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In the summer of 1991, the Dutch media featured extensively 

the excavation of an early Bandkeramik (LBK) village in Geleen, 

Limburg. The headlines in the newspapers read: “7000 years 

old farmers village”, “Oldest village of the Netherlands 

discovered in Geleen”, “Old farm village excavated”, etc.  

The discovery was mentioned in the news programmes on all 

Dutch TV channels. The Dutch radio called the site the oldest 

“Brandkeramische” (instead of “Bandkeramische”; the Dutch 

word ‘brand’ means ‘ire’…) site of the Netherlands. Not only 
the Dutch press was interested, even German and Belgian 

newspapers wrote about “The Earliest Dutch Village”. What 

was the case? The University of Leiden was excavating an 

almost complete prehistoric village once inhabited by the very 

irst farmers in this part of Europe. If it was not the irst 
village of the Netherlands, then it was at least one of a series 

of early villages.

1.1 DISCOvERy

The site is now known as geleen janskamperveld (jkv) and 

was discovered by Harry vromen from geleen. Already in 

1979 it became clear to vromen – artist, amateur archaeologist 

and correspondent to the monument Service – that an unknown 

bandkeramik (‘Lbk’, from german ‘Linearbandkeramik’) 

settlement was hidden in the south-western part of the 

Janskamperveld. While surveying the agricultural ields he 
found pottery, lint and sandstone artefacts. In the following 
years vromen kept an eye on the area and discovered more 

evidence. 

The site of jkv is one of many Lbk sites discovered and 

excavated on the graetheide plateau. This plateau was well-

suited for the early farmers as it is covered with loess, a 

fertile and easy to till aeolian sediment. It lies about 20 km 
north of the present-day city of Maastricht (ig. 1-1 and 1-2). 
The names of some of the other Lbk sites are well known 

among those who study the European Neolithic: Sittard, 

Elsloo, Stein and Beek (Modderman 1958, 1970, 1985, 1988). 
most of these sites were excavated just after the Second 

World War as a result of the frantic post-war building activity.

From 1979 to 1989 Vromen collected many LBK inds 
north of the geleenbeeklaan. He was able to trace the limits 

of what he thought was a Lbk village of the earliest phase 

(5300-5100 BC) (ig. 1-3). In 1980 a sewer trench was dug 

near hotel Riche in the extreme south-western part of the 

area (ig. 1-4 no. 1), and 60 cm below the surface a dark 
brown coloured feature became visible. from this trench 

Vromen rescued lint and pottery. Some of the pottery was 
decorated so he could date the inds tentatively to 
Modderman’s phases 1b and 2c (Vromen 1985).

Four years later, the Cokoma building was constructed 
along the Geleenbeeklaan (ig. 1-4 no. 2). In the building pit 
vromen discovered 19 dark coloured features. After consulting 

the provincial archaeologist Dr Willems and Dr bakels of  

the Institute of Prehistory, University of Leiden, a small-scale 
rescue excavation was carried out. The main goal of this 

1 The discovery of the “First Dutch Village”

Hans Kamermans & Pieter van de Velde

Fig. 1-1 The Netherlands, with the position of Geleen indicated.
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2 GELEEn-JanSKaMPErVELd

excavation was to date the inds. Enough decorated pottery 
was collected from the pits to place the site in the older Lbk 

phase lb-c. Three of the features (ig. 1-5, features 18, 19  
and 20) constituted a three-post row characteristic of  
a bandkeramik house (bakels 1985). During the same 

construction works vromen discovered a Roman burial 

cremation with ive pieces of pottery, an iron knife and some 
iron nails. The inds date the grave to the 2nd century ad. 
Later, during surveys of the area, vromen discovered more 

Roman graves.

Another three years later, in 1987, vromen recorded an 

almost complete LBK house in the pit for the Intercai 
building (unpublished letter to Stoepker 1989) (ig. 1-4 no. 3). 
One of the associated features contained a few fragments of 

Limburg pottery. In the following years more ofices were 
constructed along the geleenbeeklaan and more traces of  

the bandkeramik village were discovered: in 1989 in the 

construction trench for the ofice of architect Wauben (ig. 1-4 
no. 4) and in 1990 in the enlargement construction trench for 
the Cokoma building of 1984 (ig. 1-4 no. 2).

1.2 THE 1990 ExCAvATION

for a long time there was no reason to excavate the site, 

although since 1980 the expansion of the town of Geleen 
threatened the area. but all that changed in 1989 when the 

municipality inally decided to build villas on the farmland. 
They were planning to do this in two phases. Phase one 
would ‘only’ destroy the eastern part of the settlement. but 

the second phase, which would start in 1991, threatened the 

complete prehistoric village. vromen sounded the alarm with 

a letter to the new provincial archaeologist Henk Stoepker.  

In 1990 Stoepker conducted a test excavation to establish  
the scientiic potential of Geleen JKV. The Institute of 
Prehistory of Leiden University used this opportunity to hold 
its ield course for irst year archaeology students on the site. 
Ivar Schute, a graduate student, acted as ield supervisor. 
From the end of May until mid-September 0.2 hectare was 
excavated and 10 well-preserved LBK house plans, ive 
disturbed Roman graves, and a wealth of pits were discovered 

(Schute 1991). 

Phase one of the municipal building activities had already 
started and the eastern part of the settlement was almost 

completely lost to the archaeologists. Amateur archaeologist 

Harry vromen who regularly visited the training invited 

some of the teachers to one of the building plots, where for 

all to see a Bandkeramik house was being lushed with 
concrete by the contractor. The only thing vromen and  

a group of students could do was to record the features and 

rescue inds in the sewer trenches in the Hovenweide, the 
Parcivalstraat and the Halewijnstraat, and in a construction 
trench in ‘plot 20’ along the Halewijnstraat (ig. 1-4 no. 5). 
among the inds in the Halewijnstraat was a Late Medieval 
jar. Along a newly built service road parallel to the 

geleenbeeklaan vromen discovered several cremation graves 

dating from the Iron age.

1.3 THE 1991 ExCAvATION

The test excavation revealed that the site was well preserved. 

It looked extremely promising and in October 1990  
Professor Louwe Kooijmans decided to excavate as 
completely as possible the still available three and a half 

hectares of the ive hectares site. The municipality was not 
very enthusiastic, and feared a delay in the building activities. 

They were willing to postpone the work until September 1991 

but had only a small budget available for the excavation. It 
was not easy for Louwe kooijmans to raise the necessary 

400,000 guilders. Leiden University, the Prins Bernhard 
Cultuurfonds and the Province of Limburg together provided 
the main part of the money.

Finally, on 2nd april 1991 the excavation did start and for 
23 weeks Leendert Louwe Kooijmans, his co-worker Hans 
Kamermans, a ield technician and almost 100 students 
worked very hard to inish the excavation before September. 
Ivar Schute again acted as ield supervisor. as in the 
previous year the ield training programme for the irst year’s 
students of the joint departments of archaeology of Leiden 

University (led by Pieter van de Velde) was held on the 
Janskamperveld. during the summer more then 60 LBK 
house plans, an enclosing ditch system and many other 

features were excavated. most of the house plans are from 

long houses, but all the familiar Lbk house types 

(Gross bauten, Bauten and Kleinbauten) are represented.  

The features range from cylindrical silos and pits along 

Fig. 1-2 Southern Dutch Limburg, with the position of Geleen-Jans-

kamperveld (shaded: alluvial deposits)
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 InTrOdUCTIOn 3

houses to quarry loam, to detached pit complexes. The 

enclosing ditch system consisted of a multi-phased structure 

that most probably contained a palisade.

most of the pottery belongs to the Lbk culture and has 

the characteristic simple line decoration, although there are 

also some pottery fragments deriving from the contempora-

neous Limburg culture. most of the stone tools are made of 

eluvial nodules of rijckholt lint. remarkable is the scarcity 

of regular blades. Some fragments of adzes and sandstone 

hand querns were found. Among the charred botanical 

remains found during an extensive sampling programme 

were lentil (Lens culinaris), pea (Pisum sativum) and poppy 

seed (Papaver somniferum), all three the earliest examples  

in the Netherlands.

Other inds, dating from later periods, were a house plan 
of an Iron age farm and a cemetery dating from the roman 

Fig. 1-3 Geleen-Janskamperveld: limits of surface inds and extent of the 1990-1991 excavations
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4 GELEEn-JanSKaMPErVELd

period (70 - 200 ad). The almost a hundred graves, mostly 
cremations, were situated on both sides of the janskamper-

veldweg, suggesting an ancient origin of this ield road. 
However, the archaeologists were not allowed to excavate 

the old medieval or perhaps even Roman road, nor the planned 

pavements of the projected roads. A number of historical 

loess quarries had further disturbed the archaeological features. 

This explains the ‘holes’ on the map of the excavation  

(cp. igs. 15-1 to 15-6).
On 15th august, well before the deadline, the ieldwork 

ended.

1.4 THE POST-ExCAvATION ERA 1991-2007, ANALySES 

AND PubLICATIONS

Soon a number of preliminary reports were published 

(Louwe kooijmans 1991; Louwe kooijmans et al. 1992, 
1993; kamermans et al. 1992; Kamermans/Louwe 
Kooijmans 1994). The inds from the excavation provided 
datasets for student theses in the irst years after the digs, 
especially for those who had taken part in the ield work in 
geleen1. Also, off and on the results of the excavation were 

used in synthetical texts (cf. Louwe kooijmans et al. 2005) 
or Festschriften (Louwe kooijmans et al. 2003). 

Fig. 1-4 Archaeological inds on the Janskamperveld from 1979 until 1990. 
1 = sewer trench near hotel Riche (1980), 2 = construction trench Cokoma building (1984), 3 = construction trench Intercai building (1987),  
4 = construction trench oice of architect Wauben (1989), 5 = construction trench ‘plot 20’ (1990).
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Unavoidably however, the inds, the ield notes and the 
drawings gradually disappeared from sight and mind, as 

other, to some more interesting, excavations came along in 

subsequent years. moreover, already a few years before the 

jkv excavations, when modderman had left the chair of 

Prehistoric archaeology, understandably the focus of the  
faculty’s research slowly shifted away from the band-

keramik to other pursuits, only to return temporarily on the 

occasion of these (what were essentially) rescue excavations.

In 2002 Louwe Kooijmans and Kamermans, and Van de 
velde were invited to contribute to the Festschrift for jens 

Lüning’s 65th birthday, and they decided to write collectively 

one essay on a topic that would please the celebrator, on  

the very excavations at jkv (Louwe kooijmans et al. 2003). 
Of course, there were differences in emphases and view 

points between the three; yet, the resulting text which did not 

hide the differences, was much appreciated by the addressee 

and the wider audience. This, too, became the occasion  

to initiate a full analysis of the jkv data. The work load 

associated with the Deanery of the recently founded faculty 

of Archaeology, plus the editorship of the large scale 

Prehistory of the Netherlands, and a number of large rescue 

excavations in the Dutch peat area, prevented Louwe 

kooijmans to partake in the analyses – although he kindly 

contributed an essay on the geology and geomorphology  

of the region around JKV (Chapter 3, below).
In a traditional vein it was decided that previous to the 

analyses of the different categories of inds, a (relative) 
chronological framework was to be constructed to which  

the other studies were to be appended. That frame was to be 

derived from the changes in the decoration on the pottery;  

in fact, a remake of the chronological scheme published in 

the 2003 text, and Van de Velde set out to do that job. When 
that part-project was near to its end, collaborators were sought 

and found to analyse and describe the other ind categories. 
By that time the digitalization of the ield drawings had got 
under way: for in the ield virtually all trenches had been 
drawn by hand in a traditional way (later to be digitized in 

Fig. 1-5 LBK features in the Cokoma construction trench.
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the ofice as part of students’ training programs); features had 
also been recorded by Total Station and SDR, again as part 

of a ield training program. a full check and completion of 
the digitized plans by Kamermans resulted in the inal digital 
record of the excavation which was later enhanced with 

MaPinfo tables2; in the next chapter he will deal with this 

subject. As far as analysis and description of the jkv band-

keramik data are concerned, lint procurement was assumed 
by m.E.Th. de grooth, use wear and tool analyses both on 

lint and other stones by a.L. van Gijn (later joined by her 
assistant A. verbaas), and adzes as well as macro remains  

of seeds by C.C. Bakels; pottery (all of it), the houses, the 
settlement and the chronology were to be elaborated by  

van de velde. 

Apart from the bandkeramik village on the janskamper-

veld, there were also remains of an Early Iron age farmstead 
situated almost in the centre of the excavation, remarkable 

because of the extensive area that had been uncovered around 

it (albeit for other, Lbk purposes), as yet exceptional on 

loessic soils where only houses and not their yards had been 

excavated; L. van Hoof was willing to take this part of the 

data to an end. The Late Iron age/roman graveyard which 
had been analysed by Wesseling in her Ma thesis (1992) did 
not fare so well afterward. Wesseling herself had moved to an 

administrative job which did not leave suficient time to write 
a new and shorter text on the topic. Several other colleagues 

in the Provincial roman archaeology ield were approached, 
but they all were too busy to conduct an analysis and write 

down the results. Which is a pity, as the nearly one hundred 

graves seem to span the Late Pre-roman Iron age and the 
early decades of the Roman conquest of the country.

Eric van Driel and medy Oberendorff, draftspeople at the 

faculty of Archaeology did much to render the illustrations 

in this Analecta clear and pleasing to the eye as well.

field drawings and databases will be made available through 

the e-depot.

Notes

1 Van amen 1993, Boulonois 1996, Van den Burgt 1992, Gumbert 
1996, Houkes 1996, Kneepkens 1993, Lawende 1992, Mietes 1991, 
Molenaar 1991, Prangsma 1993, Schute 1992, Van der Veen 1991, 
Wesselingh 1992. 

2 These plans will be made available on the web:  
http://edna.itor.org.nl
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