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In this booklet we will look at Ice Age Worcestershire.  

What was life like for the first humans to ever live in this 

area?  Who were those first humans and when did they 

live here?  What animals did they live with?  The 

answers are sometimes surprising! 

We will look at how we know the answers to these 

questions and think about all the questions we still 

haven’t answered, the evidence for which probably lies 

beneath our feet, awaiting discovery. Three hundred 

years ago most people thought the earth was just a few 

thousand years old.  Now we know it is nearly 4.6 billion 

years old, and that life started over 3.5 billion years ago.  

Human evolution is complex with many species.  Our 

knowledge has come a long way in the last 300 years. 

The Ice Age covers a period in Britain from around 2.5 

million years ago until around 12,700 years ago when 

the last ice sheet melted.  Humans have lived in Britain 

for around 1 million years, although only at times when 

the climate was warm enough.  We have evidence for 

people in the west midlands going back around 500,000 

years.  That’s half a million years since people first lived 

right here in Worcestershire. 

 

Introduction 
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This resource was produced by the Lost Landscapes 

project, a partnership between Worcestershire Archive and 

Archaeology Service and Museums Worcestershire. 

Supported by: 

Heritage Lottery Fund, Arts Council England, the Council for 

British Archaeology West Midlands, the Worcestershire 

Archaeological Society, the Tomlinson Brown Trust, West 

Midlands Museum Development, Severn Waste, and the 

Herefordshire and Worcestershire Earth Heritage Trust. 

Cartoons are by Andi Watson: andiwatson.info  and 

templates by White Bryony Designs  

Text by Rob Hedge and Emma Hancox 
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You can see Ice Age remains on 

display at Worcester City Art 

Gallery and Museum (open Mon-

Sat 10:30—16:30, free entry) 

What next? 

We hope you’ve enjoyed finding out about the earliest 

humans in Worcestershire, the animals they lived 

alongside, and their Ice Age world. Here’s where you can 

find out more... 

 

Worcestershire Archive and 

Archaeology Service are based at 

The Hive, Worcester, and offer a range 

of resources, activities, and workshops 

for educators. 

Love history and archaeology? Aged 8-

16? Worcestershire Young 

Archaeologists’ Club meets monthly: 

wyac.org.uk 



3  

 

What’s underneath 

your feet? 

Dig down into the ground, and what would you find? For the 

first 30 centimetres, you’ll probably find rich topsoil, full of 

roots, bugs, and worms.  Dig a bit deeper and you’ll see the 

soil start to change. 
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In many parts of Worcestershire, there are thick layers of 

sand and gravel before you reach the solid rock beneath. 

These can be more than 10 metres deep.  They’re 

evidence of the effects of the Ice Age. Over the last 

500,000 years, the area we now call Worcestershire has 

changed dramatically. At times, it was so cold that the 

whole area was under ice sheets called glaciers. They 

were hundreds of metres thick. Only the tops of the 

Malvern Hills would have peeked out above the ice. 

As these ice sheets melted at the start of a warm period, 

they deposited many tonnes of gravel and sand, 

sometimes brought from hundreds of miles away.  The 

melting glaciers also carved out new rivers, valleys and 

hills.  A period of relative stability followed with 

temperatures similar to today.  This allowed animals, and 

sometimes early humans, to migrate northwards into 

central Britain until the climate cooled again and the land 

was covered in ice once more. 

These constant and sometimes severe climate changes 

can be understood through looking at the layers of 

material beneath our feet.  Hidden within these layers are 

often the remains of animals, insects, plants and 

occasionally tools. 
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For earlier species of humans, one of the most important 

tools was the ‘handaxe’. Shaped like an oval or a teardrop, 

these tools could be used for bashing, splitting, or cutting. 

Below is a photograph of a  handaxe found in Hallow. It is 

200,000 years old. 

The drawing shows how the axe was made, using an 

antler hammer or hammerstone to chip off overlapping 

flakes. 

Homo sapiens introduced 

different tools, like arrowheads 

made from long, slender flint 

blades, carefully trimmed to 

shape.  Left: flint point found at 

Kemerton, Bredon Hill. 14,000 

years old 
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People in the Ice Age shaped their world using lots of 

different materials, including wood, antler, animal skins, 

and plant fibres. But most of these organic materials rot 

away after thousands of years in the ground. 

Luckily for archaeologists, our ancestors also made tools 

out of stone. These survive very well. 

Flint was a popular rock to use. It is hard, fractures in a 

predictable way when you break it, and the broken edges 

are very sharp. It forms in chalk, but there aren’t any 

areas of chalk in Worcestershire. So, early humans 

became very skilled at finding nodules of flint brought 

here by glaciers. Quartzite and chert were also often 

used. 

Hush, little one!” 

“While the baby sleeps, 

I’ll make the tools I need 

for our next hunt” 

Stone tools 
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The map shows where evidence of the Ice Age has 

been found in Worcestershire. The oldest deposits are 

in blue. The most recent ones are in black. Older 

deposits are usually higher above sea level. We can 

also use the remains of animals and plants to find out 

their age. 
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People of Science 

 

We haven’t always known 

how old the rocks beneath 

us are.  William Smith 

created this map over 200 

years ago. Each different 

colour marks a different 

type of rock. Smith realised 

that the different layers 

could be found in the same 

patterns across the 

country, and that they 

contained different types of 

fossils that could be used 

to work out how old they 

were.  

We know a lot about the 

Ice Age because of 

research by people like 

William Smith. 

They inspected rocks, soil, sand, and gravel, and discovered 

that hundreds of thousands of years ago, glaciers once 

covered Worcestershire. The powerful ice sheets carried 

strange rocks called ‘erratics’ here from the north. When the 

glaciers melted, they carved wide river channels. 



19  

 

Homo neanderthalensis, 

200,000 years ago 

“It grows colder. Cold even for 

the Great Tusked Longnose. 

Dark shadows haunt our 

campfires. The ancestors tell of 

warm marshes and great 

herds. All are gone from this 

place. We must head south, in 

search of others of our kind.” 

Homo sapiens, 37,000 

years ago 

“What a place! We must 

be on the edge of the 

world. But I’m never alone 

as long as I’ve got my 

spear. The ancient ones 

were here before us. I 

know, I’ve seen their 

camps, in the dark corners 

where the cave bears 

sleep.” 
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People of 

the Ice Age 

Homo 

heidelbergensis, 500,000 years ago 

“It is a good place to camp. The bison 

come to graze. There are shelters in 

the hills. But we can’t stay long. The 

herds move south when the leaves 

begin to fall. We must follow. I’ll hunt 

here again when the flowers open. 

Perhaps, by then, our baby will be 

walking.” 

There have been humans in 

Britain for almost a million 

years, belonging to at least 4 

different species. There may be 

more yet to be discovered... 

Homo antecessor, 900,000 

years ago 

“We are the first of our kind to 

come to this land of giants. But 

we stay by the sea. The rivers 

are cool. When the grasses grow 

there are many deer.” 
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 “I’m Reverend William 

Symonds. I was born 200 

years ago. I may have been a 

Victorian priest, but my real 

passion was rocks and 

fossils. Marvellous things, 

rocks! I wrote a guide for 

young naturalists like you.” 

Sometimes we find the remains of Ice Age plants and 

animals deep in the ground. They help us to discover 

what the climate was like when they were alive, and to 

date the ground in which they were found. 

 “My name is Dr Mabel Tomlinson. 

My students called me ‘Doc Tom’. 

I taught geology, but in my spare 

time I deciphered the Ice Age 

landscape of the River Avon, and 

published discoveries of Woolly 

Rhinoceros and Mammoth. I 

became a Doctor of Science in 

1936 — a special honour that few 

women in my time achieved.”  
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Science worked very differently in the past. In Victorian 

times, clever people like Rev. Symonds were often experts 

in many different subjects relating to the past. We call 

these people ‘Antiquarians’. They were often wealthy men 

whose family income meant they didn’t need to work. 

But not all were wealthy, and not all were men. 

The first person to find 

stone tools proving 

humans lived in 

Worcestershire in the 

Ice Age was a humble 

tailor called William 

Bruton, from St John’s, 

Worcester. 

Women were excluded 

from many scientific 

societies and 

universities. But that 

didn’t stop them from 

making exciting 

discoveries.  

Antiquarians 
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Archaeologists use the word 

Palaeolithic to describe 

people who lived in the Ice 

Age. It means ‘Old Stone 

Age’, and comes from two 

words in Greek: 

Palaios = ancient 

Lithos = stone 

The population of Britain in the 

Ice Age was very small. In very 

cold periods there was nobody 

here at all. In warmer times, 

people walked across the dry 

English Channel. There were 

probably only about 10,000 

people in the whole of Britain. 

That’s about the same as the 

population of the parish of 

Warndon, or the whole of the 

town of Bewdley. 
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Humans in  

Britain 
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One of the earliest and most significant contributors in 

the mid-19th century was Catherine Strickland. The 

daughter of renowned naturalist William Jardine, she was 

a wonderfully talented illustrator whose artistic ability 

offered her an entry into scientific research.  Illustration 

was perceived to be an appropriately feminine pursuit. 

She illustrated her husband Hugh’s works: her 

illustrations of the Dodo were acclaimed as a major 

contribution to the field. Catherine Strickland illustrated 

and helped to identify and publish some of the first Ice 

Age animal bones found in Worcestershire. Many fossils 

in Worcester Museum still have her name on the labels.   

“Science  

has moved  

on a bit since 

Victorian times! 

Archaeologists like me 

have a whole range of 

scientific tools that 

help us to understand 

life in the Ice Age.” 
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Scan this code or visit:  

https://skfb.ly/6GXsr 

to see a 3D model 

The mighty River Severn, the longest river in Britain, was 

formed by the melting of one of those ice sheets. So much 

water flowed out of the bottom of those retreating glaciers 

that the rivers cut deep into the soft sandstone of the Severn 

Valley. The rivers left behind huge mounds of sand and 

gravel. 

Sometimes, in those ancient deposits, we find the remains of 

extinct animals. Part of one Ice Age giant is shown in the 

picture at the top of this page. This object was found in 

Clifton Quarry, south of Worcester, in 2016. Can you guess 

what it is? You’ll meet one on the next page... 
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Reindeer were common here, too. Many of their bones have 

been found around Bredon Hill. For early humans, reindeer 

furs provided warm clothes and shelters. Their antlers were 

used to make tools like needles and harpoons. 

All those grazing herbivores attracted some fearsome 

predators. Wolves, cave hyaenas, and even cave lions 

stalked the Worcestershire landscape alongside early 

humans. 

In warmer periods, some unusual animals made their 

homes in Worcestershire. During a warm spell 120,000 

years ago, hippos wallowed in Worcestershire’s rivers. 

Fossil hippo bones helped Victorian Antiquarians to work 

out that the Ice Age 

included both cold 

and warm periods. 

“ 

Hullo. Horace the 

hungry 

hippopotamus 

here. Do you have 

any food? I love to 

chill in the river, but 

every evening I 

have to drag myself 

out of the nice cool 

water to eat grass. 

Boring. 
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Adult woolly mammoth feet were 40-50cm across. Even 

the feet of a baby mammoth measured 15cm across. We 

know this because we can measure the feet of mammoths 

found frozen in Siberian ice. Footprint trails have also been 

discovered, preserved in soft mud. 

Huge herds of hungry bison once wandered Worcestershire. 

Their appetite for eating anything green is one of the reasons 

why, even in warm periods, there weren’t many trees here in 

the Ice Age. 
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When it wasn’t buried under glaciers, 

Ice Age Worcestershire had lots of 

rivers and huge areas of grassland. This 

attracted lots of large animals. Herds of 

herbivores ate the grasses and 

flowering plants, and carnivores ate the 

herbivores. 

Humans were often here, too. They 

were nomadic stone age hunter-

gatherers, moving with the herds and 

the seasons. We sometimes find the 

stone tools they made and used. 
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Ice Age animals 

“Hello! I’m Millicent. I’m a Woolly Mammoth. My hobbies 

are eating grass, scaring humans, eating flowers, winding 

down with a nice mud bath, and, er, eating shrubs. I lived 

here 200,000 years ago. Everyone thinks we plodded 

around in the snow, but me? My long coat of guard hairs 

keeps me warm, but I’m also happy enough when its not 

too chilly.” 

Archaeological illustrator Peter Lorimer created this 

reconstruction image.  It is based on the discovery of 

mammoth remains at Strensham M5 Motorway Services, 

led by environmental archaeologist Clare de Rouffignac. 

‘Millicent’ was a young adult female, aged about 20-25 when 

she died. Peter’s reconstruction uses evidence from tiny 

fossil shells, insect remains, and microscopic pollen grains. 

These tell us what the climate was like 200,000 years ago, 

when Millicent was alive. It was surprisingly similar to today. 

Millicent died next to a shallow pool in an area of grassland. 

There were pine and oak trees nearby. Arrowhead plants 

grew in the pool. Nettles grew around it. Beetles fed on the 

mammoth dung. 
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You can see Millicent at  

Worcestershire County Museum, 

Hartlebury! 




