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Hunting the Hunter -Gatherers

The Mesolithic is a
fascinating period when
hunter-gatherers began to
populate what is now the
British Isles after the end of
the last Ice Age.

The period begins around
9600 BC and finishes
around 4000 BC with the
introduction of farming.

Although it lasted for almost
6000 years the Mesolithic is
difficult to research. The
main reason for this is that
it is very hard to discover
archaeological sites of the
period.

Many Mesolithic sites may
have been temporary
camps where tents or
similar shelters were set up
for short periods, perhaps
only overnight, leaving few
physical traces for
archaeologists to find.

Our evidence for the Mesolithic is often restricted to flint scatters; these are
the remains of stone tools and the waste from making them. A number of
Mesolithic flint tools are very distinctive and are ideal for identifying activity of
this period.

There are numerous Mesolithic flint scatters across the high North Yorkshire
Moors, with lowland sites known on the Upleatham and Eston Hills and on the
coast at Crimdon, Seaton Carew and Goldsborough.



What is the Mesolithic?

The Mesolithic is part of the Stone Ag
OMi ddl e Stone Aged6 as it comes after t
before the &6dNeolget hicd (New Stone A

e .
he o6

The term Mesolithic was introduced in the later 19" century but the period was
not properly understood for quite some time. Prehistoric research tended to
focus on the more visible aspects of the Palaeolithic such as cave paintings
and the impressive stone circles and chambered tombs of the Neolithic.

Evidence for human life in the region before the Mesolithic is rare with only a
handful of known stray finds. These include a Palaeolithic stone axe, found at
South Gare, Redcar, by a local fisherman in 2006. Finds such as these may
have washed out from submerged archaeological deposits offshore or been
accidentally brought to the region amongst shipséballast in the 19™ century.

Fragment of stone axe
from Redcar (left) with a
museum specimen (right)
for comparison.

The Mesolithic is an exciting archaeological period in Teesside as it produces
the earliest evidence for actual human habitation.

Mesolithic people were hunter-gatherers. They had not developed farming,
pottery or the use of metals. We know that they would travel to exploit natural
plant and animal resources as they became available in the different seasons.
People may have been nomadic for some of the year to make the best use of
these resources.



The End of the Ice Age

Prior to the Mesolithic, Britain was in the grip of the Ice Age. The climate was
extremely cold with vast ice sheets or glaciers covering much of northern
Europe. This period of glaciation was interspersed with warmer phases
known as interglacial stages, when the ice sheets would retreat, allowing
plant, animal and human life to colonise the landscape.

The Tees Estuary at the end of the last Glaciation (by Andrew Hutchinson)

The last glaciation reached its maximum extent around 20,000 BC after which
the ice began to retreat. The climate in Britain was still likely to have been too
harsh to attract humans for many millennia, particularly in northern areas such
as Teesside. By around 13,000 BC there was a rapid improvement in the
climate, with summer temperatures approaching 20°C.

However, the end of the Ice Age was not straightforward. Around 11,000 BC
there was another significant cold period. Glaciers began to reform in
Scotland and northern England. This final cold period is known as the
Younger Dryas. Itis not clear whether humans were completely driven out of
Britain at this time.



Sea Level Change

The end of the Palaeolithic and start of the Mesolithic period is marked by
massive environmental change. Sea levels gradually rose worldwide as a
result of the melting of the ice caps, which at the height of glaciation would
have covered most of the British Isles.

At the start of the Mesolithic, Britain was physically connected to Europe by a
land bridge, which has been termed Doggerland. This was a low-lying
landscape crossed by rivers and was certainly exploited for its rich natural
resources in the early Mesolithic period.

As the sea level rose
Doggerland became
- flooded, initially

S leaving an island at

v Dogger Bank.
By around 6500 BC
this rise in sea level
led to the formation of
the English Channel
and North Sea, and
the physical
separation of the
British Isles from the
rest of Europe.

Sea level rise was not always a gradual process and at around 6,200 BC, a
tsunami or tidal wave arose in the North Sea as a result of a submarine
landslide off the coast of Norway, crashing into Scotland and the eastern
coast of England. This must have had a devastating impact on Mesolithic
communities in the Teesside area who happened to be in its path.

Much of Scotland and northern England was saved from flooding by the
phenomenon known as isostatic or post-glacial rebound. The land in these
areas actually rose after it became free of the great weight of ice that had
borne down on it for millennia. As a result we see geographic peculiarities
such as raised beaches that are higher in altitude than they were originally.



The Natural Environment

The Mesolithic is traditionally divided into an early and a late period. The early
Mesolithic immediately followed the end of the Ice Age. There was a rapid
warming at around 9600 BC with summer temperatures rising by as much as
10°C within several decades. Nevertheless the climate was still cold with a
tundra-like landscape giving way to an open forest. Many tree species take time
to get established so the early forests consisted of rapidly colonising types such
as birch and the nut-bearing hazel. The climate may have been drier than it is
today but somewhat cooler.

In the later Mesolithic lime and oak trees spread across the lowlands providing a
much denser forest canopy. These forests may have been much less productive,
as the thick canopy would have allowed less light to reach the forest floor,
meaning that there would be fewer grasses for grazing animals and less hunting
for Mesolithic people. The poorer soils of the upland areas are likely to have
maintained a cover of birch, ash and pine that would be richer in plant and animal
resources. The climate became wetter and warmer at this time.

Reconstructing past environments is an important part of the study of any
archaeological site. Itis particularly relevant for the Mesolithic when people had a
very close relationship with their environment.

The study of the Mesolithic environment is made possible by the analysis of
ancient pollen, seeds and insect remains. This sort of evidence survives in
waterlogged conditions such as in sediments at the bottom of lakes or within peat
deposits in marshes or bogs. Samples of this material can be taken by removing
a core sample through the entire deposit (often several metres thick).

Rich peat deposits survive in the form of submerged forests off the coast at
Hartlepool and Redcar.

By looking at the pollen and other spores present in core samples it is possible to
reconstruct a detailed picture of the vegetation that was growing at a particular
location, and further afield.

There are a number of well-documented environmental events that can be
recognised in pollen records. One of these is the decline in elm that occurred
around 4000 BC and another is the increase in alder around 5500 BC. If these
episodes can be identified in core samples then it is possible to assign relative
dates to the different layers. Sometimes the cores can be directly dated using
radiocarbon dating.



