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A ROMANO-BRITISH VILLAGE AT GRANDFORD, MARCH 

T. W. Potter and C. F. Potter 

Between 1958 and 1964 the writers conducted a series of excavations on the 
unploughed part of the very large Romano-British settlement near Grandford House, 1  
on the north-west edge of the gravel and clay 'island' of March. The work was carried 
out with a schoolboy team during vacations,, and by 1964 some 5000 sq. ft. of the 
central part of the site had been investigated. At the same time, substantial sections of 
a final report were brought into draft form. Unfortunately, the work had to be brought 
prematurely to a halt and in 1967 it was learnt that the unploughed part of the site (a 
field 16 acres in extent) had been bulldozed and turned over to cultivation, destroying 
much of the stratigraphy of the last major undamaged Romano-British settlement in 
the central Fenland. 2  

This agricultural devastation of one of the more crucial Fenland sites lends special 
significance to the results of our small-scale, amateur, investigations. 3  All the late 
Roman levels, which were covered by only a few inches of humus, must now have 
disappeared and the early deposits are annually under erosion by deep ploughing. 
Consequently detailed publication of our excavations would seem to be of special 
importance. Unfortunately, in the interim between concluding the excavations and 
preparing this report, the finds and records have twice been moved and, in the process, 
some have lost their identification and others are now missing. The report has 
therefore some lacunae. However, these do not vitiate the overall usefulness of the 
results, which are presented here with the hope that they may encourage further 
excavation in this neglected region. 

Topography (TL 393 997) 
The Grandford settlement is situated at the tip of a north-western spur of the 

boulder clay and gravels which make up the island of March (Fig. 1). Grandford 
House lies at a height of about 11 ft. above Ordnance Datum and from here the ground 
shelves gradually down into the peat fen on all sides except for the east (Fig. 2), where 
there are clays and gravels. 

In antiquity, the major topographical feature was the West Water, an important 
river that formed part of the original course of the Ouse. It rose in the high ground to 
the south-west of the Fens, and drained in a general northerly direction, skirting the 
island of March and then joining the Wellstream near Upwell. 4  All of the reaches 
between Botany Bay (two miles west of March) and Upwell are now dry, however, 
resulting from the diversion of the river across the island of March, through the centre 
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of the town. 5  This stretch of the West Water survives as a prominent silt roddon which 
takes a sinuous course across the peat fen and round the tip of the March island. Only 
along the western edge of the Grandford settlement is the river bed especially straight, 
raising the possibility that it may have been canalised at this point. Excavations, which 
are discussed below, were carried out in 1964, on the west bank of the West Water; they 
indicated that the river still flowed during Roman times and there was evidence for 
flooding in the later Roman period. 

The settlement at Grandford was one of the larger and more important Romano-
British sites of this region. The sherd-scatter covers more than 30 acres and the Fen 
Causeway, the principal east-w- est route of communication across the Fenland, 6  
makes a right-angled turn through the settlement and appears at one point to pass 
through a broad gravelled area (Fig. 2). Like Flaggrass, another major settlement on 
the north edge of the March island, 7  Grandford was situated so as to exploit three 
main soils - the silt fen, peat fen and the pasture-bearing clays and gravels of the higher 
ground. But its exceptional size 8  and evident prosperity from early in the Roman 
period, documented below, must also have been directly related to its position on a 
network ofcommunications and it is likely to have prospered considerably as a trading 
entrepôt. Indeed, as the concluding section will make clear, there is reason to believe 
that the initial phase of occupation may have been military, in the form of abriefly 
held fort, built after the Boudiccan Revolt. Grandford, then, is likely to have 
originated as a settlement of vicani, established in the 60's A.D. 

Until 1967, over 16 acres of the site remained under old-established pasture, which 
preserved in strong relief something of the street and enclosure pattern. The prominejit 
agger of the Fen Causeway was clearly discernible, running north-east along the 
eastern side of the field. At least three streets ran westwards from this road, dividing 
the central part of the field into large enclosures. There were also a series of regular 
ditched areas on the east side of the Fen Causeway; here, however, the Surface pottery 
scatter is much thinner and it is possible that these constitute field-bondaries or stock-
enclosures. There was a more complex pattern of ditches on the west side of the grass 
field, where the situation is additionally complicated by an overlay of more recent 
earthworks: but a series of small enclosures seems likely. The northern part of the field 
is much flatter and without surface undulations, with the exception of a minor 
watercourse of post-Roman date. Survey work after ploughing showed that the 
pottery scatter was not noticeably thinner in this area and it seems likely that it fell 
within the nucleus of the settlement. There is reason to think, however, that this part of 
the site may have been subject to flooding and the matter is discussed in detail below 
(1964 excavations). 

In addition, there are pottery scatters and crop-marks inthe fields to the north and 
west of the former pasture field and it can therefore be assumed that both saw some 
occupation during the Roman period. Indeed, there still survives the low agger of a 
small drove-road which crosses the West Water north of the Grandford settlement 
(Fig. 2) and he towards Guyhirn: while there is no direct dating evidence, its 
construction in the Roman period seems likely. There are also traces of a similar 
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drove-rOad immediately to the south of the pasture field, heading west into the peat fen 
(Fig. 2). 

THE EXCAVATIONS 
As we consisted of a youthful and amateur team, we consciously chose to excavate 

what seemed to be the less crucial parts of the site. The main excavations took place in 
the central part of the pasture field, on both sides of one of the internal streets (Fig. 2). 
The results are discussed below in the chronological order in which the sites were 
excavated, and there is a summary on pp.  104-5. 

THE 1958 SEASON (Fig. 3) 
During the summer of 1958, a number of trial sondages were 'dug in the central part 

of the pasture field. The largest group of trenches (Fig. 2) encoüniered an extensive 
dump of Northamptonshire ragstone, lying immediately under the spread of gravel 
and small pebbles found everywhere beneath the topsoil on the Grandford site. A date 
in the fourth century or later is certain on stratigraphicàl grounds. The dump (which 
may represent debris piled up by stone-robbers) can be paralleled in the 1963 site and 
consisted of small stones, together with some large flat slabs. None of the stones 
appeared to be dressed. Ragstone was found in nearly every site excavated and 
demonstrates a widespread use of stone at Grandford in the later Roman period. 
Nearby there was also a spread of burnt clay, which resembles the deposit found in 
1963, discussed below, and was on that site associated with a series of small ovens or 
kilns. 

A cremation in an urn was also found in the lower deposits. Typologically, the pot 
belongs to the late first or early second century. It is curious that an interment should 
have been made in the centre of the settlement but there is no doubt that this area was 
inhabited at that time. Meanwhile, it remains the only evidence for a formal burial that 
is known from Grandford. 

THE 1959 SITE (Fig. 3) 
During Easter 1959, three 12-foot squares were excavated close to the 1958 

sondages, down to the water-table, which lay at a depth of 29 ins, below ground level. 
Although the trenches intersected the line of one of the internal streets (Fig. 2), there 
was no trace of any road metalling. Below the topsoil lay a dark layer with a large 
quantity of finds, including pottery which ranged in date from the late-first to mid-
fourth centuries. The most westerly trench yielded six coins at this level, including 
issues of Trajan, Julia Domna, Claudius II and Constantine I. This deposit rested on 
an area of hard sandy tread, associated with a gulley, one posthole, a scatter of burnt 
clay and a number of fragments of ragstone. - The building-stone, when taken in 
conjunction with pieces of window-glass and the corner of a rendered box-tile, clearly 
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implies the presence of a substantial building in this area. The pottery and coins 
indicate a, fourth-century date for this level. Beneath this surface lay further 
occupation deposits but these were not explored in detail. It is however worth noting 
that there were lenses of yellow silt immediately beneath these fourth-century 
occupation deposits (Fig. 3, section, unit 3), suggesting some flood activity; the matter 
is discussed more fully below. 

THE 1962 SITE 

In 1962, the investigation was concentrated on an area immediately to the north of a 
prominent street, which joins the main north-south road, the Fen Causeway, on the 
east side of the site (Fig. 2). There were no obvious undulations in the pasture at this 
point, with the exception of a small north-south ditch immediately to the east of the 
excavation. Initially a grid of nine 10-feet squares was laid down over this area but 
later the trenches were extended to include further ground on both the north-west and 
north-east parts of the site. The features are treated in chronological sequence. 

PERIOD I (Fig. 4) 
The excavation was taken down to an average depth of about three feet at which 

level there were sterile Pleistocene gravels and, in places, beds of sand. These were 
sealed beneath a layer of clean, yellow, unlaminated silt, varying in thickness between 
four ins, and a foot. Clearly formed under flood conditions, this layer was represented 
in all excavated areas of the site, and belongs to the general phase-of silt deposition that 
took place over large parts of the northern Fenland during the later first millennium 
B. C. and early first century A. D. 9  However, at Grandford it is clear that flooding also 
occurred intermittently during the earliest phases of Roman-period occupation. This 
is attested stratigraphically in a section cut in 1963 across a post-Roman watercourse 
(Fig. 11; discussed in detail below), where ditches, clogged with silt, had been cut to 
deal with this flooding. More dramatically, the 1962 area disclosed the remains of the 
skeleton of an elderly man, 50-60 years old, who may have been drowned (Fig. 4). The 
man (part of whose skeleton had been disturbed by a later ditch), lay on his face, and 
was embedded in the flood-silts. 10  There was no sign of a trench for an inhumation and 
deliberate burial can be ruled out; in any case, cremation would have been the normal 
method 'of interment at this time. A brooch was found just above the left shoulder of 
the man, and can safely be assumed to be in situ; it is a Dolphin type, current between 
c. 50 and 150 A.D. Otherwise the only finds from this context were a few sherds of 
undiagnostic grey ware. 

PERIOD II (Fig. 4) 
The first building-period on the site involved the strippage of much of the silt over 

the southern part of the site to create a low platform in the northern area. The platform 
was only a foot in height and its makeup levels rested directly on the natural silts, 
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without any intervening turf line: presumably the grass and humus were removed as a 
preliminary to building-work. The mound itself retained no very obvious traces of a 
floor, but there were a number of construction-trenches for a timber-framed house. 
Trench XIII (Figs. 4, 6) was comparatively shallow but the others (III, VII, XVIII) 
were deeper - mostly just over a foot - and were cut with straight or slightly angled 
sides. They were filled with a dark, gravelly soil, but no traces of wooden uprights were 
noted, except for five stake-holes lining the edges of trench VII. Whether a sleeper-
beam technique of construction (perhaps buttressed in places by side-posts) was 
employed, or whether the signs of the uprights were missed during the excavation, is a 
matter that cannot now be decisively resolved; on the other hand, it is worth pointing 
out that the evidence from the 1963 area suggests the use of sleeper-beams in buildings 
of this period, and this seems the likeliest technique for the 1962 structure. 

The plan of the building is not however easy to interpret, if only because it was 
incompletely exposed. Reduced to essentials, the remains are those of a rectangular• 
structure, measuring some 36 feet across, with a short corridor along the southern side. 
There may ha' e been an entrance at the south-west corner where, instead of the wall-
trench; there was only a gradual slope from the platform; and there are other breaks in 
the wall-lines both 'of the' st wall(III) and of the east wall(XVIII). The gap in the east 
wall is especially wide and we can only suppose that the south wall (XIII), which 
continued outside the excavated area, must have turned northwards to form a short 
projecting wing; but this remains conjectural. Similarly, we know nothing of the 
northern part of the structure, except for the traces of an internal partition, leading 
westwards from the east wall-trench, XVIII. All that can be surmised is that we are 
dealing with a substantial timber-built house, rectangular in plan, with a number of 
rooms. 

No evidence survives to show either how the walls were rendered or the type of 
roofing material: there were no obvious signs of collapsed daub nor of any tiles. 
Internal features were confined to a small clay hearth and a nearby pit (XV). The pit 
was oval in shape and measured nearly seven feet in length, 2ft. 6ins. in width, and a 
foot in depth. Apart from a thin layer of dark soil at the bottom, it was filled with 
charcoal and domestic refuse and was presumably used as a rubbish-tip for cooking 
activity around the hearth. 

To the east and south of the building-platform, the natural ground surface was 
disturbed by a number of small roughly circular depressions, some 6-12ins. in 
diameter, as well as by several shallow pits. None of the pits was more than 1 ft. 6ins. 
deep and they all had an irregular shape: we can conclude that they are the result of 
quarrying to provide the material for the house-platform. This uneven ground was 
subsequently levelled out with a dump of rubbish, sealed by a layer of sandy silt. The 
small depressions, on the other hand, had in some places a curiously linear 
arrangement, as if deliberately laid out; if this impression is not illusory, it is hard to 
see what their purpose may have been, however. Perhaps the likeliest explanation is 
that they were formed by the. roots of plants or bushes - rather similar marks were 
located in one area of the 1963 site - but the point remains to be settled. Otherwise, the 
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only other feature of this period was a ditch (XX), running north-south down the 
eastern side of the excavated area. V-shaped in profile and 17ins. in depth, the ditch 
was presumably intended as a drainage gutter along one side of the house-platform. 
There was a tip with domestic refuse and charcoal in the bottom, sealed by a deliberate 
fill of sand and silt (Fig. 6). 

Dating evidence 

The comparatively large quantities of Flavian samian (as well as a few pre-Flavian 
pieces) and the high proportion of first-century coins (six out often found on this site) 
show that there was activity on this part of the settlement from as early as the 
principate of Vespasian or perhaps that of Nero. The period II building does not 
appear to be quite as early as this, however. Whilst we lack a proper sample of material 
from the house-platform (little of the makeup was excavated), the rubbish from the 
quarry-pits to the south of the building appears to consist mainly of late Flavian - 
Hadrianic material. It is difficult therefore to envisage the construction of the building 
much before c. A.D. 90. This impression is supported by the recovery of  moderately 
worn coin of Nero from wall-trench III and by the finds from pit XV, on the house-
platform. This pit-group included a worn coin of Vespasian, two sherds of Flavian 
samian and coarse-ware of the late first-early second centuries. 

The terminal date for the building is less easily established. The quarry-pits 
contained a little Nene-Valley pottery, including a sherd of colour-coat, which should 
take this period of rubbish-accumulation into the early Antonine period. Above this 
was a layer of sandy soil (Fig. 6, unit 4) with a little Antonine samian and some Nene-
Valley wares, including forms probably as late as the third century. A closure date for 
the layer of ±A.D. 200 seems to be indicated, although it would be more conclusive 
were there larger quantities of Antonine and late Antonine samian (otherwise 
common on the site) in these deposits. 

PERIODIlI (Fig. 5) 

During the third century, the site was reoccupied and two buildings were 
constructed. The event is marked stratigraphically by the formation of a hard layer of 
tread, made up of a silty sand (Fig. 6, unit 3), which sealed the earlier deposits over the 
whole of the site. Of the two buildings identified in the 1962 season, that in the western 
part of the site was the more substantial. The best-preserved section of wall lay at the 
north end, where a shallow construction-trench, averaging ift. 6ins. in width, was 
found. It held a wall made of rough slabs of Barnack ragstone, none measuring much 
more than a foot square. In one short section the wall still stood to a height of three 
courses, but over much of its course the masonry had been completely robbed out. 
Similarly, the western return wall was totally devoid of stone, while the eastern wall 
retained only two small fragments in situ. However, there are indications that the walls 
were not bUilt sOlely in stone. There were some possible post-sockets in the middle of 
the east wall and two certain timber uprights at the end of the stretch: these seem to 
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mark the position of  door in the east wall. Moreover, in the vicinity of the walls, there 
were also a number of wads of grey clay, which may derive from rough plastering. We 
can probably envisage, therefore, a half-timbered structure, perhaps with only a low 
stone socle. This is a reconstruction which is entirely in accord with what we know 
about Roman buildings in the Fenland: an absence of any local building stone and an 
abundance of timber and clays encouraged a style of architecture with few pretensions. 
Masonry must have been expensive to import and there are very few instances of its 
use in Fenland settlements. Systematic stone-robbing and a dearth of excavation may 
partly account for this, but the fact that Grandford has now yielded a good deal of 
evidence for the importation of ragstone in the later Roman period" is one indication 
of its rather special status in the context of Fenland settlements. 

Otherwise, we do not know a great deal about the building. Just one room was 
identified and only its east-west internal dimensions, 14ft. 6ins., were established. It 
had a gravel floor, which was 2-3ins. thick at the northern end but thinned out towards 
the south. No internal features were recorded but the floor-levels were close to the 
modern ground-surface, and had in places suffered some plough damage. There was, 
however, what appears to have been a wide verandah or portico, attached to the north 
side of the building. The structure was supported by two timber uprights, 7-8ins. in 
diameter. They were held in two large oval post-pits (Fig. 7), measuring 4 x 3ft. at the 
top and set 3ft. into the subsoil. The pits narrowed rapidly as they became deeper and 
the bottom part consisted only of the post-socket. The posts themselves rested on a bed 
of clay and cobbles, and the socket was clearly marked by a vertical column of dark 
soil and in the more easterly post-pit, by a small void in the upper section (Fig. 7). The 
lower packing consisted of beds of clay and sand, laid horizontally. At the top, 
however, both post-pits were capped with a thick and carefully laid layer of grey clay, 
supported on nodules of flint and lumps of ragstone. The clay was precisely finished so 
as to form a neat oval cover with a smoothed surface. At the time of excavation, the 
pits were interpreted as storage silos,' 2  but their sections leave no doubt as to their true 
purpose as post-pits; on the other hand, the clay capping is an unusual feature and 
cannot be readily explained, although it could be seen as an attempt to conserve the 
timber uprights. Both clay-capped post-pits in fact succeeded earlier, though 
hãllower pits,, suggesting a replacement of the timber uprights. The most westerly pit 

(XXVI)contained a good deal of pottery, amongst which were large parts of the third-
century mortaria 'and pieces of storage jars; these vessels were possibly used as 
packing, although no traces of a post-socket were observed. 

The gravel floor located within the building continued up to these post-pits. But 
there was no evidence for any intermediary post- or stake-holes and it may be that the 
portico or lean-to was open-sided. There was, however, a large number of iron nails 
over the floor. The base of a storage jar was set into the gravel floor just beyond the 
wall of the building and may have been used to hold water or other commodities. 
Otherwise, there were no indications of the purpose- of this covered area. 

The second building, as preserved, was much less substantial. It lay in the north-east 
part of the excavated area, where there was an area ófhard-packed floor, made up of 
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humus, clay, gravel and white specks of what, at the time of excavation, was thought to 
be chalk (ragstone is more likely). No trace of any wall was found but the southern 
edge of the floor terminated in so definite a line (which turned through a right angle: 
Fig. 5) that a wall-footing without any proper foundation can be supposed. A wooden 
superstructure is not in doubt since, apart from a number of nails, there was a 
considerable spread of clay daub, decorated with lozenges, to the south of the floor. 
This type of daub is familiar from sites such as Verulamium, Colchester and Brampton 
in Norfolk 13  and is generally assumed to represent keying for plaster; in this case, 
however, it appears to have been rendered with a thin white wash. There was also a 
number of fragments of window-glass, including the corner of a moulded pane and 
other pieces from cylinder-blown panes. We can envisage, therefore, a quite 
comfortably appointed cottage with rendered walls and glass windows, an inference 
which reminds us how ephemeral the traces of such buildings may be in the Fenland: 
we may legitimately wonder whether any hints of such structures will have survived the 
deep-ploughing that has now taken place at most known sites in the central part of the 
Fens. It seems likely that all in situ evidence of the later buildings will have been totally 
destroyed. 

One other feature requires mention: it is a small platform of clay (Fig. 5), at the 
south-west corner of the house. Set nine inches into earlier deposits, it had a solid base 
of sand and clay, surfaced with a layer of clay, four ins, thick. A post-hole, 12ins. wide 
and 9ins. deep, was identified on one side of the platform and may mark the position of 
a porch to the building: the clay surface was hard and worn, as if it had seen constant 
use. 

The area beyond the buildings showed no evidence of activity, save for a layer of 
hard tread, sealing the earlier deposits. A shallow drainage ditch (Figs. 5, 6, XII) was 
set into this surface and was probably designed to carry storm-water down to the 
ditches flanking the east-west street, immediately to the south 'of the excavated area. 
Very little silt was found in the ditch and it is clear that it must have been regularly 
cleaned out. 

Dating evidence 

Although there was securely stratified pottery from the western building, it is not 
easy to provide any close date for its construction. Pit XXVI, which preceded the west 
clay-topped poet-pit, included pottery of the first half of the third century in its fill, but 
it is not clear whether this pottery is residual in this context. An indented beaker from 
wall-trench VI is probably third century in date but other forms from the construction-
layers cannot be very precisely assigned. On balance, a third-century date for the 
building seems likely, probably in the second half (there are unstratified coins of 
Postumus, A.D. 259-267 and Victorinus, A.D. 265-270): but we cannot be certain. 
Fourth-century pottery was not, however, particularly common. The latest material 
from the drainage gulley (XXI) does not seem to extend past the early fourth century 
and the ditch was cut by a peat-filled pit (Fig. 5, XXIII), which yielded a vessel 
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probably of mid or late fourth-century date; it is difficult on these grounds, therefore, 
to envisage a particularly extended period of occupation in the fourth century. On the 
other hand, two coins of Valentinian I (A. D.- 364-375) were found, both in the gravel 
layer covering the site, and provide a solid argument for some activity at this time. 
Thus we might tentatively suggest an abandonment of the buildings at some point in 
the first half of the fourth century, but nearby occupation well into later decades. 

THE LAST PHASE• 
The structures of period III were covered by a thin layer of dark gravelly soil, rich in 

pottery of all periods, and also in bone and small metal objects. It is a layer found 
everywhere on the Grandford site and underlies some 6-9ins. of humus. Two small pits 
were cut into the layer; one (XXIII) was referred to above, while the other (Fig. 5) lay 
at the edge of the excavated area, close to the entrance of the western building. Pit 
XXIII, as noted above, yielded a sherd probably of mid- to late fourth-century 
pottery, and both pits were filled with a peat soil, which had formed in situ. There is no 
evidence, however, to suppose that the site was abandoned because of extensive water-

logging, for the deterioration in conditions which became widespread in the Fenland 
in post-Roman times is not represented by any significant stratigraphical 
accumulation in this area. 14 

THE 1963 SITE 
In 1963, an area that lay some 40 feet beyond the road flanking the southern end of 

the 1962 site was selected for excavation. The trenches were designed partly to 
determine the date and function of the watercourse that winds across the Grandford 
site (Fig. 2), and partly to provide a stratigraphical sequence to compare with the 1962 
results. In the event, the deposits proved to be much deeper and richer than those 
encountered in the previous year: four distinct periods of occupation were identified, - 
represented in many areas by four feet or more of stratified layers. They are considered. 
in chronological sequence below. 

Surface traces of features in this area were on the whole slight. Apart from the 
watercourse, the only obvious feature was a large ditch to the south-west of the 
excavated areas (Fig. 2). This ditch was sectioned at one point and the material 
recovered shows that its lower fill, an ashy tip, contained second-century pottery and 
the upper fill a big third- to early fourth-century group. The upper fill, a very peaty 
deposit, also yielded nine coins, now unfortunately lost. If this was a boundary ditch, 
as its large dimensions and its alignment parallel with the street-system suggest, it must 
then have been laid out early in the history of the settlement, quite possibly in the first 
century. Thereafter, even though it was partially filled with rubbish, it will always have 
been an obvious landmark and can reasonably be interpreted as the southern 
boundary of this area. This gives a measurement of about 60ft. between the road and 
the ditch, forming a substantial building plot. Unfortunately its east-west extent was 
apparent neither on the surface of the field nor in the results of the excavations. 
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PERIOD I 
The earliest features on the site were identified in two small trenches, M and S, cut 

across the channel of the watercourse bordering the east part of the 1963 site. The 
stratigraphic details are shown in Fig. 11. Preceding all the features was a layer, 12ins. 
thick, of stained, discoloured silt, resting on clean yellow silt. If the discolouration is 
not the result of root penetration (and this type of layer was not noted anywhere else 
on the Grandford site), then it might plausibly be interpreted as a ploughsoil, relating 
to the initial clearance and cultivation of the area; however, it is worth stressing that no 
plough-marks were noted and the layer is rather deep for the type of coulter available 
at this time. ' 5  

This layer was cut by a small ditch, four ft. wide and two ft. deep. It had a rounded 
profile. The deposits in the bottom of the ditch consisted of a wash of sandy-grey silt 
and fine gravel, but this was sealed by a tip of ash and, above that, by a fill of silts and 
gravel that almost certainly had been water-laid. The same ditch was also located in a 
cutting(S), ten feet to the south. Here, however, the original ditch had rapidly silted up 
with water-laid silts and had been recut. The later ditch containedflood-deposits in the 
bottom, but both it and its predecessor were sealed by a layer of ash, thrown in from 
the west, and comparable with the tip in the more northerly section of the ditch. 
Water-laid silt again covered part of this tip. 

Dating evidence for this activity is slight. However, there was a substantial part of a 
samian form 24, stamped ER T IV (= ERTIVS), from the ash layer in the more 
southerly cutting; the sherd is datable to c. A.D. 50-65. In combination with other 
dating evidence from the deposits of this period, it suggests a Neronian-early Flavian 
context for these features, probably within the bracket c. A.D. 65-75. We can assume 
that at this time the site was suffering intermittent flooding and that the ditches were 
designed to cope with this problem. Moreover, they recall the evidence from the 1962 
site, where the skeleton of what may have been a drowned man was found in flood-silts 
of about the same period. Clearly, the earliest phases of settlement - probably shortly 
after the Boudiccan revolt - were attended by considerable environmental difficulties 
which only lessened as conditions improved and steps were taken to cope with 
flooding problems. 16 

These ditches and the occupation debris that covered them were in turn sealed by a 
thick layer of gravel. This deposit was identified in both cuttings across the 
watercourse and in the main excavation area to the north-west. Whilst no very 
tangible plan emerged from  the cuttings, the gravel layer was much more precisely 
defined elsewhere: it took the form of a cambered strip, some ten feet wide, that ran 
west-east across the site. At least two qualities of gravel were used in its construction 
and the surface varied from a quite loose spread of pebbles to a hard rammed layer. 
Some of these differences may indicate repairs. Given its width, length, cambering and 
orientation, there seems no difficulty in identifying it as a small street. Whether it 
turned southwards at the eastern edge of the excavated area or whether the surface in 
cuttings M and S represents the floor of a building flanking the road is a matter that 
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cannot now be decided. Nevertheless, it is interesting that one of the first actions by the 
early settlers was to construct internal roads, arguing for a degree of planning in the 
layout of the site. Curiously, no road-ditches were identified, a baffling feature (side 
ditches are a sine qua non of Fenland roads) that is not easily explained: perhaps the 
street was of very local significance and never properly finished. Otherwise there were 
no definite structural features of this period except for a pit, only 14ins. in diameter, 
with the neck of a jar placed upside down in the bottom. 

Dating evidence 
We have already summarised above the reasons for suggesting a date between c. 

A.D. 65-75 for the early drainage ditches. To this conclusion we can add the ceramic 
evidence from the deposits that accumulated over some areas on either side of the road 
- a grey silty soil varying in thickness from 3-7ins. Apart from some coarse-ware the 
layer yielded six well stratified pieces of samian; three are pre-Flavian and the other 
three are Flavian, the latest being dated by Hartley to c. A.D. 85-105. A Flavian date 
for the layer seems reasonably secure, therefore. One coin, now lost, was also found in 
this deposit. 

PERIOD II (Figs. 8, 10)  
The first building was a timber structure, laid out over the street of period, I.On the 

east part of the site a very thin layer of silt separated the surface of the road and the 
sandy floor of the later building: to the west, however, the silt was absent and, instead, 
the road surface had been incorporated as part of the floor: we can conclude therefore 
that little or no interval of time elapsed between the abandonment of the street and the 
construction of the building. 

The structure itself had a number of curious features. Only two external walls were 
located, those on the north and east sides. They were formed of narrow wall-trenches, 
9ins. in width and between 5 and 12ins. in depth (a variation which-may be explained 
by changes in the level of the ground). No individual post-settings were observed and a 
sleeper-beam technique of construction is thus quite possible. There were, however, 
two puzzling features. One is the apparent absence of any end-wall to the west, where a 
number of contemporary pits must mark an area beyond the building: either the 
building was open-ended or, more plausibly, the wall-trench did not penetrate the 
floor-level at this point. The other is the sharp divergence from the right-angle atthe 
north-east corner, a discrepancy that is so marked as to suggest a degree of 
deliberation in its layout. It would thus appear that the intention was to construct a 
building that was markedly wider at one end than at the other. 

Internally, there were traces of one major wall, running east-west, at right angles to 
the east end-wall. The feature was first observed as a series of rectangular dark soil-
marks, showing clearly in the yellow silt underlying the occupation deposits. Butstudy 
of the sections showed that these post-marks had been cut from the period II floor-
level and had an average depth of 9-12ins.; it may be therefore that they were set in a 
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continuous trench, although no evidence for this was observed. The individual posts 
averaged 7 x 9ins. and in many cases occurred as double settings, suggesting that most 
had been replaced at a later period. One certain secondary post, offset from the main 
series, was found in the eastern section of the line and may have been intended as a 
buttress; but the rest were carefully aligned, and show that the replacement posts were 
designed to maintain exactly the same wall-line. 

The sandy floor of the building (Fig. 10, e-f, unit 6) thinned out rapidly to the south, 
beyond the internal wall; we may therefore assume that the southern end-wall lay a 
short distance beyond the excavated area. This is corroborated by the presence of a 
boundary ditch, described above, which demarcates the building-plot to the south. 
The building, then, must have been a long, approximately rectangular, structure, 
conforming with the general plan of a simple strip-house. However, apart from the 
wall of separate uprights, there were few other indications of the internal arrangement 
of rooms. One short stretch of a north-south wall-slot was noted five feet from the east 
end-wall, and there was one stakehole and one posthole in the floor; but these 
constitute the only surviving traces of such walls (although they could have been 
obscured by baulks). Even given that partitions may have left little trace in the 
archaeological record, we cannot assume that the building was without other internal 
divisions. Certainly the quantity of refuse, much of it contained in pits to the north 
(discussed below), is sufficient to indicate its function as a domestic structure. 

Amongst this material was a great profusion of animal bones and the debris from 
the manufacture of bone pins and awls; abundant potsherds with a large number of, 
broken but fairly complete vessels; and many small objects, including bronze 
brooches, pins, toiletry items, beads and four c- oins. The coins are especially 
interesting since they, together with large number of first and second century issues in 
later contexts, imply a much higher standard of living than is usual on early Roman 
Fenland sites. 17  Normally, coins are very rare or absent and metal objects occur only 
sporadically. Clearly Grandford was a settlement of special importance, even in this 
early period, and the apparently modest timber building the residence of a well-to-do 
family. 

One other structural feature requires mention: this is a group of three post-sockets, 
parallel with, and three feet from, the, east wall of the building. They probably 
represent a narrow portico, perhaps over the entrance to the house. Another post, set 
in a large pit, was also located in a narrow trench to the east of the main excavated area 
and may indicate a subsidary room or perhaps another building. It is evident then that 
this was a house of some size and not entirely without architectural pretensions. 
Indeed, the second-century fill of the nearby boundary ditch yielded both tegulae and 
imbrices, in the standard hard red fabric. These may have been imported into the 
region but, whatever their origin, they are very unusual in a Fenland context, 
especially at such an early date. 

North and west of the house, the excavations revealed an extensive complex of 
gullies and pits. Many were waterlogged at the time at which they were studied and no 
real picture either of the relative sequences or of their function emerged. Nevertheless, 



94 	 T. W. POTTER AND C. F. POTTER 

the large quantity of domestic rubbish contained in the fills shows that, whatever their 
original purpose, they were eventually used as a dump for the refuse of this building 
area. Most of the pits were long and rectangular in form, as though designed for some 
special reason: on the other hand, it should be borne in mind that the water-table is 
high, especially during the winter months and that deeper rubbish pits may not have 
been feasible. Indeed, some of the narrower gullies may well have been dug to drain 
away surplus water from this area. Pit 1 (Fig. 8) may be taken as typical of the larger 
features. Cut into the yellow silt that underlies the site, it had a maximum depth ofjust 
over two feet and a U-shaped profile. Its fill consisted of lenses of silt, washed in from 
the sides of the pit, together with tips of charcoal and black soil, rich in animal bone 
and pottery. To the west, the natural silt had been cut away by some ten inches, leaving 
a narrow ridge between the pit and this area. Here the silt was pitted with small 
depressions, measuring c. 8 x 12ins., of exactly the same appearance as those 
encountered in the 1962 site, discussed above. Whether they represent root-
disturbance or some other activity is a matter that cannot now be resolved: but we tend 
to favour an explanation that they were caused by plants or bushes. 

The other deep pits are shown upon Fig. 8 (pits 2, 3, 4). The largest was pit 2 which 
had very straight sides, as though it had been lined, and extended to a depth of c. 2ft. 
6ins. into the subsoil and over five feet beneath present-day ground level. Pit 3 was 
shallower - its depth was just over two feet - and again had very straight sides and a U-
shaped profile; there was a deposit of ash, 3ins. thick, on the bottom, sealed by a layer 
of yellow silt and then by a deposit of refuse. Pit 4 was of similar depth and 
stratigraphy, but the features to the south (Fig. 10, a-b) were mostly much less 
substantial. They ranged from small gullies, probably intended for drainage (e.g. Fig. 
10, a-b, unit 6), to deeper but narrower cuttings. Tips of charcoal and refuse filled all 
the features and there had been some recutting (e.g. Fig. 10, a-b,. unit 7). One 
distinctive aspect of many of the smaller gullies is the emphasis upon straight sides and 
a flat bottom: normally we would tend to interpret them as construction trenches for a 
building. Here, however, this explanation must be ruled out, although the possibility 
that such trenches held wooden or brushwood gutters cannot be excluded. 

To sum up the evidence for period II, we have a timber-framed house, measuring 
some 30ft in length and expanding in width towards the west. One prominent internal 
wall-line of large rectangular posts was found, together with evidence for a portico. 
Outside the building was an area of pits and drainage gullies, filled with hearth 
sweepings and rubbish, indicating a fairly long period of occupation. 

Dating evidence 

The best guide to the chronology of'period II is provided by the large quantity of 
samian found in this context. There were two main groups directly associated with the 
building. One (layer 4.5) came from the dark refuse layer that accumulated while the 
building was in occupation; the other (layer 4: Fig. 10, e-f, unit 5) coverea the floor and 
may therefore represent a period of abandonment or a makeup deposit for the period 
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III floor. The group of samian from the occupation deposit amounted to 34 sherds, 
ranging from pre-Flavian types to forms typical of the reign of Antoninus Pius. Given 
that a Flavian date is established for period I, a range of c. 90-150 looks likely for this 
deposit. Layer 4 yielded a smaller group - only 7 sherds - terminating chronologically 
with Hadrianic - Antonine forms; this distribution supports an early Antonine closure 
for this period, there being only three certain Antonine sherds in the two groups, on a 
site where Antonine samian is very common. 

The contents of pit 1 (cf. Fig. 8) support this conclusion: of the eight sherds of 
samian from the lower fill, three are Hadrianic and the rest Trajanic or Flavian. A 
Hadrianic or early Antonine terminus ante quem therefore looks likely. The upper fill, 
on the other hand, has Antonine samian, as well as much colour-coat, and it would 
thus appear that the pit was not levelled until late in the second century or early in the 
third (i.e. during the next period, III). 

The evidence from the other pits is more difficult to evaluate because of difficulties 
in interpreting the stratigraphic sequence. One group certainly terminates c. 140-150 
as the large collection of samian contains several Hadrianic-Antonine pieces but little 
that is purely Antonine. We can conclude that some of the pits were certainly still in 
use c. A.D. 150 but that many had been closed. It is however worth noting that they 
were sealed by a black fill of refuse with much Antonine material, indicating that this 
area continued as a rubbish dump until at least the early third century. 

PERIOD III (Fig. 9) 
A layer some six inches deep separated the floors of periods II and III (Fig. 10, e-f, 

unit 5) and, as noted above, may represent either a rubbish accumulation or, more 
probably, a makeup level. The new floor consisted of a fairly thick spread of gravel, 
laid over the south-eastern part of the site (Fig. 9, floor 1). It had fairly well-defined 
limits and clearly marked the position of a house-* platform, with north-south 
dimensions of c. 18ft, and an east-west extent of at last 20 feet (the east edge of the 
floor lay beyond the excavation area). The building itself, however, was poorly 
preserved. Traces were found of a north wall-trench, a few inches deep, and of several 
rectangular post-holes, one of which was 4ins. deep. Eight feet to the south was a 
short parallel stretch of wall-trench, set two ins, into the floor, and a single post-
emplacement. Evidently, therefore, the remains are those of a small rectangular 
timber-framed structure, possibly built with a combination of sleeper-beam footings 
and uprights, set in post-holes. To the south of the building was a spread of grey clay, 
perhaps derived from wall-cladding, while the north wall-trench was partially covered 
with a mass of cobbles and fragments of ragstone; these too may have formed part of 
the wall superstructure. 

A short distance to the west of this building was an area of tread into which were 
inserted three small hearths or ovens (Fig. 9, ovens 4, 5 9  6). These ovens are especially 
characteristic of the 1963 site in periods III and IV. The details are set out below and 
the period IV ovens are discussed in the appropriate section. We may note here that 
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most consist of oval rings of fired clay, with a flat base; they average some 3 x 11/2  ft. in 
size. In almost every case, they were filled with charcoal, and covered by unburnt grey 
clay, probably from a domed roof. Presumably they were simple domestic baking 
ovens, although their concentration in this part of the Grandford site may indicate 
some more specific purpose. - 

Elsewhere within the excavation area, there are no structural features that can be 
assigned to this period. To the south of the building and ovens, the occupation 
deposits of this phase faded out, while to the north some of the pits and gullies, 
discussed above under period II, were being filled at this time; eventually, a layer of 
dark black soil accumulated over this part of the site. 

Dating evidence 

The pottery from the layer immediately beneath the floor, has a closure date in the 
early Antonine period, suggesting a date around A.D. 150 for the construction of the 
period III building. The duration of the period is less easy to define. As we have shown, 
the upper fill of pit us likely to belong to this period as is the black fill over the pits on 
the north side of the site. The pottery, now dominated by early Nene-Valleywafes, 
extends into the third century, although certainly no later than A.D. 250. This is 
confirmed by material from the layer, (discussed in the next section), dividingperjods 
III and IV, a unit with some colour-coat and Nene-Valley types. An early-mid third 
century terminus seems likely, therefore, for this period. 

PERIOD IV (Fig. 9) 
Sealing the features of period III over almost the whole site was a layer of yellow 

sand-silt, that varied in thickness from a few inches to nearly two feet (Fig. 10, a-b, unit 
9; c-d, unit 5; e-f, unit 3). Only in the far north-west of the site did the layer peter out. In 
places there was a fairly clear stratification within the deposit, but elsewhere it 
consisted of a single homogeneous layer, containing pottery of second- and third-
century type. There were also some fragments of saddle quern in Niedermendig laya, 
several pieces of tegula and, curiously, the skeletons of several very young babies. That 
this distinctive layer in part represents a deliberate makeup for the buildings ofperiod 
IV is clear from the nature of the stratification beneath the floors: here there were a 
series of tips. However, not all of the deposit seems to have been formed in this way for, 
over quite large parts of the site, the appearance was of a natural accumulation, with 
lenses of sand and silt. Significantly, a similar layer (Fig. 6, unit 3) sealed the period II 
building on the 1962 site and seems to have formed at about the same time. A 
comparable layer was also located on the 1959 site (Fig. 3, unit 3), underlying the 
fourth-century features, while the two sondages dug in 1964 (Fig. 12) showed a thick 
accumulation of sands, silts and gravel, dividing the second and fourth century levels. 
The matter is discussed in detail in a subsequent section (cf. 1964 site) but, without 
anticipating those conclusions, it is clear that there was a major hiatus in the mid-third 
century, caused by flooding. . 
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Fig. 10 (continued) 
(i) Section a-b. 

1. Topsoil. 2. Peat deposit with many pebbles and much material. 
3. Thin layer of burnt and unburnt clay, terminating to the west in a 
gravel lens, probably a path. Period IV. 4. Pale yellow sand-silt layer. 

Period IV. 5. Sandy brown-black fill. Period III. 6. Lens of sand, 
covering a black fill of occupation material. 7. Pit, filled with black silt. 
Period II. 8. Fill comprising alternate lenses of yellow silt and black ash. 
Period II. 9. Flat-bottomed pit or ditch, filled with grey silt, interleaved 

with layers of charcoal. Period II. 10. Grey silt. 
'Natural' soil consists of a yellow silt. 

(ii) Section c-d 
1. Topsoil. 2. Peaty layer with many pebbles and much material. 

3. Period IV floor, made up of a thick deposit of yellow gravel laid on  
bed of ragstone fragments. 4. Oven with a diameter of 3ft. 4ins. and 
thickly built walls and a floor of clay. Some of the oven-lining has 

collapsed into the bowl of the oven and there is a spread of oven debris, 
trampled into a rough surface, both to east and west. Period IV. 

5. An extensive deposit represented over most of the site by several 
layers of yellow sand and silt; ?flood deposit. 6. Unburnt clay and 

charcoal, associated with some of the period III ovens. 7. Part of the 
gravel floor (Fig. 9, no. I) belonging to the period III building. 

8. An extensive layer of occupation debris, including a number of thin 
lenses of wood ash. Period 11.9. Yellow clay lens, possibly the base of an 
oven. Period 11. 10. A thin spread of grey silt, resting upon 'natural' 

yellow silt. Period I. 

(iii) Section e-f 
1. Topsoil. 2. Pebble layer with numerous fragments of pottery. At the 
base of the layer is a hard tread, relating to the period IV building. 

3. Spread of sand-silt. Period IV. 4. Period III floor, made up of yellow 
gravel. A posthole, a foot deep, marks the northern wall line, while to 
the south is the impression of a timber sill. Beyond the sill is a thin lens 	- - 
of clay, probably deriving from the walls. 5. Immediately beneath the 
period III floor are traces of sand make-up layers. These peter out both 

to north and south, giving way to period II occupation layers. 
6. Period II floor, made up of a thin layer of silt-sand. A wall slot 

(cf. Fig. 8), 121ns. deep, is set into the floor, as are post-sockets from an 
internal row of timbers. 7. A thick layer of gravel with a cambered 
cross-section, laid directly on 'natural' silt. There are traces of some 
repairs to this surface, which most probably is to be interpreted as a 

road. Period I. 8. Grey silt. Period I. 
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The buildings of period IV were disappointingly preserved and excavation revealed 
little of their layout. There were two areas of gravel floor (Fig. 9, floors 2 and 3) of 
which floor 2 was the more solid. Its upper surface, apparently the latest of three layers 
of gravel, rested on small lumps of Barnack ragstone and other larger fragments of 
stone were incorporated in the surface. Immediately to the west of the floor were traces 
of a trench (Fig. 10, c-d), which lined up with the west end of floor 3: it may be that a 
completely robbed stone-footing followed this alignment. There is some support for 
this conjecture in the presence of a large dump of ragstone to one side of floor 3; 
stratigraphically very late in the sequence, this dump (which is paralleled by a similar 
spread of rubble, found in 1958: Fig. 3) is very probably derived from the demolition of 
a stone building in late- or post-Roman times. 

The western and southern periphery of these areas of floor contained a number of 
small cooking-ovens, mainly of the oval type already referred to under period III. At 
least six belong to period IV and their long use is attested by a widespread layer of ash 
and burnt clay around the ovens. Similar deposits of burnt clay, which was fired to a 
distinctive red-orange colour, were found in both the 1958 and 1959 sites in an 
equivalent stratigraphic position, suggesting a very big concentration over this part of 
site. There was also one hearth formed of two parallel walls of clay, lOins, apart (Fig. 9, 
no. 9), and a circular, flat-topped clay feature, 2ft. 9ins. in diameter, partially revetted 
with rim fragments of a hand-made dolium: indeed, it is possible that this crudely 
fashioned vessel was being manufactured around a clay mould. 

Beyond the ovens and spread of burnt clay, there were traces of a gravel path and 
then a dark fill. To the west, the fill gave the impression of cultivated ground, while to 
the south there was the distinct dip (Fig. 10, e-f) of a shallow ditch, draining surface 
water off to the east. The building area was thus carefully defined with limits that do 
not differ significantly from those of earlier periods. 

Dating evidence 
Whilst no rubbish pits of this period were found (apart from the tip of refuse in the 

boundary ditch, discussed in the introduction to this section) there was a considerable 
spread of material around and over the buildings. Apart from very large quantities of 
residual pottery, there were abundant third- and early fourth-century forms, ranging 
from barbotine colour-coat to indented beakers, bowls and dishes. Mid- and late 
fourth-century pottery was, on the other hand, curiously sparse, especially in view of 
the late-Roman coin series for the site. It seems clear then that the period IV buildings 
were constructed during the third century, probably in the second half, and continued 
in occupation until at least A.D. 340, and possibly beyond. 
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Grandford 1963: the ovens 

Note: the measurements are internal. 
Number Orientation Period Measurements 
(Fig. 9) 

1 N-S IV 3'4" x 19" 
2 N-S IV 4'6" x 23" 
3 NE-SW IV 21l" x 1'10" 
4 E-W III 1'10" x 12" 

5 N-S III 2' x 1'!" 8" 

6 N-S III 2'10" x 15" 9" 
7 N-S IV 1'8"x ?2' 5" 
8 N-S IV 2' x 14" 4" 
9 E-W IV 3'xl' 4" 

. 10 - IV 29" diam. 

TRENCH S (Fig. 11) 

'dished' form 
Cut by oven 6; 
'dished' form 
'Dished' form 

Rectangular hearth 
Circular base with 
a dolium rim as 
revetment. 

Surviving Remarks 
Depth 

3" 

10" 
6" 

6" 	Cut by oven 3: 

We have already commented upon the ditches cut to deal with flooding in period I 
and theroad that succeeded them. The evidence for this was uncovered in a small 
trench (5), situated to the south-east of the main 1963 site and cutting across the 
extinct watercourse that, until its bulldozing in 1967, formed a prominent gulley, 
winding across the Grandford site (Fig. 2). The trench showed that the watercourse 
was, as might be anticipated, a late feature in the history of the site. Its channel cut 
through all the archaeological deposits down to the earliest Roman surface, the gravel 
road or floor (Fig. 11, unit 13). 

Only one other feature requires comment, a pit at the east end of the trench. Cut 
through the 'road' and one earlier floor, its lower fill consisted of domestic refuse, 
including samian and coarse-ware of first to second-century date: the pit belongs 
therefore to The period of the second building phase. It was sealed by a sand-gravel 
layer (unit 4), perhaps a floor that had slumped into the pit-fill; this was in turn covered 
by further levelling material, containing third- and fourth-century refuse. 

THE 1964 SITES 
In the final season of excavation, small sondages were cut in two areas: (1) on the 

rather higher, flat ground north and west of the other sites and (2) on the west bank of 
the West Water, close to the point where the Fen Causeway -crossed the river (Fig. 2). 
The first sondages - two small trenches, 40ft. apart (Fig. :12) were intended to explain 
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the curious lack of features in the surface of the field, and also its height of some 2-3ft. 
above the average ground-level to the south. 18 1n the event both trenches yielded a very 
similar sequence. Sterile gravels and silts (Fig. 12, units 1 1-13) were encountered at a 
depth of C. 2ft. 6ins. below ground surface. Readily identifiable as flood-deposits, they 
also included patches of humus, especially at the base of unit 12. Covering these layers 
was a grey-brown silt (unit 10), which yielded a number of sherds including a samian 
base of Flavian date: a first- to second-century date for this unit is reasonably certain. 
This deposit was sealed by a further series of gravels and silts, sterile in finds. The 
thickest layer was unit 9, an iron-stained mixture of gravel and sand. Above this was a 
thin band of gravel (unit 7) with humic lenses above and below (possibly turf-lines), 
and then another band of gravel, mixed with dark silt (unit 6). There were no finds 
from any of layers 6-9. Therewas, however, what appeared to be a pit (unit 8), cut from 
the humic interface between units 6 and 7; it was filled with dark silt and gravel, but 
was barren of archaeological material. S 

The interpretation of this group of layers sealing the thin second-century 
occupation level would seem to be clear-cut: that they represent wash-material, laid 
down under intermittent flood conditions. Chronologically they probably coincide 
with the third-century flood-deposits already widely noted on Fenland sites and, 
within the local context, may best be equated with the stratigraphic breaks already 
discussed for the 1959, 1962 and 1963 sites. 19  However, the type of deposit represented 
in these 1964 sondages does differ from those in the area to the south, where there were 
no properly bedded gravels and silts. This cannot be explained by a difference of level, 
since the flood-type deposits of this period vary from c. 6-8ft. A.O.D. and the 1964 
layers are, if anything, rather higher than those to the south. One possible answer is 
that they are closer to moving water but, without further work, it is impossible to be 
certain about this. 

These flood-deposits were covered by two successive occupation deposits, both 
sealing compacted gravel floors. The lower floor (unit 5) was associated with a good 
deal of burnt oven-debris, of the type encountered in the 1963 and 1958 sites. The later 
floor contained fragments of ragstone, suggesting that here, as elsewhere on the site, 
there were nearby stone buildings. Dating evidence was sparse but there is Castor 
colour-coat of the third and fourth centuries from these levels and a coin of 
Valentinian I (A.D. 364-367) from the top unit, 2; a late-Roman date for these deposits 
is therefore assured. 

The other sondages Were sited on the west bank of the roddon of the West Water, 
close to the point where the Fen Causeway crossed the river (Fig. 2, 1964a; site 
reference 541J). Only a small area was cleared but, in one of the two adjacent trenches, 
the opportunity was taken to go down to the March gravels, at a depth of 13ft. below 
the present-day ground level (Fig. 13). Covering the gravels was a blue clay and then 
some five feet. of unlaminated roddon silt, quite heavily oxidised towards the top. 
Above this was nearly a foot of quite different silt: prominently laminated, it combined 
both very thin horizontal bands and undulating lenses A similar sequence was also 
observed in a dyke-section on the south-west part of thà site (Fig. 2, 1964b). Here there 
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Fig. 13. Section through the west bank of the West Water at the 
north-west part of the site (Grandford 1964a, Fig. 2). The occupation 

debris dates mainly to the second century. 
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was ift. 6ins. of plough-soil, over first undulating and then laminated silt; these silts 
extended to a depth of 2ft. 2ins. and below them was a further three feet of 
unlaminated silts. 

The important feature of the 1964a site was that the laminated deposits were sealed 
by occupation debris. One section was covered by what appeared to be a gravel floor 
(although, in retrospect, it could be interpreted as a waterlaid gravel layer), while the 
other yielded a spread of refuse. This included a large quantity of bone; much 
charcoal, some fragments of daub and a number of sherds of late first- and second-
century type. Clearly, there had been a building on the bank of the river. This 
occupation material was in turn sealed by a band of unlaminated yellow silt, still 
surviving to a depth of six ins, beneath the plough-soil (which itself yielded much 
samian). Just as at Welney, therefore, the river flooded in the mid-Roman period, 
sealing the first phase of occupation. 20  

No full interpretation of this sequence can be given without a complete section 
across the watercourse. On the present evidence, however, we can envisage a long 
history for the river, With constant silt deposition. Later (presumably when the Fens 
were drying up in the early Roman period), the deposition of silt became seasonal 
rather than continuous, resulting in the pattern of laminae. By the time that there was 
occupation on the bank, no flooding was occurring, until the inundation of the third 
century, represented by the band of unlaminated silt sealing the occupation debris. It is 
interesting to note, moreover, that virtually no sherds of the third or fourth centuries 
were recovered from this area, suggesting that this part of the site was abandoned 
when the extensive later Roman rebuilding took place elsewhere at Grañdford. 

SUMMARY 

1958 	Fourth-century stone building and ovens, overlying earlier deposits. 
1959 	(i) 	Late third-/fourth-century building, probably with stone footings. 

Silt and sand with flood-silt of third-century date. 
Earlier occupation-deposits. 

1962 	1: 	Flood-silts with (?) drowned body c. 65-75 
Substantial timber-framed house on platform. c. 90-200 ± 

Nearby pits. 
(i) 	House with stone footings, timber third- early fourth 
superstructure and portico, and a gravel floor, centuries 
(ii) House with decorated daub walls, window 
glass, and a gravel floor. 

1963 	I: 	Ditches cut to deal with flood-silt; gravel road. Flavian 
Large timber building, with portico and c. 90-150 

tiled roof; series of rubbish-pits and gutters. 
Small timber-framed building; ovens; c. 150-early/mid 

rubbish-pits. third century 
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lila: Flooding, 	 mid third century 
IV: Building with stone footings; ovens and hearths. late third- early! 

mid-fourth century 
1964 	Two periods of occupation divided by flood-deposits of 

• third-century date. (?) Stone footings in the later 
Roman period. 

1964a Late first- and second-century occupation on the bank 
of the West Water river; flood-silt above the 
occupation-layers. 	 - 	• 

•• 	 THE FINDS 
Given the very large bulk of material, necessitating a series of specialist reports upon 

the pottery, small objects, coins and animal and human bones, this section of the •- 

	

	report is not published here. However, the full report is available as a British Museum 
Occasional Paper, under the same title asthis article. 

. 	• 	• • • • 	 DISCUSSION • 	. 	• • - • 	••• - • • 

Whilst the excavations at Grandford were not on a large scale, they represent the 
most extensive work hitherto undertaken on a Central Fenland Romano-British site. 
Moreover, they were conducted at a time when the site still remained under long-
standing pasture. Now, as a consequence of the deep-ploughing in 1967, the upper 
stratigraphy has been irreparably damaged and the once-prominent earthworks 
levelled. Since Grandford appears to have been the last surviving well-preserved grass 
site in this part of the Fens, it is therefore fortunate that some investigation has taken 
place, since it is to be doubted that any comparable opportunity now exists in this 
region. • • - 

It is not the intention, however, in this concluding section to comment in any detail 
about the general settlement trends in the Roman Fenland. A paper which attempts 
this sort of synthesis is to appear elsewhere (Britannia, forthcoming), and is based 
upon the results not only of the excavations at Grandford but also of five other sites in 
the vicinity of March. Nevertheless, Grandford with its exceptional size, status and 
length of occupation (in the context of Fenland settlement) does provide the main 
point of reference and the principal conclusions may usefully be summarised here. 

1. Initial occupation seems to have begun c. A.D. 65-75, and probably in Nero's 
reign. This is exceptionally early in a Fenland context - few sites can be shown to pre- - 
date the late Flavian period" -  but the date is firmly established by pre-Flavian samian; 
by coins of Augustus (1), Nero' (6), Otho (1), and Vespasian (1), out of a total of 34 
identified issues; and by other eaily pottery forms, including a stamped Gallic import. 
The exceptional wealth of pre-Flavian material is very surprising in a context such as 
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the Grandford settlement and, given its position on the main east-west route between 
the east Midlands and Norfolk, it is plausible to see the original occupation as military. 
This might explain the curious right-angle traced by the Fen Causeway on the north-
east side of the site and the faint suggestion of military-type ditches parallel with the 
road, visible on aerial photographs of the former earthwork-field after ploughing 
(Fig. 2). Indeed, the aftermath of the Boudiccan Revolt would provide a very 
appropriate historical context for the construction of  fort, designed to protect a road 
that gave direct access into Iceni territory from large bases such as Longthorpe. 

If this interpretation is correct (and it urgently needs testing by further excavation), 
then we need not suppose military occupation to have been very long-lived. The 
suppression of the Iceni was severe and there do not appear to have been any further 
difficulties in the area. By A.D. 67, the province was sufficiently quiet to permit the 
withdrawal of the XIVth Legion and, before long, a programme of conquest was 
under way in the north of Britain, by which time the forts of East Anglia must certainly 
have been evacuated. 

Whilst the excavated areas appear to lie outside the presumed fort, a vicus-type 
settlement must have grown up very rapidly. Early occupation is attested on both the 
1962 and 1963 sites, together with a stretch of gravelled street, and ditches filled with 
flood-silt. Conditions cannot have been easy at this time, as the skeleton of an elderly 
man who probably met his death through drowning suggests; but the land was 
gradually drying out, and no first-century flood-deposits later than the early Flavian 
period were identified. 

Towards the end of the Flavian period, c. A.D. 90, substantial timber-framed 
houses were laid out on both the 1962 and 1963 sites. They lay within building-plots 
surrounded by ditches, and tiles were used on the roofs. Nearby were areas of rubbish-
pits, whose contents make it clear that the occupants of these buildings were by no 
means impoverished. If they were coloni on Imperial land, as from the Hadrianic 
period appears likely, then they shared in a money-using economy and were able to 
afford quite large quantities of imported pottery and other goods. Moreover, the 
scatter of surface finds suggests that the late first and early second centuries saw a 
considerable expansion in the size of the settlement. Finds of this period are spread 
over more than twenty acres and the indications are of an irregular network of narrow 
gravelled streets, dividing up the house properties. 

The economic basis of the settlement remains to be worked out in detail, but there 
are already a number of useful pointers. Whilst there may have been some small-scale 
industry, such as the production of hand-made pottery and the carving of objects in 
bone, there is little doubt that the agriculture formed the main activity. Cultivation is 
only indirectly attested by-grain-impressions on clay objects and by qüerns (seeds were 
not collected), and it is therefore difficult to assess its contribution. It is unlikely, 
however, to have been negligible, given the large size of the settlement (although the 
cattle-bones have no physical signs to show that they were used for traction). Stock-
raising, on the other hand, was quite certainly of major importance, in view of the 
enormous number of bones that were found; Analysis of the greater part of this sample 
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has shown that the collection is dominated, as in other Fenland sites for which we have 
detailed studies, by the bones of sheep. Moreover, most of the. sheep were not 
slaughtered until they were comparatively old, suggesting that they were being kept. 
primarily, fortheir wool rather than for their meat. This question is explored more 
fully elsewhere (Britannia, forthcoming), but it is useful here to note that the high 
proportion of sheep bones from the Fens as a whole is matched by a concentration of 
loom-weights from the region, suggesting that weaving was also an I important industry 
(as do the possible bobbins; discussed in the faunal report). This is an activity which, as 
the Notitia (9,60) makes clear from its reference to a state weaving-mill at Venta, is 
likely to have been carried out under government licence -an appropriate industry, 
therefore, for coloni of an Imperial Estate. . 

The production of wool, was supported by the raising of cattle for meat, milk and 
cheese, and by maintaining a small number of pigs. The diet was varied by fish, water-
birds, fowl andoysters, and there are indications that horse- and dog-meat was also 
eaten. It was, therefore, an economy of some diversity, which exploited the natural 
resources of the. local environment but, from late Flavian times onwards, made its 
major investment in sheep farming. No doubt the small ditched.yards and enclosures 
which . form the periphery of virtually every Fenland site, were used to quarter the 
livestock over the winter, just as the peat-lands would have provided adequate summer 
grazing. It is a landscape, therefore, which must have appeared quite strikingly. . 
different from the unending vista of cultivated ground that dominates the Fenland 
today.  

Every site that was investigated at Grandford yielded evidence for a 
stratigraphical break, in contexts which, where well dated, belonged to about the 
middle of the third century. Although the deposits that formed this discontinuity in-the 
archaeological sequence varied quite widely in character, they all appear to share a 
common origin: their deposition by water-action. The clearest sequence came from the.. 
trench on the bank of the West Water, where yellow -silt covered a floor and. 
occupation debris; but other layers of alluvial silt and/ or gravel had spread elsewhere 
across the site, sealing structures and floors at a height of c. 6-8ft. above Ordnance 
Datum. Evidently, then, Grandford suffered a widespread and disastrous flood which' 
must have resulted in an evacuation of much of the settlement. The causes and origin. 
of this flood - whether fresh-water or marine - cannot be conclusively settled, but it is 
probably significant that it appears to coincide chronologically with a well attested 
episode of flooding in the southern Fenland (the sites including Stonea, Hockwold, 
Welney, Earith and many along the Fen edge north of Cambridge), perhaps the result 
of a period of climatic deterioration. How long it was before the flooding was brought 
under control is difficult to assess at this stage of research: it may-have been prevalent 
over .a period of many years or have been concentrated into a short period. Only 
further work will tell. 	. 	.. 	. 	. 	S 	 . 

While many low-lying sites were permanently abandoned after the floods of the 
mid-third century, Grandford was soon reoccupied. Characteristic of this late-Roman 
phase is the widespread use of masonry for the footings of the buildings, the stone 
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probably being imported from the east Midlands. The superstructure, however, was 
mostly made of timber, clad in some cases with lozenge-decorated daub, covered with 
a white lime wash. Window-glass is attested, as is tile for the roofs. One piece of box-
tile was also found. The overall impression, then, is of a comparatively well-to-do 
series of houses which, if they lacked the mosaics and painted wall-plaster of 
contemporary villas and town-houses, nevertheless were far from the squalid daub-
and-thatch hovels sometimes regarded as typical of Fenland settlements. Indeed, 
when taken in conjunction with the indications of stone-built structures at Stonea, 
Flaggrass and Honey Hill, together with the conspicuous number of coin-hoards from 
the region around March, it would seem that this area of the Fenland shared to a 
considerable degree in the fourth-century prosperity of south-east England as a whole. 
Only heavy stone-robbing (inevitable in a region with no local sources), combined 
with ubiquitousdeep-ploughing, has until now disguised the relatively affluent nature 
of many late-Roman sites within the Central Fenland. 

7. Although diagnostic pottery-forms of the second half of the fourth century are 
not well represented at Grandford, coins of Valens (364-78), Valentinian 1(3 issues, 
364-75), Theodosius (375-95) and Arcadius (383-7), show that occupation persisted 
until 390 or later. However, no Saxon-type pottery has been recognised, despite a 
specific search in the collections, and the processes of abandonment remain obscure. 
Post-Roman deposits are confined to peaty fills in the top of pits and ditches, a thin 
spread of gravel and a layer of humus; there is no evidence for a flood-deposit, 
although the lower ground may in places have become slightly water-logged. In the 
northern Fenland, a widespread marine incursion is clearly attested by the deposition 
of a thick layer of silt; but the factors behind the Jarge-scale abandonment of the 
'islands' in central Cambridgeshire in the early fifth century continue to elude us.. 
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NOTE: With the exception of some of the figured sherds (now in the collections of the 
British Museum), the finds have been deposited in Wisbech Museum. 

NOTES 

For the abbreviated references, see below. 
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Architecture in the Fens is discussed by Saiway in Phillips 1970,3-7, although his remarks are based on 

an extremely small body of evidence. 
Phillips 1970, 197. 
S. S. Frere, Verulamium Excavation 1(1972), 160f; P. Crummy, Britannia 8 (1977), 79; C. Green, 

Excavations in the Roman Kiln field at Brampton, 1973-4, East Anglian Archaeology _5 (1977), 86. 
Now conveniently summarised by H. Godwin, Fenland: its ancient past and uncertain future (1978). 
Ploughs are fully discussed by W. H. Manning, JRS 54 (1964) 54-65. 	 - 
Salway in Phillips 1970, 8f. 
E.g. Saiway 1967, 57, 68f; Potter 1975-76. 
Ground-level of the more easterly trench was at 1 lft. above Ordnance Datum. The 1962 site averages 8-

9ft. A.O.D. 
Phillips 1970, 114f, 131, 135f.; T. W. Potter 1976, 214f. 
Churchill in Phillips 1970, 135-8. 
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