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The Histon and Impington Archaeology Group were very pleased to welcome this year's ILAFS 
project to the villages. We had a very successful excavation of 10 one-metre square test pits in the 
heart of the area between the ancient settlements of Histon and Impington.  
 
On Wednesday and Thursday we were host to 37 14 year-old students from three schools, with 12 
teachers and supervisors. They gained valuable experience and made good progress to depths of 
about 60cm. There were good  finds and substantial evidence of medieval settlement in the area.  
 
Subsequently the Test Pits were dug down further by HIAG members and volunteers to get to the 
undisturbed natural subsoil. We were pleased also to be joined on Saturday morning by 18 
members of the Young Archaeologists Club, aged 8 to 15, and their leaders. They were delighted 
to be able to join in with a “real” dig and worked on three of our pits, finishing two of them. 
 

 
Test Pit locations.  The 2018 test pits are coloured purple. 

 
We are very grateful for permission to use Histon Baptist Church and its facilities during the project 
and to all the householders who kindly and enthusiastically offered us their gardens for test pit 
sites, made us very welcome and put up with all the disturbance. Thanks are especially due to the 
20 or so volunteers and club members who worked from Friday to Sunday to complete all the 
excavations. 
 



 

     
 

The Archaeological Field Course students at work 
 

A first for the group was the discovery of some Iron Age pottery, principally at 45 Station Road, 
which is similar to the Middle Iron Age pottery, 400-100 BC, found in quantity on the Unwin's 
Nursery site off Impington Lane. Three of the sites produced Romano-British pottery, 50-450 AD, 
at 27 Station Road, 18 and 72 Water Lane.  
 

 

           
 

                            Middle Iron Age pottery                        Romano-British pottery 
                                  45 Station Road                                                18 Water Lane 
One of the main archaeological objectives of the project was to find more evidence of where the 
population lived at various periods. In particular, how this was affected by the presence or absence 
of flooding and waterlogging in the major flood plain centred on the present Green and extending 
to the War Memorial area in the south.  
 
It is remarkable that there was no pottery at all from the Anglo-Saxon period, 450-1100 AD, 
although it has been found in other parts of the villages. By contrast, no fewer than eight of the ten 
pits contained medieval sandy and shelly ware of the period 1100-1400 AD. This provides clear 
evidence that the area investigated was not occupied between 450 and 1100 AD. 
 
These findings fit in well with previous results and predictions from landscape archaeology, which 
suggest that the area gradually became flooded after the end of the Roman period in 450 AD and 
that it was drained for re-occupation in the middle Saxon period, about 900-1000 AD.  
 



 

                 
 

               Medieval sandy and shelly ware                   A very neat pit at 27 Station Road 
                                from 21 The Green         
       
The medieval pottery shown above is typical of that also found at 27 and 45 Station Road, 18 and 
72 Water Lane and Histon Baptist Church and in small quantities elsewhere. 
 

       
 

Late Anglo-Saxon 850-1100 AD                              Medieval 1100-1400 AD 
 

Pottery distribution diagrams showing population movement into the area after 1100 AD. 
Large circles show five or more pottery finds. The open squares show nothing found.  

 
An interesting discovery made by the Young Archaeologists at 18 Water Lane is of a mysteriously 
shaped  bone. This has been identified by experts as the astragalus, or knuckle bone, of a horse. 
These were used as predecessors of the dice used in games of chance. There are four positions 
in which the bone can fall when tossed - not all having the same probability, unlike a true dice.  
Betting games based on these date back to the Greeks, Vikings and others. The four positions in 
which they land are sometimes known as horse, sheep, camel and goat - nothing to do with the 
animal the bone originally came from.  



 
 
 

             
 

  The Histon astragalus bone                           Four possible positions 
                            from 18 Water Lane 

 
It seems a little difficult to match the four resting positions we have found for the Histon bone with 
the "official" ones. Perhaps a few bets and pints are needed to resolve the issue. There are also 
signs that a piece was cut off - maybe some medieval Histonian was rigging the odds. 
 

        
 

       Excavation at Woodcock House                        Queen Victoria farthing of 1853 
 

At the rear of Woodcock House we found fragments of 17th and 18th century brick, bearing 
witness to the many changes in this 17th century building, originally a long timber-framed “hall” 
house, subsequently partitioned into three cottages and now back to one. The brick fragments 
were mixed at most levels with large quantities of Victorian pottery. We also found a Queen 
Victoria farthing and a small amount of medieval pottery at the bottom. The water table and some 
undisturbed gravel were eventually found at a depth of 1m. It seems quite possible that the pit was 
used for digging gravel during the building works, then filled  with building debris and Victorian 
domestic rubbish. 



 
        
 

Two of the sites had obviously been very much disturbed by modern building works. At 72 Water 
Lane there was a huge churn of material, but with some useful pottery mixed in. Sadly, at 70 
Hereward Close after painstakingly digging through old road material we found a modern drainpipe 
at the bottom with very nasty sticky clay bulldozed over it. 
 

  
 
      Builder's sand at 72 Water Lane        Chivers ceramic jam pot from 20 New School Road 
                                                                                showing parts of GOLD MEDAL JAM 
The site at 45 Home Close seems to have been away from the main areas of occupation, albeit 
producing one nice piece of Iron Age pottery. The site at 20 New School Road remains a bit of a 
mystery.  A very considerable quantity of Victorian pottery was found, down to the deepest level, 
but there was little of the normal patterned domestic china, like willow pattern. It seems to be more 
like a burial pit for waste china pots from Chivers before the house was built in 1913. 
 

        
 

Part of a particularly rare "Hamilton" bottle made for Stocker's Gingerade of St Ives 
It was designed to lay on its side so that the cork was kept moist. Found at 72 Water Lane. 

 
The area to the south of the War Memorial turns out to be particularly difficult to work in. Modern 
activity on the Chivers site, the new main road and infill housing have left few potentially 
undisturbed sites. Some more good excavations here would help our knowledge considerably.  


