The date of the managed Roman cemetery at Northover, llchester
Chris J. Webster

Extracted from the Proceedings of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society
for 2022.

Volume 166, 108-115
© 2023 Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society and the authors.
Produced in Great Britain by Short Run Press, Exeter.

1SSN 0081-2056



SOMERSET ARCHAEOLOGY AND NATURAL HISTORY, 2022

THE DATE OF THE MANAGED ROMAN CEMETERY
AT NORTHOVER, ILCHESTER

CHRIS J. WEBSTER

SUMMARY

Radiocarbon dating of skeletons excavated in the
early 1980s showed that the cemetery at Northover,
outside the Roman town of llchester, started in the
later Roman period and continued until sometime in
the 5th to 7th centuries with no apparent change in
administration. A further anomalous burial was dated
to the 7th-8th century and may indicate continuing
respect for the burial area.

INTRODUCTION

llchester, like most Roman towns, was surrounded by
cemeteries, some of which were partially excavated in
the 1980s. To the south, the burials were fairly sparse
and aligned, like many rural burials of the period, on
existing field boundaries. To the north, however, the
cemetery at Northover was very different with more
tightly-packed burials suggesting a more managed
approach to burial. All of these cemeteries were
thought to date from the later Roman period, which
agreed with the limited evidence from the town
where, similarly, the majority of the evidence is from
this period. This may be related to the uncertain civic
status of llchester.

HISTORY OF DISCOVERY

A cemetery has been known to lie to the west of the
Fosse Way as it leaves llchester northwards since
at least 1723 when the antiquary William Stukeley
recorded it on his map of the town: ‘Hereabouts Stone
Coffins have been found’ (Stukeley 1726, plate 72). It
is probable that these were found when the gaol was
built and extended from 1599 (VCH 1974, 185-86)
but there are no further reports until the 19th century,
probably as the bulk of the cemetery lay undisturbed
below the garden of Northover House, also built
in the 17th century (NHLE 1267308). In 1840 a
sarcophagus was discovered containing a skeleton
with grave goods including a copper-alloy brooch
and an enamelled, gold bangle (Gray 1934, 103).
Four years earlier a lead coffin with a band of herring-
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bone design had been found. A further lead coffin was
found when digging a drain in 1906 and this was re-
excavated by Harold St George Gray in 1933. Another
skeleton had been disturbed by the drain but could be
seen to have been covered by stone slabs. Two coffins
were also exposed, one of Ham stone, the other of
lead, lying parallel, 0.6m apart. No grave goods were
recorded and no plan produced. The coffins were all
lifted and left on display at the house (Gray 1934).

In the late 1970s the area was proposed for a
housing development and, in advance of this, the
Western Archaeological Trust was commissioned by
the Department of the Environment (now Historic
England) to evaluate the area by a series of linear
trenches in 1982. The results of this led to the
scheduling of the site (NHLE 1006128) and to a
substantial compensation payment to the developers
when consent for the development was refused.
Details of the 1982 excavation are given by Leach
(1982b; 1994b) and will only be summarised here.
One of the aims of was to cause as little disturbance
to the cemetery as possible and so features were
planned but only a very few were excavated. As the
graves and other features tended to respect each other,
stratigraphic evidence was sparse.

The cemetery appears to have been established
to the rear of suburban development along the Fosse
Way. This area was divided into small fields, defined
by ditches, and presumably hedgebanks, (Fig. 1:
F167, F58/67, F172, F6/32), similar to those recorded
in more extensive excavations to the south of the
town (Leach 1982a). Ditch F172 had silted by the
2nd century but the others contained material of 4th-
century date and two (F6/32 and F167) were cut by
graves. These ditches seem to have been augmented or
replaced by other ditches (F105/160 and F70/92/204)
which appear to define the extents of the cemetery.

The recorded graves were all roughly parallel,
aligned WNW-ESE with heads to the west, where this
could be established without disturbing the skeleton.
Two possible structures, a wall (Fig. 1: Structure
II) and an area of surfacing (Structure I), were
recorded but could not be linked stratigraphically
to the burials, although it was thought probable that
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Structure I overlay ditch F6/32. It is not clear if these
represented mausolea as seen at Poundbury (Farwell
and Molleson 1993) but there was no sign of the
square enclosure ditches sometimes seen at other late
Roman and post-Roman cemeteries (Webster 2004).
Later in the history of the cemetery it appears to have
spread eastwards, and possibly northwards, over the
infilled ditches, leading Leach (1994b, 99) to suggest
that burial must have continued into at least the 5th
century.

One anomalous burial is mentioned in the report,
found in 1984 during the construction of a swimming
pool at Gaol Cottages. This was oriented north-south,
and Leach (1994b, 99) suggested that it was part of an
earlier, less formal cemetery, as had been recorded to
the south the town, or possibly a burial from the post-
medieval gaol. He suggested that only radiocarbon
dating could resolve this.

RADIOCARBON DATES

Since 1982 the more widespread use of radiocarbon
dating has discovered sites of the 5th and 6th
centuries, some of which were previously undated as
they were aceramic, and others that appeared to be the
latest phases of Roman sites. This led to the inclusion
of the radiocarbon dating of undated and late Roman
sites as one of the research aims (16.h) of the South
West Regional Research Agenda (Webster 2008,
282) and then to the ‘Arthur to Alfred” programme
of dating burials by Mick Aston (2011; Aston et al.
2013) funded by SANHS.

The cemetery at Northover provided a suitable site
to continue this work and possibly to bridge the gap
between a traditional ‘Roman’ cemetery and those
of the 5th, 6th and 7th centuries. Eight skeletons

(numbered HB1-HB8 in Leach 1994b) had been
exposed during the excavation, of which six were
excavated (HB1-HB6). These were reported on by
Juliet Rogers (1994) who identified two women, one
man, two infants and a seven-eight year-old. The Gaol
Cottage skeleton, a 17-19 year-old, was included in
the analysis. All of the skeletons were incomplete and
the surviving bones were fragmented.

For reasons that are not clear, all the skeletons that
were lifted came from the eastern part of the cemetery.
This does not seem to have been a policy during
excavation but it may be that the western burials were
deeper and therefore less inviting of disturbance.
This means that the dates provide little evidence for
internal chronology over most of the cemetery.

Six skeletons were found in the museum stores
at the Somerset Heritage Centre, five of which
corresponded to HBI1-HB4 and HB6 (Accession
number TTNCM 80/1988). One of the boxes
also contained a bag of bones which matched the
description of the Gaol Cottage burial. HB5 and
her lead coffin could not be located but were later
discovered on display in Ilchester Museum. Small
fragments of bone were selected from each skeleton
and submitted for dating to the Scottish Universities
Environmental Research Centre (Table 1).

The calibrated dates shown in Table 2 apply to
the individual dates, but as we can propose that the
dated burials (with the exception of Gaol Cottage) all
took place in a finite time between the earliest burial
(HBS) and the latest (HB6), and that the burials took
place randomly between these dates, it is possible to
apply a simple Bayesian analysis to model the dates
(Bayliss and Marshall 2022). It must be stressed that
the sample of burials is very small (0.4% of the 1,500
estimated by Leach 1994b, 97) and also that all the

TABLE 1 RADIOCARBON DATES AND ISOTOPIC FRACTIONS FROM
NORTHOVER, ILCHESTER, IN AGE ORDER

Burial Lab code :ali(ljalc‘))n 813C (%o) 15N (%o) CIN ratio
age BP
HB5 SUERC-103243 1746+28 -20.5 12.6 3.3
HB3 SUERC-100291 1741426 -21.4 13.0 3.3
HB4 SUERC-100292 1701426 -20.0 12.4 34
HB1 SUERC-100289 1649426 -18.3 14.6 3.3
HB2 SUERC-100290 1607+26 -21.4 10.6 3.7
HB6 SUERC-100293 1593+26 -20.7 11.0 3.1
Gaol Cottage SUERC-100297 1313£26 -19.9 9.9 3.2
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TABLE 2 RADIOCARBON DATES FROM NORTHOVER, ILCHESTER, IN DATE ORDER.
CALIBRATED AND MODELLED USING OXCAL 4 (BRONK RAMSEY 2009) AND THE INTCAL20
TERRESTRIAL CALIBRATION CURVE (REIMER ET AL. 2020), WITH THE EXCEPTION OF HBI
WHICH WAS CALIBRATED BY SUERC USING A MIXED TERRESTRIAL AND MARINE CURVE
(MARINE 20, HEATON ET AL. 2020). THE MARINE CONTRIBUTION WAS ASSESSED AS
32% AND THE REGIONAL OFFSET AS -150 + 52 YEARS.

Burial Lab code Radiocarbon age BP Calibrated date (20) Modelled date (26)
HB5 SUERC-103243 1746+28 240-410 cal AD 250-410 cal AD
HB3 SUERC-100291 1741£26 250-410 cal AD 250-410 cal AD
HB4 SUERC-100292 1701426 250-420 cal AD 260-420 cal AD
HB1 SUERC-100289 1649426 410-640 cal AD 410-570 cal AD
HB2 SUERC-100290 1607+26 410-540 cal AD 410-540 cal AD
HB6 SUERC-100293 1593426 420-550 cal AD 410-540 cal AD
Gaol
Cottage SUERC-100297 1313426 650-780 cal AD

burials came from the eastern part of the site. The
results of the Bayesian modelling are given in Table
2 and shown graphically in Fig. 2. The modelling
reduces the date ranges for the individual skeletons
slightly but these individual dates are not important;
it is the overall range of burial dates that is of interest.
The dates appear fall into two groups, one dating to
the later 3rd and 4th centuries and one in the 5th and
6th centuries, with a convenient boundary at AD 410,
the traditional date for the end of Roman control in
Britain! Re-running the model with the assumption
that two phases are represented, rather than continuous
random burial dates, however, produces no better
result and it seems that the 410 date is a product of a
sharp change in the gradient of the calibration curve
at around this point. Overall, the model estimates the
start of burial to lie in 110-400 cal AD, with an end in
430-660 cal AD.

While there appears not to be a chronological
split in the dates, there does appear to be a distinct
spatial element with, as suggested by Leach (1994b,
97), an expansion eastwards in the 5th century, over
ditch F6/32 and also northwards over F58/67. Leach
noted no change in the character of the burials in the
two areas, his suggestion of expansion being based on
some burials cutting ditch F6/32, which seems to have
been respected earlier (see Leach 1994b, fig. 28).

It would be easy to read too much into this very
small sample, but what is clear is that ‘Roman’-style
burial in a managed cemetery continued into the 5th
century, as James Gerrard (2015) suggested would be
found when such cemeteries were radiocarbon dated.
With a modelled end of burial of 430-660 cal AD it

is likely that burial continued into the 6th century as
well, meaning perhaps five generations were buried
after AD 400.

ISOTOPE ANALYSIS

Although not the primary aim of this research, stable
isotopes can be used to provide some evidence of the
diet of those buried, as has been done at the similar
cemeteries at Poundbury outside Dorchester (Richards
et al. 1998) and Lankhills outside Winchester (Booth
et al. 2010). The ratios of carbon (**C) and nitrogen
(*N) isotopes are different in marine and terrestrial
food sources and are also altered as they move
through the food chain. This showed that the people
buried in these cemeteries had a more varied diet
than has been assumed in the past, with more animal
and marine protein compared to plant sources. At
Poundbury the burials were divided into groups based
on date and social status (lead coffins and mausolea
were assumed to be higher status). The isotope results
were very similar for the Iron Age, lower status
Roman and post-Roman groups but a greater marine
component was evident in the lead coffin burials and
mausoleum burials, suggesting an even more varied
diet. Studies of faunal remains have suggested that
marine food sources were not utilised to any extent in
Roman Britain (Locker 2007) but the evidence from
Poundbury was only used by Locker to note that there
may have been a status element to fish consumption
rather than to calculate the marine component implied
by the 3*°C values. This higher status diet was not
evident in the only Northover coffined burial (HBS).
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Previous work at Ilchester has identified the presence
of fish remains, both freshwater and marine, together
with evidence for imported fish-based sauces so some
consumption should be apparent (Locker 1999).
Overall, some of the values for 6'*N were much
higher than those seen at Dorchester and Winchester,
and higher than would be expected in Britain. A
burial from Bath shows a similarly high value which
was interpreted as indicating an inhabitant of a hot
climate (Richards 2001). This interpretation was
supported by DNA analysis which suggested a North
African or Middle Eastern maternal origin for the
individual (Chandler 2001). The Winchester study
was undertaken in conjunction with examination
of the isotope ratios in food animal bones which
provided baseline data to compare to the humans
eating (or not eating) them (Cummings and Hedges
2010). This was not done at Bath or in the current
study but it is not believed (Richards 2001) that this
would overturn the suggestion that people from the
southern Mediterranean were present in Somerset in
the 5th and 6th centuries.

One burial, HB1 did return a high §“C value
(-18%o) suggesting a 32% marine component to the
diet. It is possible that this is status related but as HB1
was aged between 12 and 18 months at death, there
may be special circumstances, such as a fish-based
medical attempt to cure a disease which led to this
early death. HBI also had the highest 3°N value but
this would be expected in an exclusively breast-fed
child. The other infant (HB3) also had high 8N but
not much higher than the adults so may have been
weaned early.

GAOL COTTAGE BURIAL

The skeleton from Gaol Cottage has been left out
of the analysis above as it was so clearly different
in character. Peter Leach suggested on the basis of
the north-south orientation that this was an earlier
Roman burial, or possibly a post-medieval criminal.
The radiocarbon date indicates that neither is the case.
The calibrated dates fall into two ranges — 650-710
cal AD or 720-780 cal AD, around the time that the
Somerset area became part of Wessex. There is almost
nothing known about llchester at this date: a single
coin from ‘near Ilchester’ (Somerset HER 41993)
and three brooches (Somerset HER 53009). The
brooches were purchased by the British Museum in
1862 (nos 1862,0508.1-3), together with two Roman
brooches, from a collector with no known connection
to Somerset so their provenance must be suspect. No
other burials are known from the environs of Gaol
Cottage but the presence of this one may show some
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lingering sense of place as a suitable site for burial.
ILCHESTER AND ITS CEMETERIES

Roman llchester is surprisingly poorly understood,
despite the efforts of Peter Leach (1982a; 1994a),
principally as so little archaeological work has taken
place within the walls. Where seen, much of the
Roman archaeology has been disturbed by medieval
pits and most of the town is covered by post-medieval
buildings. There is little development pressure
compared to that in a larger town. The most recent
housing estates were built in the 1970s and 80s, before
the advent of developer-funded archaeology, with
very limited excavations beforehand. The major areas
that were excavated were for the road construction to
the south of the town in the Roman suburbs (Leach
1982a).

llchester lies at the lowest river crossing, above
the Somerset Levels, for the Fosse Way on its route
between Lincoln and Seaton, Devon. The first Roman
settlement was probably military as a possible fort
ditch has been recorded in several places (Leach
1994a, 4-5). This fort may have been one of a series
on the road system, with others such as Pomeroy
Wood, Honiton (Fitzpatrick et al. 1999) and possibly
Shepton Mallet (Leach and Evans 2001, 315). The
earliest buildings, both within the fort area and in the
suburbs had a military character suggesting to Leach
that there may have been a ‘depot’ to the south of the
fort, but a site just to the south of the legionary fortress
at Exeter that was previously similarly interpreted is
now considered to have been a civilian settlement
founded by the military (Bidwell 2021, 141-47).

The legal status of llchester is also uncertain.
Following the invasion of AD 43 the Roman
authorities seem to have incorporated new territory
into the empire by creating administrative regions
(civitates) based on pre-Roman tribal areas, each with
a town, but this does not seem to be the case in the
area of the Durotriges (Papworth 2008; 2011). The
Roman writer Ptolemy locates the Durotriges in the
Dorset area but the major settlement at Dorchester
seems to have been called Durnovaria without a
tribal suffix. The name Durotriges is however linked
to Ilchester; two inscriptions from Hadrian’s Wall
commemorate work by the civitas Durotrigum (or
Durotragum) Lendiniensis, and the 7th-century
Ravenna Cosmography lists a Lindinis (Stevens
1952, Papworth 2008; 2011). Stevens suggested
that the civitas was divided late in the Roman period
but doubt has been cast on this interpretation by
Fulford (2006) who noted that by this period the
province had been divided so that the governor of
the province in which the wall lay would not have



had control over working parties from the south.
Hodgson (2017, 110) further noted that the style of
the inscribed stones is 2nd or 3rd century and suggests
that they may be related to rebuilding of the wall by
Severus in the years before his death at York in 211.
Papworth’s (2008; 2011) detailed examination of the
archaeological evidence suggests that the Durotriges
may have had a weak tribal identity before the
conquest and this may have been maintained by the
conquerors as a result of Durotrigan opposition to
Vespasian’s legion, as appears to be recorded in his
biography. Durnovaria appears to have been founded
around 65-70 (Papworth 2011, 26), some 20 years
after the conquest and Lindinis may date to the same
time. Dorchester is over twice as large as llchester
(30ha as against 12ha) but otherwise they both seem
to be ‘normal’ civitas capitals: they were both later
walled and surrounded by villas, usually interpreted
as the residences of an elite around the centre of
local government. Both appear to have had regular
street plans, with cemeteries on the approach roads.
This contrasts with smaller settlements like Shepton
Mallet, which appear to have developed for economic
rather than administrative reasons and have a much
more informal layout with winding streets and burial
in plots within the settlement (Leach and Evans 2001).

In the later Roman period, there seems to have
been a change in the character of urbanism, with
many towns showing signs of a lack of investment
in public infrastructure. Whether this happened at
llchester is unknown due to the lack of evidence but
one change does seem to be visible: the construction
of large houses with mosaic floors similar to those
seen in the surrounding villas. This may be indicating
a decline in economic activity in the town and a
reliance on administrative importance. The one area
where archaeological evidence shows an increase in
activity is burial, with most of the recorded graves
being dated to the 4th century. These take two
forms: small numbers of graves aligned along the
boundaries of enclosures to the rear of properties
along the roads into the town, and the larger, more
organised cemetery at Northover with rows of east-
west burials, a pattern that is seen elsewhere (Petts
2003, 141-44). The first pattern of burial is also seen
at rural settlements where graves are sited along the
edges of, and aligned with, the fields adjacent to the
settlement, as at Yeovilton, 2.5km to the north (Lovell
2006). The Ilchester examples from the suburbs south
of the town are similarly placed in the fields behind
the roadside buildings. The number of burials here
is estimated at about 300 (Everton and Rogers 1982)
and the larger number at Northover might suggest a
larger catchment area and a strong reason to transport
the body from a distance.

THE DATE OF THE MANAGED ROMAN CEMETERY AT NORTHOVER, ILCHESTER

The relationship between these two modes of
burial has been examined by Petts (2003, 135-
57) who, while resisting the simple correlation of
west-east burial with Christianity, suggests that the
managed cemeteries were controlled by the church,
perhaps replacing a weakened local authority. It is
hard to assess the influence of Christian belief in the
late Roman period as little is recorded and what there
is suggests an indifference to disposal of the dead.
However, this rite does develop into the standard for
medieval Christianity and the dates from llchester
suggest an authority that survived the end of formal
Roman administration. In some places, late Roman
cemeteries developed into the sites for medieval
cathedrals based on a shrine around a founder’s grave,
but at llchester the picture is more complicated. The
church of St Andrews lies 200m north of the cemetery
and has good evidence to suggest an early foundation
(Dunning 1975), with its large estate recorded in
Domesday implying a Saxon minster. There is no
evidence to suggest that the Northover cemetery
extended as far north as this and it is possible that the
minster was founded on a new, ‘clean’ site in the later
7th century as has been suggested for other sites in
Somerset and Dorset (Hall 2005). If this explanation
is correct, it may hint that other Sth- and 6th-century
centres may be located close to, but not at, places
such as Taunton where radiocarbon dates suggest that
burials associated with a minster start around 650
(Webster 2016, 151-52).

The modelled radiocarbon dates from llchester
would allow burial to have continued until this time,
and there may be later burials that have not been
dated, particularly to the east if the cemetery was
expanding in that direction. This does not imply that
urban life continued in llchester for this long, but
it does suggest that the administrative system that
supported the cemetery continued, and that people
still felt that it was the appropriate place to transport
the dead for burial. These may be the inhabitants of
the villas around the town, if these continue as late as
now appears to be the case at Chedworth to the north
of Cirencester (Papworth 2021).

This evidence for the, often-suggested, continuity
of Roman institutions in western Britain reinforces
the need for scientific dating of sites that are so
obviously Roman that confirmation is not considered
to be necessary.
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OxCal v4.4.2 Bronk Ramsey (2020); r:5

(Sequence )
Boundary Start of E-W burial e
(Phase Burials )
R Date SUERC-103243 | el
R Date SUERC-100291 | =i
R_Date SUERC-100292 - -
R_Date SUERC-100289 S ———
R_Date SUERC-100290 .
R Date SUERC-100293 A |
Boundary End of E-W burial e e
 R_Date SUERC-100297 |-
e e ey ey
200 TBC/1AD 207 407 607 807

Modelled date (BC/AD)

Fig 2. Probability distributions of radiocarbon dates from Northover cemetery with
beginning and end dates modelled using OxCal 4 (Bronk Ramsey 2009).
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