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Excavating part of the
castle ditch

Although Luton came to prominence during the Industrial
Revolution, traces of its more distant, and violent, past may

still be found.

War ...
Luton’s Violent Past
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Reconstruction of a
12th-century castle -

did Robert de
Waudari’s stronghold

look like this?

Vale Cemetery
Even older remains were found next to Vale
Cemetery, including traces of ancient field
boundary ditches, dating as far back as the
middle Iron Age.  We also found evidence of
Roman and medieval settlement, which may
have extended further westwards.

Client:  Bertram Sheppard Ltd/ Luton Borough
Council

Castle Street
When the former newspaper offices in Castle
Street were being demolished, we found the
remains of the medieval castle ditch.
One of two in Luton, this castle was built in
AD1139 by Robert de Waudari, a mercenary
of King Stephen in his war against
Matilda. It was in use for only 15
years and its purpose was purely
military – to control the
southern approaches to the
town.  Built on high
ground overlooking the
town, it commanded clear
defensive views.

This area remained semi-
rural, until it was
swallowed up by the rapid
expansion of the town in
the 18th and 19th
centuries.

Client:  Bellway Homes
and Jepherson Homes
Housing Association Ltd
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small pit
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‘a buried ancient
landscape...’

Butterfield
Meanwhile, on the outskirts of Luton, the
construction of a business and technology
park at Butterfield provided an opportunity to
investigate another buried ancient landscape.

The earliest finds here were of late Neolithic
date, but the most significant discovery was an
early Iron Age settlement.  It was made up of
roundhouses with adjacent enclosures and a
variety of pits.  Some of these are likely to
have been used as storage or rubbish pits, but
others were so big, they may have been used
as water pits.

Client:  Easter Group

The settlement continued into the neighbouring
area where we found more of these massive
water pits.  Although we found no houses here,
the presence of boundary ditches suggests this
area may lie at the edge of the village.

Client:  East of England Development Agency

Plan of the site
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An End in Sight
at Willington Quarry North

Learning about flints from
Phil Harding
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‘...under the
guidance of
Palaeolithic

specialist Phil
Harding from
Time Team’

Looking north-east along the A428 showing approximate
area of plan, above

A plan of the site, showing the main archaeological
features and sites mentioned in the text

Albion Archaeology has been
working at the gravel quarry east of

Bedford for over 5 years

We began in 2000 by excavating the
southern half of a late Iron Age and Romano-
British settlement (Site 1) on a gravel terrace
overlooking the River Great Ouse.

Iron Age site
In 2005 we excavated a previously unknown early Iron
Age site that had been buried under the deep soils on
the river floodplain.  We think this site was probably
abandoned by the late Iron Age when wetter conditions
prompted people to move to Site 1 on the higher
ground of the gravel ridge.  Future analysis will include
a comparison of these two sites.

‘Celtic temple’
We also dug more of the supposed ‘Celtic temple’
(Site 6), but this enigmatic site is still not producing
any finds that would show beyond doubt that it was
indeed a Romano-British religious site.

In 2006 we hope to start excavating the rest of
Site 1 and eventually complete the excavation of
this ‘Celtic temple’.  This will conclude over seven
years of archaeological fieldwork covering more
than 80 hectares of land.

Missing nothing!
As well as excavating known sites, we checked
each new area of the quarry as it was stripped, to
make sure nothing of archaeological significance
was missed.  During the course of this work we
recorded two previously unknown round barrows,
two Beaker period graves, early prehistoric
boundaries, Iron Age and Roman settlements and
traces of medieval ploughing.

We also helped search for flint artefacts in the
gravel deposits themselves, under the guidance of
Palaeolithic specialist Phil Harding (well-known as a
member of Channel 4’s Time Team).

Client:  Lafarge Aggregates Ltd



reconstruction

As part of our contribution to the Environmental
Impact Assessment, we carried out an
archaeological evaluation at Home Farm.  Beneath
the present-day fields, evidence survived for
settlement of the site from at least the Iron Age
right through to the medieval period.

On one part of the site, we found traces of an Iron
Age farm.  Not only did we find the inhabitants’
houses, but we also excavated some of their
burials.  Remains of a later Roman farm also
included houses and bedding trenches, which
were probably used for growing vines.

 Client:  Persimmon Homes (Midlands) Ltd

‘settlement from the Iron Age right
through to the medieval period’

Fragments from a
middle Saxon
cooking pot

The Origins of Great Barford?
Great Barford flood embankments

Down on the Farm
Home Farm, Cranfield

‘a small but exciting find’
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An Iron Age settlement

2cm

The building of flood embankments north of
Great Barford gave us an opportunity to
examine the origins of the village.
Close to the present-day village, we uncovered
evidence of middle Saxon settlement, dating to c.8th-
9th centuries AD.  There were pits and post holes,
suggesting some sort of structure, as well as a ditch,
possibly dug to form a boundary.

The settlement was dated by the pottery.  The shape
of the cooking pot (left) is such that the handles are
protected by the rim so it can be suspended over a
fire without burning through the cords or lifted off the
heat without burning the hands.  This is a
characteristic middle Saxon form of pot.

Evidence of middle Saxon settlement is relatively
rare so this was a small but exciting find.

Client:  Bedfordshire and River Ivel Internal Drainage
Board



‘this fascinating part of Milton Keynes’
industrial heritage’
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At Old Wolverton, the Grand
Union Canal crosses the
valley of the River Great Ouse
on an embankment and
aqueduct.  A temporary canal,
with locks, was built so that
the waterway could still be
used while the aqueduct was
being built.

The temporary canal was opened in
1800, with flights of locks on both
sides of the valley.  The
embankment opened in 1805, but
almost immediately suffered a
series of structural faults, and part
of it collapsed soon after it was
opened.  The temporary canal was
brought back into use while the
embankment was being repaired.

Cut section
of canal in

winter

By 1881, when the first edition Ordnance Survey map
was printed, there was no trace of the temporary

canal.

Albion Archaeology carried out an earthwork survey
and trial trenching along the line of the, now infilled,
temporary canal to help interpret this fascinating part
of Milton Keynes’ industrial heritage.  It appears that

the structural elements of the canal were
systematically removed once the canal was no longer
required.  The clay lining survived, as did dumps of
brick, suggesting that part of the canal had a red brick
facing.  This contrasts with recorded accounts which
refer to ‘timber inverts’ or lining, implying that timber,
not brick, was used.

We now have a better idea of how 19th-century
engineers dealt with the tricky problems of water
management.

Client:  Milton Keynes Council

Historic map from the records of the Grand Junction Canal Company.
It depicts both the temporary and final routes of the canal, together

with the original course of the River Great Ouse

Water, Water Everywhere…
the Wolverton Aqueduct



 ‘archaeological remains dating as far
back as the late Bronze Age’

Four Men in a Trench
Brandon Road, Swaffham, Norfolk

Above: a
greyware jug,
made at the
Flitwick kiln
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A Rather Dull type of Pottery?
Late Medieval Greyware

Four Albion archaeologists packed their bags and
went to dig a trench in Swaffham, Norfolk, during
September 2005.

Oven used for drying corn (note
the red scorch marks)

We found archaeological remains dating as far back as the
late Bronze Age.  During the Roman period the site was
part of a farm.

The Roman finds were particularly interesting as they give a
hint of the sort of activities which were being carried out.
For example, in one of the fields, we excavated an oven
used for drying corn, to prevent it rotting in storage.  There
was also evidence of shallow quarrying for flint or clay.

Client:  City and County Developments Ltd

At first glance, a large collection of uniformly grey
pottery fragments might seem uninteresting, with
nothing much to tell us.  However, ceramic
specialists from Albion Archaeology and English
Heritage do not think so!

‘ “grey” certainly doesn’t
mean “dull”!’

A  project is underway to research the pottery found on
certain 15th-century kiln sites in the Bedfordshire region.
So far, we have not only a better idea of the types of pottery
being made, but also where the potters were getting their

clay, as well as the dates when these kilns
were working.  We have also been able to
suggest that potters in the region were in
contact with one another and even copying
each others’ products.

Client:  English Heritage

Left: scorched walls, part of the
Everton kiln







North and South
Stratton Business Park, Biggleswade
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Albion Archaeology has been excavating at
the Stratton Business Park, south of
Biggleswade, for several seasons (see
Annual Review 2004, Beauford Farm).  Most
recently we have been concentrating on two
areas.

Plan of the northern site

The northern site
The northern site was situated on the higher, more
freely draining, gravelly soils, and dates to the early
and middle Iron Age.  A trackway ran across the site,
marked out by two parallel ditches, so big that they are
visible on aerial photographs as cropmarks.  In
addition, enclosures, defined by smaller ditches, and a
large water pit, 2m deep, suggest that this was an
area for keeping livestock.

The eastern part of the site was the focus of domestic
activity.  Here, we dug a number of pits containing
pottery, animal bone and burnt stones, the remains of
cooking hearths.  One of these pits contained a pot
which had been deliberately buried beneath a number
of burnt stones.  It is not clear why this was done, but
it obviously had great significance to the people at the
time.

The southern site - the dark lines are late Iron Age
pits and ditches, and modern land drains

trackway

medieval furrows

waterpit

The southern site
The southern site was situated on the lower, heavier,
soils, and was dated to the late Iron Age and Roman
period.  It seems that, by the late Iron Age, the people
had moved from the northern to the southern site.
They continued to keep livestock, and, on aerial
photographs, their enclosures may still be seen
continuing beyond the excavated area.

Client:  Jordans Cereals Ltd with Tay Group
Fragments of Iron Age

pottery found at
Stratton.  Some of it is

decorated with
random scored lines
on the body.  The pot

below was found
beneath a neat pile of

burnt stones in the
bottom of a pit.

(scales are 5cm )



St Peter’s Church, Sharnbrook

11

Read all about it –

Salford
Uncovered

Recent work at a number of churches in
north Bedfordshire has led to archaeological
recording.

At St Peter’s, Sharnbrook, despite
disturbance from later crypts and
graves, some medieval graves had
survived and were recorded.  In
addition, building recording confirmed
that parts of the original 13th/14th-
century structure still existed, although
there had been major alterations in the
17th and 20th centuries.

Embossed masonry fragment from St
Nicholas’s Church, Chellington

Part of the original nave wall was recorded at St Nicholas’s,
Chellington, while at St James’s, Biddenham, the
archaeological evidence pointed to Roman, Saxo-Norman
and medieval activity in the vicinity of the church.

St Peter’s Church, Sharnbrook
Client:  John Glanfield and Partners/ Parochial Church
Council

St James’s Church, Biddenham
Client:  Biddenham Parish Council

St Nicholas’s Church, Chellington
Client:  Bruce Deacon Ltd/ Reach Out Projects

An Iron Age Settlement at Salford, Bedfordshire by
Michael Dawson, Bedfordshire Archaeology
Monograph no.6 (price £19.95 free p&p)

In 1989, quarrying near the village of Salford, mid-Bedfordshire,
uncovered archaeological remains dating from the Neolithic to the
Roman periods.  In particular, a complete Iron Age village, made
up of at least 23 roundhouses, was excavated.

This book tells the story of the people who lived, worked and died
here.  It describes the houses they lived in and the artefacts they
used, including the largest collection of Iron Age pottery from the
county, published so far.

Please send orders to Bedfordshire Archaeological Council,
c/o St Mary’s Church, St Mary’s Street, Bedford, MK42 0AS.

Churches
St Peter’s Church, Sharnbrook, St James’s Church, Biddenham,

St Nicholas’s Church, Chellington



David and Evelyn Baker, who led the first
excavations at Bedford Castle, revisit one

of their trenches (note medieval wall
foundations in foreground)

Town and Castle
Archaeology in Bedford

Pottery
reconstructed
from sherds
found in
Bedford
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Much has been made of the archaeology of Bedford Castle in
recent years, but Bedford is a historic town and archaeology may

be found anywhere

St Paul’s Square
St Paul’s Square is at the historic centre of Bedford.
The digging of holes for safety bollards on the south-
east corner of the square was a valuable opportunity
to test for archaeology.  Past excavations have
uncovered remains dating back to the middle Saxon
period.  Although no significant archaeological remains
were uncovered, we did record almost a metre of
ancient deposits, some of which dated to medieval
times.

Client:  Bedford Borough Council

Shire Hall (Bedford Magistrates’ Court)
Nearby, at the Shire Hall, a scheme to re-develop the
building allowed us to examine the deep deposits
between St Paul’s Square and the River Great Ouse.
We confirmed that the early medieval riverside was
about 30m north of the present embankment, and
uncovered the limestone foundations of post-medieval
buildings, constructed on the reclaimed ground –
these buildings can be identified on 19th-century maps
and paintings.

Client:  Department for Constitutional Affairs

Bedford Castle
While work was conducted in other parts of Bedford,
the castle area was not totally neglected.  In the wake
of the highly successful Castle Mound Regeneration,
we have been working in the Castle Lane area. The
land was originally earmarked for development in the
1960s.  Between 1969–73 local archaeologists David
Baker OBE and Evelyn Baker led one of the first
modern archaeological excavations in Bedford,
revealing the remains of the castle.

 In July 2005, Albion Archaeology re-opened two of the
Bakers’ trenches to check the current state of
preservation of the remains.  The dig was timed to
coincide with National Archaeology Week, to give the
public a chance to view the remains for the first time in
30 years.  David and Evelyn Baker also visited and
were able to give us the benefit of their experience.

Client:  Bedford Borough Council



Park and Ride
Elstow, Bedfordshire

Dig the Dig!
National Archaeology Week
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For one week, every year, all
over the country, children and

their parents take part in
archaeological activities

Every find
from the sand

excavation
was plotted
onto a plan,
as in a real

dig

‘Cutting-edge’ technology- a selection of flint tools
from Elstow Park and Ride

A Bronze Age pit shows up clearly in alluvial
material

Prehistoric and Roman archaeology
was found prior to the development of

the Park and Ride site, south of the
Elstow Brook

At the Park and Ride site, south of the Elstow Brook,
we found Roman pottery and a brooch in ditches
associated with a nearby settlement.  More
interestingly, we also found a pit dating to the Bronze
Age, which contained a collection of flint tools.  Some
of them were ‘denticulated’ (toothed), and they were
used for cutting, as we use saws today.

Client:  Miletree Construction/ Bedford Design Group
of Bedford Borough Council

Albion Archaeology was involved in activities
at the site of the 13th-century castle in
Bedford.  Children could see archaeologists at
work on the dig in Castle Lane, and then have
a go themselves at the sand excavation in
Bedford Museum.  Archaeologists were on
hand to help the children identify and record
their finds.

      A certificate was
awarded to each child

who took part



Excavating the castle ditch at Luton (see page 4)

Contact:
Hester Cooper-Reade
Albion Archaeology
St. Mary’s Church
St. Mary’s Street
Bedford,  MK42 0AS

Albion Archaeology

Tel. 01234 294000
Fax. 01234 294008

email: office@albion-arch.com
www.albion-arch.com

If you need the information in this
publication in another language, or a
special format such as braille, large
print or audio cassette, please contact
us at the address above.


