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Introduction 
The nature of Roman Britain is now 
fully understood, or at least, that is the 
public perception. In reality, however, 
we lack the detailed knowledge of key 
aspects of Roman Britain, such as 
tenurial relationships, socio-economic 
exchange and local government, so 
essential to our understanding of the 
province.1 One method, which we 
might employ in order to characterise 
Roman Britain, and the other far-flung 
provinces of the Empire, is the study of 
regional anomalies or idiosyncrasies. 

An idiosyncrasy of Roman Britain, 
which has puzzled archaeologists for 
many years, is the ‘isolated’ bath-house 
– a bath-house that stands alone in the 
landscape, far from any villa, town or 
minor settlement. Given the accepted 
background for Roman Britain, these 
bath-houses, which represent the 
apogee of Roman domestic technology, 
should not exist. As a result, when 
presented with the evidence for their 
independent nature, we will frequently 
dismiss it, and espouse the view that the 
bath-houses are attached to villas that 
have yet to be found. Nonetheless, the 
archaeological evidence is cogent, and 
points up the independent status of the 
bath-houses. 

With regard to the possibility of 
discovering a bath-house (a relatively 
small building) and not finding the 
associated villa (a large building) on the 
same site, we can estimate that the 
chances are very slim indeed. Few 
villas, it seems, were constructed 
entirely of stone, but their foundations 
frequently were, and if a house 
possessed no hypocaust, it often had at 
least one tessellated floor, or in the case 
of a lower-status building, a mortared or 
chalk floor. We must surely question 
the notion that an individual residing in 
the lowest-status dwelling, which 
would leave barely a mark in the soil 
(i.e. one with a beaten earth floor, cob 

possessed sufficient resources to attach 
a building as substantial as a bath block 
to his house.2 Isolated bath-houses, 
then, are a real, not an illusory, feature 
of Roman Britain. Furthermore, it is 
clear that there are areas (particularly in 
Kent) where the numbers of isolated 
bath-houses are greater than we might 
expect. 

On the south-eastern edge of 
Greater London, beyond the heavy clay 
soils, there are two adjacent sub-regions 
containing the hinterland’s greatest 
concentrations of Roman buildings – 
the fertile Darent and Cray valleys (Fig. 
1). The Darent valley (lying slightly 
outside Greater London) is well known 
to archaeologists, for it contains villas of 
some note. The Darenth villa is notable 
for the sheer scale of its complex, whilst 
the villa at Lullingstone is recognised 

for being compact but plush. Others, 
such as the two Farningham houses, are 
impressive enough to fit at least one of 
our theoretical models for villas. The 
more modest archaeology of the Cray is 
not so well recognised, although the 
valley contains more than twenty 
separate romanised structures. With the 
exception of the Crofton villa at 
Orpington, none of them approaches 
the Darent buildings in terms of size or 
refinement.3 The reasons for this are 
unclear, but we might speculate that the 
estates in the Cray Valley were 
controlled, through bailiffs, from 
another location, perhaps from London, 
the Darent or even Crofton. What we 
can say with certainty is that the Cray 
Valley contains an unusually high 
proportion of isolated bath-houses. In 
fact, of the twenty or so known 

walls and a thatched roof) would have Fig. 1: relationship between the Cray Valley and London 
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buildings, no fewer than three are of 
this type.4 

The nature of romanised houses in 
the Cray 
The majority of romanised houses in the 
Cray tend to be small, early (1st–2nd 
centuries) and lacking in the 
refinements, such as pictorial mosaics, 
which characterise some houses in the 
Darent. In truth, the only building in the 
Cray which we might perhaps term a 
villa is the Crofton house. The villa is 
capacious by Cray Valley standards, 
and has a special status in that it 
commands the headwaters of the River 
Cray.5 Other houses in the Cray are 
represented in the archaeology by 

floors, ditches and concentrations of 
building materials that include painted 
plaster. Many of these houses were, it 
seems, roofed with tiles, but the fact 
that they exhibit nothing in the way of 
foundations, suggests a relatively 
lightweight (perhaps timber, wattle-and
daub) construction for the walls. Their 
designations as small farmhouses or 
cottages (romanised in that they are 
rectangular, and display evidence for 
Roman artefacts) would seem 
appropriate, given the circumstances. 

The isolated bath-houses of the Cray 
The existence of the three isolated bath
houses would, at first, seem 
unexpected, although isolated bath-

Fig. 2: Mid-Cray Valley occupation sites and bath-houses plotted on Hasted’s Map of 1797 

houses are not unusual in the south
eastern corner of Roman Britain. These 
buildings are just about the most 
substantial Roman structures to be 
found in the Cray, and their relatively 
heavy build contrasts strongly with the 
light fabrication of most of the houses. 
The late-1st-century and early-2nd
century construction dates suggested by 
the excavators are somewhat early for 
Romano-British bath blocks, and could 
be evidence of the early Flavian drive 
for romanisation and increased land 
utilisation. The isolated bath-houses are 
to be found at Fordcroft (Poverest 
Road), Orpington; Sandy Lane Gravel 
Pits, St. Paul’s Cray; and Beden’s Field 
(Ellenborough Road), Northcray (Fig.2). 

Fordcroft, Orpington 
(TQ 4670 6760) 
The bath-house 
was discovered 
during excavations 
by Suzanne Palmer 
and the Orpington 
& District 
Archaeological 
Society (ODAS), 
which had 
followed the late
1960s investigation 
of an Anglo-Saxon 
cemetery by John 
Tester.6 On 
completion of the 
work, a Roman 
bath block 14 m 
by 6.2 m, 
comprising three 
rooms, had been 
uncovered (Figs. 3, 
4). However, it did 
not appear to be 
associated with 
any residential 
rooms, and it was 
assumed that these 
lay beneath an 
unexcavated 
service road and 
plant hire yard to 
the south of the 
site. 

During the next 
twenty-five years, 
further excavations 
were undertaken in 
and around the site 
by Bromley 
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Fig. 3: a reconstruction of the Poverest bath-house 

Museum curator Alan Tyler, The Kent 
Archaeological Rescue Unit (KARU), 
ODAS and Pre-Construct Archaeology 
(PCA): none of these investigations 
revealed evidence for an associated 
house.7 

Unfortunately, the chronology of 
the bath-house is not fully understood, 
as the building is Scheduled, and 
cannot be subjected to destructive 
excavation.8 It does appear, however, 
that the bath-house was erected, 
perhaps by the late 1st century, on the 
site of a former, undated, smithy. The 
excavations revealed evidence for 
metalworking and lightweight, earth-
floored structures (perhaps work sheds 
as at Boughton Monchelsea) on the site. 
By AD 270 the bath-house had been 
put to use as a smithy, and the

 altered and enlarged. An 
interesting feature of the site is a 
roadway, whose alignment, if 
extrapolated eastwards, would link the 
site with the Farningham villas in the 
Darent. It was abandoned during the 
final quarter of the 4th century. It is 
interesting to note that, of the 200 or so 
coins retrieved at the site, only 15 relate 
to the bath-house phase. Potsherds 
recovered over the entire site have an 
equivalency of 100 individual pots – an 
unusually low number if the site was 
truly a domestic one.9 

The main area of known Roman 
habitation, closest to the bath-house, 
occurs 400 m to the east, on the 
opposite side of the River Cray. 
Excavations by ODAS have revealed a 

possible farmhouse, corn dryer, 
trackway and fenced enclosure 
between Wellington Road and Lower 
Road. In the general vicinity, further 
evidence for habitation has been found 
on Chelsfield Road and Anglesea 
Road.10 

Sandy Lane, St. Paul’s Cray (TQ 4750 7000) 
Another building, believed to have 
been an isolated bath-house, was 
recorded by Ernest Greenfield in 1936, 
during gravel extraction works.11 This 
structure lay close to the river, about 
300 m south-west of the former Cray 
Valley Hospital on Sandy Lane. Little is 
known of the detail of the building as 
many of Greenfield’s notes have 
apparently disappeared. No coins seem 
to have been found at the site. About 
300 m further south, Greenfield found 
the waterlogged remains of a ‘wattle
work’ structure associated with early 
Roman pottery. At , 300 m east 
of this structure, a 1st-century to 2nd
century cemetery and 4th-century 
aisled barn were excavated. Further 
evidence for an early Roman dwelling 
was found on Pilgrims’ Hill, 750 m 
south-east of the bath-house. The house 
seems to have possessed a chalk floor, 
plastered wattle-and-daub walls and a 
tiled roof. 

Beden’s Field, Northcray (TQ 4795 7118) 
Beden’s Field was excavated by local 
archaeologist John Parsons during 
housing construction works in the mid
1950s.12 The principal features of the 

site were a free-standing bath-house 
and a series of large, rectangular and 
ditched enclosures. 

The 3-roomed bath-house measured 
15.4 m by 6.2 m and included an 
internal latrine. An early construction 
date of  AD 80 has been suggested for 
the bath-house, based on potsherds 
incorporated in the foundations and an 
internal drain. The building appears to 
have been intentionally dismantled in 
around AD 180 following perhaps the 
collapse of the river-side wall. The three 
contemporary enclosures measured 76 
m by 62 m, each being defined by 
shallow ditches. Some areas within the 
enclosures had been surfaced with 
chalk, but whether these surfaces were 
hut floors, or (as Parsons suggests) the 
floors of animal pens, is unclear. The 
ditches contained quantities of bone 
from butchered cattle, which was 
thought to imply that the animals were 
reared at the site. Parsons suggested that 
the residents were heavily engaged in 
stock-rearing, but it is doubtful that this 
was a commercial venture, judging by 
the absence of coins at the site. Parson’s 
further contention, that this was a 
military farm supplying the army, is not 
supported by any evidence, other than 
the similarity noted between the 
Beden’s Field bath-house and a military 
example at Prestatyn. (Fig. 5)13 A 
section of metalled roadway seen at the 
site could be an early version of the 
modern A20, providing direct links with 
London and Farningham in the Darent. 
Roman occupation sites in the area are: 
Stable Meadows, Joyden’s Wood and, 
possibly, Ruxley Manor. As usual, none 
of these can be seen as anything more 
than a gentrified cottage. 

Discussion 
It is clear from our review of the 
evidence, that whilst both the Darent 
and Cray valleys display evidence for a 
romanised society, there is a marked 
variance between them as regards the 
nature of the domestic houses. In the 
Darent, a number of the excavated 
houses had evolved into reasonably 
high-status villas. Patently, this is not 
the case in the Cray, where the majority 
of houses had been abandoned a 
century before the ‘floruit’ of the 
Romano-British villa. The humble 
cottage at Pilgrim’s Hill, the poor 
enclosures at Beden’s Field and the 
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Fig. 4: plan of the Poverest bath-house 

farmhouse at Wellington Road, had 
owners with a Roman perspective, but 
the methods employed to construct the 
houses were probably within the 
capabilities of a native builder. 

It is with some perplexity, then, that 
we consider the existence of the well-
built and technologically advanced 
bath-houses, sited among the relatively 
mean dwellings of the Cray. The 
inhabitants of these dwellings, 
nevertheless, had Roman aspirations, 
and an important attribute of the Roman 
was his adherence to the ‘ritual’ of 
bathing. This fact leaves us with a 
paradox, for the owners of the 
romanised cottages do not appear to 
have possessed the wherewithal (money 
and knowledge) required to erect 
functioning bath-houses. Coins are 
lacking at the 1st- and 2nd-century 
sites, possibly indicating that the 
incumbents were unable to afford the 
services of a good builder. Local 
communities, nevertheless, might have 
been able to persuade a builder, 
perhaps a military man from London, to 
lay out a suitable bath-house for their 
collective use. But there may be 
another solution to our paradox, if we 
assume the bath-houses were the foci of 
industrial sites. Should Parsons be 
correct, cattle were being reared at 
Beden’s Field on an industrial scale. 
The evidence from Fordcroft also 
suggests large-scale industrial activity, 
in this case metalworking. The 
roadways at Fordcroft and Beden’s 
Field, which seem to link the sites with 
the Farningham villas, might support 

subordinate to those in the Darent. It is 
feasible that a Darent-based procurator 
had control of the Cray sites. We can 
alternatively imagine a procurator 
residing at Crofton, or even at London. 

The Emperor’s Procurator 
(provincial finance officer) in Britain has 
been associated with the 

, or navy, a force tasked with 
supplying the Roman administration. 
The Roman army, in particular, 
required vast quantities of foodstuffs, 
hides, building materials and iron. Sites 
have been found in the south-east 
which have a connection with the 

, that at Beauport 
Park, Sussex being of particular 
interest.14 Here, a bath-house (perhaps 
for use by the administrative staff) was 
the focal point of an extensive iron-
smelting operation, and the site’s 
affinity with the metalworking 
establishment at Fordcroft cannot be 
ignored. Nevertheless, military 
involvement with the Cray sites cannot 
be proven, for there is no direct 
evidence (weapons, armour, 
inscriptions) to support this 
contention.15 The similarity seen 

the view that the Cray sites were Fig. 5: comparison of Beden’s Field and Prestatyn bath-houses 
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between Beden’s Field and military 
Prestatyn could be coincidental.16 

It appears that a great impetus was 
given to valley settlement in Kent 
during the final quarter of the 1st 
century, and, in the case of the Cray 
Valley, the laying out of two major 
roads, the London–Dover, and London– 
Lewes roads, could have made valley 
occupation viable.17 The early dates of 
the sites, and the Roman nature of the 
artefacts and buildings, suggests that the 
early settlers of the valley were 
continental migrants, possibly Gauls, 
intent on making their fortunes in the 
new province.18 

The situation changed, as recorded 
elsewhere in the Empire, by around AD 
200 when some 60% of the houses 
were abandoned, an event which 
signalled the ‘gentrification’ of the 
Crofton villa.19 The reasons for these 
changes are much debated, but for our 

1. These same deficiencies had been noted by Francis 
Haverfield, as long ago as 1915 (The Romanization of 
Britain, 65–66). 

2. One instance of a small timber house attached to a 
crude chalk-block bath-house was seen at Hayton, 
Yorks. The bath-house, dating to the late 3rd century, 
was tiny and only a third the size of those found in the 
Cray Valley, the rooms being a mere 1.8 m square (S. 
Denison ‘One-upmanship in Roman Yorkshire’ British 
Archaeology No. 30 (1997) 4). This building, whilst 
undoubtedly lending the owner some kudos, was a 
parody of a contemporary Roman bath-house and 
would have been unsuited to use in the normal 
manner. There are two important points to note here
� first, that archaeologists had little problem detecting 
the associated timber house and, second, that 
Hayton’s inferior bath-house is precisely the vulgar 
building we would have expected to be associated 
with the humble dwelling of a low-ranking farmer. 

3. B. Philp 1996 The Roman Villa Site at Orpington, Kent. 
Dover. KARU. 

4. Other isolated bath-houses are known in the 
neighbouring Ravensbourne valley at Baston Manor, 
Hayes and at Mottingham, close to Eltham. Both 
locations are around 6 km from the Cray Valley and 
were abandoned at the end of the 2nd century. 

5. Some 19th-century maps show a tributary, or 
source, of the Cray rising just above the villa site, 
although today this area is covered with housing, so 
that the river now appears to spring entirely from the 
valley floor, close to The Priory. 

6. S. Palmer 1984 Excavation of the Roman and Saxon 
site at Orpington. Bromley. London Borough of 
Bromley; P. Tester ‘An Anglo-Saxon Cemetery at 
Orpington’ Archaeologia Cantiana 83 (1968) 125–150; 
P. Tester ‘Excavations at Fordcroft, Orpington’ 
Archaeologia Cantiana 84 (1969) 39–77. 

7. D. Tyler & A. Tyler ‘Excavations at the Romano-
British bath-house, Poverest Road, Orpington 1993’ 
ODAS Archives 17.2 (1995) 23–46; B. Philp & P. Keller 
1995 The Roman Site at Fordcroft, Orpington. Dover. 
KARU; M. Meekums 2003 ‘Chairman’s Notes’ ODAS 
Archives 25.2 (2003) 18. 

8. The bath-house is open for public viewing once per 
year, or by prior arrangement with the Bromley 

purposes here, it is sufficient to note 
that an entire class of rural dwelling had 
disappeared from the landscape.20 That 
landscape was now to be dominated by 
a few increasingly luxurious villas, 
controlling, perhaps, greatly extended 
estates. These circumstances sounded 
the death-knell for the isolated bath
house – the building at Beden’s Field 
was left to crumble, and there is no 
reason to suppose that use of the Sandy 
Lane bath-house continued very far into 
the 3rd century. The building at 
Fordcroft appears to have been put to 
use as a metalworking facility by the 
mid-3rd century. 

Conclusions 
The evidence from the Cray Valley, 
together with that gleaned from other 
areas of the South-East and the London 
hinterland, suggests that the creation of 
villa landscapes was not the only 

Museum Curator. 

9. We have also to consider the possibility that the 
Saxons, who interred their dead around the bath
house, had brought some of the (by then antique) 
pottery to the site for funerary purposes. The 
grübenhaus pit, discovered by ODAS at nearby Kent 
Road, was found to contain Roman ceramics in its fill 
(A. Hart ‘Excavation of a Saxon Grübenhaus and 
Roman Ditch at St. Mary Cray, Kent’ Archaeologia 
Cantiana 101 (1984) 187–216). 

10. Early-2nd-century urn burials, found some 200 m 
to the north of the bath-house in May Avenue, suggest 
that an occupation site lies in the vicinity. 

11. E.H. Jones. 1965 Roman Sites in the Cray Valley, from 
North Cray to Orpington. Unpublished paper held at 
Bromley Museum, 8. 

12. J. Parsons ‘Orpington Historical Records Society 
Report 1956’ Archaeologia Cantiana 71 (1957) 239– 
240. 

13. J. Parsons ‘Isolated Roman Bath-Houses’ Kent 
Archaeological Review No. 33 (1973) 85–88. 

14. B. Jones & D. Mattingly 2002 An Atlas of Roman 
Britain. Oxford. Oxbow, 192. 

15. There is evidence at London for a fort, the 
Procurator, the Classis Britannica (navy) and possibly 
the Provincial Governor and his military bodyguard. 
Official involvement at a site is often indicated by the 
discovery of writing tablets and tiles stamped PP BR 
(or similar) for the Procurator or CL BR for the 
Classis Britannica. Many of the Roman tombstones 
found in Britain relate to soldiers, although the 
majority of these are from the north of the country. 
None of these military or official markers have been 
found in the Cray Valley. 

16. A ditch with a military feature (an ‘ankle-breaker’) 
has been discovered at Station Approach, Orpington 
(B. Philp & M. Chenery 1994 Excavation of a Roman Site 
at Station Approach 1993-1994. Dover. KARU, 21). 

17. Many archaeologists, such as Frere, embrace the 
view that valley settlement in Kent began during the 
Late Pre-Roman Iron Age (LPRIA), following the 
increased availability of iron tools, such as axes (S. 
Frere Britannia (1991) 13). Much of this settlement, 
however, seems to have occurred very late in the 

strategy available for rural development 
in Roman Britain, at least during the 1st 
and 2nd centuries AD. A more 
mundane system, involving small 
(perhaps tenanted) farms and industrial 
sites, was often utilised (or arose) which 
ensured that land became agriculturally 
and industrially productive. 

Further research clearly needs to be 
done in order to identify ‘non-villa’ 
landscapes, their possible controlling 
authorities and the manner in which 
they related to other sub-regions and to 
towns (in this case London, Rochester 
and Crayford). Attention has to be paid 
to site chronology, for it seems that in 
some areas of Roman Kent, the 
construction of sumptuous villas and 
integral bath-houses occurred only after 
the isolated bath-houses, and the 
equally isolated farmsteads and 
cottages, had disappeared from the 
landscape. 

period. Consequently, there is some dispute as to 
whether the sites are truly LPRIA, for they display 
evidence for both Roman and Belgic pottery, the latter 
having had a long production run from the LPRIA 
through into the Roman period. Roman settlement of 
the valleys has further been associated with a need to 
increase productivity on the part of the Britons, who 
had been saddled with Roman taxation (S. Frere op. 
cit., 260). 

18. It has long been thought that early Roman 
buildings in Kent are associated with immigrants from 
Gaul, a province where isolated bath-houses are not 
unknown. The villa at Eccles dates from around 
AD 65, and was built in a style known from Gaul. This 
house is clearly of a higher status than those in the 
Cray and must relate to a Gaul of some standing, or 
to a returned British exile such as Adminius, a son of 
the British King Cunobelinus (J. Wacher The Coming of 
Rome (1979) 96). Additionally, John Wilkes has 
adequately described the way in which romanised 
peoples would be drawn to adjacent, newly acquired 
provinces in order to make their fortunes (J. Wilkes 
‘The Status of Londinium’ in J. Bird, M. Hassall, H. 
Sheldon (eds) Interpreting Roman London (1996) 
Oxford. Oxbow Monograph 58, 28. 

19. K. Boyce 2001 ‘A Study of the Roman Landscape 
in the Cray Valley’ ODAS Archives 23.4 (2001) 60–70; 
B. Philp 1996 The Roman Villa Site at Orpington, Kent. 
Dover. KARU, 91–95. 

20. It is often asserted that numerous estates were 
confiscated by the Emperor Septimus Severus, as a 
punishment for those who had supported the British 
usurper Clodius Albinus in AD 197. Nevertheless, 
whilst this might have been the case on the continent, 
there is no evidence to indicate that this action was 
applied in Britain. The apparent abandonment of sites 
during the 3rd century has alternatively been 
attributed to archaeological problems, arising from a 
disruption in the flow of coinage to Britain during the 
3rd century, and the failure of archaeologists to 
recognise 3rd-century Romano-British pottery (the 
initial dating of which is dependent upon associated 
coins finds). Whatever the causes, it is clear that 
Roman Britain was, socially and economically, a 
different place after AD 200. 
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