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Section 5.1.6 Trench 2, Part 1: Middle Iron Age animal bone 
By Priscilla Lange  
 
Features which contained bones within trench 2 were a series of Middle Iron Age pits and a round 
house gully [2206/2183] associated with posthole [2168]. Middle Iron Age layers and features 
which were not discuss in Gosden and Lock (2013) will be described at the end. Roman fill (2144) 
for Pit [2143] will be discussed here. The Roman house, layers and other features will be 
discussed separately in Section 5.1.7 Trench 2, Part 2. The Early Medieval layers and features will 
be discussed in Section 5.1.8 Trench 2, Part 3. 
 

 MIA Late 1-2 C3 Roman Early Medieval Total  

Taxon NISP % NISP % NISP % NISP % NISP % NISP % 

Cattle* 258 27 54 22 250 12 5 18 55 11.5 622 16 

Sheep/Goat 563 59 122 49 1443 67 18 64 209 44 2355 61 

Sheep* [62]  [11]  [380]  [4]  [56]  [513  

Goat [2]    [2]    [1]  [5]  

Pig 88 9 28 11 221 10 3 11 39 8 379 10 

Horse 7 <1 4 2 43 2 2 7 22 5 78 2 

Dog  7 <1 2 1 22 1   2 <1 33 1 

Red deer 4 <1   8 <1     12 <1 

Roe deer         1 <1 1 <1 

Hare   11 4 58 3   35 7 104 3 

Cat     1 <1     1 <1 

Badger   24 10 50 2   21 4 95 2.5 

Chicken     4 <1   67 14 71 2 

Duck 4 <1         4 <1 

Corvids 6 <1   7 <1     13 <1 

Pigeon     1 <1     1 <1 

Woodcock     2 <1     2 <1 

Lapwing     1 <1     1 <1 

Falcon         4 1 4 <1 

Bird 2 <1   10 <1   16 3 28 <1 

Rodent 18 2 1 <1 5 <1   5 1 29 1 

Vole     9 <1     9  

Mustelid 1 <1 3 1 18 1     22 <1 

Rabbit     2 <1     2 <1 

Fish     1 <1     1 <1 

Frog/toad 1 <1 1  3 <1   1 <1 6 <1 

Total identifiable 959  250  2159  28  477  3873  

% identifiable  50%  48%  60%  44%  63%  56.5% 

             

Large Mammal 270  78  463  7  71  889  

Medium Mammal 686  195  943  28  197  2049  

Small Mammal 19    19    10  48  

Total 
unidentifiable 975  273  1425 

 
35 

 
278 

 
2986  

% 
unidentifiable  50%  52%  40% 

 
56%  37%  43% 

             

Grand Total 1934  523  3584  63  755  6859  

Table 5.27 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for animal bones in Trench 2 (all time 
periods). *Includes bones from partial or complete individuals. Replaces Table 5.4 in Gosden and Lock 

(2013), p. 141. 

 
We will start with the pits, following as closely as possible the order in which they were published. 
There are some exceptions, notably pits [2133] and [2178] which are discussed one after the 
other. Another exception is pits with amounts of bone smaller than 30 bones which have been 
gathered in one table and summarised together. 
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Middle Iron Age pits 
 
Pit [2104] 
 

 Pit 2104   

Fills 2105 2112 2113   

Taxon NISP NISP NISP Total % 

Cattle 3 1 7 11 11 

Sheep/Goat 36 13 14 63 64 

Sheep  [2] [1] [3]  

Pig 4 2 2 8 8 

Horse 1  1 2 2 

Red deer 1   1 1 

Mustelid? 1   1 1 

Crow/Jackdaw 1   1 1 

Small bird   1 1 1 

Rodent  1 9 10 10 

Total identifiable 47 17 34 98  

% identifiable     45 

      

Large mammal 8 19 25 52  

Medium mammal 25 15 28 68  

Total unidentifiable 33 34 53 120  

% unidentifiable     55 

      

Grand total 80 51 87 218  

Table 5.28 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2104]. 

 
The bones from this pit are broken up and, therefore, not easily identifiable as 55% could not be 
determined to species (Table 5.28). Only a few (six) in fill (2105) are in poor condition but on the 
other hand five are in excellent condition in that same fill. The other fills produced bones in fair to 
good condition. 15% of the bones show signs of burning which is not very high but which 
contributes to the breakage. 15% are also gnawed or show signs of digestion by dogs and a few 
show signs of peeling which is a characteristic pattern of human consumption (White 1992). 
 
Cattle 
Of the 12 cattle bones, one adult individual is represented by seven vertebrae, six cervical 
vertebrae and one thoracic which were all found in fill (2113). These vertebrae do not appear to 
have been deposited in articulation as one of the cervicals has been chopped to separate it from 
the other vertebra and the thoracic has been chopped twice to make a smaller portion of meat. A 
tongue bone also has cuts to separate it from the cranium and mandible, and hence, it represents 
another portion of meat. Although there are no ageable mandibles, some of the cranium 
fragments appear to be from a newborn individual. So there are at least two individuals, one adult 
and one newborn. 
 
Perhaps a few of the thoracic vertebrae, ribs and a lumbar vertebra placed in the Large Mammal 
category, belong with the cattle vertebrae described above. These vertebrae are broken up and 
therefore not identifiable to species which leads us to assume that they were not deposited in 
articulation but should be considered portions of meat, as at least one the lumbar was chopped 
transversely to create a smaller portion of meat. A sacrum placed in the Large Mammal category 
has also been chopped through the middle to divide the carcass in two. The ribs also have 
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butchery marks consistent with separating them from the thoracics, and there are also cuts to 
separate the meat away from the ribs. 
 
 

Taxon Cattle Sheep/Goat Pig Large Mammal Medium Mammal 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core      

Cranium 1 4 1 1  

Maxilla  1    

Loose maxillary teeth only  3    

Mandible  1    

Loose mandibular teeth 
only  10    

Hyoid 1 1 1   

Atlas      

Axis      

Cervical 6   1 1 

Thoracic 1 8  5 3 

Lumbar 1 2  1 1 

Sacrum    1 1 

Caudal  1    

Vertebra fragments    3  

Sternum      

Rib  1  21 19 

Ossified cartilage    4  

Scapula  2    

Humerus  1    

Radius  2   1 

Ulna  3 1   

Carpal  4  1  

Metacarpal  3    

Pelvis  1    

Femur  2    

Patella      

Tibia  3   2 

Fibula      

Astragalus  1    

Calcaneum  3    

Tarsal      

Metatarsal   3   

Metapodial   1   

Phalanx 1  5    

Phalanx 2      

Phalanx 3 1 1 1   

Long bone    7 37 

Unidentified    7 3 

Total 11 63 8 52 68 

Table 5.29 Species and element representation according to NISP for Pit [2104]. 

 
 
 
Sheep/goats 
One right sheep mandible and one left, loose lower dp4 (perhaps from the same individual) was 
aged at 2-6 months. Another loose lower third molar was aged around 2-3 years. There are signs 
of an even younger, newborn, individual consisting of scapula, radius, ulna, metacarpal and one 
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phalanx in addition to two thoracic vertebrae and one rib. The rib has a cut mark to separate it 
from the thoracic vertebra. Another set (in comparison to the cattle ones described above) of 
several thoracic vertebrae from very likely the same individual, also have chop marks to separate 
the vertebrae from each other and hence creating portions of meat. One thoracic vertebra has 
chop marks consistent with the removal of the tenderloin along the spine of the vertebra. Another 
tongue bone (in comparison again to the cattle one) has cut marks to cut the tongue loose from 
the cranium and mandible. A sheep femur has dismemberment marks on its proximal end, as it 
was separated from the pelvis and then was filleted as demonstrated by oblique cut marks on its 
anterior shaft. One adult maxilla had plaque deposits buccally in addition to gingivitis, as the gum 
had receded from around the teeth, exposing the roots.  
 
 
Pigs 
All eight bones possibly belong to one individual under the age of two years, except for the fact 
that there are two right metatarsals II, one of them calcined white. So we have at least two 
individuals of around the same age. A metatarsal III has a chop mark to separate it from the 
tarsals. A nasal bone appears to have been roasted; and there is also a hyoid bone but without 
any cut marks. 
 
Other animals 
The two horse bones are an anterior mandible with two adult incisors in fill (2105) and a second 
phalanx from a foetal/newborn foal in fill (2113). The one red deer is a small fragment of antler, 
calcined white, and found in fill (2105). 
  
A complete left ulna could not be separated between crow (Corvus corone), or carrion crow 
(Corvus frugilegus). Various rodent bones are found in fills (2112 and 2113), representing two 
individuals as we have two left tibiae. 

 
Discussion 
The main characteristic of this pit is the small amount of cattle bones, but what is present, seems 
to point to smaller portions of vertebrae and ribs to be served as pieces of meat, perhaps all from 
the same individual (Table 5.29). The same can also be said with sheep/goats but there are more 
elements across the whole carcass than those of cattle. But a paucity of cranial remains (except 
for hyoid bones) and cervical vertebrae is a common factor for sheep/goat and pigs. Pig remains 
are mainly feet elements with only one cranial bone fragment. It appears that the sheep/goat 
heads along with the cervicals, still attached to the cranium, were separated and discarded 
somewhere else. Only certain vertebrae represented by thoracic and lumbar meat portion were 
deposited in this pit. Sheep/goat metatarsal are conspicuously absent although some of the tarsal 
bones which articulate with them are present. 
 
From this pit, therefore, we can start to differentiate the different cuts/portions of meat deposited. 
For cattle, the portions are: hyoid bone (a fair amount of meat even if no cut marks found on the 
bone here); thoracics and lumbars chopped into smaller portions; and ribs separated from the 
thoracics to create yet another portion of meat (no other cattle meat bearing bones were found in 
this pit). For sheep/goat the portions are very similar to cattle: hyoid; thoracics and lumbars 
chopped into smaller portions; removal of the tenderloin from the thoracic spine; ribs separated 
from thoracics and chopped further into smaller portions; and removal of the femur and filleting of 
the meat on the shaft. Although pigs are raised mostly for their meat, in this pit there is not 
enough evidence to suggest that other than, perhaps, trotters (metatarsals and metacarpals) and 
perhaps also the hyoid (tongue) bone there were any other portions of meat. Tongue bones, 
although common at Alfred’s Castle, are very common in this pit and there is one each of cattle, 
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sheep/goat and pig which is unusual. The animals are in good health except for one sheep/goat 
which had dental problems, as was discussed earlier. 
 
We will see in other Middle Iron Age pits that red deer and horses are not very common and even 
pig is found in low quantities in Iron Age pits in Trench 2 at Alfred’s Castle. The same trend is seen 
in this pit. Unfortunately, a complete ulna could not be separated between the two species of crow 
(Corvus corone) or carrion crow (Corvus frugilegus). In fill (2105) there is an adult, human 
perforated cranium and there is an adult human rib in fill (2113). As we will see in other Middle 
Iron Age pits from Alfred’s Castle, human bones and corvid bones are closely associated. 
Therefore, the correlation of human bones and crow/carrion crow bones in the Middle Iron Age is 
part of the pattern encountered at Alfred’s Castle and other Iron Age sites in southern England.  
 
Pit [2123] 
In this pit there is a large amount of unidentifiable bone which means that the bones have 
undergone several taphonomic processes before finally being deposited in this pit. 59% of the 
bones are unidentifiable which points to a high degree of fragmentation (Table 5.30 below). One 
of the most damaging agents is burning which stands at 42%. Also very damaging is carnivore, 
rodent and, even perhaps, human gnawing which stands at 24% of all the bones from this pit. 
With these fairly high percentages of attrition it is surprising that 74% are in excellent to good 
condition. So whatever happened to the bones before deposition, they must have been buried 
quickly after that. As there is not a clear pattern of preservation throughout the different fills, 
perhaps the unidentifiable and poorly preserved bones were gathered from somewhere else and 
deposited with the better preserved bone, and, then finally, deposited all together in the pit. In 
this pit several human cranial fragments were found in fills (2124 and 2135): they had been 
cremated and had blue staining. Cremated human cranium fragments with blue staining are also 
found in pit [2178]. 
 
Cattle 
The majority of cattle bones (4 out of 7) are young and their smaller bones fit better in a small pit 
such as this. One almost complete metacarpal is from a very young, newborn animal, and other 
bones (a horn fragment and rib) may very well all be from the same individual. There is one 
unfused epiphysis of a tibia (younger than 3.5-4 years) from a slightly older individual. The only 
two other cattle remains are isolated teeth. In pit [2123] there is MNI of two: one newborn and 
one young adult. The newborn rib may have been gnawed by a human as the softer head of the 
rib has been delicately crushed away up to the stronger neck of the rib. Only one fragment of a 
molar is burnt and there are no butchery marks. With such young bones there were no 
pathological problems as they usually manifest themselves in older individuals. 
 
Sheep/Goat 
Sheep/goats are by far the most numerous animals in this pit. Only one mandible in fill (2124) 
could be identified as sheep. Although all parts of the body are present, the less dense ones, 
which are usually the proximal ends, are not present. This is largely due to carnivore gnawing 
although one instance of rodent gnawing is also recorded on a vertebra fragment from fill (2124). 
A tarsal bone from this same context had also been partially digested by a dog. Metatarsals seem 
to have been deposited elsewhere, perhaps to be used for boneworking. Only one mandible in fill 
(2124) could be a newborn lamb. All cranial elements and many other very young bones could go 
with this mandible, for example a very young metacarpal, an unfused distal humerus, and a 
scapula fragment. There is one unfused distal tibia belonging to an individual younger than 1.5-2 
years but older than the newborn just mentioned as it is larger so very likely older (a proximally 
unfused tibia epiphyseal fragment could also go with this tibia in addition to the cylinder with was 
heavily gnawed). But there are also fused bones belonging to older individuals: one fused 
calcaneum, older than 3-3.5 years which perhaps goes with a distally fused femur of the same 
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age, both from the left side. So in this pit there is a MNI of three: one newborn lamb; one 
subadult under 1.5-2 years, and one adult over 3-3.5 years.  
 

 Pit 2123   

Fills 2124 2130 2135 2150 2167 Total Total 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP % 

Cattle 4 1 1 1  7 10 

Sheep/Goat 20 4 6 10 2 42 62 

Sheep [1]     [1]  

Pig 8 2 3 3  16 23.5 

Dog 2     2 3 

Red deer     1 1 1.5 

Total identifiable 34 7 10 14 3 68  

% identifiable       41 

        

Large Mammal 5 2 4 0 1 12  

Medium Mammal 30 10 21 12 8 81  

Small Mammal 2  2 2  6  

Total unidentifiable 37 12 27 14 9 99  

% unidentifiable       59 

        

Grand total 71 19 37 28 12 167  

Table 5.30 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2123]. 

 
Only three bones had butchery marks: one was for the dismemberment of the humerus from the 
skeleton and two were for meat removal. One humerus cylinder had oblique filleting marks on its 
shaft and one lumbar had a chop mark consistent with the removal of the tenderloin. There were 
no serious pathological problems, with one slightly worn upper molar 1/2 with plaque, and no 
bones were found in articulation. 
 
Pig 
As can be seen from Table 5.31, only two pig bones come from the axial skeleton represented by 
one male lower canine and one rib. The rest of the bones come from the appendicular skeleton, 
i.e. front and forelegs. Therefore no mandibles were available for ageing. There is one rib which 
comes from a foetal/newborn pig, but the rest of the bones come from older animals: one 
represented by a proximally unfused second phalanx under 1 year (but not foetal/newborn due to 
its larger size); and one individual younger than 3-3.5 years represented by several bones. Thus 
the MNI is three: one foetal/newborn; one under one year; and one under 3-3.5 years. A left 
calcaneum and astragalus from this oldest individual were in articulation. One curious pathology, 
which does not occur on this site again, is syndactilous third phalanges, fused to each other 
medially. Only one tibia had an oblique cut mark perhaps for filleting the meat. 
 
Other animals 
Other animals contributed very little to the fill of this pit: one complete adult red deer metatarsal 
which had been burnt to a high degree, i.e. the pieces were grey/white in colour, and all 
fragments come from fill (2167); and two dog bones, one an adult right maxilla and a fibula shaft 
fragment, both from fill (2124). 
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Taxon Cattle Sheep/goat Pig Large Mammal Medium Mammal 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core 1     

Cranium  3  1 5 

Maxilla      

Loose maxillary teeth 

only 2 3    

Mandible   6    

Loose mandibular teeth 
only  1 1   

Atlas  1    

Axis      

Cervical     2 

Thoracic  1   5 

Lumbar  1   6 

Sacrum     1 

Caudal  1    

Vertebra fragments  1   4 

Rib 1  1 2 25 

Sternum  3    

Scapula  2  1  

Humerus   3    

Ulna   1   

Radius   1 1  1 

Carpal  2    

Metacarpal  2 1    

Pelvis  1  1 1 

Femur   1   1 

Tibia  1 3 1   

Patella      

Astragalus  1 1   

Calcaneum  2 2   

Tarsal  1 1   

Metatarsal    1   

Metapodial   1    

Phalanx 1   2   

Phalanx 2  1 3   

Phalanx 3  1 1   

Long bone    5 25 

Unidentified    2 5 

TOTAL 7 42 16 12 81 

MNI 2 3 3   

N burnt 1 14 5 8 38 

% burnt 14% 33% 31% 67% 47% 

Table 5.31 Species and element representation according to NISP, MNI, number burnt and percentage 

burnt for Pit [2123]. 

 
Three bird bones from fill (2124) (a coracoid, a humerus and a carpometacarpus), perhaps from 
the same individual, have been identified as either Corvus corone (carrion crow) or Corvus 
frugilegus (rook). Small Mammals, found in fills (2124, 2135 and 2167), could not be identified 
further. A frog bone was found in fill (2124).  
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Discussion 
As in other pits dating to the Middle Iron Age in Trench 2, the most common animal is sheep/goat, 
totalling 62% of all identifiable remains. Pig remains seem to be more common than normally 
found in Iron Age contexts at 23.5% and finally, cattle at 10%. Although red deer remains are rare 
throughout the site, it is noteworthy that a complete metatarsal which was burnt to such a high 
degree was placed in this pit. It is possible that other red deer or cattle bones have been placed in 
the Large Mammal category. A large percentage (67%) of all Large Mammal bones are burnt. 
 
It is remarkable that of all the bones burnt none are gnawed, presumably as they would not have 
been as attractive to dogs once the fat and meat were no longer present. At the very least, they 
were not made available for dogs to chew on, i.e. the dogs were kept deliberately away from 
these bones before they were burnt or roasted. It seems that rodents found them attractive as 
two burnt bones (brown/black colour) exhibited the characteristic parallel marks made by their 
upper and lower incisors, unless they had been gnawed before being burnt, which is also a 
possibility.  
 
Out of the 70 bones which are burnt 28 (40%) are burnt to high degree as seen by the colour of 
the bone, grey or white which indicates higher temperatures. The majority (60%) were burnt to 
the lesser temperatures, black to brown in colour. So perhaps the intent was not to cremate the 
bones but to roast them, as a large quantity were burnt only at their ends, where there was the 
largest amount of meat or thick skin. In fact, although the amount of bone is not large there 
seems to be a correlation in that the bones which are burnt grey or white are the ones which do 
not have large amounts of meat and only the thin skin as a barrier against the roasting fire. 
Therefore, as the carcasses or joints of meat were roasting, these parts of the skeleton were 
exposed for longer to the fire than the ones which possessed larger amounts of meat.  
 
Pit [2133] 
With only 93 bones from this pit, it will not be possible to come to many conclusions. The vast 
majority of the bones are well preserved with only one poorly preserved maxilla of a field vole (see 
below). The bones are fairly broken up as a slight majority (50.5%) are unidentifiable. A 
contributor to fragmentation is gnawing which stands at 17%. A cremated antler comb was found 
in fill (2204) of this pit and in fills (2222 and 2229) of pit [2178]. The only correlation between 
these two pits is that more burnt bone is found in pit [2178] than in pit [2133] (see pit [2178] for 
full discussion). 
 
Cattle 
The amount of cattle is partially inflated by the remains of several bones from one newborn calf 
(carpal, metacarpal, some ribs and a tail bone). All the other bones could come from one adult. 
There was only one chop mark on an adult mandible for the removal of the tongue. One third 
phalanx had a depression on its articular surface with the second phalanx. These types of 
depressions have been linked in a recent study to osteochondritis which is a defect in the 
development of the cartilage at this point. They have been found in many domestic and wild 
animals and these types of lesions do not necessarily render the animal lame. 
 
Sheep/Goat 
The largest amount of identified bones come from sheep/goat. There is one adult (older than one 
year) goat metacarpal (fill 2204) and there are four bones which could be identified as sheep: a 
mandible and a metacarpal (both from fill 2220), a radius (fill 2233) and an ulna (fill 2204). Except 
for the sheep mandible, all of these bones represent adults. The sheep mandible is from a neonate 
lamb. Other foetal/newborn bones are cranial fragments, another mandible fragment, a pelvis and 
a femur. There are other young bones which are not newborns. So the MNI is one foetal; one 0-2 
months; one older than a year but under 2.5-3 years; and one older than 2.5-3 years. There was 
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one female pelvis. The newborn sheep/goat had cut marks for skinning, as did a sheep 
metacarpal. A scapula had long thin oblique cuts at the base of the spine for the removal of the 
meat. 
 

 
 Pit 2133   

Fills 2134 2204 2220 2233 2246 Total % 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP Total 

Cattle  8 2   10 22 

Sheep/Goat  14 4 4 1 23 50 

Sheep  [1] [2] [1]  [4]  

Goat  [1]    [1]  

Pig  3  9  12 26 

Dog   1   1 2 

Total identifiable 0 25 7 13 1 46  

% identifiable       49.5 

        

Large Mammal 1 6 2 3  12  

Medium Mammal 1 12 7 13 2 35  

Total unidentifiable 2 18 7 16 2 47  

% unidentifiable       50.5 

        

Grand total 2 43 14 29 3 93  

Table 5.32 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2133]. 

 
Pig 
The large majority of the pig bones come from the cranium (9). Among these fragments there are 
at least three individuals represented by different sizes and textures of the cranial bones. Two 
styloid processes of different size represent two individuals and to these can be added a very large 
zygomatic. All have unfused cranial sutures representing young animals. There is also a maxilla 
from an individual older than 2-2.5 years. In total therefore there are four individuals. Only one 
metapodial had cut marks for skinning the animal.  
 
Other animals 
Only one fragment of an adult dog mandible was found in fill (2220). Two field vole remains were 
found: a maxilla from fill (2220) and a mandible with no teeth from fill (2233). A distal radius, 
perhaps of a raven (Corvus corax), was found in fill (2204) which also has an antler comb 
fragment (see discussion in pit [2178]). 

 
The lack of burnt bone, especially those of cattle, is noteworthy. This is in contrast to pit [2178] 
which shared a piece of the same bone comb, and contained a piece of cremated human cranium, 
as did this pit. There is a suggestion here of the differential deposition of burnt material. 
 
Pit [2178] 
Although the sample is adequate, the animal bones in this pit are highly fragmented with 55% of 
unidentifiable bones (Table 5.33, below). The major contributing factor to preservation in this pit is 
burning, as 41% of all bones have some sign of burning. All poorly preserved bone (5%) has been 
burnt. But the majority, 95% are in fairly good condition. Gnawing affected only 14% of the bones 
so it is not the most important taphonomic factor, although amongst this percentage is one bone 
gnawed by a rodent and one gnawed by humans. This pit also contains a human cremated 
cranium fragment with blue staining (fill 2229) and parts of a cremated antler comb (fills 2222 and 
2229) which form part of that found in fill (2204) in pit [2133]. 
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 Pit 2178   

Fill 2179 2222 2229 Total % 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP NISP Total 

Cattle 1   1 2 

Sheep/Goat 24 5 7 36 72 

Sheep [1] [1]  [2]  

Pig 5 2 1 8 16 

Dog 1   1 2 

Duck 3   3 6 

Vole   1 1 2 

Total identifiable 34 7 9 50  

% identifiable     45 

      

Large Mammal 7 3 5 15  

Medium Mammal 21 18 7 46  

Small Mammal 1   1  

Total unidentifiable 29 21 12 62  

% unidentifiable     55 

      

Grand total 63 28 21 112  

Table 5.33 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2178]. 

 
Cattle 
Only one fragment of a calf’s cranium was securely identified. 
 
Sheep/Goat 
The largest amount of bones is sheep/goat with 78% of the total remains. This is extremely high 
in comparison with other pits from the Middle Iron Age. Two sheep mandibles could be aged to 0-
2 months and 6-12 months. There seems to be an even younger animal since there are two 
unfused halves of a metapodial and represent foetal bones. There is at least one older animal 
represented by a fused femur head (older than 3-3.5 years) and a fused calcaneum (older than 
2.5-3 years). There were no butchery marks and only a mandible and a maxilla showed signs of 
plaque on some of the teeth. 28% of the sheep/goat bones had signs of burning. 
 
Pig 
Only one mandible could be aged to an individual who died at 7-14 months. There is at least one 
individual over two years indicated by a distally fused metapodial. An adult male lower canine 
fragment had also been burnt. There are no butchery marks or any pathological problems. 
 
Other animals 
The only other sample is an adult dog carpal bone from fill (2179). A field vole cranium was found 
in fill (2229). In fill (2179) were three duck bones (two tibias, one broken into two pieces resulting 
in three fragments), representing one individual. Duck bones are very rare but one was also found 
in pit [2189]. 
 
Discussion 
As mentioned above, a cremated antler comb was found in fill (2204) of Pit [2133] and in fills 
(2222 and 2229) of pit [2178]. As seen in Table 5.34 (below) which represents the elements for 
both pits, cattle (or Large Mammal) elements were found in lesser numbers. Both pit fills consist 
mostly of sheep/goats and pigs. There is also a similarity in that most of the elements are part of 
the axial skeleton and specifically, cranial fragments or mandible and loose teeth. Identifiable 
vertebrae are very rare perhaps due to the extreme fragmentation. The meat bearing bones from 
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the appendicular skeleton (humerus and femur) are rare but the non-meat bearing bones are 
more common, i.e. carpal/tarsals, metapodials and phalanges. Tibias are totally absent from these 
two pits although ankle bones which articulate with them are present (calcaneum, tarsals and 
fibula) with the only exception being astragali, which are also absent. Astragali are fairly strong 
bones, although small in sheep/goats, which would survive burning and gnawing by dogs if 
present in the fill of these pits. Could the tibias of at least sheep/goat and pigs, have been selected 
out for bone working?  
 
It may be that the two pits were filled with debris from the same event. Pit [2178] received a 
larger amount of burnt bone. A large proportion of all bones in pit [2178] had signs of burning 
with the highest being the Large Mammal category at 53%, closely followed by the Medium 
Mammals at 50% (Table 5.34). Of the identifiable bones, pigs (37.5%) are more commonly burnt 
that sheep/goats (28%) but the numbers are perhaps too low to be able to make too many 
conclusions. As the animal bones are less burnt in pit [2133], they are more identifiable and as a 
consequence the MNI are higher in that pit. No identifiable cattle bones were burnt in either pit 
with the emphasis falling on pigs and sheep/goats. 

 
The presence of one raven bone in pit [2133] is interesting as ravens, albeit complete or nearly 
complete individuals and disarticulated bones, are found fairly common in pits dating to the Iron 
Age, for instance in Danebury, the hillfort at Balksbury and the settlement at Rooksdown 
(Serjeantson and Morris 2011). At Alfred’s Castle, crows, rooks and jackdaws are relatively 
common. These birds also seem to be associated with human remains at Alfred’s Castle in the 
present pit [2178] (human cremated cranium/raven), pit [2104] (human burnt and drilled 
cranium/crow or rook), and pit [2123] (human cremated cranium/crow or rook). Alfred’s Castle 
strengthens indications that a consistent pattern and correlation appears to be emerging between 
these types of birds and human remains in the Iron Age and Romano-British periods. Further 
associations of human and corvid remains at Alfred’s Castle were found in the Romano-British 
period. Layer (2024)/(2079), dating to third century AD, had infant/neonate, juvenile and adult 
remains in association with crow/rook remains. 
 
Pit [2143]: Middle Iron Age fills 
The upper fill (2144), dates to the first and second centuries AD and will be discussed separately 
below. The remaining eleven fills, which contain animal bones, all date to the Middle Iron Age 
(Table 5.35 below). The pit was half-sectioned and then completely excavated. One human bone 
was found in fill (2250). 
 
90% of the bones are in fair to good condition with a small, but significant, amount (9%) in 
excellent condition and only two bones in poor condition. Another factor in the preservation of the 
bones is the amount of gnawing: whether carnivore, rodent or perhaps human, it amounts to 14% 
in the Middle Iron Age contexts. This points to rapid burial with some exposure or access to the 
bones by dogs in this time period but it also indicates human consumption (see below). There are 
also isolated rodent remains in the Middle Iron Age contexts which could account for the rodent 
gnawing just mentioned. A rodent in fill (2236) was identified as a house mouse, Mus musculus. 
House mouse has been recovered from Iron Age sites in Britain: Gussage All Saints (Harcourt 
1979a, 155), Old Down Farm (Maltby 1981a, 102); also found in the Romano-British deposits at 
the Uffington White Horse (Ingrem 2003, p. 191).The good preservation makes slightly over half 
(52%) of all the bones found in this pit identifiable (see Table 5.35). 
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Taxon Cattle 

Sheep/ 

Goat Pig 

Large 

Mammal 

Medium 

Mammal 

Fills 2133 2178 2133 2178 2133 2178 2133 2178 2133 2178 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core           

Cranium frg. 1 1 1 4 6 1  1 1 1 

Maxilla    1 1      

Loose maxillary 

teeth only    6 1      

Mandible  1  2 3  1     

Loose mandibular 
teeth only 1    1 2     

Atlas           

Axis           

Cervical         1 2 

Thoracic      1   1 2 

Lumbar       1  1 5 

Sacrum   1        

Caudal 1          

Vertebra Fragments           

Rib 3      3 1 12 10 

Scapula   1 2      1 

Humerus    1 1     1  

Ulna   3 2    1   

Radius    1  1      

Carpal 1  1        

Metacarpal  1  4        

Pelvis   2      2 3 

Femur    1 2     1 2 

Patella           

Tibia            

Fibula    1 1     1 

Astragalus           

Calcaneum   2 1       

Tarsal   1        

Metatarsal     4       

Metapodial   1 2 1 1     

Phalanx 1    4  1     

Phalanx 2   3 3  1     

Phalanx 3 1          

Long bone       7 8 14 18 

Ossified cartilage         1  

Unidentified       1 4  1 

TOTAL 10 1 25 36 12 8 12 15 35 46 

Number burnt 0 0 1 10 1 3 0 8 3 23 

% burnt 0 0 4% 28% 8% 37.5% 0 53% 9% 50% 

Table 5.34 Species and body part representation according to NISP, number burnt and percentage burnt 
for Pits [2133] and [2178]. 
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 Pit 2143: Middle Iron Age   

Fills 2226 2227 2236 2241 2250 2253 2257 2259 2268 2269 2282   

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

Cattle  1 1  1  4 2 5 3  17 9 

Cattle/Calf 1 2 4 11 2 19    10 8  56 29 

Sheep/Goat 7 13 14  10 1 1 2 17 45 2 112 58 

Sheep  [1]   [1]     [7]  [9]  

Pig  1   1    2 3  7 4 

Total identifiable 9 19 26 2 31 1 5 4 34 59 2 192  

% identifiable             52 

              

Large Mammal 3 4 14 3 6 1 7 3 7 11 1 60  

Medium Mammal 4 15 34 3 13  5 5 9 29 2 119  

Small Mammal          1  1  

Total unidentifiable 7 19 48 6 19 1 12 8 16 41 3 180  

% unidentifiable             48 

              

Grand total 16 38 74 8 50 2 17 12 50 100 5 372  

Table 5.35 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2143]. 

 
 

  



 

14 

 

 
Calf 1 
We still start by discussing the partial remains of Calf 1 found in this pit (see Tables 5.35 (above) 
and 5.36 (below), and Figure 5.3, page 18). Quite a few bones of this individual articulate with one 
another throughout the Middle Iron Age fills. As can be seen in Table 5.36, the head, mandibles 
and the first two neck vertebrae are present. Both mandibles were aged to an individual between 
1-8 months. Apart from the atlas and axis, there are no other cervical vertebrae but there are a 
few thoracic and some of their accompanying ribs. A few vertebrae are found from the lumbar 
region and all the way down to the caudal vertebrae. Therefore at least some of the cervicals 
below the first two and most of the thoracic and some of the lumbar vertebrae were not deposited 
in the pit. There are more bones which are not present as one goes down the body, i.e. most of 
the carpals or tarsals, metapodials and phalanges. These bones are discarded at the first stages of 
butchery as they do not contain meat. The scapula and other long bones not deposited in this pit 
must have been dismembered from the carcass and, perhaps, cooked in another location and not 
ultimately deposited with the rest of the carcass. These bones are the right femur, the left pelvis, 
the left scapula and both tibiae (with the exception of a small fragment of the right tibia), and as 
mentioned previously, almost all tarsals, carpals, metapodials and phalanges. There does not seem 
to be any preference for the right or left side of the carcass (see Figure 5.3). 
 
Another factor in the breakage of the bones is burning which might be associated with roasting as 
most of the burnt bones belong to parts of the carcass which have the least amount of skin or 
meat and would be scorched while roasting. Although there are no signs of burning on the any of 
the cranium bones the axis vertebra is burnt black/brown. But it was probably not attached to the 
first vertebra and cranium as the atlas had chop marks ventrally to separate it from the occipital 
condyles. So could the first and second vertebrae have been a serving of meat on their own? 
Other burnt bones include the distally unfused epiphysis from the left femur, the distally unfused 
shaft and epiphysis of the left radius, a second phalanx and four out of the seven caudal 
vertebrae. 

 
Other than the chops to the atlas there are unexplained chops on two caudal vertebrae which are 
also burnt. The rest of the butchery marks are cut marks: one complete rib has filleting marks and 
a distal humerus and a metapodial have cuts to separate them from the rest of the body. It can be 
said with certainty therefore that this partial carcass was not placed in articulation but perhaps as 
separate cuts of meat, with the large majority (perhaps more than half) of the meat-bearing bones 
taken away and deposited somewhere else. 
 
Other Cattle remains 
There is at least one adult represented by left and right mandibles but it could only be aged as an 
‘adult’. Both mandibles display the absence of the hypoconulid (or third cusp) on the lower third 
molar, and also calculus build-up on all teeth buccally. Although the lack of the third cusp would 
not have harmed the animal, it is often a sign of a small population in which in breeding is 
common (for discussion see Johnstone and Albarella 2002, pp. 21-22). The left mandible has cut 
marks lingually associated with the removal of the tongue and the right one had many cut marks 
on the coronoid laterally to remove it from the cranium. A first phalanx had cut marks on its 
middle shaft and on the distal articulation to carefully separate the second phalanx during 
skinning. A scapula spine had been carefully removed from the articulation from the humerus and 
then chopped from the glenoid to dismember it from the rest of the carcass. A lumbar transverse 
process, with a portion of the cranial articulation, had evidence of careful separation between the 
vertebrae by a parallel chop on the cranial articulation; the process had also been chopped from 
the body of the lumbar and then further cut marks suggest that the meat had been removed. This 
cut of meat, the tenderloin, is very common at Alfred’s Castle and is also seen in sheep/goat and 
pigs. 



 

15 

 

 
 

 Calf 1  

Fills 2226 2227 2236 2241 2250 2268 2269  

Axial skeleton NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP Total 

Cranium + loose 
teeth 1    1 2  4 

Mandible + loose 

teeth  1 1  1   3 

Hyoid        0 

Atlas       1 1 

Axis   1     1 

Cervical        0 

Thoracic   4  1   5 

Lumbar 1   1    2 

Sacrum    1 1   2 

Caudal     1 6  7 

Sternum + Ribs  2 3  5 1 2 13 

Total        38 

         

Appendicular 
skeleton         

Scapula     1   1 

Humerus       2 2 

Radius + ulna     4 1 1 6 

Pelvis   1     1 

Femur     3   3 

Tibia     1   1 

Metapodials/ 
carpals/tarsals/ 

phalanges  1 1    1 3 

Total        17 

         

Grand total 2 4 11 2 19 10 7 55 

Table 5.36 Species and element representation according to NISP for Calf 1 in Middle Iron Age fills in Pit 
[2143]. 
 
As there are no bones from either horses or red deer, it can be safely assumed that all Large 
Mammal remains belong to cattle (Table 5.35 and Table 5.37, page 19). A further five lumbar 
vertebrae have chop and cut marks which are indicative of the removal of the tenderloin and the 
careful separation of the vertebrae. Three out of four cranium fragments have cut marks for 
skinning and a fourth fragment has two cut marks on the inside of the braincase for the removal 
of the brain. A mandible fragment has cut and chop marks lingually to remove it from the cranium 
and perhaps to remove the tongue. Four ribs have filleting marks and one has cuts to carefully 
separate the ribs from the thoracics. One thoracic also has chop marks to remove the tenderloin. 
 
As it is evident, the remains of Calf 1 and other cattle bones in this pit have been heavily 
manipulated and butchered to extract as much as possible from the carcasses: from skins, to 
brain, to tongue (although no tongue bones are present), to the dismemberment of the bones, to 
the careful separation of the vertebrae and finally the removal either by meat on the bone as the 
tenderloin or filleting the meat off the bone by further cut marks. 
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Sheep/goat 
As no remains of goats were identified in these fills we will assume that they all belong to sheep. 
As can be seen in Table 5.37 on page 19, all parts of the carcass are present except for horn cores 
and some smaller bones, like carpals and patellae. Two mandibles can be aged: one sheep, 6-12 
months and one sheep/goat, 3-4 years. There is, however, some evidence for foetal animals as 
can be seen by unfused vertebral arches of cervical and thoracic vertebrae and by an unfused half 
of a metapodial shaft. Newborn bones (0-2 months) are also frequent and represent at least two 
individuals: two hyoids, one right and one left calcanae, two left humeri, a left metacarpal cylinder, 
a left metatarsal cylinder, two left tibiae and a left ulna. It is interesting that there seems to be a 
preference for the left side of the body. Five of these bones have suspected human gnawing 
marks: one of the hyoids, both tibiae, the metacarpal and the ulna. Thus the MNI in this pit is five: 
one foetal, two newborns, one 6-12 months and one 3-4 years. An unfused pelvis, perhaps 
belonging to the 6-12 month old individual, has been tentatively identified as a male, whereas an 
adult female pelvis could belong to the individual aged 3-4 years. 
 
Further to the evidence for human gnawing on the newborn lambs, one of the left tibiae has a 
chop to remove the meat from the shaft. All other bones with butchery marks are older than one 
year. Although there is no evidence for skinning on cranial bones there is at least one astragalus 
with skinning marks. One lumbar vertebra was chopped through the middle in order to divide it in 
two. An almost complete cervical had a series of chop marks on its cranial articulation to separate 
carefully the vertebrae from each other. A thoracic vertebra had a chop mark on its lateral side to 
separate it from the other thoracics. A radius has an oblique chop on the proximal medial 
articulation to separate it from the humerus. Other dismemberment cuts are found on the three 
distal humeri; two of them also have oblique cut marks on the shaft indicative of filleting. A 
scapula has a parallel cut mark medially (on the blade itself); such cut marks are interpreted as 
the cutting away of meat firmly attached after smoking.  
 
Medium Mammal bones probably derive from sheep/goats, as pigs are rare in this pit (see Table 
5.35 and further below). Almost 20% of these bones have some sort of butchery mark. The most 
frequent ones are chop and cut marks on ribs to separate them from the thoracic vertebrae (9 out 
of 16 ribs). Twice the longer ribs were chopped into smaller sections. But many ribs also confirm 
that the meat was cut away from them by chops and cuts on the main body of the rib. Two 
lumbar transverse processes had been chopped from the main vertebra and further cut marks on 
these processes attest to the removal of the tenderloin. Two further thoracic vertebrae also had 
chop marks to remove the tenderloin in this area. 
 
Quite a large proportion, 52% of sheep/goat bones (58 out of 112), show some sort of gnawing: 
66% (38) display carnivore marks and a further 10% (6) have the appearance of being digested 
by dogs. Rodent gnawing accounts for 15% (9) and 9% human (5). It is the youngest (lamb) with 
the softest bones, which appear to have human gnawing distinguished by the fact that the shafts 
were left intact but both ends were crushed and scalloped (see below). 
 
Pig 
Although pigs are generally not very frequent in the Middle Iron Age at Alfred’s Castle, only 7 
bones out of 192 identifiable bones were found in this pit (Table 5.35 above). All may belong to 
one individual aged between 1-2 years (one fused first phalanx) and 3.5 years (one unfused distal 
radius) (see Table 5.37 below). Although one large mandibular fragment is suspected as being 
from a wild pig it could equally derive from a large male domestic pig. Therefore, it remains 
possible that wild pigs were hunted and brought into Alfred’s Castle but it cannot be proven. There 
is some evidence for skinning by cut marks on a first phalanx and postulated only by several 
transverse cuts on an occipital. Filleting is also proposed by many oblique, thin cut marks on the 
posterior distal shaft of a radius. 
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The mandibular fragment has carnivore gnawing as does a thoracic vertebra. A patella, on the 
other hand, had rodent gauging. 
 
Discussion 
No horse or dog bones were identified and no wild animal or birds were present (except for a 
suspected wild pig). The Middle Iron Age deposits in this pit are restricted to domesticated 
animals, with sheep the main animal at 58%. Although there is a partial cattle calf (aged 1-8 
months) accounting for 29% of all animals, cattle remains are still not that numerous; even if one 
combines all other cattle bones (9%) with the Calf 1. Pig remains are very rare at 4%. The 
remains from this pit are restricted to animals which were regularly raised and consumed at 
Alfred’s Castle. 
 
Although human gnawing has not been studied in detail, a few of the bones, mostly lamb, appear 
to have been gnawed delicately at both ends, if long bones, or just around certain areas, if ribs or 
vertebrae. The delicate gnawing could have been done by other younger animals other than adult 
dogs, for example, kittens and puppies, but any older dog would have splintered and crushed the 
entire lamb bone and swallowed it. As it happens, the shafts are intact and only the very soft ends 
are crushed or splintered, and chewed, and perhaps the marrow sucked out of them, as humans 
are known to do. 
 
The large amount of sheep/goat hyoid bones (8) testifies to the continued use of tongue meat as 
a portion/cut of meat. These bones are very delicate and could have easily not have been 
deposited. The fact that dogs did not destroy them, points to at least some of the bones having 
been carefully gathered before deposition, as is also seen by the number of lamb bones. 
 
Pit [2143] has a top fill (2144), which is dated to the first and second centuries AD. The rest of the 
fills below this are dated to the Middle Iron Age. The Middle Iron Age fills have been described 
separately above. Human remains of a baby were also found in this top fill. The large majority of 
the bones (99%) from this top fill are in good to fair condition, with only one vertebra from Calf 1a 
in excellent condition and one unidentifiable fragment in poor condition. Another factor in the 
preservation of the bones is the amount of gnawing: whether carnivore, rodent or perhaps human, 
it amounts to 42% which is a very high percentage. Although rodent gnawing is usually very rare 
in most sites, in this context it amounts to 4% which is very high. Table 5.38 does not include 
rodent remains, identified as house mouse (Mus musculus) representing at least two individuals. 
In addition to carnivore gnawing, a few bones have been digested by dogs. Burning stands at 11% 
which will also contribute to fragmentation and, therefore, hinder identification of the bones. 
Therefore although the bones are in relatively good condition, gnawing and burning has rendered 
them less identifiable (see Table 5.37). 
 
Calf 1a 
A partial calf (Calf 1a) consisting of 25 bones was found in this top fill (see Tables 5.38 and 5.39). 
The calf is slightly older than the one in the Middle Iron Age fills being 8-18 months old. A non-
pathological extra foramen was seen in this mandible behind the normal mental foramen. There 
are only two chop marks on the atlas of Calf 1a to separate it from the cranium and no other 
butchery marks were found. The chops are also similar to those found on a Calf 1 atlas in the 
Middle Iron Age fill of this same pit.  
  



 

18 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 5.3 Calf: Elements present in black and burning indicated by the letter B.  
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Taxon Cattle 
Sheep/ 

goat Pig Large Mammal Medium Mammal 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core      

Cranial  2 10 1 9 2 

Maxilla  5    

Loose maxillary 

teeth only 1 3    

Mandible  5 3 1 1 1 

Loose mandibular 

teeth only 

5 2 1   

Hyoid  8    

Atlas      

Axis  1    

Cervical  3   2 

Thoracic  4 1 1 10 

Lumbar 1 10  7 3 

Sacrum  2  3 1 

Caudal      

Vertebra Fragments    1  

Rib    10 52 

Scapula 1 1   1 

Humerus   7   1 

Ulna  1    

Radius   4 1   

Carpal  1    

Metacarpal   6    

Pelvis 1 4  6  

Femur   6   3 

Tibia   6    

Patella   1   

Astragalus  2    

Calcaneum  4    

Tarsal  1    

Metatarsal   4    

Phalanx 1 1 10 1   

Phalanx 2  3    

Phalanx 3  1    

Metapodial  3    

Long bone    9 38 

Unidentified    13 5 

TOTAL 17 113 7 60 119 

Table 5.37 Species and body part representation according to NISP of all Middle Iron Age fills in pit [2143] 
(excludes Calf 1). 
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 Pit 2143: L1-2 

Fill 2144 

Taxon NISP % 

Cattle 8 7 

Calf 1a 25 21 

Sheep/Goat 63 53 

Sheep [5]  

Pig 22 18 

Horse 1 1 

Total identifiable 119  

% identifiable  46% 

   

Large Mammal 43  

Medium Mammal 99  

Total unidentifiable 142  

% unidentifiable  54% 

   

Grand total 261  

Table 5.38 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2143] Roman fill (2144) only. 
 
 

 
Calf 1a 2144 

Axial skeleton NISP 

Cranium + loose teeth 1 

Mandible + loose teeth 3 

Hyoid 0 

Atlas 1 

Axis 0 

Cervical 3 

Thoracic 2 

Lumbar 1 

Sacrum 0 

Caudal 0 

Sternum + Ribs 2 

Total 13 

  

Appendicular skeleton  

Scapula 0 

Humerus 0 

Radius + ulna 0 

Pelvis 2 

Femur 4 

Tibia 1 

Metapodials/ carpals/ 
tarsals/ phalanges 5 

Total 12 

Grand total 25 

Table 5.39 Body part representations according to NISP for Calf 1a in Roman fill (2144). 

 
 
The majority of this partial carcass belongs to cranial and axial elements (see Fig. 5.4, page 23, 
and Table 5.39). But we do have some meat-bearing bones, pelvis, femur and tibia; all from the 
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right side (see Fig. 5.4). Regarding Fig. 5.4, it is not possible to determine if the phalanges or 
unfused distal metapodial belong to the front or hind legs. It is speculated here, based on the long 
bones present, that they are from the hind leg. As with other partial calves from Alfred’s Castle, 
we have to assume that the rest of the carcass was either deposited somewhere else on site or 
perhaps obtained from somewhere else and then deposited here.  
 
Cattle 
There is one additional tooth from a different calf (a lower deciduous premolar 2) which does not 
belong to Calf 1a (Tables 5.38 and 5.40). All other cattle bones belong to an adult male, on the 
evidence of a pubic bone which was tentatively assigned as male. In summary, there are remains 
of a partial Calf 1a, another calf and an adult (male?) in this pit. There were no further butchery 
marks but three bones were gnawed by dogs. 
 
Sheep/goat 
Despite the cattle remains, sheep predominate (Table 5.38). There are also at least three 
individuals from the mandibles: one 2-6 months old lamb, one 6-12 months, and one fairly old 
adult aged 6-8 years. One foetal/newborn individual could be detected by the small size of the 
bones and texture.  The 6-8 years old sheep/goat had several pathological problems, including 
calculus on all teeth and their roots were slightly feathery and some had developed pearling 
associated with old age. In addition this mandible had interdental attrition between posterior cusp 
of the lower premolar 4 and the anterior cusp of the lower molar 1. Although not as severe, the 6-
12 months old individual also had interdental attrition between the posterior cusp of the lower 
deciduous premolar 3 and the anterior cusp of the lower deciduous premolar 4. A lower incisor has 
a bent root.  

 
Only a few sheep/goat bones (11%) have butchery marks. A cranium fragment has a long cut 
interpreted as a skinning mark. Although there are no hyoid bones, their removal might be inferred 
by cut marks lingually on the mandible of the 6-12 months old individual. The carcasses were 
dismembered by cuts on the distal humerus, ulna, pelvis and proximal femur. A thoracic vertebra 
had chop marks on the spine to remove the tenderloin. 

 
Although cranium fragments are common (Table 5.40, page 24), the atlas and axis vertebrae are 
completely absent which implies that the crania were separated from their axis before being 
deposited in the pit. Another notable absence is sacral and caudal vertebrae which must have 
been separated at the same time as the pelvis which are also rare in this pit. Other parts of the 
skeleton are present except for very small bones. 

 
Pig 
Pig bones reach almost 20% of the remains (Table 5.38). Cranial fragments are more frequently 
found with a total lack of vertebrae, but all other bones are also not numerous (Table 5.40). We 
have two individuals represented by a mandible aged 0-2 months and one aged 14-21 months. 
One second phalanx has extra bony deposition on its mid-shaft perhaps as the beginning of high 
ring bone. Only two bones have butchery marks: the older mandible had been chopped through 
the middle caudally to separate it from the other half-mandible, and (on this same mandible) 
oblique cut marks bucally for detaching the mandible from the cranium or for detaching the cheek-
meat; and a hyoid bone had been chopped through the middle, possibly to create two meat 
portions.  
 
Other animals 
The one horse bone is a fragment of a tibia (Table 5.38). As horses are so rare at Alfred’s Castle 
we can assume that the Large Mammal category is composed of cattle bones. There are only two 
ribs with chop marks to make the longer ribs into smaller portions. 
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Quite a few Medium Mammal bones have butchery marks. Although some are likely to be from 
pigs, it is speculated here that most are from sheep/goat. The most common are cut and chop 
marks found on ribs to separate them from the thoracics. Further cut marks attest to the meat 
removed from the body of the rib. Like cattle/Large Mammal ribs, the longer ribs are also chopped 
into smaller portions. As was seen in the Middle Iron Age pits, the tenderloin meat is chopped from 
the lumbar processes and is another very common meat portion. Further cut marks on these 
lateral processes show that the meat was also removed, very likely during consumption. The 
tenderloin was also removed from a thoracic spine. 

 
Discussion 
It is interesting that there are two partial calves in both time periods. There does not seem to be 
any change in the rearing and killing of the animals or in the treatment of the carcass between the 
Middle Iron Age and the Roman fills, except for one of the Roman sheep/goats is considerably 
older than in the Middle Iron Age fills. Pig remains are still rare but have increased substantially 
from the Middle Iron Age fills (from 4% to 20%) at the expense of cattle which have decreased 
(from 38% down to 28%). Sheep/goat remains steady at over 50% of the bones deposited. 
 
This is a very unusual pit as 57% of all bones are from cattle (represented by 2 calves and a few 
adult bones) as opposed to sheep/goats which are normally more common than cattle in the pits 
dating to the Middle Iron Age at Alfred’s Castle (Table 5.41). Sheep/goat still account for 37% of 
the animals with pig at a low percentage at 4%. Horse (a complete astragalus) and dog (an almost 
complete scapula) are represented by one bone each. Due to the large amount of bone from the 2 
calves the percentage of unidentifiable bone is low at 35%. Most of the bones are in good to 
excellent condition which makes them very identifiable at 65%, which is very high. Burning 
accounts for 12% of all bone found. The good preservation and survival of very young bone 
indicates rapid burial after death. An infant cranium fragment was found in fill (2209). 
 
Cattle 
Two very young individuals are represented by 114 bones (Table 5.42). The first 2/3 of this pit 
were dug, then the remaining 1/3 was dug separately which accounts for the two calves being in 
all four fills. The large majority of the bones are in the top two fills (2172 and 2209). Bones, for 
example, from one thoracic vertebra, could be in the top and bottom fills. This can be explained as 
young thoracic vertebrae are composed of five unfused bones, and slumping of the fills must be 
taken into account, as it is unlikely that separate parts of the same vertebrae would have been 
purposely deposited in two different fills. We know there are two individuals as there are two sets 
of unfused pelves, i.e. 2 lefts and 2 rights. It proved difficult to separate all the bones for each 
individual and hence some are identified as Calf 2 or 3. 
 
Unfortunately there are no mandibles to help with the ageing and only one fragment of a cranium 
which may go with either individual (Table 5.42). Both individuals appear to be newborn as in at 
least one case both halves of a metatarsal have fused indicating a newborn (if foetal, both halves 
would have been unfused to each other). Both sets of unfused pelves indicate that both animals 
were under 6 months but the texture and porosity of the bones indicate fairly young animals, 
between newborn and 6 months. 
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Fig. 5.4 Calf 1a: Elements present in black and burning indicated by the letter B.  
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Taxon Cattle Sheep/goat Pig 
Large 

Mammal 
Medium 
Mammal 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core      

Cranium 1 9 2 2  

Maxilla   1    

Loose maxillary teeth only  5 3   

Mandible  1 3 5  2 

Loose mandibular teeth only 3 4 3   

Hyoid   1   

Atlas      

Axis      

Cervical  2  1 3 

Thoracic  4   3 

Lumbar  2   11 

Sacrum      

Caudal      

Vertebra Fragments      

Rib    7 32 

Scapula  2 2   

Humerus   2 1 1  

Ulna  2  1  

Radius  2    

Carpal   1   

Metacarpal   4    

Pelvis 2 1  1 1 

Femur   4    

Tibia  3 1 1  

Patella      

Astragalus 1 1    

Calcaneum  2    

Tarsal      

Metatarsal   1    

Phalanx 1  6 1   

Phalanx 2  2 2   

Phalanx 3  1    

Metapodial     1 

Long bone    27 43 

Unidentified    2 2 

TOTAL 8 63 22 43 69 

Table 5.40 Species and body part representation according to NISP in Pit [2143] for Roman fill (2143) only. 
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 Pit 2177   

Fills 2172 2209 2216 2221 Total % 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP Total 

Cattle 2 1 1  4 2 

Calf 2 22 22 1 3 48 

{55 Calf 2 or 3 24 26 2 11 63 

Calf 3 3    3 

Sheep/Goat 23 24 7 21 75 36 

Sheep [4] [3]  [6] [13]  

Pig 1 4  3 8 4 

Dog  1   1 <1 

Horse 1    1 <1 

Bird    1 1 <1 

Field vole + 1   1 <1 

Rodent 2    2 1 

Total identifiable 78 79 11 39 207  

% identifiable      66 

       

Large mammal 14 6 2 5 27  

Medium mammal 27 22 10 21 80  

Small Mammal 1    1  

Total unidentifiable 42 28 12 26 108  

% unidentifiable      34 

       

Grand total 120 107 23 65 315  

Table 5.41 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2177]. 

 
There are also atlas or axis vertebrae (see Table 5.42). Both animals may have been placed in the 
pit without their heads and most of their neck vertebrae. The first cervical vertebrae present are 
numbers 6 and 7, then all of the thoracic and most of the lumbars, and part of the sacrum. 
However, there are no caudal vertebrae. Other evidence for these individuals not being complete 
carcasses is that three ribs have chop marks to separate them from the thoracic vertebrae. 
Another indication to the use of these partial carcasses for their meat is that some of the bones 
are burnt, but only those bones which have no meat around them, i.e. metapodials and phalanges 
are either partially burnt or burnt to a high degree. Another sign is that 18% of both calves’ bones 
have gnawing marks, and in one case, rodent marks too. The most common gnawed bones are 
ribs (10), but other bones also have puncture marks or areas where the bone has been carefully 
nibbled. If these are all carnivore (presumably dog) marks, why did they not destroy all the young 
bone as they are known to do (Symmonds 2005)? Why do none of these bones show signs of 
digestion or regurgitation? Why is it that, except for one fragment of a thoracic vertebra, no other 
vertebra has been ‘attacked’ by dogs? I think the answer is that most, if not all, of the gnawing 
was done by humans (White 1992). 
 
In summary, two newborn to less than 6 months old calves were killed and some parts of them 
were deposited in this pit. They are not complete individuals as they have no heads and no 
mandibles, and most of the cervical vertebrae are missing. The parts that are present are in very 
good condition even though the carcass must have been dismembered, cooked (roasted?) and 
carnivore and/or humans had access to them before being deposited, presumably unarticulated, in 
the pit. 
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Sheep/goats 
Fourteen bones were identified as sheep (Table 5.41). There is only one sheep mandible whose 
age was estimated to 6-12 months. The MNI, based on the pelvis is, one under 6 months and two 
older than 6-12 months. The two older individuals are females. But to this total one could add one 
foetal and one newborn sheep/goat. All of the bones are from individuals around 1 year, nothing 
older than that is present in this pit. As the animals were so young no pathological problems were 
found. 
 
Even though the carcasses are fairly young, they were heavily processed as 27% (20 out of 75 
bones) had chop or cut marks. The chop mark on a sheep horn indicates that the horn was 
removed to make use of the outer horn covering (Lauwerier 1988). Cut marks on a frontal bone 
indicate skinning of the carcass. One carpal and two tarsal bones also have skinning marks. A 
metacarpal has skinning marks proximally and then was cleaved through the middle to gain access 
to the marrow. Of the four hyoid bones (tongue bones) found, two had cut marks consistent with 
the removal of the tongue as a portion/cut of meat. At least one mandible was separated by a 
chop on the coronoid process to separate it from the cranium. Both a right and left unfused pelves 
(probably from the same individual) had many cut marks consistent with the hind leg intentionally 
detached from the trunk; the same marks were also seen on an adult pelvis. Two sheep scapulae 
(both right and left and perhaps from the same individual) were separated from the rest of the 
carcass by cut marks under the acromion process. An ulna was carefully separated from the distal 
humerus by cut marks on its proximal end and was chopped on the shaft to separate it from the 
radius. 

 
As opposed to cattle and pig (see below), all parts the carcass are represented (see Table 5.42), 
except for the absence of atlas and axis vertebrae, and near absence of vertebrae in general.  

 
Pig 
Only nine bones were identified as pig and the elements are spread almost evenly between the 
axial and appendicular skeleton (see Tables 5.41 and 5.42). The MNI is 3: one foetal metapodial; 
one unfused pelvis under 1 year but from an individual which was older than foetal; and one loose 
lower third molar aged around 27-36 months. A cervical vertebra had been carefully separated 
from the rest by dorsal chop marks on its cranial/superior zygapophyses. The unfused pelvis had 
cut marks around the acetabulum and on the pubic bone to separate it from the rest of the 
carcass. There were no signs of burning and only two bones had a carnivore marks, the cervical 
vertebra and the pelvis. The almost minimal presence of pig in this pit follows the pattern of other 
Middle Iron Age pits in Alfred’s Castle.  
 
Other animals 
Other animals are found in very small numbers (Table 5.41). Both the horse and dog bones had 
butchery marks consistent with dismembering the bone from the rest of the carcass. The dog’s 
scapula was carefully separated from the proximal humerus as the articulation was opened up by 
cut marks under the acromion process; this cut mark is very similar to one found on a sheep’s 
scapula. The horse astragalus was careful separated from the proximal metatarsal by cut marks on 
its distal anterior articulation. Only the horse astragalus had carnivore marks. Neither was burnt. 
 
Field vole (Microtus agrestis?) skulls plus many other bones were found in fill (2172) and (2209) 
representing four individuals. A rat (Rattus rattus) femur was also found in fill (2172). These bones 
are all considered intrusive. 
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Taxon Cattle 
Calf/Bos 

2 
Calf/Bos 

3 
Calf/Bos 

2 or 3 
Sheep/ 

Goat Pig 
Large 

Mammal 
Medium 
Mammal 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core     1    

Cranium fragments    1 4  1 3 

Maxilla     2    

Loose maxillary teeth 
only     4    

Mandible      3    

Loose mandibular 
teeth only 1    4 2   

Hyoid     4    

Atlas         

Axis         

Cervical  3  2 1 1  3 

Thoracic  21 1 22 1   9 

Lumbar  4  1 1   8 

Sacrum  1  1   1  

Caudal         

Vertebra fragments    1   2 3 

Sternum  1  4 1  1  

Rib    25   6 27 

Scapula  2   2    

Humerus  1   2    

Ulna     3    

Radius  1    3    

Carpal     4    

Metacarpal  1   2    

Pelvis  5 2  7 2   

Femur  1  1 4   2 

Patella    1     

Tibia   1   2    

Fibula     1    

Astragalus     1    

Calcaneum         

Tarsal     1    

Metatarsal   1   2 1   

Metapodial 1     1   

Phalanx 1  1  1 7    

Phalanx 2  2  2 3    

Phalanx 3  3  1 5 1   

Long bone       12 26 

Ossified cartilage  1       

Unidentified       4  

TOTAL 3 49 3 62 75 9 27 81 

Table 5.42 Species and body part representation according to NISP for Pit [2177].  
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 Pit 2274  

Fill 2275  

Taxon NISP % 

Cattle 1 10 

Sheep/Goat 8 80 

Sheep [1]  

Dog 1 10 

Total identifiable 10  

% identifiable  39 

   

Large mammal 5  

Medium mammal 11  

Total unidentifiable 16  

% unidentifiable  61 

   

Grand total 26  

Table 5.43 Species representation according to NISP in fills for Pit [2274]. 

 

There is nothing very remarkable about this pit except for the small amount of animal bone and 
the almost total lack of cattle remains (Table 5.43). The one cattle bone is an almost complete 
cervical vertebra from a young animal as the arches have just fused to the centrum of the 
vertebra. It follows other fairly young cattle deposited in the Iron Age pits. Sheep/goat are 
represented by at least one newborn individual represented by a scapula and femur, and an older 
than 1 year old represented by a second phalanx. The one sheep bone is a proximal metatarsal 
which appears to have been roasted. The one dog bone is a burnt distal tibia from an adult. 
 
Even though it is a small pit, seven bones (27%) had cut or chop marks or both. Possibly from the 
older sheep/goat individual there is a cranium fragment which has been chopped through the 
middle caudally. The occipital condyle also had a further cut to separate the cranium from the 
atlas. It also has a translucent appearance and it is excellently preserved which is characteristic of 
roasted bones at Alfred’s Castle. So could the cranium had been separated from the rest of the 
vertebrae, then roasted, and then cleaved in half to access the brain? Other evidence of meat 
removal and smaller portions comes from Large and Medium Mammal ribs. Two ribs have chops 
on the head to separate them from the thoracic vertebrae. Further chops are for dividing the meat 
still attached to the ribs into smaller portions, and finally, cuts to separate the meat from the ribs 
once the meat is cooked. A Large Mammal cervical vertebra, probably of cattle, had been chopped 
once to separate it from the other vertebrae above and once to create thirds of this vertebra (i.e. a 
smaller portion for the stewing pot?). Another roasted Medium Mammal long bone had cuts for 
skinning or meat removal. 
 
There are not enough bones in this pit to come to any other conclusions. 
 
The almost total lack of cattle bones is unusual for pits dating to the Middle Iron Age at Alfred’s 
Castle (Table 5.44). It is one of the atypical pits in which pigs (12%) are more common than cattle 
(7%). Except for fill (2239) which has little animal bone, all fills in this pit have human bones, 
representing at least one juvenile and one adult. As we have seen in other Middle Iron Age pits 
from Alfred’s Castle, human bones and raven/crows are closely associated but in this pit we have 
one duck bone. 
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 Pit 2189   

Fill 2171 2208 2239 2267 Total % 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP Total 

Cattle 8    8 7 

Sheep/Goat 55 8 1 21 85 78 

Sheep [12] [1]  [4] [17]  

Pig 10 3   13 12 

Dog 1    1 1 

Red deer 1    1 1 

Duck 1    1 1 

Rodent +    +  

Total identifiable 76 11 1 21 109  

% identifiable      52 

       

Large Mammal 3   2 5  

Medium Mammal 49 12 3 25 89  

Small Mammal 5   1 6  

Total unidentifiable 57 12 3 28 100  

% unidentifiable      48 

       

Grand total 133 23 4 49 209  

Table 5.44 Species representation according to NISP in fills for Pit [2189]. 

 
The bones from this pit are broken up and therefore not easily identifiable, as almost half (48%) 
could not be determined to species. Only a one cattle tooth is poorly preserved, with the majority 
recorded as good to fair preservation. 15% show signs of burning with the largest proportion 
being sheep/goats or Medium Mammal; pig bones show no signs of burning. Quite a large 
proportion (44%) are also gnawed or show signs of digestion by dogs, and few of them show 
signs of rodent gnawing, and some show signs of carnivore and rodent gnawing on the same 
bone.  
 
Cattle 
All cattle bones are restricted to fill (2171) (Table 5.44). There are seven cattle bones which could 
all come from the same individual, aged older than 1.5 years (a fused second phalanx) and 
younger than 3.5-4 years (a unfused proximal ulna). There is a slightly younger individual in the 
form of an unfused second phalanx, and therefore aged under 1.5 years. An axis vertebra has 
been chopped through the middle to divide the carcass in two. An almost complete cranium (see 
Fig. 5.5 below), has chops on the mandibular articulation to separate the mandibles from the 
cranium. The mandibles were not deposited in the pit and the cranium appears to have been 
placed very carefully at the top of the fill, i.e. to seal the pit contents, with several stones keeping 
it in place and in anatomical position. 
 

 
Fig. 5.5 Cattle cranium in fill (2171) of Pit [2189] (colour slide AC_282, Alfred’s Castle archive). Photo: S. 

Raven. 
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Sheep/goats 
Seventeen bones were identified as sheep and sheep/goat are overwhelmingly the most common 
animal in this pit (Table 5.44 and Table 5.45). Only one left sheep mandible could be aged to 0-2 
months, i.e. newborn. Only one right, isolated lower M3 could be aged to 3-4 years. All bones 
could go with either of these two individuals, except that there are two adult left sheep scapulae, 
so therefore, at least two individuals. One pelvis was sexed as female. Do we have, therefore, at 
least two sheep, one female, with a newborn deposited in this pit? Although not in articulation and 
probably more likely the remains of meal(s) from these two adult animals, several bones were 
found to be belong together: two thoracic and two lumbar vertebrae (all from fill 2171); and a 
naviculo-cuboid, astragalus and calcaneum (all from fill 2267). That they were skinned and eaten 
can be proven by cut marks on a premaxilla and a naviculo-cuboid for skinning. The bones were 
also dismembered from the carcass as cut marks on the femur, humerus, radius and scapula, and 
finally the meat was filleted from the bone as marks on a sternum, humerus, scapula and 
mandible show. Although both hyoids present in this pit have no cut marks, their presence can be 
attributed to further portions of meat placed in this pit.  
 
Three first phalanges have extra bony depositions: one an unfused proximal articulation; one on a 
distal articulation; and one was heavily covered with extra bony depositions throughout its mid-
body and towards distal, perhaps due to a break which then got infected. A radius appears to have 
a ‘thumbprint’ impression on its proximal medial shaft of unknown aetiology. Only one oral 
pathology, plaque, was seen in an upper molar. For the pathological changes to have been 
manifested on the phalanges the animal must have been old, as can be seen by the ageing of a 
lower third molar to 3-4 years. 
 
Pigs 
Pig remains are unusually more common than cattle (Table 5.44 and Table 5.45). A mandible, a 
humerus and a first phalanx probably belong an individual aged under 1.5 years. All other bones 
could belong to one individual older than 2 years except for the fact that there are two adult left 
metacarpals V. So we have at least two individuals of around the same age. Both metacarpals 
have cut marks on their proximal ends for dismemberment from the rest of the carcass. The 
mandible was separated from the cranium by cut marks on both bones. A humerus was also 
removed from the skeleton and another one had filleting marks. A tibia had been opened up for its 
marrow.  
 
Other animals 
All animals not of the main three domesticates are found in the top fill (2171) (Table 5.44). The 
one dog bone is a distal humerus and the one red deer bone a complete second phalanx. An 
almost complete carpometacarpus of a duck was also recorded. 
  

Discussion 
Although the correlation of human bones and crow/carrion crow bones is not found in pit [2189], 
this pit has quite a large amount of human remains, perhaps representing two individuals, and an 
aquatic bird, a duck.  
 
The main characteristic of this pit is the almost total lack of cattle bones and all of them are found 
on the top fill (Table 5.44). A cranium (without its mandibles) was placed in anatomically correct 
position, to seal the top fill. There were no further cattle remains in the rest of the pit which was 
practically filled entirely with sheep bones, from top to bottom. The few other animals (dog, red 
deer and duck) are found also on the top fill. A few pig bones are found in fill (2208) but, again, 
most are on the top fill (Table 5.44). 79% of all butchered bone also comes from the top fill; 3% 
from fill (2208) and 20.5% from fill (2267). From the top fill, quite a few Medium Mammal ribs had 
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chop marks to separate the ribs from the thoracic vertebrae and then cut marks to fillet the meat. 
In fill (2267) Medium Mammal ribs had chop marks to make smaller meat portions out of the long 
ribs as well chops to separate from the thoracic vertebrae. Another cut of meat which is very 
popular at Alfred’s Castle is the chopping of the transverse processes of the lumbar vertebrae 
which results in the removal of the tenderloin and this cut is found is both contexts. The overall 
impression of the animal bones found in this pit, especially on the top fill, is of remains of meals, 
with several cuts of meat identified: sheep/pigs/Medium Mammals: ribs chopped into smaller 
portions; tenderloin removal; filleting of humeral meat; hyoids (tongue bones); sternum meat 
removal; and removal of scapular meat after smoking (or in this case roasting?). Several bones 
had chop marks consistent with marrow extraction. So it appears that the sheep/pig carcasses 
were treating in a similar fashion: carcasses skinned; atlas and mandible separated from the 
cranium; carefully separation of the scapula, humerus and radius and then filleting of the meat 
around these bones; careful separation of the vertebrae and ribs from each other, and then 
further chops to make smaller cuts of meat; tongue meat; tenderloin meat; and at some point, 
marrow extraction on the long bones. 
 
Although sheep can produce secondary products other than meat, pigs are raised mainly for meat 
(although they are also used as scavengers of garbage/litter and for their manure), so therefore as 
these are the two main animals in this pit, it can be safely proposed by the bones present and the 
butchery on them that these are remains of meals. Do these meals have any connection with the 
human bones found in this pit?  
 
With only 26 bones in this pit and the vast majority being unidentifiable, not much can be 
concluded (Table 5.46). In this pit, there are no cattle bones, except for, perhaps, a Large 
Mammal lumbar which is too broken up to identify further. The preservation of the bones is this pit 
is good, so it must have been a deliberate act of placing such a small proportion of bones, unless 
this is not a pit. However, photographic evidence clearly shows that it was one. Perhaps it was dug 
and filled for a different purpose. No human bones were found in this pit. 
 

As can be seen in the Table 5.46, the pit is filled mostly with sheep/goats and Medium Mammals 
and with only one pig bone (a foetal metatarsal). Amongst these bones, several young bones 
(aged to under 1.5-2 years) may represent one sheep/goat: a left radius; a right femur; a right 
tibia; a proximal humerus in addition to a thoracic vertebrae and several ribs. The only two bones 
with butchery marks belong to this (supposed) individual: a tibia with ‘scoop’ marks on its shaft to 
fillet the meat away and a rib also with filleting marks. The femur may have been gnawed by 
humans as it was delicately gnawed at either end, turning it into a cylinder. No other conclusions 
or observations can be gleaned from this very small sample. 
 
Since there are only 41 bones and the large majority are unidentifiable (71%) not much can be 
said of this pit (Table 5.47). Although the bones are broken up they are fairly well preserved (none 
are burnt) and carnivore and rodent gnawing is quite high at 29%. All cattle bones may belong to 
one adult individual. The one horse bone is an adult distal humerus with cut marks to separate it 
from the rest of the skeleton. One adult sheep horn core was identified. Although there is one 
unfused pelvis younger than 6 months, all other sheep/goat bones could go with the adult horn 
core. One almost complete sheep/goat hyoid bone testifies to fact that not all bones are broken 
up. As this bone is fairly delicate, it managed to survive carnivore gnawing, before being deposited 
in this pit. There are no pigs or dogs or rodent bones in this pit. Other than the horse bone, only 
one Large Mammal scapula fragment has cut marks consistent with cutting away of the meat, 
perhaps firmly attached after smoking. 
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Taxon Cattle 

Sheep/ 

Goat Pig Large Mammal Medium Mammal 

Element NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP 

Horn core  1    

Cranium  1 5 1  2 

Maxilla  4 1   

Loose maxillary teeth only 2 6    

Mandible   6 2   

Loose mandibular teeth 

only 1 2    

Hyoid  2    

Atlas      

Axis 1     

Cervical  2   3 

Thoracic  2   4 

Lumbar  4   6 

Sacrum  1   2 

Caudal     1 

Vertebra fragments     1 

Sternum  1    

Rib     31 

Ossified cartilage      

Scapula  2    

Humerus  4 2  1 

Ulna 1 6    

Radius   4    

Carpal      

Metacarpal  1 2   

Pelvis  3    

Femur   5   2 

Patella      

Tibia  2 1   

Fibula  1    

Astragalus  1    

Calcaneum  4    

Tarsal  2    

Metatarsal  2 1  1 

Metapodial  2    

Phalanx 1  6 2   

Phalanx 2 2 3    

Phalanx 3  1 1   

Long bone    4 32 

Unidentified    1 3 

TOTAL 8 85 13 5 89 

Table 5.45 Species and body part representation according to NISP for Pit [2189]. 
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 Pit 2252  

Fills 2148 2254 Total % 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP  

Sheep/Goat 4 5 9 90 

Pig  1 1 10 

Total identifiable 4 6 10  

% identifiable    38.5 

     

Large Mammal 3  3  

Medium Mammal 7 5 12  

Small Mammal 1  1  

Total unidentifiable 11 5 16  

% unidentifiable    61.5 

     

Grand total 15 11 26  

Table 5.46 Species representation according to NISP in fills for Pit [2252]. 

 

 
 

 Pit 2141  

Fill 2142  

Taxon NISP % 

Cattle 4 33 

Sheep/Goat 7 58 

Sheep [1]  

Horse 1 8 

Total identifiable 12  

% identifiable  29 

   

Large mammal 12  

Medium mammal 17  

Total unidentifiable 29  

% unidentifiable  71 

   

Grand total 41  

Table 5.47 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2141]. 

 
 
Although there are only a few bones in Pit [2118], the majority are sheep/goat with at least one 
goat present (a third phalanx) (Table 5.48). The youngest mandible which could be aged is 6-12 
months followed by one at 1-2 years and one at 2-3 years. There is at least one newborn femur 
not represented in the mandibles. With exception of one young second phalanx (younger than 13-
16 months), all other bones belong to adults. One of the adults is a female sheep. 
 
Pig bones are the next most common animal and in this pit they are more common than cattle 
(Table 5.48). All bones may belong to one individual younger than 3.5 years (Table 5.48). The 
only cattle bone is an ulna from an animal younger than 3.5-4 years. The red deer bone is an adult 
calcaneum; a horse scapula spine is also from an adult.  
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 Pit 2118   

Fills 2119 2203 Total % 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP Total 

Cattle 1  1 2 

Sheep/Goat 35 2 37 84 

Sheep [2]  [2]  

Goat [1]  [1]  

Pig 4  4 9 

Horse 1  1 2 

Red deer 1  1 2 

Total identifiable 42  44  

% identifiable    86 

     

Large Mammal 5  5  

Medium Mammal  2 2  

Total unidentifiable 5  7  

% unidentifiable    14 

     

Grand total 47  51  

Table 5.48 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2118]. 
 
Butchery marks are concentrated on skinning (one sheep/goat metacarpal) and dismemberment of 
the carcasses (chops on the shaft of the one cattle ulna; chops and cuts on a lateral pig femur and 
a chop on a pig ulna shaft identical to that on the cattle ulna; and one sheep mandible, detached 
from the cranium by a chop below the mandibular condyle). One Medium Mammal rib had a chop 
to separate it from the thoracic vertebra. A very common way to separate meat from the carcass 
at Alfred’s Castle was to chop along the flanks of sheep/goat and Medium Mammal lumbars, in 
order to separate the transverse processes from their vertebral bodies with any meat attached to 
this area, so that only the transverse processes are present, sometimes with further cuts to detach 
the meat from the bone, perhaps while eating. In some instances further cut marks and chop 
marks are seen on the vertebra to carefully separate each one from the other. All animals seem to 
be healthy. There is one sheep mandible (aged 1-2 years) which has plaque deposits on dp4 and 
molar 2. Although 37% of all bones show carnivore gnawing, the bones are preserved well as can 
be seen by the young animals present. So even though there is a high incidence of gnaw marks, 
young bone of the three main species survived. 
 
Pit [2093] was a half-sectioned pit as the other half of the pit was in the baulk. The other half of 
the pit very likely contains more bones especially those from an individual labelled here Lamb/Kid 
3 (Table 5.49). The newborn bones belonging to this individual are fragments of both mandibles, a 
cervical vertebra, an ulna, a femur, a metatarsal and a tibia. It should be noted that the long 
bones all belong to the right side, so perhaps the left side of this individual is still in the baulk. All 
other sheep/goat bones probably represent an older individual but still under 1-1.5 years as can be 
seen by an unfused first phalanx. 
 
Only two cattle bones are present, one a shed lower deciduous premolar 3 and the other a 
sesamoid. The shed milk tooth implies rearing of cattle close by, or close enough for a small tooth 
as that one is, to be deposited in the pit. Pig bones also come from young individuals as can be 
seen by a newborn humerus and unfused first phalanx. The first phalanx fuses at 1-2 years, but by 
size, this bone does not belong to the newborn individual represented by the humerus. 
 
In summary, the MNI deposited in this pit are: one newborn sheep/goat, one slightly older 
sheep/goat, one adult cattle, and two pigs, one newborn and one slightly older. 
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 Pit 2093  

Fill 2094  

Taxon NISP % 

Cattle 2 9 

Sheep/Goat 8 35 

Lamb/Kid 3 7 30 

Pig 6 26 

Total identifiable 23  

% identifiable  41 

   

Large Mammal 10  

Medium Mammal 22  

Small Mammal 1  

Total unidentifiable 33  

% unidentifiable  59 

   

Grand total 56  

Table 5.49 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2093]. 
 
As is common is other Middle Iron Age pits, the butchery evidence points to the ribs separated 
from the thoracic vertebrae (Large Mammal and Medium Mammal ribs); dismembering the bones 
from each other (sheep/goat femur); filleting of the meat (Large Mammal rib; Medium Mammal 
lumbar and sheep/goat tibia).  
 
From the animal bone evidence preserved in this half-excavated pit, it easily falls within the Middle 
Iron Age at Alfred’s Castle. 
 
 

 

Pit 

2120 

Pit 

2160 

Pit 

2232 

Pit 

2265 

Pit 

2286   

Fills 2121 2161 2218 2266 2287   

Taxon NISP NISP NISP NISP NISP Total % 

Cattle    2  2 20 

Sheep/goat   3 3 2 8 80 

Total 0 0 3 5 2 10  

% identifiable       33 

        

Large Mammal 1 1  3 3 8  

Medium Mammal 1 2 6 2 1 12  

Total 2 3 6 5 4 20  

% unidentifiable       67 

        

Grand total 2 3 9 10 6 30  

Table 5.50 Species representations according to NISP for several pits dating to the Middle Iron Age. 

 
 

Miscellaneous Middle Iron Age Pits  
These pits are treated together as they have very small number of animal bones (Table 5.50).  
 
The only cattle bones identified in these pits are two calf bones in Pit [2265]. In fact, all bones in 
the Large Mammal category in this pit have an immature texture which means that they could 
belong to the same individual. In this pit two sheep/goat hyoid bones with cut marks are also 
present, continuing the pattern of the use of the tongue in the Middle Iron Age. An adult 
sheep/goat second phalanx was also found. 
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All the bones in Pit [2232] could belong to sheep/goats, and to two individuals as two pelvises are 
clearly from a foetal/newborn and from an immature, but larger than a foetal/newborn individual. 
The older individual has a chop mark to intentionally detach the hind leg from the trunk. A Medium 
Mammal rib has cuts to separate it from the thoracic vertebra. 
 
In Pit [2286] five out of the six bones have rodent marks. First and second phalanges of a 
sheep/goat can be aged to an individual younger than 13-16 months. 

 
None of the bones from Pit [2160] are identifiable to species. A transverse process of a Medium 
Mammal lumbar from this pit exhibits carnivore gnawing. The same situation is found for Pit 
[2120] where none of the bones are identifiable. 
 
Discussion 
These miscellaneous Middle Iron Age pits still follow the general pattern of more sheep/goats than 
cattle (Table 5.50). It is unusual, however, for no pigs to be present. The bones are fairly broken 
up so that most are not identifiable to species. The butchery marks fall within the known pattern 
of the Middle Iron Age as seen in other pits with substantial amounts of bone. 
 
Features associated with Iron Age Houses 
Only one gully [2206], which equals gully [2183], had any animal bones. In gully [2206], fill 
(2207) there was only one Medium Mammal rib, probably from sheep/goat. In gully [2183], fill 
(2184) there was again only one bone, a sheep/goat newborn tibia cylinder. Posthole [2168] had 
five animal bones, four of which could be sheep/goat, including a premaxilla and two fragments of 
unfused vertebral caps from a thoracic and a lumbar. None of these bones were burnt, butchered, 
had any gnaw marks or had pathological problems.  
 
Pits and other features not discussed in Gosden and Lock (2013) dating to the Middle Iron Age 

 
Pits 

 
 Pit 2230   

Fills 2231 2249 Total % 

Taxon NISP NISP NISP Total 

Cattle 2 1 3 11 

Sheep/Goat 18 5 23 85 

Sheep [2]  [2]  

Corvid/Jackdaw? 1  1 4 

Total identifiable 21 6 27  

% identifiable    45 

     

Large Mammal 9 1 10  

Medium Mammal 21 1 22  

Small Mammal 1  1  

Total unidentifiable 31 2 33  

% unidentifiable    55 

     

Grand total 52 8 60  

Table 5.51 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2230]. 

 
This pit belongs to the group situated to the west of Trench 2, outside of the later Roman building 
and it is dated to possibly in the Middle Iron Age. There are not many animal bones and there are 
no pigs, dogs or horses (Table 5.51). Dogs and horses are not very common in the Middle Iron 
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Age but the total lack of pig bones is surprising. The one possible jackdaw bone is a right proximal 
femur articulation with part of the shaft. As opposed to Middle Iron Age pits at Alfred’s Castle, 
there is no connection between this species and human bones as none were found in this pit. 
Although the bones are fairly well preserved, they are broken up as only 45% could be identified 
to species; 45% also had gnawing marks which is very high, although it is a small sample. Two 
Medium Mammal ribs have suspected human gnawing and one Medium Mammal thoracic has 
rodent gnawing. Only two Medium Mammal long bones fragments are calcined grey. 
 
Cattle 
Three bones are from perhaps the same individual, aged under 2.-25 years. A humerus cylinder is 
very badly preserved and weathered. All three have been heavily gnawed by dogs and so they had 
access to these bones before deposition in the pit. No cattle bones are burnt or have signs of 
butchery. 
 
Sheep/goats 
Two sheep mandibles could be aged: one at 0-2 months (i.e. newborn) and one at 6-12 months. 
Practically all the rest of the bones could belong to either individual. For the youngest one we have 
very well preserved and complete bones: a left scapula; a right radius; a right pelvis (unfused 
fragment only); a left metacarpal; a first phalanx; in addition to very young ribs placed in the 
Medium Mammal category but which are likely to be from this individual. For the slightly older 
individual, the bones are: parts of the cranium; an axis; two thoracics and one lumbar vertebra in 
addition to several ribs placed in the Medium Mammal category; a right radius and ulna; a left 
radius; a left female pubic bone; a left tibia; and a right patella.  
 
There are no butchery marks on the newborn individual but three long bones and three ribs have 
such marks in the older one. Both radius and ulna have cut marks to separate them from the rest 
of the carcass and the pubic bone also has such marks plus filleting marks. All marks on the ribs 
are chop marks to separate them from the thoracic vertebrae. 
 
 

 Pit 2223   

Fills 2147 2154   

Taxon NISP NISP Total % 

Cattle 2 1 3 14 

Sheep/Goat 8 6 14 67 

Sheep [1] [1] [2]  

Pig 3 1 4 19 

Rodent  + +  

Total identifiable 13 8 21  

% identifiable    54 

     

Large Mammal 1 5 6  

Medium Mammal 8 4 12  

Total unidentifiable 9 9 18  

% unidentifiable    46 

     

Grand total 22 17 39  

Table 5.52 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2223]. 

 
 

Discussion 
Almost half of all the bones (27) have some sort of gnaw mark. The majority (52%) are dog 
marks, and two are postulated at being human (peeling on two ribs) and one is a rodent mark. 
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With this amount of gnawing it is not surprising that only 45% could be identified to genus. Corvid 
bones seem to be well represented in this area of Trench 2. The rest of the animals are part of the 
usual domestic stock found at Alfred’s Castle. The absence of pigs is very unusual but the 
dominance of sheep/goat over cattle is not unusual for the Middle Iron Age. The presence of such 
a young sheep/goat aged newborn to 2 months suggests that this pit was infilled in early summer, 
if spring lambing can be assumed (see, for example, Hamilton 2000). 
There is nothing very remarkable about this pit except for the small amount of animal bone (Table 
5.52). Human adult vertebrae fragments, in addition to a cranium vault fragment, were found in 
both fills but there does not seem to be any correlation with a specific animal. Some of the animals 
could be remains of meals as a sheep/goat tibia has been chopped to make a smaller cut of meat 
and an unfused sheep/goat pelvis has cut marks consistent with dismembering this bone from the 
rest of the carcass. Cattle are represented by one adult individual and pigs by one individual 
younger than 3.5 years. Sheep/goat are represented by one foetal, one under 6 months (but not 
foetal), and one over 1.5 years old. 
 
One sheep/goat upper deciduous molar 4 (shed) shows interdental attrition between it and the 
deciduous molar 3, perhaps due to a crowded tooth row. Another maxilla, but this time of an adult 
cattle, shown in Fig. 5.6, has signs of an abscess which has penetrated towards the palate causing 
infection around the area of premolar 4 and molar 1. The animal must have survived for a while 
with this infection as there are signs of bone remodelling and healing. 
 
The lack of pig is unusual for pits dating to the Middle Iron Age (Table 5.53). All cattle bones from 
this pit belong to one newborn calf. Unfortunately none are butchered and none could be aged 
with more precision. Except for one long bone, the rest belong to an axis, cervical, lumbar and a 
rib. There is also a newborn sheep/goat metacarpal and an older individual represented by a 
proximally fused first phalanx. The sheep/goat newborn metacarpal had been gnawed at both 
ends and it can be speculated that it was human gnawing as is seen in other Middle Iron Age pits 
at Alfred’s Castle. 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 5.6 Cattle maxilla showing infection around premolar 4 and molar 1. Photo: P. Lange.  
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Pit 

2186 
 

Fill 2138  

Taxon NISP % 

Cattle 5 71 

Sheep/Goat 2 29 

Total identifiable 7  

% identifiable  37 

   

Large Mammal 4  

Medium Mammal 8  

Total unidentifiable 12  

% unidentifiable  63 

   

Grand total 19  

Table 5.53 Species representation according to NISP and percentage for Pit [2186]. 

 

 
Middle Iron Age Layers 
 

Layer 2176 2214   

Taxon NISP NISP Total % 

Cattle 1 1 2 20 

Sheep/goat 4 3 7 70 

Sheep  [1] [1]  

Horse  1 1 10 

Total 5 5 10  

% identified    34 

     

Large Mammal 4 4 8  

Medium Mammal 7 4 11  

Total 11 8 19  

% unidentified    66 

     

Grand total 16 13 29  

Table 5.54 Species representation according to NISP for Layers (2176) and (2214). 

 
 
These two Middle Iron Age layers are unusual only in that no pigs are present at all (Table 5.54). 
The two cattle bones are cranial fragments which probably represent two different individuals as 
one is from a calf and the other one from an adult. All the sheep/goat bones could belong to one 
individual aged 1-2 years as represented by a sheep mandible. This mandible has heavy calculi 
(plaque) deposits on both buccal and lingual sides and also interdental attrition between deciduous 
premolar 3 and deciduous premolar 4. The one horse bone is a thoracic vertebra from a young 
horse under 4-5 years in which the tenderloin had been removed as can be seen by oblique cut 
marks on the right lateral spinous process. Consumption of horse meat at Alfred’s Castle is not 
common but was also suggested for two horse remains found in the Linear ditch 
(1044=1137=1162) in fill (1053) dating to the Middle Iron Age in Trench 1. 
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Natural Cuts 
 

 
 Natural Cut 2164  

Fill 2165  

Taxon NISP % 

Cattle 5 36 

Sheep/goat 8 57 

Sheep [3]  

Horse 1 7 

Total 14  

% identifiable  50 

   

Large Mammal 6  

Medium Mammal 8  

Total 14  

% unidentifiable  50 

   

Grand total 28  

Table 5.55 Species representation according to NISP a percentage for Natural Feature [2164]. 

 

Natural cut [2234], Fill 2235 (see Table 5.54 above) 
Out of the five cattle remains, two could belong to a calf: one scapula with cut marks to 
dismember it from the rest of the carcass, and one fragment of a thoracic vertebra. The one horse 
bone is a young cervical vertebra fragment which is unusual as horses are not very common at 
Alfred’s Castle and young ones are even less common. 
 
The three sheep bones indicate three individuals: one young mandible, under 1 year; and two 
adult sheep right calcanea, older than 2.5-3 years. Other mandible fragments may be parts of one 
mandible, aged 1-2 years: one lower premolar 4, one lower incisor, and one mandible coronoid, all 
from the right side. One adult female pelvis also had a chop mark on the acetabulum to separate it 
from the femur. In summary, we have two young individuals, one sheep under 1 year and one 
sheep/goat aged 1-2, and in addition there are two adult sheep, so a MNI of 4 can be inferred. A 
Medium mammal lumbar (probably from a sheep/goat in the absence of pig) had a chop for the 
removal of the tenderloin and it had further filleting marks. None of the bones are burnt but there 
is a little bit of gnawing including rodent.  
 
I would postulate that this could be a small pit, as it is dating as possibly in the Middle Iron Age. 
All the remains fall within the normal patterns of the Middle Iron Age at Alfred’s Castle. The 
absence of pig is the only unusual element in this natural feature but as has been shown above, 
pig remains are sometimes absent from Middle Iron Age pits. 
 
Natural cut [2234], Fill 2235 
Only remains of unidentified mammal bones, two Large Mammals and one Medium Mammal were 
recorded from this natural feature in addition to a human infant bone. 
 
Tree Throws  
 
Tree throw [2106], fill (2107) 
Only 18 bones: one cattle adult upper molar 3; seven Large Mammal bones in which some ribs 
could be from a young cattle; five Medium Mammal bones in which a rib and lumbar vertebra 
could be sheep/goat; four sheep/goat, probably all from the adult same individual: cranium 
fragment, a metacarpal fragment, an ulna shaft and a burnt pubic bone but unable to determine if 
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male or female. One fragment of a pig fibula rounds up the finds in this tree throw. There are no 
butchery marks. 
 
Tree throw [2139], fill (2188) 
Only one fragment of a cattle molar was recorded. 
 
Tree throw [2095], fill (2096), possibly Middle Iron Age 
Only bone recorded was a sheep/goat adult caudal vertebra, with rodent gnawing. 


