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SUMMARY 

 

An archaeological watching brief was carried out during a minor traffic improvement 

scheme in Corbridge on the 27th and 28th of June 2016.  The works were along 

Watling Street, a little way to the north of Market Place, north-west of the Church of 

St Andrew and west of the listed churchyard wall and St Andrew’s Cottage. They 

involved the formation of a traffic island within the eastern carriageway of Watling 

Street and the insertion of new drainage gullies and a signpost. 

 

Corbridge is an historic settlement with occupation going back to early medieval 

times following the decay and abandonment of the Roman settlement of Corstopitum 

to the west. Watling Street formed a part of the later-medieval road layout which grew 

up around Market Place to the south and St Andrew’s Church to the west from the 

11th or 12th centuries, although street lines may have narrowed or widened over time. 

The early medieval form of the settlement is less well defined, but parts of St 

Andrew’s Church certainly date back to this period. The extent of the early graveyard 

around the church is not well known, either, and may have extended beyond the 

present churchyard wall. 

 

No structural remains, deposits or artefactual material were disturbed during the 

roadworks. Stratigraphy exposed was layers relating to highway construction to a 

depth of 0.35m below current road surface. Groundworks below this depth, to a 

maximum of 1.1m from the road surface for a new drainage gully and connecting 

ducts, cut into a loose mid-brown sand [04] with occasional lenses of gravel. The 

base of the layer was not reached at the final depth of excavation. The context of its 

formation remains uncertain. The only artefactual material recovered was a 

rectangular sandstone block. A few fragments of dog’s jaw bone were also recovered 

from the deposit. 
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1.  THE PROJECT  

Northumberland County Council (NCC) Highways and Local Services Department 

carried out minor traffic improvement works in Corbridge along Watling Street during 

late June 2016 (NY 9880 6440). Works involved the formation of a kerbed built-out 

traffic island within the eastern carriageway of Watling Street accompanied by the 

insertion of new drainage gullies and a ‘no entry’ signpost for traffic approaching from 

the north. Because the area is of known historic and archaeological interest, an 

archaeological watching brief accompanied the works to the terms of a briefing 

document prepared by Karen Derham (NCC Ref: HE141313; Conservation Team ref 

T13/24; 23779). The watching brief was carried out by Alan Williams Archaeology. 

No written scheme of investigation (WSI) was required for the monitoring works. 

  

 
 

Figure 1:  Location of the traffic improvement scheme in Corbridge (red arrow), to the 

North-west of St Andrew’s Church along Watling Street north of Market Place. 

 

 

2. HISTORIC BACKGROUND 

Corbridge is an historic settlement with focused occupation in its core area going 

back to at least early medieval times following the decay and abandonment of the 

Roman settlement of Corstopitum to the west (NCC Corbridge: Extensive Urban 

Reproduced from OS Landranger map 1:50 000 scale by permission of 
Ordnance Survey on behalf of The Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery 

Office. © Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number 100043652. 
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Survey 2009). Watling Street formed a part of the later-medieval road layout which 

grew up around Market Place to the south and St Andrew’s Church and its 

surrounding churchyard to the east from the 11th or 12th centuries. Although street 

lines seem to have been relatively fixed from this time, widths of the thoroughfares 

may have varied, possibly preserving settlement activity below present roadlines. 

The early medieval form of the settlement is less well defined, but parts of St 

Andrew’s Church certainly date back to this period. Nor is the extent of the early 

graveyard around the church securely established. It may once have run beyond the 

present churchyard wall. 

 

 
 

Figure 2:  Traffic Improvement Scheme in Corbridge. New traffic island (in green) on the east 

carriageway of Watling Street and north-west of St Andrew’s church. See figure 3 for 

gullies and service trenches in the area. 
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Reproduced from OS 1:2500 scale mapping by permission of Ordnance 
Survey on behalf of The Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office. © 
Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number 100043652. 
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3.  TRAFFIC IMPROVEMENT WORKS  
 

Works included: 

 Provision of a new kerbside drainage gully set in an excavation 1.2m deep 

along the east side of Watling Street with linking trench (0.6m deep) for ducts 

from existing gully which was removed; 

 Construction of a new built-out traffic island across the eastern carriageway of 

Watling Street involving the removal of road formation to a depth of c. 0.3m 

and the installation of new kerbs; 

 Installation of a new ‘no entry’ signpost within the area of the island with 

excavation to a depth of 0.6m from former road surface.  

 

4. ARCHAEOLOGICAL POTENTIAL 

Although there was no indication that the project area would contain any settlement 

remains from either prehistoric or Roman times, it was possible that Roman burials 

may have extended towards this area alongside a road leading out from the eastern 

end of the Roman settlement (HER entries 9006, 9007 and 9130). Roman coins have 

also been found in St Andrew’s churchyard (HER 9023). The early-medieval form of 

the settlement is poorly understood, and may also have centred on St Andrew’s 

Church. Early-medieval burials, or structures, may well have extended across the 

area. 
 

In later-medieval times, the general street pattern seen today in the centre of 

Corbridge was established. However, many of the streets may have been narrower 

than today. This suggests the possibility that relatively modern layers of road 

construction may overlie medieval remains which could include the frontages of 

properties running alongside the street lines or even burials at the former edges of 

the churchyard. 

 

5.  ARCHAEOLOGICAL WATCHING BRIEF 

The watching brief was carried out by Alan Williams Archaeology as per 

requirements set out in the NCC briefing document prepared by Karen Derham (see 

Appendix 1). 

 

5.1  Results 

Road formation layers (surface level 40.80m aOD), including current tarmac surface 

[01], earlier tarmac surface [05] and crushed dolomite bedding [06] were removed 

down to a depth of around 0.2m across the area of the new traffic island along 

Watling Street (figure 4). 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 7 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Plan of new traffic island along Watling Street. Trench for new drainage 

System in red. A, B and C locate the section of the trench shown as figure 4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Section of trench (located on figure 3) for new drainage system 

alongside the traffic island 
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A new drainage system was installed involving the replacement of the existing 

roadside gully at the north end of the new island, with a new gully at the south end. A 

trench, to take connecting ducts, was cut alongside the concrete kerb (projected on 

to the section drawing in figure 4 as [02]) to a depth of 0.5m from road surface with 

deeper slots to  north and south for the removal of the old, and installation of new 

gully respectively. These ran to a depth of c. 1.2m from the pavement level (c.39.60m 

aOD). Cutting of the trench and slots below modern road formation exposed an 

homogenous, loose mid-brown sand [04] with occasional lenses of gravel which 

continued below the base of the trench. The only artefactual material recovered from 

the deposit was a roughly squared sandstone block (0.38m long by 0.26m wide and 

0.21m deep). A small quantity of animal bone (fragments of a dog’s jaw and skull) 

was also recovered from the deposit. 

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

No significant archaeological deposits were seen during the traffic improvement 

scheme. Layer [04], an homogenous sand, was seen throughout the service trench 

within the new traffic island. It pre-dated road construction work - but by how much 

remains uncertain.  

 

7. CONTEXT DESCRIPTIONS 

No. Type Description Finds 

01 Layer Tarmac road surface  

02 Structure Concrete kerb blocks  

03 Layer Bedding for kerb blocks  

04 Layer Homogenous, mid brown sand with 

occasional gravel and pebble lenses. At 

least 1m deep, not bottomed. 

Sandstone block 

Fragments of dog 

jaw and skull 

05 Layer Old tarmac road surface  

06 Layer Grey, crushed dolomite road bedding  

07 Cut Service trench running east-west across 

traffic island 

 

08 Fill (of [07]) Concrete  
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8. PLATES 

 

 
 

Plate 1: Road surface cut away for the new traffic island. 

Looking north along Watling Street. 

 

 
 

Plate 2: Excavation for new gully at the south end of the works, to a depth 

of 1.2m showing road construction and sand [04] below. Looking 

east. 1m scale. 
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Plate 3: Service trench excavated along the kerbline, gully excavations 

to either end. Looking north. 

 

 
 

Plate 4: Excavation for new sign post within the area of the traffic island. 1m scale. 
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Plate 5: Removing the existing gully at the north end of the works. 1m scale. 
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APPENDIX 1: MONITORING BRIEF 

 

 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 13 

 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 14 

 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 15 

 

 

 

 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 16 

 

 

 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 17 

 

 

 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Corbridge Watling Street: Archaeological Watching Brief July 2016   AWA 19 

 


