
'1 

-I 

A study of Roman pottery from the Lower N ene Valley kiln site 
at Park Farm, Stanground, near Peterborough, Cambs. 

Nick Cooper, Department of Archaeology, University of Leicester 

The following report is a summary of work carried out 
in 1985 as part of the Graduate Diploma in Post
Excavation Studies at Leicester University. Thin section 
analysis of pottery from the outlying Lower Nene Valley 
kilns at Park Farm indicates a two-tier production involv
ing the use of local calcareous clay for grey and poor 
quality slipped wares, and imported non-calcareous clay 
for higher quality colour coated ware products including 
those attributed to the so-called potter 'Indixivixus'. 
Inferences are supported by thin sectioning comparative 
sherds from other Lower Nene Valley kiln and settlement 
sites, and fired clay samples, as well as the use of X-ray 
diffraction analysis. 

Thin Section Analysis 

A total of 76 thin sections comprising 60 from sherds 
and 16 from fired clay samples was produced. 52 of the 
sherds thin sectioned derived from features excavated at 
Park Farm, Stanground during 1966 and 1967 by Geof
frey Dannell and John Peter Wild (Wilson 1967, 186 and 
1968, 190). Three sherds came from the two late third 
and fourth century kilns excavated at Stibbington in 1969 
(Wild 1973 & 1974), and one from the mid-second 
century kiln at Sulehay (Hadman and Upex 1975). A 
further three sherds came from the 1973 excavations of 
the Romano-British farmstead at Orton Hall Farm (Mack
reth, forthcoming), and one from the settlement at 
Chesterton excavated by E. Greenfield in 1957. Initially 
28 thin sections were produced from a representative 
sample of sherds from the lower filling of kiln B at Park 
Farm (TL 216967) excavated in 1967 (Dannell 1973; 
Wild 1974, fig. 9). The kiln content was dominated by 
corrugated necked jars (fig. 1, no. 1) many of which 
possessed a thin, patchy slip and appeared to be from a 
single firing. The thin sections fell into four fabric groups 
comprising two pairs of similar fabrics and indicating the 
use of the two types of clay. 

To test the wider validity of these initial findings, 32 
further thin sections were produced from sherds deriving 
from the sites mentioned above as well as other features 
at Park Farm including the drainage gully from which 
many of the sherds described by Dannell (1973) were 
recovered. These thin sections fell into groups one, two 
and four of the original fabric series. Vessel types 

arranged by fabric are illustrated in Fig. 1, and the 
occurrence of fabrics at each site is tabulated in Fig. 2. 

Illustrated Vessels Arranged by Fabric Group 

Fabric Group One (nos. 1-11) 
1) SPF kiln. Jar with corrugated neck, patchy orange 

slip. 
2) SPF kiln. Large greyware jar with corrugated neck. 

3) SPF other. Large grey ware jar with rouletted shoulder 
band. 

4) SPF other. Jar, grey fabric, thin black slip. 
5) SPF kiln. Dish, dark grey fabric, black slip. 

Reconstructed from separate rim and base. 
6) SPF kiln. Small jar, dark grey fabric, black slip. 
7) SPF kiln. Small jar with dark grey fabric and black 

slip. 
8) SPF other. jar, grey fabric. 
9) SPF other. Large jar, grey fabric and rouletted shoul

der band. 
10) SPF other. Dish with grey fabric and patchy black 

slip. 
11) SPF other. Narrow mouthed vessel. 

Fabric Group Two (nos. 12-19) 
12) SPF kiln. Dish with off-white fabric and black 

colour-coat. 
13) SPF kiln. Plain-rimmed dish, with fabric and colour

coat as above. (Howe et al. Form 87). 
14) SPF other. Imitation samian form 36 with applied 

lotus bud decoration. Fabric and colour-coat as 
above. (See Mossop 1960,226, fig. one, and Dannell 
1973, 142, fig. one, no. one). 

15) SPF other. Imitation samian form 37 with rosette 
stamps. Off-white fabric, black colour-coat. (See 
Dannell 1973, 142, fig. one, no. two). 

16) SPF other. Dish with internal groove and plain rim. 
Light grey fabric. 

17) SPF other. Bag-shaped beaker with late type of 
cornice rim, and rouletted decoration. Light pink! 
orange fabric with orange colour-coat. (Howe et al. 
1980, Form 33). 

18) SB 69. Bead and flange-rimmed bowl with orange 
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fabric and lustrous, crazed, brown colour-coat. (Howe 
et al. 1980, Form 79). 

19) OHF 73. Hanged-rim bowl with off-white fabric and 
dark grey slip. 

Fabric Group Three 
20) SPF kiln. Jar with grey fabric and thin black slip. 

Fabric Group Four 
21) SPF kiln. Dish with light grey fabric and black slip. 

Fabric Descriptions 
Fabric One 

In hand specimen the fabric is fine, iron-rich, varying in 
colour from pinky orange (lOYR 7/4) when oxidised to 
grey (7.5YR N6) when reduced, and occasionally very 
dark grey (7.5YR N3). Characteristic of the fabric is the 
fine speckling of calcareous material (calcite) throughout 
which is clearly visible under low-power (xIO). There are 
also occasionally larger fragments of fossil shell present, 
up to five millimetres in diameter. In thin section the 
fabric consists of dispersed sub-rounded and slighty 
rounded quartz grains, with abundant fmely divided 
quartz, in a mottled matrix. Apart from sparse fragments 
of fossil shell, a characteristic feature is the deposition 
of recrystalised calcite around the edges of voids in the 
pot body, giving a frosted appearence. There are also 
acicular crystalline structures which remain unidentified. 
X-ray diffraction analysis failed to confirm the presence 
of anhydrite, the dehydrated form of gypsum (calcium 
sulphate), the lozenge-shaped crystals of which are so 
characteristic of the local Oxford clay. Subsequent micro
probe analysis was also unable to detect the presence of 
any sulphur, and it would appear therefore that all the 
calcareous material in the fabric is calcite (J. Storey pers. 

~ One 
Site 

SPF 67 
19 Kiln B 

SPF 
Other 13 
Context 

S8 69 0 

Sui 74 0 

OHF 73 2 

CH 57 0 

TOTAL 34 

comm). However, lozenge-shaped voids do occur in 
some of the thin sections, and these may represent 
pseudomorphs of gypsum. 

Fabric Two 

In hand specimen the fabric is the 'classic' Nene Valley 
colour coated ware fabric; fine, hard, creamy white to 
pinky orange with red ironstone granules when oxidised, 
and off-white to very light grey with brown or black 
ironstone granules when reduced. The colour of the 
coating varies accordingly from orange through brown 
to dark grey or black. In thin section the fabric contains 
moderate amounts of sub-angular and angular quartz 
grains, and sparse rounded granules of ironstone. 

Fabric Three 

Very similar to fabric one in thin section, and indistin
guishable in hand specimen. The fabric is distinguished 
by the lack of the acicular crystal structure apparent in 
fabric one. The group contains only four members; all 
greyware sherds from the lower filling of kiln B at Park 
Farm, and it is considered that they represent variation 
within the clay used for fabric one vessels. 

Fabric Four 

Very similar to fabric two, being non-calcareous and low 
in iron content. However it lacks iron stone granules, and 
in thin section contains abundant angular quartz grains. 
All four members of the group come from Park Farm, 
so it may represent the use of a second non-calcareous 
clay source rather than variation within the clay of fabric 
two. Thin sectioning of more material would be required 
before its significance could be assessed. 

Two Three Four 

4 4 1 

8 0 3 

3 0 0 

1 0 0 

1 0 0 

1 0 0 

18 4 4 

Fig. 2 Occurence of fabrics at Stanground Park Farm and other sites 
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Fig. 1 Vessel types from Parkfarm, Stanground and other sites, arranged by fabric group. 
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Summary 

The extension of the thin section programme sub
stantiates the view that the Stanground potters were using 
two types of clay; one of which appears unique to that 
kiln site, the other common to all the kilns in the study, 
and probably all the kilns of the Lower Nene Valley 
industry. 

With the exception of two sherds from the nearby 
Romano/British farmstead at Orton Hall Farm, all mem
bers of fabric group one come from Park Farm, 
Stanground, and derive exclusively from greyware or 
poorly slipped vessels, predominantly jars. 

In contrast, material from Park Farm belonging to 
fabric two exhibits a far higher degree of craftsmanship 
with a reduced off-white fabric and a black, sometimes 
lustrous colour coating. 

The range of products includes not only imitation 
samian ware (fig. one, nos. 14 and 15), and standard 
Nene Valley bag-shaped and indented beakers, but also 
bead and plain-rimmed dishes (fig one, 12 13). 

The slip or colour coating of traditionally greyware 
vessel types in both fabrics at Park Farm must be 
regarded as unusual at the early third century date 
proposed by Dannell (1973, 141), since the main period 
of production of such vessels, and indeed of imitation 
Samian ware does not appear to begin until the late third 
or early fourth century as typified by the products of kiln 
W at Stibbington (Wild, 1974, 162 fig 8). 

N 

Material from other kiln sites belonging to fabric two 
covers a range of vessel types including greyware, colour
coated flanged bowls and mortaria, and suggests that the 
potters at Stibbington and Sulehay must have had rela
tively easy access to non-calcareous clay whilst those at 
Park Farm did not. 

Clay Sources 

A consideration of likely clay sources (Fig. 3) illustrates 
that by locating on the Fen edge and thus nearer an 
expanding Fenland market the Park Farm potters were 
effectively denying themselves direct access to white
firing clay. The Upper Estuarine Series clay has been 
identified as the most likely source for the pottery of 
fabric two (Storey, 1988) and is in fact the only formation 
cropping out in the Lower Nene valley which meets the 
requirements of a white-firing clay with few inclusions. 
It crops out continually in bands parallel to the Nene and 
on both sides of it, and runs through or near the major 
Lower Nene valley kiln sites from Sulehay in the west 
through Stibbington, Sibson and Water Newton to 
Peterborough in the east. However, it does not crop out 
to the east of Peterborough, and while this leaves the 
nearest outorop some three miles upstream it is likely 
that the nearest quarried sources would be close to 
Durobrivae and thus require clay to be transported up to 
ten miles downstream to Park Farm. 
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Fig. 3 Map of the Lower Nene Valley showing major kiln sites and likely clay sources. 
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Work on clays in this study was limited to identifying 
a likely source for the fabric one vessels from Park Farm. 
The site itself lies on the Oxford clay and this source has 
already been suggested by Dannell (1973). Sampling was 
carried out at two locations; firstly from a disused 
London Brick Company Oxford clay quarry called the 
Starpit, two miles east of the kilns (1L 250960), and 
secondly from the vicinity of the kilns themselves on the 
crest of rising ground immediately south of Cnut's Dyke. 

Clay brickettes were fired in an electric kiln under 
oxidizing conditions, and held for one hour at maximum 
temperatures of 800, 900, and 1000. Reducing conditions 
were simulated by burying some brickettes in sand. 12 
thin sections were produced and supplemented by three 
from items of kiln furniture excavated at Park Farm, and 
another from a fired brickette of earthenware clay con
taining crushed gypsum in an attempt, to simulate the 
appearance of fabric one. Work stemming from the 
concurrent X-ray ditIraction analysis of the samples and 
sherds is discussed elsewhere (Cooper and Bowman 
1986). 

Firing of the Statpit clay samples in oxidising and 
reducing conditions produces a very similar fabric colour 
to sherds belonging to fabric one, and indeed the analysis 
of sherds and clay samples using energy dispersive X-ray 
spectrometry suggested high iron content. X-ray diffrac
tion analysis confirmed that the Oxford clay samples and 
fabric one sherds both contained calcite. However, in thin 
section the Oxford clay fabric is very fine and the major 
inclusions are the large lozenge shaped (up to two 
millimetres) crystals of gypsum, so elusive in the fabric 
one sherds but the characteristic weathering product in 
the Oxford clay (Horton et al. 1974,31). 

The thin sections of kiln furniture are very similar in 
appearance to those of the Oxford clay, and contain 
occasional gypsum crystals within an otherwise fine 
matrix. It is likely that kiln furniture would be constructed 
from clay within the immediate vicinity of the site, and 
this would be consistent with the siting of the Park Farm 
kilns on the Oxford Clay. However the thin sections of 
the clay samples taken from the site were iron rich, but 
were much sandier, and lacked any calcareous material, 
a fact confirmed by X-Ray diffraction analysis. It was 
felt that the samples, collected whilst the field was under 
crop, had not been taken far enough below the plough 
soil surface, and consequently calcareous material had 
been removed by weathering. An alternative reason might 
be that the samples were taken in error from the glacial 
lake deposits which border the site on its western side. 

Thin section analysis could not confirm that vessels 
of fabric one were manufactured from the Oxford clay, 
but it is considered that the combination of firing and 
subsequent long burial may account for the observed 
differences. Analysis of the same sherds and Oxford clay 
from the Starpit, Whittlesey, using inductively coupled 
plasma emission spectrometry confirms that it is the 
most likely source (Storey, 1988). 

If, as it appears, the production of kitchen wares and 
finer table wares at Park Farm was contemporary, rather 
than two distinct periods of production, why did the 
potters choose to exploit a locally available clay source 
for the former whilst going to the trouble of importing 
clay for the latter products? For well over a century in 
the Stanground area the London Brick Company has 
found the use of the Oxford clay an advantage because 
the combustion of its high carbonaceous content allows 
the bricks to attain their full firing temperature without 
the addition of coal or other fuel (Horton et al., 1974). 
However, it is difficult to believe that the Park Farm 
potters recognised this fuel-saving feature, particularly 
when it coupled with the risks promoting lime spalling, 
dunting cracks, and the carbuncle blisters which are so 
prominent a feature of fabric one vessels, and have been 
attributed to the 'oily fractions' of the Oxford clay. 
(Dannell, 1973). Faults of this kind would have sent 
many of these vessels onto the waster pile or into the 
'Bargain Basement'. 

The 32 sherds involved in the extension of the thin 
section study, were also analysed using inductively cou
pled plasma emission spectrometry (ICPS) by Jeremy 
Storey at King's College, London, (Storey, 1988). The 
results of this chemical study accorded very well with 
those derived from thin section analysis, and identified 
the use of both calcaceous and non-calcareous clays in 
production at Park Farm. Interestingly he also isolated a 
small group of greyware and slipped sherds whose 
chemical composition suggested the mixing of the Oxford 
clay with the clay of the Upper Estuarine Series represent
ing an attempt by the potters to minimise the problems 
of using the Oxford clay on its own. In thin section four 
of the five sherds involved belong to fabric group one 
but significantly had earlier been isolated as a subgroup, 
on the basis of their very sparse quartz content. The fifth 
sherd, however, belongs to fabric group two. 

If the use of local clay was the only economically 
viable way of manufacturing these vessels, then it can 
only be assumed that losses during firing were tolerable. 
Only a consideration of the numbers of vessels reaching 
the consumer could ever demonstrate whether the 
arrangement was successful in the long term. Alterna
tively the necessity to use local clay may be the result 
of multifarious contractual arrangements the nature of 
which will never be known. Perhaps the contract to 
supply this outlying kiln with white-firing clay from up 
river stipulated that it could only be used to manufacture 
certain vessels in the Nene Valley repertoire which had 
to be sold back through the same middle man who then 
organised their distribution to regional markets. If this 
was the case then it is important to consider how the 
unusual group of colour coated imitation samian vessels 
found at Park Farm fits into this side of the production. 
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What's in a name? - 'The Potter Indixivixus' 
reviewed 

Name-stamped imitation Samian ware products at
tributable to the lower Nene Valley were fIrst observed 
by Mossop (1960, 226), and the discovery of a group of 

identical vessels during excavations at Park Farm 
established the site of manufacture (DannellI973). 

Although kiln waste is not an accurate guide to actual 
output, it would appear that the group represents only a 
fraction of the total number and range of vessels produced 
in fabric two at Park Farm, which Dannell attributed to 
'the potter Indixivixus' on the basis of the name-stamp 
observed by Mossop (1960). The unusual Samian form 
53 (Dannell 1973, Fig 1, no. 3) is the only vessel in the 
Park Farm group bearing a name-stamp. While it bears 
little resemblance to Mossop's, illiteracy is an embracing 
feature of all the known stamps attributable to Park Farm. 

The fact that name-stamped examples are turning up 
on consumer sites must indicate that the production of 
imitation Samian at Park Farm met some degree of 
success. The most significant of these is the name
stamped base of a form 37 from Needham Hall Field, 
Elm near Wisbech using the same die as the form 53 
described above, and thus confirming the link with Park 
Farm. Of the six examples of name-stamped vessels 
known to the writer, four different dies are represented, 
and all come from Fenland sites. The three vessels 
described by Mossop (1960, 226) cover two of the dies, 
one of which is the original 'INDIXIVIXr stamp occur
ring on a form 36 from Lamings Bridge, Holbeach Fen, 
and a form 31 from Laddus Drove, Elm. The other from 
Peterborough Museum is illegible and unprovenanced. 
The third has been mentioned above, and the fourth , again 
on a kicked, footring base belonging to a form 31 or 36 
was found at Flaggrass (near March) in 1956 by Tim 
Potter (Phillips 1970, 139). 

Finds of other, unstamped imitation Samian pieces, 
manufactured in fabric two and originating from Park 
Farm, enhance the apparent concentration about 15 miles 
east of the kilns in an area bounded by Wisbech to the 
north and March to the south. A form 36 and a stamp
decorated form 37 come from Coldham, four miles north 
of March. The only known example of a vessel of fabric 
one, is a greyware plain rim dish from nearby Stags Holt 
Farm, three miles north of March. 

This sketchy distribution is based entirely on vessels 
currently held at the Nene Valley Research Committee 
Field Centre. However, excavations by the Central Exca
vation Unit at the Fenland settlement of Shellbridge, 
Holbeach St. Johns, Lincolnshire, 15 miles north east of 
Park Farm, uncovered an assemblage of pottery of late 
second or early third century date in an enclosure ditch 
(Anon, 1985). Descriptions of some of the vessels in the 
group, suggest they are from Park Farm (A. Bell, pers. 
comm.). An unusual exception to the marked Fenland 
distribution is a form 37 with moulded decoration depict-

ing the god Mercury, found in Nottinghamshire and 
attributed to the Stanground kilns (Durobrivae 3, 1975, 
29). 

Conclusion 

A fuller appreciation of the range of products manufac
tured at Park Farm will have to await the site's eventual 
publication, but it is hoped that the foregoing is a 
reasonable summary. 

The two-tier arrangement suggested here may represent 
two separate periods of production involving the manu
facture of different vessels with different clays. The fact 
that sherds of both major fabrics occur in the lower filling 
of kiln B is the strongest, but by no means infallible, 
evidence against this. 

Whether this arrangement expressed itself in the 
market place, through the targetting of the finer wares at 
more distant consumers is questionable. The sketchy 
distribution pattern would not appear to support the idea, 
and instead, the relatively short distance over which the 
imitation Samian ware travels may reflect an attempt at 
direct selling to the Fenlanders. In this way the potter 
takes the profIt that would otherwise be lost to the 
middleman marketing through Durobrivae. 

Park Farm appears to exhibit a blend of features partly 
attributable to the large urban nucleated industry (pea
cock 1982, 99), of which it was undoubtedly a part, but 
otherwise those of an individual workshop. While 
producing a range of low quaility products for a pres~m
ably local market it might be imagined that the arrIval 
of the supposedly immigrant potter 'Indixivixus' sparked 
the production not only of standard Nene Valley colour 
coated forms but also a unique line of imitation Samian; 
the production of which was anachronistic to the ~urrent 
trends of the industry as a whole. On top of thIS, the 
workshop then chooses to ignore a distribution network 
that took the products of other Nene Valley kilns to all 
parts of the province. 
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