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by Alison Locker 

During excavati(tns at the site o~ the Magistrates Court 6~646 

fisi1 bones Nere fotlnd in medieval dep(Jsits. These Nere retrieved 
by sieving ~which ensured that even the smallest bones were 
re(:overe..-_1' .. 

The folloNing species Nere identified; roker fB~iQ £1Q~Qt~J 1 
Elasmobranchs~ eel f~ngg£1£~ ~~g~£1.£Q1 1 herring f~l~g~~ ~~c~rrg~~J 
salmon (~~l~Q ~~l~cJ~ trout (~~I~Q tc~tt~J, smelt (Q~~~CY~ 
~g~clQa~~J, Cypr.inidae, chtlb (~~~££~£g~ s~e~g£~~) 1 roach 
(fiy._ti..JIJ§.. CE.f!:..Lti-2.>.. cod ( ~~~si{j.~ ~QL.b.h!~) 1 haddock ([1g_l.§!U.QQ.[.@.ffi.ill.H.;E 
~~ql~firr~~), Nhitinq ( tl~cl~ng£~~ ~~cl.~~QH;EJ, Gadoid, Triqlidae 1 

Percoid, scad fic~£tiHCli~ tc~£~~c~~), mackerel f~£Qffi.~~c ;ESQm~c~~J~ 
plaice rei~~c~rr~£t~~ el~t~~~~J, flounder (e!~ti£~th~;E ti~~g;EJ, 
and sole (~QL~~ ~Ql~~J. 

Some bones Nere not specifically identifia~le and had to be 
assigned to groups, ie Cyprinidae~ Gadoid c·cod familyJy 7'riglidae 
(gurnards)~ Percoid (perch like) and flatfish (see tables). 
Certain bones have no specifically identifiable features~ such as 
fin raysy branchiosteqals etc~ and others were heavily 
fragmented~ t/1ese could only be listed as UJ~identifiable fish. 
Invariably a substantial proportion have to be categorised in 
this manner$ 33% from th.is site. 

1"he tables indicate the tiJtal number of bones from each species 
in each contexty (an archive of individual identifications is 
availab.le fr()m the author and the excavator). Considering the 
materia.[ spans the late 10th to the 15th centuries the tables 
suggest a great degree of homogeneity in the relative proportions 
of the dominant species. Because of this apparent homogeneity 
observations about t·he fish apply to all phases unless otherwise 
stated. Herring is the most important, followed by cod, whiting 
and eel: A few burnt vertebral centra of herring and eel were 
found in most contextsM 

Geographically the most likely source for the marine fish is 
Great Yarmouth Nhich lies approximately 17 miles to the east. 
Uheeler and Jones <"1976) examined a large sample of medieval fish 
from Fuller's flill~ Great Yarmouth to which comparison will later 
be made. The fish bctne from two other sites in Norwich (JOJ)es 
1983 and Jones and Scott 1984), and Baker Lane, Kings Lynn 
(Uheeler 1977) is also comparea with those from the Magistrates 
C\".lurt., 

The r(•ker and other elasmobranchs are probably under represented 
since their· skeletons are composed ot· cartilage~ therefore little 
trace of them r·emains in archaeological deposits except for 
dermal denticlesy teeth~ and occasionally undistinguished 
vertebral centra. The roker zs a common ray in shallow water~ on 



muddy·" 
m~..::;·(res" 

sano'y and 
1'::hey can be 

gravelly bottoms~ 
caught'- on line:~ ... 

especially betm?en 

Ot/"ier insi;ore :r bot·tom dNel]eJ~s are the flatfish~ the flounder is 
un:ique 
moti·<~h5: ,,. 

a<.:L.r_ve 

in i L .. ::: 
(t·lhr.:~E.>.ler 

on 

ability t(1 enter fresh 
.t .:.·· i) .~ Certain 

t-·.Jater b',l way 
i-lat-li.::::h are 

of river 
especially 

::.::horel in e in intertidal poo.ls during 
immattlrity. Both plaice and flounder are common in depths up t(1 

50 metres~ while the sole is ccJmmonly found up to 100 metres. 
These three species can be caught on lines~ and their habit of 
mcJving tip on to the shoreline to feed means they were often 
catight 1n shoreline traps called 'kiddles·~ this V-shaped 
construct·ion had a holding b<JX which trapped the fish on their 
rettlrn t(J deeper Narer~ (Wheeler 1979~ 80). An(1ther type of trap 
using staked nets called a 'sea hedge' was also employed (Hilson 
1973~ 27), these methods became an important ad)tinct to coastal 
t-.ish:l.n .. _}'., 

Although the gurnard remains could not 
ident·ifiedy since they were fragmented, these 
the most· comm(1n gurnard~ the tub gurnard 
Another bottom dNeller in inshore waters~ the 

be specifically 
may well belong to 
fir£gl~ lH£~crr~J. 
t·tzb gurnard can be 

caught by hook and line. This fish is 
1s represented by only two fragments 
be :inc.io'ental., 

q(10d to eatJ although as it 
in phase 1 its presence may 

\ 

The only other bottom dweller found was i1addock~ caught on lines 
they are f(tund close to the sea bed in deptl;s of 40-·300 metres. 
Haddock are migratory, and off the East AnqliaJ) coast would be 
found 1n inshore shal]()N waters during the winter~ moving to 
deeper water in the Stlmmer. Only 11 haddock b()nes were identified 
from all phases, so tfjere is little evidence for a seasonal 
inshore winter fishery based on hadd~)ck. 

Nov in'} fro1T1 those t"isl; Nhich are found close to the sea bed 
t·hose generally found ir) mid water, cod Jive fr~1m the shoreline 
to depths of 600 metres~ and locally wou.ld move into shallow 
inshore ~aters in winter~ especially the younger fish. Caught on 
l1nes cc:1d may have been the main object of a insh(Jre winter 
fishery~ in which haddock were also sometimes taken. 

The whiting iJ~habits shallow water (tlsually 30-100 metres) al.l 
year F(IUnd~ liviJ)g in mid water and sometimes on sandy and muddy 
bottoms. This species also formed an important fisheryF based on 
11nes~ whiting can also be caught in beach se1nes~ (Wheeler and 
Jones 1976, 2.l8.J., 

The of cod and whiting were estimated by using the cod 
dentary and premaxi.lla measurements of Wheeler and Jones (1976), 
making comparative measuremer)ts Nith modern specimens~ Colley 
pers comm. and by comparison with fish of knON1> size at the 
Br.iti:.:::h NiJseum .. , Natur-a.l 1-/ist·ory.~ From .11 measurements on cod a 
size range ot 40-100 ems total length suggests fairly small fish, 
( t·lte average size today is ab(1ut 120 ems), which is consistant 
w.ith the S11qqestion <Jf an insl1ore fishery. A range of 29-36 ems 
(based on 8 measurements) suggests the whiting were of average 
s 1 ze .~ 

0ith regard ro fish tt1at are primarily pelagic in habit and form 
large shc)als herring were easi.ly the most numerotJS spec.ies in all 
pl10ses? forming 47% in phase ir 43% in phase 11~ and 31% in phase 



111. These fish would have been caught with very fine meshed 
floating nets, The large ntlmber of obligatory fish days in the 
medieval peri(ld helped the herring industry to prosper. During 
their· yearly migration the herrings reached the seas off East 
Anglia Nhile they Nere large~ fat and oily. So in this area the 
fishery was very intensi~·e (Hilsol~ 1973~ 33). This at1tumn fishery 
tlSli~Y tr·aditi(tnal drift-nets was still carried out from Great 
Yarmouth and Lowestoft in the nineteenth and early part of the 
twentieth centtiry~ (Wheeler and Jones 19/6J 222). 

1"he mackerel 
schools moving 
taking place 

is also a pelagic migratcJry fish~ fotlnd in large 
northwards~ and inshore in the stlmmery the reverse 
in winter, (Uheeler 1978, 326J.Hackerel can be 

catlght both in nets and by hook. 
swimming near the surface in large 
and can be caught in floating nets. 
1 (9 fragments.)~ and mackerel were 

Similarly the scad 1s found 
schools~ typically offshorey 
Scad were only found in Phase 
f()Und in small quantities (26 

fragments in total) in all three phases~ 

Some smelt form ptlrely fresh water populations$ but most 
frequently they are coastal/estuarine fishy found in large 
scllO()]s~ and (lnly enter fres/1 water t() spawn (Wheeler 1978y 90)~ 
The size of the vertebral centra suggested some individuals (eg 
in coJ>text 531BJ were over 20 ems in total length~ which 
indicates a coastal/estuarine source for these fishy since fresh 
water populations do not usually achieve this sizew These fish 
Nere caught in fine nets~ and an important tidal fishery for 
smelt was prc)secuted in the 1·han1es (Wheeler 1979, 48)y there may 
have been a similar f"ishery 1n the estuary of the Yare. 

1-11e contribution of freshwater f"ish is loNy front phases 1y 2 & 3 
they form 4% of the total, of which 3~5% are eel most probably 
caught in their fi~esh water stage. The relat·ive proportion of eel 
is exaggerated by the large number of vertebral centra for each 
indiv.idual compared with otf1er fish~ f/(IWever eels were an 
important resource in the medieval period~they could be stored 
live in ponds~ trapped in 'eel-bucks'~ (wicker baskets set across 
a river which caught the migrating fish on their way to the seay 
Ul1eeler 1979, 61), speared, ()F taken on a hook. 

was only identified from a vertebral fragment~ and small 
trout from 3 vertebral centra, neither species seems to have been 
of much import~ncey and were probably caught by rod and line. 

Some small cyprinid bones were found in pit fill 3111 in phase 1y 
and also 1n 2003y one roach and two chub pharynqeals were 
identifiedt these Nere small immature individti~ls~ the roach 
compared well witf1 a modern specimen 0f total length 86mm, and 
the chub pharyngeal from 311 1 ~as under iOOmm in total length. 
Other cyprinid bctnes ~ere also from small 1nd1vzdual:. and 
althotlgh not specifica.lly identifiable could also belong to roach 
and ch 1b. Cutting (1962.} states 'Throughout the Hiddle Ages~ and 
t·or Ic1ng aftert fresh fish was ffi()stly of fresh water origin and 
l/ery expensive~ Practically every species inhabiting ri~'er! ditch 
and millstreamt even the tiny minnowf was eaten However these 
j(lung fish$ especially the chtib which tends to be rather bony for 

seem more likely to be an incidental catch. 



The lack of swift, cheap transport during tt1e medieval period 
meant that preserved fish was an essential part of the diet. 
Until the 13th century herrir)gS were salted, ungLitted and did not 
keep t·or very long. HoNever in the 13th century the method of 
smoking was developed~ the fish were soaked for a long time 1n 
ltrine, smoked and t·hen barrelled. In the 14th century a dutch 
method was also used, tl1e herrings were gutted, soaked in brine 
for fifteer) /JtlUFS~ thel) barrelled in rows between layers of salt. 
Botf1 methods ensured a ]c1ng stc:1rage life, (Wilson 1973, 33). 

White fish such as whiting al)d cod were often salted or dried, 
and were a useful st·aple with the herring thr!~Llgh Lent aJ}d the 
winter mc1nthsw As a diet it Nas no doubt rather tedious~ and many 
herLts and spices were used to add some variety. A 'green sauce' 
Nas recommended by Ne<:kam Nhich included sage~ parsley, costmary, 
dittany~ thyme~ garlic and pepper~ and other green herbs~ fUilson 
1973~ 40). 

Ev1dence from the presence of many skull bones suggests that 
some larger fis/1 (eg cod and whiting)~ Nhich often had their 
heads removed at the dockside during processing prior to salting 
and drying may have been purchased whole. Knifecuts associated 
with beheading and splitting the carcase were absent, except for 
a knifecut on a qadoid vertebral centrum from 1117w Articulatina 
herring vertebrai centra~ indicating single in~ividuals (at leas~ 
six1 1 and nine artict1lating vertebral centra from a single cod 
Nere found in 1118. These articulating vertebral centra were very 
~ell preserved, and where they Nere still seated on soilf in 
their original position§ it was evident that this matrix Nas very 
organic. 

7N(I other sites with medieval deposits in Norwich also yielded a 
number of fish bones. Although the number of fish bones recovered 
was much lower than that· from the Magistrates Court the results 
were very similar~ in the consistant 

At Alms Lane (Jones and Scott species. 
preference for certain 
1984)~ which became an 

intensively occupied area of the toNn, over 3000 fish bones were 
identified. Jones and Scott were able to examine domestic food 
refuse from separate tenements Nhere some changes in the method 
of reft1se disposal were detected. SeC(lDdly the waterfront site at 
Nh.itefriars Street (Jones 1983) where deposits containing refuse 
from a number of households Nere sampled. Herring was the 
dc1minant species at bot·/1 tl1ese sites~ Nhiting and cod Nere also 
important. Jof)ES also SL1ggests an East Anglian source for the 
marine fist~~ ee.l was the only immediately available local ~ish? 
caught in fresh water in large numbers. The other marine species 
fOllnd less frequently wer·e similar at Alms Lane and the 
Nagistrates Court~ Nith the exception t)f ling liel~g ffiQ£~~ and 
stickleback Q~~t~CQ~t~H~ ~~UI~~ty~ found at Alms Lane and smelt 
at t·J1e Hagistr·ates Court. Another similarity in the fish bone 
t'rom these three Norwich sites is that exclusively freshwater 
fish seem to be unimportatlt~ the species identified included some 
cyprinids and pike. 

r·urt/Jer· comparison can be maae with the fish bone from Fuller's 
Hill~ Greiit );~rmouth! (Nheeler· and Jones 19761~ since the fish 

A similar 



range elf species was found, with a greater variety of flatfish~ 
and a feN ling bones~ Mackerel and haddock occurred more 

Fuller's 
important 1 the cod being 
the Magistrates Court. 

flil.l.'f 
f.•./ i ·t~ il i li 

herring and cod were 
the same size range as 

a./so 
l~ho.:E:e 

very 
1:-rom 

The t.ish bones identified from 13th to 14th century deposits at 
Ba~·er Lane 1 King's Lynn (Wheeler 1977) 1 were all hand picked 
Nhif..:h bias in fat'our of the no s pt.? f.: 1 men.::::·" 
!?erring (IF c)ther small species were recovered at all. Heastlrement 
of' cod c·the predclminant species.>~ suggested two size groupings

1 
approx.imately 60-80 ems~ and 88-137 ems. 1'his led Uheeler to 
suggest tl1at the smaller group might represent a local winter 
inshore f.isheryr whi.le the larger specimens could be imported or 
the catch ()1· a distant water fishery. 1"he estimated size of the 
C<Jd frcJm the Nagistrates C(ltlrt is in keeping Nith the 
interpretation fcjr the smaller inshore group. 

In C(lnclusion tl1e fish from the medieval site of the Magistrates 
Court are dominated by marine 1'ish especially herring~ for which 
a cc1mprehensive fishery Nas based at the nearby port of Great 
Yarmouth. Also of importance was a 'Nhite fish' fishery based on 
cod and Nhiting. It is strggested from the size ()f the cod that 
this may have been a winter inshore fishery. Shoreline activities 
based <J~) trappi1)g and netting contributed many small flatfish and 
smelt. Althoug/1 eel was identified from maJ)j contexts fresh water 
fishing for other species does not appear· to have been of much 
.irr1r ·,r·tance, Perhaps tht3 distance t-o Great Yarm•' 1 'lt·h did not 
exclude the transport of some fresh whole marine Tl~n as has also 
beeJ) been suggested by Jones and Scott (19841w 

.r like to thank Hr A Wheeler (British Nuseum ... Natural 
flist(1ry) ~or l1is help and the use o~ reference materialf and Dr S 
Colley fc)r the use of measurements in the comparative collection 
at the Faunal Remains Unit~ llniver·s.ity of Southampton~ 
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