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, Introduction 

This paper originally arose out of a series of seminars organised by 

Mark Brisbane of Southampton Museums during Summer 1982. It has been 

rewritten in the light of subsequent thinking and preliminary results 

from the 'Pit' and should be read in conjunction with Sarah Colley's 

Interim Report on the 'Pit'. 

The need at the time was to review urgeritly our own ideas on the 

questions.which needed to be asked of any new material coming out of 

excavations wi thin Hamwic (notably those at Stoner ~lotors and Six 

Dials, Phase 2), as well as to decide how to tackle the Hamwic backlog. 

He have been considerably handicapped in this thinking by the lack of 

computerised results from the pit. At the same time I- am most grateful 

for the way in which the current unpublished ideas of Mark Maltby, Alan 

Morton, fmd Phil Andrews in particular and the whole of the Southampton 

Museums' team in general have been made avail,able to me and I have also 

not hesitated to dra,w on the unpublished work of Jennifer Bourdillon 

and Jonathan Driver. in the hope that this will be published soon. 

In 197)/6 Jcnnifer Bourdillon and I examined a total of 87,054 

bones from Melbourne Street Sites I, IV, V, VI and XX dated to the 

rnid-}}axoll Pe:>:>.Lod ('Bourdillon &, Coy 19(30, Coy n.d.1). 'L'he publication 

of the results was associated \,ith the production of a Statistict'l 

Appendix (EAHC 1<)77). The- latter included measurement ranges for the 

ma,lor domestic ,species, specific ratios fo1.' each pit. and animal ageing 

evidence. 

Old questions 

The que~>tions a"'ked of this body of rrw.terial were the basic ones 

asked b:r arch8co1orists of any sctt1ement (e.g. Coy 1978,3). To a 

large C!xtent these vlere answeredo A very .full ~;pecies list for, mammals, 

birdG, and fi [;h was obtained, much of it the result of extraordinarily 

good pr8servation in the pit F16, Site V. A variety of existing methodll 

was used to obtain specific. percentages for the major mammalian species 

(Fic;ure 1). Some attempt was made to discuss age profil efJ and \'lhat 

:tight this might shed on the use made of the animalfJ. Patholot:,."Y and 

genet.ic tr<lits were discufJsed al one; with possibili ti.cs for d efilling 

the ca tollment arca for food animal s. Butchery, bone--working, and 
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c fragmentation were dealt with to some extent but necessarily inadequat
ely to meet publication deadlines. 

Suhsequently, using Melbourne Street as a starting point, work 

was carried out on approximately 46,000 fragments from th~ Chapel Road 
sites VII, XI, XVIII & XIV but none of this has as yet been published 
(Bourdillon n.d.1, Bourdillon & cDriver n.d.). The bird bones from 

Melbourne Street and Chapel Road were then computer coded (Coy n.d.2) 

using the Ancient Monuments Laboratory's computer coding system 
(Jones n.d.). 

The. Chapel Road study represented a speedine; up Of the methodology 
~'d~ . used at SARC but like Melbourne Street this material was only manually 

, 
retrieved anci there had been no sieving strategy during excavation. 
Bourdillon suggested that recovery had in fact been l,ess meticulous 

on these sites. More precise work was carried out on cattle horn 

cores, on cattle butchery, wld on material from SARC XIV which appeared 
to be sawn waste products from a bone-worker's workshop and led Driver 

to draft a typology of sal'lD vone (Driver n.d. ). 
Bourdillon has subsequently· made the most detailed attempts to 

see whether particular features at Chapel Road could be grouped and 
compared. She and Driver also produced detailed discussion for 

SATIC XIV of the evidence for selection of bones for bone- workine;. 

M~( paper cannot do justice to the amount of work that Bourdillon 
has put into lIar.lwic bone but her full results will ,s,hortly be avail all 1 e. 

These ''1ere thus new questions although some VlCre foresh3.dovled 
in the 1'1el bOUrne Street report by the cOlupa:!'isons made beOteen different 
pits and between pit bone and occupation surface - most of it not 

published because it produced results which at the time.were too 
difficult to interpret or raised too man;j' questions. 

Doul,ts 

The major hurdle met viith in these analyses was uncertainty about the 
consistency of retriev(J] and this meant that all comparisons, even 

betvleen different fca tures on the same site, were not reI t to be 
securely based: 

" \ole are not justified in extrapolating from the bones in pits 
to a recontruction of Saxon economy without a full realization 
of the likely errors •••••.• controlled sCilllpline; and a time

consuming study of fragmentation will both be nezded for a 
fuller picture of differential preservation, a picture which 

is needed in its turn if \'1e are to ]<nol'l how the pits Vlere 
filled;' (Bounlillon & Coy 1980,121). 
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'I'hese comments recommended computer-handling of Hamwic data 

and it is somewhat depressing that 7 years after they were. actually 

written this is still not happening. 

New Questions 

This leads to the new questions that we need to ask. They could be 

summarised as follows: 

1. To ~!hat extent are the bones we have representative of Saxon animal 

husbandry and useage ? 

2. Do we collect the right samples? 

3. Do we record them adequately and in a comparable manner? 

I shall deal .-lith these in turn: 

1. TO_vlhat extent_are_the~ reEr~s~nlative ? 

This first question is a key one. Uerpmunn very ably pointed out scme 

ye9_l.'S aeo that the sort of bones needed to study palaeoeconomy must 

be fl'ofu human acti vi ties; should be from primary deposits; and that 

one should distinr;-cli 8h bchleen 'li vin[~ fl06r' deposits and daposi ts 

acc1.lJlJUlating over a lone; period of time (Uerpmurm 1973). 
'raking theBe three JTlnXimB in turn: there is little doubt from 

the evidence of [lOne usef'f'e that nearly all 113mwic bones are derosi ted 

fUi a re8111 t 0f hUJ:18.l1 [-wti vities 8lld there is n lot of ev.idence sl10wi,nrs 

vlhnt kind ,of buteher'y and bone-wol'kiq~ acti vi ties we:ce under '.Nay. }I'or 

the sf;cond, the ~r~sp edge!> anci well-preserved surface of much llaJnwih 

bone sucgests t118t it did not spend much time in contact with the 

atl!lospherc before being discarded into a pit (althouGh detailed 

qU!llltitat_lve as.,;;::,j,;rnent Ol :erosion has not yet been made). ,Toins 

behlecn fraone,ll;s from different. layers of the sallie pit (and sometimes 

nearby pits) c'Uf:c:(~[;ted to Bourd il10n that pits were filled: quickly. 

']-'0 twe the third miltter - cOflparabilit.y between bone samples 

from different kinds of context iB something that has been subjected 

to much testinr; of recent years on other settlements (e. [!;. Maltby 1981, 
165) Wed we ar'e no.,l in a )osi tion to test these out in Harnwic. 

The usual problem at Ea11wic in the past has been to find anything 

but pits and to find different phases to compare. Any contextu1!~ or 

temJ'oral variabili ty in ll"-'HI'iic should therefore be exploited for falll1ul 

anolysis. It is very exciting that there are now stratified deposits 

nvai18ble from ree; ent exeav:ttions emd that different phases of pits 
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may to some extent be available from Six Dials. 

Goinc; back to Question 1 we can see that this is really a 

taphonomic one and this was the reason for digging the 'Fit' 

(Colley n.d.). Something that should be remembered in conjunction 

\vith this is the tact that Bourdillon calculated for Melbour-ne Street 

that up to 9a;-~ of the bones of the individuals represented on that 

site may have disappeared (Bourdillon n.d .2). 

2. DO_w.£ .£011.£c1 th.£ ri£.ht §..8f!!..Ple§.. ? 

This question relates to the various selections we make, starting 

with site selection. The wider picture of Hamwic now being revealed 

gives -us more scope and forms a better basis for selection wi thin 

the tovm. It is vi tal that we do not vlaste the unexpected and 

. unique opportunities that are arising during the 1980s as we may 
f\r;£un 

never/De able to ask these questions within the context of such a 

stl'onr; and Imovl1edgeable professional team. Once the 'Fit' has been 

analysed we Bhall be in a better position to probe any future 

(::t.:cavaticn ar,d assess vl1.ether bone is worth retrieval and at \-Iha t 

level that retrieval should be. Collections other than pit.contents 

lllay need to he given priority. 

Nor arc all Hall1wic pits the same. vie nOVi kno\-, that there are 

,.tructp.ral J.,:' several types of pit (Morton & Andrews, pel's CClliU ). 

At tlel1)om:ne Street Bourdi 110n c:l ready had d oubts.8:bout th e cunsistency 

oJ pit re-sul ts - some pits differed in their specific ratios, fo::.' 

example some had much less cattle l)one them others. The matex'ial 

from Six Dials (SOU 23,2'1,26,30 and 31) from ciifferent pit types 

Emu from a selection of \-181113 sf..ould enable us to investigate the 

l~elf.t.tionGhip between context type and bone resul1.,5 for IImmJic and 

thereby reveal something of the history of these features. 'vlhether 

pito \-1Cre lined or unlined is another factor to be "kept in mind. It 

is likely that the extraordinarily well-preserved contents of F16, 

Site V, l"il'llbourne 8treet,may Ll l"n'> be due to its having .been a 

lined pit. 

rrhe unpopular policy of bulk sm"1)Jing, kept up throughout 

the very arduous excavations at Six Dials has meant thut suitable 

samples are avail£1.b1e for <1eto.1.1cd analysls from much of it. For 

the future, once cI ecisions Hrc made on \"i 11 a t features to sample 

the actual Illethod9lo[~y of slJ.mpling is crucial. There is little 

}JOint in ker'llinc 1)on8 from Hny of the current exca\ ations un1 CfJS it 

i 

!~ 

I 
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has been carefully collected during trowelling according to the 

usual rigorous Hamwic traditions with associated 5 litre' bulk samples 

from each context. This system developed in Bourdillon' s time throUf~h 

education of diggers on site and the appointment of a siever/sorter 

(Sheila Hamil tOll-Dyer and later Hobin Hillman). Continuity was most 

carefully preserved in the transfer to Southampton r1useums and 

during the recent \/essex Archaeological Committee excavations at 

Stoner Motors. 

As a result of this consistent collection these samples can be 

used on the one hand to test out the 'Fit' hypotheses on 'norrnally

retrieved' material and on the other hand to exten& investigations 

to an assessment of all Hamwic backlog, including that which may 

not have been collected in the srune way. 

The answer to this question is therefore 'yes, .we hope so' but 

consistency is the most important aspect in order to ensure 

comparability. This s9lTlpling stro.te67 must be continually reviewed 

but should only be changed for rerUolons which are indisputallle. 

Raml-lic bone is r.Ji~inly very vlell-llreGerved and since Bourdillon 

be[';a11 full-til'lC Ivorlc in 1975 has l .. een very carefully identified and 

recorded. APHJ:'t from tll e Chapel lload and Iiel bourne f;treet birds, 

hal-lever, none of the bOlle ho.s been recorded by computer-cod ing so 

that the1:e can be ]10 detailed comparisons with other \vessex or AVtL 

material recordt:!d using 1:he AHL computer-coding scheme, neither 

can there be much detailed intra-- and inter-site comparison. within 

IIanwie itself along the lines nOvl worked out for Websex Iron Age 

settlements (e . .:,. f1altby n.d.) • 
.) 

A system has novi been workeci out for recording the 'Fit' bone 

\"hieh includ es all the usual AI'lL codings (see Appenc~ix in Colley n.d.). 

r'lore detailed recordin[; than \'las possible for Bourdillon and Driver 

\~ill be available for frac;mentation, tooth eruption, butchery, and 

statE, of preserv<ttion of the bone. This amount of detail is necessar~' 

in order to compare bones from different context types, sites, and 

periods and to thus work out I-Ihether there were differences, not 

only in the animals themselves, but in the activities of the people 

in connection Ivith aninwls Etnd bones. 
In this way we hope that future recording for llam\~ic will be in 

sufficient detail- to take care of the current questions we are asJdnc·· 
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Future Detailed O,uestions 

It is therefore parrunount that bones should be retrieved 

in such a way as to maintain comparability as discussed above. Only 

then can we attempt to answer our question 1 above and eventually 

return to the old questions with new insight. This is a convenient 

point at which to review the techniques of.analysis we shall need, 

to employ on the bone samples once retrieved. 

Since the earlier analyses at Ham.lic 11ark Maltby has investigated 

the relationships between bone srunples and economies on Wessex Iron 

Age settlements - at Old Down Fann, Winnall Down, Balksbury, and 

currently for Owslebury. These studies have been closely linked 

with computer-coding and analysis of bone fragmentation, state of 

preservation, gnawillg, and ageing data. Young bones may disappear 

preferentially through the effects of gnm-ling and erosion or (as the 

'Pi t' resu~ already sue:gest) be inadequately retrieved. They may 

be better preserved in some contexts' than in others (Mal tby 1982). 

The relative numbers of loo~,e teeth, shaft versus end fragments 

of lone; bon08, and the relative number of distal and proximal ends 

of lODG bones, can o,lso give a picture of 'how one species, eon1;ex~nft,td:MbIO,' 

type, period, or site compares wii;hanother in terms of preservation; 

It has been a disappointment to us that in many of the anal;yses 

Halll\vic results could not be included on graphs because results 

aVcdl able v/0re not sufficiently detailed. Only by quantif;ying such 

l'rC:t:ervatiom:J. differences will it be poc;c;ible t~-recognizc reliable 

differences bct\veen phac;es and bet\'!een different parts of Hamwic. 

They \'lil] enable us to reeoe;niz(, the retrieval and preservational 

status of each deposit and thus ussess its reliability for 
rceonstruc tion of the economy. It will also tell the archaeologist,s 

more about the eontexts themselves. 

Ass:)ssment s of animal size for Mel bcurne Street and Chapel Hoad 

aNl subsequent analyseD of 'Bize factors' (Bourdillon 1980, 187) 

provide a basis for future quick assessment of new material. This 

is on0. area of bone study apa.rt from the obvious one of species 

diversity Hhich mir,ht be linked \'lith rank. 

Certain anatomical element[; of the major domestic species 

should be given priority if retrieval has·to be selective on 

future sites or if all the lmcklog cannot be studied in detail. 

These inelude mandibJ es so thut \ole can take into account o.tivunces 

litdy to 1)e made' in both tooth \'18UI' annlysis (Grant 1982) m1(i 



7 

tooth sectioning (e.g. Coy et al 1982); sheep metacarpals 

for studies on sheep conformation (e.g. O'Connor 1982); and cattle 

horn cores. It will be essential to keep in touch with the morpho

metric work being carried out at the York Environmental Archaeolo@;y 

Unit on cattle and pig. These studies are one of the few ways in 

which we are likely to obtain information about the extent of the 

area from which Hamwic obtained its food and about changes in 

animal husbandry within the Saxon Period. 

Studies on the domestic fowl are in their infancy but Hamwic 

provides an unparalleled collection of their bones and more detailed 

analysis of the sex structure of these populations would give us a 

better idea of how and why they vlere kept. For this all' tarso

metatarsi at least should be kept and femora should be examined for 

the presence of medullary bone - something started 1!-t Hamwic. by 

Dri ver (Driver 1982, Coy n.d. 3 ). 
The recording of butchery Illarks needs more careful thought and 

;,Ie h<!lpe that examination of vlinchesterSaxon material beine; under

taken now und recording of the 'F:it' bones is leading us to evolve 

a "JaY of LlSi'j the AML system thoJ: MM'tSour data more comparable 

an? repeatable. The study of worked bone, although it must be tied 

to the study of the whole bone sample in each case, is to some 

extent a separate issue. ·It is essential that the earlier, 

·unpublifJhed \-JOrk of Dl'i ver. on the &arm llone typoloe;y for Site SARe 

XIV arid his \lork on m<:lterial frol:! Uns site are published under 

his name b\:.t that this is fully acknowledged and used as a basis 

by l'ihoever ta1:ee on the future study of llone-working. 

The 'Pit' e.nalyeis "Iill sho\-! the sort of evidence that can be 

obtained for bone-offeuts by total retrieval and should shed light 

on the viability of the bone-wo):kil1g evidence from the rest of t~1e 

SOU 31 borte-working area. 'L'he stvdy of the finished objects them--, 
selVes, al thoue;b a matter for Southnmptoll l'1uSe1.UllS, shouldl?-_nvolve 

some feedback to a.nd from the bone anulysts. 

Conclusions 

'rhe bone nnalysis from beinf~ \·)e] 1 advanced during the time of J. 

Bourdilloli and that of J .triver is now seriously lagging behind 

other work - much of which is a] «lOst ready for pUblication. This 

has multiple causes not least a chan:-;e in the order of publication 

of sites. Bone is the most bulk;:.' find at HWUI'iic and by its very 

IlClture tClkes longer than many findc to analyee - it represents the 
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remains of many species and many human activities. As such it can 

provide a great deal of information about the activities that went 
on at Hamwic and possibly over a wider area. 

Many of the basic questions about mid-Saxon animal husbandry 
and meat lli1d bone useage appear to have been answered - but have they ? 

The questions asked here are far more difficult ones and in them
selves throw doubt on some of 'our earlier conclusions. But through 

a'reasoned and economical approach to the rather different types of 
analysis suggested above it should be possible - not t~iscard 
impatiently earlier results but to assess their viability in a 
quantifiable manner. We cannot discard the old question~and do 

not wish, to) but our aim should be to ask them vlith greater 
accuracy and put them into a spatial and temporal context within 
Hamwic. 

Initially our path when we took over the responsibility in 
Faunal Remuins foJ;' bone analysis at Hamwic - by the appointment 

of Sarah Colley in December 1980 - vias an agreed specific 
programme involving : 

1. The total recording of bone from 011G piton Six Dials 

2. Comparison of pit results \'1ith other Six Dials material 
3. Examination of a single domestic unit 

4. Spatial distribution of worked bone 

VIe pave gone us far as we are able towards the completion of 
1 without computer facilities. It has been an extraordinary and 

salutary experience to find that a pit not large by Hamwic standards 

could contain 10,000 bones. It "ould have been quite wrong to 
aoandon this study before it was completed as this is·in many ways 
the most important lesson that has beell learnt and it has coloured 

all OUT subsequent thinking about HaJlivlic bone. 
As soon as the 'Pit' has been oomputer analysed, at least in 

its most urgent matters, a start on 2 and 4 will be possible. Mary 
Alexander (Southampton !'luseuUls) has already produced some prelimin

ary results defining the bone-\'lOrking area on SOU 31 from her 

plotting of worked fragments. 
VIe have considered 3 above in some detail and decided that this 

will have to be abandorined as l'Ie do not consider thut such a unit 
could be adequately defined. 

Since this procramme was agreed there has been the iluded 
complication of Del"i excavations: Stoner MotQ:;::" has produced unique 
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