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in other areas through fieldwork, even with the support of Tithe and
Enclosure maps. y

At a time when the Sites and Monuments Records (SMR) for each
county are being computerised and updated, often as part of MSC funded
programmes, there is surely a pressing need for a reasoned assessment of
the manner by which such data have been collected. To this end Nigel
Holman's econtribution is a welcome one. As he states in his paper, a
substantial portion of the SMR for northwest Norfolk derives from data
collected by individual, non-professional fieldwalkers. 3
straightforward procedures, attempts to establish the extent to which
site distributions based on the SMR of his region accurately depict past
settlement patterns, and how much of its structure is merely & reflect=
ion of the pattern of fieldwork. The results indicate a blend of both
fieldwork bias and real distributions, but the value of the exercise
lies also in the use to which such knowledge is put, particularl ;
towards future amateur and profeuional cooperation. Many amateur i
spend significant portions of their leisure hours tramping fields,
following the metaphorical footsteps of several worthy predecessors.
Through such activity they help to keep alive the spirit of archaeology
and a public awareness of the past. The discipline has a duty to
acknowledge their commitment and enthusiasm, to foster their contrib=
utions, and not merely dismiss them lightly. Moreover, ina time of
"inancial stringency, professional archaeologists may in the long run
benefit by broadening publie involvement in, and support for,
archaeology. Wwhile pandering to market forces and the interests of the
leisure industries may reap short term financial gains, listening to
peoples' views and according recognition to the way they see the world
and their past, is likely to be a more fruitful course to follow. &

It is this search for a balance between financial constraints t
ethical concerns that preoccupy our contributors. Many of the authors
emphasise the personal aspects of fieldwork, the sense of place that
comes from a growing familiarity and understanding of the landscape
its human presence. Their enthusiasm for the subject and the tasks
hand is clearly communicated, and, I would surmise, enhances purpose
meaning in what might otherwise be a sterile and certainly tedio
exercise. While each adopts a different stance, all acknowledge t he
truth in the adage "what you see is what you get". It behoves us t
to eschew dogma, and to allow for changing the perspective with which wit
seek to perceive the traces of past human endeavour. ¢

Common abbreviations used in this issue:

DoE Department of the Environment.

HBMC(E) The Historic Buildings and Monuments Commission for England.

MAFF Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food.

MSC Manpower Services Commission; a Government funded youth emplc
ment scheme. .

RCHM Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (England) .

SR Sites and Monuments Record; County based archive.

DYKE SURVEY: AN IMPERFECT APPROACH TO THE INVISIBLE

Franeis Pryor
Introduction

This paper is in essence a post hoc rationalis
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circularity of current archaeological reasoning -- & circularity imposed
by its own methodology. | need hardly add that our effect on the way
the subject is practised will be minimal in absolute terms; nonetheless,
the effort is probably worth making.

I have approached our project from a historical standpoint in the
hope that by doing so, readers will be able to appreciate what we mean
by 'flexible'. 1 freely acknowledge that our procedure has many
imperfections -~ but it has produced some splendid, and thoroughly
unexpected, material. It also has the added advantage that it does not
pretend to be perfect, either in methodology or conception. | will
close the paper with some thoughts on how 1 would like to see the work
develop in the future. I make no apologies for the (intentional)

narrative style.

Origins and Development of the SW Fen-edge Survey

The idea for a large-scale investigation of Fen dykes came about
sometime towards the end of 1980. David Hall, Fenland Field Officer to
the then Fenland Research Committee, was producing an important discus=
sion document on the archaeological potential of the region. This
(unpubl ished) document provided the major stimulus for the latter, and
much larger, Fenland Project whose base, and HQ, is in the Department of
Archaeology at Cambridge (Committee Chairman, Professor John Coles). In
those days, David and | seemed to have more time to think and talk about
the Fens, in the Fens; and there can be no substitute for being
surrounded by one's research problems, as a tangible, physical entity.
David's brief was to undertake a rapid, field-by-field, surface survey
of the Cambridgeshire Fens, working mainly in the winter months, when
the earth was bare, at a staggering annual rate of 25,000 acres. The
early years of the survey produced extraordinary results, of which the
most exciting were the buried barrowfields (Hall, forthcoming).

One day in the autumn of 1980, David arranged for myself and the
team (then excavating the henge monument at Maxey, a Fen-edge site eight
miles north of Peterborough) to clean up the sides of a drainage dyke
(diteh) where it cut through one of the barrows of the Haddenham (near
Ely) barrowfield (Pryor 1982, Figure 11). As I recall, it took six of
us a long (and very strenuous) aftefnoon to clean both sides of the
diteh, for a length of ¢c. 40 metres. At the time, I remember thinkin
how much easier it would be if we could do the cleaning with machines
(as on a surface site), except that finds' locations on a steepl
sloping ditch side are unlikely to have the same spatial significan
that they possess in the plough-zone. In short, it seemed a good idea.

In 1980 I moved house, away from Peterborough (a ecity on the Fen
edge) to the true, deep Fen near Wisbech, just 15 miles from the Was
coast. This move was important, as | was able to observe, on a dail
basis, the different seasonal jobs of the modern Fen farmer. It soO
became apparent that the autumn and winter months were the times W
farmers and drainage authorities recut (to use the archaeological te

their ditches Sometimes th
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Development of the Technique (before fieldwork)

By the time that the dyk

e yke survey idea had taken r
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rhow ;:d bllil results had an extraordinary impact, even on
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P y drying-out and intensively farmed region. Clur:'yd'tr::




region had hidden potential without rival anywhere in England.

S0 to sum up the early work, the main aims of the dyke survey, as
understood in 1981, were to prospect for buried sites and landscapes.
However, shortly after these ideas began to take hold, it was arranged
that the team who would be supervising the proposed dig at the Etton
causewayed enclosure would visit the Amsterdam Institute's excavations
at the Assendelver Polders. We reasoned that the problems faced by
Duteh archaeologists would closely mirror those we were about to tackle.
I do not have the space here to list all the lessons we learned from
that remarkably well-run and well thought -out project, but one point was
very clear: even superbly preserved sites lose much of their meaning
unless they can be placed in their environmental and cul tural contexts.
The former can be done by borehole sampling and similar techniques, and
generally presents few major practical problems, provided that is, that
suitable deposits exist close to the site in question. The latter,
however, is far less straightforward.

The Amsterdam project ecarried out their site prospection (and
thereby helped to provide cultural contexts) by means of dyke and bore=
hole survey. However, although superficially similar (i.e. flat, low=
lying and near the North Sea), the Dutch and British Fenlands are very
different today. The British Fens have been used for growing crops on &
large scale since the last War; before that, drainage (since the early
17th eentury) had led to much peat 'shrinkage'; however, despite this,
the erosion of the past 40 or so years has been far more severe. water

levels are maintained several feet below the surface (this varies from

one drainage authority to another, and from season to season), and the
desiccated peats and other fine-grained soils simply oxidise or blow
away. In the months of spring it is common to see the sky turn brown as
peat is transported in a ‘fen blow'; when digging at Fengate 1 was
surprised, on two or three occasions, to discover my stripped site
surface covered with spring barley seed and nitrate granules. q

The Duteh Fen landscape has a different recent history (de Bakker
and van den Berg 1982). It was realised, some time ago, that arabl
agriculture was eroding the peats, and accordingly ploughing wa
discouraged. Water levels are kept a& few inches below the surface, an
far from ploughing the land during the war, the Duteh actually flo
large parts of the lowlands, as a resistance measure. These major post
depositional differences between the two countries have had a direct
bearing on technigues of archaeological prospection. Large-scal
mechanical bore-hole survey is possible in Holland, where grazing can
returned and where standing ecrops are rare. In East Anglia, on th

other hand, the seed drills have been known
within hours. This means that when we do use boreholes, they are han

driven and small-scale (being very exhausting to operate). We general
used them to define the extent of sites revealed in the dykesides.

If it is easier to sink boreholes in Holland, it is harder to vi
dykelines, for the simple reason that they are filled with water, &

black water at that Ac
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Development of the Technique (during fieldwork)
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filled with featureless peats or marine silts. In ecases where
archaeology was in evidence we would record profiles at either, say, 5m
intervals, or as a cont inuous section. In cases where archaeology was
absent we would record sections at the beginning, middle and end of each
length of dyke; all archaeological rgtray' finds were recorded in the

context of a full profile.

~Thorney area

By mid-November 1982 we had sl immed our operation down consider-
ably; the main prospecting was done by Dr. French (our environmentnlis!)
and myself, with or without an assistant. We no longer took phosphate
and magnetie susceptibility readings as 8 matter of course, as this
slowed us down too much. We carried then what we carry today: cameras,
level, tripod ete., maps and forms. The surveying gear is all light~
weight, as are the cameras (Olympus), and al though it is hard work, we
no longer feel like soldiers of the Great War.

SW FEN PROJECT
Etton -

t the eye, unaided, was able to spot
ancient activity and a follow-up team would liaise with the relevant
farmer and carry out a rapid auger survey, using the appropriate soil~-
testing techniques. A controlled experiment was carried out by David
Gurney (now, alas for us, with the Nor folk Unit) to see how soil phos~
phate was affected by the peculiar local conditions of the dykeside, and
he showed the correlation to be good between phosphate and visible
archaeology, provided, that is, pH conditions were right.

Experience soon showed tha

ook place in a Fen basin north of Eye (Figure 1).
Here we were able to identify (and to an extent define also) & buried
mainly Mesolithie landscape of many square kilometers in extent. In
some cases the buried landscape has waterlogged low-lying areas that
have produced wood and other organic material. One site in particular,
Crowtree Farm, Newborough, has excited our interest. We originally
thought it to be Neolithie in date (see for example, Crowther et al.
forthcoming) but we now understand the local stratigraphy petter and it
is apparent that the site is Mesolithie, with in situ flint-working,
fire (magnetic susceptibility enhancement locally high), @& buried six=
inech soil and waterlogging around the site's periphery. Another site,
not far away, was scheduled originally as a Medieval monument, but
examination of the sides of the dyke that bisects it proves it to be
Britain's lowest-1lying hillfort' (at +2m oD), with a s0em-thick intact
occupation horizon sealed by clay and at least three metres of water~
logged diteh. 1t must be among the belt-preserved defended Iron Age

sites in the country (Pryor 1983, 167).

Qur early work 1t

The South-west Fen Project.

Figure 1:

The purpose of this paper is not merely to list outstanding
sites -- that can be done elsewhere. Rather my intention is to describe
the birth and development of a project (whieh has since had its fair
share of growing pains). Latterly, complications have been caused by
the fact that we soon realised that it was not enough merely to follow
old land surfaces. By Christmas 1982 we had discovered our first truly
wet site -- the settlement platform at Flag Fen, Fengate, peterborough
(pryor, French and Taylor n.d.) == and we have since found others. The
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belated realisation (and it took about a month for this particular penny
to drop) that there was more to dyke survey than buried soils alone, has
made our task very much more difficult: in practical terms, it has
forced us to broaden our horizons; we can no longer concentrate our
attention on a single, relatively narrow band of sediment and when one
is trying to to walk at an angle of 45 degrees on a dykeside, breadth of
vision presents real problems of balance and concentration. Further,
the harder the task becomes, the fewer the people we can rely on to do
it adequately (and as dykes are available perhaps once every 10 to 20
years, we cannot afford to waste our opportunities).

Any competent fieldwalker is aware that he or she must be able to
recognise flint or pottery; in most cases animal bone can be ignored
(due to modern contamination ete.). We expect the dykeside surveyor to
be able to recognise (a) a buried palaeosol, (b) a significant arrange-
ment of roundwood or brushwood -- e.g. & track or footpath, (e¢) the
various types of split or worked timber, (d) organic artefacts -- in
theory at least, (e) archaeological features such as post-holes, in
oblique seection, (f) flint, pot and bone, both in situ and on the
surface upcast., It is a tall order for most people and we find it
difficult to make good use of students or amateur volunteers. One
result is that dyke survey, like other branches of wetland archaeology,
is not particularly cheap to perform. That does not mean, of course,

that it is not cost effective.

The Present and Future Plans

We have recently prepared a paper deseribing the rationale behind
the dyke survey and the way in whieh our recording system works
(Crowther et al., forthcoming), so there is no need for a long descrip-
tion here. Suffice it to say that profiles are recorded by our soil
scientist on proforma sheets and sampled as necessary, by him. The
different horizons are levelled-in and the profile location recorded on

which at least four (two distant from both directions and two close-ups)
are taken at each profile. We are aware that slides do not last for

ever, but monochrome photos of soils are generally useless (especially

in the peatlands), and video tape has’ an even more limited life.

| have already noted that our project has experienced growing
pains, but we are now confident that those problems are largely behind
I would very much like

to see a larger area of land covered, in order to compare different

us; next we must consider where to go from here.

regions within it, but resources =< especially experienced people --

are in short supply, and there is always the danger of attempting to run
before one can walk. We have yet to come to grips with the problems
posed by off-site archaeology and this is regrettable, as our data is

uniquely suited to this type of enquiry. Off- (or non-) site archaeo~
n our original research design, as

submitted to the DoE; however, in the event, sites have tended to
dominate our work. Apart from anything else, sites like Flag Fen mean

logy is a topic we made much of i

1:2500 maps. The basic record is provided by 35mm colour slides, of
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something to the taxpayer -- who ul

x timately funds our

::th:ite archaeology is a somewhat recondite concept. l;::. THE N,

conli;:r. t:?d 'suplprliy of sites under our belt, I hope we wl::rt'n.::l““
significance of th int

e e e huge tracts of buried soils that link

Our basic and, I hope, objective record i i
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o “y.ne;:‘ee:::dw:::::uof.l’enland. Although subject to the same
on a mere photograph, albeit a'ugnz:lct.e:r?ldlh";l:l:h;?t S i/ NEEE

We will re-assess our project in a mor
't’:etnhe':on‘thinu;ms modification discussed h:r:"-m-.li:.::::e-;e::soptp?;:d
b 5. 'h.:umd thnve a sufficient body of data available. I e.nnot'
gtign 4 .ura re-assessment yill decide, but I have a strong feelin,
b i v:.-y. or a modified version of it, is the most costS
b B yTruoe ex':n'i:lch.l;hr.z:.rtdrnet:hol buried landscape fast and
- ’ , rather than random in t -
m:.-‘:rle l:'m::':nsu;ente. but given the complex and still unpr:d:;::ll’:e
e ject-matter , I can live with this imperfection; as we
oo . mtuulel":i.nd the complexities of the buried palimp;en of
gt sl oy | :n scapes, it is hard to see how they could be sampled
rather accept :tn:::r:i.::ozo::‘r;l‘:wt {9V R A oA g 4
are located and where the most lnterea:in‘;l:?::s’ ::e"::tb:’f:::;e i

Conclusions

I hope that this discussion by pointin
: ’ g out how

:c::ge“ays t.t:e.::::::l't;“l :flu; llliustr;ote the advinbllity. pr_o_jele;o:llg
e - eeping th research objectiv
' :;1?::5::':1' flexible. By saying this, I do not :lsh t:';r:’:is:i':e'
sethedlopy ot t:sting and to all intents and purposes 'scientifie'
o AL sube once New Archaeology. I believe that the rigour
g lject by the New Archaeologists was essential. What I
st lnhl.oy _n. this paper -- ina deliberately oblique, circum-
P h"en.n .il that there is more than one way to lt'll'l a cat
b ot for’ L dea, or do good archaeology. I suppose I am mnklng’
ot a e toleunge: for example, I have found by experience
bl u“f:lp:oblems while doing something quite different often
sy d“;nightl. It does not always pay to approach a topic
g L nl‘\u. g ":lie. test, then accept or reject. Sometimes (but by
e y § approach leads to the definition of problems that

ar removed from the data to be testable; alternatively we may

'Illd that ele ant but ho ess y in ropri te tests have been used to
g ’ p.l 1
app P a
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If this narrative account of how our dyke survey developed has any
message at all, it is that research designs can develop slowly, and
should be encouraged to grow, to change and improve. A small team
working in a given area (the boundaries of which should change as the
research changes), for a long period of time, often becomes totally
immersed in the area's past and present. One's interest of necessity
becomes diachronic and one trades the disecipline of geographical
restriction for the greatest freedom of all, that only archaeology can
provide, namely, the license to move through great expanses of time.
Provided that the research team is able to keep abreast of modern
archaeological developments (and this is not always easy), the process
of immersion somehow filters out archaeological irrelevance. Real prob=
lems, i.e. those that stand some chance of being examined against real
archaeological data, come to the fore seemingly of their own accord. 1
ecannot explain this process and do not intend to try; but it happens.

In short, parish-level archaeology need not be parochial, al though
sadly it often is. As we pass along our dykes, do we progress from the
particular to the general, deducing, as we go, successive law-like
generalisations? 1 suppose we do, after a fashion, but 1 would rather
not think about it too closely. After all, when something is thought to
be explained, it loses mueh of its mystery and thereby its fascination.
Perhaps this is why, on reflection, 1 found New Archaeology (with its
obsessive concern with explicating everything) most worthy and com=
mendable (in a very self-conscious way), but intrinsically tedious.
However, having said that, it did force one to re-examine accepted
explanations -~ the conventional wisdom =~ from the data upwards, and
thereby provided the stimulus that led me to the Fens. And 1 have never

been bored since.

)
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