


 

When the ground froze, we opened up a new area 
under the spoil heaps and started to discover 
buildings. 

 

Our first  cottage-style building. The sandstone slab 
for the threshold leads across the verandah on the 
right into the centre of the building. 

 

Right opposite the entrance was a large hearth with 
an ashpit in front. 

 

Patches of burnt clay in the second building looked 
like panels, possibly infill in a timber frame. 

ditches to overflow the trenches.  As we wanted to open up a 
large area for excavation, we decided to try the top corner of 
the field, which we thought might be high enough to avoid the 
worst of the flooding.  However, we soon found that we were 
wrong.  A fine dry summer had given way to a wet autumn, 
and our new open area turned out to be just as badly flooded 
as the rest of the field.  Digging was hard, muddy work, and 
disappointingly the structures that had tantalised us in the trial 
trenches were nowhere to be seen – just a network of shallow 
ditches.  But the finds were as good as ever, and must have 
come from somewhere. 
 
The new year of 1985 threw another challenge at us, ice and 
snow.  Our open area was now frozen solid, so we decided on 
a new tack.  We reasoned that the earth piled up in the spoil 
heaps alongside the trenches would have kept the ground 
underneath from freezing, so we moved them and opened up 
a new area to investigate the road and some of the more 
intriguing structures alongside it.  Morale was rather low at this 
point, so it was particularly encouraging to find when we 
trowelled off the last of the topsoil that a strange collection of 
features, including a cobbled surface that had tentatively been 
identified as a side street, suddenly jelled into a little building 
like a cottage standing end-on to our main road, and 
apparently using the stone lining of the drain as one of its 
walls.  The ‘side street’ was revealed as the yard in front of it; 
and suddenly we could see that a large flagstone with one end 
resting on the cobbles was the threshold of the main entrance.  
This was very exciting, and helped to compensate for the fact 
that it was still very cold and winter showed no sign of 
loosening its grip. 
 
Since what was happening in this new area was so much more 
interesting than our network of ditches, we decided that we 
would concentrate most of the work here, and that was what 
we did over the next year and a half.  Our original little building 
was soon joined by two more, one on either side and both of 
them end-on to the road too, all standing on their own plots of 
land divided from their neighbours by ditches.   
 
It was clear that the people living in this part of the civil 
settlement could not afford, or did not want, the sort of houses 
that are usually associated with town life.  One of them was 
almost identical in plan, with a row of rooms and the main 
entrance at the south in the middle of one long side.  As we 
continued to dig, it became clear that against the southern side 
of each of these buildings, where the yard was, there was 
some kind of porch or verandah, of less sturdy construction, 
that stretched its whole length.  The verandah of the first 
building had been added later, but we never got the 
opportunity to find out whether this was the case with the 
second building too.  The bottoms of the walls of this second 
building were marked by the same sort of huge sandstone 
blocks that formed the edge of the drain.  Inside the building, 
we uncovered what looked like panels of partly burnt clay, and 



 

Looking down the length of the third building during 
excavation.  The edge of the road is in the 
foreground and the yard of the first building is on the 
right. 

 

The first and second buildings. The area of the fields 
or gardens is just off shot in the left-hand top corner. 

 

Three views of the handle of a knife or a large key in 
the shape of a bronze lion, just one of the many 
artefacts found in the area behind the houses. 

 

The waterlogged deposits under the building.  The 
blue-grey estuarine clay at the bottom of the section 
has two ditches cut into it.  Wood from these levels 
was probably pre-Roman in date.  The pinkish silt 
deposits above were washed down from the 
landward side, and finally the cobbled yard was laid 
on top. 

this made us think that the upper part of the walls must have 
been made out of mud brick or cobb, and that this had been 
partly preserved when the building had burned down.  The 
third building’s walls were also marked for part of their length 
by similar huge sandstone blocks, but the rest was a wide 
raised cobbled foundation, which would also have been 
suitable for raising a mud-brick wall above the damp of the 
ground.  Its plan was slightly different, though.  It had the same 
row of rooms and an entrance in the middle of the south side, 
but there was no porch or verandah to go through here – a 
cobbled path ran from the west to give access to it, and the 
porch was on the short east side, fronting directly to the road. 
 
We came to think of these as buildings on the edge of town, 
where people were probably engaged in market gardening or 
small-scale agriculture, cultivating the area between the 
houses and the fortress defences which would have been 
divided into plots by the ditches.  The very rich collection of 
finds could be explained as objects that had been lost, or 
broken and thrown away with rubbish that would also have 
included lots of food refuse and was therefore spread on these 
little fields or garden plots as a fertiliser.  
 
As we continued to dig, we continually ran into problems with 
the high water-table.  Although this made work very difficult, it 
also gave us an opportunity to learn more about what was 
happening in the earliest phases of human occupation.  
Concentrating on the first building, we took it down to its 
foundations, which we found consisted of masses of heavy 
cobbling rammed into trenches cut in a heavy blue-grey clay 
which is exactly the same as the clay that you can still see in 
the bed of the River Usk and the Afon Lwyd during low tide.  
This told us that the area had originally been part of the 
channel of the Afon Lwyd, and the deposits above showed 
how it had gradually filled up with silts until it became dry 
enough to build on.  It looked as though our cottagers with 
their small farms or gardens had been fitted into what had 
previously been a piece of damp waste ground.  Because the 
deposits below the building had always remained waterlogged, 
they had preserved plant remains, and the expert who studied 
these was able to tell us about their ecology – first an area of 
sluggishly flowing fresh water with damp grassy areas nearby 
and occasional incursions of tidal water, and then something 
rather drier and frequently disturbed, which encouraged the 
growth of plants like stinging nettles and chickweed.  This isn’t 
the sort of environment we would have expected so close to 
the fortress.  It may have been the construction of the road that 
had encouraged the land on this side of it to dry out.   
 
The other side of the road had probably dried out earlier, 
because we discovered the foundations of more conventionally 
constructed buildings at a lower level.  We did not have the 
opportunity to explore these further, but more buildings of this 
type – more like those that Nash-Williams had found 30 years 
before on the other side of the fortress – turned up when we 



 

A view of the buildings on Cambria House. 

 

The earliest building.  The wide entrance is marked 
by a cobbled floor running over the foundations. 

 

This opus signinum floor in the second building .had 
slumped into an underlying pit or ditch. 

 

Some of the coins from the drain. 

 

The area of flimsier buildings on the other side of the 
road. The furnace bottom is the half-sectioned 
circular feature in the foreground to the left. 

opened a new site in the field beside the Gwent Ambulance 
Service headquarters, Cambria House.  These were of the 
type that archaeologists call strip buildings, the normal style 
used for houses and shops in Roman towns.  They were 
rectangular with their short end onto the road too, but they 
were rather bigger and the bottoms of the walls were made of 
coursed rubble, a much more sophisticated technique.  The 
plans were much more complex too.  The earliest building that 
we excavated at Cambria House may have been a shop on 
the corner between the main road and a side street.  It had a 
wide entrance to the road, and it kept on being extended out 
over the road too – it looked as though the owners may have 
been displaying their goods in the street outside and then 
deciding to roof over this display area, only to find that they still 
wanted to attract customers displaying their goods outside this 
new shop front.   
 
This building was demolished in the second half of the 2nd 
century, no later than AD 180, and was turned into a yard for 
its newly built neighbour to the north.  A wall was built around 
two sides, fronting the main road and the side street, and the 
site was levelled up with tons of red clay which probably came 
from the upper part of the walls of the old building.  The new 
building had at least seven rooms, and its walls may have 
been constructed in masonry all the way up.  The earliest 
floors seem to have been of timber, but they were replaced, 
probably in the 3rd century, with solid floors mainly in opus 
signinum, a common form of Roman concrete which contained 
a lot of crushed tile.  The floor of one of the rooms at the back 
of the building looked as though there had been an entrance 
from the outside to a staircase, presumably for an upstairs flat.  
Similar floors were laid in a building that had been constructed 
over part of the yard, with timber-framed walls resting on a raft 
of cobbles.  In a culvert that had been constructed alongside 
one of the external walls of the yard, a total of 60 coins from 
the third quarter of the 3rd century were found.  If they were 
somebody’s savings originally deposited all together in a 
container, it must have been biodegradable and disturbed after 
it had been put there.   
 
On the opposite side of the side street was another building 
that had been constructed in the same type of stonework, but 
there wasn’t enough of it visible in the area of our excavation 
for us to be able to tell whether it had a similar plan.  In the 
front room, under the rubble that covered the floor after it had 
gone out of use, we found the bottom of a shaft furnace, which 
had probably been used to smelt iron.  It wasn’t clear whether 
there had been a roof over this room at the time, but it’s 
possible that it was constructed after the building had stopped 
functioning as a normal house or shop. 
 
On the other side of the road there were the bottoms of two 
more furnaces, and a large pit next to one of them was 
completely filled with slag.  The buildings here were much 
flimsier, with the same sort of foundations as the building 



 

The grave that had been cut through the wall of the 
Roman building. 

 

The building on the Smallholding site.  The entrance 
seems to have been through the corridor on the left 
with a threshold slab across the middle. 

 

The two people, photographed during the watching 
brief, are standing one on either side of road out of 
the east gate. 

 

constructed over the yard, so again it’s possible that the area 
wasn’t used for ironworking until after they had gone out of use 
and may even have been pulled down. 
 
Like on the Riding School Field, the buildings on the Cambria 
House site went out of use fairly early in the 4th century.  The 
upper part of the walls was dismantled, and the floors became 
covered in rubble.  When we excavated the top of the rubble, 
we thought it looked worn, as though people had been walking 
on it, and there were slight traces suggesting that someone 
had been living in the remaining ruins.  We may even have 
found one of them.  Dug into the rubble, and across one of the 
walls that obviously wasn’t visible at the time, was a grave 
containing the skeleton of a man.  A radiocarbon date 
suggested that he had lived in the 6th century. 
 
Exploration of the development area before building began 
was completed by looking at a site between the Riding School 
Field and Cambria House, where the road leaving the east 
gate of the fortress could still be seen as a raised bank making 
its way towards the river.  This field belonged to a smallholding 
and was used as pasture before we started the excavation.  
Some other earthworks were noted, but we thought that they 
were connected with the council allotments next door.  We 
were very surprised when we took off the turf to find that they 
actually represented Roman walls – the same sort of raised 
cobbled foundations we had found on one of the houses on 
the Riding School Field.  However, the building they belonged 
to was no cottage, it was a large L-shaped structure, perhaps 
even with a courtyard.  One of the most interesting things we 
found there was the remains of a roof – sandstone slates, nails 
and all had collapsed over the edge of the foundations of one 
of the rooms. 
 
After two years digging on the site we had to stop with much 
that still hadn’t been investigated.  However, we were able to 
return briefly two years later when the developers started 
stripping off the topsoil on the allotments and the other half of 
the smallholding.  Conditions were far from ideal, but we were 
able to uncover more of the two roads and more buildings, 
making it clear that buildings of all the different types of 
construction were all mixed up together.  We produced an 
interim report which you can read on line at 
http://www.herwales.co.uk/her/groups/GGAT/media/ReportPD
F/166_ExcavationinRomanCivilianSettlmentCaerleonInterimRe
port.pdf .   
 

After a great deal of work on the site records and the finds, the excavation was eventually published in 
2000 by the Roman Society as Britannia Monograph No.16, The Caerleon canabae: Excavations in the 
civil settlement 1985-90 by Edith Evans. 
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