ART. II — A late Mesolithic assemblage from Levens Park
By P. J. CHERRY F.S.A. AND J. CHERRY F.S.A.

T

HE excavation, in 1968 to 1970, of a ring cairn at Levens Park by Dr
Sturdy, producing Beaker material, has recently been reported in these
Transactions (Turnbull and Walsh, 1996). Although reference is made to a
substantial assemblage of Late Mesolithic lithic material underlying the ring cairn,
these finds have not hitherto been published in any detail. We have looked at the
artefacts currently in the possession of Mr C. H. Bagot of Levens Hall, and consider
that these show a number of features worthy of comment.
A plan of the site is shown at Fig. 1. One of us (J. Cherry) visited the site during
the excavations and picked up a quantity of Late Mesolithic flint artefacts from the
excavation spoil heaps. A further collection of artefacts was made by J. Cherry and
T. Clare from the surface of the soil after the site had been backfilled. We do not
believe that Dr Sturdy carried out any excavation east of the avenue of oak trees
which runs across the site, a view that Mr Bagot has confirmed.
Table 1 summarises the surviving finds, a selection of which are illustrated in Figs
2 and 3. Although this is in fact largely an excavated assemblage, there was almost
no information with the finds from Site A to assist in establishing the detailed
distribution of artefacts within any of the excavated areas. Finds for Site B were in
bags annotated with references to what may have been a grid system, but there is
nothing with the finds to enable that grid to be reconstructed. We have therefore
treated the finds as if they were a surface collection, although we can expect a higher
proportion of microliths and smaller lithic debris than would be normal in such a
collection.
We do not know if these finds are indeed the total of the excavated material,
which has been through several hands between excavation and its eventual recent
return to its present location. There are a number of reasons for suspecting that the
assemblage we have studied is in fact incomplete. First, it is relatively small for an
excavated Late Mesolithic site, as appears from the total of artefacts in Table 1. By
way of comparison, densities of lithic material on the excavated sites at Monk Moors
and Williamson's Moss, Eskmeals, approached 300 to 500 artefacts per square
metre over significant areas of those sites (Bonsall, 1981, Bonsall et al., 1989).
Secondly, the amount of retouched material is relatively small by comparison with
surface collections from other Cumbrian sites. Thirdly, the amount of unattributed
material, which probably represents surface collection from the site, is significantly
less than J. Cherry recalls being collected at the time. P. J. Cherry has found several
flints, including a microlith, in a small scatter of molehills immediately to the north
of the excavated area, and although these were not in sufficient quantity to lead us to
suppose that a major part of the site was still undiscovered, further excavation would
undoubtedly lead to further finds. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to suppose that the
artefacts form a fairly representative sample.
Raw materials used for tool making are flint (both beach pebble and chalk flint),
chert and volcanic tuff. The beach pebble flint is typical Irish Sea beach pebble flint
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FIG. 1. Plan of the sites in Levens Park, based on a draft plan found among the site excavator's drawings
in Kendal museum.

in colour, but the pebbles are of significantly smaller size than those used on coastal
sites in West Cumbria. The flint cores, a sample of which is illustrated at Fig. 2, 1-2,
4-5, 11-12 and 15) are very small and are worked out to a degree we have not
hitherto encountered in Cumbrian material. Both pebble flint and chalk flint cores
alike have been worked to a point where they are manifestly no longer able to
produce usable blades for the production of microliths.
We have previously noted (Cherry & Cherry, 1973) that cores in the Late
Mesolithic assemblages around Luce Bay in South West Scotland were significantly
larger than those in the Late Mesolithic assemblages around St. Bees. It would seem
that, as one travels south, the flint pebbles in the beach gravels tend to become
smaller. It is also unclear from where the beach pebble flint at Levens was obtained.
The nearest modern shingle beach is some miles away, and the area to the west is
largely estuarine, with the high tide affecting the river as far as Levens Hall, a mile
downstream from the sites. However, at the time of the Mesolithic occupation the
sea level would have been much higher, so that the site would have been at the head
of a tidal inlet, possibly with a nearby shingle beach.
The presence of some chalk flint in the assemblage may be referable in part to
activity in the Beaker period. The large side scraper or knife (Fig. 2, 7) is typically
Late Neolithic in appearance. However, we have identified a number of microliths,
blades and blade cores, as being of chalk fl int of probable Yorkshire origin. This
identification is based on the colour of the flint (pale grey) and the presence of small
black and white inclusions. If this identification is correct, then it establishes a clear
distinction between the Levens Park assemblage and the raw material used on the
Late Mesolithic coastal sites in West Cumbria, where chalk flint was virtually absent.
The presence of chalk flint at Levens Park suggests possible links with the Late
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Mesolithic sites in the limestone uplands of Eastern Cumbria (Cherry, 1987) or the
Craven District of North Yorkshire (Williams, 1987; Cherry, 1998).
The majority of cherts used are coarse black or dark grey. There are one or two
pieces which are of white chert or silicified limestone. Only one piece of (black)
chert was demonstrably from a pebble. These cherts can be expected to have been
obtained locally from the Carboniferous limestones outcropping around the
Morecambe Bay area. They are of relatively poor quality and are unlikely to have
been transported far. Again, the significant use of chert at Levens Park distinguishes
this site from the West Cumbrian coastal sites, where chert was rarely used, despite
the proximity of the St. Bees sites, in particular, to areas of Carboniferous limestone
around Egremont and Beckermet. By contrast, chert artefacts are in a majority
on upland Late Mesolithic sites in Eastern Cumbria (Cherry, 1987). Generally
speaking, chert cores are also worked to a very small size (Fig. 2, 3, 8, 10 and 21)
although a few were larger (see Fig. 2, 6). This suggests that chert was not
particularly easy to obtain from the immediate locality, in contrast to the upland
sites in Eastern Cumbria.
Volcanic tuff is present, in the form of a few blades and flakes (Fig. 2, 18). Only
one core was found, and no microliths or other tools. None of the pieces of volcanic
tuff had any ground or polished surfaces. They do not appear to be derived from the
use or reworking of polished stone implements. The use of volcanic tuff for tool
making, on a small scale, is ubiquitous on the coastal and upland Late Mesolithic
sites in Cumbria. On two sites, St. Bees IV (Cherry, 1983) and Shap 4 (Cherry,
1987) volcanic tuff artefacts are in a majority of those found, and microliths of
volcanic tuff have been found at Rottington V and St. Bees III (Cherry, 1973,
1983), Williamson's Moss, Eskmeals (Cherry, 1986) and Shap 2 (Cherry, 1987).
Finds of volcanic tuff artefacts in apparent association with Late Mesolithic material
are also reported from Birkside Fell in the Northern Pennines (Tolan-Smith 1997).
The presence of a small number of volcanic tuff artefacts in the assemblage from
Levens Park is therefore consistent with the picture for the region as a whole.
A comparison of the assemblages designated as coming from sites A and B (Table
1) suggests that there may well be two distinct occupations represented. Site B has a
greater proportion of patinated flint artefacts than site A. There is also a higher
proportion of chalk flint, and less reliance on cherts.
Typologically, the industry is typical of the Late Mesolithic occupation sites
found both on the coast and in the uplands of Cumbria. Substantial numbers of
blades were produced (Fig. 2, 16-20) and large numbers of blade cores have been
found.
Microliths are the most frequently occurring tool form. The majority are of Late
Mesolithic type, and most are of flint. In common with both coastal and upland
Late Mesolithic assemblages in Cumbria, however, there are a number of simple
obliquely blunted forms present. The microliths from Site B (Fig. 3, 12-14, 16, 23,
26 and 30-36) are generally well made, classic geometric microliths in a range of
shapes including rods, scalene triangles and lunate forms. By comparison the
microliths from Site A (Fig. 3, 15, 17-22, 25 and 27-29) are of irregular form and
much more poorly made.
This also supports the view that there were in fact two distinct Late Mesolithic
occupations at Levens Park. We have drawn a similar distinction between two
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FIG. 2. Cores, scrapers and blades from Levens Park.
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FIG. 3. Microliths and microburins from Levens Park.

closely adjacent Late Mesolithic sites at Nethertown (Cherry 1984) and have been
able to identify a distinction between two similarly adjacent Late Mesolithic sites at
Wickers Gill, Shap, by reference to the raw materials and the quality of
workmanship (Cherry, 1987).
Microburins are present (Fig. 3, 11 and 17), but in very small quantities. The
preferred method for the removal of bulbs of percussion from the microblades was
by direct snapping. This is also consistent with both upland and coastal Late
Mesolithic communities in Cumbria.
Scrapers are poorly represented, by comparison with the Late Mesolithic coastal
sites around St. Bees (Cherry, 1983) and Eskmeals (Cherry, 1986). In contrast,
many upland sites in Cumbria, particularly at Tarn Moor, Orton (Cherry, 1987),
produced no scrapers at all.
The remainder of the artefacts are fairly typical of Late Mesolithic assemblages in
Cumbria, and include a number of obliquely blunted flakes, and an awl.
Discussion
The area around Morecambe Bay has produced, so far, little evidence for Late
Mesolithic occupation. The distribution of sites on the West Cumbrian coastal plain
does not extend south of Eskmeals. Walney Island has produced evidence for Late
Mesolithic occupation at Sandy Gap (Barnes, 1970) and Trough Head, and there
have been reports of finds of Late Mesolithic material from near Gleaston in Furness
(Salisbury, pers. comm.) . A microlith has also been reported from the excavation of
the Roman fort at Watercrook, Kendal (Potter, 1979). However, apart from the
material at Levens Park, nothing else with Late Mesolithic affinities has so far been
found between the mouth of the River Lune and the Furness peninsula.
It would be surprising if this area was not a focus of Late Mesolithic activity. The
region contains a number of estuaries, and the attraction of such areas in terms of
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the availability of food resources all year round, has been demonstrated by Bonsall
(1981) in relation to the group of sites at Eskmeals. There is also clear evidence for
human activity during the fourth and early third millenium B.C. from Storrs Moss
(Powell et al., 1971) which appears to be broadly contemporary with the Late
Mesolithic occupation at Eskmeals (Bonsall et al., 1989).
Generally, Late Mesolithic sites in Cumbria occur in clusters, such as those at St.
Bees, Nethertown and Eskmeals on the coast, and Shap, around Gamelands, Tarn
Moor and Rayseat Pike, Crosby Garrett, in the uplands of Eastern Cumbria. We
would therefore expect to find that the Levens Park site was part of a cluster of
similar sites in the vicinity.
From the viewpoint of the raw materials used for tool making, the Levens Park
site appears to have more in common with the upland sites of Eastern Cumbria,
which are geographically the closest group of known Mesolithic sites to Levens Park,
and which would have been easily accessible by travelling up the Lune Valley,
Having said that, we have found no evidence that Irish Sea beach pebble flint was
used on the upland sites, and the upland sites show no particular concentration
around the River Lune. It would also be comparatively easy to follow the line of the
present road from Shap southward towards Kendal and the River Kent. A limited
supply of good quality flint from Eastern Yorkshire appears to have been available to
Late Mesolithic communities both in the uplands of Eastern Cumbria, and in
the Morecambe Bay area, which was not available to the Late Mesolithic
hunter/gatherers on the coast of West Cumbria.
It is unfortunate that the excavations at Levens Park produced no features such as
pits or hearths associated with Late Mesolithic material, and moreover, no dating
evidence at all. It must be remembered that the excavation was limited to the cairn
and to possible associated features to the east. To the north of the excavated area the
ground is fairly level for a short distance before falling steeply away towards the
river, and it is probable that more occupation evidence lies buried; we have picked
up several flints including a microlith in a scatter of molehills here, although not in
sufficient quantity to suggest a major concentration. Nevertheless, the assemblage of
artefacts from Levens Park demonstrates the presence in the Morecambe Bay area,
during the Late Mesolithic, of one or two groups of hunter/gatherers who had
contacts with exchange networks that gave them access to supplies of flint from
Eastern Yorkshire, foreshadowing the more substantial movements of stone axes and
flint during the Neolithic in Northern England.

TABLE 1
LEVENS
Site A

Site B

Unprovenanced

Total

256
90
19
2
93
4

427
100
46
6
153
2

200
87
20

883
277
85
8

Waste flakes and chips
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Burnt flint
Chert
Volcanic tuff
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Cores
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert
Volcanic tuff

(Continued)
Site B

Site A

Unprovenanced

15
4
2
12

27
4
4
22

Core Rejuvenation flakes
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert

3
1
—
3

7
—
1
2

Blades
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert
Volcanic tuff

20
5
5
13
1

28
2
7
21
1

8
2
—
13
1

56
9
12
47
3

6
1
1
4

3
1

9
2
1
4

13
2
—
4
—

10
1

3

3

2
1

26
3
—
9
1

Microburins
Patinated flint
Chert

1

1
1

Microliths
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert

9
1
2

17
3
3
4

4

2
2
—
1

Retouched & Utilised Blades
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert
Bulbar rejects
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert
Volcanic tuff

Scrapers
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert

2

Knife forms
Chalk flint
Miscellaneous retouch
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert

2
1
2

1

591
* = Awl^t

28
4
5
4
6
3
—
3
2

2

6
3
2
3

1
—
1
2

—
2

1
—
1
4

928

442

1961

1*
1
2

2
2
—
1

48
10
6
40
1
10
1
1
5

2

Utilised flakes
Patinated flint
Slightly patinated flint
Chalk flint
Chert
Total

6
2
—
6
1

Total

= Obliquely blunted flakes
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