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PART V: DISCUSSION   

THE HORSE & HORSEMAN IDENTITIES: LIVING HORSES & HORSE-
HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS, HORSE RITUAL & FUNERARY ARCHAEOLOGY 

 

Part V discusses Horseman identities reflected primarily by horse-depositional 

practices in early British and northwest European groups, but also examines 

additional historical and physical culture evidence for Horseman identities within 

their site contexts and the wider cultural context. This study began considering 

MED Horseman-ritual and whether earlier practices existed which could have 

contributed to their origin and evolution. Therefore, the earlier sections 

examined MED practices first and then considered earlier periods, which made 

it clear pre-MED Horseman-ritual existed in Britain. Part V is presented 

chronologically to assess the development of British horse-use and Horseman-

ritual, and possible connections between progressive periods. This section is 

organised into four chapters: two addressing living horse-human relationships 

and two examining ritual, particularly funerary, aspects of Horseman identities. 

Chapter 9 discusses the evidence for the physical horse, horse demographics, 

and human-horse relationships related to husbandry and use in early Britain. 

Aspects of gendered horse-use, osteological evidence for sexual dimorphism 

and possible connections with Horseman identities are first addressed and then 

incorporated with the evidence for horse-breeding. Chapters 10-11 discuss 

Horseman funerary and ritual practices, focusing on the case-studies and a 

selection of comparative sites (Fig. 10.1). IA horse-ritual and Horseman 

identities are first evaluated, then particular attention is given to RIP military 

practices as these may have directly affected the development of MED 

Horseman-ritual. For the MED cases, their interconnections and evidence for 

earlier LIA-RIP identities and influences, especially via Roman auxiliary cavalry 

groups, as well as potential contemporary influences which may have 

contributed to the formulation of Horseman identities are discussed. 
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Chapter 9: Horse Populations and Horseman Identities -  

Considerations of Horse Size, its relationships to Sex and 

evidence for Gendered Use 

 

“The fower chiefyst offices belongyng to horsemanshippe: that is to saye. The 

office of the breeder, of the rider, of the keper, and of the ferrer…” 

 Blundeville and Grisone (1561:partial title 

 

The horse was a significant part of British cultures, particularly to an elite subset 

associated with cavalry and/or chariot-based warfare, since at least the IA, if not 

earlier. Human-horse relationships during the IA to early MED centred on the 

use of horses for status, transportation and war, with little evidence for more 

general or agricultural use until the second millennium AD (Cross 2011). The 

texts of Pytheas, Caesar and subsequent Roman writers, make it clear the 

horse’s military relationship with warriors and elites was well-established in LIA-

RIP Britain (Cunliffe 2002:112, Dixon and Southern 2013:161-167). As the 

epigraph notes, primary aspects of horsemanship and Horseman identities were 

invested in those who managed and cared for horses 

(breeder/keeper/farrier/veterinarian) and those who used them, especially 

riders. 

This chapter discusses aspects of horse husbandry and use, particularly the 

evidence for gendered use where males were primarily used for transportation 

and females for breeding. Aspects of gendered use are first considered by 

investigating potential correlations between horse size and sex (sexual 

dimorphism) and practices which may have resulted in different nutritional 

planes for the sexes, thereby exaggerating sex differences. Secondly historic 

and archaeological data is used to further explore the evidence for gendered 

use and identify the distribution of horse populations, especially breeding areas, 

in early Britain. Lastly, in light of the proposed husbandry practices and its 

potential effects on sexually-linked size differences, the potential for a case 

study using metric data (WHt related) to identify population sex-composition 
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(especially the presence of females) and evaluating husbandry practices is 

discussed. 

 

9.1 Considerations and Perceptions of Horse Size  

One of the most common ways of investigating horse populations and possible 

human-horse interactions has been the estimation of size and patterns of size 

differences. Culturally, larger horses are often viewed as superior. This 

perception has effected interpretations of size differences of archaeological 

horses, where larger horses have been considered evidence of better breeding 

and imported stock. However, the zooarchaeological study of horse size may be 

suffering from some flaws in collection and evaluation of data, particularly 

regarding the effect of age, sex and husbandry-related nutritional differences on 

growth. These aspects may have repercussions regarding sex-ratios in horse 

assemblages and the interpretation of data for assessing husbandry-practices, 

horse-distribution and the control of horse supplies.  

This section evaluates the evidence for horse size, the possible reasons for size 

variations and presents an argument that while horses have a low level of 

sexual dimorphism, size-sex dimorphism may be exaggerated by different 

nutrition levels in archaeological populations. Most evaluations of size-change 

in horses have assumed no sexual differences and therefore interpretted size 

changes by site/chronology as general reflections of husbandry difference when 

it may actually be reflecting sex-ratio differences rather than population 

differences. Data is presented which indicates that male horses have a 

generally broader size range than females, and that archaeological IA-MED 

horses from northwestern Europe (and potentially elsewhere)1.35m+ appear 

more likely to represent males, while horses under 1.3m may be more likely to 

represent females. This theory, along with the premise of gendered use (males 

for transportation, females for breeding), is incorporated into a consideration of 

horse breeding and distribution in early Britain. 
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Size is one of the main attributes humans see and use for identifying and 

characterising all creatures. In the past, horse size was important to people for 

practical and also for personal and cultural reasons. Paralleling the 

bioarchaeological interest, modern advertisements selling horses usually 

feature the same criteria of age, sex and size. A certain size horse may have a 

practical and/or prestige basis. A requirement for small horses for use in mines 

is an example of a practical basis. However, the requirement for larger horses is 

often more complex than practicality and may include a prestige aspect. For 

instance, taller horses appear to be generally preferred at modern racehorse 

sales, even though there is no proven correlation between height and race-

winning (Pagan et al. 2009). Historically, Henry VIII enacted a set of laws 

promoting an increase in horse size to increase the availability of better quality 

male warhorses, though there is little evidence it was successful (Davis 

1989a:108-109).  

The observations of Kitchener regarding the best size for cavalry horses show 

that while there was a prestige preference for taller animals amongst upper-

class British cavalrymen, the most practical and successful warhorses were 

relatively small by modern preconceptions (Borden 1912:4). As Toynbee 

(1973:342) says, “the quest for size and spectacular appearance has often 

been detrimental to performance.” The 4th century Roman veterinarian, 

Vegetius, also found the larger, more refined Roman horses more befitting of 

upper-class Roman prestige, but admitted the smaller and ugly Hunnish horses 

were the best available breed for warfare (Maenchen-Helfen 1973:203-204, 

Toynbee 1973:342). The hardiness and stamina of smaller horses versus taller 

more prestigious stable-bred horses for warfare is echoed in numerous 

accounts from the horses of the Huns, of the Germanic Usipete and Tenchtheri 

tribes to MED accounts of Mongol horses, and modern cavalry discussions, 

such as Lord Kitchener’s despair regarding beautiful, tall and useless British 

cavalry horses (Borden 1912:1-4, Caesar et al. c.56 BC (1869):Ch2:2, 

Maenchen-Helfen 1973:203-204). 

Size is also a primary concern of osteoarchaeologists and historians because it 

is the descriptive aspect which is most accessible both skeletally and pictorially, 
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and is often believed to reflect cultural considerations of use, quality and 

prestige. In Archaeological horses, changes in size are often used as indicators 

of cross-cultural contact, influence and exchange, with smaller horses typically 

interpreted as ‘native’ and larger animals as either ‘improved’ (often considered 

the result of better ‘Roman’ breeding practices), or imported (again, often 

considered Roman) stock (Bökönyi 1974: 230-296, Bökönyi et al. 2010:24-40, 

Davis et al. 2012, Dickson et al. 2011, Johnstone 2004:412-425). However, size 

is affected by a host of factors, and many published evaluations compare 

different bones, which as discussed in the Methods section can give 

significantly varying sizes for the same horse, report averages based on very 

small sample sizes, and most do not consider possible sex biases.  

Ironically with regards to perceptions of large size equals greater value, there is 

evidence that in cultures where animals are considered actual wealth and 

quantity is the primary focus, size decreases as numbers increase (Russell 

1998). Since the breeding emphasis is simply on numbers, quality, particularly 

as expressed in size is unimportant. Smaller animals eat less and larger herds 

make higher demands on available nutrition increasing the possibility of 

stunting, so both aspects favour the production of smaller animals. Nutrition 

levels affect size, growth rates, proportions, and population sex ratios (Cameron 

and Linklater 2007, Pálsson and Vergés 1952). In terms of northwestern 

Europe, Tacitus (c.98 (1998):Part I) states in Germania the number of animals 

was chiefly valued, that cattle and horses acted as currency, and that the 

animals were lacking in beauty and size. This follows Russell’s (1998) findings 

regarding quantity/currency as a primary husbandry practice resulting in smaller 

animals, including horses.  

Size in horses is commonly considered to have increased, more or less 

progressively, over time (Clark and Rackham 1995, Thomas et al. 2013). This is 

probably, at least partially, a product of modern perceptual biases, which 

presume all modern horses are generally larger. Direct size comparisons often 

use quite large horses as the modern example, although large horses 16+HH 

(1.63+m) are not the overall modern norm (Fig. 9.1, Tables 9.1-9.3) (Rackham 
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1995). Figure 9.2 gives a graphical representation of scaled humans with 

horses between 1.2-1.5m, the typical archaeological size range. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.1 WHt measurement and visual horse size comparison. This 

example exaggerates the disparity between archaeological and modern 

horses by using a very tall, and non-typical, modern horse (Rackham 1995). 

Figure 9.2 Graphical representation of typical archaeological horse sizes. 
Left to Right: 1.3m and 1.5m horses, 1.2m and 1.4m horses,  

and all four horse sizes (1.2-1.5m).  
The woman is c.1.6m (5’2”) and the man is c.1.7m (5’ 6”). 
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Very large horses (draught and draught crosses) and very small horses 

(miniature horses) appear to be quite recent creations of cultures where horses 

are predominantly non-practical-use animals, essentially pets for show or 

recreation. Large horses may be more directly related to fashion and prestige 

aspects, for example the large size of current parade-horses of the British Royal 

Household Cavalry (Silver 2015). Even so, modern riding-horses typically 

conform to a smaller range. In a recent study (Brooks et al. 2010), the range 
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was c.1.3-1.6m with a median of 1.4m (n=1172, Table 9.1, A9). If comparisons 

are made with modern general-use breeds and working-horse breeds or recent 

pre-industrial historical examples of working horses, the size differences 

between modern horses and archaeological horses are less extreme than 

suggested (Árnason and Bjarnason 1994, Bankoff 2004, Dario et al. 2006, 

Edwards 2004:24-26, 112, Hendricks 2007:3.43, 46ff). 

 

9.2 Mechanisms of Size – Interpreting the Meaning of Size Change 

Understanding the mechanisms of size variations is an integral part of a number 

of disciplines from evolutionary biology to environmental studies. What these 

mechanisms are, and how they regulate size is not completely understood and 

have long been debated (Ashton 2001, Bernstein 2010, Blackburn et al. 1999, 

Dillman and Barnett 1984, Forsten 1993, King 1919, McNab 1971, McQuillan et 

al. 2012, Olcott and Barry 2000). After a review of a broad range of the pertinent 

literature, nutrition, rather than other environmental factors such as 

temperature, humidity, altitude, or latitude (all of which, no doubt, affect 

available nutrition), appears to be the primary environmental factor. The effects 

of nutrition on skeletal development are profound, changing the size and shape 

of the metapodials (MPs) and later maturing bones, and altering an animal’s 

overall body-shape and portions (Pálsson and Vergés 1952).  

Empirical evidence of these nutritional effects on height and body type can be 

seen in the semi-feral managed horse populations of the New Forest 

(Southwest Britain) and central Oregon (USA). Gail Brownrigg (2012) an active 

horse-woman and researcher on archaeological bridles and bits, has observed 

that ‘ponies’ removed from the heath (poor nutrition) and raised in 

pasture/stable environments lost their distinctive short-legged pony build. In the 

1980’s, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management initiated a practice of bringing 

herds into the corrals for regular periods of increased nutrition, occasional range 

supplemental feeding and removal of horses under 13H (1.32m) from the 

breeding herds, which has resulted in significant increases in size and quality of 

body-type (Sharp et al. 2014). 
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Genetically, the main argument, and popular belief, is that inbreeding leads to 

physiological decline, including smaller stature. However, even Darwin 

(1899:92-93) disagreed that inbreeding is inherently linked with decline. Much of 

the available literature linking size to inbreeding is inconclusive, but taken 

together with size variation studies the evidence indicates nutrition is the pivotal 

factor (Campana et al. 2011, King 1919, McQuillan et al. 2012). Poor nutrition 

may trigger epigenetic changes which result in continued smaller stature 

(Lanham et al. 2011). Inbred populations are also more likely to be more greatly 

affected by environmental stresses, particularly nutritional deficiencies 

(Campana et al. 2011). 

Taking into account nutritional changes as the primary factor behind changes in 

horse size is extremely important when attempting to interpret how apparent 

changes in size may indicate different human-horse relationships. Differences in 

husbandry styles and breeding practices may be inferred from population sizes, 

these in turn may suggest changes in use requirements whether for practical 

utilisation or aspects of fashion/prestige. Given multiple scenarios for reduction 

or increase in heights, additional social contextual data would be necessary for 

robust interpretations.  

For example, an increased demand for horses might lead to less discriminate 

breeding practices where the emphasis on quantity leads to greater demands 

on available food and may result in reduced stature. The impetus for the 

increased demand could lie in a cultural change emphasising larger herd 

ownership as wealth as discussed above. It might instead, or also, indicate a 

higher level of warfare with increased demands for warhorses. Smaller numbers 

of horses coupled with increases in height may indicate a secure and 

prosperous culture with increased interest in display, prestige and sport usage. 

These two scenarios are in line with the information and attitude of the late RIP 

Roman veterinarian, Vegetius, noted above (Maenchen-Helfen 1973:203-204). 

Vegetius contrasted the taller, better looking Roman horses, which were 

primarily prestige horses used for parade or racing kept in optimum conditions, 

to the small, ugly range-kept warhorses kept in in large numbers by the Huns. 
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Alternatively, a decrease in size might indicate regional or local environmental 

issues which impacted nutrition. These could be further verified if similar 

decreases can be observed in other domestic species and/or the human 

populations. Komlos (2004) associated a decrease in the size of military horses 

during the 18th century to climatic, agricultural and demographic changes in 

Europe. Environmental issues can be as diverse as weather impacts on pasture 

growth to volcanic (or other excessive) cloud cover decreasing the availability of 

vitamin D or disease outbreaks (Dobney and Larson 2006, Komlos 2004). A 

decrease in size might also indicate changed cultural imperatives which could 

include anything from an increased need for food animals, prompting changing 

horses to poorer pasturage, to an increased demand for a smaller horse for a 

specific use, like the pit-ponies used for portage within mines, or increased 

horse demand resulting in less discriminatory breeding.  

In terms of husbandry changes and possible implications of trade changes or 

the presence of different ethnic peoples, size change could, as has been often 

suggested, indicate the introduction of horses from an outside source, e.g. the 

importation of individual animals. However, size changes could indicate different 

local breeding strategies, such as culling or gelding, and may indicate different 

sex ratios (Cameron and Linklater 2007, Davis 2000, Pálsson and Vergés 

1952). The introduction of new stock could also come from local sources, other 

British sources or other European sources. Cross-breeding benefits are related 

to an overall improvement called hybrid vigour, which could lead to increased 

height of the progeny. Hybrid vigour benefits are reliant on the crossing of 

genetically different animals, the more dissimilar the greater the effect, and 

would not inherently require the introduction of geographically distant or larger 

animals to result in larger offspring.  

The interpretation of size differences is likely to be very complex. As noted 

above, archaeologists and historians have used size differences to imply the 

presence of Romans and other ethnic groups, different breeds, or particular 

uses at a site or within a culture, and also as indicators of economic changes in 

trade (Bökönyi 1974:230-296, Bökönyi et al. 2010:xv-40ff, Thomas et al. 2013). 

These interpretations require a secure understanding of the horse population 
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under consideration (including age and sex) and also significant other 

contextual information. Existing interpretations should be considered critically, 

with caution, especially given the general lack of sex and age data available. 

 

9.3 Sexual Dimorphism, Size and Gendered Husbandry Practices 

Horses are not very sexually dimorphic (Baker and Daulby 2003, Bartosiewicz 

2006b, van Asperen 2013). However, given optimal feeding environments, there 

is evidence males will tend to be larger. It is also generally recognised that 

poorer nutritional environments will affect growth rates and adult sizes of 

mammals (Popkin et al. 2012). Willoughby (1975) did extensive studies on 

equine growth and nutrition. These studies were of horses raised primarily in 

optimum nutritional environments and show a consistent, but very small 

difference between males and females.  

For example, a variance in cannon (MC/MT) circumference in 185 horses was 

c.2mm (Males: 4.55”, Females: 4.47”) (Willoughby 1975:48). Wither’s height 

differences for Light Breeds was c.6mm (Males: 61.30”, Females: 60.54”) 

(Willoughby 1975:88). One of the greatest sex differences was in Hanoverian 

horses, with a variance of 3.1cm (Males: 64.65”, Females: 63.42”) (Willoughby 

1975:26). Overall, Willoughby found consistent, small differences between the 

size of male and female horses, confirming sexual dimorphism exists in horses, 

but was low in these modern breeding establishments. A 1994 (Árnason and 

Bjarnason) study of Icelandic horses showed similar results. While such small 

variances could be useful for sexing within large samples, they are unlikely to 

be helpful in sexing typical archaeological horse remains, if husbandry practices 

were similar to those at these modern breeding establishments. 

Even in species with low sexual dimorphism, varying responses to high and low 

nutrition planes still occur. For male and female mammals raised in the same 

environments, males respond more to changes in nutrition than females (Knüsel 

2008, Stini 1969). This means when males and females are on the same high 
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nutritional plane male to female size variance should be greatest, and in low 

nutrition planes the variance will decrease. 

A 2001 (Zechner et al.) study of seven Lipizzaner studs shows the same low 

level size difference as Willoughby’s data (Table 9.2). If nutrition levels are 

factors, the population with the smallest males would be predicted to correlate 

with the lowest variance between male and female sizes. The Lipizzaner study 

data confirms the population with the smallest males (Piber) has the least 

amount of male to female variance (100% congruence). Piber also has the 

highest horse population and the most balanced male to female ratio. This 

might suggest less than optimum nutrition levels, which seems unlikely in this 

context. An alternative explanation is that this highly managed population must 

meet artificial size requirements, so animals not conforming may be removed 

from the population, as they are in the Oregon Mustang population (Sharp et al. 

2014). Husbandry practices including both nutrition provision and cultural 

requirements can influence animal size.  

 

 

 

No studies specifically investigating horse sexual dimorphism correlated with 

size were found during the course of this study. However, an opportunity arose 

to analyse data from a large group of feral mustangs. The author visited the US 

Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) Oregon Wild Horse Facility and obtained 
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a dataset with sex and size (BLM 2014). The BLM dataset (n=475) provided a 

sample, n=325 (Females=210, Males=115), with size and sex. The population 

ranges between 1.3m-1.6m (horses below 1.3m are removed as part of the 

management practices), with the core population between 1.4m-1.5m. In a 

population where males and females receive similar nutrition and care, but not 

necessarily optimum nutrition levels, females are likely to have a higher 

nutritional requirement and be smaller. At Burns, 66% of females are in the 

smaller WHt group and are significantly less likely to be in the larger size 

category (Table 9.3, A9 for dataset). A population of Hungarian Hecul horses 

(Fig. 9.2) also illustrate sexually bi-modal size-groups (Lyublyanovics 2006). 

Hecul female peak size is c.1.3-1.37m and male peak size is c.1.37-1.42. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9.3 Size variation in Hecul breed male and female horses (shank 

circumference/WHt) (Lyublyanovics 2006:Fig. 8) 
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The effects of different growth patterns based on nutritional planes are 

demonstrated in two similar feral horse populations living on Assateague Island 

in the USA. Part of the population (north) is unmanaged, while the south 

population has the yearlings removed and fed on hay and grain in preparation 

for sale. This practice produces taller and heavier horses compared to the 

unmanaged stock left in-situ (Davis 1989a:133). Broodmare’s with the higher 

energy requirements of reproduction and continual nursing would be subject to 

lower nutritional totals, which would likely affect their size. If early British 

husbandry practices removed male juveniles in a similar manner, while leaving 

females in pasture, and breeding from around 3 years of age, this would likely 

produce populations where the females were typically smaller than males, more 

so than would be expected from the simple levels of sexual dimorphism.  

Cathers (2002:133) notes horses on MED breeding farms were fed to different 

standards than those kept in riding stables, or working farm horses. The records 

of Henry VIII’s reign show male and female horses were generally of different 

size ranges (Davis 1989a:108-109). Statutes passed c.1531 AD set minimal 

standards for broodmares at 13 hands (c.1.3m), breeding stallions at 15 hands 

(c.1.5m), and riding stallions, kept available for military use, at 14 hands 

(c.1.4m) (Davis 1989a:108-109, Dent and Goodall 1988:138-42). This suggests 

females were probably generally smaller than males and that riding horses were 

generally intact males. This data also suggests a target size range for females 

(c.1.3m and under) and males (c.1.3-1.5m, with perhaps a majority c.1.4m). 

The case-studies and additional literature data size and sex data suggests 

similar male-female size ranges (Tables 9.4-9.6). The cases-studies males 

ranged from 1.3-1.5m, with the majority 1.4+m (84% MC, 96% MT). The one 
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female was 1.3m. Males from the literature were also predominantly 1.4+m 

(64% MC, 77% MT), and females (n=3) were all 1.3m. Additional females from 

the literature without specific MP data include ones from Blewburton (averaged 

1.1-1.2m), Kent (c.1.1-1.3m) and Macedonia (c1.3m, a nearby male was c1.4-

4.5m) (Bendrey et al. 2010, Grimm 2009, Antikas 2008). 

The sample size for archaeological males given here is reasonably robust 

(MC=33, MT=32), but the female sample is unfortunately very low (MC=4, 

MT=1). This seems to be partially an artefact of the depositional and excavation 

record, but is also partially due to the difficulty in sexing disarticulated horse 

remains. Much of the horse-material which can be sexed belongs to ritual 

contexts, which have already been identified as predominantly male horses 

(Antikas 2008, Dobat et al. 2014, Dickson et al. 2011, Bartosiewicz 2006a, Fern 

2007, Levine et al. 2002, Mallory 1981, Müller-Wille and Vierck 1970-1, Oexle 

1984, Olsen 2006b, Prummel 1992, Shenk 2002, Zinoviev 2010).  

If the husbandry type used in early Britain was similar to that used by Sakha 

and other Horseman groups, where females were primarily range-kept 

broodmares, then their remains may not have survived or may be part of the 

disarticulated remains more prevalent in settlement contexts. A more robust 

understanding of the horse population during the IA-MED will benefit from a 

better female sample, but this may have to wait until DNA sexing can be more 

generally applied to horse remains. However, this data indicates horses in ritual 

contexts and larger horses (c.1.4+m), are more likely to be males, and suggests 

smaller horses (below c.1.3m) may be more likely to be females. 
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Figure 9.4 Archaeological horse male-female sex:size correlations. 
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9.4 Horse Husbandry and Gendered Use 

The following sections synthesises data from the literature and historical 

evidence to discuss the distribution of horses and human-horse relationships 

related to husbandry and use in early Britain. First, questions of gendered use 

and husbandry are discussed, then how osteological evidence may identify 

horse-breeding sites, followed by identification and mapping of some potential 

breeding sites. Breeding sites are identified primarily from the Review of Animal 

Bone Evidence from Central England (RABECE) database (Albarella and Pirnie 

2008).  

9.4.1 Historical Evidence of Gendered Use 

Given the preceding discussions (iconography, ritual and burial evidence), there 

are certainly cultural links between horse-use and masculinity (both rider and 

horse). There is also ethnographic and historical evidence supporting gendered 

horse-use which indicates males were primarily used for transportation, while 

females may have been principally segregated for breeding in early Britain. 

Assumptions about more mixed use of males and females for transport-use is 

probably based on Late Medieval-Modern periods when horses were prevalent 

throughout society and regularly used in agriculture, both trends which 

decreased their aggregate value (Edwards 2007, Edwards et al. 2012). 

However, the available evidence indicates horses were much less generally 

available during this study period and may even have been restricted to elite 

usage.  

A few authors suggest Romans raced females or used them for draught, and 

some females have been identified at cavalry sites (Fields 2006:17, Johnstone 

2004:37-44, 50-51, 111-114, see also section 8.3.2). However, some of this 

evidence for use may be faulty translations. The term ‘equum’ has been 

translated to mean mare, which is usually ‘equa’. However, Equum refers to 

male horses, and in some cases may indicate castrates, as in: ‘causa equum’ 

(Cathers 2002:119, Toynbee 1973:412). The question of whether and how 

Romans employed castration is unclear, though there is some texts, and a tool 

has been potentially identified as for equine castration (Heeren 2009). What 
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evidence there is also suggests gendered use: intact males (stallions) preferred 

for racing, riding and war, but castrates for draught (Johnstone 2004: 37-44, 

Toynbee 1973:167-199, 335-338, 412, see also Ch. 4). In the case-studies, 

both RIP forts included at least one possible female, but the contexts of the 

horse-depositions suggest ritual, possibly native-auxiliary practices, which may 

indicate ritual practices rather than indicating these females were cavalry 

mounts.  

Additional evidence for female breeding and/or transport use during the Roman 

period is suggested by the Epona cult. Images (Fig. 9.5) of this European 

goddess of horses are found throughout Europe from Dacia to Britain, often 

associated with the auxiliary cavalry, usually as stone shrines of a Lady seated 

side-saddle or enthroned and surrounded by horses, and often including 

symbols of harvest and/or fertility (Brown 1950, Linduff 1979, Webster 2001, 

Dent and Goodall 1988: 7-36). As a symbol for horse-breeding, Epona seems 

obvious. However, Epona imagery is generally associated with racing stables 

and auxiliary cavalry sites, not necessarily with breeding areas (Aldhouse-

Green 2004:193,232-6). The question is then, if this is a goddess of horse-

breeding and fertility why was her primary association with Roman auxiliary 

cavalry?  

 

 

 Figure 9.5: The goddess Epona flanked by four male horses, 4th 
century AD, Roman Macedonia (QuartierLatin1968 2007).  
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Perhaps Epona was not primarily a fertility goddess. Much of the reasoning 

behind this interpretation is based on the imagery of small horses around the 

Lady (Fig. 9.5), where, perhaps, small is equated with juvenile animals and so 

horse-breeding. However, realistic sizing is not inherent in imagery, but is often 

symbolic; depicting status rather than physical size. A similar size-mismatch is 

found in iconography of Cybele and her apparently dog-sized, adult lions 

(Mackintosh 1995:33-36). In Epona depictions, excessive size similarly may 

reflect her regal-divine status, and emphasise her protective, nurturing aspects 

towards her equid ‘children’, and possibly, peripherally, their owner-users.  

Many Epona images depict horses which lack sexual detail. This lack of detail 

might suggest young or female horses, again emphasising a link with breeding. 

However, lack of sexual detail may simply be stylistic horse (Ch.4), and in some 

Epona imagery the horses are adult males, as the 4th century AD example (Fig. 

9.5). And again, the Archaeological Museum of Thessaloniki associates the 

image and Epona worship with the Roman military (QuartierLatin1968). 

Perhaps a better interpretation of Epona was as a protective goddess of 

Horseman groups, particularly cavalry (similar to Fortuna, also popular with 

Roman troops), but may have had additional aspects relating to sovereignty and 

control of breeding-stock/areas (Aldhouse-Green 2004:232-236) In Britain, she 

was called: “Eponae sanctae reginae et genio brittonum”, holy Queen and 

genius of the British authorities (Dent and Goodall 1988:foreword). 

There is another aspect where the Epona cult may explain the presence of 

female horses at military sites: as sacrificial animals. While it is unlikely 

breeding stock was kept at the forts themselves, a relationship with local horse 

breeders is possible, and given the high-risk nature of a military horse, 

advantageous. Dent and Goodall (1988:43) suggest the Votadini tribe near 

Hadrian’s Wall had such a relationship with the cavalry units for some 

generations. Perhaps occasional mares, probably non-fertile, were sourced for 

ritual sacrifices related to the Epona cult. Sacrificial rites, possibly intermingling 

British and other traditions, might explain the female horses at Newstead 

Roman Fort and Blewburton hillfort (Dent and Goodall 1988:37-39, Ewart 1911, 

Bendrey et al. 2010). 
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The evidence for female working-horses is sparse and even in certain current 

horse usage, such as Lipizzaner production (perhaps the closest modern 

warhorse breeding) and horse-racing, females may be trained and used for 

short periods. Female race-horses and Lipizzaners are trained from two to three 

years of age and then typically used for only two to three years, partially to 

ascertain breeding quality. By the age of five to six years these horses are 

culled (put down or sold) or become breeding stock (Schlamberger 2013). In the 

past, perhaps some individuals owned females and also treated them as 

working-horses, but presumably the main reason for having females would still 

be because they could be used for breeding.  

Cultures which use females for activities other than breeding, often also 

regularly castrated male horses. Mixing females and geldings is easily done. 

Mixing females and intact males can be problematic. The best scenario for 

including females as working-horses would be in cultures which also primarily 

castrated their male working-horses. The use of geldings in early Britain seems 

unlikely from the cultural sources already cited. 

There is little evidence of gelding in early Britain. This may be due to the 

difficulty in identifying geldings skeletally, and some believe it impossible, 

though theoretically it should be possible (Bartosiewicz et al. 1993, Davis 2000, 

Luff 1994, Dixon and Southern 2013:173-178). There is little supporting 

research and new techniques such as DNA sexing, cannot differentiate 

castrated and entire males. A metric method was applied to the Saint-Brice 

(Tournai) male remains which apparently identified large numbers of geldings 

(Ch.7), but the method is undocumented, as was that used at Barton Court 

(Oxfordshire) where RIP geldings were reported (Gabriel et al. 1991, Miles et al. 

1984:8:D1). The author has attempted to contact a number of the involved 

zooarchaeologists, but has been unable to source any methods details. 

British cultural literature also indicates low levels of geldings even during the 

medieval period and many suggest riding horses were stallions (Davis 

1989a:108-109; Edwards 2004:32). Iconography, particularly MED iconography 

also favours males, often showing obviously intact males (Fig. 9.6). During the 

RIP, Roman attitudes towards horses, including their use of asses and mules, 
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might indicate a possibility of different practices regarding geldings, but there 

are few, if any, reliable identifications of geldings, asses or mules (Armitage and 

Chapman 1979). The possible geldings at Barton Court Farm, if correctly 

identified, may suggest areas of high Roman influence in Britain used geldings, 

but it is difficult to support.  

The majority of evidence, historic, literary and iconographic, suggests a 

husbandry practice and horse population made up predominantly of breeding-

females and intact working-males. The language in MED legal documents 

indicates working-horses were male. In the Domesday books (11th century AD) 

there are six Latin/Norman and eleven Anglo-Saxon terms for males, which also 

denote uses such as riding, packing and hunting, and only a single term for 

females, usually in contexts suggesting breeding groups (Cathers 2002:367-

373ff). Also, as noted earlier, most sites in the Domesday books only list one or 

two horses at most sites using words indicating male horses, while the few sites 

(usually forest/heath) with larger horse populations use female horse terms 

(Cathers 2002:470-513). There is also evidence of male working-horse 

preference in historic sources from Welsh, Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian 

literature traditions. While these materials have dates generally from the 12 th 

through 13th centuries, many of the stories are considered to recount earlier 

traditional stories dating to the middle of the first millennium AD or earlier.  

The Welsh Triads texts, includes Triads of the Horses (Trioedd y Meirch) and 

other pieces considered to depict 6th century AD events (Davies and Jones 

1997:102-119). These stories discuss male-horses with terms translated as 

steeds (drythyll), raiding-horses (Anreithmarch), chariot-horses, boar-hunting-

horses, and chiefs’-horses. Many of the horse-names are war-oriented: Fierce-

black, Spirited-grey, Fearless-attacker, Battle-inciter and Host-splitter. While the 

occurrence of the name Bucephalus (Alexander the Great’s horse) suggests the 

persistence of the Alexander mythos linked with Roman cavalry traditions. 

Roman identity in Wales was particularly strong in Gwynedd, traditionally 

established by Roman cavalry from southeast Scotland (Ward-Perkins 2000).  
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Figure 9.6: RIP-MED examples of male riding-horses. 
Top (L): Roman Albata racing charioteer and horse (National Museum of 

Rome, c.250 AD). Top (R): British RIP horse and rider figurine (PAS 2007). 
Centre (L): Warhorse, MED British Franks Casket (Becker 2008a). Centre 
(R): Anglo-Saxon horsemen, c.10th century (Larson 1912a):88. Bottom (L): 
11th century Norman horsemen (Bayeux Tapestry, Anon 2008:panel 53). 

Bottom (R): 16th century Northern Irish king’s warhorse (Derrick 1581) 
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Only one, supposedly, female riding-horse is mentioned in the Triads. King 

Arthur’s horse, Llamrei, is called a mare in Guest’s (1849) translation of Kilhwch 

and Olwen, but in another poem is described as a male warhorse (Green 

2009:72). Guest appears to have mistakenly translated the word meirch as 

mare. The word meirch/march also appears in Anglo-Saxon texts and is 

probably a contraction of words meaning borderland and horse: mear, mearc 

and ec, ech (Bosworth and Toller 1882:674, Edwards 1959, Elliott et al. 

1904:159, Heaney 2001:21, 23, 57, 69, 147, 153, King-Alfred et al. 890 AD 

(1858)). The two terms together link the ideas of border-defence, warfare and 

horses. The horse, named and unnamed, in Welsh and Anglo-Saxon texts are 

overwhelmingly associated with warriors, prestige and masculinity.  

Two of the most well-known MED stories mention males as the normal riding-

horses (Alfred et al. 890 AD (1858):250, 278-279). In one, St. Aidan (7th century 

AD) says to King Oswin: "Is the son of a mare dearer to thee than the child of 

God?". In the other story, a pagan priest converting to Christianity asks for a 

riding-horse, a stallion, and a weapon to desecrate his pagan shrine, making it 

clear that pre-Christian priests in northern England were banned from normal 

riding-horses (stallions) and martial weapons. 

While many European languages use equus (equi/eoh/eck) variants to mean 

horse, in northwest Europe the term ‘horse’ (hross/hast/hengst) is also in wide 

use. Must (1957) says these words refer to male-horses, usually stallions. Must 

also notes the late MED use of geldings was generally a Eurasian practice of 

the Wallachs, Russe and Hungarians, all areas and peoples associated with 

Eurasian steppe peoples and also areas where large herds of horses could be 

raised. Large herd management is more likely to favour the use of geldings. As 

opposed to Britain, with its limited grazing land and higher populations, where 

herd-size competed with other domesticates and was probably quite limited in 

size, allowing a general division of horse gender roles and no need for gelding. 

The English word ‘steed’, for a premiere riding-horse, also comes from a term 

for stallion: stud/stēd (Must 1957).  

The Scandinavian literature, predominantly the sagas, also link masculinity with 

riding/draught-horses (Aðalsteinsson 1998:116-122, Jennbert 2011:49-51, 
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Sturluson and Brodeur (trans) 1222 (1916):22-23, 28, 210-211ff, Thorpe 

1851:29, 35-37, 47, 71ff). Nótt (Night) drives her chariot, pulled by the horse 

Hrímfaxi (Frost-Mane), strewing dew from the foam of his bit. Skinfaxi illumines 

all air and the earth from his gleaming mane. Other named-males include 

Odin’s Sleipnir, Sigurdr’s Grani (son of Sleipnir), Atli’s (Attila the Hun) Glaumr 

(Tumult), and the Freyr-priest’s stallion, Freyfaxi. In addition, the elite-horse 

term, drasil (as in Yggdrasil, Odin/Ygg’s mount) is usually translated as ‘steed’, 

and appears to have parallel terms in Welsh literature (the term: drythyll). 

Another important example is the Anglo-Saxon rune M, said ‘eh’, meaning 

horse, or warhorse. One text also infers the probable constrained ownership of 

horses: M byÞ for eorlum, or ‘the horse is for earls/chiefs’ (Bosworth and Toller 

1882:244). 

The story of Sleipnir’s conception supplies details of horse use and sex (Pigott 

1839:70-73). A Jotun bargains with the Norse gods to build a wall around 

Asgard using his stallion to haul stones. If the job is not completed on time, the 

Jotun forfeits payment. Loki shape-changes to a mare to draw away the stallion 

Svaðilfari, and the two engender the eight-legged, best of all horses, stallion 

Sleipnir. The story illustrates horses, including those used for non-war tasks 

were intact males. It also serves to show some of the potential problems of 

mixing females with intact-males.  

Welsh, Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian cultures shared terms for horses and 

similar attitudes towards human-horse relationships. All these groups generally 

equated stallions with horses owned by warrior-elites. Cathers (2002:42-44, 

169-175, 193, 470-513ff) also demonstrates MED horse ownership was elite. 

Historical sources show Horseman identity linked to horses, war, hunting and 

racing and a preference for using males, probably stallions (Edwards, 2007:70-

77, Blundeville and Grisone, 1561:29-31). The iconographic evidence follows a 

similar vein with numerous depictions of male-horses, many obviously intact, for 

riding, hunting and warfare (Fig. 9.6, also Ch.4).  

Archaeologically, identified female horses are almost non-existent. This is at 

least partially due to the predominance of sexed horses from burials, where 

even those in human-female burials (Sedgeford) are almost exclusively males 
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(Cross 2011, Faulkner et al. 2014b, Bendrey et al. 2010, Prummel 1992). These 

horses are generally interpreted as personal riding-horses, again indicating the 

preference for male riding-horses. If transportation-horses were primarily 

stallions during the LIA, as appears true of the RIP-MED, this would also 

support gendered division of horses, where females were primarily secluded in 

breeding areas. The general lack of females in the archaeological record also 

supports this type of husbandry, as similar to range/pasture-kept animals 

presently, where the dead are routinely left for scavengers. The next section 

begins the discussion on the archaeological evidence of horse-breeding and 

population distribution. 

 

9.4.2 Zooarchaeological Identification of Horse Populations 

Zooarchaeology uses a number of techniques based on skeletal studies to 

investigate animals in the past. These include age-at-death profiles, male-to-

female ratios and changes in biometrics. Agricultural practices are generally 

studied in respect to two broad patterns of animal exploitation: one based on 

primary products and the other on secondary products (Halstead 1998).  

Primary products require the animal’s death (meat, hide, etc.). Assemblages for 

this type of agriculture emphasise meat production, feature butchery evidence 

and usually have a predominance of juveniles/young adults (e.g. the earliest 

age a good weight is achieved) with some older animals. Secondary products 

emphasise the living animal (dairying, wool production or transportation use) 

and essentially exhibit an opposite population profile of older individuals with 

some very young animals (Halstead 1998, Halstead 1996, Albarella 1997b). 

Assemblages of non-food animals, such as horses, would be expected to follow 

secondary products kill-off patterns, with low percentages of prime age adults, 

mostly older horses and some juveniles (Hamerow 2012:161). Breeding-sites 

should include evidence for juveniles, older horses and/or females. Those sites 

featuring all three would be the best breeding-site candidates.  
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Identifying Juveniles (Foals, Fillies and Colts) 

The primary methods for identifying juveniles are the presence of un-fused or 

fusing bones or deciduous teeth. Both of these methods are well established in 

zooarchaeology and relatively easily applied. As noted in Chapter 6, juveniles 

are defined here as 0-3.5 years, and relatively gracile limb-bones may also 

indicate juveniles or young adults. The difficulty is that juvenile horse-bones are 

expected to be relatively rare in most husbandry scenarios, partially due to a 

low natural mortality and lack of culling, and partially due to taphonomic factors 

on juvenile-bone. Range/heath husbandry is likely to further decrease juvenile 

bone survival. In Britain, and most European cultures, there is little indication 

horses were regularly eaten, except as special ritual food, or milked (Casey et 

al. 1993. McKinley et al. 14:217, Cross 2011). Culling of young horses is known 

in ‘horse cultures’, mostly on the Eurasian plains/steppes where the culling of 

foals is also connected to milking and meat-exploitation (Olsen 2006b, 

Takakura 2015:121-125ff).  

The very low numbers of horses in comparison with sheep and cattle at British 

sites supports the horse’s non-food status and culling of young juveniles 

appears unlikely, nor is such a practice mentioned in later records (Blundeville 

and Grisone 1561, Edwards 2004). In which case, only natural mortality rates 

would be expected to apply to British husbandry practices. Foal mortality, even 

in feral populations, does not normally exceed 30% and is often lower, so foal 

deaths would be a relatively low percentage of an already very low total 

population, and were likely scavenged (Siniff et al. 1986).  

The last factor contributing to low percentages of juveniles in horse-

assemblages is taphonomy. Degradation factors effect juvenile-bone to a 

greater extent than more robust and calcified adult-bone and also suffer from 

lower collection rates (Buckberry 2000). Juvenile remains from sites reviewed 

here, were often exclusively deciduous teeth, which seems to support this 

judgement. Unfused or fusing bones are associated primarily with protected 

contexts such as wells or pits. Between husbandry and taphonomic factors, only 

low levels of juvenile-bone are likely to survive and characterise breeding areas. 
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Despite the expected low occurrence of juvenile remains, c.60% (50 incidents) 

of the assemblages identified as possible breeding-populations in this study 

was based on juveniles (see A9). This high reliance on juvenile remains is due 

partially to the difficulty in identifying, sexing and aging the disarticulate-bone 

which predominates at settlement sites, and from low levels of published horse 

analyses.  

 

Identifying Old Horses (Stallions and Mares) 

The presence of old (aged) horses may also indicate breeding stock. As noted, 

breeding is part of the secondary products category which features the 

presence of older animals (Albarella 1997, Albarella and Davis 1994, Brochier 

2013). Various historical, ethnographic and clinical/biological sources also 

support the premise breeding stock, especially mares, is likely to comprise the 

majority of horses maintained into the aged category, (Edwards 2007:32-63, 

Cathers 2002, Brown 1883:8, 12-32, McGowan and Ireland 2012, McGowan et 

al. 2010). 

The high cost of maintenance works against horse longevity. Horses have 

lifespans of 25-30 years, but horse-use practices support a peak in mortality 

rates just before the aged category (c.15 years). Like modern racehorses, 

throughout history, horses were generally culled when they could no longer 

perform their use-function (Barnett 2006, Edwards 2007:38-46).  

Historical horses began serious training and/or use at 3-5 years old, and are 

considered skeletally mature at five (Blundeville 1567:30-31; Árnason and 

Bjarnason 1994, Edwards 2007: 38-46). Working-horses are subject not only to 

the standard environmental factors contributing to trauma and illness, but also 

have work-associated opportunities for injury, particularly those used in high-

risk activities such as racing, fighting, hunting, and warfare (Johnson et al. 

1994, Murray et al. 2006). The Johnson et al. (1994) study of racehorse deaths 

illustrates some of the higher risk in working-horses. Nearly 500 horses died in 

that period, over 80%, during racing or training, from muscloskeletal injuries. 



253 
 

The battle scene from the Bayeux Tapestry (Fig. 9.6) illustrates some of the 

risks of warfare, as may the weapon-injuries of one of the sacrificed horses from 

Vindolanda (Ch.8) and Illerup (Anon 2008:panel 53; Dobat et al. 2014). 

Any horses put into use prior to skeletal maturity could be at higher risk to 

experience pathological skeletal-stresses. Skeletal-stresses experienced in the 

developing skeleton are also more likely to lead to observable morphological 

changes (Benjamin et al. 2006, Stirland and Waldron 1997). Archaeological 

horses observed with significant pathological bone changes may represent 

animals which after injury continued to experience long-term stresses and/or 

horses with heavy-use prior to skeletal maturity (Bartosiewicz L and 

Bartosiewicz G 2002, Cross 2014b). So, while working-horses likely received 

greater care and higher nutrition levels than pasture-kept breeding-females they 

were at higher risk of injury, more so if worked pre-maturely. As a consequence 

of higher injury risk and culling of working-horses no longer able to perform their 

function, it may have been unlikely many working-horses reach ages exceeding 

20 years, or even 15 years.  

Survivorship, and value, in horse populations appears to start dropping 

markedly beyond 10 years old. Brown (1883: 8-12) comments there is no 

practical value in ageing horses beyond 12-14 years, and that the perfect age is 

5-7 years. Edwards (2007:57-59) survey of horses sold at fairs and markets in 

17th century England supports similar attitudes. Table 9.7 shows, of nearly 9000 

British horses sold at 17th-18th century markets, almost 90% were 0-7 years old, 

while only 3% were 10+ years old (Edwards 2007:59). Population studies on 

feral herds also indicate mortality rates are highest in the age group of 15 and 

older, with higher mortality rates in males (Garrott and Taylor 1990). 
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Historic sources, such as the Geoponika (10th century) and Blundeville (16th 

century) indicate a belief the prime breeding ages for horses were between 3-10 

years, which parallels the primary use-age noted above (Blundeville and 

Grisone 1561, Owen (trans.) c.950 (1806)). These cultural categories are also 

supported by modern biological knowledge based on observations of feral 

horses (Bowling and Touchberry 1990, Siniff et al. 1986). Studies of both 

domestic and feral populations suggest horses naturally peak in fertility around 

6-10 years. This might seem to argue that differentiating use-groups and 

breeding-groups is not possible. However, while the peak breeding period is 

similar to the general ‘use-life’ of working horses, the potential breeding period 

of a horse is approximately 18 years, typically ending around 20 years of age, 

and breeding populations must meet only breeding fitness standards, which 

need not meet work-performance standards allowing riding or similar uses.  

The natural breeding age ranges for females is 2-20 years, and 7-25 years for 

males (Bowling and Touchberry 1990). Breeding and fertility ages are 

summarised in Table 9.8. Given this biological congruence with cultural 

practices, it is highly likely cultural practices during the study period were very 

similar to the historically recorded practices of later periods. So, while there will 

be small numbers of female horses which die of natural causes or are culled for 

infertility during the peak adult years, it is not unlikely breeding females would 

survive beyond 10 years of age.  
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Age, Sex and Pathology 

Another aspect which promotes longer survivorship of breeding females over 

general working-horses is that mares can continue to perform a breeding 

function even with disabilities (lameness, blindness etc.) that would end the 

working lives of other horses (Edwards 2007:55). In modern breeding stock, the 

author has observed chronically lame females in various areas, and dental 

malformations appear more common than in riding-stock (Cross 2018). In 

archaeological materials examined by the author, chronic severe laming 

pathologies were observed in female archaeological horses. These included a 

female with a well-healed pelvic fracture from the Hungarian National Museum 

Collection of Avar and Early Hungarian period (c.6-10th century AD) horse-

materials and a c.13th century mare with a long-term patellar dislocation from 

the Netherlands Nuis collection (Fig. 9.7).  

The literature also appears to support this correlation between age, chronic 

pathology and female sex in horses. The few reports regarding pathology in 

female horses in the archaeological literature are from whole horse-burials, a 

type of deposition distinctly dominated by male horses. However, two accounts 

were found from the Greek Classical period and a modern 20th century burial.  

Antikas (2008) reported a female (c.11+ years) with a healed MC3 (foreleg) 

compound fracture. The fracture showed signs of healing complicated by 

infection, and healed misaligned due to continued weight-bearing during 
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healing. The mare obviously survived some months, possibly years, though the 

amount of reactive bone-growth associated with infection suggests it was 

unlikely to have survived more than a year. Antikas attributed care and personal 

attachment to the survival of this obviously ill and chronically lame horse, but 

the mare’s long survival may have been more due to a hope the injury would 

stabilise enough to allow continued use as breeding stock.  

The second report detailed an early 20th century female (c.12+ years) draught 

horse-burial (Baker and Daulby 2003). Given the amount of additional 

osteophytic bone-growth described throughout the skeleton, the horse may 

have been significantly older than 12 years. There is extensive evidence of 

osteoarthritic bone-formation, eburnation (high wear) in the first phalanx 

(fetlock-pastern area) and spinal fusion which indicate a stiff, potentially lame 

animal. The horse also suffered from very uneven dental wear, malocclusion, 

possible caries and gingiva infection (Baker and Daulby 2003:3-6, 14-20). 

This author examined two additional archaeological female horses with 

significant long-term pathologies. The first, from Hungary, included a mare with 

a well-healed fracture of the ilium. The second, from the Netherlands was a 

complete adult with patellar luxation.  

The Netherlands horse (c.16th century) was an adult female from a pit burial in 

Oudemolen. The horse was sexed based on pelvic morphology and an absence 

of canines. From Incisor wear, the horse was 15+ years old. The mare had 

suffered a serious and uncorrected left patellar dislocation with significant 

osteological changes to the patella, femur and tibia over some time, possibly 

years, before death (Fig. 9.7). There was additional pathology, mostly 

osteophytic growths, in the lower limbs and pelvis, and some minor uneven 

tooth wear and gingival infection. 

This is review presents only a very small number of cases, but the parallels 

seem to support correlations between mares, aged horses, uneven tooth wear 

(or a lack of dental care), and greater degrees of certain types of serious, but 

non-fatal, pathology which might lead to lameness. Additional study is needed 
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to validate this possible correlation, but it is worth considering when evaluating 

osteological data and material for evidence of females. 

Older male horses are also likely to suggest breeding populations, for much the 

same reasons as discussed regarding mares. In addition, breeding males were 

probably a very small portion of the horse population and historically were given 

a particularly honoured position. The word for intact/breeding horses, ‘stallion’, 

is itself a case in point. The Anglo-Scandinavian term, meaning one kept in a 

stall, indicates a privileged animal kept in premium accommodation (Harper 

2015, Must 1957).  

 

 

 

 

  

  

Figure 9.7: Female horse limb pathology, c.16th century Netherlands. 

Proximal left femur and patella show extensive osteological changes 

due to long-term luxation. Insert: Pathological (L) and Normal (R) 

Patellae. The degree of additional tissue ossification and eburnation 

indicate long-term survival of this horse post-injury. 
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Older surviving horses, especially stabled breeding stallions, likely formed 

strong personal bonds with associated humans and some received individual 

burial treatments. Caesar, following the precedent of Alexander the Great, 

immortalized his horse dedicated a temple and erecting statuary (Tranquillus 

c.121 AD (1913)). Alexander, according to Lucius Flavius Arrianus (c.130 AD), 

buried his warhorse and breeding stallion (died c.30 years old) in a tomb and 

named the city for him (Stephenson 2003:57). Examining 40 records for 

racehorses (18th-20th centuries), the average age at death for breeding stock 

was 20-23 years and most had a cause of death of either age or disease (Table 

909, A9 for full data and references) Some younger mares included, primarily 

died of birthing complications. Ten (25%) especially famous and/or long-lived 

horses were commemorated and/or buried at the studfarm or racecourse.  

 

 

 

Essentially, the only older horses of value, and so likely to become older horses 

in the first place, were breeding-females and a few select breeding-males. This 

is based in the horse’s functional and social status as a non-food animal. 

Variations on the food-status of horses might effect this age-profile. In cultures 

where horse-meat is regularly used for ceremonial events more prime age 

females might show up in the population-profiles due to barrenness-culling, 

especially if, like modern Sakha, there are cultural taboos against riding females 

(Cross 2011; Takakura 2015:156-161).  
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Identifying Females (Mares) 

As discussed earlier, breeding was likely the primary function of early British 

mares, but identifying archaeological females is much more difficult than 

identifying males or juveniles. Traditionally archaeological horses are sexed 

almost exclusively based on canine teeth, where presence=male and 

absence=female. Other methods, such as pelvic morphology, are not widely 

used. This means the identification of females amongst disarticulated 

assemblages is particularly problematic and has rarely been done. For 

example, of the c.180 LIA-MED records with horse-bone found in the RABECE 

none (n=0) specifically identified females (Albarella and Pirnie 2008).  

 

 

 

 

 

Identification of archaeological female horses has been largely based on the 

absence of canines in complete skulls or near complete jaws, such as the 

Grimes Graves horse in Figure 9.8 (Clutton-Brock and Burleigh 1991). Finds of 

Figure 9.8: Female horse-sexing based on absence of canine teeth. 

Palatal views of the Grimes Graves (Norfolk) skull (left) with a known 

male horse skull (right), identified the horse as female based on the 

lack of canine tooth sockets (Clutton-Brock 1991). 
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complete skulls in settlement contexts are rare. Of the c.18 identified females 

found during this study, all were apparently associated with ritual-contexts 

and/or were complete horse-burials (see A9). Because the best data and most 

interest was associated with complete/ritual burials, which were predominantly 

male-horses, little work has been done identifying females. In order to increase 

the possible female sample, based on the preceding discussions, sites including 

larger horse populations with smaller (WHt =/<1.3m) and older horses 

(Age=10+), and little evidence of ritual deposition were considered to infer the 

likely presence of females and breeding populations.  

 

9.5 Zooarchaeological Evidence of Horse-Breeding and Populations 

The preceding section discussed what osteological evidence could identify 

juveniles, females and old horses and so indicate horse-breeding practices and 

areas. The simplest approach to investigating husbandry practices from the 

horse remains is to analyse report data on juveniles, females and populations 

with older horses. However, a number of issues confounded this effort.  

As was known at the start of the project, the incidence of horse remains in 

archaeological contexts is very low, almost never above 10% of the total animal 

assemblage and often much lower (Cross 2011, Halstead 1985, Vörös 2000, 

Wijngaarden-Bakker 1986:23, Zeder 1986:386). This is true not only in Britain, 

but generally throughout Eurasia. The consistently low percentages of horse 

remains is counter-balanced to some extent by its regular occurrence at many 

sites (Albarella 2007, Albarella et al. 2008, Casey et al. 1993:97, 102, 104, 115-

116, Maltby 1981). Still, the skeletal evidence required is a subset of an already 

very small subset of material. The second impediment was a general lack of 

detail on horse remains, especially age and sex in reports (Albarella and Pirnie 

2008, Evans and Serjeantson 1988, Maltby 1981). Documentation from well 

over 300 sites were reviewed for this section, when some data was supplied, it 

was usually NISP, MNI and/or occasionally WHt, and other information could 

sometimes be gleaned from intensive reading of the actual site documents. 
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What also became clear was a comprehensive overview of British sites was too 

time-consuming to be practical for this project. 

WHt information was often absent or imprecise. Of the sites with horses, there 

was size information for 42% of the LIA-RIP dataset and only 25% of the MED 

dataset (Table 9.4-9.5). Both have WHt ranges suggesting both larger and 

smaller horses. A number have ranges suggesting the presence of females. 

The RABECE (Albarella and Pirnie 2008) provided much of the data for the 

following discussion on potential horse-breeding areas. All RABECE data was 

last accessed 16/10/2015 (site, reference and other data see A10). The LIA-RIP 

dataset (records=128) was obtained using a search criteria of ‘Taxon = horse’ 

with ‘Date = Iron Age/Roman + Roman’ and the MED dataset (records=52) 

using the search: ‘Taxon = horse’ with ‘Date = Saxon + Saxon/Medieval’.  

 

 

Most sites in this section are located in eastern-southern England. While the 

dataset is not comprehensive, even within this smaller geographic area, it is 

sufficient to give some ideas about the zooarchaeological evidence available for 

horse-husbandry analysis. The faunal assemblages are mainly disarticulated-
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bones from ditches or pits from various types of settlement sites. Some 

articulated or partially articulated bone groups (ABGs) were also present at 

some sites, possibly representing ritual depositions.  

The RABECE holds c.503 faunal records for c.431 sites. There were 180 LIA-

RIP and 96 MED records available, of which c.70% (LIA-RIP=128, MED=52) 

mentioned horse. Of these, 38 (c.20%) included data stating or suggesting 

females/old (12) or juveniles (Tables 9.10-9.11, also A9). Only juveniles or old 

horses were specifically identified in this database. Table 9.12 gives a 

breakdown of the RABECE female, old and juvenile records by period and 

group, along with percentages of group by total records. A few of the records 

indicated both juveniles and female/old horses were present. 

To add to the RABECE data, an additional 46 records suggesting female, old or 

juvenile horses were reviewed. The additional records include three from 

Scotland, two from Ireland and twelve from continental Europe. Table 9.13 

gives totals of all records collected suggesting female, old and juvenile horses. 

The sites are mapped in Figure 9.9. 

One point is apparent from the data summarised above: there are roughly twice 

the records for LIA-RIP sites than for MED. This may simply be a result of 

chance in the collection of the site records, rather than an accurate reflection of 

land use/occupation during the two periods. The historical evidence for horse-

breeding areas, favours the opposite case. There is some historical evidence of 

MED horse use and possible breeding areas, particularly in the late first 

millennium AD, but almost no historical information about the LIA-RIP. The 

number of written records is generally greater for the latter period. It is difficult to 

conclude whether the disparity in archaeological records for the two periods is a 

factor of the availability of reports or is indicative of any cultural differences. The 

prudent default assumption, without any further evidence, is this is likely a factor 

of the data collection. However, some of the reports also suggest horse 

numbers within sites are greater during the mid-RIP (Albarella et al. 2008). This 

may suggest the apparent greater number of horse sites may actually link with 

different horse populations and associated Horseman identities. This aspect 

requires further research. 
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Using archaeological and historical data is more likely to give a balanced view 

of horse-breeding areas and husbandry practices. To complement the map of 

archaeological sites identified as probable breeding areas, a map (Fig. 9.10) 

based on historical sources also prepared (see Appendix A9 for full references 

for maps). The historical sources for this map were largely sourced from the 

Little and Exon Domesday books, (data: Cathers 2002:444-525, appendices). 

The Little and Exon Domesday Books are the only two surviving Domesday 

records which give detailed horse numbers and descriptions. Unfortunately, 

they only cover the counties of Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, Dorset, Devonshire, 

Somerset, and Cornwall in significant detail. Cathers (2002:113-120ff) 

discusses the debate around the purpose and the possible reasons for known 

gaps in the Domesday materials. 
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Scholars agree the data provided is not a comprehensive record of agricultural 

holdings, especially as regards horses, in 1086. Based on Cathers (2002) 

review, the Domesday records represent existing revenue producing assets 

(licenses, rents, etc.) or collectable assets already in place and available to the 

new crown, and are not a record of all holdings in England. This may explain 

the recording the small numbers of males (potential cavalry stock) at various 

sites, while few young stock were recorded and the majority of mares (silvatica 

=forest and indomitus =untrained/range) may reflect potential rent fee capacities 

for the type of land where they were kept which was subject to forest law 

(Gladitz 1997:142-149). Similar paid range systems are in place in current 

National Park (UK) and Forestry (US) lands. 

So, where and how were horses being bred in first millennium AD Britain? The 

overall evidence suggests horses were usually kept, as they are now, in small 

numbers throughout Britain, with a few areas of higher numbers (Cathers 2002, 

Figure 9.9: RABECE potential archaeological horse-breeding sites mapped. 
Selection based on evidence for juvenile, female and/or old horses. Data 

source: RABECE (Albarella & Pirnie 2008) plus additions (References: A9). 
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Davis 1898b). The archaeological spread of horse-bone generally supports a 

wide dispersal of horses in small numbers, as does the breeding site evidence. 

Given the known gaps in the data, it’s difficult to make reliable comments about 

the distribution, but some comparison with geographic features and sites, 

particularly in the Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex regions which have the best data 

coverage, may be reasonably valid. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.10: Historical evidence for horse-breeding areas mapped. 

Selection based on designated breeding or horse fair, presence of juvenile, 

female/old horses, and large assemblages. References: A9. 
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When looking at archaeological evidence for horse use, material culture finds 

such as vehicles, spurs, bits and other horse-gear, can supplement the 

interpretation of skeletal remains, but there does not appear to be any 

significant material culture finds available that can be used to suggest horse-

breeding. There is a possibility of material evidence of horse husbandry from 

earthworks and structural features indicating enclosures or pens, and possible 

stables or barns. A difficulty attached to interpreting these structures are related 

to horse-breeding is they may have been used for a wide variety of activities or 

animals. As far as this author is aware, there has only been one structural-soil 

analysis establishing horse use. The 1st century AD Roman military site in 

Carlisle produced evidence of horse dung and parasites, indicating horses were 

stabled in the area, including, seemingly, within the human living quarters at 

some point (Jones 2009, Jones et al. 1988). 

The idea of shared human-horse living quarters was further elaborated by 

investigations of other Roman forts known historically to have housed cavalry 

units (Hodgson 2015b). Sites on the continent were also found to contain fodder 

and hay remains which led to an interpretation barracks were split into two room 

units, one for horses and one for their riders. The fort plans are consistent over 

Britain and continental Europe. While this provides information on some stabling 

methods for working-horses, unfortunately it provides no evidence regarding 

breeding arrangements. There is a potential for environmental studies providing 

data, but none exists at this time, leaving only skeletal evidence with a 

possibility of indicating breeding areas and husbandry methods. 

Geographically the distribution of breeding areas again appears generally 

dispersed with some concentrations in areas surrounding principal settlements 

or towns, such as in Essex in the area between London and Colchester, and in 

the Brecklands of Norfolk around Thetford. The apparent concentration can only 

be noted cautiously as it may be due to more excavations associated with 

construction and road work in these areas. However, the historic data shows 

very similar distributions (Fig. 9.10).  
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Figure 9.11: General distribution of archaeological horse-breeding sites 
with IA-MED contexts. Ethnic/tribal/kingdom distribution and 7th century 
coastal outline, showing fens/seasonal pasture. Map (Anon 2013, Jones 

2015:viii) with Author additions.  
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Some of the reason for the horse-breeding distribution becomes clearer when 

the sites are put on a map with coastlines relevant to the study period (Fig. 

9.11). The large shaded area on the Norfolk/Lincolnshire coast indicates the 

great expanses of fenland and saltmarshes of The Wash. Many of the probable 

breeding sites dot the borders areas of these wetlands. A number of surviving 

road names, such as Black Horse Drove in Norfolk, also attest to these areas 

as stock-raising areas. Fenlands supply large areas of seasonal pastures 

perfect for stock-raising, so are natural areas for horse-breeding sites (Halstead 

1985, Darby 1971:62, 132, 243, 342ff).  

 

9.6 Case-Study Investigation of Horse Size-Sex Discrimination 

This section considers the potential use of a case-study to test the theories 

presented earlier linking gendered husbandry practices (varying nutrition levels) 

which may have heightened size variation linked with sexual dimorphism in 

horses. These theories potentially allow the investigation of two aspects of 

horse use: changing husbandry practices based on sex-nutritional levels, or 

identification of varying male-female ratios in assemblage populations. 

The earlier discussions on size-linked sexual dimorphism and identification of 

potential breeding areas gave evidence for gendered horse use in early Britain 

which may have resulted in nutritional variances in female breeding-stock and 

transportation-use males. It also showed studies across numerous mammalian 

species linking size reduction with lower nutrition levels and size increases with 

higher nutrition, with males responding more significantly than females to such 

changes. The data examined from the modern sample populations (Tables 9.2-

9.3), where same nutrition plane was verified or could be assumed, indicates 

female-male size variance (range 98-100%) is very low in populations on the 

same nutritional level. This data would allow the establishment of a known 

base-line to statistically investigate changes in husbandry based on nutritional 

variance in archaeological samples with known sex ratios. However, as shown 

earlier, the current level of reporting does not adequately provide horse 

population data with known sex ratios. 
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This brings the discussion back to the initial question of identifying sex ratios in 

archaeological samples of unknown sex. Considerable research in agri-science 

and zooarchaeology has taken place investigating correlations between sex, 

size and nutritional levels (Arceredillo et al. 2011; Monchot et al. 2005; Pálsson 

and Vergés 1952; Popkin et al. 2012; Walker 1964). However, this work has 

focused on food-animals and no similar body of research appears to exist for 

horses. In addition, the degree of sexual dimorphism for these species 

(caprines, bovids, suids, etc.) regularly produces obviously bimodal populations, 

with females on the shorter spectrum of a contiguous, overlapping dataset. All 

the datasets available for horses presented here indicate the female size range 

is within the male size range. 

In order to establish sex ratios statistically in archaeological samples requires a 

case-study with a reasonable sample size belonging to a single population, a 

suitable known comparison population to establish a baseline or minimally an 

established bimodal population. None of these parameters can be met by the 

horse datasets available to the author. The potential baseline datasets available 

are the modern datasets (Tables 9.2-9.3) and the archaeological dataset 

discussed earlier (Tables 9.4-9.5). The modern dataset represents a population 

at optimal nutritional levels probably at variance with the archaeological 

datasets. The available archaeological dataset cannot be seen to represent a 

single, normal population, as it is comprised of primarily males from ritual 

contexts of varying geographic and chronologic sources. Additionally the 

archaeological female sample is incredibly small, c.4. To use this sample as a 

baseline dataset would have to assume all horse populations were equivalent. 

To then use it to investigate potential difference within a case-study dataset 

would constitute circular reasoning. 

The types of populations represented by archaeological assemblages 

considered here as unknown case-studies are also problematic. All five 

potential case-studies have reasonably large assemblages and include smaller 

and older horses, and females and/or juveniles. Newstead Fort offers a large 

horse assemblage, but the identified population is predominantly male and the 

depositions appear distinctly ritual in nature. Of the other potential sites, even 
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those not obviously identified as ritual-related appear to have potential ritual 

depositions included within the assemblages. Barton Court Farm (MP-MNI=30, 

corrected for context and size (A9)) with two females and five males identified, 

has distinct indications of ritual, including apparent horse-burials, limb-burials, 

skull-burial associated with structure, horse-bone associated with a pot 

(potentially a cremation), and human burials associated with animal bone (Miles 

et al. 1984): 385-400, 4:A8, 8:A9, 8:B7, 8:B11. Brandon, West Stow and 

Sedgeford also exhibit probable ritual depositions. Ritual deposition tends to 

favour males and cannot typically be said to represent normal populations. 

Comparing biased populations against a modern normal population operating 

under a different nutritional plane is unlikely to provide meaningful statistics. 

None of the statistical methods (principally cluster analyses) considered are 

appropriate for the existing datasets. Monchot et al. (2005:59)) specifically says 

"this method cannot be applied to very small assemblages, and that it is not able to 

distinguish two populations, the mean measurement of which would not be significantly 

different from a statistical point of view." Arceredillo et al. (2011) also contraindicate the 

type of datasets available for horses using principal, cluster, or mixture analyses. A 

direct enquiry to one of the authors regarding the equid datasets unanalysed 

Valdegoba and those considered here (Gomez-Olivencia 2018). All that can be said 

with the present available data is identified archaeological males ranged from 

1.2-1.5m (possibly 1.6), while the few identified females here (n=4) were all 

1.3m, with one additional female from the literature identified as c.1.2m 

(Bendrey et al. 2010). This data, as well as the Hecul and other modern data, 

suggests average female-size is generally smaller than average male-size and 

the female range is typically parallel with or within the male range.  

Further work, to establish suitable baselines is necessary. This study suggests 

that those assemblages with horses </=1.3m may be the best targets for 

applying additional sexing methods, such as genetic sexing in order to establish 

what the size-sex correlations are in early British horse populations. Elms Farm 

and Wicken Bonhunt (Essex), Sedgeford (Norfolk), Brandon and West Stow 

(Suffolk), and Barton Court Farm (Oxon) may be good sites for further analysis. 

Given the expense and pet-like status of horses it is unlikely studies such as 

Popkin et al. (2012) can be performed. However, additional ethnographic 
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studies of horses with gendered husbandry may be able to provide good 

comparative populations for use in interpreting archaeological horses. These 

potentially could include Hecul or Mongolian horses. 

 

9.7 Summary of Gendered Horse-Use, Breeding and Horseman Identities 

Overall, the archaeological horse populations in early Britain appear generally 

dispersed with some sites having both higher levels of bone (often disarticulated 

assemblages) and more diverse size ranges than those associated with many 

ritual depositions throughout the LIA-MED. Similar patterns appear to be 

present in continental Europe sites (Lauwerier and Hessing 1992). Evaluating 

horse populations and husbandry is hampered by the difficulty in identifying 

females. The theory presented here, linking sex and size, may help identify 

females and explain lower WHt averages at some settlement sites as due to the 

presence of smaller females. The theory presented here needs additional work 

to verify its robusticity linking sex and size. 

A dispersed distribution of small-scale breeding areas would give the greatest 

access to horses by elite individuals and groups in Britain, and supports 

evidence for elite control of small numbers of horses. Economically, as horses 

were not a regular food source, raising them competes with food domesticates 

(sheep and cattle), as well as other land-use requirements (Albarella 1999, 

Albarella et al. 2008) Davis 1989a:91-93). Worldwide, areas with large horse 

populations are restricted to large open plains, such as those found in central 

Eurasia and North America (Lindner 1981).  

The Carpathian Basin has the closest central/western European area with large, 

if marshy, grasslands and it has a long cultural identification with horse use and 

breeding (Bartosiewicz 2006a, Bartosiewicz 2006b, Bökönyi 1974:230-296ff, 

Curta 2008). Britain and northern Europe, in contrast, lack large plains and 

maintained large agrarian populations, allowing for only small-scale horse-

breeding in most areas (Lindner 1981). The areas suggesting greater 

concentrations of horse-breeding in Britain conform to similar geography being 
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sited around seasonal water-meadows and marsh such as around the Norfolk-

Lincolnshire Wash area and Yorkshire-Humber region. 

The need to balance horse-breeding against other economic demands is also 

demonstrated by historical sources indicating horse production often fell and 

rose during periods of peace and warfare (Robinson 2012, Davis 1989a: 86-91). 

Historically, warfare was a significant motivator for changes in breeding 

practices from the Medieval to the early 20th century, and laws banning horse 

exports also seemed based in the demands of warfare and excluding horse 

supplies from potential enemies (Cross 2011, Davis 1989a:53-59, 97). 

Overall, the data suggests dispersed horse-breeding, probably focused on 

dedicated small herds of female and young horses, with some sites also having 

breeding males. Breeding males may have been kept at separate sites and 

circulated amongst breeding areas, a practice documented in many areas of 

Britain into the modern period (Cathers 2002:165, Gladitz 1997:144-170, 

Edwards 2004:5-16). This type of husbandry is also noted in the historic 

documents of the 8th century AD Franks (Davis 1989a:51-54).  

In terms of linking user-owners with breeding-sites, and Horseman identities, 

the evidence suggests ownership of horses was vested in elite sub-groups of 

the primary cultures. There is little direct evidence from the breeding-sites data 

indicating specific subgroups, rather than just general elites, except possibly 

two areas of concentrated horse-breeding with both archaeological and 

historical support. These include the large seasonally marshy areas around The 

Wash (Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Leiscestershire) and the Yorkshire/Humber area. 

These may link with historical British IA sub-groups (Arras-Parisi and Iceni) 

which have cultural connections with early Horseman cultures discussed further 

in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 10: Development of British Horseman Identities: 

  Iron Age and Roman Imperial Period Discussion 

 

During the IA in Britain, horse remains appear predominantly in pits and ditches, 

often in apparent ritual-contexts. These horses were sometimes associated with 

human skeletons, but rarely in contexts which suggested the horses were 

intended to accompany human-burials as grave-goods. The imagery (Chapter 

4) too, seems to reflect a cultural avoidance of directly linking man and horse. 

LIA coins (c.1st century BC to 1st century AD) commonly display horses, but 

generally horses alone (Allen 1970, Creighton 2000: 22-54, Portable-

Antiquities-Scheme 2016). Lack of direct human-horse funerary associations 

does not indicate the horse was unimportant to at least portions of the cultures 

represented, or that there were no Horseman identities.  

Horse-depositions without humans express a different kind of Horseman identity 

than human-horse Horseman-burials. In IA Britain, the charioteer/driver was the 

height of Horseman identity with sustained associations with gods (see Ch.4). It 

was expressed through separate vehicle-depositions and horse-depositions, 

potentially by ritual consumption of horses, and very rarely by human-vehicle 

burials (Karl 2003, Mortimer and Sheppard 1905:358-364, Cross 2011). 

Owning, controlling access to and using horses was a minority elite attribute, 

and the mark of Horseman identities. Horse-ritual, including disarticulated 

deposition within boundary ditches, must be linked with Horseman identities. 

The LIA-RIP exhibits more varied and complex expressions of Horseman-

depositions, with increasing inclusions of horse (partial or complete) within 

human-burials, and indications of native-Roman-auxiliary melded Horseman 

identities. This may be associated with differences between chariot-warfare and 

cavalry-warfare and changing ideas of elite-status. It is during this period 

chariot-warfare disappears from early Britain and horse-warfare becomes 

completely associated with the rider. As discussed briefly in the previous 

chapters, Horseman identity still linked with the driver/charioteer in the aspect of 
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racing and elite-display persisted (and still exists today), but its connections with 

the warrior disappeared sometime during the RIP. 

This discussion is organised chronologically in three sections: MIA-LIA (Kings 

Barrow and Broxmouth), LIA-RIP (Newstead and Vindolanda) and Late RIP 

(York). Figure 11.1 maps the case-studies and the primary comparative sites.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.1: Locations of case-studies and primary comparative sites  
Case-studies: MED: 1) Sedgeford, 2) Lakenheath, 3) Sutton Hoo, 4) Tournai.  

IA-RIP: 2) Arras, 3) Broxmouth, 4) Newstead, 5) Vindolanda, 6) York.  
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10.1 MIA-LIA Horseman Identities: Case-Studies: Arras and Broxmouth 

Two very different expressions of IA Horseman-ritual are found in the Arras 

culture cemeteries (Kings Barrow, Yorkshire) and hillforts (Broxmouth, 

Scotland). Both sites have multi-period practices, which appears common at 

many sites with horse-depositions. The Arras culture is discussed first, followed 

by Broxmouth and other hillfort practices. 

 

10.1.1 Arras Culture: Kings Barrow 

The earliest IA evidence for British Horseman identities including horses as part 

of funerary practices may be the Yorkshire Arras culture which featured horse-

vehicles (cart/chariot) in a few human-burials. Vehicle-burials are generally 

linked to La Tène culture centred in the Champagne region, France (Stead 

1979:7-25). Like Horseman-burials generally, vehicle-burials are a minority-rite 

associated with elites. The Arras culture was theorised to begin as early as the 

5th century BC, with vehicle-burials considered mainly 1st century BC, although 

historical support from Pytheas (c.325 BC) and Caesar (c.55 BC) indicates 

British IA chariot-horsemen culture existed at least from the 4th century and 

were part of warfare during the 1st century BC-AD and possibly later (Fig. 10.6) 

(Stead and Legge 1984, Cunliffe 2006:78,193, Cunliffe 2013:514). Jay et al.’s 

(2012/2013) research suggests, based on data from three vehicle-burials at 

Arras sites, this type of Horseman-burial was probably limited to the 3rd century 

BC, c.200 BC. 

That Horseman-ritual, especially Horseman-burial, was practiced by an 

exclusive minority, is evident in the Arras culture, as vehicle-burials (c.23) 

comprise less than one percent of hundreds of Arras associated burials 

(Mortimer and Sheppard 1905:358-364, Piggott 1992:37-68). Arras Horseman-

burial comprised human-inhumations (males mostly, but two known females), 

vehicles, horse-harness, personal items (some with armour) and pig-portions 

(food-offerings). Horseman identity was usually signalled with symbolic-horse 

inclusions (vehicle/horse-harness) rather than actual horses, though there is 
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some evidence for a few including horses. The literature lists only four burials 

(Arras, Seamer Station, Hunmanby, and Kirkburn) potentially including horses, 

but the data is equivocal and these will be discussed in more detail (Stead 

1979:20-25, Stead 1991:169–70; Mortimer and Sheppard 1905:358).  

The Arras case-study, Kings Barrow, seems the most likely to have included 

horses given the description and will be addressed last. The horse and vehicle 

materials reported at Seamer Station and Hunmanby are vaguely described: a 

worker reported to Mortimer seeing cart-parts and horse-bones at Seamer, and 

wheel fragments, a bit and two horse-teeth were found at the highly disturbed 

Hunmanby site (Stead 1979:23, Mortimer and Sheppard 1905:358). As Arras-

culture sites are multi-period, with indications of use and reuse and intermingled 

burials from vastly different periods, these reports do not reliably associate 

horses with vehicle-burials. The fourth site, Kirkburn, well illustrates these 

issues (Stead et al. 1991:140-147).  

The Kirkburn horses (Fig. 10.2) were buried within ring-ditches (probably 

mound-covered) within a Neolithic enclosure and just outside a rectangular IA 

enclosure between Garton Station and Slack. The horses, two males c.7-13 

years old (c.1.3 and c.1.4m), were assumed to belong with the K5 vehicle-burial 

(recently dated: cal. 360-190 BC), a burial further complicated by a MED burial 

above the vehicle (Jay et al. 2012, Stead et al. 1991:140-147). However, the 

horses were nearer Garton-burials than K5, and the Kirkburn-Garton landscape 

had features ranging from the Mesolithic through the medieval periods, with 

burials and activity from these periods intertwined. Six Garton Slack humans 

were radiocarbon-dated producing a wide range of dates: 9th-2nd century BC, 4th 

century BC-3rd century AD, 2nd century BC, 4th century AD, and 6th-10th century 

AD (Jay et al. 2012). Additionally the form of horse-burial at Kirkburn, separate 

mound-burials associated with the boundary, possibly entrance-way, of an IA 

rectangular structure is more suggestive of LIA-RIP practices. 

In fact, the Kirkburn horses were radiocarbon-dated as LIA-RIP (cal. 60 BC-240 

AD), a period featuring complete horse-burials (Baxter 1991a, Baxter 1991b, 

Stead et al. 1991:169). Rather than an expression of Arras Horseman identity, 
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these horses were later placements similar to some of the human-burials. This 

dating suggests the few other horses in Arras sites were possibly similar. 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority of Arras vehicle-burials did not include any evidence of actual 

horses. Two of the four potentially including horses are unreliable and at the 

third the horses were confirmed as LIA-RIP. No complete horse-burials prior to 

the 1st century BC have been radiocarbon-dated in Britain. These points, 

Figure 10.2: Kirkburn site plan showing horse-burials and Kirkburn-1 

(KD/RB=KR/DB) horse-burial (Stead et al. 1991:26 (Fig.24), 145 (Fig.90)). 
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coupled with evidence of reuse and intermingled cultural practices, brings into 

question whether the horses associated with the Kings Barrow were originally 

buried with the vehicle-burial. 

The Kings Barrow description certainly appears to closely associate the horses, 

man and vehicle; placing the horses under each wheel (Mortimer and Sheppard 

1905:358). Unfortunately, descriptions can be misleading, and Stead (1979:22) 

even calls Stillingfleet’s description “obscure”. There are no burial diagrams, or, 

currently, any radiocarbon-dates. The few surviving horse-bones were lost until 

very recently and were osteologically evaluated (Ch.8). The remains allowed for 

only a general analysis which probably indicated two horses similar to the 

Kirkburn set in age and size.  

Similarly dated Eurasian vehicle-burials apparently sometimes included horses, 

and also cremation, though given this research the horses should be dated to 

verify association. Horseman-cremations, which included battle-gear, vehicles 

and horse-pairs covered by barrows, have been excavated from 4th century BC 

Dacia (Romanian) sites (Rotar 2013:18). Similarly dated (4th century) Horseman 

imagery from Dacia-Thrace is also very realistic/corporal and may have served 

an inspiration for LIA-RIP imagery and ritual (Ch.4, Fig. 4.7). Conversely, at 

Arras, burials were inhumations and iconography was highly abstract without 

physical depictions of horses or charioteers (Harding 2007:109, 141-160). 

Harding (2007/2015:131) suggests British Arras culture was insular, influenced 

by, but not equivalent, with concurrent La Tène Continental styles and that 

evidence does not support any horse-burial traditions.  

Identity in IA Arras culture included a form of Horseman identity, a special 

status which included adult men and women and was defined by the use of 

horse-vehicles, but apparently not one centred on depiction or inclusion of the 

physical horse. Only the Kings Barrow description suggests inclusion of horses, 

while Kirkburn horses were later additions, suggesting the Kings Barrow horses 

could also be additions. A new cart-burial (Pocklington), with published in-situ 

photos showing two horses (one observably male), is currently in analysis (BBC 

News 2017). Dating of the Pocklington burial may confirm occasional inclusion 

of horses in the c.200 BC main Arras culture, and would support a similar 
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interpretation for the Kings Barrow, until those bones can also be dated. 

However, as the use of chariots persisted into at least the RIP, it is possible one 

or both could have LIA-RIP dates. Without further evidence, the British Arras 

Horseman-burials featured symbolic-horse rites using vehicles and horse-gear 

to symbolise their Horseman status, rather than including actual horses. 

 

10.1.2 Hillfort Culture: Broxmouth 

Broxmouth hillfort was an enclosed settlement in an area of similar settlements, 

where animals were brought in periodically for feasting and ritual deposition 

from the surrounding East Scotland farmlands (Armit et al. 2013, Cussans et al. 

2013, Petch 1994-5). Like some of the sites discussed earlier, Broxmouth has 

evidence of metal-working and long-term use (IA-RIP), and included a small 

MIA inhumation-cemetery (9 adults, 2 juveniles) north of the defences. Other 

human depositions/burials included three internal inhumations of young adults 

(2 females? and 1 MED male), disarticulated-bones in midden and floor 

contexts, and a single inhumation (B3) in the Southwest-Entrance (SW-Ent) 

where the majority of horse-bone, and animal-bone, was also found (Fig. 8.4).  

Human-bone associated with SW-Ent included c.5 adult-bones (non-repeating 

cranial and post-cranial) possibly representing one female(?), and a 16-18 year 

old female (B3: N-S, stone-lined grave, cal.370-160 BC), with potential signs of 

malnutrition or illness (cribra orbitalia and enamel hypoplasia). This woman’s 

burial coincided with the height of Broxmouth occupation (the same period as 

the cemetery and the entrance re-structure), so may represent a high-status 

burial, perhaps a ritualist, or possibly a foundation sacrifice (Armit et al. 2013). 

The SW-Ent area had c.45% (NISP=c.184) of the site’s horse-bone, 

representing c.10 horses (including two females), principally from Phase-3 (4th-

3rd century BC) and Phase-5/6 (2nd century BC-3rd century AD). There was also 

at least one identified horse-skull-burial, evidence of other animal ritual-

depositions, and food-animal waste-bone identified as associated with possible 

feasting events (Cussans et al. 2013).  
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As is not untypical, a small amount (c.14% overall) of horse-bone had possible 

butchery-marks. Some of the bones were consistent with meat-removal (upper 

limbs) or disarticulation (acetabula marks suggest removal of the hind-limb), but 

many were on non-meat bones which also seem inconsistent with skinning 

(MP/PH). However, ethnographical and historical indicate the use of foot-bones 

for food and ritual horse-broth consumption (BBC 2009, Sturleson and Laing 

1844, Fickett-Wilbar 2012). Cut-marks on mandibles could potentially indicate 

meat-removal or skinning, though this may be ritually related and/or possibly 

associated with display. The small percentage of butchery suggests most of the 

horses were not processed for meat. Overall, while horse remains were 

apparently mostly disarticulated, the element representation, particularly in SW-

Ent, suggests whole horses were deposited. 

In terms of Horseman-ritual, the Broxmouth evidence suggests ritual-deposition 

of horse-skulls and/or complete horses, apparently mostly prime-age males, in 

the defences. The deposition was possibly related to events which may have 

included horse sacrifice, display, deposition and consumption. Regular 

communal events often feature feasting, competitions (e.g. horseracing and 

Horseman-displays) and rituals (BBC 2009). The ritual-depositions appear 

primarily associated with Phase-3, and were potentially a single event, but a 

significant amount of horse-bone belongs to Phase-5/6.  

There are some similarities to depositions at Blewburton IA Hillfort (Oxfordshire) 

in that horse-bone was primarily associated with defences and entry-ways, as 

was one human-female, though there was no data suggesting human remains 

and horse-bones were directly associated at Broxmouth. Blewburton included 

whole/partial horse-burials (two pairs in the west entrance and a skull-burial) 

and a woman-horse-burial (c.50 years old with burnished black pottery, male 

dog and female horse) in the defences near an entrance (Collins and King 1953, 

Bendrey et al. 2010). Bendrey et al. (2010) suggests the burial symbolically 

protected the entrance similar to one at Viables Farm (Hampshire). Additionally, 

the Blewburton horse-pairs may represent chariot-horses, which ties with the 

discussions in Chapter 10 on elite horse-use, and so may link such depositions 

to martial (war-chariot) and/or competitive (chariot-racing/displays) Horseman 
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identities and rituals. Harding (2015:96-99, 246) indicates most hillfort ditches 

have not been excavated, but of those that have human and animal remains 

suggest their use for ritual-deposition and feasting-events. 

The phasing of the Broxmouth horse-material suggests two periods of 

Horseman-ritual. The first (Phase-3) potentially links Broxmouth populations 

with other MIA Horseman-ritual such as the nearby Newbridge vehicle-burial 

which, in turn, links them with similarly dated Arras Horseman identities (Carter 

and Hunter 2003). The second period (Phase-5/6) is consistent with LIA-RIP 

horse-rituals utilizing pits and ditches discussed further in the next sections 

(also Ch.5). Both phases have horse-depositions consistent with other IA sites, 

and present a type of horse-ritual which does not directly link horse and human 

burial, but supports Horseman identities using horses in ritual events, including 

possibly sacrifice, display and low levels of consumption. The LIA-RIP practices 

could link Broxmouth with Trapain Law which has evidence for interactions 

between natives and Romans (Hunter 2013). This, in turn, potentially links this 

area with the Roman auxiliary fort at Newstead (Fig. 11.2). 

 

10.2 RIP Horseman Military Identities: Romans, Auxiliaries and Natives. 

Case-Studies: Newstead and Vindolanda 

 

10.2.1 Roman Forts: Newstead (Trimonitum) 

Newstead, 35 miles south of Broxmouth and Trapain Law (Fig. 10.3) was 

established as a Roman marching camp c.80 AD by the ala Petriana cavalry 

unit, and made a permanent garrison c.139 AD during the re-conquest of 

southern Scotland, by the XXth legion (Collingwood et al. 2014i, Curle 1911:340-

346, Trimontium Org. 2016b). Newstead was reduced c.185 AD when the 

Antonine Wall was abandoned, briefly re-invigorated during the Severan 

campaigns (c.208-210 AD), and then became a buffer zone maintained to an 

unknown extent by auxiliary and Roman-allied British tribes, such as the 

Votadini (Elliot and Henig 1999, Trimontium Org. 2016b, Erdrich et al. 2000).  
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The site produced a wealth of finds indicating a substantial cavalry contingent 

with workshops producing metalwork and cavalry equipment (Collingwood et al. 

2014i, Collingwood et al. 2014j, Curle 1911:104-141ff, Trimontium Org. 2016b). 

Other cavalry-related materials included an altar dedicated to the goddesses of 

the parade ground, evidence for the parade ground (used for military practice 

and displays, like the Hippika Gymnasia which featured parade-helmet use), 

horse-harness (chamfrons, saddle-mounts and bits), armour, and the most 

number of elite cavalry-helmets with full facemasks found at any one site in 

Britain (Clarke and Wise 1999, NMS 2016a/b/c, Hyland 1993:37-53,167-174). 

 

 

 

 

Newstead is one of the earliest Roman cavalry sites in Britain, and these finds 

attest 1st-2nd century AD Horseman identities related to Roman auxiliary cavalry 

populations and probably inter-related native groups. Portions of British tribes 

(see above) had a long history of Horseman identities, particularly related to 

vehicles (war-chariots) from the MIA until sometime in the RIP, when cavalry 

became the dominant military-horseman. The battle of Mons Graupius (c.83 

AD) in eastern Scotland was the last mention of British war-chariots, and the 

terrible rout by a Roman auxiliary force which included Batavi, Tungri and native 

Figure 10.3 Geographic relationships between Broxmouth (MIA/MIA-RIP 
horse-depositions) and Traprain Law hillforts (Roman interactions) with 
Newbridge MIA chariot-burial and Newstead Roman fort (RIP horse and 

Horseman-cavalry depositions).  
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troops was likely to have had significant effects on British Horseman identities 

linked with war-chariots (Tacitus and Birley 2009:14-28). 

Given the trends discussed, native horse-ritual expected at Newstead would 

involve a minority of horse-depositions primarily un-associated with human 

remains, but possibly a small incidence of human-associated depositions, 

potentially with female-humans. Overall, horses should be primarily prime-age 

males deposited as whole horses as horse-burials or as disarticulated-bone, 

and probably include skull-burial. Depositions would be expected primarily in 

defences/perimeters, and/or gateways, possibly associated with S-W areas, 

and potentially indicate horse-sacrifice, display and butchery suggesting low 

levels of ritual-consumption.  

Newstead horse-depositions do show many similarities to practices at native 

hillfort and other LIA sites, but have some distinct differences which link with the 

fort’s auxiliary cavalry populations. Horses occur in a minority of depositions, 

and indicate complete horses, probably some disarticulated, and skull-burials. 

Horses were primarily near entrances/perimeters and in the south Annex and 

made up predominately of prime-age males (Fig. 10.4, Table 8.6).  

Thirteen Curle (1911, See Ch.8) contexts had horse and/or Horseman-items, 

and eleven had human remains (Tables 10.2-10.3). Six human-horse pits 

touched the water-table and may have originally been wells, or were 

intentionally dug to provide ‘watery-contexts’. Pit-I was probably the fort’s 

principle well and had similar depositions as Bar Hill’s Praetorium-well (Ross 

and Feachem 1976). The six horse-only pits were predominantly 1st century, 

and none included armour, unless the chamfron in LXXXVIII is considered 

armour. The chamfron may have been seen as a ritual/display item or symbolic 

horse-skull, though LXXXVIII included an unknown amount of horse-bone.  

The chamfron horse-mask and an Apollo altar (XX legio, 2nd century AD) link 

Pit-LXXXVIII to the cavalry, while its central location in the South-Annex link it 

with the vicus and so likely native-deposition (Carroll 2006:215-217, 

Collingwood et al. 2014i). Pit-LXVI, near the north-gate, included the second 

largest amount of horse (MNI=8) and cattle (MNI=13) skulls. Pit-LVI, outside the 
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South-gate, included four skulls (horse MNI=1) and pottery. Generally these pits 

indicate layered-depositions probably made at intervals over a number of years. 

Layered-deposition pits are consistent with other IA ritual-deposits in Britain, 

such as Great Chesterford (see 12.1), and Europe interpreted as linked with 

feasting and ceremonial rituals (Crease 2015, Neville 1855, Maltby et al. 1982, 

Wainwright et al. 1979). Pit-LXVI particularly parallels horse-pits at Tournai 

(see12.2) and Puy-de-Dôme (Crease 2015, Foucras and Caillat 2014). 

 

 

 

 

Six shaft-pits contained potential Horseman-depositions: I, XVI, XVII, and XXIII 

(humans-horses), XXII (horses and Horseman-items), LVII (humans and 

Figure 10.4: Newstead Roman fort plan (Clarke 2009). Circles added by 
author. Double: human + horse-deposition (I, XVI, XVII, and XXIII). 

Single: horse only. Dashed: human only. Square: Horseman items. 
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Horseman-items). These pits group naturally into three sets: I+LVII (fort interior, 

Roman-type cisterns), XXII+XXIII (parallel pits outside South gate, west) and 

XVI+XVII (parallel pits outside South gate, east). Horseman-ritual pits are 

summarised in Tables 10.1-10.2 (including page references. See also A8). 

Curle (1911:110-115) suggested the pit-deposits represent an attempt to 

preserve items from invading natives, probably c.120 AD, when the Brigantes 

revolt and a general inability to maintain the Antonine border led to Roman 

withdrawal from southern Scotland. The Brigantes incorporated numerous 

smaller tribes, some pro-Roman, some anti-Roman and the whole of the early 

RIP involved running warfare between Romans, native allies and native 

enemies (Fraser 2009:14-18). This interpretation is unlikely, as the pits were 

dispersed, diversely dated, and included destroyed altars and usable weapons. 

Pit-I was suggested a separate event, with parallels at Birrens and Bar Hill forts. 

Ross and Feachem (1976) believed only some shaft-pits were innately Roman 

(including Pit-I and Pit-LVII), while the rest were native ritual-pits pre-/post-

dating Roman occupation, and cite similarities with Belgic-British practices. 

Clarke (2009), involved with much of the later excavations, concluded the pit-

fills were a range of ritual and refuse. Clarke considers Pit-I and Pit-XXIII mixed 

midden-ceremonial deposits and a single event, representing a ceremonial 

closing of the fort and demolition of the Principia. Clarke suggests the animal-

bone in Pit-I represented sacrifices and ritual meal remains placed during the 

dismantling, and the human was included, not as a sacrifice (Roman 

prohibitions), but was just the opportunistic burial of a social outsider. Pit-XVII 

and Pit-LVII were also considered ritual, but over an extended time, with the 

skull in the bathhouse-well signifying either closure and dismantling of the 

bathhouse, or a convenient disposal-site for an unwanted trophy.  
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Curle (1911) and Clarke (2009) both assumed the pit-deposits were created by 

the Roman military population. However, even though there were similar 

deposits at other frontier-forts (Stanwix: Hadrian’s Wall, ala Petriana; Nijmegen: 

Batavian civitas, auxiliary cavalry), this does not mean they were created by the 

soldiers (Caruana 1986, van Enckevort and Willems 1994). All these sites would 

have interacted peacefully and violently with local populations and introduced 

non-local British natives (Tacitus and Birley 2009:14-28). The depositional-types 

are more like native traditions than Roman ritual, though it may incorporate 

native auxiliary practices from Belgic Gaul, where similar depositions appear. 

The two single-event pits may represent disrespectful/triumphant actions of anti-

Roman natives, but the layered-pits suggest sustained cult-practices by a 

synthesised auxiliary-native population (Votadini? Selgovae? Others?) 

associated with associated vicus. It seems likely natives and/or native-auxiliary 

populations were the source of all or many of the deposits as part of the 

extramural community’s ceremonial activities during Roman occupation, and 

possibly during non-fort occupation periods. 

Pits I and LVII 

These pits were associated with important Roman military structures. Pit-I 

(Praetorium) was the central well, in the Principia where the fort’s primary shrine 

and identity displays were sited. Pit-LVII was probably the baths-cistern, next to 

the West-Annexe Mansio. These pits contained horse-bone, cavalry-items and 

human-bone, but rather than representing Newstead Horseman-ritual, these 

deposits seem more like anti-Roman native placements, perhaps created after 

an attack, and may represent aspects of native Horseman-ritual and 

incorporating identity-destruction of enemies. The materials and sealing 

contexts suggest one or two single events, possibly during the various 

Brigantes uprisings (especially c.138-154 AD) or the period between the 

Antonine Wall abandonment (c.185-192 AD) and the Severan reconquest 

campaigns (c.208-210 AD) (Curle 1911:340-342).  

Certainly Pit-I suggests a catastrophic rather than dismantling-event as 

suggested by Clarke (2009) and Curle (1911:105-116, 128-9,170-2). The 
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central-well at Bar Hill fort (Antonine Wall) was also described as a dismantling-

event, but with no more evidence than Newstead, and may also have been the 

work of angry natives (Antonine Wall Org. 2014b). Bar Hill, like Newstead, was 

associated with Legio XXth, which was engaged in numerous altercations with 

the Brigantes confederation and Scottish tribes. Indeed, a Bar Hill auxiliary-man 

was Brigante, confirming the syncretic auxiliary-native populations and active 

warfare c.140-165 AD described by Tacitus c.82 AD (Tacitus and Birley 

2009:14-28, Antonine Wall Org. 2014a).  

At Newstead, the breakage-disposal of Legio stone-badges and their Jupiter 

altar, dedicated by an early Antonine fort commander (c.142-155 AD), seem 

acts of identity destruction aimed at the Romans. As does the complete? human 

beneath the pit’s stone-fill. Pit-I follows layered-deposition patterns which could 

signify a single event, but may be two or three events: (1) Bottom: Legio 

badges, armour, two skulls; (2) Midpoint: animals (horse-MNI=2), vessels, Legio 

altar; (3) Top: skeleton under building debris (Collingwood et al. 2014j/k/l).  

The Bath-house well (Pit-LVII) may have been filled earlier than Pit-I, perhaps 

associated with the first abandonment of Newstead (c.100-105 AD), which 

again was more likely created by attacking British rather than departing 

Romans. The elite and valuable cavalry-helmet (Fig. 10.4) was portable and 

unlikely simply left or accidentally dropped into the cistern. Nor does the stone-

fill, signifying the destruction of the buildings, seem a sensible task for 

withdrawing troops, but again could be literal and symbolic destruction of 

Roman identity and occupation. The helmet-mask, weapons and human-skull 

are also congruent with IA watery-context depositional practices (Crease 2015). 

A number of British sites have similar depositions, including Great Chesterford 

(See 12.1). Hayling Island (Hampshire, 1st century BC-3rd century AD) provides 

a native parallel of the Newstead depositions: circular shrine-pit (central-well 

equivalent) within a square-enclosure (fort equivalent) bounded by ditches and 

pits. The Hayling deposits also parallel Newstead and suggest native-military 

Horseman-identities with personal-items, horse-gear, vehicle-parts, swords, 

querns, and a human-skull (Crease 2015: 42-53, 71, 134ff). The focus at 

Newstead on head-depositions (horses, cattle, humans, the head-like cavalry-
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helmets, and possibly the chamfron), could also link with native trophy-head 

traditions (Armit 2012: 8, 34-37,145-146, Ross 1996:94-172). 

Horseman-ritual would focus on horse or human-horse-depositions which signal 

Horseman identity either directly or symbolically. The single-event nature of Pit-I 

and Pit-LVII signal Horseman identities were present at the fort, but not 

Horseman-ritual by the fort personnel. Rather these suggest native Horseman-

ritual meant to show either destruction of enemy (Roman) horsemen or perhaps 

the placement of native Horseman-elements meant to claim the site. 

 

Pits XXII and XXIII  

Pit-XXII and Pit-XXIII were located c.50m apart, just outside the South Gate in 

an area delimited by the western South-Annex boundary and two roads to the 

south and east. Pit-XXII had no apparent human-bone, but material near the 

base may be symbolic-Horseman depositions, and Pit-XXIII’s central material 

suggests a chariot-Horseman deposition. 

There are potentially two symbolic Horseman-burials in Pit-XXII comprised of a 

horse-skull, two bridle-bits, saddle-mounts, and cavalry-gear, including an intact 

face-mask (Fig. 10.5) and identification of a specific individual. The first 

Horseman-burial included a horse-figurine/standard-decoration (Curle 

1911:272, pl. LIV), two cavalry-helmets (decorated-parade and plain-battle), 

and bronze saddle-mounts belonging to a cavalryman named Senecio (NMS 

2016c). Similar battle/ceremonial pairs have been found in Horseman-cavalry 

graves in Syria and Bulgaria (Bishop 2014; Travis and Travis 2014:89). The 

standard-disk may be similar to that shown on the ala Petriana cavalry stelae 

from Corbridge (Fig. 4.8B). The second Horseman-burial included a set of 

breastplate phallerae (decorations awarded for military distinction) belonging to 

Domitius Atticus and a silvered cavalry-helmet with a full face-mask (Fig. 10.5, 

top right). At the base of the deposition were two bowls, which could have acted 

as cremation urns. There is no proof these were cremation urns, but the wet 

environment made identification unlikely. Topping this deposit were two horse-
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bits. Unusually, this pit was padded and filled with plant materials including 

hazel twigs and a quantity of hay around the deposits. 

 

 

 

 

Above the cavalry-Horseman depositions was a deposit of a dog-skull, antlers, 

sickle and pottery, and four feet above that another deposit of a horse-skull and 

pottery. The upper deposits were probably successive and later, and conform to 

LIA-RIP ritual depositional traditions. If the bowls originally contained cremains, 

this deposition may indicate a full Horseman-burial with human and horse 

Figure 10.5: Roman cavalry helmet-masks and Catterick mask. 
Top: Newstead, pits LVII and XXII (Clarke 2009:170-172, Plates 29-30). 
Bottom Left: Catterick mask, ‘horns’ are fastening points (York Museum 
Trust 2008). Bottom Right: Kalkriese (Travis & Travis 2014:91, Fig.86). 
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remains, making it an early example of a new syncretic native-auxiliary 

Horseman-burial practice similar to some at later RIP cemeteries (section 10.3). 

While cavalry-helmet deposition could be a war-trophy sacrifice by anti-Roman 

natives honouring their gods after their victory of, perhaps, taking control of 

Trimontium (Tacitus (c.98 (1998)). Alternatively, cavalry-helmets may have had 

more significance than just captured armour. Helmets, especially those with 

face-masks, may have acted as human-head analogues in these deposits, and 

could represent native-auxiliary Horseman practices intended to honour fallen 

comrades. John Reid (2017), Trimontium Trust, suggested this equipment could 

also represent ‘deadman’s kit’ which, for highly superstitious soldiers, would 

need to be deposited honourably and safely to avoid bad-luck. These could also 

act as symbolic-burials dedicated to the gods, such as the Goddesses of the 

Parade-ground, on in the Altar dedicated by the 2nd century Vocontian (XXth) 

cavalry (Collingwood et al. 2014j). 

The Brigantes, the Yorkshire tribe which was a long-term concern of the 

Romans, may have developed a fascination with these helmet-masks. The 

idealised-faces are reminiscent of death-masks, and may represent specific 

people (Alexander, Trojan heroes, the owner) or a spirit/god (Toynbee and 

Clarke 1948, Worrell et al. 2011). A ceramic Brigantes-mask (Fig. 10.5) from 

Catterick Roman cavalry site, a unique artefact not generally associated with 

British traditions, parallels many aspects of cavalry-masks, possibly intentionally 

mimicking them (York Museum Trust 2008, Travis and Travis 2014:83-101).  

The Brigantes controlled much of northern England, possibly the area 

associated with the Parisi (Arras culture), and certainly the Vale of York, an 

area with much evidence of Horseman identities (Ross 1996:458-461). In 

addition to the Catterick mask, the North Yorkshire hillfort at Stanwick had two 

1st century metallic human-masks, considered apotropaic chariot-decorations, 

and human-skulls were displayed on the gate, which Ross (1996:99-101) likens 

to Dacian soldiers’ head-displays on Trajan’s column (Armit 2012:7). Such 

practices suggest it would have been easy for the cavalry helmet-masks to be 

seen as representative of the heads of the Roman cavalrymen and/or of a 

Horseman god-spirit. Another Stanwick-Brigantes mask-decoration (Fig. 10.6) 
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may link horse imagery with head-cult imagery. The stylised horse-mask may 

represent a sacrificed or spirit horse, with an expression reminiscent of a dead, 

rather than living animal (British Museum 2016b). The metal ornament (c.10 x 

6.5cm) was made to fasten to a wooden object, possibly a mead-bucket, or 

ceremonial staff. The bucket could have held cremains, like one decorated with 

human and horse heads at Melsonby (Armit 2012:145). 

 

 

 

 

Similar burials of auxiliary cavalry-helmets were found in the Netherlands (Fig. 

10.7), with at least one site (Nijmegen) including horse-burials (van Enckevort 

and Willems 1994). The Nijmegen deposits were very similar to Newstead’s, 

and Van Enckevort and Willems (1994) favoured the war-trophy theory, citing 

the watery-contexts as indicating votive deposits by Celtic auxiliaries (local 

Batavians?). This would suggest deposition by anti-Roman locals or the regular 

deposition of very expensive gear as thanks offerings by their owners. Such a 

Figure 10.6: Roman Brigantes horse-face decoration (c.10 x 6 cm) from 

Stanwick, made to attach to a wooden object (British Museum 2016b). 
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tradition parallels aspects of native depositional practices and Roman military 

dedicatory practices (altars and Jupiter pillars), suggesting syncretic native-

auxiliary Horseman identities.  

 

 

 

 

Alternatively, these depositions may represent the symbolic-Horseman burial of 

the helmet’s owner in a native-auxiliary Horseman practice intended to honour 

fallen comrades. Helmets have also been found in Horseman mound-burials 

(nomad-style kurgans) in the Danube region, in modern Bulgaria and also in 

Syria from the 1st century AD, where the dead are assumed to have been tribal 

elites and ex-auxiliaries (Bishop 2014, Coulston 2007). A 1st-2nd century helmet-

mask in a male-burial inserted into a 4th century BC burial-mound in Bulgaria 

(Dikov 2015). The original primary-burial was a male elite urned-cremation and 

a female-inhumation (assumed sacrifice), and also five later graves, including 

three 1st-2nd century AD burials. No faunal data was available to determine 

whether this was Horseman-burial included horses. Other burials including 

masks are associated with Roman forts at Aquincum, Pannonia and 

Carnuntum, and portrait-masks are associated with 2nd century Roman 

ancestor-shrines (Toynbee 1996:42-47). 

Figure 10.7: 1st century AD Roman auxiliary cavalry helmet-masks from 
ritual pit-deposits at the Kops Plateau Roman fort (Batavian civitas), 

Nijmegen, Netherlands (van Enckevort and Willems 1994:Fig.5) 
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Deep pits were not typical of British or Roman human-burial at this time, but Pit-

XXII’s position, prominently just outside Newstead’s South Gate and next to two 

roads suggests Roman burial-practices mixed with British ritual-practice 

(Toynbee 1996:73-86). Cremation was consistent with Roman (until 2nd century) 

and military traditions, which may have persisted longer (Toynbee 1996:39-52, 

Lauwerier and Hessing 1992). Even if no cremains were included, Roman elites 

who died in the field were sometimes given two funerals and burials, with the 

cremains returned to Rome or their homeland, a practice also echoed by the 

MED funerals of King Harold, one of which included a horse (Cool et al. 

2004:306, Grammaticus et al. 1906 (c.1201):304-305). A burial or cenotaph-

memorial located prominently at the entrance into the fort honouring two fallen 

warriors, one of whom may have been the troop’s standard-bearer is a possible 

interpretation.  

The items represented important cavalrymen including named individuals. Their 

horses were symbolically represented by horse-gear (bits), and the later horse-

skull deposition may have further acknowledged their and/or the depositors’, 

Horseman identities. The two men represented in this burial may have been 

cavalrymen associated with legio XX, such as the ala Augustae Vocontiorum 

discussed above. Another possibility is the ala Petriana. The Petriana, originally 

raised in Gaul, took part in the Dacian wars and then were active on the British 

northern frontier from the late 1st to early 5th century (Caruana 1986, Gazdac 

1997). Another possibility may be indicated by the inscription in the brass 

helmet (Curle1911:167). The helmet inscription (J? or V? F? F? I*TGE*S) does 

not appear to have been interpreted beyond the T possibly standing for Turmae 

(troop) followed by abbreviations of the commander’s name (Newstead 

1911:167). However, the portion “I * TGE *” may stand for “I Tungrorum 

Equitata” and an ‘F’ may stand for “Frontoniana”. The Tungrorum milliaria 

equitata was active on the British frontier, and was previously stationed in 

Pannonia (c.70-89 AD), an area influenced by the Eurasian horse-cultures and 

known for Horseman-burial rituals (Collingwood et al. 2014h, Ewart 1907, 

Nuckolls and Hatcher 2011, Speidel 2004:122). 
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Pit-XXIII located opposite Pit-XXII, contained horse and dog skulls, one human 

cranium and other items. There are potentially three or four layered deposits 

about two feet apart in the middle section, or the material could represent one 

deposit, as all the material was located in a six-foot section. The middle deposit 

included an male(?) cranium with a fatal cut-wound, two stacked wheels and 

two horse-skulls. The material is suggestive of a chariot-Horseman burial. Even 

if chariot-warfare was disappearing in Britain, ceremonial or racing use may 

have continued. The deposition was similar to other LIA-RIP British ritual-pits, 

which may signify votive or apotropaic motives, but it may represent a type of 

Horseman-burial. If so, this type of Horseman-deposition more strongly follows 

British traditions than the auxiliary Horseman-burials in Pit-XXII. The two pits 

together offer an interesting set of Horseman-deposition variants, two Roman-

auxiliary cavalrymen to the east and one British charioteer to the west. 

 

Pits XVI and XVII 

The last pit-set is 1st century and was placed precisely between three 

contemporary roads: an east-west road edging the south fort-wall, another east-

west road farther south, and the pits sit either side of a principle north-south 

road leading to the fort. This pair sits close to the fort and east of its south gate, 

on a line parallel with the fort’s south wall, which also includes Pit-XXII and Pit-

XXIII west of the south gate. The South Annexe continues southward containing 

the majority of the pits (60+), which become progressively later in date the 

farther southwardly placed. The mirror-image placement symmetry of Pit-XVI 

and Pit-XVII seems highly meaningful, as does their contents. Pit-XVI’s contents 

have distinct similarities with Pit-XXIII (to west) suggesting it was possibly three 

Horseman depositions (one charioteer and two cavalrymen). It’s ‘mate’, Pit-

XVII, contained one of the most remarkable deposits at Newstead and a 

powerful Horseman-depositional statement: a young woman and nine horses.  

Pit-XVI (east-side of the road) had a fill layered over a ten-foot section in the 

bottom half, which could represent three successive deposits or a single 

deposit. The lowest deposit contained two human-bones (reported as male and 
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female mandibles, but also as a cranium and mandible), shoes, a large urn, a 

large amount of metal goods (including weapons and tools), vehicle-parts and 

wheels (one identified as a chariot-wheel), and a significant amount of horse-

gear and including portions of two saddles (Curle 1911:293). Above this large 

deposit were two smaller ones. The top deposit contained the bones of a horse.  

A similar assemblage of metal-goods, including owner-inscribed cavalry-items, 

was found near Stanwix, one of the largest Roman forts on Hadrian’s Wall 

(Caruana 1986). A funerary-stelae with the image of a cavalryman with spear 

and round-shield trampling a foe was also found at Stanwix (Collingwood et al. 

2014f). The Stanwix assemblage, as at Nijmegen, was interpreted as a watery-

context votive-hoard, but again may instead represent a type of Horseman-

cenotaph (Caruana 1986). 

Pit-XVI lies directly across from Pit-XVII on the west-side of the road leading to 

the southern gate. This fill may represent one depositional event or up to ten 

events. The first deposit, like its partner XVII, is at c.20 feet. The deposit 

included a woman, dog-skulls and ox-skulls, many shells, and other items 

including imported Roman pottery and a ring. Immediately above this 

assemblage were the layered skeletons of nine horses. The deposition was 

originally described as the sacrifice of a woman-dwarf and horses (Curle 

1911:383-384). However, Wells (1958) re-evaluated the skeleton, found no 

evidence for dwarfism and concluded the young woman was small (1.45-1.52m) 

within typical IA stature ranges. The extra sensationalism aside, the 

assemblage is still extraordinary and difficult to interpret. 

There are few contemporary examples of woman-horse burials. The two Arras 

vehicle-burials (Lady’s Barrow and Wetwang) were much earlier (MIA) and 

symbolic-horse only, with vehicle/harness (Hill 2002, Stead 1979: 8, 78-87). 

There was a RIP? woman-horse burial at Burgh-by-Sands (Roman fort near 

Stanwix), but it was destroyed during excavation and no other information was 

available (O'Meara 2011). Burgh-on-Sands had a cavalry-stele for a Dacian 

tribesman, and three cavalry units served there: Ala I Tungrorum, Cuneus 

Frisiorum and Nervana Germanorum (Collingwood et al. 2014g, Ewart 1907, 

Haesler 2016a). The most similar burial was the IA horse-woman-dog in the 
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Blewburton hillfort defences (Bendrey et al. 2010, Collins and King 1953, Cotton 

1962). Blewburton, like Newstead, had a number of horse-burials, many 

associated with entrance areas. Bendrey et al. (2010) suggested the positioning 

of the horse-woman-dog and other horses was apotropaic-ritual, to provide 

symbolic protection of the fort. Perhaps this pit-deposition was meant to serve a 

similar purpose. 

Pit-LXVI, with eight horses, was the only other pit with such a large quantity of 

horses and its position mirrors Pit-XVII, but at the north entrance. If a direct 

mirror-deposition was intended, perhaps, the ‘extra’ ninth horse in Pit-XVII was 

originally part of a separate horse-woman-dog deposit. Though it may be all or 

some of the horses were placed as single, successive depositions over time. A 

contrary element to a mirror theory is the thirteen cattle in Pit-LXVI versus one 

ox-skull in Pit-XVII. Again, the interpretation, with the limited information, cannot 

be secure. The deposition may have been developed in a number of ways. The 

woman may represent a special burial which included all of the animals or 

successive depositions which may have occurred in a number of combinations: 

Horseman-burial of horse(s)-woman and dog-ox, Horseman-depositions of 

single-horses and the woman-dog-ox burial, or Horseman-depositions and 

Horseman-burial. Similar to Blewburton, these Horseman-depositions may 

signal apotropaic-ritual. 

Most interpretations considered all the pits together as British LIA-RIP ritual 

depositions without assigning any particular meaning to the horses, except 

perhaps as especially valuable items. However, the horse-pits and other 

Horseman-pits proposed here take particular patterns. Overall they occur within 

the fort or just outside the walls, cluster near entrances, and are mostly 1st 

century. A variety of possible Horseman-rituals and Horseman-burials are 

suggested by these depositions. These include depositions of horses, horse-

gear/vehicle, cavalry-gear, possible cavalry-helmets as cavalryman-head 

analogues, and humans with symbolic horse-materials. In fact, nearly all the 

human remains belonging from the Roman occupation (c.80-220 AD) occur 

within pits which included horses. The one exception, the bathhouse-well 

individual, can be associated with a cavalry-helmet and possibly a type of 
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symbolic Horseman-burial. The depositions at Newstead suggest native horse-

ritual practices and new native-auxiliary syncretic ritual in the form of 

Horseman-burials. The two most striking form a pair geographically and 

symbolically. Pit-XXII included cavalry-equipment which may indicate an 

auxiliary cenotaph/memorial. Pit-XVII included a young woman with nine horses 

and other items in a rite perhaps linked with Epona. The two depositions form 

an interesting positional-pair: both along a line in front of the south entrance and 

both on the west side of two parallel roads leading into the entrance.  

 

10.2.2 Roman Forts: Vindolanda 

Vindolanda Roman fort was manned to some extent throughout most of the 

RIP, with a large native occupation attested at least during the early 3rd century 

AD, when the primary cavalry garrison was probably the Cohors IV Gallorum 

(Birley 2015, Birley et al. 2013). This is the same period when the horse-

material was deposited in the Severan Ditch near the south gate into the 

Period-VII fort (Fig. 8.15, Table 8.9). These depositions are similar to those 

associated with Hillfort defences, such as discussed for Broxmouth, involving 

skulls and probably complete horses which may be related to feasting and/or 

display practices.  

This period also has other unusual depositions, including 14 inscribed/worked 

stones (three altars and four tombstones) incorporated into the fort foundations, 

the principia well deposits (animal-bone, pottery, etc.), and the horse-figure 

chariot ornament (Haynes 2013:194-5, Bidwell and Bayley 1985:42-50, Birley 

1977:40, Toynbee and Wilkins 1982). The principia deposition is similar to those 

discussed at Newstead and Bar Hill. 

An earlier horse-deposition, the museum-display skull (prime-age male) and 

ceremonial chamfron, were part of material from the Praetorium associated with 

Batavian 9th Cohort commander, Flavius Cerialis (c.95-105 AD). Cerialis held 

full Roman citizenship, was of the Roman ‘knightly’ class (eques), and was also 

addressed as a Batavian rex (king/noble) (Cuff 2011). Aside from the location 
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and general date, there is no direct connection between the skull deposition and 

Cerialis or the chamfron, but skull depositions connect with similar ones both 

native sites and Roman auxiliary forts at Newstead and Batavian Nijmegen. The 

Tungrian cavalry groups, which alternated with the Batavians at Vindolanda, 

were from near modern Liege, bordering the Batavian tribes. The Netherlands-

Belgium area has a number of sites with horse and military depositions, 

particularly in areas associated with Roman auxiliary cavalry such as Nijmegen 

and Kesteren (discussed further in the following sections). Groot (2009a/b, 

2011) has argued the Tiel-Passeqaaij area, close to Nijmegen and Kesteren, 

was settled by auxiliary veterans involved in both horse-breeding for the 

auxiliary and in ritual, which parallels Horseman practices in Britain. 

Another aspect which may demonstrate further the blended nature of auxiliary 

troops is one of the 2nd century altars at Vindolanda dedicated by the cohors I 

Tungrorum to a goddess (deae) Ahvardua. The name may connect with the 

Vardulli (Hispana) cavalry, also at 2nd century Vindolanda, and indicate melded 

native-auxiliary-Roman ritual practices (Birley et al. 2013, Haynes 2015:115-

117, 193-197). While native Horseman identities may be illustrated by a recent 

plaque (Fig.11.8) of a charioteer, found associated with the 2nd century 

barracks, possibly of the Vardulli cavalry (c.105-120 AD) (Birley 2017). 

Vindolanda is still being actively excavated, with some suggestions of a 

cemetery and extensive 3rd century AD vicus in the north, but very little human 

remains found yet (Birley 2015:34-37). The Horseman ritual displayed appears 

to have similar native and native-auxiliary associations as found at the previous 

sites discussed. These include horse and Horseman-gear depositions but 

nothing indicating Horseman burial, though one chamfron is associated with 

Veldedius, the Equisioni consularis. As to specific groups possibly associated 

with these Horseman depositions, Vindolanda has direct connections with local 

Briganti-associated tribal groups, depositions which suggest chariots, 

Germanic-Belgic auxiliary (alae Batavian and Tungrian), and other auxiliary 

cavalry with experience in the Eurasian border areas. These auxiliaries have 

links with Pannonia and Dacia, where horse ritual is regularly found, as well as 
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elite Horseman identities such as Roman eques and equisio (Birley 

2015/2012:39, Birley et al. 2013, Bowman et al. 1990).  

 

 

 

 

 

10.3 RIP Horseman Funerary Identities: Auxiliaries are Natives? 

Case-Study: Driffield Terrace, York 

In order to maintain a chronological discussion, this section starts with two 

comparative sites which bridge between the previous Roman fort case-studies 

and the York case-study. The primary comparative sites are the RIP cemeteries 

at Brougham (Cumbria) and Lankhills (Winchester). Lankhills also adds a 

southern British example. All of the sites are cemeteries with military and 

cavalry links, and significant evidence for Horseman-funerary practices.  

 

 

Figure 10.8: 2nd century AD Charioteer ornamental plaque, possibly for a 

comb, Vindolanda (Birley 2017:Fig.10) 
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10.3.1 RIP Comparative-Site: Brougham Cemetery 

Brougham cemetery is linked to the northern Roman frontier fort and settlement 

located outside of Penrith, south of Hadrian’s Wall (Cool et al. 2004). Brougham 

is the largest military cemetery-site excavated in northern Britain. The cemetery 

was in use c.200-310 AD by mixed-ethnic auxiliary cavalry with individuals 

possibly from northwest Europe and Eurasia, including Dacia, Thrace, 

Pannonia, and Sarmatia. Eurasian/Danubian areas are especially associated 

with Horseman cults and horse ritual (Piggott 1962, Nagy 2010, Härke and 

Belinskij 2012, Linduff and Rubinson KS 2008:56,103,190). The cemetery was 

interpreted a population separate from the surrounding culture, possibly 

Sarmatian cavalry moved to Britain after the Marcomannic war (175 AD).  

In their analysis, Bond and Worley (2004) discounted some of these groups 

because inhumation was the primary rite in their home areas. However, 

cremation was the accepted Roman military tradition. In light of this and other 

evidence, such as the Epona cult and the Jupiter columns (Ch.4), it seems likely 

Roman cavalry auxiliaries had identities which incorporated Roman rites with a 

mix of personal and/or ethnic practices. This auxiliary cavalry identity may have 

included fairly broad ethnic and geographic origins and held a distinct and 

separate identity from Roman, local British and their own individual ethnicities 

(Dent and Goodall 1988:35-45, Haynes 2013:196-198). The 2nd century manual, 

Ars Tactica, cites significant Eurasian (Alan, Parthian and Sarmatian) influences 

on the Roman cavalry (Stadter 1978). 

Military base personnel are known for developing distinct military cultural/social 

identities, which while influenced by local and personal cultures often have 

more in common with other similar bases than with their geographic cultures 

(Girard 2014). Cavalry units probably developed long-standing distinct 

communities, particularly by the Late RIP when many forts were permanent 

establishments and military reforms had made citizenship more widely available 

and military marriages legally recognised (Axboe and Kromann 1992, Dent and 

Goodall 1988, Fields 2006, Hope 2003, Rausing 1987). It is likely this cavalry 

community could have included people who practiced inhumation in their 
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original native cultures, but followed Roman military traditions which 

emphasised cremation.  

Roman auxiliary funerary traditions within these groups appear to have 

emphasised cremation as a long-standing practice. The use of cremation might 

reflect general conservative Roman practice, as inhumation replaced cremation 

in mainstream Roman culture during the 3rd century AD, or it may have 

signalled affiliations with areas where cremation was still dominant, which may 

have included all of Europe north of the Alps to the Black Sea area in the east 

(Cool et al. 2004:308). Cremation was likely maintained as a specifically 

traditional military practice based on Roman and Greek antecedents (Hope 

2003). Other aspects of funerary ritual such as the inclusion of weaponry, 

personal goods and animals (primarily sheep) as funerary goods found at 

Brougham and other RIP British military sites encompasses both Roman and 

non-Roman practices, but the inclusion of horses was a non-Roman practice 

(Cool et al. 2004:458-466, Pascal 1981).  

Horse is generally uncommon in RIP burials and cremated horses are even 

rarer. Brougham remains the only site with secure examples of RIP human and 

horse cremations in Britain (Bond 2015, McKinley 2004a). The Brougham 

funerary deposits included c.322 cremations, and burials with horse were a very 

small percentage, less than c.2%. Overall, there were ten depositions which 

included horse-bone: 97, 102, 194, 215, 217, 237, 286, 301, 303, and 304. The 

horse-deposition-types included inclusion with human cist-burials, an urned 

cremation, pyre sites/debris, and one unstratified find.  

The cemetery chronology is: Phases 1-2 are 200-270 AD and Phases 3-3b are 

270-310 AD (Cool et al. 2004:288). There is little evidence for activity at the 

cemetery after 310 AD, except perhaps the long-cists interments, but the fort 

remained in use during the 4th-5th centuries (Cool et al. 2004:461). The following 

information on the author-identified Horseman funerary deposits is sourced 

primarily from Cool et al. (2004:311-357) and is summarised in Table 10.3. 
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Brougham Cremations: Human-Horse and Horse 

Cist-194 (Phase-1) contained the burial of a c.30 year old woman (possible) 

placed within a capped stone cist structure (Cool et al. 2004:170, 316, 325-

327ff). Within the cist were also the cremated remains of the hind-limb of a 

horse, butchered portions of cattle and sheep, and oyster shell. The high status 

pyre funeral included an expensive veneered pyre bed (bone veneers), Samian 

pottery with a meat joint, part of a military type scabbard (3rd century AD) and a 

Rhenish motto beaker (2nd-3rd century AD). The cattle and sheep are 

considered food-offerings; similar offerings were also found at Carlisle and 

Birdoswald Roman military sites (Cool 2006:216-220).  

Cist-237 (Phase-?) was a circular pit lined with stone belonging to a c.35 year 

old woman (probable) interred with a bird, two sheep, and one horse rib 

fragment. Domestic bird and sheep are typical of Roman-influence cremations 

(Cool 2006:12, 101, 216-220). The horse fragment here is debatably intentional. 

If cremation pyre sites were used communally, then the fragment may have 

been accidentally collected from a previous cremation. The cist, prestige goods 

(bucket, ring, gold earring, bone-veneers) and inclusion of animals mark this 

individual as elite. Although the amount of horse-bone may seem negligible, it is 

possible a purposeful inclusion of a small amount of horse from another, 

perhaps more prestigious burial, would have been considered a significant gift 

and marker of inclusion in a particular group identity. 

Cist-286 (Phase-1) was the burial of a c.30 year old woman, possibly originally 

urned and including redeposited pyre-debris (Cool et al. 2004:230-231). Similar 

to Cist-237, cremated horse (one fragment) and sheep-bone were present and 

the remains of veneers and prestige vessels. 

Cist-303 (Phase-3) was nearly identical to Cist-194, with a c.30 year old woman 

(probable). This burial was also considered elite and included similar remains of 

a military type scabbard, silver, ivory and vessels dated 270+ AD (Cool et al. 

2004:241-2, 461). The cremated remains of bird, sheep and a horse’s left 

forelimb formed the animal pyre goods. The limb indicates a horse 13+ hands 

(1.32m+), a size common in females or males (possible riding horse).  
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Cremation-102 Urned (Phase-2) was an elite and untypical RIP burial. The pit 

and partial-cist included multiple remains: a 45+ year old male and two other 

adults, one possibly male. There were substantial animal food-offerings and a 

complete horse. Burial goods included ivory, bone and metal-ware, and a large 

number of vessels, including two Rhenish beakers (c.190-260 AD) and a glass 

cup (Cool et al. 2004:117, 461). Some of the vessels may have originally 

contained the horse and/or other faunal remains, as ‘accessory burials’, a 

practice unrecorded in other RIP contexts, but which occurs in some, usually 

Eastern, British MED burials (Cool et al. 2004:307). Lack of comparative RIP 

examples may be due to excavation practices and interpretation. 

Cremated sheep, cattle and pig-bones, along with the remains of a complete 

cremated horse were present. The cattle-bone represented an entire animal 

and an unburnt meat-joint placed on a dish. The pig-bone represented either a 

complete suckling pig or a ham joint portion and is the only cremated pig within 

a burial at Brougham. Only one other burial included pig, as unburnt-bone, and 

was also with an adult male of high status. The pig, sheep and cattle was 

interpreted as food offerings, but pig is specifically mentioned as a requirement 

for Roman burials (Toynbee 1996:50). Pigs were also significant in the elite IA 

Arras chariot-burials (Arras culture) (Stead et al. 1991:228). 

Pyre-215 (Phase-?) was a buried pyre, possibly a bustum cremation, or pyre-

debris burial, of an adult. Goods included two rings and a possible scabbard 

chape. Additionally, the burial was possibly coffined. The horse-bone 

represented an entire adult. Sheep and a partial small dog were also present.  

Pyre-217 (Phase-?) was a c.40 year old male (probable) in a rectangular pit 

with a stone slab at one side, and included metal-ware, a bucket-pendant and 

bone-veneers. The faunal material included sheep, fowl and a complete horse.  

Pyre-301 (Phase-?) was an adult human cremated with a horse forelimb, sheep 

and fowl-bone. Bone handles and veneers, and metal-work associated with 

military sites were also present. 
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Pyre-304 (Phase-1) and Unstratified-97 both included a single horse-bone, 

which may be accidental inclusions from the surface of the funerary site. Pyre-

304 was a sub-adult/adult with metal-ware and pottery. There was also a cattle 

limb-bone fragment. 

There are some inconsistencies in the Cist-burials reports. Cist-289 is also Cist-

286, a probable typographical error, however, neither 286 nor 289 appear in the 

table summarising burials with horse-bone, though the burial description for 286 

includes horse (Bond and Worley 2004:230, 316, 325-326, Table 7.17). A more 

significant problem is the data given for the Cist-194. The horse in Cist-194 is 

reported as both complete and partial (Bond and Worley 2004:316, 325-326). 

The initial description as a whole-horse is not supported by later discussions 

where it is not included with the whole-horse burials and the reported elements 

are only a hind-limb (Bond and Worley 2004: 325-326). The human burial is 

also reported differently in the human and animal reports. Cist-194 is described 

as a possible woman, but no human-bone is listed in the animal report (Cool et 

al. 2004:170; Bond and Worley 2004:316). After a thorough review of the data 

in Cool et al. (2004), Table 11.3 presents the horse-depositions and burials as 

seems best consistent with the information. 

 

Brougham Horse-Ritual Analysis and Horseman Identities  

Based on the data as discussed above, there are ten groups of cremated horse 

remains. The three burials and unstratified find with only single-bone inclusions 

have been interpreted as much as possible above. The remaining six burials 

with identified human remains, though, are of particular interest. The three 

adults buried with whole-horses were identified as two men and one unsexed, 

while the three adults buried with horse-limbs were identified as one each: 

probable woman (303), possible woman (194) and unsexed (301).  

Human-horse burials are universally predominantly males (Fern 2005, Müller-

Wille and Vierck 1970-1, Oexle 1984, Prummel 1992, Shenk 2002). In addition, 

the rarer human-horse-dog burials are also strongly, if not exclusively, males 
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(Prummel 1992). Given these biases and the evidence of the other two burials 

with whole-horse, it is likely Pyre-215 (adult, whole-horse, partial-dog, and 

military items) was also male (Cool et al. 2004:461).  

As regards the Horseman burials with horse-limbs, it is tempting to identify all 

three as women. This would give a very tidy division of horse-type inclusions: 

whole horses for men and limbs for women. Usually, skeletal identification of 

biological sex is considered more secure than sexing based on gender-linked 

grave-goods. However, none of the horse-limb burials have secure osteological 

sexing (Table 10.3). The grave-goods strongly suggest males. Individual 303 

also has spinal pathology (Schmorl’s nodes, which suggests strenuous physical 

activity. Some researchers have attempted to link Schmorl’s nodes with horse-

riding, but the evidence is inconclusive, as a variety of activities may cause the 

pathology (Antikas and Wynn-Antikas 2015, Wentz and de Grummond 2009). 

Schmorl’s nodes are common generally in soldier populations, but have been 

identified in females and medieval populations generally, leaving the 

osteological sex ambiguous (Burke 2012, Sledzik and Sandberg 2002). There 

may also be issues regarding the application of standard skeletal-sexing 

methods to cremations. 

Humans are not strongly sexually dimorphic and many skeletal-sexing methods 

rely on subtle differences. The most robust method for distinguishing sexes is 

based on functional differences in the pelvis. The remainder of traits are based 

on degrees of robusticity, as males are generally larger and more muscular than 

females. But these traits, even the biologically-based ones in the pelvis, are a 

continuum, not fixed values. A narrow-hipped, well-nourished and physically 

active female may look ‘male’ skeletally, and vice versa. Cremation distorts the 

bones, making analysis even more challenging (Watts 2001). 

Taphonomic changes to skeletal-sexing characteristics can be considerable, 

and the number of cremation sites osteologically analysed remains small, so 

understanding the particular issues associated with such analysis is still in 

formation (McKinley 2006, McKinley 2013, Squires 2011). Analyses of two large 

MED cremation cemeteries recently raised questions regarding sexing and the 

apparent trend of higher ratios of identified females for cremation sites in Britain 
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and Europe (2011/2012/2013). Squires (2011:300) suggests heat distortion 

(unequal shrinkage) may cause widening of pelvic angles and contribute to a 

misidentification of males as females.  

 

 

 

Beyond noting DNA studies could clarify whether distortion is a real issue, 

Squires (2012, 2013) did not integrate this possibility into her subsequent 

analyses, preferring to assume the higher female ratio was correct and 

discussing reasons why this may have occurred. Other evaluations of cremation 

rites have also assumed female identifications, even tentative ones, are correct. 

A number of such discussions are noted by Squires. Similar assumptions were 

carried through in the analysis at Brougham (Bond and Worley 2004, Cool et al. 

2004:461). As misidentification is a very real issue, until evaluated, all skeletal-

sexing identifying female cremains is not secure.  

Furthermore, if males are being misidentified as females, most of the perceived 

social and cultural differences observed in groups using cremation versus 

inhumation rites could disappear. These trends include no/little correlation 
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between grave-goods and sex/gender, which is especially pertinent to this 

study. The current interpretation means groups practicing cremation in Britain 

appeared to have a more egalitarian distribution of males and females with 

horses, but this is a false interpretation if the cremated females are actually 

males. At Brougham, only 45 individuals, less than 15% of the examined 

population (c.322), were intact enough for biological-sexing (McKinley 2004b). 

This percentage is typical at cremation cemeteries. An additional seven 

individuals, including those from the two ‘woman’-horse burials (194 and 303), 

were described as tentatively sexed. 

Horse-burials with women occur in Britain and in other areas of Eurasia at 

various periods (Cross 2009, Cross 2011, Linduff and Rubinson 2008, Mallory 

1981). Indeed, the York (Driffield Terrace) case-study site includes one female 

and horse-burial, which may lend some support that one, two or all three of the 

limb-burials were with women (Caffell and Holst 2012:148). Cool et al. 

(2004:461) considered three interpretations of the woman Horseman-burials: 

‘amazon’ women-warriors, high-ranking officers’ wives or women who were part 

of a ‘Horseman’ class, irrespective of gender.  

Cist-194 included scabbard remains and a motto beaker, both items with 

military connections suggesting male-warrior identity. Cattle-bone was also 

present, which is rare and elsewhere associated with male burials. Cist-303 has 

many similarities with Cist-194, including scabbard fragments. The finds with 

the Pyre-301 are not sufficient to help identify sex, but the pyre burials generally 

suggest males (Table 10.3).  

It is possible these individuals are women. The inclusion of horses and military 

items could, as suggested, mark them as wives of cavalry officers, members of 

a Horseman class (like the Roman equestrian order), even Horseman-class 

leaders in their own right like the Iceni Queen, Boudicca (anti-Roman 1st century 

AD rebellion leader), or possibly actual cavalry-warriors (Hemelrijk 2015:12-17, 

Todd 2004:14, 36, 174, 211). However, the fact remains identified female-horse 

burials represent a very small percentage of known human-horse burials. 

Additionally, the few discussed previously may have had very different ritual 

bases, potentially more sacrificial, whereas these burial rites appear to use 
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horses as identifying elements of their Horseman-status. Given the skeletal 

sexing issues, without DNA confirmation, this point, coupled with the associated 

grave-goods, tends to support the conclusion all the Brougham individuals in 

Horseman burials were more likely men. 

At least six Brougham individuals with horses represent a distinct, high-status, 

minority funerary rite which can be considered the signature of Horseman 

identity. This Horsemen identity was probably military males, who were auxiliary 

cavalry officers and/or war-heroes. As noted earlier, Brougham is considered 

the primary cemetery, c. 200-310 AD, for Brocavum fort (Cool et al. 2004:463). 

The cemetery position on a hilltop is also different from many RIP cemeteries, 

which followed Roman preferences for roadside locations, giving it parallels with 

RIP forts and IA hillforts. Cool et al. (2004:463-464) suggest Brougham was 

exclusively used by one military unit, possibly the Numerus Equitum 

Stratonicianorum, out of Anatolia, based on an altar find (Birley 1980:112-114, 

Boatwright 2002:188, Collingwood et al. 2014c, Cool et al. 2004:431-3). 

Anatolia also has evidence for Horseman and possibly Epona-like imagery 

which may link to Roman auxiliaries (Smith 2011). The altar and the unit’s 

occupation (c.200-250 AD) are consistent with the cemetery dating.  

The Roman cavalry connection brings with it obvious Horseman identities, both 

individual and group, melded from Roman military traditions, local British and 

Eurasian cultural groups with horse ritual traditions. Other Brougham finds and 

inscriptions support such a melding of local, Roman and Eurasian peoples. The 

number of named individuals was small (15), but with a generally high 

percentage of non-Roman names, consistent with an Auxiliaries population. 

Inscriptions suggest three broad ethnicities (Celtic/local-native, Latin and 

Germanic), while other finds indicate Swiss, North African and, persistently the 

trans-Danube, particularly Pannonia (Cool et al. 2004:433-435, 463-465). 

The bier veneers (Cist-194 and others) are similar to finds at other British RIP 

military sites, which Cool suggests may be linked with the cremation of Roman 

emperor Septimius Severus (York 211 AD). Severus spent a number of years 

as Governor in Pannonia before becoming Emperor, and kept many of his 

Danubian legions close to him (Britannica 2014). He was in Britain from 208 AD 
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attempting to pacify the northern borders. Severus made many military reforms 

which would have endeared him to auxiliaries, such as removing the ban on 

legal marriage for Roman soldiers, and which supports Cool’s argument for the 

presence of foreign (possibly Pannonian or Sarmatian) women at the cemetery 

(Hemelrijk 2015:32). In addition, the Dacian-Sarmatian (early 2nd century AD) 

and Marcomannic (late 2nd century AD) wars prompted an emphasis on 

integrating Sarmatian and Germanic cavalry in the Roman auxiliary cavalry 

(Fields 2006:4-11, Gazdac 1997, Speidel 2004:119-125).  

Another Brougham burial may provide additional indications of the cultural and 

ethnic orientation of some of the military population. Burial-307 (urned, Phase 

3b) belonged to an adult male placed in an elaborate cist with indications of an 

expensive bier (similar to Cist-194), pottery, a complete sheep and goose, and 

a scatter of unburnt blue glass and jet beads. A similarly accoutred male at 

Catterick (Cataractonium Roman fort) was interpreted as a possible priest of 

Cybele whose imagery parallels Epona’s (Cool et al. 2004:452). Catterick, like 

Brougham, York and Newstead, was linked to the northern British frontier and 

controlling the tribes of northern England (Brigantes rebellions) and southern 

Scotland. The cavalry unit, Equitum Sarmatarum Bremetenacensium, may be 

linked to the Catterick burials, and was also stationed at Ribchester (Lancashire 

c.250 AD) (Haesler 2016b).  

The Eurasian Sarmatians had deep Horseman traditions and significantly 

interacted with Danube/Black Sea groups and the Romans. These interactions 

resulted in incorporated (c.175 AD) of a large cavalry contingent (c.8000) into 

the auxiliaries, which were placed primarily in the Batavian area (Netherlands) 

and Britain (Richmond 1945). The Sarmatians were known for cataphractarii 

(heavy cavalry) featuring horse armour and heavy lance use, which have 

parallels with later MED mock-combat, the highly ritualised practice of jousting. 

Ribchester also had an auxiliary cavalry helmet-deposition with pottery and 

ritual materials, including a bust of Minerva. The Ribchester Punic ditch, 

associated with the period between the demolition of the timber fort and a new 

stone fort (early 2nd century) was rapidly fill with the remains of MNI=5 young 

horse skeletons (c.3.5-5 years; Sex: 2 males, 2 females(?); WHt: 1.2m, 1.36 
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and two robust 1.4m ), ‘refuse’, leather materials, cavalry fittings and (Howard-

Davis et al. 2003 (rev.2009)). The non-horse faunal material included charred 

cattle-bones which may suggest the assemblage represents the disposal of a 

ritual feasting event, a deposition with parallels to Broxmouth, while the 

demolition/violent event aspects and cavalry gear depositions tie in with the 

Newstead and Vindolanda Horseman-depositions. 

The Brougham Horseman-burials indicate a small, elite, martial group using 

special cremation rites which included the inclusion of complete or partial 

horses. These horses, especially whole-horses, may represent personal riding-

horses included as part of these individuals’ belongings and/or companions 

(Bond and Worley 2004). Deposition of partial-horses (limbs), and exclusive 

inclusion of horses in so few graves at a military site with numerous 

cavalrymen, suggests an intention beyond simple expressions of wealth. 

Horses single out a few individuals (male and potentially female) whose 

personal and cultural identities were linked with particular Horseman identities. 

These people appear to be elite auxiliary cavalrymen of rank and possibly 

warrior-fame forming a separate population within Britain with their own ‘ethnic’ 

identity. Horseman identity at Brougham (and Newstead, Nijmegen, Ribchester) 

suggests one comprised of mixed native northwest European (Britain, 

Netherlands, Belgium, France) and Eurasian (especially, but not exclusively, 

Sarmatian) cavalrymen and their families.  

Such a Horseman identity is at odds with common Roman practices and beliefs, 

but one strongly associated with Pannonia, Sarmatia and areas edging the 

Eurasian plains, and with LIA Britain and northwestern Europe, particularly 

amongst Belgic groups as suggested by Ross and Feachem (1976), and Belgic-

British interchanges in the 2nd-1st centuries BC may tie in with LIA horse-

depositions (Cunliffe 2005:7, 108-110). Also at odds with common Roman (and 

Sarmatian) funerary practice was the continued use of cremation, but cremation 

was not at odds with Roman military practices, and may well have been one to 

aspire to, especially by high-ranking cavalry leaders (and possibly their wives), 

given the example of the spectacular cremation of the Emperor Severus in 211 

AD and widely admired by the military Trojan precedents (Cool et al. 2004:466).  
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As a military cavalry identity, similar practices should occur at other British (and 

European) sites with cemeteries associated with RIP Roman forts with cavalry 

troops, perhaps with some variation due to differing mixes of Eurasian troops 

and native groups. This appears correct, with horses involved in funerary and 

ritual practices in some northern and southern Roman military-associated sites. 

The next section examines Horseman identities at Lankhills RIP cemetery, 

some 300 miles south of Brougham. 

 

10.3.2 RIP Comparative-Site: Lankhills Cemetery 

Animal remains in human-burials are generally very rare in RIP British sites and 

horse remains even rarer (Booth et al. 2010:487). Few comparative sites were 

found during this project, particularly in the south, but Lankhills cemetery near 

Winchester, excavated 1967-1972 (Clarke 1979) and 2000-2005 (Booth et al. 

2010), is a southern site with potential military connections and evidence of RIP 

Horseman-burial practices. Lankhills has four Horseman-burials which include 

horse-bone (one possibly horse-cremains) with inhumations and cremations 

and some horse pit-depositions (Table 10.4, Fig. 10.9). Lankhills has 700 

inhumations and 32 cremations recorded, compared with Brougham’s c.322 

cremations. The difference in majority rites and size between Brougham and 

Lankhills is probably due to Lankhills’ location in the highly Romanised south 

and its primary association with a populous urban-centre rather than only a 

Roman fort. Later RIP sites, particularly urban, are associated with increasing 

inhumation, paralleling changing burial-styles in Rome (Toynbee 1996:40). 

Lankhills cemetery’s later dating (4th-5th century AD) is also later than Brougham 

(3rd-4th century), when inhumation was more generally established in Britain.  

Although Lankhills is primarily an urban-centre cemetery, it has possible military 

connections and affiliations to European-Horseman groups, possibly 

Sarmatians and/or Pannonians (Booth et al. 2010:1). The earlier Clarke 

excavations interpreted two special groups of burials as military officers or 

officials, groups which were further investigated by the Booth project. The Booth 

analyses included re-analysis of the cremations, isotopic analysis to identify 
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possible non-British origins and detailed zooarchaeological analysis. Booth et 

al. (2010) provides the primary basis for the following discussion.  
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  Figure 10.9: Lankhills RIP cemetery plan with potential Horseman-burial 

groups A-F. Horseman-buriala are human-burials (inhumation and 
cremation) associated with horse-bone or cavalry/Horseman-items. 

(Plan: Booth 2010:54-55 with author additions) 
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Horses were present at the site in small numbers, and primarily identified as 

unburnt-bones. Most of the animal-bone, including horse, was part of grave-fills, 

but was generally interpreted as residual material from earlier features 

incidentally incorporated into the fills (Booth et al. 2010:430). Bone from ditches 

and pits was mostly too fragmented to identify to species, but probably included 

some horse. Only one horse-bone (sacrum) was identified as 

cremated/scorched, but a number of graves included undetermined large 

mammal-bone which was either cattle or horse. Cattle remains were identified 

in similar small quantities as horses in pits and grave fills, but no cattle-bone 

was considered purposefully deposited within the graves. Limb and head 

elements of at least two horses (NISP=14) were identified as part of the 

“incidental” fill material (Booth et al. 2010:431, Table 6.2). It seems likely the 

animal-bone was present due to past and/or concurrent funerary-ritual, 

including memorial-feast remains. In contrast to the interpretation as “incidental” 

by Booth et al. (2010:430), this author considers in many cases, the animal-

bone, particularly the horse, was purposely included in the grave-fills.  

Reassessing the data for possible Horseman ritual and clues regarding identity-

groups associated with the Horseman-burials, resulted in 25 graves/contexts of 

interest (A10:Table 10.4b). Six funerary groups (A-F) with thirteen burials are 

identified by the author as the primary Horseman-burials (Table 10.4, Fig. 10.9). 

Of these depositions, four burials (Groups A-C) are directly associated with 

horse remains (530, 655, 1547, and 1623). Three were identified by Booth et al. 

(2010:430-431) as purposeful inclusions, but the fourth (1623) was interpreted 

equivocally. Cremation-1623 included a burnt horse-sacrum (and cremated 

caprine) and Booth et al. (2010:432-436) posited the pelvis was a rare RIP 

human-horse cremation similar to those at Brougham, but preferred an 

interpretation of incidental fill-material burnt through contact with hot pyre 

remains. Four other cremations (Group-A:1060, 1065; Group-B:1806; Group-

D:945) included ‘large-mammal’ remains which, given nearby identified horse, 

probably were horse, indicating additional human-horse-burials. Groups E-F are 

two males with Horseman-items but no recorded horse-bone. See A10 for 

additional details. 
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Lankhills Funerary Ritual Analysis  

Group-A (Booth et al. 2010:29-36, 41-50, 86, 101-6, 115-6, 120-4, 134, 167-8, 

236-40, 316, 434, 530) was a complex burial-set associated with Pit-794 and 

potentially focusing on a mound and the male Horseman-burial, Bustum-655 

(Fig.10.10-10.11). This set is defined as three inhumations (two men and a 

prone girl) and three cremations (adults). Positioning suggests a number of the 

other burials were part of progressive association with the Group-A burials 

and/or mound, including another prone-inhumation (woman). 

 

 

 

 

Group-A associated cremations included large and medium burnt mammals, 

unburnt bird, dog and caprine (skull). The two middle-aged males (790 and 935) 

had pathology suggesting violent activity, possibly as soldiers or cavalry. The 

older male (935) had os acromiale (possible archery-indicator), a healed fibula 

Figure 10.10: Lankhills Group-A Horseman-burials plan. White-
head=female; Cross-head=male; Black-head=undetermined sex; F=faunal 

remains; (Modified by author, after Booth et al. 2010:30, Fig. 2.15, 55). 
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fracture (possible mounted injury) and Schmorl’s nodes (Antikas and Wynn-

Antikas 2015, Burke 2012, Geber 2015, Stirland and Waldron 1997, Villotte et 

al. 2010, Steckel and Rose 2002:40,91,193-205). The Group-A focal Horseman-

burial (Bustum-655), with an 8 year old horse-skull (Fig. 10.11), was interpreted 

as one of the earliest graves, but was preceded by inhumations: prone-woman-

665, prone-girl-1070 (Fig.10.11) and male-1010 (Booth et al. 2010:31-32). 

Bustum (in-situ) cremations are associated with military traditions and frontier 

RIP forts such as Brougham (Booth et al. 2010:xv, 31-32, 49-50).  

Bustum-655 (adult male) included a horse-skull (8yr male) partially covered by 

an inverted jar (c.340-400 AD), cremated bird and cattle (skull?), glass, a 

crossbow-brooch and iron. Radiocarbon dating of the burial gave wide values at 

95% (calibrated 267-272, 335-465, 482-533 AD) which supports funerary-

practices which included successive deposition, re-deposition and/or secondary 

inclusions. The layering of inhumations 1010 and 1070) make the interpretation 

of associated materials unclear, as the horse-skull and/or pot may belong with 

any or all of the three burials. A radiocarbon-date from the horse-skull would be 

very helpful. The Falling Horseman coin (c.352 AD) was considered to belong 

with burial-1010 (Booth et al. 2010:450).  

Group-B (Booth et al. 2010:28-29, 49, 170-1, 163, 202, 208-,243-4, 261, 319, 

349, 406-7, 430-5, 441, 459-460, 506) is similar to Group-A with a mounded pit 

(1623) and a complex burial-set considered amongst the earliest Lankhills 

burials. The two Horseman-burials are infant-1547 and bustum-1806. The infant 

included a “Falling Horseman” coin (330-331 AD), horse-skull (male? c.4-7yrs) 

and parts of a charred horse-pelvis, additional large and medium mammal 

remains and a caprine-limb. While the adult male bustum included bird, dog, 

medium and large mammal bones, Roman boot remains, and pottery. 

Group-C (Booth et al. 2010:37-8, 48, 89-1,133-5, 273-4, 398-9, 430, 487-8, 

512, 519) was a successive double inhumation-burial of a male (535) and later 

added female (530) with a fragmented horse-skull (c.4 year old female?). The 

45+ woman had shovel-shaped incisors, which are associated with Asiatic-

ethnicity, though isotopic analysis was consistent with local occupation 

(Blumenfeld 2000).  
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Figure 10.11: Group-A Horseman-burial set, prone child (burial-1070). 
Below: pot over horse-skull and cremation-655 next to child-skull (1070), 
Lankhills RIP Cemetery. (Booth et al. 2010:42, Fig. 2.29, 50, Fig. 2.37). 
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Group-D (Booth et al. 2010:50,133-5, 239) was adult cremation-945 with burnt 

large-mammal remains, so possibly a horse and a Horseman cremation like 

those at Brougham. Two male inhumations (930, 950) intercut with cremation-

945 and the general fill included a caprine mandible, copper bracelet and c.23 

vessels, some of which may indicate accessory-cremations as at Brougham. 

These males, like Group-A: 790 and 935, included pathology suggestive of 

soldiers/cavalrymen (healed lower-leg and forearm fractures).  

Group-E (Booth et al. 2010:45-7, 218-20, 278-91, 450, Effros 2003:120-122) 

was a high-status military adult (inhumation-1846) with 4th century Horseman-

items (gilded crossbow-brooch, belt-set, boots and spurs), and a calibrated 

radiocarbon-date (255-414 AD). Cross-bow Roman brooches (Booth et al. 

2010:218-220, 278-280) are interpreted as Roman gifts to local military 

leadership, and this type is associated with the Rhineland and 

Hungarian/Danubian provinces. The belt is similar to 5th century set from 

Traprain Law (with Newstead associations) with Danubian/Balkan links. The 

spurs-boots resemble those from a 4th century weaponry/cavalry-helmet deposit 

at Deurne (near Nijmegen) and from other late-RIP sites, especially in Yorkshire 

and Lincolnshire, mainly associated with auxiliary cavalry.  

Group-F (Booth et al. 2010:51, 159-160, 211, 233, 243, 261, 276-7, 286-7, 450, 

455) was a male (inhumation-1175, calibrated date 237-400 AD) with a buckle 

showing two horse-heads and a Victory-image coin (388-395 AD) in his mouth. 

The burial was interpreted as Pannonian-military with supporting isotopic 

results. The British buckle is associated with Roman auxiliary and 5th Anglo-

Saxon burials. Similar to Groups A-B, 1175 is in a pit and associated with a 

complicated assemblage of graves.  

 

Lankhills Identities and Horseman-Burials 

Overall, Lankhills has a diverse funerary types and suggestions of a population 

whose own social, cultural and possibly ethnic diversity may be reflected in 

these different practices. There are strong indicators of military populations, 
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discussed by both excavation projects. The previous sections have also shown 

a strong correlation between military/warrior groups and Horseman identities. 

The pathology of a number of the individuals associated with the potential 

Horseman-burial groups also supports warrior identities. The Lankhills 

Horseman-burials included two symbolic Horseman-burials (horse-items but no 

horse-bone) and four Horseman-burials. The presence of both types may reflect 

diversity amongst auxiliary groups and/or chronological differences. The two 

symbolic Horseman-burials indicate high-status leadership with parallels 

amongst auxiliary cavalry associated sites in Britain and the Netherlands. Both 

men belonged to communities whose funerary practice apparently did not 

include the use of whole or partial-horses as part of the funerary ritual. 

Of the four Horseman-burial groups with horse-bone, Group-D may be similar to 

the Brougham Horseman-cremations, but as the accompanying bone is ‘large 

mammal’, which is probably horse, but may be cattle, it cannot be definitively 

categorised as a Horseman-burial with the current data. Groups A-C, however, 

all included identified horse-bone. These groups are interlayered burials where 

pinpointing the ownership of the horse skulls and sacrum is not simple. It seems 

likely the horse-bones may have belonged to more than one grave and may 

have been purposely re-used. The evidence from these burials and the 

information from other sites with horse and human-horse-burials suggests 

Groups A and B, and possibly C, though the context is less clear, feature a 

Horseman-funerary practice which focused on earlier mounded horse-only 

burials. The human-burials were added into the mound and the horse-bones 

purposely retained and redistributed, possibly successively.  

According to the excavators, both Group-A and Group-B feature large circular 

pits and mound evidence. As noted earlier, there are LIA-RIP mounded horse-

burials at numerous sites in Britain (Ch.5), including Kirkburn and Sedgeford 

(Cross 2009, 2011). The placement in, and focus on, existing mounds by later 

groups, especially in MED funerary ritual has been discussed extensively 

(Williams 1997). Burial in and around mounded horse-burials would have been 

particularly significant to groups with strong Horseman identities – such as 

Roman auxiliary cavalry populations from Horseman cultures like those from the 
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Pannonian-Dacian-Sarmatian area and/or British-Auxiliary hybrid communities 

whose native ancestors had direct links to the earlier Horseman cultures which 

created the sacrificial horse-burials. Booth et al. (2010:457) also agree these 

burials were likely deliberately associated with the earlier pit/mound clusters. 

The horse-bone from earlier burials (potentially 100 or more years old) 

encountered and appropriated for human-burials, would generally be 

skeletalized and disarticulated bones, with the head the most significant symbol. 

As Booth et al. (2010:487) noted, the placement of horse crania without the 

mandibles suggested the horses were skeletalized when placed in these 

burials. The lack of skinning marks also support they defleshed naturally. The 

identified horse-bone in all the burials was unburned or only scorched, probably 

via contact with added hot cremains. Booth et al. (2010:435) favoured an 

interpretation of the sacrum as incidentally scorched residual bone, which 

agrees with the theory presented here.  

The presence of both cranial and pelvic horse-bone in pit 1623 supports an 

earlier whole horse-burial in Group-B, as does the horse-cranium and scorched 

large mammal-bones (postcranial elements) in Group-A. Group-C is less 

secure, without clear evidence for a pit or post-cranial horse-skeletal material. 

The horse-cranium in Group-C may alternatively represent inclusion of a 

previously displayed/buried horse-head added to the man’s burial and retained 

in the woman’s secondary burial, or only added to the later burial of the woman. 

The display of totemic horse-heads is known throughout Eurasia (Olofsson and 

Josefson 2007, Piggott 1962). Sedgeford cemetery also included a horse skull-

burial near a cremation, and there is evidence for horse-skull displays, curation 

and burial throughout Britain and Eurasia (Cross 2011). 

In Group-B, the retention of the horse-cranium adds to the evidence of the 

grave-goods for a male identity of the infant (1547), with the choice of a Falling 

Horseman coin probably also symbolic of the child’s Horseman identity. The 

nearby cremation (1806) may have also been deliberately placed next to the 

horse-sacrifice burial-mound. 1806 is also more likely to represent a Horseman-

cremation than the scorched remains in Pit-1623, which were probably part of 
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an original horse inhumation. However, like Group-D cremation, the burnt large 

mammal-bone may be cattle rather than horse. 

Group-A, like Group-B and Group-D may also have included Horseman-

cremations, but it seems likely the large mammal remains may represent 

elements from another horse-burial. The horse-cranium was attributed to the 

bustum cremation of an adult (655). The skull and pot were placed over the 

cremains in the area on or near the man’s head, giving him ownership. 

However, the proximity of the skull to the earlier inhumation of the young 

female? juvenile (1070) may indicate the child had previous ownership of the 

horse skull. But it is also possible the juvenile’s burial had intentionally or 

unintentionally not disturbed the original horse-burial.  

The importance of this burial group may be further emphasised by the two pits 

(847 and 1110) which may represent robber pits. These may have been 

focused simply on the central point of the mound or meant to target either 

burial-1010 (male) or the potentially richer 1070-burial. The pottery, bracelet 

and juvenile-bones, as well as the earlier coin (Antoninianus 260-295 AD) or 

both coins (Falling Horseman c.353 AD) in burial-1010 may have all belonged 

to the child. The perplexing richly adorned but prone-burial of the child, and the 

two prone women must have a significant story, one probably well-known in the 

area at the time and for years after.  

Exactly what the prone-inhumations of the girl and two women in a sacrificial 

horse-burial mound mean is difficult to interpret. Prone-burials are known 

throughout Britain and occur in the RIP and MED, and are well-known in late 

RIP contexts similar to Lankhills (Boylston et al. 2000, Cessford 2007, Hamerow 

et al. 2007). Many prone-burials have been interpreted as disrespectful, some 

as deviants or executed criminals, and all may indicate a certain fear of the 

dead (Philpott 1991:70-76, Semple 1998). They often include other aspects of 

conflict, such as decapitation or bound limbs. Two of the other prone-burials at 

Lankhills suggest bound individuals. These burials may represent socio-political 

conflict, either between native and Roman elements or ritual/religious practices. 

There may be some similarity in practices with the woman-horse at Blewburton 

Hillfort, or the woman-horses pit-depositions at Newstead.  
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The Group-A females may have been buried by individuals concerned with 

ritual, sympathetic or punitive intentions, or combinations of all three. The 

inclusion of goods with the child suggests status and respect. There are 

patterns of juvenile burials associated with earlier horse and Horseman-burials 

at Lankhills, and possibly at other sites like Lakenheath, Great Chesterford and 

Sedgeford. This connection and links with special status and pathology need 

further investigation. The Lankhills juvenile would have had an observably but 

not necessarily grotesquely, deformed skull and face. The Sedegford juvenile, 

whose burial displaced the head of an earlier woman-horse-burial, had a brain 

tumour which, while not a visible deformity may have caused behavioural 

differences and visual hallucinations (Cross 2014a). It is possible both these 

children were considered god-touched, a special-status which can engender 

exclusion and fear but also respect. Burial with a horse or Horseman-burial may 

have mitigated negative aspects, given the horse’s general association with 

protection and good luck (Cross 2011).  

The Sedgeford child (possibly male) was not buried in a prone position. While 

prone-burial, like decapitation-burial, is typically considered disrespectful, such 

a position may have diverse interpretations (Reynolds 2009: 68-76). The 

Lankhills Group-A females may have been positioned to face the mound interior 

and earlier inhabitant(s) in respect of a sacred horse-sacrifice and its implied 

power, or to contain that power/horse and protect the living, or to hold the child 

and women, as potentially dangerous individuals, within their graves. 

Comparable burial groups featuring women include one from Wielbark culture 

Poland of a slightly earlier date, but with the same complex intermixing of 

cremations and inhumations (Andrzejowski 2011). The overlarge grave was 

also robbed, but remains indicated jewellery, an inverted bowl, and an antler 

comb. No animal remains are mentioned in this report, but that may simply 

indicate a lack of interest in that aspect by the author. Certainly other reports 

about the Wielbark culture indicate RIP-MED Horseman funerary-ritual 

associated with the Germanic-Sarmatian (Marcomannic) wars, and the 

presence of horse-inhumations near cremations (Skvortsov 2009).  
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Other comparable graves from Britain include some in Derbyshire (Bateman 

1861:41, 192), and a woman’s skull found within a horse-pelvis in a small 

cremation cemetery at Odell (Bedfordshire), dated late 1st century AD (Watts 

2005:16-17, 133). The Odell site and woman-horse-deposition are similar to 

MED Sedgeford, which may suggest the Odell burial is MED (Cross 2009, Dix 

1981). Unfortunately, the burial is essentially unpublished and attempts to gain 

further information from the archaeologists were unsuccessful.  

The town associated with Lankhills cemetery, Venta Belgarum (Winchester), 

was established from a RIP fort located near a LIA native focal-site which 

continued on to become a significant MED town (Russo 1998). Venta Belgarum 

was also a prominent commercial centre and the capital of the civitas of the 

Belgarum tribal group, providing another Belgic tie as identified by Ross and 

Feachem (1976). The status and potential diversity of Venta Belgarum may 

explain the diversity of RIP funerary ritual at Lankhills, including two types of 

Horseman-burials which link with the Roman auxiliary cavalry. These 

Horseman-groups at Lankhills are extraordinary, potentially indicating 

successive manipulations and reburials of sacrificial horses with human-burials 

over a period of 100’s of years. The next section discusses the York case-study 

which also suggests the re-use of earlier horse-burials by the RIP military. 

 

10.3.3 RIP Cemetery Case-Study: Driffield Terrace, York 

The York case-study (82 burials), 1-3 and 6 Driffield Terrace (3/6DT), and 

adjacent sites Mill Mount (21 burials) and Trentholme (390 burials) on The 

Mount, have significant RIP horse and Horseman-burials similar to those at 

Lankhills (Caffell and Holst 2012:135, Forster and Jacques 2012, Foster 2012). 

These sites comprise a large LIA-MED (1st century BC-6th AD) ritual site with 

the main cemetery use 1st-4th century AD (Fig. 8.19) associated with the 

Brigantes-Colonia at Roman Eboracum (Hunter-Mann 2006, Wellbeloved 

1842:42-45). Eboracum was established in the 70’s as the military headquarters 

during governor Cerialis’ attempts to control the Brigantes (Todd 1997:48-49, 

92-94). By the late 2nd century, York was the northern capital of Roman Britain 
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with important economic, political and military functions. The fort, with Legio VI 

Victrix (originally Gallic) and numerous auxiliary cavalry units, acted as principle 

organisation point for continued attempts to control both sides (Brigantes 

confederation and Scottish tribes) of the volatile northern borders (Todd 

1997:48-49, 92-94). Jarrett (1994) gives epigraphic evidence for a number of 

auxiliary cavalry units, including the alae/cohorts: Petriana, I Hispanorum, I 

Thracum, I Tungrorum, I Vangionum, Vardullorum, I Frisiavonum, II 

Pannoniorum, and VI/VII Thracum. Many of these have already been noted in 

the previous discussions. 

The 3/6DT cemetery population, mostly young/middle-aged males with 

substantial trauma (including decapitations), was interpreted as gladiators or 

soldiers (Montgomery et al. 2011, Keys 2010). None of the 3/6DT human 

funerary analyses took the horse-depositions or surrounding sites (with horse-

burials) into significant consideration, though one individual was identified as a 

gladiator-eques in the popular media (Channel-4 2010, Clark 2011). Inclusive 

horse was considered possibly food-joints, or of some ritual significance, but 

was then dismissed as residual rubbish (Hunter-Mann 2006, Foster and Jaques 

2012). This analysis suggests there are six Horseman-burial groups which link 

with earlier horse-burials. 

 

Driffield Terrace Funerary Ritual Analysis 

Similar to Lankhills, there are inhumations and later-phased cremations 

arranged in complex, overlapping and multiple burials, some placed into earlier 

horse-burial mounds with redistributed horse-bone. The author’s analysis of the 

site publications identified three Horseman sets at 6DT (6DT-A, 6DT-B and 

3DT-C) and three at 3DT (3DT-D, 3DT-E and 3DT-F). These were summarised 

in Table 8.17a/b. Both plans (Figures 11.12-11.13) indicate these sites are parts 

of a larger cemetery, which included Trentholme, which also contained human-

horse-burials (Foster 2012).  
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The grave arrangement was termed chaotic and atypical (Caffell and Holst 

2012:143-145). While not row cemeteries, there is organisation which suggests 

circular burial-patterning (Figures 10.12-10.13: dashed lines). This suggests 

placement in relation to pre-existing circular features, probably burial-mounds. 

This patterning is more difficult to see at 6DT, but the excavators also 

suggested Pit-1150 (group 6DT-C) and Pit-1139 (group 6DT-B) were burial-

mounds. This complex placement of burials associated with pits and mounds is 

very similar to the Horseman groups identified by the author at Lankhills. As the 

publication data for 3DT was more extensive, the Horseman group analysis 

deals first with these groups (3DT-D, 3DT-E, 3DT-F). A comprehensive 

description (A10) of the proposed Horseman groups, including grave, context, 

and human and animal analyses is summarised below. 

Group 3DT-D (Caffell and Holst 2012:9-13, 27, 42-46, 63-66, 86-87, 136-139, 

143-146; Foster 2012) is made up of two adjacent men and a separate woman 

(3DT40-3DT42) all associated with the same mound, or two intersecting 

mounds (Table 8.17b, Fig.10.12). Spinal morphology may suggest the men 

were related. Both have limb-trauma potentially related to warfare, and were 

buried with unspecified horse-bone. The only female-burial at the site, 3DT42 

was of a c.30 year old with similar trauma and horse-bone (MNI=2) inclusions 

as the two males, but was buried prone.  

Group 3DT-E (Caffell and Holst 2012:9, 139; Foster 2012) was a triple-burial 

(similar to Group 6DT-C) of three males (two decapitated) with a horse femur 

(Table 8.17b; Fig. 10.12).  

Group 3DT-F (Foster 2012) is comprised of two non-burial contexts: Pit-4488 

and Ditch-4436/4251. Pit-4488 is a possible horse-burial mound with associated 

human-burials and layered horse-deposits (axial and appendicular bone). The 

ditch, based on context data, was near the woman 3DT42, and included horse 

limbs, some of which may belong with the 3DT-D horse. Bone positions suggest 

additional horses associated with Pit-4488 (Group-F) and burial-3DT43 (Group-

E), both located at the excavation edge.  
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Group 6DT-A (Caffell and Holst 2012:9, 139; Foster and Jacques 2012) is Pit-

1061 which is intercut with three burials and probably represents an original 

horse-burial (Table 8.17a; Fig. 10.13). Group 6DT-B (Caffell and Holst 

2012:10-12, 50, 56-58, 73-76, 84, 140-141; Foster and Jacques 2012) includes 

nine burials, various pit-features and a large amount of animal-bone (Table 

8.17b; Figures 10.13 and 8.20). The quad-burial (6DT14, 6DT17, 6DT18, 

6DT20), two parallel burials (6DT6, 6DT3), later cremation-1022 and burial-

6DT15 included axial-appendicular horse-bone. Pathology included limb-trauma 

possibly related to warfare, os acromiale, a possible archery association, and 

(Stirland and Waldron 1997). Cremation-1022 (only 6DT cremation) cut 6DT3 

and appropriated the man’s skull, which was placed on top of the cremains. The 

spread of bones suggests the horses were associated with Pit-1157 and 

redeposited principally with the burial pair (6DT6 and 6DT3) and cremation-

1022 (Table 10.6, Fig. 10.13). 

Group 6DT-C (Hunter-Mann 2015; Caffell and Holst 2012:12, 50, 72, 141, 151; 

Foster and Jacques 2012) was a pair of overlapping burials (6DT23 and 6DT24) 

and a triple-burial (6DT19, 6DT21 and 6DT22) in Pit-1150 with c.50% animal-

bone and the largest amount of horse (NISP=298). The men again have 

osteological changes suggestive of warfare and possible relationships with men 

from Groups B and D. One man (6DT19) had carnivore bite-marks to both 

pelves (os coxae), interpreted as bear or lion, the primary evidence this 

cemetery portion were gladiatorial-burials. Two men were prone. 

The bioarchaeologists’ analysis identified six burials with deliberate horse-

deposits (Table 8.17a/b: “delib horse”) (Caffell and Holst 2012:148). The 

principal archaeologist called the horse-bone possible food-offerings and 

funerary-deposits associated with the woman (3DT42) and five males (Pit-1150: 

6DT19, 6DT21-6DT24) (Hunter-Mann 2015). However, the zooarchaeologists’, 

while acknowledging these were earlier horse-burials, dismissed any 

significance, deeming the horse-bone disturbed refuse-burials reinterred with 

the grave-backfills as the easiest means of disposal (Foster 2012:9; Foster and 

Jaques 2012:15).  
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It is curious the zooarchaeologists accepted the chickens and sheep-burial as 

funerary-depositions, but offered an ungainly case for the non-ritual presence of 

horses. The first assumption, the original horse-burials (in pits and possibly 

mounded) were refuse, is flawed. The second, an animal rubbish-tip was 

chosen for a cemetery and the encountered horses simply swept back into the 

human-burials, seems highly unlikely.  

  

Figure 10.13: RIP Horseman-burials, 6 Driffield Terrace cemetery plan. 
Focus on Phase 4 (3rd century AD), with features from 2nd-4th century 

features and associated horse bone data added by author  

(Hunter-Mann 2006; Hunter-Mann 2015). See also Table 8.17. 
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As Foster and Jaques (2012) note, the horse-bone was from pre-existing horse-

burials. The surviving bone indicates complete-horses. As demonstrated, horse-

burials were part of IA-RIP ritual practices in Britain and Eurasia. The dating of 

some of the pits (e.g. 3DT Pit-4488), supports a 1st century AD date for the 

original horse-burials. These horse-burials often suggest mounds, some with 

possible markers and continued ritual-attention (see Ch.5, also Kirkburn and 

Sedgeford). Mounds at Driffield are indicated by circular pits and the circular 

configuration of burials respecting the mounds (Fig 10.12-10.13). The 

excavators also identified the Group-C burials as associated with a marked 

mound (Hunter-Mann 2015).  

The York Horseman-burials focus on earlier horse-burials, adding human-

burials of special individuals to existing horse-burial mounds and appropriating 

what may be considered sacrificial-relics, as did Horseman-burials at Lankhills. 

Careful deposition of complete-horses with markers clearly indicates ritual, not 

elaborate refuse-disposal. The Mount, the most dominant natural feature, marks 

Figure 110.15: RIP Horseman-burials, Pit-1150, 6 DT York. Group 6DT-C 
triple burial (6DT19, 6DT21 and 6DT22), showing 6DT19 with horse skull, 

spine and limb-bones. (Foster and Jaques 2012: Cover). 
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this site as an obvious ritual-site and probably elite, as do the cemetery features 

(Montgomery et al. 2011). The Mount no doubt influenced the fort and road 

positions, and the placement of funerary depositions (including elite mausolea 

and tombstone-marked graves) along the major Roman Calcaria road 

(Montgomery et al. 2011). For a small, exclusive population, earlier horse-burial 

mounds were a particular attraction.  

The primary source for Foster and Jaques’ (2012) interpretation was Lauwerier 

and Hessing’s (1992) re-interpretation of Kesteren cemetery (Netherlands). This 

Roman site has parallels with DT and Brougham. Kesteren was a military-

cemetery associated with a Roman-Batavian auxiliary-fort with predominantly 

male human-burials. The numerous horse-burials were considered by some to 

link with auxiliary cavalry, but the authors followed the current belief human-

horse-burial was a MED, not Roman, practice and deemed them refuse. 

Kesteren was in use 1st-3rd century AD (human-burials predominantly 125-200 

AD) and included cremations (c.140: c.15% Roman-urns, 3 Bustum), 

inhumations (2), horse-burials (c.26), and ring-ditch/mound features. The 

cremations included animal-cremains, pottery and metal-goods (jewellery, 

knives, hobnails). The horse-burials were mostly intact, single inhumations (one 

pair-burial), but six human-burials were placed into horse-burials where 

significant disarticulated and partially-articulated horse-bone was incorporated 

with human-burials. The zooarchaeological analysis was very complete, with 

element-representation, ABG identification, and age, sex, size, and pathology 

evaluated. The horse-burials pre-date the human-burials, with one calibrated 

(1σ) radiocarbon-date: cal. 88-56 BC-64 AD (Lauwerier and Hessing 1992:95). 

The date is essentially identical to the horse-burial at Sedgeford. 

Lauwerier and Hessing (1992) argue these were not rider-burials, because most 

of the horses were not directly related to human-burials and were not MED 

Germanic. Which is also the case for LIA horse-burials researched by the 

author, but this does not mean the only reasonable interpretation is these 

horse-burials were ‘dumped horses’ accidentally included in human-burials. 

Lauwerier and Hessing (1992) identify horse-burials as non-ritual rubbish based 

on: varying horse-position, no grave-goods, no identified grave-markers, and no 
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other horse-cemeteries. These are not valid points, particularly the last, and are 

made despite their own lists of similar practices at more than ten other sites, 

including Stanwix in Britain  

The Trentholme analysis identified evidence of reuse, re-interment and 

redistribution of materials, and interpreted the horse-bone as deliberately 

included in the human-burials (Wenham et al. 1968:4, 106-109). Trentholme 

included at least four Horseman-burials, two with significant horse-bone 

distributed over and around the humans, and, like the DT Horseman-burials, are 

considered probably 3rd century. The zooarchaeological data suggests 4-8 

horses (age: 4-12+ years, WHt-MC-87=1.34m, WHt-MT-87=1.44m). 

Horseman-burials at The Mount cemeteries appear to target c.1st century horse-

burials and purposely redistribute the horse-bone into c.3rd century human-

burials. A consistent common denominator with this new funerary expression is 

association with Roman military sites and auxiliary cavalry. These sites 

represent Horseman practices during two different periods: LIA horse-sacrifices 

and RIP human-burials incorporating the LIA horse-sacrifices. 

 

York Driffield Terrace - Identities and Horseman-Burials 

The DT population, with its population of males with high trauma and 

decapitation, has been interpreted as gladiators, slaves, foreign soldiers, and 

high-status individuals executed during the power struggles after Emperor 

Severus’ (c.211 AD) return to York and subsequent death (Montgomery et al. 

2011). Publicity and interest, both academic and popular, increased with the film 

Gladiator, and brought increased support for the gladiator-cemetery theory 

(Clark 2011, Channel-4 2010, Keys 2010). The human-profiles apply well to 

soldiers or gladiators; however, decapitation was not associated with gladiators 

but could apply to elite military-executions (Montgomery et al. 2011). 

The predominance of males at Driffield Terrace, coupled with the high 

prevalence and type of skeletal changes (such as arm asymmetry) and trauma 



335 
 

strongly suggests these individuals were soldiers and some or all may have 

been executed, many by decapitation (Caffell and Holst 2012, Channel-4 2010, 

Montgomery et al. 2011, Müldner et al. 2011). The find nearby of a VI Legion 

soldier’s tombstone also supports the interpretation of soldiers (Collingworth: 

671/506; Hunter 2006). The high frequency of the shoulder condition os 

acromiale, which has an inherited aspect, may be linked with archery troops, 

typically auxiliary, and perhaps specifically with the mounted-archers of the 

cohors I Hamiorum sagittariorum (Jarrett 1994:61) 

The DT Horseman-burials have a number of similarities with the Lankhills 

Horseman-burials: high incidences of os acromiale, Schmorl’s nodes and 

trauma, the female prone-burial, individuals with cranial deformity, and 

indications of genetic relationships between individuals with/near the horse-

burials. Similar trauma includes lower-leg damage, which may suggest 

cavalrymen injuries. 3DT45 sustained a cut to the inside of the leg above the 

knee originally interpreted as a possible cavalryman injury. Caffell and Holst 

(2012:73) discounted this by suggesting the horse would have shielded this 

area. Figure 10.16 illustrates RIP cavalrymen executing a number of 

manoeuvres which cause the leg to rotate and expose this area to attack. 

Riding without stirrups appears to favour this leg position, and the twisting of 

archery may have increased the rotation. If the horse was turning counter-

clockwise then the right knee-thigh of the rider would be even more exposed to 

a right-handed attack. Similarly, the high incidence of shin and thigh (tibia and 

femur) pathology amongst the possible Horseman-burials could also be related 

to trauma from blows experienced while on horseback. 

Of the 3DT burials (Groups D-F), all four human-burials may be Horseman-

burials with deliberate inclusion of earlier horse-sacrifices. The prone-woman 

(3DT42) with its hind limb, and the two Group-D men were probably associated 

with the Ditch-4436 horse-bone and the circular feature which represented the 

original horse-burial and mound (Fig. 7.10). 3DT42 may add weight to the 

possible woman-limb association seen at Brougham and Lankhills. Also, an 

additional interpretation of female prone-burial is punishment for women taking 

male-roles, which may link with the suggestion the Brougham female 
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Horseman-burials represent female-warriors (Reynolds 2009:69, Cool et al. 

2004:461). Historically, both the Brigantes and Iceni were known for powerful 

female leaders (Wellbeloved 1842: 45). 

 

 

 

 

 

The 6DT Horseman-burials (Groups A-C) were associated with two pits/mounds 

and c.6 horses. Pit 1150/mound with the remains of four horses and the triple-

burial (6DT19, 6DT21 and 6DT22) dramatically included large amounts of 

partially-articulated horse (Fig. 10.15). Very similar re-deposition of c.1st century 

horse-bone with humans occurred at cemeteries in Usseau (France), Krefeld-

Gellep (Germany) and Tongeren (Belgium) cemeteries (Gleize et al. 2010, 

Lauwerier and Hessing 1992, Azzaroli 1985: 165-6).  

 

Figure 10.16: Roman cavalry re-enactors illustrating leg-rotation making 
knee/thigh vulnerable to attack (white circle). Fort Segedunum, Wallsend, 

Tyne and Wear (Segedunum Roman Fort Org. 2016). 



337 
 

 

 

Additional isotopic and DNA analysis into the identity of some of the DT 

individuals was performed (Table 10.6). Not all the Horseman-burial individuals 

were included, but the results suggest a group with diverse birth-places and 

genetic origins. The men from Group-C were particularly diverse, indicating 

time-spent in northern Europe and the Mediterranean. The isotopes also 

support DT and Lankhills individuals with shared skeletal-traits were related. 

The high number of decapitations at York suggests these probable-

soldiers/possible-cavalry died violently in circumstances where their spirits were 

considered dangerous, and may have been linked to political-military regime 

changes (Montgomery et al. 2011). 
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While there is no incontrovertible evidence any of these individuals were 

cavalrymen, there are many circumstantial points. The consistent correlations 

with RIP auxiliary-forts known to have cavalry, the probable amalgamation of 

native and auxiliary military troops in areas with IA horse-depositional traditions 

and the conscious choice of using horse-burials by small military groups.  

 

10.4 Summary of IA-RIP Horseman Identities Discussion  

This chapter examined Horseman identities expressed through horse-ritual 

which included whole, partial and disarticulated horse-depositions in varying 

contexts, and some with associated human-depositions. Horse-ritual took place 

at IA hillforts (pit/ditch contexts), RIP cavalry-forts (pit/ditch contexts) and RIP 

cemeteries (pit-mound/grave contexts). These Horseman practices expressed 

differing conceptions of Horseman-identity. At some sites horse and human 

were symbolically coupled, while others literally incorporated both horse and 

human. Some ritual appears to have stressed an aspect of separation of horse 

and human in burial-contexts. There is evidence of gender issues, both 

regarding humans and horses linked with horse-ritual, and strong evidence 

Horseman identities were linked with exclusive, often martial groups.  

A number of depositional patterns were identified. Many IA horse-depositions 

(and a few human-horse) were located in hillfort and cavalry-fort defensive 

ditches and entry-ways. During the LIA-RIP there were extensive pit depositions 

of which a small percentage included horses, again often associated with 

boundaries and gateways. During the RIP there was an increasing practice of 

human-horse-depositions and later, clear burials, correlating with Roman 

auxiliary cavalry in Britain and Eurasia, especially in border zones, such as the 

British and German limes. There are indications of syncretic native-auxiliary 

ritual, and during the later RIP the appropriation of LIA horse-burial mounds 

apparently by an established native-auxiliary cavalry population.  

The earliest Horseman-ritual appears to centre in the MIA with at least three 

types of expression associated with funerary practices, feasting/ritual events 
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and apotropaic practices. The earliest Horseman-burial, in the Arras Culture 

(Yorkshire, England) and Newbridge (Midlothian, Scotland), appears to have 

avoided direct association of human and horse, but instead emphasised control 

and use of horses by linking a small minority of humans with vehicles and 

harness (symbolic horse). The deposition of vehicles and harness without 

human-burials (symbolic horse and driver) in other areas of Britain may signify a 

related Horseman identity.  

At some hillforts (Broxmouth, Blewburton, Danebury), Horseman-ritual was 

expressed as pit/ditch horse-depositions, which may relate to ceremonial 

feasting (including probably some horse) and sacrificial displays associated with 

seasonal stock management, other seasonal events, and/or perhaps warfare 

and raiding. At many of these sites there were horse-human depositions/burials 

in entrance-ways or boundary-ditches which may signify an apotropaic 

Horseman-burial involving the natural death or sacrifice of the human (perhaps 

a ritualist). Many of these unusual Horseman-depositions involved women 

(Blewburton, Broxmouth? and Newstead). Women were also minority 

participants in Arras Horseman-burials. Broxmouth and Arras (Kirkburn) also 

had evidence for a second phase of Horseman-ritual in the form of LIA-RIP 

single (occasionally multiple) horse-burials, many with evidence for mounds. 

Some LIA-RIP horse-burials appear to have later been incorporated into RIP 

and MED cemeteries (see Ch.5 and Ch.11). 

The next set of Horseman-ritual investigated appeared in the LIA-RIP. The 

focus here was on horse-depositions at Roman forts (Newstead, Vindolanda, 

Nijmegen). These sites were predominantly early RIP and featured layered pit-

depositions (often shafts/wells) which included animals and various artefacts, 

and in a minority, horses and humans, which may have been sacrificial and/or 

deposits related to warfare destruction. A small number of pits suggested 

Horseman-ritual related to native and/or auxiliary traditions and on auxiliary 

cavalrymen. These included whole and partial horses, horse-gear, vehicle-parts 

(including war/racing chariot), and cavalry equipment in various combinations 

linking literal and symbolic horse and human (cavalryman) elements. Some of 

these depositions may represent cenotaphs for fallen comrades. Most of the 
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Newstead Horseman-pits were situated in pairs near gates and predominately 

south of the fort. Similar depositions are present at other RIP military sites 

where auxiliary cavalry were present in Britain and Eurasia. 

The last set of sites examined Horseman-burials at military-associated RIP 

cemeteries. These sites show the development of human-horse funerary 

practices which included human and horse remains directly associated, some 

with primary and/or secondary deposition of both horses with human-burials 

and the incorporation of human-burials into existing horse-burials. Human-horse 

cremations (Brougham), human-cremations and human-inhumations with 

horses (Lankhills, York) were all practiced among small, exclusive populations 

which may be linked with auxiliary cavalry groups. Cremation at this period may 

have been a particularly Roman-military practice, which had a strong 

identification with the Homeric Trojan epic and immolation of elite horseman-

warriors with their horses. These later (from c.3rd century) Horseman-burials 

appear to have focused on earlier (1st century BC/AD) mounded horse-burials. 

At a number of sites (Lankhills, York, Kesteren, Tongeren, Krefeld-Gellep), 

individuals, including some women, were placed into and around horse-burial 

mounds and the horse-bone was redistributed into some of the human-burials.  

York (and similar sites) had burials, including some of the Horseman-burials, 

which suggest Roman military/elite execution (beheading) which may have 

linked with violent regime change. Brougham, Lankhills and York also included 

evidence for female Horseman-ritual. The prone females in the Horseman-

groups (Lankhills, York) may have similar associations with regime change 

conflicts, and/or may have been singled out as individuals whose identities 

(gender, military, ritualist, and/or Horseman) transgressed against social-norms. 

The later RIP Horseman-burials represent new funerary-ritual which linked a 

small subset of RIP people with earlier, possibly ancestral, native Horseman-

ritual. These practices and peoples may also represent groups and traditions 

which influenced or evolved into the well-known MED Horseman-burials 

discussed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 11: Development of MED British Horseman Identities 

  Horseman-Burial and Earlier Influences Discussion 

 

This chapter concludes the discussion of the development of Horseman 

identities by reconsidering the MED sites known for warrior-horse burials from 

the perspective of potential earlier native and Roman auxiliary influences as 

discussed in the previous chapter. While the dating information, and the multi-

phase nature of the case-study sites, makes a chronological order somewhat 

problematic, the case-studies are discussed here in an order based on the main 

MED cemetery period. Additionally, the three British MED case-studies are all 

grouped geographically in East Anglia. Lakenheath (c.5-7th century) is 

discussed first, followed by Sutton Hoo and Sedgeford (c.7-9th century), and 

lastly the Merovingian site at Tournai, Belgium. 

 

11.1 MED Case-Study: Lakenheath, Suffolk 

Publication of the Lakenheath excavations is still on-going, so detailed funerary 

analysis is not possible, but the data available indicates Lakenheath was an 

important MED (c.5th-7th century) ritual-site with extensive evidence for LIA-

RIP-MED occupation and indications of cultural continuity (Caruth 2009/2014, 

Caruth et al. 2005). Less than 1% of the total burials (n=443) were directly 

associated with horse-burials, which included two Horseman-inhumations and 

four Horseman-cremations (Caruth et al. 2005:74-76). The inhumations (Fig. 

11.1, Table 11.1) were two adult males (ERL-046, ERL-104) with weapons 

other items, horses wearing bridles, and associated children (secondary-

burials?). Similar to RIP Brougham (also MED Spong Hill and Sancton) there 

were at least four human-horse cremations. The site also has evidence of 

redeposited materials. Area ERL-046 graves had fewer grave-goods and 

warrior-burials than area ERL-104 (Horseman-1), but included two ring-ditched 

mound-graves, of which the largest was Horseman-2 (Caruth et al. 2005:9-10).  
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Figure 11.1: Two mounded MED Horseman-burials, Lakenheath. 
Photo © Suffolk County Council. Bottom: Horseman-2 plan (dashed lines 

are hypothesized) by author after pre-publication materials. 
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Horseman-1 had particularly prestigious goods/horse-gear. The bridle was 

typologically dated as late 6th to early 7th century and linked with similar finds 

with horse-burials at Great Chesterford (horse-2), Snape, Marston St. 

Lawrence, Broughton Lodge (Caruth et al. 2005:47-50, (Halsall 1995:10-11). 

The bridle also links Lakenheath Horseman-ritual with the Merovingian 

cemetery at Niederstotzingen, a site characterised as having small separate 

cemeteries with elite-graves, mounds and horse-burials which parallels funerary 

ritual at Sedgeford. The bridle was also linked with c.8th century Horseman 

imagery, including the Repton Rider (Fig. 4.4) and the St. Andrews (NE 

Scotland) Pictish sarcophagus Horseman, which widens the area of similar 

Horseman identities to overlap with similar IA-RIP areas. 

The typological dating is later than the radiocarbon-date cal. AD 490-535 

bringing the MED Horseman-burials much closer to late RIP cultures (Bayliss et 

al. 2013:238). This suggests the typological dating is c.100 years out of sync, 

which may have far-reaching effects on MED chronologies generally, and 

indicates other typologically dated MED Horseman-burials may also be much 

closer to the RIP than has been assumed. There were many cultural aspects 

which may tie Lakenheath Horseman-ritual and potential RIP military identities. 
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Lakenheath was located approximately midway between two RIP forts, Saham 

Toney and Cambridge/Grantchester (with a large RIP military presence). It was 

c.5 miles from Mildenhall (huge RIP silver hoard) and Icklingham, which both 

had IA-RIP horse-burials and numerous LIA-RIP materials. Mildenhall also had 

an IA? Horseman-burial of a man with sword, axe and gold torc, which was 

assumed associated with two flanking horse-burials (Cunliffe 2006:504-5). This 

Horseman-burial was identified as a possible Arras-type cart-burial, though 

there was no vehicle recorded, and torcs were aspects of IA culture and highly 

significant in the late Roman military (Speidel 1996, Keppie 1991:85-87). 

Roman silver and numerous other finds were generally associated with the 

airfields (Lackenheath-Mildenhall). Icklingham RIP cemetery’s horse-burial (cal. 

AD130-240, 1 sigma) had a spread of pot-sherds and animal-bones around and 

over the burial-pit and slightly intercut a woman’s burial (Levine et al. 2002).  

While the data available on Lakenheath did not include specifically identified IA-

RIP Horseman-ritual, the horse-cremations may link late RIP and MED ritual. 

Additionally there are significant parallels between Lakenheath and Great 

Chesterford Anglo-Saxon cemetery (195 burials, c.450-600 AD), which does 

identify LIA-RIP horse-depositions with human-burials similar to those of the 

Late RIP cemeteries discussed in Chapter 10, and also featured a focal MED 

Horseman-burial. Great Chesterford, c.30 miles southeast of Lakenheath, was 

an important RIP fort built (with ones at Ixworth and Baylham) in response to 

the Iceni-Boudican revolt, and the MED cemetery was integrated with RIP 

cemeteries with mound-burials (Evison 1994:xi, 3,29-47, 66-70, 95-104).  
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Figure 11.2: Great Chesterford cemetery plan and Horseman-ritual. MED 
Horseman-burial (B-142+H2), horse-burial (B-55+H1) and cemetery plan 

showing Evison’s proposed mounds over RIP cremations (I-IV) and 
author’s proposed LIA-RIP Horseman and horse-burial mounds (A-C) 

(Evision 1994:2, 195, 203). 
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The Great Chesterford MED Horseman-burial (Grave-142, H2), positioned 

between two RIP? mounds, was also very similar to those at Lakenheath, with a 

man with a spear, shield and a horse wearing gear (Fig. 11.2A). A child’s 

cremation was added above the horse and two male sword-burials were to 

either side. There was also a complete horse-burial (H1, Fig. 11.2C) with 

charring, which included a vessel (another cremation?), and intercut an adult-

cremation and a previous? elite female-inhumation (Grave-55), making it very 

similar to the Icklington horse-burial. There were large amounts of faunal 

material over and within Grave-55, which was considered both residual Roman 

material and suggestive of rites feasting the dead, but may also represent a 

disturbed LIA-RIP horse-burial.  

This group appears similar to the central burial-group (Fig. 11.2B) near the 

Horseman-burial, which included an RIP? pit (two horses, an ox-skull and fowl) 

and five RIP cremations covered by a mound, which was dug into by Grave-129 

and a dog-burial, and additional MED burials around the periphery. Indeed, 

Evison (1994:40-42) identified a total of five RIP? mound groups which she 

believed centred on RIP cremations and were then foci for MED cremations and 

inhumations (most of the weapon-burials), and H-1 (Fig. 11.2:I-IV). These 

descriptions suggest there were at least two mounded horse-burials which may 

have been the original central feature of mounds to which cremations were 

added, and then became the foci for later burials (Fig. 11.2). Great Chesterford 

RIP-MED cemetery was located in the corner of the RIP fort area and included 

a c.1st century Roman cavalry sword-chape (Evison 1994:84-85). These 

mound-groups have strong similarities with those identified by the author at RIP 

Lankhills with Roman military associations.  

In addition, Great Chesterford had a number of LIA-RIP layered pits (80+), most 

of which included oxen, birds, shells and roman pottery, which parallels those at 

Newstead. Two included identified horses, and one well with a human skeleton 

near the top, was associated with the Roman fort’s walls, again similar to 

Newstead (Neville 1855). There were also another two complete horse-burials 

in an unexcavated south-eastern cemetery. The horse-burials were assumed 

contemporary (MED/Anglo-Saxon) with the Horseman-burial. However, like 
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Sedgeford and Kirkburn, H1 may be LIA-RIP. Great Chesterford‘s RIP fort and 

horse-burials intercutting with RIP-MED burials may link with similar Horseman-

ritual at RIP sites already discussed and the MED Horseman-burial links with 

those at Lakenheath and elsewhere in eastern Britain.  

 

11.2 MED Case-Study: Sutton Hoo, Suffolk 

Sutton Hoo and Tranmer House cemeteries occupy a complex landscape sited 

on a promontory overlooking the river Deben, which accesses the channel-sea 

directly opposite the Netherlands. The site (Fig. 11.3), like many, has not been 

fully excavated (c.90 burials), but was in ritual-use from the Bronze Age 

(Tranmer mound-cremation: cal. 1490–1320 BC) to the MED period (elite 

mound-cemetery: c.6-7th century AD, and c.11th century execution-cemetery), 

with the BZA-mound and Mound-5 acting as foci for later burials (Fern 2011, 

Carver 1994/1998, Carver and Evans 2005). Horseman-rituals (Table 12.2) 

appear to date from c.6th century, with inhumations (M17: cal. 596-660 AD), 

cremation mounds (n=3+2?) and pits with horse, cattle skulls and one human 

(Carver and Evans 2005:1-18, 47-110, 282).  

Fern’s (2011) Tranmer analysis and dating-programme (31 graves: 9 mounds, 

13 weapon-inhumations) indicates an enclosure system and heathland during 

the LIA-RIP, with evidence of fire in the main ditch earthwork (cal 240-540 AD), 

then MED cremations (cal 520-585 AD), and suggested the entire cemetery 

may have had c.300 graves starting in the late 5th century. Four Tranmer 

cremations (n=12) included horse, as well as cattle, caprines, pigs and possibly 

a dog, making the current Horseman-burial total c.10 (8 definite + 2-3?). 

The mound-cremations (Table 11.2) are interpreted as late 6th to early 7th 

century elites, while those in Tranmer section are considered earlier, though the 

dating overlaps (Fern 2011, Carver and Evans 2005:283-298). M5, with the 

skull-pits to the east, was interpreted as first, attracting satellite burials, similar 

to those at Great Chesterford, but considered c.8-11th century execution-burials. 

Carver (1998:107-116) suggested the mound-burials were young male-elites 
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who rode, fought and feasted, essentially warrior-horsemen, and the pits 

indicated feasting remains. However, while skulls in pits may peripherally 

suggest feasting, this type of deposition seems more indicative of ritual similar 

to the IA-RIP pits, perhaps the burial of previously displayed sacrificial animals. 

M1, the famous kingly ship-burial is assumed to have included an inhumation, 

though there were no skeletal remains, and, though rarely discussed, also 

included cremains (human and animal) on a silver Anastasius dish (c.491 AD) 

making it potential horseman-burial (Carver and Evans 2005:287). 
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The M17 inhumation Horseman-burial (Fig. 11.4) included a male buried with 

sword in a tree-coffin (on top of a shield and spears), with a set of horse-

harness and a bronze vessel (possibly linking the burial with the Horseman-

cremations) outside the coffin. The horse, unusually, was placed in a separate, 

shallower, pit. M17 finds were considered ambiguously dated (most late 6th 

century) and much lower status than the cremation-mounds, though the horse 

was considered high-status. Overall the M17 horseman was not considered 

ruling-elite, and the best parallel was the Horseman-burial at Niederstotzingen, 

which has RIP cavalry connections (Carver and Evans 2005:242-243).  

Radiocarbon-dates were done twice on both man and horse (Carver 2005:54-

55, Bayliss et al. 2017:237-238). The man yielded 523+/-45 BP and unstated 

figure deemed anomalous (Bayliss) which suggests an earlier 6th century date 

than the horse (cal 596-660 AD, Bayliss: cal. 595-635 AD). The horse is 

Figure 11.3: Sutton Hoo MED mound-cemetery plan, Carver excavations 

© David Lucas (in Cross 2012).  
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portentially the same period as the cremations. M17 is considered one of the 

earliest of the group, earlier than M1, and to have been placed purposefully in 

the corner of the IA enclosure (M5, M6 and M18 are also associated with the 

enclosure) in an area with significant prehistoric pottery possibly representing 

earlier cremations, but very little MED ceramics (Carver and Evans 2005:110-

137, 285, 307-13, 489-493). 

The man, weapon (the coffin canted off the shield-boss) and horse positions, 

differing depths and radiocarbon-dates, the bronze pot (cremation?), empty 

central pit (F232) and lack of ring-ditch leave some room for speculation 

regarding the sequence of M17. Did the man originally belong with the weapons 

and horse-gear below the coffin or was his burial added later to a pre-existing 

burial? Did the human-burial(s) pre/post-date the horse? Perhaps the ‘robber-

pit’ (F232) also indicated a cremation. Many aspects suggest M17 represents a 

series of burials where human-burial(s) were inserted into a mound with earlier 

cremations and the horse added later to the group. This would indicate a 

practice similar to the RIP groups at Brougham and Lankhills where some 

human-burials incorpated horse-bone from pre-existing burials, or as 

contemporary and/or later additions. 

The mound-cemetery is considered a short-lived tradition used by an exclusive, 

small minority with highly individual expression, which, in those traits, is similar 

to the Arras Horseman cart-burials (Carver and Evans 2005:283-284, Jay et al. 

2013). Carver (1998:100-103, 163-169) noted a pervasive Roman cultural focus 

amongst 7th century Northumbrian and East Anglian kings and the assumption 

of Roman-imperium identities, as well as, contemporary Scandinavian and 

Merovingian influences at Sutton Hoo, and suggested the Tournai Horseman-

burial (see 11.4) was a significant role-model. Similar Roman foci and 

Horseman-ritual were also present in the other contemporary sites, such as 

Lakenheath, Great Chesterford, Asthall, and Snape (Axboe 1999, Stephenson 

2007:63, Halsall 2001, Dickinson and Speake 1994, Carver and Evans 

2005:115-137, 280-284).  
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Figure 11.4: Sutton Hoo Mound-17 Horseman-burial in-situ. Detail of horse 
shows typical degradation in acidic soils and poor survival of the thoracic 

skeleton. Top: Mound-17 (Carver & Evans 2005:116, Fig.50), bottom: 

Carver and Evans 2005:126 plate 30, photo Nigel MacBeth) 
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Carver (1998: 100-103) and others have identified emulation of Roman military 

ideals, equipment and symbolism in MED Britain and Europe, especially areas 

around the old limes/frontiers and among the Merovingian Franks, and these 

traits may link with RIP military (and cavalry) descendent groups (Noble 2006, 

Storgaard 2001, Mathisen and Shanzer 2001) (see Ch.4 discussion of Sutton 

Hoo imagery). Mound-3 included Nubian and Alexandrian materials which could 

link with the Roman empire and other areas which had long-term military-forts 

and possible auxiliary-native syncretic populations.  

Mound-5 and the area nearby with animal-bone, the horse/cattle skull pit and 

RIP ceramics was pointed to as a possible disturbed cremation area. If so, the 

material suggests RIP ritual. The satellite burials around M5 also have parallels 

with the Lankhills and York burial- groups, with a number of prone-burials (n=4, 

F?=2) and at least one decapitation-burial. In addition, M5 included a Roman 

fibula which links with the Roman military-aristocracy and with the Merovingian 

case-study, the Childeric Horseman-burial (Carver 1998:100). While not as 

indicative of mixed IA-RIP and MED aspects as the Great Chesterford 

cemetery, which has also been more extensively excavated, there are a number 

of aspects which suggest the presence of Roman ritual and influence at Sutton 

Hoo, particularly among the cremations. Like Lakenheath, Sutton Hoo is in an 

area between a number of Roman forts, the closest (c.15 miles) at Baylham, 

and the very significant Colchester, c.30 miles southwest. The evidence for 6-7th 

century horse-burial is unequivocal, and while there are some oddities with the 

nearby male, his burial with horse-gear (bridle and saddle) make this also 

unequivocally a MED warrior Horseman-burial. 

 

11.3 MED Case-Study: Sedgeford, Norfolk 

Investigation of the MED Horseman-burial at Sedgeford prompted this project 

examining the relationship between British IA-RIP horse-depositional practices 

and MED Horseman-burials. The author’s bio-cultural analysis of the Sedgeford 

horse-depositions (MSc) produced many more questions than could be 

answered. MED Horseman-burials are considered an imported Germanic 
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minority rite, typically associated with pagan warrior-males (Fern 2005, Williams 

2003, Müller-Wille and Vierck 1970-1). The Sedgeford cemetery (Boneyard-

Reeddam-Chalkpit), however, is interpreted as a MED Christian inhumation 

cemetery, and yet it contained not only a pagan(?) female Horseman-burial with 

secondary male(?) juveniles, but also horse-limb/skull burials, and the majority 

of the MED burials appeared to encircle a LIA complete horse-burial (Fig. 12.5-

12.6). The horse skull-burial was possibly associated with the entrance to the 

funerary structure with the woman-horse-burial. The skull may also be 

associated with a possible cremation (c.720 AD Ipswich pitcher) found with two 

knives (Faulkner et al. 2014: 92-97).  

The MED site is interpreted as having developed as a cemetery site c.650 AD 

with some areas of settlement moving over the cemetery perhaps by c.700 AD 

(Hoggett 2001:29-36, Faulkner et al. 2014b). However, the evidence for a 

settlement remains questionable. It is comprised primarily of a spread of small 

finds, fragmented pottery and animal-bone, some ditches and two areas with 

structure. The spread of material could just as easily represent the heavily 

disturbed remains of grave inclusions and commemorative meals/rituals, 

potentially even ritual horse-meat given the small collection of butchered horse-

bone (Cross 2011, O’Hara 2010, Lee 2007). More telling are the primary 

‘settlement’ structures, which are the rectangular structure(s) encompassing the 

Horseman-burial and the post-holes around the central LIA horse-burial (Fig. 

11.5). The more likely interpretation is there was not a settlement over the 

cemetery, but that the structures and debris are the remains of a ritual site. 

The more recent excavations seem to support that Sedgeford was a significant 

MED cemetery, also with some evidence of earlier MED burials (cremations), 

serving the wider community, including the surrounding settlements at Eaton 

and Snettisham (Faulkner et al. 2014: 3-5, 69-81). This gives Sedgeford 

parallels with other East Anglian MED cemeteries with Horseman-ritual, such as 

Sutton Hoo, Snape (Horse skull-burial) and Spong Hill. Davies (1996) also   
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notes that many of the RIP Norfolk sites with Horseman ritual, including Spong 

Hill (North Elmham) exhibit continuity with the LIA. The association of female 

burials and later juveniles with horse-burials parallels Horseman-burials at LIA-

MED Great Chesterford and the RIP sites discussed earlier. 

Sedgeford also has pre-MED material indicating the site was a ritual focus. 

There is evidence for EBA round barrows and one burial (chalkpit S8001: 2458-

Figure 11.6: Sedgeford site plan for Boneyard, Reeddam and 

Chalkpit excavations showing horse-burials and other elements 

(by Author, base plans after Faulkner et al. 2014:4). 
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2200 cal. BC), a MIA burial (chalkpit S8002: 373-203 cal. BC), LIA structures 

(chalkpit), and numerous LIA-RIP finds in Chalkpit and the adjacent fields, the 

most significant a gold torc to add to the c.180 found around Snettisham 

(Davies 1996, Faulkner et al. 2014: 19-35). The torc and elite chariot-gear 

(terret) suggest parallels with the Mildenhall Horseman-burial. Faulkner et al. 

(2014:37-51) suggest the IA finds, including the LIA horse-burial and coin-hoard 

(horse-image Belgic staters), indicate Boneyard-Reeddam-Chalkpit was an LIA 

ritual sanctuary. The Chalkpit horse-burial and the Boneyard-Reeddam horse-

depositions may indicate additional evidence of LIA Horseman-ritual, though 

without further dating they may be MED Horseman-ritual (Fig. 11.5-11.6).  

Sedgeford was in the LIA tribal region of the Iceni, a people whose name may 

literally mean horse-people (ic/ek-echen) and historical and archaeological 

signatures signified a group who considered their Horseman identity paramount 

(Davies 1996, Davies 2009:109-110). This tribe had violent interactions with the 

invading Romans, and were known for chariot-warfare. The indications are 

Sedgeford was an important ritual site with evidence for either MED Horseman-

ritual continuity with, or a renewed interest in past, LIA-RIP Horseman-ritual. 

Sedgeford was between two primary prehistoric roads, the Icknield and Peddars 

Way, and the coastlines of The Wash and the English Channel, with river 

access to The Wash and evidence it was an important IA and RIP area 

economically and strategically, with numerous IA ‘hill-forts’/fortified sites, RIP 

villas and military sites, and providing access to Lincolnshire and the 

northwestern continent (Fig. 12.7). Peddars Way links the Sedgeford area with 

the IA sites and RIP forts (c.7 miles) at the coast and important IA-RIP sites 

around Thetford, including Lakenheath and Mildenhall (c.40 miles). The Icknield 

Way links Sedgeford with IA-RIP sites around Cambridge, including Great 

Chesterford, and to wider Britain (south to Dorset, north to York). 
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While there are no direct connections known between Sedgeford and the 

Roman auxiliary cavalry, there are two auxiliary forts nearby (Thornham and 

Branodunum (2-5th century) with the auxiliary cavalry: Equites Dalmatae 

Brandodunenses), as well as a Roman-cremation in a barrow-grave, all less 

than 8 miles away (Zuppardi 2005, Historic England 1992). Farther (c.25 miles), 

at a Roman bridge near Worthing, was a possible RIP Horseman-burial with 

Romano-British pottery (c.60-140 AD), a cavalry-helmet, a complete-horse, and 

a human parietal-bone (Toynbee and Clarke 1948). This burial was c.2 miles 

from Spong Hill MED cemetery where horses were in c.149 (23%) of the 

cremations with animal-bone (Bond 1996). East Anglian (Iceni tribal area) 

populations were known for RIP connections with tribal groups in northwestern 

Europe, probably providing warriors and support in Gaul against the Caesaran 

Roman invasions, a connection shown in Sedgeford via the Belgic coin-hoard 

located near the LIA horse-burial (Faulkner et al. 2014:34-42). 

Figure 11.7: East Anglia Map showing IA-MED Horseman-depositions, IA 

fortified sites, RIP forts, and major IA-MED roads. (References A12). 
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11.4 MED Europe (Merovingian) Case-Study: Tournai Belgium 

The MED cemetery at St. Brice included the grave of the Merovingian king 

Childeric (c.481), a mostly later dated surrounding inhumation-cemetery and 

three pits with horses (Fig. 11.8-11.9). The Childeric burial is a keystone site for 

Merovingian/Frankish archaeology and the site included two types of 

Horseman-ritual (Halsall 1995/2001, Effros 2003:29-39, 120-122). Childeric’s 

burial epitomised a MED Horseman-burial of an elite warrior-male buried with 

splendid goods, weapons, horse-gear, and his horse beneath a large mound. 

Secondly, there were three pits with large numbers of horses, apparently pre-

dating the majority of the burials, and generally interpreted as part of the 

Childeric burial. This section discusses the Childeric burial first, and then 

addresses the horse-pits. 

Historically, Childeric had Roman official-status, a genealogy claiming the 

Emperor Claudius, and burial-goods suggesting elite Roman military-cavalry 

identity. These included a gold arm-ring (like the torc, a known Roman military 

honour) and cross-bow brooch (Roman official insignia, also at Sutton Hoo and 

Lankhills), weaponry and horse-gear associated with Byzantine and earlier RIP 

auxiliary traditions, belts (possibly linking with those at Brougham), and the 

signet ring (Fig. 12.8) depicting Childeric with military torc and Roman-style 

armour (Minaeva 2010, Halsall 1995, Effros 2006:93-96). Carver (1998:100-

106) considered Childeric’s burial to have significant parallels with Sutton Hoo 

culture. In terms of earlier influences linking with RIP sites discussed, the early 

Merovingian territory around Tournai is the same tribal area of the Ambiani 

(Sedgeford hoard) and Batavi and Tungri Roman cavalry auxiliaries already 

linked with RIP British Horseman ritual.  
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Additionally this site introduces the strong possibility of Hunnic influences on 

RIP-MED Horseman-ritual in northwest Europe. Attila’s Eurasian Huns had 

strong Horseman identities and their interactions with the Roman establishment 

had huge reverberations in Europe. The huns sacked Tournai c.452 AD and 

one scholar argues Childeric was Attila’s vassal at some point (Lindner 1981, 

Halsall 2001, Kim 2013:81, 222-225, 325ff). Again parallels with East Anglia 

and Scandinavian culture (see Ch.4) where Attila figured strongly in saga 

literature and possibly in Beowulf (considered to have been produced in East 

Anglia), whose funeral-description was virtually identical with Attila’s (Howard-

Johnston et al. 2007, Klaeber 1927). Bede also mentions Huns as part of the 

MED British population (Green 2015). 

 

Figure 11.8: Childeric I and St. Brice cemetery plan, after Brulet (1991:24). 
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Returning to the horse-ritual at St. Brice, the Childeric-mound was originally on 

the periphery of a cemetery with the horse-pits associated (?), and became the 

focus for burials in the 6th century. The grave positions suggest the Childeric-

burial was enclosed in a rectangular structure, but, like many of the sites 

discussed, the cemetery was only partially excavated, which hampers definitive 

analysis of the funerary traditions. Even so, the plan does not indicate a 

particular association between the Childeric-burial and the three pits (CV1-3). 

The radiocarbon-dates may indicate the horses were deposited over time (as 

early as c.240 to as late as c.675), or all c.430 AD, or even c.452 and potentially 

by the Huns during their occupation of Tournai (Table 7.17, Fig. 11.8).  

The St. Brice horse-pits (Fig.11.8-11.9) were disturbed by later human-burials. 

The upper layers of horses in CV1 and CV3 were disturbed, with c.5 surviving 

only as a few limb-bones, while at least four horses in CV1 and one in CV3 

Figure 11.9: St. Brice (Tournai) horse-
pits. CV1 in-situ and CV2 plan. 

(Brulet 1991:25, Fig. 9, 29, Fig. 15) 
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were damaged by the human-burial. The next layer of horses appear to have 

been thrown in without significant arrangement like those in other single or 

multiple horse-burials (primarily LIA) noted in this research. The lower horses 

appear to have more arranged positions and may represent earlier separate 

depositions. CV2 has four arranged horses, probably from a single event. The 

literature available to the author did not indicate whether any of the horse-bone 

from the disturbed skeletons was incorporated into the human graves.  

 

11.5 Summary: MED Horseman-Burials and Influences 

MED Horseman-burials have been traditionally considered from a Germanic 

perspective. Earlier chapters have established the pre-existence of Horseman-

ritual in Britain. This chapter’s aim was to consider a selection of MED 

Horseman-burials in terms of potential links with pre-existing Horseman-ritual, 

particularly connections with RIP military-cavalry and/or syncretic native-

auxiliary populations. All of the case-studies and a number of comparative sites 

have been shown to have direct or nearby connections with pre-existing native 

horse-ritual and Roman military populations. 

The earliest MED Horseman-burials appear to associate human-cremations 

with horses similar to those found at Brougham RIP fort-cemetery. A number of 

cremations at Sutton Hoo, Great Chesterford, and possibly Lakenheath, 

Icklingham, Sedgeford, and others are either directly associated or close to 

horse-depositions. Both the cremations and the horse-depositions often have 

evidence of burial-mounds and have attracted small groups of later MED 

inhumations and cremations. These practices parallel many aspects of later RIP 

practices associated with Horseman-burial and earlier mounded horse-burials 

such as those at Lankhills, York, Kesteren, and Tongeren, as does the 

development of inhumation Horseman-burials. 

The most recognised MED Horseman-burial type, human-horse inhumations, 

may also be more generally earlier, e.g. sub-Roman (c.5th and early 6th century) 

than originally believed given some of the more recent radiocarbon-dates. 
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There also appears to have been a 7-8th century period of Horseman-burials 

which had a significant female component, which has parallels with some of the 

RIP practices. The focus on mounds and Horseman-burials also attracted a 

number of juvenile-burials and possibly some execution-burials. These burials 

may potentially represent familial and/or shared Horseman-Roman-auxiliary-

identity connections with the earlier burials and practices. 

Culturally all of the MED Horseman-burials investigated by the author are on or 

near RIP military sites, and many of those in northwest Europe appear linked 

with the German limes forts. A number of MED Horseman-burials included 

grave-goods linking them to RIP auxiliary office (cross-bow brooches) and/or to 

the still existent Eastern Roman Empire (Byzantium). MED warrior-leader 

traditions have been linked to Roman aspiration/emulation and elite MED 

helmets are directly linked to RIP cavalry helmets, such as the Sutton Hoo 

helmet. The Merovingian king, Childeric (Tournai), was historically linked with 

Roman military service as was the Merovingian military generally. 

Merovingian Tournai also introduces another possible contribution to the 

development of MED Horseman-ritual. The town was involved in the Hunnish-

Roman battles of the 5th century. Interestingly, the Tournai horse-ritual, with 

three pits of horse-depositions and the extravagant mounded Childeric 

Horseman-burial, is not considered typical funerary-ritual, and the dates could 

place it with the Hunnish attacks under Attila. Childeric and the burial-goods 

have Hunnic connections. The burial has parallels with the historic description 

of Attila’s, and may have intentionally emulated Eurasian Hunnic traditions. The 

spectacle of the Huns’ Eurasian elite-Horseman practices may have been 

attractive to groups originating in syncretic Roman military native-auxiliary 

populations which included the Eurasian Sarmatian horsemen posted in 

northwest Europe and Britain. 

Overall, MED Horseman-burials comprise a very small, exclusive population. 

The burials, contrary to typical interpretations do not seem to use horses simply 

as an expression of greater wealth or elite status. There are many wealthy, 

elite-burials without horses in Anglo-Saxon Britain. The most famous British 

MED Horseman-burial, Sutton Hoo’s M-17 (apparently un-robbed) was 
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expressly of a significantly lower status-level than most of the other mound-

burials. While horses were no doubt used regularly by the social elite in MED 

Britain, few apparently chose to include horses within their burials. The sites 

examined here seem to suggest Horseman-burial may have been associated 

with a specific subset of MED society, potentially those connected with military-

horsemen who may have been successors of RIP auxiliary-native cavalry 

populations. 
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PART VI 

Conclusions and Further Research 

 

Chapter 12: Conclusions and Further Research 

Chapter 12.1  Conclusions  

This chapter brings together the evidence and arguments addressing the aim, 

primary research questions and objectives of this project. The aim of this work 

was to investigate horse-deposition and Horseman identities which could be 

associated with horse-use and horse-ritual practices in Early Britain (IA-MED). 

Archaeological horse-depositions provided the primary data source for 

assessing the physical horses present, which was an integral part of the 

evidence for understanding human-horse relationships such as husbandry, 

ownership and use. Depositions of horses, humans and Horseman-materials 

(harness, vehicles, imagery, and some warfare-items) within human spaces, 

and contextual information about physical relationships between these 

elements, provided the archaeological basis for identifying Horseman-ritual and 

funerary relationships in the form of Horseman-burials. Interpretation of the 

archaeological data required a multi-disciplinary approach. Horseman imagery, 

historical and anthropological information about human-horse relationships 

regarding ownership, use and symbolic perceptions in British and Eurasian 

(especially northwestern European) cultures was correlated with the 

depositional data. All of these aspects were integral to understanding the 

development of Horseman identities in early Britain. 

Human identities are complex constructs. Attributes of Horseman identity must 

consider both the ‘how’ and the ‘who’ of horse-use and horse-ritual. The 

research questions included defining Horseman identities and how aspects of 

these identities could be discerned from horse-deposition data. Two primary 

types of depositional groups were defined: Horseman-burial and Horseman-

ritual (Table 2.1). Horseman-ritual depositions do not usually include human 

remains, and those present may be of a votive nature. Horseman-burials 
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include a focal human and a focal horse, which may be represented by 

symbolic or actual skeletal remains. Horse-depositional types included complete 

horse-burial, skull-burial, limb-burial, and disarticulated-assemblages (Table 

2.1). Complete horse-burial was defined by the presence of axial (head and 

spine) and appendicular (preferably pelvic and other limb) bone. 

Chapters 2-5 addressed aspects of all the primary research questions via 

literature review. Given MED Horseman-burial is the most generally recognised 

form of Horseman identity in early Britain, MED evidence was presented first, to 

establish the baseline of accepted Horseman-ritual, followed by pre-MED (IA-

RIP) evidence. The background information provided by Horseman imagery 

(Ch.4) was especially pertinent to the later discussion of Horseman identities. 

This discussion indicated a variety of Horseman identity traits including 

generally recognised connections with masculinity, leadership/sovereignty, 

elites, and warriors, but also indicated certain religious and ritual traditions and 

specific groups of people were connected to horse-ritual.  

This section showed there were cultural-chronological differences and patterns 

in the expression of the traits associated with Horseman identities. In particular, 

an emphasis on corporality/realism coupled with overt expressions of 

masculinity and warfare were associated with the RIP, and different MED 

periods which often emulated RIP culture. These may correspond to periods of 

social instability and warfare. There were clear correlations with changing 

British Horseman identities and Roman, particularly auxiliary/military, culture, 

and through that with Eurasian Horseman cultures associated with Pannonia, 

Dacia and Sarmatia (Booth et al. 2010:45-7, 218-20, 278-91, 450, Effros 

2003:120-122, Fields 2006:).  

In contrast, many IA cultures expressed more abstract visual identities (Harding 

2007:109, 141-160). For example, LIA British coins often used horse motifs, but 

rarely in direct association with human images and often in abstracted forms 

(Creighton 2000:14, Stevens 1941. In these cultures, the depiction of mounted 

horsemen was very rare. There was also a brief resurgence of abstraction, but 

sometimes featuring or based on mounted horseman in the sub-Roman and 
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early MED, possibly indicating a revitalisation of native, versus Roman, 

identities (Behr 2010, Axboe and Kromann 1992). 

From the RIP onwards, iconographic evidence increasingly emphasised 

mounted horsemen and associations with command. The war-chariot 

disappeared during this period in Britain, though associations with the gods 

persisted. A personified female horse deity, Epona, also developed during this 

period (Section 4.4.1). This goddess was especially associated with the 

auxiliary cavalry and considered an example of native-Roman syncretic religion 

(Linduff 1979, Green 1998). The Divine Horseman, Homeric Trojan war and the 

pervasive mythos of Alexander, often as a divine Horseman, were strong motifs 

within Roman military society and Chapter 4 shows the continuation of these 

motifs in early British cultures (RIP-MED) and beyond (Arnold and Fiddes 

1906:100-103, Pseudo-Callisthenes et al. 3rd-7th century AD, Mommsen and 

Dickson 1906:119-120, 220-226, 273-9ff, Vermeule 1958). 

Chapter 5 briefly reviewed some of the issues around ritual interpretation in 

archaeology and summarized some of the main types of horse-depositions and 

trends during the study period. Horse-depositions occurred in pits and ditches, 

some associated with other features such as mounds, post-holes, defensive 

works, and entry-ways (Table 5.1). Chronologically, very few examples in 

Britain are pre-IA (c.5?) and human-horse-depositions do not appear in any 

significant numbers pre-LIA. Various new practices develop during the LIA-MED 

periods, with significant diversity in the RIP, when horse-burials appear to 

increase generally. In Britain, this corresponds to the period of the Roman 

invasion which significantly impacted British (and other Eurasian) cultures, 

particularly ruling and military elite subgroups. This is also when cavalry-warfare 

appears to replace chariot-warfare as the premiere Horseman identity in Britain. 

 

12.2 The Physical Horse 

Chapter 6 detailed the osteological methods used to analyse the skeletal 

remains, and introduced a more defined method for sexing equine remains 
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using the pelvis. Additional methods of potentially discriminating horse 

populations, especially in disarticulated assemblages were presented in 

Chapter 9. Chapters 7-8 provided the results of the osteological analyses of the 

available skeletal remains for the case-studies. Horse-bones, and some 

associated human-skeletons, from four MED sites (Sedgeford, Lakenheath, 

Sutton Hoo, and Tournai) and six IA-RIP sites (Sedgeford, Arras, Broxmouth, 

Newstead, and York) were examined. The case-studies osteological results 

indicated the majority of horse-depositions were male (92%), prime-age (48%) 

and over 1.35m (Table 12.1, A12). This was true for IA-LIA and MED sites. The 

population data also showed the percentage of horses WHt>1.35m increased 

as percentage of females decreased. Identified females are very rare 

archaeologically, and only four females were identified in the case-studies 

assemblages. No females were in Horseman-burials or found as obvious 

complete-burials, three were in disarticulated-assemblages (which may have 

included complete horses) and one was a skull-burial from a pit-assemblage. 

75% were at two IA-RIP sites, while the fourth is assumed MED, but could be 

IA, as the site (Sedgeford) also had at least one identified LIA horse-burial.  

Significant pathology (see A12) was only observed on five male horses. One 

was lame (foot trauma/infection), one had spinal-fusion (TV), and three had 

cranial trauma. Two horses with cranial trauma were killed via poleaxing, which 

included the lame horse (Lakenheath), and a horse with sharp-force trauma to 

the maxilla consistent with a sword-cut (Vindolanda). The pathology (and age-

of-deaths) may support the premise that male working-horses were more likely 

to suffer trauma and earlier death than breeding-stock, a point discussed further 

in Chapter 9. Some pathologies, particularly chronic lameness and/or poor 

dental condition, were posited as a female-indicator (Cross 2018). Chronic 

lameness likely would not have been allowed to continue to the point of 

significant bone pathology in male working-horses, but would not impact 

breeding-use, and pasture-kept broodmares were less likely to have dental care 

than working-males. 

Most of the case-study horses came from obvious ritual-contexts and most 

represented complete horses, limbs or skull-depositions. However, even at non-
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funerary sites, many horses were in ritual contexts. Disarticulated horses in 

ditches/pits may also represent ritual horse-deposition, possibly associated with 

feasting practices (Cussans et al. 2013). Sites with females and ritual-

deposition (Fig. 12.1) included Broxmouth, Newstead and Sedgeford. The 

results support two important premises discussed further in Part V: horse-

depositions rarely included females (which also supports the proposed 

husbandry model) and horses were found predominantly in ritual contexts. 

Other work has also noted the correlation between horse-deposition and 

special/ritual treatment or (Cross 2011, Grant 1991b, Casey et al. 1993:102) 
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12.3 The Physical Horse and Horseman Identities 

Chapters 9-10 presented an argument for gendered human-horse relationships, 

specifically regarding use and husbandry practices in Early Britain. Evidence 

was presented to show female horses were probably kept principally in 

pastured breeding-groups, while horses used for transportation (riding/draught) 

and ritual were predominantly males. Such practices would affect the 

archaeological record in terms of evidence for horse population-distribution, and 

ownership of breeding-populations.  

Historical and anthropological data supports this type of gendered use. 

Biologically, sexual dimorphism in horses can be seen to have correlations 

between sex, size and context. While sexual dimorphism in horses is 

traditionally perceived as minor, it is not non-existent and the gendered-use 

model presented would accentuate sex-size differences. Specifically, pasture-

kept breeding-females and grain-fed males could produce populations of larger 

males, especially if additional feeding began when the males were juveniles. 

Similar size-nutrition and size-sex correlations have been observed in modern 

populations (Davis 1989a:133, Lyublyanovics 2006, Popkin et al. 2012).  

Archaeologically, all identified females were generally smaller (</=1.3m). All 

horses 1.4m and taller, which could be sexed, were male (Tables 9.4-9.5). The 

majority of complete horses and those from ritual contexts were males. 

Anthropological data showed horses chosen for burial were predominantly 

racing, hunting or warhorses, and male, but a small number of females, often 

aged broodmares, were also buried (Table 9.9). The data from both the 

literature and the case-studies supports the premise of gendered horse-use and 

horse-husbandry practices in early Britain (see also Table 12.1, A12). This use-

model also explains the minimal evidence for females in archaeological 

contexts. As the low-butchery, historical and anthropological evidence indicates 

horses were rarely used for food, females likely died on pasture and either the 

skin and meat (for dogs) were harvested on the heathland and the remains or 

complete corpses were left for surface decomposition and scavenging (Simoons 

1994, Cross 2011). Such practices would explain the very low levels of females 

in the archaeological record. 
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The results of the investigation into population distribution and breeding sites 

were unclear, which is not surprising if the proposed husbandry-model was in 

place, and most horse-deposition was ritual. Grant (1991a/b) also concluded 

the horse-deposition was not representative of normal domestic refuse or 

husbandry practices but was ritual, despite being generally disarticulated 

materials in what were deemed midden-contexts. Osteological criteria for 

identifying likely breeding-areas was sites with larger assemblages which 

included juveniles (under 3 years, preferably neonates), females, and/or older 

horses. That larger (disarticulated) assemblages are more likely to include 

females was supported by the literature and the case-studies, as noted above. 

Groot (2009:81) also used similar criteria for evaluating potential breeding sites. 

The zooarchaeological data suggested a number of sites in east-central and 

southern England were probably associated with small-breeding areas, though 

there was no clear evidence for on-site breeding populations (Fig. 9.9). This is a 

finding consistent with the proposed husbandry model. 

Nine sites had the strongest evidence for breeding with multiple indicators for 

juveniles, females and old horse present (Fig.12.1 starred). However, ritual-

deposition was suggested at many of these sites, so the possibility remains that 

horse assemblages are more indicative of ritual than direct evidence of 

husbandry practices. This is also supported by the predominance of prime-age 

horses at many sites, which would not be expected for breeding populations, 

but can be seen to predominant in ritual depositions (Table 12.1) (Groot 

2009:81). Even so, the presence of females and/or juveniles suggests breeding-

areas were nearby those sites. 

The historical data indicated horse-breeding areas in western and northern 

England and in East Anglia/Essex (Fig. 9.10). Only East Anglia/Essex sites 

match the zooarchaeological data (Fig. 9.9), which suggests this was a primary 

horse-breeding area. However, the historical presence of horse-breeding areas 

in the southeast, Wales and northwestern areas supports the conclusion acidic 

soils in these areas are probably the reason for the general absence of organic 

remains in these areas, rather than an inherent lack of horse-breeding or 
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Horseman-practices. Overall this data suggests elites in many areas would 

have need of horse-stocks and many maintained small breeding-herds. 

 

 

 

 

In terms of Horseman identities, while horse populations were generally 

dispersed, the historical data indicates horse-use and ownership was likely 

associated with a minority of the population, possibly an elite-warrior class with 

similar human-horse relationships throughout Britain, as was exemplified by the 

knight class in later MED Britain (Robinson 2012, Pilbrow 2002, Davies and 

Figure 12.1: Horse-breeding sites in southeast Britain, zooarchaeological 
evidence. Horse symbol = Blewburton Hillfort female horse-burial (A13). 
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Jones 1997). There did not appear to be significant differences between the 

chronological periods. However, the MED archaeological sample was small.  

While the overall findings support a general elite human-horse relationship, 

there is also the potential for more nuanced investigations of particular 

Horseman cultural identities. Given the size-sex correlations shown earlier, 

larger horses, and higher site WHt averages, likely indicate more male riding-

horses in the samples, rather than general size increases in the horse 

populations as this has often been previously interpreted. Larger size may have 

a greater priority in riding and/or parade/prestige horses possibly linked with 

cavalry-warfare. However, the larger size is not extreme, and best-use cavalry-

mounts have been linked to moderate size (c.1.4m) in numerous periods 

(Borden 1912:1-4, Caesar et al. c.56 BC (1869):Ch2:2, Maenchen-Helfen 

1973:203-204). The change in premiere Horseman identity from driver to rider 

appears highly significant, particularly regarding horse-ritual. 

The gendered horse-use model developed in Chapter 9, explains the low 

female depositional record. Using husbandry practices where females were 

primarily used for breeding on pasture/heathland, few female remains at typical 

archaeological sites would be expected from a non-food animal. Few female 

remains have been identified archaeologically. Horses at sites would represent, 

not husbandry populations, but transportation-horses and those involved with 

ritual practices (including occasional consumption). This model suggests most 

horse-depositions in human spaces would have a ritual component. The data 

supports this finding even at non-funerary sites such as Barton Court Farm and 

Brandon. Also, many of the few identified females were also found in ritual 

contexts (Bendrey et al. 2010, Antikas 2008, Clutton-Brock and Burleigh 1991, 

Cross and Cussans 2013, Miles et al. 1984:387, 416). The data (Table 12.1) 

showed almost all sexed horses were males and interpretative sources indicate 

these were probably transportation-use horses, though some may also 

represent breeding-stallions sacrificed at the end of their breeding career.  

RIP-MED sites with larger horses may indicate the presence of Horseman 

identities associated with cavalry groups, as even prestige mounts of leaders 

likely had a military connection. Some sites, with other supporting evidence, 
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may link with native, Roman auxiliary, and/or melded native-auxiliary 

populations with cavalry-Horseman identities. As was shown in Chapter 4, 

identification with Roman culture and ancestry amongst some MED groups was 

a significant phenomenon in Britain and Europe (Carver 1998:100-103, Noble 

2006). The examination of horse-ritual practices provided much clearer 

associations with particular cultural and ethnic groups than was gleaned from 

the examination of husbandry and horse-population demographics. 

 

12.4 Ritual Horse-Deposition and Horseman Identities 

Chapters 10-11 interpreted the case-studies results within their site and cultural 

contexts, and discussed additional comparative sites. The emphasis was on the 

progression of, and influences on, Horseman-ritual in early Britain, using 

funerary analysis, and built on the multi-disciplinary literature review in Part II. 

The evidence is clear that IA-RIP horse-deposition and Horseman-ritual existed, 

and so could have contributed to MED Horseman-burial practices. There were 

correlations between the horse-depositional record and historic and 

iconographic evidence for Horseman identities, and evidence for particular 

internal and external influences on the development of Horseman-ritual in 

Britain and in other areas of Europe. Many of the sites examined had links with 

Roman auxiliary cavalry. RIP horse-deposition/Horseman-ritual suggested 

melded native-auxiliary practices. MED Horseman-burial/horse-ritual could have 

been a product of native groups whose heritage was linked symbolically, and 

possibly culturally and ethnically, to native-auxiliary populations formed during 

the RIP. Potential links with Roman auxiliary and military culture were examined 

for the MED case-studies and other comparative sites.  

These sites also confirmed Chapter 5’s section on horse-ritual types and 

chronological patterns (Tables 12.2-12.3). IA deposition was predominantly in 

pits and ditches, often associated with boundaries and entry-ways, particularly 

with defensive/military structures such as hillforts and Roman forts (Ch.10). 

Horseman identities were expressed via possible sacrificial, feasting (some 

including horse-meat), and display events, probably including chariot/mounted 
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horseracing and military-horsemanship such as the hippika (Cussans et al 

2013, Bendrey et al. 2010, Creighton 2003:22-28, Clarke and Wise 1999).  

Horses were typically separate from human burials. The main IA Horseman-

burial practice appears to have included symbolic-horse elements such as 

harness and vehicles rather than physical horses. This rite probably peaked 

c.300 BC in the Arras culture (Jay et al. 2012). Those few with humans may 

have included both horse and human as sacrificial depositions (see Blewburton 

and Newstead sites). Another MIA human and horse-ritual which appeared 

sacrificial was at Cliffs End Farm, a deposition which also suggested 

manipulation of and/or secondary horse-depositional practices (McKinley et al. 

2014:55-61). Manipulation of horse-burials is an aspect of importance in RIP 

Horseman-burials. 

LIA-RIP Horseman practices showed distinct changes, with the development of 

mounded horse-burials and syncretic pit-depositions which included Roman 

military/cavalry inclusions potentially representing new forms of Horseman-

burials (Ch.10). This period was one of invasion with areas of intense warfare. 

Under the impact of the Roman military, new cultural and ethnic elements were 

integrated to varying degrees among different native populations. The Roman 

military and conquest had significant impacts particularly in the areas of high 

conflict (Wales, English-Scottish borders and East Anglia). High levels of 

warfare in these areas displaced populations and saw the movement of native 

Britons and Eurasian auxiliary troops into new areas of Britain. This appears to 

have led to the formulation of syncretic new populations which included groups 

with distinct Horseman identities, which were reflected in new horse-ritual and 

Horseman funerary practices (Tacitus and Birley 2009:14-28, Antonine Wall 

Org. 2014a, Linduff 1979, Green 1998). Crieghton (2000:22-25) working with 

coin evidence also interpreted similar changes and saw the horse as a primary 

part of the ritual basis for authority in early Britain.  

During the RIP a number of cemetery sites show new Horseman-burial 

practices which integrated humans with horses (Gleize et al. 2010, McKinley 

2004a, Booth et al. 2010, Lauwerier and Hessing 1992). The RIP practices may 

have used simultaneous horse-deposition, but much of the evidence 
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(Brougham, Lankhills, York) suggests the secondary deposition of horse 

remains from earlier depositions (Tables 12.2-12.3, A12). Secondary 

depositional practices have been noted at other sites with Horseman-ritual 

(Gussage All Saints: Redfern 2008). At some sites in Britain, and in other areas 

associated with Roman auxiliary cavalry troops, horse-burial mounds were 

appropriated for Horseman-burials and the horse remains conserved and/or 

redistributed into some burials (Lankhills, York, Kesteren). These burials often 

became foci for later burials, possibly by peoples or groups with Horseman 

identities related to the original burials and/or Roman origins or aspirations. 

The earlier RIP Horseman-burial featured cremation; some with unburnt and 

others with cremated horse. These practices may be related to early MED 

Horseman-burials featuring cremated remains such as at Sutton Hoo (Bond 

1996, Bond and Worley 2006). Later RIP Horseman-burials (Lankhills and York) 

included both cremation and inhumation and these practices could directly 

relate to MED inhumation, usually mounded Horseman-burials. Horse-ritual and 

Horseman-burial are consistently a small exclusive practice with strong military 

associations. Brougham and Lankhills cemeteries had identified connections 

with Roman cavalry and Eurasian auxiliaries, possibly Pannonia and Sarmatia 

(Bond and Worley 2004, Cool et al. 2004, Booth et al. 2010). A large number of 

Sarmatian cavalry were stationed in Britain and the Netherlands (Richmond 

1945). Similar Eurasian elements were identified in the MED Merovingian burial 

of Childeric (Tournai case-study), and the Eurasian steppe area is well known 

for Horseman cultures and horse-ritual (Chernykh 2008). 

External ethnic contributions to British Horseman-groups and Horseman-ritual 

were indicated by historical records and elements of physical cultural. These 

include continental Belgic tribes (Batavians/Tungrians/Frisians), Gauls (Voconti) 

and Eurasian Sarmatians all via Roman auxiliary troops. Additional Eurasian 

Horseman-burial practices may have been modelled by the Huns under Attila 

and emulated by Horseman-warriors (Halshall 2001, Klaeber 1927). IA Belgic-

British IA-RIP interactions are well attested, which may explain strong 

similarities in horse-depositional practices in Britain and the European Low 

Countries (Ross and Feachem 1976).  
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The increase in human-horse-depositional practices and Horseman-burial 

directly incorporating horses and humans appears in the RIP, and can be 

associated during the MED period with groups expressing Roman military 

identities. The change in depositional types may be linked with the transition 

from elite focus on chariot-warfare to cavalry-warfare in Britain. Earlier IA 

Horseman identities and historical references suggest chariot-warfare was the 

premiere Horseman identity. Early Horseman iconography and deposition 

separated man and horse. While these traditions persisted for some time in the 

depiction of gods as charioteers, the mounted Horseman replaced much of this 

imagery in the first millennium AD. These differences in driver versus rider could 

relate to the physical separation of horse and man in the earlier driving-cultures 

versus the physical integration of horse and rider during the LIA-MED.  

Chariot-warfare persisted in Britain into the period of Roman imperial 

expansion. The elite leader-military groups represented by chariot-warriors were 

no doubt targeted in military confrontations between British tribes and Roman 

troops. The last known mention of chariot-warfare was at the defeat of c.30,000 

Caledonii at the Battle of Mons Graupius in c.83 AD (Tacitus and Birley 

2009:XXIX-XXXVIII). Roman auxiliary cavalry (Batavi and Tungri) destroyed the 

British charioteers. These confrontations appear to have literally killed chariot-

warfare and its associated Horseman identity. This suggests the intimate 

relationship of horse and rider, epitomised by auxiliary groups, was the primary 

factor in new horse-deposition practices and the rise of human-horse burial-

ritual in early Britain. The rise of the cavalry created a new premiere Horseman-

elite, one melding native traditions with Roman and Eurasian influences.  

These populations no doubt included Eurasian individuals at various points, but 

were probably increasingly made up of native born descendants of auxiliary 

cavalrymen and local peoples. The cavalrymen likely had a distinct military 

cultural identity similar to that found in modern military institutions, formed from 

a combination of Romano-Greco cavalry traditions influenced by significant 

groups from the Gallic, Germanic and Sarmatian cultures and allied local tribes 

where troops help long-term posts.  
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These groups likely formed distinct sub-cultures which held greater 

commonality with other Roman auxiliary cavalry-native groups than with either 

the greater Roman culture or the surrounding native groups. Alliance and 

interbreeding with the Roman fort populations would have created a population 

at odds with many native groups, both due to conflicting cultural identification 

and in many areas near constant skirmishing border-warfare. This type of risk, 

isolation, alienation, and a probable sense of cultural (and military) superiority 

can result in populations which are highly conscious of the maintenance and 

display of group and personal identity.  

The modern Yakut (Sakha) culture in Siberia may be a particularly apt 

comparison to understand the probable cohesion and behaviour of these 

British-Auxiliary groups. The Yakut consider themselves Mongol horse-oriented 

transplants surrounded by Reindeer-oriented Siberian peoples. This group is 

very concerned with its ethnic origins and keeps horse herds more or less solely 

for the purpose of maintaining various horse-oriented rituals and traditions and 

its Mongol Horseman identity.  

These native-auxiliary groups developed during the RIP could have persisted 

and evolved into local groups in other areas of Britain besides those indicated 

by Welsh and possibly Pictish traditions (Deanesly 1943, Petch 1994-5, Ward-

Perkins 2000). Certainly there is much evidence MED British (Anglo-Saxon) and 

northwest European elites admired and emulated Roman traditions. The horse-

ritual and Horseman identities of early Britain could have developed into the 

Horseman identities expressed by MED Horseman-burials in Britain and other 

areas of Europe. 

 

12.5 Summary of Conclusions 

This analysis illustrates a number of important issues in bioarchaeological 

studies. These include the need for more comprehensive analysis of animal 

bones, especially horses, and more integration of faunal data with funerary 

analysis. It is not possible to understand the cultures represented by site 



380 
 

features and depositions without considering all aspects together. 

Zooarchaeological analysis is often an under-used and under-appreciated part 

of site analysis. Animals, even those with low representation like dogs and 

horses, were integral portions of most past societies.  

This research has contributed to the methodologies used to interpret horse 

assemblages and has presented a number of new interpretations regarding the 

distribution, demographics and uses of horses in past cultures. A model of 

gendered use and husbandry practices was presented, suggesting females 

were primarily pasture-kept breeding-stock and males were predominantly used 

for transportation. This model explains the low evidence for females in 

archaeological assemblages. An argument was presented to show that these 

practices could accentuate sexual dimorphism regarding size, resulting in 

generally larger males. The available data supports the contention that horses 

1.4m+ were primarily males and size differences in populations are more likely 

to have represented varying male-female ratios rather than improved husbandry 

or importation of new/larger horses. 

The exploration of the development of Horseman identities in early Britain has 

indicated these identities developed from IA horse-ritual and burial practices, 

but changed dramatically during the RIP probably due to the presence of 

Eurasian Roman auxiliary cavalrymen and culture. These auxiliaries brought 

new Horseman identities based in Eurasian practices and Greco-Roman 

military ideas and beliefs centred on the cult of the great Horseman Alexander. 

Roman cavalry practices and culture were heavily influenced by the steppe 

horsemen of the Sarmatian and similar tribes (Stadter 1978). This culture, along 

with the presence of these tribesmen, appears to have combined with local 

populations to form new Horseman identities in Britain, especially in frontier 

areas where long-term cavalry installations were maintained. It is likely these 

groups contributed significantly to development of later Horseman identities in 

MED Britain. 
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12.6  Future Research  

One of the most important results of this research will hopefully be recognition 

of the value of examining archaeological horse remains in greater detail. For 

various reasons, horse remains have received little research attention in the 

past. Given the importance of the horse in many human cultures since its 

domestication, the low level of research is very surprising. There is tremendous 

scope for the further investigation of archaeological horses. The following is a 

some suggested research. 

 

12.6.1 Equine Analytic Methods 

In terms of the methods available for the evaluation of equine skeletal remains, 

here are some of the areas which need further research: 

 Further research to increase understanding of the normal variation of the 

osteological expressions of size, growth/aging, sex and pathology in the 

equine skeleton is needed in many areas.  

 

o Review studies of known sex skeletons to refine and verify 

osteological methods to identify females and geldings. 

o Re-evaluation of existing horse assemblages using the methods 

discussed in Part II to better determine the number of horses 

present and their demographics. 

o Systematic by region evaluation of existing data reports to better 

determine the distribution of horses throughout Britain. 

o DNA studies of new and existing archaeological horse 

assemblages to establish population demographics – such studies 

can provide a better understanding of both the size of site 

populations and the sex ratios present. Such studies would be 

invaluable in understanding local economies, husbandry and use 

of horses, and, as shown in this study, could provide important 

cultural information. 
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12.6.2 Human-Horse Relationships and Horseman Identities 

The use of horses to identify human cultural, social and individual identities can 

provide significant insights into past societies in Britain and throughout the world 

where horse-human relationships have had significant impacts. Horse ritual and 

burial appears to relate principally to specific military and elite portions of 

society, but broader portions of society may have participated in the deposition 

and redeposition of horse elements and in the use of horses as a ritual food. 

Better understanding of all of these areas regarding horse-depositions would 

contribute significantly to our overall understanding of past cultures. 

 Further investigation targeting sites of Roman military installations to 

evaluate the association of human burials with horse remains could 

provide significant insights into social and political changes during and 

after the RIP.  

o Given the results of this study, frontier areas, particularly long-

standing frontiers of the Roman Empire with established cavalry 

populations might be expected to have greater evidence of horse 

ritual.  

o Sites with evidence of particular ethnic groups especially 

associated with the auxiliary cavalry such as the Batavarians, 

Aeduan Gauls, Thracians, Dacians, and the Sarmatians could be 

evaluated regarding the degree of horse ritual present. 

o Association between finds of special cavalry gear (helmets, 

armour, etc.) and horse-depositions can be evaluated. 

o The York RIP cemeteries (Driffield Terrace, etc.) horse-

assemblage is a good candidate for a re-evaluation project. It is a 

relatively large assemblage of probable complete horses with very 

little publication. 

 

 Survey of horses in cremation burials as cremated animals and as non-

cremated bone to better establish whether there are regular rituals 

involving the deposition of whole horses, and partial horses, particularly 

specific practices regarding the inclusion of heads and/or limbs. 
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 Survey of the practices of horse head depositions, including evidence of 

redeposition. 

 Survey of the practices of horse limb depositions. 

 Radiocarbon studies of human-horse and horse burials to establish the 

degree of re-use of horse-burials and horse remains as focal points for 

human burials. 

 Targeted study of the LIA horse ritual practices in Eastern Britain and 

North-west Europe to better understand the development and 

associations of the practice of horse-burials during this period. 

 Sites with high levels of horse, such as York, West Cotton, Burystead 

and Langham Road should be re-evaluated regarding sex, size and 

pathology in the population and an assessment of ritual-deposition. 

  

Other areas of cultural research related to horse ritual and burial could 

investigate increases in the expression of Horseman identities in the form of 

horse ritual and human-horse burials as signals of periods of particular stress 

on the identity of these groups in Britain (and elsewhere in Northwester 

Europe). For instance: 

 Investigations into the apparent increase in horse-burials during the 7th-

8th centuries in Britain and Northwest Europe and possible correlations 

with religious pressures related to increasing waves of Christian 

conversion, and increased conflicts between Celtic Christian, Roman 

Christian and Pagan sects.  

 The impacts on and/or relationships between the rise of the Hunnish 

Empire and horse ritual expressions in the 5th century.  

 A survey of Horseman burials in Britain from the 9-11th centuries as 

indicators of increased interactions with the Baltic. 

 A review of Northeast Britain looking for horse-depositions in relation to 

the Pictish culture, using appropriate Horseman iconography (Pictish 

stones) to target the search for horse remains, including an evaluation of 

soil types to determine if a lack of remains or depositions is due to 

taphonomic issues or is a real absence.  
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