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DURING THE DIGGING of a Metropolitan Water 
Board trench along the east side of Armagh Road, a 
stone obstruction was encountered. Attempts to dis- 
lodge the obstacle showed that it was part of a lid 
covering a skeleton enclosed in a stone coffin (see 
Fig. 1, No. 10)'. The grave lay approxin~ately 125 
metres north of the Roman London - Colchester 
road.2 As the burial would have been largely dis- 
turbed by the laying of the water pipe, it was decided 
to remove the skeleton for anatomical study. 

Examination showed that the coffin had been 
carved out of a single block of oolitic limestone. The 
top of the lid, which was some 220cms long by 
75cms wide, lay about 80cms below the modern road 
surface. It  was ridged along the centre, where the 
depth was 15cms compared to lOcms a t  the sides. 
Apart from the modern break, there was one crack 
which was apparently of ancient date (see Fig. 2). 
The coffin walls were approximately lOcms thick and 
50cms high externally. They enclosed a chamber 
50cms wide by 190cms long and 40cms deep. 

Removal of the lid showed that the body had been 
laid on its back in an extended position with the 
head to the west and the feet to the east (see Fig. 3) 
the hands met over the pelvis, and near to the right 
side was an iron key-Gke ~ b j e c t . ~  white-coloured 
calcium carbonate in a semi-liquid state underlay the 
body. 

Lying in the calcium carbonate, near to the head 
were two pins, one of bone (Fig. 4a) and the other of 
jet (Fig. 4b); the latter had been finely carved and 
turned on a lathe. They had possibly been used to 
dress the hair. The only other object found in the 
coffin was a sherd of pottery, seemingly freshly 
broken at the time of deposit, which underlay the 
right foot. 

The coffin had been placed in a pit cut down into 
the natural sand. From the fill of the pit, above the 
1 Outside No. 114 Armagh Road (TQ 36790 83600). 
2 The Water Board trench la8ter cut across the road. 
3 The object is undergoing treatment at the Institute of 

Archaeology, Department of Conservation. 

Fig. 1. An area plan showing five burials (Nos. 7-11) a t  0 
London to Colchester and three sites (A, B and G) where . 



coffin, was a coin dating either from the late 3rd or 
4th century A late Roman date in the inhu- 
mation would fit well with other evidence concerning 
the use of lime gypsum and calcium carbonate in 
burialsS and with our knowledge of the local settle- 
ment. 

Dr. W. J. Owen of the Anatomy Department, Guys 
Hospital Medical School examined the skeleton and 
has contributed the following report :- 

An Anatomical and Medical Report6 
A complete human skeleton was found and was in 

good condition except for damage to the skull where 
the upper jaw, the lower part of left orbit and nasal 
bones were deficient and to some of the thoracic 

I F o r d ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e  l i n e  o f  t h e  R o m a n  r o a d  f r o m  

aces o f  t h e  R o m a n o - B r i t i s h  s e t t l e m e n t  h a v e  b e e n  f o u n d .  

M E T R E S  

370  

vertebrae which were fragmentary. 

Age at death 
The age at death was estimated to be between 25 

and 30 years of age. The wisdom teeth (third molars) 
were erupted, growth had ceased as judged by the 
disappearance of all cartilaginous growth plates in 
the long bones and base of the skull; these processes 
are normally completed by twenty-two years of age. 
T. W. Todd in 1920' pointed out that the estimation 
of age at death of a human skeleton could be most 
accurately determined by examination of the pelvic 
bone at the site of junction of the two pelvic bones 
(the symphysis pubis). On account of the character 
of the ridgi~lg and the bony irregularity in this region 
(it tends to become smoother with advancing age) an 
estimate of 25 to 30 years was made. 

While in the 20th century death at the age of, say, 
27 years would bc considered premature, from the 
extensive survey carried out by R. Warwick on the 
Trentholme Cemetery, York8, it is seen that 50 per 
cent of these people (most of whom are considered 
to be Romano-British) died between the ages of 
twenty and forty years of age. Furthermore from the 
Trentholme series it would appear that the expecta- 
tion of life of female was less than that of male, 
which again contrasts with present-day trends, but 
was possibly associated with childbirth. 

Sexing the skeleton 
The sex of the skeleton was judged to be female 

principally on the basis of the pelvic bones. It  is 
possible to sex a skeleton in about 90 per cent of 
cases and the most valuable criteria used are the 
typical characteristics of the female pelvis denoting 
its adaptation for childbirth, i.e. the large circum- 
ference of the bony pelvic ring compared to the 
small hip socket (acetabular) diameter and also wide 
bony arches and angles made by the pelvic bones 
(subpubic arch and greater sciatic notch). Corrobor- 
ating this, the small superciliary ridges on the fore- 
head and the sharp upper margin of the orbit testify 
to the femininity of the skeleton. 

Assessment of Stature 
In order to assess the stature the formulae of 

Trotter and Gleser9 (1952) were used in relating 
4 The coin which was very corroded, was identified by M. 

J. Hammerson. 
5 See H. G. Ramm in "Soldier and Civilian in Roman 

York" for a list of Gypsum Burials in Britain. These 
include two, dated to the 4th century, which contained 
jet ornaments. 

6 W. M. Krogman "Human Skeleton in Forensic Medi- 
cine" (1962), Thomas Springfield, Illinois. 

7 T. W. Todd "Age changes in the pubic bone", American 
Journal of Physical Anatomy (1920) 3 (3) 285-334. 

8 R. Warwick "Report on skeletal remains", The Romano- 
British Cemetery, Trentholme Drive, York (1968). 
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height to  the length of isolated long bones. Three 
separate formulae using fibula, radius and femur 
gave the height as 165cm, 165cm and 164cm. The 
height is thus estimated as Sft. Sins. The mean height 
of the sixty of so Romano-British female skeletons 
in the Trentholme series was Sft. lin. as compared 
to present-day mean female height of 5ft. Oin. In this 
light a Romano-British female of 5ft. Sin. would 
appear well towards the upper limit of the height 

:ranee. The mean Trentholme male heirrht was 
5ft.-7in. compared to mean present-day mare height 
of Sft. gin. 

Mensuration 
There were two areas of special interest : the 

cephalic index and the Right Humerus. 
Cephalic index equals 

Breadth of skull 
Length of skull 

X 100 

and in this individual was 73 per cent. The cephalic 
index of the Trentholme series varied from 68 per 

9 M. Trotter and G. C. Cleser. Estimation of Stature 
from long bones of American whites and Negroes 
American Journal o f  Physical Anatomy (1952). ns .  10 
(4) 463-514). 
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cent (long-headed dolicocephalic) to 86 per cent 
(short head brachycephalics) with females avcraging 
76 per cent. Cranial indicies in a single skull are not 
considered very important because even in a one 
population there are always individual skulls at 
extremes of range. Therefore without a statistically 
significant number of skulls it is impossible to 
extrapolate about racial affinities on the basis of 
cranial indices. 

The right humerus was 1Smm longer than the left 
humerus. The possibility that this resulted from a 
fracture at an earlier age was dispelled by the 
absence of any external evidence on the bone of any 
such fracture. Neither could this be correlated with 
right handedness. This probably represents congeni- 
tal shortening of the humerus which was unlikely to 
have hindered the function of the arm. It  is not 
usual to find this type of assymetry in skeletons. 

I 

Non metric observations 
The skull viewed in lateral profile presented a 

well marked posterior bulge (occipital bun) which 
was noted by Warwick as characteristic of the 
Trentholme Romano-British. The typical long low 
cranium was also noted. The muscular markings on 
the humeri and radii were very prominent and 
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Fig. 3. The ske le ton  a s  f o u n d  in t h e  coffin. 

indicates a great deal of strenuous muscular activity- 
An extra facet on the tibia is sometimes found in 
female skeletons of primitive people, and it is said 
to result from frequent squatting at the water source. 
No such facet was seen in this skeleton. 

Considerable dental wear was seen particularly on 
the lower molar teeth with flattening of the cusps, 
and exposure of the dentine. This was in keeping 
with the findings of Cooke and R o ~ b o t h a m ' ~  in the 
Trentholme series and contrasts markedly with the 
amount of attrition which would be expected in a 
modern 30-year-old female. This excessive dentaI 
wear probably resulted from a particularly fibrous 
and gritty diet. 

Pathological findings 
The long bones of the lower limb showed striking 

evidence of osteomalacia with marked bowing of the 
tibia and fibula. Osteomalacia is a malnutritionaI 
disease of bone associated with a lack of calcium, 
vitamin D and sunshine, and in this country cur- 
rently is mainly seen amongst poor immigrant child- 
ren in North Britain. This finding is indeed rather 
surprising in the Romano-British as there is little 
evidence from other sources of malnutrition. 

A large dental cavity was found in the posterior 
aspect of the first molar tooth. This was not found 
on the biting (occlusal) aspect of the tooth. It  would 
be very unlikely if examination of a present-day 
30-year-old, who had rcceived no dental treatment 
revealed only one dental cavity, and the low inci- 
dence of caries in this dentition correlates with the 
low incidence (4.5 per cent) found in the Trentholme 
series. Cooke and Rowbotham put forward two 
explanations. 

(1) the absence of refined carbohydrates which 
nowadays are held partly responsible for the large 
amount of dental caries, 

(2) the wearing down of the teeth of the Romano- 
British by tough fibrous diet would smooth out any 
irregularities or pits on the biting surfaces, leading 
to stagnation of food and caries. 

No evidence was found of any osteoarthritis (wear 
and tear changes around the joints), as might be 
expected in someone who had led an arduous life; it 
was certainly seen to a large degree in the Trent- 
holme series. Neither was there any evidence of any 
bony injury or skeletal clue as to the cause of death,. 
although the latter is hardly surprising as most fatal 
illnesses leave no bony marker of their existence. 

Conclusion 
From all this emerges a rather paradoxical picture 

of a 25 to 30-year-old Romano-British female who 

I0 C. Cooke and T. C. Rowbotham, "Dental report". The 
Romano-British Cemetery, Trentholme Drive, York 
( 1  968). 
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