Llanllyr Farm Excavation Field Journal

[image: ]This field journal records ten days of excavation work undertaken at Llanllyr farm in Ceredigion, as part of the archaeological fieldwork module at UWTSD Carmarthen. The excavation introduced students to archaeological methods including excavation techniques, recording systems, surveying, and site management, while also providing experience in the physical realities of field archaeology. The excavation took place near Lampeter at Llanllyr Farm, an area with a long agricultural history and evidence of previous archaeological activity. The trench excavated by our group measured approximately 6 x 2 metres and was positioned near a tree line, which created both practical difficulties and interpretative considerations throughout the dig. Over the excavation we encountered topsoil, darker soil deposits, clay layers, roots, modern drainage features, and artefacts including pottery, charcoal, quartz, iron, and a ceramic doll fragment. Figure 1 Talsarn map, Ordnance survey, 2026

This journal records the activities undertaken during the excavation, interpretation of the trench, and the wider archaeological significance of the material uncovered. The excavation demonstrated the importance of stratigraphic excavation and accurate recording procedures, both of which form the foundation of archaeological interpretation. As Carver argues, excavation is not simply the removal of soil but instead “the destruction of evidence through controlled recording” (Carver, 2009). This became increasingly evident throughout the excavation as each layer removed permanently altered the trench and required careful documentation.
Day One: Site Introduction and Opening the Trench 
The first day focused on orientation, health and safety, and preparation of the excavation trench. We started by walking around the surrounding fields while discussing the history of the land and earlier excavations that had taken place in the area. This introduction was useful because it contextualised the excavation within the wider landscape rather than treating the trench as an isolated feature. Landscape archaeology emphasises the importance of understanding human interaction with the environment over long periods of time (Johnson, 2010), and this became particularly relevant throughout the excavation as the relationship between the trench, the tree line, and agricultural activity became more apparent.
[image: ][image: ][image: ]After the introduction we marked out our 6 x 2 metre trench using measuring tapes, string, and nails. Establishing a clearly measured trench is essential in archaeological excavation because it allows finds and contexts to be recorded accurately in relation to fixed areas. We then placed a tarp beside the trench to hold excavated spoil. The trench was opened by cutting and removing the turf in square sections using spades. We were instructed to place the turf blocks carefully around the tarp with the soil sides touching soil and grass sides touching grass. Though this initially seemed like a minor detail, it allowed the trench to be backfilled more effectively at the end of the excavation. The opening of the trench highlighted the contrast between archaeological excavation as represented in popular media and the reality of fieldwork. The work was physically demanding even at this early stage, especially for someone with physical issues such as myself and a teammate, and progress depended heavily on coordination between members of the group.Figure 2 Removing turf, I Lewis, 2026
Figure 3 Mapped trench, I Lewis, 2026
Figure 4 Turf cubes on tarp, I Lewis, 2026


Day Two: Early Excavation and Initial Finds
[image: ]On the second day excavation became more intensive. We continued removing dirt using spades, gradually lowering the level of the trench. Almost immediately we encountered difficulties due to the proximity of the trench to the tree line. Large roots extended throughout much of the trench and slowed excavation considerably. The roots also complicated the identification of natural soil changes because they disrupted deposits and created irregular patterns in the soil. The presence of roots also demonstrated the way that post depositional processes affect archaeological sites. Schiffer’s theory of site formation processes states that archaeological deposits are altered continuously by natural and human activity after deposition (Schiffer, 1987). In our trench, the tree roots represented a form of biological disturbance which had clearly affected the integrity of some layers. During this day we also recovered several finds including quartz fragments, charcoal, and small pieces of pottery. At this stage the finds were relatively little, but they still demonstrated human activity within the area. Quartz appeared frequently throughout the excavation and initially we collected all visible pieces. Quartz is common in many Welsh landscapes naturally, though it can also be associated with human activity depending on context. The charcoal fragments were potentially more significant because they suggested burning activity, although without detailed analysis or a sealed context it was difficult to confidently determine whether the charcoal represented domestic, agricultural, or natural burning, however we did notice the farmers burning things in other parts of the farm, so it is likely that has been going on for a while. The pottery fragments recovered were [image: ]small and quite worn. However, pottery remains one of the most important dating tools in archaeology because typological changes occur over time and can be compared with known examples (Orton, Tyers and Vince, 1993). Figure 5 Initial removed roots, I Lewis, 2026
Figure 6 Bird pottery, I Lewis, 2026


[image: ]Day Three: Introduction to MattockingFigure 7 Kayla with mattock, I Lewis, 2026

[image: ]On the third day we were introduced to mattocks. The use of mattocks allowed excavation to progress more rapidly, though it also required care to avoid damaging features or finds. Learning to use the mattock properly was an important part of the excavation because it demonstrated the balance archaeologists must maintain between speed and precision as well as personal safety. The work became noticeably more physically demanding. Large amounts of loose soil had to be removed constantly, and the roots continued to obstruct excavation. Despite the difficulty, the mattocks proved effective. More quartz and charcoal was uncovered during this stage. Although the finds themselves were not especially impressive, their repeated occurrence suggested continuity within the deposit rather than isolated contamination. The repetition of similar materials across multiple layers also raised questions about whether the trench represented long term agricultural disturbance rather than a specific archaeological feature. One of the most useful aspects of this day was developing a better understanding of soil texture and colour variation. Archaeological excavation relies heavily on recognising subtle changes in deposits. Initially many layers appeared visually similar, but with time and observation it became easier to distinguish differences in soil composition. Figure 8 Roots in trench, I Lewis, 2026


Day Four: Continuing Excavation and the Ceramic Doll Fragment
[image: ]Day four continued with further excavation and mattocking. At this stage we believed we were approaching the clay layer, although later excavation would show that this assumption was incorrect. The most notable discovery of the day was a small ceramic doll head approximately the size of the tip of my little finger. The object appeared relatively modern compared to the surrounding deposits, though its exact date and origin were uncertain. Despite its small size, the doll fragment was significant because it represented a more personal aspect of material culture than the industrial or agricultural remains encountered elsewhere. The doll fragment may reflect relatively recent activity on the site connected with domestic or agricultural occupation. Alternatively, it may have entered the deposits through later disturbance. Regardless of its exact date, the find demonstrated how even small artifacts can provide insight into the lived experiences of past people. This discovery also reinforced the importance of maintaining concentration during excavation. Small finds can easily be missed during heavy excavation work, especially when using mattocks. Archaeological excavation therefore requires constant attention even during repetitive tasks.Figure 9 Ceramic head, I Lewis, 2026


Day Five: Trowelling and Reaching the Clay Layer
[image: ][image: ]On day five we shifted from heavy excavation to more controlled trowelling. Trowelling is one of the most recognisable archaeological techniques and is essential for cleaning surfaces, identifying features, and distinguishing between contexts. We spent most of the day kneeling within the trench scraping back deposits to create a level surface. The roots continued to create problems and required careful excavation around them. This slowed progress considerably and demonstrated the practical difficulties created by environmental conditions. However, the slower pace also encouraged closer observation of the deposits. Additional pottery fragments and quartz were uncovered during this stage, though quartz had become so common that we eventually stopped collecting every piece. The clay layer still appeared inconsistent across the trench. Some areas seemed close to natural clay while others remained mixed with darker deposits. At this stage it became increasingly clear that the trench did not contain simple, neatly separated layers but rather a more complex sequence shaped by both natural and human processes.Figure 10 Inside the trench, I Lewis, 2026
Figure 11 Growing dirt and root pile, I Lewis, 2026


[image: ]Day Six: Reassessing the StratigraphyFigure 12 Iron spikes, I Lewis, 2026

The sixth day began with trowelling before we returned to mattocking after realising the clay layer was still deeper than expected. This change in strategy demonstrated the flexible nature of excavation methodology. Archaeological excavation is rarely entirely predictable, and methods often need to adapt depending on what is encountered. One of the most significant finds of the day was a rusty iron spike. The object was heavily corroded, affecting immediate interpretation, though it likely related to agricultural or structural activity. Iron objects commonly survive poorly in the soil due to corrosion processes, particularly in damp conditions which surrounded the area. The apparent movement of the clay layer further downward also forced us to reconsider earlier assumptions regarding the stratigraphy of the trench. Stratigraphy forms the basis of archaeological interpretation because deposits are understood in relation to their sequence of deposition (Harris, 1989). However, distinguishing layers can be extremely challenging, particularly in disturbed or agriculturally used landscapes.

Day Seven: Dividing the Trench
[image: ]By day seven the excavation strategy changed again. We were instructed to focus on only half of the trench, measuring 6 x 1 metres, while leaving the other half at a higher level. A string line was placed lengthwise across the trench to separate the excavation areas. Excavation became more difficult as the soil mixed with clay. Buckets of dirt became heavier and harder to remove from the trench. Working within a smaller excavation area also improved communication and coordination between members of the trench team.Figure 13 Split trench, I Lewis, 2026


Day Eight: Safety Measures and the Land Drain
[image: ]On the eighth day excavation continued within the deeper half of the trench. We cleaned the trench edges again and deepened the excavation further. By this stage the trench had become deep enough that we needed to cut a step into the side for safe access. This highlighted the importance of health and safety within archaeology. The most significant discovery of the day was a land drain pipe running through the trench. We carefully excavated around the feature in order to record it properly without causing unnecessary damage. The drain was clearly modern compared to most other deposits and demonstrated how later agricultural activity had altered the site. Agricultural land is often heavily modified over time through drainage systems, ploughing, and landscaping. The drain also explained some of the disturbance observed within the trench layers. Its infill differed from surrounding deposits, creating a visible cut feature which interrupted the natural sequence of layers.Figure 14 Trench with pipe, I Lewis, 2026


[image: ]Day Nine: Recording and Context SheetsFigure 15 Trench plan, I Lewis, 2026

[image: ]After continuing excavation work we began producing trench plans and completing context sheets. We used string and a spirit level to create straight reference lines across the trench wall before measuring the deposits beneath. This allowed us to record the depths and relationships of the topsoil, darker soil deposits, clay layer, and land drain infill. Producing the section drawing required careful observation and accurate measurement. Context recording systems are central to modern archaeological practice. This day was particularly important academically because it demonstrated how interpretation emerges from recording rather than excavation alone. The trench section provided a visual representation of the site’s formation processes and highlighted the relationship between natural deposits and later disturbance. Figure 16 Trench layers, I Lewis, 2026


Day Ten: Backfilling and Final Reflections
[image: ][image: ]The final day focused on completing recording work before backfilling the trench. Backfilling took most of the day due to the depth of the excavation and the large quantity of dirt that had accumulated. Soil was shovelled back into the trench, compacted by stomping it down, and then covered again with the original turf blocks. Backfilling was an essential part of the archaeological process. Responsible excavation requires the site to be left stable and safe following investigation. Returning the turf blocks carefully also demonstrated respect for the landscape and landowners. The physical exhaustion of the final day emphasised the demanding nature of field archaeology. However, it also provided a sense of completion because the trench had undergone the full excavation process from opening to closure.Figure 17 Final dirt pile, I Lewis, 2026
Figure 18 Completed backfill, I Lewis, 2026


The excavation demonstrated the importance of stratigraphy, context recording, teamwork, and reinterpretation. The excavation also highlighted the relationship between practical excavation and theoretical archaeology. Concepts such as stratigraphy, site formation processes, and landscape archaeology became much more understandable when encountered directly within the trench. Overall, the excavation at Llanllyr Farm was both physically demanding and academically valuable. It provided practical experience in excavation techniques, recording systems, and archaeological interpretation while also reinforcing the importance of patience, teamwork, and critical engagement within field archaeology.
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Figure  1   Talsarn map, Ordnance survey, 2026  

