
Histon and Impington Archaeology Group 

Test Pits at Abbey Farm, Histon. 25/26 June 2022 

Preliminary Report. 

Thanks to the generosity of the landowners, Michael and Sue Watson, we were warmly 

welcomed back to the tranquil setting of Abbey Farm, with the added luxury of a small 

marquee and an ever-available tea urn. 

 

20 volunteers, 15 of them first timers, enjoyed ideal conditions with dry weather and 

temperatures about 20C with a light breeze. Two test pits were excavated in four sessions of 

3.5 hours. Because of the exceptionally dry season the ground was harder than usual but 

everyone worked hard with good humour and enjoyed the experience and sociability, sharing 

the different activities between them. 

 

Test Pit 22/1 



Test pit 22/1 was placed at TL 43494 64063 on the corner of the main drive and the long-

disused Penny Lane. 
 

The supervisor, Chris Lowdon, reports as follows. 

The first two contexts constituted most of the topsoil which contained grass roots and minor 
tree roots. Larger roots up to about 15mm dia were found in this and some subsequent 
contexts down to about context 4 and were found to be quite brittle so probably dead and 
decomposing. 
 
Context 3 was already showing some stony material which became pronounced in context 4 by 
which time it was very dense and extremely difficult to penetrate. There was a high 
proportion of flint. A few shards of pottery and bone were found in these upper contexts only.  
 
The majority of stones ranged from 10-20mm dia but sizes up to 10cm were also unearthed. 
There was a gradation of stone size with depth. The size gradually diminished as the dig 

descended through to context 8 by which time the material was predominantly sand with stone 

inclusions. As there had been no finds in the lower layers it was decided to make a 30cm 

sondage in the north east quadrant. This material was found to continue the trend towards the 

natural pure sand and was easy to extract. A final sample of context 11 was taken and bagged. 

No features were found in the contexts. A large bolt was buried 30cm deep at the SW corner to 

mark the spot. 

 

Test Pit 22/1 

 



Initial observations. The general hard packing and the size of the stones suggest maybe a 

trackway, either ancient or used for the extraction of gravel from the nearby nineteenth 

century quarry pit. One piece of a cooking pot has a definite sooty residue remaining on the 

outside and another has a virtually undisturbed black coating on the inside. Both have relatively 

sharp corners with no sign of abrasion due to the soil churning of ploughing, so this location 

appears to be outside any area of regular cultivation. The exact type and date of the pottery 

will be available in the autumn.  

       

Finds from HISIMP22 TP1 

 

Test Pit 22/2 was located at TL 43392 64125, in the bottom of a furrow in a clearly visible 

pattern of ridge and furrow ploughing. 
 

 
 

Test Pit 22/2 
 



The supervisor, Alan Key, reports as follows. 
 

Context 1 was carried out on Friday 24th June with the removal of the turf and topsoil.  Just 
under the turf, in the topsoil there was a layer of small chalk nodules circa 3-5mm diameter. 
 
Context 2 - 4 was carried out Saturday 25th June.  The soil in context 2 - 4 inclusive was brown 
in colour with some minor tree roots but uniform in character and colour; and comparatively 
easy to excavate.  All contexts contained intermittent stones, mainly gravels and flints.  The 
majority of the stones were within a 25 - 50mm diameter.  In the southwest corner of the pit in 
context 4 there was a larger stone (possibly building rubble).  A coin requiring dating and 
identification was discovered in context 2.  The majority of finds in context 2 - 4 were bones 
and shell.  A large piece of flint with mortar attached was found in context 4. 
 
Context 5 was carried out on Sunday 26th June.  The soil was similar to all previous contexts 
but more compacted and more difficult to excavate; particularly in the south and west edges of 
the pit where there was a higher stone content. The stone was mainly gravel and flint but with 
some sandstone and chalk pieces 25 - 50mm in size.  Further possible building rubble was 
found on the western edge in this context - this extended across the width of the pit. Finds 
were limited to bone apart from a piece of pot rim which appears to have been dislodged from 
a higher context. 
 
By this stage we were below the occupation levels found in the nearby test pit 21/1. Due to the 
paucity of finds it was decided to make a 25cm sondage adjacent to the east side of the pit. The 
excavation here was initially easy with little stone content until just above the top of context 8 
where larger flint stones size 50 - 75mm where found.  Excavating below these the soil 
maintained the same character as above the stones.  The excavation was stopped at this point. 
 
Final records were taken of the pit elevations and the pit was then backfilled including 
positioning a steel bolt and washer in the south west corner of the pit some 150mm below 
ground level to enable location at a later date. 
 

 
Test Pit 22/ 



Initial observations. The principal find was the tiny Anglo-Saxon coin shown below, very 
sharply spotted by Gary Lees as he excavated the soil of context 2.  
The “porcupine” design was in use during the period of about 700-750 AD. 
 

  
 

Rob Noble has checked the coin out and suggests the following identification. We are waiting 
for a further opinion from an expert at the Fitzwilliam. The upper images are the as found 
state, lower images after a little gentle cleaning to remove some of the encrustation.  A 
"porcupine" motif is now more clearly visible – see the image from the internet for comparison. 
The max diameter is about 11.5mm and it now weighs just 0.67g but would of course have 
been weightier in its original uncorroded state. 

 

     
  

                                   Cleaned coin                                 Similar design from internet 
 

The material is clearly copper alloy but - and this is not very easy to see except under high 
magnification  -  it appears there are traces remaining of an original silvery coating. I think this 
may be a counterfeit silver sceat (pronounced “shat”) - the work of a 7th-8th century forger. 
However don't take my word for any of this - wait for an expert assessment. 



             

Also in the upper levels, the other datable find is a small piece of pot rim. It seems hard baked, 

suggesting a Romano-British date. If this is confirmed, the two finds would show that 

occupation activity on the site had ended by the end of the Middle Saxon period, say by 900 -

1000AD. This is the date after which ridge and furrow ploughing with the heavy plough and ox 

team is now accepted as beginning.  

                 

The finds include smallish animal bones and a selection of teeth, suggesting possible use as 

sheep pasture prior to the ridge and furrow ploughing. 

Final Thanks to Chris and Alan and our wonderful team of volunteers:  Anna, Ayesha, Emma, 

Fay, Gary, Hanna, Jo, Jonathan, Joshua, Ken, Louise, Michela, Nicholas, Oona, Roy, Sarah, 

Susan, Tom, Vince and Wendy. 

David Oates, Project Manager.                               5th July 2022. 


