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Smeeton Westerby lies 9½ miles (15 km.) SE of Leicester. The SW corner 
of the parish is occupied by Smeeton Hill which rises to a height of 500 ft. 
(150 m.). The top of the hill, which is of gravelly boulder clay overlying 
silty light brown micaceous clay of the middle lias, consists of a plateau. 
The modern farm lies on the east side of this plateau and on the west was 
discovered the Beaker burial (SP 671912). No trace of a burial mound is 
visible on the ground, but the situation would be ideal for one. No previous 
archreological discoveries are known from this area. 

Circumstances of discovery 
The site was discovered in August 1975 during the laying of drainage pipes. 
The operation was being carried out mechanically but it became necessary 
to dig by hand to replace a broken pipe. In digging the hole, human bones 
and pottery were found. Unfortunately, the hole was enlarged and consider
ably disturbed before' an archreologist was notified. Some of the material 
was removed from the site although most, if not all, was subsequently re
turned. From subsequent enquiries it seems possible that the pipeline went 
through one skeleton and there is evidence from jawbones of at least four 
individuals. 

On 3 September, staff of Leicestershire Museums cleaned up the hole 
and it was seen that one crouched burial accompanied by a Beaker was 
substantially intact. The hole was therefore extended sufficiently to record 
and remove the burial which is now in Leicestershire Museums (435'1975). 
Subsequently the spoil which had been removed from the hole was sieved 
by local fieldworkers and further bones and pottery were recovered. Although, 
therefore, only one burial was recorded in situ, it should be possible from a 
detailed study of the bones to work out a minimum number of individuals. 

The burial (Fig. 2) 
The burial had already been disturbed before archreological investigation 
took place. This had resulted in the removal of parts of the legs and trunk. 
However, the general outline of a crouched burial with the feet to the north 
and a Beaker behind the skull was clear. The burial lay only half a metre 
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below the modern ground surface and no trace of a grave was visible. The 
Beaker was crushed but substantially intact. With it was found a copper or 
bronze awl. From its position it could originally have been either just inside 
or on top of the Beaker. 

The.finds (Fig. 3) 
The Beaker found with the inhumation (No. 1) had been crushed into some 
50-60 pieces. However, most of it survived and the profile and decorative 
scheme is clear. It is 145 mm. high. The outside surface varies from reddish 
brown to buff with some traces of blackening. The inside surface is a uniform 
buff and the core is black. An occasional small grit is visible on the surface. 
The decoration is in three bands separated by plain, narrow strips. There is 
a tendency for lines to spiral and merge into others instead of forming com
plete rings by themselves. The decoration on this and the sherd material 
is comb-impressed and employs only the simplest motifs. 

This Beaker is one of the earlier types, a Bell or B Beaker on previous 
classifications. On Clarke's (1970) scheme it fits best into his Wessex/Middle 
Rhine (W /MR) group and would date from approximately 1800-1700 BC. 

The base fragment (No. 2) found in the spoil represents a second Beaker 
and a new decorative motif. Slightly redder on the outer surface and grey on 
the inner it otherwise resembles Beaker No. 1 and is also a W /MR type. A 
piece of grit, 6 mm. across, in the section is not flint. 

The remaining sherds found in the spoil have no features which are not 
paralleled in Beakers Nos. 1 and 2. They could in fact all come from these 
two Beakers although the skeletal evidence suggests that there were at least 
four burials. There was also a plain abraded body sherd which it is difficult 
to date. 

The awl (No. 3) is 32 mm. long, pointed at both ends and square in 
section. It is of copper, or possibly bronze, and has at some time been bent, 
presumably by use. Awls occur throughout the Beaker sequence (Clarke, 
1970, 448), but this example is very similar to the only other awl found with 
a W /MR Beaker, that from Eynsham, Oxfordshire (Case, 1956, 4 and Fig. 1). 
Only one Leicestershire example, from the Lockington barrow, has been 
previously published (Posnansky, 1955, Fig. 3 No. 2). However, this does 
not resemble the Smeeton Westerby example and its identification as an awl 
is open to doubt. There is an unpublished bronze awl from a natural mound 
at Ratcliffe-on-the-Wreake which the excavator considered to be probably 
Roman (Museum records: of cf. Norwood, 1966, 71). However, in view of its 
similarity to Bronze Age examples it could equally well be Bronze Age. 

Discussion 
The scarcity of Beakers in Leicestershire has recently been noted in the 
report on the Thurmaston fragment (McWhirr, 1974, 62-63). Of the nine 
listed by Clarke (1970, 485-6) two are not even certainly from the county 
and another one was destroyed without adequate record over a century ago. 
Of the remainder those with associations Were all found during commercial 



48 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHltOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

operations and were not properly recorded. Three were found during archre
ological investigations at Glaston over 30 years ago but the details have never 
been published. They include the only other W /MR Beaker from the county. 
The excavation of an associated Beaker burial, albeit after serious disturbance, 
is therefore of some importance. 

In view of the small number of Beakers from the county and the in
adequacy of their record any speculation must be extremely tentative. The 
Beaker people belong to the final phase of the Neolithic period (2000-1400 
BC). The earlier phases are represented in Leicestershire entirely by flint 
and stone implements. In the absence of earlier pottery and sites it is reason
able to assume that Leicestershire was largely avoided up until this period. 
Beakers are therefore the earliest pottery to be found in the county. In view 
of this it would not be surprising if there were relatively few of them. Clarke's 
(1970) maps show that the Midlands were largely avoided by Beaker people 
and Leicestershire continued to be sparsely inhabitated throughout the 
prehistoric period. Nevertheless, the discovery of two Beaker sites within 
three years does suggest a need for caution. 

The future 
At the time of writing (February 1976) it is hoped that an excavation can be 
arranged in advance of ploughing to determine if there are further Beaker 
burials and whether there was originally a barrow. The human bones have 
also to be studied in detail. 
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