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1 Summary 
 
This report presents the results of a programme of archaeological excavation of 33 1m2 
ótest pitsô in the small Suffolk town of Clare carried out in spring 2011. The programme was 
funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund through the Managing a Masterpiece project intended 
to engage the communities of the Stour valley in their heritage.  Over four days, more than 
300 people from the local area took part in the excavations. The results provided new 
evidence for the development of the area now occupied by the town from the prehistoric 
period onwards. This appears to have lightly used by humans in the prehistoric and Roman 
period until the mid-8th century AD when a small settlement appears to have developed 
near the site of the present church. By the 9th or 10th century, a larger settlement had grown 
in its place, extending south towards the river Stour, possibly with a church in this southern 
zone. By the mid-11th century the settlement had developed into a small town, which was 
extensively re-organised shortly after the Norman Conquest, when it acquired a planned 
layout including a formal market place which had a motte and bailey castle on its south side 
and a church on its north, with some of the late Anglo-Saxon settlement removed at this 
time.  The Norman town flourished for a couple of centuries, leading to the creation of a 
new market place to the north of the church.  This period of growth ceased in the 14th 
century, when parts of the town were abandoned and others became more sparsely 
occupied. Revival did not take hold until perhaps the 17th or 18th centuries, although the 
Norman street plan endured throughout and survives to this day. 
  



 

 
 
  

8 

2 Introduction 
 
In Spring 2011, two two-day community archaeological excavation events, one on 27th-28th 
April and the other over the weekend of the 7th-8th May, excavated 33 1m2 archaeological 
test pits in private gardens and fields within the small town of Clare in Suffolk. Excavations 
were undertaken by Clare residents, pupils of Clare Middle School, members of Clare Local 
History Society, and numerous other volunteers with connections to the Clare community 
under the supervision of Access Cambridge Archaeology (University of Cambridge). The 
excavations were funded by The Heritage Lottery Fund as part of their ñManaging a 
Masterpieceò project, focused on the Stour Valley, and was undertaken under the direction 
of Access Cambridge Archaeology, based in the McDonald Institute for Archaeological 
Research, University of Cambridge, who provided on-site instruction and supervision.   
 

2.1 The Managing a Masterpiece Project 

 
Managing a Masterpiece (http://www.managingamasterpiece.org/) is a £1.1million 
Landscape Partnership Scheme for the Stour Valley with £910,000 of that awarded by the 
National Heritage Memorial Fund for 62 projects within three programmes over three years. 
Delivery of the scheme began on 1 June 2010.  The Managing a Masterpiece vision is for a 
Stour Valley where the landscape is understood cared for and celebrated by communities 
with the knowledge, skills and opportunities needed to manage and enjoy it. The scheme 
consists of three programmes, under which there are fifteen projects and around sixty 
outputs across a range of work including archaeology, access, public training events, 
outreach projects to traditionally hard to reach groups, school projects, built conservation 
projects, public survey of heritage features, production of a heritage compendium, use of 
church towers as interpretation points, website development, provision of a Hopper Bus, 
new walking and cycling leaflets, new art exhibitions and projects, restoration of a Stour 
lighter (barge), new hedge and tree planting and management, new displays for museums 
and practical conservation management.  Programme 1, óUnderstanding the Masterpieceô 
seeks to increase awareness and understanding of the Stour Valley by residents and those 
with an interest in its landscape and heritage assets, by learning more about them and how 
they are managed, and actively working to manage and restore the key features. A 
component of the Understanding the Masterpiece programme is óProject 1f: Stripping Back 
the Layersô which comprises four archaeological excavation projects carried out by 
community volunteers trained, supervised and led by professional archaeologists and 
summarised in a chapter of the Stour Valley Heritage Compendium. The community-based 
archaeological test-pitting project in Clare comprised one of the components of Stripping 
Back the Layers. 
 

2.2 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 1955; 
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 ï the villages, hamlets and small towns of today ï 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 of that 
which has taken place has not involved excavation, including those of a survey based 
nature (Roberts 1987; Roberts and Wrathmell 2000; Roberts and Wrathmell 2003). 

http://www.managingamasterpiece.org/
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However, recent attempts to redress this bias in favour of the majority of medieval rural 
settlements which are still inhabited have opened up new areas for debate which are 
beginning to call into question established theories about the development of rural 
settlement in the historic period (Aston & Gerrard 1999; Jones & Page 2006). However, 
despite these recent advances, the number of CORS to have seen methodical research-
orientated investigation including excavation remains very small. In order to begin 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 30 CORS, most in 
eastern England. This will help allow the evidence upon which knowledge and 
understanding of the origins and development of the medieval rural settlement pattern of 
eastern England is based, to be more representative of the entire range of medieval 
settlements, not just on the minority of sites which are currently deserted (Lewis 2006; 
2007a; 2007b). 
 
As a small town in the Suffolk countryside, test pit excavations in Clare are well-placed to 
contribute to advancing knowledge and understanding of this important area of study, as 
well as being of interest in their own right 
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3 Aims, objectives and desired outcomes 
 

3.1 Aims 

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

¶ To engage with local communities and óhard to reach groupsô, widening the 
participation of people in the heritage of the valley. 

¶ 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 Clare Camp 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 Clare were as follows: 

¶ To investigate the archaeology of the environs of Clare Camp through test-pitting 
carried out by members of the community in properties in the vicinity of the 
monument. 

¶ 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 Clare were as follows:  

¶ A minimum of 80 people with new archaeological skills. 

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

¶ An engaged and informed local population. 

¶ An improved knowledge and understanding of the archaeological resource of the 
environs of Clare Camp and the historic town of Clare. 
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4 Location 
 
The small town of Clare is located along the southern Suffolk border with Essex, 27km 
south-west of Bury St Edmunds and 14km north-west of Sudbury, centred on NGR TL 
770456. Clare is set away from all the main routes through the region, on generally quieter 
roads between the All in the east and the A14 in the west. 
 
Clare is situated on the northern bank of the River Stour surrounded by gently rolling open 
countryside, and is set out in a double linear layout (High Street ï formally High Rowe, 
Market Street and Church Street) around a central market place and church. This layout 
appears to be of planned origin which probably dates to the 11th century. This settlement 
appears to have extended almost from Clare Camp in the north to the Clare Castle in the 
south and it may have been designed deliberately to link the two sites, with the market at its 
centre1. There are also three main roads into the town, Callis Street from the north, which 
narrows at the site of an early ford and has been bridged since the 14th century, Cavendish 
Road which enters the town from the east and Nethergate Street, entering from the south 
west.  
 

 
 
Figure 1:  Map of England with a close up insert of East Anglia, and the village of Clare 
highlighted in red. 
 
Clare today is regarded by its residents as a small town. It has expanded greatly since its 
first medieval planned layout, both along the three main route-ways into the town as well as 
encroaching centrally onto the original market place. Many of the houses in the core of the 
present town are constructed from timber with wattle and daub or later brick infilling and 
many date from the 14th to the 16th centuries, with the later houses constructed in Flemish 

                                                
1
 http://www.dedhamvalestourvalley.org/uploads/Doc 2 Landscape Character Study.pdf (Accessed November 

2011) 

http://www.dedhamvalestourvalley.org/uploads/Doc%202%20Landscape%20Character%20Study.pdf
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bond. Many fine Georgian and Victorian homes are also evident, some with earlier 
structures concealed behind later facades. A wide range of amenities are available in Clare: 
the town boasts four public houses, cafes, a wide range of shops, a post office and bank, 
an art gallery, a large town hall, a primary and upper school, a museum, four 
churches/places of worship and tourist attractions including a medieval Priory and the ruins 
of a medieval castle. The population of Clare was recorded at 1,975 during the 2001 
census2. 

 
Figure 2: The extent of the parish of Clare 
 
Much of the present town lies within a conservation area of Clare which covers the historic 
town centre but excludes the large twentieth century housing development immediately 
north of Clare Camp. The conservation area also excludes nineteenth/twentieth century 
housing along Stoke Road to the south west of the town and the new housing and middle 
school along Cavendish Road and either side of Mill Lane3. The majority of Clare County 
Park is also situated within the extent of the conservation area; with the park is also being a 
designated County Wildlife Site. 
 
 
 

                                                
2
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clare,_Suffolk (Accessed October 2011) 

3
http://www.stedmundsbury.gov.uk/sebc/live/documents/reports/U307 Clare Conservation Area Appraisal.pdf 

(Accessed October 2011) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clare,_Suffolk
http://www.stedmundsbury.gov.uk/sebc/live/documents/reports/U307%20Clare%20Conservation%20Area%20Appraisal.pdf





























































































































































































































































