
 

 

A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon: archaeology shines light on 
6,000 years of history 

 
• UK’s biggest road upgrade has created one of the largest archaeological projects ever 

• Six thousand years of occupation uncovered ranging from Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages 

to Roman, Anglo-Saxon and medieval across 350 hectares of the Cambridgeshire 

countryside 

• Finds include a Roman Medusa jet pendant, an Anglo Saxon bone flute and an Iron Age 

timber ladder 

 

A Roman trade distribution centre, an abandoned medieval village and three prehistoric 

henge monuments are among nationally significant archaeological discoveries 

uncovered by the team delivering the UK’s biggest road upgrade. 

 

The sites have been uncovered by archaeologists working on Highways England’s 

£1.5bn A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon improvement scheme, which will cut up to 20 

minutes off journeys by upgrading 21 miles of the major route to three lanes in each 

direction.  

 

Caption: Bronze Age henge monument being excavated on the A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon scheme 



 

 

In total, around 350 hectares have been excavated – an area around half the size of 

Gibraltar – making it one of the biggest and most complex archaeological projects ever 

undertaken in the UK.  

 

Dr Steve Sherlock, archaeology lead for the A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon 

project for Highways England, explains: 

 

“The A14 upgrade is the largest highways improvement scheme in the country and the 

archaeological discoveries certainly reflect its size and scale. 

 

“The archaeological programme has been both busy and intense, however the results 

from the excavations are spectacular. We now have the evidence to rewrite both the 

prehistoric and historic records of the area for the last 6,000 years.” 

 

250 archaeologists led by archaeology experts MOLA Headland Infrastructure have dug 

more than 40 separate excavation areas, uncovering new information about how the 

landscape was used over 6,000 years and about the origins of the villages and towns 

along the A14 in Cambridgeshire today.  

 

With most of the archaeological programme now being completed, finds so far date 

from the Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages, as well as Roman, Anglo-Saxon and Medieval 

periods. The sites uncovered include:  

 

- A Roman trade distribution centre which would have played a pivotal part in 

the region’s supply chain, and was linked to the surrounding farmsteads by 

trackways as well as the main Roman road between Cambridge and 

Godmanchester. The discovery of artefacts at the site relating to the Roman 

army indicates that this trade was controlled centrally. 

 



 

 

- The remains of 12 medieval buildings abandoned in the 12th century. Covering 

an area of 6 hectares, the entire layout of the village is discernible, with the 

earlier remains of up to 40 Anglo Saxon timber buildings and alleys winding 

between houses, workshops and agricultural buildings.   

 
- A massive Anglo-Saxon tribal territorial boundary with huge ditches, an 

imposing gated entrance and a beacon placed on top of a hill overlooking the 

region.  

 
- Three prehistoric henge monuments, which are likely to have been a place for 

ceremonial gatherings and perhaps had a territorial function. These impressive 

Neolithic monuments, measuring up to 50 metres in diameter, would have been 

very important places for our distant prehistoric ancestors. They retained their 

special significance over the millennia with evidence for later Anglo Saxon 

buildings at these sites.  

 

   

        

Caption: Some of the artefacts from excavations on the A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon improvement scheme 

 



 

 

Highways England has been working closely with Cambridgeshire County Council to 

ensure that areas of possible historical interest are investigated and preserved.  

 

Cambridgeshire County Council’s senior archaeologist in the Historic 

Environment Team, Kasia Gdaniec, said:  

“The A14’s Archaeology Programme has exposed an astonishing array of remarkable 

new sites that reveal the previously unknown character of ancient settlement across the 

western Cambridgeshire clay plain.  

 

“No previous excavation had taken place in these areas, where only a few cropmarked 

sites indicated the presence of former settlements, but we now know that extensive, 

thriving long-lived villages were built during the Bronze Age, Iron Age, Roman and 

Saxon periods. 

“The valuable contribution of the A14’s excavation programme has also been to unlock 

major multi-period settlements and populate what had been an empty modern 

agricultural belt along the A1 west of Brampton with hundreds of people over time.   

 

“Earlier prehistoric Neolithic and Bronze Age ceremonial and burial monuments that are 

5,500 and 4,000 years old, have also been investigated, but the new Roman pottery 

industry that has emerged from sites in the Brampton area and at the new Great Ouse 

bridge sets apart the host sites from others traditionally dug in the county.” 

 

“The fast-paced archaeological excavations have been extremely challenging, 

especially during this relentlessly wet winter, but a very large, hardy team of British and 

international archaeologists successfully completed sites in advance of the road crews 

taking over to build the road structures.” 

 

“There is still more to do, but we want to share the archaeologists’ excitement over what 

they are finding with the wider public and hope that they will enjoy the ongoing displays 

and interpretation that will be a legacy of this national infrastructure project.” 



 

 

 

Caption: Excavating a Roman trade distribution centre on the A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon scheme 

 

The approach to archaeology on the A14 underlines Highways England’s approach to 

protecting the country’s cultural heritage. Highways England is required by law to agree 

plans for how a scheme will deal with the effects it will have on its immediate 

environment, including local communities, wildlife and plants, and also any 

archaeological finds that may be found ahead of starting work on any new road or major 

upgrade.  

 

Jim Hunter, Highways England’s principal cultural heritage advisor, explains: 

 

“Highways England is delivering the biggest roads investment in a generation, and we 

are committed to conserving and where possible enhancing the historic environment. In 

the context of a project like the A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon improvements, that 

means undertaking archaeological excavations to ensure that we record any significant 

remains that lie along the 21-mile route. We then analyse the remains and publish a 

report. The archive of finds, samples and original records will be stored so that the data 

and knowledge is preserved for this and future generations.  

 



 

 

“We are pleased to be able to help create an important body of archaeological 

knowledge in the course of this and other schemes.” 

 

Archaeology work on the recently completed A1 Leeming to Barton upgrade scheme, 

for instance, has helped uncover new evidence pointing to Roman occupation in 

Northern England earlier than previously thought. The major Roman settlement 

discovered at Scotch Corner, in North Yorkshire, pre-dates settlements in York and 

Carlisle by 10 years suggesting that the Romans had a major presence and even 

possibly began their territorial expansion into northern England a decade earlier than 

previously thought. 

 

Over the coming months, there will be opportunities for people to see the A14 

archaeology work in action, more information is available at: 

www.molaheadland.com/events/A14C2H 

 

Highways England is upgrading a 21-mile stretch of the A14 between Cambridge and 

Huntingdon to three lanes in each direction including a brand new 17-mile bypass south 

of Huntingdon, with four lanes in each direction between Bar Hill and Girton. The 

project, which includes 34 bridges and main structures, will add additional capacity, 

boost the local and national economy and cut up to 20 minutes off journeys. 

For the latest information about the A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon improvement 

scheme, visit www.highways.gov.uk/A14C2H.  

 

ENDS 

 

Box 1 - A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon archaeological work - facts and figures 

• Nearly 250 archaeologists from the UK, Europe and all over the world are working 
on the archaeology programme 
 

• Around 1.35 square miles (350 hectares) of archaeology is being investigated - 
equivalent to around 800 small football pitches 

http://www.molaheadland.com/events/A14C2H
http://www.highways.gov.uk/A14C2H


 

 

 

• Over 17 miles (28 kilometres) of exploratory trenches were dug before the main 
excavations even began  

 

• More than 40 separate excavations are to be completed by summer 2018 
 

• Around 25 settlements, dating from prehistoric to medieval periods have been 
uncovered so far with:  

o 40 Roman industrial pottery kilns along Roman roads (one is pictured here) 
o 7 prehistoric burial grounds (barrows and cremation cemeteries) 
o 8 Iron Age to Roman supply farms, some with wells 
o 3 prehistoric henge monuments (ceremonial enclosures)  
o 2 post-medieval brick kilns   
o 3 Saxon settlement sites, one with royal connections  
o 1 deserted medieval village occupied from 8th to 12th century 

 

• Thousands of kilogrammes of artefacts such as pottery (7 tonnes), animal bone 
(6.5 tonnes), building materials (over 1 tonne) and small finds (over 7,000 in total) 
are expected to have been uncovered 
 

• Over 140 tonnes (154 imperial tons) of environmental soil samples have been 
taken – that would fill almost 5 shipping containers 

 

• More than 250,000 individual site records will have been made by the end of the 
project 

 

• Since starting the project, tens of thousands of person days have been worked on 
archaeology 

 

• 24 trainee students, graduates and some local non-graduates have been coached 
and mentored in fieldwork skills on our archaeology contractor’s programmes 
(MOLA Headland Infrastructure).  

 

• Notable artefacts uncovered so far: 
 
o An ornate Roman jet pendant (late 2nd to 4th century AD) was excavated 

at Brampton. Depicting the head of Medusa, it is believed to have been a 
protective amulet. It is thought to have been collected by later Anglo Saxon 
settlers and passed down through the generations as a special or exotic 
relic. It is one of only 10 found in the UK.  
 

o A rare Anglo Saxon bone flute of the 5th to 9th century has been found in 
the Brampton area, giving us an insight into the cultural and musical 
traditions of the Anglo Saxons.  



 

 

 
o A remarkably well preserved Middle Iron Age timber ladder was discovered 

near Fenstanton, now radiocarbon-dated to 525 – 457 BC. It was used to 
climb several metres into a pit, so that its owner could collect water or stir 
liquids with a wooden paddle, which was also discovered there. 

 
o A Neolithic (c. 4,000 – 2,500 BC) flint axe-head is one of the earliest finds 

from the excavations. Beautifully shaped and polished, the stone was 
carefully chosen for its shape and colour. It was hard-wearing, so with a 
wooden handle attachment may have been used to cut down small trees, 
but it may also have had a ceremonial purpose.  

 
o An Anglo Saxon (c.7th century AD) object decorated with a dot and circle 

pattern may have been part of a belt-hanger for a woman’s domestic tools 
(a ‘chatelaine’). As it is made from deer antler, it could also have been 
worn as an amulet. 

 
NOTES TO EDITORS  
 

 
1. Highways England is the wholly government-owned company responsible for 

modernising, maintaining and operating England’s motorways and major A roads. 
 

2. The £1.5bn A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon project will upgrade 21 miles of the A14 to 
three lanes in each direction adding additional capacity, boosting the local and national 
economy and cutting up to 20 minutes off journeys.  

 
The project will include a major new bypass for Huntingdon, widening the A1 between 
Brampton and Alconbury, widening the existing A14 between Swavesey and Milton and 
improving the junctions at Bar Hill, Swavesey, Girton, Histon and Milton. The A14 
Cambridge to Huntingdon improvement scheme will also include improvements in 
Huntingdon town centre, including the demolition of the A14 viaduct and new local access 
roads. 

 
The new bypass and widened A14 will open to traffic by the end of 2020, although some 
finishing work such as the removal of the A14 viaduct in Huntingdon will continue beyond 
that. 
 
Images and videos of the scheme and of the archaeology are available to download 
at: https://1drv.ms/f/s!AoeN9MzdoO48hF5iBw-E50AteG_6   
 

3. The A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon improvement scheme is being delivered on behalf of 
Highways England by a joint venture of UK contractors and design consultants: Balfour 
Beatty, Costain and Skanska and for design, Atkins and CH2M. The delivery team is known 
as the A14 Integrated Delivery Team. 
 

https://1drv.ms/f/s!AoeN9MzdoO48hF5iBw-E50AteG_6


 

 

4. About the delivery of the archaeology on the A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon scheme 
MOLA Headland Infrastructure is working with Highways England and Cambridgeshire 
County Council to excavate and record the archaeology on the A14 Cambridge to 
Huntingdon scheme and share the results with the local community. 

 
MOLA Headland Infrastructure is a consortium bringing together two of the largest and 
most experienced archaeology and built heritage practices in the UK: MOLA (Museum of 
London Archaeology) and Headland Archaeology. The consortium provides archaeology 
and heritage solutions to large infrastructure projects, including the A14. By combining 
resources and experience MOLA Headland Infrastructure delivers programme certainty and 
lasting legacies. Find out more at www.molaheadland.com   

 
Quotes from MOLA Headland Infrastructure 
 
Emma Jeffery, senior archaeologist from MOLA Headland Infrastructure, said:  
  
“This is the largest archaeological project I have ever worked on and its scale, 40 sites over 
350 hectares, means our 250-strong team of archaeologists are making incredible 
discoveries on a daily basis.  
  
It’s been a pleasure and such a rare opportunity to be able to uncover the lost stories of 
entire communities, abandoned villages, ceremonial landscapes and trade networks. It’s 
wonderful to see how these things connect up over six thousand years of history.” 
 
Helen O’Hara, senior community archaeologist on the A14C2H for MOLA Headland 
Infrastructure, said:  
 
“The archaeology of the A14C2H is adding greatly to our understanding of 
Cambridgeshire’s past and there are some beautiful, intriguing and rare artefacts being 
discovered too. The series of events we are announcing is an exciting opportunity for local 
communities to explore this archaeology for themselves. Find out more at 
molaheadland.com and please join in.” 
 

5. Real-time traffic information for England’s motorways and major A roads is available: 

- From the web at www.highways.gov.uk/traffic or from a phone or mobile device at 
m.highways.gov.uk 

- By phone from the Highways England Customer Contact Centre on 0300 123 5000 at 
any time. (Calls to 03 numbers are charged at no more than a national call to an 01 or 
02 number and are included in all discount schemes and call allowances. This applies 
to all landlines, mobiles and payphones. Call costs will vary depending on your landline 
or mobile supplier.) Make sure it’s safe and legal before you call. Before using any 
mobile, find a safe place to park. Never stop on the hard shoulder of a motorway except 
in an emergency.  

- On Apple and Android mobile devices via the Apple App Store or Google Play Store. 

- From Twitter – there are eight feeds with live traffic information provided by region. For 
information on roads in the East of England follow us at @Highways EAST or for the full 
index visit www.highways.gov.uk/twitter. 

 

http://www.molaheadland.com/
http://www.highways.gov.uk/traffic
http://m.highways.gov.uk/
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.unit11apps.highwaysagency&hl=en_GB
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.unit11apps.highwaysagency&hl=en_GB
https://twitter.com/highwayseast
http://www.highways.gov.uk/twitter


 

 

 
Issued by Highways England.  

 
For further information please contact the Highways England East press office on 0300 
4704860. Media enquiries out of hours should be made to Highways England’s National 

Press Office (24hrs) on 0844 693 1448 (option 1). 


