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Roman Canals and Waterways in Britannia

ABSTRACT

The Roman occupation of Britannia (AD 43-410) brought profound and lasting changes to the
physical landscape of the province, nowhere more dramatically than in the engineering of water
management systems. While the Roman road network has long commanded scholarly and popular
attention, the parallel network of canals, aqueducts, navigable rivers, and managed waterways played
an equally critical role in the province's economic productivity, administrative coherence, and urban
development. This report provides a comprehensive examination of Roman water infrastructure in
Britannia, structured around three interlocking themes. The first concerns the broader provincial
context of Roman hydraulic engineering, encompassing civic aqueducts, navigable waterways, and
the integration of natural rivers into a managed transport system. The second focuses on the Roman
town of Leicester (Ratae Corieltauvorum) as a detailed case study, examining both the Raw Dykes
agueduct and the recently proposed hypothesis of a Roman transport canal serving the urban centre.
The third, and most extensive, section investigates the large-scale water management programme in
East Anglia and the Fenland, evaluating the evidence for imperial estates, systematic salt marsh
drainage, canal construction, land reclamation, and the emergence of "ladder settlements" identified
through aerial survey and cropmark analysis. The demographic implications of these developments,
which may have rendered East Anglia one of the most densely populated regions of Roman Britain,
are assessed in the light of recent landscape archaeology. The report draws exclusively on
peer-reviewed academic publications, specialist monographs, and reports from established
archaeological bodies.

Engineering, Economy, and the Transformation of the East Anglian Landscape

1. Introduction: Roman Hydraulic Engineering in Britannia

The Roman Empire was, in a fundamental sense, an empire built on water. From the great aqueducts of
Rome itself to the irrigation canals of North Africa and the Rhine frontier, the manipulation of water
resources was central to Roman statecraft, urban life, and agricultural productivity. In Britannia, the
province acquired by Claudius in AD 43, the same hydraulic ambitions were applied to a landscape that
presented both significant challenges and remarkable opportunities. The island's extensive river
systems, its low-lying coastal marshes, and its wet upland moors demanded engineering responses that
ranged from the modest—a clay-lined leat supplying a rural villa—to the monumental, such as the great
catchwater drains of the Fenland.

Roman hydraulic engineering in Britannia can be divided into three broad categories: civic water supply
(aqueducts and urban distribution systems), navigable waterways (canals and improved rivers for
transport), and land management (drainage, reclamation, and flood control). In practice, these
categories frequently overlapped, as a single earthwork might serve simultaneously as a drainage
channel, a transport route, and a water supply conduit. This functional ambiguity is central to many of
the interpretive debates that animate the field.
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Before examining specific sites and systems, it is essential to appreciate the economic logic that drove
Roman investment in waterways. Pre-industrial transport economics were governed by a stark
differential between the cost of overland and waterborne carriage. Roman legal and administrative
sources suggest that the cost of moving goods by river was approximately one-twentieth of the
equivalent overland cost, and sea transport was cheaper still [1]. This differential meant that bulk
commodities—grain, pottery, building stone, timber, salt, and metals—could only be moved
economically over long distances by water. The construction of a canal or the improvement of a river
navigation was therefore not merely a feat of engineering but a fundamental act of economic integration,
connecting producers to markets and enabling the kind of surplus extraction upon which the Roman
fiscal system depended.

In Britannia, this logic was applied with particular force in the lowland zone. The great rivers of eastern
England—the Thames, the Nene, the Welland, the Witham, the Trent, and the Great Ouse—formed a
natural network of potential transport arteries. Roman engineers augmented this network with artificial
cuts, improved channels, and causeways, creating a system that linked the agricultural hinterland to the
major urban centres and to the wider empire via the North Sea ports.

2. The Provincial Waterway Network

The Foss Dyke (Fossedic) is the most securely attested Roman canal in Britain. Running approximately
11 miles (18 km) from Torksey on the River Trent to Brayford Pool in the heart of Lincoln (Lindum
Colonia), it connects the navigable Witham to the Trent, thereby opening a continuous inland waterway
from the Wash and the rivers of East Anglia northward to the Humber and York (Eboracum) [2]. The
canal's Roman origin, while not supported by a single definitive inscription, is strongly indicated by a
convergence of evidence. Medieval documents demonstrate its existence before the Norman Conquest,
and the discovery of a Roman bronze statuette of Mars Gradivus during dredging operations in the
eighteenth century, dated stylistically to around AD 150, provides an important archaeological indicator
of Roman-period use, if not necessarily of construction [3].

The strategic rationale for the Foss Dyke is clear. Lincoln was a colonia—a settlement of Roman
citizens, many of them legionary veterans—and a major administrative centre. Its position on the
Jurassic ridge, while defensible, placed it at a distance from the navigable Trent. The Foss Dyke
resolved this problem by creating a direct water link, allowing goods to be moved efficiently between
Lincoln and the wider river network. The kilns at South Carlton, known to have supplied pottery to
Hadrian's Wall, are thought to have used the Foss Dyke as part of their distribution route [4]. The canal
thus served as a critical artery in the logistical infrastructure of the northern frontier.

The Car Dyke is a far more extensive and contested earthwork than the Foss Dyke. Running for
approximately 57 miles (92 km) along the western edge of the Fenland from the River Nene near
Peterborough northward to the River Witham south of Lincoln, it represents one of the largest single
engineering projects of the Roman period in Britain. The Car Dyke was first described in detail by
William Stukeley in the eighteenth century, who interpreted it as a navigable canal designed to transport
grain from the Fenland to the northern legions. This interpretation was widely accepted for two centuries
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[5].

Modern archaeological investigation, however, has substantially revised this view. The detailed survey
by B.B. Simmons, published in Britannia in 1979, demonstrated that the Car Dyke's profile is
inconsistent along its length and that in many sections it would have been too shallow and too narrow
for barge navigation [5]. Simmons argued convincingly that the primary function of the Car Dyke was as
a catchwater drain: a channel designed to intercept the run-off from the upland limestone and chalk to
the west and divert it away from the low-lying fen, thereby preventing flooding and enabling agricultural
use of the fen margin. The spoil from its excavation was thrown to the west, forming a bank that further
reinforced its drainage function [5].

This interpretation does not entirely preclude local navigation. In certain reaches, particularly in
Cambridgeshire, the Car Dyke may have been wide and deep enough to carry small boats, and it is
possible that it was used opportunistically for local transport even if it was not designed as a
through-route. The debate remains active, and the Car Dyke's dual potential—as both a drainage
feature and a transport aid—reflects the multi-functional character of Roman hydraulic engineering more
broadly [6].

The Fen Causeway is a major Roman road running east-west across the Fenland, connecting the Nene
valley at Peterborough (Durobrivae) with the Norfolk coast at Brancaster (Branodunum). Its
construction, probably in the late first or early second century AD, required the building of a raised
causeway across the peat and silt of the central Fens, a considerable engineering achievement.
Crucially, the Fen Causeway was not merely a road: in several sections it was flanked by drainage
ditches or canals that served both to keep the road surface dry and to provide a parallel water transport
route [7].

The relationship between the Fen Causeway and the broader drainage and settlement system of the
Fenland is a subject of ongoing research. Excavations at Flag Fen and in the Peterborough area have
demonstrated that the causeway was associated with a complex of enclosures, drove-ways, and field
systems, suggesting that it served as a structuring element around which agricultural settlement was
organized [7]. The road and its associated waterways thus functioned as an integrated infrastructure of
movement and production.

Beyond the transport network, Roman urban centres in Britannia required reliable supplies of clean
water for their public baths, fountains, and private households. The construction of civic aqueducts was
a mark of urban status and Roman civilization. Several British towns are known or strongly suspected to
have had aqueducts, including Dorchester (Durnovaria), Lincoln (Lindum Colonia), Wroxeter
(Viroconium), Caerwent (Venta Silurum), and Cirencester (Corinium) [8].

The Dorchester aqueduct is arguably the best-studied example in Britain. An open leat following the
contours of the Frome valley northwest of the town, it was long believed to originate at a lake in Steppes
Bottom. Recent research by Manley and colleagues at Bournemouth University, published in Britannia
in 2024, has extended the known course of the aqueduct by approximately 2 km, tracing it upstream to
the village of Notton on the River Frome. The discovery was made through a combination of LiDAR
analysis, geophysical survey, and targeted excavation, which revealed the wooden-lined channel of the
agueduct [9]. The total length of the Dorchester aqueduct now stands at approximately 22 km, making it
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one of the longest in Roman Britain.

At Lincoln, the water supply system was more technologically sophisticated. Water was drawn from the
Roaring Meg spring approximately 2 miles northeast of the colonia and transported via a pressurized
ceramic pipeline along the line of Nettleham Road into a reservoir within the upper city [10]. The use of
pressurized pipes, rather than an open leat, reflects the topographical challenge of supplying a hilltop
settlement and demonstrates the Roman engineers' command of hydraulic principles. The Lincoln
aqueduct is of national significance as one of the few examples of a pressurized water supply system in
Roman Britain [10].

3. Case Study: Leicester (Ratae Corieltauvorum)

Leicester (Ratae Corieltauvorum) was the civitas capital of the Corieltauvi tribe, one of the major
administrative centres of Roman Britain. Located on the River Soar in the East Midlands, the town grew
from a late first-century military foundation into a substantial urban centre with a forum-basilica complex,
public baths, and a monumental colonnade (the Jewry Wall, the largest standing Roman structure in the
Midlands). The town's prosperity depended on its role as an administrative, commercial, and
manufacturing centre, and its relationship with the River Soar and the broader waterway network was
central to its economic functioning [11].

The most prominent surviving Roman earthwork at Leicester is the Raw Dykes, a massive linear feature
located approximately 1 km south of the Roman town centre. The Raw Dykes consists of a broad,
flat-bottomed channel flanked by substantial earthen banks, running roughly north-south for several
hundred metres. It has long been interpreted as an aqueduct, supplying water from the River Soar to the
public baths at the Jewry Wall site. This interpretation was supported by the earthwork's alignment
toward the town and by the known requirement of the Jewry Wall baths for a substantial water supply
[11].

Recent research by Mitchell and Poulter, published in the journal Itinera in 2023, has proposed a
significant reinterpretation of the Raw Dykes [12]. The authors argue that the scale of the
earthwork—the channel is up to 20 metres wide and the banks are substantial—considerably exceeds
what would be required for a simple water supply conduit. By comparison, the Dorchester aqueduct,
which supplied a comparable town, is a much more modest feature. The Raw Dykes, Mitchell and
Poulter contend, is best understood as a transport canal, designed to allow barges to bypass the
meandering and shallow upper reaches of the River Soar and deliver goods directly to a basin or wharf
near the town centre.

The hypothesis is supported by several lines of evidence. First, the earthwork follows the 61.5 m AOD
contour with remarkable precision, maintaining the level gradient required for both water flow and
navigation. Second, LiDAR analysis and field survey have identified what appear to be continuations of
the earthwork's characteristic "shouldered" bank profile extending toward the town, suggesting that the
canal originally ran further than the surviving earthwork indicates. Third, excavations in the West Bridge
area of Leicester, particularly at St Nicholas Circle, have revealed deep, wide ditches that may
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represent the terminus or basin of the canal, subsequently filled in during the later Roman period [12].

The transport canal hypothesis also has important implications for understanding Leicester's economic
hinterland. A navigable connection to the River Soar would have linked Leicester to the broader river
network of the East Midlands, facilitating the import of building stone from Lincolnshire quarries, the
export of manufactured goods, and the movement of agricultural produce from the surrounding
countryside. This would have been a significant logistical advantage for a civitas capital competing for
resources and investment in the Roman provincial economy.

It is important to note that the transport canal hypothesis, while compelling, remains a subject of
scholarly debate. The Raw Dykes has not been subject to comprehensive modern excavation, and the
evidence for its precise function is largely circumstantial and topographical. The traditional aqueduct
interpretation retains support, and it is possible that the earthwork served a dual function—as both a
water supply channel and a navigable cut—as has been proposed for other Roman waterworks.

The debate over the Raw Dykes exemplifies a broader challenge in Roman hydraulic archaeology: the
physical remains of water management features are often ambiguous, and their interpretation requires
the integration of topographical, archaeological, and historical evidence. What is not in doubt is that
Roman Leicester invested substantially in water infrastructure and that this infrastructure was central to
the town's functioning as a major urban centre.

4. Water Management in East Anglia and the Fenland

The Fenland of eastern England—encompassing parts of Cambridgeshire, Lincolnshire, Norfolk, and
Suffolk—is a vast low-lying basin of peat and marine silt, formed by the gradual accumulation of organic
material and tidal deposits over millennia. In the Roman period, the Fenland was a dynamic and
challenging environment: a mosaic of open water, reed beds, peat bogs, and marine silt flats, subject to
seasonal flooding and long-term sea-level change. The western margins of the Fenland, where the peat
gives way to the mineral soils of the upland edge, offered more stable conditions for settlement, while
the eastern silt fens, though fertile, required drainage before they could be cultivated.

The Romans were not the first to exploit the Fenland. Iron Age communities had established
settlements on the fen margins and islands, exploiting the rich resources of fish, fowl, and reed.
However, the scale and systematic character of Roman intervention in the Fenland landscape
represents a qualitative break with earlier patterns of use. The second century AD, in particular, saw a
dramatic expansion of settlement, drainage, and agricultural production across the region, a
transformation that has been the subject of intensive scholarly investigation since the mid-twentieth
century [13].

The most influential and debated interpretation of the Roman Fenland is the hypothesis that the region,
or a substantial part of it, was organized as an imperial estate (saltus imperialis). This hypothesis was
first systematically developed by Peter Salway in the 1960s and was subsequently elaborated and
refined by T.W. Potter in his landmark study, "The Roman Occupation of the Central Fenland,"
published in Britannia in 1981 [13].
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The imperial estate hypothesis rests on several interconnected arguments. The first is the scale and
uniformity of the settlement pattern: the sudden appearance of hundreds of new settlements across the
Fenland in the early second century AD, laid out in a regular, grid-like pattern with straight drove-ways
and field boundaries, suggests a degree of central planning inconsistent with organic peasant
colonization. The second is the absence of villas: unlike other productive agricultural regions of Roman
Britain, the Fenland is almost entirely devoid of the villa complexes that typically indicate the presence
of a wealthy landowning class. This absence suggests that the land was not held by private individuals
but by the state, which would have managed it through a bureaucratic apparatus rather than through the
medium of the villa economy [13].

The third argument concerns the administrative centre of the proposed estate. Excavations at Stonea
Grange in the Isle of Ely, Cambridgeshire, directed by T.W. Potter and R.P.J. Jackson in the 1980s,
revealed a remarkable complex of buildings, including a monumental stone tower or administrative
building of a type entirely without parallel in the rural Fenland [14]. Constructed around AD 130-150, the
Stonea building had hypocausted floors, tessellated pavements, and painted plaster
walls—architectural features associated with official or high-status buildings rather than with agricultural
structures. Potter and Jackson interpreted Stonea as the administrative centre of the imperial estate, the
seat of the procurator or agent responsible for managing the state's Fenland holdings [14].

"The site at Stonea represents a uniqgue monument in the Romano-British landscape. Its sudden
appearance, its architectural pretensions, and its equally sudden abandonment in the late second
century all point to a deliberate act of state policy rather than to the normal processes of rural
development.” — T.W. Potter and R.P.J. Jackson, Antiquity, 1982 [14].

The imperial estate hypothesis has not gone unchallenged. Some scholars have pointed to the growing
evidence for Iron Age settlement in the Fenland as undermining the idea of Roman colonization of virgin
land, arguing that the drainage and settlement expansion of the second century may have been driven
by local communities rather than by state direction [4]. Others have questioned whether the Stonea
building is truly an administrative centre, suggesting that it may have been a religious monument or a
high-status private residence. The debate remains unresolved, but the weight of evidence continues to
favour some form of centralized, state-directed management of the Fenland, at least during the
Hadrianic and Antonine periods.

The transformation of the Fenland from a waterlogged wilderness into a productive agricultural
landscape required a sustained programme of drainage and land reclamation. The Romans approached
this challenge with characteristic systematism, deploying a combination of catchwater drains, internal
drainage ditches, embanked drove-ways, and canalized rivers.

The Car Dyke, discussed above in its Lincolnshire context, extended southward through
Cambridgeshire to the River Nene at Peterborough, forming the western boundary of the drainage
system. Within the Fenland itself, a network of smaller drainage ditches was laid out, often in a regular,
rectilinear pattern that reflects the planned character of the settlement system. These ditches served
both to lower the water table and to define the boundaries of fields and enclosures [13].

The Fen Causeway played a crucial role in the infrastructure of the reclaimed Fenland. Running
east-west across the peat, it provided a dry route for the movement of people, animals, and goods, and
its associated drainage ditches contributed to the management of the water table along its course. The
causeway also served as a baseline for the laying out of the settlement pattern, with drove-ways and
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field systems extending northward and southward from its line [7].

The reclaimed silt fens of Lincolnshire and Norfolk were particularly productive. The marine silts
deposited by earlier tidal incursions were naturally fertile, and once drained they could support intensive
arable cultivation. The evidence from the Fenland Project (1982-1989), a systematic survey of the
Fenland conducted by David Hall and John Coles, demonstrates that the silt fens were densely settled
during the second and third centuries AD, with settlements spaced at intervals of less than a kilometre in
some areas [15].

The coastal margins of the Fenland—the salt marshes of Lincolnshire, Norfolk, and the Wash—were
exploited intensively for salt production during the Roman period. Salt was a commodity of enormous
economic importance in the ancient world, essential for the preservation of food, the curing of hides,
and a range of industrial processes. The Roman state had a strong interest in controlling and taxing salt
production, and the Fenland salterns may have formed part of the imperial estate's extractive economy
[16].

Roman salt production in the Fenland was based on the evaporation of sea water in shallow pans,
followed by the boiling of the concentrated brine in ceramic vessels. The process generated large
guantities of ceramic waste (briquetage), which survives in the archaeological record as distinctive
mounds of fired clay, pottery fragments, and ash. The Fenland Survey identified over 300 Iron Age and
Roman salt-production sites across the Fenland, concentrated on the marine silts of the coastal margins
[15] [16].

Recent research by Tim Lane, published in Quaternary Science Reviews in 2024, has provided a
detailed analysis of the salt-production sites of the Lincolnshire coast and Fenland, demonstrating
continuity of production from the Bronze Age through the Roman period [16]. Lane's work highlights the
industrial scale of Roman salt production, with some sites covering several hectares and producing
guantities of salt sufficient for regional or even provincial distribution. The distribution of Fenland salt,
transported via the waterway network, would have been a significant element of the Roman provincial
economy.

The term "ladder settlement" describes a distinctive form of Romano-British rural settlement in which a
series of rectilinear enclosures, paddocks, and associated structures are arranged along both sides of a
central drove-way or trackway, creating a pattern that resembles the rungs of a ladder when viewed
from above. This settlement form is particularly characteristic of the Lincolnshire and East Yorkshire
Wolds, the silt fens of Lincolnshire and Cambridgeshire, and parts of Norfolk, and it is closely associated
with the pastoral economy of the drained Fenland and its margins [17].

Ladder settlements were first systematically identified and described through aerial photography and
cropmark analysis. The flat, open landscapes of eastern England, with their light, well-drained soils, are
particularly favourable for the formation of cropmarks—differential growth patterns in cereal crops that
reveal the presence of buried ditches and other features. Aerial survey programmes, including the Royal
Commission on the Historical Monuments of England's National Mapping Programme and more recent
LiDAR surveys, have revealed thousands of ladder settlements across eastern England, many of which
have no surface expression and would be entirely invisible to ground-level survey [17].
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The morphology of ladder settlements reflects their function. The central drove-way provided a route for
the movement of livestock between the settlement and the surrounding pastures and fields. The
enclosures on either side of the drove-way served as stock pens, gardens, and small fields, while the
main dwelling and ancillary structures were typically located within one or more of the enclosures. The
regularity of the layout, with enclosures of similar size and shape arranged in a consistent pattern,
suggests that these settlements were laid out according to a standard template, possibly reflecting the
allocation of land by an administrative authority [17].

"The repetitive, rhythmic character of ladder settlements in the Fenland and its margins is one of the
most striking features of the Romano-British rural landscape. The consistency of their layout across
large areas suggests a degree of planning and standardization that goes beyond what might be
expected from purely organic development." — Aldred et al., Archaeological Journal, 2023 [17].

The identification of ladder settlements as a distinct settlement type is largely a product of the aerial
archaeology revolution of the twentieth century. The pioneering work of O.G.S. Crawford and others in
the 1920s and 1930s demonstrated the potential of aerial photography for revealing buried
archaeological features, and subsequent decades saw the systematic application of this technique to
the landscapes of eastern England.

The Fenland Project, conducted between 1982 and 1989, combined aerial survey with systematic
fieldwalking to produce the most comprehensive picture of Romano-British settlement in the Fenland
ever assembled. The project, directed by David Hall and John Coles and published by English Heritage
in 1994, recorded over 1,700 Romano-British sites across the Fenland, including numerous examples of
ladder settlements on the silt fens [15]. The project demonstrated that the silt fens were among the most
densely settled parts of Roman Britain, with a settlement density comparable to the most intensively
farmed regions of the Roman Empire.

More recently, the application of LIDAR technology has transformed the study of ladder settlements and
other cropmark features. LIDAR surveys can reveal subtle topographical features invisible to
conventional aerial photography, including the earthwork remains of drove-ways, field boundaries, and
enclosure banks that have been partially levelled by centuries of ploughing. In North East Lincolnshire,
for example, LIiDAR survey and subsequent excavation have revealed extensive ladder settlements on
the coastal silt margins, with drove-ways extending for over a kilometre and enclosures arranged in
regular sequences [18].

The 2023 excavations in East Yorkshire, which attracted significant public attention, uncovered a
well-preserved ladder settlement over a kilometre in length, with individual enclosure ditches,
post-holes, and artefact assemblages demonstrating occupation from the late Iron Age through the
Roman period [19]. Such excavations provide the ground-truth necessary to interpret the cropmark and
LiDAR evidence, confirming the function and chronology of features identified from the air.

The evidence assembled from aerial survey, the Fenland Project, and subsequent excavations raises a
fundamental question about the demography of Roman Britain: was East Anglia, including the Fenland
and its margins, one of the most densely populated regions of the province?

The traditional view, shaped in part by the relative scarcity of visible Roman monuments in East Anglia
compared to the south and west, was that the region was a productive but relatively lightly settled
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agricultural hinterland. This view has been comprehensively revised by the accumulation of
archaeological evidence over the past four decades. The Fenland Project alone recorded over 1,700
Romano-British sites in an area that had previously been considered largely empty. Subsequent survey
and excavation programmes have continued to add to this total, and the density of settlement in the silt
fens during the second and third centuries AD is now recognized as exceptional by any standard [15].

Professor Martin Millett, in his 2023 Gresham College lecture on the landscapes of Roman Britain, drew
attention to the concept of "knowledge abundance" in certain regions—areas where the density of
archaeological evidence has reached a level at which it is possible to make meaningful statements
about settlement patterns, population density, and economic organization, rather than simply
cataloguing sites [20]. The Fenland and the Cambridge region are among the areas that have reached
this threshold, and the picture that emerges is one of remarkable population density.

The systematic study by Aldred and colleagues, published in the Archaeological Journal in 2023,
provides a quantitative framework for assessing settlement density in the Cambridge region and its
surroundings [17]. The study found that the density of Iron Age and Roman settlements in the
Cambridge region had increased twenty-one-fold and seven-fold respectively compared with the
baseline established by Cyril Fox in 1923, reflecting both genuine population growth and the
accumulation of archaeological knowledge. The fen-edge areas, in particular, showed settlement
densities comparable to the most intensively settled parts of Roman Britain [17].

The hypothesis that East Anglia was among the most populated regions of Roman Britain is supported
by several converging lines of evidence. First, the agricultural productivity of the region—its fertile soils,
its access to waterborne transport, and its capacity for both arable and pastoral farming—would have
supported a large population. Second, the industrial-scale salt production of the coastal marshes would
have attracted a significant workforce and generated substantial wealth. Third, the evidence for
state-directed colonization and management of the Fenland suggests that the Roman administration
actively promoted settlement and production in the region, providing the infrastructure and security
necessary for population growth [13] [15].

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this argument. Population estimates for Roman Britain
as a whole remain highly uncertain, and the evidence for East Anglian population density is largely
indirect, based on the density of archaeological sites rather than on direct demographic data. The
relationship between site density and population density is not straightforward, and factors such as site
visibility, survey intensity, and the differential preservation of archaeological evidence must all be taken
into account. Nevertheless, the convergence of evidence from aerial survey, systematic fieldwalking,
and targeted excavation makes a compelling case for East Anglia as one of the most productive and
densely settled regions of Roman Britannia.

5. Synthesis and Discussion

The evidence reviewed in this report points to a fundamental integration of water management and
settlement in Roman Britannia, particularly in the lowland east. Roman engineers did not simply
respond to the natural landscape; they actively transformed it, creating new land through drainage and
reclamation, new routes through canal construction, and new economic possibilities through the
management of water resources. The result was a landscape that was, in important respects, a Roman
creation: organized, productive, and integrated into the wider economy of the empire.
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The case of Leicester illustrates this integration at the urban scale. Whether the Raw Dykes functioned
as a transport canal, an aqueduct, or both, it represents a substantial investment in water infrastructure
by the civic authorities of Ratae Corieltauvorum. The town's relationship with the River Soar was not
passive but active: the river was managed, channelled, and exploited to serve the needs of the urban
community. This pattern is repeated across Roman Britain, from the aqueducts of Dorchester and
Lincoln to the harbour works of London and the managed wetlands of the Somerset Levels.

In East Anglia, the integration of water management and settlement operated at a regional scale. The
Car Dyke, the Fen Causeway, the internal drainage network, and the salt-production sites of the coastal
marshes were not isolated features but components of a coherent system, designed to maximize the
productive potential of a challenging environment. The ladder settlements that populated the drained
Fenland were the human expression of this system: communities organized around the drove-ways and
enclosures that the drainage works had made possible.

A recurring theme in the archaeology of Roman water management in Britannia is the question of
agency: who organized and financed these large-scale engineering projects? In the case of civic
aqueducts, the answer is relatively clear: the construction and maintenance of public water supplies was
a responsibility of the town council (ordo), funded by civic revenues and by the benefactions of wealthy
individuals. The inscriptions and literary sources that document aqueduct construction elsewhere in the
empire, though largely absent from Britain, provide a framework for understanding the civic context of
British aqueducts [8].

For the larger-scale projects—the Foss Dyke, the Car Dyke, the Fenland drainage system—the
guestion of agency is more complex. The scale of these works, and the evidence for systematic
planning and coordination, suggests that they were organized at a level above that of the individual
civitas. The most plausible candidate is the imperial administration, acting either directly through the
procurator's office or indirectly through the legionary command structure. The association of the Car
Dyke with the visit of Hadrian to Britain in AD 122, and the construction of the Stonea administrative
complex in the Hadrianic period, both point to a moment of intense imperial investment in the Fenland
during the early second century [13] [14].

The Roman water management systems of Britannia did not disappear with the end of Roman rule in
the early fifth century. Many of the drainage channels, drove-ways, and field boundaries established in
the Roman period continued to structure the landscape through the Anglo-Saxon and medieval periods.
The Foss Dyke remained navigable and was restored by Henry | in 1121. The Car Dyke continued to
function as a drainage feature, and many of its sections are still visible in the landscape today. The
ladder settlements of the Fenland, though abandoned in the post-Roman period as the water table rose
and the drainage system fell into disrepair, left their mark on the landscape in the form of cropmarks and
earthworks that are still being discovered and recorded.

The legacy of Roman water management in East Anglia is thus not merely archaeological but physical:
the modern drainage system of the Fens, though vastly more sophisticated than its Roman
predecessor, follows principles and in some cases routes established by Roman engineers two
thousand years ago.

© Roman Storyworld | Intellectual Property Page 10



ROMAN RESEARCH ARCHIVE

~ STORY WORLD

Conclusion

This report has examined Roman water management in Britannia across a range of scales and
contexts, from the civic aqueducts of individual towns to the regional drainage systems of the Fenland.
Several key conclusions emerge from this analysis.

Roman hydraulic engineering in Britannia was characterized by ambition, systematism, and a close
integration of water management with economic and administrative objectives. The construction of
canals, aqueducts, and drainage systems was not merely a technical achievement but a fundamental
act of landscape transformation, creating new possibilities for settlement, agriculture, and commerce.

The case of Leicester demonstrates the complexity of Roman water infrastructure at the urban scale.
The Raw Dykes earthwork, whether interpreted as an aqueduct, a transport canal, or both, represents a
substantial civic investment in water management and underscores the importance of waterborne
transport to the economic functioning of Roman towns.

In East Anglia, the Roman transformation of the Fenland was one of the most dramatic landscape
changes in the history of the region. The systematic drainage of the marshes, the construction of
drove-ways and field systems, the exploitation of the coastal salterns, and the possible organization of
the region as an imperial estate all point to a level of state-directed intervention unprecedented in the
pre-Roman period. The ladder settlements that emerged from this transformation, identified through
aerial survey and cropmark analysis, are a testament to the scale and success of the Roman
colonization of the Fenland.

The demographic implications of these developments are significant. The evidence from the Fenland
Project, aerial survey, and recent landscape archaeology suggests that East Anglia was among the
most densely settled and economically productive regions of Roman Britannia, a conclusion that
challenges older narratives of the region as a peripheral backwater and underscores the importance of
the lowland east in the economy of the Roman province.
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