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By David Millum , AIfA, MA, BA Hons.  

The Deputy Director of the Culver Archaeological Project  

 

ABSTRACT 

This interim report written at the end of 2015 is aimed more at the general reader than the 

archaeological specialist, as opposed to wƻō ²ŀƭƭŀŎŜΩǎ Ŧǳƭƭ post-excavation report for the 2013 

excavations. This is just a broad overview of the results to date of excavation and the survey 

ǿƻǊƪ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ /!tΩǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘe incredible site at Bridge Farm.  

It also includes a brief summary of the specialist reports from the 2013 season and some 

thoughts about the wider context of the settlement. Being compiled in sections and added to 

on an annual basis as events unfold it may be prone to some inconsistencies and repetitions, 

for which I can only apologise.  

Any interpretation of the results or passages of speculation are entirely my own and may not 

necessarily reflect the views of my CAP colleagues or fellow director. I am a firm believer in 

open discussion leading to a more balanced view and will therefore be quite happy when some 

of my ruminations are subsequently disproved by more considered argument.  

David Millum ©CAP 2016   
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1.1: THE PROJECT 

The Culver Archaeological Project involves the local community, students and volunteers in the 

investigation of the historic environment under the supervision of the directors, Rob Wallace 

PCIfA and David Millum ACIfA. In late 2012 CAP received a grant from the National Lottery via 

the Heritage Lottery Fund which enabled the appointment of a commercial contractor, AOC 

Archaeology, for the 2013 season to assist CAP in excavation, tuition and public relations. In 

2014 it wŀǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭ Ψ/!t-in-ƘŀƴŘΩ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ 

a modest charge made to volunteers, students and campers plus donations from visiting 

groups and the winter talks circuit. Future funding was made more secure in 2015 by an 

agreement to provide a field work training course for Canterbury Christ Church University 

undergraduates, which could also be offered generally at a set fee. 

1.2: SITE LOCATION 

The site comprises of agricultural land situated in the bend of the River Ouse in the fields 

forming Bridge Farm, Wellingham, Nr. Lewes, East Sussex, BN8 5BX, centred on National Grid 

Reference 543200 114400, map reference TQ432144. 

1.1: Location map of the Bridge Farm project site 
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1.3: PROJECT CONTEXT 

The investigation of the Romano-British settlement at Bridge Farm forms part of the wider 

research project of the Culver Archaeological Project (CAP) founded by Robert Wallace in 2005 

to investigate the historical environment of the alluvial plain of the Upper Ouse Valley in the 

parishes of Barcombe and Ringmer. CAP has always endeavoured to conform to a high 

standard of archaeological research whilst seeking to actively involve the local community in 

the discovery and interpretation of their landscape heritage and archaeological remains. As 

well as open area archaeological excavation of targeted areas, the project includes 

magnetometer and resistivity surveys of the wider area and supervised metal detecting,  

The preparatory magnetometer surveys undertaken in 2011 at Bridge Farm indicated a 

substantial amount of below ground archaeology, showing a large double-ditched enclosure 

seemingly overlaying a grid of road and boundary ditches. The initial interpretation as a 

potential Romano-British settlement, surmounted by a later enclosure of possible official 

origin, was supported by the results from the 2013 excavations. The settlement site is situated 

on the projected junction of three major Roman roads, which met at a point on the River Ouse 

where it was still tidal and navigable; making it an attractive site for a trading, and/or 

administrative, centre.  The evidence from the site and surrounding landscape suggests that 

the archaeology within this previously unknown settlement dates from the early period of 

Roman occupation in the late 1st century AD through to the start of its collapse in the late 4th. 

This settlement forms an important part of a wider Romano-British landscape which includes a 

villa complex, detached bathhouse, industrial sites and road system; all of which has yet to be 

fully interpreted. The evidence from Bridge Farm will aid the understanding of the 

development of Roman activity in this area as within this single site, there is the potential for 

uncovering both the beginning and end of the domestic Roman era in rural East Sussex whilst 

also offering indications on how this activity affected the native British community. 

Currently part of the site comprises intensively farmed arable land subject to regular ploughing 

using soil compaction avoidance techniques. The site lies across the 5m O.D. contour and is 

within the River Ouse flood plain. Regular flooding has the potential for damaging and/or 

ŀƭǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ΨƴƛƎƘǘ-ƘŀǿƪƛƴƎΩ Ǉǳǘǎ ǘƘŜ 

archaeology on this site at risk. The potential risk to the site and the regional, if not national, 
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importance of the archaeology, especially if evidencing how British people lived under Roman 

authority, supports the use of the intrusive techniques used in this investigation.   

1.4: GEOLOGICAL AND TOPOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND 

The underlying geological structure of the site is sedimentary with the Ouse valley cutting 

through east-west bands of Lower Greensand and Weald Clay which are heavily mantled with 

Head and River Terrace deposits. The site lies on the eastern bank of the Ouse floodplain, 

north of Lewes, with the soil comprising deep alluvium flanked by margins of first and second 

terrace valley gravels. The area supports gleyic argillic brown earths of the Waterstock 

Association soils on the floodplain, with pelo-alluvial gley Fladbury 3 Association soils adjacent 

to the river. Dr Mike Allen reporting on the soil structure in 2013 highlighted the perpensity of 

the localised geology for rapid pedogenisis (soil generation) and also the effects that post 

depositional gleying and annual flooding are having on the archaeology. This has resulted in a 

loss of the upper levels of the archaeological record and a bluring of some of the more 

ephemeral deeper features. This may account for why features clear in the geophysics were 

often hard to trace in the ground and these conditions also hamper a COSMIC type analysis of 

historic agricutlural practices. 

 

  

 

 

 

1.2: Solid and drift geology of the site area 

(BGS 2010) 

1.5: ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

In the late 1990s a 3rd century, wing corridor villa was discovered in Dunstalls Field on Culver 

Farm, Barcombe with other casual finds indicating much wider Roman-period activity and 

possible settlement. This led to the discovery of an adjacent aisled building and a further T-

shaped building forming a reasonably sized villa complex. Subsequently a detached bath house 
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was discovered in the adjacent field. Excavation of these buildings was undertaken at first by 

the Institute of Archaeology, University College London (UCL), and continued by the Mid 

Sussex Field Archaeology Team (MSFAT) and the Centre for Community Engagement (CCE) at 

the University of Sussex, until 2012 under the joint directorship of David Rudling, MCIfA and 

Chris Butler, MCIfA.  

 

 1.3: A conjectural reconstruction of the villa complex by Andy Gammon 

Concurrently from 2006 the Culver Archaeological Project (CAP), under director Robert 

Wallace, was investigating the wider historical landscape around the villa complex; discovering 

a substantial Roman road and instigating an extensive programme of geophysical surveys, 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎΣ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘǊŜƴŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜƴ ŀǊŜŀ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΩǎ 

corridor, to the west of the River Ouse at Culver and Cowlease Farms, Barcombe. This work has 

identified several new sites of roadside activity, including industrial sites and potential ritual 

sites. Research by CAP has also revealed activity from the Prehistoric period within the 

surrounding area, including several instances of Middle Bronze Age activity, one of which in an 

area known as The Wilderness produced a MBA stake indicating one of the earliest 

waterlogged sites discovered in Sussex. 
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2.1: THE INVESTIGATION BEGINS 

In early 2011 the Culver Archaeological Project (CAP) gained permission to investigate several 

fields at Bridge Farm at Upper Wellingham, Nr Lewes (TQ 433144). Bridge Farm was formerly 

part of Upper Wellingham Farm and one interpretation of the element hamm of the Saxon 

place-ƴŀƳŜ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎƘŀƳ ƛǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ōŜƴŘΩ ό5ƻŘƎǎƻƴΣ мфтуΣ ǇΦ упύ ǿhich in this case 

is evidently borne out on the ground. Historical research has suggested that there was a 

settlement in this general area known as Walecote, which could derive from the Saxon word 

wealh, meaning Briton or serf, prefixing cote, a small settlement, although thought to be much 

further south (Bleach, 1986). Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎȅƭƭŀōƭŜ Ψ²ŜƭƭΩ as a possible 

derivative of wealth and wonder whether either name could refer to the Romano-British 

settlement at Bridge Farm?  

Documentary research revealed that a north-south Roman road in this location had been 

suggested by William Stukeley as early as the 18th century (Horsfield, 1835, p. 38) and that Ivan 

Margary (1948, p. 125) had undertaken a small excavation (Section 14) in the large, somewhat 

characterless, field to the south of the Bridge Farm buildings when investigating the location 

for the London to Lewes road. His records show that he exposed a very compact flint surface 

6.4m wide and approaching 400mm thick at a depth of 300mm and metalled Ψof flint, from 

ƭŀǊƎŜ ƭǳƳǇǎ ǘƻ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƘƛǇǎΣ ƳƛȄŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƎǊŀǾŜƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ƛǊƻƴ ǎƭŀƎΩ (Margary 

1948, p. 162). Roman pottery described as 1st or very early 2nd century overlaid the edges of 

the road which led to a proposed construction date of around AD.100 (Margary 1948, p. 150). 

2.2: SOME UNEXPECTED RESULTS 

/!tΩǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŀƎƴŜǘƻƳŜǘŜǊ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ōȅ 5ŀǾƛŘ {ǘŀǾŜƭŜȅΣ ŀ 

well-known local geophysicist, to see if this modern technology could accurately trace the 

route and prominent features of aŀǊƎŀǊȅΩǎ road. The initial results were so outstanding and 

unexpected that the survey area was extended and over the next two years a clear picture 

emerged not only of the road heading to the north but of the framework of a substantial 

settlement adjacent to the River Ouse (2.1).  



Bridge Farm: an interim report 

 

8 
 

 

2.1: Geophysical survey results (D. Staveley 2012) 

(Ordnance Survey data from EDINA digimap service. Crown copyright/database 2010. All rights reserved)  

 

In the survey image the settlement pattern is clearly interrupted by a double-ditched enclosure 

confirming that this was a site of more than one phase of activity. Whilst the enclosure ditches 

appear to overlay and truncate the roadside ditches the chronology could not be determined 

from the magnetometer results and the CAP Archaeological Director, Robert Wallace, felt that 

this was a crucially important question that could only be resolved by targeted excavation. 

Progressive geophysical surveys revealed roads heading to the east and possibly west, with 

smaller trackways and boundary ditches in the areas surrounding the main settlement. 

Further work undertaken by David Staveley with the Ringmer Roman Studies Group from 2012 

onward has produced strong evidence, from just east of More Lane and south of Laughton 

Road at Ringmer (TQ 472123), for the eastern road continuing on an alignment heading for the 

Roman settlement at Arlington and thence to Pevensey (Chuter, 2008). With Barcombe Mills as 


