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This volume is dedicated to Susan Oosthuizen, 
Secretary of Cambridge Antiquarian Society, 1996-2000 

Editorial 

After publication this Spring of the long-awaited report on the excavations of Roman Cambridge the Society is now 
able to issue its Proceedings within the correct calendar year, and as some celebration of this (and to have some 
respite from the Romans) we are pleased to have a themed volume, this time on the sort of landscape studies for 
which Cambridgeshire has become well known. In light of this subject and the contribution she herself has made 
to it (including co-authorship of one article printed here), this volume is dedicated to Sue Oosthuizen, who has just 
retired as our very hard-working Secretary after four quite difficult years. 

As usual, this year saw a full programme of lectures and outings, and we also enjoyed the launch of Roman 
Cambridge and an exhibition by the University Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology on the same theme. As 
has also become customary, we organised two very different conferences. In November, the Fulbourn Conference, 
hosted by the County Council's Archaeological Field Unit, was a round-up of excavations that had taken place in 
the previous year, though the scale of work is now so great this now has to be quite selective (which is all the more 
reason why the Field Work section in this Proceedings is such an important contribution: it is the only source for 
those needing to know what is happening each year). As customary, most of the talks were given by those who had 
excavated the sites, a daunting task for many giving their first public lecture but enabling a lively appraisal of evi-
dence that was still almost literally spattered with mud. The Spring conference is usually more traditional and this 
year followed our landscape theme. Entitled 'Two thousand years of Fen and Upland' and organised by Sue 
Oosthuizen it included a keynote speech from Harold Fox and talks by Oliver Rackham and David Hall on ancient 
woodland, fens and fields, topics which they have made so very much their own. 

President's Address 

A new millennium brings home the fact that CAS is overdue for some changes and new initiatives. In Spring 1997 
Sue Oosthuizen wrote a letter to all members entitled "A Call to Arms". This action was in response to a decline in 
the level of heritage services from local authorities to which CAS and the general public had become accustomed. 
A very supportive response was given by members, which has succeeded in helping reverse this trend. Further 
issues have developed since then, however, in provision of expertise and facilities within both local authorities and 
the University, such as a reduction in research space at the Cambridgeshire Collection and a threatened closure of 
the Committee for Aerial Photography, to which CAS strongly objected. At present we are concerned about the way 
in which public consultation has been eroded and how interested parties such as CAS can become involved in 
ensuring, for example, that a proper record of archaeology is made prior to its destruction by development, and that 
such work is undertaken to the highest possible quality within an intellectual process which helps answer research 
questions. To tackle emerging areas of alarm CAS approved a Heritage Policy in 1998, and a strategy to deliver that 
policy has been adopted. 

Membership is another area which we are concerned about. All societies need to attract new and younger mem-
bers and so a number of initiatives are under way. A web page will be produced to publicize the society, and to keep 
people up to date with events and information. We hope to run workshops on specific topics so that areas of cur-
rent research can be discussed in detail, and to have some meetings in other towns to provide better opportunities 
for those members who live outside Cambridge and cannot easily come to the evening lecture programme. I would 
also like to encourage active fieldwork so that some investigation is pursued that is not tied to the needs of devel-
opment. Opportunities for amateur involvement in archaeology have become all too rare over the past decade and 
a lead from CAS in this area might help to encourage fresh membership, as well as giving a chance for many cur-
rent members to get more involved. There are many ways in which we can give CAS added dimensions and with 
those I have suggested here I hope that we will see the Society continuing to flourish in the years to come. 

Tim Malim 



Field systems in southwest Cambridgeshire: 
Abington Pigotts, Litlington and the Mile Ditches 

Mary Hesse 

The research described here arose from the Southwest 
Cambridgeshire Project initiated by Cambridge University 
Board of Continuing Education and Anglia Polytechnic 
University, in connection with their Centre for Regional 
Studies. The Project is working on the history and archaeol -
ogy of four southwest Cambridgeshire parishes: Abington 
Pigotts, Litlington, and Steeple and Guilden Morden, with 
the aim of reconstructing the long-term development of 
this corner of Cambridgeshire as an example of social and 
economic organisation of the landscape. 1  Early maps and 
surveys, together with air photographs, suggest a pattern of 
long sinuousfield boundaries running north to south across 
these parishes, terminating in the south on the Icknield 
Way. Susan Qosthuizen has suggested that similar patterns 
in other parts of west Cambridgeshire may be prehistoric 
landscapes which have survived into the medieval field 
systems. 2  

There are many prehistoric relics in the parishes of 
Abington Pigotts and Litlington, most notably the 
Mile Ditches in the south of Litlington, whose origins and 
functions are obscure but which appear to be of Iron Age or 
Roman date. The present paper attempts to reconstruct the 
medieval field boundaries of Abington Pigotts and 
Litlington, and to relate these to the Mile Ditches and other 
early remains. 

The Southwest Cambridgeshire Parishes and the 
1804 Map 

The four parishes of Abington Pigotts, Litlington, and 
Steeple and Guilden Morden lie in the foothills of the 
Chiltern scarp, extending from the Icknield Way 
(modern A505) in the south, to the River Cam or Rhee 
in the west and north. Three of the parish boundaries 
in the south are approximately parallel with the 
Roman road known as Ermine Street. The surface ge-
ology is roughly in four bands running from south-
west to northeast, parallel with the Icknield Way. The 
Way lies on white chalk, and successive bands of grey 
chalk, chalk marl and grey clay lie towards the north-
west (Fig. 1). 

Ashwell Street runs across the three southern 
parishes as a green lane parallel to the Icknield Way. 
There are several springs along its length, including 
Ruddery Spring west of Guilden Morden, Gatley End 
Spring in Steeple Morden, Sheen Head Spring in 

Litlington, and Bassingbourn Springs at half a kilome-
tre across the eastern Litlington boundary. Chardle (or 
Chardwell) Ditch arises from another spring in 
Litlington village. Water courses flow in a generally 
northeasterly direction towards the Cam and define 
many of the parish boundaries. 

The reconstruction of the field systems of Abington 
Pigotts and Litlington starts most conveniently from 
the Pigotts Estate Map of 1804, which includes both 
parishes and gives an almost complete set of field 
names at that time. There is a photograph of this map 
in Cambridge University Library3  taken from the orig-
inal in the possession of the De Courcy-Ireland family 
of Abington Pigotts. Figure 2 shows the two parishes 
with the areas of village settlement and closes marked 
as on the 1804 map, together with some of the princi-
pal field boundaries in each parish. In the 1930s 0 G S 
Crawford showed that soilmarks of north-south field 
headlands on air photographs were still visible to 
the south of Litlington, and that these corresponded 
exactly with field boundaries on the 1804 map- 4 

 

Two features stand out in Figs. 1 and 2. The first, in 
Fig. 2, is the generally sinuous south-north orientation 
of the field and settlement boundaries in Litlington, 
compared with their rectangular zigzag formation in 
Abington Pigotts. The second, in Fig. 1, is the odd ap-
pearance of the Abington Pigotts parish boundary, as 
if it had been intruded into the general north-south 
pattefn of its neighbours. The first contrast is easily ex-
plained by the fact that Abington Pigotts had an ex-
ceptionally early Enclosure Act, in 1770, whereas 
Litlington was not enclosed by Parliamentary Act 
until 1830. The 1804 estate map therefore shows field 
systems of very different types in the two parishes. 
There is no extant Parliamentary Enclosure Award or 
Map for Abington Pigotts, and we lack any detailed 
information about the shape of its pre-Enclosure field 
system. In Litlington the map shows that by 1804 there 
had already been much piecemeal enclosure around 
the village, and much artificial drainage north and 
south of the Abington/Litlington boundary. 

Explanation of the apparently anomalous shape of 
Abington Pigotts parish requires an investigation of its 
earlier history. The two parishes will first be discussed 
separately, and then consideration will be given to the 
question whether their early field systems may have 
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Figure 1. The Southwest Cambridgeshire parishes. 

had some common origin, in spite of 19th century ap-
pearances. 

Abington Pigotts: Topography and Early History 
Abington Pigotts (Figs. 2, 3) is a low-lying peninsula 
between Running Ditch in the west and north, and 
Cheney Water and Mill River in the south and east. 
The parish is almost completely surrounded by tribu-
taries of the Cam, with a very short 'watershed' at 
Bogs Gap in the southwest corner. The land slopes 
gently from above the 100 ft. contour in the southwest, 
to about 70 ft. in the northeast. Many of the water-
ways have been re-routed, and field drains abound. 
With the aid of such drainage Abington Pigotts could 
be described in 1630 as 'a champion town . . . well-
wooded, well-watered . . . very fertile'. It has also been 
called 'Abington in the Clay'. 5  An immediate expla-
nation of its anomalous shape may be its situation in 
low naturally boggy land surrounded by watercours-
es. It was perhaps a marginal area, originally exploit-
ed piecemeal from its neighbours' territories, and later 
amalgamated to form a separate entity. This sugges-
tion gains some support from what is known of the 
landholding from the mid 11th century. Although 

Abington Pigotts had an independent entry in 
Domesday Book6  and had its own parish church by 
1200, it was in fact closely connected with several of 
its neighbours during its early history (VCH VIII: 
9-10). Its principal manor before and after the 
Conquest was held by St Peter's Winchester, as part of 
an estate centred on Steeple Morden. This manor had 
its own chapel as a subsidiary to Steeple Morden 
church, with the probable Saxon dedication to St. 
Swithun. Tenants of the manor paid tithes to the 
Rector of Steeple Morden, who also admitted the 
chaplain of St Swithun's. All sacraments could take 
place there except burial, which was reserved to the 
mother church. The chapel seems to have ceased to 
operate by the 16th century. 

Other Domesday holdings also show how 
Abington Pigotts was related to its neighbours. Before 
1066 Earl Algar held one virgate which 'lay in [his] 
manor of Shingay' (DB 193b) and he also held two 
socmen in Abington. Another half-hide held by the 
King 'lay in the lands [the King's manor] of 
Litlington', which were formerly held by Earl Algar 
(DB 190a). From about 1300 to 1426 the whole of 
Abington was a dependent hamlet of Litlington, and 
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Figure 2. Abington Pigotts and Litlington (based 
on the 1804 Estate Map). 

thereafter it was held by the Pigott family as a single 
manor until the 19th century. 

The parish church of Abington Pigotts was proba-
bly founded by subtenants of the Scalars manor. This 
derived from the Domesday estates of Hardwin de 
Scalar, which were centred on Whaddon just to the 
east of Ermine Street (DB 191b, 196d, 198c). The 
church was finally united to that of Litlington in 1925. 

Evidence from Domesday Book therefore shows 
that, at the time of the Conquest, Abington was an 
amalgamation of subsidiary holdings of four of its im-
mediate neighbours. Is it possible that its later land 
area was once divided between some of them? It is no-
ticeable in Fig. 1 that, if a sinuous line is drawn from 
the Litlington/Steeple boundary to the boundary of 
Shingay in the north, so as to pass near Abington 
church, it goes through Abington settlement as shown 
on Fig. 2. The boundaries in the north of the settle-
ment are themselves parallel to the west and east 
boundaries of Litlington. Such a line would not only 
complete the semi-parallel east and west boundaries 
of Steeple Morden, but would produce a similar long 
parallel shape for Litlington and part of Shingay, with 
all three boundaries approximately at right-angles to 
the Cam. This suggestion is of course speculative and,  

since Abington was an independent entity in 
Domesday, any such arrangement must have been su-
perseded before 1066. We shall, however, see below 
from later sources that such a partition would have 
corresponded with the medieval division between the 
West and East Fields of Abington Pigotts. 

Medieval Abington 
Fig. 3 is reproduced from the Abington part of the 
1804 map, and includes most of the field names in that 
map. Earlier versions of these names, and others, are 
found in pre-Enclosure documents as far back as the 
Feet of Fines for 1202, and in glebe terriers dating from 
1600. Many of the fields not named on the map can 
be approximately located by surrounding information 
in these documents. 

The map shows that in 1804 the parish was divid-
ed from north to south by a reversed-L shaped belt of 
closes, with the village at the angle of the L and most 
of the closes surrounded by strips of woodland. Early 
13th century documents contain references to West 
and East Fields. By the time of Enclosure these Fields 
contained respectively 465 and 375 acres, divided by 
300 acres of 'ancient closes' (VCH, p. 7). 300 acres is 
about the extent of the wooded closes shown on the 
1804 map. Taking the acreage of the parish at its pre-
sent value of 1,237 acres these figures leave 97 acres of 
common pasture, probably comprised of the areas 
marked Common and Wendy Moor in 1804. 

In 1804 there is a clear distinction between the two 
halves of the parish. Most of the furlongs in the West 
Field are named, but in the East many have no names 
and others are simply 'Allotments'. Some of the 
names in the West Field appear in much earlier docli-
ments, so it is likely that there had already been piece-
meal enclosure of the west of the parish by the 18th 
century, perhaps with similar boundaries to those of 
1804. Most of the East Field, on the other hand, looks 
like the result of the 1770 Parliamentary Enclosure, 
when former boundaries were probably much altered. 
The topography of the east of the parish has clearly 
been affected by artificial drains along the field 
boundaries of 1804, most of which are still visible 
today. Even the southeast parish boundary on Mill 
River looks artificial on the map, although its course 
and depth as seen on the ground suggest that it is of 
considerable age. Several of the field and-road names 
of historical interest are discussed in the Appendix. 

There are significant clues in the documents about 
the large-scale organisation of Abington's medieval 
field system. According to VCH (p. 7) the East and 
West Fields were divided into doles and furlongs in 
the early 13th century, and in the 17th century each 
Field was divided into three parts: 

In West Field: Millhill Field, Church Field, and By 
Morden Field. 
In East Field: By Bassingbourn Fen Field, By 
Wendy Moor Field, and Spotmere Field. 

Fig. 4 shows the whereabouts of the six resulting 
fields as far as can be identified from documentary ev-
idence, together with some hypotheses about the lo-
cations of other missing names. Information is 
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Figure 5. Litlington:field names in 1804. 

unfortunately very scarce for the East Field, but some 
conclusions about its medieval topology can be 
drawn. For example, Wendy Moor was first men-
tioned in the Feet of Fines of 1202 (Reaney, 358),8  and 
was probably then an extensive common, later partly 
replaced by Wendy Moor Furlong (1615) and the 
open field called 'By Wendy Moor'. In 1804 it had 
been reduced to about 35 acres, a shadow of its former 
self. Spotmere, meaning 'place of a marsh', has disap-
peared from modern memory, but must be located in 
the mid-north of the parish, and oddly seems to have 
included (in 1635) part of White Butts on the west 
side of the closes. 

Apart from White Butts, however, the location of 
the field names confirms the north-south division of 
the early field system along the line of the later village 

settlement and closes. Returning to Figs. 1 and 
2, it is not possible to say that the field divi-
sions after Enclosure followed the sinuous par-
allel pattern of those in Litlington, although the 
line of old closes and the West-East Field divi-
sion may have done so. It may be that this di-
vision was a remnant of an older pattern, but 
that the fields in the west were straightened 
and reoriented at Enclosure. A few of their 1804 
names occur in the 1274 Calendar of Close Rolls, 
and the names of others suggest a pre-17th cen-
tury origin: Beihus (Bellows Hill), Brirebalk 
(Brier Bush?), West Longland (Long field?), 
Melne (Mill) Dole, Snyte (Snipes) Furlong, 
and Stanebreg (Stoneybridge). All these names 
can be located in the West Field in 1804, but it 
is unlikely that their field boundaries had per-
sisted unchanged from the medieval field sys-
tem. 

Litlington: Topography and Early History 
Litlington (Figs. 2,5) lies between Icknield Way 
in the south and Mill River in the north, and 
between Steeple Morden on the west and 
Bassingbourn on the east, where the boundary 
is nearly parallel to Ermine Street. All field 
names in the Figure are taken from the 1804 
map. The village lies towards the north of its 
parish. It is sited just south of a division be-
tween what, in 1804, were open fields with re-
maining strip cultivation to the south, and an 
apparently early enclosed area of small fields 
similar to those in Abington Pigotts further 
north. This northern part shares with Abington 
poor natural drainage with much re-routing of 
water courses. 

Chardle Ditch originates near the church 
and flows north into the Mill River drainage 
system. Cadlow Brook rises at Sheen (or 
Shoney) Head Spring and flows north and 
east to join the same system near Bassingbourn 
Springs. Cadlow Brook surrounds a quadrant- 
shaped area which is shown on the SMR map 
to have a number of ring and linear cropmarks, 
with the significantly named Wimblo Furlong 
to the east (wim - OE 'meadow', 'pasture', 

Ekwall, 511),9  thus 'meadow or pasture with a bar-
row'. This complex may be related to the northern end 
of the Mile Ditches, which extend south to a field of 
barrows on Therfield Heath (see below). The whole 
area of Wimblo Furlong would repay archaeological 
investigation. . Another 'low' name occurs in Limlow 
Hill, which rises to 200 ft. south of Ashwell Street. At 
its summit there was a large burial mound, now de-
stroyed, and Iron Age and Roman finds have been 
made in the vicinity. Yet another 'low' in Litlington is 
quoted by Reaney (p. 57) from a 1339 deed: Twymelowe 
(= 'two barrows'), but is so far unlocated. 

Ashwell Street runs west to east across the middle 
of the parish, passing close to Sheen Head Spring and 
bordering Wimblo Furlong. Its present straight course 
is post-Enclosure. In 1804 it is shown as a curvilinear 
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Figure 6. Litlington: Crawford's Headlands and the Mile 
Ditches. 

track, and this 1804 course is probably pre-Roman. 
Ashwell Street is likely to be one of the 'Icknield' 
droveways along the edge of the Chiltern scarp, 
which are roughly parallel to the modern 'Icknield 
Way' or A505. 

To the north of Ashwell Street, in Hunting Field, a 
wealthy Roman villa was excavated in the 19th centu-
ry, and an important Roman cemetery was found in 
1821 adjacent to the Street in the field known as 
Heavens Walls. 'Walls' may have derived from the 
wall, stone chamber and coffin which were found at 
the cemetery site, remains of which were visible be-
fore the excavation. 10  

Medieval Litlington 
Since its Enclosure was late, Litlington is historically 
much better served with pre-Enclosure information 
than is Abington Pigotts. The 1804 map has much de-
tail about the open fields that were situated on rela-
tively dry chalk land in the south of the parish. The 
headlands between Ashwell Street and Icknield Way 
that are shown on Crawford's air photographs coin-
cide in all cases with headlands on the 1804 map, and 
this map also shows many remaining strips oriented 
west to east in the long north-south furlongs. It can 
reasonably be assumed that this pattern of furlongs 
is medieval if not earlier. Figure 6 picks out the north-
south headlands as detected by air photography, and 
shows the strip directions throughout the field 

system. Further information about the fields is 
given in an immediate pre-Enclosure map of 1828 
and there are many other early sources, including 
documents in the British Library, Cambridge Record 
Office and Cambridge Colleges. 7  Some of the early 
names recorded in these documents are discussed in 
the Appendix. There is a brief account derived from 
these sources in VCH (p.59), where it is stated that 
more than 18 of the 25 field names recorded at 
Enclosure are traceable to the 14th century, with the 
rest recorded by 1650. 
During the 14th century there were two large open 

fields divided north and south by Ashwell Street, 
but these seem to have been gradually superseded 
by East and West Fields divided by 'the way past 
Limlow Hill', so that the East Field contained one- 
third of the parish. If this proportion as stated in 
VCH is correct, the division probably passed 
Limlow Hill either by the headlands of Constant 
Stump and Sheen Head Ways, or along High 
Middle Path (Figs. 5, 6), going in both cases to 
Sheen Head Spring, and then along the 'way from 
Abington to Sheen Head' (mentioned in 1654), that 
is, across Green Ditch Furlong and thence to the 
bridge at Down Hall Manor ('The Bury'). The VCH 
states that by 1701 West Field had been divided into 
two, with Middle Field taking in the furlongs 
around the village closes. This division probably 
went along Clunch Pit Way and to the west of the 
village. By the time of Enclosure the three Fields 
were called Morden, Middle and Bassingbourn. 
There is evidence of a continuation of the semi-par- 

allel field pattern into Steeple Morden (shown in 
Fig. 7). This is suggested by open field divisions in the 
south of Steeple Morden, derived from a Vicarage 
Terrier of 1783 together with the Enclosure Award of 
1817.11 There were at least three major divisions into 
Church, Middle and Litlington Fields, and another 
one possible across Middle Field. Reaney (p. 63) 
points out that an early track appears to run through 
Middle Field from north to south, from Gatley End to 
Gatleyway Farm which is south of Icknield Way. The 
track would pass a tumulus near the Way, probably 
the Catdelowe mentioned in the Hundred Rolls of 1275, 
from which 'Gatley' may have been named. Fig. 7 is 
based on a reconstruction (VCH, p. 104) of land uses 
in about 1750 in the southwest Cambridgeshire 
parishes, to which have been added the main field di-
visions in Litlington and Steeple Morden. 

The Mile Ditches 

Can the origins of the semi-regular field pattern in this 
region be carried back before the Middle Ages? Susan 
Oosthuizen has suggested that in the west of 
Cambridgeshire there are patterns of prehistoric land-
scapes that have survived reorganisation through the 
Roman and Anglo-Saxon periods into the medieval 
field systems, and that the long reeve-like fields in 
southwest Cambridgeshire may be an example of 
this. 12  A possible clue to the study of this suggestion 
lies in the fortunate presence of an Iron Age or early 
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Figure 7. Land uses andfield boundaries in 
Abington, Litlington and the Mordens (based on a 
c. 1750 reconstruction, VCH 8, 104). 

Roman relic in the south of Litlington known as the 
Mile Ditches. This shows up as the soilmarks of three 
parallel ditches running north from a barrow complex 
on the Chiltern scarp at Therfield Heath, across the 
Icknield Way and into Litlington. In 1868 parts of the 
system were reported by J Beldam to be visible as 
triple ditches about 5 ft deep, with four flanking banks 
about 5 ft high. 13  In the right conditions they still 
show up as dark marks on the Heath and across fields 
immediately to the north. 

The Ditches can also be traced on air pho-
tographs14  as far as the eastern slope of Limlow Hill 
(Fig. 6), but their destination after that is uncertain. 
They have been said to end at Bassingbourn Springs, 
but the general northerly direction of the soilmarks as 
seen on air photographs makes this doubtful and the 
only evidence for an end point in Bassingbourn is ap-
parently the report by Beldam in 1868. He states that 
substantial ditches and banks had earlier been seen by 
Dr Webb, the Master of Clare Hall (now College), and 
Rector of Litlington, who lived in the village and died 
in 1856.15  However, by 1868 Beldam reported that all 
sign of the Ditches in Bassingbourn had vanished. 
Nor is there any sign of them on the pre-Enclosure 
maps or surveys of southeast Litlington so far studied. 
It seems likely that they had been ploughed out long 
before the 19th century, and possibly even by the time 
the open fields were established. If any earthworks  

were visible in Dr Webb's time they were probably on 
Therfield Heath or Heath Furlong rather than further 
north. They were not ploughed out on Therfield 
Heath until the Second World War. 

The direction of the Ditches, as known from air 
photographs, is roughly parallel to the series of four 
Cambridgeshire dykes, from Devil's Dyke in the 
northeast to Bran (or Heydon) Ditch in the southwest. 
All of these cut across the Icknield Way, and run from 
the scarp in the south to fenny land or springs in the 
north. The Mile Ditches are not however part of this 
system: for most of their length they are triple rather 
than single ditches, and they are much narrower and 
shallower, more straggling and roughly cut. There is 
evidence that they are of Iron Age date (below), 
whereas the Cambridgeshire dykes are now known to 
be early Anglo-Saxon (at least in their extant form). 16  

Crawford's air photographs apparently showed no 
trace of the Ditches, but by combining his map with 
the SMR photographs the Ditches can be seen to coin-
cide briefly with the headland called Constant Stump 
or Sheen Head Way, before both make a detour round 
Limlow Hill (Fig. 6). There they part company, and the 
headland makes for Sheen Head Spring near Ashwell 
Street. The direction of the Ditches does not seem to 
take them towards this spring, and the awkward 
angle at which the two features meet further south 
shows that, at least at that point, the Ditches are not 
part of the north-south pattern of field divisions. 
Further north however it may be Sheen Head Way 
that is not part of the headland pattern, as its course 
seems to be dictated both by Limlow Hill and by its 
northern terminus at Sheen Head Spring. It is possible 
that here the Mile Ditches did once form a headland 
east of the furlong called Short Rawland. The 1804 
map does however seem to show conclusively that 
further south the Ditches were not part of the head-
land system. The air photographs show them cutting 
across part of the open fields called Bramstone Hill 
and Churchiand Furlong where they were cut by 
strips still identifiable in 1804. Since their banks were 
not used to provide headlands in these furlongs, they 
must-already  have been destroyed when strip cultiva-
tion began there. 

An excavation to determine the relative dates of the 
headland and the Ditches at the short stretch where 
they appear to coincide would be very informative. 
Meanwhile the only recent excavation of a section of 
the Ditches was carried out in 1978, immediately to 
the north of the present A505, when its dual carriage-
way was being constructed. 17  The excavation was 
therefore in the area of the former Heath Furlong, 
where the remains of the Ditches might be expected to 
be less disturbed than in the area of medieval open 
fields further north. Gill Burleigh reported that the 
Ditches were found to be up to 1.2m deep and 3.5m 
wide, and the maximum distance from the western to 
eastern edges of the banks was 22m. Finds of pottery 
and coins showed that the ditches had silted up at 
least from the early Roman period. The only evidence 
of earlier dating was a horse's jaw-bone in the western 
ditch, to which a radiocarbon date of the 2nd century 
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BC was given. 18  This indicates that at least one ditch 
was then open at this point, but it implies little about 
the date of the whole Ditch system. In his 1868 paper 
Beldam had reported that the Ditches terminated on 
either side of the Icknield Way, which then appeared 
as 'a space of solid chalk of about 16 or 18 ft. in width, 
over which the ancient road undoubtedly passed'. He 
took this to suggest that the Way was earlier than 
the Ditches, a conclusion which, as Crawford 19  
remarked, was not well supported by the evidence. 
Unfortunately the conjecture could not be confirmed 
or disproved by the 1978 excavation. 

Evidence for dating thus remains indirect and in-
conclusive. Many similar stretches of triple and other 
multiple ditches are now known, particularly further 
west along the Icknield Way in Hertfordshire and 
Bedfordshire. Some of these cut the Way, as if their 
function were to control movement along it, and some 
run parallel to it. Only a few excavations have taken 
place, but these together with air photographs have 
shown that some of these ditches are pre-Roman. In 
particular, Dray's Ditches north of Luton were exca-
vated in 1961. James Dyer20  reported triple ditches 
along three sides of a square alongside the Icknield 
Way, which were found to overlie a Bronze Age 
boundary ditch. There was evidence of a triple pal-
isade between two of the ditches. The date of this sys-
tem may be early Iron Age. Dyer suggested that 
Dray's Ditches and other examples along the Icknield 
Way are Iron Age territorial boundaries. The Mile 
Ditches may be related to these sites, and may also 
have had the function of a boundary. They are too 
slight to have formed a defensive structure as the 
Cambridgeshire dykes seem to have done, but may 
have been part of a comparatively local early field sys-
tem. At their southeastern end they do not seem to fol-
low the general trend of the headlands of the 1804 
map, so here the headland system looks as though it 
had a later origin. It is still possible, however, that the 
parallel headlands to the west of Limlow Hill may 
originate at the same time as the Ditches, and that 
these may form an ancient field-system with the 
Ditches as an eastern land boundary. 

A ritual function for the Ditches has also been sug -
gested. Their southern end is close to a large concen-
tration of barrows on Therfield Heath, and a route 
from water-source to cemetery might well be thought 
to have ritual significance. It is therefore important to 
discover whether the northern end of the Ditches is in 
fact related to another or other of the springs near 
Ashwell Street. If the course of the Ditches as shown 
on the SMR map is continued to the north it arrives 
at Wimblo Furlong, the site (9463 on the SMR map) 
already noted as containing linear east-west ditches, 
ring ditches and enclosure remains. This site is well-
watered, lying within the curve of Cadlow Brook 
which rises at Sheen Head Spring. So although the 
Ditches do not seem to originate at the Spring, per-
haps this prehistoric site is where their north end 
should be looked for. 

Conclusion 

Evidence for the age of the parallel headland system 
in south Litlington remains inconclusive. It is certain-
ly medieval since the sources for pre-Enclosure field 
names in Litlington show that many of the boundaries 
of the 1804 map were the boundaries of the medieval 
open fields and possibly of some of the early enclo-
sures further north. The pattern of parallels seems to 
extend beyond the south of Litlington into Steeple 
Morden, and even into the settlement and early closes 
of Abington Pigotts. It is also significantly parallel to 
Ermine Street, and neighbouring parish boundaries 
follow it except where they are determined by rivers 
and streams. 

To the south of Icknield Way, on Therfield and 
Kelshall Heaths, there is a large complex of remains 
dating from the Neolithic to Roman periods. Among 
these, the Mile Ditches have been shown to be early 
Roman at latest. Where they extend into Litlington, 
their general direction is consistent with the parallel 
headland pattern, but their relation to one of the head-
lands shows that they must have been ploughed out 
before strip cultivation began in that area. The possi-
bility remains, however, that headlands further west 
were part of a field system bounded by the Ditches be-
fore the development of the medieval open fields. 
Excavation to determine the northern destination of 
the Ditches would be of great interest. 

Appendix 

Some early field names in Abington Pigotts 
Bellows Hill was Beihus in 1635, probably derived from bel 

which was dialect for 'hill', and hus (OE 'house', Ekwall, 
see 'Belchalwell' p. 36a; and p.  259a). The hill is a slight 
eminence above 100 ft. to the northwest of the church, 
where important artefacts were found during coprolite 
digging, indicating Iron Age and Roman settlement. 

Carways Way is mentioned in 1615 (probably derived from 
car = ON 'marsh'). From abutments given, this seems to 
be the track (still a footpath) leading from Steeple 
Morden to Boggs in the southwest of Abington and 
across to the village. Road Field was probably a late di-
vision of Middle Field, and is now cut by Carways Way. 

Gunters Way (1615, 1635) can be placed near Church Field, 
and is probably the present road south of the Church 
which previously forked from Carways Way at Bibles 
Grove. The continuation of Gunters Way across West 
Field is probably Ridgeway (1635) near a track still 
found along a slight ridge towards Wendy Moor, with 
Ridgeway Furlong to the south. 

Malting Close abuts Ridgehills Grove, where there are ex-
tensive earthworks buried in the wood, possibly the re-
mains of industrial activity. There are drainage ditches 
and the Down Hall mill race in the vicinity, connecting 
Cheney Water to Mill River. 

Marditch (1274) is identified by Reaney (p. 15) with Running 
Ditch. The Ditch forms the boundary between Abington 
and Steeple Morden in the west, but in the north it flows 
through Shingay, leaving a portion of that parish (about 
170 acres) looking like an incursion into Abington. Was 
this once part of Abington? In 1274 Marditch Furlong 
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(Mardyhfurlong) in Abington is said to contain one acre 
near the Hospital of Shingay (the Preceptory of the 
Knights Hospitaller in Shingay). The site of the Hospital, 
still surrounded by a wide moat, is about half a kilome-
tre from the possible former parish boundary along 
Running Ditch, but over 1km from the nearest point of 
the present boundary. Perhaps Marditch Furlong was 
immediately south of Running Ditch, and was separated 
from Abington after 1274. 

Stoney Bridge was Stanebreg Furlong in 1274; there is still a 
bridge here across Cheney Water. 

Old Plowed Close, one of the closes north of the Church, 
may be the Eldefeld Furlong of 1274, which is said to be in 
Fransermanerlond (Trenchmansland'). This suggests very 
early enclosure of land in this vicinity, perhaps under 
Norman ownership. 

Triplow Ditch, mentioned in 1635, is in the Field by 
Bassingbourn Fen, perhaps near a barrow. Like several of 
the other '-low' elements that occur in names further 
south in Litlington, this is in a damp low-lying area. 

Some early Field Names in Litlington 
Casmole, Cursmole or Cursinire Common, described in 1656 

as 'sward ground', is identified by VCH (p. 59) with 
Christenmal ('crucifix'). White Cross Furlong is unlocat-
ed, but is said in 1656 to abut on Casmole. There was 
probably an early perambulation cross here, where 
Chardle Ditch met the Litlington/Bassingbourn bound-
ary at the southern edge of the fen. The cross may have 
marked the northernmost point of the defined boundary. 

Heath Furlong is named in 1656, and also called 'Common 
Field Land'. Only its margins seem to have been laid in 
arable strips before Enclosure. Its boundary with the 
open fields is called Heath Joint in 1828. 

Mead and Fen Ducanum are 'Long and Short Ducknam 
Furlong' in 1656, but in 1782 revert to their more schol-
arly ducanum = Latin 'ditch'. 

Scuttons Hill is variously called 'Scuttles' (1656) and 
'Skuton' (1782). Scyttels (OE) means 'bar' or 'bolt', and 
perhaps indicates an early enclosure (Ekwall, 421b). 

Short and Long Mill Fields are mentioned in 1656, and pre-
sumably refer to the 'Litlington Mill' on the road be-
tween the two Mill Fields, shown on the first edition OS 
map (No. XLVII, 1805) to have been just across the 
Bassingbourn boundary. 
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