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The evidence from site indicated the proximity of a Roman settlement,
probably lying to the west of the excavation area, while further
enhancing the picture of extensive Medieval settlement. A Medieval
timber building and paddock system were uncovered dating to the
9th/10th Century, with the surrounding field/paddock pattern
maintained until the 12th Century. After this period there is movement
towards the settlement periphery along West Fen Road and a marked
decline in activity, possibly reflecting wider land consolidation with
much of the former settlement area being given over to the plough by
the 15th Century.



Introduction

Between the 17th October and 3rd November 2000 the Cambridge Archaeological
Unit carried out further excavations in Cornwell field prior to the installation of new
sewer drains, as part of the ongoing housing development to the south side of West
Fen Road, Ely. The work was undertaken on behalf of the Ashwell Group. This
interim report will be integrated within the assessment report of the Cornwell field,
this in turn will be combined with the evidence from the excavations of the Cotmist
field along with those on the Runciman and Trinity Fields to the south. Added to this
body of evidence will be the work carried out on the Cornwell Bungalow site and
eventually the excavations to the north of West Fen Road carried out by
Northamptonshire Archaeology.

Location and topography

The site is located approximately one mile to the west of Ely town centre (TL
528/808, Figure 1). The excavated area was located in the north west of the Cornwell
field lying just east of the A10 and south of West Fen Road. The ground in this area
slopes down slightly from south to north, between 5.40m OD and 5.20m OD.

Previous Work

To the east of the site-large scale excavation followed initial trial work across the
Cotmist and Cornwell fields exposing extensive and intensive Medieval settlement
(Mortimer 2000 & Regan forthcoming). The fields also contained important Roman
and Iron Age elements; the latter also extending into the fields north of West Fen
Road (Gibson 1995 & 1998 and Mudd forthcoming).

Methodology

From the 1999 evaluation trenches it could be seen that the large settlement complex
already uncovered in the Cotmist and Cornwell excavations extended into the western
area of the Cornwell Field (Knight 1999). The installation of the pipe trenches would
have disturbed this underlying archaeology, at its greatest extent to the north west of
the Cornwell Field where the projected lines of the pipes conjoined. It was decided to
open up a sub-rectangular box around this area of some 38 metres by 20 metres.
Top/plough soil and remains of a soil bund overburden were removed using a tracked
360 excavator and dumper.

All individual features were base-planned at a scale of 1:50 and were recorded using
the Unit modified Museum of London System. Here the relevant features mentioned
in the text will be described fully in the assessment report , while the original records
are stored within the C.A.U. archive. The site code used was WET 00.
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Figure 1. Site Location

Excavation Results

Natural, subsoil and soil cover

The natural for the most part was Kimmeridge clay, varying in colour (blue-grey
through to yellow-orange) and silty in content. A dark grey-brown clay silt subsoil
was seen to exist in section along the northern edge of the opened area, this for the
most part however was indistinguishable from the modern ploughsoil while
machining.

The dark grey-brown ploughsoil, which sealed the subsoil, appeared to maintain a
relatively constant depth of 0.30m over the whole field.

Site Phasing
As the evidence from this excavation will be included with the forthcoming

Assessment Report on the whole of the Cornwell field, the site will be discussed
under the same broad phases.



Phase Period contexts artefacts
No.
1 Prehistoric pre 1st century BC - -
2 Iron Age 1st Century B.C- 1st Century A.D - -
3 Roman 1st-4th century - -
4 Early Saxon — c. 5"-mid 7" century - -
5 Middle Saxon — mid 7"-mid 9" - -
6 Late Saxon — Pre-Conquest — mid 9"-mid 11" 6 55
| 7 Late Saxon — mid 9™-mid 12 104 311
" 8 : Late Saxon — Post-Conquest — mid 11""-mid 12th - -
\ 9 | 12" century 46 446
} 10 Late 12"/13" century 20 98
| 11 13"/14™ century 2 7
12 14"/15"™ century 4 8
13 16" century and later - -
14 Unphased 85 -
Totals 307 947

Table 1: Summary of site phasing

Of the artefacts recovered animal bone accounts for 45% of the assemblage, pottery
36%, burnt clay 11% and lava quern 2%. The remaining 4% of the assemblage was
made up of small quantities of nails, tile, slag and flint. All of the artefacts will be
considered more fully within the assessment report.

Pre historic, Phases 1& 2.

No evidence for Neolithic or Bronze Age activity was recovered from the excavation.
While an Iron Age presence was limited to 2 sherds of pottery recovered from
Medieval contexts.

Roman, Phase 3.

While no features could be positively placed within the Roman period, the presence of
quantities of non-abraded Roman pottery - 10% of all the pottery recovered - and
building tile within later Medieval features, may indicate the close proximity of
settlement activity, most likely lying to the west of this area. While several features
failed to produce pottery and could belong to the Roman period, the majority will
probably belong to the Late Saxon period. The light yellow silt fill of ditch F.2599,
as opposed to the darker grey fills of the Saxon features, may, however, date this as
Roman. As seen in the previous Cornwell excavation, Roman boundaries such as
tracks or ditch/hedge lines are respected by later settlement boundaries (Regan
forthcoming). As Several ditches are seen cutting and recutting a similar east west
alignment along this part of the site, this may suggest that a demarcated boundary
existed here, either prior to or at the beginning of the Late Saxon period. Whether this
boundary is Roman, however, remains open to question.
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Early-Middle Saxon, Phases 4 & 5

Seven sherds of pottery (2% of the pottery assemblage) appear to date to the earlier
Saxon period although there is difficulty distinguishing small coarse Iron Age sherds
from those of similar fabric types of the Saxon period. The high mica content of the
pottery fabric in this instance may date these sherds to the Saxon period. These
sherds are found in association with Ipswich ware, dating to the 8th/9th century, and
may indicate the presence of Earlier Saxon settlement at this western part of the site,
occuring here as residual material.

Late Saxon, Phases 6,7 & 8.

While the majority of recorded features (50 of 76 not including post holes) belong to
this period, the problem of disentangling one ditch system from another, especially in
such a large and intensively occupied site, is fraught with difficulties. These are
further compounded in that what may look like discrete and contemporaneous field
systems within a small excavation area may in fact not be, when the wider picture is
gleaned from more extensive investigation. This said, the picture we have within the
site is of a relatively compact and broadly contemporary structural and paddock
layout belonging to the Late Saxon period.

The site appears bounded on the east by a comparatively substantial ditch F. 2627,
being over a metre deep and with very steep sides this may represent a property
boundary. To the west two further north south aligned gullied divisions F. 2693/F.
2632/F. 2633 and F.2638 effectively divide the site into two roughly parallel strips
about 8 metres wide. As mentioned above the north of the site is constantly redefined
by a series of east-west ditches, possibly respecting some earlier boundary.

A post-built structure was located within the north west area of this strip system. The
rectangular timber structure measuring 12 metres by 7 metres and comprised of a
group of 42 post holes forming three sides of a building, the fourth, northern side,
possibly truncated by later ditches. The southern and western sides of the building
consisted of the most substantial posts while the latter are contained within a post
trench. The pottery recovered from the post holes would suggest a 9th/10th century
date.

Whether the building was constructed prior to the development of the strips as
represented by the surrounding gullies, or was integral to the initial layout of the
settlement is not clear. The fill of gully F. 2693 contained nails and frequent stones
and flint nodule, possibly derived from a yard, and suggests the close proximity of a
structure while this ditch was open.

The boundary to the north of the site continues to be redefined while the area to the
south of the building becomes a series of partially enclosed paddocks. Scatters of
post holes suggest the presence of other structures within the open areas between the
gullies. What these were, whether out-buildings or fence lines, remains unclear.
Pottery recovered from the postholes and the similar nature of their fills to the Late
Saxon gullies, places them within this period.



12th Century, Phase 9.

There are few features from this period within the excavation area and the majority of
these are located in the northern area of the site, suggesting a contraction or shift of
the settlement at least vis a vis structural activity. It may be that in this period, as
along with the southern boundary of the Cornwell excavations, there was a movement
of settlement towards the peripheries, either along the southern edge of the settlement
or in this case along the northern boundary of West Fen Road. The lack of features
from this period located to the south of the site suggests that the area is open,
possibly a field or garden.

13th-15th, Phases 10,11 & 12.

The emerging pattern seen in the 12th century, of settlement moving towards the
periphery, appears to continue in this period. A number of substantial pits possibly
delimit the back of a property fronting West Fen Road. A metalled surface, probably
contemporary with the pits, was seen along the northern edge of the site. This
relationship of pits surrounding yard surfaces or structures reflects the settlement
patterns seen in the previous Cotmist and Cornwell excavations. This settlement
pattern would see the area to the south of the pits as open field, possibly ridge and
furrow, by this time. The function of these pits, as with those of the previous
excavations, remains unclear. They appear to be grouped in threes or fours and are
characterised by their vertical or undercut edges, the latter suggesting slumping, and
their relatively flat bases. The steep incline of the sides suggests that they may have
been lined, although no evidence of timber shuttering was seen. It is possible that any
timbers that may have existed were removed for subsequent reuse. The pits appear to
be rapidly backfilled after there use, as the undercut/inclining sides had not collapsed
as would be expected if they remained open for any length of time.

No features of post 15th century date were uncovered suggesting that by this time all
smaller properties had been consolidated into a larger land holding with possibly just
one farm occupying most of the Cornwell field area.

Discussion

As the evidence uncovered during the excavation will be collated with all the other
excavations within the West Fen Road development, only a brief discussion of the
initial findings is necessary. To a large extent the settlement pattern reflects that seen
in the rest of the Cornwell field. Roman occupation is hinted at by the increased
quantity of residual pottery located along the western edge of the field, with perhaps a
settlement core lying beyond this to the west. As with the rest of the Cotmist and
Cornwell fields, there appears to be no post-Roman activity until the 8th century,
although a few possibly earlier sherds of Saxon pottery may point towards pre 8th
century Saxon settlement within the vicinity, again possibly located to the west. By
the 9th and 10th centuries an extensive Late Saxon settlement is established on the
site with a timber structure surrounded by a number of small fields or paddocks. This
level of activity would appear to be maintained until the post-Conquest period. In the



12th century, while levels of artefactual evidence peak, there is the beginnings of a
movement towards the periphery of the established settlement areas, with buildings
now probably located along West Fen Road. That the settlement contracts after the
12th century is reflected in the sharp decline in recovered artefacts dating to after this
period. The presence of pits and perhaps a yard suggests that the area fronting West
Fen Road was still occupied until the 15th Century while the area to the south of this
1s given over to ridge and furrow cultivation. No evidence of activity dating to after
the 15th Century was uncovered, suggesting that the consolidation of land holding
that began after the 12th Century had absorbed most of the smaller farm units by the
16th Century.
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