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with Sir Barry Cunliffe

O

n 30th May 2009, Professor Sir Barry Cunliffe delivered a
lecture to an audience of almost 300 people at Newport
Minster (formerly Sts Thomas Church) entitled ”Brading
Roman Villa - a New Look”. Sir Barry’s illustrated talk covered the background and historical setting of the Villa in general,
and then concentrated in detail on his 2008 excavations of the North
Range aisled hall, which had provided us with such a considerably
greater understanding
of the Roman aisled
hall in general, and of
our own aisled hall in
particular.
The lecture was
hosted by the Isle of
Wight Branch of the
Historical Association,
in collaboration with the
Oglander Roman Trust
and the Friends of Brading Roman Villa. The
event raised over £2000
which was all generSir Barry Cunliffe and Dr David Tomalin admire ously donated by the
the model of the Aisled Hall excavations (made Historical Association to
by member John Board - left) that was on dis- the fund for the Dig in
play for the first time at the Minster.
August 2009.
(Photo: Diana Wood)
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More thoughts from a digger: Dig 2009

I

t’s hard to describe the attraction of digging, why should I look forward to getting down in a hole in the ground to scrape away in all
weathers, archaeologists don’t stop for rain? After all I’m not exactly built for it and I always expect that the first three days of digging are going to hurt. However being out in the fresh air every day for
three weeks is so different to my usual way of life. There is a buzz to be
had from being part of a team that is trying to find answers to questions
that will inform the understanding of a site. There is also the challenge
of trying to maintain the high standards of digging that are required.
The sense of achievement and satisfaction from a job well done, especially when the result is commented on favourably by Sir Barry is terrific and aches and pains are forgotten. Even when finds are few and the
work is monotonous in the extreme the mind can relax as you concentrate on the archaeology. And you never know what you might find with
the next scrape of the trowel.

Jill Savage -

Tour Guide and Digger

So here I was again early on a Sunday morning wondering what
this Dig would be like. All the planning and hard work that had gone
into making this season’s excavations possible had come to fruition; the
South Range was looking like a dig site with tents and huts ranged
along the side of the field and fencing surrounding the areas to be excavated. Soon the team, largely made up of diggers from the previous
2008 dig, was assembled. We had our first briefing from Sir Barry and
then headed to the bath house to start removing the topsoil.
Last year this had been comparatively easy as the archaeology lay
close to the surface; this time it was hard, very, very hard, with chalk
and topsoil like concrete, it seemed to go down for ever and progress
was achieved slowly. To the casual observer it might have seemed that
with so much to do some people were just standing around idly chatting, but there was method in the process. We started working in teams
of three. One person would mattock until there was enough loose soil to
be shovelled into the waiting barrow by the second member of the team.
The third member then took the barrow to the spoil heap. In this way
everyone had some recovery time and there were three pairs of eyes on
the lookout for any finds or archaeology that might appear. Each was
able to gauge their own pace, effort and size of load that was appropriate for them so no-one was at risk of pulled muscles.
The pattern of the day settled down and the shout of ‘Clear up
your loose!’ brought welcome relief. If you were lucky this would come
just after the barrow had been emptied and there would be very little to
do before tidying your tools and heading for the catering tent. A cup of
tea and a biscuit and watching buzzards wheeling above us was welcome respite from the unremitting slog of those first days. Once again I
must say how much the diggers appreciated the work of the catering
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team who always had everything ready; warm water to wash hands in,
tea and biscuits for breaks and salads at lunch time. Sometimes there
were extra little treats that lifted the spirits and took minds off aching
muscles. Breaks were short and every minute counted before the call of
‘Back to work’ sent us back to the site.
I took an early rest day and on my return found that at last some
stonework had begun to appear. The lucky ones were being relieved of
hard labour and set to investigating the structures and soon I was
cleaning up the top of a wall. Three wide trenches had been marked
out across the area and gradually the remains of the baths emerged.
As more and more of the walls appeared sections of the baulks were
removed and the interpretation of the building began. Some more
trenches were opened up in the area next to the baths. Just what
would be found after more laborious mattocking was anybody’s guess;
we had soon discovered that the chalk outlines bore only a passing relationship to what was below ground. When you are digging you are focussed on your little bit and exactly what you are digging and how it
fits into the site as a whole is not always immediately clear. Diggers
had to wait for Sir Barry’s site tour after lunch on Friday for an interpretation of the site, so to start with we managed to pick up a few facts
as we overheard the tour guides taking visitors round the Dig.
Part of this year’s excavation was going to be inside the Villa in
order to answer some questions about its construction (see page 6, Ed).
Work investigating the walls had begun and one evening Sir Barry
asked me if I would like to work inside the Villa too. How could I refuse? Anyone involved with the Villa knows that no-one, but no-one except the conservator is allowed beyond the rails and down onto the
floor. Now here I was, climbing through the wire with my buckets and
tools and being told to start digging. What a thrill and a privilege! I was
asked to reveal the chalk footings that lay in the gap between two
walls. If I had expected it to be easier digging inside I soon found that
the soil was every bit as hard as that outside and I added a picketta to
my selection of tools. Once the surface had been broken the soil turned
into fine dust which helped when clearing up but often by the end of a
session I would have produced less than half a bucketful of loose. In all
I worked on three areas but all too soon my work inside was finished
and I rejoined the team outside and began working on yet more walls.
The team photo was taken after the second Friday briefing as
most people would be going home, leaving just a few who would carry
out the last little bits of excavation and tidying up that needed to be
done. After being used to having the whole team around it seemed
strangely quiet during the third week as people were often working on
their own, spread out across the site. Making sure you didn’t trip over
the measuring tapes of the planners was something to look out for.
As the Dig progressed it was exciting to see how what was being
discovered was changing our understanding of the Villa. Some of the
answers have provoked more questions and future seasons promise
much more. Brading is living up to its reputation of being a very special place.
Inevitably the last day came, much too quickly for me. Another
Dig was over and, much to my surprise, this year it didn’t hurt at all.
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South Range D
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Photos:
Graham Petrie
John Pewsey
Noel Stimson

Dig - August 2009
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The Building Sequence of the West Range
(Based on a transcript recording of Prof. Sir Barry Cunliffe’s investigations August 2009)

I

nvestigations of the crucial wall junctions in the West Range of the Villa have
provided new evidence of the building sequence.

Period 1 : the West Range was built in a single period of construction.
It DID NOT start out as a smaller building that was progressively enlarged. (see figure 1)
Building Phases
1st Phase: most of the entire outside wall was constructed first, made out of mixed
stones over the unlevelled land. The external sides of the walls were faced with coursed
faced flints, and the rough internal walls were plastered.
2nd Phase: an internal wall was built from north to south on the east side.
3rd Phase: an internal wall was built from north to south on the west side and all of the
cross walls were added, creating a bilateral symmetry along the central East-West axis.
4th Phase: the east wall of the front corridor (Room VI) was added.

Michael Bishop (Curator) and Laura Pooley (Project Archaeologist)
Period 2 : the West Range went through a series of internal structural changes. (see
figure 2)
• The wall between rooms VII and IX was moved southwards enlarging room IX and
reducing room VII.
• The two walls between rooms I and IV and rooms X and XI were added, and new
doorways were put in connecting rooms VI, V, II and I.
• All of these changes are associated with turning the rooms at the back of the West
Range into working yards.
Remaining questions include:
• Was an east entrance into room XII ever incorporated? The mosaics (probably added
at a late date) are arranged in a manner best viewed from an easterly entrance.
• What is the function of room XI with its high floor but no doorway?
• What is the function of room X, which has a stone “bench” around the perimeter and
a tiled centre? Might it be a bath that has been filled in?
• Where is the front (easterly) wall of corridor room VI? Small scale investigation under
existing cement may reveal a robber trench establishing the wall line.

Figure 2
Figure 1
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Letter from the Chairman - Wendy Gannon

T

his year’s dig revealed some fascinating and very complicated archaeology on the South range. If you remember from Scriba’s journal, the interpretation changed daily as fresh evidence threw a different perspective, so it will come as no surprise to you now that we
still wait for the full story to be analysed. However, we do have the new
and surprising information gained from only brief investigation of the main
floors inside the Villa. Tantalising as ever, this new knowledge has raised
more questions than answers and we look forward to next year when a bit
more exploration can be done.
And we certainly are looking forward to
next year’s dig which will focus on the eastern end of the site. Plans for
fundraising are in hand already - we know it’s going to be difficult, but we
also know it will be well worth the effort and to this end, a growing number
of Friends are now giving us pledges for small, affordable sums, paid regularly each month via a bank’s standing order. This is enormously helpful to
us in forward planning both the scope and finances of the dig and if you
want to help in this way, too, please contact me either by email or on 01983
811408.
A Space Odyssey
A lot goes on every day at the Villa but once you have gone through
the doors into the calm and uncluttered expanse of museum, it’s easy to
forget that the museum is, in fact, the only large space in the building.
What you see at Brading Roman Villa is really what you get - there are no
conference rooms or lecture halls tucked away out of sight; Villa staff work
in three tiny storerooms (in company with the stores) and the café becomes
a multi-purpose room when necessary during the day. It’s partitioned to
give a separate space for schools’ classes, talks, courses, all staff admin and
training meetings and, until now, our Winter Lectures. Juggling all these
activities so they don’t curtail public access to the café has become an almost impossible task and rather than continue turning people away from
the Winter Lectures through lack of space in the partitioned area, we are
starting most of the talks at 4.30pm, after the café has closed. We can then
use the whole area for seating without interfering with the café’s business which is an important consideration because the café plays a vital part in
helping to sustain the museum in the wintertime.

The welcome addition of the mobile chalet which The Friends acquired earlier this year as a Site Hut has proved invaluable in helping to
solve some of our space problem. We were extremely lucky to have been allowed to put it on site at all – a static building would not have been approved. Local Island firms have been so very generous with their help in its
refurbishment: Engenius of Cowes has installed solar panels on the roof,
Richardsons of Newport provided the low voltage lighting, and B&Q and
Anne Ginger have also helped us with flooring and fabrics. Very appropriately, our Eco-friendly Site Hut overlooks the wild-life meadow garden behind the Villa, and provides storage for dig equipment plus the much
needed extra space for small meetings away from the public areas. It has
survived its original title “the Wendy House” but struggles a bit to acquire
the gravitas of a board room. Nevertheless, the formal meetings of both
charities are held in it and Sir Barry Cunliffe was deeply impressed when it
was moved out on to the site to become his ‘office’ during the dig. A plot
has already been reserved for it at next year’s dig.
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Proscriptio:
The Friends of
Brading
Roman Villa
Registered Charity No. 1110720

Brading Roman Villa
Morton Old Road
Sandown, Isle of Wight
PO36 0EN

Tel 01983 811408
mail@friendsofbradingromanvilla.com

The Friends Trustees:
President:
Sam Twining LVO OBE DL
Chairman:
Wendy Gannon
Vice-Chairman:
Noel Stimson
Membership Sec: Pat Barber
Minutes Secretary: Jill Savage
Treasurer:
Ursula Clark
Newsletter Editor: Noel Stimson
Mary Clements
Neville Carr
Michael Jennings

WINTER LECTURES
October 2009 - April 2010
Saturday, October 10th
IN SEARCH OF BYZANTIUM
The Roman Empire in the East
Speaker: Mei Trow
Saturday, November 28th
THE HISTORY OF KNIGHTON GORGES
Speaker: Jean Peters
Saturday, December 12th Two Lectures
THE ROMAN ARMY
(of particular interest to children)
THE ROMAN INVASION
The invasion of AD43, its impact
on the Isle of Wight and Brading
Speaker: John Smith
Wednesday, January 20th, 2010
ANCIENT TECHNOLOGIES: ROPE MAKING
Materials and techniques from
Prehistory to 1801: Audience participation
Speaker: Nigel Tibbutt
February 10th
POMPEII AND HERCULANEUM
An illustrated talk
Speaker: Lisa Kerley, Brading Roman Villa
Wednesday March 17th
ISLE OF WIGHT FOLKLORE
Tales, traditions and superstitions
Speaker: Adrian Searle
Saturday April 17th
ROME’S FRONTIER WITH ARABIA
Unveiling the mysteries of the Nabateans
Speaker: Peter Harrigan

4.30 pm

2.30 pm
7.30 pm

4.30 pm

4.30 pm

4.30 pm

4.30 pm

Lectures are open to the public
Tickets £4, children and students £2
Entry is free to Friends, and it is usual for a donation of £2 on the day
Coffee and biscuits are included
Please let us know if you are coming!

Project Leaders:
Sheila Burch
Sandy Kealty
Camilla Lambert
Graham Petrie
Sylvia Sillar
Freda Wheeler
Veronica Williams

4.30 pm

Email: mail@friendofbradingromanvilla.com - or telephone 01983 811408 or 406223

FBRV ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
Saturday 30th January 2010
from 1.30pm - in the Villa café

Friends’ Christmas GET-TOGETHER
December 15th 2009; 8.00pm—10.00 pm
Another chance to enjoy the jazz guitars of ‘The Gramophone Party”
Fully licensed cash bar

Tickets £5.00 from Villa front desk

If you missed the Gramophone Party in 2008
do not make the same mistake this year !!
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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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