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Abstract 

A series of small-scale archaeological excavations undertaken by Oxford Archaeology North 

to the rear of the Judges’ Lodgings, Lancaster, revealed Roman remains probably located 

immediately inside the eastern defences of the late first/second-century fort on Castle Hill. 

These included a bank of clay-lined ovens, possibly housed within a timber structure, and 

clay deposits that may have spread from the back of the rampart. Evidence for medieval 

activity was very limited but more extensive remains of post-medieval date were recorded, 

contemporary with the use of the Judges’ Lodgings itself. 

 

Introduction 

Between December 2002 and July 2004 and again in August 2012, Oxford Archaeology 

North (OA North), on behalf of Lancashire County Council's Property Service, undertook a 

series of archaeological investigations in advance of remedial works to the western boundary 

wall behind the Judges’ Lodgings, Castle Hill, Lancaster (centred at SD 474 618 (Figure 1)). 

This included the excavation of seven test pits in the southern part of the site and three larger 

trenches further north. In Test Pits 1–5 and in Trenches 1 and 3, excavation was taken down 

to the natural orange-brown boulder clay; this was 0.65–1.1m below the modern surface in 

Test Pits 1–5, and at 1.95–2.05m in Trenches 1 and 3. Most of this difference was accounted 

for by a thick build-up of early post-medieval deposits on the northern part of the site. In the 

other areas, deposits wholly or largely of post-medieval date were exposed and the boulder 

clay was not reached. A watching brief maintained during the demolition of a garage at the 

north-west corner of the site also recorded only modern deposits. 

 

Archaeological and historical background 

Castle Hill stands on the south bank of the River Lune, rising to 25m above the river. Apart 

from the chance discovery of a Bronze Age palstave (White 1988, 207), there is no evidence 

for prehistoric activity on the hill, though the site's natural strength might well have attracted 

settlement during this period. Certainly, its tactical and strategic importance was recognised 

by the Roman army, which established a fort there in the late first century AD (Shotter 2001, 

7). This probably occurred during the governorship of Petillius Cerialis (AD 71–4) who 

appears to have been responsible for the conquest of much of northern England (Shotter 

2000). The layout of the primary fort is poorly understood; what evidence there is suggests 

that it may have been rectangular with its long axis aligned north-west to south-east (Shotter 

and White 1990, 18, 21, fig. 3), enclosing an area of approximately 2.2ha (c. 5.5 acres). 

 

Later, perhaps in the AD 80s–90s, the fort was seemingly enlarged, possibly to as much as 

4ha (c. 10 acres), its long axis now being aligned north-east to south-west (Shotter and White 

1990, 18, fig. 3). This may have been achieved by pushing the line of the north rampart 

northwards and (presumably) that of the south rampart southwards, though considerable 
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uncertainty remains. So far as is known, the eastern and western defences were rebuilt in 

roughly their original positions. Following a short break in occupation, the fort was again 

rebuilt, probably during the reign of the emperor Trajan (AD 98–117), the defences being 

refurbished by the addition of a stone revetment to the front of the existing earthen rampart 

(Jones and Shotter 1988, 225). Coin evidence suggests that the fort was abandoned around 

the middle of the second century, presumably as a consequence of the Antonine reoccupation 

of southern Scotland in the early AD 140s (Shotter and White 1995, 22). Evidence for 

occupation in the late-second or third century AD is slight, but an inscription of the AD 260s 

records rebuilding work and indicates that the fort was in use around the middle of the third 

century. It was replaced during the fourth century by a substantial, stone-built fortification, 

which appears to have remained in use into the fifth century (Shotter and White 1990, 23).  

 
Figure 1 Site location showing trenches and test pits and the watching brief area 

 

Evidence for activity on Castle Hill in the early post-Roman period is slight, though the 

discovery of several fragments of stone crosses (White 2001, 34) suggests the existence of a 
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monastic establishment from at least the eighth century (Newman 1996, 98). Throughout the 

later medieval and post-medieval periods, as today, the hill was dominated by the Norman 

castle and the priory.  

Results 

Evidence for prehistoric activity on the site is restricted to two flints, a possible scraper and a 

waste flake, perhaps of late Neolithic or early Bronze Age date (c. 3000–1500 BC). Both of 

these were residual within later deposits.  

 

Phase 1 (late-first or early-second century AD) 

The natural clay was overlain by spreads of yellowish-brown sandy/silty clay, 0.1–0.3m 

thick. These deposits were cut by two small postholes (414 and 416; Fig. 2), each 0.28m in 

diameter and about 0.2m deep, set 0.4m apart. A surface (203) of compacted small stones, 

0.1m thick, was identified to the north. 

The boulder clay in the northern part of the site was overlain by interleaving spreads of 

charcoal and clay (328 was the latest of these), with a combined thickness of up to 0.2m. 

These may have been associated with a possible clay-lined oven (532), measuring 0.45m 

north to south by 0.28m, comprising a concave chamber of baked clay containing ash and 

charcoal-rich sand. Immediately west of this was a cut feature (542), lined, on its eastern 

edge at least, with burnt clay.  

 

Phase 2 (second century AD) 

Phase 1 deposits were cut by an east/west gully (118; Fig. 3), 0.5m wide and 0.15m deep. To 

the north they were overlain by a series of clay-built ovens (417; 202; 523; 311). The 

surviving components of oven 417, measuring 1.5m north to south, in excess of 0.9m east to 

west, and 0.25m deep, comprised a clay wall, forming the northern and western edges of the 

structure, and a base of baked clay and pebbles. The central chamber was marked by a 

concave bowl of fire-reddened clay, but no trace of a flue survived, though it may have been 

on the south. A circular pit (211) was adjacent, about 0.9m in diameter and 0.32m deep, filled 

with dark silty clay, overlain by a charcoal-rich sandy clay. Both the pit and the oven were 

sealed by a mixed yellowish-brown sandy-clay. 

 

The possible oven (202) comprised an amorphous spread of fire-reddened clay, 0.9m x 0.8m 

and 0.1m thick, though no trace of the central chamber, superstructure or flue survived. Oven 

311 (Plate 1) was roughly circular, about 0.8m in diameter and 0.1m thick. The first phase of 

use was represented by a bowl-shaped lining of baked reddish clay. A build-up of heavily 

burnt, degraded clay had occurred prior to the insertion of a new lining and clay was also 

added around its western edge. Its eventual disuse was marked by lumps of baked clay filling 

the chamber and by deposits of clay and earth sealing the latest lining. North of 311, and 

seemingly associated with it, was a fragment of stone walling (308; Fig. 3; Plate 1), 

represented by three courses of undressed and roughly dressed limestone blocks, possibly 

bonded with lime-mortar. Only a small part of this feature, about 0.35m x 0.3m, lay within 

the north-west corner of the site, and its precise character and function remain unknown.  
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Figure 2 Plan of Phase 1 
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Figure 3 Plan of Phase 2 and Phase 3 pit 307 
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Plate 1 Test Pit 5: oven 311 (Phase 2) after sampling for archaeomagnetic dating, with a wall 

fragment 308, possibly contemporaneous with the oven, to the north 

 

Oven 523 measured 1.4m north to south, and was at least 0.6m wide. The chamber, a 

concave bowl lined with burnt clay overlying a foundation of baked clay, 0.14m thick, had 

two phases of clay lining, each overlain by ash deposits. Immediately to the west was a slot, 

aligned north-east to south-west (533), 0.6m wide and 0.45m deep, filled with mixed clay, 

which cut through Phase 1 deposits. This was traced for about 4m; beyond this point it had 

been destroyed, whilst to the south it extended beyond the area investigated. Two sub-square 

postholes (519 and 528), each about 0.5–0.6m x 0.32m deep, set 1.5m apart, were observed. 

These seemed to cut the fills of feature 533, although it is likely that they were in fact post-

pipes marking the positions of vanished uprights set into the slot. What was probably a third 

post-pipe (330/335) was located at the northern end of the slot, about 1.1m north of 528. It 

therefore seems probable that feature 533 was a trench for a timber wall of post-in-trench 

construction. Within the confines of the excavation it was not possible to determine whether 

it had formed part of a timber building or served some other purpose.  

 

Possibly associated with 533 or perhaps post-dating it, was a north-east to south-west 

alignment of undressed and unbonded sandstone blocks (503). Although seemingly overlying 

the fill of 533, the stones lay on the central axis of that feature and appeared to extend north 

from post-pipe 528. It is therefore possible that 503 was related to the underlying slot/trench, 

or it might represent a later development, perhaps involving the replacement of 533 with a 

crudely constructed stone feature on the same alignment. A fragment of a second linear 

feature (521), 0.3m wide and 70mm deep, also cut feature 533. To the west was a deposit of 

mixed, reddish-brown silty clay (506), whilst to the south-east was a similar layer of sandy 

clay (507). The northern end of slot 533 (there called 324) was partly overlain by a possible 

surface, comprising an area of cobbles, 0.8m x 0.6m and up to 0.1m thick.  
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Phase 1–2 (possibly Roman) 

No remains of certain Roman date were recorded to the east in Test Pits 6 and 7 (Fig. 1). 

However, at the base of both pits, a layer of red-brown, silty clay that contained many 

sandstone fragments was recorded. This was thought to be a Roman deposit, although some 

uncertainty remains, since it yielded no artefacts and was directly sealed by early post-

medieval soils.  

 

Finds and dating evidence 

In total 161 sherds of Roman pottery were recovered, of which 142 (88 per cent) came from 

stratified Roman deposits (57 from Phase 1; 85 from Phase 2). The assemblage from Phase 1 

is suggestive of a date in the late-first or early-second century AD. A few samian-ware sherds 

of this period were recovered from metalled surface 203 and underlying deposit 204, and also 

from layer 328, the latter perhaps associated with the possible oven 532. Single sherds of 

Rusticated ware, dating to before the reign of Emperor Hadrian (AD 117–38), also came from 

these three deposits, and a sherd with rouletted decoration, from surface 203, can probably 

also be assigned a date in the late-first or early-second century. A date no earlier than the first 

quarter of the second century was suggested by the presence of two probable Central Gaulish 

samian sherds from the earliest material. The remainder of the assemblage comprises 

bodysherds of amphorae, greywares, oxidised orange wares and white-ware flagons that, 

whilst not closely datable, would not be out of place in the context of the late-first century or 

early-second century. 

 

Other finds from Phase 1 levels were restricted to two fragments from a clear glass vessel; a 

thin, circular limestone disc, probably a lid; and an iron knife-blade fragment; a hook-like 

iron object of uncertain purpose; and a small, rectilinear or trapezoidal cast lead plug. All 

these came from the earliest layers. Several small pieces of fired clay/daub were also 

recovered, together with a single imbrex roof tile fragment. Additionally Phase 1 yielded 93 

fragments of animal bone (OA North 2009, 30–2); very few of these were identifiable to 

species level, though cattle, pig and sheep/goat were all present. Soil samples from two 

deposits (the early material and an ashy fill in oven 532) were assessed for charred plant 

remains (OA North 2009, 33–5) but they were largely devoid of any such material. 

 

The pottery associated with Phase 2 mostly comprises greywares, oxidised orange wares and 

white-ware bodysherds, which are not closely datable. A date in the pre-Hadrianic period 

(i.e. before AD 117) is suggested by 22 sherds of Rusticated ware, although at least 20 of 

these, from the fills of putative post-trench 533 and associated post-pipe 330/335, probably 

came from a single vessel. However, three sherds of Black Burnished ware Fabric 1 were 

found from pit 211 and linear feature 521, and from a deposit filling the top of oven 523. 

These indicate a date after about AD 120–5 when the institutionalised supply of this material 

to the garrisons of northern England appears to have commenced (Tyers 1999, 185). 

 

The latest Roman material present on the site comprises four fragments of a greyware vessel 

of the mid-late second century that came from the base of oven 417. This feature also yielded 

the only coin found, a little-worn sestertius of Vespasian (RIC II (Vespasian), 459 (Mattingly 
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and Sydenham 1923–84)), issued in AD 71. Two fragments that may derive from the 

Wilderspool kilns, both datable to the mid-second century or the mid-third century, came 

from the same area, including a sherd of possible Severn Valley ware from a deposit filling 

oven 523. Archaeomagnetic dating of the outer lining of ovens 417 and 311 indicated that 

they were last fired in AD 100–230 and AD 110–200 respectively (OA North 2009, 70), 

which is consistent with the ceramic evidence. However, archaeomagnetic dates in the range 

AD 1100–1200, obtained for the inner linings of the same features, are clearly problematic 

(Phase 3). 

 

Other Phase 2 finds include a small fragment (with a maximum dimension of 8mm) of very 

thin metal, possibly gold sheet or foil, from a presumed Roman deposit post-dating the disuse 

of oven 311; two fragments from the base of a clear glass flask, from post-pipe 330/335; and 

six hand-forged iron nails from possible cobble surface 305; this surface also yielded two 

fragments of a tegula roof tile and one of brick. With the exception of several fragments of 

fired clay or daub, some of which could have derived from adjacent timber buildings, other 

building materials were confined to four small fragments of ceramic floor tiles, from pit 211, 

and a burnt stone tile in clay layer 507. Phase 2 deposits yielded 68 fragments of animal 

bones (OA North 2009, 30–2), very few of which were identifiable to species. However, the 

assemblage appeared similar to that from Phase 1, with cattle, pig and sheep/goat all 

represented. A cattle scapula from cobble surface 305 had damage caused by a butcher's 

hook, together with evidence for removal/trimming of part of the bone. This suggests that the 

shoulder joint had been hung to cure, either in a smoker or a brine vat, the trimming perhaps 

allowing the preservative to penetrate the muscle better (Dobney et al. 1996, 26–7). Although 

seven Phase 2 deposits were assessed for charred plant remains (OA North 2009, 33–5), 

nothing significant was present, with the exception of two barley (Hordeum sp) grains and 

two other indeterminate cereal grains, one of each from oven 523 and post-pipe 528.  

 

Phase 3 (late-eleventh century to sixteenth century) 

No trace of late Roman activity (third century to early fifth century AD) or early medieval 

activity (fifth to late-eleventh century) was recorded, though it is not known if this was due to 

abandonment of the site or to truncation of the relevant archaeological deposits by later 

disturbances, or a combination of these factors. The only recorded feature of probable later-

medieval date was a pit (307; Fig. 3), which yielded a small assemblage of medieval pottery. 

This extended beyond the limits of the excavation, but was in excess of 1.6m north to south, 

at least 0.9m east to west and 0.55m deep. A few medieval potsherds also occurred residually 

in post-medieval deposits further to the north.  

 

Pit 307 contained 18 sherds of medieval pottery, the earliest being a single fragment of 

twelfth-century or mid-thirteenth-century Gritty ware, possibly from Docker Moor (Edwards 

1967). There were also six Partially Reduced Greyware sherds of the late-twelfth century to 

fourteenth century, including parts of two jugs. Later fabrics comprise seven fragments of 

Oxidised ware from three vessels, broadly datable to the fourteenth-sixteenth centuries, and 

four sherds of fifteenth- to seventeenth-century, fully-reduced, Silverdale-type ware (White 

1977), probably representing two vessels. Residual medieval pottery was restricted to a 

Gritty-ware sherd and two Partially Reduced Greyware sherds from post-medieval (Phase 4) 
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deposits. A fifth sherd of Silverdale-type ware came from another Phase 4 layer in Trench 3, 

but since this fabric appears to have remained in production into at least the seventeenth 

century (White 1977), this sherd could relate to activity in Phase 4, rather than earlier. With 

the exception of the pottery, no other medieval artefacts were recovered from the site. 

Archaeomagnetic dates in the range AD 1100–1200 were obtained from the inner linings of 

Roman (Phase 2) clay ovens 417 and 311. Whilst it seems inherently unlikely that these 

features were rediscovered and reused during the twelfth century, this cannot be ruled out 

completely on stratigraphic grounds. It therefore remains unclear whether the ovens really 

were reused during the medieval period, or if the dating of the inner linings had been 

distorted by contamination or some other anomaly. The archaeomagnetic data are, however, 

unequivocal in indicating reuse, however improbable that may seem, and there was no 

indication that the samples were in any way suspect. 

Phase 4 (seventeenth century to early nineteenth century) 

In contrast to the earlier periods of activity, the best evidence for early post-medieval 

occupation came from the northern part of the site. A north/south, stone-lined (and stone-

capped) drain (1011, 3009; Fig. 4) was found there, up to 0.48m wide and 0.2m deep, cut into 

the natural boulder clay and aligned roughly parallel to the western boundary wall of the 

Judges' Lodgings property. In so far as it was possible to tell, the boundary wall itself was 

also constructed from this level.  

 

The drain was overlain by a rectangular stone trough (1008), 1.35m x 0.61m and 0.34m deep 

(Fig. 5; Plate 2), which abutted a wall to the north (1014), 0.8m wide and 0.35m high. On the 

east the trough was itself abutted by a cobble and sandstone surface (1007), set on a bedding 

deposit of sand and clay. It seems likely that these remains formed part of, or were adjacent 

to, an outbuilding west of, and contemporary with, the Judges' Lodgings, the existence of 

which is attested by historical mapping (Docton 1957). The trough and the cobble surface 

were sealed by a thick deposit (up to 1m) of coarse sandstone building rubble, which was in 

turn overlain by up to 0.55m of mixed clay and rubble. These presumably related to the 

demolition of the putative outbuilding and they suggest that it was of mortared sandstone 

construction. A series of deposits dating to the late post-medieval period (Phase 5) sealed this 

rubble.  

 

To the south, the latest surviving Roman deposits were sealed by 0.3–0.35m of reddish-

brown 'garden' or cultivated soil. This was overlain by the western boundary wall of the 

property, which there may have been constructed later than the section further to the north. 

The wall was 0.75m wide and constructed of roughly hewn, mortar-bonded, sandstone 

blocks. The southern end of the wall was abutted by the southern boundary wall of the 

property. Test Pit 5 (Figs 1 & 2) was covered by 0.3m of dark sandy clay. At the south-east 

corner of Test Pit 6 (Fig. 1), the Phase 1–2 clay deposit (possibly Roman) was cut by an 

eighteenth-century pit, most of which lay outside the excavated area. This was sealed by 

0.3m of red-brown soil that could be equated with an identical buried soil in Test Pit 7 (Fig. 

1). 
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Figure 4 Plan of drain 1011/3009 

 

Most of the earlier post-medieval pottery came from the northern part of the site, where the 

most complex archaeological deposits of this period were recorded. The earliest material, 

datable to between the late-seventeenth century and the early-eighteenth century, includes 

Staffordshire slipwares, manganese mottled wares, early blackwares and tin-glazed wares, 
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much of which came from the rubble deposits. A single sherd of imported Westerwald 

stoneware was also found though this was residual in a nineteenth/twentieth-century layer 

(OA North 2013, 14). Smaller quantities of similar material, mostly residual within later 

post-medieval deposits, also came from the five test pits to the south (OA North 2009, 26–7), 

though the bulk of the pottery from this area is from the nineteenth or early-twentieth 

century. 

 
Figure 5 Plan of trough 1008 and cobble/sandstone surface 1007/2011/3008 in Trenches 1–3 



 

54 

 

 

Most of the 66 pieces of clay tobacco pipe are undiagnostic stem fragments, but three datable 

bowls were recovered from the rubble deposits in the northern part of the site. The earliest 

dated to about 1625–50 and two others are dated to about 1640–60 and about 1690–1710/15 

(OA North 2013, 16). A rouletted stem bearing the stamp 'MAT GRENOH' is probably of 

early eighteenth-century date. Notable other finds include fragments from two glass drinking 

vessels, one a ribbed beaker, in green 'Forest glass', also recovered from a rubble deposit. 

These could be as early as the late sixteenth century (Courtney 2004, 331), though a 

seventeenth-century attribution seems more likely, given the other evidence. Part of an Irish 

glass decanter of the period 1780–1800 (Hume 1991, 201) was one of the few notable post-

medieval finds made in the southern part of the site. 

 

 
Plate 2 Trench 1: stone trough 1008, looking west, with cobbled surface 1007 abutting it 

(Phase 4) 

Phase 5 (nineteenth century to twentieth century) 

Earlier post-medieval levels were everywhere overlain by up to 0.6m of nineteenth- or 

twentieth-century deposits. These were mostly topsoils but also included, in Trenches 1 and 2, 

the gravel bedding for a probable garden path. They yielded a range of pottery types including 

kitchen vessels of black-glazed, red earthenware and stoneware, together with finer 

tablewares, such as creamwares, pearlwares, transfer-printed white earthenwares and bone 

china (OA North 2009, 26–7; OA North 2013, 14–15).  

Discussion 

 The two residual flints can be added to the limited corpus of prehistoric finds from the 

modern city centre. These include some Bronze Age burials (White 1988; Shotter and White 

1990, 5), but evidence for pre-Roman occupation remains extremely sparse. There is 

currently no evidence at all for Iron Age activity at Lancaster, though in view of its natural 

strength, Castle Hill could conceivably have been settled at this time.  
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Taken at face value, the presence of two sherds of Central Gaulish samian ware in primary 

clay deposits suggests that Phase 1 at the Judges’ Lodgings may not pre-date the early 

second century. If this is correct, this activity is unlikely to be associated with the late first-

century (Flavian) fort, but could be related to the probable early second-century (Trajanic) 

reconstruction. However, it is conceivable that the sherds in question had been trampled into 

the Phase 1 levels at a later date. Certainly, the rest of the small pottery assemblage from this 

phase would not be out of place in a late first-century context, though the material is not 

sufficiently closely datable for there to be any certainty. The only Roman coin from the site 

was issued in AD 71 and appears to have seen little wear prior to deposition, though it came 

from a Phase 2 (second-century) feature.  

 

The earliest spreads of clay have been interpreted as the possible remains of the east rampart 

of the Flavian/Trajanic fort or material that had been spread from the adjacent rampart bank, 

either as a result of weathering or deliberate slighting when the fort was abandoned (OA 

North 2009, 38). Excavations in the 1970s at Mitre Yard, about 35m north-east of the Judges' 

Lodgings site (Jones and Shotter 1988, 226; fig. 69), suggest that these deposits lay little 

more than 10m inside the front face of the Flavian/Trajanic fort defences, and therefore 

probably lay within the intervallum area behind the east rampart (Fig. 6). The discovery of 

several clay ovens on the site is consistent with this interpretation, for although such features 

are attested elsewhere within fort interiors, the positioning of banks of ovens immediately 

inside the ramparts was extremely common in British forts (Johnson 1983, 200–1), so 

common in fact that it can probably be regarded as the norm.  

 

In addition to the ovens, the excavation of at least one quite substantial post-trench on the 

Judges' Lodgings site (533) hints at the likely presence of a timber structure during Phase 2. 

Too little was seen for this to be characterised but it appears to have been aligned roughly 

parallel to the fort's eastern defences, and it is conceivable that the putative building was 

associated with the ovens, since at other fort sites, including Carlisle, ovens housed within 

timber structures are known (Johnson 1983, 201–2; Caruana, in preparation). 

 

Since little or no evidence was found for activity after the mid-second century AD, the 

investigations were unable to shed light on developments during the late second century or 

the third century, perhaps the most obscure period in the fort’s history (Shotter and White 

1990, 22–3). Spatial evidence suggests that most of the site lay immediately south of the 

fourth-century stone installation (Jones and Shotter 1988, 226; fig. 69), which may provide an 

explanation for the complete absence of fourth-century pottery and coins from the 

excavations, indicating that this site was abandoned in the late Roman period. However, if the 

line of the south wall of the stone fortification is projected westwards from its 

archaeologically attested position on Church Street, it passes through the northern part of the 

Judges' Lodgings site, roughly where Trenches 2 and 3 were positioned. Since no trace of the 

wall was found during the investigation, it must be concluded that either the projected wall 

alignment is incorrect or all trace of such a wall was removed in the post-Roman period. The 

latter may appear unlikely, in view of the size and character of the wall. It is recorded on 

Church Street as about 2.75m wide and built of masonry on a cobble foundation (Leather 

1988, 83). Extensive disturbance of much of the site in the post-medieval period would 
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provide an explanation for the lack of late-Roman and medieval deposits on the site. It would 

also account for the fact that the natural boulder clay in Trenches 1–3 was directly cut by 

features of probable seventeenth-century date, whilst to the south, most of the early Roman 

deposits were sealed by seventeenth- or eighteenth-century ‘garden’ soils.  

 

No evidence for pre-Norman activity was found, presumably either because the site was not 

occupied at this time or because contemporary deposits had been removed by later 

disturbance. The discovery of a pit (307) and a few sherds of residual pottery demonstrates 

that there was activity later in the medieval period, though the absence of any stratigraphic 

levels suggests that contemporary deposits may also have been reworked or destroyed by 

later activity. 

 
Figure 6 Site location in relation to the approximate position of the Roman forts of the late-

first century to third century AD and the fourth-century stone installation 
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The archaeomagnetic dates of about 1100–1200 obtained from the inner linings of two 

second-century Roman clay ovens are perhaps also indicative of medieval activity, although 

a scenario involving the rediscovery and reuse of these features during the twelfth century 

does not seem likely.  

 

In view of the lack of surviving deposits, the nature of medieval occupation on the site 

remains unclear. It may have lain within a burgage plot on Church Street although direct 

evidence is lacking. The earliest depiction of the site is on John Speed’s map (Speed 1610) 

where a building known as the ‘Olde Hall’ is shown. This may be the structure that appears in 

1314 in a rental of the lands of Thomas, Earl of Lancaster, which records the building of a 

new house for Sir Robert de Holand (White 2001, 49–50). The recorded expenses and 

description of the work required indicate that this was a grand house of timber construction 

and the roof of the present Judges’ Lodgings does contain timbers from a medieval house of 

some pretension (White 2001, 49–50). The ground floor of the south elevation also contains a 

mullion window that may derive from an earlier structure.  

 

The Judges’ Lodgings itself dates to the early seventeenth century and is claimed to be the 

oldest surviving townhouse in Lancaster (Penney 1981, 24). It was the home of Thomas 

Covell, Keeper of the Castle at the time of the Lancashire witch trials in 1612, and later it 

acted as a residence for the judges during their visits to the Assize Courts at the Castle 

(Penney 1981, 24). A map reconstructing the appearance of Lancaster in 1684 (Docton 1957) 

shows that the building was one of the largest houses in the town at that time and it is also 

shown on Stephen Mackreth’s map of 1778 (Mackreth 1778). The Docton map also depicts a 

building at the north-west corner of the Judges' Lodgings property, attached to, or forming 

part of, the western boundary wall, and it seems likely that the early post-medieval features 

and deposits were somehow associated with this structure. The fact that the building is not 

shown on the 1778 plan tallies with the excavated evidence since the pottery recovered from 

the rubble deposits in this area, which presumably derived from the demolition of the 

building, is entirely of the late seventeenth- to mid-eighteenth century.  
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