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BACKGROUND TO THE REPORT 
 
This is one of a series of reports compiled by Northamptonshire Heritage as part of 
the English Heritage funded Extensive Urban Survey (EUS) of Northamptonshire, 
which is intended to provide an effective information base and research framework to 
guide the management of the county’s urban archaeological resource. The survey 
encompasses all urban settlements and others that may have had some urban 
attributes, from the Roman period to the 1930s. The only exception is Northampton, 
which is the subject of an Intensive Urban Survey in its own right. 
 
Each report comprises three distinct sections: a detailed description of the town in 
each major period; an assessment of potential and definition of a research agenda; and 
a strategy for future management. A consistent approach has been taken in the 
presentation of the description in each report with detail being presented under each 
standard category even where this has no direct or obvious relevance to the urban 
aspects. This section has however been presented in the form of a gazetteer with 
standard headings so enabling the reader to identify those sections of particular 
interest. The Ashton report by Jeremy Taylor covers just the Roman settlement as it 
lies in isolation from any later settlement. Other contributions to the EUS on digital  
mapping, database input and related work for the EUS have been made by various 
individuals including Christine Addison, Chris Jones, Paul Thompson, Rob Atkins, 
Phil Markham and especially Tracey Britnell and Abi Kennedy.  
 
The first objective of the report is to determine layout, character and chronology of 
development of the Roman town. An attempt has been made to identify the various 
components of the town which are likely to have left identifiable archaeological 
remains and, as far as practicable, to define the exact location and extent of these 
buried or upstanding ‘monuments’. They have also all been assessed for likely current 
survival and their potential to contribute to research objectives. The relationship of the 
town to its hinterland has also been considered and the potential for study of that 
interaction has been assessed. In this way the report aims to provide a well founded 
research framework, establishing the current state of knowledge of Ashton Roman 
town and defining a research agenda which can guide future archaeological 
investigation within the town. Conservation objectives have also been defined. This 
report should be viewed as a starting point rather than a definitive study, which it 
certainly is not. If this report serves its purpose then it will need to be regularly 
reviewed and substantially revised in future years as archaeological investigations are 
undertaken. 
 
Given the limitations of time, which inevitably must guide the conduct of a 
countywide project, it has been necessary to limit the depth of investigation. No 
original archaeological earthwork or other such field survey has been conducted, but 
all available existing archaeological data has been consulted. Mapping from aerial 
photographic sources in the Northamptonshire SMR, CUCAP and the NMR has been 
completed. Each town has been visited to examine the topography of the town and an 
assessment attempted as to the general state of archaeological survival. 
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The maps in this report are reproduced from Ordnance Survey material with the 
permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of the Controller of Her Majesty’s 
Stationery Office © Crown copyright. Unauthorised reproduction infringes 
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SUMMARY 
 
Ashton is one of the 14 nucleated settlements incorporated within the current 
survey that acted as local or regional centres in the Roman period. Located 
roughly midway between Durobrivae, the largest small town in Roman Britain, 
and Titchmarsh, Ashton is one of the larger small towns (c.15ha) and probably 
acted as a local market and craft centre especially related to smithing of iron 
from a number of sources to the north west.  Extensive excavation in the 
southern part of the town indicates that it may have developed in the mid-first 
century AD around a road crossing of the Nene possibly focused on an existing 
pre-conquest site close to the river.  Like a number of the Nene valley towns 
Ashton may have owed its existence to the strategic significance of its location on 
the road and river networks and the wealth of its surrounding agricultural and 
industrial landscapes.   
 
Ashton’s layout seems to owe much to local considerations of access to the 
surrounding agricultural landscape and a series of major ditched enclosures 
identifiable from aerial photography but largely undated. Well established by 
the second century AD, the majority of the known settlement lay to the west of 
the through route to the river but field walking (S Young pers. comm.) suggests 
extensive but otherwise undefined settlement to the south east as well.   
 
A reasonable amount can be said about the town’s historical development close 
to the main through road but less so elsewhere.  The road route and surrounding 
enclosures seem to have been laid out in the mid-first century AD, although it is 
possible that an earlier late Iron Age focus existed outside the excavations, 
perhaps to the west. During the late first to early second century the route was 
formalised and a few additional buildings of uncertain function constructed close 
to its frontage. During the course of the mid-second and third centuries, 
however, the construction of a series of stone founded strip buildings gradually 
filled the road frontage with simple shops, workshops and houses particularly 
associated with iron smithing.  Towards the southern fringe of the settlement a 
series of enclosures probably defined small agricultural plots, quarrying areas 
and stock yards.  During the fourth century the roadside plots became important 
foci for a range of inhumation based burial traditions both in boundary locations 
and in a formal cemetery.  Evidence from the latter, alongside the discovery of 
an inscribed lead tank with a chi-rho monogram may indicate that the town was 
home to a significant Christian community in the later fourth century.   
 
Clearly occupied up to the end of the fourth or even early fifth century the town 
did not survive in any recognisable form into the Early-Middle Saxon period 
when occupation locally may have transferred to the western side of the river.   
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I DESCRIPTION 
 
1.0 TOPOGRAPHY & GEOLOGY 
 
The Roman settlement at Ashton lies to the east of the River Nene under and around 
the former Oundle Station.  Covering some 15ha the settlement extends from the edge 
of the floodplain at about 20m above OD to around 25m at its easternmost edge.  
Overlying a geologically complex area the site predominantly covers gravels to the 
west and outcrops of Oolitic limestones and clays towards the east. 
 
 
2.0 HISTORICAL & TOPOGRAPHICAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
2.1 Prehistoric 
Evidence for Iron Age occupation at Ashton is sparse but nonetheless significant.  
Little or no definitively pre-conquest settlement was recorded in the main excavations 
but a range of scattered earlier finds suggest that the area to the north west of the 
Roman settlement and possibly immediately across the river Nene were significant 
foci in the later Iron age.  SMR records (2409/0) note Iron Age pottery from field 
walking over the complex palimpsest of enclosures noted on air photographs to the 
west of the town (around TL 047 894).  Across the river in and around Oundle further 
sherds are recorded close to the river (2218) and a significant group of Iron Age coins 
are known to have come from somewhere in or adjacent to the modern town (2351).  
Further west salvage excavation to the west of the town centre (2377) recorded a Late 
Iron Age settlement of uncertain form. Though impossible to interpret in detail it is 
clear that the area either side of the river at Ashton was a significant focus for later 
Iron Age settlement and a recent analysis of the coinage by Curteis (1996) has 
suggested that the Ashton/Oundle site was one of a series of important Late Iron Age 
local centres across the region. 
 
2.2 Roman 
The earliest subsequent occupation can be dated to the mid-late first century AD when 
a system of rectangular ditched enclosures and associated drove ways was laid out 
running from northeast to southwest towards the river. The main axial route within the 
excavated area (2409/0/10) was formalised into a road by the close of the first or early 
second century and formed the basic framework around which all subsequent activity 
focused. The nature of settlement in this area during the first century however, is less 
clear as only two (or three?) early round houses (2409/3/1) occupy the exposed 
frontages.  It is not until the construction of a number of rectangular stone buildings 
(2409/0/5, 2409/0/6, 2409/0/13, 2409/0/20) in the second century that the area is 
densely occupied. There is no evidence of military occupation of the area and 
currently little in the large artefact record to suggest any such link with the early 
history of the settlement.   
 
2.3 Saxon 
Late fourth century pottery from the excavations and coins of Arcadius and Honorius 
(AD 383-408 & 393-423) indicate continuing occupation at Ashton into the early fifth 
century but it is difficult to assess its nature until further publication of the structural 
and chronological sequence from the excavations. The absence of Early-Middle 
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Saxon material from anywhere within the settlement, however, implies that the small 
town was soon abandoned after the end of Roman rule, possibly to a new location 
across the river at Oundle where Early/Middle Saxon activity is recorded and which 
appears to have functioned as an administrative centre in the Middle Saxon period.  
 
 
3.0 THEMATIC ANALYSIS 
 
3.1 COMMUNICATIONS 
Ashton has a very extensive and complex network of roads and track ways similar in 
overall layout to those at Irchester and Titchmarsh. The primary route appears to be a 
straight axial road towards a probable river crossing of the Nene that joins the main 
Durobrivae to Titchmarsh road along the southern side of the Nene near Warmington 
(2409/0/10). Excavations along its course suggest that it was formally defined by 
ditched enclosure boundaries in the mid-first century AD and became a focal point for 
all subsequent settlement in this part of the town.  Secondary to this, are a series of 
looping side roads to the west of the main route, which appear to meet at a complex 
junction close to the disused railway to the north west (2409/0/16, 2409/0/21). 
Beyond this junction the air photographic evidence is less clear but two further track 
ways seem to provide access to the agricultural landscapes outside the town to the 
north and west.  Evidence for further routes to the east of the main road is lacking but 
the excavations along the A605 indicate that at least one further road probably ran 
southeast, possibly rejoining the main route along the southern side of the valley.  The 
overall impression currently is of an asymmetric plan similar to a number of the towns 
in the county and at Ashton it may have related to the desire to link the complex of 
enclosures visible on air photographs to the west of the settlement with the main road 
running towards a river crossing.  Where and indeed if the main road crossed the river 
is still not known but projecting its line would suggest a crossing immediately to the 
south west of the current Ashton Road around TL 047 886.  The absence of any 
significant archaeological intervention along the flood plain to date also means there 
is as yet no evidence for possible riverine communication or transport facilities. 
 
3.2 DEFENCES 
There is no evidence that the town was ever enclosed within a defensive circuit. 
 
3.3 BUILDINGS 
Of all the Roman small towns in Northamptonshire, Ashton (along with Towcester) 
has received the most excavation. Approximately a seventh of the likely area of the 
town has been investigated either through extensive excavation along the A605 or 
through evaluations in Oundle station yard.  Together they provide one of the more 
comprehensive sets of information about the layout and architecture of a core area 
within a small town in the region. Given this, it is very unfortunate that as yet the 
main excavations at Ashton remain unpublished although interim statements and draft 
texts on the structural sequence were available to this study.   
 
The earliest significant occupation in the A605 excavations can be dated to the mid-
first century AD when a group of ditched enclosures and connecting roads was laid 
out.  Although much of this area was bounded at this time it was initially at least not 
densely occupied.  Although parts of a number of enclosures were excavated, only 
two or three early timber buildings were recorded within them. The first, a round 
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house some 10m in diameter was defined by timber bedding trenches.  The second, 
also a round house but some 9m in diameter, lay further south and was raised on a 
circle of substantial post settings.  A partial arc some 9m in diameter of a further 
continuous bedding trench represents the third possible example of a round house. 
Dating the construction and use of these buildings is problematic in the absence of 
final reports but the first of the buildings was clearly associated with terra rubra, terra 
nigra, Lyon ware and a coin of Tasciovanus that would suggest occupation in the 
Claudio-Neronian (mid-first century AD) period.  At this stage it appears that 
although the broad road line was defined and occupation in two enclosures had 
commenced it is impossible to be sure from the excavated area whether the site was 
already developing into a larger nucleated settlement or represents no more than a 
small cluster of farms.   
 
Subsequently, a rectangular sill-beamed timber building (c.11 x 10m) was added 
alongside another possible structure raised on post pads, before the main sequence of 
stone founded strip buildings begin to be constructed during the second and third 
centuries.  The strip buildings show a range of minor variations in design but were 
broadly of similar size and displayed little obvious evidence of marked difference in 
status. Initially free-standing, several developed associated small compounds or yards 
that perpetuated earlier property divisions throughout the later life of the town. 
Clustered along the main road frontage, they did not extend as far as the floodplain 
edge and may well only have continued as far as a westerly side road some 250m 
from the river (2409/0/16).  Excavation behind the main frontages and alongside the 
probable side road in Oundle station yard identified further probable timber buildings 
most of which await full publication but which may have been for ancillary or 
agricultural purposes (2409/0/17; NAU 1992; JSAC 1998).   
 
3.4 COMMERCE & INDUSTRY 
Evidence for craft production and the study of trade is abundant at Ashton within the 
area of the A605 excavations. The absence of published syntheses of the evidence, 
however, currently limits what can be said.  Small-scale pottery production towards 
the western fringe of the town closest to the river in the second century is indicated by 
comments from Hartshorne in the nineteenth century (Hartshorne 1847) and the 
presence of an excavated pottery kiln within the extensively damaged areas of the 
former Oundle station yard (smr 2409/0/15; NAU 1992).  A more significant element 
in the town’s economy was iron smithing with clear evidence in the form of an anvil, 
hammers, chisel, secondary furnaces and much hammerscale from a number of the 
strip buildings along the main road (buildings identified on Figure 3). Most of this 
evidence appears to date to the later 2nd - 4th centuries and suggests that the core of the 
main road frontages north of the junction with the southernmost westerly side road 
were occupied by houses/workshops dedicated to the production and exchange of 
manufactured items.   
 
Unfortunately other forms of artefactual evidence for craft production await 
publication.  The large coin, pottery (c.3 tonnes) and metalwork assemblages from the 
town have yet to be subject to synthetic comparative reports. They do, however, 
provide the opportunity for extremely valuable research on the economy of small 
towns, especially given the longevity of occupation within the excavated area and the 
suggestion that it covers several different zones of activity across the town. At 
present, it seems that the very large but conservative pottery assemblages from the 
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town may suggest that it acted as a market for the exchange of local and regional 
products but not others.   
 
 
3.5 RELIGIOUS, RITUAL & FUNERARY 
 
3.5.1 Temples and Shrines 
Neither the excavations nor the air photographic plots provide any evidence for the 
presence of temples or shrines within the settlement.  The air photographs at Ashton, 
however, rarely provide evidence for buildings of any description and it is quite 
possible that a significant religious focus remains to be discovered. Given the 
evidence from other towns within the region it would not necessarily be located on the 
through road, and if present is more likely to lie within the complex of track ways that 
branch away to the west or close to the river and cemetery to the south east of the 
excavations.  Fieldwalked and other surface finds provide little additional evidence 
except for the reported discovery of part of a ceremonial head-dress somewhere to the 
east of the main through road (RCHME 1975, 11: Site 4, TL 048 892; smr no, 
2409/0/0). Within the excavations the most significant finds for study of religion 
within the town lie in the possible Christian associations of the late cemetery and a 
lead tank that had been thrown into a well together with fragments of another 
(Hadman & Upex 1977; smr no. 2409/0/7).  The complete tank was marked with a 
chi-rho monogram denoting probable Christian ownership and use. Though the 
purpose of such tanks has long been disputed their association is clearly significant 
and suggests the presence of a Christian community in Ashton in the late Roman 
period.  It is worth remembering in this context the large collection of Christian plate 
discovered within the walls of nearby Durobrivae and may indicate that the immediate 
area was a significant Christianised zone in the fourth century AD. 
 
3.5.2 Cemetery 
Within the current study area Ashton has provided easily the most valuable data set 
for the study of burial traditions in the Roman small towns.  Indeed it is potentially 
one of the most important groups for research into later Roman burial practice in 
Britain.  To a large extent this stems from the way the excavated area incorporated a 
cross section of significantly different parts of the town; from the strip buildings and 
their associated infant and animal burials (at least 23 known), and the diverse 
traditions of boundary or ‘back plot’ inhumations behind the main frontages (67 
scattered across the site), to a peripheral late Roman formal cemetery containing over 
180 graves (2409/1).  The latter is the only known cemetery at Ashton although 
Hartshorne noted further probable burials during the construction of Oundle station 
(Hartshorne 1847, 2409/2).  It is possible that these may have been from an additional 
cemetery also at the south western fringe of the town but located on the western side 
of the looping side road (2409/0/16).  Aerial photographic plotting and field walking 
have not recorded evidence for other possible cemeteries to the north or north west of 
the town though it is quite possible that one may still be present. As with a number of 
the towns no early burials have yet been found and the absence of evidence to the east 
of the main road raises the possibility of additional burials here.   
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3.6 LAND USE 
The excavated wells and their relatively high state of preservation have the potential 
to provide very useful information about the immediate environment of different 
enclosures within the town. The large number of excavated pits towards the southern 
end of the town, however, appears to be of less use as most were dug for posts or for 
quarried sand and gravel and rapidly backfilled after use (2409/0/19). Some of the pits 
found behind the strip buildings, however, may have been used as latrines or cesspits 
and thus be valuable sources of information on local environmental conditions.  In the 
absence of publication of the ecofactual data from the excavations, other evidence for 
possible agricultural practices is perhaps surprisingly scarce. With the exception of a 
single corn dryer there is little evidence for crop processing or storage.  As things 
currently stand it is also impossible to determine the possible function of the small 
enclosures or yards towards the southern limit of the site though they may have been 
used for intensive cultivation or stock management.   
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II ASSESSMENT 
 
ASSESSMENT OF IMPORTANCE AND SURVIVAL 
 
Ashton is an important example of a class of undefended medium sized small 
town not uncommon to the region.  The settlement bears closest comparison with 
one its nearest neighbours, Titchmarsh, as an example of a small town whose 
main significance seems to have lain in its location at a key river crossing 
possibly close to an existing important late Iron age site.  Much of the core part 
of the settlement is still intact and has a good record of field survey and aerial 
photography.  Those areas destroyed by earlier development (c.4ha) largely lie 
towards the southern edge of the town of which half has been subject to 
systematic recording through modern excavation. In common with some of the 
other important Nene valley towns such as Durobrivae and Irchester, it has 
largely intact contiguous hinterlands that would be able to provide the data for 
very useful regional comparative study of the nature of Roman urbanism. 
Though presently little understood much of the core of the settlement is clearly of 
interest for studies of Roman small towns in the province and is of national 
importance. 
 
1.0 DOCUMENTARY 
No significant contemporaneous epigraphic or literary sources about Roman Ashton 
are known to the author, and it is significant that in common with many nucleated 
settlements in the region we do not even know the town’s Latin name. 
 
2.0 ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
The quality of aerial photographic information about the core of the settlement is 
again good although it is noticeable that, unlike some sites such as Irchester, it 
provides little or no information on the nature and location of buildings in the town.  
Nevertheless, the air photographic plots provide a clear guide to much of the overall 
morphology of the settlement except in two key areas.  Field walking to the east of the 
A605 excavation (Young pers. comm.) clearly indicates the settlement extended some 
150m back from the main through road but there are few crop marks to indicate its 
likely layout or function.  The complex of enclosures and track ways to either side of 
the disused railway to the west appear to relate to a complex junction that took several 
forms through time.  Given the relative stability of settlement layout elsewhere within 
the town it is possible this area was a key focus for early or pre-Roman occupation 
and is deserving of further reconnaissance and detailed plotting.   
 
Ashton has also been subject to two systematic field surveys that have the potential to 
provide valuable additional basic information about the chronological and functional 
development of the whole settlement.  Unfortunately, neither survey is yet published 
and although draft reports on the finds from Young’s survey do exist they were not 
available to this survey.  
 
The single most valuable archaeological data set available for Ashton, however, and 
indeed for the study of Roman small towns within the region, is undoubtedly the 
extensive excavations along the route of the A605.  Large open area excavations of 
Roman small towns are rare in Britain and those at Ashton have tremendous potential 
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for furthering our understanding of such sites nationally.  The Ashton excavations are 
of particular value as they encompassed a cross section of different zones across the 
southern part of the town from main street frontages, to back plots and yards or small 
agricultural plots and a late Roman cemetery at the fringe of the town.  Much of the 
information recorded is now available in archive form but it is otherwise still 
unpublished and inaccessible. 
 
2.1 Survival 
Antiquarian records and two recent evaluations have demonstrated that archaeological 
deposits no longer survive in the area occupied by the former Oundle Station and its 
yard other than in small isolated pockets (Hartshorne 1847; NAU 1992; JSAC 1998).  
This and the area of the A605 excavations suggest that some 3.6 ha of the south 
western side of the town have now been destroyed.  With the exception of the course 
of the existing A605 road and the disused railway however, most of the rest of the 
town is intact and the main archaeological threat today remains present and future 
cultivation. Given the ephemeral nature of many of the buildings recorded in the 
excavations further erosion through ploughing represents a continuing and significant 
threat to the archaeological potential of the town, especially in relation to the study of 
its late Roman deposits.   
 
Virtually all of the likely area of the town is already scheduled and it is possible that 
the large scheduled field to the north mostly lies outside the main area of occupation.  
Missing from the current schedule for the site, however, are any areas on the 
floodplain of the river to the southwest.  Evidence for occupation in this area is 
currently scarce but given its potential for providing important information on the 
immediate riverside environment of the town it is worth further consideration.  
Furthermore, these areas are likely to include spreads of post-Roman alluvium 
overlying and thus preserving archaeological deposits contemporary with the town.  
These low lying areas are also likely to have the greatest potential for the survival of 
waterlogged material and thus need evaluation. The latter suggestion is especially 
pertinent in the context of the current study given the absence of such intact areas 
adjacent to other Nene valley towns.   
 
The absence of any archaeological work around the likely river crossing also currently 
means that it is impossible to be sure of the town’s western extent and whether there 
is any evidence for a suburb or area of peripheral activity immediately to the west of 
the river. This is an area of potentially significant concern given the uncertainty over 
the location of Late Iron Age activity noted in section 2 above. 
 
2.2 Settlement Morphology and Communications 
Whilst generally well known, the layout of the roads and property boundaries to the 
east of the main road is little understood and would greatly benefit from geophysical 
survey. The most obvious additional future requirement would be for evaluation in 
advance of any development to establish the location and form of the main road to the 
south of the settlement on the floodplain either side of the river and any evidence for 
the form and date of a river crossing. Further afield the course of the main road 
running through Ashton to the north east is currently thought to join the main road 
along the south eastern side of the Nene Valley around Warmington. Its true direction, 
however, remains poorly understood and would benefit from evaluation or further 
survey.  
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2.3 Buildings 
The A605 excavations clearly established the density and state of preservation of 
buildings along the main road frontage. Many of these, however, were relatively 
ephemeral structures and consequently the main threat to buildings in the scheduled 
area is undoubtedly continued cultivation. It is likely that significant damage has 
already occurred to many of the later stone buildings and some of the more ephemeral 
timber structures raised on post pads. At present little is known of the quantity and 
form of buildings away from the through road but plotting of stonework visible on the 
surface may provide a generalised picture of their distribution. Evaluation of the 
current state of preservation of buildings within the scheduled area is needed and 
consideration should be given to removing it from cultivation. 
 
2.4 Commerce & Industry 
The excavations clearly indicate the presence of many secondary furnaces, kilns, 
ovens and other small structures related to manufacturing that were reasonably well 
preserved. Most are surface structures with little or no earth fast features and are 
particularly susceptible to any episodes of deeper ploughing. At present the site seems 
to be an important centre for the processing of iron products and probably acted as a 
point for the redistribution of regionally produced pottery and other domestic 
artefacts. The extant excavated artefact record provides an extremely valuable 
resource for study of other craft and trade related issues but is in need of publication if 
its potential is to be realised. This information should be augmented by accurately 
recorded metal detecting information that would thus allow consideration of the 
overall economic development of the town and areas of potential economic zonation 
within it.  
 
2.5 Religious, Ritual & Funerary 
The excavations at Ashton provide a very good dataset for the study of late Roman 
burial practices in small towns. Incorporating boundary burials, an inhumation 
cemetery and infant burials, much of the information is available as level 4 draft 
reports but requires integration with further chronological and structural relationships 
if they are to be fully utilised. No other cemeteries are known, though others may 
exist around the fringes of the town and no early Roman burials have yet been 
recorded.  Development around the fringes of the scheduled area close to the course of 
known Roman roads should require evaluation in order to check for potential further 
burial areas.  At present there is no significant evidence for shrines or temples within 
the town other than the purported head dress.     
 
2.6 Landscape & Environment 
Again the excavated archive of zoological and botanical samples from the A605 
excavations is potentially an extremely valuable research resource for the study of 
agricultural practice in relation to small towns in the region. The synthesis and 
publication of this information is very important in both a regional and national 
context. Unlike a number of the other Nene Valley towns there is little or no 
palaeoenvironmental information currently available from the immediate hinterland of 
the town.  The survival of significant tracts of land close to the river with the potential 
to provide waterlogged deposits, however, means that there is still good potential for 
future work.  Experience from Irchester and some of the Thames valley towns 
currently suggests that alluvial deposits and palaeochannels within a kilometre of the 
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outskirts of the town are likely to be of direct relevance to understanding the 
immediate environment of the town before and during its occupation.  Further afield, 
work along the floodplain would provide critical information regarding the impact of 
the town’s development on its wider agricultural hinterland.   
 
3.0 HINTERLAND 
 
For the purposes of assessment of the hinterlands of the Roman towns an arbitrary 
boundary of 10km radius was established and its potential graded according to 
professional judgment.  A wider understanding of the role of urban foci in the region 
and their relationship with surrounding agricultural landscapes is better reviewed as a 
whole and the findings of such an approach to Northamptonshire are summarized in 
the Roman period section of the general report of the Extensive Urban Survey.   
 
Ashton’s immediate hinterland (the area within 2km) has partly been affected by 
medieval and later settlement in neighbouring Oundle across the river Nene and in the 
area of the former railway station and A605 road. Areas immediately to the north, east 
and south east of the Roman settlement, however, are largely intact and include 
significant alluviated stretches of the Nene floodplain. Together these provide the 
opportunity to understand the immediate landscape around the town including 
important details of the course and date of communications routes, any waterside 
installations or river crossing and the presence of agricultural or craft activity around 
the fringes of the settlement itself.  Although a significant part of the town itself has 
been subjected to destruction, much of this was properly archaeologically recorded, 
providing a major database of comparative material for study of local town: country 
relationships.   
 
Looking at the wider hinterland around Ashton the situation is also promising.  Unlike 
Irchester, destruction of the river valley through mineral extraction has not been 
extensive particularly downstream where the possibility exists for further research on 
the floodplain and lower terrace landscapes within 3-10km of the town.  To the east 
and south east of the town lies an extensive largely undeveloped agricultural 
landscape reaching up to the watershed between the Nene and Ouse on the 
Cambridgeshire border with good potential for study.  Extensively cultivated this area 
is well suited to field survey but particularly on the boulder clays only moderately 
susceptible to crop mark formation that would aid aerial survey.  This part of the 
town’s hinterland has not been subject to intensive field walking though was 
extensively recorded by David Hall.  The latter’s survey results have been synthesised 
and provide some guide to patterns of rural settlement history in the area. 
 
To the west of the Nene the wider hinterland is also largely characterised by extensive 
intact rural landscapes suited to survey, though surviving woodland (parts of 
Rockingham Forest) covers a greater proportion of land here than to the east.  The 
hinterland of Ashton also incorporates all of Willow Brook, one the Lower Nene 
Valley’s major tributaries.  Extensive field survey by Hall has also been carried out in 
this area but our knowledge of local rural settlement history west of the Nene is 
further enhanced by the results of intensive survey around Brigstock (Foster 1988; 
1994) towards the western edge of the 10km hinterland of Ashton.  
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Whilst developer funded archaeological interventions in Ashton’s hinterland have not 
been as numerous or large scale as in some parts of the county there are still a 
significant number of antiquarian accounts and published excavations of villas 
especially immediately across the county boundary along the Lower Nene in 
Cambridgeshire.  Combined the survey and excavation evidence give us a 
fragmentary but nonetheless important impression of the wealth of Ashton’s rural 
hinterland.  Several of the villas are of substantial size and the local landscape 
incorporates two nationally important landscapes of large scale Roman craft 
production.  To the northwest in and around Rockingham Forest is extensive evidence 
for iron extraction and smelting in and around rural settlements that parallels the 
significance of the industry to Ashton itself.  Along the valley to the north east 
between Ashton and Water Newton (Durobrivae) lies the Lower Nene Valley pottery 
industry that not only supplied the valley but much of the Fenland and East Midlands 
from the second century AD. Together these demonstrate that the hinterland of 
Ashton and its immediate neighbours (Titchmarsh to the south West and Durobrivae 
to the north east) are very important landscapes for the study of the emergence of 
small towns in Britain and their relationship to their rural hinterlands.  
 
Within this area, however, sizeable tracts of land survive and incorporate important 
but as yet little studied high status settlements such as the probable large villa some 
3km away in Woodford parish and the Iron Age and later enclosure at Crow Hill, 
Irthlingborough.  Further round to the northwest, the Harper Brook valley has seen far 
less destruction and large tracts of land on its eastern side are still wooded.  Towards 
the northern end of the valley an important survey of former parkland in Brigstock 
provides a second valuable source of information on the development of the later Iron 
Age and Roman landscape some 6-10km from Titchmarsh (Foster 1994)   
 
 
III RESEARCH AGENDA 
 
Given the evidence above and current potential of the site the sections below outline a 
series of key research questions relating to the development of Ashton itself. Certain 
wider research issues, better dealt with in relation to all the towns known from the 
region are considered in the project overview document. 
 
Origins 
What is the nature of the settlement that first develops in the excavated area during the 
first century AD? Are the occupied enclosures essentially small farms or part of a 
more specialised or complex settlement? Is there evidence for pre-conquest 
occupation in the town or immediately across the river? Curteis’ work (1996) suggests 
the presence of a significant late Iron Age site somewhere in the vicinity.  What is the 
nature of this occupation and where is it located? Can the proper evaluation of the 
existing field walked and metal detected material provide useful information in this 
regard?   
 
Communications 
What are the date, nature and extent of any roads or track ways to the east of the main 
through road?  Is there any evidence to indicate a road running eastward to rejoin the 
main Durobrivae to Titchmarsh route? What is the nature of the junction of track 
ways close to the railway embankment and how did it evolve? Are these track ways 



 17 

secondary to the main road or part of pre-conquest routes incorporated in a wider 
network during the first century?   
 
In a wider context, where and how did the road cross the river, and having done so 
where did it go?  At present we cannot be certain it even crossed the river but if it did, 
did it continue to join up with the Gartree Road around Brigstock or follow a course 
to the southwest along the north side of the Nene Valley? Is there any evidence for the 
use of riverine transport along the Nene and of any structures on the contemporaneous 
riverfront?  
 
Urban Topography and Zonation 
What were the functions of the different excavated properties through time? Is the 
general impression of a threefold division between houses/workshops, back plots and 
peripheral enclosures reflected in their usage? In particular what can the integrated 
analysis of contextual, ecofactual and artefactual evidence tells us about the use of 
space across the settlement through time? Can the evidence from the two field 
walking exercises add basic information about wider patterns of functional zonation 
(such as the extent of smithing, pottery manufacture or high status/religious buildings) 
across the settlement?  Is there any evidence for different zones of activity in separate 
areas around the network of track ways to the west of the main road? Is Ashton 
different from the other Nene valley towns in not having a significant temple or 
religious complex?       
 
Landscape and Environment  
What evidence from the excavations can be used to study the immediate environment 
of the different exposed parts of the settlement and how does this relate to their uses?  
An especially valuable exercise would be to compare environmental conditions 
between the intensively occupied frontage and enclosures peripheral to the town. The 
absence of excavation or other evaluation work close to the river prevents any 
assessment at present of the extent of alluvium or palaeochannels. Any development 
to the west of the town close to the Nene, however, clearly needs to consider the 
potential for palaeoenvirnmental work abd the strong chance of good quality 
preservation of archaeological evidence under later alluvium as seen elsewhere in the 
valley. 
 
Craft and Agricultural Practice 
To what extent were iron smithing and the manufacture of metalwork central to the 
economy of the town? How was iron smithing in the town related to iron production 
in its hinterland? Was pottery production at all significant? Do the large artefactual 
assemblages from the excavations tell us about the extent to which other products 
were manufactured within the town and if so where? The pottery assemblages from 
the town may suggest that it acted as a market for the exchange of a limited range of 
local and regional products. Is this true, and if so, how was this organised in relation 
to the wider agricultural communities of the hinterland? Was the town a significant 
centre for the collection and processing of animal and plant products or partly at least 
an agricultural settlement in its own right? What secondary products, if any, were 
produced? Was craft production organised significantly differently to smaller 
agricultural settlements in the region? Were the small enclosures towards the fringe of 
the town used for specialised agricultural produce, for livestock management or 
simply an extension of the surrounding agricultural landscape?   
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Religious, Ritual & Funerary 
Is there any evidence for earlier religious and burial practice within the settlement?  
How do the later Roman burial traditions relate to evidence for belief in other parts of 
the province? Is there evidence within the domestic/workshop areas for related ritual 
practices associated with later Roman pagan and Christian belief? Are there rituals 
associated with the particular forms of craft practice evident in the strip buildings?  
 
The Later Roman Town 
What do the excavations tell us about the nature of later fourth or early fifth century 
occupation in the town? Clearly a major focus for burial, did the settlement still 
function as a significant craft and trading centre? Were most or even many of the strip 
buildings still occupied?  Is it possible to identify the decline of the settlement during 
the fourth century or was its demise sudden? What is the evidence for Early-Middle 
Saxon occupation in the vicinity? 
 
 
IV STRATEGY 
 
The assessment of the management and conservation priorities within the Extensive 
Urban Survey have been based around an assessment of levels of importance 
previously applied elsewhere in the county for management purposes. The grading 
falls into five categories: 
 
Scheduled: nationally important remains that have statutory protection. 
 
Unscheduled national importance: in some cases statutory protection is suggested 
while in others recording action may prove to be the appropriate response to threats. 
 
County importance: Where significant archaeology is known or where it is likely but 
confirmation is required. Normally recording rather than preservation would be the 
appropriate mitigation strategy. 
 
Local importance: where archaeology may survive but where, on present evidence 
investigation does not appear appropriate. 
  
Destroyed: where the archaeology has been wholly destroyed. 
 
White Land: Archaeology not assessed for this report. 
 
 
1.0 EXISTING DESIGNATIONS 
 
1.1  Scheduled Ancient Monuments 
The core of the settlement is designated as a Scheduled Ancient Monument. The area 
Scheduled may extend well beyond the settlement limits to the north 
1.2 Listed Buildings 
 
1.3 Conservation Areas 
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1.4 Registered Parks 
None 
 
 
2.0 MANAGEMENT PRIORITIES 
 
At present the archaeology of the whole of the surviving area of the settlement is 
likely to be of national importance. The current scheduled area covers most of the 
significant parts of the town and indeed may extend well beyond it to the north.  
Intervention should, however, be considered on any development to the south and 
west of the settlement close to the river Nene, alongside the possibility of extending 
the scheduled area to incorporate parts of the floodplain close to the likely river 
crossing. 
 
2.1 Evaluation and Recording Priorities 

 
• First and most obviously, is the need to adequately publish the A605 

excavations in order to provide probably the most significant single source of 
evidence for the nature of Roman small towns in this part of the East 
Midlands. 

• Second, is the need to analyse the nature of Iron Production at Ashton in 
relation to the development of the settlement itself and the nationally 
important industry within its hinterland. 

• Third, is the need to better understand the potential and state of preservation of 
archaeological and palaeoenvirnomental evidence in riverside areas within 
1km of the town and whether there is any surviving evidence for a river 
crossing or other waterfront installations. 

• Fourth is the critical need for geophysical survey of the town immediately to 
the south east of the A605 excavations to better understand the morphology 
and extent of settlement in this direction. 

• Fifth, is the need to consider archaeological intervention in advance of any 
development immediately across the river to the west in order to establish the 
existence of any pre-Roman or suburban occupation.  

• Finally, is the need to synthesise the results of the two field walking surveys of 
the site in order to provide invaluable information about the broader 
chronological and morphological development of the settlement as a whole. 

 
2.2 Conservation Priorities 
Although scheduled, much of the core area of the settlement is under threat from 
cultivation and an assessment of its present and future impact on the archaeological 
resource should be a key concern for the future conservation of the monument.  
Consideration should be given immediately to the need to remove the core of the town 
from cultivation. The settlement is of limited visual value and given the degree to 
which significant archaeological structures are likely to have been denuded by 
cultivation are unlikely to be of great amenity value.   
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