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Summary 

A soil sample from a black layer associated with Roman 
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temple, was examined for plant macrofossils. A few 
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discussed. 
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WANBOROUGH GREEN LANE: ANALYSIS OF CHARRED PLANT REMAINS FROM DEPOSITS 

ASSOCIATED WITH ROMAN PRIESTLY REGALIA 

During excavations at Wanborough, Surrey, in 1985/6 a number of soil samples 

were taken for the recovery of charred plant remains. The most important of 

these was from a black layer (context 148) which predated the construction of a 

Romano-Celtic temple and may be dated to the Hadrianic period or a lit tle lat e r. 

This layer was a ssociated with a unique Roman bronze priestly regalia including 

scept res and head-d resses. Other samples immediately preceeded context 148 

<contexts 105 and 203) or were assoc iated with the construction of th~ 

surviving t e mple on the site C244,512). A further sample, context 231, wa s a 

circular area of bur nt material identified within 148 <Dr David Bird, pers.cornm.). 

Soil samples and flot s and residues fr om one processed sample (context 148 ) 

we re sent to the author for analysis. The so il sa mples were proces sed as 

described belo1-J, ond these were the same methods as had been used by Ann 

Wat s on for the processed sample. 

Processine; 

Th 8 samples consisted of heavy clay which req u ired pr-o longed soaking in ho t 

wa ter in order to disaggregate them and release the carbonised r·emains. In sorne 

cases hydrog e n peroxide was added to the sample, but it wa s found that repeat ed 

mixing with hot wat er, gentle st ir-ring and pouring off the fl ot thr-ough a 25 0 

micron mesh ed s ieve was eventually effective. 

As a check on recovery, the residues were wet-sieved through a 1 rnm mes hed 

sieve, dried and sorted under a binocular microscope. Flots wer-e s l owly air

dried and sor- ted at XlO magnification. 

Results 

Very litl e flo t was obta ined fro m any of the samples and in some cases a f ew 

modern rootlet s were present. The residues contained virtually no carbonised 

material, so the recovery was considered to have been effective. 

Th e cha rred plant remains re covered are list ed in table 1. Clapham, Tut in & 

Moore C1989) was used for the nomenclature. 
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TABLE 1: THE CHARRED PLANT REMAINS 

14-8 <c.12 litres , sampl e processed by Ann Wat son) 

cf.Triticum dicoccum/spelta 
Ce rnm e r/spelt wheat, germinated) 

Triticum dicoccum/spelta 
Cemmer/spelt wheat) 

T. dicoccum/spe l ta 
Cemme r/spelt glume bases ) 

Hordeum s p . 
<hulled barley grain) 

Avena s p. 
<wild /cult ivated oat awn fra g.) 

Indeterminate cerea l s 

AtriDlex patulalprostrata 
<or a che) 

Coryl us avellana L. 
<hazelnut s hell fragment) 

cf. Ericaceae fru its 
Galium apBdne L. 

Ccl eaver·s) 
Gramineae 

<grasses ) 
Rume x sp . 

<dock) 

?Bread-type material fragment s 

105 (1.5 lit.res ) 'natural cla y su bso il ' 

3 

4 

2 

10 

2 

4 

27 

A few very small f rag men ts of charcoal only 

224- <1.3 litr·es) 'redeposit8d natural clay ' 
A few very s mall fragments o f chacoa l only 

230 <c.l lit re) 'weathered natu r~a l clay ' 
A few small frag ment s of charcoa l only 

512 Cc. 2 lit res ) 'mottled clay ' 
A few s mall fragment s of charcoal only 

231 'Cl4 sample ' burnt ashy clay lumps 
Relatively little sur viving cha r~coal. Some burnt bone & burnt po t. 
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Dis cuss ion 

The only sample to pr-odu ce carbonised plant macr o fossils wa s from cont ext 14-8 , 

and in this deposit the remains were low in concentration . The small ass emblage 

cons i s ted of poorly preser-ved cereal grains , a few chaff fragment s , wee d s e<:!d::; 

and one fragment of hazelnut shell. Possible ericaceous fruit s <heathers e tc.) 

and a f e w fragments of Prunus sp. <sloe, cherry, plum et c .; identification by 

Rowena Ga le) ch a r coal were also pres ent. 

Be caus e of the poor state of preservation of the cereal grains and cha f f 

fragments it was not pos sible to identify most of the remains . However, the 

widths o f the glume bases at the point of disarticulation were chara c t e ris ti c 

o f spP. lt ra ther than emm e r (Q.99 to l .42mm ), and t.he identification of s everal 

g n:d r,s a s h ulled wheat. s ugg es t s th a t s pelt. i s likely to have been t h e principa l 

ce real prese n t. Spelt i s the 

the Roman period. 

predominant cereal on mos t sites in Britain in 

Th ~:; fe w weeds seeds recov~wed wer-e probably charred as contam ina n ts of the 

cr op, iJlt hough these partic ul ar taxa have a wi de h a bitat rang e an d can als o 

g row a s rude1·als. Cleave r s i s indica t i ve of autumn sowing <Reyn olds , 1981>, bu t 

the other t a :.; i1. prr.vide l i t tle evicle r, ce of the na tur e o f t he s o ils cultiva ted . 

Th E< oa t c.nd bar ley ma y ha ve gr own as weeds or relic t s o f previous cr ops . 

Th e i nte r pret a t i on o f s mall a s s e mblages of this natu re 1s dif fi cu1: . 

r e l at i ve ly high proport i on o f weed s eeds t o cer e<:1 l tFo i ns ~u -..· ·~ .... ·-=.. L::-. ww ll 1c l 

r e main s may repres ent burnt. c r op proc. .=. s sine; wa s t.e . Alt hough f ew c. ha ff fr ag1o,:. n t s 

we re pn =s e r v'='d , t hi s U•uld b"" d ue t o diff e r e ntial pr· e se r vabori <Boa r-d ro nn & 

Jones , 19Cl1). Cr op pr ocess i.ng was te ma y have been used a s tinde r t o ligh t rit ua l 

fi res, a nd th e cha rr ed ha zelnut s he1l and pos sible Ercica ceae fruits could have 

bP.E-! r• burn t. a mone, s t l oca lly gather-ed fuel. 

AHerna l i ve Jy, the charred remains could have come from bur-nt ears or s pike l e t s 

that had no t been c leane d o f weeds, with differential preservation having ca used 

the l oss of many of the glume bases and ra chis frag me nt s . Had gr-a i n o r· 

s pike l e t s bee n burne d a s ritual o ff e rings , howe ver , a gre a t e r quantity o f 

cha r r ed plant ma ter i a l i s l i kely t o have been recove r ed. 
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Th e pt-e:;Pnce o f a germinated grain of emmer/spelt <probably spelt i n t.hi -=. 

conte :>d the germinated embryo was miss ing, but ha d f ormed a deep gt-oove 

along the e n tire dot-sal surface of the grain) is o f in terest since this could 

indicate malt ing. The use of spelt for producing malt has been observed on 

other Ro man sites, e .g. Catsgore <Hillman, 1981 ). However , the evidence fr om 

Wanboro ugh i s very slight and further data would be needed before germination 

under poor storage conditions could be ruled out. 

As might be ex pected from redeposited natural clays , virtua lly no carbonise cl 

material was presen t except s mall fragm e nt s of char coal whi ch cou ld have beer, 

incorporated int o the depos its by wor m and root action. 

Ritual deposits 

Thet-e is, a s yet, lH t le archaeobotani.:a l evidence f ot- the use of plant s in 

r H uals. A sa mpl e fr om Romano-Britis h temple deposits at West HilJ., Uley, 

Glouceslershire CGirling & Stral<et-, 1989) pt-odu ced cha r coal f rom a va:- iety o f 

taxa, but these were all na tive British trees anrl shr ubs , and so probably simply 

represent. locally gath.=or8d fuel wood rat her than anything of spec ific ritual 

sig ni fi cance. Evidence fr om bones o f the ritual use of animals is much greater. 

On e exampl~ of this was the high occurrence o f s heep/goat and domest i c f owl 

bones frorn Uley <Le vi tan, 1978 ). Since th e temple wa s dedicated to Mer c1Hy , an d 

Men:w-y i s often associated with the goat, ram and cockerel, i t seems likely 

that t he bones represen t e d sacr ificial activities. 

It was hoped that, these deposit s wou l d provide ev idence of plant food:; that 

were either be ing burnt or consumed in ritual activities , but the s ma ll quantity 

o f r emains recovered are no t easy to interpret. If they represent crop 

process ing waste they could have been used as tinder to light a fire or f odd e t· 

for sacrificial animals. If they were whole spelt. spikelets they may have been 

used a s an offerl.ng, but it i s perhaps surprising that so f e w r ema ins were 

preserved if this had been the case. Therefore , the plant remains provide no 

evidence f or t he rit ual burning of of ferings. 

If cereal s were being brought. t o the t e mple in o r det- to b8 cnnstJJ08cl by l.h£' 

pries t, it set?.rns likely that they I.Jnuld have be":'n br-o u;:;ht ortl(• !.he site .:dt-eady 

pr.:.phred. Ir, thi:::. ca,:;.e few remains might be preserved in t he aHhaeological 
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record. It ha s been suggested that the domestic pottery at Wanbor ough may h~ v e 

been present as containers fo r offerings being consumed on s it.e CJo.:mna Bird , 

p.::rs.comrn. ). The bread-like fragments recovered could represent offe rings of 

pr·epared f oods or the discarding of food being consumed during ceremonies, bu t 

th e absen ce of cereal bran inc lusions makes the identification of these charre d 

fragment s uncertain. 

It has bee n suggested for some other sites, such as the Thames Vally Business 

Park site, Reading, Berks hire, (Carruthers, in preparation), that the most valued 

crops may have been used for ritual purposes . In the quoted case bread-type 

wheat wa s present in a Roman cremation pyre but was virtul:llly absent from the 

rest of th e site. The ritual site at Le Pinacle, Jersey CGodfrey & Bur-do, 1950 , 

and Can-uthers, in preparation) produced a large numbe r of Middle /Late Br or.:o:e 

Age horse beans , and beans were a recently introdu ced , and so pres uma bly 'Ji:llll•~ .: , 

crop at this tirn8 . The results fr om W.'lnbo r ough, - .' J ' ., 
0 1 J. . i J .'"") j_ 

o ffering, do not support this th8o,- y, a s s p.::lt. seem,;.. t o hn vt:' b.:: .::r~ th~~ ru u~; t 

common ly consu med c .::r.~t~ J dur i r.g th E> Rorn;:,n period. Further resear- ch into r- itu<'l1 
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