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An archaeological excavation undertaken by ULAS in 2011, on land to the 
north of Park Lane, Castle Donington, Leicestershire, revealed evidence of late 
Neolithic and Bronze Age activity, including a small linear cremation cemetery 
adjacent to a late Bronze Age–early Iron Age pit alignment. Further north was 
a transitional late Iron Age/Romano-British settlement set within a wider field 
system. The site adds to the growing evidence of ceremonial monuments and 
settlement that suggests that both sides of this stretch of the river had great 
significance for prehistoric and later communities.

INTRODUCTION

Archaeological excavation was carried out by University of Leicester Archaeological 
Services (ULAS) on land north of Park Lane, Castle Donington, Leicestershire 
(centred on SK 436 276) in 2011. The work was undertaken as part of an 
archaeological mitigation strategy prior to a residential housing development on 
behalf of J. S. Bloor Ltd. The site lies on the north-west edge of Castle Donington, 
south of the River Trent (Fig. 1). The two fields covered approximately 9.2ha of 
rough pasture that sloped gradually to the north (Fig. 2). The area to the north, 
closer to the river, is characterised by river terrace sands and gravels, and bands 
of alluvium; however, the geology of the site varied, with a thin topsoil overlying 
the Triassic Mudstone bedrock across much of Area 3, and deeper soils along the 
eastern edge of the site and closer to Park Lane.

This area has been subjected to several archaeological investigations. Geophysical 
survey and trial trench evaluation was undertaken in the field immediately west 
of the site in 2003 (Coward 2003; Sabin 2003), and identified evidence for late 
Neolithic/early Bronze Age activity, as well as Iron Age ditches, gullies and pits, that 
appeared to continue to the east. The geophysical survey and trial trench excavation 
of the site confirmed this with the identification of late Iron Age/early Roman 
enclosure ditches and gullies in the north, and earlier remains to the south close to 
Park Lane (Stratascan 2008; Coward 2010; Coward 2011). A small amount of early 
Anglo-Saxon pottery was also found, consistent with pottery recovered from the 
field to the west during previous work (Coward 2010, 11), and the small disturbed 
field in the south-east corner produced a number of areas of burning, probably 
representing post-medieval industrial activity. This evaluation phase was followed 
by area excavation to record the deposits prior to construction.
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Fig. 1. Location. Reproduced from the OS Landranger 1:50,000 map 129 Nottingham 
and Loughborough area. By permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of The Controller 
of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office. © Crown copyright 1996. All rights reserved. Licence 

number AL100029495.
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PROJECT AIMS AND METHODOLOGY

Following the evaluation, four areas were identified for archaeological excavation 
(Fig. 2), providing an opportunity to clarify the character and date of the activity 
and its relationship with the site to the west, as well as placing it within the wider 
prehistoric and later landscape along this section of the Trent. Within Area 1, 
excavation focused on a ring gully and other features, from which prehistoric and 
Iron Age pottery had been recovered. Open area excavation of Area 3 revealed 
a complex of Iron Age/early Roman enclosure ditches and gullies, whilst Areas 

Fig. 2. Excavation areas overlain on the geophysical survey interpretation and evaluation 
trenches, from 2003 (Coward 2003) and 2010 (Coward 2010).
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4 and 5 were located to look at localised features identified by the survey and 
evaluation. Other areas of archaeological interest were protected by the design of 
the development.

THE EXCAVATIONS

The southern part of the site, extending north from Park Lane, contained a number 
of early features suggesting it could be part of a wider prehistoric landscape (Fig. 
3). Area 1 was characterised by a substantial depth of colluvial material, resulting in 
better archaeological preservation than elsewhere.

Neolithic features

The earliest feature was a circular pit [200], lying at the eastern limit of the 
excavated area, and originally thought to represent the slightly off-line continuation 
of the later prehistoric pit alignment (see below). The fill contained sherds of early 
Neolithic Carinated Bowl from the first half of the fourth millennium BC, of which 
there was a large assemblage excavated at Rothley Temple Grange (Speed 2015). At 
the southern limit of the excavation were two small pits probably of early to middle 
Neolithic date. Pit [104] (103) was a shallow oval feature (measuring c.2.02m × 
0.97m and 0.26m deep) containing a single rim sherd in a typical angular pebble 
quartz-tempered fabric, decorated with dense rows of oblique stab marks, and 
probably from a Mildenhall Ware bowl dating to the middle quarters of the fourth 
millennium cal BC, as recovered at Willington (Marsden et al. 2009, 88–97, fig. 
45.4–5) (Fig. 4c).

The smaller pit [101] (102) contained 12 body sherds; four were manufactured 
using the distinctive angular white pebble-quartz tempered fabric typical of 
Neolithic traditions such as Carinated Bowl and Peterborough Ware in this part of 
the Trent Valley, whilst the other eight were in a fine, light grey sandy handmade 
fabric all from the same vessel. This pit also contained a significant assemblage of 
late Neolithic/early Bronze Age flint tools, including a knife, a combination tool 
(end scraper and knife) and a Wolds flint scraper, which appeared to have been 
deliberately placed within the pit.

Further unstratified flint was recovered from the vicinity of the pits, including 
a Neolithic ground axe, resembling Group VI types, and a ‘slug’ knife of very fine 
quality and artisanship of Kinnes Phase D type, and with a suggested date range of 
3000–2500 BC. Given the location of the latter close to the Bronze Age cremation 
cemetery (see below), it is possible that this may have been part of a grave deposit.

Bronze Age cremation cemetery

North-east of the Neolithic pits was a linear grouping of four Bronze Age cremation 
deposits originally contained in Collared Urns, two of which remained intact and 
two that were partially or totally disturbed.

Cremation 1 contained a Collared Urn (Vessel 1) (Fig. 4a) on its side. The upper 
surface had suffered plough damage, and appeared to have been disturbed from 
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Fig. 3. Area 1: general plan of major features.
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Fig. 4. Pottery illustrations: a, Collared Urn Vessel 1; b, Collared Urn Vessel 3;  
c, Neolithic Mildenhall bowl from pit.
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its original pit and re-deposited (Fig. 5). The grog-tempered fabric has an oxidised 
buff-orange external surface with patches of grey sooting in the form of fire clouds, 
caused by direct contact of fuel with the surface during firing. The internal surface, 
margins and core are dark grey, due to insufficient burnout of carbon, indicating a 
short firing duration. The coil-made form is tri-partite with an undecorated lower 
zone giving way to a decorated cavetto middle zone above the waist, and a decorated 
collared rim with a flat top. The vessel was decorated with incised lines forming a 
continuous band of herring bone around each of the upper zones, with intermittent 
transverse slashes across the flat rim. The decorative style of this relatively small 
vessel has parallels from Uttoxeter (Cooper 2011, Cremation 2) and Coneygre Farm 
in the Trent Valley at Thurgarton, Nottinghamshire (Allen et al. 1987, 192, fig. 
10.54).

Just north-west of Vessel 1 were the fragmentary remains of a second Collared 
Urn (Cremation 2). The remains of Vessel 2 comprised a complete base 85mm in 
diameter, with a series of joining body sherds, a rim of 160mm and a height of 
approximately 150mm. Four of the sherds, including the base, appear vitrified, 
indicating that, after the initial breakage, part of the vessel was incorporated into 
a fire with temperatures approaching 900–1,000°C, before being re-incorporated 
with the other sherds. The vessel is coil-built in a fine grog-tempered fabric with 
an oxidised buff-orange external surface and margin, and core; the internal margin 
and surface are dark grey due to insufficient burnout of carbon. Vessel 2 has a 
carination, decorated with impressed ‘maggot’ motifs, arranged in a herringbone 
pattern horizontally, either side of the angle, which presumably represents the 
waist. The herring bone pattern continues up the neck towards the collared rim 
with a similar decoration and an internally bevelled rim decorated with a line of 
‘maggots’ set obliquely. The closest decorative parallel to the vessel is an example 
from Cossington with an associated C14 date of 1880–1630 cal BC (SUERC 11276; 
Allen 2008, 30, fig. 33.9).

Cremation 3 contained a Collared Urn (Vessel 3) (Fig. 4b) that had been placed 
inverted in its cremation pit, resulting in truncation of the base and lower part of the 
vessel, exposing the cremated bone it contained (Fig. 6). The external surface and 

Fig. 5. Vessel 1 in situ.
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margin is oxidised buff, whilst the core, external margin and surface are grey due to 
insufficient burn out of carbonaceous material during a short firing, except around 
the mouth of the vessel where the surface is oxidised. The vessel is tri-partite in 
form; the lower part below the waist is undecorated, although it has been smoothed. 
Above the waist and below the collar, there are three continuous horizontal lines of 
twisted cord decoration, evenly spaced about 10mm apart (Fig. 4). On the collar, 
the nine twisted cord lines are more densely spaced, every 4–5mm. The inside of the 
rim is in-sloping and decorated with three twisted cord lines 3mm apart. Twisted 
cord decoration is known on other Collared Urns in Leicestershire, including two 
examples from Cossington, higher up the Soar Valley, both of which are tripartite 
forms with the necks and collars decorated. The first had whipped cord impressions 
in the form of ‘maggots’ and has an associated C14 date of 1880–1630 cal BC 
(SUERC 11276; Allen 2008, 30, fig. 33.9), whilst the other has horizontal and 
vertical ‘strings’ with oblique lengths between, as well as an in-sloping or bevelled 
rim (Allen 2008, 30, fig. 33.9). Whipped cord also occurs on a number of the other 
early Bronze Age cremation urns with bevelled rims from the Cossington Barrows, 
again with associated C14 dates in the eighteenth to sixth centuries BC (Allen 2008, 
30–1, table 2, and fig. 33.10–12 and fig. 34.13–17).

Thirteen sherds belonging to the base and lower body of another vessel probably 
represent a fourth, disturbed, cremation (Cremation 4). The occurrence of a single 
sherd with a carination (presumably from the waist), and a concave sided sherd with 
two oblique angled ‘maggot’ impressions from the neck, suggests it is likely to be a 
Collared Urn similar to the other three.

Fig. 6. Upturned cremation urn (Vessel 3) during excavation.
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Cremated bone from Cremations 3 and 4 was recovered and analysed. The 
small fragment size of the deposits made it impossible to determine the age and the 
sex of the individual in Cremation 4. However, the individual in Cremation 3 was 
identified as possibly female, and between 14 and 20 years old.

Later prehistoric features

A pit alignment (not originally identified by the geophysical survey) traversed the site 
on an approximate east–west alignment; 21 pits were exposed by the excavation, all 
circular or sub-circular in shape, and varying between 0.65m–1.2m in diameter and 
0.15m–0.46m in depth. The spacing between individual pits was irregular, varying 
between 0.8m and 1.4m (Fig. 7), and the alignment appears to terminate before 
reaching the eastern limit of excavation – pit [200] being of early Neolithic date 
and therefore unconnected. All of the excavated pits contained very similar grey-
brown sandy clay-silt fills with no evidence for recuts. There was no evidence for 
the pit alignment from the evaluation of the western field, and it seems likely that 
it terminated or changed orientation at some point between the western edge of 
the excavation and the boundary. Typically of pit alignments in this region, few 
artefacts were recovered, apart from two abraded sherds in a coarse sandy/quartz 
fabric, possibly of mid–late Bronze Age date, and nine sherds of Iron Age pottery in 

Fig. 7. The late Bronze Age–early Iron Age pit alignment; view east.
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pebble quartz and sandy fabrics. Other features in the vicinity of the pit alignment 
include two sections of truncated gullies identified during the trial trenching and 
a small post-hole adjacent to the Neolithic pits, all containing mid–late Iron Age 
pottery, and a number of undated shallow post-holes.

To the north of the pit alignment was a truncated ring gully measuring c.12m 
east–west and c.14.5m north–south internally (Fig. 3; [196]). An eastern entrance, 
c.2.35m in width, was defined by butt end terminals, and a shallow gully on the 
western side may have been for drainage. Excavation revealed a V-shaped profile 
varying between c.0.18m and 0.37m deep. Several post-holes and a shallow pit 
(only 0.12m deep) were located within the internal area, possibly representing 
structural elements. The fill, a consistent grey-brown sandy-silt, produced a mixture 
of mid–late Iron Age pottery in rock-tempered and pebble quartz fabrics, and mid-
first century transitional Roman pottery. The shape and dimensions of the ring gully 
with its eastern entrance suggests an unenclosed late Iron Age roundhouse, possibly 
associated with the pit alignment. Its distance from the activity to the north-east 
perhaps make it more likely to be a continuation of the activity identified by survey 
and trial trenching to the west, which may include a second round house (Coward 
2003; Sabin 2003).

Late Iron Age/early Roman settlement

North of Area 1 the survey and trial trenching identified a series of ditches and 
gullies, suggesting a late Iron Age/early Roman settlement and associated field 
system. The stripping of Area 3, a rectangular area of c.1.88ha, revealed a series 
of ditches of varying size, probably defining several stock enclosures and dating 
from the mid–late first century AD (Fig. 8). The rectangular enclosures were laid 
out around two substantial parallel ditches, aligned broadly north–south linked by 
smaller east–west ditches.

The main western ditch was recorded over a distance of c.85m, although it is 
likely to have originally extended further south. At its northern end the ditch was 
cut into the sandstone bedrock, and measured 1.25m wide and 0.80m deep with an 
open V-shaped profile (Fig. 9). Further south, where the geology changed to a sandy-
clay, the ditch was more shallow with a U-shaped profile and a flattish base, and 
gradually petered out. The mid-brown silty-clay fill showed no evidence for recuts. 
At the southern extent a right-angled intersection, with a smaller east–west aligned 
ditch, probably represents a subdivision linked to the parallel eastern ditch located 
c.60m to the east. The eastern ditch ran approximately north–south for c.120m, 
although more of its length was likely to have been lost through plough truncation. 
The ditch varied in width between 0.78m and 2.5m, and in depth between 0.32m 
and 0.81m. The southern end was cut through the sandstone bedrock and for the 
most part contained a single grey-brown clay-silt fill, although in places a paler, 
secondary fill was visible. The area between these two ditches was heavily truncated 
and only traces of the internal divisions survived. However, the northern terminal 
of the Western ditch formed a T-junction with a second curving ditch creating an 
apparent route-way into the interior, presumably used to channel stock into the 
enclosures.



archaeological excavations at park lane, castle donington    47

Fig. 8. Area 3: general plan of principal features.
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The stratigraphic and artefactual evidence suggests that this field system was 
probably laid out, and in use, during the mid–late first century AD, with parts 
at least continuing into the mid-second century AD. The earliest material in the 
western ditch comprises an oxidised ware jar or beaker and a sandy ware jar, both 
dating to the mid-first century, and the latest is a Black Burnished ware jar with 
acute lattice decoration and a wavy line on the rim, suggesting a date between c.AD 
120–160 (Holbrook and Bidwell 1991, 95–6). The eastern ditch appears broadly 
contemporary, containing mostly mid–late first-century sandy wares, including a 
Belgic-style fine carinated jar or bowl, and two sherds of late first- or early second-
century grey ware. Two of the east–west ditches contained a large amount of 
second-century pottery, including Derbyshire ware jars with cupped and ledge rims, 
indicating a date from the mid–late second century onwards. There are also sherds 
of ‘pre-Derbyshire’ ware dating from the middle of the second century and Black 
Burnished ware jars dating from c.AD 120 onwards. The latest vessel is a grey ware 
bead and flange bowl dating to the middle of the third century.

A single, ephemeral structure was identified, represented by shallow beam-slots 
(Fig. 10). The timber building comprising two rooms was aligned approximately 
east–west and measured 7m × 5m. The beam slots were between 0.4m and 0.5m 
wide, and no more than 0.13m deep; this area had suffered heavy plough truncation, 
and no further internal features were found. The structure appeared to be associated 
with a parallel gully or small ditch (0.22m wide and 0.48m deep) running east–
west on a similar alignment to the south. A very small quantity of pottery was 
recovered from the structure. These include three sherds from a fine grog-tempered 

Fig. 9. Rock-cut ditch; view south; 1m scale.
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ware beaker and three sherds from a sandy ware jar or bowl, both dating to the 
mid–late first century.

In the south-west of the site, the geophysical survey had suggested the presence 
of a possible roundhouse, but although a narrow gully was identified this was 
too shallow and truncated to interpret with any confidence. South-east of this, a 
hearth measuring 1.90m × 1.20m and up to 0.38m deep was found with a heat-
affected base; its red-brown sandy-clay backfill contained charcoal flecks and burnt 
sandstone fragments, and had been subsequently recut and filled with heat-cracked 
flint pebbles, and a small quantity of charred wheat and barley. Almost all of 121 
sherds of pottery recovered from the hearth came from the primary fill. The latest 
datable vessel was a Black Burnished ware dish or bowl base with burnished swirls, 
dating from c.AD 120 and no later than the middle of the second century. Most of 
the material comprised grey, oxidised and white ware jars, dating to the later first 
or second centuries. There was also some earlier material, including a sandy ware 
rusticated jar, an abraded shelly ware ledge rim jar and a roll-necked Trent Valley 

Fig. 10. Possible post- and beam-slot-built structure, view east; 1m and 0.5m scales.
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Ware jar, all of which would date to the mid-first or mid–late first century. Much of 
the pottery is fragmentary or abraded, perhaps indicating a secondary deposit and 
suggesting the hearth went out of use sometime towards the middle of the second 
century.

Later Roman activity

An irregular feature adjacent to an east–west aligned ditch intersecting the end of the 
eastern ditch appears to represent a later Roman quarry pit. The pit, approximately 
0.80m deep, contained a dark grey silty-clay primary fill, suggesting the natural 
silting-up of the feature prior to its deliberate backfilling with substantial quantities 
of sandstone rubble. The upper fills produced a substantial assemblage of pottery. 
The latest datable material comprises a Black Burnished ware jar with obtuse lattice, 
a Nene Valley colour-coated ware beaker with roulette decoration, and Derbyshire 
ware jars including one cupped rim, all of which indicate a third century date. The 
remaining material consists of a range of grey, oxidised, white and shelly ware jars 
and bowls, mostly dating to the second century. A sherd of ‘pre-Derbyshire’ ware 
dates to the second half of the second century, and one mortarium dated to between 
the mid-second and mid-third century. Three sherds of samian ware comprising a 
Drag.30 bowl and a dish from Central Gaul dated to the second century.

The pit was cut on its southern side by a ditch [271], aligned east–west, 
measuring 0.98m wide and 0.35m deep. The uppermost fill contained substantial 
quantities of Roman pottery dating to AD 250 onwards, suggesting that the ditch 
may have been an open feature contemporary with the backfilling of the quarry pit. 
The pottery is comparable to that from the pit, including a Black Burnished ware jar 
with obtuse lattice, a Nene Valley colour-coated ware beaker and a Derbyshire ware 
jar, suggesting a third century date. There are also 18 sherds from a Mancetter–
Hartshill mortarium, dated to between the mid-second and mid-third century. 
The rest of the pottery comprises grey wares that probably date from the second 
century onwards. During the evaluations, a small gully in the far north-west of the 
site produced late third- or fourth-century pottery, but this area was not explored 
further (Coward 2010, 21).

Anglo-Saxon activity

Fill (378) of Pit [377] in Area 3 contained joining sherds from a stamp-decorated 
urn dating to the sixth century, from which one complete and one partial stamp, 
of Briscoe’s Category E2a triangular grid motif, were preserved (Briscoe 1981, 12). 
The remains of a single globular vessel and an everted rim dating to the mid-fifth–
seventh century were also recovered from an evaluation trench in the far north of 
the site (Coward 2010, 21). All of the material was made in a quartz-tempered 
fabric (Blinkhorn 1999, 165 fabric 1). From the same context came sherds of 
heavily abraded late Roman shell-tempered ware. A substantial assemblage of 58 
sherds was previously excavated in the western field in 2003 (Cooper 2003, 11) 
some distance from this ditch, but no further evidence for features of this date was 
uncovered.
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DISCUSSION

The evolution of the prehistoric landscape

The site at Park Lane lies just south of the River Trent, downstream of its confluence 
with the Derwent, and palaeochannel evidence suggests that this zone is one of the 
river’s most dynamic sections. Although this area is well known for its prehistoric 
monumental features, much of the evidence lies north of the river around Shardlow, 
Aston-on-Trent and Western-on-Trent, on the well-drained sand and gravels of 
the river terraces, where extensive cropmarks suggest that this stretch of river was 
utilised as a ceremonial landscape from the Neolithic period onwards (Fig. 11). The 
Trent would have provided a rich resource for prehistoric communities, as well 
as providing a vital route of communication between dispersed groups. There is 
evidence for prehistoric river management in the form of weirs found at Hemington 
(Clay and Salisbury 1990), log boats from Shardlow Quarry, Argosy Washolme 
(Garton et al. 2001), and evidence for trade and exchange in commodities such as 
stone axes (Loveday 2012, 119). Within the immediate area, a Neolithic ground-axe 
butt resembling Group VI types was found at Park Lane, a fragment of a Group VI 
stone axe was recovered from a pit south of Park Lane, and another was also found 
close to Donington Hall. More interestingly, within the wider area, the river appears 
to have developed as a funerary and ceremonial focus, with a particular emphasis 
on the confluence of the Trent and Soar upstream of the Aston and Potlock Cursus 
Complexes (Cooper 2009).

The Aston Cursus lies on an elevated gravel rise overlooking the floodplain, 
and comprises two parallel ditches 100m apart and running for c.1.8km. The later 
Neolithic monument has a number of other features within it, including a double-
ring ditch, and its proximity to other monuments suggests a relationship between 
the different types of monuments both before and after its construction (Loveday 
2012, 119). The choice of location of such ceremonial monuments may be a result 
of relationships with natural features or other monuments, and the sheer length 
of cursus monuments may relate to the use of the natural landscape, particularly 
watercourses to formalise routes and trackways (Last 1999, 94). A similar 
cursus at Potlock, Willington, 10km to the west, and a third, further upstream at 
Catholme, indicates the perceived significance of this stretch of the river to Neolithic 
communities, and might also suggest a significant population within the area 
(Krawiec 2012, 49). The proximity of the Aston and Potlock Cursuses to the Trent 
could be related to existing routes of movement (Knight and Howard 2004b, 65), as 
well as having a symbolic link to running water seen with monuments elsewhere in 
Britain (Barclay and Hey 1999, 73).

Aside from ceremonial and burial monuments, Neolithic domestic activity is 
harder to identify. Possible trapezoidal buildings, associated with later Neolithic 
and Beaker pottery, have been located in south Derbyshire at Willington to the 
west (Wheeler 1979, 58), whilst at Aston Hall Hospital, trial trenching uncovered 
gullies and pits containing sherds of Neolithic pottery, as well as Bronze Age 
features including a ring ditch (Hurford 2006). The excavation of a triple-ring ditch, 
excavated at Aston-on-Trent, found a Beaker burial beneath it; this site also recorded 
a small pit containing Neolithic pottery (Knight 1999, 32). Evidence for Neolithic 
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activity such as the three pits from Park Lane has been seen at a few sites south of 
the river. The evaluations immediately to the west uncovered a pit containing Beaker 
pottery (Cooper 2003, 9), whilst at Willow Farm to the north-east, close to the 
River Trent, late Neolithic Grooved Ware was found in pits in the centre of the site 
(Coward 1999; Coward and Ripper 1999) and a pit containing Neolithic pottery 
was found during excavations at Gimbro Farm, close to East Midlands Airport 
(Derrick 1999).

The discovery of a significant assemblage of flint tools from the small Neolithic 
pit at Park Lane hints at deliberate deposition activity by a skilled craftsperson. 
Isolated pits of late Neolithic date showing evidence of possible deliberate deposition 
are increasingly being identified in the East Midlands (Clay 2006, 82), and examples 
are known from Rearsby (Clarke and Beamish 2008), Syston (Meek 1998) and Eye 
Kettleby (Finn 2011, 17). At two sites in the Soar Valley at Rothley, evidence of 
deliberate depositional patterns of lithic and ceramic artefacts associated with early 
and late Neolithic settlement have been identified (Hunt 2006; Speed 2015). These 
pits may belong to a tradition of selective deposition, perhaps beginning as ‘working 
hollows’ for tool making, and later becoming ‘offering pits’ marking an event, or the 
formal closure of the pits or settlement (Pollard 2001; Thomas 2010, 9).

During the Bronze Age, ring ditches, the remains of ploughed out round 
barrows, are one of the most common features of the prehistoric landscape. 
There are numerous examples along the River Trent, although their distribution 
is somewhat biased by the good conditions for cropmarks on the river terrace 
soils and the amount of work undertaken in quarries (Knight and Howard 2004b, 
59). Barrows are common north of the river, the most significant being those at 
Swarkestone Lowes, where a Bronze Age cemetery contains several upstanding 
examples. There are several round barrows within the Aston cropmark complex, 
and other ring ditches are visible as cropmarks west and east of Weston-on-Trent, 
together with the dispersed ring ditches of the Lockington Cemetery further to 
the east (Cooper 2006, 8). The Neolithic cursus would probably still have been a 
prominent feature within the landscape and there is evidence that the Bronze Age 
monuments were constructed on areas of earlier occupation (Knight and Howard 
2004b, 69). Excavation of the ring ditches overlying the Aston Cursus in the 1960s 
revealed Beaker burials (Loveday 2012), and a triple-ring ditch excavated at Aston-
on-Trent also overlay a beaker burial (Knight 1999).

Whilst many of the ceremonial monuments lie north of the river, the number of 
prehistoric sites now identified to the south suggest that the river was not perceived 
as a social boundary, but rather as a natural focal point in the landscape. That 
prehistoric communities used the river for trade and transport is evident from 
the excavation of the log boats at Argosy Washolme, in the base of former river/
stream channels – one still containing its cargo of sandstone blocks. Evidence for a 
stone and timber structure, possibly a causeway dating to the Bronze Age, was also 
found close by (Garton et al. 2001). At Willow Farm, two roundhouses, pits and 
a pit alignment in the southern area, and two burnt mounds associated with three 
palaeochannels in the northern area, indicate Bronze Age occupation (Coward and 
Ripper 1999, 88–90). Burnt mounds are often found in proximity to palaeochannels 
and may have been communal gathering places. Besides those noted at Willow 
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Farm, two burnt mounds have been excavated at Willington (Beamish 2009) some 
14km upstream.

Burial and ritual in the Bronze Age

The linear Collared Urn cremation cemetery at Park Lane, dating to the end of the 
early Bronze Age, adds to the growing number of examples in Leicestershire (Clay 
2006, 83). Chronologically, Castle Donington is contemporary with the cemetery 
at Cossington (began 1910–1690 BC and ended 1660–1520 BC; Thomas 2008a, 
43) and overlaps slightly with the later cemetery at Eye Kettleby in the Wreake 
Valley (Finn 2011). Additionally, at nearby Willow Farm, just to the north-east, 
an inverted mid–late Bronze Age cremation urn was inserted into the central pit 
(presumed burial) of a Bronze Age ring ditch (Coward and Ripper 1999, 90–1).

The intentional burial of human remains as a part of a ritual process is a 
recognised phenomenon in all periods of human history; however, the burial itself 
is often merely the culmination of a far more complex burial rite. Cremations 
require the burning of a human body on a cremation pyre, which in turn requires 
the application of well-defined techniques to control duration and temperature. All 
of the recovered cremated bone from this site was fully calcined, indicating that 
considerable effort had being made to collect together sufficient fuel and to fully 
tend the cremation of these individuals. The lack of charcoal among the recovered 
bones suggests they were then carefully separated from the wood ash and charcoal. 
To obtain such good separation it seems likely that the remains were removed from 
the pyre collapse by ‘hand picking’ – a practice recorded in antiquity by Homer 
(Iliad xxiii. 239–240) and documented in India (Dubois and Beauchamp 1943, 
498). Experimentation has demonstrated that this could have been carried out by 
one person (with no particular anatomical training) in about four hours (McKinley 
1997, 134). The cooled and recovered cremated bones were then placed into 
ceramic vessels for final burial. It was not important that all the bodily remains were 
recovered from the pyre site; rather, the token collection of remains, a ‘pot-full’, 
seems to have been a sufficient collection for burial.

The dual perception of the river as a means of economic exploitation, as well 
as a ritual zone, is shown by the deposition of metalwork in the Bronze Age. The 
middle Trent has several clusters of metalwork deposition activity, one of which is 
at Aston-on-Trent, where 19 pieces of metalwork, including spearheads, a sword, 
rapiers and a socketed axehead, dating from the mid–late Bronze Age, have been 
found (Cooper 2006, 9). The movement away from the ceremonial monuments on 
high areas overlooking the river, to ritual depositions within the river itself, indicates 
its growing importance and perhaps its increasingly treacherous nature for those 
navigating it.

Later prehistoric boundaries

The cropmark evidence from the Trent Valley suggest that pit alignments were a 
widespread phenomenon, often associated with the development of field systems 
and networks of trackways (Whimster 1989; Knight and Howard 2004c, 104–5), 
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and they are now a ubiquitous feature of the later prehistoric landscape across the 
Midlands (Willis 2006, 122; Thomas 2008b, 144). They are generally acknowledged 
as representing long-distance boundary systems introduced in the later Bronze Age, 
often characterised by uniformity of shape, size and spacing of the pits (Thomas 
2008b, 144; Finn 2011, 105). The Park Lane alignment appears to represent a 
new land subdivision along the head of the northern downslope, running broadly 
east–west along the contour in order to separate the higher and lower ground. It 
probably originated in the late Bronze Age or early Iron Age in common with those 
recognised nearby at Aston Hill (Abbot and Garton 1995, 7) and Willow Farm, the 
latter possibly associated with a late Bronze Age settlement (Coward and Ripper 
1999, 90). Whilst pit alignments often reference pre-existing Neolithic or Bronze 
Age monuments – for example, at Earl Shilton (Jarvis 2011) – its proximity to the 
cremation cemetery here is perhaps coincidental.

Iron Age and Roman settlement

The pottery from the ring gully fill recorded in Area 1 suggests that it represents 
a small late Iron Age/early Roman roundhouse, probably related to the Iron Age 
settlement activity identified to the west rather than the later activity in Area 3, 
which lies some distance to the north. It is obvious, however, that truncation has 
removed much of the evidence, particularly in the central part of the site, and it 
could be part of a pattern that has simply been lost to the plough. The activity 
on the western site also suggests a settlement and field system, perhaps of mid–
late Iron Age date (Cooper 2003, 9–11). Only four sherds of Roman pottery were 
recovered, all abraded and likely to result from later manuring activity rather than 
occupation. Trenching south of Park Lane found a mid–late Iron Age pit that could 
be contemporary with the western site, and a ditch to the south-east containing 
Roman-British pottery (Flavell 2010, Trench 17), but the paucity of features suggests 
that the main occupation lies on the slightly higher ground to the north.

Although heavily truncated, the evidence from Area 3 suggests a small farmstead 
within a field system incorporating a possible drove way to funnel stock into the 
fields from the north. It originated during the late Iron Age and early Roman 
period, and continued into the mid–late second century before abandonment, apart 
from some marl quarrying on the western edge during the mid-third century. The 
only evidence for structural features was a mid–late first-century timber building 
represented by several beam-slots and a mid-second-century hearth. The charred 
plant remains, albeit in low concentrations, and the presence of rotary querns, 
indicates some arable cultivation typical of late Iron Age/Roman sites across the 
region (Monckton 2006), including grains of glume wheat, and barley and chaff 
fragments. Bone survival was poor, but included butchered, burnt and gnawed 
bones from cattle, horse, sheep and pig, indicating that the remains largely consisted 
of domestic waste. From the pottery assemblages the Trent Valley and production 
centres to the north were the probable sources of material, along with the usual 
sources of Leicestershire coarse wares. The paucity of fine wares and mortaria, 
along with the overwhelming dominance of coarse ware jars within the assemblage, 
is typical of a rural site dating to the first and second centuries.
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There is a relatively dense concentration of Roman settlement in this part of the 
Trent Valley. An Iron Age and Roman settlement is known at Willow Farm to the  
north-east (Coward and Ripper 1999, 89–90) and at Gimbro Farm to the south, 
where a multi-phased late Iron Age and early Roman enclosure and field system 
was excavated (Derrick 1999). The presence of quern fragments and carbonised 
grains indicates a domestic use, but like Park Lane the site was truncated and 
there was little evidence for structures. Research to the east of the site, in the 
Lockington area, has revealed a contemporary settlement, a small farmstead which 
lay within a wider network of trackways adjacent to the Iron Age settlement and 
Roman villa cropmark complex (Thomas 2013). It is possible that the Park Lane 
settlement served as a satellite site to the Roman town of Red Hill (Palfreyman 
and Ebbins 2003) located c.6km to the east, and various Roman road routes have 
been suggested in this area (Cooper 2006, 13). Although the site appears to have 
gone out of use in the third century, there is dispersed evidence for early Anglo-
Saxon settlement at Park Lane and the area to the west, which can be added to the 
evidence for the two Anglo-Saxon hall houses and sunken featured buildings at 
Willow Farm (Coward and Ripper 1999, 90).

CONCLUSION

Despite the truncation of the site at Park Lane the excavation results add to the 
growing corpus of evidence for prehistoric and Roman activity in this part of the 
Trent Valley. Research around the Romano-British settlements at Lockington and 
Redhill, and in advance of the upgrading of the A453 to the east (Score 2009), 
towards Nottingham, continues to reveal prehistoric sites, such as a possible 
Neolithic enclosure at the recently excavated Clifton Park and Ride site, and the 
dispersed barrow cemetery at Lockington (Cooper 2006). The area continued 
to be important in the Iron Age and Roman period with settlements at Clifton 
(Burgess 2015), Redhill (Palfreyman and Ebbins 2003), Lockington (Thomas 
2013) and the villa site at Glebe Farm (Thompson 1951), as well as those identified 
at Willow Farm (Coward and Ripper 1999), Gimbro Farm (Derrick 1999) and here 
at Park Lane. The location of these sites confirms the Trent as a common focus 
of ceremony and ritual, communication and trade for communities throughout  
history.
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