
ART. VII — The Roman Cremation Cemetery in New Field, Birdoswald
By TONY WILMOTT

THE Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies (1985) regarded the location
and excavation of cemeteries as the most urgent research priority for the

military sites of Roman Britain, as cemeteries in the northern military zone are very
little understood. The discoveries made at Birdoswald in 1959 have not hitherto
been published other than en passant (Birley 1961, 203), and this note is the fullest
account of the cemetery which it is now possible to compile.

The fact that a cemetery site had been discovered to the west of the fort during
ploughing was brought to the attention of the writer while directing large scale
excavations at Birdoswald for the Central Archaeological Service of English Heritage
and Cumbria County Council during 1987-91. The recollections of the tenant
farmer, Mr John Baxter and of Mr Charles Anderson agreed in most details, and
were to be mentioned briefly in the final report on that work (Wilmott,
forthcoming). Recently, however, a written account of observations made at the time
has been found at Tullie House Museum, Carlisle. The documentation comprises a
series of notes by Mr Robert Hogg which had been incorporated into a draft article
by Mrs E. Craster on casual finds of Roman objects from the Birdoswald area. The
article appears to have been intended for publication in the 1964 volume of these
Transactions. Some of the pottery, which had been sent away to be drawn, has now
been located in Corbridge Museum.

The cemetery site

The cemetery site was accidentally discovered in May 1959 by the tenant farmer at
Birdoswald, Mr John Baxter. While ploughing deeply west of the fo rt he unearthed a
number of Roman cinerary urns containing the calcined bones from cremation
burials. The only previous indication of this cemetery had been the discovery of the
tombstone of Decibalus and Blaesus (RIB 1920; see below) in a wall "a little
westward of the fort" in 1751.

The cemetery is situated in the field known as New Field (Walton and Lee 1901),
high up on the edge of the north escarpment of the River Irthing (Fig. 1). In 1901 it
was laid to pasture (ibid) and the 1959 episode appears to have been the first time
the field was put under the plough in modern times. In the field immediately to the
north of the site the Vallum, together with the Turf Wall and its ditch are clearly
visible as earthworks.

The cremations were discovered in an area 60 m from the field's east hedge. In
the area surrounding the urns the plough turned up 40-50 patches of black charred
matter scattered over an area of approximately 35 m east—west and 25 m
north—south. The only other objects found among the debris were a few burnt nails.
None of the recorded burials can be accurately located. Mr Baxter recollects that a
child's stone sarcophagus was also found, but was reburied.
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FIG. 1. Location plan of cemetery in relation to Birdoswald fo rt and other frontier works

Recorded burials

The burials are described individually. The pottery vessels containing each burial are
given a catalogue number which is reproduced in the illustration (Fig. 2) . Where the
vessels are lost, Mrs Craster's original identification is quoted. Other finds are then
listed with nails etc. first, and then bone.

Burial 1

1. Calcite gritted cooking pot, of general form Gillam (1957) type 160, dated AD
300-370.

Ten fragments of iron nails with 12-18 mm heads, 6 mm square shafts and one curved
fragment 18 x 50 mm. All had bone and charcoal fragments congealed onto them.

A skull fragment with metal adhering, and several charred and undiagnostic
fragments of bone.

(This group is now lost)

Burial 2

2. Base and some body sherds of a small flagon with rouletted bands on the body.
The colour coated fabric appears to be Nene Valley, but is cracked and discoloured
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by post-firing exposure to intense heat. It is most likely to be either Howe, Perrin
and MacKreth (1981) type 67 (mid—late 4th century) or 66 (4th century). The fact
that the vessel was used as a primary container for a cremation implies that it had
been cut down before use.

Six nail heads, and a nail shank with bone fragments adhering.
Charcoal and bone fragments as follows:

F6 roots present and fully formed.

r7 mesial part of crown with associated root. Apex is fully formed and closed,
therefore individual was over 15 years of age.

r8 roots not fully formed, this happens around 20 years of age.

There is evidence for the epiphysis of fibula and femur. All bones are small.
Evidence suggests a person of small stature aged around 18 years.

(Group, Corbridge Museum Acc. No. 75.2630-2632)

Burial 3

3. Black cooking pot in BB1 cf. Gillam (1976) no. 5; late 2nd—early 3rd century.

A heavy mass of unidentifiable iron and a fragment from a crucible.

Part of the right parietal bone showing the saggital suture which was not closed.
Two epiphysis heads of femur and the distal end of a fibula, suggesting an age of
death around 17-18 years.

(Pot, Corbridge Museum Acc. No. 75.2644. Remainder of group lost)

Burial 4

4. Cooking pot in BB1 cf. Gillam (1976) no. 9; mid—late third century.

Fragments of a single large nail.

Part of r3 (?) crown and root and part of a lower incisor. Part of root of a premolar,
the development of which suggests an age of 11-12 years, even though part of the
shaft of a long bone would otherwise suggest an older person.

(Pot, Corbridge Museum Acc. No. 75.2645. Remainder of group lost)

Burial S

5. Cooking pot in BB1 cf. Gillam (1976) no. 9; mid—late third century. (Corbridge
Museum Acc. No. 75.2645)
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FIG. 2. Pottery from the cemetery (1/4)

Burial 6

6. Vessel similar to No. 4 above. (Now lost)

Burial 7

7. Nene Valley Ware folded "scale" beaker with funnel neck. Howe, Perrin and
Mackreth (1981) Type 38, probably datable to the mid-third century.

The pot contained "ashes" and was therefore probably a primary cremation vessel.

(Pot in the possession of Mr John Baxter)

Pottery unassociated with individual burials

8. Flagon in hard cream fabric with pinkish core. 3rd century. (Tullie House
Museum Acc. No. 49-1965.7)

There are also fragments of tile, the base of a cooking pot in Huntcliff Ware of the
4th century, a fragment of East Gaulish samian (form Dr 18/31) (Corbridge
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Museum Acc. No. 75.2643). Lost fragments recorded and now lost include
fragments of a flanged bowl Gillam (1957) type 228 (AD 310-70) and pieces of two
rouletted beakers, Gillam (1957) type 42 (AD 300-60).

Funerary Monuments

The funerary monuments from Birdoswald have previously been published in
corpora of sculpture and inscriptions. A fragmentary tombstone found during the
excavations of 1987-91 will be fully published in the excavation report (Coulston,
forthcoming). It has been considered useful to summarise these monuments here in
order to complete the account of burial evidence from the site.

1. Gravestone of G Cossutius Saturninus, miles of Legion VI Victrix, Pia Fidelis.
This was found in 1961 during deep ploughing of the cemetery site in New
Field (pers. comm., J. Baxter; Coulston and Phillips 1988, 91; Wright and
Phillips 1975, 133). The fragment comprises the upper part of the stele with
pediment and five lines of inscription. Now in Tullie House Museum, Carlisle.

2. Gravestone of Decibalus and Blaesus (RIB 1920). Found on a wall a little west
of Birdoswald in 1751. Erected by a brother to the 10 year old Blaesus, and
Decibalus who lived only days. Given the Dacian connections of the name
Decibalus it is likely that he was the son of one of the soldiers of cohors I Aelia
Dacorum (Coulston and Phillips 1988, 92). Now in the Museum of Antiquities,
Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

3. Gravestone of Aurelius Concordius (RIB 1919) who died at the age of 1 year
and 5 days, the son of Aurelius Julianus, Tribune. The stone can be dated with
reference to RIB 1909, which records the building of a granary by Aurelius
Julianus, Tribune of cohors I Aelia Dacorum between AD 205-208. The stone had
two dowel holes cut in it when reused as a building stone. It was seen in 1783
built into the milk-house at Birdoswald farm. This must have been a secondary
reuse. It is now in the Museum of Antiquities, Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

4. Gravestone of Septimus (RIB 1922), who died aged 40 after serving 18 years in
cohors I Aelia Dacorum. Found at Birdoswald in 1802 and now lost.

5. Gravestone consisting of part of the pediment and border of a stele. In the
pediment was a poorly executed bust. It is probable that there were two busts
originally, and that the stone may have commemorated brothers. The stone was
found reused as the lining of a 4th century drain just inside the west gate of
Birdoswald fort during excavations in 1989 (Coulston, forthcoming).

6. The gravestone of a two year old boy was found reused in the threshold of the
Severan south gate of Milecastle 49 (Harrows Scar) (Richmond 1956, 26). The
date of the reuse of this stone makes it the earliest burial record from the
Birdoswald area. It was discovered a considerable distance from the cemetery in
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New Field, and it is at least possible that it was taken from an earlier, possibly
Hadrianic cemetery located closer to the milecastle.

Discussion

Though the evidence for the cemetery is sparse, a number of observations may
usefully be made. The many black patches, which occurred in the ploughsoil, may
well be identical to the large number of sub-circular patches of darker and more
vigorous grass growth observed by the writer and Mrs Sara Rushton within the field
during the dry summer of 1989. If so, they were very irregularly distributed. Within
these burnt patches lay the cremation urns, and also large numbers of nails;
sometimes, as in Burials 1 and 2, fused to bone and charcoal by the action of heat.
The ploughed-out evidence would appear to represent examples of the type of burial
rite attested in the Roman cemetery at Petty Knowes, Northumberland, which is
associated with the outpost fort at High Rochester (Charlton and Mitcheson 1984).
Here cremations took place over prepared pits. The pyre was constructed in the pit
and supported a bier from which the nails were derived. The bones were then
deposited into a pottery vessel which was buried in the cremation pit along with the
ashes. The fact that at Birdoswald some of the pots were damaged by heat suggests
that the ashes were not even allowed to cool before the burial took place. This rite of
in situ cremation has also been found at Cirencester (McWhirr et al. 1982, 100),
and, significantly, in a cremation cemetery near Milefortlet 4 at Herd Hill on the
Cumberland coast (Bellhouse 1954, 54-55), and in the military cemetery at the fo rt
site of Beckfoot (Hogg 1949; Bellhouse 1954, 51-53). The High Rochester graves
were covered by low, sometimes ditched, mounds, and a barrow cemetery of low
mounds is known at Great Chesters (Daniels 1978, 182). There is a further possible
barrow cemetery at Bewcastle (Sainsbury and Welfare 1990, 145). Such mounds, if
they existed at Birdoswald have never been recorded, but the excavators of the
cemetery at High Rochester observe that very little ploughing would have been
needed to destroy the mounds on that site (Charlton and Mitcheson 1984, 20). The
area around and within Birdoswald fort was heavily ploughed in earlier times as
indicated by the extensive surviving ridge and furrow.

At High Rochester more than one vessel was often recovered from a single grave.
There was, however, no direct evidence for the deliberate ritual use of secondary
vessels as grave goods, a usage observed at Old Penrith (Austen 1991, 100). The
flagon (No. 8) from Birdoswald, which could not have been used to contain a
cremation because of its narrow neck, is evidence for this practice. The bones from
High Rochester include a proportion of juveniles and females. While there is no
direct evidence for female burials at Birdoswald, juveniles are well represented by
the tombstones of Decibalus and Blaesus and of Aurelius Concordius, as well as by
Burial 4.

Though most of the cremation vessels are third—fourth century in date, it is clear
from the Aurelius Concordius tombstone that, from Harrows Scar and from Burial
3, the use of the cemetery dates at least from the late second and early third century.
The cremation rite continued well into the fourth century at Birdoswald, and also in
the military cemetery at Beckfoot (pers. comm. Ian Caruana). Some of the vessels at
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Birdoswald may date to the mid—late fourth century. This would be later than the
latest at High Rochester, a fact which should occasion no surprise given the recently
published date c. AD 312 for the desertion of the outpost forts (Austen 1991, 42-3),
and the fact that Birdoswald continued in occupation beyond the end of the fourth
century (Wilmott, forthcoming).
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