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From the President of the Friends

D

ear Friend,

I write to thank all the Friends of Brading Roman Villa for their
support, especially during the August 2008 Big Dig at the Villa.
Whether you acted as a guide, a steward, manned the tea tent, brought
visitors to the Dig or were a subscriber to Brading’s Big Dig, my message
to you all is a very big “Thank you!” As your Honorary President I am very
proud of you and the organisation that has been created. Without the
Friends, the Big Dig could not have happened.
The Friends were formed five years ago and have grown steadily in
membership ever since. The Big Dig has brought an increased public
awareness of the Villa and, as a result, more interest in our supporting
role. As I write, we now number over 400 members which is a remarkable
achievement - for us and the Villa.
We do need more members, especially with another Dig on the drawing
board for 2009, to help with funding and again to give assistance during
the Dig. Anything that you can do to attract new members during the next
six months would be very helpful.
Thank you for your support. You belong to an active expanding organisation that is looking to do greater things yet in the future.
Yours sincerely,
Sam Twining
S H G Twining, LVO, OBE, DL
Honorary President

September 2008
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Letter from the Chairman

W

e were all pleased and very honoured that HRH the Earl of
Wessex was able to visit the Villa on 24th September – literally a flying visit. Prince Edward’s helicopter landed in the
field – always a spectacular arrival – and he was able to see
the dig site before it is backfilled. The young people of the Island Youth
Theatre gave an excerpt from their production “Roman Roots” in the museum and the Prince went on to meet many of the people who had made
generous contributions to the success of the dig – including our volunteer
guides and stewards. The Villa catering team gave us all a magnificent
buffet lunch. We know the food is always good in the café, but this was
really special and much appreciated by everyone.
Brading’s Big Dig has been a tremendous success and The Friends
volunteers richly deserve all the compliments they are receiving. It is
quite true, the Dig would not have been so successful had it not been for
the extraordinary efforts they made. It was extremely hard work, and we
learnt a lot – not least how well we can work together. It has also been
an important milestone achievement for The Friends organisation. The
Dig was undertaken jointly by the Oglander Roman Trust and The Friends
of Brading Roman Villa, and for the first time the two charities worked
closely together, from start to finish, to bring about a resounding success
for the Villa.
I think we have earned our spurs. Well done, and thank you all for
your support.

Wendy Gannon

N

Page 2

The north range aisled hall
at
Brading Roman Villa
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H.R.H. The Earl of Wessex visits Brading Roman Villa.
Greeted by the Lord Lieutenant, Major General Martin White, after
the royal helicopter landed near the car park (above), and being
escorted around the north range excavations by Trustee Professor
Michael Fulford and Tour Guide, Noel Stimson (below).
(Photos: Graham Petrie)
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Photos by Ray Edwards, Paul Newell,
Graham Petrie, Diana Riach

The North Range
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Dig - August 2008
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A Tour Guide’s View of the Big Dig

I

was thrilled and delighted when the Villa trustees invited me to organize the
volunteer tour guides for the excavations scheduled to take place in August.
As everyone now knows, this major five-year project is led by Sir Barry
Cunliffe and some of his colleagues from the Faculty of Archaeology of Oxford
University, plus twenty or so volunteer archaeologists and diggers.
The Island volunteer contingent was to consist of two groups; a group of ten local
archaeologists, to be sifted and sorted by David Low, and a larger number of general
volunteers to cover car parking, the catering tent and guided tours, which is where I
came into the organisation.
When the first press releases went out in the spring, the Villa received over ninety
applications from local ‘wannabe’ diggers. It was a tough job for David to sort them all
out and select only those who were sufficiently experienced, fit enough and committed
to the full three weeks of the project so that the list could be boiled down to the planned
limit of ten.
I had an easier task; from the corps of existing tour guides plus the disappointed
diggers and other applicants, I was able to assemble a team of almost fifty volunteers.
Thankfully, Wendy Gannon relieved me of the catering team and set up her own rota for
the Catering Tent.
Thanks to the willingness of the volunteers concerned, the rota was completed,
and soon we were all looking forward eagerly to Day 1 of the Dig.
The day before we started, Sir Barry Cunliffe arrived at the Villa with some of his
team. He immediately sat me down and, over a cup of tea, explained in considerable
detail how the Dig would operate, and how the tour guides would fit in. My main concern was that we would have insufficient information to give visitors in the early days of
the Dig when there was little to be seen other than a very large hole. Barry re-assured
me he would personally brief all the tour guides at the start of each day, so that we
would know what had happened the previous day, and what was planned for today. He
would also feed us a steady stream of stories and general information about aisled halls,
of which he had excavated a considerable number in recent years.

By Noel Stimson
As a result of Barry’s assurances on the information stream, and the promise of a
daily briefing from the man himself, a remarkable thing happened; almost every day at
8.30 a.m. a there was a gathering of stewards and tour guides to hear what the great
man had to say, not only those rostered for that morning’s session, but several others
who possibly were not on duty till later on, or even the next day.
It was the same throughout the entire three week Dig; many of the tour guides
turning up simply because they wanted to be part of this exciting event. One day at the
end of week 1, I arrived at the Villa for my afternoon session, took one look at the car
park and thought “My God, with only three rostered stewards we will never be able to
cope with those numbers!” I walked into the Dig area, and was greeted by the sight of
five separate groups of 20 or so visitors spread around the Dig, each escorted by a tour
guide. When I arrived at the doorway where all the tours begin, there were three more
tour guides sorting out the huge influx of visitors! After that I stopped worrying, secure
in the knowledge that I had a superb team of committed volunteers, whose main object
was to make certain the whole operation ran smoothly, while enjoying themselves
hugely at the same time. I was really proud of them all.
At that time, our through-put was about 200 visitors an hour. Over the period of
the Dig we escorted an estimated seven thousand visitors around the excavations.
The whole event was a wonderful learning curve for us all; we learned a vast
amount about the north range.
But the most intriguing feature to me was the explanation by Sir Barry that these
ancient buildings were possibly the fore-runner of the first designs used by the early
Christian church, with a long central aisle separated from the side aisles by massive roof
supports. All that was missing was the transept and the pews. There is not a lot that is
completely new, is there?
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Thoughts from a Digger.

S

o there I was, just after eight in the morning of Sunday, 3rd August, wondering
just what I’d let myself in for. You never know with digs, they’re all different.
What would the other diggers be like? Had the Victorians left anything behind
for us to find? The anticipation had been building up since the decision to go
ahead with the dig had been made and it would be dreadful if nothing much happened,
but that is the fascination of archaeology - you are exploring unknown territory.
I parked the car and made my way towards the North Range. Security fencing
isolated the area and inside were two huts, a van, a tent, portable loos and a yurt.
Gradually more people arrived and the dig started with a briefing from the dig director
Sir Barry Cunliffe as to how he wanted the dig to be conducted. He runs a tight ship;
the working area had to be left tidy and tools covered before going off to take those
welcome breaks, and no talking to the visitors.
It’s not easy to explain the fascination of digging; I knew the first few days
would be painful as aching muscles reacted to the activity required - a bit like running
a marathon - and you have to work through the pain barrier and my goodness, was I
stiff, but the rewards are great. Much of the time it can be monotonous but there is
always the possibility that something interesting will turn up. You find yourself working with people who become new friends. Focussing on a task can be extremely relaxing even if there is certain amount of physical effort required at times. Being out all
day whatever the weather is a complete contrast to the usual routine; even when buckets were flying across the site and finds’ trays had to be anchored down or the drizzle
started, I was enjoying myself.
The Victorians had backfilled their excavation leaving an uneven surface of unknown depth so there was no way that a mechanical digger could be used to remove
the topsoil. It would all have to be removed by hand. Half the area was marked out and
groups were deployed with mattocks and shovels and the turf was taken up. I was
pleased to find that I hadn’t lost the knack of shovelling, but mattocking is an art I
have still to master.
Surprisingly, it appeared that the remains of the North Range were much nearer
the surface than had been thought and before long people were redeployed to start re-

By Jill Savage
vealing the structure. Because the archaeology was so quickly revealed the working
area was expanded rapidly. The job in hand took on its own pace and one lost all sense
of time until “Clear up your loose!” punctuated the day and one could head for the catering tent. I cannot speak too highly of that tent and the team who manned it. To have
tea, biscuits, lunch, all ready as one emerged from the dig was wonderful, especially on
the days when the weather was grim, and you could see what was going on around you.
With all one’s focus being in the trench it was surprising how little one was
aware of what was going on beyond the barriers. It was even possible to ignore, for the
most part, the groups of visitors being taken round, although sometimes it was possible to learn about developments on the site as the tour guides expanded their stories
following the briefing they had been given each morning. The diggers had to wait until
Friday afternoon for their weekly site tour.
The Dig had been scheduled to last for three weeks; two weeks when the whole
digging team of about 30 would be working, leaving a third week for tidying up loose
ends. Most of the diggers had signed up for two weeks and before they left a group
photo was taken after the Friday site tour. At the end of the day there was a farewell
get-together in the café where the success of the Dig was recognised by Sir Barry, and
thanks expressed to the whole team who had worked so hard to make it all possible.
On Saturday goodbyes were said but with the hope that we would meet again next
year.
All too quickly came the end of week 3, and tools were being cleaned and packed
away ready for the next season and more goodbyes said. The Big Dig was over. Here’s
to next year and the South Range.
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Proscriptio:
The Friends of
Brading
Roman Villa
Tel 01983 811408
mail@friendsofbradingromanvilla.com
Address for correspondence:
Brading Roman Villa
Morton Old Road
Sandown, Isle of Wight
PO36 0EN
The Friends Trustees:
President:
Chairman:
Vice-Chairman:
Membership Sec:
Minutes Secretary:
Treasurer:
Newsletter Editor:

Committee:

Sam Twining LVO OBE DL
Wendy Gannon
Noel Stimson
Pat Barber
Jill Savage
Ursula Clark
Noel Stimson
Martin Boswell
Neville Carr
Kenneth Hicks
Michael Jennings
Roger Whitby-Smith

Volunteer Co-ord:

Camilla Lambert
Sylvia Sillar
Ursula Clark

Outreach Co-ord:

Ann Evans

WINTER LECTURES
2008-2009
Non-members £4, children/students £2. Tea/coffee included.
Sadly, due to rising costs, we can no longer offer free entry to Friends, so we are
asking those who attend for a gold-coin donation (£1 or £2) on the night.

Saturday November 15th 2.30 pm: “BOUDICA” Mei Trow, History teacher.
Saturday December 6th
(TWO LECTURES):
2.30 pm “THE ROMAN ARMY AND ITS ARMOUR” (special lecture for children)
and
7.30 pm: “ROMAN VILLAS OF WESSEX”,
both by John Smith, co-Curator of Bignor Roman Villa.
2009:
Saturday January 17th 2.30 pm: “ALL SEA ROADS LEAD TO ROME”:
Hugh Gibbons
Saturday February 21st 2.30 pm: “ISLAND ARCHAEOLOGY:
A DECADE OF DISCOVERIES”:
Ruth Waller, County Archaeologist.
Saturday March 21st 2.30 pm:
Johanna Jones

Wednesday April 15th 7.30 pm: “HISTORIC LANDSCAPES OF THE ISLE
OF WIGHT”: Vicky Basford
WATCH THIS SPACE FOR A POSSIBLE LECTURE WITH
SIR BARRY CUNLIFFE.

Registered Charity No. 1110720

EVENTS IN THE NEAR FUTURE:

Registered address:
Morton Old Road
Sandown
Isle of Wight
PO36 0EN

“SIR JOHN AND LADY OGLANDER”:

1.

Christmas Reception: Friday 12th December, with Ryde
Rainbow Singers, a jazz band and refreshments.

2.

Annual General Meeting: Saturday 24th January, 2.oo pm

Publicity for an organisation such as ours is seldom cheap. As a member of the Friends you can help us advertise
events and services by displaying the Villa’s well-established style of small A4 posters. These will be printed and
laminated by the Villa, ready to display in your car, on your gate, or, with just a little persuasion, in your local shop
or Post Office.
If you are willing to be placed on the list of regular Volunteer Advertisers, please tell
Adam Watson, the Villa’s publicity Officer on 406223 or email him at:
<adamwatson@bradingromanvilla.org.uk>
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The Newsletter of the Friends of Brading Roman Villa

This Newsletter is edited by Dr Noel Stimson, (Tel 874204, email: Noel_Stimson@compuserve.com)
and printed and published by the Friends of Brading Roman Villa.
The contents of this newsletter do not necessarily represent the views or opinions of the Staff Archaeologists, or the Trustees of the Oglander Roman Trust, and no responsibility is taken for the accuracy
or validity of the contents.
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