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Archaeological excavations on land west of Loughborough Road, Rothley, 
Leicestershire revealed significant evidence for a Neolithic round mound, 
constructed on high ground overlooking the confluence of the rivers Soar, Wreake 
and Rothley Brook. The round mound was reused in the Bronze Age, and after 
a period of disuse, the monument became the focus for Late Iron Age activity, 
including enclosures and possible human burials. The latest Iron Age phase 
provided rare evidence in Leicestershire for activity dating to the ‘Belgic’ period. 
In the early Anglo-Saxon period, the area around the monument was reused again 
and became the focus for a small inhumation cemetery. At least 14 inhumations 
were discovered, including evidence for a ‘warrior’ burial.

INTRODUCTION

University of Leicester Archaeological Services (ULAS) undertook excavations 
between November 2015 and January 2016 on land to the west of Loughborough 
Road, Rothley, Leicestershire (SK 58865 12255, Fig. 1), covering an area of 
2.2ha. The work took place in advance of a new housing development on former 
allotments. The land lies at a height of 69m OD, at the south–west corner of the site, 
sloping down to 57.5m OD to the north-east.

The work began as an archaeological evaluation in October 2015, followed 
immediately by an excavation between November 2015 and January 2016. The 
excavation followed an archaeological desk-based assessment (EDP 2008), and 
evaluations/excavations in adjacent fields (Temple Grange (Speed 2011) and 
Brookfield Farm (Higgins 2013)).

Earlier Ordnance Survey maps and historic satellite imagery show that the site 
has been in use as open farmland throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
before becoming allotment gardens. Recently the allotments were relocated and 
the former site was left to become densely overgrown with scrub and wasteland. 
Despite the former use of the site, the soil conditions were poor; modern land-
use had severely truncated the archaeology, and the underlying sands and gravels 
were acidic, leading to poor preservation of artefacts. That said, the results of the 
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excavation offered an interesting picture of activity over a long period of time. The 
full results are available to view on Archaeology Data Service’s Online Access to 
the Index of Archaeological Investigations database held by the University of York 
(universi1-304443).

Rothley lies on the River Soar, a tributary of the Trent, and this part of its valley 
around the confluence with the River Wreake has emerged as an area of significance 
during the Neolithic and Bronze Age in recent years. Archaeological excavations at 
Temple Grange, immediately to the north of the site, identified nationally significant 
Neolithic remains (Speed 2011; 2015). The results of work at the Late Neolithic 
site at Rothley Lodge Farm, which included the discovery of an incised stone plaque 
in the fill of a possible sunken-featured structure, have also been published (Clay 
and Hunt 2016). Major discoveries of burnt mounds have been published recently 
from Watermead Country Park, to the south of Rothley (Ripper and Beamish 
2012), alongside the barrow cemetery at Cossington, on the opposite side of the 
river (Thomas 2008). These sites lie within a landscape containing 50 flint scatters 
or findspots, four enclosures and 12 ring ditches within a 5km radius of the Soar/
Wreake confluence. Neolithic activity is known from various excavations in the area, 
including Leicester (Albone 1999), Castle Donington (Coward and Ripper 1998; 
Ripper et al. 2017), Eye Kettleby (Finn 2011), Melton Mowbray (Harvey 2011) and 
Syston (Meek 1998), along with numerous fieldwalking assemblages (Clay 2002).

Fig. 1. The location of Rothley: A within the UK; B within the Midlands; and C in 
relation to the Soar/Wreake confluence.
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Evidence for Iron Age activity within the immediate area of Rothley is minimal; 
Iron Age ditches were discovered during the Temple Grange excavations in 2010, 
immediately to the north of the site (Speed 2011). Elsewhere, a settlement site of late 
Bronze Age–early Iron Age date was identified during pipeline renewal alongside the 
A6, c.200m south of the site (EDP 2008, 6).

The earliest Anglo-Saxon settlement evidence found in Rothley to date was 
discovered during archaeological excavations at Temple Grange in 2010, where a 
sunken-featured building was identified (Speed 2011, 68). Rothley appears to have 
been a significant settlement by the late seventh/early eighth century with a royal manor, 
and presumably a pre-conquest church with priest (Parsons 1996; McLoughlin 2010; 
McLoughlin 2018). Archaeological excavations at The Grange (in the village centre) 
identified a mid-Saxon Christian cemetery, with evidence for 138 inhumations and 149 
deposits of re-deposited bone. Radiocarbon dating shows the burials begun AD 590–
860 and ended AD 805–1080 (Upson-Smith 2011; 2016). There is a late Anglo-Saxon 
cross (eighth–ninth century, SM 21646) in the church graveyard in the village.

EXCAVATION RESULTS

The first significant human activity saw a burial monument, comprising a ring 
ditch and mound constructed in the middle Neolithic on high ground, overlooking 
the confluence of the rivers Soar, Wreake and Rothley Brook. Once established, 
the mound appears to have become a landscape marker, visible for centuries, and 
attracting activity. It was remodelled in the Bronze Age, and by the Late Iron Age 
had become incorporated into a field enclosure. In the early Anglo-Saxon period, 
the mound earthwork and its immediate environs became the focus for a small 
inhumation cemetery.

MIDDLE NEOLITHIC

In the Middle Neolithic period a burial monument, consisting of a ring ditch and 
earthen mound, was constructed on high ground overlooking the local landscape 
(Figs 2–7).

Ring ditch

The barrow ring ditch was sub-circular in plan and enclosed an area with an internal 
diameter of 27m (588m²), within which there would have been space for a 23m 
diameter earthen mound (Fig. 2). The ditch consisted of mainly two phases (three 
phases were noted in one section on the NW side). The ditch varied slightly in size 
and profile around its circuit, measuring between 3m and 3.9m in width and 0.93m–
2m deep (Figs 3–4). The overall depth of the ditch varied along its length, being 
noticeably shallower on the north and east sides. This is probably a reflection of the 
natural slope of the local landscape. Despite the west-side base of the ditch being 2m 
below the bottom of the removed topsoil, the actual depths above Ordnance Datum 
were remarkably similar, around 65m, showing that the ditches had originally been 
cut to a consistent depth around the entire circuit.
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The earliest phase of the ditch was generally steep-sided, which broke to a near-
vertical edge and a flat base. The base of the ditch contained mainly sterile fills 
of clean sand, reflecting a period of natural silting. Later fills of the barrow ditch 
contained pottery and worked flint, including sherds of Neolithic Peterborough 
Ware and a small amount of abraded Bronze Age Beaker pottery. A ground stone 
axe was also recovered from the upper fill of the ditch. The ditch had largely silted 
up before it was recut (see below).

Barrow mound

No evidence survived for an in-situ barrow mound; however, a distinct soil layer was 
observed to the north and north-west, covering an area of roughly 600m². This is 
likely to have derived from the barrow mound material that had moved downslope, 
either by natural erosion, ploughing or a combination of the two. Iron Age pits were 
found cutting into the layer, showing that the mound had eroded by the late first 
century BC, and sherds of Anglo-Saxon pottery were also recovered.

Cremation burials

Three small pits, possibly containing cremation burials, were located close to the 
round mound, indicating broadly contemporary funerary activity.

Fig. 2. Plan of Neolithic features.
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The most convincing evidence came from pit [11], which was located to the 
east of the ring ditch. It contained large fragments of Neolithic Peterborough Ware 
pottery from a single vessel (Figs 5–6), along with worked flint (including a blade, 
bladelet and flakes) and small pieces of cremated bone. Although the bone could not 
be easily identified by species, the combination of finds, and the general context of 
the pit, suggest that this was a damaged cremation burial.

A second pit [18] was located 0.5m south of the ring ditch. This contained two 
clear fills associated with charcoal and poorly preserved cremated bone. Slightly 
further afield a similarly sized pit [53] was located 4m south of the ring ditch, 
although this was not associated with burnt bone.

BRONZE AGE

By the early Bronze Age the earlier monument appears largely to have become 
abandoned, but the earthworks attracted new activity, involving re-use of the 
barrow ditch (Fig. 7). The ring ditch was recut as a shallower feature, measuring 
c.0.3m deep, with more gradually sloping edges. The backfill was also noticeably 

Fig. 3. Ring ditch sections A–C (Phase 1: Neolithic; and Phase 2: Bronze Age).
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darker than those filling the Neolithic, setting it apart from its predecessor. Pottery 
from this fill again mainly consisted of Neolithic sherds, perhaps disturbed from 
earlier fills during re-cutting the ditch, but crucially sherds of Beaker pottery were 
also found, indicating an early Bronze Age date for the re-use of the monument.

Fig. 4. Ring ditch sections D–F (Phase 1: Neolithic; and Phase 2: Bronze Age).
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Fig. 5. Cremation pit containing Neolithic pottery.

Fig. 6. Middle Neolithic Peterborough Ware pottery, as found on the site.
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THE NEOLITHIC AND BEAKER POTTERY 
 

Nicholas J. Cooper

Introduction

A total of 153 sherds of Neolithic pottery weighing 1,737g was recovered from a 
series of contexts, suggesting a long tradition of use and re-use across the Neolithic 
and into the earliest part of the Bronze Age. The majority of the assemblage 
comprises Middle Neolithic Peterborough ware alongside smaller amounts of Early 
Neolithic Carinated Bowl and Beaker Pottery, each of which is considered in detail 
below.

Early Neolithic carinated bowl
A small assemblage of eight body sherds (46g) was recovered from five separate 
contexts, some of which also contained Peterborough Ware. Both wares are 
manufactured in the same distinctive fabric employing angular white fragments 
of crushed pebble quartz (Q5), as seen at the nearby Temple Grange and Rothley 

Fig.7. View of the ring ditch (archaeologists standing over the backfilled ditch),  
looking east towards the Cossington barrows downslope. The nearby downslope 

Neolithic activity was located where the new houses can be seen on the left.
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Lodge farm sites (Cooper 2015; 2016), and commonly further up the Soar Valley 
and close to its confluence with the Trent (Carney 2012). The sherds of Carinated 
Bowl have been distinguished by the lack of impressed decoration, and the presence of 
burnishing or smoothing on one or both surfaces. The lack of vessel profiles prevents 
identification as either Carinated Bowl or the later-dating, developed or ‘Modified’ 
Carinated Bowl pottery that was recovered at Temple Grange (Cooper 2015, 13, figs 
13 and 14). That assemblage had an associated radiocarbon date of 3510–3340 cal 
BC, which lies right at the end of the Carinated Bowl tradition (Cooper 2015, 13) 
and is coincident with the start of the Peterborough Ware sequence at Willington, 
Derbyshire dated 3510–3360 (Marsden et al. 2009, 96). The fact that both wares are 
occurring in the same contexts here at Loughborough Road might mean that they are 
broadly contemporary, rather than the Carinated Bowl being residual.

Middle Neolithic Peterborough Ware
An assemblage of 145 sherds (1,691g) was recovered from 13 contexts across the 
site. The majority of the sherds derive from one partially complete vessel (Fig. 8.1), 
a bowl belonging to the Mortlake sub-style and manufactured in a shell-tempered 
fabric (S1), which is an unusual occurrence in the north of the county, being more 
prevalent to the south; towards Northamptonshire at sites such as Husbands 
Bosworth, for example. The bowl is decorated with a combination of impressed 
and incised decoration comprising whipped cord maggot impressions forming a 
herringbone band around the external lip of the rim, and an incised lattice on the 
internal face of the rim and the external neck and body. The lattice on the internal 
surface is relatively neat, forming evenly sized lozenges, whilst on the external neck 
and body it is poorly executed and approximates to a herringbone pattern with 
some overlap forming a lattice.

Two other bowls in the Mortlake sub-style have been recognised, both in the more 
typical crushed white pebble quartz-tempered fabric (Q5) seen at nearby Rothley 
Lodge Farm (Cooper 2016, 38, fig. 26). The first is a rim (Fig. 8.2) decorated with 
whipped cord maggot impressions in bands around the external lip of the rim, on 
the internal lip and on the external body below the neck. The second is the neck of a 
bowl (Fig. 8.3) decorated with rows of crescentic whipped cord maggot impressions. 
The use of maggot impressions on these three vessels is paralleled by a number 
of vessels from Rothley Lodge Farm (Cooper 2016, fig. 26.1 and fig. 27.9–10). In 
common with the Rothley Lodge Farm assemblage and the ‘modified’ Carinated 
Bowls from Temple Grange, a proportion of the assemblage is manufactured using 
the local granodiorite from Mountsorrel (Fabric R1) as opening materials. Here, 
however, only four sherds have been recognised.

Three bowls in the Fengate sub-style have been recognised. The first was 
manufactured in a sandy shell-tempered fabric (S2) and decorated with finger nail 
impressions, arranged in a herringbone pattern on the internal and external faces 
of the rim collar (Fig. 9.4). The decoration is similar to the Fengate vessel from 
Rothley Lodge Farm (Cooper 2016, 38, fig. 27.7; also in fabric S2), as well as a 
number from Ratcliffe on the Wreake, five miles up-river from the confluence with 
the Soar (McSloy 2008, 9, fig. 6.2–4). The second Fengate vessel, in fabric S2, is 
represented by the upper body and lower part of the rim collar (Fig. 9.5). The body 
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Fig. 8. Peterborough Ware in Mortlake sub-style. 1) Fabric S1. Peterborough Ware bowl. 
Mortlake sub-style. Whipped cord maggot impressions and incised herringbone slashes 
and lattice. Diameter 260mm. 2) Fabric Q5. Peterborough Ware bowl. Mortlake sub-

style. Whipped cord maggot impressions. Diameter 240mm. 3) Fabric Q5. Peterborough 
Ware bowl. Mortlake sub-style. Whipped cord maggot impressions. Diameter 200mm.
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is decorated with a faintly incised and poorly executed lattice, above which is a neck 
groove, punctuated by a single circular impression, and the bottom of the squared 
collar decorated with crescentic motifs, possibly made with a finger nail but partly 
obscured by some carbonised residue. The third Fengate vessel is a body sherd from 
just below the rim collar, which has a single circular impression at the top and 
random crescentic finger nail impressions below.

The remaining decorated body sherds include one (Fig. 9.6) in Fabric Q5, with 
continuous rows of interlocking circular impressions similar to a vessel from Rothley 
Lodge Farm, giving the appearance of crochet work, and presumably imitating 
basketry (Cooper 2016, 38, fig. 26.4). Another sherd in Fabric Q5 appears to be 
faintly decorated with lines of twisted cord.

Beaker pottery
A small assemblage of six body sherds (45g), belonging to three Beaker vessels, was 
recovered from three contexts. All the vessels are manufactured in a sandy grog-

Fig. 9. Peterborough Ware in Fengate sub-style (nos 4–5) and decorated body sherd (no. 
6). 4) Fabric S2. Peterborough Ware bowl. Fengate sub-style. Fingernail impressions. 

Diameter 260mm. 5) Fabric S2. Peterborough Ware bowl. Fengate sub-style. Incised lines 
and fingernail impressions. Diameter 260mm. 6) Fabric Q5. Peterborough Ware bowl. 

Body sherd decorated with rows of circular impressions.
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tempered fabric (G2) which is typical of other Beaker assemblages in the county, the 
largest of which comes from Loughborough Road, Asfordby (Cooper 2012, 9–20). 
A single body sherd from a geometric beaker (Fig. 10.1) appears to be residual 
within a context containing both Iron Age and Roman pottery. The decoration 
comprises toothed comb lines arranged horizontally and obliquely, similar to Vessel 
4 at Asfordby which came from the upper fill of a pit, the lower fill of which was 
radiocarbon dated to 2210–2030 cal BC (Cooper 2012, 19), agreeing with the 
proposed currency of long-necked beakers with zoned decoration between 2200 and 
1900 cal BC (Needham 2005, 195). The second vessel (Fig. 10.2), comprising four 
joining body sherds, also appears to be residual within a context containing Iron 
Age pottery. It is decorated with evenly spaced, horizontally incised lines. The third 
vessel (Fig. 10.3) came from a context which also contained a sherd of Peterborough 
Ware, and is tentatively identified as Beaker from the sandy, grog-tempered fabric 
and the concave profile, which may come from the shoulder or neck. It is decorated 
with a vertical column of fingertip impressions; perhaps part of a rusticated pattern 
as seen on Vessel 1 at Asfordby from the lower fill of the pit radiocarbon, dated to 
2210–2030 cal BC (Cooper 2012, 12; fig. 11).

Discussion of Neolithic and Beaker pottery
Although this is only a small assemblage, each group makes an important 
contribution to baseline knowledge of earlier prehistoric pottery in the county. 
This is only the fourth group of Peterborough Ware pottery published, alongside 
that from Rothley Lodge Farm (Cooper 2016), the Fengate group from Ratcliffe 
on the Wreake (McSloy 2008) and the misidentified group of Fengate vessels from 
Hallam Fields, Birstall (Speed 2010, 32). In addition, unpublished material from the 

Fig. 10. Beaker pottery (nos 1–3). 1) Fabric G2. Body sherd from toothed comb-
decorated Geometric Beaker. 2) Fabric G2. Body sherds from beaker decorated with 

incised horizontal lines. 3) Fabric G2. Body sherd decorated with a vertical column of 
fingertip impressions, probably from a rusticated beaker.
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causewayed enclosure at Husbands Bosworth has yet to be analysed. Prior to the 
turn of the new century, Peterborough Ware was unknown in the county, with only 
a small assemblage of four Mortlake vessels previously published from the pit circle 
at Oakham (Gibson 1998). Local chronology is provided by four radiocarbon dates 
on the Fengate group from Ratcliffe on the Wreake, ranging between 3370 and 
3090 cal BC and 3120–2910 cal BC (Moore 2008, 5), which fits in with the current 
understanding that the Peterborough Ware tradition spans the period c.3500–2900 
BC (Ard and Darvill 2015, 1). This is also only the second occurrence of Carinated 
Bowl or ‘Modified’ CB pottery in the county, next to the major group at the adjacent 
Temple Grange (Cooper 2015, 13). Occurrences of Beaker pottery in the county are 
slowly increasing and, although the Asfordby group remains the largest (Cooper 
2012, 9), a more local occurrence came from Barrow 2 at Cossington on the other 
side of the Soar/Wreake confluence from Rothley, dated to 2140–1930 cal BC (Allen 
2008, 28, fig. 31.1–2).

THE LITHICS 
 

Lynden Cooper 

An assemblage of 133 worked lithics was made mostly of semi-translucent grey 
brown flint, a local raw material derived from till deposits. Exceptions include a 
quartzite fragment and an elegant blade made from opaque grey Wolds flint. This 

Fig. 11. Neolithic ground stone axe (SF11).



28   gavin speed 

blade is well-crafted and is curved in longitudinal profile, possibly indicating a 
Creswellian origin (Late Upper Palaeolithic). The blade is lacking its butt so further 
technological confirmation is not possible. A bladelet from the same context is 
likely to be of Mesolithic date. The remaining pieces display a flake technology 
and are likely to be of a later prehistoric origin, spanning the Neolithic to Bronze 
Age. The presence of a finely made thumbnail scraper would suggest that some of 
the assemblage might be of Early Bronze Age date. However, a ground stone axe 
(Sf11 – Fig. 11) and a flake from a grey polished stone axe from (603) suggest some 
Neolithic input.

IRON AGE

The area of the former monument became the focus for several phases of activity 
during the Iron Age (Fig. 12). The evidence suggests that by this time the ring ditch 
had mostly silted up and a large part of the mound had eroded, but the monument 
must still have been evident as an earthwork, which appears to have influenced the 
location of the Iron Age ditches and enclosures.

Fig. 12. Phased Iron Age activity (Bronze Age barrow shown for reference).
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Pre-enclosure ditches

The earliest Iron Age features were ditches [47] and [24] (Fig. 13), both of which lay 
on the same alignment and were located just to the north of the ring ditch remains. 
Ditch [47] was 33m long and contained a single fill from which burnt bone and 
Iron Age pottery were recovered. Ditch [24] lay further to the north-east and had 
two phases; both of which contained Iron Age pottery, worked flint and fire-cracked 
pebbles.

Late Iron Age rectangular enclosure & cremations

After the earlier ditches had gone out of use, a large rectangular enclosure (consisting 
of ditches [6] and [21]) took their place (Figs 13–14). The new enclosure partly 
overlay the remains of the ring ditch, avoiding the central area, where any surviving 
remnants of the mound would have been. An entrance to the enclosure lay on the 
eastern side, and an area of pits was located to the west of the mound area.

Fig. 13. Plan showing Late Iron Age enclosure and pits.
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The rectangular enclosure measured 42m in width and at least 52m long, and 
consisted of two clear phases of use. In general, the ditch was shallower towards 
the top of the slope, reflecting plough erosion, and the entrance area was noticeably 
deeper than other areas of the circuit. Iron Age pottery was associated with the 
second phase of the enclosure.

In the north-west corner of the enclosure a group of 16 pits were partly cut 
into the earlier soil layer that may consist of displaced mound material from the 
Neolithic barrow. Further pits lay scattered in the central area of the enclosure, 
along with a short gully towards the northern edge. One pit [66] contained hazel 
fragments that produced a radiocarbon date of 51 BC (95 per cent probability) or 
between 92 and 62 BC (68 per cent probability). A further three pits lay on the 
outside of the enclosure.

Two smaller pits, also dating to the Iron Age (Fig. 15), were located within the 
north-east corner of the Iron Age enclosure, formerly occupied by the Neolithic 
ring ditch (pits [13], [14]). They both contained fragmentary burnt bone, perhaps 
suggesting they were cremation burial pits, although the condition of the bone 
hindered definitive identification. Pit [13] contained a grain that was radiocarbon 
dated to 171 BC (95 per cent probability) or between 153 and 159 BC (68 per cent 

Fig. 14. Rectangular enclosure ditch sections.
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probability). Pit [14] was very similar in size and contained a small amount of mid- 
to late Iron Age pottery, along with the burnt bone.

Mid-first-century enclosure and burials

The large rectangular enclosure was replaced in the mid-first century AD by a more 
sinuous and much shallower ditched enclosure ([39]). A further sinuous enclosure 
([2]) lay to the south–east, extending into the unexcavated field to the south (Fig. 16).

Ditch [39] roughly followed the same line as the earlier Iron Age rectangular 
ditch, but was defined by a much darker fill and a distinct finds assemblage of Belgic 

Fig. 15. Iron Age cremation pits [13], [14] and [66].
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style pottery. It also terminated at a similar point to the earlier enclosure ditch, 
indicating it was following a well-defined earthwork (Fig. 17).

Two associated gullies – [3] and [95] – may have been part of the enclosure set-
up at this time. Both were less well-defined, but followed a similar orientation and 
contained similar finds. Gully [3] contained Iron Age pottery and a grain from [95] 
was radiocarbon dated to 54 BC (95 per cent probability) or between 40 BC and AD 
40 (68 per cent probability).

Within the enclosure two pit, [27] and [91] contained Belgic pottery sherds. Of 
particular note, pit [91] contained substantial quantities of two vessels disturbed 
by later ploughing. The position of this pit might suggest it was associated with a 
gateway to the enclosure, but it also falls within the locale of the earlier monument 
and may represent a ‘special deposit’ buried within the earthworks of the earlier 
feature. Domestic activity is also hinted at from a pit containing two large fragments 
of a beehive rotary quern and a saddle quern fragment from one of the ditches.

Part of another enclosure, represented by a shallow, irregular ditch [2], lay on 
the south–eastern edge of the excavation, indicating an additional activity area. The 

Fig. 16. Plan showing transitional Iron Age/Roman AD 20–60 activity.
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enclosure was associated with a pit [139], and both features contained Late Iron 
Age and Belgic pottery.

Evidence for the latest Iron Age activity consisted of a pair of parallel gullies ([30] 
and [54]), both of which cut into the Bronze Age ring ditch remains and through 
the Iron Age rectangular enclosure. Both contained Late Iron Age and Belgic ware 
pottery, and their spatial arrangement, which formed a ‘funnel’ shape, may suggest 
they were used for managing livestock, although other evidence must have been 
removed by ploughing. It is noticeable that [54] lies along the inner edge of the 
earlier ring ditch, suggesting that the earthwork may have influenced the positioning 
of the gully.

A group of features with shared characteristics (rectangular and flat-based) may 
also have been associated with this phase of activity and potentially represent Iron 
Age burials, although very little human bone was present. Four of these features 
([1], [4], [15] and [65]) were located together in the northern part of the Iron Age 
enclosure (and also within the bounds of the earlier monument), while two other 
potential burials ([9] and [111]) lay a short distance to the east, on the outside of 
the enclosure.

Fig. 17. View of pit under excavation showing Belgic-style pottery in situ.
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Of the group that lay within the enclosure, [1] contained a small amount of 
metalworking waste, a stone ‘hammer’, Iron Age pottery and loom weights, 
alongside a large quantity of heat-cracked pebbles (Fig. 18). [4] also contained heat-
cracked pebbles, as well as fragments of Belgic pottery (Fig. 19). [15] contained a 
similar assemblage, while [65] contained only a few sherds of Iron Age pottery and 
was cut directly into the backfilled remains of the earlier Iron Age enclosure ditch.

Feature [9], to the east of the main group, contained a small amount of burnt 
bone, but was not sufficiently well-preserved for identification. However, a grain 
recovered from the infill produced a radiocarbon date of 51 BC (at 95 per cent 
probability) or between 38 BC and AD 38 (68 per cent probability). Feature [111] 
was the only possible grave within this group of features to produce human remains, 
but this was only a few small fragments.

Fig. 18. Mid-first century AD graves [1], [4] and [15].
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THE LATE IRON AGE AND ‘TRANSITIONAL’ 
EARLY ROMAN POTTERY 

 
Nicholas J. Cooper 

A total of 686 sherds of Late Iron Age and early Roman pottery was recovered from 
90 stratified contexts. The average sherd weight of 18g indicates that the pottery 
is in relatively good condition, but varies in terms of levels of abrasion and sherd 
size between contexts. Shell-tempered fabrics, which make up 46 per cent of the 
assemblage, were often leached of their inclusions, indicating acidic soil conditions 
and/or long exposure of pottery on the ground surface.

Fig. 19. Mid-first century AD graves to the east of the ring ditch ([9] and [111]).
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A total of 394 sherds (57 per cent of the entire assemblage) represented hand-
made vessels manufactured in the East Midlands scored ware tradition, the hand-
made pottery used across the region during the Middle-Late Iron Age from the 
fourth or third century BC up until the early or middle decades of the first century 
AD (Elsdon 1992). The remaining 292 sherds were from wheel-thrown vessels of 
‘Belgic’-style, made in ‘transitional’ sandy, grog-tempered or mixed-gritted fabrics, 
jars in early Roman shell-tempered fabrics, and a small number from ‘Romanised’ 
grey wares, which appear unrelated to the occupation and could perhaps be from 
later manuring of the site.

Most of the context groups are small, containing less than ten sherds, with only 
a handful yielding significant deposits of more than 30–60 sherds (c.500g–2kg), 
with distinctive vessel forms preserved. However, the diagnostic nature of the vessel 
fabrics, present across the site, creates a coherent pattern of activity dating to the 
Late Iron Age and into the Roman Conquest period, but probably not extending 
beyond about AD 60, given the absence of fully ‘Romanised’ fabrics such as grey 
ware in any of the major stratified groups.

The significance of the assemblage is that mid-later Iron Age scored wares rarely 
occur alongside Conquest-period wheel-thrown wares, such as those in the ‘Belgic’-
style and early Roman shell-tempered wares at sites in the county. This is because 
many of the excavated Iron Age sites in the vicinity of Leicester cease activity during 
the immediate pre-Conquest period; for example, at Manor Farm, Humberstone 
(Thomas 2011). Overall, it is likely that the activity represented here dates to 
between the late first century BC and about AD 60.

ANGLO-SAXON CEMETERY

The next phase of activity occurred in the early Anglo-Saxon period, when the 
earthworks of the earlier features became the focus for settlement and cemetery 
activity (Fig. 20). A cemetery of 13 inhumation graves spread around the remains 
of the former Neolithic ring ditch and Iron Age enclosures, and settlement was 
indicated by two probable Sunken Featured Buildings (SFBs) and scattered pits.

Graves within the area of the Neolithic ring ditch and 
Iron Age enclosure
Five inhumation graves ([7], [16], [25], [33] and [84]) lay in association with the 
Neolithic ring ditch and the Iron Age enclosure remains (Fig. 21). It seems highly 
likely that the barrow mound had eroded northwards downslope by this time, and 
the ditches must have been largely infilled, but they may have survived as slight 
earthworks. The Iron Age earthworks, probably more evident, were also likely to 
have played a part on the positioning of the Anglo-Saxon graves.

The five burials on this part of the site were of mixed sizes, suggesting they 
once contained both adult and child inhumations. Three produced very few finds, 
but Grave [16] contained an annular brooch, dated broadly between the fifth and 
seventh centuries AD (Nielson 2013), which was found in a central position towards 
the south-east end, approximately coinciding with the upper body area of what may 
have been a female individual.
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Grave [25] had been cut into the infilled remains of the Neolithic ring ditch 
and contained one of the more eye-catching assemblages of grave goods from the 
cemetery (Fig. 22). Four objects, consisting of a shield boss (SF3 (Fig. 27), with 
shield mounts/fittings, SF6b & 7), a belt buckle (SF5), a knife (SF6a) and spearhead 
(SF8, Fig. 28) were arranged within the grave, indicating a high-status and possible 
‘warrior’ burial. The shield boss (SF3) was located in the middle of the grave cut. 
It is a ‘sugar loaf’ or conical form, a developed form of boss, dating between the 
AD 580s and 680s (Bayliss et al. 2013, 249). The shield was made of oak and 
several shield mounts or fittings were recovered in the central area (SF6b & 7). An 
angular spearhead was located at the south–end of the grave (SF9) in association 
with human teeth fragments, indicating this as the position of the individual’s head. 
Remains suggest that the spear shaft was made of ash from a mature tree. A small 
belt buckle (SF5) was located in the middle of the grave on the western side and is 
the earliest dated item from the assemblage, having a broad range of AD 450–550 

Fig. 20. Plan showing Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves, in relation to the earlier 
prehistoric activity.
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(Nielsen 2013, 137). Lying close to the buckle was a knife (SF6a), similar to those 
that are broadly dated to the sixth to seventh centuries AD (Evison 1987, 115). 

Grave object Possible date

Buckle AD 450–550

Spearhead AD 525–560s

Shield boss AD 580s–680s

Knife Sixth–seventh centuries

Table 1. List of grave objects from [25] and possible dates.

Fig. 21. Anglo-Saxon graves [7] and [16], and annular brooch after cleaning.
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Fig. 22. Detailed plan of grave [25], with photos of key grave goods  
(knife, spearhead, buckle).
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Graves to the south–east of the ring ditch
A second group of eight graves ([5], [12], [55], [88], [94], [109], [115] and [142]) 
lay to the south-east and were possibly arranged around the earthwork remains of 
the Iron Age enclosure on that part of the site (Fig. 23). As with the other group, 
many of the graves contained no finds, but grave goods were associated with two of 
the burials to provide further information on them.

Grave [5] contained a complete early Anglo-Saxon globular vessel that lay at 
the northern end, on the base of the grave pit. On the western edge, midway along 

Fig. 23. Inhumation graves [5], [12], [109] and [115].

NOTE: 
CANNOT 
ENLARGE
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the length of the grave (at the waist/hip), were three metal objects consisting of a 
chatelaine chain and hoops (SF2a, Fig. 26) of sixth or seventh century AD, along 
with an iron chisel (SF2b) and small knife (SF2c).

An iron knife (SF27) and a metal pin (SF26) were found on the base of grave 
[109]. The knife was located on the western side and the pin on the eastern side of 
the grave, towards the south end. The positioning of the pin may indicate that this 
was at the head end of the burial. The length of the knife blade could indicate that 
this was an adult male burial (Härke 1989, 145; Walton Rogers 2007, 138), while 
the style of the object suggests a sixth or seventh century date (Evison 1987, 115).

Sunken-Featured Buildings and scattered pits
Two shallow pits also cut the Iron Age ditch close to the burials and were associated 
with Anglo-Saxon pottery. Although not the most obvious examples, the two  
pits have similar characteristics to Anglo-Saxon Sunken-Featured Buildings (SFBs) 
– Fig. 24.

Elsewhere, six pits were assigned to the Anglo-Saxon phase. They were typically 
circular and contained Anglo-Saxon pottery, along with residual finds from the 
earlier periods. Two unstratified fragments of Anglo-Saxon annular loomweights 
were also recovered during the excavation, showing evidence of domestic activity 
in this area.

THE EARLY TO MIDDLE ANGLO-SAXON POTTERY 
 

Nicholas J. Cooper 

An assemblage of 106 sherds was recovered from 15 contexts, ten of which yielded 
three sherds or less, including two (640) and (642) which also contained Neolithic 
sherds. Five contexts yielded more significant groups – [5] (510), (556), [23] (539), 
(578) and [67] (599) – the first containing a near-complete globular jar with its rim 
missing.

The entire assemblage is manufactured in fabrics using opening materials of 
mineral origin, which are either granitic (Fabric Sx3, granodiorite from nearby 
Mountsorrel – Williams and Vince 1997; Knight et al. 2003) or quartz (Fabric Sx1), 
probably also local.

Sixty-four per cent of the assemblage by sherd count and 52 per cent by weight 
is in the granitic Fabric Sx3, against 36 per cent/48 per cent in the quartz-tempered 
Fabric Sx1. The assemblage is rather too small to make any judgement on the 
significance of the relative proportions of the two fabrics, and, indeed, it is uncertain 
if such judgements have any chronological or geographic validity within the county, 
since we do not know the source of the quartz. The largest assemblage in the county, 
from Eye Kettleby near Melton Mowbray (2371 sherds), was split equally between 
the two fabrics, (Cooper and Forward forthcoming), with no spatial differences 
across the site. In contrast, the assemblage from Cossington, across the river from 
Rothley, comprised only vessels with granite inclusions (Cooper 2008, 92).
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The forms are a mix of globular jars and bowls, with diameters between 110mm 
and 160mm (Fig. 25). The near-complete vessel from (510) has a girth of 180mm 
and rim of about 110mm (Fig. 25.1), and another jar with a rolled over rim comes 
from (556) (Fig. 25.2). There is a slightly globular bowl and a straight-sided bowl 
from [67] (599) (Fig. 25.3–4), and another straight-sided example from (556) (Fig. 
25.5). Surface treatment is either lacking entirely, or confined to the smoothing or 
burnishing of internal and/or external surfaces.

Fig. 24. Plan and sections of Anglo-Saxon SFBs.
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METALWORK 
 

Gavin Speed

Thirteen Anglo-Saxon metal objects were recovered from inhumation burials across 
the site.

Grave [5]
Within grave [5] were three metal objects found in the middle of the grave cut (i.e. 
at the waist/hip) on the west edge. These consisted of a chatelaine chain and hoops 
(SF2a), a chisel (SF2b) and small knife (SF2c).

SF2a, an iron chatelaine chain and hoops (Fig. 26). Consists of a large circular 
hoop 580mm diameter, connected to three smaller iron hoops, each with 100mm 
diameter via chains. Also, a further separate iron hoop 240mm diameter. Chatelaine 

Figure 25. Early–Middle Anglo-Saxon pottery. 1) [5] (510). Fabric Sx1 quartz. Near-
complete globular jar with narrow mouth. Girth diameter 180mm. Rim missing but 

estimated to be 110mm. Extant vessel height 140mm. Surfaces untreated. 2) (556) Fabric 
Sx3 granite. Globular jar with upright, rolled over rim. Diameter 160mm. Internal 

surface smoothed. 3) [67] (599) Fabric Sx3 granite. Bowl with upright, flat rim. Diameter 
140mm. Vessel height 80mm. Surfaces untreated. 4) [67] (599) Fabric Sx3 granite. Bowl 

with upright rounded rim. Diameter 150mm. Surfaces untreated. 5) (556) Fabric Sx3 
granite. Bowl with upright rounded rim. Diameter 160mm. External surface burnished.
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Fig. 26. Iron chatelaine chain and hoops (SF2a).
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chains were popular in the seventh century AD, though some appear in earlier 
graves (Owen-Crocker 1986, 128). Similar chatelaines were found in nine graves at 
Castledyke, Barton on Humber cemetery, two were dated to the sixth century, the 
others to the seventh century or late seventh century (Drinkall and Foreman 1998, 
285), a grave in a cemetery at Cleatham had a chatelaine chain dating to the seventh 
century (Leahy 2007, 160). Often worn on the left hip of a female.

SF2b, a chisel (130mm L (35mm socket) 14mm W. Fused to SF2c.

SF2c, knife, 85mm long (broken), 18mm wide, shaft 30mm, also lots of fragments. 
‘Small’ size group in Harke’s classification. Short/narrow seax SX1-a/b in Neilson’s 
classification.

Grave [25]
Within grave [25] were four objects, consisting of a shield boss (SF3) (with shield 
mounts/fittings, SF6b & 7), a belt buckle (SF5), a knife (SF6a) and spearhead 
(SF8).

SF3, a large fragment of shield boss (over half) – Fig. 27. The cone profile is 
slightly convex. Following Nielson (2013) methods of classification, the boss has 
the following measurements: height of cone 169mm; height of wall 20mm, total 
diameter 130mm, total height 180mm. Found on its side and half removed from 
ploughing. Surviving half has human bone fused to the boss on the outside; also 
further small fragments. There is a separate curved iron strip around the lower 
flange, which was used to attach the wooden shield to the boss. Two small rivets are 
visible. Another piece of this curved strip is fused to the side of the boss. There are 
traces of mineralised oak wood on the boss and the riveting strip. Two large-headed 
rivets are also present, with traces of oak, perhaps used to attach the handle to the 
shield. The shield boss is a ‘sugar loaf’ or conical form; this is viewed as a developed 
form of boss from the second half of the seventh century AD (Dickinson and Härke 
1992, 21; see also Evison 1963). Shield boss type SB5-c (Nielsen 2013, 160–1), 
refined C14 dating from a large dataset indicates dates range from AD 580s–680s 
(Bayliss et al. 2013, 249). This is a transitional period with the re-emergence of 
Christianity (with fewer grave goods). Shields were generally only buried with adult 
males of a relatively high social status (Härke 1992).

SF5, iron buckle, length 25mm, width 15mm. Small, oval frame, plain, iron pin 
with circular cross-section. Class 1 in Marzinzik (2003) classification (Marzinzik 
2003), class BU2 (buckle with no plate or associated belt-mount) in Nielsen, other 
examples of this type AD 450–550 (Nielsen 2013, 137).

SF6a, knife, total length 140mm, blade 110mm, socket 30mm, blade width 18mm, 
52g weight (with corrosion). This knife has a curved back, and straight cutting edge. 
It fits within a ‘medium’ size group in Härke’s classification (Härke 1992, 144) and 
a narrow seax ‘Sax1’ in Mussemeier et al. (2003) (in Nielsen 2013) classification. 
These are seen as sixth or seventh century in date (Evison 1987, 115). The blade 
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Fig. 27. Shield boss (SF3).
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length could indicate that this is a male adult burial (Härke 1989, 145; Walton 
Rogers 2007, 138).

SF6b, two small rivets, likely part of the shield boss.

SF7, shield mount/fitting consisting, likely part of the shield boss. ‘8’ shaped, length 
50mm, width 30mm.

SF8 & 9, angular spearhead (Fig. 28), length 300mm, blade length 225mm, shaft 
75mm, width 65mm & 330mm. SF9, spearhead tip (joins with SF8), top broken 
and fused together (bent over?), 5cm to 2cm. Length of socket (plough damaged): 
84mm; blade length: 370mm; maximum width of blade: 71mm. The spearhead fits 
into the ‘SP2-a’ class, angular spearheads that have a maximum width located in 
the lower half of the blade; it is in the ‘Long2’ size-group (the largest, over 329mm), 
based on Nielson (2013) who offers a detailed spearhead typology, based on over 
500 examples (Nielsen 2013, 164). This type generally in use AD 525–560s. Slightly 
earlier date than the shield boss, perhaps the spearhead is 50+ years old when placed 
in grave. There are remains of the mineralised Ash shaft in the socket. This was cut 
from a mature piece of timber with at least 25 rings. Fragments of human teeth were 
found in the soil around the spearhead.

Grave [16]
Within grave [16] was a penannular brooch (SF15).

SF15, Anglo-Saxon penannular brooch; this is a narrow copper alloy ring, moulded 
oval-shaped 25–28mm diameter. Smaller than the average diameter of annular 
brooches at Cleatham, Lincs (Leahy 2007); smaller examples are presumed to be 
later in date (seventh century), though late examples often have copper alloy pins 
(this example is iron, so contradicts this chronological view – hybrid?). Presumably 
from a female burial. Nielson brooch type BR3-f (Nielson 2013, 223). Range in date 
from fifth to seventh century AD.

Grave [109]
Within grave [109] were two objects, consisting of a pin (SF26) and a knife (SF27).

SF26, small pin, 30mm long.

Fig. 28. Angular spearhead (SF8 & 9).
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SF27, knife, total length 195mm, blade 160mm, socket 35mm, blade width 25mm, 
52g weight (with some corrosion). This knife has a curved back and straight cutting 
edge, similar to SF6a. It fits within a ‘medium’ size group in Härke’s classification 
(Härke 1992, 144), and a narrow seax ‘Sax1’ in Mussemeier et al. (2003) (in Nielsen 
2013) classification. These are seen as sixth or seventh century in date (Evison 1987, 
115). The blade length could indicate that this is a male adult burial (Härke 1989, 
145; Walton Rogers 2007, 138).

DISCUSSION

The excavation results have added significantly to our understanding of the 
prehistoric and Anglo-Saxon landscapes of this area, showing the multi-period 
occupation and funerary use of the place in the Neolithic, Bronze Age, Late Iron Age 
and Anglo-Saxon periods.

Middle Neolithic round mound

The first significant activity was the creation of a burial monument, comprising 
a ring ditch and mound, constructed in the Middle Neolithic period. Round 
barrows are the most common form of prehistoric monument in Britain, with 
over 30,000 known examples (Parker Pearson 1993, 91). Most of these are dated 
to the Bronze Age, but a fewer number (around 800) are thought to be from the 
Neolithic (Kinnes 1979, 49) and are often termed ‘round mounds’. Identification 
and research into these monuments has recently seen a revival across Britain 
(Leary et al. 2010). In Leicestershire, 250 ring-ditches (likely of varying dates) 
are known from cropmarks, 27 showing evidence of surviving mounds (Clay 
2001), but few have been excavated. The notable excavated examples include 
those at Cossington (Thomas 2003), Lockington (Hughes 2000), Eye Kettleby, 
near Melton Mowbray (Finn 2011), and Sproxton and Tixover (Clay 1981). In 
contrast to these examples, the Rothley round mound appears to have earlier 
origins in the Neolithic.

The Rothley round mound consisted of a simple ring ditch, which surrounded 
an upcast earthen mound. There was no evidence for a central ‘primary’ burial, 
although the significant plough damage and soil conditions may have removed all 
trace. Alternatively, any burials may have lain within the mound, the remains of 
which only survived as an eroded displaced soil layer to the north of the ring ditch. 
It is also possible that the monument contained no primary burial and simply 
acted as a landscape marker, perhaps with a cenotaphic function (Thomas 2013, 
81). 

Presumably associated with the round mound were three possible cremation 
burials: one with an urn, and two un-urned to the south of the ring ditch. The latter 
two could represent evidence for disposal (or burial) of pyre material, as seen at 
Eye Kettleby (see Finn 2011). Charcoal pits found in association with barrows have 
also been noted at other similar monuments, such as at Raunds, Northamptonshire 
(Healy and Harding 2007, 65).
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Dating for the construction and early use of the round mound is provided 
by fragments of early Neolithic Carinated Bowl, along with 44 sherds of middle 
Neolithic Peterborough Ware, and a ground stone axe. Carinated Bowls from the 
nearby Temple Grange excavation had an associated radiocarbon date of 3510–
3340 cal BC, which lies right at the end of the Carinated Bowl tradition (Cooper 
2015, 13). This date coincides with the start of the Peterborough Ware sequence at 
Willington, Derbyshire, dated between 3510 and 3360 BC (Marsden et al. 2009, 96). 
The fact that both wares are occurring in the same contexts on this site might mean 
that they are broadly contemporary, rather than the Carinated Bowl being residual. 
A similar Peterborough Ware assemblage has been radiocarbon dated at Ratcliffe on 
Soar to between 3370 and 3090 cal BC and 3120 to 2910 cal BC (Moore 2008, 5). 
This would indicate construction of the ring ditch around 3500–3300 BC.

Neolithic occupation evidence is rare both regionally and nationally; however, 
recent excavations have shown that this part of the Soar valley was a significant 
and active place throughout the period, with lithic scatters, ceremonial areas and 
settlement evidence identified (Thomas 2008; Speed 2015; Clay and Hunt 2016). 
Immediately to the north of the Loughborough Road Site, at Temple Grange, 
nationally significant early and late Neolithic remains, including structures, structured 
deposits, and associated activity and pottery, were discovered (Speed 2011; 2015), 
and the relative proximity of the two sites suggests they were potentially related 
(Figs 29–30).

The location of the round mound on a high ridge would have been visible from 
miles around in the surrounding river valleys (Fig. 31). It may have acted as a draw 
or focus to settlement, perhaps most obviously illustrated by the activity at Temple 
Grange, 100m downslope (Speed 2015). There, a Neolithic sunken-pit structure 
and numerous pits contained the formal disposal of lithic objects (often in pristine 
condition) and unabraded pottery vessels. One pit was radiocarbon dated to 3510–
4430 cal BC date (Speed 2015, 2). Intriguingly, pieces of a deliberately destroyed 
ground axe were found in the structure and three other pits. Similar activity has been 
recorded within the round mound ring ditch, where a ground axe was deposited on 
the eastern side of the monument.

The deliberate act of destroying and burying such objects suggests meaningful 
deposition, perhaps as part of ritual acts. These may have reinforced links 
between communities and places in the landscape (Edmonds 1999, 29); the 
burial of ‘transformed’ materials, such as the axe, perhaps symbolising renewal 
and regeneration, integral to a process of ‘place making’ (Pollard 1999; Harris 
2009; Carver 2011). Such depositional practices have been recorded across the 
later prehistory of Europe, and there is the suggestion by some scholars (Thomas 
1999; Pollard 2001, 323) that the burial of transformed materials is an act of 
special treatment bound up in ideologies of symbolic renewal and regeneration. 
The deposition of axes in special places is well known in the Neolithic, as is their 
deliberate destruction. Just like human remains, axes were brought and deposited 
in these special places (Fowler 2003, 49). The acts of destruction and deposition 
at Rothley, along with the prominent round mound on the ridge, allowed such 
references, and helped to forge a link between people and place. The Rothley round 
mound and ‘ritual pits’ to the north may not have been contemporary, but the 
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product of repeated activity in the same spot over a prolonged period of time. The 
Neolithic round mound permanently marked a place in the landscape. Certainly, 
it seems likely that this developed as a ‘special place’ from quite early on, and the 
repeated use of the area would have enhanced that.

Bronze Age remodelling

The Neolithic round mound was remodelled in the Bronze Age, and lies close to three 
Bronze Age barrows 1km north-east in the lower ground at Cossington (Thomas 

Fig. 29. Neolithic activity in relation to Neolithic features at Temple Grange downslope.
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2008, Fig. 32, 34). The Rothley barrow overlooks the three Cossington barrows, 
and may have had an important inter-relationship with them and the intersection of 
the river valleys. 

The dating of the barrow is much earlier than the Early Bronze Age Cossington 
barrows. These are dated relatively well with a large C14 dating sequence, 
indicating the cemeteries began around 1900–1700 BC, and were in use until 
around 1650–1550 BC (Marshall et al. 2008, 96–7). At Loughborough Road, the 
recut ditch contained Beaker pottery, suggesting that the monument was reused in 
the Early Bronze Age. The occurrence of Beaker pottery in the ditch fill mirrors 
a similar situation at Cossington Barrow 2 (Allen 2008, 28, fig. 31.1–2). Earlier 
Neolithic activity preceding the Bronze Age activity was also seen at Cossington and 
Lockington (Thomas 2013, 92).

At roughly 27m in diameter, the Rothley barrow is remarkably similar in shape 
and size (Fig. 32) to Cossington Barrow 3 (Thomas 2008, 47), and, elsewhere in 
the county, Barrow IV at Lockington (Hughes 2000, 99–100). The ‘ring’ ditch also 
had a pronounced ‘angularity’ in its construction, similar to Cossington Barrow 
2, where it was suggested that the monument was dug as a series of conjoined 
segments. These may have been dug by different individuals or families, as part of a 
community effort and clear statement in the landscape (Thomas 2008, 127).

Fig. 30. View of Neolithic activity on the elevation model, in relation to Neolithic 
features at Temple Grange in the foreground, with Loughborough Road barrow in the 

background, looking south–west.
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Enclosing the landscape

By the Late Iron Age the earlier burial monument had partly eroded and its ditches 
had become silted up. Some of the mound was likely still upstanding, however, and 
fossilised as a landmark in the local landscape to which later activity was drawn.

The remains of the monument became the focus for activity in the Iron Age, 
the earliest stages of which consisted of a linear ditch to the north of the barrow. A 
second phase of more intense activity covered a larger area and was characterised 
activity associated with a large rectangular enclosure. The enclosure lay on the same 
alignment as Iron Age ditches found at Temple Grange to the north (Speed 2011, 
13), indicating it was part of a wider area of occupation. This was constructed 
partly along the alignment of the barrow ditch and avoided the central area of the 
mound. It contained a cluster of pits in one corner (to the side of the mound). 

Intriguingly the area is utilised as a small cremation cemetery around 171–159 BC 
(based on C14 dates). Two small cremation burials were inserted into the remaining 
mound. This could indicate a continued perceived importance to the monument, 
despite thousands of years separating the Neolithic burials, Bronze mound and the 
Iron Age burials. The surviving earthwork may have held some significance; the 
seemingly deliberate re-use of earlier prehistoric monuments is known across the 
UK (Hutton 2011), but is rarely seen in Leicestershire, with the notable exception  
of Cossington Barrow 3 where Iron Age pots were dug into the mound (Thomas 
2008, 57).

Fig. 31. The site (‘Rothley barrow’) in relation to Temple Grange, Rothley Lodge and 
Cossington barrows, looking east.
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Fig. 32. Rothley barrow compared to the Cossington barrows.
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A third phase of Iron Age activity can be seen to date to the ‘Belgic’ period, 
roughly AD 30 to AD 60, dated by the Belgic pottery from a small L-shaped ditch, 
and other small enclosure ditches. There is still a degree of respect of avoiding 
the barrow mound area. Again in this phase of activity, human burials (this time 
inhumations) occur within the latest sinuous enclosures.

Anglo-Saxon cemetery: Rothley warrior and the reuse of an ancient landscape

In the early Anglo-Saxon period the area became the focus for a small inhumation 
cemetery (Fig. 33). This is not an uncommon phenomenon, as around a quarter of 
known Anglo-Saxon cemeteries in Britain are associated with ancient monuments, 
most of which are Bronze Age barrows (Williams 1998, 92; Lucy 2000, 125; Crewe 
2008). This discovery, however, is only the second example from Leicestershire, 
the other being from Cossington Barrow 3 (Thomas 2008), and is the larger of 
the two. 

Fig. 33. Anglo-Saxon cemetery and other features.
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Remains of at least 14 inhumations were discovered in and around the location 
of the earlier monument. It is probable that there were originally more, but plough 
damage and the acidic soil conditions will have removed evidence. The burials 
appear to date roughly between AD 550 and AD 650; they were all pagan, and 
the cemetery population consisted of a mixture of men, women and children. The 
orientation of the graves is evenly split: six were aligned roughly south–north, and 
seven were aligned roughly west–east.

Several of the graves contained grave goods, perhaps buried with the individual 
to accompany them to the afterlife. The individual buried within grave [25] was 
the only burial to contain weapons, and the combination of these and a shield 
suggest this was the grave of a male warrior. The location of the objects indicate 
the individual was buried south–north, holding a spear with the blade over (or 
close to) the face. The date of the burial is uncertain, although the items in the 
grave would perhaps indicate an AD 580–600 date. The buckle and spear may have 
been quite old possessions when buried, perhaps as family heirlooms, whereas the 
oak shield, which lay in a central position in the grave, may have been a newer 
item. The collection of items in the grave perhaps hint at the social standing of the 
individual, as it is thought that shields were generally only buried with adult males 
of a relatively high social status (Härke 1992). 

The location of the grave was also interesting, as it cut into the silted-up ditch of 
the earlier and also lay close to the entrance of the Late Iron Age enclosure, perhaps 
indicating a perceived connection to these traces of the past. A post-hole near to the 
grave might suggest that it was marked to avoid later disturbance.

At least two female graves were identified in the cemetery. One lay close to the 
‘warrior’ grave and contained an annular brooch, positioned in the central part of 
the upper body. Another possible female grave contained a complete early Anglo-
Saxon globular vessel, placed on the base at the north-end, and on the western edge, 
at approximately hip/waist height, was a chatelaine chain and hoops, along with a 
chisel and small knife. The annular brooch would fit with the predominant female 
clothing of ‘Anglian’ type.

Child burials were also indicated by the short length and narrow width of several 
grave cuts, although no bones survived. One grave was apparently the end result of 
two smaller pits arranged end on end, perhaps indicating this was a double child 
grave. There were also three instances of partly intercutting adjacent burials, which 
appeared quite deliberate and may indicate familial connections – a parent and child 
perhaps.

It seems probable that an Anglo-Saxon settlement associated with the cemetery 
lay in the immediate vicinity. Two possible Sunken-Featured Buildings (SFBs) were 
located to the south-east of the barrow remains and further scattered pits also attest 
to more general Anglo-Saxon activity in the vicinity. Indeed, in the adjacent field, 
approximately 250m to the north (now under the aptly named Saxon Drive) another 
SFB was discovered (Speed 2011). Early Anglo-Saxon settlement at Rothley may 
have been focused on this area to the south of Rothley brook (close to the former A6 
Woodcock Farm crossroads area). This was very close to the small Roman settlement 
that lay just to the north, on the eastern side of Rothley village (Upson-Smith 2016, 
128). The settlement here may have been a precursor for the growing Saxon estate 
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of the seventh–ninth centuries, in the area of the present village (Upson-Smith 2016, 
128; McLoughlin 2018) – see Fig. 34. The founding of a late seventh–early eighth-
century church and estate on the north side of Rothley brook, in the area of the 
current village, may have been a deliberate choice to cite the Christian church away 
from the pagan burials and remains of earlier prehistoric activity still visible on the 
hillside.

A similar juxtaposition of Anglo-Saxon activity with an earlier burial 
monument was discovered at Cossington Barrow 3 (Thomas 2008) – see Fig. 34. 
Although smaller, the Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Cossington is remarkably similar 
to the Rothley example and appears to have developed in similar circumstances. It 
contained only five identifiable burials, although finds indicate further burials, up 
to around 12, may have formed the cemetery focus (Thomas 2008, 58). There was 
also evidence for associated settlement activity in the vicinity, including an SFB 
and nearby pits. The range of grave goods was also similar, including knives, a 
spearhead and an annular brooch, and the dating of the two cemeteries is broadly 

Fig. 34. Landscape view showing known Anglo-Saxon settlements and cemeteries in the 
area (red squares).
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similar, between the late sixth or early seventh centuries AD. Interestingly, like the 
Loughborough Road cemetery, only one burial contained a shield boss, indicative 
of an individual with warrior status. Perhaps the separate cemeteries at Rothley 
and Cossington reflect two contemporary neighbouring extended family groups, 
comprising a head warrior burial with associated secondary males and female 
adults and child burials.

The Soar valley and its tributaries, particularly the River Wreake, have a relatively 
high density of Anglo-Saxon settlements (Hawkes 2007). Notable settlements include 
Leicester, with a number of excavated SFBs within and outside of the walled Roman 
town, along with cemeteries in areas of former late Roman burials (Speed 2014, 
79–83). Close to Rothley, settlement evidence (SFBs and pits) has also been found 
at Wanlip (Ripper 1998), and an early Saxon bridge at Watermead Park (Ripper 
2004) – see Fig. 34. The largest Anglo-Saxon settlement excavated in the county is 
at Eye Kettleby, further north-east up the River Wreake. The long-lived settlement 
there was inhabited between the late fifth century through to the seventh century 
AD. It consisted of over 45 Anglo-Saxon structures, and interestingly also lay within 
an area of former Bronze Age funerary monuments (Finn 1999 & forthcoming; 
Hawkes 2007, 104).

There is evidence of a number of Anglo-Saxon cemeteries in the area. An 
Anglo-Saxon inhumation cemetery was discovered 2km (1.4 miles) north-west in 
the late nineteenth century during construction of the Great Central Way railway; 
this cemetery was located close to a Roman villa (located on the western end of 
the Ridgeway) (Tucker 1896), shown in Fig. 34. This indicates that Anglo-Saxon 
settlement was taking place close to (but not in the same location) as an earlier 
Roman settlement. An Anglo-Saxon cemetery discovered in the 1960s, 4.5km 
(2.84 miles) south-east at Colby Road, Thurmaston (Williams 1983), located 119 
cremation urns (likely to have been 200–300 urns in total), location on Fig. 34. 
They date from the fifth century through to the mid-sixth century. The early phase 
of the cemetery sees a concentration of urns close to a presumed Bronze Age barrow. 
The later phases seem more haphazard (ibid, 26). An early Anglo-Saxon inhumation 
cemetery was excavated 2km (1.84 miles) south at Longslade School, Wanlip (Liddle 
1981), and a probable Anglo-Saxon cemetery is known at Queniborough (Nicholls 
1815, app. 145–6).

The phenomenon of locating Anglo-Saxon cemeteries within, or close to, earlier 
burial monuments could have been undertaken in an attempt to make a link with 
perceived ‘ancestors’, perhaps to add support to claims on land and resources (Lucy 
2000, 130). An alternative explanation may have been that the Rothley barrow area 
was utilised for its geographical location on high ground overlooking the valley, the 
remnants of the barrow mound simply acting as a convenient landscape marker and 
focus for burial.
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CONCLUSION

The results from the Loughborough Road excavation have added significantly more 
to our understanding of the prehistoric and Anglo-Saxon landscapes of this area, 
showing the multi-period occupation and burial use of the site in the Neolithic, 
Bronze Age, Late Iron Age and early Anglo-Saxon periods.

The Neolithic round mound is regionally a rare discovery. Located on a high 
ridge, it would have been visible from the surrounding river valleys. The mound 
permanently marked a place in the landscape, developing as a ‘special place’ and 
acting as a draw or focus to settlement and activity, such as that evidenced 100m 
downslope (at Rothley Grange; Speed 2015). The (much later) pagan Anglo-Saxon 
cemetery adds to the small number of excavated sites in the county. This cemetery may 
have been located there purely as a convenient re-use of the same space (a prominent 
place in the landscape for burials), or else the earlier prehistoric earthworks may 
have influenced and prompted their chosen burial ground. This small cemetery may 
be evidence for a small extended family group of late Pagan date, perhaps broadly 
contemporary with the Cossington Barrow 3 Saxon cemetery of the later sixth to 
seventh centuries AD. The founding of a late seventh-century church and estate on 
the north side of Rothley brook (in the area of the current village, see Upson-Smith 
2016; McLoughlin 2018), may have been a deliberate choice to site the Christian 
church away from the pagan burials, and earlier prehistoric earthworks still visible 
on the hillside.

This latest phase of work compliments other recent discoveries in Rothley 
reported in TLAHS (see Speed 2015; Clay and Hunt 2016; Hughes 2016; Upson-
Smith 2016; McLoughlin this volume). The village and its immediate environs 
continue to provide fascinating archaeological discoveries, perhaps as a reflection 
of its geographical location on a confluence zone of the rivers Soar, Wreake and 
Rothley Brook, evidently a popular place to live from the Neolithic to the present.
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