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Introduction 
 
In summer 2005, during a three-week break between harvest and re-sowing, 
excavation was resumed of the prehistoric pit alignment at the Leys Lane site, Boston 
Spa, referred to in CBA Forum 2004.  
The plough soil, with an average depth 
of 25 centimetres lying directly above 
the natural limestone, was removed by 
machine around the features targeted 
from the greophysical survey. A few 
shallow plough marks were seen in the 
limestone, but on the whole the pits and 
ditches seemed undamaged by 
ploughing. These lay on a low ridge 
running roughly east west across part of 
the neck of a peninsula of land inside a 
loop of the River Wharfe, with the field 
sloping gently away to north, east and 
south. The pit-alignment had not shown 
up on the aerial photographs and there is 
no suggestion on the geophysical 
survey, which helped us to target it, that 
it continued west across the neck of land. The excavation results too suggest that the 
feature may have provided some kind of ceremonial focus rather than a territorial 
marker, so that the term ‘pit alignment’  may be less than adequate. 

 



Separate Pits 
 
Nine separate pits were excavated (as 
numbered in fig. 2), Pit 4 being a natural 
depression and Pits 10 and 1 cut by later 
ditches. All had been picked up on the 
fluxgate gradiometer survey, except 4 
and 5, the latter discernable only very 
faintly on the greyscale plot. Several 
other anomalies on the plot turned out to 
be natural depressions in the limestone. 
Pits 1, 2 and 3 seemed at first to be linked by shallow ditches to the central sub-
circular feature, but strictly speaking were later found to be separate. Pit 1 was almost 
circular, bowl shaped, 1.25 m in diameter and 0.6 m deep. It had been cut to half its 
depth by a later ditch, in which were found a few burnt stones and a flint flake at 24 
centimetres deep. Pit 2 was shallow, 26 cms deep, elongated to 2.2 m by 1 m wide, 
and seemed to hang off the ditch, but on excavation was found to have its own 
separate rim cut into the ditch line at a later date. Pit 3 was 1.5 x 1.3 m with a depth of 
0.47 m, with a shallow roughly conical shape. The rather homogeneous friable 
chestnut-coloured fill of the pit was of the type found commonly in Boston Spa away 
from areas of boulder clay, formed as subsoil between plough soil and magnesium 
limestone. There was a layer of this soil with small stones in the top of the pit, with 
more stones extending down to about 20 cms. (All depths given exclude the modern 
plough soil layer above the features.) Two small pieces of charcoal were found at 23 
cms deep above a boulder, 22 x 16 x 11 cms, lying 9 cms above the bottom. This 
profile, with few finds, proved fairly typical of the pits. There was no evidence of 
silting, and later work on soil samples produced no organic remains from any of the 
pits, suggesting that they may have been filled in soon after digging. The same was 
found too with those pits that had been subsequently re-dug. Pit 5 (fig. 3) is an 
example of this and also of the use of stones in the top layer of all the pits. 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  



Pit 5 was 2.75 x 1.04 m and 0.72 m deep, tapering to 34 cms wide at its base. (Fig. 5.) 
As with all the segregated pits the top 10 – 15 cms had a layer of stones contained in 
harder, darker soil, lightening to the fill described earlier as it went down. A few 
sherds of Roman pot were found in this upper layer of Pits 2, 5 and 6, probably 
having worked their way down amongst the stones, as had a few residual flint flakes 
in some of the other pits. This soil was carefully cleaned to reveal the stones. As more 
pits were uncovered these enigmatic stone layers (see figs. 3, 6, 8 and 9 for examples) 
looked to have been deposited rather than randomly accumulated and maybe even 
deliberately patterned. For the most part they appeared undisturbed by ploughing or 
mechanical excavation of the topsoil. Furthermore, the deeper Pits 5, 6 and 7 had 
other layers of stones lower down. Pit 5, for example, had been re-dug and enlarged, 
occasioning a possible earlier top layer of stones to be thrown in to form a sloping 
scatter in the back-fill. (See fig. 4.) Similarly, Pit 7, which had a lower layer of stones 
in its western half (see fig. 7) with fine soil separating the two, had been enlarged and 
then topped with a group of stones which matched the other half. (See fig. 6.) 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Again, with the general paucity of finds and environmental remains in the pits, save a 
few possibly datable burnt stones or tiny pieces of charcoal, it seems the emphasis 
may have been on their digging and the deposition of stones, both visible as with the 
segregated pits, or hidden underground in the case of the pits in the central feature. 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pit 8, being 2.24 m x 0.6 m and 0.4 m deep, had a more substantial covering of stones. 
There were no finds, but a small angled post-hole was found at its centre. It was clear 
to see from the depression through its top-stones that the pit had been cut by a shallow 
ditch, 33 cms wide by only 5 cms depth remaining, running roughly north-west by 
south-east (see fig. 2). The meeting of the two features was in a small natural 
depression, in which was seen spreading outwards from their rims the harder, darker 
soil mentioned earlier, in the description of the soil around the stones in the top of Pit 
5. Pit 9, at 2.2m x 1m and 0.58 m deep, followed a similar pattern to the others, 
having an arrangement of stones in the top layer (see fig. 9), a clean fill, with few 
finds (a small piece of charcoal at 19 cms and a burnt stone at 28 cms) and some 
evidence of re-digging.  
 

  

  



Ditches 
 
These proved (see fig. 2) to be varied, somewhat disordered and difficult to sequence, 
though the one approaching from the north is the terminus of the Romano-British 
field boundary, the other end of which we excavated in 2004. It stopped short of the 
central feature and at its terminus was 0.48 m wide and 0.23 m deep with a V-shaped 
profile, increasing to 0.6 m wide and 0.35 m deep at 3 m away. At the other end of the 
field, where it formed a T-junction with an east-west ditch, it was more substantial, 
being 2.25 m wide and 1.85 m deep. A number of stones seemed to have been thrown 
or tipped, if their arrangement was anything to go by, into Pit N, half way down. This 
included a ‘pot disc’ , or unabraded half base sherd of a Roman greyware vessel. The 
ditch approaching Pit 9 from the west and cutting Pit 10 was 1 m wide and 0.54 m 
deep, almost V-shaped but with a flat 22 cm wide bottom like the adjacent Pit 9 and 
Pits 5, 6 and 7 to the east. It contained two flint fragments at 30 cms deep, but 
otherwise was clean. This ditch can be seen on the geophysical survey to extend 
further to the west beyond the area excavated, as it may also do to the east beyond Pit 
7. The short ditch to the south, and almost on the same alignment as Pit 8, was 5 m x 
0.6 m and 0.32 m deep, with rough sloping sides and an almost flat 20 cm bottom. 
The fill was more varied, with a 10 cm layer of stony soil on top, containing a sherd 
of Roman greyware and several pieces of burnt clay or daub, below that a 10 cm layer 
of soil with small fragments of limestone, containing several decayed animal teeth 
and bone fragments, and a lower 10 cm layer of soil and 1 cm pieces of limestone, a 
natural chert flake and some fragments of charcoal. A possible small rubbing stone 
was found at the interface of the second and third layers. The ditches that appear to 
link Pits 1, 2 and 3 to the central feature may not all be ditches, or at least they may, 
like the central feature itself, have begun as a natural feature, or even stream bed, that 
was subsequently adapted. It is true that they also have a layer of stones in the top 
similar to the pits, in a way that the other ditches do not, but the fill is cleaner and 
more homogeneous than the south ditch, again like the pits themselves. They are 
shallow and irregularly shaped. The one running off the central feature to the west 
tapers away and the one running into it plunges down at an angle like a smooth chute, 
as if perhaps formed by water rather than by digging. (See fig. 10.) 
   

 
 



Central Feature 
 
The scalloped shapes in the rim to the left of the entrance chute into the feature may 
have been naturally sculpted and the three tapering channels seen leaving it (top left 
of fig.10) may in fact be run-off water channels or even glacial grooves gouged out by 
rocks. However, the labelled pits (fig. 10) were certainly seen to be artificial, with the 
possible exception of the 72 cm deep Pit N. It is uncertain whether its shape partly 
represents the outline of the original natural feature, but with the shape of Pit L clearly 
discernable in its wall, cut like a deep step into it. As the fill of Pits L, N, V, C and B 
was very similar to the segregated pits and contained no environmental remains, only 
rare tiny pieces of charcoal and groups of stones, and not varied or layered, it was 
only possible to see the outlines of the pits left in the limestone bedrock. This time the 
stones found were not on top of the pits, but buried half way down, in a large scatter 
in Pit N as mentioned before, plus four roundish ones spaced out in a line near the 
bottom of the pit below the ‘chute’  leading into the feature. Also the 82 cm deep Pit V 
had a number of stones randomly left in it, including a 16 x 11 x 8 cm rubbing stone 
fragment at 23 cms deep, that had been burnt and afterwards used as a hammer stone. 
It was possible to see from the pit cuts that Pit V was dug before the conical 85 cms 
deep Pit C, which was cut through the former, and that the bowl-shaped 72 cms deep 
Pit B was later cut into Pit C. The fills of the other pits, M (with a maximum depth of 
82 cms), R (22 cms) and S (41 cms), were a slightly darker, richer soil, which made 
them clearer to see, and the shape of Pit S could be made out intruding into the fill of 
Pits V and R. In addition to the rubbing stone in Pit V, it was Pits B and S that housed 
the more telling structured stone depositions. Just below the top of Pit B, lying with 
its carved face downwards, was found a carved sandstone rock, 56 x 32 x 27 cms, 
with on its smoother convex face a series of scratches and grooves in a range of 
motifs that are Neolithic in style, similar to those found in passage grave art as well as 
non-funereal contexts at other sites in this country and on the continent. It was 
considered no coincidence, therefore, when another carved rock, of similar size and 
shape, with similar designs and associations, was discovered, again positioned face 
down, near the top of Pit S, which appeared to have been dug especially for it. [A 
detailed analysis of the two carved stones appears in an accompanying article by Paul 
Bowers.] Furthermore, an elongated rubbing stone, 38 x 16 x 13 cms, and below this a 
possible disc-shaped rubbing stone, 24 x 22 x 13 cms, had been deposited in Pit R.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The stone assemblage, particularly the carved ones in their own pits whose engraving 
may have in some way represented the relationship of the early inhabitants of Boston 
Spa to their land, may be evidence of ceremonial deposition, perhaps upon closure of 
the site. Indeed, it seems that the central feature with the separate pits aligned on it 
were an important focus of activity probably for a long time. The geophysical survey 
points to a potential second alignment or complex of pits to the south in the same 
field, which we hope to investigate in summer 2006.  


