
Amongst    the    notable    collection    of    Roman    helmets    in    the    possession    of    the    National    Museum
of    Antiquities    in    Leiden    (Rijksmuseum    van    Oudheden),    the    late    Roman    silver-gilt    helmet
found    in    1910    by    a    peat    cutter    in    the    Peel    near    Deurne    occupies    a    special    position    (Fig.1 – 2)1.
Redolent    of    wealth    and    status,    it    is,    furthermore,    surrounded    by    the    mythology    of    an    indi-
vidual    tragedy.    The    legends    of    knights    with    golden    swords    and    shining    helmets    who    disap-
peared    in    treacherous    bogs,    never    to    be    seen    again,    save    in    spirit    form,    current    in    almost    every
region    with    peat    bogs    from    Ireland    to    Poland,    seem    here    to    have    proved    their    foundation    in
distant    historical    truth.    The    local    traditions    gain    in    strength    and    detail2,    but    in    the    academic
world,    too,    the    strength    of    oral    testimony    is    widely    accepted.    Following    the    extensive    discus-
sion    of    the    find    by    W.C.    Braat    in    1973,    the    nature    of    the    complex    and    the    presence    of    the    in-
dividual    items    could    be    neatly    explained.    A    mounted    officer    of    the    Stablesia    VI,    travelling
through    the    treacherous    bog    of    the    Peel,    stumbles    into    a    deep    pool    from    which    his    compan-
ions    fail    to    extricate    him.    Helmet,    sword,    fibula,    a    pair    of    shoes    with    a    spur,    remains    of    textile
clothing,    a    purse    with    coins    belong    to    the    personal    equipment    of    the    soldier,    two    right    shoes
were    lost    by    his    companions    in    the    bog    during    the    struggle    to    rescue    him,    while    two    bells    and
several    large    sheets    of    leather    belong    to    the    officer’s    horse3.
Although    on    documentary    grounds    the    reports    of    human    remains,    accepted    so    eagerly    by
Braat,    can    be    dismissed4,    the    find    association    itself    has    never    been    subjected    to    systematic
analysis.    Attention    always    focused    on    the    helmet    and    on    the    coins    in    so    far    as    they    provided
a    secure    date    of    320    for    the    dramatic    occurrence5.    Totally    neglected    has    been    the    contribution
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4 W.    van   der    Sanden,    Mens    en    moeras    (Assen    1990)    47 –
48;    W.    van   der    Sanden,    Alfred    Dieck    und    die    nieder-
ländischen    Moorleichen:    Einige    kritische    Randbe-
merkungen.    Kunde    N. F.    44,    1993,    127 – 139;    Pouls  /
Crompvoets    (note    2)    26.    Human    remains    first    enter    the
tale    with    Dieck’s    communication    but    the    documentation
to    which    he    referred,    said    to    date    from    1924,    should    per-
haps    be    regarded    as    reminiscences    coloured    by    the    expe-
rience    of    the    trenches    in    the    First    World    War.

5 M. A.    Evelein,    Een    romeinsche    helm    uit    de    Peel.    Oud-
heidkundige    Mededeelingen    van    het    Rijksmuseum    van
Oudheden    te    Leiden    5,    1911,    148 – 9;    M. A.    Evelein,
Ein    römischer    Helm    des    Leidener    Museums.    Praehist.
Zeitschr.    3,    1911,    155 – 156;    A. N.    Zadoks-Josephus-
Jitta,    Die    Münzen.    In:    H.    Klumbach    (ed.),    Spätrö-
mische    Gardehelme.    Münchner    Beitr.    Vor-    u.    Früh-
gesch.    15    (München    1973)    70 – 72.

1 Many    others    have    contributed    to    this    research    and    I    am
particularly    grateful    to    R.    Halbertsma    (Keeper    of    Ro-
man    Antiquities,    Rijksmuseum    van    Oudheden,    Leiden)
and    N.    Arts    (regional    archaeologist    Eindhoven)    for    their
assistance    in    tracing    archive    material,    to    A.    Iriarte    (Bil-
bao)    for    the    experimental    stimulus,    and    B.    Donker    and
M.    Ydo    (both    Amsterdam    Archaeological    Centre)    for
production    of    the    illustrations.

2 Most    post-dating    Braat’s    publication    of    1973    (cf.    note    3)
and    culminating    in    the    erection    of    a    memorial    stone    to
the    supposed    victim    in    1998.    L.    Kluytmans,    Witte    ma-
gie.    De    Gouden    Helm    uit    de    Peel    (Deurne    [n. d.    ca.
1975]);    J.    Pouls  /  H.    Crompvoets,    De    roep    van    de    Ro-
mein.    Heemkundevereniging    Medelo    (Meijel    1994)    35 ff.

3 W. C.    Braat,    Der    Fund    von    Deurne,    Holland.    In:
H.    Klumbach    (ed.),    Spätrömische    Gardehelme.    Münch-
ner    Beitr.    Vor-    u.    Frühgesch.    15    (München    1973)    55 – 56.
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of    the    textiles    and    the    large    and    varied    collection    of    leather    which    was    found    in    association
with    the    metal    objects.    This    is    typical    of    the    archaeological    obsession    with    metal,    for,    as    will
be    argued    below,    in    contemporary    terms,    the    textiles    may    have    formed    the    most    valuable
item    of    the    entire    assemblage.    It    is    perhaps    significant    that    ultimately    it    is    the    leather,    discard-
ed    as    worthless    by    the    finder    of    the    helmet,    which    now,    90    years    later,    forms    the    key    to    the
recovery    of    the    structure    of    the    assemblage    and    thus    to    the    re-interpretation    of    its    nature.
W.C.    Braat    published    the    finds    from    Deurne    in    the    possession    of    the    Rijksmuseum    van    Oud-
heden,    Leiden,    in    exemplary    detail,    and    though    to    his    credit,    he    included    a    description    of    the
leather    and    a    specialist    report    on    the    textiles,    there    was    no    attempt    at    analysis6.    Subsequently,
the    improved    understanding    of    Roman    leatherworking    technology    and    the    greater    availabil-
ity    of    comparative    material    led    to    a    re-examination    of    the    finds,    in    the    first    instance    in    a
project    concerning    horse    gear.    Serious    doubts    as    to    the    nature    of    the    find    were    raised    at    this
juncture,    but    the    real    stimulus    to    undertake    a    total    re-examination    of    the    leather    was    the    at-
tempt    by    Aitor    Iriarte    (Bilbao,    Spain)    to    construct    a    replica    of    both    the    helmet    and    the    asso-
ciated    finds    in    order    to    ‘equip’    an    authentic    late    Roman    soldier7.    The    need    to    solve    numerous
practical    details    compelled    exceedingly    close    scrutiny    of    the    leather,    while    experimentation
suggested    solutions    which    could    be    tested    against    the    finds.
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1 Map    of    Netherlands    with    the    find    spot    in    the    Deurne    helmet.

6 Braat    (note    3)    72 – 80;    J. E.    Leene,    Analyse    der    textilen
Reste.    In:    H.    Klumbach    (ed.),    Spätrömische    Garde-
helme.    Münchner    Beitr.    Vor-    u.    Frühgesch.    15
(München    1973)    80 – 83.

7 A.    Iriarte,    Reconstructing    the    iron    core    from    the
Deurne    helmet.    Journal    Roman    Military    Equipment
Stud.    7,    1996,    51 – 57.
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2 The    helmet    from    Deurne.

3 The    helmet    from    Deurne.    Two    sides    of    the    leather    helmet    cover.    –    Scale    1 : 6.
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