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Reviews

The Greyfriars Research Team, The Bones of a King. Richard III Rediscovered 
(Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), 256pp, ISBN 978-1-118783-14-6, hardcover, 
£18.99.

The University of Leicester has brought together no fewer than twenty-one experts 
in a range of fields who were collectively responsible for the discovery, analysis and 
identification of the remains of Richard III, and the result is surely the definitive 
book on the subject. Most of the contributors are academics but they wear their 
scholarship lightly: this is a genuine page-turner written in an easy style that will 
appeal to specialist and non-specialist alike.

The first two chapters give the background to the dig and how it was carried out, 
and consider matters such as why the Greyfriars church was chosen for the burial 
and the King’s original monument and epitaph. Chapter 3, ‘The Bigger Picture’, 
summarises what is known of the Grey Friars and medieval Leicester in general, and 
is followed by an account of Richard’s final visit to the city and a detailed scientific 
analysis of his bones. The origins and course of the Wars of the Roses and his life 
and short reign are outlined in Chapter 5, and this is followed by ‘The Cousins in 
the Swabs’, which deals with the tracing of his modern relatives, ‘What did Richard 
Look Like?’, and an intimate description of the day of ‘The Big Announcement’  
(4 February 2013). The enduring fascination with the King over the last five centuries 
is summarised in Chapter 9, and the book concludes with ‘Richard Laid to Rest’. The 
structure is not strictly chronological, but each section fits comfortably into the whole. 

Anyone who has followed the search for Richard in the media or who has read 
one of the many previous books on the subject will inevitably find some of the 
information presented here familiar, but there is also much that is new. I particularly 
liked the description of the consternation in the Press Office when the story seemed 
about to ‘break’ prematurely, and, on a completely different level, the very detailed 
analysis of the injuries sustained by the King’s skeleton. Perhaps most importantly 
it is unbiased – Richard is neither a saint nor an evil hunchback – and contains no 
trace of the petty points scoring, ‘who was responsible for what and when’ that 
mars some other accounts of the find.

The book is illustrated by many excellent colour and black and white 
photographs, together with useful maps and diagrams and a comprehensive index. 
Genealogists will particularly enjoy Appendix 1, 20 family trees of Richard’s close 
maternal-line relatives, but I was disappointed by the omission of references. These 
are useful even if the work is aimed primarily at the general public.

My only real criticism concerns the number of errors of fact that have crept 
into the text. No one has ever suggested that Richard was in some way responsible 
for his brother Edward IV’s death (p. 32); the Black Death killed up to half the 
population of England in the fourteenth century, not the thirteenth (p. 79); Richard, 
Duke of York, Richard’s father, was protector on two occasions, not three (p. 86); 
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Richard was forced to choose between Edward and George, Duke of Clarence, in 
1469–70, not 1464 (p. 91); Edward IV was aged 40 when he died, not ‘a few weeks 
short of his forty-second birthday’ (p. 93); and there is no evidence that Francis 
Lovell, who was several years older than Richard, was ever his childhood friend 
(p. 97). These are minor quibbles however. Overall, the book contains a wealth of 
fascinating detail and is one all those interested in the Greyfriars project will enjoy.

David Baldwin

Gavin Speed, Towns in the Dark?: Urban Transformations from Late Roman 
Britain to Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2015), 192pp, ISBN 978-
1-784910-04-4, paperback, £34.00; ebook, £29.00, ISBN 978-1-784910-05-1.

Gavin Speed’s Towns In The Dark? is a useful and important work, reviewing the 
evidence for the changes that the towns of Late Roman Britain experienced in the 
transition to Anglo-Saxon England. The nature of this transition remains a much 
debated question with strongly held, divergent interpretations of the archaeological 
evidence. An important approach in which this book is of use lies in the author’s 
informed and lucid discussion of the arguments advanced by published writers such 
as Neil Faulkner and Ken Dark that brings us up to date with the issues currently 
being fought over. Speed tries to remain balanced, maintaining that his objective is 
to put forward models of urban change that can promote further debate. It is also 
valuable in that, although he presents models and theories, he places archaeological 
evidence at the forefront, and description and analysis are not allowed to wander 
too far apart. Speculation can be checked against reality, and whilst he recognises the 
difficulties inherent in advancing secure archaeological interpretation for the period, 
he admits that post-hole marks and pottery sherds cannot always be deciphered 
meaningfully. 

A single town may be entirely unrepresentative of developments across the 
country as a whole. The greater part of the book comprises a thorough comparative 
review of the archaeology of a range of late Roman towns. London, Colchester, and 
Canterbury from the south east; Cirencester, Winchester, and Silchester from the west 
country; and Leicester, Lincoln and Wroxeter from the Midlands. Speed strengthens 
his analysis of these sites by consulting the ‘grey literature’ – the extensive quantity 
of archaeological research that has not been published and is only accessed with 
difficulty. There are many hundreds, even thousands, of unpublished archaeological 
reports largely the product of rescue archaeology, which can offer essential contexts 
when attempting to present an overall picture. Much of this grey literature is 
often baldly descriptive which is where this book is helpful in that he draws out 
conclusions from these descriptions, confirming or reinforcing the comparisons that 
can be ventured between different towns and regions. He is well aware of regional 
differences and his judgements are tempered by the recognition of country-wide 
diversity. He is conscious also of the need to set urban life in the context of its rural 
hinterland, although the dynamics of the relationship between town and country in 
the Roman period still remains unclear. 

What is clear from the archaeological record is ‘dark earth’ – a layer of dark soil 
that comprises the final deposit in almost all Roman towns. Optimists have been 
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inclined to interpret this as evidence for flourishing market-gardening but Speed’s 
research demonstrates that this view is untenable. Micromorphological studies have 
shown that dark earth rarely contains pollen from cultivated crops. Pollen analysis of 
this soil reveals the presence of wormwood and haresfoot clover, indicators that the 
late Roman urban landscape was blighted by dereliction and decay, and that within 
the walls of these fortified towns of the late Empire settlement was contracting. 

The author’s clear sense of chronology adds further strength to the book. There 
is no limiting focus on the events of the fifth century: the urban transformation 
of these Roman towns into Anglo-Saxon settlements is set within the sweep of 
centuries, from the Roman apogee in the second century to the revival of town life 
in the mid-Saxon centuries. Speed’s chronological precision ensures that he avoids 
blurring between centuries the details of complex developments and processes. 

The book is well illustrated. The maps and diagrams being particularly helpful in 
illuminating what is investigated in the text. The maps help reveal, for instance, just 
how restricted Anglo-Saxon settlement could be in a town like Leicester. The book 
concludes with an impressively comprehensive bibliography. 

One of the most important sections is the debate between Neil Faulkner 
and Kenneth Dark. Faulkner sees the Roman state as upheld by bureaucratic, 
paramilitary, totalitarian authority, whereas Dark argues that towns in Britain 
declined from an early third century peak until, by the late fourth century, Roman 
material culture had collapsed to almost nothing. Speed is of the opinion that 
Faulkner is blind to the evidence and that other scholars have highlighted a possible 
(or likely) archaeological invisibility. The reason for this being that we cannot 
uncover evidence for the survival of an active Romano-British population through 
the fifth and sixth centuries because that evidence is invisible to the investigative 
techniques that we possess currently. This conviction that there is an archaeological 
invisibility for a large surviving Romano-British population underlies the confidence 
of the counter-assertion by Dark who, according to Speed, argues that Britain was 
a model of Late Antique Romanitas, with Romano-Christian culture and political 
units flourishing into the sixth century. 

Given the passion generated by these two conflicting interpretations, we must 
find ourselves asking on which side the mass of evidence accumulated by the author 
falls. In his overall assessments and conclusions Speed affirms that there was some 
continuity in population in the towns through the period and he includes some words 
that are critical of Faulkner’s approach. Yet, in his detailed descriptions of each of the 
nine towns he analyses, it is by no means certain that Romano-British continuity is 
proved. A great deal of rescue archaeology has been carried out in London with the 
resultant evidence pointing to a town that had become virtually empty in the early 
fifth century with a few buildings perhaps remaining in use for a few decades after 
AD 400. The revived seventh century Lundenwic grew up on a completely different 
site west of old Londinium and with no continuity with it, suggesting a population 
of Anglo-Saxon incomers rather than one of subordinated ‘acculturated’ Britons. 
Some historians assert that a Romano-British population in the later fifth century 
is archaeologically invisible because it became ‘acculturated’ to its conquerors, 
adopting the Germanic material culture that is highly visible archaeologically. 
In Colchester in the later fourth century public buildings were being turned into 
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rubbish dumps and dark earth accumulated. In Canterbury after AD 325 Speed 
concludes that the evidence points to a much-reduced intra-mural population and 
that some time between AD 430 and AD 450 the town was completely abandoned, 
after which the incomers settled, using new forms of building. 

The overall picture is similar in the West Country. In Cirencester after AD 
350 the population was in decay with dark earth increasing from the early fourth 
century. The author speculates that it is possible that the population might have 
moved to somewhere nearby but is of the opinion that ‘in the early fifth century the 
town appears to be failing as an urban settlement’. In Winchester dark soil appears 
across the town, often overlying demolished fourth century buildings. According to 
Speed, the fifth century sees a widespread collapse of the Roman town, with most 
buildings lacking dating evidence that would show continuation of use. In Silchester 
‘Roman’ culture might have survived through the fifth century after which there 
seems to have been deliberate abandonment of the settlement with several of the 
excavated sites within the town, dating from the fifth and sixth centuries, showing 
evidence of a ‘closure’ activity’.

In Leicester a considerable expanse of dark earth has been found around the 
forum site, with dumped deposits of waste and other indications of open waste 
ground throughout the fifth century, with new types of buildings and material 
culture signifying an Anglo-Saxon presence or influence. The old central area was 
avoided, the new activities being centred in the north-east corner of the town, an 
area which might have been a largely open space in Roman times. In Lincoln there 
seems to have been a sudden drop in the occupation of town houses around 375 
and by 400 these houses had largely disappeared. Dark earth, made up of dumped 
deposits, not agricultural soil, and dated to between AD 375 and 410, appears in 
various parts of the town. Analysis of retrieved coins indicates a serious contraction 
in economic activity at the end of the fourth century and about 425 occupation 
seems to have ceased with new settlement in the mid-Saxon period being away from 
the old Roman town. 

The Archaeology of Wroxeter tells a different story. Here there is evidence of 
population continuity over a considerable period of time with the archaeological 
evidence being arguably the most impressive in the country. Many of the timber 
structures, including a large two-storey building using Roman measurements and 
style, were constructed from the mid fifth to sixth centuries. Despite this late survival, 
by the early seventh century the town had failed. Was Wroxeter the exception that 
proves the rule. Both Faulkner and Reece have argued that there was a material 
culture gap in the years 375 to 475 and that ‘we should not seek to fill a void 
that cannot be filled’. In refutation of this approach Nicholas Brooks puts the gap 
down to an ‘archaeological invisibility’. If population and cultural continuity have 
been able to be made so visible at Wroxeter, why is it not so ready to be made 
visible elsewhere? Speed suggests that the answer may be that the buildings were 
constructed without mortar, using re-cycled Roman building materials, and based 
often on rubble platforms, leaving little, if any, archaeological trace under modern 
towns and cities. Nevertheless the weight of the evidence that the author has 
marshalled in this book must surely strengthen the interpretation that Neil Faulkner 
has proposed. Wishful thinking cannot fill a void. 
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Faulkner’s image of the Roman imperial state as oppressive and militarist is 
supported by the evidence for the elaboration of fortifications around most towns 
from the late second century, a process that began in Britain much earlier than other 
areas of the Empire. It is unconvincing to propose that this massive commitment of 
resources and labour was expended purely for reasons of civic pride and prestige. 
It is more likely to be a reflection of the transformation of the imperial state into 
a parasitical bureaucracy resting on a hollowed-out demographic and economic 
base. 

An argument has been made that although the urban population of late Roman 
Britain may well have contracted, the small rural towns and countryside in general 
might well have been flourishing. The collapse of urban life might have been 
driven by deep changes in the countryside, changes during which an imposed and 
exploitative agriculture of grain monoculture became ever less productive or viable. 
Were the great urban walls defending not just a contracted population inside but the 
last military structures of a system undergoing a general economic and demographic 
collapse? Not until the spread of Germanic settlement do we see the development 
of a sustainable form of agriculture in which mixed livestock farming could allow 
the utilisation of marginal lands, such as woodland, moorland, fen and coastal 
marsh, in which this island abounded. The establishment of sustainable agriculture 
in the sixth and seventh centuries must have transformed yet again the relationship 
between town and country by providing a gradual economic basis for the revival 
of towns such as Lundenwic (London), Hamwic (Southampton) and Gipeswic 
(Ipswich) as markets for exchange and trade rather than as heavily fortified bastions 
of systematic expropriation. The experience of town and countryside must always 
have been closely related. I look forward to a study of the late Roman countryside 
as thorough and comprehensive as Speed has achieved in this thought-provoking 
volume.

Geoffrey Littlejohns

Caroline Wessel, Nichols’ History of Leicestershire: a bi-centenary celebration 2015 
(Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society, 2015), 82pp, ISBN 978-0-
954238-83-4, paperback, £9.95.

Two hundred years ago the London printer and publisher John Nichols (1745–
1826), completed his massive History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester 
(1795–1815). It was one of a number of county histories to appear in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries – other well-known works include Shaw’s 
Staffordshire and Hasted’s Kent – but it would no exaggeration to suggest that 
Nichols’ magnum opus is the most famous and the most impressive. In scale alone 
it is daunting; as Caroline Wessel states in her book to mark the bi-centenary of its 
completion, Nichols’ work:

comprises eight outsize volumes, contains around 4,500 pages (almost 5,600 
including the indexes), approximately five million words and more than 2,500 
superbly engraved plates. It took over twenty-five years and a considerable sum of 
money to compile and publish, and enlightens the reader on a great deal more than 
merely ‘History and Antiquities’.
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Not without reason the student or amateur historian approaches the work with 
a certain amount of trepidation. And thankfully Wessel’s second chapter is an 
invaluable user’s guide to the History – probably worth the cover price alone. After 
all, the History has been described as a ‘rag-bag, miscellany, jumble, and hotchpotch’ 
and ‘more than a little chaotic’ – and finding your way around can be difficult. 
However, once the reader knows where to look the undoubted treasures it contains 
are there to be found.

Why Nichols chose Leicestershire is not certain, although both his wives were 
from the county and he visited it often and had a wide circle of friends there, many 
of whom were to contribute information and articles to the History. Wessel has 
chapters on the Nichols family, his circle of Leicestershire friends, and a who’s who 
of the Nicholses’ antiquarian circle, many of whom were clergymen. Without their 
contributions and the work of earlier historians Nichols’ work would have been 
smaller and less impressive. This is important because although Nichols was a man 
of many parts – author, editor, literary scholar, bibliophile and antiquarian – he 
would not be considered an historian in the modern sense of the word (compiler 
would be a better description) and this is borne out by the fact that there are many 
pages in his great work the bear the stamp of hands other than his own.

Wessel’s book also has chapter by Robin Jenkins, Senior Archivist (Collections) 
at the Record Office of Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland, who emphasises that 
Nichols is the first port of call for anyone wanting to learn about Leicestershire 
history; and Julian Pooley, Director of the Nichols Archive Project, and a man 
who probably knows more about Nichols than any one else. These and a chapter 
devoted to the comments of modern day experts in various fields – ranging from 
archaeology to natural history – on the strengths and weakness of Nichols’ original 
give Wessel’s book a collaborative feel that would have been appreciated by the 
great man himself. Here is a good introduction to the subject – with, as already 
mentioned, the invaluable user’s guide. In the modern way of things the narrative is 
broken up by perhaps too many panels providing information that could as easily 
have been incorporated in the main text. It is copiously illustrated and includes 
many engravings, sketches and watercolours from Nichols’ own original copy of his 
History.

Also it left this reader wishing to know more about Nichols himself, who 
appears to have been a man of good humour and conviviality. He knew many of the 
leading people of his time, including Dr Johnson, and members of the Church, the 
gentry and the aristocracy, among whom he appears to have moved with ease. He 
was obviously good company. True his life was not untouched by tragedy – he was 
widowed twice; he was nearly ruined by a fire that destroyed his printing works and 
warehouse 1808; and his later years were made difficult by poor health – and yet his 
good cheer never deserted him. This is all the more interesting when you compare 
his fate with that of his rivals Shaw and Hasted – the madhouse and the debtor’s 
prison. History could be a risky profession in the late eighteenth century!

Peter Walker



reviews      273

Alan Fox (ed.), Parish Government in a Leicestershire Village: The Buckminster 
Town Book 1665–1767 and Constable’s Book 1755–1813 (Leicestershire 
Archaeological and Historical Society, 2015), 254pp, ISBN 978-0-954238-84-1, 
hardback, £15.00.

This is a landmark publication for the society: the first volume of the Leicestershire 
Record Series. The series publishes historical records of the county of Leicestershire, 
including Leicester, and its object is the promotion of the study of the county’s past. 
This volume is the first fruit of a project that has been ten years in the preparing. 
The editor, an honorary visiting fellow of the University of Leicester, has made 
the study of the villages on the Leicestershire–Lincolnshire border very much his 
area of expertise and he provides an informative and interesting introduction to 
the transcriptions of the original documents which are kept in the Buckminster 
Estate Office. As he explains, in early modern England many parishes were run 
by local men elected by the vestry – the ratepayers of the parish – to the offices of 
churchwarden, overseer of the poor, constable and surveyor of the highways. (In 
Buckminster, which included the chapelry of Sewstern, the first and second offices 
were combined, as were the third and fourth.) These officers served for a year 
and at the end of their term, at Easter, appeared before the vestry to present their 
accounts. Often these documents were lost or destroyed, but not in Buckminster, 
where a collection of church books and registers has been preserved. These records 
are useful for local historians as they provide information about the administration 
of parishes and highlight the concerns of communities. The major element is the 
administration of the poor law but the records can also provide information on 
law and order, the local militia, rates and taxes, hiring fairs, problems with farm 
animals in open fields, controlling vermin, the essential annual work on the roads, 
water supplies and watercourses and some insights into levels of literacy among the 
office holders (most of the men appointed to these posts wrote their names rather 
than making their mark). And, of course, they reveal links with the wider world, 
especially through the justice system. The Town Book contains the accounts of the 
churchwardens, parish constables and overseers of the poor in the years 1665 to 
1767, while the Constable’s Book contains the accounts of the parish constables and 
surveyors of the highways between 1755 and 1813 – and as the roles were combined 
the number of tasks the office holders were required to perform was, in the words of 
Dr Fox, ‘truly remarkable’.

The focus is necessarily narrow but even the casual reader who glances through 
the entries will gain some insight into the lives of ordinary country people in the 
seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It was a different world, with 
its thirdboroughs, pinders, neatherds, molecatchers, militia men and turkey slaves. 
And, as the mention of a levee en masse in 1806 demonstrates, Buckminster and 
Sewstern did not remain untouched by the great events going on in the outside 
world. But the value of this volume is not restricted to that. As the editor explains, 
although published vestry accounts often have many features in common, there 
were local and regional variations and for this reason they can provide ‘a valuable 
resource for local historians, not only in the study of local areas but in comparative 
studies of parishes throughout the whole country’. Finally, the long list of names 
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that appear in these pages should prove useful to family historians and genealogists. 
The volume is well produced and the transcriptions well laid out and easy to read. If 
subsequent volumes maintain these standards it will go a long way towards ensuring 
the success of the series.

Peter Walker


