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In May 1954 the writer, whilst on a visit to Shipley Hill, picked up the 
palreolith described below, in the field between the Foss Way and Shipley 
Hill. (National grid ref. SK 6248 1367.) 

The implement, which is now in Leicester Museum, is noteworthy as 
being the first undoubted Acheulean hand-axe found within the county and 
an important addition to those few already found within the East Midlands. 
The specimen is thinly patinated mottled yellow and black on one face ("A" 
in fig. 1); thickly patinated creamy white, very weathered and slightly 
pitted on the other face ("B" in Fig. 1). New fractures on this latter face 
made by pressure from face A, show that the flint is a black vitreous variety. 
Cordiform in general shape, it is 4-34 in. (II·I cm.) long, 3-21 in. (8-2 cm.) 
in width and 0-92 in. (2-34 cm.) in maximum thickness. It shows well-con
trolled flat flaking on both faces, as made by a soft percutor, and has a 
straight cutting edge. Culturally it is assignable to the well-developed facies of 
the Middle Acheulean (Breuil IV /V). r Though it is a surface find its slightly 
rolled condition on the protected face indicates that it could originally have 
been derived from some of the nearby pleistocene deposits, though the 
thick patination and weathered condition of face B clearly shows that it has 
lain on the surface for a very long time. 
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Fig. r. Acheulean hand-axe from Ratcliffe-on-the-Wreak, Leics. 
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The site of its discovery affords no real guide as to its age. These mid
Acheulean hand-axes are normally assigned to the Great Interglacial of 
Europe (Mindel-Riss) on the basis of H.Breuil's work in the Somme Valley.2 

On this basis the piece should post-date the Pennine Drift or Charnwoodian 
(Lowestoft of E. Anglia, Elster of N. Germany) of the Midlands and pre
cede the Main Eastern Drift (Gipping, Saale). So far, however, no palreo
lithic implements have been found in the East Midlands in contexts 
preceding the Main Eastern Drift, though some pieces of an undiagnostic 
nature have been found in this boulder clay by Mr. G. F. Turton at 
Thorpe-in-the-Glebe, Notts.3 The prolific finds, from such sites as Hilton 
and Willington in the Trent Valley, come from the gravel aggradations 
post-dating4 the Main Eastern Drift. Typologically, many pieces at the 
latter site are of a similar facies of the Acheulean, but their rolled condition 
in all cases prevents an assertion that they are definitely post Main Eastern 
in age. A piece of similar thin proportions from Rossington nr. Doncaster 
has been described by A. D. Lacaille.s Many of the finest Midland pieces, 
typologically, have been found in undatable geological contexts, like the 
twisted ovate recently found at Hopton in Derbyshire,6 or the plano-convex 
hand-axes on flakes from Risby Warren and Salmonby in Lincolnshire.7 

Of great interest is the nature of the raw material. The majority of 
pieces from sites in the Trent Valley are made from an extremely cherry 
grey flint. This flint has been ultimately derived from the chalk of Lincoln
shire by means of the Main Eastern Drift. The poorer flaking quality of the 
flint has resulted in the greater proportion of hand-axes from the prolific 
sites where statistical analysis is possible, possessing a high length-thick
ness ratio. 8 This high ratio is the result of flaking difficulties and does not 
appear to be a reflection of a retarded or more primitive culture. The asso
ciation of developed Levallois flakes with thick hand-axes, at Beeston, the 
twisted profiles, and the association of thin hand-axes in better flint with 
thick pieces of poorer flint at Willington disproves this idea. Lithological 
analysis of both the boulder-clay and gravel aggradations south of the Trent 
has revealed the presence of black flint, whereas north of the Trent black 
flint is a positive rarity. This factor strengthens the case for making the 
middle Acheulean in the Trent Valley post Main Eastern Drift in date. 

The only previous hand-axe from Leicestershire is a very heavily rolled 
and patinated piece of hand-axe shape from Groby, now in Leicester 
Museum, which by reason of its heavy rolling must be regarded as suspect. 
R. A. L. Smith9 published two flake implements from Barrow-on-Soar and 
Hinckley, though illustrated neither. The latter, which is in the Pickering 
Collection at Hinckley Grammar School, is of a similar suspect nature to 
the Groby hand-axe. A flake implement from Bluebird Lane in Leicester, 
interpreted as Mousterian in the original report,ro is the only other un
doubted piece of palreolithic workmanship from Leicestershire. The nearest 
palreolithic finds to the south are from the Nene valley in Northampton
shire.II 

Note on Shipley Hill 
Shipley Hill is a steep-sided tree-covered hill, over 250 feet in length, 

60 feet in breadth and 40 feet in height, lying in the parish of Ratcliffe-on
the-Wreak (see fig. I a). The hill is irregular in plan and its long axis has a 
slight curve. On the summit and south and east flanks are numerous 
hollows and irregularities, the result of former excavations. 
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The hill has long excited interest, and in 1726 we find the antiquary 
William Stukeley12 giving the following description of it: "At Cossington 
is a vast barrow, 350 feet long, 120 feet broad, 40 feet high or near it, 'tis 
very handsomely work'd upon the sides and very steep. It seems to have 
lost some of its length at both ends especially the Northern, a torrent 
running close by. It stands exactly north and south, upon the very edge of the 
ings; and in wet times it must be almost encompass'd with water. They call it 
Shipley hill, and say, a great captain call'd Shipley was bury'd there. I 
doubt not but this is of great antiquity and celtic, and that the intent of it 
is rightly preserved by the country people, but as to the name of him I can 
say nothing, on the top are several oblong doubled trenches cut in the turf 
where the lads and lasses ... meet upon Easter muttday yearly to be merry 
with cakes and ale." 

Nichols in 18001 3 cites Carte for its conjectured use as a collective 
tumulus and also suggests that it may be "the monument of a Danish King" 
(on evidence of descriptions of Danish sepulchres by Olaus Wormius). He 
gives a description of the hill by a friend which tells us how · it had been 
brought "lower than it formerly was" by ploughing "round it and always 
down", and how a Miss Orton in 1792 "took it into her head that she would 
have it cut through, to make a discovery, if possible; but finding gravel 
within it .. ; she desisted from her scheme; but there were several hundred 
loads taken away: and it being expected that Earl Ferrers might insist on · 
gravel being got there to mend the public road, and she not liking it, she 
proposed if possible to prevent it ... by planting an orchard, which was a 
failure, though finally she left the holes open". This was indeed one of the 
earliest Leicestershire archreological excavations. Nichols also prints a 
letter from Earl Ferrers which states: "The hill is lately proved to be the 
wonderful work of Nature, not of Art; and has been produced by some 

i>J,Ulcommon surflux of the river Wreak. It was cut open a few years past, 
·;'% · 

· . :a~,ll 1found to contain strata of gravel and red marl ... There are strata of · 
· clifl'erent sorts of earth; first soil; then gravel; marle, red and white; some 
little blue marle; mixture of gravel etc." 
. In the light of this published work we find the Victoria County History 
in 1907 classing the hill as tumulus,14 whilst A. R. Horwood in 19121s calls 
it more specifically a Neolithic barrow. The hill has in fact little to suggest 
that it is a barrow beyond its superficial long shape. It lies in an area which 
is often flooded in wet seasons, whilst the heavy marl and clay soils must 
have been unconducive to prehistoric settlement. Apart from polished 
stone axes at Ratclifl'e and Cossington, now in Leicester Museum, evidence 
of Neolithic settlement is absent from the area. The nearest long barrows 
are those on the chalk of the Lincolnshire Wolds. Shipley Hill has a north
south orientation, whereas those of Neolithic long barrows "often have a 
vaguely easterly orientation"16 with the larger end towards the east. It has 
often been thought that the hill represented a Viking ship-burial, but even 
such notable Saxon ship-burials as Sutton Hoo or Viking burials like 
Gokstad and Oseburg were never under mounds of such dimensions. Most 
ship-burials have been found near the coast or by large rivers, and they are 
a positive rarity in this country. The complete archreological infeasibility 
of Shipley Hill as a burial mound means that some natural explanation must 
be sought. 
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Fig. 2 . a. b. 

a. Shipley Hill and the site of the palreolith 
b. Geology of the area with suggested former course of the right bank 

tributary stream of the River Wreak 
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Both the relief and geological maps (fig. 2) indicate that Shipley Hill 
is in the same line as a spur of land projecting south from the boulder-clay
covered Leicestershire Wolds. On the west side of the spur there is a well
marked valley with medieval fish-ponds on the line of a stream, which con
tinues its course into the Wreak between the spur and the northern flank 
of Shipley Hill. This northern flank is very steep, whilst the southern end 
of the spur has a gentle slope. There is every reason to support Earl Ferrers's 
contention of 1799 that it "has been produced by some uncommon surfltpc 
of the river Wreke", though the tributary stream would seem to have been 
the main eroding agent. The steep northern flank is clearly a river bluff of 
that stream. At some period, possibly in thelate-glacial or early post-glacial 
period, when the volume of water of ,the stream was greater, some barrier 
at the southern end of the former tributary course (fig. 2 b) could have 
caused the flood waters of the stream to cut a new course to the Wreak. The 
work of the plough as · described in Nichols would steepen the sides of the 
hill. The Geological Survey have made no comment on the hill, though 
recent exposures on the southern flank · enable the writer to confirm Earl 
Ferrers's stratigraphy. The succession of sand and gravel (Glacial Sands), 
boulder-clay and red marl matches that of the projecting spur. The curve 
of the long axis must have been caused by river erosion of the meandering 
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Wreak on the eastern flank. The former stream-course appears to have 
eroded away the superficial deposits from above the Keuper Marl to the 
west of Shipley Hill. 

If this explanation be correct, then Shipley Hill is natural by origin, 
though the steepening of what would formerly have been the detached 
portion of a gentle sloping spur is largely the work of man and his plough. 
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