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A Review of Palaeolithic finds from Southern Cambridgeshire 

Tim Reynolds 

The British Isles have been occupied for at least 
500,000 years (Roberts 1986), during which time sub-
stantial environmental changes have taken place. 
These environmental changes have been sequenced 
and plotted, and both compared and correlated with 
Continental evidence. As a result of the development 
of research into these environmental changes several 
different terminologies have been applied to the 
Pleistocene sequence. In this paper stages will follow 
the sequence put forward by Mitchell et al. (1973) and 
Sparks & West (1972), which runs as follows: 

Name. 	 Climate. 	Date (Years BP) 
Flandrian 	 Warm 	12 000-Present 
Devensian 	 Cold 	 105-12000 
Ipswichian 	 Warm 	130-105000 
Woistonian Complex Cold/Warm 360-130000 
Hoxnian 	 Warm 	425-360000 
Anglian 	 Cold 	 440-425000 
Cromerian Complex Warm/Cold 525-440000 

Dating for the sequence remains tentative, as prob- 
lems with obtaining dates and correlations are many. 
The above sequence is based upon type sites from ter- 
restrial locations whilst the fullest record is provided 
by oxygen isotope studies of deep sea core materials 
(Shackleton and Opdyke 1973). Many difficulties exist 
in attempting correlations and this issue will be re- 
turned to later. 

Geology 

The geology of the Cambridge area has been studied 
for a long time (Marr 1919,1926; Seeley 1866; Worssam 
and Taylor 1969) and the gravels found along the river 
valleys are well known. The long history of interest in 
the Cam gravels means that much of the following ac-
count is based on the Cam rather than the Ouse but ter-
race deposits from one system map into the other 
(Edmonds and Dinham 1965). The Pleistocene land-
scape was very different from that of the present day in 
the form of its drainage systems, valley formations and 
topography. Areas now drained by the Thames system 
were once drained around the Chilterns and through 
the Cam-Ouse area to combine with a greater Rhine 
river system running across what is now occupied by 

the North Sea. The Thames system separated from 
that of the Ouse as(a result of the Anglian ice sheet 
blocking the Vale of St Albans (Gibbard 1985; Wymer 
1991) and through river capture. The basis for the pre-
sent river system was laid down after at least two cold 
phases, the Anglian and the Wolstonian, had passed 
across the region. All the existing Pleistocene terrace 
deposits of the Ouse in Cambridgeshire are believed to 
post-date the Wolstonian, but the patchy distribution 
of boulder clay on uplands derives from both the 
Lowestoft Till of Anglian age and the Gipping Till of 
Wolstonian date. The earliest deposit of interest to this 
paper is that of the Observatory gravels which lie on a 
ridge between the Observatory and Girton village 
near Cambridge. These gravels are not, in fact, river 
gravels of present Cam-Ouse system but result from 
glacial outwash dating to the end of the Wolstonian. In 
them, Acheulean tools (handaxes and flake scrapers) 
have been found at the Travellers Rest pit to the west 
of Huntingdon Road, Cambridge (Burkitt 1931a and b; 
Marr 1919). These materials set the scene for the river 
terrace finds in demonstrating a pre-Ipswichian 
Acheulean presence in the area. 

A total of four terraces have been identified within 
the Cam-Ouse system (Edmonds & Dinham 1965; 
Gallois 1988; Worssam & Taylor 1969) between 
Bedford and Ely, being successively younger as terrace 
height decreases. The fourth terrace, mapped at 
Longstanton, is tentatively dated to the Ipswichian but 
has not produced any floral or faunal remains to sup-
port such a date. The third terrace, by way of contrast, 
has produced a considerable amount of evidence and 
is much more widely distributed. The terrace is partic-
ularly well studied at Histon Road in Cambridge 
where pollen shows a sequence from interglacial zone 
f, which is mixed oak forest, through g (forest domi-
nated by hornbeam) to h and i (forests with pine and 
then birch in significant numbers). This sequence 
shows a move from optimum interglacial conditions 
such as the mixed oak forest, to a cooler climate dom-
inated by conifers. Freshwater marls at the same site 
yielded mollusc assemblages which confirmed this 
pattern of environmental change (Sparks and West 
1959). 
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A gravel deposit at Barrington in Cambridge is 
recorded as Third Terrace and produced Hippopotamus 
remains along with other species which indicate a 
warm climate, whilst at Barnwell in Cambridge, Third 
Terrace gravels produced the mollusc Corbicula flumi-
nalis which today lives in Syria and the Nile (this 
species also occurred at Histon Road). The Third 
Terrace lies between 64 and 40 feet above ordnance 
datum in the Huntingdonshire Ouse valley. 

The Second Terrace has been studied at a site in 
Sidgwick Avenue, Cambridge, where well-drained 
calcareous soils were present in a variety of marsh and 
shallow water conditions. This terrace surface was 
built up as a series of constantly shifting braided 
channels crossed it. It is attributed to early glacial 
(Devensian) times although the presence of Corbicula 
fluminalis at Milton Road, Cambridge might suggest a 
late Ipswichian date. The Second Terrace lies between 
33 and 16 feet above ordnance datum but grades into 
the First Terrace at c. 16 feet. In terms of mapping, the 
Geological Survey often group the First and Second 
Terraces together. Where the First Terrace can be sep-
arated from the Second, it lies between 10 and 16 feet 
above datum. The terrace has yielded Arctic flora and 
cold climate mollusc, insect and mammal faunas at a 
pit near Barnwell, Cambridge. Patterns of earlier 
drainage channels within the existing Cam-Ouse sys-
tem can occasionally be plotted and a good example 
of this may be seen in Worssam and Taylor (1969:90) 
for the area north of Cambridge. 

In summary, four terraces are known, intermittent-
ly present, with the highest (fourth) present and 
mapped only near Longstanton whilst the remaining 
three are more widespread. Dating evidence for the 
Fourth Terrace is lacking but the Third Terrace is well 
placed within the central and later part of an 
Interglacial. The Second Terrace is sometimes difficult 
to separate from the First Terrace and dates to either 
the end of an Interglacial or the start of an early 
glacial. The First Terrace is the last in the sequence and 
has biological indicators of glacial conditions 

Archaeological Discoveries 

The first find from the Ouse was at Biddenham, near 
Bedford in April 1861, whilst the first find from the 
Cam came from Barnwell in 1862. The Barnwell find 
was particularly interesting in introducing a new 
component, a worked elephant rib-bone, to the cul-
tural assemblage. After these finds, antiquarians were 
drawn to the Cam-Ouse terraces and a series of isolat-
ed finds reported (Browne 1974; Burkitt 1931a & b, 
1945; Coote 1948; Garood 1929, 1933; Griffith 1879; 
Hughes 1884; Marr 1909; Reid Moir 1923; Smith 1915; 
Wright 1886). All these finds had more or less the 
same pattern, handaxes (and more rarely, scrapers) 
from gravel pits, mostly from spoilheaps. Finds in situ 
were then, as now, very rare. The handaxes recovered 
were a variety of shapes, bout coupe' and ovates being 
the most common forms, whilst edge conditions var-
ied from sharp to very abraded and rolled. This pat-
tern of occasional and isolated finds remains to the 

present day but there are occasionally larger numbers 
of pieces found. Of particular note are the collections 
of materials from Little Paxton, St Neots and St Ives 
(Broad 1989; Paterson & Tebbutt 1947; Roe 1968a; 
Tebbutt 1927). Once again these collections are not 
huge and do not all derive from a single site (for each 
parish) but there is a clear pattern. to the material re-
covered. The materials so far collected comprise a 
Levallois-using late Acheulean complex which is 
dominated by the production of bout coupe' and ovate 
handaxes. The frequency of handaxes has been exag -
gerated by the selective action of collectors, for hun-
dreds of such tools have been recovered. Other 
handaxe forms present include triangular, amyg-
daloid and ficron types. Most of the axes seen by the 
author have been made on large flakes rather than 
cobbles, and exploitation of the terrace gravels them-
selves is likely to have provided some of the used raw 
materials but with use of fresh chalk flint predominat-
ing for manufacture of the ovates and bout coupe 
bifaces. Occasionally handaxes occur which retain 
some cortex, usually on the butt or platform end. 
Where this occurs the cortex is worn and hard, no soft 
fresh chalky cortex remains. 

Coupled to this biface production is use of 
Levallois technique. Typical tortoise cores occur at 
Fenstanton, St Ives and Little Paxton (Roe 1981). The 
Levallois flakes produced include both oval and elon-
gate (blade-like) forms with platform preparation. A 
classic Baker's Hole type Levallois flake has been re-
covered from above a peat at Somersham, albeit with 
retouch along one edge. Flakes and flake tools are rel-
atively rare, probably as a result of collector bias, but 
the usual Acheulean tool forms occur: a variety of 
scrapers on flakes (including transverse forms), notch-
es and denticulates. There are few pointed forms in 
the flake component, and occasional blades, a low fre-
quency element, are significant. 

Edge conditions of the material are very variable, 
with some very fresh material and even possible refits 
present in some Paxton collections, whilst from the 
same pit came rolled and abraded pieces. Patination 
states vary from the orange-browns of ferruginous 
gravels to cream and white. 

At the time of Roe's Gazetteer (1968a) of Lower and 
Middle Palaeolithic sites a total of over 100 handaxe 
yielding sites were known in Cambridgeshire alone. 
This number has been increased through chance finds 
during gravel extraction and during archaeological 
investigations of unrelated sites (Macaulay 1994; 
Roberts 1995), although excavations of Palaeolithic 
sites are still lacking. At the time of writing (1998) 
there are 115 provenanced Palaeolithic finds and 65 
unprovenanced finds in Cambridgeshire. An impor-
tant collection of material, handaxes, cores and flakes 
was discovered during 1993-4 at Fen Drayton and 
Bluntisham which has been placed in the Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology, University of 
Cambridge, whilst an assemblage of faunal remains, 
including mammoth, bovids, cervids and lion was 
also recovered during this time from a gravel quarry 
at St Ives. Other mammoth remains have been found 
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at Earith and Somersham. Also in Somersham, gravel 
extraction has revealed a basal peat and worked ma-
terial included handaxes, flake tools and flakes. 

All the Cam-Ouse terraces except the Fourth 
Terrace have produced archaeological materials, and 
well-preserved faunal remains also occur. It is clear 
that archaeologists are currently missing a significant 
amount of potential information whilst gravel extrac-
tion continues unmonitored. It is unfortunate that this 
material has not been synthesised earlier as a substan-
tial amount of gravel extraction has taken place un-
monitored while sharp and fresh conditioned 
artefacts have been occasionally collected. Studies of 
associations between artefacts, and between artefacts, 
fauna and environment, are potentially the most valu-
able contributions the River Great Ouse can make to 
archaeology. It would seem that the materials collect-
ed so far span the Ipswichian—Devensian periods, on 
the basis of floral and faunal correlations which 
would put the material in the date range of 
130,000-101000 BP. Given the typology and technology 
of the artefacts, dates of between 130,000 and 
40,000 BP are acceptable. The First and Second Terrace 
handaxes are dominated by bout coupe' forms whilst 
the Third Terrace has greater variety of handaxe 
forms. The variety of forms in the Third Terrace is 
matched by the earliest evidence in the region so far 
from the Traveller's Rest Pit. This pattern is presently 
obscure because of collection bias and the difficulty in 
associating any isolated finds with specific terrace de-
posits but if it can be demonstrated more effectively, a 
significant pattern in the typological sequence would 
be established. Presently, comparable material occurs 
on the Continent spanning the same period but there 
the bout coupe" handaxe has been taken as a type fossil 
of the Mousterian of Acheulean Tradition, a late form 
of Mousterian generally dated to between 60,000 and 
40,000 BP. If the tentative pattern suggested above can 
be established for Ouse valley handaxe forms these 
comparisons may become more effective. 

There are, however, problems in correlating arte-
facts with the deposits in which they are found. This 
is particularly the case for the collected material 
which has no clear association with individual de-
posits within terrace formations. These problems are 
compounded by the reworking of terrace gravels dur-
ing their deposition and subsequently by periglacial 
action, as described by Wymer (1992). It should be 
noted, however, that fine-grained, high-resolution de-
posits do occur within the Ouse terrace formations, 
that fresh edged materials and well preserved fauna 
also derive from these sediments and so the research 
potential of these deposits for Palaeolithic archaeolo-
gy is high. However, based upon observations made 
over the last three years, it is clear that the bulk of 
fresh material and fauna derives from the lowest 
0.30m of the 1st/2nd Terrace deposits, immediately 
above the interface with the Jurassic clays. The impor-
tant issue is to recognise such deposits when they are 
exposed during the extraction process and to be in a 
position to mobilise appropriate resources quickly to 
gain the most information possible. 

It is clear that the Cam-Ouse system in 
Cambridgeshire has yielded substantial numbers of 
artefacts dating between 130,000 and 40,000 BP. At 
present no whole, in situ assemblages have been 
recovered and associating cultural material with 
environmental data remains to be effectively accom-
plished. There is sufficient evidence, however, to sug-
gest that, subject to monitoring, it is only a matter of 
time until mineral extraction impacts upon an in situ 
Palaeolithic campsite. This would be highly signifi-
cant because it would provide a pivotal study around 
which re-examination of previous finds could be 
based. It would also enable the associations of lithics 
and fauna to be examined and thereby inform upon 
the economy of the hominids. Such a find could addi-
tionally provide a means of obtaining firmer dates for 
the deposits and so enhance our current understand-
ing of the sequence. It would also provide materials 
which could be compared with the Continental evi-
dence and so identify local, from more general, adap-
tations. Additionally, it is important to re-examine the 
dating of the terraces and the materials themselves for 
the bout coupe' is a late (60,000-40,000 BP) type fossil on 
the Continent but appears to be earlier in the Cam-
Ouse system. Is this correct? 

The question arises here as to how material is dated 
to the Ipswichian. At the time of the cited studies at 
Histon Road, Cambridge, and the dating of the Great 
Ouse/Cam terraces, dates were calculated using ter-
restrial correlations. This is problematic because the 
terrestrial sequence is often truncated by erosional 
events. Since the terraces were dated, deep sea core 
research has produced a continuous sequence of 
016:18 ratios which are a direct reflection of the 
amount of ice present at any time and thence climatic 
conditions. This continuous sequence has shown that 
there is another warm period (oxygen isotope stage 3) 
between the Flandrian and the Ipswichian (which is 
stage 5) (Bowen et al. 1989). Could it be that the Cam-
Ouse terrace system dates, not to stage 5, but to stage 
3? If the latter view is correct then the typological pat-
tern of the Cam-Ouse artefacts would be a better fit to 
those of the Continent. This issue requires further 
work. 
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