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The Animal Bones from the 1974, 1975 and 1978 Bxcavations
at Silchester

The animal bones from the 1974, 1975 and 1978 seasons of
excavations at Silchester were analysed at the Department of the
Enviromment, Faunal Remains Project at the University of
Southampton. A total of 2,391 animal bone fragments was exemined.
These fragments were computer recorded using the system devised
by Jones (n.do.). The number of fragments recovered jis shown in
Table 1, in which the bones zre subdivided by period into Pre-
Flavian, late ‘st-~early gecond century, and late 4th cenbtury

assenblages,

The Pre~Flavian Deposits (c.10~70 A.D.)
M6 fragments were exomined, 598 of them from one feature
- . .
(1978 1(26) ). This deposit, located by the south-west corner of

the city wall containcd a dense concentration of.bcnes,
particularly of cattle and uridentifiable large mammal(Fable 1).
Detailed analysis of the anatomical parts represented revealed
that the cattle assenblage was dominated by skull, mandible and
metapodia fragments (Table 2, Figure 1). The mwajor meat-bearing
1imb bones were very poorly represented. The sample was therefore
~biased towards fragments of the skull aznd limb extremities. This
in turn suggests that the cattle assemblage wasg derived
principally from waste from the primary butchery and skinnipg of
their carceses. This is supported by the fragmentation and
butchery evidence that revealed a consistent pattern of carcase
dismemberment. This is worth recording in detail.

a) Skull ond Mandibles .

Most of the numerous skull fragments did not bear butchery marks,
One fragment, however, bore chop marks made during the removal of

the horn core. On]ﬁ two small fragments of horn core were
recovered from this deposit and it seems 1ikely that the horns
vere removed along with the major meat bones, probably for
working. A& Tragnent of a frontal bone bore a superfivizl chopmard
sugresting that the teyp of the skull had been opened to vemove

the brain. Tight of the wmandiblce frepments consisted Just of

part of the romus ind three of these bore chopmnrks on their



Toble 1

Number of Animal Bone Pragments Recovered from Hilchestoer

QOther Late 4st-  4th centus

Species | 1998 1(06) Pre-Flavien Early 2nd C. (1975 4 4)
Cattle -~ - 2hk 29 201 164
Horse - 1 - 6 6
Sheep/Goat 86 23 91 73
Pig 25 7 70 91
Dog | 3 | - 9 2
Red Deer - - ] 7
Roe Deer - - 2 1
Hare - o - - _ 1
Domestic Fowl 1 - 4 1%
Dom. Duck/Mal lard - - - 4
Partridge : - - - 1
Golden Plover - - - 1
Raven 2 - " -
Large mammal : 495 64 288 265
Sheep-sized mammal 45 18 197 65
Unidentified mammal 16 7 52 6
Unidentified bird - - 2 , -
TCTAYL 508 148 925 700




Table 2

Bone Elements Represented of the Principal Stock Animals in

Pre-TFlavian Deposits

1978 4(§Q Other Deposits

Bone . Cattle Sheep/G. Pig Caltle Sheep/G. Pip
Mahdible 35 2l 1 2 2 -
Skull 54 5 4 1 - 1
Loose teeth 18 10 2 1 8 1
Hecapula 23 2 2 2 - -
Humerus 6 % 2 5 1 -
Radius 1 9 - - 1 1
Ulna - 1 1 1 1
Pelvis 11 - 2 3 - 1
Femur 2 5 % 4 - -
Tibia 5 11 3 v 2
Astragalus 2 . - q| - -
Calcaneus 2 - - - - -
Other tarsals - . - 1 - ~
Metacarpal 24 % 1 1 - -
Metatarsal 27 ' 11 1 i 2 -
Metapodial 2 - 1 - - -
Phalanx 4 11 1 - 1 - -
Phalamnx 2 6 ' - - - - -
Patella - - - 1 - -
Vertebrae 9 2 2 3 1 -
Ribs 6 - - - - -

TOTAT Ly 86 25 29 2% 7
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lateral surface just below the condylar‘process, made during the
separation of the mandible from the skull. Finer knife cuts
were found on.the medial aspects of two anterior fragments of
mandibles, possibly made duiring the removal of the tongue.

b) Scapula, Pelvis |

The presence of a relatively large number of girdle bone fragments
suggests that although the assemblage consisted mainly of the
waste from the carcace extremities, some refuse was derived from
the process of dismembering the 1imd bhones Trom the trunk of the
body. Bix of the pclvis fragments had been chopped through the

acetabulum to enable the severance from the femur. Two of the
scapula fragments had been chopped ncar the articulation with the

humerus to remove the forelimb,

e) Hajor Timb Rones
Two of the humeri bore butchery marks, One small midshaft fragment

had been chopped near the proximsl articulation. A digtal

fragment had been chopped throupgh during the disarticulation of the
cubital joint. A shaft frapment of a tibia had been chopped
superficially on the posterior swvrface.

'd) Metapodia
All the metapodia examined had beéen broken open, and roughly

equal numbers of proximal and distal portions were represented,
They werc broken presumably to extract the marzow before they
were discarded. In addition, two metatarsi had knife cuts close
to the proximal articulation on the posterior surface, made either
during the disarticulation of the bone from the tarsals or during
the skinning of the carcaces.

e) Phalanges
Four firct phalanges had gmall knife culs on the posterior
of the Dbone almost certainly made during skinning.

-

Tneluding butchery mocks obsorved on unidentilfiable large mammal
rib frogments (In the abscnes of horse and red deer benes these
too alwoal certoinly belonmed to cattle), 1 bore either chopmarks

or knife cuts oy both.
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The assemblage can be interpreted as evidence for the
organised butchery of cattle carcases and the redistribution of
their meat, horns, skins and marrow. The sScale of this activity
is uncertain. The bones from this deposit belonged to a minimum.
of only 10 cattle, although there is no reason to suppose that
so few beasts are represented by these bones. Beveral factors,
however, suggest that the butchery operation was performed on a
large scale, The first is that the density of bones in the deposit
was greall and the limits of this deposit were not reached. In
addition, there was much less canid gnawing evident on these
bones compared to other depositas (26 of the cattle bones boreaannﬂ

aarks, compared to 9% in the lale 1st~ecarly 2nd century v
deposits and 18% in 1975 &) ). This could indicate that the hone:
wore dumped and buvied guite quickly before dogs had access to thew

Bvidence for larpe scale ovgsnisation of cattle butchery has
been fourl previcusnly in Silehester. Most notable was the
extensive and densc accumulation of cattle mandibles discovered
in 4905 in Insula Vi. In an arca of less then half a cubic yard,
71 cattle mandibles were recovered, associated only with a few
cattle scapula fragments and one or two bones from other domestic
anjmals. The deposit, which can be dated to the 1st century A.D.,
cxtended over a much greater ares and the number of cattle
‘represented seems to have becr very large (Newton 1906: 165-167;
Boon 1974: 290). Elsewhere, a deposit of at least 60 horn cores,
also probably dating to the late 1st century A.D., has been
found (Boon 1974: 290). This £ind compliments the evidence from
the present assemblage, which indicated that the horn cores were
removed from the rest of the skull to be processed elsevherea

Other Romano-PBritish towns have produced similar deposits.

The types of bone represented at Silchester have clese parallels
to a more cxtensive collection of cattle bones recovered from

the Rack Street excavabions in Excter and dated to the late first
century A.D. (Moltby 1979: 11). Both samples were dominated by
mandibles, skull and mctapodisz Ivorments (Figure 1). Another
close parallel for this bulbhoery process has been found in London.
Tyeaavations ot Aldgpate vevealed a pit densely filled with bhones

consinhine predomivantly of cabtle wondibles, skull fragnents,

mebapedia and phalonges.  This sesendlapge wos doted to the late
first-coriy second cenbtury and oconociated with military ocecupation

(Wobtson 197%) . The bubchery practivsed on these agsemblages wab
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very similar to the one from Silchester. “Phe metapodia had heen
broken almost invariably into proximal and distal portions and,
despite the large number of skull fragments, virtually no horn
cores were present. The early date of the Silchester deposit
makes it seenm likely thut this system of butchery was intvoduced
during the early Roman cccupation and was organised initially
by the military forces, who had in any case great demands
themselves upon the food supply. The system scems to have
continued in these uwrban centres at least into the second century.
The cattle boneg in the concentration of butchery waste ot |
Silchester belonged mainly to adult animals, althouph four out
of nine distal wmetacarpi and two out of nine distal metatarsi
had unfused epiphyses and thus belonged to relatively young
animals. Metrical analysis of the bones showed that most belonged
to relativel¥ small animals, no larger than specimens of Middle
Iron Apge date in Hempohire. Given that in meny parts of Englang,
cattle increased in size during the Romano-Britich period
(M2ltvy 1981: 185-187), this evidence may sugpest that the
cattle brought to the site were local, unimproved stock. "Too
little 1s known, hQQeVer, about the stock of the late Iron Age
in the area and the sample here is too small to provide firm
conclusions, |
Of the other species in this deposit, only sheep snd pig
were represented in any numbers. 1% of the 86 sheep,/goat fragments
could be identified definitely as sheep, whereas goalt was not
positively identified. The sample contained a relatively large
nunber of mandibles (24) and relatively few pgood meat bones and it
is possible that some primary butcherg of sheep was performed
alongside cattle. However, the more fragilé sheep skeletons are more
likely to have been aflfected Ly the differential preservation of
their wlements. Sturdy frapments, such as the mandible, loose
teeth and chaftn of the radius, tibia and metapodia are often
over-represented in poorly prescrved samples and all are well
represented here (Table 2). TFipht of the sheep mandibles could
be aped. Tive of these had the second molar in on early stage of
wear but with the third molar nol erupted. These therefore
belovmed to dimmature andmals, possibly second year cullings when
the animals were at an age and size suitable for slauphtering
for their meat. Mony Romano-British sites have concentraticons of
sheep slauphterved avound bthis ape (Maltby 4081: 175). 'The othen

three mandibles had fully erupted toothrows and belonpged to
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Pig (25 frapments)was poorly represented in this deposit and
bones of horse, dog, raven (Corvus corax) and domestic fowl were
present (Table 1). The discovery of domestic fowl is of

interest since their remains are absent from many Iron Age sites
(Maltby 1881: 161-2).

Only 148 fragment were recovered from other Pre~Flavian
contexts and most of these were in a poor state of preservation.
The sample was too smell to draw any firm conclusions.,

Late First-Farly Second Century NDeposiis

925 frapments of animal bone were examined from several
contexts of this date, nearly all from the 1978 excavations.
Once again cattle dominated the sauple (201 fragments). In
addition, considering the low representation of horse ard red
deer, it is likely that nesrly all the unidentified large mommal
fragments (288) alse belonped Lo cattle (Toble 1). The cattle
sample was apgain dominnted by frapments of mandible, skull,
metapodia and scapulac, a2lthouph phslanges vwere found more
communly than in the earlier deposit. Fragments of the major
mest-bearing hones were still gquite rere, although slightly
better represented (”able %y Fipure 1). It is therefore possible
that some of this materisl belonpged to the waste from primary
butchery of cattle carcases. This nmay imply a long term practice
-0of such activities in that area of the town. Alternatively, there
could simply have been some sdmiving of boves from tiue earlier
levels. Certainly this material could have been derived from
several different disposal processes and 1t is not purely a
primary butchery assemblage. '

14 of the 91 sheep/pout frosments were identified as sheep,
whereas only a single horn core fragment definitely belonged to
a goat. Although mandible frapments were still the most common
bone element recovered, they did no® dominate the sheep/goat
assemblage as much as in 1978 4(?@)(Table %). Eight of these
mandibles could be apged. Of these, six had completely erupted
toothrows and belonged ho adult untifnals, one had the sccond molar
in an early Glage of wenr and arother beloppged to a lamb that had
only the first of the wolars in covly wear, DPig (20 fragments)
was bhobter represenbed in these lovels,  Loose tecth and mandible

frarments were (oo usuel in pip ascemblages) the most commonly
occurring hones but moot oihner olowments of the gkeleton were
vecovoerod in small mumbers (Mable %), OF the other domestic

npecies, horoe, deop and Hemestic fowd bones were found in small




(o

Table

Bone Elements Represented of the PrincipalVStock Animale in

Late Firct-Eorly Second Century Deposits

Bone . Cattle Sheep/Goat Pig
Mandiblec 16 - 15 11
Skull 30 9 5
Lioose teeth 17 10 14
Scapula 25 5 %
Humerus 1 5 6
Radius 2 4 %
Ulna 4 - 2
Pelvis T4 3 2
Fernur 6 6 4
Tibia 9 11 %
Astragnlus 2 1 1
Calcanecuos 6. 1 1
Carpals 1 - -
Metacarpal 13 7 3
Metatarsal 15 9 -
Metapodial 1 1 1
Phalanx 1 8 2 1
Phalanx 2 11 - -
Phalanx % ot - -
Patella 1 ' - -
Fibula - - 7-
Vertebroe 10 - 1
Ribs 7 2 2

TOTAT, 201 91 ‘70




numbers. Fvidence for the nccasnondl consumption of horsemeat

was found. The proximal portion of a radius in 1978 1(?%\was found
to have been shopped in sevoral places presumably during the
disarticulation of the cubital joint. No butchery marks were

found on the remaining few horse or any of the dog bones. Red
deer (Cervus elaphus) was represented by three bones including

a gcapula that had been chopped near the articulation with the
humerus during dismenmberment and a sawn offcut of antler. Roe

deer (Capreolus capieolus) was represented by a mandible of an
immature snimal and a metepodinl frarment. Domestic fowl was the

only species of bvird represented (Tuble 1).

Fourth Century Deposit (4975 A(a))
700  frapments werce exmmined from 1975 ﬂ{é), g late Tourth

century deposit consisting of rubbich piled around the back of the
South Gate and on the tail of the old romport behind the city wall.
This material was dyry-sicved throuph a Ymm mesh during excavation.
The limite of +the deposit were not reached. It contained =
substontisl assentlage of Irapmenizry bones. A large percenbarge
(11%) of the material showed evidence of canid gnawing, indicating
that the assemblape had becn wodificd by dop scavenging. Of the
identifiable material, cattle bones again dominated (Table 1).
However, the biess towards mandibles, skull and and metapodia
fragments was not evident in this deposit. In conbrast, meat bones
vere found more commonly.snd there was a much more even
representation of the different cyrcase elements (Table 4, Figure %)
Apart from the presence of a comparactively large number of
rhalanges and o gmuller number of mandibles, this sample compares
reasonably closely with the fourth century material recovered from
Trickhay 5t. in Excter (Figure 1, Maltby 1979: 1%, 102). Most

of the calttle represented &RESH were adult animals but the material
was too frupgmentarvy for detuiled apeing or metrical enalycis.,

The poorer preservatiod of bone in this deposit ig reflected
in the sheep/poat sanple (Table 4). Over 209 of the fragments were
loose teelh and the gturdics shalt frapments of the radiuvs, tibia
and metapodia formsed a lurpe parb of the assemblage. Despite
sieving, no ph:ﬁ;}z_g’;ua:, corpsls or tarsals were recovered from this
layer. FHo gonl Vones were positively ddonltificd, whereos seven
Trapments cortainly belonpged to sheep.  Pip (G0 fragments) was

better represented thon sheon/roat ol whether this fis en indicabios
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Table &4

Bone Elements Represented of the Principal Stock Animals in

1975 4 @)
Bone ' Cattle Sheep/Goat Pigr
Mandi¥le 12 7 10
Sikull ‘ 1% 3 5
Loose teeth 17 15 13
Scapula 6 2 >
Humerus 10 4 %
Radius 7 6 3
Ulna 5 - %
Pelvis 12 & 2
Femuar 10 5 %
Tivia 9 12 &
Astragalus 4 1 -
Cal cansus 2 - 5
Melacarpal 6 : 6 8
Metatarsal 7 7 5
Metsapodial 1 - 7
Phalanx 19 - 4
Phalanx 2 6 . - -
Phalanx % 2 - -
Fibula - - 1
Veptebrae 13 - !
Ribs % T - 2
Sternum ' - 1 -

TOTATL 1G4 7% 91




for the increased impoptance of pork cannot be determined from the
evidence of a single deposit. Loose teeth and mandible fragments
continued to be the most common pig elements recovered but
metapodial fragments increasced significsntly forming over 20% of
the assemblage (Table 4). Large concentrations of the bones of
pig trptters thrown away as waste have been found in some Romano-
British contexts (Huggins 19783 Malthy 1979:11-1%).and it is _
possible that this assemblapge included a small amount of butchery
waste. The assemblapge from 1975 Migk howewver, did not have marked
congentrations of primary bubchery wasste and it appears to have been
built up of material that could have derived from a whole range of
disposal activities, including kitchen and cooking refuse.
Butchery marks, mostly chopmarks, were found quite commonly on
bones of all these species.

0t the other species represented. the six frapgments of horde
included a third metatorsal thot had been worked., The bone
consisted of the proximal arvticulation end the top part of the
shauft. It borce superficial chop and sawmarks near the asrticulation
where the bone had been disarticulzted from the tarsals. The bone
had also been sawn throuph the shaft c¢,?% mm from the proximal
articulation. It is probable that the central portion of the
- shaft had been regiired for working and this fragment represents
an offeut from that process. DNo other butchery was found on the
horse bones. Only two dog bones weve found including a mandible
in which the third premolar hod been lost during life. Such an
ante-morten loss is not uncommon in dopgs. Seven [rapgments cf wed
deer were ldentified including an antler fragment and a poruvion of
the ilium which had been chopped through the acetabulum during the
disarticulation of the hind linb, a practice similar to that carried
out on cattle pelves in the sume context. Roe deer and heve (Lepus
sp.) were each represcnted by a single fragment. 19 bird bones were
jdaentified, the majority (1%) belonging to domestic fowl. Tour
bonen belonging to demestic duck op its wild equivalent the nallard

(ivns plotyrhynchos) were found dncluding o hunerus with knife cubs

on it. A single boue coch of a parteidpe (Perdix pordix) and a
polden plover (Pluvinlis apricnvia) were recovered and these species

too could hove been un occavionad cupplement Lo the meat dicet.
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