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Summary

The Watching Brief project was undertaken to monitor ground work for the construction of an
extension to a residential property at No. 80 Roman Way, Sea Mills, Bristol. The project was
commissioned and funded by the landowner through their appointed agents, Bristol House
Extensions Limited, and was undertaken in accordance with a Written Scheme of Work
submitted to and approved by the Archaeological Officer for Bristol City Council. The
watching brief was required to determine if significant archaeology associated with the
nationally important Roman settlement of Sea Mills, Roman Abone, were preserved as buried
deposits, features or artefacts and, if so, to ensure all such remains were recorded
archaeologically prior to destruction.

The footprint ofthe study area was small, only 20 square metres, and ground work involved
the excavation of a set of three connected standard strip foundations to a maximum depth of
up to 1.2 m (17.29 to 17.80 m above Ordnance Datum) below the modern surface.

The trenches revealed an upper sequence of modern made ground that in part sealed a large
modern service trench. Elsewhere the removal of between 650 mm and 1.25 m of modern
material revealed undisturbed archaeological deposits of Romano-British origin. Excavation
ceased at the upper surface of the archaeological deposits although archaeological cleaning
and recording produced a small but significant assemblage of artefacts including dateable 1"
to 4'h century Roman pottery including amphora and other imported wares plus small numbers
of animal bone, an iron object, mollusc shell and a fragment of worked sto?e.

The Romano-British deposits are concluded to represent archaeological material of3" century
AD or later date that incorporates artefacts of earlier Roman origin.

The evidence gathered during this small-scale archaeological monitoring reiterates the very
high potential for the preservation of shallowly buried Romano-British deposits in the area
and more specifically notes that the foundations of No. 80 Roman Way do not appear to have
reached the level of the Romano-British archaeological horizon.
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Figure 1

General Location of the Study Area
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Figure 2
Boundary of the No. 80 Roman Way (in Red)
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Figure 3

Footprint of the Study Area (in Red)
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1 Introduction

This report sets out the results of a programme of archaeological observation and recording
work (Watching Brief) at 80 Roman Way, Sea Mills, Bristol (NGR ST 55144 75802). The
site (Figures I and 2) is occupied by a residential propeny, Number 80, and associated front
and rear gardens and entrance area at the junction of Roman Way and the A4 Portway, The
Watching Brief was undertaken on behalf of the site owner and was designed to monitor
archaeologically all intrusive ground work associated with the construction offoundations for
a new extension to the propeny.

The programme of Archaeological Monitoring and Recording during ground disturbance was
required by the Archaeology Officer of Bristol City Council as a standard requirement of
Planning Permission (06/03302/H) and in accordance with the guidelines set out in PPG 16
(DoE 1990. Planning and Archaeology). The objective of the monitoring was to identifY and
record all significant archaeological deposits revealed during ground work for the insertion of
new building foundations. "

Avon Archaeological Unit Limited (The Unit) was commissioned by Bristol House
Extensions Limited to carry out the work as above and in accordance with the Relevant
Guidelines of the Institute of Field Archaeologists, English Heritage's "Management of
Archaeological Projects (2)" and the standard procedures of Avon Archaeological Unit
Limited. A written Scheme of Work was produced by AAU and approved by the
Archaeological Officer for Bristol City Council.

The objective of the Watching Brief was to identifY, characterise and record all features and
deposits of archaeological significance located during the groundworks. The site monitoring
and field recording was undertaken by Andrew Young on the 10'h and 15'h August 2007. This
was followed by preparation of the project archive and this report.

The archaeological archive gathered during the project (Bristol Sites & Monuments Record
24546) will be temporarily stored at the offices of Avon Archaeological Unit Limited, Bristol,
and will ultimately be deposited with Bristol City Museum & Art Gallery for long term
curation and storage.

2 Methodology

2, I Construction Methodology

The ground work for the new extension involved the demolition of an existing lean-to garage
and subsequent machine excavation of a concrete slab and modern made ground and bedding
material. The design of the foundations for the extension were modified shortly before the
start of construction due to the fall across the site from south to north and subsequent
excavation, also by machine, was designed to open three standard strip foundation trenches of
varying depth. Excavation was carried out using a mini-360-degree tracked, excavator with
both toothed and toothless buckets,

2.2 Archaeological Methodology

Ample provision was afforded to the writer to identifY and inspect deposits of potential
archaeological interest. Artefacts, deposits and materials of possible archaeological interest
revealed during the course of the excavation work were examined by short stop of the
excavation work. All archaeological and non-archaeological features and deposits were
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recorded on standard Avon Archaeological Unit Limited sheets with scaled photographs as
appropriate. Photographs were taken using digital and colour transparency stock.

3 Historical and Archaeological Background

The Study Area is located on the south side of the lower valley of the River Trym, a large
stream which joins the River Avon at a tidal inlet. The Trym was formerly navigable to small
craft at high tide for some distance. The Study Area is situated above the flood plain of the
Trym at approximately 19 m Odon the shoulder of a slope that falls moderately steeply to the
north and west towards the rivers Trym and Avon respectively.

Maps of Westbury-on-Trym Parish from the 18th and 19th century indicate that by the later
18th century the area was an enclosed rural landscape. An early 18th century attempt to
establish a dock at Sea Mills had failed and by 1840 the dock was abandoned and ruinous
with the former broad lane to the dock reduced to a cart track. An OS Map of 1881 shows the
arrival of the railway with the present Sea Mills station, but the area remained essentially rural
until c. 1930.

By 1931 the modern Portway (A4) had been constructed between Bristol and Avonmouth.
Several large housing estates had been constructed to either side of the Trym, above the flood
plain. No. 80 Roman Way was also constructed at this time.

Documentary evidence indicates that in the early 18'" century Roman remains were
discovered during the construction ofthe old docks. Subsequent finds of objects and sites
continued in the vicinity of Sea Mills through the 18th and 19th centuries. Rescue excavations
by trained archaeologists began in the late 19th century and continued at various locations in
Sea Mills well into the 20th century and it is now universally agreed that the Roman activity at
Sea Mills represents the site of the former Roman settlement of Abone. Excavation has
shown that this settlement began as a I" century AD legionary station, exp,anding into a small
town by the 4th century AD, before abandonment in the late 4th or early 5t

, centuries.

During the 1960's, rescue excavation in advance of the construction of nearby Abon House
recorded a sequence of occupation from the 1" to the 4th centuries. By the 4th century the
settlement consisted of stone built town houses fronting a cobbled street or road. The
alignment of that road would project its course north eastward through the garden of No. 79
and the house and garden of No. 75. In 2001 rescue excavations in the garden ofNo. 79
revealed the course of the road continuing towards adjacent No. 75. No structures dating to
the Roman period were observed, but two I" to 2"' century cremations burials were
excavated, and the remains of an undated inhumation burial were observed.

Two enthusiastic schoolboy volunteers in the 1960's reported seeing Roman building remains
at both the Study Area and at nearby No.32 Branscombe Road.

On the basis of the archaeological and documentary evidence available for the Sea Mills area
the archaeological potential of the property at No. 80 Roman Way was considered to be very
high, with archaeological remains of Roman origin possibly preserved as subterranean
features or deposits at an unknown depth.

4 Geology, Topography and Landuse

The underlying geology of the area consists of Triassic Dolomitic Conglomerate overlain by
Holocene alluvium in the valley of the Trym. The study area sloped moderately from south to
north, between approximately 19 m and 18 m above Ordnance datum.

BSMR 24546 - Avon Archaeological Unit Limited - November 2007
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5 Site Observations

The footprint of the new extension (Figure 3) measured 6.5 m x 3 m in plan attached to the
east gable wall Dfthe property.

Reduced Level excavation

DemDlition of the former garage and excavation ofwhDlly modem floor material (Plates A
and B) was undertaken by machine tD the level of the new finished floor level. ND
archaeologically significant deposits of any type were affected by this work.

Foundatio,n Trenches

Original proposals for the new foundations to the extension envisaged a shallow concrete raft
design. Due to the moderate slope across the site this was considered unsuitable and revised
plans were agreed for a set of three standard strip foundations (Figure 4).

The foundation trenches (Figure 4, Trenches A-C) were excavated by a small tracked
excavator.

Trench A

The northern trench, Trench A, was up to 1 m wide and excavated to a maximum depth of
700 mm where it revealed a fairly uniform sequence of deposits (Plate C and F) cDnsisting of:

Context 101 
COlltext 102
Call text 103 -

Context 104 -

COlltext 105 -

up to 200 mm of lawn turf and tDpsoi I
between 250 mm and 700 mm deep modern concrete foundation slab
dark brown stDny subsDil up to 200 mm deep with sparse small stones and
clinker fragments.
clean reddish-brown silt clay loam subsoil up to 250 mm deep containing
sparse small stones up to 70 mm.
deposit of PDOrly cDnsolidated small to medium sized limestDne stDnes and
cobbles set in a very dark brown silt lDam matrix located at a depth of 17.29
m OD. RomanD-British finds recovered during hand cleaning from the
interstices Df the stDnes. The overall depth of the deposit was not ascertained
although a small pilot cutting indicated that the depDsit became grittier at a
depth of c.50 mm.

In addition tD these deposits Trench A alsD revealed a crDSS section Df the foundations to the
main property. The section (Plate C) demonstrated that at this point the modern house
foundations are separated from the Romano-British archaeDlogy (Layer 105 above) by up to
230 mm of clean brown soil (104).

Trench B

The east trench, Trench B, was up tD 1.5 m wide in places and excavated to a maximum depth
Df 1.5 m where it revealed a deep sequence Df largely modern deposits (Plate E) cDnsisting of:

COlltext 201 - up to 150 mm Df mDdern weathered concrete
COlltext 202 - a wedge-shaped depDsit up to 1.6 m deep of modern brick and rubble ballast
COlltexl203 - a wedge-shaped depDsit of mixed reddish-brown silt clay with sparse to

moderate limestone stones up to 600 mm deep.

BSMR 24546 - AVDn Archaeological Unit Limited - November 2007
7



80 Roman Way, Sneyd Park, Bristol
Archaeological Watching Brief Project

Context 204 - deposit of poorly consolidated small to medium sized limestone stones and
cobbles set in a very dark brown silt loam matrix Cas Context 105 above)
located in the base of the trench at 17.25 mOD in the northernmost 2 m.

In addition to these deposits Trench B also revealed the cut for a large C9 inch diameter)
ceramic service pipe CPlate D). The presence of the pipe was not suspected and it was clear
that the feature had cut through the Romano-British horizon, represented by Deposits 105 and
204, to an unknown depth.

Trench C

The south trench, Trench C, was up to 900 mm wide and excavated to a maximum depth of
1.3 m mm where it revealed a less disturbed sequence of deposits (Plate D) than recorded in
Trench B consisting of:

Context 301 
COl/text 302 -

COl/text 303 -

COl/text 304 -

up to 200 mm of modern concrete
up to 700 mm of dark brown stony subsoil with moderate
small stones, brick and clinker fragments.
clean reddish-brown silt clay subsoil up to 250 mm deep containing
sparse small stones up to 60 mm.
deposit of dark grey-brown silt clay containing moderate to common poorly
consolidated small to medium sized Iimestone stones and cobbles at a depth
of 17.8 mOD. Romano-British finds recovered during hand cleaning from
between the stones. The overall depth of the deposit was not ascertained.

In addition to these deposits the east end of Trench C also revealed the 9 inch ceramic pipe at
a depth of 17.76 mOD and its large construction trench, as located in Trench B.

6 The Finds

6,1 The Pottery by Dr Jane Timby

Introduction

The watching brief at Roman Way, Sea Mills resulted in the recovery of 48 sherds of pottery
weighing 1691 g exclusively dating to the Roman period. In addition two small pieces of
ceramic building material (CBM)! fired clay are present.

The pottery came from two very similar contexts Cl 05 and 304) and appears to include sherds
ranging in date between the 1'I and 41h centuries. Despite the apparent residuality, the sherds
are quite well preserved with an overall average sherd size of 35 g. This is slightly skewed by
the presence of several sherds of amphorae.

For the purposes of the assessment the assemblage was scanned to determine the form and
fabrics and the likely date of the pieces. These were quantified by sherd count and weight for
each context. The resulting data is summarised in Table I.

The group comprises continental imports, regional traded wares and local products. The
continental wares include 15 sherds of Baetican amphorae from Southern Spain. These sherds
probably come from a Dressel 20 used to transport olive oil and imported into Britain in some
quantities from the 1~ to 3" centuries AD. Fine wares include two fragments of South Gaulish
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samian, one a piece from a dish Dragendorff 15/17 of Ist century AD date; the other is a
small chip, possibly from Montans.

Regional imports include a sherd of Dorset black burnished ware jar decorated with a
burnished lattice, which is set at ajust oblique angle implying a date in the early 3'd century.
Other possible imports include a beaded rim ISI -century grey ware jar which may be from the
Alice Halt kilns, Surrey and a very worn mortaria base of unknown source. A very small
sherd ofshelly ware may be late Roman shelly ware dating to the last quarter of the 41h

century and accompanying this is a late Roman colour-coated sherd, possible a New Forest
product. The accompanying local pottery includes mainly grey wares with some oxidised
pieces.

Conclusions and Potential

The pottery assemblage is of considerable interest in terms ofthe location and the
composition of the group is entirely consistent with what might be expected from Sae Mills.
Although quite a bit of excavation has been undertaken at Sea Mills it has been very
piecemeal and poorly published and much of the pottery recovered has been in very mixed
condition often with post-Roman finds intermixed. It may be significant that post-Roman
finds appear to be absent in this group. As a collection the present assemblage does not merit
detailed publication in its own right but forms an addition to the growing corpus of material
recovered from the locality.

Table 1 - Romano-British pottery

Context Description Form No Wt Date
105 Baetican amohora Dressel20 15 1329 CI-C3

Dorset BB I iar I 16 e C3
South Gaulish samian Dr 15/17 2 17 Cl
?Alice Holt orey ware bead rimiar I 64 Cl

mise oreywares 21 154 Roman
oxidised mortaria (worn) I 80 Roman

oxidised sandy ware 4 22 Roman
cbm/fc 1 3 nd

304 ?Iate Roman shellv ware I 1 late C4
?New Forest colour-coat I 4 IC3-C4

oxidised sandy ware I 4 no date
cbm I I

TOTAL 50 1695

6.2 Other Finds by Ray Ducker

Twenty nine other objects were recovered from a single stratified deposit of Romano-British
date. The objects found appear to represent an assemblage typical of domestic occupation but
is too small to allow meaningful interpretation.
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Table 2

Context Find Type Count Wt. Comments and Provisional Date
tal

105 Bone 21 144 All animal bone, includes x1 burnt fra£mcnl and x 3 teeth
105 Shell 3 38 x2 oYster shell fral!mcnts and xJ cockle shell
105 Stone 1 26 Micaceous sandstone whetstone fragment
105 Iron (fe) I 86 Corroded flat bar shaped object, concave and convex surfaces.

Obiect unidentified of unknown function
105 Iron (fe) 3 14 x2 nails and x I nail haft

Ob;ccts

7 Discussion and Conclusions

The archaeological Watching Brief has been undertaken during ground work for the new
extension at No. 80 Roman Way, in accordance with a Planning Condition issued by Bristol
City Council and in accordance with a Scheme of Work submitted by Avon Archaeological
Unit Limited (Young 2007) and approved by the Local Planning Authority.

During the project significant intact archaeological deposits of Romano-British date were
located in Trenches A, B C at a depth of between 650 mm and l.2m (17.29 to J 7.80 m above
Ordnance Datum) below the modern ground surface. Fortunately it was possible to avoid any
significant negative impact to these deposits by careful design and modification of the
extension foundations.

The Romano-British deposits located deposits represent further non-specific archaeological
evidence dating to the I" to 4" century AD Roman military and later small urban settlement
at Sea Mills, Roman Abona. It was possible to preserve the archaeology n situ and therefore
the negative impact of the extension was minimal.

Perhaps the most significant new information gathered during the project is that whilst the
archaeology is preserved at relatively shallow depth at this location it appears nonetheless to
be preserved intact below the depth to which the foundations of No, 80 Roman Way were
constructed. This observation may have significant and important implications in respect of
the extent to which archaeological deposits and structures may be preserved intact beneath the
20th century housing elsewhere in this part of the Sea Mills/Sneyd Park area.
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Figure 4

Extension Foundations and Recorded Deposits and Features
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