Pirton, The Bury
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The village of Pirton occupies a low spur of the higher Barton Hills to
the south-west, with clear views across Bedfordshire and the Hitchin Gap to the
north and east and on the spring-line which defines the northern edge of what
has been termed the Icknield Zone. After almost a century of declining
population, Pirton 1s once more a growing community, attracting largely
prosperous outsiders whose place of work remains elsewhere. To accommodate
this influx of people, new housing has been built in the village, especially to
its north, which obscures the former focal point of the village, an area known
as The Bury which includes the parish church, a large castle mound called Toot
Hill, with a bailey surviving as earthworks to the east, and a number of other
earthworks. About two-thirds of The Bury is a protected Ancient Monument.

The death of many trees as a result of Dutch Elm Disease during the 1970s
and 19808 has led to the clearance of The Bury, and particularly of Teot Hill
with the result that the latter can now be better appreciated as a motte. The
Parish Council decided in 1987 thet an information board would enhance the
value of the area as a local resource, and it was partly with this in mind that
a team of surveyors from North Herts Museums Archaeology Section undertook a
survey of The Bury in January and February 1988. The results of this survey
have overturned several long-held assumptions about the site, and answered a
number of problems while opening up further possibilities for research.

Because of the size of the area to be surveyed (over 4-5ha) it was decided
that the quickest method would be to produce scale drawings in the field at
1:500 by means of an offset survey. Two base lines were laid out at right
angles by theodolite, using wooden pegs spaced. at 50m intervals except in one
instance where the presence of the deep pond known as Blind Pond or Blindman's
Pond made the location of a peg impossible. The fleld was thus divided into

four unevenly sized segmennts. Grid north was determined as 321°30° megnetic
using a prismatic compass.

It was decided to tackle the smallest quadrant - to the south-east on the
survey grid - first, partly because its relative lack of features and small size
would help the team members familiarise themselves with a new surveying
technique without appearing toc daunting. Progress was slow at first. It
proved very difficult to persuade the surveyors that they were to survey along
both eides of an offset line, and the idea that the site was divided into
50x50m “boxes" by the grid, each of which had to be surveyed separately and
once only as in a triangulation survey, was very firmly implanted in most minds.
Progress remained slow during the survey of the second quadrant and was not
helped by bad weather and {llness. Suddenly, however, during work on the third
quadrant the concept of offset surveylng seemed to make more sense to the
team, and within a week the measuring was completed.

a: Features

The most obvious feature of The Bury is & wide [average 15m] and deep
(<1:7m] hollow running roughly East-West which bisects the field; at its eastern
end ic a pond (known as Larkin's Pond), and the bottom is waterlogged eastwards
from here as far as the point at which the linear cut containing Blindman's Pond
meets the main hollow at right angles. West of this point the hollow is not as
deep, and this 1s due te infilling during the 1960s when a sewer was laid
immediately south of the hollow. G L Evans' description of this part of the

"ditch” as being five feet [1:7m] deep, six to seven feset (2m} wide and having a
V-shaped profile! suggests that some infilling had already taken place.
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