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SUMMARY 

Between the 27th and 31st July 1992, an archaeological evaluation was undertaken by 
Heritage Lincolnshire on land off Church Lane, Algarkirk, Lincolnshire (N.G.R. TF 
291353), on behalf of Mrs. R. Hutson and Mrs. A. Thorogood. 

The site lies to the south of the main focus of known medieval settlement in Algarkirk. 
The evaluation was undertaken to assess the nature and extent of medieval occupation in 
the area. 

The evaluation revealed evidence for ridge and furrow (a common farming practice 
during the medieval period) across part of the field. The remainder of the area examined 
was devoid of archaeological features. The ridge and furrow was overlain by a deposit of 
marine alluvium which is likely to have been deposited during the 1570s. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Between the 27th and 31st of July 1992, an archaeological evaluation, in advance of the 
proposed development of six building plots off Church Lane Algarkirk, Lincolnshire 
(National Grid Reference TF 29183525) (see fig. 1 and 2), was undertaken by Heritage 
Lincolnshire on behalf of the site owners Mrs. R. Hutson and Mrs. A. Thorogood. 

The purpose of the evaluation was to establish the extent, nature, date and significance of 
any surviving archaeological remains, in order to determine an archaeological strategy for 
the site prior to development. 

A primary objective of the evaluation was the location of archaeological deposits 
associated with the southern extent of the medieval village, and any indication of land use 
in this area during the medieval period. 

At the time of the evaluation the site formed part of an arable field. 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL SETTING 

During the medieval period Algarkirk was a nucleated village extending to the north and 
north-west of St. Peter and St. Paul's Church. Several manor houses associated with the 
village are known to have existed within the parish. Evidence for the medieval village 
extending south of the church has not been established, although indications of medieval 
activity within that area have been suggested. 

A fieldwalking survey was undertaken by Miss H. Healey in December 1991. Twenty 
abraded sherds of Toynton ware pottery, dated to the 14th century, were recovered from 
the area to the south of the church and within the area of the proposed development. 

During September 1991 Heritage Lincolnshire conducted a watching brief during the 
excavation of foundation trenches for a residential unit immediately to the north of the 
site, where Lee Avenue joins Church Lane, approximately 60m to the south-east of the 
church (see Fig. 2). The foundation trenches were devoid of archaeological evidence, but 
this does not prove that the area lies outside the medieval village. 

Church Lane, which forms the western boundary of the site, is thought to have a 
medieval origin. Approximately 180m. east of Church Lane, a linear rise, orientated 
north-south, was observed within the wheat field and it is thought that the rise may be the 
result of ridge and furrow field systems (see glossary). The western boundary of the field 
system would probably have run up to Church Lane. 
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FIG. i GENERAL LOCATION PLAN LINCOLNSHIRE 



FIG.2 SITE LOCATION PLAN 



The heavy clay soils present within the evaluation area are particularly favourable for 
preserving the headlands of ridge and furrow field systems, even when the ridged field 
has been ploughed flat. The piled-up ends of the "lands" are not flattened but are 
smoothed together as a linear bank of soil. Although such boundaries survive well, they 
are not normally pronounced features (see Hall, D., 1982. p.25). 

During the early 14th century, the medieval population of the county was at its maximum 
extent and the town of Boston was a major port trading wool and other commodities. It is 
probable that the surrounding settlements, including the parish of Algarkirk, underwent a 
rise in population at this time. Demographic pressure within the parish is likely to have 
brought areas of heavy clay soil into cultivation which, in less demanding circumstances, 
would have been left as pasture. 

GEOLOGY AND TOPOGRAPHY 

The site lies on an area of marine alluvium known as Tanvats. The characteristics of the 
soil are deep, stoneless, fine and coarse silts and clays. 

The topography of the area is flat, lying at an average of 5.00m. O.D. The site and its 
surrounding fields slope gently towards the north, where the proportion of clay to silt in 
the plough soil increases. 

METHODOLOGY 

Six evaluation trenches (nominally 10m. x 2m. - see Fig. 3) were positioned across the 
site from north to south. By staggering the trenches, a representative sample of the site 
was able to be evaluated. The trenches were aligned southeast-northwest. The interval 
between trenches 1 to 3 was approximately 20m. and between trenches 3 to 6 
approximately 12m. 

Additional trenches were positioned towards the northern area of the site as this area was 
closer to the known extent of the medieval village. This strategy was adopted in order to 
gain evidence relating to the southern extent of the village. 

The evaluation trenches were excavated by machine and subsequently hand-cleaned. 
Exploratory sondages were excavated in selected areas. The archaeological deposits 
exposed were recorded using a single context recording system, whereby each 
archaeological feature or deposit was recorded individually and given its own unique 
record number. The records consist of a written description of each feature or deposit, 
plans and sections at a scale of 1:20 and, where appropriate, a photographic record. 

The measurements providing information on ridge and furrow widths were taken from the 
centre of one furrow, across the width of the land, to the centre of the next furrow. 
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FIG.3 TRENCH LOCATION PLAN 
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EVALUATION RESULTS 
Trench 1 
Removal of the plough soil revealed a sterile, reddish silty clay. The silty clay was 
excavated to a depth of c. 0.35m., which marked the limit of excavation within the 
trench. The total excavated depth of the trench was c. 0.75m. 

The plough soil contained eight small fragments of abraded brick and an iron object 
which appeared to be a bolt. All of these finds were considered to be modern. The 
trench was devoid of archaeological deposits. 
Trench 2 
Removal of the plough soil revealed a sterile, reddish brown silty clay similar to that in 
Trench 1. This deposit was excavated to a depth of c. 0.35m. which marked the limit of 
excavation within this trench. The total excavated depth of the trench was c. 0.75m. The 
trench was devoid of archaeological deposits. 

Trench 3 
Removal of the plough soil, revealed a sterile reddish mid brown silty clay which 
appeared to be the same as the deposit occurring beneath the plough soil in Trenches 1 
and 2. An exploratory sondage was hand excavated to a depth of 4.76m. O.D. against 
the north-west facing section, in order to determine the depth of the silty clay and to 
ascertain whether it sealed any archaeological deposits. The sondage revealed that the 
reddish silty clay was 0.33m. deep and overlay an unbroken layer of bluish mid-grey clay 
80mm. deep. The bluish clay sealed a mixed layer of silt and clay (in approximately 
equal proportions), which was exposed to a depth of 0.12m. Both of the deposits 
encountered in the sondage are interpreted as natural. The trench was devoid of 
archaeological deposits. 

Trench 4 
Removal of the plough soil revealed a linear cut (see glossary), aligned northwest-
southeast, containing a fill of clayey silt with occasional shell fragments. At the base of 
the cut was a ceramic land drain. This drain was located in the adjacent dyke which 
forms the western field boundary of the site. 

The plough soil contained four abraded brick fragments, one tile fragment and a sherd of 
pottery, all of which are considered to be modern. 

The land drain cut through a deposit of sterile reddish mid brown silty clay which was c. 
0.25m. deep. Sondages were excavated against the south-east facing section to a depth of 
4.80m. O.D. and to a similar level against the north-west facing section. 

- 6 -



In the south-east facing section the reddish silty clay overlay ridge and furrow composed 
of a deposit of mottled blueish grey, and mid brown, clay silt (roughly in equal 
proportions) which was 0.42m. deep. The matrix of the deposit was firm, but occurred 
in loose and fragmented small lumps. Such a matrix is consistent with material forming 
ridge and furrow. 

The north-west facing section revealed a similar stratigraphic sequence to that observed in 
the south-east facing section. The surface of a probable ridge was truncated by the cut for 
the land drain. The truncation occurred in a position which may have removed evidence 
for a furrow, thus making a secure interpretation of the feature impossible. 

Trench 5 

Excavation against the south-east facing section revealed evidence for ridge and furrow. 
The width of the ridge and furrow was 1.70m. The matrix of the ridge and furrow 
showed similar characteristics to that in Trench 4. The surviving height of the ridge was 
0.20m. The ridge and furrow to the south-west was sealed by a sterile reddish mid brown 
silty clay 0.12m. deep. The continuation of the ridge and furrow, recorded to the north-
east, was sealed by a similar reddish silty clay which was 0.10m. deep. The reddish clay 
was sealed by modern plough soil which contained one fragment of abraded brick, 
thought to be modern. 

The south-west facing section revealed a linear continuation of the same ridge and furrow 
system described above, giving the ridge and furrow an east-west alignment. 

The north-west facing section revealed a similar stratigraphic sequence to that recorded in 
the south-east facing section (see Fig. 4). The width of the ridge and furrow in the north-
west facing section was 0.94m. The deposit forming the ridge matrix was examined by a 
sondage to a depth of 4.17m. O.D. and found to continue beyond the limit of excavation. 
The ridge to the south-west was sealed by a sterile reddish mid brown silty clay which 
was 0.18m. deep. The continuation of the ridge and furrow observed to the north-east 
was sealed by a reddish clay silt 0.12m. deep which had similar characteristics to deposit 
that recorded in the other sections. The deposits were sealed by plough soil. 

Trench 6 

Removal of the plough soil, and c. 0.16m. of the underlying deposits against the south-
east facing section, (to a depth of 4.44m. O.D.) and the excavation of a small sondage 
against the north-west facing section to a depth of 4.32m. O.D., revealed evidence for 
ridge and furrow in both of the sections. 
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FIG.4 TRENCH 5. SECTION 6. 
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The width of the ridge and furrow, in the south-east facing section was 2.30m. The 
matrix of the ridge was similar to that encountered elsewhere. The ridge and furrow to 
the south-west was sealed by 0.13m. of sterile reddish mid brown silty clay. The ridge 
and furrow to the north-east was sealed by a deposit, 80mm. deep, which was similar to 
the deposit sealing the ridge and furrow in the south-east facing section. These in turn 
were sealed by the plough soil . 

The width of the ridge and furrow in the north-west facing section could not be 
ascertained as only one furrow was revealed. The material forming the ridge was similar 
in character to that described above. The ridge and furrow was sealed by a sterile reddish 
brown silty clay, 0.10m. deep, which was sealed by plough soil. 

GENERAL FINDINGS 
Dimensions of the Ridge and Furrow 
The width of the ridge and furrow is at variance, being: 1.70m., 0.94m. and 2.30m. with 
a mean width of 1.64m. 

Finds 
In addition to the modern finds recovered from the plough soil within Trenches 1, 4 and 
5, two fragments of medieval Toynton ware were recovered from the surface of the field. 

Deposits 
The sterile reddish brown silty clay (a marine alluvium), which sealed the ridge and 
furrow, had a maximum thickness of 0.35m. in the southern most trench (1) and 
decreased in thickness beyond Trench 2, towards the northernmost trench (6) where it was 
only 80mm. deep. 

Trench 3 revealed two undisturbed naturally occurring deposits which were sealed by the 
deposits described above. A mixture of these deposits was encountered in Trenches 4-6, 
forming the matrix of the ridge and furrow. 

DISCUSSION 

The ridge and furrow revealed in the evaluation trenches was found to have an east-west 
alignment. This alignment respects a former field boundary shown on the 1956 Ordnance 
Survey map (TF23) (see Fig.5). This alignment suggests that the ridge and furrow was 
formed while this field boundary was in place. Alternatively the ridge and furrow could 
have dictated the orientation of the boundary. 
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On the tithe map of 1838, a nearby field boundary is shown running northwest-southeast 
whereas the boundary on the 1965 Ordnance Survey map is aligned east-west. The ridge 
and furrow is also aligned east-west but it is hardly likely that this ridge and furrow 
system post-dates 1838. Changes to the boundary alignments presumably occurred when 
the area was enclosed, although it is odd that they reverted back to their east-west 
alignments in the 19th/20th centuries. The ridge and furrow was sealed by a deposit of 
marine alluvium, which was observed in all the evaluation trenches. The deposition of 
this material must have occurred during a marine transgression (major flood) and two 
such episodes are known to have occurred in this area, probably emanating from the 
Fosdyke, which is approximately 3km. to the south-east of Algarkirk. 

In 1810, flooding occurred, causing inundation along the coastal area of the Wash by sea-
water. However, no reports are known which record Algarkirk, or its surrounding area, 
being flooded at this time. 

The other major flooding episode occurred during the 1570's. It is probable that this 
flooding was responsible for the deposition of the marine alluvium found on the site. 
This would indicate that the ridge and furrow was in use before the 1570s. 

Evidence of the extent of the ridge and furrow (i.e. north-south) within the proposed 
development, was located in Trenches 5 and 6. The composition of the deposits in 
Trench 4 bears similar characteristics to the material which comprises the matrix of the 
ridge and furrow in Trenches 5 and 6. The undisturbed deposits in Trench 3 were similar 
in character to the mixed deposits forming the ridges to the north of the site. As these 
deposits were not disturbed by ploughing during the creation of ridge and furrow, it 
suggests that the southern limit of the ridge and furrow is between Trenches 3 and 4. 

The width of medieval ridge and furrow is usually between 3-14m. {ibid.). However, 
little is known of ridge and furrow in this area of the Fens during the medieval period. It 
is possible that the heavy clay soils caused the size of the lands to be reduced within the 
furlong. The narrowness of the land seen in Section 6 (see Fig. 4), may suggest that the 
section has been cut through a gore. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The evaluation showed the presence of ridge and furrow within the proposed development 
area. Its east-west alignment, width and extent across the site from north to south was 
securely established. The evaluation has additionally, demonstrated that the ridge and 
furrow was sealed by a deposit of alluvium probably formed during a marine 
transgression in the 1570s. 

The absence of further archaeological deposits supports the suggestion that the site lies in 
an area used for fields beyond the southern boundary of the medieval village. 
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FTG.5 FIELD BOUNDARIES FROM 1838 TITHE MAP 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The results of the evaluation suggest that, other than the presence of a ridge and furrow 
field system no archaeological deposits are present within the evaluation area. 

Heritage Lincolnshire therefore recommends that no further archaeological work is 
necessary within the area of the proposed development. 
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GLOSSARY 
Context An archaeological context represents a distinct archaeological event or 

process. For example the action of digging a pit creates a context (the cut) 
as does the process of its subsequent backfill (the fill). Each context 
encountered during an excavation or evaluation is allocated a unique 
context number by the archaeologist and a record sheet detailing the 
description and interpretation of the context (the context sheet) is created 
and placed in the site archive. Context numbers are identified within the 
report text by square brackets e.g. [001]. 

Cut A cut refers to the physical action of digging a post-hole, pit, ditch etc. 
Once the fills of these features are removed during an excavation the 
original 'cut' is therefore exposed and subsequently recorded 

Fill Once a feature has been dug, it immediately begins to silt-up (either 
slowly or rapidly) or it can be back-filled manually. The soil(s) which 
become contained by the 'cut' are referred to as its fill(s). 

Furlong Groups of lands running parallel to each other forming a field. This field 
may not be delineated by a recognisable boundary. 

Gore Triangular shaped lands which occur occasionally in order to fill in 
irregular shaped areas between conventional lands. 

Headland Where two furlongs lying at right angles to each other meet, soil is 
deposited at the end of each land where the plough has been turned. The 
resulting mounds of earth tend to merge forming a slight longitudinal 
mound called a headland. 

Lands A land is a unit of cultivation comprising one ridge (or the area contained 
between two furrows). 

Natural Deposit(s) of soil which have accumulated without the influence of human 
activity. 

Ridge and Furrow A common form of medieval arable cultivation (although earlier 
examples exist e.g. ridge and furrow has been found beneath 
Hadrian's Wall) which created a series of parallel, inverted *S' 
shaped ridges, separated by furrows. The ridge was formed 
through the displacement of soil by a mould board on the plough 
(thus also forming the furrow). Such ridges can be up to 15m. 
apart and a metre high. Where examples of ridge and furrow 
survive as earthworks, it can easily be identified because of its 
'corduroy' texture. 
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