
An Anglo-Saxon Cemetery at 
W anlip, Leicestershire 
by Peter Liddle 

INTRODUCTION 
Between 1958 and 1960 during the construction of Longslade School, Anglo-Saxon material 
was discovered on several occasions. The evidence suggests that only part of a much larger 
group of material, constituting a Pagan Anglo-Saxon cemetery, was recovered. It should be 
noted that although often referred to as 'Birstall' the site is, in fact, in Wanlip parish. 

THE SITE 
The discoveries were made during the grading of the steep south east side of a hill made up of 
virtually pure sand which is surmounted by a small spinney containing an ice-house. The site is 
some five kilometres north of the Roman walled town at Leicester and overlooks the Soar valley 
(Fig. 1). About four hundred metres away to the north east is the village of Wanlip where there 
exists, and may well have existed in the past, a crossing-point of the Soar. The national grid 
reference to the site is SK596103. 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 
In June 1958, the contractors building the school discovered two Anglo-Saxon pots. The staff of 
Leicester Musuem Antiquities Department were then called in, and engaged in trial trenching. 
This is recorded in Fig. 2 based on a contemporary plan. A third pot (no P.4) was discovered 
during this excavation. 

In April 1959 the contractors found a sword, spear and shield boss along with 'other 
fragments'. 1 These were almost certainly one grave-group but their location on the site does not 
seem to have been recorded (nos. M.1-3). John Daniell, the Assistant Keeper of Antiquities 
maintained a watching brief on this site, and in October 1960 noticed a dark patch in the sand 
revealed by a bulldozer working, much further down the slope towards the school buildings 
than the previous discoveries. On investigation this patch proved to be some 1.20 metres by 
1.20 metres (4 feet by 4 feet) in size and was made up predominantly of charcoal and ash.)n the 
patch were found bones and horse teeth and, 'among the bones were the crushed remains of two 
shield bosses lying side by side, (nos. M.6 & 7) and a few inches below them the iron bridle bit 
(no. M.8) was buried with the side pieces pointing upwards'. 2 All the finds are in Leicestershire 
Museums, the accessio1,1 number being 155.1958. During June 1973, Mr Daniell again watched 
work on the site, this time on a new laboratory building, but no new discoveries were made. 

FINDS REPORTS 
The Metalwork (Plate 1, Figures 3 to 5) 
M.l, M.2 and M.3 are the grave group found in April 1959, M.6, M.7 and M .8 the group 
found with the horse in October 1960, while M.5 was found in the same area as the pottery 
towards the top of the slope. 

Trans. Vol. L V 
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Fig. 1 Map of Wanlip and its environs 
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Fig. 2 Plan of site at Wanlip 
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Plate I Spear, shield boss and sword, Wanlip 
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Fig. 3 The metalwork, sword (scale 1:4) and shield boss (scale 1:2) 
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Fig. 4 The metalwork, spear, brooch, butt-ferrule and shield boss (scale, all 1:2) 
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Fig. 5 The metalwork, shield boss and bridle bit (scale, all 1 :2) 
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M .1. Iron Sword 

M.2. Iron Shield Boss 

M.3. Iron Spear (Fig. 4) 

M.4. Iron Annular 
Brooch/Buckle 

M.5. Iron conical 
butt-ferrule 

M.6. Iron Shield Boss 

M. 7. Iron Shield Boss 

M.8. Iron Bridle Bit 

The Animal Bones by A . 
Horse (Equus) Bones 

Horse? 
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81.6 ems. long by 6 ems. wide. A long sword of normal Anglo-Saxon 
type with parallel edges. Indications of wood texture in the corrosion 
are presumably from a scabbard. Now badly fragmented. Diagram 1 
(Fig. 3) has been drawn partly from photographs and from the sur
viving fragments. 
c. 10 ems. high by c. 15 ems. in diameter. Rather squat conical boss 
with carination towards base and a flange through which the boss 
was attached by rivets to the shield board. 
Surviving length 24 ems., when found 30 ems. Originally a socketed 
spearhead with angular blade of Swanton's Type H.2 (M.J. 
Swanton, 1973). Socket lost in conservation (compare fig. 2 and 
plate 1). 
4.7 ems. diameter. Probably intended as an annular object which has 
split rather than a penannular example. Findspot not recorded 
11.4 ems. long. This fitted on the butt of a spear shaft . 

10 ems. high by c. 16 ems in diameter. Conical boss of the same type 
as M.4 and M . 7 (Fig. 5). 
11 ems. high by 17 .5 ems. in diameter. Squat conical boss of the 
same type as M .3. 2 rivets visible on flange. Wood texture discern
able on underside of flange presumably from shield board. 
Made up of two rings of 6 ems. diameter and two links of 8 ems. in 
length. The position into which the bit is corroded suggests that it 
was buried in position on the horse. 

Wainwright 
One right Radius (length 290 mm) 
One right Metacarpal (length 225 mm) 
One right Humerus (distal end) 
One right Scapula (fragments) 
First right Phalanx 
Second right Phalanx 
Fragments of three vertebrae: 1st Dorsal, 2nd Dorsal, 7th Cervical 
Fragments of three ribs: 2 left, 1 right 
(6 unidentifiable bone fragments). 
Horse Teeth 
4 upper left side, 3 premolars, 1 molar 
3 upper right side, l premolar?, 2 molar (all badly weathered) 
4 lower left side, 3 premolars, 1 molar. 

The Anglo-Saxon Pottery by P. W. Williams (Fig. 6) 
At present there are no characteristics by which Anglo-Saxon pottery can be precisely dated, 
this being especially true in the case of the plain wares. On the basis of the decorated vessels 
present it is however possible, tentatively, to suggest a date between the mid-fifth and mid-sixth 
centuries. On the basis of the orderly character of the stamping and the pendant triangles 
present on vessel 7 it may be dated to the first halfofthe sixth century (J.N.L. Myres, 1977, 
51 f., fig. 296). It bears a stamp identical to Thurmaston vessel 84 (P.W. Williams, 
forthcoming) which is dated to the same period. 
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Vessel 5 may be tentatively dated to the mid-fifth century (J.N .L. Myres, 1977, 24, fig . 129) 
being a quite developed form of the chevron and dot motif common in both the barbarian and 
Roman worlds in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. 

a. The Plain Vessels (Fig. 6) 
1. Sub-globular vessel with wide mouth and down-turned everted rim 
2. Shouldered vessel with bead rim 
3. Globular bowl with bead rim 
4. Sub-globular bowl with slightly out-turned rim 

b. The Decorated Vessels (Fig. 6) 
5. Sharply shouldered urn with hollow neck, flaring rim, and wide mouth. Decorated with a 
row of single line chevrons, demarcated above and below by a single groove. Beneath this lies 
another row of single line chevrons, the upper panels of which contain four dots. Beneath is a 
row of double line chevrons, the lower panels of which contain three dots at their apex. 
6. Body sherd from a biconical urn. Decorated with a single row of stamps, demarcated below 
by three grooves. Below this is a row of chevrons which are either double or triple grooved, their 
upper panels being filled with stamps. Two stamps are present one of which is also found on 
Thurmaston 84. 
7. A small globular urn, hollow necked, and with a slightly flaring rim and wide mouth. 
Decorated with a row of stamps, demarcated above by two plain cordons, and below by a 
groove, a slashed collar and a second groove, below which is a line of double grooved pendant 
triangles. One stamp is present. 

INTERPRETATION AND DISCUSSION 
Si11ce its discovery the nature of this site has been a matter .of speculation, often being described 
as a possible settlement. An analysis of the finds, however, suggests that it must be an 
inhumation cemetery. This is despite the absence of any trace of human skeletal material. A 
settlement site can be ruled out by the sheer quality of the finds - no Anglo-Saxon settlement 
site has ever been recorded where complete pots, a sword, spear and shields (not to mention a 
horse) lay haphazardly around. A cremation cemetery can be discounted on the style and size of 
the pottery and also on the grounds that cremated bone is extremely difficult to destroy and 
some indications would surely have been found. 

A certain number of horse bones did, though, survive (although rather damaged) which 
suggests that human bones should have been able to survive also. However, a consideration of 
the position from which the horse bones were recovered suggests a possible solution. They were 
discovered beneath the patch of charcoal and ash. This would be alkaline, and acidic ground 
water which percolated through this would have been (at least partly) neutralised, which may 
have allowed some bone to survive. (S. Limbrey, 1975, 328). It seems very likely then, that the 
site is that of an inhumation cemetery. The pots found towards the top to the slope were almost 
certainly accessory vessels included within graves, presumably to contain an offering of food or 
drink. These would be low status graves, although the butt-ferrule suggest that one grave, at 
least, contained a spear which was not recovered. 

The inclusion of a spear is quite normal in Anglo-Saxon male graves and indicates the free 
status of the dead man. The burial that must be represented by the sword, spear and shield 
group (M. l, 2 & 3) is less common, the sword indicating a higher status. Even more unusual (if 
not unique) is the other group of finds - the two shield bosses, bridle, horse bones and charcoal 
(M.6, 7 & 8). Horses are sometimes buried in Anglo-Saxon cemeteries. Locally Willoughby-on-
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Fig. 6 Wanlip, the Anglo-Saxon Pottery (scale, Pots 1:4, Stamps 1:1) 
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the-Wolds, Notts. (M. Dean, 1965) and Wigston Magna (J. Nichols, 1810, 377) are examples. 
The practice even seems to be mentioned in Anglo-Saxon Common Law. 'If any man kills 
another .. . the body itself must be laid out according to custom, the head to the west and the 
feet to the east, on his shield if he has one, and grasping his spear and surrounded by his 
weapons, and his horse set upright' . Pseudoleges Henrici Primi (M.J. Swanton, 1973, 3). 

In this case it would appear that the horse was buried with its bridle (and presumably the 
reins etc.) still in place. Two shields were then placed on top ofit, and judging from the ash and 
charcoal, set on fire (although the shield bosses show no trace of fire). This rite has not been 
traced elsewhere and seems a most strange fusion of inhumation and cremation practices. No 
indication of a human burial accompanying the horse was found, unless, of course, the 
unlocated high status group was in fact found nearby. But this in itself would cause problems, 
as it is extremely unusual to find more than one shield in a grave and three would seem 
excessive. Perhaps the most likely explanation is that one or more burials did accompany the 
horse but have been completely dissolved, although at the least accompanying spears would be 
expected. No really satisfactory explanation can be given at this time. 

The general date of the cemetery is quite clear. The metalwork and pottery give a consistent 
fifth to sixth century range with nothing that is recognisably early or late, although as only a 
small proportion of the cemetery has probably been recovered it is not known whether this 
represents the full range of use of the site. The area of the Soar/Wreake confluence is rich in 
Anglo-Saxon sites when compared to the rest of Leicestershire. In the next parish to the north
west is the Rothley/Thurcaston inhumation cemetery where many skeletons were disturbed by 
the building of the Great Central Railway in 1896. Despite the richness of the finds from this 
site, like fine brooches, not one sword was found (W.T. Tucker, 1896). To the north in 
Cossington parish an early Anglo-Saxon loom-weight was found during the excavation of a 
Bronze Age site, while a probably Middle Saxon site is known near the Fosse Way. To the 
north-east a sword, possibly representing a disturbed inhumation, has been discovered in 
Syston parish, and in Queniborough parish a remarkably rich male inhumation is recorded, 
containing (as in the case ofWanlip) a sword, spear and shield but also a cauldron, fragments of 
a bucket, two Anglo-Saxon pots and Late Roman bronze and glass (J. Nicholls, 1815, app 145-
146). The closest known cemetery is that at Thurmaston, found in 1953 and containing over a 
hundred cremation burials. (P.W. Williams, forthcoming). 

There seems little doubt that all these cemeteries are broadly contemporary and that groups 
practising different burial rites were co-existing in Leicestershire in the fifth and sixth centuries. 
The pottery stamp shared between Wanlip and Thurmaston argues in particular for a 
contemporary date and some links between the users of the two sites. The significance of the 
different rites - whether religious, ethnic or some other factor - is unknown, but it is clear that 
at most sites one or other rite was chosen (although mixed sites are known) and that this rite was 
maintained throughout the period. Work in many parts of the country, including Leicestershire 
(P. Liddle, forthcoming) has shown that many early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries appear to be 
related to large Late Roman settlements. In the present case there is no conclusive link with the 
Roman pattern, but Roman material is recorded from within a kilometre to the north-east on 
both sides of the River Soar at Wanlip, perhaps implying a river-crossing at that point. There is 
no information as yet to suggest where the Anglo-Saxon settlement or settlements that used this 
cemetery were located, and there is nothing in the location of the cemetery to suggest whether 
any continuity of settlement pattern from the Roman period is likely in the present case. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The material from Wanlip represents part - and perhaps only a small part - of an Anglo
Saxon inhumation cemetery of fifth to sixth century date. 



AN ANGLO-SAXON CEMETERY AT WANLIP 21 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I would like to thank John Daniell for his considerable help in the writing of this report; Bob 
Rutland, Jean Mellor, Patrick Clay and many of my other colleagues for reading and improving 
earlier drafts of this paper; Phil Williams for . the pottery report, (Fig. l) and many fruitful 
discussions of Anglo-Saxon problems; Angus Wainwright for the bone report; Bob Jarrett for 
Fig. 2; Tony Bell for the pottery drawings, and Kate Ash for the metalwork drawings (Figs. 
3-5). I would also like to thank F. Perks and Sons, the contractors, and the County Architect's 
Department for their ready co-operation during the recovery of this material. 

Nores 
l . Trans. Leics. Arch. and Hisr. Soc. XXXVI (1960), 52 
2. Field Report by J.A. Daniell 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
DEAN, M.J., 1965The excavarion of rhe Anglian Graveyard ar Broughron Lodge, Wiffoughby-on-rhe-Wolds, Nous. 
(May-September I 964), ( 1965) 
LIDDLE, P.; Leics. Archaeology - rhe presenr srare of knowledge (forthcoming) 
LIMBREY, S., Soil Science and archaeology (1975) 
MYRES, J.N.L., A corpus of Anglo-Saxon porrery of rhe Pagan Period (2 vols., 1977) 
NICHOLS, J., Hisrory and Anriquiries of rhe Counry of Leicesrer, IV, pt . I (1810) 
NICHOLS, J., Hisrory and Anriquiries of rhe Counry of Leicesrer, I, pt. 2 (1815) 
SWANTON, M.J., The spearheads of the Anglo~Saxon sertlemenrs (1973) 
TUCKER, W.T., 1896 'On supposed British remains from Rothley, Leics.' in Trans. Leics. Lit. & Phil. Sociery, 
IV, (1896), 212-8 
WILLIAMS, P,W., An Anglo-Saxon cemerery ar Thurmaston, Leics. (forthcoming) 


