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The Archaeology of Nunburnholme Wold – An Interim Report 2015 

Peter Halkon, Malcolm Lillie and James Lyall 

Introduction 

Nunburnholme Wold lies on the western escarpment 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, it also overlooks the valley of the beck which runs between the villages of 
Warter and Bielby. The chalk bedrock of the wold top overlies geology comprising limestones and marls 
of the Lower Lias which outcrop to the north and west and form 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 crop marks of various features. 
These were plotted as part of the then Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (England) National 
Mapping Programme (now Historic England) (Stoertz 1997). These features included ploughed out linear 
earthworks and accompanying ditches, enclosures and a cemetery of square barrows. Of particular note 
was a large barrow marked on the 1st Edition Ordnance Survey map which 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, a possible Roman road in Londesborough parish, as “howe” is derived from an old name for 
a burial mound.  

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 and Finn Pope-Carter of Bradford University Archaeology 
Department   also   kindly  provided  a  day’s   survey  on   the   site  with  a   cart-mounted Bartington Grad601 
gradiometer array. At the same time field walking 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 number of sherds of Iron Age, 
Roman, medieval and post-medieval pottery were collected. 

The results of the geophysical survey revealed many unexpected features not visible from the aerial 
coverage. In the western field there was a palimpsest of enclosures of at least three phases, connected 
by droveways, surrounding an ovoid open area of some 250x150m at the highest 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.  

The 2014 excavation was focussed on this enclosure complex, the ditches of which were found to 
contain much pottery dating from the early to later Iron Age period, together with large quantities of 
animal bone. Two pits were also excavated which also contained much animal bone and Iron Age 
pottery. Other finds within the pits included several bone needles and a miniature copper alloy axehead 
of later Bronze Age form.  A section was also cut across the north western droveway leading to 
Deepdale Head.  

 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 barrow and other features 
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described above, however fewer square barrows were visible in the geophysics plots than had been 
mapped by Cathy Stoertz. In the 2014 season, one of these was excavated and found to contain an 
elderly male buried in the usual crouched position of the Arras Culture, with his head to the north, 
placed within a box-like wooden structure with the remains of a suckling pig at his feet.  A further 
feature detected by the geophysical survey was the ring ditch of what is likely to be a Bronze Age round 
barrow around 22m in diameter. This appeared to have been deliberately cut through by two parallel 
ditches. This is unusual, as elsewhere on the Wolds such features tend to respect round barrows and it 
was decided that this and a square enclosure nearby should be the targets of the 2015 season, together 
with the excavation of a further square barrow.  

The 2015 excavation  

With financial support from the Heritage Lottery Fund and Ferens Education Trust, the excavation was 
undertaken from 4th to the 14th of August.   

Figure 1. The excavation trenches against the geophysical surveys.  The trench outlined in red was 
excavated in 2014, those in blue in 2015. The coloured areas show the features excavated.  

In Trench BD, sections were cut across the westernmost ditch of a pair of parallel ditches which may 
mark out a Neolithic mortuary enclosure (figure 2). The original ditch had been cut down into the 
bedrock and had been recut on number of occasions.  A small piece of worked flint, possibly of Neolithic 
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date, was found at the base and a plain copper alloy ring which is probably Roman, in the upper fill. 
Nothing was found in the two pits between the ditches.  

 

Trench BA was positioned to try to find dating evidence for the largest square ditched enclosure 
revealed in the geophysical survey and also visible on the aerial photographs. This is almost certainly the 
tumulus or burial mound marked on Ordnance Survey maps until the later part of the 20th century, but 
now invisible on the ground. The fill of the ditch (figure 3) was found to contain small pieces of Iron Age 
pottery and parts of two small iron objects, possibly brooches.  An unexpected discovery at the eastern 
end of the trench was the heavily disturbed skeleton of an adult, the skull of which had been split into a 
number of pieces (figure 4). The date of this burial is uncertain, however some small pieces of Roman 
samian pottery were found in the upper layers above the grave. It is probably significant that the burial 
would have been in the centre of the square enclosure and careful examination of the geophysical 
survey does reveal an anomaly in that position.  

Figure 3. Drawing the section across the westernmost ditch of the square enclosure in Trench BA. 

Figure 2. (Left) Trench BD looking west. At 
the top of the trench is the westernmost 
ditch of a pair of parallel ditches which 
may mark out a Neolithic mortuary 
enclosure. In the foreground and centre 
are a pair of pits. (Right) The section 
across the fully excavated ditch.  
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Figure 4. Excavating the heavily disturbed burial at the eastern end of Trench BA. The skull had been split 
into a number of pieces. 

One of the main aims of the 2015 season was to confirm the relationship between the parallel linear 
ditches and a large circular ditched feature also revealed in the aerial photography and geophysical 
survey. It was previously thought that the circular feature was the tumulus mapped by the Ordnance 
Survey, but it now seems clear that this was in fact the square enclosure described above. Trench BB 
(figure 5) was positioned to section two of the linear features and the western arc of the ring ditch 
itself. It was clear that both linear ditches cut through the ring ditch and were therefore later.  As the 
trench did not cross the centre of the ring ditch, it was not possible to establish for certain whether it 
belonged to a Bronze Age round barrow or it was a henge-like feature from the later Neolithic. Two 
breaks in the ring ditch to the north and south visible on the geophysical survey plot may well be 
entrances and the excavation revealed a further western entrance.  

Figure 5. Trench BB from a drone (Photo: Tom Sparrow). The arc of the ring ditch is clearly visible and 
was cut through by two linear ditches.  The purpose of the pit below the right hand ditch is unknown. 
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The most significant object from Trench BB was half of a perforated stone macehead (figure 6) which 
probably dates from the later Neolithic or early Bronze Age, found on the edge of the western linear 
feature and is likely to have been disturbed from the ring ditch. 

 

Figure 6. Half of a perforated stone macehead dating from the later Neolithic or early Bronze Age. 

A few sherds of Roman pottery from the upper fills of the linear ditches showed that they may have still 
been features in the landscape at that time.  

One of the aims of the 2015 season was to test out the effectiveness of Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) 
in detecting the depth of buried features, such as the central graves of square barrows. This was carried 
out by Dr Graham Ferrier of the Department of Geography, University of Hull, over part of the area 
previously surveyed by the magnetometer (figure 7).  

The first large square barrow excavated in Trench BC 
proved to be one of the early type which had wide ditches 
with the central burial placed on the surface of the ground, 
covered by a mound made up of material from the digging 
of the ditch. Presumably any burial there would have been 
ploughed away.  In the northern extension of Trench BC the 
corner of another square barrow ditch was exposed, but 
not fully excavated (figures 8 and 9). 

Trench BE was opened above the central grave of a further 
square barrow only 7m to the north of the burial excavated 
in 2014 and shared a number of features in common.  As in 
the 2014 example, the body of a male aged between 17 
and 22 had been placed within some kind of wooden box 
or shuttering (figures 10 and 11). With its head to the north 

and facing east, a typical trait of the Arras Culture burials, the corpse had been place on his back and his 
knees may have been raised. Part of a pig had been laid across his lap. The provision of pork in burials is 
usually taken as a mark of high status within society at that time. No other grave-goods were found in 
the burial. As in 2014 the bones themselves which appeared initially to be quite robust, were on lifting 
found to be very fragile.  

Figure 7. The GPR survey. 
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Figure 8. The square barrows from a drone. The large trench contains the ditch of the earlier type of 
square barrow in which the corpse was placed directly on the ground surface and covered with a mound 
of soil from the ditch (see Figure 9). To the top right is part of another barrow ditch. The trench to the 
top left contains the burial of a young male. (Photo: W. Healey). 
 

 
 

Figure 9. James Lyall re-enacts a crouched burial in the centre of the large square barrow. 
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Figure 10. Excavating the burial. (Top left) The grave is defined. (Top right and bottom left) The outline of 
the box is excavated. (Bottom right)  The skeleton is revealed.      
  

Figure 11. The burial of a male aged 17-22. The forequarters of a pig, usually an indication of higher 
status in Arras Culture burials, was placed across the lap.  
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Conclusions 
In comparison with the 2014 trenches, those excavated in 2015 contained very little animal bone and 
pottery. There was little firm stratified dating evidence, but sufficient to demonstrate activity from the 
Neolithic to the Roman period. It seems that the double ditched linear feature with the dogleg which 
runs across the narrowest part of the wold top, separated a zone for the living on the western part, 
where some kind of large-scale communal activity involving feasting and animal management took 
place, and the eastern side, which was an area set aside for ritual and burial purposes. All the evidence 
points to Nunburnholme Wold being a central place of some significance in the region, particularly in 
the Iron Age.   
 
There was no trace of the Roman road shown on the Ordnance Survey maps as running across the field, 
however some Roman pottery was found in the plough soil and upper fills of features close to its 
course.  Shown on the maps as embanked above the field surface, it seems likely that the road, along 
with the burial mounds and banks associated with enclosure ditches and linear features, has long since 
been ploughed away.  
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For further information contact:  

Ann Hill: johnann73@aol.com 

Peter Halkon: a.p.halkon@hull.ac.uk 

Videos, images and information about the dig are now available on the website of the Nunburnholme 
with Kilnwick Percy Parish Council http://www.nunburnholmewithkilnwickpercypc.co.uk/heritage.html 
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