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Summary 
Human remains were found during building work at Palace Green Library in November 2013. 
Archaeological excavation revealed that numerous individuals had been buried in at least two separate 
mass graves. The bodies had not been laid out in a conventional manner and there was evidence that they 
had been exposed for some time before the grave was filled in. The nature and location of the remains 
suggested that they might be those of Scottish prisoners captured at the Battle of Dunbar in 1650, during 
the Civil War. Initial radiocarbon dating results did not confirm this hypothesis. Further work has been 
carried out to improve the resolution of the dating and to look for evidence of geographical origin. The 
results suggest that the burials took place between 1625 and 1660. The most plausible interpretation of the 
find is that the bones are those of Scots soldiers who were imprisoned at Durham after the battle in the 
autumn of 1650. Neither of the two mass graves was completely revealed or excavated. More bones are 
still present beneath the education building and the café terrace at Palace Green library. 
 

The site and the find 
In the winter of 2013 building work was carried out at Palace Green Library to create a new café. This 
entailed excavation in an internal courtyard off Windy Gap (Figure 1).  
 

 
 
Figure 1: Location of the site 
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This site is within the medieval Castle wall, which enclosed the whole of the peninsula. Windy Gap, an 
ancient passage through the wall, separates the grounds of the Cathedral from land controlled by the 
Bishop. Land between this passage and Castle moat, bounded by the Castle wall on the west and Palace 
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Green on the east, was used for service buildings. These include the 15th-century Exchequer, immediately 
outside the Castle’s outer gate. Further south is Cosin’s Library; both of these buildings are now part of 
Palace Green Library. The Library includes some later buildings, further south, that were part of the 
Bishop’s stables. The brick structure on the east side of the site is one of these.  
 
There have been at least three discoveries of human burials in the neighbourhood of the site. The most 
significant of these was seen in 1946 when a pipe trench cut into a mass grave somewhere between the 
north door of the Cathedral and the music studios. The close-packed bodies had no coffins. No detailed 
records of the find and its location were made. 
 
At the start of building work, the courtyard was a disused and inaccessible open space. The groundworks 
were monitored by Janet Beveridge, Project Archaeologist with Archaeological Services Durham University, 
on behalf of Estates & Buildings. Human remains were seen during deep excavation for a new flight of steps 
at the south end of the site. Work was stopped and the remains were examined. Once the nature of the 
find was confirmed, a licence for exhumation was obtained from the Ministry of Justice. All of the remains 
within the work area were excavated by hand. The extent of the archaeological excavation was limited to 
the area to be affected by the building work. Human remains beyond this area were left undisturbed. 
 
Two mass graves were identified, both cut into a sterile deposit of sand. The larger grave, at the north-east 
side of the site, was overlain by a brick library building that was present in 1754. The smaller grave was 
overlain by the foundations of the north wall of Windy Gap, which appears to be 19th-century. Neither 
grave was fully exposed. Both contained numerous skeletons laid in a disordered fashion that is clearly 
indicative of mass burial (Figure 2). 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: The uppermost skeletons at 
the north-east corner of the site during 
excavation. South is at the top of the 
picture; the scale is 0.5m long. The 
disordered disposition of the remains 
can be seen clearly. The dark face at the 
bottom of the picture is the north side 
of the deep excavation that revealed 
the bones.  

 



 

 

The human remains 
The bones were taken to the Department of Archaeology for cleaning and examination. Dr Anwen Caffell 
found that the minimum number of individuals present was 17. The age distribution of articulated 
skeletons and the disarticulated remains showed a strong bias towards young adults and adolescents. 
There was no evidence for the presence of children younger than 12 years of age, and older adults were 
almost completely absent. All of the adult individuals whose sex could be determined were males, or 
probable males.  Stature could only be calculated for three individuals, whose average height was 169cm 
(5’6½”). Nine individuals displayed unusual wear patterns on their front teeth. Two of these, both young 
adults, had localised smooth crescent-shaped wear patterns consistent with habitual pipe-smoking. 
 
There was limited evidence for ante-mortem trauma and the injuries that were identified were long-
standing. Fine linear marks were observed on the surfaces of two long bones. These are consistent with the 
appearance of animal gnawing marks. This suggests that the bodies were left exposed for long enough to 
allow animal gnawing to take place before burial, or that open mass graves were filled over a period of time 
as people died.  
 

Historical context 
Several reasons for burial were considered to explain the discovery at Palace Green. Most were discounted 
because of the clear evidence of mass burial, the age and sex distribution of the remains, and the evidence 
of pipe-smoking and thus a 17th-century date. In this period, one major event is associated with large-scale 
death in a short period at Durham. This is the aftermath of the Battle of Dunbar, fought in September 1650, 
at which a Scottish Covenanting army under David Leslie was defeated by an English Parliamentarian army 
led by Oliver Cromwell.  
 
Over 4000 Scots soldiers taken prisoner by Cromwell’s army were marched south to Newcastle. On the 
march some escaped and others died. The officers were imprisoned in Newcastle and the remainder, 
perhaps 3000 men, were marched to Durham where they were imprisoned in the Cathedral church. From 
here, some were later transported to Virginia as indentured servants, others were sent to Ireland or France 
for military service, and some were sent to drain the Fens. At that time the church was empty and 
abandoned. The Dean and Chapter had been dissolved and Anglican worship was suppressed. It is not 
known exactly how many prisoners were kept in the Cathedral, or for how long, but it is certain that there 
were very many deaths from disease and shortage of food. Sick prisoners are known to have been lodged in 
parts of the Castle. It has long been assumed that there were mass burials of prisoners somewhere near the 
Cathedral. The present site, at the far end of the Castle grounds, is a likely place for such burials. 
 

Dating 
Shortly after the discovery, two dates were obtained from the skeletons. Although other evidence 
suggested that these bones were likely to be those of Scots prisoners from the Battle of Dunbar, the dates 
from the skeletons fell slightly before 1650. However, these samples were chosen to establish the broad 
dating of the site and not to obtain results which would resolve chronological questions within a few 
decades. Therefore, further dating of four samples, carefully selected to maximise the precision of the 
result, was undertaken, together with detailed consideration of possible confounding factors. The presence 
of clear pipe-facets in the teeth of two individuals, and possibly others whose dentition is incomplete, 
provides strong dating evidence. These facets arise from a long-term habit of holding a clay pipe between 
the teeth. Tobacco smoking became widespread in the 1610s and clay pipes are common finds in 
archaeological contexts dating from about 1630. 
 
In order to refine the dating, samples were chosen with the clearest possible relationship to the other 
dating evidence and to maximise the information that the radiocarbon dates can provide. To do this the 
two individuals with clear evidence of pipe-smoking were sampled in order to maximise confidence that 
these men died after 1612. The results showed the most likely date of death to be within the period 1625-
1660.  
 



 

 

Conclusions 
The nature and location of the mass graves, the age and sex of the individuals found in them, and the 
radiocarbon dates of between 1625 and 1660 are strongly consistent with the hypothesis that the remains 
excavated in 2013 are those of Scots soldiers imprisoned at Durham after the Battle of Dunbar in 1650. The 
lack of high frequencies of healed trauma is consistent with historical evidence that many of the men in the 
Scottish army were inexperienced in battle.  The lack of peri-mortem trauma is consistent with historical 
evidence that men with severe injuries were released following the battle; it is also likely that any men with 
serious injuries would not have survived the march south to Durham.  There is no other likely explanation 
for this find. 
 
We know from the 2013 excavation that the two mass burials extend north, south and east of the 
excavated area, under existing buildings and walls. It is quite possible that there are more mass graves 
under the Library’s Learning Centre and part of the music studios, the café, and the whole area to the north 
as far as the Exchequer Building and the Fellows’ Garden. All of these areas could have been open ground 
in the early to mid-seventeenth century.  
 

Further information 
The following detailed reports on the find have been prepared and reviewed by an external assessor before 
release: 
 
Palace Green Library excavations 2013 (PGL13): Chronology of the burials. Dr Andrew Millard, Senior 

Lecturer, Department of Archaeology. June 2015 
Palace Green Library excavations 2013 (PGL13): History and topography of the site. Dr Andrew Millard, 

Senior Lecturer, Department of Archaeology. June 2015 
Palace Green Library excavations 2013 (PGL13): Background to the Battle of Dunbar, and the Aftermath of 

the Battle. Dr Pam Graves, Senior Lecturer, Department of Archaeology. June 2015 
Palace Green Library Internal Courtyard, Durham City: archaeological monitoring. Interim report. Richard 

Annis, Senior Archaeologist, Archaeological Services Durham University. June 2015 
Report on Human Remains from Palace Green Library, Durham (PGL13). Dr Anwen Caffell, Teaching Fellow 

and Honorary Research Fellow, Department of Archaeology. July 2014 
 


