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INTRODUCTION

Large-scale development of the area to the south-west of Cirenccster in the period 1969-1981,
provided an opportunity for Circncester Excavation Committee to investigate an extensive
tract of ground lying between the walls of Corinium Dobunnorum, and the amphitheatre. (Fig 1).

Excavation prior to the construction of the western relief road, completed in 1974, resulted in
the recovery of over 450 Romano-British burials from the extensive Bath Gate cemetery lying
either side of the Fosse Way as it leaves the Roman town heading towards Bath. Evidence of
stone .quarrying in the area before the third century was obtained in excavations both to the
north-west and south-cast of the amphitheatre, with subsidiary roads branching from the Fosse
being constructed to serve the industry. An extra-mural building north of the Fosse scaled by
the later cemetery may have had a craft or industrial function. (Fig 2).

Construction of the eastern by-pass produced evidence for at least thirteen burials outside the
Verulamium Gate, and the opportunity therefore has been taken in this report to collect
together all the evidence of the known pattern of Roman cemeteries around Corinillm.

Intensive and detailed anatomical analysis of all available skeletal material by Calvin Wells has
contributed a great deal to the study of palaeopathology of the Roman community of Corinillm
Dobllnnorum, once the second largest town in walled area in Roman Britain.

It was felt that numerous excavations and observations over such a large area in the period
1969-1981, and under differing conditions, did not lend itself readily to individual site reports,
given also the current physical and financial restrictions of publication. Therefore, a thematic
approach has been adopted, whereby a study of observable chronological development in the
area of the Querns has been assessed, using a variety of sources. For example, evidence of
stone extraction in the Roman period was recovered from a number oflocations, and has been
grouped together in the text to provide an overall view of the industry in the area. More
detailed discussion of individual excavations can be found in the site records, microfiche copies
of which arc stored at the National Monuments Record, London. The all-encompassing
descriptive term "the Querns" has been used throughout the text to denote that area of land,
west of the Roman town, south of the Tetbury Road, north of Cotswold Avenue, Chesterton,
and with the Roman amphitheatre at its centre (sec p. 27 for derivation of name). The Bath Gate
Cemetery is defined as the area of Roman burial lying immediately outside and to the west
of the Roman town gate of that name, the site of which was confirmed in 1974.

EXCAVATION CODES

Excavations in the area of the Querns and Bath Gate Cemetery in the period 1969-1976 and
1978 were assigned site codes CS, CT, EA and DW. An abbreviated year code (for example 69
for 1969, 70 for 1970) follows the site code abbreviation when it has been necessary to refer to
the work of a specific season. In addition, for site CS, the year code is followed by a trench
number (arabic). Layer numbers form the last element in the code.

19
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For example: CS 72-3 8 7 refers to site CS, excavated 1972-3, trench 8, layer 7,
CS 71 2 refers to site CS excavated in 1971 layer 2 (only one trench was opened in 1971, and
therefore no trench number was allocated).
In discussion of site CT, year and trench codes have been deleted in some instances, and the
reference CT 116 for example refers directly to layer 116 on site CT. (If the year of excavation
is important this has been inserted and the code given would be CT' 73 116).
Fig. 3 shows the positions of the trenches referred to in the text.

Imperial measurements used during' the excavation of CT 69 and CS 70-74 have been
converted to metric to be consistent with modem practice.

All site books, finds, pottery, analyses, detailed archive and photographic records are stored
at the Corinium Museum, Cirencester, and are available for study on prior application to the
staff of the museum. The National Monuments Record, London, hold a microfiche
facsimile of the site records, available for study on prior application.
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Following advice from the Department of the Environment, and in particular Advisory Note
25 dated 28 July 1980, this report initially written for text publication has been extensively
revised for a text/fiche publication. Plans and sections appear in the printed part of the report so
that they can be used in conjunction with the fiche. Specialist reports arc split between text and
fiche with the bulk of these reports appearing on fiche. The printed part of this report contains
details of the excavation and the overall conclusions. There is also a discussion of the skeletal
material by Calvin Wells based on his examination of over 400 skeletons, the detailed results of
which are contained on fiche.

The production of a text/fiche format is an experiment tackled by few excavators and
consequently the Committee is anxious to hear how it is received by the archaeological world.

Fiche are referred to by number, for example, in this volume where there arc 5 fiche, fiche
one is 1/5, fiche three is 3/5. The individual frames contained on each fiche arc referred to by a
letter followed by a number. The first row is lettered A, the second D, the seventh being G.
The frames in each row are numbered 1 to 14 from left to right. Thus 2/5 C04 refers to row C
fourth frame along in the second fiche of five fiches.



GEOLOGY AND TOPOGRAPHY

Cirencestcr lies at the south-eastern end of the long dip slope of the Cotswold Hills,
geolog ically composed of richly fossiliferous rocks of the Middle Jurassic Age. Th e geolo gy of
the immediate Circncestcr area has been little studied in detail by geologists because of the
rarity of natural exposures, A history of geological study in the area has been discussed by
Hugh T orrens in Cirencester Excavations I (Torrens, 1982, 72-78). Within the area investigated
archaeo log ically and the subject of this volume, the underlying natural rock is oo litic limestone.

The landscape to the west of the town is dom inated by the banks of the Roman
amphitheatre, rising above and incorpo rating the upcast of Rom an quarrying activi ties in the
area , figs . 4 and 5. ln 1%9 the principal area investigated by the Co mmittee was bounded on
the east by the trackbed of the form er Kcmble-Cirencestcr branch railway, and Sheep Street;

I. Aerial view of The Quems, August 1973
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Querns Hill and Cotswold Avenue to the south; the Amphitheatre to the west; and Tetbury
Road, the Cattle Market and Sports Centre to the north. Construetion of the western relief
road necessitated the realignment of Sheep St, Quems Hill and Tetbury Road, with attendant
building development in the area served by the new Phoenix Way, and realigned Sheep Street,
of light industrial, office and residential grades.

Lying outside the Roman town walls in the vicinity of the amphitheatre, the area was one of
potential archaeological importance particularly with regard to a study of the cemetery pattern
and Roman road alignments. As shown by the contour survey of the area east and north-east of
the amphitheatre, fig. 4, a natural ridge ran from the north-eastern entrance of the amphitheatre
towards the then supposed site of the Bath Gate of the town (subsequently confirmed in
excavations in 1974, see McWhirr, 1978, 71-2, fig. 4). South of this line a large semi-circular
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hollow existed, flanked on the west by the banks of the amphitheatre and to the south by a
steeply sloping face c. 10 m. high. The topography of the land further to the east had been
obliterated by an embankment and cutting to take the bed of the railway constructed in 1841.

Evidence for the quarrying of stone in Roman times is discussed p. 31. The delays
experienced in publishing Cirencester Excavations I (see Wacher and McWhirr, 1982, 17) are
equally applicable comments for this volume. Plans to construct an ambulance station in the
former Kitchen Garden of Quems House provided the Committee with an opportunity in 1978
to investigate the area to the north-west of the amphitheatre. Actual construction was not
started until 1981 when the Committee continued its observations in the area. But for the delays
in publication, the results of this work could not have been included in this present volume,
where they form an important contribution to our understanding of the geological and topo
graphical history of the area.



HISTORICAL SUMMARY OF THE QUERNS

The area to the west of the town is commonly referred to as the Querns, and this account of the
history of that area is included in an attempt to show that the landscape visible before the
construction of the ring road was an ancient one possibly little altered, except for some
property boundaries, since the Roman period.

PRE-ROMAN PERIOD

Finds of an obviously pre-Roman origin have not been recorded from the area, although five
burials recovered by Buckman and Newmarch (1850, 12; Gazetteer burial nos. 1076-1080
mf. SIS) were, they believed, from a long barrow, marked as such on the O.S. maps of the
area, figs. 2 and 5. The site in question is along oval mound to the north of the amphitheatre.
Witts (1883, 76 no. 8) records that this partial opening consisted of two transverse cuts through
the mound. The burials, arranged east-west, were in a fragmentary state, although Beecham
(1886, 257) was able to add that they were male, and that they were flexible and bent so that
'they were probably killed in an encounter, and would appear to have been buried immediately
after death'.

The basis for identifying burials 1076-1080 as pre-Roman appears simply to be their presence
below a long oval mound reminiscent of long barrows of the Scvern-Cotswold type. Leslie
Grinsell (O'Neil and Grinsell, 1960, 75, Cirencester i) regarded it as a very doubtful long
barrow considering its low-lying position and the presence of extensive quarrying activity (both
Roman and post-Roman) in the vicinity. The Committee's work would appear to further sub
stantiate Grinsell's view and in the light of evidence to be presented in greater detail p. 31 and
microfiche 5/5, these five individuals should probably be considered as Roman in date.

Similarly, O'Neil and Grinsell (1960, 108, Cirencester [4] ) considered the "tumulus" as
marked on fig. 5 at SP 01870147 to be highly questionable as a round barrow. The conical
mound, 4.6-6.1 m. high, has a modern octagonal tiled platform on top, and is probably to be
connected with quarrying, the tile platform perhaps representing the remains of a summer
house constructed as part of the garden landscaping of the area for Charles Lawrence. A second
postulated round barrow (O'Neil and Grinsell, 1960, 108, Cirencester [5] ) at SP 01800136 is
very large and shapeless, and would again be best interpreted as the result of quarrying.

ROMAN PERIOD

The earliest dated finds recovered from the excavations are of an early military character, (see
mf. 2/5). Unstratified and unassociated with any burials, these objects were probably casually
lost either in the cemetery area or elsewhere in the town, subsequently arriving in rubbish
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deposits cleared from the town centre - a practice which is very evident from a study of the
pottery recovered during the excavations.

Quarrying in the Roman period is discussed later, p. 31, but on present evidence this would
appear to be one of the first extractive industries in the area, creating a landscape of irregular
humps and hollows. The earliest firmly dated structure is the amphitheatre, situated 800 m.
south-west of the town, and now a grass-covered mound in the care of the Department of the
Environment (Waeher, 1981). The banks survive to a height of 7.62 m. surrounding an
elliptical arena approximately 47 m. by 41 m. with entrances at each end of the long axis.
Excavations were first carried out by Mr. T.C. Brown in 1868 when a section was cut through
the banks (Brown T.e., 1869, 106); while the north-east entrance and arena were investigated
by Wacher in 1962-3, (Wacher, 1963, 23; 1964, 17); with further sectioning of the banks in 1966
(Brown and McWhirr, 1967, 185).

In 1868 Mr. T'C. Brown reported that to his 'knowledge the arena had never been opened,
whilst cuttings in other mounds by Mr. Lawrence (of Quems House, see p. 29) had
discovered several coins, lachrymatories, pottery, and some stone coffins' (Brown T.e., 1869,
107). The amphitheatre as suggested by Brown (p. 102) probably resulted from the upcast of
rubbish from quarrying activity. The presence of such a large public monument would imply
the existence of a road giving access from the town. Elucidation of the road systems serving the
cultural, industrial/agricultural and burial functions of the area Was obtained in excavations to
be described in greater detail in this volume.

The cemetery appears to have continued in usc into the fifth century although evidence from
excavations in 1961 would appear to suggest that the municipal care of the town was in decline
by that time. Two burials, recovered from the ditches of Ermin Street (Gazetteer burials nos.
5001, 5006, mf. 5/5) in the centre of the Roman town, and discarded without proper burial
point to both a breakdown of civil administration and to a decline in the town population. The
presence of later timber buildings, with fifth or sixth century pottery and the blocking of the
entrance has led Wacher to suggest a shift of population to the amphitheatre for defensive
purposes during the troublesome years of the fifth century (Wacher, 1974, 312-315). The place
name evidence of Chesterton is of relevance here, sec below. (Wacher, 1974, 314; Rivet and
Smith, 1979, 321-2).

POST-ROMAN PERIOD by Terry Slater

Historical evidence for the use of the Querns in the post-Roman period is not available before
1086, whilst the fields are not referred to specifically until 1288, therefore information must be
sought from less direct sources for the early history of the area. Place-name scholars demon
strate that 'Querns' derives from an Old English word crundel, which means quarry. It was not
until the sixteenth century that the medieval name of 'Crundles' began to change to the modern
Quems (Smith, A.H., 1964,65). The evidence of quarrying is clear in the area even today, but
the main period in which these quarries were exploited was the early Roman. They were the
sources of the stone used for many of the buildings in the town and since both amphitheatre
and cemetery occupy the floor of the quarry it seems likely that it was already going out of use
as an active excavation in the Roman period.

The other place-name of significance is Chesterton, the name of the manor and tything in
which the Querns is situated. Wacher's excavations in the amphitheatre seem to suggest that it
was converted in the fifth century A.D. into a fortified enclosure (Wacher, 1963, 15-26; 1964,
9-19; 1976, 15-17). Its embankments would have made a much more readily defended area
than the two miles of wall once the town population had begun to shrink. This suggests that
the ceaster of the first element of Chesterton makes reference to the amphitheatre rather than the
adjacent Roman town and that Smith's interpretation of 'farm near, or belonging to, the
Roman town' might be modified (Smith, A.H., 1964, 64).

It is probable that Chesterton was part of the large royal manor of Cirencester until the
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late-Saxon period, but before Domesday it had been granted. to a subject and its manorial
descent thenceforth remained separate. In 1086, the two-hide manor was held by William de
Baderon (Taylor, 1889, 280-4). In the early thirteenth century, Chesterton was purchased by
the Langley family whose principal Gloucestershire manor was the adjacent Siddington St.
Peter, and it remained in their hands until 1459 (Coss, 1971, charter 45; 1974). Though its
manorial and judicial administration remained separate from Cirencester through the medieval
period, and though the tithes were granted to St. Peter's Abbey, Gloucester, in the late eleventh
century (Hart, 1863-67, 70), Chesterton remained part of the ecclesiastical parish of
Cirencester and did not acquire a church or chapel of its own. The boundary of the manor and
tything of Chesterton followed the pre-1975 line of Tetbury Road, Sheep Street and Quems
Lane, so that the Quems occupied its extreme northern comer (Fig. 6).

The Quems is exceptionally well-documented through the medieval period because of the
survival of charters belonging to both Circnccster Abbey and the Langley family. It also gains
mention in the national archives in the prolonged disputes between abbot and townspeople in
the fourteenth century. Before about 1200 A.D., the Quems was divided into two parts: a
rough and thorn-grown pasture of some sixty acres (24 ha.), which included the Roman amphi
theatre and cemetery area and extensive remains of the quarries, and a ten-acre (4 ha.) meadow
called Athelmead. There is no mention in the documents of active quarrying in the Quems, so
it seems likely that stone was by then obtained from elsewhere, including, not least, from
upstanding Roman walls (Brown and McWhirr, 1966, 240-53).

The meadow of Athelmead occupied the elongated level strip of land between Sheep Street
and a watercourse which, in the late eighteenth century, supplied the Thames and Severn Canal
basin. The watercourse originates as a part of the water defences of the Roman city and was
diverted in the early Norman period to fill the moat of the medieval castle. Though the castle
was destroyed by Stephen in 1142 (Potter, 1955, 141; Fuller, 1890-1, 103-119), the moat,
known as Law Gutter, survived until the late-eighteenth century as a street name and ditch.
Athelmead, too, survived as a valued meadow, and subsequently as a market garden, until the
coming of the railway in 1841.

These two enclosures, the overgrown quarry and the meadow, were used as common
pasture by the townspeople of Cirencester and the tenants of Chesterton. The other town
common, Watermoor, occupied an equivalent position outside the south gate of the Roman
defences, where a second Roman cemetery is known. Common grazing of this kind would
seem a logical use for these rough, hillocky areas with, in the early years of Saxon settlement,
large stone tombstones still protruding through the scrub and long grass. As well as pasture,
the Athelmead part of the Quems common was used as the site of the town archery butts since
the name of Sheep Street derives from an Old English word, scytta, meaning archer (Smith,
A.H., 1964,63). Common rights, once established, were difficult to extinguish. At Watermoor
they survived until 1825, but in the thirteenth century successive abbots of Cirencester were
engaged in a systematic consolidation and development of their town properties through
judicious agreements and exchanges with lesser land-holders. As part of this process, Abbot
Henry of Munden concluded agreements in 1286 with Bartholomew Archibald, Lord of the
small manor of Archibalds in the town, and with Sir Geoffrey Langley, Lord of Chesterton,
whereby they gave up their rights, and the rights of their tenants, in the common grazing of the
Querns and Athelmead in exchange for Abbey meadowland elsewhere (Devine, 1977, charters
188, 357). Abbot Henry was thus able to properly enclose the Quems with a stone wall in 1292
and began to utilise it as a rabbit warren (Ross, 1964, 99-119; Fuller, 1884-5, 298-344).

In order to safeguard the abbey from subsequent legal action by the tenants of Cirencester,
who had lost their accustomed grazing, a pardon was purchased from Edward II in 1315
(Calendar of Patent Rolls, 9 Ed. II). For this reason, the townspeople were unable to press their
legitimate complaint presented in the great petition to the Crown made in 1342 (Ross, 1964,
99-119), the legal ramifications of which continued for more than haIfa century, as they sought
to extract themselves from the yoke of the abbot's Lordship.

The Quems continued in use as a rabbit warren until the Dissolution of the Abbey, since in
1538, one Clement Rede, yeoman of Cirencestcr, was appointed 'keeper of the game of conyes
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being within the lese or pasture called corners' (Fuller, 1890-1, 103-119). The Langley charters
show the principal gate to the warren to have been opposite the west gate of the Roman town,
whilst a reference to 'Ravensgate' in a charter of 1392 possibly refers to the medieval or Saxon
name for that west gate. It would be an appropriate association for a gate leading to a large
cemetery since the raven is linked with a number of pagan religious cults, including the Roman
Mithraic, and is often particularly associated with death (Gelling, 1978, 130-161).

At the Dissolution, the Querns was included in the western of the two great estates into
which the abbey lands were divided and in the late seventeenth century it thus passed into the
ownership of the Bathurst family. An estate plan of 1Tl] provides the earliest cartographic
evidence of the area (G.C.R.O., Bathurst MSS D2525, Plan of Chesterton In7 - part
reproduced here, fig. 6). It shows that the Querns was used as pasture land and had been
sub-divided into three large and one smaller enclosures. Athelmead was a market garden,
except for its southern end beside Crundlesgate, which was occupied by the premises of the
Old Bell Inn. The plan shows the area just before it was to be radically altered by the
nineteenth-century expansion of the town.

In 1789, a branch of the Thames and Severn Canal was opened to Cirencester. It terminated
in a basin at the foot of Querns Hill and the watercourse which had irrigated Athelmead for a
miIlenium and more, was culverted to provide water for the canal (Household, 1969, 63-8;
G.C.R.O. Thames & Severn MSS, 175/16 no. 45, plan of canal feeder). By 1807, Earl
Bathurst's kitchen garden had been laid out beside the Tetbury Road on part of the Querns
(G.C.R.O. Bathurst MSS D2525, Plan of Chesterton 1807), and in 1826 much of the northern
portion of the Querns was leased to a Cirencester solicitor, Charles Lawrence. Within this area
he built himself a large ornamental villa, designed by P.F.Robinson (now the Querns
Hospital), and laid out park-like gardens with lodges, stables, avenue and walled kitchen garden
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(Slater, 1978, 129-144). In 1841, Earl Bathurst sold Athelmead to the Great Western Railway
Company for the terminus station and coal yards of their branch line from Kemble. The
remaining street frontage on Tetbury road was used for a new cattle market in 1867, the site
being donated by Earl Bathurst (Beecham, 1887, 205-6; 229-20). The southern portion of the
Quems, including the amphitheatre, continued to be leased as pasture into the present century.
The twentieth century has seen the fields to the west of the Quems developed for housing, the
closure and redevelopment of the railway area, the conversion of the Quems house to a
hospital, and finally the division of the site by the western relief road which was the stimulus
for the excavations forming the subject of this volume.


