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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A programme of archaeological investigation took place on the hillfort at Fin Cop during the 

summers of 2012 and 2014 by Archaeological Research Services Ltd and Cranfield University 

(2012 only) with the help of local volunteers. The project was funded by Archaeological 

Research Services Ltd and Cranfield University and further in-kind support was provided by the 

Peak District National Park Authority and English Heritage.  

 

The excavations reported here followed directly on from the investigations undertaken by 

Archaeological Research Services Ltd and the Longstone Local History Group during 2009 and 

2010. A single trench, Trench 9, was cut over the southeast corner of the main rampart and ditch 

during the 2012 season and this was extended by 2m in a southerly direction during the 2014 

season. 

 

The remains of at least 6 human individuals comprising two adults, one perinate and three 

neonates were identified in the rampart destruction deposit within the fill of the rock cut ditch. 

Small fragments of animal bone were found in the hillfort ditch and within the stone wall core 

comprising cattle, sheep/goat, rabbit/hare and a possible rat. 

 

No radiocarbon dates were obtained as English Heritage have advised that the current dating 

satisfactorily establishes the sequence of fort ditch deposits and current resourcing priorities 

does not allow for further dates on this material. 

 

The preservation of archaeological material was remarkable, with all of the skeletons, including 

those of the babies, being very well preserved considering their age and context of deposition. 

Snail shells survived well within the hillfort ditch attached to the rocks of the destruction deposit 

that had previously comprised the hillfort wall and core at depths of 1-2m. Ceramics also 

survived well in this environment and carbonised residues were found on several sherds. The 

limestone geology creates a benign environment for the preservation of organic materials, a 

component of the archaeological record so often missing from the neighbouring gritstone and 

sandstone areas. Botanical macrofossils and charred wood was also well-preserved. However, 

due to the free-draining nature of the soils and limestone geology there was no evidence for 

waterlogged environments, such as in the rock-cut ditch for example, and hence the preservation 

of organic sediments that could shed light on the surrounding vegetation was absent, which 

again contrasts with gritstone and sandstone areas where such waterlogged and peaty deposits 

are more common. 
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1. BACKGROUND  

Excavations took place at Fin Cop over a two week period during June 2012 and a one week 

period in June 2014  in accordance with the Scheduled Monument Consent Project Design 

submitted by ARS Ltd to English Heritage (see Appendix 1). The excavations were directed by 

professional staff from Archaeological Research Services Ltd (2012 and 2014) and Cranfield 

University (2012) with the assistance of over 30 local volunteers and fourteen post-graduate 

students.  

 

As the site and its environs have been described fully in previous publications (e.g. Waddington 

2012), an in-depth description of the site is unnecessary here, and so only a brief summary 

follows. The site is located on the crest of a steep sided bluff around the 330m contour with steep 

scarps dropping off to the north and west over 170m to the floor of the deeply incised valley 

known as Monsal Dale. The site commands panoramic views in all directions and the other Peak 

District hillforts at Ball Cross and Burr Tor are visible from the site. This is no doubt salient as it 

would have allowed for rapid communication between these sites thereby linking the valley-

based communities along much of the length of the Derwent and Wye valleys. This question of 

fort intervisibility, which is really only relevant if it can be demonstrated that they were occupied 

contemporaneously, is a fascinating research topic in its own right and requires an in-depth study 

of its own.  

 

The site lies directly on the Carboniferous Limestone bedrock, laid down around 350 million 

years ago. This has given rise to base-rich fertile soils which have been used for farming from 

the Neolithic to the present day. The depth of soil cover over the site varies considerably and this 

is discussed further below. Although springs occur across the limestone plateau the closest 

supply of fresh running water is the relatively fast-flowing river Wye which snakes along the 

floor of Monsal Dale to the north and west of the site. However, a spring line appears to occur 

c.150m beyond the hillfort on its eastern approach. 

 

The visible remains comprise a discontinuous bank and ditch rampart which define a scarp-edge 

enclosure, with a short section of a second bank and ditch at the north end of the east-facing 

section of the circuit forming a short area of bivallate defences (Figure 1). Although now turf-

covered, the bank is actually a stone wall with material spread beyond its front and rear faces and 

the ditch is rock-cut. The stone wall has been pushed into the ditch and the remaining wall 

material appears to have been heavily robbed in the past for stone, both for feeding the limekiln 

in the southern half of the fort interior, for marling the fields, and for construction of the dry 

stone field walls during the óEnclosureô period. Therefore the size of the wall is much reduced 

from its original form. A cluster of Beaker-period stone cairns are situated around the highest 

point on the hilltop where their visibility from below would have been maximised, whether stood 

in Monsal Dale itself, approaching from the east or from other high points in the wider landscape 

such as Longstone Edge. There may be some additional cairns towards the north-west corner of 

the bluff still within the area defined by the hillfort circuit. 

 

The previous excavations documented the deliberate destruction of the fort defences at the same 

time as the bodies of women, babies and children were unceremoniously dumped into the hillfort 

ditch and covered by the wall destruction deposit. Based on a strictly controlled radiocarbon 

dating programme of analysis it is clear that this occurred during the Iron Age. 

 

One of the outstanding questions leading on from this initial phase of work was whether the 

deposition of women and children in the fort ditch was localised to the eastern sector of the 

defences or whether bodies had been dumped in the ditch around most of its circuit. In addition, 

it was not known whether the form of the ramparts was consistent around the fortôs circuit or 
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whether it varied in constructional form, and also whether there was any evidence for an earlier 

phase of defensive works. In order to address these questions a single excavation trench was 

placed over the ramparts at the southeast angle of the hillfort over 100m away from the nearest 

previous trench over the ramparts. This trench was also located in a different field from the 

previous excavations that has a different land-use history and therefore, potentially different 

condition of preservation. 
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Figure 1. The earthwork survey of Fin Cop showing the location of the new and earlier excavation trenches. 
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2. EXCAVATION  

 

The excavation comprised a single excavation trench (Trench 9) and its location, together with 

those from the 1999 and 2000 excavations, can be seen in Fig. 1. The turf was removed by hand 

and stacked on plastic and the archaeological layers were excavated by mattocks, trowelling, 

selected stone removal and small tools as appropriate. Regular photography with back and white 

print and digital camera was taken during the excavation. Plans and section drawings were made 

and pro-forma context sheets were used to record each discrete archaeological feature/deposit. 

Charred wood samples were separately bagged for assessment of their potential for radiocarbon 

dating and species analysis. Human bones were carefully hand excavated with excavators 

wearing surgical gloves. The bones were collected in a finds tray and stored in sealable plastic 

boxes before cleaning and subsequent analysis.  

 

 

Trench 9 

Trench 9 was laid out in a rectangle perpendicular to the rampart and ditch on the southeast 

corner of the rampart circuit in a broadly east-west direction. An extension to the trench was 

made in 2014 so that, in total, a 6m width of ditch and rampart was able to be investigated in line 

with the Scheduled Monument Consent methodology. The combined trench had maximum 

dimensions of 18m by 7m including the 1m baulk that was left between the 2012 and 2014 

trenches (see Fig. 3). 

 

 
Figure 2. Trench 9 during the 2012 investigation, after turf-removal and initial cleaning, looking west (scales = 2m). 

 

The trench exposed a rock-cut ditch outside the stone defensive wall which had a vertical face on 

the inner-side of the ditch (Figures 3-5). The ditch was clearly unfinished with the quarrying face 
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still visible and an area of unexcavated rock still left in place towards the southern side of the 

trench (Figure 3). The presence of this irregular and jagged slab of rock suggests that separate 

work gangs were working towards each other as they excavated the ditch. This was a 

phenomenon noted in both of the previous trenches across the ramparts (Trenches 1 and 5, see 
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Figure 3. Plan of Trench 9 
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Figure 4. Trench 9 Sections. 
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Waddington 2012). Where excavation of the ditch was complete a flat base was evident. Where 

complete the base of the ditch measured up to 1.25m deep below the pre-rampart ground surface 

and was 4 m wide at its top. The ditch contained a thin discontinuous primary clay lens (008) 

above the natural bedrock (007) in the northern side of the trench which is interpreted as the 

primary ditch silt against the inner face (see Fig. 4).  

 

Immediately overlying the primary silt and bedrock base of the ditch was the main ditch fill 

(003) which was identical to the material found in Trenches 1 and 5 (see Waddington 2012). The 

deposit comprised a rocky fill comprising angular quarried slabs pitched at different angles with 

increasing voids with depth. The rock is not naturally shaped but rather quarried material with, in 

some cases, semi-dressed faces. No tip lines or layering was evident indicating the material was 

deposited as part of a single event. The pitch of the material shows that most of it entered the 

ditch from its inner and higher side where the stone wall was located. The angle at which much 

of the stone was pitched was such that the stone could not have rolled or slumped into such a 

position. The facing stones and wall core were mingled throughout the fill with no signs of being 

layered on top of each other if the fort wall had slumped or collapsed. As with Trenches 1 and 2 

this fill can be confidently understood as the wall destruction deposit. The voids in the rock have 

allowed for fine-grained material to percolate through the stone fill so that the rocky fill now 

appears as rocks set in a soil matrix, however, the soil has entered the fill of the ditch after the 

rocks were thrown in. 

 

 
 
Figure 5. Trench 9 after full excavation of the ditch, looking north-west (Scales = 2m). 

 

 

Above the wall destruction deposit was a subsoil layer (002) comprising an orange-brown 

(7.5YR 4/4) ferruginous silt that varied between 0.14m and 0.2m thick above the ditch fill and 

0.6m in front of the slumped wall face. Above the subsoil was the modern topsoil and turf layer 
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(001) which varied between 0.2m and 0.26m thick and was dark grey-brown in colour (7.5YR 

3/2). 

 

Within the wall destruction deposit (003) skeletal remains of six individuals were recovered. 

They included two adults, three neonates and one perinate. The articulated adult (Skeleton 11) 

was recovered from the lower part of the ditch fill just above the bedrock floor in the north side 

of the trench approximately 1.5m in from the northern baulk and against the base of the outer 

edge of the ditch. The individual was not lying flat in the base of the ditch but was at a haphazard 

angle, partly towards the vertical, indicating that the body had been deposited in the ditch 

unceremoniously and without any formal attempt at burial. The remains were articulated 

indicating that the individual had entered the ditch fleshed, however, large parts of the skeleton 

were missing. This person was found lying on their left-hand side in a sloping position facing 

south and resting directly against the outer edge of the rock cut ditch. The attraction of 

scavenging animals to the smell of rotting flesh within the ditch fill and the removal of various 

parts of the human bodies within the ditch is considered the primary cause of the incompleteness 

of some of the Fin Cop skeletons and much of the comingled bone. The other adult was 

identified by the presence of a single clavicle and the rest of this individual may lie under the 

northern baulk of the ditch. The bones of the neonates and perinates are all fragmentary and were 

comingled and in close association with the supine adult (Skeleton 11). Given the presence of a 

perinate it seems likely that Skeleton 11 belongs to a pregnant women otherwise it is hard to 

account for the presence of the perinate. The nests and burrows of rodents were found throughout 

the ditch fill and the presence of these animals could also account for the movement, comingling 

and destruction of small bones, whilst the voids in the rock may have allowed larger bones to fall 

through once the flesh had decayed, hence why the adult clavicle may have dropped into this part 

of the ditch from the baulk area. Post-depositional animal action and movement of bone through 

voids could account for the fragmentary survival and position of the bones without having to 

invoke special depositional practices. Occasional fragments of animal bone were also found in 

the ditch fill and these probably represent the remains of food consumption and butchery thrown 

into the ditch at the same time as the rampart destruction material and human bodies.  
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Figure 6. Excavation of Skeleton 11within the ditch fill of Trench 9, looking north (scale = 0.25m). Note how the 

individual was laying partly vertical and against the outer edge of the ditch where it had been covered by rocks 

thrown in from the dismantled wall. The body had been deposited within the ditch fill as ditch fill material lies 

below it and was also found above it indicating that the individual entered the ditch as the ditch was being in-filled 

by the wall destruction debris. 

 

The stone rampart comprised a faced wall constructed primarily from the limestone won from 

the rock-cut ditch, but occasional blocks of the local chert were also present. The wall had a clear 

face of semi-dressed large limestone blocks, although most had slumped so that it appeared as an 

irregular and uneven face. At the rear the soil had been scooped out to create a level platform on 

which to build the wall and a rough rear revetment wall composed of large blocks had been built 

against the rear of the scoop (Figure 4). The front and rear facing stones were keyed into the 

body of the rampart that consisted of a laid rubble core. The wall measured around 4m wide and 

this is consistent with the wall width recorded in Trenches 1 and 2. Animal bone fragments were 

recovered from the wall core and from the base of the wall where it had been built into the scoop. 

The wall in this section of the fort perimeter had been located on a natural convex break in slope 

and, as is typical on many upland hillforts, the slope break and been scooped back to provide a 

flat platform on which to construct the rampart whilst also taking advantage of the naturally 

afforded height gain of the break in slope and the greater ease by which this could be enhanced 

to build a defensive circuit. 

 

The key structural findings from the excavation of Trench 9 are that the form of the wall and 

ditch remain consistent with the remains encountered in Trenches 1 and 5 which indicates that 

the form of the main rampart around the east and southern sides of the enclosure had been 

constructed to a uniform plan. The wall on the south side of Trench 9 was excavated down to 

bedrock and it was similarly excavated to bedrock on its northern side. No traces of any earlier 

rampart or structural features were evident either in plan or section and therefore, in addition to 

the same findings in Trenches 1 and 5 it is concluded that there was no earlier defensive 
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perimeter occupying the same line as the stone wall defensive circuit. It remains possible that an 

earlier defensive timberwork could have been constructed on the site, but if there was one it 

followed a different alignment to the stone wall which defined the middle Iron Age hillfort 

defences.
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3. PREHISTORIC POTTERY  

 

Clive Waddington 

 

A total of eight small pieces and three crumbs of prehistoric pottery were recovered from Trench 

9, together weighing 57.44g, and which represent at least seven vessels, although they do not all 

belong to the same period. The 2012 excavation at Fin Cop extended the range of fabric types 

present on the site. Further work investigating the residues and dating them could yield some 

useful results that might also help with tying down the chronological sequence of the site. 

 

Topsoil (001) 

A single ceramic sherd [21] was recovered from the topsoil. It is a body sherd with a clear 

shoulder visible. It has a coarse fabric and is if a different fabric to any of the pther ceramics so 

far recovered from the various Fin Cop excavations. It contains angular crushed stone inclusions 

up to 5mm across. It has a rough internal surface and a lightly burnished outer surface and is up 

to 10mm thick. It has vertical fingernail impressions in a horizontal row running around the pot. 

The clay used to make the pot has very fine quartz grains within it. Given the fabric, form and 

decoration of this piece it is thought most likely to be a piece of Neolithic Impressed Ware 

ceramic or part of an Early Bronze Age Food Vessel. 

 

Ditch fill (003) 

Three sherds were recovered from the ditch fill, each being from a different vessel. The best 

preserved piece is a small body sherd [16] that appears to have adjoined the flat base of a jar-type 

vessel. It has carbonised residue adhering to its inner surface that is suitable for radiocarbon 

dating. It has a dark grey fabric and inner surface and a pale brown and burnished outer surface. 

It contains crushed quartz inclusions up to 3mm across which erupt occasionally on the outer 

surface. It averages 8mm thick. There is no decoration visible on the sherd. The form and fabric 

is consistent with a late prehistoric date and it could therefore be from a pot contemporary with 

the occupation of the fort. 

 

The two other sherd from this deposit are very small body sherd fragments from vessels of 

unknown size and shape. One sherd [14] is up to 8mm thick and has an oxidised orange outer 

surface and dark grey core and inner surface. The other sherd [15] is orange throughout and is 

made from a coarser fabric which contains angular crushed stone inclusions up to 5mm across. 

This sherd measures 11mm thick. Although both are likely to be late prehistoric little more can 

be said regarding their stylistic attribution. 

 

Hillfort wall (004) 

Two small sherds from different vessels [24 and 25] were recovered from within the stone wall 

of the hillfort together with three crumbs. One of the crumbs [26] is of the same fabric and 

probably from the same vessel as sherd [25]. The vessel represented by sherds [25 and 26] has a 

burnished red-orange oxidised outer surface and a dark grey core and inner surface. Sherd [25] 

has some carbonised residue surviving on its inner surface that could be suitable for radiocarbon 

dating. The wall of the pot measure 11mm thick and is made from a relatively smooth fabric. 

Sherd [24] is from a much thinner-walled pot measuring 6mm thick. This sherd also has an 

orange oxidised outer surface and grey core and inner surface and is also made from a relatively 

smooth fabric. The pitted outer surface suggests that burnt organics may have been used as an 

opening agent for this pot. The sherds are not particularly diagnostic although they fit 

comfortably into a late prehistoric context. 

 

Pre-hillfort soil (005) 
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Two small sherds of the same fabric, and probably the same vessel, were recovered from the pre-

hillfort land surface. They are grey-brown in colour and of a clearly different fabric to the 

material found in the stratigraphically later wall and ditch fill. It is a relatively coarse fabric and 

includes angular crushed stone inclusions up to 4.5mm across which erupt on the outer surface. 

Slight horizontal grooves on the outer surface of sherd [23] could have resulted from being 

wiped or roughly burnished with grass. In contrast the inner surface has been burnished smooth 

implying that liquids may have been held within this vessel. The walls of the pot are quite thin 

measuring 5-6mm thick. The fabric, despite being coarse, is evenly fired and suggests a well-

made pot. It is not diagnostic but its form and fabric would be consistent with an early first 

millennium cal BC context.  
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4. LITHICS  

 

Clive Waddington 

 

Introduction  

A total of 46 lithics were retrieved from the Trench 9 excavation, of which 21 were retrieved 

from the unstratified topsoil (001) and 13 from the ditch fill (003), four from the surviving area 

of stone wall that formed the hillfort rampart (004) and eight from the pre-hillfort soil (005). All 

the pieces, with the exception of those from the stratified deposits, are considered to be residual 

material resulting from earlier, pre Iron Age, activity on the site.  Nonetheless, this lithic material 

is unlikely to have come from far away, and is possibly just a few metres or tens of metres from 

their original position of discard. A catalogue of the lithic assemblage is provided in Table 2. All 

finds were located according to the context in which they were found and each find was bagged 

and given a unique find number. Measurements are given for complete pieces only in accordance 

with lithic recording conventions (Saville 1980). Although the assemblage of lithic material is 

small, those that can be ascribed to a period are mostly typical of the Mesolithic period, although 

one or two potential later pieces can also be discerned. 

 

Chronology 

Most of the assemblage sits comfortably in a Mesolithic manufacturing tradition (c.10000-4000 

cal BC), as evidenced by the concern for blade production, triangular sectioned blades, and the 

presence of microblades and microcores. There is one utilised squat flake made on high quality 

nodular flint that stands out from the rest of the assemblage and this is considered more likely to 

be of Neolithic or Early Bronze Age date. 

 

Distribution  

Although most of the lithics were recovered from the topsoil several had become incorporated 

into the various ditch fills either by being thrown in with the wall material when it was destroyed 

or as a consequence of soil creep and then dropping through voids in the rock fills of the ditch. 

 

Raw Material  

Thirty one of the 46 pieces (67% of assemblage) recovered from the excavation were flint whilst 

the other 15 pieces (33% of assemblage) were of local chert, two of which were of high quality 

dark grey chert, the rest being the very coarse grey chert that occurs naturally on the site. Of 

those flints that had cortical surfaces surviving on them six had a thick and rough cortex 

suggesting a glacial provenance for the raw material whilst five had a thinner and smoother 

cortex suggesting a primary flint, or nodular, origin. Although flint does not occur naturally in 

the Peak District the nodular flint is likely to have been imported from significantly further afield 

than the glacial flint that can be found in the sands and gravels and tills of the Trent Valley 35km 

to the south as well as from similar glacial outwash deposits in the river valleys draining the 

eastern and western flanks of the Peak District massif which lie slightly closer. Chert can be 

found on the site and in its immediate vicinity as it occurs naturally in the Carboniferous 

Limestone upon which the site is located. Any flint found on the site has, therefore, to have been 

imported and this indicates that material was being brought to the site over a considerable 

distance during the Mesolithic. Of the flint whose colour could be identified, as some pieces had 

patina development all over them prohibiting assessment of colour, the main colours were light 

grey (13) and medium grey (10), with only two pieces of dark grey flint. The chert included 

seven pieces of light grey material and seven pieces of medium grey material and one piece of 

dark grey, fine-grained, high quality chert. The variation in colours is likely to reflect a variety of 

different sources, even though there can be much variation in flint colour within a single nodule. 

Much of the flint was of high purity with very few pieces being speckled. 
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Flaking and Manufacture 

The assemblage displays evidence for the use of hard and soft hammer working, with most of the 

edge-trimming and retouch being unifacial. The manufacturing tradition for Mesolithic material 

relies on a blade-based technology, that includes slender blades where possible, but also thicker 

stubby blades when the raw material dictates. The blades typically have a triangular section and 

the production and use of microblades is featured within the assemblage.  

 

 

Types 

A range of tool types is present in the lithic assemblage and these are summarised in Table 1 

below. The presence of processing tools, such as the various retouched, edge-trimmed and 

utilised pieces, together with the serrated blade and the scrapers, indicate a wide range of 

processing activities, which are usually taken as an indicator of settlement sites (Schofield 1991; 

1994). The presence of the scrapers might imply that hide working was an important activity. 

The two cores also indicate that tool production also took place on site. 

 
Type 001 

Unstratified  

 

003 

Stone wall 

ditch fill  

004 

Stone wall 

005/009 

Pre-hillfort 

soil 

Total 

Flakes 3 2  2 7 

Blades 4 4  2 10 

Chip 1    1 

Core 1 1   2 

Retouched blade  1  1 2 

Retouched flake    1 1 

Edge-trimmed blade 1   2 3 

Edge-trimmed flake 1  1  2 

Utilised blade 6 4 3  13 

Utilised flake 1    1 

Scrapers 2    2 

Serrated blade  1   1 

Awl  1    1 

      

Total 21 13 4 8 46 

Table 1. Summary of lithic types by context. 
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Figure 11. Selected flints from Trench 9 from left to right: burnt and utilised blade, edge-trimmed blade, utilised 

blade, notched blade and broken utilised blade (scale = 5 cm). 

 

Discussion 

The lithic assemblage recovered from Trench 9 reveals a similar pattern to the previous lithic 

material recovered from the Fin Cop excavations (Waddington 2012). Most of the material that 

can be dated fits comfortably into a Mesolithic manufacturing tradition thereby testifying to an 

early phase of human activity on this hilltop. The presence of at least one and possibly two, later 

pieces provides further evidence for the Neolithic and/or Early Bronze Age activity that has been 

identified through the discovery of other lithic and ceramic finds at the site (Waddington 2012). 

With the exception of the flint flake from the pre-hillfort soil surface all the other material is 

likely to be in a residual post-depositional context and therefore not in its original position of 

discard. This indicates that the construction of the hillfort defences during the Iron Age disturbed 

pre-existing archaeological remains across the hilltop. 

 

 


