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Proc. Camb. Ant. Soc. Vol. L11 	pp. 11-20. 

A ROMAN WELL AT EXNING, SUFFOLK 

DAVID E. JOHNSTON 

IN 1948 a small circular subsidence was noticed in a field to the northwest of the 
village of Exning, near Newmarket. The bomb disposal squad was summoned at 
once, but digging was abandoned when it turned out to be a well, containing Roman 
pottery. This was filled in, and is now marked in the field by a patch of nettles. In 
the winter of 1955-6 a similar subsidence, some two hundred yards to the south-east, 
was at once recognized as a well, and excavation began in the following spring. 
A party of diggers from Newmarket, led by the Rev. M. Russell, had excavated the 
filling to a depth of 29 ft. by the following winter, when work was discontinued. The 
position of finds was measured, but no written records were kept. In June 1957 
work was resumed and completed by members of the University and the Cambridge 
Archaeological Field Club, under the direction of Mr John Gerrard and the writer. 

The well is situated on the brow of a high chalk spur (Nat. Grid ref. 52/627646) 
overlooking a valley to the west where water is found in a group of fine springs known 

- as St Dendred's. Well. The spur would be a pleasant site for a villa, though un-
fortunately no building has been identified here, and the contents of the present. well 
do not help us substantially; the pottery, however, spans a period of about a century 
and a half, and we can say with certainty that the well was filled not with debris from 
a destroyed house, but with the contents of a centuries-old rubbish-dump which was 
levelled and thrown into the nearest disused well-shaft. 

THE WELL 
The well was cut into the chalk to a depth of 53 ft., being z ft. 6 in. wide at the top, 
and nearly 4  ft. 6 in. at the bottom, showing, in fact, an irregular, but noticeable 
taper from bottom to top. The upper 4  ft. was walled with chalk masonry, and was 
considerably narrower than the rock-cut shaft. Marks could be seen in the sides, 
made by digging the well or by drawing up the bucket, though no sign was found of 
a winch for raising it. Water was reached at 52 ft. For about 9  in. above this the 
shaft was slightly larger and smoother, and it is suggested that this represents the 
Roman water-table. It is interesting to note that the levels have remained roughly 
the same. 

Semicircular footholds were found in both sides of the shaft ; these, however, 
only occurred below 28 ft. 6 in.—an odd feature which .  can, however, be paralleled 
in a chalk-cut well at Dunstable, Beds. Here, ' at 29 ft. below the surface footholds, 
or " scotches ", appeared and continued downwards at regular distances ' . These were 
rectangular.' 

1 V.C.H. Beds. vol. II, P. 7; illustration in Trans. Assoc. Arch. Soc. (186o), P. 281. 
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The top 6 ft. of the filling was modern debris, the first Roman sherds being found 
at about 7  ft. The filling was, in fact, disturbed to a depth of 12 ft., at which a coin 
of Constantine and a nineteenth-century clay pipe-bowl were found.. This may 
represent an attempt to clear the shaft, and would account for the recent subsidence. 
Below this the filling was unstratified, though as Mr Hartley has shown (see Ap-
pendix) none of the pottery below iz ft. need be later than A.D. 300, and it is possible 
that a fourth-century stratum at about this level has been destroyed unnoticed. The 
conclusion that the rest of the filling is unstratified is supported by the distribution 
of the small finds (for example, two pieces of the same iron strip were found at 
different levels, as was the bronze plate with its curious rivets (discussed below)). 
The rubbish of one and a half centuries was probably, then, shovelled in more or 
less at one time. 

THE SMALL FINDS 

Over eighty small finds were recorded from the filling, most of them fragmentary 
objects. The filling contained at least forty iron nails, including ten very small ones, 
identified as hob-nails. A few of these showed two thicknesses of leather in their 
corrosion, and it is probable that about 35  ft. deep there was a boot, of which the 
leather had disappeared. Many of the identified scraps of iron showed wood in 
their corrosion, and two pieces of iron strip were found, perhaps nailed to a wooden 
box with small nails every 30 mm. or so. The well yielded a fine series of bone pins; 
circular in section, these had been cut and filed to shape in several facets and then 
finely polished. The marks of a file are visible on nos. 1 7 and z8, and the two frag-
ments (no -. 23). Knife-marks can be clearly seen under the heads of nos. ,6 and 24, 
and on the flat head of the needle (no.28). 1  

The more interesting of these finds are described below, and illustrated in Fig. 'I. 

. (i) Depth 12 ft. Clay pipe-bowl. The bowl is undecorated but bears the stamp BROWNE 

THETFORD in a circle, and on the spur the initials WB. Inside the bowl are four vertical ribs. The 
form of this pipe dates from about 1820 to 1870 (Oswald, Archaeological Newsletter, vol. xii 
('955), type iza). 

(z) Depth 12-15 ft. Curved fragment of dark blue glass, with tiny red and white streaks. It is 
circular in section and is probably from the handle of a glass vessel, the curve being too wide for 
a ring or bracelet. 

Unstratified, but probably 12-15 ft. Several small pieces of thin bronze sheet (one with 
traces of wood) and one large piece, consisting of three plates roughly riveted together. This 
explains the use of several rivets found loose at this depth, two of which are illustrated in Fig. I, 
no. 7;  they are hollow, and made of thin folded bronze sheet with a triangular flap folded over 
across the top. Such flimsy objects cannot have been much use as rivets, but in the piece described 
above they were pushed through two thicknesses of metal and hammered flat on each side. One 
of these rivets was found at a depth of 41 ft. 9  in. Other similar bronze fragments occurred at 
34 ft. and 42 ft. 6 in. 

Depth 15-20 ft. Bronze tweezers (Fig. i, no. i). Simple tweezers of strip metal are 

1 It is worth noting that at Wroxeter the cutting had been done not with a metal saw, but with cord and 
abrasive (Wroxeter, ii, p. 9). 
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familiar toilet articles on Roman sites. In this case, however, the bevelled ends of the arms are 
a particular refinement. 

Depth 15-20 ft. Circle of bronze strip, probably a crude finger-ring (Fig. i, no. 2). 

Diameter 18 mm. 
Depth 15-20 ft. Bone pin (Fig. i , no. 6). The head of this pin is broken, but was originally 

roughly oblong, and slightly domed, with a notch on one side. 
Depth 18-25 ft. Fragment of a bronze finger-ring, semicircular in section and originally 

20 mm. in diameter. , 
Portio Depth 18-25 ft. . 	n of a bracelet of bronze wire, approximately circular, and with a 

diameter of about 2 in. 
Depth 20-22 ft. 6 in. Fragment of a ring or handle of dark green opaque glass. 

(io) Depth 20-23 ft. Wrought iron loop (Fig. i, no. io). its purpose is uncertain, but a very 
similar one is illustrated in Caerleon (Prysg Field, part ii), fig. 27, no. 6, where it is described as 
' for attaching to woodwork' (cf. also Curie, Newstead, pl. Lxvii, 10-13). 

(I I) Depth 20-23 ft. Iron knife-blade, narrow, tapering and with straight sides. The existing 
portion is 8o mm. long, ig mm. at its widest, and 3  mm. thick. 

.(12) Depth 20-23 ft. Heart-shaped iron plate,50 mm. by 45  mm. with two holes, one con-
taming the square head of a nail. The impression of wood can be seen in the corrosion on both 
sides of the plate. 

Depth 20-23 ft. Small iron chisel, 79 mm. long, 14 mm. wide at the cutting end. The 
shaft is rectangular, and the smaller end spread by hammering (Fig. i , no. 9). 

Depth 20-24 ft. Iron staple (Fig. i, no. 8). 
Depth 20-27 ft. Fragment of lead slag. This bears the impression of the crucible, which 

apparently had a wide flat base, and an angular junction with the wail which sloped at about 
55 degrees. 

(i6) Depth 20-27 ft. Coin of Sever -us Alexander. 
('7) Depth 32 ft. Bone pin (Fig. i, no. 4). Flat tapering head with two notches, and pointed 

knob. No parallel has been found for this pin. 
(i8) Depth 34  ft. 6 in. Bronze key with semicircular finger-ring, of a not uncommon type 

(Fig. I , no. I i). In this example the shaft is tubular, to rotate on a pin inside the lock. 
('9) Depth 36-37 ft. A small chip of pink wall-plaster with white paint. 
(2o) Depth 38 ft. Coin of Julia Mamaea. 

Depth 39-4' ft. Small broken whetstone of fine grey sandstone originally square in 
section, but rounded with use. 

Depth 40 ft. Bronze coin. This was seen as circular green stain, and could not be 
recovered. 

Depth 40  ft. Broken shafts of two bone pins. 
Depth 42 ft. Bone pin (Fig. i, no. 3). The head is echinus-shaped, with seven engraved 

divisions. 
Depth 42 ft. 6 in. Fragment of clear green glass rim, probably part of a foot-ring or 

circular glass lid. 
('26) Depth 47 ft. 6 in. Coin of Hadrian. 
(27) Depth 47  ft. 6 in. Segment of a bronze ring circular in section, diameter about 30 mm. 

(z8) Depth 49  ft. Bone needle (Fig. i, no. 5). The point is missing. 
Depth 5 I ft. Three pieces of thick iron tube, inner diameter 6 mm. 
Depth 53 ft. Part of a square iron bolt with the end forged into a small ring. 

(30  Unstratified. Two coins of Constantine, one of which at least was about 12 ft. deep. These 
were found in the earlier excavations, as well as a curved bronze pin, about 32 in. diameter, which 
is now lost. 
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THE COINS 

Six coins were found in the well, and their position in the filling has already been 
given in the numbered list of small finds: they are as follows: 

(References  to Mattingly and Sydenham, Roman Imperial Coinage, vol. iv, part 2, are given as 
R.I.C. vol. IV (2).) 

(z6) Hadrian: As. The reverse legend is illegible. 
(16)  Severus Alexander: Denarius (issued in A.D. 223). Rev. P.M.TRP.II.COS.P.P. Mars standing 

1., holding olive branch and transverse spear reversed (R.I.C. vol. iv (z), Severus Alexander, 
no. 23). 

(29)  Julia Mamaea : Denarius (issued in A.D. 222) Rev. ivNO CONSERVATRIX Juno, diademed 
and veiled, standing 1., holding patera and sceptre; at her foot 1., a peacock (R.I.C. vol. iv (2), 

Severus Alexander, no. 343). 
(22) Unidentified (see list of small finds). 
( 3 I a) Constantine 1: i (issued C. A.D. 323). Rev. voT. XX. Mint uncertain. 
(3 I b) Constantine I: i. (issuedA.D- 324-30). Rev. PROVIDENTIAE AVGG PARL  (Hill and Kent 

Num. Circ. (1955-6), no. 290). 

I am very grateful to Mr R. A. G. Carson of the British Museum for advice and 
help in identifying these coins. 

THE ANIMAL REMAINS 

Ox, horse, pig and sheep (hornless) were represented by separate bones and skulls; 
at a depth of about 42 ft. lay the mixed remains of two oxen. Of these the smaller 
bones with quite separate epiphyses clearly belong to a very young animal whose age 
could be determined by the lower jaw (which has a full set of deciduous milk teeth 
with the first molar scarcely erupted), giving an age of about six months. The age of 
the older animal is seen in the appearance of the bones and in the fusion of radius 
and ulna, as found in very old animals. 

Just below these bones was found the upper mandible of a bird ; this has been 
examined by Mr D. Galloway of the Cambridge Bird Club, who reports that the 
shape and measurements of the. beak suggest that it is either partridge or quail, the 
latter corresponding more closely to the excavated mandible. As food, however, we 
know that quails were avoided by the Romans for superstitious reasons (Pliny, 
Nat. Hist. vol. x, pp. 36, 69) though these need not, of course, have applied in the 
provinces. Partridge, on the other hand, was esteemed a delicacy by Romans from 
the time of Martial onwards. No record of either is known from British sites. 

. Certain bones have been identified by the British Museum (Natural History) as 
those of Gallus domesticus, or common fowl. Of these, one showed a well-developed 
spur—a feature sometimes interpreted as evidence that they were cocks bred for 
fighting.' This, however, is mere conjecture. 

Among the many oyster shells in the well was one fragment of cockle shell . 2  Two 
1 This, for example, is suggested for several such bones on display in the Colchester Museum. For 

Roman cock-fighting see Archaeologia, vol. iii, p. 132. 
2 Cockles have been recorded at Silchester (Boon, Roman Silchester, p. 172). 
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of the oyster shells were neatly perforated, the perforation being definitely ancient 
and apparently deliberate. A similar specimen (unpublished) is-known from a first 
century A.D. context at Sandy, Beds., and two more are displayed in the villa at 
Chedworth, Glos., but no satisfactory explanation has yet been suggested. 
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APPENDIX 
POTTERY FROM THE EXNING WELL 

B. R. HARTLEY 

As Mr Johnston observes (p-'12above), there is good reason to believe that much of 
the filling of the well was done 'in a single operation during the Roman period. This 
is strongly suggested by the fact that parts of the same vessels were found separated 
by vertical distances of io ft. or more. While the general range of the pottery is from 
the 'late second century to the late third 'century or the opening years of the fourth 
century, it should be noted that material which is certainly second-century is com-
paratively rare, especially below a depth of 29 ft. None of the pottery is certainly 
fourth-century, although a few sherds could have been made early in that century 
(cf. no. 24, for instance). It appears, therefore, that there is a strong probability 
that any given vessel, especially if found below 29 ft. deep in the filling, was in use 
in the third century. Above 29 ft. the material appears to be more mixed in date. It 
includes almost all the samian for instance. Above iz ft. were two fourth-century 
coins (p. 15) as well as a nineteenth-century tobacco-pipe. Above 29 ft., then, the 
filling presumably belongsto sporadic dumping during and after the Roman period. 

As the third-century pottery of southern Britain is very imperfectly known, it 
seems desirable to record the Exning material found below a depth of 29 ft. fairly 
fully. It must, however, be stressed that there may be late second-century sherds 
included and so, although the bulk of the material ..is undoubtedly third-century, 
care must be taken in the future in making use of the Exning group to see that dating 
evidence is not too rigidly applied.' 

1  A representative selection of the pottery from the lower part of the well is illustrated and described. 
The figures in square brackets give the depths in feet of individual sherds from the same vessels. A few 
sherds found above 29 ft. are illustrated for their intrinsic interest. 
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A. IMPORTED WARES 

(Not illustrated) 
. (a) Samian form 31,   Central Gaulish, with stamp IVLM, C. A. D. 160-90 [on bottom]. 

Samian beaker base, Ludowici Vi or a similar form (Oswald and Pryce, p1. lxix, 8), East 
Gaulish, C. A.D. 170-220 [47]. 

Samian form 79,  Central Gaulish, late Antonine [32-43]. 
A few other scraps of Samian, all of late second-century character. 	, 	. . 
Many fragments of a globular amphora with the stamp of the well-known firm of L. IVNIVS 

MELISSVS on the handle [43-71. According to Dr M. H. Callender, this firm belonged to the last 
2 	

CAS 
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forty years of the second century and the early years of the third century (Archaeol6gia Aeliana, 
4th series, vol. xxvii, p. 951 fig.  3, 33 is from the same die as the Exning piece). 

The imported wares strongly suggest an Antonine date for the initial occupation of the Exning 
site, while the Samian fragment from the very bottom of the well hints that it was in use before 
the end of the century. There is nothing in the material from the upper filling of the well that 
conflicts with this dating. 

B. COLOUR-COATED WARE 

(Fig. 2 )  1-7) 

(I) Indented beaker in buff fabric with dark brown coat 	Cf. Gillam, 46 (A.D. 220-60). 

Base of a similar vessel in orange-brown fabric with dark brown to black coat [4I-2. 

Scale pattern strips between the indentations. Cf. Gillam, 53 (A.D. 240-320), but the rim form is 
doubtful here and the type probably ranged through the third century. 

Unusual form in buff fabric with pink core 	The tan coat is on the outside only. 
No parallel known to me. 

Unusual form in dirty white fabric with tan coat on exterior only [41-2]. This may perhaps 
be a variant of the Castor ' box' (cf. Hull, Roman Colchester, fig. 12  1, 308A), but a colour-coat is 
usual on the inside of this form. 

Straight-sided flanged dish in dirty white fabric with dark brown coat; diameter 7  in. 
[above 29]. This is a Nene Valley product, typical of the early flanged forms at the Stibbington 
kilns, which were active at the end of the third century. The rounded flange contrasts with that 
used for the colour-coated forms of the middle and end of the fourth century (e.g. Arbury Road, 
45,48). 

Straight-sided bowl with triangular rim in white fabric with tan coat; diameter 7  in. 
139-4I]. This is also typical of the Stibbington kilns of the late third century. The form probably 
emerged earlier in the century, however. Although common in the Fenland and its vicinity, it 
does not appear to have been exported to the north like the more delicate colour-coated forms. 

Flagon in buff fabric with orange to brown, patchy, coat [above 29]. Common in the fourth 
century, the form nevertheless appeared earlier, since it was made at Stibbington and other Nene 
Valley centres in the third century. 

C. COARSE WARE 

(Fig. 2)  8-36) 
Mortarium in hard orange fabric with grey core, ironstone grit, diameter i i in. [50-3] - 
Mortarium with reeded flange in buff with cream to orange slip, ironstone grit, diameter 

C. II in. [46-7]. 
( io) Flange fragment from a similar mortarium with feebler reeding [above 29]. 
(8-io) are Nene Valley types. They were being made contemporaneously at Stibbington in 

the late third century, but both types were probably made earlier as well. The reeded flanged ones 
are especially common in the Fenland and northern East Anglia (Caistor, R 34  etc.; Arbury Road, 
43, 68 and many unpublished examples). . 

( i i) Mortarium in red-brown fabric with grey core and cream slip, diameter i i in. [above2q]. 
This form, for which K. F. Hartley uses the term ortho-flanged, was the normal mortarium of the 
area south of a line from Colchester to Worcester in the third and fourth centuries. It is com-
paratively rare elsewhere, though other examples are known from the Midlands and East Anglia. 

( 12) Flagon neck in orange-brown self-coloured fabric with burnished surface [44-6]. Perhaps 
a local imitation of the colour-coated flagon exemplified by no. 7  above. 

('3) Indented beaker in light grey to brown fabric with a black (bituminous?) surface wash 
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[44-6].  The form is presumably in imitation of the colour-coated beakers. This is one of several 
vessels in this fabric (cf. 14, 15, 22), which must be the product of a local kiln. Other examples 
have previously been noted in the Cambridge area, for example Arbury Road, 88. 

Medium-mouthed jar in the same fabric as the last [36—ca]. Two more noted from [43-6]. 
Wide-mouthed jar in the same fabric as no. 13. The black coat ends just inside the rim 

[44-6]. Stabbed decoration on the body. 
(i6) Wide-mouthed jar in sandy grey fabric with brown core [46-8]. The shoulder is rilled 

below the cordon, a type of decoration favoured in the Cambridge area (Arbury Road, 28A etc.). 
See no. 36, below. 

('7) Medium-mouthed jar in grey fabric with burnished surface, diameter 4  in. [34-6]. 
(i8) Medium-mouthed jar in sandy brown fabric with grey core [49-501.  The almost straight 

sides are reminiscent of other East Anglian jars, such as Runcton Holme, 30, 47. 
( 	All medium-mouthed jars of about 7-10 in. diameter in grey or greyish brown fabric 

with or without slightly burnished surface. This is the most common single form in the well, 
occurring at all depths. It was no doubt the standard cooking-pot of the area. 

Large medium-mouthed jar in the same fabric as no. 13, diameter 13 in. Two examples 
[39-4'] and [above 29]. The form is reminiscent of the Horningsea jar (Arbury Road, 7),  but the 
fabric is quite different. 

Medium-mouthed jar in the same fabric as no. 18 	Probably a local product. 
Wide-mouthed jar in standard black-burnished fabric [3.—.i]. True black-burnished ware 

is very uncommon in the Fenland and East Anglia, though some of the later types like this one 
reached the area. Cf. Gillam, 146, 147 of the late third and early fourth ceiuiuries. 

A weakly carinated bowl with flat rim in the same fabric as no. 13 [41-2]. This is perhaps 
derived ultimately from the reeded rim carinated bowl, which survived in use in the area until 
the late second century (Arbury Road, 1 3)-  

Jar or bowl in gritty brown fabric with dark brown burnished surface [above2g]. Perhaps 
hand-made, but certainly in Iron Age rather than Romano-British tradition. Such vessels occur 
sporadically throughout the Roman period (see Arbury Road II, P. 27,5)- 

Hemispherical bowl, probably imitating Samian form 37,  in orange-brown fabric with 
grey core and red-brown, burnished surface. Another in colour-coated ware. Both [abov'e2g]. 
These are included because non-contemporary imitations of the Samian form are unusual.. It is 
now known, however, that they were made in the Nene Valley in the early third century. 

(28-3 i) Straight-sided dishes and bowls, mostly in grey fabric, but no. 29 is in the same fabric 
as no. 13. Diameters vary from 7-9  in. This was the commonest type in the well, apart from the 
medium-mouthed jars. It*as found at all levels. There are reasons for thinking that the form in 
East Anglia, unlike the black-burnished dishes and bowls, has no consistent typological develop-
ment. Triangular or rounded rims are normal; the illustrations cover the full range. 

Coarse copy of the previous type in gritty grey fabric with black to brown surface. Hand-
made? Diameter about 8 in. [above2g]. 	 . 

Straight-sided bowl in the same fabric as no. 13. A groove in the top of the rim suggests 
that it is intermediate in form between the dishes of the type illustrated as nos. 28-3 i and the 
straight-sided flanged bowls like no. 34.  Diameter about 7  in.  [431- 

Straight-sided flanged bowl in the same fabric as no. 13. Diameter 8 in. Two examples 
bi-6]. These must belong to the end of the third century or the very beginning of the fourth 
century. During the fourth century the type became very common. 

Pedestal-base in slightly sandy orange-brown fabric with grey core [above2g]. There is 
a precise parallel in Arbury Road, 52, which is from a late fourth-century group, though it may 
conceivably be a residual piece. In view of the otherwise complete absence of late fourth-century 
types at Exning this piece may well have been dated wrongly at Arbury Road. 

2-2 
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. (36) Pedestal-base in sandy grey ware with buff core and silvery grey slip [44-6]. The fabric 
is reminiscent of that of no. 16, and it is not altogether impossible that it belongs to the same 
vessel. If so, the piece may be a HOrningsea product (Proic. C.A.S. vol. XVII,. p. 57), though the 
dating proposed at Horningsea cannot stand. 

. 	 . - 	GENERAL REMARKS 

It is interesting to note that the Exning site was receiving products from the large 
kiln centres in the Nene Valley, notably colour-coated ware and mortaria. Some of 
the other coarse ware may also have come from there, but most of it undoubtedly 
reached the site from local kilns. The characteristic Nene Valley cooking-pot is not 
present, nor have any certain products of the jesus'Lane or Horningsea kilns been 
noted. On the other hand, it is clear that the vessels in the fabric of no. 13 were 
being made quite near. Although these have also been found in and near Cambridge, 
they are relatively uncommon there, and it may well be that we ,have to do with 
a Suffolk pottery.  

References to parallels: 	 . . 
Arbury Road: Proc. C.A.S. vol. XLVIII. 
Arbury Road II: ibid. vol. XLIX. 	 . 
Caistor: Norfolk Arch. vol. xxvi, part ii. 
Gillarn: Archaeologia Aeliana, 4th series, vol. xxxv. . 
Runcton Holme: Proc. Prehist. Soc. East Anglia, vol. vii, part ii. 
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