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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION



Earlier in this century, geographers devoted much time to attempts to draw boundaries around geographical regions. Their failure reminds us of the impossibility of drawing sharp lines around areas which gradually merge into their neighbours. Our Mid Anglia comprises the new counties of Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire. It does not proclaim its personality with great insistence, so that it is only when we realize that this region includes Northamptonshire, with the best assemblage of Saxon churches that any county can boast, the college buildings of Cambridge, and many fine post-medieval buildings such as Wimpole Hall and Kirby Hall that we begin to see it as a particularly fascinating part of England.


Geography and history provide several common denominators within the region. Rather than split Cambridgeshire in half we have included the Fens and Isle of Ely as part of Mid Anglia, while recognizing that their links with Cambridge are balanced by other strong ties with East Anglia, the subject of a future volume.


In the past as still today, Mid Anglia was a prosperous region with much valuable farmland. This prosperity helped to provide an exceptional legacy of fine stone churches and imposing houses. Most of the churches and houses still survive, along with a good legacy of vernacular buildings of a lower order. Sadly, much of the lovely, mature countryside in which these buildings stood has been lost to destructive modern farming methods. Some attractive countryside remains, and here the reader can discover the successive ages of farming which forged these rural vistas.


Christopher Taylor, the author, is a Principal Investigator for the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments and I doubt that anyone has ever known Mid Anglia as well as he does, for in the course of producing the various RCHM volumes on Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire he explored every nook and cranny of those counties; he has also conducted many archaeological surveys in Bedfordshire. He has tutored and encouraged scores of archaeologists and amateur enthusiasts; taught me far more about the history of the landscape than any other expert, and it is interesting to see how his once-provocative ideas about the achievements and contributions of ancient and medieval people have now become part of mainstream archaeological thinking. Christopher Taylor is the author of several books on the history of our landscape, including volumes on Dorset and Cambridgeshire in the Making of the English Landscape series, Roads and Tracks of Britain and Fields in the English Landscape, while the fascinating results of his long research into the history and layout of English settlement were recently published in the highly praised Village and Farmstead.


Richard Muir


Great Shelford, 1983





ORIGINS



There is no familiar name attaching to that part of England which covers the modern counties of Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire. The term Mid Anglia is perhaps reasonable, in that the ancient Saxon kingdom of the Middle Angles certainly included most of the region under discussion.
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The area is not the best-known part of England although Cambridge is a major tourist centre and Ely, with its beautiful cathedral, is also celebrated. There is no majestic scenery, no mountains, no roaring streams, but instead rolling hills, broad rivers and flat fenland. This is a region that is often traversed by visitors going elsewhere. Most of the main arteries of Britain, the A1, A5 and M1, and both East and West Coast main railway lines all cross it. The majority of its historic towns are now by-passed, and the main railway towns, such as Northampton, Bedford and Peterborough, hardly inspire the casual traveller to stop. Yet the region has much to offer both visitor and resident once their interest is aroused. Within it lies the richest farming land in England, where people have toiled for millennia to produce landscapes of considerable beauty and great interest.


The lack of high land and the gently undulating terrain are the results of geological events that took place in the very remote past, long before the appearance of man. All the underlying rocks in the area are relatively soft and easily worn away by rain and rivers. Chalk, clay, sandstone and limestone predominate. All were laid down millions of years ago in the waters of shallow seas which then covered the region. Between each period of inundation by water the sea floor was uplifted and tilted slightly to the south-east. As a result, the whole area slopes in a general way from north-west to south-east; the oldest rocks lie in the west, and the youngest in the east. This process of deposition and tilting took place over a period of some sixty million years.


By about two million years ago, the general appearance of Mid Anglia had been fixed. Since then, two major processes have added the final details to the landscape. The first occurred in the Great Ice Age, or rather a whole series of Ice Ages, when the land was either covered by very thick sheets of ice or was torn apart by frost action and the work of huge rivers flowing in from the nearby ice. The result was a general smoothing and levelling of the soft rocks; the establishment of the great rivers of the Ouse and the Nene in their broad valleys, and, soon afterwards, the clothing of the landscape by vegetation.


The second was the formation of the Eastern Fens. The ice left behind a great basin in the east of Mid Anglia which became a battleground between the sea and the inland rivers whose waters met and mixed there. In the south of the fens, the rivers, though restrained by the sea, won the battle and their waters spread and created vast lagoons and marshes which became the peat fens. In the north, victory went to the sea which deposited great tracts of marine mud, now forming the northern silt fens. Eventually, the sea retreated and the land emerged as the great flat fenland expanses.


Although these fens are now largely cultivated farmland – indeed, the most valuable agricultural land in Britain – a few traces of the ancient undrained fens still endure. The best site to visit is Wicken Fen, north-east of Cambridge, which is in National Trust care. Here, not only the natural vegetation of flat fenland but also its myriad animal and bird life have been miraculously preserved and are now carefully managed to give a remarkable insight into the world before man.
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An old Fenland wind pump re-erected and restored at Wicken Fen nature reserve.
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An aerial view of the Fens near Chatteris showing modern fields and the branching patterns of former river courses.
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A wide variety of local building materials is displayed in the vernacular architecture of the region. Above is Northamptonshire stone, near Wadenhoe.





Its complex geological history not only gives the region its overall shape, but also endows it with much of its character. For man has exploited nature’s gifts and this is particularly well demonstrated in the case of the rocks. The splendid fine-grained limestones of the north and west have been cut and shaped to produce many of the exquisite great houses and churches both within the region and beyond. The more widely obtainable but coarser limestones form the basic structures of countless farmhouses and cottages in the same north-western quarter, while the specially ‘fissile’ limestone from localities such as Collyweston has been split to form the distinctive grey-blue ‘slates’ which cover the roofs of many Northamptonshire houses.


In the south and south-east, bands of hard chalk or ‘clunch’ have been quarried and used either as blocks to build cottages or farms or delicately carved to embellish many church interiors. In more recent times, the older clays have been dug and baked into bricks. These have produced, according to the composition and the methods of firing employed, both the soft red bricks so characteristic of parts of Bedfordshire and west Cambridgeshire, and the less attractive but widespread grey-white bricks of Cambridgeshire, the fens and fenland edges. The fens themselves, at least until the last century or so, have yielded the reeds to thatch the timber-framed buildings in Cambridgeshire, the wood coming from the trees which grow so well on the heavy clayland. Reeds for thatching are still harvested at Wicken Fen.
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Flint, Babraham, Cambridgeshire.
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Cambridge brick, near Horningsea, Cambridgeshire.
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Pargeting or decorative plaster work, Fen Ditton, Cambridgeshire.
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Clunch, near Horningsea, Cambridgeshire.
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Timber-framing, Elstow, Bedfordshire.








PREHISTORIC AND ROMAN TIMES



Mid Anglia is not remarkable for its obviously visible prehistoric and Roman remains. There are no clearly recognizable ancient tombs, relatively few hill-top forts and no well-preserved great Roman villas to see. This lack of prehistoric and Roman monuments is usually interpreted as meaning that few, if any, prehistoric or Romano-British communities lived in Mid Anglia and that it remained a dark and forested countryside until the arrival of the Saxons. Nothing could be further from the truth.
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Prehistoric and Roman people lived here in their thousands, settling in countless villages and farmsteads, cutting down the primeval forests and cultivating tens of thousands of acres of fields. The reason why so little of this activity still remains to be seen is because, in this rich and prosperous land, successive communities have also lived and farmed. As a result they have removed almost all the obvious remains of earlier occupations.
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A drawn reconstruction of the Neolithic causewayed enclosure at Briar Hill, near Northampton.





Yet archaeologists, working all over Mid Anglia, have found, by excavation and aerial photography, evidence that most of the region was totally settled and exploited by man for several millennia before the Saxons arrived. The handful of visible prehistoric and Roman archaeological sites in Mid Anglia, fascinating though many of them may be, are only a tiny fragment of what once existed.


There are no obvious antiquities to testify to the greater part of man’s tenancy of Mid Anglia. From around 10000 to 5000 BC, the whole region was occupied by small groups of ‘Mesolithic’ or Middle Stone Age hunters and gatherers eking out a living in the forest and along the rivers. Nothing much remains of these people except minute scraps of expertly worked flints or ‘microliths’ which were their flint tools. Then, around 5000 BC, new ideas, and perhaps new people, arrived here.


Suddenly the population rose, farming and forest clearance began. Tens of thousands of acres of primeval woodland were removed and replaced by fields and pastureland. The outlines of these fields have long since been destroyed, but some of the pastures still survive. The grassland of Dunstable Downs, Bedfordshire, part of the National Trust’s holding in that county, and Newmarket Heath in south-east Cambridgeshire were given their present appearance by the farmers of 5000 – 4000 BC. It was they, or rather their sheep and cattle, who produced the close-cropped downland. Yet some indication that they formed themselves into a complex and highly developed society can be seen at two remaining monuments of this period, both in south Bedfordshire.


One is Waluds Bank, a low horseshoe-shaped rampart set around the source of the River Lea that emerges from the chalk just north of Leagrave Railway Station on the northern outskirts of Luton. The other is Maiden Bower which is situated on the downland west of Dunstable and now sadly almost destroyed by a quarry. There remain the defensive ramparts of a small Iron Age fort, and under it, as excavations have proved, a Neolithic ‘camp’ bounded by a series of banks and ditches interrupted by gaps or causeways. Neither of these is in any way defensive, and their real purpose was probably as the communal and commercial foci for the areas around them. They can thus be seen as rallying points, trading places or tribal meeting places for the many thousands of people who lived in the region. And while these are the only two such sites now visible, others such as those at Cardington, near Bedford, as well as major Neolithic villages which existed near Northampton and burial-places close to Thrapston, also in Northamptonshire, all indicate that by at least 3000 BC Mid Anglia supported a well-populated and organized countryside.
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Crop marks in fields near Maxey Church, Cambridgeshire, reveal ancient enclosures, ditches and habitations of several ages.
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An aerial view showing the ramparts of Borough Hill fort.





As the centuries rolled by, people acquired the use of copper and bronze to make their tools. Bronze Age people lived in Mid Anglia between 2000 and 650 BC. During this time the population continued to rise and farmsteads and villages were scattered almost everywhere except in the wet fenlands. Archaeologists have not only found traces of these people throughout Mid Anglia, they have also proved that much of the primeval woodland was removed by them. By the end of the Bronze Age, there was certainly less woodland to be seen than there is today and more people lived there than did in early medieval times. Even so, it is still difficult now to see many places that were created by these people. Many of our present-day villages lie on top of their villages and our fields have destroyed their fields. All that survive – and then only in a few places – are some of the burial mounds of this period.
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Landscaped beechwoods planted at the Iron Age hill fort of Wandlebury in Cambridgeshire, now enclosed in an attractive nature reserve.





The best example of these burial mounds is the small group known as the Five Knolls, on Dunstable Downs. Other isolated mounds can be seen all along the chalklands of south Cambridgeshire, often marked as ‘Tumuli’ on Ordnance Survey maps, but even these are the last surviving remnants of what were once considerable cemeteries. Bronze Age people also lived, and buried their dead, in places far from the dry chalklands, as can be seen by the line of three burial mounds which stand on a hill overlooking the River Nene at Woodford, near Thrapston in Northamptonshire. These, known as The Three Hills, lie as they always have done, surrounded by arable land, and now accessible to the modern explorer by a short if muddy track.


In the closing centuries of the prehistoric era, bronze was replaced by iron as the main material for tools. In the Iron Age, Mid Anglia seems to have been threatened by over-population. Archaeologists have found traces of hundreds of Iron Age farmsteads and villages in every part of the region. Even on the heaviest clayland which in later times (and in places even today) was dominated by forest, Iron Age farmers established their homes and farms. Indeed, within the ancient medieval forest of Salcey, in south-east Northamptonshire, near the village of Hartwell, still protected amongst the Forestry Commission’s conifer plantations, are the remains of a small Iron Age farm. It is now called the ‘Egg Ring’, because it consists of an oval bank and ditch enclosing about two acres. This site vividly illustrates the extent to which Mid Anglia was overcrowded at the end of prehistoric times, for it shows that even the heaviest, least tractable soils, were worked.


Two important developments followed from this overcrowding. One was that every part of the region was exploited and thus it had to be divided and marked out by boundaries which variously separated farms, villages and tribal territories. Many of these boundaries are known but now are only visible from the air. A rare survival is the triple bank and ditch system which runs along the road from the village of Stowe-Nine-Churches, westwards towards Farthingstone, in Northamptonshire.


The other result of overcrowding was almost continuous warfare, as the Iron Age people struggled to control land, wealth and power. Hill forts were constructed, their interiors defended by massive banks and ditches, each being the focus of a tribal or sub-tribal area. From these places kings or chieftains may have ruled, and to them people from the surrounding areas fled at times of danger. Other forts were permanently occupied as major administrative centres. There are a number of such forts in Mid Anglia. One of the best, and certainly by far the largest, is that at Borough Hill, near Daventry in Northamptonshire. Though most of this area is inaccessible, being occupied by a BBC transmitting station, its northern third, where the massive ramparts and entrances are best preserved, is a public open space. Other Iron Age fortresses easy of access include Hunsbury, just south of Northampton and now part of a country park, and Wandlebury, immediately south-east of Cambridge, situated amongst lovely landscaped beechwoods and now serving as a nature reserve. There are two small fortresses east of Sandy in Bedfordshire, one of which lies in grounds maintained by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.



The Impact of Rome


In AD 43 Mid Anglia like the rest of southern England was conquered by the Roman army and passed into the Roman Empire for almost four hundred years. The effects of Roman administration and ideas were immense. The immediate results were the end of all internal fighting, the establishment of peace and the development of commerce which included a lively export trade. All these factors allowed the population to increase yet again, which in turn produced an even more intensive agriculture. Farmsteads and villages now multiplied, many standing as little as five hundred yards apart. All these sites have now been destroyed and can be discovered only by excavation or aerial photography.
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