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1. Introduction 

This report contains the results of the osteological analysis of human remains 
recovered during an open area excavation of land at George Lane (HWCM 
22308) and Furzen Farm (WSM 30575), near Wyre Piddle, Worcestershire. The 
excavation was carried out by Worcestershire County Council Archaeological 
Service, for which a report is under construction (Jackson et al., forthcoming).  

Two human skeletons referred to as context [431] and [439] were excavated 
from the George Lane site, each from an individual inhumation grave. The fills 
of both graves contained ferrous metal artefacts; several nails, thought to 
represent the remnants of a plank coffin, were associated with skeleton [431], 
whilst a number of hobnails were recovered from the area around the feet of 
skeleton [439]. The skeleton excavated from Furzen Farm, referred to as 
context [10487] appeared to have been buried with both a coffin and 
shoes/boots, as the presence of both coffin nails and hobnails was recorded. 
Unfortunately, no evidence for an absolute date for any of the graves was 
retrieved, though it may be inferred from the stratigraphic relationships between 
the grave cuts and earlier archaeological features that these interments took 
place in the Roman period.  

The osteological analysis aims to provide a detailed inventory of the skeletal 
and dental material recovered, the condition of the bone present, completeness 
of the skeletons and to provide, where possible, the age, sex and stature of the 
individuals recovered.  Any evidence of pathological changes is also noted. 

2.  Methods and Process 

The skeletal material was analysed according to the standards laid out by the 
guidelines recommended by the British Association of Biological 
Anthropologists and Osteologists in conjunction with English Heritage (Human 
Bones from Archaeological Sites: Guidelines for producing assessment 
documents and analytical reports, 2002).  

 Recording of the material was carried out using the recognised descriptions 
contained in Standards for Data Collection from Human Skeletal Remains 
by Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994).  Copies of the recording forms used are 
contained in Appendix A of the report.   

 The material was analysed macroscopically and where necessary with the 
aid of a magnifying glass for identification purposes. Where relevant, digital 
photographs have been used for illustration.  

 The material was analysed without prior knowledge of associated artefacts 
so that the assessment remained as objective as possible. 
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2.1.   Reasons for the Analysis 

Osteological analysis was carried out to ascertain: 

 Condition of bone present 

 Completeness of the skeleton 

 Inventory of the skeletal material 

 Sex Determination 

 Age Assessment 

 Non-metric Traits 

 Stature 

 Skeletal Pathology 

 Dental Pathology 

 

 

Part 1: Analysis of the Human Remains from 
George Lane (HWCM 22308) 
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1.1. Introduction 

The condition of the bone was assessed macroscopically and recorded 
according to the categories and descriptions referred to by Behrensmeyer 
(1978). 

 

1.2. Observations 

The surface of the bone of both skeletons was on the whole intact, although 
some surface damage had occurred through root action and post-depositional 
processes. Weathering had not penetrated into the inner cavities.  However, 
most the material was fragmented. Almost all the breaks to the bone were old 
and weathered.   
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1.3. Results 

Though fragmented, both skeletons [431] and [439] were found to be in fair 
condition, both being graded as 2-3 (Behrensmeyer 1978).   

 
 

2. Completeness of Skeletons 

2.1  Introduction 

This is a guide to the overall completeness of the individual’s skeletal remains 
and is calculated according to the percentage of the bones present in relation the 
total number of bones in a complete human skeleton.  This is gauged through an 
assessment of the amount of material representing different areas of the body.  
A complete skeleton comprises of: 

Skull = 20% 

    Torso = 40% 

    Arms = 20% 

    Legs = 20%         

2.2  Observations 

Despite being in a fragmented condition, most elements were represented in 
skeleton [431]. Skeleton [449] was observed to be significantly depleted in 
material content.  

2.3  Results  

Skeleton [431] was estimated to consist of approximately 80% of its original 
skeletal content and falls into the 75%+ category (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994).  
Between 25% and 50% (30%) of skeleton [449] was preserved. 

3. Inventory of Skeletal Material 

3.1  Introduction 

An inventory of the skeletal material was recorded in tabular form on Sheet B 
and as a pictorial schematic on Sheet C (contained in the archive).  Each bone 
has been recorded as being absent or present.  The long bones are recorded 
according to the presence or absence of the proximal, middle and distal sections 
and also the proximal and distal joint surfaces.  The percentage of completeness 
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of the bones of the axial skeleton (with the exception of the spine) is recorded 
in categories of > 75%, 75-50%, 50-25% and <25%.  This detailed recording is 
necessary to understand the nature of the preservation of the skeletal material 
and any constraints that the condition of material may put on the ensuing 
analysis.  From the perspective of future research, a detailed inventory also 
allows an accurate calculation of prevalence rates of pathological conditions 
such as fractures and joint diseases and should prove more fruitful for future 
reassessment should the skeletal material be reinterred. 
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3.2  Observations 

Observations of material present were noted on recording sheets B and C 
contained in the archive. The summary sheets in Appendix A provide an outline 
of the bones and dentition present for each skeleton. 

3.3  Results 

The inventory of skeleton [431] demonstrates that the small bones of the skull 
and the bones of the pelvis were the least well preserved areas of this 
individual. The presence of the majority of the small bones of the hands and 
feet indicate that excavation of the skeletons was thorough and any absence or 
fragmentation of skeletal elements is likely to be due to preservation conditions 
on site. Skeleton [449] was represented by the pelvis and lower limbs only, due 
to truncation of the grave. 

4.  Age Assessment 

4.1  Introduction 

There are a number of techniques available for assessing the age of both adult 
and juvenile remains. Juveniles can be accurately assessed by observing the 
stage of development of skeletal growth, dental eruption and tooth formation. 
The assessment of adult remains is based on the changes observed in particular 
joints in the body, namely the auricular surface, pubic symphysis and costal rib 
ends. These changes are consistent with the ageing of the skeleton but fall into 
broad age ranges. These categories are Young Adult (20-34 years), Middle 
Adult (35-49 years) and Old Adult (50+ years) (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994). 
Cranial suture closure and dental attrition are not considered reliable techniques 
for age estimation. This is due to the high level of individual variation found 
from the results of analyses using these techniques. 

4.2  Observations 

The remains of skeleton [431] were observed to be fully developed, the 
epiphyses of the surviving long bones being fused to the diaphyses with no 
evidence of fusion lines. This indicated that these remains were those of an 
adult. It was observed that the auricular surfaces belonging to the individual had 
survived and that these may provide evidence of a more precise age at death. 

 4



The remains of skeleton [449] were poorly represented and no elements 
survived that would allow an age estimate to be made. However, all those long 
bones that did survive had fully fused epiphyses, indicating that the individual 
was an adult. 
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4.3  Results 

Analysis of the surviving fragment of auricular surface revealed features that 
suggested skeleton [431] individual was an adult of at 35- 45 years of age 
(Lovejoy et al. 1985).  This individual can be categorised as being a middle 
aged adult (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994).  The lack of surviving pubic 
symphyses or costal rib ends meant that the age at death could not be 
corroborated by the application of further ageing techniques. It was observed, 
however, that the molar dentition were not significantly worn as perhaps could 
be expected of an individual of an older age group. 

Due to the nature of the evidence and lack of preservation of other diagnostic 
elements of skeleton [449], it was not possible to ascribe a particular category 
of adulthood to this individual.  

5.  Sex Determination 

5.1  Introduction 

Techniques employed to determine of the biological sex of adult skeletal 
remains are well established and are largely based upon an assessment of the 
morphological features exhibited by the skull and the pelvis. These features 
reflect the sexual dimorphism displayed between males and females and 
develop as the individual matures. These features are, therefore, not observably 
marked during adolescence and there are no reliable techniques for determining 
the sex of juvenile remains, except for DNA analysis.  Sex determination is 
relatively accurate, some researchers reporting a success rate of 95% of known 
in tests on known sex samples (Phenice 1969).  Techniques generally used 
include descriptive methods, metric analysis and discriminant functions 
depending on the completeness of the skeletal material. 

5.2  Observations 

Fragments of the os coxae (pelvic bones) were recovered from skeleton [431] 
that allowed sex determination of the individual to be made from descriptive 
methods. The morphology of the pubis was unobservable. Elements of the ilium 
and ischium were present, however, enabling assessment of the greater sciatic 
notch and preauricular sulcus of both sides of the pelvis. The presence of all of 
the dimorphic bones of the skull allowed an informed estimation of sex to be 
made and compared to the results obtained from the analysis of the pelvis. 

There were no morphological features surviving that may have indicated the 
sex of skeleton [449].  Fortunately, however, due to the recovery of the femoral 
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head, metric assessment of sex for skeleton [449] could be carried out. This 
involved measuring the diameter of the femoral head and comparing the results 
to those parameters recommended by Bass (1995), which have been 
demonstrated to be indicative of sex.  
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5.3  Results 

The elements of the pelvis recovered from skeleton [431] suggested that this 
individual was female (Phenice 1969). All elements recovered were indicative 
of belonging to a female, no elements were ambiguous or male. Metric 
assessment of the femoral and humeral heads also corroborated this result (Bass 
1995). The individual was, therefore, ascribed to the category of female 
(Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994). 

Metric assessment of the femoral head of skeleton [449] suggested that the 
individual was well within the parameters of being a male individual (Bass 
1995) though no morphological elements survived to confirm this assessment. 
This individual was ascribed to the category of probable male (Buikstra and 
Ubelaker 1994). 

6. Non-Metric Traits 

6.1  Introduction 

Non-metric traits are morphological features that occur both in bone and 
dentition.  These features have no functional purpose and occur in some 
individuals and not in others.  The origins of non-metric traits have now been 
shown to be highly complex, each having its own aetiology and each being 
influenced to differing extents by genetics, the environment, age and sex of the 
individual and by physical activity.  Generally, the analysis of these traits 
requires a large sample size.  Non-metric traits have been recorded for these 
skeletons in order to allow future comparisons with findings from other late 
Roman assemblages in the Worcestershire area.   

6.2  Observations 

The level of preservation of both skeletons prevented observation of many of 
the non-metric traits. Observations were noted on recording sheet I (contained 
in the archive). 

6.3  Results 

A total of 18 non-metric traits were observable for skeleton [431], 21 being 
unobservable. The presence of the mastoid foramen exsutural and femoral 
plaque on the left side were confirmed as present, all other observable traits 
were not present. 

Only the lack of presence of a femoral plaque could be confirmed for skeleton 
[449]. All other traits were unobservable. 
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7. Stature and Metric Analysis 
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7.1  Introduction 

Stature of adult individuals can be reconstructed from measurements of long 
bones of the skeleton.  Since the long bones of adolescents have not yet fully 
developed it is not possible to provide an estimate of stature for juveniles. 
Stature is the result of many factors including genetics and environmental 
influences, such as malnutrition and poor health. Height can be used as an 
indicator of health status and there is a wide range of literature on the 
relationships between height, health and social status.  

7.2  Observations 

Skeleton [431] only had one humerus intact that allowed a measurement to be 
taken for the estimation of stature. Whilst this measurement can be used to 
provide an estimation of height, it is not as reliable as those estimations derived 
from the leg bones (femur and tibia). 

Skeleton [449] did not contain any complete long bones. Therefore, no 
measurement of long bones was possible. 

7.3  Results 

The individual represented by skeleton [431] was estimated to have stood 
approximately 1.61m (5’3”) in height during life. This is just above average for 
women of the Roman period (1.59m – 5’2.5”) (Roberts and Cox 2003). 

No stature estimation could be made for skeleton [449] due to the lack of 
surviving intact long bones. 

8. Skeletal Pathology 

8.1 Introduction 

Palaeopathology is the study of diseases of past peoples and can be used to infer 
the health status of groups of individuals within a population as well as indicate 
the overall success of the adaptation of a population to its surrounding 
environment.  Pathologies are categorised according to their aetiologies; e.g. 
congenital, metabolic, infectious, traumatic, neoplastic etc. Any pathological 
modifications to the bone are described. The size and location of any lesion is 
also noted. Distribution of lesions about the skeleton should be noted to allow 
diagnosis. A differential diagnosis for any pathological lesions should be 
provided.    
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8.2  Observations 

Several pathological changes to skeleton [431] were observed. The first of these 
was a significant lytic lesion in the superior surface of L5 (lowest lumbar 
vertebra) in the spine. The lesion is located on the right hand side towards the 
anterior aspect of the vertebral body where a considerable amount of dense, 
striated and plaque like blastic bony remodelling has occurred (See figures 1 
and 2). 

 

Figure 1: Superior view of L5 of skeleton [431] 

 

 

Figure 2: Anterior view of L5 showing lytic focus and blastic bone 
formation of the spinal lesion 

The lesion has a rounded appearance with a well-demarcated destructive focus 
to the bony activity, as can be seen in figure 1. Whilst blastic bony formation 
has occurred on the anterior surface of the body of L4, there has been no 
activity on the inferior body surface and the destructive lesion is restricted to 
L5.  
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Figure 3: Anterior View of L4 and L5 of skeleton [431] 

Other spinal lesions present in skeleton [431] included minor Schmorls nodes 
and a minor amount of osteophytic lipping. 

Diffuse, porotic woven bone formation located on the medial aspects of both 
tibiae in the mid and distal thirds of the diaphyses were also observed in 
skeleton [431]. The nature of this bone formation indicates that the lesions were 
active at the time of death (see figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: An example of the woven bone periostitis found on the lower legs of 
skeleton [431] 

Skeleton [431] also exhibited a lamellar bony outgrowth on the anterior aspect 
of the right proximal fibula adjacent to the articular surface, running inferiorly 
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for a length of approximately 5cm along the attachment line of the soleus 
muscle.  
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Finally, cribra orbitalia was present in both orbits of skeleton [431]. This was 
categorised as stage 3 (Stuart-Macadam 1991). 

Skeleton [449] exhibited no observable pathological changes. 

8.3  Results 

The pathological changes observed in skeleton [431] vary in their aetiologies 
from infection and trauma to metabolic origins. The spinal lesion in L5 is 
uncommon and may be attributed to several causes. The lesion may have been 
the result of a chronic hematogenous osteomyelitic infection, the result of an 
infection having spread into the vertebra from another part of the body. In this 
individual, the origin of the infection may well have been the suppurating 
dental abscess of the maxillary 1st molar, described in the Dental Pathology 
section below.  Differential diagnoses of this condition include tuberculosis 
(although the lesion is localised and no rib lesions are present), brucellosis, 
osteoid osteoma (a destructive neoplasm that has a distinct destructive focus 
with surrounding bone formation) or histicytosis (Salter 1999). All of these 
conditions would have resulted in severe back pain for the individual (Salter 
1999) 

The diffuse woven bone present on the tibiae, known as periostitis, is the result 
of inflammation of the surrounding periosteum of the bones, usually as a result 
of localised trauma or a chronic low-grade infection (Roberts and Manchester 
1997).  The lamellar bony outgrowth on the superior part of the right fibula is 
also likely to represent an episode of trauma to a lower limb, the inflammtion to 
the area causing ossification of soft tissues (myostitis ossificans) or of a 
subperiosteal haematoma.  

The cribra orbitalia seen in both eye orbits has been associated with iron-
deficiency anaemia resulting from dietary deficiency, chronic blood loss or 
malabsorption due to gastrointestinal infections (Roberts and Manchester 1997, 
Stuart-Macadam 1991). Roberts and Cox (2003) state that the rates of cribra 
orbitalia increase during the Roman period, affecting on average 8.4% of the 
population, which may have been due to an inadequately balanced diet, higher 
prevalence rates of disease or possibly lead ingestion, leading to the 
malabsorption of iron in the body.  

9. Dental Pathology 

9.1 Introduction 

Dental pathologies recorded can provide a wide range of information. For 
example, calculus, caries, abscesses and periodontal disease may be indicative 
of poor oral hygiene, infection or high sugar intake.  Enamel hypoplasia is the 
product of defective enamel growth and is linked to poor nutrition and health 
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status during childhood.  Congenital abnormalities can also noted such as those 
that are genetic in origin or those that are the result of pathologies such as 
syphilis.   
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9.2  Observations 

All the permanent teeth of skeleton [431] were present. One major abscess was 
present, associated with the right maxillary first molar.  

 

Figure 5: Suppurating abscess and the associated carious tooth SK [431] 

The crown of this tooth had been completely destroyed by a carious lesion. This 
may well have been the origin of the abscess, the gaping void in the tooth left 
by the carious lesion encouraging food particles to become trapped and bacteria 
to colonise the tooth. The bacteria have then spread from the tooth into the 
associated alveolar bone of the maxilla, where the pressure from the 
accumulation of exudate within the jaw has resulted in the formation of sinuses. 
The exudate drained from two sinuses both internally and externally. Two 
further caries were noted, both in the maxiallry dentition. Minor hypoplastic 
defects in the anterior dention and small calculus deposits throughout were 
recorded. Two minor areas of periodontal disease were observed. Dental wear 
was recorded and observed to be moderate. 

No dentition was present for skeleton [449]. 

 

9.3  Results 

The dental health of skeleton [431] appears to have been good on the whole 
with the exception of one major abscess associated with a carious tooth. This 
suppurating condition must have been very painful and may well have been the 
origin of the infection that spread to the spine (L5), as described above. This 
aside, there is no evidence of gum disease or gingivitis. Prevalence rates of 
7.5% of caries in the Roman population in Britain have been reported and have 
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been linked to a diet high in carbohydrates and especially sucrose, from 
imported figs and dates as well as the use of honey as a sweetner (Roberts and 
Cox 2003). The lack of major enamel hypoplastic defects may indicate that the 
individual did not suffer any sustained periods of childhood stress from 
malnutrition or disease. 
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No inferences about the dental hygiene of skeleton [449] could be made due to 
the lack of teeth. 
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10. Conclusion 

The table below summarises the findings of the osteological analysis of 
skeletons [431] and [449]: - 

 

  Skeleton [431] Skeleton [449] 

Condition Fair 2-3 but  
fragmented 

Good 1-3 but 
heavily 
fragmented 

Completeness 80% (75%+) 30% (25-50%) 

Age 35-45 (middle adult) 18+ adult 

Sex Female Male? 

Stature 1.61m (5’3”) Unobservable 

Skeletal 
Pathology 

Chronic 
hematogenous 
osteomyelitis of the 
spine, periostitis, 
myostitis ossificans, 
cribra oribtalia 

None observed 

Dental 
Pathology 

Large suppurating 
abscess, 3 caries 

Unobservable 
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The results of the osteoarchaeological analysis indicate that the Roman burials 
excavated at George Lane contained the remains of a male and female. The 
female (skeleton 431) is likely to have been aged between 35-45 years at death, 
attained a stature of 1.61m (5’3”) during life and suffered several pathological 
conditions, including a chronic haematogenous infection in the spine, a major 
suppurating abscess, periostitis, mysotitis ossificians and iron-deficiency 
anaemia as indicated by the presence of cribra orbitalia. This metabolic 
disorder may have been associated with the chronic and painful infections 
suffered by this individual.  Skeleton [449] represents the remains of a probable 
male who was an adult. 
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Part 2: Analysis of the Human Remains from 
Furzen Farm (WSM 30575) 

 

1. Condition of the Bone Present 

1.1. Introduction 

The condition of the bone was assessed macroscopically and recorded 
according to the categories and descriptions referred to by Behrensmeyer 
(1978). 

 

1.2. Observations 

The remains of skeleton [10487] were heavily fragmented, the largest fragment 
being 3.3cm in length. Most fragments were significantly smaller (<1cm) and 
little cortical bone surface survived. 

 

1.3. Results 

Skeletons [10487] was found to be in poor condition, both being graded as 3-5 
(Behrensmeyer 1978). The breaks and fragmentation that has occurred to the 
bone is old and consistent with poor preservation conditions such as fluctuating 
water table levels, soil acidity and/or post-depositional activity at the site. 

2. Completeness of Skeletons 

2.1  Introduction 

This is a guide to the overall completeness of the individual’s skeletal remains 
and is calculated according to the percentage of the bones present in relation the 
total number of bones in a complete human skeleton.  This is gauged through an 
assessment of the amount of material representing different areas of the body.  
A complete skeleton comprises of: 

Skull = 20% 

Torso = 40% 

Arms = 20% 

Legs = 20% 
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2.2  Observations 
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Since the condition of the bone was poor, the material content of skeleton 
[10487] was significantly depleted. 

2.3  Results 

Skeleton [431] was estimated to consist of approximately 10% of its original 
skeletal content and falls into the <25% present category (Buikstra and 
Ubelaker 1994). 

3. Inventory of Skeletal Material 

3.1  Introduction 

An inventory of the skeletal material was recorded in tabular form on Sheet B 
and as a pictorial schematic on Sheet C (contained in the archive).  Each bone 
has been recorded as being absent or present.  The long bones are recorded 
according to the presence or absence of the proximal, middle and distal sections 
and also the proximal and distal joint surfaces.  The percentage of completeness 
of the bones of the axial skeleton (with the exception of the spine) is recorded 
in categories of > 75%, 75-50%, 50-25% and <25%.  This detailed recording is 
necessary to understand the nature of the preservation of the skeletal material 
and any constraints that the condition of material may put on the ensuing 
analysis.  From the perspective of future research, a detailed inventory also 
allows an accurate calculation of prevalence rates of pathological conditions 
such as fractures and joint diseases and should prove more fruitful for future 
reassessment should the skeletal material be reinterred. 

3.2  Observations 

Observations of material present were noted on recording sheets B and C 
contained in the archive. The summary sheets in Appendix A provide an outline 
of the bones and dentition present for each skeleton. 

3.3  Results 

The inventory of skeleton [10487] demonstrates the general paucity of 
identifiable skeletal elements present. Most fragments of limb bones were 
identified from their location in the grave. The only identifiable fragments 
consisted of a lumbar zygapophyseal joint and the left humeral condyle. 
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4. Age, Sex , Non-Metric Traits , Stature and Pathology 
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4.1  Discussion 

The poor preservation of the remains of skeleton [10487] severely restricted the 
osteological analysis of this individual. The density of the cortical individual 
suggests that these remains are likely to have belonged to an adult individual, or 
at least that of an older adolescent. No sexually dimorphic skeletal elements 
survived, so the sex of the individual was unobservable. The presence nor 
absence of non-metric traits could be confirmed, all being unobservable and no 
estimation of stature could be made due to the lack of intact long bones. No 
fragments of bone present demonstrated any pathological changes, though the 
potential of any palaeopathological analysis was extremely limited. 

5. Conclusion 

The table below summarises the findings of the osteological analysis of skeleton      
[10487]; 

 

 Skeleton [10487] 

Condition Poor 3-5, heavily fragmented 

Completeness 10% (<25%) 

Age 18+ adult 

Sex Unobservable 

Stature Unobservable 

Skeletal 
Pathology 

None observed 

Dental 
Pathology 

Unobservable 

 

Skeleton [10487] was found to be in a poor state of preservation and this 
greatly restricted the results of the osteological analysis. However, the nature 
of the fragments and the density of cortical bone present suggested that these 
remains represented those of an adult.  
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Part 3: Analysis of the animal remains associated with 
Skeleton [431] from George Lane 
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1.1 Introduction 

A small number of animal remains were recovered from the fill of a Roman 
burial of a female buried in a north south direction with the head to the north.  

  

1.2 Methods 

The faunal remains were analysed using the zooarchaeological reference 
collection at university of York. Distinction between sheep and goat based on 
Boessneck (1969) and Prummel & Frisch (1986) was attempted. No metric 
analysis could be carried out due to the incomplete nature of the bones.  
Observations were made on age based on criteria summarised by Silver (1969) 
and examined for any cut and gnawing marks based Binford (1970).  

1.3 Preservation 

The remains exhibited a light yellowish brown colour and were very well 
preserved though with a high degree of fragmentation. 

1.4 Results 

A total of 17 fragments of faunal remains were uncovered from the grave fill of 
a Roman burial. The majority of the fragments could be matched to form part 
of the same elements with only 4 fragments not positively identified though 
clearly from the same size animal. Table 1 provides a list of the identified 
remains within the assemblage.  

 
Through comparisons with remains of neonate animals in the university of 
York reference collection the remains were estimated to be those of a 
sheep/goat. Attempts were made to distinguish the remains through the 
morphological variations of sheep and goat laid down by Bossneck (1969) and 
Pummel and Frisch (1986) but these proved inconclusive 

 
All the remains were unfused and very small, though no metric analysis was 
possible due to the high fragmentation of the bones the remains were estimated 
to be those of a neonate lamb.  

 
All the remains derived from the front part of the animal, the front left and 
right humerus and radius and the right scapula. 

 
No cut marks were observed on any of the elements that appeared to have been 
placed within the grave in an articulated state.  
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  Table 1:  Identified elements       
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Species Element Side Portion Fusion Age 
Sheep/goat Humerus  R Distal diaphysis Unfused Neonate 
Sheep/goat Humerus R Distal epiphysis Unfused Neonate 
Sheep/goat Humerus  L Distal diaphysis Unfused Neonate 
Sheep/goat Humerus L Distal epiphysis Unfused Neonate 
Sheep/goat Radius L Proximal 

diaphysis 
Unfused Neonate 

Sheep/goat Radius L Proximal 
epiphysis 

Unfused Neonate 

Sheep/goat Radius R Shaft Unfused Neonate 
Sheep/goat Scapula R Glenoid cavity Unfused Neonate 
Sheep/goat Proximal 

phalanx 
? Complete 

diaphysis 
Unfused Neonate 

 
 

1.5 Discussion 

The neonate sheep/goat remains were uncovered from the fill of a Roman 
burial. It is unclear whether the remains formed part of the grave goods or 
simply incorporated into the backfill of the grave. It is not unlikely that the 
remains were part of the burial goods and were placed in the grave as food. 
From the remains uncovered it appears that only the front limbs and shoulder 
were present. Given the excellent recovery including the epiphyses it is 
unlikely that the sheep was complete at the time of burial and is therefore most 
likely to have been placed in the grave as meat.  
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Part 4: Conclusion: The diversity of burial 
practice in Worcestershire from 1st – 4th century 
AD in context. 
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The findings of the osteological analysis of the human remains should be taken 
into consideration with other archaeological evidence in interpreting the nature 
of the George Lane and Furzen Farm sites. It is clear, for example, that both 
sites demonstrate at least periods, if not continual, intense use of the area 
surrounding Wyre Piddle during the middle-late Iron Age and throughout the 
Roman period. This activity includes both the domestic settlement of the region 
as well as the use of the land for burial practices. The burial practices at both 
sites are varied yet share common characteristics. An informed interpretation of 
these sites requires full integration of all available archaeological data. 

The topography of the landscape has considerably altered, as is attested to by 
the former presence of a number of enclosures consisting of ditches and banks 
in existence at the time of interment. The graves from George’s Lane both 
appear to have been cut into these banks (grave [432] being cut into banks and 
directly aligned with the associated ditch [407]), which would have served as 
markers in the landscape at the time. Human remains dating to the late Iron Age 
have also been recovered from the bank of a stream at Church Lench in 
Worcestershire (Griffin 2002). Does this represent evidence of continuity of 
burial practices for some groups in Worcestershire through these periods, 
placing remains in easily located landmarks? Have burial practices from 
different traditions been integrated? Evidence of continuation of religious 
beliefs between the Roman and Iron Age in Britain is attested to the presence of 
multi-phase temples, contemporary inscriptions to Roman and ‘Celtic’ deities 
and Roman barrow burials such as the Bartlow Hills in Essex dating to the late 
1st century AD (Salway 1993). 

Dating of these burials is crucial to our understanding of any similarities in 
burial practices in different areas or periods. The lack of artefacts at George 
Lane and Furzen Farm only allows a vague ascription of these burials to the 
Roman period. It is suggested here that absolute dating of the skeletons through 
the application of radiocarbon dating would provide invaluable information, 
which is central to enriching our knowledge of contemporary burial rites 
(Haselgrove at al 2004). From the osteological analysis, we can infer that the 
rite in practice at George Lane was not exclusive to either sex, since these bank 
burials contained the remains of both a male and female individual. Analysis of 
the female skeleton indicates the presence of a metabolic disorder and a series 
of infections consistent with an individual of a poor health status that may have 
contributed to an early death. It may be inferred from the presence of such 
disorders that this individual was of lower social status, concurring, perhaps, 
with the lack of high status grave goods. It is interesting to note, however, that 
the presence of several small animal bones in this grave recovered with the 
skeleton, belong to the same species and may represent a votive offering of a 
joint of lamb. Again, this has been noted to be a practice of both late Iron Age 
and early Roman cultures (Salway 1993).   
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Both graves contained nails, representing in the case of the female [431] a plank 
coffin and in the case of the male [449] the presence of hobnail shoes or boots, 
both ostensibly Roman artefacts (although Iron Age burials with plank coffins 
have been recorded in other parts of the country (Roberts and Cox 2003)). The 
north-south alignment of these burials may reflect the fact that these individuals 
were not strictly Christian – the orientation was clearly an important statement 
as is suggested by the fact that grave [450] was cut into bank perpendicular to 
its east-west alignment, unlike grave [432] which was cut into a bank along its 
north-south alignment. Christianity, associated with east-west aligned burials, is 
widely held to have become popular in Britain from about the turn of the third 
century. This may indicate that these burials are Early Roman. However, the 
practice of inhumation also became more popular concomitant with the rise of 
Christianity. Prior to this, during the 1st and 2nd centuries, the traditional Roman 
burial practice in Britain was cremation (Salway 1993). The presence of 
inhumations with ‘Roman’ artefacts at George Lane on a north-south alignment 
presents us with conflicting evidence of the ethnicity and religious beliefs of the 
people buried there. The provision of a date for the burials is, therefore, 
paramount to furthering our understanding of the site. 
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Whilst on first appearances the density of burial at the George Lane is sparse, 
this may be due to the nature of the preservation of the banks into which 
inhumations have been placed. The majority of these banks have been truncated 
by subsequent landscape changes across the site. Evidence of this can be seen 
directly from the survival of skeleton [449], which was preserved due to post-
depositional slumping of the lower half of the body. The upper bank, into which 
the skeleton had been interred and in which the upper half of the individual was 
still located, had been truncated by later ploughing. It is also true that a 
relatively small proportion of banks have been excavated at this site, as is 
generally the case with these features. On the whole, should any group favour 
disposal of the dead within upstanding banks, especially those of natural 
origins, the archaeological record of these peoples would surely be biased 
through both preservation of these banks and excavation strategy.  

The burial at Furzen Farm is similarly lacking in direct dating evidence, 
although again Roman coffin nails and hobnails were recorded. This burial is 
unlike those from George Lane; it is an isolated burial located outside what 
appears to be a boundary ditch to the focus of settlement activity dating to the 
Roman period. This inhumation would appear to follow the general Roman 
observance of burying the dead outside settlement areas (Salway 1993). Roman 
rural burials have frequently been found to be lying alongside country lanes and 
roads (Salway 1993) – would there have been an access route adjacent to this 
grave? The isolated nature of the grave perhaps indicates a personal relationship 
with the nearby settlement. It is certainly not within the confines of a 
rectangular enclosure as has been found with other cemeteries dating to the 
Roman period, which are thought to be a continuation of a pre-Roman Iron Age 
practice (Salway 1993). Two burials dating to the late Roman period have been 
found in an enclosure, however, at the nearby Upper Moor site (Western 2003). 
The dispersed nature of burials from this region and the varying burial practices 
occurring during this period are intriguing. This perhaps represents small 
groups of people associated with their own independent farmsteads who seem 
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to have a degree of autonomy from any overseeing administrative body, at least 
in terms of burial rites.  
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Overall, the finds from the Wyre Piddle area, including the sites of George 
Lane and Furzen Farm, present evidence for the use of burial practices that are 
varied but share common traits. It is unclear from the broad dates ascribed to 
the graves whether these are contemporary rites or whether they represent a 
temporal shift in religious beliefs. The complexity of burial rites during the 1st – 
4th centuries needs to be understood in the context of the socio-political changes 
occurring throughout Britain at this time, when, as a result of the Roman 
Invasion, people from all over Europe would have been inhabiting the island. 
Not only would native British funerary rites have been observed but also those 
of many other cultures. Different practices may have been integrated with one 
another to assert social identity in a changing political climate as well as to 
maintain religious and cultural traditions. Our understanding of burial rite of 
this period in Worcestershire can only be furthered by the provision of more 
accurate dates and incorporating the data from these seemingly dispersed 
burials into a comprehensive research strategy within the current framework of 
late Iron Age-Roman research agendas in West Midlands.  

 

Acknowledgements 

Mercian Archaeology would like to thank Gaynor Western for carrying out the 
human osteological analysis and Tania Kausmally for the zooarchaeological 
analysis.  Thanks are also due to Robin Jackson, Liz Pearson and Laura Griffin 
of Worcestershire Archaeological Service. 

Gaynor Western and Tania Kausmally can be contacted at: 

enquiries@ossafreelance.co.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 21



 

REFERENCES 

 

Bass, W. M. 1995 Human Osteology; A Laboratory and Field Manual. 
Missouri Archaeological Society, Inc., Columbia 

Behrensmayer, 
A.  

1978 Taphonomic and Ecological Information from Bone. 
In Paleobiology 4:150-162 

Binford, L.R  1970 Bones – Ancient Men and Modern Myths – Studies 
in Archaeology. Academic  
Press 

Boessneck, J.     
 

1969 Osteological differences between Sheep (Ovis aries 
Linne) and Goat (Capra hircus Linne).  In D. 
Brothwell and E. Higgs (eds) Science in 
Archaeology,   
331-358. (2nd edition).  London  

Buikstra, J. E. 
and Ubelaker, 
D. H.  

1994 Standards for Data Collection from Human Skeletal 
Remains Arkansas Archaeological Survey Research 
Series no. 44 

English 
Heritage 

2002 Human Bones from Archaeological Sites: Guidelines 
for producing assessment documents and analytical 
reports. English Heritage, Centre for Archaeology 
Guidelines. 

Griffin, S., 
Mann A. and 
Western, G.  

2002 Excavation at Old Yew Hill Wood, Church Lench, 
Worcestershire. Archaeological Service, 
Worcestershire County Council Report No. 904 

Haselgrove, C. 
et al 

2004 Understanding the British Iron Age; An Agenda for 
Action. 
http://www.personal.rdg.ac.uk/~lascretn/IAAgenda.
htm 

Hillson S   
 

1996 Mammal Bones and Teeth, An introductory guide to 
methods of Identification. 2nd ed. Institute of 
Archaeology UCL. 
 

Lovejoy, C., 
Meindl, T., 
Pryzbeck, T. 
and 
Mensforth, R. 

1985 Chronological Metamorphosis of the Auricular 
Surface of the Ilium: A New Method for the 
Determination of Age at Death. In American Journal 
of Physical Anthropology 68:15-28 

 

 22



Lyman, R.L  1994 Vertebrate Taphonomy. Cambridge Manuals in 
Archaeology. Cambridge University Press 

Phenice, T. 1969 A Newly Developed Visual Method of Sexing in the 
Os pubis. In American Journal of Physical 
Anthropology 30:297-301 

Prummel. W 
& Frisch H-J:  
 

1986 A guide to the Destinction of Species, Sex and Body 
side of Sheep and Goat. Journal of Archaeological 
Science 13. 567-577 

Roberts, C and 
Cox, M. 

2003 Health and Disease in Britain from Prehistory to the 
Present Day. Sutton Publishing Ltd., Stroud, 
England. 

Roberts, C and 
Manchester, 
K. 

1997 The Archaeology of Disease. Sutton Publishing Ltd. 
Stroud, England. 

Salter, R. 1999 Textbook of Disorders and Injuries of the 
Musculoskeletal System. 3rd ed. Williams and 
Wilkins, Maryland. 

Salway, P. 1993 The Oxford Illustrated History of Roman Britain. 
Oxford University Press. 

Silver, P 1969 The ageing of domestic animals in D Brothwell & E 
Higgs (eds) Science in Archaeology. London. 
Thames and Hudson pp. 283-302 

Schmid, E 
 

 

1972 Atlas of Animal bones for Prehistorians, 
Archaeologists and quartenary Geologists. Elservier 
publishing company 

Stuart-
Macadam, P. 

1991 Anaemia in Roman Britain. In H. Bush and M. 
Zvelebil (eds) Health in Past Societies. Biocultural 
interpretations of human remains in archaeological 
contexts. Oxford, Tempus Reparatum, British 
Archaeological Reports. International Series 567 
pp101-13. 

Ubelaker, D.  1989 Human Skeletal Remains. 2nd ed. Taraxacum Press, 
Washington D.C. 

Western, A. G. 2003 Osteological Analysis of Human Remains from 
Upper Moor, near Wyre Piddle, Worcestershire. 
Mercian Archaeology, PJ 108 

 23



THE ARCHIVE 
 

Type No Type No 
Skeleton Recording Form A 3 Skeleton Recording Form J 1 
Skeleton Recording Form B 3 Skeleton Recording Form K 1 
Skeleton Recording Form D 2 Skeleton Recording Form L 1 
Skeleton Recording Form E 1 Skeleton Recording Form M 1 
Skeleton Recording Form H 2 Skeleton Recording Form Z 1 
Skeleton Recording Form I 2 Compact Disc     1 

 
 
COPYRIGHT 
 

This report is copyright to Mercian Archaeology. The client will be granted full licence to use the 
information contained within the report on full settlement of the account 
 

© Mercian Archaeology August 2003 
 
 

 24


