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This essay will explore the concepts of interpreting and understanding burial evidence by looking at the Ridgeway Hill mass burial site. To do this, this essay will look at the remains uncovered in the mass grave, and understand the techniques behind the identification of such, looking at how archaeologists decipher age, sex and cause of death, to gather an understanding of mass burial sites. This essay will explore the information that mass burials can provide archaeologists and historians about events that transpired during a period of our history, specifically what information the excavation of the Ridgeway Hill site can provide.  
The Ridgeway Hill site in Weymouth, Dorset was uncovered in 2009, during the construction of the Weymouth Relief Road, it is estimated that between 47 and 52 bodies were uncovered at this site, originating from the 10th or 11th century (Oxford Archaeology, 2014). This site was of particular interest to archaeologists due to the nature of the burial, all the skeletal remains found had been beheaded, with their skulls buried separately from their bodies, indicative of an execution style burial (Loe, et al, 2014). It was determined that the bodies were males, mostly between the ages of 18 and 25, but the oldest set of remains found were that of a male over 50, the youngest in his early or mid-teens (Oxford Archaeology, 2014). For this essay the focus will be on the complete skeletal remains labelled 3789 in Loe et al (2014) to use as a comparison with age, sex and markers investigated throughout.
Determining the age of a person at time of death can be done by a number of different methods, but due to the lack of identifiable skull present as it was detached from the body, skeletal remains 3789’s age was determined using epiphyseal fusion (Loe, et al, 2014). Epiphyseal fusion is when the plate that aids in the growth of bones fuses to become just a thin line across the bone, this usually occurs during the late teens/early adulthood (Crowder and Austin, 2005). Using this method, it was determined that skeletal remains 3789 were that of a young adolescent, the age range estimated at around 14-16 years old (Loe, et al, 2014). 
Sex identification in skeletal remains is determined using sexually dimorphic features such as the pelvis, the femoral head and the humeral head (Loe, et al, 2014). The Phenice method of determining sex using the pelvis uses three main attributes, the ventral arc, the subpubic concavity and the medial aspect of the ischiopubic ramus (Phenice, 1969). The ventral arc is only present in females, and is identified as a “slightly raised ridge of bone that sweeps inferiorly and laterally across the central surface of the pubis” (Anderson, 1990). The features present on skeletal remain 3789 allowed researchers to determine the remains are those of a male (Loe, et al, 2014). 
Once age and sex have been identified, archaeologists then had to determine cause of death, to understand the context of this mass grave site. To do this, each set of remains was catalogued, each injury examined to determine whether it was a perimortem or postmortem injury. In the case of skeletal remains 3789, the remains showed evidence of six perimortem wounds. Perimortem wounds are described as wounds inflicted at or near time of death, showing little to no evidence of healing (Smith, 2010). The six perimortem wounds noted on 3789 were described as 6 sharp force wounds, one of which was inflicted to the left clavicle, the further 5 on the right clavicle, it was determined that these wounds were possible continuations of wounds inflicted during the beheading of the remains (Loe, et al, 2014, p 224). It is thus theorised that the wounds inflicted meant that the cause of death was decapitation for most of the individuals, other skeletal remains observed some defence wounds, but it is theorised that the individuals in the mass grave were captured close to the time of death, and were soon after executed and thrown in the grave together (Loe, et al, 2014, p 227). 

The lack of other belongings such as weapons and clothing helped archaeologists to interpret time of death. None of the remains included clothing, weapons or jewellery, which was unusual. The lack of clothing suggests that these skeletal remains were prisoners prior to death, and had been stripped of their belongings prior to execution (Loe, et al, 2014, p 226). The soil analysis provide indications that perhaps the captured had eaten rich meats approximately 48 hours prior to their deaths, indicating that they had been captured and executed soon after, and not held captive (Loe, et al, 2014, p 226). 
From the information gathered above, it can be seen that archaeologists were able to decipher from the mass grave site situated on Ridgeway Hill in Dorset that a number of men had been executed during the 10th-11th century. The site was able to provide archaeologists with a scene of the capture and killing of some 50 men, that included the stripping of belongings and violent murder, some taking numerous blows to complete the execution, as seen by the number of blows presented on skeletal remains 3789 and others. While the information currently gathered is able to answer a number of questions surrounding the burial, there are also many questions left unanswered, such as the events that led to the event of the executions. The Ridgeway Hill site is able to paint a picture of the violence that had occurred during the 10th and 11th century, and able to provide some insight on executions in that period. 
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