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EDITOR’S FOREWORD
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1. Prehistoric and Roman Wales.
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WALES’ HIDDEN HISTORY


c.25,000 BC – c.AD 383


Edited by S. Aldhouse-Green, with contributions by S. Aldhouse-Green,


M.J. Green, M. Hamilton, R. Howell & J. Pollard


HUNTER-GATHERER COMMUNITIES IN WALES


Stephen Aldhouse-Green


Wales is first known to have been peopled a quarter of a million years ago. From then, until as recently as 9200 years ago, Wales was only inhabited episodically because of dramatic shifts both in climate and sea level. Even then, during what is usually termed the Postglacial period, the land continued to be peopled by hunters, gatherers and fishers until the arrival of the first farming communities some 6000 years ago. This period of 250,000 years can be divided up in several different ways, whether by types of human being, archaeological period, or climatic phase. My approach here will be to take a few important sites and use these as a snapshot of life in prehistoric Wales.


The Paleolithic


Pontnewydd Cave was first recorded in the 1870s by McKenny Hughes and Boyd Dawkins. By this time a length of 25m of deposit had been excavated or quarried away and archaeologists generally believed that the cave had been cleared of all archaeological evidence. A few stone tools had been found along with bones of Ice Age animals and a human tooth believed to have been ancient and, presumptively, Neanderthal. A programme of excavation, initiated in 1978 and continuing until 1995, revealed a remarkable fact: that the cave had been infilled by a series of mud-slides or debris-flows. This meant that evidence of human settlement, in the form of stone tools and actual human remains, was preserved deep within the cave system.


The archaeological evidence from Pontnewydd shows that the main occupation took place around 225,000 years ago, possibly just after a temporary period of severe cold. The bones of many species of animal were found mixed with artefacts, including numerous stone handaxes, sharp flakes and points, and hide-scrapers. The animals included rhinoceros, leopard, hyena, bear and horse. Only the last two can definitely be associated with the human presence at the site, for some of their bones had been cut-marked with stone tools. It evokes an image of Neanderthals, armed with thrusting spears and javelins, hunting horse in the open ground of the Elwy Valley or venturing into the dark recesses of the cave at times when it was used by hibernating bears and killing and dissecting a bear for the skin and meat.


The occupants of the site were not modern humans but Neanderthals. These latter had evolved in Europe where they can be recognised with confidence from c.300,000 years ago or earlier. However, our best evidence for Neanderthals comes from the last cold period (broadly the last 100,000 years) during which not only are remains more abundant, but actual burials occur in which the skeletal remains are, in consequence, complete. From these a detailed picture of Neanderthal physique and physiology may be built up. The body from the neck down was similar to our own but was very much more robust, a reflection of constant activity. The lower arms and legs were relatively short in relation to the thighs and upper arms, an adaptation seen among circumpolar peoples which is designed to conserve body heat. In just the same way, the large nose may also be a cold climate adaptation, enabling the warming of air before it entered the lungs. Other features of the face were a low forehead with the eyes consequentially placed high on the face. These eyes, large in size, looked out from beneath generous brow ridges. Finally the middle of the face was ‘pulled forward’ and the chin was missing. DNA has been found preserved in the bones of Neanderthal skeletons and shows that this is indeed a separate species which died out without significant evidence of having interbred with modern humans. These latter had evolved in Africa and colonised Europe from about 40,000 years ago, reaching Wales 10,000 years later.


Paviland Cave is a site with at least half a dozen separate phases of human presence. Although the site was once deeply stratified, the poorly recorded activities of excavators, combined with the action of the sea, have destroyed much of the evidence of their original sedimentary contexts.


Neanderthals were almost certainly present at Paviland. It seems likely that they visited Coygan Cave near Laugharne, across the then dry Carmarthen Bay, some 50,000 years ago. There seem to have been two points in time when Neanderthals were present in western Britain. First, it may be that a colonising group of Neanderthals arrived around 50,000 years ago or a little earlier when the climate, ameliorating after the extremely cold conditions of the period between 75-60,000 years ago, had opened up the northern lands of the British peninsula to settlement. These settlers are associated with distinctive hand axes. They take a subtriangular form whose affinities lie with a French industry made by Neanderthals and sometimes known as the hand axe Mousterian. Artefacts probably of this age at Paviland are likely to belong to this industry, which would appear to be virtually the only Mousterian cultural assemblage represented in Britain. It may of course be the case that the distinctiveness, and therefore the archaeological visibility, of the hand axe forms is a factor in their preferential recognition. However, it now seems clear that the known Mousterian facies on the Continent represent a chronological succession. The hand axe Mousterian is the last of the succession of Mousterian assemblages and it is probably the case that humans were simply not present in Britain during the last cold stage until after its appearance on the Continent after 60,000 years ago.


Second, the later Neanderthals are probably to be associated with the industry typified by leaf-shaped spearpoints, sometimes known in Britain as the Lincombian. As originally set out, this term defined a mixed industry in which Aurignacian artefacts – that is to say the tools of the earliest modern humans in Europe – and leaf-points were associated. Increasingly the term is used to refer to British leaf-point industries regardless of whether or not other elements were mixed in.


These two Neanderthal phases are to some extent notional. It is not clear whether there was continuous settlement of the British peninsula nor whether Neanderthals were still present in Britain when anatomically modern humans – probably to be identified with people of Aurignacian material culture – first arrived. It seems likely, however, that Neanderthal presence was confined to a number of discrete episodes in keeping with broader evidence for episodic human peopling of the more northerly parts of Europe. It is a reasonable expectation, moreover, given the complexity of the climatic history of the last glacial period, that such presences may have coincided with the milder, so-called ‘interstadial’ periods which are known to have occurred as episodes within the cold glacial stages.


The richest of the archaeological assemblages at Paviland is the Aurignacian. This is represented artefactually by a series of distinctive stone tools including specialised forms of engraving tools and scrapers. These cannot be directly dated but they are likely to be of the same age as large quantities of bone charcoal dated to c.29-28,000 years ago. This dating is not only supported by the appearance of burnt Aurignacian artefacts at Paviland, but also from the dating of an Aurignacian bone spearhead found at Uphill to around 28,000 years ago. However, the most important phase in the history of the site dates to 26,000 years and concerns a burial known as the ‘Red Lady’. Only the left side of the skeleton survived to be recovered by Dean Buckland in AD 1823, who described the skeleton as:


…enveloped by a coating of a kind of ruddle… which stained the earth, and in some parts extended itself to the distance of about half an inch [12 mm] around the surface of the bones… Close to that part of the thigh bone where the pocket is usually worn… surrounded also by ruddle [were] about two handfulls [sic] of small shells of the Nerita littoralis [common periwinkle]… At another part of the skeleton, viz in contact with the ribs [were] forty or fifty fragments of ivory rods… from one to four inches in length… [Also]… some small fragments of rings made of the same ivory and found with the rods… Both rods and rings, as well as the Nerite shells, were stained superficially with red, and lay in the same red substance that enveloped the bones


Buckland Reliquiae Diluvianae


Positioned nearby was the skull of a mammoth which may have played a part in the ritual of the burial and so became part of the grave furniture. It was certainly a commonplace among comparable European burials for remains of mammoth and rhino to be included in the grave or form a part of its structure. Some such burials seem to have been the graves of shamans and it is possible that such animal remains may symbolise the shaman’s spirit helper.


The period following the burial was one of extreme cold leading to the peak of the last glaciation at 20,000 years ago when most of Wales disappeared under vast sheets of glacial ice. Even so, visits to Paviland Cave continued. Two represent episodes of ivory-working on the site (at 24,000 and 21,000 years ago). The earlier of these is marked by the manufacture on site of a unique ivory pendant made from a growth in the tusk of a mammoth. A further event 23,000 years ago involved a deposit of three schematic anthropomorphic figurines of a kind undocumented in Western Europe but with parallels on the Russian plains. It is postulated that these were visits by far ranging task groups for whom the site had a sacred as well as a secular importance.


With the coming of the ice sheets, Wales was abandoned. Eight thousand years later, around 13,000 years ago, during a period of mild climate, hunter-gatherers reoccupied Wales. The history of that period can be pieced together from the finds at a number of caves, most notably Hoyle’s Mouth near Tenby where the discovery of flints deep in the darkness zone of the cave is suggestive of initiation rites or possibly shamanic rituals. The reoccupation of Wales was, however, a false dawn. During the eleventh millennium, cold climate returned and, for the most part, people migrated south. Wales was eventually re–populated around 9200 years ago and that date presents a mystery for it falls fully 500 years after the colonisation of England. At this stage it is not clear whether this late adventus of the Mesolithic postglacial hunter-gatherers was a genuine historical fact or whether evidence is yet to be found for settlement earlier in the tenth millennium.
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2. Pontnewydd Cave. Excavations here yielded remains of six Neanderthals dated to around 225,000 years ago.
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3. Paviland. Goat’s Hole controlled a possible animal migration route to the Gower plateau and overlooked an area of plain. It was well positioned as a hunting intercept site. It was also the site of the ceremonial burial of the so-called ‘Red Lady’ interred 26,000 years ago.
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4. Paviland Cave. Ivory Pendant and fragment of mammoth tusk. This artefact was shaped around 24,000 years ago from a natural growth in the tusk of a mammoth. The fragment of diseased tusk illustrated here was excavated by Buckland in 1823. The pendant was found by Sollas in 1912.


The Mesolithic


Mesolithic settlement was focused on the coastal plains and the uplands seem to have been exploited only by specialist hunting groups. Beaches provided the coastal dwellers with easily accessible raw materials in the form of flint, chert and occasional flakeable volcanic rocks. In the midst of the Mesolithic, at c.8500 years ago, Britain finally became an island and one time hunter-gatherer territories were progressively submerged. The sites of Frainslake and Lydstep amid the submerged forests of Pembrokeshire bear particular testimony to this process. At Frainslake a probable Late Mesolithic flint scatter was associated with a windbreak of gorse, birch and hazel which ‘ran in a gentle curve for 4-5 yards’. Again, at Lydstep a pair of microliths – perhaps components of the armature of a Mesolithic arrow – was found in a context suggestive of the arrow having been embedded in the neck of a pig.


The postglacial rise in sea level, and consequential inundation of the coastal plains, may have had an impact on the diet and social relations of the hunters. The sea now lay in many areas at the foot of high cliffs and it may be that it was there some groups were denied access to the sea. This may explain the evidence of nitrogen and carbon ratios in human bone which suggests that some of the very latest Mesolithic people in Wales had moved to a diet composed of meat or cereals. This is in direct contrast to the evidence of the exploitation of sea-foods seen in the earlier Mesolithic people. In this period raw materials for stone tools were more local in origin, again implying reduced territorial ranges and reduced mobility. Other key changes in the Mesolithic were progressive afforestation, a change at c. 8700 years ago from broad blade to narrow blade microlith forms used as arrow armatures and finally evidence for the human management of the landscape through the use of fire to create cleared areas in order to foster aggregations of game.


Wales has a multitude of Mesolithic sites but has no certain evidence of houses or long term campsites which may have been used as home bases. The Nab Head, Pembrokeshire, has occupation in both early and late phases of the Mesolithic. The site is located on a promontory high above the sea but would have lain, during its early Mesolithic occupation, on a hill with gently sloping sides easily accessible to the then coastal plain. The Early Mesolithic site on the Nab Head produced no certain structures. It is, however, well known for the large numbers of perforated stone beads it has produced. In all 690 artificially perforated natural mudstone pebbles are known. A type of drill bit made of flint is common on the site and is called a mèche de foret; it is likely to have been associated with stone bead production. There has been speculation that the beads once formed sets of jewellery and came from disturbed burials on the site. Modern excavation has found no trace of these. There is evidence for traffic in these perforated stone beads, examples being known from south-west Wales at Palmerston Farm and Freshwater East and, in upland Wales, from Waun Fignen Felen in the Black Mountains of Breconshire. The latter was probably also a production site for it has yielded broken beads and a flint mèche de foret suggestive of on-site manufacture. The Waun Fignen Felen beads were made of a very unusual spotted mudstone, possibly selected for its aesthetic properties. The Late Mesolithic site at the Nab Head produced several features. One of these is a possible house-site: here, three concentrations of artefacts defined an ‘empty area’ around five metres in diameter, an area comparable in size with Mesolithic houses known from elsewhere in the British Isles. The ‘concentrations’ may represent middens of material discarded from activities associated with the house.


The upland moorland of Waun Fignen Felen preserves a number of lakeside sites and displays both early and Late Mesolithic periods of activity covering several millennia. Its upland setting is very unusual. Human presence there has been interpreted as seasonal hunting forays and certainly not as year-round exploitation. It is noteworthy that the artefacts found there generally reflect hunting rather than processing activities. There are several lithic scatter sites at Waun Fignen Felen which may once have been very short lived locations designed for hunting waterfowl. Some are located upwind of the point where use of the Haffes gorge could allow a hunter to approach the lake unseen. This upland site is one of a number presenting evidence of the use of fire to manage the local environment (here heathland) to create grazing for game. The mobility of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers is reflected by the distances that raw materials travelled to reach Waun Fignen Felen. Thus, during the Early Mesolithic phase there, both beach flint and Greensand chert were exploited. The nearest sources to Waun Fignen Felen would seem to lie at least 80 kilometres distant.


The site of Goldcliff lies on the edge of the Severn Estuary. Like Waun Fignen Felen, there is evidence for the deliberate use of fire with charcoal present in the peat surrounding the site and for hunting and fishing. Actual remains attest the presence of red deer, roe deer, wild pig, wolf and otter; hoof-prints of aurochs and red deer are present. Birds identified include coot and possibly mallard and a number of fish species have been recovered. The settlement areas at Goldcliff lay on the former dryland margins of Goldcliff Island and arose from cyclical reoccupations of the reed swamp-fringed edges of the island. Exploitation of the local environment took place during a phase of marine regression. No house sites were found, nor constructed hearths, and the single posthole found was interpreted as possibly having formed part of a drying frame for smoking fish. Occupation in the winter to spring period has been inferred from a study of mammal and fish remains. Red deer, wild pig, roe deer and otter bones had all been butchered, presumably for human consumption. The occurrence of burnt fish and bird bones is suggestive of Mesolithic barbecues. Indeed, on one occasion two microlithic barbs of an arrow seem to have become embedded within a wild pig carcass and to have been roasted with it.


It is appropriate to leave the Mesolithic literally in the footsteps of its Mesolithic inhabitants. At Uskmouth near Newport, footprint trails preserved in intertidal deposits have been dated to the seventh millenium. Four humans were involved, three adults and a child. A perforated antler mattock found nearby, dated by radiocarbon to be more than 6000 years old, may have been used by one of the walkers. The area, then as now, was one of intertidal mud flats. Prints of animals and wading birds in the estuarine clay attest the richness of the environment of the last Welsh hunter-gatherer communities.


The Neolithic – Joshua Pollard


Defining the ‘Neolithic’ and understanding of the mechanisms of its introduction are subject to considerable debate. Traditionally, it has been viewed as the period that witnesses a shift from a subsistence base of gathering/hunting/fishing to one of settled farming, but the reality is more complicated. Not all Neolithic communities appear to have been fully fledged mixed farmers, and changes in subsistence regime are, anyway, just one part of a series of sometimes marked transformations in material culture, ideology and technical practices occurring a century or so around 4000 BC. Wales is not distinct in this respect; the appearance of domesticated plants and animals, ceramics, monuments to the dead and new lifestyles occurred with synchronicity across much of north-western Europe. Both colonisation by Neolithic groups from the Continent and indigenous adoption of Neolithic lifestyles by local gatherer-hunters have been put forward as mechanisms for these changes, the latter currently being the favoured scenario. Mixed Late Mesolithic-early Neolithic flint scatters in regions such as Pembrokeshire and Breconshire certainly imply continuity of use of certain locations in the landscape by the same populations, if not continuity of lifestyles. This acknowledged, domesticated animals, cereals and new technologies (such as the production of pottery) lack local antecedents and must have been brought in from outside, either through existing networks of exchange and contact, or through limited population movement.


In contrast to the highly visible and durable monuments built by Neolithic groups to honour the dead, ancestors and a range of other spiritual agencies, evidence for settlement, subsistence and other aspects of routine life is markedly ephemeral. As with much of Britain, sedentary settlement was the exception rather than the norm. Many communities appear still to have led quite mobile lives, some perhaps involved in seasonal transhumance, others engaged in practices of short-term sedentism where areas might be cleared, occupied and cultivated for a few years before moving on. For the earlier part of the period, pollen evidence suggests localised short-term clearances, sometimes linked to limited cereal cultivation, in what was quite extensive deciduous woodland. Affected by both natural processes such as lightning strikes and tree-throw, as well as human interference, limited woodland clearance is known to have occurred during the Mesolithic, though the scale and extent of this increased during the fourth millennium BC.


The most abundant evidence for occupation comes from surface scatters of flint and stone tools (for example, in the Walton basin and Usk valley), the durable component of former middens and spreads of refuse. Pits containing selections of domestic refuse, such as that at Coygan Rock, Carmarthenshire, are also indicative of short-lived settlement. Whilst many occupation sites have suffered through subsequent natural erosion and the effects of agriculture, a number survive reasonably intact by virtue of being sealed under the earthworks of Neolithic and Bronze Age monuments or sand dunes. One such site, dating to the later fourth millennium BC, has recently been excavated at Ogmore-by-Sea on the coast of Glamorgan. Sand dunes here seal an extensive scatter of worked flint, pottery and waste from the manufacture of lignite artefacts, along with hearths and the post settings of temporary shelters. The scale of this site indicates either episodic settlement over a long period of time, or a place of aggregation. Similar evidence has been recovered from the old land surfaces under later cairns at Cefn Bryn, Gower, and Gwernvale, Breconshire.


Structures associated with habitation are few, no more than about twenty being known from Wales. Portable tent or yurt-like dwellings suited to a mobile lifestyle may have been commonplace. From the earlier Neolithic there is a substantial (13 x 6m) rectangular post-built house at Llandegai, Bangor, associated with Grimston pottery, flintwork and an axe polishing stone. This particular building has parallels with contemporary structures in Ireland. Rectangular timber houses of early Neolithic date are also known from Clegyr Boia, St David’s, and Gwernvale. Although in each instance associated with hearths and occupation refuse, the rarity and context of these buildings suggests that such houses were not the norm, and might even have been special purpose buildings (e.g. cult houses). The two structures at Clegyr Boia may have existed within an enclosure, and at Gwernvale the building immediately pre-dates the construction of a chambered tomb.
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5. Goldcliff Island Mesolithic site lies on the edge of the Severn Estuary.
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6. Later Neolithic stake-built dwellings at Trelystan (after Britnell).


The construction and use of rectangular buildings continued into the later Neolithic (c.3000-2400 BC) – seen at Cefn Glas, Rhondda, and Mount Pleasant, Nottage, both Glamorgan – though stake-built round and oval dwellings now became commonplace. Examples include the two small (under 5m diameter) oval structures sited on a hill crest above the Severn valley at Trelystan, containing hearths and internal pits. Their location strongly suggests they were used for seasonal occupation, maybe upland herding, and occupied by only some members of the community. Two very similar and near contemporary structures have recently been excavated at Upper Ninepence, Walton. This particular site offers our clearest insight into the character and nature of later Neolithic settlement in Wales. Activity here spans the fourth and third millennia BC, with two or more phases of occupation occurring around 3000 and 2700 BC. The first is evidenced by an artefact scatter containing Peterborough pottery, flint tools and pits containing deliberate burials of artefacts and soil; the latter suggested by the excavator to be bound up with ideas of symbolic renewal and regeneration of resources. There is evidence of cereal cultivation (wheat), the consumption of hazelnuts, cooking of meat (probably beef) in pottery vessels, and leather and bone working. The second phase is associated with Grooved Ware ceramics and is somewhat different in kind. Artefact scatters, pits and the two stake-built structures are flanked on one side by a curving ditch. Evidence for the cultivation of cereals is not so strong and pork seems to replace beef as the principal source of meat. The deliberate deposition of objects in pits continues. Indicative of longdistance exchange networks, much of the flint used in the manufacture of stone tools is of a high quality, some deriving from as far afield as Lincolnshire and the Thames Valley.


The settlement at Walton is unusual in providing good evidence of the subsistence base of these Neolithic communities. Due to the presence of acidic soils over much of Wales, bone rarely survives, or survives well. Likewise, plant remains will normally only survive if intensively charred. From scant remains we know that domesticated cattle, pig, sheep and goats were kept, and that red deer and perhaps wild cattle and pig were occasionally hunted. If analogy is drawn with other areas of Britain, cattle dominated the livestock economies of the earlier Neolithic, with pig becoming more important during the later. Cereal cultivation can be inferred through pollen, charred grains and the presence of quern stones. Good plant assemblages are rare, but that from Plas Gogerddan has produced emmer wheat, barley, hazelnut and crab apple; and an impression of Celtic bean occurs on a sherd from Ogmore. Overall, wild plant foods seem more abundant than cereals, and, tentatively, it might be suggested that cereal cultivation was more extensive during the fourth rather than third millennium BC.


Indirect dietary evidence comes from recent work on stable isotopes in human bone. In stark contrast to the situation common to the late Mesolithic, no early Neolithic samples have shown evidence for significant consumption of marine foodstuffs, indicating a rapid and marked shift in diet at, or shortly before, the beginning of the Neolithic. Whether this is due to restricted access to coastal resources, or ideological change forcing new dietary preference, is open to debate. At Parc le Breos on the Gower peninsula, much of the dietary protein seems to have come from animal sources (meat, and perhaps milk or blood), with little input from cereals or other plant foods.


Recent re-analysis of human remains from tombs in the Black Mountains and Gower has shed considerable light on the detail and diversity of lifestyles practised by earlier Neolithic groups. The incidence of decay and periods of arrested development in teeth can tell of the nature of diets and the presence or otherwise of periods of physiological stress caused through food shortage; and musculoskeletal stress markers are an indication of repetitive or extreme activities. Amongst the remains from Ty Isaf in the Black Mountains, the dental profile suggests that cereal products played a very minor role in the diet of this population, and there is little indication of significant nutritional deficiencies. In contrast, the populations buried at the nearby tombs of Penywyrlod and Pipton suffered from a higher incidence of decay, implying a greater input of carbohydrates or softer cooked meat, and incidents of arrested tooth growth may indicate periodic nutritional shortages. Such differences may reflect the relative importance of wild versus domesticated/cultivated food substances, different modes of preparing food, and the relative flexibility of subsistence practices. Periodic food shortages amongst the groups buried at Penywyrlod and Pipton could, for example, relate to a static subsistence base involving the cultivation of cereals and other domesticated foodstuffs, and in which occasional poor harvests were a feature.


Musculoskeletal data suggest gender differences in terms of lifestyles and participation in routine labour tasks. Males were more physically active in the sense of having developed leg muscles created through running, jumping or other strenuous exercise. They may have been more actively involved in hunting, herding and transhumance. This gender-based distinction is particularly marked amongst the population from Parc le Breos, where the male population was particularly robust and the female markedly less so. Perhaps physical prowess in males (in the hunt or through recreational activities) was highly valued. This may not be universal though, as the pattern is not replicated to the same degree amongst the populations of other tombs, such as Tinkinswood in the Vale of Glamorgan.


It is difficult to be dogmatic about the nature of social organisation during the period. Many communities may have been semi-autonomous and largely self-sufficient, though linked through alliances and networks of marriage and exchange. There is no evidence for institutionalised power relations, and position may have varied according to age, gender and achieved rather than inherited status. Friction did exist, either over control of resources or perceived violation of acceptable behaviour, as evidenced by an arrowhead found embedded in a human rib from Penywyrlod.


The material equipment of these communities comprised ceramics, stone and bone tools, and almost certainly a range of items made of wood, leather, basketry and other perishable materials that have not survived. Ceramics make their first appearance during the Neolithic, linked to new ways of preparing and serving food, and show a successive series of style changes throughout the period. The earliest, named after the site of Grimston in East Yorkshire, comprise finely potted carinated bowls, undecorated with rounded bases. Decorated bowl pottery was produced from the first half of the fourth millennium BC, and so-called Peterborough wares towards the end of that millennium. By about 2800 BC we see the appearance of a new style of ceramic known as Grooved Ware; flat based, in a range of sizes and vessel forms, some profusely decorated with grooved, incised, impressed and applied motifs. Distributed widely across Britain and Ireland, Grooved Ware may have had its origins far to the north in the Orkneys, its spread to the south representing an instance of longdistance transmission of new ideas, technologies and practices.
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7. Earlier Neolithic ‘Grimston’ bowls from Gwernvale (after Britnell and Savory); Grooved Ware from Upper Ninepence, Walton (after Gibson).


In an age before metal, stone provided a valuable medium for making sharp-edged and resilient tools such as knives, scrapers, projectile points, awls and axes. Flint was a preferred material, though only occurring as small pebbles from beach and drift deposits in selected areas of Wales, leading to the occasional importation of prepared cores and even finished implements from regions such as southern and eastern England, and even Antrim. Ground and polished axes of igneous and metamorphic rocks were produced at specialist production sites (erroneously termed ‘axe factories’) in the north and south-west of Wales. Excavations at two of these, at Mynydd Rhiw, Llyn Peninsula, and Graig Lwyd, Penmaenmawr, have produced evidence for the extraction of rock from surface outcrops and buried seams, along with flake debris from the manufacture of axes, and other tools such as knives, scrapers and awls. Production at both sites may have begun quite early in the Neolithic, though the products of Graig Lwyd tend to be more widely distributed towards the end of the fourth millennium BC. There is no evidence that axe production was a full-time specialist activity. Instead, it may have been undertaken on a seasonal or episodic basis by a range of groups or individuals claiming generalised rights over raw material sources. Whilst the products of Mynydd Rhiw tend to be concentrated around the Llyn Peninsula, those of Graig Lwyd and some of the south-west Welsh production sites circulated much further afield, a number turning up in south, central and eastern England. Conversely, Cumbrian axes are known in numbers from mid-Wales and the Marches, flint examples in the south-east (along the Severn valley), and Cornish implements in mid and south Wales. There are even occasional finds of imported Scandinavian axes (e.g. from the Usk valley). Such extensive distributions are not uncommon and illustrate that the value of stone axes sometimes lay far beyond that of their role as clearance and woodworking tools. Made of rock from particular places of special, perhaps even mythical, importance, axes circulated widely as gifts as well as commodities, some perhaps carrying lengthy biographies of previous ownership that enhanced their desirability.


The earlier part of the period is characterised by often complex funerary rituals and, though not universal, the housing of the dead in elaborate stone-built tombs. Bone survival is poor in many regions of Wales and our knowledge of mortuary practices largely derives from deposits encountered in megalithic tombs in the Black Mountains, Vale of Glamorgan and Gower, where conditions of preservation are favourable. Here, tombs contain collective deposits of up to fifty or more individuals. At Parc le Breos, Gower, the remains of at least forty people were encountered, including adults (male and female), adolescents, children and infants. At Penywyrlod and Pipton, both in the Black Mountains, children and infants seem under-represented, implying a degree of selection in burial. Typically, the bones are found in a disarticulated state (i.e. not full skeletons), a result of prior burial or exposure of the corpse. Surviving bones were then gathered up and placed with some care in the chambers of these tombs. Significantly, at Penywyrlod groups of bone contained a fairly balanced range of skeletal elements, though were drawn from two or three individuals in each case, a process of ‘making up’ skeletons from the bones of disparate individuals. Cremation was occasionally practised during the earlier Neolithic, as evidenced at Ty Isaf and a few chambered tombs in south-west Wales (e.g. Carreg Samson and Carreg Coetan Arthur). The breaking down of the corpse and burial en masse are seen as processes that asserted a sense of collectivity in death, and transformed the dead into a community of ancestors.
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8. The distribution of stone axes from Graig Lwyd (after Bradley and Edmonds).


A more varied range of funerary practices emerged during the late fourth and earlier third millennium BC, after the construction and use of collective tombs largely ceased. A few examples suffice. At Four Crosses, Llandysilio, a late fourth millennium BC round barrow sealed a substantial pit containing the crouched burial of an adult with a pottery bowl and cattle jaw: at either end of this pit, cut into its base, were graves containing two further adult inhumations. Ten kilometres to the south, a simple cairn-marked grave of the same date, containing an inhumation and cremation, was excavated high above the Severn at Trelystan. Natural places also became locales where mortuary rites were enacted. A particularly spectacular burial deposit from Gop Cave, Prestatyn, comprised at least fourteen inhumations, buried successively, and accompanied by Peterborough-ware bowls, a polished flint knife and jet belt sliders. Cremation is known to have been practised on some scale during the later Neolithic. It must be acknowledged that the total burial population for the period is small, and that the majority of people were treated in death in ways that left no archaeological trace.


Monuments dominate the archaeological record for the period. Constructed variously to house the dead, honour ancestors and other spiritual agencies, and to serve as foci for communal ceremonial activity, they also stood as makers of place and emblems of new identity. From the earlier Neolithic there are tombs and associated megalithic structures, enclosures and cursus monuments (considerably elongated rectilinear ditched enclosures); from the later a variety of henge monuments, some stone circles and massive timber palisaded enclosures.


Megalithic tombs are known in numbers from south-east, south-west and north-west Wales. They vary in architectural style: from stone-built chambered long cairns (so-called Cotswold-Severn tombs) that ultimately belong to a tradition of long mound construction stretching back to early fifth millennium BC continental Europe; to simple mounded or freestanding, box-like chambers with sloping capstones (portal dolmens), and later passage-graves, that have affinities with megalithic structures in many regions of the Atlantic façade. These typological categories are not rigid and there is an element of local inventiveness. Distributions are geographically focused, with Cotswold-Severn monuments predominantly in the south-east, portal dolmens in the south- and north-west, and passage-graves in the north-west. Two earthen long mounds, of a type common in southern and eastern England, have recently been recognised near Welshpool.


Available dates and material associations, such as the Grimston bowls from Dyffryn Ardudwy, Merioneth, show early fourth millennium BC beginnings for these structures. Some are multi-phased and potentially long-lived; Dyffryn Ardudwy beginning as a portal dolmen, but later incorporated within a long mound with its own chamber; and Trefignath, Anglesey, being progressively enlarged, eventually comprising a long cairn with three chambers. The latest megalithic tombs are probably the developed passage-graves of north Wales, famously Barclodiad y Gawres and Bryn Celli Ddu on Anglesey. Dating to the latest fourth or early third millennia BC, the former is a cruciform passage-grave similar to examples from County Meath, Ireland, and is decorated with geometric motifs that link it with sites in the Boyne valley. The sequence at Bryn Celli Ddu begins with a ring-ditch or henge monument enclosing a circle of free-standing stones, over which the passage-grave was built. Cremation burial appears as the dominant rite associated with these monuments.


Aerial reconnaissance has led to the recognition of a range of previously unsuspected Neolithic monument types in lowland Wales. Until very recently, no earlier Neolithic enclosures were known from Wales, but two have been recognised as cropmarks within close proximity at Ogmore and Corntown in the Vale of Glamorgan. Known as causewayed enclosures, after the interrupted lengths of ditch that define them, they are of a monumental tradition that extends across much of north-western Europe. Some acted as points of episodic aggregation for dispersed communities, many show evidence for feasting and conspicuous acts of deposition, whilst mortuary rituals may have taken place at others. That at Corntown comprises of up to six concentric circuits of ditch and encloses several hectares. Large quantities of earlier Neolithic worked flint, including thirty leaf arrowheads and fragments of axe, have been collected from the surface of the site, implying episodes of occupation. A single ditch enclosure is claimed on Anglesey; and in the south-west there is an argument for seeing the small stone-walled enclosure of Clegyr Boia as of early Neolithic date, on analogy with securely dated sites such as Carn Brea and Helman Tor in Cornwall.


Most enigmatic of all are the handful of cursus monuments known from Wales. Constructed during the fourth millennium BC, there are three definite examples (Llandegai, Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled and Walton), and five possible. That at Walton is in the order of 500m long. Potentially associated with mortuary or ancestor rituals, they are sited in valley locations, and provided the focus for the development of elaborate ‘monumental landscapes’ during the later Neolithic. At Llandegai, two large henge monuments (circular embanked earthworks) and a series of ‘hengiform’ pit circles associated with deposits of cremated bone were constructed adjacent to the cursus during the earlier third millennium BC. A similar sequence is seen at Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled near Welshpool. It begins with the construction of the cursus in cleared woodland around 3800 BC. A double-ditched monument 380m long and only 10m wide, it has multiple causeways along its length, allowing ready access to the interior. The next phase, 3500-2500 BC, sees the construction of large free-standing posts, a penannular ring-ditch associated with cremation deposits, and a possible henge monument. Activity continues into the earlier Bronze Age with the construction of a timber circle and several small ring-ditches. It may have been a desire to emulate and respect the achievement of earlier generations that generated the momentum to construct complexes of monuments within these landscapes.


Though leaving no surface trace in today’s landscape, some of the most impressive monuments are the wooden palisades of the later Neolithic. Two are known from the Walton basin, at Walton and Hindwell (the latter being the largest in Britain). The Walton palisade is made up of a circuit of separate post-pits, that at Hindwell by a continuous palisade trench, 2m deep, and containing closely-spaced oak timbers. The latter encloses 35ha, originally with a post wall standing 6m or more above ground, and would have required around 6300 tonnes of fresh oak in its construction. There is no evidence for occupation within its interior, the enclosure seemingly built to define an area of sacred space. Half a kilometre to the north lie the transient remains of the Upper Ninepence settlement. In a world where the dwellings of the living seem so ephemeral, the sheer investment of labour in the construction of monuments is thrown into sharp focus.


Bronze Age – Mike Hamilton


Alongside the first copper tools occurs the distinctive Beaker pottery tradition. These shapely vases are the most obvious manifestation of major changes in British society. Beaker pottery is found across western and central Europe and probably originated in the Lower Rhine area. Until the 1970s migration of a distinctive racial type (the ‘Beaker Folk’) was the accepted medium for its appearance, but now the pottery is seen as reflecting exchange and transmission of ideas. Other manifestations of changes include more frequent burial under round cairns or barrows, greater emphasis on the individual, at least in burial, marked agricultural intensification and, after the insularity of the Late Neolithic, links with the rest of Europe. The metal tools are simple flat axes, flat tanged and riveted daggers, halberds, and awls. Non-metal objects include jet buttons, archers’ wristguards of stone, and flint daggers and barbed and tanged arrowheads. All but the latter are rare in Wales.


The impact of these changes on Welsh Neolithic society is problematical because of the limited knowledge about the preceding Late Neolithic period. Elsewhere in Britain the users of Beaker pottery treated Late Neolithic ritual sites with a mixture of destruction and appropriation; few of the sites show continuity in function and many are abandoned. Three Beakers in pits (possibly graves) from the henge at Llandegai are suggestive of a similar process of appropriation. Something similar may be occurring with the deposit of Beaker pottery in the possible henge at Coed-y-Dinas. The situation is confused because Beaker pottery is usually divided into three styles: Early, Middle and Late, though radiocarbon dating has queried this sequence. Wales has remarkably little Early and Middle style Beakers, the styles most often found on ritual sites in England. The Beakers from Llandegai were Late and this may suggest a longer continuation of Neolithic traditions than elsewhere in Britain. The multiple timber ring at Sarn-y-Bryn-Caled is dated to the Early Bronze Age, but appears more akin to Late Neolithic ritual sites. It has been argued that some of the Early Bronze Age funerary sites echo monument traditions of the Late Neolithic. Possibly resistance to change is an issue at the beginning of the Welsh Bronze Age.


Beaker pottery is associated with an inhumation burial tradition, where the corpse is buried in a crouched position, either in a grave or a stone cist, often covered in a cairn or barrow. These graves are very structured, with the associated Beakers and other grave-goods in particular positions. The orientation and facing of the bodies appears to be significant. Though much of the Welsh evidence has been poorly recorded by antiquaries, and the soils of Wales are often too acidic to preserve bone, it appears that the skeleton was generally orientated north-south and in most cases was facing east, the familiar pattern for southern Britain. Much of the bone analysis is old, but it suggests a high incidence of adult males, more so than elsewhere. There are no indications of a female burial tradition with the heads towards the south as found elsewhere. Many contemporary graves in Britain have ‘warrior’ symbolism, involving early copper or flint daggers, archer wristguards, stone battle axes and flint arrowheads. This appears to be true also for Wales but the evidence is less secure.


It is worth stressing that many contemporary graves are similar in appearance but lack the distinctive Beakers. Exactly what they represent is uncertain, as it is not clear what the Beaker pot signifies. They could represent symbolism associated with belief or perhaps some broader social category concerned with status or clique.


Food Vessel pottery, mostly squat bowls, replaced Beakers in the funerary role, to be in turn replaced by Food Vessel Urns, Collared Urns and miniature accessory vessels. The metalwork grew more sophisticated as single piece moulds gave way to double piece moulds. Jet and amber was imported into Wales, along with glass ‘faience’ beads, possibly of continental origin, and this material was also used in burials.


Early Bronze Age burial mounds can be roughly divided into two forms, earthen round barrows and circular stone cairns. This distinction is rather arbitrary and probably simply a product of geology. Many of the round barrows have rings of stake holes, probably reflecting hurdling. This may have defined the areas of the barrow for symbolic purposes and claims have been made linking these circles with Late Neolithic timber circles or the contemporary house form. The stake rings may also have been concerned with the order in which the mound was created, and these hurdles may have retained a bank, which provided an arena for the burial rite. In cairns, kerbs and rings of stones largely duplicate this pattern, and stratigraphy often demonstrates that a stone bank predates the burial rite and the construction of the cairn proper. Again it is claimed that this echoes Late Neolithic monumental practice in stone circles and henges. Some sites combine both stone rings and stake circles. The construction of these burial mounds was a sacred act which explains the order and care taken in their formation. This often included features such as the stripping of topsoil which would be invisible after construction. Many of these sites contain a central primary burial. These sites may be frequently reused, sometimes a simple grave, but sometimes a wholesale remodelling of the site.


The inhumation tradition associated with Beaker seems to have continued with some of the Food Vessels before being replaced by a cremation rite. Elsewhere in Britain this period is notable for its rich grave-goods, but Wales has only one outstanding example. This is the Mold gold cape, of stamped gold sheet, found wrapped around the upper torso of a male skeleton in a cairn at Bryn–yr–Ellyllon. Associated were a large number of amber beads. There is dispute over the dating, but the burial rite seems more appropriate to the Early Bronze Age.


Beyond burial it is difficult to identify much in the way of coherent ritual activity. Sarn–y–Bryn–Caled appears to be a late timber circle. Classic free–standing stone circles elsewhere in Britain generally belong to the Late Neolithic and nothing in Wales has disproved this, though fieldwork has been limited. However, there is considerable ambiguity in Wales between apparent stone circle variants and similar features found under barrows/cairns. Embanked ‘stone circles’ such as the Druid’s Circle, on Cefn Coch, seem to have a regular association with Early Bronze Age burial. It has been claimed that some standing stones belong to the Early Bronze Age, though excavation has also identified sites to the Neolithic and later Bronze Age.


One tenet of Welsh Bronze Age studies is the notion that the Bronze Age (and Late Neolithic) saw an expansion from the fertile lowlands into the uplands. This idea was originally based on the limited lowland distribution of Early Neolithic tombs contrasted with the wide distribution of Early Bronze Age funerary sites throughout Wales. However, the distribution of ritual sites is not necessarily a direct reflection of settlement patterns and it is notable that distribution of Neolithic stone axes is not biased towards tomb concentrations. The rational approach would be directly to identify settlement and compare the chronological patterns, however, there are too few non-funerary sites for meaningful comparison. Environmental archaeology, through the analysis of fossil pollen, offers a solution. Many pollen sequences exist, but many are poorly dated, and most are from the uplands. Generally this work does identify greater upland woodland clearance in the Late Neolithic/Bronze Age, though recent analysis from the Severn Levels suggests this is also true for the lowlands. This recent work also demonstrates that the extent and permanence of Neolithic clearance in the lowlands had been over-stated. It seems more likely that the Bronze Age represents agricultural intensification in upland and lowlands.


One continuity from the Neolithic is the difficulty of identifying settlements; a problem not unique to Wales. There are a small number of suggested houses, though none is entirely clear of ambiguity. All those that form a coherent plan appear to be small (around 5m diameter) and round. The visibility of settlement may simply be poor survival and limited fieldwork. Certainly the known examples are fragile and are all preserved by being sealed under later monuments. An alternative possibility is one of perception. It is possible much occupation was of a less substantial, and therefore less permanent nature and left fewer obvious traces, and small scatters of flint and pottery may be the only physical traces. The failure to conduct systematic fieldwalking in most of Wales has limited this evidence.


The three possible houses found at Stackpole Warren are the clearest example of Early Bronze Age settlement, though suggestions of continuity with the later Middle Bronze Age ritual use of the site casts doubt on their domestic interpretation. Nearby were ploughmarks associated with Early Bronze Age pottery. Gullies suggested a field edge. Many known occupation sites are coastal (e.g. Merthyr Mawr Warren and Newborough Warren) and are close to shell middens which evidence the exploitation of marine foods. At Caldicot, on the Gwent Levels, was a possible fish weir so it is likely they were exploiting marine resources, a similar pattern to that found in Western Scotland.


The most successful modern research conducted in Bronze Age Wales has been copper mining. The most recent summary lists seven confirmed and fifteen possible sites. On the Great Orme, Llandudno, part of an enormous site has been investigated. Alongside extensive underground galleries is large scale open cast working and a number of sites show evidence for ore extraction with bone tools, pebble hammers and fire-setting. Copa Hill even had evidence of elaborate timber drainage. However, there is still absence of evidence for ore processing.


The future challenge for this work is to go beyond the technology and investigate the social aspects of mining. None of the sites has evidence for an associated settlement. The galleries on the Great Orme are sometimes tiny, suggesting child labour. It is not clear if these sites are worked seasonally or all year round. It is not known if the workers are local or outsiders. As these mines were providing much of the copper used in Britain the resulting contacts must have impacted on local society.


The links between Ireland and north-west Wales which are clearly present in the Middle Neolithic seem to be absent by the Early Bronze Age. This is best illustrated by the distribution of Irish metalwork. Though a form of gold neck ornament, known as a lunula, was found at Dolbenmaen (‘Llanllyfni’) in north-eastern Wales, this has to be compared with eighty-five examples in Ireland. A similar pattern applies to halberds, common in Ireland, but rare in Wales.


Given the apparent richness of central southern Britain (Wessex) in the Early Bronze Age, separated from fertile south-east Wales only by the Cotswolds, it comes as a surprise that it is North Wales which has the greatest concentration of rich grave-goods. As some grave-goods are made of (or imitate) Whitby jet it has been argued that North Wales had contacts with developments and rites practised in northern Britain. This contact with the east coast would also explain the occasional finds of amber in north Wales. It is possible that this reflects contacts brought about by copper mining. By comparison south Wales has very few rich grave assemblages. A fragmentary boat recovered at excavations at Caldicot, on the Gwent Levels, demonstrations that the technology for communication across the Severn Estuary was clearly present.


In the rest of southern Britain the later Bronze Age is characterised by a high visibility fo settlements and field systems. This pattern occurs both on the lowlands but also in more marginal areas. While enclosed Middle Bronze Age settlement is easier to recognise, it is clear that open settlement was probably more common.
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9. Bronze Age houses.


Middle Bronze Age pottery, consisting of large bucket and barrel-shaped pots, occurs rarely in Wales, but is related in broad terms to the pottery traditions of southern and central England, often termed the Deverel-Rimbury tradition. By comparison the Late Bronze Age in Wales largely lacks pottery, which has serious implications for the study of this period. Aerial photography is also a problematic guide to settlement patterns as many small enclosed settlements, which in southern England would be expected to date to the Bronze Age, in Wales actually date to the Iron Age or later.


Later Bronze Age settlement in Wales has proved remarkably elusive, except on the Gwent Levels. A number of circular houses are recorded, ranging in size from 5-10m, but few of the proposed structures are free of ambiguity and some are not convincing as buildings. Conversely, four or five substantial rectangular buildings have also been identified. The largest measured 11.5 x 4.5m. These appear to be unique for Wales at this date. It is striking that the Gwent Levels produce the most concentrated evidence of later Bronze Age settlement in Wales, yet the Levels were probably partly salt marsh and may have functioned as summer pasture. This abundance of settlement evidence in such a marginal part of the landscape may have more to do with the preservative properties of this landscape, together with the crude techniques applied in most terrestrial archaeological assessment.


Elsewhere in Wales the number of excavated settlement sites of this period is tiny. The indications for the Middle Bronze Age are that unenclosed settlement was occurring, whereas no enclosed settlement is known. The evidence includes the discovery of a 7.1m diameter round house at Glanfeinion, as well as numerous finds in Rhuddlan. By comparison the Late Bronze Age appears to be identified with a series of enclosures. Coed y Cymdda appears to be partly enclosed in its Late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age phase. The first hillforts appear towards the end of the Later Bronze Age. Frequently this evidence rests on radiocarbon dates, unfortunate as the dating generally overlaps into the traditional Iron Age. However, sites such as the Breiddin, Dale, and possibly Dinorben and Moel y Gaer, begin in this period. The Breiddin is the most convincing, with defences enclosing an area of 28ha. This scale of occupation marks a major expansion in the sizes of settlement, though it is not clear if they contained permanent inhabitation. The Breiddin also had a timber-framed box-rampart, which not only created an impressive barrier, but was also practical as a defence, indeed it was suggested that its destruction indicated increasing conflict. It is not clear where the impetus for hillfort development arose, since it seems to have no antecedents in Early Bronze Age Wales.


Field systems have proved even more difficult to locate in Wales. In southern England such systems appear to be the norm, for example those found on Dartmoor or in Wessex. Many of these systems seem to reflect a laying-out on a massive scale over a relatively short period and the coherence suggests considerable vision and planning. In Wales small scale work on the Denbigh Moors found small settlements associated with field walls, though rather irregular in layout. The other Welsh evidence is rather scrappy and largely undated. The most coherent series of field systems is that found on Skomer Island. These are prehistoric but otherwise undated, and are integrated with a series of unenclosed settlements. These few examples have to be set alongside fieldwork which has singly failed to find any such land divisions, suggesting their absence from much of Wales may be genuine. Instead there is abundant evidence of clearance cairns, small piles of stone, presumably piled up to clear land for more intensive agricultural use. Though generally accepted as prehistoric there is little firm dating. It is now thought that the visibility of field boundaries in the English Late Bronze Age is reflecting not an economic imperative but a social one, with a need to demonstrate ownership seen as important. The clearance cairns, which often form linear patterns, or field systems, would equally serve the purpose. Another possibility is that for social or economic reasons there was less need to create rigid and visible boundaries in Wales.


The Middle Bronze Age in Wales continues the Early Bronze Age tradition of burial in urns, though grave-goods are now extremely rare. However, the few if any of the cairns or barrows seem to constructed in this period, and generally older sites are reused. One notable tradition is the use of caves in South Wales.


The visibility of burial declines towards the end of the Bronze Age and after 1000 BC there are few examples. It is unclear what was done with the dead, however, it was notable that during recent work at Goldcliff, on the Gwent Levels, parts of two skulls were found, suggesting a tantalising possibility of dead being deposited in watery places. Human bone has also been found on some later Bronze Age settlement sites suggesting less dichotomy between the living and dead than evident in the Early Bronze Age.


Across Britain there is general assumption that standing stones belong to the Neolithic or the Early Bronze Age. However, south-west Wales has convincing evidence that erection of standing stones, together with elaborate settings, was also occurring in the later Bronze Age. The best evidence comes from Stackpole Warren and consisted of a large standing stone, the ‘Devil’s Quoit’, at the south-western end of a roughly trapezoid setting of small stones. This regional picture is a marked contrast to the rest of Britain.


Deliberate deposition of artefacts either into the ground or into water has a long history in Europe, as demonstrated by the treatment of Neolithic stone axes. At the beginning of the Bronze Age this tradition was continued with simple axes of copper and bronze, then more complex flanged axes and sustained with palstaves and socketed axes to the end of the Bronze Age. In common with the rest of Early Bronze Age Britain, metal axes were a rare grave item, whereas daggers and knife-daggers occurred with some frequency. While most metalwork is found as ‘single finds’, there is a tendency for collections of metalwork, ‘hoards’, to become more common by the Late Bronze Age. This is balanced by a decline in metalwork in graves. Whilst axes are clearly the most striking form of deposition, it is clear similar treatment was recorded to other objects. Early Bronze Age perforated stone ‘battle-axes’ and ‘axe-hammers’, arrowheads, copper halberds are frequently recorded as single finds. In the later Bronze Age spearheads, copper shields, rapiers, swords, and gold ornaments are also found.


It seems likely that the same philosophy is behind the deposition of single finds and hoards. Whilst suggestions have been made for underlying economic factors, it seems more likely that this activity is essentially one of belief.


THE IRON AGE IN WALES


Miranda Green


The latest phase of British and European prehistory has long been labelled ‘Iron Age’ because, for the first time in the first millennium BC, the smelting and production of iron for tools and weapons became common. Traditionally, the Welsh Iron Age begins in the seventh century BC and ends with the Roman Conquest which began in the mid-first century AD. It is necessary to remember that important though iron was to communities in late prehistoric Wales, it would be a mistake to read into its advent a cause for cultural dislocation. Indeed, there is plenty of evidence for a degree of continuity, in terms of settlement patterns and traditions. Nevertheless, as the Iron Age advanced, it is clear that some significant changes did take place, not least in the arena of trading contact with the Continent and the development of the Atlantic seaways as agents for close-knit networks between Britain – including Wales – and Europe. It is equally clear that, for many late Iron Age communities, the Roman invasion did not disrupt their way of life to any extent, and many settlements show signs of occupation that continued seamlessly into the Roman period. The discussion that follows is focused on the sites and finds that have made the most significant contribution to our understanding of the period.


A deposit of bronze- and ironwork was discovered in 1911 at Llyn Fawr near Rhigos in Glamorgan. The site was an ancient lake, the focus of apparently ritual activity involving the episodic deposition of prestigious items of metalwork as offerings to the supernatural forces perceived as residing in the water. Llyn Fawr is by no means the only aquatic votive Iron Age site in Wales. However, what makes it particularly special is the nature and chronology of the assemblage, which contained bronzes, including two cauldrons, socketed axes, sickles and horse-gear together with the earliest iron pieces known from Wales: a fragment of a Hallstatt C sword, which dates to around 600 BC, a socketed sickle and a spear-head. All were manufactured of wrought-iron, the first two arguably of a form unsuited to iron technology and perhaps fashioned by a craftsman more familiar with cast bronze-working techniques. It has to be remembered that, in European antiquity, the production of bronze differed considerably from that of iron, in so far as copper-alloy could be melted and cast into complex shapes, using moulds, whereas iron had to be wrought from a solid, spongy bloom.


The iron objects from Llyn Fawr were in association with material belonging to a Late Bronze Age horizon: the axes and the cauldrons probably date to the eighth century. The discrepant dates of the assemblage suggest that the hoard came about as the result of periodic deposition over two centuries or more; the alternative model of interpretation is that the first use of iron in Wales was as early as the eighth century, at least a hundred years earlier than is generally accepted for the adoption of iron technology in this region.


The inhabitants of Wales during the Iron Age lived in a variety of dwellings ranging from single-family farms to large, communal settlements, known as hillforts; some were enclosed, either for defence or to contain stock, others were open dwellings. The archaeological evidence demonstrates that many sites were occupied for several centuries, some being modified considerably over time. Interestingly enough, there seems to have been substantial continuity of settlement not only between the latest phase of the Bronze and the Iron Age and throughout the period of the Iron Age but also into the Roman period suggesting that, for many communities, the Roman occupation had little, if any, serious impact.
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