
Archaeological survey and excavation at 

Bampton Common

I’ll Take the High Road



Project Summary 

• ‘I’ll Take the High Road’ project aims to uncover new 

information about the Roman archaeology and 

landscape development of the Bampton Common area.

• Designed as a community archaeology project forming 

part of a wider project: ‘Our Common Cause: Our 

Common Uplands’ funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund.

• Aims to provide training opportunities in archaeological 

survey techniques and engage local people in research.



High Street Roman Road

• High Street Roman Road (HER 1522 and SM 1003285) 

is believed to connect Brougham Roman Fort at Penrith 

with Ambleside, crossing through the Lake District Fells

• 5km of the presumed route crosses Bampton Common

• In 2006 three trenches excavated between Froswick and 

Thornthwaite Crag revealed a metalled surface and 

features associated with the prevention of flooding. 

• Current inspection of the route by Historic England 

(aerial photography and ground-based observation)



Historic England Sites

Recent survey by Historic England has identified:

• Bronze Age round cairns and monuments

• Later prehistoric clearance cairns, banks and ditches

• Medieval/post-medieval earthwork field boundaries, 

holloways and sheepfolds/enclosures (i.e. agricultural)

• Medieval/post-medieval charcoal burning platforms, lime 

kins, quarries and ruined buildings



Fieldwork Methods

Validate the results of the Historic England survey using:

• Topographic archaeological survey of visible features

• Geophysical survey to detect subsurface features

• Small-scale excavation to confirm the route of the road

• Creation of a written gazetteer using a standard form 

(used to enhance the Historic Environment Record).



Topographic Survey

Historic England Level 3 Survey of features/earthworks:

• Creation of core monument record using a pro-forma

• Ground photography (digital) to record visible features

• Control stations established to provide a survey framework

• Taped offset measurements taken from baselines to create 

scale plans of earthwork detail (hachured plans at 1:200)



Survey methods:

• Establish control stations/baselines

• Offset measurements from baselines

• Baselines recorded using GPS

• Detail drawn on permatrace sheets

• Hachures used to depict ‘soft’ detail

• Plans digitized in AutoCAD to provide 

scale survey drawings of earthworks

Topographic Survey



What is Geophysical Survey?

• Definition: In archaeology, geophysical survey is a 

ground-based physical sensing technique used for 

archaeological imaging or mapping

• Used either as a prospection tool to detect unknown 

archaeological sites, or for investigating known sites 

(i.e. to provide new or more detailed information)

• Quality of information obtained is dependant on site 

conditions (e.g. geology, hydrology, soils and land use) 

and the particular technique used for the survey



Earth Resistance Survey

• When an electric current is fed into the 

ground it encounters resistance

• This relies on the ability of the soil to 

conduct a current (moisture level)

• Two electrodes inject alternating current 

(AC) at a constant rate. 

• Two probes sample the voltage to 

determine the resistance (R=V/I)

• High resistance is recorded if current 

encounters buried wall foundations

• Lower resistance is recorded where the 

current passes through silted up ditches



What can you detect?

High Resistance 

Anomalies:

• Walls/foundations

• Rubble/hardcore

• Made-up surfaces

• Roads/trackways

• Stone coffins/cists

Low Resistance 

Anomalies:

• Ditches/pits

• Foundation cuts

• Drains

• Graves 

• Metal pipes



Surveying with a Resistance Meter

Requirements:

• Low vegetation and moist soils 

(seasonal considerations)

• No obstructions (i.e. survey area 

needs to be free of obstacles)

• Probes must be able to make contact

(compacted ground may be unsuitable)

• Four people ideal number for managing 

the instrument, cables and ropes

• Data downloaded into a laptop in the 

field for processing and storage





Processing Data



Earth resistance data for a Roman Signal station (?)

Greyscale image 3D Model

Presentation of Results



Archaeological Excavation

• “Archaeology is the study of human activity through the 

recovery and analysis of material culture”.

• Modern archaeology is married to the concept of 

stratigraphy (layered materials or strata) that were 

deposited at a site in sequence over time. 

• Modern excavation requires that the precise locations of 

objects and features, be recorded (i.e. their context).

• Excavation progresses from most recent context to the 

earliest (or to the natural undisturbed geology)

•



Roman Roads

Maiden Way Roman Road near Alston showing a distinct agger

(North Pennines Archaeology 2011)

Different classes of roads: 

Average width of 488 metalled 

Roman roads in Britain is 6.51m

Often have a pronounced agger

with drainage ditches each side

Evidence for un-metalled lanes 

each side with outer ditches

Cuttings/terraces to maintain 

gradient. Foundations may be 

enhanced in wet or boggy areas



High Street

High Street Roman Road between Froswick and Thornthwaite Crag 

(Greenlane Archaeology 2006)

Haverfield reported a 10ft-wide (3m) 

metalled road with kerb stones in 1898

Excavated road surface comprised 

gravels and pebbles (no cobbles/kerb)

Assumed to be foundation layer 

(robbing of upper stone surface?)

Gravel-filled ditch for drainage

Banks of clay and gravel acting as a 

‘dam’ to keep water from surface



Archaeological survey and excavation at 

Bampton Common

Any questions?


