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It would have been very easy to review this book with five words: you must read this book.  Quite simply it is that important.  This is truly a once in a generation milestone publication which has significance way beyond Early Neolithic archaeology and has a direct relevance to any period which relies upon radiocarbon chronologies.  The book outlines the Bayesian-derived approach to modelling radiocarbon chronologies which has allowed this project to refine time spans from the traditional ± 100+ years down to that of a generation.  Consequently, we can now begin to glimpse and model the activity of individuals through the millennial haze.  The amount of supporting and contextualising data amassed by the authors is impossible to adequately represent in a review of ‘2000’ words – there is simply so much information to explore.  In addition, and following the lead of the authors to reflect statistical probability, this review contains a greater use of the word ‘probably’ than a Carlsberg advert.
Arguably this project could not have happened so easily without the national survey of causewayed enclosures undertaken by the former RCHME which had built upon the work of Rog Palmer (1976) and others to provide a corpus of site surveys and analytical assessments of their landscape settings (cf. Oswald et al 2001).  Indeed, the debt owed to such surveys is evident in the large number of credits to these publications throughout the book (text and illustrations).  Such corpora not only produce a snapshot of the heritage asset at a given time and present trends, themes and provide new insights, but as this book has so admirably demonstrated, it can stimulate profound and wide reaching research.  It is a great shame that the survey of causewayed enclosures and that of the companion project focussing upon flint mines (cf. Barber et al 1999) will not be followed by those planned for ritual and burial monuments which would have completed an overview of the field archaeology of an entire prehistoric period.  

The structure of the book begins by setting the scene in Chapter 1, followed by an explanation of the Bayesian approach in Chapter 2.  The remainder presents a series of regional overviews: Chapter 3 The North Wiltshire Downs; Chapter 4 South Wessex; Chapter 5 Sussex; Chapter 6 Eastern England; Chapter 7 The Greater Thames Estuary; Chapter 8 The Thames Valley; Chapter 9 The Cotswolds and Chapter 10 The south-west Peninsula.  Volume 2 reviews The Marches, South Wales and the Isle of Man in Chapter 11; Chapter 12 features Ireland; Chapter 13 reviews carbon and nitrogen stable isotope values of animals and humans from causewayed enclosures; Chapter 14 discusses Neolithic narratives: British and Irish enclosures in their timescapes; Chapter 15 summarises the project and presents the social dynamics of change.  Each chapter also sketches the impact of the revised chronology on other contemporary forms of monument.  An appendix offers some suggestions for future research.
The book opens with a summary, which details the results of the project.  The radiocarbon chronologies of almost forty causewayed enclosures in southern Britain were assessed using Bayesian techniques which have demonstrated that the main period of construction ranged from the late 38th-century cal BC to the mid/late 36th -century cal BC.  Some enclosures were in use for three centuries, others for just a few decades.  In comparison with other elements of the Neolithic ‘package’ such as Long Barrows and settlements, it is now clear that the enclosures appeared after some of these first ‘built’ features of the cultural landscape.  The spread of Neolithic innovations was gradual and regionalised, springing from the southeast, and taking over 200 years to become established.  Interestingly, it is suggested that the Neolithic in Ireland did not begin until c.3800 cal BC.
Chapter 1 discusses the issues surrounding Neolithic chronology.  A useful account of the Early Neolithic period introduces the archaeology and history of research into causewayed enclosures.  The text sets out the changing interpretations over the last few decades up to the turn of the new millennium when the detailed landscape analysis of these sites discovered that many enclosures ‘tilted’ towards a low-lying area (cf. Oswald et al 2001) – an observation endorsed by the molluscan evidence – and that causewayed enclosures formed part of a seasonal round which followed the availability of seasonal resources.  It is also clear that in general, before the Gathering Time (GT) project, many enclosures were envisioned as having vague or lengthy timescales as a result of the less precise processing of 14C dates.  
The chapter continues with a description of the raison d’etre for the Gathering Time project, particularly the flurry of excavations which were then further contextualised by the national survey of causewayed enclosures which recorded their surface evidence in greater detail than previously, and analysed their landscape setting.  This increase in contextual knowledge coincided with advances in 14C dating, creating the right pre-conditions for the project.  The chapter is rounded off by a review of recent theories about the appearance of the Early Neolithic ‘package’ and the stimulus for this, i.e. the role of immigrants versus indigenes.
Chapter 2 provides a discussion of the principles of the Bayesian approach to the construction of generational timescales and how the 2350 14C dates were analysed by the project and used to construct the new refined chronologies presented in this monograph.  The chapter is illustrated with a series of probability diagrams to demonstrate first principles, helpfully accompanied by informative captions and an accessible text.  The Bayesian process is described in some detail, with much useful guidance on how to achieve robustly contextualised and refined timescales which will allow the construction of generational narratives. 
The third chapter focuses upon the North Wiltshire Downs, ranging from the Vale of Melksham in the north to the Vale of Pewsey in the south, which includes the iconic site of Windmill Hill, Knap Hill and Rybury ‘paired’ enclosures, and the unusual – and chronologically problematic – Crofton mega-enclosure.  These sites are then described individually in some detail.  Beginning with Windmill Hill, the history of previous research is described, followed by a presentation of the new dating project and the impact of the new Gathering Time chronology.  The former type site for the period appears to have had its first perimeter [inner] constructed probably between 3670-3645 cal BC; the outer in 3670-3635 cal BC; and finally the middle ditch in 3640-3615 cal BC.  The analysis suggests that there is a 59.9% certainty that the construction sequence was inner ditch > outer ditch > middle ditch.  Major ditch  deposits seem to have ended in all ditches during the mid-34th century cal BC, and is interpreted as a change of use rather that a total end to ‘activity’.  The GT model suggests that the monument as a whole was built over the timespan of 1-2 generations and that ‘deposition in the main use of the enclosure took place over a period of around 350 years’.
In terms of the regional chronological sequence, the less precisely dated Knap Hill enclosure appears to have been built more than a century later than Windmill Hill and the West Kennett long barrow, and probably in the 35th century cal BC.  The other radiocarbon-dated long barrows show construction around the second half of the fourth millennium cal BC, and all, except the Beckhampton Road long barrow, occurred during the main period of activity at Windmill Hill.  However, it is Windmill Hill which ‘begins the local sequence of monumentality’, although in other areas of southern Britain genesis began with other forms of monument building.
Chapter 4 focuses upon South Wessex stretching from Salisbury Plain south to the Dorset Ridgeway.  The Hambledon Hill enclosure complex needs little introduction.  The new GT chronological model suggests that the main enclosure was probably constructed between 3675-3630 cal BC, and that it continued in use for some 290-350 years alongside a series of contemporary outworks.  Of interest to this reviewer are the ‘flint mines’ on the Hanford spur which are shown to date to the later 3rd millennium cal BC, which would make these extraction pits broadly contemporary with the newly recognised Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age – or Chalcolithic ? - dates emerging from certain mines and pits as part of the current re-working of the Grime’s Graves chronology by Frances Healy.
The GT chronology for Whitesheet Hill suggests construction probably between 3595-3550 cal BC, and the main phase of use lasted for between 1-55 years, again implying only a few generations of activity.  The scenario at Maiden Castle was similar: the inner circuit was dug between 3575-3535 cal BC, the outer circuit between 3580-3525 cal BC, and this enclosure was equally short-lived with activity spanning no more than 50 years.  It appears likely that the long mound was built after the outer ditch had filled, and the ‘midden’ layers discovered within the inner ditch accumulated over a period of less than 35 years.  Such constricted chronologies are striking and force a complete review of traditional time estimates for the construction of such monuments.  Whichever function these enclosures were associated with, whether ritual, warfare or social interaction (or a combination of the same), these events clearly were completed at many enclosures over a relatively short timescale.  At Robin Hood’s Ball construction is tentatively suggested between 3635-3570 cal BC but the length of use is unclear due to a paucity of dates.  In terms of this regional overview, once beyond the two reliably dated enclosures [Hambledon Hill; Maiden Castle] there are few ‘other fixed points’ available with which to construct the chronology of the earliest Neolithic.
Chapter 5 reviews the evidence from Sussex where the enclosures are ranged along the high ground of the South Downs, intermingled with the earliest flint mines and long barrows.  The enclosures in this region have variable chronologies and some are more robustly dated than others, but in general the dated circuits were probably constructed by 3570-3470 cal BC.  Bury Hill was the earliest enclosure – interestingly with a continuous ditch and single western entrance, perhaps suggesting more than one cultural tradition being played out amongst the earliest enclosures.  

In terms of the wider context the long and oval barrows are ‘at present in chronological limbo’, the settlements too shed little light beyond the observation that much putative settlement evidence is centred on the areas of Clay-with-Flints.  However, it is largely dates from the flint mines which demonstrate that the Neolithic in Sussex began around the 40th-century cal BC – and before enclosures were built!  Does this mean that the first colonists were more miners than farmers?  Clearly subterranean flint mining was already in existence in the adjacent areas of continental Europe such as Limburg, the Paris Basin and Maastricht, so if these first colonists were not specifically miners some certainly knew how to mine.  Is the fact that colonists crossed the Channel to mine demonstrating that the exotic South Downs flint sources had a great cultural value to these first settlers?  Was there some form of mythical association which added value and made the sea crossing worth the risk.  Perhaps social or cultural constraints forced these colonist miners to look beyond continental Europe for other sources?  There are certainly some big questions arising from this observation, particularly as the authors clearly state ‘Flint mining emerges as one of the potentially earliest Neolithic innovations in south-east England’ (p261).

Eastern England is the focus of Chapter 6, encompassing East Anglia, the fenland Basin and parts of the East Midlands.  At Maiden Bower the difficulties of dealing with early archives are reinforced by a limited chronology which suggests a period of use spanning 3775-3380 cal BC, and factoring in statistical considerations, suggests a probable use-life of some 1-205 years at 68% probability.  This situation epitomises the situation on the Chiltern ridge where few sites are dated and those that are cannot be considered chronologically secure.  A similar situation exists in the Great Ouse catchment  where the Great Wilbraham enclosure remains undated.  In contrast, and despite problems with the samples, the Haddenham enclosure appears to have been built and utilised ‘within a century or so of 3000 cal BC’ (p277) – a comparatively late  date which is not compatible with the artefact assemblage nor the chronological range of other causewayed enclosures, so clearly some problems remain to be resolved at this site.  The other broadly contemporary sites in this area are equally poorly dated.
In the Nene Valley the extensively excavated enclosure on Briar Hill also has unresolved dating problems, despite which the authors suggest construction within the middle centuries of the 4th millennium.  The remaining sites also have chronological issues.  However, in the Lower Welland Valley the picture is more encouraging.  Here the Etton enclosure had its ditch systems begun probably in 3705-3670 cal BC and the primary use ended probably in 3310-3210 cal BC.  The enclosure at Etton Woodgate was built slightly later but that at Northborough was broadly contemporary.  Sadly, to the east of the Fens few causewayed enclosures have been investigated.  Overall, these excavated enclosures exhibit a wide range of depositional practices, particularly in the ditch deposits, and it was demonstrably the cursus monuments which replaced the enclosures in eastern England.
It is the Greater Thames Estuary which is reviewed in Chapter 7, an area characterised by sea-level rise and the inundation of low-lying areas.  Fortunately none of the causewayed enclosures were too close to the coastline.  At Lodge Farm, and despite difficulties with the samples, the initial construction probably occurred between 3655-3635 cal BC and was probably abandoned in 3640-3625 cal BC; the duration of activity on site is suggested as 1-20 years, thus highlighting how short-lived some of these timescales could have been and how sophisticated the procedures adopted by this project were.  The Greater Thames chronological model conflicts with traditional interpretations which would see such large multi-circuit enclosures as long-lived.  This is another important lesson from this project.  At Orsett, sample quality was problematic, but it was still possible to determine that the inner ditch was probably built in 3450-3370 cal BC and ‘primary use’ ended around 3300 cal BC.  Overall, Lodge Farm appears to have been built and abandoned before Orsett was constructed. 
On the Isle of Sheppey two causewayed enclosures lie no more than 200m apart and were found to originate from the 37th century cal BC or the first decades of the 36th century cal BC – and both appear to have been short-lived.  The Chalk Hill enclosure was slightly earlier in date and may have had a longer use of between 65-115 years.  Overall, the data suggests that causewayed enclosures were constructed earlier in Kent than Essex, and this is repeated with other monument forms.  Clearly this situation may be influenced by the spatial proximity of Kent to the European mainland and the likelihood that this area was the first colonised.

Chapter 8 reviews the Thames Valley, where the Staines enclosure dating is tentative but suggests a relatively late construction after 3600 cal BC and Eton Wick around 3520-3455 cal BC.  In total the middle Thames sites suggest short-term interventions at a range of sites, but overall the general maintenance of the wider cultural landscape.  In the upper Thames the earliest activity is represented by the Abingdon causewayed enclosure, the Yarnton rectilinear structure and the 40+ pits at Benson.  The Abingdon enclosure appears to have been constructed in a woodland clearing.  The relationship between the Abingdon enclosure and the Drayton cursus is ambiguous although it is suggested that there may have been little time difference.  However, the cursus monuments of North Stoke and Dorchester probably follow the causewayed enclosures, thus the Abingdon/Drayton conjunction probably places these sites at the beginning of the transition from circular to linear monuments.
Chapter 9 deals with the Cotswolds, an area dominated by the fieldwork at Crickley Hill and Peak Camp.  At Crickley Hill the enclosure was active between 3705-3600 cal BC (95% probability) and the complex as a whole was used between 125-285 years.  The construction timescales of Peak Camp are inter-leaved with those of Crickley Hill until the destruction of the latter in the mid-36th century cal BC; Peak Camp continued in use until probably the 33rd century cal BC.  However, this region has many unanswered questions relating to site chronology.
Chapter 10 discusses the south-west peninsula, a region with a curious mixture of recently discovered causewayed enclosures, ‘boulder-built’ enclosures such as Carn Brea and Helman Tor, and the visually dramatic tor enclosures on Bodmin Moor and Dartmoor.  Interestingly, and despite the differences in construction techniques, the south-west enclosures all originate around c.3700 cal BC with Helman Tor the earliest.  The use-life of the enclosures varied but all were used for at least a generation, some at least a century.
The Marches, south Wales and the Isle of Man are the focus of chapter 11.  As in the south-west, other forms of non-causewayed enclosures have been recorded.  However, the big lesson from this region comes from the site at Beech Court Farm, Ewenny, which is defined by a characteristic causewayed ground plan but returned Late Iron Age dates!  This highlights the potential pitfalls of interpreting an enclosure on the evidence of its morphology alone.  Sadly, to date there is little evidence of Early Neolithic activity on the Isle of Man, but this could simply reflect fieldwork bias.
Chapter 12 reviews the distinctive record from Ireland.  The enclosure on Donegore Hill was probably constructed between 3780-3685 cal BC and was probably abandoned in 3545-3485 cal BC.  This enclosure is particularly interesting because it is juxtaposed with 11 Early Neolithic houses which may have provided the workforce for its construction.  The recently excavated enclosure at Magheraboy in Sligo lies within 50km of the Céide Fields and was clearly one of the earliest enclosures, built between 4115-3850 cal BC (95%) and appears to have been in use for 285-715 years.  The chapter also presents a detailed review of the context and chronology of the Early Neolithic houses in Ireland, and from a sample of 30 suggests that they were probably built in 3715-3680 cal BC and had a short use-life of 55-95 years, probably representing 3-4 generations (it was noted that some problems exist with the quality of the samples).  The authors stress that the key point here is that these houses fall within the first three quarters of the 37th century cal BC, which raises the question as to whether they represent evidence of the first generations of Neolithic activity in Ireland – which coincidentally corresponds with the intensification of enclosure building in southern Britain.  This also parallels chronologically with axe production on Lambay Island which occurs in the 38th or 37th centuries cal BC.  
The authors have also modelled the chronology without the bias of a large number of short-lived structures (i.e. houses) which suggests Early Neolithic activity began probably in 3840-3727 cal BC and ended probably in 3630-3520 cal BC.  The impact of the various traditions of tomb building is discussed.  The chronological currency of the field systems ranged along the North Mayo coast demonstrates their origins in clearings, and at Céide Fields they were probably laid out in 3845-3635 cal BC and seem to have been abandoned in the second half of the 4th millennium cal BC.  Overall, the authors describe the current difficulties in the construction of a robust chronology, and suggest that Neolithic ‘practices’ began in Ireland by the beginning of the 38th century cal BC.
Chapter 13 describes the analysis of stable isotopes in human and animal remains from causewayed enclosures.  The analysis confirms the pattern evident at other types of Early Neolithic site of a high level of animal protein in the human diet at the enclosures, although it is not clear whether this represents a dairy-based economy or one reliant upon animal husbandry – or both.  Whether this evidence demonstrates a pastoralist economy is also unclear.  It would seem that if a larger assemblage was available then greater clarity might emerge and a more robust model of the origin and focus of subsistence strategies could be developed.
Chapter 14 begins almost poetically as it describes what the authors understand as a ‘timescape’ – a ‘dynamic land in which change materializes’ (p682).  The detailed analysis suggests that enclosures probably spanned the period 3740-3280 cal BC and that the first dated enclosure was constructed on the Thames estuary as part of an initial south-eastern phase of colonisation.  Enclosures then spread westwards into Wessex, the Cotswolds, the upper Thames and south-west Wales and the Marches (the limited size of the data set was stressed).  The authors then proceed to lock horns with one of the old perennial chestnuts – estimating the time / effort to construct the enclosures.  By contrasting two models a series of estimated peaks and troughs of effort is set against time scales in 25 year divisions which highlights an initial ‘building boom’ until new construction gradually reduces.  It is also argued that the largest and most complex enclosures remained in use longest.  

Several other themes are also addressed, such as ditch deposits and violence.  In the case of the latter, the distribution of violent episodes is extensive with clustering in the west, and emphasises that the Early Neolithic could be a dangerous place.  The authors also helpfully use their data to model the introduction of bowl pottery and axes.
The various strands of evidence are then brought together to suggest that the first Neolithic activity appeared in southern Britain in the 41st century cal BC with Carinated Bowls and flint mines, which then spread from the south-east alongside domesticates and cereal use.  The ebb and flow of the use of different forms of monument is sketched.  The spread of the Neolithic to Ireland and Scotland is explored and shown to emerge during the 38th century cal BC in both countries.  So this project now allows us to track Neolithic colonisation/activity across the various countries on a generational timescale.  Stunning, what more can be said, particularly as the authors are able to demonstrate that the enclosures appear as a part of the insular Neolithic.  It is interesting to speculate on how the indigenous communities viewed these new innovations introduced by the 3-4th generation of colonisers, or did the enclosures develop as part of a process of acculturation?
The final chapter (15) deals with the social dynamics of change and explores the various theories surrounding the core issues.  Interestingly, the authors highlight the paucity of 14C dates in the south-east with which to model the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition, and they suggest that overall the evidence does suggest ‘some kind of initial colonisation’ alongside ‘the digging of deep flint mines in Sussex … following established traditions … which go back in central Europe to the LBK in the sixth millennium cal BC’ (p853).  So we return to the point suggested earlier, were the first colonisers farmers or were they in reality miners who were searching for ever more exotic types of stone in a land which lay across the sea and which may have been embellished with mythological or spiritual associations ?  The European cultural background is usefully sketched to describe the context for the springboard for migration from mainland Europe, but it is observed that there is little evidence for the ‘wholesale transference of continental cultural practices ‘ (p859).  Perhaps, as Case argued, the act of colonisation effectively disrupted certain traditions.  The authors postulate colonisation by a ‘small founder pool’ followed by ‘chain migration’ in subsequent generations – much like the American West in the early 19th century AD.  This example also suggests another interesting possibility.  If one compares the spread of Neolithic activity across southern Britain from the south-east to south Wales it would appear that south Wales was colonised before the adjacent Cotswolds area (cf. Fig 14.48), and this corresponds with a strong grouping of violent episodes (cf. Fig 14.37).  Are we seeing here a scenario reminiscent of the buffering between Euro-Americans with the Spanish in California?  Perhaps this evidence sketches out a cultural fault-line and area of dispute between an established cultural tradition (i.e., south Wales) and newcomers arriving from the east.  An interesting possibility.  Inevitably many, many more stories and interpretations can be offered from these wonderful books.
It would be interesting to undertake similar projects on ‘big’ monuments such as henges (especially Avebury) and define their construction timescales and use-histories.  And, of course, analysis of monuments of other periods such as hillforts could totally transform our understanding of the dynamics of prehistoric chronologies and cultural change.  All told, this is an inspirational and magisterial piece of work which can be mined for information endlessly.  It will re-define the Early Neolithic for this generation and establish a new benchmark for chronological modelling.  As Professor Whittle has stated ‘This research fundamentally challenges the notion that little happened among our Stone Age farmers.  We can now think about the Neolithic period in terms of more rapid changes, constant movements of people and fast diffusion of ideas’.  The authors are to be congratulated on the great service they have given to archaeology – can we have some more please?
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