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 1Foraging Assemblages is the publication of the proceedings 
of the Ninth International Conference on the Mesolithic in Europe, held 
in Belgrade in September 2015. The two volumes of these proceedings 
gather 121 contributions on Mesolithic research in Europe, covering almost 
every corner of the continent. The book presents a cross-section of recent 
Mesolithic research, with geographic foci ranging from the Mediterranean 
to Scandinavia, and from Ireland to Russia and Georgia. The papers in the 
volumes cover diverse topics and are grouped into 11 thematic sections, 
each with an introduction written by prominent Mesolithic experts. The 
reader will learn about changes in forager lifeways and the colonization 

of new territories at the end of the Ice 
Age and the beginning of the Holocene 
warming; the use of diverse landscapes 
and resources; climatic instabilities 
that influenced patterns of settlement 
and subsistence; the organization of 
settlements and dwelling spaces; the 
formation of regional identities expressed 
through various aspects of material culture 
and technologies of artefact production, 
use, and discard; aspects of social relations 
and mobility; symbolic, ritual, and mortuary 
practices; diverse ways in which Mesolithic 
communities of Europe were transformed 
into or superseded by Neolithic ways 
of being; and how we have researched, 
represented, and discussed the Mesolithic.
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Design
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People in Their Environment

62. Hunting beyond red deer: Exploring species 
patterning in Early Mesolithic faunal assemblages 
in Britain and north-western Europe
Nick J. Overton

Narratives of Mesolithic hunting strategies in Britain and wider north-western Europe have previously conceived 
of ‘red deer economies’, in which life revolved, to a great extent, around the procurement of this species. Such 
subsistence models have subsequently influenced models of seasonal transhumance and interpretations of 
site-use and flint assemblages. Although over the last 40 years the importance and exclusivity of red deer, 
and the suitability of subsequent models of movement and seasonality have been challenged, the species 
remains, to an extent, a symbol of Mesolithic hunting. This paper compares the frequency of species from 
four re-analyzed sites in southern Britain with those from previously analyzed sites in northern Britain and 
northern France to explore the geographical and temporal shifts in species killed during the Early Mesolithic. 
Moving beyond single-species monolithic hunting strategies and large-scale models of transhumance, the 
variety of species hunted highlights the need to consider Mesolithic hunting strategies that undertook a 
range of tasks and encountered numerous different species with changing local populations, within a mosaic 
of different environments.

Keywords: Mesolithic, Britain, ungulates, red deer hunting

Introduction: Red deer in the British 
Mesolithic
Historically, narratives of the British Mesolithic have been 
inextricably entwined with red deer, to the point that this 
species, unlike any other, has become emblematic of the pe-
riod as a whole. This lasting association can be considered 
as first emerging from a growing desire to identify Early 
Mesolithic sites with organic preservation, which, in part, 
was driven by a growing interest in using animal remains 
to consider the relative economic importance of hunting 
specific species (Clark 1952, 4); this famously led to the ex-
cavation of Star Carr in north-eastern England.  Among 
the abundant organic artefacts and remains, the Star Carr 
assemblage contained 191 barbed points made from red 
deer antler, and a total of 21 red deer frontlets (Clark 1954), 
which remain unique in the British record. The recovery 
of such enigmatic and iconic artefacts so early in the study 
of the period established these as key components of the 
emerging identity of the British Mesolithic. Furthermore, 
the analysis of the faunal remains at Star Carr, identified 
red deer as the most prevalent species, represented by a 
minimum number of 80 individuals, making up 62 percent 
of the large ungulates (Clark 1954, 15). Whilst the remains 

of five ungulate species were present within the Star Carr 
assemblage, the quantity of red deer remains and the iconic 
nature of the artefacts made from red deer made the spe-
cies a key focal point for the British Mesolithic, both as ma-
terial culture and as a subsistence resource.

During the 1970s, the importance of red deer in the 
British Mesolithic was heavily reinforced; owing to the 
relative prevalence of red deer across European Mesolith-
ic sites, they were characterized as a staple food. Further-
more, Mesolithic humans were described as engaging in 
specific ‘deer economies’, in which humans actively target-
ed individuals, in particular young and male individuals 
to manage populations and maximize yield (Jarman 1972, 
125–28), a pattern that was identified in the Star Carr as-
semblage (Jarman 1972), reinforcing the importance of red 
deer at the site, and in the British Mesolithic. Clark (1972) 
emphasized the importance of red deer to British Meso-
lithic groups, suggesting humans engaged in seasonal tran-
shumance, following red deer from large upland summer 
territories to smaller lowland wintering territories, a model 
that was adopted by other contemporary scholars (e.g. Mel-
lars 1976a, 380–8). This red-deer focused transhumance 
model had wider impacts; small upland sites dominated 
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by microliths were interpreted as summer occupations by 
humans hunting red deer dissipated over large territories 
(Mellars 1976a, 380–8) and intentional burning clearance 
events were interpreted as attempts to increase hunting 
success and efficiency, again with an emphasis on red deer 
(Mellars 1976b, 35). These interpretations of site use, sea-
son of occupation, mobility strategies, and human-envi-
ronment interactions were predicated on Early Mesolithic 
subsistence strategies focusing on red deer. However, re-
interpretation of the Star Carr assemblage suggested red 
deer were perhaps not as dominant as previously suggest-
ed. Jacobi (1978, 317) highlighted that many of the antlers 
recovered were shed, and a large disparity existed between 
the frequencies of skeletal material and antler, suggesting 
antlers were potentially introduced to the site as isolated 
elements, greatly inflating red deer minimum number of 
individual (MNI) figures. Similarly, Caulfield (1978, 18) 
recalculated MNI figures from the faunal material and 
suggested that while red deer remained the most frequent 
species based on number of individuals, aurochs were the 
most frequent species in terms of calorific yield. However, 
while these studies suggested that interpreting Mesolithic 
subsistence as revolving exclusively around red deer was no 
longer tenable, accompanied by the formation of alternative 
models of subsistence practice in Britain (e.g. Clarke 1976, 
Bonsal 1981), other accounts of the Mesolithic remained 
unchanged. Groups were still characterized as hunters fol-
lowing the movements of red deer (Morrison 1980, 120–2), 
and clearance through burning continued to be explained 
as a tactic for the hunting of red deer (Clark 1980, 41–6), as 
opposed to ungulates more generally.

Following these reinterpretations of the Star Carr ma-
terial, the assemblage was fully re-analyzed by Legge and 
Rowley-Conwy (1988, 9); most significantly, the frequency 
of ungulate species was recalculated, indicating that while 
red deer were still the most frequent ungulate, they only 
made up a third of the whole assemblage.  Furthermore, 
this reanalysis also suggested that previous accounts of red 
deer in the Mesolithic, which used modern populations 
in Scotland and Norway as analogies to characterize deer 
behaviour in the past, were ultimately problematic. These 
modern populations inhabit open hilly environments, and 
subsequently engage in seasonal movement to obtain nec-
essary sustenance and shelter during the year. However, 
the red deer inhabiting the forests surrounding Star Carr 
would behave very differently; far from being migratory, 
forest populations remain in a single territory year-round 
(Legge and Rowley-Conwy 1988, 21, 38). This has impor-
tant implications for our understanding of the British 
Mesolithic; if red deer did not engage in seasonal migra-
tion, previous interpretations of site use, seasonality and 
mobility, all predicated on humans following migrating 
red deer, must be reconsidered.  Yet, even after this, later 
narratives of activity at Star Carr still referenced models of 

red deer transhumance, with the implicit suggestion this 
was echoed by humans (Mellars and Dark 1998, 233), while 
broader accounts of Mesolithic Britain continued to pres-
ent red deer as the main quarry, with humans engaging in 
seasonal movements between uplands and lowlands (Smith 
1992, 19, 132).

Such is the resilience of red deer, ingrained into the 
identity of the British Mesolithic, that longstanding nar-
ratives of Mesolithic red deer hunters following season-
ally migrating herds remained, even after more recent 
studies have presented a number of convincing critiques. 
This is not to suggest that red deer were not significant 
in the British Mesolithic; it is perhaps no surprise that 
while post-processual approaches to the British Mesolithic 
moved away from themes such as hunting strategies and 
economies, they still regularly considered red deer as ma-
terials, artefacts, symbols, and living beings (e.g. Bevan 
2003; Conneller 2004). This is because the remains of red 
deer recovered from British contexts offer unparalleled op-
portunities to explore a range of issues pertaining to life in 
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Fig. 62.1. Map showing the location of the British sites 
mentioned in the text. A: Kennet Valley; Faraday Road, 
and Thatcham III; B: Colne Valley; Three Ways Wharf 
and the Former Sanderson Site. C: Vale of Pickering; 
Star Carr, Barry’s Island, and Seamer Carr.
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the Mesolithic.  However, the presence of iconic artefacts 
and material remains should not validate problematic ac-
counts of hunting strategies that over-emphasize the role of 
red deer. One difficulty in grasping the nature of hunting 
practices in the British Mesolithic has been the general lack 
of material on which to base interpretations. The focus on 
Star Carr (see above) is entirely understandable, as it still 
remains the largest Early Mesolithic assemblage in Britain. 
However, the degree to which it is representative of hunting 
strategies in Mesolithic Britain as a whole has to be consid-
ered. For new interpretations of hunting practices, which 
move away from a focus on just red deer, other Early Mes-
olithic assemblages must be included. 

Ungulate hunting in the Early Mesolithic 
This paper presents species frequencies at four Early Mes-
olithic sites in southern Britain, recorded by the author us-
ing standard zooarchaeological methods and quantified as 
MNI (for a full methodology see Overton 2014). The four 
sites are located within two major tributaries of the River 
Thames (see Fig. 62.1); Thatcham III and Faraday Road lie 
in the Lower Kennet Valley, while Three Ways Wharf and 
the Former Sanderson lie in the Colne Valley. Thatcham 
was excavated in the late 1950s by John Wymer (1962), re-
vealing five ‘sites’ on the edge of the floodplain, returning 
extensive Early Mesolithic flint and bone scatters pertain-
ing to multiple occupations throughout the year and the 
hunting of a wide range of mammalian species. Discrepan-
cies between archived faunal materials and records of spec-
imen frequencies made at the time of excavation indicate 
a number of the archived Thatcham faunal assemblages 
no longer contain all of the originally excavated material. 
However, records indicate the current Thatcham III assem-
blage contains the vast majority of the originally excavated 
material, and is, therefore, the most representative of the 
five assemblages. Thatcham III presented a general scatter, 
which included two discrete sub-scatters, one containing 
red deer, and another wild boar; age data indicated the 
material from these scatters originated from potentially 
separate hunting events spanning the summer, autumn, 
and winter (Overton 2014), returning a date of 8630–8260 
cal BC at 95 percent confidence (OxA-2848: 9200±90 BP, 
Roberts et al. 1998). This and all further radiocarbon dates 
are presented at 95.4 percent probability, calibrated with 
OxCal v4.2.4 (Bronk-Ramsey 2009) with the IntCal13 at-
mospheric curve (Reimer et al. 2013). Faraday Road was 
excavated in 1997 by Wessex Archaeology, revealing a con-
centration of flint and faunal material originating from 
multiple occupations spanning all seasons, with a distinct 
focus of hunting wild boar, returning a single date of 9120–
8500 cal BC at 95 percent confidence (R-24999/2: 9418±60 
BP, Ellis et al. 2003). Three Ways Wharf was excavated by 
Museum of London Archaeological Services (MOLAS) in 

1986, revealing both Late Palaeolithic and Early Mesolithic 
scatters of flint and faunal material. The Early Mesolithic 
assemblage indicated processing of red deer and smaller 
numbers of roe deer limb bones around a central fire, dated 
between 8790–8280 cal BC and 8600–8290 cal BC (OxA-
5557: 9280±110 BP; OxA-5559: 9200±75 BP, Lewis and 
Rackham 2011). The Former Sanderson Site was also exca-
vated by MOLAS, just 200 m from Three Ways Wharf, re-
vealing an in situ occupation layer containing struck flints 
and osseous remains, indicating a mixture of red deer and 
wild boar hunting between early summer and early winter, 
and returning a date of 8590–8290 cal BC (Beta-200075: 
9230±50 BP, Halsey 2006).   

Species frequency
Figure 62.2 presents the frequency of ungulate species at 
each of the four southern British sites. Most notably, these 
frequencies present large inter-site variations; within the 
Kennet Valley, Faraday Road is dominated by wild boar, 
with a MNI of 12, and much lower red deer, roe deer, and 
aurochs frequencies, while Thatcham III exhibits a more 
balanced frequency of species, however, wild boar are 
again most frequent, and elk and aurochs are notably pres-
ent. In the Colne Valley assemblages, there is a striking 
contrast between Three Ways Wharf, which is dominated 
by red deer, represented by an MNI of 15 and complete-
ly lacking in wild boar, and the Former Sanderson Site, 
which is dominated by wild boar, making up 80 percent of 
the ungulates (cf. Overton 2014). The variability between 
the sites in the species hunted, and the dominance of wild 
boar at three of the four sites, contradicts the notion of an 
Early Mesolithic economy focused on red deer. Further-
more, the season data available from the Faraday Road, 
Thatcham III, and Former Sanderson sites indicate either 
potential year-round, or late summer occupations: as low-
land valley bottom sites, occupation during the summer 
refutes transhumance models that assume upland sum-
mer occupation (Overton 2014). Moving away from a sin-
gle-species transhumance hunting strategy, it is perhaps 
more fruitful to consider specific sites being occupied to 
hunt particular species. For example, Three Ways Wharf 
and the Former Sanderson Site are broadly contempora-
neous (Fig. 62.2), and are only 200 metres apart (Halsey 
2006, 9), yet the faunal assemblages are very different, one 
dominated by red deer, the other by wild boar.  The faunal 
assemblages demonstrate the hunting of multiple species 
with a focus on particular species at specific sites, and in a 
number of cases also suggest year-round or multi-season 
occupation. This suggests Mesolithic occupation within 
the Kennet and Colne Valleys is better characterized by 
groups moving between numerous sites within a mosaic of 
habitats, used for specific hunting events, targeting single 
or multiple species.
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Wider British context
To consider the species frequencies within the Kennet and 
Colne Valley assemblages in the wider British context, 
these data can be compared to the other Early Mesolith-
ic faunal assemblages from Britain, which are restricted 
to the sites of Star Carr, Barry’s Island and Seamer Carr, 
all located in the Vale of Pickering, north-eastern England 
(see Fig. 62.1).  Within the Star Carr assemblage, red deer is 
the most frequent, with a MNI of 26, followed by roe deer 
(MNI=17), aurochs (MNI=16), elk (MNI=12), and finally 
wild boar (MNI=4) (Legge and Rowley-Conwy 1988, 9).  
The published data available for Barry’s Island and Seam-
er Carr are less detailed; however, they do demonstrate a 
clear dominance of red deer at Barry’s Island, with much 
lower frequencies of roe deer, elk, and aurochs, and no wild 
boar, and a more mixed assemblage at Seamer Carr, with 
aurochs being the most frequent species, followed by red 
deer in relatively high frequency, lower frequencies of roe 
deer and elk, and again, a absence of wild boar (Uchiyama 
2015).  These assemblages share similarities with the Ken-
net and Colne Valley assemblages. Firstly, there is no clear 
focus on red deer; they are the dominant species at Barry’s 
Island; however, at Star Carr while they are the most fre-
quent species, they only make up one-third of the assem-
blage based on MNI figures, and at Seamer Carr, aurochs 
are more frequent. Secondly, there is no focus on any one 
species: the Vale of Pickering sites, like the Kennet and 
Colne Valley sites, demonstrate that a range of species were 
hunted, usually with one species being preferentially killed 
at particular sites. This would suggest that the alternative 
model of Early Mesolithic hunting strategies, in which hu-
mans moved around their landscape occupying different 
sites for the hunting of particular species, as suggested for 

the Kennet and Colne Valley, may be appropriate for the 
British Mesolithic more broadly. 

Comparison between the northern and southern sites 
also presents a number of differences. Firstly, very low fre-
quencies or absences of elk and aurochs in the Kennet and 
Colne Valleys (Fig. 62.2) contrast with the higher frequen-
cies exhibited at the sites in the Vale of Pickering; these 
species are present in all three northern assemblages, and 
in the case of Seamer C, aurochs is the dominant species.  
Simultaneously, these northern sites exhibit either very low 
frequency, or absence, of wild boar, contrasting with the 
sites in the Kennet and Colne. As these sites were broadly 
contemporaneous, the disparity in frequencies of aurochs 
and elk, and wild boar cannot be understood as a shift or 
progression from one species to another over time. Alter-
natively, it may reflect geographical differences; during the 
later Pre-Boreal and early Boreal periods, the large elk and 
aurochs may have moved further north as the south was 
colonized by more dense woodland vegetation less suitable 
for them, but more suitable for smaller wild boar. Move-
ment and eventual local extinction of elk and aurochs due 
to vegetation change has been identified in the Danish 
Mesolithic (Magnell 2017), and may also explain the dif-
ferences between northern and southern assemblages in 
Britain.

Although hunting strategies across Britain do show 
variation in species frequencies, they also exhibit a closer 
similarity; while local species populations differed, sites 
from the north and south exhibit strategies that targeted 
multiple species.  In the south, red deer and wild boar make 
up the majority of the assemblages, while in the north, au-
rochs and red deer were more frequently killed. This sug-
gests Mesolithic hunting strategies in England cannot be 
explained by a single, monolithic model, but instead need 
to be explored contextually; strategies in the Kennet and 
Colne Valleys represent choices made by humans in spe-
cific landscapes.

Hunting strategies over time
Having established that the assemblages from the Ken-
net and Colne Valley do not indicate human predation 
of any one species, ordering them by date (Fig. 62.2) also 
demonstrates the differences between sites are not the re-
sult of a unilinear change in targeted species over time. It 
is not possible to assess changes in species frequency over 
time in northern Britain, as only the Star Carr data are 
published in enough detail. However, the data are avail-
able to compare southern British sites with Early Meso-
lithic sites in neighbouring north-western France, where 
there is argued to be a change in species representation 
over time (cf. Bridault 1997a, 306; Valdeyron 2008, 197). 
This is characterized as a shift in focus from red deer to 
wild boar at the transition from the Early to the Middle 
Mesolithic (see Fig 62.3); early sites, such as Warluis IIIb, 
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Faraday Road 
(9120-8500 cal BC)

Three Ways Wharf
(8790-8280 cal BC)

Thatcham III
(8630-8260 cal BC)

Former Sanderson 
Site

(8590-8290 cal BC)
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Fig. 62.2. Graph showing the frequency of ungulate 
species at four southern British Early Mesolithic sites. 
Frequencies presented are MNI counts, and the sites 
are ranked by age, according to the calibrated dates 
presented in the text.
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show a dominance of deer (Coutard et al. 2010, 74), but 
later sites, such as Warluis I, show a dominance of wild 
boar (Leduc and Bridault 2011, 49). However, the Kennet 
and Colne assemblages do not show an equivalent shift 
over time; although Faraday Road, Thatcham III, and the 
Former Sanderson Site have high frequencies of wild boar, 
these are not preceded by earlier, red deer dominated sites. 
Instead, wild boar is the most frequently hunted species at 
these Early Mesolithic sites.

Furthermore, the broadly contemporaneous assem-
blages from Three Ways Wharf and the Former Sanderson 
Site evidence different hunting practices in the same lo-
cal area, one focusing on red deer, the other on wild boar.  
Therefore, instead of a shift from red deer to wild boar over 
the course of the Early Mesolithic, the sites in southern 
Britain show the hunting of both red deer and wild boar 
at separate sites during the Early Mesolithic. This suggests 
that attempts to establish broad shifts in Mesolithic hunt-
ing strategies that focus on any single species are not sub-
stantiated by the material record; instead, hunting strat-
egies in the Kennet and Colne, and more widely across 
Britain and Europe, should be seen as the result of humans 
making intentional choices, in specific landscapes, popu-
lated by particular species.   

Conclusions – Beyond red deer
The frequencies of species within British Early Mesolith-
ic faunal assemblages clearly demonstrate that previous 
narratives of Mesolithic hunting practices, in which hu-
mans focused specifically, or exclusively on red deer, lead-
ing to large-scale transhumance mobility patterns, are no 
longer appropriate or tenable. Species frequencies instead 
evidence the hunting of various ungulate species, with 
both northern and southern sites focusing on specific 
species. The frequencies of different species does suggest 
that large-scale environmental and vegetative changes 
led to fluctuations in species numbers, or even absences, 

during the Early Mesolithic, a pattern also evidenced in 
other parts of north-western Europe. However, while the 
relative frequency of species may have fluctuated across 
Britain, all the assemblages suggest that humans regular-
ly hunted many ungulate species, and occupied particu-
lar sites to hunt specific species. It is of particular inter-
est that, in contrast to assemblages from north-western 
France, the assemblages from southern Britain do not ev-
idence a shift from red deer to wild boar over the course 
of the Early Mesolithic; instead, both species were being 
hunted during this period. This highlights the issues with 
attempting to formulate large-scale accounts of hunting 
strategies, and instead encourages new accounts that con-
sider actions as the result of particular humans making 
choices in specific environments. Confronted by sites that 
are not united by a single predation pattern, Mesolithic 
hunting practices within the Kennet and Colne Valley, 
and Britain more widely, were not geared toward hunting 
a single species. Instead Mesolithic life involved moving 
within a network of sites in a mosaic of different environ-
ments; floodplain, marsh, dense woodland and clearings, 
each offering particular opportunities to hunt particular 
species, at certain times of the year. As more sites are dis-
covered, new assemblages are analyzed and old material 
is revisited, research into the British Mesolithic has the 
opportunity to move beyond just red deer, and exam-
ine the true complexity of hunting strategies within the 
landscape.
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Foraging Assemblages is the publication of the proceedings 
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