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Summary 

Bird bones recovered from the excavation of a prehistor­
ic cairn at Hardendale Quarry, Shap, Cumbria were 
examined. Most o f the microfaunal assemblage from the 
site probably originated in owl pellets. Bird bones 
formed only a small part of the total assemblage from 
the site and were mainly of small Passerine species. 
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Introduction and archaeological backg r oun d 

A rescue excavation on a cairn at Ha r dendale Quarry, Shap , 
Cumbria was carried out in May and June 1Y86 by the Cumb ria and 
Lancashire Archaeologica l Unit. Fo ur phases of use were 
recognised. The earliest remains (Phase 1) consisted of a cist 
constructed of limestone slabs and containing a single cremation. 
A l ayer of limestone gravel about O.lm thick and rich in remains 
of snails and small bones l ay on top of a mound surroundin g the 
cist. The majo r ity of the bird bo nes came from this phase. The 
chronology of the site is tentative but Phases 2 and 3 appear to 
be Bronze Age . Phase 1 ;na y also be i3 ronze Age but could be as 
early as the late Neolithic . Phase 4 , a late r inhumation phase , 
is of uncertain date , but may be as l ate as the Anglo-Saxon 
pe ri od. 

The bird assemblage 

A total of 260 fragments of bird bone we r e rec ove red from l U 
contexts . The ' rodent level ' (contexts 16 and 19 from Phase l ) 
contributed the greates t nu mber of fragments . The assemblages 
fron1 ea ch context were ve r y similar in composition . A list of the 
species reco r ded f r om each context is g iv en in Table 1. The 
majority of the rema ins were of smal l Passe r ines an d most of the 
remainder were phalanges of various la r ge r species . A high 
p r o po r tion of t he bones ~.· e r e f r agmen t a r y and ma n y we r e 
i ncompletely ossified (from very young bi r ds) o r ab r aded . As a 
conseq uence of this and the lack of s ui t ab l e refe r e nce mate r ia l, 
many of the smal l Passe rin e bones we r e no t i dentif i e d t o speci es. 
Those iden t ified we r e swallow (Hi r undo rustica) , star l in g 
(Sturnus vulgaris) , field fa r e (Turd us pila r is) , and at least one 
other Turdidae species . 

The microfaunal assemblage from the site as a l<'hole 
consisted of nea r ly 40 , 000 bones , dominated by field and water 
vol e , and f r o g and toad . Almo st certainly most of t h is was 
deposited on the site 1n o1..·l pellets . Owls swallo1' their prey 
whole and the r efo r e bones fo und in their ilellets are large l y 
comple t e and un dama ge d. Typical l y , t he cranial part of sma l l 
mammal sk ul l s is cr ushed before the pre y is swallowed U1ay hew , 
197 7) . Some smal l mammal skulls showin g th i s so r t of damage we r e 
present in the Harde ndale mate r ia l (S . Stal l ib r ass , pe r s . comm.) . 
Some of the mammal and bird bone s , howe ver , had a r athe r ab r aded 
appea r a nce wh i ch l ooked l ike a cid e t ching . This s uggests t hat 
part of the assemblage could be t he remains of pr ey of one or 
more of the di urnal raptor species (Falconiformes). These bi r ds 
ca n digest bone a nd any fragme nts present in their pe llets a r e 
eroded , pa r t i cular l y a t th e epiphyses (1\lay hew , 1977) . The bo nes 
are a l so ge ne r a ll y l ess comple t e t ha n those in ow l pe ll e t s si nce 
the Falconiformes pull thei r prey apa r t wi t h their beaks before 
swallowi ng i t and may also discard certai n parts s uch as the 
head . Se ve r a l cl a ws of a large Falconi fo r m we r e identified f r om 
the rode n t le vel , and a si n g le claw was a l so recovered from 
contex t 14 (Phase 3). They we r e close l y si mila r to t hose of 
buzzard ( Buteo buteo) but no reference specime ns of similarl y 
sized species were available fo r comparison. A si ngle claw of a 
small diurnal raptor , po s sibly sparrowhawk (Accipiter ni s us) was 
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reco r ded f r om context 24 (Phase ,) , i~o nes of small carnivorous 
mammals (1,·easel , polecat and cat; S . Stal]i hr ass , pers . comm . ) 
;:er e a lso pr esent in the assemb l age so it is possi ble t i1a t some 
bones may he t he remains of t heir f ood. 

It is int e resting that virtuall y t he only remains of larger 
bi r ds r ecove re d from the site a re phalanges . C ro~ or r ook (Co rvus 
co r o n e or frugil eg us) , a smaller Corvidae spec ie s a n d bla c k 
g r ouse (Lyr uru s tetrix) were identified f ro ru these, in addit ion 
to the two raptor species mentioned above. A very lar ge cla1,•, 
pro bably of crane (G rus ~) 1,•as also recorded from th e rodent 
level. It is possible t ha t feet of prey species l''ere disca rded 
when a lar ge r ap tor tore up its pr ey on t he cairn , or pe r haps t he 
f eet may have been found some distance away by small ca rnivores 
and brou gh t back to the cairn. 

Se veral li mb bone fra gment of a small rail (Ralli dae sp.) 
were reocrded from Phase 1. 
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Table 1 

:~umbe r s in br ackets gi ve the numbers of incomple t ely ossifi c r' 
bones inclu ded in th e t ot a l for tha t species. 

Phase 1 

Cont e xt Species represented No . ££ fragments 

16 large Fa lconi fo rm 3 

II Black gr ouse 2 

II ?Crane 1 

II small non- Passer ine sp. 3 (1) 

II medium s ized bird 4 ( 1) 

II large bi r d 1 

" Swal l ow 1 + ?1 

II Starlin g 3 

II rieldfare 4 

II Blackbird or rin g ouzel 1 

II ?Bl ackbird 1 

II sma ll Pa sse r ine spp . 11 2 ( 15) 

II Crow or rook 

II small Corvidae sp . 4 

II i nde termina t e 12 (1) 

19 ?sma ll Rallidae sp. 1 

II small Passeri ne spp. 46 (9) 

II Crow or r ook 1 

II small Corvidae sp. 1 

II indeterminate 8 

24 small Falconiform species 1 

5 



II 

II 

II 

II 

25 

II 

II 

26 

35 

39 

II 

10 

II 

II 

II 

14 

II 

17 

II 

i.Hack ; rouse 

small Passerine spp. 

small Co rvi dae sp. 

indeterminate 

small Passeri ne sp(p). 

?Crow or rook 

medium sized bird 

small Passerine sp(p) . 

small Passe rine sp(p). 

smnll Rallidae sp. 

small Passerine spp . 

Phase 3 

Black grouse 

medium sized bird 

small Passeri ne spp. 

indetermiate 

large Falconi fo rm species 

indeterminate 

Black grouse 

indeterminate 

6 

2 

12 

3 

2 

1 

l 

3 

2 

2 

( 3) 

6 (?l) 

l 

l 

4 

4 

l 

l 

1 

l 



Ca r pome t ac a r pus 

GL Bp 

22 . 2 
Yu .b 22 .1 

f em ur 

GL Lm Sc Bd 

y .1 
'd .7 

77 . 4 9 . 0 
8 . 5 
8 . i:> 2U . 6 

76. 4 9 . 3 20. 8 
20 . 1 

o . 5 19 . 7 

Ti biota r sus 

La Dip Sc Bd Dd 

25 . 4 3 . 5 
8 . 3 
8 . 4 16 . (} 15 . 9 

17. 5 
8 . 3 

17. 9 

Tars ome t a t a r s us 

GL Bp Sc Bd 

8 . 6 
87.7 1l:J . 3 8 . 2 

8 . 3 
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