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EXCAVATIONS ON A ROMANO-BRITISH
SETTLEMENT ON THE FENLAND EDGE

AT EARITH, HUNTS. 1963-6

D. A. WHITE

THE site on Earith Fen 3917661 is about a mile to the north of Earith (see R.A.F.
vertical photograph CPE/UK/1952, no. 3035). It is situated on a gravel terrace and
was discovered during quarrying operations.2 The writer was informed of these
discoveries by Mr E. Papworth of Over and obtained permission from the Earith
Sand and Gravel Company to carry out some excavation in the quarry. The area lies
at an altitude of about 4.0 m. (13 ft.) above the Newlyn Datum. The land slopes
down to the east and in the next field there is an ancient water course believed to be
part of the Car Dyke system (Fig. I).

o 100 200 300 400
I I

Feet

Fig. I. Plan of site, Earith Fen.

1 1 in. O.S. map no. 135 (Cambridge), 6 in. O.S. Map TL 37 S.E.
2 Dr P. Salway informed the writer that nothing was visible from the air.
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In the immediate neighbourhood there have been other Roman finds. 1 At 390759,
a quarter of a mile to the south of the present site, lay an extensive settlement site,.-
now destroyed by gravel digging. The finds here included pottery from the first to
fourth century, hut floors, kilns and burials.2 Dredging brought a Castor flagon to
light on the line of the Cranbrook Drain at 391774.3 At Parnell's Ground (385764),
Mr C. F. Tebbutt excavated a pit connected with a system of ditches.4

THE EXCAVATIONS

All the features were visible in the north and east faces of the quarry as they had been
sectioned by the gravel digger. The area of the site was approximately one hundred
metres square. Sections of the features are shown in Figs. 2-6. They are all covered

4·0 m. 0.0.

Metre
Fig. 2. Section of pit 2, looking north-west. I, Topsoil; 2, flood silt; 3, Thin layer of gravel; 4, pit filling;

5, stony fill; 6, large stones; 7, yellow clay; 8, earlier plough soil.

o,

o 1
L-.-J
Metre

Fig. 3. Section of Pit 3 and ditch complex. I, topsoil; 2, flood silt; 3, stony; 4, loose dark level; 5, yellowish
soil; 6, same as 4; 7, loose grey soil; 8, loose grey soil and stones; 9, brown pit fill; 10, position of dog
skeleton.

by a dark layer of flood silt (layer no. 2 on all the sections). This type of deposit has
been found farther up the great Ouse Valley at St Ives.5 It is mixed with a certain
amount of humus and gives evidence of a succession of floods in this area after the
Roman occupation.
Figs. 2-4 represent features found on the northern face of the quarry. Fig. 2 shows

a pit from the western extremity of the site situated on ground that is over a metre

1 I am grateful to Dr P. Salway for this information. 2 Proc. C.A.S. XLVIII (1954), p. 44.
3 Cambs. and Hunts. Arch. Soc. VI (1947), p. 46. 4 Cambs. and Hunts. Arch. Soc. V (1937), p. 104.
5 Proc. C.A.S. LII (1959), p. 23.
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higher than that on the eastern part. This difference may be significant, in that the
higher area may have escaped all but the worst floods. This irregular bottomed
feature yielded late fourth-century pottery, tiles and fragments of limestone building
material. This suggests some nearby permanent buildings. A large limestone fossil
was found in this pit, probably a curio from the dwelling of a Romano-British
peasant. A fragment of Antonine 'Samian' was discovered just to the north-east of
the pit (Fig. 2, layer 8).
About 30 m. to the east a large complex of ditches appeared in the quarry face.

The oldest ditches (Fig. 3, layers 5, 6 and 9) date from the first half of the second
century. At a later date a round bottomed ditch (Fig. 3, layer 4) and a V-shaped

o 1
I I
Metre

4·0 m. 0.0.----------
4·0 m. 0.0.

o 1
I

Metre

Fig. 4. Fig. 5.

Fig. 4. Section of ditch 7 looking east. I, topsoil; 2, flood silt; 3, natural gravel; 4, dark sand; 5, grey soil;
6, black soil. .
Fig. 5, Ditch 8 looking east. I, topsoil; 2, flood silt; 3, yellow clay; 4, peat; 5, earth and gravel.

ditch (Fig. 3, layers 7 and 8) were cut into the earlier features around A.D. 200;
Fig. 3, layer 10, marks the position of nearly complete dog's skeleton. The skull was
missing, but as it was near the quarry edge one must presume it had been removed
by the gravel excavator.
Fig. 4 shows a section of a ditch 40 m. further east along the north face. It had

been cut longitudinally by the digger and little of its section was left. However some
fragments of pottery dating from the first half of the second century A.D. and from
the fourth were found in the dark layer (Fig. 4, layer 6).
On the eastern wall of the quarry two features were examined (Figs. 5 and 6).

Fig. 5 represents the southern one, in this case a small ditch. It was covered with a
deep layer of river flood silt (Fig. 5, layer 2), under which was a layer of brown peat.
This organic debris had an unpleasant smell and attracted large quantities of flies
when it was being cleared out. There was no silt at the bottom of the ditch. The more
northerly feature was a shallow pit whose section is shown in Fig. 6. This had strati-
graphy similar to that of the ditch of Fig. 5, except for a stony layer at the bottom
(Fig. 6, layer 5). The stony level contained large fragments of coarse pottery from
which it was possible to reconstruct several complete vessels.
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A short distance to the north-west of the pit a human skeleton was found by Mr E.
Papworth before the author first visited the site; with the skeleton were a brass ring,
a bangle, and a 3 lE coin of Constantius 11 (Fel. Temp. Reparatio c. A.D. 355). The
bones lay below the flood silt, which confirms their Romano-British date. Mr C. B.
Denston of the Duckworth Laboratory, Cambridge, examined the bones and re-
ported that the remains-although fragmentary-enabled a reliable estimate to be
made of sex, stature and age at death. The individual was female, 5 ft. 4 in. tall, and
died at the age. of about forty. The·assessment of sex was made from the pelvis and
from skull fragments, the stature by measuring the long bones, and the age of death
from examination of the suture closure and the pubic symphysis. The assessment of

4·0 m 0.0.

Metre

Fig. 6. Pit 9 looking east. I, topsoil; 2, flood silt; 3, yellow clay; 4, peat; 5 and 6, earth and gravel.

age by these criteria varied between thirty-five and fifty. Two points were of general
pathological interest. The thickness of the parietal bones (10·8 mm.) is greater than
normal, and there appeared to be slight to medium osteoarthritis on the vertebrae
and post-cranial bones.
An amount of animal bone was found in the ditches, but not in sufficient quantities

to make separate collections worth while. The domestic animals present were sheep/
goat (88 bones), cow (74), horse (17) and pig (12). The ages at death of several of the
animals could be estimated:
(a) cow; one under three months, two over six months, two over twelve months,

one over thirty months and four over thirty-six months at death;
(b) sheep; one over nine months, one over twelve months and one between 21 and

24 months;
(c) one 'very old' horse;
(d) dog (Fig. 3, no. 10) four or five years old.
There was a representative collection of wild fauna, including jaw-bones of hedge-

hog and a mature badger, long bones of otter and duck, and hind leg of a rabbit. This
indicates that wild animals formed a part of the diet of a Romano-British peasant in
this area..
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CONCLUSIONS

Although extensive surveys of fenland sites have been made,1, 2 only a small number
of these sites have been excavated. The present paper is one of very few to have been
published since these surveys. The size of fenland sites has been considered by
Hallam,2 and the present site at Earith belongs to the large site category. The com-
parative importance of the site must be due to its closeness to the Car Dyke system
and the Ouse River, making it a natural focal area for Roman -Fenlanders. The dis-
covery of limestone and tile fragments suggest some sort of permanent building in
the fourth century.
Flooding must have been a constant hazard. Alluvium covers all deposits and is

especially noticeable from the eastern·end of the site. Here its occurrence is of
especial interest. There is a thick deposit just above the lower peat levels (Figs. sand
6, layer 4). The date of these deposits is about 250 A.D. and upper level gives a mean
height for the water level at that period of 3 m. (about loft.) above present sea-level.
The thick alluvial deposits above suggest a considerable flood just after. This is in
accordance with the observations of Bromwich3 as a result of his extensive field
survey.
It is hoped that this short report furthers research into the Roman fenland, but

it is felt that only thorough excavation is likely to yield comprehensive information
on the economy of the peasants who lived there in the first centuries of the Christian
era.
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APPENDIX

POTTERY FROM EARITH FEN

Since all the features were of considerable size, none could be excavated completely. Most of the
pottery is fragmentary, although a few complete profiles were found. Large-scale excavation
might perhaps have yielded a large number of complete pot profiles. However the present
assemblage represents sherds from one of the few stratified fenland sites ever published, so that
an account of them is especially desirable here.1

Group I (Fig. 7, nos. 1-14)
This group comes from the loose peat fill of the ditch 8 (Fig. 5, layer 4). Most of the material

was found at the bottom of this organic debris, whose looseness indicates rapid accumulation;
thus it is a reasonably contemporary assemblage.
I. Jar in grey pitted fabric, the outside oxidized.
2 and 3. Jars in light grey 'oatmeal' fabric.
4. Jar in grey fabric with traces of grit. Exterior slightly burned. A second- and third-century

type from Leicester.2
5. Thin jar in smooth grey fabric. A standard cooking pot in the Nene Valley.3 It is found at

Jewry Wall in a second-century context,4 and locally at Arbury Road, Cambridge.5
6. Jar in fabric similar to no. 5.
7. Bowl in light grey fabric, smoked on the exterior. At Corbridge this type is dated late

second- to mid third-century.6 It occurs in a third-century deposit at Arbury Road,7 and in
another at Orton Longueville.8
8. Bowl in light grey fabric and slip. At Lanchester9 dated A.D. 26°-320; at Orton Longueville

in a group dating from the second to fourth century.l0 With the exception of the last example
with the incision just below the inside of the rim, this type does not appear to have been reported
from this area.
9. Fabric and form similar to no. 10. Gillam gives this form a date of A.D. 220-27°.11 At Jewry

Wall it is said to be in a second-century context, although known to be third-century at other
sites, Wroxeter, St Albans and Balmuildy.12
10. Bowl in grey fabric with pinkish core. A possible survival of reeded rims into the third

century.
I I. Bowl in grey fabric with grey slip. There were six other rims of this type in this deposit.

1 See note at end of this appendix.
2 K. Kenyon, Jewry Wall, Research Committee of the Society of Antiquaries of London, no. xv (1948),

p.I00.
3 B. R. Hartley, 'Notes on the Roman Pottery Industry in the Nene Valley', Peterborough Museum

Society Occasional Papers, XI (1960), fig. 3, no. 4.
4 K. Kenyon, Ope cit. fig. 24, no. 12.
5 B. R. Hartley, appx. to W. H. C. Frend, 'A Romano-British Settlement at Arbury Road', Proc. C.A.S.

XLVIII (1954), p. 31, no. 20.
6 J. P. Gillam, 'Types of Romano-British Coarse Pottery in Northern England', Archaeologia Aeliana,

xxxv (1957)~ p. 180, no. 225.
7 B. R. Hartley, appx. Ope cit. p. 35, no. 63.
8 G. F. Dakin, 'A Romano-British site at Orton Longueville', Proc. C.A.S. LIV (1960), fig. 6, no. 29.
9 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 227.
10 G. F. Dakin, Ope cit. p. 60, no. 62.
11 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 226.
12 K. Kenyon, Ope cit. fig. 22, no. 5.
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At Corbridge this type is dated A.D. 190-2401 and is found in a third-century deposit at Orton
LongueviIle.2 ~

12. Bulbous beaker in pink ·fabric with reddish brown colour-coat. A well-known type
occurring at Colchester3in the Nene Valley4 and on Hadrian's Wall, where a date of A.D. 220-260
is given.5
13. Small colour-coated beaker. At Carrawburgh dated A.D. 230-300.6
14. Fabric as 13 and dated A.D. 270-370 at Birdoswald.7 Not found locally before.
Several sherds of terra s£g£llata were found in this deposit; Mr B. R. Rartley identified a

fragment of a form 37 by ASTVRVS (A.D. 120-140), a second-century mortarium from central
Gaul, a Hadrianic form 33 and forms 18/31, 31 and 36 of Antonine date. The peat layer was
deposited rapidly in the first half of the third century so that the Asturvs bowl must have had a
'life' of a hundred years before it was discarded. Another survival is a Nene Valley mortarium
dated A.D. 150-200 by Mrs K. Rartley.

Group 2 (Fig. 7, nos. 15-20)
The pottery comes from the peat level in pit 9 (Fig. 6, layer 4). and is contemporary with

group I.
15. Bowl in grey fabric with linear incisions on the base, cut before firing. Unparalleled locally.
16. Flanged bowl in grey with a dark slip. A universal third- and fourth-century type, for

instance at Leicester8 and Arbury Road.9
17. Bowl in grey fabric, as group 3, no. 3, below.
18. Jar in colour-coated fabric, similar in shape to a vessel found at York. 10
19. Cooking pot in gritty cream fabric. This is paralleled in form and fabric at Corbridge. 11
20. Mortarium in red-brown fabric with a cream slip and a stamp reading VIRAPIVS. Mrs

Rartley writes, 'Two other mortaria of this potter are known and both are stamped with the
same die. The form of the mortarium is noticeably similar to the one from the kilns at Colchester
(M. R. Hull, Colchester Kilns, fig. 87, no. 4). It seems highly probable that this is a late Antonine
product. It is also interesting to note that Virapius used two widely differing fabrics; the Earith
mortarium is reddish brown with a cream slip, while the other two are greyish cream.'

Group 3 (Fig. 8, nos. 1-4)
This group of four vessels, three of which could be completely reconstructed, came from.the

stony fill at the bottom of the pit (Fig. 6, layer 5).
I. Cooking pot in whitish well-fired fabric. This is similar in shape to the cooking pots found

in first-century levels at Cherry Hinton.12
2. Dish in well-made light grey fabric with a steel blue lustre on the outside. At .Hadrian's

Wall this is the slightly carinated variety dated A.D. 120-220;13 at Colchester a date of A.D. 120-
300 is assigned to this form. 14
3. Carinated bowl in pipeclay fabric with reeded rim. In early second-century contexts on

1 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 225. 2 G. F. Dakin, Ope cit. p. 59, no. 28.
3 M. R. Hull, Roman Colchester, Research Committee of the Society of Antiquaries, no. xx (1958),

fig. 123, no. 407.
4 B. R. Hartley, Ope cit. fig. 4, no. 5. 5 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 46.
6 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 81. 7 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 55.
8 K. Kenyon, Ope cit. fig. 121, no. 303. 9 B. R. Hartley, appx. Ope cit. p. 35, no. 57.
10 R.C.H.M. Eboracvm, p. 87, no. J 93.989. 11 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 151.
12 D. A. White, 'Excavations at the War Ditches, Cherry Hinton 1961-2', Proc. C.A.S. LVI, LVII (1962-

1963), p. 16, no. 1I.
13 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. nos. 327, 328. 14 M. R. Hull, Ope cit. fig. 18, no. 39.
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the Wall1 and at Leicester.2 Locally an exact parallel comes from Arbury Road,3 where it is
dated A.D. 130-200. _
4. Beaker in ware similar to no. I. In form this is akin to Gallo-Belgic butt beakers, but is

known in second-century contexts, for instance at York.4
A mid second-century date seems probable for this assemblage. No colour-coated wares were

found.

Group 4 (Fig. 8, nos. 5-1 I)
This group of seven vessels comes from pit 2, Fig. 2. A date of A.D. 350 seems most probable.
5. Cooking pot from layer 4 in dark grey fabric with pronounced cavetto rim, paralleled in

fourth-century contexts at Jewry Wal15 and Hadrian's Wal1.6
6. Jar in oatmeal ware with shell grit also from layer 4. This form is usually early, but is known

from fourth-century-Ievels at Lockleys and Verulamium.1
7. Mortarium in white fabric with black grit from level 4. This'type is common at Colchester

in the fourth century.8
8. Bowl in oatmeal ware. Fig. 2, layer 6.
9. Flanged bowl in ware similar to no. 8 with slight horizontal rilling on the exterior. The

ware is like that of one found at Orton Longueville,9 also in a fourth-century deposit (Fig. 2,
layer 4).
10. Flanged bowl in light reddish-grey fabric with a grey slip. Dated A.D. 370-400 on Hadrian's

Wall,IO and A.D. 360-370 at Jewry Wall.11 From layer 5.
I I. Large bowl in oatmeal fabric from layer 5 with combed waves on the flange.

Group 5 (Fig. ~, no. 12)
This vessel comes from the later pit, Fig. 3, layer 4. It is a bowl in grey ware with a dark slip

and with its base decorated in the manner of Fig. 7, no. 15. This type of decoration is recorded at
York12 in the mid-second century. The existence of colour-coated wares in this layer and in the
other later feature in this section (Fig. 3, layers 7 and 8), suggests a date after the decline of
continental potteries in about A.D. 175.

Group 6 (Fig. 8, nos. 13-15).
An early second-century group from the bottom of the pit (Fig. 3, layers 6 and 10).
13. Bowl in grey-pink fabric and grey slip with slight rilling on the shoulder. This type has

been found in Hadrianic levels at Arbury Road13 and at Turret 26a on Hadrian's Wall.14
14. Bowl with reeded rim in brownish grey, well polished fabric. This type comes from a

Hadrianic level at Jewry Wall. 15
15. Cooking pot in grey gritty fabric, a variant of Fig. 8, no. I. A similar vessel occurs at

Leicester in a Trajanic leve1. 16

1 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 215.
3 B. R. Hardey, appx.op. cit. p. 31, no. 13.
5 K. Kenyon, Ope cit. fig. 26, no. 22.
7 K. Kenyon, Ope cit. fig. 25, no. 13.
9 G. F. Dakin, Ope cit. no. 52.
11 K. Kenyan, Ope cit. fig. 55, no. 3.
13 B. R. Hardey, appx. Ope cit. no. 28B.
15 !{. Kenyon, Ope cit. fig. 25, no. 19.

2 K. Kenyon, Ope cit. fig. 21, no. 11.
4 R.C.H.M. Ope cit. (1962), p. 104, no. xvii.
6 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 147.
8 M. R. Hull, Ope cit. fig. 123, no. 505.
10 J. P. Gillam, Ope cit. no. 321.
12 R.C.H.M., Ope cit. fig. 77, no. xxviii.
14 Archaeologia Aeliana, XLIII (1965), p. 148, no. 7.
16 K. Kenyan, Ope cit. fig. 39, no. 7.
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NOTE

Sherds from Earith Fen, in Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Cambridge

All are numbered SF 63 ( ) or SF 65 ( ), and the following list relates these numbers to the
layers in the sections (Figs. 1-5).

SF 63 (I)
(2)
(6)
(7) (8) (9)
(10)

SF 65 (I)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5) (8)
(6)
(7)
(9)
(10)
(I I)
(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)

Fig.
4
4
5
5
5

I

I

I

I

I

2
2
2

3
2

2
2

Level

4
2 3
4
5

2

3
4
5
6
8
7
3
7
8
6
4
5
6
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