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ARE FIRST IMPRESSIONS ctlLY TOPSOIL-DESP? THE ENIDalCE FRCt! TA'ITERSHALL 
'!'HORn, LlliCOLNSHIRE 

by Frances Hasly 

Thia paJl!rr describes the proviBional reeu1 ts of the study of 11 thin 
material colleoted during field-walking and BubslI'l.uent excavation at 
Tatterahall Thorps in aaet Lincolnshire. The site (at TF/237 606) 
Uea on the gravels of the rival' Bain just above ita confluence \<11th 
the Witham, "hich in turn flows into tha Fans some 6km to the eouth. 
It was discovered in the course of field survey by Peter Chowne of the 
North Lincolnshire Archaeological Unit and consisted of an even scatter 
o f s t ruck flint over the eurf'ace of a 7. 5ha field from which an initial 
surface oollection of 897 piecss was made. Following a gradiomster 
survey which indicated the presenoe of underlying features , two ad­
jacent areas were stripped and excavated, together with a few small 
out lyill8 t renchee, in two seascne at the beginning W'Id end of 1981 . 
Over both main areas the topsoil was underlain by a thin layer of wind­
blown sand containing much prehistoric material in additicn to Romano­
British and medieval sherds . This layer was cut by medieval plough 
furrowa which panatratad into tha sublloil below, in which were faatures 
of bcth prehiatoric and Romano- British date . 

Moat ' of the prehistoric reatu:rss were cf earlier neolithic data: fourth 
milleMiUlll bc radiocarbon determinatione were obtained for a rectansular 
post-built structure, and for one of a nearoy group of pits . The pits 
were rich in finds , yielding 1317g of pottery and 302 pieoes of struck 
flint . On the other hand , pita containing later neolithic or early 
bronze age pottery and later bronza age pottery numbered only two and 
one respectively, and yielded a total of 200g of pottery and 6 piacae 
or struck flint . 

On the face of it , one might expeot most of the struok flint from tha 
surface, the topsoil W'Id the Wind_blown sand to have been ploughed cut 
of the underlying earlier neoUthio featuree and to ba comparable with 
the material excavated from them. This was not the oaS8. FigurQII 1 
to 3 oompare rour groupe of etruck Hint: 

from the lIurfa.ce of the whole 7.5ha, 
from the surface W'Id topeoil of the area stripPQd for excavation 
(approximately 6000 IIq m or 8.4% or the whole), 
from the \U1derlying wind-blown sarnl over the ocmpletely BXcavated 
part of the stripped area (approximately 2400 eq m or 3.6% of the 
whole) , 
rrom the earlier nQolithio pitll. 

The riret three groups are neceeearily of mixed, multi- period com­
poeition; the last one ia eeou:rely etratified and likely to be con­
taminated only by the presence or residual material , of which there is 
no obVious indication. All four have, however, been record.ad and de­
picted in the eame way with the aim of aetablishing their similarities 
and differencell. Fig. 1 llhowe the ocmpoaition of tha ccres from the 
folU" groups , using a simplified cla ssifioaticn . Even at this at8&' it 
is apparent that, while groups 2 and 3 match each other quits oloeely, 
t hay ara not representative of the Whole 7 . 5ha, since the proportions 
within them of multi- platfcrm W'Id keeled cores are revarllad among the 
corea of group 1. Also, the cores from the pits include a higher pro­
portion of single- platform examplea than those of the mixed groups. 
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Fig.l . Compoei tion of t he classifiable oores in each of 
t he four main flint groups from Tattershall 'l'horpa. 

Tha same pattern can be aeen in t he breadth:length ratios of the un_ 
retouched :flakes (Fig. 2) . Again, there is incomplete agreement 
between groups 2 ~~d 3 on the one hand and group 1 on t he other, and 
even Ieee agreement between all three and the pits, the flakes from 
which are generally far more blade-like. When it oomes to retouched 
f onns (Fig. 3), all three mixed groups include a Wider l"Bn8B of typea 
than doee t ha material from t he pi ts, and are distinguished by quite 

.high proportiona o:f borers or pointa . 
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1'18.2 . Flake proportions ro~ aach of the four main flint groupa from 

Tattarshall Thorpe . 

It is olear 1) that there ..... 8 spatial differentiation within the neat­
ter , s ince the composition of the atruck flint frolll the excavated areas 
of the topeoil and wind- blovn sand dOBS not matoh that of the initial 
surface collection , and 2) that all three mixed groups are dominated by 
a component or components unrelated to the material from the Wldedying 
earlier neolltbic pits . In other words, the surface oollection maeked 
rather than predicted the content ot the underlying subSOil features. 

Up to a point it ill possible to define the dominant component or eom­
ponents ot the mill:ed groups in te:nns ot what is known about poat-clac1al 
£l1nt industries in tha south and eaat ot Et18land . Such h1gh pro­
portions ot broad £lake. are unlikely to have been produoed baCora the 
eaoond halC oC the th1rd m1llennium bc (P1tts 1978) . Ind1vidual ra­
touched torms like ohisel and obl ique arrowheads (Fig. }) seem to have 
become current at a 81milax date and are , on the baaia oC their aaaoc­
iatione , likely to have been at leaat broadly contemporary with the 
amall quantities oC beaker and grooved ware from the eite (Green 1980, 
111 - 116). The overall co~Bition ot the mixed groups has at lsast 
one of the characteristiOIl ot later bronze age induatriee i solated by 
Saville ( 1960, 20-21 i 1951 , 68) and by Ford .!i...!!. (Cortheomina) in the 
torm of relatively hlsh proportione ot borers or point. , which occur 
in a number ot later bronze age induatries but are cuttioult to match 
in earlier ones . 
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Fig.}. COlll,l)Oaition of the retouch9d pieoell in eaoh ot the four 
main £lint groupa from Tatterahall Thorpa. 
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It Deems reasonable to assume that the 2004 piecee of struck !lint in 
the trl::red srol,lpe an of predominantly later neol1thl0 8Zl4/or bronze age 
date, in oontra.at to the ;508 pieoee £l'OJII seclU'ely dated lIubeoll teat­
ures, 98% (302) Qf which are of earlier neol1thic date. Later pottery 
is indeell more frequent outeide of eubeoll featuree than ineide , 
aeeounting fo~ ~ of identifiable p~ehi.to~ic &herde from features and 
40)6 of thole from othe~ contexts . The 40)6 eoneiete of only 2} ezall, 
abraded frapente , but these ~ represent Wl o~ig1nally la~ge~ 
quantity , since the ploughaoil, aeoliWl eand and, in the oase of one 
of the cutlying tranches , alluvial deposite in whioh they we~e found 
would have b.en l.ss oonduoiv. to pottery preeervation than would un­
disturb..:! pits . 

Thia situat ion , in whioh ..... I.:l'li.r n&elithio activity i8 l"epl"esented 
mainly by eubeoll f.atures and later phaeee mainly in supel"ficial de­
pOSita , is a recurrent one. An obViOUS example ie Broome Heath , 
No~folk (Wainwright 1972) , where numerous pits were dug in the mid­
third millennium ba, but where late thlrd and seoond millennium act­
ivity was represented by an earthwork , material preeerved underneath 
i t , El flint aoatte~ with beake~ pottery , and stray Pate~borough war. 
and bronze age eh.rde . S1oI118l'ly. on the aulti- pel"iod eit. of Spoil&' 
Uill , aleo in No~folk , whioh was excavated pr1lllar1ly as a p86an Suon 
cemetery. five oluete~s or .&l'l1er n&elithic pite , all rioh in arte­
facts , oontrasted with a few isolated reatures containing later nec­
lithic o~ e&l'ly bron:ze B.6EI 'pottery. Yet . whe~. there we~ ccnc.n­
trations of struck flint in superfioial and poet-pl"ehietorio oontexte . 
th.ee are of gener ally late a.epect, like the m1Xed groupe trolll 
Tattershall 'l'horpe . 

In .ach caee . it ie poeeibl. to auggeet .rplanations . One of the 
simpleat ie that latel' featur.e fII2Y have ~ined unexoavated in 00-
Jaclmt areas . It so , it is ourioue that lats~ teaturee are 110 otten 
excluded and ea~li.r onee 110 often inoluded when areaa are ohosen tor 
excavation. It is pertinent to conllider obaervationll made by Crowthsr 
( 198}) with ~eferenoe to the occurrenoe of Romano-British pottery in 
plo\l8h.aoll and in eubeequently exoavated eubeoll featurell in the 
Welland valley . U. lIuggests that a lack of cOl'l'8lation between the 
oontents of the ploUShacil and the oontente or even t he p~ellence of 
underlying subsoil features may l'esult from 1) the depoeition of mat_ 
el'ial in the oours. of ott- site activities which would not hava in­
volved the cutting of subsoil f.aturea , and 2) the derivation of 
plo\l8h.aoil material from a vanished land surface or surfaces as well 
ae f rolll 8ubeoil featuree . 

Thie s.cond polleibility touches on an avkard charaoterietic of later 
n&el1thio and bronze 8.88 eettlelllElnt in lowland Britain , al~aady ex­
elllplified by Broome U.ath and Spong Bill. While pite and othe~ eubaoil 
featurell are almost ubiquitoue on late fourth and early third millen­
niuc bc •• ttlement aites , they become l.ee fl'equent from the l ate 
third lIl111eTVlium onwarde . Some sacond and sarly rirst millerm.ium be 
eites do, it ia true. include pits. enoloBUrBs and substantial struot­
ures ; but a la~ge numbe~ coneiat sntirely 01' almoat entirely of rubbish 
depositll , surviving when proteoted. by earthworke, by alluvial or col­
luvial depoaits , or by depoaition in pr.-e:xlllting hollowe . Without 
euch protection, the depoeita ccnatitutina" the pr.-barrov oooupation 
of !l'r8ton Down, the occupation of Plantation Farm , the post_mining 
oocupation of Gr1me ' e Gravae , and many others like t hem would have 
b.en reduoed. tc flint scatters . 

I would eugseet that not only may the contents of a Bcatta~ be un-

~ep~eeentative of the contente of underlying aubaoil featuree, but that 
the evidence of wbeoil teatures will otten be biaaed in favour of the 
.arlie~ naolithio and against the lat.r neolithio and the bronze age , 
evidenoe fo~ whioh may often 8urvive mainly o~ exolusively in the plough­
eoil and on the su~face . To maohine-off unsampled plougheoil before 
excavaticn , by no lIIEIans a practioe of the paet, is to dilltort an al­
~eady distorted reoord . Furthe~ underetallding of the nature ot indi­
Vidual late~ neollthic and bronze age settl~ents will oome from 
exceptional , well_preserved sites, eepeolally watar-loBSt'd cnee. Any 
unde~stand1ng of the fl"equsncy and extent of contempol'UY activity 
aorose the landsoape must , on the othe~ hand, dnaw on the avidenee of 
deBiooated eitee . Flint IIcatte:ra IIlIQ" prove 88 tundaroental to the study 
of the latar naolithic and tha bronze aga as they are to that of the 
meaolithio . 
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