
VIII.-!—THIRD REPORT ON THE ROMAN SITE 
AT OLD DURHAM

B y R. P. W rig h t  and J. P. G illam .

(Read on 28th May, 1952.)

The first and second reports on the Roman civilian site 
at Old Durham, which lies one mile east-south-east of 
Durham Cathedral, recorded the bath-building,1 excavated 
in 1941-3, and two circular pavements,2 excavated in 1948. 
In August 1951 Mr. Jack Hay informed the Rev. T. Romans 
that in the previous spring the mechanical removal of top- 
soil in preparation for further quarrying of gravel had laid 
bare further stonework. Mr. Romans and the first-named 
writer inspected the site and found that two paved areas lay 
partly exposed 40 yards north-east of the former site of the 
two circular pavements which had been removed by quarry
ing in the spring of 1948. Accordingly, between August 
and November 1951, in the time which they had available 
they cleared these paved areas.

The larger paved area was 21 feet long and in width 
varied from three to four feet; an adjacent patch, five feet 
from north to south and three feet from east to west, lay 
at a distance of three feet to the north-west; its main feature 
was a large stone, 21 by 15 by 8 inches, lying on clean gravel. 
The smaller paved area lay at a distance of ten yards to 
the south-west, and was nine feet long and four feet wide. 
A small patch of these stones, as indicated on the ground- 
plan, had been packed with clay, but elsewhere there was no 
evidence for the use of clay as a packing.

1 Richmond, Romans & Wright, A A \  xxii (1944), Iff.
2 Wright & Gillam, AA4, xxix (1951), 203ff.
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The stones of both areas were mainly substantial slabs 
of sandstone averaging a foot square, while a few were. 18 
inches long; the rest were smaller stones, about 6 inches 
square. They did not form .the foundation for any wall and 
had not been laid along a straight line. It is possible that 
the mechanical scraper, in removing the top-soil, had also 
loosened and removed a few of the laid stones from the 
margin of the paved areas, but it was clear that the scraper 
had found most of the stones, which projected above the 
level of the gravel sub-soil, too formidable for removal. 
Despite the irregular outline of the areas, the stones had 
clearly been laid to form a level paving, perhaps as the basis 
for stacks of corn within the farmyard.

In the middle of the larger paving one of the stones, as 
shown on the ground-plan, proved to be an inverted upper 
quern-stone of beehive type. For its cross-section and details 
see fig. 3 and appendix 3 below. At the western end of the 
same area some of the paving stones had sunk a few inches. 
They lay on top of a shallow rubbish-pit, shaped like the 
figure eight. The pit was 6 ft. 3 in. long, 2 ft. 7 in. wide 
at its maximum and 1 ft. 3 in. at its waist, and was cut to 
a depth of 13 inches in the sandy gravel. The lower six 
inches were filled with a black deposit, composed of sand 
and black organic matter of a woody nature. The wood was 
partly hawthorn and partly a gymnospermous wood, prob
ably juniper, which had been carbonized by burning. The 
slenderness of the fragments suggests that they came from 
brushwood or chippings. The upper seven inches were filled 
with sand and gravel from the sub-soil, a few blocks of stone, 
and 37 sherds of third-century pottery.

Report on the pottery.
The pottery found at Old Durham falls into two groups. 

The larger group consists of thirty-seven fragments from six 
separate vessels. These were found in a deposit sealed by 
the structural remains. They include:

1. Eight fragments from the rim and shoulder of a cook-



ing pot in light grey fabric. The vessel is lightly burnished 
above the zone of decoration, which consists, not of cross- 
hatching, but of groups of vertical lines, of which one group 
of four remains. This method of decoration seems to be 
exclusively of third-century date in northern Britain, though 
in some instances vessels so decorated have been assigned 
to the second century in southern British reports. The 
decoration appears on Bainbridge nos. 6 and 7, which are of 
early third-century date; the evidence for the dating of the 
feature is discussed in that report.3 The vessel has the true 
cavetto rim of early to mid-third-century cooking pots, 
cf. Carrawburgh nos. 2 and 3, and Poltross Bum", pi. iv, 
no. 24.

2. Nine fragments from the rim and shoulder of a cook
ing pot in black fumed fabric. In all other respects this 
vessel is closely similar to no. 1 and is doubtless contem
porary with it.

Insufficient of the section of the other four vessels remains 
for them to be drawn. They comprise:

3. Thirteen fragments from the side of a large thick- 
walled bulbous Castor-ware vessel with cream body and 
dark brown coating. Round the vessel there are broad bands 
of shallow rouletting, bounded above and below by scored 
lines. While the shape of the vessel cannot be reconstructed, 
and while no precise parallels to the decoration have been 
noted, the fabric and general feel of the vessel suggest a 
third-century date.

4. Four fragments from the body of a well-made light 
grey cooking pot with cross-hatched decoration; the angle 
of the decoration is a little less than 90°, which is not in
consistent with an early third-century date.

5. Two fragments from the side of an undecorated

3 For Bainbridge, see Proc. Leeds Phil. Soc., vii (1952), 1; Birdoswald,
CW2, xxx (1930), 169; Carrawburgh, AA4, xxix (1951), 1; Poltross Burn, 
CW2, xi (1911), 390.



f ig . 1. Based on the 25-inch O.S. map of Durham XXVII 6 (ed. 1919) with 
the sanction of the Controller of H. M. Stationery Office.

Crown Copyright reserved.



indented Castor-ware beaker in dead white fabric with a 
dark brown coating. This is probably of third-century date.

6. Two nondescript grey fragments.

The group is not large, but so far as it goes, it is remini
scent of the group of periods I and Ila in the mithrceum at 
Carrawburgh, and of the group from the drain beside the 
intervallum road at Bainbridge; both these can be related 
indirectly to inscriptions of the time of Septimius Severus. 
The individual fragments are larger on the average than those 
of the smaller group mentioned below; in three instances a 
number of fragments were found separately, at the same 
level, and the condition of the broken edges showed the 
breaks to be old, and yet they joined to form substantial 
portions of vessels. These vessels were clearly broken on 
the site, and there can then be no doubt that it was occupied 
in the third century a .d .

The smaller group, which was found at different points 
in the top-soil, consists of twenty fragments from twelve 
separate vessels. They include: '

7. A fragment from the rim of a bowl or dish in black 
fumed fabric. It is a rounded rim of early to mid-third- 
century date, cf. Birdoswald no. 80, and Carrawburgh nos. 
14 and 20. This piece is doubtless a stray from the earlier 
group.

8. Four fragments from the rim and shoulder of a cook
ing pot in light grey fabric with a backing of hard and 
sparkling grit. The vessel has a broad and simple rim which 
is not closely datable, but the fabric is undoubtedly medieval.

The remaining pieces include on the one hand three 
fragments from as many undistinguished grey Roman vessels, 
and on the other hand two fragments from a thumbed sag
ging base, two glazed fragments each of a different shade 
of green, three fragments from a bright orange vessel with 
traces of transparent yellow glaze, and five orange fragments
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with the grit backing typical of much medieval pottery, from 
three separate vessels.

The fragments of medieval pottery were for the most part 
very small. There were no joins among them except of 
clean and recent breaks. It would then appear that while 
the Roman vessels were broken on the site, the medieval 
scraps had been brought on to the field as rubbish, perhaps 
from the medieval farm of Old Durham, which lies a quarter 
of a mile to the north.

FIG. 3. POTTERY AND QUERN FOUND IN 1951 AT OLD DURHAM.
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Conclusions.
The paved areas contribute but little to the group of 

structures which formed this farmstead. It may well be 
that the main house stood near the bath-building and was 
destroyed before 1940 in the early years of .this modern 
gravel-quarrying. But the excavation of the three parts of 
the site which have been revealed by chance has produced 
a sequence of pottery which begins at the end of the 
Hadrianic period or very early in the Antonine age, with 
later examples of the second century; it is well represented 
by. the third-century vessels of the sealed rubbish-pit, des
cribed above, and it continued beyond the middle of the 
fourth century.

The Old Durham farmstead, equipped with the amenity 
of a bath-house, seems to constitute the most northerly of 
romanized farms so far discovered in the Roman Empire.
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APPENDIX 1 . *

REPORT ON A N  O RGAN IC DEPOSIT FROM TH E  
RUBBISH-PIT

By M is s  K . M. Chalklin, M .Sc.
The sample of material from the small'pit consisted of a mixture 

of fine sand and black organic matter of a woody nature which 
gave the whole a dark appearance. No doubt, the action of the 
sand has been to fracture and grind much of the carbonized wood 
to a powder, which is fairly evenly distributed in the sand.

Many slightly larger fragments, i or 2 mm. in diameter, showed 
recognizable wood structure and one small piece of a woody stem, 
about 17 mm. in diameter, was also present. The very brittle, 
carbonized condition of all the wood suggested that it had been 
burnt and the largest piece, a complete stem section, showed the 
radial fracturing common in certain woods when burnt.

Two kinds of wood were detected, namely hawthorn and a 
gymnospermous wood, probably juniper. In the small sample there 
was only one piece of hawthorn, which was the complete stem- 
section mentioned above. All the rest of the organic material which 
had recognizable structure appeared to be homogeneous and come 
from a gymnospermous wood, probably juniper, though it was 
impossible to identify such small fragments of this wood with cer
tainty. The fact that there were no larger fragments of this wood 
may indicate that it was originally thrown into the pit in the form 
of thin chippings.

APPENDIX 2 .

LIST OF SM A LL FINDS OTHER TH AN  PO TTERY

(1) Fragments of tiles found in the top-soil within a radius of 
ten yards from the site:

(a) tile, 3 x 2^ x f  in.
(b) tile, 2 x 1 1  x I  in.
(c) tile, i  x |  x i  in. (beside the smaller paving).
(d) ridge-tile (imbrex), ll x l f x l i n .
(e) ridge-tile, 1 1  x 1 x 1  in.



(2) flint flake, l j x |  in. (in the rubbish-pit). There is no
secondary working of the flake.

(3) two pieces, 1 1  x | x l  in. and l x f x i  in., of unburnt low-
grade carboniferous coal4 (in the rubbish-pit).

APPENDIX 3.

THE QUERN

The quern of buff sandstone which; when inverted, was incor
porated in the larger paved area is an upper millstone of the beehive 
type. It is .14 inches in diameter, 9 inches high, and lacks part of 
the base, where a flake, 2 inches thick and 8 inches wide, has broken 
away. The surviving part of the base is flat and shows no trace of 
grooving. A  splayed* socket has been cut, horizontally into the side 
for a depth of 21  inches in order to take a wooden handle for 
turning. The feedpipe, though splayed to a width of three inches 
at the top to form a hopper, is in general one inch in diameter and, 
instead of being vertical, has been drilled from top and bottom, so 
that the two holes do not meet truly at the centre but have a bias 
towards the side in which the handle was inserted.

The beehive quern first appears in Britain in phase B of the 
Early Iron Age. Over one hundred examples of upper or lower 
stones, mainly of the beehive shape, were found at the hill-fort of 
Hunsbury, near Northampton, and the name of this site has been 
adopted5 for describing the type prevalent in the Eastern Midland 
region. Another group, akin to the Hunsbury type, occurs in 
Yorkshire and differs only in avoiding any hole connecting the 
handle-socket with , the central feedpipe. Other variants6 of the 
beehive quern have been found in southern Scotland up to the Forth- 
Clyde isthmus.

Many of the querns found on Roman military sites belong to 
the Roman thin disc type formed either of volcanic rock from 
Andernach on the Rhine or from local stone cut to the Andernach 
pattern. Other examples, however, on some Roman sites in the

4 We owe this identification to the kindness of Dr. K. C. Dunham (Pro
fessor of Geology in the Durham Division of the University of Durham).

5 E. C. Curwen, Antiquity, xi (1937), p. 142; xv (1941), p. 16. Judith T. 
Philips, “ Survey of the distribution of querns of Hunsbury or allied types,” 
forming appendix 3 to Kathleen M. Kenyon, Leics. Arch. Soc. Trans., xxvi 
(1950), p. 75.

6 Mr. P. R. Ritchie, of the Hunterian Museum, Glasgow, from his research 
material, kindly cited instances of beehive querns in southern Scotland.



north of Britain appear to be derivative of the beehive type with 
some flattening of the contour. One occurred in a Flavian context 
at Newstead, and two examples came from the fort of Castlecary 
on the Antonine Wall; two more occurred in second-century occu
pation of Randy lands milecastle (no. 54) on Hadrian’s Wall. At 
Melandra Castle,7 in Derbyshire, four upper and three lower bee
hive querns were found, compared with six of the flatter, disc
shaped type.

This example from Old Durham seems to correspond to the 
Yorkshire type of beehive quern, and fits into a context in which 
native and Roman elements seem to have, been combined.

7 R. S. Conway (ed.), Melandra Castle, fig. 1, p. 8.


