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A Second Timber Circle, Trackways, and Coppicing
at Holme-next-the-Sea Beach, Norfolk: use of Salt- and

Freshwater Marshes in the Bronze Age

By DAVID ROBERTSON1

with contributions by MAISIE TAYLOR2, IAN TYERS3, GORDON COOK4, and W. DEREK HAMILTON5

Since 1998 archaeological investigations on Holme-next-the-Sea beach have recorded the waterlogged remains
of two Bronze Age timber circles, timber structures, coppiced trees, metal objects, and salt- and freshwater
marshes. The second timber circle (Holme II) is only the third waterlogged structure of its type to be discovered
in Britain and only the second to be dated by dendrochronology. The felling of timbers used in Holme II has
been dated to the spring or summer of 2049 BC, exactly the time as the felling of the timbers used to build the
first circle (Holme I). This shared date provides the only known example of two adjacent monuments
constructed at precisely the same time in British prehistory. It also informs comparisons between Holme II and
other British timber circles and therefore helps develop interpretations. This paper suggests Holme II was a
mortuary monument directly related to the use of Holme I.

Keywords: timber circle, 2049 BC, Bronze Age, waterlogged wood, mortuary monument, burial mound, woodworking,
coppicing, trackway, saltmarsh, freshwater marsh, dendrochronology

FIELDWORK AND RESEARCH

During the 1999 excavation of a waterlogged Bronze
Age timber circle on Holme-next-the-Sea beach (Holme I;
Figs 1 & 2), a rapid walkover survey revealed two hori-
zontal logs and an oval of wickerwork (structure 126;

Brennand & Taylor 2003, 9–12; Fig. 3). These were
subsequently dated to the Early Bronze Age, either
contemporary with Holme I or a few centuries earlier
(Brennand & Taylor 2003, 10; Table 1; Fig. 4). By 2003
erosion had exposed part of an outer palisade and
enough information was available to interpret the
structure as a second timber circle (Holme II; Norfolk
Historic Environment Record (NHER) 38044; Brennand
& Taylor 2003, 8–12; Fig. 4).

In early 2003 a Norfolk Archaeological Unit (NAU)
walkover survey examined a 3.5 km long stretch of
Holme beach (Figs 1 & 2). It recorded a number of
features, including an increasingly exposed Holme II.
The resulting Management Plan explored a range of
management scenarios for Holme II but, given the
opposition to the excavation of Holme I (Watson
2005, 38–43 & 47–53), acknowledged that large-scale
excavation was not a realistic option (Norfolk
Archaeology & Environment 2003, 14–15). Instead
it outlined a five-year monitoring programme for
selected features (including radiocarbon dating). This
was carried out by the NAU between July 2003 and
May 2008 (Ames & Robertson 2009).
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Fig. 1.
Location map
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Fig. 2.
2003–8 survey area, archaeological features, and findspots
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Since the end of the formal monitoring project
the Norfolk Wildlife Trust and Norfolk County
Council Historic Environment Service’s Monuments
Management Project have continued monitoring.
Observations made during this work led to the
dendrochronological assessment of Holme II
(Tyers 2011) and subsequent dendrochronological
dating of the felling of timbers within it to the
spring or summer of 2049 BC (Robertson 2014;
Tyers 2014).

This paper describes the results of the walkover sur-
vey, monitoring, and dendrochronology with
specific focus on Holme II and the other Bronze
Age features of Holme beach. Other publications
cover the 2003 walkover survey and monitoring
project’s aims, methodology, and observations on
coastal processes (Robertson & Ames 2015) and early
medieval fishweirs (Robertson & Ames 2010).

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF HOLME II

Although over 100 timber circles are known to have
been constructed in Neolithic and Bronze Age Britain
(Gibson 2005, 155–73), Holme II is one of only three
where surviving waterlogged timbers have been
discovered. The first timber circle known to have
waterlogged timbers, Bleasdale in Lancashire, was
excavated in 1898–1900 and the 1930s (Varley 1938).
The second was Holme I. At both Holme sites
waterlogging ensured the survival of evidence not
normally found on equivalent dry land sites, including
the timbers themselves, evidence for woodworking,
and material suitable for dendrochronological dating.

British timber circles tend to be dated by
radiocarbon dating, associated artefacts, and/or
their associations with other features (Gibson 2005,
59–77). To date only two have been dated by
dendrochronology: Holme I and Holme II. The central

TABLE 1: HOLME II RADIOCARBON RESULTS

Lab. code Sample Material δ13C (‰) Radiocarbon
age (BP)

Calibrated date (95%
confidence) cal BC

GU-5807 Timber 76
Sample 123

Wood, Quercus sp.
with bark, roundwood

−27.1 3770±50 2350–2030

GU-5808 Wicker 74
Sample 124

Wood, Quercus sp. 6 yr growth
with bark

−24.4 3810±70 2470–2030

Fig. 4.
Probability distributions of dates from Holme, together with the tree-ring felling date (2049 BC). The distributions are the

result of simple radiocarbon calibration (Stuiver & Reimer 1993)

Fig. 3.
Inner and central settings at Holme II, including wickerwork,

c. 1999 (© John Lorimer)
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post from the Navan 40m structure – one of Ireland’s
Iron Age timber circles – has also been subject to
dendrochronological dating (Baillie 1988, 39).

The felling date of 2049 BC for the timbers used to
build Holme II is particularly important as it demon-
strates that Holme I and Holme II were built at
precisely the same time. In doing so, it provides us
with the only known example of two monuments
constructed simultaneously in British prehistory.
It also places Holme II firmly within the accepted date
range of c. 3000–900 BC for British timber circles
(Gibson 2005, 62–5). This ensures that the data
provided by the timbers themselves, as well as the
layout and form of Holme II, can be used to enhance
the studies of other British timber circles. Four
main elements identified within Holme II – an outer
palisade, an inner arc, an inner fence of stakes with
wickerwork, and a central setting (Figs 3 & 5–7) –

have been identified in other British timber circles; it is
therefore possible to draw direct comparisons between
Holme II and other structures with similar features.

Comparisons between Holme II and other timber
circles can help us understand why Holme II was built
and how it was used. They allow glimpses of possible
structuring beliefs of society in the Early Bronze Age, as
well as the actions of individuals and groups. They sug-
gest that conceptions of a world of the dead may have
been influential and rites of separation and incorporation
(Barrett 1996, 397–8) could have been important.

The remains of freshwater marshes contain at least
one trackway and direct evidence for coppicing in
Early Bronze Age Britain. Very few examples of
coppiced timbers and stools have been found in situ,
giving those at Holme beach particular importance.

The information presented in this paper has been
collected over nearly 16 years. The challenges of
working in Holme beach’s intertidal zone mean that
without long-term monitoring and the resulting dating
programme, much information would have been lost
(Robertson & Ames 2015). If it had been lost, the
significance of Holme II and the freshwater marshes
would not have been understood in such detail.

GEOLOGY, TOPOGRAPHY, AND NATURE CONSERVATION

Holme beach lies at the western end of the north Norfolk
coast, close to the north-eastern extent of the Wash
(Fig. 1). The beach is bordered by sand dunes to the
south and by Thornham harbour channel to the east.
To the south of the dunes are low-lying freshwater

marshes and Holme-next-the-Sea village. Holme beach
forms part of the Holme Dunes National Nature Reserve
and is covered by multiple biodiversity designations.
It is managed by the Norfolk Wildlife Trust and is
particularly important as it contains a variety of habitats
that provide important food sources and breeding
grounds for both resident and migratory birds.

The drift geology of the area comprises a thin basal
freshwater peat (c. 9450–6950 cal BC; Brennand &
Taylor 2003, 2) which is covered by a variable
sequence of intertidal clays and silts. The clays/silts
developed in mudflat and saltmarsh conditions from
c. 5900–4850 cal BC (Brennand & Taylor 2003, 2) and
are visible in places on the beach. Both of the timber
circles were constructed in this environment, close to
the point of the highest spring tides, behind sand dunes
(Brennand & Taylor 2003, 59–61 & 64).

From 2140–1780 cal BC (GU-6015; Ames &
Robertson 2009, appx 30) a freshwater reed swamp and
alder carr developed behind sand dunes of increasing
height (Brennand & Taylor 2003, 59–61). The upper
intercalated peat that formed in this environment
survives as a series of eroded peat beds across the beach.
Iron Age pottery from the peat beds suggests freshwater
habitats were still present late in the prehistoric period.
Although erosion of the upper surface of the peat means
that it has not been possible to determine when these
reverted to intertidal environments, it seems probable
that this had occurred by the early medieval period
(Robertson & Ames 2010, 341).

HOLME II

(David Robertson & Maisie Taylor)

Holme I and II are the only structures so far identified
within the sequence of intertidal clays/silts that devel-
oped in saltmarsh and mudflat conditions. The remains
of saltmarsh and mudflat plant macro-fossils, insects,
and microfauna were recovered from these deposits
during excavation of Holme I (Brennand & Taylor
2003, 44–9 & 55) and the dendrochronology fieldwork
(Fryer 2014). A red deer antler and horse bones are
evidence of the animal species that used these habitats
(NHER 56717, 55966 & 60562; Curl 2015).

Holme II (Fig. 5) has been archaeologically recorded
on over 20 occasions since 1999. Until July/September
2004 progressive erosion led to the exposure of more of
the structure and the loss of at least one timber. Since
then the circle has regularly been entirely covered by sand
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(Robertson & Ames 2015). At no one time has the
whole circle been visible.

Three test pits (TP) have been excavated. The first,
adjacent to timber 304/400 and measuring 0.5m
square, was dug in March 2004 to determine the
length of the upright timbers and help estimate
how long they would be likely to survive. The
other two formed part of the 2013 dendrochrono-
logy fieldwork (Fig. 6). TP1 – 0.75m square and
up to 0.6m deep – was deliberately located in the
area of the 2004 TP to minimise disturbance
to archaeological deposits. TP2 – L-shaped and
measuring 0.85m by 0.65m by 0.65m deep – was
sited to study timbers from two elements of the
structure.

The outer palisade
The outer palisade is made of split oak (Quercus sp.)
timbers set side-by-side (Figs 5–8). There are a number
of gaps in the circumference, but it is not clear if these
represent original gaps, loss of timbers to erosion, or
areas where timbers are yet to be revealed. In plan it
forms a rather eccentric oval rather than being truly
circular or oval. This means that there is no axis of
symmetry and it is difficult to identify a principal
orientation, but the longest observed internal diameter
(14m) is aligned roughly north-east to south-west.

The shortest observed internal diameter (12.85m) is
orientated roughly WNW to ESE.

Initially what were thought to be individual timbers
within the palisade were drawn in plan; most appeared
to be thin (0.06–0.08m) and tangentially split with
occasional radially split and short, horizontal pieces.
However, the excavation of the TPs in 2004 and 2013
made it clear that it was not possible to be certain of
timber widths based on the uppermost eroded
sections; in some cases what looked like two timbers
turned out to be eroded sections of a single timber. As
a consequence, it has not been possible to establish the
exact number of timbers used in the palisade or a
range for their widths; Figure 6 shows in detail the six
timbers examined in TPs 304/400 and 401–405
(Table 2; Figs 8–9).

Four, possibly five, of the timbers studied in the TPs
were tangentially split then trimmed square (Table 2).
It is usually easier to split larger trees (over 0.4m
diameter) tangentially than it is radially and doing so
produces less waste; in comparison it is usually easier
and less wasteful to split smaller trees (under 0.4m
diameter) radially rather than tangentially. Evidence
from Flag Fen suggests that tangential splitting was
not common in the Bronze Age and is generally
associated with larger trees (Taylor 2010, 90–2). The
presence of tangentially split timbers suggests the use
of some larger trees to build Holme II’s palisade.

Fig. 5.
Holme II, July 2003 (David Robertson © NPS Archaeology)
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Most of the timbers in Holme I’s palisade were simple
half splits, with the exceptions in its north-eastern
panel (Brennand & Taylor 2003, 17, figs 14 & 19).

Although a very small sample, the radii prepared for
ring counting gives a range of minimum diameters from
0.21–0.57m, albeit none is the size of the central tree
from Holme I which had a maximum diameter of 1.2m
(Brennand & Taylor 2003, 7). The range of diameters for

the trees used for the Holme I palisade (excluding the
forked entrance timber) was 0.2–0.4m (Brennand &
Taylor 2003, appx). The actual size of the Holme II
timbers examined in detail ranges from 0.3–0.36m wide
(not counting the incomplete and distorted ones) which
sits quite comfortably within the range of sizes of the
timbers from the Holme I palisade (0.205–0.451m;
Brennand & Taylor 2003, appx).

Fig. 6.
Composite plan of Holme II, based on records made in 1999, 2001, 2003–8, and 2013
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There was no clear evidence for cut features in any
of the three TPs. The only variation identified was in
TP1, where there was a greater concentration of
organic material in the silty clays immediately adjacent
to the outer palisade than those further away. It is
likely that the greater concentration of organic mate-
rial was present in the fill (306) of a trench cut to hold
the timbers, whereas the lower concentration was
characteristic of undisturbed silty clay deposits (406).

The inner arc
An inner arc of oak timbers placed between 0.5m and
0.25m apart was set about 0.4m inside the outer
palisade (Fig. 6; Supplementary Fig. S1). It is possible
that this element was only constructed in these areas,
but it is equally likely that it comprised a full circuit

with timbers lost to erosion or that its full extent is yet
to be revealed. Although two split oak timbers (250
and 252) were recorded in the north of Holme II, it
was not clear if these formed part of the inner arc or
had fallen inwards from the palisade.

In 2003, 15 oak timbers from the inner arc were
examined, while TP2 allowed detailed examination of
timber 404 (Table 2; Figs 8–9). Of those timbers
where analysis was possible, seven may have been
tangentially split while five were potentially radially
split. Erosion made it difficult to identify the way in
which timber 404 had been split.

The inner fence
In the centre of the palisade was an oval setting
of 15 upright oak roundwood stakes, through
which two courses of thin oak wicker were woven
(Figs 3 & 5–7; Brennand & Taylor 2003, 10–12).
This fence had a maximum length of 3.55m
(aligned roughly north-west to south-east) and a
width of 2.45m (aligned roughly north-east to
south-west).

The stakes and wattle are all within the range of
modern hurdling (Morgan 1988, table 2) rather than
basketwork, and the structure would have been rigid
and quite substantial. There is not much information
about oak used for wattling but Morgan’s study
(1988, table 1) suggests that it is very rare/absent in
the Neolithic and Bronze Age. Oak wattle would be
heavy and durable, but quite hard to handle because
oak is less flexible than the usual wattle species such as
hazel, willow, and alder.

Fig. 8.
Sections from the three test pits at Holme II

Fig. 7.
Inner and central settings at Holme II, with the outer palisade
behind, July 2003 (David Robertson © NPS Archaeology)
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The central setting
The inner fence surrounded two cut and trimmed oak
logs (Table 2; Figs 3 & 5–7) placed 0.9m apart, parallel
to each other, and aligned north-east to south-west.
Although erosion showed that both logs had been placed
horizontally on silts and clays, it was not clear whether
this was within a pit (Brennand & Taylor 2003, 10) or
on the ground surface. Following the loss of the eastern
log (76/281) to the sea in October 2003, in March 2004
the second (75/280) was salvaged and transported to
Flag Fen for further study and dating.

When first seen both logs had surviving bark
in places and clear signs of woodworking, including
toolmarks, one trimmed end, one end with the
classic V-shape of a felled tree (trimmed from both
directions), and rebates with chamfered ends
and flat bottoms in their upper surfaces. Two hundred
and eighty-one had a trimmed side branch while 280
had a hole in its south-western end (Fig. 10), possibly a
mortise or tow hole. All woodworking appeared to
have been done with a metal axe, although erosion
meant that it was not possible to record blade sizes
or stop marks. The shaping on the upper surfaces
of the logs can be paralleled with joints from Flag Fen
(Taylor 2001, 309, nos 33, 34, & 37). Housing
joints, albeit much smaller, were quite common in the
Bronze Age. They are not difficult to cut and may have
had many uses.

Two upright oak roundwood stakes 0.38m apart
were located to the west of the western log, with another

two 0.53m apart to the east of the eastern log.
The maximum distance between the eastern and wes-
tern stakes was around 2.3m.

Dendrochronology
(Ian Tyers)
Six timbers exposed in TPs 1& 2 and the western central
log (280) were sub-sampled for dendrochronology.
Standard preparation and analysis methods (English
Heritage 1998, 7–14) were applied to each suitable
sample. Where bark or bark-edge survives, a felling date
precise to the year or season can be obtained. If some
sapwood survives, a broad estimate for the number of
missing rings (which varies by region) can be applied to
the end-date of the heartwood. A minimum of 16 rings
and a maximum of 54 rings as a sapwood estimate,
derived from the material from Holme I (Groves 2002),
has been used for the Holme II timbers.

Six of the seven samples were suitable for measure-
ment (Table 3). Five of the tree-ring series from these
were found to cross-match each other (Table 4) and the
composite sequence from Holme I (Table 5), where
the individual series dating position against the latter
independently confirmed the internal cross-matching. The
Holme II composite sequence dates from 2376–2049 BC

inclusive (Table 6). The timber sampled from the inner
arc (404) was heavily eroded, retains no sapwood, and
contained too few rings for tree-ring analysis.

TABLE 2: TIMBERS FROM HOLME II

Timber Element Length
observed (m)

Width
(m)

Thickness
(m)

Woodworking Possible height
above ground

(m)
1:3
ratio

1:3.5
ratio

75/280 Inner setting 1.36 0.35 – Toolmarks from metal axe. 1 trimmed end, 1 felled end.
Rebate with chamfered ends & flat bottoms in upper surface.
Hole in SW end.

N/A N/A

76/281 Inner setting 1.38 0.35 – Toolmarks from metal axe. 1 trimmed end, 1 felled end.
Rebate with chamfered ends & flat bottoms in upper surface.
Trimmed side branch.

N/A N/A

304/400 Outer palisade 0.77 0.32 0.16 Tangentially split & trimmed square. Flat base, on which
toolmarks from a metal axe were identified in 2004.

2.31 2.70

401 Outer palisade 0.54+ 0.38 0.09 Tangentially split from close to centre of tree & lightly
trimmed square. Base not seen.

1.62+ 1.89+

402 Outer palisade 0.57+ 0.11 – Too distorted & rotted to allow detailed analysis. 1.71+ 2.00+
403 Outer palisade 0.65 0.36 0.1 Tangentially split from close to centre of tree, partly trimmed

square.
Pointed felled end with evidence for incomplete toolmarks.

1.95 2.28

404 Inner arc 0.29 0.13 0.03 Badly eroded, trimmed square & could have been either radially
or tangentially split. Pointed base, probably very base of
once larger timber.

0.87 1.02

405 Outer palisade 0.71 0.36 0.08 Pointed felled end. Tangentially split from near centre of tree and
trimmed square.

2.13 2.49
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Dating
The five samples from outer palisade timbers yielded
four dateable tree-ring sequences (the exception was
timber 402 which contained an unmeasurable band of
narrow rings between two short, measurable, but
undated series). Bark-edge survived on one of these
timbers (401), the heartwood/sapwood boundary
survived on another (400), and the possible boundary
on another (403). No sapwood was present on the
remaining dateable timber (405). Samples 403 and
405 were derived from the same tree so they can both
be given the same interpretation. Making allowances
for minimum and maximum likely amounts of missing
oak sapwood provides individual felling dates, or
felling date ranges, or terminus post quem dates for
each of the dateable oak timbers (Fig. 11; Table 3).
Complete to bark edge and with an incomplete ring
for 2049 BC, timber 401 was felled in the spring or
summer of 2049 BC. The calculated felling date ranges
for the other oak samples indicate that this group of
timbers was either precisely or broadly contemporaneous
(Fig. 11).

The sample obtained from the western central log
(280) yielded a dateable tree-ring sequence complete to

bark edge. The incomplete ring for 2049 BC indicates
that this timber was felled in the spring or summer of
2049 BC, precisely contemporaneous with the felling of
timbers from the outer palisade (Fig. 11).

Fig. 9.
Cross sections of timbers from Holme II

Fig. 10.
Western central log from Holme II (280), with the tow hole

and vertical marks of uncertain origin (possibly eroded
mollusc tunnels), July 2001 (© John Lorimer)
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Discussion
The comparison of the information derived from a small
sub-sample of the timbers in Holme II and the previous
analysis of 55 timbers obtained from Holme I is
instructive. Fifty of the Holme I samples were intact to
bark-edge (49 timbers from the outer palisade and the
central upturned tree). Forty-nine of these were felled in
2049 BC; in each case the final ring was likely to be
incomplete indicating felling in spring or early summer.
The one exception had an apparently complete ring for
2050 BC but showed no signs of growth for 2049 BC.
This timber could have been felled as early as the start of
the dormant season in 2050 BC but as late as spring
2049 BC and it may have been an individual tree that
started its growth later than its contemporaries. The
presence of material with precisely the same bark-edge
date at Holme II clearly demonstrates that the two
circles were constructed at the same time.

The Holme I palisade utilised a relatively small
number of quite uniform trees. The site master
sequence is 181 years in length, and it was interpreted
as being constructed from 15–20 oak trees mostly of
100–150 years lifespan and 0.2–0.4m diameter.
Holme II samples 280, 401, 403, and 405 are similar
to this material, and there is no reason to suppose
that they were derived from a different part of
the contemporaneous landscape. In contrast, with
294 rings, Holme II sample 400 is different from all
the other material from both palisades. It retained no
sapwood or pith but it is reasonable to suppose that it
was contemporaneous with the others. Making mini-
mal allowances suggests that this timber was derived
from an at least 350-year-old oak tree, of potentially
0.6m diameter. The only other long-lived tree known
from either circle is the upturned tree in the centre
of Holme I which was not fully sampled but is thought
to have had 250–350 rings, extrapolated from the
sampled partial radius.

THE FRESHWATER MARSH

Within a few centuries of the construction of Holme I
and II reduced tidal influence and an influx of fresh
groundwater encouraged the development and
maintenance of freshwater reedbed and carr woodland
around the monuments (Brennand & Taylor 2003,
59–61). The peat beds that developed in these conditions
contain a trackway, two possible trackways, coppiced
stools, groupings of coppiced timbers, numerous fallen
tree trunks and branches (including wood group 79;

Brennand & Taylor 2003, 12–13; NHER 38046;
Figs 12–13), stumps, and root systems.

Radiocarbon dating
(W. Derek Hamilton & Gordon Cook)
The results (Tables 1 & 7–8) are conventional radio-
carbon ages (Stuiver & Polach 1977) and are quoted
in accordance with the international standard known
as the Trondheim convention (Stuiver & Kra 1986).
The calibrations of these results, which relate the
radiocarbon measurements directly to the calendrical
time scale, are given in Tables 1 and 7–8 and Figures 4
and 12–13. All have been calculated using the datasets
published by Reimer et al. (2013) and the computer
program OxCal v4.2 (Bronk Ramsey 1995; 1998;
2001; 2009). The calibrated date ranges cited are
quoted in the form recommended by Mook (1986),
with the end points rounded outward to 10 years. The
ranges in Tables 1 and 7–8 have been calculated
according to the maximum intercept method (Stuiver
& Reimer 1986); the probability distributions shown
in Figures 4 and 12–13 are derived from the
probability method (Stuiver & Reimer 1993).

Middle Bronze Age stake group (NHER 38212/
38213)
About 250m to the north-west of Holme I and spread
over an area measuring 24×10m were 39 posts and
stakes (Figs 2 & 14). In a number of places two parallel
rows of timbers were present, but it was not possible to
identify a clear and consistent alignment. The timbers
ranged in diameter from 0.06–0.17m and those sampled
were roundwood: one willow/poplar and the other alder/
hazel (Alnus glutinosa/Corylus avallana). Radiocarbon
measurements (GU-6026–7; Table 7; Fig. 12) are
statistically consistent (T’=0.0, ν=1, T’(5%)=3.8),
suggesting that these two timbers are likely to be
contemporary and dating this arrangement to 1610–1430
cal BC (GU-6027).

Although the purpose of this post group is not
certain, it is possible that some of the parallel rows
were designed to hold brushwood in place and
therefore form a trackway. If this was the case, the
broad-width of the group may reflect repair and/or
reorientation over time.

Middle Bronze Age timbers (NHER 38205)
Approximately 980m west of Holme I were seven
upright timbers (Fig. 2), possibly arranged in two
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north–south rows. Two of the timbers were
sampled – one was willow/poplar (Salix sp./Populas
sp.) roundwood and the other was a quarter
split piece of alder (Alnus glutinosa). Radiocarbon
determinations on these (GU-6024–5; Table 7;
Fig. 12) are statistically inconsistent (T’=19.2,
ν=1, T’(5%)=3.8), suggesting the use of material
of different ages. The latest date provides the
best estimate for its construction around 1620–
1400 cal BC (GU-6025). The purpose of this feature
is uncertain.

Middle to Late Bronze Age trackway (NHER 38221)
About 20m to the east of Holme II was a sinuous
trackway (Figs 2 & 15). It was aligned roughly
north-west to south-east, at least 40m long, and
the timbers used in its construction spread across an
area 1.5–3m wide. Although over 70 stakes were
recorded in situ, at least some of the 100+ transverse
timbers and branches had probably been moved
from their original location by water action.
This is thought particularly likely given the fact
that the trackway lay in a channel cut through the
peat beds (possibly a channel that had eroded as result
of its presence).

The timber stakes appeared to be irregularly spaced,
with paired timbers and parallel rows in some areas.
Most had suffered from water erosion, which made it
difficult to identify wood species and exact diameters
of the timbers used. Recorded diameters ranged from
0.03–0.13m. The two stakes sampled were ash
(Fraxinus excelsior): one was from roundwood, the
other half split.

Most of the transverse timbers and branches were
orientated along the line of the stake alignment,
although in some instances they were placed at right

TABLE 3: HOLME II DENDROCHRONOLOGY RESULTS

Sample Location Rings Sapwood rings Date of measured sequence (BC) Interpreted result (BC)

280 Central setting 113 35+Bs 2161–2049 2049 summer
400 Outer palisade 294 H/S 2376–2083 2067–2029
401 Outer palisade 176 33+Bs 2224–2049 2049 summer
402 Outer palisade 50+?+53 – Not dated –

403 Outer palisade 118 ?H/S 2194–2077 2061–2023?
404 Inner arc 34 – Not analysed –

405 Outer palisade 101 – 2192–2092 2061–2023?

H/S is heartwood/sapwood edge; ?H/S is possible heartwood/sapwood edge; Bs is bark after incomplete annual ring.
Interpretations based on 16–54 sapwood rings. Sample 402 contains an unmeasured band of unresolved rings marked ‘?’

TABLE 4: THE T-VALUES (BAILLIE & PILCHER 1973)
BETWEEN THE FIVE DATED OAK TIMBERS FROM

HOLME II

400 401 403 405

280 – 4.28 3.73 –

400 – 4.51 4.56 3.68
401 – – 5.07 3.89
403 – – – 13.10

Key:– is a t-value less than 3.0. These series were combined to
form the composite sequence HNS2–T5 used in Table 6

TABLE 5: THE T-VALUES (BAILLIE & PILCHER 1973)
BETWEEN THE FIVE DATED TIMBERS FROM HOLME II
AND THE COMPOSITE SEQUENCE FROM THE HOLME I

(GROVES 2002)

Sample sequence HNS1–T55 2229–2049 BC

HNS2–280 8.75
HNS2–400 5.09
HNS2–401 8.97
HNS2–403 6.40
HNS2–405 6.52

TABLE 6: EXAMPLE T-VALUES (BAILLIE & PILCHER 1973)
BETWEEN THE COMPOSITE SEQUENCE HNS2–T5

CONSTRUCTED FROM THE FIVE DATED SERIES FROM
HOLME II AND PREHISTORIC OAK REFERENCE DATA

HNS2–T5 2376–2049 BC

Holme I timber circle
(Groves 2002) 2229–2049 BC

8.90

Holme Fen, near Peterborough bog oaks
(D. Brown pers. comm.) 3141–1868 BC

6.84

Sawtry Fen, near Peterborough bog oaks
(D. Brown pers. comm.) 2585–1745 BC

6.09

Croston Moss, near Preston bog oaks
(D. Brown pers. comm.) 3198–1682 BC

5.20

Langford Quarry, near Newark, Trent gravel
oaks (Hillam 1998) 2979–2125 BC

5.11

THE PREHISTORIC SOCIETY

238

https://doi.org/10.1017/ppr.2016.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ppr.2016.3


angles to the stakes. They appeared to be irregularly
spaced, but the recorded locations are more likely to
reflect timbers that have survived the sea rather
than the trackway’s original form. Of the four
sampled timbers, two were alder, one ash, and one
oak. Roundwood, half split and tangentially split
pieces, and eccentric pieces of wood were all present.
The two radiocarbon measurements from this
structure, one from a stake and one from a cross
timber (GU-6032–3; Table 7; Fig. 12), are statistically
consistent (T’= 1.3, ν=1, T’(5%) = 3.8). They suggest

that the trackway construction was a single event that
can be dated to 1210–900 cal BC (GU-6032).

Coppiced trees
(David Robertson & Maisie Taylor)
In the west of the peat beds, 900–1500m west of
Holme I, were four groups of rectilinear arranged
wood (NHER 38195, 38197, 38918 & 38199/38200;
Fig. 2). The identification of many coppiced timbers at
NHER 38199/38200 suggests that all four were

Fig. 11.
Bar diagram showing the absolute dating positions of the five dated tree-ring sequences for samples from Holme II; the

composite sequence from Holme I is shown for comparison. The interpreted felling dates are also shown for each sample.
White bars are oak heartwood, black and white hatched bars are oak sapwood

Fig. 12.
Probability distributions of dates from Holme Beach timber structures. The distributions are the result of simple radiocarbon

calibration (Stuiver & Reimer 1993)
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collapsed stands of coppiced trees (the two groups
with possible posts are described below). The remains
of a single large coppiced stump were identified
immediately north-east of Holme II (Supplementary
Fig. S2).

NHER 38199/38200 (Figs 16–17) included at least
46 pieces of horizontal wood and two possible posts.
A number of the horizontal pieces lay parallel to
others, with some perpendicular to these. The longest
measured 7m, with a maximum diameter of 0.4m.
Three had notches in them, possibly the result of
timbers laying on top of others and causing
compression, woodworking, and/or animal activity
(erosion made it difficult to tell). Six were sampled:

two willow/poplar, one birch (Betula sp.), and two
alder (see Table 8 for radiocarbon results).

Many of the horizontal pieces had traits indicative
of coppiced stems, including surviving pieces of bole,
curved bases, and narrow diameters. All the sampled
pieces were from fast-grown trees, supporting the
likelihood that the wood is from coppicing. The
balance of probability is that relatively young trees
were coppiced and allowed to regenerate. Stems then
grew to maturity, before collapsing as a result of rot,
wind blow, or their own weight.

NHER 38198 (Fig. 18) comprised at least 13 pieces
of horizontal wood, some parallel to each other, a
post, and two possible posts. Six timbers with similar

Fig. 13.
Probability distributions of dates from Holme peat beds
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alignments in the east of the group could represent
collapse from a single coppiced tree. Samples were
taken from the post and one horizontal – both
were alder and produced statistically inconsistent
radiocarbon measurements (Table 8). This suggests
that the post and at least one of the horizontal timbers
could represent different phases of activity.

Artefacts
Artefacts and faunal remains have been recovered
from the peat beds since at least the early 20th century.
Details of those which are directly relevant to this

paper are provided below (information on the others is
provided in Brennand & Taylor 2003, Ames &
Robertson 2009, and the NHER).

Before 1908 a Bronze Age battle-axe (Fig. 19.1) was
recovered ‘probably from the submerged forest’ (NHER
1099). It has been classified as type IIB (Roe 1966, 235,
no. 131); the stone used has been identified as dolerite
(Clough & Cummins 1988, 178, no. 88). Five copper
alloy objects have been found unstratified on the beach
(Table 9; Fig. 19): an Early Bronze Age conical button,
two Middle Bronze Age palstaves, a Late Bronze Age
tanged chisel, and an unidentified axe or palstave.

TABLE 7: TIMBER STRUCTURES RADIOCARBON RESULTS

Lab. code Sample Material δ13C
(‰)

Radiocarbon
age (BP)

Calibrated date
(95% confidence)

cal BC

NHER38205
GU-6024 38205-2401-1 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −30.1 3530 ±50 2020–1690
GU-6025 38205-2402-2 Wood, Salix sp./Populus sp. −28.6 3220 ±50 1620–1400
NHER38212/38213
GU-6026 38212-4201-1 Wood, Alnus glutinosa/Corylus avellana −29.2 3230 ±50 1630–1410
GU-6027 38212-4202-2 Wood, Salix sp./Populus sp. −29.1 3230 ±60 1610–1430
NHER38046
GU-5804 Timber 080

Sample 120
Wood, Alnus sp. roundwood of 28–30
years growth with no bark, outer 4–5
rings dated

−27.4 3270 ±90 1750–1320

GU-5805 Timber 081
Sample 122

Wood, Alnus sp. 11–12 years growth
with bark

−28.2 3380 ±50 1870–1530

GU-5806 Timber 082
Sample 121

Wood, Alnus sp. 6 years growth with bark −27.7 3250 ±50 1640–1420

NHER38221
GU-6032 38221-1204-4 Wood, Quercus sp. bark and sapwood −26.4 2860 ±50 1210–900
GU-6033 38221-1206-6 Wood, Fraxinus excelsior roundwood −28.6 2950 ±60 1390–990

TABLE 8: COPPICED WOOD RADIOCARBON RESULTS

Lab. code Sample Material δ13C
(‰)

Radiocarbon
age (BP)

Calibrated date
(95% confidence)

cal BC

NHER38199/38200
GU-6020 38199-1000-1 Wood, Salix sp./Populus sp. −29.8 3550± 50 2030–1740
GU-6021 38199-1002-2 Wood, Salix sp./Populus sp. −30.2 3480± 50 1940–1660
GU-6022 38200-2002-2 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −29.1 3520± 50 2010–1690
GU-6023 38200-2003-3 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −29.3 3530± 50 2020–1690
NHER38198
GU-6018 38198-2601-1 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −27.7 3340± 50 1750–1500
GU-6019 38198-2602-2 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −31.7 3520± 50 2010–1690
NHER38195
GU-6014 38195-3402-2 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −30.2 3530± 50 2020–1690
GU-6015 38195-3403-3 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −31.0 3600± 50 2140–1780
NHER38197
GU-6016 38197-3601-1 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −29.1 3530± 50 2020–1690
GU-6017 38197-3602-2 Wood, Alnus glutinosa −29.2 3460± 50 1920–1640
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Ten body sherds (78g) made from a sandy fabric were
found in peat close to the trackway NHER 38221. The
exterior and interior of nine are smoothed almost to a

burnished finish. The other is abraded, but retains a
lattice of narrow grooves on the exterior and sooting
on the interior (suggesting it was subject to fire after
breakage). Four of the sherds (including that with
grooves) are Iron Age (Andrew Rogerson pers. comm.);
the others can be tentatively assigned an Iron Age date
(Ames & Robertson 2009, appx 28). These sherds
provide a terminus post quem for the reversion of the
freshwater marsh to intertidal habitats.

DISCUSSION

Constructional sequence for Holme II
(David Robertson & Maisie Taylor)
Structural development sequences have been
suggested for a number of excavated timber circles
(including Amesbury G71 (Barrett 1996, 406–7;
Christie 1967, 339–43) and Deeping St Nicholas 28
(French 1994, 24–33)) and, as a consequence, it was
originally thought that Holme II might have been built
in a number of phases. However, the felling dates for
the timbers in the palisade and central setting
demonstrate that they were constructed at the same
time. Although it was not possible to date the timber
from the inner arc, it is perhaps most likely that the
inner arc was also constructed at the same time.
Radiocarbon dating suggests that the wickerwork
could be of the same date.

The following single constructional sequence is
proposed for Holme II:

∙ Two oak trees were selected and felled. The felled
ends were left untrimmed but the opposite ends
were trimmed flat. A tow hole was cut through the
felled end of one (280). A low side branch on the
other (281) was trimmed off close to the trunk,
leaving a short section for use as a grip to make
dragging it easier.

∙ The two logs were taken to the place selected for
the construction and the rebates were cut into their
upper surfaces. This was probably done in situ to
make sure that they were the correct width and
lined up. No bark was removed except for the top
surface where the logs were shaped.

∙ An object at least 2.3m long was placed in the
rebates, across the central logs, and four oak stakes
were set, two at each end of the object. These stakes
would have stopped the object rolling sideways or
being moved out of its precise alignment.

∙ An oval wattle fence was constructed around the
central setting defining, revetting, and/or protecting it.

Fig. 14.
Stake group NHER 38212/38213
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Fig. 15.
Trackway NHER 38221

D. Robertson. 2ND TIMBER CIRCLE, TRACKWAYS, COPPICING, HOLME-NEXT-THE-SEA BEACH, NORFOLK

243

https://doi.org/10.1017/ppr.2016.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ppr.2016.3


∙ Larger oak trees were felled and brought to
be finished on site. These trees may have derived
from the same source, and some might even

have been the same trees that were used for
Holme I.

∙ Postholes were excavated at intervals and timbers
were set within them to form the inner arc.

∙ A trench was excavated and timbers were set
edge-to-edge within it to form the eccentric oval
outer palisade.

All evidence for the level of the original ground
surface at Holme II has been lost to erosion. As a result,
it is not possible to say for certain how deep the timbers
were originally set into the ground. However, if it is
assumed that all above ground elements would have
rotted and been lost over 20–30 years and timber below
ground would have been preserved by waterlogging,
the surviving lengths of the timbers can be used as an
indicator of how far they were set into the ground
(Table 2). This suggests that the bases of the timbers
from the palisade where placed at least 0.65–0.8m

Fig. 16.
Collapsed coppiced timbers NHER 38199/38200

Fig. 17.
Collapsed coppiced timbers NHER 38200, with NHER

39199 in the background, November 2004 (David
Robertson © NPS Archaeology)
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below the surface, whereas those from the inner arc
were inserted at least 0.3m into the ground.

Depth below ground is commonly used to suggest
height above ground, with variations in depth taken to
represent either variations above ground or the need to
get the tops of different length timbers level. If the
latter is assumed most likely and a ratio of 1:3 is used
(as in Brennand & Taylor 2003, 66), the level top of

the outer palisade would have stood around 2m above
the ground (based on timber 403), while the inner arc
would have been in the region of 0.9/1m high.

Comparative sites and the use of Holme II
Having proposed a constructional sequence and the
height of the timbers, it is necessary to consider why the

Fig. 18.
Collapsed coppiced timbers NHER 38198
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Holme II timber circle was built and how it was
used. One starting point is to assess comparable sites in
Britain and north-western Europe. Although no other
monument with exactly the same form as Holme II has
been discovered, structures dating to the 3rd and 2nd

millennia cal BC with outer palisades, inner arcs, inner
settings, and central settings are known (Table 10;
Figs 20–21).

The most obviously comparable outer palisade of
edge-to-edge timbers is that at Holme I. However,

Fig. 19.
Selected artefacts from the peat beds (all 1:2 except 2 at 1:1)
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there do appear to have been a number of differences
between the two. Most of the timbers studied at
Holme II were tangentially split then trimmed square,
whereas nearly all at Holme I were half-split. All but
one of the palisade timbers at Holme I had bark
attached to their outer surface, but at Holme II
it seems that all the bark was removed. With a maxi-
mum internal diameter of 6.78m the Holme I
palisade was smaller than Holme II. Although Holme I
was interpreted by its excavators as a freestanding
timber circle (Brennand & Taylor 2003, 7 & 62–72),
others have suggested that the palisade may have
revetted a burial mound (Gibson 2005, 141–2).

The two alternative interpretations of Holme I reflect
the discovery of continuous palisades in varying contexts
(Table 10; Figs 20–21). For example, at Letterston I,
Letterston II, and Brenig 40 palisades 1m or less in height
revetted the edge of burial mounds. That at Deeping
St Nicholas 28 was placed on the edge of an existing
mound. A palisade at Brampton and a narrow ring-ditch
that could have held a palisade at Arreton Down may
have been in similar locations. Closely set timbers are also
known to have surrounded many burial mounds in the
Netherlands and at least two in Germany (Glasbergen
1954 pt II, 17 & 87). In comparison freestanding
palisades are known from Bleasdale, Street House,
and possibly Harford. At Bleasdale there was a small

burial mound in the east of the area enclosed;
Street House contained a bank, a stone ring, and a central
setting of two posts; and Harford’s possible palisade
surrounded a circle of 32 post-holes.

If the ring-ditch at Arreton Down held a palisade,
the 43+ stakes placed 0.1–0.35m inside it would
be a comparable inner arc. Variations in the distances
that timbers were placed from the outer feature are
apparent at both sites, although the distances were
less at Arreton Down than at Holme II. Similar, but not
directly comparable, to the palisade/inner arc
relationship are sites with two closely placed outer
rings of stakes, such as Amesbury G71 (Christie 1967,
341–2) and Toterfout Halve Mijl 8 (Glasbergen
1954 pt I, 53).

Although roughly circular and larger than the inner
fence at Holme II, the inner circles at Brenig 40 and 41
are broadly comparable. Both were associated with
wickerwork (Lynch 1993, 52–4, 57 & 60–1). Despite
lacking evidence for wicker, the inner circle at Amesbury
G71 (Christie 1967, 340–1) and the oval-shaped setting
of stakes under the mound at Toterfout Halve Mijl 8
(Glasbergen 1954, part I, 51–3) may also have been
similar. Features found within central settings of stakes
include graves, such as at Brenig 40, Brenig 41, and
Arreton Down, and rectangular mortuary structures
(at Brenig 40 and Toterfout Halve Mijl 8). Rectangular

TABLE 9: COPPER ALLOY ARTEFACTS

NHER Artefact Type Description Date (BC) Identified Fig. Location

39403 Button – Conical with flattened circular ‘point’ & flat
bottom. V-bored holes, 1 slightly larger &
not as circular as other. Surface quite pitted
& edges worn/broken away. Diam.: 12mm,
wt: 1.85 g

c. 2500–1650 K. Hinds 2000 19.2

38041 Palstave Probably Irish
Group B, Acton
Park Phase

Relatively broad axe, slightly diverging straight
sides from butt (which has notch eroded into it)
down just below the sloping stop ridge, where
sides diverge at greater angle to blade.
Smoothed & eroded by beach/sea action. L:
119mm, blade width: 47mm, wt: 174.8 g

c. 1600–1400 A. West 1998 19.3 Immediately N
of Holme I
(J. Lorimer pers.
comm.)

39403 Chisel – Tanged. Thin & flat chiselling end, 9mm wide,
slightly broken through wear. Gently tapers for
c. 30mm, when it flares out to create shoulder.
From here tapers inwards again to very sharp
point which would have been encased in
wooded handle. Surface heavily pitted, prob.
casting occurrence. L: 94mm, max thickness:
4mm, wt: 11.82g

c. 1050–700 K. Hinds 2001 19.4

33910 Palstave Probably Primary
Shield Pattern,
Acton Park
Phase

Prominent stop ridge with low flanges which fall
back in straight line to butt. Below stop, on
face, is indented shield shape. From here sides
splay out to expanded blade with edge bevel.
2 nicks across ridge of sides below stop ridge.
L: 126mm; blade width: 41mm, wt: 203.38 g

c. 1600–1400 A. West 1998 19.5 About 25m SE of
Holme I
(W. Parsons
pers. comm.)

- Palstave or
axehead

Uncertain – Uncertain Reported 1999,
but not for-
mally identified

– Uncertain
(Brennand &
Taylor 2003, 4)
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mortuary structures are known from beneath at least six
burial mounds at Toterfout Halve Mijl (Glasbergen
1954, part I, 45, 57, 59, 65, 67 & 78).

This discussion of comparative sites demonstrates that
palisades formed parts of monuments interpreted
as free standing timber circles and burial mounds,
while inner arcs and inner settings tend to be associated
with burial mounds. Although no directly comparable
central settings are known, features within inner
settings include graves and mortuary structures. As most
of these four types of feature have been found in
association with burials, it is most likely that Holme II
was a mortuary monument.

The interpretation of Holme II as a mortuary
monument raises the possibility that the two central logs
may have supported a body. At 2.3m the distance
between the eastern and western retaining stakes is too
long for an unsupported body. Instead it is likely
that the rebates in the logs held an object on or in
which a body was placed. A stretcher, boat, trough,
hollowed-out tree trunk/plank-built coffin, plank, or
bier are all possibilities (Brennand & Taylor 2003, 12).
If the central logs held a coffin, the use of logs in
this way could suggest that a hollowed-out tree trunk
coffin was used. Remains of Bronze Age hollowed-
out tree trunk coffins have been found in graves
associated with a number of excavated British burial
mounds (Ashbee 1960, 86–91). In Norfolk they
are known from Bawsey and Bowthorpe (Wymer 1996,
1–2, 5–7 & 26; Lawson 1986, 23–30 & 45–7),
while those from neighbouring counties include a child’s
coffin from Deeping St Nicholas 28 (French 1994,
25 & 100).

The minimum widths of tree trunk coffins from
Bawsey, Bowthorpe, and Deeping range between
0.2–0.5m, with maximum widths between 0.5–0.7m
(Wymer 1996, 5–7; Lawson 1986, 23–30; French
1994, 25). Some (Bawsey, Bowthorpe grave 14,
and Deeping) would have been able to fit between
the pairs of stakes beside Holme II’s central logs.
However, as their lengths range from 1.25–1.95m,
none would have spanned the distance between
the two sets of stakes. Longer tree trunk coffins
that could have done so are known from further
afield, including the boat shaped examples from
Loose Howe (2.5–2.7m; Elgee & Elgee 1949)
and Gristhorpe, Yorkshire (2.29m; Melton et al.
2010, 805).

Interpreting Holme II as a mortuary structure raises
the question of whether a barrow mound formed part

of the monument. It is possible that there was no
mound, either because it was not part of the design or
because the structure’s builders planned to return
at a later point and add one but, for some unknown
reason, did not. However, it is equally plausible that
an attempt was made to conceal the central setting
under a burial mound constructed from material
quarried from a surrounding ditch or ditches. If a ditch
was present at Holme II, it might be reasonable to
expect it to be visible as an encircling depression in the
surrounding deposits, but to date no such feature has
been seen. Alternatively a mound could have been
made from sediment stripped from the adjacent area,
rather than upcast from ditches.

Where heights for palisades revetting burial mounds
have been suggested, they are 1m or less (Table 10).
With a height of around 2m, the Holme II palisade
was perhaps too tall to have been built with the
purpose of revetting a mound. Instead, it might be
more appropriate to consider the inner arc or the
inner fence as mound revetments. Figure 22 explores
the second possibility, with a mound formed
from sediment stripped from the area within the
enclosing palisade.

Treatment of the dead in Bronze Age Britain was not
restricted to inhumation burials within barrows – a wide
range of practices have been identified (Bradley 2007,
158–68). These include cremation and cremation burial
(McKinley 1997), mummification (Booth et al. 2015,
1161–6), multiple burials in single graves (Petersen
1972), burials in natural mounds (Martin 1977), and
the placing of bodies in wet places (Healey & Housley
1992). Located in a saltmarsh and probably associated
with a mound, it is possible that Holme II represents
the combination of a number of ways that the dead
were treated.

The relationship between Holme I and Holme II
As the timbers used in both Holme I and Holme II
were felled at the same time, it is not possible to
consider either monument in isolation. Instead they
have to be seen as a pair of timber circles. The role of
the inverted central tree at Holme I and the differences
between the timbers used in the structures are
important to any understanding of the relationship
between them and speculation on how they may have
been used.

The effort involved in felling and transporting a large
tree with its stump attached, then placing the once
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TABLE 10: SELECTED 3RD AND 2ND MILLENNIUM BC SITES WITH PALISADES

Site County Site diam.
(m)

Palisade Palisade
height (m)1

Internal features Interpretation References

Arreton
Down

Isle of Wight 13 Possible – 3 internal stake circles,
inhumation, & burial
mound

Barrow Alexander et al. 1960,
265–71; cf. Clare 1986,
289–90

Bleasdale Lancashire 45–50 Continuous – Ring-ditch, circle of 11
posts, & burial mound

Barrow with freestanding
palisade

Varley 1938, 158–61 & 166–7

Brampton Cambridgeshire 13 Continuous – 7 pits Barrow White 1969, 4–12
Brenig 40 Denbighshire 20 Continuous 0.75 Burial mound built over

4 concentric stake circles,
an arc of 12 stakes, &
rectangular mortuary
structure

Barrow with a
number of phases

Lynch 1993, 59–65

Deeping St
Nicholas 28

Lincolnshire 14.7–16 Continuous? – Phase 2.2 palisade
trench excavated around
edge of existing burial
mound

Barrow French 1994,
29–31 & 104

Harford 2100 Norfolk 20 Possible – Circle of 32 post-holes Freestanding timber circle,
possibly surrounded by a
palisade with an
outer ring-ditch

Ashwin & Bates 2000,
82–7 & 134

Holme I Norfolk 6.78 Continuous 2 Upturned tree stump Free standing timber
circle or barrow

Brennand & Taylor 2003,
7 & 62–72; cf. Gibson 2005,
141–2

Holme II Norfolk 12.85–14 Continuous 2 Inner arc, inner setting,
and central setting

Barrow with
freestanding palisade

–

Letterston I Pembrokeshire 17 Continuous 1 Burial mound and
stone filled pit

Barrow Lynch 1993, fig 7.17

Letterston II Pembrokeshire 15 Continuous 1 Burial mound, clay
dome, & cremations

Barrow Lynch 1993, fig 7.17

Street House Teesside 8.7 Spaced posts or
continuous

– Low ring-bank, stone ring,
& central setting of 2
posts

Freestanding timber circle Vyner 1988, 175–8 & 198

Ipalisade height as suggested by excavator
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visible part upside down in the ground at Holme I
would have been considerable, suggesting that the
people who chose to do this had strong reasons for

doing so. Individual decisions would have played a part,
but structuring beliefs held by the local community
would also have been important. Links have been

Fig. 20.
Holme II and selected comparable sites (after Alexander et al. 1960, fig. 2; Ashwin & Bates 2000, fig. 109; Brennand &
Taylor 2003, fig. 4; Christie 1967, fig. 2; French 1994, fig. 18; Glasbergen 1954, fig. 16; Lynch 1993, fig. 7.6; Varley 1938;

Vyner 1988, fig. 2; White 1969, fig. 3)
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drawn between inversion and death in the Bronze Age
(eg, Brennand & Taylor 2003, 70–1) and, if inversion
did symbolise death, it is possible that the community
which pointed the tree downwards may have believed

they were directing it towards an underworld of the
dead. Some have suggested that the upturned roots of
the tree might have served as an excarnation platform
(Pryor 2002, 271). If believers in an underworld did

Fig. 21.
Location of comparable sites referred to in Figure 20, Table 10, and the text
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place a body amongst the roots they may have done so
in a rite of separation, in the belief that the tree would
act as a connection to the land of the dead and transport
the spirit of the deceased. After a certain period of time –
perhaps just that of a particular ceremony – the body
could have been removed and buried in a rite of
incorporation at Holme II.

The central logs at Holme II and all but one of the
palisade timbers at Holme I had bark attached to their
outer surfaces. From a distance the palisade would
have looked dark and rough, until the timbers
began to dry out and the bark began to fall off.
In comparison, the central tree at Holme I had all its
bark removed (Brennand & Taylor 2003, 17) and it
appears that the Holme II palisade had little or no
bark on its outer surface – it would have looked pale
and smooth from a distance (Robertson 2014,
appx 1). A number of studies have suggested some
monuments were used for ceremonies by the living,
while others were perceived as belonging to the dead
(eg, Pryor et al. 1985, 62–4; Parker-Pearson &
Ramilisonina 1998; Pryor 2003, 240–5 & 256).
Applying this interpretation, it is possible that the
bark-covered outer face of Holme I’s palisade and
Holme II’s central logs could have symbolised
‘alive’ trees and therefore the living. They may
have subsequently ‘died’ when the bark fell off
(Taylor 2010, 94–5). In comparison, the barkless
outer face of Holme II’s palisade could have been seen
as ‘dead’ from the time of construction. The potential
presence of symbols relating to life and death in both
timber circles demonstrates how difficult it is to
understand the beliefs and actions of the community
who built them.

Holme I and Holme II in the wider landscape
Although the landscape around the sites of the two
timber circles has changed considerably since 2049 BC,
it is possible to reconstruct the view from them.
Saltmarsh would have stretched in all directions, with
sand dunes some distance to the north. There would
have been freshwater marshes and woodland to the
south, with a range of habitats (including open
woodland) on the higher dry ground further south
(Brennand & Taylor 2003, 44–6, 49–55 & 59).
Despite woodland and trees to the south, it is likely
that there were clear, open views from the sites of
both structures to the east, south, and west. This
would have ensured that it was possible to clearly

see the sun’s movement from east to west throughout
the day.

The likelihood that the sun’s movement could be
observed from the sites of the circles raises the
possibility that they may have been built with refer-
ence to the sun. At Holme I a north-east to south-west
alignment was identified based on a forked entrance
post and opposing timber 65 which may have refer-
enced the midsummer rising sun (and therefore the
midwinter setting sun; Brennand & Taylor 2003,
65 & 66–8). The absence of a clear axis of symmetry
or alignment in the Holme II palisade and limited
excavation makes it impossible to say if there was a
similar reference. The use of a timber from a tree at
least 350 years old in the south-west of the palisade
hints at the possible importance of this section, but the
sample of timbers studied is too small to make any
firm conclusions. More indicative perhaps is the north-
east to south-west orientation of Holme II’s two cen-
tral logs. The felling of the timbers in spring or sum-
mer suggests both circles were built in one of these
seasons. Perhaps the central logs were placed in posi-
tion at midsummer sunrise in 2049 BC?

It is not known where the people who built Holme I
and Holme II lived. Although prehistoric flint artefacts
have been found in Holme-next-the-Sea parish, few are
definitely Bronze Age in date and no clear locational
patterns have been identified. The closest evidence for
settlement comes from higher land about 3km to the
south-east at Thornham (NHER 1308; Fig. 1). Here 15
small sherds of Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age (Beaker
type) pottery were found during the excavation of a
1st century AD fort (Gregory 1986, 5 & 10).
The nearest excavated Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age
settlement is on Redgate Hill about 6km to the south-
west (Healy et al. 1993; NHER 1396). The lack of
known settlements in north-west Norfolk is not
surprising given they are difficult to find; few have been
recognised in the county (Ashwin 1996, 47 & 52).

Ring-ditches, probably the remains of levelled Bronze
Age burial mounds, have been recorded throughout
north-western Norfolk (Lawson 1981, fig. 17; Albone
et al. 2007, fig. 5.1). Those closest to the beach are
located on rising land, about 2.5km to the south (NHER
11844 & 12852; Fig. 1). Other nearby examples include
two ring-ditches east of Hunstanton Park (NHER
26962 & 29833) and the large dispersed group at
Fring (NHER 45008). In 1968 a round barrow was
partially excavated at Old Hunstanton, about 6km to
the south-west (Lawson 1986, 108–10; NHER 1263).
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This may have been contemporary with the nearby
settlement on Redgate Hill and a number of ring-ditches
visible on aerial photographs. At Titchwell, approxi-
mately 4km to the south-east of Holme Beach, an
isolated Bronze Age cremation was discovered during
archaeological monitoring (Bush & Diffey 2011; NHER
ENF132412).

The freshwater marsh
The change to freshwater habitats appears to have
been associated with at least a partial change in land-
use. Mortuary monuments with symbolic meaning
were replaced by structures of apparently more
utilitarian nature, although the discovery of metal
objects suggests that the area may have continued to
be a focus for rites.

Trackway NHER 38221 and stake group NHER
38212/38213 are additions to the corpus of Neolithic
and Bronze Age timber trackways recorded in many
wetland and coastal environments. With brushwood and
stakes, trackway NHER 38221 is broadly comparable to
brushwood trackways found on the Essex Blackwater

(Wilkinson & Murphy 1995, 143–50) and the Thames
at Barking (Meddens 1996, 326–7). The presence of
transverse timbers suggests that it could have been a
corduroy trackway like those at Meare Heath and
Abbots Way in the Somerset Levels (Coles & Orme
1976; Coles & Hibbert 1968, 248–51), but not enough
survived to be sure of this. Although no brushwood or
planks associated with stake group NHER 38212/38213
have been identified, the stakes could have acted as
retainers in a brushwood or log trackway. Log trackways
were formed from logs laid on the ground surface end-
to-end and held in place by stakes, such as at Bermondsey
(Thomas & Rackham 1996, 238–44 & 249–50).

Trackway NHER 38221 may have been used to
access resources, such as an area of coppiced trees of
which the stump to the north-east of Holme II was the
only surviving remnant. Alternatively it may have
provided a routeway from the dry land to the south to
dunes and intertidal environments to the north.
Although constructed about 1000 years after Holme II,
it is possible that a burial mound associated with the
timber circle may have been visible from the brush-
wood trackway to the east.

Fig. 22.
Artist’s impression of Holme II, looking west

D. Robertson. 2ND TIMBER CIRCLE, TRACKWAYS, COPPICING, HOLME-NEXT-THE-SEA BEACH, NORFOLK

253

https://doi.org/10.1017/ppr.2016.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ppr.2016.3


The discovery of collapsed stands of coppiced timbers
is incredibly important. Coppiced timbers and re-used
coppice stools have been recorded at a number of
Neolithic and Bronze Age sites in the British Isles
including Flag Fen (Taylor 2001), Etton in Cambridge-
shire (Pryor 1998, 127–59), and the Somerset Levels
(Rackham 1977). However, very few in situ coppice
stools or collapsed coppiced stems have been reported.
In the east of England examples are limited to coppice
stools amongst a sinuous trackway at Bradley Fen,
Cambridgeshire (Maisie Taylor pers. comm.), and
coppiced stools in the ditch of Etton’s Neolithic cause-
wayed enclosure (Pryor 1998, 25, 125, 127 & 129).

Four of the five copper alloy objects (and probably
the 5th and the axe-hammer) were found unstratified
on the beach surface. As a result, it is difficult to
draw conclusions regarding their original deposition.
However, their dates and proximity to the peat beds
suggest that they fit within the prehistoric tradition of
depositing objects in wetland environments (Bradley
2000, 47–63). Another local example of this
phenomenon is the hoard of a palstave, two neck
rings, a bracelet, and a dress pin found in drained
marshland about 3 km to the south-west of the circles
(Lawson 1979).

CONCLUSIONS

Following the discovery of Holme I in 1998,
archaeological investigations on Holme beach have
revealed two Bronze Age timber circles, trackway/s,
coppiced trees, and deposited metal objects. The
construction of structures and activity within salt- and
freshwater marsh habitats in the Bronze Age and
continuous waterlogging preserved evidence that rarely
survives at dry land sites: timbers, evidence for wood-
working, and wood suitable for dendrochronological
and radiocarbon dating. Without this particular set of
circumstances and 16 years of work in a challenging
intertidal environment, a considerable amount of
significant information would have been lost.

Monitoring – both formal and informal – made it
possible to use dendrochronology to date the felling of
the trees used to build Holme II. The discovery that
this took place in the spring or summer of 2049 BC,
precisely the same time as the tree felling for Holme I
happened, poses many questions. Holme I and II now
have to be seen as paired timber circles and represent
the first known case of two monuments being built
together in British prehistory.

Comparisons between Holme II and other timber
circles suggest that it was probably a mortuary
monument. It is possible that a body was placed in a
coffin or another object close to the centre of the circle
and then a burial mound was constructed over the top.
The shared date allows speculation about how Holme I
and Holme II worked together – one could have been
used for rites of separation, while burial at the other
served as a rite of incorporation.

Although the shape, form, and interpretation of
Holme II are important to the study of British timber
circles, it is the evidence provided by the waterlogged
timbers that is of greatest significance. Not only does
this demonstrate that different types of timber – logs,
split timbers, posts, and wattle of varying sizes and
heights – could be used in a single monument, but the
dating of both Holme I and II to the same season/s of
the same year opens up the possibility that other
Bronze Age monuments built close together could
have been constructed at the same time. We can only
hope that future discoveries of waterlogged timber
circles elsewhere in Britain equally further our
knowledge and understanding.
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RÉSUMÉ

Second cercle de bois, sentiers et taillis sur la plage de Holme-next-the-Sea, Norfolk: utilisation des marais d’eau
de mer et d’eau douce à l’âge du bronze, de David Robertson

Depuis 1998 des recherches archéologiques sur la plage de Holme-next-the-Sea ont répertorié les vestiges saturés
d’eau de deux cercles de bois de l’âge du bronze, des structures en bois, des taillis des objets en métal et des
marais d’eau salée et d’eau douce. Le second cercle de bois (Holme II) n’est que la troisième structure saturée
d’eau de ce type à avoir été découverte en Grande-Bretagne et seulement la seconde à être datée par
dendrochronologie. La coupe des bois utilisés dans Holme II a été datée du printemps ou de l’été de 2049 av.
J.-C., le moment exact de l’abattage des bois utilisés pour construire le premier cercle (Holme I). Cette date
commune fournit le seul exemple connu de deux monuments adjacents construits à précisément la même période
de la préhistoire britannique Ce qui nous éclaire aussi sur les comparaisons entre Holme II et les autres cercles de
bois britanniques et donc facilite le développement d’interprétations. Cet article suggère que Holme II était un
monument mortuaire directement lié à l’utilisation de Holme I.

ZUSSAMENFASSUNG

Ein zweiter Holzkreis, Wege, und Niederwaldwirtschaft am Strand von Holme-next-the-Sea, Norfolk: Die
Nutzung von Salzwasser- und Süßwassermarschen in der Bronzezeit, von David Robertson

Seit 1998 wurden bei archäologischen Untersuchungen am Strand bei Holme-next-the-Sea die durch
Feuchterhaltung konservierten Überreste von zwei bronzezeitlichen Holzkreisen, weiteren hölzernen Strukturen,
auf Stockausschlag gesetzten Bäumen sowie Metallobjekte und Salzwasser- und Süßwassermarschen
dokumentiert. Der zweite Holzkreis (Holme II) ist erst der dritte Nassholzbefund dieser Art, der in
Großbritannien entdeckt wurde, und erst der zweite, der dendrochronologisch datiert wurde. Das Fällen der
für Holme II genutzten Stämme wurde auf den Frühling oder Sommer 2049 BC datiert, was genau der Zeit
entspricht, zu der die Hölzer für den ersten Kreis (Holme I) gefällt wurden. Diese übereinstimmenden Daten
stellen das einzige bekannte Beispiel der britischen Vorgeschichte dar für zwei benachbarte Monumente, die zu
genau der gleichen Zeit errichtet wurden. Sie helfen auch beim Vergleich von Holme II mit anderen britischen
Holzkreisen und somit auch bei der Ausarbeitung von Interpretationen. Dieser Beitrag diskutiert, dass Holmes II
ein Begräbnismonument war, das unmittelbar verknüpft mit der Nutzung von Holme I war.

RESUMEN

Un segundo círculo de madera, senderos y trasmochos en la playa de Holme-next-the Sea, Norfolk: el uso de
humedales salinos y dulces en la Edad del Bronce, por David Robertson

Desde 1998 las investigaciones arqueológicas desarrolladas en Holme-next-the-Sea han documentado los restos
anegados de dos círculos de madera de la Edad del Bronce, estructuras de madera, árboles trasmochos, objetos
de metal y humedales de agua dulce y salada. El segundo círculo de madera (Holme II) constituye la tercera
estructura sumergida de este tipo que se ha descubierto en Inglaterra y la segunda que ha sido datada por
dendrocronología. La tala de los troncos empleados en Holme II ha sido datada en la primera o el verano del
2049 BC, exactamente el mismo momento en el que se produjo la tala de las maderas empleadas en la
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construcción del primer círculo (Holme I). Esta datación compartida proporciona el único caso conocido en la
Prehistoria Británica de dos monumentos adyacentes construidos precisamente en el mismo momento. También
permite comparar Holme II con otros círculos de madera británicos y ayuda a desarrollar interpretaciones. Este
artículo sugiere que Holme II constituyó un monumento funerario directamente relacionado con el uso de
Holme I.
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