
ART VII — An interim note on further discoveries in the Roman vicus at Ambleside,
1992-93
By SURINDAR MANN and ANDREW DUNWELL

In 1992-93 two excavations were carried out by the Centre for Field Archaeology
(CFA) within the vicus or extra-mural settlement to the north and east of the

Roman fort at Ambleside. The interim results presented here add further detail to
the patchwork of discoveries made during previous investigations over the last
century and reported in these Transactions (principally Cowper 1902; Burkett 1965,
1977; Leech 1993; Godbert 1993). Of these, the observations and recording by
Cowper in 1900 (Cowper 1902) and Burkett during the 1960's and 1970's (Burkett
1977) were focused on the same areas as the present work. A joint programme of
post-excavation analysis for the CFA excavations and for recent work conducted by
Lancaster University Archaeological Unit (including that summarised by Godbert
1993) is currently being sponsored by English Heritage.

Five trenches (Fig. 1, Trenches 1-5) were excavated by CFA on behalf of South
Lakeland District Council between November 1992 and May 1993 in advance of the
laying of new gravity foul sewers between Waterhead and Borrans, Ambleside.
Construction required a 1.2 m wide open cut beneath Borrans Road for a length of c.
650 m and within the north-east corner of Borrans Field for c. 15 m (NGR: NY 3770
0315 to NY 3730 0360). The five trenches were between 5 m and 20 m in length, and
the remainder of the pipe trench was subject to a permanent presence watching brief.

Subsequently, in August 1993, a c. 15 m long, 0.6 m wide and up to 0.5 m deep
electricity cable trench running from Borrans Road to Borrans Barn (Fig. 1, Trench 6)
was re-excavated on behalf of The National Trust (NGR: NY 3732 0359). Re-
excavation of this trench was undertaken in two discontinuous sections, due to the
presence of temporary fencing protecting reinstated ground around Trench 1. In
addition, at one point towards its western end Trench 6 was expanded, and a 1m 2 test-
pit excavated to the subsoil to identify the sequence and depth of deposits present.

Borrans Field

At least four Roman structural phases were identified within a complex stratified
sequence 1.8 m deep in Trench 1 (NY 3730 0360). At the northern end of the
trench all deposits had been truncated with the previous construction of a sewage
pumping station. The deepest archaeological horizons were waterlogged, and leather
and timber as well as other organic material had been preserved in good condition.
Preliminary analysis indicates that the pottery assemblage from this trench dates
almost exclusively to the early and mid second century AD. Two samian ware sherds
date to the first century AD, but none to later than c. AD 160.

The earliest structural phase appears td have comprised a raised trackway built
over marshy ground; a sherd of samian ware, scraps of shoe leather and a flint flake
were recovered from the surface of the latter. The trackway consisted of a solid layer
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of compacted timber offcuts and twigs overlain by a compressed mat of bracken stalks.
A number of sharpened wooden stakes, 0.06 m in diameter, had been driven through
the bracken matting, possibly to stabilise the trackway. The exposed width of the track
measured 3 m, but its northern extent had been truncated. Its alignment may have been
north-east to south-west, judging from the o rientation of the southern boundary. The
bracken mat was sealed below a second accumulation of marshy ground, suggesting
that the trackway had become submerged. It is hoped that an ongoing programme of
palaeoenvironmental research being undertaken on the sequence of primary deposits
will allow a more secure and detailed interpretation to be made. Burkett (1977, 179)
reports the discovery of `a row of stakes, brushwood and packed stones on top' sealing a
layer containing human bones and pottery, at a depth of 1.75 m-1.95 m. These
remains were located a sho rt distance west of Trench 1, and the two can confidently be
assigned to the same phase of activity; they are likely to be parts of the same features.

The second identifiable phase consisted of four squared timber upright posts, 0.15 m
wide, set within post-holes. Two of these lay within the south-east corner of a shallow,
rectilinear hollow which cut through the uppermost of a series of shallow sand and clay
deposits sealing the raised trackway. These timbers undoubtedly formed pa rt of a larger
structure extending beyond the confines of the trench: several previous discoveries of
extensive arrangements of timber uprights have been made within the vicus. An extensive
deposit of pink clay up to 0.4 m deep separated this phase from that following.

The third structural phase consisted of a 9 m wide stone foundation at a depth of
1.2 m, with traces of a metalled road surface and evidence of re-surfacing on its
southern part. This foundation had been truncated to the south-east at the field
boundary by modern road construction. The surface was bounded to the north by a
stone-filled linear channel 1 m wide by 0.3 m deep, possibly a wall foundation trench,
running from north-east to south-west. Two layers overlying the foundation to the
north-west of this channel, containing quantities of Roman brick, tile and pottery,
may indicate that a building flanked the road.

The final Roman structural phase comprised a road at least 5.5 m wide with a
cobble and boulder foundation, supporting a pebbled surface exhibiting evidence of
repair. The road was flanked to the north-west by the remains of a substantial stone
arrangement, possibly a building foundation, at least 4 m wide. These deposits had
been heavily truncated by modern disturbance.

The surface of this final road surface was also exposed in the eastern pa rt of Trench
6, and here several unstratified sherds of Roman pottery were also recovered. In the
western part of the trench no unambiguously Roman deposits were identified. In the
test pit a drystone revetment wall was exposed, comprising three courses of slate with a
maximum height of 0.25 m, which overlay an outcrop of bedrock. The full width of the
wall was not exposed but was at least 0.5 m. The wall was aligned north to south and
was abutted to the east by a layer of mixed occupation debris. No dateable artefacts
were recovered, and its association with the Roman occupation must be regarded as
tentative; a more recent origin associated with Borrans Barn is equally possible.

Borrans Road

The deposits encountered below the surface of Borrans Road were more
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fragmentary in nature, and had been heavily truncated and disturbed by modern
activity, including road construction and the laying of service pipes. Nevertheless,
archaeological deposits associated with the extra-mural settlement were identified at
several points. As in Borrans Field, preliminary assessment of the pottery suggests a
second century AD date for the remains identified beneath the road.

A layer of silty clay containing four prehistoric chipped stone artefacts, including a
probably mesolithic chert bladelet core, was revealed immediately above the subsoil
in Trench 2 (NY 3733 0352). Combined with the absence of any Roman artefacts
from it, this layer is tentatively interpreted as a prehistoric ground level.
Discontinuous, shallow patches of burnt material were identified within slight
depressions in the surface of this layer, and these may be the truncated remains of
later, perhaps Roman, occupation horizons. All succeeding deposits were of modern
origin. No structural remains were identified within the area between Trenches 1
and 3 and the paucity of finds tends to highlight the degree to which archaeological
deposits have been eliminated below Borrans Road, compared with the depth of
stratigraphy preserved within Borrans Field.

Archaeological features associated with the vicus were encountered in Trench 3 and
to its south during the watching brief, adjacent to the north-eastern corner of the fort
(Trench 3, NY 3734 0348). A possible buried soil and turf-line lay directly above the
subsoil. Two burnt timbers, the larger of which measured 0.9 m by 0.15 m, were
found within this soil layer, but it is unclear whether they represented the remains of
a structure burnt in situ, or whether they had been redeposited. An 8 m wide
substantial stone arrangement, bonded by stiff clay, partly overlay the buried turf-
line. No kerbstones were preserved, but the stones presented a compact and fairly
even surface. The feature appears to have been a building foundation similar to
those identified by Burkett to the east of Borrans Road (1965, fig. 1 and p. 91). The
bonding clay extended to the south of the stones for at least 10 m. It was in the
vicinity of Trench 3 that Cowper had previously identified timber piles and
substantial amounts of stonework (1902, 33-34).

During the watching brief, a 3.8 m long and at least 1.7 m wide stretch of
substantial drystone wall was partly exposed c. 25 m to the south of Trench 3 (Fig.
1, A). It lay immediately below modern road material and comprised three courses
of roughly hewn blocks, each measuring approximately 0.5 m by 0.4 m, containing a
core of small, angular stone fragments, and bonded by a coarse sandy silt. The wall
was orientated north-west to south-east and rested on a surface of tightly packed
stones. These remains suggest the presence of a sizeable building in this area.

A sequence of Roman deposits was identified in Trench 4 between 0.6 m and
1.5 m beneath the road surface (NY 3739 0344). Again, a possible buried turf-line
lay directly above the subsoil. This was overlain by a sandy clay foundation layer
supporting an arrangement of angular stones, which represents either a floor level
or perhaps a building foundation. It was sealed below two soil layers containing
quantities of abraded Roman pottery, and had been truncated by a service pipe.
Modern disturbance by service pipes had removed any archaeological remains in
the area observed between Trench 4 and the substantial wall to the north-west.

No archaeological deposits were encountered more than 5 m south of Trench 4,
suggesting that either no trace of Roman occupation survived or none had ever been
present. This limit to the surviving remains is consistent with that identified during
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the observation by Burkett in 1968 (illustrated by Leech 1993, 52; fig. 1). However,
Borrans Road has been terraced into the ridge it crosses to the south of Trench 4,
severely reducing the potential for the survival of archaeological material in this area.

Conclusion

The programme of work detailed here has thus provided additional information
regarding the layout and structural sequence of occupation within the extra-mural
settlement. Prior to the completion of post-excavation analysis, it would appear that
the current results have many factors in common with those of previous fieldwork.
The opportunity for the reconstruction of the local environment at the time of the
foundation of the vicus, from the sequence of organic deposits identified in Trench 1,
may prove to be a particularly welcome addition to current understanding of the site.
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