
 

 

                                “A river runs through it.........” 
 
One lesson that archaeology teaches us is that rivers are not to be trusted. They have a 
mind of their own. They can change course, sometimes suddenly, but more often 
surreptitiously and so slowly that even over one or two generations we scarcely notice the 
transformation happening. Roman sites in Britain furnish several examples.  
 
Most spectacularly we find this in the south east corner of England, where a Roman sailor 
from the Classis Britannica returning to the Roman port of Richborough (Rutupia) today 
would think himself in another country, so much has the landscape been altered. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Roman times the Isle of Thanet really was an island, separated from the English 
mainland by the Wantsum channel. Richborough was a port on the channel with a 
sheltered anchorage behind the Stonar shingle bank. Ships crossing from Boulogne 
(Gesoriacum) to Richborough (Rutupia) could then find a sheltered passage up the 
Wantsum channel and into the Thames estuary, - much safer than crossing the southern 
North Sea. But the Stonar Bank was growing all the time, due to tidal forces in the 
Channel. This gradually prevented the tides from flushing out the silt in the Wantsum. This 
was already happening in the 1st century AD, but not enough yet to prevent the passage 
of ships. By the Middle Ages the silting up was well advanced also filling in the sea 
between Richborough and the Stonar Bank. Today Richborough is some 2 kilometres from 
the English Channel. The Roman fort at Reculver (Regulbium), at the top end of the 
Wantsum, was also gradually eroded by the sea.  
 
 
Part of the Roman fort at Ribchester was swept away when 
the River Ribble changed course, and at Piercebridge the 
stone foundations of the Roman bridge which crossed the 
River Tees now sit isolated in the middle of a field, the Tees 
having shifted itself a few hundred yards to the north. 
 



 

 

All this is by way of introduction to the latest HDAS project, the archaeological exploration 
of the Carr Dike valley at Stocksmoor. Admittedly the Carr Dike is hardly the Wantsum 
channel or the River Tees, but this babbling brook is proving to have the same power to 
frustrate our efforts and obfuscate what might have gone on here over the past few 
centuries. 
 
Now lying next to the stream is a solid structure of stone 
through which at some time the dike seems to have been 
diverted for purposes as yet unknown. No dating material 
has yet come to light. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But it is also possible that this stone conduit was originally constructed on top of the 
stream in order to intensify the flow of water, say, for some industrial purpose,  and that 
over the centuries(?) the dike has reasserted its independence by carving out a new 
course for itself. The latest excavations (December 2014) are beginning to uncover what 

seems to be a wider channel connected to 
the stream farther up, capturing the water 
and directing it through the stone conduit. 
But this also of course may once have been 
part of the dike itself. The roots of two old 
trees are proving something of a hindrance 
at getting at the truth. But given the fine 
weather we experienced last winter all may 
yet be revealed. 
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