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Introduction

This report concerns the assessment of macroscopic plant remains recovered from environmental soil samples during excavations in Leytonstone.  The aim of the assessment is to establish the level of preservation, frequency and species diversity of the plant taxa present in the samples and to estimate the time required for analysis of the material and the preparation of a report.

Sampling and Processing Methods.

Five environmental samples were collected during the excavation.  These were taken from potentially well stratified deposits, provisionally dated to the 18th-century.

All of the samples were processed by flotation using sieve sizes of 0.25mm and 1mm for the recovery of the flot and residue, respectively. All of the samples were five to ten litres in size.  The flots were scanned using a binocular microscope noting the diversity and abundance of plant materials and the abundance of insect, bone and mineral or other remains. Easily recognised taxa were identified and recorded.

Results

All the samples produced botanical remains but only samples 2, 3, 4 and 6 contained recognisable taxa, Sample 5 was very sparse containing only unidentifiable fragments. Most animal bone came from sample 2. Puparia were found in samples 2,3 and 4. Small fragments of a metallic material could that could be slag were present in sample 2. The context description of these samples is ‘fill’ and the stratigraphic information and organic content of the samples suggests that they came from one pit.

The Plant Remains

The main component of this assemblage were seeds preserved by mineralisation, waterlogging (anaerobic conditions) and to a lesser extent, by charring.  Only a few fragment of charcoal were found and there was no cereal grains.  One fragment of what appears to be an internode of free-threshing wheat was found in sample 3.

Most of the plant remains were from soft fruits dominated by mineralised and waterlogged achenes of blackberry or raspberry (Rubus fruticosus/ideus), strawberry (Fragaria vesca), grape (Vitis vinifera) and fruit stones of domestic plum (Prunus domestica) and wild cherry (P. Avium).  Some of the samples contained plant material embedded in lumps of macerated plant material.  Further investigation of these will need to be made to determine whether they are faecal in origin.

Wild plant seeds from species of disturbed ground were found including goosefoots (Chenopodium sp.) small flowered catchfly (Silene gallica) and elder (Sambucus nigra).

Discussion and Recommendations

Due to the preservation of these remains by mineralisation and waterlogging, it is possible that this material came from a cesspit.  Closer study of the concretions may show that they are faecal in origin To test this hypothesis indirectly it would be useful to identify the Puparia present to determine whether they are from insect species favouring environments of urea and faeces.  Detailed examination of the flot and residue of samples 2,3 and 4 could concentrate on creating a full species list in order to establish the range of fruits available to those responsible for the deposition of the material.  Further study will need to consider the presence of exotic species such as Fiches sp. And identify the well preserved examples of Vice/Lathers sp. which were present in samples 2,3 and 4

It will be necessary to dedicate time to the study of the concretions, If they are coprolites, they may provide direct evidence of diet.
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