
I Excavation at no. 41, Church Street, Lancaster
by s. H. Penney

Introduction

During the construction in 1980 of a new Co-op Stores
in Lancaster between Church Street and New Street,
a watching-brief was maintained by the writer in
order to recover as much archaeological information
from the site as was possible.

The nature of the redevelopment, which entailed the
demolition of the adjacent eighteenth century
premises, to be followed with an immediate start on
the new stores, precluded any opportunity for prior
investigation of the i acre site. However, despite
the fact that Church Street was known to have
originated as the principal street of the extramural
civil settlement outside the east gate of the second
century fort, and that it was also known to have
been one of the principal streets of the medieval
town, there were grounds for believing that most
archaeological levels had already been destroyed.
The average depth of the earliest Roman deposits in
Church Street has been found by excavation to lie
between approximately 8-11 ft. below pavement level
(Penney 1981, 33). The whole of the street frontage
and much of the rest of the previous Co-op Stores
had already been cellared to beneath that level.
The adjacent areas being taken in by the new stores
had also lost the street frontage deposits through
eighteenth century cellaring, whilst the area set
further back from the street had also been
extensively cellared due to intensive development
around a series of eighteenth century yards.
Quantities of Roman pottery and a smaller amount of
medieval pottery in Lancaster Museum which were
recovered during earlier building work (1924 and
1934) confirm the previous destruction of extensive
archaeological deposits on the Co-op site.

Followin~ the demolition of no. 41 Church Street,
a late e1ghteenth century house situated between
the old Co-op Stores and Chancery Lane, a rubble
roadway was laid from Church Street down to the
basement level of the demolished Co-op Stores to
provide lorry access. In clearing this entrance a
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mechanical digger removed the side of a block of
undisturbed deposits which underlay an old yard
level behind no. 41 Church Street. This small
'island' of archaeological deposits was hemmed in by
cellar walls on three sides.

The exposed section was cleaned by the writer in June
1980, and the deposits were seen to be clearly
comparable to the vicus deposits excavated heneath
the cellars of nos. 65 and 73 Church Street (White
1974; Bellis and Penney 1979). The contractors
willingly gave permission for excavation to take
place over a three week periOd; the work was
carried out by members of the Lancaster Archaeological
Society working under the direction of the writer.

Excavation

The earliest activity was represented by four
circular post-holes of approximately 8 ems. diameter
sunk between 5-9 ems. into the natural sand and
spaced at approximately 40 ems. intervals; three
formed a straight line while the fourth was offset
at right angles at the southern end so as to suggest
that it formed the south-west corner of a rectangular
structure. The post-holes themselves contained no
finds, but the overlying deposits provide an early
second-century terminus ante-quem. The discovery
of fragments of Neolithic bowl stratified beneath
Roman levels at 65 Church Street (White 1974, 17)
heighten the possibility of a prehistoric date for
this structure, on the other hand it would appear to
lie at approximately right angles to the Roman road
beneath Church Street, thus suggesting that this
structure could represent the earliest Roman activity
on the site.

The P?s~-holes were sealed by a loamy sand (level 7)
conta1n1ng pottery of early second-century date
ov~rla~n by a heavily burned deposit (level 7A)
Wh1Ch 1ncreased from an almost imperceptible layer
at its western side to about 10 cms. depth at the
eastern side of the trench.

This was overlain by a deposit of heavy red clay
(level 6) up to 30 ems. thick, which in turn was
topped by a level of clean yellow sand (level 5)
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approximately 10 cms. deep. The pottery evidence
would place both levels within the first half of the
second century; the most likely interpretation is
that they had been deposited in order to level-up
the ground for building purposes.

A timber-built structure was erected on the level 5
sand; a corner of the probably rectangular building
extended over the excavated area. The excavated
remains consisted of shallow 25-30 cms. broad timber
slots running between four or possibly five post
pits. The post-pits contained numbers of large
cobbles, and post pit B additionally contained a
sizeable portion of a black-burnished flanged bowl
of mid-second century date. The fill of post-pit
D contained two separate post-holes, possibly
indicating a rebuild.

At some time during probably the third quarter of the
second century these timber buildings were burned
to the ground, leaving a nearly 10 cms. thick layer
of charcoal and burned debris (level 4); this
contained no dateable finds. Preserved as charcoal
amongst the debris was a section of woven wicker
work measuring approximately 20 x 20 cms. This
level also contained a deposit of carbonised grain,
the concentration being centred at approximately
20 cms. NNE of point X on section XI. It is possible
that the structure had been a granary constructed
of timber and wicker-work panels; the fact that the
excavation encountered no evidence for a floor would
also suggest a raised structure such as a granary.
The building had been set out at approximately right
angles to the street.

Set directly over the level 4 destruction level was
a road surface composed of gravel set in a hard
mortar.flecked sandy matrix (level 3). As the whole
of the excavated area was covered by this road it
was not possible to determine accurately a close
orientation of its line, but the fact that it occurred
along the whole of the 6 metre north-south section
available for examination (only 2.2 metres of which
could be excavated) suggests it had joined the main
street (beneath Church Street) at approximately right
angles. It may only have provided access to the rear
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of properties fronting the south side of the main
street, for it could not be picked up in section
on the southern side of the building-site; it would
also appear to have had a fairly short life, for it
had not been resurfaced. Only a single sherd of
rusticated ware was found in the road fabric. The
road surface sloped gently from south to north.

A thin brown soil (level 2) lying over sections of
the road surface contained part of a jar in Severn
Valley ware; this could be dated from late second
century to mid-third century, again suggesting the
life of the road was of short duration.

A large pit (E) had been dug through levels 2-6, but
its fill was indistinguishable from a very mixed dark
soil (level 1) which had clearly suffered considerable
disturbance, thus obscuring the subsequent development
of the site. Level 1 contained quantities of
second- and third-century pottery and at least one
barbotine sherd of probably fourth century date;
it also contained several pieces of eighteenth- and
nineteenth- century pottery, a single sherd of
seventeenth century Cistercian-type ware and two
sherds of unglazed, heavily gritted medieval pottery.
No medieval structural remains were encountered, and
level 1 was capped by a thick raft of concrete.

Discussion

This excavation adds to a mounting body of information
relating to the Lancaster vicus. Excavations beneath
the cellars of nos. 65 Church Street (White 1974)
and 73 Church Street (Bellis and Penney 1979) revealed
a sequence of occupation from the beginning of the
second century until the early/mid-third century.
A high priority for excavation in Church Street has
been recognized (Bellis and Penney 1979, 9) to be a
baulk between cellars, so that the full life-span
of the vicus can be assessed. The situation as it
stood before this excavation was that despite the
loss of the later vicus levels through cellar
digging, the dating of stray finds also suggested the
vicus did not survive far into the third century,
a pattern of occupation which is matched in the
vicus areas of Manchester and Ribchester (Shotter
1980, 1). Unfortunately the later Roman levels behind
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no. 41 Church Street were again disturbed, so that
a clear picture of the span of the vicus could not be
established. Nevertheless the earlier picture was
much re-inforced by the present excavation; little
pottery post-dated £. 250 AD, and no more than one
or two sherds were of fourth century date. A
well-stratified and undisturbed sequence must remain
a high excavation priority for the vicus.

No medieval structural remains were excavated, and
only two medieval sherds were found, despite the
fact that 'Saynt Marygate' or 'St. Mary's Street'
is known to have been one of the principal streets
of medieval Lancaster (Penney 1981, 14-15); the
evident disturbance of the upper levels must have
removed all medieval deposits.

The yard beneath which the archaeological deposits
were preserved is recorded on the first edition (1892)
1:500 Ordnance Survey map of Lancaster. The yard
was subsequently built over and incorporated into
no. 41 Church Street; the overlying concrete was
related to this final phase of activity on the site.

Small excavations such as this contribute towards the
jig-saw picture through which the development of
Lancaster is becoming to be understood (Penney 1981,
37); we now know immensely more about the extramural
Roman settlement in Lancaster than we did less than
a decade ago. Our increasing understanding of the
Roman town emphasises the almost complete lack of
excavation of medieval levels within the town: it
is in this area that our future priorities must lie •

Note: A report on the excavated grain is not
available at the time of going to press.
This report will now be published separately.
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Appendix I

The Coarse Pottery

The range of forms and dates corresponds broadly with
that published for 73 Church Street by P. V. Webster
in Bellis and Penney (1979). A description of the
illustrated material follows.

I-A Flanged bowl or dish in black-burnished ware.
One of the Hadrianic-Antonine series.

l-B Doubled-handled flagon in light red, slightly
micaceous, fabric.

l-C Black-burnished jar. Mid-late 2nd century.

2-A Jar in orange-buff Severn Valley ware. Late
2nd- mid 3rd century.

7-A Jar in smooth mid-grey fabric. Thin l'.pplied
rustication. Late lst- early 2nd century.

Mid 2nd century.Jar in black-burnished ware.2-B

5-A Jar in smooth mid-grey fabric. Applied
rustication. Late 1st-early 2nd century.

6-A Jar in Severn Valley ware; hard, reddish
buff fabric with grey core. Late 2nd- mid 3rd
century.

)
(

r--(
, 2-A

) 2-8

grey core
Late
same

Rough cast beaker in pink fabric with
and dark purplish brown colour coat.
lst- early 2nd century. (Fragments of
vessel in level 6)

7-B

7-C Dish in dark grey fabric.

7-D Jar in mid-grey fabric.

7-E Flanged bowl in black-burnished ware. Late
lst- early 2nd century.

Post pit B-1 Jar in black-burnished ware. Early-mid
2nd century.

Post pit B-2 Flanged bowl in black-burnished ware •
Early-mid 2nd century.

6-A

\ 'I., \

7-A
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Appendix 2

The Samian Ware.
by Fel1c1ty c. Wild.

The excavation produced twenty-six sherds of samian
ware, mostly from the disturbed upper levels of the
site.

Level 7

Form 18, Central Gaulish. Three joining fragments,
in a lightish buff fabric, probably a product of the
Lezoux potteries and of Hadrianic date.

Levels 6 to 2

The material from these levels (seven sherds) was of
a similar date, the latest pieces being Hadrianic or
early Antonine in date. There were three decorated
sherds.
6-1, 6-2. Form 37, Central Gaulish. Two fragments,

not joining. The style is that of the potter
X.2 of Les Martres-de-Veyre, who used the ram's
horn wreath, column and types (S&S pl.8, 104).

The t~es include the satyr (0.707~, small cupid(0.420), and possibly the dancer (0.365) and
man with altar (Terrisse 1968, pI. XXVI, 10119).
c. A.D. 100-120.

5-1 Form 37, Central Gaulish. The ovolo was used
at Les Martres-de-Veyre by potters such as
X.2, and later by Quintilianus and his associates
in the second quarter of the second century at
Lezoux. As the fabric is identical to 6-1 and
6-2 above, it may well be from the same bowl,
although it does not join, and the figure within
the arcade is uncertain. £. A.D. 100-120.

Level 1

A group of Central Gaulish origin and Antonine date,
containing material from the second half of the
second century A.D. The stamp and two significant
decorated sherds are described below.
1-10 SE(DATVSF) Form 31, Central Gaulish, showing die

4b of SedatuB iv, who worked at Lezoux, although
this particular die has not been recorded there.
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I should like to thank Miss Brenda Dickinson of Leeds

University for providin~ the identification of the
potter's stamp. The die and potter number is from
Mr. B. R. Hartley's forthcoming index of potters'
stamps on samian ware.

The die is not common, and there are no dated
contexts for it. Some of his other stamps
have been found in the Rhineland, and his
forms (including form 18/31 and 27) suggest that
his main activity was in the first half of the
second century A.D. His signature appears
on a jar mould at Lezoux together with one of
Paullus iv. c. A.D. 125-150.

1-3 Form 37, Central Gaulish. The ovolo with bead
row and rosette (Rogers, C123) were used by
Paternus and his slightly earlier associate
Laxtucissa. Too little survives of the figure
to be able to identify it. c. A.D. 150-190.

1-5 Form 37, Central Gaulish. 'Sinallfragment,

probably from a freest~le hunting scene, showingthe leaf (Rogers, Hl17). This was used by a
number of potters during the Hadrianic and
Antonine periods, including Quintilianus and
Doeccus. Although the sherd cannot be tied
down to the style of a particular potter, the
fabric suggests a date in the Antonine period.

Abbreviations

J. A. Stanfield and Grace Sim:pson,Central Gaulish Potters (1958)

J.-R. Terrisse, Les Ce"ramigues
Sigill'es Gallo-Romaines des Martres
de-Veyre (Galiia Supplement XIX)

F. Oswald, Index of Fi~re Types onTerra Sigillata (1936-

G. B. Rogers, Poteries Sigille"es de la
Gaule Centrale, I. (Gallia Supplement
ill!!I) (1974)

S&S

Footnote

Terrisse 1968

O.

Rogers

6-2

1-5

6-1

GM'
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