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TIFFENTHW AITE FARM, 
SYKE ROAD, WIGTON, CUMBRIA 

REPORT ON AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVALUATION 

1 INTRODUCTION AND LOCATION 

1.1 

1.2 

1.3 

1.4 

1.5 

1.6 

2 

2.1 

2.2 

Carlisle Archaeology Ltd was invited by Alfred McAlpine Homes Cumbria 
Limited to undertake an archaeological evaluation in fields 0039 and 0933 adjacent 
to Syke Road, Wigton. The evaluation was to be undertaken in connection with a 
planning application for the erection of detached houses and bungalows and 
associated works submitted to Allerdale Borough Council (application number 
2/99/0847). 

Cumbria County Council advised Allerdale Borough Council about the need for an 
evaluation, but no brief for the works was issued and no Project Design was 
requested. 

The site lies at Tiffenthwaite Farm, on a ridge ofboulder clay overlooking the River 
Waver, on the southern outskirts of Wigton. 

The work was undertaken under the direction of Rachel Grahame, MA, Assistant 
Archaeological Field Officer, assisted by six Archaeological Workers. The work 
was undertaken with the consent ofthe landowner, Mr Todd ofTiffenthwaite Farm, 
between 15th November and lOth December 1999. 

In view of the ephemeral nature of the features, no trench-specific site plans or 
sections have been included here; they are retained with the site archive. A note 
about the site, drawing attention to the Roman cremation burial, will be submitted 
as a note for the Transactions of the Cumber/and and Westmorland Antiquarian 
and Archaeological Society. 

In the Carlisle Archaeology archive, the site is identified by the code CAR 99 WGT 
A. 

PREVIOUS WORK 

Although no previous work has been done on the site, it is close (0.75km) to the 
Roman fort and civilian settlement at Old Carlisle ( 0/enacum- monument 664) to 
the south. Furthermore, aerial photographs taken by the late Professor Barri Jones 
and the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments show a possible settlement, 
defmed by ditches, in the field immediately south of the present site (monument 
4715). 

Fieldwalking in an adjacent field to the east produced a number oflithics, including 
a serrated blade and a prismatic core, as well as a single sherd of South Gaulish 
samian ware (monument 13508). Other finds recorded in Cumbria County 
Council's Sites and Monuments Record suggested that the land at Tiffenthwaite 
Farm might have archaeological potential. 

3 AIMS 

3.1 The primary aim of archaeological evaluations is to determine whether or not 
archaeological remains exist within the bounds of the site. If remains are found, the 
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Report on an Archaeological Evaluation at Tiffenthwaite Farm, Syke Road, Wigton, Cumbria 

secondary aim is to characterise the remains, and form a judgement as to their 
importance. In the case of Syke Road the aims were to: 

* ascertain whether features identified on aerial photographs are present in the 
fields scheduled for development; 

* identify ditches, pits, metalled roads and yards, and building remains; 

* recover dating material 

* determine whether or not palaeoenvironmental remains are present; 

* clarify the condition of the remains. 

4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 A total of22 trenches were excavated, using a JCB 3CX machine equipped with a 
1.60m-wide ditching bucket. In each trench the topsoil was removed until the 
subsoil was revealed, an orange and grey sandy clay, which lay between 0.25m and 
0.35m below the surface. 

4.2 

4.3 

5 

The location of the trenches was restricted slightly by the topography of the fields, 
as there was one low-lying area in the northern part of the western field which was 
too wet for the machine to operate in. However, coverage of the entire area was 
achieved (see Fig 1). 

The excavation of the trenches was severely hampered by the nature of the ground 
and the weather, which was very poor throughout the three weeks, with heavy 
rainfall almost every day. The underlying geology of boulder clay and the sandy 
clay subsoil provided virtually no drainage at all, and water remained at topsoil 
level and lay on the surface of the field. Most of the trenches were therefore flooded 
for the duration of the evaluation, and had to be pumped out and dried with sponges 
before any work could begin. Cleaning the trenches for pre-excavation 
photographs and planning had to be followed by further pumping and sponging 
before excavation, and features tended to fill with water as soon as they were 
breached. 

RESULTS 

5.1 General 

5.1.1 

5.1.2 

5.1.3 

5.1.4 

The majority of the trenches had no archaeological features . All of the trenches 
contained at least one of the modern field drains found in both fields, which utilised 
ceramic pipes and must have been installed in the present century. Two of the 
trenches (Trenches 3 and 9) had no other features, and seven others contained only 
the traces of trees and shrubs which had been removed and sometimes burnt out 
(Trenches 1, 5, 12, 13, 17, 18, 21). These also occurred in several of the other 
trenches. 

Trenches 2, 4, 11 and 22 contained minor features that appeared to be modern as 
well as field drains. 

Four trenches (Trenches 7, 8, 15, 16) were not excavated due to severe flooding. 
No archaeological features were observed in these trenches during machining. 

Five trenches (Trenches 6, 10, 14, 19, 20) contained archaeological features. 
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5.2 Trench 6 

5 .2.1 Trench 6 contained two field drains, one of which cut a large linear feature ( 129). 
This was a ditch, 2.00m wide and 0.30m deep, with a flattened U-shaped profile, 
running WNW -ESE across the trench. Approximately 50% of the exposed fill 
(130), a mid brown grey silt, was excavated, but no artefacts were retrieved. This 
appeared to be a field boundary ditch. 

5.3 Trench 10 

5.3.1 Trench 10 contained a number of small features. At the east end there was a group 
of three small, oval tapering stakeholes ( 177, 179, 181 ), averaging 0.11 m in 
diameter and 0.13m deep, all with a grey silty clay fill containing charcoal flecks. 
To the west of these was a narrow, slightly irregular gully (189), 0.18m wide and 
0 .12m deep, with a rounded V -shaped profile, emerging from the south side of the 
trench and terminating within the trench. This was filled with a grey silt (190). To 
the west of this gully was a circular posthole (187), 0.30m in diameter and 0.32m 
deep, with straight sides and a rounded base. This was also filled with a grey silt 
(188). These features may represent structural remains associated with buildings. 

5.4 Trench 14 

5.4.1 Trench 14 contained a linear feature ( 198) with a flattened U-shaped profile, 0.45m 
wide and 0.17m deep, running NE-SW across the trench and filled with a dark 
brown silty clay ( 197) . 

5.5 Trench 19 

5.5.1 Trench 19 was the most interesting of the trenches. There was a large linear feature 
(260), some 1.60m wide and 0.20m deep, with a flattened U-shaped profile, 
running almost E-W across the trench. It was filled with a dark brown grey silty 
clay (261 ), and appeared to be part of the same feature as the ditch found in Trench 
6. 

5.5.2 The ditch fill contained a cremation deposit (254), which consisted of large 
amounts of charcoal and burnt bone in a clay silt matrix derived from the ditch fill. 
This had been placed in a sub-circular cut (267) 0.40m long, 0.20m wide and 0.15m 
deep, a bowl-shaped scoop dug to contain the ceramic vessel which had held the 
cremation deposit. Unfortunately this had been cut by a field drain (255) which had 
smashed the vessel and distributed the cremation deposit around it. There was also 
a small lens ofblack silty clay with charcoal (266}, 0.30m long, 0 .10m wide and 
0.02m deep, on the north side of the ditch, which may have been deposited at the 
same time as the cremation. 

5.6 Trench 20 

5 .6.1 Trench 20 contained a linear feature (245), 0. 70m wide and 0.22m deep, with a flat 
rounded V -shaped profile. This well-defined cut ran E-W across the trench and was 
filled with a mid brown grey silty sand (246). It was similar to gully 198 in Trench 
14, and appeared to be part of the same feature. 
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6 FINDS 

6.1 The finds comprised 41 fragments of 19th/20th-century pottery, 4 fragments of 
clay tobacco pipe, and miscellaneous fragments of recent brick/tile and glass from 
contexts 100, 103, 110, 121. 

6.2 Context 254, Trench 19, yielded a cremation (see 5. 9 above), comprising an almost 
complete (broken) Roman pottery vessel, provisionally identified as Huntcliff 
ware dating to the 4th century AD, associated with a quantity of cremated bone 
identified as an adult human. Some of the bone was contaminated by a 19th-century 
field drain, but a soil sample containing the rest of the material was retained 
pending a decision on whether to obtain a radiocarbon date. 

7 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1 Although the archaeological features exposed by the trenches were relatively 
sparse, the various ditches and gullies may form part of a field system. In particular 
the large ditch, albeit only 200-300mm deep, found in Trenches 6 and 19 (contexts 
129 and 260 respectively), appears to be a boundary ditch, an impression 
reinforced by the discovery of a cremation placed within it. Features 198 and 245 in 
Trenches 14 and 20 respectively may also be a smaller boundary ditch, and the 
features in Trench 10 may represent the associated structures. Although the general 
appearance and characteristics of the linear features suggest an Iron Age or 
Romano-British date, the identification of the cremation vessel as Huntcliffware 
places the largest ditch, and probably the other features, in the Roman period. 

7.2 The two fields are currently used as rough grazing, and it seems unlikely that this 
area was ever used for any sort of cultivation given the nature of the ground, which 
only dries out in the summer, and even then is easily saturated by moderate rainfall. 
The existence of modern field drains indicates that attempts at drainage have been 
made only recently, and have made little or no difference. A considerably lower 
rainfall would be required for the fields to stay dry through the spring and autumn. 

7.3 

7.4 

Despite the problems of the weather and attendant difficulties of excavation, it is 
considered that the size of the sample investigated, together with the location of the 
site, was sufficient to form the view that there had never been significant occupa
tion in the form of farmsteads or other settlement types within the boundaries of the 
development site. Although the archaeological remains discovered are of interest, 
and should probably be seen in the context of Roman land-use in the vicinity of Old 
Carlisle, it is our view that they are neither sufficiently extensive, nor of such 
importance, as to warrant full-scale excavation. 

It is recommended that further archaeological work should include a watching brief 
during the initial stages of construction. The archaeological contractor engaged on 
the watching brief should have the authority to seek short delays to the construction 
work in order that archaeological remains can be recorded and finds recovered. 
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Fig 1 Tiffenthwaite Farm, Wigton: location of the evaluation trenches (scale 1:1 000) 


