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BELT, SHOULDER-BAG OR BASKET? AN ENQUIRY INTO HANDAXE 
AND FLINT SOURCES 

by R.J. HlcRle 

TRANSPORT 

The historiln Geor,e Trevelyan defined th. vritin g of 
hi , tory a •• gue ss .t the mo.t likely probability. If ... e e xt en d 
that to prehistory, a nd concede that the oor e r e ~ot e th e ti. ~ 
th e more elusive truth b . co~e l , we mi ght e •• ay the thought thlt 
the e lucid.tion of th e very dilt.nt palt il an exercise in 
Ip.cul.tion developin, into possibility and cl.rified by 
inv.ltig . tion into probability, but .til1 d,p.nd.nt upon 
ob •• rv ltion .nd deduction. 

Such ponderou s r efle ction l nee d to b . brouJht dovn to 
e.rtb, . nd 10 the, . r. during my muddy .. ande rinl l in grlvel pit . ' 
in th e uppe r Tha. el v a lley fro. which in th e lilt fifteln yearl 
I h , v e re l cu e d quit e I lot of Lo ... er P.l •• olithic Ire.f.ct,. MOlt 
.re of flint, l om e .re of qUlrtsite. and rh. l.tter have Ilready 
been deelt "ith (M.cR.e 1~88). 

My th eme i . th e tr a nlport of ra" ml cerial , I nd ready - mad e 
tool . from I pre.umed l ourc e of flint in the foothill . of th e 
Chilterns to. number of loc a tions up . trea., "her. nodules or 
roughoutl " e re fa.hion .d into h , nd.xe . and pre l umably uled. Far 
up th e riv e r v l ll ey it vould seeOl th l t only fini a h e d flint 
bifac el wer e c l rried, uled .nd abandoned. Th, corol1 . ry involve. 
... hat i , called 'procurement .tra t e g,' . nd 're.ource . tr e •• •• 
... hich limply .ean that it i. lenlible to . hop at ASDA (Sthof i e ld 
1986) . The evidence for .uch Ictivitiel lie , in litu .p r ead 
over I di s tance of 53 ki10mltrel (Fig. 1) . Deduction l fro. thi . 
Ividlnce could b. controv.r.ial, I nd com.ent . .. ould b e ... elcome 
from palaeophil es , 

It i . pl.in that Achluli.n hunter - gather e r l ... ere l eldo. 
de terred in their pur l uit of protein by th e I b • • nce or .hort lge 
of f l miliar tool mlt.ri l l , . If a good hunting Iround we r e knovn 
to exil t, or • blood-trlil h i d to b e follo" . d into pl.ce s "here 
there ... .. no ul l ble flint, le v erll option l vere open to ensure a 
. upply of , ton l tooll. One way, "'ell - evidenCld in the upp e r 
Thamll - should a Iroup h . ve let out from a ba.e c •• p with not 
e nou,h flint haadaxel to deal ... ith aa emergency kill o r an 
unfore .een . cavenging opportunity - " a. to pick up quart~ite 
cobble. and knock th em into .omething re l emblin l .harp biface., 
lood enough for ch e job on hand, Thi . pre.up po.I •• b •• e CI.p 
ne.r I ,06d flint .o urce. a nd th l t there W. I no flint on th e 
hunting trail. I think that VI. th e cas e in the upper Thalll el 
vllley. 

Fos. ibly flint nodul e, o r roughed-out h . nd , x. I .... r e carri e d 
on e xcursion s '''ay f r om bile and fl.ked to • fini l h I1 required. 
Or optimists new to th l t e rr . in s et out un l rm e d, hoping to find 
vorkabl e flint alon, th e v a y, vhich they didn't bec l u le there 
i.n 't any. Th e next bedrock source of flint north of the 
Chilterns is in thl Lincoln s hire chllk vold l . There i . flint of 
I lort III I lonl th. vllley, cont l ined in the re.aantl of th e 
Plat.au (or Northern ) Drift, •• ny ti.e . r e -vork.d .i nce it . pre­
Cromeriln origin. Thi . .rchaic flint, tOl e th.r with Bunter 
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pebble a fro .. t b. Midl an ds. vas .nd .ti.ll i a . vailabl . and 
plentiful (Briggl 1988 ) . It is almOlt u l.le •••• a tool .aterill 
because. long b.for. Our Acheuliln a c •• e to tbe region, it va . 
dec.yed. frolt - cracked .l1d heavily corticated. Only rarel y h.ve 
1 found I piece jUlt good enough to fl.k. into. 1 •• 11. mil­
.hapen ovate. Tbe r •• t jUlt disintegrat e. 

QUlternary Ip"ci.li. t s continue to try t o interpret the 
chronology of th. upper Thame • • it . turbul.nt geomorpholo lical 
history. and the phYlicll e nvironment I enco untered by elrly min. 
These complexitie . a r e not ... ithin th e H ope of thi s p'plr, 
Relev.nt to thi l pre5ent Irgument, hoveve r . is the 
Summe r town /RoIdl.y terrlce in which Ibout half of the 600 
artef.ct. occur. Th. bulk of thlt terr.ce is cold - st.gl, with .n 
elrlier v . rm ch.nn.l undetne.th •• nd di.continuou. v.r .. - ' t.le 
,r.vell .-bove th" th. cold - s t.g e (Brigs ' et 11. 1985, 69 - 107). 
For • lumml r y of the current chilly thi~;J on Pal.eolithic 
a rch.eol ogy a nd the British Qu . tern.ry .e quence the re .der 
. hould ref.r to ' Wy •• r (1988), but do 1 dare, .s • b.r.tic 
a., teur, to continue to believe that OUt Tha. e. Acheulian . 
preferred decent .... rm welch e r to tundra cold? Wbile .uch 
Acheulian .ctivity i , nov said to be identified vith cold-.tall 
deposits, a lot of hlnd'Iel in m.ny arell could otigin.te or be 
derived from elrlier "erm - st'ge ledim.n t l •• seen in th e 
Sum.,erto ... n!Radl I Y t.rrlce.. Brigg l (198!i, 1988) strongly incline l 
to this view in re"rd to the upper Tha., .I . 

Th e difficulty i . to id entify, tho .e temperlte cli.,te . 
HOInian, Wol l tonian interglacials or e.rl , Ip . wichi.n? Typolo gy 
contribute . only more or le. I .ccording to one's opinions . 
Technolo gy ,et . nelr e r and a. varal ind u .tries c an be 
distingui l hed. Hoat varietie. of Acheulian .ppear. pIu . Lat • 
Acheuli.n / Kieoquian, • little Lev.lloi l tech nique, .nd .0.1. 

Koulteri.n • evidently a l ucce l. ion of vi . it. over. very lonl 
period of time. There ar e 10 far no priaar), conteIt sitel, but 1 
have fi l hed out hand.Ie _ from s.lll a r.a. at t ... o of th e . ire l 
on or ju t e above th e cl.y be drock in fairly fresh condition. 
Ma •• , li,n f , una are not 10 far dia,no.tic. mammoth te e th and 
rhino bonl lyinl in cOIY proximity in the lo ... est grlvell .t 
Stanton H.rcourt. 

In "h . t.v.r c1i •• te th e hand.xe - mak.r , oper.ted . nd in 
vh .tev e r period. 1 am convinced that .1 1 bu t very few of the 
310 flint bif .c e . knovn to com . from upper Th •• es depolitl .re 
m. de out of flint f rom tbe Wallingford faa-gravel l . a fiV e -mile 
deep Itrip of . 01ifluIion depolit . ,l ud,ed dovn from the 
Chiltern chalk and underlain in p . rt , b y the bedded grl.el l and 
" nd , of .n old Th ••• • terr.ce. Th e. fan-gr.vels beJ.a to 
accumu l.te in th. early Angliln and durinl levlrll Itagel of 
deposition w.ra clim.te. ezisted It l."t tvice (Ho rton et al. 
1981). Though the abundant flint in the ,ravel I i~ now leverely 
frost-cracked an d internally sh.tter.d. it i . evid e nt th lt ther e 
wa , sound tlint I vailable for the h.ndax l -lIIlker s .t 50ml time or 
other, e ithlr from the old lov e r be dded l a y e rl before the 
periglaci.l fr e. ~.-up . or from .urf.ce I p r la d l of unaffected 
flint fluvi . lly . rod , d I fterw l rds Ind e. rried fro~ the ch a lk or 
the cl , y-with-f.lint l "hich C5p ' a ome of th e hi l l • . 

Th.re mly b. clue. in the 122 handaxe . found in th l f.a 
gravelt ( Arkall 1945. 1941) •• ome fro . ted, 10IDe quite unh . r.ed, 
lIy.e r (1968, 104-1 ) favoured a date for the , r.vell in th. 

3 



• 

• 

i 

Gipping ('Wolstonian') a nd sugges~s ~hHt th ~ hand a xes may deriv e 
from earli er sites later destroyed. If ther e were spreads of 
good flint it may not have been easily ga ined in temp e rat e 
palaeoenvironments wben etod~d nodules would tend to be obscured 
by heavy valley veg e t a tion or in establiShed gr as sland on vall ey 
slopes. Stream beds could have been 8 bettet source. Some 
selection would bave been necessary, 8S Chiltern flint is not of 
the finest quality, being plagued (from th e koapper ' s point of 
vie") by nUmerOuS hard, cherty ino;:lusions, and th e nodules are 
distinctly knobby and irregular. 

In the course of this enquiry suggestion s were made that 
chalk areas further from tbe Thames might h a v e been alternative 
flint sources. This ha s been carefully considered, in field vork 
and vith maps. Spac e forbid s listing the reasons, but th e 
Lambourn Dovn s just south of Wantag e, and th e Sinodun Rill s 
chalk outlier ov e r the river from Berinsfield, can be 
e liminat ed . It rem a ins th e most likely probability that th e main 
' flint bank' vas ne ar the river, esst and north-east of 
Wallin g ford. 

1 am v e il aware of the topography trap and a m not assuming 
Middle Plei&tocene l a ndscapes to have b een even s imilar to thos e 
of today, but it has to be a s ked how far, and in vhat form, wa S 
th e flint c a rried along th e banks of th e Thames, or across 
country taking short cuts wh ere the rive"l" bends, sssullling that 
the t erra in VaS negotiabl e . lt is clear thst the Thsmes wa s 
following something clos e to its pre se nt cOurSe in the Oxford 
area by Cromerisn times (Briggs 1988). Ther e are six main sites 
betveen Wa llingford and Sranton Harcourt and these account for 
most of the 270 handaxes listed by Roe (1968 , 247-55), to which 
can now b e added about 150 recov e red since th en (MacRa e 198). 
Flakes and worked fragments make up an artefact total of over 
600. Nearly all were within 2 km of the present rivers Thames 
a nd Windrush. 

Th e .ix sites are briefly described below. All except 
Abingdon have been fairly well published, but only sc&nr 
ref e r e nc e h&s been made to raw materisl sources. I h&ve 
cslcul&ted two di a tance s (within 1 km to allow for finds 
scattered over th e bigger pita): 

1. From the presumed flint s ouree if th e river bank is 
to th e site and 

2. An imaginary cross - country route Or ' beeline'. 

folloved 

Except for Wal1ingford a nd Wolv e rcote, th e implement . vere 
contai n ed in the Summertovn/Radley or Floodplain terrac e s and 
the condition of most of them -precludes their having be en moved 
very far from the plac e wher e th e y were found. 

Wslli~gford . Finds early this century from the fan grlvels. 
Horizons uncertain. Few flakes recovered, 122 handaxes known. 
Ample flint and little need for curation. Riv e r: 2 km: cross­
country: 2 km. 
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eeTin.field (Dorche.t.r-on-Th.me,). Ext.n.ive grlvel working . 
.ince the 1930 •. Virtullly unexplored until th ll 1970. when 240 
.re.flce. recover e d OtlcRu 1982, 1985, 1988) illcludin, 80 flint 
bifacu Ind 10 of quartll'it.,. NUll erou. fl.ke. Ind tonl •• 
Evi d e nc e of periodic occupation and diff.rin, t .chnolo, ie " 
IlIplellent, . t.in ed but. r.r ely p.tin.ted, II.IIY broklln butts .nd 
tips .ugglls tin , locsl u ••. Perhaps I b •• e-clllp for up-river 
activity. River: lO kll; cro •• - country: 11 kll. 

~l~_-.!.E..!.! (Rldl.y, Dr ay ton, Sut-ton Cour tn .y) . 
COlllllllrci.l pit s , old and new, ·1I.inly in floodpl.in. Find, 
(?l.ck of se.rch pre-1980). No fl.kes. Le,' th .n I do~eo 

bif.ce . but 16 qu'rt~ite I rtefact • . Two, po • • ibly 1I0re , 
bout-coup' Moulteri .n hand. Xl" (Tylde.ley 1984b ). Riv.r: 22 
c ro. a-couo try 11 k • . 

fine 
kll; 

lffley. An old pit, •• rly 1900 • . The 30 b andax •• include 10 of 
non-flint rock • . H.IlY bifac., ,lIall a nd crude, othar. vell-lIad e . 
Littl. inforll.tion abut this Hiddle Ach eulian .ita at the ba.e 
of tha SUllllertownJaadl.y tarr.ce. River: 32 kll; cro •• -country: 
15 kll: 

Wolvercote; Tbe ch.nn.l .t th e b"1l of thi. old brickpit, closed 
h.lf • century .go .nd now v.ter-filled, i. one of Brit.in', 
1I0.t important but controver,ial s it es . Many of th a 78 hand axe s 
are l arge , el ega nt, plano-conve~ and fre . h, ,.nar.lly . ttribut ed 
t o L.tll Achllulian/Micnqui an . There are 11 quart~ite bifaces. 
Well over 100 fl.ke., but nUllbers .nd .n.ly... diffe r 
certainly thar e are more than 60 prill.ry .nd finishing flakes 
bu t in thll e.rly 1900 , collectors often l,nored fl akes . 
Probable eran.port of 'Olle blank. or rou ,hout., and finisbed 
band.xa. , froll dist.nt flint 'Ou rce. Many .rcb.eological and 
g.ological paper . ,um,uri,ed by Tylde.ley (1986). Riv.r; 40 klll; 
c ro .s -cnuntry; 22 It •. 

Stanton alrcourt. Tb ..... ternlllost .i t e, n •• r confluence of 
Tb'lIe •• nd Windru.h. L.rg • • re. of water-filled old pit., g r avel 
extr.ction from oth.ra .ti ll proceeding. P.la.olithic potential 
not .. xploited until 1984, . ince then SO flin t a rtef ac t . 
including 30 well m. d e h'nd,xes recovered, pIu . 15 qu . rtzite 
bif.c.,. Despite metitulou, and prolonged •• , reh only 4 flake. 
found . Probable conver,ion nf 6 broken hand,xll fr.gllllnt. into 
' lIal 1 tools. The only loc.l flint used i, for t .. o c rude bifaci.l 
point. with pebbl e butt •. Hand.xes vsrilbl. in It,.. and forll, 
include one big claava r and one 27 CII ' gi.nt' (MacRae 1987 ),­
Di.tioctive he.vy yellow .lk.line p.tin.tion on III .rtefact •. 
Riv.r: 53 Itll; CrOI ' -country: 24 kll. 

A few quick , .nd probably di,putabl., deduction. lI'y b .. 
dr.wn, .dlllitting thlt the 10Qg river route w •• not liltely to 
h.va been u s ed eve r y tille . nd in every period, or tb.t th e 
tf.rrlin lIay not h,vl m.d, ' beeline' trip. po •• ibl •. Very f ew 
illplemlln t . indeed h.ve ever been found 1I0 re th.n 2 km frolll th e 
river . At 8erinsfield mo.e tools were lI.de on lite, .n easy 
journey from the flint lou rce. H.ndaxes . t Abin gdon .nd lffley 
were tr 'nspor t ed from lource, . upplemented by l oc al quart~ite. 

Wolv.rcote i . ( • • u l u.l) en i 'll.tic - the di ,tlnc., .eem too f .r 
for nodule Or roughout tr. n.port but the fllke. te.tify at lealt 
to 10lle f.bric.tion on the .pot . The c •• e for St.nton H.rcourt 
i. clelrer - t oo f.r froll 'Ou rce to carry anything but ready­
IIlde flint h.nd.xe., .nd loc.l qu.rtzite lII.d. up .ny tool 

, 

deficiency: 

So if the hunting/a. therin, condition. vere good ri ,ht up 
tbe v a ll ey in tellper. t e clim.te., ju.t vh "n did th e clrryin, of 
nodule . or rou,hout. bacome In unbelr.bl. chore? And vhy vere ao 
lIany perfectly ,ood h.nd.xe. di.c.rded up-river? Were they 
a b.ndoned , or c.ch.d for future u.e! There could be a way t.o 
.olve .olle of thi problell'. Volunte .. r . willing to cerry av .. o .. 
couple of 16 cII/800 , (typic.l) hind . XII. froll W.llingford to 
Stanton H. rcourt are 10 f.r l.ckiog. I offer .id. to ea.e th e 
burden, a . 

a deer . kin .hou lder -bag 

I ' ling of woven r.whide 

• fibre b.lt with holster . ( . a. fronti.piece of Worthing too 
S=ith' . Han tbe Prim,ev.l S.vale) 

A. lIy friend the digger driver .t One pit brightly 
.uggest . , ' Oil. 1I0d.rn archaeological h •• rtie . could try on. io 
e . ch hand . nd on. batween th e teeth. Or • p.ir slUng round the 
neck like rug,.r boot . .. 

Any t.ker.? 
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DISCRIMINANT FUNCTION ANALYSIS (DFA) OF MIXED LITHIC SCATTEiS IN 
THE NORTH - EAST OF ENGLAND: A CASE OF HlSCLASSIFIED IDE NTITY! 

by R . YOI,I01 and D. ;;81 

In 1988, It eh. confe r ence ' Sre.kin, the S t c.,. Silence' 
held io Sheffield , On8 of t he pr •• ent author. (RY) ga... paper 
entitled 'Mixed Lithic Sca tt er l and the Me . olithic - Neolithic 
Tr ansition in the No r tb-E. s t of Engl.nd: • Sp e cula tion ' (Young 
fo r thcoming). In tbi _ it w.s .rgued tbat tb. grow ing n umb.r of 
li t es coming to lilbt i n t he nor t b-.a.t which .b ow ba . ic 
' He.o li thic ' - type •••• mbl.ge. i n .urfac. a •• oc i at i on with 
typologically later material (predominantly leaf - . b a p ed and 
b a rbed and t . ng .d projectile point .) migbt tep r e.ent l.te, if 
not tbe late,t, Me.olith i c s itel in tbe .re., It.nd i D& right at 
t he interf.ce of the local Helolithic/Neolithic tra n s it ion. 

Thi. contention wa . a r gued io datail io Sheff ie l d and, a. 
the paper i . to be published, the r e .ee.. litt l e need to 
rehear.e th e . ai o point . here. Howev.r, t h e coo tributiotl did 
c a use .om. iot.re.tiog discussioo, with 10m. coll . ag gel arguing 
that t he .. ixtu r . of .. at. r ial was fortui t oul, t he produ c t of re­
ua e of favourlbl. loc a tioo s oVe r a long perio d of c i .e or th e 
eod r esu lt of ploulhing o r o th e r e r Ol ion a l factors . 

Spurred on by thi. kind of di.cus . ion, we d.te r .. ine d to t r y 
to te.t O~ r theory Itatist i ca l ly, if pO ll ible. To tbi . end a 
discri .. in.nt function a n . lysi , (DFA) wa. ~onducted on ma t e rial 
from th e We a r VIII.)' .re. of Co . Durh •• (Young 198 7 ) t o examine 
the extent to which aimple .. ea.ure .. e at . of leng tb, breadth, 
thickoe " , weilht and . ngle of r e touch, On • yariety of 
catelOrie. of lithic . a te r i.l, could provide ' obj.ctive' 
mea,u r elllentl of di . crimin.ation between Ke.ol ithic snd 
Neolithic /Bron z e Age ...... bl.ge l in the Ir ••. 

The categoriel of material iacl~ded co r es, .crsper. , 
miscell . neou s r .touched/ut i li.ed flake l and compl et e ' w •• t e ' 
f l.ak e s. Th . approach v •• iospi r ed by the r •• e a r ch o f Pi tt s and 
Jacobi 00 po . tgl ac ial litbic material fro .. exc a va ted c ontext . i n 
tbe south of Enlland (Pi t ts 1 97 8 ; Pittl and J.cob i 1 979) . Their 
wo r k .nd earli.r .oa1),1" by M. ce (1959) s nd Smi t h ( 1965) among 
others, .how, that it i. pO .l ible, for .outhern Engl.nd .t 
least, to di . ein lUi,h betwe e n Melo lithic, Esrly, Middl e Ind Late 
Neolithic .nd Bronze Ale a .sembl ages of wstt. fl.ke. . Thi. i , 
dooe 00 the ba.il of variation ill l.ngth and b r .adeh 
detetlllio at ion . and r.tio., with flak' l t.ndiog t o become 
. quatter throulh rillle. These ob.erved chan,l" io .... aste flak. 
I hape have proved u.eful in cate,ori.inl .outhern assembl.ge . 
which hav. produced 00 'diagoo.tic' artefact. and , .indful of 
Pitt. ' warning that things .. ay b. different in othe r srea. of 
8rit.in, We were an xiou s co see if a .imilar lituation prev.il ed 
in th e .rea of .t udy. 

Thi . i. the firlt t i me t h a t . uch an . nll)'ti c a l programm e 
h • • been c a rri ed out on north - ea. tern .. . teri.l , and i t wa . hop .d 
that, if it prov.d po . sib l e to discriminat. between Me.olithic 
and Neolithic /8 rOnt e Ale materi al on th... b.a.el, then, b)' 
broadening the .cal. of th e a naly.i . to i n c lu de mixed 
a.se .. blale l , we sight be able to '.y whether the . e l atter hId 
.. or e of.n affioity with either Me .ol ithic or Neoli t hic / 8ronz e 

, 


