Mesolithic

The Mesolithic or Middle Stone Age (c. 11000 to 6000 years ago) is the period from the end of the last ice age until the beginnings of farming. In northwest Europe around 12000 years ago most of the ice had melted and this era is characterised by a changing environment as sea levels and temperatures rose creating a wetter and milder climate. Approximately 8500 years ago Britain became separated from mainland Europe with the flooding of the North Sea, English Channel and slightly earlier the Irish Sea. Mean summer temperatures 6-8000 years ago were 18-20 degrees centigrade. The open conifer forests of pine, birch and juniper were replaced by mixed deciduous woodland comprising lime, elm, oak, alder, hazel and later ash. The coastline length increased dramatically creating rich habitats and the colonisation of a diverse array of terrestrial and aquatic animal species. The late Mesolithic hunter-gatherers who inhabited this landscape would have been very aware of this rapidly evolving environment, as sea-levels rose by up to 3.3cm per year. In other parts of NW Europe settlements have been tracked moving inland along peninsulas to accommodate these rises.

People relied on hunting, fishing and gathering in this topographically diverse environment. There were no longer the large herds of reindeer and horse found on the open ice age plains to track and hunt. Individual animals were now targeted such as red deer, roe deer and wild pig in the gradually expanding forests. Mesolithic people are likely to have used the many watercourses to navigate their way through this environment and occasionally created clearings to attract large herbivores for the purposes of hunting. This new hunting strategy meant a change in the tool kits and weapons used to kill and process prey. Very small flint flakes known as microliths are characteristic of the Mesolithic era. Narrow blades, for example, were used as barbs in arrows and as saws. Other blades were possibly used for skinning, awls were made for boring holes in hides and wood and scrapers for wood and antler working and food preparation. Bands of people were still relatively mobile at this time and moved seasonally through the environment exploiting resources as and when they became available. Some groups may have made regular residential moves whilst others used more permanent base camps to extract specific resources at temporary, possibly overnight, camps. 

It is likely that many of the Mesolithic sites found on the Sussex High Weald are these specialist camps. The acid soils of the Weald mean that generally only flint artefacts survive. There have been many isolated finds on the Weald Forest Ridge, but where targeted excavations have taken place often thousands of pieces of struck flint are found. The source of these flints is likely to be the North or South Downs. This archaeology can be found anywhere between a few metres below present ground level or on the surface depending on surrounding topography and biological factors. Excavations at High Rocks nr. Tunbridge Wells and at Hermitage Rocks, High Hurstwood in the 1950’s and 70’s respectively revealed many microliths and other flint tools together with hearths suggesting temporary short-stay hunting camps. Quantities of struck Mesolithic and Neolithic flint have also been recovered from outcrops in Tilgate Wood, Balcombe during the 1930’s and more recently at Rocks Wood, nr Lye Green in 1982 and Eridge in 1999. The most recent investigations of prehistoric human presence on the Weald Forest Ridge has been at Chiddinglye Woods Rocks, nr. West Hoathly (Fig. 1). Earlier excavations by Ian Hannah in 1931 had identified ‘five probable Mesolithic rock shelter sites’ at the complex from surface or very shallow finds. Excavations in 2009 by Karine LeHegarat from the Univ. of Sussex revealed flint artefacts, charcoal, pottery and hazelnut fragments. Unfortunately the Mesolithic flintwork was mixed with the later Neolithic pottery throughout the one and half metre trench. Apart from The Hermitage the finds from all these excavations were not found in situ., i.e. there has been some movement from their initial deposition. It is reasonable to suggest that most, if not all, sandstone outcrops along the Weald Forest Ridge have the potential to yield similar evidence of Mesolithic hunter-gatherer activity.

Despite the sporadic nature of Mesolithic research along the Weald Forest Ridge, renewed interest nationally in Mesolithic studies has enabled local archaeologists to better understand hunter-gatherer behaviour in this area. It is likely that these sites were seasonal hunting camps visited temporarily by bands of people travelling inland either from coastal or Low Weald sites. Alternatively these highly visible locations may have acted as ‘markers’ in a very wooded landscape and operated as aggregation sites or even ‘signposts’ as a means of navigating across the Weald. Comparisons with sandstone outcrops at Fontainebleau in France have revealed considerable amounts of Mesolithic/Neolithic rock engravings beneath overhangs. There is no reason that this should be restricted to the continent and the potential exists for discovering similar engravings at Weald Forest Ridge sites (Fig. 2).  Globally these sites are extremely rare and a finite resource; their role in how our ancestors lived and moved about the landscape should not be under-estimated.
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Fig. 1. Excavations at Chiddinglye Woods Rocks, W.Hoathley, 2009





Fig. 2. Engraving of unknown date at Chiddinglye Woods Rocks, 2011
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