
T h e  O tterbaurne  Roman Standard Head,
M M M

L J
inches



T H E  O T T E R B O U R N E  'R O M A N ' S T A N D A R D  H E A D

In 1744, on thereabouts, some labourers were excavating a sand-pit 
on the. o u tsk ir ts  of Otterbourne, when a t a depth of about twelve fe e t  they 
uncovered a round metal medallion some three and a quarter inches in  
diameter. One side was blank, but on the other was engraved the head of 
an autocratic looking man, h is hair reaching down to  the nape of his  
neck and surmounted by a laure l wreath. Around the periphery a legend read 
' J V L 1 V S C A E S A R '. Unaware of the apparent importance of th e ir  
discovery, one of the workmen trudged home Eater in  the day and l e f t  the find  
on a sh e lf in  hiA humble cottage. There i t  languished for some f i f t y  or 
s ix ty  years - or so the Atony goes.

About 1800, the object was brought to  the a tten tio n  of a 'medical
gentleman' from Winchester and, in  the phraseology of a by-gone era, ' i t
passed in to  h is possession '. Evidently he was proud of hiA acquisiton
and must have advertised h is ownerAhip, for Ahortly afterwards Milner reported

' . . .  i t  was extremely w ell preserved and gave the impression 
th a t i t  had been de libera te ly  buried . . . '

Some th ir ty f iv e  years la te r , knowledge of i t  came w ith in  the o rb it of
the w e ll-tra ve lled  Duthy who, a fte r  inspection , made h is own comments and
proceeded to make h is own conclusions:

' . . . i t  iA a plate  of mixed metal, bearing the head and descrip tion  
of Ju liu s Caesar upon i t ,  freAh and p erfec t, as i f  la te ly  from the 
handA of the a r t i s t .  I t  was conjectured, with much p o s s ib i l i ty , to  
have been one of the medallions usually placed on the standards of 
Roman whorts or maniples: and being found many fe e t  under the surface, 
in  the operation of digging a sandpit, purposely buried to  prevent 
i t  fa llin g  in to  the hands of the Britons, on some occasion when they 
defeated the invaders in  th is  neighbourhood. I t  i s  further conjectured, 
th a t some of the troops under the command of Ju lius Caesar must have 
penetrated as far west as the neighbourhood of Winchester and 
Southampton . . . '

He a ttr ib u ted  much of th is  information to  Milner but then proceeds to  add, 
quite  co rrectly , th a t ’ . . . th is  i s  in  d ire c t opposition to  Caesar's 
Commentaries . . . ’ . Undeterred he then gives h is version of what he thought 
could have happened:

' . . .  i t  was the custom of the Romans to  a f f ix  the e f f ig ie s  of 
deceased as w ell as liv in g  commanders and Emperors to  th e ir  m ilita ry  
standards, and i t  i s  more reasonable and conformable to  the tenor 
of h istory to  conjecture th a t th is  r e l ic  of an tiqu ity  may have been 
deposited in  the earth during some of the  obstinate con tests which 
took place in  the area between Britons and Roman troops under Aulus 
Plautius and Vespasian, or perhaps in  th a t engagement when Claudius 
himself i s  said to  have been forced by Arviragus to  take refuge w ithin  
the walls of Winchester . . . ’
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At th ib  poin t i t  may be noted th a t another bcholar, antiquarian  
and lo ca l h ibtorian, John Marbh, waiting in  1 SOS b p e c ific a lty  on the paribheb 
of Hurbtey [Otterbourne wab then part of the  eccteb iab tica l paribh of 
Hurbtey) and Baddebtey makeb no mention of the bubject although i t  ib  
inconceivable th a t he would not have been aware of i t  .

The medallion acquired a further air of reb p ec ta b ility  in  1845, for 
in  the catalogue of Roman an tiqu itieb  in  the  area produced by the  
Archaeological Society when they held th e ir  Proceedingb in  Winchebter th a t  
year, i t  ib  noted ab:

' . . .  a bronze head on a medallion of Juliub Caebar found a t
Otterbourne. J.N.Hugheb, Ebq. . . . '

[Perhapb Hugheb wab the 'medical gentleman’ re ferred  to  earlier?}

Some time before 1851, i tb  importance wab buch th a t ptabter cabtb were 
made i t  and one of thebe wab depobited in  the mubeum a t Winchebter and 
appearb in  th e ir  catalogue for th a t year.

Charlotte Zonge re ta teb  an abbreviated verbion of the above in  one 
of her ea rlie r  h ib to rica l bookb and addb:

' . . .  i t  appearb to  be one of the medallionb th a t were placed below 
the eagle on Roman btandard headb and i t  ib  b t i t t  in  the pobbebbion of 
the P it t  family of Webtley . . . ’
Thib bhe am plified in  a la te r  publication w riting , rather d ibconbotatety:

' . . . in  1851 i t  wab bent to  the  B ritibh  Mubeum who pronounced 
i t  to  be one of a cinquecento berieb of the  twelve Caebarb . . . '

That bhould have been the  end of th ib  particu lar myth but alab, Mibb Zonge 
for a l t  her popularity ab a novetib t wab not read widely enough in  her more 
berioub bookb.

When the Hampbhire bection of the V ictoria  County Hibtory wab 
compiled a t the turn of the tw en tie th -cen tury , Profebbor F. Haverfietd, F.S.A. 
w riting  in  the Romano-Britibh chapter reburrected the medallion and re ferred  
to  i t  ab:

1 . . .  a bronze object, debcribed ab the  head of Jutiub Caebar, 
now apparently to b t . . . '
In the 1930’b, the then curator of Winchebter Mubeum, Mr. Hootey, 

became in tereb ted  in  the  bubject and determined to  purbue i t .  Alongbide 
the plabter cabt of the medallion dibptayed in  the mubeum he placed an 
appeal abking for any information ab to  i tb  prebent whereaboutb - but 
with no rebu ltb . Then, by one of thobe odd quirkb of fa te , another ptabter 
cabt of the medallion wab bent to  a loca l jumble bale. I t  had been mounted 
in  an oak frame and on the back wab a faded notice headed

LOCAL RELIC OF ROME
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UndeAneath in  faded scA ipt was the following:
' The medallion was paAted with by the labouAeAS to  a Aesident of th is
C ity , and fAom him -it passed to  AU. CollieA BAistow, and fAom him to  
the F itts  of W estley, a membeA of which family s t i l l  possesses the  
valuable A elic  peAfect as when stAuck -in Rome oveA 2,000 yeaAS ago.’

AU. Hooley then contacted Miss PAiestley F it t ,  then liv in g  a t Bat End,
WinchesteA, and -ike immediately pAoduced the medallion foA inspection .
With heA consent, i t  was sen t to  the VictoAia and llbeA t museum in  London, 
wheAe one of i t s  expeAts, SiA EAic Maclagen pAonounced:

' In the opinion of the OfficeAs of the  department concerned i t  i s  
probably a 17th or ca tty  18th century copy of a la te  15th or 16th 
century Ita lia n  medallion - in  i t s  turn a free copy of a c la ssica l  
cameo. Youa medallion corresponds very c losely  in  s iz e  and 
appearance to  one in  the  Estene co llec tio n  in  Vienna, which i s  described 
in  the catalogue as being a 11th century casting of one of a se r ie s  
of 15th - 16th centuAy medallions in  the museum a t Brescia. The medallions 
a t Brescia and Vienna are, however, oval and in  both cases the in scrip tio n s  
d i f fe r  from yours. Me have here a medallion which we a ttr ib u te  to  the  
16th centuAy which corresponds exactly to  y o u rs '.
Miss F it t  eventually presented the medallion to  the Winchester 

Museum and i t  i s  now in  th e ir  s to re . I t  i s  quoted in  th e ir  Accession Booh 
for April 1937 and i t  can be seen on application to  the curator.

According to  some older O.S. maps the map reference of the s i t e  of 
the alleged find  i s  S U 4 5 8 1 2 3 2 0. The p i t  i t s e l f  has long been
dis-used and i s  now f i l l e d  in .

u Such then i s  the  sto ry  and evidences of and for the OtteAbouAne 'Roman' 
StandarCHead. I t  s t i l l  poses questions.

With hindsight, i t  i s  very easy to  be c r i t ic a l  of both Da . Milner and 
John Vuthy for theiA  fa n c ifu l f l ig h ts  of imagination - sh if t in g  whole Roman 
aAmies across southern England and inventing b a ttle s  and skirm ishes th a t, to  
the best of oua knowledge, never occurred, At the  very e a r lie s t , the object 
i s  un like ly  to  pre-date the sixteenth-centuA y. That having been sa id , loca l 
h istorians owe both authors a debt of gratitude for theiA work in  the f ie ld .

So, wheAe and when was i t  found - i f  a t a ll?  Was i t  planted - oa 
produced by an eighteenth-centuAy confidence tr ick s te r?  Certainly the area 
of the 'f in d ' has a t a la te r  date [1927-1929] produced many genuine Roman 
r e l ic s ,  although of a lateA centuAy but theiA existence was not even
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suspected a t the. time.
One would t ik e  to  know more of the 'Winchester gentleman' and how 

much he paid for the medallion. Criticism  could be lev e lled  a t the  
earlier investiga to rs for not questioning the material more c lo se ly . 
'Laying on a labourer's cottage shelf, for f i f t y  or s ix ty  yeans' ? 
Appearing ' fresh  and new' a fte r  being buried for th a t length of time ?

These questions are not now capable of answer but a t le a s t  the  
actual object i s  now preserved and a l l  who wish to  view i t  - and 
perhaps ponder - may do so.

M.V.B.
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