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Level III report on tht>-:,;\bones from Rollright, Warwickshire. 

by Bob Hilson 

Some 800 bones and fragments wen~ examined; a quarter .1! 

them were recently tragmented pieces from 1.:\·JO horse skuL ts. 

Host of this material was in a good state of preservation. Snme 

was more extensively leached - especially two large bones fron:. 

Area I. Results of identification are giv~:-~n in Tables 1 and 2. 

The re.cord of red deer bones in Area I is of passing note. 

Bones from the Iron Age pits make up the largest feature 

type group. Typically with such material the remains of large 

mammals are relatively less common while those of the 

medium-sized are aburrdant and accompanied by burnt debris. ( l) 

In the Rollright group pig is scarcely present (2%) hut this is 

compensated by a great abundance of sheep (74%), Bones from 

both the Iron Age and Romano Gritish ditch and deposits have the 

largest species best represented and few of them were burnt. 

These differences between species results from different 

types of feature appear primarily related to the size of bones 

and fragments that enter deposits and this, with the incidence 

of burnt debris, is brought about by a complex of factors 

related to human and other activity. (2) The 'size of bones' 

rationale is supported here by elements and fragments measuring 

more than lOcm which amount to 2. 5% of the number of bones in 

the pits and 22% of those in the Iron Age ditch deposits or 4.2% 

of all ditch deposits. The lower latter figure is biased by and 

should exclude the presence of much newly broken cranial debris 

of horse in F3. Differences in the size of bones in deposits is 

.also indicated by the higher percentages of small unidentifiable 

fragments although other factors such as an improved recovery of 

small bones would give similar results. 

The distribution of the skeletal elements of sheep in Table 

2 does not appear unusual. Recovery of the smallest elements of 

the carpal and hock joints appears normal. A crude index of 

bone degradation, calculated from the relative abundance of 

mandible, tibia, radius and loose teeth (3) is 57%. This 
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confirms that the bones are neither hen vi ly degr3.Jed r:·n-

especially well preserved. For the latter conclusion, l\0\h"':Vt.'r, 

a distinction should be madt: between the eff~::,cts of le,1chir~g, 

which are largely absent from the hones lv:~re, and othPr Ci:l\l'.'it.'S 

of degradation, and hone dispersal, chiefly tliP varil>tiS eff-ect~ 

of butchery, rubbish clearance, and scavenging. 

The typicality of the pit debris indicates the closeness of 

these deposits to domestic activity around hearths and house-'s 

nearby. Pit FS is of further interest in containing an 

attractively worked pieee of antler (page ) , the cranium of a 

horse, and part of a dog skeleton including fragments of both 

maxillae, and three neck vertebrae. 

The horse cranium Y:as largely complete except: for the 

anterior area, and lacked the mandibles. All the maxillae teeth 

were erupted and with Y.1ear which suggests the hor~:;e died as a 

mature individual between 5 and 10 years of age. (4) \vear on 

the anterior half of the second premolar is noticeably smoother 

than on the crowns of the teeth behind. The rounding, and 

probable lowering, of the tooth is suggestive of wear from a bit 

piece between the reins. 

Cut marks across the cranium in front of and between the 

orbits indicates that the skin was removed from the carcass up 

to this point. The cranium was severed from the top of the 

spine by chopping through the occipital condyles and the atlas 

vertebrae from the ventral side. 

Further horse debris but of the Roman period was prominent 

in the ditch F3 where mandible remains were associated with 

articulating elements of a metatarsal, L 3/6, and part of the 

hock joint L 3/7; and an articulating humerus and ulna, L 3/7. 

Some pathology of the hock joint was evident in bone outgrowth 

to 6mm from the lateral proximal metatarsal and signs of element 

fusion between the surfaces of the 3rd tarsal and the absent 

4th. Similar pathology was evident on the central tarsal. 

Further incremental growth of very porous bone extended over 

the medial and posterior shaft of the humerus to 9mm in depth. 

The interior shaft appears unaffected and the outgrowth may be 

described as periosteitic. (5) 
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Tl1ese pathological bones could be from the same animal. 

\vear on the associated mandible teeth indicates a relatively 

premature death around 5 years of age. (6) An age estimate from 

the metatarsal indicates an individual standing around !.33m in 

shoulder height. (7) 

While it appears that the bone pathology may have 

contributed to the early deaths of animals it did not prevent 

the hl!tchery of the carcasses. Cut marks show the removal of 

meat from the ventral medial side of the posterior mandible and 

from the lateral and posterior parts of the distal shaft of the 

humerus. 

Slaughtering ages of sheep, cattle and pigs. Of 9 variously 

represented lron Age mandibles of sheep, 4 loose p4 are at Tooth 

Wear Stage f (Mandible Wear Stages 4-12), one at for g, and one 

at j (M.H.S. ll-22); another incomplete mandible has P4 half 

erupted (:1.\i.S. 24-32); a loose H3 is at T.W.S, e or f (H.W.S. 

34-38); and a relatively complete mandible is at M.W.S. 40. One 

p3 of cattle is at T.H.S. j (M.W.S. 14-29) and a mandible of pig 

is at M.H.S. 6 (8). 

These data indicate a predominance of juvenile or immature 

animals were slaughtered at the site. This slaughtering pattern 

is particularly characteristic of regional Iron Age site debris. 

Indeed the data of sheep is sufficient to indicate that there 

were few differences with the typical slaughtering pattern of 

Iron Age sheep in the Thames Valley, at Danebury and other sites 

further south on the chalk, and at Guiting Power, elsewhere on 

the Cotswolds.(9) 

Hinimum number of individuals. These estimates were calculated 

from the Mandible Wear Stage data above. At least 7 sheep and 

one each of cattle, pig and horse are represented in the bone 

debris. 

P a t:_!_1o 1 o_!_l_y, Apart from the pathology of the apparently 

artic•tlated horse bones already described, one of the sheep 

mandibles Ot.H.S. 40) showed signs of periosteosis and 

thickening of the mandible beside P4 and MI. HI and M2 of this 

jaw also show abnormal fluted and attenuated root growth; the 
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fluting effect bei.ng found more commonly in mandibles of older 

sheep. 

Discussion. Besides the similarities of the species percentages 

in differetlt types of feature to those elsewhere, the 

slat1ghtering pattern is sufficient to show tl1e general 

comparability of the animal husbandry and economy around 

Rollright Stones to that at other small Iron Age settlements 

along the Cotswolds and in the Thames Valley. Some woodland 

cover is indicated by the red dPer hones but tl1e low 

representation of pig and the greater abundance of sheep 

indicate a predominately open landscape. 
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Table 1. Frequencies and percentages of Iron Age "nd 

Romano-British bones at Rollright. 

AreA. t IX 

Feature Ditch Pits Ditch 3 

F1&F3 n=lO 3/5-8 3/1-4 Total 

Period IA IA IA R-B IA 

f f % f f f % 

Cattle 23 14.1 6 23 13.5 

Sheep/goat 121 73.6 3 7 124 72.5 

Pig 3 1.8 2 3 1.8 

Horse 8 4.9 2 13 10 5.8 

Dog 8 4.9 1 9 5.3 

Red deer 2 1.2 2 1.2 

Sub-total(n1) 2 163 100. 5 6 28 1 71 100.1 

Unidentified 326 10 72 336 

Total (n2) 2 489 16 100 507 

% of n2 % % 

Burnt bones 64 13. I 1 6.3 65 12.8 

Frog 3 3 
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Table 2. Frequencies and percentages of skeletal elements of 

sheep in the pit deposits. 

No. of sheep bones 12l 

Head 

Feet 

Body 

P~rcentage of n 

Mandible 

Loose tee.th 

Vertebrae 

Small bone·-~ 

(carpal, hock & 

phalanges) 

Degradation i11dex 

% 

9 

3 I 

6 

5 

(% of ma,to,ra & ti) 57 


