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Archaeology

Medieval Nunburnholme - Anglo-Saxon and Viking Age
There is evidence at Nunburnholme and Londesborough for the survival of a “British” population after the end of the
Roman period, mixed with Anglo-Saxons, who most authorities agree originated in what is now northern Germany
and southern Denmark. Three burials were found during the digging of a chalk pit up the Warter road in August 1851.
The skeletons, almost certainly of women, from the character of the grave goods, were bent up with their heads to
the east and arms turned up behind the head. They were buried with cruciform brooches and the small copper alloy
fasteners for cuffs or wrist typical of the Anglian areas of England. Two were buried with amber, glass and pottery
beads, one with a string of ninety-two, silver rings and a “toilet set” of nail cleaners, or ear picks. One also had earrings (Fig. 27).

Fig. 27. The finds from the Anglo-Saxon burials from Nunburnholme. (From W. Bowman, 1855 “Reliquiæ antiquæ eboracenses; or, Remains of antiquity: relating to the County of York”.
Leeds: Cooke and Clarke).

So far no physical remains of the Anglo-Saxon settlement which was called “Brunham” or “Burneham”, “the settlement by
the stream”, have been found apart from the burials described above. The geophysical survey in the fields to the east of the
church and up the Warter road around Deepdale have located buried features which may date from this time. The open
field system and rig and furrow cultivation were probably introduced in the later Saxon period.

The Nunburnholme Cross
Perhaps the most important historic feature in the village is the Nunburnholme Cross. The cross was discovered during
restoration in 1872-3, built into the church fabric. It was erected outside the church (Fig. 28) and then moved inside, but
the two surviving pieces were reconstructed the wrong way round. The correct reconstruction is shown in Fig. 29. A small
portion of the middle section is missing. The work of three or possibly four sculptors, later Saxon with Carolingian influence, Viking Age and Norman, it was once plastered and painted and had a cross on the top for which the socket remains.

Fig. 28. The Nunburnholme cross as it stood in Fig. 29. Reconstruction of the cross in the correct
the church yard. (papers of Rev. M.C.F. Morris. position. The middle section and cross head are
Hull History centre).
missing.
(Drawing. D. Halkon after I. Pattison).
Fig. 30. Detail of the seated warrior
(see A above). He was known as “the
Admiral” in the 19th century due to a
misunderstanding of the halo above
his head which looks like a naval hat.
It almost certainly matches the hand
above his sword pommel and both
probably belonged to the erased
figure of a saint which would have
been plastered and painted over.
Although he is shown in profile, similar seated warriors with weapons
appear on the crosses at Middleton
near Pickering in North Yorkshire.
The sword closely resembles examples from Norway. These crosses
may have been erected by the new
Viking overlords of the region coinciding with the Viking Kingdom of
York which lasted from AD 876-954.
There are close parallels with sculptures in York.
(Photo: Mike Park).

Fig. 31. A detail of lower side D. (Photo: Mike Park). At the top is a
priest saying mass holding a chalice containing the blood of Christ.
Cut into the bottom of this is a scene from the legend of the Norse
hero Sigurd. After he and his foster father Regin kill the dragon Fafnir to take the gold he was guarding, they roast rings made from the
dragon’s heart. While cooking the rings, Sigurd burnt his thumb and
stuck it in his mouth along with some of the dragon’s blood. He instantly understood the language of the birds who told him that Regin
was about to kill him. There is a clear parallel with drinking the blood
of Christ carved in the scene above and this cross may have been
used as a visual aid for preaching to previously pagan Vikings. A similar scene is shown on the 12th century AD Hylestad stave church
(Photo: © Cultural Historic Museum, Oslo, Norway).
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