Using Molluscs to understand the Landscape of Easton Down, Wiltshire

1. Describe the changes you see in the diagram
The column of samples from trench A (ED II) shows clear variation in the number, and species, of molluscs present in the deposits. This column can be divided into 3 areas, which suggest 3 different climates or landscape types. From approximately 50 to 90 cm intermediate and open country species are present in larger numbers than woodland species. This changes between 90 and 150cm, where woodland species dominate, but intermediate species still have a considerable presence. After 150cm, until the sample ends at 180cm, there is a higher concentration of open country species, and the number of woodland species decline. Different species show different levels of variation throughout the period sampled. Intermediate species showed much less overall variation than the others. Whilst these species were present in larger numbers when the open-country species where also present, they still made up a major part of the diversity of species whilst woodland species where dominant. Both the woodland and the open country species had much higher variation in species density over the period sampled, with the open-country species having the most, as during the middle period they were almost non-existent, whilst the woodland species where still present in small numbers whilst the open-country were dominant. 
During the later period near the top of the sample there is an apparently rapid rise and fall in the overall diversity of species. The most diverse period is at approximately 82cm into the sample, but this has fallen to the lowest recorded diversity of species at approximately 52cm. Compared to the relatively stable, fairly high diversity of the earlier sample, this shows a dramatic change, that could suggest rapid changes in the climate or the landscape. The woodland species and intermediate species where both dominated by the presence of a single mollusc. For the woodland this was Carychium Tridentatium, whilst Trichia Hispide was the overwhelmingly present in the intermediate species. Vallonia species were present in large numbers for the open country species, however, they were different types, with Vallonia Costata leading in the early period, giving way to Vallonia Excentrica in the later period. 

2. Explain what you think has caused these changes and how you might interpret the changes recorded in terms of changing landscapes
The clear division of the samples into 3 groups suggests that over the period of time sampled the landscape changed through 3 different types. The early period, characterised by mostly open-country, some intermediate, and some woodland species suggests a mix of land types, as the mollusc types are also mixed. The first impression that can be got from this combination is open woodland, a landscape with enough shade to support woodland types, but that is also fairly open. This would require a mixed woodland, that is not overly densely covered, and perhaps without ground covering shrubs, as this would prevent the development of open-country snails. In addition, over this period the number of open-country molluscs are declining, whilst the number of woodland molluscs are increasing, which suggests that ground coverage is increasing through this period. During the middle period the collapse of open-country molluscs to very small numbers, while the woodland molluscs suddenly increase suggests that the change from open-country to woodland seen in the early period has been completed. This distribution of molluscs suggests that the landscape now consists of more dense woodland, perhaps with heavier shrub cover. This slow change from a more open landscape to one that is more heavily wooded may be as a result of climate change, where the area of the Easton downs is more able at this time to support woodland, or may as a result of human factors. It is possible that the barrow was built at a time when the area was clear and open, and it remained open whilst the site was visited and in use, because the site may have been kept deliberately clear. As time continued and populations changed, the site may have been left, and the woodland moved back in, since it was no longer kept back. The later period, in which the number of woodland species experiences are sharp decline in numbers whilst the numbers of intermediate and open-country species spike suggests a return to an open landscape, perhaps similar to the area as it is now. Currently the area in which the barrow is situated has open grassland, which may be as a result of the changes recorded here. The change from forest to open may have happened for various reasons. One of these is climate change. The climate may have changed to one that did not support the vegetation of the forest, and as a result the trees present died. The other, perhaps more likely alternative, is that the forest was deliberately cleared. This may have been to make way for farm land, because the wood was needed for construction, or a combination of the two. These preliminary suggestions give a picture of an area that is naturally wooded, and kept clear by humans, because it does not suit their needs to have the Easton Downs wooded. 
Studies of the wider area of Wiltshire have revealed a sequence of land use that progresses from woodland, to open woodland, and then to farming (Allen, 2017, pp. 23). This later changes to grazing and open down land in the medieval period (Allen, 2017, pp. 23). This goes against my assumptions, but also does not clearly fit what is shown in the sample. The barrow would likely have been constructed, along with the ditch, whilst the area was clear, to allow obvious sight lines, as is common with such barrows (Allen, 2017, pp. 17). This fits with the higher proportion of open-country molluscs, however, it should not be forgotten that these earliest samples do not come from the base of the trench. However, the higher proportion of woodland snails, in particular Discus Rotundatus (Nature Spot, 2014), which prefers shaded and damp areas, may mean that instead of heavier woodland, the climate was wetter during this period, and that the ditch collected water which supported these snails. 

3. Suggest the likely time periods when these changes occurred
The sample does not take deposits from either the lowest or highest layer of deposits. The base of the column reaches to approximately 1m from the base of the ditch, and the top of it comes to approximately half a meter from the surface. Consequently, 2/3 of the depth of the column is approximately half the depth or the original ditch. Therefore, the samples taken do not reflect the earliest or latest deposits. However, the deposits at the base of the trench will not necessarily have begun to be laid as soon as the ditch and barrow where constructed. If the ditch was carefully kept cleared for a period of time, deposits and mollusc remnants will not be present for these years, and the first layer of deposit will be from later than the ditch itself. This means that the deposits present in the ditch are not a clear timeline from its construction to excavation, and that therefore deposits present at 150cm above the base may be from a later period than if the ditch had never been cleared. 
Strawberry hill, also in Wiltshire has provided a sample that gives 9000 years of land use (Allen, 2017, pp. 23). This comes from a 3.1m long sample (Allen, 2017, pp. 24). Since both come from similar areas, there is the possibility that the Easton Down sample, being approximately 1/3 of the size, covers 3000 years of history. However, this does not take into account local variation in farming techniques, land use and position. 
Based on the position of the sample within the depth of the ditch, and the use of the land around it, the time period that is covered by the sample could be from early medieval through to recent modern times. 
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