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For a better understanding of the past, knowledge about ancient

nutrition, agriculture and landscape is essential. For historical

periods, proxy data obtained from archaeology, soil and past

vegetation can be cross-checked with data from written sour-

ces. However, for the long duration of the prehistoric period the

latter are not available. Reconstructions of landscape and land

use are therefore not based on direct evidence, but have the

character of models derived from hypotheses. Comparisons

with ethnographic data and experimental testing will help to

obtain better and more plausible models.

In 1995, an agrarian and archaeological experiment started

in the Hohenloher Freilandmuseum at Schwäbisch Hall-

Wackershofen in southwest Germany. Initiated by Manfred

Rösch, a team of scientists from different fields and institutions

began to simulate and to compare farming practices like a

hypothetical Late Neolithic swidden agriculture with a High

Medieval three field system. After three years of intensive

work and the gaining of much new practical experience, the

experiments were moved fromWackershofen to Forchtenberg,

where the forest administration of the state of Baden-Würt-

temberg placed a forest plot of three hectares at the disposal of

the research group for at least 20 years. At this time the com-

position of the group changed. Since 1999 until today, the same

people have been working together, carrying out experiments

to improve our understanding of Neolithic agriculture in for-

ested landscapes of the temperate zone. During these years,

further researchers have joined the working group, as is

reflected by the authors listed in the most recent publications.

Since the early years not only practical work and

internal scientific discussion have been important, but also

communication with the broader scientific community.

During the pioneer phase in Wackershofen, a scientific

colloquium took place each year at a regional or national

level. During the following 14 years in Forchtenberg, four

national and international scientific conferences have been

organized at the nearby Schöntal monastery, the third being

at the same time the annual meeting of the Arbeitskreis

Vegetationsgeschichte der Reinhold-Tüxen-Gesellschaft.

The fourth and so far biggest meeting took place under the

title Farming in the forest—Ecology and economy of fire in

prehistoric agriculture, 3rd International Schöntal Confer-

ence from 11th to 15th July 2012. Altogether 67 participants

from 16 countries presented their work in 26 papers or posters,

discussed and visited the experimental area in Forchtenberg.

This special volume of Vegetation History and Ar-

chaeobotany comprises a selection of the conference

papers under the title Farming in the forest—Ecology and

economy of fire in prehistoric agriculture. It has been

financed by the Baden-Württemberg state office for the

protection of monuments (Landesdenkmalamt Baden

Württemberg). The editors hope that this volume will

stimulate further research on experimental archaeobotany

towards a better understanding of prehistoric agriculture.
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