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Join us to celebrate the New Year! 
                      

Friends are invited to a New Year Celebration 
at 3pm on Tuesday 7th January 2020 

at the Roman Circus Centre 
 

Entry is free with entertainment 
mince pies and mulled fruit punch 

 

An ideal opportunity to visit the Roman 
Circus Centre 

 

Please let Mark Davies know by telephone 01206- 
842032 or email gmarkrdavies@btinternet.com if 

you would like to attend. 

Friends of the Colchester Archaeological Trust 
News                                                       December  2019 

   Roman Circus Centre News  
           

The popularity of this summer's Dig it! 
exhibition, featuring the newly-unearthed Roman 
bathhouse remains under 'Jacks', was one of the 
factors that helped the Trust make the decision 
to keep the Roman Circus Visitor Centre open 
all year round. 
 

Visitor numbers are steadily increasing. Usually 
closed to the public at the end of September, the 
Centre is now open Monday to Friday, 11am to 
3pm, with guided tours usually available. Recent 
guests have hailed from Scotland, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Canada, Australia, and even 
China, to name but a few places. 
 

The Dig it! exhibition includes a selection of 
objects from the Mercury Theatre site and a 
giant life-size reconstruction of Shaft C, one of 
the six shafts over 3metres in depth in dug by 
CAT at the Jacks site.  
More Roman Circus News on page 6 
 
 
           

  
 

An exciting new series of talks by Trust archaeologists will take place in the new year.  The talks are on 
Wednesday evenings and start at 7.30pm in the Roman Circus Centre. Entry is £4  (only £2 for Friends).            
Coffee & tea will be available for £1 
 

Wednesday 29th January The three most interesting recent discoveries within the walled town centre. 
Speaker: Adam Wightman (Senior Project Manager).  The Fenwick Treasure (the former Williams & 
Griffin department store), some abandoned well-appointed Roman houses (the Mercury Theatre), and the 
public bath house (Jacks store). 
 

Wednesday 12th February Was there life before the telly? Speaker: Philip Crummy (CAT Director). The 
people of Roman Colchester were blessed - public baths, a Roman circus, probably an amphitheatre, and 
not just one theatre but two!  
 

Wednesday 26th February Colchester Institute - digging at the heart of Camulodunum. Speaker: 
Howard Brooks (CAT Deputy Director). Sheepen is well known as an important late Iron Age site where, 
in 2007-8, CAT uncovered some extraordinarily interesting and important finds some of which will be on 
display for the first time. 
 

Wednesday 11th March The Big Dig on the site of Colchester Garrison 2002-2018. Speaker: Philip 
Crummy. Surely the longest running series of excavations ever in Colchester with results to match. Topics 
covered will include pre-Roman and Roman farming, Roman burial practice, the discovery of the Roman 
circus, and the Siege of Colchester in 1648.   

Wednesday 25th March My favourite finds  Speaker: Laura Pooley (CAT small finds specialist) A review 
of some of the most interesting small finds from recent excavations by CAT across the county, looking at my 
research into these objects and what they can tell us about the sites they came from. 

Membership renewals for 2020 
 

Friends membership runs from January - December. 
Please see the enclosed renewals sheet to see how 
to renew your membership for the coming year. 
For email users this sheet is an attached file called 
Friends renewals Dec 2020 

 

AGM & Illustrated Talks 
Saturday 28th March 2020 

 

The Annual General Meeting of the Friends will be   
held at Lion Walk United Reform Church,   
Colchester. The AGM, to which all members are   
warmly invited, will be at 1pm. This will be followed  
at 2pm by our illustrated annual lectures by 
members of the archaeological team about the 
current work of the Trust. Tea and cake will be 
served. 
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Giddy up!    by Philip Crummy 
 

Friday 25th of October was a day I’d been looking 
forward to for some  time. In the event, it was an even 
better day than I had imagined it would be. At long last, 
there were horses at the circus centre – two in fact, a 
Caspian horse called Star and a Dartmoor pony by the 
name of Guinevere. Just to see the horses running 
round the starting gates was a real joy. This must have 
been the first time horses have done this for about 
1,700 years. The animals didn’t come to race though. 
They came to take part in two experiments, both aimed 
at working out the size of the horses that raced in the 
circus all those years ago. 
 

The size of the horses that raced in Roman circuses is a bit of an issue generally. Watch any of the Ben-Hur 
films for example or the Time Team special, shot at the Roman circus and you will see strapping horses 
hammering round the racetrack. But look at Roman period images of charioteers as archaeologists do and you 
will see very small ones. Which is right? Could it be that the horses really were big but were deliberately 
downsized by the Roman artists so as not to dominate their imagery? 
 

From the Colchester circus site, we already have evidence pointing to the past presence there of small horses 
– animals in the range of 10 to 12 hands. In other words, they would have been about 44 inches (1.1 m) high, 
measured to the tops of their shoulders.This evidence comes from two remarkable finds. One of them is a 
horse’s pedal bone (the main bone in a hoof). This was lying on the floor of one of the entrances which led to 
the circus seating and on to the arena. As hoofs go, this is tiny. In fact, it is the sort of size that would match a 
horse in the 10 to 12 hands range. 
 

                                             

The other find is a broken horse bit. In its original condition, this would been about 4.5 inches across, a size 
suited for a small horse, perhaps in the order of 11 to 12 hands in height. However, although the hoof bone 
and the horse bit both independently point to the same size of small horse, we do need more evidence and 
this is what we were seeking.  
 

Experiment 1: what is the largest size of horse that would fit the starting gates? 
 

Circus visitors who are used to working with horses 
sometimes comment that the starting gates look too 
narrow to have accommodated four horses in a row 
(which was the normal arrangement when raced with a 
chariot). To this remark, we usually reply rather lamely, 
“Well the horses were small”. So the plan was to test 
this explanation and see if we could fit four small 
horses in a row in one of the gates. If successful, we 
would capture the moment in a photograph to provide 
the proof that we needed. 
 

We had hoped to have had at least four horses for the 
trial but, in the event, there were two (a Caspian horse 
and a Dartmoor pony). However, all was well and the 
horses performed brilliantly. Both animals belong to 
long-established breeds, one British, the other from 
Iran. Although very small and pony sized, Caspians 
are thinner and have the conformation of horses which 
is why they are sometimes referred to as miniature horses. They are thought by some to have been a 
forerunner of the much larger Arabian horse and they have a reputation for being good at pulling carts and 
chariots as well as jumping. The ancestry of the Dartmoor pony could be as old since there is some evidence 
of domesticated ponies living on the Dartmoor as far back as 1500 BC. 
 

So what was the outcome of the first experiment? Well, we have our photograph, we have the evidence, and 
we know that four horses in the 10-12 hands range plus a chariot could indeed have fitted into any of our 
starting gates. We also found that, had the horses been a little bigger, the fit would have been tight and the 
animals would have been at risk of injury at the moment when the team took off. 
 
 

With just two horses to work with, a bit of photo-
graphic trickery was needed to get our picture 
showing four horses standing in the gate all at the 
same time! 
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Experiment 2:  What can Roman imagery tell us about the height of the horses?  
 

There are many images surviving from the Roman world 
which show charioteers and their horses together. The 
overall impression from these images is that the horses 
depicted in them were small compared to their charioteers. 
Our second experiment involved recreating one of these 
scenes so that the height of the charioteer could be 
estimated in relation to the height of a real horse which, in 
this case, is 12 hands high. 
 

As the starting point, we took a well-known mosaic pavement 
from Baccano in Italy showing four very similar panels each 
featuring a charioteer and his horse. Since each charioteer 
stands next to his horse, height comparisons between man 
and animal are made easy. 
 

To in effect introduce a real horse of known height into the 
mosaic picture, people of different heights each played the 
part of the charioteer and stood next to the Caspian horse, 
reins in hand. Each one then gently raised the animal’s head 
so that the mouth of the animal was level with top of our 
charioteer’s shoulder, just as it is in the mosaic. 

 
 

 
It became apparent that the Caspian and our charioteer’s horse are very different in shape. Their overall 
heights agree reasonably well as do the lower parts, namely the lengths of their legs and the distances of their 
underbellies above ground level. But their necks and bodies are different, the former being too long and the 
latter too short. So what do we do now? Well, the composition of the mosaic picture focuses on the close 
relationship between the shoulder of the charioteer and the head of his horse thus strongly suggesting that, if 
anything in the picture is an accurate representation of reality, then this is likely to be it and we can use what 
we see here to link and scale the mosaicist’s image with our photograph. 
 

The result, which is shown below, suggests that, if the horse on the mosaic had been 12 hands high as is the  
 

The excavated remains of two of the starting 
gates in 2009 showing charioteers and 
quadrigas.The charioteers were kindly 
drawn by Peter Froste shortly after the 
excavation so that they could be digitally 
added to the photograph.) 

Testing… Testing… Testing… Left 
to right: Robin Mathieson – much 
too tall; Sam Rowley – a little too 
tall; Jane Cadman – not quite as tall. 

A = 64 inches (ie 5 foot 4 inches). D = Caspian’ withers = 48 inches (ie 12 hands). 
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case with the Caspian, then our charioteer would have been 5 foot 4 inches tall (or perhaps a little more) 
which, on the face of it, seems to be a good result. Had his horse been any taller, then so too would have been 
our charioteer. In fact, for every extra hand in height, our charioteer would have been about 5.25 inches taller. 
Thus if the Caspian had been 13 hands high, our charioteer would have been about 5 foot 9 inches tall. But 
then again, had the Caspian horse’s neck been more upright, more like the neck of the horse on the mosaic, 
then despite being 12 hands, she would have still been able to reach our charioteer’s shoulder. 
 

Of course, you might ask, “Rather than align the Caspian’s mouth with the shoulder of our charioteer, why not 
simply align the withers of the mosaic charioteer’s horse with that of our Caspian?” The trouble is that, if we do 
this, then our charioteer would end up being about 6 foot 3 inches which, of course, would have been possible, 
but in reality highly unlikely! 
 

So what’s the answer?   So this brings us back to the original question, “How big were the circus horses?” 
Well, we now have various pointers to the answer, namely the small hoof bone, the small horse bit, and the 
limited width of the starting gates. All of this evidence is consistent with horses in or closely around the 10 to 
12 hands mark. The image of the charioteer and his horse on the mosaic from Baccano has its problems but, if 
nothing else, it appears to indicate that the horse in it is very unlikely to have been much taller than 13 hands. 
 

Of course, the horses would all have varied in height as indeed would have the charioteers who raced them. 
Small charioteers could have had larger horses than normal and large charioteers the opposite. Nevertheless, 
all the evidence we have so far points to a likely average height of 10 to 12 hands, refinable at a push to 
between 10.5 and 11.5 hands. 
 

We are much indebted to Jane Cadman, an Essex-based equine podiatrist, for bringing her two horses (Star 
and Guinevere) to the circus and gamely taking part in the experiments, to Francesca Tompkins for driving the 
transporter and helping with the horses on the day, and to Dreda Randall (of the Caspian Horse Society) for 
her interest and support.                       

     
 

Friends visit to Kent 
 

Back in October members of the Friends travelled to Kent to visit the historic Chislehurst Caves near Bromley. 
The caves were originally dug for chalk used in lime burning, brick for building and flint used for tinderboxes 
and flintlock guns. 
They were also used for the storage of munitions, mushroom growing and during the Second World War they 
became the largest and deepest air raid shelter for the protection of up to 15,000 people. In the 50s and 60s 
they became a venue for skiffle, jazz and folk music hosting David Bowie, the Rolling Stones and many others. 
The caves are now a tourist attraction and education centre. We were taken on a guided tour of the caves 
some of us taking up the offer of lamps – I wish I had. Although the tunnels were mainly quite wide and high, 
the floor surface was very uneven underfoot. 

 

After lunch in Sidcup we continued to Scadbury village and 
climbed up through woodland to visit the moated ruins of 
Scadbury Manor, currently being excavated by the 
Orpington & District Archaeological Society. Records show 
that there has been a building on the site since 1200 the 
final one being Scadbury Manor. The ruins of this building 
stand on an island in the rectangular moat and as the 
remaining walls  are still mainly about a metre high we were 
able to get a good idea of the original layout which included 
the gatehouse foundations, the buttressed island wall, the 
hall and parlour, a large open cellar, the undercroft, and the 
kitchen. Following on from a very interesting guided walk 
around the site we were treated to tea and biscuits in the 
‘finds’ hut and shown some of the finds from the site.  

 

A very successful day – thanks to John Sherman who kindly offered to arrange this visit.  Brenda May 
 
 

CAT dig at prehistoric and medieval sites in Ipswich 
CAT archaeologists recently started a large trial-trenching evaluation on the northern edge of Ipswich and so 
far have found a small number of prehistoric ditches, middle Iron Age pits and a small medieval enclosure, as 
well as ditches belonging to the parkland of of 17th-century Redhouse Park estate. They have only completed 
150 of the 490 trenches that will eventually be excavated this winter, so it is early days.   
                       Adam Wightman 
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Dovercourt  update 
 

If you cast your minds back to the May addition of this newsletter, you may remember an article on a piece of 
Geoarchaeological work in Dovercourt which identified ancient river deposits and fossilised whale bones. As it 
turned out, the archaeological trial-trenching evaluation which took place at the same time also unearthed a 
wealth of interesting finds and features! As a result, the Trust's excavation team has spent ten weeks this 
summer/autumn excavating a large area of the site. 
 

The site is located on the high ground at the top of a steep 
southward slope that heads towards the North Sea. Despite being 
painfully exposed to bad weather(!), it is easy to see why this 
location has appealed to the inhabitants of this part of the Tendring 
peninsula over the years. Firstly, the site has a free-draining soil 
overlying a sand/gravel geology. Secondly it has a commanding 
view of the coastline and is a prominent point in the landscape. 
These geological and topographical factors have attracted people to 
this south-facing slope for a number of different activities, most of 
which appear to have centred 
around farming. 
 

It is possible that the land may have 
been cleared for farming as far back 
as the Neolithic (c 4000-2000 BC). 
Pits containing Neolithic pottery and 
flint blades are evidence that there 
was human activity on the slope at 
this time. We also recovered a 
fragment from a Neolithic axe which 
may have broken away whilst 
clearing trees from the area. 
Ditches dating to the prehistoric 

period were recorded across the site. Some appear to define a series of small 
enclosures, while others further down the slope are most likely to have been  
for drainage. Both Bronze Age and Iron Age pottery were noted in these ditches. An isolated burial urn and the 
ring-ditch of a ploughed-out round barrow are evidence that the brow of the hill was also used for the burial of 
the dead during the Bronze Age. The location of the barrow would have ensured that it was visible for miles 
around.  During the Roman period, a wider range of activities occurred on the brow of the slope. However, the 
primary use of the land still appears to have been agriculture. We identified a series of fields divided by 
ditches, as well as a number of smaller ditches and gullies which appeared to define animal enclosures and 
provided the site with extra drainage. Slightly further down the slope we also recorded a large watering-hole 
with a well-constructed metalled surface leading down towards its base. The large sub-round hollow still 
retained a very high water table and would have provided a reliable source of water for livestock. Roman 
pottery, building materials and coins were all recovered from the material which had infilled the watering-hole. 
In addition to agriculture, the brow of the slope also appears to have been used for industrial activities during 
the Roman period. The remains of two kilns were painstakingly excavated and two large pits, believed to have 
been created during the extraction of sand and gravel, were also investigated. 
 

In the early Anglo-Saxon period, two structures were erected on the plateau at the top of the slope within the 
area we investigated. The remains of a sunken hut (Grubenhäuser) and a large, hall-like structure defined by 
post-holes, are likely to be linked with the continued use of the land for agricultural purposes after the 
departure of the Roman administration. The use of the land for farming continued into the medieval/post-
medieval period, during which time the huge modern field in which we were working was divided into nine 
separate units by ditches. The only deviation from farming in modern times seems to have been the use of the 
site to bury large quantities of modern refuse in the early 20th-century when a nearby hotel went out of 
business! 
 

The post-excavation work on the site has only just begun, but the findings so far suggests that we have 
evidence for activity in this part of modern Dovercourt from every archaeological period dating back to the 
Neolithic! As you may recall from the previous article, no evidence of any Palaeolithic material was found, but 
there could still be some Mesolithic worked flints in the bags of dirty finds still yet to be identified. 
                                                                                                                                                 Adam Wightman 
 

Dovercourt - general site view 

Ziya excavating the Bronze 
Age burial urn 
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Roman Circus Visitor Centre news.     ...continued from page 1 
 
Permanent exhibits include Circuses of the Roman 
Empire - comparing Colchester's circus with others 
from around the empire, some of the best of Peter 
Frost's Paintings and on the outside of the building a 
display of how the Roman Circus might look if 
planning developments allow it. Work is under way to 
renovate the centre's rather fragile reconstructed 
chariot and also to develop the large model of Roman 
Colchester. 
 
Those of you who have recently been to Roman 
Circus House may have noticed the new painted 
feature near the Cafe counter, the 'Cantharus Mural'. 
A cantharus was the large handled drinking vessel 
presented at the end of the chariot race to the 
victorious charioteer - a fitting subject for the Roman 
Circus Visitor Centre! Inspired by a colourful 'niche' 
mosaic from Pompeii, the 'Cantharus Mural' is painted 
in similar colours to those found on Roman wall 
plaster discovered at the recent Mercury Theatre dig 
(fragments of which are on display at the Centre). The 
wall space was previously white and not used for 
displays or exhibits due to the close proximity to the 
entrance to the cafe servery. It was calling out to be 
painted! Commissioned by Samantha, and kindly 
designed and painted by a two-man team from ECL 
(Essex Cares Ltd - specialising in working and 
supporting adults with learning disabilities), this 
artwork has certainly brightened up a dull corner. 

 
 

 Colchester's Roman Baths by Howard Brooks 
 
Every major Roman town should have a range of impressive public buildings which include a temple, a 
bath house, a forum and a basilica. At the top end of the scale, the more important towns should also have a 
theatre, an amphitheatre, and a circus ...of the chariot kind. 
 
Chelmsford (Caesaromagus) has an impressive bath house and temple complex but Colchester (Colonia 
Victricensis) outclasses it by having a major early imperial cult centre - the Temple Of Claudius, two theatres 
and, of course, the  recently-discovered circus. What has yet to be found though, is Colchester’s bath house. 
 

Until now, that is. Excavations by Colchester Archaeological Trust at the famous Jacks store in St Nicholas’ 
Street may have discovered the site of the baths. Mention of Roman baths may conjure up images of those at 
Bath itself or at the recently discovered Billingsgate site in London where the layout and detail of the baths is 
plain to see. At the Jacks site, the evidence is much more subtle. 
 

Colchester Young Archaeologists   If you know of any young people who you think might be interested 
in archaeology please let them know about the Colchester Young Archaeologists’ Club (YAC). 
The Club is open to everyone aged 8–16 years and members get involved in all sorts of activities, 
including visiting and investigating archaeological sites and historic places, trying out traditional crafts, 
taking part in excavations, and lots more. YAC is based at Roman Circus House in Colchester and usually 
meets once a month. A team of volunteers runs the club: if you want to know more or would like to get 
involved please contact Barbara Butler (Tel:07808 968766) barbara@peterbutlerdesign.co.uk 
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First, a bit of background. The Jacks site is on a prime piece of real 
estate in Roman Colchester, immediately south of the precinct of the 
Temple of Claudius. Lack of large-scale modern development in 
what was Insula 30 of the Roman town means we have not had the 
opportunity to do much excavation there. Consequently we don’t 
know exactly what is in Insula 30. The favoured option would be the 
basilica, broadly the equivalent of the modern town hall. 
 

To return to our excavation at Jacks, we weren’t able to excavate 
any substantial areas within the old shop as the archaeological 
investigation was restricted to six narrow vertical shafts 
approximately 1.5m across, and up to 3.5m deep (11 feet 6 inches). 
Our first find was a massive foundation of Roman wall over 1.4m 
deep (4 feet 6 inches), 8 feet below modern street level. Roman 
public buildings were generally raised on much bigger foundations 
than domestic houses so this wall confirms we have a public 
building in Insula 30. There is nothing specific about a wall 
foundation though that can tell us if it belongs to a bath house or a 
basilica. 
 

However, the discovery of very large quantities of Roman box-flue tiles does tell a story, very clearly.  
Box-flue tiles are square-sectioned tile boxes which can be built end-to-end to make a continuous hot air 
channel inside a wall, and are generally found in association with hypocausts (under-floor heating systems) 
and bath houses. Their presence in large quantities at Jacks, along with much evidence of burning, indicates 
quite strongly that under Jacks is one edge of the Roman bath house. 
 

Happily, there is more corroborative evidence. In the 
nineteenth century, William Wire, a Colchester 
postman, recorded the discovery of ‘hypocaust 
fireplaces with round-headed arches’ and many 
fragments of Roman bricks and box-flue tiles in the 
appropriately named Long Wyre Street. This, of 
course, is adjacent to Jacks so it is very likely that 
William Wire found the first evidence for the bath 
house, and we have simply added to the picture. 
 

It is probably best not to get too carried away with 
this discovery just yet. What we need is more 
excavation in the footprint of where we imagine the 
rest of the baths must lie, just to confirm our current  
theories. So, future developments are awaited! 
 
This article was originally published by the Essex Society for Archaeology and History in their Winter Newsletter. 
 

Roman Week 11th - 19th July 2020 
 

An exciting programme of events are being planned for Saturday 11th - Sunday 19th July 2020 (to be 
called Roman Week). The activities will take place around the Centre each day between 11am and 
4pm. Current ideas include: a Caspian Horse display in the starting gate area, a Young 
Archaeologists Fun Day (including digging for 'Roman' coins), guest appearances of the Ermine 
Street Guards, Colchester Roman Society and, of course, 'Boudicca'; Roman poetry day (with local 
schools); a Roman play (with a local school), a morning tour of Roman Colchester followed by an 
afternoon talk by a guest historian; a Mosaic workshop and Roman jewellery making day. (Nero will 
not be invited, nor anyone suspiciously playing a fiddle!) 
 
We will be appealing for help in the cafe for the nine days (perhaps in 2 hour slots), and also for 
some Friends to be around the Centre to talk to visitors. Roman Circus Centre Manager, Sam 
Rowley, is looking for a Friend who could organise rotas and other logistics tasks. If you, even at this 
early stage, think you might be interested please give Sam a ring at the Trust 01206 501785 or email 
her at sr@catuk.org. 

Box-flue-tiles found by William Wire in Long Wyre St 

Broken box-flue-tiles from Jacks 
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Above is the Friends Income and Expenditure Account for 2019. The Friends are back in the black for 
the first time since 2016. Receipts from membership are up and the events made a good contribution 
as well. I will give a more detailed review of the year in my Treasurer's Report at the Friends Annual 
General Meeting on Saturday 28th March 2020.              Nick Hines,   Hon. Treasurer 
 

YEAR YEAR
2019 2018

INCOME
Subscriptions inc over-payment  £1,896.34 £1,816.05
Coach Trips / Events £2,236.40 £1,700.00
Donations £165.00 £242.50
Corporate Friends subs. £100.00 £100.00
Interest, Business Premium A/C . £0.13
Event for Trust (Lecture) £121.00

£4,397.74 £3,979.68
EXPENDITURE
Donations to Trust £1,621.00
Coach Hire / Trips / Events £1,918.50 £1,702.90
Postage £346.72 £300.40
Stationery £53.64 £58.76
Photocopying £28.50 £20.00
insurance £380.11 £684.00
Corporate subs passed to CAT £100.00 £100.00
Publicity £415.92 £90.00
Subscriptions refunded £14.00

£3,257.39 £4,577.06

Balance brought foward £2,762.63 £3,360.01
Surplus / (Deficit) Income over Expenditure £1,140.35 (£597.38)
Cheques not presented £152.00

£4,054.98 £2,762.63

BALANCE
Cash a/c Barclays Bank £4,054.98 £2,762.63

£4,054.98 £2,762.63

We certify that the accounts are correct in accordance with the books 
and records of The Friends of Colchester Archaeological Trust

Hon Treasurer: Nick Hines                                       Independent Examiner: Mr K Rix

THE FRIENDS OF COLCHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRUST
INCOME AND EXPENDITURE ACCOUNT

1 November 2018 to 31 October 2019


