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Introduction 

Background 

The Roman town of Cambridge, known in the 
Antonine Itineraries as Duroliponte, lies on a slight 
hill to the northwest of the River Cam, in an area now 
known as Castle Hill. Between 1956 and 1986 much of 
the housing on Castle Hill was demolished and re-
built, providing an opportunity to examine the origi -
nal nucleus of the present city. In this report are set out 
the results of 30 years' work (Fig. 1.1). Restrictions of 
time, money and opportunity necessitated concentra-
tion on the best preserved and most informative areas; 
other areas were only tested to answer specific ques-
tions. It has been possible, however, to reconstruct an 
outline of the important developments in the history 
of the early settlement. 

Castle Hill 

Geological and vegetation composition would seem to 
have made the level hilltop an attractive place for 
human settlement, and thin scatters of worked flint 
artefacts indicate that it was used, probably sporadi-
cally, from at least Neolithic times. An additional fac-
tor which should have added to its importance is that 
it lies northwest of an area of high terrace (Barnwell) 
gravels which narrows the river's floodplain to c. 
0.8km, so making the crossing of its marshes and 
braided streams easier. A relatively easy river crossing 
occurs where two important early lines of communi-
cation pass within 8km of each other, the Icknield Way 
on the chalk escarpment from Wiltshire to Norfolk 
and, less certainly, a route on the firm land round the 
southern edge of the Fens from Norfolk to 
Lincolnshire. Further trackways along a ridge from 
Sandy in the west and across the plateau from 
Godmanchester to the northwest probably converged 
on the crossing from early times. 

Castle Hill rises above the northern bank of the 
River Cam and its floodplain. The river has made a 
bluff some 20m high and 900m across to which the 
name Castle Hill applies, although it is really a 
promontory of the great plateau which stretches 
through Girton to the northwest. The river is diverted 
by it, leaving a c. 1:15 slope with a near level top of 
some 7 hectares overlooking the floodplain. This  

promontory has always, until modern times, offered a 
more salubrious dwelling place and more agricultural 
potential than the marshy flood plain to the south. 

The area has long been known to have had Roman, 
Saxon/Danish and medieval remains. These, in a uni-
versity  town, have been much discussed and speculat-
ed upon. A summary of the archaeological and 
architectural evidence was published by the Royal 
Commission on Historical Monuments (RCHM 1959). 
This was of necessity based on casual finds and obser-
vations, and on the monuments, some of them mis-
leading, surviving above ground. For the Castle Hill 
area it relied heavily on the unpublished observations 
of Bowtell (1753-1813) and T C Lethbridge (1932-34) 
and on the topographical details of a series of early 
maps of the town of which the best were published by 
Clark and Gray (1921). Among the published works 
cited by the Commission, those of W M Palmer (1928), 
C Fox (1923) and T McKenny Hughes (1906) are espe-
cially important for Castle Hill and these have since 
been supplemented by D Browne's archaeological 
gazetteer (1974), M Lobel's study of the town (1974) 
and J Haslam's analysis of the Saxon remains (1984). 
In general, evidence from the excavations confirms the 
previously suggested sequences and adds one new 
phase of settlement, a prehistoric one. 

Between the 17th and 20th centuries most of the hill 
was the property of four landowners: St John's 
College, the Charity of Edward Storey, 
Cambridgeshire County Council and Cambridge 
Borough Council. Through being in their hands, three 
areas of relatively open land survived the building 
rush of the 19th century. These were: 

• the site of Cambridge Castle, which had remained 
Crown land and became the seat of the County ad-
ministration, prison and Law Courts; 

• the farmhouse, stockyards, pigsties, paddocks and 
orchard of Castle End Farm owned by the Charity 
of Edward Storey, 

• Phoenix Nursery Garden (later known as 
Ridgeons Garden) owned by St John's College. 

The rest of the hill was sparsely populated before the 
19th century (Fig 1.2), when much of it was covered 
with irregular terraces of dwellings and shops (Fig 
1.3). In 1954 the first signs of coming change on the hill 
could be seen in the destruction of the Law Courts, 
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1.1 Excavation trenches. Initials in brackets identify sites in the text and archive. 
1. 	Law Courts (Castle Street) 1956 (LC) 15. Pound Hill Chapel 1978 (PHC) 
2. 	Castle Row 1974 (CR) 16. Free School (Albion Row) 1964 (AR) 
3. 	Harris's Corner 1971 (HC) 17. Rex Cinema (Magrath Avenue) 1980 (RC) 
4. 	Mount Pleasant 1964, 1967 and 1968 (MP) 18. Victoria Road 1974 (VR) 
5. 	Storeys Paddock (1959, 1960, 1964 (SP) 19. St Edmund's House Garden (Mount Pleasant) 1964 (EH) 
6. 	Castle End Farmhouse (Shelly Row) 1964 (CEF) 20. Shire Hall Car park 1983 (SH) 
7. 	Storeys Orchard 1958 (SO) 21. Pound Hill (United Dairies Site) 1983 (PH) 
8. 	Mount Pleasant House. 1-10 Huntingdon Road and 9-19 St Peter's Street 1983 (StP) 

Mount Pleasant Walk 1974 (MPH) Kettle's Yard 1984 (KY) 
9. 	Ridgeons Garden (Castle Street): 1962-3 (RG(N), PG and 24. Castle Court 1984 & 1986 (CH) 

RG), 1972-6 (RGS), 1974-6 (RGN) . 25. Fulbourn Manor Nursery 1984 (CH 85) 
10. Shelly Row 1957 (SR) 26. No. 10 Pound Hill 1987 (PH 87) 
11. Comet Place 1973 (CP) 27. Castle Street 1988 (CS) 
12. Gloucester Terrace 1961 (GT) 28. John's Place 1988 (JP) 
13. Northampton Street 1949 (NS) 29 Shire Hall (SH 85) 
14. Haymarket Road 1978 (HM) 

10 
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1.2 Castle Hill in 1688 (Loggan's map), showing 
gardens, orchards, ploughland and open spaces, and 
the Castle with its Norman matte and 17th century 
bastions. 
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and this was followed by the levelling of the Castle 
End Farm buildings; closing of the Phoenix Nursery 
Gardens; the piecemeal destruction of houses in the 
northwest and northeast quadrants of the hill and the 
redevelopment of Pound Hill Dairy. Redevelopment 
within the precincts of Shire Hall in the 1960s, 1970s 
and 1980s culminated in the construction of Castle 
Court and other new office blocks in 1986-8. 

Geology 
The hill or promontory consists of a thin capping of 
Pleistocene gravels above Lower Chalk, which in turn 
rests upon Gault Clay. During the excavations evi-
dence of the relative thickness, extent and relation-
ships of the three geological strata, and of the 
variations in the soils and ground surface from the 1st 
millennium BC onwards, were recorded. The authors 
are grateful to Dr C Forbes for much advice. 

Gravels 
These covered the whole hill and its western flanks, 
but by the 1st millennium AD were very shallow on 
the crest and 13-17m thick on the slopes. Pre-Roman 
hut floors were laid directly on the chalk, suggesting 
the gravels were already thin. On slopes of the hill 
gravels had accumulated to various depths, and a se-
ries of waterbedded pebbly gravels and sands rested 
on the level surface of the chalk. 6m below the present 
surface a one metre thick weathered surface was intact 
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1.3 Castle Hill in 1951, when the Law Courts were still standing, Ridgeons Garden was a nursery, and terraces of 
houses covered land later used for Castle Court. 
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with horizontally-bedded gravel, pebbles and sand 
successively beneath it. These suggested that the slope 
of the top of the promontory from north to south and 
from east to west was gentle, as it is today. At the Law 
Courts the top 4m strata of sand, gravel and pebbles 
were found tilting gently to the southwest. These 
must have been masking the face of the chalk bluff, for 
33m further south no gravel or chalk overlies the clay. 
Between Haymarket Road and Shelly Row, where ter-
races were cut in recent times into the hillside, the 
junction of the gravels and the clay was well exposed. 
The gravels here were still 5m thick. Their surface, al-
though destroyed, could be suggested by its relation-
ship to the exposures in Castle Row lOOm to the north, 
and must have been a gentle slope of c.1:40. An inter-
esting exposure was in Albion Row for here, within 
the gravel, a thick stratum of tufa was exposed, prob-
ably indicating a spring. 

Lower Chalk 
The chalk capping above clay forms the main part of 
the hill, where at its highest point it is at least 7m 
thick. At the top of the hill its surface was a smooth 
and regular undulating slope to the east and south. At 
a depth of 0.7m below its surface, the chalk became 
softer and a number of pits, dug to obtain the softer 
stratum, permitted its study to a depth of 3m in 
Ridgeons Garden and Castle Row. Since the chalk was 
not found in Storeys Orchard, Storeys Paddock, 
Mount Pleasant or the Law Courts its limits can be de-
fined. It is considerably smaller than the present area 
of the hill top, its westward slope beginning near 
Castle Street. 

Gault Clay 
This lay at a depth of more than 7m below the crest on 
the west and 5.25m near Shire Hall. The surface of the 
clay was intact in Mount Pleasant. Trenches there 
showed the original north-south slope to have been 
more gentle than the present ground surface; 1.9m, in-
stead of 5m, in 43m. 

Vegetation 
On the crest of the hill many signs of rooting and the 
hollows of tree boles confirm that natural vegetation 
cover was woodland. The lower slopes and the flood-
plain (lower gravels) would have been wetter and 
probably supported, as at Pound Hill Dairy, sallow, 
willow and alder. At Pound Hill the Roman town wall 
appears to have interrupted natural drainage, for here 
marsh formed with alder and birch growing on the 
inner lower slope of the rampart bank. 

Excavations, 1956-88 (Fig. 1.1) 

1. Law Courts (LC) 
The County Law Courts (1840-1954) stood on the site 
of the gatehouse, bailey curtain-wall and ditch of the 
medieval castle. This had replaced Saxon houses 
which themselves stood in the earlier Roman town. At 
the time of the excavation the area had a rubble-cov-
ered surface through which showed the foundations 

of the Law Courts. Three cellars and connecting pas-
sages (all 3.Om deep) restricted the area available. 
Thanks are given for permission to excavate and for 
much help to Cambridgeshire County Council. 
Financial help was given by the Ministry of Public 
Buildings and Works. Excavation in 1956 was directed 
by J A Alexander and A Ozanne, with undergraduates 
of Pembroke College and students of the W E A 
Cambridge Summer School. 

Castle Row (CR) 
Two terraces of houses at the junction of Castle Row 
and Shelly Row were demolished in 1973 and exca-
vated in 1974 when the site was level and rubble cov-
ered. Houses had existed here since the 16th century, 
the most recent dating to the late 19th century. The site 
lay just west of the medieval castle barbican. Thanks 
for permission to excavate are given to the Council of 
the City of Cambridge and for financial help to the 
Inspectorate of Ancient Monuments, the Crowther-
Beynon Fund (University of Cambridge) and the 
Cambridge Antiquarian Society. Direction was shared 
between J A Alexander, D H Trump and J Pullinger, 
and the work carried out by members of the 
Cambridge University Extra Mural Archaeological 
Summer School. 

Harris's Corner (HC) 
Two terraces of 19th century houses at the junction of 
Albion Row and Shelly Row were pulled down in 
1968-70 and their sites levelled. They lay above and 
beside the main southwest-northeast street of the 
Roman town which was open public land from the 
17th until the mid 19th century. Thanks for permission 
to excavate in 1971 are given to the Council of the City 
of Cambridge. D H Trump directed the excavation 
which was carried out by Cambridge University Extra 
Mural Archaeological Summer School. 

Nos. 2 and 14 Mount Pleasant (MP) 
The sites of two mid 19th century houses, their gar-
dens and parts of the bank bordering the road past 
them were examined in 1964, 1967 and 1968. They lay 
on the western and southwestern slopes of Castle Hill 
where a 4m high bank had long been considered part 
of the Roman town defences. The houses and their 
gardens lay over the area of the defences. Before the 
19th century this area had been open waste near the 
borough cattle pound, and was quarried for gravel. 
Before excavation it was under building rubble and 
grass. Thanks for permission to excavate are given to 
the Trustees of the Charity of Edward Storey, their 
tenant Mr Hunt, and their agent, Mr Mann. The City 
of Cambridge and their Surveyor (Mr Cresswell) are 
thanked for permission to excavate in the street verge 
and for much help. The direction was shared between 
J A Alexander, R A H Farrar (in 1964) and D H Trump 
(1967-8). The work was by local volunteers, 
Cambridge University Extra Mural Archaeological 
Summer School and students from the Institute of 
Archaeology, London University. 
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Storeys Paddock (Mount Pleasant Walk) (SP) 
A large walled paddock belonging to the derelict 
Castle End Farm was investigated in 1959, 1960 and 
1964. This had been enclosed since the 18th century 
and cultivated since the 16th century. It had been 
formed by terracing the hillside and sloped gently to 
the southwest with 19th century pigsties standing 
along the southern wall. Thanks for permission to ex-
cavate are given to the Trustees of the Charity of 
Edward Storey. The direction was shared between J A 
Alexander and A Furness (in 1959), R Hodson (in 
1960) and D H Trump (in 1964). Thanks for financial 
help are given to the Crowther-Beynon Fund admin-
istered by the University of Cambridge. The work was 
carried out by the W E A Cambridge Summer School. 

Castle End Farmhouse (CEF) 
The site and garden of this 19th century farmhouse, 
demolished in 1963, were excavated in 1964. There 
was no record of buildings here before the 18th centu-
ry. Thanks for permission to excavate are given to the 
Trustees of the Charity of Edward Storey. The work 
was directed by J A Alexander and carried out by 
Cambridge University Extra Mural Archaeological 
Summer School. 

Storeys Orchard (SO) 
A garden and orchard in Mount Pleasant Walk were 
made available in 1958. Before excavation, the site was 
level, grass covered and had been under cultivation 
since the 17th century. Thanks for permission to exca-
vate in 1969 are given to the Trustees of the Charity of 
Edward Storey. The directing was shared between J A 
Alexander and A Furness and the work was carried 
out by the W E A Cambridge Summer School. 

S. Nos. 1-10 Huntingdon Road and 9-19 Mount 
Pleasant (MPH) 
18th to 19th century houses, shops and workshops at 
the junction of these two roads were demolished in 
1967-8 and the site was excavated in 1974. The bulk of 
the site was c. 2m lower than that of the surrounding 
land and before the 19th century most had been used 
for gravel quarrying and agriculture. At its centre a 
large rectangular pit had been dug in 1970 as a sump, 

1.4 Excavations at Ridgeons Garden in 1963, show-
ing use of the 'grid-method'. 

but the rest of the surface was level and rubble cov -
ered. Thanks are due to the owners, De Vere Hotels 
Ltd, for permission to excavate in 1974. The trial exca-
vation was supervised by J A Alexander and financial 
help was provided by the Inspectorate of Ancient 
Monuments (DoE). 

Ridgeons Garden, previously known as Phoenix 
Gardens (RG and RG(N), also known as PG) 
The area, which went out of cultivation in 1961 was 
the largest open space remaining inside the Roman 
town, and was also on the traditional site of All Saints 
by the Castle. Most of it had been under gardens and 
orchards since the 17th century. It was a well-tended 
nursery garden with greenhouses and cold frames 
and was part excavated 1962-63. Thanks for permis-
sion to excavate are given to the Master and Fellows 
of St John's College. The directing was shared be-
tween J A Alexander, R A H Farrar (1962), J Spencer, R 
Robertson-Mackay and R A H Farrar (1963), and was 
carried out by Cambridge University Extra Mural 
Summer School (Fig. 1.4). 

Ridgeons Garden South and Ridgeons Garden North 
(RGS and RGN) 
More of the garden became available in 1972 and was 
excavated by J A Alexander with M Spratling and D 
Browne (1972) and D H Trump (1973). Further work 
was carried out by J Pullinger in 1972-76. These sites, 
together with Comet Place VIII and Ridgeons Garden, 
above, were one site, excavated over the four years. 
Financial help was given by the Inspectorate of 
Ancient Monuments (DoE), the City of Cambridge 
and St John's College. The work was by volunteers of 
the Cambridge Antiquarian Society Archaeological 
Research Group and London and Cambridge 
University Extra Mural Archaeological Summer 
School (Fig. 1.5, 1.6). 

1.5 Excavations at Ridgeons Garden in 1973, show-
lug use of wide trenches. 

Nos. 4 and 17 Shelly Row (SR) 
The site of these late 19th century houses was avail-
able in 1951. Houses had stood here since the 16th 
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1.6 Detail of excavation trenches west of Castle Street 

century. The plot surface was level, rubbish-covered 
and 2.15m higher than the road. The two sites were 
tested in 1957. Thanks for permission to excavate and 
for much help are given to the Council of the City of 
Cambridge. It was directed by J A Alexander. P 
Ozanne and L Barfield were site supervisors, the work 
being carried out by the W E A Cambridge Summer 
School. 

Comet Place (CP) 
This complex of 18th to 19th century buildings was 
demolished in 1956-8 and was available in 1973 when 
its surface was level and rubble covered. Buildings 
and yards had covered it since the 17th century. Part 
was excavated under the direction of P Craddock and 
T N Gregory; the rest, under J A Alexander and D H 
Trump, was carried out by Cambridge University 
Extra Mural Archaeological Summer School. Thanks 
for permission to excavate are given to the Council of 
the City of Cambridge and for financial help to the 
Inspectorate of Ancient Monuments (DoE) and the 
Master and Fellows of St John's College. 

Gloucester Terrace (GT) 
The site of two recently demolished rows of mid 19th 
century terrace houses was examined in 1961. The 
land had been part of the open fields of Chesterton 
into the 19th century. Thanks for permission to exca- 

vate are given to Cambridgeshire County Council. 
Directing was shared between J A Alexander and A 
Furness and the work was carried out by the W E A 
Cambridge Summer School. 

Northampton Street (NS) 
The site became available in 1949 when part of 
Northampton Street was redeveloped. Thanks are due 
to the Council of the City of Cambridge for permis-
sion to excavate. Excavation was by A H A Hogg. 

Haymarket Road (HM) 
A garden beside Haymarket Road and a demolished 
Cold Store (1965) were made available in 1978. Before 
the Cold Store two rows of mid 19th century houses 
had stood here, and before that the area had been part 
of the borough cattle and hay markets. In 1978 its sur-
face formed a terrace in the hillside, its north end 
being level with St Nicholas Street whilst its south-
western stood, behind a 19th century revetting wall, 
2.5m above Haymarket Road. Much of the area was 
covered by thick concrete rafts. Thanks for permission 
to excavate and for much help are given to the 
Superintendent and the Committee of the Castle Hill 
Mission. The excavation was directed by J A 
Alexander and D H Trump and was carried out by the 
Cambridge University Extra Mural Archaeological 
Summer School. 

Pound Hill Chapel WHO 
The site of a Cold Store demolished in 1965 was made 
available in 1978. Before the building of the Cold Store 
in 1960 a chapel of the Holy and Apostolic Church of 
Christ the King had stood here since the late 19th cen-
tury, and the area had been built over since the 18th 
century. The site was a terrace in the south facing hill-
side covered with thick concrete. Thanks for permis-
sion to excavate in 1978 are given to the Council of the 
City of Cambridge. The work was directed by J A 
Alexander and carried out by the Cambridge 
University Extra Mural Archaeological Summer 
School. 

Albion Row Free School (AR) 
An area in the Albion Row Free School yard was ex-
amined in 1964. The site had been terraced in the 19th 
century to prepare for the school. Thanks for permis-
sion to excavate are given to the John Lewis 
Partnership. It was excavated by the Cambridge 
University Extra Mural Archaeological Summer 
School directed by J A Alexander. 

Rex Cinema (Magrath Avenue) (RC) 
The site of this cinema, pulled down in 1978-9, 
showed the foundations of the Rex and its predeces -

sor, the Rendezvous Cinema and Dance Hall. The area 
had been agricultural before the 19th century. Thanks 
for permission to test excavate it in 1980 are given to 
Cambridgeshire County Council. The work was di-
rected by J A Alexander and M Woudhuysen. 
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No. 2 Victoria Road (VR) 
A terrace of late 19th century houses which had been 
erected on agricultural land was pulled down in 1968. 
Thanks are given to the Council of the City of 
Cambridge for permission to excavate. The area was 
tested under R Post's supervision in 1974. 

St. Edmund's House (now College) Garden 
(Mount Pleasant) (EH) 
In 1964 a resistivity and auger survey was undertaken 
by J A Alexander. The results were negative. 

Shire Hall Car Park (SH) 
Victorian houses and other buildings were cleared be-
fore 1961 and the land used as the Shire Hall car park. 
Excavation of trenches in 1983 was by members of the 
Manpower Service Commission from the County 
Archaeologist's office, volunteers, and members of 
Cambridge Antiquarian Society's Archaeological 
Research Group under the direction of P Croft. 
Thanks are due to Cambridgeshire County Council 
for permission to excavate and financial help and to 
the Inspectorate of Ancient Monuments (DoE) for fi-
nancial aid (Fig. 1.7). 

1.7 Cleaning the surface of Akeman Street and 
other features at Shire Hall, 1983. 

Pound Hill Dairy (PH) 
The site was open ground until the erection of a Girl's 
School with its playground in 1810-11. Later the site 
was used by the Unigate Dairy Company. The exca-
vation in 1983 was by Cambridge Antiquarian 
Society's Archaeological Research Group under J 
Pullinger. Thanks are due to the developers, 
Cambridgeshire Motors and Moss Ltd (Engineers). 

Nos. 1-2 St Peter's Street (StP) 1983 
Two 19th century houses had been demolished here,  

close to the castle barbican. Cellars and drains had de-
stroyed any archaeological feature close to the main 
street. The work was carried out by the Cambridge 
Antiquarian Society's Archaeological Research Group 
under J Pullinger. Thanks are given to the Cambridge 
City Council for permission to excavate and for use of 
a mechanical excavator. 

Kettle's Yard (KY) 1984 
Following the demolition of a laundrette, construction 
of foundations was observed and excavated. Thanks 
are expressed to Cambridge City Council and their 
builders. The work was directed by M Woudhuysen 
and J Pullinger, with Cambridge Antiquarian Sociey's 
Archaeological Research Group. 

Castle Court (CH) 1984-6 
Excavations were carried out during the large scale re-
development around Shire Hall. Working with the 
contractors, excavation was carried out on features as 
they were exposed by the removal of disturbed de-
posits. An area in excess of 10000m 2  was examined. In 
1986 redevelopment of the area northwest of Shire 
Hall continued, covering an area where the site of the 
Roman town wall and gateway was suspected. Work 
was by Cambridge Antiquarian Society's 
Archaeological Research Group directed by J 
Pullinger. Thanks are due to the landowners, 
Cambridgeshire County Council, the developers, 
Royal Life Insurance and Sheraton J T, and to the con-
tractors, J T Design Ltd and Dickerson Ltd. 

Fulbourn Manor Nursery (CH 85) 
A shop and yard were demolished in 1984-5. A small 
area was excavated by J Pullinger and Manpower 
Service Commission personnel organised by the 
County Archaeologist's office. Thanks for assistance 
are due to J T Design Build Ltd. 

No. 10 Pound Hill (PH) 
Until the late 19th century this site was open ground. 
Permission to excavate was given by the Master and 
Fellows of St John's College, who also provided finan-
cial help. The excavation was directed by D Haigh. 

No. 27 Castle Street (CS) 
A garden between Castle Street and Comet Place was 
excavated in 1988. Thanks are due to the Master and 
Fellows of St John's College for permission to exca-
vate and for financial help. The excavation was direct-
ed by D Haigh. 

John's Place (JP) 
Opportunity to excavate a small area was due to land-
scaping by Cambridge City Council, who are thanked 
for permission to excavate and use of a mechanical 
digger. Excavation was by D Haigh. 

Shire Hall (SH 85) 
Test excavations were carried out in front of Shire Hall 
in 1985 by J Pullinger and P Croft, by permission of 
the County Council. 
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