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SUMMARY 

Following geophysical survey, 39 test pits were excavated as a community archaeology 

project in a pasture field adjacent to a large multi-period flint scatter. These showed that 

the scatter extended throughout the field, and confirmed Mesolithic and later prehistoric 

activity there. However, no preserved stratigraphy or features were found, and the 

potential for discriminating and dating the sequence of this activity was shown to be 

poor. Evaluation of the site of a presumed chambered tomb in an adjacent field, and 

assessment of its potential association with the flint scatter, had to be postponed as 

legal access could not be obtained.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Penpant Farm lies at the head of a small tributary to the valley that runs out into St 

Brides Bay at Porth-y-Rhaw, less than a kilometre to the south. Flint scatters of broadly 

Mesolithic attribution are well known along the southern coastline of the St Davids 

peninsula and are often associated with small valleys and spring locations. A prolific lithic 

scatter (centred on SM 7870 2506 – Fig. 1) was identified in ploughed fields at Penpant 

in the 1980s and subsequent analysis of over 20,000 items show these to include early 

and later Mesolithic as well as Neolithic and Bronze Age material. 

The fieldwork described in this report was aimed at evaluating the subsurface potential 

of this scatter. It took place in an adjacent small triangular field which has not been 

ploughed for over 30 years, lying at the base of the shallow valley head at approximately 

55m above sea level. There is a large modern well a little upslope, and the valley stream 

is now mostly dry in summer. 

The site of a presumed chambered tomb (SM 7865 2494) lies within the same 

catchment, some 50-70m distant from the known flint scatter, in a small rectangular 

field on the opposite, south, side of the Solva-St Davids main road (A487). The tomb 

seems to have been largely destroyed by 1810, although a ‘tump’ still existed in the late 

19th century when burnt earth and burnt bones were reported when the mound was 

ploughed. In 1987, an indistinct mound was still visible; this was not seen during a site 

visit in 2012, but the field was then very overgrown. It was intended to carry out 

geophysical survey and trial excavation here as part of this year’s work but, with access 

prohibited by the landowner, work had to be concentrated on the multi-period lithic 

scatter alone. 

The site of the chambered tomb and most of the lithic scatter lie on regularly ploughed 

land.  Part of the scatter seemed likely to extend into the adjacent uncultivated field 

where an increased soil depth and former waterlogging presented the possibility that 

stratigraphy and features may be preserved. If this was confirmed, then there might be 

some potential to discriminate, characterise and date the sequence of activity at the site, 

providing a valuable model for future understanding of similar accumulations and 

sequences elsewhere along the Pembrokeshire coast. The Penpant artefact collection has 

many features of intrinsic interest, not least a significant component of rare early 

Mesolithic material directly comparable to that from The Nab Head (where Sites I and II 

provide an exact correlative for both early and late Mesolithic elements at Penpant). 

‘Persistence of place’ into the Neolithic is indicated not only by other artefacts but by the 

site of the presumed chambered tomb. Validation of the nature of the latter, in tandem 
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with the investigation of the artefact scatter, might establish chronological and other 

associations to help explain the prolonged focus of activity there, so characteristic of 

similar topographies elsewhere. Such incentives have a timely convergence with recent 

research projects at Trefael (SN 1030 4030) and Garne Turne (SM 9793 2725), further 

to the north in Pembrokeshire.  

 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

The initial aims of this project were therefore: 

 To discriminate, characterise and date the sequence of activity at the site, 

providing a model for future understanding of similar accumulations and 

sequences elsewhere along the Pembrokeshire coast.  

 To assess the state of archaeological preservation within the overall site and its 

potential to add to future knowledge and to contribute to improved 

understanding, management and protection of similar sites across Wales. 

Specific initial objectives were: 

 To explore the lateral extent of the lithic scatter and its possible spatial and 

chronological overlap with the construction of the chambered tomb. 

 To identify the potential presence and character of any sub-surface stratigraphy 

and archaeological features associated with the lithic scatter. 

 To determine the nature and chronology of the stratigraphy and archaeological 

features, discriminating differing episodes of activity at the site, and relating 

these to their respective lithic signatures. 

 To identify the location and state of survival of the foundations of the presumed 

chambered tomb, their character and chronology. 

 To assess requirements for further protection and/or recording of the chambered 

tomb. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Geophysical Surveys 

Fluxgate gradiometer survey and earth resistance surveys of the triangular field were 

undertaken in advance, in May 2013, in case these might provide useful foreknowledge 

of subsurface features.  Not unexpectedly though, the anomalies detected related mostly 

to surface and recent features (a pipeline and surface gullies), rather than to any 

obviously earlier features (Appendix 1).  

Test Pits 

A total of 39 test pits were fully excavated. All measured 1m x 1m except T31 (1m x 

2m). The pits were laid out on the same grid as the geophysical survey, spaced at 5m 

intervals closest to the lithic scatter on the eastern side of the field, but at increasing 

intervals (10m, 20m) further from it (Fig 2). 
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All the test pits were hand excavated. Turf was placed to one side and then all the 

excavated soil was dry-sieved through a 10mm mesh to ensure a high level of artefact 

recovery. On completion, the pits were back-filled by hand and re-turfed. 

Dyfed Archaeological Trust staff supervised the excavation, with the assistance of 

Andrew David, with most of the digging undertaken by local volunteers, who numbered 

ten a day on average. The excavation was undertaken over twelve days from 3 June to 

14 June 2013.   

Soils and geology 

Topsoil and turf was on average 0.5m-0.6m thick (it was almost 0.8m thick in T28 and 

less than 0.4m thick in T21 and T22) and was of a consistent character across the site. 

The topsoil was a dark brown silty loam with a ~10% small/medium-sized rounded stone 

component. In some trenches a slightly smoother and less stony lower topsoil horizon 

was recognised and recorded. Recent artefacts (mostly 19th/20th century ceramics) were 

widespread in the upper levels of the topsoil, becoming progressively less common with 

depth, and were absent in the lower topsoil horizons. Lithic artefacts, mostly flint, were 

present throughout the topsoil profile. In T37 located towards the foot of the steepest 

part of the valley side the combined depth of the topsoil horizons was over 1.1m. Hill-

wash had clearly contributed to the thick soil horizon in this location. The topsoil was a 

ploughsoil. 

Generally there was a very sharp division between the topsoil and the natural substrate. 

In most pits the latter comprised a dark yellowish-brown silty matrix with a high 

proportion (up to 60%) small/medium-sized angular stones. There was, however, some 

variation: in some pits, for example in T12, topsoil gradually faded into a yellowish-

brown silt with only occasional small stones, and in others (T30, at the top of the slope) 

shattered and contorted bedrock created a very sharp division between the geological 

deposits and topsoil. In the valley bottom (T8, 15, 16, 19) a layer of boulders and large 

rounded and sub-angular erratic stones were bedded into the geological deposits or 

occupied the interface between the topsoil and geological deposits. The origin of this 

stony layer is unclear.  

The upper levels of the geological deposits were investigated in several pits but no lithic 

artefacts were found in them. Unfortunately there was no evidence for any stratified 

deposits or of any deposits that could contain palaeoenvironmental evidence. 

 

THE LITHIC MATERIAL 

All finds retained are listed in Table 1. Discussion below refers only to the lithic material. 

Altogether, 547 items of chipped flint or other stone were recovered from the test pits. 

Only one test pit (T5) produced no such finds, whilst the other pits produced numbers 

varying from 2 – 73 per sq m. Unexpectedly, the test pits placed nearest the 

documented flint scatter (T2-T27) were relatively unproductive, most with fewer than 10 

artefacts/sq m. Greater densities were instead encountered in some of the test pits at a 

higher level on the opposite slope, with T28, T31a, T31b, T32, T33 and T37 all exceeding 

20 artefacts/sq m.  
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The lithic raw material is mostly of cobble flint or chert, derived from local secondary 

sources including beach deposits. Colouration and opacity is variable and most items are 

unpatinated. Six pieces are of fine-grained opaque igneous rock. The overall raw 

material size, composition and appearance closely resembles that recorded elsewhere at 

Penpant, although a single small flake of rock crystal (from T33) is unusual. 

The typological composition is shown in Table 2 and a selection of pieces is illustrated in 

Figures 3 and 4. Most of the material (92%) is undiagnostic debitage, although this 

includes 11 platform bladelet cores and a microburin, all suggestive of a Mesolithic 

component. This indication is supported by the presence of two small later Mesolithic 

geometric microliths (from T36 and T28), and a broken obliquely backed point (from 

T22) which may be early Mesolithic.  

Including these microliths there are 40 tools – although most of these are informal 

utilised or retouched pieces, without any clear chronologically diagnostic features. A bi-

laterally retouched bladelet (from T11) may be Mesolithic, and the two ‘denticulate 

scrapers’ are probably late Mesolithic. One neat end-of-flake scraper (from T36) has 

clear analogues amongst early Mesolithic scrapers. 

A post-Mesolithic presence is indicated by three ‘thumb-nail’-type scrapers, likely to be 

of broadly Early Bronze Age date. Two items of debitage are bi-polar ‘scaled pieces’ and 

these too are indicative of later prehistoric activity. There were no ground or polished 

items, but fragments of prehistoric pottery recovered from T32, yet to be fully studied, 

may be Bronze Age (Beaker?). 

Other non-flint material includes one possible example of a late Mesolithic bevelled 

pebble. A small fragment of shale from T26, broken across a perforation, may be an 

artefact, but is dissimilar to documented examples of Early Mesolithic beads. 

Overall, the composition of the excavated assemblage matches expectations arising from 

collecting in the area. Early and late Mesolithic as well as Bronze Age items are present. 

Although no diagnostic Neolithic material was found, this may well be represented 

amongst the debitage. Given this wide chronological range, it was disappointing that no 

occupation horizons, buried soils or artificial features were encountered in the areas 

tested. Whilst artefacts were found at depths well below the modern plough-zone this is 

explained by historic episodes of cultivation and hillwash. Radiocarbon dating of the 

occasional pieces of charcoal that were noted at various depths is not therefore justified. 

Whilst the lithic scatter evidently extends throughout the area tested, the horizontal 

distribution of artefacts encountered was uneven, with some test pits upslope clearly 

sampling denser concentrations than elsewhere. The neighbouring test pits T28, T38 and 

T31a/b, for instance, suggest a focus of activity in this area, with perhaps another 

represented by T33. The enlarged test pit T31a/b included two conjoining flints amongst 

the 58 recovered – indicative of some relative spatial integrity (lithic material from this 

test pit was undiagnostic save for a bipolar splintered piece; there were five utilised 

pieces including one with extensive well-developed surface gloss). 
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CONCLUSIONS 

It is regrettable that permission to investigate the site of the presumed chambered tomb 

could not be obtained during this season’s work and the objectives relating to this aspect 

of the project had to be postponed. Leaving this aside, the project has nonetheless 

successfully evaluated the potential of the unploughed field adjacent to the previously 

recorded flint scatter – albeit concluding that this potential is low. The test-pitting has 

confirmed predictions that the scatter extends across the field, in varying densities, and 

dates from the Early Mesolithic to the Bronze Age. However, these periods of activity 

cannot be discriminated stratigraphically and remain dated only very approximately by 

typological association. Whilst the horizontal variations in artefact density might be 

indicative of discrete concentrations of activity, no horizons or features related to these 

were identified. The state of archaeological preservation is therefore likely to be poor, 

with little potential to add to future knowledge of such sites, and their future 

management and protection.  

The project would not have been possible without participation by students and local 

volunteers. Together with visits from local school pupils and the St Davids Historical 

Society this outreach has helped raise awareness, interest and enthusiasm for such work 

in the future. 

 

MANAGEMENT AND PROTECTION ISSUES 

Lack of access to the site of the presumed chambered tomb necessarily precludes further 

comment on this until full permission is obtained and the proposed fieldwork undertaken. 

The investigation of the lithic scatter, however, has effectively demonstrated that this 

extends throughout the uncultivated triangular field, much enhancing the likelihood that 

it is co-extensive with similar finds around the presumed burial chamber to the south, 

and with scatters previously recorded to the north. Fieldwork has therefore identified an 

overall contiguous lithic scatter at least 3 ha in extent, very large, and one of several in 

the near vicinity. The test-pitting has also confirmed the chronological range of the lithic 

material, but – on the downside – has shown that there is little potential, after all, for 

the survival of occupation horizons in the area sampled that might have helped resolve 

chronological and other issues.  

There are therefore no management or protection issues concerning the lithic scatter 

itself. This remains of great intrinsic interest though, and its further recording and 

characterisation by fieldwalking, at least, ought to be encouraged. Any major ground 

disturbance exceeding the depth of conventional cultivation should be monitored and 

appropriate provision made for artefact recovery (the presence of Early Mesolithic 

material in Wales is nationally rare). 

It remains to be emphasised that the evaluation reported on here has only sampled a 

very small part of a wider local landscape in which hunter-gatherer and early agricultural 

activity has concentrated. The archaeological relationship between the scatter and 

potential monumental constructions remains to be evaluated and understood. If 

stratigraphic survival has been shown to be limited at Penpant itself, the potential of its 

wider environs remains to be fully evaluated, mapped and characterised to try to explain 

the remarkable persistence of prehistoric activity there. 
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FIGURES AND PHOTOGRAPHS  

 

Figure 1. Location map. 1:25,000. Reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on 

behalf of HMSO. © Crown copyright and database right 2011. All rights reserved. 

Ordnance Survey Licence number 100017916. 
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Figure 2. Location of the test pits. 
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Figure 3. 1: micro-triangle microlith; 2: broken obliquely backed point; 3: bilaterally 

retouched bladelet; 4: backed piece, fragment; 5: mis-hit; 6: microburin; 7: broken 

retouched bladelet; 8: end scraper; 9-11: retouched and/or utilised pieces; 12-14: possible 

notched pieces. 

Figure 4 (next page). 1-3: bladelet cores; 4-5: denticulate scrapers; 6: scraper; 7: retouched 

flake; 8-10: convex scrapers; 11: retouched flake of igneous stone. 
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Photographs 1-4. Views showing the location of the excavation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 5. Layer of stones at the base of Trench 8. Scale 50 cm. 
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Photograph 6. West-facing section of Trench 12. Scale 50 cm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 7. East-facing section of Trench 1. Scale 50 cm. 
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Table 1: Finds Summary 

 

Ceramic pieces 193 

Glass fragments 24 

Clay pipe fragments 7 

Musket/pistol shot 1 

Animal tooth 1 

Stones 129 

Natural flints 187 

Flint artefacts/fragments 546 

Other 5 

TOTAL 1093 

 

 

Table 2: summary composition of lithic material 

Debitage 

 

Flakes (and broken flakes) 324  

Blades 4  

Bladelets 1  

Spalls 55  

Flaked cobbles 3  

Fragments 101  

Platform cores 11  

Scaled pieces 2  

Burin spalls? 2  

Microburin 1  

Tools Utilised pieces Utilised flakes 13  

Utilised blades 1  

Utilised bladelets 4  

Microliths Scalene triangles 2  

Obliquely backed 

frag 

1  

Retouched 

pieces 

Retouched flakes 6  

Retouched+ut. 

flakes 

2  

Retouched 

blades/lets 

5  

Retouched frags 1  

Scrapers ‘Denticulates’ 2  

Convex/other 

scrapers 

4  

Notched pieces 2  

TOTAL  547 Raw materials: 

Flint 

Igneous? 

Cherty 

(Patinated flint) 

(Burnt flint) 

 

537 

6 

3 

(21.1%) 

(11.4%) 

 

Other 

Bevelled pebble? 1? 

Shale bead frag? 1? 
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APPENDIX 1 

GEOPHYSICAL  SURVEY AT PENPANT, NINEWELLS, PEMBROKESHIRE, 2013 

INTRODUCTION 

Magnetometer and earth resistance survey was undertaken on behalf of the Dyfed 

Archaeological Trust at Penpant Farm, Ninewells, north Pembrokeshire (SM 7862 2505) 

during 2-3 May 2013, as part of an evaluation of a multi-period flint scatter. The results 

were intended to help inform a subsequent test-pitting exercise, carried out during 3-13 

June 2013. 

The surveys took place in a triangular pasture field (f 6604) located immediately 

between a prolific surface flint scatter and the site of a presumed Neolithic chambered 

tomb (SMR 2723). As the field lay downslope of the flint scatter at the base of a shallow 

valley-head depression that had not been cultivated for over 30 years, it was considered 

possible that colluviation might have protected intact prehistoric horizons. Should this be 

the case, then the site presented rare potential to characterise and date episodes of 

activity from the early Mesolithic to the Bronze Age. The possible chambered tomb, only 

50m-70m distant, was also to be investigated as part of the evaluation, but this had to 

be postponed (pending resolution of legal access to the land). 

The geophysical surveys reported below therefore relate to the lithic scatter only, and 

were undertaken as a precautionary measure to identify sub-surface areas or features of 

interest prior to the placement of test-pits. Magnetometer survey might be expected to 

indicate areas or features related to occupation (eg hearths, pits, midden deposits), 

whilst earth resistance survey might help corroborate such results and indicate the 

presence of deeper and damper soil.  

The underlying solid geology at Penpant comprises frost shattered Cambrian mudstones 

and sandstones (British Geological Survey 1992) overlain by freely draining acid loamy 

soils of the Neath Association (Soil Survey of England & Wales 1983). 

METHOD 

A 30m x 30m survey grid was established using measuring tapes and an optical square 

(Figure 1). The exact positions of the grid intersections were subsequently accurately 

measured in by the Dyfed Archaeological Trust using a TST. Survey coverage was limited 

owing to the presence of fenced-off livestock on the NW side of the field, and by a power 

supply installation in the SE corner. 

Magnetometer survey 

The magnetometer survey was carried out using a Bartington Grad601-2 dual sensor 

fluxgate gradiometer over the area indicated on Figure 1. Readings were recorded at 

intervals of 0.25m along successive parallel traverses spaced 1.0m apart using the 100 

nanotesla per metre (nT/m) instrument range setting.  

The magnetic data is presented in linear greyscale and traceplot form in Figures 2 and 4 

after post-acquisition processing involving the initial truncation of extreme values 

outside the range of ±50 nT/m. The readings from each instrument traverse were then 

set to a zero mean, to remove any effects of directional sensitivity and instrument drift. 

A graphical summary of significant anomalies detected by the magnetometer survey 

superimposed on the base mapping is presented in Figure 5. 
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Earth resistance survey 

Resistance measurements were recorded with a Geoscan RM15-D resistance meter, 

MPX15 multiplexer and an adjustable PA20 electrode frame in the twin electrode 

configuration, over the area indicated in Figure 1. Readings were recorded with mobile 

electrode separations of both 0.5m and 1.0m, at intervals of 1.0m along each traverse 

producing two data-sets corresponding with different depths of current penetration. The 

sample intervals for these were 1.0m x 0.5m and 1.0m x 1.0m for the 0.5m and 1.0m 

electrode separations respectively.  

A greyscale plot of the combined 0.5m earth resistance data after the application of a 

1.0m radius threshold median filter to remove isolated high readings caused by poor 

electrical contact (Scollar et al. 1990, 492) is presented on Figure 3 superimposed over 

the base-map. Larger-scale linear greyscale and traceplots of the data-sets resulting 

from the two different probe separations are presented in greyscale and traceplot form 

in Figure 4. A graphical summary of significant anomalies detected by the earth 

resistance survey superimposed on the base mapping is shown in Figure 6. 

RESULTS 

The most prominent anomaly [1] in the magnetometer data is the linear disturbance 

corresponding with a buried pipe running parallel to, and 15m in from, the southern 

edge of the field. Similar extreme magnetic values along the field edges and in its SE 

corner are responses to other modern intrusions [2-3]. Apart from these the background 

magnetic response across the field is mostly quite subdued (+4 nT) with little or no 

artificial patterning. The linear anomalies [4-6] represent extant gulleys at the surface. 

Other isolated anomalies [7-9] are responses to ferrous debris, or other probably recent 

features. 

The earth resistance data has also picked out the three gulleys, and the pipe trench. 

There is a well-defined zone of lower readings, up to 20m wide, corresponding with the 

lowermost part of the field through which the current watercourse flows intermittently. 

Upslope to either side, the readings are raised and more varied with a clear ‘edge’ 

between wetter and drier ground, especially on the SW slope. It is again difficult to 

distinguish any significant patterning amongst the smaller-scale variations seen, and the 

recognition of broader patterning is constrained by the limited survey coverage. Isolated 

patches of lower resistance, here and there [10-13], may represent more isolated and 

unexplained instances of damper soil, probably rather shallow as they are much less 

prominent in the deeper-penetrating 1m data. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Neither geophysical survey method has located anomalies of obvious archaeological 

importance. The magnetometer survey has at least provided advance knowledge of a 

concealed pipe, and the earth resistance data has confirmed and extended the known 

distribution of damper deposits which may conceal archaeological material and/or 

features buried at greater depth.  

Such indifferent results are not unexpected in these conditions, where archaeological 

traces, as indicated by the available lithic evidence to be mostly of Mesolithic age, may 

be slight and deeply buried, if present at all. Also, the limited extent of survey coverage 

has constrained the recognition of wider patterning. Although such negative geophysical 

evidence does of course not mean that early features are absent, the surveys were a 

worthwhile precautionary measure. Further investigative survey, using both methods, 
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will be required to locate the site of the presumed chambered tomb in field 6500 once 

access to that field can be obtained. 

Survey by: A Payne       

  A David 

Text by: A David 

  A Payne 

Figures by: A Payne 
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