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INTRODUCTION

Skomer island is exceptional, perhaps unique, in the British Isles in the completeness
of its archaeological remains. They record the lifestyle and activities of prehistoric
farming communities who lived and died on the island over 2000 - and perhaps as
much as 5000 - years ago. Other areas of Britain contain more spectacular
monuments, for example Stonehenge and Avebury, but many of these are without
their former context. It is the beauty of Skomer that entire prehistoric landscapes are
preserved.

Shortly after World War II, Professor W.F. Grimes (f.n.) surveyed the ancient fields
and settlements of Skomer, and showed convincingly by comparison with excavated
and dated sites elsewhere in Wales and other parts of the British Isles that these were
of prehistoric origin. In other words they derived from a period before the use of
writing. Grimes further showed that in over two-thirds of the island the prehistoric
landscape had not been subjected to later ploughing or other forms of intensive land-
use, and that large areas of prehistoric remains were preserved intact, virtually as left
by the people who had abandoned them. In some places there could be seen entire
settlements, with their houses, animal pounds, fields with walls, stiles and gateways,
and the cemeteries, all minutely preserved (Fig.1).
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Fig 1

Recent work by the Department of Archaeology, University College Cardiff, has
confirmed these conclusions. This work has included a detailed survey of the northern
part of the island using air photographs not available to Grimes, and has provided the
stimulus for the production of this booklet.

The "Guide" is in four sections. First there is a description of what can be seen on the
ground as the visitor walks around the island, the Archaeological Trail. Next there is a
summary of the main types of archaeological remains, a kind of classification by
function and appearance. Third, the distribution of these remains and their patterning
at various scales over the island is described. And finally there is a general account of
Skomer in prehistory and the environmental background to the settlement. Only the
first part of the "Guide" need be read on the island. The rest can be assimilated at
leisure, hopefully as a prelude to a future visit.
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THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRAIL

Fig 2

In this section, archaeological remains that can be seen by the visitor are described.
Important sites are indicated by letters, A-K, both in the guide and on the ground
(Fig.1). The sites are described in an anticlockwise direction, but it is not necessary to
adopt this route; each site can be understood as a self-contained unit in its own right.
The numbers against the hut-groups, pounds and cairns in the maps and diagrams are
those used by Grimes and extended by the U.C.C. survey.

The Harold Stone
This standing stone is possibly of prehistoric date, and perhaps contemporary with the
ancient fields and settlements. It is the first sign of prehistoric activity to be seen on,
and even before, landing. The stone is unshaped by human hand, but the corners have
been smoothed, probably by cattle rubbing themselves against it. Its function can only
be speculated upon. For example, it may mark the site of an ancient burial or be a
ritual monument of some kind. Alternatively, since it can be seen on the skyline as
one approaches the island by sea from the east, it may well have served as a
navigation aid.



Point A:
Field boundaries on the eastern slopes As one walks up and along the paths from the
landing place towards the Old Farm, several low stone banks and terraces (or
"lynchets") are crossed (Fig.1).

These are most clearly visible along the southernmost of the two paths where there are
at least seven, showing up in the path itself as areas of stone and marked changes of
slope. Some can be traced to either side of the paths, even when the bracken cover is
high, although they are most apparent in the earlier part of the year.

The word "lynchet" derives from the Saxon "hlinc", meaning a cultivation terrace.
They are formed by the downslope movement of soil when the ground is loosened,
usually by cultivation. The soil then piles up against a field boundary on the up-slope
side ("positive lynchet"), while on the down-slope there is erosion ("negative
lynchet"). Often, as on Skomer, lynchets are stabilised with a facing of stone.

These boundaries are the first indication that the visitor will have of the extensive
nature of the prehistoric settlement, and as the eye becomes accustomed to locating
them, they will be seen almost everywhere except in the middle part of the island.

From the Old Farm there is a panoramic view across to the slopes and out-crops of the
northern part of the island beyond the North Valley, and it is difficult to imagine that
in prehistoric times this landscape presented a patchwork of fields and dwellings
(Front Cover). But this was indeed the case, and by close examination it is entirely
possible for the visitor, even with no prior archaeological expertise, to witness the
evidence for this early farming activity. Follow the path northwards along the straight
19th century wall, across the stream and up to the brow of the rise.

Point B
At Point B (Fig.2), a path runs westwards alongside one of the ancient boundaries,
here made up of a single line of large stones (Fig.3). This has been extensively robbed
for building stone in more recent times, but it gives a good impression of what many
of the prehistoric boundaries may have looked like in the initial stages of construction.
Large stones, or "grounders", were placed firmly at intervals along the proposed
boundary, and the gaps then infilled with smaller stone and rubble. As today in
Pembrokeshire and other parts of western Britain, the top of the boundary may have
been finished off with a capping of turf, and perhaps even planted with a thorn or
gorse hedge.



Point C: Prehistoric Settlement

Fig 3

The nucleus of the prehistoric settlement in this area of the island consists of three
hut-groups, or dwellings (Fig.3), two of which (6 and 7) are displayed on the
Archaeological Trail.

In each group there are two circular structures
represented on the ground as low ring banks of
earth and stone, each ring being the foundation of
a hut. In their original state, there was probably a
central post in each hut which supported the
rafters at its apex, with a hole to allow the release
of smoke from the interior. The lower ends of the
rafters rested on the ring bank, overlapping it,

perhaps almost to ground level. The individual huts of each group were connected by
a doorway, and there were also outside entrances. It is possible to locate these by
careful examination and a comparison between the diagrams (Fig.3) and the
earthworks on the ground. The central group has a small yard on the east side. Notice
how the dwellings are linked into the field boundaries, a feature that provided both
additional structural stability and shelter.

Point D:

Pound or Animal Enclosure From the hut groups, the path can
be followed in a northwesterly direction to a small stone-walled
enclosure (Fig.4). This is one of several examples on Skomer
where a natural, rock-face has been incorporated as the fourth
side of an otherwise artificial enclosure -a practice, incidentally,
that is not confined to the island nor to prehistory; several of
these are in use today in the Presceli Hills. The walls of the
Skomer example are clearly visible as low mounds of earth and
stone slabs, and there are at least two entrances. Two huts are
associated with the enclosure, but it seems likely from their



small size that these were not used for human habitation, at least of a permanent
nature. It is more probable that they were used for storing animal fodder, or maybe for
keeping animals in - geese, pigs or a dog perhaps. The enclosure itself was certainly
more substantial in prehistory, and was probably used for penning animals - probably
sheep at shearing time. Note the field boundary incorporated into the north side of the
enclosure. This, with the two enclosure entrances, would have allowed animals to
have been brought into the pound from one field, and released into the other.

Fig 4

From Point D
One may walk northwards to rejoin the main path close to the
Garland Stone. The route traverses part of the prehistoric field
system (Fig.2), and a well preserved boundary made up of two
lines of large stones can be seen immediately to the west of the
path.

Point E: Cairn Group
A group of nine small cairns lies between the path and the rock
outcrop to the east of the Garland Stone (Fig.2, Cairn Group 1).
Some of these are clearly visible, especially in the earlier part of

the year when the vegetation is low. It is probable that each cairn marks the site of one
of more human burials and that the group as a whole is a prehistoric cemetery. Unless
cremated, the bones of the buried individuals will have long-since decayed in the
acidic soil. (Cremated bone is much more lasting in such conditions due to changes in
the chemical composition of the bone wrought by intense heat). Grave goods, at any
rate of a durable kind, are also unlikely in the cairns, bearing in mind the basic
subsistence lifestyle of the prehistoric communities.



From the Garland Stone, along past Bull Hole and up to Pigstone Bay, the path
crosses about ten field boundaries in various states of preservation, most of which are
banks of earth, but there are also a few lynchets (Fig.2). There is an exceptionally
good example of a lynchet, faced with stone, immediately to the east of Bull Hole,
and it is likely that this was the boundary of an entire area of fields.

In the western and south-western parts of the island there is an even greater number of
boundaries and often these are made up solely of lines of large stones. Certainly this
type of boundary is more common here than in the north and east of the island. Many
are seen to link the natural rock outcrops which were thus used to augment the
artificial systems.

Point F (Fig.1)
Here one can trace the outline of complete fields, especially if one walks a short way
along the path that leads across the middle of the island. About 100 metres to the East
of Skomer Head on the coastal path is a striking example of a "robbed-out" boundary,
the remaining large stones standing sentinel-like on the skyline. Such a line, outside
of the context of these prehistoric fields, might almost be thought of as a ritual
monument, similar to the stone rows on Dartmoor for example. It is well worth
spending some time in this area examining the courses of these ancient boundaries
and determining the extent of the fields they enclose, for nowhere else on the island
are they so eminently clear and accessible to the visitor.

Point G
Here one sees ancient and modern boundaries running parallel (Fig.1). The modern
boundary is close to the path; the ancient boundary appears on the rock ridge above
and beyond it, linking individual outcrops.

Point H: The Wick Stream (Fig.1)
Along the short course of the Wick Stream
there is a remarkable series of seven small
stone dams. One of these has been
incorporated into the recently constructed
causeway across the stream, but the others -

three upstream and three downstream - are more or less in their original state and
probably of considerable antiquity. Indeed, it is likely that they are prehistoric since
some are continuous with, and linked into, the ancient field boundaries. The purpose
of such a system of dams, which would have split the stream into a series of pools, is
unknown. Possibly this was an area for watering cattle, the several pools being an
attempt to minimise the deleterious effects that a concentration of these animals
would have on the surrounding vegetation and soil. Or they may have been an attempt
to conserve water in times of dry weather, although this stream has never been known
to run dry. We can only speculate, as with so much of Skomer prehistory.

Point J (Fig.1)
On the north flank of the dry valley that runs eastwards from The Wick, the
prehistoric fields show up exceptionally well. The boundaries are aligned up and
down the slope, thus giving rise to somewhat narrow, elongated fields, a pattern that
is not really to be seen anywhere else on the island. The path between Points H and J
crosses several of these boundaries. Also on this section of the path are at least three



small, but very clearly defined, cairns. These, being close to a field boundary, may
well be the result of field clearance - a process that involves removing superfluous
stones from the field surface and piling them in heaps near the field edge - rather than
the markers of burials.

Fig 5

Point K:
The Wick Valley On the south side of the same valley can be seen the clearest
example of a prehistoric hut on Skomer (no. 20 in Fig.5). It was cleared out of earth
and rubble at some unknown time in the recent past in order to expose the wall
facings, and it shows well the form of these ancient dwellings. The huts in this area
are linked in to a series of small rectangular enclosures or yards, and the whole group
is clearly the remains of a prehistoric farm. It is unusual in that the aspect is north-
facing, but this is compensated for by the relatively sheltered situation, provided by
the rock outcrops and slopes to the south. Judging by the size of the huts, only two (20
and 21) are large enough to have served as dwellings; the others were probably for
animals or storage. So the situation is similar in some ways to that in the northern part
of the island (Figs.2-4), with certain units being common to both areas. But there is
one striking difference. Unlike the double huts in the northern area and certain other
places on the island, here each habitation was a single unit. It may be surmised,
therefore, that this settlement was established by people with somewhat different
background and origins to those elsewhere. Nevertheless, the settlement is probably
of broadly similar age.



TYPES OF REMAINS

It will be useful at this point to summarise the main types of archaeological remains to
be seen on Skomer, in other words, to present a form of classification system that
brings together under common headings monuments from different parts of the island.

Field Boundaries
There are three main types of prehistoric field boundary on Skomer. They are:

(a) Low banks of stone and earth. The best examples are in The Wick area, at
Point J, but they can also be seen at Point A and along the path between the
Garland Stone and Bull Hole.
(b) Lines of large stones, reminiscent of ritual alignments. The best examples
are to be seen in the area between Pigstone Bay and Skomer Head, Point F
(c) Cultivation terraces, or "lynchets" (see p.5 for an explanation of this term).
The best examples occur in the area of Hut-groups 6-8 Point C (Fig.3), and in
the vicinity of Bull Hole.

None of the boundaries is in its original state, and none would serve as an adequate
barrier to stock or humans without considerable repair. In prehistory they would have
been very substantial, some perhaps over six foot high, and many were probably
capped by a turf bank with, in addition, a hedge or timber palisade. Decay of the less
durable elements of the boundaries together with extensive stone robbing in the past
two centuries or so have reduced them to their present condition. Even so, enough
remains to enable one to determine their main distribution and the sizes of the fields
they once enclosed.

Of the three types of boundary, the banks and lines of stone were deliberately
constructed, and in some cases it is possible to detect the traces of single or double
wall-facings beneath the tumble of stones. The lynchets, on the other hand, were
formed by the downslope movement of soil accumulating against a boundary under
the influence of cultivation as already described.

Huts
Various types of huts are preserved, not all of which
were used as dwelling houses. Some of the smaller
huts, for example, were probably used for storing grain
or animal fodder, or for keeping animals in, and those
associated with enclosure 4 (Fig.4) and the hut groups

in the Wick Valley (nos. 22 and 23 at Point K Fig.5) can be classed in this category.
Some of the dwelling houses, as at Point C (Fig.3), consist of pairs of circular
structures, linked to each other by a doorway. Others, as at Point K, are single. All are
interconnected with the ancient field boundaries, and some open out into small yards.
The walls of the huts were probably low, as today, and made of stone rubble and
earth, faced with stone and perhaps capped with turves. The roof would have been
supported by a single post in the case of the circular buildings or perhaps two posts in
the case of the larger and somewhat oval buildings of Huts 20 and 21 (Fig.5). The
timber rafters were probably supported at their apex by a ring beam (with a hole to let



out smoke) and at their base by the bank or wall of the hut. The roofing material was
probably reed thatch, heather, bracken or turf, with an intervening layer of animal
skins or bark between it and the rafters. The reconstructions (Front Cover) give a
good impression of the appearance of these dwellings.

Pounds
Several examples exist on Skomer of semi-circular or D-shaped enclosures that utilise
the face of a rock escarpment or cliff as one of their sides. Probably the best on the
island is Enclosure 4 at Point D (Fig.4). It includes two small huts which are quite
clearly too small to have been human dwellings. These enclosures were probably used
for rounding up and pounding sheep either at lambing or during the spring and early
summer when the wool was removed from them, an operation that may have been
done by shearing or, as in the case of certain primitive breeds today, by plucking.
Tools are known from British Iron Age sites that are very similar to the sheep shears
still in use today, and they could well have been used as such in prehistory. The wool
would have been spun and woven, and as well as the remains of various bits of
weaving apparatus from British Iron Age sites, there are rock engravings of later
prehistoric date from various parts of Europe such as Val Camonica, Italy, showing
complete looms.

Cairns
Small piles of stone, known as "cairns", are a common feature of many parts of the
island. Sometimes these are in ones and twos but more often there are groups of half-
a-dozen or more. The solitary cairns and those lying along or close to field boundaries
may be the result of field clearance, the removal of surface stone from the land
surface to enable easier cultivation. Cairn group 11 (Fig.2) and those on the path at
Point J fall into this category. The larger groups may be of similar origin, but since
many of them are in the middle of fields they are more likely to be cemeteries, each
cairn marking the position of a grave. Cairn group 1 at Point E (Fig.2) is the best
example.

Recent Boundaries
The recent boundaries, probably of 19th century and later origin, can be readily
distinguished from those of prehistoric age by their more substantial preservation, and
by their construction of smaller stones, often in a herring-bone pattern. Many of these
could serve perfectly adequately as barriers to stock or people with little or no repair.
They are mostly situated in the interior of the island, although there is a fine example
that extends more or less in a straight line all the way from the Old Farm, northwards
to the cliff edge.



THE PATTERN OF REMAINS

As W.F. Grimes pointed out, the distribution of archaeological remains on Skomer is
not random. It forms a pattern which has several levels of scale. Thus, some areas
have a greater concentration of antiquities than others (Fig.1), with the middle of the
island being virtually barren, and the first question to be asked is whether this is an
original pattern that occurred in prehistory or whether what we see today has come
about through later human activity during the more recent past. Perhaps the true story
is a combination of the two processes. Originally, there were probably several discrete
settlements each with its own habitation nucleus, its fields, animal pounds and
cemeteries, and it is almost certain that the areas in the north (Figs.1 and 2) and the
south (Wick Valley and south to the Mew Stone cliffs) are of this category. On the
other hand the virtually blank area in the middle of the island is a result of enclosure
in historic times - probably during the last two to three centuries - when extensive
robbing, re-organisation of boundaries, and extensive ploughing totally destroyed the
prehistoric landscape.

But what of The Neck? Prehistoric boundaries are present here, and there is one
certain enclosure (the mis-named "stone circle") but there is not the same
concentration of remains as in other areas where the prehistoric landscape is
preserved. Yet there appears not to have been recent enclosure or agriculture. The
most southerly promontory known as South Castle is isolated from the rest of The
Neck by a relatively massive bank and ditch (Fig.1). This type of earthwork is known
as a cliff-castle or promontory fort and is likely to have been a stronghold, probably
more or less contemporary with the settlements. Maybe the sparse settlement traces
on The Neck are in some way connected with the siting there of the promontory fort.
Was the area reserved largely for grazing animals, stock which could be easily and
rapidly herded into the safety of the South Castle promontory in times of threat?

At a smaller scale, within each of the areas of concentrated prehistoric remains, other
patterns are to be seen, and these are best displayed in the northern area (Fig.2). Thus



the main settlement nucleus (hut groups 6, 7 and 8 in Fig.3) lies at the centre of the
area, with others (9 and 10) close by to the south.

The fields immediately around the dwellings are somewhat irregularly organised,
perhaps having grown up piecemeal in the early years of occupation. Further out there
is a more regularly radial pattern, especially around the northern arc.
There are two small D-shaped enclosures or pounds (4 and 5 in Fig. 2), somewhat
peripheral to the main habitation area.

Cairns are very clearly peripheral to the central area of settlement (Fig.2). This is
reasonable if they were for burial, for cemeteries are often set aside from habitation
areas, especially where inhumation is practised; but it is not such a logical distribution
and harder to explain if the cairns were a product solely of field clearance.

The enclosed northern area occupies about 75 acres, with a considerable amount of
steep unenclosed coastal grazing suitable for sheep and goats. It is the most clearly
defined unit of prehistoric remains on Skomer, being bounded on the northern arc by
the coast, and to the south by streams and the swampy North Valley which shows no
signs of ever having been enclosed, either in recent times or in prehistory. There has
been a certain amount of destruction by ridge cultivation in the south-eastern part of
the area where the prehistoric boundaries are fragmented, but even here the main
pattern of fields is preserved. Otherwise the system of fields, huts, pounds and cairns
is intact, and represents one of the most complete areas of prehistoric settlement on
this scale to be found in the British Isles.



ENVIRONMENT AND PREHISTORY

We come finally to a general commentary on the environment and prehistory of
Skomer. First we must enquire as to the state of the island - if indeed it always was
such - prior to the advent of human communities, in other words the NATURAL as
opposed to the ARTIFICIAL environment, for it must be made clear that most of
what we see today (even aside from the archaeological remains) is of human origin.

From knowledge about sea-level changes in prehistory and the depth of Jack Sound
(the narrow strait separating Skomer from Wooltack Point), we can be almost certain
that Skomer was isolated from the mainland before the first farming communities
settled there. Information from various places, and especially the pioneering work of
Sir Harry Godwin in Swansea Bay, tells us that the final main sea-level rise after the
Ice Age took place between 8000 and 4000 BC and that this was in the order of 20
metres. With the depth of Jack Sound being in places less than 10 metres, and
certainly no more than 20 metres, we can say that in the earlier part of the Postglacial
Skomer would have been attached to the mainland, and that separation came at around
6000 BC. It is thus quite possible that prehistoric communities of Upper Palaeolithic
(Old Stone Age) and Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age) times, people who lived entirely
by hunting and gathering (but not farming), came to Skomer in those remote times,
for such communities were present in south-west Wales from as early as 35,000 BC.
However, apart from a few flint blades picked off the bare soil there is no evidence of
such occupation on Skomer.

With regard to the
island's fauna, some
species may have been
present since the end of
the Ice Age or a little
later. Many others are
probably of relatively
recent origin, having
been introduced
accidentally in cargoes
of food-stuffs and other
materials brought over
by the early settlers,
while the rabbit was
almost certainly
introduced in the Middle

Ages for food and its pelt. Of the larger mammals, notably the aurochs (wild cattle)
and red deer, it is likely that these were present sporadically in the earlier Postglacial,
along with such other forest creatures as the roe deer and wild boar, but once isolated,
Skomer would not have supported such creatures for long. Hunting by human
communities, food shortage, especially in winter, and probably inbreeding would
have led to their early extinction.

Turning to the natural vegetation, we may consider two lines of evidence. The first is
the actual remains of plants preserved in peat deposits -pollen, leaves, twigs, seeds
and tree stumps. Unfortunately, deep deposits of peat that might have preserved such



material are not now present on Skomer although they may have been so in the past.
Thus peat-cutting for fuel and building material almost certainly took place on the
island, especially in the North Valley as shown by the alternate ridges and troughs of
heather and purple moor grass (Molinia). But coring here and in the South Valley in
1983 showed only a very thin layer of peat.

The other line of evidence is the nature of the present vegetation. This
includes certain species such as bluebell, bracken and woodsage that are
often associated with woodland, and it can be proposed that these plants
represent the relict ground flora of former woodland although not
precisely in the areas they now cover, of course, for many of these are
within the prehistoric fields. Woodland, as the natural vegetation of

Skomer, is suggested too by the fact that a few patches of scrub oak still exist on the
coast of Pembrokeshire where protected from fire and large herbivores. And we can
point to the evidence of other similarly exposed and today largely treeless islands
such as the Orkneys and Outer Hebrides which are known from the remains of tree
stumps preserved in the peat to have once supported woodland. If such woodland did
once exist on Skomer it was probably of low scrub type, made up of oak, elm, birch
and hazel with willow and alder in the wetter places. The coastal fringe, of course,
would always have supported open plant communities, probably of grassland and
heath.

The soil of Skomer is deep and fertile. Part of this richness is due to
the continuous additions to it of seabird guano, and to the mixing
with the subsoil that it receives from the burrowing activities of
rabbits and birds. But corings that have been made beneath the field
walls and cultivation terraces show that similarly thick and fertile
soils existed in prehistoric times. Even where earth has moved down-

slope under the influence of cultivation and banked up as lynchets, the upper parts of
the fields still bear a continuous mantle of soil.

Thus for the first farming communities, Skomer had plenty to offer. The climate was
similar to that of today, with warm, damp summers and mild winters with few frosts.
The soils were deep and fertile, if somewhat stony. There was almost certainly some
woodland with a variety of wild plant products, and the immediate coastal strip
provided rich grazing land. Freshwater was abundant and never-failing. Homes were
set up singly or in loose groups of twos and threes, each dwelling consisting typically
of a pair of huts. The walls were built of turf and stone, the latter quarried from the
numerous outcrops or collected from the land. The roof frames were constructed of
timber from the woodlands (or, failing that, from driftwood) and covered with turf or
some form of thatch - grass, rush, bracken or reed (if reeds occurred then, for they do
not do so today on Skomer). The houses were often built as an integral part of the
field boundaries which were probably established at more or less the same time. And
again, there was no shortage of materials for the construction of these boundaries.
There may also have been hurdles, made of willow and hazel, and hedgerows of gorse
and thorn, although of these there is now no trace.

In some of the fields, barley and forms of wheat such as spelt and emmer, primitive
forerunners of the cereals of today, were cultivated. Tillage was probably by ox-
drawn ploughs and hand tools such as mattocks, and a few years' ago what is almost



certainly a stone ploughshare was found in the area of East Pond. In other fields,
cattle and sheep, probably small breeds akin to the modern Dexter and Soay, were
kept, along with other livestock such as goats, pigs, hens and geese. Some of these
animals, such as the goats and sheep were probably free-ranging, feeding on the lush
herbage of the steep coastal slopes. Others, especially the cattle, may have been
tethered. Nevertheless, it was probably the need to keep the stock separate from the
crops that gave rise to the extensive field systems that were the main feature of the
prehistoric landscape.

There was probably some exploitation of the shore and sea although
this is unlikely to have been intensive. Access to the store is not easy
along much of the coastline and there are only two beaches. The
resources of the strand such as shellfish, driftwood and seaweed
were probably little exploited by the prehistoric farmers other than
casually. Fishing and the hunting of marine mammals - dolphin,
porpoise and killer whale - may well have been prosecuted from
flimsy boats, and seals were doubtless taken from the shore. Cliff-
nesting and other birds such as gulls and puffins were almost
certainly taken for their flesh, feathers and oil, and their eggs would
have been collected. The extinct great auk may also have been
available in prehistoric times.

We have gone some way by observation and surmise to reconstruct
the environment and lifestyle of the prehistoric inhabitants of Skomer. But many
questions remain unanswered. When was Skomer farmed? What Period of prehistory
are we dealing with? Was it during the Iron Age (ca.600 BC to ca.100 AD) as W.F.
Grimes proposed? Or was it in the Bronze Age (ca.1500 to 600 BC) as is beginning to
seem possible from more recent work? Or may we even propose a Neolithic or New
Stone Age date (ca.4000 to 1500 BC), contemporary with the settlement at Clegyr
Boia on the St David's Peninsula and the many stone tombs of Pembrokeshire? The
plan of the fields certainly bears a resemblance to others of Neolithic age on the
western seaboard of the British Isles like those from North Mayo.

How many inhabitants were there? Probably between one hundred and two hundred,
assuming the following facts: (1) Allowing for some destroyed by recent farming, the
number of dwellings was a maximum of twenty-five. (2) All the houses were
occupied at the same time; there is no conclusive proof but it is thought likely that this
was the case. (3) Between five and ten people lived in each dwelling, with ten being
an absolute maximum that was probably seldom achieved.

How Long did the settlement last? Was it for only a few generations, perhaps no
longer than a century or so? Or was it for a much longer period? The small number of
dwellings and the absence of subdivisions within the fields suggests a relatively short
period. Thus in prehistoric examples from southern Britain - e.g. the Isles of Scilly
and parts of Wessex - the fields that are first laid out are later subdivided. The same
can be seen at the present day in, for example, the Faeroes and Arran Islands, and it is
a phenomenon that is connected with inheritance systems and, perhaps, ownership
squabbles. The absence of such subdivisions on Skomer argues for a short-lived
occupation, although it could also be the result of various other factors such as low



population, balanced relationships between the various communities, or inheritance
systems that did not result in land splitting.

And, perhaps most intriguing of all, why were the settlements abandoned and the
island all but deserted for permanent farming until late on in the historic period? A
shortage of fuel, unfavourable harvests, deteriorating climate or disease are among the
various possibilities. Or perhaps the desertion was a part of the general cultural
decline in the later centuries of prehistory that has left so many remains of ancient
fields and settlements in what are today marginal lands. For it must be made clear that
the nature of the settlement on Skomer was not unusual at that period of prehistory.
Skomer was not a cultural backwater. Prehistoric communities generally in western
Britain were small and self-contained, and without the need for a great deal of wide
communication on a day-to-day basis. In the initial stages of occupation, once
colonisation had been achieved and the settlement established, the activities and
behaviour of the island community were probably very similar to those of their
mainland neighbours. It was only later on when valuable resources such as fuel or
seed corn were in short supply or when the general cultural pattern of life on the
mainland changed that the lack of easy widespread communications began to become
critical. As a settlement of later prehistory in western Britain Skomer was probably
typical. But in the richness and completeness of its remains as a record of the wages
of prehistoric farming communities to survive, it is practically unique.
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