Kendrew Quadrangle Excavations January – August 2008

Phase 3 – Mass Burial
Excavating the grave
St Brice’s Day, AD 1002

A mass grave and a mystery
It was only as weeks of planned excavations were drawing to an
end that the most significant finds were unearthed. It was
immediately clear that the mass grave was not a normal
cemetery. Even before excavation, the site human bone
specialist (osteologist) could tell the skeletons were adult men.
They had been placed in the grave in a disorganised manner
with no pattern to the positioning - many were buried face
down, some on their backs, and others were on their sides rather they were jumbled together. At the deepest portion of the
grave, the skeletons were piled four deep. No artefacts, such as
placed finds to accompany the dead into the afterlife, nor
personal items such as clothes fastenings were present and the
latter may well have been removed prior to burial.

The remains of the day
Mass graves, as opposed to organized cemeteries, arise in a number of

Above left and right: Views of the grave
during excavation
Right: Radiocarbon dates
for six of the bodies
showing the actual
measurement with its
error range. The peaks
and troughs in the curves
reflect variations in the
calibration and show the
probability of a particular
point being the actual
date.

circumstances: plague pits are the most common, battle cemeteries

Scientific analyses

another possibility. The physical characteristics of the grave itself as well

As there were no finds with the skeletons, they could only be dated initially

as the placement of bodies within it differ greatly from other mass graves,

by stratigraphy: and this only suggested a very wide range between the

for example, a well-known grave at Towton. The Towton men, fallen

Roman period and the 12th century. Fortunately, bone is suitable for

soldiers from a War of the Roses battle, were carefully deposited within a

radiocarbon dating and six of the skeletons were examined. The results

purposefully dug rectangular grave in similar body positions on an

added to the intrigue that the grave findings had initiated.

approximate E-W orientation. Many metalwork finds gave insights into
medieval warfare, as well as suggesting the men were clothed at the time

It is important to bear in mind that radiocarbon dating only provides

of burial. In contrast, the Oxford bodies were erratically placed in a single

probabilities, not certainties. Even so, we expected six dates all the same

event, within a natural hollow in the landscape, without any personal

or very close. Instead we got two in the 8th or 9th century AD, one in the

possessions, and it seems, without any respect. Already, with the bones

9th, and three in the 10th or 11th century. The mystery deepened, as we

still in the ground, it was clear there was something unusual about the

were convinced these bones must all belong to one event.

burial.

Above: View of the soldiers buried at
Towton, Yorkshire. They have been
placed caringly in an ordered layout,
unlike the mass grave in Oxford.

Left: Plan of the mass grave.
The chaotic placing of the
bodies can be clearly seen.

Above: The bodies of those buried at
Kendrew Quadrangle. Their appearance
is one of just being slung in and left where
they landed.

