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Introduction

, 
the idea that taste is determined by social 

status and contribute to distinguishing those 

less.
be called ‘taste’ in food, archaeologists 
might be able to gain increased 

antiquity. Furthermore, regional changes in 

climates or topographies could all have 

this method is a suitable technique to use 

period.

An estate centre is taken here to be a centre 

landscape, often a cluster of buildings, not 
 

apparently able to ‘distinguish’ themselves – 
the perception of the estate centre as a model 
of distinction has led to anything out of the 
ordinary being labeled as an estate centre 

Higham Ferrers, Yarnton, and Faccombe 
Netherton. All of these sites have been 

reasons. Large numbers of styli, believed to 
represent estate management, and unusual 

been taken to indicate an elite presence. 

lacking evidence of falconry and thus 

being generally closer in appearance to 
monastic sites in England rather than other 

 A 
malting oven at Higham Ferrers points 
to large scale production of ale, and the 
construction of the large halls and ditches 

authority.4 Yarnton also had large, timber 

house (the pattern of post holes is similar 
5 

organisation and is further supported by 
the presence of a smithy, copper, iron, 

it as an estate centre – similar halls are 

(all elite sites).6

 Documentary evidence tends 
only to be found for important sites, such as 
the site of Faccombe Netherton. Faccombe 
Netherton’s elite status is further supported 

coinage, to metal artefacts and more elite 
food types such as deer.

sites cover a broad regional area, from 
Lincolnshire to Hampshire, so it may be 
possible to note some regional variation as 

Landscape and Climate

landscape. For instance, arable land tends to 
be found in fertile, sheltered environments, 



13Institute for European and Mediterranean Archaeology

Distinction Through Diet

appropriate for machinery such as ploughs), 

land is used for agriculture or pasture, but 

on their intended use. Similar strategies 

 
Change in landscape can also determine the 

resources: sites nearer to coasts, rivers and 
lakes are likely to make more use of marine 
and aquatic resources than sites further 

important factors in determining land use 

kilometres south of the Humber estuary, 

arable land, and marshes to be available for 
 Faunal remains there indicate 

the presence of eel, salmon, perch, trout 

estuarine resources.  Further evidence of 

remains. Cranes and geese seem to have 

 Faccombe 
Netherton, on the edge of Salisbury plain, 

barley). Furthermore, the landscape there 

 

and documentary evidence (such as charters) 
also indicate the presence of forests and 
ponds in the area surrounding Faccombe 
Netherton.

remains.

 

 
Looking at topography and location alone 

it comes to understanding the use of the 
landscape, it is also important to consider 
factors that could change over time like 
forest coverage, soil fertility, and position 
of sites relative to rivers. Archaeological 
evidence for presence at a site can be an 

– a number of sites, including Yarnton 
and Higham Ferrers, have evidence for 
prehistoric settlers. In both of these cases 
this is likely due to the productivity of the 

and the Nene, at Yarnton and Higham 
Ferrers respectively).

Goltho are furthest from rivers), soil type 

landscape alone cannot tell archaeologists 
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archaeologists should not look solely at 

conclusions, it is important to take them into 

factors, rather than socioeconomic ones. 

made use of resources simply because it had 
access to them, and some remains are less 
archaeologically visible than others.

Faunal remains

Faunal remains are incredibly important to 

interpretation of the assemblages seen today. 

or hair. Smaller pieces are also more likely 
to be missed due to both human error and 
because small fragments are less likely to 

not used. As a result, larger animals are better 
represented in the archaeological record. 

are more likely to be underrepresented. 

animals – larger or denser bones are more 

likely to survive and be found than smaller, 
less resilient ones. Another potential issue 

is that bones can come from one individual 

even if the absolute number of sheep is larger 

primarily found in middens (refuse dumps), 

 

faunal remains found near buildings are 
likely to represent consumption, as animals 

been removed from domestic areas.

Regardless of these biases, faunal remains 
could still be useful in reconstructing 

likely to be due to redistribution practices, 

more nutritious parts of a deer after a hunt 
and there may have been some obligation 

.

Site: Location: Soil type: Details:
Faccombe Netherton Chalky (alkaline, usually Forests, ponds, grasslands, heath

Flixborough Humber Estuary, 
Lincolnshire

Limestone

conditions.

Goltho Lincolnshire
chalk and sandstone.

Elevated, dry conditions, 

Higham Ferrers Northamptonshire
River Nene.

Yarnton
Kimmeridge clay.
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the data provided is measured in Number of 

is considered an unnecessary practice for 
smaller species such as sheep, goat and 
pigs.

the most abundant.

of a diet a species might have contributed to, 

from faunal evidence. Noting the types of 

farming and more marshy aquatic and marine 
conditions. As a result, the types of animals 
represented by the faunal remains are more 
varied than at other sites. Calves and lambs 

domesticates.

indicates a feast.

indicative of consumption at a higher social 

the high numbers of ‘elite’ species at the site, 
the question of the use of domesticates is 

species found, could represent food rent, a 

animals purposefully raised or hunted there.

to provide for religious institutions.
very presence of deer bones at a site also 

social interpretations. After the production of 

pressure to hunt for food, so hunting became 
an elite activity, as it required spare time and 
resources.  Similarly, falconry, indicated by 

or by the remains of the hunting birds 

at Faccombe Netherton, could represent 
elite activity for the same reasons.  Faunal 
remains can also be useful for studying 

variations in dairying practices. For instance, 
high numbers of male calf bones and older 

if the skeleton is incomplete. Veal and the 

result in more mature bones, complicating 
interpretations.

technique at Goltho have made interpretations 

evidence to suggest hunting activity.  

smaller and more delicate remains, such as 
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provide interesting avenues for discussion 

toad and mole.

Higham Ferrers in the late eighth century to 
early ninth century there is little evidence for 
deer, only a single skull fragment and a piece 
of antler.

understand changes in deer consumption over 

cut and chop marks.  In contrast to the 

most evidence for deer consumption. More 
importantly, at Faccombe Netherton there is 

analyse changes in redistribution practice – 

the sharing of meat in the community.

and Faccombe Netherton also indicates elite 

these sites as estate centres.

lifespan for some domestic animals.  At 
Faccombe Netherton, a higher proportion of 

necessary.

number of remains from younger animals, 

individuals. In addition to vellum production, 
the remains could also indicate dairying as 

Site: Falconry Hunting Fishing Farming
Faccombe 
Netherton partridge, duck, heron), 

falcon)

High number of deer across 
all relevant periods (red, 
roe). Evidence of butchery. (likely salting or smoking).

Flixborough High numbers of 

red kite), eight cranes.

Some deer (red or roe).
proportion of calf and 

Goltho Some deer (red, roe, 

butchery.

Cod (likely salting or smoking 

distance from sea).

Higham 
Ferrers amounts).

One eel, one carp.

Yarnton (No evidence) (No evidence) One eel.
proportion of calf and 

.
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dairy cattle, or the preferred consumption of 
younger, more tender meats.  Each of the 

and Faccombe Netherton clearly indicate 

little evidence to distinguish the sites from 

of the remains are domesticates, a common 

Faunal remains usually have better 
preservation than plant remains. At 

to ‘sparse’ crop remains – a trace of barley 

peas.  

then, that the number of plant remains at 

did occur, as evidenced by large numbers 

because archaeobotanical remains are more 
likely to survive if charred – cereals that 
require processing using heat are more likely 
to be preserved than others. Another important 
consideration is that an apparent change over 
time in crop type could instead represent a 
development in processing techniques.

Faccombe Netherton is unclear – at Goltho 
there is no mention of plant remains other than 
construction timber, and there is no mention 
of plant remains at Faccombe Netherton 

Netherton),  so linking the lack of evidence 

Site: Plant remains
Faccombe Netherton (No evidence)

Flixborough

Goltho (No evidence)

Higham Ferrers 5th th centuries: 
 

 
th th centuries: 

 
 

Yarnton 5th th centuries: 
 

 
th th centuries: 

 
 

Leguminous crops appear (garden pea, lentil) 
 

 
th th centuries: 
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Netherton, preservation conditions may have 
44 Luckily, 

Higham Ferrers and Yarnton have more 
evidence available for discussion. At Yarnton, 

from the end of the period.45 Overall, this 

being seen as a development undertaken for 

varieties, though more susceptible to disease, 
are ready for milling upon threshing and do 
not require as much processing as hulled 

soaking before use.46 A decline in perennial 

and more intensive agricultural strategies.  A 

indicating an increase in animal husbandry 
and less focus on maintaining arable 

or decrease in crop production alongside 

oven to consider at Higham Ferrers – these 

stage in the malting process).  

the only evidence for crop processing at the 
sites, all the other plant remains represent 

rather than agricultural processes.
provides a summary of the plant remains at 
each site. 

Conclusion

applicable in some more recent social 

due to the landscape and the ability to access 

there is certainly nothing distinctive about 

plant evidence at Faccombe Netherton, 

as a result the site is considered special. At 

the presence of the malting oven, but the lack 
of distinctive faunal remains at this site (and 

illustrates the importance of interdisciplinary 
study in archaeology – an approach that looks 
not only at the landscape and the faunal and 

and physical remains, for it is all of these 
in combination that help archaeologists 

techniques, preservation conditions, and 

these reasons, such as preservation, cannot be 

techniques can hopefully be improved, and 

diet to interpret.
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