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THE BROOCHES OF THE 
NOEL SPURWAY COLLECTION: 
GLIMPSES INTO ANTIQUE AND 

ANTIQUARIAN LEICESTER
Victoria Szafara

A collection of 67 brooches, dated stylistically to the late pre-Roman Iron Age 
and Roman periods, exists as part of the Leicester Arts and Museums Service 
holdings. This research provides new typological identification for each, as well 
as contextual analyses regarding their deposition in antiquity and excavation in 
the Victorian period. Once part of the private collection of the early twentieth 
century business magnate Noel Spurway, these artefacts convey information not 
only regarding Leicester’s Roman occupation, but also the nature of building and 
development at the time of their rediscovery. This paper probes the typologies 
and geographical find spots of these brooches in order to trace patterns of 
settlement in the city over time.

INTRODUCTION

A large body of legacy data now exists for the brooches of Leicester’s Late Iron Age 
and Roman periods. These items of personal adornment, once used for fastening 
cloaks and other garments, are striking in their diversity of form and composition. 
Contextual examination of these objects may reveal detailed information about 
ancient manufacturing techniques, regional tastes and perhaps even the social status 
and identity of the brooches’ ancient wearers. Distribution mapping of brooch find 
spots may also yield information about the history of occupation in a given area. 
Large data sets of such artefacts and their respective contextual information are 
increasingly the topic of synthetic archaeological investigation (e.g. Swift 2000;  
Bayley and Butcher 2004; Mackreth 2011), yet the increasing number of casual finds 
– those not found in the course of professional excavation – pose a challenge to such 
scholarly approaches to the artefact type. These casual finds, or ‘chance finds,’ are 
more often voluntarily reported and individual records may lack detailed contextual 
information (Brindle 2014, Table 1, 2). As this corpus of available data continues to 
grow, it is imperative to probe the capacity for casual finds to be incorporated into 
synthetic artefact analyses (see also Bevan 2012; Cool and Baxter 2016a; Cool and 
Baxter 2016b).

Leicester’s growing body of Roman artefacts has long included such casual finds. 
Prior to the 1960s, early antiquarian collections, which formed the basis of the City 
Museum Roman collections, were in turn often formed from pieces adventitiously 
discovered during building works (Leicester Arts and Museums Service 2014, 23). 
Similarly, the 67 brooches highlighted in this paper constituted first, Noel Spurway’s 
private collection, and later, a subset of the Jewry Wall Museum collections. These 
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and other ancient pieces were championed at the time of excavation for their 
capacity to epitomise the spirit of Roman-era Leicester, memorialised in pictures 
and postcards (Fig. 1). While many early historians surely appreciated the potential 
of these artefacts to educate and inform, artefact studies and archaeology as an 
academic discipline were still nascent. It would be a few more decades yet until 
the city would see its first academic-led stratigraphic excavation; namely, the 
investigation of the Jewry Wall site in 1936 under the direction of Kathleen Kenyon 
(Kenyon 1948). Since then, scholarship into these classes of artefacts has greatly 
evolved, and approaches to small finds of Roman provenance has vastly expanded. 
The Noel Spurway collection of brooches, which has previously lacked detailed 
study, therefore merits a methodologically up-to-date re-analysis. Its history as a 
collection, the typologies of its constituent parts, and its context relative to Leicester’s 
antique and Victorian landscape, will be considered in turn. Its capacity as a body of 
casual finds to be incorporated into traditional geo-temporal investigations will also 
be examined, through mapping find spots derived from the limited archival records 
and isolating the observable patterns which may result.

Fig. 1. Postcard with image of a Roman pillar base, discovered at Blue Boar Lane, 
Leicester. Photo taken 3 June 1907. Postcard from the Leicestershire Record Office.
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NOEL SPURWAY AND ANTIQUARIAN LEICESTER

According to a family diary, Noel Burton Spurway was born on Christmas Day 
1888 in Leicester, the third child of carpet and textiles manufacturer John William 
Spurway of Kidderminster and Lucy Burton of Nottingham (Lymbery, 207). Few 
records exist which shed more light on Noel’s personal life, but contemporary 
accounts suggest that, as a young man, he was involved with his father’s business; a 
description of the repurposed old Free Grammar School, on Highcross Street, lists it 
as ‘now Messrs. Spurway’s warehouse’ (Freer 1912, 43), and a 1906–07 members’ 
directory for Transactions of the Leicestershire Architectural and Archaeological 
Society (1912, 94) indicates he could be contacted at the same address as his father 
on High Cross Street, where the family business was located (Fig. 2). Noel himself 
later managed a waste-processing business from headquarters on St Peters Lane, 
eventually retiring to a property known as ‘the Hermitage’ in Oadby, which boasted 
a large house with several acres of surrounding grounds (Leicester Mercury 2015, 
16), where he lived with his wife until his death in 1961.1

1 Rothley Temple Estates archival records include architectural blueprints depicting a home in Rothley 
in 1913 for a ‘Noel Spurway Esq.’ It is unknown if these building plans were ever realised for the 
business magnate nor if he occupied such a house prior to his Oadby residence. https://cdm16445.
contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15407coll3/id/191/rec/2

Fig. 2. Corner of Freeschool Lane and High Cross Streets, façade with advertisement  
for Spurway’s Warehouse. From the Negatives Collection, Leicestershire Record Office.
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Like his father, and indeed like many other educated gentlemen of the era, Noel also 
participated in the business of collecting antiquities. J. W. Spurway was a particularly 
noteworthy collector. The Leicestershire Architectural and Archaeological Society’s 
Jubilee Meeting of 7 June 1905 included the exhibition of collections belonging to the 
membership. Shropshire historian and Honorary Society member, Rev. W. G. D. Fletcher, 
drafted the event minutes for publication and reviewed, ‘perhaps the finest exhibit is that 
of Mr. J.W. Spurway’, being ‘exceptionally large and interesting’ ‘including sixteen cases 
of coins, examples of fibulae, brooches, pins, rings and a large collection of pottery and 
different Roman wares’ (1912, 26). Coincidentally, Noel had become a member of the 
society the previous July, at the age of 17, and was living south of the city, in Aylestone, 
according to the address listed in the 52nd annual report of 1906 (1912, 11). Soon after, 
at the bimonthly meeting of 24 September 1906, in the Library of the Old Town Hall, 
the younger Spurway exhibited with his father a Roman cinerary urn containing a hoard 
of about 60 denarii (1912, 59), as well as selections from his own budding collection, 
which was described as ‘a fine collection of Roman pottery, including Upchurch, 
Castor and embossed Samian Ware found recently in Leicester’ (1912, 60). Noel would 
continue to showcase examples from his personal collection at meetings and events as 
an active member of the Society. His collection continued to grow in size and scope, 
and in 1962, after his death, it was purchased by the Leicester City Council Arts and 
Museum Service. At a cost of £635, the Arts and Museums Service accessioned more 
than 2,000 archaeological objects, including nearly 1,000 coins, which were recovered 
from building sites in the city of Leicester from the late 1880s until the outbreak of the 
First World War (Leicester Arts and Museums Service 2014, 23).

Antiquarian ventures, like those of Noel and J. W. Spurway, benefited greatly 
from the increasingly vigorous public building programme that began in the mid-
nineteenth century. The time in which Noel Spurway lived was a period of great 
development in the infrastructure of Leicester, specifically. Beginning in 1840, rail 
lines such as the Midlands Counties Railway were constructed, linking Leicester with 
other urban centres including Nottingham, Peterborough and London (McKinley 
1958, 115–20). From 1901 to 1904, the Leicester Corporation enacted the laying 
down of new tram lines (Fig. 3), in a move to transition the city away from horse-
drawn trams towards the new electric system (Kelly’s Directory 1908, 488; Leicester 
Borough Council 1921, 13). It was also during this era that Leicester began to make 
an international name for itself as a hub for manufacture, first from its hosiery 
industry, and later in the large-scale production of boots and shoes (McKinley 1958, 
27–30; Nash and Reeder 1993, 49). This led in part to the creation and renovation 
of factory buildings in the city centre. However, such modification of the cityscape 
necessitated first a major sanitary reform in the form of a proper sewerage system.

During the early to mid-nineteenth century, the laying of sewage pipes was the 
burden of private citizens or parish authorities rather than the governing Leicester 
Borough Council (McKinley 1958, 251–302). As there was no regulated scheme of 
urban plumbing, pipes varied in size and quality, and some streets lacked sewers 
altogether (Ranger 1849, 268).2 Some of these streets in working-class districts 

2 William Ranger’s 1849 report indicated that only 112 of Leicester’s nearly 600 roadways had full, 
working sewers, while more than half lacked any sort of drainage system.
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instead turned to a system of privies linked to open cess pits (ibid, 18). Low-lying 
areas of the city were liable to flooding from the Soar, Grand Union Canal and the 
Willow Brook, and when water levels rose, so too would the sewage rise to the 
surface (ibid, 7). Financial stress and excessive debt earlier in the first half of the 
nineteenth century had left Leicester trailing other nearby towns and cities in terms 
of the quality of urban infrastructure.3 By around 1860, however, the Leicester 
corporation was fiscally equipped to tackle many measures of urban reform, with 
sanitation notably pressing. The second half of the nineteenth century saw the 
implementation and expansion of a large-scale, government-planned and funded 
sewerage scheme in the city, which continued into the twentieth century.

Issues of Transactions from these decades reported the increase in visible 
antiquity that had resulted from the scheme. Society member James Thompson 
remarked: ‘within the last few months, the laying down of culverts in the streets 
of Leicester has been carried on extensively. The lines of trenching have been along 
those streets where the local antiquary would look with great expectation for 
discoveries.’ He continued ‘nor have the results been wholly unprofitable’ (1870, 

3 An article in The Leicester Chronicle (21 September 1844) lamented that, while Leicester suffered 
economically with a lagging hosiery industry, ‘Birmingham, Sheffield, Preston – and to come nearer 
to home even Ashby de la Zouch – are actually on the stir, or about to be so, to add to public health, 
comfort and convenience, by arrangements for improving their streets, buildings or suburbs’.

Fig. 3. The laying of tram lines at the corner of St Nicholas Street and Great Central 
Street, Leicester. Photo taken 15 November 1903.  

Photo from the Leicestershire Record Office.
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21). He recounted the recent archaeological finds, including coarse pavements, walls 
speckled with Roman plaster, a large tessellated pavement that ran under the Great 
Central Railway Station, and portions of stone columns excavated from 12ft below 
the Victorian street level (see Fig. 1, above) (ibid, 22). Portable antiquities were also 
recovered in abundance. Industry magnates who managed the navvies labouring on 
the sites could often benefit by incentivising the direct reporting of any casual finds. 
Noel Spurway, who is known to have run a sewage business during these decades, 
reputedly requested that his workmen be vigilant to collect any ancient artefacts 
which they happened upon in the course of building and repair, for which they would 
be compensated (Peter Liddle pers. comm.). Nearly all of the brooches of the Noel 
Spurway collection appear to have been found in this way, since many still retain 
handwritten paper tags listing the exact day on which each artefact was retrieved by 
his workmen, the find’s street location and the depth of retrieval, measured in feet.4 
Since their acquisition by the Museum Service, however, the subset of the Spurway 
Collection comprising the brooches has received a dearth of scholarly attention, 
although Richard Buckley has identified the coins for the Leicester City Museum 
Archive, and the Spurway hair pins have been the subject of an unpublished MA 
dissertation (Swift 2000). What follows is an attempt to rectify this gap in current 
knowledge of the collection, and a consideration of how the set of brooches may 
contribute to the wider narrative of Leicester’s urban landscape.

THE BROOCHES OF THE NOEL SPURWAY COLLECTION

A description of the Noel Spurway brooches is given here. As the brooch records 
lack securely dated contexts, they have been arranged typologically.5 Most brooch 
styles came into and out of fashion at different rates over the Roman period in 
Britain and the ‘period groups’ employed below speak only to these wider trends 
in peak manufacture.6 Although the Spurway Collection includes 67 brooches, 
only 63 of these were available for study.7 Table 1 summarises the brooches of the 
Spurway collection, and more detailed information, including photos and catalogue 
entries for each, may be found by searching for the ‘Noel Spurway collection’ on the 
Portable Antiquities Scheme online database.8

4 This practice was becoming popular among fastidious antiquarians. For another exceptional example 
of this early provenance recording, see the ‘William Allen Box’, British Museum (2007, 8045.1–263).

5 This work follows the typology laid out by Mackreth (2011) with a few exceptions. Although a few 
examples of Spurway brooches were noted by Mackreth in his reference volume, these were mainly 
counted and indexed.

6 For issues of tracking residuality in brooch assemblages, see Cool and Baxter 2016a, 74; 2016b.
7 Regarding the four missing brooches, museum records have been referenced in lieu of object handling 

by the author. One fragmentary brooch, late La Tène in style, was also found without a marked 
accession number and had been incorrectly packaged with a Penannular ring (it was perhaps once 
believed to have been its paired pin). It is considered as a discrete artefact in this survey.

8 These items are also searchable according to their museum accession numbers, all beginning with 
‘A116.1962’.
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Early to mid-first century AD

Though some examples may have been products of the first century BC, the earliest 
brooch types represented in the assemblage are those typical of early to mid- 
first-century AD dated contexts in Britain. This grouping comprises 15 brooches – 
22 per cent of the total.

Included is one incomplete Stead type 3a brooch (Fig. 4a). This brooch 
is typologically earlier than most brooches that have been found in Leicester. 
Comparable examples from other British sites indicate that such boss-on-bow 
brooches had a peak manufacture in the first two-thirds of the first century BC 
(Stead 1976; Mackreth 2011, 10–11). Whilst these types are sometimes found 
residually, deposited in late first century BC and early first century CE dated 
layers, this Spurway example may be cited as supporting evidence for Late Iron 
Age occupation in the city. In the Spurway collection, there are also two Nauheim 
Derivative brooches, both of which are fragmentary but contain enough diagnostic 
evidence to identify them (e.g. Fig. 4b). These examples are generally consistent with 
others originating in the south-east of England in the pre-conquest period.9 At this 
time, the one-piece Colchester brooch that was most in vogue, and the Spurway set, 
echoes this trend, accounting for seven of the 14 in the early–mid first century AD 
subset. All have enough of the diagnostic elements laid out by Hawkes and Hull 
(1947) to be identified, and all are fairly standard variants, with decorative elements 
on the bows and wings being the major points of deviation (see Figs 5a, 5b). There is 

9 Another brooch of the Late La Tène is listed in the Spurway inventory; however, it was unavailable for 
study at the time of this research.

Fig. 4. Early to mid-first century AD brooches: a) Stead type brooch. Leicester Arts & 
Museums Service, Accession no. A116.1962/1039; b) Nauheim Derivative brooch. LAMS, 

Accession no. A116.1962/502b. Photographs by author.
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one brooch of the ‘Aesica’ type (Fig. 6a). Though contemporary with one-piece bow 
brooches, it is cast in two parts, the lower portion of which is missing in this example. 
Geometric designs decorate the bow, the uneven surface suggesting that, in the past, 
a decorative repoussé layer may have been present. There are also two Rosette or 
‘Thistle’ brooches, one of which retains a small fragment of an ornamental repoussé 
layer upon its circular integral plate (Fig. 6b). A later derivative on the Gallic ‘Lion’ 
brooch, characterised by Mackreth (2011, 29) as Léontomorphe, may be one of the 
most technically sophisticated brooch of this early–mid first century grouping; the 
upper bow takes the shape of an abstracted lion below, which is a lozenge-shaped 
disc and a fantail foot (Fig. 6c).

Mid-first century AD

Two Hod Hill type brooches (e.g. Fig. 6d) and one Aucissa brooch10 form the mid-
first century AD subset – 4.5 per cent of the total. Hod Hills seem to have begun 
occurring in large numbers at the time of the Roman conquest and continues to have 
military associations (ibid, 133), yet there is no contextual evidence to suggest that 
either of the two here belonged to personnel garrisoned in Leicester.

10 The Spurway Aucissa brooch was unavailable for study.

Fig. 5. Early to mid-first century AD brooches: a) Colchester brooch. LAMS, Accession 
no. A116.1962/986; b) Colchester brooch. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/929. 

Photographs by author.
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Mid-first to second centuries AD

There are 32 brooches typologically dated to the mid-first to second centuries AD – 
48 per cent of the assemblage.

While the Hod Hill was the height of brooch fashion in Britannia, the Colchester 
Derivative was developing as a style, and would soon gain pre-eminence in the 
province (Mackreth 1973, 16). This type comprises by far the largest type set (20 
of the 67 – roughly 30 per cent),11 a pattern which agrees more broadly with what 
is known of Britain, the East Midlands (Farley 2012, 307) and Leicester, specifically 
(Cool 2009a, Cool 2009b). These Colchester Derivatives may be further grouped 

11 One other Colchester Derivative is listed as part of the Spurway collection, but was unavailable for 
study.

Fig. 6. Early to mid-first century AD brooches: a) Aesica brooch. LAMS, Accession 
no. A116.1962/997; b) Rosette brooch. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/857; c) 

Léontomorphe brooch. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/998; d) Hod Hill brooch. 
LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/803. Photographs by author.
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into four subsets based upon the form of spring attachment: one with a rearward-
facing hook; four with a Harlow spring (having a double-pierced lug); eight with a 
Polden Hill spring (e.g. Fig. 7a); and six displaying a hinged pin.

There is one Augenfibel, or ‘eye brooch’ (Fig. 7b), although this example lacks 
the eponymous decoration on its lower bow.

Trumpet brooches are well-represented, at seven examples. A few have decorative 
mouldings at the knop of the bow in various acanthus leaf, petal and linear designs. 
In two examples, this decorative moulding on the upper bow has been replaced by a 
flat disc (e.g. the pelta-shape disc in Fig. 7c).

There is not an excessive number of Headstud brooches (four of the 67), but 
the pieces in themselves are well-preserved and noteworthy for their inherent detail, 
including instances of enamel work in red and blue – the colours aligning with pre-
conquest preferences (Mackreth 2011, 6). One particular brooch is formed from 
many separately cast pieces, including an enamelled Headstud which is riveted to 
the bow, an independently cast disc-shaped foot knob and a spring cast in two parts 
and attached to the bow by a forward-facing hook (Fig. 7d). Another example has a 
bow decorated with a lattice pattern (Fig. 7e).

Second century AD

Three brooches are typical of second century dated contexts – 4.5 per cent of the 
total assemblage. Two are of the Wroxeter type, the precise origins of which are 
unknown, but containing stylistic elements of both the Headstud and the Colchester 
Derivative (Mackreth 2011, 110). The Spurway examples are typical in that they 
both have some sort of cast protrusion, or stud, on the upper bow, as well as spring 
mechanisms paralleled in the Colchester Derivatives (e.g. Fig. 8a). The other piece 
in this group is an elaborately enamelled Almgren 101 brooch (Fig. 8b). This type 
is particularly rare as a find in Britain (Mackreth 2011, 192–3) and is likely to have 
been a continental import.

Second to third centuries AD

The second to third century AD subgroup includes four brooches – 6 per cent of the 
total. In this smaller subset, there are two ‘Knee’ brooches, so named because the 
shape of their bow resembles a popular eighteenth-century British chair leg (ibid, 
189). This type, like the Hod Hill, is statistically well-represented across various 
military sites in such proportions to suggest wear by imperial forces (Swift 2011, 
213), or even specific contingencies of troops from Germanic territories (Cool 
1983, 30; Eckardt 2005, 156). These examples are typical in that they have the 
characteristic S-curved bow and open-backed spring casing, wherein lies a Polden 
Hill-style spring mechanism. In one (Fig. 9a), behind the head and upper bow, a 
hollowed-out cavity had been cast. Perhaps this was to facilitate the holding of 
heavier fabric. Though it is too much to outwardly suggest it belonged to military 
personnel, such a brooch would be well-designed to fasten a sagum, or soldier’s 
cloak.
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Fig. 7. Mid-first to second century AD brooches: a) Colchester derivative brooch with 
Polden Hill spring. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/520; b) Augenfibel brooch. LAMS, 

Accession no. A116.1962/938; c) Trumpet brooch. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/412; 
d) Headstud brooch. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/966; e) Headstud brooch. LAMS, 

Accession no. A116.1962/987. Photographs by author.
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There are also two plate brooches,12 including a small example with an enamelled 
triskele pattern (Fig. 9b). This was one of the most, if not the most popular designs 
for plate brooches from Roman Britain (Mackreth 2011, 154). Although the surface 
shows moderate corrosion, chemical analysis may reveal the use of white metal trim 
on the edges, which was a hallmark in the manufacture of plate brooches like this 
one in Britannia (ibid, 237).

Penannular brooches

This subset provides ten of the 67 – 15 per cent of the total assemblage. The 
overarching form presents scholars with unique challenges when reconciling 
typology to dating. Penannular brooches were already native to the island prior to 
Roman invasion and formal annexation of Britain to the Empire, and there is clear 
evidence for their continued use well into the fourth and even fifth centuries (Fowler 
1960; Booth 2015). These brooches are usually arranged according to the style of 
their terminals, and although certain patterns can be traced in the development of 
such styles, the popularity of the type in antiquity spans too long a time period to 
sort individual examples into the period groupings above.

There are five penannular brooches of the Fowler type A (with characteristic 
knobbed terminals), a few of whose terminals are preceded by decorative mouldings, 
as in Fig. 10a. Other Penannular types in the assemblage include one Fowler type 
B, one type C, one type D (Fig. 10b) and one type H. Additionally, one example of 

12 The other of these two plate brooches was unavailable for study.

Fig. 8. Second century AD brooches: a) Wroxeter brooch. LAMS, Accession no. 
A116.1962/1037; b) Almgren 101 brooch. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/406. 

Photographs by the author. 



the brooches of the noel spurway collection   61

a Penannular brooch pin, missing its paired ring (Fig. 10c), can be categorised as 
post-Roman in style, having been cast with a barrel-like tube to join the pin, a later 
manufacturing technique (Mackreth 2011, 223). This item stands as a testament to 
the continued popular use, if not manufacture, of the Penannular brooch in Leicester 
after official Roman withdrawal from the island province c.410 AD.

The typological period groupings represented in the Noel Spurway brooch 
assemblage, and their relative proportions, are summarised in Fig. 16.

The distribution of the brooches

The retrieval of the Spurway brooches would have been subject to certain recovery 
biases. Depending upon their respective states of preservation, some examples may 
have been more appealing to the naked eye than others (e.g. a poorly preserved 
iron brooch of the La Tène may appear as a mass of corrosion, while a well-
preserved Headstud with red enamel work may contrast more apparently with the 
surrounding soil), and so perhaps more likely to be casually found by a workman. 

Fig. 9. Second to third century AD brooches: a) Knee brooch. LAMS, Accession no. 
A116.1962/608; b) Disc brooch with enamelled triskele pattern. LAMS, Accession no. 

A116.1962/1020. Photographs by author.
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Fig. 10. Penannular brooches: a) Fowler Type A3 brooch. LAMS, Accession no. 
A116.1962/557; b) Fowler Type D6 brooch. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/708; c) 

Penannular brooch pin. LAMS, Accession no. A116.1962/517. 
Photographs by author.

Period group Number % of total Typesincluded

Early to Mid-1st cent. AD 15 22 One-piece bow (incl. Nauheim 
Derivative), Colchester, Aesica, Rosette, 

Léontomorphe
Mid-1st cent. AD 3 4.5 Hod Hill, Aucissa

Mid-1st to 2nd cent. AD 32 48 Colchester Derivative, Augenfibel, 
Trumpet, Headstud

2nd cent. AD 3 4.5 Wroxeter, Almgren 101
2nd to 3rd cent. AD 4 6 Knee, Plate

Penannular 10 15 Fowler Types A, B, C, D and H
Total 67 100

Table 1. Summary of the Spurway Collection brooches, categorised by typology 
and chronology.
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Methodical, stratigraphic excavation techniques should reduce such a bias.13 Other 
potential factors at the time of the collection of the Spurway brooches may include 
the concern given to finding artefacts during work, whether or not very fragmentary 
pieces were deemed worthy of collection or ignored, as well as the potential for 
workmen to keep objects rather than bring finds to Spurway. Despite these factors 
and uncertainties, and in spite of a small sample size, the extant Spurway data set 
represents a wide variety of brooch types known to have been popular over a long 
span of time.

The distribution of possible find spots for the Spurway collection brooches is 
given in Fig. 11. As the recorded collection dates for the brooches range from 1889 
to 1912, the 1888 Ordnance Survey map serves as the base map. The walls of the 
Roman town are indicated (based on Morris et al. 2011, 4), delineating a settlement 
with a street grid oriented at approximately 25 degrees west of OS grid north and 
an area of about 42.5 hectares (Cooper and Buckley 2003, 33). The exact shape of 
the walls is only partially known at the present time, some sections of the north and 
north-western sides being reasonable postulations (Buckley and Lucas 1987, 49). 
Ongoing developer-funded excavations in the city, including those at Merlin Works 
and Waterside, should elucidate the wall’s complete circuit (Richard Buckley pers. 
comm.). The streets upon which the Spurway brooches were discovered have been 
highlighted on this nineteenth-century street grid.14 Some street locations lend more 
specificity in some cases than others; for example, the brooches found on Highcross 
Street have a wider range of possible specific find spots than those found on the 
shorter St Peters Lane. Street length accounts for much of the margin of error for 
the data points. Nearly all of the Spurway brooches would have come from the area 
comprising the first and seventh wards of the city in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.

The range find spots for the brooches encompasses 35 streets of varying length. 
The majority of this range corresponds to the city centre, although 19 of the 67 
brooches (roughly 28 per cent) were recorded from streets beyond the limits of the 
Roman walled town. This map yields no evident patterns that give insight into the 
Roman occupation of the city; instead, the lines serve more to trace the route of 
the Spurway labourers in industrial-era Leicester. The relatively wide geographical 
spread of the brooch data is not surprising given the city’s heritage as a once civitas-
capital, wherein brooches would have existed (and probably would have been lost 
and deposited) in number; however, the insertion and maintenance of a sewerage 
system at such a wide scale is striking. It illustrates the rapid growth of the city 

13 Scholarship has increasingly considered the impact of this bias in the excavation of casual finds. See, 
for example, Cool and Baxter (2016a) for such circumstances related to enamelled trumpet brooches 
in Roman Britain.

14 Most of the incongruities between the street names on the map and the object accession records were 
reconciled upon referencing consecutive editions of Kelly’s Directory for Leicestershire and Rutland. 
The triskele brooch, ID A116.1962/1020, from ‘Prudence Street’ is an exception, as no records exist 
for this street name in Leicestershire. This may be due to a mislabelling by the museum, but it is more 
likely that Prudence Street was an unofficial, vernacular name at the time this brooch was collected. 
It may be associated with a complex called the ‘Prudential Buildings’, which existed near Gallowtree 
Gate (Kelly’s Directory 1895, 168).
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Fig. 11. 1888 Ordnance Survey map of Leicester, with superimposed outline of the 
Roman walls and highlighted range of Spurway brooch find spots.
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at the turn of the twentieth century and waste management, which paralleled and 
facilitated the development.

For example, in the north-west of the city in the All Saints Parish, there was 
considerable building and infrastructure, particularly surrounding the new Great 
Central Railway (Newitt 2009, 105). This corresponds well with the highlighted, 
brooch-yielding Henry and Cumberland Streets, both adjacent to the new train 
route. To the east ran Sanvey Gate parallel to, and outside, the north wall, and 
whilst recent excavations in the adjacent area recovered a large collection of 
Romano-British brooches (Jarvis 2012), there are no extant records of Spurway’s 
men having collected any here on behalf of their employer. This proves consistent 
with contemporary accounts which seem to hint that much of the area was derelict, 
not having benefited much from progressive urban development seen elsewhere in 
the city (Newitt 2009, 109). It would not be until the 1930s and 1940s that many 
of these residential areas would be demolished and reconstructed, to meet new 
engineering standards and health code regulations (Fig. 12).

In earlier stages of this research, the brooches were plotted according to period 
grouping in a modified dot density map, in an attempt to reveal information 
regarding settlement across Roman Leicester. Again, this yielded no obvious or 
statistically significant trends, with none of the period groupings showing a clustered 
distribution in any given area of the city. It is perhaps notable that the highest 
number of brooches for a single street (10) is that of Mansfield Street, in the north-
eastern part of the city centre. The nineteenth-century street parallels the Fosse Way, 
the Roman Road leading out of Ratae Corieltauvorum (Leicester) towards Lindum 
Colonia (Lincoln). The relatively high number of artefacts found on Mansfield Street 
is surely a result of many factors, but movement in and out of the city in antiquity 
was likely a particular impetus for casual brooch loss and deposition.

Ultimately, this sample of 67 brooches has so far proven too small to yield any 
detailed conclusions regarding Leicester’s Roman settlement; however, the amount 
of developer-funded excavation which has taken place in metropolitan Leicester over 
the past few decades, provides a more substantial body of brooches for study. When 
256 items derived from professional and academic excavation are added to the 67 
Spurway items, the total data set expands to 323 examples of brooches dated to the 
late pre-Roman Iron Age and Roman period of occupation.15 This total is slightly 
larger than the 180 Romano-British brooches compiled by Cool (2009c, 111–12) 
in the most recent scholarly attempt to summarise the Leicester brooch corpus. The 
Spurway Collection, when incorporated into the larger set, is statistically significant, 
as it forms just over a fifth (21 per cent) of the total Leicester brooch assemblage 
examined as part of this research. Figure 13 gives a comparison of the two brooch 
assemblages (Spurway collection and combined excavated collection).

15 This larger number is not exhaustive, however; only the records for brooches which were readily 
identifiable typologically were gathered from the available site reports, assessments and articles. There 
were many entries for incomplete brooches that lacked diagnostic components. There were also many 
examples of object catalogues without adequately detailed entries (giving details of specific type) and 
no paired object illustrations to reference. In such cases, these brooches were not included in the 
synthetic study given here.
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The two groups are similar in that both show Penannular brooches, a native type 
which stayed ‘in fashion’ throughout the Roman period, at around 15 per cent of 
the total. Second and third century types in both samples are not well-represented, 
while the early first century AD to early second century types account for over half 

Fig. 12. A health inspector in Court R, Sanvey Gate, prior to its demolition in 1938. 
(After Newitt 2001, 109.)
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of each overall data set. This is not unsurprising, in view of what is known about the 
brooch-wearing habit more generally in Roman Britain. Nearly 75 per cent of the 
Leicester assemblage is typologically dated to earlier than the mid-second century, 
after which time the popular use of brooches in the province tapers off significantly. 
This is likely the result of the introduction of new styles of garment which did 
not require fastening (see Wild 1985, 195; Croom 2000). In the professionally 
excavated corpus, there is a single brooch that may be dated earlier than the others 
in compilation: an Iron Age Gallic ‘lion’ brooch. Mackreth indicates that spread of 
these lion brooches favours the south-east coastal areas, which may have had more 
ready access to trade with the European continent, although other such outliers 
have been recorded in Lincolnshire and Northamptonshire (2011, 30). It is the 
Spurway collection Stead type 3a brooch (Fig. 4, above) that is the typologically 
earliest brooch represented in this study, another product of Leicester’s Iron Age and 
evidence for the settlement’s early brooch-wearing habit.

There are a few key differences between the two bodies of data, however. Only 
one brooch is stylistically later, an excavated crossbow brooch of the fourth century. 
This ‘anomaly’ corresponds to what may have also been a period of decline in the 
city (Morris et al. 2011, 17). The mid-first century AD types (including Colchester 
Derivatives, Trumpets and Headstuds) are more prominent in the Spurway assemblage 
(48 per cent compared to 29 per cent in the formally excavated assemblage), while 
earlier types are slightly better represented in the professionally excavated collection. 
These contrasts may be explained by a variety of factors, including the possibility 
that stratigraphic excavation may have unearthed and recorded earlier levels, 
whereas the pipes laid by Spurway’s men may not have always directly engaged with 
these contexts. Another factor may have been the geographic locations of brooch 
deposition; certain areas of the city may have evidence for earlier occupation and 
a longer history of brooch manufacture or disposal in those immediate vicinities. 
Therefore, it is also necessary to compare the mapped distributions of both discrete 
data sets.

The find spots for the Spurway brooches were detailed only by street name and 
depth, and therefore a large margin of error existed when mapping their locations on 
the Leicester street grid. The locations of the professionally excavated brooches, on 

Fig. 13. Comparison of the Spurway brooch assemblage with the assemblage of brooches 
from professionally excavated contexts in Leicester.
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the other hand, were often more specific. Rather than plotting exact find spot grid 
references, the excavation limits of these professional projects are given in Fig. 14 over 
the 1888 Ordnance Survey map. Again, the limits of the Roman town are delineated 

Fig. 14. 1888 Ordnance Survey map of Leicester with superimposed outline of the 
Roman walls, and highlighted locations of the major professionally excavated sites 

considered in this study.
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with a thick black line. The names of inclusive archaeological sites are given in Table 
2, with the corresponding number of identifiable brooches recorded at each.

It is clear upon mapping the data that many of these urban development-led 
archaeological sites lie in the upper half of the city centre. This reflects the lack of 
development opportunities in what was the First Ward/St Martin’s Parish, where the 
medieval street grid has remained largely intact. The areas of the city centre which 
experienced stratigraphic excavation also correspond to features typically associated 
with the public sphere of the Roman town, including the forum, macellum, theatre 
and Jewry Wall bath complex, as well as a Mithraeum under St Nicholas Circle (Fig. 
15). The cluster of excavated areas on the western side of the modern city centre 
corresponds to the core of the pre-Roman settlement of Ratae, a southern stronghold 
of the native Corieltauvi. There would be increasing building activity in the pre-
Flavian period over the extant Iron Age settlement on the east bank of the River 
Soar. Evidence from the Causeway Lane and Little Lane excavations also suggest 
late Iron Age and ongoing activity a few hundred metres further east (Cooper and 

Site # Identifiable 
brooches recorded

Bath Lane 2
Blackfriars 3
Blue Boar Lane 7
Bonners Lane 1
Butt Close Lane 2
Castle Street 2
Causeway Lane 29
De Montfort University 2
Freeschool Lane 2
Great Central Street 1
Jewry Wall 64
Little Lane 20
Lower Redcross Street 2
Miscellaneous (Museum Collections) 17
Redcross Street 11
Sanvey Gate 4
72 St Nicholas Circle 1
St Nicholas Circle (forum site) 14
St Nicholas Circle Mithraeum 8
St Nicholas Circle Site 2 16
9 St Nicholas Place 1
St Nicholas Street 2
St Peters Lane (Shires Excavations) 4
St Peters Lane (Town Defences Excavation) 3
Stibbe 1
Thornton Lane 2
Vaughan Way 7
Vine Street (incl. Burgess Street) 28
Total 256

Table 2. Archaeological projects considered in this study, 
with number of readily identifiable brooches recorded  

at each.



70   victoria szafara

Buckley 2003, 33). The quantitative breakdown of the total excavated assemblage 
also reflects a high concentration of the brooches in these immediate areas. The 
Jewry Wall excavation itself (Kenyon 1948) is the source of the single largest site 
assemblage at 64 brooches. Just to the south and east of this area are other clustered 
site-based groups (e.g. St Nicholas Circle forum site; St Nicholas Circle Site 2). 
There is also a relatively high concentration of professionally excavated brooches in 
the north- east quarter of the city, where the High Street excavations occurred (Cool 
2009a,b,c). The close topographical relationship between these excavation limits 
and the Iron Age settlement nodes is another likely factor in the greater prominence 
of typologically early brooches in the professionally excavated corpus relative to the 
Spurway assemblage, as discussed above.

It is also clear from Figs 11 and 14 that the area which encompasses the range 
of Spurway brooch find spots is complementary to that of professionally excavated 
brooch locations. While there is some overlap, in general the ‘Spurway areas’ fill in 

Fig. 15. Map of Roman Leicester, with locations of various identified public structures, 
and Roman roads leading into and out of the settlement. After G. Savani, S. Scott and 

M. Morris (2018, 30). Image courtesy of University of Leicester Archaeological Services.



the brooches of the noel spurway collection   71

the south-east and north-west sections of the city centre, with more stratigraphic 
excavation having taken place in the north-east and St Nicholas neighbourhood 
on the immediate eastern bank of the River Soar. Ultimately, this pattern reflects 
more of the history of urban development in the city, in Victorian Leicester as well 
as recent decades. The discovery of the Spurway brooches were the result of a 
targeted programme of urban infrastructure at the turn of the twentieth century. 
Likewise, the professionally excavated brooches considered in this study were often 
discovered as the result of cultural resource management operations; the Jewry Wall 
excavations took place in preparation of construction of a new public pool for the 
city (Morris et al. 2011, 21, and the Freeschool Lane, Vaughan Way and Vine Street 
excavations were undertaken as developer-funded work before construction of the 
Highcross shopping centre (ibid, 9). The distribution mapping of these Roman and 
pre-Roman artefacts serves as a potent reminder of the capacity of these objects to 
communicate information not only about the period in which they were initially 
created and deposited. When retaining contextual data, including the circumstance of 
provenience, each has potential to inform on local history at the time of rediscovery.

THE BROOCHES OF ROMAN LEICESTER

A composite summary of the brooches included in this study is given in Fig. 16. The 
typological breakdown of the total 323 brooches examined follows similar trends 
as to what was observed in Cool’s (2009c) recent synthesis of Leicester’s brooch 
assemblage, a compilation of 180 items. Is it possible to look at this assemblage and 
characterise the population of Ratae during the first century AD? Observable trends 
in the data compel at least a few new hypotheses.

The native population of Ratae

Most notably, Colchester and other one-piece brooches were the most commonly 
recorded types from the city, followed in number by Colchester Derivatives (Cool 

Fig. 16. All Leicester brooches compiled in this study, categorised by chronology.
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2009c, 109). These categories correspond to the types of brooches people would 
have likely been wearing at the time of the conquest and during the early decades 
of the settlement. Mackreth has remarked that within this set of early brooch types 
found in Leicestershire (as well as the areas to the north and west of the Fosse Way 
Roman road), there is no major pre-Roman brooch ‘type’ to categorise a regional 
fashion (1999, 253). Much of the ‘Fosse frontier’ seems to be a peripheral area 
for brooch-wearing, unlike the region to the south-east, which appears to have 
paralleled mainland Europe in its early brooch-wearing habit (Mackreth 2011, 234). 
However, prior to formal Roman annexation, Leicester lied approximately on the 
border between this northern and southern divide (Mackreth 1999, 253), and the 
unusually high concentration of late Iron Age brooches at the Causeway Lane site 
may indicate a precocious brooch-wearing habit. Furthermore, the early Stead type 
3a brooch from the Spurway Collection was recovered from Blackfriars Street on 
the eastern bank of the River Soar. This location within the city centre corresponds 
to where the main Iron Age settlement would have been located, with evidence for 
coin-making, possible roundhouses and other identifiable Iron Age features having 
been identified in the immediate vicinity (Morris et al. 2011, 15). The presence of 
such an early brooch type in this area attests to early bow brooch use in local self-
fashioning in the pre-Roman settlement.

An army of occupation?

Farley (2012, 306) noted that Leicestershire showed an above-average brooch-loss 
profile within the East Midlands, but that there was a lower overall representation 
of brooches typically associated with the military (ibid, 338). Whilst this need not 
necessarily indicate a lack of that demographic was present, the nature of Leicester’s 
military occupation remains elusive. The existence of a conquest-period fortress has 
long been debated, but the only structural evidence remains the length of ‘fortlet’ 
ditch where the Fosse Way crosses the River Soar (Wacher 1995, 343; Cooper and 
Buckley 2003, 33). The increasing range of conquest-period military equipment 
now coming from excavations in Leicestershire, including an armilla (Cool 2009b, 
192), and the cavalry helmets from Bath Lane (Clay 1985, 64) and Hallaton (Score 
2011, 61), encourages us to review the area’s relationship with the Roman Army 
and question the apparent absence of a fort or fortress, and so it is also fitting 
to ask if the character of the brooch assemblage can provide supporting evidence. 
Leicester has yielded a similar number of ‘military-connoted’ brooches such as the 
Hod Hill (33 out of a sample of 256 – 13 per cent), as, for example, Cirencester 
(21 out of a sample of 133 – 16 per cent) (Viner, 1998, 295–6, table 14), which 
had a proven conquest-period military phase and a similar urban history to that of 
Leicester (Wacher 1995, 302, 346). The relative quantity of such a brooch type and 
high number found gives further justification to assess the small find assemblages of 
Leicester in light of the fortress-question, although this is a task beyond the scope of 
the present paper.
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CONCLUSION

This research has drawn upon various published and unpublished sources regarding 
Roman brooches, in order to provide new insight into the urban development of 
Leicester. The research questions the potential for antiquarian collections, often 
lacking in detailed contextual information, to bear on modern synthetic studies. With 
the successful implementation of the Treasure Act (1996) and Portable Antiquities 
Scheme (1997), there has been a rise in available object records for casual finds 
derived from metal-detected and amateur archaeological endeavours. Not as readily 
available, however, are records for a wealth of objects from antiquarian collections. 
Many worldwide remain unpublished and little-studied, or lacking theoretically and 
methodologically up-to-date analysis. Such examples included the 67 brooches of 
the Noel Spurway Collection. With this data set serving as a case study, the current 
research effectively challenges the potential for finds of limited provenance to be 
incorporated into traditional geo-temporal investigations. Ultimately, it seems that 
this specific set of casual finds could yield information on the era of their excavation 
better than that of their deposition. Large margins of error in mapped find spots, 
and few details of associated finds and features, led to general conclusions regarding 
settlement and development in antiquity, and hypotheses which necessitated 
alternative methods of investigation. Brooches constitute the most common class 
of metal objects, after coins, found on Romano-British excavation sites (Mackreth 
2011, 1). These frequently occur as parts of burial assemblages or as votive items; 
however, for the various other contexts in which they are discovered, it can be difficult 
to decipher if deposition came about as the result of discard, loss or some other 
curiosity (Mackreth 1973, 27). Context is everything, and although the Spurway 
archive retains a good deal of contextual information, a greater amount has been 
lost. Still, there are various approaches to the collection which have yet to be taken 
and may provide interesting extensions to this study and its results. This includes 
a holistic treatment of the Spurway collection, including analysis of all classes of 
artefacts together (brooches, hairpins, pottery, coins etc.) and the examination of 
metal alloys employed in the set through chemical analyses.

In spite of a lack of preserved contextual information, the Spurway Collection 
brooches have yielded much new information regarding Leicester’s ancient 
settlement. The rediscovery of the Spurway brooches was a secondary result of 
a targeted programme of urban infrastructure; the finds are casual in as much 
as artefacts were not specifically sought out as a preliminary measure to new 
construction. Under such circumstances and given the large spatial range of work 
having been undertaken, the collection may be considered a random sample of the 
city’s overall brooch assemblage. The range of typologies inclusive is impressive, 
and include dated types which span the first half of the first century BC (the Stead 
type 3a) to the late fourth century AD (in the case of the post Roman penannular 
pin). When the quantity of Spurway brooches is added to the number recorded from 
Leicester’s formally excavated sites, the total sum of brooches for the city centre 
reaches a substantial 323 items. These qualitative and quantitative details reflect 
the strength of Leicester’s brooch-wearing habit throughout antiquity, and highlight 
the complexity of its urban settlement over time. Specifically, the presence of certain 
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brooch types within the city walls indicates the need for finds-based study in order 
to illuminate details on Leicester’s Iron Age settlement, military occupation and 
post-Roman history, periods which remain relatively obscure in the scholarship.

Not only has the quantity of casual finds records been growing in recent decades; 
the 1960s and 1970s saw a significant increase in systematic, often government-
funded archaeological work and, since the 1990s, developer-funded projects. The 
rise in this activity has led to a similar increase in published data, grey literature and 
tangible, material culture, which also provides ample opportunity for further study. 
In providing an up-to-date synthesis of the excavated Leicester brooch corpus, 
including the Spurway brooches and items from scattered site reports, this study has 
demonstrated the rate at which regional artefact assemblages might grow within a 
decade of study (e.g. the 256 professionally excavated brooches compiled here cf. 
the 180 brooches in Cool 2009c.).

The results of this research do not suggest that scholars of industrial-era Britain 
begin to add casually found, Roman small finds assemblages to their research 
arsenals. It does, however, serve as a reminder that archaeology in the time in which 
it is undertaken factors into that historical narrative. In spite of lacking in detailed 
stratigraphic information, the brooches of the Noel Spurway collection provided 
an impetus to revisit that narrative, both removed in time and space from Rate 
Corieltauvorum, and intricately linked with it. This study of the Spurway Collection 
brooches also championed the utility of ‘excavating the storerooms’ in order to gain 
new insight into Leicester’s ancient past. Finally, the study provided new hypotheses, 
which merit further research based upon ‘small find’ artefacts of daily life.
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