During my final module instead of going to do an excavation within LLanllyr I ended up going to Strata Florida and doing field work there. The module had more of a focus on key skills that are outside of the skills that are used in excavation. Strata Florida is home to a rich history that goes back to the Cistercians (Austin, Bezant, and Barker 2022)and potentially even further. It stands to reason that the strata Florida trust was eventually set up in 2006(‘My Site’, n.d.) this trust has the aims of preserving and studying the history that is inside of strata Florida, along with a heavy aim of opening it to the public as a museum and attraction within the Ceredigion county. In my opinion there is a significant amount of value to be gleamed from the history of this abbey and the area surrounding it. I was given more of an appreciation of the area’s beauty and history over the course of the two weeks that I was able to attend the trips and events. Although there were obstacles that stopped me from attending every day like I wanted it such as some significant events within my familial life. I am able to say I learnt a significant amount from the experience and am a better academic and archaeologist for it.

 A typical day lasted from nine in the morning to five in the afternoon, so the entire day was dedicated to strata Florida and the work that I was given to complete. The exact timeline of the individual days is not important, however framing this fortnight is important in recounting these events and the skills that was learnt during. The first skill that we were taught was something I didn’t pick up on until the very end of the lecture. The skill was inference, deduction and theorizing of a landscape which is, admittedly something I still struggle with quite a lot but have gotten much better at. The lecture started on top of a hill just below the statue of the pilgrim (wales online 2022) which the was used as an example to examine the macro data of the Strata Florida Valley and extrapolate what we can about the environment. The lecture was more of  a discussion led by our professor who would steer us when needed, but the point of this part of the trip was to get us to open our eyes and put the knowledge that we already have together along with the information put in front of us. We talked about how there was evidence of glaciers and iron age hill forts within the larger area(bbc 2012). The glaciers affected the area by creating a U-shaped valley and moving large amounts of slag a debris around the area. Due to the weather and temperature within the area there is also a significant amount of freeze thaw weathering within the hill and mountain top, which eventually produces shale and more debris that is much easier to move around thus being scattered around the area within the ground(Deprez et al. 2020). 

After the discussion on top of the mount we headed towards the arch way which was located by the main museum and the small café (of which was used plenty on the warmer days) but at the arch there was lecture I was very familiar with, mainly, due to the fact that I have been on a trip to Strata Florida but the arch way is the supposed entrance to the church that used to be within Strata Florida (Beer 1889). The portion of the lecture was instead focused on connecting existing structures localised around the observer. For example, there is a baptism pool in the abbey but it does bot line up with the arch way which implies that one of the two (the arch way and the baptism pool) was made later. Having heard this lecture for the third time I was willing to tune out but there was something different about this version, whether it was the focus on the foundational skills of analyses within archaeology or the fact that I am looking at this abbey for the third time and something in my head clicked in that moment. But the emphasis on using my eyes definitely helped me look more closely at things as simple as the basic structure of the stone and the lay out of the ruins much  more closely than I had previously. The final leg of the lecture was the grave yard section, which, focused on the micro of archaeology. We looked at how ants will make nests by graves due to the loosening of the ground by the grave stone from decomposition of the deceased and the grave moving and loosening earth (‘An Ant Colony under a Fallen Gravestone | CAI’, n.d.). then there was mention of how [arts of the ground being risen leads to graves not being dug out in places. But my personal fava route part of that lecture is when our attention was put towards the old chapel located within the actual grave yard. Aside from making a nice land mark and always reminding us which way the sun sets there was something else I quite enjoyed about the chapel. I enjoyed the fact that it had been rebuilt and to represent this rebuilding the original completion date was put back into the building on display but was actually put upside down. This fact stood out to me for a number of reasons, one being that its interesting but aside from that the main reason I  enjoyed this subtle representation of a rebuilding project was because it required research and observation, obviously if I had looked up anything about that chapel I would have found out that it had been rebuilt but by using the analyses skills that I was given it became more and more clear just what happened to this chapel. (Adroddiad and Digwylliad 2014)
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The second activity we did was a hike through the abbeys forest and explored its history. And although the hike was difficult and quite warm, it gave a unique grasp on the local history. However, there was an interesting look into dendrochronology which is the study of trees in the past. Most of that side of the teaching was done by Ros Coard who is a dendrochronologist specialist within the archaeological field. There were examples of pollarding which is taking the tops of trees off in order to let it grow in smaller logs(Austin, Bezant, and Barker 2022). We also went to look at the different ruins that are scattered about the woodland like walls that line an area of the woods and even an unknown pile of rocks that is up for contention as to what it is. The idea that the group had was that it was a disturbed burial ground or it is a left over pile from the stone wall that was being constructed(Austin, Bezant, and Barker 2022). I was excited, albeit tired to be on this hike as it is something I particularly enjoy doing in my own free time and since enrolling into university and going through my second year of university I have gained more of an appreciation for the natural world and Wales as a whole. Something about how you can look at almost every square inch of Wales and you are able to see land that has been worked on and manipulated to the liking of anyone from Vikings, romans or the British.(Davies 2007). Personally I believe that another point of the trip to the abbey woods was to get a grasp on how many options there are for the other project of this module, the landscape characterisation. Personally I plan to do mine on the mine as I found it quite interesting to research and to work in.

The third day was spent in a place in the forest that was quite close to strata Florida it was just out of the way from the main area that Strata Florida trust works in. during that day we were taught something that I was personally shocked that I learnt how to do hatchers which is a mock field exam technique that I found quite interesting. The idea of hatchers is to show how steep a slope is and how they are measured. This technique is used to quickly make a note of something and roughly look at how much hills slope. There is a fully black arrow which points in wherever the slope points going from the top downwards. There is then a line going down in the same direction, the length of the line dictates the actually steepness of the hill.  The rest of this day was stationary as I was trying to get my head around the idea that pf how hatchers work which admittedly took me longer than I would like to but I was able to get better at it with the help of some of the other students who were helping me get the hang of the work.
Hatchers is actually what we continued to work on for the next few days. The next day we worked in the field a field and took dumpy level which is a piece of technical equipment that is used to measure the grounds height from where you are standing using a pole as a reference. How you  take a measurement is you take a dumpy level on a tripod and measure it to ground level you then take a second person who will strand on the hill you want to measure and then take your distance measurement this then gives you the distance from the me and the person with the pole and then and the distance to the ground. Finally you have to use the Pythagorean theorem in order to figure out the full distance on ground level. This is by far my weakest ability and needs further work but I am very interested in figuring out how I can get better at this skill.

this entire module has been interesting definitely ,but I have been weighing up this modules use for my education between going to LLanlyr to do and excavation and although an excavation is where I fell in love with archaeology but this module ,in my second year I feel is much more useful to me and my education. As these are foundational skills to my life after I graduate university but I am hopeful that I will be able to use in the future. My personal hope is that there will be an opportunity to use it in my future excavation linked to this university or not.
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