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ASITE OF NATIONAL IMPORTANCE

Metchley fort is recognised as being of
national importance for a number of reasons:

» A long period of occupation

The site was occupied more-or-less
continuously for perhaps 150 years from
around AD 48. Several phases of
development have been recognised (see
cover plan): an early garrison fort {Phase 1),
later ditched annexes (Phase 2A), a stores-
depot (Phase Z2B), and a subsequent, smaller
garrison fort (Phase 3). The 2™ century
activity (Phase 4| is the most enigmatic,
perhaps representing continued, sporadic
occupation by a small military detachment.
Later in the 2™ century the site may have
fulfilled an official function, perhaps providing
overnight accommodation or a change of
horses for travellers on official business.
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¢ An early date

The Phase 1 fort shows a comparatively early
style of military layout, including the remains
of an unusual double barrack-block (see
cover reconstruction).

e Rare survival

The well-preserved remains belonging to the
later, Phase 2B stores-depot are also features
rarely found within a military complex.

THE SITE'S HISTORY

The fort is approximately centred on the
Vincent Drive roundabout (see cover plan) and
was first identified in the 18" century as above-
ground earthworks in antiquarian descriptions
and map sources (see plans below). Not
everyone agreed that this was a Roman site.
Writing in his "History of Birmingham' in the
late 18" century,
William Hutton
suggested that,
because of the T
unusually large MICHELEY
area enclosed, s
the earthworks
were, "the work
of those pilfering
vermin the
Danes... better
acquainted with
other people's
property than

"y

their own" |

/

The early _’\
Roman date of the
site was only Plan of 1718

confirmed in the 1930s, during the first
archaeological excavations. Further
excavations in the 1950s, 1960s, and, latterly
from 1996 to 1999 in advance of new
developments at the University of Birmingham,
have identified the defensive circuits and
unusually well-preserved remains of timber-
framed internal buildings and other features
such as ovens, hearths and pits. The layouts of
the buildings can be identified from evidence
such as beam-slots cut into ground surfaces.
Part of the northwestern corner of the
northern annexe has been reconstructed and
is a designated Scheduled Ancient Monument.
A band of woodland following part of the line
of the fort's western defences provides a visual
‘marker’ of the fort's extent on this side.
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Roman forts are some of the most evocative survivals of the Roman conquest and
occupation of Britain. The Metchley fort, located largely within the University of
Birmingham campus, is one of the most important archaeological sites in Birmingham,
and one of the most important sites of early Roman date in the midlands. Metchley was
one of a network of forts or temporary military encampments constructed during the
Roman advance through the midlands in the middle of the 1" century AD. The fort was
laid out near an important road junction, with routes leading to Droitwich and Alcester to
the south, and Wall (near Lichfield) to the north. The site is near good water supplies and
lies on a raised plateau, commanding wide views over the surrounding area.

This leaflet provides a summary of the results of the 1996—1999 and earlier excavations.
For simplicity, in the text the main fort alignment is said to be north-south
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FORT PHASE 1 aware i cowitasy apn

Thee esarfiest fort wars squeve in phan, enclosing approsimately 4
hectares (roughly 200m square). & was defended by double
TS CUT MO Uhe sutisod and By a turrevetted racpaat o
bank. The ninthwestern angle of the fort intenor 0N Cover
Pan) contaned pans of hwo barrack-Dlocks, whose wall-lines
survtvedd s Deasmegon in the soi. These were fully excanvated

Extinaation of the southenmmst ' M
barrack-Dlock, located towerds the
westenn fort defences, nevealed
s of roams, including par i
of the mesv's and, 4
achaining. offices’s

backto-back, an
amangement
adopted &5 & space
SN EASEE in
early fors of the
Claudan penod (AD
#1-54). The maost completety excivated part of this bullging
contained 14 rooms ranged in four rows of four This suite of
oG formed the Accommaliion o two tunma (Cavalny) urits,
each compnsing a tofal of 32 men, with 8 men shahing each
par of rooms. The mer's accommockation wes soparated by
Cormidors from further rooms located towards the two erids of
s buiding The westernmast fange of outer rooms could Have
formed the officer’s quanters. The MNEMNOSE rooms may

have housed a small workshop. Overall, the -

doutie binracctiock tould have L N ;
accommodated four turmae of an P \ l’
ammiliary unt. The 1ol gamson
WOUIKI Meve Desn around o
thousand

Other excavated 'r
buildngs, Inthe .7 i
southesitern o s 'I
ange of the for, oo, - -— i
inchuded a granary @ - <, J\!u—."__ (]
0N CoWT Plan) with a , i
raisedd Aoce, and a workshop b |
and store buiang (0 on plan) St

FORT PHIASE 2A ouhisLars 1 “Coninmyan

Latex the fort was extended dunng s continued use. by the
SUCDON of annexes on its NoMhern, Southerm and eastem udes
Like phe main fort, the annexes were defended by double disches
and & fampait. No traces of busidings heve bren dentlied
WIS the annexe intenoes. although he eastem annexe was
s for small-arate industnad actaty. The others may hane
provided o defended aea for open storage o for thee tethering
and exercse of horss

Alst dunng this phase a rumber of the Busldings within the
anginal for wene themseives iNtermasy remodelied, many beng
corvested to Mfford. exdra storage space. The effect of these
changes wan to reduce the capacity of the bamack-biock
ATommodaion. Such a rearr, A reguction in
the uze of the gamison, a greater need for covered dorage, of
both

FORT PHASE 2B meroreair r*coaeim aoe

Later still i) thie Mfe of the fort the Phase | hmber-tailidings
were tlesared from within thie fort intenoc althouwgh the defences
continued 1o De mantained This deaance was a prelminary to
the Laying out of & new senes of buildings which did not
conform vath the ususl regulsr mlitary your. These comprisesd
sl and irregputarly artanged, temporany. bmbes-andwattie
framed bulldings. including shieds and fenced compounc

Thee excanvated nonfrwestenm port of the fort intenor ((B) on
covey plan) contaned a store-buslding with a rased floor
adicaning a fenced compound, posaibly onginally intended for
/estock or stabling and later reused for romwonking Other
wraces of wormvoridng sundve, in Ihe form of pits cut into the
ground surface, and spreacs of Durnit clay nepresenting the
remans of demolished Dearths O ovens Comnstructed wholly
above ground leved. The southessstenm angie of the fort intertor
r@mrmfptaruummammmmmm
which may heve  formed a combened stabie and groon’
Carten

Thits gaherse ey represent the reuse of the fon as x military
sores depot. The marked ireguiarity of thie structunes could
reflect the need for rapkd CONSINETIon aurma an on-going
campeegn Ancther possibility & that these struciunes
represent an extended 'Guetaker” pretence.

METCHLEY

THE EXCAVATIONS

Froem e katest jugperrnist] 10 the eariest flowermesty Roman forg
lolowesg he sequence i) wivdh the remains were found by
ARSI S Covey oy

PHASE 4 = FORT AND OTHER ACTIVITY

& CINTURY ADY
Thee site wass occupied as late 5 the second half of the 2™ century. it
seens Iikety that it wes used only sporadically by the misitary. perhaps
8 3 fort. but it is possibile that the sie contained & mansic - a guest-
house used by travefiers on official business. it seems 10 have been
finally abandoned in anound AD 200,

PHASE 3 - FORT

HATE 17 CENTURY ALY

A sl fort was ot
ocrupation of the site. It was found within the
intevior of what had been the earlier. Phase |, fort
Remasris of buidings were discovered inside thes
later fort including a granary and a cook-house.

dunng a miitary re-

PHASE 2B ~ STORES-DEPOT

(ALELATE 1Y CENTURY AN

Some time before the bulidg of the Phase 3 form a numbes of fimsy,
temporary Duiidings, Hong with sheds, ivestock compounds, and
sabies/grooms’ quarters were iaid out in place of the miltary
SNICILIES WATthin the Prase | fort This may repaesent a phase when
the sie was used a5 @ military dores depol bt not &
accommodation for a substantial gamson.

PPHASE 2A - FORT AND ANNEXES

EMILHLATE 1T CENTURY ALY
This seerns to be the man penod of acthty and

PHASE 1 - FORT

CALEY = 1T CENTURY ADV

designed & a strategic miitary post. The interior
wars found (0 contain timbes-framed Davrack-hlocks,
grananies, 8 workshop and a storebullding. The
garrson was probably & medure of legonary and
auliany roops. 1o the west of the fort a civiian
sefiement OF VLS grew Up oUtside the deflerces
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FORT PHASE 3 wgari 1 coniim A

Alager militany, reoCCupation of the ste gave nse to a smaler
fectangularshaped fort. enclosing 2 & ha,, built in the mtener of
the eiriey fort. The aiiched defences of the Phase | -2 fort were
FECUL 10 PrrRace SCCRNON protecnon af this ome

A turfrevetted rampst, DUt ealy in Phase 3, seems to
have collapsed as it wat later replaced by one with timber
strengthening. Extensive excaviation wathin the for intenor
chat not. in this case. locate any traces of barrack-type
acconmmodkation Thes May SUGHL that the Gamson was
accommodatied in terts, whesth would heve been unusual
Contemparany busdngy identified by excavation comprsed &
granaly and a cook-house
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PHASE 4 wcanitm ..\

Extaration in 1999 wathin and just outGde the southeastenn
comer of the Prase | fert defences (0 on cover plan) idertified
evidence of recutting of the earlier fort ditches and other
mitany-type citches, dug on diferent sgnments. This phase
may have seen a mone sporadic military occupabon of the sae,
wihich may also have mvoived the Layout of ‘practce camps” tis
o possible that the kiter, 27 century, Romean activity at
Metchiey could have beer relted (o the use of the site a3 a
mansin, used by traveliers on official business along the road
network, OF a5 a stoppeng point for a
change of horses

A O PIMTOE
et o Rt

ROMAN CIVILIAN
SETTLEMENT

Extavation (o the west of the Phase |

fort defences has uncovened features reliting 10 2 cvilian

settloment of vicus S0 cover plan) kg out unddr malitary

controd dunng Phase 1. Thes wioes comprised timber-framed
hearths, ovens and gravelied trackways. &t was

occupied by traders and military camyp folowers. The vicus is

important because of its earty, Claudian date JAD4 | -54) and

s good sate of preservation
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trading patterns between the Roman military and the native
economy, represented ot Metchiey by finds of cooking pots
made in the Malverrs

Thee souls wathin the ditches contained charred seeds.,
polien, and rsect remams wiich can provide iInformaton on
the ervironment in the Roman period. During Phase 4, for
example. there 6 evience foe regroweh of nearty woodlndad
winch had been ceed before the first fort was bt
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HOW TO GET THERE

HARBORNE

University -~

\Station >~

The University -\
m

%) _of Birmingha

Selly Oak
Station

The reconstructed earthworks at the
northwestern angle of the northern annexe
defences are open to public view (see cover
plan). They adjoin the western extension to
the University Medical School — pedestrian
access is from Vincent Drive (see plan above).
An interpretation panel in the paved oval at
the University's new West Gate (see cover
plan) describes the main findings from the site
— pedestrian access is across the canal from
Vincent Drive.

Ore of the
Veshaped,
defensive

| ditches

- partially
excavated.
A vertical cross-section Is belng examined o
record the build-up of sol layers i the aitc/.
£ach layer Is given a unigue number

— maarked or the white lags.

Using computers
to map the site

Opening’ the reconstruction in 1956

GLOSSARY

Beamsslot A shallow trench for horizontal foundation
timbers of a timber-framed building

Contubernia Paired rooms within men's quarters of
barrack-block, usually occupied by 8 soldiers

Mansio A roadside guest house for those on official
business

Rampart Earth bank defending the fort, surmounted
by timber palisade providing protection to troops on
sentry duty

Scheduled Ancient Monument A site recognised to be
of national importance and protected by law

Turma (plural: turmae) Auxiliary cavalry unit,
comprising 32 troopers.

Vicus A civilian settlement located outside the fort
gates, but under military control. Mainly existed to
trade with the garrison

FURTHER INFORMATION

Useful general introductions to Roman military
archaeology are P Bidwell, Roman Forts, English
Heritage/Batsford, 1998, and A. Johnson, Roman Forts
1983. See G. Webster, Rome Against Caratacus, 1981
for details of local fort excavations.

Details of the early Metchley excavations are available in
volumes 58 and 72-4 of the Transactions of the
Birmingham and Warwickshire Archaeological Society
(available in the Birmingham Central Reference Library).
Detailed reports will be published in the same series in
2001-2.

Birmingham City Museum and Art Gallery has displays
of Roman artifacts from local sites. The Roman military
sites of Wall (near Lichfield) and Baginton (near
Coventry) are open for public view.

For details of the Metchley excavations and other
Birmingham University Field Archaeology Unit (BUFAU)
projects see http//:www.bham.ac.uk/bufau

For more information about archaeology in
Birmingham see

http//:www.birmingham.gov. uk/archaeology

The 1996-1999 excavations at the site and production
of this leaflet were sponsored by the Estate F
Management Ofiice of the University of Birmingliam.
The feaflet was produced by BUFAU with advice and
assistance from Birmingham City Council Departrment of
Frarring and Architecture.

@ The University of Birmingharm, 2000.



The contact details within this leaflet have been updated since its
publication. Please use the contact details below.

Contact Us Address

Opening
Hours

Telephone
Email

Website

Planning

PO Box 28 Alpha Tower
Suffolk Street Queensway
Birmingham B1 1TU

08.45 - 17.15 Monday to Thursday
08.45 - 16.15 Friday

(0121) 303 1115
planning.enquiries@birmingham.gov.uk

www.birmingham.gov.uk/planning

.’Birmingham City Council
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““Securing a Better environment for all the people of Birmingham™



