
WRITTEN SCHEME OF INVESTIGATION FOR ARCHAEOLOGICAL TEST PITTING 
AT EPIACUM ROMAN FORT, NEAR ALSTON, NORTHUMBERLAND, SEPT. 22nd – 
October 2nd, 2017 

1) Introduction and Background 

1.1 EPIACUM HERITAGE Ltd, (EHL) is a not-for-profit company, Its main aims are to 

develop opportunities to promote the site of the Scheduled Roman fort at Whitley Castle, 

Tynedale, Northumberland, (Epiacum), to increase public access and enjoyment of the site 

and to foster academic research work designed to develop knowledge and understanding of 

all aspects of the history and archaeology of the site. 

1.2 The organisation is responsible for the stewardship, management and development of 

the scheduled monument, and works to explore and develop the site for the purpose of 

public participation, access and enjoyment.  

1.3 In previous years EHL has successfully completed several archaeological and local 

engagement projects including a Molehill Survey within the fort (in partnership with 

Altogether Archaeology, under the aegis of Historic England) and the HLF funded EPIC 

Epiacum, and a Start Up Grant.  

1.4 Between Nov. 2007 and July 2008 the Archaeological Survey Team of what was then 

English Heritage (now Historic England) completed the first detailed archaeological 

landscape survey of Whitley Castle (Went and Ainsworth, 2009). The fort, identified as the 

Epiacum of Ptolemy’s Geography’, stands on a Roman road called the Maiden Way, about 

half way between the fort of Magna on Hadrian’s Wall and Bravoniacum near Stainmore.  

1.5 Whitley Castle is notable for an extensive array of outer defences – four lines of bank 

and ditch to the north anad east of the site and seven to the south west and for an 

exceptional degree of preservation 

1.6 Whitley Castle is the highest stone built Roman fort in Britain and was almost certainly 

positioned to control the movement of lead and silver from the Alston ore fields.  

1.7 Extra mural settlement has been recorded to the west and north of the fort and an area 

to the south west has been tentatively identified as a possible parade ground or military 

wagon park 

1.8 Post-Roman activity is visible from the medieval cultivation patterns and minor medieval 

settlement remains that overly the fort defences and two bastle houses and an C18th 

farmhouse, Castle Nook Farmhouse, located within the fort itself. 

2. Aims and Objectives 

2.1 The English Heritage survey demonstrated that the landscape context of the fort 

exhibited great time depth and that the landscape today is a palimpsest that needs to be 

unpicked to understand it fully. 

 2.2 Epiacum Heriatge Ltd., in line with its vision and aims as set out above, wishes to 

implement a community archaeological training initiative centred upon a programme of 



archaeological test pitting within the environs of the Roam Fort (outwith the area of the 

Scheduled Monument) with the following aims: 

i) To train members of the local community in archaeological techniques involving 

excavation, recording, archaeological drawing and basic surveying and to characterise the 

extent, condition, date range and sequence of construction represented by surface and sub-

surface (structural) archaeological remains, 

ii) foster better public and academic understanding the time depth inherent in the 

archaeological landscape around the fort and to further EHL’s aim of promoting better public 
access to, and enjoyment of, the site.  

iii) to use the information gathered to develop a more detailed archaeological 

programme of research that will be informed and guided by the recommendations for 

future research contained in the Regional Archaeological Research Framework 

‘Shared Visions’ and which will feed into the sites own Archaeological Research 

Agenda (in prep.). 

iv) to set the results of the test pitting exercise within the context of the detailed 

topographical and historical survey of the site produced by Went and Ainsworth (2009) 

v) The data generated by the project will be used to improve EHL’s quantitative and 

qualitative knowledge of the above and below surface archaeological features in and 

around the Roman Fort, allowing improved management and curation policies for the 

site to be developed.  

2.3 All project participants will be fully trained in best-practice in archaeological fieldwork 

techniques, as well as a wider range of transferable skills. A key element of the community 

involvement is to allow the public to become involved in all aspects of the fieldwork process 

but public involvement will also be embedded into the post-excavation stage of the project, 

through which experience and training in a range of specialist skills will be passed on.  

2.4 In addition to the community involvement in the fieldwork and post-excavation work a 

range of strategies will be put in place to develop public engagement with the project. There 

will be a commitment to communicating the on-going progress and results of the project to the 

general public through a range of media, including the EHL website and the development of a 

strong relationship with local, national and possibly international media. A report on the work 

will be provided for the Durham Archaeology Magazine and articles written for publication such 

as Current Archaeology and British Archaeology. 

2.5 When the test pitting exercise is in progress it is hoped that the public will be able to view 

the excavations and there will a system of official site tours put in place.  

2.6 The project is designed to address issues and aspirations set out in: 

Gerrard, C. & Petts, D. 2006. Shared Visions: The North-East Regional Research Framework 
for the Historic Environment. Durham County Council 
 

2.7  Locations for the proposed test pitting exercise have been identified as indicated 

on the air photograph below (Fig. 1). 



 

Fig. 1: Proposed Location of Test Pits 

Pits 1-4 will measure 1m x1m and will be located to examine possible enclosures identified 

by geophysical survey. They will also examine the ridge and furrow ploughing visible in this 

part of the field around the bastle at Holymire. 

Pits 5 and 6 will measure 1m x 1m and will be located to further examine the area of the 

supposed ‘parade ground’ previously excavated by Stewart Ainsworth. 

Pit 7 will be located to record a section across the surrounding bank of the ‘parade ground’. 
It will measure c. 1m x 5m. 

Pits 8-9 will examine a series of enclosures and will measure 1m x 1m. 

Pits 10 and 11 will examine settlement evidence external to the area of potential Roman 

activity. 

3. Fieldwork Programme 

3.1 The proposed programme of test pitting will take place in the last week of September 

2017. The 22nd of Sept. will be used as a ‘set up’ day to finalise logistical aspects of the work 

and to finalise location of the test pits within the areas designated for the work. A ‘Family 
Weekend’ will open the proposed works from 23rd – 24thSept. and then there will be a two 

day break 25th – 26th Sept. This will be followed by 5 full days of site work with volunteers. 

The 2nd Oct. will be a post excavation day which will see final recording in the test pits and 
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the backfilling of all excavations. The excavation day will run from 9am – 5 pm with a 1 hour 

lunch break from 12.30 – 1.30 pm. 

4. Methodology 

4.1 The test pits will be laid out as set out above 

4.2 The project workforce will comprise of paying participants supervised by Dr. Young for 

EHL. 

4.3 All deposits will be hand excavated and soil and stone will be kept separate. Any 
archaeological features that are exposed will be explored through excavation and in 
accordance with the Museum of London Recording Manual.  
 
4.4 Sampling of features will normally follow these proportions; a minimum of 50% of each 
discrete feature will be excavated, a minimum of 25% of linear or curved features with non-
uniform fills, and a minimum of 10% of similar features with uniform fills.  
 
4.5 Plans will be drawn at 1:20 and sections at 1:10; typical trench sections will be drawn 
where no archaeological features are noted.  
 
4.6 The excavation areas will be tied into the site boundary by theodolite and detailed 
topographic survey.  
 
4.7 All levels will be taken relative to a constructed site bench mark tied into an OS datum.  
 
4.8 A high resolution, colour, digital photographic record of all contexts will be made. Each 
photograph will include a clearly visible, graduated metric scale.  
 
4.9  A site diary will be maintained.  
 

5. Sampling 

5.1 Bulk samples will be taken from the fills of cut features, and from any deposits that have 
the potential to shed light on the past use or development of the site. 
 
5.2 Industrial residues and waste from craft and manufacturing processes will also be routinely 
sampled.  
 
5.3 Sample size will depend on the apparent potential value of the deposits, but the minimum 
volume collected from a context will be 20-40 litres or 100% of the available material.  
 
5.4 The English Heritage Regional Science Advisor, (RSA) Don Omeara, will be consulted at 
an early stage in the project to determine to explore the way in which the sampling strategy 
can be tailored to specifically address the academic research priorities of regional and national 
research frameworks. 
 
5.5 The RSA will also be consulted should any unusual or problematic deposits be recognised 
in the course of the excavation. 
 
5.6 Where appropriate, samples will be processed for assessment; decisions about this work 
will be taken on the basis of the security and dating of the deposits.  
 



6.  Artefact Recovery 

6.1 The project will operate a 100% finds collection policy. 
  
6.2 Bulk finds such as pottery and animal bone will be collected by context. 
 
6.3 Where unusually large quantities of finds, or very small types of material are encountered 
(e.g. small bones), such that recovery by hand is not practicable, soil samples will be retained 
for sieving. 
 
6.4 Finds will be removed from site to a secure location at the end of each working day. 
  
6.5 A discard policy will only be implemented following quantification, assessment and 
recommendation from artefactual specialists.  
 
6.6 All finds that are retained will be washed, marked and bagged in a manner suitable for 
long-term storage. 
 

7. Conservation 

7.1 Dr Young is trained in artefact first aid and procedures for the recovery, packing and 
transportation of artefacts, following First Aid for Finds (2nd Edition) and UKIC’s Conservation 
Guidelines No. 2. 
 
7.2 Should particularly complex conservation requirements become apparent, an 
appropriately qualified and experienced expert will be called to site to excavate and package 
the object. 
 
8. Post-excavation analysis and Archive Deposition 

8.1 Recording and initial analysis of finds will take place upon immediate completion of the 
work. 
 
8.2 An interim report summarising the results of work will be prepared and made available for 
general distribution . 
 
8.3 It is hope to produce the finalised report on the test pitting within 3 months of completion 
of the work. 
 
8.4 The site archive will be prepared in accordance with Historic England and IfA guidelines.  

8.5 The archive will be deposited at an appropriate institution or will be maintained by EHL in 

an appropriate manner until such an institution becomes available.  Finds ownership will 

remain with the landowner until such time as title may be transferred in accordance with 

appropriate agreement.  A list of finds will be made available to the landowner and 

arrangements can be made for finds to be viewed or retained, if required.  .  

8.6 All recovered artefacts and other material will be cleaned, bagged and boxed in 

accordance with best practice procedures and the requirements of appropriate repository 

institutions.  

8.7 All finds storage materials or packaging will be clearly marked with the assigned site 

code or appropriate assigned accession number.   



8.8 A CD containing digital copy of the report, digital photographs and/or data will be 

included with the archive in accordance with the relevant requirements of the repository 

institution.   

9. Health and Safety 

9.1 Health and safety for this project will comply with EHL’s Health and Safety Policy for 

occupational health and fieldwork 

9.2 A Copy of this document will be given to all participants in the project and they will be 

asked to sign a register to indicate that they have read, understand and are prepared to comply 

with the Statement. 

10. Project Team Structure 

10.1 The overall project is managed by EHL 
 
10.2 All on-site management will be delivered by Dr. Young in consultation with Mr Richard 
Carlton (the Archaeological Practice, Newcastle upon Tyne) and Mr Paul Frodsham. 
 
10.3 Ms Sara Rushton  (County Archaeologist) and her staff will also be kept informed of site 
progress.  
 
10.4 Post-excavation will be overseen by Dr Young.  
 

11. Specialists 

11.1 Pottery, Stone work and worked stone – Dr Rob Young  (Private Consultant)  
 
11.2 Metal Work and Metal Working Residues – Dr Andrea Dolfini (Newcastle University) 
 
11.3 Animal bones – Ms Louisa Gidney (private consultant) 
 

12. Project Dissemination, Outputs and Publication 

12.1 Communication during the field season 

During the programme of work, information about the project will be disseminated in the 

following ways 

1. Dedicated web page on EHL’s web site and Facebook pages, updated daily. This will 
include a site diary, digital photographs and possibly video footage. 

2. Press Releases will be issued to local and national media through EHL to elicit further 

interest in the site. 

3. An article on Derwentcote will be included in the highly popular County Durham 

Archaeology magazine.  

4. Contacts will also be made with Current Archaeology and British Archaeology to try 

and place popular overviews in these, and other, special interest archaeology and 

history publications. 

 



12.2 Final project reporting 

The project will result in a series of key outputs: 

1. Final excavation report.  
2. Synthetic journal paper or papers highlighting provisional results of the excavation. 
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