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Preface





Like Elizabeth I and Calais, the name Luton is engraved on my heart.


OK, it’s corny and if anyone else said it, I’d probably look for a sick bag, but, quite frankly, it’s true.


I think of the place practically every day. Not always affectionately, I have to admit. But now, almost sixty years after leaving the place, I think of it when I think of school, when I remember my first job, when I, often weekly, gather with my closest and dearest friends – all of whom I met in a youth club, in Luton.


It’s the town where I spent my formative years, where I learnt about the importance of personal history, just about found out how to add two and two – and where I had my first kiss. You don’t forget that sort of thing.


Memories are the part of life that helps make you. I will never forget my first view of Luton as a five-year-old – it was the sign painted in huge letters on the railway bridge in Old Bedford Road, proclaiming ‘Thursday Is News Day’. (It took a few years before I realised how relevant that would become in my life.) I can remember that day seeing the conductress in a terrible hat on one of those uncomfortable, browny-red single-deck buses; could she really be doing the same job as the cockney girls on the number 73 London Transport bus at home in Stoke Newington?


I recall Mrs Furlong. She was an elderly lady who saw my parents looking bewilderingly around and plainly needing help. My mum told her we were looking for temporary accommodation. ‘Come to my house in High Town,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t let you go back to all that bombing.’ She realised without being told that we were refugees escaping from the London Blitz. What a lovely woman she must have been. I am not sure how long we stayed with her, but my parents remembered Mrs Furlong affectionately for the rest of their lives. Now, I wish I had had a chance to say thank you to her myself.


It was at Denbigh Road School that I made my first friends and where I actually learnt facts I have not forgotten even now. Sometimes, I think I picked up more there in a class of fifty-six (yes, fifty-six of us, miraculously kept in order by Mrs Holmes; to say nothing of the headmistress, Mrs Brooks) than I learnt at the Grammar School, which I joined later on, with great pride, care of the 11-plus.


It was from there that my education really began – as a junior reporter on The Luton News. I stayed there for nine years in what I later described as a lovely, comfortable rut. I now appreciate how great it was and how wrong I was to call it a rut. Fleet Street, as it then was called, was calling. But the ‘LN’ was an education right from my first day. Believe it or not, my mother took me to my job interview with John Sargeant, the editor-in-chief. I should have thought that would have put him off for life, but he, aided by the chief reporter, the kind, brilliant George Smallman, supervised that vital time in what others have called – note, I hate clichés – this university of life. I not only learned the elements of journalism – like, you have to accept this, the sanctity of accuracy – but how to make contacts/friends among people as different as were the various destinations to which I took the bus for stories in Luton (submitting the tickets for expenses).


I can remember the general election when Luton elected its first Labour MP, William Warbey, and later, the inimitable (actually, he was highly imitable) Charlse Hill – the former Radio Doctor who later became head of the BBC, and who gave all us reporters a bottle of whisky at Christmas. We didn’t think it was (or, at least, we never admitted it) a form of corruption. We got our stories. As I did from my friend Bill Gowland, the Methodist minister, who came to Luton from Manchester to run a church and industrial mission which he said was ‘for people who sweat and swear’.


I am not sure the Reverend Harry Ritvo would have said that about the Luton Synagogue, first in Moor Path and then in Bury Park. Harry was one of my great influences. He died a young man, but spent twenty-nine years in the town, providing Judaism to his followers, most of whom, like my own family, had come from London and needed familiar surroundings in which to say familiar prayers. The stalls in Luton’s old indoor market were seemingly almost entirely populated by members of his congregation. He not only helped fellow Jews, but became a fixture in Luton and was responsible for the almost perfect relations between his comparatively tiny flock and the much larger population around.


Maybe that was the secret of the Luton I experienced. Good relations. I like to recall those days every time I pick up a newspaper that describes a very few people who don’t seem to have that aim in life. Lutonians, on the whole, always did.


Michael Freedland







Introduction





IT WAS DURING the Depression and there was mass unemployment. A job was advertised in a newspaper for workers at the Vauxhall plant in Luton and Gladys suggested to Charles that he try for it. She gave him money for the early train (which was cheaper back in those days) and packed him a sandwich. He came home at the end of the day, dejected and saddened. He was turned away along with hundreds of others. Gladys asked, ‘Exactly what did they say?’ He replied that a man came out waving his arms and said to the crowd, ‘No more today, no more today.’ ‘What about tomorrow? Go again early tomorrow.’ She gave him some more money for the train fare, another sandwich and her best wishes. He came home jubilant! He had a job at the Vauxhall plant and he could start right away. So Charles moved up from London to Luton to work and stayed with Vauxhall until his retirement in 1967.


Charles was my father and I suppose I owe it to Auntie Gladys that I was born in Luton. My story could be recounted by hundreds of people who came to live here over the years. We may not have roots going back for centuries but we are Lutonians nevertheless and proud to be so. My father grew up in an orphanage in Dover, having been orphaned in 1902, at the age of three weeks, when his father died ‘leaving six little children all unprovided for’ as a local church magazine described their situation. In comparison, my childhood was so much happier; we were not rich but we always had enough. As children we had the freedom to roam in beautiful countryside around the town and wander over the chalk hills. The river Lea was our river; we fished for frogspawn and sticklebacks, water boatmen and whirligig beetles. How I resented it when ‘my’ river was built over.


Other books have been written about Luton and several collections of photographs have been published. Many of these books are much more detailed than this one and they are highly recommended. However, the aim of this book is to give an overall feeling of what life in Luton may have been like over the centuries. The first chapters cover its development from a small settlement beside the river Lea to a sizeable market town. The later chapters cover a shorter timespan and it would be too confusing to continue with a chronological approach for these years. Instead there are themes such as education, industry, leisure, local government, migration, transport and the war years. I am thankful for what Luton has given me so I hope you will enjoy the account of this down-to-earth and hard-working town.





I




A Settlement


on the River Lea





The archaeological information in this chapter was provided by Dr James Dyer.


LUTON OWES ITS very existence to the river Lea. This may come as a surprise to anyone who looks at the tiny little stream that flows through the town now and, in fact, many people are even astonished to learn that Luton has a river, as much of it is channelled under roads and buildings and only re-emerges on the southern side of the Parish Church. But, in the past, it was all very different.


The geological history of Luton began when the underlying Jurassic landscape was flooded by the sea. Over millions of years, the seas became much larger and deeper and chalk was deposited to a thickness of several hundred metres. Generations of Luton children have tapped this abundant supply of chalk to write on pavements or to draw cricket stumps on walls without realising how many thousands of years of history they were holding in their hands.


Chalk is formed mainly from fossilised coccoliths, the shells of dead single-cell plants that lived in the sea in the Upper Cretaceous Period. When the coccoliths died, the shells, which were rich in calcium, sank to the seafloor and compacted to form chalk. These chalk deposits were called the Lower, Middle and Upper Chalk. Below the Lower Chalk was a band of harder chalk known as Totternhoe Stone. Some of this stone was used in the building of many churches in the area, including Luton’s Parish Church.


Within the upper deposits of chalk, silica formed into bands of flint. Here again, inhabitants of the area around Luton have, over many thousands of years, used fragments found lying on the surface or dug from the ground to shape tools and weapons for hunting, for making fire, for building and, in medieval times, for decorative work known as flushwork.


Long after the chalk was laid down, there was a series of Ice Ages, known as glaciations, that sometimes reached as far as the south of England. During these periods the land was partially covered by massive sheets of moving ice which flowed out from the ice-sheet to carve deep, wide, U-shaped valleys. When the ice retreated, dry valleys with steep sides and flat bottoms were left behind. We can see such valleys today at nearby Barton Springs and at Pegsdon. From high ground, say at the top of Stockingstone Road, the shape of a wide valley can be made out, bordered by Blow’s and Dallow Downs and Warden and Hart Hills. The river Lea flowed through this valley when the last Ice Age ended about ten thousand years ago. In the area of Luton Hoo the valley is around a mile wide and 197 feet deep.


THE STONE AGES



Glaciers pick up all kinds of material from the ground over which they move. This material is then redeposited. The debris is called glacial drift and large rocks that have been brought far from their places of origin are known as erratics. A ridge of glacial gravel, known as a moraine, ran from Warden Hill through Bramingham to Leagrave. Water-borne, glacial and wind-blown deposits accumulated in the Lea valley and on the surrounding hills. Some of this material became the brickearth (clay) that was dug out in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (until 1939) for the local brick making industry. These areas of clay have produced an abundance of artefacts that have given us information about the people who lived in the Luton area. Archaeologists have searched spasmodically for what has been buried in the clay pits at Caddington, Round Green, Ramridge End and Mixes Hill and some of their finds are on display at the Stockwood Discovery Centre. Known as Palaeolithic (or Old Stone Age) people, they may have lived near the marshy ponds or dolines where they hunted deer and maybe an occasional elephant or rhinoceros and also gathered wild plants, berries and roots. Deep down under the brickearth, hundreds of flint tools known as handaxes, once used by these Palaeolithic people, have been found.


Much later, after the retreat of the glaciers, the climate improved and birch and pinewoods grew, followed by forests of oak, elm and lime. Accumulations of small microlithic flint tools found on the land surface suggest that Mesolithic people may have come to live in natural clearings at various spots and at different seasons, beside the river Lea and its marshes, and also along the hilltops around Blow’s Down, Leagrave and Stopsley. There they fished and hunted wild fowl, cattle, boar and deer, collected the eggs of water birds and harvested berries and fungi.


[image: Illustration]


1     Chalk Escarpment south of Barton-le-Clay, looking south, 1972. This shows the Lower Chalk Escarpment, with the springs emerging at the junction with the gault clay. The Icknield Way ran from left to right (or vice versa) across the middle distance.


Around 5,500 years ago, Neolithic people who had learnt to cultivate cereal crops and herd domesticated animals for meat and milk arrived in Britain. They settled on open downland, in woodland clearings and by the water meadows. Forest clearances provided timber for building and fuel, and local flint and clay were used for tool and pottery making. In this area, although small farmsteads probably existed, only stone tools and weapons have been found.


About 3000 B.C., Neolithic folk decided to settle beside the springs of the river Lea; the site they chose is near the modern Sundon Park Recreation Ground. It is known today as Waulud’s Bank and forms a D-shaped enclosure, about seven hectares in extent, with its curving sides running down from the crest of the moraine to the Lea marshes on the west below. Excavations in 1954 and 1972 showed that a massive bank of gravel, clay and turfs, faced with stout wooden posts, was constructed. The material was obtained from an external ditch, 8 feet 2 inches deep and 16 feet 4 inches wide.


It was clearly built to impress travellers as they passed along the Icknield Way but its purpose remains uncertain. The excavator, James Dyer, sees it as a domestic enclosure, but others have suggested that it may have belonged to a class of public monuments known as henges, which were frequently constructed close to a river and used for ceremonial purposes, such as feasting, ritual observances and tribal gatherings. As of now, the interior of Waulud’s Bank has not been excavated and a recent geophysical survey (2009) has done little to clarify the mystery.


[image: Illustration]


2     Source of the river Lea at Waulud’s Bank, Leagrave, 1970.


[image: Illustration]


3     Hypothetical construction of the Neolithic settlement at Waulud’s Bank, Leagrave.


Excavations at the summit of Galley Hill have found the mutilated remains of two young Neolithic men and there is evidence for the existence of long burial mounds (barrows), now destroyed, at the foot of Galley Hill, beside the Icknield Way and at Biscot Mill. The Icknield Way was an ancient track which was in use in Neolithic times. It was probably a wide stretch of open ground rather than a recognised roadway, which travellers could use as and when the vegetation and weather conditions allowed. It connected the east coast (and Europe) to southern central Britain, passing through Leagrave where it crossed the river Lea and following the low ridge of gravel, the glacial moraine, that stretches roughly south-west to north-east across the northern end of the Luton gap between Leagrave and Warden Hill. It is followed today by Bramingham Road and is cut through by Marsh Road opposite the Territorial Army Headquarters.


Over thousands of years, the Icknield Way became an important trackway, constantly in use by traders who moved across the country between the continent, East Anglia and the south of England. The word ‘Icknield’, derived from the name of the Iron-Age Iceni tribe, is still preserved in the names of modern roads and schools.



THE METAL AGES



After 2000 B.C. metal became widely used and we pass into what is known as the Bronze Age. Tools and weapons from this time have been found in the upper Lea valley but the precise locations of any settlements in our area have not been found. However, we can be sure that mixed farming was practised, with the growing of cereal crops and the rearing of cattle, pigs and sheep. Farmsteads were usually built in sight of ancestral graves or barrows, examples of which have been found between Galley Hill and Lilley Hoo and on the Dunstable Downs.


By the Iron Age, from about 700 B.C., there was much more activity in the area. At intervals along the Icknield Way, formidable boundary dykes acted like toll-gates and separated the countryside into individual territories. At Dray’s Ditches, on the northern edge of Luton, dykes were constructed with three deep V-shaped ditches, separated from each other by massive wooden stockades backed with turf and chalk. Each territory was between 2.2 and 3.4 miles wide, and was apparently controlled from a hillfort (perhaps Ravensburgh Castle or Sharpenhoe Clapper) which may have dominated our area. In spite of their names and prestigious defensive appearance these ‘forts’ were more likely to have been ‘townships’ or trading centres, with the added capability of protecting the local population if the need arose.


There were many Iron-Age farmsteads on the hills throughout our area, and it is possible that grain or animals were taken to the ‘forts’ for marketing, storage and redistribution. One farmstead was excavated by Albion Archaeology beneath the University of Bedfordshire building at Butterfield, Stopsley, in 2005 and consisted of two circular wooden huts, one 39 feet in diameter, set in a farmyard with watering holes for livestock, and fences, hedges and droveways to keep the farm animals and children in and wild animals out. Numerous fields and paddocks would have stretched towards Bradgers Hill and Lilley, and clearings in the woodland provided pannage for pigs. A more extensive farmstead was excavated at Puddlehill, north of Dunstable, in the 1950s.
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4     The Iron-Age farmstead of Butterfield, Stopsley, might have looked something like this.


During the digging of a quarry on Blow’s Down in the 19th century, Worthington Smith found evidence for a group of about two dozen Iron-Age huts overlooking the Icknield Way. Their owners probably grazed their sheep on the adjacent downland. At Leagrave, near Willow Way, huts were built on a clay-covered wooden platform beside the river Lea, high enough to keep them out of the water at times of flood. From there folk could have fished and fowled, and perhaps paddled small canoes downstream for trading purposes.


Today, in the 21st century, we tend to think of Luton’s trade and transport links running north-south towards the Midlands and London but, in the early Iron Age, London and the Midland cities did not exist. The movement of people and trade were with southern Britain and the European continent, and were conducted along the edge of the Chilterns, largely along the Icknield Way. A second route ran into central Britain via the Thoidweg or Ede Way, which branched off from the Icknield Way at the foot of Galley Hill and headed through Chalton and Chalgrave towards Oxford and beyond. Initially the first ‘Luton’ settlements looked east and west for trade; only in the later Iron Age did they begin to turn towards the south and the St Albans area.


As well as the farmsteads and riverside dwellings at Leagrave, there would have been a good deal of movement along the Icknield Way to ‘forts’ at Maiden Bower (Dunstable) and Ivinghoe Beacon, to Sharpenhoe Clapper, the local territorial capital of Ravensburgh, and further east to Baldock, where there seems to have been a late Iron-Age township (oppidum), the regional commercial centre. During the late Iron-Age and early Roman periods, pilgrims would have made visits to a probable cult centre on Pegsdon Common. There, over many years, rich offerings to a water-god have been found near a spring, consisting of gold coins, a bronze mirror, fine-quality imported pottery and a number of cremation burials.


THE ROMANS



By the first century B.C., different tribes had emerged in Britain and the people that lived in the Luton area were called the Catuvellauni. There was plenty to occupy the minds of these people: there was the work of everyday living, growing crops and caring for domestic animals, metal working, potting and weaving but also they had to be constantly on their guard as inter-tribal relationships were not always friendly. Hillforts had to be kept ready so that whole communities could retreat to these places of safety when other tribes became hostile.


Another threat was about to come this way in the form of an army from across the sea. This was a very different kind of challenge, for these soldiers were Romans, very disciplined and organised, and commanded by their famous leader, Julius Caesar. These incursions, in 55 and 54 B.C., were actually reconnaissance visits during which Caesar was gathering information about this island, so very far from Rome. He recorded his findings so we know that, on his second visit to the British Isles in 54 B.C., he attacked the stronghold of Cassivellaunus, leader of the Catuvellauni. This may have been at the place we now know as Ravensburgh Castle, near Hexton, although other possible sites included Colchester or Wheathamstead. If it was Ravensburgh, then it is just possible that Caesar and his men came to the area via the river Lea and the Icknield Way. With a bit of imagination we can picture the colourful Roman legion marching along the wooded river valley that is now Luton.


After Caesar left, the Catuvellauni established a new tribal capital at St Albans under the leadership of Tasciovanus, where from 10 B.C. he was minting his own coins, some of which have been found in the Luton area. It was a good time for the more enterprising native farmers to deal with Roman entrepreneurs and exchange their cattle, dogs, furs and grain in return for fine metalwork, pottery and glassware, wine and olive oil. The more prosperous native farmers and merchants soon flaunted their wealth by rejecting their circular wooden huts in favour of Roman-style houses built in brick and stone.


The Roman army did not return until A.D. 43, but this time they meant business. They were strong and organised, well armed and much to be feared. They taxed the local population and it would have been a foolish person who dared to challenge the power of Rome. Although they dominated the area, there was a positive side to their occupation for they also established a stable and relatively peaceful way of life and it has been said that, under the Romans, the British people enjoyed a more settled and secure life than they were to experience for centuries to come. The Romans believed in a civilised life with a centralised government and an organised lifestyle. The administrative centre for the Luton area would have been at St Albans (Verulamium), 12 miles to the south.


They built towns and villas (usually farming estates) and introduced Roman ways. One ‘luxury’ to be found in the villas was under-floor heating, something which was forgotten when the Romans left our shores and not revived until the 20th century. So far, there is no real evidence for any villa in the Luton area, the nearest known being at Totternhoe and Hitchin. Rather, the people of Luton lived in farmsteads, and artefacts discovered indicate that they were living in the Gooseberry Hill and Round Green areas. Traces of Roman buildings close to St Mary’s Church beneath the Arndale Centre (now known as the Mall) were destroyed without record in the late 1970s.


The Romans were famous for their roads that were necessary for maintaining order and for trade. One major road, known as the Watling Street, went from London to Chester, taking a similar route to the modern A5. It passed through Verulamium and Dunstable (Durocobrivis), where it crossed the Icknield Way. Although the road did not touch Luton, local people no doubt used it since it was probably regarded as the M1 of the day. However, a lesser Roman road did come our way. It branched off the Watling Street near Flamstead and ran north through the Farley Hill estate and Biscot to Rosslyn Crescent. From there it continued to the Runfold estate, where burnt remains of wooden buildings of the second to fourth centuries A.D. were excavated in the 1950s, and then to Streatley, Sharpenhoe and Greenfield and beyond.
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5     Bronze-Age Barrows at Galley Hill.
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6     Round barrows at moonrise.


In order to pay the Roman taxes in coinage, the population had to learn to trade. Wine and oil were carried in jars called amphorae and transported across the Roman Empire. Glass beads were bought and sold. Other commodities traded were: cattle, corn, fish sauces, gold, hides, hunting dogs, iron, silver and slaves. In the Stockwood Discovery Centre in Luton, there are artefacts that demonstrate the kind of buying and selling that went on. Pottery was always in demand and some pieces have been found along the banks of the river Lea between Stockingstone Road and Barnfield College. Roman pottery was made in a kiln and was of a higher standard than that which had been made in the Iron Age. Wares from Gaul have been discovered at Limbury and metal tableware has also been found.


Exhibits at Stockwood also demonstrate what daily life in Roman Luton was like. Writing implements were found at Limbury and there are weights and a door key on display. An interesting story involves the discovery of a pot containing several hundred coins, hastily buried at a time of unrest around A.D. 270, which was found near Luton Hoo. Unfortunately most of these coins were taken by the men who found them, but the offence was discovered and some of the coins traced.


The settled Roman way of life began to be endangered by barbarians from the north and, in A.D. 410, when the threat became too great, the Roman army was ordered to return home. This they did although, by that time, the ordinary population had in many cases intermarried and the British and Roman identities were by no means so separate or distinct.


Small bands of barbarians had been sacking towns and villages in eastern England for the previous 50 years. An excavation at Galley Hill in 1961 revealed that a massacre had taken place; this suggests that Luton folk also became victims of the marauding tribesmen. The excavation revealed that, soon after A.D. 360, a number of men, women and children were killed and their remains hurriedly buried at the top of Galley Hill. Also, on the Runfold settlement, there is evidence of burning that suggests people there may have been victims. As the Roman legions marched away, life in the Luton area was about to change yet again.


SAXONS



Following the Roman occupation, life became more unsettled as small tribal groups vied with one another for control but, towards the end of the fifth century, new incursions were being made into our land, this time by Teutonic peoples, Angles and Saxons, from across the North Sea. At first some of these were welcomed as allies against the troublesome barbarians but the Saxons did not see their presence as temporary. They stayed, and the Saxon way of life was to define our national identity for many hundreds of years to come, even, in many respects, until the present day.


The Romano-British eventually accepted their new neighbours from the east and, by A.D. 475, a group of Saxons from between the rivers Elbe and the Weser had settled in our area in the region of Alexandra Avenue. During the construction of Argyll Avenue in the 1920s, part of a large Saxon cemetery was found and the burials of more than 40 men and women were exposed. These were among the earliest Saxon burials found in Britain and dated from the early fifth to late sixth centuries. Other, seventh-century, burials at Biscot Mill may have been a later extension of the same cemetery. It is likely that these Anglo-Saxon ‘Lutonians’ had a settlement on the high ground between Biscot and Limbury, and farmed the land that sloped down to the Lea, and the hillside beyond, perhaps creating the first strip-fields or lynchets along the length of the hills from the People’s Park to Bradgers Hill.


The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which was compiled during the reign of Alfred the Great (A.D. 871-900) refers to a battle fought between the native Britons and the West Saxons in A.D. 571 at a place called Biedcanforda (questionably Bedford), followed by the capture of four towns, one of which was Lygeanbrig, generally assumed to be Limbury. No traces of buildings have been found from this period, and with the area almost fully built up, it is unlikely that much ever will.


By the seventh century, the once-unified Roman way of life had disintegrated into separate tribal groupings that, in turn, became small kingdoms. People living in this area were called Chilternsoeten, but this little group was taken over by Mercia, an area that corresponds roughly to what is now the Midlands. South Bedfordshire (the first reference to Bedfordshire as a county was in 1012) remained under Mercian control for the next two centuries until Alfred the Great, as King of Wessex, unified the country.


However, there was not to be peace: another threat came from the east when the warlike Vikings (Danes and Norsemen) came over the seas in their longships. After considerable harassment and skirmishing between the Saxons and the Vikings, Alfred made a pact with them (c.A.D. 878). Under the terms of the treaty, the country was divided into separate administrative areas, Wessex and the Danelaw. The boundary between the two ran from the river Thames, north along the line of the river Lea to its source and then in a straight line to Bedford.


This agreement was tremendously significant for Luton, which was virtually cut into two. A part of Limbury, Waulud’s Bank, Biscot, Warden and Galley Hills, Ravensburgh Castle, Stopsley, half of what is now Luton and East Hyde went to the Danes and became a part of the Danelaw, while the west stayed under Saxon control. However, it is unlikely that there were any serious restrictions on movements at local level and the two sides continued to trade. Contact between the Saxons and Vikings remained sensitive and the power struggle continued. In 1014, the Danish took the upper hand when Canute became king but, in 1042, the Crown was restored to the Saxon Edward the Confessor.


Life in early Saxon times was predominantly agricultural and people lived within small settlements. By the seventh century the field or strip system was being established: fields were cultivated by rotation – grain for food, then barley for beer and, during the third year, the fields would lie fallow and provide grazing for domestic animals. Pigs would forage in the woods, which were also sources of the timber used for building, domestic utensils and firewood. Orchards and individual gardens were planted beside the small thatched homes. Evidence of Saxon agricultural life in Luton can still be seen in the lynchets, or stepped cultivation terraces, which run from Bradger’s Hill to People’s Park, and at Chaul End. By the late sixth century, there were probably Saxon settlements at Dallow, Leagrave and Limbury (Lygeanburgh). Later settlements followed the line of the river Lea (Lygea) from Leagrave to the Brache and, by the early 10th century, there was a settlement, Lygtun or Ligtun, near the present Park Square.


Roads continued to be important. Apart from the Icknield Way, there was the Pedlar’s Way, which followed the route of the present Montrose Avenue from Biscot Mill, via Stockingstone Road and Round Green, to East Hyde. Salt was a vital commodity, carried by pack-horses in their panniers along the route of the old Salt or Ede Way, which ran from Gallows Hill and Dray’s Ditches, via Bramingham, Limbury and Leagrave, eventually crossing the Watling Street, about three miles north of Dunstable. This road later linked the ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge. There is little doubt that a road would have run north to Bedford.


No remains of Saxon houses have been found in Luton but a settlement just north of Dunstable, at Puddlehill, has been excavated by the Manshead Archaeological Society. They found that the Saxons dug down so that the floors of their huts were sunk below ground level and the accumulated chalk was used to build walls. Wooden posts supported the roofs, which were probably covered with turf.


Many items would have been traded with European markets and a considerable number of local Saxon artefacts can be seen today at Stockwood Discovery Centre. There are coins, drinking horns, imported glass, iron weapons and tools, toiletries, jewellery, weaving apparatus with linen and woollen textiles and wooden household goods.
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