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EDITORIAL 

This volume of the Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society is the first by a new 
editor. I would like to thank, both the previous editor, Sarah Bendall, and the present officers 
and council members for their support and assistance. 

Alert readers will observe that the style has been changed somewhat to simplify it and 
to bring it in line with the more usual modern practice, 

This volume is predominantly archaeological. It is my hope that forthcoming volumes 
will also include papers of wider interest. I encourage our members - and others interested 
in Cambridgeshire - to submit papers with the kind of material they would like to read. 
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the Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society, together with a wide range of archaeological 
and topographical books. Intending readers should apply to the Faculty Librarian, Mr Aidan 
Baker, and for access to, or information about, specialised collections to the Society's Librarian 
Dr J.D. Pickles, The Old Schools, Trinity Lane. 
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The Anglo-Saxon Bounds of Littlebury 

Mary Hesse 

Littlebury, Essex, which is just across the 
Cambridge border at Ickleton (Map 1), has 
one of the few surviving pre-Conquest charters 
in the Cambridgeshire region which includes 
perambulation bounds. The Latin charter, 
purporting to date from 1004, records the 
grant by King Athelred to Ely Abbey of 20 
manses (hides) at Littlebury, with meadow, 
pasture and woods. In 1008 Ely received a 
further 10 cassati (hides) at Stretley, and 
since the bounds in the twelfth-century copy 
of the 1004 charter include 'Stretley Mere', 
it seems that the original account of the bounds 
must date from 1008 or later.' 

Littlebury takes its name from the Iron 
Age 'Ring fort' or 'bury' in its southeast corner 
near the Essex River Cam. Strethall and Stretley 
are respectively a woodland 'nook' (OE h(e)alh) 
and 'clearing' (OE léah) on the Roman road 
from Chesterford to Braughing (Reaney 1935: 
530, 535; Margary 1973: 200, no. 21b). 2  The 
parishes of Littlebury and Strethall lie on 
hilly land between the Essex Cam on the 
east and the valley of its tributary 'Sawston 
Ditch' to the northwest, and rise to 400 ft 
towards the western boundary. Most of the 
area west of the Cam-valley gravels is chalk 
downiand, but clay is superimposed in the 
southwest, where there are still remnants 
of what must once have been extensive wood-
land (Map 2). The village of Littlebury lies 
beside a Cam crossing, but from early times 
there has been much dispersed settlement 
on the clay top around Littlebury Green, 
Catmere End, Chapel Green and Strethall 
itself. All these lie at or near the clay/chalk 
boundary and probably originated from 
assarting in the woodland (Williamson 1986). 

The first mention of Littlebury in extant 

records is in the Will of the thegn JElffielm 
Polga (Birch 1893: 629; Hart 1957: no. 25), 
who was a substantial landholder in Cam-
bridgeshire, Essex and Suffolk, and who died 
in 989. This Will mentions land in Wratting, 
Carlton, Enhale (in West Wickham) and Ickleton, 
all of which are in southeast Cambridgeshire, 
as well as land in Littlebury which is be-
queathed to one Leofsige. JElfhelm had re-
ceived land at Wratting from King Edgar in 
974 (Hart 1966: 44), and willed it, or some 
of it, to Ely. It seems likely that Littlebury 
had originally also been in royal hands during 
the tenth century. 3  It can be argued that after 
Edward the Elder's reconquest of Essex and 
Cambridgeshire in 917, it was in the royal 
interest to keep close control over this strategic 
area between the Chiltern watershed and the 
east-west routes of the 'Icknield Way'. In any 
case, by 1004 Littlebury was in the hands 
of King Ethe1red. This was at a time of threat 
from King Swein's Danish armies both in 
Norfolk and southeast England, and the grant 
to Ely was possibly part of a policy of plac-
ing relatively local lords, who were both loyal 
and strong, in control of vulnerable areas 
of the southeast (Blair 1992: 107). 

Domesday Book for Essex records that 
Littlebury has 'always been' held by Ely Abbey 
as a manor for 25 hides (folio 19a), with Strethall 
as an outlier held by Ely for 5 hides (19a,b). 
Both were apparently in the sole ownership 
of Ely throughout the eleventh century. The 
sequence of events from 1 004 to 1 066 seems 
to be this: in 1004, 20 hides at Littlebury 
were given to Ely, then in 1008 another 10 
hides at Stretley were given, making up 30 
hides in the Littlebury/Strethall manor. Then 
before 1066 the extra 10 hides were split 
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Map 1. The Cambridgeshire/Essex border. 

into two lots of 5 hides, of which 5 went to 
the parish of Strethall at the northwest corner 
of Littlebury. 4  The other 5 hides are to the 
south of Strethall around Stretley Green (now 
also called Littlebury Green), and helped to 
make up the 25 Domesday hides of Littlebury 
(Reaney 1935: 530). Establishment of this 
sequence is important for understanding the 
bounds, because it opens up the possibil-
ity that in 1 008 the bounds included Stretley 
(Green), but excluded Strethall. 5  We know 
that the bounds must be dated after 1008, 
because 'Stretley' was not granted to Ely until 
then, but we do not know whether they date 
from before or after the division of 'Stretley' 
from the outlier 'Strethall' and its incorpo-
ration into Littlebury. The possibility that 
the bounds exclude Strethall will be con-
sidered below. 

Dr Meaney has kindly supplied the fol- 

lowing translation of the Anglo-Saxon text 
(Sawyer 1968: 907), with notes (i) to M. 
(Numbers of the charter features 1 to 16 
are marked on Map 2): 

1. These are the boundaries of Littlebury, 
that is first from 
DLs syndana landgemera into Lytlanby rig, 
1 32t is arrest of 

the ford which is Athelward's bound-
ary (i) of Chesterford 
ofarnfordee isEpelwardes Ceasteiforda 
gemera 

and the boundary of Icklington and 
and Ikelingtune gernera and 

the boundary of Littlebury [and] 
Lytlanbyrig gemera; 
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then along the Styric 6  (Cam) 
swa andlang Styrice 

as far as the narrow ford; 
into 15am smalanforda; 

from the narrow ford to Stretley Mere (ii); 
of jam smalanforda to Streleage mere; 

to crocesthorn (iii); 
to crocesorne; 

from crocesthorn along Robber (iv) Valley 
of crocesjorne andlang sceacerdene 

as far as the old pit (v); 
into Jere ealdan delle; 
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from the pit as far as the fence; 
ofjere delle into jam hacce; 

as far as the wolf-pit; 
into am wulfpytte; 

10.from the pit to the southern part of 
Botuif's Corner Wood; 
of jam pytte to Botulfes heale leage 
suwearde; 

11.from the wood as far as Wullaf's Wood; 
of ere leage into Wullafes leage; 

12. from Wullafs Wood along as far as Leofsie's 
pit; 
of Wullafes leage andlang into Leofsies 
pytte; 

13.from Leofsie's pit out to the open coun-
try 
ofLeofsies pytte swa ut to 15amfelda 

14.as far as the old enclosure; 
into am ealdan gehage; 

15. from the enclosure as far as Spelbeorg; 
of am gehage into Spelbeorhge; 

16.from Spelbeorg as far as the Styric at 
the 
of Spelbeorhge into Styrice on 

boundary of Icklington and the bound-
ary of Chesterford 
Icelingtune gemere and Ceasterforda 
gemerEe 

and the boundary of Littlebury. 
and Lytlanbyrig gemere. 

Notes on translation 
These are formally plurals, but logic 
demands a singular, as at the end. Perhaps 
the correct plural ending of landgemera 
affected them. 
The MS copy reads 'into jam smalanforda 
to Streleage mere ofjam smalanforda to 
crocesorne ofcroceslorne . . .'. This must 
surely be erroneous. The most probable 
explanation is that an earlier transcriber 
accidentally missed out 'Stretley mere', 
wrote to Streleage mere (but omitting of 
Streleage mere) between the lines, putting 
a caret mark to show where it should 
be inserted, but misplacing the caret after 
the first tam smalanforda instead of the 
second. 

Dr Gelling (personal communication) 
comments: 'Smith (1956, pt I: 1 12) pos-
tulates OE *crOc  cognate with ON krókr, 
but crook (crook, bend) words are re-
corded rather late in ME'. The name is 
therefore unexplained. 
sceacer is undeclined; perhaps -es for 
a genitive singular or -a for a genitive 
plural should be assumed; probably 
sceacerdene means 'Robber Valley' rather 
than 'Robber's' or 'Robbers' Valley'. 
It seems likely that deli here was a man-
made object because of the qualifying 
adjective 'old'. Grundy (1927: 240-41) 
has attempted to show that it was for-
merly used of 'a chalk pit' (but see p.134, 
12, below) It is interesting that Smith 
(1956, pt I: 128) gives deli a localised 
distribution, almost exclusively Hamp-
shire in OE, but in and around Hert-
fordshire later. 

The Perambulation 

Reaney (1935: 530) identified very few points 
of the boundary, but by close investigation 
of extant maps and documents, and by 
perambulation of the ground, it is possible 
to identify some of them and to locate the 
rest to a close approximation. Confirmation 
is provided of the hypothesis that the later 
parish boundary of Littlebury with Strethall 
follows the Saxon bounds quite closely, as 
is the case with almost all the many char-
ter bounds that have been investigated. It 
is hoped also that this investigation will throw 
some light on the curiously irregular par-
ish and county boundary between Strethall 
and Ickleton in Cambridgeshire. The following 
numbered paragraphs correspond with the 
charter features noted on Map 2. 

1. The bounds begin where the boundary 
of Ickleton and Littlebury meets the river 
at Great Chesterford, and proceeds clock-
wise. The starting point is presumably at 
the main ford of Chesterford, where the line 
of the Roman road from Braughing crosses 
the river to enter the southeast gate of the 
Roman town (TL503427). The Ickleton/ 
Littlebury boundary has been changed since 
then, and was more or less in its present 
form by the time of an Ickleton terrier of 
1545, indicating an encroachment by Ickleton 
(and therefore by Cambridgeshire) of about 
40 acres south of the Roman road. 

2, 3. The Styrice and 'narrow ford'. The bounds 
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then follow the river Cam, anciently the Styrice, 
for about 4 miles to the 'narrow ford'. This 
was probably to the south of what is now 
the Audley End estate, near where the present 
parish boundary turns to the west. There 
was a bridge here called Keiks or Kekys Bridge 
(TL521369) certainly by 1400,8  and in 1788 
it is shown as the start of what was then 
called the 'Procession Way' going west from 
the river. 9  The present parish boundary is 
now confused near the river by incursions 
from Saffron Walden'° and Wendens Ambo, 
but it seems likely that it originally took a 
straighter course than now from a crossing 
at or near Keiks Bridge. 

Stretley Mere. About half-a-mile from the 
river the present parish boundary takes up 
a westerly direction along the 'Procession 
Way' to Stretley Mere. This is surely the 
substantial pool still present in Ash Grove 
(TL483383), which is part of the wooded clay 
area of Littlebury Green (identified by Reaney 
1935: 530, with Stretley Green) where the 
present parish boundary makes a slight detour 
round the south of Ash Grove. 

Crocesthorn. After crossing the Roman road 
the present boundary continues the previ-
ous line through Lee Wood and along old 
hedgerows as far as the southwest corner 
of the parish, where it makes a right-an-
gled turn to the north (TL472391). In Chapman 
and André's Map of Essex, 1777, the route 
is shown as a track as far as the turn, and 
this track continues along the contours of 
a south-facing valley into Elmdon parish as 
far as Elmdon village. The whole route from 
the Cam to Elmdon village forms a remark-
ably continuous slightly curving boundary 
of nearly 4 miles." 

It is reasonable to assume that the bounds 
needed a marker at the northward turn, and 
that this was crocesthorri. The hedgerows 
around this corner contain plentiful blackthorn 
and also spindle, an indicator of an old hedge 
(Rackham 1976: 2). This is the point at which 
the drift map shows the perambulation route 
crossing from chalk to the clay uplands, which 
are still heavily wooded (see Map 2). 

'Robber Valley'. The present parish boundary 
follows an old hedgerow and Bradley Grove 
on the east side of a shallow side-valley, up 
to the edge of Free Wood. This may be iden-
tified as 'Robber Valley'. The shapes of the 
present woods around here suggest that they 
once extended north and east of Free (ear- 

her Frith) Wood, and indeed field names at 
Inclosure in 1805 include 'Old Burnt Ground', 
'Brand's Lea' and 'New-found Mead' to the 
east of Free Wood. 12 

Rackham (1976: 1 14) considers that straight-
edged woods in this region probably result 
from post-1700 assarts intruded into the 
previously curved boundaries of old wood-
land. But this does not necessarily mean that 
the remaining woods are 'ancient' in the sense 
of prehistoric. Williamson (1986: 125) has 
found evidence of Roman occupation in the 
fields to the east of Free Wood, suggesting 
that after early clearance they reverted to 
wood in the post-Roman period. 13  By 1066 
Domesday Book shows that vills situated 
mainly on the clay top had a large amount 
of woodland compared with their neighbours 
which are mainly on chalk: Littlebury had 
wood for 160 pigs (19a), Elmdon for 250 (33b), 
and Wendon Lofts for 80 (71a), whereas 
Wendens Ambo (38a, 65a) and Ickleton (196a) 
had no wood, and Strethall had wood for 
only 10 pigs (19b).  Another indicator of the 
age of several woods of the boundary area 
is the presence of dog's mercury in abun-
dance in all the fragments of woodland re-
maining in the area and their associated hedges 
(some of the woodland has unfortunately 
recently been grubbed out) . Perhaps Rob-
ber Valley too was heavily wooded in the eleventh 
century, and provided convenient cover for 
robbers on the parish boundary. 

Subsequent features of the bounds refer 
to 'pits' , 'woods' and a 'fence' now impossi-
ble to locate in detail. But as far as the fea-
ture (No. 13 on Map 2) called feld or 'open 
country' it is likely that the route remained 
within or alongside the woods, as does the 
present parish boundary. 

The 'old pit'. It is suggested in note (v) 
to the translation that this deli is man-made, 
and is probably a chalk pit. It is impossible 
to locate it exactly, but as it follows 'Rob-
ber Valley' in the bounds, it is likely to be 
on the clay top, north of the chalk/clay line. 
It is not clear whether in this area it would 
be a chalk pit for fertilising clay fields, or a 
clay pit for marling chalk fields. 14  The Inclosure 
map for Elmdon (1824/5) does however show 
'Bradley's Hole' in the fields on both sides 
of the parish boundary at the chalk/clay line 
here (at the present Bradley Grove). It is possible 
that holes or pits at this line are naturally 
formed by water flowing off the clay into the 
dry chalk valley, where it runs through to 
harder chalk below, and dissolves the softer 
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chalk, leaving an underground channel. 15  In 
this case the 'old pit' would hardly be man-
made, but perhaps it was exploited for pro-
duction of fertiliser. 

S. The 'fence' may be at the southern edge 
of what is now Strethall Wood (TL480396). 
This is the parish boundary of Strethall, and 
was probably the eleventh-century bound-
ary between the 5 hides of Strethall and the 
5 hides of Stretley Green. 

At this point we must reintroduce the 
possibility mentioned earlier, that the eleventh-
century bounds exclude the parish of Strethall. 
If they follow the present southern bound-
ary of Strethall, they would turn east here 
to the present Strethall village and then north 
along the western edge of Howe Wood to the 
Roman road. Notice that the southern bound-
ary of Strethall remains on the clay top until 
it reaches Howe Wood, and may therefore 
be assumed to have continued through a 
wooded area. The western boundary of 
Strethall, going north at the west of Strethall 
Wood, also lies on the clay, so there is little 
hope of distinguishing the two routes by means 
of the next few features. Better possibilities 
of deciding between them will emerge later. 

9. 'The wolfpit' is impossible to locate. It is 
probably a wolf-trap rather than a wolf-den. 

10, 11. 'Botulfs Wood' and 'Wullaf's Wood'. 
These might be anywhere within the clay top, 
from the present Strethall Wood across to 
Howe Wood, depending on which route the 
perambulation took. 

'Leofsie's pit'. The bounds suggest that 
this is located near the northeastern edge 
of the clay/chalk line, just before the 'open 
country', which is on chalk and may have 
been arable land in the early eleventh cen-
tury as it was later. If so, the pit is possibly 
a clay pit used to fertilise the nearby chalky 
fields. Or it may have been a chalk pit like 
several others on the chalk area to the north, 
some of them mentioned in the 1545 ter -
rier of Ickleton, and some still marked on 
modern maps. These may have been used 
for building rather than agriculture. 

The feW. From Leofsie's pit the route 
emerges from the woods into the open country 
and on to the chalk. The whole of the north 
of Strethall parish remained as an area of 
'open field' for a remarkably long time and 
was still divided into arable strips at the time  

of the 6-inch OS survey of 1881. 
Did the 1008 bounds go to the west or 

east of Strethallfeld? The answer turns out 
to depend crucially on the whereabouts of 
the next two features, the 'old enclosure' and 
Spelbeorg ('Spelbury' or 'Speech -hill' The 
eastern Strethall/Littlebury boundary within 
the feld runs along or very near to the Ro-
man road as far as the river crossing, and 
is on chalk downland throughout. There is 
no evidence for any enclosure across the chalk 
downland to the north. Nor is it likely that 
Spelbeorg lies along the Roman road, which 
traverses an east-facing slope before descending 
gently to the river. OE beorg can mean ei-
ther 'hill', or 'mound' or 'barrow', and in any 
of these cases the name Spelbeorg suggests 
a prominent meeting place, such as a Hun-
dred moot. There is no evidence along the 
Roman road for any site of this kind. The 
argument does not depend on negative evi-
dence, however, since we shall see below that 
there is a better candidate for the beorg on 
the high ground at the northern boundary 
of Strethall. The easterly route for the bounds 
does therefore seem unlikely, and we will 
return to consider the westerly route. 

'The old enclosure'. The hypothesis that 
the last two features of the bounds are on 
the west and north of Strethall is, however, 
far from straightforward. In particular there 
is the curious rectangular incursion of Ickleton 
(and therefore of Cambridgeshire) into Es-
sex to the northwest of Strethall, and the 
irregular boundary of Elmdon to the west 
(Map 3). The southern tongue of Ickleton lies 
on both sides of a valley well-watered by the 
brook called in the 1545 terrier 'Sawston 
Ditch'. In the terrier the tongue appears as 
a block of five shotts called Awgey or Argey, 17 

totalling 84 acres. It was mostly divided into 
arable strips, except for 20 acres on its western 
side belonging to Hovel's manor. In 1 545 large 
parts of 'Heath Field' and the westernmost 
portion of South Field were described as 
heathland, or land 'not known broke before'. 
The adjacent 20 acres of Hovel's Manor in 
Awgey were probably heathland in 1545, and 
possibly also at the time of the charter bounds 
(Map 3).18 

The Domesday entries show Ickleton to 
have been a 20-hide vill effectively in sin-
gle lordship (except for half a hide held TRE 
by a freeman under Earl Alfgar) (196a, 198a). 
The pre-Conquest holder was Alfi S quitrebil, 19 

King Edward's thegn, and his successor was 
Count Eustace of Boulogne who held 19'/2 
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hides with 9 hides in demesne. Most of the 
viii then descended in the Honour of Boulogne, 
of which Robert Hovel acquired about 120 
acres as Hovel's Manor in the 1220s (VCH 
1978: 233). After the Dissolution most of 
South Field including Awgey became part 
of the Trinity College estate. In 1 730 a Survey 
describes a strip along Sawston Ditch as 'the 
Meadow Platt', and in 1824 a shift-cropping 
plan shows fields on either side of the Ditch 
as Trefoil Ley and Clover Lay. 20  

'Awgey' therefore has a history as a well-
watered enclave including both arable and 
meadow, and was certainly sufficient of an 
entity to have acquired a distinctive name 
by the sixteenth century. Is it the 'old en-
closure' of the charter bounds? It is located 
correctly after the known position of the Strethall 
feld in the perambulation. Most of it was 
certainly held of Hovel's and other Ickleton 
manors in 1545, and there is no evidence 
of its having been transferred as a whole 
from Ely to the Ickleton manors, or from Essex 
to Cambridgeshire, at any time between the 
eleventh century and 1545.21  So it is very 
likely that it had approximately its present 
shape as an intrusion from Cambridgeshire 
into Essex by 1 100 at latest. Awgey, or part 
of it, therefore seems to be a possible can-
didate for the 'old enclosure'. 

15.  Spelbeorg. The exact course of the bounds 
in the northeast cannot be considered without 
raising the important question of the wherea-
bouts of Spelbeorg. Is this a 'barrow' rather 
than a 'hill'? There is much evidence of barrows 
over the neighbouring chalk hilltops. For 
example, air-photographs show soil-marks 
of ring ditches on the 340 ft Saltlow Hill to 
the west of Awgey, and others at New Jer-
sey Farm to the east of Elmdon near Strethall 
Wood. There are many more in the M 11 corridor 
in north Littlebury. 22  The highest point of 
the road from Ickleton to Strethall, on the 
county boundary, is Coploe Hill (TL49 1421). 
OE cop is 'top' or 'summit' , and hläw, like 
beorg, can mean either 'hill' or 'barrow'. 
The nearby Copley Hill in Babraham, Cambs. 
(TL53053 1) does have a barrow at its summit 
(Fox 1923: 148). There is however no sur -
viving field evidence of barrows on Coploe 
Hill on the Ickleton/Strethall border, although 
there is soil-mark evidence of ring-ditches 
about half-a-mile further south immedi-
ately to the east of Coploe road, at about 
TL4924 13. 23  

The most obvious of the round barrows 
in the present landscape is the tumulus adjacent  

to Valance Farm on the west side of Sawston 
Ditch (TL4824 18). This is certainly in a classic 
position for a Bronze Age barrow, on a con-
spicuous crest of Saltlow Hill. A segment of 
its surrounding ditch is still visible on air-
photographs, but there seems to be very little 
evidence of its age, or of any finds connected 
with it. 24  It is not mentioned in any of the 
early terriers of Ickleton, and its first ap-
pearance in later documents seems to be in 
1810, as a small circle on the Inclosure map, 
where it lies on the east side of the Com-
mon Heath just at its junction with Heath 
Field and South Field. It is perhaps not sur -
prising that the tumulus near Valance Farm 
should have survived while barrows on Coploe 
Hill do not, since the tumulus is in an area 
that seems to have remained as heath for 
long periods, whereas Coploe Hill has been 
continuously cultivated from at least medi-
eval times. 

The Valance tumulus does not lie on the 
modern parish boundary, but it is interest-
ing to speculate whether it is Spelbeorg. If 
it is, the boundary of Strethall in 1008 would 
seem to go due north from Strethall Wood 
to the west of Awgey, making an eastward 
turn at the tumulus, and joining the present 
boundary about 500 yds further on. This 
would certainly make a neater outline of the 
vill of Strethall, and would include most of 
Awgey as the possible 'old enclosure'. 

Two sorts of argument are relevant to this 
possible route. The first arises from the pattern 
of landholding as far as this can be deter-
mined. If the Valance tumulus is Spelbeorg, 
and if the boundary is straightened up as 
suggested above, this would imply a radi-
cal transfer of the Awgey shotts from Ely to 
the Ickleton manors between the eleventh 
century and 1545, for which, as we have seen, 
there is no evidence. During this time Ely 
would also have had to lose about 85 acres 
south ofAwgey to Elmdon, for which again 
there is no evidence. 25  Whether Awgey was 
part of Strethall in 1008 or not, however, 
does not affect the possibility that it was 
the 'old enclosure', along which the Saxon 
bounds went on one side or the other. 

The second argument against the route 
to the west ofAwgey depends on more posi-
tive evidence. In the 1545 terrier there is 
mention of two locatable furlongs, Spetverclen 
and Stapylls. Spelverden (or Spelforthderie 
in its first known occurrence in 143 1) is in-
terpreted by Reaney (1943: 96) as 'Speech-
ford-valley'. Topographical analysis shows 
this to be a furlong lying partly in the valley 



136 	 Mary Hesse 

ICKLETON 

for 

------- 	 j 	//J 	1 
I  

0 M MO N  A 
7 	 ,*# 	\ _ 	

Drove 1 // 	I 
shott/ rr 

Coploe Hill 

.Z? 
G  Valance Farm  . 	. I "A 	I 824)\ J12ac 

N 	' 	
\ Tumulus 	/ '• ooJ•j  I •_•_  

)( 	 -'--- 
( 	:341 

 

Saltidw Hill 

 

0 0 HEATH FIELD c 	H )I/ 
/ 1 \\ 

/oiimars Awgey1491 

------- 
SastO 

01  
STRETHALL 

.-. 
/285 

FIELD 	)( I 
ELMDON 

. .-.. 
 

-.-.- Count y  uuu1Iuw y 

----- Parish boundary 

*-> 	Strip directions 

--- 300---- Contours in feet 

0 
? 	

300 yards 

/•//' 	 -- 

Strethall 	
(;;•\ 

Wood  

,1 

1' 	 •1 

NI 

(___---- 

Map 3. The Ickleton/Strethall boundary. Pre- iriclosurefield systems reconstructed from the 
1881 6-inch OS map and the 1545 Ickleton terrier. 

between Sawston Ditch and the substantial 
system of lynchet banks on the steep east 
side of the valley (Map 3)•26  Where the 'ford' 
was we do not know, but it will be suggested 
below that there was a drove road across 
the Sawston Ditch valley and over the hill 
to Chesterford, in which case there must 
have been a ford of the Ditch below Coploe 
Hill. The occurrence of both Spelverden and 
Spelbeorg suggests that the beorg was above 
the valley on one side or the other, marking 
a meeting point. 

That it was in fact on the steep east side 
is supported by another locatable furlong-
name in the 1545 terrier, Stapylls. This lies  

among and to the east of the lynch banks 
and extends south to the Strethall bound-
ary. Reaney (1943: 187, 344) gives several 
Cambridgeshire variants of the OE element 
stapol, meaning 'post' or 'pillar', used to mark 
a boundary and sometimes a meeting-place. 
The element occurs in Cambridgeshire: in 
the name of Staploe (stapol + hiAw) Hun-
dred (see Meaney 1994: 85); and in a field 
name Stapylles in Chippenham. 27  This ety-
mology suggests that 'speech-hill' is located 
on the east side of 'speech-ford',, beside the 
furlong called 'Stapylls' on the parish boundary. 
If this is the case, the tumulus near Val-
ance Farm cannot be Spelbeorg, and the 
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hypothesis of an alternative boundary on the 
west side of Awgey is disproved. 

Since Spetbeorg is on the Saxon bound-
ary, it may be identical with Coploe Hill. There 
would then be two OE-based names for the 
same feature, but this is not necessarily an 
objection. There is no evidence for the name 
'Coploe' before Court Rolls of 1431 (Reaney 
1943: 95), so Spelbeorg has at least a 400-
year advantage in extant documents. Or perhaps 
Spelbeorg was a prominent barrow on the 
same hill, but more to the west on the crest 
of the steep slope coming up from the Ditch. 
In any case, since Spelbeorg is the only fea-
ture to guide the perambulator of the Saxon 
bounds for some distance around Strethall 
Field, it must have been a prominent fea-
ture in the landscape. 

Before reaching Coploe Hill, the peramb-
ulation had to climb the steep banks of the 
lynchets. These are now ploughed out at their 
southern end in Ickleton, but a similar field 
system is still shown on the 6-inch OS map 
of 1881  as continuing south for nearly half-
a-mile into Strethall parish, where banks 
clearly form the boundaries of strip furlongs 
(Map 3). As it crosses the line of the lynchets 
up to Coploe Hill, the Ickleton/Strethall 
boundary is irregular, as if it is drawn round 
pre-existing field boundaries. This is not 
unusual, and implies detailed adjustment 
of parishes after local field boundaries were 
established. Close examination of the 1881 
OS map shows also that the lynchets are 
not truly continuous across the boundary, 
but belong to different field systems. This 
confirms Taylor's contention (Taylor 1966) 
that such lynchets are not of great anti q-
uity, but are contemporary with their ac-
companying field systems, and do not cross 
parish boundaries unless these have been 
subject to late alterations. In the present 
case the field systems and the irregular parish 
boundary were probably established contem-
poraneously along the steep hillside, which 
may formerly have been heathland. It is gen-
erally assumed that such field systems date 
from about the tenth century, so this boundary 
was probably in place before the date of the 
Saxon bounds. 

The northern boundary of Strethall and 
Littlebury lies in an area that has always 
been a through route parallel to the broken 
edge of the Chiltern scarp. Several tracks 
of the 'Icknield Way' have been conjectured 
across this belt of land, one of which di-
verges from the Royston to Chrishall Grange 
ridgeway and makes for Ickleton Grange and 

Ickleton village, either on the north or south 
side of a tributary of the Cam (near the present 
straightened-up Grange Road). 28  There are 
two 'Drove shotts' in the 1545 Ickleton ter -
rier, on either side of Sawston Ditch near 
the lynchets, abutting on the parish boundary. 
This suggests that another drove route may 
have diverged at Ickleton Grange, going over 
Sallow Hill, crossing the Ditch near the present 
county boundary, and making its way to the 
Roman road and Chesterford. If this was a 
regular drove road, the lynchets certainly 
presented a formidable obstacle, and the shape 
of the present county boundary may well be 
due to a track following a sinuous course 
up the steep banks. 

After Coploe Hill, the bounds presumably 
took the same course as the modern boundary, 
east along a spur to the Roman road at 
TL50042 1, and thence to the Cam at Chester-
ford. The road is still a well-marked hollow 
way along this stretch, but unfortunately 
much disturbed by the course of the M 11. 

The conclusion of this paper is, then, that 
apart from some possible later deviations 
around small fields at the margins, the 1008 
Littlebury/Strethall bounds are substantially 
the same as at present. At the northern edge 
of Strethall the boundary may not have been 
defined in detail until a comparatively late 
date, but the Ickleton terrier shows that it 
had been established by 1545 at latest, and 
north of Strethall it seems to respect the 
strips of the open field system. At several 
stages of the argument it has been crucial 
to locate Spelbeorg, and the correctness of 
the suggested route in the east and north 
of the two parishes depends on the location 
of Spelbeorg near Spelverden and Stapylts, 
at or very near Coploe Hill. The second aim 
of the paper was to explain the curiously 
irregular shape of the county boundary in 
the north. The suggested explanation has 
been based on identifying Awgey with the 
'old enclosure' of the bounds. If this is cor -
rect, then long before it got its name, Awgey 
was an assart (probably from Ickleton) in a 
fertile valley bounded by uncultivated heath 
on the margins between Cambridgeshire and 
Essex. 
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Endnotes 

The 1 008 charter bounds are printed in Liber EUensis, 
p. 130, see also pp. 145-6 and 417. This version 
of the bounds is from the Trinity College Cambridge 
MS. 0.2. 1, fo.70. Both the 1004 and 1008 charters 
(Sawyer nos. 907, 919) are known from later copies; 
the authenticity of the earlier is said by Hart (1957: 
no. 36) to be doubtful, but that of the later (Hart 
1957: no. 41) is said not to be in doubt. In Latham 
(1965) mansaand cassatus are both given the possible 
meaning 'measure of land', glossed in the case of 
cassatus as 'hide'. See also Hart (1992: 289, n. 1). 

The 'nook' is presumably the chalk valley between woods 
north of Strethall (Gelling 1984: 102; see Map 2). 
The bounds nowhere mention the Roman road. It 
is interesting that this road follows hardly any parish 
boundaries or surviving roads along its whole distance 
of 13 miles between Chesterford and Braughing, 
and passes near only one village centre. The north 
Chiltern hills and scarp were clearly a marginal 
area in Saxon times, and large sections of the road 
were probably already out of use, as they are now 
(Fox 1923: 288f.). 

In 1029 X 35, with the consent of Cnut, Abbot Leofsige 
of Ely settled a rent of two weeks food as due from 
Littlebury to Ely (LibEl.: 153; Hart 1957: 46). The 
obligation of food rent is regarded as a sign of original 
royal demesne (Round 1907: 336). Analysis of 
Domesday also shows that before 1066, most of 
south Cambridgeshire and the northwest corner 
of Essex were in royal hands, or held by their close 
retainers or by the great Earls of East Anglia or 
of Mercia. This contrasts strongly with the lands 
immediately to the south in Essex, which were held 
pre-1066 by a variety of freemen, apparently in 
small dispersed farms. The parish boundaries between 
the two types of holding lie mostly along a possible 
late Roman territorium boundary around Great 
Chesterford, as suggested by Bassett (see note 11). 
The distinctive type of land-holding on either side 
of these boundaries lends support to Bassett's 
hypothesis about their importance. 

It is interesting that the arable area still named 'Strethall 
Field' on the 1881 6-inch OS map is about 630 
acres, which is just 5'/4 hides (assuming 120 acres 
to the hide). Although it is now generally agreed 
that Domesday hides and acres are measures of 
geld rather than arable area, it would not be surprising 
if they were sometimes coincident. For a recent 
discussion see Hart 1992: ch. X. 

Strethall has one of the few remaining partly pre-Conquest 
churches in Essex, with a mid-eleventh-century 
chancel arch and Saxon nave, and so was probably 
an independent parish during the eleventh century 
(RCHM 1916: 295). 

The derivation of Styrice is unexplained. The suggestion 
in Ekwall (1928: 383) that it is of Celtic origin and 

means 'little Stour', is disproved by Jackson's 
reclassification of 'Stour' as Germanic (Jackson 
1953: 195, n. 1). 

7  Ickleton terrier 1545: Cambridge Record Office (hereafter 
CR0) R63/D.D.B. 1115  (South Field), and 1119  (Heath 
Field). These are mostly unpaginated. The occasion 
for this terrier was undoubtedly the Dissolution, 
since several Ickleton manors were previously held 
by religious houses. 

8  Walden Survey, 1400, Cambridge University Library, 
MS Add 7090, p. 6v. 

9  Essex Record Office (hereafter ERO), Plan of Granta 
River, D/DQyq. The Ickleton terrier of 1545 describes 
a 'Procession Balk' at various points of its boundary, 
including the north boundary of Littlebury where 
Cambridgeshire and Essex divide. 

10  This incursion apparently dates from before 1400 (see 
Cromarty 1966; Map 3). 

11  This continuous 4-mile route is a good candidate for 
part of the late Roman territorium boundary around 
Great Chesterford suggested by Bassett (1989: 25), 
and an unpublished paper (Bassett: 1989: 24, ref. 
73), to which he has kindly given me access). The 
oval outline of the possible territorium can clearly 
be seen in the parish boundaries on Map 1. 

12  ERO QRDc 6A and 6B. 
13  Or perhaps to scrubland: 'Free Wood' is Frithewude 

in the thirteenth century (Reaney 1969: 527); Frith, 
or fyrhp (OE), appears to mean 'land overgrown 
with brushwood, scrub on the edge of forest' (Gelling 
1984: 191). This would fit well with the position 
of Free Wood near the edge of the clay top. 

14  ERO D/DQy 33, 34. No marl or clay pits are now mentioned 
in this vicinity on maps, but there is a reference 
to 'arable land lying towards the clay pits' in a 
will of 1569 (Emmison 1983: 663). 

15  During excavations in the area in the 1850s R.C. Neville 
(later Lord Braybrooke) came upon a system of cavities 
in fields in the vicinity of Chapel Green (also on 
the clay/chalk boundary where it crosses a dry 
valley). Roman sherds and tesserae were found in 
'black earth' several feet below the field surface, 
and the cavities, which seemed 'to have been cut 
out of the chalk', extended for some distance at 5 
ft below the surface, and were large enough for a 
man to crawl through (Neville, Diaries, March 1853). 
Neville did not speculate on any possible natural 
origin for these cavities, but it seems likely that 
they were formed by underground water-flow, as 
is suggested for Bradley's Hole in the text above 
(see for example Sparks 1972: 193). I am indebted 
to Roland Randall for suggesting this explanation. 

16  Reaney (1935: 530) and Smith (1956, pt H: 136). For 
another 'Speech-hill', in Hertfordshire, see Meaney 
(1994: 80). 

17  Also called Augey in the above Survey, and Argers in 
an Estate Plan of 1824 (Trin. Coll. Camb., Muniment 
162). The name is unexplained. The present small 
plantation at the southeast corner is 'Argers' or 
'Archers' on OS maps. 

18  Part of Heath Field is still 'Common Heath' in a survey 
of Grange Farm in 1719.  The Inclosure map of 1810 
gives a clear outline of the pre-Inclosure extent of 
Heath Field and the Common Heath (CUL Maps 
bb 53(1)93.52-6). 

19  Identified in Inquisitio Comitatus Cantabridgiensis (see 
VCH 1967: 411). 

20  Trin. Coil. Camb. Survey of Arable of the South Field, 
1730, Muniment 93, p. 57; and Estate Plan, 1824, 
Muniment 162. 

21  In 1 545 a 10-acre piece of land in Awgey at the border 
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of Strethall is said to tithe to Strethall, and another 
small piece on the boundary belongs to the parsonage 
of Strethall. But if there had been a transfer of 
the whole 84 acres it might be expected to be 
documented in the Ely archives, and in the various 
Calendars of Rolls from the twelfth century. No 
such evidence exists in the printed Rolls series, 
which suggests that there were no transfers during 
or after the twelfth century. Neither has any evidence 
come to light in the Ely archives, but since not all 
these archives are easily available, the possibility 
that some documentation of transfer will be found 
cannot actually be ruled out. 

22  CU Air Photographs NG 31-32, BLS 8-9, BHN 26-8, 
and survey of the M 11 corridor. 

23  Camb.SMR CM 04417 and CU Air Photographs BLS 
10-11. Photographs BHN 21-25 clearly show soil-
marks of strip fields on both sides of the Ickleton/ 
Strethall boundary. 

24  CU Air Photographs BL 74. A former attribution to 
the Roman period, and reference to a stone coffin 
(OS 6 inch map, 1881), has been withdrawn in 
the latest SMR notes, and a conjectured BA attribution 
substituted (Camb.SMR CM 04216). There is no 
specific reference to the barrow in the Catalogue 
of the Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology, even though many finds from the 
Ickleton Roman Villa to the northeast are located 
in that Museum. 

25  The earliest evidence for Elmdon is the Inclosure map 
of 1824/5, when the area south ofAwgey was still 
cultivated in strips (ERO D/DQy 33, 34). 

26  Cambs.SMR CM 04202 
27  Gelling (personal communication) suggests that Stapylles 

could be from a surname and so is unreliable. 
28  See Maps 1 and 3, and the map in Fox (1923: 144). 
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