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New Evidence for the Northern 
Defences of Roman Leicester: 
An archaeological excavation at 
Cumberland Street 
by Lynden Cooper with contributions by Patrick Marsden and Deborah Sawday. 

Archaeological work at Cumberland Street revealed evidence for the Roman 
town wall and rampart. The wall had been extensively robbed in the middle 
ages but a narrow remnant had survived on the property line between the 
Sanvey Gate and Cumberland Street plots. The surviving rampart showed 
rare evidence for its construction methods including the use of timber 
strapping and turf block construction. Together with a reappraisal of 
previous excavations it is suggested that a construction sequence for the 
defences is apparent with an early phase represented by a rampart and ditch 
with a later addition of the wall. 

Shortly after the robbing of the town wall in the 12th/13th century the area 
was encroached upon by medieval settlement evident from a pit dug into the 
backfilled robber trench. The pottery from this feature included a rare 
example of medieval splashed ware with zoomorphic decoration which, it is 
suggested, was of local manufacture. 

Background (illus. 1) 

The proposed construction of a new lift-shaft during refurbishment of a factory at 7 A, 
Cumberland Street was identified as a threat to archaeological deposits and features 
relating to the Roman and medieval defences (Buckley 1997) . Following discussions 
between R. Clark, the City Planning Archaeologist and R. Buckley, Project Manager 
with the University of Leicester Archaeological Services (ULAS), a limited programme of 
archaeological excavation was agreed as a suitable mitigation strategy. This comprised the 
excavation of the lift-shaft by machine with archaeological supervision until the formation 
level or the top of ,any archaeological deposits was reached. The work was undertaken 
between 28 July and 8 August, 1997 and was funded by Richard Roberts Holdings. 
Finds and records are with Leicester Museum Service, accession number A57 .1997. 

Methodology 

As the base of the lift-shaft would be 3m below modem ground level the trench sides 
were stepped out, to maintain the threatened area for full archaeological excavation and 
avoid the need for shoring. The initial machining revealed a rough face of a mortar 
bonded wall, assumed to be a fragment of the town wall, on the northern limit of 
excavation. The overburden deposits to the south ('garden soil') were removed until the 
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1. Plan showing the location of A57 .1997 and adjacent sites along the north-eastern sector of the town 
defences. The line of the town wall is shown as a dashed line. The inset (top right) shows the illus. 1 area 

in relation to the defences' circuit 

wall robber trench was revealed. Once the wall and robber trench were defined the 
robber trench fill was mostly removed by machine but with hand excavation against the 
southern edge of the trench (to ensure that any surviving wall foundation deposits were 
not inadvertently removed) and from the base of the trench. Although the exposed town 
wall was just within the proposed development area the developers and architect agreed 
to its preservation and so it remained unexcavated. 

Excavation Results 

The fieldwork results are presented below in their archaeological sequence from the 
earliest deposits to the latest. A single series of context numbers (stratigraphic units) was 
used for site recording and these have been retained for this report. Features are 
presented as Pit 27 while other context numbers, such as fills and layers are in 
parentheses. 

Phase 1: Pre-Defences Features (illus. 2, 4, 5) 
Natural sands (50) 
Buried Soil (49) 
Pre-rampart deposits (45), (46), (47), (48), (54) 
Ats 27 (26), 32 (30, 31), 34 (12, 35), 38 (36, 37), 41 (40) 
?Hearth (55) 
The phase 2 rampart sealed a sequence of deposits that had been truncated elsewhere 
by the wall trench. Overlying the natural yellow sands (50) was a mid grey silty sand 
(49), .a possible buried soil. Cutting into (49) and (50) was a large pit 34. During 
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2. Phase 1 features in relation to the phase 2 wall. 

excavation a number of voids occurred revealing a loose fill of unmortared granite 
rubble in a sandy loam matrix, at least 0.60m deep but probably much deeper (the 
layers above the pit all slumped severely towards and into the feature). The feature was 
not examined further due to health and safety considerations. 

Overlying the western half of ( 49) and slumping into the top of pit 34 was a mid grey 
brown silty sand ( 46) with frequent charcoal inclusions. It contained thirteen Roman 
sherds (late first century) and a single fragment of ceramic building material. This was 
overlain by a pale grey silty sand ( 4 7 /48) with a distinct greenish hue which may derive 
from the deposition of cess. The deposit contained a few sherds of Roman pottery and a 
first century coin (Claudian copy as) . A small hearth (55) was revealed on the surface of 
( 4 7) comprising a scorched circular depression, of 0.50m diameter and 0.06m deep, 
infilled entirely with a layer of small charcoal fragments. Surrounding the hearth, and 
partly overlying it, was a dump of redeposited charcoal flecked red clay (54) with several 
large fragments of ceramic building material embedded within it. It contained three 
pottery sherds. The deposit may be related to the hearth, perhaps the remains of a clay 
superstructure. This was sealed by an homogeneous layer of dark grey brown silty sand 
heavily flecked with charcoal ( 45) and described by the excavators as the 'burnt layer'. It 
contained a notable quantity of late first-early second century pottery, a quernstone 
fragment, ceramic building material, bone and charcoal fragments. 



NEW EVIDENCE FOR THE NORTHERN DEFENCES OF ROMAN LEICESTER 95 

A small portion of a cut feature 41, probably a pit, was observed to the north of the 
site, extending beneath wall 13 . The excavated portion was up to 0.16m deep and 
contained a greenish brown silty sand fill ( 40) with no finds. 

Two other pits cut into 41 and also extended beneath wall (13). Pit 38 had a stepped 
profile and was at least 0.80m deep. It contained a lower fill (37) of dark brown silty 
clay and an upper fill of mid greenish brown silty sand (36) which contained oyster 
shells. Both fills produced large fragments of ceramic building material. Pottery of early 
second century date was recovered from both contexts. Pit 32 was only subject to 
minimal excavation due to both inaccessability and concerns about possible voids (the 
robber pit fill seen in the western trench edge appeared to slump severely around this 
area). The excavator recorded a lower fill (31) of light yellowish brown silty sand with 
large granite and slate fragments. The upper fill (30) was a dark brown silty sand also 
containing large granite fragments . 

A small isolated oval pit 27 was located at the base of the robber trench cut. It was up 
to 0 .20m deep and contained a pale greyish brown silty sand. Although it was 
stratigraphically separated from the other Roman deposits its leached fill and a single 
sherd of Roman pottery suggested an early date. 

Phase 2: The Defences (illus. 3, 4, 6, 7) 
As with all other observations of the defences, the relationship between wall and rampart 
was uncertain or had been lost, in this case obliterated by the wall robber trench (where 
the stone from the wall was salvaged for re-use elsewhere) . However, there is 
circumstantial evidence for a structural sequence from the recent excavation and from a 
re-interpretation of adjacent sites. Of particular note is an archaeological trench 
excavated by Frank Cottrill in 1938, immediately north of the site under consideration 
here (A57 .1997). A review of Cottrill's · archive notes show that two separate trenches 
were excavated in 1938 but these have been confused as a single site by later researchers 
(Goodchild 1953, p. 17 and fig. 1; Buckley and Lucas 1987, pp. 46-7 as Site 10). The 
site described by Buckley and Lucas (1987) as Site 10 is actually located further to the 
west in the location marked '1938' on Goodchild's Fig. 1 (1953), whereas the 
reinterpreted dating evidence is from the other 1938 trench. Cottrill observed the 
northern face of the town wall and a Roman ditch immediately to the north. As these 
observations have not been published and can be directly related to the A57 .1997 site the 
opportunity is taken to include them with the following description. Phase 2 is therefore 
presented as two sub-phases which can be interpreted (but not proved) as sequential. 

Phase2a 
Rampart deposits (23), (33), (39), (43), (44), (52) 
Rampart timber strapping (53) 
Linear feature 58 (57) 
Ditch (Cottrill's excavation 1938) 
To the south of the wall line, as defined by the robber trench, was a sequence of 
deposits interpreted as the defences rampart revealed in an area some 3 .5 by 1.5m 
across and surviving to a height of 0.80m. The phase 1 layers were overlain by a clean 
layer of compact, light yellowish brown sand ( 44) very similar in composition to the 
natural sand and containing first century pottery. This was overlain by a dirty, loose 
sand and gravel (43) followed by a clean yellowish orange sand and gravel deposit (52) . 
On the surface of the latter were the remains of timber strapping (53) comprising a 
series of parallel timber impressions with some cross spars. The timbers were evident as 
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3. Phase 2 and 3 features . 

charcoal lenses representing the scorched lower surface of halved logs (waney edge 
down) or otherwise as dark silty soil stains. There is a lack of concordance between the 
recorded section and plan for timber structure (53). There is a chance that some of the 
more ephemeral timbers were lost during the initial trowel cleaning of layer (52). 
Conversely, some of the timbers recorded in plan could not be seen in the remaining 
section despite careful cleaning. The individual timbers were from trees of 80-150mm 
diameter. A continuation of structure (53) could be traced in the exposed southern side 
of pit 20 as further planks and a possible burnt beam at the western end. The timbers 
were overlain by a layer of loose sand and gravel (39) which contained late first-early 
second century pottery. This in turn was sealed by a series of turf sods (33), up to three 
courses deep. The turves were degraded to a dark brown (purple hued) sandy clayey silt 
but their individual fom1s were clearly identified. Within the turves were sherds of late 
first-later second century pottery. The turves were overlain by a light orange brown sand 
(23) with common inclusions of 'turf lumps' and some Roman pottery. 

A tenuous, irregular linear feature (58) was observed to the south of the surviving 
town wall and on a broadly similar alignment. It comprised a length of disturbed natural 
sand that may have been a cut feature. There were several granite blocks impressed into 
the surface of the disturbed sand. It also contained mortar debris, perhaps derived from 
the robbing of the wall, but it is uncertain whether this was a later intrusion. 
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4. Section through the rampart deposits following their removal within the development area. 
The western end of the section only shows the continuation of layer (52) and structure (53) 

observed within the side of pit 20. 

Cottrill's 1938 excavation revealed a ditch some 4 feet (1.22m) north of the rubble 
face of wall (13). The ditch was cut into the natural sand at 6 feet, 7 inches (2.00m) 
below modem ground level and only partly excavated down to a depth of 1 foot 7 inches 
(0.48m) . The full width of the feature was not seen in the excavated area though enough 
was exposed to suggest a ditch of c. 1. Sm width (if it had a symmetrical profile). The fill 
was described as a dark clayey filling, sandy towards the bottom and containing Roman 
sherds. There was a single piece of masonry in the upper fill of the ditch. 

Phase2b 
Wall (13) and construction trench (56) 
The town wall had only been partially robbed with a thin sliver of wall surviving against 
the northern face of the excavation trench. This comprised a wall core fragment built of 
granite and bonded with a tenacious lime mortar with sand and pebble inclusions. The 
wall extended fully across the trench edge, some 6m in length, and was up to 2.27m 
high (including foundations) and 0.75m wide. It continued beyond the trench limits to 
the west, though the 1952 excavations in the adjacent factory demonstrated that it had 
been mostly robbed in that area (Goodchild 1953) . The northern face of the wall was 
hidden behind a modem brick wall. 

The wall core had been robbed extensively to the south and the facing stones robbed 
to the north (at least where the upper portion of the wall was exposed). The dimensions 
of the robber trench suggest that the wall would originally have been over 4.5m wide. 
The foundation trench of the wall was cut into the natural sands to a shallow depth of 
0.20m. The foundation stones were large rectangular blocks of granite set on end, with a 
slight pitch. The foundation blocks had been infilled with mortar; the nature of voids 
where mortar/concrete had failed to penetrate showed that the mortar had been poured 
over the stones. The superstructure core varied somewhat with some areas demonstrating 
randomly tipped granite rubble and mortar while other areas appeared to show deliberate 
placement of large granite blocks set vertically on end with mortar bonding. 

A re-consideration of the archive from Frank Cottrill's 1938 excavations shows that 
one of the trenches was excavated immediately to the north of A57 .1997 (located by 
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Cottrill as against the south end of Sanvey Gate 'Court R' - see 1 st ed. OS map, sheet 
XXXI.10.14, 1887) . The excavation was against the north face of 'the supposed 
medieval city wall', a standing rubble wall. This was thought to be even later by Cottrill 
on the basis of a 17th century sherd found next to the wall at its base. The provenance 
was reinterpreted by Buckley and Lucas (1987) as robber trench (though their site 
description is based upon another 1938 trench - see above p.95). The 1938 observation 
was certainly the other side of wall (13) prior to the construction of the modem brick 
wall. The wall is recorded as being a sloping rubble wall face of stone and flint(?) 
bonded with a hard yellow mortar down to its base. The base of the wall was 6 feet, 3 
inches below the modern ground level and rose to some (unspecified) height above this. 
The wall is recorded as having a 'built face' though its description would suggest that it 
had been robbed, probably just of its facing stones. A pit was recorded as extending 
beneath the wall and could well be a continuation of pit 34. 

Phase 3: Medieval features (illus. 3, 4, 6) 
Robber trench 22 ( 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11, 16, 17) 
Pit 20 (7, 8, 24, 25) 
'Garden' soil (2, 3) 
The robber trench (22) was only revealed in plan at the level where it cut through the 
rampart deposits, though it could well have been cut from a higher level. The cut of the 
robber was near vertical and flat bottomed, almost certainly reflecting the foundation 
cut for the town wall. It was variously filled with brown loams with occasional pockets of 
debris from the robbing. The latter comprised almost entirely mortar rubble with a not
able absence of building stone; evidently the stone was not selected for larger pieces with 
even small fragments being removed. Several smaller granite blocks were observed in a 
sounding trench excavated by the building contractors alongside the Cumberland Street 
frontage. Tliis may indicate a working area for the wall robbers where stones were pro
cessed and smaller irregular pieces discarded. The exposed section against the western 
trench edge showed the slumping of later deposits into the robber trench (these have 
been included as robber contexts). Pottery recovered from the feature was of a 12th-
13th century date (and included one or two intrusive sherds from pit 20) . 

Cutting the Roman rampart and the robber trench was a circular pit 20 producing 
several medieval pottery sherds of a mid 13th century date and several roofing slates. 
The base of the pit just cut into the top of the natural sand precluding any interpretation 
of primary use as a sand extraction pit. The greenish hues of its basal fills might indicate 
a cesspit. 

The features discussed above were all apparently sealed by a 2m depth of loamy soil 
with some differentiation; the lower 1.3m of deposits were recorded as two separate layers 
(2 and 3). The 'dark earth' or 'garden soil' deposits are known to be of some depth in this 
quarter of the town. Cutting the top of the loam deposits were a number of 19th/20th 
century structural and service features relating to the previous buildings on the site. 

Phase 4: Post-medieval (illus. 6) 
'Garden' soil (1) 
The uppermost 0.70m of the 'garden' soil was much darker than the lower deposits and 
can be assigned to the post-medieval period. 

A second phase of robbing may also be assigned to this phase on the basis of the 17th 
century pottery recovered from against the northern face of the wall in the 1938 
excavation. 
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Finds 

Romano-British pottery 
Patrick Marsden 
The pottery assemblage is small but of a consistent date range from the late first to early 
second century. The range of pottery is typical for Leicester assemblages of this period 
though the pre-rampart and rampart material is somewhat earlier than that from the 
other reported defences sites (Buckley and Lucas 1987). 

Feature Context Ware Sherd Weight Comments Pottery Date Context 
No. (g) Date 

Phase 1 
Pit 27 26 GW 17 Roman 
Pit 38 36 Samian SG I 4 Drag29 rim TAQ85 Late 1st 

SG I 8 Drag 37 rim c. 70+ 
SG I 7 Bowl (body sherd) ?Flavian 
SG/CG? I 8 Plate base Llst-2nd c. 
GW I 17 

37 WW I 4 Early 2nd century 
ow I 16 
BBi 2 20 Pie dish 2ndc. 
GW 12 294 Lid, short evened Llst-E2nd c. 

rim jars 
Pre- 45 Samian SG 25 Drag 18 plate base List Late 1st 
rampart SG 3 ?cup List (Early 2nd?) layers 

century 
WW 5 27 
CG! 3 42 
GW 7 97 Lid. Rusticated Llst-E2nd c. 

46 SamianSG I 8 Drag. 27 List c. Late 1st 
SG I I Flake, prob cup 1st c. (Early 2nd?) 
SG I 2 Plate base 1st c. century 

(Drag 18 or 15/17) 
CGI 6 52 
ow 3 23 
GW I 6 Short evened rim jar Llst-E2nd c. 

47 GW I 8 Roman 
CG! 4 12 
ow 8 32 
GW I 6 

54 ow I 2 Carinated vessel? ?LI st-E2nd c. Roman 
GW 2 5 

Phase 2 
Rampart 23 CG! I 7 Roman 

33 GW 2 11 Late I st-late 
2nd century 

CG!A 4 66 Ledge rim jar Llst-L2nd c. 
39 GW 3 47 Rusticated Llst-E2nd c. Early 2nd century 

BBi I 9 !20s+ 
44 WW I 8 Handle Late I st century 

ow I 9 
GW I 17 
Samian SG I 17 Drag 37 Flavian 

I 5 Drag 18 plate rim Flavian 
I 5 Drag I 8 plate rim Claudian-Vesp. 
I I Cup? 1st c. 

'Rampart' GW I 20 Rusticated Llst-E2nd c. Late I st-early 2nd 

Residual and unstratified 
unstrat 3 20 
2 I 10 
7 4 106 
28 4 42 
42 6 49 
Total 106 1211 

Table I: Roman pottery by context. 
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5. The decorated sherd from pit 20(a, left) and the Freeschool Lane 'dog sherd' (b, right) for comparison 

Post-Roman Pottery (illus. 5) Deborah Sawday 
The fill of pit 20 produced 31 sherds of medieval pottery, including Stamford, Potters 
Marston, Nottingham and Chilvers Coton wares, with a terminal date of c. 1250. The 
upper fill (12) of Roman pit 34 contained an intrusive sherd of Potters Marston ware 
dating to the 12th or 13th centuries. The fill (42), of the town wall robber trench and 
context (28) representing slump of ( 42) into a Roman feature, contained nineteen 
sherds in a similar range of medieval wares and a fragment of Chilvers Coton glazed 
ridge tile, dated to the 13th century. Both features also contained residual Roman 
pottery. The pottery is generally typical of the medieval period in Leicester in terms of 
fabric and forms present. Of note however was an unstratified sherd, a hand made 
crucible fragment in Stamford ware but of uncertain form, dating from the 12th 
century. It had vitreous black waste adhering to both outer and inner surfaces. 

Both the upper fill of the pit, context (7), and the fill of the robber trench contained 
three fragments of what · appears to be the same vessel - a Splashed ware jug in fabric 
SP3 (it is likely that the robber trench fill contained intrusive sherds from pit 20 - see 
above p.98). The body sherd (illus. Sa) is only the second example of zoomorphic 
decoration in this fabric known to. the author although zoomorphic roofing furniture has 
been recorded from St. Nicholas Circle (Leicester City Museum Accession No. 
A302 .1971). The other (illus. Sb) in the &ame fabric, was found in an unstratified 
context during building works nearby on Freeschool Lane. in 1956 (Clarke 1957, p. 60; 
Leicester City Museum Accession No. Al46.1956). 

Splashed ware 3 is a coarse, predominantly quartz tempered, fabric and is thought to 
be a Leicester product (Sawday 1997, p. 193). The pottery is never found in large 
quantities on excavations and the industry was possibly limited to one or two 
workshops. A source is suggested in the north eastern quarter of the medieval town, 
perhaps in South Bond Street or Freeschool Lane (Clarke 1957), where several pits 
were found in 1956. Leicester Splashed wares appear coarser than their Coventry and 
Nottingham counterparts. Unlike those from Nottingham, the Leicester splashed ware 
vessels are generally, as here, coil built. Surface decoration on this ware, usually on the 
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Context Fabric Sherd Weight Comments/Date 
No. (g) 

(2) garden soil PM 6 108 plain jug rim, cp rim, one base sooted int - fire pot/fire cover? 
later 12th/13th c. 

(3) garden soil CG 1 period unknown 
PM 2 80 cp/stj upright moulded rim, thumbed rim top int - + knife 

trimming ext, rounded body - 13th c. 

(7) fill med pit 20 STl 1 2 undeveloped glaze - c. 1150+ 
PM 9 178 includes jug handle stub and thumbed jug base 
RS 1 10 
SP3 1 9 traces of glaze ext - ?overtired 
CCI 2 42 ext glazed - prob jugs - both sherds dee with ext applied vertical 

clay strips - parallelled at earliest kilns at Chilvers Coton (Mayes 
and Scott 1984). 

N03 2 25 Nottingham green glazed, one sherd dee with applied clay pad etc 
- not exactly parallelled at Nottingham (Coppack 1980), but sirn 
to Notts fabric Wl3, dated to the 2nd half of the 13th c. 

SP3 110 applied clay decoration, including zoomorphic motif under lead 
glaze (see post-Roman pottery discussion). 

(24), pit 20 PM* 2 26 
CCI* 1 25 cp base, sooted externally ,stacking ev under base. 
PM 2 213 cp - lower half of body 
N03 1 62 basal angle unglazed - 2nd half 13thc 

(25), pit 20 PM 9 434 cp/stj rounded vessel form - 13th century - PM from (24) and 
(25) from same vessel though no actual joins 

(12) slump from pit PM 10 12th/13th c. 
20 into 34 

(42), robber trench STl 1 38 undeveloped glaze 
PM 12 276 includes jug neck with inscribed horizontal wavy line dee, plus jug 

handle stub and another internally sooted pos fire pot frag 
SP3 2 131 externally glazed joining sherds - basal angle of jug - same vessel 

as dee sherd from (7) above 
CCI 2 11 externally glazed - one sherd soft, pink, pos hand made glazed 

Ridge Tile 
MS 1 35 gen date - 2nd half 13th century - c. 1250 

(28), robber trench PM 2 24 12th/13th c. 

Unstratified ST2 3 20 handmade crucible frag with black vitreous waste adhering to both 
surfaces 12th c. jar Kilmurry form 11-25 -typical oflate 12th & 
early 13th c. at Stamford (Kilmurry 1980). 

PM 2 7 
SP3 9 

PM =Potters Marston; CG =calcite gritted; STl=Stamford ware; RS=Reduced Sandy; SP3=Splashed ware; CCl=Chilvers 
Coton; N03=Nottingham ware; *sherds extracted from (unsieved) sample [l]; cp = cooking pot; stj = storage jar. 

Table 2: Post-Roman pottery by context 

jugs, commonly includes thumbing, incised lines, notching and rouletting and 
horizontal and vertically applied clay strips which are also sometimes thumbed. 

The fabric, as is the case here with the sherd in illus. Sb, is often imperfectly oxidised 
with a grey core and buff surfaces. The sherd in illus. Sa is grey throughout save on the 
exterior surface of the base (not illustrated). The exterior surfaces ohhe latter vessel are 
all glazed and have been · pitted by the coarse particles of metallic lead or lead ore. 
However the pitting is not marked, suggesting that the pot was fired to a high 
temperature, fully dissolving the lead and hence smoothing over and leaving only dark 
spots of thicker glaze over the pitted surface when covered with the spread of the glaze 
(Newell 1995, p. 82). Only the oxidised surface under the base shows clear evidence of 
pitting. The glaze coverage of the pottery (illus. Sb) is patchy. Where the glaze is thicker, 
the surface colour is a reduced olive green and where the glaze is lighter the oxidised 
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clay shows as buff through the glaze. There is little evidence of lead pitting, which may 
imply that a finely ground galena or litharge was used for the glaze. The presence of 
some sand on the surface in the glaze suggests that unsieved clay was used as a binder 
(Newell 1995, pp. 78-9). 

The animal depicted in illus. Sa cannot be identified with any certainty, though the 
long tail seems to be a characteristic of certain animals illustrated in medieval 
manuscripts, possibly a wolf, a lion or a fox (Varty 1967, plates 95-98). The figure 
shown in illus. Sb, was originally identified as a dog (Clarke 1957) . However the brush 
strongly suggests that this is not a dog but a fox. Varty (1967, p. 77) in his study of the 
fox in medieval English art, notes that 'most medieval wood carvers were very careful to 
distinguish the fox by a prominent, handsome brush' and examples are known carved 
not only in wood, but also in stone (a 14th century capital from All Saints Church, 
Oakham, Rutland) and manuscript form (Varty 1967, plates 43, 30 and 4 respectively) . 
Some of the earliest English representations of foxes identified are stone carvings from 
St Nicholas Church in Bramber, Sussex, dated c. 1073 (Varty 1967, plates 9 and 10). 

The pottery is thought to be broadly contemporary with the Nottingham Splashed 
wares, dating from the twelfth to the mid thirteenth century. A date towards the end of 
this range for the pottery illustrated here is suggested by the presence also of 
Nottingham green glazed and Chilvers Coton wares. 

Other Finds Lynden Cooper 

Full descriptions and quantification of the finds are lodged in the archive. 

Ceramic building material 
The excavations produced 45 fragments (8,880g) of Roman ceramic building material 
including wall tile, imbrex and a side vented flue tile. Apart from the odd piece residual 
in phase 2, 3 and 4 contexts (2, 7, 14, 20, 23, 25) the bulk of the material is from phase 
1. Phase 1 contexts include pre-rampart deposits ( 45, 46, 54) and the fills of pit 38 (36, 
37). The material from (54) appeared to be in situ in that it was laid flat and surrounded 
hearth 55. 

Roofing slate 
Five fragments and two complete examples were recovered from the phase 3 pit 20. The 
rectangular form of the tiles is typical of medieval roofing slate. 

Quernstone 
A large fragment of millstone grit? quernstone with a diameter of c. 400mm was 
recovered from a pre-rampart, phase 1 context ( 45) . 

Animal bone (identified by Jennifer Browning) 
Animal bone was recovered from Phase 1 pre-rampart deposits ( 45) and ( 4 7) and the 
fill (36) of pit 38. Layer ( 45) produced 31 fragments (including 4 burnt pieces); sheep, 
cow and pig (7:2:3) were represented. Only one young pig bone shows butchery marks. 
Layer ( 4 7) contained a ?horse radius and ulna, two small cattle horn cores and two 
cranial fragments. Pit 38 produced single bones of pig and cow, the latter showing 
butchery (chopped vertebra). 
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Discussion 

Phase 1: Latefirst-?early second century 
The majority of phase 1 features can be shown to be stratigraphically earlier than either 
the wall or the rampart. The isolated pit 27 would seem to be of a similar date. The 
dating evidence from the pits suggests late first to early second century activity though 
the exact nature of this is uncertain. Evidence of early Roman occupation (first to early 
second century) has been recorded beneath the defences at other sites in the vicinity. 
These include pits and a hearth at the adjacent 1952 excavations (Goodchild 1953, pp. 
15-29) and mid first century material from a probable buried soil, an inhumation and a 
timber building of the early second century at the 1958 excavations (Buckley and Lucas 
1987, p . 40). Mid first to late second century occupation was also recorded from a site 
just to the north of the defences (Finn 1993, pp. 93-96). The lack of later Roman 
evidence at this site was seen as a corollary of the establishment of the civil defences. 

The deposits sealed beneath the rampart were only observed across a small area and it 
is difficult to interpret these with any certainty. The evidence of pits and deposits with 
domestic debris, including building material, pottery, bone and a quernstone would 
suggest domestic, or perhaps industrial exploitation of the area. The presence of a 
hearth with a possible clay superstructure provides limited structural evidence for such 
activity. 

The two pits 32 and 34 are interpreted as sand and gravel quarries; the loose stones 
may attest to deliberate infill prior to the construction of the wall. A similar feature was 
recorded at Soar Lane in 1900 where 'heavy masonry walls' were recorded with 
underlying marl quarry pits which had been 'filled up with a promiscuous mixture of 
mud and stones forming a foundation for the substantial walls' (Leicester Daily Post, 
14.8.1900, cited in Clarke 1952, p. 19) . It is uncertain whether this activity was 
contemporary with the other phase 1 features or if the sand and gravel extraction might 
have occurred in a hiatus between occupation and the construction of the defences. 

Phase 2a: Second century 
Rampart 
The phase 2a rampart was a carefully built structure that exploited the natural sands 
and gravel from the area and was stabilised by internal timber strapping and laid turf 
blocks. The timber stains showed the use of halved logs that had been charred on their 
undersides, presumably as some protection against rot. Although the use of turf blocks 
as a structural element of the rampart has been recorded elsewhere in Leicester (Buckley 
and Lucas 1987, site 4) no other examples of timber construction have been found. 
However, the possible remains of a timber palisade that could have served as a frontal 
revetment and breastwork was recorded from sites 2 and 8 (Buckley and Lucas, p. 54) . 
The linear feature 58 could be regarded as a similar feature but it is far from certain. 
However, the presence of stone infill in the linear feature at the base of the wall 
foundation cut at Churchgate is worth comparing (Clarke 1952, Fig. 1) and was also 
considered as possible evidence of an early palisade (Buckley and Lucas 1987, p. 46). 

In all, the sequence of rampart deposits survived to a height of 0 .80m, though the 
original height would certainly have been greater. The overlying soils (phase 3) may 
represent further rampart deposits that have suffered from bioturbation. Otherwise the 
rampart has been removed by medieval truncation. 

Given the ephemeral nature of the timber strapping it is possible that such a feature 
could easily have been missed in earlier excavations. Alternatively, it may be that the use 
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of timber was restricted to a localised area of the defences, perhaps in areas with natural 
sand and gravel subsoil. Elsewhere clay and turf may have provided sufficient stability 
for a bank. 

Ditch 
Although there is a lack of stratigraphic relationships and secure dating from the ditch 
observed in 1938, it is suggested that it was contemporary with the rampart. The same 
ditch was probably recorded on the other sites along this stretch of the defences. 
Excavations on the Duke of Cumberland inn in 1955 revealed a length of wall with a 
ditch immediately to the north (Clarke 1956, p. 89) . The lower ditch fills were of gravel 
and silt with an upper fill described as 'black clay - much Roman' which, it was 
suggested, represented deliberate infilling over initial silting of a Roman ditch. The wall 
was regarded as medieval though it would seem to be Roman - the published 
photograph and description show that it had a very similar form (foundation stones are 
large granite blocks set on end with a slight pitch) and a comparable foundation level to 
that seen at A57 .1997 and lies on the projected line of the wall. Somewhat closer to the 
site are the observations of a ditch in two of the trenches at the adjacent site excavated 
in 1952. Again, the ditch can be seen to be very close to the wall and contains a clay fill 
(Goodchild 1953, Fig. 2) which can be interpreted as deliberate backfilling; the natural 
subsoil hereabouts is sand and gravel suggesting that the clay was brought on to the site 
from elsewhere. Excavations to the east ofA57.1997 by John Wacher in 1958 revealed 
an inner ditch that was also very close to the wall (Buckley and Lucas 1987, Site 5). The 
finds of early pottery, the proximity to the wall and the form of the ditch suggested to 
Wacher (1975, p. 336) that the feature was a military construction of the first century, 
though this was thought unlikely by Buckley and Lucas who drew attention to the early 
second century pottery within the ditch. Overlying the inner lip of the silted (backfilled?) 
ditch was a platform of unmortared stone which Wacher viewed as evidence for the 
foundations of a later bastion added to the wall. Perhaps such a feature was nothing 
more than the backfilling and consolidation of the ditch as part of the preparation for 
the construction of the wall. Indeed, given the evidence for a wide wall at A57 .1997 and 
for a contiguous ditch and wall elsewhere it may actually have served as a foundation for 
the original wall. 

Although some distance from the sites under discussion, it is worth noting other 
examples of wall and ditch proximity. At Magazine Walk, on the southern defences, a 
ditch was found at 2m from the wall (Buckley and Lucas 1987, Site 2). As the outer 
edge of the wall was lost this could be even closer (see Buckley and Lucas 1987, Fig. 7) . 
The early dates of the pottery recovered from the ditch, mid to late second century, 
provides further evidence for it being an early phase of the defences (Buckley and Lucas 
1987, p. 20). Another possible example is from the 1950 Churchgate excavations where 
a proximal ditch can be inferred from the section drawing (Clarke 1952, Fig. I). The 
original interpretation of a wall plinth on the edge of the inner lip of the ditch is worth 
reconsidering given the hypothesis of a ditch arid rampart as a separate, early phase and 
the suggestion of such a feature at Site 5 (see above). 

Phase 2b: Third century? 
Wall ' 
Although the wall was extensively robbed much can be gleaned about its construction 
and form from the surviving remains and the dimensions of the robber trench (assuming 
that this mirrors the original foundation cut). It was of a considerable width, over 4.5m 
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wide, which is somewhat wider than the 2.7-3.Sm range suggested from previous 
observations of the robber trench. However, it should be noted that a full wall, or robber 
trench, profile has only been seen on two of the defences sites examined in Leicester 
(Buckley and Lucas 1987, Sites 4 and 5) . It is also possible that there have been under
estimations based upon the position of the inner ditch which might have been seen as a 
limit to the outside of the wall. If it is accepted, as argued within this report, that the 
inner defensive ditch belonged to an early phase of the defences and was backfilled at 
the time of the wall construction then it can be suggested that other sites had wider 
walls, but they have been robbed. A reappraisal of the adjacent 1952 excavations shows 
that the wall was probably of a similar width, at least in Trench 3 (the closest to 
A57.1993) where there would appear to be two phases of robbing. An early phase of 
robbing of the rear of the wall is recorded as 'pre-robber disturbance' (Goodchild 1953, 
Fig. 2); if this is taken into account the width of the wall would also be c. 4.5m. 

The wide dimensions of the wall may be due to one of several reasons. The wall may 
have varied in width around the circuit of the defences from the start; certain areas of 
the wall may have been widened or had bastions or interval towers attached (though 
there is no evidence for this from any of the sites); or, it may reflect different phases of 
construction. One plausible reason for such a width in the locality may have been the 
existence of extensive quarry pits. It has been suggested above (p.103) that these may 
have been deliberately levelled or backfilled with granite blocks to provide a foundation 
for the wall. Perhaps the original engineers saw the danger of building the wall over such 
features and compensated by increasing the width and, therefore, the structural stability 
of the wall. 

A proposed structural sequence 
The dating evidence from the rampart is limited to nineteen pottery sherds which 
provided a broad date range of late first to the later second century, with the certain 
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7. Wall 13 from the south (vertical scale with 0.20m intervals). 

representation of early second century wares and a possible later second century date 
given by a ledge rim jar from the turf layer (33). Such dating should not be treated as a 
construction date as much of the pottery could derive from earlier deposits incorporated 
into the structure (Crickmore 1984, pp. 32-42). However, it is in broad concordance 
with the pottery recovered from the rampart on other sites - the latest pottery was from 
site 5, a mortarium fragment with a stamp dated to 135-185 (MacRobert 1987, p. 69). 
As with all other excavated defences sites there is no dating evidence from the wall itself; 
the underlying pits were at least of the early second century. 

There is no convincing stratigraphic sequence which can provide a chronology for the 
development of the defences at Cumberland Street nor any of the other sites 
investigated (Buckley and Lucas 1987). However, there are a number of features which 
suggest that the rampart and ditch represent the first manifestation of the defences and 
that the wall belonged to a later construction phase: 

1 The early dates produced from the rampart, at this and other sites, have been seen as 
rather early for the establishment of a rampart and wall when compared to other 
urban centres (Buckley and Lucas 1987, 55). 

2 There was a complete lack of wall construction debris (dressing waste and mortar) 
from beneath or within the rampart. Such a feature might be expected had the wall 
been constructed at the same time as the rampart. 

3 The use of turf and timber within the rampart would suggest that the rampart was 
free standing, the use of such materials being used to counter lateral pressure, 
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stabilise the bank and allow the construction of a vertical face Gones 1975, p. 68). If 
the rampart had been dumped against an existing wall the timber strapping would 
have been superfluous. 

4 The existence of a very narrow berm between the wall and innermost ditch has been 
described as the 'most curious feature of the defences' (Goodchild 1953, p. 24) . It is 
suggested above that the ditch is of an earlier phase and would appear to have been 
backfilled, as shown most convincingly at the Duke of Cumberland inn (Clarke 
1953), to be replaced by a ditch cut further out from the defences. 

5 The shallow foundation of the wall suggests that it would not have been free-
standing but rather terraced into an existing rampart. 

Discussion of Phases 3 and 4 
Although there are some historical references for the use of the defences in the post
Roman period there is only archaeological evidence for the extra-mural ditches and the 
robbing of the wall. Much of the wall at A57 .1997 was removed in the early 13th 
century but the front of the wall was retained. This portion of the wall may have been 
inaccessible to the robbers due to its position on a property boundary or it may have 
been deliberately retained as a facade. The date of the robbing is somewhat earlier than 
that from other sites where a post-1400 date has been proposed (Buckley and Lucas 
1987, p. 63). The A57 .1997 evidence is quite secure, based upon both the pottery from 
the robber and the relationship with pit 20. A similar date of wall robbing may be 
reinterpreted from the evidence of the Elbow Lane site (Buckley and Lucas 1987, Site 
5) . The late date of 1375-1500 for the robbing is based upon a single pottery sherd 
which might be considered intrusive (or evidence of more than one robbing phase); the 
remaining sherds are all of an early medieval date. This would also allow the pits that 
cut into the robber trench to be considered earlier which would accord with their 
associated finds. 

The Cumberland Street wall was perhaps robbed of its facing stones in the 17th 
century (Cottrill 1938 archive), but again was not robbed entirely. Whether the wall 
was left as a visible part of the defences or merely as a convenient property boundary 
serving to retain the artificial terrace along the line of the wall is uncertain. It is 
plausible that the medieval robber trench was deliberately hidden by the remaining wall 
in order to evade the penalties for illegal robbing. A reference to such activities 
during the period is given in 1292 when Geoffrey the Baker pledged mercy because he 
'broke the stone of the town wall and sold that stone' (RBL 1, 21 7, cited in Buckley and 
Lucas 1987, p. 61). 

The area was encroached upon by medieval settlement which is evident from the pit 
dug into the rampart in the mid 13th century. The small pottery assemblage includes a 
few noteworthy pieces, particularly the jug with zoomorphic decoration. The vessel was 
probably of local manufacture. 

The lack of late medieval settlement activity compares with other sites in the 
north-east quarter of the town such as Causeway Lane and, possibly, Elbow Lane. 

Conclusion 

The principal research objective for the town defences has been the establishment of a 
structural sequence. Despite a thorough review of the evidence from 27 archaeological 
excavations and observations on the line of the town defences Buckley and Lucas 
(1987) found definitive evidence lacking and had to conclude cautiously that the 
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relationship between the wall and rampart was uncertain. However, the results from the 
Cumberland Street excavation have provided further details about the construction and 
dating of the defences. They have also provided a focus for a review of the evidence 
from previous work in this northern sector of the town defences. The excavation results 
and reappraisal lends some support for one of the suggested sequences given by Buckley 
and Lucas (1987), that of a later wall (3rd century?) being inserted into a pre-existing 
bank or rampart from an earlier earthwork phase (late second century) . 

The recent excavations demonstrate that even small-scale archaeological work in the 
city can yield surprising new archaeological information and, of course, pose new 
research questions. The structural details from the excavated rampart and wall have 
provided fresh evidence for the form and sequence of the Roman defences and 
demonstrate that continued research of Leicester's defensive circuit should be 
encouraged. 
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