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Project background 

MOLA (Museum of London Archaeology) formerly 
Northamptonshire Archaeology carried out excavations 
on behalf of Pioneer Aggregates UK, now part of Hanson 
UK at Wollaston Quarry, Northamptonshire. The site 
(Figs 1.1 and 1.2) lies 2km to the west of the small town 
of Wollaston just above a wide floodplain to the east of 
the River Nene. The area was known for the quality of 
the crop marks produced by the gravel soils that had 
been recorded by aerial photography and archaeological 

excavations have occurred there for many years in 
advance of gravel extraction by various aggregate 
companies (RCHM 1979). 

An archaeological evaluation in 1990 for Pioneer 
Aggregates took place between c1km to 2.5km to the 
north-east of the Pioneer helmet site on land to the north 
of Hardwater Road and comprised 122 trial trenches 
within eight fields (Fig 1.1; Jackson nd; Jackson 1991). 
This area was subsequently excavated between 1993 and 
1996 and produced clusters of Neolithic pits. The entire 

Location and sites in Northamptonshire and
surrounding areas mentioned in the text
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Figure 1.1. Location and sites in Northamptonshire mentioned in the text
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The Pioneer burial

The site and it's environs with Roman road and cropmarks located     Fig 1.2Scale 1:20,000
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Figure 1.2. The site and its environs with Roman road and cropmarks located

in a linear alignment north-east to south-west along an 
Iron Age droveway that developed into a Roman road 
(Meadows 1994; Meadows and Atkins forthcoming; Fig 

landscape was divided up by an extensive system of pit 
alignments in the late Bronze Age/early Iron Age. It was 
subsequently occupied by Iron Age to Roman farmsteads 
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1.2).  At the northern end of the quarry the first proven 
Roman vineyard from Roman Britain was discovered, 
comprising an extensive system of pastinatio trenches 
some of which were found to contain vitis pollen (Brown 
et al 2001).

Pioneer Aggregates decided to extend their quarry within 
land to the south-west of this original area and submitted 
a Planning Application (WP/94/439c) on land to the 
south of Hardwater Road. It was within this area where 
the Pioneer helmet was subsequently found. On the 
advice of Northamptonshire Heritage, an archaeological 
evaluation was undertaken prior to the determination 
of the planning application.  The work conformed to 
an archaeological brief by Northamptonshire Heritage 
(Kidd 1994). 

The new area comprised c71ha of arable land within 
the floodplain of the River Nene and an archaeological 
evaluation was carried out in two stages (Meadows 
1995; Parry and Audouy 1995). The archaeological 
work found extensive activity similar to that found 
to the north comprising a system of linear boundaries 
demarked by pit alignments dating to the late Bronze 
Age/early Iron Age. This formed the basis for a co-
axial system of boundaries in the middle and later Iron 
Age with most of the earlier boundaries continuing to 

be respected in these later periods. The Iron Age land 
divisions were perpetuated after the Roman Conquest 
with, in several instances, Roman farmsteads simply 
being located adjacent to the Iron Age examples 
(Meadows 1995; Parry and Audouy 1995; Meadows 
and Atkins forthcoming). 

This landscape was dominated by a significant 
routeway, which was a continuation of that excavated 
to the north (above). Its earliest phase had been defined 
by a pit alignment, which during the middle and later 
Iron Age became a droveway and following the Roman 
conquest became a road possibly linking the small 
towns at Irchester and Towcester. The Iron Age and 
Roman landscape demonstrated considerable levels 
of rural conservatism with regards the size and shape 
of land allotments. No early to middle Saxon remains 
were found in the evaluations but medieval and post-
medieval ridge and furrow cultivation was uncovered.

As a result of the evaluations a recording action brief 
was provided by Northamptonshire Heritage (Kidd 
1995; Fig 1.3). This figure attached to the Brief shows 
the thought processes after the evaluation stage of both 
Northamptonshire’s Heritage and also the Pioneer 
Quarry by detailing what areas needed quarrying and 
thereby how much of the site should be excavated 
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The Pioneer burial

The burial was announced widely within the media. This 
started with a press conference chaired by Professor 
Rosemary Cramp and Ian Meadows which resulted in 
a slew of publicity from 23rd April 1997 with television 
including Blue Peter recording the event as well as 
articles in national (Fig 1.4) and local newspapers (Fig 
1.5). A half page cartoon by Chris Riddell was published 
in the Observer on 27th April  1997 which depicted the 
Prime Minister John Major placed in a grave with his 
‘grave goods’ including a traffic cone and Margaret 
Thatcher’s handbag which was used as his pillow. The 
importance of the Pioneer burial may be seen in that 
it has its own extensive Wikipedia page which can be 
found at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pioneer_Helmet 
(accessed 25 May 2018).

The Pioneer burial artefacts were analysed and reported 
on by specialists. The items were conserved with the 
helmet fragments reassembled and placed in a fixed 
display (Fig 1.6).

The Pioneer burial artefacts were on temporary display 
in several museums including Northampton Borough’s 
Central Museum and the New Walk Museum, Leicester 
before being loaned by Messrs Gammage and Minney 
to the British Museum (registration number AL. 226). 
These artefacts have subsequently been held on long term 
loan at the Royal Armouries Museum, Leeds. Replicas 
of the helmet have been made including by Tim Noyes of 
Heron Armoury (heronarmoury.co.uk). An initial replica 
was also made by Chris Smith of the Royal Armouries.

Interim reports were published in Current Archaeology 
(Meadows 1997) and Northamptonshire Archaeology 
journal (Meadows 1997). The client report was produced 
for the archaeological work to satisfy the planning 
requirements (Meadows 2004). This present publication 
has used the specialists’ reports from the 2004 client report 
and these have not been updated. Any recent relevant 
discoveries since then will therefore not have been taken 
into account. In contrast this publication has progressed 
the 2004 client report in terms of textual information and 
illustrations in all the other areas from the background, 
excavation and especially the discussion. 

Archaeological background

Prehistoric ceremonial and burial complexes have been 
found c1km to the south of the Pioneer burial. Here a 
Neolithic mortuary house, twelve Bronze Age round 
barrows and a possible long enclosure ceremonial 
monument as well as some pits containing four Bronze 
Age urns were excavated at Grendon Pit between 1974 
and 1980 (Gibson and McCormick 1985; Jackson 1995). 

Iron Age and Roman settlement sites have been recorded 
across the parish (RCHM 1979, 179-180). A Roman villa 
had been recorded c1.5km to the east of the location of the 

as well as protected areas. This Brief outlined the 
justification for further investigation, recording and 
publication of the archaeological remains. The brief 
stipulated; “pre-emptive excavation of three Iron Age/
Roman settlements and a combination of targeted small 
scale excavation ahead of topsoil stripping, an intensive 
watching brief during stripping, salvage excavation 
following stripping and environmental sampling to 
investigate the coaxial field system and other significant 
remains.” 

The areas recorded to be excavated or protected in the 
Brief (Fig 1.3) was not fixed and was more of an initial 
plan which changed after rethinking by the Pioneer 
Quarry on what and where they proposed to extract. 
The actual archaeological areas excavated are recorded 
in Figure 1.2. In addition, more geophysical work 
was undertaken in the quarry than had been originally 
envisaged (Meadows and Atkins forthcoming).

The Brief stated than an appropriate level of investigation 
should take place within all parts of the site which were 
subject to topsoil stripping. It stated that there had to 
be a watching brief and contingency with 160 person 
days allocated for salvage recording if any unidentified 
remains of county or national importance were revealed 
within the site (Kidd 1995, section 2.5).

During the subsequent archaeological work the Iron 
Age and Roman settlement sites were excavated and the 
results showed a considerable continuity of landscape. 
The farmsteads with their related field systems (as well 
as the earlier pit alignments) respected the floodplain 
and were all located at the limit of medieval alluviation 
perhaps suggesting the extent of the flooding. 

Only very limited evidence of post Roman activity was 
recovered in the main excavation areas, comprising two 
separate fragments of Saxon brooches (recovered by 
metal detection) and two small collections of pottery. 
The pottery was recovered within 500m of the Pioneer 
burial; one comprised a surface scatter and the other 
from a small amorphous feature. Because of the paucity 
of evidence the floodplain was thought to have been 
marginal in the post-Roman period. 

Steve Critchley routinely carried out systematic metal 
detector surveying throughout the project across all 
the excavation and topsoil stripped areas. As the area 
had been farmed for many years ferrous signals were 
not generally investigated as they proved to be mostly 
horseshoes, undiagnostic nails or other modern detritus. 
However, in March 1997, during the survey of part of the 
quarry he located and uncovered a Saxon copper alloy 
hanging bowl and a single millefiori decorated mount. 
Further ferrous signals were noted in association with 
these pieces and exploratory excavation was carried out 
on what proved to be the Anglian grave.
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Figure 1.4. Daily Mail article dated 23 April 1997
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The Pioneer burial

Pioneer burial with a bathhouse and other features found 
during work for the Wollaston bypass (Chapman and 
Jackson 1992). This project also found an early Saxon 
site including a Sunken Featured Building (SFB) dating 
to the late 6th to early 7th century (ibid).

In the parish there was a single probable middle Saxon 
site immediately to the south-west of the then limits of 
Wollaston village and this was 2km to the east of the Pioneer 
burial (ibid, 180). Within the village occupation evidence 
dating from the 5th to the 14th centuries has been found 
at Dando Close (Semmelmann and Ashworth 2004). 
Four other sites in the village which produced middle 
Saxon pottery were at the churchyard, Beacon Hill, Priory 
Road estate, and the paddock behind Cromwell House in 
London Road (Hall 1977, 17). 

Wollaston was recorded as Wilavestone in the Domesday 
Book which derives from Wulflāf’s farm, v. tun (Gover 

et al 1975, 197). Wulflaf was a personal Old English 
name possibly representing the settlement’s founder 
(Hall 1977, 21). Wollaston had two manors in 1066, 
Bury Manor which had five hides and was held by four 
thegns under Edward the Confessor and Hall Manor, 
about a quarter of the parish, which had been held by 
Stric in the same period (ibid, 47-49).

The Pioneer burial was found at Wollaston’s southern 
parish boundary with Strixton parish, within c50m of a 
medieval feature called Longhedge (Hall 1977, fig 1). 
Longhedge had probably been planted when Strixton 
was taken out of Wollaston parish in the 12th century 
(ibid, 23). This boundary had still been maintained in the 
fields at the time of the excavation of the Pioneer burial.

It was also directly to the east of the land area called 
Ryholme which had anciently been partly ploughed and 
partly meadow, and surrounded by brooks. The burial 

Figure 1.5. Article in Northampton Chronicle and Echo dated 23 April 1997
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was to the east of one of these brooks called Swallow 
Brooke.

In the medieval period Wollaston had a three-field system 
which was recorded in 1370 (Hall 1977, 138), with the 
Pioneer helmet located in the Nether Field, and was in a 
furlong recorded as part of Forty Acres in 1774 (ibid, fig 
4 and table 32), but prior to this was seemingly unnamed 
in records dating from after c1430 to 1774.

Topography and geology

The Pioneer site lay on an area of just above the broad 
flat river floodplain at about 46m OD, less than 1km 
to the south-east of the present River Nene, about 
100m above the edge of medieval alluvial cover (Fig 
1.1; NGR SP 8855 6275). The geology within the site 
was a light brown sandy silt with small quantities of 
gravel. 

Figure 1.6. Helmet restored with Ian Meadows directly behind talking to colleagues (Greg Phillips, Graham Cadman,  
Vikki Pearson, Martin Ellison, Ian Meadows, Rob Atkins, Glenn Foard, Brenda Perryman, Jenny Ballinger and Ann Bond)


