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Non-technical Summary

An archaeological evaluation was carried out at 12 West Street, Isicham,
and consisted of six trenches and ten test stations located within a tetal
area of 0.75 ha. A series of linear features were identified and found to
contaiin 13th and 14th century pottery. The earliest of these was a wide
boundary ditch which ran north-south across the site and on an aliqument
remarkably similar te the medieval earthwork features associated twith the
scheduled Benedictine Priory 70m to the east. As twell as its oricatation, its
infill date of the middle 13th century, coinciding with the recorded
abandonment of the priory for Lintenn and its subsequent conversion to a
manor, suggests the ditch represents the westernmost beuwndary of the
original priory precinct. Other boundaries were recorded tnchuding a ditch
demarcating land plots off West Street. This divided an arca occupied by
the robbed foundation trenches of a building te the cast, and a garden weall
and associated horticultural features to the iwest.

Towards the fen edge, the northernmost end of the site, deposits of up to
Im in depth were found consisting of a probable prehistoric buricd seil
horizon overlain by medieval and modern ploughsoils. Features weve also
seen in the majority of the test stations, although their primary objective
of sampling background artefact densities was diminished by an abscnce of
early deposits other than cut features caused by truncation acress much of
the site. An earlier version of the current north and castern boundary
walls of the site was recognised in the form of a robber trench which
contained materials belonging to the late 19th century.




Introduction

Background to the Project

This report represents the results of fieldwork carried out as part of an
archaeological evaluation at 12 West Street, Isleham (NGR TI1. 6400 7403)
on behalf of Hutchinsons, in conformity with the briet set by the County
Archaeology Office (Kaner 1997). Prior to this, a desktop assessment was
prepared outlining the potential for archaeological remains (Knight 1998);
reproduced in part below. This highlighted the comparative invisibility of
archaeological traces within the village centre itself against the extensive
evidence for prehistoric and Roman activity recorded around its
immediate vicinity. It also underlined the importance of the proximity of
the medieval Priory site to the area under investigation.

Summary of Archaeological Remains within the Isleham Area
Prehisteric

Excavation along the stretches of the Isleham-Elv Water Pipeline
immediately north and west of the village revealed a Neolithic-Bronze
Age occupation site as well as Iron Age storage pits indicating settlement
in an area that previously lacked evidence from this period {Gdaniec ot al.
1997). It also provided further evidence of the wealth of artefact scatters -
predominantly of lithics - around the Isleham peninsula (ibid: see also
Hall 1996). Field walkers, metal detectorists and farm workers have all
contributed to the distribution of sites as the many SMR entries for the
western fringes of the village testify. As vet, however, other than the two
Mesolithic axes found 400m from the West street site (SMR 07622), the
centre of Isleham has failed to produce similar quantities of prehistoric
artefacts, although this is undoubtedly in part a product of visibility and
not a true reflection of their distribution. Complementing the distribution
of prehistoric archaeology, aerial photography has produced cropmarks
and earthworks sites throughout the hinterland including two barrows
situated very near to the western edge of the village (see Gdaniec ¢t al.
1997). Beyond the more immediate locale, Isleham’'s neighbouring
villages, Soham, Fordham and Mildenhall are all nationally renowned for
their flint scatters and like Isleham, this appears to have much to do with
their shared and favoured fen-edge location.

Roman and Post-Ronian

The Roman period is represented west of the village by the Temple site
{SMR 05704; so named because of Isleham's Knights Templar associations;




see below) and the villa site opposite. The Temple Site produced quantities
of hypercaust and box tile as well as painted plaster (Hall 1996), and quern
stones of the same period are also frequently found in the Isleham area
(Leith and Reynolds 1993). Post-Roman and pre-conquest Isleham, known
as Yselham, is recorded in the Domesday Book, AD 895, as part of the
Soham roval estate and was earlier presented to Bishop Buric of Rochester
in 885 by King Alfred only later to be taken by the Danes in 984 Todavs
parish church St Andrew’s {c. 14th century) is thought to stand on the site
of a wooden precursor belonging to this period.

Medieval

The 12 West Street site lies 70m west of the scheduled Benedictine Priory
church of 5t Margaret (SAM 28), and south-west ot its associated
earthworks of a hollow way, fishponds and field boundaries (SAM 61).
Further earthworks of similar type exist west of Little London Lane at Hall
Farm and are suggested to have formally extended along the southern
sides of Church Street and West Street (Hall 1996: fig 42). Founded byv
Count Alan of Brittany in c¢. 1090 with monks from the Abbeyv of St Jacut in
Brittany the Priory's foundation was confirmed in 1163 bv Pope Alexander
HI (Haigh 1988). It seems its establishment was short lived as by the middle
of the 13th century its inhabitants moved to Linton Priorv with isleham
retained as a manor (ibid). Little is known of any associated buildings and
Haigh postulates those that were built were probablv of timber
construction. In 1414 the land was seized as an alien order and given to
Pembroke Hall where it remained, seeing the fine Romanesque church
converted into a barn (ibid).

North of Little London Lane was located a former quav (one ot at least
three situated along the north side of Isleham) served by a canal that ran
alongside the present route of Waterside. The village centre still bears
evidence of limestone and clunch quarrying and a group of 19th century
lime kilns (SAM 83) still survive 200m south-east of the West Street site.
The Inclosure map of 1854 (which only covers the southern half of
Isleham)} also depicts a quarry at the corner of Church Street and Pound
Lane, east of the Priory site. John Buller's Plan of Islecham (1787-1790)
shows 12 West Street pretty much as it is now, only the pathwav that
forms the northern and eastern boundaries is shown as a continuous
curve and an internal boundary is depicted running north-south dividing
the site roughly in two. The boundarv appears again on both the Inclosure
(1854) and Tithe (1848) maps and can be seen on the 1st and 2nd edition
O.5 maps of 1887 and 1908 respectively, by this time dividing only the
lower part of the site before turning eastwards, effectively enclosing the
south-eastern corner of the site.




Geology and Topography

Isleham is located on the south-eastern fen-edge at the county boundary
with Suffolk, near the foot of the chalk ridge that runs along the south of
Cambridgeshire before progressing northwards into NmtolL. Flanked on
the east by the River Lark and the west by the River Snail, Isleham’s
underlying geology consists of lower chalk changing to Terrace sand
immediatelv north of the village around Knave's Acre Drove (which also
marks the fen-edge). The highest ground is to the south, up to 18m,
dropping to around 7m at the village centre (source: Hall 1996).

The area of investigation lies behind the corner of West Street and Little
London Lane in the centre of Isleham and is fronted to the south by the
house and associated buildings of 12 West Street and to the west by a row
of bungalows and gardens belonging to Little London Lane. The northern
and eastern boundary is marked by a pathway that cuts across the backs of
these properties and is shown on maps as earl\ as 1780, Part ot the site is
currently populated by rows of fruit trees with the rest comprised mainly
of ploughed soil left to grass and occasional isolated trees. The visible
earthworks appear to be related to the recent market garden phase of the

property.

Aims and Methods

The purpose of the field evaluation was to assess the nature and extent of
any archaeology on the site. To this end, a combination 6 linear trenches
(up to 40m 1in length) and ten test pits (1.5 x 1.5m) were emploved. In total
c. 3% of the available area (0.75ha) on site was investigated.

Excavated tfeatures were either half-sectioned in the case of discrete pits
and postholes or sectioned in 1m slots for linear ditches. Each trench was
based planned at 1:50 with sections drawn at 1:10. Individual contexts were
numbered and groups of interrelated contexts (e.g. cut and fill) were
assigned feature numbers. The unit-modified version of the MoLAS
system was used for all recording.

Fieldwork Results

Fieldwork was carried out between 15th and 21st of Januarv 1997; the
results are set out below in trench and test station order. Test Station XII
was extended to trench length to incorporate more of the features
encountered in its initial cutting and is therefore included primarily
within the trench section. Information from the test stations are described
in tabular form indicating height of bedrock, number of features present, if
any, and numbers of artefacts recovered from a sample size of six buckets
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of the overlying ploughsoil. Bedrock heights for the trenches are in
brackets.

Trench 1 (4.74m OD)

Contrasting starkly with the depths encountered elsewhere on the site
Trench 1 revealed 1m of deposits over the natural chalk. In part reflecting
the underlying topography descending northwards into the ten the
absence of similar deposits south of the trench also suggests the original
ground surface across the rest of the site had suffered truncation. The
surviving deposits consisted of three broad lavers: a buried soil [25],
beneath a medieval garden/ploughsoil [26], beneath the current ploughsoil
[27]. This relative complexity also offered stratigraphic intormation
otherwise missing in the other trenches. The buried soil consisted of a
0.35m deep horizon, comprised of a uniform silty clav notable for its
{prehistoric) burnt flint content, over a natural comprising of soft marly
chalk peppered with amorphous silt-filled hollows, probablv ot natural
origin (periglacial?). Residual burnt flint also occurred within most of the
medieval contexts that encroached this horizon as did F.21, a 4.50m wide
ditch. The ditch contained a three fill sequence and was sealed /truncated
bv the medieval ploughsoil [26], and was oriented roughlv north-south. lts
impressive width, perhaps partly a product of edge erosion (the buried soeil
being friable) is greater than the two sections of the same feature seen In
Trenches 2 and 6 where the ditch cut the hard chalk. Another ditch F.22
also cut the buried soil and contained a similar till to the basal deposit
within F.21. Its orientation (NW-5E} and size (1.25m wide) was different
however and its observation within Trench 1 remains its onlv siting to
date.

The medieval plough soil [26], a grey brown siltv loam, was cut by two
features: a cess pit F.20 and a robber trench F.19; but otherwise formed a
continuous 0.45m deep horizon across the trench. An equn alent deposit
to this layer in a much reduced form was seen in Trench 2 and within Test
Stations 1L, III and IV. During machining the cess pit tfeature F.20 was
announced by a laver of re-deposited chalk (upcast) spread halo-like
around a circular dark patch. Excavation of the feature produced a sizeable
quantity of 14th Century potterv (see Hall, Appendix 1). Belonging to a
much later period by fact of the Victorian bottle and pot fragments
recovered from its fllls the robber trench F. 19 arced across the eastern end
of the trench. It was dotted by equally spaced postholes along its northern
side which presumablyv represent an earlier/later version of the same
boundary.

F.19 [2] - curvilinear slot/robber-trench consisting of a narrow, flat based cut with
steep-vertical sides {width: 0.3m; depth: 0.65m); fill, dark brown/biack triable
loam containing brick fragments.




F.20 [1] - steep sided circular pit narrowing tom a pointed base {diameter: (1.90m:
depth: 0.66m+); fill, brown grev loamyv clay with lenses of cess/organic material
(olive and black coloured) and large to small lumps of fragmented chalk.

F.21 [3] - broad ditch with a flat, if somewhat irregular, base and tairlyv steep sides
(45%. The ditch edge was less obvious above the chalk, where it cut through the
buried soil herizon [25], but was confirmed by the presence of discrete lenses ot iron
rich silts situated within its width (width: $.00m; depth: 0.60m): fill-, thick
silverv grev siltv clav with occasional fragments of chalk and rare charcoal Hecks
as well as a few fragments of animal bone; under, two lenses of tine siltv clav rich
with iron panning; under, grev brown silty clay with patches ot abundant ~mali
chalk fragments, especially towards the middle.

F.22 [5] - linear ditch with a U-shaped proftile (width: 0.80m; depth: O.eomi: il
silvery grev silty clay with occasional very small fragments of chalk.

F.24 {19] - ?natural linear with stepped profile; fill, grev brown fine silty clay
{marl?) with abundant angular fragments of hard vellowish chalk.

F.26 [24] - small steep sided pit (seen in section only) cutting trom above the baried
soll horizon {25] (width: 0.65m; depth: 0.35m); fill, loose Iriable loam over re-
deposited rubbly chalk.

Trench 2 (5.30m QD)

A series of linear features were recorded cutting perpendicular to the
trench. Of these F. 21 (previously cited in Trench 1) was the most
substantial. Excavation however proved F. 21 to consist of two parts - the
ditch itself and an ?internal robber trench/post trench running parallel
along its eastern side. Sharing similar basal fills and alignment, the two
features could have been contemporary as ditch and wall/fence line.
Further robber cuts were identitied at the eastern end of the trench, F. 2
and F. 3, separated by a distance of 4m. Immediatelv west and sharing the
same alignment was another boundarv ditch F. 4, which “-I"nlfl(_antl\

marked the division between a chanbe in hught of bedrock (the chalk
surviving 0.15m higher east of its line). This in turn was flanked by a
narrow slot which probably represents another wall footing, which if
projected, can be aligned on the current east boundarv wall of 12 West
Street. West again were two large rectangular pits, F.7 and F.8 separated by
a narrow wall of natural chalk. Their locatmn and orientation suggest that
they were cut upto the wall that formerly occupied robber trench F. 5.
These are interpreted as horticultural features perhaps representing lazy

beds. Finally, two pit features were also excavated within Trench 2, F. 1 and
E.9.

F.1 [22] - rectangular pit with sharp vertical sides (0.70 x 0.63m; depth: ©.2em: till,
brown silt over primarv grey silt with small-medium chalk inclusions.

F.2 [12] - ?robber trench, broad flat based linear with vertical sides (width: 1.70m;
depth: 0.30m}; fill, pale grev siltv clav with frequent chalk clasts.




F.3 [23] - 7robber trench, broad flat based linear with vertical sides {(width: 1.25m;
depth: 0.25m); fill, pale grey siltv clay with frequent chalk clasts.

F.4 {7] - linear ditch with a steep V-shaped profile (width: 1.70m; depth: 1.U0m);
fill, pale grev siltv clav with rare to occasional small chalk clasts increasing in
size and frequency towards the base where the fill changes to fine grev chalky siit.

F.5 [10] - ?robber-trench, narrow flat based linear with vertical sides breaking te
gradual towards the top (width: 0.30m; depth: 0.35m); till, pale grev =ilty clav
with rare, small chalk clasts.

F.6 [9] and F.7 [8] - two very large rectilinear pits with irregular, vertical sides to
the east and gently sloping sides to the west, both had flat bases (length: 3.50m;
width: 1.10m+; depth: 0.49m); {ill, pale grey - pale brown siltv clay with trequent
chalk clasts and occasional charcoeal.

F.8 -slight, narrow linear (width: 0.40m; depth: 0.20m); fill, pale grev - paie brown
siltv clav.

F.9 [6] - large sub-circular pit with vertical sides and a irregular, pitted base
{diameter: 1.70m; depth: 0.55m); fill, pale grev - pale brown siltv clay with
trequent chalk clasts and occasional flecks of charcoal.

F.21 [3] - steep sided flat bottomed ditch (width: 2.00m; depth: 0.60my; Hll, palke
grev siltv clay with frequent chalk clasts and disintegrated chatk and occasional
charceal flecks over a basal fill of weathered chalk and pale grev silt=. Cut to the
east by a ?robber-/post- trench, a narrow linear with flat to rounded base (width:
0.45m; depth: 0.50m}; fill, compacted chalk in a pale chalky silty clay matrix.

Trench 3 (5.31m OD)

Trench 3 contained an assortment of features including a F.16/F.25 robber
trench and a narrow linear, F.14 , both ot which were aligned parallel with
the extant wall immediately south of the trench. The rest, F.15, F.17, F.18,
F.23 and F.24, consisted of pit-like and irregular linear forms all of which
extended bevond the limits of the trench.

F.14 [18] - narrow linear stot/gully with a rounded base (width: 0.30m: depth:
0.10m); fill, pale brown grev siltv clay with occasional chalk clasts.

F.15 {17] - large sub-circular pit, shallow irregular base (width: [.70m: depth:
0.20m); fill, pale grev brown clav silt with occasional chalk inclusions.

F.16 120] and F.25 [21] - large irregular linear with a flat base and vertical ~ides
(width: 1.50m; depth: 0.20m); fill, light brown siltv clav with frequent chalk
fragments.

F.17 [16] - steep sided sub-circular pit with an uneven base (diameter: 1.00m; depth:
0.50m); fill, dark grey brown clay silty loam with occasional chalk lumps; under,
dark grev brown clav loam with rare chalk inclusions and charcoal/ash content;
sealed by, mid grey silty clay with occasional chalk fragments.




F.18 [13] - small circular pit/scoop {(diameter: .40m; depth: 0.11m); fiil, pale zrev
brown silty clay with occasional small chalk fragments.

F.23 [15] - part of large angular pit (dimensions: 1.00 x 0.45m; depth: 0.27my; pale
brown silty clay with chalk fragments.

F.24 [14] - narrow gullv/ditch with very shallow irregular base (width: 0.Hm;
depth: 0.06); fill, pale grey brown silty clay with occasional chalk clasts.

Trench 4 (5.28m OD)

Trench 4 was void of features exposing only an unbroken stretch of
natural chalk.

Trenclhh 5 (5.57m QD)

Situated perpendicular to the frontage and within Im ot the current
boundary, Trench 5 was designed to identify anv former properties along
West Street. Excavation revealed a late terrace cut (0.46m i depth) 3m
inside the southern boundary which appeared modern. loose fill
containing some brick fragments, and was perhaps associated with the
construction of the movable greenhouses situated in the vicinity.

Trench 6 (5.15m OD)

Pulled to trace the location and alignment of the earlv medieval ditch F.21,
which it achieved, Trench 6 also revealed two lare irregular pits F.30 and
F.31. These were very similar in character to features seen in Trench 3
immediatelv to the east.

F.21 - ditch alignment (width: 2.40m); fill, pale grev, silty calv with rrequent
small chalk fragments.

F.30 and F.31- large irregular pit cuuting eastern side of F.22, (width: 1.35m); fill,

pale grev brown silty clay with occasional chalk clasts.

Test station XII

Originally cut as part of the Test Station programme but later extended to
incorporate/elucidate features exposed through its cutting, this trench
contained more of the robber trench and lazy-bed features encountered in

Trench 2, aligned perpendicular.

F.10 - irregular linear {width: 1.25m); fill, pale grey silty clav.
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F.11 - ?robber trench {width: 0.70m); fill, grey black and charcoal rich, sty clav,

F.12 and F.13 - surface appearance suggest that these features are the ~ame a- Foe
and F.7 in Trench 2.

Test Stations

Test Station o Height {m OD} | Number of features Number of artefacts

I _ 157 0 0

I1 : 197 i 2 3

48! ‘ 199 ' 1 o

RY ! 5.10 1 T

v = 5.13 1 - o
VI 5.13 1 B -
VII 5.12 1% o -
VIII 5.26 0 0

IX 5.05 0 o 0

X 5.15 1 0

* not including teatures revealed when the test station was extended.

The majority of the artefacts recovered from the Test stations were late (c.
19th/20th century) and therefore indicative of the more recent market
gardening activities associated with this site, t.e. manuring. Some burnt
flint and a few very small and abraded fragments of medieval pottery
testified to the sub-ploughsoil features, producing further evidence of later
medieval truncation of former land surfaces. The frequency ot features,
with only three blanks recorded, is perchance more significant
demonstrating a high density of archaeological features.

Discussion
Prehistoric period

The trench lavout was able to identify at least three different zones of
preservation across the site. These were in part influenced by the
underlying topography which dipped considerably at the northern end of
the site, but more dramatically determined by medieval terracing.

1) Trench 1: 1m of deposits including a ?prehistoric buried soil overlain by a
medieval ploughsoil overlain by current ploughsoil..,

2) Trench 2 and Test stations 11, III and IV: a diminished (0.10-0.20m3 medieval
ploughsoil directly over bedrock and overlain by current ploughsoil.

3} Trenches 3, 4 and 6: current ploughsoil directly overlving bedrock.
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From this it would appear that for any features/deposits dating to before
the medieval period to survive they would need to have had been either
substantial and /or situated towards the northern end (i.e. Trench 1) of the
site. The buried soil, layer [25], would appear to be the onlv deposit
fulfilling these conditions and its primary stratigraphic location combined
with its burnt flint content suggest a prehistoric attribution.

Medieval and Post-Medieval

It would appear that all of the features recorded belonged to the medieval
and post-medieval period of Isleham. Potterv and/or tile dating to atfter the
11th century AD was found in all the excavated sections. and the
alignments of many relate either to the medieval frontage of West Street
or can be related to standing walls associated with the gardens/boundaries
of 12 West Street. The earliest and perhaps most interesting ot all the
features is the large boundary ditch F.21, whose orientation is significantty
very similar to the hollow way and other related earthworks assuciated
with the Benedictine Priory. The middle 13th century intill date given by
the small amount of pottery recovered from its fills (see Appendix 1) also
coincide with the documented move of the Priory from Isleham to Linton.
Therefore it seems likely that F. 21 represents the westernmost boundary
of the original priory precinct. The other major boundarv ditch F.4 would
appear to have once demarcated land plots off the main street (note how it
lines up with the current eastern tenement boundarv of 12 West Street
immediately next to the street trontage) whilst also mmkmgr a noticeable
change in the height of bedrock. Either side, lines of robbed walls mark the
location of former walls and buildings and restricted to the western side
features related to horticultural activities were identified. The cess pit, F.20,
with its sizeable assemblage of 14th century potterv and butchered animal
bone attests to a post-priory domestic episode perhaps associated with the
manorial phase of the former precinct.
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Appendices

1) Medieval Pottery (D. Hall)

Feature Number Type Spot Date
2 1 Thetford 14th
3 4 " 14th
4 R 1 18¢th
6 2 Thetford 14th
7 5 " 14th
9 6 14th
16 3 14th
18 1 13/ 14th
19 10 | 19th B
20 30 | Grimston 14th /7 15th

: Ware

22 6 Nid 13th
24 1 1+th

2) Faunal remains (L. Higbee)

A small assemnblage of animal bone (36 fragments or 735 gramumes} was recovered from hand
excavated features. The assemblage is in an excellent state of preservation with surface
details and butchery marks still clearly visible this suggests rapid deposition.

Bone was recovered from two features in trench 1, a large Medieval cess pit F21 and a wide
boundary ditch F21. Bones of all three of the common domestic food animals (ie. cattle,
sheep/goat and pig) were recovered from fill [001] of the cess pit. Sheep/goat and a pig are
all represented by tooth or cranial fragments. At least two pigs are present, both are very
voung individuals, the youngest is probably that of a postnatal mortality, whiist the other
is a female of approximatelv 10-13 months of age. A cattle scapular from this context bears
heavy chop marks on its spine and caudal border. The other feature in this trench, a ditch
contained a number of sheep/goat bones from the same individual (aged ¢ 18-24 months)
these include two metacarpi, two metatarsi and a phalanx secunda (all toot bones). One of
these metatarsi was recorded with faint knife cuts on its laetrile-proximal shatt indicative
of skinning,

A much smaller amount of bone was recovered from trench 2, one lower sheep s goat molar
was recovered from a garden feature (F7), and two Medieval boundary ditches vielded the
right femur of a chicken (F4) and fragments of cattle bone including portions ot the pelvis,
greater trochanter of the femur and distal humerus all of which exhibit butchery marks in
the form of heavy chops indicative of primary carcass dismemberment and the reduction of
the carcass nto manageable joints of meat.
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