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YARCHESTER RC!‘A&\IO-BRITISE VILLA., LV

By W.A. Silvester, 11.5c., F.S.A.(Scot).

The Ordnance Survey, in the bocklet of the ¥ep of Koman Britain (3rd ed. 1956)
lists Yorchester - Grid Reference 8J (35) 6000 - under "other substantizl buildings",
and so indicates it on the map itself. But Mr. Rivet, of the Ordcance Survey, could,
for himsclf (Archacological News-Letter, 1955, 6, pages 32 and 54) call it a
Cornovian villa, of which, he said, there were only eight, mostly poor things.

Yarchester, in fact, more thmn scome of the others , was a villa Ly surmise.
Until 1955 there had been no surveying in detail of the site and no recorded
excavation, but many visitors had found picces of recfing tile and petsherds, and
there is a literaturc, up to 1908 coveniently condensed in the Shropshire Victoria
Gounty History, with same later records in, c.g. the Transactions of the Caradoe and
Severn Valley Ficld Club. One writer, impressced by the wide scatter of potsherds,
etc. thought that the place nmight even have been a small tom.

There hns been smme confusion as to whether the vestijges pointed to a site in
Harley parish or in Much Venlock parish, or in both. Two ficlds on the Wenlock side
of the boundary were naned by the Tithe Comissioners as "Hoirchester” and "Upper
Hairchester". The now accepted name is that pricked up, doubtless verbally, by the
Ordnance Swurveyors in 1633, therec being at that tine a 'crofter' dwelling on what is
clearly the true site. This dwelling is naned, on the 0.S. 1" map of 1833,
"Tarchester Cot". The last picces of timber fraa this cob were removed within the
~~ lifetine of the grardfather of a local resident.

Survey and exploration were, with the kindly permission of dr. J. Griffiths, of
Harley, bepun in the surmer of 1955. Fragaents of tegulae, potshérds (nc early Samian)
and scraps of stcne rocf shingle, identical with that at Wroxeter, were found. The
tooled stone in scattered lunps was found to be not the near-by limestone, but sand-
stone eventually identified as Kenley grit. Spring 1956 was good for moles; soon
three oblong areas of closely clustered molchills, rich in fragnents of rocf tile or

_stone and even potsherds, all in a little plateau, beecone distinet and were mapped.
At the NE corner of this platean a walling stone was found to be part of a wall
cormer. The wall was at least four courses decp and 30" thick, with a typical Romen
Plaster floor inside.

#or 1957 2 scheme for joint work was arranged with Mr. J.L. Edwards, of the Much
Wenlock Sccondary Modern school and his celleague, Mr. J. Ccrbett, on their initiative.
Teams of staff and senior pupils have Joined in two digsing canpaigns (Spring and
Sumwer). The first, begiming with exploratory shallow trenching, lei to the
wcovering of, in all, about 150 fect of foundation or boundary walling., This was
duly measured, mapped and covered up again. The zite thus clearly outlined, about
60 x 30 yards, was cvidently that of a medium-sized villa, with buildings round a
yard, and the superior stonevork of the scuthern block, as well as the indicated

~lay-out, suggested that the residentisl quarters were in this southern building.

In the Svrmer 'dig' an exploratery hole on o line of distinguishably scorched
turf exposed not only the south wall of this building but a tesselated floor within,
of a room eventually found to be about 19' square. The scil above this floor, about
2' deep, contained large clumps of stone rocfing, soane of the shingles having iron
nails still in their holes. As the flcor was cleared there was imcovered a guilloche-
patterned mosnic within a wifle border of lorge tesserce. Then, surprisingly, a 12!
dieneter semicircular alcove rrojecting fron the south woll wos opened up. A photo-
gragh of the almost undamaged mosaic in this alcove has appeared in the local press.
This mosaic is of rmch beauty, the tesserae (cubes obout £" squarc) arc of brick,
marble and various kinds of limestone, giving patterns in white, red, brown, green
and blue. The mosaic in the main roam is much damaged by subsidence and falling rcof.

Almost no charcozl has been found, nor is there other evidence of destruction of
the house by accident or violence. Potsherds so far found , mostly at the NW cornmer of
the site, in a rubbish tip (7), indicate occupation already sbout A«fe 200, and the
one coin so far found is a small bronze of Constontiue IT (LiuDe 353=360). Some of the
pottery is also about this date. i

Bverything so far discovered fits into iho general picture prescnted by Sir
Mortimer Wheeler in his Noman Lockyer lecture of 1937. There is even, perhaps, a
glizmer of evidence of hard times before the building wns finally deserted: a humen
nolar tooth, grommd down almost to socket, was found in the out~throw above the mosaic.
A "skeleton of aged femole, tceth gromd dewn to socket" was found, as a Christian (2)
burial., :;.n the villa ot Llnntwit Major (Nosh-Willinms, Arch. Canbrensis, 19553, 102,
page 105). .
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YARCHESTER RGIANO-DRITISE VILLA.

By W.A. Silvester, IL.So., F.S.A.(Scot).

§ ’.t‘he Ordnance Survcy, in the boclklet of the Map of Roman Britain (3rd ed. 1956)
Bts Yorchester - Grid Reference SJ (33) 6000 - under Yother substantial buildings®,
d.80 indicates it on the map itself. Butb Mr. Rivet, of the Ordnence Survey, could,
or, nimself (Archacologicel News-Letter, 1955, 6, pages 32 and 54) oall it a
prnovian villa, of which, he said, there were only eight, mostly poor things. -
; Yarchester, -in fact more than same of the others , Was a villa by surmise. ,
amtil 1955 thers had 'been no surveying in detnil of the site and no recorded
xoavatn.on but many visitors hed found pieces of rocfing tile snd potsherds, and -
fhere is a literature up to 1908 canveniently condensed in the Shropshire Victoria
a ounty History, with scme later records in, e.g. the Transactions of the Caradoc and
[Bevern Valley Field Club. One writer, :mpressod by the wide scatter of potsherds,
o, “thought that the place might even have been a small town. [
' There has been saie confusion as to whether the vestiges pointed to a site in s
Harley perish or in Much Wenlock parish, or in both. Iwo fields on the Wenlock side
kol the boundery were named by the Tithe Cumnissioners as “Hairchester" and “"Upper i
irchester". The now acceptéd name is that picked up, doubtless verbally, by the ¥
j0rdnance Surveyors in 1833, there being at that time a ‘crofter' dwelling on what is
tolearly the true site. This dwelling is named, on the 0.S. 1" map of 1833, I
i"Parchester Cot". The last pieces of timber frm this cot were removed within the -
:Ii‘et:me of the grarmdfather of a local resident. :
Survey and explorabion were, with the kindly permission of Mr. J. Griffiths, of
1 arley » begun in the summer of 1955. Fragaents of tegulae, potsherds (no early Sam:.an)
f: 3 scraps of stone roof shingle identical with that at Wroxeter, were found. The :
Btooled stone in scattered lumps was found to be not the nesr-by limestone, but sand-
stone eventually identified as Kenley grit. Spring 1956 was good for moles, soon
three oblong arcas of closely clustered molehills, rich in frogments of roof tile or
lstone and even potsherds, all in a little plateau, become distinct and werc mopped.
At the NE corner of this platesu a wolling stone was found to be part of a wall
oorner. The wall was at least four courses deep and 30" thick, with a iypical Raman
plaster floor inside. ; i
For 1957 a scheme for joint work was a:c'ranged with Mr. J.L. Biwards, of the Much | ki
Wenlock Secondary Mcdern school and his colleague, Mr. J. Corbett, on their J.mtlatlve.; s
{Teams of staff and senior pupils have joined in two digging compaigns (Spring and ;
Suxmer) The first, begiming with exploratory shallow trenching, led to the b
#uncovering of, in all sbout 150 feet of foundation or boundary walling., This was i
duly meagsured, mapped and covered up again. The site thus clearly outlined, about ;
€60 x 30 ya.tﬂs, was evidently thet of a mediu-sized villa, with buildings round 8
}yf"i and the superior stoneviork of  the socuthern block, as well as the indicated
L -out, suggested thiat the residential quarters were in this southern building.
In the Svemer *dig' an exploratory hole on a line of distinguishably scorched
tux‘f exposed not only the south wall of this building but a tesselated floor within,
tof ‘a room eventuzlly found to be sbout 19' square. The scil above this floor, about
2! deep, oontained large clumps of stone rocfing, some of the shingles having iron .
inails still in their holes. As the floor was cleasred there was imcovered a guilloche-
pa.ttemed mosaic within a wifle border of large tesserss. Ther, surprisingly, a 12'
diame'ber semicircular alcove projecting from the south wall was opened up. A photo-
* graph of the alnost undamaged mosaic in this alcove has Epeared in the local press.
i This mosaic is of much beauty, the tesserae {cubes about 3" square) are of brick,
imarble and various kinds of limestone ; glvn.ng patterns in whlte red, brown, green
and blue. The mosaic in the main roon is rmch domaged by aubs:.dence and falling roof. »
Almost no charcoal has been found, nor is there other evidence of destruction of |
the house by accident or violence. Potsherds gso far found, nostly at the N¥ corner of
the site, in a rubbish tip (‘?) indicate occupation already sbout A.A. 200, and the
“one coin go far Pound is a small bronze of Comstentius IT {A.Ds 353-360) . Soane of the
vpottery is =lso about this date.
o Everything so far discovered fits into the genersl picture presented by Sir
€ Hortiner Wheeler in his Woman Lockyer lecture of 1937. There is even, perhaps, a
g.limmer of evidence of herd times before the building was finally deser‘l:ed‘ a hwmen
imolar tooth, ground down almost to socket, was found in the out~throw sbove the mosaic.
i-A Yskeleton of aged female, teeth ground down to socket" was found, as a Christian (?)
burial in the villa ot Llrntwit Major {Nosh-¥Hillians, Arvch. Cambrensis, 1953, 102,

page 105).
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‘SCAPCKESTER R&(ANO—HRITISH VILLA.

A Second Report by W.A. Silvester ¥M.So. | , F.S.A. (Sco‘l;). .
3, \ 3.

Plan no.‘t in Shr hire Newsletter no.z showved the north and’west walls
0 building in an avea marked 'BY. That building is now shown on a-larger scale
20 £t) in the plan.amexed to this Report. It will be seen that the building
st oertainly a residerice of the category known as “oorridor house" (of.
ield, VCH Shrops., 1908, p.212, and Collingwood, ARB, 1930, Ch. VII)
As said garlier, the' explora.tory digg:i.ng s0 far hes mostly been a mere.
ver:i.ng of foundation walling. There is evidence of deliberate removel of
one in past centuries, and not only has the sitgbeen tilled but, one is told,
e has been digging fo:r rabbits. - Nevertheless, some founﬁations are only 8
Mohes from the surface. Taking the rooms as mmibered on the plan, the follow:mg i
arks are mede: 4
Rocm 1.
" duct - large square floor tiles. {Note: a Pfew scattered fragments of box
tiles have been found herc and elsewhere) This roum has still %o be system-
. atically explored. ' 1
Roan No exploration as ye‘b except of amall srea in SE eorner. ~ 'conorete' :

. floor, G
Rocam IIT. Floor completely uncovered in August 1957 and covered up again in
October. iosaic in epse olmost undamaged. This, and undamaged ports of

mosaic in main rom systematioally photographed (same colour transparencies)!
“and messured., One itrial hole in main rocm showed under tesserae about 4"
- of concrete resting on bed of oobblea.v In due course to look for hypocaust '
_ in apse.(aof. J. Ward, Romen Era in Britain, 2nd ed. 1920, p. 7).

Fxmept for a few smell potsherds nails, animal bone fragments and, of
- course, masses of roof shingles (ond’ the humen tooth olready mentianed).

- nothing wag' found- in vhis rom on its main floor; but in. the elcove resting

~ at randon on the mozaic were found a red sandstone flagstone, a piece of red
. sardstone column (?) and the 'base of a grey ware pot arparentl_v hand~chipped
-to make a disc 5" diemeter and " thick. ~Tho residual walling round the

" apse is 15 inches high; et the north side of Rocm IIT it is irregularly ebout
one course); i.e. 'a few inches, high, and the present s0il surface slopes

\@.correspondingly to the north. The walls of the whole roun were seemingly
plastered, and ocloured in = pattern of the ususl tints, but all the coloured
- plaster found wos in fragments; no lorge pieces were found in’ situ, "

Room IV. In foundation walling on east side, ns shown on plan, is a break .
sawhich may, represent site: of: a hearth.r. Scme lmrps of vesn.cular slegey material
. were found,: alsc nut-~size lumps of: charcoal.

Rooms -V and VI.‘ No exploration yete:The kouth wall of Room VI-is slightly .

‘out of aligmment with, and.so far as:visible,.less well constructed. than the.

reat of..the south 1.1311.- Roots of nettles are very: troublesome herecbouts. ..

: " There was & short school'. party digging cempaign from 9th to 12th April last):

: 'dnﬁ' mnother similar 'dlg is playmed for August. Hearwhile Mr., Corbett end 'l:he s
present writer contirme[ viith local surface ‘obgervation filed work, and w:.th
literature hunting, - etes  on' cgnstructional materials, e

Acoordz.ng %o Dr. Do, Smith (AL, 1955, 6 50) - there have been about 360 v:i.lla
osaics recorded in Britas.n ond of the few So far dated on externsl evidence none
is eorlier than the fourth century. The present writer, sceing by accident an -’
arged photogreph of a mosaic in an advertising display in a London bank, has ‘
“obtoined a photograph of that mosaic. The roundel therein is a little larger then.
that in the Yarchester opse,. but, the ‘eight ’petal' pattern is almost identical =
(the nearest to an equivalent s6 far found), Dr. Anthony, of the Verulomium- Museun,
‘through vhose kindness the photograph has been cbtained, says that bensath Ihis
1'pavenent, found last year, was a coln of Constantine II. ‘Henge the mosaic Gonnot,
|:be earliex: than sbout A.D. 360. This- flts the: date so far surmised for the peak: of‘
£ prosper:n.ty at Yarchester. “As Dr.. Smith has. said (Xoo.. cit). vitimately wo nay .

: d:.soem, from study of the mosaios, _something of the sisze. and ‘organization of. the
: ‘firms which laid them. It may perhaps be added that the Yarchester mosaic is the
‘largest so far found in Shropshire outside Virocord.tm in general style, -especislly
of guilloche patterning, the much smaller Lea Cross mossdo (VCH. Shrops. p.258) wes
similar and perhaps laid by the same hands, whereas the speoimens on exhibition in
| Shrewsbury Museum of carly finds at Viroconium are mostly more gemetrical, with
Co la.rger teaseras,
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The SW corner has 'concreae' floor with indications of hm)ocaust () )
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Harley - Kellys Directory 1895

HARLEY is a township, parish and village on the
Much Wenlock and Shrewsbury road, 2 miles north-west
from Much Wenlock station and a miles from Cressage

station on the Ssvern Valley branch of the Great Western | Edge

railway, end 10 south-east from Shrewsbury, in the
Western division of the county, Cound division of Con-
dover hundred, Atcham union, petty seseionel division
of Condover, Shrewsbury county court district, rurel
deanery of Condover, archdenconry of Salop and diccese
of Lichfield, There are several plots of land in this
vicin bolonsinghto the parish of Much Wenlock ecclesi-
astically, slthough surrounded by this F ish, but under
the Div{_d_ed Parishes Act, were, in 1882, transierred to
this petish for civil parposes. The charch of 86 M
is & building of atone, consisting of chancel, nave
: goreh ‘and an embattled western tower in the Parpen-
icalar style, conteining @ clock and 3 bells, re-cast in

1878 ; thers are two astained win&owmsmud in 1846 |

by the late Rev. Richard Scolt, sometime vicar of Oon.
dover; the chancel and nave were rebuilt in 1846, ab
an expense of nearly £r1,000. The register dates from
¥745. The living is 8 mtory,ghm Jnﬂy value £a86
including 48 acres of glebe, with residence, in the gifﬁ
Horton M, Hatley tower ! _
Horton Thomas Richd, Harley tower |Davies W,
Meire Samnel Corfield, Castle hill

Storey Rev. John Chss. M.A, Rectory

Price John, whee
Clay Jane (Mrs,), shopkeeper '

_ : hﬂ,ﬁm.hﬁﬂu&wnm{
Patrick Zacharias, {armer, Row

Roberte Bobert, blacksmith

of Lord Barnazd, and held since 13ga by the Rev, Johs

Charles Storey M.A,, T.C.D. The Bectory House adjoins

the churoh and commands & pioturesgue view of Wenlock

. The charities are 118, 6d. yearly value. Here is

the supposed site of a Bowan villa, snd also the ramaina

of iron forges of ancient dete. Lord Barnard, who is

Jord of the manor, Oberles George Milnes Gaskell eaq.

M.A. of Wenlock, Samuel Corfield Meire esq. and M.

Horton sre the principel landowners. The soil is clayey

loam; subsoil, n bestard Hmestone. The orops are the

vangl cereals. The populstion in :8or was 209 in the
civil, and 84 in the ecolesiestiosl parish; the area is

2,068 acres of land and 7 of water ; rateable value, {2,040,
Parish Clerk, Thomas Bowen,

Posb Office.~—Mrs. Cherlotte Bowen, sub-postmigtress,
Lebters arrive from Much Wenlock (railway sub-office)
st 7 a.m.; dispatched &b 5.50 p.m. Postal orders are
issued hers, but not peid. The nesrest money order
& telegraph office is st Cressage

National School (mixﬁ.-bnﬂt with residence for mistrass
in 1859, for go children; average attendance, 33;
Charles Davenport, master

Baywood Richard, farmer

Robinson Wm, farmer & haulier
Speed Thomas, Feathers inn

Tart Edmund, farmer

Woodcock Danl., Jn. farmer, New bho

ey
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The plan of the Yarchester
excavation by W A Sylvester.
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Sylvester’s plan of the
Yarchester Site




Yarchester Roman Villa
Excavations 1950’s
Pottery finds,
Roof Tiles and the
Tesselated Pavement




Yarchester Tessellated
pavement




Yarchester Roman Villa

Excavations 1950’s

YARCHESTER , HARLEY SHROM
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‘CCORDING to local folklore,
“Yarchester, in the shadow of the
Wenlock Edge, is a “frittening”

1" pot of gold is buried there, guarded by a
{black raven, and that anyone who
approaches could expect to suffer misfor-
tune. Locals gave the spot a wide berth.

1 And it was believed that there was an

-underground passage from the site to
Buildwas Abbey. :

1. ‘But in the late 1950s youngsters at a Shrop-
-1 ghire school, led by renowned local archaeologist
1 MrW. A. Silvester, overcame their “frit” and car-
‘fied put an excavation which was to reveal one of
“the county’s hidden treasures. :

" This was the site of a Roman villa, and they
‘discovered spectacular mosaic flooring and a
EOman central heating system called a
: ust.

1" It was not of course on the scale of Uriconium

J:apthe road, but nevertheless the staff and pupils
1-at Much Wenlock Secon Modern School had
i taken part in one of Britain’s exciting historic
. discoveries. i )

Roman

,‘ : 'Th,en, when the digging work was over, the

= ‘hidden treasure was hidden again, being covered

“over

" ¥grchester had long been known as the site of
‘& Roran villa, or possibly a Roman station.

S Iﬁeldshada%eeredonoldtithemapsas

- Hairchester amf pper Hairchester, themselves
" strong-clues to Roman origins as “chester” or
“ggster” in a place name is su ive of a
Roman site — as in Colchester, Silchester, or
Chesterton, near Bridgnorth.

- :When investigators started asking around in
the Harley area m 1925, they had no joly; at first.
But then they came across somebody who recog:-

nised the name as a field near Wigwig called

“Atrchester”.

Here, within the previous 50 years, there was
said to have stood a farm building wath Roman
stonesin it.

It had been pulled down and when the rts
saw the site in 1925, Yarchester was a field lying

fallow with a few sheep grazing.
A few Roman fragments had been worked to
the surface by moles.
Miss H.M. Auden, a Shropshire archaeologist,
had long taken an interest in Yarchester and
was anxious for it to be excavated, but sadly was
to die shortly before the work began in 1956 or
1957.
Mr Silvester gained Igermission from
landowner Mrd. Gngﬁths fai;ggxar;ey Grangthe e, and
surveying and spot digging on the site.
Mr J.L. Edwards, the head of Much Wenlock
schoel, helped out by providing a team of boys
: who worked in their -§ time during the
Easter term under Mr J. Corbett, the ustory
master.

: : 'a;ce-.‘ There is an ancient legend that a

Youngsters from Much Wenlock Secondary

chool join in the excavations at th

-

S
Yarchester Roman Villa in 1957. Picture: Shropshire Records and Research Centre.
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t’ mosai gem was
They were able to plat the sh and size of

the villa, and found a coin of the Em r Con-
stantine, dating from the third or fourth cen-
tury A.D. which, with other relics from
Yarchester, went to the school museum.

Underfloor

In 1960 the hypocaust was found by the
schoolboy team, providing underfloor ductt%
through which hot air from a furnace circulated.

By a quirk, the pattern of the channels was in
the shape of 2 Union Jack. )

The youngsters found a complete floor slab,
seventeen-and-a-half inches square, and the

2

inside of the room was seventeen-and-a-half
sg&wre, so a dozen slabs would lay one compl
side. . )

They puzzled over the sizes, but when tl
did a bit of homework on Roman measuremet
all became clear.

Seventeen-and-a-half inches is one-anc
half Roman feet — a cubit.

So the room was 12 cubits along each side :
it needed 144 slabs, each a cubit square, to co
it.

QOur picture of the mosaic floor comes from
Stan Turner of Shrewsbury.

“It was taken in 1958 before the mosaic :
other excavated remains were covered overo
again, for their protection,” he says.




