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Fig. 1: site location plan, showing former course of river channel and possible route of Roman road. 

Finds from a Roman well in 
Staines 
IN THE spring of 1981 the Spelthorne Archae- 
ological Field Group was asked to help Surrey County 
Council archaeologists, under the direction of Rob 
Poulton, excavate a site in the Staines conservation 
area. 

The site, Nos. 9 and 11 High Street, in the Market 
Square at Staines, had been destroyed by fire. The 
properties were formerly 16th and 17th century 
houses, later converted to shops, which stood by the 
alignment of the medieval and Roman bridge 
approaches. The confluence of the rivers Thames and 
Colne is about 105m (350fi) west of the site and a 
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subsidiary channel that ran from the Colne to the 
Thames passed within 35m (115fi) to the south of 
the site' (see Fig. 1).  

Lack of funds and time limitations, due to the 
unexpected availability of the site, meant that the 
professional archaeologists had to vacate the site 
before their excavation was complete. The Field 
Group was asked to continue the dig, and during the 
course of the work three wells that had been partially 
excavated were completed. Two were of medieval data 
and the third Romano-British (see Fig. 2). It  is this 
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third feature, together with the finds recovered from 
it, that is the subject of this article. 

The shaft 
The circular shaft was next to the western baulk of 

the trench. the construction cut measured c 2.25m 
(7.5ft) at its widest point and was c 2.5m (8ft) deep 
(Fig. 3). A void and loosely-packed material at the top 
of the shaft had caused the layer of soil that overlay it 
to collapse into the feature during the course of 
trowelling the area. Once the collapsed material and 
the top of the shaft had been cleared, work started on 
the removal of the remaining deposits. 

All the finds were recovered from the levels beneath 
the void. The first finds to emerge were from a 
greylgreen clay, and consisted of a near-complete red 
deer antler and a grey-ware globular pot. They were 
followed by a samian dish (DragendorfT 31), which 
had been broken into fi+e pieces. A large piece of a 
hypocaust flue tile, an Oxford white ware mortarium 
and several fragments of a Nene Valley hunt cup, all  
of late 2nd to early 3rd century date, were also 
recovered from lower levels of this fill. A very small 
amount of fragmentary pot and bone, of which cattle, 
pig, dog and bird were represented. A large amount 
of building material (imEzrices, ttegulae and hypocaust 
tiles) constituted the bulk. 

A few dog bones had been recovered from this 
layer, but their numbers increased dramatically below 
the clay, within an organic deposit. 

Due to the proximity of the Thames and Colne, the 
base of the shaft quickly filled with water. A pump 
was of only limited use and much of the work had to 
be carried out by digging 'blind' beneath the surface 
of the water. It was decided to sieve to ensure 
maximum retrieval of the small bones. 

Three planks, with fragments of a fourth, formed a 
box-like construction that lined the base of the shaft 
and rested on the natural gravel. It is not certain if 
these planks were joined at the corners as the ends 
were too damaged. There was no evidence of stakes 
supporting the planlung. 

Waterlogged conditions in the shaft were such that 
it was difficult to record the exact relationship 
between the wooden structure and the dog remains. 
The majority of the dog remains, however, appeared 
to lie inside the wood lining (Fig. 3). 

The dogs 
The dog bones were well preserved and most were 

complete. Over 1400 bones were recovered from the 
shaft and represent the remains of at least 16 
individuals. The youngest animal was a puppy of 
under 8 months old, unhsed long bones indicated 
that a hrther three were under 18 months old, whilst 
the remainder were fully mature. Eight animals had 
very worn teeth which may indicate longevity. 

The dog is one of the few animals to possess a bone 
as an integral part of its reproductive organ. In 
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Fig. 2: 9-1 1 High Street, Staines. Trench H, showing relationship of  the three major features. 
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5 DEPOSIT OF DOG BONES 

Pig. 3: 9-11 High Street, Staines. Plan and section of Romano-British shaft. 

juveniles it is soft cartilage which ossifies during 
adolescence to form the baculum (Ospenis) in mature 
males. Its soft cartiliginous nature in juveniles makes 
it prone to decay, and it is very unlikely it would 
survive in an archaeological context. 

Nine mature baculum were recovered, representing 
just over half of the minimum number of individuals. 
As this was the only method used to identify gender, 
it is possible that the remaining animals were female. 
The difficult conditions encountered during excav- 
ation, together with +e reasons stated in the previous 
paragraph, may have resulted in the baculum being 
missed. It is also possible, therefore, that all the 
animals were male, the baculum from the four 
immature animals not being present. 

This bone can also be used as an indicator as to the 
size of animals represented in the sample recovered. 
The baculum in large dogs can reach a length of 
lOOmm (4in) or more2. Five of those from the shaft 
were within this range; three were about 80mm (3in) 
and the remaining bone was incomplete. 

Six hundred and thirty measurements of skulls and 
mature long bones were made. The shoulder heights 
of the mature animals ranged from 340-620mm 

2. Sissons and Grossman The Anatomy ofthe Domm'c A n i d ,  3rd 
edn. (1938) 604. 
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(13-25in): this compares with a modern boxer dog 
which has a shoulder height of 540-610mm (21-24in) 
and a fox terrier 380-400mm (15-16in). The absence 
of small lap dogs was noted. Some of the smaller long 
bones were bowed, which is quite common in smaller 
breeds, or could indicate a dietary deficiency. These 
bones were not measured and were excluded from any 
calculations. 

Spondylosis deformans, a type of arthritis of the 
vertebra, was one of the most frequent forms of 
pathology recorded. Some breeds are more prone to 
this condition than others. 

Harris, in his work on spondylosis in red fox (VuZpes 
states that although it is present in both males 

and females, the degree of affection is higher in males. 
Age seems to have little bearing, as several young 
males were as badly affected as older ones in his 
sample. 

Arthritis was not confrned to the vertebrae. A left 
and right femur had severe ebernation on their distal 
joints caused by the rubbing motion of the knee cap. 
A left and right humerus, with a small amount of 
ebernation at the proximal end, were also noted and 

3. S. Harris 'Spinal arthritis (Spondylosis deformans) in the red 
- fox (Vulpes mrlpes), with some methodology of relevance to 
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all four bones almost certainly came from the same 
individual. 

Broken ribs and metapodials, exostoses and peri- 
dontal disease were also noted. Calluses on two 
metapodials were very severe. 

There was no evidence to  suggest the dogs had been 
decapitated or that any other form of butchery had 
taken place but, as Cunliffe notes "the likelihood of 
two or more animals dying of natural causes at the 
same time is very lown4. The recovery of the third 
phalanx and coccygeal vertebrae also indicates that the 
animals were deposited whole and that they had not 
been slunned. None of the bones seemed to have been 
articulated at the time of excavation; the bones had 
probably become disarticulated and mixed as the dogs 
decomposed and forced to the bottom of the shaft by 
the volume of backfill. 

Discussion 
A number of deep features excavated on Roman 

sites in Staines have had wood-lined constructions, 
similar to  that at the Market Square site, surviving at 
their base. They have been interpreted as wells. The 
feature on the Market Square site is also thought to  
be a well, the only difference between this and the 
others in Staines is the nature of the fill. 

Most of the Roman wells excavated in the town 
have had whole or deliberately broken vessels at their 
bases; one well of similar date to  that on the Market 
Square site had an ox skull at its base, but the backfill 
in these features consisted mainly of domestic 
rubbish" 

This practice has also been found at Neatham6. The 
exavators, David Graham and Martin Millett, recov- 
ered a large number of complete pots and beakers, a 
number of which were unusual elsewhere on the site. 
A cock skeleton anc! other cock and dog bones also 
came from some of the pits. The authors came to the 
conclusion, taken together with other examples, that 
a ritual explanation was likely. 

Deposits similar to  those in the well at Staines were 
excavated in 1974 at 1-7 St. Thomas's Street, 
Southwark7. About 20 dog skeletons, together with 
large amounts of pottery, were recovered from 
features F28, F29 and F30, interpreted as two pits 

B. Cunliffe Danebu~,  the anatomy of an Iron A8e Hillfoe (1983) 
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and a probable well. Although the amount of material 
from the features at St. Thomas's Street was far greater 
than that from the well at Staines, a number of 
similarities were noted. A complete beaker from F28 
was deliberately damaged, a hole being bored through 
its base. The Oxford ware mortarium from the Staines 
well had its base knocked out. This practice is found 
to be common with pots from ritual and funerary 
deposits. 

Both sites had deliberately broken pottery and 
many dog skeletons, whilst the remainder of the 
animal bones contained little food refuse. Mention is 
also made in the St.. Thomas's Street report of the 
ritual significance of dogs in Celtic religion. 

Features, such as those mentioned above, are 
mainly found in the south-east of Britain, in the 
pre-Roman Belgic period, and continues through the 
Roman period8. Both Anne Ross9 and Ralph 
Merrifieldl0 go into great detail on the subject of ritual 
pits, shafts and wells. All the sites mentioned above 
fit in well with Merrifield's "rituals of commencement 
and termination" where the pots, probably containing 
libations, were placed in the freshly-dug feature. 
When it had completed its useful life a further offering 
was made before backfilling He states that the water 
supply would rapidly be poisoned by the decaying 
flesh, so must mark the end of its useful life. 

Preliminary analysis of the Staines pottery shows 
that the grey ware globular pot is an uncommon form 
in the town. the only other vessel which even has the 
same decorative pattern and neck broken in a similar 
fashion is from Kem ton Park and is associated with P Roman grave goods l .  

The pottery suggests a date of late 2nd to early 3rd 
century, which is consistent with the general demo- 
lition phase 9A12 in the town as a whole. the dogs and 
pottery may represent a final votive offering, as at 
Neatham and Southwark, to  a deity prior to the well 
being filled in. 
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