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TWO BRONZE AGE BURIALS NEAR PILSGATE, 
LINCOLNSHIRE 

FRANCIS PRYOR 

With a report on the skeletal material 
by 

Calvin Wells 

The circumstances of the find 
ON 15 August i'i gravel digging at the Nene Barge and Lighter Company's 
Barnack Road gravel pit revealed a crouched inhumation and a quantity of burnt 
earth and charcoal which was rightly assumed to be part of a cremation. Work was 
ordered to stop at once, and Messrs L. Tebbutt and R. F. Grimwood examined the 
remains. They also recovered several fragments of calcined and unburnt bone that 
had fallen down the quarry face at the time of discovery. This examination confirmed 
that the burials were indeed ancient and Mr J. C. Langton, the agent of Burghley 
Estates, kindly gave us permission, on Lord Exeter's behalf, to excavate. It was Lord 
Exeter's wish that the material be deposited in Stamford Museum for study and 
display. 

Location 
The gravel pits referred to above are located north of Barnack Road, midway between 
Stamford and Pilsgate,.about half a mile due north of Burghley House, and less than 
a quarter of a mile south of the River Welland. The site is located at TF 049069, and 
lies in the Welland valley about 70 feet above Ordnance Datum (Fig. i). 

THE EXCAVATIONS 

Salvage excavations took place on 17 August 1971. Before work on the two burials 
began, the quarry manager kindly allowed us to use the dragline that had originally 
unearthed the burials. Although the machine was not ideal for the purpose, we were 
able to strip an area near the burials of about 15 metres square, in order to anticipate 
any further discoveries that might again delay gravel working. However, despite a 
most careful search, no traces of occupation, ring-ditches, or further burials were 
discovered. 

Unfortunately, it was impossible to determine the stratigraphical relationship of the 
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Fig. i. Pilsgate and comparable Bronze Age burials. 
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Plate II. Pilsgate. The inhumation before excavation. 
Scale in inches and centimetres. 

two features as quarrying operations had removed large quantities of gravel from 
around the burials (Plate I). 

The inhumation 
The body lay on its right side in a crouched position (Plate II), aligned approximately 
SW—NE, the head to the SW. The bones had been so disturbed that it was not 
possible to determine whether the legs or arms had been crossed. What remained of 
the filling of the grave indicated that the pit dug to receive the body had been a 
large one, there being room for at least one more crouched body. The filling of the 
grave consisted of a dark brown coarse sandy loam of a uniform texture. There was a 
sharp, unweathered transition between the dark filling of the grave and the paler 
river gravels of the quarry. 

The cremation 
The cremation pit was situated approximately 70 cm north of the inhumation. To 
judge by the quantity of pit filling that had been dumped near the cremation, about 
half of this feature had been removed in the process of discovery. This loose filling 
was thoroughly sifted and the search revealed a few fragments of calcined bone. The 
layers revealed in the north—south section A—B (Fig. 2) were as follows. 

Layer i: dark orange-brown coarse sandy loam with gravel inclusions. 
Layer 2: red-brown very coarse loamy sand. 
Layer : red-orange burnt coarse sandy loam. 
Layer : charcoal and very dark coarse sandy loam. 
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Fig. 2. Pilsgate: the cremation pit in plan and semi-diagrammatic section. 
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Fig. 3.  Pilsgate. i-i, calcined flints from cremation pit filling; 4,  amber beads and 5, flint knife 
from inhumation. Scale . 
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FRANCIS PRYOR 

The surviving portion of the cremation pit was semi-circular and steep sided. The 
bottom had been much affected by heat. The gravel was reddened and larger stones 
had been fire-cracked. 

THE FINDS 

The inhumation 

Flint. One struck blade knife with a marked keel on its upper surface, and retouch confined to the 
edges, was found by Mr Grimwood in the grave filling 'near the skeleton' (Fig. 3,  no.  ). The flint 
used is of good quality and cream in colour. 

Amber. 12 amber beads (Fig. 3, flO.  4), were found in the sandy loam grave filling that adhered to 
the inside of the lower jaw. Four were of the truncated biconical type, and the remaining eight were 
thin, drum-shaped disc beads. The amber was in very poor condition. In form these beads closely 
resemble the jet beads found at Snailwell, Barrow C.' Both shapes, however, are common in 
southern Britain. 

The cremation (P1. III and Fig. 2) 

Flint. Three, possibly four, partly calcined piano-convex knives (Fig. 3,  nos. 1-3), were found within 
the charcoal and burning of Layer 4.  Flake scars were slightly obscured by the partial calcination of 
the flint, but it could be seen that on each knife flakes had been removed over the whole of the dorsal 
surface. Knives of a similar form have been found locally at Sutton- and Snailwell, Barrow A, 
Cremation II. 

Pottery 

Food vessel (Fig. 4, no. i). Sherds of a cord-decorated food vessel of Yorkshire vase type were found 
in Layer i. The twisted cord impressions are deepest on the flared internal bevel. Cord impressions 
are also deep below and just above the shoulder. The rim impressions are slightly less deep and 
those on the neck are shallow and irregular. Examination of the fabric revealed the following. 
(a) Shell is the principal tempering material; (b) there is also a significant addition of grog; (c) the 
fabric is dark towards the inside of the vessel; (d) sintering indicates that the pot had been well 
fired. 

Secondary series collared urn (Fig. 4, flO. 2). The urn was found in an inverted position, about six 
inches below the surface, near the edge of the cremation pit (Fig. 2), in Layer i. Nothing was found 
beneath the vessel. It is undecorated apart from a shallow cord-impressed chevron design around 
the collar. The execution of this decoration is somewhat haphazard, and it would appear to have 
been applied with short, straight lengths of twisted cord. Examination of the fabric revealed the 
following. (a) Shell is the principal tempering material; (b) there is only very slight evidence that 
grog had been used; (c) the fabric is black towards the inside of the vessel; (d) the clay had been 
very poorly fired. 

' T. C. Lethbridge, 'Excavation of the Snailwell Group of Bronze Age Barrows', Proc. Camb. 
Ant. Soc. xLii, 35 and p1. VIlla. 

2  N. Smedley and E. Owles, 'Pottery of the Early and Early Middle Bronze Age in Suffolk', 
Proc. Suffolk Inst. Arch. xxix, fig. 26. 

Lethbridge, loc. cit. fig. ii. 
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Fig. 4.  Pilsgate. Pottery from cremation pit filling. Scale . 
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General fabric comparison. The clays used for both vessels were similar, but that of the food vessel 
without the large quartz grains of the collared urn. The food vessel is much harder and was finer,  

better fired than the urn. The external colour of both vessels is a pale reddish-brown, but the urn is 
perhaps slightly darker. 

THE BONES 

The inhumation 
The remains consist of human bones: a badly fragmented skull, with some much-
broken and defective post-cranial remains. 

The sex of this person is difficult to assess because of the poor condition of the 
fragments, the absence of such key elements as the pelvis, and the conflicting nature 
of what remains. The overall gracility of the skeleton would undoubtedly suggest a 
female if it were of Anglo-Saxon or Bronze Age date. It may, however, be a racial 
characteristic, falling within the normal range of variation of Neolothic males, in 
whom the bones are very distinctly more slender and delicate. Both mastoid pro-
cesses survive. They are quite large and -sturdily built and suggest a male. The small 
fragments of orbital margin are ambiguous, as is the frontal sinus, whilst the light 
mandible again suggests a female. On balance it may be that, if this is Neolothic, it is 
a man; if Bronze Age, Iron Age or Anglo-Saxon it is more likely to be a woman. 

The age of this person can be estimated on cranial and dental evidence to be in the 
3 5-5o range. 

The fragmented skull can be reconstructed only with a considerable degree of 
uncertainty and even then is too defective to measure with confidence. It is a blunt 
ovoid in norma verticalis. Its length appears to be close to 175 mm, its breadth about 
137 mm, which would make it mesocranial with a cranial index of 783. It does not 
resemble the long, narrow skull typical of Neolithics, nor the large, globular and 
rugged Bronze Age type. The frontal bone seems to rise rather steeply from negligible 
brow ridges, which is an Anglo-Saxon rather than an Iron Age feature. However, it 
is far too defective to estimate its racial affinity with any reliability. 

Loose or in situ 27 teeth survive, and the dental state seems to be: 

8o65.3211 02 

07654320100305670 
plus ten loose teeth. 

Attrition is heavy. Deposits of tartar occur on most teeth. Caries is present on i 
loose premolar and 3  loose molars - cervical in each instance. Some alveolar erosion 
from paradontal disease is present. / 

Post-cranial remains include: fragments of atlas, axis and about ten other verte-
brae; some pieces of scapula; the bodies of two lightly built clavicles; and some scraps 
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of rib. A few fragments of long bones survive and include part of a lightly built 
humerus which, nevertheless, has moderately well-developed muscle markings. 
Fragments of femoral and tibial shafts suggest that the lower limbs were dispropor-
tionately sturdier than the arms and shoulder girdle. This might, perhaps, suggest 
that this person followed the occupation of pastoralist, rather than agriculturist. 

Both femora are strongly platymeric, their diameters being: 

L 
Fe Di 	208 	202 

Fe D2 	 332 	323 
Meric index 	626 	625 

Fragments of the left radius can be reconstructed to give a length of about 230 mm. 
This would correspond to a stature of about 1666 mm (5 ft  54 in.) if male, 16395 mm 

(5 ft  41  in.) if female. 

Pathology 
The glenoid fossa of the left temporal bone has been much remodelled by severe 
osteoarthritis. Both mandibular condyles are damaged but it is clear that the left one 
was markedly arthritic. These changes in the temporo-mandibular joint reinforce the 
dental evidence of a tough, coarse diet but they may also imply some further damage 
to the joint: perhaps recurrent dislocation or traumatic injury from a blow. 

A trace of osteoarthritis is present on one cervical and two lumbar vertebral frag-
ments and would indicate reaction to some sort of spinal strain or injury. 

Summary 
The poor state of these remains, and the ambiguity of what there is, leaves much 
doubt as to the sex, age and racial affinity of this person. 

The cremation 
The remains consist of about i 8o fragments of human bone; almost all are very small 
but a few larger pieces are present. The biggest is a fragment of femoral shaft 93  mm 
in length. 

Most fragments are approximately identifiable, many precisely so. 
The remains include: fragments of cranial vault, some of which show unfused or 

partly fused sutures; a petrous temporal (as is very common in cremated material); 
a few other scraps of cranial base; the lateral wall of the right orbit (this suggests that 

ANT LXV 2 
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the orbit was low and rather small). Parts of at least eleven vertebrae are identifiable 
and a few scraps of pelvis, scapulae and ribs. Numerous pieces of long bones are 
present and are of light, slender build, but there is evidence that markings for muscle 
attachments were fairly well developed. This would indicate that this person was 
lithe and sinewy, rather than sturdy in build with really powerful muscles. A few very 
small articular fragments suggest that the limb joints were small and compact. A 
fragment of metacarpal and two phalanges of fingers indicate rather delicately built 
hands. 

A few further observations and inferences may be extracted from these remains. 
(I) In spite of the general gracility of the bones this was almost certainly a man. 

His age is difficult to assess. No unfused epiphyses are recognizable and the 
estimate hangs on little more than the unreliable character of cranial suture fusion. 
The few surviving scraps suggest 30-40 years as a likely range. 

At least one fragment of the body of a lumbar vertebra has the remains of a 
well-marked osteophytotic upping. This would indicate that this man underwent 
fairly heavy strains and trauma to his lower spine. It could have resulted from tree 
felling, building earthworks, etc. 

A tiny fragment of the neck of a talus is present and shows part of a small 
squatting facet. This would point to squatting, hams to heel, as a normal position of 
rest (e.g. in a benchless hut), or suggest some occupation involving a crouched 
position - which is perhaps less likely. 	 . 

The bones are, in general, very much underfired. The relative appearance of 
different bones makes it almost certain that the body was laid on the ground and the 
funeral pyre erected over it. There is little distortion or warping of the fragments and 
this suggests (a) that the cremation was carried out rather slowly at a low, inadequate 
temperature (probably less than 80 °C) and (b) that this man had very little fat on 
his body - which, in turn, would suggest that death was due to a wasting, rather than 
an acute illness. Or he may have been chronically undernourished. 

The appearance of the few surviving hand bones makes it likely that the arms 
and hands were placed on top of the body - not under the buttocks, as sometimes 
occurred. 

Fragments from most parts of the body are present and, by average standards, 
the collection and preservation of the remains seem to have been quite efficiently 
carried out. This leads one to wonder whether the absence of jaw fragments has any 
ritual significance. Pieces of mandible commonly survive cremation in good condi-
tion. Their absence here may indicate their retention for ritual reasons - or perhaps 
as souvenirs of the departed by his relatives. 

There is no evidence of more than one person in these remains. 
The only non-human remains recognizable in this cremation are two fragments 

of a 'splint' bone: perhaps a metacarpal or the fibula of a very small horse. 
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