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ABSTRAcr 

A desk-based study, comprising the mapping of the geology and topography, an examination of the current 

land use, the extraction of data from the County Sites and Monument Record, an examination of evidence 

from aerial photography, and an assessment of the map evidence has revealed a total of seven archaeological 

sites within a 300m wide corridor along the Published Route of the A6 Rothwell and Desborough bypass, 

three of which have been destroyed by ironstone quarrying~ Fieldwalking of arable fields within a 150m 

corridor along the route has revealed a further three possible sites. 

One of the previously known sites and two of the three further possible sites lie on the route itself. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The present report has been undertaken by the Contracts Section of the Northamptonshire 

Archaeology Unit. It was commissioned by External Consulting Services of the Northamptonshire 

County Council Planning and Transportation Department, acting as design agents for the 

(I 
( 

Department of Transport. The work was carried out as part of an environmental assessment of the 

Published Route of the Rothwell and Desborough bypass. A separately bound set of plans 

accompanies the text. 

1.2 The work undertaken comprised two stages of archaeological evaluation: 

Stage 1 - desk-based study 

Stage 2 - fieldwalking of arable land 

1.3 The study area for the desk-based work was a corridor around 300m in total width along the line 

of the proposed bypass. Important sites just outside this corridor were also included. The desk-

based study was composed of: 
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(1) the production of maps at 1:10000 scale of the superficial geology and topography of the area; 

the examination of their relationship to known archaeological sites; the assessment of their impact 

upon the recovery of information by aerial photography, fieldwalking and geophysical survey. For 

these maps a corridor of l000m width was used in order to set the geology and topography in its 

wider context. The contour lines are shown at 100 foot intervals taken from the Ordnance Survey 

1:10560 plans and comerted to metric measwement. 

(2) the production of maps of the current land use of each parcel of land along the survey corridor 

and the assessment of its potential for fieldwalking. At the same time the presence of any 

earthwork remains or former cultivation features was noted. 

(3) consultation of the County Sites and Monuments Record and extraction of information regarding 

known sites along the route 

(4) examination of aerial photographs held by the County Sites and Monuments Record, taken 1985· 

90, and the production of computerised plots of these at scales of 1:10000 and 1:2500 

(5) examination of Ordnance Survey and accessible historic maps, in particular for evidence of 

constraints such as quarried areas, historic features, and field names which may be indicative of 

archaeological sites. 

1.4 For the Stage 2 fieldwalking survey the study area was narrowed down to a corridor 150m in total 

width along the bypass route. That part of each available arable field which lay within the study 

area was walked at an interval of 30m and any archaeological artefacts visible in the field were 

picked up. Fieldwalking relies on picking up pieces of pottery from a buried site brought to the 

surface by the plough. It can only take place in a recently-ploughed field. Henc~ it is not an 

effective technique for pasture land, land with a high standing crop or fields lying fallow. 
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2. TOPOGRAPHY AND GEOLOGY (Figs 1, 2) 

2.1 The Published Route would run north-west from the M1-A1link road immediately to the south-west 

of Rotbwell round the west side of Ro[hwell and Desborough to rejoin the present line of the A6 

to the north-west of Desborough, a distance of about 6km. It would cross the parishes of Rothwell, 

I 
I uesoorougn ana tlrayoroOlce. 

2.2 It would traverse an undulating landscape of plateaux and relatively deep valleys formed by the 

Rivers Ise and Jordan. The River Ise forms the boundary between the parishes of Rothwell and 

Desborough, while the RiVer Jordan forms the boundary between the parishes of Desborough and 

Braybrooke. The towns of Rothwell and Desborough are situated on the higher land around 130m. 

In the river valleys the land falls to below lOOm. 

2.3 The underlying geology of the area is varied: Boulder Clay occupies the highest ground and forms 

the dominant geological type, especially at the north end of the Route. At the south end of the 

Route as the land falls away into the valleys of Slade Brook (to the south of the survey area) and 

the River Ise Lower Estuarine Series material (sands, silts and silty clays), Northampton Sand and 

Upper Lias Clay are encountered. At the north end of the route Upper Lias Clay is found as the 

j 
land falls away into the valley of the River Jordan. The valley bottoms are filled with alluvium. 

, 

2.4 Two areas within the corridor have been quarried for ironstone: 

(1) to the south of Desborough, near Hospital Farm; Rothwell Hill pits were in operation in the late 

19th - early 20th centuries (Tonks 1959, 118-120) 

(2) to the west of Desborough, Desborough Co-operative Society pits were in operation in the early 

20th century (Tanks 1959 116-118) 
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r 3. LAND USE (figs 3, 4) 

3.1 The land along the Published Route is almost entirely given over to agriculture, the exceptions being 

a few small areas of waste and woodland. Of the agricultural fields affected by the line of the 

corridor, 19 were pasture and 18 were arable. 

3.2 Only one small area of ridge and furrow was noted (at SP797820, see fig 6), a further small area 

is visible on aerial photographs (at SP805808, see fig 6). 

4. KNOWN SITES 

4.1 The following sites were known prior to the desk.top study. 

Site 1 Fig 5. SP78318537. Moated site and possible cemetery site. Immediately to the west of "The 

Hermitage", can be found the remains of two conjoined rectangular moated enclosures which may 

have been the site of a monastic grange of Pipewell Abbey. A chapel stood at the east end of the 

enclosures until the end of the seventeenth century. There is evidence of holloways to the west and 

east of the moats suggesting that the present line of the A6 has moved slightly or been narrowed. 

Further to the east, under the present buildings a cemetery was discovered. SMR SN' 4210 (doe2 

29.10.85) 

Site 2 Fig 6. SP79428259. Romano-British and Saxon site. Ironstone quarrying in the Desborough Co· 

operative Society pit in the early 20th century uncovered three 'Early British wells', 6m below the 

existing land surface. Human bones, Romano-British pottery and Saxon pottery were associated 

with them. SMR SN 4250 (doe 1.11.85) 

Site 3 Fig 6. SP79898277. Bronze Age burials, Iron Age and Romano-British site. This· site was 

discovered during the same period of ironstone quarrying as Site 2. Several Bronze Age funerary 

5 



vessels, a quantity of Romano-British and Iron Age pottery, querns and loom weights were found. 

The most spectacular fmd was the famous Desborough Iron Age mirror, an illustration of which is 

included on the title page of the present report. It is now at the British Museum. SMR SN 4249 

(doe 8.12.88) 

Site 4 Fig 6. SP802817. Bronze Age burial, Romano-British and early/middle Saxon site. A Bronze Age 

funerary vessel, at least eight early/middle Saxon urns and associated fmds, and Romano-British 

pottery and coins were discovered during ironstone quarrying at Rothwell Hill pit. SMR SN 3990 

(doe 16.10.85) 

Site 5 Figs 6, 7. Centred on SP 802808. Cropmark enclosures and linear ditches. A group of small 

rectangular enclosures, about 0.02 - O.06ha in internal area, and linear ditches have been revealed 

by aerial photography in 1990. Their date is uncertain. By analogy with sites elsewhere in the 

county they are perhaps most likely to be of Iron Age date; similar small enclosures .at Ringstead 

Grange in East Northamptonshire were dated to the earlier Iron Age (Shaw et al, 3-6, 9, fig 8, 

,. 1990). SMR SN 5875 (doe 16.9.92) 

Site 6 Figs 6, 8. Centred on SP 807808. Cropmark enclosure and linear ditches. A large square 

enclosure, about 0.6ha in internal area, containing numerous internal features including several ring 

ditches was discovered by aerial photography in 1985. Enclosures of this type are normally of 

middle to late Iron Age, or possibly Romano-British date. Further possible features, chiefly linear 

ditches, are located in the surrounding area. They may demarcate former boundaries, trackways 

or field systems. SMR SN 3991 (doe 16.10.85) 

Site 7 Figs 6, 9. Centred on SP 806807. Cropmark enclosure and other features. Aerial photographs, 

taken in 1986, show a walled enclosure, about O.3ha in area, with internal features, including a 

possible rectangular building. Its date is uncertain. Other possible features, including linear 

ditches, lie within the surrounding area. This site lies partially on the road line. SMR SN 5970 
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(doe 12.11.92) 

5. mSTQRIC MAPS AND FlELD NAMES (Figs 10, 11) 

5.1 The maps giving the field names along the Route have been prepared chiefly from a 1932 survey 

of field names by parish undertaken by local schools at the request of the authors of the Place 

Names of Northamptonshire, which was in preparation at the time. These parish field name surveys 

are nOW kept in the Northamptonshire Record Office (NRO). They have been supplemented by 

data taken from earlier maps, also in NRO. No tithe apportionment maps survive for the study 

area. 

5.2 1932 field name survey of the parish of Braybrooke 

Four of the field names shown indicate fields in the vicinity of buildings. Cottage close presumably 

refers to the nearby Hermitage Cottages, whilst North Hermitage Field, South Hermitage and 

Hermitage meadow all refer to "The Hermitage" situated to the north. First and Far Ecklands 

presumably refer to the position of the fields to Eckland Lodge. The present Eckland Lodge is 

modern but may replace an earlier building with the same name. 

5.3 Survey of the manor of Braybrooke in the county of Northampton 

This map, the original of which dates to 1767, lists clearly most of the fields in Braybrooke. The 

field names are similar to those of the 1932 survey, although the spelling varies in some cases eg 

North Hermitage and South Hermitage are both named as Armitage Close and First Ecklands is 

named Long Eaklands. 

5.4 1932 field name survey of the parish of Desborough 

References to trees occur in the names Old Willow and Short Hesland (Hesland '=:' hazel wood 

(Field 1972, 103». A clear reference to the upland route from Desborough to Market Harborough 

via Braybrooke can be seen in Harborough Way Furlong. A reference to land ownership can be 
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seen in Collier's Close. The size of a land parcel is indicated by the name Langdale (lang = long 

-! 

piece of land (Field 1972, 122)). Twelvelands is indicative of a field of 12 'units' in area. 

Topographical references are found in the names West Brook Hill and Brant Hill (brant = steep 

land (Field 1972, 27). A reference to land use can be seen in the name Flaxlands. Flax, a crop 

generally associated with the linen industry was a commonplace crop in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries but its cultivation declined greatly in the late eighteenth century (Field 1972, 

78). 

5.5 A reduced plan of the parish and town of Desborough in the countv of Northampton 

The present map dates to 1913 but may be a copy of an earlier map of unknown date. It provides 

names for three fields not named in the 1932 survey. All three· Potters Holm, Windmill Bank 

Furlong and Fullingdale • may refer to industrial activity. Fullingdale could indicate the presence 

of a nearby cloth finishing (or 'fulling') mill. Such mills would normally have been situated close 

to a water course; Fullingdale is sited on the slope down to the River Ise which lies some 300m to 

the south. Windmill Bank Furlong presumably refers to the presence of a windmill in the vicinity 

of this field. Potters Holm may simply derive from a personal name; alternatively it may indicate 

an area of land from which clay was extracted for the manufacture of pottery (the local geology is 

boulder clay). 

5.6 1932 field name survey of the parish of Rothwell 

Many of the names are self-explanatory, such as Ise Meadow and Eleven Acres. Bush Close refers 

to a piece of land covered by scrub or bushes whilst Two Hills presumably refers to undulations 

close to or within each field. Land ownership is indicated in Blyth's Meadow, Wigdell's Third Close 

and possibly Lolles Baulk. A group of fields called Wood Close clustering around Rowell Wood 

Close are a reminder of Rothwell Wood which was largely destroyed by the Rothwell Hill pits 

ironstone quarry. House Close perhaps refers to a long-vanished house. Stonepit qose indicates 

a likely quarry within the field. An enclosure map of the parish of 1819, however, shows Stonepit 

Close to be a small enclosure at the southern end of the field immediately west of the walled 
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enclosure. Presumably the rest of the field is unquarried. The field to the east of Stonepit Close 

Bastard is unclear, it is unlikely to have been particularly intractable land as it lies largely upon the 

Northamplon Sand. 

6. S'IAGE 2: FIELD WALKING 

6.1 Of the eighteen arable fields on the preferred route, four were lying fallow, four (Fields 5-7, 133
) 

were unploughed and hence totally unwalkable (see Section 1.4) and one (Field 8) was on land 

formerly quarried for ironstone. The remaining nine fields (Fields 1-4, 9-U, 14) were fieldwalked 

during the period 20-30 October 1992. 

6.2 Fieldwalking took place systematically along parallel lines (transects) spaced 30m apart, foods were 

collected and later plotted at 20m intervals (stints) within these transects. Where possible the 

transects ran at right angles to the straightest hedge line bordering each field and were laid out in 

order to cover the line of the road corridor. Throughout the fieldwalking survey, all pottery which 

appeared to be medieval or earlier date was collected. All struck flints and any non-ferrous metal 

artefacts which were not of an obviously recent date were collected. No significant changes in soil 

colour or spreads of stone or building material, which might imply the presence of an archaeological 

site, were observed. 

6.3 The hedges between Fields 3 and 4 and between Fields 9 and 10 have recently been removed to 

form single, large fields. Accordingly Fields 3/4 and 9/10 were each walked as a single field and 

are discussed as such. 

6.4 Field 1 

The predominant geology in this field was boulder clay. Six transects were walked along the bypass 

route in the eastern side of the field. The following material was recovered: 

9 



.f 

Struck flint 

Pottery Romano-British 

Medieval 

Unidentifiable 

Burnt daub fragments 

3 

2 

1 

2 

1 

No significant concentrations of artefacts from any period were found. The small amount of 

medieval pottery recovered suggests only a low intensity of manuring activity at this period. 

6.5 Field 2 (Fig 12) 

The predominant geology in this field was Boulder Clay. Eight transects were walked along the 

bypass route covering the western half of the field. The following material was recovered: 

Struck flint 10 

Pottery Iron Age 5 

Romano-British 10 

Medieval 3 

Burnt daub fragments 2 

Lead strip 1 

The struck flints were well scattered throughout the centre of the field. A minor concentration of 

Iron Age and Romano-British pottery (Fig 12) at the south-west of the field may indicate the 

presence of a site in this area. Accordingly this has been called Site 8 in the present report4. The 

concentration is, however, insufficient to be positive of the presence of a site here. It may simply 

represent a manuring scatter5
• The scatter lies immediately outside the road corridor. 

The small amount of medieval pottery recovered suggests only a low intensity of manuring activity 

at this period. 
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6.6 Field 3/4 

The predominant geology of this field was Boulder Clay. A total of five transects were walked 

along the bypass route in the eastern part of the field. The following material was recovered: 

Struck flint 4 

Pottery Romano-British 1 

Medieval 1 

Unidentifiable 2 

No concentrations of material were present in the field. The small amount of medieval pottery 

recovered suggests only a low intensity of manuring activity at this period. 

6.7 Fields 9/10 

The field lies upon two separate geologies. The ironstone beds of the Northampton Sand are 

present in the southern two-thirds of the field, while the northern one-third lies upon Upper Lias 

Clay. The ironstone was extracted in the southern one-third in the early 20th century as part of The 

Rothwell Hill pits network of quarries. A total of four transects were walked along the bypass route 

in the western side of the field. Artefacts were not collected from the quarried area. The following 

material was recovered: 

Struck flint 232 

Pottery Medieval 4 

Miscellaneous (melted glass) 1 

The large numbers of struck flints recovered (Fig 13) may suggest the presence of a prehistoric, 

possibly neolithic or Bronze Age, site towards the centre of the field on the Northampton Sand 

subsoil. Accordingly this has been called Site 9 in the present report. Percussion marks on the flint 

demonstrate that they have been struck by human agency and are not the chance result of quarrying 

or glacial activity. 
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The small amount of medieval pottery recovered suggests only a low intensity of manuring activity 

at this period. 

6.8 Field 11 

6.9 

The southern half of the field lies upon Boulder Clay. The northern half was quarried for ironstone 

in the early 20th century as part of the Rothwell Hill 'pits. The quarried area was not walked. FoW" 

transects were walked across the un quarried area in the centre of the field. The following material 

was recovered: 

Struck flint 

Pottery Medieval 

9 

1 

The flints were well scattered throughout the transects and are insufficient to suggest prehistoric 

activity. The small amount of medieval pottery recovered suggests only a low intensity of manW"ing 

activity at this period. 

Field 12 

The field lies 

recovered: 

Struck flint 

Pottery 

upon Boulder Clay. Four transects were walked. The following material was 

Medieval 

11 

4 

The flint artefacts were well scattered throughout the transects and are insufficient to suggest 

prehistoric activity. The small amount of medieval pottery recovered suggests only a low intensity 

of manuring activity at this period. 

6.10 Field 14 

The predominant geology type within the field is Northampton Sand. At its southern end, however, 
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Upper Lias Clay outcrops, while at its northern end Lower Estuarine Series material and Boulder 

Clay are present. A total of six transects were walked. The following material was recovered: 

Struck flint 107 

Pottery Iron Age 3 

Romano-British 4 

Early/middle Saxon 1 

Medieval 69 

Unidentifiable 8 

The large numbers of struck flints recovered (Fig 14) may suggest the presence of a prehistoric, 

possibly neolithic or Bronze Age, site at the northern end of the field on the Lower Estuarine Series 

material. Accordingly this has been called Site 10 in the present report. Percussion marks on the 

flint demonstrate that they have been struck by human agency and are not the chance result of 

quarrying or glacial activity. 

The small amount of Iron Age and Romano-British pottery may relate to the known cropmarks in 

the field (Site 7). Only a single sherd of Romano-British pottery was recovered from the area of 

the walled enclosure, however. The single sherd of early/middle Saxon pottery is insufficient to 

suggest activity of this period. It is, however, of interest in being the only sherd of this date 

recovered from the Stage 2 survey. 

A relatively large amount of medieval pottery was recovered. It is probably insufficient to suggest 

settlement, only a small number of the sherds being recovered from the area of the walled 

enclosure. The pottery is perhaps more likely to be indicate two separate intensive manuring 

scatters, one at the northern end of the field and one to the south. 

No sign of quarrying can be traced on the ground·in the area of the previous Stonepit Close. 
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7. DISCUSSION 

7.1 The evidence from the fieldwalking carried out as part of the present survey has enabled a further 

three possible sites to be defined: 

Site 8. Fig 5. SP78188512. Iron Age/ Romano~British pottery scatter. 

Site 9. Fig 6. SP79908160. Prehistoric flint scatter. 

Site 10. Fig 6. SP80508090. Prehistoric flint scatter. 

7.2 Accordingly a total of ten possible sites are nOw known. Of these sites one exists as an earthwork 

(Site 1). three were discovered during ironstone quarrying and are now destroyed (Sites 2-4), three 

were discovered by aerial photography (Sites 5~ 7) and three (Sites 8~1O) were added by fieldwalking 

as a result of the present survey. 

7.3 Six of the sites lay upon Northampton Sand subsoil (Sites 2-4, 6-7. 9), two on Lower Estuarine 

Series material (Sites 5, 10), and two on the Boulder Clay (Sites 1, 8). 

Limitations of the archaeological evidence 

7.4 It cannot be assumed that all of the possible archaeological sites which lie along the bypass route 

have been discovered. In particular two factors mitigate against the discovery of sites: 

(1) conditions suitable for the development of cropmarks are largely restricted to the light, better 

drained subsoils. Hence cropmark sites are rarely discovered on Boulder Clay or Upper Lias Clay 

subsoils. 

(2) the large number of fields unavailable for fieldwalking due to the amount of land given over to 

pasture, set-aside or arable land unsuitable for fieldwalking at the time of the survey. 

7.5 As indicated above it cannot be assumed that archaeological sites lie below the fieldwalking scatters 

deftned as possible sites. The concentration of Iron Age and Romano-British pottery dermed as 
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! . Site 8 is insufficient to be positive as to its identification as an occupation site as opposed to 

material introduced On to the field as a result of manuring. Worked flint scatters similar to SItes 

9 and 10 when tested by excavation elsewhere in the county rarely produce substantial evidence of 

! prehistoric occupation, presumably because where traces of prehistoric activity did exist they have 

been largely destroyed by centuries of ploughing. 

Importance of the Sites 

75 Site 1 is of interest as upstanding earthworks survive. 

Sites 2-4 have been destroyed by quarrying, although similar remains may survive in the surrounding 

area. 

Site 5 would be of importance if it did prove to be of early Iron Age date as such sites are 

comparatively rare. 

Site 6 is of interest as a single large enclosure with internal features survives and there are traces 

of a possible field system in the surrounding area. Its importance would depend on its date and 

its state of preservation. 

Site 7 is of uncertain importance. It could be a farmstead of any date from the Romano-British 

period onward (although only a single Romano-British sherd was recovered from its area during 

fieldwalking) or it could be a relatively recent feature connected with the quarrying activity 

suggested by the field name Stonepit Close. 

Site 8 would be of interest if it did prove to be a habitation site. Sites of late Iron Age and 

Romano-British date are not unusual on a Boulder Clay subsoil but few have been investigated. 

Sites 9 and 10 would be of interest if they marked the sites of neolithic or Bronze Age ritual activity. 

As discussed above, however, such sites rarely survive below fieldwalking scatters. 

7.6 On present evidence only Site 6 may prove to be of national importance. It lies outside the 

proposed road corridor and is not affected by any of the present proposals for eartbmoving or 

mitigation measures. 
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Sites within the road corridor 

7.7 Three of the ten known sites actually lie within the corridor: 

Site 7 - walled enclosure and other cropmarks, of unknown date 

Site 9 - flint scatter 

Site 10 - flint scatter 
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r NOTES 

SMR SN = Northamptonshire Sites and it~numents Record Site Number 

2 doe ... date of entry into Northamptonshire Sites and Monuments Record. None of the sites were 

entered earlier than 1985 as the Sites and Monuments Record was reorganised at this time, all 

records being given a new number. Sites 5 and 7 which had been discovered by aerial photography 

in 1990 and 1986 respectively were only entered on to the Sites and Monuments Record in 1992 due 

to the large backlog of aerial photographic material awaiting eutry on to the record. 

The field numbers are marked on Figs 5 and 6 set within a circle 

4 Sites 8 ~ 10 which have been defined in the present report will be entered into the County Sites and 

Monuments Record and given a County Site Number (SN) wheu the report is published. 

Small amounts of pottery can be introduced on to a field mixcd in with manure brought out from 

an adjacent settlement. It can be introduced unintentionally through household rubbish thrown 

away or delibelately in Older to help break up the earth. 
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