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Discovery & Identification: A Narrative

In the long hot Summer of 1996I had visited the Halton area with the expressed intention of field
walking Halton Park in the attempt to find stone tools of the type displayed at the Lancaster City
Museum. Unfortunately, I failed in my attempts to get permission from local farmers to inspect
their fields, and so decided to return to Lancaster via the Lune Coastal path which runs from the
Crook O'Lune along the old railway line, now a cycle & walking track. Some distance, beyond the
Crook O'Lune, and at the edge of a wooded area just upsteam of the weir, I stopped to eat lunch. It
was here that I found the first flint object, that was to lead to my collecting of some 300 other
objects that form an assemblage of fragments, flakes, blades, cores and waste material which
collectively, indicate a site of some importance, hitherto unrecorded.

It took ayear for me to revisit the site, and not unnaturally I returned to the same spot from which
I had collected the first flint. Within the space of tlree hours I had found five or six new flint
objects, none of which displayed the same secondary reworkings of the first. They were pieces of
flint ranging in colour from the grey high quahty of the first piece, to honey coloured, and a deep
amber patination. The fact that there is no indigenous flint within the geology of the area suggested
that it had been brought to the spot - however, there was no indication from the fragments as to
whether they were lithic scatter, or simply transported gravel brought there in recent times. I was
even unsure as to the status of the first piece, and needed some confinnation that they could be
genuine flint tools. I decided to return, and to collect more, before contacting Dr. Andrew White at

the City Museum in Lancaster. From my subsequent trip, I did indeed find more pieces, by now, I
was beginning to develop a practiced eye, which helped to identifu and collect a broader spectrum
of stones, which included chert fragments of either a glossy deep black, or a lighter grey and matt
black banded chert. Encouraged, I broadened nry search area, ranging along the footpath which runs
along the river, finding an increasing quantity of flint & chert fragments as I did so.
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It was following this trip that I made an appointnrent to see Andrew White at the Museum. During

the first brief session on2ll8l97, Andrew was able to confirm my suspicions that these stones did
appezu to be worked, although he was reluctant to ascribe any particular period to them, or indeed

to identiS them as specific tools. Nevertheless, he was able to confirm that some of the fragments

were of a high quahty flint which must have been transported to the area. I was encouraged to
return, following Andrew's advice, on ttre following day.

On each of the preceding visits I had returned to begin my search from the original find spot where

the first fragment had been found. Now, I resolved to spend an entire day searching any exposures

on the footpath between the edge of the woods, and the stile closest to the pumping station.

Hitherto, I had ignored a substantial slump zone which leads down to the River, (see Fig l.) a spot

as equally atfactive to the cows held in the adjacent field, as it is for anglers fishing for Lune

salmon; reasoning that the great mass of stones visible from the path, and probably glacial in origin,
would obscure any possible flints, making them too difficult to spot. Nevertheless, toward the end

of my day - having found perhaps, five or six reasonably promising pieces of chert,I found myself
searching the slump zone. Almost immediately I set foot on the fine, bone dry, and sandy clay, I
spotted the first true blade flake - unmistakably flint, with a tanslucent honey coloured patina and

visible cortex. Over the next
forty-five minutes, I had
collected a staggering fifty-odd
pieces of flint and chert,
including two clearly
identifiable blade cores.

The physical conditions of the
slump zone, with the dry
weather reducing the clay
material to a dry sand,
undoubtedly facilitated
collection (on later trips after
rain, I noticed that this material
becomes an homogeneous,
sticky and plastic clay which
makes collecting, and walking,
impossible). I was able to run
my fingers through the sand,

sieving the material for
fragments. The greater
concentration of objects
appeared at the foot of the
undercut of the raised land
swface, which allowed me to
determine that the flints were
eroding fiom this low cliff. It
was not difficult subsequently,
to find flint in situ, eroding
from a line some 15 - 25cm
from the topsoil. (see Fig 2.)
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The dry conditions made it easier to identif, the different coloured layers in this material.(1).

Below the flint horizon, it became apparent that there was an identifiable layer of charcoal, some

pieces of which were clearly burnt twigs, especially when seen in cross section. To date, all the

fragments that I have collected have either been surface finds, or on the point of falling from this
exposed area. I felt it important not to dig, or to use sieves to gather the material, and so to
preserve, as much as pcissible the strata visible in the cliff, and the slump zone at its base. This
provides an opportunity for those better qualified than I, to conduct statigraphical studies. The

flints appear to diminish in frequency, finally stopping altogether as one approaches the line of fine
gravel river drift (2).

Subsequent to this visit, I returned to the City Museum for a further meeting with Andrew White.
We were both much more convinced now that the site was yielding clearly identified evidence of a
lithic industry. We were able to recognise the diagnostic elements of worked stone, and even

evidence on some pieces, of secondary working. Andrew agreed that there was now enough

evidence to record the site with the North West Wetlands Survey Register, (3) a project at that point
(1997), nearing conclusion. My task now, was to collect more objects in order to establish the
range of the material, and to attempt a tentative diagnosis of the likely period from which they
derive, and to prepare this report for Contrebis.

The Fragments & Tools

I have subsequently returned to the site some fifteen times over the past year, and have gathered

well over 300 pieces of worked stone ranging in size from 5mm to 60mm, and of different
patination including dull white, ochre, honey coloured, amber, grey flint, glossy black chert and

matt black and grey chert. The assemblage reflects well collections associated with finds from
Halton Park, and from the Mesolithic encampment at Heysham Head (4). Morphologically, they
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also accord with these collections, with blades, flakes,
burins, cores and scrapers being well represented, as well
as large quantities of waste fragments. I have tentatively
identified a number of pebbles & stones which may be
regarded as hammerstones, although it must be
acknowledged that these are not easily identified, and

achieve their status by association only (although one
piece of broken sandstone does show evidence of grinding
on the damaged surface different to that expected due to
natural weathering). The workings, forms, and scale of
these implements suggest Upper Mesolithic types,
particularly in the occrurence of dihedral blades, and

microlith cores (5).

Blades

Whilst there are some fragments that could be identified as

backed blades, and some forms which appear to conform
to open knife patterns, there no clearly identifiable
geometric microliths. It is equally difficult to ascribe
projectile functions to these fragments, as those which
could be alrow points, also appear to have characteristics
of scrapers at the proximal end. No tangs are visible on
any of the these flakes or blades.



Cores

Of some interest, are two very large nodules or cores of flint, both of which appears to have been
worked, but which were abandoned during the process of working due to flaws in the stone. One of
these was found in situ on the flake horizon, and comprises a nodule with a cavity in the centre, and
denticulate marks from the removal of flakes surrounding this - an insight into the technique of the
knapper at the time perhaps? The scale of both these abandoned pebbles perhaps reveals the size of
nodule convenient for transportation (c.60mmx50mm). There are three clearly identifiable conical
cores from the site, one particularly fine specimen being of a dark toffee coloured chert, 22mm x
7mm x l2mm, clearly shows the removal of tiny microblades.

Flakes

Amongst the flakes which are clearly implements, are tlree examples which conform to the open
knife, or sidescraper pattern. One of these is a light grey/white flecked piece of flint, the largest of
the implements proper, measuring 60mm along the length, and 25mm across the largest part of the
proximal end, tapering to a point at the distal end (see Fig 3). This object shows a beautiful set of
secondary reworked denticulate serrations along the cutting edge. The second of this trio (31mm x
18mm), is an ochre coloured flake, with some cortex visible on the opposite side to the distal end,
with secondary working visible leading to the cutting edge, unusually, towards the proximal end at
the thicker part of the flake (see Fig.4). The third and smallest of the three (26mm x l6mm), a

translucent grey flint has
denticulate workings on both
edges and the remains of cortex
on the distal edge. Whilst there
are other, equally large flakes in
the assemblage, no others have
the same level of secondary
working.

Composite Forms

By far the most common of the
actual implements from the site,
were the blades, some of which
clearly conform to the accepted
knife forms, whilst others display
a mixture of burin and scraper
characteristics (see Fig a). There
is one specimen, in black, glossy
chert, which is of this type, and
which shows a very delicate
reworking of the surface as a

scraper at the proximal end,
conforming well to the thumb-nail
scraper pattern. However, this
blade flake tapers to an
exceptionally sharp point at the
distal end, and also has a line of

very fine denticulate workings along one edge, unusually on the side of the flake showing the bulb
of percussion (see Fig 6). This object then, is clearly an exarnple of a multiple use tool,
incorporating burin, cutting edge and scraper 36mm long by l6mm at its widest point.
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Chasing Anomalies

It is clear that my collecting habits have been largely confined to the readily accessible exposures,
the slump zone, and the footpath. However, I have attempted on several occasions to broaden my
search, reasoning ttrat it is possible for flints to simply weather through the topsoil, a process aided
and abetted by the
ruminants active in the field
adjacent to the path. Indeed
I have come across stray
finds merely lying in the
grass. I followed the
footpath towards the
pumping station, and found,
some 200 yards distant from
the slump zone, a midden
heap comprising of marine
mollusc shells, periwinkles,
whelks, mussels, and so on.
These were very well
preserved, and, because
there was also a great deal

of nineteenth century
pottery, and recent detritus
present (as there is on the
slump zone itself, and
elsewhere on the site), I assumed that this was of no relevance to the flints. However, I decided to
examine the material, and did indeed find several pieces of worked chert. This midden heap is very
close to drainage excavations for the field, and the ground has clearly been extensively disturbed in
recent times (a plastic drainage pipe emerges near the spot for water to drain into the river).
However, it is not beyond the bounds of possibility that the flints, and these remains are associated,
particularly if we consider ttrat the sea is a mere ten miles away (at most) if one follows the river. I
a:n reminded of the arguments for seasonal Mesolithic encampments, and the evidence gained from
the 1993 excavation at Heysham (6). An analysis, and a dating of these organic remains would
certainly clear up the mystery, and could establish an association with (or not as the case may be)
the flints, and the midden.

lndeed, my own evidence suggests that the site is a very extensive one. Some 300 yards opposite
the river, is a line of hedgerow which acts as a dividing boundary in the field, and acting on advice
gleaned from W.G. Clarke (7) writing tr l922,I decided to inspect the burrow mounds of rabbits
which live tnder the bushes. Clarke reasons that rabbits will excavate sharp materials from their
burrows, and that flints otherwise hidden under the ground, can sometimes be found in their spoil
heaps. Clarke proved to be correct in his observations, and I have been able to collect a small, but
significant number of flints from this area of the field. The significance of this discovery, is that
the site is very widespread indeed, and not confined to the places where collecting is easy. I used
the same rationale to search within ttre wooded area North of the slump zone, and was also
rewarded with the finding of flints there. The site then, is very extensive, a feature which may mean
that it was, over a considerable period of time, if the findings from other Mesolithic sites are
analogous, a site of occupation, possibly seasonal, over a lengthy period of time. The presence of
the charcoal layer beneath the flint horizon, brings to mind the late Mesolithic practice of clearing
forest to athact gazing animals in order to hunt them - proto-husbandry.
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It is possible then, that this field, undisttubed as it appears to be, has been used to gme animals on
since the flint knappers have been making their tools.

In not being an
archaeologist, in this
case acting rather
more as an
antiquarian, and in no
danger of damaging
a professional
reputation, I am
conscious of a certain
Romantic license in
speculating
significance,
relationship
o ther nearby
Mesolithic sites.
However, I have

taken to heart recommendations made in The Archaeology of Lancashire: Present State & Future
Prospects (8), that there is a great opportunity, ffid a great need to explore the Mesolithic
occupation on this side of the Pennines. It is my belief that this is a site of some importance, and
one which should be properly explored by those with the expertise, resources and knowledge, in
order to establish a pattern of habitation and land use, and the relationship with other known
Mesolithic sites in this part of the county. The site itself is under threat, not least from any future
developments that may take place there (it appears that part of it may already be lost with the
proximity of the Pumping Station), but also from the natural forces of erosion that have themselves
revealed the objects that I have collected. During the two years or so that I have been visiting the
site, I have become aware of the rapid erosion of the low clifl due to the weather, the activity of
cafile, anglers, and walkers. It is not that any of these have no right to be there, simply that the
stratigraphy should be done, and a diagnosis of the site made before it is no longer possible to do
so. This need not be a fulldig, indeed it is better that those objects as yet r:ndisturbed shoutd remain
so, however, the physical conditions on the bank of ttre river, where this exposure has already
happened, and where the material is already available, suggests that it is an opportunity that should
not be lost.

I am happy for interested parties, particularly from the archaeological community, to view my small
collection, in the hope that my activity can be shared and acted upon. I can be contacted to make
arrangements for this via E.Mail on dismanibus@enterprise.net.
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