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Thirty soil samples have been taken from phaseg I-V (VI) at
Prudhoe Castie, Three additional "rmorn-zoll samples from phase 1V
have alsp been taken because of the conspicubus number of hazel
rnut shell fragments they contained. The phases are medieval and
phase 1] is dated to the 12th cemtury f{(context 1685 is late
12th to lésg century), The samples were taken from various char-
coal laye (context 1589,1121), from Kniown occupation fayers
(1666, 1744), from learths {16853), from a krniown Kitchen area
{1400, 1421), from a fill from a stone buillt drain {(1431) and from
middens (1023,411), The sampies were sent to the AML for micro-
scopitc examination., The guestions posed about the samples were ag
follows : 1, In the case of context 411}, is it possible to
identify different intrusions in the deposit? 2, Was context
1382 associated with a bread oven? 3. What was the cause of fire
in context (1217 4, What was the guantity and the nature of the
refuse (1400}, 5, what were the diet and ecoromic 1ife at Prudhoe
Castle? and 6. why were so many khazel nut shelil fragments found
together (1023)7
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One KkKilogram of =soil from each soil sample was soaked in
water with some hydrogen percxide and the float poured through =
300 micron sievey the rest of the soil was put through a8 nest of
sieves: the smaliest size mesh used was 300 micron, The float and
sieved material were dried irn a warm oven and sorted, The
samples usually contained charcoal, small mammal bones and fish
bones, some mollusc shell fragments as well as carbonized seeds,
Six ©of the samples did not contain any seeds. Bample 2413 in
context 1382 came aiready washed and sieved and weighed 20 grams
only.,

Trhe cseeds were identified using a low power microscope at
magnification =x 12 and up to x 50 when necessary and with the
help of a modern reference collection, The seeds and their
context number are listed in Tables 1 and 2. In most cases there
were 2 to 20 seeds per kg, in each sample but in the case of
sample 1855 in context 1023 there were approximateiy 30 seeds and
in sample 1856, context (023 around 500 grains and seeds were
found,

The number of hazel ruts (Lorylia aveliana) were estimated

for the samples where they were the most aburdant by weighing the
fragments and comparing the weight obhtained with that of whole

nuts recovered at Prudhoe Castie.
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As can be seen from Table l,most samples contained a few
seeds only., However two sampies {(see table 2.) were exceptionally
rich by comparisorn. Most of the seeds had been preserved by
charring and the degree of charring expilains up to a point the
different stages of preservation. There were very well preserved
grains of Avenag ( oat} in the sample from context 1326, phage I
and in a fair state in phases 111, sampies 1666 and 1685,
However, the samples from context 411 (1851, 1952 and 1991-19%6)
were in a very poor state of preservation. On the other hand, two
of the samples from context 1023 were very well preserved,
especialtiy sample i836 ,s50 the amournt of material identifiabile



was therefore much greater. A few seeds had been preserved by
mineral replacement from context 1744 in phase 1y the state of
preservation of these seeds was variable and some of the seeds
could not be idenmtified.
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beionging to the Triticum aestivo-compactum group. The presence

of rachises of T,aestivum in three samples would indicate that
some of the grains may have been of this species at least in
contexts 1589 and 1023 (1856) where both grains and rachises are
present, A few grains of Triticum digpccum/spelta were present;
without any chaff it is not peossible to tell which of the two
from the carbonized grains alone. However, emmer (T,dicoccum) is
not recorded a& having been used after the beginning of the
Christiann eray the use of spelt itself (T.spelta) was declining
in the Middie-Ages in favour ©f that of the bread wheats (Godwin,
1975), This situation is reflected at Prudhee Castie in the few
remaining grains recovered from most gamples and even in  the
richer samples of 1023,

The barley grain (Hordeum) in context 1685 of phase 11
was twisted and so were four of the five barley grains of context
1589, phase IV and three of the five in sample 1856 of context
1023y they all appeared to be hulled: These features are
characteristic of cultivated 6-row hulled barley.

The rye { Secale cerealel grains of conmtext 1023 (sample
1856) were very well preserved, Fye is thought to have arrived in
Europe as a contamimant of other crops but by the Middie-Ages, it
had been cultivated in Britain for some time, having been brought
in e€ither in Roman or in Anglo-Saxon times (Godwin, {9751,
Although rye was never used for bread in Britain to the same
extent as in the rest of Northern Europe, it was cultivated
widely especially on dry, poor soils such as those of the
Brecklands where it is still grown,

One sample only contained the floreit bases of Avena
(oat) (context 1023, sample 1856). Most of these indicated that
cultivated oat was presenty two floret bases of oat with the
"sucker mouth" fracture were also found in that sample indicating
either Avena fatua ( wild ocat) or Avena strigesa. However, the
grains themselves were very large and probably represented the
tultivated form. Other samples alseo contained large and well
preserved bat grains especially it the early contexts {1326-1666-
1685), Avena has been widely cultivated in Britain at least since

Anglo-Saxon times. (Gedwin, 1973),

The wsed seeds: \
Few weed seeds were recovered, they belonged to families
or species characteristic of disturbed or cultivated ground such

as Polygonum sp., (persicaria), Rumex cf, crispus (curled
dock),Atriplex sp, (orache) and Chenopodium (goosefoot),Galium
aparine f{(goosegrass),fAgrostemmna githage (corn cocklel)s Sample

Hazel nuts

Corylus avellana t(hazel}l nut shel) fragments were
recovered from aimost all the samples in varying quantities, They
represent anything from one to eight nhuts in most samples,
However in three samples of context 1023, they were very much

more abundant {Tables); it was estimated that approximately 400
to 500 shelis were present in csample 18956, Hazel nuts are very



nutritious, { containing 9% protein and 35% fat (Renfrew, 1972))
and have consistently been collected in the autumn throughout
British prehisteory and stored,

A few uncharred seeds were found in context 1744, phase
I. Two seeds of Sambucus nigra f{(elder) appeared to be modern as
they did not react to hydrochloric acid, Al} the other seeds
reacted. It seems that mineral replacement had taken place and
preserved them., This is a common phenomenon on  archaeclogical
sites, There, ¢alcium and phosphate replacement can occur where
matter from decaying bones, plant debris, shells etc.provide the
replacement mineral (Greem, 1979). Such seeds are often found in
pits (Colledge, 19793y Green, 1979), Replacement due to other
causes is alsp possible such as percolating water in hard water
areas, The seeds identified were a ltarge Polygonum two
crucifers, a Carex (sedge) and two seeds helonging to the
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The samples from phase 1 indicated that Avenaloat) may
have been cultivated in the area and that wheat was used, The
good state of preservation of the Avena grains could mean that
they didn’t burn very fiercely either because they had been
thrown on the fire iate or because they were protected in so0me
way., It is not possible here to identify the cause of fire from
the grains alone. In context 1744 only one fragment of wheat and
two ofAvena/Bromus were recaovered but several uncarbonised seeds

preserved by mineral replacement were present.
The samples for phase 11 had no grains or hazel nut shell

fragments at all,

Irn  phase I11,Triticum aestivo-compagtum (the  bread
wheat), Hordeum (barliey) and Avena f{oat) are all present
especialiy in context 1685 which contained ail! three Kinds as
well as more hazel nut shell fragments than context 1266 and
1666, It is reasonable to suggest that a1l three types of cereals
were cultivated locally and used in the diet., The total absence

of weed seeds might show that these contexts were not linked to
crop processing activities but rather to food processing ones
after the grains had been stored and ready to be used,

Phase 1V contained the main midden area 411, Mozt of the
samples from this context were badly preserved: a few wheat
grains were pregsent; some possibkbly belonging to the bread wheat
group (Triticum aestive-compactum}. The seven samples: 18351,
1852, 1991-1996 do not appear to be very different possibly
because of the small number of grains involved, Could burning

have taken place some time afterthe grains had been in place? The
sampies seemed to be in an advanced state of decay. One sample in

411 was different however: 2377 contained a good many grains
from the bread wheat group, a few Avena grains and other cereal
fr-agments. This sample might represent the main area within the

midden or an area incompletely ¢leared by burnirng. It 15 not
possible without sampling it systematically to identify several

or successive deposits within the middern, The midden may have
been burnt at different times for cleaning purposes. As suggested
before, there is the possibility that much of the organic

material had ailready partly decayed before burning. Could this
have been the cause of the last fire of the midden?

Another midden in this context, 1302, believed to be the
original midden sealed by comtext 411, contained two samples
{1853, 1854) which did not contain many grains or gseeds and three



fur-ther ones (1969, 1835, 1856} which had been sampled chiefly
because of the burnt hazel nut shells they obviously contained.
Two of these (1835 and 1856) proved to be the richest of the
samplies from Prudhoe Castle containing 25 and 250 times as many
grains and seeds as any of the others, These samples may
represent the main area of the midden at least as far as plant
refuse is concerned. Sample 1856 contained the only rye grains
recovered from the site and large quantities of oat and many
bread wheat grains., The presence of Agrostemma githago in  this

sample would indicate that this is indeed a2 midden: Agrestemms
githago: the corn cockle, is supposed to be peoisonous, causing &
susceptibility to leprosy {Godwir, 1975)  and was wegded

drastically from crops. Various reasons tould be advanced to
explain the presence of the rest of the grains irn the midden:
some may have been burnt in separate incidents and subgequently
thrown away, some remains may have been discarded as the result
of sifting and sieving (small grains; culm nodes, floret bases,
weeds), some may simply have been swept offt a fioor, As in the
case of the midden 411!, fire may have been used to cleanse the
whoie midden 3 this would expiain the difference in  amount
preserved from the area: if the place represented by sampie 1856
was orn  the edge of the midden; it wouild nrot have burnt so
fiercely and therefore would have been better preserved,

Another context i phase 1V, 1589 contained one sample
with +five grains of barley(Hgordsum) and segveral other cereal
grains mostly poorly preserved., Earley was wideily cultivated and
used in the Middie-Ages {(Godwin, 1975, The gsame sample
contained a rachis fragment of bread wheat and it i1s therefore
possible that some of the cereal fragments belonged to the

grains, one T.,gestivo-compactum and weed seeds 1 one Bubus
fruticosus (bramble), one Rumex ¢f crispus (curied dock) which is
typical of disturbed ground., Context 1400 conmtained only one

grain of wheat.

Phase VY-¥1 At the junction of phase V to V1, the samples
contained a few cereal grains including fragmenss of grains of
the hread wheat group (T.aestiveo-compactum), In the small sampile
2419, a very well preserved triple rachis fragment of T.aestivum
was present but no wheat grains, It is & pity that & larger soi)
sample for this particular spot in conmtext 1382 was ot availabile

85 it might have proved richer tharn the rest of the context,
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Most of the scil samples from Prudhoe Castie were niDt
rich enough to allow a very detailed interpretation of the
economic life on the site beyond the fact that bread wheat must
have been used there throughout and possibly ancther type of
wheat as weli, EBarley and ocat were also cultivated in the early
prases, However, the two rich camples from context 1023 show that
barley,rye and oat were cultivated at the time of phase IV as

well, The few weed seeds present are typical of arable or
disturbed ground and their small rnumber would indicate that in
most cases, the grain was sorted, cleaned and ready to be used.

But some weeding anmd sifting must have a’itse takern place on  the
site at least in phase IV to account for some of the weeds and
remains of sample 1856, context 1024,

The presence of hazel rnut shells throughout indicate
that harzel nuts must have been a common item of food.

0f the six questions meontioned inm the introductiorn,
only question 5 carn therefore be partially answered, It 15 nmnot



possible to answer any of the other guestions on specific
contexts a5 the remains from these contexts were so poor. Ag for
the large amounts of harel nut shell fragments found together in
context 1022, samples 1853 and 1856 (guestion &), it has been
suggested that these samples may have represented the main  area
of the main midden or an area on the edge of the midden which bhad
not bhurnt so fiercely.,

Although the presence of certain cereal speclies a’t
Prudhoe Castle c¢an be ascertained from the samples, in most
cases, the absence of chaff preverits the determination of the

gxact species of the cereals and the small amount recovered make
it impoessible to say anything further about the possibie
structures associated with any one sample. The exception, in

corntext 1023, does rot alliow to irnfer any structure but it sSeems
to confirm that 1022 is a midden; the assembiage is so rich that
some Crop protessing activities: weeding and sieving in the
vicinity can be inferred.

In context 1023 two gemerail sol1i samples were found to
be empty of seeds but two other samplies taken because they were
thought to be only a hazel nuts cache provea the richest in
seeds, This shows that sampliing for seeds may have t0o be done in
different places from the sampling for other generat environ-
mental items such as bones.
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Table 2.
The Charred Femains from Prudhoe Castie

Fhase 1v

context 1023

sampies 1855 : 1856 ' 1969

Triticum dicoccum/speita i 14 :

Triticum aestivo-compactum 23 ! =y : 4

tail grains. >4mm. : 3 :

grain fragments : 3 |

rachis ' 2 '

Triticum sp. 11 ' '

Heordeum sativum ) = :

fragments i =] i

Secale cereale (4-Smm.) 2 : {12 '

Avena sp, (4-7,.3mm. ) 28 : a58 i

Avena floret bases: : :

cultivated g 17 :

"sucker mouth” 2 3 2 d

Avena fragments 4 H 0,5S4gr.
t=cy8graing,

Eromus sp. H g '

Eromus fragments : 4 i

Avena/Bromus sp. 4 ) d

cereal grain fragments 10 i '

rachis fragments ; 3 :

culm nodes z H ] ; Z

straw fragments : 2 ;

Agrostemmza githago ' g ;

Chenopodiaceae ' i H

cf.Vicia/lLathyrus i ! iz :

Frunus spinosa Z : i ' i

Poiygonum sp. i i :

Rumex cf.crispus d B H

Rumex sp. : i H

Galium cf, aparine : z '

Corylus aveliana shells 80-120 | ¢.450 i 100-150

Sambucus nigra = ' :

cfs Anthemis cotula ' 1 H

Liliaceae 1 : H

Iindet. H & '

Grass tuber/rhyzome 1 ! '




o

8z

o

wi

"t

The Charred Remains from Prudhoe Castle

nEr

bk

i
oritest

Zreh

-

.

E 2

TLTI

T

Renkli
pEtta

el

q

1

it

H

Ly ECwm

2

i

(a1

e

COmpact

v

Bt

HHE

v

rachis

=
)
wd
-
et
ol
£~
o

tf.

-3
Py

BTV

LORpac T

i

fragments

]
el
ot
—t

et

4
SRl

A

8

TTAgRE

veEnE

f
e

3

o

3

&
T

poe
=]
]
=

P

BiENE

rula

node

iy

13

S

e

i

i



Laquininosag
indet.

I

Ftibus

5

,

lhdien ioiid

a4

2

By

Htimees

Crispus

[

T

A

AMBUCHS
ara

i

d
—t

&

i

f

=

1

¥

i

EHI

ol

several fragent
fant

it

i

b

boowery abun

4

ave!d fana
fragaents




