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Summer 2026        Volume 28 Number 2 

 

Dates for your Diary 

Venues (unless advised otherwise):  

BAS Finds Group (in person and on Zoom) and BAS Study Group (in person and on Zoom) - Woosehill 
Community Centre, Woosehill Court, Emmview Close, Wokingham, RG41 3DA.  

BAS Lunches - The Wheelwright's Arms, Davis Way, Hurst, Reading, RG10 0TR. If you want to come to the lunch, 
please notify Tim Lloyd (tim.lloyd@berksarch.co.uk) by the Saturday before the lunch.  

Saturday lectures - RISC, London St, Reading, RG1 4PS with refreshments from 2pm. Lectures start at 2:30pm 
and are live streamed on Zoom. Non-members are welcome to attend lectures. If wishing to attend on Zoom, they 
need to email membership@berksarch.co.uk by the end of the Wednesday before the lecture.  

All meeting Zoom links are emailed in advance and the Zoom session opens 10-15 minutes before the meeting.  

Wednesday 2nd September BAS Study Group 2:30pm 

Wednesday 15th September BAS Pub Lunch: 12:00pm 

Saturday 19th September BAS Lecture: topic The Archaeology of Chocolate by Prof. Katie Sampeck  

Wednesday 7th October BAS Study Group 2:30pm 

Wednesday 14th October BAS Pub Lunch: 12:00pm 

Saturday 17th October BAS AGM & Lecture: Ivan Margary “An Officer and a Gentleman.” By Dr David Rudling 

Wednesday 4th November BAS Study Group 2:30pm 

Wednesday 11th November BAS Pub Lunch: 12:00pm 

 

Regular activities will resume in September. Put the above dates in your diary and we’ll give more details 
nearer the time. 

From the Chair 

As you will have seen, since the start of the excavations at Wickham at the start of April, the Society has not been 
able to hold any other events.  There have been a number of small group meetings to do various other bits of 
archaeological work.  If you would like to join these activities see the rest of the newsletter. 

Andrew Hutt 
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Archaeology on Saturdays 

THE STANDING STONES OF ISLAY: What can the 
location and distribution of standing stones tell us 
about life in the late Neolithic and early Bronze 
Age? 

by Grace Strong (University of Oxford) 21st March 2026 

Now studying for her MA in archaeology, the topic of 
this lecture formed the basis of Grace’s undergraduate 
dissertation. This assessed standing stone sites from 
the late Neolithic (that began approximately 4,000 years 
ago) and the early Bronze Age (that began 
approximately 2,500 years ago), during which time 
there were extensive forms of social change. 
Monuments are manmade megaliths and earthworks, 
which are one of the main surviving artefacts from these 
periods, and hence are a main source of information. 
They are thought to be important for social structure and 
organisation, technical advances and connections to 
wider areas. Standing stones are a type of manmade 
megalithic monument and are found across much of 
western Europe.  

There three categories of standing stones: 

• Stone circles 

• Stone rows 

• Lone stones 

There are several current theories on the 
purposes/uses of standing stones, including: 

• Used for ritual purposes 

• Link to ancestors 

• Astronomy 

• Territorial markers 

• Symbols of elitism 

• Reflections of the landscape 

• Societal focus, e.g. meetings areas 

They were often constructed over hundreds of years 
and underwent changes in use over that time. Larger 
sites have generally been studied the most, with smaller 
sites often neglected. Also, sites are often looked at as 
individual sites, rather than as a group of sites as a 
whole. 

Islay is an island of the Inner Hebrides, 620 square 
kilometres in size. It has 39 standing stone sites 
distributed across the island, of all three types. It has a 
rich history, having been occupied since the Mesolithic. 
For the dissertation, all standing stone sites were 
mapped, of which 10 were visited to assess the stones 
and the surrounding landscape. She split the island into 
5 topographical regions: The North, The South, Central 
Islay, The Rhinns and Oa. She also mapped all the duns 
(fortified Iron Age settlements) and chapels across the 
island. 

Grace went on to describe several of the standing stone 
sites, such as Cultoon in The Rhinns region, which has 
the only stone circle on the island. It has 15 stones, only 
3 of which are standing. It was excavated by Euan 

Mackie in the 1970s. There are several empty sockets 
and hence the circle has been described as ‘unfinished’. 
This raises the question of what do we classify as 
unfinished? Another notable site is Ballinaby, that has 
two standing stones but reports from the 18th century 
that say there was a third. One of the existing stones is 
5m tall, which is the tallest on the island. 

The stones of the 10 sites were compared and shown 
to be variable in height, width, shape, colour and 
geology. A common factor was they were all located on 
elevated land, were next to water (whether this be the 
sea or a loch) and could be seen from a long distance. 
The North has more standing stones than the other 
regions, with lower average heights. The Oa and 
Central Islay have the only lone stones, The Rhinns has 
the only stone circle, and the other regions have stone 
rows. The Oa and Central Islay have fewer stones than 
the other regions and with the least variety, suggesting 
these were the least important regions. The Rhinns has 
taller stones, and both a circle and a row. The North has 
more stones and more rows, but with lower average 
heights and The South has lone stones and rows, with 
the largest average height. 

There are 50 duns and 38 chapels on the island, and 
Grace looked at the percentage of standing stone sites 
compared to the percentage of duns and chapels 
(mostly Medieval), by region. The standing stone 
distribution was more similar to the distribution of 
chapels than they were to the duns, suggesting a more 
religious purpose. One of the limitations is that chapels 
may have been destroyed, for instance in Central Islay 
that was used as farmland in the Medieval. Also, some 
chapels recorded in the 18th century can no longer be 
seen today. 

The distribution of standing stone sites in the different 
regions suggest distinctive areas of activity. 
Constructing them on elevated land and close to water 
ensured they could be easily seen, including from 
approaching boats. They could have been constructed 
to mark territory and/or to display elitism. Being close to 
the sea would also have permitted easy transport of the 
stones.  

Grace concluded by saying that for her Masters (starting 
October 2026) dissertation, she will be looking at 
landscape and the importance of water, and Neolithic 
shifts in diet away from seafood, that was common in 
the Mesolithic. 

Report by Debbie Cousins 

 

 

 

 

HOW LARGE WAS POMPEII REALLY? 

by Dr J. W. Hanson (Univ. of Oxford) 25thApril 2026 

After introducing himself, Dr Hanson started the lecture 
by saying why this question? It is because demography 
is important and the size of cities matters to those who 
live in them. 



 3 

The Importance of Scale 

There is a strong relationship between the number of 
people and social structure. Dr Hanson showed two 
graphs: 

1. Population plotted against US Metropolitan 

Road Surface. As the population increases, 

the greater the road surface area. Bigger cities 

use infrastructure more efficiently. 

2. Population plotted against US Metropolitan 

GDP (Gross Domestic Product). As the 

population increases, the greater the GDP. 

The population size of cities can be plotted against 
many other factors, including social and cultural 
aspects. With most, if not all factors, there is an 
exponential increase as a function of population size. 
An example is during the Covid lockdowns, where a 
population twice the size of another, had more than 
twice the increase of infection rate. 

This theoretical model can be extended to ancient cities. 
We do not generally have population size data, apart 
from e.g. census data from some ancient Egyptian 
cities, although these usually only included the number 
of men. However, there are several other methods that 
can be used to estimate the population sizes of ancient 
Roman cities, such as by the amount of seating in 
amphitheatres and the capacity of aqueducts. It is 
important to know the population size of Pompeii, to 
better understand the social and cultural development 
of this settlement.   

It is also important to understand the effects that cities 
have on their surrounding environs, as items such as 
building materials and food are generally sourced from 
outside the cities themselves. Ancient cities had lower 
birth rates and larger death rates, due to factors such 
as greater crime and diseases in cities making them 
highly reliant on continued immigration, including 
slavery, to maintain population levels. Hence, estimates 
of the population of ancient cities can also help us to 
better understand the dispersal of populations between 
rural and urban landscapes over time and their relative 
living standards. We should not forget that there is a 
moral component to this research. 

Over time, the estimated population of Pompeii has 
changed, with early estimates of 8,000 – 10,000 and 
more recently much larger figures of 35,000 – 45,000. 
Statistical models are used in ascertaining the approach 
to risk. It is always advantageous to estimate a range of 
values, rather than a single figure. The way in which we 
respond to figures is important and confirmation bias 
often plays a part. This is where humans tend to favour, 
interpret and remember information that confirms their 
pre-existing beliefs, ignoring or dismissing contradictory 
evidence. 

The New Inscription 

A monumental tomb was discovered in Pompeii 
approximately ten years ago. It has four curved sides 
and is made of white marble. It has a 4m long 
inscription, that includes information of a gladiatorial 
contest with 416 gladiators, 456 three-sided couches, 

with 15 people per couch. From this and other 
information such as the distribution of wheat, especially 
during a famine, it leads to an estimation of the 
population of Pompeii being 30,000, and up to 45,000 
including slaves. However, these numbers do not work. 
They equate to 400 people per hectare, which is 
equivalent to modern Mumbai and is too large to be 
sustainable. It is likely therefore, that the numbers for 
the gladiatorial contest were for an entire year, rather 
than for a single event. 

Inhabited Area 

We do know the inhabited area of Pompeii as well as 
the number of houses (1,100 units excavated to date) 
and their sizes, although we don’t know how many 
people lived in each house. Not all of Pompeii has been 
excavated, but if we take an average number of five 
people per house, the estimated population is up to 
8,000.  

Improving Population Estimates 

If we look at the various Roman cities across the Roman 
Empire, the relationship between the inhabited areas 
and estimated populations increases exponentially, i.e. 
as each city increases in size, the population also 
increases. From this, an equation has been 
extrapolated to estimate the population size in other 
cities. At Silchester for example, there was a low 
number of residential units and a larger number of 
public buildings. However, the residential buildings 
were built from materials inferior to the public buildings, 
so not all may have survived, and certainly today, there 
are a lot of gaps with no trace of buildings. An estimate 
of approximately 140 – 200 houses is too low. If we 
measure the capacity of the infrastructure in Silchester 
to estimate the population size, there is a reverse 
relationship. By looking at other factors such as the size 
of the amphitheatre (it had seating for 700+ people), the 
forum, streets, gates and the total area, this results in 
different population estimates for each factor. But we 
can work out the maximum (6,000), minimum (1,000) 
and average figures, with the number of individuals 
likely to be closer to 6,000. 

This research of the Pompeii population used 35 factors 
including the capacity of aqueducts, the number of 
gates, the temples, the basilica, two amphitheatres and 
the baths. This results in a scatter of population size 
estimates on the graph. While this looks messy, we can 
conclude that Pompeii is unlikely to have had a 
population size of less than 2,000 or greater than 
20,000. The range is between 8,000 – 12,000, with an 
average figure of 10,000, which of course is the 
population size that has long been held to be the case.  

Recommended books 

 ‘The Human Tide: How Population Shaped the Modern 
World’ by Paul Morland. 

‘The Uncertain Past: Probability in Ancient History’ 
edited by M. Lavan, D. Jew and B. Danon. 

Report by Debbie Cousins 
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Wickham House Excavation 
Project Update 

Post-excavation analysis of finds from season 1, and 
stratigraphic analyses of the data collected from the 8 
trenches excavated is 2025 has been studied by 4 
groups involving 15 BAS members. The results of this 
analysis have been captured in a 300-page interim 
report. Draft specialist reports identified have also been 
documented. 

Season 2 of the excavation at Wickham house has now 
been completed having undertaken 37 days of 
excavation. To date four trenches have been opened 
with 583 man days of effort and participation by 82 
individuals, 14 of whom are students at the University of 
Reading and 6 are local Wickham residents. Some 95% 
of participants are residents of the wider Berkshire area, 
and the male/female split of participants is 52/48%. A 
daily blog has been produced for the BAS website, and 
the daily YouTube video has been viewed by 756 
individuals to date, raising awareness of the Society. 

 

Figure 1: Excavating a Roman corn dryer 

The site was visited by Sarah Orr, TVAS and Amanda 
Clarke and Mike Fulford, and the site lecture/tour on 10th 
June was attended by 91 visitors and raised £1083 for 
the upkeep and maintenance of St Swithun’s church. 
BAS also supported the Wickham House open day on 
14th June, raising a further £185 for other good causes, 
which was attended by more than 250 people.  

 

Figure 2: Open day 

BAS has now completed three school visits led by the 
Wickham project team at St Nicolas Primary in 
Newbury, All Saints in Wokingham and Curridge C of E 
Primary is planned. The Wickham project has also given 
lectures to historical and archaeological societies in 

Newbury, Thatcham, Stockcross and Wokingham 
raising further funds for the “post-ex fund”. 

The archaeological discoveries made this season will 
be presented in detail at the Study Group and other 
forums, but overall the project is running to plan, is well 
supported by members and is attracting new members 
to the Society. BAS members continue to develop 
excavation skills and are increasingly engaging in post-
excavation analysis.  

Keith Abbott 

 

Blounts Court post-excavation 

Work on Blounts Court is progressing.  Details of key 
datable finds of pottery, clay pipe and glass have been 
completed.  We are still working on nails and CBM.   The 
work on stratigraphic analysis is ongoing.  So far, we 
have identified the 6 main phases of use of the site and 
within these phases some 30 areas of activity 
(archaeologically they are called groups because they 
are represented by groups of contexts).   The main 
archaeological report has 11 chapters, I have drafts for 
7 of them and are now working on the chapters on 
stratigraphic analysis, finds and the discussion.  This 
last relates the archaeology of the site to the 
personalities who owned it and the many people who 
worked on the site. 

Andrew Hutt 

Anchurus II 

Anchurus II is a body of methods and IT applications 
which enables you to record, analyse and interpret 
archaeological fieldwork sites.  The main Anchurus II 
release 2 software development: the Anchurus II web 
application, is now complete.  It has all been produced 
and tested and the user manual has been written. 

 

The next step is to transfer all the Blounts Court data 
from Anchurus II release 1 system to the release 2 
system where upon you will be able to access it. 

Andrew Hutt 
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Other Local Societies 

See the links below for details of their activities: 

Berkshire Archaeology Research Group 

Maidenhead Archaeological and Historical Society 

Marlow Archaeology Group 

South Oxfordshire Archaeological Group 

Thames Valley Ancient Egypt Society 

 

The copy date for the next issue of this newsletter is 27th 
August 2026. Please send any articles to 

newsletter@berksarch.co.uk 

 

 

 

BERKSHIRE 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL 

SOCIETY 

 

President: Professor Michael Fulford 
CBE FBA FSA 

The Society was founded in 1871 

and for over 150 years has 

encouraged and supported 

archaeological activities in 

Berkshire. 

Everybody with an interest in 

archaeology is welcome to attend 

our meetings and join the Society. 

It does not matter whether your 

interest in archaeology is newly 

found or long standing, the Society 

offers activities from regular 

lectures, an annual Day School 

(conference) and visits to 

excavations and research. 

All members receive a monthly e-

news sheet with news of the 

Society’s events and other events 

in Berkshire, this quarterly 

newsletter and a free copy of The 

Berkshire Archaeological Journal 

published by the Society. 

Officers of the Society: 
 

Chair: Andrew Hutt 
chair@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Secretary: Keith Abbott 
secretary@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Treasurer: James Peddle 
treasurer@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Membership Secretary:  
Anne Harrison 
membership@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Lectures & visits: 
Jean Curran 
lectures@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Day Schools: 
Peter Clifford 
peter.clifford@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Study Group & Field Projects: 
Andrew Hutt 
projects@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Newsletter: Tim Lloyd 
newsletter@berksarch.co.uk 
 

Website: Tim Lloyd 
webmaster@berksarch.co.uk 
 

For more contacts and more  
information about the Society visit: 
www.berksarch.co.uk 
 

https://www.barg-online.org/
https://www.maidenhead-arts.org.uk/listing/maidenhead-archaeological-and-historical-society/
https://www.marlowarch.co.uk/
http://www.soagarch.org.uk/
https://www.tvaes.org.uk/
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mailto:projects@berksarch.co.uk
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