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Expl o rato ry Ex ca vati o ns at Dolphin Lane, Ilchester 
An Interim Report 1986 

Introduction 

I n Sep tember 1986 ten days of exploratory excavations were 
u ndertake n at Do lphin Lane, Ilchester, Somerset to assess the 
archaeo l ogic al p o tential of this site. Occupying a triangular 
p i ece o f derelict l a nd in the angle between Ilchester's two 
P r in c i pa 1 th o r o u gh fa res, the si t e 1 i e s centra 11 y w i thin the 
hist o ric town ( NGR. ST. 522226 ). Information was sought 
co n ce rning th e chro n o logy and sequence of post urban layouts in 
this area, with particular reference to the origins and 
developme nt o f the Roman settlement (Lendiniae ). Previous work 
i n I l chester has concentrated around the per1meters, notably the 
defences a n d suburbs (Leach 1982, and forthcoming), and 
opportuni ties t o in ve stigate a central site have been rare. With 
thi s in mind, and thus the potential for location of a major, and 
s o far elusi ve, public building commensurate with Roman 
I l ches ter's suspec ted administrative status, an evaluatory 
ex c avatio n projec t was arranged. 

Ack no wled ge ments 

We a r e gra teful in the first instance t o Bass, Wales & West 
Li mited, owners o f the s ite and t o their representative Mr. D.P. 
Faulkner , f o r their readiness t o grant site access a nd their 
interest i n the projec t. Th e costs of excavati on were met by 
g r a nts fr o m the University o f Durham, Somerset Ar c hdeologi c al and 
Natura l Histo ry Soc iety, and Somerset County Council, to whom 
tha nks are due . As initiato rs and authors of this project we are 
espec i a l ly in debt t o all those who assisted our endeavours, in 
pa rticular Pete r Ellis, Jeremy E v ~ ns, Trevor Pearson, Mike and 
Pauline Pe nn (fo r b o th he l p a nd hospitality), Bruce Wilmington f o r 
mecha n ica l excava tio n, and t o o ther members of the local community 
a nd the So merset Archa eological Society. 

Site Evaluation 

Two cut tings we r e o pened with the assistanc e of a mechanical 
JCB excava t o r, l ocated at the no rth a nd so ut h-eas t extremities of 
the s ite (Fig u re 1). Up t o 1 m of ove rburden was thus removed in 
b o th areas ; Trench I coverin g a n area approximately 14 x 3 m, and 
Tre n c h II t o th e north c . 4 x 2 m. Excavation was continued by 
hand in bo th trenches, -where distinc tions and interfaces between 
archae o logical contexts became mo re clearly defined. In neither 
was it possib le t o expl o re the full sequence of features and 
deposits revealed, a ltho ug h their lower limits could be assessed. 
The me c hanically excavated overburden at both localities comprised 
exte nsive and la r g ely undifferentiated post-medieval deposits, 
me r g i n g in t o 1 a t e r me d i e v a 1 a cc u mu 1 at ions, in c 1 u d i n g the upper 
fi ll s o f pits . Previous experience in Il c hester suggests that 
c areful dise c tion o f these horizons rarely justifies the necessary 
expe nditure of time a nd effort unless better defined structures 
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are encountered. Since this was not the case the procedure 
a dopted allowed earlier medieval features and the preceding 
Ro ma no-British stratigraphy to be distinguished and recorded more 
expeditiously. 

Tren c h I 

In the time allowed it was not possible to expose and fully 
examine the earliest archaeological levels on the site. 
Nevertheless some assessment was possible thanks to the deep 
pe netration o f some medieval features, and up to 0.5 m of as yet 
u n exca vated stratigraphy appears to survive in places. Since 
late r d is turbance s are relatively less at these levels their 
investigat i o n wo uld probably benefit from more extensive exposure. 
Finds fcom secondary contexts suggest that deposits and events 
fr o m at least the late 1st century AD onwards may be represented 
here . 

The e a rliest levels which could be examined in any detail 
may have belonged to the late 2nd or early 3rd centuries. A 
north-south a 1 ignmen t of stone -packed post-holes, gra·vel floors, 
a nd othec unexcavated features, probably represent ?2nd-century 
building ar rangements in this area. A change in use and 
arrange ments was heralded by accumulations of soil and rubbish 
sea ling the earlier horizons. This was succeeded by a sequence 
o f flooring and make-up deposits, the earliest a solid mortar and 
c rushed stone floor, the latest a badly damaged and worn floor of 
lias limesto ne flags upon a thick mortary gravel base. Coins 
and pottery from within these deposits suggest that it was created 
a nd used during the late 3rd and probably much of the 4th century. 
The i mpl ica t ion that the se horizons represent successive floors, 
make -up, and rubbish accumulation within a building is supported 
by the presence of a substantial E-W wall foundation trench to the 
south . This h a d been thoroughl y robbed of stone in the Middle 
Ages , o nly the impressions of packed foundation stones surviving 
o n its base. Stone-robbing and subsequent disturbances had 
destroyed the direct relationship between floors and wall but the 
evide n ce points t o the former existence of a substantial building 
i n t his area . No other walls were seen but from the scale of the 
fo unda ti o n trench (over 1 m wide) an outside wall seems likely. 

Ultim a tely this building was robbed of its building stone 
a nd the remains were subsequently disturbed by the excavation of 
medieval rubbish pits. Most of these activities took place 
d uring the 11th t o 13th centuries, and considerable quantities of 
rub bis h, principally pottery and animal bone, were recovered from 
those port i o ns o f the medieval pits excavated. No building 
remains o r evidence of o ther contemporary activities were 
recognised fro m this period. Similar deposits continued to 
accumulate up t o the present day. 
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Trench II 

Within the more limited confines of this trench excavation 
was re s tri c ted to the definition of what appeared to be a road 
seq u e n ce . Mechanical excavation was halted at the first 
appea rance o f these remains beneath c. 1 m of disturbed medieval 
a nd lat e r o verburden. At this level, a series of overlapping 
medi eva 1 rubbish pits became apparent, some cutting a horizon tal 
seq uence of road metallings. 

In the time ava ilable for excavation it was only possible to 
empty the p ort ions of two such features revealed in this trench. 
Of those, the first, a shallow east-west linear ditch was cut 
a l o ng the road axis and through its upper levels. A deeper 
rubbish pit provided a more informative section through the street 
seque nce a nd its southern boundary, but did not reach the earliest 
archaeo l og i c al depo sits. No attempt was made to dismantle the 
stree t levels, although at least six re-surfacings could be 
de t ec ted in the sections provided by the later cuts. The upper 
s ur viv in g cobbled surface retained part of a wheel rut and its 
c amber , and thus the best indication of the street's intended 
a li gn men t - appr o ximately east-west. Several of the earlier 
cobbled stone surfaces showed signs of heavy wear, and the whole 
sequence suggests a long con ti nui ty of Use, possibly over several 
c enturies. No intrinsi c ally dateable finds were recovered in 
situ from the road remains, although the 12th-century pottery 
as&embl age from the excavated rubbish pit does at least provide an 
approxi ma te terminus ante quem for the road's use. In view of 
t h i s , a n d i t s v e r y s u b s t a n tl. a 1 c ha r a c t e r , t h e f ea t u re c a n 
reaso nably be interpreted as a street of Roman Ilchester. 

Concl usions 

The objectives of this archaeological evaluation have been 
substa ntially fulfilled and the site's potential adequately 
assessed. The most disappointing aspect of this season was the 
failure t o explore the earliest levels and thus, perhaps, the 
o rigins of settlement. It was nevertheless apparent that 
co nside rable deposits do survive, and moreover that they survive 
undisturbed t o a greater degree than the later Roman levels. 
With this potential it is evident that questions concerning the 
o rigins a nd early development of Ilchester, military or otherwise, 
remai n to be addressed and perhaps answered. 

Whether or n o t the earliest recorded phase of building 
rela ted t o the later Ro man arrangements in this part of the town, 
it is c l ear that a maj o r re-building occurred some time during the 
3rd century. Despite the limitations of the sample excavated a 
substantia l a nd potentially prestigious late Roman building can be 
postu l ated , occupying most of the site. The discovery of a road 
a lig nm ent to the nor th probably represents its limit in that 
d ir e c tion and wo uld give this building one minimum dimension of 
o ver 30 m. The sequence of floors within what appears to be a 
room t o the sout h suggest an extended period of use, principally 
d uri n g the 4th ce ntury. Evidence for the later history of this 
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building was l ost through medieval disturbance and truncation, 
although further evidence may survive elsewhere. The road itself 
is additio nally important as a new contribution towards the 
reconstruction o f Roman Ilchester's t 'own plan. Its function as a 
s treet a lmost c ertainly linking the predecessors (on similar 
align ments) o f Church Street and High Street, appears also to 
define a tr ia ngula r insula of the town to the north (Figure 1 ). 

In the post-Roman period this area of the town was occupied 
by the rear portions of burgage tenements whose buildings fronted 
o nto Church Street or High Street. This is clearly reflected in 
it s us e as a n area for rubbish disposal, exhibited most 
pro minently in the excavation of rubbish pits, mostly between the 
11th and 13th centur ies. Immediately prior to this the 
presumably ruinous Roman buildings within the emerging late Saxon 
t o wn were extensively r obbed of their masonary components. The 
status and prosperity of early medieval Ilchester was probably 
very si mil a r t o its predecessor Lendiniae, and the remains of the 
o ld t o wn were pro bably used extens1vely in the creation of the 
new. The numerous rubbish pits and their contents are some 
reflection o f urban life in those times, although buildings are 
less likely to occur on this site. There may be s o me echo of 
Ilchester ' s relative decline from the 13th century here, although 
the a re a con tin u e d to be used for rubbish d i s po sa 1 , c u 1 t i v a t ion 
a nd possibly other activities up t o the present day. 

The Future 

As a demonstration of archaeological potential, albeit 
incomplete, this s hort c ampaign of excavation at Dolphin Lane has 
been a s uc ce ss. In view of this, and since no foreseeable 
development o f the area is proposed, an opportunity for more 
extens ive excavation has now been nemonstrated. In outline these 
would invo lve investi ga tion of : 

( 1) the origins of settlement - prehistoric and/or Roman 
military, and early development of the Roman town. 

( 2) a maj o r, later Roman building, its earlier 
relationships , history and possible status. 

(3) the Ro man street and its relationship to the urban 
layo ut and building sequence on this site. 

( 4 ) the p os t-R o m a n h i s tor y of the s i t e w i t h pa r tic u 1 a r 
r eferenc e to the early medieval development and economy 
o f Il c hester. 

I n add ition t o these specific archaeological objectives 
th e re are oppor tunities to provide training and educatio nal 
faci litie s f o r both students of archaeology and the l oca l 
community , a focus of loca l historic interest to complement that 
o f the proposed Town Trust muse um: and ,ultimately perhaps, some 
visibl e mo nument to Ilchester's past, barely apparent in the town 
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t o day, and capable of attracting further interest and visitors to 
Il c hester , in concert once again with the museum and its functions. 

To pursue these objectives and to implement th~ necessary 
project will require a guaranteed material and financial input. 
The proposed educational and training aspects of the scheme may 
a ttrac t some financial support via the Universities of Birmingham 
a nd Durham. To equip and run ar:lexcavation project for a 3 to 4 
week period, to pay for the contributions of specialists, and to 
process a nd prepare the results for eventual publication, will all 
req uire additional funding. 

Given the immense historical and archaeological interest and 
po tential of Ilchester and its region, viewed against an already 
extensive background of recent research and discoveries here, it 
is o ur belief that Dolphin Lane presents an opportunity to make 
an important academic as well as a social and educative 
contribution to the town, past, present and future. National 
pub li c funding is rarely available for such ventures and we shall 
therefore seek to implement and ma·intain this project, through 
l oca l sponsorship. 
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