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Reconstructing population size in a  
Romano-British colonia: the case of Eboracum
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The field of demography addresses the composition of human populations, their size, 

structure and development.1 The sources with which to conduct demographic analysis 
in archaeology can incorporate proxy data from areas of settlements, historical or ethno-
graphic sources such as census data or parish burial registers, radiocarbon date densities, 
or human skeletal remains.2 The present study aims to use data from human skeletal 
remains to address questions relating to the size of the population of Roman York. 

Several attempts have been made to estimate the size of Eboracum’s population. R. War-
wick’s estimations, based on skeletal evidence from Trentholme Drive, placed the average 
population at 2,000-3,000 individuals.3 This estimation is based on hypothetical population 
size estimates with average life span set at 40 years and on the assumption that the total 
cemetery area round York was approximately 10 times the (then) total excavated area at 
Trentholme Drive, and that this total cemetery area contained no more than 10,000-15,000 
individuals.4 In 1984, R. F. J. Jones estimated that the initial military population responsi-
ble for the establishment of the fortress must have numbered somewhere between 5,000 
and 6,000 men, with an average overall fortress population of 4,000 to 6,000 individuals 
over the three centuries that it was occupied.5 Jones’ estimate amended Warwick’s fig-
ures to take into account more recent excavation data, as well as the assumption that the 
Trentholme Drive excavation represented a much smaller proportion of the city’s total 
area used for burial, to put the total expected number of dead at 30,000-45,000.6 In 1989, 
P. V. Addyman agreed with Jones’ estimate of an initial population of c.5,600 military per-
sonnel.7 Although Addyman did not state where this figure is taken from, it is likely to
be based on a statement surviving in a fragment of Suetonius8 where he refers to there
being 5,600 men in a legion in residence, at least for the 1st c. A.D. and presumably prior
to the forming of Eboracum’s civilian settlement.9 Recently, P. Ottaway has suggested that
it would be unlikely, based on the size of the settlement and its probable density, that the
civilian settlement comprised more than 3,000 individuals, with the result that the total
(military + civilian) population would be in the range of 7,000-10,000.10

Estimates for other Romano-British urban settlements are equally imprecise. In 1974, 
J. S. Wacher estimated the population of Leicester (Ratae Coritanorum) at 3,000-4,000,11 but 
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