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The fauna from a ninth century farmsteRd at Ribbk~head , Weet 

Yorkshire. by D.James Rackham 

A small collec+'ion of animal bones and teeth were recovered 

during the excavation of an early mediaevAl farmstead at Ribblehead 

c. 424 metres ODe 255 fragments were found of which 6'1fo were 

sube;equently identified ~' The table lists tho> number of fragments 

of bone of each species that were recovered from the site and the 

minimum number of individuals that these represent • The minimum 

number was calculated on the basis oft the most numerous single 

element , of the left or right side wh~re bones are paired , plus 

any specimens from animals identifiably different in age or size 

from those inclUded in the first group. On this site the minimum 

number of horse, ox , pig and shepp (or goat) are based exclusively 

on dental remains • 

Teeth are the most numerous remains on the site, constituting 

49.8% of the fragments • In some places the complete tooth row 

or p~rt of it remained but the bone of the mandible or maXilla 

had disxappen~ed • The occurrence of preserved bones aswell as 

teeth indicates varying local conditions in' t~A soil of the site, 

and it must be assumed that a varying proportion of the m~terial 

originally deposited on the different parts of the site has been 

destroyed. The small size of the sample and the evidence for the 

destruction of some of that originally deposited, precludes 

any intensive analysis , however some remarks may be made • 

Cattle constitute the principal remains of the identified fauna 

(48.8%) as do the large ungulate and laege animals th~t of the 
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unidentified fauna (see Table). 26.4% of the identified fauna 

were sheep (or goat) • Only three bones and teeth of pig were 

identified and it seems unlikely thAt this species I;ould hnve 

formed any significant part of the economy in the face of the 

altitude and situation of the site ( see archaeological report). 

Two bones of a small fowl were recovered and thirteen bones and 

teeth of horse. Five teeth from one mandible of the latter 

species indicates a mandibular cheek tooth row in excess of 

l60mms long. The teeth of sheep (or goat) indioate at least 

six ~ndividuals , one still retaining a well worn deciduous 

premolar 4 , but the remainder with fully developed permanent 

teeth at varying stages of attrition! five of the bones 

indicate a juvenile state • The cattle teeth are predominantly 

deciduous, although some may well be shed teeth; thirty-five 

of the sixty-four cattle teeth are deciduous , eleven of which 

may be shed teeth • At least six of the ten individuals 

identified possessed deciduous teeth suggesting an age under 

three years (Silver, 1969). Three bones of cattle derive from 

juvenile animals and a fourth , an incompletely formed proximal 

end of a metatarsus is normally considered a prenatal condition 

(Silver,1969) • 

It may be suggested that cattle and sheep are the main animals 

in the economy of the site, a large proportion of the former 

being slaughtered young for meat • 

A number of wild spedies have been identified from the site 

(see Table) and the fox and red deer specimens on the grounds 

of find location and condition appear to be contemporaneous 



with the domestio fauna. The remaining species may well be of 

more recent origin, the rabbit certainly so ( Fitter, 1959), 

particularly since they all excepting the birds have a burrowing 

habit. The.state of preservation of their bones varies as did 

t~e other bonoe from tho site, and all the species may be 

found in the locality today as they were no doubt also present 

in the ninth century • '" 
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