
Archaeology
Before any excavation can begin, archaeologists may conduct 
a desk-based assessment of the site and surrounding area. 
This involves gathering together as many documents relating 
to the site as possible. This can include aerial photographs, 
historical descriptions and archaeological reports from 
previous excavations on the site and in the local area. 

If a site is determined by the local planning authority (in this case 

advised by a Cambridgeshire County Council archaeological officer), 

to have a high chance of surviving archaeology, an archaeological 

evaluation (trial trenching) may be requested. This typically comprises 

a series of trenches dug across the site to try and determine how 

much, if any, archaeology is present, and to gain an idea of the kinds 

of finds, features and age of the deposits revealed. An archaeological 

evaluation was carried out prior to the current excavation taking place. 

The Local Area
The Fens have long been recognised as an area of great archaeological 

interest and potential, a vast landscape in which preservation of early 

sites can be spectacular. Research over the last 70 years has revealed 

that peat and marine silt developed the fenland due to a rise in sea 

level in phases since the Neolithic period, meaning early sites can be 

sealed beneath several metres beneath the current fen surface, whereas 

later occupation was focused on higher gravel and clay ‘islands’. 

Excavations at
Witchford

Land South of Main Street, Witchford, Cambridgeshire

The parish of Witchford lies approximately in the centre of the Isle of Ely, 

on a ridge running from Sutton in the west to Ely in the north-east. Here, 

the extent of the fen ground is much less than in most other parishes of 

the Fens. 

In Witchford, evidence of pre-Iron Age activity is sparse. The chief 

archaeological remains in the area date to the Iron Age and Roman 

periods. By the late Saxon period most of the land in the area was owned 

and managed by the monastery at Ely, being granted to the bishop in 

the early 12th-century. The small settlements occupying the fen islands 

outside Ely are thought to have developed slowly, with agricultural and 

fishery-based economies. 

Near Ely, some of the islands were connected by causeways, two trackways 

have been identified near Witchford however both are considered to be 

of medieval date. 

North east of the village is a 17th-century brick kiln. Patches of brick 

waste, kiln debris and clay quarrying have also been found to the west. 

The drainage of the fens changed the landscape of East Anglia 

substantially. The course of the Ouse river was altered around the 13th-

century. Ongoing drainage has allowed almost the entire fens to be 

reclaimed from marshland and turned into rich agricultural lands. Major 

drainage works were undertaken again in the 1630s-50s by the Dutch 

engineer Cornelius Vermuyden. Drainage was aided by pumps powered 

by windmills and later by steam engines.
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Current Excavations
TVAS East Midlands is excavating the Witchford site in advance of the 

construction of housing. Overburden was removed by machine under 

archaeological supervision to reveal a range of features including Iron 

Age occupation and a Roman field system.


