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ANCIENT EARTHWORKS 
DISCOVERED IN BRADGATE PARK

Robert F. Hartley and Anthony Squires

Bradgate Park is a large open area of historic parkland four miles north-west of 
Leicester, managed by the Bradgate Park Trustees for the benefit of the local and 
wider public. Most of the park has open access during daylight hours and there 
are miles of informal paths. In recent years a large percentage of this area has been 
blanketed by bracken, growing to a height of well over 1m and getting on for 2m in 
places, completely hiding the ground surface.

In the spring of 2012 the park authorities extended their clearance of bracken, 
allowing the surface of the ground, including any undulations and earthworks, to 
be seen clearly for the first time. This was noted by Anthony Squires, who had 
been studying the history of the park for many years. He shared his research with 
Robert Hartley, formerly a curator and archaeologist with the Leicestershire County 
Council Museums Service, who previously had also observed historic features in the 
park, mainly from air survey in the 1980s and early 1990s.

On 28 March 2012, when walking around the northern part of the park, they 
noted more earthwork features, and it was decided that aerial survey and photography, 
in conditions of low sunlight, could facilitate greatly the recording of these features, 
as well as providing a permanent record of what was visible. At the first opportunity 
Squires arranged a flight, taking photographs on a sunny evening. The results far 
exceeded expectations, as numerous features which had never been seen before were 
clearly visible.1 It was then decided to re-examine earlier photographs, going back as 
far as RAF vertical shots taken in the mid-1940s, and to begin to make a composite 
plan of the earthworks which their research had identified.

A BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE EVIDENCE

This short text is a first attempt to summarise and interpret the totality of this 
earthwork information. The features have been placed into four categories based on 
their appearance and possible function. Having interpreted the features which could 
be understood and dated, several features could not be explained by any current 
explanation of the history of the park.

CATEGORY ONE 

Beginning with features that could be dated with confidence from the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, it was possible to identify drainage schemes with typical fan 
patterns of straight drainage ditches. 

1 Since then a LiDAR survey has been undertaken by ULAS for Natural England which has identified 
further earthworks (M. Beamish pers. comm.)
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CATEGORY TWO

The earthworks of the gardens and parkland created around Bradgate House in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are identifiable, and in many cases can be 
confirmed by comparison with a bird’s-eye view drawn by the artist Leonard Knyff, 
who published it as an engraving in about 1700. To these we can fairly confidently 
add various banks and ditches, created to enclose and sub-divide the deer park from 
the thirteenth century onwards.

CATEGORY THREE

This leaves three further types of feature which require explanation. The first, in the 
upland north-west corner of the park, includes several faint terraces which might 
represent ancient fields. Such terraced fields are known in other areas of England 
– for example, the White Peak of Derbyshire, where sites such as Cow Low and 
Roystone Grange, Ballidon, have been dated to an Iron Age/Roman context (Hart 
1981, 100–5). Other similar small fields, created by the clearance of stony ground, 
are also known to date to the Bronze Age, and there are examples in Derbyshire, 
Beeley Hilltop being one such case (Hart 1981, 62). The Bradgate Park features 
may be associated with two possible farmstead enclosures: numbers 2 and 3 are 
discussed in more detail below.

CATEGORY 4

The second set of unexplained features is concentrated mainly in the central and 
north-east parts of the park. Here there are several linear features which do not 
appear to have any function in terms of enclosing or excluding deer. In one place 
these are also associated with a row, and a cluster, of pits. The third set of features 
is more diverse, comprising mainly small mounds and sites of buildings pointed out 
to us by Robert Clough, one of the Park Rangers. In the following sections these 
features are described in more detail. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTIONS OF THE EVIDENCE NOTED  
ON FIGS 1–4

Category One

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century drainage ditches (Fig. 1)
These most recent features which can be recognised by their straight lines are 
prominent in three areas: (1) near Hallgates; (2) south of Elder Plantation; (3) the 
centre of the park. There are more ditches (not shown on the map), particularly 
north and east of Old John, which also may be part of what must have been a 
considerable amount of effort put into the draining of the boggy areas of the  
park. 



Fig. 1. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century drainage ditches.

Fig. 2. Thirteenth–sixteenth-centuries AD park features and cultivation strips.
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Category Two

Thirteenth–sixteenth centuries AD park features and cultivation strips (Fig. 2)
Around the edges of the park, three areas of ridge and furrow can be seen indicating 
former open-field cultivation (1, 2, 3) originating perhaps in the twelfth century as 
part of the arable open fields of Newtown Linford and Cropston. These were taken 
out of use when the park was enlarged probably around 1500, remaining in the 
fossilised form we see today.

Two sections of ditch and bank (4, 5) were identified by Squires in the 1980s 
as part of the original thirteenth-century park pale (Squires and Humphrey 1986). 
They appear to cut the line of an earlier bank and ditch (6), and to be joined by 
two others (19, 20) outside the original park. These may be fragments of a wider 
landscape of deer and stock management in what was in medieval times the open 
waste of Charnwood. Another earthwork feature of probable medieval origin is the 
rectangular pillow mound (21) on the ridge in the north-west of the park. This was 
probably constructed as a rabbit warren.

In the northern part of the park, Royal Air Force vertical photos record two 
lengths of bank and ditch (7, 8), which may be subdivisions of the enlarged post-
1500 park, or they may have been the boundaries of earlier medieval enclosures. 
Another length of boundary similar to these can be seen further west (9). An 
additional section of bank and ditch (10) could also be a medieval park boundary in 
some parts, or it could be another example of the possibly later prehistoric features 
discussed below.

There are three rectangular enclosures with outer ditches (11, 12, 13). Number 
11 is high on the slopes of Old John, overlooking the land to the north. This could be 
the site of a lodge for one of the park keepers, or it could be a small Iron Age enclosure 
related to the surrounding terraced fields. The other two rectangular enclosures lie 
on low-lying level land near Bradgate House. Site 12, which is approximately 50m2 
is perhaps a more likely candidate for the site of a keeper’s lodge which existed 
prior to the construction of Bradgate House. This site is designated as a Scheduled 
Monument (List Entry 108813). A similar sized, but much fainter enclosure (13), 
can be seen a few yards to the north and may also have served some function in the 
medieval/post-medieval park.

Bradgate House itself is the substantial ruin of one of the earliest brick mansions 
built in Leicestershire. It was constructed largely between 1490 and 1505 by  
Thomas, Marquis of Dorset. The house is surrounded by massive earthwork 
remains of a set of formal gardens, with a water supply channel (14) and terraces 
and ponds in a walled enclosure (15), which were created in the sixteenth century 
and abandoned in the eighteenth century. The survey work in 2012–13 revealed a 
ditched mound upon which a small building or monument may have stood (16). 
South-east of the house are the water-meadow earthworks (17), also noted on Fig. 
4. These medieval and post-medieval features have not been discussed in detail in 
this paper, but they have been identified as a group to distinguish them from other 
features which seem to be of a much earlier date. Feature 18 appears to be a modern 
construction known locally as the Pheasantry.
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Category Three

Postulated terraced field systems (Fig. 3)
The earlier features, which are extremely faint, were first seen by Hartley in the 
1980s. They are difficult to see and plot, but can be discerned in suitable conditions, 
in particular when the sun is bright and close to the horizon. The main complex (1) 
lies on the slopes around the eighteenth-century folly known as Old John. Here, 
several faint banks define slight terraces. Some photographs suggest that the hill is 
almost entirely encircled by these features. There is also some slight terracing to be 
seen on Tyburn Hill (2) and near Elder Plantation (3) on south-facing slopes, which 
receive the maximum amount of sunshine.

If these banks and terraces do indeed represent ancient fields, they were probably 
created in the first instance by clearing stones into rows along the contour of the 
hill. These would then hold the soil, preventing downhill movement with each year’s 
ploughing, and gradually making a more level, terraced field with a short, steeper 
drop along its downhill boundary. Somewhat similar thin-soiled upland areas such 
as the East Moors of Chatsworth, Baslow and Beeley, in Derbyshire, were ploughed 
briefly in the Bronze Age around 1500 BC, being returned subsequently to rough 
grazing land (Hart 1981, 53–65). There were additional problems of soil erosion 
and climatic deterioration. In other parts of England, such as Chee Tor, Blackwell, 
Derbyshire (Hart 1981, 99 and plate 4), there are impressive terraced fields which 
were in use for ploughland in Romano-British times, and maybe earlier. These 
survive as earthworks because they have been used ever since as pasture land. It 
seems likely that the south-facing upper slopes of Bradgate Park also might have 
offered reasonable prospects for cultivation in these prehistoric and Roman periods, 
but have since been used as grazing land.

There are two earthwork enclosures which might represent the sites of settlements 
associated with these field systems. The first is the rectangular enclosure north of 
the folly tower of Old John (noted as 11 on Fig. 2). This might be an example of 
the kind of Iron Age hilltop enclosures found widely across England, but in the 
Midlands have been usually only identified as crop marks. Another site (4), lying 
south of the River Lyn, is a sub-circular earthwork enclosure, again of possible Iron 
Age origin, although this is far from certain and may be much later.

Category Four

Undated pit, ditch and bank features, and additional earthwork features noted (Fig. 4)
In the eastern section of the park several linear ditches and banks have been 
identified, which do not seem to be part of the medieval or post-medieval deer park; 
indeed, in several instances they do not seem to have any obvious function at all. 
Other commentators have identified these as eroded trackways, but if this is the case 
where was all this traffic going to and coming from? This begs the question as to 
why the trenches do not extend further across the park and why in places there are 
several parallel ditches. In addition, these deep and narrow ditches would seem to be 
unsuitable for any wheeled vehicle, and extremely difficult for pedestrians or horses 
to negotiate.



Fig. 3. Postulated terraced field systems.

Fig. 4. Undated pit, ditch and bank features, and additional earthwork features noted.
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Near the north-east (Hallgates) entrance to the park (1), three large parallel ‘V’ 
shaped ditches, some 2m deep, can be seen running uphill westwards, petering out 
after a few hundred metres. They do not seem ever to have functioned as either 
enclosures or any kind of defence system. There is a similar single ditch (2) just to 
the south, and another (3) leading to Dale Spinney, with a short branch (4) extending 
southwards. The meandering course of these features is completely different from 
the purposeful line of the medieval/post-medieval park banks. There are faint traces 
of several more similar linear features (5) further west, but the most significant area 
lies in the centre of the park.

Between Dale Spinney and Bowling Green Spinney the aerial photographs taken 
in 2012 revealed two previously unnoticed linear banks (6, 7), which in origin may 
have been continuous. At the southern end of (7) there is a short section with three 
parallel ditches separated by two banks.

Another ditch and bank here (8) is tending to converge with (7) at its north end, 
where the 2012 photographs show a cluster of pits cut into the rock. In fact, the 
bank of feature (8) at its extreme northern end contains an alignment of six circular 
pits with centres at approximately 3m intervals (9). Nearby is a cluster of some 
30 pits (10). All of these pits which are small and clearly defined would in most 
circumstances be considered fairly recent, but their association with the earthwork 
bank and ditch systems warrants further investigation.

Two factors suggest that these features may have prehistoric origins. The long 
undisturbed nature of much of the Bradgate Park landscape and the hard bedrock 
underlying it must have allowed the preservation of evidence for many centuries, 
if not millennia. As comparative evidence we have the similar earthwork evidence 
of circular pits in Yorkshire, which had survived from the Bronze Age/Iron Age 
period because of the prevalence of pastoral farming over the intervening period 
(Mortimer 1905, 365–80). The Bradgate Park pits are near springs of water on a 
south-facing slope in a location which might appear to have a particular resonance 
for early farming societies who created monuments, and made offerings to ensure 
the continuing fertility of their land and the life of their communities.

However, research for the Bradgate Park Trust in 2014 has identified another 
phase of activity in the park during the Second World War (Matthew Beamish pers. 
comm.). The park was the site of a mock battle staged to demonstrate armaments 
to Midlands munitions workers in June 1942 (Leicester Mercury Supplement 1984). 
An infantry battle was staged including the blowing up of a ‘bridge’ by retreating 
soldiers. A series of photographs show that during the war game field guns were on 
display, together with a number of armed Bren Gun carriers that were not actually 
fired. These were used afterwards to give rides to the crowds who had come to 
watch. Although the extent and duration of this wartime activity is not understood, 
the possibility that this phase may have left a significant archaeological signal must 
also be considered when assessing the other possible origins of earthwork remains in 
the park. Ammunition has also been recovered from several small areas of the park, 
one of these a bank where vegetation is notable for its absence immediately adjacent 
to the pit features noted at (9).

In the spring of 2013 the area of land over which the bracken was rolled in order 
to keep its growth in check was extended, revealing many previously unknown 



Fig. 5. This shows some of the numerous linear ditches and banks between Hallgate Hill 
Spinney and Coppice Plantation. The ones on the right are running approximately east–
west, and comprise several “V” shaped ditches, up to 2m deep. They are not straight, 

but in places three or four of them run closely alongside each other. Amongst them is a 
quite different feature, a bank and ditch (shown as feature 8 on Fig. 2) extending in a 
conspicuously straight line from Hallgate Farm towards Old John. This was probably a 
medieval or post-medieval boundary. The linear ditches on the left edge of the view are 
running along the side of Coppice Plantation, and here too, three or four ditches can 
be seen in places running parallel to each other. In the centre of the photo is a more 

rectilinear pattern of nineteenth- or twentieth-century drainage ditches.



Fig. 6. Linear earthworks and pits between Dale Spinney and Bowling Green Spinney, 
viewed from the north-west. The feature running from centre foreground to the 

background is probably a medieval boundary. It crosses four other bank and ditch 
features. The third one back (feature 8 on Fig. 4) extends as two ditches and a bank from 
the left of the view, and just to the right of the centre of the photograph it incorporates 

a row of at least six evenly spaced pits (9 on Fig. 4). The fourth one back, just above the 
centre of the view (7 on Fig. 4), comprises three ditches and two or three banks on its 
left-hand end, and terminates just above and to the right of centre, pointing towards an 

area where more than two dozen pits have been dug at some date (10 on Fig. 4).



Fig. 7. The two more distant linear features in Fig. 6 are seen here extending further 
south, with the Bradgate House ruins in the distance. The feature cutting across them 
and extending from centre foreground towards the ruins is a supply leat, which would 

have conveyed water to the sixteenth- or seventeenth-century formal gardens, and which 
lay in front of and to the left of the ruins.



Fig. 8. Successive linear features south of Elder Plantation. Judging by the way they cut 
across each other, number 1 appears to be the earliest, followed by 2, then 3, which 

seems likely to be a medieval or post-medieval boundary, and finally the drainage ditch 4, 
which probably dates from the nineteenth or twentieth centuries.
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features. The park management began to take an interest in the research and offered 
the assistance of Robert Clough, one of the rangers, who had worked in the park for 
several years. Robert, who had a keen eye for landscape, shared with the writers a 
deep interest in the history of the park and was able to point out additional ground 
features that he had come across in the course of his work. His assistance was 
invaluable. Most of the features he had identified were small but interesting, and 
seemed to be associated with the management of the park in medieval and post-
medieval times.

Feature (11) near Holly Plantation, and just outside the park pale of the original 
deer park, is the site of a building, presumably of post-medieval date, measuring 
about 12m × 8m. Feature (12) is the site of a barn-like building shown in the 
foreground of the Knyff engraved view of the park, made about 1700. At the south 
end of Coppice Plantation is a small levelled platform (13), possibly the site of 
another building. Also within the park is a levelled area (14) south of Sliding Stone 
Enclosure, which may also have been the site of a post-medieval building.

Outside the park, to the north, on land owned by the Trust, near the top of 
Warren Hill are two further features. The first (15) is a circular mound about 30m in 
diameter and 1m high, which may indicate the site of a medieval windmill. Close by 
is a rectangular platform (16), about 10m2, covered with piles of stone and roofing 
slates. These are presumably the remains of a building, perhaps a post-medieval 
tower, from which hunting activities could be viewed. There are also much fainter 
mounds around these features, which may be the medieval rabbit warrens. The 
name of the hill would seem to suggest this.

Robert Clough drew our attention to an area (17) north-west of Elder Plantation, 
scored by small trenches cut into the ground. These are roughly parallel and there 
are about 40 of them side by side, the distance across them being about 100m and 
extending several hundred metres north-west from near Elder Plantation towards 
the park boundary. They could be evidence of some post-medieval attempt to 
cultivate the ground, but intriguingly they also have something of the character of 
the alignments, usually formed from rows of stones, created by Neolithic/Bronze 
Age communities in various parts of western Europe. Their origin and purpose 
continue to remain a mystery.

CONCLUSION

At first sight it would seem extraordinary that large earthwork features could 
have survived unnoticed in a piece of land as well-known and frequently visited 
as Bradgate. However, the thick cover of bracken which has blanketed the park in 
recent decades conceals easily features which in most cases are no more than 50cm 
high or deep. Although the area is criss-crossed by footpaths, these are too narrow 
for any but the largest features to be seen clearly. The writers, who have long studied 
this landscape, appreciate that doubtless more evidence exists. It was only after the 
complete clearance of the bracken down to a short sward that these features became 
visible. The observations flagged-up here for the first time indicate the potential for 
major new discoveries from both prehistoric times, and the medieval/post-medieval 
and modern periods, to be made. With the park authorities taking a new interest in 
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interpreting and using the park, we hope that these observations and speculations 
will lead to more archaeological investigation in the future. This is a gem of a 
landscape, not just in Leicestershire but in the context of the wider East Midlands.
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