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Summary 

Archaeological monitoring was carried out during excavation of new service trenches 

along the northern edge of Munitions Area 5, RAF Lakenheath, during May-July 2013 in 

order to record any surviving archaeological deposits and to examine the extent of 

airfield disturbance in this area. Due to the shallow nature of the services only limited 

information could be recovered, although dried peat deposits were identified in several 

areas and it seems likely that previous landscaping and preparatory ground works for 

the airfield munitions store have significantly affected the higher soil levels across much 

of the area examined. 
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1. Introduction 

Archaeological monitoring was carried out during excavation of new service trenches 

along the northern edge of Munitions Area 5, RAF Lakenheath during May-July 2013 in 

order to record any surviving archaeological deposits and to examine the extent of 

airfield disturbance in this area. The primary archaeological interest was in the new 

service runs along the northern and north-eastern edges of the site as there was less 

expectation of prior modern disturbance than across the centre of the area which is 

crossed by a number of existing cables, ducts and pipes.  

 

 

2. Geology and topography 

The site lies on the northern boundary of RAF Lakenheath, immediately to the south of 

Wangford Fen, at a height of c.5m above OD. The bedrock geology consists of chalk of 

the Holywell Nodular Chalk Formation And New Pit Chalk Formation above which are 

glaciofluvial drift and peat deposits (British Geological Survey 2013), usually deep 

permeable sandy and peaty soils affected by groundwater (Ordnance Survey 1983). 

 

 

3. Archaeology and historical background 

RAF Lakenheath covers some 760ha across the parishes of Lakenheath, Eriswell and 

Wangford. Following its initial development during World War II it has been occupied 

and developed by the United States Air Force since 1948.  The airbase lies within the 

dense band of prehistoric, Roman and Anglo-Saxon activity that is recorded along the 

margins of the fens in the County Historic Environment Record, and SCCAS/FT have 

previously carried out some 175+ projects across the base, ranging from small-scale 

monitoring to large-scale excavation, although a majority of this work has occurred 

c.2km to the south in the main built-up area of the base. 

 

Preservation of sites on the airbase has often been good. In particular this is probably 

due to low levels of agricultural erosion since the airbase was enclosed in the 1940’s 

and to the fact that many of the original airbase structures were built on shallow 

foundations or above ground concrete pads.  
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Figure 1.  Location map, showing approximate extent of peaty deposits (according to

BGS) in brown and observed service runs (black). 
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Figure 2. Detailed service run plan, showing representative section locations (red)
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4. Methodology 

The footings were excavated in segments, with segments generally backfilled and 

closed prior to digging the next stretch, across much of the Munitions Store site.  

 

The service trenches were excavated using a small (7-8 tonne) tracked excavator fitted 

with a narrow bladed bucket, with a width of 0.5m, and generally to a depth of 0.5-0.6m. 

Approximately 250m of service run was observed, with several representative sections 

drawn at intervals to illustrate the visible stratigraphy. No GPS surveying or 

photographic equipment was permitted in the Munitions Area. 

 

Deposits were recorded using SCCAS pro forma sheets and plans and sections were 

hand-drawn at 1:50 and 1:20 where necessary. 

 

A digital copy of the report will be submitted for inclusion on the Archaeology Data 

Service database (http://ads.ahds.ac.uk/catalogue/library/greylit) upon completion of the 

project. 

 

The site archives are kept in the store of Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service 

in Bury St Edmunds under HER No. LKH 354. 
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5. Results 

5.1 Service trench results 

The service trench along the northern/north-eastern perimeter road of the munitions 

store was 0.5m wide and approximately 0.5-0.7m deep (primarily varying slightly with 

the undulations in the surface level).  

 

Several representative sections have been illustrated (Fig. 3), generally showing a layer 

of topsoil 0.1m thick overlying up to c.0.4m of either windblown sands or disturbed soils 

(again primarily windblown sands but appearing to have been churned/moved) that are 

probably linked to construction of the airfield and/or munitions store. In some areas, the 

service trench did penetrate through these deposits to reveal dried peat layers at the 

very base of the trench, and it is assumed that the peat continues under the areas 

where it was not directly observed. One section (S.7) showed no sign of disturbed soils 

or windblown sands, instead showing topsoil directly over peaty soils.  
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6. Finds and environmental evidence 

No finds of archaeological relevance were observed during the course of this 

monitoring, the cultural material noted was entirely modern in nature (the majority was 

small fragments of concrete and tarmac/old road surfacing material). No soil samples 

were taken of the dried peat deposits where it was observed. 

 

 

7. Discussion 

While dried peat deposits were not observed at all points along the service runs, it 

appears that this is more to do with the level of modern disturbance and the depth of 

made ground/ consolidation layers in relation to the shallow depth of the excavated 

trenches than a genuine absence of peaty deposits in those areas. It should be noted 

that the peat deposits have previously been observed past the approximate extent 

defined by the Ordnance Survey. 

 

 

8. Conclusions and recommendations for further work 

In conclusion the monitoring has confirmed that peat deposits extend throughout this 

area southwards from Wangford Fen, sealed beneath windblown sands or modern 

deposits. This implies that although no archaeological deposits were identified any such 

could be preserved relatively intact across this part of the airbase.  

 

 

9. Archive deposition 

Paper and photographic archive: SCCAS Bury St Edmunds 

Digital archive: SCCAS R:\Environmental Protection\Conservation\Archaeology\   

    Archive\Lakenheath\LKH 354 Monitoring 
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