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Introduction
Nunburnholme Wold lies on the western escarpment of the rolling chalk hills of the Yorkshire Wolds
between the towns of Pocklington and Market Weighton in the East Riding of Yorkshire. At over 160m
OD at its highest point, this roughly figure of eight shaped plateau dominates the landscape with
panoramic views across the Vale of York to the west and overlooks the valley of the beck which runs
between the villages of Warter and Bielby. The chalk overlies geology comprising limestones and marls
of the Lower Lias outcropping to the north and west forming a spring line at the junction with the chalk
which still produces plentiful fresh water.
Aerial photography by D. Riley and J. Pickering in the 1970s revealed cropmarks of various features
plotted as part of the then Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (England) National Mapping
Programme (now English Heritage) (Stoertz 1997). These included ploughed out linear earthworks and
accompanying ditches, enclosures and a cemetery of square barrows. Of particular note was a large
round barrow crossed by a triple linear feature. This barrow is marked on 1st Edition Ordnance Survey
map and was still extant into the first decades of the 20th Century, but was subsequently ploughed flat.
This barrow may have given its name to Howgate in Londesborough parish which has been identified as
a Roman road.
As part of project to investigate crop mark sites plotted as part of the RCHM(E) National Mapping
Project of the Yorkshire Wolds, fieldwalking was carried out in 1990 under the direction of Peter Halkon
with students from Wilberforce Sixth Form College, Hull, in the field immediately to the east of the road
to Nunburnholme. The 50m strip close to the road yielded some quite large sherds of Romano-British
greyware pottery recently ploughed up from buried deposits. The farmer had been also been given
Roman coins mainly dating from the 3rd and 4th centuries AD and found in the same general area by a
group of metal detectorists. It was clear, therefore, that the site was worthy of further investigation.
The Current Project
The geophysical and field walking surveys
A successful bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund in 2012 enabled the setting up of the Nunburnholme
Community Heritage Project and Nunburnholme Wold was selected as one of the key sites for further
exploration. James Lyall of Geophiz.biz undertook a geophysical survey of around 50ha across the hill
top, using a combination of a cart mounted 4-probe array Foerster instrument and a dual array hand
held Bartington gradiometer. Tom Sparrow of Bradford University Archaeology Department also kindly
provided a day’s survey with experimental survey instruments. At the same time a field walking survey
was carried out in 10m squares over 0.5ha by volunteers from Nunburnholme village, members of the
East Riding Archaeological Society and staff and Archaeology students from Hull and Bradford
Universities. A small numbers of sherds of Iron Age, Roman, medieval and post-medieval pottery were
collected.
The results of the geophysical surveys were spectacular, revealing a wealth of unexpected features not
visible from the aerial coverage. The most striking was a palimpsest of enclosures of at least three
phases, connected by droveways and surrounding an ovoid open area of some 250x150m at the highest
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point of the hilltop. The enclosure system opened out into a fan shape to the east some 300m across at
its widest point which appeared to “funnel” into the ovoid open area. The open area was entered to the
north, south-west and west by droveways, approaching from the valleys surrounding the hilltop. At the
north-east of the ovoid area was a rectilinear enclosure 100x50m aligned roughly north-south with its
northern boundary formed by a semi-circular ditch aligned on Deepdale Head, a distinctive small steepsided valley. There are panoramic views across the Vale of York from the furthest point of the curved
end of the enclosure, and on a clear day the Pennine foothills some 50km away are visible. Across the
narrowest point of the plateau was a double-ditched linear feature with a distinctive dogleg, very similar
to one in the linear dyke close to the large later Bronze Age circular enclosure at Paddock Hill, Thwing.
The geophysical survey matched the crop marks of the round barrow and other features described
above, however fewer square barrows were visible in the geophysics plots than had been mapped by
Cathy Stoertz. Work is being carried out by Clare Whiteley to phase the geophysical and crop mark
features.
The excavation
From 29th August 2014 a team comprising members of the local community, Hull University archaeology
students and members of the East Riding Archaeological Society undertook a small scale excavation.
Three trenches around 12 x 3m, A, B and C (Fig. 1) were opened in westernmost field, strategically
positioned to section the ditches at each side of the curved ended enclosure referred to above and
associated pits and the northernmost droveway feature. In the eastern field Trench D was opened over
one of the smaller square barrows. The ploughsoil was removed by mechanical digger and the trenches
cleaned in the conventional manner. It quickly became apparent that many years of deep ploughing and
cultivation of potatoes had removed most of the sub-surface stratigraphy apart from the features cut
into the chalk bedrock.

Fig. 1 Plot of the geophysics showing the position of excavation trenches.
3

Nunburnholme Wold Interim Report 2014

The trenches across the enclosure (Trench A on the western boundary and Trench C on the east) with
the curved end showed that the enclosure ditches were substantial at c 1.40m deep and almost 2m
wide, and had been re-cut on a number of occasions. The westernmost enclosure boundary had been
slightly realigned at some stage by the cutting of a deeper and wider ditch (Fig. 2). Both ditches
contained much Iron Age pottery, largely consisting of hand-thrown, calcite gritted types, some with
decorated rims (Fig. 3a). Further work is needed before more precise dates can be given. Much of the
pottery was sooted, covered in residues and may have been deliberately dumped after some kind of
feasting activity. The ditches and pits also contained around 1500 fragments of generally well preserved
animal bone (Fig. 3b) which according to Naomi Sewpaul mainly consists of cattle, sheep/goat, pig and
horse of all ages, from neo-natal to adult/elderly. What is unusual is the large number showing marks of
butchery and gnawing by carnivores such as dogs. A moderate amount of the bones are burnt, some at
high temperatures and like the pottery may represent some kind of feasting activity.
Although the majority of pottery recovered this season was in the handmade Iron Age tradition, the
discovery of part of a ring-necked flagon in an oxidised orange fabric showed that at least one of the
ditches remained open into the Roman period.

Fig. 2 Section across the ditches in Trench A looking north

Fig. 3a Hand thrown Iron Age Pottery and b) animal bone from the ditches in Fig. 2 above.
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Fig. 4 Section across the pit in Trench C
Pits in both Trench A and Trench C were half sectioned and were found to contain much animal bone
and pottery. The main find in the pit in Trench C was a miniature copper alloy socketed axe (Fig. 5)
similar to the one found at Arras, near Market Weighton in the 1815-17 excavation of the Iron Age
cemetery. A very similar example found on Market Weighton Wold was recorded in the Portable
Antiquities Scheme. These were probably worn around the neck as jewellery and the Nunburnholme
Wold example may have been lost accidentally or was perhaps a votive item. Several nicely worked
bone needles were also found in the pit along with Iron Age pottery and bone. The intercutting pits in
Trench A also contained much animal bone and pottery.

Fig. 5 The copper alloy axe from Trench C pit in situ (L) After conservation (R) (Photo: YAT)
In the western field, Trench B was positioned to section a linear feature detected during the geophysical
survey. This proved to be a hollow way which led towards the top of Deepdale Head (Fig. 6 and 7). This
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had a gully on each side which may have held a fence or hedge, and had been re-cut on several
occasions. Remarkably the original surface of the trackway remained intact and the solid chalk base had
been worn by human and animal footfall and what may be the ruts of cart wheels. There was a small
iron stud at the base of the hollow way and some small sherds of Romano-British greyware pottery
were found in the upper fills.

Fig. 6 Section across the droveway feature in Trench B

Fig. 7 A view along Trench B showing the gullies at each side of the droveway feature which may have
held a hedge or fence
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In the easternmost field, one of the square barrows detected during geophysical survey (Fig. 8) and
visible on the Stoertz plots was completely excavated under the supervision of Malcolm Lillie, Reader in
Archaeology and Geography at Hull University (Fig. 9). Surrounded by a shallow square ditch, the central
grave was deeper than expected and the clear mark of a decayed planked “coffin” was visible. Buried in
the usual crouched posture the grave contained the skeleton of a man in either late middle or early old
age (Fig. 10). He had arthritic joints and had lost the majority of his teeth during his lifetime.
Unexpectedly for a site on the chalk, the bone was poorly preserved, probably due to wetness caused
by a ponding effect created by the sealing of his coffin by a clay lining. At his feet were the bones of a
young pig, usually a marker of those of higher status in the Arras Culture burials of eastern Yorkshire.

Fig. 8 The geophysical survey plot of some of the square barrows showing the excavations trench

Fig. 9 The square barrow under excavation
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Fig. 10 The occupant of the square barrow –a late middle aged/elderly man buried with the part
skeleton of a pig
Conclusion
All in all the excavation was a success. Features encountered matched those revealed in the geophysical
survey very well and the main enclosure excavated was shown to have been in use throughout the Iron
Age and was re-planned in the same formation on a number of occasions into the early Roman period.
The sheer quantity of well-preserved animal bone and pottery from such a small area excavated in
relation to the size of the settlement was unexpected. Although it is unwise to infer too much from the
relatively small trenches, it does appear that due to its dominating position within the landscape, the
large open area fed into by droveways and the sheer quantity of material recovered, Nunburnholme
Wold was a central place of considerable importance. This idea is reinforced when the large Bronze Age
round barrow, and square barrow cemetery, which add a ritual dimension, are taken into account.
Although yet to be confirmed by excavation, the geophysics also showed what may be the parallel
ditches of a Neolithic mortuary enclosure and two penannular ditches enclosing what might be
cremations, resembling the middle to later Bronze Age cemetery at Catfoss in Holderness, East
Yorkshire, however the possibility of their being roundhouses still remains. This hilltop, therefore, may
have been a place of religious, ritual and social significance for several millennia, perhaps for a whole
region; it is clear that it is worthy of further exploration.
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