BC
(68% confidence). Since all the dates fall in the second
half of the 3rd millennium cal BC, it seems plausible

that this date is not substantively earlier than the
actual completion of this monument.
The, albeit imprecise, estimate for the date of the
Marlborough Mound when compared to Silbury Hill
(Marshall et al. in press) and the Hatfield Barrow, the
once sizable Neolithic mound within Marden henge in
the Vale of Pewsey (Figs 1 & 12), suggests that these
three mounds are broadly contemporaneous, and
indicates that large-scale mound building, at least in
this part of Wiltshire, has a late 3rd millennium cal BC
currency. In order to evaluate the chronological
relationship of these three mounds and further explore
the exact timings of their building and the tempo of this
activity (cf Bayliss et al. 2008) will, however, require
at least small-scale excavation of the Marlborough
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Mound, as in order to fully exploit the potential of
chronological modelling for producing robust date
estimates (Bayliss 2009) a thorough understanding of
the both the taphonomy and stratigraphic relationship
between samples is required.
The dating of the Marlborough Mound to the
second half of the 3rd millennium cal BC means that
we can now place it within the context of major
monumental building practices taking place at Stonehenge (Marshall et al. 2012) and Durrington Walls
(Marshall et al. in prep.). With the completion of the
mound at Marlborough, if one accepts the terminus
post quem of 2300–2040 cal BC (95% confidence;
SUERC-34082), and probably 2280–2140 cal BC
(68% confidence), as being close to this event, being
later than the Sarsens but potentially earlier than the
Bluestone settings at Stonehenge. Completion of the
mound also appears to be later than the introduction of
Beakers in England (Fig. 12), but its initial phases could
have been broadly contemporary with the appearance
of this new material culture. These preliminary
timings suggest that new ways of thinking about the
temporality of monument building at the end of
the Neolithic are required. In order to fully investigate
the tempo of this activity we will be required to adopt
a more robust approach to chronology.

currently 83 m, but the excavations in 1955 and 1956
indicate that medieval deposits were present at ground
level for at least 2 m into the mound; assuming that this
continues around the base of the mound, it may
represent a bracing or revetment. Certainly, there is
documentary evidence of a ‘girth’ being placed around
the motte (Brentnall 1933, 75), presumably to arrest
silting. Assuming that this was placed equally around
the mound, subtracting these 2 m from each side of
the base, the diameter can be guessed at something
less than 79 m; slightly larger than the Hatfield
Barrow, which measures around 70 m in diameter
(Leary & Field 2012; Field et al. 2009, 24; see Fig. 1).
It is interesting to speculate on the spiral access and
the extent to which it was really the result of postmedieval landscaping or whether this recut is a
Norman, or perhaps even earlier, feature. At Silbury
Hill, the spiral was dated to the 11th century, although
Atkinson suggested that this was a recut of a Neolithic
feature (Atkinson 1978). Despite their difference in
size, both Silbury Hill and the Marlborough Mound
are of similar diameter at the top (around 36 m and
31 m respectively), and this may support an argument
that the summit at both mounds had been truncated
to form similarly sized areas that were subsequently
built on.

The mound
Although considerably smaller than Silbury Hill, the
Marlborough Mound now ranks as the second largest
Neolithic mound in Britain and possibly in Europe
and, together, Silbury Hill and the Marlborough
Mound represent an astonishing pair. The stratigraphy
in the Marlborough Mound cores suggest that the
mound was constructed over a number of phases rather
than a single construction project, in a similar way to
Silbury Hill, emphasising the significance of the process
of construction over that of the final form (Leary &
Field 2010; Leary et al. in press).
Given the medieval and post-medieval landscaping
and modification, its original form can only be guessed
at. The radiocarbon dates indicate the presence of
Neolithic deposits to a height of 11.54 m and,
accepting the nature of the succeeding material, it is
suggested it may have reached 16.26 m. This is a
substantial height and, given the likelihood of deep
medieval disturbance for foundations of the tower and
perhaps truncation of the original prehistoric summit,
it may have been higher. The diameter of the mound is

The environs
As noted above, the similarities between Silbury and
Marlborough can also be extended to their locations.
They are both situated on or near the valley floor, at a
confluence and near springs, suggesting a focus upon
water and the river. Stukeley noted that springs rise in
the Marlborough Mound’s ditch (1776, 64), while a
spring rises to the north at Barton Farm (Fig. 1). Indeed,
springs rising near the mound once provided the
domestic water supply for the house (Stevenson 1983,
168), and springs seem to occur alongside the Kennet
itself. G.K. Maurice (1947) observed springs alongside
the Treacle Bolly (the riverside path just to the south of
the mound) describing how: ‘the water welled up from
underground, always in turmoil, ceaselessly carrying grit
and tiny bits of gravel to the surface and letting them
sink again’. It would appear that the whole area was
interlaced with springs and the course of the Kennet at
this point probably influenced by them. Two of us have
argued elsewhere that at Silbury Hill (Leary 2010; Leary
& Field 2010; Leary et al. in press), and the Hatfield
Barrow (Leary & Field 2012) that this juxtaposition
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Fig. 12.
Probability distributions of dates from the Marlborough Mound and of major archaeological events. These estimates are
derived from the preferred chronological models for Beakers (Marshall in prep.), Durrington Walls (Marshall et al. in
prep.), Stonehenge (Darvill et al. 2012; Marshall et al. 2012), Hatfield Barrow, and Silbury Hill (Marshall et al. in press).
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with rivers and springs is of significance (Fig. 1),
marking major routeways and emphasised rights and
belonging to communities along the river valley, whilst
also encompassing metaphysical and religious concerns
(see also Harding 2012).
It is interesting to note that the Marlborough
Mound cores, however tentatively, suggest that there
were two significant flood events early on in the
building process of the mound that must have entirely
inundated it, and yet the building continued, and one
wonders how such events were viewed, perhaps driving
activity further. The above noted springs that rise close
to the Marlborough Mound were said by Stukeley to
rise from the ditch itself and may have made for some
turbulence locally, and these flood events may have
been related. However, they could also support the
recent indications of a higher water table in the upper
reaches of the Kennet during the 3rd millennium
(Leary et al. in press; Whitehead & Edmunds 2012).
It is unlikely that the mound stood isolated in this
landscape and it is tempting to think that, as at Silbury
Hill, other Late Neolithic monuments existed near it.
The valley floor here is little more than 300 m wide and
was unfortunately set to constructed water meadows in
the 17th century (Leatherdale 1958), which will have
obscured the earlier topography. It is likely that sarsen
stones were formerly common in the local area, and
Maurice (1947, 46) noted how the Kennet at this
point was lined with sarsen to revet the banks.
In the wider landscape, Mesolithic activity is
attested in Marlborough and beyond (Wymer 1977,
340–2), while a possible Early Neolithic long barrow
occupies Granham Hill to the south of the Marlborough
Mound. In addition, a fragment from a Neolithic stone
axe was found at Barton Farm, immediately north of the
mound (given to Devizes Museum in 1943 by Lt Col.
Cunnington – Anon. 1943, 203) (Fig. 1). J.W. Brooke,
a local collector with a private museum based in
Marlborough (1890; 1891), and J.G.D Clark (1924),
then a schoolboy at Marlborough College, both
collected numerous flint implements from Granham
Hill, 1.5 km to the south-west, and from around the
Pantawick area, a kilometre to the south-east,
pointing to a certain amount of prehistoric activity
in this part of Marlborough (Fig. 1). Brooke (1891)
described accumulating 2964 pieces from the area in a
single year, the greater part of which came from
Pantawick. The finds available for inspection (only a
fraction of the numbers quoted are now in Devizes
Museum: 1981.110) appear to be of mixed date but

the greater part is the typically crude material that is
often associated with the clay-with-flints. As Clarke
mentions (1924), the assemblage is scraper dominated
but includes a leaf-shaped arrowhead and an adze as
well as some Palaeolithic handaxes (Clark 1924;
Lacaille 1971).
Perhaps the best evidence we have for Neolithic
activity in Marlborough comes from two small-scale
evaluations; both again pointing to the significance
of the area to the south of this part of the river. The
first was 800 m east of the mound at Duck’s Meadow
in 1997 (Fig. 1) undertaken by the Cotswold
Archaeological Trust. They identified a number of
pits, post-holes, and a possible linear feature in a
series of trenches and recovered a small assemblage of
worked flint, including a pressure-flaked triangular
arrowhead and pottery sherds from two bowls;
one with twisted cord decoration paralleled with
Durrington Walls sub-style Grooved Ware, and the
other, probably also Grooved Ware, unusually with
bone tempering (Harrison 2001). The second evaluation was at St John’s School Grounds, Granham Hill,
630 m east-south-east of the mound, where two
shallow parallel ditches containing worked flint of
Late Neolithic–Early Bronze Age date were recovered
(Fig. 1). Combined with Clark’s and Brooke’s flint
assemblages, it would appear that the area to the
south of the mound, extending to Granham Hill, an
area perhaps overlooked by a long barrow, as well as
further east, may have been a focus for activity during
the Late Neolithic period, and future research should
focus there. Early Bronze Age activity continued in the
area generally, as evidenced by the Marlborough
Common group barrow cemetery, 1.5 km to the north
at Barton Dene, and the rich Manton barrow 2 km to
the west (Fig. 1) (now known to be part of a barrow
cemetery – J. Pollard and M. Parker Pearson pers.
comm.).
Other potential prehistoric mounds in Wessex
and beyond
While other mounds in the region, such as
Westbury 7 (Kinnes 1979, 20) or the Compton Barrow
(McOmish et al. 2002, 39–40), are likely to be of
Neolithic date, none of them matches the monumental
proportions of Silbury Hill, the Marlborough Mound,
or the Hatfield Barrow. Similarly, others attendant
at major henge sites, such as the Conquer Barrow
or the Great Barrow at Knowlton (Barber et al. 2010),
while of substantial proportions, scarcely stand out
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significantly above similar mounds constructed during
the Early Bronze Age. Instead, this work has focused
attention on the degree to which other mounds,
particularly mottes, may well have a longer heritage.
Mottes are quite rare in Wiltshire and while there is
much variety in medieval fortification (Creighton
2000), the usual form of defence is some kind of
ring-work. The few mottes noted in the literature are
generally small affairs (for example Norwood Castle,
Oaksey, is just 1.5 m high) and the dating of most is
problematic, with some likely to be Bronze Age round
barrows. Sherrington mound, however, stands out as
unusual among them; at 48 m in diameter and 5.5 m
high it is large for a round barrow, and given its lowlying setting next to the river Wylye and with springs
nearby is surely a contender for a Late Neolithic
mound (Fig. 1).
Further afield and as discussed elsewhere (Leary
et al. in press), a case can be made for at least one of
three mounds at Hampstead Marshall, West Berkshire,
as being prehistoric. They are situated close together
and in a line just above the Kennet, 30 km downstream
from the Marlborough Mound; the smaller measure
62 m in diameter by 6.8 m high and 50 m in diameter
by 4.7 m high. The third and largest, set in a near
identical location to both Silbury Hill and the
Marlborough Mound adjacent to a confluence of a
small brook with the Kennet, is 62 m in diameter and
7 m in height. Marked on the early Ordnance Survey
editions and recorded in the Victoria County History
as tumuli (Peake 1906, 280) they have been subsequently interpreted as mottes (Myres 1932; Bonney &
Dunn 1989). All three, however, lie in the same
parish, which is an extremely unusual circumstance
for mottes and various unsatisfactory suggestions
have been offered, proposing that they represent
castle reorganisation, rebuilding, or seigeworks.
Elsewhere, other mottes have been demonstrated to
utilise prehistoric earthworks, for example Tenbury
Wells, Hereford & Worcestershire (Higham & Barker
1992; Best 1997). Droughduil, the mound adjacent to
the palisaded enclosure at Dunragit, Scotland, was
formerly considered to be a motte but its size, 50 m in
diameter and 10 m in height, coupled with the results
of recent excavations that encountered a Bronze Age
cairn on the summit as well as OSL dates, has
encouraged comparisons with Silbury Hill (Thomas
2004; Brophy 2010, 13). Castle Hill, Catterick, in
Yorkshire, is a further motte site, in this case within
sight of the palisaded enclosure at Marne Barracks

that has been suggested as potentially Neolithic (Hale
et al. 2009, 286).
It is possible that medieval fortifications utilised
pre-existing earthworks on a more regular basis than
hitherto recognised. Adapting and modifying what is
already there makes perfect sense and by so doing
perhaps also appropriating the legitimacy of ancient
sites of power; certainly this process has been
recorded or suggested in a number of instances
(Bowden 2005, 36–7). While it is unwise to question
the date of all supposed motte sites that occur in
similar topographic locations, the dates from the
Marlborough Mound have opened a Pandora’s Box of
potentialities. Coring and subsequent analysis is a
largely simple and cost effective way of producing
dating material from large mound sites and, while
clearly with limitations, is a technique well worth
exploring at other mounds.
Endnotes
1
The record was made single-handedly in rather trying
circumstances over a couple of hours or so, using the
contractor’s plan for reference and an S200 level and tape
for measurements. At the time, the mound was generally
regarded as medieval with later modifications, as summarised in Grinsell (1958). Best (1997) was unaware of the
evidence from the work described here.
2
The original record was, naturally, made in imperial
measurements, retained here in the interests of accuracy.
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RÉSUMÉ
Le tertre de Marlborough, Wiltshire. Un autre tertre monumental néolithique le long de la rivière Kennet, de
Jim Leary, Matthew Canti, David Field, Peter Fowler, Peter Marshall et Gill Campbell
De récentes datations au carbone 14 provenant de deux carottes de sol prélevées à travers le tertre du château
de Marlborough, Wiltshire, montrent que le corps principal était un monument contemporain de Silbury Hill,
datant de la seconde moitié du IIIe millénaire av.J.-C. en années calibrées. A la lumière de ces dates, cet article
considère la séquence identifiée dans ces carottes qui comprend deux épisodes possibles d’inondation au début
de la construction du tertre. Il décrit également quatre carottes prélevées dans le fossé qui l’entoure, ainsi que
dans les levées de terre de petite envergure au nord-est du tertre. Nous discutons de la situation topographique
du tertre qui se trouve dans une zone de basses terres et proche de cours d’eau et de sources, et nous évoquons la
présence éventuelle de sites du néolithique final à proximité, les terres au sud du tertre étant identifiées comme
zone pour de futures recherches. L’article se termine sur la perspective que ce qui semble être d’autres mottes
dans le Wiltshire et au-delà pourrait bien avoir également des origines préhistoriques.
ZUSSAMENFASSUNG
Der Marlborough Mound, Wiltshire. Ein weiterer neolithischer Monumentalhügel am River Kennet, von
Jim Leary, Matthew Canti, David Field, Peter Fowler, Peter Marshall und Gill Campbell
Jüngst wurden Radiokarbondaten aus zwei Bohrkernen gewonnen, die am Marlborough Burghügel, Wiltshire,
genommen worden waren; sie zeigen, dass der größte Teil des Hügels eine Anlage aus der zweiten Hälfte des 3.
Jahrtausends cal bc und damit zeitgleich mit dem Silbury Hill ist. Im Licht dieser Daten erörtert dieser Beitrag
die in den Bohrkernen erkennbare Sequenz, die zwei mögliche Überflutungsereignisse in der Frühzeit der
Errichtung des Hügels einschließt. Ebenso werden vier weitere Bohrkerne besprochen, die aus dem umgebenden
Graben genommen wurden, sowie kleinere Arbeiten im Nordosten des Hügels. Die topographische Lage des
Hügels in einer Niederung und nahe an Flüssen und Quellen wird diskutiert und die Möglichkeit
spätneolithischer Fundplätze in der näheren Umgebung wird angesprochen, wobei das Land im Süden des
Hügels als Areal für zukünftige Forschungen identifiziert wird. Der Beitrag endet mit der Aussicht, dass weitere
scheinbare Motten in Wiltshire und darüber hinaus ebenfalls bereits prähistorischen Ursprungs sein könnten.
RESUMEN
El túmulo de Marlborough, Wiltshire. Otro túmulo monumental neolı́tico en el rı́o Kennet, por Jim Leary,
Matthew Canti, David Field, Peter Fowler, Peter Marshall y Gill Campbell
Las recientes dataciones de radiocarbono obtenidas de dos muestras de suelo tomadas en el túmulo del castillo
de Marlborough, Wiltshire, reflejan que su cuerpo principal es un monumento contemporáneo a Silbury Hill,
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datado en la segunda mitad del III milenio cal bc. En función de estas dataciones, este artı́culo analiza la
secuencia identificada en las columnas sedimentarias, que incluyen dos posibles eventos de inundación iniciales
en la construcción del túmulo. También se describen cuatro columnas tomadas del foso perimetral, al igual que
unos trabajos de menor escala realizados en la zona noreste del túmulo. Se discute la localización topográfica
del túmulo en un área baja y cercana a los rı́os y arroyos, y se pone de relieve su potencial para los yacimientos
del Neolı́tico Final del entorno, identificando las tierras situadas al sur del túmulo como un área a investigar en
el futuro. El artı́culo finaliza con la expectativa de que otras motas similares en Wiltshire y sus alrededores
puedan tener también orı́genes prehistóricos.
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