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An excavation at Station Quarry, Steeple Morden, 
Cambridgeshire 

Laura Piper and Andrew Norton 

Oxford Archaeology carried out a field investigation at 
Station Quarry, Steeple Morden on behalf of OMYA UK 
Ltd. The investigation revealed a hollow way dated to the 
late Saxon or medieval period, and the foundations of two 
buildings of the same date. Post-medieval ditches and a 
modern posthole were also recorded. 

The site 

From September to November 2007 Oxford 
Archaeology carried out fieldwalking and a strip, 
map, and sample investigation at Station Quarry, 
Steeple Morden (NGR TL 307 393), on behalf of 
OMYA UK Ltd. The site lay to the east of Ashwell and 
Morden Station and was bounded by a chalk quarry 
to the west, the railway to the south and fields to the 
north and east. The site was 4.1ha in area (Fig. 1). An 
evaluation was subsequently undertaken in an adja-
cent field to the east (OA 2008a). 

The site lay on a north-west facing slope with a 
knoll at the south-eastern end. The land sloped from 
c. 80m OD in the south to c. 71m OD in the north. The 
underlying geology is recorded as Cretaceous Middle 
Chalk. The overlying topsoil and subsoil deposits had 
a total depth of 0.3m to 0.5m. 

Fieldwork 

A total of eight transects were walked at 20m inter-
vals, parallel to the areas western boundary, produc-
ing a few post-medieval finds. Excavation produced 
earlier material, the earliest of which was twenty 
sherds of Roman pottery recovered residually from 
post-Roman features. As might be expected the as-
semblage was in poor condition, but it was reasonably 
coherent, largely spanning the period AD 170/80 to 
250. Hadham grey ware and Nene Valley white ware 
were present along with probable Colchester-sourced 
black-burnished ware dishes. Locally-produced sandy 
grey wares and black-surfaced wares were consistent 
with this dating. A South Gaulish Samian ware frag- 

ment was exceptional, belonging to the early Roman 
period. 

A NE-SW aligned hollow-way (179), already identi-
fied by aerial photography (CgMs 2002), was recorded 
towards the northern end of the site (Fig. 2). The hol-
low-way was up to 7.4m wide and 0.9m deep, and had 
a wide flat base and gently-sloping sides. It terminated 
near the western limit of the site, but extended beyond 
the site's eastern boundary. Pottery recovered from 
the hollow-way's base fills included two sherds of 
shelly ware dating to the tenth to thirteenth century. 
A fill from a later deposit contained similar pottery, 
as well as an iron whittle-tang knife blade, which was 
probably early medieval in date (Fig. 3). Modern finds 
were collected from a plough soil that had slumped 
into the top of the hollow-way, but overall a medieval 
date for the sequence of deposition is preferred. The 
terminal of a ditch linear feature (192) on the same 
alignment as 179 was recorded, and may be a continu-
ation of the hollow-way. The terminal was 8.8m long, 
3.9m wide and up to 0.05m deep. No dating evidence 
was recovered. An environmental sample from the 
feature contained a range of snails consistent with dry 
open grassland. 

Two parallel trenches (124), orientated NE-SW and 
3.7m apart, were uncovered immediately south of the 
hollow-way. Both were straight-sided and flat-bot-
tomed, measuring up to 0.78m wide and 0.46m deep. 
The southernmost trench was 4.8m long; the north-
ern trench was originally as long, but appears to have 
been extended by the same length again. Two sherds 
of tenth to thirteenth century shelly ware were recov-
ered from the southern trench. Like those from the 
hollow-way, snails recovered from the trench pointed 
to an open environment, although a burrowing spe-
cies was also represented. A smaller pair of trenches 
(155) was identified further south. These were orien-
tated NW-SE and set 3m apart. The southern trench 
measured 3.3m long, 0.4m wide and up to 0.18m deep; 
the northern trench had been more heavily truncated 
by ploughing and measured 2.9m long, 0.38m wide 
and 0.09m deep. An environmental sample produced 
a similar range of snail species. 
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Figure 1. Site location. 

A narrow NE—SW aligned ditch (193) extended 
21m beyond the western limit of excavation, termi-
nating within the investigation area. It was 0.9m wide 
and up to 0.1m deep. No dating was recovered from 
the ditch, but it was cut by the bedding trench for a 
modern hedge line. Foundation 194 was a shallow 
rectangular feature, c. 8m long, 1.7m wide and up to 
0.22m deep. Some 65 sherds of post-medieval pot-
tery were recovered from it, as well as animal bone, 
modern window and bottle glass, and metal. The fea-
ture was also cut by the hedge line and eight wooden 
stakes (not shown). The stakes were well preserved, 
indicative of a twentieth century date, but did not 
define an obvious structure. The hedge line (187) ex-
tended along the western boundary of the site. It was 
410m long, 0.58m wide and up to 0.1m deep. Pit 137 
was filled with a loose, dark reddish-brown clay-silt,  

not dissimilar to the topsoil and probably of modern 
date. 

Discussion 

The finds collected during fieldwalking were all post-
medieval in date and most likely a product of ma-
nuring. The excavation demonstrated that despite a 
number of nearby Bronze Age barrows there was no 
evidence for prehistoric activity on the site. The snails 
from the hollow-way and the tree holes indicate that 
the site was heavily wooded before the late Saxon and 
early medieval periods. The hollow-way is likely to 
have undergone its initial silting in the late Saxon/ 
early medieval period, and it could have been main-
tamed as a functioning trackway and land boundary 
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Figure 2. Site plan. 
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Figure 3. Medieval whittle tang knife blade. 
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over many centuries. In the subsequent evaluation 
(OA 2008a), wheel ruts c. 1.5m apart were recorded 
at the base of the feature. Early maps show that some 
prehistoric field boundaries, which underlie Roman 
roads, remained in use throughout the Anglo-Saxon, 
medieval and even early modern periods (Williamson 
1993, fig. 2.1). The termini of ditches 179 and 192 (if 
associated) allowed access through the hollow-way. 
The two pairs of parallel trenches are likely to have 
contained building foundations. The snails recovered 
from the trenches support this view. Unlike the snails 
from the hollow-way, the list of species included 
those that favoured shade, including that provided 
by a building. A similar trench was also revealed in 
the 2008 evaluation (OA 2008a) 

There is no further evidence for human activ -
ity until the post-medieval period. This is consistent 
with previous research (OA 2005), which shows that 
the area was kept as heathland up till the early nine-
teenth century. The modern foundation trench (194) 
is of uncertain function but may have been associated 
with World War II activity in the area. 
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