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1 Summary

Three two-day test pit excavations were undertaken in the village of Wendens Ambo,
situated in northwest Essex between July 2017 and August 2018. In that time a total
of 35 1m? archaeological test pits were excavated by 91 school pupils from five
secondary schools as part of the Independent Learning Archaeology Field School
(ILAFS) programme run by Access Cambridge Archaeology (ACA) out of the
Department of Archaeology at the University of Cambridge. In addition, over 83
children and adult volunteers excavated test pits over a community orientated weekend
of excavation in August, 2018.

The test pitting in Wendens Ambo revealed a range of activity dating from the Bronze
Age through to the modern day, both supporting what has already been found through
historical research in the parish as well as providing new archaeological evidence. The
nature of the test pits allows excavations in otherwise inaccessible places for the
normal methods of commercial archaeological investigation, and it showed that some
earlier phases of occupation in Wendens Ambo still exist under the present settlement,
despite the modern development.

Small amounts of Bronze and Iron Age pottery were found south of Wenden brook with
a relatively large number of lithics found on both sides of the brook. The additional
presence of Romano-British pottery shows an extension of activity from the Chinnel
Barn villa site eastwards over what is now Duck Street. In the post-Roman period, a
shift in the settlement was noted to the north of the brook, where Late Anglo Saxon
pottery was identified from which it expanded to Wenden Parva along Royston Road
and Wenden Magna at St Marydés church, although
that the focus of the village was around the northern half of Duck Street. Both villages
were affected by the various socio-economic factors of the 14™ century, including the
Black Death, although it slowly recovered during the post medieval, when the villages
were amalgamated during the 17" century. Wendens Ambo has remained small,
despite the arrival of the railway during the 19" century and a lot of what is seen today
is modern infilling.
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2 Introduction

A total of 35 1m? archaeological test pits were excavated over a two-year period
between 2017 and 2018 in the village of Wendens Ambo in northwest Essex. In 2017,
11 test pits were excavated by secondary school pupils as part of the Independent
Learning Archaeology Field School (ILAFS) run by Access Cambridge Archaeology
(ACA) out of the University of Cambridge. There were two excavations in 2018, the
first of these consisted of 14 test pits excavated by secondary school pupils, also part
of the ILAFS programme, and a second community dig, organised in conjunction with
the Wendens Ambo Society?, when the remaining ten test pits were excavated.

2.1 Access Cambridge Archaeology

Access Cambridge Archaeology (ACA) (http://www.access.arch.cam.ac.uk/) is an
archaeological outreach organisation based in the Department of Archaeology in the
University of Cambridge, which aims to enhance economic, social and personal well-
being through active engagement with archaeology. It was set up 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.

Since 2015, ACA has been managed by the Cambridge Archaeological Unit (CAU)
and thus have been able to work more closely with the unit to deliver outreach
programmes such as the community excavations at Peterborough Cathedral in 2016,
community test pitting activities in Suffolk and Cambridgeshire. The ACA and CAU
collaboration has also enabled the continuation of the education outreach projects that
involve work with both primary and secondary school pupils.

2.2 The Independent Learning Archaeology Field School (ILAFS)

The Independent Learning Archaeology Field School (ILAFS) programme, formerly
known as the Higher Education Field Academy (HEFA) programme, aims to raise the
aspirations, enthusiasm and attainment of 14-17 year-olds with regard to higher
education by making a valuable contribution to current academic research at the
University of Cambridge. The three-day learning-extension course has been run by
Access Cambridge Archaeology (ACA) since 2005, aimed at UK students in state
schools years 9, 10 and 12.

On ILAFS, participants spend two days running their own small (1m?) archaeological
excavation within living villages, with the aim of applying and developing a wide range
of learning skills, boosting their academic confidence and giving them a taste of life
and learning at university level. They make new discoveries for and about themselves,
and, in the process, contribute to the university's currently occupied rural settlement
(CORS) research into the development of rural communities and settlements in the
past. The third day is spent in the University of Cambridge analysing the excavation
results in discursive learning sessions which aim to engage and challenge participants,
prepare them to produce a written analysis for assessment as well as provide an

Ihttp://www.wendensambo.org.uk/index.php?option=com _content&view=category&id=51&Iltemid=28
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inspirational and positive experience of higher education. After the field school,
learners receive detailed individual feedback on their data collection, personal, learning
and thinking skills developed during the fieldwork as well as their reporting and
research skills exhibited in the written assignment, which will support applications to
further and higher education.

2.3 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), notably since the pioneering work of W. G. Hoskins,
Maurice Beresford and John Hurst in the 1940s and 1950s (Hoskins 1955; Beresford
1954, Beresford & Hurst 1971), but until recently, attention was focused largely on the
minority of medieval settlements which are today deserted or extensively shrunken.
Currently occupied rural settlements (CORS), overlain by domestic housing and
related buildings of living secular communities i the villages, hamlets and small towns
of today i were generally largely disregarded as targets for research-driven
excavation. Very few regions have seen any systematic research-driven primary
investigation aimed at CORS, and most that has taken place has not involved
excavation, including those of a survey-based nature (Roberts 1987; Roberts and
Wrathmell 2000; Roberts and Wrathmell 2003).

However, recent attempts to redress this bias in favour of inhabited medieval rural
settlements have opened up new areas for debate. These are beginning to call into
question established theories about the development of rural settlement in the historic
period (Aston & Gerrard 1999; Jones & Page 2007). Despite recent advances, the
number of CORS to have seen methodical research-orientated investigation, including
excavation, remains very small. In order to resolve this problem, 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 will help
allow the evidence of the medieval rural settlement pattern of eastern England to be
more representative of the entire range of medieval settlements, not just on the minority
of sites which are currently deserted (Lewis 2005, 2006; 2007a; 2007b, 2008, 2009,
2012 and 2013).

13



B UNIVERSITY OF Access
3 4 CAMBRIDGE Archaeoﬁ)gy

3 Aims, objectives and desired outcomes

3.1 Aims

The aims of the schools and community test pit excavations in Wendens Ambo were
as follows:

I Raise the educational aspirations of participants by providing the opportunity to
acquire, develop, refine and demonstrate new skills, experience and
confidence.

T I'ncrease |l earnersé capacity to succeed in a
by providing activities which enable them to reinforce generic skills in team-
working, problem solving, communication, presentation and planning.

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

1 Toincrease knowledge, understanding and appreciation of the setting, origins

and development of Wendens Ambo and its environs.

To strengthen the village r e s i dsense of hiritage and community

To allow local community participants to develop a wide range of practical and

analytical archaeological skills

1 To inform future interpretation of the area

E |

3.2 Objectives

The school and community test pit excavation objectives in Wendens Ambo were as

follows:

1 To provide the opportunity for participants to learn and develop cognitive,
practical, personal and technical skills.

1 To support and engage with members of the local community through
involvement with the project.

1 To investigate the archaeology of the environs of Wendens Ambo through test-
pitting carried out by school students and local volunteers in properties throughout the
village.

3.3 Outcomes

The desired outcomes of all the test pit excavations in Wendens Ambo were as follows:

| Raise the educational aspirations of participants.

1 Provide an educational and vocational challenge allowing participants to
develop transferable skills for life and learning in school and for higher education.

| An improved knowledge and understanding of the archaeological resource of
the village of Wendens Ambo

i New archaeological skills learnt by volunteers on the community-led
excavation.

14
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4 Methodology

The two years of test pitting in Wendens Ambo was organised by ACA in conjunction
with the Wendens Ambo Society. The excavation and records followed the standard
Independent Learning Archaeology Field School (ILAFS), formerly known as the
Higher Education Field Academy (HEFA), instruction handbook and recording booklet.

The test pit digging takes place over two days, which begins with an initial talk
explaining the aims of the excavation, the procedures used in digging and recording
the test pit and the correct and safe use of equipment. Participants are then divided
into teams of three or four individuals, and each team is provided with a complete set
of test pit excavation equipment, copies of the instruction handbook and a record
booklet to enter excavation data into.

The test pits were all 1m? and the turf, if present, was removed in neat squares by
hand. Each test pit was excavated in a series of 10cm spits or contexts, to a maximum
depth of 1.2m. The horizontal surface of each context/spit was then drawn at 1:10 scale
before excavation, a photograph taken and the colour of the soil recorded with
reference to a standardised colour chart. A pro-forma recording system was used by
participants to record their test pit excavation. This comprised a 16-page Test Pit
Record booklet which was developed by ACA for use by people with no previous
archaeological experience. Each pit and context is described and noted using the site
code WAM/year, so WAM/17 for 2017 and WAM/18 for 2018.

During the excavation, 100% of the spoil is sieved through a 10mm mesh (with the
occasional exception of very heavy clay soils which have to be hand-searched). All
artefacts are retained, cleaned and bagged by context. Cut and built features are
planned at 1:10 and excavated sequentially with latest deposits removed first. Pottery
and most other finds are identified promptly by archaeological experts on site who visit
the test pits regularly providing advice and checking that the excavation is being carried
out and recorded to the required standard. Test pits are excavated down to natural or
the maximum safe depth of 1.2m, whichever is encountered first. A minority of test
pits will stop on encountering a feature, (ancient or modern) which archaeological staff
deem inadvisable or impossible to remove, and occasionally excavation may cease at
a level above natural due to time constraints. On completion of each test pit excavation,
all four sections are drawn at 1:10 along with the unexcavated base of the test pit prior
to backfilling by hand and the turf replaced neatly to restore the site.

After the two days of excavation are completed, the archaeological records and finds
(all of which are kept and cleaned on site) are retained by ACA at the University of
Cambridge f or analysis, reporting, archiuvi
ongoing research into the origins and development of rural settlement. Ownership of
objects rests in the first instance with the landowner, except where other law overrides
this (e.g. Treasure Act 1996, 2006, Burials Act 1857). ACA retain all finds in the short
term for analysis and ideally also in the longer term in order that the excavation
archives will be as complete as possible, but any requests to return finds to owners will
be agreed.
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5 Wendens Ambo

5.1 The settlement today

Wendens Ambo is a village in northwest Essex, situated just under 23km as the crow
flies south of Cambridge and 15km north of Bishops Stortford. It also sits across the
river Cam from the town of Saffron Walden, on the junction of the B1383 that runs
parallel to the M11 motorway that dissects Wendens Ambo parish and the east-west
route of the B1039. The east of the village and close to the railway line sits along the
valley of the River Cam at 60m OD, rising in the west of the parish to 100m and 120m
OD (figure 2). St Mary the Virgin church is centred on TL 51289 36388.
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Figure 1: Map of England with close up insert of East Anglia and the approximate location of
Wendens Ambo highlighted in red

The village is centred on St Maryo6s.Thereur ch and
is also a separate village hall, originally built as a Sunday school and a second
recreation ground, called The Wick with playground structures and a small football
pitch. There are two pubs, The Bell Inn and The Fighting Cocks, a small industrial
estate, a number of independent businesses, including a garage and multiple clubs
and societies. The village is also well served by the train station, linking north to
Cambridge and south to London and beyond and by multiple buses connecting to the

neighbouring settlements.
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Figure 2: The extent of Wendens Ambo parish © Crown Copyright/database right 2018. An
Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service, 1: 20,000

There is a conservation area in Wendens Ambo, focused around the church, along
Royston Road and Duck Street (figures 3 and 4). There are also about 32 listed
buildings registered in the village, the majority of which are Grade Il listed and date
from the 16" to 18" centuries. However, there is one Grade | listed building, the Church
of St Mary the Virgin, which dates from the 11" century. The full list of listed buildings
can be seen on the National Heritage List for England website.? The majority of these
buildings include colour washed thatched or mellow red brick houses that are linked

by flint walls (Uttlesford District Council 2013).

2 https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/thist/
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Figure 3: Modern OS map of Wendens Ambo with the Conservation Area highlighted in blue ©
Crown Copyright/database right 2018. An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service, 1: 5,000

Figure 4: Close up modern OS map Wendens Ambo with the Conservation Area highlighted in blue
© Crown Copyright/database right 2018. An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service, 1: 2,500
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