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Excavation revealed traces of Early Iron Age 'sett lement', 
characterised by numerous intercutt ing pits, one of which 
contained possible placed deposits comprising parts of fi ve 
vessels. Radiocarbon dating of animal bone from this pit is 
of some importance as it has enabled the dating of a key as-
semblage of pott ery to around the mid sixth century to fi fth 
century BC, providing a valuable contribution to regional 
research issues for Iron Age chronology.

The Site

During 2011–2012 Oxford Archaeology East (OA East) 
undertook evaluation and excavation at Cromwell 
Community College in advance of the construction 
of new buildings and sports pitches. The subject site 
lies on the southern side of Chatt eris on fl at land at be-
tween 8.5m OD and 9m OD (TL 3957 8520, Fig. 1) and 
the natural drift geology consists of March Gravels 
(British Geological Survey 1995). A major evaluation 
at Tithe Barn Farm, directly to the south of the subject 
site, found Early and Middle Bronze Age remains, but 
nothing of Late Bronze Age to Early Iron Age date 
(Atkins 2011; Cambridgeshire Historic Environment 
Record (CHER) ECB 3632). 
 A notable feature of the Community College exca-
vations was a segmented ditch (2449 and 2247) that 
ran obliquely across the full width of the western part 
of the site (Fig. 2). This ditch was undated but perhaps 
formed part of a former Bronze Age fi eld system that 
was utilised in the Early Iron Age to form the western 
boundary of sett lement-related activity. Finds of note 
comprise several fragments of a perforated baked clay 
object of Iron Age date, recovered from the north-
eastern terminal of the ditch. The ditch included a 
c. 4m-wide gap which may have formed an entrance 
way, while similar gaps or entrance ways may have 
been represented by ditch terminals to the north-east 
and south-west. Remnants of further ditches and a 
few scatt ered pits lay to the west of this boundary, 
but it was to the east that Early Iron Age features were 
concentrated. 
 The remains were dominated by three clusters of 
intercutt ing pits, focused in the north-eastern part of 
the site. Furthest to the east, a group of six postholes 
lay in linear form beneath a series of shallow intercut-

ting pits (Pit Group 1; Fig. 3). The northern post pit 
contained two post sett ings, while the southern two 
posts may have been paired. The postholes were up 
to 0.70m in diameter and 0.44m deep, with steep sides 
and fl at bases. They were truncated by six intercutt ing 
pits which ranged from 0.90 to 1.75m in diameter and 
were up to 0.41m deep. Of particular note was one pit 
(1405), located on the north-west edge of the group, 
with near vertical sides and a fl at base. Its primary 
fi ll (1404) consisted of a dark greyish brown sandy 
silt with frequent charcoal fl ecks which yielded a 
substantial assemblage of Early Iron Age pott ery and 
a smaller quantity of burnt animal bone. Its second-
ary fi ll (1403) comprised a greyish brown silty sand, 
while the uppermost fi ll (1402) was a paler greyish 
brown. Collectively, the fi lls produced 209 sherds of 
pott ery weighing 2,235g. This material apparently de-
rived from only fi ve vessels, suggesting that it was 
a near primary assemblage. No other artefacts were 
recovered from the pit, which may indicate selective 
deposition of pott ery. 
 Catt le and sheep/goat bones came from all three 
fi lls, some of them displaying butchery marks (elev-
en fragments were identifi ed to species). Two of the 
bones, a cow bone and a sheep bone, from primary fi ll 
1404 were radiocarbon dated to the mid sixth to fi fth 
centuries BC.
 To the north-west of Pit Group 1 lay Pit Group 2 
(Fig. 4). Of these, eight scatt ered examples were ten-
tatively identifi ed as primary postholes which were 
subsequently cut by a cluster of eighteen pits of vari-
ous size and shape. The latt er ranged from 0.78m to 
1.5m in diameter with depths of 0.06m to 0.42m. Their 
sides varied from gently sloping to near vertical and 
the bases were gently rounded to fl at. The pits pro-
duced 229 (673g) sherds of pott ery, of note amongst 
which were 35 sherds from a vessel with a fi ne beaded 
rim. Three of the pits contained small fragments of 
fi red clay (fi ve fragments, 22g), including part of the 
lining of a hearth or oven. Two pits each contained 
a struck fl int chunk. A sample taken from another 
pit produced meagre evidence: three charred cereal 
grains and four possible bean fragments. These fea-
tures were sealed by a layer of mid-dark grey brown 
clay silt which contained 24 sherds of Iron Age pot-
tery (77g) from a single vessel, nine fi red clay pieces 

Cromwell Community College, Chatt eris, Cambridgeshire: 
Further Evidence for Early Iron Age Ceramic Chronology

Rob Atkins and Sarah Percival 

Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society CIII pp. 27–37.



Rob Atkins and Sarah Percival28

Figure 1. Site location.
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Figure 2. Site plan.

(51g, including three pieces of hearth or oven lining) 
and a struck fl int chunk.
 A third cluster of nine possible pits lay to the 
west (Pit Group 3; Fig. 2), but were very shallow and 
ephemeral. Three of these pits contained 16 sherds of 
pott ery (38g). 
 In the southern part of the site lay two possible 
four-post structures, both of which were sub-square 
in plan, although their irregular form makes identi-
fi cation tentative. Various other pits, postholes and 
fragments of ditches were found across the site, but in 
no signifi cant patt erns. One pit (2095) close to one of 
the putative four-post structures contained a pott ery 
sherd with a geometric design (Fig. 5, No. 5). Some 
of the postholes ran in approximate lines and may 
represent fences. 

The Pott ery 

Introduction

A total of 617 sherds weighing 3,730g was recovered. 
Less than 1% (22g) of the pott ery was unstratifi ed or 
from the subsoil and most came from 59 excavated 
features. Around 60% of the total assemblage came 
from pit 1405. The assemblage is fragmentary and 
is poor to moderately-preserved. As detailed above, 
radiocarbon analysis of animal bone from pit 1405 

confi rms an earlier Iron Age date for the assemblage, 
which includes decorated sherds typical of Cunliff e’s 
Chinnor-Wandlebury style (Cunliff e 2010).

Fabric

Four fabric groups were identifi ed, each defi ned by 
dominant inclusion type. These groups were sub-
divided into 13 fabric types refl ecting the presence of 
additional inclusions within the fabric (Table 1). Shell-
tempered fabrics predominate, representing 45% of 
the total assemblage by weight (1,691g). Sandy fabrics 
contribute 37% of the assemblage (1,367g), chalk-tem-
pered fabrics 12% (444g) and fabrics containing fl int 
6% (228g). 
 The majority of the assemblage is shell-tempered. 
This is in contrast to the more common use of fl int 
temper which is associated with much earlier Iron 
Age pott ery in the region (Brudenell 2012a). Shell 
tempering is, however, ubiquitous within Iron Age 
assemblages from the west of Cambridgeshire and 
around the Fen Basin, in keeping with the area's 
shelly clay geology. Predominantly shell-tempered 
assemblages are known from Early Iron Age sites 
such as Lingwood Wells, Cott enham to the north 
of Cambridge (Hill 1999, 23) and form a component 
of early assemblages such as that from Clay Farm, 
Trumpington near Cambridge (Brudenell, forthcom-
ing a). Shell-rich fabrics continued to be use in the 
middle to later Iron Age, being present in several as-
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Figure 3. Pit group 1: detailed plan, section and photographs.
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Figure 4. Pit group 2: detailed plan and photograph.
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Fabric Code Description Quantity % quantity Weight (g) % weight
C1 Common medium to large chalk 18 2.9 444 11.9
F1 Dense fi ne fl int pieces in a sandy matrix 44 7.1 228 6.1
Q Undiagnostic sand tempered 4 0.6 2 0.1
Q1 Common quartz  sand 16 2.6 52 1.4
QF Common quartz  sand, sparse fi ne fl int pieces 49 7.9 150 4.0
QQS Common quartz  sand, moderate quartz  

pieces, 
1 0.2 4 0.1

QQSCP Common quartz  sand, moderate quartz  
pieces, chalk pieces

2 0.3 12 0.3

QS1 Common rounded quartz  sand with 
moderate fi ne to medium shell and platey 
voids

140 22.7 762 20.4

QSG Common quartz  sand, sparse shell, sparse 
grog

91 14.7 311 8.3

QSM Common quartz  sand, sparse shell, sparse 
mica

12 1.9 70 1.9

S1 Dense fi ne to medium shell pieces 1 0.2 4 0.1
S2 Dense medium to large shell pieces 162 26.3 1009 27.1
S2 Dense medium to large shell pieces 77 12.5 682 18.3

Total 617 100.00 3730 100.00

Table 1. Quantity and weight of pott ery by fabric.

semblages previously found in Chatt eris (Cathie and 
Hill 2000). 
 In addition to the shell-tempered wares, a number 
of sherds with chalk inclusions were recovered. These 
are from a single, thick-walled vessel with fi ngertip-
impressions on the shoulder found in pit 1405. Hill 
(1995) notes that a single vessel in similar limestone-
tempered fabric and also dated to the Early Iron Age 
was found at Langwood Farm (Cathie and Hill 2000) 
and suggests that the vessel was imported to the site 
from at least 20km away, implying long distance ex-
change of fi neware vessels during the Early Iron Age.
 Sandy fabrics, which form the second most com-
mon group within the assemblage, are found in vary-
ing quantities in contemporary assemblages from the 
region, and form the dominant component in the Early 
Iron Age assemblages from south-west of Cambridge 
such as those from Glebe Farm (Brudenell 2011) and 
Trumpington Park & Ride (Brudenell forthcoming b). 
The use of sandy fabrics appears to increase through 
time, becoming more prevalent as the earliest Iron 
Age gives way to the Early Iron Age, around 600/550 
BC (Brudenell 2012a).
 Fabric QSG, which contains sand and sparse shell 
with grog, was not present within the evaluation as-
semblage but is present within the excavation assem-
blage. Grog has been found in small quantities within 
fabrics in Early Iron Age decorated assemblages from 
the region such as Exning on the Cambridgeshire 
Suff olk border (Matt  Brudenell pers. comm.) and a 
similar grog- and shell-tempered fabric was found at 
Langwood Farm (Cathie and Hill 2000). 
 Flint-tempered fabric, F1, containing fi ne fl int piec-
es is present in small quantities. The fabric is similar 
to earlier Iron Age fabrics found at Langwood Farm 
(Cathie and Hill 2000).

Form

The assemblage contains rims from 26 vessels and 
bases from 11 (Table 2). It is dominated by un-bur-
nished coarsewares which represent c. 56% of the 
assemblage (2,075g). Seventeen rims are classifi able 
to form, of which 13 are from jars, two from bowls 
and two from cups. Five jars, two bowls and one 
cup have burnished surfaces and represent part of 
the fi ne ware component of the assemblage. Five of 
the classifi able vessels are decorated with fi ngertip 
impressions. The most common jar form has high 
rounded shoulders and out-turned rim (form F) and 
is frequently coarsely fi nished or roughly wiped (Fig. 
5, No. 1). Two examples are decorated with fi ngertip 
impressions to the shoulder or rim, similar to vessels 
from Wandlebury and Fengate (Fig. 5, No. 2; Hartley 
1957, fi g. 7, 25; Brudenell 2009, fi g.5.5, 5 & 7). Other 
decorated vessels include an ellipsoid jar decorated 
with fi ngertip-impressed decoration to the rim top 
(Hartley 1957, fi g.7, 2) and a bipartite vessel with 
an applied cordon on the shoulder decorated with 
sparse fi ngertip impressions, similar to examples 
from Wandlebury (Fig. 5, No. 3; Hartley 1957, fi g.8, 
45). Tripartite vessels are also present (Fig. 5, No. 4) 
including one fi ne tripartite bowl, for which the rim 
does not survive, which is decorated with incised ge-
ometric decoration (Fig. 5, No. 5). Similar decoration 
has been found at Wandlebury (Hartley 1957, fi g.7, 6 
& 9) and at Lingwood Wells, Cott enham (Hill 1999, 
fi g.18, 2).
 One sherd, from a closed globular vessel, has an 
applied un-pierced lug (Fig. 5, No. 6). The lug again 
fi nds a parallel within the Wandlebury assemblage, 
although these examples are pierced (Hartley 1957, 
fi g.8, 68). Lugs are also found at Linton (Fell 1953, 
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Form Description
No. of 
vessels

A Jar, rounded slightly bulbous body and short upright or out-turned neck 1
B Jar, ellipsoid with no neck 1
C Jar, ellipsoid with in-turned or hooked rim 1
E Jar, bipartite, marked or angular shoulder 2
F Jar, high rounded shoulder 4
G Jar, weakly shouldered, upright or hollowed neck 3
I Jar, tripartite, marked or angular shoulder 1
K Bowl, round-bodied 1
L Bowl, shouldered, hollowed or concave neck 1
W Cup, tripartite with marked or angular shoulder and upright or everted neck 2
Non Classifi able 9
Total 26

Table 2. Number of vessels by form.

fi g.5, 32), Fordham Bypass (Percival forthcoming) and 
Landwade Road, Fordham (Braddock and Hill forth-
coming). Lugs are found on contemporary assem-
blages from southern Suff olk and Cambridgeshire 
but have not been widely found in northern East 
Anglia.
 Base forms include seven undecorated, simple 
base angles, two pinched-out or fl ared examples and 
one foot-ring base (Hartley 1957, fi g.7, 34). One base 
has no surviving base angle and cannot be assigned 
to a type. Pedestal bases are found at Wandlebury 
(Hartley 1957, fi g.7, 16) and Linton (Fell 1953, Fig. 4, 28) 
and are believed to have been in use until the fourth 
century BC (Sealy undated). 

Discussion

The assemblage is of Early Iron Age date and compa-
rable with the decorated post-Deverel pott ery from 
Langwood Farm (Cathie and Hill 2000), Lingwood 
Wells Cott enham (Hill 1999), Edix Hill (Woudhuysen 
1997), Trumpington Park & Ride (Brudenell 2012a), 
War Ditches (Brudenell 2012b), Wandlebury (Hartley 
1957; Webley 2005), Linton (Fell 1953) and Glebe Farm 
(Brudenell 2011). Wandlebury is one of the site types 
for Cunliff e’s Chinnor-Wandlebury group and dated 
by him to the fi fth to third centuries BC (Cunliff e 
2010, fi g A:12). Recent analysis by Matt  Brudenell 
has suggested that the styles represented within the 
Chinnor-Wandlebury group perhaps originated in 
the sixth century BC (Brudenell 2012a). 
 The incised decorated bowl (Fig. 5, No. 6) falls hap-
pily within a group of similar earlier Iron Age shell- 
and sand-tempered grooved and incised vessels 
identifi ed by Brudenell, distributed along the western 
fen-edge (Brudenell 2012a), being found at both Linton 
and Lingwood Wells. The incised bowl form is tra-
ditionally associated with the West-Harling Fengate 
group dated by Cunliff e to the eighth to sixth centu-
ries (Cunliff e 2010, fi g. A:5), however, recent radiocar-
bon analysis on residue on pott ery from West Harling 
proposes that the style may be somewhat later than 

the date suggested by Cunliff e, again being deposited 
around the sixth century BC (Brudenell 2012a). An 
Early Iron Age date is suggested for the Cromwell 
Community College assemblage, c. 600/550–350 BC. 
This is broadly confi rmed by the radiocarbon dates 
from pit 1405 (which both showed peaks for the mid-
sixth to early fi fth century BC) and compares well 
with similar dates obtained for the Early Iron Age 
post-Deverel Rimbury decorated pott ery from Clay 
Farm, Trumpington (Table 3).
 The presence of a mixture of vessels from several 
of Cunliff e’s pott ery style zones within a single as-
semblage has been noted at many earlier Iron Age 
sites (Hill 1999, Needham 1996, Martin 1993) and 
shows that the admixing of styles was commonplace, 
underlining the longevity of many of the vessel forms 
and perhaps suggesting widespread interconnections 
and exchange networks between peoples living in 
East Anglia during the earlier Iron Age (Hill 1999, 25). 

Baked Clay Object

Thirteen fragments from an incomplete baked clay 
object weighing 122g were recovered from the fi ll of 
ditch 2003. The object is a truncated sphere, c. 65mm at 
the fl at base, with a single partial perforation through 
the fl att ened surface, perhaps moulded around a rod 
or stick, and a large sub-rounded void in the body 
of the object. It is made of dense sandy fabric with 
sparse detrital fl int and quartz  inclusions. The func-
tion of the object is uncertain but it appears similar 
in form to several Iron Age baked clay balls found at 
Danebury which were also formed around rods and 
contain voids left by burnt out or degraded organic 
objects such as acorns (Poole 1991, 372; fi g. 7.42, 7.82). 

General Discussion

The Bronze Age/Iron Age transition in East Anglia 
usually sees a marked change, with the abandonment 
of many Late Bronze Age fi eld systems and popula-
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tion/sett lement contraction (Medlycott  2011, 29). Field 
boundaries are extremely rare in this area during the 
Early Iron Age and unenclosed sett lement appears to 
have been the norm in the eastern region at this time 
(Champion 1994, 131). The ditch found at the subject 
site may be Middle Bronze Age in origin, perhaps re-
lating to two large Middle Bronze Age sett lements, 
with associated fi eld systems and waterholes, found 
to the south (Atkins 2011). Although these Middle 
Bronze Age sites did not apparently survive into the 
Late Bronze Age, the ditches may have remained visi-
ble. Alternatively, if they date from the Early Iron Age 
then possible comparisons include a putative ditch 
found 1km to the north (Cooper 2004) and a ditch 
tentatively dated to this period found at the Fordham 
Bypass site (Richard Mortimer pers. comm.). 
 Typically, open sett lements of the Early Iron Age in 
the eastern region consisted of post-built roundhous-
es, two and four-post structures and pits (Bryant 1997, 
25). At the current site, only two four-post structures 
could be tentatively identifi ed amongst the numerous 
postholes and there were no traces of roundhouses. 
This may in part be the result of truncation by medi-
eval and later ploughing, or may signify that any re-
lated sett lement lay elsewhere. Domestic structures of 
this period have proved diffi  cult to identify at other 
sites in the locality; for instance at the sett lement 
at Chatt eris High Street/New Road (Cooper 2004; 
Thatcher 2008) where clusters of Iron Age features, 
especially postholes, were recorded in several areas 
but did not form discernible structures. At Burwell, 
115 postholes were scatt ered across the excavation 
but only six structures (three circular structures, two 
fence lines and a four-post structure) were tentatively 
identifi ed (Bailey with Popescu 2006). On these sites 
it was suggested that the large quantity of postholes 
represented repeated re-building in the same loca-
tion. Similar forms of sett lement are noted further 
afi eld at Silfi eld, near Wymondham, Norfolk where 
dozens of unenclosed postholes were recorded, some 
of which formed four-post structures and fence lines 
(Ashwin 1996). At Moulton Paddocks, Newmarket 
an unenclosed site comprised nine storage pits and 
22 lesser pits which contained 607 pott ery sherds 

(7,374g): the features were radiocarbon dated to 540–
360 BC (Bush 2011).
 The signifi cant quantity of pits found (c. 62) at the 
current site exceeds that at many comparable sites, al-
though many were shallow and contained few fi nds. 
Pit 1405 was by far the deepest example. Two of the 
pits found at Burwell were similar in general charac-
ter but were larger at 1.75m and 1.2m deep: these ex-
amples had vertical and/or undercutt ing sides (Bailey 
with Popescu 2006). The Burwell pits contained 201 
sherds (2,710g) and 1,031 sherds of Early to Middle 
Iron Age pott ery respectively (19,227g; 98% of the site 
assemblage), including several semi-complete ves-
sels. Other fi nds included a pine marten mandible, 
pierced to form a pendant. 
 Although low levels of butchered and/or burnt 
bone were found, it appears that other waste from the 
Chatt eris site was disposed of in ways that have not 
survived in the archaeological record. As a result it is 
not possible to draw any fi rm conclusions about the 
nature of the activities that took place at the site, for 
instance whether any sett lement was permanent or 
seasonal. The relatively small fi nds assemblage and 
distribution of the archaeological features appear to 
be typical of small Early to Middle Iron Age sites in 
the locality. Small quantities of fi red clay, including 
fragments of lining from ovens or kilns and part of 
a baked clay object, indicate domestic activity in the 
vicinity. Very litt le fl int was recovered (eight worked 
fl ints of which six may be contemporary with the 
pits).
 The bulk of pott ery came from pits and postholes, 
with the majority coming from pit 1405. Its deposi-
tion is typical of many Iron Age sites in East Anglia 
comprising incomplete, fragmentary vessels derived 
from domestic occupation. The pott ery may represent 
material selected for structured deposition, perhaps 
from a primary deposit such as a midden. The pat-
tern seen here, with one pit containing a substantial 
assemblage whilst others contain litt le or no pott ery 
is repeated at many sites and may refl ect slight dif-
ferences in the time between when the pott ery was 
used and its eventual deposition within the pit fi lls, 
similar to that postulated for the earlier prehistoric 

Site/Feature Laboratory Reference Radiocarbon Determination (BP)
Calibrated date BC 
(95.4% probability)

Chatt eris Pit 1405:
SUERC-41906 (GU28037) 2414 ± 24 731-402 
SUERC-41907 (GU28038) 2436 ± 25 750-406

Clay Farm Trumpington 
Pit Group 5898:

SUERC-35986 (GU24822) 2410 ± 30 740-390 
SUERC-38027 (GU26060) 2585 ± 35 821-565 

Pit Group 1023:
SUERC-44436 (GU29429) 2434 ± 29 BP 593-405

Table 3. Comparison of radiocarbon dates from Chatt eris pit 1405 and Clay Farm, Trumpington (Brudenell 
forthcoming b).
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pit groups at Kilverstone, Norfolk (Garrow et al. 2005). 
 The character and size of the ‘sett lement’ suggest 
that it was at the lower end of the sett lement hierar-
chy; perhaps occupied by a single family or seasonal 
group. The comparative local sites appear to be of 
similar status (Cooper 2004, Bailey and Popescu 2006; 
Thatcher 2008). It has been noted that, for the Early to 
Middle Iron Age 'the potential should be considered 
for the recognition of patt erns of diff ering social or-
ganisation which are linked to sett lement form, such 
as have been identifi ed within Oxfordshire … and 
north-east England' (Bryant 2000, 17). Low order sites 
such as Chatt eris contrast with the higher order ag-
glomerated sett lements, which probably comprised 
several extended families: regionally, these more 
complex sites appear in the Early Iron Age (Medlycott  

2011, 29). 
 The demise of the Cromwell Community College 
site probably occurred during the Early Iron Age, 
although it may have survived into the Middle Iron 
Age. In contrast, the Early Iron Age site at Chatt eris 
High Street/New Road continued into the Roman pe-
riod and beyond (Cooper 2004, Thatcher 2008). 

Conclusion

Although not necessarily signifi cant in terms of fur-
thering understanding of Early Iron Age sett lement 
studies in Cambridgeshire per se, the importance of 
the site at Cromwell Community College lies in its 
contribution to a number of wider research themes. 

Figure 5. Iron Age pott ery.
1. Jar with high rounded shoulder, fabric S2, context 1404, Pit 1405
2. Jar with high rounded shoulder decorated with fi ngertip impressions, fabric QF, context 1404, Pit 1405
3. Angular bipartite jar with fi ngertip impressions on shoulder, fabric QS1, context 1404, Pit 1405
4. Tripartite jar with angular shoulder decorated with fi ngertip impressions, fabric QS1, context 1404, Pit 1405
5. Tripartite jar with incised geometric decoration, fabric QS1, context 2094, Pit 2095
6. Applied un-pierced lug, fabric QS1, context 1404, Pit 1405
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In terms of material culture studies and issues of re-
gionality, analysis has demonstrated the longevity of 
many of the vessel forms, while the mixture of pot-
tery styles implies the presence of widespread links 
and exchange networks in East Anglia during the 
earlier Iron Age. The use of 'single entity' dating, as 
recommended in current guidelines (Haselgrove et 
al. 2001, 5), of single pieces of bone from a primary pit 
fi ll has provided a relatively tight date-range for the 
near-primary pott ery assemblage found in associa-
tion with them. This, when combined with the pot-
tery analysis, feeds into a growing body of data that 
in turn will assist in the establishment of a more com-
prehensive chronological framework for the Early 
Iron Age in the East of England.
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