
 

Extensive Mesolithic discovery in
Bedfordshire shows the importance of pits
for understanding early Britain
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Reconstruction of the Linmere pits. Credit: Mola/Hugh Gatt

In Britain, the Mesolithic period (10BC to 4000BC) was the last time
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people lived exclusively as hunter-fisher-gatherers. The recent discovery
and excavation of a series of large Mesolithic pits at Linmere,
Bedfordshire, is important for rethinking how historians have previously
considered life and society during this period.

Twenty-five monumental pits, up to 5m wide and 1.85m deep, have been
identified in a series of linear alignments, probably extending beyond the
excavated area. Radiocarbon dating on associated bones, including deer,
marten and auroch (massive, extinct wild cattle), indicate that these pits
were dug 8,500 years ago. Their purpose is unclear, but they show signs
of having been re-excavated, perhaps over many centuries. This suggests
that they were of considerable continued importance.

Mesolithic archaeology in Britain has, historically, largely been
understood through finds of stone tools. These finds have the context of
massive environmental change over 6,000 years—from final
deglaciation, to reforestation and separation from the continent due to
rising sea levels, all in the wake of the last ice age.

Other materials, including wood and bone, have been found at sites such
as the wetland Star Carr in north Yorkshire and submarine Bouldnor
Cliff just off the shore of the Isle of Wight. These have provided a
clearer insight into Mesolithic life, but such sites are rare.
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https://www.theguardian.com/science/2023/jul/03/discovery-25-mesolithic-pits-bedfordshire-astounds-archaeologists
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2023/jul/03/discovery-25-mesolithic-pits-bedfordshire-astounds-archaeologists
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/deglaciation/#:~:text=The%20last%20period%20of%20significant,process%20by%20which%20ice%20evaporates.
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/deglaciation/#:~:text=The%20last%20period%20of%20significant,process%20by%20which%20ice%20evaporates.
http://www.starcarr.com/
https://maritimearchaeologytrust.org/projects-research/bouldnor-cliff/
https://maritimearchaeologytrust.org/projects-research/bouldnor-cliff/


 

  

An archaeologist recording a large Mesolithic pit at Linmere. Credit: Mola

The Mesolithic's image problem

Recent archaeological work has sought to provide greater nuance to this
block of time. But the pronouncement of the early and influential
archaeologist Mortimer Wheeler in 1954, that Mesolithic people were
"as squalid a huddle of marsh-ridden food gatherers as the imagination
could encompass" has cast a long and unwarranted shadow over this
period.

The following Neolithic period (4300BC to 2000BC), in contrast, is
characterized by a shift to farming and a penchant for monumental
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00293652.2022.2137841
https://archive.org/details/in.gov.ignca.1711


 

architecture. In terms of economy, settlement dynamics and relations to
the wider world, it is often seen as a marked departure from the
preceding Mesolithic period. As one archaeologist pithily remarked:
"[Neolithic] farmers have social relations with one another while
[Mesolithic] hunter-gatherers have ecological relations with hazelnuts."

Today there is mounting evidence of substantial built Mesolithic
structures, including houses from the 9th millennium BC, found at Star
Carr. Previously regarded as extremely rare, some of these structures,
such as those at Howick, Northumbria, may have served multiple
generations.

In this context, the alignment of four large Mesolithic pits (previously
interpreted as totem pole holes) near Stonehenge is perhaps not as
unusual as originally thought. Their structured arrangement was
maintained for centuries, in contrast to many smaller individual
Mesolithic pits found elsewhere.

More intriguing, perhaps, is the comparison with the curved pit
alignment at Warren Field, Aberdeenshire. Here, individual pits of 2.5m
wide date from between 8210BC and 6690BC. Their orientation
suggests a significant link with the midwinter solstice. In Britain, such
practices have usually been associated with the belief systems of
sedentary farming communities.
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/antiquaries-journal/article/abs/social-foundations-of-prehistoric-britain-themes-and-variations-in-the-archaeology-of-power-by-richard-bradley-23-155-cm-pp-viii-197-24-figs-harlow-longman-archaeology-series-1984-isbn-0582491649-695-pb/C8BD06A00C1E97C4B885C2060B0138B9
https://archaeologicalresearchservices.com/projects/howick/
https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/digging-and-filling-pits-in-the-mesolithic-of-england-and-ireland
https://doi.org/10.11141/ia.34.1


 

  

Three pits in alignment at Linmere. Credit: Mola

Re-dug and maintained over millennia, the pits at Warren Field may be
evidence for the longest-functioning prehistoric structures in Britain.
The pits here—as at Linmere—were originally presumed to be Neolithic
until radiocarbon dating proved otherwise. How many similar features
may pass without notice, on the presumption that they are from a later
time, can only be guessed.

What Linmere tells us about Mesolithic people

Linmere, like so many important archaeological sites in Britain, was
discovered through commercial archaeology, conducted ahead of
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https://phys.org/tags/radiocarbon+dating/


 

construction and development. Britain excels in such work, although the
limits on resources available for such investigations prevent a complete
picture of the extent or character of the Linmere pits.

However, they attest to the diversity of pit use during the Mesolithic
period and further show that some pits were set apart by their structure,
scale and lasting interest.

The repeated attention and action of communities over centuries
suggests enduring symbolism and underlying world views that
archaeologists had previously tended to associate with farming
communities, rather than Britain's prehistoric hunter-gatherers.

Though we still don't know what these pits were for, they add to a small
but growing body of evidence attesting to the unique, complex and
intriguing social and belief structures of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers
living on the edge of Europe.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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