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DIGGING UP THE PAST:
COMMUNITY TEST-PIT 
EXCAVATIONS WITH  

CHARNWOOD ROOTS
Julie Attard and Mathew Morris

Between 2014 and 2016, three community digs were carried out in Charnwood 
Forest as part of the Charnwood Roots Project to investigate the origins and 
development of the villages of Anstey, Whitwick and Rothley. Eighty-nine test-
pits were excavated, with more than 450 volunteers taking part.
 The excavations uncovered datable artefacts from the Mesolithic to 
Modern periods. The recovery of artefacts suggests that the test-pitting 
methodology was an effective way of examining currently occupied rural 
settlements (CORS). However, there were notably fewer Saxo-Norman 
and medieval pottery finds than expected. A number of reasons for these 
anomalies are explored in this paper, the most compelling of which is that the 
settlements might have been more dispersed during the medieval period than 
had been thought previously, beginning perhaps as clusters of hamlets and 
later developing as bifocal villages.
 A comparison of the results of the test-pitting programme, with documentary 
evidence from which numbers of households in each village can be estimated, has 
allowed a more nuanced picture to be presented than would be possible from 
the archaeological evidence alone. The study highlights both the value of cross-
disciplinary investigations of rural settlements and the need for more test-pitting, 
both within each of the villages and across the county, to help resolve some of the 
many new questions it raises.

INTRODUCTION

This article reports the results of three community digs carried out in Charnwood 
Forest as part of Charnwood Roots, a Leicestershire Victoria County History 
Trust initiative, funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund, to undertake new historical 
and archaeological research into the histories of 35 towns and villages in, and 
surrounding, Charnwood Forest.

The main event of each dig took place over a July weekend during the Council 
for British Archaeology’s Festival of Archaeology (Anstey 2014; Whitwick 2015; 
Rothley 2016). Firstly, the aim was to answer questions regarding the origins and 
changes in each village over periods of population expansion or contraction, (and in 
certain other specific locations within each village). Secondly, the intention was to 
offer local people an opportunity to participate actively in the project.

The digs involved people of all ages, most of whom had limited or no 
archaeological experience. Novice diggers were supported throughout by a team 
of professional archaeologists from University of Leicester Archaeological Services 
(ULAS) and postgraduate archaeology students from the University of Leicester. The 
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test-pitting methodology followed well-established models for the investigation of 
currently occupied rural settlements (see below). 

It was decided to go further than simply presenting the results of the excavations, 
by considering them alongside available demographic data from surviving 
documentary sources. It was hoped that this approach would shed further light on 
the development of each of the three villages, and determine how far archaeological 
evidence supported the documentary records. By extension, the results could then 
consider the degree to which this excavation strategy could be applied successfully 
to the investigation of settlements in upland landscapes.

DIGGING UP THE PAST WITH CHARNWOOD ROOTS

The wider purpose of the Charnwood Roots project was to provide a foundation 
for the publication of new parish histories within the Leicestershire Victoria County 
History series. A programme of extensive documentary research was undertaken, 
covering a thousand years of history in Charnwood Forest. This was supplemented 

Fig. 1. Map of Leicestershire showing the Charnwood Roots study area, the location of 
the three study villages and other places mentioned in the text.
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with a more limited programme of archaeological research, including community 
excavations, landscape surveys and fieldwalking. 

The research project was designed to provide public benefits such as a 
volunteering programme with new opportunities for people of all ages to engage 
with heritage, and deepen their understanding of the history and archaeology of 
Charnwood Forest.

By working in partnership with project staff, volunteers could access resources, 
training, expertise and ongoing support. Development opportunities included 
learning how to read and interpret medieval and early modern documents, record 
oral history interviews, carry out landscape surveys, and identify archaeological 
artefacts. Volunteers selected activities based on the time they had available, and 
their interests. They enriched the project immeasurably, contributing time, local 
knowledge and expertise. 

Inspired by the evident community and research benefits of similar projects 
undertaken by Mick Aston and Chris Gerrard (Shapwick), members of the Medieval 
Settlement Research Group, Richard Jones, Mark Page and Chris Dyer (Whittlewood 
and Southall), Carenza Lewis (East Anglia and Lincolnshire), Channel 4’s Time 
Team at Great Easton, and for Michael Wood’s BBC2 series Story of England at 
Kibworth, it was decided that Charnwood Roots would include three community 
digs. 

All the villages in the study area were worthy of a community excavation. 
Anstey, Whitwick and Rothley (Fig. 1) were selected partly because the research 
questions we had about these villages could best be answered by test-pitting, and 
partly because we wanted to ensure that volunteering opportunities were spread 
across the project area. The three ‘Big Digs’ offered an opportunity for a much 
wider range of people to become involved in Charnwood Roots than would have 
been possible through the archival research programme. Families, people with 
caring responsibilities, full-time workers and students could all come together for 
one weekend of intense activity, with no obligation to commit further time to the 
project (Plate 1). Participation was open to anyone, and those that felt unable to dig 
assisted with finds processing and with the recording of excavation sites. In all, 450 
people of all ages and backgrounds took part over the three summers.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH FRAMEWORK  
AND METHODOLOGY

Over the last decade there has been a growing recognition that there was a bias in 
rural settlement research which favoured the investigation of deserted and severely 
shrunken medieval settlement sites (DMVs). These sites are now considered to be 
atypical when compared with medieval settlement overall. They tend to be smaller, 
poorer, later historically, less favourably sited and unevenly distributed across the 
country. To redress this imbalance, research has increasingly focused on ‘currently 
occupied rural settlements’ (CORS), areas which, by definition, have been perceived 
to be archaeologically inaccessible. However, it has been demonstrated successfully 
that test-pit excavation (a 1m square pit dug and recorded in a scientific manner 
to recover artefacts and cultural material present in the soil which can tell us what 
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was going on in the past) is a remarkably effective means of recovering useful 
archaeological data from sites otherwise deemed inappropriate (Jones 2004a; 
Cooper and Score 2006; Lewis 2014).

In Leicestershire, CORS are well suited to programmes of test-pit excavation. The 
county has a well-established pottery sequence and a diverse variation of landscape 
and settlement forms, and test-pit excavations have already been undertaken at 
Kibworth, Great Bowden and Market Bosworth.

Mapping data from test-pits, particularly pottery, offers evidence that 
documentary sources cannot provide. They allow investigation into wider research 
themes, particularly prehistoric, Roman and Anglo-Saxon rural settlement patterns, 
landscapes, the origin and development of medieval villages, and the development of 
the agricultural economy and the rural landscape (Cooper 2006; Knight et al. 2012).

Test-pit locations were volunteered by homeowners and public organisations in 
the local communities, thereby producing a random dataset. The suitability of each 
site and the exact location of each test-pit in its respective property was decided prior 
to the excavation in discussion with the landowner. A methodological approach, 
similar to that used at Great Easton and Kibworth, was adopted (University of 
Cambridge’s Cambridge Community Heritage Project, and ULAS (Score 2013). 
Test-pits measuring 1m sq were excavated by hand in a series of 0.1m deep layers 
down to archaeology, the natural substratum, or a maximum safe depth of 1m, 
dependent on which was reached first. All spoil was screened for finds and test-pits 
were recorded using a pro-forma recording system devised for the project, for use by 
members of the public with no previous archaeological experience. 

Plate 1. Volunteers dig a test-pit in a garden in Rothley.
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Research carried out during test-pitting projects at Shapwick, Whittlewood and 
across eastern England (Gerrard and Costen 1997; Jones and Page 2001; Lewis 2005) 
concluded that the recovery of more than five sherds of pottery of either Roman, 
medieval or post-medieval date, from any one test-pit, indicated that occupation 
would have been nearby. The recovery of ten or more sherds from any given test-pit 
suggested occupation in the immediate vicinity. Depending on site-specific and test-
pit-specific factors, sherd counts between two and ten were sometimes considered 
to represent nearby occupation, although not always so. A single sherd, particularly 
if the pottery was small and abraded, was most likely to be associated with non-
habitative activity such as the manuring of arable land with domestic waste. It was 
also recognised that pottery from some periods (i.e. prehistoric and Anglo-Saxon 
pottery which is relatively rare and/or fragile) is less common than others, and 
that similar sherd counts/weights from different periods may in some instances be 
regarded as having widely differing significance (Jones 2004b; Lewis 2005; 2014). 
This criteria was applied to the ceramic assemblage recovered from the test-pits in 
the Project.

THE BIG DIGS

In all, 89 test-pits were dug during the three ‘Big Digs’, and 4,468 datable artefacts 
were recovered, dating from the Mesolithic to the present day. Excavation data 
was initially compiled in unpublished documents on file with Charnwood Roots 
(Bielmann 2014; Tourigny 2015; Janin and Attard 2017). The following text 
summarises and interprets those results providing contextual historic background 
where necessary, but does not include detailed historical or cartographic research 
which was beyond the scope of this paper.

Phasing used to discuss the results from the three villages:

• Mesolithic (c.10,000–4000 BC)
• Neolithic (c.4000–2200 BC)
• Bronze Age (c.2200–700 BC)
• Iron Age (c.700 BC–AD 43)
• Roman (c.AD 43–410)
• Anglo-Saxon (c.AD 410–850)

• Saxo-Norman (c.AD 850–1150)
• Medieval (c.AD 1100–1400)
• Late Medieval (c.AD 1375–1550)
• Post-medieval (c.AD 1550–1850)
• Modern (c.AD 1850–present)

ANSTEY

Anstey has every appearance of being a single, large, nucleated settlement, on the 
south-facing valley-side of the Rothley Brook, between 65m and 110m OD, and 
lying 5.5km north-west of Leicester. However, this appearance is deceptive, as a 
study of historic maps reveal, particularly post-Second World War (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Anstey test-pit locations in relation to modern and first edition OS maps.  
Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right (2017).
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Historic background

The first reference to Anstey is in the Domesday Book (hereafter DB), where it 
appears as Anstige. The name derives from an Old English word often associated 
with wood pasture. It has several possible meanings, but in this instance probably 
refers to a single steep and/or narrow forked track. The settlement may be of late 
Saxon origin, and the names of two of its medieval fields – Stocking and Horserood 
– suggest that they might have been assarted out of the Forest. At the DB Anstey was 
held, like many others in Charnwood, by Hugh de Grantemaisnil (Morris 1975). 
We know relatively little about medieval Anstey, compared with some villages in 
Charnwood Forest, as few of its medieval records survive. As shown by Courtney 
(2003), the settlement appears to have been bifocal, with one settlement cluster to 
the east near the Church, and the other to the west at The Green – the former is 
probably the older settlement of late ninth- to eleventh-century origin, whilst the 
settlement at The Green may not have developed until the twelfth century. Land 
near the Church was granted to Leicester Abbey by the third Earl of Leicester, whilst 
the settlement at The Green was held by the Ferrers family, lords of the manor of 
Groby. Courtney’s topographical research is supported by a small archaeological 
investigation on Cropston Road, where medieval occupation dating from the ninth 
to thirteenth century was excavated at the Co-Op site (Browning and Higgins 2003).

Several documentary sources can be used to understand the size of the settlement 
during the medieval and early modern period, but it is not until the nineteenth 
century that systematic attempts were made to collect comprehensive population 
data. The DB survey is the most well-known example of documentary evidence, 
and the starting point for most discussions of population size. There are several 
other sources, such as tax records from the fourteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, along with ecclesiastical censuses that can be utilised to estimate the 
population at particular points in time. These sources were not intended to provide 
a complete view of the population, and in using them for other purposes caution 
must be exercised. It is necessary to estimate both the average household size at that 
time to use as a multiplier, and to take account of the unrecorded population and 
any likely omissions for each source. The results will only ever be approximations. 
However, their limitations should not be taken as a reason to ignore them as sources 
of evidence.

Table 1 lists a number of sources from the eleventh to early eighteenth centuries 
that are commonly used by historians to estimate population. In each case, 
the number of households and population has been estimated (see appendix for 
calculations, details of the multipliers used and adjustments for omissions). The 
estimates are based on currently accepted models, which may of course change in 
the light of new demographic research.

These figures indicate that Anstey was a relatively small village of about 21 
households at the time of the DB (Morris 1975). By the late fourteenth century it 
had grown to almost double this size, but, as stated above, this takes no account of 
fluctuations in household numbers and population during the intervening centuries 
(Fenwick 1998, 487, 497). The village was scarcely any more populous by the 
sixteenth century, with a population between 150 and 200 people (Sheail 1998, 
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177; Dyer and Palliser 2005, 223, 251). By the late seventeenth century, however, 
the village had grown to perhaps 80–90 households (Broad 2012, 171). The most 
interesting and unique of the sources available for the village is the list of Anstey 
families of c.1719, which appears to list every person in each Anstey household, 
including servants and some children (ROLLR DE 1416/197). We can be relatively 
certain at this point of Anstey’s approximate adult population, but less so of small 
children and infants.

From the eighteenth century onwards there are further records of physical and 
demographic change within the village.  The communal open fields were enclosed in 
1762 and the land divided between 36 landowners, three of whom held more than 
100 acres – the Earl of Stamford, Rector Richard Heard and his wife Mary Heard 
(ROLLR, L914.2 (86/47) and 3D42/5/1). 

After enclosure, many villagers found employment in the expanding hosiery 
trade and by the mid-eighteenth century the village had become an important centre 
for framework knitting, with more than half of the employed population of the 
village working in the industry (Tedd 2012, 10–11). From the 1820s, this trade 
went into decline as work became concentrated in large factories, many of which 
were in Leicester. From the second half of the nineteenth century, the boot and 
shoe industry became central to the village economy. Ancillary industries such as 
tanning, heel- and box-making were established in the village. This trade brought 
about change to the built environment of Anstey. The construction of new factories 
was accompanied by the laying out of streets and the construction of houses for the 
arrival of new workers, as well as infilling in the original core of the village. 

Source Date
Anstey

Estimated no.  
of households

Estimated 
population

Domesday Survey 1086 21 103

14th-century Poll Tax 1377 39 196

14th-century Poll Tax 1379 38 180

16th-century Lay Subsidy 1525 29 143

16th-century Diocesan Population Returns 1563 35 193

17th-century Hearth Tax 1670 66 297

18th-century Ecclesiastical Census  
(Bishop Wake's Census) 1706 82 344

18th-century Ecclesiastical Census  
(Bishop Wake's Census) 1709 70–80 294–336

18th-century Record of Anstey Families c. 1719 89 328

Table 1. Population proxies used to estimate the number of households and size 
of population in Anstey between 1086 and 1719.
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Excavation results

In 2014, 28 test-pits were dug in green spaces across the village (Fig. 2a). Twenty-
four were dug in the front or back gardens of Anstey residents, one in the playing 
field at Woolden Hill Primary School, and three on public land at The Leys, the 
Memorial Field and near Sheepwash Lane. On average the test-pits were excavated 
to a depth of about 0.4m through a sequence of turf or modern overburden, topsoil 
and subsoil. Natural substratum, generally described as a compact red clay or 
orange-yellow sandy-clay, was reached in 18 of the test-pits (64 per cent). At most 
sites, it was clear that the ground had been extensively reworked in the past, either 
through agricultural disturbance, building work or gardening.

Three test-pits contained features. In the front garden of a house on Church 
Lane (TP 18 at No. 12), excavators found a brick wall on a stone foundation, 
built perpendicular to the lane, with a herringbone brick floor to the east. This was 
identified as part of a row of nineteenth-century cottages which occupied Church 
Lane until they were demolished in the late 1950s/1960s. At No. 1 Groby Lane (TP 
22) part of a large shallow pit filled with green-yellow clay was recorded. Excavators 
noted that it was 0.3m deep (between 0.2m and 0.5m below the ground), and that 
it was partly dug into the natural substratum that continued beyond the test-pit to 
the north and west. A single sherd of pot, the only find from Layer 4, and therefore 
likely to have come from the bottom of the pit, was identified as Stamford Ware 
(c.850–1150), and it is possible that this feature is of Saxo-Norman date. In the 
back garden of 74 Hazelhead Road (TP 30), the excavators found that the ground 
in the north-eastern quarter of the test-pit had been cut away and subsequently 
backfilled with modern rubble – the result of 1980s building work.

A small quantity of prehistoric material was found, with six test-pits each 
producing one or two worked flints (Fig. 3a). In the main the assemblage was 
residual, comprising debitage, a by-product of lithic reduction. A seventh test-pit, TP 
3 at Cropston Road, produced six flints from a subsoil layer at the base of the pit. As 
no later material was recovered from this subsoil it could represent an undisturbed 
prehistoric soil layer. Considering the large number of flints from the test-pit, it is 
possible that this was evidence of prehistoric activity in the vicinity. Nearby, at TP 
5 on Charles Drive, the sole flint tool was found – a thumbnail scraper probably of 
Neolithic date. These flints derived mainly from pits along the eastern side of the 
village, just above the modern flood plain of the Rothley Brook.

Four test-pits scattered across the village produced residual Roman material 
(Fig. 3b). Three produced a single pot sherd each, whilst one (TP 5 at Charles Drive) 
produced five. These sherds were all small and abraded, and did not suggest Roman 
occupation in the immediate vicinity. Again, most material derived from the eastern 
side of the village, close to the flood plain, and not from the higher ground to the 
west. Although no Roman sites were recorded in Anstey, potential and known 
Roman sites have been identified (and recorded in the Historic Environment Record) 
to the north, north-east and south-west, all within 1–2km of the test-pits.

No Anglo-Saxon material was recovered, and only two test-pits produced Saxo-
Norman material (Fig. 4a). Both of these were close to the parish church west of The 
Nook, and the material from one (TP 22 at Groby Road) was identified as probably 
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coming from a feature, a large pit, and could be evidence of occupation close by. 
The other test-pit produced a single pot sherd. A small assemblage of Saxo-Norman 
pottery had also been recovered from excavations in 1996 and 2002 at the Co-Op 
site on Cropston Road (Higgins 2000; Browning 2002). The combined evidence 
from these three sites could indicate linear settlement from Cropston Road just east 
of The Nook, and westwards for about 450m along Bradgate Road to Groby Road. 
No Saxo-Norman activity was recorded at The Green.

Forty-two sherds of medieval pot were recovered from 16 test-pits (Fig. 4b). 
Surprisingly, most only produced one or two sherds of residual material, mostly 
small and abraded. Only one produced material of sufficient quantity to suggest 
activity nearby. This was TP 25 on Bradgate Road close to The Green. Nearby, 
two sherds of medieval pot from TP22 at Groby Road could suggest continued 
occupation of this site. Another site of twelfth- to thirteenth-century occupation 
is known on Cropston Road, c.530m to the east. There, excavation recorded 
medieval activity within a raised toft platform, separated from a croft by a hollow-
way. Structural evidence included compacted gravel foundations for a rectangular 
building and three possible post-built structures, whilst the croft contained ridge-
and-furrow extending down to the Rothley Brook. The site appeared to have been 
abandoned in the late thirteenth century (Browning and Higgins 2003). Most of the 
test-pits each producing one or two pot sherds were situated beyond the historic 
village core (as identified on nineteenth-century maps – Fig. 2b), and the presence 
of medieval material in them can probably be attributed to the practice of manuring 
plough soil in fields, along with domestic waste from the village.

Fig. 3. Anstey finds mapped by period (Prehistoric and Roman).
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Fig. 4. Anstey finds mapped by period (medieval and post-medieval).
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Pottery of the later medieval period was even scarcer, with only 13 sherds 
recovered from 11 test-pits (Fig. 4c). No late medieval pottery was recovered from 
the site of earlier medieval activity at TP 25 (Bradgate Road) and the only test-pit to 
produce more than a single sherd was TP 16 on Bradgate Road, opposite the parish 
church.

By the post-medieval period pottery in test-pits had become more profuse, with 
22 pits producing 139 sherds (Fig. 4d). However, only five test-pits produced ten or 
more pot sherds. These focused in two areas: one close to the parish church and the 
other at the southern end of The Green. This distribution is consistent with evidence 
from later nineteenth-century maps (Fig. 2b), which show the most dense occupation 
along Main Street (now the eastern part of Bradgate Road) and Church Lane, 
between Groby Road and The Nook, with more dispersed settlement around The 
Green. Surprisingly, and contrary to Courtney’s proposed twelfth-century settlement 
of The Green, test-pits have revealed no evidence of activity there before the mid-
sixteenth century at the earliest. On the evidence from the test-pits, occupation at 
The Green started at its southern end, closest to the village ‘core’, and spread north 
to eventually enclose it, before the mid-eighteenth century.

WHITWICK 

Whitwick is a large nucleated settlement 2km north-east of Coalville, 19km north-
west of Leicester and 13km north-west of Anstey. The village centre sits at the head 
of a narrow valley, between 120–150m OD, on the confluence of the three streams 
that form the Grace Dieu Brook which flows to the north-west. Today, twentieth-
century housing development has largely joined the village with the neighbouring 
settlements of Thringstone and New Swannington to the west, and the edge of 
Coalville to the south, but the village centre is still contained by the rising ground of 
Broad Hill, Temple Hill and High Cademan to the north, Ratchet Hill and Spring 
Hill to the east, and Red Hill to the west. Historically, the village had a compact 
centre, with linear settlement spreading out along roads to the south, east and north-
west. However, a polyfocal nature is suggested by the intriguing place names ‘City 
of Dan’ near the village centre and ‘City of Three Waters’ 700m to the north-west, 
which appears as a detached area of settlement on the first edition Ordnance Survey 
map (1884) – Fig. 5b.

Historic background

Whitwick is listed in the DB as Witewic, which means either the ‘white farm’ or 
‘Hwita (male personal name)’s farm’. It was a tiny settlement consisting of a single 
household only. This entry may be incomplete, in the light of other sources regarding 
the boundaries and extent of the parish of Whitwick. As with Anstey, the manor was 
held by Hugh de Grantemaisnil (Morris 1975). 

The most prominent extant feature of medieval Whitwick is the motte on Castle 
Hill. There is no documentary evidence for the construction of the castle, but it 
seems likely that it was built sometime during the reign of King Stephen. The castle 
may have had strategic importance in the early thirteenth century as it remained in 
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Fig. 5. Whitwick test-pit locations in relation to modern and first edition OS maps. 
Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right (2017).
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the hands of King John, who appointed a Keeper there in 1204. By the end of the 
thirteenth century the manor and castle were in the hands of John Comyn, Earl of 
Buchan. Whitwick was sufficiently important to be granted a market in 1293 and 
a three-day fair to celebrate the Nativity of St John the Baptist (Farnham 1927,  
231–2). 

The early years of the fourteenth century saw the manor change hands numerous 
times; it was confiscated from John Comyn twice, was the subject of an inheritance 
dispute following John Comyn’s death, only to be secured fraudulently by his 
youngest brother who promptly forfeited it to Hugh le Despenser to cover a £4,000 
debt. John’s nieces, Alice and Margaret, who had claim to the manor, eventually 
secured it through the efforts of Alice’s husband Henry Beaumont. The net effect 
of this upheaval seems to have been neglect of the manor and its properties, and a 
consequent decline in the importance of the village. 

Records from the early fifteenth-century suggest that the village had been 
affected either directly or indirectly by the Black Death. Income in the manor was 
low and properties were recorded as being in a ruinous state. The village population 
may have fallen because of plague, or it could be that survivors had moved to better 
conditions elsewhere at a time when the peasantry could command better wages and 
conditions in exchange for their labour. By 1427, 38 per cent of the 31 messuages in 
Whitwick were uninhabited and the castle described as ‘old and ruinous, in which 
are no buildings and worth nothing yearly’ (Farnham 1927, 238). Whitwick clearly 
had suffered at the hands of successive absentee landlords and the subsequent 
general neglect. Following six generations of Beaumonts, the manor passed again 
to the Crown and, eventually, to the Hastings family in 1612; they held it until the 
nineteenth century.

As with Anstey, there has been very little archaeological investigation in 
Whitwick. Most notably, work during recent development of a new Co-Op store on 
Market Place in the village centre recorded late medieval and post-medieval features, 
including a timber building, pits and boundary ditches (Finn 2013; Bradwell and 
Finn 2016). 

Tax records, ecclesiastical censuses and other population proxies can, again, 
provide us with an indication of the number of households in the village at different 
points in time (see Table 2). The Domesday entry suggests that only part of a 
dispersed settlement was recorded. From the fourteenth-century Poll Tax records we 
can see that the village had about 28 households with a population of approximately 
130. This figure seems to accord with the 1427 document that recorded the total 
available messuages as 31; however, 12 of these were unoccupied. This suggests that 
the population had fallen by almost 40 per cent to about 80 people; even less if each 
family retaining a messuage had been diminished in number. 

We are on even more uncertain ground with the Diocesan Returns of 1563; 
Whitwick, like Anstey, was listed twice with no explanation as to why. If the larger 
of the two possible figures is used, then the village had recovered somewhat with 
perhaps about 36 households, giving a population of approximately 200 (Dyer and 
Palliser 2005, 224, 251). 

For the 1670s we have two different types of source that can be used to estimate 
the population and number of households. The Hearth Tax of 1670 lists 59 
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households altogether, including those listed as exempt from the tax, a population 
of perhaps 260–70 (Hoskins and McKinley 1955, 171). The ecclesiastical census of 
1676, recording communicants, Papists and non-conformists across the villages of 
Whitwick, Swannington and Thringstone, is more difficult to untangle. However, 
a similar census taken some 30 years later gives us the figures for each of these 
three villages separately. If it is assumed that the ratio of population between the 
three neighbouring villages was relatively unchanged in the intervening years, it can 
be inferred that the approximate number of households in Whitwick was 58 in 
1676 (Hoskins and McKinley 1955, 173). This corresponds well with the Hearth 
Tax results of 59 households in 1670. The ecclesiastical census of 1706 and 1709 
produce similar figures of 57 and 60 households respectively, and a population of 
about 250 people (Broad 2012, 749).

As in many other villages in Charnwood Forest, Whitwick’s community began to 
turn to the hosiery trade for employment in the early part of the nineteenth century 
following Parliamentary Enclosure. By the late-eighteenth century there were about 
80 households in the parish, but by 1851 this had grown to some 480 dwellings 
to house 2,836 people living in the village. In the 1830s mining began to replace 
framework knitting as the main source of employment, and the number of mining 
families expanded with the development of the railway and the opening up of 
more pits at Snibston. Other trades and industries were established in the village, 
including a brickworks, watch and clock makers, three mineral water firms and 
‘bawble’ makers, William Rooms and James Peters, who made ornamental objects 
from spar brought in from Derbyshire (Smith 1984, 29–35). The Whitwick Granite 
Company opened in 1893. Whitwick’s industrial expansion ensured that the village 
grew rapidly during the nineteenth century, its population trebling between 1801 and 
1841, and then doubling again between 1841 and 1871. By 1931, the population 

Source Date Whitwick

Estimated 
no. of 

households

Estimated 
population

Domesday Survey 1086 1 5

14th-century Poll Tax 1377 26 131

14th-century Poll Tax 1379 28 128

16th-century Diocesan Population Returns 1563 36 198

17th-century Hearth Tax 1670 59 266

17th-century Ecclesiastical census (Compton Census) 1676 58 261

18th-century Ecclesiastical Census (Bishop Wake’s 
Census)

1706 57 239

18th-century Ecclesiastical Census (Bishop Wake’s 
Census)

1709 60 252 

Table 2. Population proxies used to estimate the number of households and size 
of population in Whitwick between 1086 and 1709.
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of the village was 4,825 (Census data taken from GB Historical GIS / University 
of Portsmouth, Whitwick AP/CP through time | Population Statistics | Total 
Population, A Vision of Britain through Time. URL: http://www.visionofbritain.org.
uk/unit/10393279/cube/TOT_POP (accessed 31 March 2018)).

Excavation results

In 2015, 29 test-pits were dug in green spaces across the village (Fig. 5a). Twenty-
three were dug in the front or back gardens of Whitwick residents and six were dug 
on public open spaces at North Street, Whitwick Park, City of Dan and Hermitage 
Road. On average, test-pits were excavated to a depth of c.0.5m through a sequence 
of turf or modern overburden, topsoil and subsoil. Natural substratum, generally 
described as orange-brown clay or sandy-clay, was reached in 24 of the test-pits (83 
per cent). As at Anstey, at most sites it was clear that the ground was extensively 
reworked. Ground disturbance of nineteenth- and twentieth-century date was 
particularly widespread in the village centre, and was best explained by extensive 
terracing to the steep valley sides.

Four test-pits contained possible archaeological features. In two test-pits (TP 4 
at the Hare and Hounds, City of Three Waters and TP 30 at Silver Street) areas of 
tightly packed stone could be the remains of walls, possibly field boundaries, but 
equally could be geological in origin. More significantly, at TP 16 (Old Convent, 
Parsonwood Hill), excavators dug through a series of compacted gravel surfaces, 
redeposited soil and building rubble, exposing a brick footing laid perpendicular 
to the road c.0.6m below the ground. Pottery from the test-pit was of nineteenth 
century or later date, and the brickwork was probably the footing for a chapel which 
formerly occupied the site when it served as a Roman Catholic convent and school 
(Robinson 1987). Finally, at TP 17 (Cademan Street), brickwork c.0.5m below the 
surface was probably the edge of an old garden path or flower bed, suggesting that 
the ground level was significantly raised in the last 100 years. The test-pit produced 
material of nineteenth century or later date, but did include one of the more topical 
discoveries of the Big Dig, a piece of clay tobacco pipe stem stamped ‘FOOTBALL 
PIPE’ on one side and ‘PLAY UP LEICESTER’ on the other. This is a branded football 
supporter’s pipe which would have been sold at Leicester Fosse (now Leicester City 
FC) football matches in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In all, just four pieces of worked flint were recovered from three test-pits, all 
situated within the valley of the Grace Dieu Brook (Fig. 6a). The assemblage was 
mostly residual and comprised two reworked flakes, and a microblade (TP 8) and 
piercer (TP 23), both of probable Mesolithic date. The piercer was the only find from 
the subsoil at the base of TP 23 and may be from an undisturbed layer. However, 
whilst these finds do reflect activity within the valley in the Mesolithic period, there 
is no indication of occupation in the immediate vicinity.

Unfortunately, evidence of activity in other periods was also scarce. No finds 
of Roman, Anglo-Saxon or Saxo-Norman date were recovered from the test-pits, 
and only six test-pits produced a combined assemblage of 11 sherds of medieval 
pottery (Fig. 6b). This is a remarkably small assemblage for a village considered 
sufficiently important to have had a castle and a market during this period, but 
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Fig. 6. Whitwick finds mapped by period.
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can perhaps best be explained by the absence of test-pits in the village core, where 
other development-led excavations have identified occupation of fourteenth century 
and later date (Bradwell and Finn 2016). For the most part, pottery from test-pits 
was probably in plough soil enriched by manure containing domestic refuse. This 
is especially true of test-pits at Whitwick Park and Church Lane (TPs 10–13), west 
of the village centre, where medieval ridge-and-furrow is still extant. One test-pit at 
George Street (TP 27), however, did produce five sherds of medieval Chilvers Coton 
and Sandy wares, the highest concentration of medieval pottery from any test-pit 
in the village. This might, therefore, be indicating an area of dispersed medieval 
occupation, perhaps to the west of the test-pit at the junction of Hermitage Road 
and Green Lane, and spreading north along Silver Street.

By the late medieval period, only five test-pits produced a combined assemblage 
of six sherds of pottery (Fig. 6c). Four test-pits each produced a single sherd, and 
this again can probably be attributed to manuring. However, two sherds of pottery 
were recovered from TP 27, which might suggest some continuation of the activity 
at the junction of Hermitage Road and Green Lane.

In contrast to earlier periods, post-medieval pottery was abundant in test-pits 
across the village, with 25 test-pits producing 308 sherds (Fig. 6d). Fifteen test-pits 
produced ten or more pot sherds and these appeared to be in scattered foci across 
the village which corresponded with areas of settlement visible on the first edition 
Ordnance Survey map (1884) – in the village centre, along Hermitage Road and 
Silver Street, on North Street at the junction with Brooks Lane and Dumps Road, 
at the City of Three Waters, and on Cademan Street close to the former Marquis 
of Granby public house (Fig. 5b). On this evidence, settlement of Whitwick in the 
post-medieval period, and perhaps earlier, was dispersed in clusters along the valley 
rather than focused in a single nucleated settlement.

ROTHLEY

Today, Rothley is a single large, nucleated settlement, 8km north of Leicester and 
5km north-east of Anstey. The village is predominately sited on the south- and east-
facing valley-side of Rothley Brook, between 45–75m aOD, with a more dispersed 
modern settlement to the west of the village centre and modern housing estates 
occupying ground to the south of the brook. Historic maps show that this is largely 
a post-Second World War development. In the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century the village was bifocal in character, with distinct foci at Cross Green and 
Town Green (Fig. 7). 

Unlike Anstey and Whitwick, there has been extensive archaeological excavation 
around Rothley parish, particularly to the south of the village on the high ground 
between Rothley Brook and the River Soar. There, excavations at Loughborough 
Road have uncovered evidence of settlement dated to the Early Neolithic (c.3520–
3330 BC) and early Late Neolithic (c.2700–2480 BC), as well as a Bronze Age 
cremation barrow, Iron Age and Roman field systems and possible settlement, 
Anglo-Saxon settlement and inhumations, and medieval plough furrows (Speed 
2011 and 2017; Higgins 2013). There is Roman activity west of the village near 
Rothley Station, where a villa site was first identified in 1722, and north-east of 
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Fig. 7. Rothley test-pit locations in relation to modern and first edition OS maps. 
Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right (2017).
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the parish church at The Grange where Roman ditches and timber structures were 
excavated. A number of Anglo-Saxon cemeteries are also known. Near Rothley 
Station finds and graves were recorded in the late-eighteenth century and also during 
the construction of the railway in 1896. In 2016 an inhumation cemetery dating to 
the eighth to tenth century was excavated at the Grange (Upson-Smith 2016, 107). 
So far there have been few investigations within the historic core of the village, 
leaving the potential for archaeological survival largely unknown.

Historic background

The first documentary reference to Rothley is listed in the DB as Rodolei. The name 
is composed of two Old English elements: roth ‘a clearing’, and leah ‘woodland, 
‘wood pasture’ – ‘a woodland clearing’. At the DB Rothley was held by the King, 
and was the head of an extensive soke (an Anglo-Saxon administrative unit) which 
comprised 22 settlements all lying east of the River Soar (Morris 1975). The Rothley 
Church was a minster, a mother church of this extended territory: a connection 
which dates back many centuries, almost certainly to mid-Saxon times, or even 
earlier. There are significant indications that this was a royal estate, stretching far 
into east Leicestershire (McLoughlin 2006, 239). The remains of a Saxon cross in 
the present Church yard has been dated to no later than the late-eighth or ninth 
century (Hughes 2016). 

In 1231, Henry III gave the manor and soke of Rothley to the Knights Templar. 
In addition to the parish church of St Mary the Virgin and St John the Baptist which 
has Norman origins, there is a chapel built by the Knights Templar in the mid-
thirteenth century. This is one of only four others in England which survive intact. 
In 1308, Edward II arrested the English Templars: they were banned totally in 1312 
and all of their properties were transferred to the Knights of St John of Jerusalem, 
who were also known as the Knights Hospitallers. They held Rothley manor until 
the Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1540. 

Subsequently, the manor was sold by the King to Henry Cartwright, who then 
sold it to Ambrose Cave. The Babington family were leasing the property at this 
time and went on to purchase it in 1565. The Babingtons turned the preceptory 
into their family home and constructed a large extension. They held the manor until 
1845 (McLoughlin 2006, 19).

At the DB 48 households were listed here with an estimated population of 
230–50 (Morris 1975) (see Table 3). A copy of a custumal from the mid-thirteenth 
century gives some indication of its growth during the next 175 years. Eighty-four 
tenants were listed in the village representing a population of about 420 (ROLLR, 
File 44’28/867, sixteenth-century copy of a thirteenth-century custumal). 

The fourteenth-century Poll Tax records suggest that the population may have 
shrunk somewhat after 1260 (Fenwick 1998, 487, 495). It is tempting to suggest 
that this could have been brought about by the plagues of the fourteenth century. 
There is no evidence to support this speculation, neither do we know by how much 
the village might have grown after 1259 and before we have the next snapshot of its 
population in the second half of the fourteenth century. All that can be said is that 
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there were about 71 households (a population of around 350) in 1377 (Fenwick 
1998, 487). 

By the sixteenth century, Lay Subsidies and Diocesan Returns display a marked 
decline in the number of households in Rothley. It is possible that the religious 
upheavals of the Reformation and Dissolution had an impact on a village so closely 
identified with the Knights Hospitallers. By the time of the 1670 Hearth Tax Returns 
the village had recovered and was home to over 100 households – an estimated 
population of around 486 (Hoskins and McKinley 1955, 171). The Ecclesiastical 
Census of 1706 rounded figure of 140 families is likely to be an estimate (Broad 
2012, 889). 

The Rothley Temple Enclosure Act of 1782 reorganised the open strip fields 
into compact land holdings (ROLLR, File 4D 72/I/2 Enclosure acts, awards and 
maps). As with other villages in the area, the villagers were forced to find alternative 
sources of work. Many families found employment in the hosiery industry as 
out-workers, in their own homes or workshops behind their properties. As with 
Anstey and Whitwick, Rothley was affected by the decline in the framework 
knitting industry from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, but did not develop the 
industrial character of the some of the Soar Valley villages such as Sileby and Syston 
which lay close to the canal and railway. By 1901 the population was only about 
1,500 (Census data from GB Historical GIS / University of Portsmouth, Rothley CP/
AP/Tn through time | Population Statistics | Total Population, A Vision of Britain 
through Time. URL: http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/unit/10390096/cube/TOT_
POP (accessed 31 March 2018)).

Source Date

Rothley

Estimated no. 
of households

Estimated 
population

Domesday Survey 1086 48 237

Copy of a mid-13th-century custumal c.1259 84 420

14th-century Poll Tax 1377 71 357

14th-century Poll Tax 1379 51 260

16th-century Lay Subsidy 1524 43 214

16th-century Lay Subsidy 1525 35 176

16th-century Diocesan Population Returns 1563 26 143

17th-century Hearth Tax 1670 108 486

18th-century Ecclesiastical Census (Bishop Wake’s 
Census) 1706 140 588

Table 3. Population proxies used to estimate the number of households and size 
of population in Rothley between 1086 and 1706.
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Excavation results

In 2016, 32 test-pits were dug in green spaces across the village (Fig. 7a); 31 in the 
front or back gardens of Rothley residents, and in the former St John Ambulance 
compound on North Street. The test-pits were excavated to a depth of c.0.6m on 
average, going down through a sequence of turf or modern overburden, topsoil and 
subsoil. Natural substratum, generally described as orange-brown clay or clayey-
sand, was reached in 28 of the test-pits (88 per cent). At most sites it was clear 
that the ground had been extensively reworked by agricultural disturbance, building 
work or gardening. Two contained features of potential archaeological interest. Part 
of a large pit, excavated in TP 8 at Town Green, was found to contain large quantities 
of post-medieval and modern pottery and glass and a substantial mortared stone 
footing was found running in a north–south direction along the western edge of TP 
28 at 6 Fowke Street. This was found in the rear garden of a seventeenth-century 
timber-framed cottage and was presumably the footings for a building or garden 
wall. The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map (1888) shows a building occupying this 
part of the garden which had gone by the time of the 2nd edition of 1904.

Compared with Anstey and Whitwick, a comparatively large assemblage of 
worked flint was recovered from test-pits across Rothley; 13 test-pits produced a 
combined assemblage of 21 flints (Fig. 8a). Most test-pits produced just one or two 
flakes, which were predominately debitage, although one from TP 7 at Westfield 
Lane was identified as a fragment of a leaf-shaped arrowhead of probable Neolithic 
date. This was comparable with a complete example found during excavation of 
the Neolithic settlement west of Loughborough Road (Cooper 2011). The flint was 
concentrated in two areas: one west of the centre of the village on the south-facing 
valley side; the other east of the village centre at the northern end of the spur of 
high land between Rothley Brook and the River Soar. The latter could represent 
continuation of settlement associated with the known site to the south, whilst the 
other finds represent activity along the valley of Rothley Brook.

Five test-pits produced Roman pot (Fig. 8b). Of the four in the village centre 
each produced a single sherd, whilst TP 2 at Westfield Lane produced 19 sherds, 
mainly of third and fourth century date. This is unsurprising as the pit lay next to a 
known villa site where the foundations of a large courtyard house, with tessellated 
pavements and a hypocaust (possibly suggesting a bath house), have been recorded 
(Liddle 1982). More surprising is the absence of Roman finds elsewhere in the 
village, particularly in the village centre close to a second known settlement site at 
The Grange (Upson-Smith 2016).

No Anglo-Saxon pot was found: this also was a surprise as two Anglo-Saxon 
cemeteries are known in the village, one to the west near the Roman villa site, and 
one in the centre of the village north-east of the church. Three test-pits produced 
one or two sherds each of Stamford Ware (c.850–1250). These were all identified as 
twelfth- or early thirteenth-century fabrics, and have been included in the medieval 
pot assemblage.

Medieval pottery was also scarce, with only five test-pits producing a combined 
assemblage of 26 sherds (Fig. 9a). All produced more than one sherd, but only three 
(TP 2 at Westfield Lane, TP 9 at Town Green and TP 37 at Loughborough Road) 
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produced five or more sherds. Little evidence of medieval activity was found in the 
vicinity of Cross Green or the parish church, with only one of six test-pits (TP 24 at 
Anthony Street) producing a single sherd of pot and a piece of ridge tile. Insufficient 
material was recovered to allow any meaningful conclusions regarding the medieval 
settlement pattern. The somewhat bigger quantities of medieval pottery recovered 
from TP 2 and TP 37 to the east and west of the village core are particularly 
interesting, as there is no evidence of post-medieval activity in the vicinity of these 

Fig. 8. Rothley finds mapped by period (Prehistoric and Roman).
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Fig. 9. Rothley finds mapped by period (medieval and post-medieval).
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test-pits until the nineteenth century or later. Loughborough Road, however, is the 
old turnpike running from Loughborough to Market Harborough (the A6 before 
the village was bypassed), which was of much older origin. It would be likely that 
there might be isolated medieval settlement along its route as evidence from TP 
37 suggests. This is also true of TP 2, which is only c.650m west of the Knights 
Templar preceptory at Rothley Temple. Here, too, there could be dispersed activity 
associated with the Templar’s estate. By the nineteenth century this area of higher 
ground north of Rothley Brook is dotted with isolated farms, the type of settlement 
that could have been seen in the medieval period.

It is only in the late medieval period that test-pits produced evidence which 
suggested bifocal settlement. Nine test-pits produced a combined assemblage of 21 
sherds of medieval pottery (Fig. 9b). Only one test-pit produced five or more sherds 
(TP 8 at Town Green); however, the distribution of test-pits producing fifteenth-
century material does suggest two foci of activity: one at Town Green and one east 
of Cross Green and north of the parish church along Fowke Street. No evidence of 
activity in the vicinity of TP 2 and TP 37 was recorded, and the small quantities 
of late medieval pottery from test-pits east and west of the village core, close to 
Rothley Temple and Loughborough Road, are probably best attributed to manuring 
scatters in fields surrounding the village.

The bifocal nature of settlement at Rothley from the late medieval period onwards 
is further emphasised by the distribution of post-medieval pottery, with 31 test-pits 
producing 508 sherds (Fig. 9c). Fifteen test-pits each produced ten or more sherds 
confirming occupation at Town Green, around Cross Green and the parish church, 
and along Woodgate. Peripheral pottery finds to the north and west of the village 
core might be evidence of manuring in fields, or activity associated with several 
dispersed farms and dwellings which can be identified on the first edition Ordnance 
Survey map in these areas (Fig. 7b). Only the area west of Loughborough Road, 
between it and Rothley Brook, turned up a large quantity of pottery at variance with 
the known pattern of post-medieval habitation in the area which was not developed 
until after the Second World War. Alternatively, it could be that the group of small 
fields in this area had been more effectively manured with refuse from the village 
than from elsewhere.

DISCUSSION

There are fundamental unknowns with this type of sampling. Many factors will 
have affected the deposition, preservation and movement of the ceramic material, 
and the extent to which the excavated sample is representative of past activity in the 
vicinity.

In Anstey only 63 per cent of the test-pits were dug down to the natural; this 
was largely due to time constraints, adverse weather and the inexperience of the 
excavators. This led to several pits not being dug deep enough to reach pre-post-
medieval deposits and therefore did not present a complete picture of the activity 
in their vicinity. This is particularly significant as unfinished test-pits were more 
likely to be in the historic core of the villages where soils were deeper. This was 
less a problem in Whitwick and Rothley where 83 per cent, and 88 per cent, of the 
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test-pits were finished. Additionally, the lack of available or suitable green spaces in 
the historic core of all three villages – particularly around The Nook at Anstey, the 
Market Place at Whitwick and Cross Green at Rothley could have left artificial gaps 
in the dataset. Finally, it was discovered that the ground in some areas, particularly 
in Whitwick and Rothley, had been extensively disturbed, primarily because of the 
recent terracing of hillsides. This often led to soil being imported from unknown 
sources to artificially raise the ground level, making it difficult to reach or find 
undisturbed ground, leading to uncertainty regarding the provenance of the finds 
recovered.

However, previous research (Gerrard and Costen 1997; Jones and Page 2001; 
Lewis 2005) has successfully established that some general, flexibly applied patterns 
of occupation can be inferred from the ceramic assemblages in test-pits, despite most 
of the datable material coming from re-worked ground.

Overall, the results from Anstey, Whitwick and Rothley were mixed. The recovery 
of artefacts of prehistoric, Roman, Anglo-Saxon, post-medieval and modern date 
were consistent with recovery rates from other towns and villages in Leicestershire 
(see Table 4 and Fig. 10); the sole anomaly was the higher than average quantity of 
Roman pottery from Rothley. This can be accounted for by the proximity of one 
test-pit lying next to a known villa site. No new prehistoric or Roman sites were 
identified and, with the exclusion of the Rothley villa, the few finds represent low-
density activity during these periods in this area.

In comparison with the wider data available for Leicestershire there was a 
relatively low quantity of Saxo-Norman and medieval pottery present, particularly 
considering that the three villages are all documented from the late eleventh 
century onward. All three produced less-than-average amounts of Saxo-Norman 
pottery, whilst Whitwick and Rothley produced less than average quantities of 
medieval pottery, and Anstey and Whitwick produced less than average quantities 
of late medieval pottery. In this, these three villages are not unique. Elsewhere in 
Leicestershire, test-pits at Market Bosworth also produced a below average amount 
of Saxo-Norman pottery, at Kibworth well below average amounts of medieval 
pottery, and at Great Bowden and at Kibworth below average quantities of late 
medieval pottery. Conversely, Anstey produced an above-average assemblage of 
medieval pottery and Rothley of late medieval pottery. Several contributing factors 
could account for this. It is possible that during the Saxo-Norman and medieval 
period the villages were predominately aceramic. This is unlikely considering the 
above-average trend for the assemblage from Anstey, and the positive recovery rate 
from the other excavations in the villages, notably the two Co-op sites in Anstey and 
Whitwick (Browning and Higgins 2003; Bradwell and Finn 2016).

Another possibility is that the pottery was being efficiently removed from 
occupation sites to communal middens, or out into the surrounding fields as 
manure. Jones observes that the maintenance and improvement of soil fertility was a 
major pre-occupation for arable farmers of every social level throughout the Middle 
Ages (2004b, 159), with village bailiffs and reeves charged with the creation and 
collection of animal dung, green manure, household waste and sewage, to fertilise 
and marl the village and demesne fields. This practice is evident in the relative 
absence of medieval material from test-pits in the historic cores, counterbalanced by 
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a low-density scatter of medieval material from more marginal test-pit sites. This is 
particularly evident at Whitwick, where one of the main concentrations of medieval 
pottery was recovered from an area of playing field in which medieval ridge-and-
furrow was still extant, and a similar distribution pattern can also be seen at Anstey 
and Rothley.

The polyfocal nature of settlement of the three villages means that activity in 
them was more dispersed and potentially harder to find archaeologically than that 
in a more nucleated settlement. This is particularly true at Whitwick where the DB 

Village Prehistoric Roman Anglo-
Saxon

Saxo-
Norman Medieval Late 

medieval
Post-
medieval

Anstey 0.00% 1.28% 0.00% 0.48% 6.70% 2.07% 89.47%

Whitwick 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 1.70% 0.93% 97.37%

Rothley 0.00% 3.78% 0.00% 0.33% 4.27% 3.45% 88.18%

Kibworth1 0.00% 0.09% 0.19% 1.32% 1.65% 1.14% 95.61%

Great Bowden2 0.00% 1.43% 0.00% 3.71% 6.02% 1.90% 86.94%

Market Bosworth3 0.10% 0.53% 0.14% 0.33% 7.88% 3.70% 87.32%

Leicestershire (ave.) 0.02% 1.19% 0.06% 1.03% 4.70% 2.20% 90.82%

 
Data from: 1) Blinkhorn (2009) 2) Blinkhorn (2014) 3) Sawday (2017)

Table 4 and Fig. 10. The Saxo-Norman and medieval pottery assemblage from six towns 
and villages in Leicestershire by period and percentage of assemblage, and the average 
pottery assemblage for Leicestershire generated from data collected from 187 test-pits 

from the six settlements.
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records only one household. Whilst this entry may be incomplete, it nevertheless 
implies dispersed settlement, a characteristic supported by the distribution of the 
medieval and post-medieval pottery assemblage. It may also be the case at Rothley 
where the pottery assemblage also suggests settlement was perhaps more dispersed 
than previously thought.

Elsewhere in Leicestershire a similar pattern can be seen. In the polyfocal villages 
of Kibworth Harcourt and Beauchamp, and Smeeton Westerby, the recovery of 
medieval pottery was also below average, whilst the more nucleated settlements at 
Great Bowden and Market Bosworth produced above-average assemblages. This 
may also account for the above average assemblage from Anstey, which may have 
started as a single settlement and only became polyfocal in the late medieval or early 
post-medieval period.

At present, it is unclear whether one, all or any of these factors have contributed 
to the relatively low recovery rate of Saxo-Norman and medieval pottery. Data 
collected raises more questions than it answers. These can only be answered by 
digging more test-pits in the three villages to increase the data set.

Interestingly, with some exceptions the pottery assemblages in the three villages 
do not reflect their historically documented populations in the medieval period (see 
Tables 1– 3). At Anstey, the village population appears to have been relatively small 
and slow growing through the eleventh to sixteenth centuries. Pottery distribution 
also shows little change between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries. However, a 
significant drop in late medieval pottery is recorded, with a percentage fall of 83.3 per 
cent in test-pits producing habitative quantities of late-fourteenth to mid-sixteenth-
century material (see Table 5). Research in other CORS projects has suggested 
that the change in relative amounts of medieval (copious) to later medieval (much 
scarcer) pottery is evidence of changes in medieval demography, with the pottery-
using population across eastern England being 44 per cent lower in the centuries 
after the Black Death than before (Lewis 2016) – data for Leicestershire so far 
suggests a fall, on average, of 24 per cent. If this is true, the pottery results for Anstey 
suggest that the population was decimated in the late medieval period. Frustratingly, 
in some places, it is possible to triangulate the results against population proxies 
from the early and late fourteenth century (i.e. pre- and post-plague outbreaks). 
However, the Charnwood lay subsidy records from the early fourteenth century 
record suspiciously low numbers, suggestive of substantial omissions, and so they 
cannot be reliably used in this instance. 

Whitwick has a similarly significant percentage fall in pottery of 50 per cent, 
which does correspond with sources from the early fifteenth century which record 
that 38 per cent of the messuages in Whitwick were uninhabited by 1427. The 
absence of Saxo-Norman pottery also fits with the tiny settlement size recorded at 
the DB in the late-eleventh century. However, the village’s apparent importance in 
the thirteenth century, as seen in documentary sources, is not reflected in the tiny 
pottery assemblage.

Conversely, at Rothley historic records suggest a relatively large and growing 
village through the medieval period – a fact not reflected in the pottery assemblage 
– with a marked decline in the number of households sometime between the late 
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fourteenth-century poll tax and the early sixteenth-century lay subsidy – again, a 
pattern not reflected in the pottery assemblage which instead records a percentage 
rise of 20 per cent in test-pits producing habitative quantities of late medieval 
pottery. However, the village’s recovery by the mid-seventeenth century, as recorded 
in the hearth tax returns, is clearly demonstrated in the pottery assemblage, with 
90.6 per cent of test-pits producing habitative quantities of post-medieval pottery.

CONCLUSION

The test-pitting programme added useful data to the archaeological record for each 
of the three villages in a way that no other technique can provide. The digs raised 
further questions about the patterns of settlement, and it seems that the villages 
investigated had a more dispersed settlement pattern than we had expected, with 
several clusters or hamlets forming rather later into bifocal villages. 

Methodologically, the results raise questions about the applicability of the 
technique in upland landscapes. It may be that much larger numbers of test-pits are 
required to ensure that these dispersed clusters of settlement are not missed. It may 
be that test-pitting needs to be supported by more extensive fieldwork, such as a 
comprehensive programme of fieldwalking, to see whether more intensive manuring 
practices are responsible for greater levels of pottery removal from the village centre. 

The value of cross-disciplinary study is self-evident. Combining the evidence 
from documentary sources and the excavations allows a more nuanced picture to be 
constructed, and helps to test the validity both of the methods used and assumptions 
made based on the pottery evidence. Clearly, a larger dataset is required to draw 
more meaningful conclusions. There is scope for further excavations of this kind in 
these three villages, and others villages within Charnwood Forest.

The benefits of community excavations stretch far beyond the research outputs. 
The Big Digs increased community engagement in archaeology to a significant 
degree, as well as increasing the membership of existing archaeological and historical 
groups: two new community groups have been established to further investigate the 
history and archaeology of Charnwood Forest. 
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APPENDIX

This appendix provides details of the underlying data from which estimates of 
households and populations were calculated and gives information about the 
multipliers used. 

Domesday Survey: Anstey had 21 households (13 villeins, four bordars, four servi). 
Whitwick is listed in Domesday as having only one household, a border. Rothley 
had 48 households (29 villeins with a priest and 18 bordars). A multiplier of 4.5 was 
used and it has been assumed that slaves were also heads of households; 10 per cent 
was added for omissions. See Morris, J. (1975), Domesday Book Leicestershire, 
Chichester: Phillimore, 13:22 (Anstey), 13:68 (Whitwick) and 1:3 (Rothley). 

1377 Poll Tax: Fenwick’s method of calculation uses the total sum collected, 
divided by 4d per head. Then, a multiplier of 1.9 is applied to get the approximate 
population. The household figures have been calculated by checking the numbers 
of couples and widows listed, and assuming that single people with the same family 
name as a couple and slaves are part of other households. Only in Whitwick do we 
have both the returns and the receipts. The original figures for 1377 were Anstey: 
88 in the returns, 103 as calculated by Fenwick; Whitwick: 64 in the returns and 
69 in the receipts, 69 as calculated by Fenwick; Rothley: 131 in the returns, 188 as 
calculated by Fenwick. See Fenwick, C. C. (1998). The Poll Taxes of 1377, 1379 
and 1381. Part 1 Bedfordshire–Leicestershire. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
487–8, 549, 552–3, 565–6.

1379 Poll Tax: These were incorrectly ascribed by Farnham to a date of 1377. 
Fenwick’s method of calculation uses the total sum collected, divided by 4d per 
head. Then, a multiplier of two is applied to get the approximate population. The 
household figures have been calculated by checking the numbers of couples and 
widows listed, and assuming that single people with the same family name as a 
couple and servants are part of other households. The original figures for 1379 
were Anstey: 58 in the returns, 90 as calculated by Fenwick; Whitwick: 39 in the 
returns, 64 as calculated by Fenwick; Rothley: 81 in the returns, 130 as calculated 
by Fenwick. The results suggest substantial under-reporting in Rothley in 1379. See 
Fenwick, C. C. (1998). The Poll Taxes of 1377, 1379 and 1381. Part 1 Bedfordshire–
Leicestershire. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 495–7.

1524 and 1525 Lay Subsidies: The figure for Anstey was 18 taxed individuals listed 
in 1524 and 22 in 1525. Rothley had 33 taxed individuals listed in 1524 and 27 
in 1525. Sheail’s method of calculating populations from these figures is to use a 
multiplier of 6.5 to account for both children and omissions. See Sheail, J. (1998a). 
The Regional Distribution of Wealth in England as Indicated in the 1524/5 Lay 
Subsidy, 176–7.

1563 Diocesan Population Returns: Anstey appears twice in the list, with 35 
households and 24 households respectively. It is unclear whether the smaller figures 
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are part of the larger. The larger figure of 35 households was used here. Whitwick 
also appears twice in the list with 36 and 21 households. The larger figure of 36 
households was used. In Rothley, 26 households are recorded. Dyer and Palliser 
suggest a multiplier of between five and six to get the population, so 5.5 was used 
here. See Dyer, A. and Palliser, D. M. (2005). The Diocesan Population Returns for 
1563 and 1603, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 223–4, 251–5, 376–85. 

1670 Michaelmas Hearth Tax: Anstey had 66 households, of which 46 were paying 
and 20 were exempt. Whitwick had 59 households, of which 42 were paying and 17 
were exempt. Rothley had 108 households, of which 60 were paying and 48 were 
exempt. A multiplier of 4.5 was used to calculate the population figure from the 
number of households. See Leicestershire VCH, Vol. 3, 171.

1676 Compton Census: Only data for Whitwick was used in this study; 483 people 
were listed, including communicants, papists and non-conformists. The figure here 
must also include Swannington and Thringstone. The only tool available to establish 
how many of these were living in Whitwick is the ratio derived from the 1709 
census of 3:2:4 (Whitwick: Swannington: Thringstone). A tentative suggestion for 
the communicants in each village would be 161 communicants in Whitwick, 107 in 
Swannington and 215 in Thringstone. This would give 58 households for Whitwick 
by dividing the number of communicants by 2.8 to reach the household figure. This 
is reassuringly similar to the other ecclesiastical census figures for the village. The 
population can then be estimated by multiplying the number of households by 4.5 
to arrive at a population of approximately 261. See Leicestershire VCH, Vol. 3, 173.

1706 and 1709 Bishop Wake’s Visitation Returns: 82 families were listed in Anstey 
in 1706 and 70–80 in 1709 (these are listed under the entry for Thurcaston). The 
1706 data for Whitwick is slightly more complicated as it appears to also include 
data for Swannington and Thringstone. The combined total for these three villages 
was 170 in 1706. However, the 1709 census provides not only a combined total 
of 180 families, but also shows how these were divided between the three villages: 
60 were in Whitwick, 40 in Swannington and 80 in Thringstone. Notwithstanding 
the suspiciously round figures, this provides us with a ratio that can be used to 
extrapolate the number of households in Whitwick in 1706, a figure of 57. It was 
assumed that the ratio of population did not vary dramatically between 1706 and 
1709. Data for Rothley is only available for 1706 where 140 families are listed. 
A multiplier of 4.2 can be used to convert the number of families to the total 
population. See Broad, J., ed. (2012) Bishop Wakes Summary of the Visitation 
Returns from the Diocese of Lincoln (1706–1715), Part 2: Outside Lincolnshire, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 746, 749, 889.
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