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Surviving the Bronze Age in West Wales -
Prehistoric ale!

In the Summer of 2012 Ancient Arts was asked by the National Museum of
Wales to reconstruct the Hell's Mouth Burnt Mound and undertake some

experiments with it to see if it could have been used to make ale.

Burnt mounds are an enigmatic type of archaeologicalgical site found throughout the UK
and Ireland.  No one knows what they were used for: cooking, dying or saunas?.  They
general consist of a mound of burnt and heat shattered stones overlaying a pit or timber
lined trough.  They are located next to streams.

In 2008 Ancient Arts identified the remains of burnt mound eroding out of a sea cliff on the
Lleyn Penisula, North Wales at Hell’s Mouth.  Cadw funded Gwynedd Archaeological Trust
to excavate the remains and we took the evidence from this to reconstruct and study burnt
mound technologies.

The Hell’s Mouth trough.  Most of the
charcoal covered burnt stones have been
removed (the blackened area shows the
main spread of the stones). A wooden
launder which connected the stream and
the trough can be seen top right.

The trough lined with wooden planks.
Note the small group of burnt stones
left in the trough the last time it was
used (left end of the trough).
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They appear to have been used to heat water, but
why?  Some suggestions include for cooking meat,
leather working, dying, washing or as saunas.  Recent
work by Billy Quinn and Declan Moore of the Moore
Group in Ireland have suggested that they could have
been used brew ale.

Ancient Arts were asked by the National Museum of
Wales to reconstruct the Hell's Mouth trough at St
Fagans and carry out experiements to test the idea that
they were used to make ale. Here you can see the oak
base board (based on the Hell’s Mouth trough) going into

The Hell's Mouth trough under excavation which has
been dated to Cal BC 1610 - 1420 and contained the
remains of charred barley.

Sealing the plank sides and base with clay. Note the
oak stave hammered into the corner to support the
sides.

Plank end piece slots
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Wooden staves to hold the trough’s sides in
place just like the trough at Hell’s Mouth.

The joints are sealed with clay.

Aled (Ancient Arts) and Ian (National Museum Wales)
the crew of the ‘Plank Trough’!

Ironically, just after this experiment
detailed study of the plank from the
base of the trough at Hell’s Trough
was confirmed as a re-used plank
from a Bronze Age sawn boat, the
earliest known boat from Wales!
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Clay is puddled down the sides of the trough to secure it in the
ground and to help seal the trough.  This again fits nicely with
the evidence from the Hell’s Mouth trough where evidence for
this infilling and puddling were visible.

Packing soil around the plank trough.
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