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Archaeological Excavation on land off Leicester Lane, Desford, Leicestershire, 
(SK 481 033). P.A. 98/00992/FUL 

John Thomas 

Summary 
Following evaluation by two phases of geophysical survey and two phases of trial 
trenching, an area was opened for excavation in advance of housing development on 
land off Leicester Lane, Desford, Leicestershire (SK 481 033). As predicted from the 
evaluation, the archaeological remains had been heavily affected by medieval ridge 
and furrow. This had resulted in overall truncation of much of the archaeology and 
the potential that some evidence had been lost completely. Despite this, enough 
evidence was recovered to enable broad periods of activity to be discerned. 
Much of the remains dated to the transitional period between the late Iron Age and 
early Romano-British period. Part of a substantial, squared, 'v' shaped ditched 
enclosure, thought to date to the 1st century BC/ AD, was revealed on the western part 
of the site, around which the rest of the activity was focussed. A single pit was 
revealed within the enclosure, which remained undated. The features surrounding the 
enclosure included scattered postholes indicating the vestiges of un-interpretable 
structures, pits and gullies which provided evidence for localised, domestic activity on 
the site. A broad later period of activity (2nd -4th century AD) was also represented in 
which the enclosure ditch went out of use and the focus of settlement shifted. Small
scale activity continued on the site with evidence for metalworking and possibly, stone 
buildings in the near vicinity indicated by a collection of roofing tile. Perhaps the 
final evidence of activity on the site came from a well, which was inserted into the 
back-filled enclosure ditch. This remained undated but is likely to date from the later 
Roman period. The site archive will be deposited with the Leicestershire Museum 
under the Accession Number .xA 38.1999. A version of the report will be published in 
the Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society in due 
course. 

1. Introduction 

1.1 An application was submitted to Hinckley and Bosworth Borough Council for 
residential development on land off Leicester Lane, Desford, Leicestershire (SK 481 
033), Planning Application No: 99/00992/4, by Twigden Homes Ltd. 

1.2 Following an Archaeological Desk-based Assessment and subsequent 
geophysical survey, undertaken by University of Leicester Archaeological Services 
(ULAS Reports 99/09 and 99/30), a programme of trial trenching was commissioned 
by Twigden Homes. 

1.3 The initial trial trench evaluation phase of the work was undertaken by ULAS 
and consisted of 12 trenches- approximately 1.4% of the development area- (ULAS 
Report 99/72). Trenching in the north-western part of the development area revealed 
a concentration of archaeological remains. The remains were difficult to characterise, 
owing to the 'keyhole' nature of trial trench evaluation, although their form suggested 
linear ditches, gullies and pits. Most surprising was the discovery of a substantial 
ditch, apparently entering the development area from the north-west. Further 
geophysical survey of the north-western part of the development area suggested a 
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continuation of the ditch to the south-east (ULAS Report 99/72 Appendix 2). Datable 
evidence from the part-excavated remains suggested a late Iron Age/early Romano
British (late 1st century BC/ early 1st century AD) origin. Several flint artefacts 
recovered from the evaluation also hinted at activity from the later Bronze Age 
(c.2000-1500 BC). 

1.4 In the light of the evaluation results, and the degraded nature of the remains as 
a result of episodes of medieval ploughing, further archaeological work was 
recommended to ensure that areas that were under threat from the development would 
be fully recorded. 

1.5 A strategy for the work was set out in the Design Specification for 
Archaeological Scheme of Work at Leicester Road, Desford, Leicestershire (ULAS 
9.8.1999 - hereinafter DS). The work was undertaken by ULAS and took place 
between 6.9.1999 and 13.10.1999 during which time the weather varied between 
warm, extren1ely dry conditions during the first half of the work, and wet conditions 
during the latter stages. 

2. Location 

2.1 The site lies approximately 11lan west of Leicester in Desford parish in the 
district of Hinckley and Bosworth (SK 481 033, Figure 1). It consists of an area of 
some 3.64 ha. The farmhouse and attached barn of Old Manor Farm and an adjacent 
pigeoncote, to the north-west of the proposed development area, are Grade II listed 
buildings (Sites and Monuments Record Ref. 40SE BB). Situated within the southern 
extent of the historic settlement core of Desford (SMR Ref. 40SE BQ), the proposed 
development area is recognised as having archaeological potential. The area lies at a 
height of c. 120-130 m on a south-east facing slope. 

2.2 The Ordnance Survey Geological Survey of Great Britain Sheet 155 indicates 
that the underlying geology consists largely of sand and gravel and Mercia Mudstone 
(with bands of sandstone). 

3. Historical and Archaeological Background 

3.1 Historical Background 

Hugh of Grandmesnil owned Land in Desford at the time of the Domesday Book. 
Hugh of Grandmesnil died in 1093 and subsequently Desford became one of the 
manors comprising the earldom of Leicester, the first Earl of Leicester being Robert, 
count of Meulan. In 1261 it entered the hands of Simon de Montfort. Desford 
belonged to the earl of Lancaster in 1297, during which time it included 'a chief 
Messuage (house and land), with garden, worth 40s'. The land remained in 
Lancaster's hands throughout the fourteenth century. By 1419 it had passed with the 
Duchy of Lancaster's lands, into the hands of the crown. During the medieval period 
the development area was within what was called Forest Field, and was likely to have 
been under arable cultivation. 

The Old Hall building was 'built by the Muxloe family on a parcel of land belonging 
to Mr. Muxloe' (Chapman Unpublished), probably between 1630 and 1640. The Hall 
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passed into the hands ofFrancis Muxloe in 1699, who died in 1724. Edward Muxloe 
was the owner, at the time of Enclosure. Before 1874 the Old Manor Farm was 
owned by Mr Chamberlain and tenanted out (Dickson 197 4, 64 ). In 1909 the property 
was purchased by Leicestershire County Council. In 1972 the building was 
refurbished and repaired (S Chapman Unpublished). 

The earliest available map of Desford is the 1644 survey of the manor of Thomas 
Muxloe, the lord and ?builder of the manor, which was still crown property. The 
1760 Enclosure Map shows the area of the proposed development to consist of the old 
hall, attached barn and pigeoncote. Mr Muxloe is noted as the owner of the 'Old 
Hall'. The remainder of the proposed development area consists of a field belonging 
to Edward Muxloe, 'pieces in Forest Field abutting on the ancient homestead of 
Edward Muxloe' (Dickson 1974). The area is not shown on the Tithe Map of 1845. 
The Ordnance Survey maps of 1885, 1903, 1916 and 1930 show that the area has 
remained relatively unchanged. Apart from several outbuildings relating to the listed 
buildings the proposed development area still retains similar property boundaries to 
those recorded in the earliest cartographic sources (Chapman, 1999, 5). 

3.2 Archaeological Background 

A known site of archaeological interest, the 17th century farmhouse and attached 
barn, and a 17th-18th century pigeoncote ( SMR Ref. 40SE BB, both Grade 11 listed 
buildings) exist just outside the northwest corner of the proposed development area. 
The area lies within an extensive archaeological landscape surrounded by known sites 
from the prehistoric, Romano-British and medieval periods (see Chapman, 1999, 
Appendix 1 and 2). 

Of particular relevance to the development site several areas of historical and 
archaeological interest exist in the nearby vicinity. Building work during the 1960's 
at 23 and 29 Main Street, Desford, revealed the remains of two Roman pottery kilns 
which were producing local 'grey ware' during the 2nd Century AD (SMR Ref. 40SE 
BK, TLAHS, 1961-2, 67). Roman pottery finds have also been made at Manor Road, 
Desford (SMR Ref. 40SE CE). 

The proposed development area lies within the southern extent of the historic core of 
Desford village, which has been reconstructed from landscape maps (SMR Ref. 40 SE 
CL). It is also close to the medieval church of St. Martins, which has surviving parts 
dating to the 13th century (SMR Ref. 40 SE BQ). 

4. Aims 

4.1 The specific objectives of the archaeological work, as detailed in the DS 
(Section 3 .2), were to record significant remains, present within the development area, 
which would include a sufficient sample to establish their extent, date, character form 
and potential. 

4.2 After the first phase of trial trenching the potential of the site remained 
unclear, however it was possible that further evidence from the site could contribute 
to several on-going research themes in later Iron Age/early Romano-British studies 
(seeDS section 3.1). 
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5. Methodology 

5.1 Results from the initial geophysical survey of the area, when combined with 
the results of the trial trenching, had shown that archaeological features contained 
very low levels of magnetic enhancement and were therefore, difficult to define. A 
pilot study, carried out during the first phase of evaluation, demonstrated that the 
geophysical technique of earth resistance survey may be a more useful method of 
prospection on this particular site. 

5.2 A block of 20m x 20m was surveyed using the earth resistance method. This 
was adjacent to the area of the pilot survey and carried out at a ground resolution of 
l.Om x 0.5m. The survey was carried out using a Geoscan Research RM15 resistance 
meter with twin probe array set at 0.5m. The survey area was located to the overall 
site grid using a Topcon GTS303 Total Station Electronic Distance Measurer linked 
to a hand-held Psion data logger. 

5.3 Downloading and processing of the resistance data was initially undertaken 
on-site using a notebook computer and Geoplot v.2 and v.3 software, for quality 
control. Full processing and analysis of the data was carried out after the survey. 

5.4 Further trial trenching was undertaken in the northern part of the development 
area to complement the previous trenching programme and to establish the extent of 
significant archaeological remains. This consisted of a further 13 trial trenches 
(Trenches 13-25), amounting to some 506.4 sq. metres of excavation, approximately 
2.8% of the northern part of the development area. 

5.5 The topsoil was removed in spits using a JCB 3C mechanical digger equipped 
with a 1.6m wide toothless ditching bucket. Excavation of the trenches was carried 
out under full archaeological supervision until either archaeological deposits or the 
natural undisturbed substrata, was encountered. 

5.6 The location of the trenches was recorded using a Topcon GTS303 Total 
Station Electronic Distance Measurer linked to a hand held Psion data logger. 

5.7 Following the geophysical survey and the trial trenching an area of some 3772 
sq. metres (approximately 17% of the northern part of the development area) 
containing significant archaeological remains was agreed upon for area excavation. 

5.8 The topsoil was removed from the area using two 360 degree mechanical 
diggers equipped with 1.8m wide toothless ditching buckets. The strip was constantly 
supervised by the onsite archaeologists until either archaeological remains or natural, 
undisturbed substrata was reached. The topsoil was kept separate from the subsoil in 
order that it could be re-used once the excavation was completed. 

5. 9 The archaeological remains exposed by the open area strip were hand cleaned, 
planned and sample excavated to provide an adequate sample to address the research 
aims. All excavated archaeological deposits were recorded according to the standard 
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ULAS recording conventions. Context numbers allocated to the archaeological 
remains continued on from the last number used during the first evaluation. 

5.10 The location of the excavated area was surveyed using a Topcon GTS303 
Total Station Electronic Distance Measurer linked to a hand held Psion data logger. 
The data were processed using Intsurv2 survey software. The final digital drawings 
were produced using Turbo CAD. 

5.11 All work followed the Institute of Field Archaeologists (IF A) Standard and 
Guidance for Archaeological Field Evaluations and Standard and Guidance for 
Archaeological Excavation. 

5.12 In accordance with the specifications of the DS (sections 4.4 and 4.7) a 
watching brief was kept on the remainder of the development area and a constant 
metal detecting survey was undertaken during the removal of the top and subsoil. No 
archaeological remains were revealed during the watching brief due to the nature of 
the developers' soil stripping techniques. The metal detecting survey was more 
successful, however, resulting in an unstratified collection of artefacts which reflected 
the general Romano-British date of the recovered remains, and indicated later, 
medieval, activity in the general area. 

6. Results 

6.1 The full list of contexts, including fill and cut descriptions, can be found in the 
Appendix. This part of the report will focus on the basic descriptions of the 
archaeological features revealed during the excavation. 

6.2 Successive episodes of medieval ridge and furrow agriculture had generated a 
substantial depth of ploughsoil, which made the identification of the archaeological 
level difficult to recognise. Evidence of at least two overlying sets of furrows, on 
differing alignments, had obviously had a degrading effect on the archaeological 
remains, reflected in the shallow nature of most of the features. It is also possible that 
apparent 'groupings' of archaeological features may have been created by the density 
of the ridge and furrow in certain areas. 

6.3 Once the topsoil and overlying layers had been removed it was clear that the 
focus of the remains lay outside of the development area, to the west. The main 
feature revealed was a large ditch, which fom1ed the easten1 edge of a probable, 
square or rectangular enclosure. Surrounding the ditch was a spread of associated 
features including pits, gullies and postholes. 

6.4 Although there was a general dearth of datable evidence from the excavated 
features, enough information was gathered to be able to distinguish at least two broad 
periods of use for the site. The evidence suggests occupation on the site 
predominantly during the late Iron Age and the early Romano-British period (1st 
century BC/AD) but also during the later Romano-British period (3rd/41

h century AD). 
A large number of the features remained undated. 

6.5 The Early Period (late Iron Age/early Romano-British) 
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The bulk of the archaeological evidence recovered from the site suggests activity 
during the later Iron Age and early Romano-British period (late 1st century BC-early 
1st century AD). A number of the features remained undated although their date may 
be inferred by their close association with securely dated contexts, or by their 
characteristic profiles, a prime example of which is the enclosure ditch. 

6.5.1 The Enclosure Ditch 
The eastern end of a possible squared enclosure, defined by a substantial ditch, was 
revealed at the north-western end of the area. The enclosure ditch entered the site 
from the west, continuing on an east-west alignment for c. 45m. At the easternmost 
extent of this edge, the ditch adopted a northeast-southwest alignment and was again 
some 45m in length. At the northernmost extent of this part of the ditch a second 
apparent corner was revealed with the return of the ditch appearing to adopt an east
west alignment and creating a rough 'squared' plan. 

Two sections were excavated through the enclosure ditch, one at the south-western 
edge of the site and one at the north-western edge. Owing to time restrictions and the 
substantial nature of the feature, the ditch was excavated, in spits, using a JCB 
mechanical digger until the base of the feature was recognised. The resulting sections 
were hand cleaned and recorded in the conventional method. Due to a heavy 
downpour of rain the south-western slot filled with water and could not be recorded. 

The ditch had a sharp, 'v' shaped profile, cutting into the natural clay subsoil and was, 
on average, c. 3.00m in width x c. 1.80m in depth (Approx. 2.20m below the ground 
surface level). It had steep sloping upper edges, becoming almost vertical in the 
lower half of the profile. At the base of the profile the ditch narrowed considerably to 
a width of less than 0.30m. Numerous episodes of in-filling represented initial natural 
silting, slump from erosion and probable deliberate back filling (see Section A). 

6.5.2 Features situated outside of the enclosure 
The majority of the features lay outside the area defined by the enclosure occupying a 
wide area to the south, east and west. The features adopted several apparent 
groupings however their distribution may have been more a result of the effects of 
ploughing, rather than a true reflection of activity areas on the site. It seems highly 
likely that the furrow remains may have been concealing, or have destroyed, 
archaeological remains therefore distorting the overall view of the site. 

Pits, post holes and gullies south-west of the enclosure 
A concentration of features was revealed to the south-west of the enclosure ditch. 
Secure dating, in the form of pottery assemblages, was recovered from several of 
these features. A number of other features, which remained undated, have been 
assigned to the early phase of activity on the site by association and similarity of fill. 

Pits [144] and [147] (Figure 6, Section M) 
A small cluster of intercutting pits lay some 3.50m outside the south-western arm of 
the enclosure ditch. The southernmost of the pits (Cut 144), had been truncated by a 
later pit (Cut142-see below) however it was possible to distinguish its circular plan, 
sloping southern edge and flat base. Its fill (Context 143) contained sherds of 1st 
century pottery, charcoal flecking and occasional large pebbles. Adjacent and to the 
north, a larger sub-rounded pit (Cut 147) contained two distinctive fills. The lower 
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fill (Context 146) consisted of a dense deposit of charcoal within a friable sandy clay 
matrix. Above this, Context 145 was notable for its inclusion of several massive 
granite blocks, which protruded from the top of the feature. The tops of the 
uppermost stones were revealed within the ploughsoil before the feature was apparent. 

Pits [83 I and [87] (Figure 6, Section B) 
Further south-west of the enclosure ditch lay two, possibly associated, pits. Pit [83] 
was circular with very steep edges and flat base. Its fill (Context 82) contained 
moderate large rounded pebbles, large pieces of charcoal and several small fragments 
of burnt bone. Adjacent and to the east of this lay Pit [87] which was a large, oval 
feature with slightly pointed ends on a northeast-southwest alignment. It had steep 
sloping sides and a slightly bowled base. Its single fill (Context 86) consisted of 
compact silty sand which contained abundant charcoal flecking and a thick lens of 
charcoal towards the base of the feature. Also within the fill were several large, and 
many small fragments of heat cracked pebbles and small fragments of burnt bone. A 
concentration of 1st century pottery was found within the upper levels of Context 86. 

Curvilinear gully [149] and associated postholes [151] and [153] (Figure 6, 
Sections S-V and X) 
Slightly to the south-east of Pits [83] and [87] a curvilinear gully (Cut 149) some, 
3.50m in length, was roughly oriented northeast-southwest. It had steep sloping 
edges and a flat base. Its fill (Context 148) contained occasional flecks of charcoal 
but remained undated. At the northern end of [ 149], two shallow postholes lay on the 
inner edge of the curve (Cuts 151 and 153). Both features were circular and shallow 
and remained undated. It was clear from their shallow nature that all of these features 
had suffered from a degree of truncation. 

Pit {85 I (See Figure 9) 
To the south of Gully 149 lay a sub-rectangular pit (Cut 85) which was oriented 
northeast-southwest and had steep sloping edges and a flat base. Its fill (Context 84) 
contained occasional large pebbles, charcoal flecks. Several sherds of 1st century 
pottery were also contained within the upper levels of the fill. Upon full excavation, 
two small postholes were revealed cutting the base of the pit (Cuts 179 and 181 ). Cut 
179 was located on the centre of the pits south-eastern edge and Cut 181 was located 
near the pits north-western corner. Both postholes had squared profiles and were filled 
with similar material to the fill of the pit. 

Features in the south-western corner of the area 
In the south-western corner of the area two small pits were located which may have 
been related. Adjacent to the edge of the area two small pits/postholes (Cuts 90 and 
156 Figure 7) were revealed. Cut 90 was sub-circular in plan and had steep sloping 
sides and a flat base. Of its two fills, (Context 88 and 89), only the shallow, upper fill 
(88) contained dating evidence (1st century AD) and also held frequent charcoal 
remains. Slightly west of Cut 90 lay a similarly sized feature, which may have been 
the remains of a small pit (Cut 156). This feature was sub-circular with shallow, 
fairly steep sloping sides and a flat base. Its fill contained a concentration of burnt 
pebbles but remained undated. There was no evidence of in-situ burning in the base 
of the feature. 
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Features to the south-east of the enclosure 
A similarly widespread group of features was revealed to the south-east of the 
enclosure ditch. Only two of these features could, however, be included in the early 
phase of activity with any degree of confidence. 

Pit [ 19} (Figure 8) 
This feature had been revealed during the initial evaluation and had originally been 
thought of as part of corn drier. When the feature was fully exposed it was seen to be 
the earliest of a pair of inter-cutting pits (the latter being discussed below). Pit [19] 
was circular with very steep sloping sides and a flat base. Its lower fill (Context 17) 
consisted of almost pure charcoal and was rich in charred plant remains. The upper 
fill (Context 16) also held abundant charcoal deposits within a sandy silty clay matrix. 
Several sherds of late Iron Age pottery, fragments of burnt bone and abundant fire 
cracked pebbles were also recovered from the upper fill of the pit. 

Pit [94} (Section D) 
Pit [94] was located near the western edge of the excavated area and was sub
rectangular in shape with rounded corners. It had steep, near vertical edges and a flat 
base. A single fill of dark greyish brown sandy silty clay held abundant charcoal 
deposits, frequent heart cracked pebbles and several sherds of late Iron Age/early 
Romano-British pottery. 

Pits 96 and 130 (Sections Z and 0 respectively) 
Near to the northern corner of the enclosure two more small pits (Cuts 96 and 130) 
could be assigned to the later period of activity on the site. Cut 96 was shallow and 
circular with a rounded base. Its fill (Context 95) was compact and contained 
abundant charcoal deposits and a single sherd of 1st century Roman pottery. Slight 
evidence of in-situ burning was provided from a halo of scorched natural clay on the 
northern edge of the pit. Slightly to the south of Pit 96 lay a sub-oval shaped feature 
(Cut 130) which was roughly aligned north-south with the narrowest end at the north. 
At the southern end of Cut 130 the edge had a steep profile leading to a flat base. The 
profile became more gently sloping on the northern edge where it also became 
considerably shallower. A thin layer of silty clay (Context 170) appeared to have 
formed a lining at the base of Cut 130. Above this layer, concentrated at the southern 
end of the pit, lay a dense deposit of charcoal (Context 169) which was in turn 
overlaid by two further fills of silty clay containing abundant charcoal fragments 
(Contexts 154 and 129 respectively). Beneath Cut 130 lay the remains of an earlier 
pit (Cut 172 see Figure 1 0), the eastern edge of which appeared to have been closely 
followed during the construction of Pit 130. Pit 172 had been largely truncated away 
however it was possible to discern a circular plan shape. At the base of Cut 172 a thin 
lens of silty clay containing charcoal may have represented primary silting. Above 
this lens a circular arrangen1ent of flat stones (Context 171) had been deliberately laid. 

6.5.3 The later period (Romano-British 2"d-4th centuries AD) 

The enclosure ditch 
The evidence suggests that at some point during the early Roman period the enclosure 
ditch had gone out of use and had largely been back-filled either as a result of natural 
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silting or by deliberate means. The final 'fill' or silting of the ditch contained a mixed 
assen1blage of Iron Age through to 3rd and 4th century Roman pottery and ceramic 
roofing material. Of note were several fragments of olive oil amphora imported 
during the early Roman period from southern Spain. The silty consistence of the 
layer, the abraded nature of the finds and the fact that it spread beyond the confines of 
the ditch suggest that this layer was not a product of direct refuse disposal. 

Features to the south of the enclosure 
Two pits of the later period were located on the southern side of the enclosure (Cuts 
142 and 158 see Sections M and Q). Cut 142, a small circular pit (Cut 142) had been 
placed at a mid-point between the two earlier pits (144 and 147) effectively 
destroying their relationship. Pit 142 had steep sloping edges and a rounded base. Its 
fill (Context 141) contained a large piece of granite (probably disturbed from Context 
145) and charcoal flecking. 

Southwest of Pit 142, near the eastern edge of the excavated area, lay a small, very 
truncated, irregularly shaped pit (Cut 158). The pit was located !metre to the north of 
Gully 176 (see below). It had sloping edges and a flat base. Its fill (Context 157) 
contained several sherds of Roman pottery (broad 2nd -4th century date), charcoal 
flecks, occasional heat cracked pebbles and several pieces of hearth bottom slag and 
vitrified clay hearth lining. 

Features to the west of the enclosure (Figure 8) 
Near the south-western corner of the enclosure lay a gully and pit which were 
probably associated. The pit (Cut 114) was oval, roughly aligned north-south, and 
had truncated Pit 19. It had very steep, near vertical edges and a flat base. Its fill 
(Context 113) contained large amounts of charcoal, several large and medium sized 
pebbles and fragments of 4th century Roman pottery (see Section W). Slightly south 
of Pit 114 lay a c. 1 Om length of gully which was aligned east-west. The gully had 
rounded butt ends, steep sloping sides and a rounded base. Sample excavation 
recovered several sherds of 2na century Roman pottery and ceramic wall tile from its 
fill (Context 109- Sections Hand 1). 

Possible late Roman well (see Figure 4 and Section R) 
A large circular feature with vertical sides some 1.50m deep was revealed. Several 
waterlogged layers at the base of the feature contained abundant organic material and 
the broken end of an oak stake. Of the five recorded fills, only the uppermost held 
any dating evidence in the form of several abraded sherds of 4th century Roman 
pottery. 

6.5.4 Undated 
The rest of the archaeological features revealed remained undated and may have been 
a result of either the earlier or later phase of activity on the site. 

Pit within Enclosure (Section K) 
A single large pit (Cut 132) was present within the exposed confines of the enclosure, 
situated approximately 5.00m from the inner edge of the ditch on the eastern side. 
The pit was sub-circular and some 2.00m in diameter with shallow, steep sloping 
sides and flat base. Its fill was notable in that the upper levels were packed with fire 
cracked stones. Despite their presence no charcoal or evidence of in-situ burning was 
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present within the pit. Indications are that the shallow nature of the pit was a product 
of plough degradation as the concentration of heat cracked stones was visible some 
0.20m above the level of visible archaeology. 

Features west of the enclosure 
Postholes 
A single small posthole (Cut 162) was revealed near the western corner of the site. 
This was located near to a similar, undated posthole found in the evaluation, with 
which it may have been related. 

Elongated pits/short gullies 
Two short lengths of gully/elongated pits were observed on the western edge of the 
site (Cuts 160- see Section Nand 176- see Sections F and J). In terms of their size, 
shape and similar, east-west orientation they may have been related a functional 
respect. Both contained similar fills with charcoal inclusions although the 
easternmost ofthe two (Cut 176) contained a greater concentration ofburnt stones. 

Features to the east of the enclosure 
Gully [ 15] (Section E) 
A narrow gully was adjoined to the southern corner of the enclosure ditch with which 
it had an uncertain relationship. The gully (Cut 15) which had been recorded during 
the initial stage of evaluation, was seen to follow the alignment of the enclosure ditch 
for some 45m before terminating towards the north-eastern corner of the site. Gully 
[ 15] was sampled at several points along its length revealing a general steep sided, 
narrow based profile. The fill (Context 14) contained charcoal flecking but remained 
undated. 

Features 120, 122, 124, 126 and 128 
Near to the western end of Gully 110 lay a small group of intercutting, very shallow 
features which may be interpreted as the remains of small pits. They all contained 
similar, charcoal rich fills but remained undated. 

Undated pits near the eastern edge ofthe site (Cuts 81, 92, 98, 100, 102, 105, 108 and 
112) 
A scatter of shallow, possibly truncated, circular pits was observed spreading 
downslope and to the east of the enclosure. With the exception of 112 all contained 
the remains of burning episodes either in the form of dense deposits of charcoal (Cuts 
102 and 105 - see Section L), or concentrations of heat cracked pebbles (Cuts 81 
(northern end of Trench 15), 92 (northern end of Trench 18- see Section C), 98, 100 
(see Section G) and 108- see Section L). 

7. Discussion 

7.1 The early period (late Iron Age/early Romano-British 1st century BC/AD) 
The general sparsity of diagnostic features and finds from the site limits the scope for 
informed discussion based on the recovered evidence. The evidence does, however, 
lead to possible implications on which broad hypotheses about the site can be 
developed. 
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7.1.1 The enclosure ditch 
The date for the creation of the enclosure ditch is uncertain as no diagnostic finds 
were recovered fron1 the earliest fills of the feature. It appears to have gone out of use 
before the 3rd or 4th century however, on the evidence of finds recovered from the top 
of the ditch, a fill interpreted as an episode of natural silting. The general 1st century 
BC/ AD date for the majority of the activity on the site may imply that the enclosure 
was the focus on which these activities were based. 

The full form and function of the enclosure remain elusive. The scale of the ditch, 
when combined with an associated bank and probable palisade fence, would have 
presented a formidable defensive obstacle. A broadly squared plan is hinted at from 
the portion of the enclosure that was revealed, although in the absence of more 
evidence a true plan shape can only be estimated. Similarly sized enclosures, also of 
late Iron Age origin and with large defensive features have been recognised in the 
south-east midlands (Dix and Jackson, 1989). It has been suggested that these sites 
reflect the development of late Iron Age aristocracies, possibly connected to control 
of trade links (Dix and Jackson 1989, 166). Whilst the excavations at Desford were 
too small to be able to make any comparisons regarding the stature of the site it is 
interesting to note the inclusion of probable 1st century Spanish amphora in the 
pottery assemblage suggesting early links with wide networks of trade. Generally 
however the evidence does not suggest a site of high status. Locally, similarly sized, 
defended enclosures such as at Grove Farm, Enderby (Clay, 1992) and Gimbro Farm, 
Castle Donington (Derrick, 1999), both in Leicestershire, have also yielded 
comparable sets of evidence that do not reflect a high position of status. It is also 
thought that such sites may be comparable to the 'rounds' of Cornwall (Johnson and 
Rose 1982) and Welsh 'raths' (Williams 1988). 

Although the apparent 'defensive' nature of the enclosure ditch tends to suggest that it 
was constructed as a response to unknown external uncertainties it is also worth 
considering the symbolism of such an imposing feature. As well as forming practical 
barriers, boundaries may have been important symbolic boundaries and may have 
aided the construction of social identities (Chadwick 1999, 158). In this respect the 
enormity of the enclosure features may not have been a defensive measure so much as 
a statement of, or pretension to, status. It is also possible that the combined size of the 
enclosure ditch and bank accentuated the transition between the 'in' and 'out' side 
(Hingley 1990, Bowden and McOmish 1987). 

7.1. 2 Activities within the enclosure 
Pit 132 represented the only evidence for activity within the confines of the enclosure 
ditch. The pit had been heavily disturbed by later ploughing, which may also have 
eradicated any smaller features that existed within the enclosure. It is also possible 
that the distance between the pit (some 4m) and the inner edge of the enclosure ditch, 
may be an indication of the area that could have been occupied by an associated banlc 
When the existence of a bank is taken into account, the interior area of the enclosure 
exposed during the excavation is minimised, lessening the chances of seeing 
archaeological remains. 

7.1. 3 Activities outside the enclosure 
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The disjointed nature of the evidence outside the confines of the enclosure does not 
lend itself easily to interpretation. The limited finds assen1blage recovered does 
enable some loose chronological distinctions to be made although many of the 
features remained undated. Despite this, evidence was provided for a range of 
activities on the site, probably linked to domestic and small-scale industrial use. 

7.1. 4 The early period of occupation 
A number of features held evidence of activity dating to the later Iron Age/early 
Ron1ano-British period of occupation on the site and could be tentatively linked with 
the suggested period of construction for the enclosure. 

To the west of the enclosure a group of features lay in close association and may have 
been the remains of some form of structure. A small section of curvilinear gully ( 149) 
and associated postholes (151) and (153) may have been the truncated remains of a 
semi-circular or circular structure although in the absence of further evidence this 
possibility remains speculative. The two pairs of pits (83 and 87, 144 and 14 7) may 
also be associated by their close proximity. 

Slightly south of the above group of features, Pit 85 was distinctively different, in its 
rectangular form, from contemporary pits on the site, which were circular. Located 
within the base of the pit, two small postholes (179 and 181) were possibly the 
foundation for an associated cover although the function of the pit in general, remains 
unclear. 

Several other isolated pits of the early period were located to the west and east of the 
enclosure (Pits 90 and, closely associated, 156 on the western side of the area), (Pits 
19, 94, 96 and possibly 130 and 172 on the eastern side of the area). Of note, Pit 96 
displayed evidence of in-situ burning, possibly pointing to its use as a small hearth or 
fire-pit. The remains of Pit 172, discovered beneath Pit 130 were also of interest as 
the base of the feature had been carefully lined with a circular arrangement of flat 
stones. The reasoning behind this act is unclear however the stones may have acted as 
a base for a large post. 

A number of the features belonging to the earlier phase of occupation on the site held 
distinct environmental evidence including dense inclusions of charcoal and charred 
plant remains. Not enough material was recovered to enable definite conclusions to be 
drawn although the material is likely to have derived from domestic contexts, as 
cleaning debris, or from an agricultural context as animal fodder. 

7.1. 5 The later period of occupation 
A small number of scattered features indicated limited activity during the 2nd -41

h 

centuries AD. From the comparatively large finds assemblage recovered from the 
final silting of the ditch it seems likely that the enclosure had gone out of use and the 
focus of settlement had shifted. The abraded nature of the finds from the final silting 
of the ditch suggests the material may have been part of the topsoil for some. The 
later period of activity on the site was represented by several isolated pits (114, 142 
and 158), a gully (110) and a well (168). Of note, the fill of Pit 158 contained 
fragments of vitrified clay associated with lumps of 'hearth bottom' slag. These 
probably would have been the ren1ains of a small sn1elting hearth and indicate that 
iron working was taking place near the site. 
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A small collection of ceramic building material including wall tile from gully 110 and 
roofing tile from the upper level of the enclosure ditch may indicate the nearby 
presence of stone buildings, probably of the 2nd -4th centuries AD. The presence of 
similar roofing tile in Pit 94, however, which othetwise contained only 1st century 
pottery, may also suggest the earlier presence of stone buildings. 

Following the final silting of the enclosure ditch a well was located near its southern 
corner. No secure dating was recovered from this feature, although its siting may 
reflect some knowledge of the location of the enclosure. A small group of Roman 
pottery was recovered from the uppermost fill of the well, which indicated a 4th 

century date for its in-filling. It is possible however that the sherds may have been 
disturbed from the final ditch fill rather than being an indication of when the well 
went into disuse. 

Of the features relating to the later occupation period, which were sampled, only a 
few seeds were recovered. 

7.1. 6 Undated 
Many of the excavated features remained undated and could not be assigned to a 
particular period by virtue of their relationship with positively dated remains. On the 
eastern part of the site several postholes were revealed (162 and 31 from the 
evaluation) that presumably were part of a structure, the plan of which was not fully 
revealed. Two elongated pit-like features (160 and 176) held charcoal and burnt stone 
fragments but their function remains uncertain. 

On the western side of the site, noticeably occurring in the area of clay subsoil, lay a 
concentration of circular pits which contained dense concentrations of charcoal and 
heat cracked stones. The fills of these pits were obviously the results of burning 
episodes but the surrounding clay had not been affected suggesting the burning was 
not in-situ. Heat cracked stones are a common find on sites of this period and are 
thought to have been used in cooking processes. Experiments have shown that 
sufficiently heated stones can effectively bring water to boil in a short space of time 
(Woods 1983). Ethnographic studies have also shown how pits filled with heated 
stones (albeit on a larger scale) can be sealed to preserve the temperature, and used as 
an 'earth oven' (Ramseyer 1991). It is a possibility, given their location on the clay 
subsoil, that the pit group at Desford represents the remains of such activities. 

8. Conclusion 

8.1 Despite the adverse affects on the archaeology by medieval ploughing, the 
excavations at Desford, Leicester Lane have revealed evidence of early occupation in 
the area from at least the late Iron Age. The bulk of the evidence has indicated 
activity during the late Iron Age/early Romano-British period centred round an 
impressive ditched enclosure, the majority of which lies to the west of the 
development area, beneath adjacent gardens. 

8.2 The apparent defensive nature of the enclosure, and the scale of the 
surrounding ditch may link it with similarly dated sites discovered in 
Northamptonshire, and a few excavated examples from Leicestershire. These sites 
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are interesting owing to the apparent disparity between the large defensive ditches and 
the relatively small area which they enclose. It is not clear what real or perceived 
threat lead to the establishment of such elaborately defended sites although the answer 
may lie with the desire of the occupants to communicate an image of high status or 
importance. 

8.3 Unlike other sites of this type, the archaeological remains dictated that work 
concentrated on activities on the exterior of the enclosure. Although much degraded 
and widespread the remains yielded evidence of fairly typical activities to be found on 
a late Iron Age/early Roman site. Evidence was recovered for much burnt waste 
probably from the remains of domestic hearths and possible nearby corn-driers. The 
environmental evidence provides a similarly inconclusive picture of the site. 
Predominantly recovered from features of the earlier phase of the site, remains of 
emmer and spelt wheat, 6-row barley and associated weed seeds may have derived 
from domestic or agricultural contexts. A single fragment of quemstone found during 
the evaluation also suggests domestic activity. 

8.4 At the south-eastern end of the site abundant evidence for the use of heated 
stones was revealed. This may have been a result of either cooking or heating water. 
In general the small collection of artefacts represented domestic wares, possibly 
locally made. Several sherds of imported Spanish olive oil amphora however, may 
point to early continental trade links. The material evidence for the later stages of 
activity on the site reflect more widespread regional trade links with pottery from the 
Oxfordshire and Mancetter-Hartshill production centres represented. 

8.5 The date for the decline of the ditched enclosure remains uncertain however 
limited activity continued on the site until the 3rd or 4th centuries AD when evidence 
for sn1all-scale iron working was revealed. A large dump or layer of natural silting 
effectively levelled the largely back-filled ditch during the 4th century AD suggesting 
that, while activity in the area continued, the focus had moved, probably further to the 
north-west. At some point after the ditch had been completely filled in, a well was 
positioned near the southern corner of the enclosure, adding to the suggestion of 
continuity of activity nearby. 

8.6 The excavations have added to our understanding of the development of 
Desford in antiquity and represent an important addition to an existing local 
archaeological landscape of prehistoric and Roman remains. 

9. Archive 
The site archive consists of:-

Site indices, 
13 trench recording sheets, 
92 context sheets, 
6 pencil drawn A2 permagraph sheets containing site 
plans and section drawings, 
colour slide and monochrome photographic record, 
1 box containing all finds, 
EDM survey data 

All elements of the archive will be deposited with the Leicestershire Museum under 
the Accession Nurrtber XA 38. 1999. 
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Appendix 1: Full list of contexts (following on from 1-79 used in the evaluation) 

Context Type Comment 
80 Fill Fill of [81 ]-dark greyish brown, friable clay silt containing abundant charcoal flecks, small 

pebbles and heat cracked stone 
81 Cut Cut of pit-shallow, circular pit with sloping sides and a flattish base. No evidence of in-situ 

burning despite abundant charcoal and heat cracked stones in the fill_(Context 80) 
82 Fill Fill of [83]-dark greyish brown, compact silty sand containing moderate, large rounded 

pebbles and large charcoal flecks. Several small fra_gments of burnt bone 
83 Cut Cut of small pit-roughly circular with very steep sides and a flat base. Lay adjacent to Pit 

r87l 
84 Fill Fill of [85]-dark brown, friable sandy clay containing occasional large and small pebbles 

and charcoal flecks 
85 Cut Cut of pit-sub-square with fairly steep sloping edges and flat base, orientated NE-SW, two 

postholes in base (Cuts 179 and 181) 
86 Fill Fill of [87]-dark greyish brown, compact silty sand containing abundant small-medium and 

several large heat cracked stones and abundant charcoal deposits including a thick lens near 
the pits base 

87 Cut Cut of pit-large oval shaped pit aligned NE-SW with steep sloping sides and slightly bowled 
base. 

88 Fill Fill of [90]-Upper fill of possible posthole, very dark greyish brown, friable, sandy clay silt 
containing fr~uent charcoal deposits and occasional small pebbles 

89 Fill Fill of [90]-Lower fi11 of possible posthole, mixed mid orange brown, friable, sandy silty 
clay with occasional iron panning 

90 Cut Cut of possible posthole-sub-circular with fairly steep sloping sides and rounded base 
91 Fill Fill of [92]-very dark brown, friable, silty sandy clay with frequent charcoal and large 

pebbles (occasionally burnt, but not in-situ) 
92 Cut Cut of pit-sub-circular with, shallow, sloping sides and irregular base 
93 Fill Fill of [94]-dark greyish brown silty clay containing frequent charcoal flecks, some small 

stones and several large heat cracked pebbles 
94 Cut Cut of pit-small, sub-rectangular pit with rounded corners, near vertical edges and flattish 

base 
95 Fill Fill of [96]-dark greyish brown, compact, sandy clay silt containing frequent pebbles and 

bands of charcoal, occasional small fragments of burnt bone. No evidence of in-situ 
burning 

96 Cut Cut of small pit-circular with shallow sloping sides and rounded base 
97 Fill Fill of [98]-dark greyish brown, friable sandy silty clay with frequent, tightly packed, 

medium-large pebbles, heat cracked stones and charcoal 
98 Cut Cut of small pit-sub-circular, shallow pit with vertical northern edge, shallow southern edge 

and irregular base 
99 Fill Fill of [lOO]~midldark brown, plastic sandy clay containing frequent charcoal and large 

pebbles 
100 Cut Cut of small pit-sub-circular and shallow with sloping edges and flat base 
101 Fill Fill of[102]-dark brown, friable clay silt containing abundant charcoal deposits and 

occasional small stones 
102 Cut Cut of small ~t-shallow and circular with slopinl!; sides and rounded base 
103 Fill Fill oij105]-firm, mid-greyish brown silty sandy clay with occasional small pebbles and 

very occasional heat cracked stones 
104 Fill Fill of [1 05Hower fill, firm dark greyish brown sandy silty clay containing large pieces of 

charcoal and occasional large heat cracked stones 
105 Cut Cut of pit-oval shaped with very steep sides and flat base, orientated E-W truncated to the 

west by a furrow and to the east by Pit f1 081 
106 - Number not used 
107 Fill Fill of [108]-friable, very dark greyish brown silty clay containing large amounts of 

charcoal and densely packed heat cracked stone 
108 Cut Cut of pit-sub-oval shat>_ed with steg> slopinl!; sides and fairly flat base 
109 Fill Fill of [11 0]-friable, dark greyish brown sandy clay containing frequent sma11-Jarge pebbles 

and charcoal deposits 
110 Cut Cut of gully-aligned E-W, shallow-steep sloping sides and flattish-curved base, butt-ends at 

both Band W 
111 Fill Fill of [112]-pale greyish brown, friable sandy silty clay with occasional small pebbles and 

charcoal 
112 Cut Cut of pit-sub-circular with steep sides and flattish base, probable recut of [116] 
113 Fill Fill of [114]~very dark greyish brown, firm sandy silty clay containing moderate medium 

and large rounded pebbles and abundant charcoal flecks 
114 Cut Cut of pit-elongated oval shaped pit with very steep sloping sides and base, orientated N-S. 

Found in close association with Pit [19] 
115 Fill Fill of [116]-pale-mid yellowish brown, friable sandy silty clay containing rare charcoal 

flecks and occasional small pebbles 
116 Cut Cut of pit-uncertain shape in plan as it has been recut by [112] but closely follows a similar 

profile to that of fll21 
117 Fi11 Fill of [118]-friable, dark reddish brown sandy silty clay containing large amounts of pea 



gravel 
118 Cut Cut ofpit-recut by [116]-but appears to be sub-square with steep sides and flat base 
119 Fill Fill of [120]-very dark greyish brown, friable sandy silty clay containing occasional small 

_pebbles and abundant charcoal flecks 
120 Cut Cut of small pit-sub-circular with shallow sloping sides and rounded base 
121 Fill Fill of [122]-greyish brown, friable sandy silty clay containing occasional small pebbles and 

charcoal (find of flint flake) 
122 Cut Cut of pit-small and sub-circular with shallow sloping sides and rounded base 
123 Fill Fill of [124]-friable, greyish brown sandy clay containing occasional small pebbles and 

frequent charcoal flecks 
124 Cut Cut of short linear feature-shallow sides and rounded base, rounded butt-ends, NE-SW 

orientation, cuts [126] 
125 Fill Fi1J of [126]-mid greyish brown, friable sandy clay with frequent small-medium pebbles, 

occasional charcoal flecks and heat cracked stone 
126 Cut Cut of sma11 pit-sub-circular with steep sides and narrow, pointed base 
127 Fill Fill of [128]-yellowish brown, friable sandy clay containing occasional small pebbles and 

rare charcoal 
128 Cut Cut of small pit-sub-circular with steep sides and flat base, very shallow 
129 Fill Fill of [130]-upper fill, friable, dark greyish brown sandy silt with frequent charcoal and 

occasional medium sized pebbles 
130 Cut Cut of pit-Cut of pit-sub-rounded with uneven sides and irregular base, becomes narrower to 

the NE 
131 Fill Fill of [132]-friable, dark reddish brown sandy clay containing abundant densely packed, 

heat cracked stone 
132 Cut Cut of pit-sub-circular and fairly shallow with steep, near vertical sides and flat base 
133 Fill Fill of [140]-dark greyish brown sandy silty clay containing frequent charcoal 
134 Fill Fill of [140]-yellowish brown silty clay with light grey mottles and occasional charcoal 

flecks 
135 Fill Fill of P40]-bright orangey brown clay containing rare charcoal 
136 Fill Fill of 1"1401-very soft, light_grey clay 
137 Fill Fill of 1"1401-reddish brown clay (probable slump in the natural) 
138 Fill Fill of [140]-light greyish brown sandy silty clay with occasional charcoal flecks and 

reddish brown mottles 
139 Fill Fill of [140]-light greyish brown sandy clay silts 
140 Cut Cut of ditch-
141 Fill Fill of [142]-friable, mid orange-brown sandy clay with occasional pebbles and charcoal 

and single large piece of granite on NE edge 
142 Cut Cut of small pit/posthole-circular with steep sloping edges and rounded base 
143 Fill Fill of [144]-friable, mid orange-brown sandy clay containing occasional large and small 

pebbles and charcoal flecks 
144 Cut Cut of.Qit-sub-circular with steep SE edge and flat base, truncated to the NW by fl421 
145 Fi11 Fill of [147]-upper fill, compact, dark greyish brown silty clay containing frequent pebbles, 

occasional charcoal and several very large granite pieces (largest 0.70m x 0.40m) 
146 Fill Fill of [147]-lower fill, friable, very dark greyish brown sandy clay containing occasional 

pebbles and abundant charcoal deposits 
147 Cut Cut of pit-large, sub-circular pit with fairly steep sloping sides and rounded base, truncated 

to the SE by [1421 
148 Fill Fill of [149]-friable, mid grey/reddish brown clay silt containing smaU-medium pebbles and 

rare charcoal 
149 Cut Cut of gully-'banana' shaped gully with rounded butt-ends, sloping sides and flattish base 

(possibly associated with [1511 and [153] 
150 Fill Fill of [151]-friable, mid reddish brown clay silt containing occasional small pebbles 
151 Cut Cut of possible posthole-circular with shallow, sloping edges and narrow, pointed base 
152 Fill Fill of [153]-friable, mid-dark greyish brown clay silt containing rare charcoal and 

occasional small pebbles 
153 Cut Cut of small pit/posthole-circular with shallow, sloping sides and rounded base 
154 Fill Fill of [130]-lower fill, friable, very dark greyish brown sandy clay silt containing 

occasional small pebbles and abundant charcoal deposits 
155 Fill Fill of [156]-friable, mid-dark reddish brown sandy clay containing frequent pebbles and 

heat cracked stones 
156 Cut Cut of pit-small, sub-circular shaped cut with shallow, sloping sides and flat base 
157 Fill Fill of [158]-greyish brown, compact silty sand with occasional burnt stones and charcoal 

flecks (contains tap slag) 
158 Cut Cut of pit-irregularly shaped cut with shallow, sloping sides and flat base 
159 Fill Fill of [160]-friable, dark brown sandy clay containing frequent small-large pebbles and 

occasional charcoal flecks 
160 Cut Cut oflarge pit/gully-irregular shaped elongated pit/gully roughly oriented E-W with fairly 

steep slo_ping sides and curved base 
161 Fill Fill ofposthole-friable, dark greyish brown sandy silt containing occasional small pebbles 

and charcoal 
162 Cut Cut of possible posthole-shallow, sub-square posthole with sloping sides and narrow, 

pointed base 
163 Fill Fill of fl681-very dark greyish brown silty sandy clay containing large rounded pebbles and 



frequent charcoal 
164 Fill Fill of [168]-mid greyish brown, very sandy clay containing frequent rounded pebbles and 

charcoal flecks 
165 FiiJ Fill of[168]-dark greyish brown, waterlogged silty clay with abundant charcoal and organic 

remains frequent rounded pebbles 
166 Fill Fill of [1681-As above but a lot more sandier 
167 FilJ Fill of [168]-light greyish brown, slightly sandy clay, waterlogged, abundant organic 

material and charcoal flecks 
168 Cut Cut of ?well-large circular feature with very steep, near vertical sides and slightly bowled 

base 
169 Fil1 Fill of pit-dark greyish brown, compact, sandy silty clay containing charcoal flecks 
170 FiJl Fill of [172]-mottled pink, firm silty cJay with occasional small pebbles and charcoal flecks 
171 Fill Fill of [172]-circular deposit of approx. 12 flat stones, one course, unbonded-possible post 

pad? 
172 Cut Cut of ?pit-truncated remains of possibly circular pit/posthole with steep edges and flat base 
173 Fill Fill of [174]-very dark brown, friable sandy clay with occasional small and large pebbles 

and frequent charcoal 
174 Cut Cut of pit-small, sub-circular with steep sloping edges and curved base 
175 Fill Fill of [176]-greyish brown, fairly compact silty sand with abundant pebbles and heat 

cracked stones (particularly at Wend) and occasional charcoal flecks 
176 Cut Cut of gu1ly-aligned roughly E-W with sub-square butt-end to the W and rounded terminal 

to the E, sloping edges and rounded base 
177 Fill Lower fill of f1 72]-dark greyish brown, soft san4y silt containing occasional charcoal 
178 Fill Fill of 179-same as 84 
179 Cut Cut of small posthole-circular with vertical edges and flat base 
180 Fill Fill of 181-same as 84 
181 Cut Cut of small posthole-circular with vertical edges and flat base 



Appendix II: The Finds 

Late Iron Age and Romano-British Pottery from Evaluation and Excavation at 
Leicester Lane,Desford XA38.1999 

Nicholas J. Cooper 

Introduction 
A total of 144 sherds of pottery weighing 2.660kg was retrieved from the evaluation 
trenches and excavations. This report therefore incorporates data on the 27 sherds (430g) 
already reported on at the evaluation stage. The pottery has been analysed and recorded 
using the Leicesteshire Museums fabric and form series (summarised in Clay and Pollard 
1994). The material has been quantified using sherd count and weight (g). It should be 
noted that the extremely poor condition of the pottery and the presence of surface 
concretions has hampered its identification, so that in many cases only a ware category 
classification has been possible. The implications for dating inferences particularly 
concerning calcite-gritted wares (CG) which are produced throughout the Roman period are 
therefore tentative. 

The Mid-Late Iron Age Pottery 

A total of eight sherds (128g) of pottery of later Iron Age date was retrieved, three sherds 
(55g) from the evaluation trenches and five (73g) from the subsequent excavations. 

Table 1: The Iron Age Pottery 
The Iron Age Pottery 

Cut Context Fabric Form Rim 

Pit 94 

Ditch 

Tr.S US Grog-temp Jar 

Tr.S (16) Grog-temp Jar 

93 

us 

Q2 

RQ1 

Jar 

Jar 

Flat 

Dec Sherds Wt(g) 

1 

Reg.Sc 2 
0 

1 

4 

19 

36 

18 

55 

Two of the three sherds of probably late Iron Age or transitional handmade pottery with a 
regular vertical scored pattern and a grog-tempered fabric were retrieved from (16). 
However, also from this context was the rim of a late Roman shell-tempered jar which will 
date to the fourth century and possibly after AD 350. This may indicate that (16) was 
cutting a late Iron Age feature and was contaminated. Alternatively, the shell-tempered rim, 
which is heavily weathered could have been intrusive in this context. The third sherd of 
Late Iron Age or transitional pottery was unstratified fron1 Trench 5. 

The five sherds from the excavations were in quartz and quart/rock tempered fabrics 
normally associated with pottery of the scored ware tradition in this part of the county and 



included a flat upright rim in fabric Q2 from (93) and base in fabric RQ 1 unstratified from 
the upper fill of the ditch. 

The pottery indicates activity from probably the 1st century BC through to the Conquest 
period. 

The Romano-British Pottery 

A total of 136 sherds (2.532kg) of Romano-British pottery was retrieved; 24 sherds (375g) 
from the evaluation trenches and 112 sherds (2.157kg) from the excavations. 
The assemblage divides between material from the features to the south and west of the 
enclosure ditch and the upper fill of the enclosure ditch itself. 

Table 2: The Romano-British Pottery 
Romano-British Pottery Quantified by Fabric 

Fabric No. Sherds 0/o Sherds Wt(g) 

Amphora 8 6 430 

Mortaria 2 1 186 

C2/Cl3 6 4 165 

MG/MC 35 26 624 
CG 23 17 326 

GW 54 40 754 

ow 8 6 47 

Totals 136 100 2532 

The material from pit fills 84, 86, 88, 93, and 95 comprises pottery in a variety of calcite
gritted (CG),mixed-gritted (MG) and miscellaneous coarse ware (MC) fabrics probably 
dating to the middle of the 1st century AD and broadly conten1porary with the transitional 
grog-tempered fabrics grouped with the Iron Age material. These fabrics are poorly 
understood especially from this part of the county and represent a transitional phase from 
Iron Age to Roman involving the use of a sand, shell and grog (?iron stone )mixture during 
preparation of the clay. Pit fills 143, 145 and 146 probably date to the 1st century also, but 
the grey ware vessel from fill 141 which cuts them indicates at least a second century date. 
In addition, gully fill 109 and pit 113 would appear to date to the later Roman period, the 
latter containing a heavily abraded but nearly complete dish in Lower N ene V alley 
colourcoated ware dating to the fourth century (Howe, Perrin and Mackreth 1980 no.86). 

The remainder of the pottery derives from the upper fill (23) of, or unstratified above, the 
enclosure ditch and from the well which cuts the ditch. The material comprises a mixture of 
Iron Age, early Roman and later Roman fabrics. In general the later Roman material which 



comprises sherds of Oxford Red Colourcoated Ware (C13) dating to the fourth century and 
mortarium from Mancetter-Hartshill (M04) dating to the third or fourth century, are in an 
abraded condition and this might indicate that they represent dumping of rubbish from 
elsewhere long after the enclosure ditch had gone out of use in the early Roman period. Of 
the three sherds from the well, two are in early Roman fabrics but not closely dateable, 
whilst the third of Oxford red colourcoated ware is of fourth century date and highly 
abraded, suggesting secondary deposition. Interestingly, the earlier material includes body 
sherds from an olive oil amphora (Type Dressel20) from southern Spain dating between the 
first and early third century, an unusual occurrence in rural assemblage of this small size. 

Romano-British Tile 

Nicholas J. Cooper 

A total of six fragments of Romano-British tile, deriving from four tiles, and weighing 
1.184 kg was retrieved. Two joining fragments (203 g) from a wall tile came from context 
109 (gully cut 110), and a further fragment of wall tile (265g) and two joining pieces of a 
tegula roof tile ( 680g) were found unstratified in the top fill of the ditch. A single fragment 
of imbrex roof tile came from pit (93), which otherwise contained pottery of 1st century 
date. All the tiles were manufactured in a coarse, slightly micaceous, sandy clay fabric 
incorporating irregular lumps of calcareous material, crushed tile(?) up to 5mm, and 
occasional stone. 

The Coins 

Sf 13. Silver penny of King John or Henry Ill. 
Sf 14. Silver half-penny of Richard II 
Sf 15. Silver half-groat of Charles I 
Sf 16. Cu alloy. ?token. Obv. legend I C with ?shamrock between. Rev.running horse 

The Small Finds 

Nicholas J.Cooper 

The small finds range in date from the 1st-16th century. The only two which can be 
confidently dated to the Roman period are the brooches 1 and 4, which would tend to 
confirm the Conquest period occupation inferred from the pottery. Other finds such as the 
sword chape or book clasp, represent accidental losses or rubbish disposal during medieval 
occupation of the area. 

Sf 1 Cu alloy bow brooch. Colchester-derivative type with trace of rearhook designed to 
hold the separate sppring with in the cylindrical cavity behind the wings. Bow and wings 
complete but surface damaged. Concentric mouldings at junction of the two, otherwise bow 
is plain. Spring, pin and catchplate missing. Length 4 7mm. Dates to third quarter of the first 
century (Mackreth 1973, fig.2.6). 

Sf 2 Irregular sided length of copper alloy rod. Slight damage at both terminals. 48mm x 
9mm 



Sf 3 Cu alloy. Part of belt fitting or composite buckle or clasp. Front surface decorated with 
parallel grooves. Traces of gilding at terminal. No parallel found but certainly of medieval 
or later date. 45mm x 32mm. 

Sf 4 Cu alloy bow brooch. Colchester-derivative type with trace of rear hook. Upper part of 
bow and wings present. Upper part of bow decorated with linear mouldings. Spring and pin 
missing. As with Sf 1, this brooch dates to the third quarter of the first century. 

Sf 5 Lead weight in the form of a centrally perforated piano-convex disc. Weight 40g. 
Diameter 30mm. 

Sf 6 Irregular length of ?scrap copper alloy sheet. 30mm. 

Sf 7 Irregular fragment of ?scrap copper alloy sheet. One edge folded. 23mm. 

Sf 8 Fragment of copper alloy sheet with two centrally aligned perforations, one with 
copper alloy rivet in situ. Most likely to be part of a belt buckle plate or strap end of 
medieval date. 3 6mm 

Sf 9 Copper alloy. Front sheet from cast two-piece chape from the sheath of a sword or 
dagger of medieval date. Curvilinear cut out in top edge. Paired rivet holes either side of 
cutout. Symmetrical figural design on upper surface. Two semi-circular projections from 
back of lower surface act as spacers for the back plate, which is now missing. Width 25mm. 
Similar to examples from Colchester (eg Crummy 1988,20, fig.21.1799 with floral motif). 

Sf 10 Rim fragment from cast copper alloy dish with lid-seated rim. Internal surface 
polished. Diameter 24cms 

Sf 11 Lobe shaped fragment of lead sheet with incomplete recessed perforation on one edge, 
through which the sheet has been probably attached to a flat surface. Length 3 7mm. 

Sf 12 Circular piece of lead sheet. Diameter 24mm. 

Sf 17 Length of copper alloy sheet with narrow hooked terminal, now folded and two 
centrally aligned perforations at the other end , one with a rivet in situ, and each with a 
concentric moulding around it. Edges of sheet tom. Length 46mm, width 11 mm. The form 
would suggest that this was part of a book clasp, though rather less ornate than parallel 
examples from Colchester and Southampton dating to the 17th century (Crummy 1988, 68, 
fig 67, 2992-2995) 

Sf 18 A cast, copper alloy, piano-convex, plain button with separate looped shank. Similar 
examples are recorded from London (Egan and Pritchard 1991, fig.178.1384-1388) dating 
to Ceran1ic Phase 8 c.1230-1260. It is difficult to be certain whether the shank is integral of 
separate but those with integral loops are usually cast in lead or tin on the evidence from 
London cited above. 

Sf 19 Circular piece of lead sheet. Diameter 3 7mm. 
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THE CHARRED PLANT REMAINS 
Wayne J arvis 

Introduction 
Excavated features were sampled by ULAS staff in order to collect carbonised plant 

material. This material may include cereal grains, weed seeds and other plant remains, 
which can provide evidence for food production and consumption, past agricultural 
practices, and environmental information. 

Methods 
Samples were selected on a judgmental basis from discrete datable contexts of good 

potential for preservation of remains (e.g. charcoal was visible). These were processed using 
flotation and sieving in a York Tank, with a 0.5mm flot sieve and 0.5mm tank mesh. 
Residues were air-dried, and the coarse fractions (over 4mm) were sorted for finds, whilst 
the fine fractions of flot-rich contexts were scanned using a x 10 stereo microscope for 
remains. Of the rich flats, subsamples were examined (50% usually, 25% of sample 24/1), 
whilst all the flot of 8/1 and 27 was scanned; this is indicated at the bottom of table 1. Flats 
were sorted using a x 1 0 stereo microscope, the plant remains being identified at x20 
according to their morphology and modem reference material. The two grain rich samples 
(28/1 and 29/1) were analysed further by scanning a proportionate amount of the fine 
fraction. This was done in an attempt to see if the preliminary results reflected a bias in the 
flotation procedure (i.e. that grain floats more readily than chaff), which could bias the 
assemblage. All remains were counted and tabulated with names following Stace (1991), 
and are seeds in the broad sense unless stated otherwise. The identified items are included in 
table 1 where relevant, and consisted of cereal grains, chaff, and weed seeds, whilst the 
coarse fraction items included pot, charcoal and occasional small bones and bone fragments. 

Results 
Samples from 15 contexts were sieved, with a total sample volume of 217.5 litres 

(300.4 kg.). Of these, 9 samples were selected for further analysis based on the flot volume 
and the significance of the features from which they were collected. Sample 6/1 proved to 
contain no carbonised plant remains other than charcoal, and is not included in the table. In 
general the charred remains were quite poorly preserved, being relatively intensely burnt, 
distorted, and often mineralised. It may be due to this that scanning the fine fractions 
considerably increased the count of items in samples 28/1 and 29/1, although not the 
proportions of grains: glumes: weeds, i.e. poorly preserved carbonised material in general 



does not readily float. A total of 988 carbonised plant items were identified in the samples 
(table 1). 523 cereal grains were identified, with 67 further cereal fragments and cereal/large 
grass seeds. The cereal grains included the glume wheat Triticum spelta (spelt), and hulled 
barley, Hordeum vulgare. Some of the barley grains were asymmetrical (from the fertile 
lateral florets) indicating that 6-row hulled barley was present, which is normal for an Iron 
Age context. Hulled barley is thought to have replaced naked barley in the early first 
millennium BC (Van der Veen 1992, and see below, Discussion), so the presence of naked 
barley would also be unlikely in this assemblage. Most of the other cereals could not be 
identified to species, and the wheat grains could be either T. spelta or T. dicoccum (emmer). 
Also, the odd grain of oat (Avena sp.) was recorded, but the small amount suggests that 
these are a weed in the main crop. The chaff included glumes of spelt wheat and probably 
emmer (T. cf. dicoccum ), and barley rachises (Hordeum sp. ). A few awns and other light 
chaff fragments, occasional woody buds, tuber/rhizome fragments, and hazel nutshell 
fragments were also identified. The latter may indicate gathered foodstuffs. 

Charred weed seeds were commonplace (323 items, plus 6 fragments), and are 
mainly typical arable weeds. These included fat hen (Chenopodium album type), goosefoot 
(Chenopodium sp.), red shank (Persicaria sp.), docks (Rumex sp.), smaller counts of other 
arable weeds, and a large number of grass seeds. 

In addition, a few uncharred seeds were identified, including buttercup (Ranunculus 
repens/acris/bulbosus), stitchwort/chickweed (Stellaria type), stinging nettle (Urtica 
dioica), knotweed (Polygonum sp.), dock/sorrel (Rumex sp.), and possibly fools parsley 
(Aethusa cynapium ). These are all common weeds of disturbed ground. 

Phase 1 (late lA-Early Roman) 
Posthole sample 5 (cut 90, context 88) contained mostly charcoal and modem roots 

and seeds, with a few charred seeds of Polygonum, one of which was probably knot grass (P. 
cf. aviculare ). Other carbonised plant items included a woody bud, a stem fragment, and a 
tuber/rhizome. Pit sample 26 (cut 144, context 143) was in comparison cereal rich, with 
glume wheat grains and chaff, and a few indeterminate cereal grains and fragments. Another 
pit sample, 27 (cut 147, context 145), contained odd wheat and barley grains, and weed 
seeds. The latter included goosefoot, fat hen, red shank, and an indeterminate small seed. 
Sample 8/1 (cut 85, context 84) contained the odd barley grain and fat hen seed, and a few 
unidentifiable cereal, grass and weed seeds. 

Pit samples 28/1 (cut 147, context 146) and 29/1 (cut 130, context 154) were much 
richer in carbonised material (187.7 and 60.2 items/litre). These have a relative 
predominance of hulled barley grain, some of which could be identified as the 6-row form. 
Barley chaff was also identified in sample 28/1, including rachis and awn fragments. The 
glume wheats were represented by emmer/spelt grain, and in the case of sample 28/1, glume 
bases of both spelt and probably emmer. Sample 28/1 included a large number of weed 
seeds, mainly fat hen and goosefoot, with red shank, dock, knotgrass, bron1e grass and 
indeterminate large grasses also occurring. Sample 29/1 had a similar but smaller 
assemblage, additionally with black nightshade and wild radish pod fragments. Other items 
included woody buds, hazel nutshell fragments and a stem fragment. 

Phase 2 (late Roman) 
Gully sample 12/1 (cut 110, context 109) contained just one indeterminate charred 

seed, and modem material. Pit sample 24/1 (cut 114, context 113) produced a couple of 
cereal grains, and a fat hen seed. 



Discussion 
Agricultural practices can be inferred from large samples by comparing the relative 

proportions of carbonised plant materials. This is because crop preparation leaves behind 
different residues depending on the crop processing stage involved (Hillman 1981, 1984; 
Jones 1985). With glume wheats (i.e. emmer and spelt), threshing leaves the grain within 
the chaff (glumes), at which stage the cereal can be stored (as spikelets). To use the grain 
for food requires a further stage of parching and pounding to free off the glumes (this is not 
necessary for the free threshing cereals), followed by sieving to separate the chaff and weed 
seeds from the grain. These stages would be reflected by differing proportions of grain, 
chaff and weed seeds in large assemblages. Samples that are predominantly chaff and weed 
seed rich, i.e. waste by-products, are likely to occur in small quantities on a site where grain 
was being consumed. It is therefore most likely that these samples represent a thin scatter of 
redeposited material from crop cleaning processes for consumption on site, although 
whether the crop was locally produced is unclear. Small-scale production is difficult to 
document because the presence of large grain rich deposits is likely to occur only on surplus 
'producer' site (or redistribution sites), whilst small grain rich caches may occur on any site 
where consumption occurred. 

Unfortunately, samples from Prehistoric and Romano-British sites in the region 
generally have a low density of carbonised plant remains (Moffett 1991 ). Clearly arable 
agriculture was occurring, but it may be that by-products were used for tinder, compost or 
fodder, whilst Midlands sites lack the grain rich 'storage pits' of southern England. The 
samples dealt with here generally conform to this pattern, with a thin spread of material 
across the board. However samples 28/1 and 29/1 are much richer, in both the density of 
material and the amount of grain present, to stand out from the other samples. These are 
predominantly barley grain (barley to wheat ratio of around 3:1), with sample 28/1 being 
c. 53% grain, 40% weeds, and 7% chaff. Sample 29/1 on the other hand was 74% grain and 
26% weeds, with no chaff. In the barley ear the proportion of grains to rachises is 3: 1, 
whilst for sample 28/1 the proportion is 10:1, and for sample 29/1 the proportion is 138:0. 
However it is known that carbonisation acts differentially, with barley grain surviving 
charring better than rachis intemodes (van der Veen 1992), and as barley is free threshing, 
chaff is less likely to sUIVive in any case, so the presence of rachis fragments at all may be 
significant. It is therefore just possible that the barley grain: rachis ratio for sample 28/1 
actually indicates the presence of barley ears. This suggests that these contexts contained 
mainly the barley grain product, perhaps ears in the case of 28/1, with some by-products 
(weeds, and chaff in sample 28/1) mixed in. The change in exploitation from naked to 
hulled barley does not seem sensible, as hulled barley requires an extra processing stage as 
the hulls are unpleasant to consume. This change has been attributed to various factors (van 
der Veen 1992), including the use of barley for brewing or for animal fodder. There is no 
evidence that we are dealing here with the former, as no germinated grains were identified 
(barley needs to be n1alted prior to fermentation), so it may be that this mixture of grain, 
chaff and weeds represents animal fodder. The presence of both spelt and small quantities of 
emmer wheat is often recorded in Iron Age assemblages, with emmer probably growing 
within the n1ain spelt crop, either deliberately or accidentally (Moffett 1991 ). In glume 
wheat ears the ratio of glume chaff to grain is 1:1, and for sample 28/1 this ratio is 1:5, 
whilst 29/1 has a ratio of 0:41 i.e. both are grain rich. Whilst glumes may also be 
underrepresented in charred material (Boardman and Jones 1990), the ratios do suggest a 
relatively clean wheat grain product with some weed seeds mixed in. It may be that these 
samples represent a partially cleaned product, deposited prior to fine sieving which would 
remove the weeds and chaff. This product may have been burnt accidentally, or disposed of 



because it was spoilt. Perhaps these contexts reflect a mix of domestic refuse with some 
spoilt grain, mixed in with cleaning debris. 

The weed seeds are predominantly flora of disturbed ground, and commonly occur 
as arable weeds in carbonised assemblages (Jones 1988). Black nightshade, for example, is 
so common on cultivated land that it is also known as garden nightshade. It is interesting 
that fat hen is so common, as fat hen is often associated with a spring sown barley crop. 

Conclusion 
A small amount of carbonised and uncharred material was found in most of the 

sampled contexts. The charred material included the glume wheats emmer and spelt, and 
hulled 6-row barley. The presence of some chaff and weed seeds suggest that crop 
processing may have occurred nearby, but these items are derived material and not in situ 
crop processing by-products. 

Two late Iron Age pit samples provided a much higher density of material, 
predominantly of barley grain, with a mixture of weed seeds and some chaff. Due to the 
mixed nature of this material, it is difficult to define its source. It probably represents 
rubbish deposited from different sources, but could possibly be animal fodder, although this 
is not a burnt in situ 'store'. With the quantities here, it is unlikely that the site was a large 
scale producer, but the presence of grain and free threshing cereal chaff may suggest small
scale local production with small batches being processed as necessary. 

The weed seeds from all the samples are typical arable weeds representing 
contaminants in the crop, and commonly occur in archaeobotanical assemblages. However 
they may be derived from other areas of disturbed ground, or perhaps brought in with other 
plant material. Odd occurrences of hazel nutshell fragments may represent gathered 
foodstuffs. 
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Appendix Ill: Geophysical Survey in Advance of Excavation. 

Following a pilot study to assess the usefulness of further geophysical survey (Clay 
1999) a larger area survey was attempted in advance of excavation. A 60m x 60m area 
of earth resistance survey was carried out using a Geoscan RM15 resistivity meter, at 
lm intervals at a mobile electrode spacing of 0.5m. The theory of the technique is 
briefly that the fills of archaeological features cut into natural subsoil will have a 
lower resistance to electrical current than the surrounding soil, due to increased 
moisture retention. The electrode spacing would provide data to a depth of c.0.75m. 

The results of the earth resistance survey is shown in Figure AI and the following 
notes refer to this illustration. The resistance response over the area falls into two 
zones: a high resistance area to the north west, surrounded by a lower resistance area 
to the south and east. This zoning seems likely to be a result of a geological change in 
the substrate of the site, e.g. from a majority sand-and-gravel to a majority clay 
subsoil. The most notable feature of the high resistance zone are low resistance linear 
anomalies likely to reflect medieval furrows. 

The remains of the backfilled trenches from the earlier evaluation (Thomas 1999) 
were detected in two places. 

An east-west orientated 'limb' of low resistance readings on the western side of the 
area appears to contain three anomalies of even lower resistance. These have resolved 
into linear features of a type most often associated with buried ditches. The western 
most of these ditch-type anomalies would appear to be on a similar orientation to the 
large ditch feature encountered in the evaluation (Thomas 1999), and has a narrower 
ditch-type anomaly apparently crossing it at c.90°. The third anomaly may be a 
continuation of the first, perhaps turning a right angle to the north. 

It is unfortunate that this survey was not of greater aid in the planning of the 
excavation, the poor resistivity response being due to a number of factors such as the 
local geology and soils, the deep ridge and furrow and the hydrological effect of the 
hill side site. 

Adrian Butler 
ULAS 
24/05/00 
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