


Field Journal 2024.
Approximately 12, 000 years ago a warming climate led to the end of the last Ice Age.  As sea levels rose, changes in the land surface provided new areas for exploitation by hunter-gatherer humans, in a period designated as the Mesolithic (11,800 – 6000 years BP).  A number of Mesolithic sites have been identified throughout Wales (Dyfed Archaeological Trust, 2024). 
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Figure 1 is a distribution map of known Mesolithic sites in Wales (Dyfed Archaeological Trust, 2024).
However, evidence for Mesolithic hunter-gatherer communities in Ceredigion are scarce (Bates, 2023; Brummage et al. 2023). To address the limited evidence available, staff and students at the Archaeology Department, University of Wales Trinity St. David, Lampeter, together with cross-border (Portalis project 2019-2023), and community partnerships, have for many years been involved in archaeological investigation, including survey and excavation at various sites in Ceredigion. One such site is at Llanllyr in the Aeron Valley near Lampeter (Bates, 2023; Brummage et al. 2023; Nation Cymru, 2022; Wales247, 2022). This essay will outline the 2024 archaeological investigation at Llanllyr and provide an explanation as to its objectives, processes, and conclusions. It will also provide an opportunity for me to express my personal feelings and emotions at being involved in my first archaeological excavation. 
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Figure 2, Mesolithic sites in Ceredigion under investigation (Bates, 2023).

The initial part of any archaeological investigation is the research stage. Our research stage involved examining documentary sources including scholarly papers and books relating to Llanllyr, and also familiarising ourselves with the techniques of archaeological survey and excavation (Wilkinson, 2007; Collis, 2002). This was followed by a briefing lecture by Professor Martin Bates regarding the site at Llanllyr, its research context and what has been found so far. Llanllyr lies within a multi-period landscape, with evidence of Neolithic, Iron Age, Roman and Medieval activity. However, a 2019 excavation identified both Mesolithic and early Neolithic activity on the site, which necessitated further investigation (Bates, 2023; Brummage et al. 2023).
My first impression on attending the site at Llanllyr was that it seemed an unassuming site. Typical farmland, and on a wet day, very boggy. A site tour outlined the areas of interest, in particular two mounds surrounded by marsh reeds. The marsh is believed to be the old glacial lake area, and the mounds raised ground, very much like islands. To the south of the site the land is more raised, and evidence has been found of Neolithic and Roman activity. It is suspected to be at the edge of the lake. There are features that resemble water courses, which could be natural, but may be from human activity. Trenches will be excavated to understand the significance of this landscape, particularly as we do not know exactly where the Mesolithic landscape is at the moment (Bates, 2024).
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Figure 3. Sketch plan of the site with locations of trenches subsequently added in red (Author, 2024).
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Figure 4, aerial photograph of site with locations of previous years trenches and transects marked (Brummage et al, 2023).

During excavations in 2023 in Trench 10 a scatter of knapped flint flakes was recovered along with traces of burnt material from what was believed to be a hearth. This Trench to date had produced the most artefacts (Bates, 2023; Brummage et al, 2023). Figure 5 shows the distribution of the flint artefacts.
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Figure 5, Trench 10 plan showing artefact distribution and burnt material (Brummage et al, 2023).

It was therefore decided to expand Trench 10 on either side to identify the scatter path of flint artefacts and to fully understand the burnt material. Was it a hearth? Trenches 10 north and 10 south were therefore put in. This was my first involvement in preparing and excavating a trench, exciting. The Trench was laid in accordance with convention and the use of the 3,4,5 triangle system to ensure straight, right angled, trenches. Once the angles were achieved the trench was marked using a string line. The turf was then removed in sections and placed nearby for replacement once the excavation was complete. Mattocking was conducted to remove the upper topsoil before the slow trowelling process began. Loose soil was collected and sieved to ensure that no small finds were lost.
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Figure 6, Trench 10 south, foreground, being mattocked, with Trench 10 north being de-turfed (Author, 2024).
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Figure 7, the turf is placed in a ‘U’ shape to collect the sieved soil, (Author, 2024).
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Figure 8, the trowelling begins, and all soil removed is sieved for artefacts (Author, 2024).
During the sieving process in T10 south one small flake flint was recovered. The area of burnt material, possible hearth was further exposed. Significantly, the hearth was identified as merely a scatter of burnt material which had been removed from a hole dug in the ground near to it. This hole or fire pit was a new feature and is important as it is a common feature in the Mesolithic (Bates, 2024). Also, significantly, a large number of flint flakes were recovered in Trench 10 north, lying in a scatter, angled north eastwards away from the fire pit. This raised the question as to whether individual/s were sitting with their backs to the fire knapping flint in that north easterly direction.
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Figure 9, photograph of the small flint flake found during sieving of Trench 10 south material (Author, 2024).
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Figure 10, A colleague kneels near to the new fire pit (Author, 2024).
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Figure 11, a photograph of a plan produced by Prof. Martin Bates to highlight the new artefacts and fire pit in Trench 10 (Author, 2024).
All of the flints found in Trench 10 north had sharp edges and were fresh. This implies that they have not been weathered or moved by natural process, or later human activity, but lie where dropped by the Mesolithic people who were knapping flint at this location (Bates, 2024). 
Several bags of soil were removed from the fire pit for environmental sampling. This soil will later be processed at the laboratory to identify charcoal and material such as pollen, molluscs, insects, and plant material. By doing so it is hoped to establish what ecological, environmental and climate conditions existed at this site during the Mesolithic (Wilkinson,2007, pp.87-91).
I was incredibly lucky to be able to assist in several Trenches at Llanllyr, all with different interpretative goals. Trench 15 was located at the southern tip of the site near to the edge of the glacial lake and was put in to identify the landscape geology. In particular to identify the edge of the lake and had there been human activity there during the Mesolithic, due to the proximity to later settlement activity, including from the Roman period (Bates, 2024). During the course of this process, I was involved in measuring the stratigraphy of the sediments once the Trench has been excavated. An accurate section drawing was then made of the sedimentary contexts, with the use of a spirit level on string to establish a level horizontal and to enable vertical measurements of the stratigraphy. I completed my very first context sheets to describe each stratigraphic context, i.e., soil colour, composition, and any visible inclusions. These sheets also record the Harris Matrix sequence of deposits, which assists in providing a visual interpretation of the stratigraphy (Bates, 2024; Collis, 2002; Wilkinson, 2007).
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Figure 12, Trench 15 near to edge of glacial lake (Author, 2024).
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Figure 13, Photograph of Trench 15 from higher ground to the south. The reeds form the edge of the old glacial lake. The white tent in the background is on Mound 1 (Author, 2024).
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Figure 14, digging conditions in this trench were difficult due to water seeping in and creating a muddy base to the trench (Author, 2024). It was later believed that we were actually in the old lake (Bates, 2024).
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Figure 15, Photograph of the Section Plan drawn by Professor Martin Bates of Trench 15 (Author, 2024).
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Figure 16, Photograph of a context sheet completed for each context on the Section Plan (Author, 2024).


Trench 13 was an off-site investigation and was initially going to be a two-metre test pit to understand the history of flooding in the location, and to establish the equivalent horizon to Trench 10. It was not known where the Mesolithic or Neolithic levels were and therefore a trench was opened (Bates, 2024). One small flint flake was found at the southeastern end of the trench.
The northern section of this trench was dug vertically until the gravel layer was reached. This was dug showing two faces, one running northwest to northeast, and a second at a right angle to the first, running northeast to southeast. 
The substantial thickness of sediment in the trench must relate somehow to flooding in time and space, that is, a flooding history. The organic horizon was just below the waterline, and soil was developing on sediment that was already there, with gravel at the bottom (Bates, 2024).
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Figure 17, photograph of the two faces at Trench 13, clearly showing the stratigraphic sequence of this location (Author, 2024).
A section plan was drawn of both faces, with corresponding context sheets completed for all fourteen contexts. Two Monoliths, MO3 and MO4 were excavated from the NE to NW face, and a bulk sample bag was taken of soil from context 13004 as it did not feature within the monoliths. These will be submitted for pollen sampling and radio-carbon dating to identify the contemporary level to Trench 10 (Bates, 2024).
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Figure 18, photograph of Monoliths in situ (Author, 2024).
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Figure 19, photograph of bulk sample bag from context 13004 (Author, 2024).
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Figure 20, photograph of my first Section Plan, for the NE to SE face of Trench 13 (Author, 2024).

The Into the Field module at Llanllyr has proven to be an engaging and informative learning experience, which has provided experience of the practical and reasoned values of archaeological excavation. I have enjoyed every single moment, even when soaked to the skin and knee deep in mud. 
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