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Executive Summary 

Berkhamsted Castle is located on the north side of the town of Berkhamsted and sits in the Akeman 

Street gap through the Chiltern Hills, in the county of Hertfordshire. In 2015, as part of the Leverhulme 

Trust funded project Extending Histories: from Medieval Mottes to Prehistoric Round Mounds, staff 

from the University of Reading undertook archaeological investigations at the site. Fieldwork included 

drilling a borehole through the castle mound down to the old ground surface, as well as the detailed 

analytical earthwork survey of the upstanding mound remains. This fieldwork was followed by a 

programme of scientific dating and palaeoenvironmental analysis. The results of this work indicate 

that the castle motte, which is over 14m high, was constructed from local geological material. Due to 

the poor quality of the samples retrieved from the mound for radiocarbon dating, only a minimum age 

for the construction of the motte has been ascertained – sometime after cal AD 689-885 (95% 

confidence) – and it is highly probable that the mound is later in date. The earthwork evidence 

indicates that the motte may originally have has a series of structures on it south-western side and 

was surmounted by a stone keep up to 18m in diameter.  

1. INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

This report describes the initial result of archaeological investigations  carried out at Berkhamsted 

Castle, Hertfordshire,  as part of the Extending Histories: from Medieval Mottes to Prehistoric Round 

Mounds project (The Round Mounds project for short),  a University of Reading research project 

funded by The Leverhulme Trust. The Round Mounds project aims to unlock the story of monumental 

mounds in the English landscape. It contends that fossilised within the main body of some medieval 

mottes are large Neolithic round mounds, which are among the rarest and least well understood 

monuments in Britain. Berkhamsted Castle is one of 20 mottes from across England considered as 

having prehistoric potential and selected for detailed archaeological investigation as part of the 

Round Mounds project. 

Berkhamsted Castle (Scheduled Monument Number: 1010756) is situated immediately north-east of 

the town centre of Berkhamsted, Hertfordshire, within a small dry valley in the White Chalk, and 

immediately north of the River Bulbourne/Grand Union Canal. The archaeological fieldwork at 

Berkhamsted was carried out in October 2015 by staff from the University of Reading. Scheduled 

Monument Consent was required for the works, and this was applied for and duly given prior to 

commencement of fieldwork. This report represents an interim statement of the findings from the 

2015 investigations.  

 



2 
 

2. METHODOLOGY 

The works at Berkhamsted Castle closely followed the methods used at the Marlborough Mound 

(Leary et al. 2013), and that set out in the Berkhamsted Castle Project Outline (Stastney & Jamieson 

2015). It comprised a multi-disciplinary approach, involving a programme of coring, analytical 

earthwork survey, scientific dating and detailed palaeoenvironmental analysis. 

The initial phase of fieldwork at Berkhamsted involved drilling one borehole from the summit of the 

motte to the top of the underlying natural deposits. This was done using an Eijkelkamp core sampler 

driven by an Atlas Copco Cobra TT drill. Mound material was recovered in sealed 1m long plastic 

tubes and removed to the University of Reading for further examination. 

In the laboratory the plastic tubes were cut open, photographed and described according to standard 

geological criteria (Jones et al. 1999; Munsell Color 2000; Tucker 2011). The samples were then 

assessed to determine the presence and preservation of material suitable for Accelerator Mass 

Spectrometry (AMS) 14C dating and any palaeoenvironmental indicators. Material suitable for dating 

was submitted to the Scottish Universities Environmental Research Centre (SUERC), East Kilbride, for 

AMS 14C determination. 

A second phase of fieldwork involved the detailed analytical earthwork survey of the mound. This was 

carried out using a combination of differential GNSS (Global Navigation Satellite System) and Total 

Station Theodolite (TST) equipment, and was completed in the field using graphical survey methods. A 

digital plan of the mound was produced using AutoCAD software and finished for publication in Adobe 

Illustrator software.  

3. RESULTS 

3.1   Description of the earthwork remains 

An analytical survey at 1:500 scale of the earthwork remains of the motte of Berkhamsted Castle was 

undertaken in October 2015, with the survey area extending to approximately 1ha. The impressive 

castle earthworks are largely under grass, with the outer bank of the ditch also supporting mature 

trees and scrub. The castle’s inner ditch floods seasonally, and the fieldwork was therefore 

undertaken in the autumn months to ensure the best possible conditions for the survey. There was 

however, thick vegetation in the motte ditch which created challenging conditions for survey in these 

areas (Fig. 1)     
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The large mound or motte is positioned on the north-eastern side of the inner ward or bailey  of the 

castle and is surrounded by a broad watery ditch with a steep-sided outer bank. The mound has a 

basal diameter of between 57m and 60m, with the summit of the mound standing 10.1m above the 

inner bailey surface and up to 14.2m above the bottom of the surrounding ditch. The summit of the 

motte is now accessed by the way of a staircase which ascends the motte from the west. 

The sub-circular summit of the mound is a maximum of 21.2m in diameter and defines an area of 

approximately 340m². On the summit are the remains of a sub-circular shell keep which is defined by 

a scarp and bank which encloses an area up to 18.4m in diameter, with the earthworks surviving to a 

Figure 1. Berkhamsted Castle: earthwork survey plan of castle motte at 1:500 scale (reduced) 
showing borehole location. The field survey has been combined with 1m lidar data. © Environment 
Agency copyright and database right 2015. All rights reserved. 

a 

b 

c 

d 
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maximum height of 1.2m. Against the southern boundary of the keep are the remains of a stone-lined 

well which is now protected by a timber fence. The summit of the mound is truncated along its south-

western side, which may indicate the former presence of a forebuilding giving access to the keep. A 

series of breaks-in-slope were also recorded around south-western side of the mound (a), which again 

may represent to the vestiges of a structure adjoining this side of the keep.  

A massive flint-and-rubble wall up to 4.3m wide ascends the mound on its western side and 

represents the remains of a wing-wall (Fig. 2). On the south side of the motte masonry remains were 

also recorded crossing the ditch and would appear to represent the vestiges of a second wing-wall (b). 

The precise course of this wall is unclear, but it is likely to have extended from the bailey’s curtain wall 

and scaled the mound to join the southern side of the keep or forebuilding.  

The mound is encircled by a broad ditch up to 10.3m wide at its base and between 1.6m and 4.6m 

deep. A steep-sided earthen bank separates the inner and outer castle ditches on the northern and 

eastern sides of the mound, the bank a maximum of 18.5m wide at its base. To the north-west of the 

mound the outer bank broadens and forms a sub-circular platform which may have supported a small 

structure or tower (c). On the south-western side of the motte the ditch is shallower and its outer 

scarp has been cut back to form a sub-rectangular platform measuring around 21m long and 8m wide 

Figure 2. Berkhamsted Castle: a view of the grass-covered motte looking north-east, showing the 
flint-and-rubble wing-wall ascending the mound. 
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 (d). This platform may have supported a structure or stair arrangement which facilitated access from 

the bailey to the summit of the motte.    

A number of breaks-in-slope were identified around the circumference of the mound. Some of these 

almost certainly represent the course of former paths giving access to the summit. On the western 

side of the mound, for example, a linear break-in-slope approximately 6.3m below the summit of the 

mound corresponds to a dog-leg pathway depicted on the Ordnance Survey 1:500 Town Plan of 

Berkhamsted dating from 1878. The same plan shows a spiral path ascending the mound in an anti-

clockwise turn around the eastern side of the mound; a break-in-slope 6.8m below the summit of the 

mound on its eastern side almost certainly represents the vestiges of this path. A break-in-slope 

recorded around almost the entirety of the mound’s circuit, at approximately 1.2m above its base, 

may represent the line of the old ground surface and/or where standing water has eroded the base of 

the mound. 

  3.2 Borehole stratigraphy  

One borehole, BH1, was drilled from the present ground surface of the motte to the top of the 

underlying geological deposits in October 2015 in order to recover cores for laboratory assessment 

and radiocarbon dating. BH1 was positioned in the centre of the summit of the motte, and was drilled 

to a maximum depth of 13.00m below ground surface (bgs).  

An in-situ geological stratum of Chalk Head (previously known as Combe Deposits), consisting of dark 

yellowish brown (10 YR 4/4) silt/clay with frequent angular flint and rounded chalk granules, was 

encountered at the base of BH1, at a depth of 12.86m bgs. Although not shown on local geological 

mapping, such deposits are commonly founded overlying the Chalk bedrock within the base of dry 

valleys, and therefore this unit is presumed to overlie bedrock of the Holywell Nodular Chalk 

Formation and New Pit Chalk Formation (Undifferentiated)  [White Chalk Subgroup] as shown on the 

geological mapping (BGS 2016). 

The Head deposits were overlain by mound makeup strata, which were found to be 12.86m thick in 

BH1. The mound makeup deposits were apparently composed of redeposited material derived from 

the local Chalk bedrock and associated superficial deposits (e.g. Head) and consisted of yellowish 

brown (10 YR 5/4) sandy silt/clay with frequent angular to subangular flint gravel (granule- to cobble-

sized) and occasional granules and pebbles of chalk. Due to the poorly-sorted nature of these 

deposits, and the occurrence of large hard clasts (i.e. flint cobbles) within a comparatively soft matrix, 

most cores were heavily compressed and sample recovery was poor. For this reason any evidence of 

bedding that may have been present was not visible in the cores. Although obviously reworked (given 
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the position and morphology or the mound), there were very few anthropogenic indicators within the 

mound deposits, although some rare small charcoal fragments were recovered by wet-sieving of bulk 

samples of sediment (see below). 

The mound makeup deposits were overlain by a 0.56m thick layer of silty fine sand with flint gravel on 

top of which the present sandy silt loam topsoil was developed. 

3.3 Palaeoenvironmental indicators 

14 small bulk samples, of between 150ml and 800ml in volume, were wet-sieved over a nest of 

meshes (4mm, 1mm and 300µm) and the residues assessed for the presence of palaeoenvironmental 

indicators and material suitable for AMS radiocarbon dating. Only two samples contained very small 

amounts of unidentified wood charcoal fragments (<2mm). Apart from three fragments of broken 

mollusc shell recovered from the sandy subsoil, no other palaeoenvironmental indictors were found. 

Given the obviously calcareous nature of all the sediments encountered in BH1, pollen is unlikely to 

be preserved; furthermore, given that all deposits in the cores have been reworked, any pollen grains 

present would be of unknown provenance. The mound makeup strata and the underlying Head 

deposits in BH1 therefore both have little potential for the preservation of palaeoenvironmental 

indicators that might be used to reconstruct past environmental conditions at the site. 

3.4. Radiocarbon dating 

Two samples of charcoal recovered from BH1 were submitted for AMS radiocarbon dating; the results 

are presented in the table below. 

Depth 

(m) 

Lab code Material δ13C Radiocarbon age 

BP 

95% confidence 

calibrated range1 

3.40-

4.00 

SUERC-67057 Charcoal fragments 

(indet.) 

-25.0 2976±31 1369-1059 cal BC 

11.32-

12.00 

SUERC-67061 Charcoal fragments 

(indet.) 

-25.5 1227±31 cal AD 689-885 

 

The large discrepancy between the two dates clearly demonstrates that the charcoal fragments 

within the mound makeup strata are residual, and therefore the youngest date can only provide a 

minimum age for the construction of the motte – sometime after cal AD 689-885. The motte at 

                                                           
1 Using IntCal13 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2013). 
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Berkhamsted Castle is therefore definitely not prehistoric and is at least early medieval in date, 

although the motte may be considerably later. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

The new archaeological works undertaken by the University of Reading on the castle motte at 

Berkhamsted have shown that the mound was constructed sometime after cal AD 689-885 (95% 

confidence). However, due to the nature of the material available for radiocarbon dating it must be 

considered likely that the mound was constructed considerably later. The borehole stratigraphy 

shows that the motte was constructed from local material derived from the Chalk, presumably 

excavated from the ditch surrounding the mound. The silty fine sand identified as overlying the 

mound deposits may represent a levelling layer related to the construction of the castle keep. The 

earthwork evidence indicates that a stone keep up to 18m in diameter surmounted the motte, and 

may originally have has a series of stone-built structures on it south-western side. These included a 

pair of wing-walls which joined with the curtain wall of the bailey, and a possible stair and 

forebuilding arrangement giving access to the keep from the inner bailey. The earthwork survey has 

also identified the remains of a series of pathways which were in place by the later 19th century and 

were used to access the summit of the motte.  
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6. APPENDIX – BOREHOLE LOG 

Top Base Lithology Comments 

0.00 0.02 No recover VOID 

0.02 0.23 Topsoil Grass over 10 YR 3/2 Very dark greyish brown 

slightly fine sandy silt loam topsoil with fine organic 

fibres and rootlets throughout. Frequent rounded 

to angular granule to pebbles sized flints and rare 

subrounded chalk pebble. Grading into: 

0.23 0.79 Fine sand with gravel 10 YR 5/3 Brown loose/friable silty fine sand with 

frequent angular to subangular flint granules and 

occasional subangular flint pebbles and rare 

granule-sized charcoal flecks. Diffuse to: 

0.79 1.00 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 4/3 Brown firm very slightly fine sandy 

silt/clay with occasional shattered angular flint 

pebbles and granules. 

1.00 1.03 No recover VOID 

1.03 2.00 Clay with chalk and flint gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown silt/clay with frequent 

weak-strong subrounded chalk granules and 

occasional pebbles, rare subangular flint pebbles 

and very rare fine charcoal flecks. Reddish ?Fe 

mottling throughout. Coarse root at 1.21m, likely 

somewhat bioturbated throughout? 1.19-1.40m: 

very frequent chalk granules and pebbles. 

2.00 2.50 Clay with flint gravel 10 YR 4/4 Dark yellowish brown firm silt/clay with 

occasional subangular flint pebbles and rare 

rounded chalk granules. Sharp, wavy/irregular 

boundary to: 

2.50 2.67 Weathered chalk 10 YR 8/3 Very pale brown firm silt/clay and putty 

chalk with very frequent subrounded weak to 

strong chalk pebbles and granules. Sharp and 

irregular boundary to: 

2.67 2.72 Silt/clay 10 YR 4/4 Dark yellowish brown firm silt/clay. 

Diffuse to: 
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Top Base Lithology Comments 

2.72 3.00 Weathered chalk 10 YR 8/3 Very pale brown ?slightly disturbed chalk 

granules and pebbles in some silt/clay matrix. 

3.00 3.19 Slump Material fallen down hole. 

3.19 3.40 Weathered chalk 10 YR 8/1 White putty chalk with weak to strong 

chalk pebbles and some silt/clay matrix. Rare, 

horizontally-lain black ?charred plant remains. 

Diffuse boundary to: 

3.40 3.49 Silt/clay 10 YR 4/4 Dark yellowish brown silt/clay with rare 

flint pebbles, charcoal flecks, and chalk granules. 

Diffuse to: 

3.49 3.60 Weathered chalk 10 YR 8/1 White putty chalk. Diffuse to: 

3.60 3.65 Silt/clay Band of 10 YR 4/4 Dark yellowish brown silt/clay. 

Diffuse to: 

3.65 3.70 Clay with chalk and flint gravel 10 YR 6/4 Light yellowish brown silt/clay with 

frequent subrounded chalk granules and rare 

subangular flint pebbles. Diffuse to: 

3.70 3.80 Weathered chalk 10 YR 8/1 White firm putty chalk. Diffuse to: 

3.80 3.83 Silt/clay 10 YR 4/4 Dark yellowish brown silt/clay. Grading 

into: 

3.83 4.00 Clay with chalk and flint gravel 10 YR 4/4 Dark yellowish brown silt/clay with 

frequent chalk granules and rare subangular flint 

pebbles. 

4.00 4.18 No recover VOID 

4.18 4.36 Slump Slump/very disturbed material: loose flint 

fragments, silt/clay etc. 

4.36 5.00 Clay with flint gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown silt/clay with frequent 

angular flint pebbles (some smashed by corer) and 

rare chalk granules. [disturbed by drilling, 

somewhat poor recovery] 

5.00 5.17 No recover VOID 

5.17 5.33 Slump Slump/very disturbed material: loose flint 

fragments, silt/clay etc. 
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Top Base Lithology Comments 

5.33 6.00 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown compressed firm sandy 

silt/clay with abundant angular flint granules and 

pebbles and occasional chalk granules. [NB - 

compressed and possible somewhat disturbed]/ 

6.00 6.30 No recover VOID 

6.30 6.63 Slump Slump/very disturbed material: loose flint 

fragments, silt/clay etc. 

6.63 7.00 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown firm sandy silt/clay with 

abundant angular flint granules and pebbles, and 

occasional chalk granules. 

7.00 7.30 No recover VOID 

7.30 7.52 Slump Slump/very disturbed material: loose flint 

fragments, silt/clay etc. 

7.52 8.00 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown firm sandy silt/clay with 

abundant angular flint granules and pebbles, and 

occasional chalk granules. 

8.00 8.44 No recover VOID 

8.44 8.63 Slump Slump/very disturbed material: loose flint 

fragments, silt/clay etc. 

8.63 9.00 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown firm sandy silt/clay with 

abundant angular flint granules and pebbles, and 

occasional chalk granules. 

9.00 9.31 No recover VOID 

9.31 9.70 Slump Slump/very disturbed material: loose flint 

fragments, silt/clay etc. 

9.70 10.00 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown firm sandy silt/clay with 

abundant angular flint granules and pebbles, and 

occasional chalk granules. [Disturbed/poor 

recovery]. 

10.00 10.61 No recover VOID 

10.61 11.00 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown disturbed silt/clay with 

angular flint granules and pebbles and occasional 

chalk granules. Broken flint cobble fills the core at 
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Top Base Lithology Comments 

base. 

11.00 11.32 No recover VOID 

11.32 11.92 Sandy clay with gravel 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish brown silt/clay with subangular 

and angular flint granules and pebbles (some 

broken by corer). Sharp, ?disturbed, boundary to: 

11.92 12.00 Humic silt/clay 10 YR 3/3 Dark brown soft ?slightly humic silt/clay 

loam with occasional subangular flint granules. 

[?Possible compressed buried soil horizon?]. 

12.00 12.62 No recover VOID 

12.62 12.81 Slump Slump/very disturbed material: loose flint 

fragments, silt/clay etc. 

12.81 12.86 Silt/clay 10 YR 4/3 Brown soft silt/clay. Grading into: 

12.86 13.00 Clay with chalk and flint gravel 10 YR 4/4 Dark yellowish brown soft silt/clay with 

very frequent subangular flint granules and 

occasional rounded chalk granules. [Chalk Head]. 
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