Avenels field: selected fieldwalking results 2013 - 2015 inclusive

To all interested parties

Introduction
With kind permission of Merton College and of their farm Manager here locally, the Gamlingay Archaeology Group (GamArch) has each Autumn since 2013
been allowed to conduct archaeological fieldwalking exercises on Merton land at Dutter End, Gamlingay.
Some time ago now we circulated an interim report of the 2013 results and - with another Autumn campaign fast approaching - we felt it was about time we
provided an update. Rather than chore interested parties with an exhaustive account of what we’ve been up to, we have instead opted to circulate some
selected results of what has been found. Even so, this is a fairly lengthy document because of the many illustrations needed to convey visually what has been
found.
Over three thousand artefacts have been recovered so far. Although none of the artefacts found are of much significance in themselves, in combination they
have helped to provide answers to previously unanswered local archaeological questions.
GamArch is as much a community-oriented volunteer group as it is an archaeological one. It is worth mentioning that the selected results below can in no way
capture the benefits - or the blisters! - these simple community-based archaeological activities bring with them. Over the past three years many different
people, young and old and from all walks of life, have helped with the fieldwork. New skills have been learned, new friendships formed and new knowledge
gained. Our thanks go to Merton and to Mr. Charter, their farm Manager, for without their generosity of spirit none of this would have happened.
Mike Collins, GamArch, August 14th 2016.

Aims & Location
The area walked consists of one field which has been enlarged in modern times. Within the field is the site of Avenels moated manor (now destroyed) and the
field is known as Avenels field. A number of prehistoric worked flints have come from the area and cropmark evidence indicates buildings thought to date from
either Medieval or, perhaps, Roman times may once have stood in the same field. The purpose of the fieldwalking was to recover artefacts and to evaluate them
with a view to casting further light on the archaeology of the field.

History & archaeological overview
Merton’s Gamlingay estate was mapped by Thomas Langdon at the very beginning of the 17th century. The Langdon map was extraordinarily accurate for its
time and shows that the modern field of today formerly consisted of three smaller fields. The Langdon fields and their boundaries remained largely unchanged
through to very recent times. Our fieldwalking grids and lines have in effect been collecting from within these former field areas. Using Cambs Historic
Environment Records (CHER), the formally recognised archaeology of the modern field and its former internal boundaries can be seen below.

To speed up coverage of the field we last year switched to a simpler method of fieldwalking. Both methods achieved complete surface coverage of the field
areas walked to form a cohesive matrix of 20m by 20m squares. Finds from each square were tallied. There are 77 such squares and the central point of
each is used when plotting results. The large block to the east of the field was walked in 2015, more than double the area covered than in the two previous
years combined. The narrow strip between the two blocks was walked in 2014.

Selected results - Tile finds
Fieldwalking over the cropmark area in 2014 yielded over a thousand roof tile pieces and a single brick fragment. So, tiled structure(s) of some sort (barns?)
almost certainly once stood there. Near all the tile was 18th to 19th century in date. Only 1 Roman find, from the westerly edge of the field, has been found
to date. Any Roman structure or presence in the field here would have left a lot of material behind. The structure(s), then, were not Roman. The presence of 2
Medieval potttery sherds and a few Medieval tile remnants at this location allows for the possibility of Medieval buildings having previously stood here or
nearby.

Selected results - Medieval pottery
Interestingly, all the Medieval pottery found to date is constrained to the former manor field area. It consists of both domestic (i.e. table wares) and utility
wares dating from the early and later Medieval period. Over 30 sherds have been found and as it is densest at the northern end of the manor field it could well
be that Medieval domestic buildings once stood somewhere in this area, perhaps to the south or south west of the 2014 fieldwalking area. Further fieldwalking
to fill in the ‘blanks’ there might further clarify the matter.

Selected results - Modern pottery
Whereas little Medieval pottery was found and only came from the manor field, the modern is plentiful (over 600 finds) and near all of it came from the middle
section of the field. Much of the pottery appears to be 20th century and some would be slightly earlier. No housing has ever stood here and the pottery is more
likely to have arrived as a consequence of recent allotmenteering and the construction of a track running centrally nnw-sse down the long axis of the field. More
recently the field has been arable but the plough doesn't seem to have overly disturbed the cluster of finds near to where the track entrance would have been.

Selected results - Prehistoric worked flint
Some 350 worked flints from across the field have been found so far, none are complete. Flints from most periods of prehistory are represented, the majority
being Neolithic (first farmers, 42500 BC - 2500 BC) and into the Bronze Age (first metal users, 2500 BC - 750 BC). A very few are Mesolithic (8500 BC - 4250 BC)
and would have belonged to seasonally mobile hunter gatherer communities, possibly the first modern humans to have set foot in this area. Whatever their
mode of life, prehistoric people were active on Avenels field and would probably have been attracted there to make use of the ecologically rich habitats
around the course of the Millbrook.

Update & Closing Comments
The GamArch 2016 fieldwalking campaign having recently concluded we can add a little more to what has already been said in the summary report. Areas
covered in 2016 were the 'blank' block south of the cropmark area and a new area immediately east of the former allotment field. Although we haven't as yet
cleaned and processed the finds it is possible to say on the basis of a preliminary appraisal of them that no Medieval pottery has come from the 'blank' block. Other
kinds of finds from there appear to be slightly fewer in number than we had anticipated.
The new area we walked respected the former boundaries of a field named as Conney Close on the Langdon map. Conney Close is the narrow north-south strip
shown on the archaeological map earlier in this report. An area 200m long by 40m wide was walked and this would represent near complete coverage of the
former field area. Other than worked flints, finds were noticeably sparser from here than elsewhere in Avenels field. At least 2 pre-modern pottery finds came
from the area. One of these is Medieval and the other is also very probably Medieval too but it would require professional appraisal before a date can be assigned
to it. The flint finds at the Conney Close area were numerous and include at least one probable Mesolithic microlith. A north to south trend of increasing
quantities of flint finds was observed in the field but confirmation of this will have to wait until finds processing is completed.
Thousands of finds have come from Avenels so far. The selected results presented in this summary report show how methodical, sustained, intensive fieldwalking
can not only help answer research questions but also offer new insights and avenues of inquiry to explore. Every find - either on its own or in combination with
others - helps to inform as to our local history and heritage. For example, thanks to the fieldwalking results we can go some way to answering a local research
question as to what the cropmarks in Avenels field represent. Regarding flint distributions, the results are also useful beyond Avenels. By incorporating the
Avenels results with those of fieldwalking exercises previously undertaken elsewhere in the parish (e.g. on the new allotment site, north of Long Lane) we will
begin to see how flints are distributed at the local level.
We calculate it would take at least one more weekend fieldwalking session to complete coverage of Avenels field and so 2017 could well see our final
stint of fieldwork at Avenels. Come what may, we have in the meanwhile a lot finds to process and some very happy memories of our time spent on the field. Our
thanks again go to Merton and to their farm Manger Mr Charter for allowing us on the land in the first place.
Mike Collins, GamArch, October 2016

