
ROADSIDE BUILDING
by

Roger Leech and Alan McWhirr

INTRODUCTION

1972-1974 Excavations, CT 72-74. (ADM)
The building was discovered in 1972 during excavation of a large area of the Fosse Way south
west of the Bath Gate (fig. 3). To the north of the Fosse three cobbled surfaces were found, the
uppermost of which on investigation proved to be sealing an earlier building.

[n April 1973 construction work for Christian Brann's new premises in Phoenix Way took
place, just to the north of the building discovered in 1972, unbeknown to the Excavation
Committee, in which the site was cleared to a depth of about two metres. As no advance
warning had been given no archaeological observation took place but fortunately Mr. D.].
Wilkinson, who at the time was carrying out rescue work at the Querns Hospital in Tctbury
Road, noticed the contractors at work and was able to arrange for some recording to take place.
The levelling of the site had left standing a two-metre vertical face at the southern end of
Christian Brann's site, just to the north of where excavations were carried out in 1972. This
vertical face was cleaned and carefully examined by Messrs. R.R. Downey and T.]. O'Leary
who also collected together oral information regarding other discoveries made during the
levelling. They recorded walls belonging to the structure found in 1972 and from the wall
foundations recovered part of an inscription of a tombstone which may indicate the settlement
of veterans at Cirencester (mf. 2/5). Skeletons were visible in the upstanding section and
comments from those working on the site suggested that others were found further to the
north, but not in great numbers.

During the summer of 1973, an eight-week season was devoted to the excavation of the
masonry structure to establish its plan and chronological sequence. It was shown that the walls
formed part of a building which was probably used for craft or light-industrial purposes (fig.
17). As future excavations did not seem likely at the time, the opportunity was taken in 1973 to
excavate a limited number of areas in depth to date the building and to see if earlier structures
existed beneath. In the event however, it was possible for the Committee to carry out further
excavations in 1974 with the knowledge that the site was due to be developed that year and so
for this reason certain objectives were set and excavation was carried out with these in mind. It
was decided to uncover as much as possible of the latest phase of the building and to take other
selected areas down to natural to establish the chronology of the site. Approximately 75% of
the inside of the building was excavated to the latest floor level and three areas dug to natural.
Despite the urgency created in 1973 and again in 1974 the major part of the site remained
undeveloped for well over two years although some disturbance took place at the western end
during the construction of the western relief road between 1974 and 1975.

The 1971-4 excavations of the building and road were given the site-code letter CT with
features/layers numbered 1-99 being reserved for the road and 100 to 278 for the building.

After the construction of the relief road Christian Brann proposed extending their premises
further south on to the site of the Roman building which necessitated levelling the whole plot
by one to three metres, involving the complete removal of the Roman building. The news of
this development broke at a time when the Excavation Committee was not in a position to
mount its own excavation and so arrangements were made with the Committee for Rescue
Archaeology in Avon, Gloucestershire and Somerset (CRAAGS) to undertake the levelling
operations on behalf of Christian Brann under archaeological supervision. This work was
directed by Dr. R.H. Leech.

1976 Excavations, CT 76. (RHL)
In the limited time available it was impossible to excavate carefully by hand the entire part of
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Fig. 17. CT 72-4 trench outlines

the site not previously examined, so arrangements were made with the contractors in order that
the excavation could commence with some of the mechanical earthmoving operations that
would subsequently have been necessary. This earthmoving, which was therefore carried out
under archaeological supervision, comprised (a) the removal of recent spoil heaps and tipped
material, (b) the cutting back to a vertical face of the trench (trench 1, fig. 18) left alongside the
Christian Brann Building in 1973, (c) the removal of all layers above the silts traced in 1971-4,
except in the two baulks left running at right angles to one another across the width and length
of the site. The surfaces of the silt layers were trowelled over before (d) the cutting of four
trenches (trenches 2-4, and 6) parallel with the axis of Phoenix Way and approximately at right
angles to the Roman Fosse Way (fig. 18). The two on the south-west of the plot (trenches 2 and
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3) were cut to the surface of the natural subsoil; the two On the north-east side (trenches 4 and
6) were cut to the depth that it was intended to excavate for the new building on this plot. All
the exposed sections were cut back by trowelling prior to recording, the bottoms of several of
the trenches, parricularly the one alongside the Christian Brann Building, were taken down
further by hand. In addition a large part of the central two baulks was excavated very carefully
by hand from the existing ground surface downwards.

All features (including layers, pits, walls) were given a unique number, commencing at 300
so as to avoid confusion with the numbers given to the layers in the 1972-4 excavations. In
accordance with the recording system of the Excavation Committee finds were given a separate
number unique to CT 76, while burials were separately numbered from 720. The positions of
plans, sections, features and recorded finds are indicated by the excavation grid which was
based on the Ordnance Survey co-ordinates. Thus the full map reference for 100/500 on fig. 18
is SP 402100 201500.

Section A-B (fig. 19) was cut from the existing ground level to the surface of the natural
subsoil and provides a link between the 1976 excavation and the earlier examination of the Fosse
Way and cemetery to the south. Section C-D (fig. 20) was partly cut to the surface of the
subsoil and, but for a two-metre gap, would link sections A-B, E-F and F-G (figs. 19 and
21-22) to the remaining areas examined in 1976.

~ .. .. _:-\f
PHOlotQl _v

-N-..,
I Former RflltwllY Yard

and sidj~ \
~

",
\
"\--f!"

'"
\~19

A,.. \ Hftdgo lind 88nk
~ lolongside reitwayl

dl.Jg bV ,
h.nd \

~

,
. ' •,

'[
,

Tr.3 ~

\ BUILDING
,
~

~

~\
'(
\, \ ,

\\ \

I'

\..:::.----- 1r.2

""-
~"

.~ ,,014
RELIEF ROAD

,/

" " ~ .. M ~ M .. co m.
i
, ,

i
I , I I

, I I , !
I I i I

e , • " M ~ » ~ MM

Fig. 18. CT 76 trench outlines



NORTH

Pit and boulders F311

3 2 0 6
I I I II' ii' • , \ . I

i
0 2 3

Fig. 19. CT 76 section A-B (see fig. 18)

SOUTH

B

Natural

~~

BURIAL
773

12 lB
I

24 30 36 Ft.

4 5 6
I
I

7 8 9 10 11 M.



U1....

=

o:a
tn
Zo
m
en

~
~
()
>
<
~o
Z
en

36 Ft.

I
11 M.

Exterior

I'

10

Bank F308

30

98

Partly excavated 1972-74

24

76

18

5

Ditch or pit F366

Partly excavated 1972·74

Soil below this line dried out more rapidly
c

East wall Room
I I

·1
F 308

3 2 0 6 12
I ,I ,

iI'

0 2 3 4

Fig. 20. CT 76 section C-D



E

D'ICh F 314

I~

THE EXCAVATIONS

lowell Ie..el uc.¥.tMl 10· d1l11l,m",ed by .,chnfH:u 1m plot 3

--------
F

55

320

,\ ii' Ii; "
o

Fig. 21. CT 76 section E-F

3 6

2

9

3

12

4

15

5

18 Fl.

6 M.

SUMMARY OF CHRONOLOGY

Period
Period
Period
Period
Period
Period

I Features and layers pre-dating the construction of the building, A.D. 145/161-280
11 Construction of the building around A.D. 280

III Use of building c. A.D. 280+
IV Layers post-dating the use of the building
V Cobbled layer covering most of the building and surrounding area; after c. A.D. 330

VI Use of site as a cemetery

1972-1976 EXCAVATIONS (RHL and ADM)

PERIOD I

The earliest features noted comprised a series of surfaces with ruts just above natural, a quarry
pit or ditch cut into natural and an early road surface (fig. 23).

The ruts were first found in 1974 in trench XV1I/XI, and in the subsequent 1976 excavation
in trench 1, just to the north ofXV1I/XI, and again in trench 3. In XVIlIXI these ruts cut into a
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Fig. 23. Plan of road surfaces

ditches. It may have been dug as a pit for obtaining clay for use in the amphitheatre, or as a
base for roads, or in building. The low bank (308) could be the remnants of the upcast quarried
material.

There is no direct dating evidence to show when the above features were in use. As the
majority of subsequent later layers seem to comprise rubbish from within the town, the datable
material which they contain may have been lying around for many years before eventually
being dumped. The coins and pottery from levels sealing the period I features and pre-dating
the construction of the later stone building range in date from c. A.D. 145-280 and the
problems of using this material for dating are fully discussed by Valery Rigby and Richard
Reece elsewhere in this report. Despite these problems the features pre-dating the stone
building must be earlier than A.D. 145-280.

As well as rubbish-like material which had accumulated over the site there was also a con
siderable amount of silt within which many tip lines were visible and are clearly seen on the
sections (e.g. figs. 19,24, and 25). These silt layers are the result of wear and weathering of the
limestone surface of the Fosse Way to the south of the site. Thick deposits of silt extended as far
as 12 to 15 m. to the north of the road. This is a clear indication of the way in which these
relatively soft limestone road surfaces were eroded by traffic and weather. In the town, streets
were constantly being repaired and when necessary completely new surfaces were laid directly.
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Fig. 24. CT 72-4 section K-L (sec fig. 17)

on the earlier worn-out one. The build-up of street surfaces is clearly illustrated in Dr. G.A.
Webster's section across Ermin Street dug in 1958 (Webster, 1959) and more recently it has
been possible to show that similar deposits of road silt accumulated in the town and could be
used to bring the level of buildings up to that of the streets alongside (McWhirr, 1978).

Burial 773 (fig. 23) was in a grave cut from an undetermined level in the silt layers 0.20 m.
into the natural subsoil below. The fill of the grave was entirely of silt, unlike the black soil
which filled the later graves. Owing to lack of time during the 1976 excavations the burial was
not removed. Above it at a higher level in the silt were a large erratic boulder and a number of
smaller similar stones (F 311), which may have scaled burial 773, but cannot be proved to have
done so since the stratigraphical relationship was removed by the machine-cut trench.

PERIODS II & III

Around A.D. 280 a stone building was erected and a detailed examination of the survlVlng
walls during both series of excavations seems to indicate that the building was of at least two
phases.
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H. Post-socket for timber up right 111 \ ..:a11 5

T he first phase probably consisted of the north wall (no . 1 on plan. fig . ~6), pans of the cast
(5) an d west (3) walls and the intern al wall (~). T he southern limit of the building seems to haw
bee n marked by tw o sto ne plint hs wh ich were placed in line with distinct structural changes in
th e side wall s (3 & 5). There was a re-alignment of wall 3 and on either side of th is point the
co ns tructio n of the wall is different . The coursing is not the same and 10 the north of this point
wall 5 was bui lt 10 take timber upri ghts along the outside face wh ereas no such features were
noted 10 the south of the re-a lignme nt, suggesting a later extension . T hese post-sockets we re
tak en down throu gh the wall to offse t level beneath which an extra stone had been pro vided to
support th e timber upright, th us showing it to be an original feature (plate H). The presence of
timber posts embedded in the wall im plies a half-timbered struct ure wit h the sto ne walls
per haps not being taken up 10 roof level, How the spaCl' between those timber upri ghts was
filled co uld not be determined; masonry panels not unlik e a normal sto ne wall could have been
used as fo und in 1975 in Admiral's Walk, Ci rcnccsrcr, illSllla VI (McWhirr , 197H, 77). Alrcrn
ative ly the more tradition al wa ttle and daub could haw been used, altho ugh no ind ication of
such an infi lling was found .

A re-examinat ion of wall 5 during the 1976 excava tions sugges ts that it consisted of three
sepa ra te sectio ns. The southern and northern thirds (f 310, 353) were laid in deep foundation
tr en ch es cut from th e surface of the silt layers F 304 to the surface of the natural subsoil. T he
g rea te r de pth of the northern section is explained by its being cut through the soft fill (F 375) of
ditch or pit F 366 . The cent re section of wall (F 342) was laid in a wry shallow foundation
trench cut only 0.10 m . into the silt layers F 31M. Assuming the existence of two phases, the
first ph ase see ms to have been an open-fron ted building facing on to the Fosse Way with pre
sum ably so me form of timber shuttering at the front . The stone plinths could haw supported a
tim ber upright 10 provide the necessary support along this side of the buildin g for the roof.

The evidence as it stand s implies at least two phases of building althoug h a certai n amount of
cautio n must be expressed about th is interpretat ion , and the observations made during the 1976
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9. Stone ttoo r i n ~ invidc building . lookiug ..ourh

ex cavation. where several changes of building method well' seen, should be pa rticularly noted .
On th e other hand ir could be argued that details o utlined above were all pa rt of J single
b ui ld ing phase w hich required a variety of techniques in its construction .

The building in its final fo rm was rectangular, measuring internally 16 rn . long by 7 .5 m .
w id e at the sou th en d and 7.lJ m . w ide at the north end . It was divided into I W O parts by an
internal w all giving a room at the no rth end of abou t 7.lJ m . by 4 .0 m . and a larger area III the
sout h of 7.5 m , by 11.5 m . T he fron t, or so uthern , wall of the building (wa ll no . 4) may have
be en o nly a sleeper w all and ne ver hav e risen high er than its surviving level, fo r the highest
remainin g co urse was heavily worn along mo st of its length .

H avin g been built around A.D . 280 the bu ildin g d id not survive long and may have been
abandone d well be fore the cobbled surface was laid in c. A.D . 330; thi s acco rds w ith the
evid en ce foun d from w ith in the building where only one floor surface , made of flagstones, was
noted. some of which we re up III 1.40 m . long (layer 2 15). T his floor o nly survived in the
sou the rn part of the large room and had sunk in places, pu lling the slabs away from the walls
(1'1. lJ) . Despite its substantia l na ture littl e of it sho ws on the main section across the buildi ng
(figs . 27-28). Small areas o f morta r in the no rthern part of the building against wa ll 2 (layers
187 and 224) may have been an attempl 10 patch up a damaged floor or tlu- remains of nuke-up
for a floo r of differen t material .

In the 5311H,' area were a number of layers of burn t material con taining much charcoal, pre
su mably associa ted with the use of the smithing hearth (F IlJ). Layer 201 is one such layer
w hic h , as can be seen from the section , (fig . 27), spread OY<'r wall 2, possibly indicating a
d oorway at this point. The building has the appearance of J workshop wi th perh aps sim ple
livin g accom moda tio n at the rear . T he: rough , hard nature o f the: main floor suggests that so me'
cra ft or light-industrial activity was laking place and in the north-cast co rne r o f the ma in roo m
w as a possibl e sm ithing hea rth, consis ting o f an almost circular chamber about 72 ern . in
diamet er at th e top, tapering to 38 cm. at the bottom, and constructed from five co urses of
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Fig. 29. Plan and sections of possible smithing hearth, F 19

stone giving an overall depth of about 64 COl. (fig. 29, and pl. 10). A well-built flue (made of
2-3 courses of well-cut stone) gave access to the chamber, the top course of which had two
small grooves one on each side of the flue. The grooves were about 5-6 Col. wide and 1.5 Col.

deep and presumably contained a metal object which regulated the supply of air to the hearth.
Many of the stones used to pack around the hearth had been heavily burnt and wall 5, against
which the hearth had been built, had also suffered from intense heat. Much of the surrounding
area was covered with charcoal and ash and the stones used in the flooring in front of the hearth
were heavily burnt. Samples taken from the hearth which were examined by Mr. L. Biek of the
Ancient Monuments Laboratory included iron smithing residues and he thought that the hearth
could have been used for this purpose. It is tempting to link the discovery of about 2235
hobnails from this site, many of them used, with activities which were taking place within the
building and certainly such a large number requires some explanation. There is, however, a
difficulty in using the evidence of the hobnails in determining what took place within the
building as quite a number were found in layers which pre-date its construction. For example,
they were found in the following period I layers:-
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Table 1: Hobnails in period I layers

Period I Number of Period I Number of
layers hobnails layers hobnails

157 80 250 64
158 42 252 182
165 11 253 47
173 2 254 98
181 8 256 6
195 1 260 22
241 40 262 1
242 4 266 99
246 103 267 45

271 1

The presence of so many nails in layers pre-dating the building suggests that they were not
connected with what was taking place within it. However, they might have come from an
earlier unidentified timber building of similar purpose. Hobnails were found in layers from all
periods:-

Table 2: Hobnails in layers from all periods

Period Number
of nails

I 878
II 34
III 85
IV <.1120
V 29

VI 89

Quite a number were found in association with the possible smithing hearth, F 19, but there is
no evidence to show that it was used in their preparation. A study of their distribution shows
that the majority found occurred in groups:-

Table 3: Hobnails by groups

Number of hobnails Number of such groups
111 group

single nails
2-9

10-39
40+

26
33
22
22

This suggests that the hobnails were still attached to the leather when discarded and that the
building was connected with the production of footwear and even possibly with the salvaging
of material from used samples.

It is interesting to compare this building with one having similar features excavated by Mrs
H.E. O'Neil at Bourton-on-the-Water, which she interpreted as a stable with its own forge and
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an oven (O'Neil, 1968,35; McWhirr, 1981,65). It was of a comparable width, but of unknown
length and had a heavy flagged floor similar to the one in the Circncestcr building; both were
apparently workshops of some sort.

PERIOD IV

As so little datable material was found associated with the use of the building, the extent of its
occupation has to be deduced from pre- and post-occupation levels and from the material
associated with features contemporary with the flagged floor. Its eventual fate is not clear but,
as no layers of debris were found on the floor surfaces, it is likely that the building was
deliberately dismantled sometime before A.D. 330.

PERIOD V

Some time after the building had been taken down a cobbled surface Was laid over most of the
site although it was not encountered in the 1976 excavations. This was first revealed when a
large area of the topsoil was cleared in order to examine the Fosse Way in detail. It appeared on
the northern side of the road and overlay a considerable build-up of road silt. The surface
covered a wide area and was traced over the whole of area XII to the east of the earlier building
and in area xvn to the west. Although the surface was located in area XIII to the north of the
site it was beginning to fade out here; it also extended into area XI, but was not continuous
over the whole of that area.

PERIOD VI

Some nineteen skeletons were found between 1971-4 and a further group of 50 were uncovered
by Dr. Leech in 1976 using different techniques. These skeletons and matters relating to the
cemetery are dealt with elsewhere in this report, but one or two points are relevant to this
section. Period VI followed the laying down of the cobbled surface which in turn sealed the
remains of the building. The skeletons excavated in 1972-4 were found to have cut the cobbled
surface where it existed and in view of the fact that the cobbled surfaee sealed the remains of the
building there can be no doubt that, in the area of the 1972-4 excavations, graves were being
dug without regard to the building which must have long since disappeared from view. They
must therefore post-date the cobbled layer, and be later than c. A.D. 330.

An enigmatic feature which may belong to this period is 119. During the 1973 excavations it
was considered to be post-Roman, although even then it was difficult to see when it was built
since no other post-Roman stone walls have been noted in the vicinity. However, such walls
have been found elsewhere in areas where they were not expected. One was found when the
road linking the Querns Hospital with the new roundabout on the relief road was constructed.
It was traced for about 60 m. and at first was thought to have been a road, as the earthmoving
machinery had spread the stone over a fairly broad band, leaving only one edge of the wall
intact which looked like the kerbing for a road. When this was investigated further by digging a
trench in the adjacent field (site OW, fig. 3), it was found to be a 1.40 m. wide wall of post
Roman date.

On site CT feature 119 was traced across areas X, XII and XIII (see plan fig. 33, and sections
figs. 19 and 27). It consisted of angular stones showing little sign of wear which were set in
black earth. It was on average 0.8 m. wide, having fairly clearly-defined edges on both sides,
although these do not show in the drawn sections. During the excavation of this feature it was
described as a 'path', for want of a better description, and, because of its closeness to the
surface, it was not considered at the time to be a wall. However, when the site was re-examined
in 1976 a reappraisal suggested to the excavators that it was both a wall and Roman in
date. It was certainly later than the stone building described above, but how it related to the
burials is not clear. Dr. Leech draws attention to the fact that no burials were found south of the
feature, that is between it and the Fosse Way, suggesting that the burials respected it and were
contemporary with it. In the absence of any direct evidence its date must remain speculative as
to some extent so must its function.


