
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Wooden Coffins and Grave Furniture from 12–18 
Swinegate, 14 Little Stonegate, and 18 Back 

Swinegate, York (YORYM 1989.28, 1990.28, 1990.1) 
 

 
 

 
An Insight Report 

 
By Steven J. Allen 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

©York Archaeological Trust for Excavation and Research (2015)  
 

 



 

Contents 
 
ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................................ 3 

1.  INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................................. 3 

2.  AIMS AND OBJECTIVES ................................................................................................................... 4 

3.  PROCEDURES .................................................................................................................................. 4 

4.  DESCRIPTION .................................................................................................................................. 5 

 COFFINED BURIALS ................................................................................................................................ 5 
 BOARDS LAID OVER THE DECEASED ......................................................................................................... 9 
 BIERS .................................................................................................................................................. 10 
 DATING EVIDENCE ............................................................................................................................... 10 

5. DISCUSSION .................................................................................................................................. 11 

6.  REFERENCES ................................................................................................................................. 13 

APPENDIX: CATALOGUE OF WOODEN COFFINS AND ASSOCIATED WOODEN GRAVE FURNITURE ..... 14 

 

Tables 

TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF IDENTIFIED WOODEN COFFIN RECORDS ........................................................................... 5 
TABLE 2: SUMMARY OF DATES FROM BURIALS. ALL DATES ARE AD .................................................................... 11 
  

2 
 



 

ABSTRACT 

This report describes the wooden burial furniture, coffin construction and the associated 
woodworking technology of a group of 10th- to 11th-century coffins excavated in York. 

Disclaimer 

This Report has been prepared solely for the person/party which commissioned it and for 
the specifically titled project or named part thereof referred to in the Report. The Report 
should not be relied upon or used for any other project by the commissioning 
person/party without first obtaining independent verification as to its suitability for such 
other project, and obtaining the prior written approval of York Archaeological Trust for 
Excavation and Research Limited (‘YAT’) (trading as York Archaeological Trust). YAT accepts 
no responsibility or liability for the consequences of this Report being relied upon or used 
for any purpose other than the purpose for which it was specifically commissioned. Nobody 
is entitled to rely upon this Report other than the person/party which commissioned it. YAT 
accepts no responsibility or liability for any use of or reliance upon this Report by anybody 
other than the commissioning person/party. 

 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

Excavations in advance of redevelopment at the properties named in the title of this report 
took place between October 1989 and July 1990. A summary of the excavations and their 
background has been written by J. McComish (McComish 2015). In the course of the 
excavations a number of burials from the cemetery of the lost St Benet’s Church were 
excavated. Many of these were associated with wooden coffins or covers which are the 
subject of the current report. 

Fragments of wood were identified from some 44 burials. Records indicate other burials 
may also have been in coffins – or had boards placed over them – but these had decayed 
to the extent that only soil stains or powdery decay deposits survived. The burials are 
associated with the lost church of St Benet. Only selected areas of this cemetery were 
excavated in advance of redevelopment work and these were subject to spatial 
constraints. Those parts of burials which lay beyond the limit of the excavation areas 
could not be followed and were accordingly truncated at the edge of the trench. 
Sometimes this was done under archaeological control, sometimes by the driven sheet 
shoring used to support the edge of the excavation trench. The result is that many of the 
burials were only partially exposed and excavated, the parts lying beyond the limit of 
excavation being left in situ. 
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2.  AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

The work carried out has been done in accordance with the CIfA Standard and 
Guidance for the Collection, Documentation, Conservation and Research of Archaeological 
Materials (CIfA 2014). The work requested was a woodworking technology report on the 
remains of the coffins and associated wood. 

3.  PROCEDURES 

Only a very limited selection of the assemblage had been retained for archive and 
conserved. To put these pieces into context it was necessary to create a catalogue of 
the material known from the records and this catalogue is the basis of the current report. 
These records consist of: 

• the conserved part of the assemblage in store at YAT 

• the wood record sheets produced by the field team on site 

• the amendments made to those wood record sheets by conservation staff 

• the tracing sheets prepared by the conservation laboratory carrying 1:1 tracings 
of the timbers 

• the sketch plans made by J. McComish of the burials with wood remains by trenches 

• the context records created as part of the Interactive Archaeological Database (IADB) 

• the dendrochronological report by T. Bagwell and I. Tyers (Bagwell and Tyers 2001) 

• the site summary produced by J. McComish for the project (McComish 2015) 

• interim reports and notes on the coffins by various members of the conservation 
staff. 

Information from these sources was put into a Microsoft Access database for sorting and 
analysis. A formal catalogue was then created to gather as much information about the 
wood from a particular burial as can be retrieved at this date. No individual numbers had 
been assigned to include all the components of a particular burial. No significant 
stratigraphic phases have been identified within the burial assemblage beyond local 
instances of intercutting or overlying graves. An arbitrary catalogue series has therefore 
been created which generally follows the numerical sequence of Skeleton numbers (with 
the caveat that some graves held no recognisable skeletal material and therefore have no 
associated skeletons). All the components associated with an individual grave are grouped 
under this number and this number is used in the following text. A copy of the catalogue is 
appended to this report. 
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4.  DESCRIPTION 

Many individuals were involved in the recording of these burials and the records are not 
always consistent. There are therefore several gaps in the records and while the detail of 
individual burials is not as complete as might be desired there is sufficient information to 
give an overall picture of the woodworking technology utilised in these graves. 

Previous reports and summaries indicate that wood was used as grave furniture in one of 
three forms. 

Coffined Burials. The most frequently identified wood remains take the form of a coffin – a 
box with a base, two sides, two ends and a lid. The various components were fastened 
together and contained the body of a single individual. There were 37 coffins made up 
from boards and one example of a coffin cut from a hollowed log. A summary of the 
assemblage is given in Table 1. 

Coffin Lid Left side Right side Head Foot Base Fastenings SK no. 
1 lost TF (?) RF (?) lost TF (?) RF (?) no record 3331 
2 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost RF Oak pegged 3379 
3 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak pegged 3381 
4 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost RF Oak RF Oak pegged 3426 
5 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost RF Oak pegged 3428 
6 lost lost no record lost lost no record no record 3438 
7 no record no record no record lost lost no record no record 3441 
8 no record RF (?) RF (?) lost lost no record no record 3450 
9 no record no record no record lost lost (?) Oak no record 3455 
10 RF Oak RF Oak TF Oak lost no record RF (?) pegged 3456 
11 RF (?) lost lost lost no record RF Oak no record 3481 
13 RF (?) RF (?) RF (?) RF (?) lost RF (?) pegged 3505 
14 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost RF Oak pegged 3511 
17 RF Oak lost lost lost lost no record no record 5014 
18 RF Oak lost lost lost lost lost pegged 5017 
19 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost lost RF Oak no record 5032 
20 lost lost lost lost lost RF Alder no record lost 
21 lost lost lost lost lost RF Oak no record 7059 
22 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost lost RF Oak pegged 7061 
24 lost RF Oak RF Oak lost lost RF Oak ?pegged 7067 
25 lost lost lost lost lost RF Oak pegged lost 
26 lost RF Oak lost lost lost RF Oak no record 11006 
27 RF Oak (no record) Oak fragments, location unassigned no record 11016 
28 lost lost lost lost lost (?) Oak pegged 14001 
31 RF Oak TF Oak TF Oak lost TF Oak TF Oak no record 14030 
32 lost RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost RF Oak no record 14035 
33 RF Oak fragments, location unassigned no record lost 
34 no record RF Oak RF Oak no record lost RF Oak no record 14041 
35 lost lost no record no record lost RF (?) no record 14049 
36 RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak RF Oak lost RF Oak pegged 14060 
37 lost lost lost lost lost no record no record 14067 
38 RF Oak fragments no record lost 
39 lost RF Oak lost lost no record RF Oak no record 15013 
40 no record RF Oak RF Oak lost RF Oak RF Oak Nailed 15015 
41 RF Oak fragments, location unassigned no record 15017 
42 RF Oak, TF Pine fragments, location unassigned no record 15021 
43 RF Oak fragments, location unassigned no record 15024 
44 Log coffin 15037 

Table 1: Summary of Identified wooden coffin records 
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• ‘lost’ refers to components which had completely decayed leaving no wood remains 
or to components which could not be excavated or sampled 

• ‘no record’ refers to components which were observed as present during the 
excavation but which, for one reason or another, did not have the relevant data 
recorded 

• ‘location unassigned’ means that though fragments were recovered, it is no longer 
possible to know from what part of the coffin they came 

• ‘RF’ – Radially faced 

• ‘TF’ – Tangentially faced 

• ‘(?)’ – this aspect not recorded 

• ‘pegged’ – pegged joints 

• ‘nailed’ – nailed joints. 

 
If each coffin was originally made up using six components (base, sides, ends and lid), some 
222 individual parts could potentially have been recovered. Of these, 77 had either decayed 
to identifiable matter or lay beyond the limit of excavation and were impossible to 
recover, leaving a potential 145 components, or parts thereof, within the excavated 
areas. Wood was recovered but species was not recorded for 34 components and 
conversion not recorded for 26 components. Some 78 components had both wood species 
and conversion recorded and could be assigned to particular coffin parts. The discrepancies 
that remain are due to fragments that were so damaged that they can no longer be 
assigned to particular positions within the coffin. 

Almost all of the identified components were cut from oak (Quercus spp.). Oak is the 
primary timber exploited for structural use in North-West Europe and can readily be split 
into boards. It was widely used in this period and the dendrochronological analysis 
(Bagwell and Tyers 2001) suggests the oak used in these coffins came from local sources. 
Coffin 20 had a fragmentary base cut from alder (Alnus spp.), again a locally available wood 
and one reputed to have water-resistant qualities. Only Coffin 42 produced fragments of a 
potentially non-local wood species, having one or more Pinus spp. boards as well as oak. Not 
enough of this coffin survived to show whether it differed in construction in any way but 
the choice of pine is unusual. Stands of pine may have been present in the contemporary 
landscape but native pine does not appear to have been exploited as a source of timber 
until the late medieval and post-medieval period. Its occurrence in the archaeological 
record at this time is generally related to imported material from Scandinavia and the 
Baltic. It is possible therefore that this is evidence for pine boarding being imported into 
York in the Anglo-Scandinavian period. 

None of these boards were sawn, all having been split from their parent tree. Localised axe 
dressing is occasionally present where an irregularity in the surface, such as a knot, has 
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been trimmed to create a flush surface. The wood is generally straight grained and of good, 
but not outstanding quality. No marking-out lines were observed and there is no 
standardisation in length or width. Each coffin seems to have been made as an individual 
piece for a specific burial. The construction is simple and straightforward and displays no 
unusual or complex methods. Making such a box would have been well within the 
capabilities of a competent woodworker or carpenter. It cannot be shown from the 
recovered material that specialist coffin makers practised in the city at this time. 

Where identifiable, almost all the pegs were oak, with coffin 40 and board 16 (see 
appendix) also including hazel (Corylus avellana L.) pegs. Some pegs were simple lengths of 
roundwood with trimmed ends, others had been cut down from radially faced blanks or 
billets and roughly whittled to a polygonal or sub-rounded cross section. Omitting the 
hollowed log, 84 of the 96 recorded board conversions were radial, and 8 tangential 
(including the Pinus spp.). 

Generally speaking, the deepest buried and relatively more massive parts of a coffin 
were better preserved than the shallower and slighter components. Twenty coffins came 
with surviving parts of lids but 30 had the remains of base boards. One or both sides were 
present in 23 coffins. Head and foot ends (7 and 8 respectively) are under-represented 
because of the frequency with which one or other end of the coffin lay beyond the area 
excavated. Collapse of the coffin during burial meant that many of the excavated fragments 
from the lids had only survived because they had collapsed into the interior of the box as 
the wood decayed and became progressively waterlogged, while the upper edges of sides 
and ends were more severely decayed and fragile. This accounts for the relative lack of peg 
holes for fastening lids to carcasses and for the perception of these coffins being of light, 
flimsy construction. 

There was little variation in the way in which these coffins were constructed. A single-
piece base board was prepared, either parallel sided or with a barely perceptible narrowing 
towards the foot end. Some 50mm or so in from each end of the base board a pair of 
through holes were cut into the face with an auger, generally 15–20mm in diameter, one 
towards each edge. At each end a board was placed across the width of the base over 
these holes, laid with the grain running horizontally and consequently with its lower 
edge in contact with the face of the base board. In only one case, the head board of 
Coffin 36, was a board placed with the grain running vertically and thus with the end of the 
board resting on the base. The auger holes were then deepened, cutting into the 
thickness of these end boards to a depth of some 50mm and a peg tapped into each hole to 
fasten these end boards to the base board, forming the head end and foot end of the 
coffin. The length of the end board was usually shorter than the width of the base board 
to which it was attached, except in Coffin 40 where the head end was the same length as 
the width of the base. 

The left and right sides of the coffin were then placed with the lower edge of each side 
resting on the upper face of the base board and the face resting against the end of the 
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head board at the head end and the edge of the foot board at the foot end. A peg hole 
was augured through the face of each side into the end grain of the head board and 
footboard and pegs driven into place to hold the sides to the end boards. On occasion, the 
auger missed cutting fully into the end piece and created a scar across the inside face of 
the head board in Coffin 14. 

One or more further peg holes were augured through the face of each side angled 
downwards through the side and into the base board, whereupon more pegs were driven 
into place in each hole to fasten each side directly to the base board. The ends of each side 
tended to project beyond the face of the end boards and the face on each side was 
generally not flush with the edge of the base. 

There was a minor variation to this practice in Coffin 40. As already noted, the head end of 
this coffin extended across the full width of the base. Consequently the sides did not rest 
on the base but butted against the edges of the base, the lower edge of each side 
thereby being flush with the lower face of the base board. This did not affect the 
placement of the pegs which followed the same angled orientation as in the other coffin 
sides. 

With the body in place, the lid was then laid resting on the upper edges of each side and 
ends, and secured in place with more pegs placed in augured holes. The number and 
arrangement of this latter pegging is not fully apparent due to poor survival. In the best-
preserved example, Coffin 3, the left side upper edge has three such peg holes, evenly 
spaced, one towards each end and one near the mid-point. 

The above construction sequence appears to have been broadly the same for each of the 
coffins, with small variations. The only surviving edge on the base of Coffin 3 has four auger 
holes for attaching the left side but the corresponding side just has one surviving hole. 
This may be due to later damage removing the evidence for other holes as this was a large 
coffin. 

The base of Coffin 2 has a discontinuous chiselled groove through the face across much of 
its width, just outside the auger holes for attaching the head end. This appears to be the 
only example of an attempt to trim the length of the base board flush with the outer face 
of an end board – an attempt that was abandoned part way through the activity. 

The single-piece lid of Coffin 3 seems to have begun to split along its length as the coffin 
was being built. Rather than replace the lid with a fresh board, a short batten was placed 
across the split on the inside face of the board and pegged in place. The ends of the pegs 
were trimmed off flush with the upper face of the board leaving an almost invisible repair. 

Coffin 5 was initially thought to be unusual in that one side was recorded as resting in a 
groove cut along the length of the base. Examination of the records shows that this 
reveals no signs of being deliberately cut. What appears to have happened is that 
overlying burial deposits have pressed the edge of the left side into the face of the base 
and thus an accidental, rather than intentional, groove was created. In a similar way, the 
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lower edges of the head board of Coffin 36 and the foot end of coffin 40 were crushed into 
the upper face of their respective base boards leaving a scar running across the base. 

Two remaining coffins are sufficiently different as to merit separate description. 

Coffin 40 is primarily of nailed construction. The left side sat upon the upper face of the 
base and at least three nails had been driven through the lower face of the base into the 
lower edge of this side. The right side however was butted against the right edge of the 
base and nails driven through the face of this side into the edge of the base. The surviving 
end (foot) of this coffin was placed between the sides and two nails driven through the 
face of each side into the ends of this end piece. Just one peg hole of the usual type in this 
assemblage was present in the left side but the base at this point is too badly damaged 
to be able to confirm whether this pegged joint was completed. It is possible that this 
coffin was intended to be of pegged construction but for some reason the practice was 
abandoned in preference for nailing. Nails were not cheaper than wooden pegs and 
required a separate set of specialist skills to fabricate. They might have been used to 
indicate a different status for the occupant, but whether this was actually the case is 
currently unknown. 

Coffin 44 is a log coffin hollowed from a section of tree trunk, hewn to length. The exterior 
of the log had been debarked and dressed with an axe to create a regular part-cylinder 
with a flat base, narrowing in plan towards the foot end. The interior was hollowed but 
subsequent erosion of the surfaces has removed any tool marks that might have been 
present. Both ends are badly damaged but it appears they were also part of the log; there 
is no evidence that separate boards were inserted to close off the ends. All upper edges 
were badly damaged or decayed and it is not possible to know whether the lid was a 
separate board or if it had been carved from a slab detached from the roundwood log and 
replaced once the body was inside. Any evidence for the means of fastening or fixing the lid 
to the body of the coffin has also been lost. 

Boards laid over the deceased. Less frequently, the deceased was laid in a grave and a 
single board placed over the individual forming a cover before backfilling the grave. Five, 
possibly six, examples were identified: cover boards 12, 15, 23, 29 and 30. Board 16 may or 
may not be a cover – it is labelled as originating from a non-burial context and is not 
currently associated with a skeleton, so could be a coffin lid or a cover board. All of these 
boards were radially faced. Three of the six (12 – foot end truncated; 15 – only head end 
present; 23 –  head end truncated) were partially beyond the edge of the excavated area 
and so not seen in their entirety. With that caveat, it appears from what was recovered 
and recorded that these were plain parallel- sided boards, approximately the same 
length as the bodies they covered. No peg holes, nail holes or other fixings or fixtures were 
present and there is no trace of reuse or modification. Nor is there any evidence for the 
insect damage which would have taken place had there been any significant lapse of time 
between fabrication and deposition. We must conclude that these boards were utilised 
specifically for this purpose. 
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The only unusual feature displayed by any of these boards is the nine-men’s-morris (also 
known as nine-men’s-merels) gaming board scratched into the upper face of cover board 
29. The board is inconveniently sized and proportioned to be dedicated for this use and 
there is not sufficient evidence to describe the board as reused. 

Biers. In three cases it has been reported that the body was placed on a board which 
was then lowered with the body into the grave, forming a bier. Examination of the records 
of these three burials (Coffin 28, SK14001; Coffin 32, SK14035; and Coffin 37, SK14067) 
suggests this may not in fact be the case. 

Only a small section of Coffin 28 was excavated – part of the right side and head end of a 
base board, the rest of which passed beyond the limit of excavation. Though badly 
fragmented, the board does have a peg hole in its right edge analogous to the positioning 
of peg holes for the attachment of sides in coffined burials. This burial appears to have been 
shallow even by the standards of its neighbours. It is probable therefore that this is a 
coffined burial whose sides and ends have not survived in a recognisable form. 

Coffin 32 has its foot end truncated by the limit of excavation. Records show that the 
excavated section of the base board was sent to conservation for recording, together 
with separately identified and wrapped elements from two sides and the head end. The 
descriptions indicate that this was definitely a coffin. 

Coffin 37, again a fragmentary burial passing beyond the limit of excavation, is only 
recorded as a species identification sample, though species could not be identified. This 
suggests the base board had degraded too badly for recovery. Whilst it is not impossible 
that this piece is in fact a bier, the surviving records are not good enough to say that 
this was definitely the case. We may simply therefore have nothing more than the very 
badly preserved remains of an ordinary coffin. 

Regrettably, in two of the three examples from Swinegate there is good reason to doubt 
that biers were present and in the third case the preservation of the material was too poor 
to say for certain. In no case is there any definite evidence that bodies were laid on biers 
placed into the grave and Swinegate should not therefore be quoted as producing evidence 
for this rite. 

 

Dating Evidence 

Several coffins and boards were sampled for dendrochronology and radiocarbon samples 
taken from the incumbents where dendro sampling was not possible. Those dates 
associated with wood furnishings are tabulated below: 
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Coffin Date Sample origin Nature of sample 
Coffin 2 after 892 lid dendrochronology 
Coffin 3 1081±32 skeleton radiocarbon date 
Cover Board 12 after 913 cover board dendrochronology 
Coffin 13 after 933 lid, right side, base dendrochronology 
Coffin 14 975–1001 lid, left side, base dendrochronology 
Coffin 19 after 931 lid and base dendrochronology 
Coffin 36 after 995 lid, foot, base dendrochronology 
Coffin 40 after 939 board dendrochronology 

Table 2: Summary of dates from burials. All dates are AD 

The dendrochronology (Bagwell and Tyers 2001) established that little sapwood survived 
and that several of the sampled boards did not have enough rings to allow dating to be 
established. Only Coffin 14 had surviving sapwood allowing a date for the felling of its 
parent tree sometime between AD 975 and 1001. The other dates are those after which 
the tree was felled. In Table 2, where multiple samples were taken, the date of the latest 
sample has been taken as the closest to the construction and burial of the board concerned. 
Neither the dendrochronology or the physical records of the wood demonstrate reuse. All 
of these coffins or cover boards fall within a consistent early 10th- to early 11th-century 
range, only the radiocarbon dated skeleton from Coffin 3 necessarily being any more 
recent. 

5. DISCUSSION 

The coffined burials are the majority type of wooden grave furnishing identified in the 
cemetery. While it may be possible that some of the more poorly preserved coffins may 
have been board linings for grave pits, all of the better preserved coffins are indeed coffins 
with pegged construction. 

Comparable preserved wooden coffins have been excavated locally at St Peter’s, Barton-
upon- Humber (Rodwell and Atkins 2011), and Beverley Minster (Johnson and Allen 2004). 
Pre-conquest wooden coffins are attested in the cemetery excavated at York Minster in 
the early 1970s, but no wood survives for study. 

The coffins from Barton-upon-Humber are late 11th- to 12th-century in date and thus later 
than the Swinegate examples. Although similar in general appearance and construction, 
the Barton-upon- Humber coffins, while pegged to the base, are not directly pegged to the 
sides. Their ends are retained by what Rodwell (Rodwell and Atkins 2011, 218) describes as 
‘tying dowels’, long roundwood pegs fitted through holes in the opposing sides of the 
coffin towards each end, passing across the face of the end board and forming a bar to 
stop the board falling out of opposition. Several of these appear to have been locked in 
place by small wedges tapped into the end grain of the rod to split and expand the head and 
tip fastening it firmly within the peg hole. 

There is no evidence for this practice at Swinegate, where the sides are pegged directly into 
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the ends. As well as the holes in the sides for these pegs there are also blind peg holes in the 
adjacent sections of the head and foot boards. No ‘tying dowels’ were seen during the 
excavation and had this practice been followed at Swinegate, at least one such rod should 
have been observed and recorded. 

The coffin from Beverley was cleaned and studied by this author and a summary has been 
published (Johnson and Allen 2004). All elements (base, sides, ends and lid) were present, 
though the upper edges of the coffin sides and ends had eroded and the lid collapsed into 
the burial. Two pegs at each end of the base served to attach the head and foot ends. Two 
steeply angled pegs on the right side and three on the left side attached the sides to the 
base. No peg holes through either side were found which might have attached the sides to 
the ends or to have housed ‘tying dowels’. The length of each side matches the length of 
the corresponding edge of the base and butted against its edge, rather than resting on 
its upper face. Both head and foot ends were flush with the ends of the base and sides, 
fitting neatly between the latter. 

Both left and right sides survived almost to full height at each end did not project beyond 
the base or beyond the outer face of head or foot boards. Contra Rodwell and Atkins (2011, 
219) evidence for such holes at Beverley has not been lost to decay and it is not therefore 
reasonable to surmise that ‘tying dowels’ formerly existed on this coffin. Rather the ends 
of the head and foot boards were tightly clasped by the sides and all components were 
firmly pegged to the base. Where evidence has been lost is on the upper edges of the 
head and foot boards and much of the upper edges of each side towards the middle of the 
coffin, where any pegs or peg holes no longer survive. The Beverley coffin is dated by 
dendrochronology to AD 992 or very shortly thereafter (Tyers 2004, 2) and is 
contemporary with the Swinegate coffins. 

The coffins from Swinegate thus have similarities with those from Barton-upon-Humber 
and Beverley Minster but are not the same. As at Barton-upon-Humber, the head and foot 
ends are set in from the ends of the sides and base but unlike Barton, the ends are pegged 
directly to the sides. As at Barton and Beverley, the ends are pegged vertically to the base 
and the sides to the base with pegs driven at a steep angle. What we seem to be seeing are 
local interpretations of a common pattern. 

One log coffin was recorded at Barton-upon Humber (Rodwell and Atkins 2011, 202). 
This was slightly longer than the Swinegate example and tapered towards both ends, 
rather than the foot end at Swinegate. 

Cover boards were also present over uncoffined burials at Barton-upon-Humber (Rodwell 
and Atkins 2011, 182) and Beverley (Allen 2004, 59). Some of those at Barton-upon-
Humber are believed to derive from reused timber whereas those from Swinegate and 
Beverley show no evidence of reuse. 

The gaming board described under cover board 29 merits a little further discussion. The 
board itself was placed over the body of a child and the grid for the game was found 
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scribed into the upper face towards the middle of the board and would have been visible to 
the burial party. The version discussed here is one of the types described by Croft (1987) – 
three concentric rectangles each side of which is bisected by a short line. There are no lines 
connecting the diagonals. Gaming boards such as this are known from sites across the 
country and can be found on portable artefacts and pieces of masonry. Almost any flat, 
level surface might be used as a base into which the grid or pattern needed for the game 
could be marked. In the archaeological record we can only identify those which have been 
cut into a material which retains those marks. It is not impossible that chalked or painted 
lines might have been used to mark boards on other surfaces, which have not survived. 

Few of the identified gaming boards have been marked out with care or precision. It may 
be concluded that these were casually prepared as and when wanted by players who had 
some time to fill between other activities. Using a flat piece of board such as cover board 
29 in this way, just because it was conveniently to hand and would be disposed of shortly 
afterwards, would seem to be the simplest explanation for its presence in the cemetery. 

Whilst this utilitarian reason for the use of this board for a gaming surface is plausible, we 
should not perhaps overlook the fact that this board was laid over the body of an infant. It is 
possible that there is a message here which we do not understand. 
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Appendix: Catalogue of wooden Coffins and associated 
wooden grave furniture 

 
• All dimensions in millimeters.  

• ‘ST’ – Structural Timber number. 

• ‘SK’ – Skeleton number. 

• ‘WRS’ – Wood Record Sheet. 

 

1. Coffin containing SK 3331. Most of coffin before foot end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Very badly fragmented. 

Lid. No surviving wood. No further information. No ST no. No context no. 
Left side. Tangentially faced board. Wood species not recorded. 540 l, 140 w, 35 th. 
ST 146, Context 3332 
Right side. Radially faced board. Wood species not recorded. 510 l, 120 w, 40 th. ST 
145, Context 3332 
Base. Radially faced board. Wood species not recorded. 340 l, 70 w, 15 th. ST 144, 
Context 3332 
Foot end. Tangentially faced board. Wood species not recorded. 200 l, 65 w, 20 th. 
ST 143, Context 3332 

 
2. Coffin containing SK 3379. Most of coffin beyond head end truncated by limit of 
excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 530 l, 380 w, 23 th. ST 151, Context 3344 
Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 16 dia peg hole through face at lower 
edge for attachment to base and at end for attachment to head piece ST 159. 485 l, 
260 w, 15 th. ST 158, Context 3406 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 360 l, 170 w, 12 th. ST 160, Context 
3406 
Head end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 16 dia peg hole through face at lower 
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edge for attachment to base ST190 and at left end for attachment to side ST 158. 
360 l, 225 w, 25 th. ST 159, Context 3406 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 3 x 16 dia peg holes through face at head 
end for attachment to head piece ST 159 and at left edge for attachment to side ST 
158. Discontinuous chiselled cut in face outside line of peg holes in abandoned 
attempt to trim base flush with face of head end. 528 l, 356 w, 25 th. ST 190, 
Context 3406 

3. Coffin containing SK 3381. Nearly complete. 14C- 1081+/-32 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. Old split along length repaired with a batten 
pegged to the lower face across the split. Peg holes 15 dia, batten and pegs also 
Quercus spp. 1830 l, 350 w, 20 th. Batten 205 l, 55 w, 11 th. ST 148, 149, 150, 
Context 3345 
Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1 x peg hole through face towards 
lower edge mid-way along length for attachment to base ST 157. Peg hole through 
face towards each end for attachment to head and foot pieces. Peg hole in upper 
edge towards foot end and two more towards ‘knee’ and ‘shoulder’ for attachment 
of lid ST 148/149. 1780 l, 180 w, 15 th. ST 155, Context 3405 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1 x peg hole through face towards 
lower edge mid-way along length for attachment to base ST 157. Peg hole through 
face towards each end for attachment to head and foot pieces. 1725 l, 210 w, 20 th. 
ST 156, Context 3405 
Head end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 2 x 16 dia peg holes in lower edge for 
attachment to base ST 157. 335 l, 150 w, 25 th. ST 153, Context 3405 
Foot end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 2 x 15 dia peg holes in lower edge for 
attachment to base ST 157. 1 x 15 dia peg hole in end for attachment to right side ST 
156. 240 l, 185 w, 30 th. ST 154, Context 3405 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 2 x 16 dia peg holes through face towards 
each end for attachment to head and foot pieces ST 153, 154. 4 x 16 dia peg holes in 
face along left edge for attachment of left side. Right edge badly damaged. 1790 l, 
300 w, 20 th. ST 157, Context 3405 

 

4. Coffin containing SK 3426. Head end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 800 l, 333 w, 15 th. ST 164, Context 3417 
Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 18 dia through peg hole in face towards 
foot end for attachment to end of foot piece. 824 l, 200w, thickness not recorded. ST 
355, Context 3445 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 838 l, 201w, thickness not recorded. 
ST 355, Context 3445 
Foot end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. Dimensions not recorded. ST 355, 
Context 3445 
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Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 824 l, 310 w, 25 th. ST 355, Context 3445 
 

5. Coffin containing SK 3428. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 16 dia through peg hole in face for 
attachment to one or the other side. 1740 l, 300 w, 10 th. ST 165, Context 3425 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 16 dia through peg hole in face 
towards lower edge for attachment to base. 1680 l, 140 w, 10 th. ST 166 Context 
3429 
Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1700 l, 150 w, 10 th. ST 167, Context 
3429 
Head end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. Remains of two badly damaged peg 
holes in lower edge for attachment to base. 300 l, 60 w, 5 th. ST 168, Context 3429 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. Peg holes in face at head end for 
attachment to head ST 168. Groove impressed into upper face at left edge. 1830 l, 
360 w, 25 th. ST 169 Context 3429 

 

6. Coffin containing SK 3438. Most of coffin before foot end truncated by limit of 
excavation. 

Lid. No recorded information. Context 3431 
Right side. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 620 l, 80 w, 10 th. ST 173, 
Context 3446 
Base. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 690 l, 130 w, 10 th. ST 172, 
Context 3446 

 

7. Coffin containing SK 3441. Very badly decayed and damaged. 

Lid. No surviving wood. No further information. No ST no. Context 3424. 
Side. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 430 l, 90 w, 15 th. ST 171, Context 
3447 
Base. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 1600 l, 380 w, 20 th. ST 170, 
Context 3447 

 

8. Coffin containing SK 3450. Very badly damaged. 

Lid. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 500 l, 160 w, 20 th. ST 178, Context 
3459 
Left side. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 1030 l, 150 w, 5 th. ST 
193, Context 3478 
Right side. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 610 l, 150 w, thickness 
not recorded. ST 192, Context 3478 
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Base. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 1100 l, 250 w, 10 th. ST 191, 
Context 3478 

 

9. Coffin containing SK 3455. Most of coffin beyond head end truncated by limit of 
excavation. 

Lid. No surviving wood. No further information. No ST no. Context 3452 
Left side. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 250 l, 50 w, 15 th. ST 177, 
Context 3457 
Right side. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 750 l, 100 w, 15 th. ST 176, 
Context 3457 
Base. Conversion not recorded. Quercus spp. 703 l, 268 w, 15 th. ST 175, Context

 3457 
 

10. Coffin containing SK 3456. Head end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board, probably Quercus spp. 1500 l, 280 w, 22 th. ST 174, Context 
3451 
Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 16 dia through peg hole in face 248 from 
foot end for attachment to base. 1070 l, 228 w, 28 th. ST 179, Context 3458 
Right side. Tangentially faced board, probably Quercus spp. 16 dia through peg hole 
in face 610 from foot end for attachment to base. 962 l, 247 w, 35 th. ST 180, Context 
3458 
Foot end. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 290 l, 90 w, 10 th. ST 181, 
Context 3458 
Base. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 16 dia through peg hole in 
face at right edge 670 from foot end for attachment of side. 16 dia through peg hole 
in face at left edge 320 from foot end for attachment of side. 1085 l, 375 w, 25 th. ST 
182, Context 3458 
Fragment. Conversion not recorded. Quercus spp. 400 l, 150 w, 20 th. ST 183, 
Context 3458 

 

11. Coffin containing SK 3481. Most of coffin before foot end truncated by limit of 
excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 600 l, 200 w, 10 th. ST 184, 
Context 3475. 
Foot end. Conversion and wood species not recorded. 230 l, 100 w, 15 th. ST 197, 
Context 3483. 
Base. Radially faced board, probably Quercus spp. 660 l, 310 w, 35 th. ST 196, 
Context 3483 
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12. Board laid over SK3489. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Dendro – after AD 
913. 

Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 800 l, 300 w, 10 th. ST 185, 
Context 3476. 

 

13. Coffin containing SK3505. Most of coffin beyond head end truncated by limit of 
excavation. Dendro – after AD933 

Lid. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 518 l, 280 w, 30 th. ST 202, 
Context 3502 
Left side. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 484 l, 152 w, 10 th. ST 
206, Context 3509. 
Right side. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 479 l, 212 w, 20 th. ST 
207, Context 3509. 
Head end. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 110 l, 102 w, 5 th. ST 
208, Context 3509 
Base. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 450 l, 320 w, 20 th. Possible 
peg hole through face at right hand edge for affixing right side. ST 209, Context 3509 
 

14. Coffin containing SK3511. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Dendro – after AD 
1001. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1206 l, 282 w, 22 th. ST 210, Context 3434 
Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 18 dia peg hole through face towards 
lower edge/head end for attachment to base ST 213. Peg-boxed radial Corylus 
avellana L. 1168 l, 230 w, 20 th. ST 211, Context 3434 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 18 dia peg hole through face towards 
lower edge/head end for attachment to base ST 213. 1252 l, 226 w, 20 th. ST 212, 
Context 3434 
Head end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 2 x 18 dia peg hole in lower edge for 
attachment to base ST 213. Partial peg hole scar across inner face from attachment 
of right side ST 212. 358 l, 140 w, 20 th. ST 214a, Context 3434 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 2 x 22 dia peg holes through face towards 
head end for attachment to head piece ST 214. 1 x 15 dia peg hole through face at 
each side towards head end for attachment to sides ST 211, 212. Another peg hole in 
face 310 further along left edge to further attach left side ST 211. Pegs loose, include 
Quercus spp. and Corylus avellana L. 1248 l, 350 w, 30 th. ST 213, Context 3434 

 

15. Board laid over SK 3516. Most of board beyond head end truncated by limit of 
excavation. 
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Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 890 l, 290 w, 05 th. ST 214b, 
Context 3513 
 

16. Board associated with SK ?? 

Base, lid or board over body. Radially faced Quercus spp. 850 l, 100 w, 20 th. Labelled 
as ST 162, Context 3341 but this context number is not a coffin. 

 

17. Coffin containing SK 5014. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 704 l, 215 w, 15 th. ST 258, Context 5011 
Base. Decayed organic fragments, not recovered. Context 5020. 

 

18. Coffin containing SK 5017. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 22 dia peg hole through face towards head 
end. 1605 l, 234 w, 30 th. ST 259, Context 5015 
Coffin fragments. Decayed organic fragments, not recovered. Context 5018. SF1089 

 

19. Coffin containing SK 5032. Head end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. Possible peg hole through face towards foot 
end but may be an erosion/decay feature. 1752 l, 294 w, 30 th. ST 262, Context 5031 
Side fragment. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 205 l, 58 w, 13 th. ST 272, Context 
5033 
Side fragment. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1290 l, 190 w, 25 th. ST 273, 
Context 5033 
Side fragment. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 400 l, other dimensions not 
recorded. ST 274, Context 5033 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1762 l, 274w, 30 th. ST 275, Context 5033 

 

20. Coffin containing SK ?? (not recovered – beyond limit of excavation?). Most of coffin 
before foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Very badly fragmented. 

Base. Radially faced board, Alnus spp. 260 l, 230w, 20 th. ST 260, Context 5024 

 

21. Coffin containing SK 7059. Most of coffin before foot end truncated by limit of 
excavation. Very badly fragmented. 

Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 424 l, 166w, 20 th. ST 300, Context 7060 

 

19 
 



 

22. Coffin containing SK 7061. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Very badly 
fragmented. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1228 l, 280w, 20 th. ST 299, Context 7058 
Sides. Radially faced boards, Quercus spp. Dimensions not recorded. Notes from 
WRS for ST 301, Context 7065 
Base. Radially faced board. Quercus spp. 5 x 18–20 dia peg holes in face. 1 towards 
left edge, head end, 1 at head end, 2 adjacent holes towards right edge, head end, 1 
halfway along right edge, all for attachment of left and right sides and head end. 
1222 l, 266 w, 20 th. ST 301, Context 7065. 

 

23. Board laid over SK 7062. Head end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. 1800 l, 360 w, 10 th. ST 302, 
Context 7063 

 

24. Coffin containing SK 7067. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Very badly 
fragmented. 

Sides. Radially faced boards. Quercus spp. Possible peg holes in face towards lower 
edge/head end of both sides. Dimensions not recorded. Notes from WRS for ST 303, 
Context 7068 
Head end. Decayed to brown powder. Not recorded. Notes under WRS for ST 303, 
Context 7068 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 900 l, 280 w, 15 th. ST 303, Context 7068 

 

25. Remains of disturbed coffin – only head end of base surviving. SK lost to later 
disturbance. 

Base. Fragment of board, radially faced, Quercus spp. 18 dia peg hole in face at right 
edge for attachment of right side. 374 l, 228 w, 15 th. ST 309, Context 11013 

 

26. Coffin containing SK 11006. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Very badly 
fragmented. 

Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 900 l, 180 w, 15 th. ST 305, Context 
11009 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 998 l, 247 w, 15 th. ST 308, Context 11009 

 

27. Coffin containing SK 11016. Partly damaged by later burial in Coffin 10009. 

Lid. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 320 l, 80 w, 10 th. Context 11012, ST 307 
Sides and base. One board fragment was tangentially faced. Other conversions and 

20 
 



 

wood species not recorded. Dimensions not recorded. Context 11017, ST 327 
 

28. Coffin containing SK14001. Left side and foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Badly 
fragmented. Reputedly a bier though the preservation of the remains was not good enough 
to make this certain and the peg hole for the right side suggests this was a coffin. 

Base. Conversion not recorded. Board, Quercus spp. 1 x 24 dia through hole in face at 
right edge towards head end for attachment of right side. 486 l, 197 w, thickness not 
recorded. ST 329, Context 14002 

 

29. Board laid over SK 14008. Complete. 

Radially faced board, Quercus spp. Incised game board on outer face. 726 l, 222 w, 
32 th. ST 332, Context 14004 

 

30. Board laid over SK 14020. Left side and foot end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Radially faced board, fragmentary. Quercus spp. Eroded hole through face towards 
head end on centre line. 978 l, 200 w, 17 th. ST 333, Context 14018 

 

31. Coffin containing SK 14030. Head end truncated by limit of excavation. 

Lid. Radially faced board fragment, Quercus spp. 300 l, 200 w, 10 th. ST 334, Context 
14028. 
Left side. Tangentially faced board fragments, Quercus spp. Dimensions not 
recorded. ST 336, Context 14031 
Right side. Tangentially faced board fragments, Quercus spp. Dimensions not 
recorded. ST 336, Context 14031 
Foot end. Tangentially faced board fragments, Quercus spp. Dimensions not 
recorded. ST 336, Context 14031 
Base. Tangentially faced board fragments, Quercus spp. 1600 l, 400 w, 10 th. ST 336, 
Context 14031 

 

32. Coffin containing SK 14035. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Reputedly a bier 
but the recorded wood is clearly from a  coffin. 

Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 10 th. Other dimensions not recorded. 
ST 337, Context 14034 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 20 th. Other dimensions not recorded. 
ST 337, Context 14034 
Head end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. Dimensions not recorded. ST 337, 
Context 14034. 
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Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 400 l, 400 w, 15 th. ST 337, Context 14034 
 

33. Empty coffin – very badly disturbed by later activity. 

Coffin fragments. All radially faced Quercus spp. Overall dimensions (?base) 900 l, 
400 w, 05 th. ST 338, Context 14036 

 

34. Coffin containing SK 14041. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Head end and lid 
decayed. 

Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 400 l, other dimensions not recorded. 
ST 339, Context 14042 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 400 l, other dimensions not recorded. 
ST 339, Context 14042 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 400 l, 250 w, 25 th. ST 339, Context 14042 

 

35. Coffin containing SK 14049. Base only, right side and head end badly damaged and 
truncated by limit of excavation. 

Base. Radially faced board, wood species not recorded. Both ends and both edges 
badly damaged or lost. Fragmented. 1312 l, 226 w, 4 th. ST 348, Context 14050 

 

36. Coffin containing SK14060. Partly disturbed by later burial – head end lost. Dendro – AD 
996. 

Lid. Radially faced board fragment. Quercus spp. 1200 l, 200 w, 05 th. ST 341, 
Context 14045 
Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 16 dia through peg hole in face towards 
lower edge at mid-point for attachment to base. In situ Quercus spp. peg cut from 
radially faced blank. 1792 l, 237 w, 27 th. ST 343, Context 14046 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 1735 l, 212 w, 22 th. ST 344, Context 
14046 
Head end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 210 l, 230 w, 20 th. ST 342, Context 
14046 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 3 x 18 dia through peg holes in face along 
each edge for attachment to base. Lower edge of foot end impressed into upper 
face 40 from end. 1812 l, 394 w, 24 th. ST 345, Context 14046 

 

37. Coffin containing SK14067. Fragments only. Reputedly a bier but the records are not 
good enough to make this certain. 

Base. Sample only, conversion and wood species not recorded, dimensions not 
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recorded. ST 354, Context 14068 
 

38. Coffin, badly damaged by later activity. No SK surviving. 

Coffin fragments. Radially faced, Quercus spp. board fragments. No recorded 
dimensions. ST 335, Context 14026 

 

39. Coffin containing SK15013. Head end and right side truncated by limit of excavation. 

Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 500 l, 200 w, 15 th. ST 349, Context 
15014 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 200 l, 80 w, 05 th. ST 340, Context 15012 

 

40. Coffin containing SK15015. Foot end truncated by limit of excavation. Lid decayed. 

Left side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 3 x nail holes in lower edge for 
attachment to base. 20 dia peg hole with in situ Corylus avellana L. peg through face 
towards foot for attachment to foot end. Both ends damaged. 3 x nails through face 
towards upper edge for attachment of lid. 1700 l, 220 w, 40 th. ST 346, Context 
15006 
Right side. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 4 x nail holes through face towards 
lower edge for attachment to base. Upper edge and both ends damaged. 1596 l, 152 
w, 20 th. ST 346, Context 15006 
Foot end. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 2 nail holes in each end for attachment 
to sides. 352 l, 110 w, 20 th. ST 346, Context 15006 
Base. Radially faced board, Quercus spp. 4 x nail holes in right edge for attachment of 
right side. 3 x nail holes in face towards left edge for attachment of left side. Lower 
edge of head end impressed into face. 1660 l, 500 w. thickness not recorded. ST 346, 
Context 15006 

 

41. Coffin containing SK15017. Very badly damaged. 

Coffin fragments. Radially faced board fragments, Quercus spp. 15 th. ST 347,  
Context 15019 

 

42. Coffin containing SK15021. Most of coffin before foot end truncated by limit of 
excavation. Very badly fragmented. 

Coffin fragments. Some tangentially faced Pinus spp., some radially faced Quercus 
spp. boards. Not reconstructable. 20 th. ST 350, Context 15022 

 

43. Coffin containing SK15024. Badly fragmented. 
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Coffin fragments. Radially faced boards, Quercus spp. Not reconstructable. 20 th. ST 
351, Context 15025 

 

44. Coffin containing SK15037. Cut from hollowed log. Upper edges and both ends 
damaged. 

Log coffin. Hollowed from boxed heart Quercus spp. log. Faint traces of hewing 
marks on inner surfaces and lower face. Narrows towards foot end. 1964 l, 504w, 68 
th. ST 353, Context 15038 
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