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1. Summary 
The project 

1.1 This report presents the results of archaeological monitoring conducted during 
the refurbishment of overhead powerlines at Piercebridge and Manfield, 
County Durham.  The works comprised the excavation of five trenches at 
Piercebridge. 

   
1.2 The works were commissioned by CE Electric UK, and conducted by 

Archaeological Services in accordance with a Written Scheme of Investigation 
provided by English Heritage. 

 
Results 

1.3 Five electricity poles were replaced at Piercebridge; two within the scheduled 
area of the Roman Fort one within the scheduled area for the Roman Bridge 
and two others outside of the scheduled area north of the River Tees.  Three 
pole stays were also replaced.  The trenches were excavated to a depth of 
1.5m-2.5m.  No archaeological deposits were identified, and no artefacts 
recovered from any of the trenches. 
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2.   Project background 
Location (Figure 1) 

2.1 The sites are located at Piercebridge, County Durham (NGR: NZ 2130 1570).  
The site is located approximately 200m east of Piercebridge Village.  The 
northern part of the site is bounded by the River Tees to the south, 
Piercebridge Village to the west, Carlbury to the north and open fields to the 
east.  The southern part of the site is bounded by the River Tees to the north, 
Cliffe to the west and open fields to the south and east. 

 
Development proposal 

2.2 Refurbishment of the overhead power lines required the replacement of 
several electricity poles.  

 
Objective 

2.3  The objective of the monitoring programme was to identify and record any 
archaeological features uncovered during groundworks. 
 
Methods statement 

2.4 The works have been undertaken in accordance with a Written Scheme of 
Investigation provided by English Heritage (Appendix 3) and a Method 
Statement provided by Archaeological Services (DS08.21revised). 

 
Dates 

2.5 Fieldwork was undertaken between 19th November 2008 and 21st November 
2008.  This report was prepared between 15th December 2008 and 2nd 
February 2009. 

 
Personnel 

2.6 Fieldwork was conducted by Matt Claydon.  This report was prepared by Matt 
Claydon and Daniel Still, with illustrations by Edward Davies.  The Project 
Manager was Daniel Still. 

 
Archive/OASIS 

2.7 The site code is PME08, for Piercebridge to Manfield Electricity Line 2008.  
The archive is currently held by Archaeological Services and will be 
transferred to the Bowes Museum, Barnard Castle in due course.  
Archaeological Services is registered with the Online AccesS to the Index of 
archaeological investigationS project (OASIS).  The OASIS ID number for 
this project is archaeol3-52822. 

  
 
3.   Landuse, topography and geology 
3.1 At the time of the survey the development area comprised open fields to the 

north of the River Tees at the location of the vicus and an enclosed area of 
grass to the south, close to the remains of a Roman Bridge. 
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3.2 The site is at a mean elevation of c.60m OD. The underlying solid geology of 
 the area consists of Magnesian Limestone overlain by river terrace deposits of 
 sand and gravel. 
 
 
4. Historical and archaeological background 
3.1 The village of Piercebridge was constructed within the walls of the Roman 

Cavalry Fort of Magis (SAM DA29; SMR 1536).  The fort was constructed in 
the 270s AD, probably as a replacement for an earlier earth and timber 
structure.  Substantial areas of the fort were excavated in the 1970s, the 
consolidated remains of which are on public display.  To the east of the fort in 
the Tofts field are the remains of the civilian settlement or vicus (SMR 1537).  
This has a clearly visible street plan which can be seen in aerial photographs of 
the area.  The vicus would have supplied goods and services to the fort and 
was abandoned in the 5th Century AD.  Studies of the coins found in the vicus 
(SMR 6584) suggests its establishment in the early 2nd Century AD, thus pre-
dating the stone fort and linking the establishment of the vicus with the earlier 
fort.  No evidence of this earlier fort has yet been discovered. 

 
3.2 The Roman bridge at Piercebridge (SAM NY1150; SMR 1539) carried Dere 

Street across the River Tees.  This important Roman road connected York with 
Hadrian’s Wall.  Pevsner describes the bridge as consisting of “two abutments 
and ten piers, of which the southern abutment and four piers are still visible” 
(Pevsner, 1985, 379).  This bridge continued in use till the 13th Century when 
it was replaced.  This replacement bridge (SAM DA55; SMR 1540) was in 
turn rebuilt in the 16th Century. 

 
3.3 In the 3rd Century a bath house was constructed in the south-east corner of the 

fort.  Parts of this structure still remained in the 13th century and were 
incorporated into the building of a chapel thought to have been that of St. 
Mary, the ruins of which are now a Grade II* listed structure (Listed Building 
17\152; SMR 1550). 

 
Previous archaeological works 

3.4 Major excavations took place in the 1970s directed by the late P. Scott. These 
took place on the eastern side of the fort.  The consolidated remains of these 
excavations are on public display.  Scott also directed excavations of the vicus 
within the Tofts field in the 1980s (Scott 1978 and 1981; Scott and Large 
1979, 1980). 

 
3.5 In April 1996 Archaeological Services Durham University undertook a 

programme of archaeological monitoring during works on a water main in the 
central part of the fort (SMR 4865; Archaeological Services 1996 a, b). 

 
3.6 In September 1996 a programme of archaeological monitoring (SMR 4899) 

took place for the installation of an electricity supply to a house 100m south of 
the ramparts of the Roman fort.  No deposits or artefacts of any archaeological 
significance were identified. 
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3.7 In November 2006 Archaeological Services undertook archaeological 
monitoring during the excavation of foundation bases for an agricultural 
structure at Piercebridge Farm (Archaeological Services 2006).  A stone wall 
was identified of unknown function.  No other finds or features were 
identified. 

 
 
5. The monitoring programme 

Introduction (Figure 2) 

5.1 Five electricity poles were replaced at Piercebridge; two within the scheduled 
area of the Roman Fort (P49 and P50), one within the scheduled area for the 
Roman Bridge (P53) and two others outside of the scheduled area north of the 
River Tees (P51 and P52).  Three pole stays were also replaced. 

 
Trench 1 [1m by 2m] 

5.2 Trench 1 was excavated to install a replacement electricity pole for P49 and 
was located immediately southeast of the present pole (Figure 3).  The trench 
was excavated to a depth of 2.5m below ground level bgl.  Natural subsoil [2] 
was identified at 0.5m bgl and comprised well rounded river cobbles in an 
orange sandy matrix overlying bedrock.  This was directly overlain by topsoil 
consisting of brown sandy silt [1].  No archaeological deposits were identified, 
and no artefacts recovered. 

 
Trench 2 [0.5m by 4.5m] 

5.3 Trench 2 was excavated to replace stays securing pole P49 to the ground.  The 
trench was located 6m northwest of the pole on a northeast-southwest 
alignment.  The trench was excavated to a depth of 1.5m bgl through 0.5m of 
topsoil [1] and 1m of natural subsoil of the same composition as trench 1 [2].  
Bedrock was not reached.  No archaeological deposits were identified, and no 
artefacts recovered. 

 
Trench 3 [1m by 1.5m] 

5.4  Trench 3 was excavated to install a replacement electricity pole for P50 and 
 was located on the site of the present pole.  The trench was excavated to a 
 depth of 2.2m bgl.  Natural subsoil was identified 1m bgl and consisted of 
 orange-brown sand [2].  This was overlain by a layer of loose sandstone [5: 
 0.3m deep].  Above this was a dark brown sandy silt soil layer [3: 0.8m 
 deep].  This was directly overlain by topsoil [1: 0.2m deep].  No 
 archaeological deposits were identified, and no artefacts recovered. 

 
Trench 4 [1m by 2m] 

5.5  Trench 4 was excavated to install a replacement electricity pole for P52 and 
 was located immediately southeast of the present pole (Figure 4).  This pole is 
 situated outside the extent of the designated Scheduled Monument.  The trench 
 was excavated to a depth of 2m bgl.  Natural subsoil was identified 1.8m bgl; 
 this was of the same composition as trench 2 [2].  This was overlain by a layer 
 of dark brown sandy silt [3: 1.6m deep].  Above this was topsoil [1: 0.2m 
 deep].  No archaeological deposits were identified, and no artefacts recovered. 
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Trench 5 [0.5m by 5m] 

5.6 Trench 5 was excavated to replace stays securing pole P52 to the ground.  The 
trench was located 5m southwest of the pole on a north-south alignment.  The 
trench was excavated to a depth of 1.5m.  Natural subsoil was not reached.  
The trench was excavated through a layer of dark brown sandy silt [3: 1.3m 
deep].  This was overlain by topsoil [1: 0.2m deep].  No archaeological 
deposits were identified, and no artefacts recovered. 

 
Trench 6 [1m by 2m] 

5.7 Trench 6 was excavated to install a replacement electricity pole for P53 and 
 was located immediately southeast of the present pole (Figure 5).  This pole 
 lies outside the extent of the designated Scheduled Monument.  This trench 
 was excavated to a depth of 2m bgl.  Natural subsoil was identified 0.5m bgl 
 [2]; this was of the same composition as in trench 2.  This was directly 
 overlain by topsoil [1].  No archaeological deposits were identified, and no 
 artefacts recovered. 
 

Trench 7 [0.5m by 4m] 

5.8 Trench 7 was excavated to replace stays securing pole P53 to the ground.  The 
trench was located within the scheduled area, 5m southwest of the pole on a 
northeast-southwest alignment.  The trench was excavated to a depth of 1.5m 
bgl through 1.3m of dark brown sand silt with frequent sub-rounded stones 
[4].  This was directly overlain by topsoil [1: 0.2m deep].  Disturbance from 
the previous stays was apparent within the trench.  No archaeological deposits 
were identified, and no artefacts recovered. 

 
 Trench 8 [1m by 2m] 
5.9 Trench 8 was excavated to install a replacement electricity pole for P51 and 

was located immediately to the southeast of the existing pole.  The trench was 
excavated to a depth of 2m bgl.  Natural subsoil was not reached.  The trench 
was excavated through a layer of brown sandy silt [3].  This was overlain by 
topsoil [1: 0.2m deep]. 

 
 
6. Conclusions 
6.1 As no significant archaeological features have been uncovered, no further 

scheme of archaeological works is recommended in relation to this 
development. 
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Appendix 1: Context data 
Summary list of contexts.  

No Description 
1 Topsoil 
2 Natural subsoil 
3 Layer – Sand silt 
4 Layer – Stoney sandy silt 
5 Layer – Loose sandstone 

 
 
Appendix 2: Stratigraphic matrices 
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Appendix 3: Written Scheme of Investigation 
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Figure 3  
Trench 1, looking 
northwest  
 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4 
Trench 4, looking 
northwest 
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Figure 5  
Trench 6 looking 
north 
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