ANCIENT MONUMENTS LABORATORY

SERIES/No
AUTHOR

TITLE

REPORT
2543

COTRACTOR
James Sreig June 1973
The seed and vollen remains from

the Roman sewer a% Church 3treet,
York



A e T L

4
¥
i
¢
A B
3

R R R S R N R R R

ANk ﬁfm/ 2543

S BIRMINGHAM ARCHAEQLQGIGAL LABORATORY,

‘% DEPARTMENT OF PLANT BIOLOGY,
e . UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM,
%g; ' p.O. BOX 363, -
BIRMINGHAM, Bi§ 217

P

The Seed and Pollen Remainsg from the Roman Sewer at Church 3treet, Yorlk,

Byt James R.A. Greig.

Published in: Buckland, P.C.
S Tha Invivonmental Jvidence from the Chureh
- 8treet Roman Sewer System. The Archaeology

of York 14 (1).




Tahle 2.

1.

Seed Remains from the Sewer

amne

nthemis aotula L.

fo Apium graveolens L,

iropa belladonna L.

f. Brassica oleracea L.

f« Brassica rapa L.

arex Ep.

?Chenopodium album L.

Chenopodium rubrum L.

Cirsium 8D |

;Gonium”maculatum.L.

jFragaria vages L.

Hordeum vulgare L.

Hyoscyams niger L,

Hypericum elodes L.

Euncus spe

;Lycopus europaeus L.

ﬁPapaver cf.rhoeas L.

“Papaver cof.somniferum L.

lanunculus linzua L.

lanunculus sardous Crantsz

ﬁanunculus sceleratus L.

tubus fruticosus age.

dubus idaeus L,

%ﬂubuS‘indeterminate

“iambucus nisra L.

“iilerie dioica (L.) Clairv.

#f, Solanum nizrum L.

sipergula arvensis L.

“riticum aestivo-compactum

. . - Schiem
Irtica dioica L. ¢

rtica urens L.

Carex of. aquatilis Wahlenb,

Vernacular name

stinking mayweed
celery

deadly nightshade

f. Brassica nigra (L.) Koch black mustard

cabbage

turnip

sedge

northern sedge
fat hen

red goosefoot
thistle

hemlock
strawberry
barley

henbane

marsh St. Johns
rush wort
gipsy-wort

fiald peppy
opium povppy
great spearwort
hairy buttercup
celery leaytduroot
blackberry
raspherry
eldarberry

red campion
black nighishade
corn spurrey
compact wheat
stinging nettle

lesser nettle

itis vinifera Gmel, grape
Oogonia
“hara brittlewort
ote: = denotes fragments

OO0 denotes more than,1l00
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Tha Plant lte.ains
By Jo fte Al Grelg
Tha Seeds

Gonersl razarks

The seads were extracited from the sume 'floats® that
vrovided the beetle remains, the method being equally good for both
types of remains. Identifications were made with reference %o the
standard works on seeds such as Bertsch (1941), Beljerinck (1947) and
Renfrew (1973) as well as the Novaesium report (Knbrzexr, 1970). In
each case seeds were comparad with reference material of known identif'i-
cation, usuelly treated so as to simulate the decayed condition of the
sub-foagil seeds from the sewer. Mazoy of the speds were in a poor
state of presarvation, or present only as fragments, and this in a few
cuases canged some difficulty in identification. Some fragments couid

not certainly bz ascribed to one species as, for example, the seed

fragmeat which was matchad most closely by Conium maculatun 1. (hemlock);
this was too decayed for z dafinite identification and must be left as

‘ef. C. maculatnm. Some other seeds proved probematic because of their

very small size, as did Juncus (rush), and identification to apecies
~will have t6 await the completion of a scanning electron‘michSpoga
study of the micro-anatomy of recent‘reference seeds.,

The seed flora from the sewer can be divided into thre?
fairly clear groups according to the habitats thaey represent, although
gome species ocour in more than one group. The first group contains
weods of waste places and arable land in present-day habitats; the second
consiasts of aguatic plants of river banks and streamsides; and the third,
plants which could well owe their presence here to the fact that they

can be used as food, or medicine or for some other purpose.



The Weed. I'lants

Anthemis cotula l..

Atropa bella donna L.

Chenopodiumnm glbuw L

€, rubrum L,

Papaver sonniferum L,

R

stinking mayweed Ranmunculug sardous Crantz
hairy buttercup

deadly nightshade Rubus fruticosus L., agar.
blackberxry: '

fat hen Sambucus nigra L.

S8ilene dioica
tad" campion

red goosefoot Urtica diodea L. -
. stinging nettle

opium poppy U, urens L. .
lesser nattle

-Moat of these weeds are found wheraver there ls disturbed

ground, preferably nitrogen-rich, and would be expected to occur in York

today on building sites, spoil tips and allotments. The presence of

 their seeds inrthe sevaer would be unremarkable owing to the wide dis-

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

with some meezns of aeccess from the outside like the deposits in a sewar,

would be expected to contain a proportion of the seeds being disperssd

at the time. However, the weed list does include ‘Ranunculus savdous

the hairy dbuttercup, a local but Qidely distributed weed of demp places,

which is known at the present dey 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,
The Aquatic Plants
Carex sp.

ef. Conium paculatum L.

Hyvericum elodes L.

Juncus spp.

liycopus europaeus L,

~ sedge
hemlock
marsh St. Johﬁs wort

rush

&y psy-wort



Ranunenlvs linsua L. freat apearvori
H, sceleratus 1. celery leaved crowfoot
Chara sp, brittlevort

Tha agquatic plants represented here are mostly fairly
common in riverside and marsh vegetation and it would appesr either
that the seceds ware deposited in the sewer sediments from the water
suprly leading into the city and flowing as waste through the sewer,
or that they floated up the sewer from the river during backing up in
timés of flood. The latter suggestion would appear to be the most
likely in view of the riverine elements in the fauna.

Plants useful to wan

sugrested use

Apium graveolens L. celery : food or spice
Atropa hallé donna_L. deadly nightshade medicine
Bragsgieca nipgra L. black mustard spice
B. oleracea 1. cabbage food
Coninm maculatum Lo hemlock nedicine
Fragaria §esca L. stravwberry food.
Papaver somniferum L. opiumn poppy spice or medicine ‘
Rubus fruticogus L. (aggr.) blackberry food
R. idaeus I, raspberfy; ‘ food
Sambucus nigra L. elderberry _foo&
Vitis vinifera Gmel. grape . food | .
Triticum arstivo~ compact wheat food
conpactun Schien.
Hordeum vulgare L. barley food

These useful plante include certain cultivaors, like i

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



e o
5, : . |
the countryside. Few of thesé plants woulu be expected to be found
growing within the settlement with the exception of elderbsrries and
blackberriss. These two could easily have been introduced into the

sewar as part of the weed seed scatter, or like the raspberry‘and
strawberty, which would not be expected in the fortress itself,
introduced perhaps in birds' faeces. There is, howaver, some evidence

to sugpest that most of these seeda.arrived in the sewer because of

human action, probably in human excreta. Many of the raspberyy,

" blackberry and elder seeds were fragmentary; the grape pip was derived
from a culiivar unlikely to be available as food to other than humans,
send it might have been passed through a gut, or spat out without being
swallowed,

The presence of grapes so far north is interesting as
other records from this period, sugh as those from Silchester (Reid,
35901, Codwin, 1975) are from sonthernBritain where grapes could well
have been grown if the élimate was similar to that of the present day.

At York Roman viticulture seems unlikely in the light of present
evidence, and it would sppear that the grape pip originsted from a
raisin rather than a fresh grape, the former -being prefarable for ease
of transport and storage. Raisins couid have been imported from southern
Europs where the summer ism ldng and hot enough for their produétion.

Graiﬁs of wheat and barley are quite commonly preserved
oy Roman sites. The reason seems to be that grains were gccidentally
carbonized durlng drying, or during heating to drive out insect pest;.
In both cases the roastihg grocess seems to have been haphazard, re- -
sulting in overheating and subsequent carbonization. The association
of carbonized grain with insect pests has been found at Proitwich,

Vorcs. (Csborne, in press), Maliton, Yorks. (Buckland, in prep.) and



t

York (Kenward = Izll, 1976), suggesting destruction of grain too infested to be
of use. Grain nests were Tound in the sewver microfamna suggestine that there
were grain storase or processing Tocilities in the vicinity.
The other "useful" plants include mustard, cabbage and celery,
and in all cases there are wild varieties of these growing in Britain.
The fact that they are mainly coastal and estwarine plants suggests that the
seeds from York miecht be thope of the cultivated varieties,
The rest of the plant list consists of species which mainly
occur as weads, bult are known to have been used medicinally in the rastf
Seeds of deadly nizhtshade and opium voppy were found at both 3ilchester
(Reid, 1901 and 19023 Godwin, 1975) and Hovaesium (KnBrzer, 1970) and their
presence at these sites conld hardly represent a chance similarity of weed
communities, especially as deadly nightshade grows mainly in woods on limesione
and henbane is an unusual nrlant in this part of 3ngland. Althouvsh wvery polisono
these vplants con be therapeutic in small doses; for example, & derivative of
hyoscine, which is found in henbane, is used as n sedative in travel sickness
remedies, The onium popmy seads could have bveen wsel medicinally or werhaps

as a garnish on bread, as svggested by Reid (1905).
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If any plants with flowers had been deposited in the sewer, they might be
expected to give a strong pollen record even if usually insect polliinated and
therefore producing rafher small amouvnts of pollen. Such a "derived" pollen
sipnature mizht be expected if siraw had been put in to the sewer, with the
remaing of the flovering spikelets which would result in pollen counts that
vere rich in cerealia type pollen. "There is, however, no evidence that this

kind of pollen deposition took place in this case.
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