
Histon and Impington Archaeology Group 

Test Pits at The Gables and 1 Windmill Lane, Histon. 5th to 7th August 2022. 

Preliminary Report.  

36 volunteers, 19 of them first timers, enjoyed the warmest of welcomes from our hosts Jon and Jo Roach, 

Nick Bailey and Su Kim and their families. We are very grateful indeed for being given access to such 

attractive and interesting sites and for your hospitality and refreshments. The weather was dry and 

temperatures in the low to mid 20s. Trees and gazebos provided shade in most places. 

Three 1m square test pits were excavated in six sessions of 3.5 hours. Because of the exceptionally dry 

season much of the ground was harder than usual but everyone worked hard with good humour and 

enjoyed the experience and sociability, sharing all the aspects of test pit excavation and preliminary 

management of the finds between them. 

Thank you to all our volunteers: Abi, Alan, Arnold, Barbara, Chris  L, Chris T, Clifford, Daniel, Diane, Elaine, 

Ernie, Ethan, Evan, Gary, Gerry, Helen, Jim, Ken, Liana,  Michela, Nick, Penny E, Penny M, Robert, Roger, 

Roy, Ruben, Samuel, Sarah, Scott,  Sheila, Su, Sue, Suzanne, Tony and Vicki.  

 

                                                                                        Friday 

Thanks go to the test pit supervisors - Arnold, Roy and Alan -  who ensured that the work went smoothly 

and that all the pits were taken down to the natural river gravel.  Thanks also to committee members Chris 

L, Alan, Roger and Phil for transporting the equipment and starting the test pits off and to all who provided 

gazebos and to Rob for his finds photography. 

For most people this was their first time. We hope you have enjoyed the experience and will join us again. 

 

HISIMP22. Test Pit 3.   1 Windmill Lane, Histon, CB24 9JF.  TL 43737 63860. 
 

Initial report by Arnold Fertig. 
 

Nick and Su not only provided this great garden site but also worked hard as part of the team with their 

extraordinary sons Ethan and Samuel – budding young archaeologists.  



              

                                 Saturday. About to begin Context 6.                                  Burying the time capsule. 

 

       

                               Measuring the depth.             Drawing the sections of the sides of the test pit. 

The test pit was situated towards the bottom end of the garden of a 1960s house situated on Windmill 

Lane. In general, the soil was relatively easy to dig throughout the three days. On the first day, excavation 

was down to and included Context 5 (50 cm). There was dark rich organic topsoil down to 30 cm with a 

good sprinkling of small stones and many roots including some large roots and then the start of a layer of 

subsoil that was lighter in colour – mainly medium brown – a sandy silt layer. This also contained roots of 

varying size but less stones. There was some harder yellow clay material on the edge of the north-west 

corner of the test pit. Finds included a range of modern material including nails, glass, plastic, and brick and 

tile that was mostly yellow, but included 4 highly eroded pieces of red brick with multiple inclusions so 

possibly old - two pieces showed signs of burning. There were pottery sherds from the 19th and 20th 

century. Clay pipe fragments were found down to Context 3. There was a small roughly made bead, 

perhaps made from horn, in Context 4 and a carefully shaped bone point in Context 3, possibly very old. 

                       

                                                       Horn Bead  1.5 cm.                                     Bone Point  2.5 cm. 



Medieval pottery sherds were found from context 3 downwards. There were multiple fragments of animal 

bone in most contexts, mainly from small and medium sized mammals. It included burnt bone. These were 

probably mainly domestic animals. There were relatively large quantities of charcoal and clinker material 

especially in Context 3 and 4.   

 

            

                                                 Sieving the soil.                                       Sorting and bagging the finds. 

On the second day, 3 further contexts were dug. The sandy silt layer became much sandier with a few 

small and medium stones and occasional large stones from 72 cm and slightly damp.  There was no 

modern material. Pottery sherds were found down to Context 7, mainly medieval or earlier, but included a 

sherd of early post-medieval red glazed earthenware in Context 6. It also included a fragment from the 

bottom of a drinking or similar vessel, possibly Roman. Bone fragments were found down to Context 7 and 

included a hemimandible - probably sheep/goat. 

         

The impressive collection of Medieval, Anglo-Saxon and Romano-British pottery from contexts 5 to 7. 

Awaiting expert identification and dating. 

On the third day, Context 9 was excavated. On the top of context 9, in the northwest corner of the test pit, 

was a slightly darker circular area about 18 cm in diameter with multiple roots within it. A post-hole cannot 

be excluded. There were no finds in Context 8 and Context 9, apart from tiny amounts of charcoal and light 



weight clinker-type material and the soil became visibly sandier. A final sondage 50 x 50 cm dug in the 

northwest quadrant as Context 10 confirmed that a natural sandy base with a few small, medium and 

occasional larger stones had been reached.  A large bolt was buried 150 mm deep in the SW corner of the 

pit to aid future location. 

     

                     The early(?) Roman beaker base.                         Section of pit, showing topsoil, sandy silt  

                                                                                                         subsoil and natural gravel at 1m depth. 

 Preliminary Observations on TP3.    

This was a quite well stratified test pit – for example there was no modern material below Context 4 apart 

from a very small fragment of yellow brick in context 5, and no post medieval pottery beyond Context 4 

apart from a small piece of early post-medieval red glazed earthenware in context 6. The undisturbed 

layers - between 60 and 80 cm deep – enable us to see a valuable clear picture of almost 2000 years of 

continuous occupation of this important area near the lower edge of the higher ground of the oldest part 

of Histon. 

 

HISIMP22. Test Pit 4. The Gables, High Street, Histon.  TL 43755 63676. 
 

                                                                                        

                                                                                       Saturday 



Initial report by Roy Moth. 
 
Test Pit 4 was excavated in the lawn at the rear of the sixteenth century farmhouse. 
 
Context 1. The test pit grass and topsoil were removed. Context 1 consisted of 70% topsoil with 30% 

fragments of small bone, glass, coal and slate with tree roots 5mm to 20mm diameter to make up the rest. 

This context was easy to excavate. We then cleaned the finds and put them into context labelled bags. We 

then moved onto contexts 2 and 3. 

Contexts 2 to 5. Mainly stone, gravel with flint, we continued to find fragments of bone, red brick, tiles, 

slate, brown glass, building mortar, coal and yellow brick. Majority of mortar, broken down bits of building 

materials.  Some coloured plaster. These contexts were not so easy to excavate.  

       
                
                  Ratio of soil to mortar.                                    Flint floor with demolition debris above. 
 
Context 6. More building materials, nails, plaster, bricks and charcoal.  

Also in context 6 we found a large heavy round stone with a rectangular hole slightly off centre. This 

appears to be a discarded grindstone of the hand-cranked type as found in most farmyards and used to 

sharpen tools such as scythes, sickles, axes and other edged tools.  The outer face was relatively smooth 

and level but one corner was roughly worn off, perhaps by sharpening curved tools. The off-centre hole 

must have made it cumbersome to use. 

                  

                                           Finding the grindstone                                        Typical farmyard grindstone 

 



                  

                                                   42 cm diameter.                                                 20 cm wide. 

Context 7. 70% of this level was white mortar debris, and the other 30% was part of a level compacted flint 

floor or yard.   The accumulated building remains in the upper layers appear to have been deposited on 

this surface. 

Context 8. 70% flint and sand and 30% small pottery, glass, charcoal, yellow brick and yellow tiles. This was  

easy to excavate. 

Context 9. Orange sandy soil, easy to excavate not a lot of finds, blue glass, slate, charcoal, red brick, 

mortar and small yellow tile. 

Context 10. No finds , orange sandy soil, with small bits of flint and gravel. Easy to excavate. 

Context 11.  No finds, orange sandy soil, easy to excavate. We continued to excavate one quarter of the 

test pit, down to context 12, containing more of the natural orange gravel. 

A large steel bolt was buried 150mm deep in the SW corner of the pit to enable future location. 

 

Finds from contexts 4 to 9 showing the wide variety of building materials found. 



Preliminary Observations on TP4.    

The overwhelming impression is of a site dominated by the disposal of materials from demolished 

buildings. It will be interesting to date the various different types, including some fairly complete tiles. It is 

not uncommon in the village to find such remains at the rear of old-occupied farmhouses where a lot of 

alterations have taken place. It is the same at The Old House and Woodcock House. No buildings are 

shown in this particular location in the OS maps of 1886 and 1925.  

The flint cobbled yard is interesting and the pottery in context 8 may help date it. Our pit seems to have 

provided a suitable hole for the disposal of their wonky grindstone.   

  

HISIMP22. Test Pit 5. The Gables, High Street, Histon.  TL 43762 63648. 
 

 

Sunday 

Initial report by Alan Key. 
 
The test pit was excavated over the full 1m x 1m down to the top of context 8 (80cm); a sondage was then 
excavated for the north east quadrant of the pit to the top of context 10 (1m). 
 
Location: TP5 was located in the SE quadrant of the rear garden of the Gables; in an area of lawn which 
was surrounded by ornamental shrubs, fruit trees and a redwood tree. 
 
Ground conditions: Turf and topsoil down to the top of context 5 with the darker grey/brown topsoil in the 
top 300mm and a lighter colour in the next 100mm. Some minor tree roots. This was comparatively easy to 
excavate. The remaining contexts (5 - 9) consisted of a compacted dry light brown sandy/clay material with 
stones circa 20mm in size predominantly flint and gravel. The stones made up no more than 10% by 
volume of the material. In addition there were particles of a black ‘pumice’ type material present.  These 
contexts were dry and compacted and excavation was slow. 
 



    
 

      
 
Finds: The majority of finds were located in contexts 1 - 6 including small pieces of (potentially medieval) 
pottery in contexts 3 and 4, one with an unusual pattern.  
Context 2 produced a large quantity of modern domestic debris, including coke, nails, wire, glass and an 
early type of gas fitting. 
 

       
 

On the north side of the test pit at context 5 a dog skull was excavated; there was evidence that the 
remaining body of the dog was outside of the test pit as the spine could be seen on the face of the pit.  
Small bones were discovered in context 6 which could potentially be from the dog’s paws.  The face of the 
pit indicated that the dog had been buried in an excavation commencing from the top of context 1.  
 



 
 
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. 
 

Preliminary Observations on TP5.     

This test pit is about 2 metres lower than TP3 in Windmill Lane.  The pottery finds are not as old as the 

ones found there and are also closer to the surface. This indicates that the site only became suitable for 

occupation when more of the central area of the present village had been drained. Expert dating of the 

finds will give us a useful time scale for this. 

 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2020 Ordnance Survey 100506175 

The elevation map shows the relative location and heights of the three test pits. TP3 is about 12m and TP5 

is about 10m. The green part is very flat - within a metre – and part of a much larger meadow-like village 

green. So we can imagine a fairly random and undefined Histon Brook winding slowly along what is now 

the “High” Street. The length of the probable paw bones of the dog may lead to an identification of it as 

being of a long-limbed breed. 

 

David Oates. Project Manager. 16th August 2022. 


