
S u m m a r y 

E x c a v a t i o n i n a d v a n c e of a r e - r o u t e d p i p e l i n e , n e a r O v e r , C a m b r i d g e s h i r e , e n a b l e d 

a d d i t i o n a l s i g h t i n g s of p a r t s of a M i d d l e B r o n z e Age f i e l d s y s t e m o r i g i n a l l y i d e n t i f i e d i n 

a d v a n c e of l a r g e scale g r a v e l e x t r a c t i o n i m m e d i a t e l y to t h e e a s t . L o c a t e d t o w a r d s t h e 

j u n c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e R i v e r O u s e a n d O v e r F e n , t h e p i p e l i n e ' s n e w r o u t e a l s o r a n close to 

the s o u t h e r n O v e r b a r r o w g r o u p b r i n g i n g t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n t h e m o n u m e n t s a n d 

f i e l d s y s t e m closer i n t o v i e w . I n t r a v e r s i n g a n i m p o r t a n t w e t l a n d p r e h i s t o r i c l a n d s c a p e 

t h e p i p e l i n e also encountered some o c c u p a t i o n evidence - c o n s i s t i n g m a i n l y of s m a l l 

p o s t h o l e s a n d p i t s - a l t h o u g h t h e f e a t u r e / f i n d s d e n s i t i e s w e r e n o t s u b s t a n t i a l . . 

S u r p r i s i n g l y , w h e r e t h e p i p e l i n e r a n close to a k n o w n s e t t l e m e n t t h e a r e a w a s f o u n d to be 

blank, w i t h m o d e r n a g r i c u l t u r e a c c o u n t i n g f o r a n unexpected degree of t r u n c a t i o n . 

F u r t h e r e l e m e n t s of t h e p a l a e o - t o p o g r a p h y w e r e m a p p e d i n c l u d i n g a p r e v i o u s l y 

unrecorded r e l i c t s t r e a m c h a n n e l . I n t h e v i c i n i t y of t h e b a r r o w g r o u p a n d h i g h w i t h i n t h e 

t h i c k a l l u v i a l cover a series of l a r g e d i t c h e s w e r e recorded o n s i m i l a r a l i g n m e n t s to t h e 

B r o n z e Age f i e l d d i t c h e s . 



Introduction 

Prior to the re-routing of a pipeline between Bare Fen and Brownshi l l Staunch, 
near Over, an archaeological investigation was carried out along the Long Drove 
part of its route. The work was conducted over a two week period, 21.6.99 -
7.1.99, on behalf of Cambridge Water. The previous route of the pipeline had lain 
within Hanson's (formally A R C ) Over quarry. Recent large scale archaeological 
investigations within the quarry area itself had identified an important wetland 
prehistoric landscape of which major parts (Sites 2 and 5; Evans and Knight 
1997a) were observed to continue beyond its western edge and into the 
catchment of the proposed pipeline route. 

Geology and Topography 

The present flat topography of the alluviated flood plain north of Over i n fact 
masks considerable variation in the buried landscape. The palaeo-topography of 
the Devensian sands and gravels ranges between 2.00 to -1.45m O D . The area is 
bisected by a series of former lakes and channels/leaving upstanding ridges or 
peninsulas extending eastwards from the main riverside terrace. The 'wet' 
c lay/dry terrace divide generally, though not exclusively, falls between 1.00-
1.20m O D . Overlying the sand and gravels terrace are thick deposits of buried 
soil and up to 1.00m of overburden cover (alluvial clay, peats and ploughsoil). 

The general slope of the land is from west to east and the buried ground surface 
falls away steeply to the north-east. Recent investigations demonstrated that 
prehistoric occupation appears to have been extremely sensitive to the details of 
micro-topography, much of it being restricted to high knolls and ridges, 
frequently fol lowing the line of the interface between dry terrace and wet 
channel and fen (Pollard 1997; Evans and Knight 1997a). The 1996 investigations 
were able to identify four major landscape zones of which three, Burling 
Peninsula, Chain Bridge Terrace and Church Rise, fall wi th in the course of the 
pipeline . 

Archaeological Background 

Previous investigations have been restricted to the extent of gravel quarrying 
with work on the west bank of the Ouse, at Barleycroft Farm, Bluntisham 
(Gdaniec 1995; Evans and Pollard 1995; Evans 1995; Evans and Gibson 1996; 
Evans and Knight 1997b; Evans and Knight 1998) and on the east bank, at Over 
(Evans and Knight 1997a; Pollard 1998). The investigations represent part of an 
extensive and on-going project investigating the prehistoric occupation of the 
alluviated landscape around the junction between the fen-edge and the River 





Great Ouse. Established research agendas include the elucidation of the pattern 
and process of Neolithic and Bronze Age settlement, and the inter-relationship 
between strategies of mobile land-use and the establishment of monuments and 
'fixed' agricultural landscapes in the 2 n d ni i l lennium B C . 

As part of English Heritage's hydraulic monitoring programme, i n 1996 the 
Ancient Monuments Laboratory undertook a detailed resistivity survey of part of 
the Over southern barrow group (see fig 2; Cole 1996). The results showed 
clearly the barrow mounds and their encompassing ditches as wel l as a number 
of field ditches of unknown but possibly early date. The survey reveals the 
boundaries to respect the barrows, inasmuch as none went through the mounds 
but impinge on their surrounding ditches making the mounds appear 
incorporated into the small paddocks of the system. 

Ohms 

The 1996 evaluation of the first 115ha of the Over quarry area identified eight 
separate sites two of which Sites 2 and 5 were recorded to continue westwards 
into the southern Over barrow group field. 



S i t e 2 - A later Bronze Age fieldsystem with a settlement complex on its northern terrace-
edge margin. Geophysical survey suggests that the fieldsystem extends west into the 
riverside fields - the area of the main barrow cemetery. By its orientation and attributes 
(narrow double ditches) it appears to be the same system as that found i n the extreme 
eastern fields at Barleycroft Farm. 

S i t e 5 - A major Late Bronze Age settlement/enclosure complex, possibly wi th an Early 
Iron Age component. Internal features were dense; round and possibly rectilinear 
buUclings were identified. Although not yielding great quantities of artefacts, the buried 
soil wi thin the enclosed area was blackened through occupation residues. 

Methodology 

The Long Drove length of the pipeline was considered the most archaeologically 
sensitive and the layout of trenches was confined to the immediate areas of Sites 
2 and 5. 

Trench 1: Between Site 2 and the southern Over barrow group (450m). 

Trench 2a/2b: Next to Site 5, immediately north of Brownshi l l Staunch Drove (50m) & 
immediately north of Brownshil l Staunch conveyor belt (10m). 

A l l trenches were machine excavated using a 2.50m wide ditching bucket centred 
on the route of the pipeline as set out by the contractor. The Unit-modified 
version of the M.o .L .A.S . recording system was employed throughout. Excavated 
stratagraphic entities (e.g. a cut, a fill) were recorded as individual contexts 
([1300] - [1322]), w i t h interrelated stratigraphic events (e.g. a ditch cut and its fill) 
assigned feature numbers (F/s 900 - 922; bolded upon introduction within the 
text). 

Excavation Results 

T r e n c h 1 

As predicted this produced a series of linear ditches (10 i n total), all of which 
were aligned perpendicular to the trench. Of these, seven, F / s 901, 902, 903, 910, 
911, 912, 917, were identified as being sealed by the buried soil horizon (a 
characteristic indicative of an early date); one, F.918, was observed to cut the 
buried soil horizon (indicative of a Roman date) and was also accompanyed by 
an upcast bank on its southern side; the remaining two, F / s 919, 920, cut from 
high up in the alluvial deposit which sealed the buried soil (indicative of Post 
Roman features). Of the linears only F.'s 901 and 902 produced artefacts; the later 
also included a single undiagnostic flint. 





Interestingly F.90Ts assemblage, considering its proximity to one of the barrow 
earthworks, contained a discrete deposit of burnt material which included 209g 
of calcined bone. Originally thought to be the remains of a cremation, closer 
examination of the bone proved it to be burnt animal remains (probably cattle 
ribs; Natasha Dodwel l pers comm.). Along wi th the bone, burnt flint, stone and 
charcoal was also recovered as were two small pieces of abraded pottery (Bronze 
Age) and some unburnt cattle teeth. Rich wi th charcoal and situated just above 
the primary erosion f i l l of the ditch, the deposit appeared to have entered the 
feature from the north. If interpreted as indicative of settlement, the deposit's 
proximity to the barrow group is significant considering the lack of Bronze Age 
settlement found thus far throughout the rest of the fieldsystem. 

Other features encountered within Trench 1 included a small cluster of postholes, 
F.'s 904, 905, 906, 907, 908, 909; a group of four irregular hollows, F.'s 913, 914, 
915, 916; and a singular very large pit, F.900. Like the majority of the linear 
features these were also sealed by the buried soil horizon. Of the pits and 
postholes only F.'s 913 and 915 contained finds; mainly of burnt flint and stone, 
although F.915 also contained some worked flint belonging to the later Bronze 
Age. The low density distribution of the features and lack of artefacts is 
consistent with the general background densities picked up throughout the 
quarry area during the evaluation. However, the very large pit feature F.900 is an 
anomaly. At least 2.50m i n diameter and nearly 1.00m in depth, F.900's bell-
shaped profile and marbled silt fills (unfortunately artefact free) attest to its 
capacity as a wel l or catchwater, and represents the largest single pit feature so 
far encountered on the eastern side of the Ouse. Similar and even larger pits or 
wells have been encountered on the western side at Barleycroft Farm, often 
marking the margins of settlement, but it had been previously surmised that the 
higher ground around Barleycroft had required deeper (and therefor wider) pits 
i n order to reach the water table. Whereas the relatively low ly ing contours of 
Over meant that even small pits w o u l d soon f ind water. Like the burnt deposit 
found within ditch F.901, perhaps this pit also points to nearby settlement. 

Soil Column 

Figure 4. Section through F.900 



Towards the northern end of the trench a large palaeochannel, F.921, was also 
recorded and found to cut the buried soil. Its blue peaty silt f i l l produced one 
piece of worked flint and two pieces of burnt stone. The soil horizons within the 
trench section were broadly compatable, if somewhat deeper, wi th those 
recorded in the 1996 evaluation trench immediately opposite Long Drove. 

Height 
( m O D ) 

Depth 
(cm) 

Descr ipt ion 

2.37 0-30 Ploughsoil - silty clay a l luvium 

30-60 
60-80 

Silty clay alluvium 
Desiccated peaty al luvium; mottled orangey b r o w n 

80-1.05 Peaty al luvium; mottled orange/brown 

1.05-1.25 Peat; dark greyish brown 

1.25-1.55 Buried soil; greyish brown si l ty/sandy loam 

Table 1: T r e n c h 1 Soil Profile (at 2 0 0 m ) 

B r o n z e Age Ditches 

F.901 [1301], F.902 [1302], F.903 [1303], F.910 [1310], F.911 [1311], F.912 [1312], F.917 [1317] -
Seven linear ditches running N E - S W . Profiles varied between V-shaped to broad flat-
bottomed with an average w i d t h of 1.00m and average depth of 0.34m. The fills were 
reasonably consistent, pale grey brown sandy silt (buried soil derived) overlaying thin 
orangey grey primary erosion deposits. F.901 contained a discrete secondary lense of 
charcoal rich material replete wi th calcined animal ribs. 

B r o n z e Age Pits/Postholes 

F.900 [1300] - Very large circular pit wi th classic bell-shaped profile (diameter: 2.33m 
approx.; depth: 0.95m); fills, a) dark grey-purply grey sandy silt wi th moderate charcoal; b) 
medium brown sandy clayey silt; c) medium grey brown sandy clay; d) yel low grey sand; 
e) yel low grey sandy clay; f) dark grey silty sand. 

F.904 [1304], F.905 [1305], F.906 [1306], F.907 [1307], F.908 [1308], F.909 [1309] - Six circular 
postholes (diameter: 0.25-0.40m; depth: 0.15-0.30m); f i l l , dark grey b r o w n sandy silt w i t h 
some clays. 

F.913 [1313], F.914 [1314], F.915 [1315], F.916 [1316] - Four large kidney-shaped hollows 
(dimensions: 2.00m x 1.00m; depth: 0.15-0.40m); f i l l , b rown grey sandy clay w i t h occasional 
charcoal flecks. 



Figure 5. P l a n of Trench 1 0 5m 



Palaeochannel 

F.921 - Small relict stream channel oriented east-west and measuring c.20m in w i d t h and 
1.55m i n depth in the centre. The channel contained a deep blue peaty silt replete w i t h 
fossilised reeds. Hexagonal drying cracks were visible in surface inf i l led wi th material 
derived from directly above (peaty alluvial). N o buried soil observed across the channel. 

Roman D i t c h A n d Bank 

F.918 [1318] - Linear ditch with V-shaped profile (width: 1.50m; depth: 0.48m); f i l l , dark 
brown peaty sandy clay over grey brown silty sand w i t h abundant sand. Di tch 
accompanied by 3.25m wide upcast-bank (0.11m in height) of sand derived from ditch cut. 

Medieval D i t c h e s 

F.919 [1319], F.920 [1320] - Two linear ditches (Width: 1.00m); f i l l , grey b r o w n thick a l luvia l 
clay. 

T r e n c h 2 a / 2 b 

Trench 2a targeted the high ground immediately west of Site 5 i n anticipation of 
a similar density of features /artefacts as recovered during the 1996 assessment 
(Evans and Knight 1997a). However, the ground's prominence w o u l d appear to 
have exposed it to a high degree of truncation, as (on the removal of the 
ploughsoil; 20cm in depth) natural was immediately encountered throughout the 
southern half of the trench. M i d w a y along the ground dropped away steeply and 
here the overburden sequence of buried soil under al luvium under ploughsoil 
was resumed. A t the same midway point part of a broad but shallow feature was 
recorded, F.922. This was infilled with material much the same as the 
surrounding buried soil although four pieces of burnt flint and one worked piece 
were found within its catchment. The rest of the trench was empty. The steep 
slope marked the terrace/island edge and in section the buried soil could be 
traced part of the way down the slope before it was transformed into the grey 
silty clay indicative of the wet edges encountered elsewhere. Trench 2b 
confirmed a continuation of the soil profile encountered in the northern end of 
Trench 2a. 
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Figure 6. Sect ion t h r o u g h Trench 2 a / 2 b 

Height 
(m OD) 

Depth 
(cm) 

Description 

2.54 0-30 Ploughsoil - silty clay a l luvium 

30-55 Silty clay a l luvium (light) 

55-75 Silty clay a l luvium (dark) 

75-85 Desiccated peaty a l luvium 

85-95 Peaty al luvium 

95-1.05 Grey silty clay (increasing towards north) 

1.05-1.25 Buried soil (decreasing towards north) 

Table 2: T r e n c h l a Soil Profile (at 2 5 m ) 

Discussion 

As predicted, the M i d d l e Bronze Age fieldsystem (Site 2), previously traced up to 
the western edge of the quarry, continues into the eastern edge of the field 
containing the southern Over barrow group. Wi th the exception of F.145 (the 
northernmost boundary) all the anticipated ditches were observed to proceed 
westwards towards the river. The 'missing' boundary actually confirms a gap 
recognised in the 1996 evaluation (Evans and Knight 1997a) and represents a 
definite opening i n the northern edge of the fieldsystem. 

1999 Pipe l ine 1996 Evaluation 

F.901 = F.2 

F.902 = none 

F.903 = F.18 



F.910 F.16 

F.911 F.15 

F.912 none 

F.917 F.12 

none F145 

Table 3: Ditch Correspondence 

Two new ditches were also recorded, F.'s 902 and 912, and w o u l d appear to 
represent secondary (augmenting existing boundaries) or additional internal 
divisions segmenting the broader field pattern. In terms of the internal workings 
of the system, the continuation of widely-spaced pairing of F.'s 15 (F.910) and 16 
(F.911) confirms the position of a droveway located central to the overall 
fieldsystem running down towards the banks of the River Ouse. 

F.901's tangential relationship to the northern side of the adjacent barrow repeats 
a pattern seen on both sides of the river where ring-ditch monuments are 
consistently 'f ixed' onto by major elements of the fieldsystems (see Evans and 
Pollard 1995; and Evans and Knight 1998). The monuments appear nodal to the 
laying-out of the fieldsystem and the deliberate incorporation of the monuments 
demonstrates a direct stratigraphical/structural relationship between two major 
components of the earlier Bronze Age landscape along the lower reaches of the 
Ouse. 
The ditches discovered i n the 1996 geophysical Survey w o u l d appear to have a 
similar relationship to the rest of the southern barrow group. Yet, although they 
are of broadly the same alignment (a factor perhaps dictated by the river's 
orientation) there is not the same correspondence between the geophysically 
generated ditch lines and those found in excavation (namely F.902). Significantly, 
the later boundaries identified as belonging to the Roman and Medieval periods 
also share a similar alignment but these can be traced between the excavation 
and geophysically defined areas. 

Importantly the buried soil horizon encountered throughout Trench 1 produced 
only three pieces of flint during closely inspected machining. Likewise the area 
around the barrow situated within the quarry also produced similar low 
numbers. Demonstrating an empty zone in a landscape replete wi th significant 
artefact scatters (Pollard 1998), the trench's close proximity to the main barrow 
group also demonstrates that the monuments were constructed in an area 
without earlier settlement. 
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