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Summary 

A selection of features were sampled for charred plant 
remains. Most of the material recovered represented 
cereals, chiefly spelt, barley and naked wheat, with 
some arable weeds. Some of the third century samples 
contained the seeds of plants which may have been garden 
plants including columbine (Aquilegia cf. Vulgaris), pea 
(Pisum Sativum) and asparagus (Asparagus officinalis). 
A medieval kiln/corn drier was also sampled, but the 
presence of glume wheat remains in this feature suggests 
that some of the material in it may be residual from 
earlier phases. 
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Ror-IA,i<l CROPS N,m GA,RDE~i PLAlHS FRm'l TIBBETS CLOSE, ALCESTER 
By Lisa i1orf"tt 

About 30 featur'es wert: sampled fOl' cl,arTed plant remains dur'ing 
excavation, primar'ily witl) trle simple object of seeing what was tl)er'e. The 
charr'ed plant r'ernains from Roman Alcester' are of interest not oniy as the:! 
r'elate to the developing town, but also because it is hoped eventually to be 
able to compare tile results witll two other, economically diFferent, 
Romano-Bri t ish sites in Warw icksl'rire, one a vi Ilage at Wasperton (Bowker', 
in Crawford and Bowker, fortllComing) and tile other a town at Tiddington 
(~Ioffett in Palmer, forthcoming). 

The samples from Tibbet's Close were taken from a variety of contexts 
in the different phases. Contexts were cl)osen for sampling pur'ely on a 
'Judgement' basis (see van der' Veen, 1984). Unfortunately, not all the sample 
sizes were recorded. Tile soil samples were processed by water flushing 
througrl a Imm mesh sieve to remove sticky clay particles. The material 
r'etained on the sieve was dried and then 'bucket floated', decanting througll 
a 0.7mm sieve, to separate tile charred material from the mineral residue. 

~lETHOD OF ANALYSIS 
The site was too limited to attempt a distributional analysis of the 

cllarTed remains. Tile empilasis, ther'efore, was on trying to obtain as 
complete a picture as possible of tI'le species represented in the samples. 
Only Items exposed to fire uncler' reducing conliitions will 11ave been 
preser'ved and only some of til0se items wi 11 I,ave been redistributed from 
tile original place or cllar-rinq into otlwr contexts on tile site. For pr'actical 
reasons not all contexts were sampled and tI,e samples taken were qener'ally 
less tl)an tl',e complete deposit. Tilese limitations typically apply to all 
sarnpling for cllan'ed plant remains on ar'cl)aeological sites. 

The samples were presor'teli by biotecllnicians, and it was tl'ler'efore 
poss ib I e to quick Iy scan ti'lrouql'l a II t!',e mater'ia I tI',at the samp les contained. 
All tI'le samples wer'e scanned and 18 were selected for detailed analysis. 
Hie results are pr'esented rn Table BR. Ho attempt was made to present 
'typical' samples, but ratlier to sl,ow the maximum amount of information 
while examining tile minimum number' of samples. Hie samples were cliosen 
for detailed analysis for one of three reasons: (a) tl,ey had noticeably larger' 
number's of items (51 ILl 1 , 4611 I I, 23/211 l, (b) they were contexts where 
tile charTed mater'ial could potentially have been if) Situ (hearth 44, and 
contexts 8 an(j 22 in tl'le malting kilnlcorn drier), or (c) they contained 
species not otilerwise represented, or repr-esented only by poorly preserved 
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specirnens This rnetrlod ot' selection was possible becausf or tiw small 
nUlrlber of sarnples and the i'elativeiy small numbel' of items. 

The maltinq kiln/corn driel' from Phase 1)< was poor in charred remains. 
Context 8/8 was the earliest layer within the dryinq chamber of the kiln; 
8/6 was part of tl',e subsequent backfill. Contexts 22/4 and 2217 were the 
lininq walls of tile flue, and trlelr results were amalgamated t'or the sake of 
convenience. 

THE PLANT RE11AIN5 
Cereals. The majority of ti)e plant remains found were the glume bases 

(the bases of the enclosing chaff parts) of wheat. Most of these were not 
identifiable beyond emmerlspelt (Tl'lticum d/coccum/sjJe/ta) due to pOOl' 
presel'Vation and ti)e morphological overlap between the two species. The 
glume bases that could be identified were all spelt. A few grains of hulled 
barley (Hordeum sp.) were also present. TI)ese two cereals are typical 
Romano-British crODS and occur togetl)el' on sites sucl) as Ashville Trading 
Estate (Jones, 1978), Broad 5t., Abingdon (Jones, 1975) in the Upper Thames 
Valley, and elsewl)ere tl)roughout soutl)em England. A very large amount of 
spelt chaff was found in a layel' at the Coultel"s Garage site in Alcester 
(Colledge, in Booth, fortilComing) mixed witl) emmer chaff, a few club wl)eat 
rachis seqments and a large number of wl)eat grains whiel) could not be 
further ilientified due to germination. Althougl) no emmer was found at 
Tibbet's Close, there are some free-threshing wl',eat grains which could 
correspond to the club wheat remains found at Coultel"s Garage. 

A single grain of possible rivet wheat (Triticum cf. tUlpidum) was 
found in tl)e f"ledieval kiln. The grain is fairly short and plump, witl) a 
diagonally slanting embl'Yo and a very hi9h dorsal hump dil'ectly behind the 
embryo, which tai Is off in a curve down the back of the 9rain. These 
characters are typical of extreme forms of the fl'ee-threshing tetraploid 
group to which rivet wheat belongs (Hillman, pers. comm.). Rivet wheat has 
been found very infrequently on arChaeological sites by comparison with 
bread wheat and ti)e grains are usually extremely difficult or impossible to 
distin9uisli. Tllis 91'ain was identified tentatively as turoqldum only because 
it exl)ibited extl'eme morpl)0109ical cl)aracteristics and because a wl)eat of 
the turpidum group is known from its more characteristic rachis I'emains to 
have been present elsewhere in Alcester at roughly tI)is period (r1offett, in 
Crackne II and Jones, f ortiKom i n9). 

Tile otlier two species listed as cereals may in fact be weeds. Only a 
single rye grain was found, and its status, whether as crop 01' weed, is 
uncleal'. It is impossible to distin~1Uisl) betWeen wild and cultivated oats 
witl)out tl)e nower bases, whicl) wel'e absent in these samples. Cultivated 
oat (AvelJd silt/va) was icJentified at Coultel"s Gal'age (CoIINil]e in Bootii, 
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fortllComing), and it is possible ti)at the oats at Tibbet's Close were 
cultivateli, but the grains are very small and it is perhaps more likely that 
they represent a wild oat (Avt'lla fatwor A ludov/clafla). Wild oats are 
aggl'ess ive and successful arab Ie weeds even under modem fal'm ing 
conditions and seem to have been frequent weeds of crops in the past as 
well. 

Pea. Peas (P/.::;um sat/vum), I ike otliel' legulne CI'OPS, generally tend to be 
under-represented in trle al'chaeobotanical I'ecord as the methods of 
processing them do not require exposure to fire, at least until COoking. Peas 
turn up occasionally on Romano-British sites althougl) rarely in quantity. 
They can be cultivated eitl'ler as a field or a garden crop. Like other legumes, 
peas are nitl'ogen-fixing and can be a valuable field crop to grow in rotation 
with cel'eals. At Goathill villa, however, the peas were considered as a 
garden vegetable (Branigan, 1976). ['lore locally, peas I)ave also been found 
at Tiddington (Moffett, in Palmer, fortrlcoming). 

Apple. A single, small, rather poorly preserved apple pip Uta/us sp.l was 
found. It is not possible to say if this represents a wild or a cultivated 
apple. 

Asparagus. As f211' as tl)c author is a\varc. this is the first time charrect 
asparagus (As/Jala!lus of lie 1M/Is ) seeds have been found in an 
archaeological deposit. The natural habitat of wild asparagus is on dunes 
and coastal areas. The probably native British subspecies, ssp. /Jrostratus, 
is rare. The cui tivated subspecies, ssp. offlelfla/Is, occurs wild today as a 
garden escape, mainly on dunes and waste places, and this has made it 
difficult to detel'mine if it has also ever occurred as a native (Clapham, i3l 

a/, 1962). The presence of asparagus at Alcester, far fl'om its preferred 
habitats, can be taken to indicate its deliberate cultivation as a vegetable. 

TI)e history of cultivated aspal'agus is rather obscure. PI iny mentions 
asparaqus both as a veqetable and as a meliicinal herb (Bostock and Riley, 

, y 

1856). Cato gives careful instructions fOI' tl)e cultivation of asparagus 
(Hoopel', 1936). Amonq these instruct ions he states tt)at the aspal'aqus bed 

~ -
should be burned over in the autumn after the asparagus I)as finished and 
gone to seed. Columella, writing in the 1st century, roughly ti'lI'ee centuries 
after Cato, gives very similal' instructions (Asl), 1977). Although both 
authors also say that the seed sl)ould be gathered first, it is possible that 
some of tile seed-bearing fruits might be missed or the seed not collected 
evel'y year if it were not needed. In that case seeds could become charred in 
tik burning over of the aspal'agus beds and ti"ris would account for the 
presence of charred asparagus seeds in the soil. It is also possible that the 
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asoar'agus stalks wer'e cut after they 1)3d r'un to seed and were bur'ned as 
litter, per'llaps in the heartll It is interesting to note U)at Pliny, whose 
directions for' the cuitivation of asparal1us are Chiefly taken from Cato, 
concludfs that tik great care Wllich Cato gives to tiris sUbject means that it 
was nfW to I)im, tllougl'l it would not necessarily follOW ti,at asparagus 
cultivation was new in the Roman world, 

Columbine, Columbine (Aouilegia cf. vulparis) is mainly a plant of 
caicar'eous WOOdland, It occurs only rarely in Warwicksl,ire today and is 
considered to be a garden escape (Cadbury, &t a/, 1971), Altl)ough tl)ere are 
calcareous clays witllin five kilometres of Alcester, ti,e soils in the 
immediate vicinity of tl)e town are less likely to have provided suitable 
habitats for the plant if it were gr'owing Wild, This suggests that columbine 
too may Irave been a garden plant. 

Aqu/!egia is a rare find on archaeological sites, A single specimen was 
found in a late Saxon context at Wincl,ester Cathedral Green (Monk, as cited 
in Green, 1979 p,122) and was interpreted as a garden plant On the 
Continent, columbine has been found in later Medieval contexts at Neuss 
(Knorzer, 1968), and at Braunschweig and Gottingen (Willerding, 1984), 
again inter'preted as a garden plant 

The columbine seed OCClJl'S in the Iwarth, whicl) also contains four 
aspara~lUs seeds, It is a great temptation to suggest that garden rubbish may 
have been burned in tile hearth, The quantity of remains is not gr'eat, 
I)owever', and tl,is must remain speculation, At most, tile association of 
columbine and asparagus in tl)e hearti) may provide some furti,er support for 
a suggestion tl'lat columbine was a gar'den plant in Britain as early as the 
tl)ir'd century, 

Arable weeds, Most of the non- culth/Z:itcd sDccic:: found ar~c: w~e(js rJf 

arab Ie ami disturbed ground, These wen:: probab ly most ly harvesteli wi trl the 
cereal crop, Even a wet ground specieS as /(afluflculu5 cf. li/ipUd could i)ave 
grown in poorly drained areas of trle crops field or' in ditches at tl)e field 
margins, 

DISCUSSION 
~Iost of tile material in ti,e various contexts is probably residual. Even 

features sucl, as the hearth and tI'le kiln which migrlt have been expected to 
produce larger amounts of charred remains were poor in terms of numbers 
of items, and even in amount of wooli charcoal, suggesting that little 
remairkll of any Ii) situ burning, 

Hie greatest concentration of remains came from ti'le lower' part of ti)e 
Pllase II layer, context 51. This had a conSiderable number or prime wlleat 
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grains ami unidentifiable cereal gl'ains which wel'e pI'obably mostly wlwat 
as welL There wel'e also some glume l)ases, a I'ye grain, a few bal'ley grains 
and a few weed seeds. This seerns to be a somewhat mixed assemblage, but 
most of it may have originated as a processed ami cleaned 01' semi-cleaned 
stol'age product which was accidentally burned, then dumped, and 
subsequently disturbed and redistributed by cultivation or other 
disturbance, since there was no I'ecognisable deposit. 

TI)e assemblage in pit 46 may also be derived chiefly from a cleaned or 
semi-cleaned product, again probably wheat, but in tt-Jis case less than half 
of the grains could be identified. By contrast, the material in pit 23 is 
mainly glume bases and might represent the 'fine sievings' by-product of 
glume wlleat (in this case, speltl pI'ocessing (see Hillman, 1981 and 1984). 
The otller contexts contain a scatter of material whicl) has probably been 
redistributed from other deposits, although some of tl)e hearti) and kiln 
material may be primalY 

It is unfortunately impossible to deliuce a function for the Medieval kiln 
from the few plant I'ernains present. The presence of glurne bases suggests 
that some of what little material there is probably is residual from the 
Romano-British period, as there is, so far at least, no evidence that the 
glume wheats were grown in Britain in the post-Conquest Medieval period. 

COt~CLUSION 

The cereals present in Romano-British contexts at Alcester, spelt and 
hulled barley, are practically ubiquitous on Romano-British sites in 
southern England. It is suggested that the material in two of the samples 
may have been derived chiefly from a cleaned, 01' semi-cleaned, spelt crop. 
Anoti)er sample, consisting mostly of chaff fragments and weeds witl) only 
a few grains, may be the by-product of a sieving process used to separate 
the grains from the smaller chaff fragments and smaller weed seeds. TI)e 
limited amount of material, however, can only confirm trle use of tllese 
crops and is not evidence of crop processing on, or immediately near, the 
site. 

Tile presence of asparagus outs ide its native I)abl tat suggests Its 
delibel'ate cultivation as a garden ve~]etable, and it is likely that peas and 
columbine were also garden cultivars In ti)ird century Alcestel'. Although 
Roman horticulture is better known fl'orn documental'y sources than from the 
archaeobotanical record, the number of garden species found on 
archaeological sites is increasing all the time and will doubtless continue 
to do so as more sites are investigated. 

5 



• 4 

October 7, 1986 

~M5f . II III IIIIIV III/IV IIIIIV IV V VI 'II VI VI VI VII VIII IX IV IX 
T"llt (l( c{'.nte~:t: layer dilch pil pil small sill layer hearlh hearth hearth hearth small pit pit kiln fill kiln fill I:iln flue 

nole beam lbackfill) (burnl) (bu:'nt) lining hole walls 
Cor.~(';-:t no. : 51/L/1 ~5/ I / l 45/1/1 ~g/~1 1 61/2/1 010/1 / 1 50/1/1 44/2/1 44/2/ 1 44/3/1 4417/1 3111/1 2312/1 11/6/ 1 81611 8/6/1 22/4&7 
SI ZE- of ~,amo !(:~ fllt r~ sJ: 9 5 . 6 • • 10 • 10 • • 7 8 9 • • 0 7 Common name w 

¥ =unknown 

C~RE~LS 

Thlicum ci . I.urgldum tYpe 9r.31ns - rivel wheat 
T. dicoccum/spelta spike.let forr,s 7 ~ 2 emmel"lspell 
T. dicoccum/spelta glume bases 26 5 " 2 6 " 5 5 3 30 3 6 3 L L 

T. speltJ rachises 1 cJ . spelt 
T. spella glume bases 6+5cf. 2 " 5 10 2 " 0 L ~ 

Trilicum 5p. free-threshing grains - 4 2 1 2 naKeo wheat 
Triticum sp. grains 89 2 9 4 2 4 7 S :> 
Triticum sp. germ:nilled grains 6 
Triticum/Secale ora inS 1 wheat/rye 
Secale cerea!e grains 1 of. rye 
Hordeum 50 . hulled grains 3 2 hulled barley 
Hordeum sp. indelerminate gr'ains 3 lcf. 
Avena SP. grains 1 1 cf. 1 cf. (V/lld?) oal 
Cereal indet, grains 80 4 17 4 4 4 2 3 5 3 2 3 2 
Cereal/Gramlneae coleopliles 2 sprouls 

POSSIBLE GARDEN SPECIES 
Aquilegia cf. vulgaris columbine 
Pisum salivurn pea 
Malus sp. 1 cf. apple 
Asparagus officinalis 9 3 asparagus 

WEEDS 
Ranunculus cf. lingua great soearwort 
Ranuncuius sp. buttercup 
Raphanus raphanislrum --. wild radish 
ChenopodIum alburn/sueclUm .... . f3t hen 
Alriplex sp. oracne 
11alvaceae indel. 1 ? o mallow rami I)' 
Medi cagu/Mel ilolus/T ri fo I ium medlcKlmelllol/ clover 
Vicia hirsula hairy t3re 
Vicia/Lathyrus 2 vetcn 
Polygonurn aviculare agg . 2 3 l , n~.., tgr~5: 

Rumex acelosella agg. sneeo: sorff! 
Rumex sp . j,)(k 
Ve.ronica hederifoli. Ivv-tefl v'e o srlet'D we lt 
Galiurn aparme :~ -::3 ' :-: !' : 
Galium cf. spurium fr.:s-:- ,:,! -= ,h"f"~ 

Anlhemls cot.ula ;~;:I I.: r: ; (':" ,\. ".-:-0:< 

Tr-ipleuro:;perumum inodor",m S(fr,il':'!::' M.-h "' f< 
Carex SD. ;, = ,;; ~ 

8rcmu5 Sp . Drum£' 
~ ~ Gramlneae indel. " 4 ~ 2 - ;' . .E~ ~: 

Unk:-:c't'o'n 3 ~ 
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