Burials with Weapons in Iron Age Britain

By John Ralph Collis, Sheffield

Male burials accompanied by weapons — sword, shield, spear, knife and
exceptionally helmet — are a regular feature in the Early and Middle la Tene
inhumation cemeteries from the Marne to Slovakia. In Britain however,
cemeteries of this period are rare, and warrior burials are completely unknown.
Late la Téne cemeteries are more widespread in southern England, but nowhere
does the regular burial rite include weapons as grave-goods. In fact until
recently only a dozen indisputable burials with weapons were recorded, and so
the discovery of three new burials in Hampshire and Dorset provides a useful
opportunity to consider these warrior burials in their cultural and chronological
context, as well as to publish one, that from Owslebury, for the first time.

Burial Rites

We must first consider the normal burial rites that occur in such cemeteries
as we know. These fall into three main groups (fig. 1):

1. The Arras rite!

Only in the very restricted area of the eastern Wolds in Yorkshire are
burials found which are comparable with the Early and Middle la Tene ceme-
teries of central Europe, and then only in a few exotic characteristics. The burial
rite is crouched inhumation under a small low barrow. Usually there are no
grave-goods, but coarse plain pottery vessels, brooches and bracelets turn up
sporadically. The occurrence of square ditched enclosures around individual
barrows, of cart burials, and of three-linked horse bits show specific affinities
with the Marne, but most characteristics are purely local. The burials may start
in la Téne Ib (Cowlam), but the majority are later, and Eastburn, the only
cemetery containing burials with weapons, is probably Late la Téne.

2. The Aylesford-Swarling rite?

In south-east England, from Hampshire in the west, to Cambridge in the
north, occur Late la Téne flat cremation cemeteries similar to those in con-
temporary northern Gaul. Ratios of urned and unurned cremations vary from
cemetery to cemetery, and rarely extended inhumations are found, as at
St. Albans, or tumulus burials, at Lexden and Hurstbourne Tarrant. Pottery
vessels occur in almost every grave, and brooches are not uncommon. The
richest burials also include imported bronze vessels, Roman wine amphorae
and fire-dogs. The group starts late in the first century B.C. and continues into
the Roman period, and is intimately associated with the oppida as at St.
Albans® and Colchester.

1 I. M. Stead, The la Téne Cultures of Eastern Yorkshire (1965).
2 A. Birchall, Proc. Prehist. Soc. 31, 1965, 241 ff.
3 Stead, Antiquity 43, 1969, 49ff.
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Fig. 1. Map of burial rites and warrior burials in Britain.

3. The Whitcombe-Grimthorpe rite*

The burial rite of crouched inhumation without a barrow is found sporadic-
ally in western and northern England. The largest group of burials is centred on
Dorset and Somerset, and is to be associated with the historical tribe of Duro-
triges. Well known cemetery sites include Jordan Hill near Weymouth and the
war cemetery at Maiden Castle, but more recently excavated sites include
Whitcombe in Dorset and Christon® in Somerset. Pottery accessory vessels form
the main grave-goods, up to two or three vessels in each grave. The burials are
contemporary with the final stages of the hill forts. Rarely cremations occur as
at Ham Hill.

4 J. W. Brailsford, Proc. Prehist. Soc. 24, 1958, 101 ff.
5 P. J. Fowler, Arch. Review 5, 1970, 8.
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The Grimthorpe burials® are very similar, though pottery vessels do not
occur, probably due to the generally insignificant part pottery plays in the Iron
Age cultures of northern Britain. Geographically these burials are totally
distinct from the Arras group, being confined to the western slopes of the Wolds.
Again dateable finds are of Late la Téne character. The only well documented
cemetery, at Grimthorpe, lay within an earlier hill fort.

Other isolated burials with various rites occur, such as the crouched
inhumations in cists at Harlyn Bay, Cornwall?, or those from Mount Batten,
Plymouth8. Mention must also be made of the sword and chape, from Ebbers-
ton? in Yorkshire, supposedly found with bones. If this was indeed an inhuma-
tion, it is the only warrior burial dating to Hallstatt C in Britain — the bronze
sword is of Giindlingen type, and the chape is pouch-shaped. Otherwise, all the
burials listed below belong to the Late la Téne or early Roman periods.

List of burials

The burials containing weapons are listed according to burial rite. The
letters and numbers following the site name form the reference to the National
Grid of the Ordnance Survey. The museum where the finds have been deposited,
a list of the major grave-goods and the context of the burial are then given. The
data is summarized in table 1.

Cremation burials

1. Snailwell, Cambridgeshire. TL 645675. Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology,
Cambridge. — T. C. Lethbridge, Proc. Cambridge Antiqu. Soc. 47, 1953, 25ff.
This rich burial contained three Roman amphorae and thirteen other vessels,
mainly Gallo-Belgic wares, a spiral bronze bracelet with zoomorphic terminals,
a bronze bowl, a buckle, bone toggles, and a triangular iron knife. The cremated
bones were placed on a wooden litter. A ‘high conical’ shield boss was the only
weapon in the grave. The burial, which must date to a decade or so before the
Roman conquest, was an isolated discovery.

2. Stanfordbury, Northamptonshire. TL 148412. Museum of Archaeology and
Ethnology, Cambridge. — Sir Henry Dryden, Publications of the Cambridge Arch.
Soc. 1-8, 1845; C. F. Fox, The Archaeology of the Cambridge Region (1923).
The surviving finds include an amphora (originally six), three samian cups of
Claudian date, a bronze jug (Eggers 124-125), a bronze patella (Eggers 137-138),
two iron fire dogs, a tripod and spits, a bone flute and some gaming pieces. A
bronze boss with a central point resembles that from Snailwell, though it lacks the
flange round the base. A second rich burial was found nearby.

3. Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire. TL 254131. British Museum. — I. M. Stead,
Archaeologia 101, 1967, 11f.

6 Stead, op. cit. (note 1).

7 0. G. S. Crawford, The Antiqu. Journal 1, 1921, 283.
8 P. J. Clarke, Proc. Devon Arch. Soc. 29, 1971, 137ff.
? J. D. Cowen, Proc. Prehist. Soc. 33, 1967, 377 {f.

































