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L. 
ANGLO-SAXON FINDS FROM CODDENHAM 

�	-����"���
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Report by Denise Hardy 
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This is a big book by the eminent archaeologist and broadcaster. It seeks to tell the history 

of our land.  He takes the landscape story from 10,000BC to the present, how the country-

side is primarily linked to food production and the impact of successive cultures and 

populations. It shows the reader how to recognise the history still to be seen around us if 

we know how to look. He deals not only with rural environments but also with urban and 

coastal. It is written in an easy style with a glossary and a good bibliography.  Rather too 

many any chapter notes, I thought! 
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Quite a small volume – less than 200 pages, relevant coloured illustrations.  There is a 

useful time-line and “Who’s Who” at the back 
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1 Location
The site is located (centre TL 930278). The two fields walked are adjacent to the eastern
side of Mill Road, on south facing slopes leading down to the river. Access was by a field
entrance. The area totalled 3.48 hectares. (Fig 1)

2 Background
The use of Roman building material in the walls of All Saints church had given rise to
the likely theory that a Roman villa was present somewhere in the vicinity. With the
support of the farm manager, Fordham Hall Farm had become a venue for metal
detecting.

A small excavation was undertaken by members of the Colchester Archaeological
Group in 1984 when the site of a burial (TL 930275) was discovered by R D Page and
J E Davis when metal detecting. Two burials were found suggesting the likely existence
of a Roman villa. (Davies G M R 1984)

In 2002, Colchester Archaeological Trust carried out a field walking survey on behalf of
the Woodland Trust. The Trust had acquired the lease for the farmland proposing to
plant trees. The two fields at the location of the burial were not to be included in the
planting programme and were therefore not included in the archaeological field survey
as the remit was to investigate any indication of previously unknown sites. (CAT 218
2002)

The Roman brick found on neighbouring field indicated the existence of a Roman villa.
A quantity of prehistoric flints show that there must have been prehistoric living sites
on the Fordham banks of the River Colne in the Neolithic/Bronze Age.

Summary
This is a report on a field walking project carried out in 2003 by Fordham Local
History Society to investigate the likely existence of a Roman villa. The fieldwalking
took place over two days, 30 and 31 August, washing the finds was completed in
September. Finds were weighed, validated and recorded by the end of November.
The organisation and presentation of the data was completed in November 2007.
An analysis is offered in this report. The predominance of Roman finds supports
the presence of a Roman villa on the site and suggests a likely location.

An Archaelogical Fieldwalk

in Mill Road

Fordham,  Essex
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Roman brick and tile used in the fabric of the
Church, together with flints and other drift deposits
found in the local boulder clay.

Lead coffin found at  the base of a timber-lined grave.  The burial was probably
that of an adolescent  female .                          Photograph by Trevor Rayner.

All Saints Church, Fordham

Roman remains
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Interest in the archaeology of Fordham had been heightened by the survey in which
some members  of  Fordham Local History Society had also taken part. This interest
and experience together with the support of June and John Wallace who had given a talk
to the Society on the subject led to the decision to fieldwalk the area of likely Roman
habitation. Permission was acquired from the Woodland Trust by Fordham Local
History Society. The project started in August 2003 with the support of the Nayland
field walking group and the Colchester Archaeological Trust.

3 Aim
The intention was to seek further supporting evidence for the existence and location of
a Roman Villa and to add to the evidence of neolithic settlement identified by the survey
completed in 2002. The initial intention was to provide data compatible with that
presented in the CAT report 2002, enlarging the area of Fordham surveyed.

4 Method
Using GPS and the grid reference a 20m grid was laid out over the site which slopes
southwards down towards the river. Fig 2 shows the area walked and the grid number-
ing system used.  The ground had been regularly used for cultivation and had been
ploughed and harrowed in preparation for the next crop. It was dry and dusty. Unculti-
vated areas, of about 30 to 40 m around each field had stubble, grass and weeds. The
weather conditions were dry and bright.

A 10% sample of the whole area was taken, walking from south to north collecting finds
up to 1 metre each side of the grid. Walkers were instructed to collect anything
man-made. Experienced walkers gave initial guidance to those from the Fordham Local
History Society who were doing this for the first time. John and June Wallace were
available with advice on the finds, particularly on worked flint. No differentiation was
made between the experienced and novice walkers.

The finds were washed in Fordham, validated, weighed and recorded at the Colchester
Archaeological Trust. Fieldwalking record sheets were completed. The survey was not
perfect. It was discovered on recording the data that one 100m line G7 F - J had not
been walked.

5 Results
Character of the finds (Fig 3 – Statistical information)

All artefacts were included in the analysis except slate found only in two squares and slag
found only in one.  A total of 60.19kg of material was recovered for statistical analysis
averaging 17.3kg/ha over the area surveyed. The largest component, 73.5%, was Roman
brick and tile of which tile represented 80%. Flints, both worked and burnt represented
less than 3% .Post medieval peg tile represented 13.4% of the total by weight in this
survey. 9.6% of the total was classified as uncertain brick and tile.
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Quantification
The initial intention to use the formula used in the CAT report 2002 presented
problems. In order to produce this report it was decided to treat the project as distinct
from the CAT work and present the data using the mean average.  The weights and
number of finds for each type were aggregated for each 100 square metre. The distribu-
tion pattern for each type is based on the mean. The overall number of squares walked
was 348. The total weight for each type is divided by the number of squares walked.
Example – Worked Flint
Flints were weighed to the nearest gram
Total Weight 874g / Squares walked 348 = 2.51g
All flints:  up to 2 g   are below the mean
     from 3g  to 4g  are above the mean
  from 5g to 7 g  are 2 x mean
  from 7g to 9g  are 3 x mean
  from 10   more 4 x mean
The relationship to the mean for finds was noted on the Fieldwalking record sheets.
Diagrammatic maps  (Figs 4 to 13) with circular symbols to represent the weight of finds
in relation to the mean, were drawn up to show the distribution of each type of artefact
found.  Locations for mortaria and  amphora are shown on the map of Roman pot, Fig
6 and locations for tesserae and flue tile, on the Roman tile map, Fig 11. During the
analysis it was noted that the weight on one sherd of mortaria had not been included.
Its position is noted on the map.

Prehistoric Finds (Figs 4 and 5)
Worked flints:  Total collected 68   Average weight per 20m box 2.51g
Burnt flint:  Total collected 33  Average weight per 20m box 2.45g
Worked flints were distributed across the two fields, burnt flints were found in
both fields but predominantly in the lower field.

Roman Finds (Figs 6, 10 and 11)
Roman pot:   Total collected  20 Average weight per 20m box    0.45g
Roman brick:  Total collected  35 Average weight per 20m box  13.38g
Roman tile:  Total collected 867 Average weight per 20m box 113.80g
Roman brick and tile was the largest group of all material collected. It was
concentrated in the upper field in where the burials were excavated in 1984 and
the possible site of a Roman villa was indicated (Davies 1984). Among the tile
were 9 tesserae and 5 flue tiles. All of the tessera and 4 pieces of the flue tile were
found in the area of dense distribution of Roman brick and tile. The finds of
Roman pot seemed relatively small. One piece of amphora and three pieces of
mortaria were identified.

Later Pottery  (Figs 7, 8 and 9)
Medieval: Total collected  11 sherds Average weight per 20m box  0.1g
Post Medieval:  Total collected  13 sherds Average weight per 20m box  0.3g
Modern   Total collected   4 sherds Average weight per 20m box  0.05g
All pottery finds were very small.
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 Sample findsRoman flue tile

Roman  floor tiles (tesserae)

Roman pottery sherds

Roman brick

Roman roof tile

Worked  flint (struck flint)Burnt  flint, (pot boilers )
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Peg tile and uncertain brick and tile (Figs 12 and 13)
Peg tile:       Total collected  503 Average weight per 20m box 23.16g
Uncertain; Total collected  845  Average weight per 20m box 16.68g
There was a heavier distribution of peg tile in the lower field than in the upper.
The distribution of uncertain brick and tile corresponds largely with that of the
Roman brick and tile.

6 Discussion
The initial intention to incorporate the data with that of CAT 2002 has not yet been
achieved. It proved difficult to overcome the statistical problems. The diagrams in the
two reports are not comparable as different scales of representation have been used.
However some comparisons can be made using with the average weight per hectare of
the finds. In particular with reference to the Roman finds which were the main focus of
the fieldwalk survey.

Almost 6 times more material was collected per hectare than that recovered in the larger
survey; 17.3kg/ha to 3.0kg /ha. That 80% of this was Roman brick and tile seems to
confirm the presence of the Roman villa in the fields walked. The low weight of brick
to tile may be explained by the presence of Roman brick in the walls of the nearby
church. The heavy distribution of Roman finds in the NE corner of the upper field (F97,
F98. G7 and G8) seems to indicate a location for the villa within a reasonably small
distance, north of the burial site. High levels of tile were collected in 2002 from adjacent
areas.

In contrast to the amount of Roman brick and tile, only 5 flue tiles and 9 tesserae were
identified.  Most were located in G7. Roman pottery finds too were relatively small.
small and seemingly insignificant. This might pose a question as to the nature of the
Roman habitation in Fordham.

The weights of struck and burnt flint were low in relation to those collected in
neighbouring fields in 2002 but still consistent with the potential of prehistoric habitation.
The presence of post medieval and modern pot is regarded as being manure scatter and
as of no further significance for this project. The absence of medieval pottery may
indicate that the area was primarily pasture in medieval times.

The peg tile formed a smaller percentage of the material than in the other fields; 13.4%
of the total by weight in this survey, while it represented 73% of the finds on the other
fields.  If it is accepted that it was spread with the manure it may be that less was used
on the fields where Roman brick and tile was constantly being ploughed to the surface.

7 Conclusions
The finds collected in this survey have provided significant supporting evidence of the
presence of Roman habitation in Fordham. A possible site for the Roman villa has been
defined.
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8 Further Action
A geophysical survey of the area defined by the data would be the next step to take. This
would require further permissions from the Woodland Trust working in co-operation
with the landowner.

It may be possible to investigate further how the data can be incorporated with that of
CAT 2002. This would be worthwhile if it could lead to further observations regarding
Fordham’s archaeological past.

9 References
CAT Report 218 2002  An archaeological fieldwalking evaluation at Fordham Hall

Farm, Fordham  Essex, prepared by Howard Brooks
DAVIES G M R 1984 ‘Roman Burials and a new villa at Fordham’  Colchester Archae-

ological Group Bulletin Vol 27 pp 44 and 32)
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11 Glossary
manure scatter  process whereby pottery (as domestic rubbish) is spread when manure

is carried out over the fields

medieval  from AD 1066 to Henry VIII

modern  19th and 20th centuries

Neolithic  New Stone Age (around 4000 to 2000 BC)

Paleolithic  Old Stone Age

post-medieval  after Henry VIII and up to Victorian

pot boiler  a fire-cracked cooking stone which has been heated and place in a liquid

prehistoric  pre-Roman, or generally the years BC

Roman   the period from AD 43 to circa AD 430

tesserae  ceramic cubes from a Roman floor

Further information
Contact: Jenny Kay  22 Hall Road, Fordham, Colchester CO6 3NQ

                     01206 240929   jenny.millrind@btinternet.com
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Colchester Archaeological Group - Winter Lecture Programme 

Title: Iron Age Woman 

Sub-title: Women in the Iron Age: ‘Wife on the Edge’ 

Date:  Monday 9th November 2009 

Time: 19:30 Hours 

Venue: Charles Grey Room, Colchester Castle 

Presenter: Caroline McDonald, Curator of Archaeology at Ipswich Museum 

The lecture began on a whimsical note…….. 

During the introduction Caroline explained that, to ensure that her audience remained awake and 

devoted their full attention to the topic under discussion, she had placed, at pre-determined intervals 

within her presentation, three slides containing the photograph of a current celebrity. The audience 

were then invited to identity each of these celebrities as they appeared, with the first to call-out in 

each case being awarded a ‘spot prize’. 

Caroline’s first slide, following that supplying the details of the title and presenter, contained a 

photograph of Gordon Ramsey (spot prize duly collected by a lucky member of the audience) as a 

representation of the ‘F word’ which in this instance stood for ‘Feminism’ or the ‘The Feminist 

Approach’. The purpose of this slide was to ‘de-bunk’ any myth that the following presentation was 

anti-male or indeed feminist in its look and feel. It was explained that the lecture would be delivered 

from a pro-equality stance and perspective. 

The presentation itself was devised and produced in response to one given by one of Caroline’s 

colleagues (Paul Seeley) on the subject of ‘Rulers, Warriors and Druids’ and which the audience were 

informed had a decided whiff of masculinity about it. 

The audience were then shown a slide depicting an ‘Iron Age Feast’. It could be seen from the 

illustration that those enjoying themselves the most during the eating, drinking, music making and 

dancing were all men whilst the women stood watching the proceedings from the periphery and hence 

the reference in the sub-title to ‘Wife on the edge’. 

Whilst researching her topic Caroline became aware that there appears to be no book, as yet 

published, that depicts or deals with women in the Iron Age. It was explained therefore that the 

presentation was based on the many generalisations that currently exits surrounding the perceived 

lives of women during this period. 

The audience were informed that the period covered by the presentation, i.e. the Iron Age, ran from 

800BC up to the Roman conquest after which the women start to become ‘Romanised’ and the 

‘Romano-British’ period begins. During the period under investigation the fate of women and the lives 

they subsequently lead undergo many changes. 

Unfortunately there is a lack of adequate evidence from this period in history. It appears as almost 

invisible from an archaeological perspective. Due to the methods employed in relation to both 

cremation and burial throughout the entire Iron Age period, few if any cemeteries remain. Bodies were 

burnt on funeral pyres above ground and where any resulting ashes were subsequently committed to 
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the ground it was often undertaken with out the use of a ‘contemporary container (i.e. Iron Age pot or 

vessel). Human remains appear to fade away leaving no trace as to their existence. 

To answer the questions posed there is a need to look wider and consider the rest of Europe to find 

the evidence required. It was also re-iterated at this point that there were no ‘Celts’ in Britain at this 

time (a stance that some people consider controversial). 

The culture experienced by people in Britain during the Iron Age was one they shared with their 

cousins in Europe. 

Historical sources containing references to women in the Iron Age period were written by Greek and 

Roman men long after the event and from a male perspective. The Irish myths written by medieval 

monks, this time from a male and religious perspective, also provide some insight into the life of an 

Iron Age woman, but it must be remembered that women during the period when these accounts 

were written were considered either supernatural, saints or sinners! 

As a summary to her introduction Caroline explained that the presentation was therefore based on 

sweeping generalisations, ‘dodgy’ history and a lack of archaeological evidence. 

The audience was then introduced to the Henley Wood figure found in Somerset. This figure 

represents a woman of mature age from the Iron Age period with the following defining features; 

clasped hands, pendulous breasts, a headband and a characteristic ‘torc’ around the neck. 

Much of the evidence relating to Iron Age women that does exist has been garnered from ‘bog bodies’ 

found across Europe and in particular Denmark. It was highlighted that unlike the rest of Europe 

Britain does no have or possess it own examples of ‘bog bodies’ from the period under study. 

The population in Britain during the Iron Age was given as 3-6 million people. From the burials that 

are known about from this period and that have subsequently had the sex of the remains determined 

it appears that the split is 50% women and 50% men. 

The audience were then challenged to name two famous Iron Age women. The names being sought 

and proffered were Boudicca (female leader of the Iceni tribe) and Cartimandua (Queen of the 

Brigantes tribe). 

The average height of women in the Iron Age is believed to be 5’2” (1.58m) [current average height 

for a woman is 5’3” / 1.60m]. In comparison the average height of a man for the same period is 5’6” 

(1.68) [current average height for a man is 5’9” / 1.75m]. 

Caroline then presented the second of her slides containing the photograph of a celebrity. This time 

the subject of the photograph was the television fashion gurus ‘Trinny and Susannah’ (again following 

correct identification the resultant spot prize was awarded). This slide was essentially used to 

introduce the audience to concept of example or model women who would have lived in Britain during 

the Iron Age. The first example chosen, and subsequently named ‘Trinny’, was an ordinary woman 

living as part of an extended family group undertaking farming in a rural location. She was shown 

wearing a typical tunic style dress with her hair braided and tied up. 

The Roman historian Tacitus describes the British women has having fierce blue eyes and red hair. 

Boudicca herself is described as having chestnut hair. 

Evidence to suggest the existence of  a ‘red’ hair colour is also provided by examination of the ‘bog 

bodies’ found to date. It was originally thought that the red colour was due to the oxidation over time 
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of the melanin in the hair strands. Further investigation now suggests that the hair colour was indeed 

red at the time of death. 

Archaeological evidence from a cemetery in Dorset also indicates that the hair colour of Romano-

British women ranged from dark blonde to mid-brown. 

The ‘Elling Woman’ bog body discovered by peat cutters in Denmark in 1938 has very well preserved 

hair that was braided before being tied in a knot. Thus some evidence and information for hairstyles 

adopted during the period can be taken from the archaeological record. 

Pliny in his writings makes reference to women of this period who dyed their hair. 

‘Ainz’ soap was commonly used by Iron Age woman to change the colour of their hair. It has also 

been shown that prior to going into battle both Iron Age men and women ‘spiked’ their hair with lime 

which essentially had the effect of ‘bleaching it. A painful exercise as the application of lime probably 

burnt the scalp at the same time. 

A Roman man (Persius) writing to his mistress in the first century (AD) references the practice of hair 

dying by the British women but cautions her against doing the same. 

The topic of clothing worn by women in the Iron Age period was then introduced. Greek historians 

recorded that Boudicca wore clothes that were died, embroidered, striped and checked. This 

description is believed to equate to a ‘tartan’ style of dress in modern parlance. 

Archaeological evidence pertaining to the type and style of clothes worn by women during this period 

is provided ‘Haraldskaer Woman’, a bog body discovered in Jutland, Denmark in 1835. Although 

naked when placed into the sphagnum bog, she was then subsequently covered by a leather 

(sheepskin) cape and three woollen garments. A second female body discovered in a bog in Denmark 

was found to be wearing a tunic died blue through the use of ‘woad’. 

Brooches were used to keep and hold clothes secured about the body. One particular style or type of 

these brooches is known as the ‘Colchester Brooch’. 

The diet of a typical Iron Age woman has been shown to contain, pigs, cattle, goats, sheep, horse, 

fowl, wheat, rye, oats, milk, butter and cabbage. The skeletons of women that remain from this period 

exhibit very little in the way of nutritional deficiencies and have a good healthy teeth and bone 

structure from the consumption of a good and varied diet. 

Further analysis of these skeletons and individual bones, however, indicates that osteoarthritis was a 

common feature, along with defects that appear to suggest prolonged time spent in the ‘squatting’ 

position. This could be in part due to the type of chores undertaken by the women such as sewing 

and grinding corn, with the latter task involving hard and ‘back-breaking’ work. 

The average life expectancy for an Iron Age woman was 45 years old. There is evidence to suggest 

that women in the Iron Age could and did live until 75 years old. The ‘risky’ time for an Iron Age 

woman occurred during the child bearing period between 15 and 35 years of age. The risk that a 

woman might die during child birth was an ever present feature. Women were expected to help with 

work in the field as well as tending to daily chores back at the homestead. 

Life for an Iron Age woman was somewhat restricted and isolated. Her main role was as a provider of 

food, clothing and shelter. Contact with other people from outside the family group was limited by how 

far she could walk. Neighbouring families may be too far away in the surrounding countryside and 
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besides there was not enough time within the day to allow for such unproductive activities. Any leisure 

time that was available may have been spent hunting. 

Feasts and religious rituals were an important part of the calendar during the Iron Age period. Events 

such as these were used to bring in ‘fresh blood’ to the family group and hence widen the gene pool. 

They were a good time for women to seek a marriage partner. 

The Roman invasion brought with it money and shops giving rise to incredible social change. Whilst 

this may have had an effect on the British women living close to the major Roman towns and centres 

its affect on those living in the more isolated rural communities would have been considerably less. 

Historical sources suggest that women during the Roman period fulfilled roles such as fishmongers, 

teachers, wool workers, grain mongers and wet nurses. 

Julius Ceasar decreed that it was possible for both women and men to bring equal wealth to a 

marriage and for them both to inherit their partner’s wealth on the death of that partner. 

The historical record also shows that native women wrote curses for and about people whom they 

believed had stolen their property. This illustrates that women during this period did indeed own 

property and possess wealth. Marriages were not arranged during this period, a woman was free to 

choose her marriage partner. 

Cartimandua who was Queen of the Brigantes, a position she inherited by right rather than marriage, 

also provides an example of an Iron Age woman who possessed great wealth, enhanced still further 

from agreements entered into with the Roman rulers. It is also recorded that she divorced her first 

husband Venutius and then married Vellocatus one of his soldiers. Caratacus (son of Cunobelin), one 

of the British resistance leaders at the time of the Roman invasion, sought refuge with Cartimandua 

but she subsequently had him put in chains and handed him over to the Romans. 

Iron Age women have been shown to live in rural farming communities growing crops and raising or 

tending livestock. Women in these environments have great status due to their involvement in the 

production of food. These are non-patriarchal societies in which the women tend to marry men of their 

own age. In comparison women who live in hunting communities have less power and are reliant on 

the men to provide food. In these societies young women often marry older more powerful men. 

Julius Ceasar, however, decreed that under Roman law men held the power over life and death. 

The presentation was then widened to take account of an anthropological view of life in the Iron Age 

and in particular the role of women. This view is again controversial and not one Caroline favours. It 

centres round the size and shape of domestic dwellings within Britain and across Europe during this 

period. 

In Britain Iron Age houses have been shown to be round (curvilinear) and large, occupying an area of 

100 square metres. This type of house is believed to hold an extended household and may suggest 

one man living in one place with many wives i.e. a polygamist relationship (but could also easily 

represent an extended large inter-related family group comprising many couples and their offspring 

living in one place). In comparison houses across other countries in Europe particularly those in 

France and Germany tend to be small and rectangular. Iron Age houses discovered in France have 

been measured as being 4m x 2m whereas those in Germany have been measured as being 8m x 

8m. These small houses are thought to indicate the support of a monogamous relationship. The 

inference here is that small dwelling are considered to support non-polygamist relationships. 
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Julius Ceasar when writing an account on the British indicates that wives appear to be shared 

between groups of men, possibly containing 12 individuals and their sons. This describes and shows 

all of the men as belonging to one woman i.e. one woman with many sexual partners or husbands 

and therefore a relationship based on polyandry. 

It appears that Iron Age women possessed great sexual freedom in Britain. It is an interesting point to 

note that there were no prostitutes in Britain during this period. This appears to have been a Roman 

invention and introduction. 

Tacitus records in his writings that a ‘guilty’ wife was subject to punishment by her husband. There is 

also archaeological evidence to support this statement. The remains of Iron Age women have been 

found where their hair has been cut, their clothes removed and their limbs broken. Historical sources 

suggest that a guilty wife may have been forced to process through the village and systematically 

beaten as she went in full view of the other inhabitants. 

A second appearance of the slide containing the photograph of ‘Trinny and Susannah’ (no spot prize 

for the audience this time) introduced us to ‘Velbina’, the second example of a woman living in the 

Iron Age and this time the wife or sister of a tribal leader, living in a luxury house around Winchester 

and possibly owning her own chariot. Her clothes are more brightly coloured than those worn by 

‘Trinny’ and are shot through with gold. She is wearing a torc and brooches similar to those 

discovered as part of the Winchester hoard. It is possible that she has slaves taken from rival tribes. 

She is still required to provide for her tribe but having slaves will give her with more free time, by 

releasing here from the burden of the harder jobs or chores and leaving her to pick up the less 

onerous tasks such as weaving and wool making. It will also allow her to take more time over her 

appearance, braiding her hair and applying cosmetics. A characteristic pestle and mortar or ‘woad 

grinder’ were used in the application of cosmetics, with crushed ants being among the list of 

ingredients. 

Historical sources make reference to women with painted faces and the use of cosmetics in the Iron 

Age. 

Archaeological evidence, in the form of grave goods, indicate the use of beautiful beads, gold 

brooches, mirrors and small brass cosmetic bowls by women in this period. Mirrors may also have 

been used to foretell the future thus making them more a powerful possession. 

British women having a high status or coming form a wealthy background and living during the period 

of Roman occupation could aspire to and become doctors. It has been shown that the Romans took 

children away from the people that they conquered and placed them with Roman families who 

subsequently raised and educated them before returning them to their original community. 

Daughters belonging to members of the Roman aristocracy were commonly educated and it is safe to 

assume that the same opportunity would have been available for British girls. The daughters as well 

as sons belonging to British Chieftains were taken by the Romans and educated. 

To further illustrate the wealth debate Caroline explained that coins were often given to warriors or 

people loyal to the tribal leader in the Iron Age period. These coins are then use to display wealth and 

form part of the portable wealth of a given individual. It is not possible to spend these coins or 

purchase goods with them as there are no shops prior to the Roman invasion. Coins produced during 

the reign of Cunobelin in Camulodunum (Colchester) provide a local example of this custom. Coins 

also exist that depict women as female leaders during this period were not uncommon. 
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Prasutagus husband of Boudicca entered into agreements with the Romans regarding land and 

possessions based on the offer of loyalty from the Iceni tribe towards the Roman occupation in return 

for financial reward. On his death half of his land and possessions were to go to Boudicca and their 

daughters whilst the other half would go to the Romans. Unfortunately on death this agreement was 

not honoured and the Romans took ownership of everything turning the previous gifts of money into 

loans and then demanding their repayment. Boudicca was subsequently flogged and her daughters 

raped. 

The fact that Boudicca herself was not raped can be viewed as a back-handed compliment paid to 

hey by the Roman rulers acknowledging her position as ruler of her people. The rape of women was 

considered as part of the spoils of war by Roman soldiers. The Roman invasion and occupation itself 

is depicted as the rape of Britannia by Claudius. 

Although the Romans did not like women being in charge they still acknowledged their place in Iron 

Age society. Tacitus again in his historical accounts indicates than women were in charge and 

performed the role of commander in the Iron Age period. Historical sources also provide evidence and 

indicate that woman took up arms and fought in battles during this period. There are also accounts of 

them standing at the edge of the battlefield urging the men on and in some cases killing any man 

themselves who took the decision to retreat from the fighting. 

The evidence of how people lived in the Iron Age is reflected in their death and how they were buried. 

An example if this is given by the Chariot Burial discovered in Wetwang in Yorkshire. In this burial a 

woman was entombed with her chariot, half a pig, part of a horse harness and a mirror. 

General rules suggest that weapons were always buried with men and mirrors were buried with 

women. It has also been shown that women are buried with more grave goods and that the graves 

themselves are bigger. Mirrors represent a status symbol in these cases. Dogs also appear in graves 

containing the body of a woman. These are associated with healing, death and regeneration. 

At this point in the presentation the third and final slide containing the photograph of a celebrity was 

shown. The celebrity on this occasion was Paris Hilton who was depicted holding her small dog (the 

final spot prize was duly claimed and awarded). 

There were many ‘goddesses’ in the Iron Age which indicates a population at ease with female power. 

Domestic items such as buckets, cauldrons, bowls and spoons were offered as prize possessions to 

the gods. Many offerings made by women during this period were connected with fertility, asking 

initially to become pregnant and then subsequently requesting to survive the ensuing childbirth. 

In conclusion both ‘Trinny’ and ‘Velbina’ as part of their Iron Age lives were: 

• Able to own property; 

•  In good health; 

• Possessed sexual freedom; 

• Required to work hard; 

• Subject to a confined life if living in the countryside or a rural environment; 

• Able to experience and exposed to a little bit of luxury on certain occasions; 

• Able in certain conditions to be formally educated. 
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The profile for a given Iron Age woman was determined by geography, wealth and the moment in time 

in which she was living during that period in history. 

It has been shown that women were warriors and rulers but were they ever druids. Roman historical 

sources make references to women dressed in black attacking the Romans. It is known that female 

druids existed in Gaul so it is reasonable to assume that they also existed in Britain. 

As a final and interesting note Caroline concluded her presentation by proposing that the Roman 

burial discovered at Stanway, Colchester, containing the body of what is believed to be a doctor and 

the tools or implements of their trade and for which a sex has not yet been determined, could in fact 

be a woman. Also found in the grave were gaming pieces and a pair of brooches used to hold the 

clothes in place. 

It is believed that due to the measured distance between the brooches and their position in the grave 

that the clothes they secured would have adorned the body of a man. However as can be 

demonstrated from consideration of the modern female physique (the presenter offering herself as an 

example in this case) that women exist who can provide an equal match for the recorded position of 

the brooches and the subsequent distance between them.  

During the question and answer session that followed the presentation the following topics were 

raised. 

• Did men ever use ‘cosmetic grinders’ in this period? - It has been shown that Roman men 

wore cosmetics. So cosmetic grinders and mirrors found as grave goods and associated with 

a burial could have belonged to a man. 

• A question arose as to the accuracy of the figures quoted for the population of Britain during 

the Iron Age. The figures quoted i.e. 3-6 million were though to be on the high side and 

should have been nearer 1.5 million. – The figures pertaining to population in the Iron Age are 

dependant on the source of the information consulted and the exact point in the 800-900 year 

period you are referring to. 

• A discussion also arose relating to the fact that during the Iron Age men appeared to be less 

concerned with a woman’s appearance and what she looked like. 

The presentation was well received and thoroughly enjoyed by the assembled audience. A vote of 

thanks was proffered by the Chairman in response. 


