
CHAPTER 16

THE MACROSCOPIC PLANT AND 
INVERTEBRATE REMAINS

By Mark Robinson

INTRODUCTION

The programme of sampling which was implemented for the late Roman archaeological 
contexts of Insula IX was continued with the excavation of mid-Roman deposits. These again 
included non-waterlogged deposits containing carbonised plant remains, waterlogged sediments 
in well-bottoms containing waterlogged macroscopic plant remains, and latrine deposits with 
calcium phosphate replaced (mineralised) plant and arthropod remains. In addition, conditions 
of waterlogged preservation in some well-bottom sediments were sufficiently good that insect 
remains also survived and some of the latrine deposits contained rather poorly-preserved 
waterlogged seeds. The results for waterlogged plant remains from the latrines are presented 
along with the results for mineralised remains from those deposits. As with the study of the 
pollen (Dark, below, Ch. 17), pit 5251, assigned by spot-dating to Period 2 and therefore not 
reported in Ch. 2 , has also been included in this report; it was filled by c. a.d. 125, the start of 
our Period 3. The sources of the samples are shown by period on fig. 129.

The remains were analysed and interpreted in a similar way to those from the late Roman 
contexts (Robinson 2006). Only limited description of these techniques will be repeated here. 
The tables are presented in Appendix 8.

WATERLOGGED MACROSCOPIC PLANT AND INSECT REMAINS

METHODS AND RESULTS

Waterlogged sediments were discovered during the excavation of Period 4 well 5735 (Object 
500037). The preservation of organic remains in context 6960, the lowest deposit, and context 
6436, the layer above, was relatively good but the concentration of remains was extremely low, 
perhaps because the sediments accumulated rapidly. Whereas it is usually possible to obtain 
sufficient waterlogged seeds from a sample of between 0.25kg and 1.0kg, it was decided to wash 
bulk samples of up to 20 litres onto a 0.25mm mesh in order to extract the organic material. 
The heavy residues were sieved to 2mm to recover any larger items which had not been washed 
over. The flots were sorted in water using a binocular microscope for potentially identifiable 
macroscopic plant and insect remains which were stored in ethanol. Identifiable macroscopic 
plant remains which had been preserved by waterlogging were also found in the dried flots of 
Sample 386 from context 2778, from the Period 4 well 1750 (Object 500020). The remains 
were identified with reference to the collections of the Oxford University Museum of Natural 
History. The results for seeds from Sample 1715 context 6960, Sample 1646 context 6436, 
Sample 1581 context 6436, all from well 5735, and Sample 386 context 2778, from well 1750, 
are quantified in Appendix 8, Table 93 and the results for other macroscopic plant remains are 
given in Appendix 8, Table 94. Nomenclature follows Stace (1997). Useful numbers of insects 
were only found in Samples 1715 and 1646. The results for Coleoptera (beetles) are given in 
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Appendix 8, Table 95, the nomenclature following Kloet and Hincks (1977), and the results for 
other insects are given in Appendix 8, Table 96. The Coleoptera have been divided into species 
groups after Robinson (1991, 278–81) and the results displayed in fig. 130.

Although the concentration of remains was low, there was no evidence that these waterlogged 
deposits had experienced any disturbance or contamination since they were laid down in the third 
century. The samples contained remains from a very diverse range of plant and beetle species.

The most numerous seeds were from plants of disturbed-ground habitats. Annual weeds of 
nutrient-rich disturbed ground predominated in Samples 1715 and 386; Urtica urens (annual 
nettle) and Stellaria media gp. (chickweed) were the most numerous in Sample 1715, whereas 
Chenopodium album (fat hen) was abundant in Sample 386. Perennials of neglected nutrient-rich 
habitats predominated in Sample 1581, especially Urtica dioica (stinging nettle) and Sambucus 
nigra (elder). There was a more even distribution of seed numbers in Sample 1646, although 
seeds of Rumex (docks), including R. obtusifolius, were well represented.

fig. 129.   Location by period of pits and wells producing macroscopic plant and invertebrate remains.
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Seeds of plants of marsh and wet-ground habitats were present in all the samples but they 
comprised around 20 per cent of the seeds in Samples 1645 and 1581. In Sample 1645 they 
were mostly Eleocharis palustris or uniglumis (spike rush) and Carex spp. (sedge). Juncus spp. 
(rushes) were the most numerous in Sample 1581.

The samples also all contained seeds of grassland plants. They were not nearly as abundant 
as the seeds from plants of disturbed and waste-ground habitats but a diverse range of species 
was found. They included Ranunculus cf. acris (meadow buttercup), R. cf. repens (creeping 
buttercup), Potentilla cf. erecta (tormentil), Prunella vulgaris (selfheal), and Hypochoeris sp. (cat’s 
ear). Trifolium sp. (clover) was represented by some floral parts in Samples 1715 and 1646. There 
were also some pod fragments of Vicia or Lathyrus sp. (vetch or tare) in these two samples.

Heathland or open woodland on acid soil was represented by frond fragments of Pteridium 
aquilinum (bracken) in Sample 1646. Remains from trees or shrubs included some bud scales, 
seeds of Rubus fruticosus agg. (blackberry), and, as noted above, seeds of Sambucus nigra 
(elder).

There was a slight presence of remains of cultivated plants in all the waterlogged samples. 
They were best represented in Sample 1646 which contained seeds of Ficus carica (fig), Brassica 
nigra (black mustard), Vitis vinifera (grape), Anethum graveolens (dill), Coriandrum sativum 
(coriander), Apium graveolens (celery), as well as a nut-shell fragment of Juglans regia (walnut), 
stones of Prunus domestica ssp. domestica (plum) and P. domestica ssp. insititia (bullace), an 
endocarp (core) fragment of Malus sp. (apple), and glumes of Triticum spelta (spelt wheat). 
Fragments of Corylus avellana (hazel) nut-shells were present in a couple of the samples. While 
Sample 1715 did not have the range of remains of edible plants, there were leaf fragments of Ilex 
aquifolium (holly) and Buxus sempervirens (box). 

fig. 130.   Percentage of terrestrial Coleoptera: species groups expressed as a percentage of the total 
terrestrial Coleoptera (i.e. aquatics excluded). Not all the terrestrial Coleoptera have been classified into 
groups.



CITY IN TRANSITION284

The most numerous insects in Samples 1715 and 1646 were Coleoptera (beetles) of terrestrial 
habitats from grassland to rather sparsely vegetated disturbed ground. They included various 
Carabidae (ground beetles), such as Trechus obtusus or quadristriatus and Pterostichus melanarius, 
and Staphylinidae (rove beetles), such as Stenus spp. and Tachinus sp. Phytophagous species 
included Brachypterus urticae, which feeds on Urtica dioica (stinging nettle), and Apion spp. 
which feeds on various Fabaceae including Trifolium sp. (clover) and Lathyrus spp. (vetchling). 
Scarabaeoid dung beetles which feed on the droppings of domestic animals on pasture (Species 
Group 2), such as Aphodius contaminatus and A. granarius, comprised 7 per cent of the terrestrial 
Coleoptera in Sample 1715 and 20 per cent of the terrestrial Coleoptera in Sample 1646. Beetles 
occurring in a wider range of categories of foul organic material including dung (Species Group 
7), for example Cercyon spp. and Megasternum obscurum, comprised 1 per cent of the terrestrial 
Coleoptera in both samples. Beetles which commonly attack structural timbers (Species Group 
10) were well represented, at 9 per cent of the terrestrial Coleoptera in Sample 1715 and 11 per 
cent of the terrestrial Coleoptera in Sample 1646. Anobium punctatum (woodworm beetle) in 
both samples was joined by Lyctus linearis (powder post beetle) in Sample 1646. Other beetles of 
indoor habitats included Tipnus unicolor and Ptinus fur of Species Group 9a, general synanthropic 
beetles, comprising 6–7 per cent of the terrestrial Coleoptera. Water beetles (Species Group 1) 
averaged 6 per cent when expressed as a percentage of the terrestrial Coleoptera in both samples. 
Beetles which feed on marsh and aquatic plants were, however, absent. There were no beetles 
associated with trees and shrubs.

Most of the remains of other orders of insects were unidentified puparia of Diptera (flies). 
However two heads of workers of Apis mellifera (honey bee) were found in Sample 1646.

INTERPRETATION

The waterlogged macroscopic plant and insect remains from the samples had been derived from 
many different sources but have a good potential for facilitating the reconstruction of the site 
environment and activities. Few, if any, of the insects lived in the wells. The few water beetles 
need only have been attracted by the reflection from the surface of the water. The absence of 
a full aquatic fauna and the very low concentration of organic materials suggests that the wells 
supplied high-quality clean water. Some of the plants and insects were from habitats in the 
vicinity of the wells, while others had been transported to the site, in some instances from very 
great distances.

Working outwards from the wells, the beetle Lesteva longoelytrata probably lived in gaps between 
the well timbers. The annual herbaceous plant Polygonum aviculare agg. (knotgrass) perhaps 
grew sparsely on trampled ground around the top of the wells. This vegetation probably graded 
into a Chenopodietalia community of Urtica urens (small nettle), Stellaria media (chickweed) 
and Chenopodium album (fat hen), annual herbs of nutrient-rich soil, where there was less 
trampling and some input of decayed refuse and dung. Where disturbance was only sporadic 
this community is likely to have given way to a waste-ground tall-herb vegetation of Urtica 
dioica (stinging nettle), Rumex obtusifolius (broad-leaved dock), Ballota nigra (black horehound), 
and some grasses. Rubus fruticosus agg. (blackberry) and Sambucus nigra (elder) appear to have 
become established in the most neglected corners of the site. Various of the carabid beetles, 
such as Nebria brevicollis, Pterostichus melanarius and Agonum dorsale, could have lived on the 
ground amongst one or more of these categories of disturbed/neglected-ground vegetation. The 
various phytophagous beetles feeding on the vegetation included Brachypterus urticae on Urtica 
dioica (stinging nettle), Chaetocnema concinna on Rumex spp. (docks) or other members of the 
Polygonaceae, and Ceuthorhynchidius horridus on Cirsium and Carduus spp. (thistles).

It is uncertain to what degree the seeds of grassland plants represented the vegetation of Insula 
IX or were brought to the site either by domestic animals which deposited them as droppings or 
as hay. However, there is no reason why there should not have been small grassy areas with plants 
such as Ranunculus cf. repens (buttercup), Prunella vulgaris (selfheal) and Hypochoeris (cat’s ear) 
growing on them. There would have been an insufficient area of Insula IX available for pasture to 
sustain any domestic herbivores without the import of fodder. However, the high proportion of 
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scarabaeoid dung beetles such as Aphodius spp. in Sample 1646 suggests that domestic animals 
were concentrated nearby. These beetles are not characteristic of manure heaps or middens. 
The glumes of spelt wheat, arable weed seeds such as Agrostemma githago (corn cockle), and 
the remains of plants characteristic of hay-meadow vegetation, including Thalictrum flavum 
(meadow-rue), Filipendula ulmaria (meadowsweet), Centaurea nigra (knapweed) and Vicia or 
Lathyrus sp. (vetch, vetchling etc.), were perhaps from dry fodder given to the animals. The 
remains of Cyperaceae, such as Eleocharis palustris or uniglumis (spike rush) and Carex spp. 
(sedges), along with other wet-ground plants such as Mentha cf. aquatica (water mint), could 
either have been introduced in cut vegetation or in the droppings of animals which had been 
grazed on marshy pasture. The bracken is likely to have been brought to the site as animal 
bedding. It is a plant of acid sites as are some of the grassland plants which were represented by 
seeds, for example Potentilla cf. erecta (tormentil). Suitable soils for these plants occur around 
Silchester.

Both Ilex aquifolium (holly) and Buxus sempervirens (box) are native to the British Isles, the 
former being a reasonably common shrub of scrub and woodland, the latter a very rare shrub 
of calcareous escarpments. Both could easily have been grown on the site. Holly and box make 
good ornamental shrubs which can readily be clipped to shape. Pliny the Elder (Naturalis Historia 
26.28) describes the use of box as a garden plant and it is possible that the leaves were hedge-
cuttings from a small garden area attached to one of the buildings on Insula IX. There could also 
have been a religious significance given to the evergreen nature of these shrubs, perhaps sprigs 
of them were used to dress shrines. The occurrence of bud scales suggests that there could have 
been a few deciduous trees or bushes on the insula. Some of the fruit (see below) could have 
been grown within the town.

The buildings of Insula IX provided habitats for at least two communities of insects. Some of 
their timbers were presumably infested with woodworm beetles, particularly Anobium punctatum. 
These beetles are rare away from man-made structures because their requirement of old dry 
wood is uncommon in nature. There was also a significant presence of the synanthropic beetles 
Tipnus unicolor and Ptinus fur. They feed on a wide range of rather dry, starchy or protein-
rich material. These beetles can live independently of human influence, for example feeding on 
debris in birds’ nests; however, they are now most often found inside buildings, eating food waste 
in neglected areas of kitchens and amongst old hay or straw in barns or stables. Although they 
often occur in very old grain residues, they are not primarily pests of stored grain.

The beetles of general decaying organic material were no more abundant than might be expected 
given that domestic animals were apparently kept on the site and that cut vegetation was being 
imported. The insects do not suggest the proximity of any large midden. Some decayed organic 
material does, however, appear to have been incorporated into the soil of the site increasing its 
fertility. It has already been noted that the flora of the site included plants of nutrient-rich soils 
and seeds of Hyoscyamus niger (henbane), a plant which was formerly particularly characteristic 
of dung-enriched soil around settlements, were present in three of the samples.

The occurrence of honey bee remains raises the possibility that there was bee-keeping at 
Silchester. During the winter honey bees need water to dilute their honey stocks as they feed on 
it and the workers of a colony will tend to use a single source nearby. It is possible that the well 
was providing water for a hive within the town and some of the bees drowned.

As was suggested for the late Roman, fourth- to fifth-century, waterlogged material (Robinson 
2006, 208), the various remains of food plants probably represent a background scatter of 
domestic refuse on the site. The possible origins and uses of most of the food flavourings and 
fruit are discussed below for the mineralised residues. There is little doubt that the majority of 
them were cultivated locally or imported for consumption. However, it should be noted that 
Brassica nigra (black mustard) would readily have grown as a weed on the insula as well as being 
cultivated as a condiment. Both Juglans regia (walnut) and Corylus avellana (hazel) would have 
given higher yields of nuts in the Roman period than now because grey squirrel was absent. The 
production of hazel nuts could have been combined with the coppicing of hazel for poles and 
fuel.

The waterlogged macroscopic plant remains from the third-century (Period 4) contexts were 
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better preserved than those from the late Roman, fourth- to fifth-century contexts, but many 
similarities can be seen when preservational factors are taken into account (Robinson 2006, 
207–9). Both give evidence of vegetation of disturbed to neglected ground. Likewise, both 
include remains of various food plants which were introduced by the Romans, some of which 
were probably grown locally and others imported from the Mediterranean region. Probably the 
greatest difference is that the late Roman deposits contained a higher proportion of seeds from 
wet-ground vegetation, although the samples from both periods included plant material which, 
it was argued, had either been brought to Insula IX as animal fodder or deposited by domestic 
animals which had grazed outside the town. Almost all the plant remains found in the mid-
Roman waterlogged deposits were of species recorded from Silchester by Reid in his study a 
hundred years ago, including fig and box (Reid 1901–1909).

Insect remains were not preserved in the late Roman deposits but they were studied from 
the late nineteenth- to early twentieth-century excavations (Amsden and Boon 1975). A very 
similar range of species was found, including many Carabidae, Staphylinidae and Scarabaeidae. 
Anobium punctatum (woodworm beetle) was present in most of the samples. Serious pests of 
stored grain were absent from both groups of samples.

CARBONISED PLANT REMAINS

METHODS AND RESULTS

Bulk samples averaging 12 litres were floated onto a 0.25mm mesh and the residues which did 
not float were sieved to 2mm. 138 samples totalling 1,583 litres were analysed from 118 contexts. 
The seed and chaff remains recovered were identified and the results incorporated into the site 
database. The full list of taxa identified from the mid-Roman contexts is included in Appendix 
8, Table 92. The detailed results from the only samples to contain twenty or more items are given 
in Appendix 8, Table 97. Summary results are also given in fig. 131 and the location of the 
contexts with relevant samples is given in fig. 129.

The concentration of remains from the Periods 3 and 4 contexts of Insula IX was very low, 
averaging only 0.20 items per litre. Remains were found in 41 samples from 36 contexts, 

fig. 131.   Summary of the incidence of carbonised plant remains.
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although in the majority of samples with remains the charred items were both sparse and poorly 
preserved. Only seven samples contained more than 1.00 items per litre (with two containing 
more than 2.00 items per litre: Sample 856, context 5324 and Sample 324, context 2320). The 
most consistently represented items were cereal grains and weed seeds but a limited quantity of 
cereal chaff was also present.

The majority of the identifiable cereal grains were of Triticum sp. (wheat) but Hordeum sp. 
(barley) was also quite well represented. The only wheat which could be identified to species was 
Triticum spelta (spelt wheat), which was represented by both grain and chaff. Some wheat grain 
and glumes could only be taken to T. dicoccum or spelta (emmer or spelt) but all the hulled wheat 
could have been spelt wheat. Three of the Triticum sp. grains were very short, a characteristic that 
usually leads to an attribution to a free-threshing wheat (rivet or bread-type wheat). However, 
the angularity of these grains suggested that they could instead be of a hulled wheat, probably 
a variety of T. spelta. The only other cultivated cereal to be identified with certainty was hulled 
Hordeum vulgare (six-row hulled barley), represented by a few lateral grains. The majority of the 
barley grain could only be identified to the level of hulled Hordeum sp. but there was no reason 
to believe any two-row barley was present. There were a very few grains of Avena sp. (oats) but 
it was not possible to determine whether they were from a wild or cultivated species. They have 
both been included in the weed seeds in the tables of results (Appendix 8, Table 97). No other 
charred crop remains were found and there were no remains of gathered wild food plants.

Weed seeds outnumbered cereal grains by about two to one. The largest group amongst them 
were members of the Cyperaceae, perennial herbaceous plants of damp to marshy habitats. 
Most common amongst these were Eleocharis palustris or uniglumis (spike rush) and Carex spp. 
(sedges). Grassland plants including Ranunculus Sect. Ranunculus sp. (buttercups), cf. Trifolium 
sp. (clovers) and Plantago lanceolata (ribwort plantain) as well as seeds of grasses themselves 
comprised a distinctive group. There were few seeds of annual weeds which commonly occur as 
weeds of cultivation, for example members of the Chenopodiaceae were absent and there were 
only single examples of Bromus cf. secalinus (chess) and Galium aparine (goosegrass). Seeds of 
Rumex spp. (docks) were rather more numerous; these plants are herbaceous perennials which 
are able to tolerate cultivation but can live in a variety of other habitats including grassland.

INTERPRETATION

The charred plant remains appear to have been from at least two, possibly three, habitat types: 
arable fields, marsh and grassland, although it is possible that the grassland from which some of 
the seeds originated had marshy areas within it. Assemblages of cereal-processing remains have 
been found which include seeds of plants of wet ground and grassland. Indeed, Eleocharis cf. 
palustris is of quite frequent occurrence amongst Iron Age and Roman crop-processing waste. 
The interpretation often given for such material is that cereal cultivation had extended up to 
the edge of marshy ground and that the arable fields included recently ploughed-up grassland 
(e.g. Jones 1978). However, at second- to third-century Silchester the low proportion and low 
concentration of cereal remains suggest that the seeds of marsh and grassland plants had a 
separate origin. They were not cereal-processing waste.

The richest sample for cereal grain, Sample 856, only contained 20 grains while the richest 
sample for cereal chaff, Sample 324, only contained 15 chaff fragments. It is clear there was no 
major activity generating carbonised crop-processing remains occurring on the site during the 
second and third centuries. It is thought likely that the rather poorly-preserved cereal grains 
occurring in very low concentrations in most cases represented reworked material either derived 
from earlier contexts of Insula IX or scattered from the de-husking of grain elsewhere in the 
town. It is also possible that some of the charred spelt wheat and barley grains, for example those 
in Sample 856, resulted from cooking accidents to cleaned grain.

It is likely that the cereal remains in Sample 324, however, had a different origin. Chaff 
predominated, with both glumes of Triticum spelta and cereal culm nodes (straw ‘joints’) present. 
Such material probably represented burnt thatch or animal bedding or fodder for domestic 
animals. This sample also contained seeds of grassland plants appropriate to cut fodder.
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Triticum spelta (spelt wheat) and hulled Hordeum vulgare (six-row hulled barley) were the main 
cereals cultivated in Britain so their use at mid-Roman Silchester was as might be expected. A 
short-grained variety of T. spelta could have been grown as a crop in its own right but it is thought 
more likely that the local landrace of spelt in the second to third centuries had a tendency to 
produce occasional short-grained mutants.

The mixed nature of the weed seed assemblages means that little can be said about the crop 
ecology. However, the occurrence of Rumex S. Acetosella sp. (sheep’s sorrel), which could have 
grown either as an arable weed or in grassland, was appropriate to the light acid soils of the 
Silchester area.

It is thought that the seeds of marsh and grassland plants had been brought to the site amongst 
vegetation cut as fodder for domestic animals. While such seeds could also have been present 
in the droppings of animals grazing in such habitats, the flots did not contain the characteristic 
charred fragments which result from the burning of dung. Eleocharis palustris or uniglumis (spike 
rush) is not a typical hay-meadow plant but it would readily grow along with Carex spp. (sedges) 
in rough marshy pasture that was grazed some years and cut others. The seeds of grassland 
plants included some from plants characteristic of managed hay-meadows, such as Centaurea cf. 
nigra (knapweed) and Leucanthemum vulgare (ox-eye daisy).

The second- to third-century results from Silchester Insula IX are similar to those from the 
fourth- to fifth-century contexts of the insula in that neither gave any evidence for large-scale 
crop-processing and concentrations of remains were low. Likewise it was not possible to detect 
areas where particular processing activities were occurring. However, there were also differences. 
Spelt wheat predominated amongst the fourth- to fifth-century cereal remains and most of the 
weed seeds were from annual weeds, with seeds of Bromus cf. secalinus (chess) being the most 
numerous. In contrast, barley was also well represented in the second- to third-century samples 
and there were few seeds of annual weeds, with only a single seed of B. cf. secalinus. Instead there 
were seeds of marsh and grassland plants. It would be wrong to interpret these results as implying 
a major difference between the agricultural economy of mid- and late Roman Silchester. All that 
would have been needed, given the generally low concentration of charred remains, to have 
created these differences was for some old hay to have been burnt on the site in the mid-Roman 
period and for some spelt wheat with arable weed seeds to have been burnt on the site in the late 
Roman period.

MINERALISED AND WATERLOGGED MACROSCOPIC PLANT AND 
ARTHROPOD REMAINS FROM LATRINE DEPOSITS

METHODS AND RESULTS

The bulk flotation onto a 0.25mm sieve and the heavy-residue sieving down to 2mm that were 
undertaken to extract charred plant remains also resulted in the recovery of calcium phosphate 
mineralised plant and invertebrate remains. They were found in eight samples from eight contexts. 
One large deep pit, Period 2 pit 5251, was identified as a latrine during excavation and a sewage 
deposit, context 5276, extended over the bottom (fig. 129). It had a ‘crust’ of calcium phosphate 
beneath which was sediment rich in calcium phosphate replaced organic remains. Some parts of 
context 5276 also contained rather poorly-preserved waterlogged macroscopic plant remains. At 
the southern half of the pit, Sample 857 was taken from the lower waterlogged part of context 
5276, Sample 855 from the middle part including the crust, and Sample 852 from the upper 
part. Sample 792 comprised a series of 1-litre sub-samples distributed over the northern half 
of context 5276. All the samples from context 5276 were washed over onto a 0.25mm sieve to 
extract any waterlogged organic remains. The residues were sieved to 0.5mm and dried. Flots 
and residues were sorted under a binocular microscope, identified and the results incorporated 
into the site database. Full lists of all the taxa identified from the Period 2 contexts are given in 
Appendix 8, Table 92 for the plant remains. The detailed results for Sample 804, context 5303, 
pit 5251 (one of the samples floated for charred plant remains), and the samples from context 
5276, the sewage deposit in pit 5251, are given in Appendix 8, Tables 98–99 for mineralised 
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remains and Table 100 for waterlogged remains. The results for the sub-samples of Sample 792 
have been combined. Nomenclature for the plant remains follows Stace (1997).

The comments made on the means of preservation of remains and the difficulties experienced 
with their identification for the late Roman mineralised remains (Robinson 2006, 212) are 
equally applicable to the mid-Roman material. For example the Prunus stones were represented 
by internal casts which filled the void enclosed by the woody exterior to the stones once the 
embryo had decayed. There were only a few examples where some of the woody part of the stone 
had become mineralised.

As was the case for the late Roman period, the range of archaeological features which contained 
mineralised material was very restricted. All but one of the samples were from contexts related 
to Period 2 pit 5251 (Object 44007), the large latrine pit at the north of the site. The remaining 
sample was Sample 350 from context 2605, the fill of Period 4 pit 2434 (Object 500031), 
one of the south-east corner pits (fig. 129). This too could have been a cess-pit but only four 
mineralised items were found in a 25-litre sample.

The majority of the mineralised seeds were of edible species, with fruits, flavourings, cereals 
and pulses all being well represented. Seeds of Prunus sp. were particularly conspicuous in most 
of the samples. The internal casts of their stones have the superficial appearance of seeds of 
Malus sp., and in the absence of the woody part of the stone were difficult to identify to species. 
They mostly had a size and shape appropriate to a small variety of plum such as P. domestica 
ssp. insititia (bullace) and indeed waterlogged stones of this type of plum were found in context 
5276. One, however, resembled Prunus avium (cherry). The most numerous mineralised seeds 
in the samples from context 5276 were of Ficus carica (fig). Other mineralised seeds included 
Rubus fruticosus agg. (blackberry) in all the samples from context 5276, Morus nigra (black 
mulberry) in Sample 792, and Vitis vinifera (grape) in Samples 857 and 792. Possible seeds of 
Pyrus sp. (pear) or Malus sp. (apple) were found in Samples 852.3 and 792.

Seeds either used as culinary herbs and spices or from plants with leaves used as flavourings 
were found in all the samples from context 5276. Anethum graveolens (dill) was probably the most 
numerous, although their preservation was not good and they were only identified with certainty 
from Samples 857 and 792. Most of the 104 indeterminate Apiaceae seeds from Sample 857 and 
42 from 792 had a shape and vittae impressions suggestive of An. graveolens. Seeds of two other 
Apiaceae commonly used as flavourings, Coriandrum sativum (coriander) and Apium graveolens 
(celery), were found in several samples from context 5276. Additional seeds of flavourings from 
this context were Satureja hortensis (summer savory) and Mentha sp. (mint) from Sample 792, 
Brassica or Sinapis sp. (mustard etc.) from Sample 857, and Papaver somniferum (opium poppy) 
from Samples 855.3 and 792. A seed of P. somniferum was also found in Sample 804 from 
context 5303.

Mineralised cereal remains were present in all four samples from context 7276 but they 
were only abundant in Sample 857. They were mostly in the form of hulled grains with some 
mineralised fragments of husk adhering to them but few could be identified. They included 
both Triticum spelta (spelt wheat) and Hordeum vulgare (hulled six-row barley). The less-closely 
identified grain showing some resemblance to Triticum sp. was considerably greater in quantity 
than that which resembled Hordeum sp. Cereal bran was observed in some of the amorphous 
fragments of calcium phosphate from Samples 857, 855.3 and 792.

Sample 857 from context 5276 contained many mineralised legume seeds most of which 
resembled Pisum sativum (pea). The seed coat and broad oval hilum survived on a few, enabling 
this identification to be confirmed. Lens culinaris (lentil) was also present in this sample. The 
only other sample to contain edible legume seeds was Sample 792 from context 5276, in which a 
single example of Vicia faba (field or Celtic bean) joined company with a lentil and a few peas.

One further cultivated plant with edible seeds which was represented amongst the mineralised 
seeds was Linum usitatissimum (flax) from Sample 855.3, context 5276. There were many 
mineralised seeds and parts of seeds in the samples which could not be identified. The majority 
of them were of a size and shape appropriate to larger fruit seeds and peas.

Edible species also predominated amongst the waterlogged seeds from context 5276 in the 
large latrine pit 5251 (Object 44007). About 97 per cent of the seeds were of Rubus fruticosus 
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agg. (blackberry) and a further 2 per cent of the seeds were of various species of Prunus (plum 
etc.). There was inevitably much variability amongst the 1880 seeds of Rubus spp. in the samples 
but only two, from Sample 857, fell outside the range shown by reference material of R. fruticosus 
agg. They were smaller, more elongate and had a finer network of ridges on the surface. They 
most closely resembled seeds of R. idaeus (raspberry). The Prunus stones were very poorly 
preserved and less than half could be identified beyond generic level, although none fell within 
the morphological range of P. persica (peach), P. dulcis (almond) or P. armenaica (apricot). 
Preservation was best in Sample 857, in which the majority of identifiable stones resembled P. 
domestica ssp. insititia (bullace, damson etc.) but there was at least one larger stone resembling 
that of P. domestica ssp. domestica (plum) and there was a single stone of Prunus spinosa (sloe).

Mineralised weed seeds were greatly outnumbered by seeds of edible plants in the samples from 
context 5276. Some were from annual weeds which readily grow as weeds of cultivation, such 
as Agrostemma githago (corn cockle), Lithospermum arvense (corn gromwell), Gallium aparine 
(goosegrass), and Carduus or Cirsium sp. (thistle). Others were from grassland habitats such as 
Prunella vulgaris (selfheal) and marsh habitats such as Carex sp. (sedge). A few, such as Urtica 
dioica (stinging nettle) and Conium maculatum (hemlock), were from waste-ground plants. In 
contrast, weed seeds predominated in Sample 804 from context 5303. By far the most numerous 
seeds in this sample were of U. dioica.

Many mineralised vegetative plant fragments, most of which could not be identified, were 
present in Samples 857, 855.3 and 792 from context 5276. They included straw-like material 
and wood. A couple of frond fragments of Pteridium aquilinum (bracken) were recognised in 
Samples 857 and 792.

Mineralised arthropod remains were present in all the samples in which mineralised plant 
remains were abundant. They were mostly Diptera (fly) pupae and puparia belonging to 
Psychoda alternata (trickling filter fly), Sphaeroceridae indet. (sewage fly) and Fannia sp. (latrine 
fly). There were also some sclerites (skeletal plates) of Diplopoda (millipedes) and Isopoda 
(woodlice).

INTERPRETATION

The occurrence of a latrine-fauna of insects, the range of seeds of edible plants and the calcium 
phosphate replacement of biological remains all suggest that the pits which contained the 
mineralised material were latrine pits and that the contexts with remains were derived from 
sewage deposits. The process of mineralisation is described in detail in the report on the late 
Roman mineralised remains from Silchester (Robinson 2006, 214–15).

The plant and invertebrate remains from the latrine deposit of context 5276 (pit 5251) can 
be divided into three categories: various flies whose larvae lived on the sewage in the pit, items, 
especially seeds, which entered the pit having passed through the human digestive tract, and 
remains that either fell or were thrown into the pit. The occurrence of pupae of the fly Psychoda 
cf. alternata (trickling filter fly) and puparia of the fly Fannia cf. scalaris suggest that the pit 
held liquid or semi-liquid contents. Such conditions seem to be necessary for the process of 
phosphatic mineralisation but in the late Roman cess-pits they must have been intermittent 
because remains preserved by waterlogging were absent. However, the survival of seeds preserved 
by waterlogging in context 5276 suggests that the pit permanently held liquid sewage, probably 
because it extended below the water table.

The majority of seeds in context 5276 were from edible species for which it is plausible 
that some seeds would have been consumed and that they would have passed through the gut 
intact. The strong contrast between the seeds preserved by mineralisation and those preserved 
by waterlogging shows that preservation was highly selective. The waterlogged preservation 
was poor: only the most woody seeds were preserved by this means. However, by far the most 
abundant seeds preserved by waterlogging were of Rubus fruticosus agg. (blackberry). They were 
not particularly abundantly or even well preserved by mineralisation. It is thought possible that 
the reason Rubus seeds did not also dominate the mineralised assemblages is that their robust 
nature enables them to remain alive for much longer than the seeds of many other taxa in 
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the deposits and thus resist the diffusion of the ions into them which leads to mineralisation. 
The contrast in preservation serves as a reminder that while the results provided much useful 
evidence on the plant components of the early second-century diet at Silchester, it is not a 
complete or balanced picture.

What the results do suggest is a mixed diet showing a strong Roman influence, although the 
majority of the food plants could have been grown locally. The staples included spelt wheat, hulled 
barley and peas. Depending on the scale of consumption of peas, they could either have been 
grown as field crops along with the cereals or in horticultural plots along with lentils and beans. It 
was argued for the late Roman period that cereal grains would have been de-husked then milled 
into flour or crushed before cooking and consumption: those hulled grains which were preserved 
by mineralisation were the few which escaped the seed cleaning and grinding (Robinson 2006, 
265). The same appears to have been true for the mid-Roman period. However, less preparation 
would have been needed for peas, which could have been consumed after soaking and boiling. 
The peas which became mineralised were perhaps ones which had not been fully rehydrated and 
so remained hard when consumed.

The various seeds of plants used as flavourings are mostly well known from Roman Britain 
and the quantity of Apiaceae seeds resembling Anethum graveolens (dill) suggests that they were 
used profusely. Mentha sp. (mint) is the only one for which there is much doubt about its use 
because there are no other records from Roman latrines to confirm its usage and plants of 
Mentha aquatica (water mint) could readily have been amongst the marsh plants which it has 
been argued were brought to the site as fodder. Some of the herbs and spices, for example dill 
and coriander, are Roman introductions probably of south-west Asian or Mediterranean origin 
but all could have been grown in horticultural plots at Silchester. They could have been used to 
flavour bread, porridge, boiled peas and stews. Linum usitatissimum (flax, linseed) seeds, although 
not imparting any strong flavour, were, perhaps, eaten for their high nutritious oil content.

There was no certain evidence for the consumption of any root or leaf vegetables. Apium 
graveolens (celery) could also have been cultivated for its edible leaf-petioles or roots (celeriac) 
and species of Brassica grown for their edible leaves (e.g. cabbage) or roots (e.g. turnip) but their 
vegetative tissues would have been much less likely to have been preserved in an identifiable state 
than their seeds.

Prunus domestica (plum, bullace etc.) seems to have been a Roman introduction to Britain 
(Moffett et al. 1989) which was readily adopted for local cultivation. It is very plausible that 
there were plum orchards around Silchester. However, P. domestica ssp. insititia (bullace) spreads 
rapidly by suckering and can compete effectively with native hedgerow shrubs so it is also 
possible that it had been planted along field boundaries. Morus nigra (black mulberry) was also 
a Roman introduction to Britain, indeed the first archaeological record was from Silchester 
(Reid in Hope 1907, 449). Unlike plum it has only been found on a few sites, all high-status, 
even though mulberry can easily be grown in Britain and it has a long season of cropping in the 
summer. The disadvantages of mulberry are that it takes about twenty years for a tree to begin 
large-scale cropping, it gives a light crop in comparison to, for example, plum, and the fruit have 
a very short life. Perhaps there was a mulberry tree between the buildings of Insula IX.

Vitis vinifera (grape) could either have been grown locally or imported dried from the 
Mediterranean region (Robinson 2006, 215). Ficus carica (fig) was also likely to have been a 
Mediterranean import (Robinson 2006, 208–9, 215). Neither of these fruits is likely to have 
made a major contribution to the diet.

The numerous seeds of Rubus fruticosus agg. (blackberry) were presumably from wild fruit 
collected in the vicinity of the town. Neglected hedgerows and pasture experiencing thorn-scrub 
colonisation are likely to have been productive sources. The blackberry bushes which it has been 
argued grew on neglected corners of the site are not thought to have provided a major supply 
of fruit. The stone of Prunus spinosa (sloe) hinted that wild fruit could have been collected to 
supplement the plum crop.

The mineralised arable weed seeds were probably contaminants of cereal products which had 
escaped any crop cleaning and the effects of food preparation. They were not abundant and it is 
possible that the separation of weed seeds from grain was generally efficient.
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Not all the seeds in these samples had passed through the human digestive tract. Seeds of 
plants of nutrient-rich neglected ground such as Urtica dioica (stinging nettle) were probably 
from vegetation growing in the vicinity of the latrines. Material likely to have been imported as 
fodder for domestic animals or animal-bedding also seems to have been discarded into context 
5276 (pit 5251). The seeds of grassland and marsh plants were perhaps from hay, while dry 
Pteridium aquilinum (bracken) makes good bedding which is reputed to be vermin-repellent.

The results for the mineralised remains from early second-century context 5276 showed many 
similarities to the mineralised remains from the fourth-century latrine pit 3235 (Robinson 2006). 
Both latrines had faunas of fly larvae feeding on their liquid contents and gave evidence of diets 
rich in cereals, legumes, fruits and flavourings. They showed a romanised diet which included 
various species introduced to Britain by the Romans. In both cases the fruit remains suggest the 
consumption of some imported exotics as well as the use of local produce. The most striking 
difference between them is that the mineralised assemblages from the early second-century 
(Period 2) samples were dominated by stones of Prunus spp. (plum, bullace etc.) whereas the 
fourth-century samples were dominated by seeds and skin fragments of Malus sp. (apple). There 
were only a couple of possible Malus seeds from the mid-Roman samples. It seems implausible 
that this was the result of a simple change in food preference. The main plum season is late 
summer, whereas apples are mostly autumn- to winter-ripening fruit but it is not believed that 
the latrines had such short lives that the difference was due to seasonality. It was noted that it 
has recently been discovered that cultivated apple (Malus domestica) was derived from a Central 
Asian species and is not a hybrid descended from M. sylvestris (crab apple) (Robinson 2006, 
217). It was also suggested that M. domestica could have been a Roman introduction to Britain 
but that details are uncertain. It is possible that M. domestica was not widely established as an 
orchard crop in Britain until the late Roman period.

DISCUSSION

The second- and third-century deposits of Insula IX were very unusual in having organic remains 
preserved by waterlogging, charring and mineralisation. Although such lines of evidence were 
also available from the fourth- to fifth-century contexts, the preservation was not as good and was 
largely restricted to seeds. Insect remains preserved by waterlogging were absent. The second- 
and third-century deposits were also unusual in that there were some with both mineralised and 
waterlogged preservation of remains. It had already been appreciated that there were biases as to 
what tended to be preserved by the different means (Robinson 2006, 216), these results showed 
unexpectedly that some robust seeds which were readily preserved by waterlogging seemed 
rather resistant to preservation by mineralisation.

The environment of Insula IX in the second and third centuries seems to have been very 
similar to that of the fourth to fifth centuries. There were again areas of waste-ground vegetation, 
such as stinging nettles, alongside some of the buildings but domestic animals dropping dung 
were also enclosed in the insula. Cut vegetation was imported for their fodder and bedding. 
The structural timbers of the buildings were infested with woodworm and synanthropic beetles 
scavenged in food-waste and old animal bedding inside the buildings. Sewage flies bred in the 
latrine but otherwise there do not seem to have been large accumulations of foul organic material. 
There was possibly an ornamental garden area with clipped box and holly bushes and it is likely 
that there was a honey bee colony nearby. Box has been recorded from many sites in Roman 
Britain, both rural and urban, for example Farmoor, Oxon. (Lambrick and Robinson 1979, 
101), Claydon Pike, Glos. (Robinson 2007, 361), and York (Hall et al. 1980), as well as elsewhere 
in Silchester (Reid in Hope 1909, 485). Holly leaves have been found in a Roman well at Hunt’s 
Hill Farm, Havering, London (Trickett 1999, 27) and at Silchester (Reid in Hope 1906, 164). 
Honey bee remains have been found on several rural Roman sites in Britain, for example at 
Claydon Pike, Glos. (Robinson 2007, 362), and were found in sufficient quantity at a site on the 
edge of Godmanchester, Cambs., to suggest beekeeping (Robinson, unpublished). The Romans, 
at least in Italy, had quite sophisticated hives which could be opened so that some comb could be 
harvested without the destruction of the colony (Varro, Re Rustica 3.16).
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Just as in the fourth to fifth centuries, spelt-wheat and six-row hulled barley appear to have been 
the main cereals used in the insula, but the grain was being processed elsewhere. It is likely that 
there was large-scale storage of dehusked grain in Silchester. Evidence of grain storage has been 
provided by discoveries of a range of beetles such as Oryzaephilus surinamensis and Sitophilus 
granarius, which are serious granary pests, in other towns in Roman Britain, for example Alcester 
(Osborne 1971a). However, grain beetles were absent from the mid-Roman, Periods 2 to 4, 
samples suggesting no more than a small-scale presence of stored grain in the buildings of Insula 
IX. Some cereal chaff was being brought to Insula IX, perhaps for use as fodder.

The results for the mineralised remains from both the second and third and the fourth to fifth 
centuries drew attention to the consumption of legumes, particularly peas in the case of the 
former period and lentils in the latter. This aspect of the diet is likely to be under-represented 
in the archaeological record because their seeds are not readily preserved by waterlogging and, 
although they are preserved well by charring, they are less likely to come into contact with fire 
than grains of hulled cereals. Legumes are generally recognised as a component of the Romano-
British diet but it is possible they were a more important part than previously appreciated.

The early second-century (Period 2) latrine deposits and to a lesser extent the third-century 
(Period 4) waterlogged well samples gave evidence for a rich range of flavourings and fruit in 
the diet. Such a diet was probably typical of that enjoyed by the wealthier occupants of the larger 
towns of Roman Britain (Veen et al. 2008, 25). By the mid-Roman period the diet even on 
low-status settlements was becoming very romanised, with non-native plants introduced by the 
Romans, such as coriander and plum, being cultivated and used. In addition, there was a luxury 
element to the diet at Silchester with the consumption of exotic fruit which, although capable 
of being grown in Britain, do not seem to have been widely planted, such as mulberry, and the 
importation of fruit unlikely to have been grown in Britain, such as fig. This luxury aspect of the 
diet continued until the end of Silchester as a Roman town.

The evidence from the macroscopic plant and invertebrate remains suggests that Silchester 
had developed a mature urban character by the second to third century. While some domestic 
animals were being kept in the town, a full range of agricultural activities was not occurring in 
Insula IX. While the majority of food was presumably being obtained from the hinterland, there 
were sufficient resources for a diet more varied than all but the highest-status rural settlements 
and there was at least a little long-distance importation of foodstuffs.


