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Frontispiece The Dorchester By-pass under construction in late summer 1987. The view is from east to
west, with St Georges Road (Site 2) and Flagstones (Site 3) in the bottom right, around to the Bridport
Road Ridge (Site 9) in the top right. Conquer Barrow is hidden in the clump of trees at bottom centre.
Maiden Castle and Maumbury Rings are clearly visible.
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Abstract

This report presents the results of archaeological survey
and excavation works undertaken between 1986 and
1988 prior to and during construction of the A35
Southern By-pass and the A37 Western Link Road,
which together by-pass the town of Dorchester, Dorset.
The aims of the archaeological programme were not only
to rescue and record the archaeological features and
deposits to be disturbed or destroyed by road con-
struction but also to present the results as an overall
study of the landscape development of Dorchester and
its environs.

Part 1 describes the geomorphological, arch-
aeological, and developmental background to both road
schemes. This is followed, in Part 2, by the description
ofthe site data and material evidence for the excavations
along the A35 Southern By-pass;in Part 3 by the results
of the excavations on the A37 Western Link Road; and
concludes, in Part 4, with an overall discussion of the
landscape development of the environs of Dorchester.
The earliest features recorded were two pits at Flag-
stones. The pits, one of which produced a radiocarbon
date in the early 4th millennium cal. BC, contained
pottery, struck flint, and food remains. The pits were
excavated in an area of recently cleared secondary wood-
land. Scattered findspots of earlier Neolithic material
were recorded at various locations along the route. This
material included sherds of Neolithic bowl pottery,
struck flint, and charcoal in the posthole of a probably
Bronze Age building at Middle Farm, which produced a
radiocarbon determination in the mid 4th millennium
cal. BC.

The principal feature at Flagstones was a Neolithic
enclosure dug as a series of pits and radiocarbon

dated to the late 4th—early 3rd millennia cal. BC. The
enclosure was constructed in grazed grassland. The
monument was one in which child inhumations and an
adult cremation burial were placed. A later Neolithic
flint industry was recovered from the primary fills to-
gether with, probably residual, Neolithic bowl sherds
and shed red deer antlers including picks. Four en-
gravings were recorded on the walls of the ditch
segments.

The original form of the monument was uncertain
but there may may have been banks or dumps on the
interior and exterior of the pit segments and atleast two
particularly wide gaps between segments may have
been original entrances. A number of broadly con-
temporary pits contained slabs of sarsen, limestone, and
other rocks, some used to cover burials, and may have
indicated the presence of a primary stone monument.

Two later Neolithic pit-rings were recorded at
Conygar Hill, producing struck flint, animal bone, and
Grooved Ware. They were constructed in well-
established ungrazed grassland.

Four ring-ditches, the ploughed out remnants of a
Bronze Age linear barrow cemetery, were excavated at
Maiden Castle Farm. A round barrow was also built in
the middle of the Flagstones enclosure, over a burial,
sealed by a sarsen, and dated by radiocarbon to the early
2nd millennium cal. BC. This barrow was one of at least
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seven, including Conquer Barrow and the Fordington
Farm barrow, sited along the ridge between Mount
Pleasant and Maumbury Rings to form a pronounced
linear cemetery.

An arc of three post-holes containing Beaker pottery
was recorded at the base of a colluvial sequence at
Middle Farm. Two ditches sealed below colluvium in
Fordington Bottom may be of a similarly early date.

In the mid 2nd millennium BC settlements com-
prising post-built structures within ditched enclosures
surrounded by fields were recorded at Middle Farm and
possibly at Fordington Bottom and Bridport Road
Ridge. A sub-rectangular ditched enclosure at Middle
Farm was of late Early or Middle Bronze Age date. A
post-built round-house and a small number of pits
con-taining small quantities of settlement debris lay
within the enclosure. A substantial linear ditch was
subsequently established along the west and south
limbs of the enclosure. Aterminus antequem for the date
of construction of the linear ditch was provided by a mid
2nd millennium cal. BC radiocarbon determination
from one of at least three crounched or flexed inhuma-
tion burials in the secondary ditch fills.

These settlements lay within an open landscape
thoroughly occupied and used. Traces of certainly or
possibly Bronze Age field ditches were widespread and
recorded at Conygar Hill, Bridport Road Ridge, and
Fordington Bottom. Evidence for lynchets, tillage,
pasture, and colluviation were recorded in sequences at
Middle Farm and at Fordington Bottom.

Evidence for Late Bronze Age activity was limited to
a handful of pottery sherds. There was no evidence for
settlement from the earliest Iron Age to the 1st century
BC, when there may have been large scale occupation
of the Maiden Castle and Poundbury hillforts. There is
evidence for increased alluviation on the floodplain of
the River Frome. This is in marked contrast to the
absence of recognisable Iron Age activity on the down-
land along the By-pass between the two hillforts, in the
form of either new field boundaries or evidence for the
use of existing field systems, or for material, deposits,
and erosion events within the colluvial sequences at
Middle Farm or Fordington Bottom.

Late Iron Age features, including an enclosure ditch,
storage pits, burials, and a ditched field system, were
recorded at Flagstones, These features date from the 1st
century BC and, along with a number of other Late Iron
Age settlements around Dorchester, add to the evidence
for the re-emergence of settlement outside the hillforts
by the 1st century BC. The Late Iron Age inhumations
at Flagstones comprised three pit burials and four
‘Durotrigian’ burials in shallow graves. A number of the
pits also contained deposits of partly disarticulated
horse and cattle limbs.

The civitas capital of Durnovaria was founded in the
late 1st century AD, probably no earlier than AD 65. The
By-pass crossed the route of all the known and
conjectured Roman roads leading to Durnovaria. The
line of the Roman aqueduct in Fordington Bottom was
preserved in situ beneath an embankment.



At least four rural settlements existed within 2 km
of Durnovaria by the end of the 1st century AD, Excava-
tions on two of these settlements were undertaken as
part, of the By-pass project. At Maiden Castle Road a
ditched trackway was set out in the 1st century AD. The
trackway ditches were recut at least once and the
feature probably influenced the layout of the settlement
into the 4th century. Sporadic activity from the late 1st
century to the early 3rd century was represented by a
series of features including quarry pits, a square burial
enclosure, and a semi-cellared building. By the late 3rd
or 4th centuries settlement features included domestic
and storage buildings, and an inhumation cemetery.
The buildings comprised simple, rectangular structures
with low, unmortared, flint walls or cill-beams support-
ing a timber frame. The 4th century cemetery included
the inhumed burials of at least 16 adults and 6 children.
All were probably buried in simple wooden coffins, some
accompanied by personal ornaments, pottery vessels,
hobnails, and/or joints of meat. The range of burial
pratcices and grave goods is similar to other late
Romano-British cemetery groups on the outskirts of
Durnovaria.

The Fordington Bottom settlement was established
duringthe 1st century AD. Sporadic 1st and 2nd century
AD activity was recorded, consisting of an inhumation
cemetery containing ‘Durotrigian’ burials, an enclosure
ditch, a working area, two ovens/driers and two
sunken-featured buildings. Twenty-five Durotrigian’
inhumations were recorded, many accompanied by
joints of meat and some with pottery vessels and per-
sonal objects. In comparison with other Durotrigian’
cemeteries in the Dorchester area, the Fordington
Bottom burials are considered modest and relatively

humble. By the late Roman period the scale and density
of activity was greatly increased. A working area,
comprising a yard surface, cistern, and corndrier, was
established and at least eight timber-framed structures
were built. A considerable number and range of arte-
facts was recovered including pottery, worked stone, and
an impressive collection of iron agriculture tools.

The late Roman period probably witnessed an
intensification of cereal production and an increase in
the areas around Durnovaria turned over for arable
cultivation. A farmyard, with associated buildings,
corndrier, enclosures and fields, was established at St
Georges Road. Further corndrying ovens were recorded
at Fordington Field and the Bridport Road Ridge and
there was a considerable depth of Roman ploughwash
in the valley bottom at Middle Farm.

The Roman settlements at Maiden Castle Road and
Fordington Bottom were probably not occupied into the
5th—6th centuries AD, There was some evidence for
continuity of settlement into the post-Roman period at
St Georges Road. An undated, sunken-featured building
and a rectangular post-built structure are comparable
to structures of 6th or 7th century AD date at Pound-
bury.

Three ditched field systems were established at St
Georges Road over the abandoned late Roman en-
closures. The earliest field system may possibly be of
middle Saxon date; the latest probably dates to the 14th
century. Several further medieval field ditches were
recorded throughout the By-pass route and the
alignment of most of them conforms to the known
arrangement of the open field system of the Parish of
Fordington. A late medieval agricultural building was
recorded at St Georges Road.
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1. Introduction
by Roland J.C. Smith

1 Introduction

This report presents the results of archaeological survey
and excavation works undertaken between 1986 and
1988 prior to and during construction of the A35
Southern By-pass and the A37 Western Link Road,
which together by-pass the town of Dorchester, Dorset.

Dorchester and its environs are renowned both
nationally and internationally, for their surviving arch-
aeological monuments; the archaeological importance of
the area is well established. The new by-pass road loops
around Dorchester in the shadow of such notable monu-
ments as Maiden Castle, Poundbury, Maumbury Rings,
Mount Pleasant, and the Roman town of Durnovaria
(Fig. 1). These monuments, however, represent only the
most obvious features within an extensive range of other
surviving monuments, archaeological features, and de-
posits which survive within the environs of Dorchester.
These features and deposits have become increasingly
well-documented and explored (outlined below
Archaeological Background). From an early stage it was
clear that road construction would cause considerable
destruction to the archaeological record of the region.

The aims of the archaeological programme on the
A35 and A37 road schemes were not only to rescue and
record the archaeological features and deposits to be
disturbed or destroyed by road construction but also to
present the results as an overall study of the landscape
development of Dorchester and its environs. The aim of
this report has been not only to present the results from
individual excavations and surveys along the route but
also to integrate the conclusions and discussions into a
comprehensive appreciation of the development of the
prehistoric and historic landscape around Dorchester.

The distinction in this report between the arch-
aeological works undertaken on the two road schemes
reflects their separate development, project design, and
funding. By necessity this is also reflected in the layout
of this report. Part 1 describes the geomorphological,
archaeological, and developmental background to both
road schemes. This is followed, in Part 2, by the
description of the site data and material evidence for the
excavations along the A35 Southern By-pass; in Part 3
by the results of the excavations on the A37 Western
Link Road; and concludes, in Part 4, with an overall
discussion of the landscape development of the environs
of Dorchester.

To present the results in a coherent and practical
manner, the 8.1 km of the total route have been sub-
divided into a series of ‘sites’. The A35 Southern By-pass
was subdivided into nine ‘sites’, numbered consecutively
from east to west and listed below, while the A37
Western Link represents the most western and tenth
‘site’ (Fig. 1). These site divisions provide the basis for
presenting the results and are used throughout the
report. The sites consist from east to west of:

Site 1 Stinsford Hill and the Frome Floodplain

Site 2 St Georges Road

Site 3 Flagstones

Site 4 Conygar Hill

Site 5 Maiden Castle Farm

Site 6 Maiden Castle Road

Site 7 Fordington Field

Site 8 Middle Farm

Site 9 Bridport Road Ridge

Site 10  AB37 Western Link Road (Fordington Bottom)

2 The Study Area

Geology, Topography, and Soils

Dorchester lies at the centre of the Chalk downlands of
Dorset. To the north the dip slope of the Chalk outcrop
ascends to steep scarp slopes. To the south the
pronounced steep slopes of the South Dorset Ridgeway
mark the southern limit of the Chalk and dramatically
cut off Dorchester from the coast. Tertiary sands and
gravels, originally thought to overlie much of the Chalk
around Dorchester, survive on some of the higher ridges
and hilltops, but nowhere on the By-pass route. Drift
deposits, however, thought to derive partly from Ter-
tiary deposits, occur. Clay-with-flints or plateau drift,
occurring as reddish flinty clays, cap the Chalk on the
higher ground on the west of the route. Valley and
Tertiary gravels, both also highly flinty in content, occur
as a series of broad terraces to the north of the River
Frome.

Dorchester, therefore, lies in a shallow basin with
higher ground to the north, west, and south. It also lies
on the watershed between the Rivers Frome and South
Winterborne, both of which drain eastwards to meet
some 3 km east of the town. The confluence of these
rivers defines an eastern edge to this basin and adds to
the appearance of the special topographic setting for the
town and its environs. The River Frome is the senior of
the two and provides the natural routeway eastwards
to the Isle of Purbeck and ultimately to Poole Harbour.
The Frome has a broad floodplain and the river consists
of a series of meandering braids, partly resulting from
previous water meadow management.

Between the two rivers the topography consists of
gentle, undulating chalkland made up of a series of low
ridges in a dendritic pattern of dry valleys running into
either the Frome or the South Winterborne. The
By-pass cuts across two of the more pronounced ridges
in the area: one to the east of Dorchester along which
Alington Avenue now passes (referred to hereafter as
the Alington Ridge) and Conygar Hill to the south of the
town, although here the By-pass cuts into only the
northern slopes of the ridge. The most pronounced and
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deeply incised dry valley occurs on the A37 Western
Link Road. Here the By-pass was routed down the east
edge and floor of a dry valley, known as Fordington
Bottom, running into the floodplain of the River Frome
at the end of the road construction corridor (Fig. 5).
Colluvium invariably occurs on the floors of the dry
valleys, alongside extensive alluvium on the Frome
floodplain.

The soils of the area consist primarily of very shallow
calcareous rendzina soils over most of the chalkland,
with deeper, loamy calcareous soils in dry valleys or on
lower slopes. The only acid soils are the deeper silty or
clayey soils on the clay-withflints and plateau drift
deposits to the west of the By-pass or the stony soils on
gravels toits east. Detailed soil studies were undertaken
for the Maiden Castle Project (Staines 1991).

The route of the By-pass can be subdivided into four
broad sections on geological and topographic evidence
(Fig. 2):

The River Frome and Stinsford Hill (Site 1) is repres-
ented by river valley and floodplain, with gravel terraces
tothe north, and with permanent pasture on the season-
ally waterlogged floodplain. The acidic soils of the gravel
deposits are extensively ploughed.

Chalk downland from St Georges Road to Middle Farm
(Sites 2-8) is represented by low ridges and dry valleys
with shallow calcareous soils. These soils are extensively

ploughed.

Bridport Road Ridge (Site 9) and southern parts of the
A37 Western Link (Site 10) is represented by higher
undulating ground, with Chalk capped by plateau drift
deposits. These in turn are sealed by acidic flinty brown
soils and are extensively ploughed.

Fordington Bottom (Site 10) is a steep-sided, colluviated
dry valley, with deeper, calcareous, colluvial soils in the
floor and very shallow, calcareous rendzinas on the
sides. The valley sides and floor are maintained as
permanent pasture.

Archaeological Background

Dorchester, the county town of Dorset, is the successor
of the Roman town of Durnovaria, an important ad-
ministrative centre for the tribal territory of the
Durotriges. The foundation of the Roman town was
carefully planned within a local landscape containing
the Iron Age hillforts of Poundbury and Maiden Castle.
The latter is of primary importance and represents a
principal seat of power of the Durotrigian community at
the time of the Roman Conquest.

These monuments emphasise the central role of
Dorchester and its environs from the Iron Age to the
present day. However, the importance of this area as an
attraction for settlement pre-dates the Iron Age and the
foundation of the hillforts at Maiden Castle and
Poundbury (Fig. 3). The causewayed enclosure and
bank barrow on the Maiden Castle hilltop and the
distribution of long barrows point to a territorial focus
in the 4th millennium BC (Wainwright 1979a, fig. 94).

3

The sequence of monument constructionin the area was
extended by the construction of the henge monument at
Maumbury Rings (Bradley 1976), the post-ring at Dor-
chester (Woodward ef al. 1993), and the earthwork
enclosure and palisade at Mount Pleasant (Wainwright
1979a) in the 3rd millennium BC. The extraordinary
density of round barrows to the west and south of
Dorchester, centred along the South Dorset Ridgeway,
provides testimony to the continuing importance of the
area in the earlier Bronze Age (Woodward 1991; Wood-
ward and Woodward forthcoming).

All of these impressive monuments have made
Dorchester an area of outstanding archaeological im-
portance. Although the route of the By-pass carefully
avoided these monuments, the roadworks threatened to
disturb or destroy other features and deposits. These
features include ring-ditches, enclosures, settlement
sites, and field systems that, with the major monu-
ments, illustrate the extensive character of prehistoric
and later activity around the town.

Surveys, rescue excavations, and observations in
and around Dorchester, especially in the 1980s, have
begun to establish the patterns of settlement and land-
use within the area. Especially important are the South
Dorset Ridgeway Survey (Woodward 1991) and the
Maiden Castle Project (Sharples 1991), which cover the
route of the By-pass. The aims of these surveys were
respectively ‘to explore the relationship between the
prehistoric burial monuments, settlements and land-
use, and to develop a comparative settlement study for
the prehistoric period’ (Woodward 1991, 5) and ‘to obtain
a clearer understanding of the local archaeological land-
scape in terms of settlement and landuse’ (Wainwright
and Cunliffe 1985, 98). Both these surveys present a
broad settlement and land-use history for the area,
particularly for the prehistoric landscapes. Both are
based on fieldwork, published data from excavations,
and the preliminary results of recent excavationsin and
around Dorchester, including those of the By-pass itself
(Woodward and Smith 1987). The reader must refer to
these publications: it is not proposed to make exhaustive
reference here to all evidence for the archaeology of the
By-pass route.

Figure 3 summarises the principal features of the
pre-Iron Age and the Iron Age and Roman landscapes
and sets them against the By-pass route. This illus-
tration does not plot possible settlement sites identified
from lithic scatters identified in these two above-
mentioned published surveys.

Mesolithic, Neolithic, and Bronze Age landscapes
Figure 3illustrates that the proposed road was designed
so that it did not threaten any known earlier prehistoric
monuments. However, four areas of high potential for
Neolithic and Bronze Age activity were identified.

Mesolithic and Neolithic occupation has been iden-
tified from lithic scatters on the gravel terraces to the
north of Stinsford Hill Woodward 1977, 122; 1991, fig.
67). Early Neolithic clearance was probably concen-
trated on the edges of the river valleys and adjacent
spurs. The pronounced Chalk ridge to the south of the
River Frome and to the east of Dorchester, along with
the Maiden Castle hilltop, is one of the two con-
centrations of Neolithic monuments in the area. The
construction of a long barrow at Alington Avenue, the
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Maumbury Rings henge monument, and the henge and
earthwork enclosure at Mount Pleasant along the crest,
illustrate the importance of this ridge. By the Early
Bronze Age an extensive linear round barrow cemetery
had been set out along the ridge, aligned on the long
barrow, and a timber palisade was constructed within
the Mount Pleasant earthwork. The barrow cemetery
probably lay on the fringes of a field system laid out
across the dry valley to the south.

In 1982 a geophysical survey identified a substantial
enclosure on the crest of the ridge at Flagstones on the
proposed By-pass route (David 1983; Woodward 1986a,
fig. 6). The possibility that this enclosure represented
another feature among the Neolithic and Bronze Age
monuments made survey and excavation prior to road
construction a high priority.

A second later Bronze Age field system is suggested
for the low ridges and dry valleys to the north of Maiden
Castle. With the exception of some low earthworks to
the south of the Bridport Road (RCHM(E) 1970, 624),
the field system can be recognised now only as
soilmarks. A series of round barrows, including the
Lanceborough Barrow Group, on the crests of the low
Chalk ridges is known. Few survive as earthworks and
many are identifiable now only as soilmark ring-ditches.
At least one soilmark ring-ditch was threatened by road
construction (see Fig. 40). Possible Bronze Age enclo-
sures and settlement sites occur within the field system
along the edges of dry valleys. At least two possible
enclosures have been identified from soilmarks on the
margins of this field group, in addition to a Late Bronze
Age settlement, identified by excavation to the east of
the By-pass (Smith et al. 1992).

A third field group occurs to the north of the Bridport
Road. This field system (Group (2), RCHM(E) 1970, 624)
is the best preserved of the three field groups to be
affected by road construction, the other two having been
severely eroded by ploughing. This field system is re-
corded in aerial photographs (Wheeler 1943, pls Ixxa
and b) showing the upper parts of Fordington Bottom.
Some of the earthworks were destroyed in the 1950s
(Farrar 1956), and were crossed by the A37 Western
Link Road. The fields are set out around the head of a
dry valley. The possibility of Bronze Age settlements
within the field system was high. At least one possible
enclosure, close to the roadline, had been recognised as
a soilmark.

The Iron Age and Roman landscape

The Early Iron Age hillforts of Maiden Castle and
Poundbury dominated the Iron Age landscape (Fig. 3).
This landscape was devoid of contemporaneous Early
and Middle Iron Age settlement between the two hill-
forts, with the exception of settlement east of Poundbury
(Green 1987).

A number of Late Iron Age and Roman settlements
has been identified around what was to become the site
for the Roman town of Durnovaria. The By-pass route
cuts through or affects the edges of three of these
settlements: the first to the east of Dorchester at
Alington Avenue, associated with burials scattered ex-
tensively along the Chalk ridge; the second to the north
of Maiden Castle (Bowen and Farrar 1970); and the
third to the north of the Bridport Road (RCHM(E) 1970,

5

624). Only the settlement to the east of Dorchester had
been extensively sampled by excavation prior to road
construction (Davies et al. forthcoming). The settlement
to the north of Maiden Castle is known from an intense,
extended soilmark complex along the east-west ridge.

The By-pass crosses the Roman road network lead-
ing to and from Durnovaria, although too far from the
town to disturb suburban cemeteries. There are scatter-
ed burials on the ridge to the east of the town which may
reflect the line of a road to the Isle of Purbeck (Davies et
al. 1985, 109). The lines of three approach roads to
Badbury Rings to the north-east (Chowne 1988), to the
south-west to Radipole (RCHM(E) 1970, 540), and to the
west to Exeter (ibid., 541) are known. But the route of
three others is conjectural, to the east to Lake Farm
(Field 1988), to the south-east to the Isle of Purbeck, and
to the north-west to Ilchester (RCHM(E) 1970, 541). The
By-pass also crosses, to the west of the town, the aque-
duct to the Roman town (ibid., 585), although this
important and Scheduled monument was carefully
taken into account and the road was designed to leave
it undisturbed and sealed below the A37 Western Link
Road.

Post-Roman and medieval features

The By-pass route is mainly within the parish of Ford-
ington, which surrounds the town of Dorchester. A short
stretch to the east is in the parish of Stinsford and the
A37 Western Link Road is in the parish of Bradford
Peverell. Woodward (1991, 18) describes Fordington
parish in the medieval period as being ‘primarily com-
posed of arable fields together with an area of meadow
along the River Frome'. The fields were a system of
strips, headlands, and furlong divisions. Keen suggests
that this open-field system may date to the middle
Saxon period and was an act of deliberate planning
(1984, 238). The proposed route of the By-pass cuts
across possible remnants of these field systems re-
presented either as boundaries within the present day
field arrangement, the result of 19th century Enclosure,
or as low earthworks or soilmarks. In addition the
remnants of water meadows, possibly dating from the
late 17th century, occur across the Frome floodplain
(Whitehead 1967, 264).

Post-Roman settlement remains and scattered
burials have been identified in the Dorchester area and
the evidence is summarised by Keen (1984, fig. 72). The
possibility of other post-Roman evidence occurring on
the ridge to the east of the town, and the particular
importance of this ridge in the Neolithic, Bronze Age,
Iron Age, and Roman periods, makes this area one of
outstanding importance.

3 Excavation Strategy

Background

Plans for a road to by-pass Dorchester had been pro-
posed since at least the early 1950s, although it was not.
until March 1986 that a by-pass road to the south of the
town was finally approved, with construction works due
to commence in spring 1987. In September 1986 a
programme of evaluation and excavation was commenc-
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