Field Journal

Over the ten days that we spend at LLanllyr we enhanced our understanding of archaeology, and archaeological practices by partaking in an archaeological dig. In addition, we developed our prior knowledge of surveying techniques that we gained from Strata Florida last year and applied them to the Llanllyr site.
[image: ]Approximately twenty-five students travelled from Carmarthen down to Lampeter on the 4th May 2026 to undertake an archaeological dig. We stayed in Lampeter accommodation for the ten days and travelled down to Llanllyr every day.Figure 1 - Aerial picture of Llanllyr, our archaeological dig took place on the two top fields - Toby G. Driver

Llanllyr is situated in the Afon Aeron Valley, sat at the bottom of a glacial lake. Around the site there are many slow falling mountains, some even with hill forts on the top. The immediate site of Llanllyr is relatively flat, with trees and ditched marking the field boundaries. The soil at the site is a sandy silty clay, furthermore, emphasising the fact of it being the floor of a glacial lake.
Llanllyr is a medieval site dating back to 1180. On the Llanllyr site there is the foundations of a Cistercian nunnery, which was said to house around sixteen nuns. The nunnery was said to be nationalised in 1536(Details | 400436 | Sites | Coflein, no date). Even though you can see the Cistercian nunnery as a building, there is still archaeological evidence of the nunnery’s presence. In modern times the site is used as an active farm, producing many goods, such as Llanllyr water.
On the first day we arrived at Llanllyr we got a briefing from Martin, explaining the brief history of the site, covering the topics of previous excavations, Cistercian nunnery, to the site being a riverbed, and then onto the artifacts we were looking to find. The main item/material we were looking to find was flit. The reason why flint was so important for us to find was because flint is not natural to the area we were excavating. If we were looking in places like Aberaeron, which is on the coast, it would be no surprise to find flint, as it would either be there through washing up on the coast, or trade with Ireland. However, because Llanllyr is about 8 miles from the coast, flit is an unnatural resource to the area, so any shards of flint we found, either larger finds, like arrow heads, or smaller finds, such as shavings/chips, showed us that there was prehistoric activity happening in the area (Bates, 2026).
[image: ][image: ]After the briefing we set out to mark out our trenches. To ensure the lines of our trenches were straight we used Pythagoras theorem. Pythagoras theorem is used calculate a missing side of the right angle, usually the hypotenuses, however we can take this into archaeology and use the formual so we make sure we our trench is built but of right angles. The formula for this is a^2+b^2=c^2, or 3 4 5 which is a simplified version, and we used that when measuring out our trench.Figure 3 - Top layer of turf removed - Soli Green
Figure 2 - Using a spade to cut around the edge of the trench, so we can start to remove the top layer - Soli Green

[image: ][image: ]Our trench measured out to be 6 by 2 meters, giving our group plenty of room to work in. For the first half of our time there our trench team consisted of Mik Edmunds, Leon Griffith, and Gareth Jenkins. Once we had our trench marked out we got to removing the top layer of grass with spades, we removed cubes of grass and them placed it on a tarp, creating a wall around the tarp, when stacking the grass, we used the method of dirt on tarp, then grass on grass, and then dirt on dirt. Once we had the top layer of grass removed, we started mattocking and removing the next layer of soil using a shovel to remove the loose dirt from, this took us the rest of the day.Figure 5 - Piece of charcoal that Gareth found - Soli Green
Figure 4 - Shovelling and Mattocking to remove the top layer of soil – Soli Green

On day two we finished of mattocking and removing the top layer of soil, which started to reveal a layer of orangey yellow clay. However, as we were finishing up mattocking, Gareth spotted a piece of charcoal in the clay layer, it did not tell us much, and was of no sizable importance, but it made the day run a lot smoother as it boosted group moral. After that we were then educated on what flint was and how to identify it by Gareth as he bough in his own personal collection of flint, which he had found at other sites around Wales, we were also then shown past finds from the site by Sam, who handed around some larger shards of flint and them some ones which didn’t even measure up to a centimetre. Along with those small finds, Sam presented to us a stone axe head which was found at [image: ][image: ][image: ]the site a few years prior, which was one of the most telling artifacts that had been found.Figure 8 - Mik sifting loose soil - Soli Green
Figure 7 - Mik trowelling through the top layer of soil - Soli Green
Figure 6 - Stone axe head found at Llanllyr - Soli Green

[image: ][image: ]For the rest of the next we days we spent it trowelling down to the clay layer and sift through the loose soil. We did not mattock anymore as we needed to be gentle with the soil as this would be the layer we were most likely to find flint at. Trowelling was a tedious task, and it was physically tiring. However, it started getting easier on the third day due to the discovery of knee pads. As day three ended, we had found nothing except a few more even smaller chunks of charcoal.Figure 10 - Mik mapping out the trench - Soli Green
Figure 9 - Trench end of day four - Soli Green


Day four started off with more trowelling to uncover the layer of clay. Nothing more was found, but we were making fast progress on uncovering the next layer. The rest of the day was spent looking at surveying techniques, such as dumpy levels and mapping. A dumpy level is an archaeological device which measures the change in landscape height, this is particularity useful when looking at trench features and changes in elevation of the landscape(Dinsmoor, 1977). On this day we closely looked at the changes in height of the corners of the trench, a quick and easy exercise, for first years such as Mik to be introduced to dumpy levels, but also good for second and third years to get back into the [image: ]flow of taking levels again. Figure 11 - Context record sheet - Soli Green

As day five rolled around we started off with more trowelling, we were now starting to define the features in the clay, digging around the mounds to show the topography of the clay layer. Quentin then came over and we spent most of the day discussing context record sheets. Due to archaeology being a destructive practice, once it has been excavated no one can recreate the trench, so it is vital to record it in as much detail as possible, allowing future archaeologists to mentally recreate the site, allowing future research to be done(Recording an archaeological site - Buckinghamshire’s Heritage Portal, no date). Quentin then started explaining to us the different types of soils tough can find and its components. Soil is built up of three components sand, silt and clay, and we were also instructed on how to identify the most prominent components in different settings. A more silty soil would leave stains/marks on your hands as silt is an organic matter, if there was more clay present, you would be able to do the sausage/donut test, which allowed you to mould the soil, and if there was a higher concentration of sand you would be able to feel the sand between your fingers as it has a distinct texture. Quentin then went on to talk about inclusion, these are extras in the soil, such as stones, charcoal, finds, or in Quentin’s words cig butts. We then identified our soil as a sandy silty clay (Drew, 2026).
The next day was spent doing more of the same that we had been doing over the week, lots of trowelling and carving the out the imperfections in the clay, creating little mounds. Nothing more was found. Other sites by this point had been finding lots of little shards/flakes of flint, and some had been finding ruminants from old farm burn piles. 




[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]Over the next few days, we then shifted out focus onto mapping and surveying. Whilst Mik continued to excavate the site, Leon and I focused on creating a hachure survey map of our trench. A hachure survey is a commonly used method to mark landforms. Hachures were created in 1799 by Johann Georg Lehmann, who was an Austrian military officer(J. G. Lehmann`s system of slope hachures – an investigation on the, no date). Using this method of surveying compared to arial photography is very beneficial to a documenting a trench/dig site, since aerial photography cannot present the same detail of information a had measured hachure map can give.Figure 14 - These three pictures show the dumpy level results and the formula to work out the reduced level - Soli Green
Figure 14 - Hachure map of the trench with all 47 benchmarks - Soli Green
Figure 12 - Me taking measurements of two mounds in the clay so we could mark it on our trench map - Leon Griffiths
Figure 13 - Mik finishing off trowelling - Soli Green

Closing in to finishing the trench Leon and I were able to mark on our hachure map where we were going to take dumpy levels from, and then we proceeded to take 47 dumpy levels. Looking at the trench from a different angle we were able to spot plough lines, which might have been from the Cistercian nunnery, as we thought that the fields might have been used medieval farming (Drew, 2026). However, the ground itself would not have been very nutrient for the crops as the soil is very clay dense. Another idea that floated around was that the plough lines could have been from World War I or II, this is because that the time there would have been a large food shortage and they would have converted empty farmland into a way to produce food (Bates, 2026). Lectures had different ideas and opinions of the topic, but there was no way to tell at the time.



[image: ][image: ]On the second to last day, we were instructed to dig down past the clay layer. This was because of the plough lines there was a high chance that any inclusions that might have been on the clay layer, might have been turned over and buried further down. As a group we sectioned half of our trench and mattocked up the ground, trying to get through the layer of clay. Once we had made the clay loose, we then spent the rest of the sifting through the build-up. Hours were spent dissecting the clay to find nothing.Figure 16 - Mik and Rodd back filling the trench – Soli Green
Figure 15 - In this picture you can clearly see three plough lines stretching from the bottom of the trench up to the top - Soli Green

The last day had then arrived. Our trench had found nothing, and moral was at a low, we knew that the last day was going to be a hard one, not just because of how physically tiring it was, but also the weather was not on our side. We spent the first half of the day backfilling our trench, we had help from another trench, so we moved a lot faster. We piled the dirt in and occasionally went in to make sure it was compact enough for all of it to fill back in. After the break we had to reassemble the layer of grass, trying to make it look like no one had even been there, with some help from Rodd, and the sun finally coming out. We were able to finish before lunch.
Overall, the archaeological dig was educationally beneficial, but physically tiring. As a group we have gained not only many archaeological skills we can take for future digs but also widened our knowledge of the archaeological practices. It helped strengthen my prior knowledge that I gained from Strata Florida, and it made me appreciate the subject of archaeology. Through the ten days, even though we didn’t find anything material, we were able to look at the stratigraphy and topography of the trench to create a picture of the medieval landscape. As a group we struggled with motivation as other trenches were finding material evidence and we were not, luckily, we had our lecturer Quentin Drew trying to keep moral up, either telling us about his future plans, or doing a silly [image: ]dance it got us through the dig.Figure 18 - Leon, Mik and I standing on our now back filled trench, with moral finally raised by Quentin - Quentin Drew
Figure 17 - Quentin helping raise group moral - Leon Griffiths
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