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1 Summary 
 
 
 
This report presents the results of a programme of archaeological excavation of 23 
1m2 ótest pitsô in the Bedfordshire village of Shillington carried out in summer 2013. 
The programme was funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) through its óAll Our 
Storiesô programme and supported by the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC) Connected Communities theme which funded the Cambridge Community 
Heritage programme at the University of Cambridge in 20012-13. Over three days, 
more than 300 residents of the village of Shillington and the local area took part in 
the excavations in 23 different locations throughout the present village. 
 
The results provided new evidence for the development of the area now occupied by 
the village, which mostly lies alongside a small stream, from the prehistoric period 
onwards. The landscape was used by humans in the prehistoric period, apparently 
favouring the area nearer the small brook running west of the prominent hill which 
dominates the land around the parish.  One test pit near this stream produced 
convincing evidence for undisturbed settlement remains in the immediate vicinity. 
Small quantities of pottery of Roman date came from five different sites, two of them 
away from the Brookside area hinting at a pattern of settlement or agricultural land 
use moving beyond the lower lying zones.  No evidence was found for any activity 
dating to the period between the 5th ï 9th

 centuries AD, but Saxo-Norman pottery of 
10th ï 11th century date was found in two distinct concentrations, suggesting more 
than one hamlet present, possibly part of a nucleated pattern of settlement, at this 
time. The high medieval period saw settlement at these sites grow and that at three 
other óendsô appear, indicating a pattern of mixed dispersed and nucleated 
settlement. This growth ceases in the late medieval period, with Shillington 
particularly badly affected in this period of widespread demographic and settlement 
contraction compared to many settlements in the eastern region. In the post-
medieval period, however, the test pit data indicates that Shillington gradually 
recovered, with former dispersed settlements mostly reoccupied, although it did not 
achieve its pre-14th century levels and some of the medieval óendsô remained 
uninhabited until the 19th century.  
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2 Introduction 
 
In late June 2013, a series of 23 1m2 archaeological test pits were excavated in the 
village of Shillington in SE Bedfordshire. The majority of the pits were excavated in 
residential gardens with additional pits excavated on the garden allotments north of 
the church and in Shillington Lower School. Excavations were undertaken by 
residents of Shillington and members of the public participating in a community 
archaeology project, run by Shillington History Society in partnership with Access 
Cambridge Archaeology (University of Cambridge). The excavation was co-funded 
by the Heritage Lottery fund (HLF) under their All Our Stories funding stream and the 
Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) under their Connected Communities 
programme, Cambridge Community Heritage. The excavations were planned and 
undertaken in collaboration with Access Cambridge Archaeology (ACA), based in the 
McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, University of Cambridge, who 
provided advice, logistical support, on-site instruction and supervision and post-
excavation support. 
 

2.1 All Our Stories 

 
The All Our Stories grant programme1 was initiated jointly by the AHRC and HLF to 
help local communities explore and discover more about their past. The funding was 
specifically intended to promote contacts and interaction between local communities 
and academic researchers based in UK universities, with the aim of giving 
community groups greater access to resources and expertise that exists within 
universities, while creating new opportunities for academics to conduct research and 
gather data in a community context. Responding to this grant call, a team of 
researchers based in the University of Cambridge was brought together to form 
'Cambridge Community Heritage' (CCH), to act as a point of contact for community 
groups interested in making use of this funding opportunity2. A series of brain-
storming sessions were held in mid-late 2012 allowing interested parties to meet and 
discuss the potential projects. In total 500 projects were funded by the scheme 
nationwide, including 23 that were assisted by CCH. These projects included several 
test pitting projects in villages across East Anglia, including Shillington, West 
Wickham, Toft, Meldreth and Sharnbrook.  
 

 

2.2 Cambridge Community Heritage 

 
Cambridge Community Heritage (CCH) was funded by the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council (AHRC) to enable University of Cambridge researchers to help 
such groups develop community projects and bid to the HLFôs All Our Stories 
Programme. 90% of local groups in East Anglia who received advice from University 
of Cambridge researchers in preparing their application were successful in being 
awarded up to £10,000 funding each from the HLF. Cambridge Community Heritage 
provided ongoing support to All Our Stories projects including training and help with 
running activities in 2013, with additional funding by the AHRCT  
 

                                                
1
 http://www.hlf.org.uk/news/Pages/AllOurStories.aspx (accessed October 2013) 

2
 http://www.arch.cam.ac.uk/aca/cambridgecommunityheritage.html  

http://www.hlf.org.uk/news/Pages/AllOurStories.aspx
http://www.arch.cam.ac.uk/aca/cambridgecommunityheritage.html
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The Cambridge Community Heritage team includes researchers with a wide range of 
interests and expertise, headed by Dr Carenza Lewis, a well-known academic and 
television archaeologist who ran the community excavations featured in The Great 
British Story.  
 
For more information about the team and the All Our Stories projects which it 
supported see http://www.access.arch.cam.ac.uk/communities/cch 
 

2.3 Access Cambridge Archaeology 

Access Cambridge Archaeology (ACA) (http://www.access.arch.cam.ac.uk/) is an 
archaeological outreach organisation based in the McDonald Institute for 
Archaeological Research in the University of Cambridge. ACA aims to enhance 
economic, social and personal well-being through active engagement with 
archaeology. It was set up by Dr Carenza Lewis in 2004 and specialises in providing 
opportunities for members of the public to take part in purposeful, research-
orientated archaeological investigations including excavation.  Educational events 
and courses range in length from a few hours to a week or more, and involve 
members of the public of all ages, experience and abilities.   

Thousands of members of the public have taken part in scores of programmes run by 
ACA, including teenagers involved in Higher Education Field Academy (HEFA) test 
pit excavation programmes intended since 2005 to build academic skills, confidence 
and aspirations. More widely, ACA has involved thousands of members of the public 
of all ages and backgrounds, including those with special needs, in a wide range of 
archaeological activities including field-walking, excavation, analysis and reporting. 
These have included projects funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and events in 
2011-12 as part of the Cultural Olympiad for the 2012 London Olympic Games.   

 

2.4 Test pit excavation and rural settlement studies 

 
Rural settlement has long been a crucial area of research for medieval archaeology 
(Gerrard 2003: Lewis et al 2001, 5-21), notably since the pioneering work of W. G. 
Hoskins, Maurice Beresford and John Hurst in the 1940s and 1950s (Hoskins 1955; 
Beresford 1957; Beresford & Hurst 1971). Until recently, however, attention has 
focused largely on the minority of medieval settlements that are presently deserted or 
extensively shrunken. Currently occupied rural settlements (CORS), now overlain by 
domestic housing and related buildings of living secular communities ï the villages, 
hamlets and small towns of today ï were generally largely disregarded as targets for 
research-driven excavation, despite the fact that CORS greatly out-number DMVs 
(Lewis et al 1997, 143-6; Dyer and Everson 2012, 13).  The importance of CORS 
data is further underlined by evidence showing that DMVs are atypical when 
compared to medieval settlements overall, tending to be smaller, poorer, later, and 
less favourably sited (Lewis et al 1997, 146-155), as well as unevenly distributed - 
numerous in the central province of England but much less common elsewhere 
(Beresford and Hurst 1971, fig 13; Roberts and Wrathmell 2000, 28-9).  CORS, by 
definition covered by modern settlement, are often perceived as archaeologically 
inaccessible, but test pit excavation is a remarkably effective means of recovering 
useful archaeological data from such sites (Cooper and Priest 2003; Lewis 2003; 
Jones and Page 2007; Gerrard and Aston 2012).  Despite these recent advances, 
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however, the number of CORS to have seen methodical research-orientated 
investigation that includes excavation remains very small.  
 
The University of Cambridge test pit programme aims to increase the number of 
currently occupied rural settlements (CORS) for which test pit data can be used to 
reconstruct their development in order to help redress the bias in existing rural 
settlement research previously focused on deserted and severely shrunken sites 
(DMVs) (Wade 2000; Gerrard 2003; Taylor 2010; Dyer and Everson 2012).  Test pits 
can be sited wherever possible on unbuilt-up land within selected CORS, usually in 
private gardens, and the excavated data analysed and mapped.  Access Cambridge 
Archaeology, working with members of the public including school pupils, has carried 
out test pit excavations in more than 50 CORS, most in eastern England. This new 
research is contributing towards developing the evidence-base upon which our 
knowledge and understanding of the origins and development of the medieval rural 
settlement pattern of eastern England is based, generating a new overall dataset that 
is more representative of the entire range of medieval settlements, not just on the 
minority of medieval settlement sites which are now deserted (Lewis 2006; 2007a; 
2007b).  The excavations at Shillington contribute to this research. 
 

3 Aims, objectives and desired outcomes 

3.1 Aims 

 
The aims of the test pit excavations in Shillington were as follows:  

¶ To engage with local communities and widen the participation of people in the 
heritage of the area. 

¶ To allow local community participants to develop a wide range of practical 
and analytical archaeological skills. 

¶ To increase knowledge, understanding and appreciation of the setting, origins 
and development of Shillington and its environs. 

¶ To inform future interpretation and presentation of the monument. 

¶ To increase understanding of the area to support employment, sustainable 
tourism and encourage inward investment. 

 

3.2 Objectives 

 
The objectives of test pit excavations in Shillington were as follows: 

¶ To investigate the archaeology of the environs of Shillington through test-
pitting carried out by members of the community in properties throughout the 
village. 

¶ To provide the opportunity for a minimum of 30 volunteers to learn new 
practical and analytical archaeological skills. 

¶ To support and engage with members of local communities through 
involvement with the project. 

 

3.3 Outcomes 

 
The desired outcomes of the test pit excavations in Shillington were as follows:  
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¶ A minimum of 80 people with new archaeological skills. 

¶ A minimum of 150 people with an enhanced understanding and awareness of 
Shillington. 

¶ An engaged and informed local population. 

¶ An improved knowledge and understanding of the archaeological resource of 
the village of Shillington. 

4 Location  
 
The village of Shillington is situated in the historic county of Bedfordshire near the 
border with Hertfordshire, 17km southeast of Bedford, 15km northwest of Stevenage 
and 28km east of Milton Keynes, centred on TL 12562 34625 (Figure 1). The parish 
lies among the headwaters of the Ouse catchment and its southern boundary follows 
the course of the ancient Icknield Way over a spur of the Chiltern Hills at Pegsdon. 

 
Figure 1: The location of Shillington village. 
 

The parish today includes formerly separate parish of Higham Gobion and the village 
of Pegsdon, both to the south of Shillington (fig 2).  The present village of Shillington 
is a large attenuated settlement extending over more than 2km along a succession of 
streets and lanes which form a large polygon. The majority of housing today lies at 
Hillfoot End, east of the church and north of the road to Marquis Hill, with housing 
being continuous between these. A chalk hill rising c.20m above the surrounding land 
dominates the centre of the settlement, where the 14th century parish church of All 
Saint's at the top of the hill affords clear views of the surrounding landscape and is 
visible from some distance. The remainder of the settlement is arranged in several 
'Ends' including Apsely End, Hanscombe End, Hillfoot End, Woodmer End and Bury 
End.  Discrete farms sited around the settlement include Hanscombe End Farm, 

Shillington
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Moorhen Farm, Northley Farm, Lordship Farm, Upton End Farm and Clawders Hill 
Farm. The modern parish is large, encompassing these Ends and farms, as well as 
the hamlet of Pegsdon and the formerly separate small village of Higham Gobion 
(Figure 2). 
 
The 19th century settlement, as depicted on the first edition Ordnance Survey 6ò map, 
was equally extensive but contained fewer houses and retained a very much more 
dispersed character. The greatest concentration of housing is along Church Street, 
running east from the church, which is flanked by a nucleated double row of housing 
(although several plots north of this street are devoid of housing), and further 
contiguous housing is present of a lane leading north towards Hillfoot End.  As today, 
the church is on the very westernmost edge of the settlement, with no houses to it 
north or west.  To the south, housing is much more intermittent along the north side 
of High Road, with none south of this road which continues to display a similarly 
intermittent succession of small properties forming an interrupted row all the way 
north-east to Marquis Hill where the settlement peters out.  Hillfoot End is an entirely 
separate hamlet of a dozen or so tightly abutting properties, comprising around a 
dozen or so cottages mostly south-east of a tiny triangular green where three lanes 
meet. Hanscombe End is extremely dispersed with a handful of properties of varying 
size arranged along a winding lane. Woodmer End comprises perhaps 20 properties 
along a single lane arranged as an interrupted row at the south end and a more 
compact double row to the north, where it merges with the smaller Bury End, which is 
similarly arranged.  Upton End comprises 4-5 larger farm-like properties either side of 
the road towards Marquis Hill, where there is very little settlement at all. Northley 
Farm, Shillington Bury Farm are isolated sites with no near neighbours. 
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In 1862 coprolites (fossils that can be processed for use as a fertiliser) were 
discovered in Shillington. This led to a coprolite boom in Shillington that lasted for the 
next 30-40 years, during which time the village population expanded from c.1800 
residents to around 2400. In some locations the coprolites were buried quite deeply, 
and pits were dug up to five metres deep3. From 1890 the coprolite industry went into 
a rapid decline as cheaper fertiliser was imported from America and elsewhere, and 
the size of Shillington shrank back to its pre-coprolite era size. 

                                                
3
 http://www.shillington-history.org.uk/Introduction1.htm 

Figure 2: The parish of Shillington. 

http://www.shillington-history.org.uk/Introduction1.htm





































































































































































































