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One of two remarkable Roman parade helmets dredged from the River Wensum 

very close to Billingford Roman town. Now on display in Norwich Castle Museum.
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The Archaeology of Billingford Lakes 
 

The current situation 
 

The current planning application to develop Billingford Lakes includes part of the Roman 
town which is located on the main east-to-west Roman road which crossed Norfolk from 
Brampton in east Norfolk to the Fens. The core of the town has survived undisturbed, until 
now, more by luck than by anything else. From its discovery in the late 1960s the Department 
of the Environment and then English Heritage were asked repeatedly to give the site legal 
protection but refused on the grounds that while the site was clearly important it was not then 
at risk. Historic England still follows a similar policy, and only a part of the town was given 
legal protection in 2010 as a Scheduled Ancient Monument (under the 1979 Ancient 
Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act) when it appeared to be under threat from the 
current development. Much of the site lies to the north of the main road, and that still has no 
legal protection. But this happens all the time, leaving land owners with little idea of which 
archaeological sites really matter. Historic England and its predecessors have failed time and 
again over the last 40 years to protect many key monuments in the county, a matter covered 
in more detail in my recent book A Life in Norfolk’s Archaeology (2017). 
 
A response to Historic England comments This failure of Historic England, and its 
predecessor English Heritage, to provide legal protection to many of the most significant 
archaeological sites in the county remains a serious issue, and it may well explain their 
reluctance to oppose the current proposals for the caravan park. It is regrettable that the 
responsibility for ensuring the protection of the site should now rest on the planning system. 
The weak response from Historic England is not an indication that the site is not important; it 
just reflects their under-funding and inadequate protection policies.  
 
The Historic England response is not adequate because it does not recognise that the 
caravans, the associated bunding and the tree screening are likely to do real damage to the 
setting of the monument in this exposed location. Their requirement that all services to the 
caravans should be buried in the bunding to ensure that there is no ground disturbance may 
sound a clever suggestion for the short term. But in 20 years time who will remember that 
this arrangement was to be a permanent condition? Sooner or later a range of pipes and 
services will be laid underground causing the gradual erosion of the archaeological evidence. 
This condition is by no means an adequate permanent protection. 
 
Norfolk Historic Environment Service The response from the Historic Environment 
Service is lamentable because it fails even to mention the caravan park or the bunding or the 
tree screening. It is almost as though they are responding to a different application. To ask 
just for no ground disturbance completely fails to address the issue of serious harm to the 
setting of this nationally important heritage asset which depends on maintaining a strong 
sense of place free from camping and caravan paraphernalia, and fails to recognise the longer 
term real damage to the archaeology within the scheduled area.  

 
My recommendations 

 
1. As County Field Archaeologist for Norfolk from 1973 until 1999 and then as Director 

of the Norfolk Archaeological Trust until 2014 I have considerable experience of 
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archaeology conservation in the county, and my sincere belief is that this caravan park 
should not be permitted at all and that the ancient monument should remain an open 
field and rest undisturbed. 

 
2. And I further recommend that Historic England should without delay complete their 

work at Billingford by scheduling the rest of the town to the north of the main road to 
give the whole town site the same level of protection. It makes no sense at all to 
schedule just half a Roman town 

 
The Recent history of Billingford Roman town and its importance 

 
The Roman roads The Roman road pattern in central Norfolk is the key to any 
understanding of the Roman Billingford. The present straight main road from Bawdeswell to 
Billingford and the village street in Billingford follows the Roman road exactly until the main 
road curves to the north at the west of the village. But the Roman line continues into the 
scheduled field to the west which is the subject of this current planning application for the 
caravan park.  
 
I first published the existence of the Roman town, based on the distribution of the surface 
pottery finds in the fields west of the village, as a part of a paper I wrote for Norfolk 
Archaeology in 1974. This discovery was made while I was writing a PhD thesis on the 
origins of rural settlement in this part of Norfolk in about 1967. At that stage it was thought 
that the road just ran on westwards towards Denver and across the Fens along the Fen 
Causeway to the East Midlands. 
 
But then an amateur archaeologist, Brian Cushion who was working an aerial photographs for 
the Ordnance Survey, discovered an alignment of a second western branch indicated by 
modern roads, hedgerows and soil marks, heading north west to the Roman settlement at 
Toftrees, near Fakenham, where it joined another Roman road heading north towards 
Holkham (published in East Anglian Archaeology No 5 in 1977). This then gave added 
prominence to Billingford as a key hub for the Roman road network of the region. We then 
realised that there were at least two Roman river crossings at Billingford. These road routes 
and the towns they connected can be seen in Fig 12 of the 1993 edition of the Historical Atlas 
of Norfolk (1993) and again in Fig 13 of the 2005 edition. Understanding the significance of 
the Roman town was an evolving process.    
 
Recent site history Part of the Roman town was damaged by gravel quarrying during the last 
war, when a lot of Roman pottery was seen by workmen, but not recorded, during the fog of 
war. So, it is not surprising that the significance of this discovery went unrecognised. Then, I 
discovered and recorded the spread and extent of Roman surface finds in the 1960s, both 
north and south of these wartime quarries. These finds were spread over both sides of the 
present main road and extended from the village as far west as where the ground drops away 
towards the modern bridge to North Elmham. And at about the same time while Anglian 
Water were laying a new water pipe in the field along the north side of the main road 
considerable quantities of Roman pottery were recovered. Then, in advance of a planning 
permission for further gravel working to extend the wartime quarries to the south towards the 
river there were developer-funded archaeological excavations in 1991-2 (published in East 
Anglian Archaeology No. 135 in 2011. These revealed strong evidence for Roman occupation 
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extending down towards the river and demonstrated that settlement continued into the Anglo-
Saxon period.  
 
Close to the town an early Roman (1st century) fort was discovered by aerial photography in 
1989 on the high ground to the south of the river in Swanton Morley, and this picture was 
later published in Norfolk from the Air Vol. 2 (1999). Many carefully recorded metal detector 
finds from the fort include coins of the emperor Claudius used to pay the army, and there is 
also a wide range of military metalwork and civilian Icenian objects suggesting that the army 
was recycling native equipment collected from a battlefield. Closer to the town two very fine 
Roman ceremonial parade helmets were dredged from the River Wensum in 1947 and 1950 
along with timber piles believed to be from another Roman bridge heading towards the 
Swanton Morley fort. These two helmets take pride of place on display in the Roman gallery 
in Norwich Castle Museum. Also on the hill to the north of the town there are surface finds, 
indicating probably a Roman villa, discovered by me in the late 1960s.  
 
So gradually the picture has been built up since the war of Roman Billingford as an 
exceptional centre for Norfolk in the Roman period, and indeed later. We have a lot more to 
learn, and it should now be seen as a very significant site for the history of Norfolk. 
 
Peter Wade-Martins, B.A., Ph.D., M.I.F.A., F.S.A. 
 
3rd December 2017. 
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