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A morphological analysis of Ickleton, Cambridgeshire: 
an admission of defeat 

Christopher Taylor 

The difficulties for historians in using morphological 
analysis to understand the origins and growth of nucle-
ated villages is examined using the example of one south 
Cambridgeshire village, Ickleton. 

Introduction 

The morphological analysis of rural settlements, that 
is the study of the arrangements of streets, lanes, 
greens and so on, of hamlets and villages, in order to 
understand their origins and growth, is perhaps one 
of the oldest and certainly one of the best known tech-
niques of local history. Generations of historians, ar-
chaeologists and geographers have pored over maps 
and aerial photographs, walked streets and lanes and 
examined walls and hedges in order to understand 
what villages and hamlets might have looked like 
originally and how they developed. The results of 
such work have ranged from the academically sound, 
but simplistic, such as the study of the 'green' villages 
of County Durham (Thorpe 1951) to the terrifyingly 
complex and mind-blowing examination of the vil-
lage plans of Northern England (Roberts 2008). 

Here, in our county too, there has been a long tradi-
tion of village plan analysis, ranging again from the 
simplistic (Fox 1923, 311) via the arcane (Yorke 1911) 
to the highly complicated (Taylor 1983, 158, 218). This 
tradition has included the work of professional histo-
rians and institutional scholars and that of local his-
tory groups (Oosthuizen 1997; RCHME 1968 passim; 
VCH 2002 passim; Fulbourn Hist Soc 2006); and the 
results of extensive and limited modern excavations 
(Mortimer 2000; Cessford 2005,134; Lewis 2005; 2007) 
as well as field surveys (Taylor 1996). All this has been 
of great value and has advanced the understanding 
of the origins and development of villages in both 
Cambridgeshire and elsewhere (Taylor 1983 passim). 
However, not all scholars have been convinced of 
the validity of either the methodology or the results 
of morphological analysis and certainly the present 
writer expressed his doubts many years ago in an un-
compromising paper on the landscape of Whittlesford  

(Taylor 1989; Lewis 2007). Nevertheless, both he 
and others have continued to examine the layout of 
Cambridgeshire villages and to draw interesting con-
clusions from them (Taylor 2002; 2006; Oosthuizen 
2002), mainly because there is no satisfactory alterna-
tive method beyond total excavation. 

There are two difficulties in using morphological 
analysis as a way of understanding village origins 
and growth. The first is the dynamic nature of villages 
themselves that through time results in the obscuring 
or the total destruction of early layouts, and indeed of 
the evidence of subsequent changes. Early students of 
villages tended to assume that, on the whole, village 
plans were static, and thus reflected ancient arrange-
ments (Hoskins 1955,48-54). Research over the last 30 
years or so has indicated that, although some villages 
altered very little over time, many, perhaps the ma-
jority, were constantly changing (Taylor 1983, 151-74; 
Page & Jones 2007). 

The second difficulty is the lack of direct documen-
tation about both the origins of and the changes in 
settlement form. The best documentation that does 
exist is maps but these are almost all post-medieval in 
date. The written details of alterations or clearances 
are also rarely earlier than late medieval times. While 
both of these forms are useful in identifying relatively 
recent changes and sometimes enabling the situation 
in medieval times to be postulated, they do little to 
explain with any certainty the origins of villages or 
their early appearance. Even the most basic documen-
tation that might help understanding does not ap-
pear until the twelfth century. Thus in most cases any 
explanations rely at best on careful retrogressive 
analysis or, at worst, on hopeful guesswork (Roberts 
1993; 2008; Bourne 2002). Over much of England, and 
this includes Cambridgeshire, the study of village 
morphology is really the study of settlement prehis-
tory: it is the analysis and interpretation of the present 
or recent physical arrangements of a settlement with-
out any certain supporting historical evidence. Even 
evidence from excavation, when it is available, is usu-
ally small-scale relative to the settlement size, and 
open to differing interpretations. This paper is the 
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examination of one, seemingly simple, Cambridgeshire 
village, presented as a specific example of the prob-
lems laid out in general terms above. 

Ickleton, the simple explanation 
The village of Ickleton lies against the southern 
boundary of Cambridgeshire in the valley of the 
River Cam (Fig. 1). It is situated on the south-western 
side of the river between 30m and 35m OD, mainly 
on Middle Chalk, except at its extreme north-eastern 
end where it extends on to River Gravels. The south-
west end of the village once lay across the courses of 
two small north-east-flowing streams that rise at the 
heads of chalk valleys some 6km to the south-west. 
Subsequently they have been much altered and they 
now join north of the village. The resulting brook con-
tinues north-eastwards along its northern edge to the 
River Cam (Fig. 2). 

At first sight Ickleton has a simple plan (Fig. 3). 
Most of the village lies on both sides of the main 
north-east to south-west Abbey Street. At its north-
eastern end Abbey Street divides into three separate 
routes. One, Frog Street, turns sharply south-east and 
after a short distance leaves the village and continues 
towards Great Chesterford and Littlebury in Essex. 
The other two routes, Butcher Hill and Church Street, 
curve round the two sides of a low knoll, so forming 
an irregular oval enclosure within which is situated 
the parish church. On the north-eastern side of this 
enclosure Mill Lane extends a short distance to the 
edge of the river, now continuing across it only as a 
footpath. Further north, another road, Brookhampton 
Street, runs north-westwards for 500m before turning 
north-east and crossing the river to Hinxton. 
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Despite the complications of Frog Street, 
Brookhampton Street and the central 'enclosure the 
apparently simple layout of a long main street stands 
out on both maps and on the ground. This simplic-
ity is reinforced by the very similar plans of almost 
all of the neighbouring villages along the River 
Cam (Fig. 1). These include Little Shelford, Great 
Shelford, Whittlesford, Sawston, and Pampisford in 
Cambridgeshire and Little Chesterford in Essex, all 
of which have, or had, single main streets arranged 
at right angles to the river (Taylor 1971; 1989; 2002; 
2006; 2008). In addition, Duxford in Cambridgeshire 
and Littlebury in Essex both have two parallel main 
streets at right angles to the river (Brown & Taylor 1978, 
69-71). Villages lying along the River Granta further 
north-east, Great and Little Abington, Hildersham, 
part of Linton and probably Babraham, also have or 
had similar plans (Brown & Taylor 1995, 96-8). 

This repetitive plan form once encouraged the 
present writer to seek an overall explanation for 
it (Taylor 1973, 106-8). The clue was seen to be the 
Icknield Way. Today the name in Cambridgeshire 
is given to various roads and green lanes that can 
be traced for long distances from the area around 
Royston to beyond Newmarket and to connect with 
similar routeways that appeared to link the ancient 
Ridgeway of Wiltshire and Berkshire with Norfolk. 
It was assumed that, perhaps in prehistoric times, 
the Icknield Way through our county comprised not 
one track but many intersecting unfenced routeways 
across the chalklands (Fox 1923,145; Reaney 1943, 25). 
From this it followed that when these multiple tracks 
reached the valleys of the Rivers Cam and Granta, 
groups of them joined together into a single track and 
crossed the rivers at fords. After crossing the river 
the track divided again into a number of routeways. 
In later centuries the expansion of arable farming led 
to these multiple tracks being formalised and fixed 
running between the fields; and when in Saxon times 
villages were established they tended to be sited at 
the fords across the rivers, their main streets being 
aligned along the approaching Icknield Way track. 
Further, their very names often reveal their position. 
Thus the reasons for the shape of Whittlesford, Great 
and Little Shelford, Great and Little Chesterford and 
others seemed obvious and therefore so did that of 
Ickleton. Indeed Ickleton was a particularly good ex-
ample of this type of village (Fig. 2). The two roads 
approaching the main street from the south-west, 
despite having been much altered by the enclosure 
of the medieval open fields, could be seen as two 
separate routes of the Icknield Way. Both could be 
traced from the Royston area, the northern one being 
the green lane from Royston to Chrishall Grange and 
thence to Ickleton, the southern one running from 
the south of Royston through Heydon and Elmdon 
to Ickleton. East of the River Cam the footpath from 

Figure 1. Ickleton: Location 
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Figure 2. Ickleton parish. 

the north-east end of the village led to Stump Cross 
where it joined the Roman road running north-east 
from Great Chesterford. The first element of the name 
of the village too seemed to be related to the Icknield 
Way, despite received wisdom failing to explain the 
origin of Icknield, the certainty that Ickleton means 
'the dwelling of a person called Icel' and the fact that 
Ickleton does not have a common root with Icknield 
(Reaney 1943, 24-25, 94; Ekwall 1960, 261; VCH 1978, 
230 fn. 16). A third possible branch of the Icknield 
Way seems to have run along the north-western side 
of the parish, crossing the River Cam to the north of 
the village. 

In this way the layout of Ickleton, and indeed 
that of most of its neighbours, was explained in the 
early 1970s. And the next attempt to understand the 
Ickleton plan by the VCH followed and developed 
these ideas (1978, 230-1). Mill Lane was identified as 
the earliest part of the village, situated close to where 
the Icknield Way crossed the River Cam. This settle-
ment then expanded south-westwards along Church 
Street and Abbey Street which became the main thor-
oughfare, and then south-east along Frog Street and 
north-west along Brookhampton Street. The habita-
tive name given to Brookhampton Street, together 
with the same name being applied to the general area, 
specific closes, the river crossing and the road to the 
north of it, led the VCH to suggest that a separate 
settlement of that name may have existed there once 
(Fig. 2). It was, however, admitted that 'no documen-
tary evidence of such a settlement had been found' 
(VCH 1978, 231). 

The present author developed this idea subse-
quently with students in various lectures and field 
visits. He suggested that this former settlement had 
lain on the south-west to north-east road leading to 
the river-crossing to Hinxton and along its exten- 

sion south-westwards, now a lane and footpath. He 
proposed that this routeway was yet another branch 
of the Icknield Way approaching the river and along 
which a settlement called Brookhampton had grown 
up. Thus Brookhampton Street in Ickleton was the 
street that led to Brookhampton while Brookhampton 
itself was a separate and now deserted settlement 
(Fig. 2). This theory of two settlements, Ickleton and 
Brookhampton, lying side by side on two branches of 
the Icknield Way, was supported by similar layouts 
nearby. At Duxford to the north, two parallel streets, 
St John's and St Peter's, each with a medieval church, 
run down to former fords across the river while to 
the south at Littlebury in Essex, Walden Road and 
Church Street do the same. So, by the late 1970s, the 
origin and plan of Ickleton was not only seemingly 
understood but, with parallels in a number of places, 
fitted neatly into the local landscape. 

The development of problems 
As happened with Whittlesford (Taylor 1989) this 
convincing explanation of Ickleton soon began to fall 
apart. This was not because of any work on Ickleton 
itself, for there was none, but as a result of research 
into the origins and development of English villages 
as a whole that took place in the last thirty years of 
the twentieth century (Taylor 1983; Lewis et al. 1997; 
Jones & Page 2006). Amongst the many advances 
in the understanding of rural settlements that took 
place in those decades a number stand out as affect-
ing the interpretation of Ickleton. 

One was the work through excavation, field-walk-
ing and on place-names that changed the perception 
of historians as to the date of the beginning of English 
villages. Until the 1970s it was generally assumed that 
the majority of these had been established in the fifth 
or sixth centuries AD by incoming Anglo-Saxons. 
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The new work gradually demonstrated a much more 
complicated history whereby the pattern of rural 
settlement, particularly in the Midlands and east-
ern England, in immediate post-Roman times was 
a dispersed one comprising mainly farmsteads and 
hamlets, many of which moved about in a very un-
stable way (Hall & Martin 1979; Shaw 1993). By the 
eighth century villages had begun to appear but it 
was not until the tenth or eleventh centuries—and 
sometimes later—that the majority of villages final-
ly acquired plans that still can be dimly recognised 
today. Some of these, the so-called polyfocal villages, 
originated from the coalescence of early Anglo-Saxon 
farmsteads or hamlets (Taylor 1977). Others seem to 
have developed as a result of unregulated expansion. 
And many, perhaps the majority of villages, were 
given regular layouts as a result of late Anglo-Saxon 
and later planning (Taylor 1994). This last type of 
deliberately created village, together with similarly 
planned additions to existing settlements contin-
ued perhaps until as late as the thirteenth century 
(Jones & Page 2006, 1-15; Lewis et al. 1997 esp. 202-6). 
Other research revealed that villages once established 
could expand, contract, be completely deserted and 
even move about over time (Taylor 1983,151-74). They 
could also change their name, sometimes more than 
once (Taylor 1967, 84-8). Yet, not all of these village 
studies have resulted in universal agreement. Many 
important issues regarding the origins and develop-
ment of rural settlements are far from being resolved. 
Among the major uncertainties is the part played by 
lords in creating and developing villages as opposed 
to that played by the community as a whole (Lewis et 
al. 1997,204-213; Harvey 1989; Dyer 1985). 

All of this work in the understanding of villages 
has been taken on board by students of the history of 
Cambridgeshire villages. Evidence for the dispersed 
pattern of Saxon settlement has been found by exca-
vation in various places and its existence has been 
postulated at Pampisford and Hinxton (Malim 1993, 
38-9; Taylor 2002, 55-7; 2008, 132-3). Planning of vil-
lages or parts of villages has been recognised, poly 
focal villages identified, changes of name suggested, 
and shrinkage, movement and desertion all noted 
(Reaney 1943, 64; RCHME 1972, xxxiii, Bottisham 
(61-7), Fen Ditton (40), Swaff ham Bulbeck (81); 
Oosthuizen 2002, 60; Taylor 1971; 2006; 2008; Lewis 
2005; 2007). At the same time the problems of date 
and creators have all been discussed (Taylor 2002, 
56-7; Oosthuizen 2002, 58-60). In view of this, and 
much more, the reader will understand why there is a 
problem with Ickleton, the morphology of which can 
be apparently replicated and explained by reference 
to examples all over the county and beyond. In fact 
Ickleton is far more complicated in plan than appears 
at first sight, and the explanation accepted hitherto is 
far too simplistic. 

Ickleton: the plan 

Ickleton has seven clearly identifiable parts, each of 
which demands a description and analysis before 
any attempt to produce an overall explanation can 
begin. This requires both a ground examination and 
the use of the only detailed early maps of the village 
that exist, the pre-Enclosure and Enclosure maps of 
1810 and the first edition OS 6-inch plan of 1886 (CR0 
Q/Rdc 20; Q/Rd z 7; 05 1886). 

Abbey Street 
Abbey Street now incorporates two of the separate 
parts of the village that originally must have been 
two end-on, regular two-row settlement blocks. It ex-
tends from a north-to-south road in the south-west 
to a point where it divides into Church Street and 
Butcher Hill that surrounds the roughly circular en-
closure containing the parish church (Figs 3 and 4). 
Although much altered along the northern side, its 
south side is well defined by a back lane that, two 
thirds of its way from the south-western end, dog-
legs outwards by some lOm. Part of the northern 
boundary was almost certainly the altered course of 
the south-western of the united streams noted above, 
flowing north-east. This stream probably once flowed 
across the line of the south-western part of Abbey 
Street but was later moved north to form the north-
ern boundary of the street when the settlement block 
was created. Further north-east its course has been 
completely altered by the construction of ponds and 
watercourses of eighteenth and nineteenth-century 
landscaping there (VCH 1978, 234). However, it is pos-
sible that an existing ditch, 60m long on the southern 
side of the landscaped area and running in the same 
direction as the modified stream to the south-west, 
but on a slightly more northerly alignment, may mark 
the original northern boundary of the north-eastern 
end of Abbey Street. 

The point at which this change in alignment occurs 
is at almost the same place north of the street as the 
dog-leg in the back lane is on the south. This suggests 
that, as already noted, Abbey Street is made up of two 
separate parts. The first, and presumably the earlier, 
comprised the 200m long straight north-eastern end, 
set within a regular envelope and extending south-
west from the Butcher Hill/Church Street divide. On 
the south side, properties 60m long extended to the 
back lane. On the north the properties, perhaps 60m 
to 70m long extended to the stream. The second, and 
probably later, extension comprises the rest of Abbey 
Street, here slightly curved and bisecting a truncated 
wedge-shaped envelope. The properties within this 
envelope were about SUm long at the north-eastern 
end, extending to perhaps 140m at the south-west. 
Although it is not absolutely certain, it is possible 
that this section of Abbey Street was laid out over 
pre-existing arable fields. At least one property north 
of the street and another on the south have curved 
boundaries, usually an indication that they are fol-
lowing former open-field strips. 
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Figure 3. Ickleton village. 

This apparently planned extension of the presumed 
earlier regular block to the north-east has one impor-
tant relationship. At its south-western end its apparent 
northern boundary is also the former southern edge 
of the paddocks and outbuildings of Abbey Farm. 
This farm stands on the site of a priory of Benedictine 
Nuns that was founded between 1143 and 1148. It was 
always a small and poor house with never more than 
nine nuns recorded (VCH 1948, 223-6; Vincent 1999, 
924-5). Nothing is known of the layout or extent of 
the priory church or of the conventual buildings. 
However, if the location of stone coffins and coins, 
recorded by the OS on its large-scale plans, is accurate 
(OS 1886 and subsequent editions) the priory precinct 
extended to the presumed northern boundary of the 
wedge-shaped second stage of Abbey Street. Thus the 
diverted stream there was both the northern side of 
Abbey Street and the southern boundary of the pre-
cinct. From this it follows that the south-western part 
of Abbey Street could have been later than the mid 
twelfth-century precinct. 

On the other hand another, perhaps less satisfacto-
ry, interpretation is that the priory precinct originally 
covered a much larger area of land that extended as 
far as the northern edge of an unoccupied Abbey 
Street and that this part of the street was cut out of 
the earlier precinct and again laid out later. However 
the best explanation is that the south-western part of 

Abbey Street and the smaller priory precinct were 
contemporary and were planned as a single unit, 
presumably in the mid 1140s. The street was perhaps 
added to an existing settlement area to the north-east. 

The Church Enclosure 
The place where Abbey Street divides into Church 
Street and Butcher Hill forms the south-western 
end of a roughly oval area completely bounded by 
roads and with the parish church in its south-eastern 
corner (Figs 3 and 5). This is situated on a low but 
very prominent knoll, at 35m OD. From its summit 
most of the parish of Ickleton is visible as well as 
parts of Duxford, Elmdon, Littlebury, Hinxton and 
Chesterford parishes. 

Immediately south of the church and below the 
knoll, Church Street widens to form a small triangular 
green. From the western end of this green a curving 
footpath extends north-west between properties to 
meet Butcher Hill. The logical interpretation of this 
situation would be that, at an early period, the church 
stood at the southern end of a roughly D-shaped en-
closure, on the south and south-west of which was 
a large open green. Most of this green was subse-
quently built over, except for that section to the south 
of the church. Although the church and churchyard 
only occupy a small part of the presumed enclosure, 
certainly by the early sixteenth century the vicar of 
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Figure 4. Ickleton: Abbey Street and site of priory. 

Ickleton had a house and three acres of land next 
to the churchyard and thus presumably within the 
enclosure (VCH 1948, 224). The vicarage was subse-
quently moved to a site south of the green near the 
river (VCH 1978, 243). 

Until recent development, most of the northern 
half of the church enclosure was not built on. The 
loss to the understanding of the history of Ickleton, 
as a result of a lack of excavation before the construc-
tion of modern buildings there, cannot be over-em-
phasised. It is possible that the enclosure was either 
a prehistoric or Roman settlement or even an early 
religious site reused in later Anglo-Saxon times. In 
the latter case it could be an example of one of the so-
called curvilinear churchyards recognised, particu-
larly in south-west England, and there interpreted as 
perhaps of early Christian origin (Barker 1982; Hall 
2000, 277 and Appendix IV; Edwards & Lane 1992 
passim). Whatever the case, the prominent position of 
the knoll, its relationship to all the other parts of the 
village that lead from it, as well as the existence of the 
church within it would seem to mark this 'enclosure' 
as of special significance and perhaps the oldest part 
of the village plan. 

Further, although the church is not recorded until 
the fourteenth century (VCH 1978, 242), it was origi-
nally of some considerable size, of cruciform plan 
with a central tower, all of which dated from around 
1100 or a little before (Taylor & Taylor 1965, 330-2; 
VCH 1978, 244; Pevsner 1970, 411-12; Hicks 1997, 17,  

31, 205-6). Of particular interest is the fact that two 
piers in the arcades are re-used monolithic columns, 
probably from a Roman building. There is also much 
Roman material in the exterior walls. The source for 
all of this was either the Roman villa, excavated in 
the 1840s, to the south of the village, or, and perhaps 
more likely, the Roman town at Great Chesterford, 
only 1km away to the south-east (Fig. 2; Smith 1849). 

Oosthuizen (2001, 65) has postulated that Ickleton 
church was originally an Anglo-Saxon minster. Her 
reasons for suggesting this were that it was cruciform 
in plan, probably eleventh century in date, belonged 
to a large manor of almost 20 hides in Domesday 
Book and that the parish probably was originally 
part of the territorium of the Roman town at Great 
Chesterford, all indicators of an Anglo-Saxon minster 
church. Oosthuizen also pointed to the similarity in 
date and plan form of Hadstock church, Essex, which 
also lay within the territorium of Great Chesterford 
and certainly was a minster church. To these reasons 
may also be added the existence of the circular enclo-
sure within which Ickleton church lies and, perhaps 
less important, the large Roman villa at Hadstock 
that is situated north-east of that village on the banks 
of the River Granta (RCHME 1916, Hadstock (1) and 
(2); Bettley & Pevsner 2007, 438-40). It has also been 
suggested that the church was the priory church, 
the conventual buildings of which lay to its north 
(Radford 1967). However this is very doubtful and 
the traditional site of the priory at Abbey Farm is far 
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more likely. 
The roughly eight-shaped green that once existed 

south and south-west of the church enclosure may 
have been an original feature of that enclosure, al -
though it is much more likely that it was added later 
and was perhaps the site of the weekly market that 
was granted to the priory soon after its foundation in 
the mid-twelfth century and confirmed in 1222 and 
1227 (VCH 1978,241; Taylor 1982; Vincent 1999,924-5). 
Whether there once were properties on the south side 
of this green is uncertain but it is likely. Only three 
buildings are shown there on the Enclosure Map of 
1810 but the ground there is very uneven although 

Figure 5 (above). Ickleton: church enclosure. 
Below, Ickleton Church from the south-east. 

there are no earthworks to indicate definitely former 
habitation. Nor are any settlement remains visible on 
aerial photographs (RAF 1946). Two of the existing 
properties there have markedly curved boundaries, 
perhaps the only survivors of a row along the south-
ern side of the green. If so, these boundaries also sug -
gest that this area too was laid out over earlier fields. 

Frog Street 
This street runs south-east from the junction of Abbey 
Street and Church Street (Figs 3 and 6). Its nineteenth-
century arrangement of properties, until recently 
interspersed with empty plots, gave it a somewhat 
irregular appearance that belies other evidence that 
suggests that it too once may have been the main 
street of another regular two-row settlement block, 
and that originally it was added deliberately to the 
south side of the church enclosure in the same way as 
the north-eastern end of Abbey Street seems to have 
been to its south-western side. There are two reasons 
for suggesting this: first, that the rear ends of the 
neatly laid out properties on the south-western side 
of the street terminate against a continuous reversed-
S boundary that was a back lane in 1810. This lane 
was not parallel to Frog Street, but left it at an angle 
at its southern end producing a wedge-shaped line of 
crofts. At its north-western end the lane met the back 
lane on the south side of Abbey Street on to which the 
northernmost properties of Frog Street abutted. This 
indicates that Frog Street was laid out after the crea-
tion of the north-eastern end of Abbey Street. 

Whether there once was a regular row of proper-
ties on the north-eastern side of Frog Street is impos-
sible to say. The short row of seventeenth-century and 
earlier cottages at the southern end of the street might 
suggest this and in 1810 some buildings lay further 
north towards Church Street. Today, only some 
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Figure 6. Ickleton: Frog Street. 

uneven ground marks their site. The reversed-S curve 
of the western boundary of the Frog Street block pre-
sumably indicates that the adjacent properties were 
laid out over former open-field strips that were on a 
different alignment to the street. This would explain 
the wedge shape of the south-western properties. In 
addition, the 'old enclosures' south-west of the back 
lane were long, narrow curving strips in 1810, con-
firming the existence here of former open-field arable. 

Mill Lane 
Mill Lane is a straight length of street extending north-
eastwards from the east side of the church enclosure 
as far as the railway (Figs 3 and 7). It then continues 
across the river as a footpath. Until the nineteenth 
century this footpath was a road that crossed the 
river at a ford and ran on north-eastwards to join the 
main London to Newmarket road, once the Roman 
road running north-east from Great Chesterford. The 
river-crossing route was cut by the construction of 
the railway in 1845 and reduced to a footpath. At its 
south-western end Mill Lane meets the street on the 
eastern side of the church enclosure at a T-junction. 
But, if its alignment is projected across the enclosure, 
it could be suggested that it once had been a continua-
tion of Abbey Street and thus part of a major through-
route and earlier than the church enclosure. 

However, there are a number of features that 
make this unlikely. The first is the curious bend in 
the track/footpath beyond the railway where it turns 
sharply south-eastwards to reach the ford. This is an 
odd situation that already existed in 1810 and which 
could be interpreted as meaning that Mill Lane is not 
on the original alignment of a river-crossing route. 
A much better alignment would have been along the 
short length of lane that runs south-east from the cor-
ner of the green to the river and thence across the 
river and along its south-eastern side. 

Other evidence that casts doubt on the antiquity 
of Mill Lane is its straight nature and the lack of old 
properties on its southern side, most of which is taken 
up by the land of the adjacent Norman Hall, the site 
of a medieval manor house. Of possible significance 
is the fact that on large-scale OS plans (e.g. 1886) the 
property boundaries on the northern end of Mill Lane 
intersect with and overlap the south-eastern bound-
ary of Brookhampton Street. This relationship sug-
gests that the Mill Lane properties were laid out after 
those of Brookhampton Street, itself a medieval settle-
ment block. However, on the 1810 Enclosure Map this 
overlap is not shown and the two blocks abut against 
each other. This may mean that Brookhampton Street 
is later than Mill Lane. 

Brookhampton Street 
Brookhampton Street extends north-westwards from 
the north-eastern corner of the church enclosure (Figs 
3 and 7). It runs for some 500m before turning north-
east to cross the railway and the river to Hinxton, but 
only the south-eastern 250m has properties along it. 
These properties lie within a neat, roughly rectan-
gular "envelope' although none of the crofts now 
extend to its rear boundaries. This layout resembles 
a planned two-row settlement subsequently much 
altered. As already noted, modern map evidence 
suggests that the Brookhampton Street envelope is 
earlier than that of Mill Lane, although this is con-
tradicted by the early nineteenth-century Enclosure 
Map. However, as the south-western corner of the en-
velope abuts against the northern side of the church 
enclosure, Brookhampton Street must be later than 
this element of the village. Brookhampton Street is 
the only one of the separate parts of Ickleton that has 
a habitative place-name. The brook element is presum-
ably derived from the stream, already described, on 
the north side of Abbey Street. From there it flows 
north-east, crossing Brookhampton Street just to the 
north of the northern boundary of the envelope and 
then joining the River Cam just upstream of the cross-
ing to Hinxton. 

The name Brookhampton is usually said not to 
have been recorded until 1338 (Reaney 1943, 95). 
However, a mid twelfth-century charter, one of 12 
recently discovered, contains details of a grant of 
one hide of land at Brookhampton to Ickleton Priory 
by King Stephen (Vincent 1999, 924-5). This would 
place the origins of Brookhampton before that date. 
However, there is evidence on the ground that com-
plicates the picture. This is the fact that the two long 
external boundaries of the Brookhampton envelope 
have 'aratal' curves indicating that the whole settle-
ment was laid out over earlier open-field strips. The 
western, hedged boundary has a slightly reversed-
C curve while the eastern one, now a low earthwork 
scarp in pasture, has a reversed-S curve. Further, in 
1810, the Old Enclosures that lay adjacent and paral-
lel to the western boundary were long narrow closes, 
clearly once single open-field strips. Another long 
close next to the eastern boundary was formerly a 
strip lying between Brookhampton and the riverside 
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meadows. 
One last confusing feature of Brookhampton a!-

ready noted, is the possibility that there was once 
a separate medieval settlement to the north of 
Brookhampton Street, aligned along the present lane 
running south-west to north-east to the river cross-
ing to Hinxton. This settlement may have been an 
earlier Brookhampton, subsequently abandoned, to 
which much of the surviving medieval documenta-
tion may relate. This hypothesis is based partly on the 
fact that all of the sixteenth-century and later terriers 
refer to features there with the name Brookhampton. 
Thus the road running south-west from its alleged 
site around the present Old Cemetery, was called the 
'highway' from Brookhampton, while the fields north 
of the stream were known as Brookhampton Closes 
and the river crossing as Brookhampton Bridge (VCH 
1978, 231). Although, again as already noted, a former 
medieval settlement here would not be surprising, 
especially in view of parallels elsewhere, the h ypoth-
esis must be regarded as unproven at present. Most 
of the area of the supposed settlement is now perma-
nent pasture that prevents field walking. Only exca-
vation on the site could settle the matter. 

Ickleton: summary and analysis 

At the end of this description of the morphology 
of Ickleton, some seven separate blocks or units of 
settlement, together with the priory precinct, have 
been identified, and various dates and relationships 
ascribed to them (Fig. 8). In the centre is the church 
enclosure, probably Anglo-Saxon, perhaps Roman 
or even prehistoric in origin, but certainly in exist-
ence by 1100 by which time the church had been 
built within it. Attached to it to the south-west, and 

thus later, is the planned north-eastern part of Abbey 
Street. This street was possibly associated with a 
green—or market place even—and in that case mid 
twelfth-century in origin. Beyond, the regular, prob-
ably also planned, south-western extension of Abbey 
Street is presumably also mid twelfth-century and 
perhaps contemporary with the priory precinct that 
abuts its northern boundary. Frog Street too is later 
than the church enclosure but equally it is later than 
the north-eastern end of Abbey Street. Mill Lane is 
again later than the church enclosure but may be 
earlier than Brookhampton Street. On documentary 
evidence the latter appears to have been in existence 
before the middle of the twelfth century unless the 
references are to the possible separate settlement to 
the north-west of Brookhampton Street. 

This summary shows how complex is any attempt 
to establish the sequence of development of Ickleton 
village based on morphological analysis. The only 
fixed point is the church enclosure, apparently the 
earliest element and, whatever its original date, a 
possible contender for having been one part of a pos-
tulated Anglo-Saxon and earlier dispersed pattern of 
settlement within the parish. At present the limited 
fieldwork and excavation carried out at Ickleton have 
produced only hints of this dispersed pattern (Fig. 
2). Nothing is known from prehistoric times. For the 
Roman period there is only the villa south of the vil-
lage and close to the river (Smith 1849, 357-68; Fox 
1923, 183-4), a large settlement including buildings 
on the top of a ridge west of the village, another set-
tlement further west again that produced a hoard 
of pewter vessels and a third small occupation area 
just north of Ickieton (CHER 4212, 4228). A burial 
mound south-west of the village that contained a 
stone coffin may indicate the proximity of another 
Roman settlement (Liversidge 1977, 29). No Anglo- 
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Figure 6. Ickleton: settlement blocks and locations of late-medieval manor houses. 

Saxon occupation sites have been identified definitely 
although a possible one has been suggested in the 
south of the parish, adjoining the Littlebury bounda-
ry. There the field name Awgey, Augey, Argey or now 
Argers, recorded as Ealdan Gehaege (old enclosure) 
in a charter of Littlebury dated to before 1008, could 
refer to a former Anglo-Saxon site (Hesse 1994; 1996). 
Useful as this information is in suggesting that there 
may have been a change from an earlier dispersed 
pattern of settlement unrelated to the present nucleat-
ed village in Ickleton, it too fails to answer the funda-
mental questions as to the date, the creators and the 
later developments of that village. In theory there are 
two further sources of information that might help, 
population and tenure. These must now be examined. 

Ickleton: interpretation 

Population 
Medieval population statistics in England are notori-
ously defective, unreliable and difficult to interpret. 
Further, given that most of the development of the 
Ickleton village plan almost certainly had already 
taken place by the early thirteenth century, only the 
recorded population in 1086 in Domesday Book and 
the landholders listed in the 1279 Hundred Rolls are 
likely to be relevant. Even the valuable 1327 Subsidy 
has not survived for Ickleton and thus information 

about the population there is even more limited than 
usual. 

In 1086 the recorded population of Ickleton was 44, 
suggesting a total population of perhaps between 165 
and 200, or 40 to 50 households (Rumble 1981, 15.1, 
26.15). Such figures could mean a village very much 
smaller in area than it was by the early nineteenth 
century when the population was almost 500 in 1801 
and when its extent was no greater than it became in 
the early twentieth century (VCH 1978, 230; CR0 Q/ 
RDz; OS 1904). Thus it is possible that at least some 
of the planned extensions to the church enclosure did 
not exist in the late eleventh century. On the other 
hand it seems likely that Ickleton was more extensive 
than just the relatively small area that was the church 
enclosure at that time. 

By 1279 the number of tenants in the parish was 
115, probably representing a total population of some-
where between 450 and 580 or 100 to 120 households 
(Rot Hund 1817,585-9). Again, it may be worth com-
paring the 121 households and 493 people there in 
1801. The 1279 statistics would suggest that the whole 
village of Ickleton, with all of its extensions, existed 
by then. Yet it is always dangerous to make connec-
tions between numbers of people or households and 
the extent of a village. One only has to look at the 
later nineteenth-century census returns for Ickleton 
to appreciate the difficulties. The 493 people living 
there in 1801 had grown to 813 in 1851, yet the actual 
village experienced hardly any physical expansion 
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(VCH 1978, 230). At Ickleton, as elsewhere in England, 
such a large increase in population was accommo-
dated by the subdivision of existing houses and by 
the conversion of agricultural buildings to dwellings. 
Nevertheless it does seem that the apparently consid-
erable increase in the population of Ickleton between 
1086 and 1279 could have coincided with the laying 
out of at least some of the planned extensions to the 
village. But whether these extensions were purely the 
result of population growth that, after all, took place 
throughout England at this time, or whether there 
were more complex pressures and events involved 
requires further examination. 

Tenure 
The importance of the effect of tenure on the form of 
villages has been investigated by a number of histo-
rians. For example, the development of the concept of 
polyfocal villages was founded initially on the reali-
sation that in some cases the separate foci originally 
had been held by different medieval lords. That is, 
such villages were the result of having multi-mano-
rial tenure (Taylor 1977). Thus it would be of consid-
erable value if the various parts of Ickleton could be 
equated with the documented manors there. 

The first recorded holder of land in Ickleton is 
Elfhelm of Wratting, a thegn of King Edgar, who held 
a number of small estates all over East Anglia. On his 
death in 989 he left one hide of land in Ickleton to a 
kinsman, also called Elfhelm (Hart 1966,31,45-6,60). 
This land was probably later absorbed into the single 
large royal manor of 19 1/2 hides recorded in 1066 and 
that was subsequently given by William I to Eustace, 
the second count of Boulogne. By 1086 the same es-
tate belonged to Eustace's son, the third count Eustace 
(Rumble 1981, 15.1). On his death Ickleton passed to 
his daughter Matilda, who in 1125 married Stephen 
Count of Blois, later King Stephen. Ten years later, on 
Stephen's accession, Ickleton passed to the Crown. 
In 1141 Stephen granted Ickleton to Geoffrey de 
Mandeville, but it returned to Stephen on Geoffrey's 
downfall and death in 1143-4. Some time before 1148 
the manor was granted to Eufeme, second wife of 
Aubrey de Vere, second earl of Oxford. However, she 
died soon afterwards and by 1152 a large part of this 
Ickleton manor was held by Roger de Lacy. It is not 
clear how Roger obtained it, although he seems to 
have been a relative of Richard de Lacy, Justiciar to 
Henry II who may have been granted it along with 
other estates in Cambridgeshire and Essex by Stephen 
before 1152 (VCH 1978, 232; Taylor 2005, 140-1). 

It was precisely during this period of tenurial 
change that the large manor of Ickleton was broken 
up into a series of smaller holdings, most of which can 
be traced into the post-medieval period. The earliest of 
these subinfeudations seems to have been the founda-
tion of Ickleton Priory between 1143 and 1148, almost 
certainly (contra VCH 1978, 233) a joint enterprise by 
Aubrey de Vere or his wife and King Stephen (Vincent 
1999, 924-5). Its endowment at Ickleton seems to have 
comprised some 700 or so acres of land, perhaps six 
hides. Shortly before her death, in or soon after 1148, 

Eufeme de Vere granted a holding of perhaps PA 
hides to Colne Priory in Essex although the Priory 
sold it soon afterwards to the Valognes family. Before 
1199 a member of that family by marriage, Hamon 
Walter, granted it to the Premonstratensian Abbey of 
West Dereham in Norfolk that had been founded by 
two of Hamon's brothers in 1180. This holding later 
became known as Durhams manor. 

Roger de Lacy seems to have granted away at 
least two parts of the original Ickleton manor by 
1152. These were first a, perhaps two-hide, estate to 
the Hospital of Montmorillon in France, that became 
Valences manor, and second, another one-hide estate 
held by Ralph Brito by 1183. The latter later passed 
by marriage to a Robert Hovel and then, between 
1221 and 1251, was given to the Cistercian Abbey of 
Tilty in Essex. This became known as Hovels manor. 
Three other estates were granted away from the 
main Ickleton manor, probably by either Richard or 
Roger de Lacy. These were Brays manor, of at least 
one hide, in existence by 1199; a small 60-acre estate 
held by a member of the Multon family, subsequently 
Limburys manor, and a larger holding, later known 
as Caldrees manor, given to the Cistercian Abbey of 
Calder in Cumberland between 1200 and 1213 (VCH 
1905, 174; 1978, 232-7). 

Not all of the details of these grants are clearly re-
corded and the precise dates of some are uncertain. 
Nevertheless, it seems that between 1143 and 1200, 
and most probably in the 1140s and 1150s, most of 
the original eleventh-century manor of Ickleton had 
been broken up into no less than seven sub-manors 
or small holdings. That is, in the mid-twelfth century 
Ickleton changed from a village with a strong single 
manorial structure to one with a weak multi-manori-
al organisation. 

As has been suggested already, it was in this pe-
riod that most of the planned extensions to Ickleton 
may have appeared. Thus it would seem possible that 
the two processes were connected. The obvious link 
would be that the holders of each of the new manors 
created areas of dwellings as part of the tenurial reor-
ganisation and, in particular, to house the concurrent 
increasing population. That is, a process of tenurial 
division produced a form of polyfocal settlement. 
However, there is no evidence for any such connec-
tion, indeed quite the reverse. On the few occasions 
where details of the manorial holdings are recorded, 
their various perquisites are located all around the 
village. This is particularly true of mills. A mill at 
Brookhampton belonged partly to Calder Abbey and 
partly to Tilty Abbey, while the Hovels and Caldrees 
manors both had a mill east of the village, just off Mill 
Lane (VCH 1978, 241). More significant are the later 
locations of the manor houses of these mid-twelfth-
century holdings. Far from being positioned within 
different village settlement blocks, they seem to be 
randomly placed. While admittedly this could be 
interpreted as the result of subsequent movement and 
relocation, certainly no clear pattern emerges (Fig. 8). 

The centre of Durhams manor stood on the 
north side of the church enclosure and thus was 
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associated with the presumed Anglo-Saxon part of 
the village. Two locations are recorded for the cen-
tre of the Limbury manor, neither of which can be 
associated with the settlement blocks in which they 
lie. One was in the north-eastern part of Abbey Street 
next to the Caldrees manor house, the other in Frog 
Street, near its junction with Abbey Street and close 
to the Hovels manor house. The Valence manor house 
stood on the south side of Mill Lane while the Brays 
manor house was in the extreme south-east corner of 
Brookhampton Street (VCH 1978, 232-7). 

Similarly, although the Caldrees manor house 
stood at the north-eastern end of Abbey Street, the 
earliest grant of land to Calder Abbey was 'in Ickleton 
and Brookhampton' (VCH 1905, 174). The only nota-
ble aspect of the centres of the subinfeudated Ickleton 
manors is that they tended to be located close to the 
church enclosure. The reason for this is not clear, but 
the apparently random arrangement is repeated in 
the, admittedly later, layout of the Ickleton common 
fields. The sixteenth-century terriers that survive for 
these show no relation between the strips there and 
the manors (CR0 R63 DDB1116). 

One possible explanation for the absence of any 
correlation between the various planned extensions to 
the village and the twelfth-century subinfeudations 
is that, contrary to the earlier analysis, some at least of 
these extensions were already in existence before this 
subinfeudation took place. This would go some way 
to explaining the random placing of the manor hous-
es and the relationships of the common-field strips 
and clarifying why the village in the late eleventh 
century may have consisted of more than the church 
enclosure. That is, some of the apparently planned 
twelfth-century extensions could have been laid out 
long before then and thus have been completely un-
related to the post-Domesday tenurial changes and 
population increase. An even more complicated pos-
sibility is that the extensions, whether they were of 
the mid-twelfth century or earlier, were not on previ-
ously empty sites. They could have been merely re-
placements of existing built-up areas and thus only a 
rationalisation of an older village plan. Similar major 
alterations to the layouts of medieval villages have 
been recorded in Dorset and Northamptonshire but 
these too are undated (RCHME 1970, Puddletown 
(21); 1982 Evenley, (9)). 

Another connection between the settlement blocks 
that may be significant in confirming the possible 
date of one of them is the fact that no manor houses 
are known from the south-west part of Abbey Street. 
As discussed, the relationship between the priory 
precinct and this part of Abbey Street suggests that 
they are close in date, or even contemporary. It might 
also mean that the street was created by and was sub-
sequently tenurially dependant on the priory itself. 

A further explanation for the appearance of the 
planned extensions to Ickleton, regardless of date, 
form of tenure or even whether they were replace-
ments for an older village layout, is that the process 
was instigated by the village community as a whole. 
The possibility that villagers themselves were in- 

volved in the creation and planning of villages has 
been ignored by historians until recently, largely be-
cause of the difficulty of verifying a process that in-
evitably is mainly undocumented. This is certainly so 
in the pre-Norman Conquest period although in post-
Conquest times a few examples are known of villag-
ers reorganising their own common fields. These all 
are at places with weak and divided lordships, nota-
bly at Segenhoe in Bedfordshire and at Dry Drayton 
in Cambridgeshire, both mid twelfth-century in date 
(Fox 1981, 94-08; Lewis et al. 1997, 210-12). But, if vii-
lagers could reorganise complex field systems, there 
is no reason to suppose that they could not have 
planned or replanned villages. In the last few years a 
number of historians have re-examined the evidence 
for the involvement of the village community in all 
aspects of medieval rural life. 

Dyer has pointed out that 'there is abundant evi-
dence of the ability of . . . villagers to select officials, 
collect money, gather information and make deci-
sions. They could provide answers for inquests . . . or 
carry out the difficult tasks of assessing and gather-
ing taxes or collecting dues owed to lords' (Lewis et 
al. 1997,210-11). Bailey, working on the status of peas-
ants in medieval Suffolk, has shown that although 
free and villein holdings seem small their possessors 
often became prominent in their communities. 'Men 
such as these contributed to local public administra-
tion through their attendance at the leet and hundred 
courts and as officials of those courts and such serv-
ice provided them with both status and a place within 
the wider political community' (Bailey 2007, 59). The 
agricultural historian Dodds has shown how peas-
ants were as capable of implementing demanding 
cropping regimes or responding to changes in com-
mercial requirements for crops as were the manag-
ers of manorial demesnes (Dodds 2008). Duffy has 
emphasised at least for later medieval times the im-
portance of the village community in parochial unity 
that extended into spiritual matters and was encour-
aged by the Church itself (1992, 93-5). More closely 
related to village morphology, a recent analysis of 
early church-building in Lincolnshire by Everson and 
Stocker (2006, 74-6) has drawn attention to the sig-
nificance of free or soke men in the establishment and 
specific placing of churches on village greens there. 

The evidence for the reorganisation of field sys-
tems as at Segenhoe and Dry Drayton may be more 
relevant to Ickleton than appears at first sight. For 
the expansion of the village, whenever it occurred, 
involved the loss of valuable arable land. As has been 
pointed out already, Brookhampton Street, at least 
the western half of Frog Street, the south-western end 
of Abbey Street, the area south of Church Street and 
thus presumably the properties east of Frog Street 
appear to have been laid out over pre-existing strips 
in the common fields. If this did indeed occur, and 
if the site of the priory is included, some 70 acres 
(30ha) of cultivated land was lost to village expan-
sion. This alone would have required a reorganisa-
tion involving the reallocation of strips as well as the 
expansion of the common fields elsewhere, regardless 
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of the work involved in the subsequent laying out of 
the new areas of habitation. This would have been 
a task better suited to being carried out by the vil-
lage community rather than by the representatives of 
distant lords. In any case, the extension of medieval 
villages over their fields is a phenomenon that has 
been recognised in many places in England, even if 
usually undated (e.g. RCHME 1981, Lilbourne (3) and 
Yelvertoft (4); Taylor 1983, 152-7; Everson et al. 1991, 
139-41, North Kelsey (2)). It seems to have taken place 
frequently in Cambridgeshire. At Caxton it appears 
to have happened in the thirteenth century, at Little 
Shelford and Harston perhaps at about the same time 
and at Little Downham in the early to mid-twelfth 
century (RCHME 1968,34-5, Caxton (24); Taylor 1973, 
226-8; Taylor 2006, 124-6; forthcoming). 

Conclusions 

Not for the first time, in the pages of this journal 
and elsewhere, the writer has been able to decipher 
changes in the English medieval landscape, at least to 
his own satisfaction. But again he has been defeated 
when attempting to identify the date, the reasons for 
and, most important of all, the people behind these 
changes. He, together with other historians, will sure-
ly continue to use morphological analysis in order to 
try to explain the development of rural settlement. Yet 
hopefully this paper has reminded all those involved 
in local history projects of the limitations of this par-
ticular methodology, and of how much their conclu-
sions are based on guesswork, inspired or otherwise. 

One last thought with implications far beyond 
Cambridgeshire and its villages relates to the way in 
which landscape historians and others interpret the 
surviving documentary record in order to explain the 
origins of the medieval English landscape. Whatever 
and wherever features there are being studied, soon-
er or later the 'Twelfth-century Problem' emerges. If 
the relevant documents are taken at face value, the 
twelfth century stands out as a time of rapid change 
and expansion. In general terms the century seems 
to be a period of increasing social complexity, major 
economic growth and considerable population ex-
pansion. More specifically in landscape terms, the 
century sees the appearance of new towns, new and 
expanded rural settlements both nucleated and dis-
persed, the clearance of forests, reclamation of wastes 
and the creation of complex field systems, as well as 
much else. That such events occurred in the twelfth 
century is not in dispute. The difficulty lies in decid-
ing whether they were confined to the twelfth cen-
tury or whether some at least only took place then, 
towards the end of a much longer period of change. 
For the majority of documents, both local and na-
tional, that provide most of the confirmation of these 
apparently twelfth-century developments, only came 
into existence themselves at that time as medieval bu-
reaucracy grew. For earlier times, with the exception 
of Domesday Book, detailed documentation is scant. 
Historians must decide whether the emergence of  

this bureaucracy that produced the records that sur-
vive was a consequence of the contemporary changes 
or unconnected with them and the result of other fac-
tors; and whether some of the apparent recorded in-
novations were actually much older. 

At Ickleton the documentation seems to indicate 
that the village was changed out of all recognition in 
the twelfth century. Yet at the same time it is possible 
to make a case that many of the developments vis-
ible in its landscape had actually taken place perhaps 
more than a century earlier. At least for this writer, 
both at Ickleton and elsewhere in England, it is im-
possible to be sure. 
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