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1l.'hc l!'ish Dones 

~'ish bones uere recovered b.\' sieving the fill of a late Hedieval \'/ell, (the 

fill \'las dated to circa 1540 llD). Over fifty percent of the bone::; ;rere vertebrae 

and details of the bones are sho1m in the table. 

'l~JC follmring species \·rere identified: raker (Raja clavata), eel (lmp;uilla 

anguilla), conger eel (Conger cone;er), herring (Clupea harenp;us), oprat (sprattus 

sprattus), smelt (Osmerus epe:danus), dace (Leuciscus leuciscus), roach (nutilus 

rutiluo), cod (Gadus morhua), haddock (Helanogrammus aeglefinus), \·rhiting 

(11erlangius merlangius), halce (Herluccius merluccius), tub gurnard ( Trigla lucerna), 

plaice (Pleuronectes platessa). 

'el1ese species represent a Hide variety of habitats and suggest a number of 

fishing methods. VIi th regard to the marine fish, mature cod ;rould be the deepest 

lrater fioh present, being found in depths of up to six hundred metres in a variety 

of habitats. Imma·oure individuals may be found closer in shore. Hake, a moderate 

to dee1J \-later fish is found near the bottom, and haddock live close to the seabed 

in depths of up to three hun<b.'ed metrec, these three specieo uould have been mainly 

taken on lines. \olhiting is a shallou Hater, inshore fish and may have been caught 

uith a combination of lines and nets. 

Su:r:face shoaling fish folmd in coastal \·raters that are seasonally netted 

include herrings and sprats. The use of draft nets gave rise to the herring 

fleets and their associated induotries (Hhich developed on a large scale in the 

fourteenth century) from Hhich he:erings Here marketed smoked or pickled (packed 

in barrels). Sprats Here sal ted, and are especially common in inshore coastal 

\·raters, the young being found in estuaries and at certain times of the year are 

particularly abundant. The sprat fishery of the Thames is very ancient and was 

usually carried out using sto\·r nets (\olheeler 1979, 77) in ;rhich large numbers of 

fish can be caught. 



Similarly the smelt, being ver<J good to eat, has also been an important tidal 

flshe:r:,y of the Thames. 'l'he largent catches 1·10re made in winter and early spring 

11hen the adults are migrating (rcicl 48). This fishe:r."Y has no~1 declined for a 

number of reasons including river pollution. 

Rays and skates v10uld aloo be caught on lines as bottom d1·1elling fish, but 

the shallo~<~-;rater d~<~elling species Here also caught in lciddles (shoreline traps) 

1·1l:r.ich prevented the fish returning to deeper \·rater after feeding on the shoreline 

at high tide (Ibid 80). The tub gurnard although q_ui te edible is likely to have 

been an incidental catch ui th other bottom living fish, 

'l'he conger eel prefers rocky coastlines 11i th niches they can inhabit, and 

would be caught on lines. Eels are often caught in rivers and streams in eel­

bucks, Hl:r.ich trap them as they are going d01mstream, these traps 11ere often used 

in the 'rhames strung across a Heir or millstream (Ibid 61). Eels ~<~ere also kept 

in fishponds. Vlilliam !>lore >Jho u2.s prior of Vlorcester from 1518-36 had 6,486 

eels L1 his ponds, uhich uere usually stocked in summer (Hickling 1971, 119). 

Roach uere also kept in ~.cior Hare's ponds, although together Hith perch they 

Here his least popular fish (Ibid 119). Houever Izaalc Halton (1653 180, 181) 

thought the roach although not ve1y good to eat made very good sport for the 

angler. 'rhe largest and fatterJt roach in England Here to be found belo1·1 London 

Bridge (Ibid 181, 183). 

An;:;ling· uas regarded an =istocratic pastime in the sixteenth century (Vale 

1977, 55-57) and ma.YJY contempor<:u"Y uriters extolled its virtues. Gervase Harkham 

I·Jri tin<; in 1615 thought that the first quality of an angler Has that he should be 

a general schol= lmouledgeable about the vreather, countryside, lalces, rivers 

and music (Ibid 57). 

The salmonid vertebrae may belong to either salmon or trout, but both 

species could have been caught in the Thames, salmon-bucks trapped the fish on 

their migration upstream (Wheeler 1979, 61). 



All the marine fiah could have 1Jeen caught in the Horth Sea or off the SB 

co2.nt cowept tbe hake uhose ratl{;'e extends to the northern llorth Sea and the 

uestcrn Channel, it is likely that this fish uas brought to London from a northern 

fishing port probably sal tecl or clded. 

Prio~' to modern freccoing methods may fioh uere preserved in some \lay for 

storage and marketine·, i.e. dried, salted, smoked or pickled. The price of 

preserved fish Has much lm·ror tl'an that of fresh fish to people in inland areas 

although this d~.· fferen?~ HO~. P d be less at the coast Hhere transport costs Hould 
\ .. lLun 1 )75, _,,,). 

be minimise<l.f' Preservation also meant that seasonal catches could be consumed 

throughout the yea;L'. 'l'he stockfish hammer Has used to beat dried fish prior to 

its sonking in 1·~arm uater before it Has cooked ( Ibiri 44). 

Spratn Here piclded in brine, nalmon Here also p.iclded and salted (Ibid 45). 

li'ish 11ere often put into pies, cold pies preserved the fish as they 11ere filled 

Hi th cla:cified butter HhicL se1> and e}::cluded tJ)e air (Ibid 42). Sal tfish and 

herrin[,'S uere put into pies ~ .. d.-0h fruit (Ibid ':-5). 

Although the pre:JeJ:-ving of i'io'1 mJ.cle it avGilable cheaply throughout the year 

tho position of the c:ito \lith access clooe to the lar(iest port in Britain makes 

it VOr'J likely tho;c at leant sane of the fioh 11as consumed fresh especially fish 

in seanon such cs herrings, sprats oncl smelts. Comparisons Here made against 

mo<lern reference specimens of kno1m size and ueight, none of the archaeological 

material proved to ce O?emarlmble in si<Je S.'ld no lmifeouts or other cut marks 

\iere observed. :?u:t'ther information about the habitats of the species identified 

cm1 be fou;.'ld in \n1eeler ( 1978). 

I \/auld like to thank !IJ.:r A \'/heeler (Bl'I1ID) for his help and the use of his 

reference collection. 
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-----------------------------------------------------------
RAY 1 1 
ELA!lro~ANCH 3 3 
EEL 36 36 
CONGER EEL 1 I 
HERRING 8 57 65 
SPRAT - 25 25 
SAIJ1fiHD 4 4 
SI1ELT 8 8 
DACE I 1 
ROACH 1 2 4 
COD 10 10 
HADDOCK 2 I 3 
illl!TING 2 2 3 7 14 28 
HAKE 3 3 
TUB G\JlNARD 3 3 
PLAICE 5 9 14 
GADOID 5 1 f:, 
~IDENTIFIABLE 12 3 124 140 

TOTAL 4 2 3 43 177 2 124 355 
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