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Welcome to this festive edition of Relics, where we 
bring to you a little update of what we have been up to,  
a few fascinating snippets of history and some random 
musings .

Halloween and Festive Astronomy
On Halloween eve, we had the pleasure of conducting an 
observing session for a group of Chinese students. The 
Pleiades, in ancient China the Hairy Mane of the White 
Tiger, were the focus of this penultimate evening to the   
scariest night of the year. Culminating in the autumn, the 
Pleiades have long been associated with halloween, witches 
and things that go bump in the night. 

During December our Ancient Chinese Astronomy sessions 
have proven popular, we look forward to continuing our 
theme of the archaeology of the ancient Chinese sky in 
2017. 
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Royal Archaeological 
Institute Conference 
In October the History 
Machine made the long 
journey north to Carlisle to 
attend the annual conference 
of the RAI, focussing on the 
Neolithic of the north. This 
was a great opportunity to 
enjoy updates and new ideas 
in the world of archaeology, 
with speakers, including 
Richard Bradley, Julian 
Thomas, Alex Gibson and   
Alison Sheriden. Amongst 
m a n y f a s c i n a t i n g 
discussions, the significance 
of the repeated destruction 
(burning) of timber circles 
was topical for us given our 
recent trip to Stanton Drew 
reported in  a previous issue 
of Relics. It would be great if 
somebody could have a little 
look at just one of those post 
ho l e s fo r ev idence o f 
burning. 

There was a fantastic talk 
from Paul Frodsham on his 
excavations at Long Meg. 

Continued on page 3 

RELICS 
 Occasional musings from the Travelling History Company

http://www.thetravellinghistorycompany.com


The Travelling History Company December 2016

Travelling History outreach

In the autumn we ran a Roman Day at Sea Mills Primary 
School, focussing of course, on the Roman town of Abonae 
beneath their feet. We were joined by Christine Molan, a 
former pupil at Sea Mills. Chris’ father had a local 
allotment in the 1960’s and uncovered numerous Roman 
artefacts, including what seems to be a complete Samian 
Ware dinner service! Chris has been working hard with 
Bristol Museum to record these finds and has been involved 
in subsequent excavations.  It was great to take 60 
enthusiastic children and teachers down to this hugely 
important Roman harbour. 

We have just completed a 13 week course at Brentry 
Primary School, taking our students on a journey from the 
Middle Palaeolithic up to the Roman Invasion of Britain, 
followed by adventures in the Scientific Revolution and  
t h e A g e o f 
Enlightenment. 
This involved a 
lot of hands on 
activity ranging 
from creating 
s o m e U p p e r 
P a l a e o l i t h i c 
r o c k a r t , t o 
reconstructing 
the experiments 
and observations of  pioneers such as Galileo and Thomas 
Harriot. 

We have some fantastic activities planned for local Beaver 
and Cub groups booked in for January and February.  One 
lucky group will be considering aliens. Not necessarily of 
the 1950’s B movie variety (although we are very tempted) 
but exploring the thoughts of the great 18th and 19th 
astronomers to life on other planets, and even some (albeit 
outrageously dubious) medieval depictions of Little Green 
Men. This is all in pursuit of history and astronomy badges. 
If any school teachers, parents, Cub/Beaver leaders out 
there would like further information, please do contact us. 
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Music Corner

Our music review this month  
is John McSherry and his 
album The Seven Suns. John 
McSherry is a Northern Irish 
Uilleann pipe player. And a 
very good one too. The Seven 
Suns is inspired by the ancient 
m o n u m e n t s o f N o r t h e r n 
Ireland.  Highlights for us 
include “Atlantean” describing 
the Neolithic connectivity from 
Orkney to Ireland, to Western 
France, Spain and Portugal 
down to Morocco, illustrated 
t h r o u g h m o n u m e n t a l i t y.  
“Car rowmore” and “The 
Cloghogle” are inspired by 
monuments of the same name. 
Sunrise at Bealtaine touches on 
rock art and archaeoastronomy. 
“The Whisperer” celebrates a 
standing stone. This is a CD 
(unfortunately not available on 
vinyl) to pop on the hifi on a 
cold winter’s evening, sit by the 
fire with a glass of red and 
ponder the extraordinary 
accompl i shmen t s o f ou r 
Neolithic forebears.
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Travelling History Diaries
We  are  making  a  big  effort  on  our  social  media 
particularly with our Linked In and Facebook pages. 
We  have  also  produced  a  blog  that  we  call  the 
Travelling History Diaries; short, relaxed, sometimes 
entertaining articles setting out things we have been 
up to. These are on our website here.

Beer
As we carried our Christmas keg of ale back to the 
Travelling  History  Company  Headquarters  recently, 
we were reminded of the Great London Beer Flood of 
1814.  On  the  17th  October  of  that  year  the  main 
fermentation tank of the Horseshoe Brewery, just off 
Tottenham  Court  Road,  ruptured.  This   released 
320,000 gallons  of  beer  in  a  fifteen foot  high wave 
onto the streets of London, much to the delight of the 
local residents. On a more sobering note there were 
fatalities, the final victim several days after the event 
was a man who (allegedly) died of alcohol poisoning, 

presumably  doing 
his  best  to  avert 
d i sa s te r  by 
consuming  a s 
much as possible.
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Looking back on 2016
Its  been a  fascinating  year  in  the  world  of 
archaeology.  The  amazing  excavations  at 
Must  Farm  in  Cambr idgesh i re  ha ve 
unearthed  years  of  ongoing  research  to  be  
undertaken on Bronze Age society. 

More recently, the discovery of Anglo Saxon 
cemetery,  with  unique  coffins  at  Great 
Ryburgh in Norfolk and perhaps the oldest 
monks found at Beckery Chapel in Somerset.

The Stonehenge story will need rewriting as 
the   landscape continues to reveal amazing 
archaeology, much of which seems to be that 
illusive evidence of habitation.

Not so good has been the abolition of  the 
Archaeology A level course. What are these 
people thinking?

It has been a terrible year for music though, 
too many great artists have passed during the 
last  12  months.  As  we  write  this  we  have 
learnt  of  the  death  of  Greg  Lake.   With 
Christmas approaching, we will be reminded 
of  this  genius  and  his  fantastic  work  with 
King Crimson and ELP on a daily basis as “I 
Believe in Father Christmas” resonates from 
our radios. 

The Travelling History Company en Francais

From the RAI conference the History Machine set 
off for France, to New Aquitaine - Richard the 
Lionheart country. A very interesting site popped out 
at us - The Mottes of Mazaubrum, just outside 
Châlus. Little is known about these impressive half 
dozen mounds that have been assigned as 10th or 
11th century motte and bailey castles. Wouldn’t it be 
fascinating if the team from Reading University 
popped down to do some dating, and amazing if 
they turned out to be Iron Age! 

RAI Continued
Another  talk  that  stood  out  was  Seren 
Griffiths, who suggested that we remain a little 
too  shackled  to  the  chronologies  and 
typologies  established  over  50  years  ago  by 
pioneers such Stuart Piggott.  In the world of 
the Travelling History Company much of our 
work  is  with  children  who  have  fresh  and 
unencumbered views and present a refreshing 
outlook on our  prehistory,  albeit  that  it  may 
involve aliens and monsters from time to time! 

A woodcut illustrating the 
event, we love the beer 
surfing dog! Image from 
Historic UK.
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Christmas TV and Radio
We have  bought  our  Christmas  edition  of 
the Radio Times; here are some programmes 
we shall be watching/listening to:

Christmas  Eve  6.07  am  Radio  4,  Open 
Country.  Helen  Mark  visits  Newgrange  on 
the winter solstice.

Boxing  Day,  7.00  BBC2,  Britain’s  Pompeii. 
Alice Roberts at Must Farm

Boxing Day, 9.30 BBC2, The Entire Universe 
with  Brian  Cox  in  a  Yuletide  Scientific 
Musical extravaganza.

Historical Yuletide and random thoughts
When you are singing Christmas carols this year, 
give some thought to their longevity. Favourites 
such as The Holly and the Ivy  and Good King 
Wenceslas   which can be traced back to medieval 
times apparently have distinctly medieval chord 
sequences.  The archaeology of  chord sequences 
sounds like a great project for 2017.

Whilst on the subject of music and archaeology, 
there  is  a  fascinating  article  in  the  Dec  2016  
issue of Antiquity about the graffiti of the punk 
era  in  the  context  of  rock  art.   Do  Johnny 
Rotten’s  daubings  on  the  wall  of  his  bedsit  in 
Denmark Street deserve heritage status alongside   
the  rock  art  at  Lascaux?  A fascinating  and 
wonderfully controversial article. 

When munching into mince pies over Christmas, 
sympathise with Mrs Pepy’s, up until 4.00 in the 
morning making her own in 1666. In those days 
the  ingredients  were  much  more  meaty  than 
today  with  all  manner  of  animal  and  game 
included. The pies were rectangular, representing 
Jesus’ crib.

And if  you  happen  to  be  visiting  a  prehistoric 
stone circle on Christmas morning, think about 
ancient people congregating there on the winter 
solstice and enjoying a  yuletide singalong. OK, 
we don’t know for sure that this happened, but 
interestingly, an  obsolete definition of the word 
"carol" is indeed a  ring of stones. Stonehenge, in 
1 3 30,  wa s  re fe r red  to  a s   "ca ro l  o f  the 
stones"  (source:   Historical  Thesaurus  of  the 
Oxford English Dictionary).  It will be interesting 
to  hear  what  Helen  Mark  has  to  say  on  the 
subject  of  midwinter  festivals,  the  precursor  to 
modern Christmas, on radio 4 on Christmas Eve 
-  see  our  expansive  TV and  Radio  listings 

  Christmas and prehistory entwined?

And speaking of the Oxford Dictionary, their Word 
of Year 2016 is Post-Truth; public opinion shaped 
not  by  fact  but  by  emotive  personal  belief.  The 
impact of this extraordinary political year remains 
to be seen but we are confident that cultural and 
educational  tourism  in  the  magnificent  British 
landscape will continue to thrive.  
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And finally….
We would like to thank all our friends who have been 
tirelessly  and  enthusiastically  supporting  the 
Travelling  History  Project.  Whether  helping  with 
artwork,  translat ions,  legal  stuff,  g iv ing  us 
introductions or simply liking and sharing our  social 
media, it is all hugely appreciated.  

If you have enjoyed this issue of Relics,  please feel 
free to sign up for future editions on any footer page 
on our website.

Do get  out  over  the Christmas holidays  and enjoy 
some of Britain’s fantastic history and most of all, to 
all our readers, we wish you a very happy Christmas 
and the very  best  for  an exciting  and healthy new 
year. 

Uley Long Barrow

It was lovely to read Mick Sharp’s article on 
photography at Uley Long Barrow in the latest 
edition of British Archaeology. In the autumn we 
ran a school field trip to this fabulous site. It is 
fiendishly tricky to get  good photo of the interior 
of Uley Long Barrow. Amongst the useful 
technical photographic information, Mick slipped 
in some descriptions of the site that encapsulate 
exactly what the Travelling History Company is 
all about. He talks of  the “ancient darkness” 
inside the monument, its  dark, damp earthiness, 
the powerful subterranean atmosphere and 
pressure just about withheld by the stones. He 
touches on its significance today in the discreetly 
placed offerings. This is the very experience we 
try to convey to our young guests and hopefully 
inspire them to work towards their Archaeology A 
levels ! Oh.

Sunset over Uley (yes, we really need some 
photography tips from Mick Sharp!), one of a 
group of wonderful Neolithic monuments along 
the Cotswold Scarp. We are planning some 
“astronomy from ancient places” activities from 
the Scarp in January. Contact us for further 
information. 

Our TV Debut

In the autumn our TV appearance was screened 
in Guangzhou. The programme followed a group 
of families visiting the UK. The Bristol clip can 
be found on this link - our bit is 8.30 minutes in, 
but look out for a couple of, to many readers, 
familiar faces in the opening sequence! 
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