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4  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

4.1.1 Despite the small area excavated, the results add significantly to the data available on
the Small Town of Great Chesterford's road network, clarifying the route of the road to
Radwinter. Similarly, the excavation of a small, presumably family, cemetery adds to the
evidence for burial rites during the period within the vicinity of Great Chesterford, the
current data for which is often from antiquarian excavations.

4.2   Pre-Roman Activity
4.2.1 Prior to the route of the road being defined by its roadside ditches, there is evidence for

some activity in the area, indicative of settlement and seen in the form of pit 93. Despite
being limited in scope, the evidence does suggest there is occupation nearby to the
south-west of the area, possibly in the Latest Iron Age/Earliest Roman period. 

4.3   The Roman Road network of Great Chesterford
4.3.1 The identification of the road leading from Great Chesterford to Radwinter during this

excavation was an unexpected finding. The road had no evidence for metalling, but the
ditches clearly delimited the route of a road, probably of packed earth, that led from
what appears to be the eastern gate rather than southern gate of Great Chesterford
(Fig.  2).  This  would  have  continued  to  Radwinter,  the  site  of  a  substantial  Roman
roadside  settlement  (Moan  2017),  and  presumably  carried  on  to  Colchester.  The
location of  the road itself  is  approximately 70m further north than the inferred route
(EHER 7317), but is on the same alignment and lines up well  with other cropmarks
heading south-eastwards to Radwinter. Interestingly, the alignment of the ditches does
appear  to  line  up  with  a  gap  in  the  tree  line  2.5km  to  the  south-east  (Plate  11).
Progressing towards Radwinter, the road does appear to get 'lost' within the modern
field boundaries, with few seeming to follow the alignment of the road. A single ditch
cropmark can be seen in a field just south of Little Walden (TL 5421 4123, SMR47896)
which lines up with the route of the road, although it cannot be seen either side of this
large field, and it is more probable that the cropmark represents a post-medieval field
boundary later infilled. Further to the south-east there are some boundaries which do
line up well with the proposed route, south of Water End and heading towards Stocking
Green (Fig. 6), the evidence for which has previously been identified as being part of a
Roman road (Margary 1973 pp.243, route 300). Continuing on, this route then entered
Radwinter at its northern end, and can be seen on a geophysical survey undertaken on
the field north of the excavation undertaken by OAE (Moan 2017, fig. 13).

4.3.2 Recent  developer funded archaeological  investigation around Great  Chesterford has
shed some light on the Roman Small Town's road network (Fig. 2), with a further road
(thought to be a Romanised section of the Icknield Way) leading north-eastwards from
the eastern gate being identified prior to housing construction south of Stanley Road.
The article and associated archive report (Moan 2014 & 2015) for that mitigation work
provide detail on evidence for the regions roads and their form (packed earth versus
metalled surface), and the form of the road identified at the Thorpe Lea site seems the
same in form as the other road, with a ditch delimiting the route of the road, which
showed no evidence of metalling. 

4.3.3 A not dissimilar narrative between the two roads use can be inferred from the dating
evidence,  with  the  ditches  being  excavated  at  roughly  the  same time period  (early
second century AD), and the Radwinter Road would appear to fall into disuse around
the  same  time  as  its  counterpart,  with  pottery  suggesting  it  was  beginning  to  be
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significantly infilled during the third century AD; a large assemblage of 1724g of third to
fourth century AD pottery was recovered from the fill  of  the southern roadside ditch.
These dates tie in well with the known fortunes of the Roman Small Town (Moan 2015).

4.3.4 Further  inferences  can  be  made  from  the  pottery,  with  both  sites  having  a  high
proportion of finewares, more-so than would be expected from a rural site, suggesting
the extra-mural settlement of the Small Town was located nearby, and extended further
than the currently thought limits (Medleycott 2011a). Both the Thorpe Lea and Stanley
Road  sites  were  located  approximately  650m  away  from  the  town's  eastern  gate,
indicating a significant spread of extra-mural settlement is possible for the town. The
lack of current knowledge of the extra-mural settlement size is mainly due to a lack of
developer  funder  archaeological  works  within  the  town  of  Great  Chesterford
(Medleycott 2011a), and research work mostly being concentrated on the walled town
itself. The evidence from the past two OAE excavations may well indicate the spread of
settlement was much larger than initially thought.

4.3.5 The environmental evidence from Thorpe Lea was not exceptional, but did give some
idea of the local landscape during the period of the road's use. Spelt, oat and barely
grains were recovered, giving a hint at what crops were being grown nearby, and the
recovery of  grass,  knotgrass and clover seeds from the samples would indicate the
area  nearby  to  road  was  quite  open  with  grassy  verges.  Similarly,  faunal  remains
suggest cattle was the main animal resource in the local economy, along with some pig,
and pack animals such as horses were in use; an assemblage very similar to those
found at Stanley Road and Radwinter (Moan 2014 & 2017), as well as the majority of
other Romano-British sites in  the region.  The age of  the pig remains indicates they
were slaughtered at  a young age,  and the cattle  at  around 4 years old,  an age for
slaughter typically seen during the Roman period. Dog remains were also found, and
were the size of a lap-dog, indicating it was a pet rather than of use in a pastoral regime
or as a guard dog. This could indicate relatively high status for some residents of Great
Chesterford, as they were able to afford the keeping of a pet for pleasure rather than it
requiring an economic use. This pattern is one coming to light in recent research, with
evidence from dog remains showing a shifting attitude towards pet-keeping during the
period, and possibly part of a phenomenon of conspicuous consumption of the elite,
something  identified  during  excavations  at  Silchester,  Hampshire  (Fulford  &  Clarke
2011, Mackinnon, pers. comm.).

4.4   The Cremation Cemetery
4.4.1 The uncovering of  a small  cemetery was also unexpected (Plate 12),  but  this small

cemetery of seven individuals adds greatly to the site's narrative. Due to its small size
(seven individuals), it would make sense to think this cemetery was used by one family
group,  forming a small  plot  on the road leading out  of  the town and its extra-mural
settlement. Of the group, six were cremated, interred within pottery vessels and buried
with ancillary pottery vessels and a glass drinking vessel. The other burial was that of a
foetal inhumation, interred adjacent to one of the cremations. 

4.4.2 Cremations was the preferred burial rite for the Romano-British population until around
c.  AD150, when inhumation began to take place in  preference to cremation,  due to
changing  beliefs  and  customs.  The  presence  of  a  foetal  inhumation  alongside  the
cremated adult  individuals  suggests different  burial  rites were observed for  younger
members of a family, a pattern that is observed on other excavated cemeteries.  Overall
data  would  suggest  that  the  transition  from  inhumation  to  cremation  happened  at
approximately 6 months in age (Pearce 2000, pp. 126). One of the Great Chesterford
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cemeteries which was recorded in the mid-19th century (near to the Roman Braughing
Road;  Fig.  2 EHER13932, Medleycott  2011a,  pp.253 – the closest  cemetery to this
small  Thorpe  Lea  example)  was  found  to  contain  seven  cremations  and  25  child
inhumations, and further afield, north-west of Cambridge at Vicars Farm, a group of
eight  2nd  century  AD  cremations  were  found  alongside  two  neonate  inhumations
(Dodwell 2001).

4.4.3 Further  osteological  evidence  is  limited  from  the  remains:  Schmorl's  nodes  were
identified  on  the  individual  from  cremation  77 (a  small  protrusion  on  the  spine,
indicative of degeneration of the spine). The other information on the individuals must
be taken from their grave goods and any burial rites that can be identified. Some burnt
sheep/goat remains were found with cremation 77, along with an unfired sheep incisor
from  73,  the former of  which could indicate an offering placed on the pyre with the
individual. Similarly,  the lack of charcoal within the burials and lack of pyre debris is
noticeable, but cannot be seen as evidence for the pyre being some distance from the
burial site; pyres in their nature are ephemeral and rarely seen in the archaeological
record,  unless the pyre forms an integral  part  of  the burial  itself,  such as a bustum
burial (e.g. the example recorded along the Covenham to Boston Pipeline, Bush 2014). 

4.4.4 One of the most interesting burial rites seen within the Thorpe Lea cemetery is that of
the 'ritual killing' of some of the vessels prior to deposition within the burials. This is a
technique  by  which  the  pots  are  deliberately  damaged  or  broken,  a  phenomenon
observed at many other Romano-British cemeteries in the region such as the major
cemetery at Skeleton Green (Partridge 1981) and the further works undertaken on it
(Wallace lands; Anderson  et al forthcoming),  as well  as being seen within the wider
Roman Empire. At least four of the 13 vessels within the cremations at Thorpe Lea
show evidence of this burial rite, with holes being drilled into some vessels and parts of
the  rims  or  necks  of  vessels  being  deliberately  clipped  off.  Furthermore  to  this
evidence, two of the vessels appear to be 'seconds' – though they were not wasters
since they functioned as a vessel, they were clearly poorly made/fired, again something
in evidence at the Skeleton Green cemetery, which says something about the selection
of  pots  for  cremations,  demonstrating  not  all  grave  goods  were  selected  for  their
aesthetic qualities.

4.4.5 Other  intriguing evidence was  seen in  the  cobbling  and layer  of  soil  interpreted as
colluvium, overlying/truncating two cremations, and which the final four cremations and
inhumation cut. Rather than colluvium in the true sense, it may be more of a surviving
soil horizon. From the limited evidence of a layer of cobbling and this layer of soil, it
could be suggested a small mound was located over the burial site, forming a marker
for  the  cemetery;  however  inferring  this  does  seem to  be  stretching  the  evidence.
Clearly though, the area was altered, with the laying of cobbles near to the ditch and
possibly  forming  some  small  area  to  commemorate  the  two  individuals  originally
interred,  before  further  cremation  burials  were  interred  within  the  area  over  the
following century, whilst the road went out of use and the material began to slump into
the roadside ditch.

4.5   Post-Roman Activity
4.5.1 The roadside ditches were out of use during the 3rd century, infilling completely. Very

little evidence for  activity after this was found on the site.  The only possible activity
could be ditches 52 and 54, which were phased to period 1.2, but contained only small
amounts of Roman material (37g of pottery), which may have been residual. This could
mean the ditches are later (medieval?) and delineate a boundary that respected the

© Oxford Archaeology East Page 21 of 60 Report Number 2130



route of the earlier road. This seems unlikely, however, since the later (post-medieval)
boundaries in the local area run perpendicular to the road's orientation, suggesting the
route's alignment was no longer an influence of field systems in the post-Roman period.
It seems more probable the ditches are Roman in date, and are two phases of recutting
of the road's northern limit.

4.6   Significance
4.6.1 This small excavation has identified the route of the road leading to Radwinter from

Great  Chesterford,  broadening  our  understanding  of  the  towns  road  network,  and
adding to the bigger picture of the region's Romano-British landscape, particularly when
looked at in conjunction with other recent developer funded works. Roman roads are
often  identified  through  cropmarks  and  modern  boundary  alignments  from  aerial
photographs and the chance to excavate them is often limited, thus this opportunity to
investigate a small part of the road is excellent, allowing for solid dating of the roads
history and for consideration of this in the context of other dating evidence for Great
Chesterford's Romano-British history.

4.6.2 Furthermore, the small cremation cemetery revealed during the works also adds greatly
to  local  evidence  for  Romano-British  burial  rites  around  the  outskirts  of  Great
Chesterford; data that is relatively lacking, due to the numerous cemeteries that were
dug during the 19th century. The identification of a foetal inhumation buried alongside
the cremated individuals, along with the ritual killing of some of the pottery vessels also
adds further evidence to burial rites that are becoming well known patterns within the
Romano-British archaeological record. 
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Figure 1: Site location showing archaeological trench (black) in development area (red) 
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Plate 2: Northern roadside ditch 46 and parallel ditches 52 and 54, looking north-west

Plate 1: Pit 93 and ditch 95, looking south-west
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Plate 4: Cremation 81, looking north-west

Plate 3: Cremations within area of colluvium/relict soil (62), looking south-west
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Plate 6: Small Find 30, from cremation 77, prior to excavation

Plate 5: Cremation 77, looking east-south-east
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Plate 8: Cremation 75 mid-excavation, looking east

Plate 7: Excavation of Cremation 68, looking west; Small Find 20 in foreground
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Plate 9:  Cremation 73, mid-excavation, looking north-west
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Plate 10:  Glass vessel (Small Find 7) from cremation 73
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Plate 12: Stripping of the area, looking north-north-west; note cremations in foreground

Plate 11: Roadside ditches, looking south-east
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