
 1

BANTHAM HAM SURF LIFESAVING CLUB HOUSE 
 

Assessment/Analysis of Marine Molluscs 
Jan Light                      November 2001 
 

1.0  INTRODUCTION 
 
At Bantham Ham a very small area (c. 40m2) in the foundations of the new clubhouse 
was excavated.  This site lies a few hundred metres to the southwest of the 2nd century 
Roman site from where another deposit of marine molluscs has been recovered and 
assessed (Light 1998).  Excavations revealed, at a depth of 2.5m, a 5/6th century AD 
soil horizon preserved on an ancient dune, below wind blown sand.  In addition to 
600 very well-preserved fragments of imported amphorae and 2,400 animal bone 
fragments, marine mollusc shells were recovered.  The site probably represents a 
seasonal trading centre: a point of contact between the post-Roman tribes and traders 
from the eastern Mediterranean and North Africa, from where the amphorae were 
manufactured (Reed pers. comm.)  
 

2.0  MATERIAL AND METHODS 
 
One box of marine shell containing samples from twelve contexts, together with a list 
of those contexts was received.  All shells have been examined, and identified to 
species.  In the case of oysters (Ostrea edulis), which are a minor component in the 
assemblages, the whole or nearly whole shells have been measured to the nearest mm, 
using Vernier calipers.  The maximum shell height (umbo to ventral margin) was 
taken.  In the case of mussels (Mytilus spp.) only whole valves and umbonal 
fragments were counted.  All shells were assessed for their overall condition and state 
of preservation.  Evidence of marks or breakage which might result from damage 
which may have occurred in the retrieval of shells during excavation, and other pre-
excavation damage or modification arising either from the human hand, or, 
mechanical or biological processes in the natural environment, was sought.   
 

3.0  RESULTS 
3.1  Introduction 
During analysis an Excel spreadsheet displaying all shell occurrences, identifications 
and itemised sizes of the oyster valves (left and right), according to context, was 
drawn up.  This spreadsheet has been converted to Word and is presented as Table 1. 
The shells examined fall into two principal components: the first consists of the 
limpets and mussels which occur in greatest abundances, and the second consists of 
scattered occurrences of other marine species.  There are also very occasional shells 
and fragments of nonmarine species (Helix aspersa and Cepaea sp).   
 
3.2  Limpets 
The limpets are generally large, complete shells and are very well preserved.  They 
occur in greatest concentrations in contexts associated with the buried soil or 
occupation horizon, i.e.  a total of 92 shells from contexts [501], [519] and [521]. 
Their uniform size and condition are indicators that they represent food refuse. 
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3.3  Mussels 
Unlike the limpets, the mussels are less well preserved, being flaky and in some 
cases, being nacreous fragments lacking the outer blue layer of shell.  Most shells are 
Mytilus edulis but there are occasional shells of M. galloprovincialis.  In the modern 
day marine environment in southwest England, mixed populations of the two Mytilus 
species are known from scattered locations on the north coast of Cornwall, e.g. Fistral 
Bay, New Polzeath (pers. obs.)   142 valves or umbonal fragments were recovered 
from the main limpet-bearing contexts (section 3.2), which represent 71 mussels as a 
minimum number of individuals (MNI).  These shells are also believed to represent 
food refuse, based on the condition of the less flaked specimens and the uniformity of 
size. 
 
3.4  Other marine species 
A further ten  species have been identified in the assemblage, of which seven are 
associated with the putative occupation horizon contexts.  Most of these are relatively 
large bivalve species which have all known to be comestibles.  Amongst these, there 
is a partial valve of Ensis arcuatus and two valves of Tapes decussatus.  Both these 
species are readily collected at low spring tides and were also present in the 
assemblage recovered from the Bantham Ham site excavated in 1997 (SX66514368).  
Less commonly encountered on the shore are Arctica islandica and Callista chione, 
the shells of which are easily confused. Although the former is essentially a northern 
species, it does occur around the British Isles, but the latter has always been restricted 
to southwest England, with prolific populations reported from Plymouth and 
Teignomouth by Forbes and Hanley (1853).  In the present day C. chione is only 
found living in waters around the Isles of Scilly.  Both are sublittoral bivalves which 
are found, uncommonly, at extreme low water springs, or they may be washed ashore 
after storms and are comestibles, (Jeffreys 1863), although seldom if ever offered for 
sale in the British Isles at the present time.  All four bivalve species cited above have 
been recorded from other archaeological excavations in southwest England, although 
invariably occurring in low numbers.  Oysters are more widely reported from 
archaeological sites in significant numbers.  At this Bantham Ham site, however, very 
few were recovered: no more than 5 from any one context.  Moreover the shells are 
very disparate being either heavily calcified, distorted in shape, heavily microbored, 
or bearing calcareous overgrowths.  It is believed that these oyster shells do not 
represent individuals from an established local population, but rather that they 
represent the remains of occasional specimens which had settled out in the area and 
were harvested on an ad hoc basis.  During an extensive survey of the littoral area in 
April 1997 (pers. obs.) no Ostrea edulis were found living in the modern-day 
environment. 
 
The condition of the two Pecten shells is dissimilar: the left (flat) valve is very fresh 
in appearance and has the appearance of a modern day specimen.  The other fragment 
of a right valve is rather worn and appears considerably older.  Although edible, the 
prickly cockle fragments, Acanthocardia echinata, are not associated with occupation 
horizon contexts. 
 
Apart from the limpets very few gastropods were recovered.  Although there is one 
shell of the edible winkle, Littorina littorea, the stray individuals of Gibbula 
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cineraria and Littorina obtusata are not comestibles and were probably introduced to 
the site inadvertently.   
 

4.0  DISCUSSION 
 
Although diversity of species is high, with the exception of limpets and mussels, the 
assemblage contains very low numbers of individuals.  Highest concentrations of 
shell occur in context [501], the occupation layer.  The overall preservation condition 
is exceptionally good, and this is consistent with other assemblages where deposits 
have been sealed beneath a calcareous sandy horizon such as wind blown sand (e.g. 
Fistral Bay, Light 2001).    There is no evidence of working or modification to the 
shells and the majority of shells recovered represent food remains.  The composition 
of the assemblage bears similarities with the deposits retrieved during Rescue 
Recording at Bantham Ham in 1997 (Light 1998).  However the majority of shells 
recovered then were mussels and the carpet clam, Tapes decussatus.  Also the edible 
winkle, Littorina littorea was more abundant than limpets.    Table 2 summarises the 
weights of shell from the 1997 and 2001 assemblages.  Whilst both deposits contained 
significant quantities of mussel shell, the characters of the two assemblages are 
otherwise rather different.  
 
Table 2 
Species Weight (g) 1997 Weight (g) 2001 
Mytilus edulis/galloprovincialis 892 705 
Tapes decussatus 257 25 
Littorina littorea 59 5 
Patella vulgata 52 802 
Cerastoderma 35 0 
Ensis sp. 5 10 
Mya sp. 2 0 
Ostrea edulis 0 365 
Callista chione 0 100 
Arctica islandica 0 85 
Pecten maximus 0 45 
Acanthocardia echinata 0 20 
Total shell 1302g 2162g 
 

 
5.0  CONCLUSIONS 

 
As with the 1997 assemblage, the species diversity consists of those associated with 
rocky shores (limpets, mussels, winkles) and infaunal bivalves associated with softer 
sediments.  With the exception of the oysters, all the species in the current 
assemblages have been recorded from the modern day shore at nearby Bigbury-on-
Sea (pers obs. April 1997).   These, as well as the oysters, are likely to have been 
harvested locally for food purposes.  Even though the limpets and mussels are not 
present in large numbers, there is an impression from the size ranges present, that a 
target size selection process took place.  
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It has been observed that nearly all of the shells present are in good condition, are 
comestibles and there is very little beach-worn shell.  However, compared to the 
amount of animal bone that was recovered during excavation, the marine molluscs are 
a minor component which suggests that they may have made only a small 
contribution to the diet of the occupants of the site.  On the other hand, the area 
excavated is small, and larger unexcavated midden-style deposits may well be present 
at the site. 
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