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GAYSFIELD ROAD, FISHTOFT 
INTRODUCTION 

SITE LOCATION: NGR TF 363 421 

Between 27th August and 7th September 1990, the Trust for Lincolnshire 
Archaeology were commissioned by the A. Reams Trust to undertake an 
archaeological excavation in the field adjacent to Gaysfield Road and 
opposite Fishtoft primary school. The site had been earmarked for 
development, with the construction of three detached houses. 

A search of the Sites and Monuments Record (S. M. R. ) at Lincoln Museum 
showed the site to lie on the western periphery of a concentration of 
Prehistoric and Roman f inds, discovered during f ieldwalking previously 
carried out on the fields to the rear of. the plots. Earlier work in the 
area (much of it carried out by the Boston Archaeol.ogical Society) has 
shown that the parish of Fishtoft was a thriving area of the Fens during 
the Roman period. A Romano-British farmstead located only one mile to the 
south-east was excavated by G. Bullivant during the late 1960's and 
1970's. In 1971, the partial excavation of a mound, 15.25m in diameter and 
2.90m high, was undertaken near to the site. The lower mound produced 
flint tools, flakes and sherds of Middle Bronze Age pottery, while an upper 
mound produced Toynton and Stamford wares, animal bones and shells. 



THE EXCAVATION 

The ploughsoil [001] was removed by mechanical digger to a depth of c. 
0.45m and a width of c. 2m. The evaluation took the form of four 
interconnected trenches arranged in an E-shape over the site. Trench I, on 
the east of the site, formed the north-east upright of the E and was c. 69m 
long, with a 4.5m gap near its north end. Three trenches, (II, III and IV) 
came off trench I at right angles. Trench II, at the south of the site, 
was c. 27m long, trench III, at the centre of the site, was 28m long and 
trench IV near the north of the site was 21m long. Trenches I and II had 
visible archaeological remains that were excavated. 

After the topsoil had been removed, the northern end of trench I and trench 
IV appeared to show no trace of archaeological features. 

The site is described in a logical sequence running from north to south. 

Moving southwards along trench I, the initial deposit of note was a 
possible posthole C009). In plan, the posthole was sub-circular and 0.23 -
0.3m in diameter. In section, it was up to 0.04m in depth. The posthole 
fill C0081 was a grey clay-sand with 15% charcoal, with inclusions of 
pebbles and flints. There were no finds from [008], and the excavators 
thought it to be a fairly modern feature. 

With C 0093 having been heavily truncated by ploughing, and the lack of any 
associated features, it is impossible to suggest what the posthole relates 
to. It may be part of a boundary fence or part of a farm building. 

Six metres south of [009] was feature 1 C020, 021 and 0221, an east-west 
aligned ditch [022], of which a 2m length was revealed by machine and a 
0.70m length was excavated to natural subsoil. In plan, feature 1 became 
broader by 0.70m on the west side of trench 1, at which point it was 1.64m 
wide. At the east side of trench 1, it was 0.9m wide. The primary ditch 
fill [021] was a firm yellowish-brown silty sand with pebble and flint 
inclusions. Context [021] was up to 0.1m in depth, thinning out towards 
the edges. There were no finds from [021]. The upper fill [020] consisted 
of a soft greyish-brown silty sand with pebble, flint and charcoal 
inclusions. Context [0203 was up to 0.15m thick, thinning out towards the 
edges. The finds from [020] included 24 animal bones and a mussel shell. 
Of more significance was a sherd of pottery, identified as late Saxon, and 
in the absence of contrary evidence this sherd can be used to date [022] to 
the Saxon period. The interface of [0203 and [021] appears to be a 
continuation of the western broadening of [022] which may suggest that the 
broadening of the ditch was undertaken after the deposition of [021], in 
which case [021] is the fill of a later recut. How much earlier this makes 
[021/0223 remains unclear. Also unclear is the use or uses to which the 
ditch was put. Without knowing the full extent and course of the ditch the 
reason for its original excavation can only be guessed at. The most likely 
interpretation is that it was used for drainage or boundaries. 

Feature 2, a slightly more complex feature, lying some eight metres south 
of feature 1, is made up of two ditches, [0173 and [0193. Ditch [0173 was 
1.5m wide and orientated east-west. The north edge of [017] was truncated 



by a recut of the ditch [0193. The primary fill [016], of the ditch C0173, 
was a compact yellowish brown sandy silt. This deposit was 1.5m wide and 
0.25m deep. Inclusions within [016] comprised of stones, flints and mussel 
shells, and finds included animal bones and pottery sherds which have been 
provisionally identified as Roman. The upper fill [014] of the ditch C 017] 
was a compact dark brown-grey silty sand with stone, oyster and mussel 
shell inclusions. Context [014] was c. 1.25m wide and up to 0.23m deep. 
Both [014] and [0163 had been cut by [019] on their northern edges, Finds 
from [014] included 18 animal bones, 1 fragment of fired clay (presumably 
briquetage from salt manufacturing), 4 flints and 4 sherds of pottery. The 
pottery sherds have been provisionally identified as late Saxon. 

The later ditch [0191 of feature 2 is a recut of the original ditch [017], 
following the same east-west orientation. Context [019] is 1.3m wide and 
0.34m at the deepest point, gradually thinning out towards the north and 
south edges. The single fill [018] of the ditch is a stiff brownish grey 
sandy silt with occasional stone inclusions. Finds from [018] included 
animal bone and pottery, provisionally dated as Roman. The tops of [0171 
and [019] have abrupt breaks of slope suggesting the feature has been 
truncated at some point. As with feature 1, the reasons for the original 
excavation of [017] and [019] cannot be definitely ascertained without 
knowing the complete course of the ditches. Again however, it seems most 
likely that they were used for drainage and/or boundary marking. 

Feature 2 has an unexplored relationship with a modern land drain [0251. 
These meet on the east side of trench 1, but there was time only to briefly 
examine [025], assumed to be for an unlocated land drain. From the plan it 
appears that [025] is joined to land drains located in trench IV ([027] and 
[0063). These run east-west and north-south respectively. 

The next archaeological feature to note within trench 1 is feature 3, a 
simple east-west aligned linear ditch [013], c. 15m to the south of feature 
2. The ditch was 2m wide and 0.88m deep. A c. 2m length of the ditch was 
uncovered, of which a 0.7m length was excavated to natural. The primary 
fill [012] of feature 3 was a firm yellowish-brown silty sand with pebble, 
mussel shell and charcoal inclusions. Context C012] was 0. 27m at its 
deepest point, thinning out to the north and south edges. The finds from 
[0123 were 14 animal bones. The upper fill [011] was a firm brownish grey 
clay-sand with yellowy-brown flecks, containing pebbles, shell and 
charcoal. The finds from [011] included 60 animal bones including fish 
vertebrae, 3 f ragments of f ired clay (presumably briquetage f or salt 
manufacturing), and 3 sherds of pottery identified as mid-late Saxon. 

Of particular note from [011] was the only small find recorded from the 
site. This consisted of a small fragment of worked bone, 33mm long and 
14mm wide. One side has been smoothed down to a glossy flat plane, while 
the reverse has been smoothed to a glossy semi-orbicular surface. The flat 
surface contains numerous striations running obliquely across the length of 
the bone. One edge contains two marks, 9mm apart, which appear to be nicks 
made by a blade. Of most importance for identifying the bone object are 
two circular holes, 18mm apart and c. 3mm in diameter. Both ends have been 
broken making the holes incomplete. The holes were presumably for rivets 
to attach the fragment to either a bone comb (or comb case) or one side of 
a bone knife handle. Saxon bone combs and knife handles have been recorded 



in England, for example at Lincoln (Mann, 1982), York (MacGregor 1978) and 
Northampton (Oakley 1979). 

Also recorded f rom [013] are 10 animal bones and a sherd of pot t ery, 
identified as middle Saxon. 

Two metres south of and running parallel to feature 3 is feature 4-, another 
east-west aligned ditch [ 003]... A two-met re length of t he di t ch was 
revealed in the trench, and a 0.75m length was fully excavated to natural, 
Context [003] was a maximum of 1.65m wide and up to 0,45m deep. The upper 
ditch edges fade away more gradually than with the other excavated ditches, 
which suggests that [003] has been less truncated. The ditch fill [002] 
was a soft friable brownish grey sandy silt with yellowy brown flecks, and 
includes pebbles, charcoal flecks, mussel shells and burnt clay flecks. 
Finds from the fill include a sherd of Roman pottery, 5 sherds of mid-late 
Saxon pottery, 152 animal bones (including some bird bones), and . 27 
fragments of fired clay (presumably briquetage from a. salt manufacturing 
process). 

A number of salient points can be used to link feature 3 with feature 4. 
The f eat ures run parallel east-west only 2 met res apart. The soiIs [0023, 
[0113 and [012] are similar in description being very sandy. Finally, if 
the Roman sherd from C 002] is excluded as residual, the pottery f rom [ 0023 
and [0113 is all mid-late Saxon. It seems very likely that the two ditches 
were originally dug at the same time. Their close proximity is suggestive 
of their having formed part of a mid-late Saxon droveway. The possibility 
of their being used for drainage and/or boundary marking should not however 
be forgotten. 



DISCUSSION 

As might be expected of a rural site, the evaluation excavation revealed no 
great accumulation of archaeological deposits, although it did reveal a 
fairly simple horizontal stratigraphy of Roman, Saxon and modern ditches 
crossing the field. These ditches all appear to have been used for 
drainage and, except for the modern land drains C0063, [025] and [027], may 
have been used as boundary markers. The flat bases of the ditches 
certainly suggests that drainage was a main or at least initial purpose, 
From the limited excavation possible, it appears that all the earlier 
ditches run east-west down the hill, again indicative of drainage. It is 
possible that features 3 and 4 form a droveway as they are only 2m apart, 
run parallel, have similar soils and, from the pottery, appear to be of a 
similar date. For all the ditches, but especially the possible droveway, 
aerial photographs would help to understand their uses. 

Fieldwalking to the east of the site has revealed numerous Prehistoric and 
Roman artefacts. This could explain the find of flint ([014] and [024]) 
and early Roman pottery ([002], [016] and [018]). Middle Saxon (c. AD 650-
850) Ipswich ware pottery has been previously reported from Fishtoft, to 
the south of St Guthlac's church (Healey 1978). The mid-late Saxon pottery 
([002], [011], [013], [014] and [0201) and the comparatively" large 
quantities of animal bone from the site hint to an important Saxon 
settlement being close by, and this settlement probably lies on the east 
side of the excavated area. The fired clay ([002], [011], [014] and 
[024]), interpreted as briquetage used as part of the salt working process, 
shows what the Saxons may have been doing in the area. 

It is likely that these drainage and boundary ditches have been used for 
the disposal of refuse from a settlement lying to the east. The topography 
of the site goes some way to confirming this, as there is a noticeable drop 
in ground level, from the concentration of find spots to the east, to the 
land behind the primary school. These ditches would have drained into 
marsh, or even shorel ine, and it seems likely that the salt making 
suggested by the briquetage was carried out nearby, away from the main 
settlement. It is possible that the suggested droveway led to the salt 
making area. 

If, as suggested, this excavation lies near to a Mid-Saxon salt-making 
site, then it may well be of major importance archaeologically. No salt 
making works are known from this period in England, and thus if this 
interpretation is correct, the site may be extremely important for the 
period and the area involved. 
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GAYSFIELD ROAD, FISHTOFT 
CONTEXT SUMMARY 

CONTEXT TRENCH DESCRIPTION DATE 
NUMBER 
001 Topsoil 
002 I Ditch fill (pottery + Mid Saxon 

briquetage) 
003 I Ditch cut 
004 I Natural subsoil 
005 III Ditch fill (brick + Modern 

white glaze pot) 
006 III Ditch cut 
007 Natural subsoil 
008 I Posthole fill (no finds) Possibly modern 
009 I Posthole cut 
010 Natural subsoil 
011 I Ditch fill (pottery/bone Mid-Late Saxon 

object) 
012 I Ditch fill 
013 I Ditch cut (pottery) Saxon 
014 I Ditch fill (pottery/bone) Late Saxon 
015 
016 I Ditch fill (pottery/bone) 
017 I Ditch cut 
018 I Ditch fill 
019 I Ditch cut 
020 I Ditch fill (pottery) Late Saxon 
021 X Ditch fill 
022 I Ditch cut 
023 I Ditch fill 
024 I Ditch fill 
025 I Ditch cut (land drain) Modern 
026 III Ditch fill 
027 III Ditch cut (land drain) Modern 



FINDS LIST 

CONTEXT FLINT POTTERY 
NUMBER ROMANO- MID- LATE- LATE- MEDIEVAL POST-

BRITISH SAXON SAXON SAXON? MED. 

U/S 3 4 2 1 
002 1 2 3 3 
005 1 
Oil* 1 1 1 
012 
013 3 
014 4 4 4 
020 1 1 
024 4 

FINDS LIST CONTD. 

CONTEXT BRICK/ FIRED ANIMAL SHELL 
TILE CLAY BONE 

U/S 2 2 20 
002 27 152 + 
005 1 3 
Oil* 60 + 
012 14 + 
013 10 
014 1 18 + 
020 24 + 
024 4 3 

Oil - Small find 001. the bone object - possibly a comb or knife handle. 
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GAYSFIELD ROAD, FISHTOFT 
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FEATURE 3 

GAYSFIELD ROAD, FISHTOFT : TRENCH I 
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