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Chapter 4
Flying on the Edge
Aerial Photography and Early Settlement Patterns
in Cheshire and Merseyside
Jill Collens
^^
erial photography has made a major
/ ^k contribution to our understanding of
A- .^L. settlement patterns and has profoundly altered
our view of settlement densities. This is particularly the
case for the late prehistoric and Romano-British periods
where, as well as facilitating the discovery of Roman
military sites, aerial survey has also had a radical impact
on our knowledge of contemporary native rural
settlement.
Studies of the river valleys of midland and southern
England have revealed high densities of cropmark
features, which are often in groups and frequently
superimposed. These have been interpreted as the
settlements or farmsteads of native communities
(Benson and Miles 1974; Gates 1975; Whimster 1989).
Similarly, in Shropshire and mid-Wales, aerial
reconnaissance has been responsible for the rapid
increase in the numbers of late prehistoric and
Romano-British enclosures (Watson and Musson 1993;
Whimster 1989). However here the similarity with the
midland and southern river valleys ends, since in
Shropshire and Wales the settlement pattern appears to
have been one of isolated farmsteads, which were
dispersed in the landscape. This type of pattern also
appears to be characteristic of Cheshire and Merseyside,
but on a different scale, since the densities seen in
Shropshire and mid-Wales have not yet been recorded
in the North West.

Air Survey in Cheshire
Cheshire County Council and the National Museums
and Galleries on Merseyside have carried out a joint
aerial survey from the late 1980s, with Rob Philpott of
the National Museums starting the work in 1987 and the
author joining the programme in 1989. The survey is
part-funded by the Royal Commission on the Historical
Monuments of England as part of their regional flying
programme. Since the survey began, nearly fifty new
enclosure sites have been recorded (Fig 4.1). most of
which are probably of late prehistoric or
Romano-British date. The total number of sites is
therefore small and this area cannot be compared with
some parts of England, such as Northumberland, where
over 70 new sites were recorded in the summer of 1995
alone (Featherstone et al 1995). However, in addition
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to the enclosure sites a similar number of possible sites
have been recorded during the survey. These possible
sites are represented by incomplete enclosure circuits
which may be revealed more clearly in future seasons
and so may eventually add to the total.
That only a limited number of sites have been
recorded by the survey to date may be attributed to the
fact that population densities were lower in the North
West of England during the later prehistoric and
Romano-British periods than, for example, in midland
and southern England. This issue is addressed more
fully below.
Alternatively, low site numbers may be due to
problems associated with aerial reconnaissance in the
North West. The soils of Cheshire and Merseyside are
predominantly stagnogleys; that is water-retentive soils
formed on a drift deposit of boulder clay (Furness 1978).
Since cropmarks form most easily in situations of
moisture stress, the moisture-retentive properties of
these soils are not the most conducive to cropmark
formation. In addition, Cheshire and Merseyside are
predominantly pastoral counties, and cropmarks form
in pasture generally only in drought conditions. The
most favourable landuse for producing cropmarks is
cereal cultivation and therefore present day landuse in
Cheshire and Merseyside is not the most suitable for
cropmark formation. The combined factors, of soil type
and present day landuse, render the North West a
difficult area for the aerial archaeologist. In addition,
controlled air space around Liverpool and Manchester
airports results in areas of limited accessibility at certain
times of the year, particularly during the peak holiday
periods in the summer months. Finally, limited
resources mean that on average only about twelve hours
flying per year is achieved, although flying time in the
exceptional summer of 1995 rose to more than twenty
hours.

Interpretation Problems
The interpretation of cropmark evidence can be
fraught with difficulties, especially when there are
limited indications of cultural or chronological
associations. Since only a restricted number of
enclosure sites have been recorded during the survey, it
is not possible as yet to use this evidence to propose
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Fig 4.1: New enclosure sites identified during flying benveen 1989 and 1995.
settlement models. However, preliminary analysis of a
set of morphological and locational attributes produces
some pointers which may prove useful in future
research. The following analysis is based only on the 50
probable enclosure sites recorded during the survey. It
excludes previously known sites and fragmentary
cropmarks found during the survey and for which future
reconnaissance may produce additional information.
Morphological analysis of the cropmark evidence
involves the consideration of a set of selected site
attributes, such as site type, number of lines of
enclosure, site shape and area. The cropmark evidence
produced by the survey is wholly in the form of enclosed
settlements, with boundary ditches defining an area of
occupation or activity. Enclosures range in size from
less than half a hectare to nearly two hectares. All except
one are single enclosures, the exception being a site at
Greasby on the Wirral, which has contiguous or
conjoined enclosures where two small enclosures of
approximately similar size share one common side.
There are no examples of unenclosed sites, that is sites
whose focus of activity is not confined within an
enclosure boundary. Nor are there any examples of
complex site types which consist of a series of conjoined
and/or overlapping enclosures, representing a
composite and successive form of settlement. Linear
features, providing indications of possible field systems
or land divisions, are similarly few in number. These
three site types, unenclosed sites, complex sites and
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linear features, are more characteristic of the river
valleys of midland and southern England although,
given the difficulties previously mentioned about
cropmark formation in the North West, their absence
here should perhaps be viewed with caution.
The enclosure sites revealed during the survey are
usually single, isolated sites, although a few examples
do exist in pairs, such as two sub-rectangular enclosures
at Brereton near Congleton, which lie about 50m apart.
Their proximity may indicate a chronological
relationship, possibly showing a shift in settlement
focus from one site to the other. Alternately, they may
suggest a social or functional connection, representing
the homesteads of an extended family unit or enclosures
of one social unit performing separate functions.

Site Morphology
The vast majority of the enclosure sites areunivallate.
The terms univallate and multivallate are used here in
their accepted archaeological sense, i.e. univallate
meaning only one bank and/or ditch and multivallate
being more than one bank and/or ditch. They are not
used in their strictest sense per se, since here the number
of enclosing ditches and not banks (valla) is the defining
criterion. Only four examples display more than one
ditch circuit and again this could be an indication of
chronological succession and a complex structural
history. Sites may originally have been constructed in
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Fig 4.2: A Romano- British enclosure near Winwick, in the lower Mersey Valley (Philpottetal 1993). The enclosure
is on the left and the Roman road, excavated in 1992 (GMAU 1992), runs across the middle of the picture. This
enclosure may lie within a contemporary field system. Copyright RCHME.
univallate form, with additional lines of enclosure added
subsequently. Conversely, the inner lines of enclosure
may have been abandoned in favour of a larger area. The
sequence of multivallation at a particular site can be
extremely difficult to resolve. With earthwork lines of
enclosure, it may be possible to indicate lines of addition
or abandonment, but with those in the form of
cropmarks, such suggestions are at best extremely
tenuous and are usually impossible to support. The
sequence of settlement as demonstrated by the
morphological plan of a cropmark site may be
deceptive. For example, the plan of a cropmark
enclosure at Collfryn near Welshpool. Powys, as
revealed by aerial photography shows four lines of
enclosure. However excavation has demonstrated that
this plan conceals a sequence of two phases. The first
enclosed phase consisted of three banks and ditches,
while the second phase consisted of only two banks and
ditches. The site appears never to have been surrounded
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by four contemporary banks and ditches as the
cropmark evidence may imply (Britnell 1989).
The majority of the sites are sub-rectangular in shape
with more than 35 enclosures falling into this category
{Fig 4.2). Three enclosures tend towards a rectilinear
shape, while seven are sub-circular or oval. The
assessment of site shape is a very subjective, yet
informative exercise. The use of shape as a
characteristic site attribute has often been criticised.
However, shape can be an important diagnostic feature
of sites, especially where it is not determined by local
topography. In these cases, shape may be influenced by
other factors which could be related to prevailing social
and economic conditions and therefore deserves
examination independently of other site characteristics.
Various site shapes were no doubt in use over a wide
time range, but the concentration of sites of a similar
shape in a specific location may be indicative of a close
functional or chronological link, such as the case of the
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enclosures at Upton, Chester, which are discussed
below. A further example comes from the
Montgomery-Chirbury Vale in Powys and the
Shrewsbury-Wroxeter area in Shropshire, where there
appears to be a concentration of univallate rectangular
sites, seemingly in the vicinity of permanent Roman
garrisons (Stamford 1980; Collens 1988; Whimster
1989). In such cases, shape can be shown to be an
extremely important characteristic attribute. A wide
range of shape terminology may be employed, but
names such as circular, curvilinear, rectangular or
rectilinear are not of paramount importance in
themselves. Provided that they are applied consistently
to a set of data, it is the site groupings they produce
which are more important.
In some parts of the country it has been demonstrated
that sub-circular or oval shaped sites tend to be earlier
than sub-rectangular sites (Yarwood & Marriott nd).
This has not yet been conclusively shown by excavation
in the North West, although the oval and sub-circular
shaped sites at Legh Oaks Farm, High Legh, in northern
Cheshire, and at Brookhouse Farm, Halewood in
Merseyside, did prove on excavation to have been
established in the Iron Age (Nevell 1989a; Philpott
1994). In contrast, the sub-rectangular shaped enclosure
at Southworth, Winwick produced finds no earlier than
the second century AD (Philpott et al 1993). Building
styles rather than enclosure shape per se may be more
indicative of site chronology, there being a general
development from circular houses of Iron Age type to
rectangular buildings in a more Romanised style, as
revealed during excavations at Irby on the Wirral, and
at Arthill and Tatton Park in northern Cheshire (Philpott
1994b; Nevell 1992a; Higham 1985). However on the
basis of limited excavation evidence, only tentative
conclusions about enclosure chronology should be
drawn.
This basic morphological analysis allows us to
conclude that the majority of the enclosure sites
recorded so far during the survey are sub-rectangular,
univallate, isolated sites.

Topographical Context
In order to establish a picture of the sites in their
landscape context it is important to consider the
locational analysis of the sites, and examine the criteria
of situation, altitude, geology and soils. Enclosure sites
display a preference for gently sloping ground, and
often overlook streams. Sites lie within an altitudinal
range of between 5 and 150m, but the majority lie below
50m. This contrasts with the nine known earthwork
enclosures or hillforts in Cheshire, of which six lie at
elevations of over 120m, the highest being Maiden
Castle, Bickerton, at 211 m above AOD (LongTey 1987).
The survival of earthwork sites at higher altitudes is to
be expected end is presumably simply a reflection of
past agricultural activity, although the survival of
earthwork sites at lower altitudes, such as the enclosure
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at Bradley, south east of Helsby, at 30m AOD, should
not be overlooked.
Over half of the enclosures appear to lie on boulder
clay, with the remainder on glacial or alluvial deposits.
Unfortunately large scale geology maps are not
available for the area, and large scale soil maps have
only been produced for a few 100 km areas. Access to
large scale maps when assessing sites in their landscape
context is of crucial importance, since it is apparent on
several of the air photos that enclosure sites are actually
lying at or near geological boundaries, such as the
enclosures at Crowton, south east of Frodsham and
Glazebury north of Warrington.
The enclosure near Poole Hall to the north of
Nantwich lies in a minor river valley. The air photo
shows it lying on a lighter, probably more
freely-drained, band of soil. The 1:50,000 geology map
classifies this area as boulder clay. However the
1:25,000 soil map which has been produced for this
area, shows that there is in fact an island of Brown earth
soils here, surrounded by gleyed soils (Furness 1971).
The enclosure occupies this island of freely-drained
soils, amidst soils with impeded drainage. This example
demonstrates the importance of large scale mapping,
which can reveal subtleties in soil type and geology and
provide a greater appreciation of the mosaic pattern
which is found across the whole country.
It is possible to conclude from this basic locational
analysis that most of the enclosures recorded lie on the
gentle slopes of river valleys below 50m. There appears
to be a significant group of sites located on patches of
freely-drained soils in the midst of soils with impeded
drainage. However, whether this was a deliberate
locational choice, which can be attributed to the late
prehistoric and Romano-British population, or whether
these sites are only revealed as cropmarks because they
are situated on freely drained soils, cannot as yet be
ascertained.
The problems of using present day soil status in the
study of past settlement distributions should also be
considered. Unfortunately only a limited assessment of
past soil status has taken place (Collens 1988), but the
results appear to suggest that it is the relative difference
between two soil groups that is important; that is, the
difference between a 'better' soil for agriculture and a
'poorer' one, rather than their absolute status today. It
is the relative agricultural potential of soils in the
prehistoric period which needs to be appreciated, in
other words which soils were best for the agricultural
practices of the time. Attempts to use present day soil
groups in the studies of past settlement location should
therefore be carried out with caution.
A further factor which needs to be assessed when
considering settlement patterns is the cultural and
chronological associations of the enclosures. It is
necessary to. examine whether there is any evidence to
suggest a function and date for these sites in order to
assess whether they form part of a single settlement
phase. Five sites recorded during the survey have been
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Fig 4.3: Roman practice camps to the east of Chester.
evaluated by excavation to varying degrees, but only
three have produced evidence to allow an assessment of
date and function. Two of these proved to be native
settlements, while the other is interpreted as a Roman
military site.
The double-ditched oval enclosure at Brookhouse
Farm, Halewood has already been mentioned. The site
was partially investigated in 1991 and 1993, prior to
road widening and pipeline construction. Excavation
revealed very substantial enclosure ditches, the inner
ditch being over 5m wide at the top and about 3m deep.
It was rich in waterlogged deposits which produced
several pieces of worked timber, hazel nuts, insects,
twigs and leaves. The interior of the enclosure contained
evidence of timber structures, including a rectilinear
building and a four-post structure. The latter are usually
interpreted as granaries on Iron Age sites. The small
amount of pottery from the site suggests occupation in
the later prehistoric period, continuing into the
Romano-British period (Philpott 1994).
At Southworth, south of Winwick, an evaluation of a
single-ditched rectangular enclosure was carried out in
1993, prior to the submission of a minerals planning
application. Excavation revealed that the enclosure
ditch had been truncated by ploughing, so that it only
survived to a depth of about 0.8m. Second century AD
pottery was recovered from the ditch, and a series of
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post holes, gullies or beam slots and a possible
basket-lined pit were revealed in the interior (Philpott
etal 1993).
At
Ince
near
Stanlow,
a
double-ditched
sub-rectangular enclosure was found in 1992. The site
stands on a low eminence on the south bank of the River
Mersey, looking out over the Ince Marshes, with
strategic views both towards the estuary and inland. In
March 1994, a small scale excavation revealed rock cut
ditches and post holes in the interior. A small piece of
samian ware provides a date from the end of the first
century or the beginning of the second century and the
shape and position of the fort suggest a Roman military
function. Philpott suggests that the site may have served
as a fortlet guarding the Mersey estuary (Philpott 1994).
Non-intensive fieldwalking at three sites, including
the site of the two conjoined enclosures at Greasby,
mentioned
above,
has produced
pottery
of
Romano-British date. Given the general paucity of finds
from fieldwalking and evaluation in the North West, the
presence of even a few sherds of pottery in close
proximity to an enclosure site must be viewed as
significant.
On the basis of the limited amount of fieldwork that
has taken place on enclosure sites found during the
present survey and on the sites at Arthill and Legh Oaks,
in northern Cheshire, and Great Woolden Hall, Greater
Manchester (Nevell 1987; 1988; & 1989), there is little
doubt that many of these sites were farmsteads,
probably involved in both arable and pastoral
agriculture.
In addition to the evidence provided by fieldwork, the
morphology of the enclosures themselves may provide
clues to their date and function. Morphology remains at
present the only basis for the interpretation of enclosure
sites from the Upton area to the north-east of Chester
(Fig 4.3). Between 1986 and 1994 a group of five
sub-rectangular enclosures with rounded corners was
discovered. The first enclosure was recorded by Dr Nick
Higham of Manchester University in 1986, and
subsequent trial trenching revealed a V-shaped ditch,
but no dating evidence. Given the shape of these
enclosures and their proximity to Chester they were
ini'.ially interpreted as Roman military sites, possibly
practice camps. But the Royal Commission's Field
Survey team which recorded the slight earthwork
remains at two of the sites in 1989, suggested that they
may have served as medieval heathland enclosures.
However continued reconnaissance has not only
extended the distribution of these sites, but has also
provided conclusive dating evidence. Traces of six new
enclosures were recorded in 1995, extending the
distribution from Picton in the north to Guilden Sutton
in the south (Fig 4.2). One enclosure has only two sides
and one rounded corner remaining, but displays two
clear entrances with out-curving protective 'claviculae',
typical Roman military features. Given the similarity of
this enclosure to all the others found on the east side of
Chester since 1986, it seems reasonable to assume that
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this provides a date for the group as a whole and that
they are ali Roman military sites - possibly practice
camps.
The similarity of this group of enclosures to the
earthwork enclosures on Stamford Heath, to the east of
Chester, and to the cropmark enclosures found in 1994
at Waverton, south east of Chester and at Kingsley,
south east of Helsby, has wider implications for Roman
military activity around Chester.

Conclusion
It is not yet possible to use the evidence provided by
aerial reconnaissance to produce settlement models or
phases for the later prehistoric or Romano-British
periods in the North West. However, morphological and
locational analysis of the cropmarks allows us to
conclude that most of the enclosures are single,
sub-rectangular, univallate sites, lying on sloping land
in minor river valleys. Concentrations of sites are
emerging in the tributaries of the Mersey Valley around
Winwick, and in the Tarbock-Halewood area; in the
Dee Valley around Churton and in the Weaver Valley.
Excluding the Upton enclosures and a few other Roman
military-type sites, the majority of the enclosure sites
would appear to be late prehistoric or Romano-British
farmsteads.
This is probably as far as the evidence can be taken at
present, but there are many issues which are raised by
the survey and which need to be addressed. For
example, how representative of the settlement patterns
of the period are these single, isolated enclosures?
Viewed on their own, they suggest a pattern of isolated
farmsteads dispersed in the landscape. Is this a true
reflection of the contemporary settlement pattern or are
levels in the settlement hierarchy missing? If the
reconnaissance programme continues, is a greater
variety of sites likely to be discovered, or did certain
types of site never exist? Part of the answer to these
questions can be found in an examination of the
earthwork enclosures or hillforts in the area. The fact
that large, elaborate hillforts such as Eddisbury and
Beeston, exist in Cheshire suggests some form of
hierarchical organisation of sites and implies a complex
system of social and agricultural land management. In
addition, analysis of the later prehistoric pottery from
the region, known as Very Coarse Pottery, and of the
finds assemblages from sites such as Irby, are revealing
an economic infrastructure and established trading
networks in the North West (Nevell 1994 & Philpott
1994a). But unfortunately the results so far from aerial
reconnaissance are not providing the full range of
settlement types which must have accompanied this
politically and economically structured society.
The cropmark evidence also suggests a limited variety
of enclosure size and shape. Again, is this a true
reflection of settlement types in the region or are certain
types missing?
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The distinct lack of internal features within enclosure
sites, and of unenclosed settlements and field systems
in the cropmark record, may be associated with the
problems of cropmark formation in the North West, as
discussed above. However a further possibility should
also be considered. The enclosure ditches which have
been recorded would have formed the most substantial
elements of the farmstead sites. Other features, such as
houses, agricultural buildings and fence lines would
have been much less substantial. Given the
predominantly pastoral nature of much of Cheshire
today there is a tendency to underestimate the extent of
plough damage which has taken place in the past. A
comparison of the vertical air photos taken by the RAF
in 1947 with the vertical air photos taken for the County
Council's Environmental Planning Service in the
1970s, 1980s and 1990s demonstrates the extent of
ploughing activities in the immediate post-war period,
by the virtual obliteration of extensive tracts of
earthwork ridge and furrow. This period of active
reduction by the plough, coupled with the present day
problems of cropmark formation, may explain why only
the most substantial enclosure ditches have survived
and the apparent lack of survival of more ephemeral
structures and elements in the settlement hierarchy.
The levels of population and social organisation of the
North West may never have approached those of
midland and southern England in the late prehistoric and
Romano-British
periods.
However
aerial
reconnaissance is beginning to contribute to our
understanding of settlement patterns during this period.
In order to broaden our knowledge, the results of aerial
survey need to be compared with the distribution of
previously known enclosures and with evidence
produced by excavation. In the future, field
investigation should not only address site-specific
questions such as date, function, development and
inter-site associations, but should also examine the
relationship of the enclosures to their local landscape as
well as their connections with the Iron Age hillforts and
Roman military sites in the area. The ability of a
combined programme of air survey, fieldwork and
excavation to alter views about settlement in a limited
area, is amply demonstrated by the results of a
programme to examine the small enclosures of the
Severn valley in Powys (Musson 1994). Here a picture
of a warlike society based on heavily defended
settlements has been transformed to one of a society
living in an hierarchy of settlements based on
agriculture with a well established trading network.
Musson notes that this is a 'striking testimony to the
power of aerial photography to supplement the evidence
of ground observation' (Musson 1994). The major
conclusion, however, is that only a holistic approach
will provide a greater understanding of the settlement
patterns in the late prehistoric and Romano-British
periods in the North West.
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Chapter 5
The Very Edge
Reappraising Romano-British Settlement in the
Central Pennines; the Littondale Experience
Keith Maude
ittondale is an unspoilt, remote, Yorkshire
.Dale situated on the west side of Wharfedale
f
^ in the central Pennines. It is about 12.8 km
long, with four small villages, two pubs and two post
offices. The remoteness of the Dale means that
provisions must be purchased at the small towns of
Grassington or Settle each some twelve miles away,
although in the past a greater degree of self sufficiency
would have been necessary, with the selling of
manufactured articles and agricultural produce carried
out at market.
During the Roman period the North of England was
on the 'edge of Empire' whilst the Dales area, far from
the centres of political authority was on the 'very edge'.
In comparison to the North West of England however,
the Dales area is very rich in archaeological remains in
the form of earthwork sites (King 1986), with Littondale
in particular having sites along the full length of the
valley.
These earthworks have been assumed to be the
remains of early farmsteads with their associated field
systems. They can be seen from ground level but are
best viewed cither from the hillcrests at either side of
the dale or if possible from alight aircraft or helicopter.

Reference to Figs 1 & 2 (the latter being a map of the
archaeological sites in upper Littondale between
Arncliffe and FoxUp) reveals the extensive nature of the
remains and shows that the dale had been sub-divided
into fields long before the enclosures of the eighteenth
century.
These earlier fields divide the lower land in the dale
between the river and the dale sides, although in several
places the dividing boundaries extend on to the present
moorland. There once existed a series of settlements
located on the spring line, presumably in order to ensure
an adequate supply of water, with field systems and
trackways running down into the valley bottom. The
entire system has been interpreted, on typological
groups, as belonging to several periods, traditionally
seen as probably the Iron Age and early Roman eras.
However, a lack of systematic field work in what has
been regarded as a well studied area (Hartley & Fitts
1988, 118 n36), means that this assumption has not been
proved.
Prior to 1989 only three of these earthwork sites had
been excavated. Two sites in Pen y Ghent Gill, a small
westerly tributary valley, were excavated in the 1930's
by Dr A Raistrick and Mr W Bennett (Raistrick 1939 &
Fig 5.7: Aerial view
looking south-east at
the junction between
Littondale
and
Wharfdale. Note the
earthwork
field
systems
that
run
between the uplands on
the right and the river
Skirfare on the left.
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Fig 5.2: Detailed plot of the ancient field systems within upper Littondale bet\veen Arncliffe and FoxUp, derived
from new aerial and earthworks surveys undertaken by the University of Manchester.
1960). These were at Dawson Close where earthwork
settlement sites are located on the widest shelf of the
limestone. From the evidence of the recovered pottery
and metal work an Iron Age date was assigned to these
sites.
Leeds University Department of Archaeology carried
out the third excavation at Thornber Barns in 1968 on
the well defined circular farmstead with adjacent fields
and enclosures (Fig 5.1). This site is located below the
limestone scarp at Scoska Wood which is now the
largest remaining ash wood in the Yorkshire Dales.
Within the wood to the north west of the site is Scoska
Cave from which human skeletal remains (presumed to
be prehistoric) were recovered in 1905. A Neolithic flint
scraper and a Roman coin circa AD 270 were recovered
from the scree outside the cave. The excavation at
Thornber Barns recovered rotary quern fragments,
Romano-British pottery and a coin of Antonius Pius.
Further archaeological work since 1989 has been
carried out in the Dale by the Department of
Archaeology, University of Manchester with the
intention of mapping this landscape through new aerial
and earthwork surveys (Fig 5.2), and to date the putative
farmstead sites through sample excavation. Two sample
excavations were carried out on the sites at Halton Gill
and one at New Ing Barn to the north west of Litton
village (Maude 1990).
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The Halton Gill Site
The field systems on the hillside to the south of Halton
Gill can easily be seen, especially when the sun is low
in the sky. What is not apparent is that the field systems
surround a farmstead. Air photographs however reveal
the presence of the farmstead which is now bisected by
the Halton Gill to Stainforth road (Fig 5.2).
Tracks or drove ways lead to the site and the longest
linear field boundary which runs from the river to the
fell is aligned on the site. Further field boundaries run
parallel to this main boundary on either side of the
farmstead giving fields of almost constant width. The
entire system gives the impression of a planned layout
as opposed to one which has grown haphazardly.
Excavation was carried out on the site in 1991
consisted of a series of test trenches which were placed
in order to investigate the main farmstead and its
adjoining small enclosures. The largest trench was
excavated across the main lynchet just to the north and
adjoining the farmstead. Topsoil was very shallow and
immediately overlay the natural limestone surface so
that stratigraphy was virtually non existent. At the top
of the upper bank of the lynchet however a small wall
had been built which had retained a relatively thick layer
of soil and this area contained most of the artefacts
which were recovered, the main dating evidence being
provided by the sherds of Romano-British pottery dated
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THORNBER BARNS

HALTON GILL

Field Systems
at
Halton Gill
Littondale

NEW ING BARN

Fig 3.3: Earthwork plans of the three farmsteads excavated within Littondale.
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to the third century AD. The sloping face of the lynchet
was revetted with water worn cobble which had
presumably been obtained from the River Skirfare
which is approximately 200 metres distant. This
revetting like the small wall suggests that an attempt
was being made to minimise down slope soil erosion.
A trench in one of the adjoining enclosures contained
the bottom half of a flat quern which reinforces the third
century date and a undatable whetstone was recovered
from a trench in the fields 100 metres to the north west.
What appeared to be a saddle quern was recovered from
the nearby field wall and one piece of beaker pottery
with cord decoration was also recovered. This artefact
is of a Bronze Age date, it was however stratified within
Roman period levels and is therefore thought to have
been brought on to the site during that period.
The dating evidence suggests that the site was a
functioning farmstead in the late third century AD.

The New Ing Barn Site
This site lies at the foot of the hill slope to the north
west of Litton village below the old road from Litton to
Pen y Ghent and consists of a series of contiguous
rectangular enclosures on top of a small ridge (Fig 5.3;
Maude 1992).
Excavation was carried out in 1992 and a similar
strategy to the one employed at Halton Gill was used.
As expected a similar stratigraphic sequence was
encountered with very shallow topsoil overlying the
limestone. At New Ing, however, structural components
of the farmstead comprising a flagged area and a
possible wall were still in place. The flags were made
from gritstone, being readily available higher on the fell,
in contrast to the limestone of the site (Fig 5.4).
Again a series of artefacts were recovered;
Romano-British pottery which included part of a
mortaria, rim sherds of Huntcliffe ware, buff and grey
wares, a small blue bead and a, coin (Antonianius)
which would appear to be of Tetricus II (AD 273) but
which is thought to be a forgery? This period is thought
to have been one with high inflation rates and perhaps
as a consequence most counterfeit Roman coins are of
this period. Also from a counterfeiters standpoint the
Dales area is an ideal location to operate from. It is
remote and has lead mines which are known to have
been operating during the Roman period and hence a
possible supply of metal which can be used to debase
silver coinage was available. These artefacts again
suggest a date for the farmstead in the late third to early
fourth centuries. As at Halton Gill, part of a rotary quern
was recovered. In this case it was a broken half of an
upper stone made from millstone grit. The quern, unlike
the one from Halton Gill, did not have any apparent
wear on its grinding face and there was a naturally
occurring fault visible in the broken section of the quern.
It would therefore appear as if the quern had been
broken during manufacture, which would suggest that
querns were being made on the site.
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Discussion
Aerial and earthwork surveys by the University of
Manchester have shown that seven early farmsteads
exist within the Littondale earthwork complex, and
these area all sited on the south-western side of the River
Skirfare between Arncliffe and Halton Gill. (Maude
1990). These are located along or close to the spring line
thus ensuring a supply of water during the summer
months at which time the river is consistently dry. This
south-western valley location also provides shelter from
the prevailing winds and the effects of the wind chill
factor in winter, and is a drier location than the
north-eastern side of the valley.
So far three of these farmsteads have been excavated
and dated and artefactual evidence has been recovered
which suggests that they were functioning in the latter
half of the third century AD. Although the sites are
typologically dissimilar, they are all closely dated to the
same period, which suggests that the whole valley
system may belong to one period. In this case a reliance
on a purely typological approach which suggested
different periods appears to be wrong.
During the third century AD the area would have been
more remote than today because of slow
communication. Richmond, as long ago as the 1920's,
suggested that some sort of social disturbance had
occurred in the north of England during the latter half
of the third century, this being detectable from
excavation evidence which showed that Roman forts
from Brough-on-Noe in the south to Hadrian's Wall in
the north had been reoccupied in the late third century.
Although this view is now unfashionable, the rebuilding
work being interpreted as a period of restoration after
an era of peace and perhaps neglect (Hartley & Fitts
1988, 31), what is undeniable is that within the Dales
only the fort at Bainbridge was occupied continuously
during the Roman period, whereas the other-Pennine
forts at Elslack, Ilkley and Burrow-in-Lonsdale were
abandoned and then rebuilt during the late third century.
This places Littondale firmly within the highland
military zone of Roman Britain.
This added military presence may account for the
increased farming activity during the period due to the
expanded population and the subsequent injection of
money into the local economy. Coins have been found
on two of the sites and also represent a common find
from caves within the Dales area. This would appear to
suggest that a monetary market system was in use in the
Dales rather than just subsistence farming. No doubt the
monetary economy ran in parallel with an exchange/
barter system, although the presence of professionally
made pottery on the sites may imply a greater degree of
integration with the wider Empire economy than
previously thought.
Finds of querns on all the excavated sites implies
farmsteads with grain being ground on site for domestic
use. It does not prove, however, that cereals were being
grown, for whilst it has been shown that it is possible to
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Fig 5.4: Aerial
view
of the
Halton
Gill
Romano-British
farmstead and
its
associated
field system. Excavations have
shown that this
site appears to
be late third
century AD in
origin.

grow cereals in the Dales, the area has always been
agriculturally marginal, the valley bottom ranging from
c 240m to c 300m above sea level. What the finds do
show is that querns were an essential part of every
households 'consumer durables' and a close
ethnographic parallel can be made with the farming
communities of Orkney and Shetland where, at the start
of this century, each household had its own rotary quem.
On these islands flour was kept in the more durable grain
form and ground into flour as required.
From an arable agriculture aspect Littondale is and
was a marginal area on 'the edge of Empire', but it
would appear that when the economic climate was right
it was developed agriculturally to supply the booming
market provided by the Roman military. Markets at
native settlements must have existed, but the main
market focal points will have been at the Roman forts;
both Bainbridge and Burrow are known to have had vi'ci.
The main produce from Littondalc is likely to have
been livestock, cattle and sheep (as in the Middle Ages
and today), which would have been taken to market as
wool, hides or on the hoof. Journeys to market would
have involved several days walk and all the forts are
within one day's walk, although Ilkley al a distance of
30 km is probably too far. Archaeological research in
Littondale suggests that in the late third and early fourth
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centuries AD, the Dales was an area of much
agricultural and possibly industrial activity, whilst
marginal from a geographical standpoint.
Returning to our concept of'edge of Empire' and 'the
very edge', both terms are subjective and to some extent
of our own making. They are viable if viewed from the
centripetal aspect of Empire from a military, political
and economic standpoint. Considered in the regional
context, however, they fail to adequately explain the
local evidence. What is clear is that large parts of the
Littondale field system would appear to be functioning
during the later Roman period, and that in this valley at
least the use of typological dating techniques on the
curvilinear and rectilinear earthworks interpreted as
farmsteads does not work. In other words there is no
substitution for sample excavation in order to test
hypothesises arrived at from aerial and earthwork
evidence.
What is required now is the application of this sample
excavation programme on the other four farmstead sites
within Littondale, and throughout the Dales, in order to
establish the date of the surviving ancient agricultural
landscapes of these valleys, and in particular to test the
hypothesis of an increase in agricultural activity during
the late third century AD.
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Chapter 6
Great Woolden Hall Farm
A Model for the Material Culture of Iron Age and RomanoBritish Rural Settlement in North West England?
Michael Nevell
I 'he site of the double-ditched enclosure at Great
•
Woolden Hall (SJ 691 936), excavated
M between 1986 and 1988, was one of the earliest
Iron Age and Romano-British farms to be investigated
in the North West (Fig 6.1). The 1980s saw the first
interest in such sites with rural settlements at Tatton
Park (excavated
1979-84), Eaton-by-Tarporley
(excavated 1980-2) and Legh Oaks near High Legh
(excavated 1985-8) being investigated. However,
during the 1980s Great Woolden Hall was ly pologically
the largest and most extensively excavated of these
sites. It was also the rural site with the widest and
greatest range of material remains excavated during the
1980s. As such it has had an impact on the
archaeological literature of the region perhaps greater
than an equivalent site would have had in other parts of
the country. This article presents, for the first time, a full
account of those excavations and the finds they
produced. It also attempts to answer the question
whether Great Woolden Hall can be used as a type site

for the material culture of the countryside during the
Iron Age and Romano-British periods.

Introduction
Great Woolden Hall is situated on open farmland
some 50m east of the Cheshire/Salford border. It lies on
the edge of a 5m high escarpment, at 16m AOD, and is
defined on its northern side by a small stream, and on
its western and southern sides by the Glazebrook, a
tributary of the River Mersey (Fig 6.2). One hundred
metres to the east lies the edge of the huge basin peat
bog of Chat Moss. Immediately west of the site are
further expanses of peat such as Risley and Holcroft
Mosses.
The research strategy employed was an initial
evaluation in October 1986 with two trenches dug
across the line of the cropmarks, followed by extensive
geophysical survey and fieldwalking of the interior,
culminating in the area excavation of the site during

Fig 6.1: The location of the Great Woolden Hall Iron Age and Romano-British farmstead (left), showing details of
the cropmark and resistivity data (right).
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Table 6.1: Radio-carbon Dates from Great Woolden Hall
65-15BC(40±25BCGrN 16849): from 350(postholc forCSl),
Phase II.
120 BC-AD 80 (20 BC ± 100, GrN 16849), charcoal from 198
(construction trench for CS2), Phase III.
AD 100-320 ( 2 I O ± 100 AD, GrN 16851), charcoal from 680 (inner
ditch re-cut). Phase IV.

Fig 6.2: Aerial shot of the cropmarks at Great Woolden
in 1986 looking southwards. The farmstead is an
escarpment edge site on sands gravels in the
Glazebrook valley. Chat Moss lies Jo the left and
Holcroft Moss to the right. Copyright Dr Nick Higham.
1987 and 1988 (Fig 6.3). The evaluation confirmed ihe
presence of two ditches cutting off this promontory and
produced evidence for a Roman date. The resistivity
survey was then used to inform the progress of the area
excavations and covered c 75% of the site, with the
south-western tip of the site remaining inaccessible.
Linear areas of low resistance in the northern and
eastern sections of the site coincided with the locations
of the ditches found in the evaluation. A concentration
of high readings mid-way along the eastern edge of the
enclosure, which coincided with a break in the ditch
line, was tentatively interpreted as a possible entrance.
Anomalies were also noted within the interior,
including a band of high resistance running westward
from the putative entrance, and at the time it was thought
that this may represent some form of internal trackway.
There was also an intermittent band of high resistance

running parallel to, but west and south of, the ditches,
which was tentatively interpreted as the remains of a
rampart. In the western half of the enclosure were two
discreet areas of high resistance coinciding with circular
cropmarks, perhaps indicating the presence of
enclosures or compounds within the settlement.
Once the archaeological deposits were exposed it
became obvious that they had been severely truncated
by modern ploughing, and disturbed by drains at 10m
intervals. The damage was such that contemporary
ground surfaces only survived in a few areas of the
excavation, notably in the north-western quadrant of
Trench 2. It was estimated that at least 0.3m of
archaeological deposits had been removed by ploughing
activity. In consequence, many of the features only
survived in a negative form and thus proved difficult to
phase.

Outline Chronology
The earliest activity on the site was represented by an
assemblage of flint recovered from fieldwalking the
enclosure and from the excavations themselves. This
material would seem to fit a date sometime in the late
Neolithic or early Bronze Age. It is not clear whether
this activity was little more than ephemeral. The major
structural activity, associated with the ditches of the
enclosure, appears to have begun in the latter part of the
first millennium BC. This took the form of four
structural episodes spanning the first century BC to the
late third century AD, starling with a series of
rectangular pits in Phase I; moving to a ditched
compound containing a hut circle in Phase II; being
succeeded by an oval palisaded compound, with hut, in
Phase III; and finally being replaced by a further series
of pits in Phase IV. Phases II and III were dated, by
radio-carbon samples, to 65-15 BC and 120 BC-80 AD
(Table 6.1). The final phase of activity was evidenced
by second century, local Romano-British wares from
the plough soil and from the final fill of the inner ditch;
this latter context also produced a radio-carbon date of
AD 100-320. The gap between Phases III and IV may
suggest a hiatus in occupation, at least in this part of the
enclosure.

Excavations I; The Ditches

Fig 6.3: The location of trenches at Great Woolden and
the resistivity surveys (dashed lines).
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The site at Great Woolden Hall Farm was first
recorded in the summer of 1986 as a cropmark formed
by two curving parallel lines, roughly 1 Om apart, cutting
off a promontory above the Glazcbrook. After initial
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Fig 6.4; Final plan of the main excavation trenches (T2, T3 & T4) showing the location of the contexts mentioned
in the text.
plotting the cropmarks could be seen to enclose an area
roughly 110m x 100m or 1.1 ha. Two internal features,
in the form of circles c 1 Om in diameter, were identified,
and it was noted that the cropmarks of the ditches faded
somewhat at a point mid-way along the eastern side of
the enclosure. Study of the 1:10,000 black and white
vertical photographs for the area, Greater Manchester
Geology Survey 1:10,000 black and white verticals,
July 1971, indicated that the site had been visible in
1973, although no further details could be added.
The geophysical survey traced the ditches as two large
anomalies across the eastern and northern parts of the
survey area. Of particular interest was the apparent
break in the ditches on the eastern side. This took the
form of high readings which were interpreted as some
form of entrance, although it was not possible to test this
by excavation. A further high anomaly, c 5m to 10m
wide, could be seen intermittently, running along the
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inner side of the ditches across the survey. When part of
this area was excavated in Trench 4 this band proved to
be devoid of archaeological features, but did appear to
have been compacted. It is thus possible that the
resistivity
survey
had
located
the
badly
plough-damaged remains of a rampart.
Based on the results of the resistivity survey it was
decided to section the ditches at various points along
their line in order to establish their size and function.
Four trenches were cut, Trench 1 being at the
north-western extremity of the enclosure; Trench 5
being at the north-east corner; and Trench 4 and Trench
6 being along the eastern side of the enclosure (Figs 6.3
& 6.4). The opportunity was taken to follow in Trench
4 the line of the inner ditch over a length of 10m,
enabling a representative picture of its form to be
recorded. Eight sections were obtained, allowing the
character of the features to be assessed.
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Fig 6.5: Detail of the excavations (looking south) of Circular Structure I in Trench 2. Note the inner row of pestholes
behind the outer construction trench.
The distance between the inner and outer ditches was
found to vary between 5m and 7m, while the width of
the inner ditch (context 680) was found to vary from 3m
to 4.5m, and its depth from Im in Trench 1, to 1.3m, in
Trench 6.
Likewise the width of the outer ditch (691) also
varied, from 3m to 4m, while its depth ranged from
1.3m, in Trench 4, to 0.8m, in Trench 6.
In all the sections relating to the inner ditch could be
seen a final re-cut (535), the fill of which in T4 (536)
was associated with a quantity of burnt material,
including second century Roman coarse wares. This
re-cut proved to be 1.2m to 2.5m in width and between
0.7m and 1 m in depth. Suggestions of an earlier re-cut
were also noted in the Trench 4 section. A final re-cut
was also recorded in two of the sections in Trenches 4
and 5 for the outer ditch.
Pottery was recovered in some abundance from the
inner ditch. This included rims and body sherds of late
prehistoric Very Course Pottery (VCP), as well as
second century Roman coarse wares, although this latter
material was confined to the fill of the final re-cut. Only
one sherd of pottery, a body sherd of VCP, was
recovered from the outer ditch.
The fact that both ditches appeared to respect each
other along their entire length, and were a relatively
constant distance apart, suggests that they were
contemporary in their use. Unfortunately it is
impossible to say with certainty whether one or the other
was earlier in date, since the stratigraphy between the
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two structures had been removed by ploughing. It seems
likely that both ditches date from the late first
millennium BC. Each showed signs of severe
weathering, which is hardly surprising given the
unstable nature of the sandy subsoil. This erosion was
compounded by the ploughing which had also removed
the top portion of the ditch profiles and may have
removed the evidence for a rampart and/or fence-line at
the back of the inner ditch. The presence of some sort
of barrier in this area may be indicated by the apparent
absence of features immediately to the rear of the inner
ditch, especially noted in Trench 4, but also recorded
elsewhere. Both ditches would appear to be slight
structures; indeed the final re-cut in the inner ditch is no
more than a shallow gully. It thus seems likely that these
structures were dug as boundary markers and/or
drainage channels, perhaps for the corralling of
livestock. Any notion of a defensive origin for these
features must be firmly resisted, especially since no
trace of a rampart or palisade were recovered.
Excavations II; The Structures
Circular Structure I (Phase II)
The earliest structure identified was recovered from
Trench 3 and the north-east quadrant of Trench 2 (Figs
6.5 & 6.6). Although only the western half of the interior
was examined in detail, the overall plan was obtained
by the excavation of Trench 3. This complex can be seen
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Fig 6.6: Great Woolden Hall Phase IIfeatures, 65-15 BC.

Fig 6.7: Great Woolden Hail Phase ///features, 120 BC to AD 80.
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5m

Fig 6.8: Great Woolden Hall Phase IVfeatures, AD 100-320.
to consist of two major elements - an outer circular
post-trench (219, 359 & 367) and an inner ring of posts.
The outer circle enclosed an area c 12.8m in diameter.
This trench varied in width from 0.3m to 0.5m, and in
depth from 0.15m to 0.5m, being filled with a
homogeneous sandy-grey silt.
A gap of 1.8m on the south-eastern side of the
enclosure indicated the presence of an entrance, and
excavation of the trench immediately to the west
showed that it terminated in a medium sized pesthole
(1207), 0.5m in diameter, with a post-pipe (1208) 0.3m
across and 0.5m deep. This was the only section of the
trench excavated that provided evidence for a secondary
phase. This took the form of a short re-cut (225) c 5m
long, 0.3m wide and 0.2m deep, on a slightly more
northerly alignment, which also ended in a posthole.
Although the eastern side of the trench remained mostly
unexcavated, the recovered plan indicated that a similar
development had taken place along a 6m stretch of the
trench immediately east of the entrance.
The entrance itself was defined by two large post-pits,
each separated from the outer post-trench by a gap, 0.8m
on its western side and 1.2m on its eastern side. Both
pits were excavated and each proved to be roughly
rectangular in plan, and box-shaped in section. The
eastern post-pit (349) was 1.6m by 1.2m and 0.4m deep,
while the western one (125) was 1.2m by 1.2m and 0.4m
deep. In each case the post pipes were recovered and
proved to be 0.6m in diameter in the eastern post-pit,
and 0.5m in diameter in the western post-pit. The fill of
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both pits proved to be composed almost entirely of large
river smoothed stones, c 0.2m to 0.3m in diameter.
Finds from the fill of post-pit 349 included VCP-wares
and a large rotary quern fragment, whilst finds from the
western post-pit included more VCP sherds. Within the
post-trench were a series of features which formed the
second element of the double-ring house. A
semi-circular arrangement of six small circular
pestholes were excavated in the north-eastern quadrant
of Trench 2; most were between 0.2m and 0.25m in
diameter, and in depth varied from 0.2m to 0.3m, all
were truncated (251; 265; 297; 1165; 1175; 139). There
was one posthole (265) that was slightly smaller than
the others, being only 0.15m across and 0.17m deep,
though it was on the same alignment and was thus taken
as part of the group. The two most southern pestholes
were set within a narrow, rectangular-profiled trench
(1177) 2.3m long and between 0.2m and 0.35m at its
western terminus, and was packed with a mixture of
yellow and white clay (1178). Finds from these features
were limited, although a posthole (1174) produced
chock-stones and VCP wares.
The eastern section of Trench 2, which ran across the
full width of CS1, indicated the presence of the remains
of internal features within this double-ring round-house.
These took the form of a mixed clay and stone deposit,
varying in thickness from O.lm to 0.35m (36), and a
hearth, 0.95m in diameter (1239), 5m north-west of the
hut entrance. All these features had been severely
truncated by ploughing.
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Circular Structure 2 (Phase HI)
The second major structure to be identified overlay
the northern half of CS1 in Trenches 2 and 3 (Fig 6.7).
Consequently, only the southern half of this feature was
available for investigation. The main elements of the
structure comprised a post-trench (137, 189 & 197), of
which a 23m stretch was excavated, defining an
elliptical area. The trench was interrupted on its
southern side by a break of 3.6m. Since this area was
irregular in plan, there was some difficulty in recovering
the exact diameter of the structure. However the
diameter, as recorded in the northern sections of Trench
2 and Trench 3, was 14.3m When excavated the trench
proved to be c 1m in width and between 0.3m and 0.5m
in depth, and was roughly box-shaped in section. Within
this, set at irregular intervals, were discreet patches of
charcoal, c O.lm to 0.35m in diameter, and usually
surrounded by river rolled stones roughly 0.15m across.
Twelve such areas were excavated within the western
stretch of the ditch and were interpreted as the burnt
remains of large stakes, forming a series of posts.
Similar features were excavated within the eastern
stretch of the ditch, the evidence was more fragmentary;
only four such posts were located.
There is evidence within Trench 3 to suggest that at
least the south-eastern part of the post-trench was re-cut.
The present trench was found to partially overlie a 4m
length of U-shaped ditch, c 0.60m wide and c 0.30m
deep (206). This feature followed a slightly more
easterly alignment than its successor.
Within the 3.6m gap, on the south-eastern side of the
post-trench, was the remains of a clay spread, c 15mm
thick, covering an area approximately 9m square, and
extending 1.5m to the north of the gap and c 1 m to the
south (840). This sealed the eaves drip for CS1. A
rectangular posthole, 0.35m x 0.25m, and 0.5m deep,
cut through the clay spread approximately 2m north of
the eastern terminal of the post trench (531). It showed
signs of the post having been deliberately removed, the
southern edge of the hole being severely damaged and
misshapen. A second rectangular posthole (695), 0.45m
x 0.25m, and 0.60m deep, lay 1,9m to the west of the
first; this time 1m north of the western terminal of the
post trench. However, this latter feature can not be
directly associated with either the clay spread or the
western palisade trench of CS2, because of the damage
caused by an adjacent nineteenth century terracotta land
drain, although it partially overlay the construction
trench for CS1.
Two hearths lay within the possible double-ringed
round-house but only one can be linked stratigraphically
with this structure. This feature (1240) lay in the
northern section of Trench 2, opposite the entrance into
the compound. It was badly damaged by two modern
drains and by subsequent ploughing. The surviving
remains indicated a feature c 0.9m in diameter,
composed of red clay, surrounding a central hollow. The
second hearth (132) can not be positively linked
stratigraphically with CS2, but it's association is
implied by its position sealing the eaves drip for CS 1.
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The relationship between CS1 and CS2 can be seen
most clearly in the eastern section of Trench 2, where
the post-trench for CS2 cuts the occupation levels
within CS1; and in the northern quadrant of Trench 3,
where the post-trench for CS2 cuts the post-trench for
CS 1. This places CS 1 in Phase II of the site and CS2 in
Phase III.
Pit Alignment (Phase III)
A series of five roughly rectangular pits (321, 319,
317, 315/1225 and 1227), aligned in semi-circular
fashion, were excavated in the western half of T2 (Fig
6.7). They varied in size from 1.6m by 0.4m to 2.2m by
0.6m, and in depth they were all shallow, being between
0.2m and 0.35m. They had a boxed-shaped profile and
filled with a dark grey, sandy silt. There were no
indications of structural elements within the pits. The
finds from these features proved extremely meagre;
there was no pottery and only a small quantity of wood
charcoal and a few stones, of fluvial origin, present in
each feature. A further pit (1182), running into the baulk
of Trench 2 to the south-west of this arrangement, may
also have been part of this feature as it lay on the
projected alignment. In form and plan it was similar to
the other pits being U-shaped in profile with near
vertical sides, 0.9m wide, at least 2.10m long and 0.3m
deep.
The total area enclosed by this arrangement was about
10m in diameter, but no 'internal' features could be
linked stratigraphically with it, due to the severe plough
damage at this southern end of Trench 2. Immediately
to the north-west lay a series of shallow hollows, filled
with charcoal and grey silt, which stratigraphically were
cut from the same level. The function of these features,
and that of the shallow charcoal spreads, is unknown,
but the finds associated with them were prehistoric
pottery, and predominately VCP wares, indicating
either a Phase II or Phase III date. The little stratigraphy
that did survive in this area showed that these features
were from Phase III.
'Fence' Lines (Phase IV)
A shallow slot (347), running in a northerly direction
for 2.7m from the baulk in the southern half of Trench
2, was excavated in the south-east quadrant (Fig 6.8). It
was roughly U-shaped in profile, varying in depth from
50mm to 100mm. As it ran north its width shrank from
0.6m to 0.25m. It appeared to be associated with 33
stakehole-type features, which ran along the bottom of
the slot. These varied in depth from 28mm to 135mm,
but on average were 90mm deep. A further scatter of
stakehole-type features lay immediately north-west of
this feature. For the most part they were randomly
placed, but a semi-circular arrangement, 0.5m across,
of nine stakeholes, between 75mm and 110mm deep,
lay 0.9m to the north-west of the slot. This linear
arrangement may represent a stake fence line. A similar
U-shaped trench lay along the western edge of Trench
2 on a similar alignment (513). While the position of
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both features suggested a relationship with the
D-shaped structure, there was no slratigraphical link
apparent. The function of the semi-circular arrangement
of stakeholes is unknown. Finds from both these
features were exclusively Roman showing that they
belonged to Phase IV.
Ditch Line (Phases II & HI)
In the south-western corner of Trench 2 a U-shaped
linear feature (166), c 0.8m across and c 0.3m deep, with
shallow sloping sides, was examined {Figs 6.6 & 6.7).
It contained no other features and was filled with a
mixture of brown loam and grey silt (167), indicating
that it had stood open for a time.
The southern end of the ditch was apparently sealed
by a level of mixed clays c 0.15m in depth. This was the
only strati graphical relationship to have survived at this
end of the site due to the heavy plough damage already
mentioned. This level is akin to the 'occupation' levels
seen at the northern end of Trench 2 (35 & 36), which
scaled CS1 and CS2, and produced Romano-British
pottery sherds. However, five sherds of VCP from the
fill of the ditch showed that this feature was late
prehistoric and belonged to either Phases II or III,
possibly both. It had been abandoned by the
Romano-British period (Phase IV). As to function it
may have acted as a drainage ditch-cum-boundary
marker related to some internal division of the
settlement; or it may have defined a trackway within the
settlement.

Excavations III; the Pits (Phases I & IV)
Excluding the semi-circular arrangement of pits
excavated in the south-western quadrant of Trench 2,
four further pits were investigated (Fig 6.8). Two of
these (241 & 243) lay in the north-eastern quadrant of
Trench 2 set 1m apart, in a well stratified position,
partially sealed below the western compound ditch of
CS1 and. thus, forming Phase 1 of the site occupation.
Excavation proved extremely difficult for a variety of
reasons, including the high water-table and the cutting
of one of the pits by a modern land drain. Pit 243 proved
to be 1.9m x 0.74m and c 0.4m deep, with near vertical
sides and a flat bottom. It contained a uniform fill of
mid-grey, sandy silt. Six large stones (up to 300mm in
diameter) were found to be resting on the bottom of the
pit; the only other find was a single sherd of pottery
(SF19). Pit 241 was similar in size, 1.80m x 0.70m, and
fill. The only find from this feature was the upper stone
of a saddle quern. Both features appear to have been
backfilled very soon after they were dug since there was
no erosion apparent on the vertical sand sides of the
features. As to their date, this lies sometime before the
Phase II ditched compound and hut which was
radio-carbon dated to the period 65-15 BC.
The remaining two pits lay in the north-western
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Table 6.2: Calai ague of Bone Finds from Great Woo iden
Conlexi A. Phasing

Bone Description

right side calcaneum, sheep.
(36) Roman
occupation layer, PIV
tibia, sheep or goal.
(36) Roman
occupation layer, PIV
<136)posthole.PII

distal end of first? phalange, possib yp'g'

U46)postholefillfor right side distal end tibia, pig.
CS1.PI1
(163) oven Till, PIV
(350) post pit for
CS2, PHI

left side complete second phalange, Rigmetacarpal, possibly pig.

(840) clay level
sealing CSI.PII

humerus. possibly sheep.

(1095) pesthole in
CS2, PHI

tibia, possibly sheep.

quadrant of Trench 2, forming part of the Phase IV
occupation of the site. Pit 469 ran into the northern baulk
of the trench so that only part of this feature was
available for examination. This portion proved to be
semi-circular in plan and roughly cone-shaped in
section, being 1m across and 0.4m deep. It was filled
with a sandy, dark-grey silt containing some bone and
charcoal, and a single sherd of Roman pottery. Pit 467
lay c 1.5m immediately south of the former and was oval
in plan, being 0.85m x 1.26m, with a rectangular
extension, 0.36m x 0.28m, running eastwards. It was
U-shaped in profile and was filled by a very dark grey
sandy-silt, containing a large quantity of bone and
charcoal, which contained a single Roman sherd of
pottery (SF216).
Stratigraphically both features were later than CS2 in
Phase III, since pit 467 partially overlay the outer
post-trench for this structure (197). It is possible that
both pits were contemporary, since they appear to have
been cut from the same level, the clay occupation

Fig 6.9: Hearth 131 during excavation. This feature
belongs to Phase III and is probably to be associated
with CS2.
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deposit 35, which produced large amounts of Roman
pottery.
Of the four pits excavated all produced burnt bone
fragments, but due to the site conditions none of this
material could be identified. The saddle quern rubbing
stone from pit 241 can not be closely dated. This type
of quern was introduced into the British Isles in the
Neolithic period and continued in use into the Iron Age,
being only gradually replaced by the introduction of the
rotary quern during the third to first centuries BC. A date
within this later period seems appropriate, bearing in
mind the radio-carbon dates for Phases II and III.

Excavations IV; the Ovens and Hearths (Phases
II & IV)
Features interpreted as two 'ovens' and four 'hearths'
were excavated in Trenches 2 and 4 (Figs 6.6, 6.8 &
6.9). The two 'ovens' lay in the western half of Trench
2 and had been truncated by modern ploughing. 'Oven'
128 was 'U'-shaped in profile, 0.4m wide and 0.18m
deep, cut into a mixed natural deposit of yellow clay and
silver sand. It was packed with 24 stones, ranging in size
from 50mm to 140mm, all of which showed signs of
having been heated. Four small stakeholes were
excavated at the bottom of the feature and three were
found cutting in to the sides.
'Oven' 162 lay immediately south-west of CS2, cut
into a deposit of silver sand and grey clay (possibly an
occupation deposit). It proved to be a two phase
structure, with the first being represented by an oval
depression c 0.20m deep and c 1m x 1.2m. The feature
was concave in profile and had been succeeded by a
further 'oven' to the north, that overlapped the northern
most 0.2m of the earlier 'oven'. This second 'oven' was
of a similar size to the first being 0.25m deep, c 1m in
diameter, but had a flat bottom. A large number of
stakeholes were cut in to the sides and floor of this
feature. Both were filled with an ash and charcoal
deposit (163) containing burnt bone and Roman pottery
suggesting that it belonged to Phase IV.
Four features interpreted as 'hearths' were located in
the north-east quadrant of Trench 2 and in Trench 4.
'Hearth' 132 lay in the north-east quadrant of T2 and
proved to be roughly circular in plan, and in section was
a splayed 'V shape, being 0.92m wide and 0.3m deep.
It was cut from the general occupation layer (36),
through the line of CS1, in to the natural subsoil. Eight
circular stakeholes, up to 40mm in diameter and 60mm
deep, had been dug into the interior of this feature, while
a further dozen were cut into the hard, red clay ridge that
defined this feature. Since the 'hearth' sealed the outer
post-trench for CS1 it must belong to Phase IV.
'Hearth' 1239 lay in the middle of CS1, and had been
badly truncated by modern ploughing. It was composed
of a circular area of bright red clay, 1.15m in diameter,
0.22m deep, and was surround by small stones. Its
stratigraphical relationship indicates that it could belong
to either Phases II or III. Its position in the centre of CS 1
suggests that it should be taken with that structure, that
is falline within Phase II of the site.
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The remaining two 'hearths' lay side-by-side in
Trench 3, immediately to the rear of the inner ditch.
They had both been badly plough-damaged. The base
of 'hearth' 1085 survived tolerably well, its complete
plan being recovered. It was 0.56m in diameter and c.
0.15m deep. It was made of orange/red clay set in sand.
Enough of the feature survived to enable an inner bowl
to be discerned, c 0.28m in width and c 0.07m in depth.
Three stakeholes lay along the rim of this bowl. A
further six stakeholes were randomly scattered around
the edges of this feature. Since the stratigraphical
relationship between these features and 'hearth' 1085
had been destroyed by ploughing it is unclear whether
they are related to some form of superstructure. 'Hearth'
1087 lay 1m north-east of 'hearth' 1085. It was very
badly plough-damaged, with only c 50% of its plan
surviving. It appears to have been the most substantial
of the 'hearth' features excavated, being c 2m in
diameter. It was built of red clay, and had a central bowl,
although this internal feature was so badly damaged that
its dimensions could not be recovered. Like 'hearth'
1085 a series of stakeholes were found around the
feature, although the removal of all stratigraphical
relationships in this part of the site makes their
relationship to 'hearth' 1087 unrecoverable. Both
hearths produced Roman pottery showing that they
belonged to Phase IV.
All the features described above contained charcoal
and fragments of burnt bone but only 'oven' 162
produced identifiable pieces of bone, indicating the
presence of pig on the site.
Excavated Material Culture
Prehistoric Pottery
Though only 10% of the interior of the settlement was
excavated over ISOOgm and 80 sherds of prehistoric
pottery was excavated from all contexts. A small
quantity was also retrieved from the ploughsoil via
fieldwalking. This report is concerned with the stratified
pottery finds and with those diagnostic pieces from the
sub-plough soil (Fig 6.10). These fall into four main
vessel types accounting for over 50% of all stratified
material excavated on the site (for a full description and
illustrations of the prehistoric pottery from Great
Woolden Hall see Nevell 1992a, Appendix 3 & Nevell
1994).
The first pottery type was an almost complete small,
thick walled, flat based, open bowl. Nine sherds
weighing 516gms were found. The sherds were
excavated from two adjacent pestholes (142 & 146)
within the construction trench (196) defining Circular
Structure 2 of Phase III. The remains of a post from this
feature was radio-carbon dated to 120 BC - 80 AD (GrN
16850). The bowl was hand-made, of slab construction,
a technique visible in section (Fig 6.13). Similar pottery
both in form and fabric, has been excavated at a complex
flood plain terrace site at Willington in north-east
Derbyshire (SK 285 278) and the Great Woolden Type
1 fabric is comparable with the Willington Iron Age 'B'
Archaeology North West Vol 3 (Issue 13 for 1998)
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F/g 6.70: Distribution of prehistoric pottery finds (black triangles) in Trenches 2, 3 and 4. The finds assemblage is
overwhelmingly dominated by VCP wares and nearly all sherds came from features.
ware (Wheeler 1979,200). This was a long lived pottery
type covering the period 700 BC to c 100 BC, on this
site and others in this area of Derbyshire. Whilst the
Great Woolden vessel was probably made on site from
local clay, and is somewhat later than the north-east
Derbyshire types, the comparison is suggestive of some
form of contact between this area and the Mersey Basin.
Pottery type two is formed by over 1 kg of VCP sherds.
These form orange cylindrical vessels with a flared rim,
in low-fired clay containing large quartz inclusions.
This is the only known late prehistoric pottery industry
in Cheshire. Ironically the exact production site has not
been identified although spectrographic and thin section
analysis by Morris indicates that it was manufactured in
the Nantwich-Middlewich area (Morris 1985, 366).
This is logical since this type of pottery is considered to
have been used for the transportation of salt from the
late prehistoric salt industry of Cheshire. In general,
according to Morris, such vessels were constructed from
three or four coils which were flattened and shaped into
collars. These collars were then fitted on top of each
other to form small pots measuring 220mm to 260mm
high. Diameters range from 180mm to 230mm while
the bases seem to have been a good deal smaller at
120mm to 160mm across (Morris 1985, 353). It appears
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to have been in manufacture from c 500 BC to the
middle of the first century AD (that is the Roman
conquest of Cheshire). At Great Woolden sherds of
VCP were found in to contexts which have been
radio-carbon dated. Firstly, a large post-pit for CS1 (126
within context 350) was part of a feature dated to the
period 65-15 BC. Secondly, another pesthole (142)
which lies within the fill of the construction trench for
CS2 (198) also produced VCP and was dated to the
period 120BCto80AD.
Pottery type three was most of a wheel turned vessel,
fired in a bonfire and thus of a black to red-brown
colour. There were few inclusions, less than 5% of the
fabric. It had an 's'-shaped profile with a steeply over
turned rim, burnished on the outside of the vessel, with
some evidence of decoration in the form of striations.
Excavated in the trench of Circular Structure 2, (context
196), a few metres west of Vessel 1, where it appears to
have been used to pack pestholes. It would appear to be
a cooking pot of Gallo-Belgic type, common in
south-east England of the late first century BC or early
first century AD. So far nothing similar has been
published in the North West, although a single S shaped
sherd of Iron Age pottery from Beeston Castle is
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Fig 6.77: Distribution of Romano-British pottery finds (black squares) in Trenches 2, 3 and 4. The finds assemblage
is dominated by badly abraded Cheshire Plain Wares. Nearly 50% of the Roman pottery was excavated from the
final fills of the inner ditch (not shown here).
reminiscent of the pot from Great Woolden (Ellis 1993,
71).
The fourth pottery type came from the fill of a pit
associated with Phase IV of the Great Woolden Hall site
(context 163). This is a thin walled, straight-sided jar of
dark-brown fabric, with large quartz inclusions and
evidence of some organic temper. The interior shows
signs of burnishing but the exterior is very rough, with
what appears to be horizontal striations decorating the
pot. Nine sherds of a single jar were found but only one
beaded rim sherd survived. Since only one rim sherd
was recovered it was extremely difficult to reconstruct
the height and width of the vessel. It seemed unlikely to
have been more than 100mm in diameter. A number of
parallels were found for this particular material. It was
similar to material excavated at Mam Tor. especially
sherds from hut platforms 3 and 4 (Coombs &
Thompson 1979, 37, no.2; 38, no. 1). This material was
of late Bronze Age/early Iron Age date, centring upon
800 BC. A more intriguing parallel was found from
Roman Manchester. A hand made vessel of similar type
and fabric was discovered in the demolition debris of
the Phase 2 Roman Fort (Walker 1986, 91, Fig. 6.4).
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This context is dated to the early second century AD.
The excavators of Roman Manchester noted the parallel
with the Mam Tor material and concluded that 'it
probably represents a survival of the traditional
Brigantian pottery industry'. This evidence suggested a
local pottery tradition covering the whole of the first
millennium BC and running into the second century
AD.
The Roman Pottery
The stratified Roman pottery from Great Woolden is
not extensive, weighing around 500gms, and
numbering 49 sherds, and the identification of many of
the wares can not be regarded as 100% accurate due to
the damage to the material (as shown by the small
average sherd size at 10.2gm and the worn nature of
many of the sherds) by subsequent Roman activity,
ploughing, and the severely acidic soil conditions (Fig
6.11). This had resulted in most of the material being
very fragmented and in a lack of diagnostic sherds.
Nevertheless, the picture provided by the material
recovered from the Roman deposits appears coherent,

Archaeology North West Vol 3 (Issue 13 for 1998)

Living on the Edge of Empire

but allowance must be made for the plough damage and
removal of the upper levels (for a full description of the
Roman pottery see Nevell 1992a, Appendix 3).
The assemblage is dominated by fabrics in the
Cheshire Plain Ware tradition with sandy orange and
grey to buff wares including jars and beakers. There was
also material from elsewhere including mortaria rim
sherds of the Holt type 9 fabric, from the second century.
After the Cheshire Plain Wares the next most common
fabric was Black Burnished Ware pottery from
south-east Dorset occurring in both the inner ditch and
the from the plough soil. Diagnostic pieces were Gillam
types 138<cAD 100-250) from the final fill of the inner
ditch, and types 308 (AD 130-80) and 309 (AD
160-200; Gillam 1970} from the ploughsoil. Imports
from elsewhere in the Empire were confined to

they have been redeposited. Those recovered from
ficldwalking activities can be seen to cluster around the
western edge of the enclosure, closest to the river. Nine
of these pieces were found within 40m of the
escarpment edge, in a band 40m wide. These finds could
be seen to quickly decrease in number into the interior
of the enclosure, so that beyond 40m only four flints
were recovered, none of which lay outside the
farmstead. This assemblage is consistent with a date in
the late Neolithic or early Bronze Age, and the small
number of flints found suggests an ephemeral
occupation, perhaps as a temporary camp, which may
have been used to exploit the rich food resources of the
mosses immediately to the east and west during these
periods. There is a strong possibility that a much larger
site has been eroded by the Glazebrook.
As already mentioned earlier other lithic artefacts
were excavated from the site, the most notable of which
were what has been interpreted as a grit stone grain
rubber for a saddle quern from the Phase I pit 241 and
the lower stone of a grit stone rotary quem from the large
entrance pots-pit to CS1 (350) from Phase II. There
were also fragments of a clay crucible from the upper
Phase IV fills of the inner ditch, along with slag and
fragments of vitrified clay, and burnt stones from the
pot pits for CSII in Phase HI and from the general
occupation layer associated with Phase IV (Fig 6.12; for
further details see Nevell 1992a, Appendix 3).
Palaeoenvironmental Material

Fig 6.12: Heat cracked stones recovered from the final
occupation levels at Great Woolden (context 36).
unstratified material recovered during fieldwalking.
This included amphora sherds of the Spanish type, and
a single sherd of Samian, Drag 33 type, from the second
century. The Roman pottery was found mostly in the
occupation layers above the late Iron Age structures
(contexts 35 & 36), although some material was found
in a small number of features (hearths, ovens and the
fence lines). Approximately half of the sherds came
form the final fill of the inner ditch and most of these
were burnt (there was no Roman pottery from the outer
ditch). The latest sherds appear to be late second or early
third century in date, most of these coming from either
the Phase IV inner ditch fill (680) or the plough soil.
Lithics and Other Materials
The lithic assemblage from the fieldwalking and the
excavations do not appear to differ in content, and
although the sample is small it seems logical to assess
the finds as one unit. The waste flakes indicate the
production of tools on the site, whilst the wide striking
platforms and pronounced bulbs of percussion on the
scrapers and cores suggest that they have been detached
by direct percussion (that is using a hammer stone).
Within the excavations the flints were found in Phase II
and III deposits (contexts 146, 167 and 190). and in
Roman deposits (contexts 680 and 694) indicating that
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The acidic soil conditions of the site meant that no
micro or macro-fossils survived within the portion of
the enclosure investigated in the 1980s and that only a
small quantity of animal bones was excavated (Table
6.2). These are very fragmentary and had a uniformly
white colour and powdery texture, indicative of having
been cooked. This calcination process enabled the bones
to survive decomposition from bacteria and the acidic
soil conditions. Although around 250 fragments were
recovered during the excavations, these were usually
too small for reliable identification. In three cases
epiphyscal surfaces survived sufficiently to enable
assignation to species, whilst six further fragments were
tentatively identified. The size of the bone sample is far
too small to allow any reasonable statistical analysis,
and in any case is very biased in the range of material
that has been preserved. Nevertheless, the presence of
sheep was identified for Phase II (context 1095), Phase
III (840) and Phase IV (36), whilst pig was present in
Phase II contexts (136 and 350), Phase III (146) and
during Phase IV (163).
Archaeological Context
Material Culture
How should one judge the relevance and importance
of the evidence from Great Woolden Hall, which is after
all just one rural site? There are two levels on which the
importance of the site can be assessed; firstly on the
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Fig 6.13: Great Woolden pottery type 1, a thick walled,
flat based, open bowl made by hand. These sherds came
from contexts 142 & 146 associated with a construction
trench radio-carbon dated to the period 120 BC-AD 80.
range and quality of the archaeology in the light of what
we know of the late Iron Age and Romano-British rural
settlement in the region; and secondly, in its wider
regional and national archaeological context.
A discussion of the relevance of the archaeological
remains recovered from Great Woolden Hall must
concern itself with the material culture of the site in its
widest form; from flints and pottery to the shape of the
buildings and the overall form of the settlement itself.
In this regard the excavation of Great Woolden Hall
during the late 1980s was a revelation. Here for the first
time was a settlement of the late Iron Age and
Romano-British periods with pottery, buildings and a
chronology familiar from many other parts of Britain.
For instance, the excavation of over 1500gms of late
prehistoric pottery still represents one of the largest such
closed group on a site of this type in the North West.
The three carbon dates obtained from the site provide a
dating framework of 120 BC to AD 320 for this pottery
as well as directly dating three fabrics. VCP came from
two radio-carbon dated contexts gi ving ranges of 65-15
BC and 120 BC-AD 80, the two latest dated contexts
for this fabric (Morris 1985, 361) suggesting that
Cheshire VCP was in production perhaps as late as the
mid-first century AD; that is until the Roman conquest
of the area. As Great Woolden is c 50km from the source
of this pottery (the Nantwich/Middlewich area) it lies
within the extended distribution pattern for the later
production of this material. In this later phase Morris
argued that the pottery was distributed up to 140km
from the core area of Nantwich. This distribution
covered North Wales and Staffordshire down through
the Welsh Marches {Morris
1985. 368-70).
Radio-carbon dated deposits containing this pottery
from a number of these sites indicates that this extended
distribution area began in the third and second centuries
BC. Not only is the VCP from Great Woolden the latest
so far dated but it still represents the most northerly find
of this material. At the time Great Woolden was
excavated the only other occurrence of this pottery type
in the region was at Beeslon Castle in central Cheshire

(Ellis 1993; Hough 1984, 245-9). However, since then
VCP has been identified from the enclosures at Irby on
the Wirral, Brook House Farm in Halewood and Mellor
near Stockport, and there is strikingly similar material
in the published accounts from Eddisbury hillfort on the
central Cheshire ridge and Portfield hillfort in the
Ribble valley (Fig 6.15). Vessel type 4, which was
excavated from a Phase IV Roman pit was similar to
fabrics from the Mam Tor hillfort, the Castlesteads
enclosure (where eight sherds were excavated from a
context radio-carbon dated to the period 260-120 BC;
Beta-58077) and the Roman fort at Manchester. This
gave a date range of c 800 BC to c AD 100 suggesting
the existence of a regional pottery tradition other than
VCP that survived into the Roman period.
The second pottery type to come from a radio-carbon
dated context at Great Woolden was the Gallo-Belgic
style type 3 vessel, which was found in a post-hole for
the construction trench of CS2 in Phase III. The

\

S-

vr

-A.

Fig 6.14: Comparative plans of late prehistoric and
Roman circular structures from the Mersey Basin; (a)
2nd century Wilderspool; (b) Arthill, early second
millennium BC; (c) Great Woolden. 120 BC to AD 80;
(d) Beeston Castle 402-234 BC; (e) Tatton Park,
510-270 BC.
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Fig 6.15: The distribution of VCP in the North West.
Contours at 100m and 400m intervals.
radio-carbon date 'obtained gave a date range of 120
BC-AD 80 (GrN 16850). From the same context and
thus the same date came vessel type 1.
The two main structures of the settlement were
circular buildings of the type familiar from the late
Prehistoric and Romano-British countryside. In Phase
II Circular Structure 1 was defined by an outer
post-trench and an inner ring of small pestholes,
forming a structure 12.7m in diameter. The evidence
excavated within its interior seems to imply industrial
rather than domestic activity. The weight of the roof was
perhaps supported on the inner ring of posts, which
would have needed a tie beam to brace them. How the
dozens of stakeholes fringing the interior of the hut
should be interpreted is not clear. It is possible that these
represented internal divisions associated with the
activity within this building. It would appear likely that
the second circular structure c 15m in diameter, was a
double-ring round house with an inner ring of pestholes
and an outer post-trench. Unfortunately the evidence is
too fragmentary to allow any detailed discussion, but it
seems likely from the position of the hearth that this
Phase III hut was of the same construction as CS1.
Parallels for such structures as these are not often
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found in the North West (Fig 6.14). Circular post
buildings are known from Beeston Castle, where a
pesthole associated with building 6 was radio-carbon
dated to the period 402-234 BC (HAR-4406; Ellis 1993,
39), and at Tatton Park where a fire-pit associated with
a circular structure was provisionally radio-carbon
dated to the period 510-270 BC (HAR-5147; Higham
1985). Two circular post structures are also known from
Irby (see Philpott & Adams this volume) and from the
earlier enclosure at Legh Oaks (Nevell 1987 & 1992).
However, the only direct parallels within the region are
the industrial compounds with their circular post and
trench buildings at Wilderspool, although these were of
late second/early third century AD date (Hinchliffe &
Williams 1992). There is general agreement concerning
the basic form of these buildings in lowland Britain; a
conical thatched roof whose rafters were supported on
a relatively low external wall, with usually an inner ring
of posts (Drury 1978, 119-20). Drury has pointed out
that the use of relatively unsophisticated, though not
necessarily weak, jointing techniques, utilising
notching, is assumed to have been used for most of these
buildings. The presence of hut circles on Roman
farmsteads well into the third century AD is well
attested on both northern and southern English sites,
such as Penrith Farm in Cumbria and Lockington in
Leicestershire (Hingley 1989). Although no such
structures were excavated in Phase IV the three
buildings identified within the unexcavated portion of
the enclosure may fall within this period. There is no
reason to assume that they would be substantially
different in construction.
Discussion of the economic basis of the settlement is
hampered by the fact that ground conditions were not
conducive to the survival of faunal remains. However,
whilst the apparent tendency for cropmark sites to
cluster along the sands and gravels of the lower parts of
the Mersey Basin is probably in part due to their relative
ease of identification from the air (see Collens this
volume), this may also be due to a genuine preference
for these lighter and, therefore, more easily workable
soils. While cereal pollen was recovered from the
nearby Chat Moss pollen profiles (Birks 1964, 28) the
only definite piece of agricultural equipment from Great
Woolden was the rotary quern from Phase II. This is
also the only evidence for grain on the site, whilst
livestock is only represented by pig and sheep Phases II
to IV. It may be permissible to assume that the wood
from the structures excavated on the site was to be found
locally, and in all probability the woodland fringing the
moss was managed to provide a steady supply. It would
thus seem logical to assume that the Great Woolden
farmstead practised a mixed farming strategy at all
periods, providing a small surplus that could be
exchanged for Cheshire VCP or Roman coarse wares;
but in what proportion and in what detail is impossible
to say.
A National Context
As Matthews has noted (Matthews 1996',.20) the
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Fig 6.16 Rank/size graphs of the Iron Age and Romano-British enclosures; (a) confirmed and possible sites in the
Mersey Basin, excluding sites over 2.5ha; (b) confirmed sites in the North West.
assumption that the rural communities of the North
West were too poor to purchase the new material culture
of the Roman period is a theoretical view point that can
not be sustained, especially in view of the evidence from
Great Woodlen Hall. What is clear is that the durable
cultural remains (pottery and structures) are more
limited in their scope and numbers than on many other
rural sites for the Roman period in northern Britain (see
Philpott & Adams this volume). But what of the material
remains not represented at Great Woolden; in particular
wooden, organic and metal artefacts? The site
conditions at Great Woolden were not conducive to the
survival of such evidence, although indirectly the
material is there; in the evidence for wooden buildings
and the slag and crucible fragments. Yet because this
material is absent and the Roman cultural remains
sparse there is a temptation to assume a lower level of
material culture than is warranted (Higham 1993;
Kenyon 1991). What appears to be at fault is not the
archaeology but our own explanations. Our models of
cultural usage and exchange, which in the past have
been based upon the concept of economic need and
cultural imperialism during the Roman period (Higham
1993; Fetch 1987; Thompson 1965) need to be
re-evaluated. For instance, ethno-graphical parallels
have show how many small-scale pre-industrial
societies used material culture as a means of
constructing and reinforcing individuality rather than as
an expression of economic need (Hodder 1982;
Weissner 1984). Thus, if we look at the issue of the
apparent 'paucity' of portable finds such as pottery from
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Great Woolden during the Roman period we find that
anthropological models suggest two main types of
exchange mechanism; subsistence exchange, often
referred to as socially disembedded trade, which was
concerned with everyday needs; and ceremonial or gift
exchange, often termed socially embedded trade, which
was concerned primarily with strengthening social ties
through gift-partnership, exchange cycles, tribute, and
diplomatic exchanges. In other words exchange was
often for reasons other than profit, and this may be
expressed in the composition of a finds assemblage. The
wider implication for the study of rural settlement in the
North West is that we should be seeking models that
address the issues raised by the regional evidence, not
using inappropriate models forced upon us from other
areas (Matthews 1996, 18-9). We could thus re-examine
the evidence to explain, for instance, the lack of material
culture, or 'Romanisation', in the region in terms other
than economic.
With these issues uppermost it is now possible to
attempt to model the Great Woolden Hall settlement and
so to provide a regional hypothesis for social
organisation that can be tested in future years. The first
issue we can address is the form of the enclosure. A
study of over 240 rural enclosure settlements with
Roman activity recorded in the pages of Britannia
between 1970 and 1992 (Nevell 1992a) supports Keith
Matthews anthropologically based model of settlement
hierarchy, where the size of the social grouping is
directly reflected in the size of settlements in the
landscape. Thus, the 60 plus enclosures of the late
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prehistoric and Romano-British period confirmed and
suspected within the North West, fall into four broad
size groupings which can be fitted into Matthews'
model. These bands are sites between 0.1 and 04ha, sites
between 0.4ha and 0.9ha, 0.9ha to 2ha and sites larger
than 2ha, perhaps corresponding to Matthews seventh
to fourth levels of settlement; that is small and large
family farmsteads, hamlets and villages. Intriguingly,
by the late Iron Age all the traditional style hillfort
settlements, those to be associated with Matthews'
fourth level of settlement which performed as central
places, had all been abandoned, leaving the landscape
dominated by sites such as Great Woolden Hall, a large
family farmstead. Such a shallow hierarchy, with only
two or three levels of settlement in the late Iron Age
would appear to fit Kosse's definition of a simple
chiefdom (Kosse 1990) and may even suggest that the
Mersey Basin, if not the whole of the North West had
been taken over by an external force in this period. One
of the issues that will need to be addressed by
researchers in the next decade is what rural settlements,
if any, overlay these late prehistoric patterns in the
Roman period. Is the Eaton-by-Tarporley Roman villa,
and the few other potential Romanised farmsteads in
western Cheshire (Crewe Hill near Farndon, Malpas,
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Tattenhall and Utkinton), the exception or do they
represent a new settlement level in this period?
Great Woolden Hall was noteworthy as the first
extensively excavated Iron Age and Romano-British
farmstead in the North West, but clearly it can not be
used as a typical rural settlement for both periods
because of the complexity of that settlement pattern.
Nevertheless, the typological, material cultural and
social implications of the site means that it will remain
one of the key rural settlement examples within the
region for many years to come.
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Chapter 10
Conclusion
The North West and Marginality
Their Fault or Ours? A Warning from the Cumbrian Evidence
Barri Jones
•
he traditional approach to the archaeology of
•
Roman frontiers, through partly random
-A- evidence recorded in documentary sources,
has in one sense bedevilled much of our approach to the
topic in Britain. Much concern has been devoted to the
reconstruction and military details of campaigns
mentioned in historical sources, and for over a century
now excavation of the northern frontier zone of Roman
Britain has concentrated on the internal details rather
than a broader landscape analysis of the forts, civilian
settlements and the rural hinterland in their synthetic
context. Above all, perhaps, the shaping of the subject
has seen interpretation mainly in terms of the
chronological sequence of perceived or attested military
events.

The Theoretical Context
The limitations of this approach on a higher academic
plane have been recognised in print for the best part of
two decades. There is now perhaps a growing tendency
to frame research questions in Roman frontier
archaeology in terms of the relationship between
Roman and native, especially amongst Dutch and other
scholars such as Bloemers, Villems and Kuhn
(Bloemers 1990). The attempt to look at a frontier in
relation to its centripetal provincial context has also
made it a currently fashionable area for study by ancient
historians. Thus in this same period argument has
polarised between two schools of thought which,
simplistically described, suggest that the frontiers were
either scientific, strategic boundaries, or the effectively
accidental creations of a sequence of events. Although
we may be able to agree that Roman emperors and
generals never sat down in the concilium principis and
worked out a grand military strategy it is perfectly
possible to make a structural and behavioural analysis
of the choices they did make for their frontiers. The
weakness of Mann's recent arguments (Mann 1996), for
instance, suggesting that frontier development was
largely a random fossilisation of previous developments
lies in the assumption that military and political factors
are the only ones worth considering. Yet Owen
Lattimore's contribution to frontier studies (Lattimore
1940) in his work on the Chinese and Mongolian Inner
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Asian Frontier lay essentially in his identification of the
economic and ecological limits of imperial expansion.
The Chinese frontiers, he believed, represented a
compromise between the range of conquest and the
economy of rule. Inevitably this compromise was not a
clear geographic dividing line but a broad transitional
region, an inner and out frontier as he called it, where it
was never obvious in the first instance whether the food
supply or local production could sustain an army
without its becoming an intolerable economic or
logistical burden. The danger, as he put it brilliantly,
was that 'centripetal gain was converted into centrifugal
loss'. In that sense frontiers represented the limits of
growth and, as Lattimore said, that which was
politically conceived as a sharp edge was constantly
spread by the ebb and flow of history into a relatively
broad and vague margin.
This line of argument accords with developments on
other frontiers where centrally organised states also
encountered a dispersed and fragmented opposition as
Rome did, particularly in the north-western part of the
Roman Empire. Prince Gorchikov, for example, faced
with the same problem in Russia's imperial ambition in
central Asia in the mid-nineteenth century complained
that the expenses were no longer worth the expansion
as Kirk pointed out in the pioneer volume Invasion and
Response edited by Burham and Johnson (1979).
If we accept that the North West lay within the frontier
zone of the province of Britain (Carrington 1986;
Shotter 1997) what are the implications for the study of
the Romano-British landscape in the North West? The
questions that are coming to dominate frontier research
to the detriment, it must be said, of fresh locational
discovery are:
•

Firstly, what were the patterns of cultural
interaction and change in the frontier zones?

•

Secondly, how did these local conditions affect
imperial decision making on whether or not to
extend conquests.

The most important for the North West is the first of
these. The origin of the study of cultural interaction and
change on the frontier zones can be traced to a paper by
Archaeology North West Vol 3 (Issue 13 for 1998)
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Wilhemena Groenman-Van Waateringe in 1980 in
which she clearly expressed a need to understand the
social and economic processes in the frontier zones,
questions that could only be addressed by
archaeological research (Groenman-Van Waateringe
1980). In effect the archaeological record, it was argued,
is the only reliable source for the study of the frontier
regions of the Empire. The written record can help us
little in understanding relationships between the army
and the indigenous people, which it largely ignores save
in a few passages such as Cassius Dio's description of
acculturation in the emerging province of Germany.
Lattimore's model has been criticised on a number of
points, notably the symbiotic exchange mechanisms
between the nomadic and sedentary populations, a
process known in Numidia but not yet accepted in
Britain. Lattimore's arguments, however, were
concerned not so much with the relations between
groups within the indigenous population but rather the
marginality of the land and here is perhaps the most
important aspect of his work for the North West.
Lattimore writes 'when the combined economy, society
and state, interacting with each other had finally worked
out the range of frontiers most profitable and
satisfactory to them, they thereby defined also the
geographical and environmental limits within which
they could prosper' (Lattimore 1940, 241).
Strategic decisions were therefore made both
consciously and what Lattimore termed 'unconscious
trends' adumbrated by Appian, for instance, when he
says that Emperors 'aimed to preserve their empire by
the exercise of prudence rather than to extend their sway
indefinitely over poverty stricken and profitless
barbarians'. More specifically of Britain he wrote that
the Romans 'have occupied the better part of it. That
they do not care for the rest, for even the part that they
do occupy is not very profitable to them'. In other
words, as Whittaker has pointed out, Roman emperors
or at least the Roman high command had some
awareness, however rough and ready, of what we would
call the marginal costs of imperialism (Whittaker 1994;
Jones 1997).

The Cumbrian Evidence
It is precisely this ecological and demographic
marginality that is increasingly being documented in
various archaeological studies of the Roman Empire. In
Britain one of the most intensively studied parts of the
frontier zone lies in northern Cumbria. It is this region
and the research approaches employed there that
contain both warnings and guidance for future studies
in North West England. Air surveys of
settlement-patterns in the Solway and Tyne frontier
regions, more particularly the former, show that on the
Solway line site density north and south changes
dramatically from approximately ten square kilometres
to three and a half square kilometres per habitation (Fig
10.1).
I have argued elsewhere (Jones & Walker 1983;
Higham & Jones 1985) that much of this differentiation
Archaeology North West Vol 3 (Issue 13 for 1998)

Fig 10.1: Confirmed and possible Roman rural sites in
Cumbria and North Lancashire (after Shatter 1997,
71).
was probably the consequence rather than the cause of
the Wall. That of course depends on the dating of the
majority of the archaeological sites that emerge
immediately prior to the Roman period. At the time I
wrote that the Wall 'appears to incorporate in the
decision making process a desire to maximise the area
of potential arable land within the frontier area'. As
Whittaker wrote 'any picturesque vision of north Britain
filled with nothing but Celtic cowboys, as they are
sometimes called before Rome's arrival, is no longer
tenable' (Whittaker 1994). What one can perceive is a
noticeable thinning out of the evidence for grain
production in favour of pastureland for cattle as one
progresses northward towards the wall and beyond. The
northern Pennine forts occupy what today is classed as
land of grade three to five quality, a classic zone of
ecological marginality.
There are inherent difficulties in making
generalisations in this area. The lack of knowledge
relating to late prehistoric Cumbria, for instance, makes
it impossible to assess the Roman impact by contrasting
the nature and extent of settlement before and after the
Roman conquest. Nonetheless, no single site, and I
would emphasise this, has yet produced positive
evidence of immediately pre-Roman occupation. There
is, therefore, effectively a hiatus in our knowledge of
site evidence stretching broadly speaking from the
mid-to-late first millennium BC to the demonstrable
development of Romano-British farmstead sites at a
stage following the establishment of the Roman military
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C U M B R IA N
FARMS

SILLOTH
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Fig JO.2: Penrith andSilloth Farms, northern Cumbria,
Romano-British settlements. Both appear to be 2nd
century AD in origin. Both are drawn at the same scale.
After Higham & Jones 1985, 96.
frontiers (Fig 10.1). I would emphasise the plural in the
light of the now established evidence for at least two
periods in frontier formation west of Carlisle.
Understanding the extent of settlement and the nature
of land use in the immediate pre-Roman period is
therefore wholly dependent on extrapolation from the
Roman period. What has shaped some of Dr Bewley's
recent re-examination of the northern Cumbria (Bewley
1993) material is the presumed survival of
characteristically Iron Age settlements into the Roman
period. Take the round house and the ditched or
wall-defined settlement (Fig 10.2). All are essentially
late prehistoric in morphology and have obvious
parallels elsewhere in Britain during the late prehistoric
period. One might argue as Bewley has done that a
substantial continuity is likely, although it is not proven.
However, there is also a degree of circularity in the
argument and for the moment we might perhaps assume
that a proportion, however small, of the native
settlements associated with the Roman period owe their
origins to the preceding phase.
For the moment we may say that the growth in the late
second and third centuries AD of an apparently
prosperous and stable agricultural economy is most
easily seen as a reflection of the creation of the linear
frontier in the west. The hundreds of farms attested in
the western hinterland of the Wall in contrast to the lack
of such growth across the Solway surely allows us to
see writ large in the distribution pattern the
socio-economic effect of the Roman frontier, and to
understand the fuller meaning behind Cassius Dio : s
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simplistic explanation offered for motivation in the
construction of the Wall.
It appears perfectly logical to argue that a percentage,
however small, of the known sites must have their
origins in the late prehistoric period. Perhaps it was
Brian Blake who shaped this argument by the pioneer
excavations in north-western Cumbria which found,
particularly with sites around Wolsty, local black gritted
fabrics that he erroneously identified as being of Iron
Age date, from contexts that were inescapably third or
fourth century AD. The principal question surrounds the
degree to which the late Iron Age cultural tradition can
be identified amidst the majority of farmstead sites. This
in many ways was the central thesis behind Bewley's
approach in the re-examination of the air photographic
evidence. The reality of the situation remains that to date
none of Bewley's case studies has provided an
unequivocal example of a farmstead which lies in
pre-Roman period. Disappointingly his recent work on
the Solway Plain fails to state this with clarity, and to
some extent the myth has been perpetuated by his recent
English Heritage book on prehistoric settlement
(Bewley 1994). The truth of the situation is that the only
prehistoric site that he has examined, at Ewan Rigg near
Maryport, proved to be of mid to Late Bronze Age date
and that the correlation between cropmark evidence and
the located site still presents problems of interpretation.
Can we offer anything that might replace this quest
for a proportion of sites of late prehistoric date? Or
rather have we been looking for the wrong kind of
evidence? I believe we have been led down a blind alley
and that we need to re-examine the political context of
this area at the time of the conquest in the light of new
theories put forward in the last decade.
The general consensus is now that the Stanwick
fortifications at Scotch Coiner should be regarded as the
central core of the Cartuamanduan kingdom of
Brigantia rather than any of the strongholds that were
previously canvassed towards the central and southern
Pennines. We might therefore ask ourselves what kind
of pattern we would expect across north-western
Brigantia. In this context I believe that Bewley's quest
for farm sites of Iron Age origin beneath Roman ones
is illusory, partly because the principal sites that appear
do not take that form at all, but rather comprised the
larger univallate and sometimes bivallate or even
trivallate settlements which are absolute exceptions to
the general rule in the settlement morphology that is
available. If we begin to agglomerate these singular sites
then I think we can begin to reconstruct something of
the north-western Brigantian polity before the
emergence, presumably towards the end of the second
century, of the civitas Carvetiorum (Higham & Jones
1985). There was, perhaps, a major centre in the Kirby
Stephen area. The Eden Valley round Penrith is the focal
point of central Cumbria, and there a three hectare
defensive enclosure at Clifton Dykes a few miles south
of Penrith remains a prime candidate for the kind of site
we should be looking for at this stage, lying close to the
strategically important crossing of the River Emont.
Unfortunately, bulldozing in the late 1960s has meant
Archaeology North West Vol3 (Issue 13 for 1998)
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that it has received no significant study, but appears on
grounds of size to be the focal point of late prehistoric
settlement in the Penrith area. Likewise, on grounds of
size the site of Dobcross Hall also forms a prime
candidate for consideration and should be considered in
a separate category from the great majority of other
settlements. A bivallate site is known at Millom on the
south west lakeland coast, and a trivallate site has long
been known at S warby Hill on the Cumbrian coast north
of Maryport. Potentially the most intriguing sites of this
class, as we attempt lo reconstruct the north western
polity of the Brigantes, lie not under but around Carlisle.
An early Cambridge air photograph has located a
comparable site one kilometre south of Cummersdale to
the south of Carlisle, and it is in this area that a newly
discovered Roman fort has been located, probably
owing its position either to the presence of this major
site or the general distribution of presumed late tribal
settlement in the valley towards Dalston. Equally, on
the north side of the Eden at Rockcliffe evidence has
emerged for a particularly interesting three acre
bivallate site with associated field systems apparently
controlling a river crossing of the Eden at the effective
tidal limits of the river. Thus, it seems we have the
makings of an outline political geography of the
immediately pre-Roman periphery to the core of
Brigantian territory centred on Stanwick. Its presence
north of the river is another reason for thinking that part
of the tribal territory concerned extended beyond the
Eden and was later amputated by the creation of the
Roman frontier. The exploitation of the late prehistoric
countryside associated with these sites remains at the
moment a blank, a void that has notionally been filled
with an infrastructure of Iron Age settlement that has in
reality singularly failed to be identified on the ground.
In Dr Higham's broadly eco-deterministic survey of
the Northern Counties of England, which was based
upon the palynological guidelines established during
the previous two decades (Higham 1986) it appears that
the pollen cores show that clearances occurred at
different times in the west from the east. The work of
Pcnnington in the Lake District in particular established
that major forest clearance appears to be associated with
the third and fourth centuries AD, a period when an
intensification of the farming pattern undoubtedly
occurs (Pennington 1970).
Whatever the arguments regarding the percentage of
the cropmarks that have Iron Age antecedents there can
be no doubt that of the 20 or so examples that have
produced dating material the overwhelming pattern is
of third century AD exploitation. This is demonstrated
primarily by a growing body of ceramic evidence but
we have also seen that it tallies with the palynological
evidence attesting the amount of clearance going on in
the west during this period. Thus, I would argue that our
view of the relatively late development of Roman farm
sites is a perfectly logically step in the overall pattern of
development.
In another way it is part of a broader pattern.
Archaeologists are fond of employing the concept of
marginality in explaining where the Roman army chose
Archaeology North West Vol 3 (Issue 13 for 1998)

Fig 10.3: Giant's Seat in the Irwell Valley, Manchester,
This is a potential escarpment edge site which has
produced cropmark evidence for a double-ditched
enclosure. Excavations showed the possible existance
of ditches. These are the kind of sites to be expected in
the western Pennine foothills.
to draw its frontiers. Thus, as we have seen Whittaker
explains the choice of the Tyne/Solway line as
representing a logical division between areas of
potential cultivation and what could be consigned to the
barbaricum. The danger is in seeing marginality as an
unchanging effect. A moments thought will suggest that
this is unlikely to be the case; the presence of a frontier
zone de facto will set in motion changes to the levels of
what is considered marginal once an economic market
to supply the military is in place. Then, the incentives
lo exploit the increasingly marginal logically follow; in
the Cumbrian case during the second and third centuries
AD.
Is this part of a larger pattern? Again I think the
answer is yes. If one takes a comparable body of
evidence from the magnesium limestone country of
south Yorkshire, where the late Derrick Riley located
previously unsuspected settlement patterns, subsequent
work has shown that most of the farms belong to the
third and fourth centuries AD (Riley 1980). That
example is probably too distant to be relevant to the
North West, so let us take another example, that of
Littondale in the Yorkshire Dales where the Department
of Art History and Archaeology at the University of
Manchester has recently conducted survey and
excavation on behalf of the Dales National Park (see
Maude this volume). The survey teams were presented
with a, theoretically, predominantly prehistoric
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Fig 10.4: The ancient landscape ofWarhurton, a settlement at the confluence of the Rivers Mersey and Bollin, Since
1997 the Warburton Archaeological Sun-ey has fieldwalked nearly 200 acres, producing Roman pottery, querns
and metalwork.
landscape to analyse and research. Morphologically,
mosl of the settlement nuclei were circular in the
prehistoric tradition, yet investigation showed that the
bulk of the field systems and farms, in so tar as it was
possible to say, exhibited some evidence of Roman
settlement. Furthermore, all the sites examined
produced finds of the third or fourth century AD. Survey
and excavation of one of the less accessible dales thus
tits the same kind of exploitative pattern on climatically
and agriculturally marginal land that is apparent from
the work in the hinterland of Hadrian's Wall in northern
Cumbria.

The North West Evidence
So far I have been discussing marginality (defined in
the OED as 'difficult to cultivate" 'unprofitable') in the
economic sense, and in particular in relation to the
exploitation of upland margins w i t h i n the Roman
Empire. Yet archaeologists also use the term for those
lowland areas which do not appear to have been
agriculturally marginal. In relation to ihe North West,
as Michael Novell and John Walker have argued at the
beginning of this work this is a topic in which greater
semantic exactitude is required. We need to define our
use of the term 'marginal' and distinguish thereby
between areas in the region where agriculture was
spread into primarily 'upland zones' of borderline
,.;

cullivability and, on the other hand, zones where the
apparent absence of settlement has led to an assumption
of marginality. The former is economic marginality. the
latter either political or intellectual marginalily. Thus,
elsewhere in this volume both Keith Matthews and
Michael Nevell show that the North West has been
dismissed by some researchers as an irrelevant
backwater during the Iron Age and Romano-British
periods; a view re-enforced by the application of
inappropriate theoretical models.
As J i l l Collens demonstrates this problem has
extended to primary site location and investigation.
Cheshire has often been considered marginal in
agricultural and cropmark formation terms; partly
because of the spread of the Merseyside conurbation
into the Wirral and partly because of the predominantly
heavy clay soils and pastoral landscapes of Cheshire
w h i c h are not readily conducive to cropmark formation
(Williams 1997). This impression has been re-enforced
not just for Cheshire, but also for Greater Manchester,
Lancashire and Merseyside by much of the work of the
North West Wetlands Survey (Cowell & Innes 1994;
Hall er a! 1995; Leah et al 1997). Yet neighbouring
areas such as Shropshire and Powys have, as we know,
shown a dramatic increase in the number of cropmark
enclosures, presumably of the later Prehistoric and
Romano-British periods, in the last two decades through
repeated programmes of Hying. The programme that is
Ari-huet>ti>i>\ \nrth Wesr Vnl 3 (Issue 13 for IWH)
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running in Cheshire and Merseyside has produced an
increase in knowledge that is more gradual but
nonetheless positive for that. Thus, once this approach
of regular survey was adopted for Cheshire and
Merseyside by Jill Collens and Rob Philpott new sites
began to accumulate with each sortie. The
approximately 50 enclosures so far located represent the
starting point for an improved understanding of the late
prehistoric and Romano-British settlement patterns of
the region. As Keith Maude has demonstrated, however,
such programmes are ultimately sterile if they are not
supported by a fieldwork programme to investigate the
new sites. This is why the work of Rob Philpott and Jill
Collens since 1993 has been so important; it points the
way to future progress on interpreting our early
landscapes, and avoids the trap of the sterile re-working
of the existing database.
In this regard the excavations by Michael Nevell and
Rob Philpott of the late prehistoric and Romano-British
farmsteads at, respectively, Great Woolden in the late
1980s and Irby in the 1990s stand out as beacons of
archaeological hope.
Elsewhere within the Mersey Basin progress has been
made in the analysis of upper reaches of the Mersey and
Irwell valleys in the Pennine foothills to the east and
north of Manchester. Norman Redhead and Barbara
Brayshay have demonstrated the value of combining
archaeological and palaeoenvironmental evidence at
the local level, in this case the study of a single valley
at Castleshaw, and the emerging picture is one of over
exploitation in the early Roman period.

Conclusion
The North West is an area where there has been an
assumption
of
agricultural marginality, and
consequently an intellectual assumption in the past that
this area is devoid of such early sites. However, the work
of the researchers in this volume illustrates that
marginality is not a fixed concept, and agriculturaly
marginality especially so.
To take one example, in the foothills around
Manchester regular flying during the 1990s as part of a
number of joint research programmes between the Field
Archaeology Centre and the Department of Art History
and Archaeology at the University of Manchester has
produced a dozen potential new sites of this period.
These come not just from cropmarks on the isolated
areas of sands and gravels, but surprisingly from very
shallow surviving earthworks on the claylands. The
investigation of one of these, the promontory site of
Castlesteads in the Irwell valley to the north of Bury,
shows that the methodological approach of flying
coupled with site investigation underway in Cheshire
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and Merseyside is equally applicable to the upper
reaches of the Mersey Basin. Here is unequivocal
evidence for a promontory fort, and a limited sampling
programme has served a greater purpose in
demonstrating by the use of radiocarbon dates activity
in the late Iron Age and early Romano-British periods.
We should not dismiss, however, the more traditional
approach of fieldwalking. Targeted investigations of the
new sites found by the flying programmes underway in
the North West have produced results in both the
lowlands and uplands. For instance, two cropmark sites
near to Irby on the Wirral have produced Roman
material, both pottery and metalwork, whilst in the
Manchester area a cropmark site on sands and gravels
at Rhodes Green near Prestwich also produced Roman
pottery. Blanket fieldwalking is also beginning to
produce results. There is a growing collection of Roman
material, in the form of querns, pottery and metalwork,
being amassed by systematic fieldwalking of one parish
in the Bollin Valley. Here at Warburton
palaeo-environmental
evidence,
flying
and
fieldwalking are combining to produce a picture of .an
ancient landscape of 4km (Fig 10.4).
What the papers in this volume show is that
archaeologists have in the past been dissuaded from
working on the late prehistoric and Romano-British
landscape in the North West because of intellectual
marginalism through the perceived problems of the
industrial overlay and blanket claylands. I hope that I
have demonstrated that this 'presumption of
marginality' needs to be avoided as these new rural sites
begin to show that the area fits into a settlement pattern
that can be paralleled not only in many parts of the
Roman Empire but in many frontier areas. Within the
North West a key. area for future study and
understanding of this pattern is the upper Mersey Basin
in the 110m to 250m AOD zone, the area of predicted
agricultural marginality that in the Roman period may
have been over exploited. Yet, the difficulties of surface
evaluation in the face of modern overlay make the North
West one in which, I believe, we should be far more
sceptical about the value and much more economical
with the cost of surface survey.,In short one can debate
endlessly about the meaning of isolated pot sherds or
cropmarks on an air photograph; that is, after all, part of •
the latter's fascination. But in the end there is no
replacement, in my opinion, for systematic sample
excavation, and our job in the next decade is to decide
how we can best apply such a policy in a zone where
presumed agricultural marginality has not only served
to deter fieldwork, but has also extended the
archaeological application of the term 'marginal' to that
of intellectual marginality in a way that we must modify
in the coming years.
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