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SUMMARY 
 

In 2006, at the invitation of the land-owner, Mr Luke Wishard, Worthing 
Archaeological Society undertook excavations in a field at Blacksmith’s 
corner, Walberton to investigate finds of pottery and ceramic building material 
brought to the surface during ploughing. Four seasons of excavation and field 
survey have revealed a previously unrecorded Roman villa. The 2008 
fieldwork involved excavation to determine the construction of the villa, the 
possible bath house and an area outside the main building. 
 
The 2009 season Project Design was set up to further investigate the 
probable bath house, and to look at the north end of the Villa and the 
relationship with the ditch located in 2008. 
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PREVIOUS WORK 
 

In 2006, a series of test pits were located based on the verbal evidence of the 
landowner that a large quantity of pottery and ceramic building material (CBM) 
had been uncovered during ploughing. One of these test pits located the 
junction of two walls of the main villa, and a geophysical survey (Fig. 2) was 
undertaken which showed the layout of the rooms of the villa. 

 
 
Figure 2: 2006 Geophysical survey results 

 
In 2007, a 30m x 30m trench was opened to reveal the majority of the floor 
plan of the villa (Fig. 3). Several sondages were dug in key areas to determine 
the depth of the remaining walls, which were found to extend to a maximum of 
0.83m below the uppermost layer. 
 
In addition, in 2007 an apsidal wall was uncovered. It was not immediately 
obvious whether this wall related to an apse ended corridor, or whether this 
was part of a possible bath house structure. 
 
In 2008, the excavation investigated the relationship of a number of internal 
walls between rooms 1 & 2 and 2 & 3 (see Figure X), in particular examining 
whether the internal ‘corridor’ walls were all built at the same time as the main 
villa walls. In addition, trenches investigating the construction of the walls 
were dug to the base of the wall foundations to explore whether any floor 
levels had survived. 
 
A possible pit, which cut one into the main west wall of the villa building, was 
also investigated, to determine its relationship to the villa. Based on the 
contents of the pit, i.e. large pieces of painted wall plaster, brick and tile, 
appeared to relate to the demolition of the villa. 
 
A trench was also located beside the apsidal wall found in 2007 in order to 
investigate whether this feature formed part of a possible bath house. 
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Finally, an evaluation trench was located to the north of the villa building to 
investigate the landscape outside the villa. This trench uncovered a ditch rich 
in Roman refuse. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: 2007 Trench Plans (with 2008 trench highlighted in the blue hashed area) 
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AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 

The aims of the 2009 excavation were as follows: 
 
1. To determine whether the structure on the south-west corner of the villa is 

a bath house and how it relates to the wall running west from the main 
western wall of the villa discovered in 2006. The apsidal wall uncovered in 
2007 suggested the presence of a structure attached to the southwest 
corner of the corridor villa. Further excavation in 2008 suggested this 
might be the location of a bath house. Its northern limit, however, was not 
defined. In 2006 a section of wall was uncovered that led away from the 
western wall of the villa. Part of the objective was to understand its 
purpose and how it relates to the possible bath house feature. 
 

2. To investigate how the ditch uncovered in 2008 relates to the villa. The 
evaluation trench dug in 2008 revealed the presence of a flint-lined ditch, 
containing much pottery, a few metres north of the northern wall of the 
villa. It was necessary to try to establish the extent and purpose of this 
ditch.  
 

3.  To establish how much survives of the villa complex. Excavations in 2006, 
2007 and 2008 have established a firm floor plan of the Walberton villa 
and begun to identify various phases of construction and demolition. It is 
now hoped to place the villa more firmly in its immediate environment. The 
wealth that generated the villa was almost certainly based on agriculture, 
which would necessitate the presence of ancillary buildings. There would 
also have to have been access to the villa, probably linking to an east west 
running road (along the bottom of the dip slope of the Downs) north of the 
villa. Previous resistivity surveys indicate the presence of other possible 
features, which need to be evaluated. 
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RESULTS 

Objective 1: Is the structure on the south-west corner of the 
villa a bath house? 

 

A: The apse ended room 

In 2007, an apse ended structure was located at the south east end of the villa. It was 

thought that the structure was likely to be a bath house; however its northern limits 

were not defined. 

 

The area opened in 2007 and 2008 was fully exposed, and then the area was worked 

by mattock and trowel to explore the whole area of the room (Figure 4). During the 

clearance of the overlaying spoil, a high quantity of metal working slag found. 

 

 
Figure 4: Bath House Area 
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The excavated floor of the putative bath house showed two distinct areas, context 9/37 

in the apse and context 9/47 covering the area to the east of the apse. In addition, to 

the north of 9/47 was a partial wall whose foundation survived for approximately 1m. 

This wall appeared to continue to the end of the apse, and the “ghost” foundations 

were clearly visible as a soil mark (see Fig. 5). In the remaining section of this wall 

was the distinct outline of where two box flue tiles had been laid on end. 

 

There was a considerable quantity of broken box flue tile scattered around the floor 

surface of the structure. On initial examination it appears that the tile is mainly third 

century in date. 

At the east of the room, plaster survived on the southern end of the wall, and in the 

south-east corner of 9/47 there was a fairly distinct square patch of mortar, the 

remains of the floor surface 

 
Figure 5: Excavated Bath House, facing east 

 

Directly to the north of the apse, in context 9/50, there was a distinct gap between the 

wall structures. Although there appeared to be a “bridge” of flints above this area, 

there was a definite break in the wall construction. 

 

B: The pit area 

To the north of the apse ended room, an area of disturbance was located adjacent to a 

demolition pit that was partially excavated in 2008. The area was excavated and 

revealed large quantities of tile, mortar and even painted wall plaster (in various 

colours and designs). The layer of demolition rubble came to an end approximately 3 

metres from the western wall of the main villa building.  
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Figure 6: Demolition Pit Plan 

 

When this demolition rubble was removed, the west wall of the main villa building 

was exposed, and it was apparent that there was a distinct change in the make up of 

the main wall from the well-packed regular flints exposed in the sondages dug in 2008 

to what appeared to be a much rougher fill of material. At the south end of the wall 

exposed in this area, there was a large spread of substantial flints (9/66), underneath 

which a deep patch of mortar was visible.  

 

The area to the west of the wall had a thick layer of heavily burned material that 

appeared to have been built up over a period of time. 

 

C: The “lost” wall 

In the original excavations of 2006, a small portion of wall on an east-west orientation 

was found to the west of the main villa wall, but it had been problematical to relocate 

this wall subsequently. 

 

However, this year, we re-exposed the section of wall 2 metres north of the pit area 

and 6 metres north of the apse ended room. A small sondage at the side of this wall 

showed that only a single layer of flints with some mortar remained.  

 

The wall itself only ran for just under 1 metre before it disappeared. However, two 

metres to the west an area of mortar and flint was uncovered which may represent the 

original return of this wall, although further excavation in this area is needed to 

confirm this assumption. 

 

Objective 1 Interpretation 

Although this season began with initial doubts over whether the apse was part of a 

bath house, this now appears to be a correct assumption. 
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Figure 7: Bath House plans amalgamated with 2007 wall plans 

 

Current interpretation is that the bath house was constructed at some time after the 

main villa. The main reason for this interpretation are that the foundations of the bath 

house do not extend to the same depth as that of the main building and built in 

different way with less use of mortar. 

 

The apse ended room appears to have operated as both the tepidarium (the warm 

room) and the apse itself would have been the frigidarium (the cold plunge pool).  
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Evidence of the location of box flue tiles in two areas, and the possible mortar imprint 

of a stack of pilae tiles on the floor of the apse ended room seem to indicate that the 

eastern 2/3rds of the room were heated by a hypocaust. The floor of the bath house is 

approximately 50 cm lower than the assumed floor surface of the rooms of the main 

villa. Once the hypocaust system was included, this would have meant that the floor 

of the tepidarium would have been on an equivalent level with the floor of the main 

villa rooms, and there would have been a step down into the frigidarium. 

 

The gap in the western wall (9/50) is thought to have been the deliberate gap to allow 

drainage from the plunge pool. There has so far been no archaeological evidence of 

the drainage system itself, but if there had been lead pipes, it is very likely these 

would have been removed for reuse after the villa had ceased to be habitable. 

 

The third room of the bath house complex, the caldarium (the hot room) has yet to be 

located, although the assumption is that it would be between the tepidarium and the 

praefurnium. 

 

When the bath house was constructed, the opportunity appears to have been taken to 

heat room I of the villa, and this is evidenced through the channel that was dug 

through the wall foundation. 

 

It also appears that the installation of the bath house may have led to the remodelling 

that caused the movement of the internal walls between rooms I, II and III.  

 

The cut through the wall foundations from the praefurnium area is on an exact line 

with the original internal wall delimiting the north end of room I. Therefore, it appears 

the internal wall was then moved just over 1 metre north to accommodate the heating 

vent into room I. 

 

The small wall found to the north of the demolition pit could be a part of the bath 

house complex, possibly surrounding the praefurnium area to either act as a wind 

break, or to shield the area from view. 

 

At present, there is no direct evidence linking the addition of the bath house to the 

phases of rebuilding detected at the north end of the villa (see below). 

 

When the villa had come to the end of its use, it appears that the entire site was 

levelled down to ground surface, and any usable material was moved for use in an 

alternative (and as yet unlocated) project.  

 

The demolition pit located in 2007/2008 in room I now appears to extend into the 

praefurnium area to the west of the main walls. The current hypothesis is that part of 

the demolition of the villa involved the removal of the pilae tiles under the bath house 

floor and under the floor of room I. This would have left a large ready made hole 

which was then used as a convenient place to deposit the rubble that was not deemed 

to be worth salvaging (hence the low proportions of tiles, but the large amount of wall 

plaster). 
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Objective 2: How does the ditch uncovered in 2008 relate to 
the villa?  

 

The evaluation trench dug in 2008 revealed the presence of what was thought to be a 

flint-lined ditch (Ditch A), containing much pottery, a few meters north of the 

northern wall of the villa. One objective of the 2009 excavation was to try to establish 

the extent, purpose and period of the ditch. Three trenches were positioned to help 

facilitate this, trench F (from 2008) was reopened and extended, whilst trenches G and 

J were positioned to cross the assumed line of the ditch. 

 

When the topsoil was removed by machine, unexpected walls were encountered in 

trenches J and H. It quickly became apparent that the northern end of the villa was 

more complex than had been assumed and required further investigation. To this end, 

trenches F, H and J were extended and trenches L and M were dug (see figure 8) 

 

 
Figure 8: Northern end of the villa showing trenches and main features 

 

 

a. Ditch A 

 

As in 2008, it was very difficult to establish the upper limit of this feature in plan, 

indeed it was necessary to box section it in order to delineate the edges. The ditch is 
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approximately 1.45m wide, has an original depth of c0.8m and runs east-west 

approximately 2.6m north of the northern wall of the villa. In profile it is V shaped 

but asymmetric, with northern slope being c40
o
, the southern slope being steeper at 

50
o 

(see figures 9 & 10). 

 
Figure 9  Section through Ditch A in trench G 

 

 
Figure 10  Section through Ditch A in eastern baulk of Trench G 

 

 

Rather than being flint lined, the lowest c0.5m of the ditch is filled with small (up to 

150mm, but the average being less than 70mm diameter) rounded flints (context 

9/45). The upper levels of flint are held in a clay matrix, bur further towards the base 

there are increasing numbers of void spaces between the flints This suggests that the 

flints were deposited in a single event, with clay subsequently being washed into the 
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upper layers and filling the original voids. One fragment of pottery was recovered 

from within this layer and two from the interface between the flints and the 

underlying brickearth. Initial assessment suggests that these sherds are Late Iron 

Age/early Romano-British in age, though this is yet to be confirmed. 

 

In several places, orangey clay (context 9/49) lay above the flints, though never 

completely covered them, rather it appears to have lined the slopes in places and 

washed down onto the flints. 

 

Above this was a layer rich in artefacts (context 9/32). This consisted of dark, silty 

clay from which lithics, pottery (including fine wares), metal objects, CBM, bone, 

glass and many hundreds of oyster shells were recovered. Initial assessment suggests 

a 1
st
/early 2

nd
 century AD age for this deposit. The condition of the artefacts, the fact 

that they were clustered and the stratigraphy of the feature suggest that this was 

kitchen waste being deposited by the bucket load. 

 

The top of the ditch appeared to be capped by an orangey brown clay (context 9/38), 

which contained very few artefacts and probably deposited in one event, sealing the 

underlying layers. 

 

The ditch was only seen over a small area and to a depth of 30cm in trench J (see 

figures 8 and 11), and there was no flint fill present. This has been interpreted as a 

possible terminus.  

 

 
Figure 11  Section of Ditch A in trench J 

 

 

b. The Northern end of the Villa 

 

The new trenches (H, J & M) revealed the presence of a small, two-roomed wing 

attached to the eastern side of the north of the villa (see Figures X).  It was possible to 

establish phases of activity in this area, though not possible to provide firm dating for 

these phases. 

 


