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Forest Clearance and the barrow builders at Butterbump,

Lincolnshire.

By J.R.A. Greig, Birmingham Archaeological Laboratory,
Department of Plant Biology, University of Birmingham.

1

1. Introduction

2. Sampling and laborutory work

3« The pollen diagram, radiocarbon dating

4. Discussion and comparison with other results

5. Bibliography

Introduction

The Butterbump site congista of u line of early Bronze Age
barrows on the land by Butterbump farm, which is a lew miles
east of the village ol Willon, hby, near 3Spilshy, Lincoinshire
(Figure 1). Geologically, tue site is on a small area of
ylaciul sand and gravel, while most of the surroundings are
on drift which extends trom the edge on the sandstone ridge
on which Spilsby is built, eastwards around Butterbump and

on to the coastal alluviup (1GS 1977). These barrowswwere
being levelled by ploughing, and Mr Barry Beeby has conducted
egcavations on one of these (or several geasons up to 1975,
sponsored by the Department of the Environment. This
excavation was the reason for the present investigation of
pollen in and arsund the site, particularly that from a peat-

filled kettlehole udjiicent to the barrow being excavated.

sampling ond laboratory work

Dr. Gusan Limbrey nad token tome samples of burdied soil from
the barrow in 1974 (which won cpparently turf-built) but

these dir not contoir any pollen. 1n Augdst 1975 the writer
took more samplgs of buried soils, which did not contaln any
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pollen either, and some peat samples from the kettlehole
which were successful and which are the subject of this
report. A trench had been cut into the peat in 1974 with
a machine, and this section was overgrown and flooded. A
clean peat section was exposed iq the trench right ot
the edge of the keftlehole, since it was not possible to
drain the whole trench, and this profile was sampled at an
interval of 2% cm. A larger sample of peat was collected atb
the bottom of the section for radiocarbon dating. |
The stratisgraphy was as follows:

0-30 cm: modern vegetation, peaty soil and roots (not
san pled)

30-100 em: humified peat with wood fragments. Bulk sample
collected at 95 - 100 cm

100-130 cm: light brown sund/silt (not sampled).

I'he peat samples were prepared for pollen analysis by
gtundard methods, and counts of a total number of 180-740
srains were made. The percentages used for the pollen
diagram are baged on the amount of tree and shrub pollen
(less Alnus and Carylus) topether with the amount of
terrestrial herb pollen. This pollen sum is used because
some plants which could have been growing right on the

site (such as the peat-forming wetland plants) might be

over-repregented in the pollen diagram if they were included

in the sum used fgr calculuating the percentages, and would

therefore have obscured the chinges in regional vegetation

- which are of more interest to the archaeologist. The pollen

wits ndequately preserved in most cases, although occasionally

thin or shrunken; the samplen at 80 and 95 em. were not

very well preserved, and here some of the more robust pollen

psrains (like Tilia) may be more abundant because of
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differentio!l prescervotion. At 100 cm no pollen wuy preserve

at all.

.

The polien diog, i

e pollen diugranm ( Flgyre o &‘3) has been drawn up wiits
¢cluurity in wind, and auny of the pollen records have Tear
arranc.ed in ecological .roups to show some of the vegesu. . ov
types which they may represent, such as the trees of mlz-so
forest, or the plants o©i aruble land, Such a grouping

only o convenient upproximation, since pollen records vas
often only be ascribec¢ "o a group of plants which incluca
species which grow in @ runge of habitats, as, for exami. .z
Caryophyllaceae. Some 1 the rarer pollen types have hug 5o
be omitted ror lack of :pace, but these do not add much To

the informuation sel ¢ut on the pollen diagrap.

Yrnere are three main oo len assembluage zones:

Bl: 75H-9% cmn.

digh Vree wollen ('1‘111& ca., 0%, Quet i
oy, 1o ea. 3%, Pinus ca. T%).Gromsooc

. y 10
B S59-=T0 cruh. 0%

Wodwro s wree pollen, moderate herbaceo:: 0l

Frooio 5 200 1y, Sambucus and Prupnss oooue

presern dramineane ca. 50%, Plunti.

Artew.:ls =znd spores present.

B3i: 30 -50 cm. -koder:i.s sree pollen but low Tiliu

Radiocarbon date

it was not possible to ¢o.lect a serieg o large gami.i .
et any desired horizon could be dated, Instead, & = 23

sumple wuy ccllected from the bottom of the profiie, .7

gave tho Tolloving aste. Can 00 em, HAR 225%: 4430 4

(2480 % 90 v.c.)

iu
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Bl: 7hH = 9gYy cw,  lne towest poart of Lhe butterbump pollen

Alog e’ Gows sione ol o0 Landucape wiiieh woe mainly Covered

by w mixed deciduows rurest. This would hiwe been ;)I‘edomi_t‘iuﬂﬁ;;
Titia (Lime), wiln e (onk) wna Ylmus (elm) wluo t;:-eg(sent.“
Phe very large amouhts of Lime pollen do not seean 40 he'éntire
the reuult ol the dissapearance o1 some of the more Irugile t
pollen, ror the preservation was adejuute in three of the

five sunmples which cowprise this pol;en asgsemblage zone.

Lime torest seews Lo huve been the natdral'clihax vegetation

of southern and eustern Englund, but the low relative pollen

productivity oi Tilia has resulted in its past importance

being under—estimuled.

Alder curr, a woodland growing on damp ground und consisting
mainly of Alnus {older) and Quercus {oak), seems to have been
another type of vegelutbtion growing in the localityv. Alder
pollen tends to be under-represented, so the very large
amounts l'ound here show that the alder carr was probably the
vegetution growing, on the bog surface in the kettlehole
itsell, surrounded by lime forest growing on the drier sandy
$301ly. Cyperuceae (sedges) and Sparganium {bur-reed) ure
other wetland pluants represented here, while 1ypha (bulrush)f

und Potumogeton {pondweed) pollen also occurred in small

amounts not inciuded on the pollen diagram. These wetland

plants would huve srown as an understory to the auldercarr,

and Filipendula {meadowsweet){not drawn on the diagranm)

probably grew in dump, but not such wet places, as around
the edges of the kettlehole.

Other types of vegetation represented in Bl include some

serub ;4 Corylus (hazel) perhaps growing where forest
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~trees had fallen, letting in enoﬁgﬂ light for-th%s?éhrqb' o
to flower. There are also some signs of Pinus (hipe)ij

. There are few signs of open land apart from.a little Gﬁamineaéﬁn

{grass) pollen, and trace records from Gerealia.type_(cereal

~ #rains), Plantago lanceolata (riﬁwort plantain) #nd Urtica
(nettle). -

The radiocarbon date shows .that this part oflthe;pollen diagram
~represents pollen zone Viib (F I11), correspondlng to the

Neolithic period, although there ig little in the pollen record

K

which can be attributed to human activity, apart.from some
cereal pollen, weeds and spores. It is possibleéthat this area
was not the scene of great human activity duringéthe time

of the elm-decline here, and the lowland forest may have

proved to Dbe impemetrable,so that settlement and land clearance

originully concentrated on higher ground to the west .

In this middle part of the pollen diagram the most noticeable
feature is the much smaller percentages of Tilia pollen
compared with BI. 1In adoition, there is a decrease in Ulmus
(elm) and perhups also in Pinus {(pine). There are increases
in the pollen values of Betula {birch) and oleréxinus (ash),

and Sambucus nigra (elder) and Prunus type (e g. sloe) pollen

appears. This amounts t0o g con)iderable change to the

urra;ndingq, w1th reductions in the amounﬁ of lime forest,
maklng room for liaht demanding trees like blrch:and ash which
. Qunnot grow under a closed forest canOpy. The-elder often .
érows‘wherg human activities hlve ralsed the nitrogen 1evels,
ag i ”weedy hrub“; while f;unua typé 1ncludes the sloe and

wild cherry which often LTOW along wood marginq rather than in

élosed fofest. Corylus (hnzel) shows some reducﬁlon, although
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it is alsokiisht demanding. guercub (oa() and Alnug (alder)
leueb bhOW no conslstent Chanhe, a si&n thdt the alder
Carr may hdve been unafiected by the changes which dfiectedeH

the dry land vegetation so mucn

i P
i S

The herbaceous vegetation record showa correspondlng chdnges.
Grdmlneae (5rdSb) pollen is greutly 1neeedsed and 1gnm of'jf'

other probable grassland vegetation unh as Plantago lanceolatd

. (rlbwort plAntaln), Rosaceue {perhups Potentllla --01nquefoil)

‘Kubiaceae (bedstraws) and Umbelliferde (umbelllfers) There
4re also s%gns of arable farming, such @s the Cerealia

(Cereal gréinS) and weeds of distrubedfground such as perhaps
the;Compositue (Tubuliflorae), Rumex (dock), Artemisia
(mu&wort),. aryophyllacene {e.y, chickweed) and Yrtica (nettle)
Speores, present in the previous zone, are also incfeased,

and Pteridium (bracken) ia now present, providing iurther

evidence of land clearsnce.

It is very difficult to date this zone with any precisiond ;i
Coe it is later that the Heolithic elm-decline {3000 b.c.) and
may be earlier thun the urrival of Fagus (beech) which
may approximate to the VIIb/VIII transition, about the
‘ ﬂ' S | beginning 0f the iron Age. 1t is therpfore temﬁting to
| tb counect:thio phage of clenrance with‘the bro&ze Agze

i

i:ff*_ i, o dOthlthS 1n the area which are shown by the bulldlng of

the barrowq, unfil more pouib1ve evidence is @vai]able.

-B}‘ 50 - 30 cin.

In thl“ lﬂmt part of the pollpn dlaéram, the cleurance of elm
‘tnd lime fqreqb seems bo hlVE contlnued, while the appedrqnoe

aepcnoqxr uanmdl f<om recctenv . Lcdoenut niwehliteh

|

Lnd ilme 1oreﬁt seons Lo have continl_d, while the appemran@e
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of Fagus\(beéchf?might represént§the expansion of beech

woods in the Irqﬁ Aga (Godwin, 1975).

.}E

Discussion and GOmpariSOn with Other results

The evidence from Butterhump that most of the original forest
1n the area consasteﬁ of Tilia {diime) aupports the view that
this was the Cdée in much of southern and eastern England

at around 3000 b c., as mupped by Birks et al (1975), who
consider leHBS‘Df llmlb% LTilia pol]en (using total tree and
shrub pollen‘as the percentage base) to be significant.

The lower pdrt Qf the Butterbump pollen diagram has 33 %
Tilia pollenﬁ_on;tnas bagsis, demonstrating the importance of
the lime for?sti' The very high Tilia pollen values at
Butterbump m&y é?so be the result of having sampled a site

which covers?a small area so that the lime forest on the dry

land was very close to the forming peat in the kettle hole.

The lack of much sign of forest clearance in the early
Neolithic may geem a little surprising, but this can also be
seen in the pollen diagram {rom Hatfield Moors, near Goole,
about 60 mil?s to the north, (Umith 1958), where the elm pollen
1evéls hardl%-débline at ail, and the main signs of the

Elm Decline horizon come from the start of continuous records

from Plantagp lanceolatd (r1hw0rt plantain) and Ptéridium

(bracken). TLe actual Elm Decline horizon does not éeem to

‘be representgd on the Butterbemp pollen diagram, for the
radiocarbon Eate at the bage showq that this seguence starts.
abouﬂ five centuries later, As sugested earlier, the

1ate forest clearanoe herc may have been a result of the
inacceqsibility of the coastal lowlands, or to the nqtﬁral

rpsl]lence of tne forest growing in a very suituble place

.ﬁ-
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“and able to regenerdte di@er sma;l cle¢r1ngs hud been mdda.ﬂ

|

Some of the upland fOrEStu, on tfe other hand seem té

been less ed51ly dble to rebenerﬁte @Iter cledring because

~ these habitats may at thls time hdve been less suitable‘ fﬁﬁ

or more liable to serloub eroplon, Thls

apparent diffarqnce in 14Hdb¢¢pe ohun&e 'underlines the

;%‘impqrtince of studylnb vegetitlo$ hlatory from depo 1ta

“fds close as posaibLe to qrqhaeol(

i the lron Age on the evidence {ror

" LT TREY IS T

The main clearan¢e.of the lime f{
possibly happenéd inKthe‘dronze é
the evidence of;landsdape change:

analyses from suituble sites, suq

[ .
by Dimbleby (1962). He 1ound the{

brown soils and Jmmdtule podzo Ller

on the North York Woors., Tang L

soils started to become degraded

Bronze Age when eiﬁher virgin Tor

srowing on brown forest soils wod

?510dl bltES.

if .' .

S

re t,:suggested\as havith ?
Fge;ican;bé compared with
bbtaiﬁed from soil pollen

e h és thbse curried out

‘¢ were slightly degraded
nnuer Bronze Age barfows

L& original brown. forest
only .in the

and podsolised

enst or regenerated forest

s cleared, leading to

podzolisation, unless covered by

Butterbump barrow, Dr. Limbrey héTﬂd

i

‘ 2
in the buried profile. Fossible)

forest can be seen in Llhe polien

(smith, 195%)'injwhich there is

%]

middle of Zong VIb and anotaer

The final Clegrqnce eplsode cnn I

qlrhouth thls ig fdr from conelug

the qulocurbon sted

§he

41 the start of

a barrow. In the cage of

“n &cid brown s0il

Bronze Age clearance of lime
diungram from Island Carr Brigeg
Tilia decrease 1in the

Zone VIII.

e tentutively linked with
1 the @ppeirance of Fugus ,
A better

rive, indication ias

ram From Crashy Warren

pollen ding

near ocunthorpe, ny,vin abon b Lo

L Ng, P BUTE TR E R 4 Aty oy

Pl&@

5 north, (Holland, 1975)
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The final clearance episode has been tentatively linked with
show that there was lime forest which was finally cleared

at a horizon dated to 335 ¥ 70 b.c. (UB-860), demonstrating
the increasing pressure on the lund by its humun occupants

and their domestic animals at thiy time.

Conclusion

This piece of work demonstrates the probable course of
vegetation history in this small region. 1t shows the -value.
of stud&ing a small deposit which would have had dry land
vegetation growing adjacent to it, and hence well represented
in the pollen records. The clogely spaced samples for dating,
and the iaportant additional results from the study of plant
mperofossils und insect romaias ete. from the 2.29% m. core
collected 1rom the sutherbump gebtchwle in 1978 should
provide more detail for this itwportant phase ol vegetation

history.
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