
t I I' 
1,'-

I 
I 
i 
i 

ANCIENT MONUMENTS LABORATORY 

REPORT 

2543 

SERIES/No CO;-TRrl.CTOR 

AUTHOR 
James Greig June 1978 

'I'he seed and pollen remains frat;} 
the Roman sewer at Church Street, 

TITLE York 

• • 



t 
i , 
~ 

) .~ 

,1 
,'.1 

" • 

:1 
1 

1 
i J 

SIRMINGHAM ARCHAE.OLOGICAL LABORATORY. 

'". PEPARTMENT OF PLANT BIOLOGY, 
"'i~, UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM, 

'~~d P.O. BOX 363, " 

BIRMINGHAM, 815 2TT 

The Seed and Pollen Rerhdns from the Roman SeIfer at ChUl'ch :ltreet, York. 

By: James ll.A. Greig. 

Published in: Buckland, P.C • 

. The Environmental ::vidence from the Churoh 

Street Roman Se;rer System. The ArohaeololIiL 

of York 1.4 (1). 



1. 

Table 2. Seed Remains from the SeYrer 

f. 
:'~;A~themis cotula L~ 

f~lof. Apium grave_21'ill!!. L. 

Vernaoula.r name 

sti,nking me,y<;eed 

oelery 

Sample 
31 S2 
6 

/).' 

teA tropa belladonna L. 
~k 
:~:of. Brassica nigra (L.) 
izi~, 
;J,cf. Brassica oleracea L. 
">, 

~of. Brassioa rapa L. 

:S}Carex sp. 
'~: 

deadly nightshade 

Kooh black mustard 

oabbage 

turnip 

sedge 

1 

4 
=2 

=2 

=1 

2 

l;Qarex cf. aguatilis Wahlenb. northern sedge 3 
'~ 

TChenopodium album L. 

;VChenopodium rub rum L. 
\-' 

,lC::I.rs1.wn sp i , " 

4 Conium' maoulatuin. L. 

Fragaria vesca L. 

';Hordeum vulq;are L. 

~I!YOSCl1ainus niger L. 
'h 

fUypericwn elodes L. 

'luncus sp' 

: ~ycoPUs europaeus L. 

Papaver cf. rhoeas L. 

Papaver of. somniferwn L. 

fat hen 

red goose foot 

thistle 

hemlook 

strawberry 

barley 

henbane 

marsh St. Johns 

rush 

gipsy-;rort 

field PQPPY 

opium poppy 

wort 

9 
I 

1 

97 

9 
1 

14 
1 

!anunculus lin!\,ua L. great spearlfOrt 1 

"!anunoulus sardous Crantz hairy butteroup 1 

,'lanunoulus soeleratus L. oeler,Y leaK~Bwfoot 39 
<'tubus frutioosus agg. 

tubus idaeus L. 

'Iubus indeterminate -
fambucus nigra L. 

blackberry' , 

raspberry 

elderberry 

filene dioioa (L.) CltjOirv. red oampion 

'f. Solanum nigrum L. 

'pergula arvensis L. 

black nightshade 

corn spurrey 

'ri ticurn aestivo-oompaotum oompaot wheat 

Irtica dioica L~ohiem. stinging nettle 

Irtica urens L. 

'ttis vinifera Gmel. 

, hara 
~ 

lesser nettle 

grape 

Oogonia 

brittlewort 

ote: = denotes fragments 
00 denotes more than,IOO 

23 

55 
9 
8 

1 

1 

1 

9 

7 

4 

2 

1 

2 

=7 

=1 

1 

2 

2 

34 

7 

cf) 

10 

U,5 ' 

24 
18 

S6 

1 

=12 2 

1 

10 

S7 

3 

1 

s8 

2 

.,. 

S9 

11 

3" 
15 

1 

(p, 90 

+ 

14 

1 

9 

8 

1 

7 
=1 

fno 

40 

9 

+ 
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The se.ads were extracted from the llame • floats' that 

'provided the beetle remains, the method being equally good for both 

types of romains. Identifications were uadt) with reference to the 

standard I~orks on seeds such as Bartsch (1941), Beijerinck (1941) and 

Hanfrew (1973) as well as the Novaesiu.'Il report (Kn8rzer. 1970). In 

each case seeds I~ere compared with reference material of known identifi­

cation, usur,lly treated BO as to simulate the decayed condition of the 

sub-fossil seeds from the sewer. Nany of the !lOeds were in a poor 

state of preservation, or present only as fraeroents, and this in a few 

cuses caused some difficulty in identification. Some fra,gments could 

not certainly be ascribed to ono species as, for example, the aeed 

fragment which Has natchad most closely by Conium maculatmu 1.. (hemlock); 

this was too decayed for a dafinite identification and must be left as 

cf. C. maculat-um. Some other seeds proved probematic because of their 

very small size, as did Junoua (rush), and identification to species 

will have to await the completion of a scanning electron microscope 

study of the micro-anatomy of recent reference seeds. 

The aeed flora from the sewer can be divided into three 

fairly clear groups according to the habitats they represent. although 

some species occur in more than Olle group. The first group contains 

weeds of waste places and arable land in present-day habitats; the second 

consists of aquatic plants of river banks and streamsides; and the third, 

plants which could well Olle their presence here to the faot that they 

can be used as food, or rr.adicinc or for some other purpose. 
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::rhe Weed I'lants 

Anthamis cotula I .. stinking maYl~eed R:munculuB sardoua Crantz 
hairy buttercup .. 

AtropabelladonnaL. deadly nightshade 

Chenopodi~ album ~. fat hen 

C. rubrwn L. red gooBefoot 

Papaver Bomniferum L. opium poppy 

~ubus frut!cosua L •• agryT. 
blackberry 

Sambucus nigra L. 

SHene dioica 
red'campion 

Urtic'l diolcn L. 
stinging nettle 

U. urens L. 
lesser net-tle 

Most of these weed.s are found wherever there is disturbed 

ground, preferably ni trogen-riob.. and would be expectsd to oocur in York 

today on building Bi teB, Bpoil tips and allotments. The presence of 

their Beeds in the Bewer would be unremarkable owing to the wide dis-

persal of such seeds by wind and other means. Any aooumulating sediment 

wi th some means of access from the outside like the de pas! ts in a se:~er. 

would be expected to oontain a proportion of the seeds being dispersed 

at the time. However, the weed list does include ~Ranunoulus sara.ous 

the hairy buttercup, a local but Widely distributed weed of damp places, 

which is known at the present day from only a few localities in the 

York area (Perring and Walters, 1962). Silene dioica, the red campion, 

is mainly a woodland plant rather than a weed and is therefore worthy 

of note. 

~~le Aquatic Plants 

Care x SPa Bedge 

cf. Conium mac~latum L. hemlock , 

Hyoeri~lm elodes L. marsh st. Johns wort 

Juneus spy. rush 

Lyccpus europaQUS L. 
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t:rea t fJl'earvort 

H. nee) er" tUG T • ----------- celer'! IHaved croHfoot 

brittleHort 

The aquatic plants represented here ar'! mostly fairly 

common in riverside and marsh ver;etation and it would appear either 

tha ttl"" seeds \lere deposi ted in the sewer sediments froel the water 

supply lendine into the city and flowing as waste through the sewer. 

or that they floated up the sewer from the river during backing up in 

times of flood. The latter sugo~stion would appear to be the most 

likely in view of the riverine elements in the fauna. 

Plants useful to man 

Apium eraveolens L. 

Atropa ~lla donna ]" 

~sic!> ni{(ra L. 

1h.....o1eracea I .. 

Conillm maculatum L. 

Fraearia vesoa 1 .. 

Papaver ~omniferum L. 

Rubus frutico§us L. (aggi.) 

R. idae'Js I" 

Sambuous nigra I" 

yitie vinifera Grnel. 

Triticum a9stivo­
corapaotuJr. Schiem. 

Hordeum vuleare L. 

suggested use 

celery food or spice 

de:l.dly nightshade medicine 

black mustard spice 

cabbage food 

hemlock medicine 

strawberry food 

opium poppy spice or medicine 

blackberry food 

raspberry, food 

elderberry food 

grape food 

compact wheat food 

barley food 

~'bese useful plants inolude certa.in cultiva.rs. like 

wheat, and those which probably grew wild and could be'gathored from 

• 

. , 
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tile O:IUl1 ~:rysid(;!. ,'ew of these plants woulu be eXj,Jected to be found 

growing ;Ji thin the settlement with the exception of elderbsrriesand 

blackberries. These two could easily have been introduced into the 

sewer aa paxt of the wet3d seed scatter, or like the raspbeny !1Xld 

str, ... btll'l'Y. I/hich would not be expected in the fortress i teelf. 

introduced ;oerhapi'l in birds' faeces. There is, howHver. some evidenoe 

to sugeest that most of these seeds arrived in the sewor beoauso of 

hum!1Xl action, probably in huma~ excreta. Many of the raspberry, 

blackberry and elder seeds were fragmentary; the grape pip was derived 

from a cultivar unlikely to be available as food to other than humans. 

and it might have been passed through a gut, or spat out without baing 

swallowed. 

The presence of grapes so far north ie interesting as 

other records from this period, SU9h as those from Silchester (Reid, I ,_ _ 

1901, Godwin, 1975) are from southernllritain where grapes could well 

have been grown if the climate was similar to that of the present day. 

At York Roman viticulture seems ~likely in the light of present 

evidence, and it would appear that the grape pip originated from a 

ra.isin rather than a. fresh grape, the former ·being pre£9rable for ease 

'\ 
\. ';, 

" :;:. 

of transport and storage. Raisins could have been imported from southern 

Europe where the summer is long and hot enough for their production. 

Grains of wheat and barley are quite commonly preserved 

on Roman sites. The reason seems to be that grains were accidentally 

carbonized during drying. or during.heating to drive out insect pests. 

In both cases the roasting process seems to have been haphazard, re-· 

Bulting in overheatinrr and Bubsequent carbonization. The associat~on 

of carbollized grain with insect pests has been found at Droitwich, 

\1orcs. (Osborne, in press). I-/alton, Yorks. (Buckland, in ..,re1),) and 



Yor:, (Kennard ,;, 1k.ll, 1976), l1u,<;.,,;est in:,; destruction of (>;rain too infested to be 

of uso. Grf:l..in -jJonts ;rere found in the SO\TOr miorofauna sugrsostin; that thel~e 

',Tere ;rain 8toro,.~:.e or »roc0ssin'~ fo.oili tics in the vicinity. 

The othor "useful" pla.nts include musta.rd, cabbage and celery, 

Il.nd in a.ll cases there ar6 ~Tilcl varieties of those Grouinr; in Britain. 

'I'lw fact that they are mainl.\' co::tstal ::tnd ostuarine plants suggests that the 

seeds from York mi'<,ht be thODe of tll'" cul tiv2.tecl varieties. 

The rest of the plant list consists of species IThich mainly 

occur as needs, but <1re kno:m to have been use<l medicinl1l1y in th" nast. 

Seeds of deadly ni."htshac1.0 and opium 1)0ppy 1'Tere found at both ';ilol.iester 

(Reid, 1901 and 1902; Goduin, 1975) and Hovaesium (Kntlrzer, 1970) and their 

"(>reDence at these sites could lw.r,'ly represent n. chance similarity of 1-Teed 

ccrfl'lluni ties, especially as deadly nightshade ,,,;rOHs mainly in lfOOds on limestone 

and. henbane is an unusual 1)1ant in this pari: of 3nGland. Al tho1).<rh very poison01 

these 1)1ants c<111 be thera1)8utic in small dcses; for example, a. derivative of 

h:{oGcino, "'hich is found in henbane, is used as ::l. sedative in travel sickness 

remedies. '1'ho opium POP~)y seads could have beon une;! me~licinally or ·~1erha.ps 

as a ga.rnish on brend, as GlJ..cs..;osted by Heid (1905). 
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Alig)1ment 1a 

J .> 
.~ 

12 

3 

17 

11 

7 

----------.-------.-~--~-~--------,----

12 

+ 

1 

19 

1 

+ 

O ·? 
.c 



.'. , 
.. ...., .... 

• L •• ~ 

8. 

i ~ l 

is '~f) .18.1;:e ·I:;:1.e _'0J.).-:, r;' .... '3c·~;r:--. cO~-'roc 'IO~l ',iii 'J..:r :::. ... ic'!<::c· in ·1'.)~.'0 l'>o~)'J::d; -}olloa t;Y}Jes 

'\ ~ ··.,~::'ici'9:1t Ll ~':::"), ;il'2 ",)0110n. 

:rlOl~':', C',,;' :)~ rJ.ivi:~.e'_~. ;)~) in·~o '.~ i::frJr0ni; v0-'_'ott~tio~1 t_Y~PGtq t1.t0 1:1.1"';;13 a.:.101)l1ta of oal;:. 

ILl}'? n.:~_l .. elm :p0119:1 :"F} -:-;est ? .. Ji~:el: l'3ciC~1),OlJ8 ~roo:lln.ntl, ~rhil<' tll'3 birch o.no. hazel 

c~t::. t:t::cr ~ollo 

.:::"?r:'. ~l~:.~r:. ~~2.S l?r:}::-l.~~ :>:"!':.. .... i'n~~::;·l·'?(~. ),~r ~O),t:.).:l ti'))!3 (1.o(~.'.rin ,Q15)f ~~,lt~lOlF;i1 Yor::8hil~e 

it.';01:~' ,.p,~r ~O·~ IH:'.V'~ 1]00 11 '~'Ji~;':? 80 >!.0G.vil,Y f·.-~,r"i.lod (G0'3 ;lO~13V,)::''' ·_)l)C~:l').ll!::~_ 1)7.3). 

_::1;),~,' . 'oJll !If: .. VO ·o·.~en th'? CC'..D'D ;). t Yor:;: 2 .. 180, . ri 7·[1 an ~,~.,:tJe(;"l).ct coll':Jct.in::; -:T<J.:'r.:er t 

CO~lt,.',inin-; )ollen ":~~'-,i:1St f1'O;.l £" ~Toll ~roo;,I_o(l ';-' .. rea qit(t 'J<Jrl18:',)S 80rll'3 ::lOorl2.n6. on [li,~1 

::-;10-)0.8, '1. ~1c.00 31).0:1 ;_,,;; t:i0 O·"""--:',:t'rii.'1..l1 :lillz. rpho eaoo --:ritll 1,rilicLl lC'.r-)'0 C,]:10l)11.ts of 

':"Ol]fl~~ ':r'3' trD,:l:.:no:::,·t,:.~(: "J:.! ,s"t:-e'J. , .. 1G hD,!} :)Q'.}il I:>}, IOlL~tr:~;i;t;;-(l ')Y "~o8t-3o..;:olin~: (Poc~(1')73) 
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If any plants ',rith flmrers had been deposited in the sewer, they might be 

ezpected to Give a strong pollen record even if usually insect pollinated and 

fica therefore producinl; ra;l1her small amounts of pollen. Such a "derived" pollen 

ne 

tile 
siIP1ature mil;ht be expected if strmf had baen put in to the seHer, with the 

remains of the flOlrerin,I; spike1ets ~Thich lfOUld: result in pollan counts that 

9 lrere rich in cereaEa type pollen. 'l'here is I hOl'rever, no evidence that this 

kind of pollen deposition took place in this case. 

:\l:in 
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