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The Iron Age Cemetery at Arras, East Yorkshire 
 
The earliest written record of burials at Arras, East Yorkshire is by Abraham De la Pryme in his diary entry of 1699 in which he says, ‘I saw in my jorney to York many hundreds of tumuli, which I take to be Roman, at a place called Arras […]’. [footnoteRef:17267]  [17267:  Charles Jackson, The diary of Abraham de la Pryme, the Yorkshire antiquary, (Durham: Surtees Society,1870), p200
] 

[bookmark: _Int_8SYLas9Y]It was not until many years later that a group of local gentry, comprising William Watson, the Rev E. W. Stillingfleet, and Barnard Clarkson undertook an investigation of the site. [footnoteRef:13921] This examination of the site lasted from 1815 to 1817. [footnoteRef:6476]    [13921:  E.W. Stillingfleet, Account of the opening of some Barrows on the Wolds of Yorkshire. Proceedings of the Archaeology Institute, Vol 1. (York: 1846), pp. 26-32

]  [6476:  Melanie Giles, A Forged Glamour: Landscape, Identity and Material Culture in the Iron Age. (Oxford: Windgather Press, 2013), p.10 

] 

The first known account, albeit brief, of the excavation appeared in 1829 in George Oliver’s ‘The History and Antiquities of the Town and Minster of Beverley in the County of York’, in which he includes a letter from Dr. Hall of Beverley to Mr. Hinterwell (a noted historian) of Scarborough that describes the work carried out by Stillingfleet and Clarkson in May 1817. [footnoteRef:4257]    [4257:  George Oliver, The History and Antiquities of the Town and Minster of Beverley in the County of York, The Gentleman’s Magazine: And Historical Chronicle, Jan. 1736-Dec. 1833 (London: Chatto & Windus, 1829), pp. 524–528
] 

A later account was written by Stillingfleet and published in 1846. [footnoteRef:31429] This may have been linked to the temporary exhibition connected with the York Meeting of the Archaeological Institute [footnoteRef:12990] in which Stillingfleet presented, ‘the most interesting portable articles that fell to my share’. [footnoteRef:19023]  [31429:  E.W. Stillingfleet, Account of the opening of some Barrows on the Wolds of Yorkshire]  [12990:  Dr Peter Halkon & Paula Ware, Chariots in the Landscape of East Yorkshire [YouTube Video] Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6oweywWPaxA [accessed 23 October 2023].

]  [19023:  E.W. Stillingfleet, Account of the opening of some Barrows on the Wolds of Yorkshire] 

Consideration should be given to the fact that some or many of the excavation details were lost or may never have been fully recorded. Emphasis appears to have been on the ‘trophy’ finds and not more mundane items that modern eyes would have found to be equally important. 
Contemporary archeologist Barry Cunliff appears to have a low opinion of Rev. Stillingfleet’s approach to excavations, describing his work as ‘[…] the pilferings of the early barrow diggers like the Revd E.W. Stilling- fleet […]'. [footnoteRef:9074]  [9074:  Barry, W. Cunliff, Iron Age Communities in Britain: an Account of England, Scotland and Wales from the Seventh Century BC Until the Roman Conquest, 4th ed. (London: Routledge, 2005). EBSCOhost Ebooks] 

The site is located on arable farmland and bisected by the road between Market Weighton and Beverly that runs east to west. We know this from the map dated 5 August 1816 that was drawn by William Watson, a proficient cartographer. We also know from this map that there were in the region of 90 graves identified by August 1816 but according to Dr Hall’s letter Stillingfleet and Clarkson had opened 200 barrows in May 1817. [footnoteRef:20293]  [20293:  George Oliver, The History and Antiquities of the Town and Minster of Beverley in the County of York. pp. 524–528

] 

[bookmark: _Int_sbPeFgB3]During the excavations of 1815 – 1817, Stillingfleet et al discovered 3 barrows they identified as being high-status burials due to the grave goods they contained. These later became known as ‘King’s Barrow’, ‘Queen’s Barrow’ and ‘Charioteer’s Barrow’. [footnoteRef:17977] [17977:  Ian Stead, and J. Ambers, Iron Age Cemeteries in East Yorkshire: Excavations at Burton Fleming, Rudston, Garton-on-the-Wolds and Kirkburn (London: English Heritage in association with British Museum Press, 1991), pp. 41-59
] 

Both the ‘King’s Barrow’ and the ‘Charioteer’s Barrow’ contained disassembled two-wheeled chariots and items belonging to the horse harness. The ‘King’s Barrow’ and the ‘Queen’s Barrow’ both contained skeletons, but the ‘Charioteer’s Barrow’ did not. This may be due to remains being disturbed or lost during subsequent ploughing or it might simply not have been recorded correctly during the excavation.
Chariot burials are uncommon in Britain, with only three of the known thirty being found outside of the East Yorkshire area. [footnoteRef:26721]  As only a very small percentage of the barrows opened at Arras contained chariots, in addition to the other high quality grave goods they contained, we can surmise that they were reserved for people of high standing withing the community. [26721:  Dr Peter Halkon & Paula Ware, Chariots in the Landscape of East Yorkshire 
] 

In 1876 The Rev. William Greenwell (1820–1918) [footnoteRef:22450] was credited with the discovery of a fourth chariot burial at the site, named ’The Lady’s Barrow’. As per the earlier finds made by Shillingfleet, this inhumation also contained a skeleton and a disassembled chariot, but this time it was the skeleton of a female and importantly held a bronze and iron mirror. [footnoteRef:13233] [22450:  William Greenwell, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Archaeology (Oxford University Press, 2008). < https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/acref/9780199534043.001.0001/acref-9780199534043-e-1685  >
[accessed 23 October 2023]

]  [13233:  The British Museum, Mirror, < https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1877-1016-8>, [accessed 23 October 2023]] 

[bookmark: _Int_NKau4GMW]The site dates from the mid to late Iron Age and is part of what has become known as the ‘Arras Culture’.  This term is associated with square ditched barrows (although round ditched barrows have also been discovered) typically containing disassembled chariots and grave goods that often included forequarters of pork.
It is accepted that there is convincing evidence for a link between the Arras Culture and the La Tène culture that existed in Europe, but this does not provide proof of any major influx of people into Britain. [footnoteRef:10678] Other grave goods, including pieces of coral on the horse harness, show that the Arras people must have traded with people coming from outside of Britain. References by Ptolomy in his Geographica of AD150 call the people of this area the ‘Parisi’ potentially linking them to the Parisii in the Nanterre–Paris region. [10678:  Barry Clunliffe, The Celts: A Very Short Introduction. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p,74

] 
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