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Survey Excavation on the Long Field at 
Rookery Farm, Great Wilbraham 

W.H.C. Frend &A.  Cameron 

During the mild winter of 1991-2, the oppor-
tunity was taken to explore the south end of 
the long field belonging to Rookery Farm, 
Great Wilbraham, where field-walking by Mr 
Barry Ward had produced a considerable 
amount of Roman pottery. Air photographs 
also revealed a number of ditches and enclo-
sures indicating a farm-site with perhaps 
pens for animals (see Fig. 1). Similar traces of 
a Belgic and Roman farm-settlement were 
found at Wyboston in Bedfordshire in 1954.' 

Site 1 

The site chosen for preliminary excavation 
was where there was a concentration of pot-
tery (TL536567). It was 75 m. northeast of the 
south end of the gas-pipe trench and 350 m. 
west of the bridle path along the east side of 
the field. Given the restrictions of weather 
and the relatively short interval before sow-
ing the spring crop, an area 31/2  m. x 10 m. 
was explored. Additional small soundings 
were taken in an area of dark grey earth 200 
m. to the west of the site, and in a second, 100 
m. to the southeast near the junction of a 
crook in the field and line of a modern ditch. 
In this work Professor Alastair Cameron and 
the writer were helped by Messrs Paul Fir-
man, John Allen and other members of the 
Cambridge Archaeology Field Club. The 
south end of the excavated area was bounded 
by the line of the gas trench which runs diag-
onally across the field at this point. Below the 
plough 0. 18 m.-0.25 m. deep was a layer of 
dark grey-brown friable earth, varying from 
15 cm. deep at the south end of the trench to 

C. F. Tebbut, 'A Belgic and Roman farm at Wyboston, 
Bedfordshire', Proceedings of the Cambridge 
Antiquarian Society 50 (1957) pp. 75-84 . 

45 cm. deep five metres to the north, and then 
diminishing to a level 35 cm. deep in the 
north end of the excavation (see Fig.2). 

Level I 

No construction was found anywhere in this 
level. On the other hand, it contained a large 
amount (some 300 separate sherds, mainly 
grey cooking ware) of coarse pottery frag-
ments, including nearly 100 sherds of thick 
Horningsea ware derived from very large 
storage jars, with vertical combing decora-
tion on both sides (Fig.6). Some of these 
fragments were found lying face downwards, 
their undersides burnt. No pattern, however, 
could be established and the soil below them 
was of the same soft, friable character, with 
similar evidence of burning, to that found 
above. Their use therefore to make a roughly 
laid pavement was hardly possible. In 
addition, rims of vessels of the second type of 
Horningsea ware were found: grey ware with a 
heavy grooved rim from a large storage jar. 
Other finds included a large quantity of hard, 
grey ware from cooking pots and pie-dishes, 
some of which appeared to be fragments of 
wasters, smaller quantities of burnished 
orange ware (Oxfordshire ware), and Nene 
Valley dark brown colour coated ware. A base 
of a beaker with metallic glaze, two sizes of 
black burnished pie dish and a very few 
fragments of shell-gritted ware were also 
found. (See Fig.4 and discussion of the 
pottery.) 

Nearly all of the pottery came from the top 
20 cm. of the deposit. Below this, the soil 
gradually changed colour to a lighter, sandier 
hue. This level (Ia) contained a few sherds 

Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society uoou pp. 5-13. 
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Figure 1. Rookery Farm Site. Great Wilbraham 1991-92: 
1) Excavation 1992; 2) Burnt area; 3) Coins, lead and building material. 

Field boundaries between 1,2 and 3 no longer extant 1992. 

and its sandy character suggested flood or 
rainwash that had accumulated over the 
hard, cobbled surface that lay immediately 
below. 

Level II was 0.45 m.-O.70 m. below the sur-
face, below Ia. It was a well-laid layer of cob-
bles, consisting in general of two layers of 
hard flint pebbles in which some larger 
limestone stones and tile fragments had been 
mixed. This covered the whole of the exca-
vated site from the edge of the gas trench. It 
sloped gradually downwards towards the 
north, reaching 0.60 m. below the surface at 5 
m. depth. Thereafter it rose to a uniform 0.50 
m. through the remaining part of the cutting. 
At the south end, and over the last five metres 

of the cutting, the cobbles had been laid di-
rectly on the sand and flint or chalk subsoil. 
Near the middle of the cutting, however, the 
cobbles overlay a further layer of dark earth 
containing artifacts (Level III) and the pos-
sible footings of a wall (Level IV). One metre 
beyond this to the north, (four to five more 
metres from the south end) it overlay a ditch 
cut sharply through the chalk running and 
east-west at a slight angle across the line of 
the trench (Level V) (see Figs.2 and 3). 

The surface of the cobbles contained a few 
pieces of animal bone, some brick fragments, 
but few pieces of pottery, including part of the 
base of a mortarium. Apart from this, the 
fragments were all hard grey ware of inde-
terminate date. In three places, however, the 
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Figure 2. Cross-sections. 

surface of the cobbles appeared to have been 
broken for the possible insertion of posts, 
though in no case was any stone packing 
found. A structure, using the cobbled surface 
as its floor and preceding the accumulation 
of rubbish on it, is possible but not proven. 

There was time to remove the cobbles over 
the west half of the cutting. Immediately be-
low them was Level III, 0.70 m.-O.80 m. below 
the surface, consisting of sticky dark earth as 
mentioned above, and loose flints, perhaps 
filling a shallow ditch. In this, part of the base 
and side of a Samian bowl type 31 (c. 1 75 AD) 

and part of a small pair of bronze tweezers 
were found. 

Level IV below III, was 0.80 m.-O.95 m. below 
the surface and consisted of light, mortar-
flecked earth overlying a line of flints set in 
natural soil. These flints appeared to have 

been laid and to have formed the footings of a 
wall running diagonally southwest to north-
east across the cutting. Some charcoal was 
found mixed in with the flints, and also 
formed a thin layer above them. A shallow 
hole containing wood fragments was found 
on the south side of the flints. 

Lying on top of these possible footings and 
embedded in them was an iron bracket (Fig.5, 
no. 12). A second lay a few centimetres to the 
south in the dark earth of Level III. These 
were probably for holding beams or other 
building materials together. 

Level Vwas 0.70 m.-1. 50  m. below the surface. 
It was a steep-sided trench cut into the natu-
ral chalk 0.75 m. to the west and 0.80 m. deep 
across the width of the cutting. It had been 
filled in with dark earth, some burnt. The bot-
tom was slightly rounded. It contained some 
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its period of use and may have been dug for 
drainage. Later, it had been filled in and cov-
ered by the cobbles. 

Site 2 

The small sounding one metre square in a 
wide circular patch of grey earth some 200 m. 
west of the excavation yielded evidence of 
burnt wood and some grey and orange pot-
tery identical with that from Level I of the 
main excavation. 

Site 3 

Field-walking was carried out with Mr Albert 
Rank of Bottisham just west of the crook of 
the field at its south end. It produced two 
bronze coins: one Radiate billon antonini-
anus (Gallienus?), and the other 2AE Valen-
tinian i, Gloria Romanorum. There was other 
evidence of late Roman occupation: some 
colour-coated ware and a fragment of a flue 
tile. A sounding indicated a hard, possibly 
cobbled, floor some 35 cm. below the surface 
which would repay further examination. 

Conclusion 

The main features, found over the whole ex-
tent of the trench, were the cobbles. The ani-
mal bones found on the surface suggest a 
cobbled yard, established later than c. 175 AD , 
the approximate date of the Samian bowl 
found below it. The ditch belongs to this ear-
her period. At some date, perhaps early in the 
fourth century, the yard itself went out of use, 
to be covered first with silt resulting from  ex-
posure to the weather, and then by a thick 
layer of rubbish, including a large quantity of 
Horningsea ware and animal bones. The 
quantity of pottery, including small  frag-
ments of wasters and the iron slag nodules, 
suggests a kiln and iron-working nearby. The 
site must have been abandoned at some date 
in the second half of the fourth century and 
would repay further examination. 

strips of orange clay, possibly for building or 
puddling, fragments of which were found ad-
hering to the south side. This ditch contained 
some animal bones, but only a few fragments 
of grey indeterminate pottery, and some loose 
flints. The trench had been kept clean during 

Acknowledgments 
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Excavation at Rookery Farm, Great Wilbraham 

The Pottery 

From Level I 

The pottery recorded here represents a 
sample of the very considerable number of 
coarse-ware sherds found in the limited area 
excavated. All come from a single level and 
must therefore have been in use at roughly 
the same time, which from other indications 
suggest the mid- to latter part of the fourth 
century AD. 

Figure 4 

1 	Wide-mouthed cooking pot, with shal- 
low everted rim, brown-red fabric and bur-
nish of the same colour internally and exter-
nally, Oxfordshire ware. 2  The base of the 
same or a similar pot was found nearby. 

2 	Straight-sided pie dish of hard grey 
fabric, black brownish internally and exter-
nally. No decoration. Common type on third-
fourth century sites. 3  

3 	Rim of large storage jar. Hard grey ware 
having a very broad sloping rim, with double 
grooved protusions on the exterior and 
rouletting round base or neck. 4  

4 	Cooking pot with everted rim. Hard grey 
ware with two bands of rouletting round neck. 
Common type on third-fourth century sites. 

5 	Cooking pot smaller, but similar to [4]. 

6 	Small straight-sided pie dish, grey fab- 
ric with slight trace of orange, burnished in-
ternally and externally. 5  

7 	Flanged, straight-sided bowl of hard, 
light grey ware. 6  

8 	Cooking pot, hard grey fabric with wide 
everted rim. Common third-fourth century 
type. 

2 	See R.J. Atkinson, 'A Romano-British potters' field 
at Cowley, Oxon.', Oxonierisia 6 (194 1) p.16. 

3 For local examples see F.G. walker, 'Roman pottery 
kilns at Horningsea, Cambridgeshire', Proceedings 
of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society 64 (1913) 
Fig.55. 

4 	see ibicLFig.51(8). 
5 	see ibid., Fig.60. 
6 	Cf. W.H.C. Frend and B.R. Harley, 'A Romano- 

British settlement at Arbury Road, Cambridge', 
Proceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society 
48 (1954) p.25, Fig.6 (no.54, dated 330-50). 

9 	Large storage pot, Horningsea ware, 
same type as Fig.6, over. 

10 Base of small beaker. White pipe-clay 
fabric with brown colour coat design 
(unidentifiable) on exterior. 

1 1 Cooking pot, hard grey ware, everted rim 
and groove round body. Common third-
fourth century type. 

12 Straight-sided bowl, dark grey fabric, 
flange less pronounced. 

13 Base of large pie dish decorated with 
raised geometric pattern. 

14 Straight-sided bowl, light .  grey fabric 
with black burnished interior and slightly 
curved rim. 7  

15 Cooking pot, hard grey ware, wide-
mouthed, common third-fourth century type. 

16 Cooking pot, wide mouth with a slightly 
downward dip in rim, black external burnish, 
grooved decoration around neck. 8  

17 Cooking pot, hard orange ware with 
burnish and small straight-sided rim. 9  

18 Bowl, hard white pipe clay fabric with 
brown colour coat, and beaded rim, imitation 
Samian, Dr. 3 1, fourth century. 

19 Storage jar, similar to [31  above, but a 
larger vessel, brown sandy ware with lower 
ridge of rim more pronounced than [3]. 10  

20 Cooking pot, hard grey ware with flat 
rim, common type. 

21 Bowl (?), clay, hand-made port, softish 
grey-gritted ware with light orange exterior, 
straight sloping rim, a local fabric, no paral-
lels known. 

22 Base of tall beaker, white pipe clay fab-
ric with red colour coat, rouletting on body, 
brown design on internal face, exterior colour 
coated , discoloured by burning." 

7 	Cf ibid. p.31,  Fig.5 (no. 14A), though this example is 
dated c.160-90 AD 

3 	Cf ibid. p.32,  Flg.5 (no.24). 
Cf. D.B. Harden, Two Romano-British potters' 
fields near Oxford', Oxoniensia 1 (1936) p.88. Fig. 15 
(no.23, 4th century). 

10 	See Walker, op. cit. Fig.51(8). 
11 	Cf. Harden, op. cit. p.201, Fig.21 (late 4th century). 
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Figure 5, 8-11 

8 	Cooking pot, wide-mouthed, of hard 
brown fabric, brown burnish on neck and 
shoulder but rougher finish on body. 

9 	Bowl, deeply-flanged rim, hard white 
pipe clay fabric with brown external and in-
ternal polished colour coat. 12  

10 Bowl with wide shallow flange, hard 
white pipe clay fabric and brown external 
and internal polished burnish, traces of 
burning on exterior. 

11 Lid or very shallow dish, hard white pipe 
clay fabric with black colour coat. On inside, 
a white painted design featuring a point with 
dots either side. 

From Level III 

Samian bowl, Dr. Type 31,  about one third 
surviving, showing slight wear internally (not 
illustrated). 

Part of base of Castor ware beaker, white 
fabric, black and orange burnish (not illus-
trated). 

Figure 6 

Fragment of very large storage jar, with wall, 
1.65 cm. thick, including the edge of the base 
from Level I. On exterior linear comb decora-
tion cut in close parallel lines. Similar deco-
ration on interior but pattern interrupted at 
angle of 45° by parallel line of comb decora-
tion, giving impression of basket weave. No 
rims were found. 

Bronze objects (Level III) 

Figure 5 

5 	Small narrow strip of bronze, purpose 
unknown. 

13 Top part of small pair of tweezers, badly 
corroded. 13  

12 	Cf. W.H.C. Frend, 'A Roman farm-settlement at 
Godmanchester', Proceedings of the Cambridge 
Antiquarian Society 61 (1968) p.39, Fig.1 1 (no.8). 

13 Cf. D.S. Neal, The excavation of the Roman villa in 
Gadebridge Park, Hemel Hempstead', Report of the 
Research Committee of the Society of Antiquaries of 
London 2l (1974) p.141, Fig.62 (181 and 182). 

Iron objects 

Figure 5 

From Level I 

2 	Iron peg, purpose unknown. 

4 	Fragment of knife blade. 

6 	Nail, Type ii with flat triangular head, 
flattened by hammerin g.' 4  

From Levels I and III 

1 	Round iron slag nodule (weight 100 g.- 
125 g., diameter 5 cm.-7 cm.). 

From Level III 

12 Iron bracket (L. 15 cm. W. 1 cm.). Pointed 
handles at each end, 3 cm. long. Some traces 
of charcoal and mortar at end of handles. 
Strongly made and retains original shape. 

15 Fragment of iron staple - 15 

The Bones 

Anna Ferriyhough 

A considerable number of animal bones were 
found especially from Level I, where they were 
intermingled with the pottery. Most of the 
bones from this level were cattle, including 
six bovid phalanges and 18 fragments of 
sheep maxillae, one bearing teeth. Seven 
teeth exhibited heavy wear (bovid). Four tibia 
could be identified from fragments, probably 
sheep, but possibly dog. There were also six 
unidentified fragments of long bone, possibly 
split lengthways for marrow extraction, and 
one other unidentified long bone which had 
been cut cleanly by butchering. 

Level II (The cobbles) 

While several bone fragments could not be 
identified, two bovid proximal phalanges, one 
distal end of a large lower long bone of a 
bovid, and remains of at least one dog, includ-
ing teeth and several dog phalanges were 
found. 

14 	Cf. Neal, op. cit. p. 175 (no.491). 
15 	Cf. Neal, op. cit. p. 177 (no.513). 
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Level III 

One fragment of the horn of an ox (Fig.5 no. 7) 
and one butchered meat bone (probably ox, 
Fig.5 no.3). The horn was found adjacent t 6  

the Samian bowl. 

The collection shows at least one dog skele-
ton, eight bovids (ox or cow) and two sheep. 
No pig was identified. This represents a 
minimum number of animals, but more could 
be represented by the remains. It is consis-
tent with a farming site settled for a consid-
erable period. 

Figure 6. Pottery from Great Wilbraham 
Rookery Farm. Horningsea ware viewed from 
(a) above and (b) below. 
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