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ABSTRACT 
Human remains were discovered unexpectedly during the underpinning of the foundations of 
The New House at Combe.  The archaeological recording and excavation of the burial 
demonstrated that the construction workers’ machine-dug trench had cut obliquely through 
the fill of a grave.  This was rectangular in plan and aligned on a north-west to south-east 
axis.  It had been cut from the base of the modern topsoil and mostly lay below the 
foundations of The New House. 
 
The burial proved to be an adult, possibly female, placed on the left side with flexed legs and 
the head to the north-west.  Handmade iron nails were found in two distinct layers, mainly 
behind the head and feet with a few at the side of the inhumation.  A number of these had 
mineralised wood adhering to the shafts and would have been from a plain, plank-built 
wooden coffin.  A series of iron hobnails and plates or leather clips from the footwear 
identified the burial as Roman. 
 
The evidence does not allow for precise phasing, but the character of the burial suggests that 
it is most likely to date between the late second and fourth centuries AD.  It is probable that 
the inhumation is accompanied by other burials in a small cemetery, almost certainly 
associated with an undiscovered Roman settlement somewhere in the immediate vicinity of 
The New House. 
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1 PROJECT BACKGROUND 
 

Human remains were discovered unexpectedly by building contractors, Oborne and 
Andrews, during the underpinning of the foundations of The New House at Combe as 
part of the construction work for an extension (Planning Application No. 
03/00666/House).  The architect, Richard Springford, acting on behalf of the owners, 
Mr. and Mrs. Stuart Fiertz, contacted West Berkshire Heritage Service for advice. 
 
The Archaeological Consultant for West Berkshire Council, Mike Lang-Hall, 
recommended the recording and excavation of the remains.  Accordingly, Mr. and 
Mrs. Fiertz commissioned Berkshire Archaeological Services to carry out the 
fieldwork and produce a report on the findings. 

 
 
2 THE SITE 
 
2.1 Site Location and Description 
 

The New House is located in the village of Combe, some five miles to the south-east 
of Hungerford.  The existing house is situated in the north-eastern part of a large 
garden backing onto open farmland.  The burial was discovered in one of the slots cut 
for underpinning the foundations, close to the south-east corner of the house at 
National Grid Reference SU 37206 60998 (Figure 1). 
 
 

2.2 Topography 
 

 The site lies at the head of a south facing combe within a sharply divided chalk 
downland landscape.  The land falls from approximately 180 to 175 metres above 
Ordnance Datum (OD) within the garden of The New House.  To the north of the 
property boundary, the southern slope of Walbury Hill rises steeply to 297 metres 
above OD.  This marks one of the highest points on the scarp slope of the Downs 
overlooking the Kennet Valley.  

 
 
2.3 Geology 
  

The Geological Survey of England and Wales has mapped Middle Chalk across the 
area occupied by The New House (Sheet 283 for Andover).  This deposit was formed 
in Late Cretaceous times between approximately 97 and 65 million years ago. 
 
The trenches for the underpinning of the foundations revealed Head deposits (Figure 
2, contexts 5, 6 and 7) overlying the Middle Chalk (Figure 2, context 8) below The 
New House.  These are of more recent Pleistocene origin with a potential date range 
between 1.64 million years ago and the late Devensian Glaciation some 18,000 years 
ago.  Head deposits occur commonly in chalk combes and result from solifluction or 
down-slope erosion during episodes of thawing and freezing under arctic, periglacial 
conditions. 
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2.4 The Archaeological Setting 
 

The earliest indication of human activity in the area is centred on the chalk ridge to the 
north of Combe and dates to the Mesolithic (10,000 to 4,000 BC) and Neolithic 
periods (4,000 to 2,400 BC).  Apart from occasional finds of worked flint from 
Walbury Hill and the land to the east, the evidence includes the substantial remains of 
an early Neolithic long barrow at Combe Gibbet.  This monument would have been 
the focus of various funerary rituals and as is typical of the period, will contain a 
series of communal burials. 
 
There is no evidence for the subsequent use of the area until the middle Bronze Age 
(1400 to 1000 BC), when a Globular Urn was buried on southern side of Walbury 
Hill.  This site continued to be used during the late Bronze Age (1000 to 600 BC) and 
Iron Age (600 BC to AD 43), when the ramparts of the hillfort were constructed.  
Evidence for contemporary cultivation can be seen on aerial photographs which show 
the position of former field boundaries around Walbury.  These extend down the 
southern flanks of the hill to within approximately 200 metres of The New House. 
 
Previous records of Roman finds (AD 43 to 410) in the vicinity of Combe are limited 
to pottery found on Walbury Hill and a single worn bronze coin of the late first to 
early second century AD from the village.  The coin was found at Keepers Bungalow, 
Lower Farm, about 250 metres east of The New House. 
 
A post-Roman presence in the area is indicated by a Saxon coin hoard from Walbury 
car park.  However, it wasn’t until the Medieval period that there is convincing 
evidence for occupation within Combe itself. 

 
 
3 THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE DISCOVERY AND THE EXCAVATION METHODS  
 

The original foundations of The New House consisted of a concrete raft 0.25 metres 
thick, which extended beyond the base of the house wall for a distance of 0.22 metres.  
These foundations were being underpinned as part of the construction work for the 
extension.  This involved machine digging a series of rectangular slots against the 
edge of the concrete raft, measuring some 1.7 metres long by 0.6 metres wide (Figure 
2).  These were then cut back under the concrete raft for an additional distance of 0.5 
metres to a depth of between 1.0 and 0.9 metres below its base (Figure 2).  
 
The construction workers spotted human bone in the machine bucket when digging 
the slot in the south-east corner of The New House.  Their trench had cut obliquely 
through the fill of a grave, over-cutting its base by 0.25 to 0.28 metres (Figure 2).  The 
machine had removed the bones of the left arm, right scapula and both hands, while it 
had cut the ulna and radius of the right arm and the femur of the left leg.  It had also 
removed the right leg, part of the pelvis and a large portion of the femur and the tibia 
and fibula of the left leg, together with most of the bones of both feet.  The machine-
cut section had been undermined at the north-west end of the grave and the skull had 
been disturbed, while the cervical vertebra and clavicles were missing.  The 
construction workers collected some, but not all of the bone removed by the machine 
(Section 5.3, Table 3), together with a coffin nail (Section 5.1, Table 1). 
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A Home Office licence for the removal of human remains was obtained prior to the 
commencement of the archaeological work.  This was issued under Section 25 of the 
Burial Act of 1857 (Licence Number A4970) and the in situ remains were lifted with 
‘due care and attention to decency’ as prescribed in the conditions of the licence. 
 
The archaeological work took place over a day and a half on the 20th and 21st January 
2004.  It involved cleaning and recording the section followed by the excavation and 
recording of the undisturbed part of the burial and grave fill.  Due to concerns over 
undermining the foundations of the house, excavation was confined to the lower fill of 
the grave above the coffin nails and inhumation.  The position of each of the iron 
coffin nails was recorded during the excavation.  Although the location of the burial 
below the house prevented the use of a level, the vertical position of the nails was 
projected onto the drawn section. 

 
 
4 THE EXCAVATION RESULTS 
 
4.1 The Grave 
 

The grave was rectangular in plan and was aligned on a north-west to south-east axis, 
measuring 2.12 metres in length and 0.68 metres in width (Figure 2).  To the north-
east of the concrete raft, the cut was visible from the base of the modern topsoil and 
had a maximum depth of 1.05 metres (Figure 2, F9, context 10).  To the south-west, 
approximately 0.35 metres of the upper part of the grave had been truncated by the 
original foundations of The New House (Figure 2, context 4). 
 
The grave had been cut through the relatively soft Head deposits (Figure 2, contexts 5, 
6 and 7) to the top of the Middle Chalk (Figure 2, context 8).  It had been backfilled 
with a brown (10YR5/3) silt loam containing 25% small to medium angular chalk and 
2% medium angular flint (Figure 2, context 10). 

 
 
4.2 The Coffin 
 

Sixteen handmade iron coffin nails, some with mineralised wood attached, were found 
in two distinct layers towards the bottom of the grave (Section 5.1).  The upper group 
were 0.15 to 0.22 metres above the base of the grave cut, and the lower group were on 
the floor of the grave or 0.05 metres above.  The majority of the coffin nails were 
found at the south-eastern end of the grave where there had been less machine 
disturbance.  Examples were also recovered from the north-western end and from the 
centre of the burial just behind the pelvis and adjacent to the upper end of the left 
femur.   
 
The character and position of the nails suggest a simple plank-built coffin which 
would have been 1.6 metres in length and 0.5 metres in width.  This is notably shorter 
than the grave which extended an additional 0.4 metres to the south-east and 0.12 
metres to the north-west. 
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4.3 The Inhumation 
 
Much of the skeleton had been removed during the machining.  The in situ remains 
were confined to the left scapula, right humerus and part of the ulna and radius; the 
ribs and main vertebral column (thoracic and lumbar vertebrae); part of the pelvis and 
upper portion of the left femur; and a few foot bones (Figure 2; and Section 5.3, Table 
2).  However, the burial was sufficiently intact for the recovery of evidence for 
orientation, position, date, age and sex. 

 
The inhumation was lying on its left side with the head to the north-west (Figure 2).  
Although the skull had been disturbed, an impression of the back of the cranium 
survived in the grave fill, indicating that the face would have been to the north-east.  
The position of the upper part of the left femur suggested that the legs were flexed.   
 
Some of the bones from one foot remained in situ towards the south-eastern end of the 
grave.  A series of iron hobnails and plates or leather clips from the sole of a heavy 
shoe or sandal were situated immediately south-east of these bones.  The hobnails and 
cleats from a second shoe or sandal lay immediately to the north-east, extending 
across the machine dug section.  The occurrence of this type of footwear in the grave 
indicates a Roman date, while the orientation suggests a pagan burial. 
 
The cranial sutures are closed and the epiphyses are fused indicating an adult burial.  
This is supported by the extensive wear of the one surviving molar which points to a 
mature individual, while the angle of the lower jaw is more typically female although 
this is by no means certain.  

 
 
5 THE FINDS 
 
5.1 The Iron Coffin Nails 
 

Sixteen handmade iron nails, weighing 154 grams, were recovered from the grave 
(Table 1).  Some, particularly at the north-western end of the burial, would have been 
removed during the machining.  Indeed, one of these with a broken shank was 
collected by the building contractors.  
 
The heads of the nails are flat and set horizontally to the shanks which have a square 
to rectangular section.  The only complete example tapers at the tip and is 65 mm. in 
length (Table 1).  A second nail with a broken tip and a length of 63 mm. is likely to 
have been of similar dimensions. 
 
Most of the nail heads vary between 17 and 20 mm. in diameter and belong to a class 
of functional rather than decorative types (Manning 1985, Type 1).  This group is sub-
divided according to the shape of the head and in this particular case round (Manning 
1985, Type 1a), sub-square (Manning 1985, Type 1b) and oval (Manning 1985, Type 
1c) examples are represented (Table 1).  Ten of the nails have mineralised wood from 
the coffin attached to their shanks (Table 1). 
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SF No. No. Wt. (gms.) Position Description 
NA 1 7 Unstratified Coffin nail with a sub-square head of 17 by 20 

mm. and a broken shank (Type 1b) 
1 1 12 Grave floor, centre of 

S.W. side 
Coffin nail with an oval head diameter of 15 to 18 
mm., a bent shank (65 mm. long) and mineralised 
wood (Type 1c) 

2 2 22 0.05 m. above grave 
floor, W. corner 

Coffin nails with round heads of 17 to 20 mm. and 
broken shanks (Type 1a) 

3 1 3 0.22 m. above grave 
floor, E. corner 

Broken coffin nail shank with mineralised wood 

4 2 23 0.18 m. above grave 
floor, E. corner 

Coffin nails with round heads of 18 to 20 mm. and 
broken shanks, one with mineralised wood (Type 
1a) 

5 2 31 0.20 m. above grave 
floor, S. corner 

Coffin nails with sub-square heads of 18 by 20 
mm., one with a shank of  63 mm. long, the other 
broken, both with mineralised wood (Type 1b). 

6 1 11 0.15 m. above grave 
floor, S. corner 

Coffin nail with a round head of 18 mm., a broken 
shank and mineralised wood (Type 1a) 

7 1 6 0.05 m. above grave 
floor, E. corner 

Broken and bent nail shank with mineralised wood 

8 1 7 Grave floor, S. corner Coffin nail with a sub-square head of 18 by 20 
mm., a broken shank and mineralised wood (Type 
1b) 

9 1 12 0.05 m. above grave 
floor, S. corner 

Coffin nail with a round head of 18 mm., a broken 
shank and mineralised wood (Type 1a) 

10 2 11 0.05 m. above grave 
floor, S. corner 

Coffin nails with incomplete heads and broken 
shanks 

11 1 9 Grave floor, centre of 
S.W. side 

Coffin nail with an oval head of 12 to 18 mm. and 
a broken shank (Type 1c) 

Totals 16 154   
Table 1: Catalogue of iron coffin nails (‘SF No.’ refers to special find number and 
the typology follows Manning 1985) 

 
 
5.2 The Iron Hobnails and Plates 
 

Fifty-eight individual hobnails, weighing 78 grams, and four fused pairs of hobnails, 
weighing 12 grams, remained in situ at the south-eastern end of the grave.  These have 
domed heads with diameters of 10 to 13 mm. and stems with a length of 13 to 14 mm.  
 
The hobnails were found in association with two iron plates or leather clips, weighing 
20 grams, and the incomplete remains of a third, weighing two grams.  Both of the 
spikes on one of the plates are intact, while the second plate has only one spike and 
the third has none. A fourth plate with one intact spike and fused to a hobnail, with a 
total weight of nine grams, was collected from the machine spoil by the building 
contractors.  
 
There are three types of Roman footwear with hobnails from sites in Britain (Clarke 
1978), which have been preserved relatively intact, including a studded shoe (the 
calceus), a sandal (the solea) and a military boot (the caliga).  All are made from 
several layers of leather held together by the hobnails (Clarke 1978).  In this particular 
case a studded shoe or sandal is most likely.   
 
The position of the hobnails in the grave indicated that the footwear was below or to 
the south-east of the feet, within the coffin.  It is possible that the shoes or sandals 
were worn by the individual when buried, but they could equally have been placed in 
the grave close to the feet. 
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5.3 The Human Bone 
  

The human bone was cleaned carefully with a soft brush according to the 
recommendations outlined in a technical paper published by the Institute of Field 
Archaeologists (McKinley and Roberts 1993).  The bone has been catalogued (Tables 
2 and 3), but has not been submitted for detailed analysis by a specialist due to the 
incomplete character of the skeleton and the poor condition of many of the bones. 

  
Area of body Bone Condition Completeness 
Shoulder Left scapula Poor Broken 
Right Arm Humerus 

Ulna 
Radius 

Good 
Good 
Good 

Complete 
Broken 
Broken 

Ribcage Rib shafts 
Head of ribs 

Poor 
Poor 

Six large and 14 small fragments 
Eight fragments 

Backbone Thoracic and lumbar 
vertebrae 

Very poor Remains of 12 vertebrae in poor condition 
(five missing) 

Pelvis Left ilium 
Sacrum 

Poor 
Poor 

Mostly complete 
Top only  

Left Leg Femur Good Head and upper part of shaft  
Foot Talus 

Cuneiform bones 
Metatarsals 
Proximal phalanges 

Fairly good 
Fairly good 
Fairly good 
Fairly good 

Complete 
Two present and complete 
All present and virtually complete 
Two present virtually complete 

 Table 2: Catalogue of in situ bone 
 
 

Area of body Bone Condition Completeness 
Skull – frontal, occipital, 
parietal and temporal 
bone 

Good Skull complete at the back and at the front to 
half way across orbits including the upper 
part of the nasal bone.  Palate damaged and 
lower half of face missing 

Head 

Skull fragments Good  19 present from the palate and facial area 
Lower jaw Mandible  Good Right half only present 
Teeth Molar 

Bicuspid 
Upper incisor 

Good 
Good 
Good 

One only present – very worn 
One only present with cavity 
One only present 

Shoulder Clavicle Fairly good Half only present 
Arms Head of left humerus 

Shaft of left humerus 
Shafts of ulna and radius 

Fairly good 
Fairly good 
Fairly good 

Joint is split and damaged 
Central portion only – split and damaged 
Both broken 

Legs Right and left femur 
 
Left and right tibia 

Good 
 
Fairly good 

Both broken – shafts, part of lower articular 
ends and head of right femur present 
Both broken and damaged 

Foot Cuneiform bones 
 
Metatarsal 

Fairly good 
 
Poor 

Two present, one complete and the other 
damaged 
Broken and split 

Uncertain Fragments Poor Five small bone fragments 
 Table 3: Catalogue of disturbed bone collected from the machine spoil 

 
The damp ground conditions prevailing at the time of excavation meant that the bone 
had absorbed a substantial amount of water and was soft.  This contributed to the 
extent of the machine damage.  Many of the bones, including the left femur, part of 
the pelvis and the right ulna and radius had been cut directly by the bucket.  Others, 
mainly the ribs, had been damaged by the impact.   
 
Apart from the machine damage, the condition of the bones from various parts of the 
skeleton vary considerably.  Bone in chalky or calcareous deposits is normally well 
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preserved and this is reflected by the skull, and long bones.  Some of the more fragile, 
softer bones, however, are in poor condition and this is particularly the case with the 
vertebrae and the ribs.  These were resting close to the base of the grave at the 
interface between the Head deposits (Figure 2, context 7) and the underlying Middle 
Chalk (Figure 2, context 8).  It is probable that the poor condition of this part of the 
skeleton is due to the relatively high clay content in the Head deposits. 

 
 
6 DISCUSSION 
 

Apart from its intrinsic interest, the discovery of a Roman burial at The New House 
provides important new evidence for an early phase of occupation at Combe.  The 
information available from other rural sites in southern Britain suggests that 
individuals were normally buried in small cemeteries near to settlements.  In this case, 
the situation at the head of a south facing combe is a prime location for Roman 
occupation.  This may be a villa, but could equally be a farmstead, hamlet or small 
village-like settlement.  The economy would have been largely agricultural and it is 
quite possible that the field system on the southern slopes of Walbury Hill was being 
cultivated during the Roman period. 
 
By implication it is most likely that The New House inhumation is associated with 
other burials in a small cemetery.  The orientation of the grave is typically pagan and 
the alignment was probably determined by a contemporary boundary.  At sites like the 
Roman cemeteries at Lankhills and Victoria Road in Winchester, and Poundbury and 
Woodyates in Dorset the graves were aligned on major features such as roads (Clarke 
1978). 
 
While the precise chronology of the burial within the Roman period is uncertain, the 
evidence suggests that it is more likely to date between the late second and fourth 
centuries AD.  Inhumations with hobnails occur in increasing numbers during the late 
second and third centuries AD, although earlier examples are recorded (Philpott 
1991).  By the fourth century AD this practice seems to have reached its florescence 
with the majority of dated burials belonging to this phase (ibid.).  A similar trend is 
reflected by the use of wooden coffins, which become far more common by the later 
second century AD and then appear to decline during the second half of the fourth 
century AD (ibid.). 
 
The shape and dimensions of the grave are fairly typical for the Roman period.  The 
late Roman graves at Poundbury in Dorset, for example, were similarly rectangular 
with an average length of 2.11 metres, width of 0.76 metres and depth of 1.27 metres 
(Farwell and Molleson 1993).  The evidence from The New House points to the use of 
a plain, plank-built wooden coffin.  The nail types used are generally regarded as 
functional rather than decorative (Mills 1993) and there is no evidence for elaborate 
coffin fittings.  The position of the nails mostly at the head and foot of the grave, with 
a few at the sides, is very similar to the patterns recorded at Poundbury (Farwell and 
Molleson 1993) and elsewhere.   
 
The position of the individual on the left side with flexed legs is more unusual, 
particularly for an adult (Philpott 1991).  This type of posture occurs in only 7% of the 
burials at Lankhills, Winchester (Clarke 1978), 2.7% at Bath Gate, Cirencester 
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(Philpott 1991) and more occasionally at other sites in the south-west (Farwell and 
Molleson 1993).  Roman burials were more normally laid on their backs (Farwell and 
Molleson 1993; and Philpott 1991).  There is evidence that at least some of the adults 
lying on their sides were suffering from osteo-arthritis and it has been suggested that 
this determined the laying-out position (Philpott 1991).  While this may have been 
true of some burials, it could also reflect contrasting local traditions, or as at Lankhills 
changes in funeral rites through time (Clarke 1978). 
 
The placement of footwear in graves is a recurrent theme during the Roman period.  
Offerings of this type are associated with both sexes (Clarke 1978) and are recorded in 
over 120 locations, with a marked concentration in central southern England (Philpott 
1991).  Previously recorded sites include three in West Berkshire on the Roden Downs 
at Compton, at Lambourn and at Upper Lambourn (ibid.).  These, like so many others 
with hobnailed footwear, were buried in the Roman countryside rather than in urban 
settings, where people may have more commonly worn a soft soled boot or carbatina 
(ibid.).   
 
In a large proportion of the graves the shoes or sandals were found placed away from 
the feet (Clarke 1978).  In cases where the hobnails were associated with the feet, as at 
The New House, they may have been laid adjacent to the burial rather than being worn 
(Clarke 1978).  It has been suggested that the footwear was provided to aid an 
individual in their journey to the underworld (Farwell and Molleson 1993; and 
Philpott 1991), or for their use in the afterlife (Philpott 1991). 
 
The absence of any other grave-goods with the burial at The New House is typical of 
an inhumation with hobnailed footwear, although it is possible that artefacts may have 
been lost to the machine.  Burials of this type are rarely accompanied by rich furniture, 
but were often placed in wooden coffins rather than being simply wrapped in a shroud 
(Philpott 1991).  This has been interpreted as evidence for individuals who belonged 
to the middle ranks of society (ibid.). 
 
Whether or not this was the case at The New House is uncertain.  It is, however, more 
than apparent that this particular person was buried with care.  The funeral rites reflect 
Roman traditions which had become widespread in the countryside of central southern 
England.  There are also hints of a belief in the afterlife which is known to us in far 
greater detail from the classical sources. 

 
 
7 THE ARCHIVE 

 
The site archive, skeletal remains and other finds have been kindly donated to West 
Berkshire Museum by Mr. and Mrs. Fiertz.  They will be deposited under Site 
Accession Number NEBYM: 2004.1. 
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