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Oxford Archaeology excavated four burnt mounds beside a minor tributary 
stream of the River Sence at Hugglescote, Coalville, North West Leicestershire, 
each comprising a mound of charcoal and burnt stone, associated with one or 
more hearths and troughs. Tree-throw holes and possible man-made pits sealed 
beneath the mounds, as well as a small assemblage of worked flint, attested to 
limited activity during the Mesolithic and Neolithic periods. Radiocarbon dating 
indicated that the earliest mound was in use during the early Bronze Age, while 
the other mounds were later – dating from the middle Bronze Age. 

This article is summarised from a detailed site report, including full specialist 
reports, which is available at the OA Library at https://library.thehumanjourney.
net/4719/ and will be made available through the OASIS website. The project 
archive will be deposited with Leicestershire County Council Museums Service 
under accession code X.A.51.2014.

INTRODUCTION

Prior to the construction of housing, a sequence of archaeological investigations 
(CgMs 2011; Northamptonshire Archaeology 2011; OA 2011; OA 2014) 
were undertaken in the valley of a minor tributary stream of the River Sence at 
Hugglescote, a village at the southern limit of Coalville, North West Leicestershire 
(Fig. 1; NGR SK 418 135). 

The investigations culminated in the excavation in 2014 and 2015 of four burnt 
mounds: one dating from the early Bronze Age, the other three to the middle Bronze 
Age, which are the main subject of this article. The mounds are quite typical of such 
features, each consisting of deposits of burnt stone associated with one or more 
troughs of varying form, lying close to a watercourse. Equally typically, although 
charcoal was plentiful, very few artefacts were associated with the mounds, and of 
the small number that were recovered, some, including Mesolithic and Neolithic 
flints, were clearly residual.

The irregular area of the development lay to the rear of houses along Standard 
Hill and Highfield Street. It encompassed both sides of a valley, along which a small 
brook flows southward towards the River Sence, near Ibstock (Fig. 1). A tributary 
stream, which rises to the north-west, flows across the site and joins the brook at the 
site’s south-eastern edge. From the valley floor at 133m OD, the land rises to 159m 
OD at the junction of Standard Hill and Highfield Street. The underlying geology to 
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Fig. 1. Site location plan.
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the west of the brook consists of Tarporley siltstone, and to the east of mudstone of 
the Radcliffe member (mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain). The base of the valley 
is filled with alluvium.

A magnetometer survey (Northamptonshire Archaeology 2011) and subsequent 
evaluation trenching (OA 2011) identified the location of the four burnt mounds, 
and two areas were, as a result, selected for excavation (Figs 1–3). Following the 
excavation of these two areas, a small extension was added to Area 1 to allow further 
investigations of the troughs associated with burnt mound 1 (Fig. 2). Three of the 
burnt mounds extended beyond the area of the housing development (to the south 
of Area 1 and to the east of Area 2) and these deposits are therefore retained in situ.

ENVIRONMENT AND ACTIVITY BEFORE THE  
BURNT MOUNDS

Buried soils were preserved beneath each of the burnt mounds, and features that 
must pre-date the activity associated with the mounds were sealed beneath the soils 
below mounds 1 and 2. The feature (268) beneath burnt mound 1 could have been 
either a pit or a tree-throw hole (Fig. 8). Below the buried soil beneath burnt mound 
2, were a probable man-made pit (171) and a shallow, slightly irregular feature 
(203) that may have been natural in origin (Fig. 7). A number of other features were 
found below burnt mound 2 that cut the buried soil, but that did not contain the 
charcoal-rich fills of burnt stone that characterised most of the features associated 
with the burnt mound (Fig. 7). These features comprise a possible tree-throw hole 
(169) seen only in section, and a pit (183). A number of features elsewhere on the 
site were identified as possible tree-throw holes and may pre-date the mounds. 
Many of these (140, 144, 146 and 151) lay close to burnt mound 2 (Fig. 2), but 
others (215, 249 and 251) were found between burnt mounds 3 and 4 (Fig. 3). 
Other undated features that may have pre-dated the burnt mounds included shallow 
pits 110 and 118, near burnt mound 2, which appeared to have been dug to bury 
large (unworked) stones (Fig. 2), a shallow, slightly irregular pit (256) to the west of 
burnt mound 3 (Fig. 3), and a substantial post hole (154) with a distinct post pipe 
and stone packing close to burnt mound 2 (Fig. 2). 

Micromorphological assessment of the soils buried below burnt mounds 1 and 4 
(Macphail 2016) indicated that both were woodland soils, stagnogleyic argillic brown 
earths (Ragg et al. 1983), which is consistent with the presence of tree-throw holes 
beneath the mounds. The absence of evidence for any significant anthropomorphic 
effects upon the soils suggests that the immediate environment of the burnt mounds 
was not much affected by human activity before the burnt mounds, or in the period 
between the early Bronze Age mound 4 and middle Bronze Age mounds.

Limited evidence for activity during the Mesolithic period was, however, indicated 
by the recovery of an assemblage of just 13 flint artefacts, mostly unstratified or 
residual in later deposits, although two broken blades came from post hole 154 and 
a core rejuvenation flake from the buried soil beneath mound 2. The only piece that 
might on typological grounds have been contemporaneous with the earliest burnt 
mound was a side-scraper recovered from the modern topsoil. A sandstone rubber 
was also recovered from the buried soil beneath mound 2.
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Fig. 3. Plan of Excavation Area 2.
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THE BURNT MOUNDS

Chronology: radiocarbon dates 
Chris Hayden

A series of seven radiocarbon dates were obtained from the burnt mounds (Fig. 4). 
The dates suggest that the burnt mounds derive from two phases of activity: one 
in the early Bronze Age, represented by burnt mound 4; and another in the middle 
Bronze Age, represented by the other three burnt mounds. The dates suggest a hiatus 
of at least 50 years and more probably of between 340 and 550 years between the 
two phases of activity.

Three dates were obtained from contexts that were related to burnt mound 4. 
The earliest date from this mound (SUERC-36546) is, however, noticeably earlier 
than the other two dates (UBA-30016 and UBA-30015), and whether the earliest 
date should be regarded as having derived from activity related to the burnt mound 
is open to question. The two later dates place burnt mound 4 in the early Bronze 
Age, probably beginning 2050–1940 cal BC and ending 2000–1860 cal BC (68% 
probability). If the earliest date is, however, regarded as having been related to the 
use of the mound, then the period in which it was in use could have extended back 
into the late Neolithic/early Bronze Age, probably beginning in the period 2320–
2060 cal BC and ending 2010–1800 cal BC (68% probability).

The dates for the remaining three burnt mounds are much more consistent. All 
of them fall somewhere in the period between around 1500 cal BC and 1290 cal 
BC (at 68%). Overall, the available dates suggest that these three burnt mounds 
were probably in use over a period of between 90 and 280 years (68%) and more 
certainly for a period of between 40 and 520 years (95%). The dates do not give a 
clear indication of whether the three mounds were in use at the same time or formed 
a sequence. The dates from burnt mounds 2 and 3 (UBA-30013 and UBA-30017), 
however, pass a chi-squared test (T=0.5 (5% 3.8), df=1), indicating that they could 
have been contemporaneous (Ward and Wilson 1978). It therefore seems likely that 
there was either some overlap between the periods of use of these two mounds or 
that they were at least close in date.

Burnt mound 4: the early Bronze Age

The early Bronze Age burnt mound (4; Fig. 5) was probably the smallest of the burnt 
mounds, consisting of an irregularly shaped deposit of burnt stone and charcoal-
blackened soil (236) with a projection on the north side, which, overall, measured 
11m × 10m across and was 0.2m deep. Like the other mounds, the stones included 
heat-shattered quartzite and quartzitic sandstone pebbles, as well as fragments of 
reddened siltstone.

The mound covered two troughs (326 and 320/2404; Figs 5–6), both of which 
were roughly rectangular features with generally steep sides and flat bases, cut 
through the buried soil (237). A shallow gully (322), 0.16m deep, curved slightly 
around the eastern end of trough 326. All of these features contained fills consisting 
of burnt stone and blackened soil, which were similar to the overlying burnt mound 
deposits. The basal fill of trough 320/2402, however, consisted of a thin layer of 
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Fig. 4. Modelled radiocarbon dates from the burnt mounds and associated troughs.
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Fig. 5. Plan and sections of features below burnt mound 4.
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pale brownish-grey clay (2405) that may have settled on the base of the trough 
whilst it was full of water. The size of the two troughs (1.6m × 1.3m and 2.5 × 
1.3m) is comparable to the smaller troughs from the later mounds (although the 
later mounds also cover larger examples).

Burnt mounds 1 to 3: the middle Bronze Age

The middle Bronze Age mounds all extended beyond the area of the housing 
development (and thus of the area which could be excavated), and their precise 
dimensions are not, therefore, known. In most cases, a distinction could be made 
between the mound proper and a wider area of burnt material, which seemed to 
have been spread from the mound. In the case of burnt mound 1, for example, the 
mound proper consisted of a deposit measuring 14.5m × 12m, but further, less stony 
deposits extended to the south and east, which may have consisted of redeposited 
material that had eroded from the mound. Similar, less stony material, perhaps 
eroded from the mounds proper, was noted on the eastern side of mound 2 and to 
the west, north and south of burnt mound 3.

Despite the lack of precise information about the size of the middle Bronze Age 
burnt mounds, burnt mound 3 could have been of similar size to the early Bronze 
Age burnt mound (with a maximum width of 11m within the excavated area), but 
mounds 1 and 2 were clearly larger, with maximum widths within the excavation of 

Fig. 6. Trough 326 and gully 322 during recording (scale is 0.5m).
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30m and 25m respectively. The latter two mounds (1 and 2) also consisted of deeper 
deposits of burnt material, measuring up to 0.48m and 0.38m deep respectively, 
compared to a maximum depth of 0.13m in the case of mound 3. 

The composition of the mounds was similar to that of the earlier burnt mound 
4, consisting of burnt, fire-cracked stones in black, charcoal-rich sediment. Several 
large stones, measuring between 0.5m and 0.7m in length, were located within burnt 
mound 3. They appeared to be neither deliberately shaped nor burnt and it was 
uncertain whether they had been placed deliberately or were naturally occurring 
pieces.

The possibility that the greater width and depth of burnt mounds 1 and 2 
compared to mound 3 reflects longer periods of use is perhaps supported by the 
number of associated troughs. Whereas only one trough (230) was found (within 
the excavations) associated with burnt mound 3 (Fig. 3), there were three below 
burnt mound 2 (Fig. 7) and a sequence of four in the case of burnt mound 1 (Fig. 8). 
For the middle Bronze Age mounds, there is thus a quite clear correlation between 

Fig. 7. Features below burnt mound 2.
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the number of troughs and the apparent size of the mounds. In the case of burnt 
mound 4, the troughs formed a stratigraphic sequence (the earliest, 301, being cut 
by 299 and 309, and 309 being cut by 311/332; Figs 8–9), and, whilst it is possible 
that some of them formed a connected series of features that were in use at the 
same time, it seems more likely that they formed a sequence – with the later troughs 
replacing the earlier. 

The chronological relationships between the burnt mounds and the troughs 
appeared to vary. In most cases, the troughs were covered by the burnt mound 
deposits and were filled with deposits of the same material. (The only exceptions to 
this were a layer of grey clay in the base of trough 164/244, a thin layer of yellowish 
brown sand in the base of trough 299, and some brown clay on the southern side 

Fig. 8. Features below burnt mound 1.
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of trough 311/332.) It thus seems likely that in most cases the original deposits of 
burnt material which formed the burnt mounds, deposited whilst the troughs were 
in use, have been disturbed and redistributed after the troughs had gone out of use. 
The smallest mound – burnt mound 3 – was, however, unique in that the associated 
trough (230) appeared to have been cut through the burnt mound deposits (Fig. 3). 
It is also worth noting that a pit (318), found 20m to the south of burnt mound 3 
at the edge of Area 2 (Fig. 3), which was thus not directly associated with a burnt 
mound, was, nonetheless, also filled with burnt stones and charcoal-blackened soil 
identical to those that formed the burnt mounds. This pit appears to have been 
circular in plan (in contrast to all of the troughs below the burnt mounds), but 
could, otherwise, be interpreted as having functioned as a trough.

Almost all of the troughs directly associated with the burnt mounds were at least 
roughly rectangular, although most were irregular in some respect. They generally 
had flat bases and often steep, fairly straight sides (with the exception of the very 
top, which often widened out – no doubt as a result of the collapse of the features’ 
edges). The later troughs below burnt mound 1 (299 and 311/332) appear to have 
been markedly larger than the earlier ones (although the precise size of the earlier 
troughs is unknown, since they were truncated by the later troughs), and the latest 
(311/332) appears to have been quite irregular in shape (Fig. 8). Trough 164/244, 

Fig. 9. Trough 299 viewed from the south-east, with posthole visible at the corners of 
the trough in the foreground and further troughs (301, 309 and 311/332) to the rear 

(scales are 2m and 0.5m).
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below burnt mound 2, had an irregular elongated form in plan with lobed ends (Fig. 
7).

Two of the troughs (230 below burnt mound 3, and 299 below burnt mound 
1; Figs 3 and 8) had post holes at each of the four corners. In some cases the post 
holes were distinct cuts that lay just outside the troughs. In others, however, the 
post holes appeared to form part of the cut of the trough. The distinction is unlikely 
to be structurally significant, since it seems likely that all of the post holes may 
derive from stakes being driven into the ground at the corners of the troughs (as was 
observed at Willington: Beamish 2009, 127, figs 22 and 60). 

A group of four post holes were also found below burnt mound 2, which may 
have been associated with trough 269 (Fig. 7). Two of these post holes (276 and 
278) lay 0.5m from the north-eastern and north-western corners of the trough; the 
other two (272 and 274) formed an intercutting pair roughly half way along the 
eastern side, 0.6m from the trough. The post holes had diameters ranging from 
0.15 to 0.31m but were very shallow, with depths of 0.07–0.17m, and had black, 
charcoal-rich burnt stone fills. In profile the post holes were bowl-shaped features, 
with slightly rounded bases and sloping sides.

A 4.5m-long alignment of nine closely spaced post holes (at intervals of between 
0.1 and 0.4m) was found beneath burnt mound 1 (Fig. 8). The post holes were filled 
with burnt stone and charcoal-blackened soil identical to the overlying burnt mound 
material. The depth of the post holes was very varied – most measuring between 
0.10 and 0.16m deep, but the shallowest (at the western end of the row) was only 
0.04m deep and three (the third to fifth from the western end) were between 0.25 
and 0.34m deep. In profile, many of the post holes were asymmetrical, with one 
side sloping at a shallower angle than the other, perhaps reflecting the fact that the 
associated posts had been pulled out.

The only possible indication of where the fires used to heat the stones that 
formed the burnt mounds were situated was provided by a small area of in situ 
burning (187) below burnt mound 1 (Fig. 8). This area was marked by a thin layer 
of charcoal which lay above an area of the buried soil that had been reddened by 
fire. 

A small pit (181) was also found below burnt mound 2. The feature was seen 
only in section, above pit 183 (Fig. 7), and clearly extended beyond the edge of the 
excavation. It was 0.34m deep, and aside from a thin sterile primary fill, was filled 
with material similar to that which formed the burnt mound.

Wood charcoal and charred plant remains from the burnt mounds 
Sheila Boardman

Charcoal and charred plant remains from 18 bulk soil samples (20–40 litres in 
volume) from burnt mound layers and the fills of associated troughs were analysed. 
Food plants were almost completely absent, consisting only of a single fragment of 
hazelnut shell from burnt mound 4 and a single grain of wheat resembling emmer 
(Triticum cf. dicoccum) from burnt mound 1, and it seems very unlikely that the 
burnt mounds were associated with processing of crops or preparation of plant foods. 
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Seventeen of the 18 charcoal assemblages, including all four burnt mounds, were 
dominated by alder or oak charcoal, indicating that these were the main fuels. One 
sample from mound 1 was dominated by alder/hazel charcoal. Hazel and alder/
hazel charcoal were consistently present. Several other taxa were present in only 
some burnt mound groups. Lime charcoal occurred exclusively in the early Bronze 
Age mound 4. Together with oak, hazel and ash, this may represent some of the 
original wildwood of the area, growing on drier ground. Alder may have grown in 
damper woodland or in low-lying areas as alder or alder-oak carr (and possibly later 
as alder-willow carr). Willow/poplar charcoal was only present in mound 2, which 
also had concentrations of alder, hinting that local conditions had become damper.

Ash charcoal was fairly well represented in samples associated with mounds 
1, 3 and 4, but there was only one fragment in the samples from mound 2, 
which may reflect small-scale or cyclical changes in local woodlands (although 
the use of mounds 2 and 3 are likely to have been very close in date, perhaps 
contemporaneous). Blackthorn, blackthorn/cherry and hawthorn group charcoal 
were found in samples from mounds 1 and 2, but not from mounds 3 and 4. These 
remains occurred in small quantities at Hugglescote, and were also found largely 
as timber (cf. roundwood), so are more likely to have come from trees growing in 
lighter woodland or at woodland margins, rather than from thorny scrub. 

The main temporal change in the wood charcoal assemblage appears to be the 
absence of lime charcoal in the middle Bronze Age deposits. This probably reflects 
wider changes in the regional woodland at this time, in particular the loss of wild 
woods. The mound 1 samples also suggest a decrease in oak charcoal. This may 
also reflect wider changes in the landscape, or possibly more localised practices and 
preferences.

Discussion: The burnt mounds in context

The interpretation of tree-throw holes is always problematic. They may be produced 
by the natural fall of trees, but can also be a sign of deliberate clearance following 
ring-barking (Robinson 2011, 182–3). The tree-throw holes could, therefore, be 
seen simply as deriving from natural events, but might also reflect clearance of the 
site prior to the formation of the burnt mounds, or clearance to provide fuel for 
burnt-mound related activity. 

The investigations uncovered four burnt mounds that represent activity spanning 
a considerable period of time, extending from the early Bronze Age to the middle 
Bronze Age. This evidence contributes to our understanding of the distribution and 
chronology of this rather enigmatic site type.

Burnt mounds have long been recognised in north and west Britain (O’Kelly 
1954; Buckley 1990), and in recent years have been increasingly identified also in the 
south and east (Beamish and Ripper 2000; Lambrick 2014, 134–5). This increase in 
known sites has occurred largely as a result of fortuitous discoveries arising through 
developer-funded investigations, and it is now apparent that they were a fairly 
common feature of the Bronze Age landscape. Such mounds have been identified at 
numerous other locations in Leicestershire (e.g. Birstall: Ripper and Beamish 2012; 
Brooksby Quarry: Parker and Jarvis 2007; Castle Donington: Coward and Ripper 
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1999; Scraptoft and Thurnby: Coward 2010; and Sutton in the Elms: Jarvis 2003). 
Mound-like deposits have also been recorded by a test-pit survey at Syston (Beamish 
2003, 147), but a reported mound at Dunton Bassett Primary School (Priest 2005) 
appears to comprise a group of cooking pits rather than the site of a burnt mound. 
The discovery of four mounds within a distance of only c. 350m at Hugglescote is 
not unusual, a group of three mounds having been excavated at Brooksby Quarry 
(Parker and Jarvis 2007), and two at Castle Donington (Coward and Ripper 1999) 
and Willington, Derbyshire (Beamish 2009).

The mounds at Hugglescote exhibit the typical elements that characterise such 
sites, comprising a mound of charcoal and burnt stone associated with one or more 
hearths and troughs. Stones were heated on the hearth and used to boil water in 
the troughs, repeated use causing the stones to fracture until they were no longer 
useable and were discarded, along with spent charcoal from the hearth, to form the 
eponymous mound. Only mound 1 produced evidence for an in situ hearth, although 
it is possible that further hearths lie undiscovered beneath the parts of mounds 2 and 
3 that extended beyond the area of the development. Alternatively, since the hearth 
is the shallowest of the associated features, it is possible that theother hearths have 
been completely truncated by medieval and modern ploughing. 

The troughs at Hugglescote were typically rectangular features, although circular 
examples have also been recorded elsewhere (examples from the East Midlands 
include features at Birstall (Ripper and Beamish 2012, 175–7), Brooksby Quarry 
(Beamish and Jarvis unpublished, cited in Ripper and Beamish 2012, fig. 18) and 
mound I at Willington, Derbyshire (Beamish 2009, 40–3)). The troughs at Birstall 
and Brooksby Quarry were provided with timber linings, as was a rectangular 
trough associated with mound II at Willington (Beamish 2009, 48–55 and 152–4). 
The waterlogged conditions that allowed the preservation of the linings at these 
sites did not prevail at Hugglescote, but the post holes at the corners of trough 
299 beneath mound 1 correspond closely with the stakes that had been driven 
into the corners of the trough at Willington mound II, in order to hold the side 
timbers in place (Beamish 2009, 127 and figs 22 and 60). Fired clay suggestive of 
a daub superstructure was recovered from a trough at Castle Donington (Coward 
and Ripper 1998, 89), but no such evidence has been recovered elsewhere and it is 
generally assumed that troughs were uncovered. The post holes at the north end 
of trough 269, beneath mound 2, may be evidence that this end of the trough was 
provided with some form of barrier, perhaps a screen or windbreak. It is possible 
that gully 322 performed a similar function in relation to trough 326 beneath mound 
4; a very similar curvilinear gully lay adjacent to the trough associated with mound 
I at Willington (Beamish 2009, 42 and fig. 19). 

The post hole alignment beneath mound 1 is an unusual feature. The features 
were closely spaced and are perhaps best interpreted as forming a screen or fence 
associated with the activities beside the mound. It seems unlikely, however, that 
features just 0.04m or 0.07m deep could have been effective as post holes, and 
doubtful that the features between 0.10 and 0.17m deep would have been of much 
help in holding up anything but the lightest of posts. One possible explanation for the 
very shallow depth of these features is that they were not post holes. Alternatively, it 
is possible that the post holes were originally cut through the burnt mound deposits 
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rather than sealed by them, and that the incorporation of burnt mound material 
within their fills had made the post-hole cuts difficult to identify within the burnt 
mound deposits. 

The mounds themselves were up to 0.48m thick and would originally have 
been more substantial upstanding features, which have since become denuded and 
spread by the effects of ploughing. This spreading of the mounds might explain why 
mounds 1, 2 and 4 covered their respective troughs (although it is also possible that 
disused troughs could become buried by the continued expansion of the associated 
mound). The quantity of material comprising each mound clearly represents the 
accumulated debris from very many boiling episodes and is evidence that the site 
was used repeatedly over a period of many years.

Burnt mounds rarely produce any artefactual material and consequently their 
date can only be established where scientific dating techniques are employed. 
Modelling of the radiocarbon dates from Hugglescote indicates that mound 4 was 
significantly older than the other mounds, with a date range of 2160–1900 to 2030–
1610 cal BC at 95.4 % probability, or 2050–1940 to 2000–1860 cal BC at 68.2 % 
probability, placing it within the early Bronze Age (although if it was accepted as 
relating to the burnt mound rather than being residual, an earlier determination, 
excluded from this estimate, would indicate that the activity began in the late 
Neolithic/early Bronze Age in the period 2320–2060 cal BC (68.2% probability) or 
2500–2030 cal BC (95.4% probability). The three dates from this mound suggest 
that it could have been in use for a much longer period (of between 120 and 520 
years at 68.2% probability and up to 910 years at 95.4% probability) than has been 
suggested for a number of burnt mounds elsewhere (Beamish and Ripper 2012; 
although it is worth noting that at Willington, Derbys the early Bronze Age burnt 
mound may also have been in use for a longer period than the middle/late Bronze 
Age examples: Beamish 2009, 67–8). Removing the early sample from the model 
suggests a duration of up to 140 years at 68.2% probability or up to 480 years at 
95.4%, which is comparable to the duration suggested for other sites: the duration 
of the burnt mound at Watermead, Country Park, Leics, was up to 45 years, 20–210 
years at Willington, Derbys, and 35–165 years at Northwold, Norfolk (Beamish 
and Ripper 2012, 197). Perhaps the most plausible scenario is that the early hazel 
charcoal was residual; the data presented in Fig. 4 therefore shows this early date, 
but omits it from the modelled date.

The other mounds may all have been broadly contemporaneous, with date 
ranges in the middle Bronze Age. The hiatus between mound 4 and the other 
mounds spanned 80–620 years at 95.4% probability, although the date range at 
68.2% probability suggests that the true span is likely to lie within an upper end of 
this estimate, probably exceeding 300 years. These dates are consistent with those 
obtained for burnt mounds elsewhere. Although they are commonly regarded as 
predominantly a phenomenon of the middle-late Bronze Age (e.g. Bradley 2007, 
214), a reassessment and recalibration of some 87 dates from 58 burnt mounds from 
Britain and Ireland demonstrated a broadly even distribution between the mid-3rd 
millennium cal BC and the second quarter of the 1st millennium cal BC (Beamish 
2009, 158). The dating of mound 4 places it in the early part of this sequence, and is 
consistent with wider evidence for the early development of burnt mounds in central 
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England and East Anglia (Beamish 2009, 158). A similarly early date was obtained 
for the mound at Birstall, the date range for which was modelled as 2200–2000 
to 2180–1950 cal BC at 95% probability (Bayliss et al. 2012, 181). The apparent 
hiatus between the mounds at Hugglescote can be paralleled at Willington, where 
the date of mound I was modelled as 2340–2060 to 2120–1840 cal BC and that of 
mound II as 1290–1100 to 1170–1000 cal BC at 95% probability (Marshall et al. 
2009, 66–8). 

Dating of the mounds is not straightforward, however, as each mound clearly 
accumulated as the result of repeated episodes that extended over a considerable 
period of time. It can therefore be expected to include material of different ages, 
a situation that was recognised at Willington, where two samples from mound I 
produced statistically inconsistent dates of 2300–2040 and 2040–1880 cal BC 
(Beamish 2009, 40). There is no reason to doubt the accuracy of the dates from 
the mounds at Hugglescote, but the dating strategy was never intended to provide 
estimates of the length of time over which each mound was in use, and it is possible 
that the length of the hiatus between the early Bronze Age dates from mound 4 and 
the later dates from the other mounds appears longer than it really was, with material 
from the intervening period perhaps lying in unsampled parts of the mounds.

The function of burnt mounds has been much debated, but they have resisted 
easy interpretation due to their characteristic absence of artefactual evidence and 
environmental data, though useful in its own right, has typically provided no 
indication regarding their purpose. When they were first recognised as a distinct class 
of site they were assumed to be cooking places, and this interpretation has persisted, 
supported by experimental evidence that confirmed the practicality of cooking food 
in this way (Cantrill and Jones 1911; O’Kelly 1954). This interpretation, however, 
has come into question due to the absence of food remains at most burnt mound 
sites, although there are exceptions, including mound I at Willington. Animal bone 
was completely absent from the mounds at Hugglescote and the only plant remains 
from food species were a single wheat grain from a sample from mound 1 and a 
single fragment of hazelnut shell from mound 3. The lack of further material of 
this sort is likely to indicate that these examples were incidental inclusions within 
the mound rather than associated with its primary function, and so a cooking 
function is unlikely in this case. Other interpretations that have been put forward 
for burnt mounds include brewing (Quinn and Moore 2007), the processing of 
leather or textiles (O’Drisceoil 1988; Jeffrey 1991) or production of steam for 
use as sweat lodges (Barfield and Hodder 1987). All these activities would have 
required the boiling of large quantities of water and are therefore consistent with 
the arrangements at burnt mounds, but no positive evidence has been found to 
support any of them. Processing of leather would most likely have involved rubbing 
of the skin in order to remove hairs or increase its flexibility, and fulling or felting 
of textiles would similarly have required vigorous rubbing – both processes that 
might provide a context for the rubber found beneath mound 2 – while the large 
stones in mound 3 could have provided a hard surface on which to carry out such 
activities, but in the absence of more compelling evidence this can be no more than 
speculation.
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Although the function of burnt mounds remains elusive, their place within 
the prehistoric landscape is rather better understood. The mounds at Hugglescote 
share the riverside location that is common to almost all such sites, providing a 
vivid indication that the activities that created the mounds required ready access to 
large quantities of water. Mounds 3 and 4, in particular, lay immediately adjacent 
to the brook that flows through the site, although mounds 1 and 2 were a little 
more distant, lying 75m and 45m respectively from its current course. The size of 
watercourse does not appear to have been a factor in the selection of a site for burnt 
mound activities, the location at Hugglescote beside a minor stream being paralleled 
by the mound beside the Thurnby Brook at Scraptoft and Thurnby, while more 
major valleys – such as that of the Trent – attracted several known mounds (Ripper 
and Beamish 2012, fig. 1). The rate of flow was clearly not important either, since 
the mounds at Birstall and Castle Donington were located beside channels that were 
largely silted, and may have been no more than reed-filled marshland (Coward and 
Ripper 1999, 89; Ripper and Beamish 2012, 188). 

The evidence from the charcoal indicates that mound 4 stood in a landscape 
of lime, oak, hazel and ash woodland that may represent survival of some of the 
original wildwood of the area growing on drier ground, with alder growing on the 
damper ground around the brook. This environment is very similar to the situation 
of the contemporaneous mound at Birstall (Monckton et al. 2011, 187) and is 
probably typical of the locations chosen for such mounds. The charcoal assemblages 
from the other mounds indicate that by the middle Bronze Age continued felling of 
the wildwood had probably resulted in the loss of lime in the local area, at a time 
that was characterised more broadly by clearance and the spread of cultivation and 
pasture (Clay 2006, 82–3). The lack of evidence for any change in the soils buried 
below early and middle Bronze Age mounds, however, suggests that such activity 
had little effect on the area immediately around the mounds.

The absence of domestic material or other features clearly indicates that the 
mounds were not associated with areas of settlement and the damp character of 
the immediate environment may have rendered it marginal to contemporary land 
use. That is not to say, of course, that these places were unimportant, since the 
accumulation of such large mounds of spent material clearly indicates repeated use 
over a long period of time, but activity here comprised periodic, task-specific visits 
rather than longer-term occupation. The burnt mound sites will have comprised 
one of a large number of locations that prehistoric communities exploited for 
various resources, but given the elusiveness of Neolithic and Bronze Age settlements 
it is difficult to estimate the extent of the area exploited by a typical group. The 
hiatus between mound 4 and the other three mounds is intriguing (assuming it is 
not an artefact of the dating evidence). Burnt mound activities may have continued 
elsewhere during this period, but if so it lay beyond the area of the geophysical 
survey.

The lack of definitive evidence regarding the activities with which burnt mounds 
were associated is currently a rather intractable problem, but their importance to 
the communities that created them is not in doubt. The four mounds at Hugglescote 
represent activity that took place over a period of more than half a millennium (and 
perhaps more than a millennium), each mound probably accumulating over several 



early and middle bronze age burnt mounds at hugglescote, coalville   19

generations. Despite the hiatus between the early and middle Bronze Age burnt 
mounds at Hugglescote, there is very little clear difference between the mounds 
from the two phases or between their associated features. Although the middle 
Bronze Age is not well-known in Leicestershire (Clay 1999; 2006; Yates 2007, chap. 
10, although see Charles et al. 2000 and Beamish 2005), on the basis of evidence 
from other parts of the country, the middle Bronze Age has often been seen as a 
period characterised by some of the most significant developments in British later 
prehistory, marked by the transition from the monument-dominated record of the 
Neolithic and early Bronze Age to a later Bronze and Iron Age record dominated by 
settlements and field systems (e.g. Brück 2000). Although still often seen as typically 
later Bronze Age in date, burnt mounds form one element of continuity through 
the significant transformations that occurred in the middle Bronze Age. Whilst the 
discovery of field systems that seem to date from the early Bronze Age (e.g. Ladle 
and Woodward 2009; Bradley and Fraser 2010, 20–1; Martin et al. 2012) provides 
another element that blurs the distinction between the two periods, the continuity 
in the form of burnt mounds and associated features nonetheless contrasts with the 
gradual transformation in burial practices associated with barrows from the early 
Bronze Age up to their general abandonment after the middle Bronze Age (Bradley 
and Fraser 2010, 18–19), and even more clearly with more marked changes in the 
form of settlements (Brück 2000).

After the burnt mounds
A small number of features were found that reflect the use of the site after the burnt 
mounds had gone out of use. One of these features was an irregular pit (333), 
which was cut through burnt mound 4 and also cut the latest of the troughs (332) 
associated with the mound (Fig. 8). In contrast to the troughs associated with the 
burnt mound, pit 333 was filled with blue-grey clay (with and without stones). Only 
the lowermost fill (335) contained charcoal that may have derived from disturbance 
of the burnt mound. Both the stratigraphy and the absence of burnt stone suggest 
that this feature post-dated the use of the burnt mounds, although otherwise its date 
is uncertain.

The remaining features are likely to have been of quite recent date. They 
consisted of a ditch running across the centre of Area 1 into which a stone-lined 
drain had subsequently been inserted. This ditch corresponded with the alignment 
of a field boundary that appears on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map of 1884 
and on all subsequent maps up to 1975. The boundary is depicted on the 1884 
map as forming part of an orthogonal arrangement of fields that is characteristic 
of Enclosure boundaries, and is likely to have been established when the parish of 
Ibstock was enclosed in 1774. The remaining features consisted of furrows that, 
although aligned parallel to the field boundary ditch, are likely to derive from pre-
Enclosure ridge and furrow cultivation.
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