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Before England Learning Companion 4 
Welcome to the fourth volume in the Before England Learning Companion series. 

Each Learning Companion explores the archaeological evidence behind one period of Britain's 
past. Rather than presenting a complete history, these guides explain how archaeologists 
reconstruct ancient lives through discoveries, scientific investigation and the evidence 
preserved in the landscape. 

The Mesolithic, or Middle Stone Age, began around 11,700 years ago at the start of the Holocene, 
the present geological epoch. Although the great ice sheets had retreated, Britain was still 
emerging from the Quaternary Ice Age. Forests spread across the landscape, rivers established 
their modern courses and rising seas gradually flooded Doggerland, eventually separating Britain 
from mainland Europe. 

For the people who lived through these changes, life revolved around movement and 
adaptation. Small communities travelled between rivers, lakes, woodlands and coastlines, 
making use of the rich natural resources that surrounded them. Their tools became more 
specialised, woodworking reached remarkable levels of skill and water increasingly became the 
easiest way to travel through the landscape. 

Although no monuments or towns survive from this period, archaeology has transformed our 
understanding of Mesolithic Britain. Exceptional discoveries preserved in waterlogged sites 
reveal houses, wooden platforms, hunting equipment and evidence of communities who 
understood their environment in extraordinary detail. 

This companion introduces the principal archaeological discoveries, important sites and 
scientific evidence that help us understand Britain's hunter-gatherers during the thousands of 
years between the Ice Age and the arrival of farming. 
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Period at a Glance 

Dates 

Approximately 10,000–4000 BC 

People 

Mesolithic hunter-gatherers (Homo sapiens) 

Climate 

A warming climate following the end of the Ice Age, with expanding forests and steadily rising 
sea levels. 

Landscape 

Dense woodland, rivers, lakes, wetlands, estuaries and the gradually disappearing landscape of 
Doggerland. 

Important Animals 

Red deer, roe deer, wild boar, aurochs, beaver, fish and waterfowl. 

Important Sites 

Star Carr, Howick, Bouldnor Cliff, Thatcham and Cramond. 

Key Discoveries 

Microliths, antler tools, timber platforms, early houses, dugout canoes, woodworking and 
submerged prehistoric landscapes. 

Key Technologies 

Microlithic stone tools, polished stone axes, woodworking, fishing equipment and watercraft. 

Why This Period Matters 

The Mesolithic was a time of remarkable environmental change. Hunter-gatherers adapted to 
forests, rivers and rising seas, developing new technologies and ways of life that laid the 
foundations for the first farming communities that followed. 

 



6 
 

 



7 
 

What Was the Mesolithic? 

Although people moved throughout the year, they did not wander without purpose. 
Archaeological evidence shows that many rivers, lakes and woodland clearings were visited 
repeatedly, becoming familiar places within seasonal routes. Sites such as Star Carr and 
Howick suggest that some locations remained important for hundreds of years, providing places 
where families gathered, shared food and passed on knowledge. 

Life was organised around cooperation rather than hierarchy. Every member of the community 
had an important role, from experienced hunters and skilled toolmakers to children learning the 
knowledge needed for survival. Older members of the group probably acted as teachers, 
passing on an understanding of animal behaviour, edible plants, changing seasons and the 
safest routes through forests and wetlands. This knowledge was built up over countless 
generations and allowed communities to exploit the landscape with remarkable efficiency. 

Families almost certainly worked together in most daily activities. Hunting large animals 
required teamwork, while gathering wild plants, preparing food, making tools and constructing 
shelters would have involved people of different ages contributing their skills. Knowledge was 
shared through observation and experience rather than written instruction, allowing each 
generation to build upon what had been learned before. Although individual groups were small, 
they probably met neighbouring communities from time to time, exchanging ideas, finding 
marriage partners and strengthening social ties. Similar styles of tools discovered across Britain 
suggest that knowledge and traditions spread over wide areas, even though populations 
remained scattered. These connections helped maintain shared ways of life while allowing 
communities to adapt to local environments and changing conditions. 

Children would have learned practical skills from an early age, including making tools, 
recognising edible plants, tracking animals and understanding the changing seasons. This 
knowledge was essential, allowing each generation to live successfully within landscapes that 
offered different resources throughout the year. 

The Mesolithic also saw growing use of rivers and coastlines as natural routes across Britain. 
Communities were connected by waterways, allowing people, materials and ideas to move 
between different regions. Although populations were small, they were not isolated. Similar 
styles of tools found across Britain suggest that knowledge and technology spread over 
considerable distances. 

The archaeological evidence reveals societies built on cooperation rather than permanent 
settlement. By working together and sharing generations of accumulated knowledge, Mesolithic 
communities adapted successfully to one of the most rapidly changing landscapes in Britain's 
history. 

 

Did You Know? 

When the Mesolithic began, Britain was still connected to mainland Europe. 
Over the next several thousand years, rising seas flooded Doggerland, 
gradually creating the island of Britain we know today. 
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Who Were the Mesolithic People? 

The people of Mesolithic Britain were Homo sapiens, the same species as people living today. 
They were the descendants of the hunter-gatherers who had returned to Britain at the end of 
the Ice Age, adapting to a landscape that was becoming warmer, wetter and increasingly 
covered by woodland. 

They lived in small communities that travelled throughout the year, making use of different 
places as the seasons changed. Rivers, lakes, forests and coastlines each provided valuable 
resources at different times, and successful survival depended upon knowing when and where 
these could be found. Rather than wandering aimlessly, Mesolithic people moved through 
landscapes they understood in great detail. Their movements followed a seasonal pattern, 
returning to familiar places where food, fresh water and useful raw materials could be relied 
upon. Certain rivers, lakes and woodland clearings may have formed part of regular routes 
used by generations of the same community. 

The forests provided abundant food. Red deer, roe deer and wild boar were hunted with bows 
and arrows tipped with tiny flint blades called microliths. Fish were caught in rivers and lakes, 
while shellfish, birds, nuts, berries and edible plants added variety to the diet. This broad use of 
natural resources allowed communities to thrive in environments very different from those of 
the Ice Age. Rather than depending on a single source of food, Mesolithic people took 
advantage of whatever resources were available at different times of the year, creating a 
flexible way of life that helped them cope with changing weather and local conditions. 

Although they continued to move between camps, archaeology suggests that some locations 
were visited repeatedly over many generations. Sites such as Star Carr and Howick preserve 
evidence of structures, hearths and everyday activities, showing that certain places remained 
important within the seasonal lives of Mesolithic communities. These repeated visits suggest 
that people developed strong connections with particular landscapes and remembered places 
that had proved successful for hunting, fishing or gathering in previous years. 

Families probably worked together to hunt, prepare food, make tools and care for children, 
with knowledge passed from one generation to the next through observation and experience. 
Older members of the community would have shared an understanding of animal behaviour, 
edible plants and seasonal change, helping younger people learn the skills needed to survive. 
Although individual groups were small, they were unlikely to have lived in complete isolation. 
Similar styles of tools found across Britain suggest that ideas and traditions spread between 
communities over considerable distances. 

These people left no written records, but the archaeological evidence reveals skilled hunter-
gatherers whose detailed knowledge of the natural world allowed them to flourish for almost 
six thousand years before farming reached Britain. Their ability to adapt to forests, wetlands 
and changing coastlines made them among the most successful and resilient communities in 
Britain's prehistoric past. 

Did You Know? 

Mesolithic people probably knew every river, woodland and wetland within 
their home territories. Their survival depended not on growing crops, but on 
understanding exactly when animals migrated, fish spawned and wild plants 
became ready to harvest. 
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How Do We Know? 

Everything we know about the Mesolithic comes from archaeological and scientific evidence. There 

are no written records describing the lives of Britain's hunter-gatherers, so archaeologists must build 

their understanding from the objects people left behind, the places they occupied and the natural 

environment that surrounded them. 

Stone tools are the most common discoveries. Tiny flint blades called microliths, together with 

scrapers, blades and axes, reveal how people hunted, prepared food and worked wood. Because 

these tools changed over time, they also help archaeologists identify different phases of the 

Mesolithic. The type of stone used can also reveal where raw materials came from, helping 

archaeologists understand how far people travelled or whether different communities exchanged 

resources and ideas across the landscape. 

Some of the most important evidence has been preserved in waterlogged ground. At sites such as 

Star Carr, peat has protected wood, antler, plant remains and other organic materials that normally 

decay. These exceptional conditions have revealed timber platforms, antler tools, worked wood and 

evidence for repeated occupation, providing a far richer picture of Mesolithic life than stone tools 

alone could offer. Rare discoveries such as wooden paddles and worked timbers demonstrate skills 

that would otherwise have disappeared completely from the archaeological record. 

Environmental evidence is equally important. Pollen preserved in peat and lake sediments shows 

how forests spread across Britain after the Ice Age, while animal bones, seeds and insect remains 

help reconstruct ancient habitats and changing climates. These discoveries allow archaeologists to 

understand not only how people lived, but the landscapes in which they lived. 

The discovery of submerged archaeological sites has added another dimension to Mesolithic 

research. Beneath the North Sea and around Britain's coasts, archaeologists are investigating the 

remains of Doggerland, revealing that much of the Mesolithic world now lies beneath the sea. 

By combining archaeology with environmental science, radiocarbon dating and underwater 

exploration, researchers continue to uncover new evidence about Britain's hunter-gatherers and the 

changing landscapes they called home. Each new discovery adds another piece to the puzzle, 

helping archaeologists build an increasingly detailed picture of everyday life in Mesolithic Britain. 

 

Did You Know? 

Some of Britain's most important Mesolithic discoveries were preserved 
because they became waterlogged. Without these wet conditions, wooden 
tools, antler objects and plant remains would have decayed thousands of 
years ago. 
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The Main Discoveries 

The Mesolithic is known through a number of exceptional archaeological sites that have 

transformed our understanding of Britain's hunter-gatherers. Together, they reveal how people 

adapted to forests, rivers and coastlines after the end of the Ice Age, using new technologies 

and returning repeatedly to important places within the landscape. 

Star Carr, North Yorkshire 

Star Carr is Britain's most important Mesolithic site. Situated beside the former Lake Flixton, it 

has produced an extraordinary range of finds preserved in waterlogged peat. Archaeologists 

have uncovered timber platforms, worked wood, antler frontlets, barbed antler points and 

evidence for repeated occupation over several centuries. 

These exceptional discoveries show that Mesolithic people were highly skilled woodworkers 

who returned to favoured locations many times. 

Evidence found: Timber platforms, antler frontlets, barbed antler points, worked wood, flint 

tools and animal bones. 

Howick, Northumberland 

Excavations at Howick revealed the remains of one of Britain's earliest known houses. A circular 

timber building about six metres across stood beside the coast and appears to have been rebuilt 

and reused over many years. 

The discovery challenged the traditional view that Mesolithic people never stayed in one place 

for long and showed that some locations remained important across generations. 

Evidence found: Timber house, hearths, post holes, flint tools and charcoal. 

Bouldnor Cliff, Isle of Wight 

Bouldnor Cliff lies beneath the waters of the Solent and preserves one of Britain's most 

remarkable submerged archaeological landscapes. Archaeologists have recovered worked 

timber, flint tools, rope fibres and evidence for advanced woodworking from deposits now 

hidden beneath the sea. 
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The site demonstrates how rising sea levels gradually flooded parts of the Mesolithic landscape 

and reminds us that much of Britain's prehistoric past now lies underwater. 

Evidence found: Worked timber, flint tools, rope fibres and submerged occupation deposits. 

Thatcham, Berkshire 

Thatcham is one of southern Britain's classic Mesolithic sites. Excavations beside the River 

Kennet uncovered hearths, flint tools and evidence for repeated occupation. 

The site highlights the importance of rivers as reliable sources of food, fresh water and transport 

throughout the Mesolithic. 

Evidence found: Hearths, flint tools and occupation deposits. 

Cramond, Edinburgh 

Cramond has produced one of Britain's largest Mesolithic settlements. Large quantities of stone 

tools, hearths and structural evidence suggest that people gathered here repeatedly over a long 

period. 

The discoveries demonstrate that some places became important meeting points within the 

seasonal lives of Mesolithic communities. 

Evidence found: Flint tools, hearths and structural remains. 

Why These Sites Matter 

Each of these sites reveals a different aspect of Mesolithic life. Together they demonstrate that 

Britain's hunter-gatherers were highly adaptable people who built structures, worked wood with 

remarkable skill, travelled across rivers and coastlines, and returned to important places 

generation after generation. Every new discovery helps archaeologists understand how people 

adapted to one of the greatest environmental changes in British history. 

Did You Know? 

At Star Carr, archaeologists discovered red deer antlers that had been 
carefully shaped into elaborate headdresses. Although their exact purpose 
remains uncertain, they are among the most remarkable objects ever found 
from Mesolithic Britain and may have been worn during hunting or 
ceremonies. 
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Climate and Environment 
The Mesolithic was shaped by one of the greatest periods of environmental change in Britain's 
history. As the Pleistocene drew to a close and the Holocene began around 11,700 years ago, 
temperatures rose, glaciers retreated and the landscape was transformed. Open grasslands 
gradually disappeared, replaced by expanding forests of birch, pine, hazel, elm and oak. These 
forests continued to mature over thousands of years, creating a complex mosaic of woodland, 
open clearings, rivers and wetlands that supported an increasing variety of plants and animals. 

The changing climate did not simply alter temperatures. It transformed the entire landscape. 
Open grasslands that had supported herds of reindeer gradually gave way to woodland 
dominated by birch, pine, hazel, elm and oak. Rivers, lakes and wetlands expanded while rising 
seas slowly drowned the lowlands of Doggerland. 

These new woodlands supported a rich variety of wildlife. Red deer, roe deer, wild boar and 
aurochs became the principal animals hunted by Mesolithic communities, while rivers, lakes 
and wetlands provided fish, waterfowl and freshwater plants. Along the coast, shellfish and 
marine resources became increasingly important as sea levels continued to rise. Different 
habitats offered different opportunities throughout the year, encouraging people to move 
between woodland, river valleys and coastal areas as seasonal resources became available. 

Perhaps the greatest change was the gradual loss of Doggerland. For thousands of years 
Britain remained connected to mainland Europe by this vast low-lying plain. As glaciers 
melted, sea levels slowly rose, flooding rivers, forests and wetlands before eventually creating 
the North Sea and separating Britain from the continent. 

The spread of forests also changed the way people travelled. Dense woodland made 
movement across the landscape more difficult, encouraging greater use of rivers, lakes and 
coastlines as natural routes. Water became an increasingly important part of everyday life, 
linking communities and providing access to food and other resources. 

As coastlines changed, new estuaries, marshes and tidal flats were created around much of 
Britain. These rich environments supported fish, shellfish and waterfowl, providing abundant 
food for Mesolithic communities and encouraging people to make increasing use of rivers and 
coastal waters. 

Archaeologists reconstruct these changing environments using pollen, seeds, insect remains, 
animal bones and layers of peat and sediment preserved in lakes, wetlands and river valleys. 
Together, these discoveries provide a detailed picture of how Britain's landscapes evolved 
during the thousands of years between the end of the Ice Age and the arrival of farming. 
Environmental evidence allows archaeologists to trace changing climates with remarkable 
accuracy, revealing how both landscapes and the people who depended upon them adapted 
over time. 

Did You Know? 

Around 6,000 years ago, Britain finally became an island when rising sea levels 
flooded the last remaining land bridge across Doggerland. For thousands of 
years before this, people could still travel on foot between Britain and 
mainland Europe. 
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Everyday Life 

Life during the Mesolithic was closely connected to the changing seasons. Rather than living in 
permanent villages, small groups travelled between forests, rivers, lakes and coastlines, 
returning to places where food and other natural resources could be found at particular times 
of the year. Their movements followed a seasonal round, allowing them to make the best use 
of different environments as plants ripened, fish migrated and animals followed regular 
patterns of movement. 

Hunting remained an important source of food. Red deer, roe deer, wild boar and aurochs were 
hunted using bows and arrows tipped with small flint microliths. Rivers and lakes supplied fish, 
while shellfish, birds, berries, hazelnuts and edible plants provided a varied diet throughout the 
year. Collecting a wide range of foods reduced the risk of relying on any single resource and 
helped communities adapt to changing weather and seasonal conditions. 

Mesolithic people carried only the equipment they needed, making tools from flint, bone, 
antler and wood. Because wood rarely survives, much of their technology has been lost, but 
discoveries at waterlogged sites such as Star Carr show that timber was used to build 
platforms, make tools and construct simple structures. 

Fire was at the centre of daily life. It provided warmth, light and protection, allowed food to be 
cooked and created places where families gathered to make tools, repair equipment and share 
knowledge. Hearths found at many Mesolithic sites show that camps were often revisited over 
long periods. 

Although Mesolithic people were highly mobile, archaeology shows that they were not 
constantly wandering. Many camps were used repeatedly over generations, suggesting that 
families maintained strong connections with particular rivers, lakes and woodland clearings 
that formed part of their seasonal round. 

The archaeological evidence reveals communities who understood their environment in 
remarkable detail, adapting successfully to forests, wetlands and coastlines for almost six 
thousand years. Their flexible way of life allowed them to respond successfully to 
environmental change, creating societies that flourished long before farming transformed 
Britain at the beginning of the Neolithic. 

 

Did You Know? 

Large quantities of burnt hazelnut shells have been found at several 
Mesolithic sites. They show that nuts were an important seasonal food and 
were probably collected, roasted and stored for later use. 
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Technology and Innovation 

The Mesolithic saw significant advances in technology as people adapted to Britain's 
changing environment. New tools and techniques enabled hunter-gatherers to exploit 
forests, rivers and coastlines more efficiently than ever before. Technological innovation was 
driven by practical needs, with new equipment allowing people to hunt more effectively, 
process food, work timber and travel through increasingly wooded landscapes. 

One of the most important innovations was the development of microliths. These tiny flint 
blades were carefully shaped and set into wooden or antler shafts to create arrows, spears 
and cutting tools. By combining several small blades into a single weapon, Mesolithic people 
produced equipment that was both effective and easy to repair. Different shapes of microlith 
were developed for different purposes, reflecting the growing sophistication of stone tool 
technology. 

Wood became one of the most important materials of the period. Although it rarely survives, 
archaeological discoveries show that it was used to make bows, spear shafts, paddles, 
platforms and shelters. Polished stone axes allowed trees to be felled and timber to be 
worked with increasing precision, opening up new possibilities for construction and 
transport. 

Bone and antler were also widely used. Barbed points made from antler were used for hunting 
and fishing, while other tools helped prepare animal hides, shape wood and carry out 
everyday tasks. These organic materials complemented stone tools, creating versatile 
toolkits suited to many different activities. 

Rivers, lakes and coastlines encouraged new ways of travelling. Although complete 
Mesolithic boats are extremely rare, discoveries of paddles, worked timber and later dugout 
canoes suggest that watercraft played an increasingly important role in moving people and 
resources through the landscape. Boats would also have made it easier to exploit lakes, 
rivers and estuaries, expanding the range of resources available to Mesolithic communities. 

The variety and quality of Mesolithic tools demonstrate the skill and ingenuity of Britain's 
hunter-gatherers. By combining stone, wood, bone and antler, they developed technologies 
that allowed them to thrive in a rapidly changing world. Their innovations laid the foundations 
for many woodworking and hunting techniques that continued into the Neolithic after farming 
arrived in Britain. 

 

Did You Know? 

A finely carved wooden paddle discovered at Star Carr is over 10,000 years 
old. It provides some of the earliest evidence that Mesolithic people were 
already travelling and working on Britain's rivers and lakes. 
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People and Society 

Mesolithic communities lived in small groups made up of families and close relatives. Their 
way of life depended upon cooperation, with knowledge, skills and resources shared between 
generations. Success in hunting, fishing and gathering relied on careful planning and a detailed 
understanding of the natural world. Every member of the community would have contributed 
according to their age and experience, helping to ensure that food was gathered, tools were 
maintained and children were cared for. Living in small groups also allowed people to move 
efficiently through the landscape as resources changed with the seasons. 

Although people moved throughout the year, they did not wander without purpose. 
Archaeological evidence shows that many rivers, lakes and woodland clearings were visited 
repeatedly, becoming familiar places within seasonal routes. Sites such as Star Carr and 
Howick suggest that some locations remained important for hundreds of years, providing 
places where families gathered, shared food and passed on knowledge. These places may also 
have served as meeting points where neighbouring groups renewed social ties and exchanged 
information about resources and changing conditions. 

Children would have learned practical skills from an early age, including making tools, 
recognising edible plants, tracking animals and understanding the changing seasons. This 
knowledge was essential, allowing each generation to live successfully within landscapes that 
offered different resources throughout the year. Learning was probably based on observation, 
practice and experience rather than formal teaching, with children gradually taking on greater 
responsibilities as they grew older. 

The Mesolithic also saw growing use of rivers and coastlines as natural routes across Britain. 
Communities were connected by waterways, allowing people, materials and ideas to move 
between different regions. Although populations were small, they were not isolated. Similar 
styles of tools found across Britain suggest that knowledge and technology spread over 
considerable distances. 

The archaeological evidence reveals societies built on cooperation rather than permanent 
settlement. By working together and sharing generations of accumulated knowledge, 
Mesolithic communities adapted successfully to one of the most rapidly changing landscapes 
in Britain's history. 

 

Did You Know? 

Archaeologists often find the same styles of microliths at sites many 
kilometres apart. This suggests that Mesolithic communities shared ideas and 
tool-making traditions across wide areas of Britain. 
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Beliefs and Ritual 

Very little direct evidence survives for the beliefs of Mesolithic people, but archaeology 
suggests that some places, objects and animals held special significance. Unlike later periods, 
there are no large monuments or temples, yet discoveries from across Britain indicate that 
people formed strong connections with the natural world and the landscapes in which they 
lived. Many aspects of their beliefs probably centred on the seasonal cycles of nature, the 
behaviour of animals and the changing environment on which their survival depended. 
Although these ideas cannot be reconstructed with certainty, they are consistent with the 
close relationship Mesolithic communities had with the landscapes around them. 

One of the most remarkable discoveries comes from Star Carr, where archaeologists 
uncovered carefully worked red deer antler frontlets. These were made by shaping deer skulls 
so they could be worn on the head. Their exact purpose remains unknown, but they may have 
been used during hunting, ceremonies or other important social occasions. Some researchers 
have suggested they were connected with rituals involving animals, although there is no 
agreement about their precise meaning. 

Certain places also appear to have held lasting importance. Communities returned repeatedly 
to sites such as Star Carr and Howick over many generations, suggesting that these locations 
were valued for more than their natural resources alone. Rivers, lakes and wetlands may also 
have held particular significance, as many artefacts have been recovered from these 
environments. These repeated visits hint that memories and traditions became closely 
associated with particular places within the landscape. 

Personal ornaments made from animal teeth, shells and other natural materials have been 
discovered at Mesolithic sites across Britain and Europe. These objects may have been worn 
as jewellery or symbols of identity, although archaeologists cannot be certain of their exact 
meaning. They may also have expressed family connections, achievements or membership of 
particular communities. 

While much remains unknown, the archaeological evidence shows that Mesolithic people 
viewed the world as more than simply a source of food and shelter. Their repeated use of 
particular places and the careful treatment of certain objects suggest lives shaped by 
traditions, shared experiences and beliefs that are now only partly visible through archaeology. 

 

Did You Know? 

The antler frontlets from Star Carr were made from the skulls of red deer. 
Some archaeologists believe they may have been worn as ceremonial 
headdresses, although their true purpose is still one of the greatest mysteries 
of Mesolithic Britain. 
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Britain in the Wider World 
For much of the Mesolithic, Britain formed part of a wider north-west European world. 
Extensive low-lying landscapes stretched across what is now the North Sea, linking Britain 
with continental Europe for thousands of years. Rivers, lakes, wetlands and forests 
supported both wildlife and human communities, allowing people to move through a 
connected landscape long before rising seas gradually separated Britain from the continent 

Hunter-gatherer communities travelled widely, following rivers, coastlines and seasonal 
resources. Similar styles of microliths, polished stone axes and antler tools have been 
discovered across Britain and continental Europe, showing that ideas and technologies 
spread over large areas. These similarities suggest that communities remained connected 
through movement, shared traditions and occasional contact. Although populations were 
small, they formed part of wider social networks that allowed knowledge, skills and perhaps 
even raw materials to be exchanged over considerable distances. 

As sea levels continued to rise, Doggerland gradually disappeared beneath the sea. Rivers 
became estuaries, forests were flooded and the land bridge to Europe slowly vanished over 
many generations. Britain did not become an island overnight, but through a long process of 
coastal flooding that transformed both the landscape and the lives of the people who lived 
there. By the later Mesolithic, Britain had become an island, although people probably 
continued to cross the sea in simple boats to maintain contact with neighbouring 
communities. 

The changing coastline also created new opportunities. Estuaries, tidal rivers and sheltered 
bays became rich environments for fishing, gathering shellfish and travelling by water. These 
coastal landscapes became an increasingly important part of Mesolithic life. The sea 
increasingly became a route of communication rather than a barrier, linking communities 
along Britain's shores and maintaining contacts with neighbouring regions across the water. 

The archaeology of the Mesolithic shows that Britain's hunter-gatherers were never isolated. 
They lived within a wider European world, adapting to environmental change while sharing 
technologies and traditions with communities beyond Britain's shores. 

 

Did You Know? 

Thousands of square kilometres of the Mesolithic landscape now lie beneath 
the North Sea. Marine surveys continue to discover ancient river channels, 
forests and traces of the lost world of Doggerland, revealing that some of 
Britain's earliest archaeology is now underwater. 
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Why This Period Matters 

The Mesolithic was a period of transformation. As the Pleistocene ended and the Holocene 
began, Britain changed from an open landscape of grassland and tundra into a country of 
forests, rivers and wetlands. Rising sea levels gradually flooded Doggerland, eventually 
separating Britain from mainland Europe and creating the island we know today. These 
environmental changes reshaped not only the landscape but also the way people lived, 
travelled and obtained their food, requiring communities to adapt continuously over many 
generations. 

Hunter-gatherer communities adapted successfully to these dramatic changes. They 
developed new hunting techniques, made increasingly sophisticated tools and learned to 
exploit a wide range of natural resources. Their understanding of seasonal landscapes allowed 
them to thrive in forests, along rivers and around Britain's growing coastline for almost six 
thousand years. Their success demonstrates the remarkable flexibility and resilience of people 
who relied entirely on their knowledge of the natural world rather than farming or permanent 
settlements. 

Modern archaeology has transformed our view of the Mesolithic. Discoveries at sites such as 
Star Carr, Howick and Bouldnor Cliff have revealed timber structures, woodworking, 
specialised hunting equipment and evidence that some places were visited repeatedly over 
many generations. These discoveries show that Mesolithic life was far more complex than 
archaeologists once believed. New scientific techniques continue to reveal fresh evidence, 
meaning that our understanding of this period is still developing with every important 
discovery. 

The Mesolithic also marks the closing chapter of Britain's hunter-gatherer past. Towards the 
end of the period, farming communities began to arrive from continental Europe, introducing 
domesticated animals, cultivated crops and new ways of living that would transform the 
landscape once again. 

Although no great monuments survive from the Mesolithic, the archaeological evidence 
reveals highly skilled communities whose knowledge of the natural world shaped Britain's 
history for thousands of years. The Mesolithic shows that Britain's landscapes were never 
static. As forests spread, rivers changed and coastlines shifted, people adapted with them. 
Understanding this relationship between people and landscape is essential to understanding 
everything that followed. 

 

Did You Know? 

For many years archaeologists believed the Mesolithic was simply a quiet 
period between the Ice Age and the first farmers. Today, discoveries such as 
Star Carr and the submerged landscape of Doggerland have shown it to be one 
of the most exciting and rapidly developing areas of British archaeology. 
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Investigating the Past 

Archaeologists continue to make new discoveries about the Mesolithic because much of this 
period remains hidden beneath forests, wetlands and even the sea. Every excavation adds to our 
understanding of how Britain's hunter-gatherers adapted to changing environments after the 
end of the Ice Age. 

Excavating a Mesolithic site requires careful recording. Even the smallest flint tool, fragment of 
charcoal or animal bone can help explain how a campsite was used, what people ate or how 
often they returned to a particular location. Waterlogged sites are especially valuable because 
they preserve wood, antler, plant remains and other organic materials that rarely survive 
elsewhere. 

Modern scientific techniques have transformed Mesolithic archaeology. Radiocarbon dating 
provides accurate ages for archaeological sites, while pollen, seeds and insect remains reveal 
how Britain's forests and climate changed over thousands of years. Microscopic analysis of 
stone tools can identify how they were used, and underwater archaeology is uncovering 
evidence from the submerged landscapes of Doggerland. 

Many important questions remain. How many Mesolithic sites now lie beneath the North Sea? 
How did rising sea levels affect communities living in Doggerland? How often did people travel 
between Britain and continental Europe? Every new discovery helps answer some of these 
questions while raising new ones. 

The Mesolithic reminds us that archaeology is always developing. As new sites are discovered 
and scientific methods improve, our understanding of Britain's hunter-gatherers continues to 
grow. 

Glossary 

Archaeology 

The study of people from the past through the objects, buildings and other evidence they left 

behind. 

Doggerland 

The vast area of land that once connected Britain to mainland Europe before it was gradually 

flooded by rising sea levels after the last Ice Age. 

Glaciation 

A period when large ice sheets spread across the land during the Ice Age. 

Hearth 

A place where a fire was lit for cooking, warmth, light and everyday activities. 
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Hunter-Gatherers 

People who obtained food by hunting wild animals, fishing and gathering wild plants rather than 

farming. 

Mesolithic 

The Middle Stone Age, dating from about 10,000 to 4000 BC in Britain. It followed the Ice Age and 

ended with the arrival of farming. 

Microlith 

A small, carefully shaped flint blade that was fitted into wooden or antler shafts to make arrows, 

spears and other composite tools. 

Organic Material 

Natural materials such as wood, bone, antler, leather and plant fibres. These usually decay 

unless preserved in exceptional conditions. 

Peat 

Waterlogged soil made from partly decayed plants. Peat can preserve wood, bone, antler and 

other organic archaeological remains for thousands of years. 

Polished Stone Axe 

A stone axe with a smooth cutting edge used for felling trees and working timber during the 

Mesolithic. 

Radiocarbon Dating 

A scientific method used to determine the age of organic materials such as wood, charcoal and 

bone. 

Seasonal Round 

The regular movement of hunter-gatherer communities between different places as food and 

other natural resources became available throughout the year. 

Waterlogged 

Ground that remains permanently wet. These conditions can preserve archaeological evidence 

that would normally decay. 

Wetland 

An area of marsh, bog or shallow water that supports a wide variety of plants and animals and 

was an important resource for Mesolithic communities. 
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Places to Visit 

Star Carr (near Scarborough, North Yorkshire) 

Although little can now be seen on the ground, Star Carr is Britain's most important Mesolithic 
archaeological site. Local museums and interpretation panels explain its remarkable 
discoveries. 

Yorkshire Museum, York 

Many of the artefacts discovered at Star Carr, including antler tools and Mesolithic objects, are 
displayed here. 

Howick, Northumberland 

The site of one of Britain's earliest known houses. Information panels explain the excavation and 
the importance of the Mesolithic settlement. 

Hengistbury Head, Dorset 

This important coastal landscape preserves evidence from the Mesolithic through to the Iron 
Age and demonstrates how people adapted to changing coastlines. 

Bouldnor Cliff (Isle of Wight) 

Although the site lies beneath the Solent and cannot be visited directly, local museums explain 
the remarkable underwater discoveries and the lost Mesolithic landscape. 

The British Museum, London 

Displays important Mesolithic artefacts from Britain alongside collections illustrating the 
development of prehistoric technology. 
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About Before England 

Before England traces Britain's story from the earliest evidence of human occupation to the 
Norman Conquest, following almost a million years of history through archaeology, landscape 
and changing environments. 

The Before England Learning Companion series complements the book by exploring the 
archaeological evidence behind each major period. Together they provide both the story of 
Britain's past and the discoveries that allow archaeologists to reconstruct it. 

Continue Exploring Britain's Past 

This guide is one volume in the Before England Learning Companion series. 

1. The Lower Palaeolithic - Britain's First People and the Earliest Evidence 

2. The Middle Palaeolithic - Neanderthals and Ice Age Britain 

3. The Upper Palaeolithic - Modern Humans and the Return to Britain  

4. The Mesolithic - Hunters-Gatherers and a Changing Landscape 

5. The Neolithic - Farmers, Monuments and the Communities 

6. The Early Bronze Age - Farming, Communities and the First Landscapes 

7. The Iron Age - Hillforts, Tribal Life and Landscape of power 

8. Roman Britain - Conquest, Settlement and Life in a Provincial World 

9. Early Anglo-Saxon Britain – Settlements, Faith and the Forging of Kingdoms 

10. Later Anglo-Saxon England - Kings, Kingdoms and a Changing Britain 

11. Viking Britain - Raids, Settlements and the Making of England 

12. Norman Conquest – Invasion, Conquest and a New Order 

Explore Britain's past, one period at a time.  


