
BEN EDWARDS: An Appreciation
1934 – 2011

BEN EDWARDS, who died on 24 February 2011, after a short illness, was 
Lancashire’s fi rst County Archaeologist (based in the County Record Offi ce in 
Preston), a post that he held from 1963 until his retirement in 1995. He always 

took pleasure from the fact that his was the fi rst appointment in the country to such 
a post.

Ben was brought up in Colchester, where early on he gained a taste for rediscovering 
the past; the family home was not far from the Roman site, and the garden yielded 
Roman artefacts which Ben dutifully recorded. He was educated at Colchester Royal 
Grammar School and, in 1953, won an Open Exhibition to the University of Durham 
to read Geography. At Durham, he became a member of Hatfi eld College, of which 
the late Professor Eric Birley was the Master. Ben was later to contribute a paper on 
‘Roman Lancashire’ to the Festschrift presented to Eric Birley to mark his sixtieth 
birthday. 

It was at this time that two important opportunities came his way – encouragement 
to become involved in archaeological excavation, and the chance to work, as an 
illustrator, on the doctoral research project of the late Michael Jarrett. This eventually 
led to the fi rst of Ben’s many publications – a paper in Archaeologia Aeliana, produced 
jointly with Jarrett, on the medieval and other pottery from Finchale Priory in County 
Durham. Indeed, his bibliography shows that Ben’s initial specialism was fi rmly 
located in the fi eld of medieval pottery. 

Ben graduated with an Honours degree, in which he had been taught, among 
others, by Eric Birley, which left him with a lifelong love of Hadrian’s Wall and its 
interpretative problems and opportunities. After graduating, Ben was called up for 
National Service, in which he was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the 
Royal Army Service Corps. Following this, in 1961, he applied for and was awarded a 
postgraduate Sir James Knott Fellowship at King’s College, which was then still part 
of Durham University. His formal postgraduate work was, however, cut short in 1963 
by his appointment to his post with Lancashire County Council.

The post of County Archaeologist, however, was well suited to a man of Ben’s 
enquiring disposition and determination to solve problems; it provided an opportunity 
to initiate and oversee a wide range of archaeological work; it also ensured that Ben’s 
interests would broaden, as is shown very clearly by the chronological span of his 
excavations, research and publications – from aspects of geology and landscape to 
the effects of man on the local environment, from the glacial elk at Poulton-le-Fylde 
to Roman forts, roads and artefacts, from the Vikings and the Cuerdale hoard  to 
medieval and post-medieval sites and fi nds. His perceived early success in his new 
post was demonstrated clearly and deservedly by the fact that he was elected a Fellow 
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of the Society of Antiquaries of London in January 1968, less than fi ve years into his 
appointment with Lancashire.

A particular and long-lasting ‘Lancashire-commitment’ of Ben’s was to the Roman site 
at Ribchester, for which he rewrote the National Trust Guidebook (1972) and composed 
a booklet on The Ribchester Hoard (1992). He later produced his own The Romans at 
Ribchester: Discovery and Excavations, which was published (2000) as an Occasional 
Paper by the Centre for North-West Regional Studies at Lancaster University. Indeed, 
Ben was a long-standing and active supporter of the Centre as well as a frequent 
contributor to events it organised; this aspect of his life was recognised by the award 
to him in 2005 of an Honorary Research Fellowship of the Centre. He also co-edited 
(with Peter Webster) three volumes of Ribchester Excavations, which brought together 
the results of many years of archaeological work, together with appropriate specialists’ 
reports, arising from excavations in the village up to the late 1980s. Throughout his 
time in the North West, Ben served as a Trustee of the Ribchester Roman Museum, 
and a member of its Management Committee. 

Ben’s writings were an object-lesson: his research was meticulous and detailed, and 
his expression of it clear and precise. Nowhere is this better illustrated than in those 
publications in which he was writing to resolve problems of an antiquarian nature – for 
example, his tackling of the ‘mystery’ surrounding the origin of the Mithraic fi gure, 
which was claimed by some to have come from Wigan, but which Ben was able to 
show had actually originated in Chester. It illustrated a maxim that Ben was often able 
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to justify: ‘The truth is out there for those prepared to look for it’! Readers of such 
papers were always keenly aware that they were being guided through the subject-
matter by a fi ne and precise scholar and an exemplary communicator. Unsurprisingly, 
Ben was a frequent and popular contributor to conferences and one-day schools.

Ben saw it as an integral part of his duties at Lancashire to ‘spread the word’: no 
matter what the weather or the time of year, he would travel the length and breadth of 
the North West to lecture to groups, large and small, which were fostering an interest 
in regional archaeology and history. Indeed, he was responsible for the establishment 
of the Lancashire Archaeological Society, of which he was made President for Life. He 
also attempted to solve the long-standing problem of publishing archaeological work 
in Lancashire by launching the Lancashire Archaeological Bulletin and the Lancashire 
Archaeological Journal, the latter of which was sadly short-lived for the lack of adequate 
funding; a satisfactory outlet for the publication of articles on Lancashire’s archaeology 
remains elusive.

Ben did not treat retirement as a process of ‘winding-down’: quite the opposite; always 
fi rm and active supporters of this Society, he and his wife, Margaret, now became much 
more closely involved in the work of the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian 
and Archaeological Society, particularly in its publications – Margaret as editor over 
many years of the Newsletter, and Ben himself as the fi rst Series Editor of Cumbria 
Archaeological Research Reports. Ben was a member of the Council (2000-3) and of 
the Publications Committee (2007-10), and was in 2007 made an Honorary Fellow 
of the Society, only the fi fth person to be acknowledged in this way. The award was 
a double recognition, both of Ben’s long-standing work on the Society’s behalf and 
of the quality of his scholarship, of which many important and typically stimulating 
examples were published in Transactions in his later years. He especially enjoyed his 
involvement in the decennial Hadrian’s Wall Pilgrimages, and was co-author (with 
David Breeze) of the Report on the Twelfth Pilgrimage of 1999.  
 
In 2008, Ben and Margaret moved from Preston to Levenshulme in Manchester; 
again, this was not in search of relaxation, as in no time they both became involved with 
the Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society and with their ‘local’ South Trafford 
Archaeological Group. Again, Ben’s writing and lecturing continued undiminished.

Ben will be missed by the very large circle of friends and acquaintances that he made 
through his archaeological and historical work, as well as by those who simply enjoyed 
his and Margaret’s company, appreciating both their great kindness and sheer good 
company. Ben was a man of wit and wisdom, always ready to offer help to others, 
whether practical or in the form of sound advice. The North West and its archaeology 
have lost an irreplaceable fi gure, though happily the memory of much that he did will 
live on through his publications.

On a personal note, I have many good memories of Ben and Margaret, but none more 
typical of them both than the occasion in 2004 on which my wife and I were with them 
at Langwathby, studying the Roman milestone which had recently been discovered 
there: Ben was crouched under an umbrella in the pouring rain, photographing and 
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drawing the milestone, whilst at the appropriate moment, Margaret threw open the 
boot of their car to reveal an impeccably-arranged picnic for four. That was Ben and 
Margaret. 

For his part, Ben Edwards was a scholar in the fi nest tradition of the ‘greats’ of this 
Society. Not only this, however; he was, in every sense, a gentleman.

David Shotter
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1961
(With M.G. Jarrett), ‘Medieval and Other Pottery from Finchale Priory, Co. Durham’, 

Archaeologia Aeliana4 39, 229-78
‘The Pottery’, pp. 172-7 in B. Harbottle, P. Salway and B. J. N. Edwards, ‘Nafferton
Castle, Northumberland’, Archaeologia Aeliana4 39, 165-78

1962
(With M.G. Jarrett), ‘Medieval and Other Pottery from Hartlepool, Co. Durham’, 
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(With M.G. Jarrett), ‘The Pottery’, pp. 212-7 in M.G. Jarrett, ‘The Deserted Village of 
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(With M.G. Jarrett), ‘Medieval Pottery in the Possession of the Society of Antiquaries 

of Newcastle upon Tyne’, Archaeologia Aeliana4 41, 85-108
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(With M.G. Jarrett), ‘The Medieval Pottery’, pp. 41-57 in R. Hogg, ‘Excavations at 

Tullie House, Carlisle, 1954-56’, CW2 lxiv, 14-62
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‘A Portion of an Inscribed pre-Conquest Cross-shaft from Lancaster’, Medieval 

Archaeology 10, 146-9
‘Roman Lancashire’, pp. 95-104 in M. G. Jarrett and B. Dobson (eds.), Britain and 

Rome: Essays Presented to Eric Birley on his Sixtieth Birthday, Kendal
‘Medieval Pottery’, pp. 104-30 in B. Harbottle, ‘Excavations at the South Curtain Wall 

of the Castle, Newcastle upon Tyne’, Archaeologia Aeliana4 44, 79-145

1967
‘Richard Rauthmell’, CW2, lxvii, 241
‘Medieval Pottery’, pp. 70-83 in G. Jobey, ‘Excavations at Tynemouth Priory and 

Castle’, Archaeologia Aeliana4 45, 33-104
‘Small Finds’, pp. 43-50 in R. A. C. Lowndes, ‘A Medieval Site at Millhouse in the 

Lune Valley’, CW2 lxvii, 35-50

1969
Foreword to the Reprint of W. Thompson Watkin, Roman Lancashire (Liverpool 

1883), East Ardsley
‘Lancashire Archaeological Notes: Prehistoric and Roman’, Transactions Hist. Soc. of 

Lancashire and Cheshire 121, 99-108
‘The Claughton Burial’, Transactions Hist. Soc. of Lancashire and Cheshire 121, 109-16

1970
Review of O. Ashmore, The Industrial Archaeology of Lancashire and J. D. Marshall 

and M. Davies-Shiel, The Industrial Archaeology of the Lake Counties, Post-Medieval 
Archaeology 4, 204-5
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1971
‘Roman Finds from Contrebis’, CW2 lxxi, 17-34
(With B. Barnes, J. S. Hallam and A. J. Stuart), ‘Skeleton of a Late Glacial Elk 

Associated with Barbed Points from Poulton-le-Fylde, Lancashire’, Nature 232 (no. 
5311), 488-9

1972
‘Two Barbed Points from a Late Glacial Deposit at Poulton-le-Fylde, Lancs’, 

Antiquaries Journal 52, 358
Ribchester, Lancashire (The National Trust Guide)

1973
(With J. S. Hallam, B. Barnes and A. J. Stuart), ‘A Late Glacial Elk with associated 

Barbed Points from High Furlong, Lancs’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society 39, 
120-8

‘A Canoe Burial near Lancaster’, Antiquity 47, 298-301

1974
‘A Pottery Drawing Aid’, Antiquity 48, 230-2
‘The “Roman” Road and Bridge at Street’, Contrebis 2/2, 23-6
‘Late Medieval Pottery Kiln(s) at Silverdale’, Contrebis 2/2, 41-5

1975
‘The Medieval Pottery’, pp. 24-6 in K. S. Hodgson and W. F. Cormack, ‘Excavations at 

Dinwoodie Green, Annandale’, Transactions of the Dumfriesshire & Galloway Natural 
History and Antiquarian Society3 51, 18-28

‘The Silverdale Kilns: A Postscript’, Contrebis 3/1, 41
‘The “Roman” Road and Bridge at Street, Nether Wyresdale – A Correction’, Contrebis 

3/1, 42

1977
‘Medieval Pottery in Lancashire’, p. 108 in P. J. Davey (ed.), Medieval Pottery from 

Excavations in the North West, Liverpool
‘A Chester Mithraic Figure Recovered?’, Chester Arch. Journal 60, 58-60
‘A Lancaster Pipe-maker’, Contrebis 5, 46

1978
‘The Archaeologist in the Record Offi ce’, Archives 13, 198-201
‘An Annotated Check-List of pre-Conquest Sculpture in the Ancient County of 

Lancaster’, Lancashire Arch. Journal 1, 53-82
‘Kate’s Pad’, Lancashire Arch. Journal 1, 83-4

1982
‘Charles Townley and the Ribchester Helmet’, Antiquaries Journal 62, 358-9
‘Drawing Conventions and Amber Beads’, Antiquity 56, 55-6
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1983
‘An Anglo-Saxon Ring Provenance Narrowed’, Antiquaries Journal 63, 132-3
‘An Anglo-Saxon Gold Ring’, p. 8 in M. Morris (ed.), The Archaeology of Greater 
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Vol. 1 Medieval Manchester, Manchester

1984
‘George Vertue’s Engraving of Clitheroe Castle’, Antiquaries Journal 64, 366-72
‘Roman Bone Pins from the Cuerdale Hoard’, Antiquaries Journal 64, 365-6

1985
(With P. V. Webster, eds.), Ribchester Excavations: Part I, Excavations within the Roman 

Fort, 1970-80, Cardiff

1986
‘The Pot’, p. 251 in D. C. A. Shotter, ‘A Roman Coin Hoard from Cliburn, Penrith’, 

CW2 lxxxvi, 250-5

1987
‘Viking Silver Ingots from Bowes Moor, Yorkshire’, Antiquaries Journal 65, 457-9
(With P. V. Webster, eds.), Ribchester Excavations: Part II, Excavations in the Civil 

Settlement, 1968-1980: The Structures, Cardiff

1988
(With P. V. Webster, eds.), Ribchester Excavations: Part III, Excavations in the Civil 

Settlement, 1968-1980: Pottery and Coins, Cardiff
‘The Wery Wall’, pp. 21-3 in G.D.B. Jones and D.C.A. Shotter (eds.), Roman Lancaster: 

Rescue Excavations in an Historic City, 1970-75, Manchester
‘Stone Crosses from the Excavations of 1970 and 1971’, pp. 205-6 in G. D. B. Jones 

and D. C. A. Shotter (eds.), Roman Lancaster: Rescue Excavations in an Historic City, 
1970-75, Manchester

‘Post-Roman Lancaster’, pp. 223-4 in G. D. B. Jones and D. C. A. Shotter (eds.), Roman 
Lancaster: Rescue Excavations in an Historic City, 1970-75, Manchester

1991
‘Bond’s Farm, Pilling, Lancashire’, pp. 42-3 in Annual Report of the North-West  Wetlands 

Survey, Lancaster

1992
The Ribchester Hoard, Preston
‘The Vikings in North-West England: The Archaeological Evidence’, pp. 43-62 in 

J. Graham-Campbell (ed.), Viking Treasure from the North West; The Cuerdale Hoard 
in its Context, Liverpool

Review of C. Eccles, The Rose Theatre, Spoken English 25/1, 33-4
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1993
(With R. Middleton), ‘An Antler Mattock from Longton, Lancashire’, pp. 49-52 in 

Annual Report of the North-West Wetlands Survey, Lancaster

1994
‘Eel Spears in the Lancashire Wetlands’, pp. 15-16 in Annual Report of the North-West 

Wetlands Survey, Lancaster
‘How did Thomas Pennant Cross the Ribble?’, Lancashire Local Historian 9, 8-11
‘Lentworth Mill’, Contrebis 19, 78-116

1995
‘The Shireburn Almshouses’, Lancashire Local Historian 10, 27-36

1996
‘The History of Archaeology in Lancashire’, pp. 5-18 in R. Newman (ed.), The 

Archaeology of Lancashire, Lancaster
‘The Old Lower Hodder Bridge’, Lancashire Local Historian 11, 34-40

1997
‘A Gold Foil Rediscovered’, Contrebis 22, 11-12
‘The Ribchester “Gold” Brooch’, Lancashire Local Historian 12, 5-10
‘Raphaell Holinshed’s Description of Hadrian’s Wall’, Hadrianic Society Bulletin 

(January 1997), 7-8

1998
‘Three Eighteenth-Century Wetland Finds from the North West’, CNWRS Regional 

Bulletin n.s. 12, 20-3
‘The Romans and Before’, pp. 1-28 in A. Crosby (ed.), Leading the Way: A History of 

Lancashire’s Roads, Preston
‘The Wooden Figure from Whalley Abbey North-East Gateway’, Lancashire Local 

Historian 13, 7-11
The Vikings in North-West England: The Artifacts, Lancaster
William Camden, his Britannia and Some Roman Inscriptions, Maryport (Lecture 

Delivered at the Senhouse Roman Museum, 27 October 1998, and subsequently 
published as a pamphlet)

‘A Cross at Lancaster in the Late Sixteenth Century’, Contrebis 23, 36-9

1999
‘Elusive Antiquaries’, CNWRS Regional Bulletin n.s. 13, 60-6

2000
The Romans at Ribchester: Discovery and Excavation, Lancaster
(With D. J. Breeze), The Twelfth Pilgrimage of Hadrian’s Wall; A Report, Kendal

2001
(With W.D. Shannon), ‘Raphaell Holinshed’s Description of Hadrian’s Wall’, CW3  i, 

196-201
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2002
‘Penwortham Castle – A Reappraisal’, Lancashire Local Historian 15, 1-11
‘A Group of pre-Conquest Metalwork from Asby Winderwath Common’, CW3 ii, 

111-43
‘A Viking Chape from Chatburn, Lancashire’, Antiquaries Journal 82, 321-8

2003
‘Reginald Bainbrigg, Westmorland Antiquary’, CW3 iii, 119-25
‘An Anglo-Saxon Strap-End from Shap’, CW3 iii, 231-3
‘Red Rock Fault: Lime and Hadrian’s Wall’, CW3 iii, 226-8
Review of M.R. McCarthy, Roman Carlisle and the Lands of the Solway, Archaeologia 

Aeliana5 32, 198-9

2004
‘The West Seaton Viking Sword’, CW3 iv, 123-32
‘The Damaged Carvings on the Font, St Kentigern’s Church, Great Crosthwaite’, 

CW3 iv, 257-64

2005
(With D. C. A. Shotter), ‘Two Roman Milestones from the Penrith Area’, CW3 v, 65-78

2006
‘The Caput Carvetiorum and the Putative God of the Tribe’, CW3 vi, 221-6
(With D.C.A. Shotter), ‘The Langwathby Milestone – A Postscript’, CW3 vi, 235-7

2007
‘An Investigation into the Prehistory of Pilling Moss’, pp. 211-35 in P. J. Cherry (ed.), 

Studies in Northern Prehistory: Essays in Memory of Clare Fell, Kendal
‘The Congregational (United Reformed) Church in Newton-in-Bowland’, Lancashire 

Local Historian 20, 67-74
‘Thurnham Mill: A Note’, Contrebis 31, 49-50 

2008
‘Roman Milestones in North-West England’, CW3 viii, 73-84
‘Merseyside in the Dark Ages’, Merseyside Arch. Journal 12, 61-8
Review of D. Griffi ths, R.A. Philpott and G. Egan, Meols: The Archaeology of the North 

Wirral Coast, Antiquaries Journal 88, 455-6
(With J. Graham-Campbell), ‘An Eighteenth-Century Record of a Lancashire Viking 

Burial’, Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire Ant. Soc. 104, 221-5

2009 
Review of M. Nevell, Manchester: The Hidden History, Online Reviews (British 

Association for Local History: balh.co.uk)
‘Who Ran Hadrian’s Wall?, CW3 ix, 221-5
‘John Collingwood Bruce: Some Sidelights’, Archaeologia Aeliana5 38, 129-37
‘The Shireburn Almshouses’, Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire Ant. Soc. 105, 

115-33
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‘Stained Glass from Hampton Court at Preston’, Transactions of the Lancashire and 
Cheshire Ant. Soc. 105, 173-7

‘The Burrow Roman Sculptures, with a Hypothetical Reconstruction of a Mausoleum’, 
pp.103-7 in P.D. Iles and D.C.A. Shotter (eds.), Lancaster’s Roman Cemeteries, 
Lancaster

2010
‘Roman Garrisons in North-West England’, CW3 x, 119-35
‘The Font at Mellor, Cheshire’, Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire Ant. Soc. 

106 102-14

2011
‘Roman Reiter Memorial Stones from Kirkby Thore’, CW3 xi, 137-148
(With D. J. Breeze), ‘The Crest on the Ribchester Helmet’, Antiquaries Journal  91 

(forthcoming)

Forthcoming (2012)
‘Cuerdale: An Update from North-West England’, in A. Reynolds and L. Webster 

(eds.), Early Medieval Art and Archaeology in the Northern World: Studies in Honour of 
James Graham-Campbell, Leiden

In addition to the above, Ben Edwards was the author of numerous articles and notes 
in the Bulletin of the Colchester Archaeological Group, Lancashire Archaeological Bulletin 
and earlier volumes of Contrebis, all in duplicated typescript, together with many 
contributions to the Newsletter of the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and 
Archaeological Society.
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