
An Anglo-Saxon Inhumanation Burial from 
Lutterworth, Leicestershire 
by Peter Liddle 

In May 1961 Leicestershire County Council were undertaking a road widening scheme on 
Watling Street near Lutterworth. About 100 yards north of the Moorbarns Filling Station 
(at grid reference SP S 12833) Mr Kemp, the foreman, noticed that the mechanical 
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Anglo-Saxon burial 

Anglo-Saxon burial (location uncertain) 6,. 
Fig. 1 Anglo-Saxon burials near Watling Street. (Drawn by R. Bowen) 
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excavator had exposed a single inhumanation burial (see figure 1). He carefully collected 
all the bones and associated objects and informed the Museums Service of his discovery. 
Mr John Daniell, Assistant Keeper of Antiquities, quickly visited the site and examined 
the area. No more burials were discovered, but a penannular brooch evidently associated 
with the skeleton was recovered. The burial was about 2 feet (60cms) below the surface of 
the grass verge, very close to the edge of the present road. It lay in sandy soil. The bones 
and finds were added to the Leicester Museums collection and have the accession number 
A31 l.1961. (Originally accessed as a Roman grave group). 
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Fig. 2 The Anglo Saxon finds from Lutterworth (drawn by R.P. Jarrett) 

THE FINDS - description 
There were three objects associated with this burial. A ring and a bone disc were found 
with the bones, while a brooch was recovered from the spoil. 
I. The Ring (see figure 2) is 36mm in diameter and is of uneven oval cross-section. It is 

made of copper alloy. 
2. The Disc (see figure 2) is 60mm in its maximum surviving diameter. There is damage 

around the edge for c. 50% of the circumference. There is an irregular hole in the 
centre, but it seems unlikely that this is a deliberate feature. Both faces are closely 
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covered with ring and dot decoration, and the disc is pierced with holes around the 
edge. These are of two distinct sizes: c. 3mm and c. lmrn. Neither group is evenly 
distributed, although of the six larger holes, three group with about 10mm between 
them and the other three with about 30mm. There appear to have been at least six of 
the smaller holes, but there is no discernible patterning. The disc has been made from 
the leg bone of a cow or horse and the spongy texture of the marrow in the middle of 
the bone is clear. 

3. The Brooch (figure 2) is a simple penannular brooch, 26mm in diameter. It was made 
from copper alloy wire of circular cross section with terminals produced by curling back 
the ends to form knobs. It has a simple pin attached by a loop, which is fluted. The 
end of the pin is broken. 

FINDS - discussion 
All three of these finds are of types that have previously been found in Anglo-Saxon graves. 
Very little can be said about the ring. Such a simple object could have many possible 
functions, but where Anglo-Saxon burials have been properly recorded there seems to be 
a fairly consistent placing of such rings at the hips. Lethbridge (1931, 8) suggests that they 
are part of the belt. Locally, two similar (if a little smaller) rings were found with the 'Glen 
Parva Lady' (LM Ace No A48.1880), although it is unknown where on the body they were 
found. 

The bone disc can also be closely paralleled from well recorded excavations. There seems 
little doubt that they were 'girdle hangers' . Lethbridge (1931, 66-5) excavated an example 
in grave 83 at Burwell, Cambs., and found that it was suspended from a bronze clasp and 
had a ring of bronze wire through one of the marginal holes while a bronze spoon may 
originally have been hangine from another hole. He described it as 'hanging independently 
from ·the chatelaine and with numerous little objects dangling from it ... swinging loose 
among keys, spoons etc., from the chain'. More recent excavation has confirmed this view. 
Sonia Hawkes (1973, 281-3) in publishing one of these discs from Eccles, Kent, has 
surveyed the date range and, while noting the occasional 6th century example, she considers 
the majority to be of the 7th century, associated with artefacts like hump-backed combs 
(as Burwell 83) and thread boxes (as Polhill 43). 

No other bone discs are known from Leicestershire but three examples in antler are 
known - from Leicester (Thompson and Franks 1860, 246), Empingham (unpublished), 
and Thurmaston (Williams 1983, 17 and 67). At the last site three fragmentary examples 
were recovered from urns 14, 39 and 56. The most complete (from 56) also has ring and 
dot decoration. Antler examples are known from sites in England, eg, Spong Hill, Norfolk, 
and from Schleswig-Holstein and Frisia (Williams 1983, 17). Meaney (1981, 139-142) has 
suggested that the antler rings are - in addition to their function as girdle-hangers-amulets, 
drawing on the power of the deer, and that 'gradually the form of these amulets seems to 
have become more important than the material' so that the bone was often later substituted 
for the original antler. The ring and dot decoration may also have magico-religious 
significance, being 'a simplified representation of the wheel and therefore, by extension, 
of the sun ... and therefore powerful in itself. While such suggestions are essentially 
unprovable, they are by no means unlikely and provide some explanation for the use of 
antler and bone for this kind of artefact. 

Penannular brooches are known from Iron Age, Roman and Anglo-Saxon contexts and 
it is presumably the presence of this brooch that led to the group being initially identified 
as Roman. Leeds (1945, 44-6) refers to this kind of brooch in Saxon contexts. Of the 
approximately 20 that he has examined, over half were of the same type as our present 



ANGLO-SAXON INHUMANATION BURIAL FROM LUTTERWORTH 19 

example. Fowler (1963) classifies them as her Type C, and quotes some 40 examples. One 
of the brooches from Grave 83, Holywell Row, Suffolk, (Lethbridge 1931, 37) is a 
particularly close parallel, having the same fluting at the top of the pin. This was found 
with a necklace containing bi-conical beads and a pair of wrist-clasps suggesting a later 6th 
century date, but Fowler warns that 'there appears to be no typological pattern, in form 
of decoration, between a C brooch in an early burial and one in a later' (Fowler 1963, 117), 
so too much should not be made of this date. 

To sum up, the evidence of the grave-goods suggested a female burial, which on the basis 
of the bone disc is most likely to be late 6th or 7th century in date. 

THE HUMAN BONES 
by Ann Stir/and 
These remains consist of fragments of part of the skeleton of a young adult, possibly a male. 
The morphological features of the skull suggest a male, although the pelvis shows some 
female characteristics. 

TEETH 
NPC 

R 
8 7 6 5 4 1 2 r 
8 7 6 5 4 1 2 r 

NP 
r 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
r 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

L 

NP = tooth not present r = tooth lost post-mortem C = caries 
Calculus (tartar) is moderate, and Periodontal disease (Pyorrhea) is slight in degree. The 
mandibular (lower jaw) left canine is rotated. 
Attrition= Ml=3+ ; M2=2; M3=2. Age= 17-25years (Bothwell 1981) 
Although the skull is very fragmented, there are probably some wormian bones, or extra 
ossicles in the lambdoid suture at the rear of the skull. These are discontinuous 
morphological traits of the skull which may be shared by individuals who may be 
genetically related. 

It is not possible to calculate stature. 

PATHOLOGIES 
The only apparent pathology is a slight amount of porotic hyperstosis on some surviving 
parietal fragments of the skull. This is a condition where the surface of the bone is pitted 
with holes that show ante-mortem healing, and the diploic space between the two tables 
of the skull is expanded. It is thought to be related to dietary deficiencies. 

A young adult, aged 17-25 years with some possible dietary deficiences in life. 

DISCUSSION 
The grave goods strongly suggest that the burial is late 6th or 7th century in date adn that 
it was female. The bone report, on the other hand, suggests that it was male. Ann Stirland 
does, however, note that the pelvis shows some female characteristics so that the male 
attribution is by no means definite. The evidence of the grave-goods tips the balance heavily 
in favour of it being a female. 

Very little is known about Early Anglo-Saxon settlement patterns in this part of 
Leicestershire. So far, the only evidence is in the form of chance discoveries of burials -
(Figure 1, based on the Leicestershire and Warwickshire SMRs and Meaney 1964). These 
concentrate along the line of Watling Street, with burials at Cave's Inn (apparently from 
gravel pits on both sides of Watling Street), Bransford Bridge (where burials were found 
in 1824 strung out for about half a mile along Watling Street and again in 1958, both during 
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road works) and "in the neighbourhood of Hinckley" (where two spearheads and a shield 
boss were found in c.1820 " near the Roman road", ie Watling Street). All these date to 
the Pagan period (5th to 7th centuries) and it is evident that the present example fits neatly 
into this pattern, having been found immediately adjacent to Watling Street. It is by no 
means clear that Watling Street continued to be an important routeway in the Anglo-Saxon 
period, but relate more to its use as a boundary. Bonney (1960) has shown that many burials 
of the Early Saxon period lie on boundaries and Watling Street is still the boundary between 
Leicestershire and Warwickshire. The conventional wisdom is that county boundaries in 
this part of England are the work of the Danes, but Hart (1977, 52) has suggested that the 
counties broadly represented divisions that already existed in the period of the Mercian 
supremacy. Phythian-Adams (1978, 26-8) has gone further in his study of the Claybrooke 
area and suggests that Watling Street (with a diversion along Mere Lane) represented the 
diocesan boundary between the Middle Anglian and Mercian sees in the 7th to 9th 
centuries. The distribution of burials suggests that this may have reflected a yet earlier 
boundary. 

More fieldwork in the area is clearly called for, both to discover if this was really an 
isolated burial or (as seems quite likely) part of a cemetery, and to try to discover the settle
ments which supplied all the Watling Street cemeteries. 

SUMMARY 
A single inhumanation burial of Early Anglo-Saxon date, probably later 6th or 7th century, 
was found in 1961 alongside Watling Street. Along with other burials locally it suggests the 
possibility that Watling Street was a boundary in the Early Saxon period. 
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