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CURREWr ENVIRONMEN'J'AL ARCF-IAID ID GY IN 'I'HE MIDLANDS 

Jam es Greig ~nd Sue Co ll e dge 

Recent pollen analysis work h ere at Birmingham Cilld at 

Southampton University has greatly increased the- amount of 

background j nformation available on the Midland landscape 

at various time~> in thr:~ past. Hitherto very little was known 

other than the fairly obvious statement that there was 

originally thick forest which was cleared by stages until 

the present slight J.y forested cou~tryside came into be i ng. 

It might h a v e been thought appropriate for Mesolithic man, 

living in a very fore s ted environment, to have sung "Hearts 

of Oak", but new results show that "Unter den Linden " would 

have been more suitable, for lime forest seems to have been 

the predominant vegetational co v er. 'I'he evidence comes from 

pollen diagrarr:s from unusual .sit es like river meanders which 

provide evidenc e from places which hitherto had none, like 

the valley of the Severn (Tony Brown ' s work) and from the 

Stour, as at Coakley. Further evidence comes from the correction 

of the pollen results, b ecau se lime does not sho~ up very 

well in polfen diagrams and its pollen records h a ve to be 

multiplied several tj_mes before they give an accurate picture 

of its inportance in forest cover. Further evidence still of 

this past forest comes from the present-d_ay woods with limes 

like Shrawley Wood, near Worcester. Place-name evidence may 

a]_so provide evidenc e of l ime woods present wh en Germanic

speaking people arrived, with names like Linehol~ giving 

possible evidence of past lime woods. 
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Pre historic .forest c l eurunce badly affected thl-' lirnes, and 

also the deep soi l s which they gre w best in. Large-scal e 

soi l char1ge ::md move nl<~nt is l 18 i_ng studied by Dr Su san Limbrey 

in relBtion to sites lik e Beckford, whi c h h a v e affec ted and 

b een affected by soi l s . 'l1h e changes after ini ti.al forest 

clearance must have oJten l ed to the stripping of mu c h of the 

rich soil , and the l eachin g of what remained to give h eath 

in some places, like Hartlebury Common, and regenerated 

s econdary oak woodland where the soil was too poor for 

successful farming, in oth e rs. 

Prehi storic landscape c h ange may also be shown by the organic 

material preserv e d at the Bronze Age Bournville site. This 

has p ro ved rich in inse ct remains which are being studied by 

Peter Osbo r ne , who has "' particular intere s t in this period 

because of find s from sites like the Wilsford Shaft (Wilts.) 

of some insec ts which no wadays live in more southerly p a rt s 

of Europ e . Climatic change is extre mely difficult to prove 

against the backgroun d of co llossal landscape change cau sed 

by sett l e ment, but t hi s i s a v e ry promising study. At 

Bidford-upon-Avon so n, e organic ma terial dated to~: the Bronze 

Age h as s h own signs of a landscape almost defores t e d to 

present-day l e v e l s , a l tho u gh without associated signs of 

settlement. 

The env ironmental results from mcrre recent sites, such as 
i-ll' e 

Iron Age and Roman ones, providing evidence of the crops 

grown, as shown by the charred remains. Sue Coll e dge is trying 

to find out what was b e ing don e in different parts of an 

Iron Age building at Beckford, by an exceptionally detailed 
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study of the charre d r e ma ln s from the whol e are a excavated, 

grid point by grid po i nt. Sev e ral tons of soil were sieved 

because th e re we r e only a f e w grains per bucketfull, and 

hundreds of charre d g r a in sampl e s identifi e d and-:-plotted on 

the ground plan, hop e fully to find out more about the Iron 

Age. 

At Droitwich and Alcester, deposits with charred grain will 

prove valuable; these have large amounts of chaff, and it 

should be possible to t ell at whic-h stage ln processing this 

grain I chaff mj xture was burnt, and consequently. why and where • 

It might have be en chaff u se d to fire a bread oven, or the 

residue from grain drying prior to threshing --- it will 

certainly provide more information about activities in these 

Roman settlements. ( Figs '1 tl 2 ). 

Food for· thought, and e v en mo re direct evidence of human 

activities is provided by t h e study of the contents of a 

medieval latrine at Worces t er (Greig 1981). Pollen analysis 

showed ti:.at i".i ~e rnc.terlal was excrement '.IIi tn the eggs of 

intestinal worrn s (all ·1 ong cead.), and signs of bread or 

po-rridge remain as c e~e al poll en grains. Borage flowers 

(or honey) may have be en p r e s ent, too. Some of the seeds 

are from fruit wh ich \-JOul C. ll 2.v e been eaten whole, like 

figs, grap e s (we r e th P.y lo c a l l y grovm, perhaps?) and 

strawberries. Ot h e r s ee d s must have come from household 

rubbish, as they wo uld n o t ltav e been s wallowed, such as 

cherry, damso n and food r e ma i n s like c hicken , herring, and 

eel. Anothe r site of this kind a bout to b e poll en analysed 

(in associat i on with Dr Mark Robinson a t Oxford) has even more 

personal int e rest --- the l a t r ine i s t hat formerly u s ed by 

the sixt e enth c entury ~rovo s~ o f Or~ el Co l l e ge, Oxfo r d. 
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AN OUTLINE OF CROP PROCESSING (after G. Hillman ) 
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2 RAKING to remove straw 

5 ROASTING t o render chaff 6 POUNDING to release grain 
from hulls brittle 
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10 SUN DRYING to prevent 
sprouting 
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4 COARSE SIEVING 

... ~ :·~~::·~-~t:: . 

-9 FINE SIEVING to remove 
c hoff and weed seeds 

12 HAND SORTING to remove 13 MILLING 
dangerous seeds e g corn 
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