


Field Journal 2026: Llanllyr excavation and fieldwork.
May 2026 saw the return of students from the University of Wales Trinity St. David to the fields of Llanllyr farm, near Talsarn in the Aeron valley, as part of an excavation and fieldwork module. This would be my third excavation at the site, and the familiar peaceful but dramatic scenery of the valley once again conjured feelings of space with its lush green open fields surrounded by ancient woodland and prehistoric hill forts, Figure 1. 
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Figure 1, Aerial photograph of the Aeron valley at Llanllyr  looking west towards Aberaeron (RCAHMW, 2024). (This image is Crown Copyright an dis reproduced with the permission of the Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales (RCAHMW), under delegated authority from the Keeper of Public Records).
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Figure 2, the fields of Llanllyr with a hillfort on the horizon (Author, 2026).

This site is of significant archaeological interest due to the limited evidence of Mesolithic and Neolithic archaeology in Ceredigion and provides the oldest evidence for human activity in the county (Bates, 2026; Brummage et al, 2023, p.43). The excavation centres around understanding what the environment was like in Prehistory, and particularly the link between the Mesolithic and Neolithic in the area (Bates, 2026).
Excavation techniques vary for different periods of time and there is no one way to dig a site (Bates, 2026). The excavations at Llanllyr are based on a number of factors such as the limited time available to gather as much information as possible, the small number of students available to carry out the work, and, as an open area excavation would be impracticable a more focused excavation strategy has to be implemented, and therefore specific areas investigated based on previous results (Bates, 2026). Ultimately, the excavation of various areas at the site is done to understand the buried archaeology to ground truth (Coard & Drew, 2024).
Trench 20.
Trench 20 was opened by my colleagues and me at the edge of Mound 2, Figure 3, near to where in 2024 Trench 10 was located, a trench that produced significant numbers of worked flint tools and debitage (Bates, 2026, pers. comm.). It was hoped that this trench would continue to follow the flint scatter from the previous excavation (Bates, 2026, pers. comm.). Following de-turfing and mattocking, Figure 4 & 5, the excavation revealed a series of plough marks in the clay under the topsoil. These marks were cleaned of brown soil to reveal their shape and course, Figure 6.
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Figure 3, photograph of Trench 20 at the edge of Mound 2 (Author, 2026).
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Figure 4, photograph the start of de-turfing (Author, 2026).
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Figure 5, Trench 20 after mattocking (Author, 2026).
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Figure 6, the plough marks are cleaned and revealed (Author, 2026).
Unfortunately, no flint artefacts were found in this trench, which although disappointing, did however provide useful information in that it has shown that the flint scatter from previous excavation does not extend further beyond this point at the edge of Mound 2 (Bates, 2026, pers. comm.). Figure 7 below is a copy of a rough sketch that I made of the site with the various new trenches highlighted to provide a sense of reference, and which I later transferred to an aerial photograph Figure 8.
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Figure 7, rough sketch plan of site (Author, 2026).
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Figure 8, aerial photograph of Llanllyr with the approximate locations of trenches in 2026 (adapted from Getmapping Ltd, 2023a).
I did not finish the work at Trench 20 as I was asked to assist with other work on site, including along the River Aeron and at the new Trench 26. 
Aeron river sampling.
Previous dendrochronological analysis of the remains of trees that had been revealed through the natural erosion of the riverbank along the river Aeron at Talsarn, have identified a date from the Bronze Age (Bale, 2026, pers. comm.). Additional work of a similar nature was therefore carried out to identify similar tree remains which would be sampled to corroborate the previous information or provide further relevant information that would assist in the interpretation of the local landscape during prehistory.
Additionally, the collection of samples of riverbank sediment by the use of a monotin will allow for the analysis of pollen, and radiocarbon dating, to provide data in relation to the evolution and alteration of plant species and ecosystem diversity (Mathias et al., 2015, p.880).
The sampling locations along the riverbank are shown on the aerial photograph at Figure 9, with Figure 10 showing their relative proximity to the excavation areas at Llanllyr. A geological map at Figure 11, with accompanying legend, shows that the sites of the sampling lie within Head deposits, which are made up of a diamicton of gravel, sand, and silt, deposited following the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM) about 10,000 years ago (Davies at al., 2006, pp. 21-25).  
The first sample taken was from a large piece of oak sticking out of the riverbank and lying on the stony edge of the river and deemed by Dr Roderick Bale as being old and therefore worthy of analysis (Bale, 2026, pers. comm). Figure 12 below is a photograph of this piece of wood. Located at grid reference SN53776 57013 (Bale, 2026, pers. comm.).
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Figure 12 (Author, 2026).
[image: ]Figure 9, Aeron River sampling sites (adapted from Getmapping Ltd., 2023).
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Figure 10, Aeron River sampling showing proximity to excavation areas at Llanllyr (adapted from Getmmaping Ltd., 2023).
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Figure 11, Llanllyr Geology (British Geological Survey, 2016).
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Legend for Figure 11 (British Geological Survey, 2016).

A section of the piece of oak was sawn off by Dr Bale for analysis and was given the reference number Aeron tree 1. Figure 13 below shows Dr Bale sawing an end section from the oak, with Figure 14 showing the final section obtained for analysis.

[image: ]
Figure 13, Dr Bale sawing an end section (Author, 2026).
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Figure 14, photograph of sawn end section (Author, 2026).

A short distance to the west of the above sample, closer to the village of Talsarn, a further suitable sample location was identified. The northern bank of the river at this location was  higher and enabled access to an extended area of sediment layers which may provide useful data for the reconstruction of the palaeolandscape (Dufeu, 2017, p.2). A section of the riverbank was cleaned so that all of the soil horizons could be seen (Dufeu, 2017, p. 9). Figure 15. 
A 1:10 section drawing was made highlighting each significant sediment feature. A levelled string was placed across the face of the section and a measuring tape placed above it to provide accurate measurements for the section drawing (Hawker, 2001, p.31), Figure 16. Details including the colour, composition and texture of each layer was noted on the section drawing. A photograph of the section drawing can be seen at Figure 17.
A monotin was then inserted into the section area to remove a vertical profile sample of the relevant sediment layers for later analysis. A photograph of the monotint inserted in the bank can be seen at Figure 18. The location of the monotint was also noted on the section drawing so that its exact location in the riverbank can be determined during any future work at this location. The monotin sample was given the reference Monotin 1. The monotin with collected sample of sediment , Figure 19, was wrapped and labelled for transportation to the archaeology laboratory, Figure 20.
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Figure 15, photograph of cleaned face of riverbank (Author, 2026).
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Figure 16, photograph of  ruler placed on a level line ready for drawing (Author, 2026).
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Figure 17, photograph of section drawing (Author, 2026).
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Figure 18, monotin inserted into riverbank sediment (Author, 2026).
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Figure 19, monotin with sediment sample having been removed from riverbank (Author, 2026).
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Figure 20, Monotin 1 wrapped for transportation to the laboratory (Author, 2026).

On the south bank of the river directly opposite the site of the monotin and section drawing area, a further site was identified which contained several large pieces of oak which had eroded from the riverbank (Bale, 2026, pers. comm.), Figure 21. 


[image: ]
Figure 21, south bank of river, with eroded riverbank and exposed pieces of oak (Author, 2026).

A decision was made to cut a sample from one of the pieces of oak, seen bottom left in the photograph above (Bale,2026, pers. comm.). This piece was partially embedded into the bottom of the river and partially submerged and proved difficult to saw and extract. Figure 22 shows Dr Bale sitting in the river sawing a section from this piece of oak. When eventually extracted this piece of oak was given the reference Aeron tree 2.
Figure 23 shows the sawn-off section of oak and highlights the annual growth rings which will be the subject of further examination by Dr Bale, who it is hoped may provide a date for the piece of oak, and therefore a date for the layer of sediment from which it has fallen due the erosion of the bank. This data will add to the current interpretation of the prehistoric landscape within the Aeron valley.
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Figure 22, Dr Bale sawing a section from the piece of oak (Author, 2026).
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Figure 23, photograph of section of oak referenced as Aeron tree 2 (Author, 2026).



Trench 26.
Trench 26 was opened to investigate a crop-mark identified by the farmer at Llanllyr, in a field near to a location in which during previous excavation a piece of oak was recovered which following analysis returned a date of between the early Iron Age and the early Roman periods (Bates, 2026). The crop-mark runs in an east to west direction from the field boundary ditch and ends abruptly in the middle of the field, its purpose is unclear. Figures 24 and 25 are photographs of the crop-mark.
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Figure 24, photograph of crop-mark (Bates, 2026a).
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Figure 25, photograph of crop-mark (Bates, 2026a).

A trench (26) was opened diagonally, in a north to south direction, across the crop-mark to identify its purpose and assess any link to two new trenches (24 & 25) that had been opened to extend the investigation of the piece of oak recovered during previous investigation. 
Initial excavation at trench 26 identified a ditch like feature, with a gravel fill. This can be seen in a plan drawing by Chris Jones, a photograph of which is at Figure 26. Further excavation was carried out to follow the cut of the ditch to see where it goes. During this gradual process of hand trowelling a linear rock feature became apparent towards the bottom of the ditch which may have been of significance, Figure 27.

[image: ]
Figure 26, plan drawing of the initial excavation of Trench 26 by Chris Jones (Author, 2026).










[image: ] 
Figure 27, possible linear rocky feature at bottom of ditch (Author, 2026).

However, during further excavation it became obvious that these stones were loose and did not make up any type of significant feature. They were removed and further excavation undertaken to trace the base of the cut and the ditch. The material being removed was the ditch fill of gravel and once removed the clay sides of the cut became visible. Also, at the base of the ditch a blue clay layer became visible. This blue clay layer appeared to have a sharp vertical cut in its northern face, which when investigated further seemed to be a trough like feature at the bottom of the ditch, running in relatively the same direction as the filled ditch which is highlighted in blue on Figure 28.
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Figure 28, a blue clay trough like feature running in the same direction as the ditch in blue (Author, 2026).
 
 At this stage, the purpose of this ditch was still unclear, and the decision was made to clean the whole of the bottom of the ditch until the edges of the cut, and the base layer were found (Bates, 2026, pers. comm.). Additionally, it was decided to remove the upper layers of the trench by mattocking, until the whole profile of the ditch and the cut could be seen (Bates, 2026, pers. comm.). This resulted in a much clearer impression of the ditch and its fill, and of the side of the cut as can be seen in Figures 29, 30 and 31.
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Figure 29, photograph of  profile of ditch and fill (Author, 2026).
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Figure 30, photograph of ditch profile (Author, 2026).
[image: ]
Figure 31, photograph showing profile of cut and ditch (Author, 2026).

A section drawing and plan were then drawn of the trench to provide a permanent record of the features of the trench that have been destroyed by excavation (Hawker, 2001, p.22). Both were drawn at a scale of 1:10, that is one centimetre on the drawing is equivalent to 10 centimetres on the ground (Hawker, 2001, p.17). Figure 32 is a photograph on the section drawing drawn by me, and Figure 33 is a photograph of the plan drawing also drawn by me. I also used a dumpy level to calculate the reduced levels of several important features on both drawings to establish their heights above sea level, which demonstrates their vertical elevations (Hawker, 2001, p. 14). Each sedimentary context, as well as the cut, was given a context number, and these are recorded on the section drawing. Corresponding Context sheets were then completed to provide a record as seen, of the composition of the context (Wilkinson, 2007, p.65). The context sheets for this section can be seen at Appendix 1.
Ultimately, the result of the excavation of Trench 26 was inconclusive. There is no evidence to link it to Trench 24 or 25. It appears to be modern drainage ditch which has been filled with gravel on more than one occasion. The only artefacts recovered were modern glazed pottery sherds, pieces of modern iron and plastic. Some charcoal pieces were seen in the bottom blue clay layer but not sufficient to warrant further investigation. The trench was backfilled and will not be examined further (Bates, 2026, pers. comm.).



[image: ]
Figure 32, photograph of Section drawing of Trench 26 (Author, 2026).
[image: ]
Figure 33, photograph of the Trench 26 plan drawing (Author, 2026).
Although brief at eleven days the work carried out at Llanllyr in 2026 provided some interesting results, with a new flint scatter found at Trench 23, and a beam slot with a stone laid surface of a possible late Iron Age or Roman enclosure found at Trench 25 (Bates, 2026b). Hopefully further work will be carried out at the site next year.
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Appendix 1. Trench 26 Context sheets.
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