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In this paper the development in the understanding of 
Leicestershire's archaeological past starts with the first com
prehensive reviews by John Throsby (1791) and John Nichols 
(1795-1815). Changing interpretations of the available evidence, 
particularly by Thom::s Potter (1842) and James Thompson (1849), 
are then traced through the first half of the nineteenth century up to 
the opening of the Town Museum in 1849. Special attention is paid 
to a key figure at the end of this period, James Hollings, whose 
contribution to the understanding ofLeicestershire's archaeology has 
hitherto been largely overlooked. 

Successive generations have always found it necessary to explain the material remains of 
their predecessors. The legends surrounding the Jewry Wall in the medieval period are 
perhaps the earliest local manifestation of this to survive. With the development of a 
more enquiring approach amongst the early antiquarians, starting with William Camden 
(1551-1623), local archaeological sites became the subject of speculation. Yet it was not 
until the end of the eighteenth century that the first surveys of Leicestershire archaeology 
were published, and even then they formed a very small part of much larger historical 
surveys. Fortunately however they incorporated earlier work and provide a convenient 
starting point for this survey. A closing point is offered by the opening of the Leicester 
Town Museum in 1849, for this provided a permanent focus for archaeological 
information and material. This was certainly the expectation of Thomas Rossell Potter 
who suggested that 'It would greatly benefit the historian if the diligent Curator of the 
Museum would, when practicable, keep a register of the time, place and circumstance of 
any archaeological record'. 1 To a large extent this expectation has been realised and the 
information gathered has been sorted and assessed. However the story Qf how 
archaeological understanding developed has not been told. 

In 1791 John Throsby published what was claimed to be the 'first published attempt 
at a regular history' ofLeicester.2 It forms a good starting point for an assessment of the 
state of archaeological knowledge, particularly as, unlike many histories of that period, it 
actually deals with the past chronologically. Contemporary with Throsby was John 
Nichols whose massive History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester appeared in four 

1. Leicester Journal, 29 June 1849 
2. J. Throsby, The history and antiquities of the ancient town of Leicester. Leicester: John Throsby, 1791 

Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., LXV (1991) 
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volumes, each of two parts, between 1795 and 1815 .3 This work is arranged 
topographically and even within this general scheme is more than a little chaotic. It is 
also an omnium gatherum, so that archaeological material is scattered throughout the text 
and drawn from a wide range of sources. This makes an assessment of Nichols's own 
views extremely difficult and further reference to Nichols should be understood to take 
account of the fact that Nichols was not giving an independent appraisal, but reporting 
the current interpretations of the various antiquities he mentions. One interesting point 
is that, although Nichols has remained a major source of information for archaeologists 
and historians, sets of Nichols were both scarce and expensive throughout the period 
under discussion. 4 This stimulated the production of smaller, cheaper histories not 
necessarily breaking much new ground. One such was J. Curtis's Topographical History of 
the County of Leicester, 5 which was largely derivative from Nichols but was available at a 
fraction of the cost.6 Nichols's massive work appears to have petrified archaeological 
thought for a generation and it is only with the establishment of the Leicester Literary 
and Philosophical Society in 1835 that progress starts to be made again. One of the early 
members considered 'one of the principal objects contemplated in the formation of our 
society to have been the investigation of local antiquities', and this is borne out in 
accounts of its meetings. 7 From its inception the Society.collected specimens with a view 
to establishing a 'Museum of Natural History and Art',8 and by 1841 had opened its own 
museum in the Mechanics Institute.9 However a clearer idea of what archaeological 
material was already in existence and how it was interpreted is given in the catalogue of 
the exhibition in aid of the Mechanics Institute held in 1840. 10 

The first historian to break new ground in local archaeology was Thomas Rossell 
Potter. He certainly intended to write a county history that would be cheaper than 
Nichols, 11 and was referred to by a contemporary as 'our promised county historian'. 12 

However this history was not published and he is principally remembered for his History 
and Antiquities of Charnwood Forest, 13 which was partly motivated by the problem of 
acquiring and using Nichols's volumes, but also by a concern at the disappearance of 
some of the features he describes. For Leicester it is fitting that the end of the period 
should see the publication of James Thompson's History of Leicester, so that direct 
comparison can be made with Throsby's work. 14 Although sub-titled 'From the time of 
the Romans' and specifically concerned with written history, it includes an interesting 
assessment of pre-Roman Leicester (see below p.41). 
3. J. Nichols, The history and antiquities of the County of Leicester. London: John Nichols, 1795-1815. This is 

most easily consulted in the 1971 reprint by S.R.Publishers Ltd., which includes an excellent 
introduction by Professor Jack Simmons 

4. The Leicester Journal records complete sets sold for £45 (8 May 1829), £52 (11 February 1831) and 
£79 (2 February 1849) 

5. J. Curtis, A topographical history of the County of Leicester. Ashby-de-la-Zouch: W.Hextall, 1831 
6. An advenisment in the Leicester Journal, 29 July 1831, gives the cost of the ordinary edition to 

subscribers as 10s. 6d. and the large paper edition as 14s. 
7. J.F. Hollings in Leicester Journal, 8 April 1842 
8. Leicester Journal, 19 June 1835 
9. Leicester Journal, 2 April 1841 
10. Catalogue of the exhibition .. . opened on Friday, May 8, 1840 at the New Hall, Wellington Street, Leicester in 

aid of the funds of the Mechanics' Institute (Leicestershire Record Office: Misc 253) 
11 . There is an appeal for subscribers for a projected history of Leicestershire in Leicester Journal, 9 March 

1849 
12. J.F. Hollings in Leicestershire Mercury, 18 January 1851 
13. T.R. Poner, The history and antiquities of Charnwood Forest. London: Hamilton, Adams and Co., 1842 
14. J. Thompson, The history of Leicester from the time of the Romans to the end of the seventeenth century. 

Leicester: J. S.Crossley, 1849 
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The · most original contribution to archaeological knowledge at the end of this period 
was, however, made by a man who has left no major publication as a memorial, James 
Francis Hollings. Indeed it is perhaps symbolic both of the esteem in which he was held 
by his contemporaries and of the way in which he is ignored by modem archaeologists 
that the monument raised to his memory outside the museum in New Walk has long 
since been demolished. 15 Temple Patterson describes him as 'the able and versatile 
second master' of the Proprietary School, 16 and this view of him is borne out by a former 
pupil. 17 In 1860 he was Mayor of Leicester, having married Sarah, the sister of John and 
William Biggs and had taken over the ownership of the Leicester Mercury. Although 
perhaps known to historians only for his History of Leicester during the great civil war, he 
had a tremendous range ofinterests. 18 His archaeological views during this period can be 
assessed from three surviving indications of them. Firstly there is the report of his lecture 
entitled 'Dissertation on the Roman method of encampment, illustrated by the 
specimens of their castramentation afforded by such relics of antiquity in this vicinity' .19 

This was illustrated by a complete series of plans prepared by Hollings and T.F.Lee, and 
he points out that he would not have had to undertake this if local historians had 
attempted a connected account and given accurate descriptions of remains. Secondly in 
1846 Hollings produced a new edition of Mrs Palmer's Sketches in Leicestershire from 
which it is possible to extract further evidence of his archaeological views.2° Finally on 
January 13 1851 he delivered a lecture on Roman Leicester to the Leicester Literary and 
Philosophical Society in which he took Throsby and Nichols to task for their failure to 
draw on 'collateral sources' (i.e. ancient authorities), their failure to draw general 
inferences and their confused presentation.21 

One of the major problems facing any antiquarian writer in this period was the lack of 
any useful chronological framework for describing the pre-Roman period. Indeed it was 
only in 1851 that the term 'Prehistory' was first used in this country,22 and an account of 
the 'Three Age System' of successive Stone, Bronze and Iron Ages, developed in 
Scandinavia, had appeared in English only in 1848.23 Instead local antiquaries had to 
tum to legendary accounts, in which King Lear occupied a prominent position, and to 
ancient authorities such as Julius Caesar, and only finally to archaeological sites and 
discoveries. 

Throsby had a healthy scepticism when faced with such inadequate evidence, and he 
clearly sets out his approach in his Preface. 

15. City of Leicester Museums and Art Gallery 50th Report, 1955-6, p. 7. For his obituary see Leicester Chronicle, 
20 September 1862 

16. A. Temple Patterson, Radical Leicester: a history of Leicester 1780-1850, p.243. Leicester: University 
College, 1954 

17. F.T. Mott, 'The Proprietary School', Leicestershire and Rutland Notes and Queries, 3 (April 1893- July 
1895) pp.290-3. 

18. J.F. Hollings, The history of Leicester during the great civil war. Leicester: n.p., 1840. Although the text 
runs to 73 pages it was in fact a lecture given to the Leicester Mechanics Institute 4 November 1843 

19. Delivered to the Leicester Literary and Philosophical Society and reported in Leicester Journal, 8 April 
1842 

20. J.F. Hollings, Sketches in Leicestershire, from original drawings; with historical and descriptive notices. 
Leicester: John Sydney Crossley, 1846 

21. Leicestershire Mercury, 18 January 1851, reprinted with at least one subsequent revised edition 
22. N . Clermont and P.E.L. Smith, 'Prehistoric, prehistory, prehistorian .. . who invented the terms?', 

Antiquity, 64 (1990), pp.97-102 
23. Glyn Daniel, A short history of archaeology, p.59. London: Thames and Hudson Ltd., 1981 
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If any one should wish to know .. . anything respecting the magnitude and consequence of 
Leicester, prior to the great deluge, he will be miserably disappointed ... The writer .. .is 
much out of the habits of conjecture and fanciful speculation ... His history begins with 
visible demonstrations of Truths, renowned monuments of Antiquity. 

This is clearly shown in his treatment of Lear, for he considers that 'great credit is not to 
be given to these accounts',24 and of Druidism 'of which I dare not give an opinion'. 25 He 
was however prepared to assign archaeological discoveries to the pre-Roman period and 
mentions pottery found in 1791, which had been 'made at some very remote period .. . 
before the arts of ancient Rome had reached this land'. 26 Unfortunately his account is 
not clear enough to determine whether he was in fact describing pre-Roman material. 

Nichols is somewhat less sceptical and starts with a biblical model, peopling Europe 
after the Flood with the sons of Japhet and then turning to the Lear legends, which he 
appears to realise are fictitious but justifies by reference to Livy's mixture of fable and 
truth. 27 His most interesting conjecture, however, concerns the Celts and he provides the 
only estimate amongst writers within the period under consideration of the duration of 
the pre-Roman period. 

It cannot be doubted that Britain was first peopled from the Continent by the Celtes, or 
Gauls .. . Some traces of them are thought to be visible through ten or twelve centuries 
previous to the Christian Aera: Mr Carte supposes two Thousand Years. 28 

Carte's figure is presumably a lucky guess, but it would have been acceptable for the 
duration of the farming stages of Man's development in this country right up until the 
impact of radiocarbon dating. 29 

Although there are no sources which demonstrate any evolution in local views of the 
pre-Roman period, both Thompson and Hollings divide it chronologically into two 
stages, although the criteria they use differ. Thompson describes a society of wandering 
hunters, naked apart from animal skins, 'at a period far beyond the commencement of 
the Christian' .30 He however considered that already 'they possessed the ardent and 
impetuous nature of the Celtic race' and thus seems to reflect Nichols's view that the 
Celts were the first inhabitants of this country. 'At a later period' Thompson traces a 
distinction between the naked barbarians of the north and the more civilized inhabitants 
of the south who had adopted Gaulish dress and coinage and dwelt in edifices of solid 
materials, a view obviously derived from Caesar.3 1 He supposed that the inhabitants of 
the Midlands, in an intermediate geographical position, were therefore in an 
intermediate stage of development. Hollings differed from Thompson in considering the 
first phase to be pre-Celtic and he described it as a state of 'barbarism' analogous to 
contemporary Patagonia or the New Hebrides.32 His use of ethnographic parallels is 
particularly interesting since contemporary newspapers contain several accounts of 
primitive people being exhibited locally. 33 His archaeological criteria for this phase are 
tantalisingly vague, but the inclusion of 'rude methods of interment' and 'miserable 
24. Throsby 1791 , as n.2, p .2 
25. Throsby 1791 , as n .2, p .214 
26. Throsby 1791, as n .2, p.171 note (a) 
27 . Nichols, as n .3, 1.1, p.l 
28. Nichols, as n.3, 1.1, pp. l-2 
29. S. Piggott, The Neolithic cultures of the British Isles, pp.379-81. Cambridge: University Press, 1954 
30. Thompson 1849, as n.14, p.l 
31. Julius Caesar, De bello Gallico, 5, 14 
32. Leicestershire Mercury, 18 January 1851 
33. e.g. Leicester Journal, 4 July 1823, for Eskimos exhibited at the George Inn, in the Haymarket, and 22 

and 29 November 1847 for Ojibbeway Indians at Wellington Rooms 
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1. The Husbands Bosworth hoard of Bronze Age metalwork illustrated by Nichols 
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habitations' suggests that he is not thinking purely in terms of hunter-gatherers. He also 
included a prediction concerning this phase 'until recently unsuspected, and but for the 
few and scattered vestiges to which allusion has been made, perhaps destined to remain 
for ever unknown', which was to be disproved even within his own lifetime. His second 
phase is defined as Celtic and held to represent a similar stage of civilization to that of 
Heroic Greece. However in this instance he makes his archaeological criteria sufficiently 
clear to indicate that this phase encompasses features of the Neolithic, Bronze and Iron 
Ages. In some respects, for example his knowledge that bronze implements consist of 
copper and tin alloyed in the proportion of 10: 1, he appears closer to modern authorities 
than to his predecessors of only half a century previously. 

This, then, is the development of ideas about the prehistoric past, but it needs to be 
complemented by a consideration of the evidence available during this period which can, 
with the benefit of hindsight, be assigned to the prehistoric period. The earliest material 
which can be certainly identified consists of flint and stone axes of the Neolithic period 
together with perforated stone implements of the Early Bronze Age . Apart from 
references to 'British axe heads' of flint and stone in the 1840 Exhibition Catalogue,34 

the major discussion is in Nichols, drawing principally on the ideas of Sir William 
Dugdale (1605-1686). 35 He provides four explanations which are not mutually 
consistent. Firstly, flint and stone were used because the Britons 'had not then attained 
the knowledge of working iron or brass', a view which at · least hints at the 'Three Age 
System'. Secondly, stone was used where flint was not available. Thirdly, stone was used 
by the Romans since it represented an improvement on the flint tools of the British. 
Finally, stone was used after the Romans had left this country. 

Bronze Age implements and pottery are so well known from the excellent illustrations 
in Nichols that it is often forgotten that their chronological significance was not 
appreciated at this time. The Husbands Bosworth hoard (illus. l)is described simply as 
a collection of 'celts',36 another 'celt' from Croft in Fowke's museum at Elmesthorpe is 
merely mentioned,37 and two spearheads, which from their form must be looped 
spearheads of the Middle Bronze Age, are included amongst the Bosworth Field relics 
without is even being noticed that they are bronze and therefore out of place amongst 
fifteenth- century AD weapons.38 There is also an excellent account of the discovery of 
Early Bronze Age urns at Market Harborough, but they are mistakenly associated with 
what is apparently a Roman dish and used to 'prove the title of Harborough to Roman 
antiquity' .39 Again, although Nichols knew of Bronze Age barrows which had been 
examined, he did not speculate on their age. 40 

Potter a generation later showed somewhat more understanding when he illustrated a 
Middle Bronze Age palstave (illus. 2) and 'from its size and form, supposed [it] to belong 
to an era much anterior to that of those having sockets', a view borne out by subsequent 
study of the typological development of bronze implements.41 However he marred this 
insight by concluding that it represented a Druidical mistletoe cutter, but this at least 
indicates that he considered it to be pre- Roman. Several bronze celts were included in 
the 1840 exhibition and one is described as 'an ancient British or Phoenician weapon' 

34. Catalogue of the exhibition, as n.10, p.28 nos.45 and 46 
35. Nichols, as n .3, 4.2, pp.1029-1031 
36. Nichols, as n .3, 3.2, p.1127 
37. Nichols, as n .3, 4.2, p.605 
38. Nichols, as n .3, 4.2, p.558 
39. Nichols, as n .3, 2.2, pp.486-7 
40. Nichols, n.3, 2.1, p.305 
41. Potter 1842, as n .13, pp.42-43 and plate opposite 
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2. A Bronze Age palstave illustrated with a rotary quern by Potter 

which again assigns it to the pre-Roman period.42 After another decade Hollings could 
include bronze implements in the second of his pre- Roman periods, so that the 
prehistoric status of bronze implements was finally recognised by the end of the period. 

Although the final phase of prehistory, the Iron Age, should have been the most easy 
to recognise because of the accounts of Britain given by ancient authors, it proved, 
paradoxically, to be the most difficult to recognise from the archaeological record. 
Although both Thompson and Hollings included Iron Age artefacts in their second 
phases, the major evidence was almost completely misinterpreted. This can be 
demonstrated, for example, from the accounts of Burrough Hill which was identified as 
a Roman camp throughout the period. The only progress in ideas that can be discerned 
in this instance is that, whereas before Nichols it was identified as the Vernemetum of the 

42. Catalogue of the exhibition, as n. l 0, p.28 no.30 
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Antonine Itinerary,43 writers from Nichols onwards argued that Vernemetum was at 
Willoughby on the Wolds. 44 However, Potter still argued that Burrough Hill was 
Roman,45 as did Hollings and in popular imagination it remained Vernemetum, as the 
title of a poem describing a cricket match played in 1843 indicates - 'Vernometum or the 
Burrow-Hill Wickets'. 46 The plan and description by John Tailby of Burrough Hill in 
Nichols, incidentally, provides an excellent example of objective, non-speculative 
observation. 
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b, Remains of Beacon tower. r, Precipitous rocks. c, Modern wall. d, Foundations of ancient walls. 

e, Beacon road-supposed part of ancient Saltway. 

H 

3. Potter's plan of the later prehistoric earthworks on Beacon Hill 

43 . Nichols, as n .3, 2.2, pp.524-5 
44. This is the currently accepted view. See A.L.F. Rivet and C. Smith, The place-names of Roman Britain, 

p.495. London: B.T.Batsford Ltd, 1979 
45 . Potter 1842, as n .13, pp.46-50 
46. Leicester Journal, 18 August 1843 
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Ratby Bury, an earthwork which is now accepted as Iron Age despite a superficial 
resemblance to a Roman camp, 47 was also interpreted as Roman throughout the period. 
Hollings provides the best description and discussion and includes it in a series of sites 
marking the Roman advance. 48 He had intended to lead an excursion from the 
Mechanics Institute to the site in 1841 and there deliver his paper on castramentation, 
but this had to be cancelled 'the proprietor of the ground having objected to so large a 
party visiting the spot'. 49 

Another large earthwork site, which may be of this period or a little earlier but is 
certainly prehistoric,50 was actually discovered in this period by Potter at Beacon Hill 
(illus. 3) while he was looking for the site ofVememetum.51 Although he considered the 
possibility that it was 'of Saxon formation' he concluded that it was Roman or that 'the 
Romans, at least, repaired the lines'. Hollings actually assigned the earthworks to the 
Celts rather than the Romans 'from their close resemblance to the ancient British 
fortifications upon the Welsh border' .52 It is rather puzzling therefore that he nevertheless 
still assigned Burrough Hill to the Romans since this has the same 'close resemblance' to 
the hillforts of the Welsh Marches. 

When considering the Roman period, historians were on much surer ground because 
of the more easily recognisable nature of the material evidence. As has been said, they 
also assigned various prehistoric sites and material to this period as well as a number of 
post-Roman sites. The treatment of this period therefore tends to occupy a 
disproportionate amount of space. It is nevertheless possible to detect a development of 
understanding on a number of points. For example some authorities treat the Roman 
period as static and draw together material indiscriminately. Thus both Curtis53 and 
Thompson54 place Leicester in the province of Flavia Caesariensis, without remarking 
that this is only true of the fourth-century when the province was created. Thompson 
does however trace a development from a British site, through a Roman encampment 
with earthwork defences to a Roman encampment with a stone wall and elegant 
structures for chief officers and public usage in the time of Agricola. Hollings is' content 
with nothing less that a survey of the history of the Roman Empire as a context within 
which to set the history of Roman Leicester and he also uses frequency of coin 
discoveries to suggest that its greatest prosperity was within the time of Constantine the 
Great. 55 

In the understanding of archaeological material some of the most interesting 
observations are found as early as in Throsby.56 He realised that Roman pottery and 
coins associated with a structure provided a date for that structure and that a similar 
structure was by analogy of the same period (illus. 5). He was also prepared to excavate 
to solve particular problems. However his understanding of the material itself was still 
rooted in earlier ideas. Pottery was often identified as sacrificial in function and makers' 

47. P. Liddle, Leicestershire archaeology: the present state of knowledge, 1: to the end of the Roman period, p .26. 
Leicester: Leicestershire Museums, Art Galleries and Records Service, 1982 

48. Leicester Journal, 8 April 1842 
49 . Leicester Journal, 6 August 1841 
50. Liddle 1982, as n.4 7, p.17 
5 I. Potter 1842, as n . 13, p.46 
52 . Hollings 1846, as n.20, Beacon Hill 
53 . Curtis 1831, as n.5, p.ix 
54 . Thompson 1849, as n .14, p.5 
55 . Leicestershire Mercury, 18 January 1851 
56. Throsby 1791, as n .2, pp.384-98 
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4. The Temple ofJanus at Autun 

names were thought to indicate the emperor on samian ware or the use of the vessel on 
mortaria. By Thompson's time, however, it was realised that the stamps represented the 
names of the makers. 

The two Roman sites in Leicester which survived as upstanding structures, the Jewry 
Wall and the Raw Dykes, were the subject of much speculation in this period but with 
different results. The Jewry Wall was intimately connected with the Lear legend and was 
also known as the Temple of Janus (illus. 4), both of which factors hampered any real 
understanding of its function. Throsby argued for its Roman date and was doubtful 
whether its use would ever be established, although he favoured the explanation that it 
represented the gate of the city. 57 Curtis rejected this explanation and its identification as 
the Temple of Janus 'since both these opinions seem irreconcilable with the building 
itself', a negative but nevertheless valid opinion. 58 Hollings, again with admirable 
thoroughness, reviewed all the theories and added that of a bath building (illus. 6), 
concluding that it represents the west end of a basilica built against an older bath 
complex,59 which comes very close to the true explanation as established by Kenyon. 60 

With the Jewry Wall, therefore, this period saw an advance from legendary speculation 
to a near-correct hypothesis. In the case of the Raw Dykes, however, all that can be said 
is that ideas changed without arriving any nearer what is now considered the correct 
answer. At the beginning of the period a local newspaper provides an excellent example 
of the type of naive etymology then popular, when a correspondent identifies it as a 
Roman hippodrome, deriving the name from both Latin and Cornish roots. 61 Such a 
person Nichols must have had in mind when he declared that 'Etymologists are seldom 

57 . Throsby 1791, as n .2, p.394 
58. Curtis 1831, as n.5, p.93 
59 . Leicestershire Mercury, 18 January 1851 
60 . KM. Kenyon, Excavations at the Jewry Wall site, Leicester. Res. Rep. Soc. Antiq., 15. London: The 

Society of Antiquaries, 1948 
61. Leicester and Nottingham Journal, 14 August 1784 
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at a loss for what they choose to find'. 62 Within a Roman context the Raw Dykes was 
interpreted by Nichols, quoting Staveley, as 'some defences to the Roman camp',63 and 
by Thompson as a summer exercise ground. 64 However, Stukeley had considered the site 
to be part of a cursus, a possibility that Nichols was prepared to consider. 65 Hollings 
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6. The Roman baths at Pompeii compared by Hollings with the Jewry Wall 

62 . Nichols, as n.3, 1.1, p.1 note (e) 
63 . Nichols, as n.3, 1. 1, p.4 
64. Thompson 1849, as n.14, p.443 
65. Nichols, as n.3, 1. I, p .4 
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7. The cover of an undated pamphlet making exaggerated claims for the Blackfriars Roman 
Pavement, although the admission price has been considerably reduced 

thought that Stukeley had made this identification 'with characteristic hastiness of 
decision', but agreed that the earthworks were of British, not Roman character and that 
they represented the British fortified site of Ratae. 66 In this case, however, Kenyon's 
excavations were to prove him wrong and the advocates of a Roman date correct,67 

although none had recognised its function as an aqueduct. 68 

One of the major discoveries of this period was the Blackfriars Roman pavement and 
it throws interesting light upon the place of archaeology within society at this period. 
Amongst distinguished visitors are a Bishop, a Lord Chief Justice and a High Sheriff,69 

and the admission fee of a shilling in 1830 suggests a somewhat restricted clientele, 
particularly when Joseph Dare was protesting 19 years later at the Chronicle's 

66. Leicestershire Mercury, 18 January 1851 
67. Kenyon 1948, as n.60, pp.40-41 
68. J. Wacher, The towns of Roman Britain, p.345. London: B.T.Batsford Ltd., 1974 
69. Leicester Journal, 5 August 1831 
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recommendation for an admission charge to the Town Museum of a penny.70 It does 
seem particularly steep, however, when set against an admission charge of sixpence to 
the Tower Armouries in 1839,71 and it was perhaps to justify this charge that the 
pavement was so grandiosely described (illus. 7) as coming from 'the principal house or 
villa in the place, and as clearly, therefore,the residence of the Prefect, the local 
representative of the Imperial power of Rome'. 72 

The treatment of the Saxon period is a curious mixture of new ideas representing 
recent breakthroughs in knowledge with basic misunderstandings. The former are found 
in Nichols's discussion of pagan Saxon material discovered in the county and the latter 
in the structural remains of Saxon Leicester. To take the latter point first, the Castle, the 
town walls and St Mary's church are regularly considered to date from the Saxon period, 
thus producing a completely false idea of the material evidence for Saxon Leicester. On 
the contrary Nichols's account of discoveries in the county owes much to the work of the 
Rev. James Douglas who published his Nenia Britannica in 1793.73 The material from 
Baggrave, for example, published by Douglas74 was followed up by Nichols who 
succeeded in eliciting further details from the author in 1799.75 It was correctly assigned 
to the Saxon period prior to the eighth century by analogy with material from Ash in 
Kent. Douglas's account, incidentally, includes some interesting comments on the 
preservation of archaeological material in different soil conditions. The finds from 
Queniborough are again correctly assigned by Nichols to the same period and his debt 
to Douglas is again acknowledged. 76 But where no competent interpretation was 
available, Nichols was capable of presenting pagan Saxon material either without 
comment or assigning it to the wrong period. The contents of the Wigston cemetery 
(ill us . 8) are described simply as 'considerable fragments of antiquity', echoing 
Throsby's 'sepulchre of antient things',77 and the Rothley brooches are described as 
'crosses' and listed with Roman material as if they belonged to that period.78 Nichols was 
similarly non-committal about the Christian Saxon carvings from Breedon, describing 
them as 'small fragments of antient sculpture'. 79 Their date was, in fact, a subject of some 
controversy and Potter read a paper to the Leicester Literary and Philosophical Society 
in 1847 in which he 'endeavoured to sh9w.that the friezes etc were Roman - the Church 
being the site of a pagan temple'. so However, 'The President did not think the friezes of 
Breedon were of Roman origin - but Norman'. We must nevertheless be grateful to 
Potter for making casts of the carvings which still survive in the Museum's collections. 

Just as the view that Leicester's town walls, the castle and St Mary's church were 
constructed by the Saxons distorted accounts of that period, so the understanding of 
medieval Leicester was distorted. Indeed the castle mound was occasionally assigned to 
a still earlier period, Throsby considering it to be 'doubtless a Roman labour'81 and 
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8. Material from the Wigston Saxon cemetery (nos. 8-25) illustrated by Nichols 
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William White being of the opinion that 'it is of Roman, if not of British origin, but was 
probably enlarged by the Normans'. 82 This view of castles extended to earthworks in the 
county, both Nichols83 and Curtis84 assigning the motte and bailey at Hallaton to the 
Saxon period. Hollings, with his usual criticism of earlier authorities, comments that 

a more exact knowledge of the character of early British antiquities would seem, 
however, to determine that the entrenchments are in reality the remains of a small 
Roman station incorporating a yet more ancient tumulus.ss 

This time, however, Hollings was further from the mark than those whom he criticized. 
Castle mounds could also be identified as tumuli even after excavation, and a good 
example is Kibworth Harcourt, excavated in 1837.86 

It is usually accepted that Nichols recognised the earthwork remains of deserted 
medieval villages, but the question is not quite so clear cut when one examines the 
accounts in detail. 87 At Bittesby, for example, Nichols felt that 

the irregular and excavated appearance of the grounds indeed seems to have been 
produced by human art rather than by the hand of Nature; but what share the Celts, the 
Romans or the Saxons, might have had in producing these irregularities, I have neither 
leisure nor ability to investigate. The most prevailing opinion upon this head is, that 
Bittesby was the site of a Saxon city, of considerable eminence.ss 

The deserted medieval village earthworks of Ingarsby appear to be described by 
Hollings89 and to have been excavated by the Leicester Literary and Philosophical 
Society in 1849 without their nature being understood.90 The adjacent moat at Old 
Ingarsby was identified by Hollings91 as Roman and incorporated by him into his system 
of 'successive stations' .92 There cannot therefore be said to be any real understanding of 
medieval earthworks in this period. Although ecclesiastical architecture is not part of this 
study it is interesting to note that Hollings had by 1846 accepted St Mary's as Norman 
in origin and in discussing Hallaton church refers to Norman features 'constructed on 
what were formerly termed Saxon moulds' .93 

In attempting to assess the degree of archaeological understanding which had been 
attained by the end of the period under consideration it is reasonable to turn to accounts 
of the newly-opened Town Museum. 94 Unfortunately, although the opening made a very 
considerable impact, contemporary ·accounts give almost no idea of what the Museum 
contained or how it was displayed. Hollings did, however, confess that 'In archaeology, 
although it is true with a few remarkable exceptions, we have but little to boast',95 and 
this is borne out by the catalogue of the collection96 which includes only 76 items of 
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Classical, Egyptian and British antiquities, against over 2000 natural history specimens. 
Of this small number by no means all were relevant to Leicestershire archaeology and 
there is a curious non-correlation between the material described over the previous half 
century and material acquired by the Museum. The state of knowledge has, therefore, to 
be judged from the published accounts which have been reviewed in this paper. There 
was a tendency to assign evidence to the Roman period, but this is quite understandable 
in view both of the elusiveness of the prehistoric evidence in Leicestershire, which 
depends upon the modem techniques of aerial archaeology and methodical fieldwalking, 
and of the lack of data by which to recognise and date medieval earthworks. Even now, 
despite sophisticated techniques and concerted effort, the evidence for some periods of 
the past in Leicestershire, for example the Palaeolithic, is usually revealed only by 
chance. In view of these severe restrictions to understanding it is fair to say that within 
the period under discussion and particularly within the last decade under Hollings's 
influence the foundations of a model for dealing with the past had been laid. It is 
probably not coincidental that within a few years the Leicestershire Architectural and 
Archaeological Society was formed, 97 and that the next half century produced an 
explosion of discovery and understanding which was to be so ably set out in Volume I of 
the Victoria County History of Leicestershire. 
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