ART. II – A possible prehistoric cist at Birdoswald, Cumbria
BY TONY WILMOTT

T

HE site of the Hadrian’s Wall fort at Birdoswald was the subject of major
excavations during 1987-92 (Wilmott, 1997), 1996, and 1997-8 (Wilmott et
al., forthcoming). The excavations have produced a great deal of new
evidence on every aspect of the Roman and post-Roman periods on this site and on
Hadrian’s Wall generally. This note is intended to describe one anomalous feature
on the site which seems best to fit a prehistoric interpretation, and to draw it to
broader attention.
Birdoswald is situated in north Cumbria, 2.8 km west of the modern village of
Gilsland, and in Hadrian’s Wall terms (Fig. 1) in Wall-mile 49. The site occupies a
high spur, contained to the south by a broad meander of the river Irthing, while to
the north the ground drops away into the Midgeholme Moss, which occupies a
natural drainage basin sealed to the east by fluvioglacial sands and gravels and to the
south by a glacial moraine (Trotter and Hollingworth, 1932). The underlying
geology of the spur consists of the Upper Border Group of Carboniferous
sedimentary strata, including crinoidal limestones, dark-blue shales and grey-white
micaceous sandstones, of which a (now outdated) subdivision was known as the
Birdoswald Limestone Group (Turner, 1971, 52). The upper drift geology is a thick
deposit of pinkish boulder clay, the white weathered surface of which forms the
natural subsoil of the site. Modern soil profiles developed over these clays comprise
fine loamy mineral soils known as stagnogleys (Avery, 1980: the Salop Series after
Kilgour, 1985). An important element of the microtopography of the Birdoswald
spur is a natural dip of unknown extent, which occupies the centre of the area later
chosen for the Roman fort. The impermeable qualities of the boulder clay allowed a
small peat bog to develop in this dip, which was first identified and termed the
Birdoswald “morass” during excavations in 1930 (Richmond, 1931, 123).
Knowledge of the pre-Roman periods on the site has been derived hitherto from
the evidence of palynology. Samples from the Birdoswald morass and the
Midgeholme Moss, as well as those from beneath the Hadrianic linear rampart of
the turf Wall have contributed to a detailed vegetational history of the site (Innes,
1988; Lewis, 1993; Wiltshire, 1992; 1997). The morass sample (Wiltshire, 1997,
23) showed an 83% representation of trees, shrubs and climbers with the
predominant species being alder. Open habitat taxa were rare, and it seems that the
area was dominated by a disturbed acid woodland with areas of grassland in the
vicinity. Though the morass was truncated by the construction of the Roman fort, it
was concluded that this pattern represented the vegetation of the Neolithic or later
Mesolithic periods. The Turf Wall is dated historically to the A.D. 120s (Breeze and
Dobson, 2000, table 7). At Birdoswald it was built directly upon a buried vegetated
surface which contained localised pollen of the period immediately prior to its
construction, preserving a snapshot of the vegetational conditions at this time
(Wiltshire, 1997, 37). The landscape, which the builders of the Turf Wall cleared on
the site, was similar if not identical to that shown by the morass sample, with trees
and shrubs accounting for 92% of the pollen sum, and alder still the dominant
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FIG. 1. Location of Birdoswald on Hadrian’s Wall.
Location of the 1996 trenches at Birdoswald, and of the cist in Trench C.

species. It seems that the site of Birdoswald maintained very similar natural
woodland vegetation for a long period, and that this was cleared swiftly by the
builders of the Turf Wall.
Before 140 cal B.C., Midgeholme Moss was also heavily wooded with a similar
species range and woodland composition to Birdoswald (Innes, 1988). Deposits
dated 140 cal B.C. – cal A.D. 160 however showed evidence for clearance, with the
percentage of tree pollen decreasing from 81.8% to 58.9% (Wiltshire, 1997, fig. 19).
Clearance was also attested 1.7 km to the west of Birdoswald at Appletree. Here
samples from beneath the Turf Wall showed that the pre-Wall environment was one
of open, grazed moorland. Deeper and earlier samples showed that this area had
previously been wooded, but by the time of the construction of the Turf Wall tree
pollen was down radically from the 86% recorded in samples of earlier date to 13%
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(ibid., 39). Wholesale clearance had certainly taken place in the period between
these samples, and three episodes of burning, either in the context of woodland
clearance or moorland management were demonstrated by the evidence of the soil
(McHugh, 1992). It is highly likely that the clearance at Appletree and Midgeholme,
both less than 2 km from Birdoswald, was undertaken by human agency, and the
evidence suggests that the first large-scale clearance in the area took place during the
late Iron Age (Innes, 1988; Wiltshire, 1997, 37). This would imply a significant
local population, though no associated settlements have been identified.
The project and previous work
Early in 1996 it was realised that the western flank of the river-spur on which the
Roman fort stands was subject to active cliff-edge erosion. The loss of part of the
cliff over the winter of 1995/96 confirmed a phenomenon that had been causing
concern since it was noted by Cumbria County Council in 1987 (Cumbria C.C.
1987). The principal cause of the failure seemed at the time to be the seepage of
ground water into fissures in the boulder clay, posing a threat to the important
archaeology known to exist on the spur. It was decided that it would be appropriate
to undertake an excavation project designed to mitigate the immediate potential
effects of erosion, to discover its causes, and to establish how much of the
archaeology of the spur had survived the earlier excavation campaigns. This
excavation was undertaken by the Centre for Archaeology of English Heritage,
under the direction of the writer, and the Roman aspects of the project are the
subject of a forthcoming publication (Wilmott et al., forthcoming).
This archaeology of the spur has been investigated on a number of occasions. In
1896 Francis Haverfield located the Vallum to the south of the fort (Haverfield,
1897; Hodgson, 1897), and in 1928 Ian Richmond (1929) established the
relationship between the stone fort and Vallum ditches at the external south-west
corner of the fort. He also noted the presence of timber buildings to the south of the
fort. In 1932 and 1933, F. G. Simpson and I. A. Richmond (1933, 1934) undertook
large-scale excavations. They found the ditches of the stone fort, a number of
substantial ditched enclosures, complexes of timber buildings and the primary
Vallum crossing, the first such feature to be recognised. The publication of the work
followed immediately upon the conclusion of each excavation season, but although
photographs were taken and a plan published, this plan was interpretative, with no
indication of the actual extent of the work carried out, or the position of excavation
trenches. The lack of any published reference to the feature described here, however
clearly indicates that it had not been revealed in earlier work.
In 1996, three trenches were excavated (Fig. 1), each with a specific aim in view.
Trench A, near the cliff edge to the west-south-west of the fort was intended to
excavate and record the archaeology under immediate apparent threat, Trench B
was excavated near the south gate of the Roman fort in order to confirm and validate
the plans of the 1930s. These were shown to be accurate and reliable in this area.
Trench C was intended to record an area of the edge of the cliff to the south and
east of the fort, in an attempt to measure the rate of erosion since the 1930s by
comparing the present situation with that recorded in the earlier plans. The feature
discussed here was found within Trench C, close to the current edge of the cliff.
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FIG. 2. Plan of the cist.

The cist
The cist was found at the western end of Trench C. Although not stratigraphically
sealed except by topsoil, it lay within an area of post-holes and beam slots relating to
Roman period timber buildings of the third century. The eastern beam-slot of one of
these buildings lay 3.6 m to the west of the feature. The cist was oriented north-east/
south-west, and consisted of a stone-lined pit (208) 1.16 m long. The pit tapered
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FIG. 3. Elevations of the cist structure.
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from a width of 1.2 m at the northern end to 900 mm at the southern end (Fig. 2).
It was 1.15 m deep. The stone lining of the pit differed markedly from any other
stonework found on the site. At each end of the pit was a large, irregular, orthostatic
slab, while the bases of the two long sides comprised similar slabs, three being used
on the north-west side and a single large slab on the south-east (Fig. 3 and Plates 13). The spaces between the orthostats were neatly infilled with drystone walling, and
this walling was continued upwards for nine courses to form the lining of the upper
sections of the sides of the pit. It was clear that the cist had originally been sealed by
at least one, but probably more, large stone slabs. A broken part of one such slab
was found to one side of the cist.
The tapered shape of the cist, together with the presence of the cover slab
immediately suggested that it might have contained a single inhumation burial,
though the movement and breaking of the cover slab clearly indicated that the
feature had been disturbed in the past.
The pit was carefully excavated in spits, in case grave-goods or furniture were
present. The fill was a remarkably uniform grey-brown clay-silt with no inclusions,
and the only finds from the entire feature were Roman or later in date (Evans
forthcoming). The upper fill (Context 205) contained a medieval and post medieval
sherd, which may be intrusive. Otherwise the Roman ceramics include a sherd of
Housesteads ware, and a Dalesware jar rim sherd and must date to the later 3rd
century or later. The middle fill contained two developed BB1 beaded and flanged
bowls of later 3rd-mid-4th century date and a sherd of third century Housesteads
ware (Context 223). From the bottom (Context 229) came a Crambeck greyware
bodysherd, a greyware developed beaded and flanged bowl of later 3rd-4th century
date, a further sherd of Housesteads ware, and a Saxon sherd, possibly of
Charnwood origin. This suggests robbing in the 5th-7th century.
Discussion
The identification of the pit as possibly prehistoric in date derives primarily from
morphological considerations in the character of the stonework. The combination of
orthstats and thinly-bedded drystone walling lining a cut feature was found nowhere
else on the site. Furthermore, the way in which the stones were cut and used was
very different to the Roman stonework which is so abundant on the site. This is
important, as stone construction from the Roman period onwards at Birdoswald was
either Roman in date, using stones dressed in the characteristic Roman manner, or
was post-Roman, and without exception re-used stone from the Roman fort and
structures (Wilmott, 1997). If the cist was not built of Roman stone, either primary
or re-used, then it may reasonably be concluded that the feature was pre-Roman in
date. It should be noted that the construction of the cist is totally different also from
that of post-Roman long cists at Sewingshields (Crow and Jackson, 1997) and to the
east of Birdoswald (Wilmott, 2000).
The original interpretation of the feature (Wilmott, 2001, 27-8) tentatively
suggested that a Neolithic or Bronze Age date was possible. This was the result of
perceived similarities between the orthostat and drystone construction of the cist
with that of funerary monuments of this date in other parts of the north and west of
Britain, though such construction is more usually seen within the burial chambers of
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PLATE 1. Views of the cist from the south-west.
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PLATE 2. View of the cist from the south-east.

PLATE 3. View of the cist from the north-west.
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cairns. Despite this, flat cist burials are the most common type of early Bronze Age
burial in northern England (Annable, 1987, 136). In addition, Annable (1987, 183)
notes that empty cists comprise 40% of such burials in the north-east, and 33% in
the north-west. Though some 50% of this group without human remains contain
grave goods only, the same proportion is totally empty. Despite this, a swift survey
of published evidence has failed to find a northern cist with similar architectural
features to the Birdoswald example. The idea of the cist as perhaps having never
contained a burial would allow us to discount any idea of robbing in the Roman or
immediate post-Roman period, and would explain the total absence of bone within
the feature.
One very close parallel to the Birdoswald feature does, however, exist in the shape
of a very substantial cist at Lochend, Dunbar (Longworth, 1967). The similarities
with the Birdoswald structure are very striking. The cist consisted of a vertical sided
pit, with the sides lined by three, and the ends by one, upright orthostat. Above
these were set two or three courses of drystone walling, with the gaps between the
orthostats carefully filled with similar walling. A capstone was provided at ground
level, and there was no sign of an associated cairn. The main difference between the
Lochend and Birdoswald features was in their size. The Lochend cist was longer at
2.032 m and less wide, though it too tapered, from 914 mm at the broader end to
558 mm at the narrower. The contents of the Lochend cist were intact,
demonstrating the practice of communal burial; the remains of no fewer than 21
individuals were present. The excavator notes that (as at Birdoswald) it had been
assumed throughout the excavation that the cist was either Neolithic or Early
Bronze Age in date because of the affinities of the orthostat and drystone
construction. A date was, however, provided by the discovery of two iron
penannular brooches, one being of the long lived Fowler (1960) type A2 (Megaw
and Simpson, 1979, 476). The Lochend cist was clearly therefore of Iron Age date.
The fact that the major vegetational clearance in the immediate area did not take
place until the Iron Age allows one to tentatively suggest that this might be the date
of the Birdoswald cist. If so, its location is of interest. It has been suggested
elsewhere (Wilmott, 1997, 39) that the cliff-edge site of Birdoswald, with the morass
in the centre, remained wooded because it was considered to have no potential for
grazing, and was only cleared when the site was needed for the construction of the
Turf Wall. The location of the eastern edge of the remnant woodland during the
Roman period may be indicated by a signal tower which was built on the site before
the erection of the Turf Wall (Wilmott, 1997, 41). This tower lay to the north-east
of the site of the cist, which may likewise have been built on the edge of the
woodland. If it was a burial, the site may have been selected for this fact and also for
the sweeping view from the edge of the promontory, but any suggestion of possible
landscape-related ritual significance for this site can only be speculative. A major
problem in the interpretation of the cist as Iron Age is the simple fact that regionally
we do not know what burial customs existed at this time. Frodsham (2000, 25) has
noted that “one or two Iron Age burials in supposedly Bronze Age burial cairns have
come to light over the years, but it would appear as though virtually all [Iron Age
people] were disposed of in ways not visible to us in the archaeological record”.
Perhaps the Birdoswald cist is a step towards answering Frodsham’s (ibid.) question
“what happened to the dead during the Iron Age?”.
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APPENDIX
Prehistoric material from other recent excavations on the line of Hadrian’s
Wall in Cumbria
Preparation of this report prompted the realisation that other recent excavations
have also produced small quantities of prehistoric evidence. The publication of these
as parts of reports of predominantly Roman interest might result in their being lost
to the sight of prehistoric specialists, hence this appendix:
Bowness-on-Solway fort (NY 223627): by Paul Austen and Jon Humble. During
excavations on the western defences of the fort (Austen forthcoming), two preRoman features were identified. These were cut into the natural boulder clay and
sealed by a clay loam soil layer on average between 70 and 100 mm deep. The
deposit which sealed the features occurred across most of the site, and appeared to
be an old ground surface pre-dating the establishment of the Roman fort. The first
feature was a short length of a square-cut trench, 0.40 m wide and 0.26 m deep,
running north-south. It was filled with hard red clay. No traces were found to the
north where it was obscured by later structures, particularly the clay and cobble base
of the fort wall, which were not removed in the excavations. The second was a
shallow, sub-circular scoop, at least 2 m across and 210 mm deep. It was filled by a
mixed reddish-yellow sandy clay soil, flecked with charcoal (100). The eastern edge
lay just east of the later fort wall, but its full extent could not be defined within the
excavated area.
Two flints were found and identified by Jon Humble. Both were of likely
Neolithic or Bronze Age date. With the nearest chalk outcrops to Bowness being in
eastern Yorkshire, Mull and Northern Ireland, almost certainly the raw material was
derived from locally available secondary sources of flint, most probably pebbles
collected from the Solway Firth.
1. The raw material is a fine-grained medium brown flint with frequent small cherty
inclusions, in uncorticated condition. This is a plunging flake (42 mm length;
13 mm width; 13 mm thickness) struck from the keel of a keeled core, with the
edge of the keel showing signs of preparation prior to its removal. Micro-flaking
on the dorsal surface at the proximal end of the left hand side is consistent with
use-wear (Fill of Pit 101).
2. A broad flake (42 mm length; 32 mm width; 5 mm thickness) struck from a fine
grained medium grey brown flint, with occasional cherty inclusions. The piece is
in fresh, uncorticated condition. The distal end is hinge fractured, and the nicking
of the edges appears to be the result of post-depositional damage. (From old
ground surface 57 across the berm between the fort wall and inner ditch)
Attribution of the two flints to a particular lithic industry is impossible, but both
pieces display characteristics generally consistent with Neolithic or Bronze Age
technology of reduction, and attest to earlier prehistoric activity at this location.
Milecastle 71 (Wormanby) (NY 3381 5921): Although recent excavations on this
site (Wilmott, forthcoming, a) have not produced evidence for prehistoric activity,
Bartle (1961) records the discovery of a number of flints during his earlier work.
Grinsdale, Wall mile 68 (NY 3655 5810): Excavations to establish
(unsuccessfully) the site of Milecastle 69 (Wilmott, forthcoming a) produced a
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single flint artefact identified by Andrew David as a lop-sided chisel-ended
arrowhead of a type associated with the late Neolithic or early Bronze Age. The
object is worthy of note, as flint of any type is rare here, particularly flint of this
quality.
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