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About this pdf 
In 2002 York Archaeological Trust undertook excavations at Monks Cross, York.  The excavations 

uncovered remains of prehistoric and Roman date.  

This Pdf represents a copy of a report which was designed as an interactive web report, originally 

hosted on York Archaeological Trust’s website. Due to changes in the design of this website the 

original interactive report is no longer available. This Pdf was produced to ensure that the 

information held in the original report remained widely available.  

As the original report was intended for web-viewing the design did not follow conventional 

publication formats, there were therefore some problems when converting the web 

information into this Pdf. Some of the images, which were perfectly clear when viewed on the 

web, became slightly blurred when transferred into Pdf format. There were no Figure or Plate 

numbers in most of the text originally, as the images in question were simply embedded in the 

web-text at the relevant point; the images have therefore been placed as close to their original 

position as possible within the Pdf. This Pdf follows the layout of the original web report as far 

as possible. Readers should bear these limitations in mind while reading the report. 

The conversion of the original IADB report into a Pdf file was undertaken by J. M. McComish in 

July 2018.  
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Aerial photograph of the site. Copyright © English Heritage. NMR 

This report details the results of excavations at Monks Cross, Huntington South Moor, on the 

north-eastern side of the City of York. The excavations uncovered two-thirds of a Roman 

temporary camp that was discovered by aerial photographers from English Heritage in 2002. 

The camp proved to date from the early-mid 2nd century, and was deliberately slighted after a 

short period of use. Although laid out to a high standard of surveying precision, the actual 

construction of the camp was carried out with considerably less attention to detail. 

An unexpected aspect of the excavation resulted from the discovery of a number of prehistoric 

features dating from the Neolithic to the Iron Age. These included a pit alignment boundary, 

parts of a possible enclosure and a number of pits, together with a fine assemblage of flint 

artefacts. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Located in the low-lying Vale of York, the Monks Cross site lies just under 4km to the north-east 

of the centre of York. Much of the heavy clay land of the locality is devoted to pasture, though 

it is increasingly  

A Roman camp, later named Camp 1, was discovered as a soil mark by English Heritage aerial 

photographers in 2002 after the pasture field in which it lay had been ploughed. A subsequent 

search through old aerial photographs of the area showed the camp as a slight earthwork and 

revealed a second camp, Camp 2, c.140m to the north-west (Horne 2002). Before the discovery 

of the camps, little archaeological fieldwork had taken place in this part of the city’s hinterland. 

An archaeological desk-based assessment of the locality, together with a field evaluation in 

2000, revealed only limited evidence for activity in the area (Macnab 2000). Following discovery 

of the camps, geophysical surveys of Camp 1 were carried out (Noel 2002). Although the wet 

clay conditions of the site were not particularly conducive to geophysical prospection, it was 

possible to identify the outline of the camp. An evaluation of Camp 1 and its immediate environs 

was also carried out in 2002 (Ottaway 2002). This evaluation provided information concerning 

the nature of the camp’s defences and produced an assemblage of flint that pointed to 
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prehistoric activity in the area. Immediately before the large area excavation of 2003 micro-

topographic and hachure surveys of the slight earthworks of Camp 1 were carried out. 

being developed for out-of-town retail outlets and parking. 
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English Heritage discovery photo 2002 

 

1951 RAF vertical air photo showing both camps 

(Copyright  English Heritage (NMR) RAF Photography) 
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Geophysical survey plot - raw (North at top) 

 

Hachure survey (basic) overlaid on excavated ditch 

The large excavation of 2003 examined an area of some 3.4 hectares within six trenches, the 

largest of which occupied an entire field. 
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The earliest features at the site were two Neolithic pits. Another important component of the 

prehistoric activity at the site was a major landscape boundary formed by a pit alignment that 

was later defined as a broad shallow cut that remained visible until at least the 2nd century AD. 

A fine assemblage of flint reinforces the evidence for prehistoric activity in the area. A cluster of 

pits and post-holes, all seemingly related, together with two ring gullies and a curvilinear ditch, 

may also be of prehistoric origin. 

The primary objective of the excavation was to examine Camp 1, over two-thirds of which was 

exposed within the excavated area. The camp, which dates from the early-mid 2nd century, 

proved to have been marked out with considerable geometric accuracy to what are believed to 

have been precise contemporary units of measurement. Despite this accuracy of marking out, 

the encompassing ditch had been cut with little precision or finesse. Evidence was found to 

indicate that Camp 1 was short-lived and had been subsequently slighted, with parts of the 

rampart being backfilled into the ditch. 

No features clearly relating to the post-Roman and medieval periods were encountered and it 

is probable that the area was used for agriculture. Post-medieval and recent land use in the area 

has also been entirely agricultural. 

2 FIELDWORK METHODOLOGIES 

Shortly after the discovery of Camp 1 by English Heritage aerial photographers in 2002 the site 

was subjected to geophysical surveying, the results of which confirmed the outline of the camp 

but provided little additional information (Noel 2002). In the same year a field evaluation was 

undertaken by York Archaeological Trust (Ottaway 2002). The thirteen trenches of this 

evaluation examined both the camp and its environs, and provided information concerning the 

proportions and level of preservation of the rampart and ditch. A small but significant 

assemblage of flint, suggesting prehistoric activity in the area, was also recovered during the 
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evaluation. Further geophysical prospection was carried out in early 2003 within fields close to 

Camp 1, though this did not positively identify further significant remains (Noel 2003). 

 

Geophysical survey plot - raw (North at top) 
 

In accordance with the specification the main excavation of the site in 2003 was composed of 

six large trenches that formed three areas. One of these, Area 1, was located immediately south 

of Camp 2. Four of the trenches composed Area 2, one of which was an entire field that 

contained the bulk of the remains of Camp 1. Another trench comprised the northern part of a 

field immediately south of this, whilst the two remaining trenches of this area were located in 

fields immediately east of the large trench. Area 3 was situated in a field to the south-east of 

Camp 1. The site was stripped by a 360 mechanical excavator, under close archaeological 

supervision, with a team dedicated to rapid cleaning following close behind. Metal-detecting 

was carried out in advance of overburden stripping and again over the surface of exposed 

archaeological features. 

Excavation strategy was determined by feature type. Over 50% of the camp ditch was excavated, 

whilst pit and post-hole-sized features were initially half-sectioned and then sometimes fully 

excavated. Around 90% of two small penannular ring gullies was excavated. Where a number of 

segments were excavated across a feature (principally the camp ditch) each was numbered and 

recorded independently. The individual segments were then grouped together as a single 

numbered feature. Planning of excavated features was carried out manually at a scale of 1:20 

and sections were drawn at a scale of 1:10. Initially all excavated fills were planned but this 

yielded little information additional to that provided by sections and so this approach was 

largely abandoned. Close-spaced EDM surveys were also carried out as a back up and provided 

overall views at an early date. During the course of the excavation all artefacts were kept as bulk 

finds (BF), grouped by context. Certain artefacts, principally pottery and flint, were later 

allocated individual small find numbers (SF). Environmental samples were taken where 
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preservation merited this and where specific questions were posed. All deposits and features 

were recorded on pro-forma record cards. 

All written and drawn records, photographs and finds data were subsequently entered onto a 

computer database. All archive material has been accessioned under the Yorkshire Museum 

accession code YORYM: 2000.574. 

 

 

Site being mechanically stripped of overburden 

 

Part of the site during excavation 

3 GEOLOGY AND TOPOGRAPHY 

Location 

The Monks Cross site is located just under 4km to the north-east of the centre of York and some 

1.5km south-east of the village of Huntington. All the land in this locality is low-lying, typically 

c.14.5-15.0m above Ordnance Datum (OD), with only a limited number of small, slightly 

elevated areas. Camp 1 occupies one of these slightly elevated areas where heights reach nearly 

15.5m OD. The adjacent Camp 2 also occupied ground that was marginally higher than its 

immediate surroundings. The two nearest watercourses of any size are the River Foss, just over 
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1km to the west, and Tang Hall Beck, around 1km to the south and east. A small tributary of the 

Foss, South Beck, flows within 300m of the site. 

Geology 

The underlying solid geology of the area is Bunter and Keuper sandstones overlain by a drift of 

Warp and Lacustrine clay (Ordnance Survey 1959). Topsoils across the area are clayey, of limited 

value for cultivation and primarily support pasture. Ground water levels in the area vary 

seasonally, though at the time of the excavation features dug to c.0.5-0.65m below ground level 

were subject to slow but steady water seepage. 

Previous land use 

At the time of excavation all land within the areas of investigation was used as pasture farmland, 

though a block of land between Areas 1 and 2 was crudely metalled and used as a car park. 

Immediately north of the site, farmland has been developed for a variety of leisure and retail 

functions in recent years. What remains of the farmland in the area is partitioned into a number 

of small, hedged fields whose boundaries follow predominantly north-south and east-west 

alignments. Whilst much of this remaining farmland is used as pasture, it is known that a good 

proportion of Area 2 and all of Area 3 had been ploughed in recent years.4 

 
The site and its surroundings @ English Heritage NMR 

4 ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Prehistoric 

Although in recent years aerial prospection and archaeological fieldwork have begun to expand 

the limited amount of data available for prehistoric activity in the area of York, the picture is still 

very incomplete. Fieldwork in the late 20th century revealed a number of prehistoric settlement 

sites and areas of activity around the city, but nothing pertaining to the area of Huntington 

South Moor. 

Roman 

A considerable amount is known about the archaeology of the Roman period in and around York 

(RCHMY 1; Ottaway 2004). The location of a legionary fortress and a civil settlement that 

achieved the status of colonia, York developed into one of the great centres of Roman Britain. 
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It was a nexus of the regional road network and on a number of occasions was home to 

emperors (Severus, Constantius I) during brief visits. Camps 1 and 2 are located just under 4km 

beyond the military and urban core of Roman York and probably lay c.400m north of a Roman 

road that ran from York to Malton (Ottaway 2004, 51). 

Two other Roman camps are known in the York area, both situated close to one another on 

Bootham Stray, c.3km west of Monks Cross, again located about 4km from the city centre 

(RCHMY 1, 47). On morphological grounds both sets of camps appear to be broadly 

contemporary. Seven or eight camps were noted in the York area by the historian Francis Drake 

in a handwritten annotation of his own copy of Eboracum, an early history of York which he 

wrote in 1736. It may be that the Monks Cross and Bootham Stray camps were among those to 

which Drake referred. 

Other Roman sites in the area include a pottery production facility at Appletree Farm, 1.5km 

south-east of Camps 1 and 2. This may have been set up under military auspices and operated 

between the late 1st and mid 2nd centuries. Additionally, a Romano-British farmstead has been 

examined 2.5 km to the east at Stockton West Moor (Lawton 1989; Lawton 1993; Pearson 

1997). 

Preliminary work 

In 2000 an archaeological evaluation comprising eight trenches took place in the area (Macnab 

2000). This work produced little in the way of archaeological features of any antiquity. In March 

2002 aerial photographers from English Heritage identified Camps 1 and 2 (Horne 2002). Camp 

1 was visible as a soil mark and those parts of Camp 2 not overlain by the Ryedale sports stadium 

were seen as a low earthwork. Camp 1 was subsequently subjected to a geophysical survey 

followed by the excavation of thirteen evaluation trenches of various sizes (Noel 2002; Ottaway 

2002). Following a decision not to provide legislative protection for Camp 1 by scheduling, 

micro-topographic and hachure plan surveys of the site were carried out before large-scale 

excavations in 2003 by York Archaeological Trust in accordance with a specification formulated 

by the City of York Council’s Principal Archaeologist. 

5 PREHISTORIC 

5.1 Summary 

Two pits at the extreme south-east of the site are likely to be of Neolithic origin. 

An interesting assemblage of flint from the later Neolithic, predominantly recovered from the 

topsoil during site stripping, provided further evidence for activity in the area during this period. 

A pit alignment that almost certainly formed a major landscape boundary was examined in the 

north-eastern part of the site. Composed of a line of regularly spaced large rectangular pits, this 

feature probably originated in the later Bronze Age or Iron Age. After partially silting up, the 

alignment developed the appearance of a broad gentle hollow that remained visible until at 

least the 2nd century AD. 

It is possible that a curvilinear ditch, two ring gullies and a cluster of pits and post-holes, for 

which no reliable dating evidence survives, may also be of prehistoric origin. 
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5.2 Neolitihic Pits 

Within Area 3 two pits were observed and examined. Separated by a distance of around 17m, 

both pits were of broadly similar size and characteristics. (Group 1) 

The southernmost pit, 33006, measured up to 0.84m across by 0.19m deep, was sub-circular in 

plan, steep-sided and had a flattish base. This pit contained three fills. A thin orangey primary 

fill containing occasional flecks of charcoal was overlain by a fill composed largely of heat-

reddened and blackened stone which also produced a decorated sherd of Durrington Walls-

style Grooved Ware pottery (BF 00122) and a struck flint (SF 00068). The silty upper fill 

contained no finds. 

The northern pit, 33009, measured 0.60-0.85m across by 0.10m deep, was sub-rectangular in 

plan, had moderately steep sides and a flattish base. Within this pit a small amount of clayey 

primary fill was overlain by another fill of silty clay containing lumps of burnt clay and flecks of 

charcoal. Two pieces of burnt flint (SF 00095), one possibly a core, were recovered from the 

upper fill. 

The finds from pit 33006 strongly suggest a Neolithic date (c.5000-2500 BC), the pottery 

probably originating c.3000-2800 BC. Although the dating evidence for pit 33009 is less secure, 

the form, size and fill characteristics of this pit were very similar to those of 33006. Both pits 

may have served similar functions, possibly as cooking pits or hearths of some kind. Some of the 

fills within both pits relate to episodes of burning, the stones within 33006 possibly functioning 

as heat retainers or distributors. 

 
Neolithic pottery from pit 33006 

5.3 Pit Alignment 

Part of a north-west/south-east alignment of pits, forming a boundary, was uncovered in the 

north-eastern part of Area 2 within both the main zone of excavation and the northern block of 

a subsidiary zone. It is clear that the alignment continues beyond the limits of excavation. 

Monuments of this type found elsewhere seem to have originated between the Bronze Age and 

the Romano-British period (Cardwell 1989). The Monks Cross alignment is likely to have Bronze 

Age or Iron Age origins though there is insufficient dating evidence to refine this further. 
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Pit cuts (main trench) 

Fifteen pits were defined in this area, of which ten were excavated. They were surprisingly 

uniform. All were sub-rectangular in plan, mostly near perfect rectangles with rounded corners. 

All were aligned along their long axes and were separated by gaps of 0.71-1.39m. The excavated 

examples ranged from 2.2 x 1.75m to 3.02 x 2.2m, with some variation in the length to width 

ratio being apparent. They ranged in depth from 0.75m to 0.9m. Pit profiles were fairly uniform, 

particularly within a given pit. They were always steep-sided, never less than 45 ͦ to the 

horizontal and typically 60-80  .ͦ In all cases the bases of the pits were remarkably flat. (Set 6) 

 
Pit 32398 

 

Pit 32360 
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Pit 32383 

Pit fills (main trench) 

Several fills were recognisable within each pit and it is possible to make broad correlations 

between a number of them. The primary fills of each pit were composed of fine lenses of pale 

coloured sands or clays intermingled with lenses of sand; they appear to represent initial erosion 

into the pits. (Set 7) A number of deposits derived from the slumping of edges were present, in 

close association with the primary erosion fills. These were predominantly clays and silty sands, 

and tended to concentrate in the lower edge areas of the pits. Fills above the initial erosion and 

slumping deposits displayed considerably more variation, depending on the origin and nature 

of deposition. It was noted, however, that many of these deposits dipped from all four sides 

towards the central area of the pit. Like many of the primary fills, fine sandy lenses within some 

of these deposits suggest that they had been laid down in watery conditions. Others may be 

derived from the erosion of up-cast from the pit cutting that may have been mounded up to 

either side of the alignment and possibly between the individual pits also. (Set 10) The 

uppermost fills within the pits all had similar characteristics and related to a redefinition of the 

pit alignment described below. There was no evidence to suggest that the individual pits had 

ever been recut. 

Redefinition of pit alignment (main trench) 

When first discovered, the pit alignment appeared as a continuous, somewhat wavy-edged 

feature, the fill of which was uniform and could be correlated with the uppermost of the fills 

within individual pits. Up to 4m wide and with the profile of a gentle hollow, this feature was 

only around 0.08m deep between the pits. It is not entirely certain if this redefinition of the pit 

alignment into a continuous hollow was a product of human endeavour or relates to erosion by 

the elements or livestock. (Set 8) On the evidence of recovered pottery 

(BF00120, BF00126, BF00127) it appears probable that in this latest guise the feature remained 

open until at least the 2nd century AD. 
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Probable pit replaced by broad hollow 

Subsidiary trench 

The alignment in this trench was examined in two segments. The southern segment revealed 

what is likely to have been part of an individual pit that was in turn succeeded by a broad shallow 

hollow. (Set 21) As such, this accorded with observations in the main trench. In the northern 

segment only a single cut could be reliably identified and this bore only limited resemblance to 

either a pit or a broad, shallow hollow. (Set 9) 

5.4 Prehistoric Discussion and Conclusions  

The prehistoric archaeology revealed during excavation had not been predicted by geophysical 

survey. This demonstrates that, although often present, the archaeology of prehistoric periods 

in the Vale of York is often not susceptible to remote sensing. 

Two pits located in the south-east of the site, probably cooking pits or hearths, are likely to date 

to the Late Neolithic. Also predominantly of this date was a flint assemblage, which again attests 

to activity in this early period, even though it was mostly recovered from modern plough soils. 

The pit alignment may have originated as early as the Bronze Age and vestigial traces were still 

apparent as late as the 2nd century AD. Clearly forming a major landscape boundary, the 

surviving elements were composed of a series of uniform, large, rectangular pits. Assuming that 

spoil from the original cutting of the pits was not removed from the vicinity, then an upstanding 

earthwork of some description is likely to have formed a part of the boundary as initially laid 

out. Survey work on pit alignments with upstanding earthworks on the North York Moors in 

recent years has highlighted the presence of related banks in various guises. They seem to be a 

fundamental part of the architecture of these monuments and integral to their comprehension 

(Lofthouse 1993; Ainsworth and Oswald 1999). In this regard, it is worth noting that many of 

the pit fills were seen to dip down into the pit from all four sides. This may represent erosion of 

pit cutting spoil that had been banked on either side of the pits, and possibly between them too. 

At a later stage in its existence the pit alignment developed into a broad, shallow hollow with 

wavy outer edges in places. Whether this was a product of human endeavour or of erosion (or 

possibly even a combination of both) is less certain. There are a number of regional examples 
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of pit alignments being replaced by ditches or possible ditches. At West Heslerton, for example, 

a pit alignment was replaced by a ditch of such proportions that the individual pits were largely 

removed (Powlesland et al. 1986, 127-33). By contrast, at Cat Babbleton a shallow feature 

merely linked the pits at their upper levels and the putative ditch was thought to have 

represented the cleaning of an already eroded feature rather than a deliberate attempt to 

redefine the alignment (Cardwell 1989). Cleaning is likely to have resulted in the production of 

a ditch-like feature, particularly if banks were present to the side of the alignment; it may be 

that cleaning is the origin of the development of a hollow at Monks Cross. If the hollow 

developed as a result of erosion, this may have been caused by a combination of action by 

natural elements and by animals, possibly including livestock, seeking water accumulated in the 

pit hollows. 

It is possible that a curvilinear ditch, two ring gullies and a cluster of pits and post-holes for 

which no reliable dating evidence survives, may also be of prehistoric origin. If so, this 

considerably increases the density of prehistoric activity in the locality. 

6 UNDATED, POSSIBLY PREHISTORIC 

6.1 Summary 

Sections of a curvilinear ditch that may represent part of an enclosure, two ring gullies and a 

cluster of pits and post-holes form a group of features for which no reliable dating evidence was 

recovered. Typologically the features fit a broad prehistoric attribution, although the possibility 

of a later origin cannot be excluded. 

6.2 Curvilinear ditch 

Part of a curvilinear ditch was observed immediately south of the Neolithic pits in Area 3 and 

continued beyond the limits of excavation to both east and west. The curve of the ditch 

corresponds closely to the 50-foot (15m) contour on Ordnance Survey maps. 

Examined in six excavated segments, the cut was similar in terms of morphology and 

proportions in each. With a width ranging from 0.51m to 1.07m and a depth of between 0.19m 

and 0.27m, the ditch profile was most commonly one of moderately steep sides and a slightly 

concave base. (Set 3) 

Between two and six fills were noted in the excavated segments, with considerable variation in 

consistency, colour and texture being apparent. At least some of this variation was due to the 

presence of numerous animal burrows in this part of the site. The fills with more common 

characteristics were those located at or near the base of the cut and are likely to relate to in-

wash and edge erosion. A flint flake (SF00096) was recovered from one of these fills. Many of 

the fills occupying the remainder of the ditch were heavily burrowed and disturbed. This may 

account for the surface find of two sherds of pottery, one Roman in date and the other post-

medieval (BF00125), in an upper fill. 

The origin and function of this curvilinear ditch are uncertain. The only dating evidence from a 

reliable context is the flint flake from one of the primary fills, though this could itself be residual. 

On balance, this feature is most likely to relate to a later prehistoric period. Clearly a barrier or 

boundary of some sort, its curvilinear form may suggest that the ditch enclosed an area of 

ground marginally higher than most of the ground in the locality. 
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Segment 33016 of curvilinear ditch 

 

Segment 33013 of curvilinear ditch 

6.3 Ring gullies 

Remains of two small penannular ring gullies were identified and examined in the western part 

of the main excavation zone. Although both were located within the defences of the Roman 

camp, they are not thought to be contemporary with the military work. 
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The southern example survived only as a semi-circular cut. (Set 19) Were the arc to be extended 

into a full circle the diameter would be in the region of 5m. The cut of the gully had a maximum 

width of 0.31m, a depth of up to 0.11m, edges that ranged in steepness from moderate to steep, 

and a flattish, slightly concave base. In all excavated segments across the gully a single, fairly 

homogeneous silty sand fill was present. Unfortunately, the gully showed clear signs of damage 

by both the plough and animal burrowing. The only finds recovered from the gully were two 

very small fragments of brick that may be Roman in origin. 

The northern ring gully was in a better state of preservation, seemingly with the entire gully 

circuit surviving. (Set 20) A narrow gap on the eastern side of the feature is thought to be an 

original element and not a by-product of truncation, because the gully terminals rise up steeply 

at their ends. With an internal diameter of just over 4m, the gully width ranged from 0.18m to 

0.3m, the depth from 0.07m to 0.14m; it had a profile of moderate to steep sides and a flattish, 

slightly concave base. The fill within all the excavated segments was fairly uniform clayey sands 

which produced no finds or other dating evidence. 

 

 

Ring gully 32170 

6.4 Feature Cluster 

A cluster of twelve features was identified and examined in the south central part of the main 

zone of excavation. They consisted of seven small features, four larger features and a short 

stretch of linear slot. (Set 4) Although located within the defences of the Roman camp, there is 

no evidence to suggest that they relate to it in any direct way. 

The seven small features were mostly oval in plan, had moderate or steep sides, bases that were 

mostly rounded or pointed, and measured 0.15-0.45m across by 0.04-0.21m deep. Their fills 

were predominantly sandy silty clays that produced no finds or other dating evidence. Despite 

the absence of any apparent spatial patterning, these small features are likely to have originated 

as post- and stake-holes. 

The four larger features were more varied than the smaller ones. Three were oval in plan and 

one was sub-square. They ranged in size from 0.84m to 1.24m across and in depth from 0.10m 

to 0.46m. They generally had fairly steep sides and flat or slightly rounded bases. All, with the 

exception of the shallowest, contained two fills. Quantities of burnt and fractured stone, 

together with large amounts of charcoal, were recovered from many of the fills, one of which 
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also produced a piece of burnt and calcined flint (SF00094). These larger features represent pits 

of some sort, though their precise function is uncertain. Given the large amounts of charcoal 

and burnt stone, it is possible that they served as cooking pits or hearths of some description, 

the vertical edges and perfectly flat base of the square example perhaps indicating some other 

specialist function. 

 

 
Pit 32330 

The small slot-type feature in this group just clipped the eastern edge of the square pit and 

therefore post-dated it. A little over 1m long and having a width of up to 0.24m, the base of the 

feature undulated so much that it was originally thought to be a series of smaller cuts. A single 

fill containing a small number of fractured stones occupied this cut. The function of this feature 

is unknown. 

With the exception of two ring gullies, this tight cluster of features represents the sum of all 

archaeological features pre-dating the post-medieval period to be found within the defences of 
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Camp 1. It is probable that each element of the cluster is in some way related and broadly 

contemporary. Sadly, analysis of the fills has failed to yield information pointing towards specific 

functions for any of the pits and none of the charcoal recovered has proved suitable for reliable 

radiocarbon dating. 

 

Pit 32352 

7 ROMAN 

7.1 Summary 

Two military camps, Camps 1 and 2, have recently been identified in the area. Of these, Camp 1 

was the subject of large-scale excavation. The camp had been marked out with considerable 

precision but was constructed to less exacting standards. Covering an area of c.1.54ha, the size 

and form of Camp 1 suggest temporary occupation by a body of 500 soldiers. After a short period 

of usage in the early-mid 2nd century the camp defences were deliberately slighted. No features 

of proven contemporary date, internal or external, survived. Other similar camps in the locality 

of York may be contemporary and may also have been used for the temporary accommodation 

of troops. 

7.2 Siting 

The corners of Camp 1 lay close to the cardinal points of the compass, the sides of the camp 

being aligned north-east/south-west and north-west/south-east. This relates to topographical 

considerations. The ground in this area is very low-lying and poorly drained but the camp was 

located on ground fractionally higher than its surroundings. This careful siting is shown by the 

way in which all but the western corner of the camp fits snugly just within the 50-foot (15.24m) 

contour as recorded by the Ordnance Survey on their maps of the area.  The north-east and 

south-east sides of the camp largely reflect the alignment of this contour, the north-west and 

south-west sides doing so to a slightly lesser extent. At a finer level of topographic scrutiny, 

survey work carried out immediately before the main excavation highlighted the presence of a 

slight north-south aligned ridge about 50m long in the north-eastern part of the camp. This ridge 

was consciously utilised as part of the in-turned rampart entranceway on the north-eastern side 
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of the camp. These factors, combined with evidence for skilful surveying in the marking out of 

Camp 1, serve to emphasise the care taken in siting the camp. 

It is worth noting that Camp 2 is also aligned north-east/south-west and north-west/south-east, 

though the long and short axes are reversed. 

 

7.3 Surveying and Metrology 

Analysis of the plan of the camp provides considerable information about how its basic form 

was surveyed, using specific units of measurement and ratios between them. The analysis that 

follows assumes that surveying for the layout of the camp was concerned primarily with the 

internal space; all modern investigative measurements have been related to lines following the 

inner edge of the camp ditch.  

Angle measurements of the intersected lines following the inner edges of the camp ditch were 

all within a fraction of one degree of a right angle. The creation of this rectangle is likely to have 

been the first task of military surveyors (agrimensores), doubtless equipped with a groma to 

enable the sighting of straight lines and right angles. Measurement of this rectangle provides a 

north-west/south-east length of 133.56m and a north-east/south-west width of 118.44m. 

Conversion of these modern units of measurement to Roman feet or pes Monetalis (0.296m = 

1pM) provides a length of 451.22pM and a width of 400.15pM. It seems probable that the 

original intended measurements were 450pM and 400pM, with the rectangle being of a pre-

determined 9:8 ratio. Based on these figures the accuracies are within tolerances well below 

1%. 
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Reconstruction drawing of the groma in use 

The rounded corners of the camp fit closely into a circle with a radius of 50pM (14.80m), with 

the centre of the circle set at a distance of 70pM (20.72m) from the point of intersection of the 

sides of the right angle. The task of locating the centre of the circle on a line 45 degrees to the 

sides of the camp could have been achieved by several simple methods. 

Less regularity is apparent in the location of the two excavated entrances. The centre of the 

north-east entrance lies 43.64m (147.45pM) from the northern corner of the rectangle, rather 

than 150pM which would have been exactly one-third of the length of the side. The centre point 

of the south-west entrance lies at 56.49m (190.86pM) from the eastern corner of the initial 

rectangle; to have been centrally located, this should have been 200pM. These measurements 
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suggest that the entrances were intended to be at one-third and one-half distances but were 

not created with perfect precision. 

There are four possible explanations for the fact that the initial surveying of the camp rectangle 

and its corners was done more accurately than the location of the entrances. Firstly, it may be 

that the location of the entrances was determined by topographic considerations: for example, 

a slight ridge was utilised as part of the in-turning rampart of the north-east entrance. Secondly, 

the location of entrances may have been determined by troops constructing the camp. Thirdly, 

accurately positioned markers for the entrances could have become displaced during 

construction work. Fourthly, the surveyors may have made errors in their marking out. 

Comment is made in the section on entrances concerning variation in the width of the 

entrances, in the sizes and alignment of the traverses, in the distances of the traverses from the 

entrances and concerning gross ditch cutting irregularities. Given that the initial elements of the 

camp were laid out with great precision, this suggests that such inaccuracies occurred once the 

surveyors’ task had been completed. 

7.4 Camp ditch 

The plan of Camp 1, as defined by its ditch, was rectangular with rounded corners and there was 

a single entrance on each side. Measuring 133.56m north-west/south-east by 118.44m north-

east/south-west and enclosing an area of 1.54ha, the sides had been aligned at right angles to 

one another to within a fraction of 1 degree. Contrary to expectation, however, the ditch 

displayed considerable variation in width, depth and profile. (Set 11) 

Width varied between 0.49m and 1.72m, but averaged c.1m. Considerable variation of width 

was apparent in many places and often occurred over short distances: in one case the ditch 

broadened from 0.88m to 1.35m over a distance of only 2.2m. Although this is an extreme 

example, less pronounced variation was very common. 

 

Turf cutter from Great Casterton, Rutland @Graham Webster 
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Maximum depth ranged from 0.44-0.88m, but for the most part it was c.0.60m. A degree of 

correlation was apparent between width and depth, with the widest parts of the ditch generally 

being the deepest. Depth variation was not as extreme as that of width and tended to occur less 

abruptly. 

Cross-section profiles across the ditch were again very varied, the only unifying aspect being a 

widespread, but not exclusive, absence of gently sloping edges. In many places the profile was 

that of a sharp V, in others a V with a broad or rounded base. One edge of the ditch, usually the 

inner edge, was often steeper than the other rather in the manner of a Punic ditch. In many 

cases where the ditch was narrow the edges were very steep, sometimes less than 10degrees 

from the vertical. Further permutations to the ditch profile were created by variation in the form 

of the sides, these often being concave, occasionally convex and less commonly displaying slight 

stepping. Basal slots were present in a minority of the excavated segments. Such slots could be 

as small as 0.07m wide by 0.05m deep or as large as 0.30m wide by 0.25m deep. In some 

instances the slot had vertical sides and a flat base whilst in others the base was rounded. The 

basal slots seldom extended for more than a few metres and where they were present within a 

number of excavated segments, their form and dimensions varied. These slots could have 

assisted with cleaning out the ditch; alternatively they might have been dug to inflict ankle 

injuries on any attackers crossing the ditch. 

  

Segments of ditch illustrating variation of form 

In a minority of cases gentle sloping sides (more correctly parts of sides) were observed. A very 

gently sloping upper edge, almost always on the exterior side of the ditch, was present. At a 

maximum, this shelving of the edges occupied only the upper 0.19m of the side and rose 

gradually to the surface of natural subsoil over a distance of up to 0.77m. Whilst this 

phenomenon was seen to exist in short stretches only, it was present on all four sides of the 

camp and is likely to be an original element rather than a product of later activity. 

There was also variation in the form of the short isolated stretches of ditch that comprised part 

of the entranceways  to the camp. 

Seemingly related to the camp ditch was a short stretch of linear gully close to the eastern 

corner (32269). Some 4.09m long by 0.27m wide and 0.10m deep, this feature lay parallel to 

and only 0.62m from the exterior edge of the camp ditch in an area where it was very narrow. 

Proximity and alignment suggest the two features are contemporary and related. It is likely that 
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the origin of the gully lies either in surveyors’ laying out work or digging errors during the cutting 

of the ditch. 

 

Gully 32269 

The contrast between the precision of the marking out of the camp (see Surveying and 

Metrology) and the poor quality of the cutting is quite extreme. One cause of the variation in 

ditch form may have been the use of work gangs to cut specific lengths of ditch, although this 

cannot be held as a full explanation for such striking irregularity and lack of overall consistency. 

7.5 Entrances 

Camp 1 had a single entrance on each of its sides; two of the four were present in the area of 

excavation. Existing as simple gaps in the camp’s defences, each entrance was fronted by a 

traverse (titulum), or detached stretch of ditch that served to prevent direct frontal access to 

the camp. One arm of the rampart was angled inwards behind the entrance gaps for several 

metres (the western arm in the case of the north-eastern entrance and the eastern arm in the 

case of the south-eastern entrance), which added further defensive strength to the entrances. 

At these locations the rampart also appeared to be of greater width than elsewhere, perhaps 

with the aim of strengthening potentially vulnerable points. It was difficult to establish the 

precise course of the rampart in-turns, but both appeared to angle inwards at around 40 

degrees rather than curve around in the manner of clavicula entrances found in other camps. 

The north-eastern entrance measured some 5.5m across, the south-eastern 7m across. The 

entrance terminals of the camp ditch shared a common morphology: in plan each had obliquely 

cut ends with slightly rounded corners and in profile they were steep-sided and displayed a basal 

slot. Curiously, though in accord with much of the camp ditch, the terminals showed 

considerable disparity in size, even within the same entrance. There was no evidence to suggest 

that the entrances were elaborated with timber gateways. 
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North-west terminal of north-east entrance 

 

North-east terminal of south-east entrance 
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Traverse of north-east entrance 

The traverse opposite the north-eastern entrance measured some 8m by 2.2m by 0.66m deep 

and was separated from the entrance itself by a distance of 11.5m. Aligned c.5 degress askew 

to the camp, this traverse was positioned centrally to the entrance gap and had a concave profile 

with a basal slot. (Set 16) The broad width and profile displayed in this section of ditch were 

unique at the site. None of the three fills of the traverse resembled the deliberate backfilling 

observed in the main ditch of the camp; instead they were characteristic of a gradual silting and 

accumulation. 

The south-eastern traverse measured some 6m by 1.45m by 0.57m deep and was separated 

from the entrance itself by a distance of 12m. (Set 17) This traverse was aligned at c.8degrees 

to the camp and was offset slightly to the north-east of the entrance gap. Although 

asymmetrical, the profile and dimensions of this traverse more closely resembled those of the 

camp ditch than those of the north-eastern traverse. The excavated fills suggest the possibility 

of an episode of deliberate backfilling. 

No remains of upstanding stretches of rampart were observed behind the traverse ditches and 

it is probable that these never existed. For one thing, no pale grey ghosting at the upper horizon 

of natural deposits was noted in the vicinity of the traverses as had been noted almost 

universally elsewhere below the rampart. For another, only one traverse ditch showed 

indications of deliberate backfilling akin to that of the main camp ditch, the implication being 

that no backing rampart was present with which to infill. 

7.6 Rampart 

Before the site was excavated vestigial traces of parts of the camp’s ramparts were just 

distinguishable as a very low and spread earthwork in a number of places around the circuit of 

the defences. These remnants, visible as ploughed soil marks in aerial photographs, were 

subjected to micro-topographic and hachure surveys. Aerial photographs of the 1950s also show 

parts of the camp beyond the limits of excavation; these were destroyed before the rediscovery 

of the site. 
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Hachure survey (basic) overlaid on excavated ditch 

 

1951 RAF vertical air photo showing both camps 
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Camp 1 during excavation 

 

Baulk 1 

 

Baulk 6, baulks 2 and 1 in background 
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During the mechanical stripping of the site seven baulks, numbered 1-7, straddling the 

earthwork defences were left in place. Five of these extended fully across the rampart and its 

fronting ditch and two were at locations where the rampart angled in at the entrances. Drawn 

sections of these baulks are reproduced can be accessed from the main site plan. Additionally, 

an area of rampart adjacent to Baulk 1 was hand excavated. It was observed during site stripping 

that areas exposed beneath the rampart had a pale greyish hue when contrasted to adjacent 

areas. Such rampart ghosting was present along the vast majority of the rampart circuit and 

appeared to be due to the preservation of a thin subsoil that elsewhere had been destroyed by 

the plough. 

Although the rampart was in a very poor state of preservation, detailed examination has 

provided some basic data. Traces of truncated buried soils appear to have been universally 

present beneath the rampart, indicating that construction of the earthwork took place after the 

stripping of turf and some topsoil. This is also confirmed by sedimentary analysis. Little in situ 

rampart material survived; where it did, it consisted of both extensive but fairly thin spreads of 

material and smaller but more irregular mounded deposits. The surviving rampart material 

appears to have derived from redeposited topsoil and subsoil, some turf and quantities of 

redeposited natural clays and silty clays, much of the latter probably originating from ditch-

cutting spoil. Much of the material in the spread rampart remains was clearly disturbed and 

dislodged, partly as a result of the slighting of the camp at the time of abandonment, partly of 

subsequent erosion and partly of recent agriculture, to judge by the prominent plough scars. No 

indications were found to suggest the presence of timber bracing in the rampart and it is 

probable that it was constructed entirely of soil and turf, the latter quite probably also serving 

as a facing. 

In terms of original proportions, the base of the rampart averaged around 4.50m wide with the 

exterior edge generally about 1m from the inner lip of the camp ditch. Where the rampart 

angled in at the entrances its width was greater, no doubt providing increased strength in 

potentially vulnerable areas. (see Entrances) Evidence permitting an accurate estimation of the 

original height of the rampart did not survive, but it would almost certainly have been in excess 

of 1m. Even at this height it is clear that the volume of material used to construct the rampart 

was considerably greater than could have been extracted from the camp ditch. It is possible that 

this extra material consisted of turf cut from adjacent areas. In accordance with contemporary 

practice, is probable that the rampart was surmounted with timber stakes during the period of 

its occupation (Johnson 1983, 53-4). 

Only four sherds of pottery were located within or below the rampart, all dating to the first half 

of the 2nd century AD. 

7.7 Camp ditch fills 

Although all deposits within each excavated segment of the camp ditch were independently 

recorded, they could usually be correlated to those of other segments and fitted into three 

broad interpretive categories. Each category relates to a specific depositional origin during the 

life of Camp 1. 

These three categories are: Primary silting, Deliberate backfilling, Final Silting 
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Primary silting (Set 13) 

Deposits relating to primary silting were found in nearly all of the excavated segments. They can 

be sub-divided into two groups. 

Group A: These deposits were predominantly fine-textured brown or yellowish-brown clayey 

materials that were restricted to the base and lower edge parts of the ditch cut. Typically quite 

thin, fine lenses of silt and sand often permeated these deposits, which are likely to have been 

laid down in watery conditions. 

Group B: These deposits tended to be fairly thin and for the most part concentrated in the lower 

parts of the ditch cut. Often closely resembling the natural material through which the ditch had 

been cut, usually yellowish-brown clays and silty clays, these deposits were sometimes 

separated from adjacent natural materials by patchy lenses of darker silt. 

Depositional processes of the Group A and B type were observed on the site during periods of 

wet weather when the excavated ditch cut retained quantities of water. This resulted in the 

washing in of fine-textured sludgy material that accumulated at the base of the cut; such a 

process is likely to be the source of the Group A deposits. Wet weather also facilitated slumping 

of the edges of the ditch, particularly when interspersed with warm dry weather which led to 

cracking and loosening; this is likely to account for the Group B deposits. No finds were 

recovered from these deposits, which represent the life span of the camp, and suggest a short 

occupation period. 

 
Water retention in the camp ditch after rain 

Deliberate backfilling (Set 14) 

Deposits of this category occurred in every excavated segment and typically formed half to two-

thirds of the ditch fill. In every case the backfilling deposits overlay the primary silting. Most of 

these deposits were composed of a range of different materials and it was their multi-coloured 
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and jumbled nature that highlighted them as belonging to a category distinct from the earlier 

and later ditch fills. 

The consistency, colour and texture of these backfilling deposits varied enormously from soft to 

compact, from pale yellow to black, and from sand to clay and decomposed turf. In some 

instances individual materials were thin, thoroughly intermixed and convoluted, in others 

individual components could extend for up to 2m and have a thickness approaching 0.30m. 

Often, deposits in this category could be seen tipping down into and extending across the ditch 

cut. 

The materials that compose these backfilling deposits are believed to have originated in the 

rampart that lay immediately behind the camp ditch. The rampart was composed of a variety of 

materials, predominantly turf, up-cast from the excavation of the ditch, together with topsoil 

and subsoil. All of these materials are represented within the backfilling deposits, as was 

confirmed by sedimentary analysis. It is suggested that the range and disposition of materials 

within these backfilling deposits indicate the slighting of the camp by a partial destruction of the 

rampart, the dislodged material being cast into the ditch. A number of possible stake-holes 

within these deposits may relate to parts of timber stakes that once surmounted the camp’s 

rampart and were subsequently cast into the ditch. 

The deliberate backfilling of the camp ditch produced an assemblage of pottery from twelve 

contexts. These date the slighting of the camp to the first half of the 2nd century AD (see: Pottery 

Report). 

 

Mixed backfill with turf in segment 32124 

Final silting (Set 15) 

The slighting of the camp defences is likely to have filled up the majority of the ditch. Over time 

the slighting deposits settled, permitting the accumulation of later deposits. Final silting 
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deposits were observed in nearly all the excavated segments of the ditch. In many only a single 

fill could be recognised, in others several were noted. 

The final silting displayed a fair degree of variation in colour, consistency and texture, and it is 

clear that some of this variation can be related directly to depositional origin. Some deposits 

can confidently be ascribed an origin in the slumping and erosion of the upper parts of the ditch 

edge. From the evidence of those baulks left intact across the rampart remains and ditch it is 

clear that some of the final silts relate to slumping and erosion from the slighted rampart and 

reflect the composite nature of this structure. Many of the final silting deposits were 

homogeneous fine-textured clayey silts occupying the uppermost central part of the ditch. 

The final silting represented a gradual accumulation of materials in the uppermost part of the 

camp ditch which, after the deliberate infilling, is likely to have had the appearance of little more 

than a hollow. Pottery was recovered from eight contexts within these silt deposits. All have the 

same date range as the pottery from the deliberate backfilling of the camp ditch (early-mid 

2nd century AD) and almost certainly represent material derived from the occupation of the 

camp. Three joining sherds of a late 4th-century Crambeck mortarium stand out within this 

assemblage and emphasise the relative absence of later material (and, presumably, activity) on 

the site. 

7.8 Arrangement of camp 

Roman: Arrangement of the Camp 

Although only two entrances to the camp were exposed, it is believed that two more lay 

immediately west of the main area of excavation. One of these, on the south-western side of 

the camp is visible in old aerial photographs and lay directly opposite the north-east entrance. 

The presence of the second is hinted at on aerial photographs and lies at the centre of the north-

western side of the camp. The size, morphology and arrangement of the entrances of Camp 1 is 

broadly typical of that of many Roman forts and temporary camps both regionally and in the 

wider empire. 

No remains of features of Roman date were found either inside or outside Camp 1. If structures 

of timber or stone were once present it is almost certain that, given the survival of small 

prehistoric features at the site, remnants of these would have survived. Even if one assumes 

that such structures were demolished at the time of abandonment and slighting of the camp, 

traces of the lower parts of post-holes and construction cuts should have been present. 

It is probable that accommodation within the camp was provided by leather tents; these are 

attested both archaeologically and in documentary sources (Bishop and Coulston 1993, 44, 102). 

Communication within the camp is likely to have been by a network of unmetalled roadways. 

One of these roads (the intervallum road) is likely to have followed a circuit adjacent to the inner 

edge of the rampart. Other roads probably extended into the camp from the entrances, thereby 

forming the four principal divisions of the camp and providing a framework for a grid of 

roadways. In essence the internal arrangement of the camp is likely to have mirrored that of a 

permanent fort. 

Trial phosphate sampling was carried out within the camp in order to determine whether or not 

patterns of varying amounts of phosphates could provide clues to the level and nature of activity 
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during the period of occupation of the camp. Analysis of the samples indicated very low levels 

of phosphate with no meaningful patterning (see: Phosphate Report . This may be due to the 

brevity of occupation of the camp combined with subsequent low levels of activity at the site. 

 

Plan showing all features (except post-medieval) excavated at Monks Cross 

 

Reconstruction of a contubernium tent (after Bishop and Coulston, 1993) 

7.9 Function 

The size and form of Camp 1 indicate that it was probably intended to house a unit of 500 men. 

The relatively small amount of primary silting in the camp ditch, together with the pottery 

assemblage, suggests a brief period of occupation some time in the first half of the 2nd century 

AD, after which the camp was slighted. 



York Archaeological Trust 36 

 

   
Monks Cross, York   
York Archaeological Trust Web Report   AYW 4 

It is likely that Camp 1 served one of four functions, each of which is known to have existed in 

both the historical and archaeological record: 

Marching Camp - for periodic use by troops on the march 

Labour Camp - for accommodating men engaged in specific construction projects 

Practice Camp - built by troops as a training exercise 

Temporary Camp - for one-off temporary accommodation of troops. 

A function as either a marching or labour camp seems highly unlikely as the site lies close to, 

and post-dates, the legionary fortress at York. Camp 1 is also unlikely to have been a practice 

camp. A number of very small camps with numerous gateways are known in Wales and have 

been interpreted as practice camps. The large number of entrances permitted practice of 

construction of these difficult elements, along with the corners of the camp, whilst the tight 

confines of the interior would permit the pitching of only a few tents (Welfare and Swann 1995). 

Camp 1 by contrast did not have a proliferation of entrances and closely resembles a small fort 

in size and morphology, albeit with defences of lesser proportions. Regional examples are 

known at Roall Manor Farm near Doncaster (Bewley and Macleod 1993) and Hayton, East 

Yorkshire (Johnson 1978). The degree of topographic consideration given to the siting of the fort 

would certainly apply to a temporary camp. 

Despite the accuracy of marking out of the camp, the evidence of gross irregularities in the 

cutting of the ditch suggests that the context in which the camp was constructed may well have 

been one in which the emphasis was on completing the task rather than on finesse of execution. 

This might be true of the construction of a temporary camp as opposed to a practice camp in 

which more exacting standards would perhaps have been demanded within a training 

environment. A lack of constructional finesse at Camp 1 is evident, with standards falling short 

of the strictures of contemporary military treatises. When Roman troops were on the move they 

were supposed to construct a temporary camp even if it was to be occupied for only one night. 

The large number of soldiers in the unit would have given plenty of manpower for the digging 

and construction work. 

7.10 Discussion and conclusions 

Analysis of Camp 1 and its pottery assemblage indicates a single episode of occupation in the 

early-mid 2nd century AD. This episode is likely to have been of very short duration, possibly of 

only a few days or weeks. The camp is of a size and form typical of its date that was used to 

house a unit of around 500 auxiliary troops. 

The siting of Camp 1 on a small area of very slightly elevated ground highlights the degree of 

consideration given to its location. The accuracy of the camp’s marking out to pre-determined 

dimensions and proportions was clearly the work of competent surveyors. 

In stark contrast to the accuracy of marking out, the cutting of the camp ditch and its entrances 

was carried out to far less exacting standards, with considerable variation in width, depth and 

profile being apparent along its circuit. These irregularities may have been the result of using 

work gangs to excavate specific lengths of ditch, combined with a minimal enforcement of 

uniform standards. 
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Although in a poor state of preservation, the rampart remains have provided some data. 

Truncated buried soils were present under the rampart, indicating construction subsequent to 

the stripping of turf/vegetation and at least some topsoil. The available evidence indicates that 

the rampart was constructed of turf, redeposited topsoil and subsoil, and redeposited natural 

clays and silty clays. Generally around 4.5m wide, the exterior edge of the rampart was 

separated from the ditch by a berm c.1m wide. The rampart tended to be wider at the points 

where it angled in around the entrances, no doubt as an additional protection for potentially 

weak points. Although the original height of the rampart cannot be accurately determined, it is 

clear that the volume of materials it incorporated was greater than that derived from ditch 

digging. It is probable that the additional material was composed of turf cut from adjacent areas. 

There were no indications to suggest the usage of timberwork either internally in the rampart 

or as gateways within the entrances. 

No contemporary internal features were located within the camp and all accommodation is 

likely to have been within tents. 

On the basis of size, form, location and short duration of occupation, Camp 1 is interpreted as a 

temporary military fortification. Quite why the camp was constructed, and how it relates to the 

adjacent Camp 2 and the two Roman camps on Bootham Stray, all of which appear to be broadly 

contemporary, is open to a greater degree of speculation. The camp may have originated at a 

time when the mustering of troops and supplies for activity or campaigning in the north of 

Britain was focused on York. There are a number of incidents in Britain in the first half of the 

2nd century AD that could conceivably account for such activity (Salway 1981, 173, 193-203). 

Perhaps the most likely of these was the requirement for large numbers of troops to participate 

in the construction of Hadrian’s Wall (Salway 1981, 175-81). The massing of large numbers of 

troops and equipment may account for the Monks Cross and Bootham Stray camps, and other 

camps in the area whose locations are now lost. The camps could all relate to the same event, 

or a number of different events which required large numbers of troops. 

8 MEDIEVAL, POST-MEDIEVAL AND MODERN 

No features or finds that can be proven to relate to the Post Roman/Early Medieval period were 

encountered at the site. It cannot be ruled out that certain of the undated group of features 

belong to this period. 

No features can be proven to relate to the medieval period. A few abraded sherds of pottery 

together with several fragments of tile, none within contemporary contexts, were the only finds 

of this date. These finds may represent no more than a manuring scatter. It cannot be ruled out 

that certain of the undated group of features belong to this period. 

No features or finds that can be proven to relate to the Post Roman/Early Medieval period were 

encountered at the site. It cannot be ruled out that certain of the undated group of features 

belong to this period. 

At the time excavation began the site and its immediate environs were composed of a series of 

small rectangular hedge-bound fields that were the product of post-medieval enclosure. 

Various stake-holes and a smaller number of post-holes are believed to be of post-medieval 

date. A greater density of such features was found in Trenches 12 and 21 of the 2002 evaluation. 
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A number of primitive land drains were also present. Most commonly running in straight lines 

and normally aligned parallel to or at 90degrees to the field boundaries, these commonly 

interconnected to form a complex network. Typically the drains consisted of a steep-sided flat-

based cut up to 0.40m wide that penetrated only a little way into the natural drift. Depending 

upon depth of survival, two fills were usually present in the cut. The lower was generally greyish-

brown and fairly silty, the upper tending to be paler in colour and more like clay in texture. In 

such drains turf is laid along the base of the cut channel, which is then backfilled to ground level. 

Water will flow more freely through redeposited turf than through a clayey subsoil. 

Another element of the post-medieval landscape consisted of closely spaced straight ridges and 

furrows that extended across the majority of the site and are still present in a number of 

adjacent fields. Within the site the ridge and furrow was spaced at widths of 4.5m to 5m (centre 

of ridge to centre of ridge), with headlands at either end still visible in places. The morphology 

of the ridge and furrow implies a late date, possibly early 19thcentury. It is uncertain if these 

systems represent one-off episodes of ploughing, possibly to assist drainage rather than for the 

growing of crops, or a more prolonged, albeit temporary, conversion from pasture to arable. 

A limited number of late 19th- to 20th-century ceramic land drains, intended to improve the 

quality of pasture, were also encountered. 

9 POTTERY 

By Ailsa Mainman with contributions and assistance from Vivian Swann and Terry Manby 

Neolithic pottery 

The earliest pottery from the site is of neolithic date and was recovered from a small pit in Area 

3. 

Roman pottery 

The Roman pottery from the site is limited to a handful of vessels which were much abraded 

and widely spread across the site, mostly in the ditch fills. The majority is of Ebor ware, a type 

closely associated with the legionary forces (Monaghan 1997). 

The earliest pottery comes from soil sealed by the rampart. This is a very burned sherd, probably 

of Ebor-type ware (BF00095). A surviving part of the rampart produced Ebor ware sherds 

including a base (BF00094) of uncertain vessel form, possibly a flagon (DR 1). 

Pottery from the deliberate infilling of the ditch 

(contexts 32353, 32312, 32290, 32251, 32237, 32161, 32148, 32140, 32131, 32129, 32091, 

32103) 

The majority of the stratified pottery comes from the ditch fills, initially from deliberate filling 

of the ditch. All the pottery from these deposits is very abraded and worn. The assemblage 

includes a single sherd of Central Gaulish samian ware (BF00106), the only samian sherd from 

the site. Fragments of a single-handled Ebor ware flagon (possibly Gillam Type 14 dated 130-

170 AD or possibly a little earlier) from contexts 32140 (BF00100), 32148 (BF00101) and 32312 

(BF00117) provide one of the few clearly recognisable forms (DR 2). The base of a larger flagon, 

with traces of a white slip, was recovered from context 32091 (BF00097) (DR 3). Other sherds 
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from the deliberate infilling of the ditch were fragments of flagons (possibly, but not certainly, 

from the same vessel), together with larger, thicker sherds which must have come from large 

storage vessels or jars. No rim or base sherds were found so the form of the vessels can only be 

a matter of speculation. The only other form represented was a sherd of a Dressel 20 amphora. 

Pottery from the final silting of the ditch 

(contexts 32089, 32222, 32208, 32248, 32251, 32255, 32300, 32315, 32286) 

These deposits contained further examples of Ebor ware, including possible, much abraded, 

flagon sherds from contexts 32248 (BF00110) and 32290 (BF00115). Further sherds from large 

storage vessels or jars (or possibly a single vessel) were recovered from 32286 (BF00113) and 

32315 (BF00118); these may be part of the vessel (BF00099, BF00109) recovered from the 

earlier fills (contexts 32129 and 32237 above). In addition to the Ebor ware, which is broadly 

datable to the early-mid 2nd century, there was a single sherd of Knapton-type ware (DR 

4, BF00087) from context 32208, which is likely to be mid-late 2nd century, and three joining 

sherds of Crambeck ware (BF00107) of the late 4th century. Quite what activities these later 

sherds represent is not clear. 

Medieval, post-medieval and modern pottery 

(contexts 31000, BF00089; 31014, BF00090; 32060, BF00096; 32099, BF00098; 

33000, BF00121; 33017, BF00125; 32003, BF00092; 32000, BF00091; 33014, BF00124) 

A few abraded medieval sherds were recognised only by traces of glaze and no conclusions can 

be drawn from them. Late post-medieval and modern types were represented across the site 

where they had been discarded with other domestic rubbish. 

Discussion 

The Roman pottery from the site is very limited in terms of the quantity and range of forms. This 

is to be expected from a site that was not actually occupied, in terms of there being a population 

living within the defensive ditches. The pottery types contemporary with the camp are Ebor 

ware flagons, large Ebor ware storage jars and an amphora (represented by a single sherd). 

These vessel types are probably connected with provisioning rather than with food 

preparation, and might be associated with food which was brought out to be consumed during 

construction or training activities at the camp. 

The Knapton ware and the Crambeck ware, which were recovered from the final silting of the 

ditch, may not relate directly to the use of the training camps but perhaps to subsequent activity 

in the area.   

The medieval, post-medieval and modern pottery which was distributed across the site is very 

abraded and probably results from spreading domestic material as manure across the  fields. 

10  PHOSPATE REPORT 

By Marina Ciaraldi 

Phosphate test was undertaken on thirty-five samples collected during the archaeological 

excavation at the Roman camp at Monks Cross, York. Ten control samples were collected from 

the topsoil in an area outside the Roman camp (Area B) and inside the Roman camp (Area C). 
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The remaining twenty-five samples were collected after stripping of the archaeological area, 

from the subsoil within the interior of the Roman camp (Area C). None of these samples, 

however, was associated with any particular feature. The aim of the test was to establish the 

distribution of phosphates in the archaeological deposits and to assess whether this had been 

affected by modern human activities in the area. It is likely that, after the abandonment of the 

Roman camp the area was used for agricultural purposes, which continued until the present day 

use as pasture. 

The phosphates were tested using the Mehilich technique (Terry et al. 2000), according to the 

laboratory protocol outlined in Ciaraldi and Canti (forthcoming). 

The phosphate values obtained show a substantial difference between the samples from Area 

B (outside the Roman camp) and Area C (inside of Roman camp) (Table 1). The average value of 

the phosphates from Area B is 44.12, while that from Area C is 5 for the  topsoil samples and 3.8 

for the subsoil samples. The distinct difference between phosphate values inside and outside 

the camp seems to be consistent with the different nature of the soil. Samples from Area B, on 

the other hand, are a clayey/dark brown loam, while those from Area C are sandy/clayey in the 

topsoil and decisively clayey in the subsoil. While it is clear that the differences between 

phosphate values obtained from the top- and subsoil are influenced by modern human activities 

such as use of fertilisers, rubbish disposal and agricultural activities, it is also possible that they 

are related to the different nature of the soil. A difference in the efficiency of the “fixation” of 

phosphorus in the soil could be the reason behind the different distribution of values. An 

association of low phosphate values and clayey soils, for instance, was observed also at Grange 

Park (Ciaraldi forthcoming). 

The low phosphate values both in the top- and subsoil inside the Roman camp, suggests that, at 

least in Area B, modern human activities had little influence on the distribution of phosphates, 

particularly in the archaeological deposits. Only samples Nos. 60, 70, 74 and 78 show slightly 

higher phosphate values but they are not associated with any features and they do not follow 

any particular distribution pattern. It is possible that the low phosphate content is due to the 

temporary/short human occupation of the area in the past. Human occupation is generally 

associated with heavy production of phosphate as a consequence of its high production of 

domestic refuse, food waste, plant and animal remains, excreta, bodies and manure (phosphate 

‘enrichment’). Once deposited in the soil, phosphorus establishes strong bonds (fixation) with 

other elements (mainly with Ca, Al and Fe) forming highly stable compounds. The increment of 

phosphates in the soil is cumulative (Eidt 1977 and 1984). This interpretation is consistent with 

the rest of the archaeological evidence which indicates the presence of a frequentation of the 

site rather limited in time and with no presence of building structures or other types of features 

(Mark Johnson pers. comm.). 

Small fragments of charcoal were observed in three samples (see Table 1) but their presence 

does not seem to have been reflected in the phosphates content of the samples. 

 



York Archaeological Trust 41 

 

   
Monks Cross, York   
York Archaeological Trust Web Report   AYW 4 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Ainsworth, S. and Oswald, A., 1999. ‘Prehistoric embanked pit-alignments on Ebberston 

Low Moor, Ryedale, North Yorkshire’, Archaeological Investigation Report Series AI/7/1999. 

(English Heritage) 

Bewley, R.H., and Macleod, D., 1993.  ‘The Discovery of a Roman Fort at Roall Manor Farm, 

North Yorkshire’ Britannia, 24, 243-247 

Bishop, M. C. and Coulston J. C. N., 1993. Roman Military Equipment : From the Punic Wars to 

the Fall of Rome (London) 

Cardwell, P., 1989.  ‘Excavations at Cat Babbleton Farm, Ganton, North Yorkshire 1986’. 

Yorkshire Archaeo. J, 61, 15-27 

Ciaraldi, M., (forthcoming).  Phosphate Analysis in: S. Buteux – Excavation at Grange Park, 

Northampton. 

Ciaraldi, M., and Canti, M., (forthcoming).  ‘Comparison of two Phosphates Tests on Soils from 

Grange Park: The Mehlich Method and the ring Test’,  Centre for Archaeology Report. 

Eidt, R., 1977.  ‘Detection and Examination of Anthrosols by Phosphate Analysis’, Science 9, 33-

36 

Eidt, R., 1984.  ‘Advances in Abandoned Settlement Analysis’, Center for Latin America, 

University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee. 

Horne, P. D., 2002.  ‘Huntington South Moor Roman Camps, North Yorkshire’,  Aerial Survey 

Report Series AER/6/2002. (English Heritage) 

Johnson,S.,  1978.  ‘Hayton Roman Fort’ Britannia, 9, 1978,57-114 

Johnson, A., 1983. Roman Forts of the 1st and 2nd centuries AD in Britain and the German 

Provinces London A & C Black 

Lawton, I., 1989.  Roman Kiln Study, B.A. dissertation submitted to University of York, 1989. 

Lawton, I., 1993.  ‘Apple Tree Farm 1987-1992: An Ebor Ware Kiln Site, Interim Report’ orkshire 

Archaeol. Ser. Roman Antiquities Section Bulletin 10, 1992-93 

Lofthouse, C., 1993. Segmented embanked pit-alignments in the North York Moors: a survey by 

the Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England Proceedings of the Prehistoric 

Society 59 

Johnson, S., 1978.  ‘Hayton Roman Fort’ Britannia, 9, 1978,57-114 

Macnab, N., 2000.  ‘Land at Huntington South Moor, Monks Cross, York. Report on an 

Archaeological Desk-Top Study and Evaluation’ York Archaeological Trust, 2000 Field Report 

Number 32.  

Monaghan. J., 1997. ‘Roman Pottery from York’, The Artchaeology of York 16/8 (York) 

Noel, M., 2002   Archaeological Geophysical Surveys on Areas of Proposed Development at 

Monks Cross, Huntington York 



York Archaeological Trust 42 

 

   
Monks Cross, York   
York Archaeological Trust Web Report   AYW 4 

Noel, M., 2003   Archaeological Geophysical Surveys on Areas of Proposed Development at 

Monks Cross, Huntington, York, Phase 2 

Ordnance Survey of Great Britain (1959) Geological Survey of Great Britain (England & Wales), 

York, Solid and Drift, Sheet 63 

Ottaway, P., 2004.  Roman York (London) 

Ottaway, P., 2002.  ‘Huntington South Moor, Monks Cross, York. Report on an Archaeological 

Evaluation’ York Archaeological Trust, 2002 Field Report Number 26. 

Pearson, N., 1997. New Pipes, Old Pots and Hut Circles: The Archaeology of the Yorkshire Water 

Drought Relief Pipeline, Summer 1996 Interim: the Archaeology of York 22 (1) York York 

Archaeological Trust 

Powlesland, D., Haughton, C., Hanson, J.,  1986.  ‘ Excavations at Heslerton, North Yorkshire 

1978-82’ The Yorkshire Archaeol. J, 143, 1986.  

RCHMY.  Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (England). An Inventory of the Historical 

Monuments in the City of York. 1: Eburacum, Roman York (1962) (London) 

Salway, P., 1981.  Roman Britain (Oxford) 

Terry, R. E., Hardin, P. J., Houston, S. D., Nelson, S. D., Jackson, M. W., Carr, J., and Parnell, J.,  

2000.  ‘Quantative Phosporus Measurement: a Field test Procedure for Archaeological Site 

Analysis at Piedras Negras, Guatemala’  Geoarchaeology 15, 2, 151-166 

Webster, G.,  1985,  The Roman Imperial Army of the First and Second centuries AD (Third 

Edition) (London) 

Welfare, H., and Swan, V., 1995.  Roman Camps in England, The Field Archaeology. (Royal 

Commission on the Historical Monuments of England) 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Excavation staff: Eliza Gore, Mark Johnson, Tim Kearsey, Mike Keech,  

Toby Kendall, Brian Milner, Daniel Ramirez, 

Mark Randerson, Ben Reeves, Elena Salcedo, Steve Toase,  

Maria Vinnels 

Site surveying: Rhona Finlayson, Mike Andrews 

Site and finds photography: Mike Andrews 

Finds administration: Katherine Bearcock 

Pottery: Vivian Swann, Ailsa Mainman, Terry Manby 

Flint: Terry Manby 

Ceramic building materials: Jane McComish 



York Archaeological Trust 43 

 

   
Monks Cross, York   
York Archaeological Trust Web Report   AYW 4 

Artefact research: Nicky Rogers 

Environmental Archaeology: John Carrot and Katherine Johnson of Palaeoecology  

Research Services; Allan Hall of the Environmental  

Archaeology Unit, University of York 

Phosphates analysis: Marina Ciaraldi of Birmingham University Field Archaeology 

 Unit 

Soils and sediments analysis: Raimonda Usai of the Environmental Archaeology Unit,  

University of York 

Illustrations and web design: Lesley Collett 

Web design and construction: Mike Rains 

Web design and construction: Mike Rains 

IADB design and management: Mike Rains 

Editor: Frances Mee 

Excavation Report: Mark Johnson 

Computer data entry: Elena Salcedo, Mark Johnson 

Project management: Patrick Ottaway 

General editor of web series: Richard Hall 

All aerial photographs reproduced on this web site are Copyright English Heritage. NMR unless 

otherwise stated. 

York Archaeological Trust would like to thank Oakgate (Monks Cross) Limited for funding the 

excavation at Huntington South Moor and for their generous contribution towards the creation 

of this web site. 

 

 


