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A SURVEY OF PREHISTORIC SITES NORTH OF CAMBRIDGE 

Maisie Taylor 

The area chosen for this survey is a block of land approximately 420 sq. km . situated 
just north of Cambridge (Fig. 1). It covers part of central southern Cambridgeshire 
with part of West Suffolk. The Haddenham Ridge, which is the most southerly outlier 
of the Isle of Ely, lies to the north-west. The survey area is the greater part of the land 
covered by the Soil Survey of Great Britain Sheet 188 (Hodge and Seale 1966). 
Cambridge, which is included in the Soil Survey's map, is just to the south of the area 
covered here. The region is quite diverse topographically and one of the main aims of 
this survey is to look at the occupation of various soil types by various prehistoric 
groups to see what, if any, pattern emerges. 

The relief of the area is quite varied but not, of course, particularly dramatic. The 
landscape features are shown in an extremely generalised map (Fig. 2). The Upland 
areas can be divided into three distinct types: 

The Boulder Clay Plateau: this is an extension of similar country from Suffolk 
and Essex and barely enters the survey area in the south-east corner. 

The Chalk Upland: this crosses from the south-west to the north-east and is 
about 6 miles (10 km.) wide. To the north-east of Newmarket this land merges with an 
outlier of the Breckland where it becomes sandier. This Upland generally carries the 
various Calcareous Soils and Brown Earths. 

The Clay Lowlands: this is almost level but is crossed by a number of ridges at 
Cottenham, Haddenham, Wicken and Soham. The Haddenham Ridge rises sharply 
to 100ft., giving a fine view of the Fens. It is considerably higher than any of the other 
ridges. These ridges show up very well on the 1st. edition Ordnance Survey map of the 
area, the hatching technique on the old map tending to emphasise the topography 
(Harley 1970). Most of this area carries various Gley Soils. 

The height of the Fenland is generally at, or slightly above sea-level. It is drained by 
a system of dykes and pumping stations and is maintained as open, level, arable land. 
The Fenland in the area under consideration consists entirely of peat soils. These are 
the Black Fens. They are part of the South Bedford Level drainage area and are 
separated from the rest of the Level by the Haddenham Ridge. The role played by this 
separating ridge was extremely important in prehistory. At each end of it there is a gap 
approximately one mile wide. The gap at the eastern end of the ridge now takes the 
united rivers of the Cam and Great Ouse or Old West River, while the gap to the north-
west connects the Old West River with the Middle Bedford Levels and the great 
Hundred Foot Drain. In fact the original drainage followed a slightly different pattern 
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from that shown on the modern drainage plan (Fig. 1) but the situation is far less 
complex than is found in the northern Fens, although the probable ancient courses of 
the rivers are difficult to plot in some cases. 

The rivers marked on Fig. 4 are plotted from historical accounts of the drainage 
work, from the work of Gordon Fowler (Fowler 1933; 1934), from aerial photographs 
and from the presence in the soil survey of river flood material (Hodge and Seale 
1966). Part of the Old West River is, in fact, artificial, as it crosses the watershed 
south of Haddenham. Aerial photographs taken to the west and north-west of the 
survey area show a large roddon which runs north of the Haddenham Ridge and which 
appears to be the original course of the Ouse (Robert Evans, pers. comm.). Another 
major diverted stream in the area is the Snail, which once flowed north-east to the 
River Lark but has now been diverted near Soham, forming Soham Lode and flowing 
west into the Cam as part of the system for draining Soham Mere. Except for the Snail, 
all the streams which drain into the eastern side of the Cam rise from springs close to 
the junction of the Chalk Upland and the Fens. The geology of the area is, in places, 
deeply buried under the various superficial deposits: fen peat, fen clay, mere deposits 
and river alluvium. An understanding of these deposits, their deposition, causes and 
effects is of prime importance in studying the archaeological settlement of the area. 
There is little to be gained from studying the archaeological material without a grasp 
of the concept of the rapidly changing landscape in the ancient Fenland. 

The superficial deposits and solid formations in the survey area are quite complex in 
places but the whole area has been surveyed and mapped in detail by the Soil Survey of 
Great Britain on to a 1:63360 Ordnance Survey map (Hodge and Seale 1966). This soil 
map is very complex, too complex in fact for our needs here. Ultimately, however, the 
soils in this area can be divided into fivegroups: 

Brown Earth Soils 
Calcareous Soils 
Gley Soils 
Calcareous Immature Soils 
Peats and Skirtlands 

These-are the major soil groups and they occur in this area in the proportions indicated 
in Fig. 3 (p.  34). 

Brown Earth and Calcareous Soils are generally loamy soils with a higher or lower 
sand and clay content, but the important factor in loamy soils is that no one particle 
size predominates. They are, therefore, potentially easily worked and fertile. All these 
soils are found on slopes or slightly raised ground. The Immature Calcareous soils 
occur on ground that has been heavily worked for coprolites and reclaimed lake marl. 
Both of these soils began to form in relatively modern times. 

The Gley Soils all have poor drainage. They are often found on level ground at Fen-
edges or floodland in the Fens and are both derived from parent material of clay over 
peat or drift de* posits. Other Gley soils are found in undulating country or on gentle 
slopes. 



A SURVEY OF PREHISTORIC SITES NORTH OF CAMBRIDGE 	 23 

The Basin Peat Soils in this area are all derived from alkaline fen. This is because the 
ground water which fed the Fens was from the Chalk Uplands. In general the ground 
surface of the peat soils is presently around sea-level. When it was first drained it was 
much higher. The earlier phases in the lowering of the height of the peat were probably 
due to compaction as it dried out, with losses through peat cutting and the burning 
back of vegetation during early cultivation (Godwin and Vishnu-Mittre 1975; Godwin 
1978; Hodge and Seale 1966). Later on, and indeed into modern times, most of the 
wastage has been due to oxidation of the organic material in the soil. There are no 
reliable measurements of the amount of peat shrinkage in the survey area but one 
source from nearby has produced figures. The Holme Fen Post near Whittlesey on the 
western edge of the Fens was driven through the peat into the underlying clay by a 
local landowner in the nineteenth century. Godwin quoted certain measurements 
taken at the post (Godwin and Vishnu-Mittre 1975). These measurements suggest that 
between 1848 and 1957 the thickness of the peat decreased from 7.3 metres (24 ft.) to 
3.3 metres (10 ft.). 

The Skirtlands vary a great deal in their characteristics as they represent the 
transition between various upland soils and the Basin Peats. In some places they have 
been heavily ploughed and, especially where the peat layer was not deep originally, 
oxidation of the peat has meant that the organic material has now largely disappeared 
from these soils. This group of soils is steadily expanding in area as the shallower Basin 
Peats gradually waste because of this oxidation. The drainage of the Basin Peats and 
Skirtlands is effected by a system of ditches, drains and pumps. 

For the purpose of defining the Ancient Wetlands I have taken all the soils which, 
without artificial drainage techniques, would remain waterlogged for at least a large 
part of the year. It seems safe enough to assume that this tendency towards 
waterlogging is an ancient pattern. The bulk of the soils plotted are lake mans, 
alluvium or originally peat. This includes the Gley Soils, the Calcareous Immature 
Soils, the Skirtlands and the Basin Peats. The pattern that appears when these 'wet' 
soils are plotted onto the map of the survey area is shown in Fig. 4. It is also possible to 
locate the extent of the major Fen meres from the distribution of Lake Marls and these 
too are figured on the map. The meres were shallow lakes in the peat, perhaps two or 
three feet deep or less in dry summers. The large meres marked on Fig. 4 appear to date 
from the Iron Age or Late Bronze Age (Godwin 1939), but the pattern of the shallow 
open water and peat is much older. The meres marked on the map are showing, in 
effect, the last areas of open water to be drained rather than the full extent of open 
water in the Fens at any one time-in prehistory. All the meres in the Fens have now 
been drained. 

The Prehistoric Material 
Nearly 200 finds spots and sites ranging from the Mesolithic to the Iron Age were 

uncovered by searching through a variety of publications and journals as well as the 
Sites-and-Monuments Record at Cambridge. Not all of these sites were used in the 
survey. Some had to be rejected because the exact location of the finds spots could not 
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be ascertained. The sites were classified according to the nature of the finds, and the 
soil type for the location identified. The types of sites were then plotted against the 
major soil groups as defined by the soil survey (Fig. 5). The Late Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age are considered together because the break between them is not always 
easily distinguished and a great many sites span the transition. Recorded on the 
Middle Bronze Age diagram are a number of tumuli and ring ditches (17 sites) that 
either have not produced any dating material or have not been examined. They are 
included with the Middle Bronze Age material for convenience and it is not intended 
to imply that these sites should be considered as Middle Bronze Age in date. The sites 
are considered under certain categories and these are defined below. 

IF Isolated Find 
MF Multiple Find 
Scatt Finds 	Scatter: 	more 	than 	10 	finds, 	generally 	including 

flint-working debris, with pottery in later periods 
Tum Tumulus or ring ditch (Multiple Tumuli - more than one within 

a 3/4  km. square) 
Hab Habitation Site: defined as habitation by excavation or a Finds 

Scatter found by field walking to contain a variety of domestic 
debris 

Inhum Inhumation, not in tumulus 
Crem Cremation, not in tumulus 
Ho Hoard 
Fo Foundry, bronze working debris 
Causeway Wooden trackway across Fenland 

The Mesolithic Material 
Locally in the survey area it is quite difficult to form a picture of the pre-peat 

landscape but it is important to do so as this would have been the landscape occupied 
by Mesolithic man. Underlying the Peat Basin are clays and extensive river gravels. 
These represent the land surface upon which the Mesolithic people would have 
operated. It is into this mineral material that the original vegetation sank its roots. 
Indeed, the stumps of trees, firmly rooted in this material have been found in the Fens 
beneath the Lower Peat (Godwin and Clifford 1938 p.  381; Godwin 1940p.  257). Often 
these trees are enormous when they are found. Godwin quotes an example (Godwin 
1940 p. 274) of an oak trunk 75ft. (23 metres) long and a yew stool with a girth of 14.5ft. 
(4.5 metres) in Isleham Fen. This underlying mineral material was not flat: another 
concept which is difficult to absorb when one looks at the expanse of the modern Fens. 
Of course, banks and ridges are now appearing in the Fens as the peat shrinks and the 
underlying material is ploughed up. These would have been part of the undulating 
countryside originally, becoming islands during the wet phases. The picture, then, is of 
gently undulating countryside in the present Fen Basin, covered with substantial 
forests, as there would also have been on the Uplands. During the Mesolithic period 
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these forests would have developed from birch and pine woods with hazel through to a 
full mixed oak forest with oak, elm, lime and alder. By the end of the period, when peat 
growth was well under way, presumably triggered off by a generally rising water table 
linked with a generally rising sea-level, these well developed forests would have been 
suffering in the wetter areas. After a time, the Fen Basin would have been thoroughly 
inhospitable, choked with dead and dying trees standing and lying in the fast growing 
peat whilst, on higher ground, the normal vegetational development continued. It is 
interesting to note that the bulk of the sites in the Mesolithic period are in the Fen 
Basin or on the Skirtlands (Fig. 5). Many of the remaining sites are not very far from 
the Fen-edge. Most of the Mesolithic finds are of tranchet axes or maceheads. These 
are the sort of finds, rather than fine flint work, which are likely to be found casually. 
Obviously this land was not covered by peat at the beginning of the period and even 
with the eustatic rises in sea-level that continued throughout, it probably presented an 
attractive habitat until choked by peat growth. It is interesting to speculate about the 
quantity of Mesolithic material which may still exist, especially under the deeper peat 
deposits, in the Fen Basin. 

Other than the large quantity of material which occurs in the peats and skirtlands 
the other soil types appear to be represented fairly evenly. In fact all the sites on these 
other soil types are still very close to the Fen Basin or the feeder streams. Mesolithic 
activity seems concentrated in the vicinity of the Wetlands. 

The Early Neolithic Material 
It is generally accepted that conditions in the Fens were very wet during the Early 

Neolithic. Evidence for the start of peat formation in the river channel at Peacock's 
Farm dates from this period (Renfrew 1974 p.  130; Willis 1961 p.  374). Soon after the 
start of the period there began the deposition of the Fen Clay. Generally speaking, the 
area under consideration was not greatly affected except for some relatively thin 
tongues of Fen Clay which penetrate into the northern part of the area. There must 
have been a high water table north of the Isle of Ely while this clay was being laid 
down, so it is likely that it was also wetter to the south of the Isle. 

Bearing in mind the complexities of the water table question during the Early 
Neolithic it is quite difficult to interpret the information presented by the survey. Of 
the 23 sites listed, 21 represent isolated or multiple finds and the bulk of these are axes. 
Of the two other sites, one is a long barrow about which little is known and the other is 
a Fen island, excavated by Leaf more than forty years ago (Leaf 1935). It does seem 
strange on the face of it that so many of the Early Neolithic finds should have come 
from the Fen Basin, if, as suggested above, the area was very wet at this time. The fact 
that so many of the axes were found close to streams and rivers may suggest that the 
Fens were not impassable by water. 

Obviously there was some kind of activity in the area during this period and it seems 
fruitless to reconstruct too elaborate a speculation based almost entirely on a 
haphazard collection of axes. The absence of more concrete evidence might suggest 
that this area was on the fringe of whatever activity there was. A final point must be 
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that the low level of finds and sites on the calcareous soils seems extraordinary 
remembering the dense occupation of these kinds of soils in other parts of the country. 
Indeed, the 'scatter' which is marked in the calcareous soils column (Fig. 5) is not on 
the main body of this soil type but is situated on an island of drift material in the Fen. 
The finds on the brown earths are remarkably scattered and cannot be said to suggest 
any particular pattern of activity. 

The Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age Material 
The Upper Peat is deposited on top of the Fen Clay in those areas where the Fen 

Clay occurs. The growth of the Upper Peat is generally accepted to have spanned this 
period of the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age (Clark 1938; Clark and Godwin 
1962). There are many problems associated with the study of the Upper Peat because 
it has been greatly affected by drainage and has often deteriorated to a considerable 
depth, often having disappeared altogether (Clark and Godwin 1938 p. 334). It is 
generally suggested that this Upper Peat was, at times, quite dry and subjected to 
weathering in some places during the Bronze Age. Certainly there was a considerable 
quantity of Bronze Age remains in the Fens (Fox 1923). The greatest proportion of 
Bronze Age finds, at least in the survey area, are Early, rather than Late or Middle 
Bronze Age. The classic type of occupation site in the Fens at this period are the small 
settlements on sand islands (Clark and Godwin 1962; Leaf 1935; Martin 1977 and 
others.) On the western edge of the Fens extensive Bronze Age occupation is becoming 
apparent (Pryor 1976) and new sites are appearing on the edges of the silt fens in South 
Lincolnshire (Chowne 1978). These sites consist of systems of fields or enclosures and 
droveways leading out onto the Fen. None of these types of sites has been found in the 
survey area up to date. 

Of the three habitation sites and fourteen finds scatters found for this period, only 
one is more than 2 km. from the Fen-edge and this site is quite closely associated with a 
large barrow cemetery. Of the other sites outside the Wetlands area, none is more than 
1/4 km. from the edge as defined. Of the sites within the Wetlands area, one is on a Fen. 
island and except for two, all the others are less than 1 km. into the Fens. This 
obviously suggests a great deal of activity on the eastern edge of the Fens. All the 
tumuli and ring ditches on the brown earths and calcareous soils are on the rising 
ground to the south-east of the Fen. These barrows on the higher ground virtually 
follow the spring line. None of them is more than 2 km. from one of the main 
waterways that serve the area and all of them are from 5-10 km. from one of the sites in 
the Fen. This apparent activity on the eastern edge of the Fen in this area contrasts 
with the almost total absence of finds from the western side where the gley soils are 
found. It may be of significance that these soils are usually too heavy to show sensitive 
soil changes that can be picked up by aerial photography (Taylor 1978). 

The pattern that appears in this period strongly supports the idea of a pastoral way 
of life. Even if the Fen were drier and warmer than before or after this period (Godwin 
1940 p.  284), it would still not necessarily present a hospitable landscape in the winter. 
If, as Godwin suggests (Godwin 1940 p.  284), the climate was more continental, then 
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the Fens would have made a very unwelcoming home. Even today the icy north-
easterly winds tear across the Fens in winter. Perhaps the north-easterly winds have 
something to do with the fact that there was no apparent utilisation of the north-east 
facing slopes on the Fen-edge. The difficulties of living in the Fens in winter must be 
balanced against the lush vegetation in summer and the diversity of natural resources 
presented by the rivers, woodland, open water and cleared countryside. The idea of 
transhumance into the Fens for summer grazing is well established elsewhere 
(Pryor 1976). 

The Middle Bronze Age Material 
The trends which began to appear in the Early Bronze Age all continue in the 

Middle Bronze Age. This also appears to hold true for the vegetational and climatic 
tendencies (Godwin 1956 p.  52) and for the archaeology (Pryor 1976 pp.  41-2). 
Certainly the peat seems to have been dry enough to allow movement over it in the 
summer months, although it is interesting that the gleys appear to have been 
abandoned (Fig. 5). Presumably they remained an unattractive prospect, perhaps even 
more so when the Fens were dry and open for exploitation. It is interesting that the 
calcareous soils are not represented at this period. As 18 of the 21 sites in the Late 
Neolithic! Early Bronze Age were on the thinner Rendzina soils it is possible that these 
soils were already showing signs of exhaustion, or that soil erosion has been such that 
the sites have disappeared or have been redeposited as hill wash. The tumuli and ring 
ditches marked on the diagram as being Middle Bronze Age are, in fact, re-used Early 
Bronze Age ones. One of the habitation sites is also of Early Bronze Age date but 
continued in use into the Middle Bronze Age. 

The Undated Ring Ditches and Tumuli 
The distribution of these undated ring ditches and tumuli is not dissimilar to that of 

the Early Bronze Age. The difference is that six of these tumuli and ring ditches occur 
on the Peats and Skirtlands where there were none in the earlier period. Most of these 
features were located through aerial photography. The problem is that with so few of 
them having been investigated it is quite possible that many of them are not the ring 
ditches of tumuli but could have been caused by a variety of factors at any period in 
history or prehistory. The fact that the general pattern of their distribution echoes 
quite closely that of the Early Bronze Age ring ditches suggests that many of them may 
indeed date from that period. They cannot be included in the main considerations, 
however, because of the uncertainty that surrounds them. 

The Late Bronze Age Material 
Compared with the preceeding periods, the Bronze Age is relatively short. It is the 

period which marks the important transition from stone to metal technology, 
however, and many of the developments which took place during this time are not 
fully understood. Partly because of this, it is a period which is currently attracting 
much interest and new work (Burgess and Miket 1976 Preface). A noticeable similarity 
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of Late Bronze Age distribution patterns to those of the earlier Bronze Age occurs in 
that there is a concentration of activity on the Fen-edge and along the river valleys. 
There is a greater variety of types both of sites and finds, in proportion to the total 
number of sites (9 types of finds/32 sites). 

Although Fig. 5 would suggest heavy occupation of the calcareous soils in this 
period, the diagram is distorted because all the tumuli in that column are situated in 
one group and it is not clear whether all the tumuli were reutilised in the Late Bronze 
Age. The need for a causeway in the north between Fordy and Little Thetford 
(Lethbridge 1935) suggests a great deal of movement within the area. Presumably this 
desire for movement was being thwarted by deteriorating conditions in the Fen Basin 
(Godwin 1956 p.  52). The presence of founder's hoards deep in the Fen Basin (the 
Wicken Fen hoard must have been about 3 km. from 'solid' ground when it was buried, 
for example) suggests that conditions at least in parts of the Fens cannot have been too 
bad. 

The Iron Age Material 
There is evidence over much of the Fens for widespread flooding during and after 

the Iron Age and conditions were certainly deteriorating during this period 
(Bromwich 1970; Churchill 1970; Godwin 1940; Godwin and Vishnu-Mittre 1975; 
Jelgersma 1966; Piggott 1972; Willis 1977). It is certainly true that no site or finds for 
either the Early or Late Iron Age has been found more than 1 km. inside the Wetlands 
area which suggests that the deepest parts of the Fen were not particularly hospitable. 
It is also true that no sites are further than 1 km. outside the Wetlands area. Perhaps 
the other two noticeable points about the Iron Age distribution are the increased 
number of sites on the western edge of the Fen Basin and the total absence of sites from 
the chalk uplands in the south-eastern corner. 

With a total of thirteen sites in the area for the whole of the Iron Age it is difficult to 
draw any sweeping conclusions, especially as only four of these sites have ever been 
excavated or closely examined. There does appear to be a definite move out of the 
Wetlands. All the activity seems to be concentrated in a narrow band around the Fen 
edge. 

DISCUSSION 

I feel that a great many of the gaps in the picture presented in this survey are due to 
limited exploration, rather than the real absence of prehistoric activity. If and when 
the gaps are filled or found to be genuine, the picture may look totally different. It is 
difficult to know how valid an assessment of a period might be when it is based on a 
few, often casual, finds in a relatively small area. One enthusiastic farmer, finding and 
handing in a good selection of material will distort the picture over several periods for 
instance. Parts of the survey area have never been thoroughly investigated. Obviously 
a certain amount of field walking and exploration has gone on at various times. 
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Unfortunately this work has been done at different times, by different people, using 
different criteria; the same variables apply to the recording of the work after it has been 
completed. 

It will be of great interest to see how the work of David Hall in this area modifies the 
picture. The basis of this survey was completed before he had processed his first year's 
work and so none of the new material that has been uncovered by him has been 
included. Even in this small survey, however, the need for systematic work by people 
using comparable criteria and standards is obvious. So much of the early work that 
was done, although excellent for its time, was patchy. The unknown variables mean 
that we have no way of assessing the accuracy of the total picture that is presented to us 
by the early field workers. 
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Fig. 1. Location of survey area showing modern drainage pattern 
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Fig. 2. Landscape areas 
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Fig. 3. Relative proportions of major soil groups 
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