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ABSTRACT 

 

Pre-Construct Archaeology was commissioned by Purcell UK Limited 

on behalf of the William Scott Abbott Trust to carry out archaeological 

monitoring of a hand-dug test pit adjacent to the south-eastern gable 

wall of the mid-18th-century Grade II* Listed watermill at Sacrewell 

Farm, Thornhaugh, Peterborough.  Heritage Lottery Funding has been 

granted to restore and conserve the mill and to improve visitor access.  

The test pit was dug in order to investigate the foundations of the mill 

and to gauge the suitability of the ground for construction of an external 

staircase.  The monitoring was undertaken on 19th February 2013.  The 

Barnack limestone foundations of the mill were revealed, in addition to 

the brick foundation of a small later (c. 19th-century) outbuilding or wall, 

and an earlier undated metalled track underlying the existing farm track 

to the east of the mill building.    
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 This report details the methodology and results of archaeological 

monitoring carried out by Pre-Construct Archaeology (PCA) at Sacrewell 

Mill, Sacrewell Farm and Country Centre, Great North Road, Thornhaugh, 

Peterborough (Figure 1; Plate 1).  The project was commissioned by 

Purcell UK Limited on behalf of the William Scott Abbott Trust as part of a 

programme of building works to restore and conserve the historic Grade 

II* Listed mid-18th-century watermill and to improve visitor access.  The 

monitoring was of a test pit adjacent to the south-eastern gable wall of the 

mill building.  The test pit was dug in order to investigate the foundations 

of the mill and to gauge the suitability of the ground for construction of an 

external staircase.     

   

1.2 The client received advice from the Peterborough City Council Planning 

Archaeologist, Rebecca Casa-Hatton, that due to the historic and 

architectural importance of the watermill, archaeological monitoring of the 

test pit would be required.  No formal brief for archaeological work was 

issued.  The fieldwork took place on the 19th February 2013 and was 

managed for PCA by Mark Hinman and supervised by Tom Woolhouse. 

   

1.3 Sacrewell Farm is located approximately 8km west of Peterborough, just 

north-east of the junction of the A1 and A47.  The watermill is situated at 

c. 10m OD in the valley of a small stream which flows eastwards into the 

river Nene (Plates 2 and 3).  A farm track runs approximately north to 

south past the east side of the mill buildings (Plates 4 and 5).  The test pit 

was located directly beside the wall of the building, outside the room 

currently used as a toilet, in a part of the building which has a shallower 

pitched roof and is likely to be a slightly later extension to the original mid-

18th-century groundplan (Plates 6-8).  The solid geology of the area is 

Lincolnshire Limestone (British Geological Survey); no superficial geology 

is mapped but deposits of alluvium are likely to occur in places along the 

course of the stream.  The stream is prone to periodic flooding (Head 

Ranger, pers. comm.).   



 

Archaeological monitoring at Sacrewell Mill, Sacrewell Farm, Thornhaugh, Peterborough 
  
  

 

 

© Pre-Construct Archaeology 2013 

5 

 

2 ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 
2.1 Sacrewell Mill is a Grade II* Listed mid-18th-century pitchback watermill.  

Domesday Book records three watermills in the Wittering area, one of 

which is likely to have been on this site.  After the Norman Conquest, 

Sacrewell Farm was part of the manor of Thornhaugh and is recorded as 

being owned by the St Medard family.  In the 16th century, the land passed 

to the ownership of the Bedford Estate.  All the main extant buildings were 

constructed in around 1750, when the land went from supporting 20 or 

more farmers to there being just three main tenants.  In 1917, the farm 

was bought by William Scott Abbott.  He and his wife Mary were keen for 

the farm to prosper and benefit others, so arranged for ownership to pass 

to a charitable trust after their deaths.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Archaeological monitoring at Sacrewell Mill, Sacrewell Farm, Thornhaugh, Peterborough 
  
  

 

 

© Pre-Construct Archaeology 2013 

6 

 

3 METHODOLOGY 

 
3.1 The monitoring archaeologist was present on site on the 19th February 

2013 and observed the excavation of a 0.75m square hand-dug test pit 

adjacent to the south-eastern elevation of the mill building.  Excavation 

ceased at a depth of 0.57m, when the Lincolnshire Limestone solid 

geology was encountered.    

 

3.2 All aspects of the monitoring were conducted in accordance with the 

Institute for Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct and the Standards and 

Guidance for Archaeological Field Evaluations (2008), as well as the 

Standards for Field Archaeology in the East of England (Gurney 2003).  

Field techniques and guidance are detailed within the PCA fieldwork 

induction manual (Taylor and Brown 2009). 
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4 RESULTS 
 
 

4.1 Beneath the grass verge adjacent to the south-east elevation of the mill is 

a shallow (0.15m deep) garden soil (1).  Below this, the modern asphalt 

surface (2) of the adjacent farm track (up to 0.10m deep) extends right up 

to the wall of the mill building.  The surface of the farm track is constructed 

on top of a 0.17m deep levelling layer of small to medium-sized (<180mm) 

and generally flat limestone rubble fragments in a silty sand matrix (3) 

(Plate 13).   

 

4.2 Below (3) is a compact yellowy-orange silty sand layer (4) which becomes 

thicker to the east (up to 0.10m) (Plate 9).  This overlies a layer of fairly 

tightly-packed limestone rubble in sandy silt (5), similar to Levelling Layer 

(3) but firmer.  Layer (5) becomes shallower to the east, measuring 0.13m 

deep adjacent to the side of the mill but only 0.05m deep at the south-east 

edge of the test pit.  The overlying silty sand layer (4) is likely to be a 

flood-borne alluvial deposit from the stream located a few metres to the 

east.  Layer (5) represents an earlier metalled surface of the farm track, 

still thick adjacent to the side of the mill building, but worn and therefore 

shallower further away from the side of the building, where most of the 

farm traffic is likely to have moved (Plate 13).  

 

4.3 The Lincolnshire Limestone solid geology is present at 0.57m below 

modern ground level (Plates 11 and 13).    

 

4.4 The below-ground foundations of the mill consist of four courses of 

roughly squared Barnack Limestone blocks (7), generally measuring 

around 180-220mm long x 100-120mm deep (width unknown as only seen 

in elevation) separated by 10mm joints containing light grey-yellow lime 

mortar (Plates 11 and 12).  The stones are identical to the blocks used in 

the above-ground part of the wall apart from being slightly smaller on 

average.  Whether there is any consistent coursing was difficult to 

determine within the small test pit, but the blocks appeared to be laid in a 
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stretcher bond.  The lowest course rests on a foundation layer (0.12m 

deep) of rough limestone rubble fragments (each <150mm) bonded with 

the same lime mortar (8) and resting directly (unbonded) on the surface of 

the bedrock.   

 

4.5 Directly in front of the mill’s wall foundation and parallel to it was a low 

(0.30m high in total) north to south-aligned brick wall (9) (Plates 9 and 10).  

This comprised two courses of pinkish-red bricks with relatively even 

firing, sparse to moderate small quartz inclusions, fairy regular arises and 

dimensions of 220 x 68 x 52mm.  The bricks were laid on their sides rather 

than flat and bonded with light bluish-grey cement.  The brick courses 

were bonded to a 0.16m deep foundation of limestone rubble (10), which 

was cut through alluvial Layer (4) and sealed by Levelling Layer (3) and 

Asphalt (2).  To the west, there was a 10mm gap between Brick Wall (9) 

and Masonry Wall (7); the two were bonded together with the same 

cement used to bond the bricks.  The appearance of the bricks and the 

stratigraphic position of the wall suggest a c. 19th-century date.  The wall’s 

ephemeral construction indicates that it was associated with a small 

outbuilding, such as a shed or store, or a non-structural wall, rather than 

being part of a larger building.        
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5 CONCLUSIONS 

 

The monitoring identified the Barnack Limestone foundations of the mill, the 

later (c. 19th-century) brick foundation of a small outbuilding or lean-to 

structure, and an undated earlier metalled surface of the farm track which 

runs north to south past the mill buildings.  The Lincolnshire Limestone solid 

geology is present at 0.57m below modern ground level.     
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APPENDIX 1: PLATES 
 

 

Plate 1: Sacrewell Mill, view north-west  
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Plate 2: Mill stream to east of mill, view east  
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Plate 3: Mill Stream to east of mill, view south 
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Plate 4: Farm track to east of mill, view south 



 

Archaeological monitoring at Sacrewell Mill, Sacrewell Farm, Thornhaugh, Peterborough  
   

 

 

© Pre-Construct Archaeology 2013 

16 

 

 
Plate 5: Farm track to east of mill, view north 



 

Archaeological monitoring at Sacrewell Mill, Sacrewell Farm, Thornhaugh, Peterborough  
   

 

 

© Pre-Construct Archaeology 2013 

17 

 

 

 Plate 6: Mill building, south-east and north-east elevations, view west  
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Plate 7: Location of test pit 
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Plate 8: The shallower pitched roof (right hand side) over the current hallway 
and toilet of the mill is a slightly later (i.e. after the mid 18th century) extension  
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Plate 9: Silty sand alluvial deposit (4), cut by rubble foundation (10) of Brick 
Wall (9), view west (50cm scale)   
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Plate 10: Brick Wall (9), view west (50cm scale) 
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Plate 11: Barnack Limestone foundations (7) and (8) of mill, resting on 
Lincolnshire Limestone bedrock (6), view west (50cm scale) 
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Plate 12: Barnack Limestone foundations (7) and (8) of mill, view west (50cm 
scale) 
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Plate 13: South-facing section of test pit, showing (from top to bottom): 
Topsoil (1),  Asphalt (2), Levelling Layer (3), Alluvium (4), (sloping down to 
east) Metalled Surface (5), and the Lincolnshire Limestone Natural Geology 
(6) (50cm scale) 
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APPENDIX 2: CONTEXT REGISTER 

 

Context Type Category Notes 

(1) Topsoil Layer 

Soil of grass verge between south-
east elevation of mill building and 
farm track.  Modern. 

(2) Asphalt Layer 
Current surface of farm track, 
extending under verge.  Modern. 

(3) Levelling Layer Layer 

Limestone rubble in silty sand matrix.  
Levelling deposit for farm track.  
Modern. 

(4) Alluvium Layer Silty sand flood-borne deposit.  

(5) 
Metalled 
Surface Layer 

Tightly-packed limestone rubble in 
silty sand matrix.  Earlier surface of 
farm track.  Undated.      

(6) Natural Geology Layer Lincolnshire Limestone solid geology. 

(7) Masonry Wall Structure 

Squared Barnack Limestone blocks 
bonded with lime mortar.  Foundation 
for south-eastern elevation of mill 
building. Mid 18th C+. 

(8) Foundation Structure 
Limestone rubble foundation for (7).  
Mid 18th C+. 

(9) Brick Wall Structure 
Red brick wall foundation bonded 
with cement.  19th-century?    

(10) Foundation Structure 
Limestone rubble foundation for (9). 
19th-century? 
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Lottery Funding has been granted to restore and conserve the mill 
and to improve visitor access. The test pit was dug in order to 
investigate the foundations of the mill and to gauge the suitability of 
the ground for construction of an external staircase. The monitoring 
was undertaken on 19th February 2013. The Barnack limestone 
foundations of the mill were revealed, in addition to the brick 
foundation of a small later (c. 19th-century) outbuilding or wall, and 
an earlier undated metalled track underlying the existing farm track 
to the east of the mill building.  

  Project dates Start: 19-02-2013 End: 19-02-2013  
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work 
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  Type of project Recording project  

  Site status Listed Building  
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   Project location   
Country England 

Site location CAMBRIDGESHIRE PETERBOROUGH THORNHAUGH 
Sacrewell Watermill, Sacrewell Farm, Thornhaugh, Peterborough  

  Postcode PE8 6HJ  

  Study area 0.60 Square metres  
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	1 INTRODUCTION
	1.1 This report details the methodology and results of archaeological monitoring carried out by Pre-Construct Archaeology (PCA) at Sacrewell Mill, Sacrewell Farm and Country Centre, Great North Road, Thornhaugh, Peterborough (Figure 1; Plate 1).  The ...
	1.2 The client received advice from the Peterborough City Council Planning Archaeologist, Rebecca Casa-Hatton, that due to the historic and architectural importance of the watermill, archaeological monitoring of the test pit would be required.  No for...
	1.3 Sacrewell Farm is located approximately 8km west of Peterborough, just north-east of the junction of the A1 and A47.  The watermill is situated at c. 10m OD in the valley of a small stream which flows eastwards into the river Nene (Plates 2 and 3)...

	2 ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
	2.1 Sacrewell Mill is a Grade II* Listed mid-18th-century pitchback watermill.  Domesday Book records three watermills in the Wittering area, one of which is likely to have been on this site.  After the Norman Conquest, Sacrewell Farm was part of the ...

	3 METHODOLOGY
	3.1 The monitoring archaeologist was present on site on the 19th February 2013 and observed the excavation of a 0.75m square hand-dug test pit adjacent to the south-eastern elevation of the mill building.  Excavation ceased at a depth of 0.57m, when t...
	3.2 All aspects of the monitoring were conducted in accordance with the Institute for Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct and the Standards and Guidance for Archaeological Field Evaluations (2008), as well as the Standards for Field Archaeology in the Eas...

	4 Results
	4.1 Beneath the grass verge adjacent to the south-east elevation of the mill is a shallow (0.15m deep) garden soil (1).  Below this, the modern asphalt surface (2) of the adjacent farm track (up to 0.10m deep) extends right up to the wall of the mill ...
	4.2 Below (3) is a compact yellowy-orange silty sand layer (4) which becomes thicker to the east (up to 0.10m) (Plate 9).  This overlies a layer of fairly tightly-packed limestone rubble in sandy silt (5), similar to Levelling Layer (3) but firmer.  L...
	4.3 The Lincolnshire Limestone solid geology is present at 0.57m below modern ground level (Plates 11 and 13).
	4.4 The below-ground foundations of the mill consist of four courses of roughly squared Barnack Limestone blocks (7), generally measuring around 180-220mm long x 100-120mm deep (width unknown as only seen in elevation) separated by 10mm joints contain...
	4.5 Directly in front of the mill’s wall foundation and parallel to it was a low (0.30m high in total) north to south-aligned brick wall (9) (Plates 9 and 10).  This comprised two courses of pinkish-red bricks with relatively even firing, sparse to mo...

	5 conclusions
	The monitoring identified the Barnack Limestone foundations of the mill, the later (c. 19th-century) brick foundation of a small outbuilding or lean-to structure, and an undated earlier metalled surface of the farm track which runs north to south past...
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