
April – November 2010

The archaeological work
Between April and November 2010 archaeologists working on
the site of the new parish rooms at the Church of the
Immaculate Conception, Bicester discovered clues of the
town’s Anglo-Saxon origins. This work, consisting of a
watching brief on the new foundations, was carried out by
Thames Valley Archaeological Services, in conjunction with
CgMS Consulting.

The site lies in the historic core of Bicester, a town known to
have Anglo-Saxon origins. The medieval church of St Edburg,
not far to the south of the site, is thought to be the location of
an earlier Saxon minster and the focus of the settlement.
Several excavations in the centre of the town have revealed
evidence for Roman, Saxon and medieval occupation.  On the
site itself, human burials, probably of Saxon date, were
uncovered during construction of the car park in 2000 but were
reburied without excavation. A stone wall and possible well
were also noted along with an unstratified sherd of Saxon
pottery.  An evaluation in February 2010 revealed a small
number of possible archaeological deposits along with a little
pottery of Saxon date. The latest archaeological work oversaw
the construction of groundworks and, in addition to the human
burials, revealed several archaeological deposits, including
pits and ditches.

The human burials
Several human burials were discovered during the excavation of the
foundation trenches for the new parish rooms. Because the new
building would disturb or destroy these remains, the planning
process required a rescue excavation to excavate the skeletal
material and any other archaeological deposits. This ran between
15th October and 5th November 2010. The skeletons were part of
the cemetery which was recorded during the original construction of
the car park. Only the eastern end of the cemetery was to be
affected by the present development and this was the focus for
rescue excavation.

All the skeletons which would have been disturbed were
photographed, drawn and meticulously excavated by hand. Human
remains which were identified but not threatened by the new
foundations were photographed, recorded and left in place. In total
eight articulated skeletons were excavated. These had suffered
various degrees of damage during the present building works and
the previous construction of the car park in 2000. The articulated
skeletons had been buried in distinct grave cuts, lying on their backs
and aligned east-west with the heads located to the west, all typical
of Christian burial. No evidence of the bodies having been buried in
coffins was found. All but one of the individuals was adult and the
other appeared to be a young child less than one year old when it
died. In addition, a large number of disarticulated human bones
were also recovered.  The presence of the disarticulated human
remains is due to the continued reuse of the area as a cemetery. In
several graves the original occupants had been disturbed as a result
of digging new the graves in order to accommodate new bodies.

The people
The skeletons that were threatened by the development were
excavated and removed for analysis by human bone specialist Ceri
Falys with the aim of finding out as much information as possible
about the individuals. Analytical techniques allow archaeologists to
discover the sex and age at death of the person as well as whether
they had suffered from certain types of disease or physical trauma
during their lifetime. If the cause of death was an event that left
traces on the bones themselves, e.g. a disease or injury, then this
can be determined too.

Initial studies of the skeletons removed from the parish rooms site
showed that there were seven probable females, all of whom were
adults aged at least 36. Of the remaining three skeletons, one was a
man aged over 46 years, one a 46+-year-old of indeterminate sex
and the last was an infant under 1 year old. As the indicators of sex
in the bones do not develop until the onset of puberty it is not
possible to estimate the sex of the infant.

Further analysis of the remains, in particular pathologies visible in
the bones, gives an insight into the living conditions, diet, work,
access to medical care, as well as numerous other aspects of
everyday life of past populations. However, due to the poor state of
preservation of the Bicester skeletons, it was not possible to make a
very detailed assessment of the individuals’ health. The
observations that were possible largely related to the advanced age
of the individuals present: dental disease (e.g. abscesses, gum
disease, and missing teeth), degenerative joint disease (such as
arthritis), and changes to the frontal bone of the skull.

Several of the individuals had a thickening of the bone on the inner
surface of the frontal bone of the skull. This is known as
hyperostosis frontalis interna (HFI) which affects women more
commonly than men, over the age of 40 years, and is believed to be
the result of hormonal changes associated with advancing age (e.g.
menopause). Archaeologically the prevalence of HFI has been
reported as relatively low yet it appears to be present in five of the
skeletons excavated at Bicester as well as at least one of the
displaced skull fragments. All of the skeletons that exhibit HFI were
either definitely or probably female and either fitted into the 36-45 or
the 46+ age at death categories. The condition is thought to be
largely without obvious symptoms, however the billowing of the
frontal bone may place some pressure on the person’s brain,
resulting in headaches and possibly dizziness.
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