HIDDEN HOLT

THE STORY OF A ROMAN SITE

THE DISCOVERY:'OF A ROMAN
LEGIONARY ITLE AND
POTTERY WOQRKS AT -HOLT,
NEAR WREXHAM
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The hypocaust system below the tile works’drying shed.
© Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales

FIRST RECORDS

Thomas Crue, the owner of Holt Hill, recalled how “many a plough was broken on stone wa!ls” after he came across
evidence of a Roman building in one of his fields to the north-west of Holt, near Wrexham, in the early 1600s.
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In an undated letter (possibly from 1607) in the British
Museum, Crue describes the discovery of a building
with fifty hypocaust pillars, each 2 ft high, supporting

atile floor, a‘stove’ or furnace for heating and a brick
stamped LEGXXVV.

During a visit to the cellar of H
presumably fr

Local historian, Alfred Neobard Palmer, became
aware of this letter when he read Roman Cheshire by
WThompson Watkins which was published in 1886.
When Palmer started researching the history of

Holt, Crue’s letter inspired him to'search for the lost
Roman site.
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FIELD TRIPS
& FINDING
EVIDENCE

Palmer, a chemist by profession, moved to Wrexham
in 1880. He worked at Brymbo steel works and the
Cambrian leather works until ill-health forced his

: boe retirement. He
became Wrexham's
most notable and -
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 Alfred Neobard Palmer
(1847 — 1915)

productive historian,
‘researching and . "ﬁ
writing numerous -
booksonthe -« ="
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Hg recprded his field trips to Holt as he sought to
pinpoint the location of Crue’s Roman building.

24.9.1905

George Redrope of Holt tells Palmer about finding
the foundations of a house “of one of our kings” and
terracotta tiles in Wall Lock Field.

28.9.1905

~+Palmer walks from Holt bridge to Hill Field (the field to

. "the east of Wall Lock Field and once owned by Thomas

- Crue) where he finds “six pieces of Roman flooring and
bonding brick”. He finds more material during a visit

©two days later.

It was time to seek a second opinion from the

e ’-’R'evé&rend Jenkyn Jones, Vicar of Holt.

" .9.10.1905
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" The vicar accompanies Palmer on a field trip to Hill

" Field then on to the neighbouring Wall Lock Field:
uThe soil of it was sprinkled with broken pieces of
Roman brick, and of floor, flue and roof tiles, the last

named being flanged.’



A farm labourer informs Palmer afterwards that three
walls were found when they ploughed Wall Lock Fielq
for the first time. Palmer learns that a pile of bricks and
tiles from the field had been tipped into the old
Chester Lane to fill up the ruts.

Palmer sends his finds from Wall Lock Field to Franklin
Williams of Chester who confirms them as Roman.

25.10.1905

Palmer and Williams visit the site where they wander
up and down for at least an hour “picking up one
piece of Samian ware, with the end of a potter’s mark
upon it, two bits of brown ware, a large portion of an
amphora, many pieces of ordinary Roman pottery, and

noticing innumerable bits of ridge tile, flanged roof tile
and ordinary brick”

7.11.1905

Palmer revisits Hill Field, which he describes as “more ;
rich even in proofs of Roman occupation than the Wa
Lock. | saw an amazing number of pieces of Roman

brick and tile protruding from the ploughed soil or
thrown into the hedges”

Palmer learns from the landowner, Mr Beard,
that ploughing in th

. is field too had revealed the
qundahon; of a wall. In late November 1905 Palmer
Visits the British Museum to research Crue’s letter.

21.12.1905

Palmer estimates the potential size of the Roman site
at between 20 and 25 acres and tells Mr Beard that
excavation ought to be undertaken.

: Chester
ro i i ion stamp © The Grosvenor Museum,
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THE
EXCAVATIONS

Arthur Acton, a Wrexham solicitor, was the amateur
archaeologist who organized and led the excavations
at Holt. He visited the Holt site with Alfred Palmer and
within ten minutes, they were finding pieces of Roman
pottery. The two enthusiasts decided that the site
could be excavated by local amateurs acting on

expert advice.

Acton took on the tenancy of Wall Lock Field in
1907 after the strawberry harvest had finished.
Excavation work started in autumn 1907 on what
was later identified as the barracks. Professor
Haverfield, a specialist in archaeology at Oxford
University, took a close interest in the excavations
and Acton sought his advice on a regular basis.

Arthur Acton on site during the excavations at Holt
© Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales




Iden!;ifying. the remains in Wall Lock Field was not easy. Ploughing since
medieval times, the digging of trenches for the laying of drains and stone-

robbing for building and road repairs had destroyed most of the buildings,
apart from their foundations.

The great number of antefixes bearing the symbol and standard of the

20th Legion, stamped tiles and imperfectly glazed pottery found during the
excavations led Haverfield to suggest the site was a“Roman manufactory —
almost certainly in part a tile and pottery works of the 20th Legion”. At the
time Haverfield thought the remains in Wall Lock Field belonged to a series of
workshops; Acton had not yet found any kilns.

A Antefix tile, with the running boar symbol of the 20th Legion,
made at Holt. © Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales

= Acton’s plan of the excavation site: he started excavation workin -
Wall Lock Field then progressed to Hill Field.




Acton in the bath-house building during the excavations at Holt.

© Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales

In 1909 Acton started excavating in Hill Field,
the other side of Chester Lane from Wall Lock
Field. That autumn Acton found two buildings
adjacent to each other in Hill Field, which he
described as a bath-house building and “a
villa or corridor-type house”.

Acton gave many lectures on his excavations at Holt
and by 1910 he believed he was excavating “a very
considerable Roman settlement at Holt” The range of
finds was very broad including objects made from iron,
lead, bronze, as well as window glass, roof and floor
tiles, and both locally produced and imported
pottery. Among the finds were seventy-
seven coins spanning over three
hundred years.

Pottery manufactured at Holt.
© Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales




Excavating the kiln bank, Holt legionary works depot.
© Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales

None of Acton’s site notes or reports on the excavations were ever
found following his death in 1925. Fortunately, Acton’s plans and
a collection of photographs taken during the digs have survived,
along with Acton’s correspondence with Professor Haverfield.






