
The distribution of villas in 
Kent. Surrev and Sussex: some 
P relikinar; 4 findings from a 
survev 

Harvey Sheldon 
Gerry Cort i  
Don Green 

Paul Tyers 
Introduction 
Amongst the most exciting and evocative physical 
remains of Roman Britain are her rural "villas": 
buildings which have often been revealed through 
chance discovery during the last two centuries, not 
only on land which has remained countryside. 

The Ordnance Survey map of Roman Britain (4th 
Edition 1978) shows nearly 250 'certain' examples of 
villas with almost another 300 'suggested'. The pro- 
portion this 550 represents of the true total that 
once stood in the Romano-British landscape can 
only be guessed. 

The villa superstructures may have largely disap- 
peared but the evidence of their ground-plans and 
the f requent presence of heated rooms, mosaic and 
tessellated floors as well as bath-suites bear testi- 
mony to their advanced material culture. They 
seem to represent aspirations towards "civilised liv- 
ing" embodying architectural standards markedly 
above what came before and what was to follow. 

Yet, for a number of reasons, it remains difficult 
to make generalised statements about "villas" in 
Britain. Possiblv the term has been used to encom- 
pass buildings Lf different but unknown purpose, 
not only working farms, and something approach- 
ing "country seats", but roadside stations, and head- 
quarters of imperial enterprises1. Certainly many 
villas investigated in the past were not recorded in 
a way that makes it easy to disentangle their struc- 
I. Generally the majority of buildings identified as villas in 

Britain are regarded, or at least discussed, as farms either 
central to, or parcels of,  larger estates (see, for example, A L 
F Rivet Town and Country inRoman Britain(1964) 103-5 and 
J Wacher The Comin8 of Rome (1979) 124-9). This is also true 
of Gaul where "villas are to be expected wherever land could 
support settledfarming": J Drinkwater Roman Gawl(1983) 168. 
Martin Millett has recently argued that the villas were used 

tural history. Often the entirety of the complexes 
have not been found or reported on. Uncertainty 
might be compounded because the villas are clearly 
only one element in a larger landscape the pattern 
of which still requires much elucidation. Perhaps 
the problem is best put by John Percival's epigram- 
matic assertion that "the Roman villa is a subject 
about which we could be said to know a great deal 
and understand very littlem2. 

The survey 
In order to ascertain what useful knowledge might 
be gained, particularly as to  the distribution of 
villas, through a quantified approach, a question- 
naire was devised by the writers and applied to 
records of villas in the three south-eastern counties 
of Kent, Sussex and Surrey. (Parts of Greater Lon- 
don formerly within Kent and Surrey were also 
included). 

For the purposes of the survey, rural sites which 
had enough architectural evidence to be currently 
accepted as Romanised farmhouses or mansions 
were included as ccvillas". This preliminary report 
examines some of the findings, particularly con- 
cerning villa locations. 

Methodology 
The questionnaire was piloted and then applied to 
143 sites that were identified through searching 
Sites and Monuments Records, published site re- 
ports and syntheses. 

by the Romanised native aristrocracy for purposes of "elite 
displayn and as such may not simply reflect the farming 
valuesof thelands they standon: MMillett TheRonzanization 
of Britain (1990) 97. The latter point may well apply to 
grander villas whose owners might perhaps have land-hold- 
ings widely distributed within Britain and beyond. 

2. J Percival The Roman Villa (1976) 7. 
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Fig. I: distribution of villas in Kent, Surrey and Sussex. 

In the course of library and archive research, fol- 
lowed in many cases by site visits, it became neces- 
sary to  evolve a ranking classification as follows: 

I. 'Certain villa7: fully or partly excavated, main 
building found. 47 examples. 
2. 'Probable villa': at least partially excavated, main 
building found or deduced and a wealth of debris. 
17 examples. 
3. 'Possible villa': RB building located, but lack of 
information or excavation makes for uncertainty 
at present. 28 examples. 
4. %B site unlikely to be a villa': despite RB debris and 
material the site is not a villa, or has been destroyed 
and is now unclassifiable. 51 examples. 

In the context of the 143 sites examined, 64 'certain' 
or 'probable' villas were located, of which 3 2  were in 
Kent, 18 in Sussex and 14 in Surrey. (They are shown 
in Fig. I and listed in the Appendix. Other villas, 
such as Beddingham (Sussex), currently under in- 
vestigation, will need to be added). 

For each villa geographical data were recorded 
concerning the National Grid Reference and Ord- 
nance Datum height. Various distances from the 
villa were plotted, including those to the nearest 
coast or estuary, river, main Roman road, Roman 
town and roadside settlement. 

Records were consulted so as to establish, where 
possible, information about the building plan, 
extent of structural remains, range of building 
materials used and the orientation of the building 
complex. Details of the local soil andgeology were 
also sought. Finally, an attempt was made to  
elucidate each villa's 'history' by recording, for ex- 
ample, when the villa was thought to be first 
constructed, when it was at its maximum extent 
and when it was finally abandoned. 

Warwick Rodwell, when summarising what was 
known about villas in that part of Essex where 
they were most common, reflected on the 'paucity' 
and 'inadequacy' of the data available to him3. This 
weakness is by no means confined to Essex and 
should be borne in mind when examining the 
information that was gathered in the three south- 
east counties and is reported on below. 

Proximity to waterwa S and roads 
John Percival has suggeste c? that "a villa away from 
a road or river network .... is likely to  have been a 
rarity", while David Johnstone, though not discuss- 
ing rivers, has claimed that "the orthodox view that 

3. W Rodwell Xivenhall and the Emergence of 1st century Villas' 
in M Todd (ed.) Northern Essex in Studies in the Romano- 
British Villa (1978) 26. 



villas .... related to major roads is not borne out 
either by the known distribution or the little we 
understand of overland routes and rural markets"4. 

Our survey would support Percival's conclusion. 
Nearly all of the villas (over f our-fifths) were sited 
within skm of an identifiable river (OS 1:5o,ooo 
series) and the average distance was only 3km. 
Proximity to  the coast was also noticeable. Nearly 
half of the villas were within ~ o k m  of the sea and 
two-thirds were within zokm. 

A map of the three counties reveals that the major- 
ity of the known villas lie either in the north, 
particularly along the valleys of the rivers that 
drain into the Thames and its estuary, or in the 
south-west near to the rivers that run into the 
English Channel (Fig. I). Most villas not within the 

4. J Percival The Roman Villa (1976) 158 and D E Johnstone 
Roman Villas (1979) zz. 

5. Movement of commodities by water is inherently likely, in 
that the costs are likely to be a small fraction of that by land. 
A H M Jones calculated that it cost as much to transport a 
quantity of wheat 75 miles by land as it did across the 
Mediterranean from east to west (A H M Jones The Later 
Roman Empire(1973) 841 ff). In Roman Gaul, Grenier ref ers 
to the use of small tributaries of the major rivers where very 

valley interiors lay close to  the estuaries or coastal 
shoreline. 

There appears therefore to be a close correlation 
between the siting of villas and the existence of 
inland or coastal waterways. This perhaps indicates 
the importance of water in transporting much of 
the produce from agricultural estates for distribu- 
tion elsewhere, particularly as the cost is likely to 
be considerably less than 10% of the price of mov- 
ing goods by lands. 

The major road network has been taken as that 
shown in the 1956 (3rd Edition) Ordnance Survey 
map of Roman Britain. The location of the villas in 
relation to this network is shown in Fig. 2. I t  
includes such highways as Watling Street and Stane 
Street and a number of other routes, particularly 

shallow draft craft, up to barge-size, and rafts were em- 
ployed (Man~eld'Archaeologie~allo-romaine(1934) VI 2). Stud- 
ies of pre-Industrial Revolutionary Britain also emphasise 
the importance of water transport, apart perhaps for the 
movement of livestock. Dyos and Aldcroft suggest that 
horses could tow zoo times what they could carry (British 
Transport History: an Economic Survey(1974) 43). They argue 
that river freight might only be 10% the cost of road freight 
in certain cases and give a late 17th century example on the 
Thames as low as 3%. 

Pig. 2: location of villas in relation t o  roads, towns and roadside settlements. 



those crossing the Weald from north to south. The 
trackway across the North Downs, shown in the 
1978 (4th edition) Ordnance Survey map, has also 
been included in Fig. 2 despite the reservations of 
some writers6. 

The villas were on average nearly 7km from the 
nearest known major road (perhaps 1.5 hours on 
foot, less than an hour on horse-back, across rea- 
sonable terrain). This might prove to be an over- 
estimate if, eventually, further stretches of high- 
way are located, f or example, one linking Chiches- 
ter with Pevensey skirting the coastal edge of the 
South Downs. Even so, about four-fifths of the 
villas were within ~ o k m  of a known major road 
(and as many as two-thirds were within approxi- 
mately zkm if the North Downs Way was in- 
cluded). 

These figures seem to emphasise a link between 
those resident in villas and the landward svstem of 

wheat, wool, cloth and hides, for example - might 
be purchased, stored and shipped to  larger markets 
either in Britain or beyond8. 

Though Percival has argued that a concentration 
of villas associated with a radial system of roads 
and a town at the centre might be the normal 
pattern of distribution, no obvious concentration 
of villas is discernible near to  Canterbury, on the 
southern approaches to  London or, perhaps, near 
to Chichester (Fig. 2)9. If, however, we exclude 
London as a somewhat special case, 15 of the villas 
are within zokm of either Chichester or Canter- 
bury (8 and 7 respectively), not a daunting distance 
on horseback (or for droving). 

It would appear that physical proximity to a town 
was less important than good riverine connections, 
especially if the costs of transport by water were 
marginal and other factors such as soil suitability 
were taken into account. 

communication which connected towns &d other Close proximity might also assume less signifi- roadside settlements. Although this is hardly sur- cance if towns and some roadside settlements are 
prising, about a quarter the seem to be so envisaged less as local exchange for rural 
close as to be virtually on the line of these routes. and urban produce and more as centres concerned Whether any of them actually served as mutationes with long distance trade or provisioning in bulk 
or mansiones, stations on the imperial communica- commodities derived from a variety of relatively tions systems, might be a question worth examin- local in@. --- 
0 

Access to roadside settlements and major towns 
Roadside settlements, often referred to as 'minor 
towns' and 'roadside villages' were taken as those 
identified in the OS Roman Britain map (1956 edi- 
tion). The distance from a villa to  the nearest road- 
side settlement was plotted by taking the mileage 
between the villa to nearest main road and adding 
the measurement from there to the settlement. 
Nearly half of the villas lay within ~ o k m  (perhaps 
2 hours' walk) of such a placc, and nearly nine- 
tenths were within z ~ k m  (rather over two hours' 
horse ride). 

A pattern of riverine connections between villas 
and roadside settlements is sometimes discernible 
(Fig. I). I t  appears to be particularly marked in the 
Darenth and Medway valleys south of Noviomaps 
(Crayford or Dartford) and Durobrivae (Roches- 
ter). Both places are likely to have been administra- 
tive centres, perhaps not only posting stations but 
ports, close to the Thames, where estate products - 

Orientation and height 
From plans it was possible to provide some infor- 
mation about the orientation of about three-fifths 
of the villas, though this was complicated by the 
presence of more than one possible residential 
building on some of the sites. Nevertheless, it was 
clear,from where there was data available, that the 
vast majority of villas, about nine-tenths, faced the 
southern half of the compass, presumably for 
reasons of light and warmth. 

The average villa was~zm above OD, and two-thirds 
lay below the 61m (zooft) contour line, along the 
river valleys or close to  the coast or estuary (Fig. I). 
A number were also near to  soil type boundaries, 
perhaps suggesting the exploitation of different 
local environments for mixed farming. 

Geology and soils 
There appears to be a complete absence of villas on 
the Hastings Beds and Wealden Clay forming the 
central part of the Weald, and on the London Clay 

6. According to this view it could be seen as no more than a series Colchester and Venta Icenorum in the Antonine Itinerary 
of local tracks with alternative through routes postulated 'TheBritishSectionof theAntonineItineraryYMapof Roman 
north and south of the Downs. D G Bird 'The Romano- Britain, Ordnance Survey (1978) 16. 
British l k i o d  in Surrey' in J and D G Bird (6ds.j The 8. The pattern is not unlike the grouping of villas close to 
Archaeology of Surrey to 1540 (1987) 168. another Durobrivae, (Water Newton), where Ermine Street 

7. The only villa name connected with the road network is the crossed the river Nene at an inland port with access to the 
Vilfa Faustinigiven as a posting station on a route between Wash and the open waters beyond. 



Pig. 3: location of villas in  relation t o  soils. 

to the north-west. Though villas do appear on the 
Hastings Beds which outcrop round the Weald, in 
many cases it seems likely that their location has 
been determined by the presence of rivers running 
from the Weald towards the Thames in the north 
and the English Channel in the south (Fig. 2). The 
majority of the villas lie on the Chalk and Lower 
 ree ens and Beds which make up the edge of the 
Weald. 

The detailed soil classif icationgiven on the 1:2~o,ooo 
Soil Map Series Sheet 6, were grouped into eight 
broad types, as shown in Fig. 3. The Soil Survey map 
provides virtually no information on the soils in 
Greater London nor in other urban areas in the 
three counties. The limited supplementary data 

9. Millett has suggested that generally villas were more closely 
related to major towns than to what we have termed road- 
side settlements (The Romanization of Britain (1990) 190-5). 
Such a conclusion is not obvious in the area covered by this 
survey. The hypothesis underlying his work though is not 
primarily an economic one which envisages the town as a 

found in excavation reports or in other sources was 
used where appropriate. 

The broad grouping of soil types shown in Fig. 3 
can only be regarded as indicative of the soils at 
each villa site. The emphasis placed upon the siting 
in river valleys perhaps suggests that use would 
have been made of the alluvium and light soils 
close to the river banks and in the flood plains. 
Further study would need to be carried out before 
a detailed assessment of the agricultural potential 
of each villa location can be made. 

Nevertheless, approximately three-fifths of the 
villas appear to lie either on well-drained loamy 
soils or fine silty soils. Present agricultural crop- 

market or centre for wider distribution. It is that the owners 
of thevillas were thecompetitive"socialelites"of thecivitates 
whose role in matters of local governance would lead them 
to reside near the towns which were the foci of tribal 
administration. 



ping and land-use suggest that these soils are used 
for dairy or sheep farming on permanent and 
short-term grassland, cereals, potatoes, vegetables 
and, particularly in north and east Kent, fruitxo. 
Even if the land was not exploited so intensively 
nor for such a variety of crops as at present, the 
potential of the loamy soils at the majority of villa 
sites would have permitted a wide range of agricul- 
turalactivities,particularly the cultivation of valu- 
able wheat. Most of the other villas were on soils 
that could be classified as well drained and silty, or 
alluvial sand and gravel, and were therefore pre- 
sumably equally suitable for farming, though less 
so for wheat. 

Some provisional conclusions 
The survey suggests firstly that there is a close 
correlation between the siting of villas and the 
location of inland or coastal waterways. More than 
four-fifths of the villas were within jkm of an 
identifiable river and nearly a half were within 
~ o k m  of the sea. These findings appear to empha- 
sise the use of waterways for the transportation of 
farm or manufactured products as supplies or 
commercially traded items. 

Riverine links along the valleys might be observ- 
able particularly between the villas on the Darenth 
and the Medway and Dartford (Novioma~us) and 
Rochester (Durobrivae) which could have served as 
ports from where products might be shipped to 
larger markets both within and beyond Britain. 

Secondly, the survey emphasises the importance of 
good landward communications, in that the villas 
were on average some 7km from a known major 
Roman road, and 13km from a known roadside 
settlement. There is an inherent difficulty caused 
by the lack of knowledge of the function of many 
individual sites classed as villas. It might be ques- 
tioned whether a few, lying on or near the high- 
ways, rather than being primarily farms or man- 
sions were more integral to the functioning of the 
road network. 

Thirdly, most of the villas in the survey area lay in 
an arc close to the edge of the Weald. The less 
permeable and harder to work clays, whether in the 
centre of the Weald or outside it, were largely 

10. Legend for the ~:zso,ooo Soil Map of England and Wales Soil 
Survey of England and Wales (1983). 

n. For the view that the absence is related to the lack of a 'tribal 
elite' see Millett The Romanization of Britain (1990) 143-4. 
About half of the Greater London area lay on London Clay 
and appeared to be sparsely settled (H Sheldon and L Schaaf 
'A Survey of Roman Sites in Greater London' in J Bird, H 
Chapman and J Clark (eds.) Collectanea Londiniensia LAMAS 
Special Paper No 2 (1978). The osMap of Roman Britain (3rd 

avoided. Virtually all of the villas lay within areas 
of well-drained soils, which, as today, were prob- 
ably well suited to a mixed range of farming, with 
the loams rather than the sands favouring the high 
value wheat. The use of different natural resources 
might be indicated by the siting of many villas 
close to soil type boundaries. 

Finally, the distribution of villas does not reveal a 
concentration on the southern approaches to Lon- 
don, which lies on the edge of the survey area. 
Their apparent absence around London, which 
might be considered as surprising in view of the 
importance of the town, has been commented on 
before: such factors as the non-tribal nature of the 
town, inappropriate soils and imperially reserved 
land have been put forward as explanations~~. 

The apparent sparsity of Roman rural sites through- 
out much of the London area is not dissimilar to 
that perceived for the Iron Age, a phenomenon 
which might have continued into the early Roman 
period at least, if the advent of Rome was unac- 
companied by radical changes to established land- 
scape patternsxz. I t  may be, that as the sands and 
gravels of London's river terraces are likely to be 
less suitable than more loamv vallev bottom soils 
for growing wheat, fewer Gealthifarms should 
be expected. 

Nevertheless, the presence of villas in the Cray and 
Wandle vallevs and at the head of the Ravens- 
bourne may &an that others lie undiscovered on 
suitable terrain or have been destroyed unrecorded 
in the spread of urbanisation and exploitation of 
minerals that have characterised the growth of 
modern London. 
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Edition 1956) looked at the lack of villas north of London 
and suggested that some kind of reserve attached to London 
seemed to be indicated. 

12. See the OS Map of So~thern Britain in the Iron Age (1967). For 
the continuation into the Roman period of earlier agricul- 
tural landscapes see P J Drury and Warwick Rodwell 'Settle- 
ment in the Later Iron Age and Roman periods' in D G 
Buckley (ed.) Archaeology in Essex to 1500 CBA Research Report 
34  (1980). 



Appendix: l ist  
I. Eccles, Aylesf ord TQ 7220 6050 
2. Chalk TQ 6760 7300 
3. Cobham Park TQ 6830 6920 
4. Court Farm, Darenth TQ5630 7060 
5. East Cliff, Folkestone ~ ~ 2 4 0 0  3700 
6. StamberYsField, Little Chert TQ 9350 4550 

7. Keston, Lower Warbank ~ ~ 4 1 4 0  6320 
8. Lullingstone TQ 5280 6500 
9. Maidstone I(The Mount) ~~75705620 
10. Maidstone II TQ 7660 5490 
(Loose Road) 
11. Northfleet TQ 6160 74-10 
12. Church Field, Snodland ~ ~ 7 0 7 5  6203 
13. Swarling TR I350 5340 
14. Thurnham TQ 8000 5700 
15. Boxted Farm, Upchurch ~ ~ 8 5 4 0  6630 
16. The Vineyards, Wingham ~~24005720 
v. Queen Elizabeth School, TR 0218 6172 
Faversham 
18. Hartlip TQ 8400 6300 
19. Farningham II TQ5450 6670 
20. Farningham I TQ 5470 6640 
21. Men's Farm, Plaxtol TQ 6148 5313 

of villas as plotted 
22. Orpington 
23. Farningham I11 
24. Otford 
25. Wye 
26. The Slade, 
Boughton Monchelsea 
27. Margate 
28. By-pass near Sandwich 
29. Rodmersham 
30. Sholden near Deal 
31. Charing 
32. Ashtead 
33. Farnham 
34. Walton-on-the-Hill 
35. Rapsley, Ewhurst 
36. Beddington 
37. Compton 
38. Titsey 
39. Walton Heath 
40. Chiddingford 
41. Chatley Farm,Cobham 
42. Broad Street Common, 
Worplesdon 

TQ 4540 6580 43. Abinger 
~ ~ 5 5 4 0  6740 44. Bletchingley 
~ ~ 5 2 8 0  5920 45. Binscornbe 
TR 0478 4652 46. Fishbourne 
TQ 7770 5160 47. Bignor 

48. Arundel 
TR 3510 7005 49. Angmering 
TR 31905730 50. Borough Farm, 

TQ 9200 6100 Pulborough 
TR 3570 5290 g. Bosham Broadbridge 
T Q ~ ~ O O  5950 52. Clayton 
TQ 1778 6012 53. Eastbourne 
su 8517 4783 54. Fishbourne (South) 
TQ 2230 5557 55. Hurstpierpoint 

TQ 0804 4157 56. Lickf old (Wiggonholt) 
TQ 2970 6580 57. Newhaven 
su 9573 4798 58. Preston 

TQ 4048 5451 59. Sidleham 
TQ 2316 5457 60. Southwick 
su 9784 3610 61. Watergate Hanger 
TQ08805960 62. West Blatchington 
sug68g51oo 63. Wiston 

64. Minster 

die Jeffrevs 4 

Eddie Jef freys, who died in February aged 46, was 
one of a number of volunteers drawn into the 
London archaeological net in the early 1970s 
through rescue excavations taking place in their 
own localities. 

In Eddie's case the locality was Old Ford in the East 
End of London and the focus of investigations 
was the Roman Road to Colchester and its adjacent 
settlement. This ancient landscape was coming 
into view at an unsettling time for the community 
as the familiar street pattern of Old Ford, with its 
rows of Victorian terraces and grander villas was 
changing radically. Many roads that had survived 
the war were being erased and replaced by blocks 
of high-rise flats, hence the need for archaeologi- 
cal work. 

Eddie started digging as a volunteer early in 1971 
and his enthusiasm, ability and humour ensured 
that he fitted naturally into the team of full- and 
part-time archaeologists excavating in Old Ford, 
Southwark and elsewhere in London. 

Though marriage and the arrival of children cur- 
tailed Eddie's appearances on site, his contribution 

to post-excavation sessions continued and revealed 
an immense natural talent for illustration. An 
erample of this was his delicate drawing of samian 
pottery, published in the major Southwark reports 
which appeared in 1978 and 1988. But this natural 
talent, allied to humour and an almost-photo- 
graphic ability to create period detail also allowed 
for original artistic contribution. Thus cartoons 
would appear, soon appended to office walls, 
bearing witness to the embarrassments and indis- 
cretions which seemed to be a regular feature of 
archaeological life. 

Crudly, a few years ago, Eddie was afflicted by a 
brain tumour, and though he made a partial recov- 
ery, a full return to health was not to be. 

Eddie will always be remembered with warmth 
and affection by those who knew him, and the 
contributions he made to London archaeology 
will not be forgotten. It  is difficult to express the 
sadness that his archaeological friends feel at his 
untimely death, and the deepest sympathies of all 
of us go out to his family. 

Harvey Sheldon 


