Llanllyr 24

The most immediately apparent thing upon arrival at Llanllyr was just how waterlogged the site was. The track leading to the fields we were excavating in were covered in puddles or were churned into mud by the passage of people and animals. As a result of the state of the paths, the on-site toilets could not be set up in the same field as the tent. Instead, they were approximately 200 metres away. On top of this, the trench I was excavating was in a different field as well, separated from the tent by a mire. This resulted in an odd challenge I had not anticipated after attending excavations on this site twice before: timing breaks so as to complete several tasks in one go. For example, using the toilet, filling in the small finds register and collecting tools in a single trip.
The intention of this site was to investigate two mounds, each in a separate field on the farm. The initial theory had been that these were burnt mounds. Burnt mounds are piles of burned stones left after they have been used to heat water and covered with turf.[footnoteRef:1] After excavation began, this was swiftly found not to be the case as the mounds are just raised sections of earth. The current hypothesis is that these raised areas were once islands in marshy ground, reflected in the modern environment by reeds growing on wetter ground all around these mounds.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  J. Hunter and I. Ralston, eds., The Archaeology of Britain: an introduction from the upper palaeolithic to the industrial revolution, (London: Routledge, 2003), pp. 102-103.]  [2:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates] 
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Figure 1
The mounds can be seen labelled in figure 1. This year (2024) excavations on mound 1 are not being re-opened, however trench 10 on mound 2 will be reopened and expanded both north and south. It was also decided to put in three new trenches. Trench 13 just south of mound 2; Trench 14 by a dip at south end of the same field; and Trench 15 in a separate field entirely as labelled on figure 2. The locations for trenches 13 and 14 were chosen by students after we were divided into groups and asked to pick a place we thought a trench would work. Martin then asked us to justify our logic. Trench 13 was proposed as running north – south from an area of reeds to slightly higher ground, checking for the potential edge of an island. Trench 14 was also placed on a north – south axis with one end in the dip, which might be the remnant of a stream.[footnoteRef:3] The evidence for the dip being a stream is twofold, one it is a shallow u-shaped depression which curves like a stream; and two it has reeds growing at the bottom of it, implying a much wetter bit of land amidst dry. [3:  Pers. Comm. David Hinsull] 
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Figure 2
Trench 15 was proposed by Martin as it is understood that Mesolithic people probably living along the edge of the wetland and were working on islands.[footnoteRef:4] Thus he put a trench near the probable edge of the lake to check for evidence of habitation. Specifically, postholes, the hole dug to hold up the post of a house or other building.[footnoteRef:5] These can be located if the post has not been removed but rather decayed in place as it will leave a dark stain in the soil as its composition is different from the fill around it.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates]  [5:  R. Adkins, L. Adkins and V. Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, revised edn., (London: Constable, 2008), p. 365.]  [6:  Adkins, Adkins and Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, p. 365.] 

This year the test pits which had been excavated last year will not be reopened as they are finished.[footnoteRef:7] While he explained this, Martin also pointed out that test pits are not always the most useful method of excavation, it all depends upon the site and what the dig is looking for or expects to find.[footnoteRef:8] Test pits are dug 1 metre by 1 metre, this small area allows an archaeologist to conduct a vertical excavation, digging deeper and analysing the stratigraphic layers of deposits at a greater depth.[footnoteRef:9] Test pits work well for prehistoric sites as generally archaeologists are looking for finds as opposed to features. They are however, not as good for Roman, Bronze Age or Medieval sites where features are being uncovered.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates]  [8:  Adkins, Adkins and Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, p. 364.]  [9:  Adkins, Adkins and Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, p. 364.]  [10:  H. Cobb, K. Greene and T. Moore, Archaeology: an introduction, 6th edn., (London: Routledge, 2023), p. 62.] 

Digging a trench
Archaeologists will generally follow a common process for digging trenches. The first part of this is to select the trench’s location. As already discussed, this was decided either by conjecture from students or informed by previous excavation at the site. In the case of Trench 10 North, it was the latter as the location was chosen to uncover the extent of a flint scatter found in Trench 10 the year before.[footnoteRef:11] As such T10 (N) was measured from the north edge of Trench 10 with its origin at its Southeast corner. The origin is the point from which all measurements in the trench start from.[footnoteRef:12] String was placed around the proposed shape of the trench to mark it ready for digging and to provide a tangible shape and size[footnoteRef:13] – in this case, 8.54 metres length and a 2.01 metres width. Normally for trenches whole measurements would be used, for example Trench 8 was 3 metres by 6 metres[footnoteRef:14] and Trench 14 was 6 metres by 2 metres.[footnoteRef:15] The reason why T10 (N) has an odd length was because it was measured off the still visible footprint of Trench 10. [11:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates.]  [12:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates.]  [13:  Pers. Comm. Quentin Drew.]  [14:  Trench 8 laid out and excavated by author.]  [15:  Pers. Comm. David Hinsull.] 

Following the selection and measuring of T10 (N) the excavation proper could begin. The first stage of this is the removal of the turf surrounded by the string. The turf is cut, either with a half-moon or spade, into squares then lifted and stacked in a low wall around three edges of a tarpaulin laid for the spoil heap. Both the de turfing itself and the tarpaulin are methods to prevent unnecessary destruction of the field. The tarpaulin stops the present grass from being choked or killed off by piles the spoil heap while de turfing allows us to recover the trench when finished leaving little to no trace of excavation.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Pers. Comm. Ros Coard and Quentin Drew.] 

Once the turves have been removed, the trench edges must be neatened so they closely follow the string line. This is to better expose the trench’s section so that the stratigraphy of the ground can be analysed.[footnoteRef:17] A site’s stratigraphy are the series of earth layers under the surface.[footnoteRef:18] Assuming that the area hasn’t been disturbed by say ploughing, the layers should get successively older in date the deeper they are and so can provide archaeologists with an understanding of the earth at different points of history.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Pers. Comm. Ros Coard.]  [18:  Adkins, Adkins and Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, p. 366.]  [19:  Adkins, Adkins and Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, p. 366.] 

While the edges were being neatened, the other task was to flatten out the trench floor. The most effective method for this is using mattocks to break up the dirt before it is shovelled out and sieved onto the spoil heap. Sieving of soil is done to catch any finds which haven’t been spotted and are removed with the spoil.[footnoteRef:20] Martin instructed all spoil to be sieved as many of the flint finds in previous years were very small flakes and had only been noticed because spoil was sieved.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates.]  [21:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates.] 

With the trench floor suitably levelled out we could begin scraping with trowels. By doing this they are able to remove the dirt layer by layer and so spot finds in situ. T10 (N) had four excavators in it most days, two working east to west the others west to east. The only disadvantage of having four people scraping a trench is that care must be taken to avoid mound in centre where they meet. To prevent this the excavators just need to meet and turn 90 degrees before scraping to the north and south edges respectively.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Pers. Comm. Ros Coard.] 

Drawing Board
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With excavation of the trench in progress, recording of relevant information could begin. Drawing boards were prepared and handed out to the trenches. A drawing board consists of a piece of wood with graph paper and then tracing paper taped over it. The idea behind this is that when a plan or section drawing has been completed on the tracing paper it can be removed and replaced with a new sheet, saving graph paper and also allowing plans of different contexts or layers to be stacked and give a full impression of the trench.[footnoteRef:23] Plans are a scale drawing of a trench on which are plotted the locations of any finds or features.[footnoteRef:24] T10 (N)’s plan was drawn to a scale of 1:20, that is one large square on the plan is equal to 20 cm in reality. These larger squares can be vaguely seen in figure 3. It should also be noted in figure 3 that a dot and dash line has been used to draw the trench edges. The precise drawing methods vary by excavation, but Martin Bates explained that he preferred dots and dashed as ‘a solid line suggests an end but this leaves room to expand if needed’.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  Pers. Comm. Quentin Drew.]  [24:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates.]  [25:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates.] 

Further details are also recorded on the plan. These can be seen in figure 3. The ground levels of each corner are noted in the top right corner;[footnoteRef:26] then to the left is the site code (LLYR/24); date the plan was started; trench number; scale; and a north indicator.[footnoteRef:27] Apparently it is also good idea to describe weather conditions[footnoteRef:28] and so this is written to the right of the other information.[footnoteRef:29] Beneath this are the initials of all those who were involved in creating the plan,[footnoteRef:30] this is so that if there are any errors or confusion the appropriate people can be contacted to check.[footnoteRef:31] Finally the context’s number is written on the plan, in this case 100001. This is necessary to differentiate plans as each context has its own plan.[footnoteRef:32] [26:  Figure 3.]  [27:  Figure 3.]  [28:  Pers. Comm, Martin Bates.]  [29:  Figure 3.]  [30:  Figure 3.]  [31:  Pers. Comm. Ros Coard.]  [32:  Pers. Comm. Ros Coard.] 

Every single small find which was located in situ in context 100001 of Trench 10 (N) is then plotted to scale on the plan.[footnoteRef:33] Underneath this is then written the small finds numbers and precisely measured locations of all these finds.[footnoteRef:34] This provides archaeologists with a tool to analyse the scatter of finds to see if there are any relevant correlations.[footnoteRef:35] [33:  Figure 3.]  [34:  Figure 3.]  [35:  Cobb, Greene and Moore, Archaeology, p. 159.] 

Artefact Records
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Figure 4
Finds are portable artefacts located in the course of an excavation.[footnoteRef:36] Those which are relevant to the intention of the excavation will be assigned a small finds number and recorded on an artefact record sheet as well as in the small finds register.[footnoteRef:37] An example of an artefact record can be seen in figure 4. In this example are recorded all the details pertinent to small find 68 of the 2024 excavation at Llanllyr. The object type, material and a brief description are given so that the artefact can be matched to its record.[footnoteRef:38] Then the date and method of collection are listed.[footnoteRef:39] The location description is not only a good place to record measurements as they are taken but can also be used to find the exact place that the find was found. Moreover, this information can then be referred back to when plotting finds on a plan or checking all finds are present in bags.[footnoteRef:40] The length, width and sketch of the artefact are also there to help match up finds to records in case they are confused or mixed up.[footnoteRef:41] The other boxes have been left blank as they are either not applicable to this find or could not be filled in on site – an example being storage medium.[footnoteRef:42] [36:  Adkins, Adkins and Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, p. 366.]  [37:  Adkins, Adkins and Leitch, The Handbook of British Archaeology, p. 366.]  [38:  Pers. Comm. Ros Coard.]  [39:  Figure 4.]  [40:  Pers. Comm. Martin Bates and Ros Coard.]  [41:  Pers. Comm. Ros Coard.]  [42:  Figure 4.] 

Bagging Finds
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Figure 5
All small finds, after they have been recorded, can then be lifted and placed into bags.[footnoteRef:43] Small plastic bags like the one in figure 5 are used and identifying information is written on them. Specifically, the site code; date the artefact was found; trench and context numbers; and the small finds number itself.[footnoteRef:44] This information allows archaeologists to catalogue the find correctly to the site, trench and context preventing confusion or loss if an artefact is revisited years after a site has been excavated. [43:  Cobb, K. Greene and T. Moore, Archaeology, p. 59.]  [44:  Figure 5.] 


Appendices
Illustrations
I. Site Map of Llanllyr, Martin Bates
II. OS Explorer 199 Lampeter/Llanbedr Pont Steffan, Tregaron & Llan-non, (Frome: Ordinance Survey, 2015), Photograph courtesy Isaac Law.
III. Plan of Trench 10 North from Llanllyr 2024, Photograph courtesy Isaac Law.
IV. Artefact record sheet for SF 68, Photograph courtesy Isaac Law.
V. SF 93 in accompanying bag, Photograph courtesy Isaac Law.
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