
Contrebis 2000

excavation. This horizon and the wall may thus represent the revetted ramparts of the auxiliary fort.
Work conducted on Roman forts elsewhere in northem England has revealed examples of ovens
built into the internal face of the ramparts, as at Birdoswald (Wilmott 1997), and whilst there is no
evidence to demonstrate conclusively that the feature within the test pit fulfilled a similar function,
this serves as an interesting analogy.

The results of the watching brief have confirmed the presence of in situ archaeological deposits
existing to some depth, and whilst precise dating could not be established, they are likely to be
Roman in origin. It is hoped that further work to the boundary wall will permit the excavation of a
slightly larger area in the near future.
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EXCAVATION AT 39 CHURCH STREET,
LANCASTER - AN INTERIM REPORT

By Ian Miller

The significance of the archaeological remains along Church Street in Lancaster has been
highlighted as a result of the series of excavations at the site of the Mitchell's Brewery (Williams
and Newman 1989). In response to a condition applied to a planning application to build a
multiplex cinema on this site, a further programme of excavations was undertaken by the Lancaster
University Archaeological Unit in1999 (Mitler L999). This development also required the complete
demolition of the buildings occupying 37 and 39 Church Street. It was initially thought that these
buildings had been constructed with cellars and thus most, if not all, of the archaeology beneath
them would have been removed. During their demolition in March 2000, however, it became clear
that the area of cellaring beneath 39 Church Street was restricted to the rear of the property and that
substantial archaeological remains survived at the street frontage. After consultation with the
Lancashire County Archaeology Service and, on behalf of the developers, SOL Construction, a
mitigation programme was rapidly drawn up and the excavation of an area, measuring clLm by c7m
as close to the street frontage as was possible, was undertaken between April and June 2000.
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Fig 1. One of a sequence of hearths, showing the working platform, flue and raking-out pit.

A broadly complete sequence of Roman stratigraphy was revealed, although post-medieval
levelling had removed all deposits of a later date other than the deepest of medieval features. The
earliest evidence of activity encountered were two rows of stakeholes aligned north-west to south-

east across the western part of the site, and an oval-shaped deposit of fired clay overlain by
charcoal, clearly the result of high temperature processes and perhaps a hearth. Close dating of
these features is difficult in the absence of any artefacts, although they are most probably of early
Roman origin, of later first century date, perhaps even associated with the period of fort
construction during the AD70s. They were all cut into a disturbed subsoil deposit, and were sealed

by a0.2m deep layer of very dark grey/black sandy clay that extended across a considerable portion
of the site. It is thought that this layer represented a short period of abandonment, which permitted
the regeneration of the natural vegetative cover.

Two parallel rows of postholes, separated by a metalled surface, provided evidence for the first
substantial structures to be erected on the site. Provisional dating indicates a second century date for
these features, which appeared to represent the remains of two separate, but seemingly
contemporary, structures. These buildings were aligned with their gable end facing the Roman road
(the line followed by modern day Church Street), and the metalled surface running between them at
a right angle to the main road probably provided a common side access. As the southern extent (the

back) of these buildings had been completely removed by a post-medieval cellar, their exact
dimensions are unknown. They were, however, at least llm in length, and the size of the
component postholes suggested timbers capable of supporting more than a single storey building.
Several large hearths and amounts of industrial waste were retrieved from intemal deposits within
both buildings (Fig.l). Analysis of the slags should provide clues as to the nature of the industrial
processes in operation, although the presence of blacksmithing tools within the ssternmost
building indicates secondary ironworking. A thick layer of charcoal sealed these artefacts,
suggesting that this building had been completely destroyed by fire. Whether this event might be

linked to the later second century destruction horizons recorded in excavations at 41 Church Sfieet
(White 1974) awaits confirmation from pottery analysis.
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A later phase of rebuilding appeared to involve a slight remodelling of the layout, with the erection
of another large structure, again of timber post construction. This was situated over the earlier
metalled side alley, and was again aligned with its gable end fronting the road. It was built on top of
a series of foundation layers (Plate 2), the lowest of which produced a coin identified as a Radiate
copy, dated to AD27L-3. Each of the postholes pertaining to this structure was in good condition,
with their post-packing material still zn sz'fz. This suggested that the building had not been

demolished and the materials reused, but
was abandoned and left to decay naturally,
possibly after the end of the Roman
occupation of Lancaster.

Post-excavation analysis will add
significant details to the large body of
evidence already gained from the previous
excavations at Mitchell's Brewery,
allowing a chronology of the development
and decline of this part of the extramural
settlement to be established. The large
assemblage of pottery, moreover, will
enhance the existing collections, and will
assist in an understanding of the socio-
economic conditions in Lancaster during
the Roman period. The results of the
investigation will be combined with those
of the earlier work and published as a
monograph in the
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Fig.2. Large post-holes of the later
rebuilding phase.next year or so.
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