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Summary 

Between the 9th and 10th of March 2017 Oxford Archaeology East carried out 
an archaeological evaluation in the grounds of the Sycamores, Hayling Walk, 
Little Paxton, Cambridgeshire. 

Two 14m long trenches were excavated and revealed an extensive area of 
intercutting gravel extraction pits that covered the entire site down to a depth 
of up to a metre below ground level. No natural deposits were found except at 
the bottom of excavated features. 

A small quantity of post-medieval pottery and brick was recovered from several 
of the extraction pits. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Scope of work 
1.1.1 Oxford Archaeology (OA) was commissioned by Bewick Homes to undertake a trial 

trench evaluation at the site of The Sycamores, Hayling Walk, Little Paxton, 
Cambridgeshire. 

1.1.2 The work was undertaken as a condition of Planning Permission (planning ref. 
16/01581/FUL). A Brief was set by Gemma Stewart and a Written Scheme of 
Investigation was produced by OA detailing the Local Authority’s requirements for 
work necessary to discharge the planning condition. This document outlines how OA 
implemented the specified requirements. 

1.2 Location, topography and geology 
1.2.1 The site lies on the southern edge of the village of Little Paxton, Cambridgeshire, 

roughly 100m north of the River Great Ouse. 

1.2.2 The area of proposed development consists of an existing bungalow and its 
surrounding garden and lies at c.15m AOD. 

1.2.3 The site lies close to the intersection of the alluvial layers associated with the River 
Great Ouse and 3rd Terrace sand and gravel deposits. These overlie Oxford Clay 
formation Mudstone bedrock. 

1.3 Archaeological and historical background 
1.3.1 The archaeological and historical background below is drawn from the Written Scheme 

of Investigation (Thatcher 2017).  

1.3.2 Cambridgeshire County Council Historic Environment Service provided the client with 
Historic Environment Records for a search area of approximately 1km centred on the 
proposed development site. The results of this search are summarised below by 
period. 

Palaeolithic and Mesolithic 

1.3.3 There have been numerous finds recovered from the river gravels around Little Paxton 
of worked stone tools dating from the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic and Bronze 
Ages. 

1.3.4 Immediately to the west of the site, Palaeolithic flakes, stone axes, and other tools 
were recovered from a number of pits, along with remains of horse, bison, elephant 
and rhinoceros (Historic Environment Record reference CHER 00578, 00584, 00584a & 
00587).  

1.3.5 Further afield at Weston Brook, to the north-east, Mesolithic and Neolithic worked 
flints have been found (CHER 08992).  
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Neolithic and Bronze Age 

1.3.6 Neolithic flint scatters are recorded immediately to the west of the site (CHER 00584B); 
also, 300m to south-west (CHER 00577) and 300m to the north-east, in association 
with Neolithic pottery (CHER 00628b, 08989 & 08991). 

1.3.7 Approximately 400m to the west of the site a Neolithic pit at Little Paxton Gravel pits 
contained a complete wooden axe handle and polished agate pebble (CHER 09792). 
Worked flints dating from the Neolithic to Late Bronze Age were also identified 500m 
to the north-east (CHER 08988). 

1.3.8 Archaeological investigations at Little Paxton Primary School to the north-east also 
revealed evidence for prehistoric activity (ECB2628). To the west and north, further 
evidence of possible prehistoric occupation (ECB3279) and Neolithic and Bronze Age 
occupation (ECB1350) has been revealed. 

1.3.9 Prehistoric pits, ditches and postholes of Early Bronze Age and Early Iron Age date were 
identified in an evaluation to the south-west (MCB 19299). 

Iron Age 

1.3.10 An evaluation 200m to the north-east at Little Paxton Primary School (MCB20343), 
identified two ditches and a posthole. Late Bronze Age to Early Iron Age pottery and 
medieval remains were recovered from these features. Substantial cropmarks 
recorded on the river gravels probably indicate that Iron Age and Romano-British 
settlement (CHER 00635, 04747 ECB3308) extended within the school site. 

Roman  

1.3.11 There are a large number of records dating to the Roman period in the CHER, including 
a Roman flask found immediately to the west of the site (CHER 00592). On the south 
bank of the River Ouse Roman cremation vessels were recovered from a field called 
'Barrow Close' (CHER 00581). To the east, pottery, animal bone and the possible 
remains of a boat quay were dredged from the river in 1952 (CHER 00625).  

1.3.12 In 1969 a Romano-British settlement was excavated 500m east of the site ahead of 
gravel quarrying (CHER 00633, 00633a). Also to the east is an extensive network of 
drainage ditches visible as cropmarks (CHER 00635, 00636). To the west, the remains 
of a Roman shoe have been recovered (CHER 09792A) and field walking recorded a 
scatter of pottery (CHER 10710A). 

Saxon and early medieval 

1.3.13 Gravel quarrying in the 1960s identified ‘several thousand’ Late Saxon settlement 
features (CHER 00628) 300m to the east. Further evidence for Late Saxon settlement, 
in the form of post-holes, ditches and beamslots, is recorded on the south bank of the 
Ouse, to the south-east (CHER 00622).  

1.3.14 Approximately 400m to the west of the site, two Saxon inhumation burials were found 
close to the Great North Road (00582). Another inhumation was found to the north-
east (CHER 00634). 
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Later medieval 

1.3.15 St James’ Church (CHER 13010), located 300m to the north, incorporates 12th century 
stonework into its fabric, and lies at the historic core the early village. Further to the 
north, medieval ridge-and-furrow (CHER 08007 & 08268) is visible in aerial 
photographs. To the west, a scatter of medieval pottery was recovered (CHER 10710b) 
whilst immediately to the north of the River Ouse, another pottery scatter is recorded 
(MCB16927). 

Post-medieval and modern 

1.3.16 The application area is situated within the early 19th century Paxton Park (CHER 
12149). To the north-east of the site, the Primary School is located on lands that were 
formerly part of Paxton Hall (CHER 00594). The extant building (now Bethany House), 
lies further to the north and contains Elizabethan and 18th century elements. The 
house was originally set in 20ha of gardens, approached from the south via an avenue. 
The estate comprised 690ha when sold in the early 19th century. The 1887 Ordnance 
Survey map shows most of the area south of High Street and Little Paxton Road as part 
of Paxton Park with Paxton Park Hospital at its centre. This area has subsequently been 
developed for housing. 
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2 EVALUATION AIMS AND METHODOLOGY 
2.1 Aims 
2.1.1 The project aims and objectives were as follows: 

i. To determine or confirm the general nature of any remains present. 
ii. To determine or confirm the approximate date or date range of any remains, 

by means of artefactual or other evidence. 
iii. To set results in the local, regional, and national archaeological context – and, 

in particular, its wider cultural landscape and past environmental conditions 
iv. To provide sufficient information to construct an archaeological mitigation 

strategy, dealing with preservation, the recording of archaeological deposits, 
working practices, timetables, and orders of cost. 

2.2 Methodology 
2.2.1 A total of two trenches measuring 14 x 1.8m were excavated. This was the maximum 

trench length that it was possible to excavate within the proposed development site 
based on the need to avoid service runs, namely an existing water pipe, exclusions 
covered by Tree Preservation Orders and the extant buildings on site. In the event this 
entailed the revision of the trench plan once on site; namely, moving Trench 1 onto an 
east to west alignment in order to avoid an extant garden wall that crossed its original 
line. 

2.2.2 Service plans were checked before work commenced on site. Before trenching, the 
footprint of each trench was scanned by a qualified and experienced operator using a 
CAT and Genny with a valid calibration certificate.  

2.2.3 Bucket samples of 90 litres of excavated soil were taken from the end of each trench, 
in order to characterise artefactual remains in the topsoil and other soil horizons above 
the archaeological level. These were sieved off site for the purposes of finds retrieval. 
No finds were recovered. 

2.2.4 Spoil, exposed surfaces and features were scanned with a metal detector. 

2.2.5 All machine excavation was undertaken under the supervision of a suitably qualified 
and experienced archaeologist. 

2.2.6 The trial trenches were excavated by a mechanical excavator to the upper interface of 
archaeological features or deposits. A toothless ditching bucket used to excavate the 
trenches. Overburden was excavated in spits not greater than 0.1m thick. 

2.2.7 Spoil was stored alongside trenches. Topsoil, subsoil, and archaeological deposits were 
kept separate during excavation, to allow for sequential backfilling of excavations. 

2.2.8 All archaeological features and deposits were excavated by hand, in slots of at least 
1.0m in width.  

2.2.9 Site survey was carried out using a survey-grade differential GPS (Leica CS10/GS08 or 
Leica 1200) fitted with "smartnet" technology with an accuracy of 5mm horizontal and 
10mm vertical. 
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2.2.10 The site grid is accurately tied into the Ordnance Survey National Grid and located on 
the 1:2500 or 1:1250 map of the area. Elevations are levelled to the Ordnance Datum. 

2.2.11 A register has been kept of all trenches, features, and photographs.  

2.2.12 All features, layers and deposits have been issued with unique context numbers. Each 
feature is individually documented on context sheets, and hand-drawn in section and 
plan. Written descriptions are recorded on pro-forma sheets comprising factual data 
and interpretative elements. 

2.2.13 Site plans have been drawn at 1:50. Sections of features have been drawn at 1:20. All 
sections are tied in to Ordnance Datum. 

2.2.14 All site drawings include the following information: site name, site code, scale, plan or 
section number, orientation, date and the name or initials of the archaeologist who 
prepared the drawing. 

2.2.15 The photographic record comprises of high resolution digital photographs.  

2.2.16 Photographs include both general trench shots and photographs of specific features. 
Every feature has been photographed at least once. Photographs include a scale, north 
arrow, site code, and feature number (where relevant), unless they are to be used in 
publications. The photograph register records these details, and photograph numbers 
are listed on corresponding context sheets.  

2.2.17 The site archive is currently held by OA East and will be deposited with the appropriate 
county stores in due course. 
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3 RESULTS 
3.1 Introduction and presentation of results 
3.1.1 The results of the evaluation are presented below, and include a stratigraphic 

description of the trenches which contained archaeological remains. The full details of 
all trenches with dimensions and depths of all deposits for the content of Appendix A. 
Finds data and spot dates are tabulated in Appendix B. 

3.2 General soils and ground conditions 
3.2.1 The soil sequence between all trenches was fairly uniform. The natural geology of 

gravel was overlain by a sandy clay subsoil, which in turn was overlain by topsoil. 

3.2.2 Ground conditions throughout the evaluation were generally good, and the trenches 
remained dry throughout. Cut features, which filled the whole trench, were difficult to 
identify individually in plan due to the similarity of their fills, however their bases were 
easy to identify against the underlying natural geology. 

3.3 General distribution of archaeological deposits 
3.3.1 Post-medieval features were present in both trenches. 

3.4 Trench 1 
3.4.1 This trench was located north-east of the extant house and was 14m long and 0.36m 

deep, aligned just off east to west. No natural was visible in the trench which was 
entirely filled with intercutting quarry pits. Two 1m square test pits were dug into the 
quarrying to investigate the depth, and profile of the quarrying and to search for dating 
(Fig.3 Trench 2, Plate 1).  

3.4.2 At the western end of the trench a single quarry (4) was identified that extended 
beyond the edges of the trench, and was 0.69m deep (Fig.3 Section 1, Plate 2). It was 
backfilled with a thin layer of dark brown grey sandy clay (13) 0.1m thick. This was 
overlain by a dark grey brown sandy clay (5) 0.6m thick. 

3.4.3 At the eastern end of the trench three separate quarry pits were identified. Quarry 6 
was 0.54m wide, extending beyond the northern edge, and was 0.69m deep (Fig.3 
Section 2, Plate 3). It was filled by a dark grey brown sandy clay (7) 0.69m thick and 
contained a single fragment of post-medieval ceramic building material (CBM). 

3.4.4 Located directly to the south of quarry 6 and extending out of the southern edge of 
the trench was quarry 8. This was at least 0.54m wide and 0.28m deep from where it 
was truncated by a later feature. It was filled by a dark grey brown sandy clay (9). No 
direct relationship existed between 6 and 8 due to later truncation. 

3.4.5 Overlying both quarries 6 and 8 was a shallow pit (10) which was 1.4m wide and 0.32m 
deep. This was filled by a dark reddish brown sandy clay (11).  

3.4.6 The whole trench was overlain by a dark grey sandy clay layer (12) which was 0.12m 
deep. A single residual sherd of 2nd-4th century red ware pottery was recovered. A 
dark patch of dark grey sandy clay in the centre of the trench was identified as part of 
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this layer (12) lying within a depression left by the settlement of the backfilled 
quarrying, which extended throughout the trench.  

3.4.7 The subsoil (2) was a mid brown sandy clay averaging 0.16m in thickness. The topsoil 
(1) was 0.15m thick. 

3.5 Trench 2 
3.5.1 Trench 2 was located south of the Sycamores house and was 14m long and 0.38m 

deep, with a just off east to west alignment. Similar to Trench 1, the whole trench was 
filled with quarrying and no natural was visible (Fig.3 Trench 2, Plate 4). 

3.5.2 At the eastern end of the trench was a large quarry pit (14), extending from both the 
eastern and southern edges. The quarry was 0.7m deep and backfilled with two 
different layers, 15 and 16 (Fig.3 Section 3, Plate 5). The lower fill (15) was a dark brown 
grey sandy clay, 0.15m thick, overlain by a dark grey brown sandy clay (16) 0.56m thick. 
Two sherds of abraded red ware pottery dating to the 16th to 18th centuries and a 
fragment of post-medieval CBM were recovered from deposit 15. 

3.5.3 Truncating the edge of quarry 14 was another large quarry extending to the north and 
east beyond the trench. This pit (27) was 0.34m deep. It was filled by a dark reddish 
brown sandy clay (28). 

3.5.4 At the western end of the trench a slot was excavated through a group of four different 
quarry pits. The earliest (25) was 0.36m wide, extending beyond on the southern edge, 
and 0.44m deep (Fig.3 Section 4). It was filled by a dark brown grey sandy clay (26). 

3.5.5 Cutting the northern edge of quarry 25 and extending beyond the trench to the north 
and west was another quarry (23). Quarry 23 was 1.28m wide in the trench and 0.44m 
deep (Fig.3 Section 5, Plate 7). It was filled with a dark brown grey sandy clay (24). 

3.5.6 The third quarry (17) truncated the eastern edges of both quarries 23 and 25. It was 
0.7m wide in the trench, extending out of the southern edge, and 0.65m deep (Fig.3 
Section 6, Plate 6). It was filled by a layer of dark brown grey sandy clay (18) at the 
base, 0.05m thick. Above this was a dark grey brown sandy clay (19) 0.6m thick, which 
contained a single sandy ware pottery sherd and two fragments of CBM. 

3.5.7 The latest quarry (20) was located to the north of quarry 17, truncating both it and 
quarry 23. The pit was 1.2m wide within the trench, extending beyond the northern 
edge, it was 0.7m deep (Fig.3 Section 6, Plate 6). At the base of the pit was a thin layer 
of dark brown grey sandy clay (21), 0.1m thick. The rest of the pit was filled with a dark 
grey brown sandy clay (22), 0.6m thick. 

3.5.8 The subsoil (2) was a mid brown sandy clay averaging 0.15m in thickness. The topsoil 
(1) was 0.23m thick. 

Finds summary 
3.5.9 A total of 11g of pottery, mostly post-medieval with one residual sherd of Roman date, 

were recovered (Appendix B.1). Also recovered were 101g of undiagnostic CBM 
(Appendix B.2). 

3.5.10 No environmental remains were recovered. 
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4 DISCUSSION 
4.1 Reliability of field investigation 
4.1.1 Both trenches produced almost identical patterns of activity both in the form of the 

features uncovered and the similarity of the backfills. The two trenches were located 
on opposite sides of development area indicating the likelihood that the activity 
extended across the whole of the area. 

4.2 Interpretation 
4.2.1 All of the excavated features were characteristic of quarry pits. They were similar in 

profile and depth and the nature of the local natural deposits (sandy gravels) suggests 
that they were probably gravel extraction pits. 

4.2.2 The small amount of artefactual evidence recovered suggests that this activity was 
dated to the post-medieval period. Although only a few of the features produced 
datable evidence the fills of the all the features were virtually identical, indicating that 
the undated pits were most likely of the same date. 

4.2.3 It was noted on site that the deepest features (quarry pits 4 and 6) appeared to stop 
at the top of the water table indicating that quarrying halted once water was 
encountered. 

4.2.4 Furthermore, the ground level within the development area lies approximately 1.0m 
below the level of Gordon Road to the north and the houses and gardens to the east. 
This would suggest that the original ground surface was higher prior to the quarrying. 

4.2.5 The Bedford Unions map (Ordnance Survey 1803) shows a roughly square area within 
the grounds of Paxton Park which is clearly defined as different from the surrounding 
parkland. This area is close to the location of the current development with a road on 
a similar alignment to the modern Hayling Walk leading to it. Although the area is not 
labelled and its exact purpose is not clear it may be that the area demarcated 
represents the quarrying recorded on this site. 

4.3 Significance 
4.3.1 The whole of the development appears to have been extensively quarried during the 

post-medieval period. 

4.3.2 The depth of the quarry features excavated combined with possible reduction in 
ground level across the site due to the gravel extraction means that any earlier 
archaeological features in the development area have probably been completely 
truncated. 
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 TRENCH DESCRIPTIONS AND CONTEXT INVENTORY 

 

Trench 1 
General description Orientation E-W 
Trench contained a series of intercutting quarry pits covering the 
entire trench. Consists of topsoil and subsoil overlying natural 
geology of sandy gravel. 

Length (m) 14 
Width (m) 1.8 
Avg. depth (m) 0.36 

Context 
No. 

Type Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Description Finds Date 

1 Layer - 0.15 Topsoil - - 
2 Layer  - 0.17 Subsoil - - 
3 Layer - - Natural  - - 
4 Cut 1.50 0.69 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
5 Fill - 0.60 Fill of Quarry Pit 4 - Post-med 
6 Cut 0.54 0.69 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
7 Fill - 0.58 Fill of Quarry Pit 6 CBM Post-med 
8 Cut 0.54 0.28 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
9 Fill - 0.28 Fill of Quarry Pit 8 - Post-med 
10 Cut 1.40 0.32 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
11 Fill - 0.32 Fill of Quarry Pit 10 - Post-med 
12 Layer - 0.12 Levelling layer Pottery Post-med 
13 Fill - 0.10 Fill of Quarry Pit 4 - Post-med 
Trench 2 
General description Orientation E-W 
Trench contained a series of intercutting quarry pits covering the 
entire trench. Consists of topsoil and subsoil overlying natural 
geology of sandy gravel. 

Length (m) 14 
Width (m) 1.8 
Avg. depth (m) 0.38 

Context 
No. 

Type Width 
(m) 

Depth 
(m) 

Description Finds Date 

1 Layer - 0.30 Topsoil - - 
2 Layer  - 0.17 Subsoil - - 
3 Layer - - Natural  - - 
14 Cut 1.30 0.71 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
15 Fill - 0.15 Fill of Quarry Pit 14 Pottery, CBM Post-med 
16 Fill - 0.56 Fill of Quarry Pit 14 - Post-med 
17 Cut 0.70 0.65 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
18 Fill - 0.05 Fill of Quarry Pit 17 - Post-med 
19 Fill - 0.60 Fill of Quarry Pit 17 Pottery, CBM Post-med 
20 Cut 1.20 0.70 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
21 Fill - 0.10 Fill of Quarry Pit 20 - Post-med 
22 Fill - 0.60 Fill of Quarry Pit 20 - Post-med 
23 Cut 1.28 0.44 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
24 Fill - 0.44 Fill of Quarry Pit 23 - Post-med 
25 Cut 0.36 0.44 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
26 Fill - 0.44 Fill of Quarry Pit 25 - Post-med 
27 Cut 1.50 0.34 Quarry Pit - Post-med 
28 Fill - 0.34 Fill of Quarry Pit 27 - Post-med 
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APPENDIX B FINDS REPORTS 
B.1 Pottery 

By Carole Fletcher, Roman pottery identif ication by Alice Lyons.  

Assemblage 

B.1.1 The pottery recovered from the two excavated trenches is highly abraded. The sherd 
from Trench 1, layer 12 is an abraded Roman sandy redware, which has suffered 
surface loss, having been much reworked. Two small fragments from the rim of a Post-
medieval Redware bowl were recovered from quarry pit 14 in Trench 2 and quarry pit 
17 produced a small abraded sherd of oxidised sandy ware. Unfortunately, the sherd 
is not closely datable, but was recovered alongside post-medieval ceramic building 
material (CBM). No other pottery was recovered from the evaluation. 

B.1.2 The pottery is residual, the single sherd of Roman pottery suggesting some Roman 
activity in the vicinity, however, the sherd is highly abraded and is of little significance. 
Similarly, the undated sandy ware sherd and the two sherds from the post-medieval 
Redware bowl indicate low levels of domestic activity. This sandy ware probably 
represents reworked earlier material, redeposited as rubbish within what appear to 
be post-medieval quarries, possibly as late as the 18th century. 

B.1.3 If no further work is undertaken, the following catalogue acts as a full record and the 
pottery may be deselected prior to archival deposition. 

Trench Context  Cut Fabric MNV No. of 
Sherds 

Weight 
(kg) 

Pottery 
Date 

1 12  Roman sandy red ware, 
abraded body sherd 

1 1 0.003 2nd-4th 
century 

2 15 14 Post-medieval Redware, 
abraded bowl rim sherd, 
internally glazed  

1 2 0.004 Mid 16th-
end 18th 
century 

2 19 17 Oxidised sandy ware 1 1 0.004 Not closely 
datable 

Total 3 5 0.011  
Table 1: Pottery (MNV=minimum number of vessels). 

B.2 Ceramic Building Material 

By Carole Fletcher  

Assemblage 

B.2.1 A fragmentary and undiagnostic assemblage of CBM was recovered from Trench 1, 
quarry 6 and from quarries 14 and 17 in Trench 2. The fragments are mainly post-medieval, 
with a single fragment that may be Roman, however the fragment is abraded and its exact 
form is unclear. The assemblage of CBM is not significant, is much reworked and most likely 
represents rubbish deposition of hard-core within the quarries. 

B.2.2 If no further work is undertaken, the following catalogue acts as a full record and the 
pottery may be deselected prior to archival deposition. 
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Trench Context  Cut CBM Description and Form No. of 
fragments 

Weight 
(kg) 

Date 

1 7 6 Irregular fragment, most likely of 
brick. Relatively hard fired, quartz-
tempered dull red fabric, occasional 
white quartz  

1 0.009 Post-
medieval 

2 15 14 Dull red irregular fragment, most 
likely of brick, small area of 
surviving surface. Hard fired, quartz-
tempered, occasional white quartz 

1 0.045 Post-
medieval 

2 19 17 Hard fired quartz-tempered dull 
red-brown irregular fragment, most 
likely of brick; may be a small 
section of a corner  

1 0.012 Post-
medieval 

   Soft, pale orange fabric, fine quartz 
tempered, irregular fragment, 
possibly from a tile. The fragment 
has a slightly curved surface, 
however it is unclear if this the 
original surface 

1 0.035 Not 
closely 
datable  

Total 4 0.101  
Table 2: CBM. 
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Figure 1: Site location showing archaeological trenches (black) in development area (red) 
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Plate 1: Trench 1, looking east

Plate 2: Quarry Pit 4, Trench 1, looking east  
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Plate 3: Quarry Pit 6, Trench 1, looking north

Plate 4: Trench 2, looking west  



© Oxford Archaeology East Report Number 2065

easteasteast

Plate 5: Quarry Pit 14, Trench 2, looking north-west

Plate 6: Quarry Pits 17 and 20, Trench 2, looking south-east   
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Plate 7: Quarry Pits 20 and 23, Trench 2, looking north 




