
Proc. Hampsh. Field Club Archaeol. Soc. 44 , 1988, 11-23 

THE DISTRIBUTION OF CC] 
HAMPSHIRE 

By A J 

ABSTRACT 

Early fold systems, often called 'Celtic fields', have been 
mapped on the East Hampshire chalklands and related to site 
factors such as soil type, slope and aspect. The majority are 
located on soils nowadays identified as rendzinas, and on 
gently to moderately gentle slopes. Southerly and westerly 
aspects are preferred. The choice of early agricultural sites is 
discussed, and it is concluded that crop failure caused by soil 
acidity was probably why soils on Clay-with-flints were 
avoided. Evidence for widespread soil erosion is presented, 
though it is argued that relatively tittle erosion occurred until 
Iron Age and Roman times when fields were enlarged and 
more efficient ploughs used. Soil maps are shown to be useful 
in the study of archaeological features, particularly for the 
way they reveal the complexity in soil pattern over a region, 
and identify soil types formed as a result of man-induced 
erosion and colluviation. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

'Celtic fields' and associated lynchets have been 
recognised in many parts of the British Isles, 
particularly in chalk and limestone districts. 
They were distinctive features of the landscape 
before major destruction by modern agricultural 
practices (e.g. Cobbett 1830; Hardy 1888). The 
earliest reference to archaeological interest in 
lynchets dates from the sixteenth century 
(Onions 1973), and the misnomer 'eeltic' soon 
became firmly attached to all prehistoric fields, 
despite the lack of evidence to sustain such an 
association and the efforts of Bowen (1961) to 
rename them ancient field systems. 

Though discussion over their ages and modes 
of formation continues, most modern authors 
agree that lynchets and early field boundaries 
have resulted from cultivation over long periods 
in the past (Bowen 1961; Bell 1981). The recent 
change in emphasis in archaeology to investi­
gate early settlements within the context of their 
surroundings has shown the antiquity of many 
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M O F F A T 

'celtic' field systems and lynchets. O n the 
southern chalklands, most of those investigated 
date from the Bronze Age (Bowen 1975; Fasham 
1980; Drewett 1982; Fowler 1983). 

Information on the extent and distribution of 
these features is vital to the study of prehistoric 
agriculture, but until recently, research has 
operated in a vacuum of detailed soil distribu­
tion information. Writers such as Whittington 
(1962) and Waton (1982) were forced to use very 
generalised data, often derived from geological 
maps. However, now that the 1:250 000 National 
Soil M a p and accompanying Bulletins have been 
published (e.g. Jarvis et al 1983; 1984), work 
examining the effect of soil type on the distribu­
tion of agricultural practices is better placed. 
This paper discusses the ways in which soil 
maps help explain the distribution of early fields 
on the east Hampshire chalk plateau. 

Today, most early field boundaries on the 
chalklands have little if any physical expression 
on the ground, and are best mapped using aerial 
photography. Even with this tool, however, 
strong reservations have been voiced over the 
ability to detect the full extent of these fields: 
later cultivation is likely to have removed or 
obliterated early field boundaries in some areas, 
making those which remain more impressive 
(e.g. Fowler 1983). Clearly such an effect 
impinges directly upon an attempt to relate 
early field distribution to soil type, as soil itself 
is likely to have been an important determinant 
in the pattern of later farming. Nevertheless, 
even granted these limitations, systems of fields 
can be seen covering large areas on air photo­
graphs, even though individual fields may not 
always be discernible. And they can be detected 
in areas of both thin (grey rendzina) and thick 
(argillic brown earth) soils, suggesting that 
modern agricultural practices may have done 
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little substantially to alter the recognised pattern THE STUDY AREA 
of early field distribution compared to its pattern 
in prehistory. With the acknowledgement, there- Fig 1 shows the location of the study area. The 
fore, that the Celtic field pattern mapped is un- Chalk is the most extensive rock type, and 
likely to represent fully their previous extent, this Tertiary beds, consisting mainly of clays and 
study is based on aerial photograph recognition. sands, occur only in the north-east and south-

Fig I. Study area. Hatching shows area of chalk outcrop. W: Winchester, B: Basingstoke. 
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Fig 2. Soil Associations on the East Hampshire Chalklands. Shading in order of decreasing density: 1) paleo-argillic brown 
earths, 2) argillic brown earths and brown calcareous earths, 3) brown rendzinas, 4) grey rendzinas, 5) alluvial and peat soils. 

Hatching: major urban areas. 
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west. As early fields are extremely rare in these 
areas, they have been discounted from further 
study. Clay-with-flints is widespread on the 
chalklands, particularly east and north-east of 
Winchester. It consists of flinty clayey material, 
in places several metres thick. Aeolian drift 
(often termed loess), a silt-rich windblown 
deposit, is a widespread component of chalkland 
soils, overlying both periglacially disturbed 
chalk and Clay-with-flints. The Test and Itchen 
river valleys are filled with alluvium, dominantly 
silty and calcareous. Associated with calcareous 
marl or tufa, humified peat is found along the 
lower Itchen floodplain. 

The main present-day soil associations identi­
fied in the area (Jarvis el al 1983; 1984) are 
portrayed in Fig 2 and listed in Table 1. Thin 
(<30 cm) brown rendzinas, typified by the 
Andover series, are most widespread, with 
deeper brown calcareous earths (Panholes, 
Coombc and Blewbury series) and argillic brown 
earths (Charity series) in drifts in some valley 
bottoms. On steep slopes, chalky grey rendzinas 
(Upton series) arc common. On the Clay-with-
flints, silty over clayey Carstens soils are most 
extensive, with wholly clayey Winchester soils 
restricted to thin spurs and hillside convexities. 

Colluvial deposits, the result of cultivation-
induced soil erosion, are common in certain dry 
valley bottoms and on gently sloping footslopes, 
and in lynchets. Colluvial soils are defined 
(Avery 1980) as having weakly developed pro­
files, uniform colour and little evidence of leach­
ing or weathering in situ. Two types of colluvium 
can be recognised: calcareous and non-
calcareous. Calcareous colluvium is restricted to 
dry valley bottoms and lynchets below chalk 
soils of the Andover, Upton and Panholes series, 
whereas non-calcareous colluvium is mapped in 
areas mostly covered by Clay-with-flints, especi­
ally around the heads of dry valleys cut into 
these deposits. 

METHODS 

Localities covered by early fields and flights of 
lynchets were delimited using 1:15 000 mono­
chromatic aerial photographs flown in February 

and March 1982 by Meridian Airmaps Ltd for die 
Soil Survey of England and Wales (Fig 2). The 
photographs were taken to assist in the location 
of soil boundaries for a soil survey of the 1:50 000 
Ordnance Survey sheet 185 (Winchester and 
Basingstoke). Hence winter months were chosen 
to show the maximum bare ground on the 
photographs (Carroll el al 1977). Traditionally, 
soil features of archaeological interest are con­
sidered to be most apparent during summer 
months, when soils are driest and soil moisture 
deficits highest (Jones & Evans 1975). However, 
recent research on chalkland soils of south-east 
England (Wellings & Bell 1980; Wellings & 
Cooper 1983; Wellings 1984) has shown that 
summer soil moisture contents are surprisingly 
large, and deficits correspondingly low or even 
absent. Consequendy, detection of archaeologi­
cal features such as field boundaries on chalk 
soils is probably best performed on aerial photo­
graphs taken in the winter. The distribution of 
early field systems determined in mis way was 
further compared with information given in 
Schadla-Hall (1977) and inscriptions on 1:25 000 
Ordnance Survey First and Second Series maps. 

To examine the relationship of field distribu­
tion to soil type, the proportion of each Soil 
Association (Table 1) covered by fields was 
determined for each 1:25 000 100 km2 Ordnance 
Survey map within the study area, using 
information contained in the 1:250 000 soil map 
(Jarvis el al 1983; 1984). For comparison, the 
actual proportion of the Soil Association in each 
100 km2 area was also determined. The results 
are presented in Table 2. 

The relationship of field distribution to aspect 
was also examined quantitatively. Using the 
contours on 1:25 000 topographic maps, areas 
covered by field systems were divided according 
to whether they faced dominantly north, south, 
east or west, and proportions measured for each 
100 km2 area (Table 3). 

RESULTS 

The Distribution of Early Fields 

Fig 3 shows that fields are widespread over 
much of the study area though clustered in some 
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Table 1. Soil types and their characteristics in the study area. 

15 

Subgroup' Soil 
Association2 

Geology1 Soil and site characteristics2 Present land use2 

Grey rendzinas Upton 1 Chalk Shallow well drained calcareous Permanent grassland, rough 
(342) silty soils over chalk. Mainly on grazing and woodland on scarps; 

moderately steep, sometimes very cereals and short-term grassland 
steep land. Deeper silty calcareous on gentle slopes. 
soils in coombes and dry valleys. 

Brown rendzinas Andover 1 Chalk Shallow well drained calcareous Winter cereals and short-term 
(343) silty soils over chalk. On slopes and grassland. With dairying and 

crests. Deep calcareous and non- stock rearing; some woodland. 
calcareous silty soils in valley 
bottoms. 

Brown 
calcareous 

earths 
(511) 

Argillic brown 
earths 
(571) 

Blewbury Chalk Well drained calcareous clayey and 
silty soils over argillaceous chalk. 
Some silty over clayey soils with 
slowly permeable sub-soils and 
slight seasonal water-logging. 

Cereals and short-term grassland, 
with dairying and stock-rearing. 

Charity 2 Flinty and chalky Well drained flinty silty soils in Cereals; cereal and grassland 
drift over chalk valley bottoms. Calcareous silty rotations, permanent grassland 

soils over chalk or chalk rubble on and some deciduous woodland on 
valley sides, sometimes shallow. steep valley sides. 

Paleo-argillic 
brown earths 

(581) 

Carstcns Clay-with-flints Well drained silty over clayey, Winter cereals, often in rotation 
clayey and silty soils, often very with grass; stock-rearing; some 
flinty. deciduous and coniferous 

woodland. 

Calcareous 
alluvial gley 

soils 
(812) 

Frome Chalky and gravelly Shallow calcareous and non- Permanent grassland with 
river alluvium calcareous loamy and silty soils dairying and stock-rearing; some 

over flint gravel affected by 
groundwater. Small areas of peat. 
Risk of flooding. 

cereals and short-term grassland; 
wetland habitats. 

Earthy eutro- Adventurers' Fen peat and river Deep peat soils with associated Permanent grassland and rough 
amorphous peat 

soils 
(1024) 

alluvium extremely calcareous mineral soils, grazing; some arable; wetland 
Some deep stoneless silty and and grassland habitats. 
clayey soils with organic rich 
surface horizons in places. High 
groundwater levels. 

1 Avery (1980) 
2 Adapted from Mackney el al. (1983) 
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Table 2. Celtic fields and soil type. R=Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient 

1:25 000 
sheet 

Soil association % occurrence 
on sheet 

Celtic field 
(%) 

occurrence 
(km2) 

SU52 Upton 1 
Andover 1 
Blcwbury 
Charity 2 
Carstens 
Frame 

1.9 
76.2 
0.8 
4.2 

13.3 
0.7 

13.4 
84.0 
0.5 

2.1 

2.6 
16.3 
0.1 

0.4 
0.6 

SU53 Upton 1 
Andover I 
Charity 2 
Carstens 
Fromc 
Adventurers' 3 

2.0 
57.8 

7.6 
24.8 
4.2 
1.5 

95.7 

4.3 

8.9 

0.4 

1.0 

SU54 Andover 1 
Charity 2 
Carstens 
Frame 

21.6 
22.1 
55.8 

0.3 

45.3 
4.0 

50.7 

1.6 
1.7 
4.2 

0.8 

SU55 Andover 1 
Coombe 
Charity 2 
Carstens 
Frame 

32.7 
1.8 

14.2 
50.7 

0.6 

42.3 

7.0 
50.7 

6.0 

1.0 
7.2 

1.0 

SU61 Upton 1 
Andover 1 
Blcwbury 
Carstens 

25.9 
28.3 
4.4 

41.4 

35.7 
44.6 

3.6 
16.1 

2.0 
2.5 
0.2 
0.9 0.5 

SU62 Upton 1 
Andover 1 
Blewbury 
Charity 2 
Carstens 

32.1 
15.6 
13.6 
6.3 

30.6 

70.0 
18.6 
1.4 
5.7 
4.3 

4.9 
1.3 
0.1 
0.4 
0.3 0.7 

SU63 

SU64 

Upton 1 
Andover 1 
Blewbury 
Charity 2 
Carstens 

Andover 1 
Coombe 
Charity 2 
Carstens 

28.7 
5.6 
1.3 
3.7 

60.7 

36.4 

22.2 
44.5 

33.3 

100.0 

0.6 
1.2 

0.9 

1.6 

0.5 

0.8 

TOTAL Upton 1 
Andover 1 
Blewbury/Coombc 
Charity 2 
Carstens 

7.6 
48.5 
2.6 
8.5 

32.8 

14.5 
61.6 

0.6 
2.5 

20.8 

9.7 
41.2 
0.4 
1.7 

13.9 
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Table 3. Celtic fields and aspect 

Aspect {% facing) 

Sheet N S W E 

SU52 24 26 25 25 

SU53 17 36 23 24 

SU54 9 41 29 21 

SU55 8 40 24 28 

SU61 9 44 29 18 

SU62 3 56 34 7 

x 13.9 37.7 26.2 22.2 

places and notably absent from others. Compa­
rison with Fig 2 shows that most occur where 
thin (less than 30 cm thick) chalk rendzina soils 
are predominant (Andover 1 association; Table 
1). For example, the largest area of field systems 
occurs on land extending south-east from Win­
chester, where Clay-with-flints is absent. In con­
trast, on soils mapped over Clay-with-fiints 
(Carstens association; Table 1), early fields are 
rare, except in the north-west of the study area 
between Overton and Kingsclere. Within most 
Clay-with-flints dominated areas (e.g. SU 54, 
SU 64), fields are usually restricted to valley 
sides where chalk soils arc exposed. Soils in dry 
valley bottoms (Charity 2 association; Table 1) 
appear largely devoid of early field systems. 

Table 2 quantifies these observations. Over 75 
per cent of early field areas occur on thin 
rendzina soils, and only 20 per cent on Clay-
with-flints, though rendzinas account for only 56 
per cent of the total land area. Individual fields 
cannot always be detected so such statistics as 
chi cannot be used to examine the imbalance 
between the observed and expected distribution 
of fields in relation to soil type. Instead the 

Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient is used. 
Based on percentage areas (Table 2), this shows 
a variable strength of correlation from 0.4 for 
sheet SU 61 to nearly 1.0 for sheet SU 53 and SU 
5̂ 5. However, the measured relationship 
between field occurrence and soil type in turn 
depends on the extent of fields on each 1:25 000 
sheet: strong correlations occur in regions where 
fields are prevalent, and weak ones where fewer 
fields have been detected. Hence, in most areas 
there is a strong relationship of the apparent 
distribution of early field systems with shallow, 
silty soils rather than deep, more clayey ones, 
though in a few areas (e.g. SU 55) strong 
correlations suggest fields were sited irrespec­
tive of soil type. A similar lack of correspond­
ence between present day soil type and 
settlement pattern was identified on the Clay-
with-flints plateau further east by Shennan 
(1981; 1985). Such anomalies may be explicable 
in terms of population pressure in particularly 
favourable areas, but are more likely caused by 
changes in soil properties since settlement 
began. In other words, soils which today appear 
unlikely candidates for settlement (e.g. Win­
chester series on Clay-with-flints; cf. Shennan 
1981, 113; 1985), would have then been covered 
by silty drift, allowing easier cultivation. 

In relation to topography, most early field 
systems extend down from the highest ground, 
e.g. around Deacon Hill (SU 506 276), 
Chcesefoot Head (SU 531 277) or Old Winches­
ter Hill (SU 640 206). Flatter plateaux are 
usually devoid of fields, though probably 
because in the study area these are covered with 
non-chalky soils (Carstens association) rather 
than because they are intrinsically flat. Most 
fields are on gently to moderately sloping land; 
strongly sloping land, e.g. the steep limbs of 
asymmetrical dry valleys, seems to have been 
avoided. 

Fields arc notably absent from river flood-
plains and dry valley floors. The level flood-
plains were probably mainly used as 
watermeadows for grazing animals (Cunlifle 
1985) - in any event their lack of gradient would 
have precluded the formation of lynchets. 
Traces of field boundaries in dry valley bottoms 
may be obscured by younger colluvium, but in 



18 HAMPSHIRE FIKI.I) Cl. l 'B AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

Fig 3. Distribution of 'celtic fields' on the East Hampshire Chalklands. Stippled areas denote blocks of Celtic fields. 
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the chalkland V shaped valleys, the floors are 
areally rather inextensive. Indeed, in most parts 
of the chalklands, these facets are.not separated 
by soil association, and so any lack of identifica­
tion of field elements in these positions will not 
affect the general results of soil/site analysis. 

The size of east Hampshire early fields, 
mostly between 0.5 to 0.6 hectares, is slightly 
larger than those reported elsewhere (Cunliffe 
1978). There is some evidence that smaller fields 
are more common on the steeper slopes (e.g. 
south-east of Winchester) and larger fields occur 
on gentler slopes (e.g. south of Frost Hill, SU 
515 530), but there are many exceptions to this. 
Within early field systems, most boundaries 
meet at approximate right angles to one 
another, and they are crudely adjusted to slope. 
However, upon the rolling chalk landscape the 
rectangular arrangement means that many 
boundaries run counter to it. In a few areas, e.g. 
near Watership Down (SU 497 565) and 
Twyford Down (SU 498 272), boundaries run at 
45° to the slope in extremely regular blocks of 
fields over 30 hectares in total area. In these 
areas, which slope up to 8°, the arrangement of 
field boundaries possibly reflects attempts to 
decrease the angle of slope for ploughing, as it is 
likely that this was done parallel to the field 
boundaries. 

Table 3 shows the relationship of field dis­
tribution and aspect. Southerly aspects are pre­
ferred, and northerly ones avoided. In addition, 
west-facing slopes, which receive more inso­
lation in the afternoon (Evans 1977) have a 
slightly greater area covered by early fields than 
the cooler east-facing slopes. Assuming that 
over the area of nearly 800 km2, the main 
cardinal directions are more or less equally 
represented, there is a relationship between field 
occurrence and received insolation. This sug­
gests that field systems are developed under the 
influence of microclimate as well as soil type and 
landscape position. 

DISCUSSION 

Although early fields commonly occur on soils 
mapped today as thin (often less than 30 cm), 

the lynchets at their boundaries and considera­
ble thickness of silty colluvium in many dry 
valley bottoms demonstrates that soils were 
much thicker before cultivation commenced. 
The extent to which Neolithic or Bronze Age 
farmers reduced the soil cover is, however, 
unclear. Many writers consider that their agri­
cultural practices severely degraded the soil (e.g. 
Macnab 1965; Bradley 1978; Fasham & Schadla-
Hall 1981). Detailed soil mapping of some 150 
km2 (at scales of 1:25 000 or less) within the 
study area confirms that several areas with early 
fields have particularly thin, stony soils (e.g. 
Bridget's Farm (SU 5234) (Moffat 1986), the 
Longwood Estate (SU 5425) (Fordham & 
Staines 1984) and Preston Down (SU 6241)). In 
these widespread localities, flinty and chalky 
variants of the normal Andover brown rendzina 
soils have been noted, and testify to a loss of 
finer soil material and concentration of stones in 
the shallow soil profile. Prolonged cultivation 
from Neolithic or Bronze Age times may help to 
explain the apparent correlation between early 
field systems and thin stony soils, but it is likely 
that modern agricultural practices have reduced 
soil thickness as much as the longevity of culti­
vation in prehistoric times. 

In the study area as a whole, there is little 
difference in soil depth between areas covered 
by early fields and those with no evidence of 
their existence. Particularly chalky and stony 
soils (Upton 1 association, Table 1) are more 
common in areas covered by early fields and 
may be due to prolonged arable cultivations, but 
in many cases they are associated with steeper 
slopes where thinner soils would be expected to 
occur even on uncultivated ground. The uni­
formity in present-day soil depth over areas with 
and without early fields suggests that in areas 
devoid of them either (a) evidence of field 
boundaries has been totally destroyed by more 
modern agricultural practices, (b) loessial cover 
was initially thinner than in areas exploited by 
early man or (c) considerable cultivation-
induced erosion has taken place over the whole 
region since the time 'celtic' fields were last 
imposed on the landscape. 

Early field boundaries are now rarely 
apparent on the ground, and it is likely that in 
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small areas all evidence of their previous exist­
ence may have been lost. Nevertheless (a) their 
total destruction in large areas of the chalklands 
is unlikely; field boundaries are conspicuous on 
aerial photographs even in areas with very thin 
soils and only in valley bottoms is it conceivable 
that boundary features have been masked by 
colluvial deposits. Similarly, there are no 
reasons to suppose that on similar geomorpholo-
gical positions the loessial cover was not reason­
ably uniform over the whole area. 

Detailed soil survey (Moffat & Cope 1984; 
Moffat 1986) of dry valley bottoms in areas with 
and without evidence of Celtic fields has shown 
colluvial soils (sensu Avery 1980) to be common 
in these positions. These generally consist of at 
least 80 cm of uniformly coloured (Munsell 
colour 10YR4/3, 4/4 or 5/4) flinty silty clay 
loam, in places overlying buried topsoil horizons 
containing more organic matter (10YR3/3). 
Such material is undated, but lack of profile 
development suggests it is modern, at least 
post-dating prehistoric farming. (Similar, very 
recent, colluvium was reported by Allen (1984) 
in East Sussex.) This material demonstrates that 
(c) is most likely, much erosion of the chalklands 
having taken place in late prehistoric or modern 
times. 

Evidence of settlement from at least the Neo­
lithic implies cultivation and probable soil ero­
sion during these and later times in parts of the 
study area. However, the relative extent and 
type of erosion taking place during the Bronze 
Age and later periods remains unclear. Bell 
(1982) has shown a wide range in the dates at 
which colluvium was initiated across England, 
from Neolithic to Post-Medieval times, and 
argued that this indicates colluviation was as 
much a process of early prehistory as of later 
times (cf. Bradley 1978). Nevertheless it can be 
argued that the earliest ard-type light ploughs 
used before the Iron Age would have had com­
paratively little erosive effect on the soil, mater­
ial mostly accumulating against Celtic field 
boundaries by downslope creep to form lynch-
ets. Evans (1980), in a survey of modern water-
initiated soil erosion noted none in fields of 
lengths of less than 50 m, and little until lengths 
of 100 m are exceeded. Early field lengths are 

usually much shorter. But when more vigorous 
tillage was undertaken using heavier ploughs 
with coulters, probably from Iron Age or 
Romano-British times, soil inversion would have 
led to better weed suppression and bare soil 
conditions for longer each year. Aided by larger 
field sizes developed in these times (Fasham 
1980), more serious soil losses probably 
resulted, by flash flood erosion as well as soil 
creep. The only information on colluvial fills in 
the study area, at Owslebury, suggests that 
colluviation began there in the Middle Iron Age 
(c. 250 BC) (Collis 1968; 1970; Bell 1982) and 
demonstrates that Bell's assertion on the onset 
of colluviation is not necessarily applicable to all 
regions. 

Given a probable original thickness of loess 
covering the Chalk of one to four metres (Catt 
1978), the predominantly thin rendzina soils 
present today suggest that a very large amount 
of silty material must have been lost from chalk 
dry valley sides. Much was obviously removed 
soon after deposition in the Late Devensian by 
periglacial and fluvial action. However, rem­
nants of silty drift up to one metre thick are 
preserved today under ancient woodland 
(Moffat & Cope 1984) and suggest that brown 
earths rather than rendzinas were the normal 
soil type before early cultivation began to reduce 
soil thicknesses. Colluvial deposits only account 
for a proportion of the total removed by culti­
vation because silty alluvial sediments in the 
Test and Itchen valleys (Allen & Brewer 1984; 
1985) demonstrate that much silt has evidently 
reached the river systems; some may have been 
removed from the catchment by fluvial activity. 
Unfortunately, the peat has not yet been fully 
characterised or dated. 

Colluvial soils are notably absent from some 
dry valley bottoms, particularly those within 
large outcrops of Clay-with-flints. Here the soils 
are flinty and silty over rounded flint gravel, 
usually at 30-40 cm depth. The gravel is of 
fluvial origin and most likely Devensian in age 
(Moffat & Cope 1984). The absence of collu­
vium in these valley bottoms may be because 
adjoining land was little cultivated or left as 
woodland. Alternatively, flash floods or periodic 
bourne flow may have removed colluvium that 
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collected. Bournes are well known on the Ham­
pshire chalklands and were probably more 
common in historic and prehistoric times when 
chalk water-tables were higher (MacDonald & 
Kenyon 1961). 

Some writers (e.g. Bradley 1978; Bell 1981) 
have suggested that 'celtic fields' might repre­
sent attempts to counter soil erosion. In the 
study area, most fields are arranged in a more or 
less rectangular pattern, and in rolling chalkland 
terrain are only crudely parallel or perpendicu­
lar to the contour. If the prime motive in their 
creation was to conserve soil, a pattern more 
adjusted to slope might be expected. Instead, 
their pattern suggests that boundaries were 
probably territorial, and that any function of 
erosion control they served was fortuitous. 

Many discussions on the prehistoric agri­
culture of the chalklands use a bipartite division 
of 'light' and 'heavy' soils, but recent informa­
tion on the soil types of the study area (Jar-vis el 
al 1984) suggests this classification is grossly 
simplistic. In east Hampshire, important factors 
appearing to affect early agricultural exploi­
tation include the thickness of loessial and 
Clay-with-flints covers as well as the texture of 
the soils. For example, north of Overton (SU 55) 
many fields are sited on silty over clayey soils of 
the Carstens association. Beneath woodland 
such soils are commonly very acid (pH 4—5) 
Qarvis el al 1984), and would not support arable 
crops of early cereals such as emmer and spelt 
(Percival 1974). 

However, in this district, the Clay-with-flints 
is comparatively thin, and many early fields (e.g. 
around Frost Hill) each have a 'marl' pit within 
their boundaries. This suggests that early 
farmers dug through the clay to obtain the 
marling chalk beneath. In most other locations 
within the study area, however, depth to chalk is 
much greater (White 1909) and Clay-with-flints 
is too thick to allow the extraction of liming 
material. On the main plateau (SU 63), where 
thicknesses of 5-10 m are usual (Hydrotechnica 
1983), woodland has persisted on soils whose 
acidity was difficult to remedy in prehistoric 
times. Today these woodland soils often retain 

the thickest silty cover compared to those which 
have been subject to prolonged agriculture. 
When limed they are amongst the most fertile in 
the region. Despite their clayey subsoils, studies 
show these soils to be freely drained (Jarvis et al 
1984; Moffat & Cope 1984). Rather than being 
simply considered 'cold' and 'wet', therefore, 
acidity was probably why early man left them 
alone. 

CONCLUSIONS 

A study of early fields in east Hampshire has 
shown that their form and location are expli­
cable in terms of several environmental factors 
including topography, soil type and micro­
climate. Bowen (1975) has pointed to the 
planned nature of many early field systems. 

This study demonstrates that sites exhibiting 
prolonged cultivation from early times would 
today be looked upon as some of the most 
favourable in the area. However, early farmers 
probably experimented on a range of substrates 
before settling more permanently on those 
recognised in this study. 

Texture and drainage status are important 
soil parameters deciding the location of celtic 
fields, but soil acidity, and the inability to 
remedy it, was probably the main reason why 
many of the Clay-with-flints soils were uncul­
tivated for so long. 

The earliest users of 'celtic' fields initiated 
some soil erosion, but it is argued that serious 
soil losses probably began in Iron Age and 
Roman times when agriculture was intensified, 
particularly on silty chalkland soils nowadays 
identified as Andover 1 and Upton 1 associa­
tions. Detailed soil survey would help to eluci­
date this point. 
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