
A LATE SAXON CEMETERY AT TEMPLECOMBE 

CARON NEWMAN 

with contributions by VINCE JENKINS and LORRAINE MEPHAM 

SUMMARY 

A small mid to late Saxon cemetery was uncovered during a watching brief by Wessex 
Archaeology along a water pipeline in east Somerset. The cemetery was located on the northern 
parish boundary of the parish of Abbas and Templecombe, to the south of Wincanton. To the 
north of the parish boundary, within the parish of Horsington, an extensive area of earthworks 
was noted , which was subsequently surveyed by the Royal Commission on Historic 
Monuments. It is likely that the cemetery and the earthworks are related, and perhaps form the 
remains of a small mid to late Saxon settlement. 

INTRODUCTION 

General Background 
In the course of an archaeological watching brief, carried out between March and July 
1991, a cemetery was discovered along an 11.5 km water pipeline (the Bowden 
Reservoir link) in east Somerset (Wessex Archaeology 1991) (Fig. 1). The pipeline 
extended from a reservoir at Henstridge Bowden, near Templecombe, north-east to 
Pen Forest, near Wincanton . During earth stripping at Abbascombe, fragments of 
human bone were recovered from the topsoil and underlying subsoil. Provision was 
subsequently made for a small-scale excavation of the human remains before pipe 
laying. 

Historical Background 
Abbascombe is recorded in Domesday Book as a possession of Shaftesbury Abbey 
(Phelps 1836, 309). To the south of Abbascombe is the village of Templecombe, 
which today is the main settlement. In the 18th century, however, Templecombe is 
recorded as a hamlet (Collinson 1791, 359), and the main village was Abbascombe. 
Templecombe derives its name from the preceptory or commandery of the Knights 
Templar, to whom possession of the village was granted in c. 1184 by Serio Fitz-Odo. 
Following the suppression of the Templars, the village was granted to the Knights of 
St John of Jerusalem (Collinson 1791, 359). Abbascombe remained in the hands of 
Shaftesbury Abbey until the Dissolution, and was granted to William Shemington in 
1534 (Phelps 1836, 310). 
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Fig. I Location of the cemetery site in Abbas and Templecombe. 

Location and Geology 
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The cemetery lies approximately 5 km south of Wincanton, immediately to the east of 
the A357, and to the north of Abbascombe (ST 70672325). It is situated in the parish of 
Abbas and Templecombe, on the northern boundary with Horsington parish. The site is 
located in a field of permanent pasture, on land rising gently out of the River Cale 
valley (Fig. 2). Below the topsoil, at a depth of only c. 0.3 m, was the bedrock, a deposit 
of Cornbrash. The Cornbrash occurs in a narrow band, running north-west to south-east, 
forming a low ridge between Oxford Clay to the east and Forest Marble to the west. 
Although it is now an area of pasture, the Cornbrash ridge was once under arable 
cultivation. Phelps described the 19th century system of husbandry on the 'corn lands' 
as 'that of folding sheep, and an alternation of green and white crops' (Phelps 1836, 
309). 
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The graves were located immediately below the topsoil, cut into the extremely hard 
Cornbrash bedrock, and thus were very shallow. The general condition of the burials 
was poor; the bones were fragmentary, and several skeletons were only semi-articulated. 
This was a result either of crushing by earth-moving machinery during topsoil stripping, 
or disturbance by earlier ploughing. The edges of many graves were difficult to 
distinguish within the Cornbrash, the surface of which was generally plough-disturbed. 
The edges of some graves appear to have been defined by more upright slabs of 
Corn brash, probably a result of backfilling rather than deliberate grave lining. 

METHODOLOGY 

Following the topsoil clearance across the working width of the pipeline, an area of 
approximately 200 m2 was cleaned by hand. This area incorporated all find spots of 
bone fragments identified during topsoil stripping, together with an area on either 
side, in an attempt to define the limits of the cemetery and grave locations. The 
entire easement width was investigated, because further movement anywhere within 
the working width was likely to destroy the delicate burial remains . Work 
concentrated on the most likely graves and bone scatters. The graves had been cut 
into Cornbrash and backfilled with the same material. It was therefore very difficult 
to distinguish the edges of the grave cuts. During the excavation, earthworks were 
noted in the field to the north of the pipeline, within the parish of Horsington. 
Permission was obtained from the farmer to inspect the field; this revealed that the 
earthworks extended across most of it. At the request of Wessex Archaeology, the 
Royal Commission on Historic Monuments (England) carried out a survey, the 
results of which are presented in Fig. 3. 

THE CEMETERY 

A total of eleven skeletons were recorded, together with a discrete bone scatter 
(263). Details are presented in Table 1. There were, in addition, unstratified 
human bone fragments recovered from soil clearance ( 107 and 273-5). It was only 
possible to discern grave cuts for some of the burials. It was apparent, however, 
that all had been deposited within very shallow graves. There were no grave 
goods and no indication of the presence of coffins. The excavation revealed a 
main group of nine extended inhumations, including two intercutting graves, and 
a bone scatter. Two further burials (266 and 269) were located about 4 m to the 
west of the main group. Both these inhumations were flexed, and may represent a 
different phase of burial. The possibility of further burials outside the pipeline 
easement must be considered; however, the western and eastern limits appear to 
have been defined. The generally poor level of preservation and the recovery of a 
bone scatter indicates that other graves may have been destroyed by earlier 
disturbance. 

Samples from three skeletons (255, 265 and 266) were submitted for radiocarbon 
determination. Skeletons 255 and 265 were within the main group of extended, supine 
inhumations. Skeleton 266 was one of the two flexed supine burials. Results from the 
determinations are reproduced in Table 2. 
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TABLE 1. GRAVE DETAILS 

Skeleton Grave No Jen Wdth Dpth Orientn Position Comments 

251 286 2.18? 0.6? 0.03 250° Supine, extended Fragmentary, only base of 
skull and large limb bones 
survived. 

255 284 1.84 0.6 0.14 255° Supine, extended Well-preserved, top of 
skull damaged. 

256 264 0.9+ 0.48? 0.04 252° Supine, extended Only skull and upper right 
arm survived, cut by 
grave 284. 
Badly crushed. 

257 287 1.45? 0.32? 0.01 251° Supine, extended Well-preserved, but skull 
missing. 

259 250 1.76 0.53 0.12 251° Supine, extended Poor, little survived. 
260 280 1.6? 0.8? 0.02 281° Supine? extended? Badly disturbed and 

crushed. Parts of left arm 
and leg only. 

261 289 1.6? 0.8? 0.02 250° Supine? extended Parts of lower limbs only, 
very crushed. 

263 Bone scatter 
265 282 1.78 0.65 0.08 253° Supine extended Complete with some 

damage and fragmentation 
to lower torso. 

266 288 1.72? 0.52? 0.04 247° Supine, flexed Arms and legs only, 
crushed. 

269 283 1.48 0.55 0.04 257° Supine, flexed Torso mainly absent. 
Bones fragmented . 

279 285 1.63 0.47 0.03 255° Supine, extended Torso mainly missing. 
Bones crushed. 

TABLE 2. RADIOCARBON DETERMINATIONS 

Skeleton Laboratory Uncalibrated Calibrated Date- Calibrated Date-
No. No. Determination Range 1 a Range 2 a 

BP AD AD 

255 GU-3125 Insufficient material 
265 GU-3124 1190±70 918-942 681-974 
266 GU-3123 1090±60 892-998 794--1026 

THE EARTHWORK SURVEY 

The survey revealed more than one phase of activity (Fig. 3). The earliest phase is 
represented by a set of enclosures and associated linear banks. At the eastern end of 
the survey area, to the north of an enclosure measuring approximately 60 m by 20 m, 
is a set of small closes or fields. These are aligned with a large linear boundary bank, 
running north-west to south-east, which is preserved as a modern field boundary to 
the north-west of the survey area. Parallel to this, and 170 m to the west, is another 
boundary bank, which appears to be overlain by an enclosure over 50 m long and 20 
m wide. These earthworks probably relate to a small settlement with an associated 
field system. At the southern edge of the field there is a stepped boundary bank, 
apparently defining enclosures that once would have extended into the field to the 
south. However, no indication was found within the pipeline easement of their 
presence. 
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The later phase of earthworks is also aligned with the easternmost bank, which 
marks the eastern edge of the survey area and evidently continued as a major field 
boundary. Overlying the small closes are faint indications of ridge and furrow. There 
are further signs of another set of ridge and furrow, aligned north-east to south-west, 
in the western part of the survey area. 

The earthwork bank on the south side of the survey area became the boundary between 
the parishes of Templecombe and Horsington. The modem field boundary evidently follows 
the parish boundary but has been straightened. The date of these earthworks is not known, 
nor can they definitely be associated with the cemetery. The earthworks do pre-date the ridge 
and furrow farming on the site, and are likely to pre-date the fixing of the parish boundary. 

THE HUMAN REMAINS by Vince Jenkins 

Each skeleton or group of disarticulated bones was examined individually. There were 
two intersecting graves, and most of the disarticulated leg bones found in association 
with the intact skeleton (255) were clearly derived from a disturbed skeleton (256). 
Another disarticulated femur in the same grave could not be positively associated 
with any of the other skeletons. Where possible, estimates were made of the sex, age 
at death and stature of the remains and any pathological, traumatic, degenerative or 
abnormal conditions were recorded. However, the condition of the material was 
generally very poor, and many of the skeletons were represented by no more than a 
few bones in a barely recognisable disposition. Most of the bones were incomplete 
and often lacked the epiphyseal parts. Thus, the information gained regarding the 
dimensions of the bones or their condition, especially at the articulating surfaces, was 
severely limited. Sex was evaluated by visual examination of the pelvic and cranial 
traits , as recommended by the Workshop of European Anthropologists, and where 
possible by discriminant functions applicable to certain measurements (Bass 1987). 
The age of immature persons was assessed from the development of the teeth and the 
state of fusion of the epiphyses of the long bones. Where fusion was complete, the 
criterion used was dental attrition (Broth well 1981 ). In no case was the pubic 
symphysis available for comparison with published stages of development (Katz and 
Suchey 1986; Gilbert and McKern 1978). Stature of adults was estimated using the 
regression equations of Trotter and Gieser (1958). The heights are given to the nearest 
centimetre, within a range of 3-4 cm either side. 

Demography 
The number of individuals represented by the articulated skeletons is eleven, 
comprising three male, four female, three adults of indeterminate sex, and one child. 
This is too small a number to be considered a representative sample of the population 
for the purpose of demographic reconstruction. Whether the disarticulated material 
represents other individuals could not be determined, but the small quantity makes 
this unlikely. The age at death of four individuals is given in Table 3 as 'adult'. This 
means that the remains were of adult size, but that neither dental attrition nor any 
other age indicator was available for observation. Skeleton 265 had tooth wear which 
was typical of the 35-45 year age group. This figure is not reliable, however, since 
most of the molars had been lost ante mortem and wear ceases on non-occluding 
teeth. The mandible, moreover, was beginning to take on the reduced form typical of 
the elderly (Gray 1977), and age at death is unlikely, therefore, to have been less than 
45 years. The sex of the only child is unknown since it cannot be determined with any 
accuracy in immature skeletons (Imrie and Wyburn 1958). 
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Physical Anthropology 
Stature could be estimated for only four individuals. The heights were normal in 
northern Europe from the Neolithic period until very recent times (Manchester 1983). 
Cranial Remains Craniometry was completely precluded by the comminuted and 
decayed condition of the bones, but some of the more easily observed non-metric 
traits (Berry 1967), i.e . metopism, sutural bones and supra-orbital foramina or 
notches, were sought among the fragments of those seven crania of which a 
reasonable proportion survived (251,255,256, 257, 265,269 and 279). There was not 
a single example of either metopism or a sutural bone. Skeletons 256 and 265 had 
foramina; the others had notches. 

Post-Cranial Remains 
Too few measurements were available for it to be possible to discern any pattern or 
for comparisons to be made, but all fell within the normal range of variation. Small 
articulating surfaces on the lower anterior edge of the tibia have long been interpreted 
as a result of habitual squatting (Thompson, 1889). These facets were present in both 
257 and 279, which were of sufficient age and condition for the trait to be observable. 
Both were female, which is to be expected if the facets are indeed a result of 
individuals spending long periods on their haunches and if the women of the 
population adopted this posture more than the men . 

Disease, Trauma and Abnormality 
Dental health was good. Only three carious teeth were seen among the total of 124 
recovered. There were no abscesses and only eight teeth, lost ante mortem, were 
evident in the fragments of jaw which survived; seven of these teeth were from a 
single individual (265). Alveolar recession indicative of periodontal disease was not 
observed. 

The right femur head of skeleton 279 showed considerable pitting, eburnation and 
new bone growth, symptomatic of osteoarthritis (Rogers et al. 1987), and the rim of 
the acetabulum showed corresponding changes. The left side appeared to be free of 
the condition, and neither was it seen in any other individual. 

Two cases of apparent infection of the bone were observed. Skeleton 251 had a 2 
cm long oval pit on the anterior proximal surface of the left humerus. It was 
surrounded by a new bone growth and would have been active at the time of death. 
Skeleton 255 presented a thickening of the bone below the lesser trochanter of the 
right femur. The smooth surface indicated that the condition had become stable or had 
healed at the time of death. No fractures or developmental abnormalities, such as arise 
from nutritional stress or congenital conditions, were seen. 

Discussion 
The results of the study of the articulated human remains are summarised in Table 3, 
where the picture of health may be somewhat misleading. There is only one case of 
osteoarthritis recorded. It may well have been present in other skeletons, but the poor 
survival of the vertebrae and joints means that its presence cannot be noted. This also 
applies to any other pathological observation, with the possible exception of dental 
health. Even here it is entirely possible that carious teeth are more susceptible to post 
mortem attack and dissolution than are healthy ones. If so, this would indicate a better 
state of dental health than was in fact the case. The good condition of the teeth, with 
the slow rate of wear, may result in an underestimation of the age at death compared 
with that calculated from other ancient societies, since dental attrition is the main 
factor used in estimating this age. Only microscopic analysis of the cement layers in 



A Late Saxon Cemetery at Templecombe 69 

well-preserved teeth (Stott et al. 1982) can determine whether good condition results 
from lifelong care or early death. 

The disarticulated bone, designated contexts 263, 273, 274 and 275, comprised no 
more than occasional fragments of skull and unidentifiable long bone, all probably 
derived from the associated burials. 

TABLE 3. PATHOLOGY 

Number Sex Age 

251 M 25-35 
255 M 16-23 
256 F 17-25 
257 F 25-35 
259 F Adult 
260 ? Adult 
261 ? 6- 7 
265 M 45+ 
266 ? Adult 
269 ? Adult 
279 F 25-35 

THE FINDS by Lorraine Mepham 

The Pottery 

Stature 

? 
1.70 

? 
1.58 

? 
? 
? 

1.65 
? 
? 

1.60 

Observations 

Infection of left humerus 
Infection of right femur 

Missing wisdom tooth 

Osteoarthritis of right hip 

Pottery was recovered in very small quantities from five graves (see Table 4), and a 
further 39 sherds (516 g) were recovered from unstratified contexts. The unstratified 
pottery was mainly abraded and late medieval and post-medieval in date, and was 
collected from the topsoil along the entire length of the field . Eight sherds were 
Romano-British, and were recovered from around the area of the cemetery. The 
pottery from the graves (six sherds; 15 g) comprises two sherds with shelly 

TABLE 4. ALL FINDS BY FEATURE 

Feature Context Animal CBM+ Clay Flint Pottery Iron Copper 
No No Bone Pipe Alloy 

No Wt No Wt No Wt No Wt No Wt No No 

107 13 54g 3 27g 3g 3 7g 31#0 506g 10 2 
263 I 2g 
273 8* !0g 

264 254 6g 1§ 3g 
256 

282 267 I# 4g 
284 253 3g I# lg 

258 2g 2*§ 3g 
288 268 I# 4g 

TOTAL 13 54g 3 27g 3g 7 20g 45 531g II 3 

§ = Middle/late Iron Age 
* = Romano-British 
#=Medieval 
0 = Post-medieval 
+ = ceramic building material 
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inclusions, probably of late Iron Age date; one sherd of Romano-British coarseware; 
and three medieval sherds, all in sandy fabrics. None of the sherds are closely datable 
within these periods. 

The Other Finds 
All finds are tabulated in Table 4. Altogether, very few artefacts were found, and most 
of these derive from unstratified contexts. Apart from pottery, the other finds 
comprise undiagnostic ceramic building material; worked flint flakes; iron objects, 
mostly nails; copper alloy objects, consisting of two buckles and a strip fragment ; and 
a single fragment of clay pipe stem. Of these, only three flint flakes and one iron nail 
came from grave fills . 

DISCUSSION 

The restriction of the excavation to within the narrow pipeline easement, and the poorly 
preserved nature of the bone, has limited the quantity and quality of the information 
which could be gained from the investigation of this small cemetery. There is no 
evidence for the limits of the cemetery on the north and south sides, but the pipeline 
easement revealed that the surviving east-west extent was confined to a small area. The 
pathological evidence suggests that the disarticulated bone was probably disturbed from 
the excavated burials, and that there was insufficient quantity to indicate the presence of 
other graves. The overall size of the cemetery may not have been much larger than that 
excavated. It is also possible, however, that some burials may have been totally 
destroyed by earlier ploughing. The poor condition of the bones has limited the amount 
of pathological information that could be gained. Radiocarbon determinations on two of 
the skeletons have dated the cemetery to between the late 7th to early 11 th centuries 
AD, a date-range that suits the location of the cemetery and the character of the burials. 
The small quantity of pottery recovered from the grave fills ranged from the late Iron 
Age to the medieval period, and can all be dismissed as the results of residuality or 
contamination, as indicated by the small size of the sherds. 

The mid to late Saxon date-range, the west-east orientation of the graves, and the 
absence of grave goods, would indicate that the cemetery was probably Christian. A 
Christian Saxon cemetery would normally be associated with a focus for worship, 
possibly a simple cross (evidence for which would not necessarily survive) or a 
church (Godfrey 1974, 136). There is no indication, however, that the burials were 
contained within a churchyard, and there is no evidence to support the presence of a 
church in the immediate vicinity. Evidence for churchyard burial before the 10th 
century is mainly restricted to minster churches (Boddington 1990, 177-8). Less is 
known of Christian burial grounds away from minsters before that date. Conversely, 
the orientation of the graves and lack of grave goods does not prove that they are 
Christian. Many pagan Saxon burials are of west-east orientation (Boddington 1990, 
191), and one of the features of the later pagan, so-called 'final-phase', cemeteries is 
the relative Jack of grave goods (Goodier 1984; Hyslop 1963). 

The cemetery's location on a parish boundary is of some interest. There is evidence 
that some pagan Anglo-Saxon cemeteries were deliberately sited on boundaries, 
particularly in the 7th and 8th centuries AD (Goodier 1984, 10). This subject has been 
examined in some detail (Bonney, 1966; Goodier 1984 ), but the correlation between 
the two is far from proven, and some doubt has been cast upon the quality of the 
evidence (Boddington 1990, 194-6). In the present case, it is the proximity of the 
parish boundary to the earthworks which is likely to be of the greatest relevance. In 



A Late Saxon Cemetery at Templecombe 71 

existence by I 086, Abbascombe can be assumed to have acquired established 
boundaries by or in the earlier 11 th century. Since the parish boundary follows one of 
the main banks of the presumed settlement to the north of the cemetery, and indeed 
appears to divide these earthworks, it can be assumed that the earthworks pre-date the 
parish boundary, and that any settlement had been abandoned prior to the formation of 
the parish. The position of the cemetery would indicate that it is associated with the 
earthworks, and was perhaps located within one of the enclosures, now only partially 
preserved, to the south of the parish boundary. There is no evidence that any of the 
earthworks survive to the south of the modern field boundary, but this is not 
surprising considering the degree of erosion caused by ploughing. Any shallow 
bedrock-cut features may also have been destroyed by heavy machinery during turf 
and topsoil stripping for the pipeline. 

The well-preserved earthworks to the north of the parish boundary may represent a 
mid to late Saxon settlement, associated with a cemetery to the south. Such an 
association, and the lack of investigated late Saxon cemeteries and settlements in 
Somerset, makes this a site of considerable local interest. 
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