
INTRODUCTION

Between 2004–2005 Oxford Archaeology undertook
the excavation of nine sites (Sites 1–9) along the
route of the new Great Barford Bypass, Bedford-
shire. The Bypass is designed to carry the A421(T),
which originally ran through the village of Great
Barford, from the present eastern end of the Bedford
southern bypass to the junction of the A421 and the
A1(T) north-east of Roxton (Fig. 1.1). The route
covers a distance of 7.7 km with an average road
corridor width of 50–60 m (excluding extensions
around junctions).

A summary of the nine areas investigated is
provided in Table 1.1. The sites are labelled numer-
ically proceeding from the eastern end of the Bypass
route near the Black Cat roundabout on the A1(T)
(Site 1) to Water End (Site 9) at the western end, near
the junction with the Bedford southern bypass.
Although not exceptionally prolific in cultural
material, the sites present a wide chronological
range with intermittent activity from the Neolithic
through to the post-medieval period, and a diver-
sity of site types including settlement, industrial,
cemetery and sacred sites.

TOPOGRAPHY, GEOLOGY AND LAND USE

The route of the Bypass lies on the slopes of the left
bank of the Great Ouse, within a few hundred
metres of the river at its south-west end but other-
wise ranging from c 700–2200 m distant (Fig. 1.2).
The Great Ouse is one of Britain’s largest rivers with
its headwaters near the western border of Northam-
ptonshire and entering the sea at King’s Lynn,
Norfolk. It is clear that the Ouse changed its course
over time in this area (Dawson 1996, fig. 22). The

solid geology beneath the Bypass route comprises
mudstones of the Oxford Clay Formation, part of
the Upper Triassic Ancholme Group, overlain by
drift geology largely composed of glacially derived
deposits from the Anglian Glaciation.

At the extreme north-eastern end of the Bypass
route, the lowest part, at c 21–5 m OD, the under-
lying geological deposits are sands and gravels of
the Second and Third terrace deposits of the Great
Ouse (BGS sheets 203–204 (drift)). Specifically, the
exposures consisted of orange-brown sands and
gravels, generally poorly sorted. Clasts were
rounded to irregular in shape and consisted of flint,
quartzite, sandstone, limestone and derived Jurassic
fossils. It was observed from the evaluation that the
older Third terrace gravels towards Roxton Road
were siltier and more variable comprising channel
fills and beds of fine silty clay within the gravel
layer. Glacial tills occurred upslope. These gravels
were poorly drained and exhibited waterlogging
features (Critchley 2004).

The remainder of the route to the south-west is
situated on boulder clay and glacial tills of the
Anglian Glaciation, producing stiff light grey to
light brown clay soils with a high and variable clast
content. Topographically these deposits are more
varied than the gravels, with a series of roughly
north to south or north-west to south-east trending
rises, reaching a maximum elevation of c 46 m OD,
separated by minor streams. A minor stream known
as the Rockham Ditch lies 300 m to the north-west
of Site 2, for example. Both colluvial and alluvial
deposits have been noted in some of the intervening
hollows. Periglacial cryoturbation and ground ice
features were exposed during fieldwork and
included sand wedge polygons, ice crack fills and
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Table 1.1: Sites discussed in this report

Site Location Parish NGR           Elevation (m OD) Excavated area (m2)

Site 1 Roxton Road West Roxton TL 150 550 25 26,344.9

Site 2 High Barns Road Roxton/Great Barford TL 143 541 35 18,405.5

Site 3 East End Great Barford TL 124 534 30 7886.4

Site 4 Birchfield Road Great Barford TL 121 533 35 9956.7

Site 5 Barford Road Great Barford TL 114 527 35 2380.7

Site 6 Brewer’s Hall Farm North Great Barford TL 112 526 40 5565.8

Site 7 Brewer’s Hall Farm West Great Barford TL 110 517 35 13,118.3

Site 8 Renhold Water End East Renhold TL 106 516 35 31,332.2

Site 9 Renhold Water End West Renhold TL 103 513 35 7876.7



involutions. These features were generally more
extensive on the higher ground. 

Prior to the archaeological work most of the area
of the road corridor was used for arable cultivation.
Site 8 was used as pasture, but had in the recent past
been used for arable crops. A water pipeline on a N-
S alignment crossed the field within which Site 8
was located. Sites 1, 2, 8 and 9 all showed evidence
of medieval/post-medieval ridge and furrow. 

BACKGROUND TO THE PROJECT

Bedfordshire County Archaeology Service carried
out an initial desk-based assessment of the archaeo-
logical implications of the road scheme in 1992
(BCAS 1992). This identified eight areas of archaeo-
logical interest comprising 20 known sites.
Subsequent to this work a number of new sites were
identified, in particular a geophysical survey in
advance of pipeline construction to the west of
Brewer’s Hall Farm located previously unknown
archaeological remains (GSB 2000). 

The proposed route passes close to or cuts
through 19 areas of archaeological interest regis-
tered in the Historic Environment Record (HER).
These are summarised in Table 1.2 progressing
along the route from north to south (see also Fig.
1.3). Eight records relate to cropmarks identified
from aerial photographs presumed to date to the
later prehistoric and Romano-British periods; one
relates to a mound which may be a prehistoric
funerary mound or medieval windmill tump; two
derive from pipeline work which uncovered
evidence of later prehistoric and Roman activity
and a human skeleton; three are medieval struc-
tures: a moated manor house, a deserted medieval

settlement and a ringwork; three relate to identified
areas of ridge and furrow cultivation and two are
19th-century houses and grounds.

A complete aerial survey undertaken in 1996
across Bedfordshire revealed a hitherto unsus-
pected density of cropmarks across the claylands
due to exceptionally dry conditions (Mills 2003).
The cropmark evidence was patchy in that whilst it
indicated activity in the vicinity of Sites 1, 2 and 7,
Site 8, one of the most complex areas to be investi-
gated, had little cropmark evidence at all.

All this information was incorporated in a brief
for the field evaluation of the scheme, prepared by
the County Council in 2001 (BCCHES 2001). 

EVALUATION FIELDWORK

The evaluation work, carried out by Northam-
ptonshire Archaeology between 2001 and 2004, had
three main components: geophysical survey, field-
walking and trial trenching (see Fig. 1.3).

The geophysical survey identified further
remains extending to the north-east of HER 482
close to High Barns Farm. The plots suggested a
number of large enclosures and boundary ditches
situated on a slightly raised plateau on top of the
ridge above the river. The geophysical survey also
identified a complex pattern of ditches, gullies and
pits on a north to south axis in a pasture field east of
Renhold Road (NA 2001).

Northamptonshire Archaeology carried out a
programme of fieldwalking in 2001. The available
finds plots indicated a low background scatter of
worked flint along the length of the route, mainly
flakes, but with a low incidence of scrapers, cores,
retouched flakes, cortical flakes and blades. In
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Fig. 1.1  Location of sites

Table 1.2 Summary of recorded HER sites along the Bypass route

HER No.                   Period Description

745 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Possible farmstead(s) with associated field-system

1833 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Possible farmstead(s) with associated field-system

1836 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Possible farmstead(s) with associated field-system

2664 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Possible farmstead(s) with associated field-system

15047 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Rectilinear enclosures with droveway identified from cropmarks on aerial photographs

1494 Prehistoric or medieval Round Hill: earthwork interpreted as a round barrow or a windmill tump

5136 Medieval/post-medieval Roxton Park: ridge and furrow

7009 Medieval/post-medieval Roxton Park: ridge and furrow

482 Late prehistoric-Romano-British Extensive area of cropmarks

7043 19th century Great Barford House: house and ornamental gardens

9916 Medieval Deserted medieval hamlet of East End

9833 Romano-British RB settlement discovered in pipeline work in 1976

9963 ?Medieval Earthworks: ?ploughed-out ridge and furrow

818 Medieval Moated manor site of ‘The Creakers’

15340 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Cropmarks from aerial photographs

15492 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Remains found in pipeline work in the 1990s

1800 Later prehistoric/Romano-British Cropmarks from aerial photographs south of HER 15492

2806 ?12th century Howbury Ringwork scheduled monument

7004 19th century Howbury Hall parkland




