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IV. EXCAVATIONS IN ~IE VICUS, LANCAST~R 1973-4 by A. J. WHITE

Two sites were investigated in 1973-4 within the area of
the Roman civil settlement and to~ether provided much useful
information to supplement what was already known or suspected.
At 41 Church Street the Roman road was seen in section, together
with evidence of burnt timber buildings, while at 65 Church
Street excavations below the cellar floor revealed a sequence
of stratified levels from the Neolithic period to the mid
second century A.D.

41 Church Street

In the course of reconstruction work in this shop part of
the front (i.e. northern) wall of the cellar was removed. A

number of potsherds were recovered and brought to the attention
of the Museum by one of the workmen, and they were recognized
as Roman. Examination of the site made it clear that Roman levels

lay undisturbed below the pavement, and included a considerable
depth of road material, suggesting a succession of resurfacings.
Moreover, the pottery included two heavily burnt pieces which
could have come from a stratum of burnt timber above the road

level, and thus could provide a later second century date for
what appears to have been the destruction and collapse of a
timber building. Unstratified, unfortunately was a samiam stamp
OF.PRIMI • (factory of Primus) but it was probably associated
with the levels below the road material.

The site was examined and drawn by members of the Archaeo
logical Society.

65 Church Street
In March, 1973 two brick columns were constructed in the

cellar at this address in order to support the floor above.
Holes were dug for footings and a considerable quantity of Roman
pottery was recovered as well as evidence of structural remains
in the form of cobble foundations and baked clay. As a result
the owner, Mr. M. Cartmell, invited the Society to carry out
excavations, and these were conducted during the winter months
of 1973-4.

An area 3 x 2.5 metres was excavated in the floor of the
cellar. Immediately below the cobbled floor were fragments of
delft ware and other 18th century remains, dating the original
construction of the house. Below this were stratified Roman
levels.

The main feature of the site was a trench-built cobble

foundation 70-90 cm wide running N-S. In this were remains of
two post-holes which would have held timber uprights ~ 15 cm
square and rather more than a metre apart. There wer~ two
more post-holes 40 cm outside the cobbling on the western side
and staggered in relation to the other posts. This was the
outer side of the building, and no other significant remains
were found here, suggesting that it was an area of waste ground.
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On the inner (eastern) side of the cobble foundation was a cob
bled floor covered at the north-east corner by remains of two

successive hearths. These represent Phase One of the buildinR.
Pottery from the construction level and the destruction level,
which was marked by a deep layer of ~rey ash and charcoal,
covered a very narrow date range. Indeed, similar wares came
from the two levels, and it is prob~bl~ that the building had
a very short life, only lon~ enough for a renewal of the hearth.
Above the destruction level was evidence of rebuilding. A fur
ther hearth was constructed above the previous two and a small
pit was dug in the south-east corner to contain rubbish. There
were also several areas of grey clay which may have related to
the pit but had been largely removed during the construction of
the 18th century cellar. Similar truncation had effected the
area of the cobble foundation but in all prob~bility this too
had been reused in Phase Two.

The trench built foundation of the Phase One ~uilding had
been cut down through a grey clay layer, a thin black layer and
finally into fine sterile sand: the two upper layers were
removed in order to discover any traces of earlier building on
the site. In the grey clay were found many odd-shaped marks
composed of rust: it is most likely that these represent ~orm
casts or roots which were gradually replaced by natural iron in
the soil, and there was no evidence for man-made origin. In
the black layer, however, which had the consistency of a buried
turf line, were found twenty-four sherds of a vessel identified
as a Neolithic bowl of Mortlake tyne and thus some 3000 years
earlier than the Roman building. A further sherd was also
recovered from the fill of the foundation trench, thus proving
that the bowl had been disturbed by the Roman builders. This
bowl is the first of its kind to be found in the county, and
is thus of considerable importance. The fine sand below the
black layer was undisturbed and lay across the whole site, and
indeed appears over wide areas of the modern town at varying
depths.

Bones

A renort on the animal bones was kindly submitted by
Professor W.T.W. Potts of Lancaster University and is here
summarized.

'The identifiable fragments of bone numbered 388, of which
346 were cattle bone, 38 sheep, 2 pig and 2 chicken. The bone
fragments from the pit, comprising 58 pieces of cattle bone,
were not significantly different from the rest of the collection
and have been incorporated in the total. The cattle bones were
mainly from mature animals but some small immature beasts (less
than a year old) were represented. As far as can be judged from
the fragmentary nature of the bones the sheep were of the small
sized, thin legged variety common on Romano-British sites. The
chickens were bantam sized birds and the cattle were short-horns.

The most remarkable features of the bones were their
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fra~mentary nature and the fact that the fragments came mainly
from the head and the feet. All the bones had been chopped
into short lengths. l"ew fragments were more than 3" in length,
the majority about l~". Bven t'hemost solid bones such as the
cannon bones and the lower jaws had been chopped up, probably
to facilitate stewing in a small pot. The meat was evidently
of the poorest quality, the better cuts being grossly under
represented. For example out of the 346 cattle bones only 2
pieces of shoulder blade, 3 pieces of upper fore leg and 4 pieces

of thigh bones were identified but no less than 32 cannon bones
and 29 phalanges were present. The large number of skull frag
ments (64) may be due to the friable nature of the skull but
no less than 51 fragments of the lower jaw were present, includ
ing about one dozen jaw articulations. The lower jaw does not
break easily and it must be concluded that the cow's head was
an important part of the diet. There was no bias in the sheep
remains towards head and feet. Sheep bones included 3 pieces
of shoulder blade, 1 of thigh and 2 of shin (tibia) and there
were only 2 pieces of lower jaw.'

Interpretation
The Neolithic level was devoid of any remains apart from

the bowl fragments, but a settlement in close proximity is
prob~bly indicated since such fragile pottery would hardly
travel far. In the succeeding periods a spring may have broken
out further up the hillside, depositing a thick stratum of grey
clay over the original ground surface. This was in turn perhaps
colonised by bushes or trees which left behind root lets fossil
ized in iron.

In the early ~econd century A.D. a shop or house was con
structed on the site forming part of the civil settlement out
side the fort. It was not the first building in the vicus since
some of the pottery represents rubbish survival from earlier
buildings in the neighbourhood. The building was of timber set
on a dwarf wall of large cobbles set partially in clay. Incor
porated in this wall were a number of amphora sherds actually
used as walling material. It is probably that the eaves were
carried out to a line of posts on the east side in order to
keep damp from the timber walls. The roof was tiled and some
windows at least were glazed. Internally the floor was cob
bled and a clay hearth lay in one corner: this may have formed
part of an oven for food represented by the bones, in this case
probably soup or something of that nature.

The first building was very short lived and was destroyed
by fire. It was replaced by a similar building, possibly by
the same owner, since what little evidence remained suggested
a continued use of a hearth and a similar assemblage of animal
bones. 'l'hisbuilding wa:; largely removed, along wi th all sub
sequent levels, by the construction of the 18th century cellar.

The Vicus in general
It is almost certain that Church Street represents the

line, more or less, of the road leading from the east gate of
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the fort, and also the main street of the vicus. By plotting
all recorded finds on the modern street map a picture at once
emerges of a fairly small nucleus based on Church Street, New
Street, China Street and Bridge Lane, with various isolated
finds scattered further afield. This pictllre must, however, be
slightly modified in view of the large amount of drain-digging
that there has been in Church Street, particularly in the 18th
and 19th centuries which has resulted in a preponderance of
finds from Market Street which has also been much disturbed.

West (Archaeologia V p. 98f.) describes a number of Roman
buildings discovered under houses in Church Street. Many of
these may still survive and one of them may in fact be 65 Church
Street; certainly at this time the cutting of deep cellars must
have removed a great deal of evidence, leaving only the lowest
levels undisturbed. The buildinp of the new Masonic Hall 1950
61 disclosed a quantity of Roman material including a column
base and a wall. Unfortunately it was not excavated before work
began and no plans or sections were obtained, as has been all
too often the case until the last few years.

An intriguing find was made last century on the site of
the Co-operative stores when a group of four mortaria in decreas
ing size~ all stamped DECANI was discovered. One was worn into
a hole in the bottom wq¥§c~~e, so that they could not have been
the stock-in-trade of a ~ottery shop, but were more likely to
be the utensils of a commercial bakery or eating-house. Such
finds, however, are all too rare and most of the groups that
were saved by collectors and survive seem to have been bought
or picked out selectively, e.g. decorated ,Samian or stamped
arnnhorae•

The limits of the settlement to the west seem to be marked

by a cemetery in the Cheapside/St. Nicholas Street area. Here
were found the tombstone of Apollinaris (RIB 606) in 1772 and
in 1854 two skeletons with (samian?) pottery. (Council Minutes).
In other directions the plan is not so clear. To the north the
river probably marks the end of the vicus and if Damside Street
is the old course of the river the northern side of Church Street

probably consisted of houses etc. with long sloping yards and
~ardens behind much as today, for the same reason: namely the
steepness of the slope.

The mysterious cemetery at West field Memorial Village
excavated in the 1930's may not be part of the vicus at all,
and may relate to scattered farms and houses in the neighbour
hood. Market Street may then represent the southern edge of
the vicus but it is possible that each ~ate of the fort led to

a small suburb, with the eastern side as the main area of
settlement.

Very little fourth century material has yet been recovered
olltside the fort; quite how the 'Saxon Jhore' fort affected the
street plan is uncertain, and the evidence may have disapneared
lon7, ago. However, the fact that Church Street follows



substantially the second century line may su~~eot that the road
if not the vicus itself survived and probably continued into
the post-Roman period, to the extent offormin~ a part of the
mediaeval and later street pattern.

E'inally the excavation at 65 Church Street revealed the
encouraging fact that thou~h lRth century cellars removed much
of Lancaster's Roman past they have also occasionally preserved
what was left into our ownday~
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