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T h e E x c a v a t i o n o f a R o m a n S e t t l e m e n t S i t e R o b P o u l t o n

Adjacent to Broad Street Common, Worplesdon, Surrey
I n t r o d u c t i o n

The excavation near Barnwood School in the summer and autumn of 1998 was the

culmination of two previous seasons of trial archaeological work. The Þrst of these, in
1994, was arranged when consideration was being given by Surrey County Council
to the possibility of redevelopment of all or part of the area shown as sampled on
Þg 1. The area was believed to be of high archaeological potential because of the
known presence of a major Roman building on the common just to the west
(Sibthorpe 1829) and the presence of an 18th century farm at the north end of the
site, which was believed to have medieval antecedents (Jones 1995). This initial
evaluation found little evidence for the latter, but did Þnd an extensive spread of
Roman mater ia l .

These results were an important consideration in a subsequent review of the
development possibilities. There are no current (October 1999) proposals for
development of the northern part of the area. The central portion has been made into
a school playing Þeld. The insertion of a drainage system when this happened in
1995 resulted in some near surface damage to archaeological remains and was
accompanied by some salvage recording of the evidence. The southern area was
proposed for housing development and a second trial trench evaluation of this area
was undertaken in 1997 in order to establish more precisely the extent and
importance of the Roman remains within it. This evaluation established that
signiÞcant archaeological evidence was conÞned to the area which was later subject
to detailed excavation in August to November 1998, work which was required by a
condition contained within the grant of planning permission for housing development
within the southern area, which was made in February 1998.

Pre and post Roman

It is important to note that the positive archaeological results are exclusively of
Roman date. Two prehistoric potsherds from such a large area of investigation do not
provide any argument for signiÞcant activity at that time. This suggestion is supported
by the lack of worked ßint. The complete, or near complete, absence of medieval
material initially caused more surprise, but the absence of a farm on this site on
Norden's map of 1607 (Crocker 1983 Þg 1) of Guildford Park seems to conÞrm that
Park Barn Farm was not established until the 17th or 18th century.

T h e 1 9 9 8 d i s c o v e r i e s

The discoveries made in 1998 may usefully be discussed in relation to three
suggested phases of activity which are provisional and tentative pending more
detailed analysis. There is very little pottery that need be of 1st century origin and it
seems reasonably certain that the Þrst phase of activity begins in the early to mid 2nd
century. The earliest activity may be indicated by a number of human cremations,
consisting of little more than scoops in the ground in which burnt remains including
fragments of human bone, were deposited. They are difÞcult to date but may be
earlier than or contemporary with the establishment of a major boundary ditch which
precedes the phase 2 buildings. The ditch was certainly a major feature, possibly
extending as far as TT14 (Þg 1). A post-built building is on the same alignment and
probably of the same phase, since the dateable pottery from the backÞll of these posi
holes is of 2nd century date.

The main building (hereafter called the villa) of phase 2 may have been erected while
the post-built structure still stood since the south-west end of the latter is exactly
aliened with the main north-east wall of the former. Indeed the possibility that the
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C O M M O N

Fig 1 Broad Street, Worplesdon: plan showing the location of all archaeological investigations.
The location of Sibthorpe's Villa is based on that of the Ordnance Survey. Its plan and
orientation are based on Sibthorpe 1829, although the precise alignment has been
adjusted to agree broadly with that of the walls in the 1998 investigations, as Sibthorpe
gives only a broad north-south orientation.
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sequence should be reversed cannot be rejected, although, if so, the post-built
structure must have been demolished long before the villa, as the backÞll of its post
holes contained no tile or other demolition debris. The villa was clearly built after the
phase 1 boundary ditch had been backÞlled.
The villa is of the type of Roman building in which there is a general tripartite division
along its length, resembling in broad terms the nave and aisles of a medieval church.
Here, though, the long divisions do not seem to be continuous, and both nave and
aisles are sub-divided into smaller rooms. The external foundations were found to
have a general depth of 1m or greater and this would seem to imply a stone-built
structure of two storeys. The foundations of the rooms at the south-east end of the
building proved to be exceptionally deep (1.5m) and this almost certainly means that
they were taller (perhaps 3 storey) elements ßanking what was presumably the main
entrance. There was minimal evidence for the ßoor of the building, despite the fact
that there seems to have been very little truncation of levels as a result of subsequent
activity. The only identiÞed possibility for in s/Yi/ßooring was some very degraded and
patchy opus signinum. It could be that the ßoor level was raised above the general
level of the ground outside in order to reduce the problems caused by the high water
table in the London Clay.
The construction and use of the villa was accompanied by the subdivision of the area
into courtyards or enclosures. This was initially done by shallow ditches or gullies,
which were later replaced on two sides by what must have been a very substantial
fence supported by uprights placed in rows of large post holes. The Þnds would seem
to suggest a later 2nd and 3rd century date for this phase.
In the later 3rd or 4th century the villa was demolished. A number of large pits were
dug within its footprint, two of them being dug through parts of its foundations. The
function of these large (c1.3m diameter) and deep (up to 1.6m) pits is very obscure,
with their backÞll being generally sterile with very few artefacts. Dating evidence is
limited but does include some 4th century material. A possible parallel is with similar
late Roman pits at Silchester, where they are interpreted as part of a ritual 'pollution'
of an abandoned area (Fulford and Clarke 1999, 179-80). This, however, is a
suggestion that needs to be explored more carefully in the detailed report. There was
a reasonable quantity of 4th century material scattered within the topsoil and sunk
into the subsided top of the large phase 1 boundary ditch. The main focus of activity
at this date may, however, have been in the playing Þeld area where there was a
rather higher proportion of such Þnds, or, perhaps, in an unexplored portion of the
s i t e .

T h e f e a t u r e s i n c o n t e x t

This suggestion brings forward the wider issue of where the limits of Roman
occupation in this area might be. Trial trenches to the south and south-east of the
main excavation area (Þg 1) were all wholly negative. Neither was anything of
substance found in the area between the 1st and 2nd phase ditches also investigated

by TT5, and this suggests that the ditches may effectively have formed the
boundaries of the settlement. All of the trenches, except TT15, within the playing Þeld
area produced Þnds and features of interest. Trench 8 produced a number of large
pieces of ßue tile, leading to the tentative suggestion that a detached bathhouse
might be sited adjacent to the stream. Trenches 16 and 17 were also negative. It
seems probable, then that the northern limit of the settlement ran between trenches
14 and 15, possibly then passing just to the north of Sibthorpe's villa.
There is no direct evidence for the eastern limits. There is a possibility that the 1998
villa and Sibthorpe's villa represent two separate complexes, separated by the
stream which now divides the common from the Þelds, perhaps in a similar fashion
to that recently identiÞed at Titsey (Davies 1997). The stream is a boundary of
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