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Non-Technical Summary 

Planning permission (N/2015/1249) was granted by Northampton Borough Council for 
a housing development at Ecton Brook Playing Fields, off Great Billing Way, 
Northampton.  A condition was attached to the planning permission requiring a 
programme of archaeological work be carried out in accordance with a written scheme 
of investigation.  The works comprised trial trench evaluation followed by ‘strip, map 
and sample’ investigation.  
 
The trial trench evaluation was undertaken on 28th September 2016.  A total of five 
trenches, measuring between 25–50m long by 1.8m wide, were opened so as to 
investigate the archaeological potential of the proposed housing plots.  The subsequent 
‘strip, map and sample’ excavation was carried out on 10th November 2016.  It 
comprised stripping of the subsoil within the confines of the proposed access road and 
stretched over an area c. 10m by 11m around features revealed in Trench 2 during the 
trial trenching. 
 
The only archaeological features revealed within the proposed development area (PDA) 
PDA were in the form of modern wheel ruts that were likely associated with the 
construction of the nearby Ecton Brook Primary School. 
 
The absence of any other features suggests that the PDA may be some distance away 
from any earlier settlement focus.  In addition, none of the archaeological remains 
recorded in the Northamptonshire HER continued into the PDA.  However, the scarce 
presence of Roman artefacts within the subsoil may indicate at least some level of 
activity datable to the Roman period in the vicinity of the site. 
 
The remains identified within the site are of negligible significance and have no 
potential to address regional archaeological research agenda.  The findings of the field 
investigation also suggest that the development of the site will have no significant 
archaeological impact.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Project Background 
Planning permission (ref. N/2015/1249) was granted by Northampton Borough 
Council for a housing development at Ecton Brook Playing Fields, off Great 
Billing Way, Northampton.  Condition 14 required a programme of 
archaeological work in accordance with a written scheme of investigation. 
 
The Assistant Archaeological Advisor (AAA) to Northamptonshire County 
Council advised that the programme of archaeological work should initially 
comprise two methods: 

• Archaeological ‘strip, map and sample’ excavation (HER Event no. 
ENN108440) and 

• Trial trench investigation (HER Event no. ENN108441).  
 
Albion Archaeology was commissioned by BWB Consulting Ltd (Client) to 
produce a written scheme of investigation (WSI) for the archaeological works 
(Albion Archaeology 2016) and to undertake the fieldwork.  The WSI was 
approved by the AAA in advance of the fieldwork.  Trenching was undertaken 
on 28th September 2016.  
 
One trial trench contained features that were potentially of archaeological 
interest. Consequently, the AAA requested that a second stage of investigation, 
comprising ‘strip, map and sample’, be carried out during grounworks in the 
vicinity of the features. This was completed on 10th November 2016.  
 
The results of these archaeological works are set out in this report. 

1.2 Site Location, Topography and Geology 
The site comprises a part of the former playing fields of Ecton Brook Primary 
School, located to the south of Ecton Brook Road, within the parish of Great 
Billing, located on the eastern edge of Northampton (Figure 1).  It comprises c. 
1.4ha of relatively flat land lying at c. 60m OD centred on NGR SP 817 623.  
The topsoil had been stripped and the subsoil exposed within the site prior to the 
commencement of investigation.   
 
The underlying geology comprises deposits of clay and silt overlying mudstone1. 

1.3 Archaeological Background 
The AAA has advised that a number of archaeological features and sites have 
been identified within the vicinity of the proposed development area (PDA).  
Romano-British pottery and kiln material was found during archaeological 
works carried out during the construction of the A45 to the south of the site, 
which suggests a pottery production site may lie nearby.  To the east, further 
Romano-British pottery has been found, along with prehistoric flints; crop-
marks within the area suggest possible settlement enclosures and funerary sites 

                                                 
1 http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain/home.html accessed 03/10/2016 



Albion Archaeology   

Ecton Brook Playing Fields, Great Billing Way, Northampton:  
Archaeological Field Investigation 

2 

may be present.  
 
Subsequent to the approval by the AAA of version 1.0 of the WSI, BWB 
Consulting Ltd commissioned a geophysical magnetic survey of the site (Phase 
Site Investigations Ltd, in prep.). A revised trenching strategy was proposed to 
reflect the preliminary results, which generally consisted of possible agricultural 
features and areas of modern disturbance.  Some stronger responses could be 
modern or might indicate features such as kilns, given the archaeology recorded 
within the wider area.  
 
The Northamptonshire HER was consulted in order to establish the 
archaeological context for the project.  This was carried out after the completion 
of the field investigation as agreed with the AAA.  The HER search of a 500m 
radius area around the PDA provided information on: 

• possible prehistoric activity – located predominantly to the east and south 
of the PDA; 

• possible Roman settlement with associated pottery production site – 
located to the east of the site; 

• find-spots of the medieval date – located to the north-west of the PDA. 

1.4 Project Objectives 
The objective of the fieldwork was to provide information on any archaeological 
remains present and to enable an appropriate mitigation strategy to be 
formulated, if required. 
 
The overall aims of the investigation were: 
 

• to establish the location, extent, nature and date of any archaeological 
features or deposits that might be present; 

• to assess the integrity and state of preservation of any archaeological 
features or deposits that might be present. 

• to recover artefacts to assist in the development of type series within the 
region. 

• to recover palaeo-environmental remains to determine local 
environmental conditions. 

 
The results of the archaeological works were examined in the report in relation 
to their local, regional and national context.  Given the proximity of Roman 
remains the results of the work might have potential to contribute to a number of 
research questions in the relevant chapter of the East Midlands Research Agenda 
(Knight et al. 2012).  The report examines the significance of the results with 
reference to regional research frameworks (Knight et al. 2012). 
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2. METHODOLOGY 
The project comprised two methodological approaches – archaeological trial 
trenching and archaeological strip/map and sample during construction of a 
section of the new road; these are summarised below and detailed in the WSI 
(Albion Archaeology 2016). 

  
The standards and requirements set out in the following documents were adhered 
to throughout the project: 
 
• Albion Archaeology Procedures Manual: Volume 1 Fieldwork (2nd ed. 

2001) 
• Archaeological 

Archives Forum 
Archaeological Archives: A Guide to best practice 
in creation, compilation, transfer and curation (2nd 
ed. 2011) 

• Historic England Management of Research Projects in the Historic 
Environment (MoRPHE) Projects Managers’ Guide 
(2015) 
Environmental Archaeology: A guide to the theory 
and practice of methods, from sampling and 
recovery to post-excavation. (2015) 

• CIfA Charter and By-law; Code of Conduct 
Standard and guidance for archaeological field 
evaluation 

 Standard and Guidance for an Archaeological 
Watching Brief  

 Standard and guidance for the collection, 
documentation, conservation and research of 
archaeological materials 

• Northamptonshire 
Archaeological 
Resource Centre 

Northamptonshire Archaeological Archives 
Standard (2014) 

2.1 Archaeological Trial Trenching 
The trial trench evaluation was undertaken on 28th September 2016.  A total of 
five trenches were located so as to investigate the archaeological potential of the 
proposed housing plots (Figure 1); these were between 25–50m long by 1.8m 
wide.  The position of Trench 5 was altered due to the presence of topsoil heap 
in the area of its original location.  
 
Trenches were opened using a mechanical excavator fitted with a flat-edged 
bucket and operated by an experienced driver under close archaeological 
supervision.  Spoil heaps were scanned by eye and metal detector for finds 
recovery.  

 
Any potential archaeological features were cleaned, excavated by hand and 
recorded using Albion Archaeology’s pro forma sheets.  All deposits were 
assigned a unique context number commencing at 100 for Trench 1, 200 for 
Trench 2 etc.  Each trench was subsequently drawn and photographed as 
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appropriate.   
 
The trenches were inspected by the AAA prior to their backfilling. 

2.2 Archaeological ‘Strip, Map and Sample’ Excavati on (Area 1)  
The ‘strip, map and sample’ works were carried out on 10th November 2016.  
These comprised stripping of the subsoil within the confines of the proposed 
access road (Figure 4) and stretched over an area c. 10m by 11m around features 
revealed in Trench 2 during the trench evaluation.  The groundworks were 
monitored by an archaeologist and spoil heap was scanned for artefacts 
recovery.   
 
Any potential archaeological remains were cleaned, investigated by hand and 
recorded using Albion Archaeology’s pro forma sheets.  All deposits were 
assigned a unique context number, commencing at 1, and were subsequently 
drawn and photographed as appropriate.   
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3. RESULTS 

3.1 Introduction 
All features and deposits found during the investigations are described below 
and shown on Figures 2–5.  Detailed information on features and deposits 
revealed during the investigation can be found in Appendices 1 and 2.  The 
artefacts recovered from the features and deposits are summarised within this 
section.   

3.2 Overburden and Geological Deposits 
The topsoil had been removed from the site prior to the commencement of 
archaeological investigation.  The subsoil was uniform across the site, 
comprising 0.10–0.28m of grey-brown to brown-grey sandy silt.  In addition, 
external dump layer (501) of 0.14m-thick blue-grey clay was revealed in Trench 
5.  
 
Subsoil (100) in Trench 1 produced two sherds (24g) of post-medieval abraded 
red-slipped black glazed earthenware as well as one fragment (16g) of a fine 
greyware jar rim (200mm diameter) dated to the Roman period.  Moreover, a 
single base angle sherd (42g) of the Roman period Nene Valley greyware was 
recovered from subsoil (200) in Trench 2; this was dated to the 3rd/4th century.   
 
Undisturbed geological deposits were similar across the PDA, comprising grey-
orange to orange-brown clay silts, with outcrops of pure clay and patches of 
gravel towards the south.  Additionally, three geological features on NW to SE 
alignment [102] were revealed in Trench 1; these were formed by bands of 
orange-brown sandy silt material.  

3.3 Features Recorded During Trial Trenching 

3.3.1 Modern features  
Three shallow, parallel linear features were present in Trench 2; these were on a 
NW to SE alignment and were c. 1.0–2.0m apart.  They were between 0.59–
0.95m wide and had irregular profiles that ranged from 0.11–0.21m in depth 
(Figure 2); they were infilled by homogenous mid-grey-brown sandy silt 
deposits.  Feature [204] produced a single sherd (8g) of a modern transfer-
printed plate rim with a floral design, whilst fill (207) of feature [206] yielded an 
abraded cattle molar (27g).   

3.3.2 Tree-throws 
Several tree-throws were encountered in Trenches 3 and 5 (Figure 2 and Figure 
3: Image 4); a number of these were investigated by hand but they produced no 
dating evidence.  

3.4 Features Recorded During ‘Strip, Map and Sample ’ Investigation 

3.4.1 Modern features  
A number of intermittent, irregular linear remains was revealed within the 
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proposed access road, which appeared to correspond with linears 
[202]/[204]/[206] in Trench 2 (Figures 4 and 5).  A single segment [3] was 
excavated by hand.  This revealed an irregular concave profile of the feature that 
was 0.5m wide by 0.16m deep.   
 
Given the irregular characteristics of the features, it seems most likely that the 
remains represent modern wheel ruts, probably associated with the construction 
of the former Ecton Brook Primary School playing fields. 

3.4.2 Tree-throws 
Two tree-throws were revealed and excavated by hand (Figures 4 and 5) but 
these yielded no dating evidence.  
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4. CONCLUSION  
The only potentially archaeological features revealed within the PDA were in 
the form of modern wheel ruts that may be associated with the construction of 
the former playing fields of the nearby Ecton Brook Primary School.   
 
The absence of any other features suggests that the PDA may be some distance 
away from any earlier settlement focus.  In addition, none of the archaeological 
remains recorded in the Northamptonshire HER continued into the PDA.  
However, the scarce presence of Roman artefacts within the subsoil may 
indicate at least some level of activity datable to the Roman period in the 
vicinity of the site. 
 
The remains identified within the site are of negligible significance and have no 
potential to address regional archaeological research agenda.  The findings of the 
field investigation also suggest that the development of the site will have no 
significant archaeological impact.
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7. APPENDIX 2: AREA SUMMARY 
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Figure 1: Site location  
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Figure 2:  Trial trenching results 
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Figure 3: Selected images 
 

Image 1: View of Trench 5; looking NE. 
External dump layer (501) in baulk 

sections.  Scale 1m  

Image 2:  Wheel ruts [202], [204] and [206] in 
Trench 2; looking SE. Scale 1m 

Image 4:  Tree throw in Trench 3; looking NE. 
Scale 1m 

 

Image 3:  Geological features Gen no. [102] in 
Trench 1; looking NW.  Scale 1m 
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Figure 4: Watching brief trench (Area 1) 
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Figure 5: Selected images 
 

The trench as stripped. Looking north-west. Scale 1m 
 

The trench with features outlined with yellow paint. Looking north-west. Scale 1m 
 

Root disturbance, half-sectioned. Looking north-west. Scale 30cm 
 


