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Background 
The Roman road (Margery route 7; 1957) from Ribchester to Carlisle passes north of Sedbergh along 
the current Howgill Lane on the east bank of the River Lune towards Tebay. Where the road crosses 
the open fell south of Carlingill (known as Fairmile) part of it can be seen as an agger on the fell and 
was excavated in 1964 (Macadam). Elsewhere it has been assumed that the original Roman road 
underlies the present lane, though this has not been tested. In the vicinity of Low Borrowbridge 
Roman fort, it has been assumed that the road lies underneath the present Howgill Lane and passes 
to the east of the fort. 
 
A geophysical study undertaken by LAS in 2015 (see report) showed a rectangular feature which 
extended into the fields on both sides of Howgill lane, thus pre-dating the lane. This led to 
suggestions that Howgill Lane may not follow the original Roman route. 
 
South of Salterwath Bridge the road appears to be taking a line towards the presumed site of the 
south gate of the fort, but as it approaches the bridge the road takes an S-bend, for no apparent 
reason. Salterwath Bridge was in a state of disrepair in the late 18th century and rebuilt in 1824. We 
speculated that the current bridge is not on the site of earlier crossing points. 
 
John Anstee (1986) identified a possible stone revetment on the north bank of the Lune 
approximately 60m west of Salterwath bridge, and suggested that this may be an earlier crossing 
point. These stones are still visible, and in a sight line from the line of the road south of the river to 
the middle of the fort (Fig 1). 
 

 
 

Fig 1. Large stones in the river bank west of Salterwath Bridge marking possible crossing point in the 
Roman period 

 
During excavations before the installation of the Shell North Western Ethylene Pipeline on the north 
bank of the Lune at Low Borrowbridge, Oxford Archaeology North (OAN) uncovered a metalled 
surface 7m wide in two parallel trenches (Lambert 1996). This was interpreted as a road running 
North-South and leading to the natural position of the south gate of the fort. However, the lack of 
any dateable finds makes it impossible to identify this as a road contemporary with the fort. 
 
Other excavations along the line of the pipeline revealed no evidence of a previous Roman road 
surface beneath the current line of Howgill Lane north of Salterwath bridge. 



 
The investigation undertaken by LAS in September 2016 aimed to reveal whether the potential road 
surface revealed by OAN and in a line with the putative earlier river crossing extended further north 
towards the fort. 
 
Location of trench 
Trench 1. 
Trench 1 (2m E-W, 1m N-S) was located 50 m north of the northernmost of the two trenches 
reported by OAN.  Deturfing revealed a stone surface at the eastern end of the trench within 15cm 
of the surface.  
 
On removal of the topsoil the stone surface was found to be 0.5m wide, with soil at either side. It 
was made up of stones averaging 10 cm across (fig 2). This was interpreted as a field drain. Removal 
of the top layer of stones revealed a second layer of similar size. Beneath this was a layer of very wet  
gravel and silt containing small river pebbles (fig 3). 
 

    
 

Fig 2. Trench 1, field drain   Fig 3. Trench 1, natural silt-gravel 
 
Finds 
There was a small piece of modern pottery and clay pipe in the topsoil. A large piece of Roman tile 
had been used in the construction of the drain, but was considered an incidental find and not 
indicative of the age of the drain 
 
Trench 2 
Trench 2 was located 4 m to the east of Trench 1. 
The topsoil was a dark brown loam containing very few stones. Beneath this was yellow-orange  
sandy clay with almost no stones. This overlay a narrow band of grey clay with small stones, beneath 
which was a stoney, silt/gravel in which a cobbled surface was located at approx. 40 cm beneath the 
surface (fig.4). The stones were approx. 10 cm across, with small pebbles between. Some appeared 
to be laid on edge, showing deliberate placement. This surface extended across the whole width of 
the trench. The trench was extended 0.5m to the east and the surface shown to continue. The 
cobbles were lifted in the eastern half of the trench, revealing a similar layer beneath. This bottom 
layer had been set into the very wet gravel-silt layer identified in Trench 1 (fig 5, fig 6). The two 
layers covered a depth of approx. 20 cm 
 



      
 

Fig. 4 Cobbled surface in trench 2 Fig 5. Silt in the sondage, trench 2 
 

 
 

Fig 6. Section of trench 2 
 
Finds 
The only finds were of modern ceramic in the topsoil and subsoil 
 
Interpretation 
We found a cobbled surface running N-S on a line between Howgill Lane at the south bank of the 
Lune and the likely site of the south gate of the fort.  Although there is no evidence of this gate on 
the ground due to the extensive robbing out of the south wall in the early nineteenth century, the 
geophysics of the interior of the fort shows a feature identified as a likely road leading south from its 
centre. 
 
The lack of dateable finds means that the cobbled surface cannot be definitively identified as the 
Roman road, but the cumulative evidence is suggestive.  It would be useful to extend the trench 
further to the east and west to find the edges. 
 
If this proves to be the Roman road it adds weight to the identification of the earlier crossing point 
of the river, and the suggestion that the original road does not follow the line of Howgill Lane north 
of the current crossing point at Salterwath Bridge.  
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