
The Central Belt is by far the largest of the regions 
defined within this project; at 32,459 km², it 
incorporates over 25 per cent more land than the 
next largest zone, the South. The region cuts a 
significant swathe though central Britain, including 
parts of 23 English counties along with most of 
Gwent and Glamorgan in South Wales (fig. 5.1).

THE NATURE OF THE LANDSCAPE

As would be expected given the scale of the 
region, the Central Belt contains an extensive and 
diverse group of geographic areas, ranging from 
the Vale of Taunton and the Quantock Hills in 
south-west England and the Vale of Glamorgan in 

South Wales, extending up to and including the 
Fens in the east of England (fig. 5.2). Large areas 
of the region are low lying, particularly the Gwent 
Levels, Somerset Levels and the East Anglian 
Fens, and these very distinctive landscapes have 
had a profound effect upon elements of the late 
Iron Age and Romano-British settlement pattern. 
Elsewhere there are several major river-valley 
landscapes such as the Nene and Ouse Valleys, 
which drain the gently rolling claylands of the West 
Anglian Plain, the Severn and (Warwickshire) 
Avon Vales, the Thames and (Bristol) Avon Vales 
and the Trent Valley and Rises. It is within these 
wide valley zones that a large proportion of our 
data on Roman rural settlement lies, though this 
has been at least partly brought about by patterns 
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fig. 5.1.  The Central Belt region in relation to modern county boundaries
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of modern development and mineral extraction, 
particularly quarrying of the river terrace gravels 
(see The Central Belt dataset below). The valleys are 
interspersed with hillier landscapes including the 
carboniferous limestone Mendips, the oolitic 
limestone Cotswolds, and the chalk hills of the 
Berkshire and Marlborough Downs and the 
Chilterns. While the Somerset Levels and the Fens 
are highly acidic burial environments, most of the 
region is characterised by less acidic soils, meaning 
that faunal remains, human skeletal material and 
botanical evidence are often very well preserved. 

The Central Belt as defined in this project is 
largely coterminous with the Central Zone of the 
Fields of Britannia project, which utilised similar 
cultural and physical characteristics in its creation 
(Rippon et al. 2015, 182; see Ch. 1). These 
generally fertile lands have also been previously 
defined in terms of the medieval landscape, being 
characterised by open fields and villages that 
developed between the eighth and twelfth centuries 
(ibid.; Roberts and Wrathmell 2000). It is clear 
then that despite the significant variation in 
individual landscape zones, there are broadly 
shared characteristics across the Central Belt 

region that provide at least some level of cultural 
and economic coherence, one that appears to have 
persisted for a long period of time.

THE CENTRAL BELT DATASET

Around 40 per cent of all records from the current 
project are found within the Central Belt, 
amounting to over 1500 separate database site 
entries. As these records derive exclusively from 
intrusive archaeological fieldwork, it can be 
assumed that the concentration of data in this 
region is in large part due to significant levels of 
modern development (including mineral 
extraction), and also to the fact that many areas 
have had a long history of archaeological research, 
as suggested by the distribution map of 
archaeological reports by date in Chapter 1 (see 
fig. 1.1). In terms of other data sources, Taylor’s 
national distribution maps of Roman rural 
settlement showed distinct concentrations of 
cropmark and soilmark sites mostly following the 
same river valley and Fen edge locations as the 
excavated dataset (Taylor 2007, 14–5, fig. 3.3; see 
Ch. 12, fig. 12.3). The only significant exception 
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fig. 5.2.  Constituent landscape zones of the Central Belt region
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fig. 5.3.  Kernel density 
of Central Belt region 
records (n=1509) and all 
excavation records (1910–
2010) from National 
Monument Records 
(NMR) Index (n=14,622)
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was in the hills and moors of south-west Somerset, 
where quantities of cropmark/soilmark data were 
much higher than those of the excavation record.

The spread of records across the region is, as 
would be expected, far from even, as shown in fig. 
5.3 and table 5.1. In terms of density of excavation 
records by landscape zone, the Gwent Levels 
(which include the immediate vicinity of the 
wetland area) stands out above all other areas, 
with over 20 sites recorded, despite this being the 
smallest zone in the region. Although almost 30 
per cent of these records are of non-settlement 
features (mostly field/drainage systems), it is clear 
that this wetland zone was well occupied, 
particularly during the mid- to late Roman period. 
Elsewhere, the West Anglian Plain has the greatest 
density (and overall number) of records, while at 
the other end of the scale, the South Wales Valleys 
and The Fens appear relatively sparsely occupied, 
though the picture for the latter is somewhat 

misleading as site records are concentrated on the 
raised islands and on the immediate periphery. 

When viewed spatially (fig. 5.3, top), major 
concentrations of records are found to the north 
of Cambridge around the southern Fen edge (see 
Cambridgeshire Fen edge case study below), the 
western Fen edge near Peterborough, southern 
Lincolnshire around Sleaford, the southern Ouse 
Valley and Nene Valley north of Northampton, 
parts of the Upper Thames and Severn Valleys, the 
central Cotswolds, and in the Avon Valley around 
Bath and Bristol. Most of these concentrations are 
in relatively low-lying zones, in river valleys and on 
the edge of the Fens. Their relative density can at 
least partly be attributed to patterns of modern 
development, as seen when comparisons are made 
with the density of all recorded excavations in  
the National Monuments Record (NMR) Index 
between 1910 and 2010, shown on fig. 5.3.  
In areas such as the Cambridge environs, 
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table 5.1: number of excavated sites and density (per km²) by landscape zone in central belt region

Landscape zone Area (km²) No. of records Density of  
   records per km²

Bedfordshire Greensand Ridge 273 14 0.0513

Berkshire and Marlborough Downs 1109 40 0.0361

Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges 836 52 0.0622

Charnwood 174 2 0.0115

Chilterns 1640 67 0.0409

Coal Measures 200 4 0.0200

Cotswolds 2881 120 0.0417

Dean Plateau and Wye Valley 825 32 0.0388

Gwent Levels 150 22 0.1467

Lincolnshire and Rutland Limestone 1260 75 0.0595

Mendip Hills 303 12 0.0396

Mid-Somerset Hills 420 19 0.0452

Midland Clay Pastures 1717 41 0.0239

Midvale Ridge 445 40 0.0899

Rockingham Forest 510 22 0.0431

Severn and Avon Vales 2102 146 0.0695

Somerset Levels and Moors 650 26 0.0400

South Wales Valleys 1100 8 0.0073

Thames and Avon Vales 2532 165 0.0652

The Fens 3807 87 0.0229

Trent Valley and Rises 4571 159 0.0348

Vale of Glamorgan 350 22 0.0629

Vale of Taunton/Quantock Fringes 478 10 0.0209

West Anglian Plain 3509 302 0.0861

Yardley-Whittlewood Ridge 337 17 0.0504
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Peterborough, parts of the Oxfordshire Thames 
Valley, the Severn Valley around Gloucester and 
the Bristol Avon Valley, the patterns of excavation 
suggest a correlation with high levels of 
development, whether in the form of housing/
commercial, infrastructure or mineral extraction. 
On the other hand there are other zones with high 
concentrations of Roman rural settlement records, 
such as the Nene and Ouse Valleys and south 
Lincolnshire, that do not appear to have had 
spectacularly high levels of excavation (though 
there are increased concentrations around Milton 
Keynes and Bedford), and in these areas at least 
we might consider that there was a genuinely very 
high density of Roman rural settlement. There are 
of course many variables that influence the 
patterns of the excavated data, but it seems 
inescapable to conclude that Roman rural 
settlement was not evenly distributed across the 
region, and the major fertile valleys and Fen edge 
zones might possibly have had higher levels of 
activity, associated with their greater capacity for 
agricultural productivity (see Ch. 12 for wider 
discussion on settlement density). 

ROMAN RURAL SETTLEMENT 
PATTERNS

Romano-British settlement within the Central 
Belt region is known to have been immensely 
varied, characterised by a mixture of farmsteads 
and villas of different forms, as well as numerous 
roadside settlements and villages. Besides many 
walled ‘small towns’, major centres within the 
region include the legionary fortress and associated 
canabae at Caerleon (Gwent), coloniae at Glevum 
(Gloucester) and Lindum (Lincoln), and other 
towns that served as administrative centres at 
Venta Silurum (Caerwent), Corinium Dobunnorum 
(Cirencester), Ratae Corieltavorum (Leicester), 
and Verulamium (St Albans) (fig. 5.4).

The 1509 records from the current dataset for 
the Central Belt region equate to 1090 individual 
rural settlements, others comprising multiple 
records for nucleated sites or wider landscape 
features such as field systems or isolated 
agricultural buildings. As stated above, these 
excavated settlements were not equally distributed 
across the region, and are broken down by site 

fig. 5.4.  Excavated late Iron Age/Roman rural settlement in the Central Belt region in relation to Roman roads and 
urban centres
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THE CENTRAL BELT 147

type and landscape zone in table 5.2. As in other 
parts of Britain, there is an almost total dominance 
of sites categorised as farmsteads, forming over 75 
per cent of all settlements in the region as a whole, 
followed by villas (14 per cent) then roadside 
settlements (7 per cent) and villages (2 per cent). 
A small number of hillforts remained in use into 
the Roman period, while only a single excavated 
vicus is recorded from the Central Belt region, at 
Abergavenny in South Wales, notwithstanding the 
earlier phases of settlements outside of short-lived 
early Roman military bases, including the legionary 
fortress at Usk. 

The proportion of different settlement types 
does vary by landscape zone, however, with, for 
example, the Fens comprising almost 90 per cent 
farmsteads, and the Cotswolds having a much 
higher percentage (39 per cent) of settlements 
with villa architecture (fig. 5.5). The proportion 
of nucleated settlement always remains relatively 
low, though roadside settlements are quite 
numerous in the Lincolnshire and Rutland 
Limestone zone (e.g. Sleaford and Navenby), 
forming over 17 per cent of all settlement, mostly 
positioned on the major north–south road from 
Durobrivae to Lincoln. This is a similar proportion 
to that found in the East region, and appears to be 
part of a particularly intricate network of nucleated 
centres focused on the road network in the wider 
eastern area (see Ch. 6). 

REGIONAL CHRONOLOGY

As with most other regions, the primary method 
of dating for Roman sites in the Central Belt is 
through the pottery assemblages, with the range of 
finewares commonly encountered on many 
settlements having quite a nuanced chronological 

resolution. The Central Belt lies on the fringes of 
the distribution for some of these finewares, such 
as Hadham red-slipped wares in the east and New 
Forest slipped wares to the south and west, but 
there are two major production centres within the 
region, in the Nene Valley and Oxfordshire, whose 
products are widely distributed throughout (cf. 
Tyers 1996, 168–78). Although detailed analysis 
of pottery types has not been attempted for this 
project (though see below, p. 185, and vol. 2), the 
spread of fineware pottery (including imported 
wares) on Roman period sites in the Central Belt 
region is quite evident, being present in the 
assemblages of at least 88 per cent of the 1044 
sites where pottery was quantified. In sites where 
only coarse wares are noted (possibly due to the 
small size of the assemblage), chronological 
resolution can be that much poorer, with, for 
example the date of Severn Valley ware ranging 
from possible pre-conquest to the fourth century 
a.d.; this can disproportionately affect our 
understanding of the chronology of ‘lower order’ 
farmsteads in particular.

Radiocarbon dates are increasingly utilised to 
refine ceramic chronologies, and in some cases to 
push the limits beyond those that are understood 
on the basis of pottery alone (e.g. at Horcott 
Quarry, Glos; Hayden et al. 2012; see Ch. 1, fig. 
1.4). Other datable finds categories such as 
brooches and especially coins are also particularly 
well represented in Central Belt sites, so that, on 
the whole, our understanding of regional 
chronological trends for most areas is fairly 
robust.

In terms of a broad regional chronology for the 
Central Belt, there appears to have been a steady 
rise in the number of settlements in use from the 
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fig. 5.5.  Relative frequency of main settlement types by landscape zones (with >20 sites) in the Central Belt region 
(n=no. of sites)
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late Iron Age until the later second century a.d., 
after which there is a slight decline, this becoming 
more pronounced only during the later fourth 
century a.d. (fig. 5.6). There are of course 
significant intra-regional variations to this pattern, 
as shown by four sample landscape zones in fig. 
5.7. In the hillier regions to the south and west, for 
instance, there is a steady increase in the number 
of settlements in use from the late Iron Age, 
reaching a peak in the later third/early fourth 
century, about a hundred years later than in most 
other areas. This is very similar to the situation 
seen in the adjoining South Wessex Downs and the 
Wessex Vales within the South region (see Ch. 4), 
thereby suggesting distinct wider territorial 
patterns; in all these areas the rise in settlement 
numbers is at least partly due to the increased 
construction of villas at this time. 

Elsewhere, the Severn and Avon Vales to the west 
appear to have had a more rapid rate of settlement 
growth up to the later second century a.d., followed 
by a significant decline in the fourth century. The 
Upper Thames and Bristol Avon had a similar 
pattern in some senses, though there was a greater 
rise in settlement numbers during the late Iron Age, 
a peak in the early second century a.d. and a more 
gradual decline during the later Roman period. The 
differences between these western valley zones 
show how complex and varied the situation was, 
even within adjacent areas. Nevertheless, they all 
showed evidence for significant settlement 
expansion (and transformation) during the later 
first to early second centuries a.d., potentially 
associated with newly emerging urban centres at 
places like Cirencester and Gloucester (e.g. Booth 
et al. 2007, 374).
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fig. 5.6.  Number of settlements in use over time in the Central Belt region (NB: the M–LIA data only include sites 
that continued into the late Iron Age)

fig. 5.7.  Variations in settlement chronology by selected landscape zone within the Central Belt region
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All of the eastern zones of the Central Belt were 
at their height in terms of settlement numbers 
during the later second century, with numbers in 
the Fens in particular dropping off quite sharply 
after this point. The mid–later second century a.d. 
settlement peak in the Fens may have been 
broadly associated with construction of major 
drainage systems (possibly including Car Dyke, 
though see Simmons and Cope-Faulkner 2004) 
designed to reclaim much of the landscape. This 
was also the period when a nucleated settlement 
was established at Stonea (c. a.d. 130) in the 
middle of the Fens, which has often been regarded, 
albeit with fairly minimal evidence, as the 
administrative seat of an imperial estate (Jackson 
and Potter 1996; Malim 2005, 127; Upex 2008, 
180; cf. Fincham 2002). The subsequent third 

century a.d. decline in settlement numbers would 
seem likely to be associated with increased flooding 
in the eastern Fens (Upex 2008, 194), though sites 
on the Fen edge would appear to have remained 
relatively constant (see Cambridgeshire Fen edge 
case study below) . 

Settlement continuity and abandonment

The graphs in figs 5.6 and 5.7 show how overall 
settlement numbers increased and decreased over 
time, but what they do not show are the relative 
levels of establishment and abandonment over 
time, which can provide some measure of the 
degrees of continuity in site use. figure 5.8, for 
instance, illustrates that during the late Iron Age, 
c. 60 per cent of the 457 sites in use across the 

fig. 5.8.  New’ and ‘abandoned’ settlements over time in the Central Belt region

fig. 5.9.  ‘New’ and ‘abandoned’ settlements over time in selected landscape zones of the Central Belt region
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region were apparently ‘new’ (i.e. no indication of 
continuity of occupation from an earlier phase in 
the excavated area) settlement foundations, with 
the remaining 40 per cent representing 
continuations from the middle Iron Age. 

Most of the late Iron Age settlement continued 
in use past the conquest although 20 per cent were 
thought to have been ‘abandoned’ or had at least 
shifted in location before this date. The number of 
‘new’ settlements established across the region 
steadily decreases over the course of the Roman 
period, while the levels of ‘abandonment’ gradually 
start to increase from the later third century, 
before an apparent wave of abandonment in the 
later fourth century, where it is thought that 84 
per cent of sites in use did not continue into the 
fifth century a.d. (though see below, p. 151).

The pattern for the Central Belt as a whole 
disguises many distinct chronological variations 
that can be seen within the different landscape 
zones of the region, as shown in fig. 5.9. In the 
Trent Valley and Rises, for example, a large 
lowland plain in the north-east of the region, there 
is a greater level of continuity of settlement from 
the middle to late Iron Age, though many of these 

settlements were then abandoned before the 
Roman conquest; there is subsequently a high 
proportion (50 per cent) of ‘new’ settlement 
attributed to the early Roman period (later first 
century a.d.). In the Chilterns, by contrast, a very 
high proportion (83 per cent) of settlement 
appears to have been established de novo during 
the late Iron Age, with only 17 per cent of sites 
occupied during this period having had any 
middle Iron Age precursor (cf. Thompson 2015). 
This pattern of increasing settlement numbers 
during the late Iron Age is also observed in wider 
parts of southern and eastern England where it 
has been associated with piecemeal population 
movement (Hill 2007, 23) and a reorganisation of 
the rural landscape into larger farming units 
(Bryant 2000, 16). Most of the Chiltern settlements 
continued uninterrupted into the Roman period 
and it is not until the fourth century that there is 
widespread evidence for settlement abandonment.

In the Cotswolds there is a relatively high 
proportion (56 per cent) of late first-century a.d. 
settlements ‘newly’ established compared to most 
areas, with a corresponding high level of site 
abandonment (24 per cent of sites in use) during 

fig. 5.10.  All excavated farmsteads (open, enclosed, complex and unclassified) in the central belt region
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the preceding late Iron Age, similar to the pattern 
of the Trent Valley and Rises. There then appears 
to be a period of settlement stability and growth 
into the later Roman period, with more settlements 
being established than being abandoned, at least 
until the fourth century a.d. (a similar pattern to 
that in the adjacent Wessex Downs in the South 
region; see Ch. 4). The Fens, on the other hand, 
appear to have evidence of more pronounced 
change, with a peak of new settlement in the 
second century and increased abandonment 
thereafter, for reasons outlined above.

All the different landscape zones appear to have 
had a major phase of ‘abandonment’ during the 
later fourth century a.d. This is more likely to be 
a product of the vagaries of the dating evidence for 
this late Roman/early post-Roman period than a 
genuine pattern of complete settlement collapse, 
as discussed in Chapter 12 for the province as a 
whole. Explicit evidence for such continuity is 
decidedly lacking in most parts of the Central 
Belt, however, being noted on just 57 sites and 
heavily biased towards the west of the region (see 
Ch. 12, fig. 12.26). Such evidence is usually 
based upon radiocarbon dating, which is still 
rarely used for most Roman period sites, and so 
any resulting patterns must be viewed with great 
caution. 

FARMSTEADS: MORPHOLOGY, 
CHRONOLOGY AND DISTRIBUTION

The distribution of all 874 farmsteads within the 
Central Belt is shown in fig. 5.10. Chronologically, 
these settlements conform to the regional and 
intra-regional patterns outlined above, principally 
because they form the dominant settlement type 

within nearly all landscape zones. Unfortunately 
the majority (70 per cent) of farmsteads in the 
Central Belt region could not be morphologically 
classified in any phase for reasons outlined in 
Chapter 2 (e.g. minimal scale of excavation and/or 
truncation of archaeological features). The 
landscape zones incorporating major river valleys 
generally have a higher percentage of classified 
farmsteads (up to c. 50 per cent in the West 
Anglian Plain; see fig. 5.11), partly owing to the 
larger scale of excavations in these areas, often 
associated with extensive mineral extraction (see 
Methodology, Ch. 1). Of those excavated farmsteads 
where more diagnostic plans were available, there 
are approximately equal numbers having complex 
(135) and enclosed (138) phases, and very few 
(32) having any recognisable ‘open’ stage of 
development (notwithstanding the problems in 
interpreting such sites; see Ch. 2) (see examples in 
fig. 5.12). The distribution of different farmstead 
forms across the landscape zones is quite varied, 
with most (twelve of the nineteen zones where 
there was any farmstead classification) having 
greater numbers of enclosed farmsteads, some, 
such as the Vale of Glamorgan, Cotswolds and 
Chilterns, overwhelmingly so (see table 5.2). 
There is a distinct clustering of complex farmsteads 
around the southern and western Fen edge and 
along the Nene and Ouse Valleys, while further 
west they also dominate in the Upper Thames and 
Severn Valleys. Farmsteads with unenclosed 
phases are undoubtedly under-represented and 
show no particular geographic affinities, though 
they did represent two of the five classified 
farmsteads on the Berkshire and Marlborough 
downs. 
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The reasons behind the differential spread of 
farmstead types across the region probably relate 
to a combination of cultural and economic factors 
(discussed in Ch. 2 and below), while there are also 
very distinct chronological patterns relating to the 
frequency of such settlements within the landscape. 
figure 5.13 displays the relative percentage of the 
three major farmstead types in use over time within 
the Central Belt. It demonstrates a marked decline 
in the proportions of enclosed farmsteads in use, 
from a peak of 62 per cent of all classified 
farmsteads in the late Iron Age to a low of 22 per 
cent during the late Roman period. A corresponding 
rise is noted in the proportion of complex 
farmsteads, which account for just 17 per cent of 
farmsteads in the mid- to late Iron Age and reach 
a peak of over 74 per cent in the third century a.d. 
Open farmsteads, as just discussed, were rarely 
encountered, though they did form over 27 per 
cent of classified farmsteads in the mid–late Iron 
Age period, which appears to represent the tail end 
of a general long-term shift from open to enclosed 
settlements in many central areas of Britain during 
the Iron Age (Knight 2007). 

The most dramatic period of change, certainly 
in terms of the expansion of complex farmsteads, 
was the later first to mid-second century a.d. 
These farmsteads then reached their peak in terms 
of overall numbers (102) during the later second 
century, subsequently undergoing a slight decline, 
which became more pronounced during the fourth 
century, mostly in line with the general patterns of 
farmstead chronology noted above. Only a few 
landscape zones within the Central Belt have 
sufficient classified farmsteads to enable a more 
detailed intra-regional analysis, as shown in fig. 
5.14. With the exception of the West Anglian Plain 
the numbers are still relatively low, yet they do 
demonstrate quite varied patterns. Most similar 
are the western valleys (Upper Thames, and 
Severn and Avon), which have a substantial rise in 
the number of complex farmsteads at the start of 
the second century a.d., with a significant drop in 
the fourth century, especially in the Severn and 
Avon vales. In the West Anglian Plain there is a 
more pronounced drop in the number of enclosed 
farmsteads from a high point in the late Iron Age, 
and a steadier rise in complex farmsteads, which 
peak during the later second century a.d., much 
the same as in the Upper Thames Valley. The 
situation in the Trent Valley and Rises is markedly 
different, with a peak in numbers of enclosed 
farmsteads during the later first century a.d., and 
a significant fall only during the third century a.d., 
when for the first time they are outnumbered by 
complex farmsteads. The small number of 
classified farmsteads from this landscape zone 
necessitates caution in placing too much 

Enclosed farmstead: Kempsford Stubbs Farm, Glos

1:5000

0                                              200 m

‘Open’ farmstead: Marsh Leys, Kempston, Beds

domestic
focus

N

Complex farmstead: 
Cleveland Farm, Ashton Keynes, Wilts  

N

fig. 5.12.  Site plans of selected open (Marsh Leys, Beds; 
Luke and Preece 2011), enclosed (Stubbs Farm, Glos; 
Miles et al. 2007) and complex (Cleveland Farm, Wilts; 
Powell et al. 2008a) farmsteads in the Central Belt region
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significance on such patterning, but it does again 
demonstrate the intra-regional diversity apparent 
in the rural settlement pattern.

The wider regional spread of farmstead types 
over time is shown in fig. 5.15, where the late Iron 
Age concentration of complex farmsteads around 
the Fens and in the Nene and Ouse Valleys is most 
evident. During the period of greatest settlement 
expansion in the region, in the later second 
century a.d., the complex farmsteads spread 
further west, though, apart from areas of the 
Upper Thames and Severn Valley just noted, they 
tend to be fairly widely spaced. It is notable that to 
date no certain complex farmsteads have been 
found to the west of Gloucester, though possible 
examples exist on the edge of the Gwent levels at 

places like Nash (Meddens and Beasley 2001) and 
Rumney Great Wharf (Fulford et al. 1994), where 
regular systems of drainage ditches have been 
found, similar to those in parts of the Somerset 
Levels across the Bristol Channel.

The overall distribution of farmstead types 
changed little during the later third century a.d., 
though enclosed farmsteads became even scarcer 
in most areas except South Wales. By the later 
fourth century the major focus of complex 
farmsteads was again limited to parts of the east, 
while further west, the concentrations in the 
Thames and Severn Valleys dwindled significantly, 
though it is of note that of those that remained, 
most lay relatively close to the major urban centres 
of Gloucester and Cirencester (see Ch. 12). More 
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fig. 5.13.  Relative frequency of farmstead types in use over time in the Central Belt region

fig. 5.14.  Chronological distribution of farmstead types in use in selected landscape zones in the Central Belt
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nuanced accounts of this late Roman period are 
difficult to establish, as not only is there less 
evidence for active settlement, but there is also a 
significant reduction in the proportion of 
farmsteads that can be classified (down to 23 per 
cent from a peak of 37 per cent in the late Iron 
Age), a phenomenon found across much of Britain, 
and possibly related to the greater visibility of 
enclosed farmsteads which, as just demonstrated, 
tend to dominate during the late Iron Age/early 
Roman period.

Variations in morphological types

The discussion of farmstead morphology across 
England and Wales in Chapter 2 noted the many 
different variants within the major classifications 

of farmstead types. Enclosed farmsteads, for 
instance, ranged greatly in size, shape and the 
construction methods used for the outer enclosing 
bank. In the Central Belt, enclosed farmsteads in 
all landscape zones were typically rectangular in 
form (56 per cent), while others were irregular (18 
per cent), curvilinear (7 per cent) or D-shaped (5 
per cent). Where known, all were of earthwork 
construction (ditch and presumably bank, but this 
was not always demonstrated), though occasionally 
supplemented by masonry walling such as in the 
late Roman farmstead at Claydon Pike, 
Gloucestershire, which contained a drystone wall 
on a shelf along the inside of the main enclosure 
ditch (Miles et al. 2007, 181; fig. 5.16). As with 
the South region, most (87 per cent) enclosed 

fig. 5.15.  Distribution of farmstead types in use over time in the Central Belt (top left: Late Iron Age; top right: later 
2nd century a.d.; bottom left: later 3rd century a.d.; bottom right: later 4th century a.d.)
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farmsteads appear to have been established as 
‘new’ settlements, sometimes then developing a 
complex form, though at least eight developed 
from ‘open’ farmsteads and two (including 
Claydon Pike noted above) actually developed 
into enclosed farmsteads from complex farmsteads 
during the late Roman period.

The vast majority of enclosed farmsteads were 
under c. 1 ha in size, with the few larger farmsteads 
often utilising earlier hillfort enclosures, such as 
the early Roman buildings lying against the 
innermost rampart of an Iron Age coastal 
promontory fort potentially covering over 7 ha at 
Porthkerry Bulwarks in the Vale of Glamorgan 
(Davies 1973). Commensurate with their relatively 
modest size, most contained only one ditched 
circuit, though on occasion even small enclosed 
farmsteads were contained within two or three 
concentric boundaries (e.g. at Banbury, Oxon; see 
fig. 5.18 below). At other sites, such as at Old 
Shifford Farm in Oxfordshire, elements of 
concentricity are limited to certain parts of the 
settlement, in this case enclosing what is thought 
to have been the main domestic focus (Hey 1995, 
111; fig. 5.16).

Complex farmsteads also encompassed many 
variants, being broadly divided into sub-divided 
enclosures (e.g. Rudgeway Lane, Glos.; Hart and 
McSloy 2008) and linear complexes (e.g. NIAB 
Huntington Road, Cambridge: Luke 2014), the 
distinction being marked by internal development 
for the former (an enclosure divided into many 
spaces), and external development for the latter 
(an agglomeration of different enclosures; see Ch. 
2 for details). Both types are well represented in 
the Central Belt, albeit with linear complexes (80) 
far outnumbering sub-divided enclosures (29) in 
most landscape zones, except the Severn and Avon 
Vales, where the numbers are more or less even 

(fig. 5.17). As outlined in Chapter 2, the 
predominance of linear complexes is linked to an 
increase in landscape management, and 
particularly with livestock farming. Their 
prominence within many of these Central Belt 
zones appears to have resulted from attempts at 
widespread landscape control, all designed to 
increase levels of agricultural productivity (see vol. 
2 for a more detailed analysis). 

The development of complex farmsteads has 
already been discussed in Chapter 2, and the 
patterns in the Central Belt as a whole broadly 
reflect the wider picture from England and Wales, 
with c. 56 per cent (74 sites) appearing to originate 
as ‘new’ establishments (mostly in the late Iron 
Age and early Roman period) and the remainder 
developing from existing farmsteads or occasionally 
from field systems. A recently excavated example 
from Banbury quite clearly shows such 
development, in this case in a very abrupt manner, 
with the small (c. 0.1 ha) late Iron Age/early 
Roman concentric enclosed farmstead (if it is to 
be interpreted as such and not as a stock enclosure) 
giving way to an extensive series of conjoined 
rectilinear enclosures by the start of the second 
century a.d.; in the enclosures were a number of 
probable circular structures and two corndryers 
(Simmonds 2014; fig. 5.18).

There is a degree of intra-regional variation in 
settlement development, with the mass of complex 
farmsteads in the valleys of the West Anglian Plain 
having evidence for longer histories of occupation 
than are seen in many other landscape zones, c. 30 
per cent being specifically recorded as developing 
from enclosed farmsteads. In the Upper Thames 
Valley by contrast there appears to have been more 
‘implantations’ of new complex farmsteads, mainly 
during the second century a.d. on land that seems 
to have become more actively managed, a 

fig. 5.16.  Enclosed farmsteads at (a) Claydon Pike, Glos (Miles et al. 2007) and (b) Old Shifford Farm, Oxon (Hey 
1995)
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fig. 5.17.  Distribution of complex farmstead types in the Central Belt and site plans of farmsteads at Rudgeway 
Lane, Glos (Hart and McSloy 2008) and NIAB Huntington Road, Cambridge (Luke 2014)
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development also manifested in the widespread 
cutting of ditched trackways through the landscape 
at this time (Booth 2011a). 

VILLAS IN THE CENTRAL BELT

Just under 50 per cent of all villas within the 
current dataset from England and Wales lie within 
the Central Belt region, although, as seen in fig. 
5.19 and in table 5.2 above, the distribution of 

these 156 settlements is firmly weighted towards 
specific landscape zones, notably the Cotswolds 
and to a lesser extent the Chilterns and parts of 
the West Anglian Plain. Such concentrations of 
villas, particularly in the Cotswolds, are a well-
known phenomenon, though many of these sites 
have been subject to minimal, often antiquarian, 
investigation, and so do not always have useful 
levels of detail. As such, and in parallel with the 
South region, there remain a number of villas 

1:2000

0                                                           100 m
1:2000

0                                                           100 m

fig. 5.18.  Site plan of Banbury Flood Alleviation Scheme, Banbury, Oxfordshire, showing change from enclosed to 
complex farmstead (Simmonds 2014)
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where evidence is too poor to ascertain the date of 
establishment or abandonment, although over 90 
per cent are provided with at least some level of 
chronological detail, other than just ‘Roman’. 

The development of villas over time on a 
national basis has been discussed in Chapter 2 
(see fig. 2.21), and is shown for the Central Belt 
in fig. 5.20. Just ten villas can be assigned to the 
later first century a.d., some being part of the 
early group around Verulamium (e.g. Gadebridge 
Park: Neal 1974), others located around the 

fringes of the Nene and Ouse Valleys (e.g. 
Piddington: Friendship-Taylor and Friendship-
Taylor 2013) and a small number found further 
west. These early western villas, which include 
Shakenoak Farm in Oxfordshire (Brodribb et al. 
2005) and The Ditches, North Cerney in 
Gloucestershire (Trow et al. 2009), were situated 
within existing late Iron Age power centres, namely 
the ill-understood North Oxfordshire Grim’s 
Ditch and the oppidum at Bagendon. Altogether 
at least five out of the ten early villas had definite 

fig. 5.19.  Distribution of complex, enclosed and unclassified villas in the Central Belt
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evidence for an Iron Age precursor, and indeed 
many of those settlements that developed villa 
architecture at a later date could trace their origins 
back to the pre-conquest period. As will be 
discussed below, the early villa buildings of the 
Central Belt were all fairly modest compared to 
the major early villas of the Sussex coastal plain, 
yet would still have been strikingly different to 

contemporary vernacular architecture, and 
probably represent the fledgling adoption of what 
were perceived to be higher status Roman building 
forms by certain members of the indigenous elite.

The first half of the second century heralded the 
start of a more rapid growth of villas in the Central 
Belt, though at first this was largely concentrated in 
the same areas as the earliest villas, with a few more 

fig. 5.21.  Plans of (a) ‘Complex villa’ at Roughground Farm, Glos. (Allen et al. 1993) and (b) ‘Enclosed villa’ at 
Whitton Lodge, South Glamorgan (Jarrett and Wathmell 1981)

b

1:5000

0                                              200 m

N

N

1:2000

0                                                           100 m

Arable

Trackway
Arable

Paddocks

Paved Yard

Bathhouse

Ancillary
building

Bakery

Mound

OPEN

CORRALLING

AREA
Domestic
and 
Farmyard 
enclosures Gravel pit

PASTURE

Droveway
Dr

ov
ew

ay
?Strip fields

Detached 
bathhouse

Well

Domestic
Farmyard 
enclosure

?ARABLE

Timber 
barn/cowshed

?Strip fields

a

Romanch5.indd   159 15/09/2016   17:51:39



 THE RURAL SETTLEMENT OF ROMAN BRITAIN160

isolated establishments such as at Llandough in 
South Wales (Owen-John 1988) and Shipham in 
Somerset (Barton 1963/4). The major growth  
in the number of villas more widely across the 
region appears to have occurred from the later 
second century a.d. onwards, with particular 
concentrations in the Cotswolds, where numbers 
continued to increase right up until the middle of 
the fourth century. The later fourth century 
heralds no particular decline in the number of 
villas in use within most landscape zones, though 
there are signs that the nature of occupation was 
changing in at least some settlements, with, for 
example, at least thirteen villas (mostly in the west 
of the region) having corndryers inserted into the 
main buildings (see Ch. 3). The only zones to see 
major reductions in the numbers of villas in use at 
this time were the Chilterns to the south-east and 
the Vale of Glamorgan in South Wales, the pattern 
in the former being consistent with the evidence 
for a general decline in numbers of villas in parts 
of south-east England during the later Roman 
period (see Ch. 4).

As discussed at length in Chapters 2 and 3, the 
umbrella term ‘villa’ encompasses a wide range of 
different settlements, all ostensibly of relatively 
higher status than farmsteads, but nevertheless of 
extremely varied form, presumed social status and 
economic base. The architectural variability within 
the Central Belt will be discussed below, but in 
terms of wider settlement morphology it would 
seem that – where known – most villas follow the 
same patterns as Central Belt farmsteads in the 
mid–late Roman period, in being characterised by 
an association with networks of enclosures and 
trackways. The distribution of these 23 ‘complex 
villas’ is shown in fig. 5.19, with distinct 
concentrations in the Upper Thames Valley and 
central Cotswolds around Cirencester and 
Gloucester, and a few further east in the Nene and 
Ouse Valleys. In most cases the complex 
morphology of the outer settlement is only known 
wholly or partly through geophysics or cropmarks, 
such as at Harnhill 5.7 km east of Cirencester 
where part of a Roman villa complex was revealed 
with outer enclosures and trackways covering at 
least 5 ha (Wright 2008) or at Roughground Farm 
in the Upper Thames where the villa complex 
stretches over 15 ha, and could conceivably be 
regarded as a villa and ‘estate village’ (Allen et al. 
1993; fig. 5.21; see below, p. 161). 

The nine ‘enclosed villas’ are more widely 
distributed, though they do appear to have been 
more common in areas with a dominance of 
enclosed farmsteads, such as the Chilterns and 
Vale of Glamorgan. The modest villa at Whitton 
Lodge on a Boulder Clay plateau in South 
Glamorgan originated as a late Iron Age enclosed 

farmstead (0.42 ha), with the villa buildings 
continuing to occupy the same enclosed space 
between the second and early fourth centuries a.d. 
(Jarrett and Wathmell 1981; fig. 5.21). An aerial 
photographic survey in 1996 revealed two 
concentric outer ditches to the main enclosure, 
extending c. 25–30 m from it, with a paved 
roadway leading from the main entrance (NPRN 
227673). Two other potentially related but undated 
enclosures were found over 150 m to the east but 
there is nothing to suggest an extensive conjoined 
‘complex villa’ settlement.

The overall relative proliferation of villas within 
at least parts of the Central Belt landscape is a 
defining characteristic of the region, and although 
most cannot be said with any certainty to have 
been centres of extensive agricultural estates, 
many are likely to have been integral to wider 
developments of increasing agrarian productivity. 
Even within the Cotswolds villas are still fewer 
than other farmstead types (which almost certainly 
remain under-represented), and the social and 
economic relationships between these settlements 
will be explored more fully below. Pivotal to the 
functioning of all of these ostensibly smaller 
farming settlements, however, is their relationship 
with larger nucleated settlements. 

NUCLEATED SETTLEMENTS: ROADSIDE 
SETTLEMENTS, VILLAGES AND OPPIDA

Of the three major types of nucleated settlement 
detailed in Chapter 2, roadside settlements and 
villages are relatively well accounted for in the 
Central Belt, while settlements remaining as vici 
attached to Roman forts only appear in the far 
western extremities, in the valleys of South Wales 
(fig. 5.22; see also Ch. 11). During the late Iron 
Age there are also a number of often extremely 
extensive, if mostly somewhat dispersed, 
settlements loosely grouped as ‘oppida’, which 
have generally received relatively little 
archaeological attention. On a national basis many 
of these places were seen to develop into major 
Roman towns (e.g. Verulamium) and are therefore 
beyond the scope of this project, though ‘enclosed 
oppida’ have been included at Abingdon and 
Salmonsbury, both sites developing into, or 
adjacent to, Roman nucleated settlements. The 
only extensive ‘territorial’ type oppidum within 
the Central Belt to be included is at Bagendon in 
the Cotswolds, which covered over 200 ha, defined 
by a number of linear earthworks. Recent 
excavations and survey have indicated a complex 
sequence of development with middle Iron Age 
origins, reaching its height in the mid-first century 
a.d. with an area of well-organised intensive 
occupation covering 15 ha and a number of 
outlying elements (e.g. The Ditches) in what was 
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a large polyfocal complex (Moore 2014). Sites 
such as Bagendon were undoubtedly centres of 
production, exchange and power in the late Iron 
Age, and many of these functions were subsequently 
invested in nucleated settlements during the 
Roman period, from major urban centres through 
to extensive roadside ‘towns’ and even to some 
extent the ‘village’ type settlements.

Villages

The 24 aggregated rural farming settlements 
loosely defined as villages occur in ten of the 
landscape zones within the region, mostly in very 
low numbers and scattered along the major valleys 
of the Rivers Ouse, Upper Thames and Severn. 
Their appearance in similar locations (and 
landscape contexts; see below, p. 175) as complex 
type farmsteads is hardly surprising given that 
villages can be essentially regarded as expanded 
versions of such settlements, with multiple 
divisions of space into different activity areas 
(including zones of occupation), interspersed with 
trackways and surrounded by field systems. As 
outlined in Chapter 2, most village-type settlements 
are generally difficult to identify, especially without 

geophysics, earthwork or cropmark data, although 
with increased large-scale investigation in areas 
like north-west Cambridgeshire, more are now 
starting to be recognised (e.g. two major ‘village’ 
settlements north of Cambridge at Longstanton; 
Evans et al. 2006; see case study below). In terms 
of their chronological development in the Central 
Belt, there is a distinct rise in numbers during the 
early second century a.d. (to nineteen settlements 
from twelve in the late Iron Age), but thereafter 
remain fairly static, even up to the later fourth 
century a.d. There is a high degree of continuity 
from the late Iron Age onwards, with ‘new’ villages 
not found after the early second century a.d., and 
very few instances of such settlements being 
abandoned prior to the later fourth century a.d., 
the middle–late Iron Age Somerset lake villages 
and the substantial settlement of similar date at 
Humberstone, Leicester, being among the few 
notable examples.

The nature of those settlements defined as 
villages within the Central Belt was quite diverse, 
and – as stated in Chapter 2 – they should not be 
confused with villages as defined during the 
medieval or modern period. As indicated above, 

fig. 5.22.  Distribution of all excavated Roman nucleated settlement in the Central Belt region, in relation to walled 
towns
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‘Village’
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Stream
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1:5000

0                                              200 m

N

fig. 5.23.  Cropmarks of the ‘village’ settlement at Lockington, Leicestershire, in relation to the adjacent villa and 
excavated site to the north-west (showing second–third century a.d. phase) (Thomas et al. 2013)
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some such as Abingdon developed out of what are 
generally perceived to be late Iron Age centres of 
power (oppida), while at least five are thought to 
have been directly associated with villas, including 
that at Lockington in Leicestershire (Clay 1985; 
Thomas et al. 2013; fig. 5.23). Much of this site 
is known through cropmark evidence alone, 
though recent large-scale excavations on the 
periphery revealed a related, complex development 
of enclosures, trackways and buildings, with 
continued activity from as early as the fifth or 
fourth century b.c. to the fourth century a.d., 
though with a radical reorganisation in the late 
Iron Age (ibid.). The spatial association of the 
Lockington settlement with the villa (dated second 
to fourth century a.d.) is striking, and along with 
other settlements such as Kingscote (Glos), Kings 
of Wessex School, Cheddar (Somerset) and 
possibly Roughground Farm, Glos (see above, p. 
159), it could be viewed as an ‘estate village’ 
associated with the villa complex, where the 
agricultural workforce was concentrated as part of 
attempts to increase productivity and control 
(Hingley 1989, 102; Mattingly 2006, 382–3; see 
also discussion of the roadside settlement at 
Stanwick, Northants, below). Unfortunately, most 
of these other sites are very poorly understood, 
with information largely derived from cropmarks 
and fieldwalking alongside relatively limited 
excavation. As such it is not only difficult to 
ascertain just how widespread such nucleated 
rural settlements were, but also to understand 
their socio-economic functions and their 
relationships with other settlements. 

One settlement defined here as a village that has 
received considerable archaeological attention as 
the result of extensive quarrying over many years is 
Gill Mill, which lies on the gravels of the lower 
Windrush Valley in Oxfordshire (Booth and 
Simmonds 2012; fig. 5.24). Fairly limited later 
Iron Age activity preceded an extensive settlement 
established in the valley bottom in the early second 
century a.d., covering at least 10 ha and 
characterised by regular, ditched, rectangular 
enclosures around a large open area near the 
centre, suggested as perhaps a market place (ibid.). 
The economy of the settlement is thought likely to 
have been heavily geared towards cattle rearing and 
marketing and elements of its distinctive 
morphology find parallels in some other nucleated 
settlements including Fleet Marston, Aylesbury, 
Buckinghamshire, where a number of regular, 
ditched, rectangular enclosure systems lie on the 
periphery of what is thought to be a major roadside 
settlement along Akeman Street (Lythe 2009; 
Oxford Archaeology 2002; HS2 2013; fig. 5.25). 
The morphological similarities between Gill Mill 
and Fleet Marston highlight the somewhat arbitrary 

division between our different classes of nucleated 
settlement, with at least some villages probably 
performing a similar range of functions to roadside 
settlements. Furthermore, although these villages 
may not have lain upon the main Roman road 
system, most are still arranged around major 
trackways, often at junctions, suggesting that 
transportation routes were still significant in their 
development. In terms of area covered, most of the 
Central Belt villages where we have any indication 
were less than 10 ha, making them somewhat 
smaller than the average roadside settlement, 
though there was still considerable variation and 
overlap between the two.

Roadside settlements

The 82 roadside settlements of the Central Belt 
are far more widely distributed across the region, 
as seen plotted in fig. 5.22 in relation to the 
defended ‘small towns’, which also form part of 
the network of nucleated roadside centres but 
which fall outside of the scope of this volume (see 
Ch. 1). Some regions did have higher percentages 
of roadside settlements relative to the number of 
villas and farmsteads, notably Lincolnshire and 
Rutland Limestone and the Cotswolds, but it 
remains uncertain if this greater apparent density 
was a genuine historical pattern and, if so, what 
the social or economic implications of this were. In 
the case of the former zone, many of the nucleated 
settlements lay upon a major north–south route 
running along the eastern side of the province, 
which may have facilitated their growth and 
development.

As discussed in Chapter 2, there are also 
considerable differences in our knowledge base of 
many of these nucleated sites, with relatively few 

N
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0                                              200 m

fig. 5.25.  Magnetometer survey of regular ditched 
enclosures probably associated with the Roman roadside 
settlement at Fleet Marston, Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire 
(HS2 Ltd/GSB Prospection Ltd; HS2 2013)
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being comprehensively investigated. About 80 per 
cent of those in the Central Belt had less than 0.5 
ha excavated, with many either being sampled by 
evaluation trenching only (e.g. Stilton, Cambs: 
Thompson 2006b), or investigated through a 
series of small-scale interventions over many years 
(e.g. Dymock, Glos: Catchpole et al. 2007). The 
overall morphology of many of these settlements is 
therefore poorly understood, though it does appear 
that there was a considerable variation in scale, 

with some sites being traced alongside the road 
system for over 1 km (e.g. Shepton Mallett: Leach 
with Evans 2001; Whitewalls: Wilmott and Shipp 
2006), and others appearing to be more 
concentrated over a few hundred metres (e.g. 
Baydon, Wilts: Fowler and Walters 1981). Where 
sufficient investigation has occurred, or where it 
has been possible to conduct wide-scale geophysical 
survey, many roadside settlements in the Central 
Belt are seen to cover 10–20 ha, and seem to have 

fig. 5.26.  Excavation site plan of roadside settlement at Higham Ferrers, Northants (Lawrence and Smith 2009) 
and geophysics plot of the roadside settlement at Somerdale, Keynsham, Bath and North-East Somerset 
(Archaeological Surveys Ltd 2012)
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been defined by a series of ditched plots, fronting 
onto the main road, often with side lanes and 
groups of buildings located both at the roadside 
and sometimes towards the rear of the plots, as 
illustrated by the examples from Higham Ferrers, 
Northants (Lawrence and Smith 2009) and 
Keynsham in Bath and North-East Somerset 
(Archaeological Surveys Ltd 2012) (fig. 5.26). 

The variety in form and functions of these 
buildings is explored more fully below, but they 
reflect the wide range of activities occurring within 
roadside settlements, which often includes evidence 
for fairly intensive industrial and agricultural 
practices, alongside both formal and informal 
religious practice and undoubtedly a commercial 
function as markets and centres for the collection 
of taxes (see vol. 2). Some roadside settlements 
appear to form specialised industrial centres, such 
as Ariconium on the Dean plateau (ironworking; 
Jackson 2012), Caergwanaf in the Vale of 
Glamorgan (ironworking; Burnham 2004, 263–4) 
and Charterhouse in the Mendips (leadworking; 
Fradley 2009), while others owe their primary 
development to their role as ports, either inland 
(e.g. the Fenland port at Camp Ground, Cambs, 
and the river port at Crandon Bridge in Somerset) 
or on the coast such as at Sea Mills (Abonae).

The development of roadside centres is 
obviously dependent on the creation of the road 
system, which in this central region incorporates 
parts of most of the major roads in Roman Britain, 
including Akeman Street, Watling Street and 
Ermine Street. The Fosse Way road cuts through 
the region from Somerset in the south-west to its 
termination at Lincoln to the north-east, and 
along it were strung ten roadside settlements 
recorded in the current dataset, major urban 
centres at Cirencester and Leicester, and at least 
six walled ‘small towns’, although some of the 
latter were significantly smaller than some of the 
unwalled nucleated sites (e.g. Dorn, whose walls 
encompassed just c. 4 ha). As most of the major 
roads in the region would seem to have been 
established during the mid- to late first century 
a.d., it is not surprising that this period sees the 
first expansion of roadside settlement, particularly 
in the Cotswolds along Akeman Street and the 
Fosse Way. However, these were not all ‘new’ sites 
as at least 22 (42 per cent of those sites ‘established’ 
during the later first century a.d.) demonstrated 
some kind of previous activity during the late Iron 
Age. In a few cases, such as at Ashton in the Nene 
Valley in Northamptonshire (Dix and Hadman 
1984), these may well have already been substantial 
settlements, or else were functioning as pre-
Roman industrial sites such as at Charterhouse-
on-Mendip, where lead mining was undoubtedly 
the reason why the road was built in the first place. 

Most roadside settlements with evidence for 
pre-conquest activity, however, seem to have 
developed from simple farmsteads, and it is 
doubtful in many of these cases whether the pre-
existence of such minor settlements had any real 
effect upon the routes of the major roads. However, 
there is now limited evidence that at least some of 
these roads may have followed existing, well-
constructed, Iron Age routeways, as seen at 
Sharpstones Hill, Shropshire (Malim and Hayes 
2010; cf. Copeland 2011, 47). 

The subsequent development of roadside 
settlements within the Central Belt follows a 
similar pattern to that of villages, with a distinct 
increase in numbers of sites during the early 
second century a.d. (most of the few Severn and 
Upper Thames Valley examples date from this 
period), but thereafter remaining fairly constant, 
though there were still plenty of internal 
fluctuations in the fortunes of settlements during 
this time. Extensive excavations at Stanwick in the 
Nene Valley revealed a roadside settlement that 
developed in the late first/second century a.d. 
from a series of late Iron Age enclosures and 
trackways (Crosby and Muldowney 2011). It was 
one of a string of such sites lying upon a road that 
appears to have run from Irchester to Titchmarsh; 
these included the settlement at Higham Ferrers, 
just 3 km south of Stanwick. However, unlike 
Higham Ferrers, the settlement at Stanwick was 
set back from the major road, with a number of 
smaller metalled lanes being identified (ibid., 62) 
(fig. 5.27). Major changes occurred at Stanwick 
during the later Roman period, culminating in the 
development of a winged corridor villa in the later 
fourth century, fronted by a large enclosure, which 
cut across earlier boundaries and buildings, as 
other nearby buildings declined in importance or 
went out of use. This clearly signified a major shift 
in the social and economic focus of the settlement, 
perhaps then developing as a late villa estate 
‘village’ in the same way as sites like Lockington, 
discussed above.

Elsewhere, the fourth century saw decline and 
abandonment of many other roadside settlements, 
principally in parts of the east at smaller sites like 
Tort Hill in Cambridgeshire and Kempston in 
Bedfordshire, but also over in South Wales at 
Cowbridge and Great Bulmore, where reduction 
in the level of occupation was representative of a 
more widespread pattern of decreasing intensity of 
settlement activity in the fourth century. Only 
eleven settlements had specific evidence for 
continuation into the fifth century, with four of 
these being in Somerset, where such post-Roman 
activity has generally been well observed  
(e.g. Gerrard 2009). Radiocarbon dates from 
burials (Leach with Evans 2001, 28, 45) and 
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archaeomagnetic dates from hearths (Holbrook 
2011, 42) within the roadside settlement at 
Shepton Mallet indicated some kind of continued 
occupation right up until the sixth or seventh 
century a.d., albeit as the excavators suggest, ‘in 
much reduced circumstances and within the 
context of a new social and political structure’ 
(Leach with Evans 2001, 323).

BUILDINGS

As befits the scale of the Central Belt region, and 
its proportion of all records in the current dataset, 
over 43 per cent of all recorded architecture from 
the project is located here, accounting for 2681 
buildings from 676 sites (fig. 5.28). This 
substantial dataset shows that there is no single 
characteristic architectural style within the region, 
but rather a complex amalgam of different 
traditions, some quite local and firmly rooted in 
pre-Roman styles and others more widespread, 
reflecting patterns found across the Roman 
Empire.

CONTEXT, FORM AND CONSTRUCTION

Most buildings from across the region derive from 
farmsteads, except in a few areas such as the 
Cotswolds and Chilterns where buildings 
associated with villa complexes dominate. In 
terms of absolute numbers, farmsteads account 
for 1045 buildings, while 583 come from villa 
complexes and 742 from roadside settlements. As 
discussed in Chapter 3, at the simplest level 
buildings can be divided into approximately 
circular and rectangular forms, with the Central 
Belt as a whole being dominated by the latter, 
which account for c. 60 per cent of all structures. 
When viewed by settlement type, however, 
farmsteads and villages have much higher 
proportions of circular buildings (which occur in 
59 per cent and 77 per cent of these site types 
respectively) than villas and roadside settlements 
(17 per cent and 23 per cent), and enclosed 
farmsteads have the highest percentage of all (in 
82 per cent of sites as opposed to 56 per cent of 
complex farmsteads). This is in part dictated by 
chronological factors, as illustrated in fig. 5.29, 
which shows the number of sites with circular and 

Main road through 
Nene Valley
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Projected roads
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fig. 5.27.  Plan of mid-second to early third century a.d. phase of the roadside settlement at Stanwick, Northants 
(Crosby and Muldowney 2011)
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rectangular buildings over time. For the region as 
a whole there is a gradual decline in numbers of 
sites with circular buildings and a more pronounced 
rise in the presence of rectangular buildings, 
which become the dominant form by the early 
second century a.d. Although all landscape zones 
follow a similar basic trend, there are notable 
differences, with for example many more sites 
from the West Anglian Plain (including the Nene 
and Ouse Valleys) maintaining circular buildings 
into the fourth century, albeit usually alongside 
rectangular buildings and in much smaller 
numbers by this point. In contrast, the Cotswolds 
very quickly changed from an almost complete 
dominance of circular buildings in the late Iron 
Age (on an admittedly very small number of sites 
with evidence for buildings) to one very much 
dominated by rectangular buildings by the end of 
the first century a.d., in a period even before the 
subsequent proliferation of villa buildings.

The basic architectural traditions (morphology 
and building material) of all landscape zones in 
the Central Belt are presented in table 5.3. The 
particular dominance of circular buildings in 
eastern zones such as the Fens, Trent Valley and 

Rises and West Anglian Plain is obvious, although 
even within these areas rectangular architecture 
becomes the norm by the later Roman period. In 
terms of building materials, timber (or mass-
walled; see Ch. 3) construction is more common 
within the region as whole, the dominance being 
total within the late Iron Age when there is no 
tradition of masonry architecture. The latter was 
introduced in the second half of the first century 
a.d. in early villas and some roadside settlements, 
though it remained extremely rare in most areas 
until the second century, when masonry buildings 
were found in over 50 per cent of all settlements 
with architectural evidence.

The geographic patterns with regard to primary 
construction materials in some ways follow similar 
lines to those relating to building morphology, 
with most of those areas having a higher proportion 
of rectangular buildings also having high 
proportions of buildings at least partially built in 
stone. However, certain landscape zones also have 
relatively high numbers of circular masonry 
buildings of Roman date, particularly in and 
around the Nene and Upper Ouse Valleys in the 
West Anglian Plain (see Ch. 3, fig. 3.9), where 

fig. 5.28.  Distribution and frequency of rural buildings on excavated sites in the Central Belt region
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fig. 5.29.  Number of sites with circular and/or rectangular buildings over time in the Central Belt region as a whole, 
and in the Cotswolds and West Anglian Plain landscape zones

table 5.3: architectural traditions within the central belt region

Landscape zone Total no.  No. rectangular No. circular No. timber No. masonry 
 buildings buildings buildings buildings buildings 

Bedfordshire Greensand Ridge 15 7 8 13 2

Berkshire and Marlborough Downs 47 43 4 14 32

Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges 137 131 6 19 108

Charnwood 1 0 1 1 0

Chilterns 98 84 14 35 54

Coal Measures 6 3 3 6 0

Cotswolds 331 277 54 67 263

Dean Plateau and Wye Valley 47 35 12 20 27

Gwent Levels 13 8 5 8 5

Lincolnshire and Rutland Limestone 79 45 34 50 28

Mendip Hills 40 39 1 5 34

Mid-Somerset Hills 62 58 4 4 58

Midland Clay Pastures 42 9 33 34 8

Midvale Ridge 56 43 14 13 42

Rockingham Forest 70 43 27 23 47

Severn and Avon Vales 157 86 71 97 49

Somerset Levels and Moors 96 27 69 69 26

South Wales Valleys 14 14 0 4 10

Thames and Avon Vales 186 119 67 106 79

The Fens 98 29 69 86 11

Trent Valley and Rises 165 65 100 119 46

Vale of Glamorgan 67 42 25 32 36

Vale of Taunton/Quantock Fringes 17 8 9 12 5

West Anglian Plain 793 377 416 549 240

Yardley-Whittlewood Ridge 44 14 30 29 15

Total 2681 1606 1076 1415 1225
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over 50 per cent of 123 such buildings were 
located, including 30 at a single site at Stanwick 
(Crosby and Muldowney 2011). This appears to 
represent a relatively localised architectural 
tradition and is not just restricted to ‘lower status’ 
or specialist buildings (e.g. shrines or workshops), 
as suggested by the roughly circular building with 
a tessellated floor at Ringstead in the Nene Valley 
(Jackson and Parry 1980). 

The more typical correlation between areas 
with higher proportions of rectangular buildings 
and masonry construction is in part due to the 
presence of villas and, to a lesser extent, roadside 
settlements, where rectangular stone buildings 
appear more commonplace. If just farmsteads of 
the Roman period are considered the situation is 
more mixed, as shown in fig. 5.30. In general the 
regions further to the east still have much greater 
percentages of buildings in timber, with the Fens 
in particular having no masonry construction at 
all. Although stone buildings are known from this 
region, they are largely restricted to villas on the 
periphery (e.g. Little Oulsham Drove, Feltwell, 
Norfolk: Gurney 1986) and the monumental 
buildings of the nucleated settlement at Stonea 
(Jackson and Potter 1996), with the notable 
exception of a stone-footed building in the ‘village’ 
at Langwood Farm on the Fen Island of Chatteris 
(Evans 2003b). This must have been due mainly 
to the relative lack of suitable sources of building 
stone, since in the areas of higher limestone 
plateaus a little to the west (Yardley, Whittlewood 
Ridge and Rockingham Forest zones in 
Northants), the percentage of masonry buildings 
within farmsteads was at its highest for the whole 
Central Belt.

Further to the west, the hillier zones (e.g. 
Cotswolds) in particular have very high proportions 
of masonry farmstead buildings, again probably 
due in no small measure to better availability of 
building stone. The architecture (rectangular and 
circular) of the major western valleys is far more 
timber dominated, particularly in the Severn 
Valley where almost 90 per cent of farmstead 
buildings did not seem to have any masonry 
component, despite close proximity to the 
Cotswolds. This suggests that, as with areas further 
east, the majority of buildings on farmsteads 
would have utilised only very local materials for 
construction purposes, and longer range movement 
of building stone was largely restricted to higher 
status settlements, notably villas. Furthermore, 
although a slightly higher percentage of complex 
type farmsteads than enclosed farmsteads in the 
region do have masonry buildings, the difference 
is not great (26 per cent as opposed to 19 per cent 
of site type), indicating that any variations in 
status between farmstead types (see discussion 
below) did not always find expression in masonry 
architecture.

TYPES OF BUILDINGS IN THE  
CENTRAL BELT 

Over 60 per cent of settlements with records of 
architecture in the Central Belt contained 
evidence for single-roomed buildings only, this 
rising to 80 per cent of farmsteads in particular. 
The difficulties of identifying room division, 
especially in more insubstantial timber/mass-
walled buildings, have been discussed in Chapter 
3, but it does seem that the vast majority of 
structures associated with farmsteads were fairly 
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fig. 5.30.  Relative frequency of masonry and timber buildings found at Roman period farmsteads within selected 
landscape zones in the Central Belt region (as percentages of all buildings, minimum 14 buildings)
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simple in nature. Most (57 per cent) of the 271 
sites with evidence for multi-roomed buildings 
comprised villa complexes, with another 14 per 
cent being found in 38 roadside settlements. 

The 60 farmsteads explicitly noted with multi-
roomed buildings were spread throughout the 
region, with two concentrations in the Cotswolds 
and in the West Anglian Plain, particularly parts of 
the Nene and Upper Ouse Valleys in the same 
zones as the circular masonry buildings discussed 
above, suggesting a particularly rich and diverse 
architectural tradition in this area. The great 
majority of these multi-roomed farmstead 
buildings were of masonry construction, such as 
the second–third century a.d. three-roomed 
‘winged’ building from Horcott Quarry on the 
Upper Thames gravels (later replaced by a simple 
two-roomed rectangular structure (Hayden et al. 
2012)) and the similarly dated three-roomed 
building at Newhouse Park, Chepstow (Robic and 
Ponsford 2008) (fig. 5.31). Evidence for timber 
structures with internal partitioning is far more 
scarce though examples do occur when 
preservation allows, for example in a large 
rectangular timber building of posthole and beam-
slot construction at Stoke St Mary, Taunton in 
Somerset (Dawson et al. 2003). 

Aisled buildings are relatively common in parts 
of the Central Belt, with over 100 examples 
recorded from 80 sites in the region (see Ch. 3, 
fig. 3.18 for distribution). Aside from the single 
late Iron Age example from Gorhambury, all 
others date from the Roman period, reaching their 
widest distribution in the second–third centuries 
a.d. Unlike in the South region, aisled buildings in 
the Central Belt are almost as commonly found on 
farmsteads as they are on villa complexes, the 
great majority of the farmsteads being of complex 
form where classified. They also appear in nine 
roadside settlements, three villages, an industrial 
site, a temple complex and as an apparently 
isolated building, thereby demonstrating the 

relative contextual diversity of this architectural 
form in this region. Such diversity is also seen in 
the construction material, with both timber (36) 
and stone-footed (54) structures well represented. 
The average size of Central Belt aisled buildings is 
much less than those of the South (272 m² as 
opposed 438 m²), probably reflecting the greater 
variety in terms of context and construction, 
though the same pattern of larger buildings being 
equated with residential and/or mixed use, and 
smaller buildings with agricultural use is evident. 

Villa buildings

Chapter 3 highlighted the blurred architectural 
continuum from simple single-room structures to 
palatial multi-courtyard villa complexes, and it is 
within the Central Belt that this diversity is at its 
greatest. Villas have already been discussed above 
as a settlement type, but in terms of their 
architecture, this region not only contains a 
significant variety in form and scale, but also has 
the least distinct boundaries between those 
buildings that archaeologists have classified as 
villas and those that are seen by most to fall 
somewhat short (notwithstanding the variable 
definitions of the term villa; see Ch. 3). This is 
usually seen in terms of a lack of embellishments 
(mosaics, heated rooms, etc.), although, as just 
discussed, the Central Belt did have a number of 
farmsteads with multi-roomed masonry buildings, 
and some of these did have evidence for elaboration, 
such as painted plaster walls or tiled roofs. This 
blurred villa/non-villa boundary is such that there 
are over 50 farmsteads in this region that have 
been labelled as ‘possible villas’, sometimes just on 
the basis of a lack of excavation on the building 
(e.g. Hill Farm, Haversham, Bucks: Mudd 2006), 
but in other cases because the building lacks 
certain refinements. One example at Alfred’s 
Castle, Ashbury, Oxfordshire, on the Berkshire 
Downs may have started life as an aisled hall in the 

fig. 5.31.  Plans of Roman multi-room buildings at (a) Newhouse Park, Chepstow, South Wales (Robic and Ponsford 
2008) and (b) Horcott Quarry, Gloucestershire (Hayden et al. 2012)
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late first/early second century a.d., but by the start 
of the third century it had developed into a six-
roomed building with tiled roof and some evidence 
for painted plaster walls, though with no other 
obvious signs of architectural embellishment 
(Gosden and Lock 2013; fig. 5.32a). Another 
recently excavated late Roman building at Chilton 
Fields in the Oxfordshire Thames Valley originally 
comprised a simple rectangular masonry structure, 
possibly of two storeys, with an additional room/
stairwell on both sides, perhaps added at a later 
date, along with a small timber extension and a 
possible corridor (Pine and Preston 2015) (fig. 
5.32b). The masonry foundations were said to 
have been very crude, with chalk and mortar 
floors, but the building had at least some painted 
plaster walls and a tiled roof (ibid., 15-19). 
Furthermore, lying over 25 m to the east was a 
very small hypocausted structure suggested to 
have contained a heated pool, and it was partly on 

this basis that the excavators interpreted the site as 
a modest Roman villa (ibid., 76).

Ultimately, whether the addition of a heated 
room/structure or mosaic floor to such buildings 
would have elevated the perceived social status of 
the inhabitants within the local community is 
uncertain, though presumably quite likely. There 
is little doubt that such features would have 
entailed significant expenditure and were perhaps 
deemed unaffordable or even unnecessary in some 
cases, when such multi-roomed masonry buildings 
would already have stood out quite significantly 
from the majority of building forms in the Roman 
countryside. 

Within the upper echelons of the architectural 
continuum, there is nevertheless a whole range of 
buildings to which the term villa has been applied. 
The major types of villa have been discussed in 
Chapter 3 and are detailed by Central Belt 
landscape zones in table 5.4. At a relatively 

c
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fig. 5.32.  Plans of Roman buildings at (a) Alfreds Castle, Oxon (Gosden and Lock 2013), (b) Chilton Fields, Oxon 
(Pine and Preston 2015), and (c) Croughton, Northants (Payne 2012)
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modest scale, and where there is the highest degree 
of ambiguity with buildings such as that at Alfred’s 
Castle, are the developed aisled halls and cottage-
style villa buildings, such as at Croughton, 
Northamptonshire (Payne 2012; fig. 5.32c), which 
usually do have elements like mosaic pavements 
and/or heated rooms. At least twelve more elaborate 
villas in the Central Belt are thought to have 
developed from these forms of buildings, although 
there were a total of seventeen cottage/hall villas 
that remained as such in their final form. This is 
especially notable in the West Anglian Plain, which, 
despite having very high concentrations of 
settlement records, has somewhat less evidence for 
development even of winged corridor villas, let 
alone the more extensive courtyard types, although 
these were more prevalent on the adjacent low 
limestone plateau of the Rockingham Forest, 
towards the town of Durobrivae. 

The most widespread forms of villa across the 
Central Belt, as across the remainder of the 
province, are the corridor and winged corridor 
types, with many courtyard villas developing from 
such buildings (fig. 5.33). Not all of these villas 
developed in such a way, however, and some could 
remain as fairly modest structures, such as the 

7-roomed late Roman corridor building at Yarford, 
Kingston St Mary in the southern Quantock Hills 
(King forthcoming), which marked the south-
western limit of sustained villa building nationally.

Parts of south-western Britain have already 
been shown in Chapter 3 to have the most 
examples of excavated courtyard type villas, such 
as at Keynsham in Somerset (Cox 1998) and 
Atworth in Wiltshire (Erskine and Ellis 2008). 
These would seem to represent a distinctly higher 
socio-economic order, at least in terms of the 
investment involved in their development, and, in 
the Central Belt, are found in considerable 
numbers in the Cotswolds in particular, along 
with other hillier landscape zones. 

At the uppermost end of the scale of villa 
architecture lie those termed ‘palatial’, often 
arranged around two or more courtyards and 
usually comprising 40 to 50 rooms or more where 
known. Eight out of the twelve records of ‘palatial’ 
villas are located within the Central Belt, with six 
of these lying in the Cotswolds. All of these 
Cotswold ‘super villas’, such as Woodchester and 
Chedworth, date in their most opulent form to  
the fourth century a.d., though they seem to  
have developed from more modest origins.  

table 5.4: villa architecture within the central belt region (final form of villa)

Landscape zone Cottage/ Corridor Winged Courtyard Palatial Uncertain Total 
 Hall  corridor 

Berkshire and Marlborough Downs  2  2  1 5

Bristol, Avon Valleys and Ridges   2 3  1 6

Chilterns 1 6 4 2   13

Cotswolds 1 4 11 9 6 9 40

Dean Plateau and Wye Valley 1  2   1 4

Lincolnshire and Rutland Limestone 1  2   1 4

Mendip Hills 1   1   2

Mid-Somerset Hills    3  2 5

Midland Clay Pastures  1    1 2

Midvale Ridge 1  1   2 4

Rockingham Forest 1  1 1 2 1 6

Severn and Avon Vales 1 2 5   2 10

Somerset Levels and Moors    1  1 2

Thames and Avon Vales 1 2 2 2  4 11

The Fens  1     1

Trent Valley and Rises 1 1 1   8 11

Vale of Glamorgan  1 1 1  2 5

Vale of Taunton/Quantock Fringes  1     1

West Anglian Plain 6 4 3 1  7 21

Yardley-Whittlewood Ridge 1  1   1 3

Total 17 25 36 26 8 44 156
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fig. 5.33.  Distribution of excavated villa types within the Central Belt

fig. 5.34.  Plan of parchmarks and geophysical survey results showing outline of multi-courtyard villa complex at 
Turkdean, Glos. (Holbrook 2004)
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The developmental history of the impressive 
triple-courtyard villa at Turkdean, c. 19 km north-
east of Cirencester, is less well understood, being 
known mainly from parchmarks and geophysical 
survey, though small-scale trenching indicated 
occupation at the site from the second to late 
fourth century a.d., and possibly into the early 
fifth (Holbrook 2004, 66; fig. 5.34). Such villas 
represent a huge investment of wealth in this 
region from the very top levels of society within 
the Roman Empire. Away from the Cotswolds, the 
only two villas to fall into this category are Castor 
and Cottersock in the Nene Valley to the north 
and south of Durobrivae (Upex 2001; 2011). The 
nature and development of both are ill understood, 
though the Roman buildings at Castor are thought 
to have covered an area of 3.77 ha and the site is 
argued to have been a large administrative 
complex, taking over from Stonea in the Fens 
during the later third century a.d.

Overall, the complex hierarchy of architecture 
within the Central Belt, from the mass of simple 
single-roomed structures to the Cotswold ‘super-
villas’, highlights the degree of social and economic 
diversity within the region, which is also indicated 
by the associated material culture within 
settlements, discussed below. 

LANDSCAPE CONTEXT AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE

TOPOGRAPHY 

Topographic factors appear to have been major 
influences on the development of different types of 
rural settlement, as shown through the spot height 
analysis graphs in fig. 5.35. Farmsteads in general 

appear to have favoured lower lying ground – the 
valley slopes and gravel terraces – though when 
different farmstead types are looked at, quite 
different patterns emerge. Enclosed farmsteads 
are scarcer on the lowest ground and relatively 
more prevalent in ‘upland’ areas (i.e. over 100 m 
OD) compared with complex farmsteads. The 
preference for complex farmsteads to be located in 
the major river valleys has already been noted, and 
in areas such as the West Anglian Plain this is even 
more pronounced, with nearly all examples being 
found near the Fen edge and on the gravel terraces 
of the Nene and Ouse Valleys, rather than on the 
surrounding higher claylands (some settlements 
seemingly ‘zoned’ and arranged to maximise 
agricultural output and access to transportation; 
e.g. at Broom, Beds: Cooper 2005, fig. 25). In 
other areas with fewer sites the differences are less 
marked, although the general preference for 
enclosed farmsteads to be located in higher 
landscape zones such as the Cotswolds has already 
been demonstrated. Such differences in landscape 
context may well be related to differences in 
economic function and social structure noted 
below.

Those settlements defined as villas have a much 
more varied landscape context within the Central 
Belt as a whole, being distributed across nearly all 
bands of elevation. Their greater frequency in 
‘upland’ zones compared to other settlements (e.g. 
six above 200 m OD) is in part due their 
prevalence in the Cotswolds, Chilterns and 
Berkshire and Marlborough Downs, though even 
among the smaller numbers in the Upper Thames 
and Avon Vales, villas occur more frequently on 
relatively higher ground, with 45 per cent found 
above 100 m compared with 11 per cent of 
farmsteads. In the West Anglian Plain, however, 

fig. 5.35.  Spot height analysis for villas, complex farmsteads and enclosed farmsteads in the Central Belt region
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there are less obvious differences, with many villas 
sited on lower-lying ground such as at Redlands 
Farm, which lay on a sand island in the floodplain 
of the River Nene (Biddulph et al. 2002), and the 
newly discovered villa at Itter Crescent, east of 
Durobrivae, close to the western Fen edge (Henley 
et al. 2012). The two ‘palatial’ villa complexes in 
this region at Cottersock and Castor both lay at 
low levels, within a few kilometres of the western 
bank of the River Nene, though Castor was 
elevated in relative terms compared to the 
surrounding landscape, sited upon a terraced hill 
slope. Most of the grandest villas in the Cotswolds 
appear to have been carefully sited on the slopes of 
valleys with extensive views across the landscape, 
such as at Woodchester and Great Witcombe, 
which both lay towards the edge of the Cotswold 
escarpment. Such an active integration of villa and 
landscape has been highlighted by Scott (2004, 
53), who argued that their setting was just as 
important a factor in the inherent desire to 
impress as the architectural design of the villa 
building itself.

Roadside settlements were another major 
settlement type with specific topographic 
associations, being much more prevalent at lower-
lying levels. This is primarily because, as discussed 
in Chapter 2, there was a strong association of 
such sites with rivers, and particularly river 
crossings. Over 50 per cent of roadside settlements 
in the Central Belt were located in lower-lying 
riverine contexts, with most of those on higher 
ground generally being of smaller size and/or 
associated with mineral extraction such as 

Charterhouse in the Mendip Hills and Ariconium 
(Weston under Penyard) on the Dean plateau. 
Unlike in the South region (see Ch. 4), villages in 
the Central Belt are just as common at lower levels 
as roadside settlements, being especially prevalent 
in some of the major river valleys and at the Fen 
edge, much the same as complex farmsteads. The 
few that do occur on higher ground, at Knighton 
Bushes Lambourn and Kingscote, Gloucestershire, 
are likely to have been intimately associated with 
villa estates.

TRANSPORTATION: RIVERS, ROADS  
AND TRACKWAYS 

The association of roadside settlements with river 
crossings highlights the potential importance of 
rivers as transportation routes during the Roman 
period (cf. J.E. Jones 2012, 86–96), yet direct 
evidence for such use is still decidedly sparse. The 
extensive settlement at Camp Ground, Colne Fen 
is thought to have been an inland port, distributing 
cargo across the Fens and further afield (Evans 
2013b, 451), while excavations of the Car Dyke in 
the near vicinity revealed large amounts of pottery 
in the base of the canal and a possible substantial 
timber warehouse adjacent to it (Macaulay 2012). 
The canal linked major rivers in the region, and 
seems very likely to have been associated both 
with the local Horningsea pottery industry in the 
second–third centuries a.d., and also with the 
wider distribution of agricultural produce from 
the region, although the interpretation and history 
of this monument remains complex (cf. Simmons 
and Cope-Faulkner 2004; see case study below). 
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fig. 5.36.  Distances of Roman farmsteads and villas from major roads in the Central Belt region
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Elsewhere in the Central Belt, there is evidence of 
a timber wharf sealed by layers of alluvium at a 
roadside settlement on the Fen edge at Stilton 
(Wessex Archaeology 2006), and other possible 
wharfs at Stanton Low, Bucks (Woodfield and 
Johnson 1989), Chepstow, Monmouthshire (J.E. 
Jones 2012, 79) Grendon Lakes and Stanwick Silt 
Pond, Northants (Humphrey 1998; Jackson 1984) 
and Barland’s Farm on the Gwent Levels (Nayling 
and McGrail 2004). 

While it remains uncertain how extensively the 
major rivers were used as navigable highways, it 
was the Roman road system that formed the main 
communication network within the new province, 
and this seems to have been of fundamental 
importance in terms of the development and 
expansion of settlement within the Central Belt 

region. The problems of using the current Roman 
road system (as defined within the National 
Monuments Record) for any form of spatial 
analysis have been highlighted in Chapter 4, and 
yet there are a number of clear patterns in the data 
for the Central Belt region. figure 5.36 shows the 
distances of Roman-period farmsteads and villas 
from the major Roman roads in the region and the 
most immediately striking observation is the 
apparent close relationship between them. The 
great majority of both farmsteads (77 per cent) 
and villas (89 per cent) in this region lie within 5 
km of the road system, although this may in part 
be affected by biases in development-led 
archaeology (i.e. many Roman roads lie under 
under/adjacent to modern roads, which attract 
more development). There are, however, 

fig. 5.37.  Plan of Roman settlement and trackway at NIAB, Huntingdon Road, Cambs (Luke 2014)
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fig. 5.38.  Cropmarks showing Romano-British settlements and linking trackways, south of Cirencester in the Upper 
Thames Valley (after Powell et al. 2010, fig. 1.6)
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differences noted between classified farmstead 
types, with complex farmsteads behaving far more 
like villas and a much higher percentage (29 per 
cent) of enclosed Roman-period farmsteads being 
located over 5 km from the road network. As with 
villas, this suggests greater integration of the 
Central Belt complex farmsteads into the 
communication systems of the province, probably 
in turn linked to greater social and economic 
integration. 

The major Roman roads are of course only one 
component of the transportation network within 
the province, the bulk of which comprises extensive 
networks of trackways, usually visible only when 
defined through parallel drainage ditches (shown 
in fig. 5.37). Such features are frequently traced 
as cropmarks in aerial photographs within the 
region, but have only been recorded here when 
they form components of excavated sites. Of the 
506 sites from the Central Belt with explicit 
evidence of trackways, 441 were directly associated 
with settlements, with the remainder either being 
part of religious or industrial sites, or else forming 
elements of wider field systems. They are most 
prevalent in the Fens and Upper Thames and 
Avon Vales, where they were recorded on over 50 
per cent of settlements, though were also noted 
fairly frequently (30–45 per cent) in most other 
areas. Their relative scarcity (22 per cent) in the 
Trent Valley and Rises is not easily explained, as 
the landscape zone has a reasonable number of 
settlement sites, with an average percentage 
classified. It could at first glance indicate a relative 
lack of settlement integration in at least parts of 
this zone, although extensive concentrations of 
enclosures, trackways and wider droveways 
observed as cropmarks in parts of the Trent Valley 
suggest that this was not the case (Bishop 2006, 
4). Alternatively, it has been suggested that earlier 
enclosure and trackway boundaries in this region 
were ignored or altered to less archaeologically 
discernible forms (e.g. hedges) in the later Roman 
period (Taylor 2006, 11), which may account for 
their apparent lack of visibility in at least some of 
the excavated data. 

Most of the trackways in the Trent Valley and 
Rises zone were associated with farmsteads and 
roadside settlements, with a particular affiliation 
with complex farmsteads, consistent with the 
wider regional picture. Associations of such 
farmsteads with trackways is hardly surprising 
given the morphological nature of these 
settlements, which often integrate track- or 
droveways within or alongside the networks of 
enclosures, as demonstrated by the Roman 
settlement at NIAB, Huntingdon Road, 
Cambridgeshire (fig. 5.37). Yet trackways are also 
a feature associated with 33 enclosed farmsteads 

in the region (24 per cent of the total as opposed 
to 66 per cent of complex farmsteads), sometimes 
being attached to the main enclosure (e.g. Ash 
Plantation Site 2, Cambs: Abrams and Ingham 
2008) and at other times lying some distance away 
and of uncertain relationship (e.g. A419 Blunsdon 
By-pass, Wilts: Brett and McSloy 2011). 

The dating of trackways is problematic, 
especially away from the domestic core, owing to 
the dearth of associated diagnostic artefacts, and 
so they have not been explicitly recorded as a 
separate dated feature in this project. However, by 
general association with settlements, it is seen that 
trackways were certainly a feature during the late 
Iron Age, particularly in parts of the West Anglian 
Plain and Fens, although it was not until the later 
first and particularly the early second century that 
such features became more widespread across the 
region, as explicitly noted by Booth for the Upper 
Thames Valley (Booth 2011). When excavated 
sites are viewed together with cropmark data, 
wider landscapes of interconnected farmsteads 
can sometimes be discerned, as in the Upper 
Thames south of Cirencester in fig. 5.38. These 
are occasionally shown to join up with the major 
Roman roads as seen at Court Farm, Latton, 
where a Roman trackway linking a farmstead with 
Ermin Street had evidence for cart-wheel ruts 
(Mudd et al. 1999, 126). The increase in numbers 
of trackways during the later first and second 
century a.d. points to greater levels of 
interconnectivity from this time, and also implies 
a greater emphasis on defining and dividing up the 
landscape, at least in some areas, which is 
concurrent with other changes in the landscape, 
for example in the development of field systems.

FIELD SYSTEMS

The landscape of most of rural central England 
today is overwhelmingly characterised by 
integrated systems of fields interspersed with 
roads, farmsteads, towns and villages. It has been 
recently demonstrated in the Fields of Britannia 
project that large parts of these fieldscapes are the 
products of sequential developments over 
thousands of years, within which there do not 
appear to have been any significant periods of 
abandonment (Rippon et al. 2015). As with so 
many other elements of the rural landscape these 
developments were far from uniform, and even 
from the genesis of widespread field systems in the 
mid–late Bronze Age, the variety in their form and 
scale seems to have been considerable (Yates 
2007). 

In Taylor’s study of Roman rural settlement he 
examined their wider landscape contexts and 
explicitly noted such variation in the field systems 
across different landscapes (Taylor 2007, 55–72). 
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Within our Central Belt region these included the 
co-axial, strip fields of the Trent Valley, which 
appear to have developed piecemeal from the late 
Iron Age, and localised axial field systems aligned 
to the long sinuous trackways found in the 
Fenland region (ibid., 62–5). Further west, the 
Upper Thames Valley was characterised by 
networks of enclosed fields around settlements 
and trackways with ‘open’ areas beyond, while the 
Berkshire Downs was dominated by narrow 
co-axial strip fields (ibid., 66–7; cf. Levick 2015). 

The study of field systems relies heavily upon 
the existence of cropmarks found from aerial 
photography, as shown in the Upper Thames 
landscape in fig. 5.38. However, there are 
increasingly large-scale excavations that incorporate 
great expanses of field system, thus enabling a 

more detailed picture of their development to 
emerge. This is well demonstrated by excavations 
in the Upper Thames at Roundhouse Farm, 
Marston Meysey, Wiltshire, where extensive areas 
of middle Iron Age occupation over 25 ha were 
replaced by systems of fields and trackways during 
the late Iron Age/early Roman period, which partly 
re-used the earlier Iron Age landscape boundaries 
(Cass et al. 2015). The tensions apparent between 
such macro- (i.e. large-scale mapping projects) 
and micro-scale (excavations) analysis of field 
systems have been recently explored by Chadwick, 
who argued that the integration of these two 
approaches is essential for creating more nuanced 
accounts of these important landscape features, 
which ‘held great social, historical and symbolic 
significance’ (Chadwick 2013, 26). 

fig. 5.39.  Distribution of sites with excavated and dated field systems in the Central Belt (top left: late Iron Age; top 
right: 2nd century a.d.; bottom left: 3rd century a.d.; bottom right: 4th century a.d.)
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Within the current project, there are some 300 
sites from the Central Belt region with records of 
excavated field systems, distributed as shown in 
fig. 5.39. Some of these are explored in relation to 
the surrounding NMP cropmark data in the case 
study below, but, for the most part, analysis is 
restricted to an assessment of chronology and 
associated context, albeit framed within the 
variable landscape zones that make up the region. 
Dating the field systems is problematic for the 
same reasons as for trackways noted above – 
namely, the lack of associated diagnostic dating 
material. Nevertheless, over 80 per cent of the 
excavated field systems in the region had some 
approximate dating, with a steady rise in numbers 
until a peak in the second century a.d., 
unsurprisingly quite similar to the chronological 

trajectory of the overall settlement pattern. The 
individual landscape zone patterns, however, do 
not always follow those of settlements, as 
demonstrated by the Upper Thames and Avon 
Vales, where excavated field systems apparently 
reached their highest number during the third 
century a.d. (whereupon many start to silt up), 
whereas settlement numbers peaked during the 
early second century (see above, p. 148). 

The chronological maps of field systems shown 
in fig. 5.39 reveal distinct concentrations in the 
east of the Central Belt during the late Iron Age, 
and a relative scarcity to the west at this time. 
There is subsequently a big expansion of field 
systems across the region in the later first and 
second centuries a.d., with many of the eastern 
zones (e.g. Trent Valley and Rises, Fens and West 

fig. 5.40.  Plan of second century a.d. farmstead and associated field system at Tubney Wood Quarry, Oxon 
(Simmonds et al. 2011)
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fig. 5.41  Plan of extensive second–third century a.d. field system at Eye Quarry, Cambs (Patten 2004)
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Anglian Plain) showing field systems at their most 
extensive during this period, partly because of a 
significant increase in agricultural exploitation of 
the Fens and the higher claylands landscapes. The 
decline in the amount of evidence for field systems 
in these eastern areas during the later Roman 
period may be due to greater use of less 
archaeologically visible forms of boundary (e.g. 
hedges), as noted above with regard to trackways 
in the Trent Valley (Taylor 2006, 11), but increased 
flooding on lower lying ground in the Fens might 
also have been a factor. 

Half of the excavated Central Belt field systems 
recorded in the current dataset were explicitly 
associated with farmsteads, with approximately half 
of these seen to be integrated with the settlement 
(e.g. Tubney Wood Quarry, Oxon: Simmonds et al. 
2011; fig. 5.40) and others noted some distance 
away (e.g. Parnwell, Peterborough: Webley 2007). 
Without sufficient area of excavation or associated 
cropmark or geophysical evidence, the extent of the 
field systems around individual settlements remains 
largely unknown, but it was certainly not the case 
that all landscapes were ‘filled in’ with integrated 
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fig. 5.42.  Distribution and chronology of sites with evidence for lazybeds in the Central Belt region
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networks of fields as found throughout most of the 
region today. Multi-hectare excavated sites like 
Tubney Wood, for instance, illustrate that field 
boundary ditches are often just traced in the 
immediate area around the settlement, and then 
much of the landscape appears ‘open’, although of 
course hedges may have provided further division. 
Occasionally more extensive landscapes of what 
appear to be very organised and integrated field 
systems are subject to excavation, such as that on 
a gravel terrace near the Fen edge at Eye Quarry, 
Cambridgeshire (Patten 2004; fig. 5.41), and yet 
even in such landscape zones, there are still large 
areas of land that do not appear to have had any 
division (see case study below). 

The functions of most of these field systems 
remain unknown, but are assumed to be for a mix 
of arable and pastoral use, sometimes with other 
features such as watering holes and potential 
fodder stands suggesting an emphasis on stock. 
One feature that seems to be almost exclusive to 
parts of the Central Belt (a few others are known 
mainly in the East region) is the system of narrow, 
parallel trenches known as ‘lazybeds’, as found 
within one of the fields at Eye Quarry and shown 
on fig. 5.41. Although not numerous, with just 
seventeen examples excavated to date within the 
region, these lazybeds are concentrated in eastern 
parts of the Central Belt, around the Fen edge and 
in the main river valleys. One of two areas of 
Roman lazybeds found during recent large-scale 
excavations in north-west Cambridge had evidence 
of seasonal irrigation capacity, with water 
introduced into downslope feeder-channels from 
wells on top of the gravel ridge (Evans pers. 
comm.). Unfortunately, there is little environmental 
evidence associated with such features to help 
determine function, although it is likely that they 
are associated with growing horticultural crops 
such as cabbages, carrots, etc. Other systems of 
parallel bedding-trenches with associated postholes 

have been excavated across 7.5 ha at Wollaston in 
the Nene Valley, and had pollen evidence to 
support the existence of viticulture (Brown et al. 
2001), although this remains distinct from the 
lazybed system (see vol. 2).

Chronologically, lazybeds seem most prevalent 
in the early to mid-Roman period, and particularly 
the second century a.d., at the height of settlement 
and field system expansion in that eastern part of 
the Central Belt (fig. 5.42). Their use within this 
zone is just another example of the many broad 
differences apparent in rural settlement and land 
use between the eastern and western parts of the 
region.

SETTLEMENT HIERARCHIES:  
THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC BASIS  

OF SETTLEMENTS

The emphasis so far in this chapter has been on 
the morphology, chronology and landscape 
context of rural settlements within the Central 
Belt, and very clear patterns have emerged 
indicating both elements of similarity and 
heterogeneity. There appears to have been a series 
of quite distinct broad settlement types, albeit 
with blurred typological boundaries, but in order 
to determine if there were any correlating social 
and economic differences, the evidence from 
associated material culture and environmental 
remains must be taken into account. 

MATERIAL CULTURE

The Central Belt is especially rich in late Iron Age 
and Romano-British material culture, as seen by 
the distribution of Portable Antiquities Scheme 
(PAS) finds in the region (Brindle 2014, 3, fig. 3). 
Over 81 per cent of Central Belt sites produced 
records of ‘small finds’ of some sort, while 70 per 
cent have quantified records of ceramic assemblages. 

fig. 5.43.  Frequency of major artefact categories on all sites in the Central Belt region
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This does not of course mean that all remaining 
sites were bare of any material culture, but that the 
specialist information was not available (see 
methodology problems, Ch. 1). Pottery in particular 
suffers from variable levels of recording, as such 
material was noted on nearly all (c. 95 per cent) 
sites in the Central Belt, but not always quantified. 
The presence (if not quantification) of certain fine 
and specialist wares was usually noted with greater 
consistency, indicating that Gaulish samian was 
recovered from at least 66 per cent of sites, 
mortaria from 51 per cent and amphorae from 30 
per cent. These wares were found throughout the 
Central Belt landscape zones, though there were 
notable differences in their occurrence at different 
site types (see below, p. 185).

Aside from pottery, the frequency of occurrence 
of other finds categories across the region is shown 
in fig. 5.43. Methodological issues associated 
with such quantification will be explored in some 
depth in subsequent volumes, but notwithstanding 
these problems, it is clear that coins dominate 
other small finds, being recorded at almost 60 per 
cent of sites. Brooches form by far the largest 
category of personal adornment, while other 
relatively commonly recorded finds in the region 
comprise more utilitarian object such as knives 
and tools, as well as objects associated with food 
processing (quernstones) and textile processing 
(spindlewhorls, loomweights etc.). Other, more 
specialist objects, such as those concerned with 
religious practice, recreation, writing and lighting 
equipment all remain comparatively rare, although 
there are differences in the proportions of most of 
these finds categories within different landscape 
zones and between different classes of settlement. 

The geographic variation in the presence/
absence of finds within the Central Belt is 
highlighted by the three different zones selected 

for comparison in fig. 5.44. In the Cotswolds, for 
instance, over 80 per cent of settlements had 
records of at least one coin, compared with just 47 
per cent in the Fens, although this must be at least 
partly because of the different chronological 
patterns in these zones (i.e. settlement numbers in 
the Cotswolds reach their height in the later 
Roman period when there is the greatest evidence 
for coin use). Most other landscape zones, such as 
the Thames and Avon Vales, were around average 
for the region, though there does appear to have 
been a distinct drop off in the central northern 
zones of the region (Midland Clay Pastures and 
Trent Valley and Rises), where coins were found 
on just 30–40 per cent of settlements. 

The Fenland was one of just two landscape zones 
in the region where coins were not the dominant 
find type, the other being another low-lying wetland 
area, the Gwent Levels. In both of these zones, 
brooches were encountered on more sites than 
coins, possibly hinting at differences in the economy 
of these wetland areas, although, as stated above, 
chronological factors were also important, since 
there was fairly rapid decline in settlement numbers 
in both areas during the fourth century a.d., when 
coin finds are otherwise at their most common and 
brooch wearing had declined. These zones are also 
comparatively well represented by objects associated 
with food and textile processing, while most other 
finds categories are fairly sparsely represented. The 
Cotswolds and other mainly ‘upland’ zones such as 
the Berkshire and Marlborough Downs and the 
Chilterns, on the other hand, have consistently 
higher than average percentages of most find types, 
particularly items associated with recreation, writing 
and religion. This is mainly due to the relatively 
high representation of villas in these zones, yet such 
objects do also seem to percolate down the social 
scale in these areas.
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fig. 5.44.  Frequency of major artefact categories recovered across selected landscape zones in the Central Belt 
region
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The differences noted in the occurrence of 
object types across the landscape zones of the 
Central Belt in part reflect differences in the types 
of settlement to be found there. The relationship 
between object categories and settlement types in 
the Central Belt is shown in figs 5.45 to 5.47. 
Pottery of course remains the most commonly 
found artefact across all sites, though there are 
major differences between site assemblages that 
may relate to aspects of settlement economy and 
social status (cf. Booth 2004). As noted above, 
only certain ceramic wares have been systematically 
recorded and analysed in this volume, and these 
are shown for the Central Belt in fig. 5.45. The 
distribution and use of samian pottery in Roman 
Britain and other western provinces has been 
recently comprehensively reviewed by Willis 
(2011), primarily as an index of social and 
economic processes and practice. He demonstrated 
contrasting patterns of samian consumption at 
different categories of site, concluding this to be ‘a 
sensitive indicator of their status and identity’ 
(ibid., 227). Within his study, most ‘rural sites’ 
were grouped together, yet, even in terms of basic 
presence/absence of samian, it is clear that there is 
significant divergence between different forms of 
rural settlement (see also other regional chapters). 
Within the broad settlement categories, roadside 
settlements in the Central Belt, unsurprisingly, 
have the highest percentages of sites with samian 
present (92 per cent), followed by villas (a site 
category which here include farmsteads that 
develop into villas) and then farmsteads. However, 
within the latter there are major differences in 
classified types, with the proportion of complex 
farmsteads receiving samian almost matching that 
of roadside settlements, and far outstripping 
enclosed farmsteads. Although the quantity of 
samian at complex farmsteads may be much less 
than at nucleated sites (see vol. 2 for analysis), 

they clearly had much greater access to this 
pottery than enclosed farmsteads, or even 
apparently than villas, although this probably 
results in part from the poor recording of ceramic 
assemblages in older excavation reports on villas. 
Similar basic patterns occur with the presence of 
another imported ware, amphorae, along with 
specialist ‘Roman’ mortaria. In all three ceramic 
categories, complex farmsteads out-perform 
enclosed farmsteads, suggesting certain socio-
economic differences and greater levels of 
connectivity, also hinted at by other finds 
categories. 

The frequency of other object categories within 
different settlement types is shown in figs 5.46 
and 5.47. As with pottery there is a clear hierarchy 
of frequency of occurrence for most object 
categories, with roadside settlements at the top, 
then villas and farmsteads, although there are 
certain finds groups where distinctions are less 
pronounced. Roadside settlements and villas, for 
instance, are quite proximate in terms of the 
percentages of these sites having evidence for 
coins, tools/knives, household, security and equine/
transport objects, though the numerical density of 
these finds may still be quite different (see below,  
p. 187). Roadside settlements particularly stand 
out with items of food processing, which occur on 
c. 60 per cent of sites as opposed to c. 35 per cent 
of both farmsteads and villas. The association of 
millstones with roadside settlements is particularly 
pronounced in this region; they occur on 23 per 
cent of such sites, as opposed to 17 per cent of 
villas and just 5 per cent of farmsteads. This does 
suggest that centralised cereal processing was 
more likely to have been carried out at nucleated 
settlements and villa estates, though there are also 
notable differences within farmstead types, with 
23 per cent of complex farmsteads containing 
millstones as opposed to 3 per cent of enclosed 

fig. 5.45.  Frequency of samian, amphora and mortaria recovery within settlement types in the Central Belt region
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fig. 5.46.  Frequency of major artefact categories on different types of rural settlement in the Central Belt region

fig. 5.47.  Frequency of major artefact categories on villas and farmstead types in the Central Belt region

fig. 5.48.  Occurrence of selected high status objects on ‘rich’ farmsteads and villas compared to other farmsteads 
in the Central Belt (as % of site types)
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farmsteads. In this way, as in many others, complex 
farmsteads appear to perform on a similar 
economic if not social level to villas.

figure 5.47 compares the percentage of villas 
and major classified farmstead types in the Central 
Belt on which different object type categories are 
recovered. As just stated, most object categories 
occur in similar percentages of complex farmsteads 
and villas, and can even be better represented at 
complex farms in some cases. Major differences, 
however, lie with objects associated with areas like 
recreation, religion and the household (e.g. 
furniture fittings), pointing to quite different 
social values between occupants of the different 
types of settlement, which also correlates with the 
architectural differences. Simple enclosed 
farmsteads generally have a much more restricted 
range of object types than other sites, with material 
from just a few categories like textile processing 
and food processing occurring at levels similar to 
those in other smaller rural settlements. The food-
processing equipment in the simple enclosed 
farmsteads consists almost entirely of quernstones, 
which are widespread. The somewhat anomalously 
high percentage of ‘military’ objects from enclosed 
farmsteads in the region is largely because 

slingstones are recorded under this category (see 
Appendix 3), as otherwise objects of Roman 
military equipment remain very rare.

The graphs shown in the figures above denote 
only the presence or absence of particular object 
types within different forms of settlement, and 
indicate nothing about their relative frequency. 
Such figures are heavily affected by factors such as 
area of excavation, so table 5.5 presents the mean 
number of objects from the different site types by 
hectare of excavation. Coins were the most 
numerous object type, particularly in roadside 
settlements and to a lesser extent in villas, where 
they were overwhelming more common than in 
farmsteads by a factor of up to 40. Complex 
farmsteads again out-performed enclosed 
farmsteads, although the paucity of coins on the 
latter is at least partly to do with the comparative 
rarity of these sites in the later Roman period 
when coin use was at its height in the countryside. 
Nevertheless, even in complex farmsteads the 
numbers of coins are generally very low, suggesting 
that activities involved with monetary transactions 
(e.g. marketing or tax collection) were very rare on 
such sites. There are of course exceptions to this, 
with a small number of farms producing much 

table 5.5: quantity of object types by settlement category expressed as mean number of objects per 
hectare of excavation (excludes evaluations and watching briefs)

Object type Roadside Villas All farmsteads Complex Enclosed 
 settlement (72 sites) (474 sites) farmsteads farmsteads 
 (59 sites)   (98 sites) (65 sites)

Coin 427.09 358.22 10.37 12.20 4.52

Household object 50.03 19.48 0.54 0.57 0.55

Brooch 28.10 27.77 1.93 2.49 1.71

Food processing 22.47 12.54 2.09 2.08 1.60

Knife/tool 20.15 31.57 1.50 1.03 2.71

Hairpin 14.37 38.03 0.58 0.49 0.48

Recreation object 9.35 5.16 0.09 0.07 0.16

Toilet/cosmetic implement 9.26 11.05 0.47 0.53 0.27

Weighing object 8.76 3.01 0.21 0.28 0.18

Bracelet 8.58 19.60 0.65 0.82 0.48

Textile-processing 7.69 12.89 0.81 0.59 2.03

Agricultural tool 6.52 5.26 0.21 0.20 0.25

Finger ring 6.08 9.03 0.29 0.34 0.21

Security object 4.72 7.98 0.20 0.21 0.14

Military fitting and weaponry 4.19 3.14 0.50 0.30 3.26

Equine/transport equipment 3.89 4.15 0.14 0.12 0.16

Writing equipment 3.15 7.13 0.12 0.13 0.09

Religious object 2.80 1.68 0.12 0.17 0.04

Lighting equipment 0.74 0.70 0.04 0.07 0.00
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higher numbers of coins, usually also alongside 
much larger numbers of other object types of 
perceived ‘high status’, as shown in fig. 5.48. An 
example is a substantial complex farmstead (or 
perhaps a village?) at Cleveland Farm, Ashton 
Keynes in the Upper Thames Valley, which 
produced 1339 coins along with many items of 
personal adornment and objects associated with 
religion and writing, although the quantity of 
objects recovered here was greatly aided by 
widespread use of metal detectors (Powell et al. 
2008a). Clearly then, there were some non-villa 
farming settlements in the Central Belt that in 
terms of material culture at least, seem to have 
performed at much higher social and economic 
levels than others. 

ENVIRONMENTAL REMAINS:  
THE ANIMAL AND PLANT ASSEMBLAGES

An important measure of the economic and social 
structure of rural settlements can also be provided 
by the study of associated environmental material 
(animal and plant remains), which can provide 
crucial information on the variability of farming 
practices. This regional variability in farming has 
been recently demonstrated across parts of central 
England for the early medieval period, where it 
was suggested to have been influenced by a 
combination of geological and cultural factors 
(Rippon et al. 2014). As with the material culture, 
the environment data for this project will be fully 
analysed in subsequent volumes, and so just a 
brief outline is presented here, in relation to 
particular settlement types and landscape zones of 
the Central Belt. 

Faunal remains

The animal bone assemblages for the Central Belt 
region are the richest of any in Britain, partly due 
to soil conditions which are generally favourable 
for the preservation of such material. A recent 
comprehensive account of Iron Age and Roman 
faunal assemblages in central England has 
highlighted distinct chronological and regional 
patterns in the data (Albarella et al. in prep.), 
much of which is also reflected in the current 
dataset, which consists of 461 assemblages of over 
100 NISP.

Among the major domesticated species (cattle, 
sheep/goat and pig), cattle are dominant across the 
region (53 per cent of main domesticates), followed 
by sheep/goat (38 per cent) then pig (9 per cent). 
The proportion of sheep/goat is somewhat larger 
than Albarella’s patterns for central England, 
largely because his dataset included major urban 
centres, where sheep/goat are generally far less 
numerous (Albarella et al. in prep., fig. 6.2). There 
are substantial variations in this regional pattern, 
seen in fig. 5.49, with some (mostly valley) 
landscapes having greater proportions of cattle 
(up to 65 per cent in the Bristol, Avon Valley and 
Ridges) and much higher percentages of sheep/
goat in zones like the Fens and the Cotswolds (43 
per cent and 47 per cent respectively). The 
Cotswolds and the Berkshire and Marlborough 
Downs remain the only landscape zones with 
higher proportions of sheep/goat than cattle, due 
to the particular suitability of these ‘upland’ areas 
for sheep farming. Pigs remain a fairly minor 
component of the assemblage in all regions, 
though they range up to 15 per cent in some hillier 
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fig. 5.49.  Relative frequency of major livestock taxa across all Central Belt landscape zones where there are five or 
more assemblages of >100 NISP  (mean percentages from sites in each zone)
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zones (e.g. Chilterns), partly because of their 
association with villas during the Roman period 
(and possibly the greater presence of woodland), 
but mostly owing to their greater numbers in these 
zones during the late Iron Age.

The proportions of cattle, sheep/goat and pig 
do not stay constant over time, as has been 
demonstrated previously on numerous occasions 
(e.g. King 1999; Albarella 2007). In particular it 
has often been noted that the proportion of cattle 
increases during the Roman period, and this 
pattern certainly exists in the Central Belt data, 
though it is only really seen from the second 
century onwards (fig. 5.50). This increase is 
observed across most landscape zones, particularly 
in the major river valley areas, although in the 
Cotswolds there actually appears to be an increase 
in sheep/goat at this time, perhaps linked to 
greater pastoral specialisation within differing 
landscape zones. The Fenland also appears to have 
had steadily increasing sheep/goat proportions 
from the early Roman period, becoming the 
dominant taxon in the third–fourth centuries a.d.

Some of the differences noted in the faunal 
assemblages across the landscape zones are clearly 
associated with the patterns of settlement found in 
those areas, as noted in relation to the correlation 
between villas and relatively high representation of 
pigs. figure 5.51 shows these different associations 
across the main settlement types, with cattle 
clearly dominating over sheep/goat in complex 
farmsteads and villas (and indeed in most 
unclassified farmsteads), whereas the proportions 
are far more equal in nucleated sites and enclosed 
farmsteads. The latter association may be partly 

explained by the late Iron Age emphasis in the 
date of enclosed farmsteads, though the patterns 
barely seem to change for those sites occupied 
throughout the Roman period, and so seem to 
relate more to different farming regimes, 
undoubtedly associated with their location in 
significant numbers in higher landscape zones. 
The much greater dominance of cattle on complex 
farmsteads reflects the development of these sites 
in the major river valleys, with large areas of lush 
meadow land pasture. The very form of complex 
farmsteads appears to reflect an emphasis on 
livestock management, and cattle herds seem to 
have been an important aspect of this, used for a 
variety of purposes including traction for ploughing 
arable fields (discussed in vol. 2). Villas in the 
region also seem to have been largely cattle 
dominated, though they have by far the highest 
percentage of pig, a pattern seen too in urban 
assemblages (Albarella et al. in prep.), undoubtedly 
reflecting a more Mediterranean-influenced diet.

These general patterns, by region and settlement 
type, of course disguise a variable situation, with a 
number of sites exhibiting ‘extremes’ that may be 
dictated by specific economic, cultural, ritual or 
even personal factors. An excavation at Nash on 
the Gwent Levels, for example, revealed a mid-
Roman agricultural landscape incorporating areas 
of possible seasonal occupation, with a substantial 
animal bone assemblage completely dominated 
(93.2 per cent NISP) by cattle (though this did 
include a small number of animal burials), which 
was interpreted as evidence for a specialist cattle 
management and production centre, potentially 
for local military supply (Meddens and Beasley 

fig. 5.50.  Relative frequency of major livestock taxa over time in the Central Belt, Cotswolds and Thames & Avons 
Vales (NISP mean percentages)
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2001, 167). Most of the assemblages with very 
high proportions of sheep/goat (70 per cent 
NISP+) were from religious sites such as Uley or 
Haddenham, though the roadside settlement at 
Higham Ferrers in the Nene Valley is exceptional, 
with sheep amounting to 79 per cent of the main 
domesticates even in the non-shrine assemblage 
(Strid 2009). The sheep slaughter patterns and 
concentration of ewes from this assemblage 
suggested a focus on sheep dairy production in 
this area (ibid. 289). As stated above, pig rarely 
exceed 15 per cent of NISP, though a substantial 
late Roman assemblage from the main villa 
building at Castle Copse in Wiltshire contained 66 
per cent pig bones (Hostetter and Howe 1997), 
and a much larger assemblage (6824 NISP) from 
a conquest-period shrine at Hallaton in Leicester 
was almost entirely of pig, undoubtedly reflecting 
its use in religious rituals at the site (Score 2011). 

Substantial variation may also be seen with 
other species, both domesticated and wild, though 
for the most part these rarely form a significant 
component of any assemblage. Horses are most 
dominant on farmsteads, particularly complex 
farmsteads, where there is also greater evidence 
for horse breeding, discussed in volume 2. Dogs 
form a constant but low percentage of faunal 
assemblages at most sites, although they are more 
readily found as associated bone groups (ABGs), 
whether these are perceived to be of a ritual nature 
or not (cf. Morris 2011). Domestic cat bones have 
been recorded on 83 sites across the region, always 
in very low numbers, but seemingly far more 
common during the later Roman period, 
particularly in villas and roadside settlements. 
Wild mammals are exceptionally rare at most 
types of settlement, though deer (especially red 
deer) in particular stand out at villas, where they 
are argued to represent hunting as a sign of high 
social status (Grant 1989; Albarella et al. in prep.).

Plant remains

A total of 536 rural settlements from the Central 
Belt region contained some form of 
archaeobotanical report, usually on charred plant 
remains, though some had waterlogged samples. 
At a basic level of presence/absence, the range of 
main arable crops and selected other (mostly) 
cultivated plants is presented in fig. 5.52, with 
some regional variations expressed in fig. 5.53. As 
expected, spelt wheat (Triticum spelta) is the crop 
found most often on rural sites in all Central Belt 
landscape zones except in parts of the north-east 
(Lincs and Notts), where barley (Hordeum vulgare 
L.) appears on slightly more sites. However, in 
terms of relative abundance within charred plant 
assemblages, spelt is overwhelmingly dominant in 
all areas, with higher levels of barley only found on 
fourteen sites, all farmsteads. Emmer (Triticum 
dicoccum) and free-threshing wheats (Triticum 
aestivum) usually form quite minor components 
on c. 30 per cent of sites, though on occasion they 
are present in greater quantities, which in the case 
of emmer wheat most often occurred within late 
Iron Age–early Roman assemblages, such as at the 
farmstead at Wardy Hill on a Fen island in 
Cambridgeshire (Evans 2003a). The generally 
greater frequency of emmer wheat in this eastern 
part of the Central Belt is notable, occurring on 
almost 50 per cent of sites in the Fens and West 
Anglian Plain (see case study below), with a 
similar incidence of free-threshing wheat. As with 
emmer the latter rarely forms the most dominant 
arable crop in any zone, being recorded as such on 
just eleven sites, which often date to the later 
Roman period such as the farmstead at West 
Street, Bedminster, Bristol (Young 2006). The 
only other frequently encountered crop is oats 
(Avena sativa), though this usually occurs in fairly 
small quantities and with uncertainty as to whether 
it is cultivated or wild. A farmstead at Old Parks 
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House, Ashby de la Zouch, Leicestershire, did 
produce a large quantity of oat grains, particularly 
during the Roman phase, and it seems likely to 
have been cultivated in this instance, perhaps as a 
fodder crop (Jones and Dingwall 2002). 

A range of minor crops is also occasionally 
encountered across the Central Belt, such as flax 
(Linum usitatissimum), used for oil and for making 
textiles, which was found on 41 sites, including 
some from possible flax retting pits (used to 
separate plant fibre from stem) in a late Roman 
farmstead at Old Shifford Farm, Standlake, Oxon 
(Hey 1995). The cultivation of flax appears almost 
exclusively limited to the Fens and major river 
valleys, occurring on over 15 per cent of sites with 
archaeobotanical assemblages in the Upper 
Thames. Rye (Secale cereale), probably used as a 

food grain, cover crop and forage crop, was 
identified on 54 sites, more widely distributed 
across the Central Belt, though most commonly 
encountered in the Fens. Samples containing rye 
appear to be mostly of the mid- to late Roman 
period, including charred remains from a fourth-
century granary at the villa at Great Weldon, 
Northants (Smith et al. 1990). 

Other food plants include pulses (mostly Celtic 
bean, broad bean, pea and lentil), fruits (e.g. sloe, 
crab apple, plum, cherry, blackberry, etc.) and a 
range of other horticultural crops (e.g. carrots, 
celery, beets, cabbages, etc), though the survival of 
the last two in particular is generally dependent 
upon waterlogged conditions and so they are 
probably quite under-represented in most areas 
(Van der Veen et al. 2007, 193). Although still rare, 

fig. 5.52.  Percentage presence of cultivated plant taxa on sites in the Central Belt region where archaeobotanical 
remains have been identified (includes both charred and waterlogged assemblages)

fig. 5.53.  Percentage presence of cultivated plant taxa on sites in selected landscape zones in the Central Belt region 
(includes charred and waterlogged remains)
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horticultural crops are most commonly found on 
sites of the West Anglian Plain, which correlates 
well with the evidence for bedding trenches in this 
area, noted above. The sites with evidence for the 
widest range of fruits, pulses and horticultural 
crops generally date to the mid–late Roman 
period; these assemblages represent culinary 
innovations, incorporating many of the 50 new 
food plants identified for the Roman period by  
van der Veen, who argued that they were used in 
the creation and maintenance of group and 
individual identities (Van der Veen 2008, 106). 
Most of these newly imported ‘elite’ food varieties 
were seen to be more common on military sites 
and major urban centres, where they occurred 
soon after the conquest, filtering out to higher 
status rural sites (villas) during the later Roman 
period (ibid.). 

Further differences in the archaeobotanical 
assemblages of rural settlement types can be 
demonstrated in the current dataset for the Central 
Belt (fig. 5.54). For the most part spelt wheat is 
dominant in all settlement types, though differences 
can be seen between complex and enclosed 
farmsteads, spelt occurring in 93 per cent of the 
former’s archaeobotanical assemblages as opposed 
to less than 70 per cent of the latter’s. Emmer 
wheat on the other hand forms a consistent 45 per 
cent of both. Free-threshing (or bread/club) wheat 
is consistently more often identified at roadside 
settlements (43 per cent) and villas (42 per cent), 
while among farmstead types, it occurs in complex 
farmsteads at a similar level (40 per cent), a much 

higher incidence than on enclosed farmsteads  
(24 per cent). A similar situation can be seen with 
most minor food plants, particularly rye and 
pulses, and also horticultural crops in general, 
although here there is a more distinct representation 
on roadside settlements.

Some of the differences noted between the 
food-plant assemblages of different site types can 
be linked with chronological factors, with enclosed 
farmsteads in particular being more common in 
the late Iron Age/early Roman period. Nevertheless, 
it does appear that roadside settlements, villas, 
and to some extent complex farmsteads cultivated, 
or at least consumed, a wider range of food crops, 
and many of the inhabitants of these sites probably 
had a much more varied diet than those at other 
rural settlements. These distinctions can probably 
be associated with differences noted in the faunal 
assemblages and material culture, suggesting a 
complex social and economic hierarchy of 
settlements that varied across different landscape 
zones and evolved over time.

CASE STUDY:  
THE CAMBRIDGESHIRE FEN EDGE

Within the entire Central Belt region there are a 
few landscapes that stand out not only in terms of 
the density of excavation records, but also in how 
recently these records have been published/
disseminated. The Cambridgeshire Fen edge is 
one of these areas, and has been chosen for a more 
detailed case study because there is now a growing 
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wealth of modern, well-excavated and recorded 
data, which should enable us to examine at a finer 
resolution some of the intricate and variable 
patterns of rural settlement and land use.

A c. 40 × 30 km (c. 1200 km²) zone has been 
selected, straddling two landscape zones, the Fens 
and the West Anglian Plain, and incorporating two 
Roman walled small towns, at Godmanchester 
(Durovigutum) and Cambridge (Duroliponte). The 
zone contains 108 records from the current 
dataset (within the Central Belt), comprising 72 
farmsteads, four villas, four roadside settlements, 
five villages, five pottery production sites, two 
religious sites and twelve field systems (fig. 5.55). 
Prior to the introduction of PPG16 in 1990, just 
one of these records had been disseminated, and 
almost 80 per cent are dated between 2006 to 
2014, albeit a few of them publishing accounts of 
much earlier excavations (e.g. New Fen Drove, 
Earith; Evans 2013b, 459–64). This mass of newly 
reported excavation data can be used to 
complement earlier wide-scale fieldwalking and 
cropmark surveys, together suggesting that Iron 
Age/Roman settlements occurred at very regular 
intervals across much of the landscape (suggested 
as every c. 300–500 m in Evans 2008, 181–6). 

The Fenlands in particular have had a very long 
and fruitful tradition of fieldwalking and cropmark 
surveys, revealing extensive areas of Roman 
settlement and field systems linked by trackways 
and waterways (Hall and Coles 1994). This 
landscape has been the subject of much academic 
debate, particularly with regard to the postulated 
existence of a Roman imperial Fenland estate, first 
fully articulated by Salway (1970) and expanded 
upon by others such as Jackson and Potter (1996) 
and Malim (2005). The basis upon which such 
interpretation is founded – the construction of 
apparently centralised and widespread drainage 
systems, mass expansion of settlement during the 
second century a.d., a lack of villas, and desire to 
control the salt industry – has been heavily 
criticised by Millett (1990, 120), Taylor (2000), 
and Fincham (2002). In particular it has been 
argued that, contrary to earlier thinking, much of 
the southern and western Fen margins were 
already well populated in the late Iron Age, and 
the expansion of settlement into more marginal 
areas during the early Roman period was mainly 
due to the natural lessening of salt-water flooding 
(Taylor 2000, 651). Nevertheless, even if the 
concept of a directly run imperial estate no longer 

fig. 5.55.  The Cambridgeshire Fen edge case study area
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seems tenable, it has still been argued that Roman 
authorities took a very active interest in the 
exploitation of the Fen landscapes (Fincham 
2002, 75), and there are some signs of this from 
recent excavations on the Fen edge. In particular, 
there is evidence for large-scale drainage of the 
Rhee Lake marsh-inlet at Colne Fen in the early 
Roman period (Evans 2013a, 50), which must 
have been a considerable undertaking, and there 
are ‘military-type’ raised sill granaries/warehouses 
at Camp Ground, Bullock’s Haste and Waterbeach 
(cf. Evans 2013b, 274). It may have been the case, 

as suggested by Mattingly (2006, 385), that some 
part of the region was retained as ager publicus or 
‘public land’, with native Britons allowed 
occupancy in return for rents and taxes levied in 
terms of produce such as salt and animal products. 

The case study area incorporates the southern 
edge of this well-studied Fenland landscape, along 
with the somewhat less well synthesised landscapes 
further south, including the gravel terraces of the 
Rivers Ouse and Cam, and the higher intervening 
claylands, much of which has been subject to 
exceptionally large-scale recent excavation. Recent 

N
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fig. 5.56.  Huge area excavation of Romano-British rural settlement in north-west Cambridge (Evans and Newman 
2010)
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evaluations and excavations by Cambridge 
Archaeological Unit in north-west Cambridge, for 
example, covered 150 ha and revealed at least five 
Roman settlements to the south of the main 
Cambridge to Godmanchester road, most densely 
packed along a band of gravel (to maximise ‘dry-
living’; Evans pers. comm.) between zones of 
heavier clay (http://www-cau.arch.cam.ac.uk/
NWC.htm) (fig. 5.56). 

SETTLEMENT PATTERNS AND 
CHRONOLOGY

The broad chronological patterns of the 85 
settlements (farmsteads, villas and nucleated sites) 
in the study area are shown in fig. 5.57, with 
wider landscape developments illustrated in figs 
5.58, 5.60 and 5.62. Although there is widespread 
evidence for middle Iron Age occupation in the 
area (e.g. Timby et al. 2007b, 54–6; Evans 2013a), 
just 22 settlements in our dataset had evidence of 
activity continuing from this period into the late 
Iron Age or beyond, these being a mix of open, 
enclosed and complex farmsteads. There then 
appears to have been a significant increase in the 
number of ‘new’ settlements during the late Iron 
Age, with some of these, such as Tort Hill (Ellis 
and Hughes 1998) being established in the context 
of existing field systems. The distribution of late 
Iron Age settlement shows a relatively high level of 
occupation within the Fenland zone (71 per cent 
of all Fen sites in the study area in use at this 
time), as well as further south in the vicinity of 
Cambridge, which is known to have had Iron Age 
origins (Alexander and Pullinger 1999, 17) (fig. 

5.58). This is in contrast to the area around 
Godmanchester, which had no known Iron Age 
settlement background (Jones 2003, 186), and 
around which late Iron Age settlement is 
comparatively rare. 

Further south along the Ouse Valley there is 
increasing evidence for later Iron Age occupation, 
both along the river terraces and on the surrounding 
higher claylands, which have been shown by 
limited excavation and wider scale field surveys to 
have been quite densely populated at this time 
(Timby et al. 2007b, 55). A recent road scheme 
evaluation along a 28 km corridor north-west of 
Cambridge indicated that the claylands in this 
area were first colonised at any scale during the 
middle Iron Age, with communities starting to be 
able to farm the heavy soils of these highly fertile 
landscapes (Evans and Standring 2012, 100–2). 
Further recent road scheme and housing 
developments on the boulder claylands west of 
Cambridge have also revealed extensive, managed 
landscapes of later Iron Age date, with over half of 
the fourteen identified sites in this area having 
some kind of demonstrable pre-conquest origins 
(Abrams and Ingham 2008; Wright et al. 2009). 
The majority of classified farmsteads in this 
clayland zone were of simple enclosed type (e.g. 
Poplar Plantation; fig. 5.59), while complex 
farmsteads were more widely distributed across 
the claylands, river terraces and Fens, usually 
comprising irregular systems of conjoined 
enclosures such as at Little Common Farm (fig. 
5.59). Around 50 per cent of all enclosed 
farmsteads within the case study area did not 

fig. 5.57.  Chronological patterns of case study settlements: (a) number of settlements in use; (b) settlement 
‘establishment’ and ‘abandonment’; (c) farmstead types in use
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appear to continue much beyond the mid-first 
century a.d., and of those that did, nearly all were 
confined to the central boulder claylands.

The post-conquest period saw no great rise in 
overall settlement numbers, though this disguises 
a period of apparent major settlement upheaval, 
with c. 20 per cent of the 48 sites in use being 

newly established during this time and a further 
20 per cent being abandoned by the end of the 
first century a.d. This remains the period with the 
highest levels of abandonment or at least 
dislocation until the fourth century a.d., and while 
it does not appear to have been catastrophic, it is 
not unreasonable to suppose some kind of 

fig. 5.58.  Settlement development in the case study area in the late Iron Age with selected sites named in the text

fig. 5.59.  Late Iron Age farmsteads on the Cambridgeshire claylands (Wright et al. 2009): (a) Complex farmstead 
at Little Common Farm; (b) Enclosed farmstead at Poplar Plantation
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association of this pattern with either the Claudian 
conquest or the Boudican revolt and the 
subsequent increased military presence that has 
been argued for the area (Malim 2005, 42; though 
see Ch. 6). All of those abandoned settlements 
that could be classified were enclosed farmsteads, 
while most new farmsteads were of complex type, 
albeit of far more regular form than was typical in 
the late Iron Age (e.g. see fig. 5.63). There is at 
least one incidence (Roxton Road West, Beds: 
Timby et al. 2007b) when an enclosed farmstead 
was transformed into something more complex, 
and indeed this was a period when sixteen 
settlements (c. 19 per cent of the total) are 
recorded as undergoing some form of 
transformation, such as at Bob’s Wood, 3 km 
north-west of Godmanchester, where an existing 
farmstead was modified into a typically more 
formalised and integrated enclosure system 
(Hinman 2012). At Camp Ground on the Fen 
edge there appears to have been direct continuity 
from the middle Iron Age through to the late 
Roman period, though the Iron Age enclosure 
compounds gave way to a more indefinite group of 
fields/enclosures at some point in the mid- to later 
first century a.d., before a complete reorganisation 

into a large nucleated port settlement in the early 
second century a.d. (Evans 2013b, 203).

The second century was the period when 
settlement numbers reached their height in the 
study area, as with the wider regions around it 
(fig. 5.60). By this time Godmanchester and 
Cambridge appear to have become thriving, albeit 
fairly modest, urban centres, both probably 
developing from Roman military sites, with a 
range of industries and agricultural facilities. All 
the nucleated settlements in the area seem to have 
been in existence by this time, most developing in 
some form from earlier smaller farming 
settlements, although the two substantial ‘village’ 
settlements (which contained major, probably 
stone-footed building complexes) revealed by 
evaluation trenching, geophysics and cropmarks at 
Longstanton, appear to date from the second 
century onwards (Evans et al. 2006), hinting at the 
greater propensity for settlement nucleation 
during the mid–later Roman period. 

Lying c. 6 km further south, just c. 2 km to the 
north-west of Cambridge, was an extensive 
settlement fronting onto the Godmanchester road 
covering over 5 ha (NW Cambridge Site IV; see 
fig. 5.56), which developed from a small complex 

fig. 5.60.  Settlement development in the case study area in the early Roman period with selected sites named in the 
text

Romanch5.indd   197 15/09/2016   17:53:41



 THE RURAL SETTLEMENT OF ROMAN BRITAIN198

farmstead of mid–late Iron Age date. It is hard not 
to see its major development in the later first and 
second centuries a.d. as being related to the 
development of the town at Cambridge, though as 
the post-excavation work for this site is on-going, 
the specific social and economic relationships 
between the settlements remain uncertain. 
However, it was one of at least twelve settlements 
that have been revealed within 5 km of Cambridge 
(further sites are recorded to the south of the town 
beyond the Central Belt region, e.g. Addenbrooke’s: 
Evans 2008), that appear to have developed quite 
rapidly in the early Roman period. These include 
a number of complex-type farmsteads characterised 
by systems of enclosures and linked by trackways/
droveways, such as at Vicar’s Farm, c. 1 km west of 
Cambridge, which appears to have been a place 
for the storage and processing of locally grown 
cereals (Lucas 2001; see fig. 5.63(a)). In all, it 
indicates a highly organised and managed 
landscape, seemingly geared up for intensive 
agricultural and at some levels (e.g. pottery 
production) industrial production.

The hinterland of Godmanchester, 23 km 
north-west of Cambridge, only really started to be 
developed from the beginning of the second 
century a.d., with farmsteads such as Rectory 
Farm lying just 800 m north-east of the town and 
seemingly linked by a road and field boundaries 
(Lyons et al. forthcoming; Jones 2003, 188). Both 
this and the longer-lived settlement at Bob’s 
Wood, 3 km north-east of the town overlooking 
Ermine Street, appear to have been quite wealthy 
farmsteads by this time, with aisled buildings, 
networks of enclosures and substantial pottery 
and small finds assemblages; both later developed 
into relatively modest villas that otherwise appear 
quite rare in this area.

Further north along the Fen edge there also 
appear to have been major developments in the 
early second century a.d., with establishment of 
the inland Fen port at Camp Ground, Colne Fen 

(see Ch. 3, fig. 3.10), and the transformation of a 
nearby farmstead at Langdale Hale into a series of 
formally arranged enclosures along a major 
trackway, associated with ironworking, hide 
processing and large-scale crop processing (Evans 
2013b, 47; fig. 5.63(c)). The specialist nature of 
the Langdale Hale site is reminiscent of the Vicar’s 
Farm settlement, with both sites also having 
relatively large assemblages of pottery, coins and 
certain other finds compared with many other 
farmsteads (fig. 5.61). This suggests a special 
socio-economic role for such settlements, perhaps 
incorporating markets and/or tax collection points, 
linked to their close proximity to important 
nucleated settlements (see discussion of ‘rich’ 
farmsteads above). However, while Langdale Hale 
has been suggested as having specific associations 
with state supply networks (ibid.), Vicar’s Farm 
seemingly has no indication of ‘official’ status.

The development of Fen edge sites like Camp 
Ground and Langdale Hale, together with others, 
including a large but ill-understood nucleated 
settlement at New Fen Drove, appears to coincide 
with a major expansion of settlement deeper into 
the Fens. It is also the period when the Car Dyke 
canal was thought to have been constructed (see 
above, p. 176), which, for the Cambridgeshire part 
at least, is likely to have been used for river 
transport, part of a wider system of Fenland rivers/
canals. The increased exploitation of these Fenland 
waterways as a transport network has been 
suggested as being connected with military supply 
(Evans 2013b, 451), with agricultural produce 
from the region being collected along with other 
goods and then shipped north via ports like Camp 
Ground. This would at least partly explain the 
apparently strong ‘official state interest’ in the 
Fenland area from this time, as noted above. 
However, explicit epigraphic evidence of state 
involvement in the Fens remains to be discovered.

Unlike in the central Fens, the settlement 
pattern on the Fen edge and throughout most of 
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the study area does not appear to contract too 
drastically during the later Roman period (fig. 
5.62). Indeed the third century a.d. was the high 
point of settlements such as Camp Ground, while 
modest villa buildings were constructed at Bob’s 
Wood, Rectory Farm and Whitehills (an associated 
late Roman cemetery was excavated at Watersmeet: 
Nicholson 2006) around Godmanchester. Activity 
within the town itself appears to have been most 
intensive during the second and third centuries 
a.d., though possible episodes of flooding occurred 
during the mid-third century, and there is evidence 
for contraction in some areas later in that century, 
contemporary with the construction of the first 
masonry defences (Jones 2003, 187–8). 
Nevertheless there was clearly continuing activity 
in the town at least until the end of the fourth 
century, and further corridor villas of probable 
fourth-century date were built along the Ouse 
Valley, 10 km to the east at Fen Drayton (Mortimer 
1995; Evans 2013b, 474) and within an Ouse 
tributary 14 km to the south-west at Great 
Staughton (Greenfield et al. 1994); there are also 
a number of other known or suspected villas 
within the valley for which there is minimal 
information. 

The situation around Cambridge appears more 
varied in the later Roman period, with some sites 
having been abandoned by the early/mid-second 
century (e.g. High Cross and Addenbrooke’s) and 
others like Vicar’s Farm to the west being most 
intensively occupied in the later third century 
(Lucas 2001). A third-century villa was hinted at 
by the concentrations of high-status building 
material found during excavations at the north-
west Cambridge development (Site VII), but there 
was little evidence of much activity into the fourth 
century (Evans and Newman 2010). Other possible 
mid–late Roman villas in the vicinity, at places like 
Milton (Reynolds 1994) and King’s Hedges 
School, Arbury (Alexander and Trump 1969; HER 
05424 and 05411), remain quite poorly understood, 
though they do hint at increased elite architectural 
investment at this time. 

Two other farmsteads (Site II/RB1 and 
Traveller’s Rest Sub Site) excavated as part of the 
north-west Cambridge development were 
abandoned or had changed use by the end of the 
second century (Evans 2015), while the larger 
roadside settlement (Site IV) underwent a gradual 
contraction during the third century a.d. with all 
activity ceasing by the mid-fourth century. Overall, 

fig. 5.62.  Settlement development in the case study area in the late Roman period with selected sites named in the 
text
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it seems that after a highpoint in the mid-Roman 
period (corresponding with the maximum growth 
of Cambridge and the main period of production 
of the local Horningsea pottery industry), there 
was a more pronounced decline in fortunes, with 
over half of all settlements around the town 
appearing to be in decline or being abandoned 
before the end of the third century. Whether this 
represents a genuine decline in the intensity of 
exploitation of the landscape, or else an ‘economic 
re-alignment’ with many smaller farming units 
giving way to fewer larger (villa?) estates, as 
suggested by Lucas (2001, 153) remains uncertain, 
though the latter seems more likely. There is 
certainly no evidence for an expansion of the town 
at Cambridge at this time (i.e. no indication that 
surrounding populations were moving into the 
town), though the earlier earthwork defences were 
replaced by a stone wall and ditch by the mid-
fourth century, and occupation is thought to have 
continued in some form at least into the fifth 
century (Burnham and Wacher 1990, 249). 
Whatever the situation, it suggests a somewhat 
different trajectory of rural development to that of 
the Ouse Valley to the west where there is a 
stronger fourth-century tradition overall, perhaps 

linked to a more active maintenance of the trade 
networks up through to the port at Camp Ground, 
which still appears to have been well used at this 
time. Nevertheless, all parts of the study area 
remain fairly modest, in terms of the numbers and 
types of settlement in use, compared with the 
western Fen edge around Durobrivae; here many 
villas developed in the later Roman period, 
suggesting that the Lower Nene Valley was the 
more vibrant social and economic zone during the 
late Roman period.

FARMING THE LAND

The river and Fen gravel terraces of this part of 
Cambridgeshire are very well suited to both 
pastoral and arable farming, while the heavier soils 
of the claylands have now been proven to be 
equally well exploited, although with more of an 
emphasis on animal pasture (Abrams and Ingham 
2008, 119). There are various different strands of 
evidence that may be used in attempts to 
reconstruct aspects of this agricultural economy, 
including settlement morphology, wider landscape 
infrastructure (fields, paddocks, droveways etc.), 
agricultural tools and structures, and a whole suite 

fig. 5.64.  Mid–late Roman farmstead at Fenstanton in relation to surrounding cropmarks in the lower Ouse Valley 
(cropmark data © Historic England)

Romanch5.indd   201 15/09/2016   17:53:56



 THE RURAL SETTLEMENT OF ROMAN BRITAIN202

of environmental remains. Many of these have 
already been touched upon in the broader context 
of the Central Belt region overall, and will be fully 
explored on a wider basis in a subsequent volume, 
but here these elements will be used to create a 
brief synopsis of the variability of farming practices 
on a much smaller scale.

The farming landscape: farmsteads, fields 
and trackways

It has been noted above that from the early Roman 
period onwards most farmsteads in the case study 
area were characterised by systems of regular 
conjoined enclosures, often structured around 
trackways/droveways that are presumed to have 
linked different settlements with fields and wider 
open pastures (e.g. complex farmsteads shown in 
fig. 5.63). The nature of these sites suggests that 
they were geared up for livestock management, 
with many of the enclosures containing waterholes 
and presumably being used as paddocks, as 
demonstrated by the recently excavated site at 
NIAB, Cambridge (see fig. 5.37 above). National 
Mapping Programme (NMP) cropmark data for 
parts of this Fen edge area have revealed many 

other examples of what appear to be Roman-
period complex farmsteads, adding valuable 
contextual information about the landscapes 
around some of the excavated sites. An example in 
the Lower Ouse Valley revealed a major droveway 
with adjacent paddocks/enclosures running north 
from a partially excavated mid–late Roman 
farmstead at Fenstanton, which comprised ditches, 
pits, waterholes and a probable timber building 
(Nicholson 2004) (fig. 5.64). The farmstead lay 
just 400 m north of a major Roman road and it 
seems likely that the road, farmstead, droveway 
and enclosures were all connected into a wider 
system associated with movement of animals from 
the open floodplain pasture, possibly up into the 
farmstead and through to the major road to be 
herded towards Cambridge or Godmanchester. 

figure 5.65 shows the extent of the NMP 
cropmark data in the wider region north-west of 
Cambridge in relation to the excavated sites, with 
those cropmarks interpreted as Iron Age/Roman 
settlements highlighted in red and those suggested 
as enclosures or field systems in blue. The field 
systems in particular seem more densely clustered 
on and around the gravel terraces and lower valley 

fig. 5.65.  National Mapping Programme (NMP) ‘Iron Age and Roman’ cropmark data (red=‘settlement’; 
blue=‘fields/enclosures’) in relation to excavated sites to the north and west of Cambridge (cropmark data © Historic 
England)
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slopes (e.g. fig. 5.66c), while settlements seem 
equally well represented on the higher claylands 
(though there are indications of a preference for 
occupation sites on gravels beside clays in this 
area: Evans and Standring 2012, 100–3). In many 
ways this reflects the excavated evidence, with 
nine out of the twelve field systems being located 
at these lower levels, suggesting that much of this 

area was highly organised into an integrated 
agricultural landscape. However, it is clear that 
even in these lower-lying zones field systems did 
not spread everywhere, as an excavated area of 
over 50 ha in extent lying immediately to the west 
of the nucleated settlements at Longstanton, on 
the interface between the third terrace gravels and 
Amptill Claylands, was almost completely devoid 

fig. 5.66.  Plans of excavated Roman agricultural landscapes at (a) Low Fen, Fen Drayton (Mortimer 1995) and (b) 
The Fields (Wright et al. 2009), along with (c) NMP cropmark of Iron Age/Roman field system in the Lower Ouse 
Valley (NMR 15285; © Historic England)
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of Roman features (Hunt and Paul 2015). In 
addition, it is clear that some field systems did 
occur on the higher claylands, such as the 
intermittent pockets of fields observed to the west 
of Cambridge that were seemingly aligned upon 
the main Roman road system, probably dating 
from the second century a.d. (Wright et al. 2009, 
87). Two superimposed rectangular field systems 
were excavated at The Fields in this boulder clay 
landscape, the latter system comprising an unusual 
grid arrangement, with the ‘compartments’ (9 × 
13–17 m) representing either small fields or 
animal pens (ibid., 57) (fig. 5.66b).

It is assumed that many of the field systems in 
the study area, as elsewhere, relate to the practice 
of arable agriculture, though, unfortunately, rarely 
is there any direct environmental evidence for this. 
There are, however, five examples of the ‘lazybed’ 
system of parallel bedding-trenches discussed 
above, which appear to be related to horticulture 
(fig. 5.66a). This concentration of c. 20 per cent 
of all recorded Roman lazybed systems from 
England and Wales within such a relatively small 
area suggests growing horticultural crops was a 
specialisation in this region, which is at least 
partially borne out by the evidence of the plant 
remains (see below, p. 205).

Agricultural structures and objects

Settlement morphology, trackways and fields 
provide a crucial context for the variable farming 
practices in the region, but further details are 
dependent upon associated structures, finds and in 
particular environmental remains. In terms of 
structures there are buildings interpreted as 
granaries at three settlements, two along the Fen 
edge at Camp Ground and Knobbs Farm and 
another at the farmstead/villa at Rectory Farm just 
outside Godmanchester. In addition, twelve aisled 
buildings on seven sites possibly served an 
agricultural function, while a large timber building 
at Car Dyke, Waterbeach may have been used for 
grain storage as environmental remains from the 
adjacent canal sediments included quantities of 
insect pests of stored grain (Macaulay 2012). All of 
these structures hint at the large-scale storage and 
movement of grain in the area, while corndryers at 
eight sites, mostly complex farmsteads, suggest 
extensive processing of arable crops, though some 
may have also been used in the malting process, as 
indicated at Newmarket Road, Cambridge, where 
large quantities of malting waste came from the 
oven (Wallis 2012). Corndryers, along with drying 
racks, threshing floors and granaries were also 
found in Godmanchester, indicating that at least 
some of the crop processing (and probably malting) 
was carried out in ‘urban’ environments (Jones 
2003, 188). 

There is considerable evidence for milling in 
the study area, with fragments of over 50 millstones 
recovered from eleven sites, most a mixture of 
complex farmsteads and nucleated settlements, 
including sixteen examples from Langdale Hale, 
Earith, which, as mentioned above, is interpreted 
as a specialised (and ‘official’?) cereal-processing 
farmstead, associated with the nearby port at 
Camp Ground (Evans 2013b, 171). A further 
twelve millstones also came from the fourth-
century villa at Great Staughton (Greenfield et al. 
1994), while others are known from Vicar’s Farm, 
both also possibly specialised processing centres. 
Agricultural tools are reasonably rare finds in any 
Romano-British context, but were recorded on ten 
sites in the area, again a mixture of complex 
farmsteads and nucleated settlements, and 
included a sickle, shears, and ploughshare from 
Lower Cambourne (Wright et al. 2009) and a hoe, 
rake prong, and socketed pruning hook from 
Love’s Farm St Neots (Oxford Archaeology East 
2012). In all, the evidence suggests that many of 
the complex farmsteads and nucleated settlements, 
along with the few villas in the area, were organised 
for extensive arable cultivation of the gravel 
terraces and valley sides, most probably in a mixed 
arable farming economy integrated with livestock 
management. 

Faunal remains

The evidence for animal remains is typically quite 
rich in this region, with data recovered from 
around two-thirds of all settlements in the case 
study area. There are 45 phased animal bone 
assemblages with over 100 NISP, 37 from 
farmsteads (twenty complex, six enclosed), and 
the remainder from a few nucleated settlements, a 
single modest villa (Bob’s Wood), a shrine 
(Haddenham), a field system and a pottery 
production site. For the case study area as a whole 
cattle clearly dominate (52 per cent of CSP), then 
sheep/goat (41 per cent) with a very small 
proportion of pig (6.9 per cent). There are some 
assemblages, particularly in parts of the Ouse 
Valley area and on the Fen island of Ely, where 
sheep/goat do form the majority, though usually 
only by a very small margin. Exceptions include 
the late Iron Age settlement and Roman period 
shrines at Haddenham in the Fens (up to 80 per 
cent sheep/goat) and a mid-Roman assemblage 
from a probable complex farmstead just to the 
east of Godmanchester (61 per cent sheep/goat: 
Wait 1990). 

There are clear differences between farmstead 
types in terms of the proportion of the main 
domesticated species, as demonstrated above for 
the Central Belt as a whole, with cattle dominating 
at complex farmsteads and sheep/goat at enclosed 
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farmsteads. For the most part this pattern is the 
result of chronological factors, with nearly all 
enclosed farmsteads that have faunal assemblages 
being dated to the late Iron Age, when there is a 
clear bias towards sheep husbandry. In contrast, 
however, in four out of the five late Iron Age 
assemblages from complex farmsteads, cattle 
form the dominant taxon. The pronounced 
increase in the proportion of cattle from the mid-
Roman period onwards, as observed for the wider 
region, is certainly seen in this study area, 
concurrent with the major expansion of complex 
farmsteads, nucleated settlement, and as far as 
the chronological evidence will allow, field 
systems and corndryers. This suggests that the 
increase in the importance of cattle was part of a 
wider-scale shift to more expansive arable 
agriculture, with the animals being used for 
traction and manuring.

Plant remains

It has been suggested above that an increase in 
arable agriculture during the mid–late Roman 
period may have been one of the primary drivers 
behind large-scale changes in the rural landscape 
in this zone and the wider Central Belt region. 
Charred plant remains were recovered from 66 
sites in the Cambridgeshire Fen edge case study 
area, and there is no doubt that spelt wheat 
formed the primary arable crop, though emmer 
wheat was present in much higher proportions 
than elsewhere in the Central Belt, being identified 
in over 50 per cent of assemblages. During the 
Roman period emmer was rarely more than a very 
minor component, and may well have been a 
contaminant rather than an actively cultivated 
crop, though there are several instances of it being 
the dominant crop in late Iron Age assemblages, 
such as at Hurst Lane Reservoir, Ely and Wardy 
Hill, which both contained large amounts of 
emmer chaff, almost certainly representing crop-
processing waste. The more frequent occurrence 
of emmer during the late Iron Age helps to explain 
the greater association of this crop with enclosed 
farmsteads. Later Roman assemblages from this 
farmstead type show the typical spelt dominance, 
thereby suggesting that there were eventually no 
major differences in the cultivation of primary 
cereal types between different types of farmstead. 
Free-threshing wheat also occurred in a higher 
percentage of assemblages here than in many 
other areas in the Central Belt, being found on 
almost 60 per cent of complex farmsteads and 
nucleated settlements, occasionally in some 
quantity, such as in the late Roman farmstead at 
Harradine’s Farm, Woodhurst (Williams 2011). 
Flax and broad bean were also found at this site 
and it was suggested (ibid.) that there was a system 

of crop rotation, which may well have been the 
case at 21 other settlements where, in addition to 
the major wheats and barley, flax, rye and/or 
pulses were also found. Rye appears only to have 
been added to this suite of minor crops in the third 
and fourth centuries a.d.

Evidence for horticultural crops is fairly limited, 
though given the number of ‘lazybed’ cultivation 
trenches noted above they are likely to have been 
quite widespread. Waterlogged remains from a 
pond at the farmstead/villa at Rectory Farm just 
outside Godmanchester produced macrofossils of 
beet, marigold, grape, fig, fennel and opium 
poppy, along with other plant and tree species 
reminiscent of a Mediterranean style garden, 
indicating the high status of the occupants of the 
site (Lyons et al. forthcoming). The fig is certainly 
likely to be an imported plant, though grapes are 
known to have been cultivated in the wider region 
(e.g. at Wollaston; see above, p. 183) and another 
possible grape pip has been recovered nearby at a 
potentially extensive farming settlement at Ely 
Road/Hill Close, Milton (Rees 2009).

Finally, in terms of environmental remains, it is 
worth noting that at least five excavated sites in the 
case study area are argued to have evidence for hay 
meadows (e.g. Eaton Socon: Gibson 2005; Little 
Paxton Quarry: A. Jones 2011), based on plant 
and insect remains. Hay would have been an 
increasingly important commodity for ensuring 
winter animal fodder, especially with the growth 
of the two main towns and other larger nucleated 
settlements, and so it is quite likely that extensive 
areas of managed hay meadow existed within the 
major river valleys of the Cam and the Ouse and 
around the Fen edge. 

SUMMARY: ROMAN RURAL SETTLEMENT 
IN CAMBRIDGESHIRE FEN EDGE

This brief account of late Iron Age and Roman 
rural settlement on the Cambridgeshire Fen edge 
has demonstrated the variability of landscape use 
and development even within a relatively limited 
area, though all within a broader framework of 
more widespread change that occurred as the 
region became fully incorporated within the 
Roman province. A reasonably high density of 
mixed late Iron Age settlement was found 
throughout the Fens, valleys and higher claylands, 
and there is evidence for considerable disruption 
to this pattern within the 50 years following the 
Claudian conquest, possibly associated with the 
aftermath of this conquest or with the Boudican 
revolt almost 20 years later. Post-conquest 
developments were, nevertheless, highly localised, 
with many new or transformed settlements around 
Cambridge dating from the mid-first century a.d., 
and other transformations further west, in the 
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Ouse Valley and Fen edge, belonging to the later 
first and early second centuries. The wider 
landscape soon developed into a mosaic of 
trackways, fields and open grassland areas with 
complex farmsteads particularly dominant in the 
wide river valleys and broad Fen edge gravels. 
Some of these developed into specialised 
agricultural processing and, perhaps, market 
centres, linked to local nucleated centres and 
associated with the intensification of arable 
production, contributing to the wider ‘bread 
basket’ of central Roman Britain. Longer distance 
trade of agricultural and other produce is also 
hinted at by the development of roads and 
waterways, along with the establishment of the 
Fenland port at Camp Ground.

Such developments continued into the later 
Roman period, when there is some evidence for 
increased elite investment in villa architecture, 
though seemingly not to the same extent or at the 
same scale of opulence as in the Lower Nene 
Valley or further west in the Cotswolds. The 
decline in farming settlement numbers around 
Cambridge at this time may reflect a centralisation 
of the landscape into larger villa estates, although 
the excavated evidence for such settlements 
remains fairly minimal. Over 40 per cent of the 
sites in the study area indicate some activity 
continuing to at least the end of the fourth century 
a.d., while reports on the farmstead/villa at 
Rectory Farm (Lyons et al. forthcoming) and the 
farmstead at Childerley Gate (Abrams and Ingham 
2008) suggest occupation, if only limited, into the 
fifth century. Given the problems with dating this 
period noted above, it is probable that many other 
late Roman sites also continued into the fifth 
century if not beyond, although it is likely that the 
late Roman agricultural patterns underwent 
significant re-alignment, as suggested by the sub-
Roman (fifth century) faunal assemblage from 
Childerley Gate, which reverted from cattle to 
sheep/goat dominance (ibid., 120). 

Most of the data used in this case study have 
been derived from the recent proliferation of very 
extensive excavations in and around 
Cambridgeshire Fen edge, and, used together with 
other data sources such as the NMP cropmark 
survey, are helping to transform our understanding 
of the variability of the Romano-British 
countryside, even on a relatively localised  
scale. Many of the large-scale archaeological 
investigations, such as at North-West Cambridge 
and NIAB Huntington Road, are still in the early 
phases of post-excavation analysis, and, together 
with the many future planned projects, will no 
doubt further revolutionise our understanding not 
only of this landscape, but also of the diversity of 
the wider Central Belt region.

REGION SUMMARY

The large Central Belt region encompasses a 
diverse range of landscapes, including major river 
valleys, clay vales and plateaus, chalk and limestone 
hills and three substantial areas of wetland. As 
would be expected, there is a corresponding 
diversity in the density, chronology and character 
of Roman rural settlement, though there is also a 
degree of cultural and economic homogeneity as 
expressed through the range of material culture, 
architecture, landscape infrastructure and 
settlement types. It is essentially what may be 
regarded as ‘typical’ Romano-British countryside, 
in having large numbers of farmsteads surrounded 
by trackways and field systems, as well as the 
greatest concentration of settlements with villa 
architecture and a range of larger nucleated 
settlements, mostly sited upon the major Roman 
road system. The region also contains a high 
proportion of the Roman province’s major urban 
centres, including at least four civitas capitals, 
which must have had a significant influence on 
underlying rural settlement development.

The Central Belt was clearly well populated in 
the late Iron Age, with a high percentage of 
settlements to the east of the region in particular 
being established de novo at this time. The impact 
of the Roman conquest (or Boudican revolt) is 
hard to detect in most areas, though landscapes 
like the Trent Valley and Rises and parts of the 
West Anglian Plain do appear to have had a 
slightly greater dislocation of settlement from the 
late Iron Age (see discussion, Ch. 12). In most 
areas, however, it is not until the start of the 
second century a.d. that major developments 
occurred, reflected in changes in settlement 
morphology, architecture, landscape infrastructure 
and agricultural practice. In particular the rise in 
number of complex farmsteads, and corresponding 
increases in trackways and field systems, suggest a 
greater emphasis on landscapes that were more 
actively managed for agricultural productivity. It 
appears that during the second century a.d., 
complex farmsteads spread from the valleys of the 
West Anglian Plain (Nene and Ouse), where many 
had evidence for longer histories of occupation, to 
the main western valleys of the Upper Thames, 
Avon and Severn, where many seem to have been 
new ‘implantations’, indicating wide-scale changes 
in these landscapes.

Settlement numbers as a whole peaked during 
the later second century a.d., a period which also 
corresponded with a major growth in the number 
of villas across much of the region. The architecture 
of ‘non-villa’ settlements also demonstrated an 
increase in diversity by this time, with rectangular 
buildings now being the norm and a big increase 
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in the evidence for masonry structures, sometimes 
with multiple rooms. However, despite this move 
towards what may be argued as more ‘Roman’ 
types of buildings, there remained considerable 
diversity within the region, with circular 
architecture, for example, remaining quite 
prominent in parts of the West Anglian Plain. 

The later Roman period sees perhaps the 
greatest differentiation between landscape zones 
of the Central Belt. To the east the Fens (though 
not the Fen edge) exhibit a significant decline in 
settlement numbers from the early/mid-third 
century a.d., while numbers are at their height in 
the Cotswolds during the early fourth century. A 
large proportion of these were villas, including a 
number of ‘super-villas’, clearly belonging to the 
uppermost members of society. Such apparent 
concentration of wealth in a relatively small area 

cannot be directly related to any changes in 
agricultural practice, though the general decline in 
rural settlement numbers in the fourth century 
(particularly notable in the Severn and Avon 
Valleys adjacent to the Cotswolds) may have been 
part of large-scale landscape reorganisation at this 
time, perhaps including a move to more centralised 
estates.

Overall, the sheer number of excavated Roman 
rural settlements in the Central Belt has enabled a 
much greater appreciation of the depth of diversity 
within a ‘core’ zone of Roman Britain. The 
differences in settlement types are just one aspect, 
and can be related to other patterns in material 
culture and environmental material, that at least 
start to reveal something of the mosaic of 
communities that lived in the heart of the Roman 
province.
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