
Who were the first people in Britain?

History is the study of what happened in the past. 

Historians often use written records to learn 
about the past but people haven’t always been 
able to write.  The special name for the past 
before people started writing is called the 
prehistoric period. 

Archaeologists study physical remains left by 
humans from the past. Archaeology is really 
important for understanding the prehistoric 
period because there were no written records.

The prehistoric period lasted for a very long time 
so it is divided into different periods based on 
what tools people used: the Stone Age, Bronze 
Age and Iron Age.

Lithic means stone.  The Stone Age can be further 
divided into the: Palaeolithic (old Stone Age), 
Mesolithic (middle Stone Age) and Neolithic (new 
Stone Age).

Human evolution (the process that created modern 
humans) took a very long time. Early human like creatures 
called hominids started to emerge.  There were lots of 
different types of early human including Homo Habilis, 
Homo Erectus and the Neandertals.  Eventually these died 
out and were replaced by Homo Sapiens 10 million years 
ago (which is what we are!)

Historical evidence can be divided into two types of evidence 
called sources. 

Primary sources are from the period being studied, whilst   
secondary sources aren’t from the period being studied but 
still give us information about that period.  

Primary sources can be dated using special techniques such 
as carbon dating and stratigraphy, which help to show how 
old something is.

Until about 6,000 years ago, Britain was 
joined to Europe by a land bridge called 
Doggerland.

The first evidence of human activity in 
Britain was found at the sites like: 
Happisburgh, Boxgrove, Swanscombe, 
Pontnewydd and Kents Cavern.  During the 
Palaeolithic, there were lots of glacial 
periods (Ice Ages).  People moved to warmer 
places so evidence is limited from this 
period. 

After the Ice Age came the Mesolithic.  
These people were hunter-gatherers
meaning they would hunt and forage for 
plants.  Evidence from this period has been 
found at Cheddar Gorge, Starr Carr and the 
Severn Estuary (the Goldcliff Footprints). 
Rising sea levels at this time meant that 
Dogglerland, the land bridge to Europe, was 
submerged.  Britain became an island for 
the first time.



Who were the first people in 
Britain?

In the Neolithic period, people began to grow food 
and started to keep animals for food. This is called 
domestication. People started to settle in one place 
and build more substantial houses as seen at Skara 
Brae in Orkney (though archaeologists have now 
found evidence of house like shelters from the 
Mesolithic too at Star Carr and Howick).  

Ritual structures like Stonehenge were built and 
whilst people continued to use stone tools made 
from flint, people gradually began finding new 
ways of making copper tools from copper ore. 

Soon they were mixing copper with tin to make a 
new metal called bronze. This marked the start of a 
new age called the Bronze Age.

Archaeologists also noticed differences in the way people 
were buried in the Bronze Age.  In the Neolithic, people 
were buried in long burial mounds with other members of 
their clan but in the Bronze Age there were more 
individual burials either in cists (underground pits covered 
by stone slabs) or round barrows (circular burial mounds).

Some were buried with lots of things, others without. 
Previously, everyone was using stone tools and were equal 
but now some people had the skills to make metal to 
trade for other things that they wanted. 

This is shown by the grave 
of the Amesbury Archer who 
lived 4,300 years ago and was 
buried with flint arrowheads, 
copper knives and gold hair 
ornaments. The Archer would 
probably have been rich.

Trade also brought new settlers during the Bronze Age, 
including a group of people called the Beaker people, 
named after the distinctive beakers they left in their 
graves.  Around 2,700BC people started making tools and 
weapons from iron.  This marked the start of the Iron Age. 

Archaeologists found evidence about Bronze Age 
life from sites like Flag Fen and Must Farm.  
Residues on pots showed that Bronze Age people 
were eating grains, fish and eels.  Building remains 
tell us that people lived in roundhouses made from 
mud with turf or thatched roofs.

From the middle of the Bronze Age, the weather 
became colder and wetter.  Around this time, 
people started throwing swords and axes into 
rivers. Archaeologists think they may have been 
offerings for better weather. 

Iron Age people are often called the Celts.  The 
Celts were made up from lots of different tribes 
who lived in hill forts like Danebury Hillfort.  
Lots of burial pits were found here suggesting 
that lots of people died at once.  This may 
suggest lots of fighting as does the fact that 
people lived in a hillforts to defend their land.

About 2000 years ago, the Iron Age came to an 
when people called the Romans started to 
expand their Empire across Europe.  The 
Romans could read and write, so when they 
arrived in Britain, prehistory ended and history 
began.  Written records and dates could now 
be used to describe when things happened. 

What evidence is there from the prehistoric 
period in the North East?
• Mesolithic house – Howick, 

Northumberland
• Duddo stone circle – Neolithic / early 

Bronze Age stone circle
• Bronze Age burial cist at Rock, 

Northumberland
• Yeavering Bell – the largest Iron Age hill fort 

in Northumberland

Key evidence: stones, bronze and iron tools, pottery, burial sites, 
rock art and settlement sites. 


