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1 Summary
A  programme  of  archaeological  monitoring  was  carried  out  by  Colchester
Archaeological Trust at Duncan’s Gate, Castle Park, Colchester in September 2017.
The monitoring focused on the conservation of collapsed masonry to the south of the
gate, which has been interpreted as the remains of the gate tower. 

The cleaning of the collapse prior to the reattachment of several tile courses allowed a
section be recorded, providing for the first time an accurate depth of the collapsed
masonry. Also recorded were two layers of loose soil associated with the construction
of the modern retaining wall around the collapse.

2 Introduction (Fig 1)
This  is  the  report  on  archaeological  monitoring  at  Duncan’s  Gate,  Castle  Park,
Colchester, Essex, detailing conservation work carried out on the gate. The work was
commissioned  by  Colchester  Borough  Council,  and  carried  out  by  Colchester
Archaeological  Trust  (CAT)  in September 2017. Duncan's Gate is  a partially-ruined
Roman  gateway  on  the  north-east  corner  of  Colchester's  town  wall  (scheduled
monument NHLE no. 1003772), located at NGR TL 9992 2555. To the south of the
gate is an area of collapsed masonry that is the remains of the upper part of the gate
tower (Hull 1958).

As a scheduled monument, Historic England (HE) advised Colchester Borough Council
that a programme of archaeological monitoring during the conservation works to the
collapsed masonry and gate would be required. This recommendation is based on the
guidance given in the National Planning Policy Framework (DCLG 2012).

All  work  was  carried  out  according  to  standards  and  practices  contained  in  the
Chartered  Institute  for  Archaeologists’ Standard  and  guidance  for  the  collection,
documentation,  conservation  and  research  of  archaeological  materials (2014a),
Standard  and  guidance  for  archaeological  investigation  and  recording  of  standing
buildings  or  structures (2014b), Management  of  research  projects  in  the  historic
environment (MoRPHE), Standards for field archaeology in the East of England (EAA
14) and  Research and Archaeology Revised: A Revised Framework for the East of
England (EAA 24).  In  addition,  the  guidelines  contained  in Understanding  Historic
Buildings, A guide to good recording practice (Historic England 2016) were followed.

3 Aims 
The aim of  the monitoring  was to provide  a  detailed record of  any archaeological
contexts or structural evidence exposed during the conservation works.
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4 Historical and archaeological background
A detailed  historical  and  archaeological  background  on  Duncan’s  Gate  exists  in  a
Historic Building Recording report, carried out by CAT in 2016 (CAT Report 1022). It is
summarised below:

“Duncan's Gate is located on the north-east corner of the Roman Town Wall. The wall
was  built  around  the  town  in  the  later  1st-century  AD following  the  revolt  led  by
Boudica.  It  is  constructed  of  a  core  of  layered  septaria  and  mortar  with  coursed
septaria and tile on each face.

Above ground, the survival of the wall is very patchy. Some sections are in relatively
good condition, with large areas of intact facing surviving (such as around Balkerne
Gate to the west of the town). The majority of what is standing, however, has been
refaced or completely rebuilt in brick and stone.

The collapsed masonry to the south of Duncan's Gate are the remains of a gate tower
or turret that has fallen and been preserved in situ adjacent to the remains of the gate.
It  is  extremely  fragile  and  has  deteriorated  in  recent  years,  and  now  requires
conservation (although it has been conserved in the past).

The gate was discovered by Dr P M Duncan (after which it was named), in 1853 while
he was following the line of a Roman drain (or  cloaca) running from what was later
known as the mithraeum to the town ditch (Duncan 1858, 210-28). Duncan notes that
during the excavation of the gate several human bones, horse bones, charred wood
and remains of weapons were uncovered. He goes on to suggest that this evidence of
“fire and violence” is directly associated with the destruction of the gate.

The gate was next investigated in 1927-9 by the Colchester Excavation Committee,
overseen by M. R. Hull (Hull 1958, 36-41). He observed that Duncan's excavation had
removed all archaeological layers directly adjacent to the sides of the gate and “across
the  whole  south  face  of  the  gate”.  He  began his  own investigation  by  completely
emptying Duncan's trenches.

Like Duncan, Hull found evidence of burning within the gateway. He was more detailed
in his recording, describing two distinct layers of charcoal with a layer of road metalling
between them. He postulated that this is evidence of two distinct incidents of fire at the
gate. 

Unlike Duncan, Hull  recovered no evidence of animal bones, human bones or any
remains of weapons – but still  agreed with Duncan's assessment that the gate had
been destroyed, and the tower collapsed, by fire. Hull did observe (in section) “very
black  earth”  beneath  the  collapsed  masonry  to  the  south  of  the  gate,  noting  that
neither he nor Duncan disturbed it, and that if it were ever to be moved its contents
would be of great interest.

It seems likely from the descriptions of these two previous excavations that the earth
beneath  the  collapsed  masonry  contains  the  only  remaining  intact  stratigraphic
sequence on the site although, as neither Hull nor Duncan recorded the exact location
or extent of their excavations, it is difficult to be certain.

Although  not  discussed  in  the  Hull's  report  (save  for  one  photograph),  after  the
excavations of 1927-9 the gate and collapsed masonry was the subject of significant
conservation.”
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5 Monitoring results and discussion (Figs 2-3)
The conservation works on the collapsed masonry primarily consisted of the repair of a
modern retaining wall, and the re-attachment of recently fallen courses of tiles. Prior to
this,  to  allow  successful  re-bonding  of  the  tile  courses,  the  exposed  core  of  the
masonry was cleaned by CAT archaeologists (Fig 3 and Photograph 1).

This  cleaning  allowed the  width  of  the  collapsed  masonry  to  be  measured  (at  its
northern end). It varied from 244mm (at the edge of the masonry) to 569mm (in the
centre).

During the cleaning, behind where the retaining wall would have stood, two layers were
encountered. L4 was a 310-360mm thick loose dry medium/dark brown sandy silt, with
occasional inclusions of brick and tile. Roman pottery sherds and fragments of animal
bone were recovered from this layer. The Roman pottery sherds (3 sherds, weight 16
g) are all greyware (Fabric GX) body sherds and are simply dated as Roman. The
animal bone (5 pieces, 88 g) include part of a sheep tibia, a femur from a juvenile -
probably a pig, a humerus from a medium-large mammal and two other undiagnostic
bone fragments.

Below this layer was L5,  which was similar  in all  respects, except it  was lighter in
colour, a more light/medium brown. No finds were recovered from L5. 

Neither of the layers encountered appear to be the “very black earth” described by Hull
as being present beneath the collapse. It seems far more likely they originate from the
construction of the retaining wall, and the consolidation of the collapsed masonry in the
early 20th century. The Roman pottery recovered from L4 is residual in its context (as
was the pottery recovered from the test-pit excavated in 2016 – see CAT Report 1022).
The “dark earth” Hull described is probably further underneath the collapse, and cannot
be exposed without undermining and causing structural issues to the masonry.

Although  original  Roman  lime  mortar  was  observed  bonding  tiles  in  section
(Photograph 2), most of the tile that was to be re-attached to the collapsed masonry
was entirely encased in modern concrete. This presumably means that this part of the
remains had been reconstructed during the conservation work in 1920s, and may not
accurately represent the original extent of the collapse.
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Photograph 1  Section of collapsed masonry after cleaning. L4 and 
L5 visible. Photograph taken facing south-west.
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The recently-fallen tile courses were in a poor state of repair, and most could not be
accurately  reattached to  each  other  or  the  collapsed  masonry,  apart  from the  two
largest fragments (Photograph 3). It was evident where most of the fallen tile courses
had fallen from, but due to the damage they had received it was not possible to attach
them seamlessly (Photographs 4 and 5).

4

Photograph 2  Detail of collapsed masonry after cleaning. Original 
Roman mortar highlighted in section. Photograph taken facing south-
west.

Photograph 3  Detail of tile courses that were successfully reattached 
together after falling.
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The resulting reconstruction, after the retaining wall was fully rebuilt, is intended to be
as accurate as possible, while also adequately protecting the remaining intact Roman
material in the centre of the collapse (Photographs 6 and 7).
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Photograph 4  Masonry during conservation work, showing partial 
reattachment of tile courses. Photograph taken facing south-west.

Photograph 5  Masonry during conservation work, showing partial 
reattachment of tile courses. Photograph taken facing south-east.
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As well as monitoring the conservation of the collapsed masonry, the restoration of the
standing gate was also monitored. The elevations of the gate remain the same as in
CAT Report 1022.

One discovery of note was that cleaning of vegetation at the base of the western side
of the gate revealed a concrete drainage channel (Fig 2 and Photograph 8). This is not
visible  in  any  photographs  from Hull’s  report  (Hull  1958,  Plates  VI  and  VII),  and
presumably must have been added to the gateway sometime after the conservation
carried out in the early 20th century.
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Photograph 6  Collapsed masonry after complete conservation. 
Photograph taken facing south-west.

Photograph 7  Collapsed masonry after complete conservation. 
Photograph taken facing south-east.
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Photograph 8  Concrete drainage channel adjacent to the western side of 
Duncan’s Gate. Photograph taken facing south-west.
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Fig 2  Plan of site.
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Fig 3  Section of collapse after cleaning, prior to restoration.
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