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Fig. 1. Sketch-map of sites at Harston. 1-3, Iron Age; 4 and 5, Anglo-Saxon 



ANGLO-SAXON DISCOVERIES 
AT HARSTON 

by 

G. C. Dunning 

In a recent volume of these Transactions 1 Miss K. M. Kenyon recorded the 
circumstances of finding pits in the quarry worked by the Stanton Ironworks 
Company at Harston in 1935 and 1936. Three pits and contents belonging to 
the Early Iron Age were fully described by Miss Kenyon, leaving the two pits 
of the Anglo-Saxon period to be reported upon later. These pits, 90 ft. 
apart, were situated 200 yds. north-west of the prehistoric pits. The five 
sites are marked on the accompanying sketch-map (fig. 1), kindly supplied 
by Mr. H. B. Hewlett, Geologist to the Company. 

Site 4 

A pit about 12 ft. long by 6 ft. wide and dug to a depth of 2 ft. 6 ins. in 
the ironstone. On the floor were found a bone comb, a bone weaving tool 
and a spindle-whorl (fig. 2), and a potsherd with a pierced lug on the rim 
(fig. 3). 
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Fig. 2. Harston, Site 4. 1 and 2, objects of bone; 3, baked clay (½) 

FIG. 2. I. Part of a bone comb about 5 ins. long with a row of 
teeth on each side of the handle. It is made of three bone plates fixed 
together by iron rivets. The back of the handle is slightly curved, and in 
this respect the comb may be regarded as an early form of the long single
sided combs with decorated side plates of the later Saxon period. Some 
of these long hog-backed combs were found by Faussett in seventh-century 
graves in Kent, and similar combs were found in late pagan Saxon graves 
at Burwell, Cambridgeshire.2 The fully developed hog-backed comb may 
reach 10 ins; in length. Many fragments of these long combs have been 

r Trans. Leics. Arch. Soc., xxvi. 43. 
2 T. C. Lethbridge, Recent Excavations in Anglo-Saxon Cemeteries in Gambridge

shire and Suffolk (1931), p. 52 and figs. 25, 34 and 36. 
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found in recent excavations at the late Saxon town of Thetford, and they 
are common in the Viking period as late as the eleventh century.3 The 
short comb from Harston is probably sixth or early seventh century. 

2. Double-pointed bone tool 3 · 8 ins. long. Tools of this type are 
not infrequently found in Saxon huts, and sometimes in burials in asso
ciation with weaving appliances. Various suggestions have been made as 
to their purpose, either as spools or shuttles for use on the loom, or as 
spindles to take whorls like those from Harston. The present example seems 
unsuited to any of these uses; it is too short and thick for a spindle, which is 
generally of wood and has the thickest part near one end. A more satis
factory explanation has been made by Miss E. Crowfoot, who suggests that 
the Harston tool is a thread-picker used in conjunction with a weaver's 
sword or batten, a long flat piece of wood or bone4 for beating the weft 
threads close together after each throw on the loom. Sometimes a thread 
catches, particularly with wool or roughly spun thread, and then the small 
pick is used to push the individual thread into place. 

3. Spindle-whorl of buff baked clay. 
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Fig. 3. Harston, Site 4. Pottery (¼) 

FIG. 3. Fragment of a pot with a vertical pierced lug on the rim. 
Coarse sandy grey ware with rough surface. The complete vessel had two 
lugs on opposite sides of the rim for suspending it over the hearth. Pots 
of this type5 are imitations in clay of the bronze bowls with triangular lugs 
on the rim, which are a normal type of the pagan Saxon period. 6 

3 R. E. M. Wheeler, London and the Saxons (London Museum Catalogue No. 6), 
p. 190, pl. XX. 

4 Iron weaving battens have been found in Saxon graves: British Museum Anglo
Saxon Guide (1923), p. 56, fig. 61. 

s As at Sutton Courtenay, Berks., Archaeologia, xcii. 90, fig. 10, and Lackford, 
Suffolk, T. C. Lethbridge, A Cemetery at Lackford, Suffolk (1951), p. 20, 
fig, 23. 

6 Wheeler, London and the Saxons, p. 147, fig. 25. 
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Site 5 

A pit or trench about 6 ft. long by only 3 ft. wide and dug to a depth 
of 2 ft. 6 in. in the ironstone. It contained two bone combs, a small bone 
pin, two iron knives and a spindle-whorl (fig. 4), a clay loom-weight (fig. 5), 
eight fragments of plain cooking-pots, including three rims (fig. 6), and 
animal bones. 
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Fig. 4. Harston, Site 5. 1-3, objects of bone; 4 and 5, iron; 6, baked clay (½) 

FJG. 4. I. Part of a bone comb with two . rows of teeth. The side 
plates have parallel edges and are fixed by iron rivets. This is a normal 
type of the pagan Saxon period, frequently found in the graves and on 
settlement sites. 

2. Fragment of a bone comb with one row of teeth. The side plates 
are decorated with fine incised lines near the edges. 

3. Small bone pin with fine point. 

4. S~all iron knife of the type frequent in Anglo-Saxon graves and 
on hut-sites. 

5. Broken iron knife similar to No. 4. 

6. Spindle-whorl of pinkish baked clay. 

FIG. 5. Annular loom-weight of baked clay. Such weights are com
monly found on · Saxon hut-sites in sets of four; they were tied to ends of 
the warp threads of an upright loom to give the necessary tension in weaving. 
The earlier Saxon type,7 as in the present example, is flat in section and has 
a relatively large central opening, in contrast to more massive loom-weights 
(bun-shaped) with a smaller hole, which are found on late Saxon sites of the 
eighth and succeeding centuries.8 

7 London and the Saxons, p. 154. 
8 Archaelogia, lxxxix. 83. 
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Fig. 5. Harston, Site 5. Clay loom-weight (½) 

FIG. 6. I. Fragment of large hand-made cooking pot with flat rim. 
Sandy black ware. 

2. Sherd of small cooking-pot with everted rim. Coarse sandy grey 
ware with roughly striated surface. 

3. Sherd of narrow-necked pot. Coarse black ware with uneven 
surface. 

Half of the base of a Roman pot was also found; probably it had been 
picked up by the Saxons and used as a pot-lid. 

Fig. 6. Harston, Site 5. Pottery (¼) 
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The Harston pots are typical examples of the plain hand-made vessels 
used by the Saxons for cooking and domestic purposes. Similar pottery 
is recorded from the pagan Saxon villages and huts in the list of references 
(p. 54). 

Animal bones. The bones and teeth of domestic and wild animals 
were kindly examined and identified by Dr. J. Wilfrid Jackson, F.S.A. The 
usual domestic animals ( ox, horse and pig) were used as food, supplemented 
by the larger wild animals (red deer and roe-deer). 

Ox. Various broken bones including metacarpals split lengthways; 
part of large robust horn-core; toe bones; two incisors. 

Horse. Upper molar. 
Pig. Lower molar. 
Dog. Part of left maxilla with three teeth. 
Red Deer. Last lower molar. 
Roe-Deer. Two fragments of tibia; part of left ram.us of mandible 

with three molars. 

Discussion 

The dimensions of Site 4 are rather small for an Anglo-Saxon hut but 
not impossibly so, and it may be identified as the lower part of a single
roomed hut. Probably it was roofed with a frame of sloping poles thatched 
with turf or reeds. The finds, a bone comb and weaving tool and a spindle
whorl, suggest that it was the dwelling of a weaver. Site 5, with only half 
the dimensions of Site 4, is too small for a hut and it may have been a 
storage-pit or cellar. The finds from it, combs and a pin, iron knives, a 
spindle-whorl, one loom-weight, broken pottery and bones of food-animals, 
are more varied and fragmentary than on Site 4, and suggest domestic refuse. 

While the cemeteries of the pagan Anglo-Saxons are numerous, their 
dwellings have not often been found, either in groups or singly, and few 
such sites have been properly excavated. The recording of a settlement at 
Harston in the course of digging for ironstone is, therefore, all the more 
noteworthy. Many pits found about sixty years ago on either side of 
Sewstern Lane near Woolsthorpe, about a mile and a half from the Harston 
site, seem to have been of this period, but in the absence of detailed infor
mation this is not certain.9 Apart from this discovery of uncertain validity, 
the evidence of Saxon dwelling-sites in Leicestershire is limited to a few 
bone objects of domestic usage and clay loom-weights from Leicester, 
Barrow-on-Soar and elsewhere. 

The distribmion of pagan Saxon cemeteries in south-west Lincolnshire 
shows that one route by which the invaders penetrated this part of the 
country was along the valleys of the rivers Witham and Slea and through the 
Ancaster Gap. 10 The large cemeteries at Ancaster and Sleaford contain 
objects of early date, and indicate that the colonisation was well advanced 
by about the end of the fifth century. The dwellers at Harston, which is 
just on the Leicestershire side of the modern county boundary, are probably 
to be numbered among the descendants of these invaders. The material 

9 Archaeological "journal, xci. 147. 
10 ibid., 138, and pl. XXVII. 
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from the huts, more particularly the combs and the loom-weight, suggests 
a date in the sixth or the early seventh century-that is, towards the end of 
the pagan Anglo-Saxon period. 

It may be observed that the Harston site cannot be grouped with the 
mass of the settlements in Leicestershire and Rutland, which lie further 
south, in the basins of the rivers Soar, Wreak and Welland, and appear to 
belong to colonists who advanced from the south-east. The suggestion has 
been made that the linear earthwork called King Lud's Entrenchments," 
about two miles south of Harston, marks a political frontier between the 
two areas of settlement. 
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