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MANTON LANE, BEDFORD    
 

Interim Archaeological Report 
 

The Roman site at Manton Lane, Bedford, has so far only been examined in a piecemeal and 

slightly ad hoc manner. This preliminary report summaries the investigations to date and 

their results. The recovered evidence indicates that the site contains masonry buildings with 

painted walls, glazed windows and at least one building which featured an underfloor heating 

system (hypocaust). Perhaps surprisingly, few similar buildings have been found in the 

Bedford area. In addition, the presence of stucco work, a rare type of decorative moulding 

found at only a small number of Roman sites in Britain, including Fishbourne Roman Palace, 

suggests that the site could be of national importance.  
 

 
Investigation within one of the testpits dug in 2015 (Manton Lane in background) 

 

 

BACKGROUNDBACKGROUNDBACKGROUNDBACKGROUND    
 

The site was first identified by local 

historians in 2011 when Roman finds and 

remains were disturbed during the digging of 

an un-monitored pipe trench.  

 

Subsequent investigation by Albion 

Archaeology funded by Bedford Borough 

Council was, due to time and budgetary 

constraints, focussed on excavating two test-

pits over a masonry wall found adjacent to 

Manton Lane (Albion 2011).  

 

During the summers of 2013, 2014 and 2015 

a total of fifteen test-pits/trenches were dug. 

These ranged in size from 1m x 1m to 5m x 

3.5m. They were dug by local volunteers 

under the direction of a professional 

archaeologist from Albion Archaeology with 

practical support from Bedford Borough 

Council (see more detailed acknowledgments 

at the end of this report). 
 

 
Pipe trench being dug in 2011 
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THE SETTLEMENTTHE SETTLEMENTTHE SETTLEMENTTHE SETTLEMENT    
 

The majority of the evidence was from the 

pipe trench and test-pits closest to Manton 

Lane (see figure at back of this report). This, 

and the discovery of similar remains by local 

historians within Edith Cavell Lower School 

to the south, indicates that the settlement 

straddles Manton Lane. Only one small ditch 

was found within a test-pit to the north, 

suggesting that the northern edge of this part 

of the Roman settlement corresponds with a 

terrace dug into the hillslope to level the land. 

The terrace was located within two test-pits. 

 

Geophysical surveys undertaken by both 

professional and community organisations 

have not produced results that tie in with the 

excavated evidence. 

 

Buildings 
The walls of two buildings with stone 

foundations were identified within the pipe 

trench and two test-pits.  

 

The wall foundations of Building 1 

comprised c. 0.4m x 0.3m limestone 

fragments within a c. 0.8m-wide foundation 

trench traced for 12m.  

 

 
Albion archaeologists at work in 2011 

 

To the south, within the pipe trench, the 

foundations consisted of two pitched courses 

and a third uppermost, narrower pitched 

course inset by 0.1m on the east side; all three 

courses were in herringbone style (see 

below).  

 

 
Substantial wall foundations to the south 

 

To the north only a single course of limestone 

survived (see below).  

 

 
Wall foundations at north 

 

The deeper foundations to the south are 

probably explained by the construction of the 

wall over an earlier feature, possibly a large 

ditch. The nature of the deposits on either 

side of the wall suggests that the interior was 

to the west. Here finer ‘construction’ debris 

was found but no actual floor surface.  

 

The deposits to the east were much coarser 

and included stones and tiles which 

presumably derived from the building (see 

below). 
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Building debris on the outside of Building 1 

 

The north-east corner of Building 2 was 

identified as a mix of in-situ stones and 

building debris (see below).  

 

 
Wall foundations of Building 2 

 
These foundations were not excavated but the 

c. 1m-wide wall foundations comprised at 

least one course of pitched limestone. 

Although only visible for a short length, the 

northern wall appeared to have been 

constructed just south of the terrace. The 

alignment of the eastern wall did not 

correspond with that of Building 1 — hence 

their interpretation as separate buildings. It is 

possible that they actually represent rooms 

within one larger building but this could not 

be determined due to the limited extent of the 

investigations.  

 

 
Archaeological recording of wall foundations 

 

Within Building 2 the top of the underlying 

geology was c. 0.5m deeper than outside the 

building. The side of the cut was vertical and, 

although difficult to determine due to the 

narrowness of the area and water ingress, the 

base of the cut appeared to be level. It is 

possible that the cut represents the chamber 

of a hypocaust, although it was not possible 

to determine whether any in-situ pilae were 

present. However, a number of square bricks 

were observed during the un-supervised 

insertion of a modern pipe to the west. The 

deposits within the possible hypocaust 

chamber contained large quantities of mortar, 

plaster and stucco work (see below). 

 

Evidence for another three possible buildings 

was found in the test-pits to the east in the 

form of large stones, extensive mortar 

fragments and a beam slot.  

 

Other features 
Gravel and stone surfaces were found in two 

test-pits, in one case above the fill of a 

probable beam slot indicative of an earlier 

building. The layers may be external surfaces 

but due to the limited extent of the 

investigations it is not impossible that they 

are floors within buildings. 
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Archaeological recording of a 2015 test-pit  

 

FINDSFINDSFINDSFINDS    
 

Large quantities of finds have been recovered 

including pottery and building material (see 

below). 

 

To date it has only been possible to catalogue 

one test-pits seasons finds to professional 

standards. None have been studied in detail. 

The following is, therefore, a provisional 

summary.  

 

 
Some of the finds from the 2015 test-pits being 

“bagged” after washing 

 

Pre-Roman finds 
Pre-Roman finds comprise worked flint 

flakes and a small quantity of pottery of 

predominantly late Iron Age date.  

 

Roman pottery 
Roman pottery is represented by locally 

manufactured coarse wares in sand- and 

shell-tempered fabrics, broadly datable to the 

2nd century onwards. Second-century 

continental fine wares are central Gaulish 

samian and fine black-slipped ware. Later 

Roman regional imports are 3rd- to 4th-

century colour-coated wares from the Nene 

Valley and Oxfordshire.  

Roman building material 
Building material comprises ceramic roof tile 

(tegulae and imbrices) and combed flue tile, 

possible tesserae, mortar fragments, 

limestone roof / floor tiles, wall plaster (a 

high proportion of which is painted) and 

window glass. 

 

 
Almost complete Roman roof tile found in 2015 

 

Notwithstanding the evidence for substantial 

walls, roofs and internal embellishment at 

Manton Lane, it is worth noting that only a 

small number of tesserae and fragments of 

opus signinum have been found to date. 

 

Other objects datable to the Roman period 

include ten coins, a copper alloy earring and 

brooch, vessel glass and a lead vessel 

patch/repair. Animal bone fragments and 

oyster shell were also recovered. 

 

Stucco 
Stucco from Roman Britain is rare and its 

discovery at Manton Lane is, therefore, 

significant. Perhaps the most famous site 

where it is present is Fishbourne Roman 

Palace (Cunliffe 1971, 142), although the 

nearest site is Gorhambury villa near St. 

Albans (Neal et al. 1990, 172). Stucco is 

particularly suitable for decorating the 

internal surfaces of vaults. The recovered 

pieces from Manton Lane have been 

identified as free-style low relief; they 

juxtapose white plaster relief on a multi-

coloured background, making them an even 

rarer find (Prof. R Ling pers. comm.). One 

note of caution: stucco work’s rarity may, in 

part, be due to its delicate nature which 

militates against its survival in the 

archaeological record.  
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DISCUSSIONDISCUSSIONDISCUSSIONDISCUSSION    
 

It is never easy to determine the precise 

‘status’ of Roman settlements on the basis of 

limited investigation. However, it is clear that 

two of the buildings at Manton Lane are ‘in a 

different league’ to the numerous farmsteads 

excavated in the Bedford area, e.g. 

Biddenham Loop (Luke 2008, 56; Luke 

2016, 241–64), Marsh Leys (Luke and Preece 

2011, 166–6) and Norse Road (Edgeworth 

2001), although buildings with stone 

foundations have been found within the 

nearby roadside settlement at Kempston 

Church End (Dawson 2004, 38–66; Luke 

2016, 208–41).  

 

In the past, the mere presence of masonry 

walls and hypocausts has been taken to 

indicate the presence of a villa, i.e. a 

complex of highly ‘Romanised’ buildings 

where the owners of large and wealthy 

agricultural estates lived. The best known 

example in Bedfordshire is at Totternhoe 

(Matthews et al. 1992) c. 40km away.  

 
It is now recognised that this is too simplistic 

an interpretation and that not all settlements 

with masonry walls and hypocausts 

necessarily have to be villas. For example, 

the bathhouse at Newnham (Ingham et al. 

2016) and the aisled building at Shefford 

(Luke et al. 2010) may be associated with 

estate centres rather than villas. In fact, at the 

time of her study of the Middle and Upper 

Ouse valleys Meade concluded that ‘there 

were no proven villas’ in the Bedford area 

(Meade 2010, 47), which is in marked 

contrast to the number of villas found in both 

the Milton Keynes area and the Nene Valley.  

 

Irrespective of whether the Manton Lane 

settlement is a villa or not, it does contain 

buildings with significant architectural 

embellishment and is located in a dominant 

position within the landscape. 
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Roman remains found within the pipe trench and test-pits 
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Some members of the 2015 investigation team on the last day of fieldwork 
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