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The "lant, ani,"",l, and other remains bein~ identified from the 1forcester barrel 

00ntents represent the surviving fraction of all the material that was originally 

in and around it. The seeds demonstrate the presence cf plants either on the spot 

or in material brought in, because they happened to be at the seeding stage. 

The l)ollEln results sho," like1Tise .hat certain plants were either there or present 

in material brought to that place '·Thile they ]fere flotTering, although not to the 

same preoision of identification. The beetles, tco, may have been living in 

particular habitats nearby, and the parasite ova and fly puparia have their own 

f: story to tell, as they repres9nt the barrel contents but not the surroundings. 
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The pollen and seeds present belon~ to a variety of different habitats and clearly 

do not represent the surroundings of the barrel. The large amounts of grass and 

cereal pollen sholis that there "as M.y and straw, and a fel, nodes seem to confirm· 

this although the rest of the stenis and other.parts have rotted auay without trace. 

Grass· and cereal seeds do not usually survive either, b~t among the few grass 

·seeds· that of the rye-brame, Bromus secalinus tTaS identified, which seems to havEl 

been a common cornfield tTeed in the past, and even a orop in its O1rn rigl}t at times 

Tt"iB:ce ia a large rarHie of seeds of lleeds nhicil liQuId ha.ve grol'~in fields and meadowf 

0·OfO"3 the intrcduction of modern herbicides and seed cleaning methods. The main 

cornfield weeds are the corn marigold,(Qhrysanthemum se~etum),the corn cockle 

(A!p'ostemma githao:o), the stinking may;reed (Anthemis cotula), the cornflower (Centauree 

cyanus)and the thistles(Sonchus asper and S. oleraceus). The meadow species 

incluie the knaplieed (Centaurea nigra), the nipplewort (Lapsana communis), the 

~ea~o" ~uttercup (Ranunculus acris) and the hedge parsley (Torilis japonica). 

This ~enerally fits in with the less specific eVidence of the pollen record. 

The "allen and G'3ed record also shotTS some signs of >Taterside vegetation, with. seeds 

of =e{li',"e (Care:~ sp) and the hemloclj: ',rater dropwort. There is very little sign of 

al'i'c't.I,i:1'<; tha-t might be local vegetation actually growing near the find-site. 

Tl·,e C', is an interesting collection of stones and se"lds of food. plants. Some, like 

th'o';!':lpe, appe:?r to have been spat out ',Ti thout having bean eaten, as the seeds ;Tere 

all ::::01" and undamaged. This suggests that the gra.pes may have been fresh, and 

thl. ir. turn ma;)' 'oe a sign that grapes liere gr01ID lQoally xrather than being brought 

in .,;).c: r . .,.isins. Vi ticul ture is nm,adays res tricted to certain parts of southern 

~)ri t . j.n :1nd may 013 reg-artled as a rather· mar~inal commercial acti vi ty f but i.n ~he 

;n::t .'C'.o far mor" "ic.8spread, perhaps linked liith very slight climatic ohanges, 

30 tht:; find. from ,/orcester is very important. The cherry stones compare with those 

of tiL ""odern mor"dl·o cherry (Prunus cerasus) lihich may gro1f "Ud in hedges, althoQ 
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the :lild shrubs ar'l .Jrooaibly escapes from cllltivation, olten bird-sown. There 

is ,,130 quite a collection of plum stones, the largest of llhieh compare with those 

of the bullaee (l'runlls ins ti tia) an" the smaller ones comparin" 'lith those of 

the t"TO types of ilild sloe. 3u11ace is thought to be derived from the cultivated 

plum, ',Thi10 the sloe is one of the wild parents of th'" plum. Both gran ·,Tild., altho 

the bull ace could have been cultivated, and th~ frul t of the bull ace is edible aft· 

it has stayed the ,dnter on the tree, and after cooking. The fruit of the sloe, 

hewever, is not usually regarjed as palatable. 

Other edible plant remains include th'} stralfberry (Fralpria vesea), l<hieh would 

be the 1-Tild stna1-1berry that ',Te knO"T today as the cultivated lIJind is the result 

of cros"&; between the wild species and American species. The lfild stnawberry 

could have been cultivated or encouraGed in its natural habitat, like the other 

fruit whose seeds were abundant, the bramble (Rubus fruticosus). A number of app1 

pips' "Tere also found, and SOme of the other plant remains present could represent 

food or medicine. 

Very large numbers of the ova of parasitiC 1-1orms 1-1ere found and 60unted in the 

pollen preparations l'Thich had been made up 1-1i th this in mind as 1-1ell as the pollen. 

Thece are probably species that are parasitic on humans, although not as yet 

sI'ecificallyidentified. This and the presence of large numbers of fly puparia are 
; 

the ?ctual eVicience for the presenC2 of human excreta in the barrel. 

Otllsr remains so far investigated include the beetle remains >Thich are separately 

r0,Jooted by i!r. P.J. Osborne, and the cloth ',Thieh has been cleaned and conserved 

by [·'iss ilaphael of the Birmingham City 1·luseum. She reports that there are several 

t"·- .. es· of cloth present, both felted and woven wool, and that there are some 

orisinal COIOUBS loft, rusty red and &reen. 

The '>ones a.ppear to be those of a gro·md Ii vin" bird, such as a small chicken, 

~ccoI·':'.inG to ~~.T. Jones. 

DISClJSSION 

Thes" hurriedly assembled results from the first sample of barrel material to be. 

pr0c0ssed sho'l that it is. as already suspected, almost certainly a midden. 

Tne:::s are fairly "ell knoun, although not al"ays investigated in much depth. One 

'rA" l"'mnd. at York 'rhich "Tas lined by large round boulders, and material from anoth.er 

::d EXQter re'real"d a similar assemblage of cornfield pollen types such as cereals 

'1nc. cornflo·.rers. The :Iorcester barrel ''Tollld appear to meri.t intense study because 

of' t!.C! infor",c>~ion that is already being retrieved abol~t medieval life and tines. 

In ':lo,h the .iorc,}8ter and the York case the midden pit must have needed plenty of 

'Iork to oonGtruct '.Thich implies that they llere- used for a long time in order to 

ju."cif';, the amolmt of "ork. 'I'he Barrel I·Tould have acted as a soakaway. through its 

i",so, ana th" "[ ork miclden "auld have soaked alTay through. the gaps between the 
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Idc:r3, ;·rhieh ',rould have prolonged the usefulness. It is possible, too, that 

",idJ'Jns :rere p3riodieally ero1)tied as lrell, and then re-used. 

It is very dirfiCl~l t to tell ',{hieh of the plant remains passed through a human 

.~ut. ·3traHberr.)' seeds are an obvious easo, and possibly the seeds of plan1:s 

"hieh could hav" been ta.ken as herbs, the fannel (Foenicul um vulp,'are )and 

60riander (Coriandrum sativum), for instance, or for medicinal purposes like 

the henbane (Hyosc,yamus niger) perhaps. It is very hard to do more than guess at 

this aspect of medieval life until there is much more evidence, for in those days 

almost every recognisable plant had a medicinal use, whether effective by our 

standards or not. In Cha.ueer, the story of Chanticleer is quite explicit on the 

contents of a good purge, and other remedies are listed in herbals. However the 

presence of the remains of plants that have a medicinal use is not the same as 

evidence that the plants were actually used for this. 

The ablmdant plant rem,ins suggesting hay and stralf could be taken to indicate 

that 30me sort of \·radding was put into the barrel to minimise the offensive apsect 

of the contents and to discourage the flies', but the amount of domestic refuse 

in the form of plum and cherry stomes and bird bones may be a sign that the plant 

matter waS used as flooring first, and then put in the barrel. The use of 

such floor material is >rell knolm from documentary evidence (the rushes in which 

Kin~ John reputedly rolled, foaming at the mouth) and from the study of preserved 

r,Ed.iev?1 deposits as at York and Dublin, a!ld appears to have been a medium uhich 

c0uld receive all kinds of rubbish 1<hieh gently rotted al-ray "i th the aid. of insect 

ae.tivit;y 1·rithout becomin~ too offenseve. The cloth l-(ould appear to have been 

drop',oed into the barrel after being used in the same manner as toilee paper, 

The plant remains are rather perplexinB' in taat liorcester is a prime fruit-growing 

area nOlf and probably has been for a very Ions time, hence the oity coat of arms, 

yet the plum type stones found are those of virtually wild pl~ts. There is 

certainly great scope for further ,·rork on the material from this Site, and 

hopefally from other sites in the region if they are discovered. 

James Greig 


