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 7 

 samenvatting 

  inleiding
Van 1978 tot 1982 heeft het ipp archeologisch onderzoek gedaan in de 2200 ha 
grote Assendelver Polders. Het onderzoek van het Assendelver Polders Project 
(app) concentreerde zich op de boerderijen en de onmiddellijke omgeving ervan, 
voornamelijk op de westelijke, hoger gelegen zandgronden. Naar aanleiding van 
de komst van een nieuwbouwwijk in Assendelft-Noord (Saendelft) kon het ipp 
terugkeren naar de polders in 1995 – 1997. In 1995 en 1996 heeft vooronderzoek 
plaatsgevonden in de vorm van boringen en proefsleuven. Op basis van de resul-
taten van dit vooronderzoek is gekozen om in 1997 twee percelen geheel op te 
graven (AsN-56 en AsN-27) met de volgende drie doelstellingen:
– het bestuderen van het geheel aan sporen behorende bij/gelijktijdig aan
 boerderijen, zodat het onderzoek het gehele scala van menselijke activiteiten 
 (vanaf de Prehistorie tot nu) omvat;
– het inventariseren van het effect van landbouwmanagement op het bodem-
 archief. Deze inventarisatie komt tot uiting in de vergelijking tussen de twee 
 percelen AsN-56, geëgaliseerd en met een verlaagd polderpeil, en AsN-27 
 waarbij dit niet het geval is;
– een bijdrage leveren aan het promoten van het cultureel erfgoed bij het 
 publiek. Deze doelstelling is door staatssecretaris Nuis verwoord in de Vierde 
 Nota Ruimtelijke Ordening, m.b.t. vinex-locaties en de implementatie van het
 verdrag van Malta.

  onderzoek in het veengebied
Het veenlandschap is de afgelopen jaren door de meeste archeologen be-
schouwd als een marginaal, laag gelegen en onvruchtbaar gebied dat gedo-
mineerd werd door geologische ontwikkelingen. Men was van mening dat de 
veengebieden pas gebruikt werden wanneer de hoger gelegen zandgronden 
een samenleving onvoldoende woon- en leefruimte boden. Kolonisatie van 
veengebieden zou dus pas plaatsvinden als laatste redmiddel of als effect van 
de markteconomie van graanproductie voor een groeiende stedelijke bevolking. 
De gebieden werden dan door lange greppels gedraineerd en vervolgens geheel 
weggeschept voor brandstof voor woningen en in het kader van de industriële 
revolutie. 
Het idee over de marginale functie van veengebieden lijkt voort te komen uit 
de projectie van de economische omstandigheden van 19de – 20ste-eeuwse 
veenwinfamilies in oost-Nederland. 
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Een dergelijke moderne mentaliteit, een relatieve desinteresse in veengebieden, 
is nog af te lezen in de lage begroting van het archeologisch onderzoek van de 
120 ha grote vinex-locatie Saendelft. Met de keuze van de rob om ‘wetland 
archaeology’ als één van haar speerpunten te nemen, is een veranderende hou-
ding t.a.v. veengebieden waarneembaar. De resultaten van het onderzoek te 
Assendelft zal een ieder moeten kunnen overtuigen van de archeologische 
waarde van Noord-Hollandse veengebieden.

  archeologisch onderzoek 1997
Het vooronderzoek in 1995 en 1996 gaf al aan dat het zetten van boringen geen 
goede prospectiemethode is voor sites in het veen (AsN-56 was niet herkend), 
ook bij slootkantinspectie worden sites gemist (AsN-56 en AsN-28). Vooronder-
zoek d.m.v. proefsleuven blijkt in het veen de meest effectieve en een relatief 
goedkope manier te zijn om inzicht te krijgen in kwaliteit, verspreiding en diver-
siteit van sporen en vondsten. Voor niet-geëgaliseerde gebieden is landschaps-
morfologie de meest eenvoudige manier om de lay-out van een complex te voor-
spellen. 
Naar aanleiding van de resultaten van het proefsleuven onderzoek zijn in 1997 
twee percelen opgegraven; het geëgaliseerde perceel AsN-56 met een laag pol-
derpeil en AsN-27. Beide percelen bevatten sporen vanaf de tweede helft van de 
1ste eeuw tot de 2de eeuw ad, van de 3de – 4de eeuw en van de 12 – 13de eeuw. 
De spoordichtheid van AsN-56 was lager dan van AsN-27 maar dit kan niet 
geweten worden aan de effecten van het moderne landbouwmanagement. 
Op beide sites komen namelijk overeenkomstige type sporen voor; zowel opge-
brachte als gegraven sporen en zelfs het oorspronkelijke loopniveau is bewaard 
gebleven. Alleen de trapsgewijze indrukken van zware landbouwmachines, die 
op AsN-56 gebruikt zijn, bemoeilijkten enigszins het opgraven en de interpreta-
tie van prehistorische sporen. Het ontbreken van palen op AsN-56 kan veroor-
zaakt zijn door het lage waterpeil maar kan ook te maken hebben met het tot de 
grond toe afbreken van huizen door de vroegere bewoners. De boerderijen op 
AsN-27 konden echter gesitueerd worden d.m.v. de aanwezigheid van haardp-
laatsen, de vondstverspreiding en de locatie van kuilen. De verklaring van het 
verschil in spoordichtheid tussen beide sites moet eerder gezocht worden in het 
verschil in type site; AsN-56 heeft qua indeling van wonen, werken en beleven 
overeenkomsten met een nederzetting te Schagen en de indeling van AsN-27 is 
te vergelijken met Uitgeesterbroekpolder 18.

  de sporen
In 2 maanden werd 1,8 ha van perceel AsN-56 opgegraven. Tijdens de opgraving 
zijn drie mogelijke boerderijcomplexen uit de inheems-Romeinse periode 
blootgelegd met bijbehorende paden, kuilen, activiteiten zones (veenopslag en 
-winning). Daarnaast waren twee dichtgeslibde kreekarmen over de gehele site 
zichtbaar, waarvan een deel in de 2de helft van de 1ste eeuw is uitgegraven, één 
kant is verstevigd met scherven en in gebruik is genomen (bijvoorbeeld om 
water te halen of te wassen). De middeleeuwse sporen betroffen een aantal kui-
len en perceleringsgreppels. In het zuidoosten van de site werden sporen van een 
18 – 19de-eeuwse watermolen aangetroffen. Over een groot deel van het terrein 
waren sporen van moderne landbouwactiviteiten zichtbaar.
Eveneens in 2 maanden werd een vergelijkbaar oppervlak opgegraven van 
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perceel AsN-27. Smalle greppels domineerden de opgravingsvlakken; deze dat-
eren voornamelijk uit de inheems-Romeinse tijd maar ook uit de middeleeuwen 
en de 18 – 19de-eeuw. De bewoning en/of het gebruik van deze site in de 1ste tot 
midden 3de eeuw is grofweg in drie fasen te verdelen, die ook weer faseringen 
kennen. De boerderij in het westen van de site is het eerst bewoond geweest. 
Mogelijk hoorden de greppels in het noordoosten bij activiteiten van deze 
bewoners. Na het verlaten van de boerderij is de structuur afgedekt met een 
akkerlaag en een weg die naar of van het noordelijk gelegen akkercomplex loopt 
(over een greppelsysteem). N.a.v. 14C-dateringen, de paden en de ligging van de 
verschillende structuren, wordt aangenomen dat de oostelijk gelegen boerderij, 
het schuurtje en de veekraal bij dit akkercomplex horen. De structuur met haar-
den, spinklosjes, maalstenen en polijststenen, betiteld als werkruimte, moet ook 
door deze familie zijn gebruikt. Zuidwestelijk van deze plaats werden ook plag-
gen gestoken en, ten zuidoosten, werd aardewerk geproduceerd. Bij het verlaten 
van dit gebied hebben de bewoners hun boerderij en schuur afgedekt met mate-
riaal van een akkerlaag, en de veekraal en de werkruimte met plaggen. De heuvel 
die op de werkruimte is ontstaan is in de 3 – 4de eeuw in gebruik genomen,1 
mogelijk door herders om hun vee in de gaten te houden die ten noorden van de 
heuvel gelopen moet hebben. In deze periode (of later) hebben mensen hier ook 
plaggen gestoken. Het is onduidelijk bij welke fase(n) de greppels horen en hoe 
en of zij een systeem vormen.

Tijdens de opgravingen te Assendelft-Noord werd voor de eerste maal in Neder-
land zo‘n groot aaneengesloten veengebied bestudeerd. Op deze manier konden 
naast sporen van bewoning ook sporen van beleving, bewerking en van het 
gebruik van het landschap bestudeerd worden. Dit onderzoek naar het totale 
cultuurlandschap heeft nieuwe inzichten opgeleverd. Bijvoorbeeld met betrek-
king tot het app-model dat bewoning op het veen alleen mogelijk was op zoge-
naamde veenkussens. De opgravingen van 1997 hebben aangetoond dat deze 
‘kussens’ restanten waren van het oude veenlandschap dat voor het grootste 
gedeelte werd weggegraven. AsN-56 vertoonde verschillende opslagplaatsen van 
turf en beide percelen bevatten plaggensteekbanen, de werkruimte op AsN-27 
was gebouwd op een oud veenmos oppervlak waar omheen plaggen gestoken 
waren. 
De gestoken plaggen zijn, op verschillende opgravingen in de Assendelver pol-
ders, teruggevonden als brandstof om te koken, te verwarmen en bij de aarde-
werkproductie, als bouwstof bij het opwerpen van arealen voor landbouw, bij 
het afdekken van structuren, bij het bouwen van wallen en bij het aanleggen 
van huisvloeren. Uitgaande van een familie die per dag gemiddeld 0,12 m3 veen 
verbrandt2 zouden in de prehistorie (600 bc – 300 ad) slechts 17 gelijktijdige 
boerderijen nodig zijn om het totale gebied van 900 ha door veenwinning af te 
strippen.
Een ander uitgangspunt die zo’n 15 jaar geleden bestond, was dat veen maar 
marginaal geschikt zou zijn voor het bedrijven van landbouw waardoor dit 
slechts een kleine rol kon spelen voor de economie van de veenbewoners. De 
mensen zouden over landbouwproducten beschikken door handel met de west-
erburen. In de tussengelegen jaren hebben paleo-ecologen kunnen aantonen dat 
het verbouwen van gewassen op veen levensvatbaarder is dan gedacht. Site AsN-
27 bevatte bovendien drie akkercomplexen: in het westen een door palissade en 

1) Datering a.h.v. een fibula 
en aardewerk.

2) Een ethno-historische 
schatting uit Vriezeveen.
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gracht omsloten akkercomplex, in het zuidwesten een akkerlaag die de vroegste 
boerderij afdekte en deze door gebruik enigszins verstoorde en de derde die niet 
als akkerlaag was gebruikt maar was aangebracht om een verlaten boerderij af 
te dekken. De lagen bestonden uit grijze vruchtbare grond met as en een grote 
hoeveelheid verweerde scherven. 

  de vondsten
Vanwege de zuurtegraad van veen, vergaat bot in niet-gecalcineerde vorm. 
Dergelijke elementen werden alleen aangetroffen in kuilen die tot (vlak) aan 
Calais iv waren gegraven. De botelementen, de vertrappingsporen en de ingeslo-
ten gebieden vertonen het beeld van een bestaanseconomie van veeteelt. 
Al het steen moet van buiten het gebied zijn meegebracht. Het merendeel van de 
stenen vertoonden geen bewerkings- of gebruikssporen. Vooral de heuvels die de 
verschillende structuren afdekken, bevatten een groot aantal stenen. 
Aardewerkscherven werden in grote hoeveelheden aangetroffen, vooral secun-
dair gebruikt op paden en in haarden van beide percelen, in de kreek (AsN-56), 
in de akkerlagen en op de heuvels (AsN-27). Complete potten werden alleen in 
kuilen aangetroffen.
Hout vormde het grootste aandeel van de gevonden objecten. De distributie van 
de houtsoorten kan niet gezien worden als een afspiegeling van de beschikbare 
bomen in de buurt. In de eerste plaats zijn er zeer weinig bomen in veengebie-
den (tijdens proefsleuven werd een rij in Midden-IJzertijd aangeplante wilgen 
opgegraven en AsN-56 bevatte enkele wortels van jeneverbes), bovendien blijkt 
(uit opgravingen over een bredere regio) dat houtsoorten ook om symbolische 
redenen werden verzameld en gebruikt. In de veekraal van AsN-27 bijvoorbeeld 
zijn verschillende houtsoorten gebruikt, waarvan de positie van hazelaar opvalt. 
Maar de symbolische betekenis van hout komt vooral naar voren in de kuilen van 
AsN-27 en AsN-56. Kuilen werden vanaf de prehistorie in de verschillende seizoe-
nen, in een bepaalde oriëntatie gegraven en opgevuld met deposities die sym-
bolische betekenissen kennen. De aanwezigheid van bewerkt hout en spinklosjes 
in middeleeuwse kuilen geeft aan dat de deposities een lange traditie kennen. 
Een telkens terugkerend thema in de prehistorische kuilen is ‘de paal in de pot’ 
(hout:klei::man:vrouw). Dit element kwam ook op grotere schaal terug, bijvoor-
beeld in de activiteiten zone rondom de kreek (AsN-56) met aardewerken potten 
en een houten schaal en in de indeling van het perceel AsN-27 met een akker-
complex begrensd met houten spaanders en houten borden en de werkruimte 
met complete potten, klei en haarden. De grootschaligheid van de opgravingen 
maakte het mogelijk dergelijke ruimtelijke indelingen te bestuderen.
 

  publieke belangstelling
Vier maanden veldwerk te Assendelft heeft veel belangstelling getrokken van 
vakgenoten, amateur-archeologen, buurtbewoners en mensen die beroepsmatig 
of persoonlijk geïnteresseerd waren. Naast rondleidingen voor collega’s en 
archeologen uit Engeland en een werkweek voor amateur-archeologen (awn), 
werd getracht een breder publiek bij te betrekken en te informeren over het pro-
ject. Medewerkers van het Ministerie van Landbouw en van het College van b&w 
Zaanstad hebben een rondleiding met uitleg gekregen langs de op dat moment 
zichtbare sporen van de opgraving. Naar aanleiding van berichten in lokale 
kranten en op de radio kwamen steeds meer buurtbewoners langs om een kijkje 
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te nemen op de opgraving. De belangstelling was groot; op de Open Monumen-
tendag op 13 september kwamen maar liefst meer dan 500 mensen langs. Op 
het opgravingsterrein was een tent geplaatst met een kleine tentoonstelling van 
grondstoffen en voorwerpen van de opgraving, een expositie van Lisanne Sloots, 
een door het veen en verleden geïnspireerde kunstenares en informatie-stands 
van het Zaans Museum, de awn en de Universiteit van Amsterdam. Naast vol-
wassenen trok de opgraving ook de aandacht van jongeren. Dit bleek vooral uit 
het verzoek van scholieren van de Jenaplanschool ‘De Bijenkorf’ om in het kader 
van hun project ‘opgravingen’ twee pvc-buizen te begraven op het opgravings-
terrein. De pvc-buizen waren gevuld met teksten en tekeningen van kinderen, 
waarin zij aangaven wat zij belangrijk vinden in deze tijd. De inhoud van de 
buizen zou het toekomstige generaties (archeologen) iets vergemakkelijken 
uitspraken te doen over de ( jeugd-)cultuur van deze tijd. De buizen zijn onder 
het oog van een televisiecamera begraven onder een deel van de in situ gelaten 
haardplaats binnen een 1ste-eeuwse boerderijplattegrond. Ook na de veldwerk-
periode is belangstellenden de mogelijkheid geboden kennis te nemen van de 
resultaten van het onderzoek te Assendelft. Het Zaans Museum opende in sep-
tember 1998 een tentoonstelling waarin o.a. met behulp van voorwerpen en 
grondstoffen, foto’s en videobeelden het verhaal van de opgraving (zowel over 
het verleden als over de praktische uitvoering) werd uitgebeeld. In de catalogus 
van de tentoonstelling is ook een hoofdstuk gewijd aan de opgravingscampagne. 

Met dit project zijn nieuwe inzichten verworven in de archeologische kennis van 
de veengebieden en is tevens geprobeerd een breed publiek te informeren over 
de cultuurhistorische meerwaarde van het onderzochte gebied.
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 1 introduction

1.1  Assendelver Polders Project 1978 – 1982
An initial ipp project within the 2200 ha Assendelver Polder (figs. 1, 2) took place 
from 1978 to 1982 under direction of Roel Brandt, Sander van der Leeuw and Willy 
Groenman-van Waateringe.3 The Assendelver Polder Project (app) had been set 
up in part due to the relatively good knowledge on ‘find-spots’ in the polder 
which was the result of twenty-five years of survey, mainly of the modern ditch 
sides, carried out by the amateur group, awn-Zaanstreek. 

Figure 1 The Assendelver polder 
(dot) within tribal areas of the 
coastal zone of Germania Libera, 
1st century ad, as suggested by 
Bloemers (1983).

3) E.g. Brandt et al. 1983; Brandt 
et al. 1986; Brandt et al. 1987.
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Figure 2 Assendelver polder 
geology as understood in the 
mid-1980s (from Vos 1983). 
Through the results of the 
excavations of 1997, the extent of 
oligotrophic peat on the west is 
now seen as a probable effect of 
peat-winning during the 
Iron Age and Roman Iron Age 
that exposed fen peat, and 
possibly even the back swamp 
deposits.
The awn find-spots are shown 
(dots), as well as sites excavated 
(smaller stars) up to 1982. 
The larger stars show where 
excavations occurred during 
1997 and the area shown in 
fig. 3 is given.
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There were more than sixty find-spots on the peat area while only seven had 
been found on the sandy-clay area to the west of the polder. By 1978 five small-
scale, excavations of dwellings on peat had also been carried out by the awn, 
rob and ipp. During the app project, another eighteen find-spots were deter-
mined in the west during systematic survey by core boring (fig. 2). Although 
fields were core bored in the peat area as well, only one new site was discovered 
during the app by this method.

The western creek levees were inhabited mainly during the 1st century ad, after 
a period of use for cultivation and/or livestock grazing. Earliest use of the system, 
during the time of levee formation when the creeks were still open was shown 
by mid-Iron Age pot in a creek-bedding. During the initial app, larger scale exca-
vations were done on the sandy-clay sites while five excavations were also done, 
on a smaller scale, on peat.
The sixty known find-spots on peat are characterized by a general south-west/
north-east direction. Taken together, the ten sites excavated on peat by 1982 were 
habitation sites dating from the 7th century bc to the 1st/2nd century ad. The 
focus of excavation was limited to the dwellings and immediate surroundings 
with the exception of Site J. In this field of Site J, features such as gullies, tram-
pled areas, remains of a (wood, hay?) stack and an open air hearth were deter-
mined through trial trenching. These traces can now be put into perspective. 
It may very well be that the entire peat area is filled with numerous traces of use 
and that Site J is actually typical. It was rather ignored during the analysis stage 
of the app. Figure 2 shows the find-spots and the sites excavated up to 1982, as 
well as the geology of the polder.

Geology was a descriptive device, but one with consequences for viewing geolo-
gical process. We can now append a new description determined by the results 
of the excavations in 1997. As shown, the designation of fen peat is bordered on 
the east by oligotrophic peat. In the 1980s, this was thought to have been entirely 
a consequence of natural processes. The caption of ‘maximal extension of oligo-
trophic peat during the Duinkerke 0 to Duinkerke i’ is now – for the excavated 
fields described in this report – revised as a prehistoric landscape feature where-
by human dynamics are reflected, rather than geology, through peat cutting acti-
vities. Some of the consequences for interpretation will be discussed in section 3, 
below. 
It was possible to return to the Assendelver Polder, due to a housing estate, a 
Vinex location, planned over the northern area, Assendelft Noord, whereby some 
problems created by the app could be addressed.

1.2  core boring survey 1995 – 96: eastern Vinex
In 1995, a condition placed by the rob on research of the Vinex location was a 
core boring survey of that area to be built upon to east of the Assendelver Dorp-
straat. The expanse of raised bog characterizing the eastern part of the polder 
had been thought uninhabitable during prehistory.4 No prehistoric find-spots 
were known in this area, although the members of the awn had been active sur-
veying ditch sides over the decades. 
Cor Ravesloot carried out the survey, which produced four small areas, as indica-
ted by irregularities in the peat, thought to be potentially interesting.5 In 1996,

4) Cf. Vos 1983; Hallewas 1987.

5) Ravesloot 1995.
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it was planned to examine these areas further. However, the owner of the fields 
with two of the possible sites refused further access to his land. Trial trenches 
were excavated through the other two areas, but without result: there were no 
features or finds to indicate prehistoric use.6

1.3  trenches 1996: western Vinex 
The area of the Vinex location to the west of the Dorpstraat was known to con-
tain nine awn find-spots as of 1995 (fig. 3). All of the find-spots had been discov-
ered through examining the sides of modern ditches, and it was to be expected 
that trial trenching would produce more traces on the fields in between. It had 
been generally assumed that artificial lowering of the water table twenty-five 
years ago had led to oxidation of any prehistoric surfaces and layering and that 
wood was seriously damaged, if not totally degraded. Trial trenches would reveal 
if there was anything left to excavate. It proved there was.

Figure 3 The extent of the exca-
vations of 1997 within that part 
of the future housing estate, 
a Vinex location, to the west of 
the Assendelft ribbon village. 
The field designations and the 
awn find-spots are shown. The 
positions of the trial trenches, 
1996, are also shown – see 
Appendix 3 for a summary of 
the features.

6) Therkorn et al. 1997.
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Sixteen trial trenches, with a combined length of 2.7 km (2.20 m wide), were exca-
vated to the prehistoric levels within an area of c. 950 m x 250 m.7 All sixteen tri-
al trenches revealed prehistoric traces. These ranged from well preserved floor 
levels, cow paths, cart tracks, mounds, gullies and trees in the form of rows of 
roots and pruning waste. Wood was in a prefect state of preservation up to 15 cm 
under the modern surface, in all fields. The one field, AsN-56, with no awn find-
spots in the ditch sides did show prehistoric features and finds during trial tren-
ching and molehill examination. This was a field that had been surveyed as well 
by core boring during the initial app, but indications for prehistoric use had not 
been found. 
Trial trenching in these conditions is the easiest and most cost effective manner 
to gain an indication in peat for the nature of use. Obviously, the negative effects 
of a lowered water table had been seriously overestimated. As these traces in the 
trial trenches appeared to be parts of farmstead complexes, the advice made 
at the end of the 1996 trial trench season was to excavate two rather large areas 
during 1997, to start filling in the serious gap in knowledge of the nature and 
extent of farmstead complexes on peat in addition to the presence of farm-
houses. 

1.4 aims of research 1997
At the close of the 1996 trial trench season, it appeared the landscape of the 
entire Vinex location to the west of the Assendelft ribbon village was covered 
with prehistoric traces. Because of the funding limitations, as negotiated 
between rob and gem before the 1996 trial trench excavation, a choice had to be 
made of how to proceed further with the remaining funds. Although the Vinex 
area would be lost for further research, thought to the future and the remaining 
‘find-spots’ in the adjacent peat landscape of the Assendelver Polder (fig. 2) was 
integrated into the projected excavation work to be done (aims 1 & 2 below).
As well, due to the integrated vision of archaeology as culture of the present, 
held at the national level within oc&w (Ministry of Education, Culture & 
Science), the idea of Vinex locations, as a facet of present cultural awareness 
and of landscape, in past and present, was taken up. 
Three aims were set out:
1. Revealing as much as possible on the nature of features belonging to (i.e. con-
temporary with) dwellings. This would necessitate opening large areas around 
suspected dwelling units, whereby extent and function definition of features 
would be of primary importance. One knew through previous excavations on 
peat that many later prehistorics were evidently dwelling there. What people 
were doing was ill defined as little around dwellings had been excavated and 
nothing was known of the extent of farmstead complexes anywhere on peat in 
the Netherlands.

2. Defining preservation conditions as a function of modern landscape manage-
ment involving levelling of fields and artificial lowering of the water table. Two 
fields were chosen for the relative difference as to assumed preservation condi-
tions. Chosen was the newly ‘discovered’ site of the field AsN-56, appearing flat, 
but with good traces of features in the 1996 trial trenches, and over a much wi-
der area as indicated by the finds in molehills. Two of the three trial trenches in 
this field (fig. 3) showed preservation of wood in features, but little of a differen-7) Cf. fig. 3 and Appendix 3.
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tiated layering relating to prehistoric surfaces. Field AsN-56 was surrounded by 
field ditches with a lower water table relative to AsN-27.
Field AsN-27, with prehistoric features in all three trial trenches (fig. 3), also had 
slight rises visible at the present surface level that indicated preserved raised, 
prehistoric features and a possible inverted creek bedding. The trial trench infor-
mation and the high water table around two sides of AsN-27, due to the proximi-
ty of modern buildings, was taken as an indication of a relatively better state of 
prehistoric surface layering than the situation of AsN-56. 
Defining conditions of preservation as compared between the two fields was an 
important aim of the projected excavations as much of the remaining peat area 
of the Assendelver Polder with find-spots was thought to be more similar to AsN-
56 than the assumed more pristine state of AsN-27. Lessons to be leaned from 
excavating these fields could then be of help in preliminary understanding of the 
forty, known ‘find-spots’ on the peat area that would not be covered by the hous-
ing estate (fig. 2). Again, these ‘find-spots’ are the result of modern ditch side 
survey. As the sixteen trial trenches (1996) showed in the Vinex area, there are 
undoubtedly extensive traces of use in the remaining polder and used as pas-
ture. 

3. Promoting interest in cultural heritage as environmental/landscape aware-
ness at the local level of the Muncipality of Zaanstad. In line with the general 
idea of Vinex locations, in answering the need for housing estates to be built by 
2001 in the Netherlands, and in anticipation of ratification and implementation 
of ‘the treaty of Malta’, attention to archaeological potential was at the practical 
level shown by funding derived from the local level. There were no stipulations 
placed as far as information to the public, but a number of activities were 
planned.

Section 2 deals with some basic results and broader interpretation, and includes 
comments on some find categories. Section 3 regards two aspects of the excava-
tions as interpretation and brief comparison with other sites of the region, and 
the modern mentality of dwelling on peat. The interest shown by various groups, 
including the ‘Public’ is also characterized as to the activities taking place at the 
sites during the summer of 1997.
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2 the excavations

Nearly four hectares were excavated in four months at two fields. Encountered 
was a straightforward, general stratigraphy. Present surface, grassland, is at c. 
1.72 m below nap. Calais iv sand and clay deposits are about 3.85 m below nap. 
These are overlain with reed peat to c. 2.10 m below nap, with sometimes (they 
are not continuous) heavy clay bands, never more than 2 cm thick of Duinkerke 
deposits. The prehistoric surface at 2.10 m to 1.90 m below nap had mesotrophic 
to oligotrophic characteristics at particular places. The prehistoric level was 
sealed by a 2 – 4 cm thick layer of friable, black, peaty clay, and topsoil which was 
5 – 35 cm thick.
The black clayey layer is usually interpreted as oxidized peat, representing peat 
accumulation during the early medieval period. While the underlying prehistoric 
surface was generally 25 – 40 cm below present surface, convex hearth surfaces 
and other types of sherd concentrations and the surfaces of prehistoric mounds 
were even higher, at times only 5 cm below the present day surface. 
In general, it was found that the remains of the naturally occurring prehistoric 
surface consisted of gradations of reed peat to raised bog peat at both sites. 
Most easily recognizable were organic remains of disturbed reed peat, but often 
the general matrix was one of weathered mesotrophic peat expanses. There were 
also easily recognizable peat moss and heather inclusions at various parts of 
both sites. In places, removing the topmost layers led to immediate exposure of 
Duinkerke clay deposits. One structure with floor levels at AsN-27 covered an 
original sphagnum surface.

These rather basic observations, variability of peat type over the extent of the 
trenches and clear turf winning features has led to revising the idea of expanses 
of low lying peat thought to have characterized this part of the polder as the 
original surface used in the later prehistory. At both of the areas excavated it 
became clear the recovered surface was not an area to be defined as a static, geo-
logic zone of reed peat, with occasional raised bog cushions providing habitation 
sites, as modelled up to 1997.8 The areas excavated showed rather the effects and 
process of late prehistoric peat cutting. 
That is, the prehistoric level at the two areas excavated in 1997 has been deter-
mined to be almost entirely an effect of, and a culturally induced, stratigraphy. 
Parts, in various contexts, of original layers had been preserved to allow interpre-

8) Following Vos 1983,
Hallewas 1987.
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tation for a sequence from natural vegetation to prehistoric activities carried out 
during centuries of use at both sites. The primary importance of the excavations 
in 1997 must be the delineated prehistoric peat cutting activities effecting the 
‘landscape’ in the real sense of the word as the dialectics between human action 
and physical environment. 

2.1  site AsN-56: mid-1st to early-3rd century; 10th – 14th century
Almost two hectares (1.8 ha) of the field AsN-56* were excavated during eight 
weeks. The prehistoric (1st – 3rd century) and medieval (10th – 14th century) 
features were examined in detail; the post medieval and modern features were 
examined in less detail. The dating of the site is based on radiocarbon dating 
– see Table 4 – of wood (1st /2nd century) and a peat accumulation (3rd – 6th 
century); Roman import ware (1st and 2nd century) and late medieval ware 
(10th – 14th century). 

Late prehistoric peat winning had changed the nature of the immediate land-
scape somewhat prior to habitation. A number of features bound the area as tra-
jectories within a micro-infrastructure. The medieval pe-
riod is represented by field ditches and pits. The deep postholes near to the side 
of the Kaaik are most probably from a small, field windmill of post medieval date.
Unfortunately, some type of modern land management had left its impression. 
There were evenly spaced (iron) wheel tracks of a heavy agricultural machine. 
The present tenant farmer, his father, other farmers of the area and agricultural 
specialists could lend no information as to what type of machine this could have 
been, or its function. The tracks probably date to activities between World War i 
and ii. The weight of the machine had displaced layers and finds sharply down-
ward, up to 12 cm. There was little damage to the west of the excavated area, but 
the tracks were deepest on the eastern half of the excavated area which necessi-
tated extra work (see below), and complicated legibility and traces of the prehis-
toric surface. These modern period tracks were found to be most disturbing to 
earlier remains. 

Figure 4 AsN-56: feature 231-B, 
a remnant area of peat moss 
over the creek that remained 
after turf extraction.

* Plan 1 back cover
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The lowered water table had not effected the quality of prehistoric remains as 
much as had been expected and relative to AsN-27, the fewer features at AsN-56 
are interpreted as the result of a style of settlement layout, rather than being 
due to any taphonomic circumstance. Below, the areas and complexes of fea-
tures are described chronologically as far as possible. 

2.1.1	 	 Creek	and	a	landscape	of	peat-cutting
A raised bog covered the entire site at the time of the – archaeologically recover-
able – first traces of use. Drainage conditions had evidently led to a halt in reed 
peat accumulation, whereby raised bog vegetation arose sometime during the 
later Iron Age. A two-armed creek was found running across the site, north-east/
south-west. The two arms were found to stop just short of the northern extent of 
the excavation, indicating drainage had been to the south-west. This creek could 
have interconnected with that part of the system with later sandy sediments, 
only c. 500 m to the south-west. The creek had undoubtedly been a factor in con-
ditions changing peat accumulation processes in the centuries following the 
Duinkerke I transgression phase. A thin layer (2 – 3 cm) represented this Duinker-
ke I phase of clay sedimentation, over the site, but cut by the creek. The creek had 
become completely blocked whereby the upper extent was oligotrophic, before 
the first traceable activities were carried out. These consisted of turf cutting in 
the 1st century ad over the area generally and peat extraction from accumula-
tion in the creek.

Peat winning activities were clearest in the areas were peat had been cut but 
where some of the original surface had not been completely removed. Three such 
features of shallow cut (max. 3 cm) areas in the creek side showed this: f231A – B 
and f181/182. Figure 4 of f231-B shows the original surface, which remained as a 
thin sphagnum layer, with clear squared turf extraction cuts. The weathered 
reed and mesotrophic peat in the vicinity had worn paths and sherds.

Figure 5 AsN-56: feature 155, 
a cut for turf and deeper clay 
extraction (to the left are 
two excavated medieval pits 
f157, f158, fig. 15).
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The ‘decapitated’ surface was continuous and in some areas peat had been won 
down to the Duinkerke I clay layer. This was particularly evident to the east of 
f231-B over the general surface. Feature 155 (fig. 5) was a deeper rectangular cut 
for turf winning. The cut was down and somewhat into the Duinkerke I clay 
deposits. The clear spade marks for the individual sods showed a curved shape, 
26 – 26.5 cm wide. The feature had filled before becoming part of path f154. The 
clay with turf may have been used to heighten the adjacent activity area of the 
2nd century, recovered to the east.

Not only had sphagnum and mesotrophic peat been won, but reed peat as well 
within some of the excavated area. It only became obvious after large areas were 
opened over the peat surface that there was such variability, and thus unnatural 
quality, of the peat remains. The scale of excavation along with the relatively 
small areas of sphagnum peat recovered in situ led to recognition of the prehis-
toric peat winning activities. 
The peat-cuts (f22, f108, f109, f116-119) were long and narrow features along, and 
at right angles, to the blocked creek. The traces (fig. 6) represent evidently slightly 
deeper cuts, relative to the areas to both sides, into the original surface. 
In addition to the narrow linear features, crosscuts for individual turves were 
also discernable. The size of individual cut turves varied (15 x 20 cm, 20 x 20 cm, 
20 x 30 cm, 30 x 60 cm).

One of these features (f22) was recovered in a trial trench of 1996 and had been 
incorrectly interpreted as a ‘gully’. More broadly seen in context of the surroun-
ding area in 1997, it could be redefined as a peat cut (f130). It contained twigs, 
pottery and a complete crucible. The linear features (f 116 – 119) to the southern 
extent of the excavation were over-cut by deeper turf winning from the creek, 
at a somewhat later stage in the use of the site.

Figure 6 AsN-56: 
features 116 – 119 are examples 
of linear, peat winning cuts. 
To the right is a remnant stack 
(f114) of turves with sphagnum.
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2.1.2	 	 Peat	stack	remains	
There were also the remains of peat stacks in addition to the clear traces of cuts 
along and in the creek for peat winning. Four features (f87, f114/120, f172, f195) 
were recovered which had cut turves of which the peat moss remains were most 
easily identifiable. The cut turves, one to two layers thick, were found lying on a 
thin (1 – 2 cm) dark band overlying a preserved sphagnum surface.
Feature 114/120 (fig. 6) was L-shaped and the clearest of this type of feature. It 
was the least disturbed of the stack features, with a consistent make-up of two 
remaining layers of cut turves. These were distinguishable as individual square-
cut turves that had remains of the original dark layer and of reddish, layered 
sphagnum. A small sherd concentration was found directly adjacent to the 
northern side of the stack. Feature 87 had an irregular form and was greatly 
disturbed by the modern agricultural tracks and only disturbed lumps of turves 
could be distinguished. One cluster of sherds and burnt clay was associated with 
f87, lying on the southern edge of the feature. Features 172 and f195 (fig. 7) were 
similar to f114/120 in having a linear form and clear square-cut, turf remains, one 
layer thick.
These features are important, in addition to the activity represented, as they 
preserved an Old Land Surface. This was thin, 1 – 2 cm, and downwards sharply 
defined. The prehistoric surface is in any case not oxidized. 

2.1.3	 	 Possible	places	of	stacks
Features 131 and 192 were places where something had protected the original sur-
face; the area had the general characteristics of peat moss left under the above 
stack remnants, with cut edges where the surface surrounding the features had 
been denuded of a peat layer. In contrast to the above described cuts and stack 
features, these two features were within an area of concentrated activity. 
Adjacent to and slightly overlapping f131 was a concentration of pottery (f124), 

Figure 7 AsN-56: feature 195, 
a stack with remnant turves with 
sphagnum.
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Figure 8 AsN-56: Area of the 
farmstead complex (1st century), 
with traces of a dwelling, 
as interpreted through the 
Schagen model of settlement 
layout and relative distancing 
of pits, dwelling and activity 
area.
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and a complete loom weight, contiguous with a trampled surface with small, 
trampled sherds.
The relative chronology of peat stacks cannot be established with certainty, but 
spatially they do seem to be associated with activity areas and possible dwel-
lings. It cannot be established if the entire area of oligotrophic peat had been 
won before first habitation took place at the site. However, existence of patches 
f131 and f192 of the original surface within areas of subsequent concentrated 
activity also of the 1st century could indicate a direct connection between those 
altering the landscape and those inhabiting it.

2.1.4	 	 Farmstead	Complex:	1st	century	ad
Two main concentrations of sherds on surfaces and in associated features are 
interpreted as having belonged to one farmstead complex. No posts were recov-
ered to indicate a structure anywhere on the site and there were no indications 
for walls of turf/sod, which would have been present at least in the form of lin-
ear depressions, if they had once stood (see below). However, indirect evidence 
for one structure comes from finds distribution and the spatial arrangement of 
dug features relative to each other in accordance with the ‘Schagen model’ of 
settlement layout. This layout is used to interpret pit layout relative to the dwel-
ling and activity area to draw the features at AsN-56 together; that is, it is used 
here for modelling contemporary features.
At the late 3rd/early 4th century Schagen site,9 the activity area included clear 
traces of pottery manufacture and metal working to the north-west of the dwel-
ling. Similar finds indicate similar activities at this site. The schematic, partial 
Schagen plan (fig. 8) is given to suggest the fit, which includes general orienta-
tion and layout of the dwelling, to pits extending the house orientation direc-
tion; the activity area to the north-west and features of hearths is similar in
orientation and distance relationships to this area of AsN-56. 

Figure 9 AsN-56: feature 65, 
a pit with deposits of wood near 
to the dwelling.

9) Therkorn 2004.
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  Dwelling 
Although the surface was very disturbed by the modern wheel tracks, the place 
of a dwelling is indicated by a rectangular distribution of small sherds and a dis-
turbed hearth. The sherd distribution to the south-west of this area was high 
relative to those of the hearth area, making it likely that a byre and a living end 
are represented. The end with higher density also had a black organic layer far 
thicker than that end with the hearth. The 8 – 15 cm thick layer – the matrix of 
the sherds – also included a clear hearth dump of ash and baked clay typical of 
recoverable stall debris as has been distinguished at other sites within the pol-
der.10 
Hearth f81 was greatly disturbed by wheel tracks through downward displace-
ment, although detailed excavation showed portions of normal, sherd paving 
with clay covering. Peat fuel had been used on the hearth and was represented 
by orange-yellow ash.

Figure 10 AsN-56: feature 86, 
pit near to the dwelling showing 
the slab of unbaked potting clay 
deposited as initial deposit on 
the bottom.

10) Cf. Therkorn 1987.

AAC-36 Ass bw NWE KOP.indd   25 24-08-2007   16:01:38



 26 

The distribution of sherds was comparable to the distribution at other Assen-
delver dwelling structures of the 1st to 2nd century, which did have remains of 
posts. The width of about 5 m and the orientation is also in line with the large 
majority of previously excavated structures within the region. The length of this 
presumed farmstead structure was minimally 13 m. 
The lack of posts or distinguishable postholes is something also encountered at 
peat sites excavated previously. Where posts had been pulled, and where others 
had been chopped off above surface – i.e. other posts of the structure were pres-
ent – it was found impossible to distinguish any sign of peat disturbance indi-
cating a posthole.11 This was thought most probably due to some type of tapho-
nomic process, which should be formally studied; one structure at AsN-27 also 
illustrates the problem.

Figure 11 AsN-56: feature 90 is 
part of the trajectory of a path, 
possibly associated with use of 
the dwelling area. The path was 
slightly hollowed, but raised 
over the south-west extent with 
sherds (clearest here midway), 
turf and reeds (shown sectioned 
further along).

11) Therkorn 1987, 222.
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  Pits spatially associated with the probable structure12

Features associated, through a fit with the Schagen model, with this possible 
dwelling are the pits dug in a south-west/north-east oriented line. There were 
two groups of three pits each near to the dwelling (f64, f65, f68; f15, f16, f86). 
A single pit (f84) is in a position at the junction of the surface of sherd rich:sherd 
poor area, and is possibly an indication for a door opening. These seven pits 
showed a diversity of finds, including wooden objects and unworked wood 
(fig. 9), complete and incomplete pots, spindle whorls and a gaming disc. An-
other group and two single pits occur in the same line to the north-east. The pits 
showed the characteristics which have been regarded according to the Schagen 
model of seasonal rites, whereby wood is the most important finds group com-
bined with bone.13 At these Assendelft sites, bone, if it was deposited, is absent 
through soil conditions. 
Although the number of pits groups is small, some of the same patterns seem to 
be represented here in depth variation, the sliding scale of wood species within a 
group, which at other sites seems to be associated with the number of animal 
species represented as bone. The basic counts and weights are given in Table 3 
and some of the deposits are illustrated per category.14 As is usual in the region, 
these pits had been backfilled after materials had been deposited. That is, no silts 
or fine peaty layers were found at the bottom of the pits, which is used as an 
indication that pits had not been left open for any length of time.
Not encountered previously was a complete pot accompanied by a large slab of 
unbaked potting clay (f86; fig. 10), found as well in three other pits of the site. 
Another (family) trait is depositing a ‘pestle’-like object (ash) in the complete 
bottom of a pot, found in the bottom of pit f15, as primary deposit. This is analo-
gous to the branch in the pot in f123, in the north-west activity area.

  Path
Feature 90/160 is the only recovered pathway that appeared to be associated, 
due to the trajectory of south-west/north-east, with this dwelling. It was a very 
clear path whereby the find distribution decreased from south-west to north-
east. Areas where the surface had been raised with turf, charred reed, other plant 
stems and scattered sherds (fig. 11) accompanied disturbance of the natural layer. 
Nearer to the possible dwelling, the area was trampled over a wider area. The 
path was disturbed by pathway f154 of later date to the north-east.

  Activity area 
The dating of the above features is the first/early second century. Compared to 
the Schagen model of dwelling and open-air-workplace (fig. 8) the area of this 
site to the north-west shows similarity, spatially and also in indications for types 
of activities and features. As far as 14C-dating indicates, this area was also used 
in the first or early second century (tab. 4).
The southernmost 20 m of the creek extent had been used to extract peat in the 
1st century ad. One trial trench went across this feature in 1996; the top of the 
finds and lumps of disturbed, oligotrophic peat remains were incorrectly inter-
preted as layering relating to a (byre) floor. The area was not excavated further, 
but covered with plastic until excavations in 1997. During excavation and within 
the context of the larger area, the creek was recognized as well as the clear cut 
along the western side with finds. 

12) Tab. 3; Appendix 1.

13) Therkorn 2004.

14) Appendix 1.
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It became apparent that before finds deposition, turf from the naturally blocked 
creek had been won to a depth of 1.02 m. Long and somewhat deeper rectangular 
cuts were visible over the bottom of the feature.15 
This deep turf winning produced a hole, the western side of which was cut to a 
stepped profile. Broken pots had been placed along the 60 cm wide ledge. Many 
were placed on edge and were so densely packed as to suggest a conscious effort 
at strengthening the side of the feature. The ends of the cut were well marked 
with two deposits: two near complete pots at the south-west end (a black-bur-
nished and a smaller yellow pot), both standing. To the north-east, a near com-
plete wooden platter made from alder was deposited, also right side up, with 
short lengths of branches and other worked wood.16 A small post found here was 
dated: 1890 ± 20 bp (GrN-23573).
The primary fill of amorphous, very slightly clayey peat indicated standing water 
in this pit. The water filled feature may also be brought into connection with the 
trampled potsherd concentration and trampled surface and features of the area 
immediately to the west of the creek-pit feature. Water winning seems a likely 
function for the large pit. Although the surface to the west was trampled, the 
degree was relatively slight, indicating people rather than livestock. 
Activities are indicated, in addition to the quantities of ‘organized’ sherd debris, 
by finds along the western side of the reopened creek that included re-deposited 
hearth material, burnt peat lumps, quern stone fragments, two spindle whorls, a 
loom weight fragment and burnt bone. The layer above the main layer of sherds 
had reed growth and small sherds (fig. 12). The top layer of oligotrophic peat had 
formed after the area was no longer in use, but would become a drove way in the 
later Prehistory (see below).

Feature 125 is an oval hearth associated with activities carried out in the area. 
The hearth was an intrinsic part of an underlying pit construction, and read 
upwards from the deposits in the pit seem to translate into ‘pots’. The primary 

Figure 12 AsN-56: creek (f103, etc.) 
excavated to the surface of reed 
peat which had accumulated 
(sectioned in foreground), after 
the main activities in the area, 
including turf-winning from 
the creek and subsequent 
water-winning.

15) App. 1: f103.

16) App. 1: f103.
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deposit was a complete pot of unusual form for the period covered by thin layers 
of ash and potting clay. This was in turn covered by so many half-complete pots 
that there was no other fill (fig. 13). A layer of turf, reed and a thick layer of 
unbaked potting clay covered these pots. The use surface for firing consisted of 
sherds covered with clay. 

Two features17 may have been shallow pits, and are in line with f125. Feature 106 
(40 cm diameter) was a concentration of potsherds, burnt branches, clay lumps 
and charcoal. Feature 124 (60 cm diameter) consisted of large sherds from one 
pot placed upside down, and covered with cut sphagnum turf. 
These features associated with more than usual amounts of charcoal may be 
brought into connection with activities of firing, which in addition to pottery 
manufacture, may also have included metal production/bronze working as indi-
cated by the crucible in feature 22 in the near vicinity.

Figure 13 AsN-56: feature 125, the 
top layer of partial pots infilling 
the pit under an outside hearth.

17) f106 and 124.
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Feature 123, a round pit 1.50 m in diameter, had been cut 1.45 m deep to the top 
of Calais deposits. The branch of alder in a partial pot was the initial deposit and 
is analogous to the dual, initial deposit of f15 mentioned above. Finds higher in 
the re-deposited fill of cut turf included branches and worked wood, wood chips, 
a quern fragment, a triangular stone and another pot.
The only roots of a tree recovered at this site were between the suspected dwel-
ling and activity area. The deposit is prehistoric and probably contemporary with 
this farmstead complex, rather than the next. The roots are of a juniper tree. 
Whether or not the tree had actually stood here, or if the roots of juniper were a 
deposit is uncertain. The deposit to the west is a combination of ash, alder, wil-
low and bog myrtle (fig. 14).

2.1.5	 	 Partial	farmstead	complex:	2nd	century	
Just an edge of another activity area similar to that described above was encoun-
tered on the east of the excavated area. On the edge of the field, only c. 95 m2 
could be excavated. A Roman sherd of the 2nd century is used to indicate the 
later dating of the feature complex relative to that last described. This area had 
been slightly raised to a low platform with clay and turf. There were two hearths 
and scattered hearth-dump material on this surface. Another hearth had been 
constructed over a pit.
– Hearth features 208 and 220: The two features of potsherds and clay were 
 characteristic for outside hearths, weathered and not carefully constructed. 
– Hearth over pit (f209): The oval hearth consisting mainly of fired yellow 
 clay covered a pit with wood, fragments of burnt rope, branches, pottery and 
 unbaked potting clay. The initial deposit consisted of branches in and around 
 a pot.
– Surface dump with bone, feature 162: Possibly associated with this period is a 
 small dump of burnt material including burnt clay, charcoal and calcined 

Figure 14 AsN-56: deposits of 
juniper roots and lengths of oth-
er wood species (f70) as shown.
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 bone. The bone was from different animals, and as far as could be determined 
 they were from large and medium (non-human) mammals. 
– Paths: The trajectory of path f154 ran along the above area with hearths with 
 which it could be contemporary. The path was raised with turf, clay sods and 
 sherds. The use of heightening material increased towards the east. The 
 general direction is given by the narrow (cow) path f174, further to the west/
 north-west. Another clear path (f169) came in more from the north.
 Feature 164 and f187 are two very vague, narrow paths that became visible 
 only after the trenches had been open for about two days, under dry condi-
 tions. The consolidation of the peat surface had probably led to different 
 drainage conditions causing slight differences. Although these features were 
 vague, others of the same width at other sites have had clear trampling and 
 cow prints in a depression making it likely these two features at this site were 
 cow paths. That no depression had formed could have to do with a short 
 duration of use.
 

2.1.6	 	 Indications	for	a	third	complex
A sherd concentration and trampled, raised surface (f179) was recovered in the 
north-western corner of the site. There is little that can be said about possible 
activities represented. Taken together with the scattered sherd density of the 
general surface that increases to the north-west another farmstead complex is 
probably indicated. The peat stack remnant f195 may have been a contemporary 
feature.
A shallow pit (f91) could also be associated with the use of the raised area. Mate-
rials deposited in this pit were a complete black burnished spindle whorl and 
short lengths of alder.

2.1.7	 	 Latest	prehistoric	traces	
The latest prehistoric activity represented at the site is the use of the filled-in 
creek. That part, which had been used for peat extraction and water winning in 
the 1st century, had become completely blocked with reed peat, followed by oli-
gotrophic peat accumulation. Clear trampling over this surface and across the 
undisturbed fill of the creek to the north-east indicates a drove way. On the 
south-west, the trajectory had been raised with sherds and re-deposited turf. 
The distribution of sherds makes it likely a farmstead site of a later prehistoric 
date is to be recovered to the south of the excavated area.
Subsidence over the extracted section had led to preservation of the layer repre-
senting renewed oligotrophic peat accumulation. Cotton grass in this layer is 
dated to somewhere between the early third to sixth century (tab. 4).

2.1.8	 	 Medieval	and	later	features
The earliest medieval features are dated by pottery. In line with Besteman & 
Guiran’s18 earlier work on medieval period traces in the Assendelver Polder, the 
earliest pottery found could date to the 10th century. Medieval features were 
limited to two field ditches, re-cut a number of times, and pits. 
Pottery, bone, and wood were recovered from ditch f152 over a length of 80 m, 
increasing in density from west to east. Feature 43, also a ditch dug in medieval 
times, did not have a similar richness in finds, making it likely a contemporary 
farmstead was more to the north-east. 18) 1987.
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That group of pits by ditch f152 had interesting finds, similar to some prehistoric 
pits, although pottery was no longer a favoured deposit. This group dates to the 
10 – 14th century. Most finds were of wood. Pit 158 (fig. 15) the deepest, had prima-
ry deposits of a large plank of alder with a tenon from ash, a tenon and a tally 
(kerfstok) from ash, a complete spindle whorl, leather, an ox rib and calcined 
bone. Pit 157 contained worked and non-worked wood and leather. Pit 159 had no 
finds except one prehistoric sherd; the fill however was of the typical peat of the 
medieval period, and similar to the above, whereby the feature is considered to 
be of similar date. At the very edge of the creek feature, a medieval pit had been 
dug19 with finds of flax, an oak tenon, and a few sherds in a peaty-clay fill.

Two later, 15th – 17th century, features were for water winning. Features 45 and 
166 were deep features with still open, narrow shafts with shallow depressions 

Figure 15 AsN-56: Medieval pit 
(f158) with large plank at bottom.

19) F 136.
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on top. The 35 cm in diameter shafts extended almost to the Calais iv deposits. 
Both contained finds of wood, including bog myrtle, ash and oak. 
The pits20 to the southern corner of the excavated area were rectangular with 
straight sides and had no deposits. Large clay-filled postholes relate to a possible 
field windmill of a late, post-14th century date.

2.2  Site AsN-27: mid-1st to 3rd/4th century; 10 – 14th century
As stated above in section I, the site of AsN-27* was chosen for excavation 
because of a relative difference to AsN-56 in probably not having been levelled, 
and by a relatively high water table around two sides of the field. In 1996, various 
irregularities were visible in the field. These features were mapped as the con-
tours and vegetation were thought to indicate natural features and possible 
house sites. During trial trench excavation, one feature was encountered – the 
18th – 19th century wooden (elm) drain – which could, when looked for over the 
unexcavated areas, be seen as a narrow crop mark of discoloured, lighter grass. 
During excavation in 1997, an excellent correlation was noted between absence 
of couch grass (kweek) and the four areas with prehistoric cultivation layers. 
Two months were spent in excavating 1.8 ha of this field. The density of features 
was far higher than site AsN-56. As the main purpose of the excavations was to 
gain some indication of what was to be found around dwelling structures, con-
centrated upon was revealing as much as possible of the horizontal feature lay-
out. It was thought most important to uncover the extent of these and their 
complexity, whereby there was insufficient time to excavate completely all of the 
linear features. 

2.2.2	 	 General	stratigraphy,	peat	winning	&	dating
With the idea, based on the results of the excavation of AsN-56, of peat winning 
during the prehistoric period, the same was rather easily recognized for this 
second field excavated. AsN-27 showed a general disturbance of the surface in a 
different form relative to AsN-56, as became apparent through the successively 
opened trenches. The contours of the recovered prehistoric surface could be fol-
lowed when the trenches were opened.
The stratigraphy was similar to AsN-56 in having the usual topsoil layer with a 
clear, oxidized layer representing medieval peat accumulation. This overlay vari-
ous prehistoric types of layering whereby the interface was very sharp. Prehistor-
ic layers covered activity areas, including buildings, and there were clear layers 
related to cultivated fields or gardens.
Nowhere was the prehistoric surface as level as that of AsN-56. This was the 
effect of different phases of prehistoric peat winning within the excavated area. 
Some areas of features had been dug away – were truncated – during somewhat 
later activities of peat winning. Thus, the higher lying areas at times showed 
clear-cut gullies, while they were absent over the lower lying areas. Often, clear 
spade marks were visible along the perimeters of these somewhat higher lying 
areas. The underground ‘features’ on Plan 2 represent these types of peat cuts, 
which led to shallow (2 – 10 cm) contouring of the prehistoric surface. At times, 
‘plateaus’ of higher lying areas remained, such as f261 and f262, within the east-
ern part of the excavation.
That is, prehistoric peat winning could be seen most clearly as a differentiation 
of levels of the peat surface. Peat winning here was generally into the reed peat, 

20) f51, f58 – 61.

* Plan 2 back cover
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whereby a natural layer of sphagnum was not found except in a small number of 
features where patches of sphagnum were present impressed on the upper edg-
es of pits. Only two areas of sphagnum, in situ, were preserved: on the very east-
ern edge of the excavated area; and, under the first floor level of the open-sided 
structure described below.

The absolute chronology is framed by dates of the later 1st or earlier 2nd century 
from posts of structures (tab. 4), Roman imports,21 a Germanic fibula22 and 
sherds from a decorated native pot, very similar to a pot from the settlement 
context of Schagen Muggenburg-iii dated to about 300 ad. The best indicators 
of contemporarily used areas, some with fairly easily defined economic func-
tions, was the stratigraphy and horizontal binding through features of drove 
ways and paths. There were recovered cultivation layers and mounds over struc-
tures. The relative chronology of linear gullies cannot be shown to be parts of 
neat systems. Some gullies, however, were interrupted for pathways, and paths 
were cut by gullies, providing some short-term chronology.
The large majority of features can be assigned to activities associated with 
dwellers of one farmstead, with the earliest features associated with habitation 
unit(s) not found within the excavated area, or very poorly preserved. 

2.2.3	 	 Earliest	features
The earliest features that can be determined with certainty were two broad 
ridges on the north-west of the site that remained despite later peat cutting. 
A stratigraphy had been preserved whereby an early phase of gullies was covered 
over by a layer of clayey peat refilling the surface depressions, and possibly 
worked through cultivation. The top of this layer was in turn cut by longer gullies 
that also cut the top of the ridges (fig. 16).

Figure 16 AsN-27: the area of 
earliest features within the 
northern corner of the excava-
tion. The darker areas are mainly 
dug features, including linear 
gullies and irregular areas where 
turf had been won; the lighter 
areas are undisturbed peat (2 m 
scale, left background). 

21) 1st & 2nd century, identified 
by A. Bosman and M. Erdrich.

22) Mid-3rd century, identified 
by M. Erdrich.
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2.2.4	 	 Traces	of	an	early	dwelling	(fig. 17, 18)
Preserved posts and one possible posthole indicate that a typical three-aisled 
structure, at least 12.5 m long and c. 4.75 m wide, had stood in the south-west of 
the excavated area. The hearth and floor were greatly disturbed when the area 
had been raised and used for cultivation and thereafter as a drove way. From 
what remained of the hearth area, it appeared clay flooring had also been pres-
ent. The posts that had been preserved had very rotted tops and variable lengths, 
from 6 cm to 63 cm, and were mainly alder and ash. One doorway position may 
be marked by the heaviest post, with a diameter of 20 cm, of oak recovered on 
the southern long side. On the side opposite was also an oak post. Atypical for 
the polder is the orientation of near east-west instead of north-east/south-west 
and the indication of clay floor, at least in the end marked by remains of a 
hearth. The dating from a post places this structure within the mid to later 
1st ad.

2.2.5	 	 Features	of	one	farmstead	complex
One farmstead complex is represented most fully at the site. It cannot be divided 
up into neat phases as to gullies and linear features. Paths and drove ways that 
bind the entire area interconnect the features. During the duration of use, vari-
ous alterations were made as to details in and around the four recovered post 
structures: a dwelling, a square fenced-in area, a five-sided livestock enclosure, 
a palisade surrounding a cultivated area, and a roofed over, but evidently open-
sided structure. There were activity indicators as well in two concentrations of 
woodworking refuse and one dump with pot and burnt bone waste. The complex 
probably dates to the later 1st-early 2nd century (tab. 4).
 

Figure 17 AsN-27: detail (from 
Plan 2) of the earliest (house) 
structure whereby most of the 
roof supports were preserved, 
but only two wall stakes. 
Only the base of the hearth 
(f471) was preserved. The stakes 
(f565, f564) to the west relate 
to fencing of a later drove way 
(f489).
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Figure 18 AsN-27: wood species 
of the earliest dwelling and later 
fencing (see fig. 17).
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  Long gullies (fig.16)
Etched into the landscape are long, up to 50 m, narrow gullies. Only three are 
clearly earlier than the post structures. One is earlier than the dwelling annex; 
the cultivation area palisade cut two gullies. All of these very straight gullies 
were shallow (generally not more than 10 cm), flat bottomed and all had black, 
peaty fill. There were very few finds, but only one-fourth of the features were 
completely excavated. Some gullies on the west are (exactly) in line to those on 
the east. There is little indication for a drainage function, and these features may 
not even have been open. An alternative explanation and one better matching 
the nature of fill, is cutting the surface layer and inverting the fill. Although there 
were various, clearly discernible crosscuts of features, these cannot be unravelled 
to produce phases of gullies. The static plan of gullies is accounted for if only one 
or two per year were dug for the duration of habitation of one dwelling. 
This is the first site on peat where such linear features have been established. 
Long gullies are known from sandy sites of the region, of the later Iron Age to 
Early Roman period.23 

  Dwelling (fig. 19 – 22)
The dwelling structure was aligned north-east/south-west. It was 12 m long and 
4.7 – 5 m wide. There were two areas whereby the north-eastern end was one-
aisled with a ridge post, but the hearth area was three-aisled. The wall line was 
recovered as very short stakes (ash) and stake-holes, spaced 2 m apart, with 
heavier stakes/posts in the one-aisled area. The principal posts of ash and alder 
varied from 10 to 90 cm long. 
There were no floor levels. A few scattered sherds were recovered however 
pressed into the compacted peat surface indicating that style of living where the 
surface was renewed by removing or scraping the surface, rather than raising it 
with clean material. Two entrances were indicated. That through the south-east-
ern long wall may have been used more often as it was indicated by a sherd and 

Figure 19 AsN-27: the later phase 
dwelling (foreground) with the 
posts and post-holes marked 
(in white) and hearth (f555) in 
centre. The five-sided enclosure/
stockade is in the background. 
(2 m scale, mid-ground)

23) Velserbroek Hofgeest: 
Hendrichs 1992; Uitgeester-
broekpolder 18: Therkorn 2004; 
Broekpolder: Therkorn et al. 
forthcoming.
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Figure 20 AsN-27: detail 
(from Plan 2) showing the 
stockade, dwelling and fenced 
in pen/storage area. 
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Figure 21 AsN-27: wood of the 
dwelling and pen/storage area 
(see detail fig. 20). 
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turf-filled, worn depression on the outside surface. That irregular surface, oppo-
site on the north-west, had less wear and no sherd paving.

The hearth (f 555) had been perfectly preserved, but was slightly damaged during 
the opening of the trench whereby the very top of the clay covering was scraped 
off and the top of the underlying sherds exposed. As is usual for the period, 
this hearth was domed, and the top clay layer was only about 10 cm below the 
modern surface level. 
Five stakes had been rammed level with the surface of the peat prior to construc-
tion of this hearth. They were up to 70 cm long. There were two of alder, two of 
ash and one of willow. A layer of square cut, sphagnum turves was found placed 
over these stakes and then covered by the hearth base of clay. The first layers of 
sherds (fig. 22) were placed on the base and covered with clay: the use-surface of 
the first phase hearth. The second phase consisted of stacked layers of sherds, 
also covered with clay. The second phase formed a slightly larger hearth and the 
clay covering interfaced with the outside edges of the original base of clay.

No other features were within the dwelling. As is very often the case in the 
region, while the superstructure of the house had been dismantled, the hearth 
had not been disturbed. Furthermore, the outline of the dwelling was neatly 
covered with a low mound, not of turf but with re-deposited cultivated soil with 
small sherds, with a (re)deposited, glass melon bead. 

  Storage area/livestock pen (fig. 20, 21)
There was a small, enclosed area (5.10 x 5.9 m), 4 m to the south-west of the 
dwelling. Stakes and stakeholes were preserved in alignment with the stakes of 
the long walls of the dwelling. Some stakes (ash and alder) were preserved close-
ly set together. Other stakes had been pulled. One larger stake of willow marked 
the north-east corner. 

Figure 22 AsN-27: feature 555, 
the first phase of the hearth of 
the dwelling (fig. 19, 20), with clay 
capping removed and underlying 
dome of stacked sherds exposed.
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The stakes may represent fencing only; i.e. there is no evidence the area was 
roofed over. If this was the case, the dwelling may have had at this end a storage 
area, and/or the area may have served as a pen. The surface was far less trampled 
than the dwelling floor and showed no organic build up of layers. Indicated may 
be a light-footed variety of inhabitant. Possibilities for a function could have 
included keeping animals out of an area with stored crops and/or penning up 
various very young livestock, and/or penning up a goat or fowl. A later feature 
disturbed the surface towards the dwelling, but the north-eastern side of the 
enclosed area appeared to have a gate-type setting of posts. There was no worn 
area/path leading up to this fenced-in area to indicate an entrance from the 
other sides.
The same mound over the dwelling, of re-deposited cultivated soil, covered this 
area. 

Figure 23 AsN-27: parts of two 
sides of the stockade 
(f400/1& 2 by corner 2: see fig. 20) 
with excavated portion of 
exterior scarp ditch.
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  Activity area/stockade (fig. 20, 23 – 26)
An area of c. 225 m2, 6 m to the north-east of the dwelling, had been enclosed 
with a scarp ditch and palisade/fencing with five sides (fig. 20). There was a small 
narrow opening at the point nearest the dwelling and a larger opening through 
the western side. Much well preserved wood was recovered as the area had been 
mounded over after having been dismantled.

The enclosure had been set out first as a shallow (max. 30 cm deep) scarp ditch: 
there was a sharp vertical cut on the outside and the inside edge sloped up to 
the surface of the interior. The material used to raise the inside area initially may 
well have been won from this ditch. Posts were set along the five sides, on the 
edge but also deeper in the depression of the ditch. The original construction 
may have consisted only of heavy wattle. Stretches of post and stake points were 
recovered still in position especially on the west (fig. 23). Wood along the east 
was recovered mainly as horizontally lying post and stake elements (fig. 24, 25). 
Other sides and stretches were characterized by far fewer and irregularly occur-
ring post points and bits of destroyed wooden elements. It was evident however 
that during the use-life, the original construction had become rather muddled 
through the successive additions of horizontal and vertical strengthening ele-
ments, including at least two reused construction beams and extra posts. Origi-
nal seems to be a construction mainly of ash and alder. The wood recovered is 
shown as to species in figure 26.
Interesting indeed are the possibly anthropomorphic but very stylised ‘figures’ 
made with a few chops from branches or young trunks of trees: mainly from ash, 
followed by alder, oak and crab apple. All of these objects were placed with the 
‘head’ into the ground. In total, forty-two of these objects were found in the sides 
of the enclosure.24

The five sides of this enclosure, the corners and deposits are briefly described 
clockwise beginning with the south-west corner (fig. 20). 

Figure 24 AsN-27: a length of side 
4 of the stockade (f400/4).

24) Distribution and wood, fig. 
26; drawn examples App. 2.
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Side 1 (13.2 m): That corner nearest the dwelling had a setting of posts suggesting 
a narrow entrance on line with the wall of the dwelling. A deposit of a cut base 
of a Roman bronze skillet containing another fragment of imported metal was 
found against original posts near to the entrance. There were eight of the 
anthropomorphic ‘figures’ in this side, at two locations (grouped: 6 and 2), and 
unidentifiable calcined bone.
The scarp ditch was best preserved along this side. Posts were recovered set 
along the inner edge of the ditch, upright or angled towards the enclosed area. 
A very few elements were horizontal, and included a construction beam with 
mortise and thinner lengths of planks.

Side 2 (13 m): The ditch extended 7 m past the corner, dug out towards the west, 
while posts were present for another 1.5 m. Eleven ‘figures’ were recovered at 
three points (grouped: 2, 7, and 2). The corner had finds of potsherds. Access for 
livestock through the wide opening in this side accounts for the lack of a ditch, 
or wood, towards corner 3, and was indicated by a drove way coming in from the 
north-west.

Side 3 (14 m): Little wood was found undisturbed along this side, and it was clear-
ly evident much of the disturbance had to do with extracting and breaking down 
the original construction. Although this side had disturbed constructional wood, 
there were however twelve undisturbed ‘figures’ over the length of this side 
(grouped: 3, 1, 3, 1,1 and 3). 
The third corner was an oval slab of clean clay on the west of a shallow pit, with 
no recoverable finds, at the end of the ditch.

Figure 25 AsN-27: detail of 
lengths of the wood recovered 
from the stockade: side 1 (f400/1), 
mainly post-points still in situ; 
and side 4 (f400/4) with more 
horizontally lying remains 
(includes that shown in fig. 24).
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Side 4 (14 m): The wood was mainly found in a horizontal position, apparently 
having been pushed over during dismantling. Some of the post points were still 
in situ. Eleven ‘figures’ were recovered from this side (grouped: 1, 2, 1, 1, 2, 4). 
Undisturbed at the junction of side three with the fourth corner was a small 
deposit within the ditch, just outside of the line of wood. The deposit consisted 
of three large amber beads, three blue-green shards of Roman glass25 and one 
samian sherd.26 

Side 5 (14 m): A secondarily cut gully ran around this side. There was relatively lit-
tle wood remaining, but there were concentrations of pottery. There was also one 
‘figure’. The corner was a clearly trampled area with a concentration of pottery.

At the end of use, the wooden elements were evidently pulled out, some were 
broken off, and other lengths were pushed over as is shown by the variability and 
positions of recovered wood. 

  The enclosed area
The surface later to be covered with this enclosure had been stripped of turf dur-
ing the first, recoverable period of use of the site. Two low ridges were left as a 
result. Within the stockade, these ridges were recovered under a totally oxidized, 
finds-rich layer, varying from 5 to 14 cm thick, which was deepest between the 
ridges. This layer was the result of heightening and trampling during use. A few 
well-preserved, cut turves were found impressed into the underlying surface 
that indicates the area was originally heightened with turf, possibly as suggest-
ed above with material won from the scarp ditch. Yellow (turf) and grey/white 
(wood) ash, some charcoal, and sherds were general to the interior surface of the 
enclosure. But there was also a row along the west of seven, concentrated sherd 
deposits with yellow hearth ash (fig. 20). Although disturbed these may indicate 
the actual position of hearths, rather than hearth dumps. They occurred at vari-
ous levels within the homogenized layer. Two sets of double posts (oak + oak; wil-
low + alder) and a single, willow post were also found within the enclosed area 
(fig. 26).

Within the general area, the depth of homogenisation and trampled nature of 
sherds – from small to extremely fragmented – suggests the enclosure was used 
mainly for livestock, and raised a number of times. The row of hearth material 
may also indicate the area had been used for some additional activity. Use of the 
enclosure could possibly be similar to the stalling area of long dwellings, where-
by hearths recovered in the byre end were in use for an activity when livestock 
was out to pasture. The adjacent dwelling here was relatively short, and had the 
well-made cooking type of hearth, with no other indications for additional activi-
ties.
Metalworking may have been an activity carried out within the enclosure, as has 
been delineated for well-preserved surfaces associated in long farmsteads. This 
would be the same spatial/task divisions found on the levee sites of small dwel-
ling in combination with outside stalling area and suspected ordering through 
gender, as well as inside:outside.27 The best indication here is the marking of 
borders with the cut, scrap metal, finds and the amber, glass and samian sherd 
deposit. One aspect is outward, as imports, although amber does wash up on the 

Figure 26 AsN-27: the wood of 
the stockade (fig. 20). 
The triangles designate positions 
of the ‘figures.’ <<

25) Pillar mould, Isings iii.

26) Dr. 24.

27) Therkorn 1987b, 2004.
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Netherlands coast. The duality of spatially represented activities has in the past 
been expressed as spheres, activities and gender, which seem to apply to this 
site, as well: 
living area : stalling area :: cooking:smelting :: female:male :: inside:outside

  Areas of cultivation 
The stratigraphy of the excavated area of AsN-27 included two areas of cultiva-
tion layers, which may have been contemporary with this complex. It was also 
evident that the couch grass (kweek) interspersed over much of the field was 
absent over these less acidic areas. This could be used as a good predictor, in the 
future, which should also show up as a ‘crop’ mark. 
A layer of cultivation soil, 4 – 7 cm thick, covered the area over the earliest struc-
ture. Numerous sherds were in sandy, grey friable soil. This area had been raised 
and worked over, an activity that disturbed the underlying, dismantled dwelling. 
Cultivation here may have been done during (early) use of the above dwelling, 
or as part of a complex to the south. A later drove way crossed the layer, and is 
possibly associated with two lines of fencing as preserved by two rows of stakes 
(f564, f565) of alder and willow. 
A bead, made from clay, was recovered as the only find from the cultivation layer 
aside from sherds.
To the north-west of the dwelling and stockade, a shallow scarp ditch and pali-
sade was used to surround an area of which 240 m2 could be excavated. Similar 
to the livestock enclosure, the palisade did not follow exactly the line of the 
ditch. The ditch was dug first, with a sharper edge on the side of the area 
enclosed. The ditch was 35 cm deep to the west, becoming only 10 cm, to the 
north-east. Materials in the ditch were concentrated around the corner and 
included pottery and woodworking waste (see below). 
A narrow palisade trench (f498) had been dug into which posts had been set. 
Five stretches of posts had not been pulled. What remained indicated an original 

Figure 27 AsN-27: a section of 
palisade posts (f301) around the 
cultivation area to the north-
west of the dwelling.
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construction where posts had been set vertically, close together and rammed a 
further 10 – 30 cm into the peat. The posts still in place were all of alder (fig. 27). 

The area so enclosed had been raised, and was recovered as a layer of finds rich 
soil (f302) that partially in-filled the earlier gullies. The scarp ditch may have 
served mainly for winning some of the soil used for heightening the interior of 
the enclosed area. Certainly there must have been an additional source to 
account for the 10 – 12 cm thick layer of grey, friable soil, mixed with sand. There 
was no recognizable organic component remaining. The sand could have been 
obtained to the west, from the creek levee area, 400 m distant. Sandy sediments 
(Calais iv) below the peat could also have been the source, although no pits were 
recovered within the excavated area that had been dug below the level of the 
clayey sand deposits. 
The cultivated layer was recovered evenly spread within the palisade, although 
finds decreased in density towards the perimeter. The homogenized layer con-
tained ash, baked clay and kilos of small to medium sherds. The area had been 
worked for some time as the finds were evenly distributed vertically and there 
were no concentrations of large sherds, or concentrated dumps of ash. 
An open-air hearth (f 369) was found built on this cultivation layer. It was little 
disturbed, but it had a lack of precisely stacked sherds, and the weathered clay 
top was similar to other outside hearths of the region. These have been found to 
have been made less carefully, and not as compactly constructed, as hearths 
within structures.28 A green glass, Roman bead was recovered from the edge of 
the hearth in the cultivation layer. A four-sided die, made from clay was reco-
vered from the hearth perimeter. 

A worn depression indicated the entrance to this enclosure was opposite to that 
in the stockade (f400). One of the drove ways described below led to this worn 
depression/opening. It appeared therefore that the enclosure could have been 
used for grazing livestock on stubble, in addition to the cultivation function, as 
has been suggested for large, ditched enclosures found more to the west within 
the Assendelver creek levee sites (fig. 2).29

  Wood working area(s) and deposits
Finds of wood were concentrated within two areas adjacent to and outside of 
the palisade, at the corners of the cultivated area. Outside of the north-eastern 
corner, a distribution of worked wood, wood chips and short lengths of wood was 
associated with a worn depression, 15 x 8 m (f349, f352). Considering the wood 
chip waste and worn depression, woodworking could have taken place here. 
Wood chips were of alder, ash, oak, willow, birch, and alder buckthorn; there were 
worked wood lengths from alder and Scots pine. Types of objects made could be 
represented by the less than 1 cm thick, oval, wooden platter made of ash found 
on the northern edge of the depression. It was in a damaged, weathered state 
and had not been placed, apparently, in a dug feature.
Another ‘find’ within the depression was an unusually large bean, the species 
thought to have reached this (general) size only in the 16th century as Vicia faber 
variety major, rather than the ‘minor’ variety normally known from prehistory.30 
This bean, in its pod, was found adhering to a piece of wood within the prehis-
toric context of the depression. 

28) Therkorn 1987.

29) Therkorn & Abbink 1987.

30) L. Kooistra, comm. 3/2/1998.
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A concentration of materials, including large sherds, was recovered along the 
corner of the scarp ditch of the palisade to the south-west. There was also a vari-
ety of wood, including chips, worked and unworked short lengths not associated 
with constructing the palisade. Wood chips were from alder, ash, oak, birch, 
beech, willow and maple; the worked wood included alder, ash, oak and hazel. 
This could be waste from woodworking from the area described above, in a type 
of marking, or from an area more adjacent to the ditch.
A complete, round, wooden platter of alder was certainly a deposit. It had been 
set, use-side up, at the end of the palisade, near to the end of the scarp ditch. The 
use side was concave and smoothed. The other side of the platter is decorated 
which makes it very unusual (fig. 28). It is the first recovered example of wood 
having a carved design from the province. 

  Sheltered work area and associated features (fig. 29 – 31)
A post structure, along with a dump of material somewhat further to the south 
was probably contemporary with the dwelling. Radiocarbon dating from a post 
of the structure and a Dr. 18 sherd on the first trampled surface place the struc-
ture in the later 1st/earlier 2nd century. The structure was roofed over originally 
as shown by the two rows of posts, but there was no indication for a wall line 
either as preserved stakes or distinction of inside:outside through finds, sharp 
layering, turf walling or a depression indicating a turf wall (fig. 29). The type and 
frequency of materials as well as the ten hearths indicate a roofed-over, open-
sided, work/storage area. The hearths appeared to have been originally well-con-
structed domes of sherds, 40 – 60 cm in diameter, covered by clay. The structure 
was marked by a group of three pits, the only pits with any depth, and deposits, 
of this site. The excellent preservation of the floor levels and hearths was due to 
a mound of peat raised over the structure after it had been dismantled.

Figure 28 AsN-27: the round 
platter with carved design on 
one side, found at the end of 
the palisade.

Figure 29 AsN-27: detail (from 
Plan 2) showing the features of 
the roofed-over, but open-sided, 
post structure with multiple 
hearths and floor layers. >>

31) Therkorn 2004.
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The three pits, on the north-west, were dug as a group. They contained the nor-
mal finds that one has come to expect for certain periods in the province, as well 
as variation of deposits within one group.31 Feature 547, under the first floor level, 
contained lengths of alder, ash, birch and willow (fig. 30). Feature 546, also under 
a floor level, contained pottery, of which two pots were certainly deposited as 
complete. This pit also contained five stones, two quern fragments, three loom 
weights, and two leg bones from cattle and one from a sheep. Pit feature 545 
contained wood and a quern fragment. 
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The first heightening of turves of the floor surface was laid down over a natural 
surface of sphagnum. Hearths and materials were associated with this first, and 
two successive trampled layers. Tephrite quern fragments were associated with 
the second floor. Heightening of the area was accompanied by renewing hearths 
and slight shifts of hearth positioning. Whether the entire 18 m was roofed over 
at the same time, or whether the area shifted to the north-east could not be 
established. A modern field gully had destroyed the relationships between the 
overlapping floors. However, those two hearths (fig. 31) to the very north-east 
were those best preserved, indicating perhaps that use was latest here. The nor-
mal sherd stacks characterized the hearths. The earliest had been disturbed 
through some levelling, re-laying and trampling of the clayey turf floors. The two 
latest hearths were very well made, resembling dwelling hearths, in consisting in 
carefully stacked sherds covered with a clay use-surface. A perfectly round depo-
sit of unbaked potting clay (f544), 65 cm in diameter and 15 cm thick, was recov-
ered near to the north-east corner of the shelter.

Finds associated with the floor levels included only very few sherds. There were 
activity indicators of two spindle whorls, quern stone fragments, and eleven 
stones some with wear traces. One was a whetstone. There was an oval dump, 
10 x 8 m, seven meters to the south-east of the post structure. Materials consis-
ted of burnt orange-red clay, amounts of non-human calcined bone, secondarily 
fired sherds and sherd slag. This mounded feature is unusual and it is possibly a 
true rubbish dump on a surface where firing activities were carried out. The type 
of materials indicate a function when taken in conjunction with the post shelter 
having to do with in any case pottery production, including firing, combined 
with use of bone, even possibly as fuel. Other possible functions could be con-
sidered such activities of food preparation, including meat (butchering or smo-
king), and/or as a shelter for storing and drying peat.

Figure 30 AsN-27: one of three 
pits marking open-sided struc-
ture (fig. 29). This pit (f547) was 
packed with wood. 
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A narrow drain extended from the structure to the linear feature bordering the 
south-western side of the area. The linear feature (f 502) had been left open and 
it had also been used for dumping some pot and wood. This was the only dug 
feature at this part of the site with any amount of finds.
On the other side of this bordering ditch, narrow linear pits at right angles to 
f502 appear to have been dug for extracting peat. The pits were regularly cut, 
with vertical sides and dug up to 25 cm deep into reed peat. They had filled up 
naturally, and contained only the occasional sherd.
A shallow ditch, part of a pattern assumed connected to f502, bordered that con-
glomeration of gullies to the south-east of the post shelter, on the edge of the 
excavated area. The few sherds recovered on the surface were confined to the 
area of gullies; there were none to the ‘outside’, on the surface without features. 
To what the gullies relate is not obvious. 

Figure 31 AsN-27: two hearths, 
within the open-sided structure, 
showing the stages of make-
up including clay capping over 
sherd stacks.
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Figure 32 AsN-27: the three 
main phases and broad dating:
1 the partial farmstead com-
plexes of earliest gullies and 
dwelling.
 

2 the more completely recovered 
farmstead complex, with culti-
vation soils and where the reco-
vered portion of paths and drove 
ways (Plan ii) have been filled in 
as to the probable destinations.

3 the structures covered by 
mounds during phase 2, which 
were used in the 2nd – 3rd cen-
tury in combination with 
possible enclosures.
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The settlement complex appeared to be bordered along the eastern side by fea-
tures (f222/268, f269) resembling the palisade ditch to the west. There were no 
posts recovered in situ, however. 

  Drove ways and paths
Well trampled surfaces, worn depressions with sherds, oxidized peat heightening 
material in combination with loading of a thin Duinkerke I clay layer, worn and 
even hollowed out surfaces, and discolouration of natural peat made it evident 
paths and drove ways bound the above areas together. Sometimes however 
these paths did not quite reach a destination. The plan32 gives the certain 
extents of the trajectories; the schematic plan (fig. 32) binds them together. 
Incomplete trajectories could have to do with winning material for raising areas 
with mounds. 
From eastern to western side of the excavation, the paths/drove ways are as 
follows:
A drove way ran along the eastern side, outside the (palisade) trench (f269) of 
the complex. From the south-east, a path ran through a gap in f515, the open 
ditch, extending towards the house. The broader part of this trajectory between 
house and post shelter/activity area was worn and had turf and sherd heighten-
ing remains.
Two paths led from the south-west toward the dwelling. Phasing of that area is 
somewhat given by the sequence of gullies in relation to the paths. The first path 
could be traced nearly to the eastern side of the dwelling and was the earliest. 
Feature 548 is heightening recovered as weathered bark(like) material of a worn 
area. The path was in use evidently prior to the gullies. One set of gullies was 
dug so as to allow a small entrance through the system for a new path. In a later 
phase, this path went out of use when a new set of gullies was cut. 
A broad trajectory (f254/255) leading to/in from the north-east could have been 
in use during the post-habitation phase. The trajectory and a clear hollowed 
depression (also with sherds) did however lead towards the area of post shelter 
to the south, but also to the mound over the structure, in use during a later peri-
od (see below).
A clear drove way led in from outside the corner of the enclosed cultivation area, 
adjacent to the scarp ditch, and over the ditch after it had filled, joining the tra-
jectory from the south-west. 
The very trampled and broader drove way (f490) came in from the west, over the 
cultivated layer which covered the earliest house, joining the above. 

People and livestock were coming and going, somewhere. To the south of the 
excavated area there were possibly contemporary dwellings, as was seen from 
traces in the trial trenches excavated in 1996.33 To the west, grazing grounds may 
have been the destination, and/or 1st century neighbours.34 The sandy clay levee 
system is only 400 m away (fig. 2). The dwelling of Assendelft 1735 is about 200 m 
to the north-east and could be contemporary; the equally distant dwelling of 
Assendelft 2836 could relate to later activities, after habitation had ceased at this 
AsN-27 site.

  Mounds over structures
The three post structures had been dismantled and covered. Most posts had 
been pulled from around the cultivation area. Particularly the mound over the 

32) Plan ii, back cover.

33) App. 3.

34) E.g. site D: Therkorn & Abbink 
1987.

35) Halbertsma 1963; Therkorn 
1987.

36) Hallewas 1971, Therkorn 1987.
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open-sided structure was visible at modern field level prior to excavation, where-
by the low rise was 20 cm above the surrounding area. The material used for 
making the mound could have been won around the perimeter of the area to be 
covered. These areas were notably clean of finds, while the mound material was 
finds-rich. Truncation of some of the long ‘gullies’ and paths may also have 
occurred through this late surface scraping and/or cutting of peat. 
The same would apply for the area around the stockade. Prior to covering the 
stockade, posts had been pulled, broken off, and/or pushed over. Dark, oxidized 
peat was found covering the stockade, containing many finds, while the area 
around the outside perimeter had few. Trample particularly over and around the 
eastern side indicated the surface of the low mound covering the structure was 
a place of subsequent activity.
The dwelling and fenced-in area was covered with a different type of material, 
recovered only 3 – 4 cm thick, confined almost exactly to the area of the disman-
tled structure. The layer was exactly the same as that found within the cultiva-
tion area. There is no evidence to suggest, however, that this layer deposited over 
the dwelling had been cultivated here. This material could have been won from 
the cultivation areas to the west or south-west especially for covering the dis-
mantled dwelling. 
If this soil had formed through cultivating over the dismantled dwelling, the 
hearth would have been damaged. And, cultivation would certainly have led to a 
higher degree degradation of posts of the underlying dwelling through aeration. 
Additionally, the interface between layer and floor surface was sharp, and the 
dwelling surface on which the hearth had been built was undamaged. The dif-
ference is in sharp contrast to that same type of cultivation layer covering the 
earliest building to the south-west, with destroyed floor level and the few undis-
turbed sherds remaining of the hearth. There were also very rotted post tops and 
the wall stakes were near non-existent.

Figure 33 AsN-27: remains of 
turf-cutting whereby the indi-
vidual block form can be seen in 
the linear feature (f566).
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2.2.6	 	 Latest	prehistoric	use	
Some type of landscape regeneration may be assumed after the main habitation 
period ending in the early (?) 2nd century. Clear sign of later use is given by a c 
mid-3rd century, Germanic, solid silver fibula37 recovered in a narrow, curving 
feature (f 253). The fibula, a woman’s, was more or less intact, with little corro-
sion. It may have been deposited deliberately in the feature. Similar types of fea-
tures nearby contained lengths of wood. These narrow trenches are the same 
style of feature as that of the palisade trench, to the very west around the culti-
vation layer, where some posts had not been pulled. 
The top of the mound covering the open-sided post structure with multiple 
hearths had been in use as well, possibly at the same time as these suspected 
late palisade trenches. The only materials broadly dating use of the mound were 
decorated sherds, which could be from the late 3rd/early 4th century. The rarely 
found sherds from a very finely made, black burnished pedestal bowl with fine 
decoration is very similar to a complete pot within an early 4th century settle-
ment context of Schagen Muggenburg-iii.38

Due to these few indications, the area may possibly best be interpreted as a live-
stock enclosure of the later third century, within grazing grounds, whereby the 
mound served some purpose, during herding and as a marker, re-marked with 
special pottery. The worn drove way going from the area of the suspected enclo-
sure to the north-east may also have been used at this time.
There were also post-habitation peat-cutting traces. A shallow, linear feature 
(f566) showed areas where the size of the extracted peat blocks were visible. 
These were seen as somewhat more deeply cut lengths along the general feature 
(fig. 33). The linear feature ended (or started) at the mound covering the dwel-
ling. It could be that the path coming in from the south-east was still in use, as a 
smaller length of a similar peat cutting feature, with same peat block size, was 
cut parallel to the path.

2.2.7	 	 Medieval	features
The orientation of the late medieval drainage system had already been set in the 
late prehistoric peat cutting/watery ditch (f502), and path, and through the last 
mentioned prehistoric peat winning traces.
The only features that can be ascribed to the medieval period in addition to the 
cut and re-cut field ditches are two pits (f344, f356) in the very northern corner of 
the excavated area. Both were rectangular with straight sides. Feature 344 had 
been dug almost to the clayey sand sediments, over 2 m below surface; it had 
been backfilled; there were finds of one worked pine length, one sherd and a 
stoneware ball. Feature 356 was 115 cm deep with wood of pine and beech, and a 
glass shard. There was one pit (f272), 130 cm deep with no finds and a medieval 
gully (f271) with wood and pot, on the eastern extent of the excavation 

2.3  general remarks on the finds
2.3.1	 	 Trees	and	use	of	wood
Wooden materials form the greatest number of objects recovered. Posts, other 
objects, and unworked wood were found in various contexts as has been men-
tioned above. The distribution of wood species in the various structures is at the 
outset not presumed to be a random selection of ‘available’ wood, and certainly 
not a very good indicator for landscape reconstruction. ‘Availability’ is in any case 

37) Identified by M. Erdrich.

38) Therkorn 2004: fig. 17.
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a subjective understanding, as one does not know beforehand the importance 
attached to certain species or how far one was willing to travel to get at avail-
able resources. Previous work on pollen for the area has determined a noticeable 
lack of trees in the spectrum.39 That is, it has long been clear that people were 
not cutting down trees growing in the immediate vicinity of their dwelling. 
‘Roots’ as a feature type are the best means of showing growing/chopped down 
trees. The row of willow roots dated to the mid-Iron Age found in 1996 (Appendix 
3), shows stands of willows, as well as pruning them, as indicated by the long 
stems in the vicinity, as part of wood management. This was going on in the pol-
der during the Early Iron Age, as distinguished by Maisie Taylor.40 
While a few roots had been found at AsN-27 in trial trenches, excavation more 
broadly produced no areas of stands of trees. The only roots found at AsN-56 
were those of the juniper tree, with (other) wood. Of the wood recovered, the 
combination of ash and alder is that used for the principal posts of the struc-
tures. It is a common combination for the farmsteads of the region,41 both at 
the sandy-clay levee sites and on peat. 
Both sites had pits, and one has come to expect that where wood is preserved, 
wood is the most important category of pit deposits. The number and type of 
objects, unused and probably especially made for deposit, are in line with pits at 
other sites of the region. For example, the unused tenons are a category of mate-
rial used for pit deposit from the later Iron Age to the 4th century. Essentially, 
tradition of depositing wooden objects in pits remains throughout the medieval 
period.

2.3.2	 	 Micro-morphological	analysis	
Thirty samples were taken at site AsN-27 and analysed for soil characteristics and 
inclusions of utilized areas, as well as examination of underlying, apparently 
undisturbed layering. Under the auspices of raap,42 Richard Exaltus43 examined 
thin sections to check and add to field interpretations of ‘cultivation layers’, dis-
turbed and undisturbed hearths, paths, and layers of ‘heightening material’. 
These field interpretations were all supported by the micro-morphological analy-
sis. 
Particularly the results on the cultivation layer agree with the ‘experience’ factor 
of visual determination of layers and inclusions. The hearth samples from the 
dwellings of earliest and main complex show indeed burning in situ. Hearth 
material within the palisade was analysed, but it is not clear if disturbance was 
through dumping or trampling of an in situ hearth. The trampling within the 
stockade was established as well as the use of heightening material. The differ-
ence between the degree of inside (higher) and outside (lower) surface tram-
pling was supported, as well as mounding of turves over the surface. The ditch 
around the stockade had been open and at least sometimes filled with water, as 
given by the silts and horizontal arrangement and excellent preservation of 
microscopic plant dust. One of the ‘paths’ going from the south-west toward the 
dwelling showed, relative to the adjacent peat, characteristics of such compac-
tion and fineness of inclusion as to be consistent with a ‘path’. 
Not determined visually during excavation were the many inclusions of micro-
scopic charcoal found by Exaltus in all of the samples associated with use layers, 
and even deeper lying layers of the site. These are so prevalent and fine as to 

39) Groenman-van Waateringe/
Troostheide 1987.

40) Cf. Therkorn et al. 1984.

41) Cf. Therkorn 1987a.

42) Report nr. 1998-841/mw.

43) 1998.
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suggest, perhaps, burning of the original vegetation, generally, before use of the 
area began. And/or, inclusions in the turf used primarily for fuel could well have 
contained woody inclusions such as heather stems. Peat ash (yellow-orange) and 
wood ash (grey/white) was visually determined, but the amount of charcoal 
around hearths, except within the stockade, was minimal and visible only at the 
micro-morphological level.

2.3.3	 	 Pottery
Native pottery of the 1st to 3rd/4th centuries cannot be analysed as to functional 
categories and form unless indices can be measured. For this the mouth opening 
and at least the largest diameter of the pot must be measured. This is one of the 
conclusions reached by Abbink44 who has distinguished five groups from com-
plete profiles of pots and their relative (proportional) measurements for two 
sites of the region. For the excavated sites here discussed, refitting was done for 
surface sherds, but this produced almost no measurable pots. A few pots have 
been illustrated from these two excavations, but why they can be illustrated has 
to do with selection at the time of deposition. 
Detailed study of pottery recovered during the initial app has also been done.45 
A point made after analyses from the app for peat site dwellings and immediate 
area was that a far greater number of pots was represented, as defined through 
rims, than were represented from the total number and weight of sherds. This 
also applied to farmsteads with heightened floors and rubbish deposited in the 
byre area. That is, even where sherd debris was present, it was not enough to 
account for the minimum number of pots represented by the various rims recov-
ered from individual pots.46 Much material had evidently been carried away, 
outside of the immediate area of the farmhouses. It now appears, with rather 
larger areas opened around dwellings on peat that part of the missing sherd 
problem is solved.
The vast quantity of sherds used secondarily for cultivation areas at AsN-27 is an 
indication of what might have happened. As these sherds on cultivated areas 
were churned over, up and so forth, they became quite small. Broken pots may 
have been broken up even more for use on fields/gardens. Refitting is out of the 
question. However, the quantification through sherd counts and weight ratio is 
helpful as a descriptive device, and is the best indication of how people were 
reordering baked clay pots. 
Sherds were used in addition to those found within cultivated soil also for 
strengthening and filling drove way and path depressions. Sherds were simply 
not left around cluttering up structure floors. The dump of material (f527) near 
the open-sided structure at AsN-27 was quite contained, while the multiple floor 
levels, with hearths, had very few sherds. Within the dwelling, only a few sherds 
were impressed into the surface. Broken pots were reordered into hearths. Com-
plete pots were deposited in pits. Depressions were raised with sherds. Then, 
sherds and soil were re-deposited over dismantled structures. Those sherds on 
the surfaces of these mounds would become the used surface of different activi-
ties. A single sherd could gain quite a history in space and time at these sites, 
after the pot had served within primary maintenance activities of cooking and 
storage. At a site such as AsN-27, 1st century sherds wind up being 3rd century 
surfaces. 

44) 1999.

45) Cf. Van der Leeuw et al. 1987, 
Me≠ert 1998.

46) Therkorn 1987, 222, citing 
Spruyt.
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2.3.4	 	 Stone
The recovered natural stone, some with traces of use, is the subject of a ba thesis 
by Jeroen Vaars.47 All stone was imported into the area and the nearest source of 
any type of stone was about 35 km away. As is usual, many stones do not show 
use traces, and this category will not be ignored. 
At AsN-56, nearly 5 kilos of tephrite quern stone fragments were recovered from 
seven features, with only ten stones of other types. Of these with use traces, dis-
tinguished were functions of pounding, pot-boilers, whetstone and polishing 
stone. Quartzitic sandstone is in the majority and evidently the most favoured 
(70%). Nearly seven kilos (X=119) of quern stone fragments were recovered from 
AsN-27, of which about 3 kilos were from the pit f546. Forty other stones were 
found at this site, with a difference in size and selection evident relative to AsN-
56. Stone at this site was imported possibly from a different area. Functional 
groups similar to AsN-56 could be distinguished.

2.3.5	 	 Bone
Non-calcined bone was only present in the fill of pits that had been dug mini-
mally to within 15 cm of the Calais iv deposits. These few bones recovered are in 
line with certain elements of animals as primary (with wood) pit deposits from 
less acidic sites. Normally, one encounters a number of animal burials, always in 
very shallow pits at farmstead sites marking certain positions. One such likely 
position would be that shallow pit at the entrance to the stockade at AsN-27. 
Trampling along drove ways, enclosed areas and the few hoof prints indicate a 
typical subsistence economy of livestock rearing, and certainly at AsN-27, of some 
cultivation.

47) 1998.

AAC-36 Ass bw NWE KOP.indd   58 24-08-2007   16:02:37



 59 

3 the scientific-socio-cultural side of excavating 
 a vinex location

Two aspects of the excavations are gone into in this concluding section. Some 
conclusions are drawn as to relative differences in expectations and past inter-
pretations of prehistoric activities in this peat landscape. This is followed by 
modern, visitor-oriented activities at the excavations, categorized as to various 
(interest) groups, within a brief scheme of presence and absence. 

3.1  general: some conclusions
The two excavated areas showed a disturbed natural peat accumulation at the 
level of prehistoric remains as the effect of prehistoric peat winning. The fea-
tures of prehistoric use and habitation were essentially undisturbed, contrary to 
expectations for 50% of the excavated area, as it was assumed field AsN-56 
would be degraded through the lowered water table. Only the wheel tracks had 
made any real impression, confusing the prehistoric traces at parts of the site. 
The interpretations formulated after conclusion of excavations sixteen years ago, 
resulting from the initial Assendelver Polder Project, were in line with general 
assumptions about peat. Primarily modelled through a geological mode of 
thinking, the dynamics of trans- and regressions were the base by which events 
were understood. Although these models were certainly less deterministic than 
conceptions of coastal zone habitation within Dutch archaeology generally, the 
constraints laid at the threshold of prehistoric peat dwellers did from the begin-
ning include boggy reed peat, inhabitable only when it had oxidized. 
A detailed geological map (see fig. 2) was a result of the original app, with a peat 
zone designated as reed peat deposits. It remained little altered after the project. 
The idea of reed peat between levee creek area and a raised bog to the east was a 
static concept, and assumed to be entirely the result of geological circumstance, 
rather than cultural. There was simply no thought given to the possibility that 
perhaps a raised bog had been dug off to the level of reed peat in prehistory. This 
has to do with an up:down assumptive stance predicated on 
up:down :: sand:peat :: dry:wet :: suitable:unsuitable.

This mentality was despite the dozens of find-spots known from the peat area of 
the Assendelver Polder, already dated in the seventies as representing habitation 
from at least c 600 bc to 200 ad. 
That is, from the beginning, the available data was contradictory to the base of 
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the model, and probably had more to do with concepts than data, which forms a 
fascinating study of archaeological findings as an effect of modern mentality. 
With hindsight, the basic and very implicit assumption was that peat is mentally 
a low-lying, unfertile area. It is only to be colonized as a last ditch measure. And 
then, when really colonized, within civilizing processes of medieval date, peat 
expanses were areas to be transformed by large-scale ditch digging operations, 
to drain them. These activities were mainly an effect of a market economy for 
grain production for growing urban populations. Later, raised bog peat becomes 
a resource to be completely dug away, for fuelling the fires of city dwellings and 
the industrial revolution. The prevalent modern mentality toward ‘peat’ could 
well have arisen through projection, backwards, of the absolutely abject econo-
mic conditions of peat cutting families of, for example, the eastern Netherlands 
in the 19th and earlier 20th century. 
Within Dutch archaeology there was, generally, a lack of interest in examining 
peat sites on any scale, anywhere in the Netherlands twenty years ago. This trend 
has continued somewhat, and was shown in practical terms in the way funding 
was decided upon, before contracting for the core boring and trial trenches, for 
the 120 ha area of the Vinex location Saendelft of the Assendelver Polder. At the 
same time, negotiations were underway for the sandy-clay area, for example, of 
the 150 ha Vinex location Broekpolder, 2 km distant48 with demands for an 
archaeological monument and an excavation budget ten times that allotted for 
Saendelft. Growing interest in peat areas was becoming apparent at the nation-
al level as witnessed by the rob’s study group, formed in 1998 for wetland 
archaeology in general.

During the initial app, the conclusion was that dwellings stood (could only 
stand) on cushions of oligotrophic peat, which had formed as small islands in a 
sea of boggy reed peat. This now appears to have been wrong. Rather, the conclu-
sion of the 1997 excavations is that first there was oligotrophic peat, generally as 
a continuous surface, then the raised bog had been cut away, as resource. As a 
result, one could encounter a structure left standing on a small island of the 
original surface of oligotrophic peat which had not been cut away. The clearest 
example is that structure of AsN-27 with floors and hearths on oligotrophic peat, 
still attached to the surface, the sphagnum still suitable for using in your hang-
ing basket. Even when not covered by mounds or floors, the site of AsN-56 
showed small areas of oligotrophic peat as cut and stacked, or as limited areas 
of an original surface. 

  Cultivation
The models49 set up during the original app were ‘models’. They have been 
looked at hard over the intervening years, through ‘testing’ by further excavation, 
in the region, outside of the Assendelver Polders. The larger scale models anal-
ysed the Assendelft situation in relation to eco-zones to the west. To explain how 
it was people arrived to the archaeologist-perceived, marginal peat areas, the 
eco-geological zones of dunes and inter-tidal areas, including dried out marshes 
to the west, were brought into the model. 
With hindsight, the line of thought stemmed from an initial wrong interpreta-
tion, in line with a more general mentality. Peat, it was thought, could only be 
marginally cultivated, thus cultivation could only have been a marginal part of 

48) Municipality Heemskerk 
& Beverwijk; Therkorn et al. 
forthcoming.

49) Vos 1983; Brandt & Van Gijn 
1986; Hallewas 1987.
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economic activities on peat. Trade with those to the west, on the higher lying 
areas was hypothesized as the means by which certain cereal foodstuffs were 
acquired by the peat dwellers. However, palaeo-ecologists in the intervening 
years have also come to regard raising crops on peat as more viable than once 
thought. Certainly, and as has been shown at the site of AsN-27, if material was 
used to raise areas with sand and ash, an alteration of an acidic peat landscape 
was effected.
The well preserved farmstead of site Q50 was taken in one model to be general,51 
so that the idea arose that people dwelt only on higher lying raised bog cushions, 
as the reed peat was subject to fluctuating water table and quite wet during 
some seasons. Being able to live on the Assendelver peat area was then con-
strained by the number of peat cushions. It would be an excellent idea, easily 
established and at little cost, to return to site Q to see if there are traces of strip-
ping a raised bog vegetation adjacent to this farmstead. Such early Iron Age 
activities would be in line with later practice in the Assendelver Polders of strip-
ping raised bog vegetation as witnessed at AsN-56 and AsN-27. Such an early tra-
dition would be in line with activities in different eco-geological zones and even 
earlier periods, as defined since the initial Assendelver Project.

  Earth moving as tradition 
The Assendelver sites are relatively late, but people were moving earth around, 
in addition to barrow building, from at least the Early Bronze Age onwards. In 
regards to landscape archaeology, prehistoric earth moving is now being better 
defined through results gained during the intervening years between initial app 
models and the Assendelft excavations of 1997. 
Although the low mounds over the levee site dwellings were taken up during ini-
tial app analyses,52 as a phenomenon, which had to do with earth moving, land-
scape alteration as such was really not touched upon. Sod walls were recognized 
for some sites, and peat was recognized as the main fuel used,53 but where it 
was obtained, and the amount needed per household were facets not explored. 
Obviously, when peat was being used on the Assendelft levee sites for fuel, peat 
must have been won in the adjacent peat areas. There are probably many peat 
stack remnants having to do with drying, and then transporting the resource to 
these sites, along the border of the creek levee and peat area (fig. 2).
Outside of the Assendelver Polders, research including a better defined ‘land-
scape’ as the dialectics between humans and their environment has grown to 
include some archaeologically recovered specifics for certain sites. For example, 
all nine sites excavated in the Velserbroek, 10 km to the south of Assendelft, 
showed large-scale stripping of sods from sandy grassland for raising and 
improving fields, from the mid-Bronze Age onwards. Areas were characterized by 
decapitated soil profiles overlying one set of ardmarks. Nearer to farmsteads, cul-
tivated areas were recovered that had been repeatedly raised with soil: evidently 
the effect of moving soil in from these outlying stripped, areas. 
Other forms of realigning one’s landscape in the Velserbroek is the ‘longbed’ 
(103 m long) of turf piled over oak branches (100 – 0 bc) or the well preserved 
banks of sods, of which 120 m could be excavated, snaking across the same ritual 
site, this phase dating to around 100 ad.54 Closer to Assendelft, the site of Uit-
geest 54 showed how on a peaty-clay site, inhabitants had stripped and lowered 
the surface of the immediate area by at least 14 cm to win peaty-clay sods for 

50) Therkorn et al. 1984.

51) Vos 1983.

52) Therkorn & Abbink 1987.

53) Therkorn 1987.

54) Therkorn & Oversteegen 
1994.
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constructing the walls of their dwelling. The resulting structure stood on an 
‘island’ consisting of the original surface.55 The same island idea is found in 
Assendelft 1997. 
It appears the prehistoric inhabitants/users represented by the recovered and 
recognized features were more dynamic in relation to defining prospective use 
of their house and use sites, and that geology was (including oxidation) less 
dynamic in determining land use than was modelled twenty years ago. The 
results of these two fields excavated in 1997 have added something essential to 
understanding use and habitation of the area. As this is the first time that any 
excavation on peat in the Netherlands has revealed an extensive area around 
peat site dwellings, it now stands as a model framing expectations of the Assen-
delver Polder in general, and perhaps even other peat areas.
 

At the Assendelver Polder scale, one pattern that has remained constant for 
decades within the peat area of the polder is the broad linear distribution south-
west/north-east of the peat ‘find-spots’ (fig. 2). Easily supported or not would be 
the idea than this pattern has to do with how possibly fairly organized peat win-
ning, probably mainly for fuel, took place in combination with moving house. 

For example:
– if a family burned an average of 0.12 m3 of peat per day,56 and 
– if farmsteads were inhabited for 20 years, and 
– if a layer of c. 15 cm was removed generally from the surface, 
– and if shrinkage accounts for 2:1, fresh-cut:dried peat
– an area of c. 11680 m2, 1.17 ha., would be stripped in 20 years. 

Carrying this somewhat further: 
if one family lived in the polder, 600 bc – 300 ad, there would be 45 dwellings, 
peat would be won by one household over a total area of c. 53 ha.
 

Obviously this needs some further attention, but it certainly is worth pondering. 
While archaeologists in the Netherlands have been pondering why people lived 
on peat, the answer could simply be the question: peat. According to the ‘geolo-
gical’ map of the polder (fig. 2), there is probably about 900 ha of what may be 
prehistorically ‘exposed’ reed peat, in between the line oligotrophic peat on the 
east and the creek levee extent on the west. If the areas excavated in 1997 are 
general for the rest of the peat landscape of the polder, something easily checked 
(as something now perceived) through a few well-placed trial trenches:
only seventeen contemporary households during the period 600 bc – 300 ad 
would account for digging away 900 ha, producing an altered landscape, 
through peat winning. 

Peat winning was done for other activities, moreover, in addition to cooking and 
warming a dwelling; fueling fires for pottery production, raising areas for culti-
vation, covering structures with mounds, and, for some sites, as walling and in 
raising floor surfaces. These activities would have to be considered as well. 

Dwelling on a surface to be used as fuel involves shifts. Socio-cultural rules of 
action were undoubtedly followed as to how this was structured across the pol-
der area. The lack of find-spots to the east of the Assendelver village could reflect 

55) Therkorn et al. 1986.

56) An ethno-historical estimate 
from Vriezeveen.
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a lack of habitation, not because it was impossible, as assumed in the past 
decades, but because people moving and cutting peat within their form of land-
scape management had not yet shifted so far to the east. The earliest dwellings 
are found to the south-west of the polder, and some are early Iron Age. The latest, 
now known by the latest use of AsN-27 of at least the mid-3rd century, if not ear-
ly 4th, is to the north-east. This may indicate something of the movement. 

  Some aspects of results within ongoing analyses
Another outcome of the excavations since the close of the initial app is the 
importance of wood within symbolic referencing integrated (per definition) with 
functionality of shelter and bordering. It is briefly mentioned here as the depo-
sits of Assendelft serve to further analyses of patterned action in marking select-
ed spaces with selected wood as species and/or products. This was something 
touched upon during the initial app.
Analyses of earliest ethno-historical texts in the vernacular, suggesting how 
important wood was within symbolic spheres, started interest in the patterning 
of wood species within the Site Q farmstead.57 Subsequent work on patterning 
at other well preserved sites of Uitgeest, Schagen and the Velserbroek has served 
to define ritual deposits and seasonal timing as marked at particular places in 
settlement space. Finds of wood are essential to understanding this patterning. 
The few pits at the new Assendelver sites show the importance as well, within 
broadly held traditions of the region, and no doubt beyond. 
Tradition in marking with materials is being established through patterning per 
site and inter-site comparison of patterns, through time. The Assendelver sites 
must be taken up within the context of the broader regional patterns. Within 
already distinguished themes, there seem to be familial traits recovered as mate-
rials, which can be mentioned briefly here.
For example, the stick-in-the-pot signing has not been encountered before, with-
in the theme of male:female::wood:clay as to activities and landscape resources, 
among other things. Or in 19th century analytical terms priapic:tellurian; or, in 
New Age terms and materials (from eastern cultures) of the pestle:mortar, yin 
and yang. Or, perhaps even interesting is Dutch vernacular of poot and pot, now 
referring to male and female homosexuals (poot=leg, i.e. the third leg; pot=pot).
Marking with wood and pot is also illustrated in the activity area of AsN-56 as 
deposits at the ends of the creek-pit in the clay pots and wooden platter. On a 
larger scale, the settlement complex of AsN-27 shows the distinction as well in 
bordering the cultivation area and marking by woodworking and wooden plat-
ters (north-west) in relation to the activity shelter marked by complete pots, 
unbaked clay, and hearths (south-east). The stockade:dwelling area is in between. 
Directionality fits patterns already defined, here done up in an individual man-
ner. 
The pot referencing, as to production, under and near hearths and deposits of 
pure unbaked, potting clay has not been found so forcefully ‘stated’ as it has at 
AsN-56, and to some extent at AsN-27.
At AsN-27, beads were recovered from each cultivation layer. ‘Beads’ have been 
encountered only at a Schagen site, and ignored because they were not an inter-
site pattern. If two makes a pattern, it is the same. Beads in Schagen also occur in 
mounds of cultivated material, never in pits. The combination of amber beads 
and bits of glass and samian found together at AsN-27 as a deposit at the corner 57) Gartho≠-Zwaan 1987.
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of the livestock enclosure could have more to do with materials and as colours 
marking borders, than any importance placed on Roman marketing, except pos-
sibly in the outward to inward motif.
A group of medieval pits as found at AsN-56 has not been found before which so 
clearly shows the parallel of prehistoric finds, including wood materials. Very 
nicely stated in near contemporary texts is the tally (kerfstok), now a find in a pit. 
Vernacular texts give the meaning as ‘cuts’, as action in marking, of taking away 
evil.58 
Hazel is always important, and the wood of the stockade at AsN-27 also shows its 
placement at only two points. As has been noted before, all finds of wood must 
be identified rather than sampled for determining the occurrence of some spe-
cies at particular points. 
Not encountered before in the region is the shape of the pentagon/star, done up 
as a stockade of wood. Carving a design on a prehistoric wooden object is some-
thing not yet encountered. Both of these expressions in wood will be looked for 
similarities further a field. Colonization of the coastal area, via the North Sea has 
been a long noted possibility. The parallels in Scandinavia found of a mode of 
housing, the wall ditch structures, at the Assendelver levee sites had been noted 
previously59 and the new ‘finds’ could be indications for differing traditions as 
well.
Settlement layout has been mentioned, having to do with arrangement of settle-
ment areas, but also as to types of features: digging groups of pits or digging 
long gullies. This might mean something within tribal/ethnic terms, and/or it is 
a change during the 1st century, and/or two groups are represented practicing 
different modes of expression. Again, at least a relative dendro-chronology 
would perhaps put AsN-27 as being slightly earlier than AsN-56. If this were the 
case, the long-gully mode of expression would be within the region of the later 
Iron Age (c 200 bc) to the later 1st century ad, as shown by sites of the Velser-
broek and Uitgeesterbroekpolder. These sites do have a few pits, but not dug in 
neatly arranged groups. The sites of AsN-27 to AsN-56 would be leading up to 
practices of the stricter arrangement of many groups (one group per year) as 
postulated for the Schagen sites of the later third to the fourth century.60

Outstanding preservation conditions, the materiality of ‘wood’ as of primary 
importance in various facets of understanding how natural elements were re-
designed for shelter, bordering, marking and enclosing is part of landscape 
archaeology. Amply illustrated at these sites is the ideological sphere through 
various types of deposits of undamaged, wooden objects, in pits and at borders, 
as well as marking through unworked wood as deposits in the same pits. Again, 
it has been indicated how traditions in filling certain pits with certain finds can 
be traced by their roots in prehistory towards later practices in the high, and 
even post, medieval period. 

Peat is at least for later prehistory, not outlying/marginal, but central and eco-
nomically viable, ideologically ‘a nice place to think’, evidently, at least in the 
western Netherlands. Peat has been shown with the excavations of 1997 to be 
‘functional’ far beyond expectations. The altered soil conditions provided evi-
dently good conditions for cultivating certain crops, including very big beans. 
The density of features found at AsN-27 is as high as that encountered on sandy-
sites (of the long gully diggers). The types of features are exactly the same, only 
much better preserved, except for bone.

58) Gartho≠-Zwaan, pers. com.

59) Therkorn 1987.

60) Therkorn 2004.
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   What was not/should/could be done
The main aim and expenditure of funding was to excavate as much of an area as 
possible. Many statements in the above report should have been supported by 
information gained from various types of analyses.
There are already numerous pollen studies of various sites of the area.61 No sam-
ples have been submitted for pollen or seeds, although they were collected. The 
types of statements coming from these relatively expensive analyses will not add 
to a better landscape description than we already have. Perhaps in the future, 
new methods in pollen/seed analyses will be developed. Interestingly, the high 
procentage of Ericacea in the pollen spectra of the area had already been coun-
ted for the Assendelver Polder levee sites, but was thought to be overly represen-
ted through taphonomy, as these pollen grains are resistant. Available pollen dia-
grams could be regarded again with the new excavation results in mind; that is, 
that the natural, but dug away landscape through peat-winning is represented.
A relative dendro-chronology of the posts of the structures at AsN-27 has not 
been attempted. The above interpretation is based on assumed likeness of use of 
some structures, through only radiocarbon dates and indications from Roman 
imports. 
Hydrology and subsidence is very ill-defined in regards to various projected 
water table levels in regards to preservation of the sites and various assump-
tions on trans- and regression phases made in the past and in this present 
report. To reiterate: the implication of the findings from 1997 is that the peat 
area of Assendelft was higher than the areas to the west. Samples suitable for 
these future types of analyses were collected in the field. 
While all of the wooden objects could be conserved, including a few posts, due to 
funding provided by the Zaans Museum, a technological analysis of the wood 
has not been carried out. A large sample of the post points were not conserved, 
but of course were collected (i.e. they are now degrading in plastic bags). 

As it turns out, the amount of funding found acceptable by the rob, and fixed 
– before contacting an excavating institution and before results of the trenches 
in 1996 – was a gross miscalculation. This must be the result of a modern men-
tality towards ‘peat’, rather than an objective stance, whereby assumptions on 
meanings of ‘find-spots’ are still being made, and models are taken as truths, 
rather than as frameworks for further analyses. Hopefully, the results of Assen-
delft 1996 – 97 will provide something towards precision in evaluating peat 
areas in the future.
‘Sites’ within the province Noord-Holland are not nicely bordered units. All exca-
vations in the province of whatever size have never reached the limits of feature 
distribution. For the province, ‘off-site’ has never been a term used. Without (rela-
tive) dendrochronology, one can speak of complexes of features that through 
reasoning can be interpreted as contemporary. If at least relative chronologies 
through wood could be worked out, making major assumptions about the most 
basic analytical uniting would no longer be necessary. A concerted effort must be 
made to achieve a coastal Netherlands curve. 
As a rule of prehistoric settlement of the Noord-Holland region (still) appears to 
be that people in the past did not build over an earlier house site,62 the spread 
and number of complexes is enormous. As complexes of features from single-
family activities, such sites are certainly more easily analysed than sites that 

61) E.g. Groenman van Waate-
ringe & Troostheide 1987, 
De Jong 1987.

62) Therkorn & Abbink 1987.
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have been lived on, and dug over, for hundreds of years. That is, density of fea-
tures through duration of use devalues the analytical potential of a site, and, one 
would think, its present value for archaeological interpretation, or preservation 
as an archaeological monument. 

3.2  brief comparison of AsN-56 & AsN-27: methods for peat ‘sites’
One of the purposes of excavating both fields as stated in the first section was to 
compare two different modern landscape management forms for monitoring 
the effects on the prehistoric remains. We discussed in the section on AsN-56 
how three-dimensional features were recovered of perfectly preserved peat stack 
remains, excellently conserved wood and even well preserved hearths. These 
types of features were not expected. Evidently, the lowered water table and level-
ling that had taken place had not nearly affected this site such as to disturb 
essential information for analyses of farmstead complexes. If there were signs of 
levelling, the activity is given by the tracks going over the site, disturbing for 
analytical reasons the possible farmstead. How the taphonomy of this site hangs 
together, particularly in regards to posts, is ill-understood, although absence of 
posts and non-delineated postholes is in line with other peat sites with a pres-
ence and absence within one structure. Pottery, hearth and pit distribution can 
be used as structure indicators.
As a result, and due to the excellent preservation of some features, it can be con-
cluded that AsN-56 has a good representation of what there once was. The fewer 
number of features encountered here, relative to AsN-27, is interpreted as an 
effect of prehistoric tradition rather than preservation processes. Prehistoric 
action encompasses the ‘style’ of the complex. For site AsN-56 the style is sug-
gested to have been similar to the Schagen model, whereby fewer features are 
correlated to something other than economic activities. Subsistence at both sites 
may have been the same. The functionality of digging shallow gullies has not 
been discussed here, but it can be mentioned that at the broader regional scale 
that sites with few pits generally have traces of long gullies. The relative feature 
density between the two sites here is largely due to the gullies dug at AsN-27.

The prehistoric surface is actually in an excellent state of preservation. It had not 
oxidised, because it was not dried up reed peat swamp. It was found that the 
lowered polder water table implemented twenty-five years ago has not (yet) 
effected a degradation of the prehistoric remains. In fact, the level of the modern 
field has not subsided. At present, the prehistoric surfaces of the sites excavated 
during 1997 are at about 1.90 m below nap. These surfaces are still only 40 cm 
lower as compared to some of the recovered prehistoric surfaces at the levee 
sites to the west. The peat area was higher even in the 13th century than the 
areas to the west, where Duinkerke iii clay was deposited up to 50 cm thick. The 
peat area of Assendelft-Noord was not covered by Duinkerke iii sediments, 
because it was not low lying. 
The peat is expected to subside 1 m under the weight of the 2 m thick layer of 
sand used to raise the entire building site. The ‘land’ is still essentially ‘floating’. 
Lowering of the water table lowers water, but has not under these, ill-under-
stood, circumstances been accompanied by a lowered surface level. The top layer 
of prehistoric peat surfaces has not been affected.
Because of these factors, and checks to various ways of surveying, the following 
points may be suggested:
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Do not waste time core boring peat areas. The example of AsN-56 that was core 
bored produced no ‘site’. 
Despite intensive modern ditch survey, two ‘sites’ were not discovered: the fields 
of AsN-56 and AsN-28. 
Trial trenching is the most effective way, at little cost, and certain results in ob-
taining information on quality, distribution and diversity of features and reco-
verable materials.
As the senior researcher was not looking for a cut away peat surface during trial 
trenching in 1996, it was not found. As experience teaches, this mistake would 
not be made again. A cut away peat surface would be recognizable in a trial 
trench through detailed examination of various types of features, not restricted 
to peat characteristics. Particularly the one-sided cuts as broad features, with a 
very gently sloping second side were improperly interpreted within the context 
of a trial trench in 1996.

Landscape morphology is the easiest way to determine the layout of a complex. 
The non-levelled quality of AsN-27 with the slight visible rise could during exca-
vation be further defined as to vegetation (couch grass) and what that reflected 
as an underlying prehistoric use area. Very slight rises in levelled fields are also 
useful, as some subsistence has occurred since levelling. These slight differences 
are best seen with a perceptive eye than as revealed through contour survey. The 
narrow, but deep intra-field drainage gullies disturb the contours, generally. 
The find-category and feature types encountered at the two excavations are 
given in Table 6. As well, the density of features is given for each excavation.
 

3.3  visitors to the activity areas of excavations 
The 1997 excavations in Assendelft induced interest from various groups, for va-
rious reasons. Among archaeologists, interest was shown through: the ipp’s staff 
excursion, Society Netherlands Museum for Anthropology and Prehistory, two 
working visits from the Middendelfland Project group; a stop during the excur-
sion of the Prehistoric Society organized by Prof. Leendert Louwe Kooimans; vari-
ous individual visits from staff members of ipp, raap and ipl. The national awn 
camp was held at AsN-56 and members of the local work-group helped at AsN-27. 
The excavation was included in an excursion organized for employees of the 
Ministry of Agriculture, region Noord-Holland, who are involved in modern land 
management, including its archaeological potential. Loes van Wijngaarden-
Bakker organized an excursion of the working group of text writers, ‘Culture 
Pedagogics’. The slated visit from the rob was cancelled, however, and the invita-
tion to visit the site extended to the Archaeological Service of the Province of 
Noord-Holland was not taken up.

The stream of information at the local level was well organized by the city coun-
cil’s pr bureau. Two press conferences were held at the initiative of municipality 
and the gem, which generated media attention at local, provincial and national 
level (radio, television and press). Mayor and aldermen/women came for a group 
tour of the site, and individuals from the city council showed interest by drop-
ping by. Media attention at the local level created continued interest and all visi-
tors to the site were given guided tours.
National Open Monument Day activities were organized at site AsN-27 together 
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with the pr department of the Zaans Museum. There were more than 500 visi-
tors. A marquee had been rented to shelter an exhibition of the types of land-
scape resources utilized at the site in prehistory (trees, clay, peat, reeds) and the 
products obtained and illustrated by recovered materials, and texts about the 
site. There were information stands from the Zaans Museum, awn and the uni-
versity of Amsterdam, as well as an exhibition of Lisanne Sloots’ earth paintings. 
Staff and volunteers of the project gave guided tours around the excavation. 
In general, visitors were enthusiastic. 
Enthusiasm for archaeology generated a negative effect in the theft of sherds 
from the trenches the next day. However, again media attention and a police 
report raised awareness, prompted neighbourhood outrage (the thief was an 
adult) and discussion. Due to this small uproar, ‘guilt’ probably prompted 
(anonymous) return of the potsherds.
There were seven excursions to the site by school classes from three different 
schools. Particularly the children of a Jena Plan school, ‘De Bijenkorf’, took an 
interest and organized a project around the theme of material remains, which 
they had collected from dredged modern ditches. They also requested permission 
to bury at the site two time capsules filled with their drawings showing what 
they find important in these modern times and to help future archaeologists in 
their interpretations on youth culture. Their teacher had informed the city’s 
pr bureau and the department ‘Housing and Monuments’ about the project. 
The capsules were buried at the position of the hearth, within the 1st century 
farmstead at AsN-27, again with national and local media attention. Staff of the 
Housing and Monuments department are also considering a plan to mark the 
position within the housing estate. 
Interested parties will become acquainted further with the results of the Assen-
delft excavations through the Zaans museum. The excavation, on video – as past 
construction and as activity – materials, and photographs will form part of the 
new opening exhibition of 1998, and the accompanying museum publication of 
the region includes an article63 on the excavation results. Director and staff of 
the Zaans Museum were frequent visitors to the excavations and involved with 
decisions as to themes, presentation and selection of materials for conservation.

63) Besselsen 1998.
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list of abbreviations

aao Aanvullend Archeologisch Onderzoek 
  (archaeological survey through trenching)
AsN-56 Assendelft-Noord cadastrale number 
app Assendelver Polder Project (1978 – 1982)
awn Archeologische Werkgemeenschap Nederland 
b&w Burgermeester & Wethouders (Major and Aldermen) 
f   feature (e.g. f22 is feature 22)
gem Gemeenschappelijke Exploitatie Maatschappij
ipl Instituut voor Prehistorie, Leiden
ipp Instituut voor Prae-en Protohistorie, Faculteit der Ruimtelijke 
  Wetenschappen, Universiteit van Amsterdam 
  (now aac, Amsterdam Archaeological Centre)
nap Normaal Amsterdams Peil (Ordnance datum) 
oc&w The ministry for education, culture and science
raap Regionaal Archeologisch Archiverings Project
rob Rijksdienst voor het Oudheidkundig Bodemonderzoek 
  (State [i.e. national] Service for Archaeological Investigations 
  in the Netherlands)
UvA Universiteit van Amsterdam (University of Amsterdam)
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list of plans and figures
 

Fig. 1 The Assendelver polder (dot) within tribal areas of the coastal zone of 
 Germania Libera, 1st century ad, as suggested by Bloemers (1983).
Fig. 2 Assendelver polder geology as understood in the mid-1980s 
 (from Vos 1983). Through the results of the excavations of 1997, the extent 
 of oligotrophic peat on the west is now seen as a probable effect of 
 peat-winning during the Iron Age and Roman Iron Age that exposed fen 
 peat, and possibly even the back swamp deposits.
 The awn find-spots are shown (dots), as well as sites excavated 
 (smaller stars) up to 1981. The larger stars show where excavations 
 occurred during 1997 and the area shown in fig. 3 is given.
Fig. 3 The extent of the excavations of 1997 within that part of the future 
 housing estate, a Vinex location, to the west of the Assendelft ribbon 
 village. The field designations and the awn find-spots are shown.
 The positions of the trial trenches, 1996, are also shown – see Appendix 3 
 for a summary of the features. 
Fig. 4 AsN-56: feature 231-B, a remnant area of peat moss over the creek that 
 remained after turf extraction.
Fig. 5 AsN-56: feature 155, a cut for turf and deeper clay extraction 
 (to the left are two excavated Medieval pits f157, f158, fig. 15).
Fig. 6 AsN-56: features 116 – 119 are examples of linear, peat winning cuts. 
 To the right is a remnant stack (f114) of turves with sphagnum.
Fig. 7 AsN-56: feature 195, a stack with remnant turves with sphagnum.
Fig. 8 AsN-56: Area of the farmstead complex (1st century), with traces of 
 a dwelling, as interpreted through the Schagen model of settlement
 layout and relative distancing of pits, dwelling and activity area.
Fig. 9 AsN-56: feature 65, a pit with deposits of wood near to the dwelling.
Fig. 10 AsN-56: feature 86, pit near to the dwelling showing the slab of unbaked 
 potting clay deposited as initial deposit on the bottom.
Fig. 11 AsN-56: feature 90 is part of the trajectory of a path, possibly associated 
 with use of the dwelling area. The path was slightly hollowed, but raised 
 over the south-west extent with sherds (clearest here midway), turf 
 and reeds (shown sectioned further along).
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Fig. 12 AsN-56: creek (f130, etc.) excavated to the surface of reed peat which 
 had accumulated (sectioned in foreground), after the main activities in 
 the area, including turf-winning from the creek and subsequent water-
 winning.
Fig. 13 AsN-56: feature 125, the top layer of partial pots infilling the pit under 
 an outside hearth.
Fig. 14 AsN-56: deposits of juniper roots and lengths of other wood species 
 (f70) as shown.
Fig. 15 AsN-56: Medieval pit (f158) with large plank at bottom.
Fig. 16 AsN-27: the area of earliest features within the northern corner of the 
 excavation. The darker areas are mainly dug features, including areas 
 linear gullies and irregular areas where turf had been won; the lighter 
 areas are undisturbed peat. (2 m scale, left background) 
Fig. 17 AsN-27: detail (from Plan 2) of the earliest (house) structure whereby 
 most of the roof supports were preserved, but only two wall stakes. 
 Only the base of the hearth (f471) was preserved. The stakes (three as f565,
 four as f564) to the west relate to fencing of a later drove way (f489).
Fig. 18 AsN-27: wood species of the earliest dwelling and later fencing (see fig. 17).
Fig. 19 AsN-27: the later phase dwelling (foreground) with the posts and post-
 holes marked (in white) and hearth (f555) in centre. The five-sided 
 enclosure/stockade is in the background. (2 m scale, mid-ground, left)
Fig. 20 AsN-27: detail (from Plan 2) showing the stockade, dwelling and fenced in 
 pen/storage area. 
Fig. 21 AsN-27: wood of the dwelling and pen/storage area (see detail fig. 20). 
Fig. 22 AsN-27: feature 555, the first phase of the hearth of the dwelling 
 (fig. 19, 20), with clay capping removed and underlying dome of stacked 
 sherds exposed.
Fig. 23 AsN-27: parts of two sides of the stockade (f400/1& 2 by corner 2: 
 see fig. 20) with excavated portion of exterior scarp ditch.
Fig. 24 AsN-27: a length of side 4 of the stockade (f400/4).
Fig. 25 AsN-27: detail of lengths of the wood recovered from the stockade: 
 side 1 (f400/1), mainly post-points still in situ; and side 4 (f400/4) with 
 more horizontally lying remains (includes that shown in fig. 24).
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Fig. 26 AsN-27: the wood of the stockade (fig. 20). The triangles designate 
 positions of the ‘figures.’
Fig. 27 AsN-27: a section of palisade posts (f301) around the cultivation area 
 to the north-west of the dwelling.
Fig. 28 AsN-27: the round platter with carved design on the back, found at the 
 end of the palisade.
Fig. 29 AsN-27: detail (from Plan 2) showing the features of the roofed-over, 
 but open-sided, post structure with multiple hearths and floor layers.
Fig. 30 AsN-27: one of three pits marking open-sided structure (fig. 29). 
 This pit (f547) was packed with wood. 
Fig. 31 AsN-27: two hearths, within the open-sided structure, showing the stages 
 of make-up including clay capping over sherd stacks.
Fig. 32 AsN-27: the three main phases and broad dating
 1 the partial farmstead complexes of earliest gullies and dwelling 
 2 the more completely recovered farmstead complex, with cultivation 
 soils and where the recovered portion of paths and drove ways (Plan 2) 
 have been filled in as to the probable destinations.
 3 the structures covered by mounds during phase 2, which were used 
 in the 3rd – 4th century in combination with possible enclosures
Fig. 33 AsN-27: remains of turf-cutting whereby the individual block form 
 can be seen in the linear feature (f566).

appendix 3
 Trial trenches 1 – 3 (1996)
 Trial trenches 7 – 14

back cover
 Plan 1: field AsN-56
 Plan 2: field AsN-27
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Table 1 Site AsN-56: the features with interpretative definition and brief 
 description
Table 2 Site AsN-27: the features with interpretative definition and brief 
 description
Table 3 Brief description of the main materials from the pits of both AsN-56 
 and AsN-27 and all periods
Table 4 Radiocarbon datings and calibrations with two sigmas 
 (according to Stuiver et al. 1993)
Table 5 a AsN-56: wood finds
 b AsN-56: pottery finds
 c AsN-27: wood finds
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appendix 1 AsN-56: 
selection of feature details 
and materials
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appendix 2 AsN-27: 
selection of feature details and materials
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appendix 3 summary: 
the Assendelft-Noord, trial trench campaign 1996

Sixteen trial trenches – 2.20 m wide with a total surface area of 5312 m2 – were 
done in 1996 to the west of the Assendelver Dorpstraat (fig. 3, main text), then 
an area of pasture on peat, but to become part of the housing estate Saendelft, 
a Vinex location. Nine awn find-spots were known, which had been recovered 
through examining the material dredged up from the ditches during mainte-
nance of the pasture drainage system. The budget for archaeology had been 
decided on by the municipality of Zaanstad and the rob prior to contracting the 
University of Amsterdam for carrying out core-boring (see main text), trial 
trenching (this Appendix) and excavation (main text).
The purpose of the trial trenches was to define something of the extent and 
preservation of prehistoric traces indicated by the awn find-spots of sherds. 
Another field (AsN-56) was also examined, which did not have a known find-spot 
along the ditches bordering it. The field did prove to have prehistoric features. 
While the immediate area of ten farmhouses on peat had been excavated within 
the Assendelver polder by the 1990s, little of the type of features associated with 
these dwellings was known, a situation applying generally to other peat areas 
with farmhouses within the Netherlands. 
Trenches through field AsN-56 and those of the field AsN-27 were subsequently 
incorporated into the more complete excavation described in the main text of 
this volume. Only those trenches not taken up within subsequent excavation are 
briefly described here as they show the variety, combination and excellent pre-
servation of the remains over much of the threatened area. 

It may be assumed that the area to the west of the Dorpstraat, and subsequently 
covered by the housing estate Saendelft, had very extensive and well preserved 
traces of farmstead complexes dating to the (late) Iron Age/Roman Iron Age. The 
same may be assumed for the remainder of the Assendelft peat, not in the late 
1990’s threatened by modern building activities. This remaining peat area of the 
Assendelft polder had more than thirty known find-spots as of 1995 (see fig. 2, 
main text). It must be emphasized that these were noted by the group of awn 
amateurs through field-walking along dredged ditches. These up to 6 m wide 
ditches have therefore already cut through the ‘sites’. They are damaged areas. 
However, the 1996 trial trenches show that there can hardly be a differentiation 
made between ‘site’ and ‘non-site’, or the exact extents of farmstead complexes 

AAC-36 Ass bw NWE KOP.indd   110 24-08-2007   16:05:57



in this peat area. The remaining pastures, in between the ditch system, are un-
doubtedly rich in undisturbed, late prehistoric and later traces. 

  condition of the fields and general layering
Excepting field AsN-27, all of the pastureland had been apparently levelled and 
had been re-seeded within the past twenty-five years within that area of the 
future housing estate to the west of the Dorpstraat. But, the degree of preserva-
tion was good to excellent for even the levelled fields for the prehistoric remains. 
Surfaces had remained intact, although it is uncertain to what extent mounds 
of re-deposited material may have been topped. It was not recognized within 
the 2.20 m wide trial trenches of 1996 that areas had been stripped of sods in 
prehistory (see main text, this volume), an activity in itself destroying areas of 
earlier features.
All of the traces within the trial trenches were recovered not more than 50 cm, 
and as high as 15 cm under the (then) modern surface level generally at 1.70 m 
below nap. Undisturbed reed peat was at a level of about 2 m below nap, with 
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an oxidized layer, at times (see below) with early Iron Age traces, covered by a 
thin (c. 2 cm) layer of clay. This clay was not always present, for ill-defined rea-
sons, but through core-boring was in the past assumed to have been general, 
and designated as stemming from the Dunkirk-I transgression phase.1 Higher 
lying peat, above this clay when undisturbed, could be delineated into that asso-
ciated with the late Iron Age/Roman Iron Age surface remains, sealed by a more 
fully oxidized peat layer with later Medieval traces. The distinction could not 
always be made of a layering in the highest level, and Roman Iron Age and 
Medieval traces were sometimes found within the same level, whereby sherds 
and fill type were used for the broad chronology. However, the fill of the features 
was consistently different,2 whereby differentiation could be made for features 
without Medieval to modern deposits.

  nb 
‘Sherds’, below, refer to late Iron Age/Roman Iron Age (lia/ria) hand-made pot-
tery, only. Two dates were obtained, one from wood deposited in a pit3 and4 from 
a post of a structure recovered in tr. 12, described below.
There were no sherds associated with features recovered in the lower oxidized 
peat layer in trenches 9 – 11.These features were recovered under the guide-layer 
of thin clay, and thus suspected of being of the earlier Iron Age. One dating was 
obtained from one feature of this level5 and it may be relevant for all features 
from this lower oxidized peat level. They have been designated ‘eia’ on the plans. 
The positions of the trenches in combination with the position of the awn find-
spots are indicated in Figure 3 in the main report, and the recovered features – 
excluding the fields of AsN-56 and AsN-27 – are shown on plan and described 
briefly below. 
The interpretation of gully/ditch was made through delineation of a sharp, cut 
edge; cart tracks had sharp edges and underlying (in undisturbed peat) traces of 
loading; cow paths are characterized by a shallow, bowl-formed depression with 
disturbed edges and hoof-impressions preserved in the bottom of the feature. 

  AsN-57 (near awn nr. 44)
  Trench 1 
f6: a pit or ditch with multiple, back-filled layers of turf, and an alder post.

  Trench 2 
f10: a dense concentration of sherds.

  Trench 3 
A small test pit revealed a dense concentration of sherds similar to f10.

  AsN-38, a & b (near awn nr. 5, 9a/9b)
  Trench 7
f41: a 1.5 m wide area raised 10 cm thick with clay and sherds, only 15 cm under 
modern field level. A trial pit dug 2.60 m to the south of the trench revealed the 
possible continuation of the feature, or a similar type of feature. 
f45: concentration of sherds, 5m wide.  
f47: raised area consisting of turf; there was also one post, in situ, the top 35 cm 
below field level.

1) Vos 1983.

2) Silty peat with a greenish 
tinge for the Medieval features.

3) GrN-22712: 1910 ± 30 bp; 
AsN-56, tr. 5, f15: tab. 4.

4) GrN-22715: 1903 ± 25 bp.

5) Root-wood from f61: 
2530 ± 30 bp; GrN-22713.
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  Trench 8 
f59: Medieval ditch. 
f57: shallow lia/ria gully with sherds.

  Trench 9
f61: an area with root systems of young trees of which 36 samples from indivi-
dual systems were determined to be willow. An obtained 14C date pertains to the 
earlier Iron Age.6 The system was associated with the lowest oxidized peat layer, 
under thin clay. The willows seemed to form a compact, linear stand of trees, 
similar to traces encountered to the northwest, in trenches 10 and 11 where the 
remains of roots were also associated with pruning waste of cut branches.7

  AsN-37, a & b (awn nr. 49, 68)
  Trench 10 
f64: 4.5m wide concentration of sherds within what appeared to be a re-deposit-
ed, heightening of the surface with turf. It was bordered on the east by a 10 cm 
wide band of re-deposited clay. 
f65: sherd concentration interspersed with layers of turf and a linear setting of 
four raw clay lumps, 10 cm thick, with diameters of c. 35 cm.
f66 & 67: shallow depressions, but unclear if they were cart tracks or gullies.
f70: 18 m wide trampled area of turf with a high concentration of weathered, 
small sherds.
f69: root-systems and horizontally lying straight stems, up to 2 m long, of 1 year 
growth of willow recovered in the lower oxidized peat layer. The horizontals had 
chop marks at one end. Through the stratigraphy – under the thin clay layer – 
these traces of a willow stand, and gathering straight lengths may be assumed 
to have a similar, earlier Iron Age dating as the above f61, tr. 9.

  Trench 11
f74: ditch filled with turf sods and lengths of willow, probably of the earlier Iron 
Age.
f75: root systems of willows; probably of the earlier Iron Age.
f71 & 72: shallow depressions filled with cut willow branches (straight lengths, 
1 – 2 year growth); probably of the earlier Iron Age.
f73: concentration of sherds with turf, very similar to f70 (tr. 10).

  Trench 12
Only 12 cm below modern field surface, part of the probable byre area of a farm-
house was recovered on the east of this trench. The outside rings of one of the 
principle posts gave a dating of 1905 ± 25 bp (GrN-22715), placing the structure 
within the later Iron Age/earlier Roman Iron Age.
There were three principle posts recovered, the pair (f113, f114) across the width 
was of ash; the third (f177), of alder, was revealed through a small extension of 
the trench to the north. These posts, but more importantly, the clear layering up 
to the wall lines recovered to either side, indicated the structure was oriented 
nne-ssw. Through the extent of layering and one recovered wall stake (f128; 
alder), it appears the total width was 5.75 – 6.25 m. The central aisle width was 
2.75 m.
Test pits were done to determine the length to the southern and northern 

6) 2530 ± 30 bp; GrN-22713.

7) See below f69, f75.
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extents. To the south, flooring remains were recovered 2 m to the south, but 
were absent a further three meters away. To the north, test pits established the 
presence of layering up to the 5 m wide modern field ditch, but not to the other 
side of it. Thus, it appears the structure was minimally 15 m long and maximally 
23 m.; using the earlier established correlation between total length and centre 
aisle width within the Assendelver Polders,8 the length was likely c 19 m. 
The surface layer (f115) between the suspected wall-lines had concentrations of 
iron, charcoal, and yellow and white ash. Within this area, there was also a differ-
ence between the central and two side aisles. Fewer sherds and a greater degree 
of compacted turf flooring characterized the side aisles. The central aisle had 
relatively more sherds.
Sealed by remains of the floor layer was a pit (f173), adjacent within the side aisle 
to the principle post f177. The pit was 1.50 x 0.80 m and 2 m deep, dug to the top 
of Calais iv clayey sediments. Deposits at bottom were two complete jars, a par-
tial bowl and cattle bone. The pit had been backfilled – six layers could be differ-
entiated – with inclusions of straw, charcoal, charred plant remains, burnt turf, 
reed-peat turfs, and deposits of worked wood, including a complete tenon.
Through subsidence of the pit fill, it could not be established if this part of the 
floor had been resurfaced over the backfilled pit. The nature of the pit backfill is 
consistent with a farmhouse already in use.9
An outside surface (f120) extended to either side of the structure and was cov-
ered with sherds, baked clay lumps and charcoal. On this surface, to the west, 
there was also an outside hearth (f169) built up of eroded sherds with spreads 
of charcoal.
Further to the west10 there were lia/ria features, including six lengths of dug 
gullies and more diverse features:
f78: shallow (5 cm) depression filled with turf and pot sherds.
f79 & f98: pair of cart tracks.
f102: pit with pottery and alder.
f108: pair of cart tracks.
f92, f94, f103: cow paths.

  Trench 13
Traces of very shallow (2 – 5 cm) gullies.

  AsN-28
  Trench 14
f132/165: 22 m wide surface deposit of a burnt clayey layer with many sherds and 
one post (alder) indicating a structure.
The complex to the west included dug gullies, but also other types of features:
f136: water-filled depression, possibly dug, with trampled side having cattle hoof 
impressions.
f140 & f141: a pair of cart tracks.
f151, f152: cattle paths.

The trial trenches demonstrated the density of use traces within this area, and 
advice was made via the rob advisor (Jan Kees Hagers) to the municipality on 
which areas to excavate more fully.11 Advice was also given as to placement of 
the parks and other green spaces of the housing estate to insure preservation 

8) Therkorn 1987.

9) For pits with complete pots, 
within dwellings, where resur-
facing could be established of 
the floor over pits, see Therkorn 
2004: Schagen Muggenburg-i 
and iii.

10) Aside from a Medieval ditch, 
f95.

11) See main text: AsN-56 & 
AsN-27.

AAC-36 Ass bw NWE KOP.indd   115 24-08-2007   16:06:02



 116 

of some areas where something had been understood through trial trenching. 
However, it was uncertain at that time (1996) if these areas were also to be 
raised with the two meters of sand for the housing estate, which would effec-
tively compress the very un-ripe and non-oxidized peat, by about one meter 
downwards toward the depth of more solid sandy-clay deposits, generally c. 2 m 
under the then modern surface. 

  references
from: L.L. Therkorn/J. Oversteegen/D. Schmutzhart, Archeologisch Proefsleuven-
onderzoek te Saendelft: Assendelft-Noord 1996, February 1997, eura internal 
report, Faculteit der Ruimtelijke Wetenschappen, Universiteit van Amsterdam.
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Abbreviations

Table 1,2
cl  clay
cl.p  clayey peat
Dr.18  Drakendorff
h.p  humic peat
l.a.f.  linear agricultural feature
lm  loam
MED  Medieval
MOD  Modern
o.h.p  oxidized humic peat 
ol.p  oligotrophic peat
o.p  oxidized peat
p  peat
r  reed
RI  Roman Iron Age
r.ol.p  redeposited oligotrophic peat (turf)
r.p  redeposited peat (turf)
s.p  ‘silty’ peat
sph.  Sphagnum (peat moss)

Wood species
Aln Alnus glutinosa/incana Black/Grey Alder   zwarte/grauwe els
Bet Betula sp.  Birch     berk
Coryl Corylus avellana Hazel     hazelaar
Fag Fagus sylvatica Beech     beuk
Fran Frangula alnus  Berry-bearing Alder/ Alder Buckthorn vuilboom, 
sporkehout
Frax Fraxinus excelsior Ash     es
Juni Juniperus communis Juniper     jeneverbes
Myr Myrica gale  Bog Myrtle/ Sweet Gale  gagel
Pin Pinus sylvestris Scots Pine    grove den/ grenen
Pir Pirus malus  Crab Apple    wilde appel
Quer Quercus sp.  Oak     eik
Rham Rhamnus catharticus Purging Buckthorn   wegedoorn
Sal(ix) Salix sp.  Willow    wilg
Sam Sambucus sp.  Elder/ Bow Tree   vlier
Ulm Ulmus sp.  Elm     iep
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table 3c: medieval pits asn-56

table 3d: medieval pits asn-27

table 3e: post-medieval pits asn-56



table 4: radiocarbon datings and calibrations with two sigmas (according to Stuiver et al., 1993)



table 5a: asn-56 wood fi nds     

table 5b: asn-56 pottery fi nds   *) mound layers cultivation layers and paths

table 5c: asn-27 wood fi nds   *) chips of these species are not included    

table 5d: asn-56 pottery fi nds   *) mound layers cultivation layers and paths



table 6: comparison of the two excavations as to main features and fi nd characteristics

*) the quality is marked by: ++ very good, + goog, + moderate, - not present*) the quality is marked by: ++ very good, + goog, + moderate, - not present
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