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Previous synthesis

The evidence for all prehistoric periods in the former West Midlands County was summarised in a document produced by the West Midlands Archaeology Group in 1998. Much has been published on the form, distribution and interpretation of burnt mounds based on the evidence from sites in the conurbation. Since 1998 important new data on the later prehistoric period has been obtained in the excavations along the line of the M6 Toll(BNRR) in Sutton Coldfield and experiments have taken place on the function of burnt mounds. Both of these have implications for our perception of the area in this period and for the curation of the resource. 

Sources of information

The evidence for the later prehistoric period in the conurbation is derived from chance finds of objects and the occurrence of prehistoric material in the excavation of sites principally of other dates; a few excavations and watching briefs specifically of later prehistoric sites; the discovery of objects and structures of later prehistoric date in extensive surveys; and the identification of potential later prehistoric sites on aerial photographs, in antiquarian literature and from place names. The only extensive and systematic survey specifically targeted on later prehistoric sites is the burnt mound survey by “stream walking” in south Birmingham, begun in 1980 and recently revived.

Chance finds are inevitably limited to more easily recognisable objects such as bronze axes. They have been found throughout the conurbation. The findspot is sometimes not precisely known: some finds are described as being from “near Birmingham” or “near Wolverhampton” and these objects might actually have been found outside of the conurbation altogether. Extensive survey involving fieldwalking and earthwork survey has taken place in Sandwell Valley, in the rural area east of Sutton Coldfield and in the rural area south of Halesowen. Some fieldwork has taken place in the rural area east of Walsall.

Existing information

Burnt mounds are the most numerous type of prehistoric site known in Birmingham and the Black Country. Between 40 and 50 have so far been recorded. All but one of the radiocarbon dates so far obtained for burnt mounds in Birmingham and the Black Country are in the range 1700-1000 CalBC. The first burnt mounds found in this area were located during the Geological Survey in Aldridge and Pelsall. The majority have subsequently been found through deliberate search, in south Birmingham, Sandwell Valley and Sutton Coldfield by stream walking and in fieldwalking by those who knew what they were looking for. The current known distribution reflects this but also suggests that they are fairly evenly distributed throughout the area. No burnt mounds have yet been recorded from the western part of the conurbation, but no systematic survey by stream walking has taken place here. Recent discoveries have confirmed the occurrence of burnt mounds in pairs as observed in the earlier surveys. Some individual sites have been further investigated by excavation and geophysics, and other sites have been identified from references in antiquarian accounts, such as Berwood in north Birmingham. 

Despite their unglamorous nature burnt mounds are numerically significant and their sheer number demands serious attention. However they are interpreted they may be considered indicators of the distribution, location and density of otherwise elusive contemporary settlements. In addition they are invariably located in wet locations with associated reservoirs of palaeoenvironmental data providing evidence for landscape and landuse. They are particularly important because of their survival and visibility in parks and other open spaces in modern urban areas and because of their visibility in watching briefs undertaken in less than ideal conditions.

Field survey, geophysics, excavation and experiments have demonstrated the complexity of these apparently simple sites. Areas of burnt stone without charcoal have been found, which may be stones washed from a burnt mound further upstream or may relate to the use of the sites. Structures have been found at a distance from the mound, and there is often a smaller site in close proximity to a larger one. Reconstructions of the sites as the debris from steam bathing have demonstrated that the mound of fragmented heat-shattered stones and charcoal, the actual “burnt mound”, represents the location of the fire on which the stones were heated. The sweat lodge structure would be up to 10m from the mound, and might well be indicated by the smaller sites in apparently paired examples or by areas of larger heat-shattered stones without charcoal. Heat-shattered stones alone or mixed with charcoal have also been found in features other than burnt mounds such as ring-ditches of presumably early Bronze Age date and Roman enclosure ditches, on the M6 Toll.

Contemporary settlements would be expected to be nearby but on slightly higher and drier ground than the burnt mound itself. Where the burnt mound is on a stream in a narrow strip of parkland in an urban area, such land may be occupied by modern houses, but in other locations such potential settlement sites may survive. The potential of burnt mounds to provide evidence of the wider landscape was demonstrated at Cob Lane in Birmingham where an organic deposit only slightly predating the burnt mound contained a beetle fauna indicating woodland and grazing animals. This was overlain by a mineral soil layer, again predating the burnt mound and interpreted as colluvium resulting from ploughing upslope from the site. Tree trunks in the former stream bed suggested forest clearance, and the mound contained charcoal probably from coppiced trees and possibly initially made for metalworking. 

The only possible Bronze Age settlement, although as yet undated, is a subrectangular enclosure containing a single circular gully, probably around a timber house, near a burnt mound at Langley Mill Farm in Sutton Coldfield. A possible timber trackway across peat in Sutton Park is recorded in an antiquarian account. 

The small quantity and narrow range of bronze artefacts are all chance finds. The majority are palstaves (nine in all) and there are also three spearheads, two socketed axes and two “bronze axes”, possibly palstaves. There are few Early Bronze Age types such as flat axes, so middle Bronze Age objects, i.e. contemporary with burnt mounds, are more numerous than early or late Bronze Age types, as has been noted for the West Midlands as a whole. A sherd of indistinct but presumably Bronze Age pottery was found in a burnt mound in Sandwell Valley and a single sherd was found in fieldwalking in Lutley. It may be that little pottery was in use in the area in this period. 

There are definite hillforts at Castle Old Fort in Brownhills and Wychbury Hill; others are suggested by earthworks at Dudley Castle and placenames, topography and antiquarian accounts (Wednesbury, Oldbury/Bury Hill, Wolverhampton, Penn, Bushbury and Barr Beacon).There have been small-scale excavations and observations at Wychbury Hill, where metalwork including horse fittings was found, and Castle Old Fort, but no Iron Age structures or objects have been identified in excavations at Dudley Castle, Wednesbury or Oldbury. 

A farmstead of probable Iron Age date excavated at Langley Mill Farm on the M6 Toll route in Sutton Coldfield consisted of circular house gullies of at least three phases inside a sub-square ditched enclosure. It is similar to the Iron Age enclosures at Fisherwick in the lower Tame Valley and might be anticipated to be part of a similar landscape of enclosures at intervals with fields around. There were adjacent Roman enclosures and a field system. Loaches Banks is a triple banked and ditched sub-rectangular enclosure on a low rise near a stream, now visible as a crop mark. Very small-scale excavations revealed slight structural remains consisting of shallow gullies and postholes, but no dating evidence. The site is morphologically comparable to Collfryn and other sites in the Marches. Enclosures in Sandwell Valley and Stourbridge may be Iron Age. Few Iron Age objects have so far been found. The very small quantity of Iron Age pottery from the excavated farmstead site at Langley Mill Farm suggests generally low use of pottery in the area in this period.

The extent of territories potentially of pre-Roman origin and defined by watersheds can be inferred from parish boundaries and hillforts identified as central places within them. Wychbury would be a central place for a territory consisting of Old Swinford and Kingswinford, and a hill fort at Dudley Castle for a territory of Haleseowen/Cradley/Cradley Heath. 

Curatorial issues

The existing evidence, particularly the number of burnt mounds and the results of the M6 Toll excavations, demonstrates the potential survival and extent of later prehistoric archaeology of Birmingham and the Black Country. There is likely to be particularly good survival in areas currently not built up, i.e. rural parts of the conurbation and open spaces within urban areas. Even if there is no indication from existing evidence, appropriate evaluation should always be required here in advance of consideration of development proposals.

The difficulties of locating sites, particularly settlement sites, the quality and interpretation of the non-intrusive and excavated evidence, and the consequent curatorial implications for site prediction and the use of appropriate non-intrusive and excavation methods are demonstrated by the results on the M6 Toll. The lessons learned from this project will need to be applied to two major proposed developments in Birmingham on two large areas currently in agricultural use near the M6 Toll. These areas can reasonably be anticipated to contain similar types and quantities of sites, including a later prehistoric component. 

The Birmingham part of the M6 Toll had fortunately been partly included in the field survey, including fieldwalking, undertaken by the Birmingham and Warwickshire Archaeological Society. Site 29, the Iron Age enclosure, was indicated by a scatter of Mesolithic flint and by heat-shattered stones (which were actually found to be in the fill of a Roman ditch). The site was not visible on available aerial photographs, but some features on the site were detected in geophysical survey. At site 30, the other prehistoric enclosure, a streamside exposure of burnt stone and a surface scatter of burnt stone were recorded. Unusually, the enclosure itself was visible, albeit indistinctly on a vertical aerial photograph. Here none of the features subsequently excavated was detected by geophysics.

The low numbers of finds in excavation of later prehistoric sites in this area is reflected by the general absence in fieldwalking of anything which is likely to be of this date other than heat-shattered stones. As suggested above, little pottery may have been in use in this area at this time. It follows that, when fieldwalking is undertaken, heat-shattered stones must be recognised and concentrations recorded, fieldwalking intervals may need to be closer than is normally the case elsewhere in the country, and fieldwalking cannot be used as the only method of site location. The low artefact numbers and therefore scarcity of dating evidence in excavation also dictates evaluation and excavation methods. Conventional evaluation by trenching may not be an appropriate assessment technique for later prehistoric sites in this area. Even at the evaluation stage, larger scale excavation is required. When further excavation is undertaken, extensive areas must be excavated and a greater proportion of individual features excavated than might be required elsewhere. 

The visibility of burnt mounds in comparison with other features enhances their importance. On the M6 Toll route, two burnt mounds were the only sites found in the route-wide watching brief, because of their visibility. Burnt mounds are probably more reliable indicators of Bronze Age settlement sites than metalwork finds. Assuming that burnt mounds are related to settlements and by comparison with Deverel-Rimbury settlements in southern England, Margaret Ehrenberg has suggested that contemporary settlements might be up to 50m away in any direction from the visible burnt mound. This is in addition to related features such as a sweat lodge which may be up to 10m away. Burnt stones may also indicate sites other than burnt mounds and we need to be aware of the possibility of later prehistoric finds on sites of other dates. Roman sites may have Iron Age antecedents.

Gaps in the evidence, and future research

The location of settlement sites of the period is a major challenge and priority for future research. By comparison with neighbouring areas such as the Lower Tame Valley and the Avon Valley, later prehistoric sites, particularly Iron Age enclosures and their field systems, should be visible on aerial photographs. There is currently little coverage taken specifically for archaeological purposes, but the archaeological potential of existing photographs has been demonstrated.  The area needs to be included in the NMR national mapping project and there needs to be targeted flying in unexplored areas. Funding for new flying should be directed at these areas rather than to those areas which are flown over and over again because they are known to produce good cropmarks.

The wider significance of burnt mounds as potential indicators of settlement sites underlines the need for further systematic stream bank searches to locate them, and in addition heat-shattered stones, which could indicate burnt mounds or other archaeological features, should be routinely recorded in fieldwalking. Geophysical survey and trenching in the vicinity of other burnt mounds could locate contemporary settlements and other features, and their palaeoenvironmental potential could be tested by small scale interventions.

It would be feasible and desirable to undertake a survey of all open areas in Birmingham and the Black Country (parks, other public open spaces and land in agricultural use) consisting of recording of earthworks, vegetation changes, parch marks, stream bank searches where banks are exposed and fieldwalking in existing arable. This would be an extensive survey outside of specific development proposals, which would enhance the archaeological record on a strategic rather than reactive basis and would enable more informed curation. Local societies would be well placed to undertake such a survey, provided that personnel involved were able to recognise burnt stone and prehistoric pottery, and that results were promptly reported to the SMR.

