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Trethellan Farm Excavations, Newquay
Summer 1987

As a result of the twelve day emergency excava-
tions at Trethellan Farm, Newquay in May (see
above) funding from English Heritage was made
available to enable a three month excavation
(commencing June 1987) to be carried out by
Cornwall Archaeological Unit. The earlier excava-
tions had revealed a remarkably well preserved
second millennium lowland settlement site.

This longer campaign of excavation set out to
reveal more of the character and extent of the
settlement, and to produce a range of middle to late
Bronze Age pottery. The site's economic and environ-
mental potential were also to be explored.

The excavation strategy was dictated by the
building work on site and the areas investigated were
those under immediate development threat. Given the
limited time available it was only possible to fully
excavate single halves of three round houses, to
partly excavate a fourth, and to excavate three
quadrants of a fifth house. Our main priorities were
to secure the chronological sequence of events on site
and to retrieve as much dating material as possible.

Open area excavations on either side of the newly
constructed estate road revealed the remains of a large
open settlement, comprising six, possibly seven,
round houses together with the edges of a contem-
porary field system. The settlement lay on a linear
plateau (35.0 metres OD) between two major scarps
on a south-facing slope, and the houses were regularly
spaced along this level area. Immediately to the south
of the occupation area two stone-clearance bounda-
ries, representing elements of a field system, overlay
buried prehistoric soils.
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The round houses averaged seven metres in
diameter and demonstrated differing architectural
styles as well as prolonged occupation. At least three
houses were of timber construction; large wooden
posts defining their perimeters would have supported
conical thatched or rush-reed roofs. Successional re-
use of at least three houses (one lay at a lower level
than its neighbours and was backfilled with midden
material, presumably from them) demonstrated
chronological depth and a certain dynamism; either
shrinkage or expansion of settlement. The earliest
round house had witnessed two phases of occupational
activity; in one phase it was defined by an insubstan-
tial stone wall which would have supported the rafters
of a steeply pitched conical roof. At one time during
a secondary phase of domestic activity, a sub-
rectangular grave containing an extended (adult)
inhumation had been cut into earlier phases of a
central cooking area.

Grain-storage pits and central cooking hearths
were excavated within each house although domestic
activities were not confined to the interiors of the
houses; at least one cooking hearth was discovered
outside a round house. Flotation and sieving of the
fills of storage pits and cooking hearths produced
abundant carbonised barley and wheat grains, as well
as charcoal samples useful for the identification of
tree species and for C14 dating. Several pottery
sherds appeared to have carbonised remains adhering
to their insides, which on analysis may prove to be
food residues. Pits and occupation spreads within the



houses produced a wide range of pottery types,
together with a number of saddle querns, mullers and
pieces of worked flint. Deposits of mussel and limpet
shells gave some indication of local economy
although, unfortunately, faunal remains were scarce
on the site (because of the unfavourable soil
conditions); cattle teeth were, however, found.

Evidence for industrial activity, the smelting and
forging of metalwork, was represented by a shallow
working hollow which in its later phase was reused as
a domestic dwelling. Other finds, such as one half of
a greenstone bi-valve mould for a hilted dagger which
had been redeposited in the upper fills of a ritual area,
as well as copper alloy objects recovered from
prehistoric soils within the fields, confirm the
presence of industrial activities on site.

Downslope, between the houses and the fields, on
the south-eastern side of the site, lay two large oval
features which proved on excavation to be foci for
various ‘ritual’ activities. Under a sealing layer of
flagstones numerous pits were discovered containing
ritually deposited animal bone, pottery, shellfish,
antler, fragments of amber, and possible cremated
human remains.

A sub-rectangular structure to the north of the
houses, cut into the back scarp, may also have served
a ritual function during the Bronze Age. Of drystone
wall construction, its only internal feature appears to
have been a central post-hole cut into the noticeably
unworn rock-cut floor; a wide entrance way opened
onto the downslope side. The dating of this structure
is uncertain, but charcoal retrieved from a
concentration of burnt material cut by it should at
least provide a terminus post quem. It also appears to
have been deliberately backfilled at a later date.

The use-life of this structure, which can be
feasibly interpreted as a shrine, must have been
lengthy since it appears to have formed the focus for

Kilhallon

The excavation in August 1976 of the Romano-
British site of Kilhallon located the enclosure ditch in
three more places, in two of which it was found to
contain a solid mass of cockle shells with a few
limpets, mussels, winkles and oysters, as seen in
earlier cuttings. A resistivity survey indicated the
remaining line of the ditch, so that the course of the
enclosure is now known. It is slightly oval in shape
and contains an area of about 1'2 acres (0.6 ha). An
entrance on the south-east side was found, where a
wall consisting of large stones, resting on the natural
surface at the bottom of the ditch, revetted the side of
a causeway across the ditch. Lack of time prevented
an examination of the causeway itself and its width is
not yet known, but it seems to indicate an imposing
entrance.

ten deeply-cut oval and sub-rectangular pits contain-
ing crouched inhumations of late Iron Age date.
Skeletal preservation was generally poor, but personal
ornaments in the form of copper alloy bow brooches
as well as one penannular brooch were found in some
of the burial pits in this area. Superficial laboratory
conservation of at least two of these brooches has
shown some textile preservation. Grave goods were
however absent from another group of similar graves
which lay to the west; these graves appeared to have
been robbed.

After the abandonment of the site as a cemetery,
a phase of agricultural activity seems to be indicated
by a substantial stone and earth bank which sealed at
least one of the late Iron Age grave pits and an
intervening buried soil. A boulder wall overlies the
mounded collapse of this field boundary.

The site owes its remarkable degree of
preservation to what may have been a catastrophic
episode of hillwash which buried this last feature and
all subsequent layers to a depth of nearly one metre,
and to bands of aeolian sand which subsequently
blanketed the entire site. Little medieval or post-
medieval activity was detected within the upper
layers, and modern agricultural operations had also
made little impact, ensuring the remarkable preserva-
tion of the site. Given the lack of post-occupational
interference, it is possible that further traces of
undisturbed prehistoric activity lie protected beneath
equivalent deposits in the area around the site. It
is hoped that further exploratory work and a
sampling programme will take place in 1988, when
areas adjacent to the site are scheduled for
development, in order to determine whether our work
this year defined the true extent of Bronze Age
activities on this site, as well as trying to locate, if
possible, a settlement site associated with the late Iron

Age cemetery, Cornwall Archaeological Unit

Jacqueline A. Nowakowski

A fairly large area of the interior was excavated,
but no structures were found. Past ploughing seems
to have destroyed any such evidence. Some pottery
however had survived, including a large piece of plain
Samian ware, the rim of a Samian cup (Dr 27), the
base of a colour-coated beaker, some Black Burnished
ware, and at one place a concentration of local
Romano-British pottery. There was also a fragment of
a stone bowl. These artefacts are consistent with the
mid 3rd century floruit suggested by previous finds.

It was not possible to continue the excavation in
1987. Future action is still to be decided.

Truro P.M. Carlyon
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