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INVESTIGATIONS AND EXCAVATIONS 
DURING THE YEAR 

I. REPORT ON EXCAVATIONS SUPPORTED BY THE SOCIETY 

Interim Report by Mr. F.H. Thompson, M.C, M.A., F.S.A., 
on the excavations at Bigberry. 

A third and final season of excavation was carried out at the 
Bigberry hillfort, near Canterbury, in July 1980, again supported by 
research grants from the Society of Antiquaries of London and the 
Kent Archaeological Society, and with the kind permission of the 
land-owner, Mr. J. Hubble. 

The Excavation 

Trench 1 was set out as a 16 ft. square, with its southern edge 
aligned with the south edge of trench 5 of 1978, and its eastern edge 
coinciding over part of its length with the west edge of trench 8 of 
1978; it proved necessary to leave a 1 ft. strip on the eastern edge to 
retain the loose backfilling of trench 8, and finally an extension, 9 ft. 
east-west and 3 ft. north-south, cut on the north side of trench 1 at 
the east end. Within this area, rather over one-half of the feature 
wasfully excavated; to this can be added the portions examined in 
1978 to give a figure of around two-thirds for the proportion which 
has now been examined. The problem was, as in recent years, the 
presence of chestnut stocks: three were removed but a complete 
excavation would have required a bigger operation than was 
planned. In any event, the unexamined third of the water-hole is 
available for future excavation. 

In general terms, the water-hole proved to be an approximately 
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circular and basin-shaped feature, with a diameter of c. 15 ft. (4.50 
m.) and a maximum depth below present surface of 9 ft. (2.70 m.) 
at the centre; in Iron Age times this would have been c. 7 ft. 6 in. 
(2.25 m.). Its position was immediately behind the northern rampart 
at a point where there is a general fall of the internal area which 
would have assisted in the percolation of water to this point. The 
surface geology of the top of the hill at Bigberry is fairly complex, 
and it was already known from the 1978 defence section that there is 
a rapid succession of gravels, clays and sands on the basic Thanet 
Sand of the hill itself. The builders of the water-hole had evidently 
cut through Clay-with-flints, gravel, brown clay and fine sandy 
gravel to form their roughly basin-shaped feature. Clay derived 
from the excavation was then used to form a substantial lining, 
varying from 3in. (7.5 cm.) to 15 in. (38 cm.) in thickness according 
to the solidity of the natural subsoil. It had been thought in 1978 
that there was evidence for re-lining on the south side where a grey 
silt and charcoal layer separated the clay. But this was evidently the 
result of the greater thickness already mentioned, and the charcoaly 
silt represented the trampling of the builders. On the south side, the 
clay lining ceased 1 ft. 6 in. (0.45 m.) below the contemporary 
ground surface, a layer of loamy gravel, and one must suppose that 
the water percolated from this layer over the lip of the lining and so 
into the water-hole proper. In theory, this would yield a useful 
supply of filtered water and continuous extraction would prevent 
stagnation, though airborne and other contamination would no 
doubt be a hazard. The capacity of the water-hole can be approxi-
mately calculated as 5500 gallons (25000 litres) a reasonable supply 
but scarcely adequate for the whole hillfort. In fact, it must be 
assumed that other water-holes served different areas of the 
enclosure, possibly sited in similar positions behind the rampart. 

The excavation clarified the sequence of events after the aband-
onment of the water-hole. On the clay lining was a clean, sandy 
gravel, presumably carried in during its period of use. On this rested 
apronounced ash and charcoal layer, with fragments of daub and 
pottery, representing the first step in a deliberate filling; above this 
was a layer, 2 ft. 6 in. (0.76 m.) thick, of dark brown loam with an 
increasing admixture of pebbles in the higher levels and, again, 
pottery throughout. Finally, the whole filling was sealed by a layer 
of stiff brown clay, 12 in. (30 cm.) thick at the centre, above which 
had accumulated a further 2 ft 6 in. (0.76 m.) of pebbly loam and 

412 



INVESTIGATIONS AND EXCAVATIONS 

topsoil extending beyond the area of the water-hole itself. The 
conclusion is that the backfilling of the feature was a single delib-
erate operation, a view reinforced by the occurrence of contemp-
orary sherds throughout the whole fill. 

Finds, other than pottery, were scant and there were no metal 
objects to add to the bronze strap-link recovered in 1978. The 
pottery itself presented the already familiar mixture of 'native' types 
in heavily flint-gritted ware (including a saucepan pot with curvi-
linear decoration) and a much smaller proportion of 'Belgic' vessels 
in grog-tempered ware (e.g. combed decoration, sherds of a 
corrugated-wall vessel, etc.). A sample was taken from the ash and 
charcoal layer for a second C'4 date, and samples were taken 
throughout the fill for environmental evidence. 

Finally, a small trench (Trench 2) was excavated to the north of 
Trench 8 of 1979 to establish the presence of any further structural 
evidence for the possible hut located in the annexe in that year in 
Trenches 8 and 9. Trench 2 measured 8 ft. (2.40 m.) NS and 6 ft. 
(1.80 m.) EW and was separated by a 1 ft. (0.30 m.) baulk from 
Trench 8. It was taken down to the natural clay but produced 
neither finds nor structural evidence. 

Conclusions 

Three seasons' work at Bigberry (1978-80) has made it possible to 
examine the defences of the main enclosure and the annexe, to 
section the newly discovered cross-ridge dyke, to conduct limited 
area excavations based on the location of a number of magnetic 
anomalies, and to examine in greater detail one unusual feature, the 
water-hole. The detailed description of all this work will be reserved 
for the full report, as will a final pronouncement on chronology, 
since this will depend on a detailed assessment of the pottery and 
further C'4 dating. But, tentatively, one may postulate an abandon-
ment of the site in 54 B.C. after Caesar's attack in view of the latest 
evidence for the deliberate filling and sealing of the water-hole. The 
problem remains of the half-century's gap between this event and 
the likely foundation of pre-Roman Canterbury, and the solution 
may lie in a dispersal of the occupants to scattered agricultural 
settlements, until the impulse towards urbanisation was resumed. 
The solution may lie in further excavation in Canterbury itself. 
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II. REPORTS FROM LOCAL SECRETARIES AND GROUPS 

Kent Defence Research Group : Mr. V. T. C. Smith, B.A., reports: 
The year has seen the election of a committee to provide more 
effective promotion of the aims and policies of the K.D.R.G. This 
committee consists of an architect, historian and a technical 
publicist. Their combined expertise is expected to reinforce the 
existing preoccupations of the Group and also to involve it in 
hitherto unexploited areas of conservation/preservation. 

The Dover Branch has continued to make progress in the 
recording of defensive works within its area. It has also been 
considering with another organisation the possibility of an inter-
pretation project for a group of twentieth-century fire-control 
buildings on the cliffs to the west of Dover. A book on the cross-
channel guns of the Second World War is in preparation and advice 
and information has been given to the writer of an important article 
on this subject which appeared in After the Battle, 29 (1980). 

Medway Military Research Group which operates in co-operation 
with the K.D.R.G., has continued with its extensive research and 
field survey programme and mounted a fine exhibition of its work at 
the Royal Engineers Open Day at Chatham. Negotiations to take 
over Fort Clarence at Rochester are still under way. 

The Thames Branch has continued its work at New Tavern Fort 
where the magazine lighting has been completed and the replication 
of furniture and fittings started. The public were admitted to the 
magazines on several occasions during the year. The report of the 
excavation of the Milton Blockhouse appears elsewhere in this 
volume. Restoration of the Gravesend Blockhouse was completed 
in October, 1980. It is still possible that the Group will be able to 
take over Coalhouse Fort at East Tilbury and discussions with 
Thurrock Borough Council are in progress. A programme of river-
bank walks and aerial photography to record sites will be extended 
into 1981 when it is also hoped to excavate the eastern gun lines of 
the Gravesend Blockhouse and to carry out a survey and assessment 
of the Brennan Torpedo Station at Cliffe Fort. 

Tenterden Area Archaeological Group. Mrs. M. C. Lebon, M.A., 
and Mr. A. Miles report: 
During the summer of 1980 the Tenterden Area Archaeological 
Group continued to work at the church site on Chapel Bank, 
Ebony, near Tenterden. The medieval chancel is now shown to be 
some 6 m. long and 12 m. wide overall, with a blocked doorway on 
the north side close to the corner formed by the east end of the 
nave's north wall abutting the chancel. The wall is massively built of 
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local sandstone and appears continuing westwards for 10 m., 
perhaps a third of the total length yet to be ascertained. 

The south side of the chancel is occupied by a fifteenth- or early 
sixteenth-century chapel approximately 4 m. wide. It was built 
against the former south wall, over 1 m. thick, and its east wall 
contrasts with that of the main chancel in being thinner and of 
different composition, including many tide-rolled stones. 

In the main chancel below rubble and clay there is a chalk floor, 
dating probably to the thirteenth century when Dover Priory 
received the church from Christchurch, Canterbury. Into this floor 
three graves were inserted some time before the church was ruined 
by fire about 1560. A mass of masonry near the south-west corner of 
the chancel chapel may be the base of a stairway leading to the rood 
loft mentioned in sixteenth century wills and visitations. 

Builders' trenches cutting into the chalk layer, besides subsequent 
demolition debris, indicate where the east wall and buttresses of the 
later and smaller church stood across the former nave. It is recorded 
that after the fire the rebuilding undertaken (possibly a generation 
later) erected a little church occupying only a part of the site of the 
old one. This replacement building was removed from the hilltop in 
1858 and rebuilt in the hamlet of Reading Street three quarters of a 
mile away. 

The pottery ranges in date from thirteenth to seventeenth 
century. Among other finds are four halfpennies and a farthing of 
Edward III and Richard I, fragments of window tracery in fine hard 
sandstone, a small decorated piece, which may have come from a 
medieval tomb, and some polished marble. A large quanitity of 
shattered window glass has been recovered and sorted. The best is 
late medieval and shows a great variety of patterns. There are 
portions of several inscriptions in gothic letters and a picture piece, 
measuring about 6 x 4 cm., depicting a monk's head in a humanistic 
style of portraiture. 
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