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3.5 ACCESS PIT (AP) 4

3.5.1 Site Location

Access Pit 4 was located at NGR SO 63183 43262, approximately 100m east-southeast of
AP 3 and 65m east-southeast of the River Frome.

2.5.2 Description

Excavations continued on the south side of the River Frome with the opening of Access Pit 4,
which produced a highly significant body of results relating to the hitherto unrecognised use
of this area of the known Roman settlement at Stretton Grandison as a burial ground during
the Romano-British and post-Roman/early medieval periods.

The excavation revealed a small number of cremation and inhumation burials, together with
evidence of domestic activity, representing two principal phases of activity spanning the late
2"through to the 6"/7" centuries, with an apparent break in occupation beginning some time
in the 4" century. The earlier phase exhibited clear evidence of sub-phases of activity,
evidenced, for example, by the intercutting of ditch features, possibly representing a
reorganisation of the site or the redefinition of boundaries, while the earlier and later phases
as a whole differed markedly in character.

The period of Romano-British occupation from the 2" to 4" centuries appears to reflect a pre-
Christian tradition of north-south burial and an apparent emphasis on integrating the living
and the dead, with evidence for activities such as butchery, crop processing and domestic-
scale ceramic production taking place close by. A stone-lined well (4004) also belongs in this
phase of activity, which appears to have remained in use throughout this and the succeeding
post-Roman phase. This emphasis on the domestic, together with the rather informal layout
of the graves and the very low density of interments, suggest that this may have been a
burial ground attached to a farmstead or other residential unit and that the deceased were
members of a single familial group. Were it part of a larger communal cemetery serving a
more urbanised settlement, a higher density of burials and a more formalised plan would be
expected, although it should be noted that the burials revealed during the excavation of AP4
may represent only a small proportion of the complete burial assemblage, with the
boundaries of the cemetery area possibly extending well beyond the limits of the excavation.
The nature, and indeed the location, of any such farmstead are unknown at present,
although the relatively high intensity of domestic activity suggests it was probably close by,
while the presence of small quantities of decorated samian ware, a metal key and fragments
of tegula, imbrex and box-flue tile (implying the existence of a hypocaust heating system),
together with the presence of a finely constructed masonry well and a kiln, suggest relatively
high status, perhaps something of the order of a small villa.

By contrast, the emphasis during the post-Roman/early medieval phase appears to focus on
exclusion rather than integration, with the area taking on a more liminal character, which may
inidcate its use as a deviant burial ground, a type of cemetery established during the Anglo-
Saxon period to accommodate certain excluded classes of people—social outcasts—whose
felonies or misdemeanours, physical deformity or unusual or premature death marked them
out as being different from others in the population. Such individuals would probably have
been regarded with fear and superstition by their peers and consigned to the margins of the
community, away from the main focus of settlement.
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The excavated remains from this phase include the decapitated skeleton of an adolescent
(4050), who had been subjected to multiple blade injuries inflicted by a sword or axe; a
woman with severe deformity of the spine (4037); a young child (4042) and several infants
and neonates (4053, 4056, 4078, 4105, 4102 and 4099). These later burials exhibit rather
random alignments, with both east-west and south-north orientation represented, although
they do seem to respect a north-south ditch [4009/4087], which appears to separate the
mortuary area from activity of a more mundane character, represented by a series of small
pits or postholes and the earlier stone-lined well. The well appears still to have remained
open during this phase and may have acquired some degree of cultural significance through
its association with antiquity.

This quite marked cultural shift between the Romano-British and post-Roman phases of
activity coincided with a wider pattern of hydrological change in the Frome Valley
characterised by an increase in both the frequency and intensity of riverine flooding, leading
probably to increasingly sporadic use of the post-Roman landscape and its eventual
abandonment.

The uppermost deposit encountered within AP4, extending to a depth of 0.3-0.4m, was a
typical brown alluvial plough soil, consisting of firm reddish-brown silty clay with occasional
medium subangular stones (4001). Below this was a substantial deposit of overbank alluvium
consisting of firm light to mid yellowish-red silty clay with very rare small stones (4002),
extending to a depth of 1-1.5m below existing ground level. This significant accumulation of
material, which produced a very small number of residual Romano-British Severn Valley
ware sherds, reflects post-Roman hydrological change giving rise to a seasonally flooded
system accumulating fine-grained mineralogenic deposits.

Underlying (4002) was (4046), consisting of moderately compact to firm reddish-grey silty
clay with occasional charcoal flecking and small subangular stones, which extended
trenchwide to a maximum thickness of 0.21m and was probably deposited under conditions
of seasonal flooding and increased sedimentation. This material also formed the uppermost
fill (4006) of the stone-lined well (4004), which appears to have remained a visible feature of
the immediate landscape for a considerable span of time extending from the period of
Romano- British occupation through the post-Roman abandonment phase and early
medieval reoccupation.

Deposit (4046) produced 108 (residual) sherds weighing 1448g with a mixture of mainly 2-
3 century material, including imported Moselkeramik black slipped ware of the later 2n-31
centuries, Dorset black burnished ware, central Gaulish samian and Severn Valley ware. A
coin of 330-35 AD bearing an illegible mintmark and emperor was also found within this
deposit. In addition to the pottery assemblage and the coin, a glass chip measuring 6mm x
4mm x 1.5mm from an opaque mid blue faceted bead was also recovered. This may
represent a diamond-and-triangle faceted bead of the late Roman period, although several
attributes suggest it might be later. First, it is made from opaque, rather than the normal
translucent glass, second, the bead that this fragment represents would have been smaller
than usual, and third, the types of facet preserved do not correspond closely to those on the
late Roman form. Thus, given that the chip came from a post-Roman context, the probability
that it is of relatively recent date must be high (Wild, 2008).

Deposit (4046) overlay a number of apparently randomly-oriented inhumations displaying no
consistent pattern in terms of burial practice. Although the precise character of the burial
ground at this time is not clear, the rather gruesome nature of certain aspects of the evidence
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raises some intriguing possibilities. Of key importance was the discovery of a prone (face-
down) adolescent inhumation comprising the decapitated skeletal remains (4050) of a
male/female aged 15-16"%, who had sustained multiple blade injuries to the cranium,
mandible, neck and right shoulder (at least three of which would have been fatal) from a
weapon such as a sword, seax (a large Anglo-Saxon single-edged knife) or axe (Plate 34;
Fig. 22). The injuries appear to be consistent with battle wounds or possibly a murderous
assault.

(4050)

(4003)
= (4047)

Plate 34 & Fig. 22: Skeleton (4050)—the decapitated remains of an adolescent radiocarbon dated to the period AD550-660

Alternatively, (4050) may represent an execution victim, although this appears less likely
given the apparent frenzied manner in which the blows were delivered. The violent death of
this individual, whatever the circumstances, was initially presumed to have occurred
sometime towards the end of the Romano-British occupation, perhaps during a period of
social and political instability accompanying the decline of Roman governance. Surprisingly,
however, a relatively late radiocarbon date of AD 550-660 (Cal BP 1400 to 1290)
subsequently obtained from a sample of skeletal material placed this event firmly in the post-
Roman/early medieval period.

The remains appear to have been hastily disposed-of in a shallow, poorly-defined grave
[4048] oriented west-east, consisting of a sub-rectangular grave cut measuring
approximately 1.8m x 0.6m x >0.2m, with rounded corners and a concave base and sides,
although this cut may well have been truncated by later agricultural activity. The grave had
been backfilled with a moderately compact charcoal-flecked reddish-brown silty clay (4049)
containing a decorated fragment of residual central Gaulish samian ware, together with

BAO703LORLTM Walkover Survey, Archaeological Observation & Excavation
August 2009 Page 77



sv

[

Ledbury Trunk Main Refurbishment Scheme / oM

ISO 9001
REGISTERED FIRM | [ARCHAEOLOGY

sherds of both oxidised and reduced Severn Valley ware and a single chip of colourless
glass. No trace of a coffin or other burial container was identified. Cattle bone also occurred
in association with skeleton (4050), which may relate to food offerings, either placed in the
grave as a joint of meat or as the remains of food eaten during the wake (Caffell, 2007),
although one of the bones showed marks of pathological damage and dog-gnawing and may
have been buried by a dog or redeposited by other means unrelated to the burial. The fill also
revealed evidence of unburnt dog bone and spelt wheat.

A second burial (4037) (Plate 35; Fig. 23) exhibited a pathological condition not previously
seen in Britain in any excavated skeleton dating to the Romano-British or early medieval
periods. Although more difficult to assess, as many relevant parts of the skeleton were
missing, this individual was almost certainly female and probably over the age of 35 years,
who had been laid in a grave measuring 1.6m north-south x 0.65m east-west x 0.2m, with a
sharp break of slope at the top of the profile and moderately sloping sides breaking gradually
to a slightly concave base. The skeleton was oriented south-north, with the head to the
south, and had been laid on its left side in an extended posture with straight legs and arms
crossed over the chest.

Plate 35: View southwest showing
skeleton (4037) the remains of a 35-
year-old woman, buried with arms
crossed, who suffered from
curvature of the spine

Analysis of the remains clearly indicated that this individual had suffered from scoliosis, a
condition characterised by a pronounced sideways curvature of the spine and (in this case) a
distorted ribcage. Few such cases have been recognized in the archaeological record and
apparently none dating to the Romano-British or early medieval periods (Caffell, 2008). The
condition probably developed in adolescence and progressed slowly through adulthood,
probably giving rise to shortness of breath and back pain. Resultant asymmetrical weight
distribution and abnormal stresses placed on the spine probably led to the degeneration
observed in this woman’s spinal joints and the fusion of the right (and possibly left) sacroiliac
joints. The condition would have been of sufficient severity to require medical treatment had it
been observed in a modern patient and would presumably have been visible to others in the
population, although the woman would have been capable of many normal physical
activities, including pregnancy and childbirth. The fill (4036) overlying the remains consisted
of moderately compact dark brown-to-black silty clay, with frequent charcoal/charcoal dust,
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Fig. 23: Plan of skeleton (4037)
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small white sandstone fragments and iron nails, together with a single residual sherd of
oxidised Severn Valley ware. The fill also contained pig, sheep and cattle/cattle-size bones,
possibly again relating to food offerings associated with the burial.

Significantly, the remainder of the inhumations in this phase of burial activity were all children
and infants (4042, 4053, 4056, 4078, 4099, 4102 and 4105). Beneath grave fill (4041) were
the heavily truncated remains of an extended supine inhumation aligned northwest-southeast
(head at northwest), representing a child of indeterminate sex aged between two and five
years (4042) (Plate 36; Fig. 24). These highly fragmented remains (five to 10 per cent
complete) comprised the right and left legs—although neither was complete—and a single
proximal foot phalanx. The fill itself consisted of moderately compact reddish-brown sand-silt-
clay containing occasional iron nails and sherds of fine grey, wheelmade Malvernian, Severn
Valley and Dorset black burnished ware. Again, pig and cattle/cattle-size bone was found
within the grave.

The remains of east-west burial (4053) (Plate 37; Fig. 25) were found within what appeared
to have been a pre-existing roughly ovoid pit [4054] measuring 1.3m x 0.45m x 0.14m and
comprised a damaged unfused skull, left and right scapula, left and right humerus, radius
and ulna, with further remains subsequently recovered from the fill (4052), a moderately
compact to firm dark brown silty clay containing charcoal flecking, occasional iron nails and
sherds of Dorset black burnished pottery and oxidised Severn Valley ware. Based on bone
size and stage of development, these remains were identified as a late foetus, neonate or
young infant.

Skeleton (4056) again appeared to have been heavily disturbed, with a fragment of
sandstone lodged in the central portion of the interment, which had crushed and fragmented
the ribcage. The burial appeared to have been oriented north-south with the head at north—
although the skull was missing—and the skeleton was apparently flexed and lying on its right
side (Plate 37; Fig. 25). Skeleton (4078) (Plate 38; Fig. 26) was situated outside the area of
direct engineering impact and thus was not subject to full investigation; however, the
recorded skeletal remains comprised what appeared to be the intact skull of an infant,
together with partial post-cranial remains consisting of right and left humerus and femur, right
ilium and right tibia and fibula. Again, the skeleton appeared to be flexed and on its right side,
with the hands probably placed in front of the body/face.

Skeleton (4102) (Plate 39; Fig. 27) was consistent with a late foetus, neonate or young
infant, in terms of bone size and development stage, and had been interred west-east on its
left side in a flexed position with the head originally at the west, although this had apparently
been displaced and was lying next to the feet. It is possible that the skull belonged to another
individual, but as both this and the post-cranial remains were found within the same grave
cut [4100], it appears they formed part of a single interment. Further disarticulated remains
subsequently recovered from the fill (4101)—a moderately compact charcoal- and mortar-
flecked silty clay—included fragments of clavicle, humerus, cranium, rib and vertebra.
Skeleton (4105) (Plate 39; Fig. 27) also appeared to be that of a neonate; however, the
orientation of this burial could not be established from the remains.

To the south of the main cluster of burials were the remains of a probable neonate (4099)
(Plate 40; Fig. 28). Its grave cut [4097] was extremely poorly defined but appeared to be
ovoid in form and contained a firm mid reddish-brown silty clay deposit (4098) within which
was a considerable quantity of fragmented human bone, apparently representing a flexed
inhumation consisting of limb bone remains and a few vertebrae, together with a fragment of
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Plate 36 & Fig. 24: Remains of skeleton (4042)
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Plate 37 & Fig. 25: Late foetus, neonate or young infant (4053) and heavily disturbed remais of infant skeleton (4056)
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Plate 38 & Fig. 26: Apparent intact skiull of an infant( 4078), together with partial post-cranial remains, consisting of right and left humerus,
right ilium and right tibia and fibula. The skeleton appeard to be flexed and on its right side, with the hands parobaly placed in front of the

body/face
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Plate 39 (view northwest) & Fig. 27: Remains of late foetus, neonate or young infant (4102), with head apparently displaced and lying next
to feet, and probable neonate (4105)
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Plate 40 & Fig. 28: Remains of a probable neonate (4099)
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pelvis. The skull and the hand/foot bones were missing; however, the inhumation appeared
to be oriented east-west, with the head to the west, and to have been laid on its left side with
arms outstretched and legs flexed. As no distinct grave cut was identified, this individual may
have been interred in a simple shallow scoop that has left little trace in the archaeological
record.

Ditch [4009] (Plate 41; Figs. 29 & 30), dating to this later phase of burial activity, was
exposed during excavation of the original engineering access pit, measuring 9m x 8m, and
was found to continue as a slightly curvilinear length of ditch [4087] when this area was
subsequently extended (Plate 42; Figs. 29 & 30). The initial section [4009] consisted of a
linear cut orientated north-south measuring 8m x 1m x 0.3m with a sharp break of slope at
the top of the profile and moderately sloping sides breaking to a slightly concave base. The
fill (4008) of this feature consisted of firm dark greyish-brown charcoal-flecked silty clay
containing occasional small subangular stones, animal bone and iron nails. The dimensions
and profile of the ditch changed as it continued south as [4087], consisting of a linear north-
south cut measuring >8m x 0.57m x 0.23m, with a sharp break of slope at the top and
vertical sides breaking sharply to a flat base. This southernmost ditch section appeared to
terminate abruptly and no further evidence of its continuation was identified. The fill (4088) of
ditch [4087] was composed of moderately compact dark greyish-brown silty clay containing
moderate amounts of small gritty gravels, charcoal flecking and residual ceramic sherds,
together with animal bone and occasional iron nails.

Ditch [4009]/[4087] produced residual fragments from an oxidised Severn Valley ware jar,
together with two sherds and a rim of a central Gaulish samian vessel (form 18/31 or 31) of
Antonine date. Later material is represented by 3-4™" century pottery, notably an

Oxfordshire colour-coated mortarium and sherds from a Moselle indented beaker. Also found
were Baetican amphorae fragments, fired clay and CBM, including fragments of imbrex. The
ditch, which may originally have continued in a southwest direction, appears to represent a
boundary feature of some significance, apparently demarcating two quite distinct foci of
activity, with an area to the east apparently reserved exclusively for burials while a series of
probable domestic waste pits or postholes, together with the still-extant Romano-British
stone-lined well, were located to the west of the ditch.

These pits formed a distinct cluster of features located in the northwest part of the excavation
area and included intercutting features [4012] and [4022]. Pit [4012] comprised an elongated
ovoid cut oriented southwest-northeast measuring 0.55m x 0.3m x 0.18m, with a sharp break
of slope at the top of the profile and vertical sides breaking sharply to a concave base. The
pit was filled by (4013), a loose to moderately compact yellowish-brown silty clay containing
frequent burnt wood fragments and charcoal flecks (increasing in size towards the base),
with moderate amounts of small rounded pebbles, some small fragments of unidentified
burnt bone, fired clay and unclassified crumbs. Cutting this feature at its southwest extremity
was a second probable domestic waste pit or posthole [4022], which was more bowl-shaped
in form, consisting of a sub-circular cut measuring 0.6m x 0.4m x 0.2m, with a sharp break of
slope at the top of the cut and moderately sloping sides breaking gradually to a concave
base. This pit was filled by (4023), a moderately compact to firm mid reddish-brown silty clay
containing frequent small subangular stones and charcoal flecking, occasional mortar
flecking and bone, together with fired clay and fragments of imbrex and tegula.

Also located in this area of the site was a circular cut [4010] forming a small, truncated
posthole measuring 0.13m x 0.03m. The break of slope at the top of this cut was sharp and
the sides vertical, breaking sharply to a flat base. The feature was filled by (4011), a
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Plate 41: View north showing Slot 1 &
Slot 2 through ditch [4009]

Plate 42: View north showing Slot 2
through ditch [4087]
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Fig. 30: Profiles of post-Roman features
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moderately compact to firm dark, charcoal-rich silty clay containing occasional small
subangular stones. To the south and southwest of [4010] were two further probable waste
pits, [4014] and [4016]. The first of these [4014] comprised a circular cut measuring 0.55m x
0.53m x 0.15m with a sharp break of slope at the top of the profile and vertical/slightly
concave sides breaking sharply to a flat base. This was filled by (4015), a moderately
compact light greyish-brown charcoal-flecked silty clay containing frequent small rounded
and subangular stones with occasional charcoal fragments at its base. Waste pit [4016]
comprised a circular cut measuring 0.6m x 0.55m x 0.42m with a sharp break of slope and
steeply sloping sides breaking sharply to a concave base. At the base of the pit was a
deposit of loose charcoal (4018) measuring 0.5m x >0.15m x 0.04m and, above this, a
secondary fill (4017) measuring 0.6m x 0.55m x 0.38m, consisting of moderately compact
reddish-brown sandy clay containing occasional small pebbles, charcoal flecking and daub,
together with two rim sherds of reduced Severn Valley ware.

The inhumations and other features comprising this phase of use provide significant
evidence of post-Roman/early medieval activity within this area of the Frome valley. Prone
burial and decapitation frequently occur in Anglo-Saxon execution cemeteries of the 7" and
8™ centuries and these were used as a mark of disrespect for the corpses of convicted
offenders. Skeleton (4050) may thus represent an executed criminal, the dating of the
remains being broadly consistent with this interpretation, although perhaps slightly early. It is
almost certainly the case that the area was subject to Anglo-Saxon control at this time and
highly likely that Yarkhill/Stretton Grandison was under the direct rule of Merewald of the sub-
kingdom of the Magonsaete, who were reputedly converted to Christianity in AD 660 and
whose connection with Yarkhill is attested in a later charter of AD 811 (Perry, 2002, 50-1).

Against this interpretation, however, the savage and seemingly unrestrained nature of the
blows to the victim’s head would appear to be inconsistent with a controlled official execution
and seem more likely to have been sustained in battle or during an assault. Furthermore, the
cemetery was clearly not reserved exclusively for criminals, as it contains both neonate and
infant burials, and it would thus perhaps be more accurate to describe this area as
representing part of a so-called ‘deviant burial ground’, established in the location of an
earlier Romano-British cemetery, which was used to inter ‘wrongdoers and others of whom
their peers were wary’ (Reynolds, 2009, 1), including criminals, the disabled or disfigured or
those who had suffered an unusual or premature death, such as suicide victims and stillborn
children, for whom normal burial rites might have been regarded as inappropriate.

The features comprising this phase of activity were all found to cut deposit (4003=4047),
which appears to represent a period of disuse and abandonment postdating a prolonged
phase of Romano-British occupation probably spanning the early 2"-early 4" centuries AD,
which was characterised by burial activity and by a series of pits, ditches and other features,
including a stone-lined well (4004) of finely worked squared masonry blocks and a kiln
structure containing large amounts of fired clay, together with evidence of butchery and crop-
processing.

Context (4003=4047) extended trenchwide (>32m x >18m) to an average thickness of 0.15m
and consisted of moderately compact dark greyish-brown silty clay containing frequent very
small rounded stones and charcoal flecking, together with pottery, CBM fragments, including
two pieces of imbrex, and iron objects, including several nails and a complete buckle. A
bronze coin of Constantius Il or Constans was also found (Plates 43 & 44). This deposit
produced most of the animal remains from AP4, consisting principally of cattle isolated teeth
and terminal limb elements, with relatively few major meat-bearing bones. A similar range of
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caprovid remains was also identified; pig, however, was represented mainly by mandibles
and isolated teeth. Horse was present, represented by a varied selection of skeletal
elements, and a number of possible human fragments were recovered, representing babies
or infants. Bone retrieved from bulk samples provided little additional identifiable material and
generally comprised very many small (typically less than 25mm in maximum dimension)
pieces of bone. Shell, although far from abundant, was represented by some complete oyster
valves. A range of arable weed seeds and a few grains of barley were recovered, indicative
of cultivation, with hulled barley specifically identified in context (4003).

(4003=4047) produced just over 50 per cent of the pottery from AP4, which, overall, suggests
a tpq in the later 3"-early 4" century, although the material was slightly mixed (Timby, 2008).
That from (4003) included several samian sherds from centres in both south and central Gaul
spanning the Flavian through to the Antonine period, including a residual sherd from a
hemispherical bowl of central Gaulish samian ware (form 37) of c. AD 135-65 (Plate 45)
decorated with a single, wide festoon containing an animal, possibly the bear (0.1627),
above a panther (0.1521). The festoon and types were all used by Cinnamus, one of the
most prolific of the potters based at Lezoux, a major production centre located near modern
Clermont-Ferrand, which dominated the British market from around 120 AD to the late 2"
century; the bar below the type in the festoon may be part of Cinnamus’ tab-stamp,
‘CINNAMTI’. The pottery assemblage also included Dorset black burnished ware, including a

AL

mm -

0
1 | | I | |
mm mm

Plates 43 & 44: Obverse (left) and reverse of Roman coin from (4003)

number of 4™ century sherds displaying oblique burnished lattice decoration, a rim from a
Mancetter-Hartshill white ware mortarium, sherds of southern Spanish Baetican amphorae,
probably from the globular amphora Dressel 20, used for transporting olive oil, and local
wares, including Severn Valley ware, fine black ware and miscellaneous colour-coated
wares. Context (4003) also produced a body fragment of blue/green glass measuring 37mm
X 19mm, with a wall thickness 3mm, which was a common colour of the 1stto 3™ centuries.
Two bronze coins were also recovered from (4003), the earliest of which dates to the reign of
the Gallic emperor Victorinus (AD 269-71), which was minted in France/Germany (Mint II,
issue V), with the later coin dating to the reign of Constantius Il, minted in Trier after April 340
AD.

Context (4047) produced a substantial pottery assemblage, comprising a predominantly
central Gaulish samian group of early to mid Antonine date, including two decorated sherds,
with five of the 40 or so vessels originating from south Gaul. The first of the decorated pieces
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