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Editors’ foreword

Matthew Hobson joined Wardell Armstrong in the position of Associate Director at the Carlisle office, following a post 
at the University of Leicester, in early March 2020. Shortly after his arrival Matthew received instruction to bring 
the partly completed Lyde Green monograph to final publication. A draft text, minus some specialist reports and 
a concluding discussion, was prepared by Richard Newman by spring 2017. Richard then became heavily occupied 
with the management of a series of excavations related to the East Anglia One windfarm onshore construction 
works in Suffolk, and subsequently with overseeing the process of resultant post-excavation assessment. This 
project was only completed in the month before Richard departed Wardell Armstrong. By early 2020 the Lyde Green 
excavations were becoming a rather distant event in the company’s history. Michael McElligott, who prepared the 
two substantial archive reports in 2014, had by then emigrated to Australia to work as an archaeologist. Initial 
meetings with Richard, who himself had not taken part in the original excavations, helped greatly developing 
Matthew’s understanding of what remained to be done. Michael McElligott also kindly took the time to answer 
several queries about the methodology employed during the excavations. 

Most of the specialist reports were still in their original form and required editing down and their conclusions 
cross-referencing with one another. Analysis still needed to be arranged for the Roman small finds and ceramic 
building material, and the process of conducting the former led to some revisions in the dating. Data for the draft 
stratigraphic figures was moved from AutoCAD over to GIS, and a rough concordance of the phasing between each of 
the excavation areas drawn up. From this digital archive, a phase plan for each of the excavation areas was prepared. 
Helen Philips then produced figures of selected section drawings. Richard Henry photographed a selection of the 
small finds and Matthew produced figures of the these and the illustrations in Adobe InDesign. Richard Newman 
completed the text of the final chapter at the beginning of May 2020.

The production of the monograph has been a collective effort. In addition to the team of contributors, multiple 
anonymous academic peer reviewers kindly submitted comments on the draft text and figures, one of whom read 
the entire text of an early draft. These comments have helped to iron out many inconsistencies. Inevitably some 
will remain, but the responsibility for these remains ours. 

Matthew S. Hobson and Richard Newman
18/05/2021



1

The archaeological investigations described in 
this monograph were undertaken during 2012 and 
2013 at Lyde Green on the north-eastern outskirts 
of Bristol, within what was then the known as the 
Emersons Green East development area (Figure 1.1). 
The excavations recorded a 1st century AD farmstead 
occupying a visually prominent position. The site 
occupies a low ridge overlooking a stream valley to 
the east, into which a number of spring lines flow. The 
farmstead developed into a villa estate by the late 3rd 
century and continued life well into the second half 
of the 4th century. The main villa building, complete 
with remains of a bathhouse and other ancillary 
structures, was excavated beneath what is now Lyde 
Green Primary School. The focus of settlement activity 

in the 1st century, however, originally lay some 200m 
further south within a D-shape enclosure, which now 
lies beneath the new residential housing estate built 
by Linden homes at the junction of Acorn Drive and 
Willowherb Road. This enclosure was surrounded by 
field systems probably dedicated to stock raising and 
arable farming. Traces of its agricultural and non-
agricultural production activities, such as corn drying, 
iron smelting and blacksmithing, were recorded dating 
to the 2nd to 4th centuries AD. Only a small amount 
of evidence for earlier activity from the Neolithic, 
Middle-Late Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age was 
found, and does not indicate the close proximity of 
dense sedentary settlement before the 1st century AD. 
The site had suffered badly from medieval and later 
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stone robbing, as well as modern agricultural activity, 
with no floor surfaces of any of the Romano-British 
buildings remaining in situ. Evidence of a medieval 
field system was found, as well as some Post-medieval 
quarrying. Where the focus of activity was during the 
5th-8th century is unknown, but an important 9th-10th 
Anglo-Saxon iron smelting site has been excavated just 
250-300m to the west of the main villa building (Figure 
1.2). The most significant observation is the degree of 
continuity on the site from the 1st century AD into the 
late Roman period. The Lyde Green excavations have 
allowed archaeologists to plot the development of this 
section of landscape over several hundred years, from a 
rural farmstead of the very late Iron Age into a Romano-
British villa estate.

1�1� The purpose and format of this publication

The Romano-British villa at Lyde Green provides an 
opportunity to contextualise similar remains from 
elsewhere in the Bristol/south Gloucestershire sub-
region. Such an opportunity has implications for our 
knowledge and understanding of villa economies 
and landscapes throughout south-west England. This 
publication is, therefore, not set out as a standard 
description of the excavation results, like that recently 
published for the nearby villa at Wortley (Wilson 
et al. 2014), for example. The focus lies more on the 
landscape and on the wider understanding of villas 
in south Gloucestershire, rather than on a detailed 
examination of the remains of the Lyde Green villa 
itself. Consequently, detailed stratigraphic descriptions 
are avoided, though such can be accessed through the 
site archive (deposited with Bristol Museums Service) 
and in the unpublished archive and assessment reports 
available through the Archaeology Data Service (Bailey 
2013; Churchill 2013; McElligott 2012; McElligott 2014a; 
McElligott 2014b; Moore 2013).

Archaeology at the Lyde Green site was not well 
preserved, having been adversely impacted by both 
the character of the soil and by its post-depositional 
history. A modern farm track, for example, had been 
constructed directly over the main villa building and 
had to be removed before excavation could begin. There 
are other villa sites in the Bristol/south Gloucestershire 
sub-region that have survived in a better condition and 
which have provided more detailed examinations of 
aspects of Romano-British villas. The exploration of 
these sites, however, is generally far more fragmentary 
than was the case at Lyde Green. The nature of the 
remains at Lyde Green, and their condition, was a 
highly significant factor in the determination of the 
approach taken in this publication.

The opportunity to use the Lyde Green excavation data 
to contextualise other villa sites in south Gloucestershire 

and more widely in the South-West, as well as there 
being a reasonably large and significant finds assemblage 
associated with the villa, justify its publication as a 
monograph. This monograph is illustrated with plans, 
sections, finds drawings and site photographs, along 
with, where relevant, regional distribution maps. The 
monograph is referenced throughout using the Harvard 
system. Where references are made to the South 
Gloucestershire Historic Environment Record, these 
are either given as a reference to the online Historic 
Environment Record or to the individual record’s 
Primary Record Number (PRN). Footnotes and endnotes 
have been avoided and an extensive bibliography is 
included at the end of the book.

The monograph is set out as a sequenced 
chronological approach to the development of the 
Lyde Green landscape. For the most part, finds and 
palaeoenvironmental analyses are contained within the 
relevant chapters, and not within a separate technical 
section. The authors consider that this makes for a more 
integrated and harmonious study. The remaining part 
of this introductory chapter outlines the development 
context within which the archaeological evaluations 
and excavations took place. A brief account of the 
archaeological and historical background is given, as 
well as a summary of the chief archaeological findings. 
Chapter 2 gives a little more detail concerning the 
evolution of the research objectives, from the fieldwork 
to post-excavation stage. Chapter 3 discusses the 
development of the landscape before the onset of the 
Late Iron Age. Evidence from the excavations constitutes 
residual Mesolithic and Neolithic assemblages of stone 
tools and a small quantity of Bronze Age pottery derived 
from two pits in Area E.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 introduce and interpret the main 
body of the data relating to the Late Iron Age and 
Romano-British rural site. Chapter 4 describes the 
evidence available to date the origins of the Lyde Green 
settlement, as well as the nature of the occupation 
site and its early farming practices. The evidence for 
the development of the Late Iron Age farmstead into 
a substantial, but not hugely wealthy, Romano-British 
villa estate is examined in Chapter 5. Chapter 6, on the 
Romano-British artefactual assemblages, is divided into 
several sections. Section 6.1 and 6.2 discuss the 181kg of 
Roman-period pottery and transitional wares (wares of 
the Late Iron Age which continued in production into 
the 1st century AD). Section 6.3 summarises the 36kg 
of ceramic building material (far from being a large 
assemblage for a site of this nature). Section 6.4 covers 
the small finds. A fairly standard assemblage for this 
type of site, it consists mainly of dress accessories, with 
a few toilet implements, household items and farming 
implements. Section 6.5 presents the analysis of the 
77 Roman coins found during the excavations. Some 
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of these were stratified, but the majority were metal 
detected from the spoil heaps. Section 6.6 presents 
the results of scientific analyses on the iron-smelting 
and blacksmithing waste. Strong evidence of both 
practices being carried out at Lyde Green during the 
Roman period is present. Iron smelting at villa sites is 
a reasonably rare occurrence and there are indications 
that this became a specialism of the local population, 
with the nearby Anglo-Saxon smelting site mentioned 
above having also recently been excavated. 

Chapter 7 deals with the few archaeological features 
and artefacts of medieval and Post-medieval date. 
These periods were probably most notable for stone-
robbing activities, dismantling the Roman stonework 
for use elsewhere.

The final chapter (Chapter 8) discusses the evidence for 
the development of a Roman villa at Lyde Green within 
its regional context. Eighteen other villa sites within a 
c. 20 km radius of the Lyde Green site are examined to 
help understand what is typical or atypical about it.  

This publication will focus on the main phases of 
significant archaeological activity at the site. For 
the purposes of this monograph, the archaeological 
remains have been assigned 6 broad periods of activity, 
with Period 1 representing the Middle Bronze Age to 
Early Iron Age activity, and Period 6 representing the 
Post-medieval activity. For the purposes of analysing 
the phasing on each of the excavation areas, these 
periods have been broken down into 13 sub-periods 
outlined in Table 2.1 of the following section. Chapter 
sections 2.7, 3.6-4.4, 4.4, 5.1-5.7 &  Chapter 7 describe 
the principle archaeological features within each 
phase, and are ordered by the phases of activity. Some 
of the information and data from specialist reports has 
been integrated into this text. 

Many of the archaeological features discovered at Lyde 
Green comprised the truncated remains of negative 
cut features, including pits, ditches and postholes. 
For this reason, in many cases the interpretation of 
the heavily disturbed and fragmented archaeological 
remains is either not possible or must remain highly 
tentative. Within the description of the archaeological 
features, structure and enclosure numbers have 
been assigned where appropriate, and have no 
chronological relevance, but are a descriptive aid. 
Chapter 2 also contains figures outlining the main 
phases of archaeological activity. These figures show 
context, group and building numbers as necessary. 
Each feature was recorded in its entirety and where 
features have been truncated, or their extent exceeded 
the limit of excavation, conjecture has been used to aid 
interpretation. This conjecture is clearly marked on the 
figures and takes the form of dashed lines.

1�2� Project background

Wardell Armstrong LLP was commissioned by Taylor 
Wimpey PLC, Linden Homes and Emersons Green Urban 
Village Ltd to undertake a programme of archaeological 
investigation at Emersons Green on land known as Lyde 
Green. The work was required as a condition of planning 
consent (Planning Application No. PK04/1965/0) for 
retail, residential and commercial development. 

Condition 23 of the planning permission required 
an agreed programme of archaeological works to 
be submitted and carried out. It was agreed with 
the Archaeological Officer at South Gloucestershire 
Council that, once all archaeological investigation was 
completed on site, the partial discharge of condition 
23 prior to the commencement of enabling works 
would be recommended, thus releasing the site from 
further development constraints. Consequently, at the 
time of writing the development of Lyde Green is well 
underway, with a number of the residential estates 
already having been built.

Five phases of trial trenching and six separate open-
area excavations were conducted by Wardell Armstrong 
LLP on behalf of the clients ahead of the construction 
of several residential estates (see below). During the 
project, five of the excavation areas were designated 
areas A to E. For the purposes of this monograph a sixth 
area, undertaken for Linden Homes adjacent to the 
A4174 Avon Ring Road, has been designated as Area F 
(Figure 1.2). The excavation areas were located to the 
south of Whitehouse Farm and surrounding the former 
Hallen Farm, now overbuilt. Wardell Armstrong carried 
out the post-excavation assessment work in 2014 and 
2015, with the analysis and monograph writing taking 
place in 2018 and 2019.

All archaeological work undertaken was carried out 
in accordance with agreed project designs, known as 
written schemes of investigation (WSI). All WSIs for 
the archaeological works were prepared by Wardell 
Armstrong LLP and submitted to the Archaeology 
Officer of South Gloucestershire Council for approval 
on behalf of Taylor Wimpey, Linden Homes and 
Emerson Green Urban Village Ltd. The WSI for the 
excavation included provision for consolidating the site 
records and finds assemblages into an archive, a post 
excavation assessment, post-excavation analysis and 
publication of the archaeological results.

1�3� The development site

The excavations at Lyde Green are a direct result 
of plans outlined in the ‘Emersons Green East’ 
development brief, adopted in 2006 and designed to 
meet the dwelling needs of South Gloucestershire 
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for the period up to 2011. The development area 
described in the brief covers 177-ha, delimited 
to the west by the A4174 (the Avon Ring Road), 
the M4 motorway to the north, and the route of a 
disused railway line to the south and east (see South 
Gloucestershire Council 2006a, fig. 1). The ongoing 
growth of the city of Bristol, of which the recent 
development has been a small but significant part, 
has resulted in the urbanisation of this landscape unit 
(South Gloucestershire Council 2015: 1). Numerous 
archaeological interventions associated with this 
ongoing process of urbanisation, for example, were 
undertaken by the Avon Archaeological Unit in the 
1990s and early 2000s. These related to an area west 
of the Avon Ring Road, close by, but outside of the 
Emersons Green East development area (see, for 
example, Erskine 1998; Hume and Samuels 1996; 
Townsend 2001). In 2015 Emersons Green became 
officially recognised and administered as a town, 
with the parish of Mangotsfield Rural being renamed 
after it. 

For much of the 20th century, however, this area was 
occupied by little more than a collection of hamlets 
surrounded by farmland within the Gloucestershire 
parish of Mangotsfield Rural. The name Emersons Green 
is not a new creation. Indeed, it is frequently asserted 
that the community is named in commemoration of 
local 18th-century industrialist James Emerson of 
Hanham (Wardell-Armstrong 2006). Emersons Green is 
the historic name of a former green settlement within 
the hamlet of Downend, lying to the west of the modern 
Avon Ring Road. ‘Emerson’s Green’, appearing in this 
case with the correctly used possessive apostrophe, 
is clearly shown on the later 19th-century Ordnance 
Survey maps. Along with Vinny Green, Sherman 
Green and Lyde Green, it was one of numerous 
green settlements within the vicinity. It was a long-
established settlement by 1788 when common rights 
were extinguished over the green, parts of which at 
least remained unenclosed into the later 19th century 
(Parliamentary Archives HL/PO/PB/1/1788/28G3n79).

The development at the Emersons Green East site 
necessitated archaeological investigations both as 
precursors for developers to gain planning consent and 
as conditions of consent. These planning requirements 
were stipulated within the policies of the then current 
South Gloucestershire Local Plan, adopted in January 
2006 (South Gloucestershire Council 2006b: 61). In 
accordance with the Local Plan, the costs of the resultant 
archaeological works were expected to be met by the 
developers. At Emersons Green these expectations 
were fully met by the developers and resulted in the 
production of this monograph.

1�4� Location, topography and geomorphology

The site lies on the north-eastern outskirts of Bristol, 
South Gloucestershire, c. 7 miles from the city centre. 
Emersons Green East lay within undulating open arable 
and pasture farmland. The investigation area at Lyde 
Green is relatively low-lying, situated on contours 
ranging from 50m to 64m above sea level. A small 
watercourse flows south to north, south of Whitehouse 
Farm and to the immediate east of the site. Eventually 
this watercourse becomes the Folly Brook and flows into 
the River Frome to the north of the M4. The excavation 
areas lay a short distance to the west of this watercourse. 
Emersons Green East is within the Bristol, Avon Valleys 
and Ridges National Character Area (Natural England 
2014), which is comprised of a ‘steep scarp crowned by 
a high, open wold’, which is ‘interspersed by wooded 
valleys’ (ibid). Within the South Gloucestershire 
Landscape Character Assessment, Emersons Green East 
is situated in Landscape Character Area 12 - Westerleigh 
Vale and Oldland Ridge. This character area extends 
from the A431 road in the south, to the Bristol to London 
railway line in the north. The area is characterised by 
a gently rolling to sloping landscape. The landscape 
is contained to the east by Pucklechurch Ridge and to 
the west by the urban fringe of Bristol. It also features 
a diverse vegetative structure of overgrown and clipped 
hedgerows and tree growth, which is often associated 
with older settlement and common land (South 
Gloucestershire Council 2006a: 97).

The underlying geology is complex, with four different 
bedrock groups located within the site boundaries 
(British Geological Survey 2018). The bulk of the 
geology is composed of the Mercia Mudstone Group; 
a sedimentary bedrock formed during the Triassic 
Period approximately 201 to 252 million years ago. This 
mudstone includes an area centred around Lyde Green, 
where the geology comprises Farrington Member and 
Barren Red Member Sandstone, which formed 308 
to 310 million years ago in the Carboniferous Period. 
Mudstone belonging to this group and formed during 
the same period is present north of the sandstone. To 
the west of the investigation area the bedrock geology 
comprises sedimentary rock consisting of mudstone, 
siltstone and sandstone of the Mangotsfield Member. 
These rock types were formed 310 to 315 million years 
ago, again, in the Carboniferous Period. The overlying 
superficial deposits across the Lyde Green area of 
Emersons Green East consist of shallow, clayey silt 
topsoils. The solid bedrock geology was encountered 
immediately upon stripping these topsoils. This caused 
some problems during the archaeological investigation 
during the winter of 2012, as the site was particularly 
wet and little natural drainage was available.
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