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AREAS OF COBBLED surfaces forming court- 
yards, pathways and other features are a common 
occurrence, particularly on Roman sites, but little 
work has been done to investigate the way in which 
they were laid, their purpose, or the subsequent ef- 
fects of usage and weather. A recent experiment has 
shown the need to learn more about such mundane 
features of settlement, and to clarify their role in 
the interpretation of excavated sites. 

During the excavation of the Roman villa at Bed- 
dington, in the London Borough of Sutton, cobbled 
surfaces were excavated which raised several quest- 
ions of interpretation. These surfaces were made of 
relatively small stones (about 4-6cm, 1%-2&in, in dia- 
meter), and gave the impression of having been care- 
fully laid, almost literally stone by stone (Fig 1). In 
many places these cobbled surfaces were only one 
layer of stones thick, but in some places they were 
several layers thick. They were found overlying three 
types of deposit:- gravel, which is the predominant 
subsoil at Beddington, fine silt which caps the gravel 
in some places, and layers of soil rich with occupa- 
tion debris. One of the first questions raised by these 

cobbled surfaces was the reason for the removal of 
topsoil and the subsequent laying of a cobbled sur- 
face on top of the gravel subsoil. It  was suggested 
that gravel, when stripped of topsoil and Used as a 
courtyard surface, might come to resemble a cobbled 
surface. An alternative suggestion was that a cob- 
bled surface laid on a layer of soil might gradually 
sink until it was resting on the firm subsoil. 

In order to elucidate the problem, a :rude experi- 
ment was set up. The excavation site huts had been 
erected on an area some distance from the excavation 
site. Part of this area consisted of ground artificially 
level~led by the dumping of gravel. Over much of this 
area there was no soil, but some parts had about 
10-15 cm (4-6in) soil cover. Outside the door of one 
hut (Hut A) in the latter area, a sticky patch of mud 
developed in wet weather. In contrast, no mud pat- 
ches developed outside the doors of huts set up on 
the soil-free gravel. For the experiment a barrow- 
load of selected stones (burnt flints were used so that 
they could be easily distinguished from other stones) 
was tipped into the muddy patch outside the door 
of Hut A, spread out with a shovel, and trampled in 

Fig I :  A small area of cobbled surface excavated on the site 
of the BecTdington Roman villa. 



Fig 2: Thc cxpcrimcntal 'robhlccl surface' outside Hut A 
before excavation. 

to form a firm surface. The entrance to the hut was 
then used as normal; nobody on the site was in- 
formed of the experiment. A month later, in Dec- 
ember, the effects of weather and the passage of 
people had again turned the area into a muddy 
patch, with no visible trace of the dumped stones. 
At this point a volunteer unwittingly helped the 
experiment by dumping miscellaneous debris into 
the patch and trampling it in (Fig 2). 

Five months later the muddy area was excavated 
in the same way as the Roman cobbled surfaces had 
been. The later dump of debris outside Hut A was 
found to form a very uneven layer which appeared 
to rest almost directly on the earlier dump of sel- 
ected stones. These seleclted stones were found to 
form a layer one stone thick, with a marked re- 
semblance to the Roman cobbling (Fig 3). The layer 
of selected stones had only a thin layer of soil (ap- 
prox 5 cm, 2in thick) between it and the underlying 
gravel. Like the cobbled surfaces on the Roman sIte, 
it was very easy to detect as a layer, but very difficult 
to detect in section. 

For comparison, the area outside the door of an- 
other hut (Hut B, see Fig. 4)) sited on the soil-free 
gravel, was excavated in the same way, and by the 
same person. By contrast, this area merely resem- 
bled compacted gravel (Fig. 5), and was quite distinct 
from both the cobbling excavated on the Roman 
site, and the experimental 'cobbling' outside Hut A. 

~t is obvious that the results must be treated with 
some caution, but nevertheless some tentative con- 
clusions can be drawn. The gravel outside Hut B 
had been regularly trampled for two years, and yet 
it still bore no resemblance to a cobbled surface. It 
therefore seems unlikely that if a gravel subsoil was 
stripped of topsoil and then used as a courtyard it 
would ever resemble a cobbled surface. 

The dumped stones outside Hut A had only been 
trampled for a few months, and yet the final result 
was a firm but unprepossessing surface (see Fig 2) 
which, when excavated, had the appearance ot an 
uneven layer of debris which rested on a c~bbled  
surface laid on a thin layer of soil, which in turn 
rested on the gravel. This seems to indicate that the 
apparently carefully laid cobbled surfaces on the 
Beddington Roman villa site were the result of a 
much cruder process of dumping, spreading and 
trampling suitable stones over a muddy area. The 
fact that after five months the experimental 'cobb- 
ling' was only separated from the underlying gravel 
by a thin layer of soil implies that, with sufficient 
(rain and sufficient trampling the 'cobbling' could 
have come to rest directly on the surface of the 
gravel, the underlying soil being squeezed as mud 
through the gaps between the stones. It seems most 
likely, therefore, that a similar process was respon- 
sible for the excavated Roman cobbled surfaces that 
appeared to have been laid directly on surface of 
the gravel subsoil. 

It is also interesting to note the appearance of the 
experimental 'cobbled surface' after it had been 
stabilised by the addition of the barrow-load of non- 
selected debris (see Fig 2), which, although firm and 
dry to walk on, is very unlike what one might nor- 
mally expect of the surface of a courtyard. 

One important problem raised by this experiment 
is the remote possibility of small artifacts being 
squeezed from beneath the cobbling, through gaps 
between the stones and becoming stratified above, 
rather than below, the stone layer. The experiment 

Fip 3: The cxpcrimcntal 'cobbled surface' ouhide lIut h 
after excavation. Because of the ad-hoc nature of this experiment, 



Fig 4: The area outside the site hut erected on 5oil-free 
gravel (Hot B), trcl'ore excavation. (It is interesting to 
note the accumulation of stones around the side9 of the 

hut, and the alnence of thiq at the doorway). 

at Beddington only suggested, and did not prove that 
mud from beneath the 'cobbled surface' was 
squeezed through the gaps between the stones, but 
if this is correct, the implication is that finds found 
on, or wedged into, cobbled surfaces may not al- 
ways have been deposited after the cobbled surface 
was laid down. Although it seems unlikely that finds 
could be squeezed through a very thick cobbled sur- 
face, until a more controlled experiment can clarify 
the processes involved, thin cobbled surfaces can- 
not be regarded as absolutely impenetrable layers 
completely sealing the deposits which they cover. 

This was an opportunist rather than a scientifically 
designed experiment, and elements of it were obvi- 
ously unsatisfactory. For example, the amount of 
wear that the area outside the door of an excavation 

site hut receives is far greater than might be expected 
for a similar sized area which formed part of a 
large villa courtyard. However, the experiment cost 
very little money, and only 8 man-hours work, if the 
normal traffic into and out of site huts is discounted. 
The results obtained not only show that reconstruc- 
tions of cobbled surfaces as clean and mud-free areas 
are unlikely to be correct, but they also indicate the 
insights into the formation and interpretation of such 
humble archaeological features that could be gained 
from similarly cheap, but more ~cientifically organ- 
ised experiments. 

Fig 5: The area outside the site hut erected on s o i l - h e  
gravel (Hut B), after excavation. 
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