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Archaeological and Historical Notes 

A 'Belgic' Cremation Burial Found at West Mersea 

by ISOBEL T H O M P S O N 

T h e b u r i a l , c o m p r i s i n g four po t t e ry vessels a n d a smal l a m o u n t o f c r e m a t e d b o n e , was found in 
1979 by M r . S t u t t e r , o f 42 F a i r h a v e n A v e n u e , W e s t M e r s e a , w h e n d igg ing a t r ench fo r the b u i l d i n g 
o f a n e w g a r a g e in his g a r d e n . T h e p o t s a n d b o n e were col lected a n d t aken to t he Co lches t e r a n d 
Es sex M u s e u m by M r . S t u t t e r , w h o desc r ibed t h e m as b e i n g p laced toge ther in a cavi ty in the 
e a r t h . P . R . S e a l e y o f t he M u s e u m staff visi ted the site a n d collected some fur ther s h e r d s ; he 
s u b s e q u e n t l y d r e w my a t t e n t i o n to t he bur ia l a n d invi ted me to s u b m i t a no te on the f inds . T h e 
spec ia l in te res t of th is b u r i a l , the f i rs t of its k ind to be found in the a rea , will be d i scussed be low. 

The pottery 

1. ( M y ca t . N o . 870.) P e d e s t a l u r n : r a t h e r gr i t ty g r e y - b r o w n soft g r o g - t e m p e r e d fabric, q u i t e f ine 
g r o g , d a r k g rey sur faces , s m o o t h o u t s i d e , w o r n to p ink a t r im a n d foot. T h e form i s C a m . 201 
( H a w k e s a n d H u l l , 1947, p i . L X X I V ) , o r A:2 i n m y o w n type series o f ' B e l g i c ' po t t e ry . T h e 
d i s t i n c t i v e fea ture of this form is the so-cal led ' d ice -box ' foot, w h e r e the jo in b e t w e e n base a n d body 
of t h e p o t i s h i g h e r a n d n a r r o w e r t h a n the i n t e rna l base , a n d i s usua l ly m a r k e d by a c o r d o n to 
s t r e n g t h e n the j o i n . I t i s chiefly an Essex form: i t i s the c o m m o n e s t form of p e d e s t a l in the L e x d e n 
c e m e t e r y , w i t h o t h e r e x a m p l e s from Ard le igh a n d Co lches t e r (Birchal l , 1965, N o s . 132—3, 
A r d l e i g h , a n d 186, C o l c h e s t e r ; hereaf te r cited a s AB n u m b e r s ) ; a n d j u s t across t he Suffolk b o r d e r 
a t Boxford ( O w l e s a n d S m e d l e y , 1970, e.g. N o s . 5 a n d 41) . I t i s no t a K e n t form at all, w h e r e the 
o n l y r e l a t e d e x a m p l e is a l a rge o d d l y st i l ted vessel from Aylesford (AB 66) , b u t in He r t fo rdsh i r e 
t h e r e w e r e four i n the W e l w y n G a r d e n Ci ty g r a v e (S tead , 1967) a n d two in the Her t fo rd H e a t h 
g r a v e ( H o l m e s a n d F r e n d , 1955-7 ) . 

T h e W e s t M e r s e a vessel has t he n e a t c o m p a c t form a n d n a r r o w neck found in s o m e o f the 
L e x d e n po t s ( A B 187, 190) . 
2 . ( M y ca t . N o . 871.) C u p : sl ightly gr i t ty-feel ing soft g r e y - b r o w n g r o g - t e m p e r e d fabric w i t h p i n k 
s h o w i n g b e l o w g r e y - b r o w n surfaces , b u r n i s h e d ou t s ide t o d a r k grey. T h e form i s E l - 2 i n my type 
se r ies , b u t a s m a l l sha l low vers ion : i t is very closely pa ra l l e led by two vessels from L e x d e n ( A B 176, 
177) . O t h e r s i m i l a r ve r s ions occur a t T w i t t y Fee , D a n b u r y ( D u n n i n g , 1934, f i g . 2 , N o . 7) , a n d 
Boxford {op. cit., N o . 1). T h e S h e e p e n form C a m . 21 IB is sl ightly tal ler; this sha l low form is not 
c losely pa r a l l e l ed e l sewhere . 

3 . Pedes t a l l ed c u p (873): th ick , soft a n d very friable d a r k g rey slightly gr i t ty g r o g - t e m p e r e d fabric 
w i t h d a r k g rey su r faces . T h i s i s form F 3 ^ t in my type series: bu t there i s only one k n o w n para l le l a s 
s m a l l as th is , f rom C r e e k s e a (AB 215) . T h e kick of t he c a r i n a t i o n i s an u n u s u a l fea ture of this vessel, 
w h i c h h a s r a t h e r u n c e r t a i n de t a i l i ng o f its c o r d o n s . 

4 . B u t t b e a k e r (872) : g r i t t y g r e y - b r o w n , wi th s o m e grog, a n d g r e y - b r o w n surfaces , u n b u r n i s h e d , 
a n d s t a m p e d . O r i g i n a l l y i t h a d s o m e tooling on the neck above the co rdon , a n d be low the 
d e c o r a t i o n . T h e fabr ic i s g r i t t i e r t h a n t h a t of t he o the r vessels . I t i s a ba r r e l - shaped b u t t - b e a k e r 
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Fig. 1 Pottery from West Mersea 
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c o p y , a c o m m o n s h a p e , w i t h an u n u s u a l deco ra t ion for wh ich I know of no i m m e d i a t e para l le l . 
F o r m G 5 - 3 . 

T h e bur i a l i s n o t e w o r t h y in t h a t i t p r o v i d e s some unexpec t ed d a t i n g ev idence , in the 
a s s o c i a t i o n of an A:2 p e d e s t a l u r n w i t h a copy of a G a l l o - B e l g i c impor t . No o t h e r such assoc ia t ion 
i s k n o w n : this t y p e of p e d e s t a l u r n i s genera l ly r e g a r d e d as an early form tha t w a s in use before the 
i m p o r t s of G a l l o - B e l g i c w a r e s . T h i s i s u n d o u b t e d l y t rue , as i t i s unl ikely t h a t such w a r e s wou ld no t 
h a v e b e e n i n c l u d e d wi th t h e m in the L e x d e n c e m e t e r y h a d they been ava i lab le . B u t i t i s n o w clear 
t h a t an o v e r l a p o c c u r s . T h i s W e s t M e r s e a bur ia l h a s its closest links wi th the g r a v e s from L e x d e n 
a n d C r e e k s e a , as m i g h t be expec ted s ince they a r e the neares t in spat ia l t e r m s ; n o n e of its 
i n d i v i d u a l close re la t ions a r e in g r a v e s tha t a l so inc luded Ga l lo -Be lg i c w a r e s o r their copies . 

Unstratified sherds from the founda t ion t rench compr i s ed two coarse r e d d i s h - b r o w n h a n d - m a d e 
f l in t -gr i t t ed s h e r d s ; the b a s e of a smal l co lour -coa ted beaker ; a n d some grey f r agment s , o n e or two 
poss ib ly R o m a n , b u t mos t ly med ieva l , i nc lud ing a base f ragment . Several pieces j o i n e d t o g e t h e r to 
form a s u b s t a n t i a l p a r t of t he r im of a med ieva l j a r : 

5 . J a r r i m (976) : p ink very s a n d y fabr ic wi th pa l e grey surfaces; da rk grey core a t th ickness o f r im. 
D e c o r a t e d wi th an app l i ed c lay s t r ip ; t he rim is d i s to r ted a t this po in t . For a close para l le l to this 
vessel , cf. a s t o r a g e - j a r r im a n d p r o b a b l e base from D a n b u r y ( D r u r y a n d Pra t t , 1975, f ig . 60 , N o . 
A 1 4 ) . T h e j a r w a s from a g r o u p of p o t t e r y from a p r o b a b l e p i t nea r the kiln site, a n d was of a fabric 
t h a t w a s c o m m o n on the ki ln site itself, bu t the ver t ical neck of A14 was felt to ind ica te a r a t h e r 
ea r l i e r d a t e for th i s g r o u p : ' p e r h a p s be long ing to t he second ha l f o f the 13th c e n t u r y ' . T h e D a n b u r y 
vessel s eems s i m i l a r in b o t h form a n d fabric to t he W e s t M e r s e a e x a m p l e . 

The bones by D o n B r o t h w e l l , I n s t i t u t e of A r c h a e o l o g y 

1 . 16 f r a g m e n t s of c r e m a t e d b o n e , m a i n l y long bones . Possibly b u t no t ce r ta in ly h u m a n ; p r o b a b l y 

a t leas t o n e a d u l t r e p r e s e n t e d . Also p a r t o f an u n c r e m a t e d ve r t eb ra l b o n e o f B o s / E q u u s size. 

2 . O v e r 20 f r a g m e n t s of c r e m a t e d b o n e , i nc lud ing 13 pieces from long bones; a l so 2 f ragments of 

skul l . T h i c k n e s s o f long b o n e cor tex a n d skull v a u l t suggests an adu l t ind iv idua l ; sex could no t be 

d e t e r m i n e d . 

C l e a r l y t he h e a d a n d p a r t s o f t he l imbs a r e r ep re sen t ed , sugges t ing tha t a whole b o d y m a y 

h a v e b e e n ini t ia l ly b u r n t , t h o u g h m o s t b o n e i s miss ing , a n d this does not a m o u n t to the q u a n t i t y 

a c t u a l l y r e su l t i ng from a c r e m a t i o n . 
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