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by Dom i n i que VaUgrraF,-

Thirty soil samples have been taKen from phases I-V (VI) at 
Prudhoe Castle. Thr-ee additional "non-soii samples fr-om pr-Iase IV 
have also been taKen because of the conspicuous number of hazel 
nut she) I fr-agments they contained. The phases ar-e medieval and 
phase I I~iS dated to the 12th centuF-y (conte:<t 1685 is ) ate 
12th to 1 h century). The samples were taKen from various char­
coa I I aye (context 1589,1121), fr-om I';nown occupat Ion I ayer-s 
(1666, (744), 'r-om hearths (1685), fr-om a knmvn Idtchen ar-ea 
(1400,1421), ',..-om a .ill fr-om a stone built dr-ain (1431) and ''''-001 
middens (1023,411). The samples were sent to the AML for micro­
scopic e:<amination. The questions posed about the samples were as 
'ollows !. In the case of context 411, is it possible to 
identify different intrusions in the deposit? 2. Was conte:<t 
1382 associated with a bread oven? 3. What was the cause of fire 
in conte:<t 1121? 4. What was the quantity and the nature of the 
refuse (1400), 5. what were the diet and economic life at Prudhoe 
Castle? and 6. why "Ie,..-e so many hazel nut shell fr-agments found 
together- (j 02:3)? 

Ir!!!ID!O! Qi !b! a!IDgl!a' 
One Kilogram of soil from each soil sample was soaKed in 

water with some hydrogen pero:<ide and the Float poured through a 
800 micron sieve; the rest of the soil was put through a nest of 
sieves: the smal lest size mesh used was 300 micron. The float and 
sieved material were dried in a warm oven and sorted. The 
samples usually contained charcoal, smal I mammal bones and fish 
bones, some mollusc shell fragments as wei I as carbonized seeds. 
Si:< o. the samples did not contain any seeds. Sample 2419 in 
context 1382 came already washed and sieved and weighed 20 grams 
on I y. 

The seeds 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 o' 
sample 1855 in context 1023 there were approximately 50 seeds and 
in sample 1856, conte:<t 1023 around 500 grains and seeds were 
found. 

The number of hazel nuts (~QCY1! iygll!O!) were estimated 
'01" the samples where they were the most abundant by weighing the 
fragments and comparing the weight obtained with that o' whole 
nuts recovered at Prudhoe Castle. 

Er!J!!t:YHiQo' 
As can be seen from Table l,most samples contained a few 

seeds only. However two samples (see table 2.) were e:<ceptional Iy 
rich by comparison. Most of the seeds had been preserved by 
charring and the degree of charring explains up to a point the 
dif'erent stages of preservation. There Wer~ very well preserved 
grains of !:lY!O.i:! ( oat) in the salop I" fr-om context 1326, phase I 
and in a Fair state in phases III, samples 1665 and 1685. 
Howeve,..-, the samples fr'om context 411 (1851,1952 and 1991-1996) 
were in a very poor state of prese~vation. On the other hand, two 
o' the samples from context 1023 were very wei I preserved. 
especially sample 1856 ,so the amount of material identifiable 



was therefore much greater. A few seeds had been 
mineral replacement 'rom context 1744 in phase I; 
preservation of these seeds was variable and some 
could not be identified. 

Itl! QC!i!l§ : 

preserved by 
the state of 
of the seeds 

In most samples, the grains recovered where wheat grains 
belonging to the Icilif~m !!aliYQ=fQm~!fl~m group. The presence 
of rachises of I~s!aliY~m 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 Icilif~m gifQff~mL§Q!11! were present; 
wi thout any chaff it is r,ot possib I e to te II which of the tlVO 
'rom the carbonized grains alone. However, emmer (I~gi£Q£f~m) is 
not recorded as having been used after the beginning o. the 
Christian era; the use of spelt itself (I~a~!!ll) was declining 
in the Middle-Ages in favour of that of the bread wheats (Godwin. 
1975). This situation is reflected at Prudhoe Castle in the few 
remaining grains recovered from most samples and even in the 
richer samples of 1023. 

The barley grain (~QCg!~m) in context 1685 of phase III 
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 
1023; they a II appeared to be hu II ed. These featur-es ar-e 
characteristic of cultivated 6-row hulled bar-ley. 

The rye ( §I£I!! fICIII!) grains of context 1028 (sample 
1856) were very wei I preserved. Rye is thought to have arrived in 
Europe as a contaminant of other crops but by the Middle-Ages. it 
had been cultivated in Britain for some time, having been brought 
in either in Roman or In Anglo-Saxon times (Godwin, 1975). 
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 floret bases of eXID! 
(oat) (context 1023, sample 1856). Most of these indicated that 
cultivated oat was present; two floret bases of oat with the 
"sucker mouth" fracture were also found in that sample indicating 
either ihlDI .f.!l~! ( wi I d oa t) or- eYID! a1Ci9.Qal' However, the 
grains themselves were very large and probably represented the 
cultivated form. Other samples also contained large and wei I 
preserved oat grains especially in the early contexts (1326-1666-
1685). BY!DI has been widely cultivated in Britain at least since 
Anglo-Saxon times. (Godwin, 1975). 

Itl! ~!!Q §1!Q!: 
Few weed seeds were recovered, the y be longed to fam iii es 

or species characteristic of disturbed or cultivated ground such 
as EQlY9.QD~m a~~ (persicaria), B~m!2> f.f.~ H:ia~~a (curled 
dock),B1CiQll2> a~~ (orache) and ~bIDQ~QgiYm (goosefoot),Q!!i~m 
!QICiDI (goosegrass),B9CQal!mm! 9i1b!9Q (corn cockle). Sample 
1856, context 1023 also contained a few Leguminosae of the ~i£il­
b!ltlYC~a group (vetches),characteristic of grassy places. 

!:linl D~1! 
gQCYl~g iYI!!iDI (hazel) nut sheil fr-agments wer-e 

recovered 'rom almost al I the samples in varying quantities. They 
represent anything from one to eight nuts 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 shells were present in sample 1856. Hazel nuts are very 



nutritious, containing 9% protein and 35% fat (Renfrew, 1972)1 
and have consistently been col leeted in the autumn throughout 
British prehistory and stored. 

Q.Hl!C !lli!!CiSl 
A few uncharred seeds were found in context 1744, phase 

I. Two seeds of §1!ll~YfYI OigCi (elder) appeared to be modern as 
they did not react to hydr'ochlor'ic acid. All the other' seeds 
reacted. It seems that mineral replacement had taKen place and 
preserved them. This is a common phenomenon on archaeologica) 
sites. There. calcium and phosphate replacement can occur where 
matter from decaying bones. plant debris, shells etc.provide the 
replacement mineral (Gr'een, 1979). Such seeds are often found in 
pits (Colledge. 1979; Green, 1979). Replacement due to other 
causes is also possible such as percolating water in hard water 
areas. The seeds identified were a large Ee!ygeoY!ll. two 
crucifers, a ~IC!~ (sedge) and two seeds belonging to the 
!1QCIgiOI£!1!!' 

~!a'CiQliQO Qf 10! C!!ll1!iOa 21 Q01!a! 
The samples from QOII! 1 indicated that eX!DI(oat) may 

have been cultivated in the area and that wheat was used. The 
good state o' preservation of the eX§OI grains could mean that 
they didn't bUrn very fier'cely either because they had been 
thrown on the fire late or because they were protected in some 
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 OfeX!01!L!1CQ!llY§ were recovered but several uncarbonised seeds 
preserved by mineral replacement were present. 

The samples for Qbll! II had no grains or hazel nut shell 
fragments at all. 

In Q01!!! 111,I~i!i£Y!ll 1!!I!iXQ=f9!llQlf!Y!ll (the bread 
whea t ). !:lQCs!!Y!ll (bar' I e y) and !3X!OI (oa t) are a I I pr'esen t 
especially in context 1685 which contained all three Kinds as 
well as mor'e hazel nut shel I fr'agments than context 1266 and 
1666. It is reasonable to suggest that all three types of cereals 
wer'e 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 
a.ter the grains had been stored and ready to be used. 

Ebl§! IY contained the main midden area 411. Most of the 
samples from this context were badly preserved: a few wheat 
grains were present, some possibly belonging to the bread wheat 
group IICi!ifY!ll 1!I!ixe=f9!llQlf!Y!ll)' The seven samples: 1851, 
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 
samples 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 eX!OI grains and other' cereal 
.ragments. This sample might represent the main area within the 
midden or an area incompletely cleared by burning. It is not 
possible without sampling it systematically to identify several 
or successive deposits within the midden. The midden may have 
been burnt at different times for cleaning purposes. As suggested 
before, there is the possibility that much o' the organic 
material had already 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 context 411, contained two samples 
(1858,1854) which did not contain many gr·ains or seeds and thr·ee 



fur·ther ones (1969,1855,1856) which had been sampled chiefly 
because of the burnt hazel nut shells they obviously contained. 
Two of these (1855 and 1856) proved to be the richest of the 
samples 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 eg[Q§!!mm~ gi!b~gQ in this 
sample would indicate that this is indeed a midden: eg[Q§!!mm~ 
gi.Hl~gQ' the corn coc~;le, is supposed to be poisonous, causing a 
susceptibility to leprosy (Godwin,1975) and was weeded 
drastically from crops. Various reasons could be advanced to 
explain the presence of the rest of the grains in the midden: 
some may have been burnt in separate incidents arId subsequently 
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 s\llept off a floor. As in the 
case of the midden 411, fire may have been used to cleanse the 
whole midden ; this would explain the difference in amount 
preserved from the area: if the place represented by sample 1856 
was on the edge of the midden, it would not have burnt so 
fiercely and therefore would have been better preserved, 

Another context In phase IV, 1589 contained one sample 
with five grains of barleY(~Q[~!Ym) and several other cereal 
grains mostly poorly preserved. Barley was widely cultivated and 
used in the Middle-Ages (God"lin, 1975). The same sample 
contained a rachis fragment of bread wheat and it is therefore 
possible that some of the cereal fragments belonged to the 
ILA!§!!YQ=fQmQiflym group, 

In Qbi§!~' the grains included I[ilifYm ~ifQffYml§Q!!lg 
grains, one I~ig~!iYQ=fQmQ~£!~ill and weed seeds one B~~~~ 
f[Y!!fQ§Y§ (bramble), one BYm!~ ff f[!§QY§ (curled docl~) which is 
typical of disturbed ground. Context 1400 contained only one 
gra in of \lihea t. 

Ebi!!!! ~=~l At the Junction of phase V to VI, the samples 
contained a few cereal grains including fragments of grains of 
the bread wheat group (ILi!§l!YQ:fQmQ~flYm). In the small sample 
2419, a very wei I preserved triple rachis fragment of ILi!§liYYm 
was present but no wheat grains, It is a pity that a larger soil 
sample for this particular Spot in context 1382 was not available 
as it might have proved richer than the rest of the context. 

Q~O!Ci! iO!!CQC!li!iQO 
Most of the soil samples from Prudhoe Castle were not 

r·ich enough to allow a ver·y detai led inter·pretation of the 
economic life on the site beyond the fact that bread wheat must 
have been used there throughout and possibly another type of 
wheat as well. Bar·ley and oat ,ver·., also cultivated in the early 
phases. However, the two rich samples from context 1023 show that 
barley,rye and oat were cultivated at the time of phase IV as 
well. The few weed seeds pr·esent ar·e typical of arable or 
disturbed ground and their small number would indicate that in 
most cases, the grain was sorted, cleaned and ready to be used, 
But some weeding and sifting must have also taken place on the 
site at least in phase IV to account for some of the weeds and 
r-emains of sample 1856, conte~(t 102:3, 

The pr·esence of hazel nut shE'lls throughout indicate 
that hazel nuts must have been a cornman item of food, 

Of the six questions Incntioned in the introduction, 
only question 5 can ther-efor-e be par-tii'-'l Iy ans\lJer-'ed, It is not 



possible to answer any of the other questions on speciFIc 
contexts as the remains from these contexts were so poor. As for 
the large amounts of hazel nut shell fr'agments found together in 
context 1028/ samples 1855 and 1856 (question 6), 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 haa 
not burnt so fiercely. 

gQOs;.llAilQO 
Although the presence of certain cereal species at 

Prudhoe Castle can be ascertained from the samples, in most 
cases, the absence of chaff prevents the determ.nation of the 
exact species of the cereals and the smal I amount recovered make 
it impossible to say anything further about the possible 
structures associated with anyone sample. The exceptiont in 
context 1028, does not allow to Infer' any str'ucture but it seems 
to confirm that 1023 is a midden; the assemblage is so rich that 
some crop processing activities! \ueeding and sieving in the 
vicinity can be inferred. 

In context 1023 two ger,eral 50.1 samples were found to 
be empty of seeds but two otller samples taken because they were 
thought to be only a hazel nuts cache proveD the richest in 
seeds. This shows that sampling for seeds may have to be done in 
different places from the sampling for other general environ­
men t a I I tems such as bones. 
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Table 2. 
The Charred Remains From Prudhoe Castle 

Phase 
context 
samples 

Triticum dlcoccum/spelta 

1855 

Triticum aestlvo-compactum 23 
tal I grains. >4mm. 
gra I n Fr·agmen ts 
rachis 

Triticum sp. 

Hordeum sativum 
fragments 

Secale cereale (4-5mm.) 

Avena sp. (4-7.5mm.) 
Avena floret bases: 
cultivated 
"suc~;er· mouth" 
Avena Fragments 

Br·omus sp. 
Bromus Fragments 
Avena fBr·omus sp. 

cereal grain Fragments 
r·achls Fragments 
culm nodes 
str·aw fr·agments 

Agrostemma githago 
Chenopodiaceae 

1 1 

28 

2 
4 

4 

10 

cF.Vlcia/Lathyrus 1 
Prunus spinosa 2 
Polygonum sp. 
Rumex c f. cr· I spus 
Rumex sp. 
Ga I lum cf. aparlne 
Corylus avel lana shells 80-120 
Sambucus nigra 3 
cf. Anthemls cotula 
Lillaceae 
lndet. 

Grass tuber/rhyzome 1 

IV 
1023 
1856 

14 

66 
5 
:3 r, 
L 

3 

5 
6 

12 

358 

17 
2 

O. 54gl"·. 
t=c,9gr'ains: 

5 
8 
2 

9 

9 
4 

1 
12 

1 
1 
6 
1 
2 

c.450 

6 

1969 

4 

2 

1 

100-150 
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