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Obituary

Adrian Butler, BSc, MA, MIfA
1972–2014

Adrian Butler, who worked for University of Leicester Archaeological Services and 
made an important contribution to the county’s archaeology, died on 17th July 2014, 
aged just 42 years of age. After completing his degree in Archaeological Science at 
the University of Bradford in 1994, Adrian came to Leicester to undertake an MA 
in Landscape Studies and developed further his interest and skills in geophysical 
survey. His dissertation was on the survey of the deserted medieval village of 
Hamilton, which had not been undertaken before and which revealed important 
details of the settlement layout, including the possible location of the church. It was 
also at Leicester that Adrian met his future wife, Jen Browning, and they both began 
working at ULAS in 1996. 

Initially at ULAS Adrian excavated on a wide variety of sites, but his desire to 
gain more expertise in geophysics took him up to County Durham in 1997, where he 
spent a year working for GeoQuest Associates. He returned to ULAS where for the 
next five years he took geophysical surveying in the county to a new level; the results 
of his work appearing in several articles in Transactions. The value of being able 
to map archaeological features across vast areas of landscape with high-precision 
equipment cannot be over-estimated, as it not only allows the identification of 
sites that would otherwise remain invisible but also provides the foundation for all 
subsequent excavation strategies. 

Adrian spearheaded geophysics in the county and undertook an important series 
of published surveys at the Hallaton shrine of St Morrell, the Lockington Iron Age 
and Roman landscape, and the Iron Age aggregated settlement at Manor Farm, 
Humberstone; all of which led on to remarkable excavations. The most significant 
results came from a survey at Husbands Bosworth, however, which revealed the 
first Neolithic causewayed enclosure in Leicestershire, thus proving that the county 
did have large-scale communal monuments of this date, just like those in Wessex! 
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Adrian was full of innovative ideas and keen to experiment with new equipment and 
techniques, conducting for example a gamma spectroscopy survey in Abbey Park, 
Leicester, working on the principle that the granite footings of the abbey church 
should present a contrast to the surrounding soils. 

In 2003, a career move took Adrian ‘south of the border’ to join Northamptonshire 
Archaeology, where he worked until 2013. There he undertook a remarkable survey 
of the Roman small town at Irchester before, in his words, becoming a ‘desk jockey’ 
and managing a wide range of geophysical survey projects across the region. Ill 
health finally forced him to give up work but it did not prevent him from pursuing 
his interest in archaeology; he helped found the Institute for Archaeologists’ 
Geophysics Group, continued to attend conferences and was planning a PhD on 
the use of Digital Remote Sensing techniques to identify and monitor archaeological 
sites.

Throughout his life Adrian always strived to acquire new skills and he was 
equally adept at passing on his knowledge to others. Before moving to Northampton 
he taught the Geophysics module at Leicester and gave many undergraduates their 
first taste of survey on field courses at Brooksby, where they recorded the medieval 
earthworks around the church. He trained many professional archaeologists, 
including those in ULAS, and gave freely of his time and expertise to help local 
fieldworkers including the Hallaton Group, who have now undertaken a number 
of surveys including that at Kibworth for The Story of England project led by the 
President of the Society, Michael Wood. 

One anecdote sums up Adrian’s passion, his generosity of spirit, good humour 
and the respect in which he was held by his peers. During a tour of Ratby Bury 
Iron Age hill fort, someone asked a question which led him to giving an impromptu 
talk to the entire group. This was Adrian at his finest – charming, interested, and 
inspiring. He will be sorely missed and, had his life not been cut so short, would 
certainly have continued to make a valuable contribution to our understanding of 
the region’s archaeology.
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