
Section 5.1.19 Trench 16 animal bones 
By Priscilla Lange  
 
Except for two bones (see below and Table 5.199) all other bones found in this trench belong to 
the destruction layers dating to the Late 3rd or 4th centuries AD and associated with the 
abandonment of the villa. 

 
 Destruction layers   Unphased 

 

16001 16002 16003 16004 16005 16006 16007 16008 16009   

Cut 

16010 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP Total % NISP 

Cattle 1  18     1  20 16  

Sheep/Goat 1 7 46 6  1 1 3  65 53 1 

Sheep   [6] [1]    [3]  [10]   

Pig   7  2 1 1   11 9  

Horse   8 1 1 2 1  1 14 11.5  

Dog  1        1 1  

Chicken  1     2   3 2.5  

Bird 1 1 2    3 1  8 7  

Total 

identifiable 3 10 81 7 3 4 8 5 1 122  

 

% 
identifiable           42 

 

             

Large Mammal 6 13 41 3 13 3 1 2 5 87   

Medium 
Mammal 3 9 44 4 9 5 3  1 78  1 

Small Mammal    2      2   

Total 
unidentifiable 9 22 85 9 22 8 4 2 6 167  1 

% 

unidentifiable           58  

             

Grand Total 12 32 166 16 25 12 12 7 7 289  2 

Table 5.199 Trench 16 totals. 

 

 

5.1.91 Late 3rd or 4th centuries AD 
 

Most layers have very little bone except for layer (16003). In the discussion of these layers we will 
take all the layers into consideration although most of the information will come from layer 
(16003). Any unusual or interesting bones from other layers will be described with their respective 
layer numbers. 
 

Only one sheep/goat upper molar was excellently preserved and only two Medium Mammal long 
bones were poorly preserved. Gnawing is low at 8% and burning is very low at 3%. Although a 
large percentage (20%) is complete, or almost complete, there is still a larger amount of 
unidentifiable bone (58%) to identifiable ones (44%). Therefore the bones appear to have been 
deposited already broken up, and therefore rendering them less identifiable, as their preservation 
is good. The usual pattern of more sheep/goat than cattle is also seen here but what is unusual is 
that there is very little pig and more horse than is normal. Birds and chicken remains also more 
frequent than normal for the Roman period. The larger amount of chicken and other birds is a 
characteristic of the early medieval layers at Alfred’s Castle. 
 

Cattle 



Cattle remains are clustered in layer (16003) with only one bone each in other layers (see Table 
5.199). Taking all the layers together, there are at least two individuals: one calf aged 1-8 months 
(see Table 5.200) and an adult (Table 5.201). The elements which go with this calf are a mandible 
fragments, further upper teeth and a metatarsal. Although there are four radii on Table 5.201, 
they represent a minimum of one adult individual. There are no pathological problems but there 
are several butchery marks. On a mandible fragment belonging to the calf, the coronoid was 
struck off transversely and the condyle was chopped obliquely to detach the mandible from the 
skull. Adult bones had three butchery marks. Horn cores are rare at Alfred’s Castle but a horn core 
(female?) with some cranium attached was recorded from layer (16008). The horn core had the tip 
of the horn sawn off, perhaps in preparation for working it further. A metatarsal had cut marks on 
the proximal end for skinning. Cut around the intercondylar tubercules on a tibia were for 
dismembering from the femur; in addition an oblique chop on the proximal shaft attests to marrow 
extraction. A Large Mammal rib, assumed to be cattle, has oblique cuts on the body to fillet the 
meat. 
 

Sheep/goat 
As can be seen on Table 5.200, seven loose teeth and a mandible were aged representing five 
individuals. The youngest one is 2-6 months. Unusual for Alfred Castle there are no foetal or 
newborn remains in these layers. Carnivore gnawing is very low for these layers so there must be 
another reason for this lack of foetal and newborn individuals which are otherwise ubiquitous. The 
concentration is therefore on older individuals, i.e. two at 2-3 years old and three at 3-4 years. 
This pattern is common for the Roman periods at Alfred’s Castle; however, the bones are usually 
not as well preserved in this period and do not appear to be in their original place of deposition 
which would be the case for destruction layers.  
 
Because the animals are older there are more pathological problems. But with the exception of one 
pathological problem (see below), they are oral which is not surprising as 48% of the remains are 
loose teeth or mandibular fragments (Table 5.201). Most of the oral pathologies are minor and 
occur mostly on lower teeth. Plaque deposits were recorded for two cases: one an upper molar 
from (16006) and one lower premolar 4 from (16003). Interdental attrition was recorded more 
frequently and was found six times. The more serious oral pathology is ‘shear mouth’ (2 cases) 
were the occlusal surface of the tooth is very sharp and pointed as there is a problem with the 
upper and lower teeth not wearing properly which would eventually lead to the animal not able to 
feed properly; both of these cases also suffer from interdental attrition. Another serious problem is 
‘root pearling’ (3 cases) where there are deposits on the roots of the teeth which are associated 
with fevers but at Alfred’s Castle they are only found in old individuals. A sheep third phalanx has 
an unusually large foramen on its medial side which is elongated into a sulcus. But this would not 
have affected the individual and this is classified as a non-pathological depression. 
 
The elements present are biased towards cranial and feet bones (Table 5.201). Although all parts 
of the carcass are extant, vertebrae are rare. Only two radii have butchery marks. One found in 
(16004) was chopped at both ends to divide the meat into portions. Another radius had been 
filleted and then chopped to extract the marrow. A Medium Mammal humerus shaft had chops on 
the distal end to dismember the humerus from the radius. 
 
Pig 
Pig remains are extremely rare in these destruction layers. In fact, horse remains are more 
common which is extremely unusual for Alfred’s Castle (see below). Cranial remains and loose 
teeth are the most common elements (Table 5.201). Unfortunately, none could be aged with any 
precision other than there are remains of at least one immature and one adult individual. Although 
there are no pathological problems three bones had butchery marks. An astragalus has marks for 
skinning. A fibula had been chopped to dismember it from the carcass. Finally, a thoracic vertebra 
had chops on the caudal articulation for the carefully separation of the vertebrae. 
 



Horse 
As was already pointed out above, horse remains are more common than pig bones in these layers 
(Table 5.199). The only young bone comes from an unfused distal femur from an individual 
younger than 3-3.5 years. All other bones are fused and all loose teeth are from adults (see Table 
5.201), resulting on an MNI of 3. To the young individual just discussed can be added four fused 
distal radii, two rights and two lefts, representing two adults older than 3.5 years. The only 
pathology is an oral one in which an upper tooth has an unusual wavy pattern on the occlusal 
surface. Two bones were butchered: a mandible was chopped on the premolar 2 area on both 
sides to separate the mandible from the skull, and a distal metapodial was chopped transversely 
just above the articulation which could have been for marrow extraction or for bone working. 
 
Birds 
Although 11 remains of birds does not sound a large amount, it is for Alfred’s Castle. The majority 
which are unidentified to species and recorded as ‘Bird’ are very likely from chicken but they are 
too fragmentary to be certain. In any case all bird remains are from adults. There are no butchery 
marks but as it is quite easy to dismember a cooked chicken that is not unusual. With exception of 
a first phalanx, all are long bones (3 carpometacarpi; 2 humeri; one each of femur, ulna and 
coracoid; and two long bone fragments). A humerus and the femur have small puncture marks 
associated with small carnivores like cats. The same pattern was seen in chicken bones from 
several rooms in the villa in Trench 2. 
 
The chicken first phalanx has an unusual case of arthropathy in which the proximal and distal ends 
of the bone are surrounded by exostoses and osteophytes but the articulations themselves remain 
untouched (see Figures 5.34 and 5.34). This is a common condition which also affects wild birds 
and it is associated with older individuals. 
 
Other animals 
The only other animal found in these layers was a mandibular fragment from an adult dog. 
 
Unphased 
 
Cut [16010], fill (16011)  
This cut had only two bones, a sheep/goat sacrum which had been chopped sagitally to divide it, 
or the carcass, into two halves. The other is Medium Mammal rib which is probably also from a 
sheep/goat (Table 5.199). 
 
 

   
Figure 5.33 Proximal articulation of chicken  Figure 5.34 Chicken first phalanx with exostesis on  

first phalanx with exostesis.    distal articulation. 

 
 

 
 



Taxon Element/Side dp4 P4 M1 M2 M3 MWS Age 
Context 

no.  Bone no. 

Sheep/goat Tooth/R g  [E?] [V?]  5 

2-6 

mos. 16003 AC14523 

Sheep/goat Tooth row/R  h g [e?] [b?] 29 2-3 yrs. 16003 AC14517 

Sheep/goat Tooth row/R  h [g?] [e?] [b?] 29 2-3 yrs. 16003 AC14511 

Sheep/goat Tooth/R   [h?] [g?] e 35 3-4 yrs. 16003 AC14516 

Sheep/goat Tooth/L   [h?] [g?] e 35 3-4 yrs. 16003 AC14515 

Sheep/goat Tooth row/R   h g e 35 3-4 yrs. 16002 AC14406 

Sheep/goat Mandible/R   j g e 36 3-4 yrs. 16003 AC14510 

           

Cattle Tooth/L c  [E?]   3 
1-8 

mos. 16003 AC14450 

Table 5.200 Sheep/goat and cattle toothwear, after Grant (1982) and Hambleton (1999) for destruction 

layers in Trench 16.  



 Cattle 
Sheep/

goat Pig 
Large 

Mammal 
Medium 
Mammal 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core 1 1    

Cranium 1 1 2 4 2 

Maxilla       

Loose maxillary teeth 

only 3 6 2   

Mandible  1 3    

Loose mandibular 

teeth only 3 22 3   

Hyoid  1    

Atlas      

Axis      

Cervical  1   1 

Thoracic  1 1 1 1 

Lumbar  1    

Sacrum      

Caudal      

Vertebra Fragments    1  

Rib    7 11 

Ossified cartilage    1  

Scapula 3   2  

Humerus   1  1 2 

Ulna      

Radius 4 6   1 

Carpal  1    

Metacarpal   2 1   

Pelvis      

Femur   1    

Patella  1    

Tibia 1 1    

Fibula   1   

Astragalus 1  1   

Calcaneum  2    

Tarsal      

Metatarsal  2 5    

Phalanx 1  4    

Phalanx 2  1    

Phalanx 3  3    

Metapodial      

Long bone    59 59 

Unidentified    11 1 

Total 20 65 11 87 78 

Table 5.201 Species and body part representation according to NISP for destruction layers in Trench 16. 

 
 


