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The nlant, animal, and other remains being identified from the Yorcester barrel
contents represent the surviving fraction of all the material that was originally
in and around it. The seeds demonsirate the presence of plants either on the spot
or in material brought in, because they happened to be at the seeding stage,

The pollen results showv likewise that certain plants were either there or present
in material brought to that place while they were flowering, althouzh not to the
same precision of identification. The beetles, too, may have been living in
particular habifats nearby, and the parasite ova and fly puparia have their own

story to tell, as they reprsssnt the barrel contents but not the surroundings.

‘The pollen and seeds present belonz fto a variety of different habitats and clearly
do not represent the surroundingsd of the barrel. The large amounts of grass and
ceraal pollen shows that there was hay and straw, and a few nodes sasenm to confiirm
this zlthough the rest of the stems and other parts have rotted away without trace.
Grass and cereal seeds do net wsually survive either, Lut among the few grass

seeds that of the rye-brome, Bromus secalinus was identified, which seems to have

been a common cornfield weed in the past, and even a orop in its own right at times
There 153 a large range of seeds of weeds which wvould have grownin fields and meadow:
bzfora the introduction of medern herbicides and seed cleaning methods. The main

cornfield weeds are the corn marigold,(@hrysanthemum segetum),the corn cockle

Asrostemma githazo},the stinking mayweed (Anthemis colula),the cornflower { Centaure:

c:anus)and the thistles(Sonchus asper and 3. oleraceus). The meadow species

include the knapweed {Centaurea nigra),the nipplewort (Lapsana communis), the

meadoyw outtercup (Ranunculus acris) and the hedge parsley (Torilis japonica).

This gemerally fits in with the less specific evidence of the pollen record.
The mollen and saed record alsc shows soms signs of waterside vegetation, with seeds
of zedze {Carex sp) and the hemlocl water dropwort. There is very little sign of

agrthing that might be local vegetation actually growing near the find-site.

Phers is an interesting collection of ztones and seeds of food plants.fSome, like
tha =rune, appear to have heen spat out without having been eaten, as the seeds wers
all :'hole and undamaged. This suggests that the grapes may have besn fresh, and
tnis in turn may ve a sign that grapes were grown leaeally wather than being brought
in{as raisins, Viticulture is nowadays restricted to certain parts of southern
rit.in and may 9o regarled as a rather marginal commercial activity, but in the
paat ony far more widespread, verhaps linked with very slight climatic changes,

so this find from Yoreester is very important. The cherry stones compare with thoée

of sh: modern morsllo cherry (Prunus cerasus) wiich may grow wild in hedges, althow
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- the wild shrubs arc orobadly escapes from cultivation, often bird-sown. - There
" ig also guite a collection of plum stones, the largest of which compare with those

of the bullace (Prunus institia) ani the smaller ones comparing with those of

the two types of wild sloe. 3Sullace is thought to be derived from the cultivated
plum, while the sloe 1is one of the wild parents of the plum. Both gzrow wild, altho
the bullace could have been cultivated, and ths fruit of the bullace is edible aft
it has stayed the winter on the iree, and after cooking. The fruit of the slos,
howaver, is not usually regarded as palatable.

Other edible plant remains include ths strawberry (Fragaria vesca), which would

be the wild strawberry that we know today as the cultivated Kind is the rasult
of crosses between the wild species and American species. The wild stizawberry
could have been cultivated or encouraszed in iis natural habitat, like the other |

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

Dipe were also found, and some of the other plant remains present could represent |

food or medicine.

VYery large numbers of the ova of parasitic worms were found and founted in the
pollen preparations which had been made up with this in mind as well ag the pollen.

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

specificallyidentified. This and the presence of large numbers of fly puparia are

the actual evidence for the presencs of human excreta in the barrel.

Other remains so far investiigated include the bestle rsmains which are saparataly
ropopted by lr. P.J. Osborne, and tﬁe cloth which has been cleaned and conserved
by liss Raphael of the Birmingham City iluseum. 3he reports that there are several
treg of cloth present, both felted and woven wool, and that there are some

orizinal coloums loft, rusty red and green.

The hones appear to be those of a ground living bird such a2z a small chickenj
accoriing to N.T. Jones,

DISCUSSION
These hurriedly assenmbled results from the first sample of barrel material to be.
processed show that it is, as already suspected, almost certainly‘a midden. 7
Tuness are Tairly well known, although not always investigated in much depth. One
taz Tound at York which was lined oy large round boulders, and material from another
2t Lxeter revealed a similar assemblage of cornfield pollen types such as cereals
and cornflowers, The dorcester barrel would appear to merit intemse stiudy because
of the informaiion that is already veing retrieved about medieval life and times.
in noth the Jorcester and the York case the midden pit must have needed plenty of
Work o construct rhicn implies that fhey were- used for a long time in order to
juastify the amount of work. The Barrel would have acted as a soakéway through itis

bage, and the Tork midden would have soaked away bhrough the gaps between the



)oﬁlders, which would have prolongéd the usefulness. It is pdssible, too, that
:midiehs rerg pariodically emntied as well, and then re-used.

‘It is very dilfficult to tell which of the plant remains péssed through a human
gut. Stravberry seeds are an obvious case, and possibly the seeds of plants

which could have been taken a=s herbs, the fennel (Foeniculum vulgare)and

@oriander ({Coriandrum sativum}, for instance, or for medicinal purposes like

the henbane (Hyoscyamus niger) perhaps. It is very hard to do more than guesa at

this aspeci of medieval 1ife until there is much more evidence, for in those days

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

standards or not. In Chaucer, the story of Chanticleer is guite explicit on the

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

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

Riier,

aevidence that the plants were actually used for this. _

The abundant plant rem-ins suggesting hay and straw could be taken to indicate
that some sort of wadding was put into the barrel to minimise the offenséve apsect
of the contents and to discourage the flies, hut the amount of domestic refuse

in the form of plum and cherry stomes and bird bonas 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 well known from documentary evidence (the rushes in which
King John reputedly rolled, foaming at the mouth) and from ithe study of preserved
mzdieval deposits as at York and Dublin, and apﬁears to have been a medium which
could receive all kinds of rubhish which gently rotted away with the aid of insect
activity without becoming too offenseve. The cloth would appear to have been

dropeed into the barrel after being used in the same manner as to0ildd paper,

| The plant remains are rather perplexing in that Worcester is a prime fruit-growing

area now and probably has been for a very long time, hence the city coat of arms,

i . yet the plum type stones found are those of virtually wild planits. There is
certainly great scope for further work on the material from this site; and

hopefully from other sites in the region if they are discovered,

James Greig




