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For many years, archaeologists working in Lancaster were principally concerned with 
the Wery Wall, which was a subject of comment and discussion amongst antiquarians 
from Tudor times (Watkin 1883, 167f; Richmond 1954). It survived into the modem 
day as a rather nondescript stub of masonry which had become incorporated into a 
wall that separated the eastern Vicarage Field from properties to the east (Shotter and 
White 1990). Nobody appears to have been quite certain of what it was, its date of 
origin, or who built it and why. The only certainty was that it pre-existed early
modem Lancaster. 

Of course, a major difficulty in exploring this and other problems of the history of 
Castle Hill has been the existence, on top of earlier deposits, of the Castle, the Priory 
Church, the Old Vicarage and a considerable amount of building dating from the 
eighteenth century and later, together with the effects, even on 'open areas' of the 
Hill, of the landscaping that was connected with many of these buildings. Even so, 
although disturbed, there remains a considerable amount of open land in the shape of 
the two Vicarage Fields, on either side of Vicarage Lane, which are still the property 
of Lancaster City Council and which are now largely protected as ancient monuments. 
It has been principally towards these fields that archaeologists of the twentieth century 
have been able to direct their efforts. So, what have we learnt? 

First, the Wery Wall itself (Newstead and Droop 1930; Richmond 1954): this 
'problem' was eventually solved in 1973 by the late Professor Barri Jones of 
Manchester University, building on work that had been undertaken in the 1960s and 
early-1970s by the Lancaster Civic Society's Archaeology Group and, later, by the 
Lancaster Archaeological Society, both under the direction of Geoffrey Leather (Jones 
and Leather 1988a). The excavations of 1973 showed that the Wery Wall itself was, 
in fact, the core of a polygonal bastion, from which the facing stones had been totally 
robbed away. This bastion was attached to a wall, nearly 3m thick, which evidently 
ran up the Hill in the direction of the Priory Church, and of which the foundations 
have been located in a number of places (Jones and Shotter 1988). It is possible that 
this was the same wall which was reported by Father Thomas West (West 1778) as 
having been seen by him appearing from beneath the west end of the Priory Church. 

The associated dating-evidence leaves no doubt that the Wery Wall was a Roman 
construction of the first half of the fourth century AD, which followed the 'model' of 
the 'Saxon-Shore' forts of the south and south-east coasts. Portchester Castle (in 
Hampshire) is typical of such forts, with its high, thick, walls, protruding bastions for 
the mounting of artillery-pieces, and limited access-points; they mark a transition 
between early auxiliary forts of 'playing-card' shape, which housed garrisons whose 
main task was to patrol their surrounding countryside, to the defended 'strong-points' 
represented by medieval castles (Johnson 1983). 

In terms of location, the emphasis of this late fort shifted from the crown of the Hill to 
its north-east slopes, which provided access to the river Lune. If, however, there was 
ever a Roman harbour at Lancaster (as distinct from a simple beaching-point), no sign 
of it has, as yet, been found. Little is known of the interior of this late fort, although 
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its buildings were probably of timber. It is evident that, in common with late-Roman 
constructions elsewhere in Britain, this fort continued in use beyond the fourth 
century, and may well - on the analogy of Birdoswald on Hadrian's Wall - have 
housed a local warlord and his militia, as well perhaps as offering protection to 
civilians who would previously have lived and worked in the settlement outside the 
earlier fort (Wilmott 1997). Indeed, evidence from the excavations by Oxford 
Archaeology North on the Brewery Site in Church Street in the 1980s and 1990s 
suggests that civilians may have been abandoning the external civilian settlement 
from the mid-fourth century (Howard-Davis et al forthcoming). 

Excavations beneath the Wery Wall revealed the remains of the underfloor area of the 
warm room (tepidarium) and plunge-bath of a small stone-built bath-suite (Jones and 
Shotter 1988). The underfloor void revealed evidence of floor supports and wall-flues, 
and was packed with rubbish which included a small coin-hoard, which terminated 
with coins of the rebel-emperor, Carausius, of the 290s, and a large number of 
fragments of painted wall-plaster. It was clear that the bath-suite had been deliberately 
destroyed to make way for the Wery Wall fort and its external defensive ditch. At 
first, it was thought that, despite its small size, this was the main fort bath-house. That 
building, however, was subsequently rediscovered in 1974 (Jones and Leather 1988b), 
under 'salvage conditions', on the eastern slopes of the Hill, and just outside the east 
gate and rampart of the auxiliary fort. Part of the opus signinum floor of the 
tepidarium, supported on pilae of bricks, was located, with walls still standing to a 
height of nearly 3m. This building remains 'fossilised' beneath the present Mitre 
Houses offices. 

In the course of excavating the small bath-suite on the eastern Vicarage Field, two 
substantial post-pads were found which suggest that the bath-suite enjoyed an 
imposing entrance from a courtyard house which had been partly excavated in 1958 
by the late Professor Sir Ian Richmond. This work remains largely unpublished but a 
summary has been reported (Richmond 1959). Richmond surmised that this 
courtyard-building, which he had examined under very difficult conditions - the 
eastern Vicarage Field was given over to allotments at the time - was, in fact, the 
commander's residence (praetorium) of the auxiliary fort. However, the discovery in 
1970 of substantial Roman military ditches higher up the field, that is, a little to the 
south of the courtyard-building (Leather 1979), indicated that the building was, in 
fact, outside the fort. Presumably, therefore, it must have been an imposing residence 
for another important official - perhaps a 'revenue-officer' (Beneficiarius 
Consularis). An altar (RIB 602; Collingwood and Wright 1965), dedicated by one 
such officer, Lucius Vibenius, to the northern god, Mars Cocidius, had been found in 
1 797 between the north wall of the Castle and the Priory Church. 

The remainder of Castle Hill in the Roman period was occupied by the auxiliary fort, ''"i 
which has been shown by excavation to have had a complex developmental history i 
(Jones and Shotter 1988). Excavations in 1973 located the eastern (main) gate of the 
earliest fort; through it, a road led straight out on to what is now Church Street, 
thereby demonstrating the Roman origin of this street. However, it is thought that, 
immediately outside the gate, another road branched off this to the north, as if 
swinging down towards the river and a beaching-point. The gateway had, however, 
been severely robbed for its stone. Outside it were the remains of two ditches, running 
north to south, which appeared to curve inwards through a quadrant as they 
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approached the gateway. Between these ditches were surviving timbers of silver birch 
which provided a double-palisade. 

Subsequently, in 1975, in the grounds of the Old Vicarage, the well-preserved turf
and-clay northern rampart of the first-phase fort was found during excavations which 
were conducted by Dr Andrew White, under the direction of the late Dr Timothy 
Potter (Potter et al 1988). This rampart, surprisingly, still stood to a height of more 
than l .5m and retained its battered front face. It remains unclear why this section of 
rampart was so well preserved since, when the fort was extended northwards early in 
the second century, it would have been inside this larger fort. Normally, such 
redundant turf ramparts would have been flattened to provide a platform for new 
building. The western rampart and two defensive ditches had previously (in 1971) 
been located in the western Vicarage Field by a team from Manchester University 
(Jones and Wild 1988); this work also revealed remains of the timber revetment that 
had supported the interior of the rampart. 

This meant that, of the first-phase fort, the lines of the eastern, northern and western 
defences had been located, together with the position of the eastern gateway; indeed, 
earthworks, which represent the north-west comers of the first-phase rampart and its 
Trajanic successor, can still be made out in the western Vicarage Field, although 
perhaps affected by medieval reuse (A White, personal communication). From these 
discoveries, we can calculate that the earliest fort, founded in all probability in AD 71 
in the governorship of Quintus Petillius Cerialis, extended over approximately 5.5 
acres, assuming a square shape, but with rounded corners. The information recovered 
from these excavations also showed that an earlier idea - that, as at Bewcastle, 
Cumbria (Richmond et al 1938), the fort at Lancaster may have formed an irregular 
polygon on the hilltop - could not be maintained. 

No internal buildings of this fort have been recovered, although there were the 
remains of burnt timbers and daub - possibly belonging to a barrack - just inside the 
north rampart. To date, however, no trace has been found of the fort's southern 
defences, which probably lay beneath the southern flank of the Castle; their position 
can, however, be calculated approximately on the basis of the normal regularity of 
Roman-fort construction. 

Around the tum of the first and second centuries AD, this fort was extended 
northwards (and probably southwards also), and rebuilt, in part at least, in stone. 
Traces of a stone rampart wall were found in 1972 in the rear garden of the Old 
Vicarage (Jones 1988, 39) and, in 1863, a fragment of a well-carved commemorative 
building-stone, belonging to the reign of the emperor Trajan (AD 98-117) (RIB 604; 
Collingwood and Wright 1965), was found beneath the floor of the Priory Church. 
Judging from the findspot and the quality of this inscription, it is likely that it had 
originally been attached to the entrance to the Headquarters building (Principia). The 
area covered by this enlarged fort probably extended to nearly 10 acres, and it is 
possible, if indeed the eastern gateway was the main gate in the first-phase fort, that it 
was reorientated through 90° so that the main gate was now situated facing to the 
north. 

Evidence has come to light of two different auxiliary cavalry-units of the Roman army 
that performed garrison-duty on Castle Hill - the Ala Augusta Gallorum Proculeiana 
(possibly c AD 71-122), followed directly, or after an interval, by the Ala Gallorum 

9 

~ •~t•~•&~•::.,•,0•"4141.11;4•1~•L• .. ~ .................................................... ..., 



Sebosiana, which had originally been in garrison at Carlisle (Zant forthcoming). The 
latter unit has left traces of its presence in the form of fragments of stamped roof-tiles 
(tegulae ), an official lead-sealing, and an impressive inscription recording the 
rebuilding in the period AD 262-6 of the bath-house and basilica after they had 
'collapsed through old age'(RJB 605; Collingwood and Wright 1965). It is likely, in 
fact, that this latter formula 'masked' damage done in a period of civil violence, in 
which the Ala Sebosiana supported a rebel-movement (the breakaway 'Independent 
Empire of the Gauls' or lmperium Galliarum) which, between 260 and 273, separated 
the western European provinces from the authority of the central government (Shotter 
2003, 395ff). One further discovery dramatically revealed the presence of cavalry at 
Lancaster: in 1973, a superbly-preserved timber-lined well was located near the east 
gate of the fort; this was full to the top with stable-sweepings which provided, in 
extraordinary detail, evidence of the feeding and digestive habits of the Roman 
cavalry horses (Wilson 1988). 

The presence of the Ala Augusta at Lancaster, already indicated on a tombstone found 
in Cheapside in 1778, but subsequently lost (RIB 606; Collingwood and Wright 
1965), was dramatically confirmed by the discovery in 2005, by the University of 
Manchester Archaeological Unit, of a cavalryman's tombstone showing a Roman 
soldier riding in triumph after decapitating a barbarian enemy (Shotter, this volume). 

A third unit of the Roman army associated with Lancaster is recorded on an altar to 
Mars, found in Halton Churchyard (RIB 601; Collingwood and Wright 1965). This 
altar was dedicated by the soldiers of a Unit of Bargemen (Numerus Barcariorum ), 
who probably combined normal military duties with lighterage in Morecambe Bay, to 
facilitate the transport of men and supplies into Lancaster itself. This unit has 
traditionally been associated with the 'Saxon-Shore' fort-phase in the fourth century 
(Shotter 1973) although the quality of the inscription itself might point to an earlier 
date. 

Occasional discoveries - for example, two coin hoards - on the northern flank of 
Castle Hill show that there was settlement there, too, until it was subsequently 
damaged by earth-moving during the construction of the railway-line from the Castle 
Station to Green Ayre in the late- l 840s and early-1850s (Shotter 1995, 49-50). 

A skeletal picture of Roman activity on Castle Hill can, therefore, be pieced together, 
but clearly careful survey-work in the Vicarage Fields will have more to reveal. The 
pressing questions relate to the nature of the courtyard-building in the eastern 
Vicarage Field, to the location of the southern defences of the auxiliary fort, to the 
details of any internal fort-buildings that may survive in the western Vicarage Field, 
and to any surviving evidence oflate-fourth-century activity. Finally, it should also be 
remembered that small test-pits dug in 1975 through the sub-floor of the tepidarium in 
the eastern Vicarage Field (Leather 1979, 19) revealed the presence there of earlier 
timber buildings; the nature and purpose of these remain completely unexplored. 
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