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Summary 
 
Evaluation and monitoring in advance of the construction of a new hospital annex on a former 
car-park at RAF Lakenheath uncovered several ditches, some of which probably date to the 
Early Saxon period.  Most of the ditches probably formed part of the extensive field system, seen 
in neighbouring excavations, which seems to date from the late Prehistoric period onwards.  The 
southern edge of an apparently curving or circular ditch may relate to the nearby cemetery, but 
could equally be the outside edge of a right-angled ditch corner. 
 

SMR information 
 
Planning application no. F/98/500 
Date of fieldwork:  September 1999 
Grid Reference: TL 7319 8030 
Funding body: MOD DE (USF) 
 
Period Ditches Pits Layers Features 
Early Saxon 1  1  
Post Saxon? 12    
Undated  2  1 
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1. Introduction 
 
Archaeological evaluation and subsequent monitoring was carried out in advance of the 
construction of a new Hospital Annex at RAF Lakenheath.  This work was phase 1 of the 
archaeological work, phase 2 involved the excavation of an extensive area over the site of an 
Early Saxon cemetery (ERL 008 and 114) and is covered in a separate report (Caruth in prep.). 
 
The site lies at TL 7319 8030 (Fig. 1) in an area c.75m east of an area where Early Saxon burials 
were excavated in 1959 and was covered in a tarmac car-park at the time of the evaluation.  The 
aim of the evaluation was to establish the depth and condition of archaeological deposits and to 
establish a mitigation strategy. 
 
 

The site
ERL 108

0 31.5

Kilometers  
 
Figure 1 Site location  
 
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1 Evaluation 
Two ‘L’ shaped trenches 2.2m wide by 18.0m east-west + 17.2m north-south and 15.70m east-west+ 23.30m north-
south, were excavated by tracked excavator and ditching bucket (Fig. 2).  These were placed in the southwest and 
northwest corners of the proposed building.  Where features were identified these were sample excavated (30-50% 
of visible feature) by hand, and trench sections were cleaned by hand.  Plans were recorded at 1:50 and sections at 
1:20.  Black and white print and colour slide films were taken of all stages of the excavations.  All finds were 
collected.   The site was recorded under the SMR site code ERL 108.  The site archive is kept in the SCCAS 
archaeological store in Bury St Edmunds. 
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2.2 Monitoring 
Service and footing trenches were monitored during the construction work (Fig. 2).  The monitoring took the form 
of single visits for each trench prompted by information from the contractors as to when these would be done.  
Trench sections were recorded at 1:20, plans at 1:50 and the trenches located on 1:500 maps.  Black and white print 
and colour slide photographs were taken and all finds kept.  Context numbers were issued within the same sequence 
used for the evaluation under the SMR site code ERL 108. 
 

Trench 1

Footing trench
Trench 2

Drain trench 935

930914

 

Figure 2 Trench and feature location 
 
3. Results 
 
3.1 Evaluation 
Both trenches showed the survival of a layer of coarse, even, red-orange sand 0.3m deep, sealed 
by 0.3m of modern deposits (car-park, sub-base, topsoil).  This layer sealed the archaeological 
horizon, which was consistently found at c.0.6m below the current ground level.  A full 
description of the features identified can be found in Table 1. 
 

Trench 1 
This was located at the northwest corner of the proposed building. Six ditches and one pit were 
found in this trench (Figs. 3 and 5).  Three of these ditches, 0002, 0003 and 0006 were NW-SE 
aligned and a fourth 0007 at right angles to these.  0006 came to a butt end in the centre of the 
trench.  Ditch 0002 contained a sherd of possible Early Anglo-Saxon pottery thus suggesting that 
this, and the ditches aligned with it, may have been Early Saxon or later.  Ditch 0004 was north-
south aligned and appeared to line up with ditch 0017 in Trench 2.  An apparently curving ditch, 
0008, was found on the north edge of the trench.  This lay under a layer of coarse grey sand from 
which Early Saxon pottery was recovered.  
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reproduct i on i nf r i nges Crow n copyri ght  and may 
l ead t o prosecut i on or  ci vi l  proceedi ngs.
Suf f ol k Count y Counci l  Li cence No.  LA076864 2003 
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Figure 3 Trench 1 plan  
 

Trench 2 
This ran around the approximate location of the southwest corner of the building (Figs. 4 and 5).  
A single feature was seen in here, a north-south aligned ditch, 0017, 0.72m wide x 0.22m deep 
and filled with brown sand.  This seemed to align with ditch 0004 in Trench 1.  There were no 
finds. 

 
Figure 4   Trench 2 plan 
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opno feature identifier description finds cuts cutby over under spotdate 
0001  Finds Unstratified finds       

0002 0002 Ditch SE-NW aligned steep-sided, narrow ditch at S. 
side of N. area. Dense, even , mid brown sand 
contained 1 pot sherd. 

y     ?ESax 

0003 0003 Ditch Large, stepped ditch, cut into chalk. NW-SE 
aligned, cut by modern trench with mid-dark 
grey sand fill. 

      

0004 0004 Ditch Steep-sided ditch. N-S aligned, dark grey sand 
fill, cut into chalk.  Same as 0017? 

      

0005 0005 Pit Small oval pit filled with mid brown sand. 1m x 
0.6m x 0.2m. 

      

0006 0006 Ditch Shallow, smooth-sided ditch, running NW-SE. 
Butts to N. Mid brown sand fill. 

  0007
? 

   

0007 0007 Ditch Shallow, smooth-sided ditch running NE-SW. 
Mid-dark brown sand fill. 

 0006
? 

    

0008 0008 Ditch Edge of apparently circular ditch, possible 
diameter c. 7m. Brown and grey sand fill. Small 
amount of a-b recovered from fill. E. end higher 
and better/more preserved than W. end. Lies 
under coarse grey sand that covers whole site 
(0009) 

y    0009  

0009 0009 Layer Coarse grey sand covering whole site, few pot 
sherds recovered from area above 0008. Lies 
under even red/orange sand, same as that seen 
on ERL 046. 

y   0008  ESax 

0010 0010 Ditch Ditch seen in drains trench 10/1/01.  Alignment 
75degrees from north.  The fill was mainly  dark 
grey-brown sand with a black sand layer near 
the base from which the majority of the finds 
were recovered. 

y      

0011 0011 Ditch Ditch seen in drains trench 10/1/01.  Alignment 
69 degrees from north.  Grey sand fill.  No finds 
seen in the fill but finds 0012 recovered from 
the spoil may be from this or 0010. 

      

0012 0012 Finds From spoil during trench digging. y     ESax 

0013 0013 Ditch? Brown sand filled possible ditch adjacent to but 
on slightly different alignment to 0011 

      

0014 0014 Ditch Brown gravelly sand fill. Similar alignment to 
0013. 

      

0015 0015 Ditch Shallow possibly butt ending ditch. Dark-mid 
brown sand fill. 

      

0016 0016 Pit? Deepish small pit adjacent to 0015.  Same mid -
dark brown fill. 

      

0017 0017 Ditch Ditch seen in southern evaluation trench but not 
numbered at the time.  Same as 0004? 

      

0018 0018 Ditch Ditch seen in footing trench for building.  
Brown loamy fill. 

      

0019 0019 Ditch/pit Feature seen in footing trench for building       

0020  Layer Coarse, even orange-brown sand layer sealing 
the archaeological horizons.  Present in all 
trenches. 

   0021   

0021  Layer Intermittent brown sand layer underlying 0020 
and filling some features.  Present in the 
monitored drains trenches 

    0020  

Table 1.  Context list 
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Figure 5 Trenches 1 and 2, sections 
 
3.2. Monitoring 
Monitoring of the footing trench (Fig. 2) for the southern wing of the building identified two 
further features; one an east-west aligned ditch, 0018, in the eastern trench and the other a ditch 
or pit, 0019, in the southern trench just east of ditch 0017.  Neither of these produced finds. 
 
Monitoring of service trenches in the car-park north of the building identified five more ditches 
and a pit (Figs. 6 and 7).  The southernmost ditch 0010, was c.2.5m wide and more than 0.9m 
deep, appeared to be east-west aligned and the main fill was a dense brown/black sand.  The 
remaining ditches were all smaller, between 0.6 and 0.8m wide and 0.5 and 0.8m deep.  Of these, 
0011 was slightly more SW-NE aligned than 0010 and the other three 0013, 0014 and 0016 more 
NW-SE.  0015 was much smaller in the western trench section than the eastern suggesting that it 
may have had a butt end close to this point.  0016 was a small pit or posthole with a basin profile 
and brown sand fill.  Finds of animal bone were recovered from 0010 and unstratified finds from 
the spoil in this area, 0012, included a sherd of Early Saxon pottery. 
 

 
 
Figure 6 Drain trench plan 



 6 

 

Fi
gu

re
 7

 
D

ra
in

 tr
en

ch
 se

ct
io

ns
 



 7 

4. Finds and environmental evidence 
Sue Anderson and Alexis Willett 
 
Introduction 
A small quantity of finds was collected from five contexts, as shown in Table 2. 
 

 Pottery CBM Flint Animal bone Miscellaneous   Spotdate 
OP No. Wt/g No. Wt/g No. Wt/g No. Wt/g   
0002 1 3          ESax? 
0008     1 1 27 15   
0009 4 14          ESax? 
0010       67 542   
0012 1 39 1 9   1 1 3 ?asbestos (4g)   ESax + Modern 
Totals 6 56 1 9 1 1 95 558   

Table 2.  Finds from the evaluation and monitoring 
Pottery 
One abraded sherd of handmade sand and organic tempered pottery was found in 0002.  Two 
sherds in the same fabric came from 0009.  The latter also produced one sherd of handmade 
quartz tempered pottery and an abraded Samian Ware rim.  One handmade fine sand-tempered 
pottery sherd with internal sooting was unstratified (0012).  The handmade pottery is probably of 
Early Saxon date, although given the small quantity and lack of diagnostic sherds, a prehistoric 
date cannot be excluded.   
 
Miscellaneous 
One piece of 20th century pressed shale brick, weighing 9g, was an unstratified find (0012).  One 
small flint flake was found in 0008.  Three fragments of probable asbestos, weighing 4g, were 
found in 0012. 
 
Animal bone 
A total of 95 animal bone fragments (NISP 33), weighing 558g, were recovered from three 
contexts.  The faunal remains make up the bulk of the finds assemblage as a whole.  All bones 
were hand-collected and the condition of the bone is generally good.  A full list of the animal 
bone data may be seen in the archive. Table 3 outlines the identifications and the quantification 
by taxa. 
 

Taxa NISP No Wt/g 
Cattle (Bos taurus) 1 1 35 
Deer (Cervid) 2 4 266 
Large mammal 10 38 163 
Medium mammal 5 37 35 
Sheep/goat(Ovis/Capra) 3 3 21 
Pig (Sus scrofa) 12 12 38 
Totals 33 95 558 

Table 3.  Animal bone quantification by taxa 
(Large mammal - an animal approximately the size of cattle / equid / large deer; 

Medium mammal - an animal approximately the size of pig / sheep/goat / small deer.) 
 
Only small numbers of bone fragments are present from each taxa identified.  This assemblage 
only really represents the minimum range of taxa that were present on the site, whether whole or 
as cuts of meat, during the site’s history.  Although the greatest numbers of identifiable bones 
were pig they appear to represent only one immature individual, hence the relative proportions of 
numbers of individuals of these taxa remain unknown. 
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Only a very small assemblage of animal bones was recovered from the site and thus any 
information gained is unlikely to aid overall site interpretation. 
 
Discussion of the finds evidence 
The pottery suggests that there was some Early Saxon activity in the vicinity, but this was not 
intensive.  One prehistoric flint was found, and there were fragments of modern building 
material.  Although the majority of finds from the site were animal bones, these were from 
undated or unstratified contexts.  The artefact assemblage can therefore add very little to the 
interpretation of this part of the base. 
 

5. Discussion 
 
The depth of the overlying deposits uncovered during the evaluation stage of this project led to 
the decision that, as archaeological features lay c.0.3m below the formation depth for the floor 
slab of the building, the excavation that had been planned prior to the start of the work was not 
necessary.  It was established that only the footing and service trenches and some square pads for 
pillars would penetrate to these depths, and it was therefore decided to monitor these instead.  
Whilst this has preserved the bulk of the archaeology under the new building, it has meant that 
the sometimes enigmatic features uncovered during the evaluation are very difficult to interpret 
as the line, form and date of them is unclear.  Most of the ditches probably form parts of field 
systems, which, from the alignment, probably represent at least two phases, one based on N-S 
and E-W alignments and one on NE-SW and NW-SE alignments.  Although Early Saxon pottery 
was recovered this only provides a TPQ date, telling us that the features must be Early Saxon or 
later, not that they are necessarily contemporary with the Early Saxon cemeteries.  Evidence 
from the adjacent ERL 114 excavation, where the ditch systems are mostly later than the burials 
suggests that here also, they are likely to be post Early Saxon.   
 
Curving ditch 0008 lay on the edge of the development area which meant that too little of it was 
exposed to define it properly, however its location should mean that the rest of it still survives.  It 
looked like part of a small ring ditch, which, assuming that the section within the trench was 
representative, would imply a diameter of c.7m.  The recovery of Early Saxon pottery from the 
soil layer 0009 above it may be significant.  This soil layer was not clearly identifiable elsewhere 
in the trench sections and it may represent the remains of a soil mound associated with the ditch, 
thus indicating an Early Saxon date for both 0008 and 0009.  Circular burial mounds 
accompanied by ring-ditches of this size are found within Early Saxon cemeteries, and therefore, 
although well beyond the edge of the cemetery, these features may represent an outlying burial.  
Alternatively the soil layer could be remnants of a buried plough soil for which similar evidence 
was uncovered at the east side of the ERL 114 site.  This contained Early Saxon pottery but 
overlay Saxon features and was probably associated with post-Saxon agriculture within the field 
systems.  This would not preclude the ring-ditch from representing an Early Saxon burial mound.  
However, so little of the curving ditch was visible that it could alternatively represent the corner 
of an enclosure on the NE-SW/NW-SE alignment. 
 
6. Potential for Analysis and Further Work recommended 
 
There is little more that can be done with this fragmentary information, although the alignments 
of the ditches and the soil layer will need referring to in the overall discussion of these in the 
cemetery publications.  It is suggested that no more than 2 hours will be necessary for the work 
relating to this site. 
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