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BROCKHOLES : a Roman period site in the Lune Gorge, Tebay 
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Survey and excavation of a small square enclosure on the east bank of the River Lune at Low 
Borrowbridge in the Lune Gorge revealed a Roman-period site with possible origins in the late Iron 
Age. The enclosure protected two circular or elliptical structures interpreted as roundhouse or hut 
footings. Artefacts recovered suggest both domestic and industrial (metalworking) activity on the 
site at the time of the Roman occupation. The proximity to the Roman fort at Low Borrowbridge is 
noted, raising the possibility that the site may have been requisitioned or established to serve the 
military.  
 
 
 
 
 Introduction 
 
Following the summer drought in 1975 John Anstee (Fig.1), then curator of the Abbot Hall Museum 
of Lakeland Life and Industry, noted a roughly square enclosure with external features on the fell-
side on the east bank of the River Lune.  
 

**** Figure 1 about here  **** 
 
The site was approximately 300m due east of the known Roman fort at Low Borrowbridge (Shotter 
and White 1995, Hooley, Hicks and Anstee 2016a).  Over the next five years he spent many summer 
weekends recording and excavating the site on Brockholes Farm but died in 2001 before his report 
on the excavation was completed. On his death his archive of hand-written notes, photographs and 
excavation finds was passed to his daughter Judith.  The artefacts and records were deposited with 
Cumbria County Council Archaeology Department in 2002 but returned by Oxford Archaeology 
North, to whom they had been sent for identification and classification, in 2013. The notes and finds 
were then transcribed and reassessed as part of the Lunesdale Archaeology Society’s investigations 
into the Roman fort at Low Borrowbridge and its environs (Hooley, Hicks and Anstee 2016b). This 
paper summarises John’s notes and excavations, introduces further analysis of the finds, and 
discusses the site in the light of more recent investigations into indigenous Iron Age and Roman 
period settlements in the north of England.   
 
 
Location and field survey 
 
The site (located at NGR NY 613014) lies approximately on the 180m contour on the east side of the 
Lune Gorge, directly opposite the Roman auxiliary fort at Low Borrowbridge (NY 614014) and is 
listed on the Cumbria Sites and Monuments Record (now included in the Yorkshire Dales Historic 
Environment Record) as SMR 3525 (see Fig.2). It commands the only track along the east side of the 
valley at this point. The track continues on the same contour to a surveyed but unexcavated 
prehistoric settlement approximately seven hundred metres south on the east side of Howgill Lane 
opposite the track to High Carlingill Farm (NY 614007) (RCHME 1993). Anstee noted that the High 
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Carlingill settlement was morphologically similar to other Iron Age and Roman period ‘native’ 
farming settlements in the area but it might also have had an added role in that anyone controlling it 
in pre-historic times would have been able to dictate all terms of passage through the narrowest 
part of the valley. Further south along the Lune valley at similar elevations Higham (1979, 36) 
identified further ‘native’ settlements at Low Carlingill (SD 624998), Fairmile Beck (SD 629981), 
Whins (SD 633977) and Blands Gill (SD 643951) through aerial photography. South of Salterwath 
Bridge the settlements are all close to the principal Roman road north, west of the Pennines, Route 7 
described by Margary (1957) as ‘the principal road linking Manchester through Ribchester and 
Penrith (Brougham) with Carlisle’.  
 

**** Figure 2 about here **** 
 
The square enclosure is just below the intake wall in a field currently part of Brockholes Farm. 
Nearby there are relict traces of field systems Anstee believed to be associated with the enclosure. 
The farm at Brokhole is first referred to in 1377. Lambert (1996) noted that the name ‘hints at an 
Anglian origin’ but suggest that there may have been a native farm here or nearby in the Roman 
period which became abandoned after the Roman withdrawal, before being re-occupied or rebuilt 
later. It is clearly marked on the Jefferys’ map of Westmorland (1770) where it is referred to as 
Bruckles.  
 
When an ethylene pipeline was laid through the gorge between May and November 1991 a holloway 
leading up from the river towards the site was crossed here immediately below and to the west of 
the enclosure (Lambert 1996). A projection of this holloway meets the river opposite the southern 
end of a ramp that descends the west bank of the Lune from near the north-east corner of the fort 
(Anstee 1975). It is possible that there was a ford or bridge across the Lune at this point and that a 
track led up from the river to the site connecting it with the fort, though neither ramp nor holloway 
have been dated to prove contemporary use at the time the fort was occupied . 
 
In July 1975 John Anstee undertook a survey of the site (Fig.3) with tape and compass. While drawn 
flat, Anstee noted that the site sloped downwards east to west by thirteen degrees, dropping 6 
metres from east to west. He identified a square outer enclosure with rounded corners, typical of 
the type then being recorded in Northumberland by George Jobey (see, for example, Jobey 1960, 
1964) and in Cumbria through aerial photography in the 1970s (see Higham, 1986 187, for a 
summary map of sites identified by 1986). More recent work using aerial photography and LiDAR 
images has uncovered many more such square or rectangular enclosures with internal roundhouses. 
Bewley (1994), for example, examined aerial photographic records from 1945 to 1984 on the Solway 
Plain and identified 208 enclosures of which 75 (36.5%) were classed as rectangular ditched 
enclosures, and a further 31 (15%) as square ditched enclosures. Recent work by Altogether 
Archaeology in the North Pennines region, as yet unpublished but available on their website, has 
uncovered similar enclosures in the area south of Hadrian’s Wall around Alston (see Altogether 
Archaeology 2017). 
 

**** Figure 3 about here **** 
 
The enclosure at Brockholes was approximately 29m x27m (.19 acres) and had a main entrance on 
the north side with the remains of a small square drystone fold abutted to the west. The north wall 
footings were between 2.0m and 2.25m wide, the lowest bedding blocks being orthostats front and 
rear, either set on the natural surface or dug in, with mountain scree rubble infill. A large curvilinear 
enclosure was identified on the downhill west side and at least two horizontal platforms abutted to 
the south with a small gateway space. Following excavations of the interior Anstee concluded that 
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the perimeter wall may have stood to a height of 2.5m and been heavily battered (sloping) on the 
outside. 
 
On the south side of the enclosure Anstee noted that large orthostats could be seen in several places 
where they acted as containers to a rubble infill. He noted that this is normally a ‘pre-Roman 
technique, but if locals built this it could still be in the Roman period, needing permission from the 
fort commander’. 
 
 
 
John Anstee’s excavations 1975-9 
 
A small test hole was dug in 1975 and geologist Ron Weston commented: ‘we have a black topsoil 
about 10cms in depth with angular fragments of the parent (Silurian shale and mudstone) rock’. This 
was underlain by a clay/silt horizon which had a grey colour associated with leaching, the process 
whereby certain soil minerals are removed by downward percolation of water – associated with 
heavy rainfall not uncommon in the area to this day! 
 
Excavation commenced with an exploratory section through the north wall of the enclosure to the 
west of the main entrance (excavation trench A in Fig. 3). The trench was 9m in length and 1m wide 
and positioned so as to provide a representative section of the north wall. Construction of the wall 
consisted of a course of rough blocks at the front and rear of the bank, with an infill of smaller 
angular stone and fine yellow earth and clay. A small hearth was found at the rear of the bank that 
showed evidence of the burning of small sticks (1.6cm diameter), but Anstee thought this most likely 
to have been post-Roman clearance of later undergrowth such as hazel.  
 
Inside the enclosure, abutting the north wall Anstee found evidence of a latrine, including 
substantial postholes for the support of a roof structure, an interior ‘pond’ or yard, together with 
sandy silt apparently the result of repeated water washings or flushing. He concluded that water 
flow from a spring source just outside the enclosure had been diverted to wash latrine discharges 
downhill. The notes from this excavation are quoted below: 
 

On the lip of the interior yard, one originally bounded by a low natural bank running 
down the hill slope, a layer of sticky grey leached clay thickened up with smallish scree 
rubble until the material at the bottom clearly identified its purpose. It could not be 
initially explained but it stank to high heaven in the same way my grandparents’ earth 
closet smelt in rural Essex. Not only that, but brown patches in the clay probably 
implied human faeces. A sample was taken and kept wet (for years) eventually to be 
thrown away as the expert in shit couldn’t be bothered to collect it for analysis. In fact, 
no analysis was really needed to convince any connoisseur of early latrines what was 
going on. 

 
With further excavation of the north entrance to the enclosure in the following year Anstee 
estimated the latrine to be approximately 6.5m by 2.3m. He noted ‘two integral postholes supported 
a plank privy seat with at least two, possibly three, holes therein to accommodate Brigantian bums’! 
In his notebook he sketched his interpretation of the latrine (see Fig.4). 
 

**** Figure 4 about here **** 
 
Excavation of the entrance to the enclosure (excavation trench B Fig.3) suggested two distinct 
phases, the latrine being co-existent with the first phase. This had been filled in and a second, 
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smaller latrine, built inside the north-west corner in the second phase. Originally a ‘slight depression’ 
was worn across the natural gravel bank. Subsequently the square perimeter wall was built and 
occasional resurfacing of small stone built up in the entrance gap. Anstee concluded that the first 
phase of the north wall consisted of scree rubble and soil about 2.25m wide at the base, with no 
external ditch, and may have been the low foundation for a thorn hedge. The eastern side of the 
entrance had been revetted with timber posts driven into the natural surface. Postholes for the two 
retaining timber posts were 87cm apart, their tops approximately 30cm diameter and the depth 
20cms. The front of the entrance was 2m wide, tapering to 1.3m at postholes marking the inner end 
of a passageway. Three sherds of very soft redware (find BC-01 in Table 1 below) dated this second 
phase of construction to the Roman period but were not sufficiently diagnostic to date more tightly.  
 
Anstee concluded that the entrance was fortified by timber gates: 
 

I believe the first four posts in the gap carried two biggish transverse beams 
with cross timbers for bracing, the whole ensemble having hurdle-like timber 
protection about 1.8 metres. Obviously a gate would have swung below these 
main beams...The thickness of the parapet wall can be estimated from the 
positioning of two postholes – one on each side of the parapet walk, each one 
metre within its entrance wall and one metre back from the front face, thus 
leaving a wall walk one metre wide. I have little doubt that they anchored the 
ends of protective timber bratticing over the gateway, a rectangle perhaps 4.0 
metres long by 1.2 high. 

 
In addition, a nearly complete (85-90%) top hopper of a beehive quern was found at the entrance  
(see Fig.5 and find BS-01). Anstee postulated that it might have been an arbitrary discard, the pivot 
base for a gate, or a counterweight (on a rope) to keep a gate shut. The quern was examined in 2014 
as part of the Yorkshire Archaeological Society’s Yorkshire Quern Study and found to have been 
deliberately broken on the grinding surface. The deliberate damage to the stone, and its location in 
the entrance to the enclosure on the right hand side looking out, suggests that it may have been 
deliberately deposited to signify the closing or abandonment of an original native settlement prior to 
annexation by the Roman military (see Heslop 2008, 68-72). Hodgson, McKelvey and Muncaster 
(2013) found seven examples of broken quern stones deposited in the entrances to enclosures or 
huts, all but one on the right hand side looking out as here at Brockholes.   
 

**** Figure 5 about here **** 
 
Between the first phase latrine and the later, smaller, latrine the north wall bulged inwards to a 
width of 3m deduced from the positions of the original front and rear foundation blocks. This Anstee  
interpreted as the footings for rough steps leading to a parapet walk. The thickness of the parapet 
was estimated from the positions of two postholes – one on each side of the parapet walk, each one 
metre within its entrance wall and one metre back from the front face, leaving a walk of one metre 
wide (see quote above). This was confirmed the next year during excavation of the north-west 
corner when a post hole was found which would have held a 12cm diameter post aligned with the 
two post holes on either side of the entrance, possibly to anchor survey ropes during the 
construction of the drystone wall. 
 
Anstee concluded that the substantial north wall was erected in the late first century AD with 
footings between 2.0 and 2.25m wide. He estimated that it rose to a height of 2.5m on its outer face 
and that its inner face had a rear rampart walk 1.25m below the top. He believed that the north wall, 
as seen from outside to the north, would have been stepped up west to east to take account of the 
thirteen degree slope. 
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Excavation of the north-west corner (excavation trench C, Fig.3) revealed right-angled footings, 
rather than the expected rounded corners normally associated with Iron Age settlement plans (see 
Fig.6). The excavation uncovered the main exit of a well-built stone-lined drain associated with a 
later, smaller latrine that replaced the earlier one described above. The silt fill at the lowest level 
contained a rim fragment of a dark grey, poppy-head beaker thought by Anstee to have been of 
Gillam type 138, 143, 135, 116, 144, or 140 (find BC-05, unfortunately now lost but sketched and 
described at the time by Anstee) giving a date range 130AD to 280AD. In the same fill he uncovered 
the rim of a black burnished ware, cross-hatched dish (find BC-02), possibly of Gillam type 219 giving 
a date range 120AD to 150AD (see Gillam 1968, 63). Anstee thought that the sherds may have come 
from ceramic containers for sponges used in the latrine. The beaker was estimated to have had a rim 
diameter of approximately 10.5cms and had no decoration, while the dish was estimated to have a 
diameter of approximately 20cms. 
 

**** Figure 6 about here **** 
 
Inside the square enclosure Anstee found evidence of two structures, one circular and one oval in 
shape. These he interpreted as the footings of ‘huts’. The circular structure had a diameter of 5m, 
while the oval structure had a narrow diameter of 5m and a wide diameter of 6m. The area to the 
north of the downhill (western) hut was first excavated in 1978 as a long trench 12.9m by 1m (trench 
D1 in Fig.3). Behind the west wall of the enclosure an occupation build-up contained fragments of a 
cream jug neck and rim identified by Anstee as Gillam type 8 (Gillam 1968 p 42) dating from 140AD 
to 180AD (find BC-18). This appears to have been a serving flagon, possibly containing wine. Close to 
the hut entrance a large piece of Samian ware identified as Dragendorf 31R from central Gaul was 
found (see Webster 1996, 33) (find BC-20). This dated from the second half of the second century AD 
(sometime after about 160AD but before 200AD when central Gaulish Samian importation virtually 
ceased).  
 
The downhill oval structure was also opened in 1978 and its excavation completed the following 
year (excavation trench D2 in Fig.3 and plan in Fig.7). Its dimensions were approximately 5m x 6m. 
This consisted of a forecourt (approximately 2m x 1.75m) with rough steps leading into the structure 
itself. At the entrance to the structure, near to a posthole interpreted as part of the door, a further 
piece of broken quern was found, this time half of the upper hopper section of a small beehive 
quern (find BS-06)  whose original diameter at base was approximately 29cms), along with a broken 
hone of micaceous sandstone (12.8x5.7x40cms) (find BS-05). 
 

**** Figure 7 about here **** 
 

**** Figure 8 about here **** 
 
Also in amongst the flags in the forecourt several items of pottery were recovered. Three pieces of 
the same vessel were found which fitted together. These consisted of red, sandy pottery with a grey 
core, possibly Severn Valley Ware of the late second or early third centuries (find BC-14). There was 
a fragment of the rim of a black burnished-ware dish, possibly a pie dish, from the late second 
century (find BC-12) and a fragment of base of a black burnished ware jar (find BC-10). Two 
fragments of the base from a black burnished-ware shallow dish, possibly of Gillam type 312 in 
circulation from 120AD to the middle of the third century, were also recovered (find BC-11). 
 
One of the most diagnostic pieces of pottery was a sherd of Samian ware with a male caryatid figure 
impressed on it (Fig.9, find BC-16). This was sent to Professor Brian Hartley of Leeds University in 
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September 1978 who identified it as a central Gaulish (Lezoux) Dragendorf 37 bowl with decoration 
of type Déchelette 656, falling in the date range 140AD to 180AD. 
 

**** Figure 9 about here **** 
 
Anstee believed that the forecourt may have been roofed to create an extra working/industrial 
space. Scattered around the remains of the door postholes were numerous thick orange sherds from 
a second-century globular amphora, identified as Dressel 20, possibly used to transport and store 
olive oil (find BC-17). These amphora appear in the archaeological record up to around 200AD. Also 
found here was a small iron ring, sketched by Anstee but now unfortunately lost, which may have 
been part of a hinge fitting for the door (find BM-03). 
  
The oval structure itself was cut into the slope above, being built up with rubble on the western 
(downhill) side. Anstee believed this to be contemporary with the first phase latrines, the curvilinear 
walling down the slope from the square enclosure and a small rectangular ‘paddock’ north of the 
square. He interpreted the earliest phase as predating the substantial square enclosure and as 
domestic in nature, or as possibly a control post along the original track on the east side of the valley 
on the 200m contour. 
 
Inside the structure Anstee excavated approximately two-thirds of the area (excavation trench D2 
and Fig.7). Two rough steps led from the forecourt into the structure which was partially paved with 
flat slabs to the south, right of the doorway on entry (Fig.8). Beyond the slabs a shallow trench was 
found, possibly indicating the ghost of a timber floor-plate which could have provided the base for 
an inner screen or wattle and daub wall to divide the structure for different uses. Beyond this to the 
south was an industrial area with fire-reddened slabs indicating the presence of a furnace along with 
a quantity of nails (find BM-09). Anstee was proficient in metalworking and appreciated the need for 
a semi-darkened space conducive to the evaluation of flame/fire temperatures. Two postholes at 
the main floor centre indicated a pole placement, possibly to hold up a thatched roof, or to support 
a swinging crane for a cooking pot. Anstee went on to describe the central area: 
 

Two clear and deep depressions existed to the left of the central postholes which 
contained no burnt material, thus I suggest skin/leather liners for water may have 
existed to be heated by hot stones from elsewhere. The rims of both depressions 
were defined by stone packing. The north edge of the largest may have been 
carried to a considerable height. The east central posthole held a 22cm diameter 
timber bottomed on a flat stone 20cm below floor, and the west one 19cm 
diameter went down approximately 40cms and was probably a late replacement. 
Adjacent were pieces of semi-fixed, highly oxidised clay lumps (fragile) which 
seemed to have been soft clay packing around an air blast pipe about 2.5cms 
diameter. The positioning of a big flat boulder adjacent to a rectangular area of 
burnt floor slabs was deliberate. Several Romano-British type nails fired blue in a 
reducing heat were scattered about and a 12cm posthole existed slightly to the 
south. 

 
**** Figure 10 about here **** 

 
The following year Anstee removed the slabs from what he thought was the main working area. 
These (coloured black in Fig.7) proved to be a later paving over earth fill which in turn covered an 
earlier working hearth. This hearth was bounded on the south by further fire-reddened stones which 
he concluded were probably the casting area for the furnace. Under the slabs was a quantity of small 
coal (find BO-04) and part of a blue, brown and yellow glass bangle (find BG-01, Fig.11).  
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**** Figure 11 about here **** 

 
The fragment suggested an internal diameter of around 50mm (2in), which would fit the wrist of an 
infant or child. This was identified by Professor Jennifer Price of Durham University in 2014. She 
commented: 
 

The glass fragment is from a bangle with a D-shaped or triangular section of a kind 
found in large numbers on many later first and early second century military and 
non-military settlements in Britain, particularly in lowland Scotland, north west and 
north east England, Yorkshire and north Lincolnshire, though very rarely in closely 
dated contexts. The bangles were made and decorated in a variety of colours, and 
they have been studied as different groups on several occasions (eg. Kilbride-Jones 
1938; Stevenson 1956, 1976; Price 1988). This piece has a bluish-green core [visible 
in Fig.11] with a thin yellowish-green capping giving the appearance of a solid 
yellowish-green bangle, and the curving terminal of an elongated opaque yellow 
trail on the convex outside surface. It is rather unusual as most bangles with curving 
opaque yellow trails were made in bluish-green glass, and only a few, such as one 
from Malton in North Yorkshire have a similar yellowish-green surface layer”. 

 
In amongst the stones at the edge of the fire-reddened floor an enigmatic piece of iron (find BM-08, 
Fig.12) was found next to a flat stone interpreted by Anstee as an anvil stone for the forge (Fig.10) 
though this may also have been a base stone for bellows (Cunliffe 2009).  
 

**** Figure 12 about here **** 
 
Anstee concluded that the last heating of the object had been a blueing from a reduced atmosphere 
and that it was not being forged but had been part of some hand-worked apparatus. At first he 
thought it might be part of a bellows but later noted: ‘after twenty years of thought I have still not 
identified its certain use’. From its form he believed that it once had an organic handle (wood or 
horn) and had been worked from side to side or up and down by a right-handed man! On the rubble 
slope outside the hut a fragment of clay mould for a small object was found, possibly a cast for 
bronze brooch-making (find BC-15). 
 
The position of the furnace is worthy of comment (Fig.7). If the overall structure was, indeed, an 
elliptical hut, the anvil stone was located in the western wall with the furnace hard against it. 
Typically the stone walls of this type of hut would have been low (Higham 1980, Hingley 1989) with 
beams sprung from the top to the centre in a conical arrangement, covered in thatch and/or turfs 
(Frodsham 2004). A furnace here would have had little headroom and the danger of igniting the 
thatch would have been high. Anstee did note that it was possible there was an air outlet or chimney 
through the perimeter wall but recorded no direct evidence of this.  
 
It is possible that when the furnace was in operation this area was roofed somewhat differently. 
Given the lack of evidence of burning in the centre of the structure and the presence of large 
postholes capable of supporting a substantial roof (see quote above), it is possible that the working 
area extended to the west of the excavation. The original plans of the site (Fig.3) show that downhill 
of trench D2 was an area with banks and ditches that could have extended the workshop. The fire-
reddened slabs covered the furnace area, and Anstee also noted that the flags were laid before the 
hut wall was built. This might indicate a later occupation level, at which time the anvil stone was 
incorporated into the western wall, and a more conventional conical roof erected. Indeed, in later 
notes Anstee suggested that ‘the metal-working area pre-dated the drystone fortification’ [i.e. the 
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square stone enclosure].  Further excavation of the site between the west wall of the hut and the 
west wall of the enclosure might help resolve this issue.  
 
 
Finds summary and interpretation (see Table 1) 
 
Stone: In addition to the nearly complete top hopper of a quern (find BS-01) found at the entrance 
to the square enclosure, other fragments of apparently deliberately-broken quern were found near 
the entrance to the hut inside the enclosure (finds BS-0, BS-06, BS-07). All were made from medium- 
grained millstone grit and could date from any time after around 300BC. Anstee had shown the 
fragments to Caroline Ingle who published a brief description in Transactions (Ingle 1987). Ingle 
noted that millstone grit does not outcrop in central Cumbria but is seen to the east in the northern 
Pennines, to the south east in the Lancashire fells, and in a small outcrop in the parish of Urswick. 
The nearest available source was approximately 45-50km away. The deliberately-broken quern 
stones in the entrance to the round structure also suggest that an earlier settlement may have been 
abandoned (or requisitioned) at the time of the Roman arrival at Low Borrowbridge, and turned to 
new purposes. The Romans may not have wanted a native settlement so close to the fort and/or 
they may have needed the site for industrial and other purposes. Also found in the rubble at the hut 
entrance alongside the fragments of quern were two broken micaceous sandstone hones that had 
been worked smooth in sharpening tools or blades (finds BS-04, BS-05).  
 

**** Table 1 about here **** 
 
Ceramics: The pottery finds included fragments of amphora (AD75-200) possibly from olive oil 
containers (find BC-17), flagon rims (AD140-180) (find BC-18), black-burnished ware (AD120-150) 
(finds BC-02, BC-04, BC-10, BC-11, BC-12) and central Gaulish Samian ware (to late second century) 
(finds BC-16, BC-19, BC-20). Also present were quantities of daub, from wattle and daub walls or 
partitions (find BC-13), and part of a mould for metalworking (find BC-15).  The pottery is suggestive 
of domestic activity alongside the industrial use of the site.  Decorated Samian pottery was imported 
from Gaul during the first and second centuries and is generally taken to imply high-status dining. It 
may also be indicative of trade between local craftsmen and Roman occupiers (Higham 1986, 225). 
In addition to the fragment with the caryatid decoration noted above a sherd of decorated Samian, 
identified as Dragendorf 37 from the early- to mid- second century was found in trench D (find BC-
19) along with a rim sherd of east Gaulish Samian, possibly from Argonne, dating from the end of the 
second or the beginning of the third centuries (find BC-08). 
 
Metal: There was extensive evidence of metalworking. Anstee was proficient in metalworking (see 
Magnusson 1980; 26) and immediately recognised the remains of a furnace inside the excavated 
hut. Unfortunately the only metal objects still extant are the nails and the enigmatic metal object 
found near the ‘anvil’ stone. Anstee’s notes and sketches, however, describe a metal leaf blade (find 
BM-01), possibly from a Roman army utility-knife, or spearhead, and a curved iron blade, probably a 
sickle or reaping hook (find BM-02). The latter were used by Roman soldiers to cut corn outside their 
forts (as evidenced by a scene on Trajan’s Column) but were also in use during the pre-Roman Iron 
Age from as early as the seventh century BC (Rees 1979, Cunliffe 2009). Small metal finds included a 
broken, tanged item that Anstee believed originally had a wooden handle (find BM-05), a small 
cylindrical object heavily corroded (find BM-04) and a metal ring interpreted as part of a door hinge 
(find BM-03), all now unfortunately lost.  
 
The enigmatic metal object has been the focus of considerable conjecture. The object is 31cm long 
and 5cms wide at its widest (Fig.12). One end (the longer) tapers, as would a tang for mounting in a 
wooden or bone handle. The other (shorter) end shows evidence of a break. One surface is flat while 
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the other is convex suggesting that it was mounted flat, or positioned against, another object. As 
noted above Anstee at first thought it might be part of the handle for a small set of bellows. It has 
also been suggested that it might be a standard tip. Other possibilities include that it was part of a 
door hinge or decoration, a shield decoration, half of a set of tongs for metalworking, or possibly a 
demonstration/practice piece.   
 
Glass: The fragment of glass bangle found near the furnace was particularly intriguing (Fig.11, find 
BG-01). It was small (50mm internal diameter), raising questions concerning its use. Jennifer Price of 
Durham University added the following comments:  
 

It has a small internal diameter, and many other bangles are also very tiny, which 
raises questions about their function. It is difficult to imagine that they were 
intended exclusively for infants, and other uses have been suggested, such as 
fasteners for clothing, or ring-pendants, or hair-rings, or horse-trappings, or a type 
of currency, but in the absence of any contextual information it is difficult to be 
definite about the purpose of the piece from Brockholes. It is also difficult to 
establish where the bangles were made and who made them. The production 
process is very simple and would leave little trace in the archaeological record. A 
site at Thearne in east Yorkshire has produced pincered lumps and twisted rods 
that may be from bangle production, and other production centres have been 
assumed at Traprain Law in East Lothian and elsewhere on the evidence of 
concentrations of bangle fragments.  These objects were certainly made from 
Roman glass, but whether they were made by Roman soldiers or local craftsmen 
remains uncertain. 

 
Glass bangles, or fragments of them, are relatively frequent finds on Roman period sites in northern 
England and southern Scotland (Stevenson 1956, 1966, 1976; Price 1988). In particular about 190 
pieces were found at Traprain Law alone suggesting that may be one site of production or re-use 
(Stevenson 1976). Examples found as far away as Culbin Sands in Moray and Gurness Broch in 
Orkney were both half-melted for re-use (Stevenson 1976), and Anstee suggested that the fragment 
found at Brockholes might have been intended as raw material for brooch enamelling. Further local 
examples can be seen from the Watercrook excavations in Kendal Museum (see Charlesworth 1979), 
and at the Vindolanda site museum, though the main concentration is in southern Scotland. They 
have also been found on the Solway Plain (Carlisle Regional Group of CWAAS 1985).  
 
The bangles were made in one seamless piece. First a lump of molten glass was gathered on a 
pointed metal rod. Then a second rod was inserted into the centre alongside the first. The two rods 
were then spun and manipulated to widen the aperture symmetrically (Price 1988, 341). Their 
purpose remains elusive. One broken segment has been shown to have a channel for a vertical or 
horizontal pin, perhaps to act as a fastening for clothes or hair, and others to have ground outer 
surfaces as if to take metal collars. They disappear from the archaeological record by the late second 
century (Collins and Allason-Jones 2010, 83). 
 
 
 
Discussion 
 
In 1978 Anstee concluded that the morphology of the site bore a strong resemblance to a class of 
sites in Northumberland commented on by George Jobey in the 1960s and 70s (see Jobey 1960, 
1964, 1978, Chapman and Mytum 1982). Mentioning an initial count of at least twenty-eight 
settlements Jobey described them as being roughly rectangular in plan with rounded corners and 
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having areas between 0.13 and 0.2 hectares (approximately one third to one half acre). Their dry 
stone walls were 150-180cms thick, often of orthostatic construction having a rubble infill. Some had 
shallow exterior ditches; most interiors incorporated a ‘sunken’ yard on each side of an entrance 
path leading from the main entrance. One or more round houses ranging from 12ft to 27ft (3.6m to 
8.2m) diameter, in each complex had entrances opening onto the yards. The enclosure entrances 
were between 6ft (1.8m) and 10ft (3m) in width, flanked sometimes by large orthostats (Jobey 
1964). They were typically located between 120-180 metres above the Tyne.  
 
Jobey’s excavations indicated that their occupation spanned the late first century into the second, 
but that no third century material was identified. A Roman period farmstead at Woolaw (Frodsham 
2004; pp. 59-60) excavated in 1977 produced evidence of occupation during the early second 
century, including pottery, a glass bangle and a fragment of quern, all relevant in the context of the 
Brockholes site.  
 
The Brockholes site, however, is somewhat smaller than the Jobey enclosures (at .19 acre, .08 
hectares) and the one excavated corner (the north-west) proved to be a right angle rather than 
rounded. The walls were also somewhat thicker (at 2.0-2.25m), the entrance narrow and a possible 
rampart walkway suggesting a defensive, or even military function rather than a civilian farmstead.   
 
Based on the artefactual evidence available to him from his dig, and the existing state of knowledge 
about similar sites further north, Anstee interpreted the site as originating in the early first century 
up to the period of the Brigantian revolt under Venutius (see Higham 1986, Hartley and Fitts 1988). 
He concluded that the substantial perimeter walls may have followed later, Romanising the site with 
a quasi-military and/or industrial use.  
 
Following a period of relatively little investigation of this class of sites in the 1980s and 1990s, the 
advent of developer-funded archaeology in the twenty-first century has led to the opportunity to 
investigate similar enclosures and settlements north of Hadrian’s Wall using C14 dating techniques. 
This work has suggested that many of the square enclosures may have originated as unenclosed 
clusters or scatters of roundhouses (Hodgson, McKelvey and Muncaster 2012). Indeed, Jobey himself 
raised the possibility that the square structures he excavated in the 60s and 70s may have been 
superimposed on earlier, unenclosed settlements (Jobey 1973). C14 dating of settlements at East 
and West Brunton and Blagdon Park has shown that they were typically unenclosed but occupied 
from the late Bronze Age or early Iron Age (circa 800BC) and that the square enclosures of the type 
noted by Jobey were superimposed on these settlements from around 200BC with occupation into 
the late second/early third century AD. The plan survey conducted by Anstee (Fig.3) suggests that 
the square enclosure may have been superimposed on a pre-existing settlement of round huts and 
curvilinear structures. 
 
It is possible that the earliest phase of the north wall Anstee identified was somewhat earlier than 
originally thought. Unfortunately there was no firm dating evidence other than the possibility that 
the curved iron object was indeed a pre-Roman Iron Age sickle, and the presence of ritually- 
deposited quern fragments to suggest occupation of the excavated hut structure prior to the Roman 
period. Further excavation of the interior of the enclosure, of the remaining third of the elliptical hut 
left unexcavated by Anstee, or the second untouched circular feature, might throw more light on the 
early origins of the site. In particular, material suitable for C14 dating would help resolve the 
chronology. 
 
The more substantial square structure appears to have been late first century or early second 
century in origin, though whether constructed by the fort garrison or by local natives is unclear. The 
strength of the structure (foundations up to 2.25m wide), its probable rampart walk, and the 
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relatively narrow entrance all point to a defensive rather than an agricultural function. The low walls 
(estimated by Anstee at 2.5m), however, would have been difficult to defend against concerted 
attack. The build technique, using irregular dry stone and scree, together with the internal layout of 
circular ‘hut’ structures, suggests that it was not a military construction. Its close proximity to the 
fort, however, would have required permission from the fort commander, and it is possible that it 
was commandeered by the military for industrial, metalworking purposes and/or to command 
passage along the eastern bank of the river. The furnace remains, together with the metal objects 
found, suggest the site may have been used by native craftsmen, retired army veterans, or a 
contubernium from the fort to serve the needs of the garrison at Low Borrowbridge. The presence of 
high-status domestic pottery suggests trade with the fort and domestic use alongside the industrial 
activity.    
 
Finally, it is perhaps pertinent to note that the site is located in line of sight of the recently 
discovered Loups Fell Roman marching camp some three miles north of Low Borrowbridge (Gethin 
and Toller 2014, Toller 2014). The camp was on the road north from the fort at Low Borrowbridge, 
but due to the topography is obscured from view of the fort by Jeffery’s Mount on the west side of 
the Tebay Gorge. Visible from the marching camp and the fort, the square enclosure may have been 
used in part as a relay/signal station for the fort across the river to aid communication along the 
road north. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Due to the nature of the 1970s’ excavations no dating material, other than artefacts, has survived. 
With the exception of the quern stones and the curved iron blade the artefacts recovered are all 
firmly mid-first to mid-third century AD. However, morphologically it is probable that the settlement 
originated during the pre-Roman Iron Age, and may be of similar date to those found by Hodgson 
and his colleagues in Northumberland. The substantial square enclosure showed evidence of at least 
two phases of construction – the first pre-dating the Roman occupation while the second may 
indicate a rebuild  during the early years of the fort on the opposite bank of the River Lune. To date 
no clear evidence of a civilian vicus at the fort has been found (Hooley, Hicks and Anstee 2016b), 
though absence of evidence does not mean evidence of absence! If, however, the usual vicus 
services were unavailable it is possible that the site at Brockholes, along with the settlement at High 
Carlingill a few hundred metres to the south, served the purpose of a vicus, catering to the needs of 
the auxiliaries stationed at the fort. 
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Fig. 1: Photogaph of John Anstee (1925-2001) wearing re-enactment armour he had created in his 
workshop 
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Fig.2: Location of Brockholes site near the Roman Fort remains at Low Borrowbridge  
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Fig. 3: Plan of the site drawn by John Anstee in 1975 showing location of trenches (A to D2) 
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Fig. 4:  Sketch of latrine against north wall adjacent to entrance  
as proposed by John Anstee in his excavation notebook 
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Fig. 5: Top half of quern hopper in situ at northern entrance to the enclosure 
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Fig.6: North-West corner of the enclosure showing orthostat edges with scree rubble infill partially 
reconstructed by John Anstee following excavation 

  



 June 2017 
 

 
 
 

Page | 20 

  
Fig. 7: Annotated sketch plan of trench D2 excavation from John Anstee’s notes 
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Fig. 8: Step up from forecourt to paved area inside oval structure, trench D2 
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Fig. 9: Decorated Samian fragment (find BC-16) 
Colour image recently taken for scale, black and white image from  

John Anstee’s archive showing clearer detail 
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Fig. 10: ‘Anvil’ stone and metal object found in west wall of hut,  
fire-reddened slabs to right and above main stone 
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Fig. 11: Fragment of glass bangle (find BG-01) 
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Fig.12: Enigmatic metal object found near furnace (find BM-08)  
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Table 1: Brockholes Finds Summary 
 

 Trench Finds 
Ref1 

Location 
(as described by Anstee in notebooks) 

Summary Description 
(Identification by John Anstee 

and/or Christine Howard-Davis) 

Date Range 

  

Ceramics B BC-01 Gateway entrance from below construction of last 
phase extended entrance 

Three pieces of very soft redware Romano-British 
but not 
otherwise 
dateable 

C BC-02 Below large rubble on destruction surface Black pot (pie dish) approx 20.4cm 
diameter 
Black Burnished Ware, possibly 
Gillam 219 

AD125-150 

C BC-03  Two fragments of soft RB red ware  Romano-British 

C BC-04 On and just in a much trampled gravelly, sandy, earthy 
surface 

Rim of second (black) pie dish,  
Black Burnished Ware 
 

AD125-150 

C BC-05 In culvert Poppyhead beaker rim (now lost) 
Gillam type 138, 143, 135, 116, 144 
or 140 

AD130-280 

C BC-06  Bright orange ware (worn and small)  

D1 BC-07  Two tiny pieces of redware Romano-British 

D1 BC-08  Samian ware rim, East Gaul (possibly 
Argonne?)  

Turn of C2nd-3rd 

D1 BC-09 On old ground surface behind outer wall of hut Piece coarse RB pot. Thin sandy 
oxidised fabric, probably locally 
made (C H-D) 

C2nd  
 

D1 BC-10 Long E-W trench to west of pin and at same depth Black burnished ware, probably a jar AD120-375 

                                                           
1
 ‘BC’ denotes ‘Brockholes Ceramic’ finds, ‘BS’ denotes ‘Brockholes Stone’ finds, ‘BM’ denotes ‘Brockholes Metal’ finds, ‘BG’ denotes ‘Brockholes Glass’ finds,  

‘BO’ denotes ‘Brockholes Other’ finds 
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D2 BC-11 Hut forecourt Black burnished ware, base of 
shallow dish (for eating out of?) 
Possibly Gillam 312 (C H-D) 

Late C2nd to mid 
C3rd 

D2 BC-12 Hut forecourt Black burnished ware rim, pie dish 
type 

Probably late 
C2nd 

D2 BC-13  Two small pieces of soft fired clay 
Possibly refers to daub, from wattle 
and daub internal division? 

 

D2 BC-14 Hut forecourt Fragments of rough orange ware 
Severn Valley Ware 

Late C2nd to 
early C3rd 

D1 BC-15 In dirty gravel that pre-dates west wall. Soft fired orange clay objects 
identified as mould fragments – the 
largest probably from a two part 
mould. 
Possibly metalworking mould – 
bronze casting probably (C H-D) 

Roman period 
but otherwise 
undateable 

D2 BC-16 From surface of inner end of hut entrance passage Piece of decorated Samian 
(Dragendorf 37) – caryatid figure 
(Dechelette 656) 
Central Gaul (Lezoux) 

AD140-200  

D2 BC-17 Just outside entrance to hut and against hearth edge in 
hut  

Many sherds of orange amphora 
and a sherd of big yellow amphora 
Possibly Dressel 20 (olive oil) (C H-D) 

AD74-200 

D2 BC-18 On outer periphery of gravel hut floor in the main cross- 
section and hard up against what appears to be the 
remains of the lower hut wall (W side) 

Two pieces of white flagon neck (3 
in assemblage), cream buff all 
through, potter’s fingerprint on side 
rim where pot has been lifted when 
wet, Gillam 8 

AD140-180 

D2 BC-19  Small piece of decorated Samian 
(Dragendorf 37) rim, from Lezoux, 
Central Gaul, animal running to left 

AD140-200 

D2 BC-20 Close to hut entrance Large piece of undecorated Samian AD160-200 
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(Dragendorf 31) Central Gaul 

  

 

Stone B BS-01 In entrance Nearly complete beehive quern 
hopper. 28cm diameter at the base, 
16cm slope max height. An oval 
handle hole was 2.15cm from the 
base. Deliberately broken (ritual 
deposit?) 

300BC onwards 

A BS-02  Fragment of quern – red and white 
metamorphic rock ground flat on one 
face 

300BC onwards 

B BS-03 Between middle two rear boulders Piece of quartzite/Shap granite  

D2 BS-04 Left side of hut passage entrance on flooring blocks with 
other rubble 

Broken hone, Micaceous sandstone  

 D2 BS-05 Right side of hut passage with rubble under quern Broken hone, Micaceous sandstone  

D2 BS-06 Internal end of hut passage (forecourt) Half of beehive quern hopper. 
millstone grit 

300BC onwards 

D2 BS-07 On top of left rubble wall at hut entrance  Small piece of quern, millstone grit 300BC onwards 

D2 BS-08  Burnt stone  

  

Metal C BM-01 East end of culvert Leaf-shaped blade (knife or spear tip) 
(lost) 

Roman period 

D1 BM-02 On surface of dirty gravel that predated the western wall, 
behind wall and bank make-up 

Curved/hooked iron blade (sickle or 
reaping hook?) (lost) 

Iron Age 
onwards 

D2 BM-03 In slight hollow in hut floor, just north of possible ‘anvil’ 
stone 

Small spiked iron ring (lost)  

D2 BM-04 On passage floor at left hand internal end of passage of 
hut 

Small cylindrical iron object (lost) 
Iron, heavily corroded 

 

D2 BM-05 On floor of hut at inner end of entrance passage Spiked iron object (lost) 
Tang for wooden or bone handle, 
broken and turned upwards under 
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strain 

D2 BM-06  Blued iron nail  

D2 BM-07  Rusty fragment  

D2 BM-08 Furnace area Partly blued iron object (bellows 
handle?) 

 

D2 BM-09 West (??) of ‘bellows handle’ round the hearth Seven nails (or 6 plus one bent pin)  

  

Glass D2 BG-01 In hut on top of lower hearth Fragment of blue, brown and yellow 
glass bangle 50mm internal diameter, 
pot hook decoration 

To late C2nd  
‘Native’ 

  

Other 
Finds 

A BO-01 Surface of ‘hearth’ inside north wall Charcoal fragment 5/8” diameter  

A BO-02 In posthole Charcoal  

C BO-03  Charcoal from sticks ½” – ¾” 
diameter 

 

D2 BO-04  Pieces of coal  

D2 BO-05  Charcoal  

D2 BO-06  Small amount of coal  
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