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If you are interested in following archaeological discoveries in Colchester, then why not 
consider joining the Friends of the Colchester Archaeological Trust? Membership 
continues to rise and now stands at about 450 individuals and families. The 
subscription rates are modest, and include an annual copy of the Colchester 
archaeologist magazine delivered to you as soon as it is published. You can also join 
tours of current sites and organised trips to places of historical and archaeological 
interest in the region. 

The annual subscription rates: 
Family membership £6.00 
Adults and institutions £5.00 
Children and students £2.50 

Further details can be obtained from Maureen Jones, Friends of Colchester 
Archaeological Trust, 5 Ashwin Avenue, Copford, Colchester, Essex C06 1BS or 
www.friends-of-cat.ndo.co.uk. 

Front cover: Polish archaeologist Mariusz 
Gorniak working on the St Mary's Hospital site. 
Below: 180 degree panorama photograph 
of the St Mary's Hospital site with Jumbo, the 
Balkerne Gate, and the Roman town wall on 
the right. Looking north. 

The Colchester Archaeological Trust is a full-time professional unit. It is a 
registered charity and a company limited by guarantee. The Trust was founded 
in 1963 as the Colchester Excavation Committee. 
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Q u a r t e r century 

The Friends of the Colchester Archae-
ological Trust is twenty-five years o ld. To 
mark its birthday, a special exhibit ion 
was held last summer in the Minories Art 
Gallery featur ing about forty of Peter 
Froste's reconstruction paintings of 
Colchester. Work by Sarah Sabine was 
also included. See page 32 for more 
details. 

In brief... 

PETER FROSTE 

Leaping to conclusions 

An unusual Roman basin was the cause of 
much head scratching when it was uncovered 
during the excavations on the Post Office site 
in Head Street in 1999. The basin had clearly 
been associated with water, but what was it 
for? The eventual verdict was tha t it had been 
an ornamenta l pool in the rear garden of a 
large Roman house. Now this conclusion has 
had some recent support f rom an unexpected 
source: f rog bones! 

As part of her study of the bone assemblage 
f rom the site, an imal bone specialist Julie Curl 
has identif ied eight frog bones f rom various 
Roman pits on the site. Given how rarely frog 
bones are identif ied f rom Roman sites (the last 
ones in Colchester were discovered in 1970), it 
seems quite possible that the Head Street frogs 
lived in and around the pool. 

Curiously the Head Street site has produced 
some other rarely-found bones. These include 
badger (possibly hunted for their pelts), otter 
(probably caught for their fur) , and a single 
brown bear bone. 

actual size 

The f ly and the f i n g e r - r i n g 

An unusual gemstone engraved 
with a fly is one of the latest 
objects to be studied f rom the 
former Post Office site in 
Head Street excavated in 
2000 (now occupied by the 
new mult iplex c inema). The 
image, which has been cut 
with great skill and in some 
detai l , seems to represent a 
horsefly viewed directly f rom 
above. It has a large head, 
prominent eyes and delicately 
veined wings. The engraved stone 
would have been set in a f inger-r ing, 
but presumably i t became detached and 
was lost as a result. 

The stone is quartz with th in coloured 
bands. The gem-cut ter has coloured the fly by cutt ing the 
image through the blue upper band which forms the surface of 
the stone to reveal a darker band below. 

Mar t in Henig, an expert in Roman art, thinks the gem-cutter 
and his patron may have intended to trick people into thinking 
that there really was a fly on the r ing. He says that not only is it 
unusual for images on gemstones to be so naturalistic, but it is 
also rare for them to show subjects at around actual size. This 
is the first image of a fly on an intaglio f rom Britain, and they 
seem to have been rare in Gaul too. Mart in Henig also 
wonders if the owner's surname was Musca, meaning 'f ly'. 

Web site 

The Colchester Archaeological Trust has a 
web-site. It features the latest news about sites 
and publications in Colchester, as well as clickable 
maps which allow visitors to explore interactively 
some Colchester archaeological sites. Visit us at 
www.co lches te r -a rch - t rus t .o rg .uk . 

Research f u n d 

There is much to do in the Colchester area and much to f ind out, 
yet little is possible wi thout funds. Volunteers do and have played 
important roles, but money is nearly always needed to pay for key 
staff t ime, external specialist reports, and running costs. For 
example, the cultivated fields in the Gosbecks area offer great 
potential and badly need to be investigated because of the slow 
erosive effect of p loughing. Our volunteer geophysics t eam, 
Aline and David Black, T im Dennis, and Peter Cott, are well into 
their huge survey at Gosbecks, but we need to fol low this up with 
f ie ldwalking, some excavation, and publ icat ion. Donations, gifts 
or bequests will all help, no matter what the size. 

O p e n f o r visitors 

Rain or shine, members of the public were given 
guided tours around the St Mary's Hospital site 
throughout November and December. It was simply 
a matter of turning up at the gate at 11.00 am each 
morning for a free tour. 

The picture shows Hannah Higgins surveying in the 
foreground. 

http://www.colchester-arch-trust.org.uk


Round-up of 2002 

It was a busy year for the Trust with 33 watching 
briefs, 16 evaluations (including the massive 
evaluation at the Garrison - see pages 10-15), and 
two excavations, one of which was at St Mary's 
Hospital (see pages 7-9). Findings f rom some of the 
smaller projects are described here. 

Topsoil stripping at Brightlingsea Quarry revealed 
ditches apparent ly dug in the Neolithic period as 
part of a f ield system. Early Neolithic and later 
Bronze Age pottery had been found previously in the 
area but not in f ield ditches. Neolithic field systems 
have not yet been identified in Essex, so if these 
ditches really are of this date, then they would be the 
earliest known in Essex. Continuity of activity into the 
Early Bronze Age was shown by a disturbed 'Beaker' 
burial where only the Beaker pot remained. A large 
sherd f rom a Middle Bronze Age urn, found in 
ploughsoi l , ties in with evidence of a cemetery of the 
same date 3 5 0 m away. Worked fl int in pits and field 
ditches was mainly Neolithic/Bronze Age, but 
included a Mesolithic f lake used for re-shaping axes. 
Flint tools apparently of Iron Age date were also 
recovered. Roman activity on site was conf ined to 
the apparent addit ion of ditches to the older f ield 
system. It is clear that a l though there is no 
sett lement evidence, people were hunt ing, fa rming 
and burying their dead on this land for at least 4 ,000 
years. 

The creation of new creeks at Abbot t 's Hall Farm in 
Great Wigborough exposed a previously unrecorded 
but f lat tened 'red hi l l ' . This is one of many 
salt-extraction sites which existed the Essex coast. 
Pottery in the reddened earth suggests that the red 
hill dates f rom the Middle Iron Age (c 300 -50 BC), 
a l though it was almost certainly in use into the 
Roman period. There was also a midden of oyster 
shells with f ragments of cooking pots of late 13th- to 
14th-century date. 

Colchester's town centre and environs have 
cont inued to produce evidence of its Roman past as 
redevelopment carries on apace. Outside the town 
walls, in the Roman 'Western cemetery' in Lexden, a 
cremation was found during an evaluation at 
Handford House on Beverley Road. Some human 
remains were also found in Alexandra Road, along 
with Roman pits and building debris. These remains 
were close to the site of the large Roman cemetery 
excavated in the 1970s and early 1980s near the 
police station on Butt Road, 

The Trust worked with several medieval standing 
structures during the year. Works to convert the old 
'Bonds' building at 14-15 North Hill gave an 
opportuni ty to record original medieval foundat ions 
and f loor surfaces. A vaulted brick ceiling to a cellar 
dat ing to the late 17th or 18th centuries was also 
exposed there. The former Bonds shop is known for 
the remarkable wall-paint ings in one of the rooms. 

Building work and environmental improvements also 
gave the Trust an opportunity to investigate buried 
medieval archaeology. A small t rench was 
excavated behind 36 North Hill for the construction 
of some new flats where the remains of Roman 
buildings were expected. Instead, over a metre 
down, were organic layers which had preserved 
three leather shoe soles dat ing to the 15th and 16th 
centuries. 

Kate Orr 

Handford House, Roman 
burial site. Right: remains 
of a partly- preserved 
Roman cremation. 

Abbotts Hall Farm 
- the creation of 
the creek was 
followed by the 
breaching of the 
sea wall. 

Below. Bonds shop on North Hill 

Part of the painted wall decoration. The 
paintings were discovered in about 1911 and 
fully exposed in 1937. The scheme only 
survives on parts of two walls, but presumably 
it covered all the walls in the room. The 
paintings date to c 1600 and imitate wooden 
panelling incorporating floral designs. The 
artist used trompe I'oeil effects to give his 
colourful design a 3-D appearance. The 
paintings were conserved by Andrea Kirkham 
as part of a heritage lottery-funded building 
repair (Colchester Borough Council and 
English Heritage). Original research on the 
painting was undertaken by Tom Organ and 
Andrea Kirkham. 

Left. An original 15th-century window at 
Bonds. Viewed from the inside. 
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Mammoth find at Marks Tey 
by J J Wymer 

For over th i r ty years, re t i red f a r m e r T o n y B o n n e r has h a d pa r t o f an a n c i e n t 
m a m m o t h o n d isp lay i n his l iv ing r o o m . T h e t usk w a s f o u n d s o m e t i m e 
be fo re 1 9 7 1 , t e n fee t d o w n i n t h e c lay -p i t i n t h e b r i ckworks a t M a r k s T e y 
nea r Co lches te r . I t was g i ven to h i m a t t h e t i m e by his f r i end J im Co l l ie r 
w h o s e f a m i l y o w n e d t h e pi t . T o n y recent ly b r o u g h t t h e f i n d t o t h e T rus t ' s 
o f f i ce in Lexden R o a d so t h a t i t c o u l d be r e c o r d e d . 

J o h n W y m e r , a r e n o w n e d spec ia l is t in Pa laeo l i t h i c a r c h a e o l o g y , exp la ins 
t h e s ign i f i cance o f th is a n d o t h e r s im i la r f i nds f r o m t h e Co lches te r a r e a . 

Mr Tony Bonner with the m a m m o t h tusk f ragment f rom Marks Tey 

Al though only a small section of the very 
large tusks on a m a m m o t h , its curvature 
is enough to indicate that it has come 
f rom a m a m m o t h , and not the other 
type of elephant that once lived in 
Britain: the straight-tusked elephant. 
Mammoths were well adapted to cold 
condit ions, so it is particularly interesting 
that this one was found in the pit at 
Marks Tey. This is because Colliers Pit is 
a famous site for people who study the 
history of the so-called Ice Age in Britain, 
for it is the only site in Britain where 
ancient lake beds in a steep-sided basin 
(the clay which is used to make the 
bricks at Colliers) cover the whole period 
of a relatively warm inter-glacial period, 
f rom the gradual disappearance of 

glacial ice, through temperate and 
late-temperate cl imate until the onset of 
another cold period, probably some 
30 ,000 years or more. These deposits 
were investigated in great detail by Dr 
Charles Turner of the University of 
Cambr idge in the late 1960s and 
published in 1970, the changing cl imate 
and local landscape interpreted f rom the 
fossil pollen in the lake muds. No 
remains of any large mammals were 
found, and yet here is the presence of an 
an imal tha t ought to be on some cold 
tundra elsewhere! The answer is that the 
company carefully recorded that i t was 
found only ' ten feet down ' , ie in the 
upper part of the pit. At this t ime, it could 
be shown that woodland was giving way 

to grassland and eventually a sub-arctic 
park woodland. So, our m a m m o t h was 
seemingly living in the right place. It is, 
as stated, the only known remains of any 
contemporary an imal in these deposits. 

In spite of the lack of any other fossil 
mamma l bones f rom Marks Tey, there 
are several other known sites in the 
Colchester area which have yielded 
them. Some were recorded by W H 
Dalton of the Geological Survey in his 
published Memoir for the neighbour­
hood of Colchester in 1880. As early as 
1764, 'a number of large bones, 
vertebrae and t ib ia ' was found on the 
south side of the London Road at 
Stanway Manor House. They were also 
very abundant in a pit north of Copford 
Place which is marked on an old 
Ordnance Survey map, mainly collected 
by Mr J Brown of Stanway and now 
preserved in the British Museum 
(Natural History). These bones include 
Bison, Bos, Beaver, Red Deer, 
M a m m o t h , ?Horse and Hippopota-
mus. The presence of both M a m m o t h 
and Hippopotamus suggests that they 
must have come f rom different levels in 
the pit, for H ippopotamus is only found 
in interglacial sites and M a m m o t h in 
cold periods. There was also a brickyard 
at Lexden on the south side of the River 
Colne near the village. Here, 
mamma l i an remains were found ' in 
abundance ' . The feet of an elephant 
were found in posit ion. Whether this was 
mammoth or straight-tusked elephant is 
unknown, but the mandib le of a 
m a m m o t h f rom Lexden is in the 
Sedgwick Museum at Cambridge, so 
M a m m o t h is more likely. Three 
brick-yards are also recorded f rom near 
North Station in Colchester, one south of 
the railway, a second north, and a third a 
little further east. Bones and teeth 
occurred in all of t hem. More recently, 
Elephant and Bos or Bison were found 
during the construction of the Stanway 
bypass. 

It is evident that this western side of 
Colchester is worth watching whenever 
deep excavations are being made. M u c h 
more must remain to be found and, i f 
some are discovered, it would be good to 
have the site investigated under 
control led condit ions, so that modern 
methods of dat ing and interpretat ion 
could be appl ied. As yet, there have 
been no reports of any Palaeolithic f l int 
artefacts ever having been found in 
association with these fossil an imal 
bones. 

See f o r yoursel f . . . 

A collection of various Palaeolithic 
m a m m a l bones is on temporary display 
in Colchester Museums until at least 
31st March 2003 . They were dredged 
up f rom the sea by f ishermen operat ing 
off the coast in the Clacton area. 

4 



Urnfield discovered 
at Great Tey 
by Dan Geary 

Tim Cordle with the first pot, which he discovered with the 
bucket of his machine. 

Farm worker T im Cordle made an 
archaeological discovery of his own in 
September. He was using a mechanical 
excavator to remove topsoil f rom a field 
at Tey Brook Farm near Colchester so it 
could be covered over to expand the 
adjacent craft centre. Then suddenly a 
small hole in the ground appeared 
under the blade of his bucket with pieces 
of pottery around it. Clearing more soil 
by hand, he revealed two buried pots, 
one with fragments of bone. Mr Roger 
Browning, whose family have owned the 
farm for four generations and who is a 
member of the Friends of CAT, 
immediately contacted Philip Crummy 
of CAT. Philip visited the site and was 
able to tell h im that these were 
cremation urns f rom the Middle Bronze 
Age. The style of pottery, known as 
Deverel-Rimbury, was current f rom 
about 1750 to 1200 BC, and Philip had 
excavated a large Bronze Age burial site 
not far away at Chitts Hill in 1973 that 
contained more than 30 similar 
cremations. 

Within days, amateur archaeologists 
Aline and David Black were scanning 
the cleared field with a magnetometer , 
to see what else was in the vicinity. They 
soon found a ring-shaped di tch, roughly 
25 metres in diameter, and a straight 
feature that intersects the di tch. 
Magnetometers detect the local 
magnetic field just under the device. 
According to Aline, topsoil is slightly 

more magnet ic than 
undisturbed soil. As the topsoil 
had been sk immed off this 
f ield, anywhere that soil 
remains would give a higher 
magnet ic reading. 'Ditches 
show up beautiful ly ' , she says. 

Conceivably large pots such as 
those found at Great Tey might 
show up too, so Al ine and 
David's survey was partly to see 
if more could be detected by 
magnetometry. The act ion of 
f ir ing a pot makes the 
individual molecules of the clay 
more mobi le and they shift 
f rom their random directions to 
line up with the earth's 
magnet ic f ie ld. When the pot 
cools, these al igned fields get 
f ixed, giving the pot a 
noticeable magnet ic signa-
ture. Al ine and David Black 

have detected numerous magnet ic 
'hot-spots' , but it remains to be seen if 
any are caused by pots. 

The site was already showing the 
distinctive features of Bronze Age 
cemeteries in north Essex and Suffolk. 
The r ing-ditch could be a circular 
enclosure or the remains of a round 
barrow whose mound has been worn 
down by p loughing over the centuries. 
The Tey Brook pots were found close 
together apparent ly just inside the 
r ing-ditch. The latter is larger than is 
normal , so it is not yet clear if it is the 

remains of a barrow or an enclosure. 
'Typically the barrows are smal l ' , says 
Philip Crummy. 'The pots are often 
positioned around the barrow or in its 
mound , plus one in the middle ' . The 
barrows are often clustered together -
Chitts Hill had seven ring-ditches - and 
surrounded by numerous cremated 
remains, some in pots and some not. 
Similar cemeteries have been found at 
Sheepen, Lexden, Brightl ingsea, and 
Ardle igh, which yielded more than a 
hundred interments. 
In October, a team f rom the Colchester 
Archaeological Group (an amateur 
group which often works with the Trust) 
set about excavating the pots. The CAG 
is already excavating a Roman road and 
another Bronze Age ring-ditch 
elsewhere on the same fa rm. Clearing 
an area of a few metres around the pots, 
the team discovered two others and 
signs of a f i f th. 'You have to take care to 
record the context of the pot ' , says 
James Fawn the team leader, 'such as 
the hole it sits in and other objects 
a round ' . The pots were in close-fitting 
pits, and three were buried upside down 
and one upright. He found no grave 
goods nearby. 

Back at the CAT bui lding, James 
painstakingly sifted through the 
contents of one of the pots and found 
many small f ragments of bone and 
charcoal . The CAG is trying to get a 
grant to send .the bone fragments to an 
expert. Philip Crummy says that such 
analysis could reveal if there are the 
remains of more than one person in the 
pot, their sex and age at death, and 
possibly their occupat ion and diseases 
they suffered f rom. 

James says that most of the magnet ic 
hot-spots in the field are probably scrap 
iron, but he hopes to examine some to 
see whether they are pots. M u c h of the 
topsoil cleaned f rom the site is now 
sitting in a great heap over the centre of 
the r ing-ditch, but it will be moved 
eventually. 'There's no tel l ing what else 
we might f ind in the r ing ' , he says. 

A l though the site will become part of the 
craft centre, much of it is likely to remain 
undisturbed. Philip says tha t it has been 
valuable to record the existence of a 
Bronze Age cemetery here and to test 
the effectiveness of the magnetometer 
at detect ing large burial pots and 
ring-ditches. 
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Woodland creation 
at Fordham Hall Farm 
by the Woodland Trust 

Fordham Hall Farm is 505 acres (204 
hectares) of arable land surrounding the 
village of Fordham in Essex. The land is a 
gift to the Woodland Trust by an 
anonymous private individual. It will be our 
second largest site in England and it 
presents an opportunity to create an 
extensive new wooded landscape to 
demonstrate the benefits of large-scale 
woodland creation in lowland England. The 
long-term vision is to return all of the land 
to semi-natural conditions, with a mixture 
of woodland, scrub, grassland and 
wetland. 

During 2002 the Woodland Trust consulted 
local people and agencies to agree plans 
for the site. In addition, a range of survey 
work was carried out as part of an 
Environmental Impact Assessment of the 
proposals. It is anticipated that the first 
phase of major tree planting will take 
place in the autumn of 2003. 
Planting will continue until at 
least 2005/6. 

We aim to use the 
project to involve as 
many local people 
as possible in the 
process of creat-
ing a new wood-
land. We hope to 
work with local 
schools to collect 
acorns and start a tree 
nursery in the village. In each of 
the four planting seasons we propose to 
organise a series of tree-planting events for 
schoolchildren from across the county, as 
well as weekend events for the wider public. 
The southern boundary of the site is the 
River Colne, so we plan to work with the 
Environment Agency and the Colne Valley 
Countryside Project to create some new 
wetland habitats in this area. 
The site is very near two existing ancient 
woods owned by the Woodland Trust: 
Hillhouse Wood and Hoe Wood. We have 
an active volunteer management group at 
Hillhouse and we will work with them to 
encourage local volunteering at Fordham. 

The Woodland Trust 

The Woodland Trust is the UK/Es leading 
woodland conservation charity. It has 
over 250,000 members and supporters. 
The Trust has four key aims: a) no further 
loss of ancient woodland; b) restoring 
and improving the bio-diversity of woods; 
c) increasing new native woodland; 
d) increasing people 's awareness and 
enjoyment of woodland. 1,100 sites in its 
care cover approximately 18,000 
hectares (45,000 acres). It offers free 
public access to nearly all of its sites. 
Further news can be accessed via 
www.woodland-trust.org.uk. 

A walk in the woods at Fordham 
by H o w a r d Brooks 

The W o o d l a n d Trus t plans to create 
an area of wood land a t Fordham, and 
commiss ioned CAT to f ie ldwa lk the 
area to test f o r previously unknown 
archaeolog ica l sites so t h a t they can 
be p ro tec ted . 

In 1984, two Roman burials were 
discovered in a field south of Hall 
Cottages at Fordham. The first (an 
adolescent female) was contained in a 
lead coff in in a t imber- l ined grave shaft, 
and was accompanied by three pottery 
vessels and two glass vessels. The 
second was the burial of a chi ld. A field 
survey carried out in 1984 in the same 
field collected Roman pottery and tiles, 
including flue-tiles f rom a Roman 
underf loor heat ing system (hypocaust). 

Fordham parish church also has 
considerable quantit ies of Roman 

brick in its fabric. There are 
cropmarks of a double-

ditched track or road 
heading towards 

the burial 
site, and 

burnt f l int (also assumed to be 
prehistoric), and Roman brick and tile. 
The small amount of Roman material 
picked up by the f ield- walkers suggests 
that the villa site is probably in the field 
where the burials were found. 

Also of interest is the large quantity of 
prehistoric struck flints and burnt flints 
found on the southern side of the survey 
area between Wash Farm and Great 
Porter's Farm. The flints were produced 
by prehistoric people knapping fl int tools 
for a variety of purposes (scraping 
animal skins, wood-work ing, etc), 
whereas the burnt flints are likely to have 
bee associated with cooking. This 
material suggests that there were two 
large prehistoric living areas on the 
northern bank of the River Colne at 
Fordham. 

Left. Neolithic polished flint axehead found 
during the fieldwalking. 

Below. The distribution of flint around 
Fordham village. The larger the symbol, the 
greater the weight in each of the 20 metre 
squares. 

the field 
contains crop-
marks possibly of 
ancient paddocks or 
farmyards. Tak ing all 
this evidence together, 
it seems likely that 
there was a Roman 
villa south of Fordham 
vil lage. CAT carried 
out an archaeological 
evaluation by f ield-
walking to establish 
the extent of the villa 
site and any other 
remains in the area. 
CAT staff were assist-
ed by members of the 
Stoke-by-Nayland 
Fieldwalking Club and 
local Fordham resi-
dents. 

Wi th the exception of 
many stray f ragments 
of peg-tile presum-
ably f rom local roofs, 
the only archaeolog-
ical material found in 
any quanti ty was pre-
historic struck fl ints, 

6 

http://www.woodland-trust.org.uk


Fieldwalking at the Garrison site. 

Camulodunum 
explored 
The planned rebui ld ing of Colchester 
Garrison is providing an ex t raord inary 
opportuni ty to explore I ron Age and 
Roman Colchester in a way t h a t has 
not been possible before . Over 200 
hectares of land is to be redeveloped, 
all of i t w i th in the defences of the 
ancient s t ronghold of C a m u l o d u n u m . 
This is equivalent to about one t e n t h of 
the whole set t lement . As par t of the 
process, the Trust and RPS A r c h a e -
ological Consultants were asked to 
carry out a deta i led evaluat ion of the 
development land to establ ish the 
extent and nature of the archae-
ological remains and the degree to 
which they wi l l be a f fec ted by the 
proposed bui ld ing works . The purpose 
of this and f u t u r e w o r k is to ensure t h a t 
the development can proceed w i t h o u t 
signif icant loss to a rchaeolog ica l 
remains. The w o r k was commiss ioned 
by RMPA Services who are the Min is t ry 
of Defence's pre fer red bidders f o r the 
Colchester Garr ison PFI pro ject . 

Before any work in the field could begin, 
it was necessary to complete an 
exhaustive review of what was known or 
could be deduced about the archae-
ological remains in the area and compi le 
a report on it al l . The review covered 
everything archaeological and historical 
that might be relevant, such as previous 
archaeological excavations and records, 
cropmarks, casual f inds, and above-
ground structures like pill-boxes and old 
buildings. It also included plott ing the 
development of the area over the last 
few hundred years by studying the 
earliest maps. Then fol lowed a 
programme of f ieldwalking where the 
cultivated fields within the development 
area were carefully walked over and 
archaeological finds collected on a 
systematic basis to look for clusters of 
material which might indicate sites of 
early activity or occupat ion. 

The next stage was to carry out a 
p rogramme of geophysics. Being Army 
land, we had to make sure that any 
buried ordnance was located and safely 
removed. As it happens, the equipment 
and methodology used for this task are 
more or less the same as used for 
archaeological geo-prospect ion. The 
differences lie only in the way the data is 
collected and processed. Wi th some 
modif icat ions overseen by Dr T im 
Dennis at the University of Essex, it 
proved possible to carry out both tasks at 
the same t ime and look for buried 
ordnance while scanning the site for 
archaeological features. 

The results of all three tasks (the desktop 
survey, the f ieldwalking and the geo-
physical scan) were then combined in 
map form to produce a summary of the 
known archaeological remains on the 
site. This then took our understanding 
and knowledge of the site as far as 
possible short of excavation. 
The next step was to open the ground so 
as to test and clarify the picture that had 
been built up. But the work needed to be 
done relatively quickly, and this meant 
digging long trenches by machine. This 
is a standard technique which is widely 
appl ied across the country when 
assessing archaeological remains on 
sites up for redevelopment. The trenches 
were distributed as evenly as possible 
across the whole site, so that we could 
f ind out how well the cropmarks and 
geophysical results reflected the buried 
archaeology, and i f there was much 
more underground than had been 
deduced to date. At the same t ime, the 
trenches were sited to cross interesting 
archaeological features, so that we 
might recover dat ing evidence for them 
and determine something about their 
character and state of preservation. 

The total length of trenches dug in the 
end was just over seven miles (11.6 km). 

The work took place in the middle of 
2 0 0 2 and lasted about three months. 
The archaeological remains proved to 
be thinly spread and degraded by 
earlier cult ivat ion. About 1,100 pits and 
small slots were investigated and about 
130 metres of di tch were re-excavated 
archaeologically. In general , the evalu-
at ion showed more small features 
across the site than was indicated by the 
geophysics and f ie ldwalking. However, 
the broad picture remained 
unchanged. There were no big 
surprises: only more detai l , more clarity, 
and of course dat ing evidence which 
can only really be recovered through 
excavation. 

What then are the conclusions about 
the nature of the site? Effectively the 
Garrison site splits into two distinct 
areas. The northern part falls within the 
fringes of the Roman cemetery areas 
which surrounded the walled core of the 
Roman town. A l though only a few 
Roman burials were found during the 
evaluat ion, it is clear largely f rom earlier 
records tha t there are very many burials 
in the area especially in the vicinity of 
Cavalry Barracks. The central and 
southern parts of the Garrison site have 
few burials. Instead they are dominated 
by trackways and fields. Most of them 
were part of the late Iron Age and 
Roman sett lement of Camu lodunum, 
a l though there was some evidence of 
earlier occupat ion. Some of the ditches 
belonged to a series of fields datable to 
the Late Bronze Age or Early Iron Age. 
These were replaced by the trackways 
and field systems of Camulodunum, 
giving some idea of the degree to which 
the landscape must have changed 
throughout the first mi l lennium BC. 
Flints and sherds in the backfil l of pits in 
various places across the site were 
earlier still and provided evidence of 
habitat ion in the area as far back as the 
Neolithic (c 4 ,000-2 ,000 BC). 
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The longest section of trackway was 
traced over a distance of almost 2 km. It 
extended diagonally f rom the south-
west corner of the redevelopment area 
to half way down the east side. Other 
trackways joined it at right angles to 
fo rm an intricate network of 
thoroughfares and fields. The pattern of 
fields is very indistinct and i l l-defined. 
The trackways were droveways which 
seem to have been unmetal led. They 
were ditched on either side to help 
control the animals which would have 
been driven along them. The main 
trackway must have cont inued 
westwards to link up with the trackways 
at Gosbecks which seem to have formed 
the nucleus of a settlement-wide system. 

It is likely that there were houses and 
farms in some of the enclosures to either 
side of the trackways. Just such a villa or 
fa rm was discovered in 1994 when a 
workshop was being built at the nearby 
Kirkee M c M u n n Barracks. However, 
preservation in the area is generally poor 
because of past effects of deep 
p loughing, and no evidence of Roman 
or earlier buildings was found during the 
recent investigations. 

The next stage 

The evaluation was in effect a brief 
examinat ion of a sample of the site. The 
next step is to examine and record large 
areas rather than just narrow trenches. 
This will al low all archaeological 

features in those areas to be excavated 
and recorded. Four areas have been 
chosen where the archaeological 
remains look to be the most significant 
and interesting. There the surface will be 
completely stripped by machine so that 
all the archaeological features such as 
fi l led-in ditches and backfi l led pits can 
be fully exposed for investigation. The 
whole process should provide much 
more dat ing evidence for the features 
than was possible by digging just 
trenches alone, and it should enable 
them to be better understood. 

An intensive programme is also planned 
for the recovery of environmental 
mater ial . A large number of soil samples 
will be taken f rom contexts of different 
dates spread across the four areas. Most 
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will be examined for seed and plant 
remains to throw some light on the 
environment and agricultural practice in 
the Roman and earlier periods. Some of 
the samples will be taken in the form of 
columns of soil which will be invest-
igated microscopically for pollen. 
Camulodunum covered a large area 
(over 2 ,000 ha inside its defences), and 
must have incorporated woodland, open 
fields, heathland, and marsh. Pollen 
studies can provide valuable insights 
about environmental change where 
samples are taken. The investigations in 
2002 suggest that, in the Roman period, 
the garrison area was predominant ly 
unwooded and given over to cult ivation 
and pasture. Pollen studies should test 
this conclusion and reveal the degree to 
which the landscape changed over the 
mil lennium leading up to the arrival of 
the Romans. 

It is expected that the investigation of 
the first of the large areas will take place 
in 2003, al though this is dependent on 
the outcome of various non-archae-
ological issues relating to the proposals 
for the new Garrison. 

Above. Pauline Skippins recording archaeological features in 
one of the machine-dug trenches. 

Left. Emma Sanford at Cavalry Barracks excavating a Roman 
cremation urn. 
Below. The cremation urn showing the human remains inside it. 
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The western suburb 
excavations on the site of the former Victor ian 

workhouse at St Mary's Hospital 

With the completion in early 2003 of the excavations on the 
St Mary's Hospital site, a sizeable part of the western suburb 

of the Roman town will have been explored. The recent 
discovery of three unsuspected Roman roads at the St Mary's 
site is an important development in this process, because the 
roads reveal how people and traffic could move between the 

walled town and the busy area to the north-west with its 
houses, temples and manufacturing centres. 

Above. An amphora embedded in the floor of 
a Roman building. Perhaps used for storage. 
Below. Part of the excavation at the St Mary's 
Hospital site. The well-defined foundations in 
the photograph are parts of the 19th-century 
workhouse. The rubble foundations such as 
those in the foreground are parts of the 
remains of Roman houses. 

The St Mary's site occupies a prominent 
position west of Colchester town centre. 
It overlooks the Colne valley, with good 
views of the surrounding area to the 
north and west. It lies immediately 
outside the walled part of the town, and 
is a short distance f rom the Balkerne 
Gate which was the main western 
entrance into the town in the Roman 
period. 

Much of the area immediately south of 
St Mary's was excavated in the 1970s, 
just before the dual carriageway and the 
St Mary's multi-storey car park were 
built. The dominan t feature of the site in 

the Roman period was the main road 
into the western side of town. It was the 
main route westwards out of Colchester, 
leading to London, Veru lamium and the 
south and west of the country. At the 
Balkerne Lane site, both sides of the 
streets were lined with a succession of 
houses until the end of the 3rd century 
when the area was gradually cleared of 
buildings and unused apart for burial 
and perhaps cult ivation or dumping. 

The St Mary's Hospital site was not an 
archaeological blank before we started. 
It had long been a source of interesting 
stray finds which found their way into 
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Part of the foundations of one of the Roman 
houses. 

the museum collections over the years, 
and there are also records of various 
foundations and burials which have 
been uncovered there in the past. The 
most interesting of the bui lding remains 
was what appears f rom the plan of it to 
have been a small temple. Moreover the 
Trust itself had already investigated the 
site in a preliminary fashion by digging 
trenches by machine as part of an 
evaluation in 1997. This l imited in-
vestigation was largely about 
determining the depth and degree of 
preservation of the archaeological 
remains, rather than a full investigation 
of them (see The Colchester 
archaeologist 11, page 3). 

Our main excavations on the St Mary's 
Hospital site began in 2 0 0 1 . The work 
was to be in two phases, the first being 
confined to the northern side of the site. 
As expected, the remains of Roman 
houses were uncovered and about thirty 
later inhumations, conf i rming the 
pattern predicted as a result of the 
1970s excavations. However, no signs 
were discovered of any streets, which 
raised the question of how they were 
accessed. This puzzle was to be solved 
later. No sign was found of the temple 
known f rom earlier records, even 
although the place where it was 
supposed to be was investigated. 

Excavations resumed in 2 0 0 2 in the 
central and southern parts of the site 
fol lowing the demoli t ion of the former 
workhouse and hospital. More Roman 
houses were identified and partly 
excavated, and the number of Roman 
burials rose to over 70. Like those found 
earlier, the houses were of high quality 
with plastered and painted walls and , in 
some cases, with plain red tessellated 
floors. 

Graves 

Nearly all of the graves were al igned 
east-west and the bodies had been 
placed in wooden coffins. A l though the 
wooden parts of the coffins had almost 
completely decayed away to nothing, 
their previous existence was indicated 
by rusted nails, th in woody stains, and 
rectangular shapes at the bases of 
some of the graves. Some of the graves 
contained objects such as pottery, 
footwear, and jewellery. 

One of the graves contained a 
particularly interesting collection of 
jewellery which had been piled up at the 
feet end of the coff in. The group 
consists of a chain necklace, a slightly 
shorter bead necklace, a pair of 
earrings, and at least eleven armlets, six 

A young girl's jewellery. The close-up shows the chain necklace, the copper-alloy arlmets, and 
the ivory armlets underneath. The small disks inside the chain are a few of the beads from the 
other necklace. 
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Double burial. Two adolescent girls shared the same grave. They were probably 
sisters who died at the same time. The girls had been buried with their necklaces 
and bracelets. Three glass bottles had been placed at the head and feet 
presumably containing body lotion or cosmetic of some kind. Both girls had 
hairpins. One (metal) lay close to the top of the head of the girl on the right 
suggesting that her hair had been pinned up in some way. The other (glass) was 
at the feet of the girl on the left. The three pictures immediately above show three 
copper-alloy bracelets, one of which has a finger-ring threaded through it, a bone 
bracelet (now in fragments), a simple finger-ring, and some of the tiny glass beads 
which made up a necklace. 
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of which are copper-alloy and the others 
ivory. 

The way the objects lay in the ground 
showed that they had not been in a bag, 
but had been neatly arranged on the 
ground. First to be set down were the 
necklaces. They were positioned so that 
the shorter one lay inside the other with 
the backs of both together, almost as 
they would have been worn on the neck. 
The armlets were then neatly piled 
together to one side of this rough circle 
but partly overlapping it. The earrings 
were dropped inside the resulting stack, 
and part of the chain necklace was lifted 
up to hang over it. 

The beads in the shorter necklace were 
mostly tiny cylinders of pink coral, mixed 
with small rounded ones of green and 
blue glass and cylinders of green glass 
made to imitate beryl. The necklace 
included a single rounded bead of black 
glass which appears to have been in the 
centre of the string. Coral beads are 
quite rare, and so too are beads of black 
glass. The latter were probably meant to 
imitate jet. 

Metal chain necklaces are also not 
common, and this one is well-preserved. 
Analysis may show that it had been 
gilded. It was fashionable in the late 
Roman period to wear two necklaces, 
one shorter than the other, so the girl or 
young woman buried with this pair was 
wealthy enough not only to dress in style, 
but also to have particularly expensive 
necklaces. 

The earrings are highly unusual. They 
are of a form known as 'Hercules Club' , 
after the club made f rom a large tree 
branch wielded by the hero in his 
mythical labours. Several others are 
known from Britain. Generally they are 
made of gold or silver, and have small 
knobs or lumps on the 'c lub ' probably in 
imitation either of knots in the wood or 
stumps of small branches which have 
been removed. The St Mary's earrings 
are made of copper-alloy sheet wrapped 
to form a hollow cone which was then 
filled with lead or t in- lead solder. The 
core has expanded and f laked as it 
corroded, damaging the outer covering. 
The earrings are undergoing conserv-
ation, and it is hoped that this will show if 
the white solder was visible through 
holes cut in the outer sheet to give the 
impression of knots or stumps. 

The wealth of the grave group is also 
shown by the armlets. Ivory does not 
always survive well in the soil, so we are 
fortunate to have so many f rom this 
grave. Other examples known f rom 
Britain are plain, but some of these f rom 
St Mary's are delicately decorated with 
slight grooves and mouldings around 
the circumference, emphasising the 
richness of the group. 

The copper-alloy armlets are of various 
styles. One is quite wide and is 
decorated with small punched crescents 

in places set in a wave-crest design. 
Another has a line of zig-zag decorat ion, 
and two are shaped to imitate strung 
beads. The uppermost armlet has a 
plain hoop and terminals shaped into 
dragon-l ike heads, each with ears, eyes 
and a long blunted snout with slightly 
gaping jaws. 

When the bones of the person buried 
with jewellery such as this in the late 
Roman period are well enough 
preserved to have their age determined, 
they usually turn out to be very young 
women , often just teenagers. It may be 
that all the girls were unmarr ied, and 
that the jewellery represents not only 
their love of fashion but also a fo rm of 
dowry for the afterlife. The young 
Roman w o m a n f rom St Mary's must 
have been the daughter of a very 
wealthy family, able to give her some of 
the best and most unusual Roman 
jewellery yet found in Colchester. 

Another unusual discovery was two 
examples of a 'double grave', where two 
people shared the same grave but in 
different coffins. The most likely 
explanat ion for burials of this kind is that 
two members of the same family had 
died at the same t ime f rom the same 
disease. Each double grave must have 
represented a particularly painful family 
tragedy. And as a group, they serve to 

remind us how much better healthcare 
is today. In one double grave, there was 
an adul t and a young child, and in 
another there were two adolescent girls 
of around the same age. The gender of 
the two adolescents was indicated by 
jewellery and hairpins placed inside their 
coffins (see opposite). They were also 
accompanied by three glass bottles. 
Two of them are unusual vessel types 
wi thout a neck or r im. The presence of 
rare objects such as these in each of the 
coffins provides more evidence that the 
two girls were related. Presumably they 
were sisters. 

Roads 

An interesting development during the 
latest phase of excavation was the 
discovery of three streets, one major 
and two minor. Each consisted of a 
series of hard-packed gravel layers, 
each representing a resurfacing of the 
street. Wheel-ruts in what must have 

A minor street. The band of gravel is e of 
the surfaces of one of the two minor Roman 
streets discovered at the St Mary's Hospital 
site. The slot along the centre was dug to 
make a wall for a later building. 
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been a thick layer of mud were found 
under one of the minor streets. This 
included traces of what appeared to be 
the footpr int of a small an imal . The 
major street was wide (about 10 m) and 
had been a major topographical feature 
in the area, providing access not simply 
to the houses in the northern part of the 
site, but also to the area beyond 
including the Sheepen site (now Hilly 
Fields) and the temple complex down in 
the valley of the River Colne (see pages 
16-17 for further details). The two other 
streets were much narrower and less 
important, and were simply lanes 
between adjacent houses. They are both 
al igned north-south. One of them 
appears to have extended the full length 
of the site to cont inue down Balkerne 

The newly-discovered Roman road leading 
from the Balkerne Gate (where the 
Hole-in-the-Wall public house is in 
background) to the Sheepen site (behind the 
photographer). The patches of gravel are 
surviving parts of the road. The flenches, pits 
and foundations cutting into the road are all 
later in date. 

Hil l . It thus seems as if it l inked the 
Balkerne Gate area with Midd leborough 
and the suburb around North Gate (at 
the foot of North Hill). The streets inside 
the walled town were laid out on a grid 
pattern. They dictated the layout of the 
town and the positions of the bui lding 
plots and houses. The lanes at St Mary's 
are the opposite in that they appear not 
to have been part of a phase of formal 
town planning. Interestingly and 
probably significantly, the only other 
examples of this kind of 'organic ' street 
in Colchester also belong to the west 
suburb. They were found in the 1970s 
dur ing the Balkerne Lane excavations. 
These were earlier in origin and did not 
survive the rebuilding of the town after 
the Boudican fire in AD 6 0 / 1 . 

Burnt bed or couch 

Another notable discovery is a the 
remains of a burnt mattress similar to 
one forming part of a Roman couch or 
bed found at the Lion Walk excavations 
in 1972. The St Mary 's f ind was in a 
room in a house which f ronted longways 
along the north side of the newly-found 
road to Sheepen. The house had been 
destroyed during the Boudican revolt 

which had left its floors scorched red 
and black by the heat of the fire. The 
couch/bed seems to have been mostly 
burnt away except for a few small 
patches up to 0.3 m or so across. The 
scorching on the f loor was exceptionally 
intense, which presumably explains why 
so little of the couch/bed survived. The 
cover of the couch/bed was made of 
d iamond twill cloth and the stuffing was 
wool . The charred remains were black 
and brittle, the stuffing having a bubbly 
structure like the honeycomb in a 
crunchy bar. The weave and folds of the 
cloth cover of the charred mattress were 
clearly visible. 

The Lion Walk mattress was much 
better preserved. I t measured 6 x 3 
Roman feet. The couch/bed seems to 
have had a wooden f rame with rope 
webbing to support the mattress. We 
cannot be sure tha t the St Mary's 
mattress also belonged to a bed, 
a l though the similarity is remarkable. 

The St Mary's couch/bed is of particular 
interest for two reasons. Firstly traces of 
furniture are rarely found during 
excavations, so this is a welcome 
addit ion to our l imited knowledge of the 
subject. Secondly the poor condit ion of 
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the couch/bed suggests that the fire 
could sometimes be intense enough to 
completely destroy all traces of furniture. 
It is striking how rarely evidence for 
furniture and other household materials 
is found in the rooms of houses 
destroyed in AD 6 0 / 1 . The rarity has led 
us to wonder if the rooms had been 
cleared out either by their occupants just 
before the attack or by the Britons just 
before setting the buildings alight. 
However, the patchy survival of the St 
Mary's mattress suggests that the 
apparent absence of furniture could, in 
part at least, be an effect of the fire. 

These days a great deal of emphasis is 
placed on the preservation of 
archaeological remains. As a result, 
much effort and planning has been put 
into minimising the archaeological 
impact of the new development at the St 
Mary's Hospital site. The original 
developers (Jaygate Homes), the 
architects (Stanley Bragg), the engineers 
(Colin Cardy), and the Trust studied and 
modified levels and construct ion 
methods so that, despite our recent 
work, most of the archaeological 
remains on the site will remain buried 
and safe for future generations. 

Close-up showing the threads in the cover of the burnt mattress. 

Unusual figurine in a ditch 

A f ine copper-al loy f igur ine had been 
discarded in a ditch alongside the newly-
found road to Sheepen. She is intact and 
complete, apart f rom a space in her right 
fist showing that whatever she once held in 
this hand is now missing. 

The f igur ine probably depicts a priestess or 
minor household deity. She is dressed in a 
long sleeveless tunic with double overfold, 
and a cloak. The position of the cloak, 
draped over her head, shows that she has 
ceremoniously covered her head out of 
respect for the gods, probably dur ing a 
sacrifice or other r i tual. She holds a small 
necked jar (or possibly a leather bag) in her 
left hand by her hip, while her right a rm is 
raised with the fist c lenched. A hole in the 
fist shows tha t she would have held 
something like a baton. 

The pose is reminiscent of the goddess 
Minerva, the Roman goddess of crafts and 
wisdom, who is often shown with her right 
hand raised holding a spear, and her left 
hand resting on a shield. But this cannot be 
Minerva, since the latter can be identif ied 
by her helmet and aegis (a protective 
gorgon's head) which are both absent, and 
she would never have assumed the 

subservient head-covering of the St Mary's 
f ind. 

The f igurine is very well made, with good 
classical proportions, and so is probably an 
import f rom the cont inent. In contrast, i t was 
at tached to an extremely badly-made stand, 
which must have been either a replacement or 
a later addi t ion. The f igurine and stand 
together measure 122 mm in height. 

The f igur ine may not have been thrown away 
simply because part was missing or broken. 
She may have been placed in the ditch as a 
votive deposit, since it seems that offerings of 
this nature sometimes occur in roadside 
features of this kind, especially in the vicinity of 
temples. 

Another f igurine f rom Colchester, found in the 
19th century, shows a helmeted Minerva in a 
strikingly similar pose and dress. She also 
wears a tunic with double overfold, her spear is 
raised and she is holding something, possibly 
her aegis, in her left hand by her hip. However, 
she has the squat proportions and crude 
features of f igurines made in Roman Britain, 
and it is tempt ing to suggest tha t she may have 
been a copy of the St Mary's priestess, whose 
pose is easily translated into one suitable for 
the goddess by adding the helmet, placing a 
spear in the right hand, and turning the jar or 
bag in the left hand into the aegis. 
Nina Crummy 
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The west of town 

The discovery of a substantial road at the St Mary's 
Hospital site in 2002 is of particular interest since it 
shows how the busy area to the west of the walled 
town was accessed in Roman times. Mapping out this 
area is now possible, at least in broad outline. 

Houses sp rang u p ou ts i de t h e t o w n 
gates , l in ing t h e streets l e a d i n g in to 
t o w n . T h e s u b u r b t o t h e wes t w a s t h e 
largest o f t h e e x t r a - m u r a l d e v e l o p -
men ts . T h e o n e ou ts i de t h e N o r t h G a t e 
(a t t h e f o o t o f N o r t h Hi l l ) w a s l im i t ed in 
ex ten t by m a r s h y l and to t h e n o r t h - w e s t 
a n d west , a l t h o u g h i t seems to have 
spread across t h e r iver t o e x t e n d in to t h e 
a rea n o w crossed by N o r t h S ta t i on 
R o a d . 

Fur ther to t h e no r th -wes t , on a spur o f 
l and f r a m e d by a b e n d in t h e River 
C o l n e , was w h a t i s n o w re fer red to as 
t h e S h e e p e n site a f te r a f a r m here by t h e 
s a m e n a m e . T h e a r e a w a s s e p a r a t e d 
f r o m t h e wa l l ed R o m a n t o w n by a sma l l 
m a r s h y val ley w i t h a s t r e a m fed by a 
spr ing in Chiswel l M e a d o w . I t is n o w 
large ly o c c u p i e d by Hi l ly Fields, 
S t H e l e n a ' s Schoo l a n d t h e Co lches te r 
Inst i tu te . A b o u t 2 , 0 0 0 years a g o , t h e 
Sheepen site w a s assoc ia ted w i t h 
var ious m a n u f a c t u r i n g act iv i t ies such as 
m e t a l - w o r k i n g , po t te ry m a n u f a c t u r e , 
a n d glass a n d e n a m e l w o r k i n g . A f t e r t h e 
B o u d i c a n revol t i n A D 6 0 / 1 , t h e a r e a 
b e c a m e a m a j o r re l ig ious sanc tua ry . 
Four t e m p l e s a re k n o w n , b u t t h e r e 
w o u l d a l m o s t cer ta in ly have b e e n m o r e , 
pe rhaps m a n y m o r e . T h e r iver w a s n o t 
on ly a w a t e r supp ly b u t a lso p rov ided a 
m e a n s of t r a n s p o r t a t i o n . Th i s is w h y i t 
was a f a v o u r e d p lace f o r po t te ry m a n u -
fac tu re . T h r e e ki lns have b e e n f o u n d 
c lose t o t h e r i ve rbank , b u t a g a i n t h e r e 
w o u l d have been o the rs . A la rge g r o u p 
o f ki lns has a lso b e e n f o u n d on t h e 
W a r r e n Field ( the s o u t h e r n pa r t o f t h e 
Hi l ly Fields). A l t h o u g h t hey w e r e n o t 
very c lose to t h e river, t h e ki lns w e r e 
si ted no t f a r f r o m Chiswel l Sp r ing t o 
ut i l ise t h e ready supp ly o f w a t e r . 

T h e a rea i m m e d i a t e l y wes t a n d 
no r th -wes t o f t h e o f t h e w a l l e d R o m a n 
t o w n was cer ta in ly r ich a r c h a e o l o g i c a l l y , 
b u t l i t t le n o w c a n be seen o f t h e r e m a i n s 
- on ly t h e t o w n wa l l a n d t h e Ba l ke rne 
G a t e . Y o u c a n w a l k over t h e Hi l ly Fields, 
b u t n o t h i n g a r c h a e o l o g i c a l is v is ib le 
a b o v e g r o u n d . Even m a j o r t o p o -
g r a p h i c a l f ea tu res l ike t h e S h e e p e n 
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A The Sheepen Dyke 

One part of the system of earthworks constructed to protect the pre-Roman 
sett lement of Camu lodunum. 

Plan showing the area to the 
west of the walled Roman town 
extending as far as the Hilly 
Fields on the left. The St Mary's 
Hospital site is in the centre 
showing the Roman roads 
recently discovered there (see 
pages 13-14). 

B Temples 4 and 5 

A pair of Roman temples sharing the same walled enclosure. They were discovered 
by schoolchildren and excavated by Brian Blake of Colchester Museums in 1959-61 . 
The remains are in the meadow to the north of Cowdray Avenue, where Highland 
cattle were kept a few years ago. Two Roman pottery kilns were excavated at the 
same t ime. They had been built close to the south bank of the River Colne. 

C Temple 2 

The largest of the square temples. Probably dedicated to Jupiter. Excavated in 1935. 
The site is under St Helena's School. 

D Temple 3 

Excavated in 1935. The site is under St Helena's School's playing f ield. 

E Suburban development nor th of the r iver 

A cluster of Roman houses and other buildings existed on the north bank of the River 
Colne. The group includes a house with the mosaics recently uncovered in the 
vicinity of the Victoria Inn (see pages 20-2x). It seems likely that the buildings stood 
alongside a Roman road extending northwards f rom a crossing point over the Colne. 
It would seen likely that other buildings existed on the other side of the street around 
the area now occupied by Albert Road, but no Roman remains have been recorded 
in this area to date. 

F N o r t h - w e s t e r n suburb of Roman t o w n 

A Roman suburb immediately outside North Gate (which was where the traffic lights 
are today at the foot of North Hill) consisting of Roman houses f ront ing on to the 
roads leading away f rom the walled town. Discovered and excavated in 1977 before 
the construct ion of the Royal London Insurance bui lding. Roman remains consisted 
of a two Roman houses, a kiln, and part of a Roman street. One of the houses 
contained the mosaic of the wrestling cupids now on display in Colchester Museums. 

G The Sheepen site excavat ions 

The investigation started off as a 'rescue' excavation a long part of the line of 
Cowdray Crescent where archaeological remains had been observed. But, because 
of the interest of the f indings, it spread southwards up and across a large part of 
Sheepen Farm. The excavation lasted for almost ten years and stopped with the 
onset of World War 2. Another large excavation took place in 1970 on the north side 
so that the lower sports pitch could be built. 

Below. Excavations in progress at Sheepen in the 1930s. Picture courtesy of Colchester 
Museums. 
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H Siege works of 1648 K Roman road 

The start of the main road link between Roman Colchester and London and the 
south and west. After leaving the Balkerne Gate, the road more or less follows the 
line of Lexden Road. Then as London Road it continues right through Copford to 
Marks Tey where it was known as 'Stane Street' (hence the name 'Stanway'). The 
road was later to become the Al 2. 

Part of the circuit of earthworks 
constructed by General Fairfax by which 
Cromwell 's Parl iamentarian forces be-
sieged the Royalist force t rapped in 
Colchester town centre. The earthworks 
consisted of a continuous trench l inking 
a series of forts and gun emplacements. 
Nothing is visible on the ground of the 
earthworks, but their positions can be 
worked out to varying degrees of 
accuracy using maps, cropmarks, and 
the results of a few excavations. The 
western leg of the circuit passed across 
Lexden Road close to the Trust offices 
(no 12). It then fol lowed the high ground 
across what is now the Hilly Fields and 
continued down the slope to reach the 
southern bank of the River Colne. The 
site of Colonel Ewer's fort is under the 
lower sports pitch on the north side of 
Hilly Fields. A small fort overlooked 
western end of town with the effect that 
the St Mary's Hospital site was directly in 
the line of fire, which is why quite a 
number of musket balls have been 
found on the St Mary's Hospital site. 

Parliamentarian digging tool from Sheepen. 

I Bridge of the River Colne 

Presumed site of Roman bridge across 
the River Colne. Noth ing has been found 
of the bridge, but its position can be 
inferred f rom the a l ignment of Roman 
foundations and floors to the north. The 
bridge is likely to have been built of tile 
and stone with closely-packed oak piles 
under its foundat ions. It seems as if the 
site of the bridge was 20 to 3 0 m west of 
North Bridge. 

J 19th-century p u m p house 

Built in 1808 so that water could be 
pumped uphill by steam power to a 
reservoir inside the Balkerne Gate. 
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L Western suburb of the Roman 
t o w n 

The suburb took the fo rm of r ibbon 
development a long both sides of the 
road. Several of the houses were 
excavated in the 1970s prior to the 
bui lding of St Mary's multi-storey car 
park and the dual carriageway on 
Balkerne Hil l . The excavations 
showed that there had been a series 
of houses f ront ing the road since the 
AD 40s until a round the end of the 
3rd century. 

PETER FROSTE 

M Balkerne Gate 

One of the best-preserved Roman town gates in Britain. Incorporates an earlier 
monumenta l double arch built c AD 50. The Balkerne Gate was Sir Mort imer 
Wheeler 's first excavation. 

N Roman t o w n wal l 

The best-preserved stretches of 
Colchester's Roman town wall are to 
be found here. The wall appears to 
have been built c AD 70-85 . 

O Defensive d i tch 

The defensive ditch of the 
Roman town was widened and 
deepened in the late 3rd century. 
At the end of the Roman period, 
in the first part of the 5th century, 
it was left to become overgrown 
and slowly silt up. Parts of it were 
excavated in the 1970s as part of 
the Balkerne Lane excavation. 

Butt end of town ditch at Balkerne Lane 

P Roman wa te r condu i t or ' aqueduct ' 

Discovered dur ing the Sheepen excavations in the 1930s, the ditch fol lowed the 
natural contours of the land suggesting that i t had been designed to conduct water 
by gravity f rom the Sheepen spring to the west. Seems to have been similar to the 
condui t found in 2001 on the St Mary's Hospital site. 



Q Roman water condui t or 
'aqueduct' 

A deep V-shaped ditch lined with clay 
apparently to conduct water by gravity 
from the spring in Chiswell Meadow. 
Found during the recent excavations on 
the north side of the St Mary's Hospital 
site. 

R Spring 

The spring in Chiswell Meadow still runs 
today. It was utilised in the Roman 
period as a water supply for the town to 
the east. It was similarly used to supply 
the post-Roman town. From at least the 
early 16th century water was piped to 
cisterns at the foot of North Hil l , but later 
it was forced uphill f rom 'Waterworks 
House' towards Lexden Road, thus 
enabling a gravity-fed supply for the 
highest parts of the town. This system 
was terminated in 1737. 

S Roman kilns 

A group of eleven kilns excavated in the 
1930s and 1959-60. Date mainly to the 
second half of the 2nd century. Includes 
the only known samian kiln in Britain 
(see page 28). Another three kilns were 
found in Oaks Drive in 1973. 

T Temple 

Discovered and excavated in the 1970s 
as part of the Balkerne Lane excavations 
prior to the construction of the dual 
carriage on Balkerne Hil l . Noth ing now 
survives of the temple. The site was just 
to the north of the footbr idge leading to 
the Balkerne Gate. 

Sir Mortimer 
Wheeler's first 
excavation 

Above. Sir Mortimer Wheeler at the 
Balkerne Gate in 1972. 
Below. Howard Brooks at the Trust 
examines one of Sir Mortimer's drawings. 

Local historian Andrew Phillips was recently given a little piece of history of his 
own. It is in the fo rm of two old drawings which retired architect Roy Orrin had kept 
safely tucked away in his attic for many years. The drawings were made by a 
young Army captain by the name of R E M Wheeler who had just completed his 
first excavation. They show the remains of the Balkerne Gate, Roman Colchester's 
principal entrance. In the 1950s, Sir Mor t imer Wheeler, by then an eminent 
archaeologist, became a household name largely as a result of his appearances 
on the TV show Animal, Vegetable, Mineral. Wheeler drew the drawings on a 
board in Duncan Clark's office at 3 High Street. Roy Orr in, who later worked in the 
premises, became a good fr iend of 'Rik' , which is how he came to acquire the 
drawings. 

Sir Mor t imer excavated the Balkerne Gate in 1917, having taken over the work 
f rom local archaeologists E N Mason and Dr H Laver. Conveniently, the remains 
of the gate underlie and surround the Hole-in-the-Wall public house. Wheeler 
used to recall with pleasure how he would sit on the pub. balcony drinking beer 
while his ba tman and g room dug tunnels below, their way lit by candles on pieces 
of wood . Wheeler was President of the Trust (then called the Colchester 
Excavation Commit tee) until his death in 1976. 

U Marsh land 
Investigations in the 1990s in the vicinity 
of what is now the Mata lan shop near 
the foot of Balkerne Hill conf i rmed that 
the ground is water- logged not far below 
modern ground-level and that, unlike 
today, the area had been marshy in the 
Roman period 
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High-class development 
north of the river 

Yet ano the r mosa ic f loor has been f o u n d in t he 
Nor th Stat ion Road a rea . T h e f irst was d iscovered 
in 1880 , the second in 2 0 0 1 (see the Colchester 

archaeologist no 15, pages 3 3 - 4 ) . 
T he latest mosaic br ings t he to ta l to th ree . I t was 

f o u n d in 2 0 0 2 on t he redeve lopmen t site next 
to the Vic tor ia Inn . Al l t h ree a p p e a r to have 

be longed to a g r a n d house w h i c h s tood no r th 
o f the River Co lne, wel l away f r o m t h e wa l led 

part o f the R o m a n t o w n . 

In 2 0 0 1 , the Trust excavated by means 
of trial-trenches part of a sunken room or 
chamber. It was lined with smooth 
pinkish mortar and appeared to be some 
sort of tank or water feature. Next to the 
chamber was a section of a black and 
white mosaic floor. (All this is described 
in last year's the Colchester archae-
ologist.) Building work on the site began 
the fol lowing year, and inspection of the 
builders' trenches revealed more floors 
and foundations and a more com-

plicated picture in terms of houses and 
the development of the site. 

More was uncovered of the black and 
white mosaic found dur ing the previous 
year. A l though most of the mosaic 
remains unseen, enough has now been 
uncovered to allow its design to be 
reconstructed on paper (see page 24) . 

Small f ragments of the newly discovered 
third mosaic f loor survived nearby. It 
incorporated four colours (white, grey, 

dark grey and red), but 
too little of it could be 
seen to work out the 
design. However, it 
looks likely to have been 
an example of a typical 
Colchester mosaic of 
the 2nd century with its 
mult i -coloured sym-
metrical designs of 
panels bordered with 
bands of cabl ing 
(guil loche) and fi l led 
with d iamonds and 
other motifs. 

Unusual br ick f loor 

Well-preserved areas of 
a brick herr ingbone 
f loor were also exposed, 
together with a wall 
foundat ion , all of which 
are likely to belong to 
the same Roman 
town-house. Herring-
bone floors (sometimes 
called ' f ishbone f loors') 
seem to have been 
relatively rare in Roman 
Colchester. They were 
made by laying rect-
angular red bricks in a 

kind of zig- zag pattern. Only one other 
herr ingbone f loor has been found in 
Colchester before and that was on 
North Hill in 1965, a l though loose 
bricks f rom destroyed floors are not 
uncommon . Evidently, the residents of 
Victoria Chase have always been high 
class. 

Houses with several mosaics are not 
unknown in Colchester. The largest of 
the houses investigated in the 1980s in 
the Culver precinct had at least four. 
Only half the house was uncovered so 
there were very likely more. The large 
house on the Culver precinct site 
occupied an area forty metres square, 
almost enough these days for a small 
estate of houses. 

The three mosaics close to the Victoria 
Inn are just parts of a cluster of Roman 
foundat ions, floors and other remains 
which have been recorded in the vicinity 
of the Victoria Inn over the years. 
Unfortunately, the various exposures 
have all been scrappy, with no 
opportunit ies for an adequate archae-
ological investigation of a reasonable 
area. It is not clear therefore how many 

Above. Port of the herringbone floor. 
Left. The floor at the top of the photograph 
is part of a simple tessellated one. It is 
higher than the herringbone floor because it 
is later in date. The floor seems to have 
belonged to the later possible Roman public 
building. Tessellated floors such as this one 
resemble mosaic floors except that the 
cubes are larger and not laid in a pattern 
other than simple parallel rows. Normally all 
the cubes are red, but in this example there 
are some yellow ones mixed in with the red 
cubes in a nearly random manner. 
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houses the remains represent. If it is just 
one house, then the building must have 
been exceptionally large, even by the 
standards of Roman Colchester. A 
suburb with several houses seems far 
more likely. However, even then, one of 
the houses appears to have still been 
large. The proximity of the three mosaics 
close to the Victoria Inn and similarities 
in design of two of them suggest that the 
pavements all belonged to the same 
house, and yet they are far enough apart 
to indicate a house on the same scale as 
the large one found on the Culver 
precinct site. 

Public building? 

The grand house was demolished and 
replaced by a building with plain red 
tessellated floors and exceptionally wide 
walls. Painted wall-plaster was abund-
ant in the demolit ion debris of this later 
building, including one concave piece 
which was perhaps f rom an apsidal wall 
or recess. The width of the later found-
ations suggest that they belonged to a 
public building rather than a private 
house. The funct ion of this structure or 
building is obscure. 

The houses and the later ?public 
building must presumably have fronted 
on to a north-south street to the east. 
This street must have extended south-
wards to a bridge over the Colne and 
then southwards again to the North 
Gate. It is usually assumed that North 
Bridge is on the site of the Roman 
bridge, but the Roman remains to the 
north near the Victoria Inn suggest that 
its Roman predecessor stood maybe 20 
to 30 metres to the east. 

We are grateful to Tendr ing 
Construction for funding last year's 
investigations and for their assistance on 
site during the work. 

Above. The black and 
white mosaic found in 
2001: reconstruction 
painting and part of it in 
situ. 
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Harpers -
Roman floors 
under your 
feet 

The fire at Harpers sports shop in 2 0 0 0 
was so serious that the bui lding had to 
be demolished and the site cleared in 
readiness for a complete rebuild. 
Archaeologically the site is of con-
siderable potential since it lies in a 
poorly understood part of the Roman 
fortress and it fronts on to an important 
medieval street where occupat ion f rom 
the late Anglo-Saxon period can be 
expected. As often happens in Col-
chester, evidence for later occupat ion 
proved sparse whereas the Roman 
remains were well preserved and not 
very deep down. 

Harpers is being rebuilt as two separate 
properties which means that the archae-
ological investigation was done in two 
phases. In both, the emphasis was on 
preservation of the surviving archae-
ological remains, so that the ground has 
to be disturbed as little as possible. 
Where this was unavoidable, as much as 
was practicably possible was to be dug 
by archaeologists in advance of the 
builders so that everything of archae-
ological significance which had to be 
destroyed would be recorded before-
hand. 

The first phase was relatively small , but 
it showed how well preserved the Roman 
remains are in this part of town . The 
uppermost Roman levels were at ground 
level with very little evidence for any 
post-Roman occupat ion. At ground 
level, there was a thick layer of yellow 
'clay' mixed with lumps of broken 
painted wall-plaster. This is very 
distinctive material which, once you 
know what it is, is easy to recognise: it is 
the remains of a demol ished Roman 
house with clay walls which had been 
plastered and painted. The demol i t ion 
material at Head Street is about 0.3 m 
thick and lay directly on top of a f loor of 
plain red tessellation. 

A lucky discovery was made when 
dismantl ing the tessellated f loor. A 
Roman coin had been embedded in its 
mortar base. Roman coins are 
frequently found in town, but this one is 
unusual in that it was of high value (a 

sestertius) and it is in an almost unworn 
condit ion indicat ing that i t had been 
deposited not long after it was minted. 
The high value of the coin combined 
with its good condit ion suggest that it 
was deliberately placed in the f loor as 
some kind of offer ing. The date when 
the coin was minted can be established 
f rom the informat ion on it. This turns out 
to be some t ime between AD 104 and 
1 1 1 , thus providing a good , t ight date 
for the laying of the tessellated floor. 

Above. Excavations in progress at Harpers 
with Jumbo the water-tower towering 
overhead in the background. 

Above right. Part of a plain red tessellated 
floor which was part of an early 2nd-century 
house. 

Below. The keyed surface of the stump of a 
clay block wall burnt during the Boudican 
revolt in AD 60/1 . 

Boudica a g a i n . . . 

The area under the 
tessellated f loor 
proved to be of 
special interest, be-
cause it included the 
stump of a large 
clay-block wall that 
had been part of a 
bui lding destroyed 
during the Boudican 
revolt in AD 6 0 / 1 . 
The stump stood to 
a height of 0.7 
metres. It was 0.5 
metres wide and was 
built on top of t imber 
beams laid horizont-
ally on the floor. 
One? of its faces 
had been keyed with 
a chevron pattern for 
wall-plaster that was 
never appl ied. This 
kind of keying was 
quite c o m m o n at 
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needed to be as deep as 
those of the first phase so 
there were few 
opportunit ies to dig deep 
enough to f ind any more 
of the interesting bui lding 
burnt dur ing the Boud-
ican revolt. However, 
much more was seen of 
the later Roman building 
with the demol ished clay 
walls - enough to recover 
some informat ion about 
rooms and how it was 
laid out. Here the mat -
erial overlay a plain 
mortar f loor and layers of 
dirt showing tha t we were 
in different rooms of the 
demol ished house wi th 
the painted walls. 

The most interesting of 
all the rooms was one 
with a hypocaust. As is 
normally the case in 
Colchester, most of the 
hypocaust had been 
dismant led in the early 
medieval period to re-
cover reusable bui lding 
materials. However, the 
base of the sub-floor was 
well preserved showing 

that the hypocaust was of the type with 
irregular drains set in it. This is only the 
third example of this type of hypocaust 
so far recognised in Colchester, the 
others being on the sites of Culver 
precinct and the former Post Office in 
Head Street. Roman under- f loor 
heating systems had channels set in the 
wall whereby the hot air was conducted 
f rom under the f loor to vents in the roof 
or the tops of the external walls. Most 
unusually the base of one of these 
channels had escaped the attentions of 
the ' robbers' and was still in place. 
There were also the bases of three 
stacks of square tiles (pilae) which 
provided support for the f loor and 
created a void under it. 

All in al l , our investigations at Harpers 
did not provide signif icant new inform-
at ion about the Roman fortress and 
town. However, they did reveal how well 
preserved the Roman remains are in this 
part of the town. The way in which the 
new building is to be constructed there 
will ensure tha t most of it will survive for 
future generations to investigate. 

The Trust is indebted to Mr Don Denton of 
Harpers Colchester Ltd for funding the 
archaeological excavations and to Hutton 
Construction for their assistance and 
support on site. 

this t ime; so too is the absence of 
wall-plaster. 

The only identical stretch of wall to this 
one was found not far away on the site 
of the former Post Office at Head Street. 
The proximity and similarity of the two 
walls raises the possibility that they 
belonged to a large bui lding which 
extended over both sites. Many of the 
buildings which were destroyed during 
the Boudican revolt originally belonged 
to the legionary fortress which predated 
the Roman town, and certainly in terms 
of the plan of the fortress, a very large 
building in this position is quite possible. 
The commander 's house or a hospital 
are two of the possibilities. However, 
more excavation will be needed to tell if 
they really did belong to the same 
building, and that such an opportuni ty is 
not likely in the foreseeable future. 

Second phase 

The second phase of work proved to be 
a much more extensive business. This 
was because the new building in this 
part of the site was to be much larger 
than the first, and our task was to 
hand-excavate and record as many of 
the pile-caps and trenches for ground-
beams as safety would allow. 

The same Boudican demol i t ion material 
as found during the first phase of 
excavations was encountered over a 
much wider area dur ing the second 
phase of the work. Few of our trenches 

Remains of an underfloor heating 
system with a channel and some brick 
stacks [pilae) which supported the 
floor. The photograph on the right 
shows the system at a later stage in the 
excavation than the one above. The 
main feature in both photographs is 
the channel set in the sub-floor. Two of 
the brick stacks are just visible in the 
photograph on the right. 
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Colchester's top 20 archaeological discoveries 

Twelve local archaeologists* considered about fifty of 
the most significant archaeological discoveries in 
Colchester and ranked them in order of importance. 
Here is their top twenty selection in alphabetical order. 

Anglo-Saxon huts at Lion Wa lk 
The remains of two small wooden 
buildings were discovered in 1972 
during excavations at Lion Walk 
before the construction of the 
present shopping precinct. Al-
though only modest structures, 
they are important because they 
provided the first clear evidence for 
people living in Colchester in the 
few centuries immediately fol low-
ing the end of the Roman period 
(ie the 5th and 6 th centuries). 

Butt Road church 
The bui lding was dis-
covered in 1935, but it 
was not recognised as a 
probable Roman church 
until the excavation of 
the Butt Road cemetery 
in the late 1970s. Roman 
churches are rare, so the 
Butt Road building is an 
important survivor of 
early Christian practice in 
Britain. 

PETER FROSTE 

Butt Road cemetery 

The Roman cemetery was 
discovered in 1839 during 
quarrying operations in a 
sand-pit off Butt Road. 
Ant iquar ian Wi l l iam Wire 
visited the site over a number 
of years making notes and 
drawings dur ing which t ime he 
examined over 200 Roman 
inhumat ions. In the 1970s and 
early 1980s, a large archaeo-
logical excavation prior to the 
construct ion of the police 
station resulted in the ex-
cavation of over 600 more 
burials, revealing much about 
burial practice and the layout 
of cemeteries and family plots 
in the later Roman period. 

* The panel was: S Benfield, H Brooks, C Crossan, P Crummy and D Shimmin of the Trust; 
P Berridge, P Sealey, M Winter, and P Wise of Colchester Museums; J Fawn of the Colchester 
Archaeological Group; E Black; N Crummy. 

Doctor 's grave, Stanway 

A truly extraordinary grave found during 
archaeological excavations in a Tarmac 
gravel-pit in 1996. It contained a kit of 
surgical instruments, a metal bowl used for 
the preparat ion of a medicinal drink using 
artemisia, a gaming board with the pieces set 
out as if at the start of a game, a pottery 
dinner service, and various other artefacts. 
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Gosbecks site via 
aerial photography 
Aerial photography has 
made an important contri-
but ion to archaeological 
studies in Colchester over 
the years, mainly at Gos-
becks, where it has al lowed 
much of the ancient 
landscape to be recon-
structed wi thout excavation 
or other more laborious 
forms of investigation. The 
first pictures were taken by 
the RAF, and they showed 
many of the ditches which 
are now recognised as 
being key elements in the 
layout of the area in 
pre-Roman and Roman 
t imes. 

COLCHESTER MUSEUMS 

Duncan's Gate 

The well-preserved remains of a 
small gate in the Roman town wall 
were discovered and partly excavated 
in 1853 by Dr D M Duncan. It was 
fully uncovered by M R Hull in 
1927-9 and is still visible today. 

COLCHESTER MUSEUMS 

Gosbecks f o r t 

The dry summers of the 1970s 
produced ideal condit ions for crop-
marks. The major discovery was of a 
small Roman fort at Gosbecks picked 
out in extraordinary detail in the 
ripening crop in 1971 . It was recorded 
independently by two archaeological 
flyers: D R Wilson of Cambr idge 
University and J Hampton of the 
National Monuments Record. 

Plan based on cropmarks. 

Legionary for t ress 

A major discovery in 1973 was the 
site of the Roman legionary 
fortress, the presence of which was 
suspected somewhere in the town 
centre but never proved. The exact 
size, location and street layout of 
the fortress was worked out as a 
result of a re-plott ing of the street 
plan of the later Roman town partly 
using the discoveries made at the 
t ime in the Lion Walk excavations. 
The fortress would have provided 
winter quarters for 5 ,000 men of 
the Twent ieth Legion between c AD 
44 and 49 . 
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Lexden t u m u l u s 

Al though deliberately broken 
up at the t ime of burial, the 
objects f rom the pit under the 
Lexden tumulus belong to the 
richest known grave of its 
period in Britain. The grave is 
datable to c 15-10 BC, and 
must almost certainly have 
belonged to a local king. The 
tumulus was excavated in 
1924 by two brothers, Philip 
and Edward Laver. 

Longinus Sdapeze t o m b s t o n e 

This shows a cavalry officer on 
horseback. It was found in 1928 by 
workmen who were reducing the 
ground-level in a garden off 
Beverley Road in Lexden. The t omb-
stone was broken and various 
pieces were missing, including the 
face. The latter was found by James 
Fawn in 1996 and reunited with the 
tombstone in Colchester Museums 
a few years later. 

COLCHESTER M U S E U M S 

Marcus Favonius Facilis t o m b s t o n e 

Like the Longinus tombstone, this is 
another beautiful ly executed carving. 
It was found in 1868 by George Joslin 
who had large areas of ground in 
Lexden dug over in search of Roman 
burial remains. The tombstone 
depicts in remarkable detail the dress 
and equipment of Marcus Favonius 
Facilis, a Roman centur ion in the mid 
1st century AD . It also provides im-
portant evidence (in the inscription) 
that the legion based in Colchester 
was the Twent ieth. 

Mercury 

The Colchester Mercury, the largest 
copper-al loy f igurine found in 
Britain, was discovered by Mr A 
Beales when he was ploughing at 
Gosbecks Farm around the t ime of 
the Second World War. 
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M i d d l e b o r o u g h mosaic 

Datable to c AD 150-225, the 
Middleborough mosaic is a 
beautiful example of a 
well-executed, high-quali ty 
decorated Roman f loor. It was 
discovered in 1979 during 
excavations in advance of the 
construct ion of the large brick 
office block at Middleborough 
(formerly occupied by the 
Royal London). The mosaic is 
now a stunning exhibit in 
Colchester Museums. 

PETER FROSTE 

M o n u m e n t a l a rch a t 
Balkerne Gate 

The monumenta l arch provided an imposing entrance into the early Roman 
town. Within a few decades of its construct ion, the monumen t was 
incorporated in the new town wall to fo rm the Balkerne Gate as we know it 
today. The gate was first investigated by excavaton in 1913 and again in 
1917, this t ime by Sir Mor t imer Wheeler (see page 19). The presence of the 
monumenta l arch was recognised in 1974 and proved by a small excavation in 
the public footpath which passes through one of the archways of the gate. 

Roman thea t re in t o w n 

The location of the theatre had 
been suspected for many years, but 
it was not until the opportuni ty to 
excavate came in the 1980s that i t 
was possible to prove it. Curved 
foundat ions belonging to the audi t -
or ium were uncovered by archaeo-
logists in 1981 on a small bui lding 
plot off Maidenburgh Street. Three 
years later, more of the foundat ions 
were found under the street itself 
when the road surface was re-
moved as part of a scheme to 
pedestrianise the area. 

The foundations exposed in Maiden-
burgh Street in 1984 are parts of the 
outer wall of the theatre. 

Roman t h e a t r e a t Gosbecks 

Colchester had two Roman theatres. The largest was at Gosbecks and it 
was discovered in 1950 by archaeologist and museum curator Rex Hul l . 
The location and plan of the bui lding are indicated by white lines in the 
Gosbecks Archaeological Park. They are based largely on a subsequent 
excavation in 1967 by Ros Dunnet t (now Niblett) for the Colchester 

Excavation Commit tee (now Trust). 
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Samian ki ln 

Colchester was a regional centre 
for pottery product ion in the 
Roman period. The most 
interesting kiln found so far was 
discovered at Sheepen and 
excavated in 1933. It was a 
compl icated structure used for the 
manufacture of the famous red 
glossy Roman pottery known as 
'samian ' . Mil l ions of samian 
vessels were made in Gaul and 
exported to Britain and other 
places in the Roman empire. This 
is the only example of a samian 
kiln known in Britain. 

COLCHESTER MUSEUMS 

Temple of Claudius 

There used to be much heated debate about whether Colchester Castle was 
Norman or Roman. In 1920, Major R E M Wheeler and Dr P G Laver solved the 
problem when they showed that it was a bit of both. They proved that the 
so-called 'vaults' in the castle formed the base of a large Roman temple. Now 
recognised as the Temple of Claudius, this is the largest classical temple 
known in Britain. It was built in the AD 50s in honour of the deif ied Roman 
emperor Claudius. 

Sheepen site 

The Sheepen site was a major 
manufactur ing and trading centre 
in the late Iron Age and early 
Roman period. Later it became a 
sanctuary with temples and other 
buildings. Much of the site was part 
of Sheepen Farm and unrecognised 
as an important archaeological site 
until pottery and other objects were 
found in 1928 in a gravel-pit. 
Sheepen subsequently became the 
scene of a major ten-year long 
archaeological investigation which 
produced over 40 tons of pottery 
and other finds including coin 
'moulds ' used in the manufacture 
of pre-Roman coinage. The 
excavations extended over Hilly 
Fields and land now occupied by St 
Helena's School, the Colchester 
Institute and part of Cowdray 
Crescent. 

W a r r i o r ' s grave 

Like the 'doctor 's grave' (page 24) , the 'Warrior 's grave' was found during the 
archaeological excavations at Stanway in the 1990s. It was another very rich 
grave which included an exceptionally unusual range of pottery, glassware 
and personal items, nearly all of which were imported f rom the Continent. It 
owes its name to the spear (no 22 on the plan below) and probable shield (no 
25) which were among the objects in the grave. 
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Head on a pole 

Gruesome evidence of the pre-Roman 
'cult of the head ' has come f rom the 
Abbotstone site at Stanway which the 
Trust f inished excavating last year 
(2002) . A h u m a n skull and the remains 
of decayed mandib le (lower jaw) had 
been placed in a pit a long with a pot and 
some cremated human bone. The skull 
was in such poor condit ion that it had to 
be lifted in a soil block which was then 
transported to bone specialist Julie Curl's 
laboratory for examinat ion. The sex of 
the individual was diff icult to assess 
because of distortion and decay, but 
X-rays proved invaluable. Julie 
concluded that the shape of the lower 
part of the rear of the skull suggests a 
female, and the wear on the teeth points 
to death at an age of around 30 to 40 
years. 

Julie commented , 'Heads would some-
times be displayed on a pole, and this is 
something that could have happened to 
the Abbotstone head. The marg in of the 
foramen m a g n u m (area of spinal 

column) is broken and part of the base of 
the skull is missing, which would be 
expected if the head had been on a pole. 
Certainly the presence of this isolated 
skull and mandib le, a long with the 
associated pot and cremated bone, does 
suggest that the body was burnt and the 
head was used in a ritual of some sort'. 

Despite the name, the so-called 'cult of 
the head ' was only quasi-religious. The 
early Britons believed the head to be the 
seat of the soul - the very essence of a 
person - and capable of remaining alive 
after its removal f rom the body to sing, 
tell stories, and avert evil. The head of an 
ancestor or a fal len enemy was thus seen 
as having magical properties and a 
ta l isman or good luck charm. Possession 
of an enemy's head could stop the 
person being reborn. However, the 
proximity of cremated remains and the 
fact that the person may have been 
female favour the Abbotstone head 
being that of a venerated ancestor rather 
than an enemy. 

X-ray of the badly distorted skull. The front is 
to the right. 

Latest replicas of glass beakers from Roman Colchester 

Fragments of two similar Hofhe im 
beakers were discovered during the 
excavations by the Trust in 1984-5 at 
the Gilberd School site (now the Sixth 
Form College) on North Hill in Col-
chester. The pieces were parts of 
beakers which had been broken and 
discarded sometime between the 
Roman invasion in AD 43 and the 
Boudican revolt in AD 6 0 / 1 . The vessels 
were dark cobal t blue in colour with 
white trails f lush to the bodies wrapped 
around them at least eight t imes and 
drawn upwards at intervals to form a 
combed or feathered pattern. 

Hofheim beakers were c o m m o n during 
the early to mid 1st century AD , many 
having been found at Colchester, but 
mainly in paler blue-green and greenish-
t inged colours. A l though strong colours 
are a feature of 1st century AD blown 
glass (eg the Portland Vase), this fo rm of 
decorat ion is very rare on Hofheim 
beakers (named after the site of 
Hofheim in Germany, where many of 
this type of beaker were found) . The 
Sheepen site (pages 16-17) has 
produced f ragments of this type (one in 
dark blue, the other in purple), and the 
British Museum holds four more 
unproven- anced f ragments. 

The techniques of free-blowing glass 
have remained virtually unchanged 
since the t ime of its discovery in the 
middle of the 1 st century BC, and a 
glassblower f rom this period would have 
little difficulty in adjusting to a modern 
glassblowing studio (apart f rom the 
language!) 

Our reproduction beakers are free-
blown in cobalt blue glass, with the trail 
being appl ied at an early stage, melted 
into the main body of glass and pulled 
upwards at intervals with a serrated-
edged knife to fo rm the festoons (or 
swags). The beaker is blown to its full 
size, cracked off (detatched f rom) the 
blowing iron and annealed overnight to 

de-stress the glass. When cold, the moile 
(waste glass above the beaker) is 
detatched f rom the beaker and the rim is 
ground and polished. The original 
beakers are reconstructed as being 
9.8 cm diameter x 6.6 cm in height. Our 
copies are approx 9.5 cm diameter x 
approx 6.6 cm in height. 

This beaker is new to our range this year 
(2003) , and its normal price is £15 .00 
plus postage. We are offering it th rough-
out this year (until the end of December 
2003) to readers of The Colchester 
Archaeologist for £14 .00 , including 
postage, and will be donat ing £2 .00 to 
the Colchester Archaeological Trust for 
each beaker sold. To order, please send 
cheques made payable to 'Colchester 
Archaeolog ica l Trus t ' to : 

Mark Taylor and David Hill - Roman 
Glassmakers, 
Unit 1 1 , 
Project Workshops, 
Lains Farm, 
Qua Hey, 
Andover, 
Hampshire SP1 1 8PX 

Remember to include your name and 
address and indicate the number of 
beakers required. 
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The Field Archaeo logy Un i t (FAU) is 
Essex County Counci l 's specialist t e a m 
of f ie ld archaeologists w h o carry ou t 
over 100 projects each year. These 
cover excavat ion, f ie ld survey, the 
record ing of standing bui ld ings, and 
looking a t i m p o r t a n t groups of f inds . 

Life and death at St Osyth 
in Essex 
by Essex County Council Field Archaeology Unit 

Essex has always been a popular place 
to live, f rom the prehistoric period 
onwards. Recent discoveries at St Osyth, 
in advance of the construct ion of an 
agricultural reservoir, reveal a weal th of 
evidence relating to prehistoric activity 
over three mi l lennia. Some indicat ion of 
the existence of archaeological remains 
in the area was indicated by cropmarks 
on aerial photographs, but the density of 
archaeological features which turned up 
on the 4-hectare site once excavation 
began has been truly remarkable. 

Ritual and bur ia l 

During the third and second mil lennia 
BC (corresponding to parts of the 
Neolithic and Bronze Age) , many 
features provide evidence of r i tual, 
ceremonial and burial rather than 
domestic sett lement. 

Most notable of these are lines of 
irregular, slightly curving ditches in the 
form of a broad arc, belonging to a type 
of monumen t known as a causewayed 
enclosure. These are interpreted as 
being sites of ritual or ceremonial , and 
are relatively rare in Essex, with only two 
others known, one at Orsett overlooking 
the Thames, and the other on the edge 
of Chelmsford overlooking the Chelmer. 
In the St Osyth example, a complete 
Neolithic pot deliberately placed in the 
end of one of the ditches is evidence of 
some kind of ritual activity, as is the 
presence of large numbers of pits in 
which substantial amounts of f l intwork 
and pottery appear to have been 
deliberately deposited. 

This causewayed enclosure would have 
been a prominent feature of the 
landscape when first built (some t ime in 
the third mi l lennium), because of the 
depth of the ditches and also because 
the banks which would have been built 
alongside them f rom the material dug 
out would have been quite h igh. 

Over t ime, the ditches would have 
begun to silt up and the banks to erode, 
and al though it was probably still a fairly 
visible monumen t dur ing the second 
mi l lennium, the focus of activity was 
now burial. This has left its traces in the 
form of a number of ring-ditches. These 
were almost certainly originally low 
mounds, but the mounds have long 
since been ploughed away and only the 
ditches which provided the material for 
the mounds still remain. They are all 
between 5m and 10m across, but come 
in a variety of forms, including con­
centric rings, penannular (ie with a small 

gap in the circle) and one which is more 
square than round. 

Most of the circular ditches are arranged 
in a large semi-circular arc, in the centre 
of which is a shallow depression about 
10m across. In the middle of the 
depression is a large area of scorched 

Some of the Bronze Age cremat ion 
pots are highly ornate. Types include 
collared urns f rom the early part of the 
Bronze Age which are characterised by 
taper ing bases and heavy, decorated 
collars and rims. Another c o m m o n 
type is the 'bucket u rn ' , belonging to 
the Midd le Bronze Age period 
(1500 -1000 BC). These often very 
large, straight-sided pots are often 
intensively decorated with f ingert ip 
impressions (see page 5 also). 

These cremations are diff icult to 
excavate satisfactorily, as the a im is to 
lift t hem out of the ground in one 
piece, so that the contents are 
undisturbed, thus avoiding contamin-
at ion f rom the surrounding area. 
However, the pots are very fragile after 
having been buried for 3 ,000 years or 
more and need lots of support f rom 
bandages and bubble wrap. 

The cremations are then excavated as 
soon as they are brought into the 
FAU's headquarters in Braintree, 
otherwise weeds may start to grow 
quickly f rom roots or seeds that have 
penetrated the pots or mould will 
develop underneath the bandages. 

The contents of the pots are carefully 
empt ied and the bits of cremated 
human bone separated out. The pots 
themselves are often in poor condi t ion 
and have to be gently d ismant led, 
sherd by sherd, along existing breaks. 
This way, the pottery is kept in 
reasonable condi t ion, and i t may then 
be possible later to restore the pots at 
least partially. 

g round, which may indicate that i t was 
used as a place for cremating the dead. 
Support ing evidence for this has come 
f rom the many Bronze Age cremat ion 
burials, many in pots, that have been 
found in and around the depression and 
in the spaces between the circular 
ditches. 

Groups of circular ditches like the one at 
St Osyth are something of a character-
istic of north-east Essex in the Bronze 
Age, as similar examples have been 
found at Ardleigh and nearby Bright-
l ingsea. Such cemeteries, perhaps 
forming the focus of larger meet ing-
places, would have been part of a ritual 
landscape where the commemora t ion 
and veneration of the dead through 
monuments , like the ones at St Osyth, 
may have been a c o m m o n sight. 

Set t lement 

Activity on the site dur ing the early part 
of the first mi l lennium is l imited, but by 
the t ime of the middle Iron Age 
(300-100 BC), the use of the landscape 
has changed completely, and , instead of 
an area devoted to ritual and/or burial, 
there is now a f lourishing sett lement, 
covering much of the 4-hectare 
excavation site. The most characteristic 
evidence is provided by the many 
round-houses, but there are also 
granaries and fence lines. The artefacts 
include pottery, spindle- whorls and 
tr iangular, baked clay loomweights. 

The f inal piece in the archaeological 
jigsaw is provided by traces of t imber 
buildings, a pond and a number of pits, 
dat ing to the medieval period, all 
belonging to a fa rm of that date. One of 
the buildings seems to have been built 
over a large, rectangular hollow, about a 
metre deep. Whether the hol low was a 
shallow storage space beneath a 
suspended f loor, or was some kind of a 
sunken f loor is not clear. Another of the 
buildings was a long house, a rect-
angular structure divided in two by a 
central passageway. At the bot tom of 
the pond was a large collection of 
medieval pottery, plus a bronze bowl. 
The latter is a particularly rare f ind, 
because the metal in any bronze object 
would usually be re-cycled dur ing the 
medieval period. 

Above left. An example of a highly decorated 
Bronze Age vessel. 
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Ron Bourton 

Ron Bourton, Vice-Chairman of the Friends of Colchester 
Archaeological Trust, died just before Christmas. He and his 
wife, Liz, became members of the Friends about 20 years ago, 
and f rom the first they were regular visitors to the excavations 
and came on most of the outings. It was Liz who first became 
more actively involved, tak ing on the task of Treasurer and 
Membership Secretary. 

When in the late 1980s computers started to become essential 
work and household tools, Ron volunteered to transfer the 
members ' addresses to a database, making postings to 
members a much easier job. He also drafted the current 
consti tut ion, which is thorough, but basic and uncompl icated. 

In the 1990s he became the Vice-Chairman of the Friends of 
CAT and, by virtue of this off ice, a Trustee of CAT itself. This 
was a t ime of change for archaeology, with developer-funding 
and competit ive tendering turning it into a commerc ia l 
business. Ron was a staunch believer in the quality of service 
offered by the Trust, and was a valued member of its 
management commit tee. 

Ron was a very determined character, and even when his 
prolonged illness conf ined him to a wheelchair, he still 
attended the Trust's meetings, the Friends' AGMs and even 
site visits. His personality was a big as his f rame, so that even in 
a wheelchair you always knew when Ron was around. He will 
be greatly missed. 

Dan Biglin 

Everyone at CAT was saddened, in the A u t u m n , by the death 
of Dan Biglin. We first met Dan at the excavations on the old 
Post Off ice site on Head Street, where he introduced himself 
and wondered if he could be of assistance. At first, we though 
we had simply recruited an inexperienced volunteer pot 
washer, but it quickly became clear that Dan had a very 
thorough knowledge of Roman pottery. He assisted Nicole 
Weller in pre-sorting the pottery into ' R o m a n ' and 
'post -Roman' (this greatly reduced the amoun t of sorting and 
cata loguing to be done later), and in helping to look after our 
marvellous army of volunteer pot washers and markers. Quiet 
and unassuming, he quickly became invaluable, and if other 
staff were busy elsewhere, we could be sure that the finds area 
would be t idied at the end of the day, and all the finds stacked 
neatly away. He also manned the finds tables during our open 
days, explaining the finds to guests and visitors while they 
looked around the excavations. 

After Head Street, Dan dug on the St Mary's Hospital site. 
Colchester was not the only place to benefit f rom his 
experience - he had also worked with Paul Drury and other 
members of the Chelmsford Archaeological Trust, and was 
busy writ ing reports on Roman pottery f rom various sites in 
Essex and London at the t ime of his death. We will all miss ' the 
man in the white suit '. 

Launch of M a y Day journa l 

The Trust is to publish a journal on 1st May every year starting in 2 0 0 3 . The Journal 
of the Colchester Archaeological Trust will contain summaries of the previous year's 
work, and thus in years to come should provide an invaluable chronicle of 
archaeological activities in the town for the years covered by the publ icat ion. The 
journal will also include very detai led reports of some of the more 
recently-completed excavations as well as occasional short articles on specific 
Colchester-related topics. 

The journal is intended purely as a publ icat ion of record: it is not a imed at the 
general reader. The print-run is to be very short and the selling price modest, 
which is why the publ icat ion will only be available direct f rom the Trust. The 
editions are likely to vary a lot in length, but in general each should not be less 
than 200 pages. The intention is to keep the price fixed for as long as possible 
(£10 plus £5 pp) to encourage annual subscriptions by standing order. 

To launch the series, two volumes will be published simultaneously this May 
covering the years 2001 and 2002 . The two volumes can be bought for the price of 
one if ordered before the end of 2003 . You can order copies now of volumes 1 and 2 
or ask for a standing order fo rm. 



The Friends of 
Colchester 
Archaeological 
Trust 
The highlight of the year was the 
celebration to mark 25 years since the 
foundat ion of the Friends of CAT. 
Firstsite at the Minories Art Gallery did us 
proud with the exhibit ion Underground. 
About forty of Peter Froste's paintings 
were hung on the ground floor, while a 
series of CAT-related artworks by Sarah 
Sabine provided a contemporary 
contrast upstairs. Peter has been 
painting reconstructions of Colchester's 
past for almost 30 years, working closely 
with the Trust to bring alive on canvas 
the latest discoveries in the ground. To 

Many of Peter Froste's paintings are included 
in City of Victory; some are in this magazine. 

Below: after 25 years: Friends enjoy a 
celebratory midsummer meal in the garden 
of the Minories Art Gallery. 

see so many of his paintings on display 
was a real treat, and a reminder of how 
skilled and talented an artist Peter is. 
Sarah Sabine has been a frequent visitor 
to the excavations ever since the 1980s 
when CAT was digging in what is now 
the Culver precinct. Her work is 
st imulat ing and refreshingly different, 
and shows how archaeology doesn' t 
have to be all about broken pottery and 
post-holes. The combined midsummer 
meal and private view at the Minories 
was well a t tended, with just over a 
hundred Friends present on the night. 
Peter and Mary Froste and Sarah Sabine 
were special guests. Friends contr ibuted 
£500 to pay for the f raming of the 
pictures. 

Apar t f rom the anniversary activities, the 
year fol lowed the customary pattern with 
its mixture of talks, coach trips and at 
least one site visit. 

The year began as always on the last 
Saturday af ternoon of January when a 
series of il lustrated talks was presented 
to the Friends out l ining the previous 
year's activities. The excavations at 
St Mary's Hospital (Carl Crossan), the 
workhouse at St Mary's (Kate Orr) , the 
Roman house at North Station Road 
(Kate Orr) , the farmstead at Abbotstone 
(Steve Benfield), and the jet bears f rom 
the Roman cemetery on the Abbey Field 
(Nina Crummy) were all covered. 

Of the four coach trips during the year, 
the first was to Welwyn to visit the 
Roman baths there and Mill Green 
Museum. Some years ago, after 
excavation, the Roman baths were 
ingeniously preserved beneath the 
A1 (M) in a great semi-circular steel 
vault reminiscent of Quatermass and 
the Pit. A l though still connected with 
water, Mil l Green Museum is a 
complete contrast to the Roman baths, 
because it is a working 18th-century 
water mil l . 

Then there was a coach tr ip to the 
Bardfield Vineyard at Great Lodge 
(once owned by Anne of Cleves) where 
there is a 16th-century ti led barn and 
walled garden. A guided tour of the 
property and vineyard was fol lowed by a 
wine tasting and tea in the 17th-century 
farmhouse. 

For the third tr ip, Alison Taylor took 
Friends on a guided tour of Stonea 
Camp which is an Iron Age hillfort in 
Cambridgeshire, the county for which 
she was County Archaeologist. The 
hillfort probably played a major part in 
the confl ict between the Romans and 
the native Iceni in the early years of the 
Roman conquest. It has been partly 
excavated and the lines of its defences 
restored to bring out its impressive size. 
In the af ternoon, the Friends stopped 
off at Ely to visit the cathedral and town. 

The four th and f inal coach trip was to 
Sutton Hoo, where the opening of the 
visitor centre was a major heritage-
related event in the region earlier in the 
year. The centre includes a full-size 
reconstruction of the burial (King 
Raedwald?) in M o u n d 1, and displays 
about life in the Anglo-Saxon period in 
general . Lindsay Lee , who has worked 
on the most recent excavations, gave 
the Friends an illustrated talk on the site 
and an excellent tour of the burial 
mounds. 

The year f inished off with an extensive 
guided tour around the excavations at 
the St Mary's site where Friends were 
shown the remains of the Roman 
houses and streets uncovered during 
the latest investigations on the site (see 
pages 10-18). 

New annual subscription rates 
Regrettably the subscription rates for the Friends have been increased. We have always tried to keep them as low as possible, 
which is why the rate for children and students remains unchanged. This is the first increase in seven years, so we hope Friends 
will understand and still feel able to support the organisat ion. As of January 2003 , the subscription rates are as fol lows: 
Family Membership: £6 .00 , Adults and institutions: £5 .00 , Children and students: £2 .50 . 



M i k e Ripley: 
c r ime w r i t e r and archaeo log is t 

Few cr ime writers, unlike their f ict ional 
heroes and heroines, ever get to f ind a real 
body, unless they happen to be an 
archaeologist like local author Mike Ripley. 
All the ones he has found, though, have 
been at least 1,800 years old, with no sign 
of foul play! 

Mike began his digging career with 
Colchester Archaeological Trust three years 
ago on the old Post Office excavation in 
Head Street and went on to work for Essex 
County Council 's Field Archaeology Unit on 
sites at Wi tham and St Osyth before 
returning to the Trust in the Spring to work 
on the Garrison and St Mary's Hospital 
sites. 

An archaeological dig proved too tempt ing 
a setting to ignore and so he incorporated it 
into the plot of his latest novel in his 
award-winning series of comedy thrillers. 
Angel Underground is set in Colchester, 
north Essex and south Suffolk and centres 
on a highly dubious archaeological hunt for 
the royal mint of queen Boudica. Already 
reviewed as ' laugh-a loud funny ' by R D 
Wingfield (the creator of Inspector Frost) 
and 'outrageous and rip-roarious' by Colin 
(Inspector Morse) Dexter, Angel 
Underground is available in paperback 
f rom all good bookshops f rom 27th March 
2003 , costing £6 .99 . 
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