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The M541 from Abonae: 
Excavation of a Roman Road at Henbury, Bristol
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INTRODUCTION

In 2006, a planning application was submitted by Barratt Homes Bristol for residential development 
on 2.5 ha of open ground off Marissal Road in Henbury (Fig. 1), formerly occupied by the 
premises and facilities of Henbury Comprehensive School, rebuilt in 2004/5 to the immediate 
southeast. Documentary sources indicate a Roman road may have crossed the area (Burchill 2001, 
Smith 2002) and significant archaeology of late prehistoric and Roman date was located during 
investigations preceding the construction of the new school (Cotswold Archaeology 2003, Evans 
et al 2006). A metalled road surface was located at shallow depth in two of the nine trial trenches 
opened on the former school site during an initial field evaluation undertaken in Oct. 2006 (Payne 
2006). The alignment of the metalled surface coincided with the proposed route of Margary’s 
(1973) Roman road 541 suggested to link the military garrison and settlement at Abonae (Sea 
Mills) and the fortress at Glevum (Gloucester).

This report details the results of a subsequent stage of archaeological excavation undertaken 
the following year by Avon Archaeological Unit Limited, in order to preserve by record the Roman 
road where it would be destroyed by new building foundations. Three separate, but adjacent 
excavation areas (1a, 1b and 2) totalling some 500 square metres were opened within a specified 
corridor orientated northeast to southwest in the east of the development footprint, between OS. 
Nat. Grid ST 56137934 and ST 56177939.

The excavation areas, which incorporated brick and concrete foundations of the former school 
buildings, were essentially level at c. 37.5 m above OD and the site-specific geology consists of 
reddish sandy clays and tea green clays. These deposits form part of the Triassic Mercia Mudstone 
sequence that underlies much of the Henbury area, with Dolomitic Conglomerates occurring 
close to the site, where they lie unconformably over Carboniferous Limestone. The local geology 
had a significant impact on the excavation, as the summer of 2007 was one of the wettest in recent 
history with over twice the average expected rainfall during the May to July period (metoffice.
gov.uk), resulting in the frequent flooding of the excavation areas, seriously inhibiting site 
investigations.
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THE EXCAVATION

In all, three periods of archaeological activity were identified on the site. Excavation revealed the 
survival of the Roman road varied markedly over the three areas and that the southwestern extent 
in areas 1b and 2 largely had been destroyed. Accordingly, the description below is focused on 
the best-preserved section at the northeast end, in area 1a (Figs. 2 and 3), with mention made of 
features and deposits in areas 1b and 2 where relevant. 

Period I (late Iron Age/early Romano-British transition: 1st century BC to mid-1st century AD)

Structural evidence dating to this period was restricted to an arrangement of three broadly 
parallel gullies or slots (F1, F2/F3 and F4, Figs. 4 and 5) that cut the clay substrate (191) on an 
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Fig. 1. Location of excavation areas 1a, 1b and 2.
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Fig. 2. The Roman road in area 1a, looking east.

Fig. 3.  The Dolomitic Conglomerate kerbstones, some displaced, used to edge the later surface (R21) of 
the Roman road, exposed during removal of metalling 109, looking southeast.
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