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Work continued in summer 2006 on the prehistoric pit alignments, the more northerly 

one being described in last yearôs CBA Forum and Current Archaeology 204. This 

time we were only able to excavate the central feature of the alignment shown on the 

geophysical survey interpretation lying 65m to the south and roughly parallel. Both 

alignments are situated on slight ridges running east-west down a gentle slope towards 

a hollow way leading to the River Wharfe. Newton Kyme prehistoric henge lies 4km 

down river. The aim was to compare this possible second pit alignment to the more 

northerly one excavated the previous year and see if any relationship in terms of 

chronology or function could be found between the two. 

  

Two hollows beneath the plough 

soil (see excavated area below) had 

varying fills, which may explain 

their appearance on the geophysical 

survey. The west one, 45cm deep 

with a clay-rich fill, was 

geological. The east shape also 

began life as a water-worn feature, 

with some silting, but had been 

adapted and acquired an interesting 

archaeological fill.  

 

 
 

Burnt stones  
The irregular, though roughly oval hollow began 20cm below the modern plough soil. 

It was 0.8m deep from limestone rim to base, and measured approximately 4.5m long 

by 2.5m wide, tapering down to 3.5m x 0.4m at its base. The feature was filled with a 

friable weathered-limestone soil enriched by worm and root action from the plough 

soil above. From top to bottom the fill contained numerous rounded sandstone 

cobbles, averaging about 10cm diameter, and more angular pieces of broken 

limestone. Approximately 2000 were recorded, of which half had been burnt, 

evidenced by the reddening of the limestone pieces and the cracking and discoloration 

on the inside and outside of the sandstone cobbles. Many of the split ones could easily 



be fitted back together. Thirty of the 500 or so sandstone pieces appeared to have been 

used as rubbing stones before being burnt and discarded. The stones tended to be 

more numerous towards the western half of the feature, especially lower down. They 

were in rough 12cm thick layers, mixed with soil containing flecks of burnt material. 

Five layers were recorded, though so numerous were the stones throughout the 

homogeneous fill that it was difficult to separate all the layers precisely.  

 

Post holes  

Alongside the excavated hollow was a flat area of limestone on which east-west 

plough marks were visible to 23cm depth, probably modern according to the farmer. 

Following the lines of this ploughing it could be seen that it had cut a shallow furrow 

through some of the stones in the top layer of the hollow. The farmer also reported 

that a hedge line had been grubbed out in the 1950s. Its line is visible on earlier maps, 

passing near to the northern edge of the feature. The limited disturbance this operation 

may have caused to the rim of the feature appeared on that side in the form of some 

broken limestone rim and a good example of a 40 x 30cm root hole or small tree bole 

with irregular sides and smaller root holes shooting off from its base. However, 

several small post holes with more regular, artificial profiles were found in the 

limestone surround, two by the south and one by the west rims. The latter still 

contained the shape of the last post used, cast in a hard mixture of clay flecked with 

charcoal. The companion post-pipes around it had filled up with friable, charcoal-

flecked soil, presumably because the posts from these had been removed. A fourth 

post hole, containing stone packing, was situated just in the fill of the hollow itself 

near the north east rim. The four post holes formed a trapezoid spanning the hollow. 

Several possible stake holes were recorded to the north side, near the edge, one 

containing burnt limestone and flecks of charcoal, but these were difficult to be 

confident of, especially in view of the nearby hedge line mentioned earlier. Two more 

possible stake holes were found in the limestone on the south side, containing clay 

and a small stone, but again these were uncertain. 

 

Area of burning 

A campfire sized area of burning, roughly 30cm square, was visible in the limestone 

near the south edge of the hollow. It was sectioned and the burning found to penetrate 

5cm deep into the limestone from the level left by ploughing.  

 

Pottery 

The top 30cms of fill below the rim of the hollow contained a scatter of potsherds, 44 

in total. The majority comprised wheel-turned Romano-British coarsewares, varying 

between grey or red, depending on firing conditions, including mainly greywares and 

redwares, with a few black burnished wares. One sherd may be from a crucible, but its 

hard-fired character is perhaps more likely to derive from a domestic fire. There were 

also three sherds of hand-made vessels of Iron Age or native Roman type, which, in 

view of the associated Romano-British sherds, and the longevity of the native potting 

traditions in this region, may also be of Romano-British date. There is an absence of 

fine wares in the assemblage, which seems to have derived from local sources. The 

damaged state of the sherds suggests that they could have originated from a secondary 

source, such as a midden, or even arrived with the burnt stones. This rather leaves 

open the question whether the pottery and burnt stones were examples of waste 

disposal or ceremonial deposition, especially viewed from our modern perspective of 

waste disposal and landfill.   



 

Structured and unstructured depositions 

In fact, beginning at 40cm depth, a 40cm diameter pit, 15cm deep, had been dug into 

the fill, into which had been placed a smooth rubbing or quern stone fragment, ringed 

by several burnt stones. Below this was another 50cm diameter pit of similar depth, 

containing the cremated bones of a mature sheep, together with burnt peat and heather 

stems. Two cattle jawbones were found, one to each side of this pit, with a third 

accompanied by three long bones nearby. All were unburnt, but in poor condition. 

Beginning at 32cm below the north rim a slightly smaller pit had been dug to a depth 

of 55cm. In this were deposited the burnt bones of an immature sheep, a few of which 

were only scorched, together with more burnt peat. 

 

   
 



A lack of burning in the underlying rocks suggests that the materials in both pits were 

not burnt in situ. Other bone deposits in the hollow contained fragments of sheep and 

sheep-sized bones and a single canine tooth from a dog. Again, none of these bones 

was burnt. The lowest layers, between 70-90cm deep, contained several fragments of 

cattle bones and one horse bone, all unburnt and poorly preserved. 

 

   
 

Peat fuel 

The large amounts of burnt peat and heather stems from the two pits was surprising, 

given that the site is situated on the magnesian limestone belt and the nearest peat 

deposits are several miles away. However, as it is alongside the River Wharfe, it 

would be quite easy to transport quantities of such a light fuel by river from Upper 

Wharfedale or the Vale of York and there are deposits of glacial boulder clay in the 

vicinity, on which it is known ponds sometimes formed together with associated peat 

deposits. In fact, the earthwork in Wray Wood at the centre of the site overlies one 

such area and there we have found quantities of burnt stones and quern stone 

fragments, which have been incorporated into its later adaptation as a sheepwash. 

Assuming, however, that there would be plenty of wood available on site, one 

wonders whether peat was occasionally rather than routinely used as a fuel because of 

its special burning qualities or on certain occasions. Furthermore, if the sheep 

cremations did not take place in the pits, they may have been performed close by, but 

it is also possible that they took place further afield and that the óburnt offeringsô were 

brought specially to be deposited here. This is only a possibility, of course, but if true 

would raise the importance of the pit alignment as a focus of activity in the landscape. 

 

Relationship 

The central feature of this alignment proved to be very different from the pits in the 

northerly one, which were much cleaner, relatively lacking in finds and appeared to 

be ceremonial. It was perhaps more difficult to pin down as to function, containing as 

it did both structured and seemingly random deposits. However, the presence of finds 

suitable for C-14 dating may tell us more about the chronology of the pits and other 

deposits. Furthermore, future excavation of possible pits aligned on each side may 

hopefully give more indication of how, if at all, the two pit alignments were related. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


