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[bookmark: _GoBack]Archaeologist and farmer Francis Prior, well known to watchers of Time Team, in his book Farmers in Prehistoric Britain has this to say in the chapter Partitioning of the Landscape: «It has always struck me as both odd and ironic that one of the earliest-known field systems in northern Europe was found at the extreme edge of the continent at the point where the last feeble tipples of the Neolithic wave of advance merged with the tolling swell of the Atlantic Ocean. The fields in question were discovered ... in Co. Mayo and they consist of neatly laid-out square and rectangular paddocks defined and enclosed by low drystone walls. The fields of Co. Mayo owe their survival to the blanketing effect of Sphagnum peat ... but apart from near-perfect preservation what makes these fields so remarkable is their great antiquity; they have their origins in the fourth millennium BC and were used throughout the third. Can we match that in England? I only wish we could».
	Céide Fields, to which Prior is referring, is located on the coast of north Mayo midway between Broadhaven and Killala Bay. The archaeological remains are nothing more than tumbledown stone walls covered by growing bog, visually uninteresting bur of much significance because of their age and extent. The individual fields enclosed by these walls are large, on occasion in excess of 4 hectares or 10 acres. The core area researched to date already extends to many square kilometres. There are numerous other sites throughout north Mayo where Neolithic pre-bog walls have been identified and dated. In Belderrig Valley, 7 km to the west of Céide Fields, the local teacher. Patrick Caulfield, my father, saw similar pre-bog walls and. recognising their significance, wrote to the National Museum about them, almost 80 years ago. 
	It is not just the large size of the fields, or the extent of the overall field system, which is surprising, but also the manner in which the fields are laid out. There are two ways in which the field systems we see from one end of the country to the other came into being. One family may decide to put a boundary around a piece of ground, perhaps to isolate some livestock such as calves from the main herd, perhaps to protect cultivated crops by keeping animals out, perhaps to lay sole claim to a fertile piece of ground. The maximum area of land which can be enclosed for the minimum labour of building the perimeter boundary will be a circle, though often what one finds are fields approaching rectangular bur with outwardly curved form and rounded corners. If someone subsequently adds another field and another and another, then over time the entire terrain ends up as a mosaic or patchwork of fields. Over many generations, it at no time takes more than a single-family group to add another field to an expanding field system, in what is essentially a repetition, or multiplication, of a small-scale project of enclosing a small area of land with a perimeter boundary.
	A field system may also be created by the very opposite process, where a decision is made to divide up a large tract of land into smaller units of individual fields. Dividing up a large tract of land into fields gives a very different pattern to that of small-scale Single field enclosure. Just a quick look at the plan of Céide Fields is enough to recognise that it was created by the process of land division, with two adjoining systems, one aligned on Céide hill at the northwest, and another system aligned on Ballyknock-Sralagagh to the southeast. Land division into large fields covering many square kilometres cannot be the work of an individual family. Every square kilometre of land divided into fields would have involved the construction of ten to fifteen linear kilometres of walls, even where fields were large and averaged 4 hectares in area. The construction of these fields can therefore tell us something of the degree to which society was organised at the time. One family or even a small group of farming families could not have constructed Céide Fields. The fields are constructed to a plan to divide the terrain, and hundreds of workers must have been involved in the project. There was clearly some rule of law to arrive at such a decision, and then to have been able to implement it. Whether this was some council of village elders, or someone chosen to make such decisions, we do not know. Neither do we know what the relationship was between the community who built the field system on Céide hill and those who built the eastern system on Ballyknock-Sralagagh hill. That parallel system laid out along the Ballyknock-Sralagagh axis continues into Glenulra Valley and lies awkwardly on the east side of Céide hill, where it meets with and possibly overlaps the Céide system. With sizeable communities involved, it is interesting that people appear not to have lived in clustered dwellings, but lived instead scattered through the fields, just as the majority of the population in Mayo and along the west coast of Ireland live today.
	Two major scientific studies were carried out in parallel with the archaeological research into Céide Fields. Pollen analysis of a deep basin of bog in the middle of Céide Fields showed a dramatic drop in the pollen of trees and an increase in the pollen of grasses, coinciding with the dates coming from the archaeological excavations. Some centuries later grass gave way to heather, and later still the tree pollen recovered to high levels. This pattern of an episode of temporary forest decline, and significant increase in pollen of grasses, herbs and cultivated plants, in particular when it coincides in date with archaeological finds, is usually interpreted as forest clearance by farmers for a period, followed by an abandoning of the land and return of the forest. It is possible, however, that in this case cause and effect may have to be interchanged. It may be that natural failure of the forest, well attested in north Mayo at this time, provided an opportunity for early farmers to exploit the land on which forest was disintegrating and the bog was beginning to grow. 
	The other major study was a programme of radiocarbon dating of pine trees which survive in situ under or, more usually, in the lower levels of the bog. The radiocarbon dates for these trees lie in the main on either side of 3000 circa BC. As many of these trees grew on varying depths of bog, it follows that the initial growth of the bog must predate the tree growth and therefore field walls built on the pre-bog surface must be older still. The indications now are that the original construction of Céide Fields dates to the second quarter of the fourth millennium BC. Even though the evidence for Neolithic fields in Ireland has been published since the mid 1970s and it was thought that it was only a matter of time before fields of similar antiquity were identified in Britain, this has turned out not to be the case. Hence the opening remarks by Francis Prior.
	In looking at the purpose of the fields, we have always been struck by both the size of the individual fields and the overall extreme of Céide Fields which has been mapped to date. Individual 10-acre fields, or a field system extending to many square kilometres, cannot have been constructed for cultivation and cereal growing. We are very clearly dealing with pasture land, and given the preponderance of cattle in the Irish economy, we had previously interpreted the fields as laid out for a beef economy, the fields functioning to provide winter grazing in a system of herd and grassland management. The fields were not considered to have been worked in individual family ownership, in that there is clear evidence of communal labour in the construction of the fields and of the megalithic tombs. It is inevitable also that there must be communal sharing of the produce of the fields, to ensure sustainable waste-free consumption of a beef animal. In a beef economy, where bulls run with the herd, there is little direct involvement with the herd (other than at calving time and the possible castration of the males) until the terminal act of slaughter. If Céide Fields was established for a beef economy, the management of the herd in transferring from one field to another, and possibly dividing up the herd, involved a day-to-day management and movement not normally associated with beef production. It is particularly significant that most of the fields are on sloping ground, and do not have direct access to water. Animals grazing in these fields would have to be moved to water on a daily basis, a level of herd control and movement unusual for beef-production farming.
	In the light of recent research a more plausible explanation now offers itself, that Céide Fields was constructed by dairy farmers. Animal bones do not survive in the extremely acidic conditions of blanket bog, but some contemporary sites abroad, through examination of the sex and age ratio of the bone assemblage, have suggested early dairying in the Neolithic. Where old female animals are the most common remains, this is interpreted as showing a dairying economy, where immature males and some immature females are slaughtered at an early age, and milking females are retained into old age, until culled and replaced by younger animals. 
	Over the last decade, and in particular in recent years, new studies of Neolithic pottery have identified milk lipids absorbed into the fabric of the pots. Detailed and extensive studies in Britain, Scandinavia and Central Europe have all established that dairying was an integral part of the economy of Neolithic Europe from an early stage. Current research on Irish Neolithic pottery has established that these vessels also show evidence of having been used to hold milk. Céide Fields now fits much mote readily into a dairying economy, with the fields functioning as herd management, with drystock separated from milch cows, weaned animals confined to other fields, and milch cows in direct contact with farmers at least once a day. The daily chore of bringing animals to water from fields without a water supply fits much more easily into a dairying pattern of animal exploitation, which required daily, literally hands-on contact with the milch cows.
	The major issue which still remains puzzling about Céide Fields, firmly dated as it is to the middle of the fourth millennium BC, is the lack of archaeological evidence for such a level of land organisation until almost two millennia later in most parts of Britain. Perhaps the answer lies in methods of land structuring, such as the use of hedgerows with minimal or no earthwork, which leave little or no archaeological imprint. Could it be that the debris of felled trees during forest clearance by early farmers in Britain was used to create the field system, by laying the trees end to end. In North Mayo we know that forests were declining without human intervention, and that bog was becoming established. Neolithic farmers availing of the opportunity to access forest-free land would lack the felled trees to use as field boundaries. Could this have led them to build their boundaries from the stone debris out of necessity, given the absence of forest-clearance debris? Céide Fields still has many unanswered questions. 
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