
After the Flood – Discovering Derventio. 
 

In the autumn of 2010 a catastrophic flood seriously damaged the market town of Cockermouth on 

the edge of Cu ria s Lake Distri t Natio al Park i  the U ited Ki gdo . The ri er Der e t that ru s 
through the town burst its banks after torrential rain falling in the large adjacent mountain 

catchment that has limited tree cover and little wetland to absorb hydrological fluctuations.  

Although illio s of pou ds £  of da age as do e, there as a s all sil er li i g ; the ater 
scoured the soil off fields immediately downstream of the town and Roman remains were revealed. 

With Heritage Lottery Funding early geophysical surveys gave astonishing results – slowly they 

revealed the presence of a whole new Roman town – Derventio. 

 

In 2012 leaders of the EVEHD 

project, Grampus Heritage and 

Training Ltd applied to EACEA 

and the Culture 2007-2013 

programme and the UK Heritage 

Lottery fund for matched 

funding. Over the previous six 

years, Grampus had sought to 

balance their extensive European 

work with more local community 

work in Cumbria.  

 

Volunteers in action at 

Der e tio  

 

One of the major successes in community engagement has been the establishment of a productive 

partnership with the West Cumbria Archaeological Society and they have assisted Grampus to 

engage local people in heritage research and provide volunteers with the skills, techniques and 

technology (geophysics). In this way local people have been able to make their own discoveries – 

this has become core to the work of Grampus. It is the enthusiasm and commitment of volunteers 

that drives their project development and activity planning and they are committed to disseminating 

the achievements of their volunteers and are always proud to do so. Grampus regularly present the 

results of projects to groups and societies and see this as a means to increase interest, appreciation 

and participation. This thinking and success in engaging volunteers was critical in creating the EVEHD 

partnership with Germany, Iceland, Romania, Slovakia and Turkey, where engaging volunteers was 

seen as important but not very easy to 

achieve.  

 
Volunteers usually welcome opportunities to 

receive technical training 

 

During the development of EVEHD, Grampus 

used the community evaluation excavations to 

ask volunteers to contribute to the project 

activity plan. This was extremely valuable to 

the shaping of the project. Key points Grampus 

and the EVEHD partners learnt from our 

volunteers were: 

 



 They do not want to be committed to lengthy blocks of fieldwork. This would cause worry 

over other (sometimes unforeseen) commitments and would act as a barrier to 

participation. 

 They would like 

to receive more 

structured training on 

all aspects of the 

excavation process, 

with more clarity over 

the skills and training 

opportunities available 

on the site. Through 

EVEHD, it as possible to 

buy equipment to 

easure resisti it  – 

this was welcome by 

volunteers as a new 

technology to learn 

(left). 

 

 Volunteers felt that formal accreditation of skills under the available NVQ level 3 and 4 in 

archaeology was not necessary. The format of this NVQ was presented to them and they felt 

that completing the course would require a large amount of additional time. Also, the 

pressure of assessment was felt to be a barrier to participation for some volunteers. 

 It was suggested that volunteers become more involved in post-excavation processing and 

assessment of 

material. It was 

pointed out by 

volunteers that they 

did not wish just to 

excavate and 

recover material, 

then wait for 

perhaps a year until 

specialist reports 

were completed. 

There was a real 

enthusiasm to 

become involved in 

the full process of 

archaeological work, 

including post 

excavation 

assessment and 

reporting.  

 Volunteers wanted to take up international opportunities through EVEHD –all activities in 

Turkey, Romania, Germany, Slovakia and Iceland were welcomed. This was very successfully 

realised in EVEHD (above – clockwise from top left – in Iceland, UK, Romania, Turkey, 

Slovakia and Germany)  

 



 The  ould like the proje t to ha e a stro g ide tit . A logo a d pri ted T-shirts would 

contribute to the sense of identity. 

 Volunteers told us that additional support on the excavation, particularly in skills training, 

would be beneficial. In addition to the contracted unit, it was suggested that a local skilled 

archaeologist could be appointed (sub-contracted) specifically to provide volunteer training 

and assist in public liaison. 

 Some of Gra pus s volunteers come from other towns in west Cumbria (Maryport, 

Workington, Keswick). Grampus will continue to encourage participation from throughout 

West Cumbria, including Papcastle and Cockermouth. It was suggested that a travel 

allowance for volunteers would reduce a barrier to participation. 

 Volunteers thought that the geophysical survey could include areas suggested by volunteers 

and local residents. This was largely in response to two requests for the project team to 

i estigate lo al sites  duri g the de elop e t phase.  
 
Through informal discussion on the site with their volunteers (including from EVEHD partners), 

feedback from presentations, response from press attention and formal support from a range of 

societies and organisations Grampus understand the level of support and enthusiasm for EVEHD and 

the ongoing discovering of Derventio. Grampus realise that without the support of volunteers, their 

projects would not be possible.  

 
The discoveries during the EVEHD project have been as astonishing as the geophysical survey 

promised – here so e e tra ts fro  the olu teers diar …. 
 

At the end of August 2014, arrangements were in place for the last large scale dig of the 

EVEHD - Discovering Derventio project with the mechanical digger beginning by removing 

top soil from a selected area of the Broomlands site.  

 

27
th

 August. The glorious weather continues for 

the start of this dig, so mud is not a problem at 

prese t. Let s hope this o ti ues. The digger 
will continue today, while our large band of 28 

volunteers begin work on site. There are many 

familiar faces but it s great to see new ones and 

visitors from further afield as well (Slovakians, 

Romanians, Turks, Germans and Icelanders are 

joining). We are starting on an area close to the 

old railway line and where we have evidence of 

ditches and walls, from our earlier surveys. 

A successful start, with one young visitor 

unearthing two Roman coins in his first dig! We 

have some 50 Roman coins already amongst the spoil heap from the top soil. 

 

28
th

 August. Dark lines, in the soil, indicating some of the ditches, are beginning to show, 

together with the tops of some walls or stone structures. A wonderful and significant find 

today was a sandstone slab with a carving of a local deity (Genius loci) – size? We found it 

face down on a pile of stones, which may be waste or remains of a building. The god will 

have been for the immediate area of either Broomlands, Derventio or Cockermouth. 

 



1
st

 September.  We have an area about 40m square 

to work on at present, with a gravel topped track 

running through it and evidence of a good ditch 

beside this. There are also large post-holes beside the 

ditch on one side and a slope down to other buildings 

on the other side. Still wondering what all this means, 

we hope it will become clearer in the following 

weeks. More pottery discovered, including a 

beautiful, decorated Samian (terra cotta pottery) 

ware bowl, mortaria and part of an amphora (large 

storage jar). It is interesting that much of this 

household ware is quite decorated, more so than 

items from either of the two earlier digs. 

 

 Volu teer Jas i e ith the ortaria  she 
discovered 

 

3
rd

 September – Another part of an amphora – the base this time and containing 4 coins. 

The area to the north of the track is showing several sites with red and black soil, 

evidence of burning, but probably domestic fires. 

 

5
th

 Sept-A very successful first week, with good weather, good progress and many 

artifacts (including a glass bowl, in pieces and a penanular brooch with pin – below left) – 

more than we found last year.  

 

Sat 6
th

 Sept – More post holes indicating a large 

building of some sort. New finds, on the western 

side of the site, include two possible cremations 

and indications of small, walled enclosures with 

burning, which could now be connected with 

funerary ritual rather than domestic. Busy week 

next week, with visitors booked on most days and 

the Open Day next Saturday. 

 

10
th

Sept   Part of a stone with inscription today. 

This is another significant find as one of the oldest 

pieces of writing found in Cockermouth. This could be part of a memorial or alter stone 

and mentions the IV Cohort.  

 

11
th

 Sept – Another piece of inscribed stone (right), 

probably part of an altar, again with a military reference. 

 

12
th

 Sept – a larger group of dig volunteers from Slovakia, 

Romania, Germany, Iceland and Turkey on site today. 

They are part of the EVEHD Culture 2007-2013 project 

connected with our Heritage Lottery Fund. They enjoyed 

helping with the dig and hearing about the project. 

Beautiful carved rosette discovered, probably part of the cornice of an altar stone. Here 

we are at the end of week three and we have produced more questions than answers! 

We are no clearer about the use of this part of the site, or its occupants. We can be sure 

that the area closer to town, with the mill and iron workings were under military control, 



but not sure about the western area of the site. There is certainly evidence of ritual here. 

Next week we plan to search for the river crossing towards Sibby Brow. 

 

16
th

 Sept. Digger busy today and, as hoped we have found evidence of a stone structure 

that maybe the foundation of a bridge. Really great news! The mill race is there (no 

timber evident) together with a stone wall, several large stones, an engraved stone and 

part of a statue. All will become clearer as we clean up this site. 

 

19
th

 Sept.  We are finding many ditches on the main site, but no real evidence of 

buildings. We will try to connect some of the ditches and examine them more closely. 

 

23
rd

Sept. We start the school visits this week, with two groups, then three next week. 

Lots of routine work continuing on the bridge site, hoping to find more evidence either 

side of the initial abutment. 

 

Importance for EVEHD 

 

The stor  of Dis o eri g Der e tio  is of riti al i porta e to EVEHD a d the si  
international partners. All of them had struggled in the past to attract volunteers and 

keep them motivated. By coming to such a concerted archaeological action in the late 

summer of 2014, they were able to see firsthand how Grampus had continually built on 

earlier su esses a d ee  a le to produ e a ode of est pra ti e… 

 

Any organisation which relies on the services of volunteers have a particular responsibility towards 

them. This code of practice has been developed through Gra pus’s o goi g work a d was a 

particular focus in EVEHD 

 

 Organisations wanting to work with volunteer should have a volunteering policy  which outlines 

their voluntary roles. 

 

 Volu teers should e ade a are of the orga isatio s ai s a d o je ti es and those of any 

specific and relevant project. 

 

 It is important that volunteers know of, and understand, the standards and procedures, 

including health and safety policy, equal opportunities policy, confidentiality policy and 

grievance and disciplinary procedures of the organization and partnership. 

 

 Volunteers should have clearly defined tasks; any limitations on tasks should be clearly defined – 

for example where professional qualified staff must lead. 

 

 Organisations should have a designated person responsible for volunteers to whom the 

volunteer has reasonable access, and who will provide them with supervision and support. 

 

 Volunteers should be properly prepared for their voluntary work through an induction 

programme which includes training necessary to enable them to carry out their volunteering 

tasks. 

 

 Recruitment and selection of volunteers should adhere to equal opportunities practices 

 

 Volunteers should be adequately insured, provided with appropriate clothing and equipment, 

and be fully reimbursed for out of pocket expenses (such as travel). 



 

 Volunteering tasks complement the work of paid staff and should not substitute for it. 

 

 Volunteering is a matter of choice and volunteers should have the time and opportunity to 

consider whether to undertake the tasks offered them. 

 

 Volunteers who are unsuited to the tasks available in your organisation should be guided 

towards a more fulfilling opportunity tailored to them, although tasks should be designed so 

barriers to participation are minimal. 

 
During the EVEHD action in 

the UK, a startling discovery 

was made Roman 'Fertility 

Genius' figurine among 'once 

in a lifetime' haul of 

discoveries in Cumbria. It is 

i  a azi g  o ditio  a d is 
said to be the image of a 

local deity holding a patera 

and cornucopia - ancient 

symbols of fertility. 

 
The UK activities in EVEHD 

have continued throughout 

the life of the project and 

have been very successful. 

Mark Graham of Grampus 

(holding the deity left) takes 

up the stor ...” Our 

volunteers represent a broad 

range of the community. We 

have good support from 

society members and 

interest groups (West 

Cumbria Archaeological 

Society, Cockermouth 

Museum Group) but also 

attract volunteers of all ages 

who are not members of 

interest groups. As 

previously mentioned, we 

realised that there was scope for greater engagement of schools and we have addressed this through 

developing an education programme. We know from discussing with our volunteers that they like the 

friendly and relaxed atmosphere we create on-site. We will also not insist that volunteers sign up for 

lengthy blocks of fieldwork, as we know that this can be a barrier to participation. Our volunteers 

told us that a commitment to blocks of fieldwork would prevent them from participating due to other 

commitments. We will continue to promote opportunities to join practical activities through press 

articles, a launch event, website updates, e-mail circulation and presentations”. 
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