An ancient burial ground in Canbury Field, Kingston
upon Thames
Joan Wakeford’s discussion of the name Walehulle in Canbury Field, Kingston upon Thames
(Wakeford 1984), should be considered in conjunction with reports of archaeological discoveries
made in the same area. Nineteenth century antiquarians recorded the discovery of a number of
human burials which were then interpreted as a Roman war cemetery of Julius Caesar’s
campaigns. Comparison of the written accounts and study of the Tithe and large-scale Ordnance
Survey Plans suggests the burials were located in Canbury Field at T Q 1800 6975. Some support
for an early Roman date is provided by a drawing of a brooch which was apparently one of the
finds, and twentieth century investigations have tended to confirm that Romano-British finds are
more frequent in the Canbury Field area than in the present town centre.
The earliest and most detailed description of the burials is supplied by Edward Jesse (Jesse
1832). After describing finds made during the construction of the new Kingston Bridge,
completed in 1828, he adds:
‘. . . in digging for brick earth in some fields on the Surrey side of the River, but within a short distance
of the Kingston ford, a number of skeletons have been found which occupied a considerable portion of
the fields. It is evident that they must have been placed there after some tremendous engagement and
that they are not the remains of a civil sepulture.
‘In the first place, they are all males; in the next place the jaws were all perfect and the teeth those of
young subjects. There were not any vestiges of womanly remains — neither boundary or inscription as
might have been expected to mark a regular cemetery, but there were found some pieces or fragments
of broken earthenware, very characteristic of Roman memorial styles of workmanship, deposited here
and there amongst the several layers of bodies. Several ornaments — such as jet pins and other articles
were also found — which have been pronounced by competent judges to be Roman’.
Twenty years later, William Biden refers apparently to the same discovery (Biden 1852). He also
describes the finds made during the construction of the Bridge and then continues:
‘. . . and about the same time also were discovered several human skeletons, with Roman ornaments
lying near them, in a field not far from the spot on the Surrey side of the river: a BRASS CLASP, the
spring of which is as perfect and elastic as when new may be instanced as a most interesting specimen.

The ‘brass clasp’ is illustrated by a drawing adjacent to the text and is reproduced here as fig 1. It
is discussed below.

Fig 1.

Brooch, as published by W illiam Biden in 1852.

The third account, unpublished, by a local antiquarian, Dr Roots, gives a more precise
location for the burials (Roots 1854):
‘. . . It is true, that many of the slain, as Dr Roots supposes in that encounter [Caesar’s crossing of the
Thames] were exhumed a few years ago in the Canbury Field adjoining the Gas works, and as many
Roman relics were discovered mingled with the Remains in the Graves, Dr Roots has little or no doubt
but that they were the bodies of the Romans slain in battle’.

Fig 2.

Tithe Plan of 1840, showing plots 139, 140 and, to the south, 149 ‘Old Brick Field’.

That Jesse, Biden and Roots are referring to the same group of burials seems likely since they are
in broad agreement both on the location of the discovery and its date, presumably in the late
1820’s. The twenty-year interval separating Biden and Roots from the earlier Jesse account is no
great span and by 1854 Dr Roots was an old man, widely regarded as the elder statesman in
antiquarian affairs. He may well have been involved at the time of the discoveries and perhaps
was responsible for the skeletal identifications reported by Jesse.
The site of Canbury Field and the Gas Works, as mentioned by Roots, can be identified on the
First Edition 25 Inch Ordnance Survey Plan (Surrey Sheet VI/16), surveyed 1863-65, and lie
between Lower Ham Road and Richmond Road, north of the railway line. The same area on the
Tithe Plan (SRO) of 1840 (fig 2) shows the Gas Company’s more limited holding at that date on
plots 139 and 140, while immediately to the south, plot 149 is described in the Schedule as ‘Old
Brick Field’ — a name of particular interest when seen in the context of Jesse’s remark that the
burials were discovered during digging for brickearth. The approximate NGR for plot 149 is TQ
1800 6975.
The attributionof a Roman date to ancient discoveries, whatever their real age or cultural
background, was not uncommon among antiquarians educated in the classicaktradition and, at
Kingston, was fostered by the persuasion that it was here (rather than Walton, Brentford or
elsewhere) that Caesar crossed the Thames in 54 BC. Good archaeological evidence for Caesar’s
campaigns in southern Britain remains elusive, and little is to be gained at this stage by
re-opening the long-debated question of the Thames crossing-place. Some slight support for an
early Roman date for the burials is however given by Biden’s ‘brass clasp’ drawing. The present
whereabouts of the object itself is unknown but the drawing is sufficient to identify it as a simple
one-piece brooch with coiled spring of the type usually classed as Nauheim derivative, or
Camulodunum Type VII, and most frequently found in mid- to later first century AD contexts
(Grew 1982).
Very little formal excavation has taken place in the Canbury Field area of Kingston but
Romano-British evidence is somewhat more plentiful here than in the town centre where most
rescue work has been conducted. Kingston Museum holds a small group of Roman pottery
(Accession No 1142) which came from the Power Station site in 1929 (Finny, 1929) and more
sherds were found in the recent small excavation at Canbury Passage (Field & Hinton, 1981,
1982). A summary of Romano-British evidence for the Kingston area generally is given by
Serjeantson, 1981.
The area of the Gas Works and Canbury Field is listed inKingston Town Centre District Plan
as Opportunity Site No 6 (Royal Borough of Kingston, 1982). Before redevelopment, an
opportunity should certainly be given for archaeological investigation to pursue any surviving
evidence of these burials. The early reports suggest they were found over an extensive area and
there is no reason to assume they were limited to the area of plot 149 on the Tithe Plan.
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