
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Old Fire Station 

Fossway 

Newcastle   

 
Archaeological Evaluation 

  
 
 
 
 

June 2009 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Report No. 1966 

 
 
 

 

 

Your Homes Newcastle Ltd. 



Archaeological Services WYAS Report No. 1966  Old Fire Station, Newcastle 

  

 

Old Fire Station, Fossway 

Newcastle 

Archaeological Evaluation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

Two Archaeological evaluation trenches were excavated on the site of the former Fossway 

Fire Station in Newcastle. An area of dark-bluish grey clayey silt was located and 

corresponds with the upper portion of the ditch located on the northern side and running 

parallel with Hadrian’s Wall. The edges of the ditch were truncated both to the south and 

north by modern contaminated ground and by a concrete beam. The natural levels were 

exposed in both trenches and demonstrated that the level of the natural ground had been 

heavily truncated by the construction of the fire station. No other archaeological features 

were revealed within the evaluation trenches, although several modern pipe trenches and 

concrete deposits were observed crossing the trench. No finds were recovered from the ditch 

or from the evaluation trenches. 
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1 Introduction  

Archaeological Services WYAS (ASWYAS) was commissioned by Your Homes Newcastle 
Ltd. to undertake an archaeological evaluation to investigate and record suspected 
archaeological deposits in advance of construction at the former Fossway Fire Station in 
Newcastle. This report details the results of the investigations which were carried out from 
the 1st to the 4th of June 2009. 

Site location and topography  

The site is located on the land of the former Fossway Fire Station in Newcastle centred at 
National Gird Reference NZ 286 655 (Figs 1 and 2). The site is approximately 28m above 
Ordnance Datum (AOD) with a slight rise to the north. 

Soils, geology and land-use 

The soils of the area are mapped as Palaeozoic shale described as slowly permeable 
seasonally waterlogged clayey soils of the Hallsworth 1 association (SSEW 1983, 712 d). 
The underlying geology comprises of Westphalian Coal Measures (BGS 2001). The area is 
predominantly waste land within a residential suburb of Newcastle. 

 

2 Archaeological and Historical Background 

Limited archaeological work has occurred on the site, in 2001 the monitoring of boreholes in 
advance of the proposed redevelopment, recorded possible evidence for the Hadrian's Wall 
ditch, south of the Fire Station (English Heritage 2007). A portion of the southern site is 
located within the buffer zone of the Frontiers of the Roman Empire, World Heritage Site. 
Upon this basis and on further evidence, the actual line of Hadrian’s Wall is believed to pass 
through the southern part of the site, but the exact position and degree of survival of Roman 
remains is unknown (Appendix 3). The development area lies just 2.49 miles south-east of 
Pons Aelius (Aelius Bridge), an auxiliary fort and small settlement on the eastern end of 
Hadrian’s Wall, and to the west of the fort of Segedunum meaning Victory Fort (Wallsend). 
The Pons Aelius can trace its origins back to emperor Hadrian’s visit to Britain in AD 122 
and it may have been built to replace an earlier fort south of the Tyne at Gateshead. Pons 

Aelius had a strategic position, guarding the important river crossing. Much of the original 
fort remains buried underneath a Norman castle keep. Very few excavations have taken place 
due to the castle and surrounding city centre buildings being built over the layout of the fort 
(Wilson 2002). Hadrian’s Wall originally ended at Pons Aelius though it was later decided 
that the wall should be extended further east, probably to protect the river crossing. In about 
AD 127, work begun on this 4-mile section of the wall, east from the fort of Pons Aelius, 
passing through the present-day Byker suburb and ending at the new fort of Segedunum. The 
new section of the wall was narrower (2.4m) than the sections previously built (3m) and the 
Vallum behind it was not present (Wilson 2002). The fort of Segedunum was covered by 
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housing in the 19th century, though its outline was discovered by trenching in 1929 (Breeze 
2006). In advance of proposed redevelopment, archaeological excavations in 1975 resulted in 
the first complete phase plan from a fort on Hadrian’s Wall. The fort perimeter was marked 
out and, the fort bath-house was reconstructed.  

During building works in 2000, a fragment of Hadrian’s Wall, mainly the foundations and a 
single course, was uncovered and preserved in the eastern suburb of Byker (1 mile south-
west of the development area). It was identified as the Narrow wall with multiple lilia, three 
lines of defensive pits situated upon the berm, north of the wall.  

3 Aims and Objectives 

The aims of the archaeological evaluation trenches were to determine the location, extent, 
date, character, condition, significance and quality of any surviving archaeological remains 
related to Hadrian’s Wall; to establish the nature and extent of existing disturbance and 
intrusion to sub-surface deposits; assess the degree of survival of buried deposits of 
archaeological significance, and; inform the design of the subsequent re-development of the 
site (Appendix 3). 

4 Methodology 

The archaeological investigations at the Old Fire Station were undertaken in accordance with 
recognised professional standards (Institute for Archaeologists 2008) and ASWYAS 
methodologies (ASWYAS 2003). Two trenches were excavated (Fig. 2) using a mechanical 
excavator fitted with a toothless ditching bucket under direct archaeological supervision.  
Topsoil, subsoil and modern overburden were removed in level spits no more than 0.2m in 
thickness down to the first significant archaeological horizon or undisturbed natural. Any 
archaeological features uncovered were then hand cleaned and  recorded in accordance with 
the Archaeological Services standard method (ASWYAS, 2003). A full written, drawn and 
photographed record of all contexts was made. Trench locations were surveyed using a 
Trimble 5500 series Total Station and were tied into nearby permanent structures and the 
Ordnance Survey National Grid. Levels were established by transferring heights from a 
known Bench Mark marked on Ordnance Survey maps of the area. 

5 Results 

In both trenches a general sequence was observed and recorded (Figs. 4 and 5). This 
comprised a layer of made ground (117 and 203) overlying the natural clays, above this was a 
layer of compacted dolomite rubble (101 and 202). This in turn was sealed by a layer of 
demolition rubble and topsoil (100, 200 and 201). 

The western evaluation trench, Trench 1 was 60m in length and 2m in width (Fig. 3). Upon 
excavation it became apparent that the old fire station foundations had considerably disturbed 
the ground level and the natural levels of the site. Within Trench 1 archaeological remains 
were located at the southern end (Plates 1, 2 and 3), this consisted of a large area of dark 
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bluish grey clayey silt (116) 4.15m in length. This was cut to the north by a coarse deposit of 
modern contaminated ground (102) and it was also cut to the south by a concrete beam which 
would appear to be the front foundation of the old fire station (104). Deposit 116 would 
appear to be a vallum or fossa, a general term for any roman defensive ditch,  in this case 
located to the north of Hadrian’s Wall. This is not to be mistaken for The Vallum complex 
located south of Hadrian’s Wall. Two wooden fragments were recorded on the eastern side of 
the ditch, these appeared to comprise a rectangular post and a circular stake that had been 
driven into the upper fill of the ditch (Plate 5). The wooden fragments were left in situ and 
not excavated.  

A small extension was excavated just before backfilling in an attempt to locate the northern 
edge of the ditch, however, the large concrete-beam foundation cut was at least 1.10m wide 
along the northern edge, and had removed all trace of the edge. Due to the level of truncation 
it was not possible to completely confirm that this was the ditch or its relationship with the 
natural deposits to the north. David Hislop, the County Archaeologist from The Tyne and 
Wear Specialist Conservation Team, visited the site and confirmed the deposit exposed was a 
vallum or fossa. 

The natural geological layers were encountered at various depths, depending upon the level 
of truncation by the fire station. This ranged from 27.08m AOD in the northern part of Trench 
1 where the natural had not been truncated (Plate 4). Where the natural had been truncated, 
within the foot print of the fire station it was at 25.82m AOD. Cutting across both trenches in 
an east to west direction was a series of modern concrete beams and pipes. No other 
archaeological features were exposed within Trench 1.  

Trench 2  revealed a similar pattern of deposits (Fig. 5; Plate 6). Here only modern features 
consisting of concrete beams and pipe trenches associated with the former fire station were 
revealed. No archaeological features were exposed in the natural clays in the northern part of 
the trench. 

 

6 Conclusions 

The excavation of the two trial trenches revealed the existence of the northern defensive ditch 
associated with Hadrian’s Wall. It was not possible to locate the edges of the ditch as it had 
been truncated by later modern activity on site. The level of truncation was heaviest within 
the area of the former fire station, with indications of a basement or sub-level of the building. 
Where the natural levels were exposed, there was no indication of additional archaeological 
features. The location of a vallum which has been identified along the course of the Wall 
confirms that at least part of the complex of Hadrian’s Wall survives within the development 
area.
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Plate 1. Ditch 115 truncated by contaminated ground, looking north 
 

 
Plate 2. Section of Ditch 115, looking south-east 



 
Plate 3. Trench 1, looking north 
 
 

 
Plate 4. Trench 1, looking south 



 
Plate 5. Timber fragments within Ditch 115, looking east 
 
 

 
Plate 6. Trench 2, looking south 
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Appendix 1: Inventory of primary archive 

Phase File/Box No Description Quantity 

Evaluation File no.1 Context register sheets 2 

  Drawing register sheets 2 

  Levels sheets 3 

  Trench record sheets 2 

  Digital register sheet 2 

  Photo register sheets 2 

  Colour negative strips 1 

  B&W negative strips 1 

 File no. 2 Context sheets (nos. 100-125 and 200-217) 44 

 File no. 3 Small drawing sheets 6 
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Appendix 2: Summary of contexts  

Context Trench Description 

100 1 Mid greyish brown sandy silty clay, topsoil = 200 

101 1 Mid brownish yellow silty sand and crushed dolomite, hardcore 

102 1 Dark bluish grey silty clay, back fill of pit 103 

103 1 Cut of modern, diesel contaminated pit 

104 1 Concrete beam 

105 1 Concrete beam 

106 1 Concrete beam 

107 1 Concrete beam 

108 1 Land drain 

109 1 Land drain 

110 1 Land drain 

111 1 Brick foundation wall 

112 1 Brick foundation wall 

113 1 Foundation cut for 104, same as 113 

114 1 Foundation cut for 105 

115 1 Cut of possible ditch 

116 1 Dark bluish grey clayey silt, fill of ditch 115 

117 1 Dark greyish brown clayey silt and rubble, modern levelling deposit 

118 1 Cut for diesel tank 

119 1 Topsoil material and concrete blocks, backfill of cut 118 

120 1 Same as 113 

121 1 Dark grey silty sand and concrete, backfill of 113=120 

122 1 Foundation cut for 105 

123 1 Back fill of 122 (?) 

124 1 Land drain 

125 1 Mid yellowish mottled brownish grey clay, natural 

200 2 Same as 100 

201 2 Dark blackish grey gritty silty clay and CBM, made ground 

202 2 Light yellowish brown silty and crushed dolomite, levelling deposit = 101 

203 2 Dark greyish silty clay and CBM, levelling deposit 

204 2 Same as 125, natural 

205 2 Concrete beam 

206 2 Dark black brown silty clay, fill of modern pipe trench 

207 2 Cut of pipe trench 

208 2 Concrete cover for modern pipe 

209 2 Foundation cut for concrete feature 

210 2 Concrete cover for pipe 

211 2 Cut for concrete cover 210 

212 2 Same as 203 

213 2 Cut of modern linear feature 

214 2 Concrete beam 

215 2 Dark greyish silty clay and CBM, levelling deposit, fill of 216 

216 2 Cut for modern pipe trench 

217 2 Brick foundation wall 
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Appendix 3: Specification for Evaluation work to record suspected 
archaeological deposits at the former Fossway Fire Station, Newcastle 
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