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Abstract:

Cultural factors have always been a major factor in people’s decisions and lives. However, the landscape we live in cannot be ignored. This is the basis of our economy, and the stage for our social and ideological life. This is even more so in a landscape that is formed by the sea, and in which the sea is still active. The availability of fresh water, problems and possibilities for agriculture, and living safe from flooding all have to be accounted for. 

The area along the Wadden Sea is such a landscape, and was even more so in prehistory, before dikes diminished the influence of the sea. Despite of the marine environment, there was a large population in this area, well adapted to these conditions and to life on artificial dwelling mounds, the terpen (Friesland), wierden (Groningen) or Wurten (Germany).

In the Dutch part of this area, many of the terps have been destroyed, owing to commercial quarrying of the terp-soil, that was used as a fertilizer on the poor soils of the inland Pleistocene area. Some terps completely disappeared, others remained for only half or even less.

Although this a of course sad from a cultural heritage point of view, it also gives modern archaeologists a unique chance to do research without destroying much. The steep sides of these remainders (so-called steilkanten), can easily be cleaned and documented. They form cross-sections through the terps, and with that through time. This is the kind of research we have been doing in the northern Netherlands in the past decade.

In this paper some of the results of these excavations will be presented, with some additional results from other research. These are, for example, prehistoric dikes, colonization of the salt marsh related to grazing, possibilities for agriculture, a break in habitation at the end of the Roman Age and its causes, and the changes in the landscape during habitation.

The paper will end with some observations about the situation now, compared to prehistory and early history, and about what we can learn from early habitation practice now that we are facing climatic change and its effects.

