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This article provides a brief summary of the environmental evidence from 
samples taken from archaeological excavations for plant and animal remains 
in the city and county over the last ten years, with references to evidence 
from earlier excavations. 

During the last ten years Leicestershire Archaeological Unit has carried out a 
programme of extensive sampling to recover plant and animal remains from 
excavations in order to provide evidence for the environment and economy in the past. 
The majority of sites have produced some evidence from samples which have been wet 
sieved or analysed for microscopic remains and these are the subject of this review 
(table 1, illus. 1). Prior to this remains other than bone had been recovered from a few 
sites ranging from those preserved by waterlogging to charring. At the Austin Friars, 
Leicester (Mellor and Pearce 1981) remains of insects, snails and plants were found in 
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waterlogged ditches and a nearby buried peat had evidence of mesolithic date 
(Shackley 1984) . A Roman well at Empingham had preserved insect remains 
(Buckland 1986) while charred plant remains were found at Norfolk Street Roman 
villa Gones 1982). The round barrow at Eaton produced charred cereal remains and 
weed seeds while that at Sproxton had land snails in a buried soil (Clay 1978) . 

Table 1 Sites with environmental evidence 

EARLY ENVIRONMENTS 
West Bridge, Leicester (Shackley and Hunt 1984) 
Croft Cooper, L., 1993 TLAHS, 67, p.99. 
NEOLITHIC AND BRONZE AGE 
Oakham, Burley Rd. 
Sproxton and Eaton 
Lockington 
IRON AGE 
Enderby 
Tixover 
Normanton le Heath 
Kirby Muxloe 
Wanlip 
ROMANO-BRITISH 

Clay, P., 1987 TLAHS, 61, p87 . 
(Clay 1978) 
Meek, J., below p.116. 

(Clay 1992) 
Beamish, M., 1992 TLAHS, 66, p.183. 
(Thorpe, Sherman and Clay 1994) 
Cooper, L., 1994 TLAHS, 68, p.162. 
Beamish, M., 1993 TLAHS, 67, p.96. 

Normanton le Heath (site 2) Trimble, R., 1992 TLAHS, 66, p.182. 
Humberstone Farm Lucas, J., 1986 TLAHS, 60, p. 78. 
Empingham Villa N. Cooper forthcoming 
Scalford Brook, Melton Beamish, M., 1991 TLAHS, 65, p.102. 
Drayton Villa II Connor, A., 1994 TLAHS, 68, p.161. 
ROMAN AND MEDIEVAL LEICESTER 
Norfolk St Villa 
The Shires 
Causeway Lane 
Banners Lane 
Newarke St 
MEDIEVAL LEICESTER 
Austin Friars, West Bridge 
Guildhall Lane Undercroft 
Leicester Castle Gardens 
Leicester Castle Yard 
Cellars, High St 
Bath Lane 
Cameo Cinema, High St 
MEDIEVAL 
Coleorton 
Market Harborough 
Mountsorrel 
Remington Bridges 
South St, Oakham 

Mellor, J.E. and Lucas, J., 1978 TLAHS, 53, p.68. 
Lucas, J. and Buckley, R., 1989 TLAHS, 63, p.105 
Connor, A., 1992 TLAHS, 66, p.173. 
Finn, N., 1994 TLAHS, 68, p.165 . 
Cooper, L., 1994 TLAHS, 68, p.171. 

(Mellor and Pearce 1981) 
Hagar, J. and Buckley, R., 1990 TLAHS, 64, p.99 . 
Buckley, R., 1992 TLAHS, 66, p.199. 
Mackie, D., below, p.119. 
Lucas,J., 1992 TLAHS,66,p.179. 
Cooper, L., 1993 TLAHS, 67, p .83. 
Cooper, L., 1993 TLAHS, 67, p.88. 

Beamish, M., 1993 TLAHS, 67, p.76. 
Pollard, R., 1992 TLAHS, 66, p .180. 
Lucas, J., 1987 TLAHS, 61, p .1. 
Cooper, L. and Ripper, S., 1994 TLAHS, 68, p.153. 
Jones, E ., below, p .118. 
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Early environments 

Evidence of the earliest Holocene environment of the county is from West Bridge, 
Leicester (Shackley 1984) which suggests the open environment and cold climate of 
the tundra succeeding the last glaciation. Work is currently being carried out on pollen 
from cores of waterlogged material from Narborough Bog (Brown forthcoming a), 
from Kirby Muxloe (Brown, Greig and Smith forthcoming) and from Croft (Roseff, 
Butler, Moffett, and Smith forthcoming), which should provide evidence of the early 
vegetation of the area. At Croft there is evidence of the early post-glacial period and, 
along with Kirby Muxloe, evidence of the succeeding woodland with lime trees from 
the pollen, plant macrofossils and insect remains in ancient stream channels. There is 
also evidence of cereal pollen in the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age at both of these 
sites (pers. comm. Roseff, Brown). 

Neolithic and Bronze Age 

Sites which have produced remains include Burley Road, Oakham where a Neolithic 
to Bronze Age pit circle (Clay 1987) had charred plant remains of bread wheat type, 
barley and hazel nut shell (Monckton forthcoming a). There were also small mammal 
bones of species suggesting nearby woodland (Gouldwell forthcoming) found with 
land snails in a large rubble filled pit. A pit cluster at Lockington, excavated recently, 
has produced small amounts of cereal remains of wheat including emmer, spelt and 
grains of bread wheat type with barley from Early Bronze Age pits (Monckton 
forthcoming b). Remains from the Bronze Age barrow at Eaton (Paradine 1978) 
included spelt wheat and rye. These were with weeds such as wild radish which first 
appeared as an arable weed during the Iron Age (Greig 1991) and there is the 
possibility that these remains originated from later activity on the site in the Roman 
period. 

The Iron Age 

Sites which have bone preserved include the Late Iron Age site at Grove Farm, 
Enderby (Clay 1992) where snails from the ditches gave some indications of pasture 
land and a few cereal grains were also found showing wheat and barley to have been in 
use (Monckton 1992). Evidence of domestic animals and small mammals was also 
found (Gouldwell 1992). At the Late Iron Age site at Tixover snails from the ditches 
also suggested pasture land. Cereal remains were more numerous including some 
diagnostic chaff of spelt and emmer (Monckton forthcoming c) from a rubbish deposit 
containing charcoal and bones. Small mammal bones from this site also give some 
indication of the environment which had woodland or scrub nearby (Baxter 
forthcoming a) also suggested by the later snail evidence. 

At the Iron Age site at Normanton le Heath bone was not preserved in the acidic 
soil conditions except for a small amount of burnt bone, indicating the presence of 
domestic animals. This site produced some cereal remains of wheat, including chaff of 
spelt and emmer, with barley and a few charred weed seeds. More weed seeds were 
found from the Roman phases and bread wheat type grains as an additional cereal 
(Monckton 1994). The sites at Kirby Muxloe and Wanlip on the Leicester western by
pass also had similar preservation (Monckton forthcoming d). Samples from Kirby 
Muxloe had wheat chaff of spelt with a little emmer and bread wheat type grains from 
both Late Bronze Age and Iron Age contexts. Barley, hazel nut shell and charred weed 
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seeds were also found. The site at Wanlip produced more remains, mainly from a post 
pit sealed under colluvium, including the same cereals with the addition of cornflower 
amongst the arable weeds. Although very large volumes of samples were taken from 
this site charred cereal remains were, as at the previous sites, in low concentration and 
perhaps the differential survival of archaeological deposits is not the whole 
explanation. Cereal waste could have been used for animal food, bedding or compost 
so may not have been burnt and preserved as charred rubbish. It is therefore possible 
that the small amount of charred cereals is a result of the way cereals were used in the 
past rather than simply of their preservation. Alternatively cereals could have been 
brought from elsewhere but the presence of pollen in natural deposits of this date 
argues for production in the area. 

Cereals are consistently present suggesting that they were probably a more 
important part of the diet than numbers of remains suggest. As all these sites have 
evidence of cereals and domestic animals a mixed economy is suggested but the 
emphasis on pastoral or arable agriculture may have varied between sites. As more 
information is gathered by sampling it is hoped to examine the Iron Age economy of 
sites of different types, ages and geology within the county and in relation to the 
regional and national economy of the time. 

Romano-British sites 

Sites sampled from the county include Normanton le Heath (Site 2), Humberstone 
Farm, Empingham, Scalford Brook at Melton Mowbray and Drayton Villa. At 
Empingham charred remains, including spelt wheat chaff, were found in the well 
(Alvey forthcoming) which also produced insect remains indicating an open cultivated 
environment (Buckland 1986) . Sampling at Normanton le Heath (Site 2) (Monckton 
forthcoming e) has produced charred cereal remains including spelt and weed seeds. A 
sample from the site at Scalford Brook (Monckton forthcoming f) is particularly rich in 
wheat chaff consisting of over a thousand glumes of spelt as 78% of the sample with 
grains and weed seeds. The cereal waste found is probably from the stage of processing 
immediately before consumption, during which the spelt was parched and pounded to 
release the grain from the glumes. The waste chaff and weed seeds could then be 
removed by fine sieving and, in the Roman period, this type of waste was often burnt 
so that remains have survived. Remains of the waste straw from the initial threshing of 
the cereal are rarely found, so straw was probably used in ways that did not involve 
burning. Thus the absence of straw remains does not necessarily mean that the cereals 
were not produced locally. The samples from Humberstone Farm are still to be 
analysed because of lack of resources. Routine sampling of trial excavations at Drayton 
villa has produced small numbers of charred grains of wheat and barley showing their 
survival on the site but as yet insufficient plant remains have been found for analysis. 
However, samples rich in small mammal bones interpreted as remains of pellets of 
birds of prey may reveal information about the surrounding environment (Baxter 
forthcoming b). 

Roman and medieval Leicester 

Sites of the Roman period sampled in the city include Norfolk Street villa, the Shires, 
Causeway Lane, Bonners Lane and Newarke Street. Charred plant remains from 
Norfolk Street (Jones 1982) included spelt wheat from a corn drier which was 
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interpreted as the remains of waste chaff which had been used for fuel (van der Veen 
1991). Extensive sampling from the Shires (Lucas and Buckley forthcoming) 
produced a wide range of remains of the Roman and medieval periods, including plant 
remains (Moffett 1993), animal bone (Gidney 1991), fish remains (Nicholson 1992), 
parasite ova (Boyer forthcoming a), oysters (Monckton forthcoming g), charcoal 
(Morgan forthcoming) and pollen (Greig forthcoming) . Excavations at Causeway 
Lane (Connor and Buckley forthcoming) produced a wider range of remains, 
including those types mentioned above which were analysed by the same specialists 
with the exception of the charred and mineralised plant remains (Monckton 
forthcoming h). In addition there were mineralised fly puparia (Skidmore 
forthcoming), mineralised woodlice (Daws forthcoming) and eggshell (Boyer 
forthcoming b). 

The picture which is emerging from the plant remains is one of a change from 
mainly spelt wheat of the Roman period to the free threshing wheat of the medieval 
period which includes not only bread wheat but rivet wheat. The latter wheat has been 
found recently on other sites south of a line from Ipswich to Chester (Moffett 1991). 
Cultivated plants of the Roman period are opium poppy, columbine, possibly sweet 
violet, bullace, apple or pear, flax, legumes and beet, some of which may be garden 
plants. Coriander, fig and lentil, which may be imports, were also found and sloe and 
hazel nut which were probably gathered from the wild or from hedgerows . No 
evidence of the Saxon period was found and this is a priority for future research in the 
county. The range of fruits extended in the medieval period in Leicester to include 
grape, damson, plum, apple, pear, raspberry and blackberry and the vegetables 
found were pea, bean and leek. Post-medieval deposits from the Shires produced 
dill, hop, pot marigold and asparagus. A wide range of wild plant seeds was also 
found to include arable weeds from both sites. A sample from a Roman pit on 
Causeway Lane of over six thousand seeds had many grass seeds with seeds of hay 
meadow flowers including yellow rattle and ox eye daisy. Similar evidence was found 
from a medieval pit from the Shires, showing the use of hay throughout the history 
of the town and suggesting the presence of hay meadows near the town. Pollen from 
the wells has also given some evidence of hay in the Roman and earlier medieval 
period at Causeway Lane, while at the Shires the pollen of borage and grape vine 
suggests gardening taking place in the late medieval period. 

Cesspits have provided evidence of the infection of the people with gut parasites 
from the presence of parasite eggs in the deposits. Those from Causeway Lane also 
contained mineralised puparia of such flies as latrine fly. Many of these were found to 
have been killed suddenly between June and September, probably by liming as a way 
of dealing with foul smells. Fish remains from the pits show that this was an important 
part of the diet in both Roman and medieval times. Fresh water fish formed a higher 
proportion of fish consumed in the Roman period, although herring was common in 
both Roman and medieval levels as were eels. The use of larger sea fish and the range 
of species exploited was found to increase through the medieval to the post-medieval 
period. Oysters from the Roman period on both sites were found to be similar in size 
and in infestation of the shells to those from Essex, and natural populations from that 
area were suggested as their source. Medieval shells from the Shires were found to be 
smaller and probably from managed oyster beds. The large quantities of animal bone 
from both sites show the changes in proportions of the domestic species exploited from 
mainly cattle in the Roman periods to sheep in the medieval periods. Changes to more 
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uniform butchery practices were seen from the medieval to post-medieval period. The 
first finds of improved breeds of sheep and pigs from Leicester have been made in the 
post medieval period at Causeway Lane. The exploitation of fowl, both domestic and 
wild, and consumption of eggs were attested in both Roman and medieval periods. 
Trade waste from homers and the use of animal skins were also recorded. The study 
of the large groups of animal bones from the city has resulted in a large database of 
information to be used in future research. 

Recent work on samples from Newarke Street Roman Cemetery (Cooper 
forthcoming) has produced evidence of cesspits predating the cemetery. 

Medieval Leicester. 

Other evidence of the medieval town comes from the waterlogged deposits at the 
Austin Friars (Girling 1981) where insect and plant remains gave evidence of the 
riverside environment with pasture and cultivated land. The insects provided evidence 
of grain storage from the pests of the granaries, and that conditions on the site were 
relatively clean for the period. Evidence of flooding was found from both the insects 
and snails in the ditches (O'Connor 1988). More recently excavations at the Norman 
undercroft on Guildhall Lane have provided evidence from cesspits which had eggs of 
a parasite of the human gut, together with domestic rubbish containing charred cereals 
including cultivated oats (Boyer forthcoming c) . Seeds of weeds, such as henbane and 
persicaria, which grow in polluted environments, suggested that the pits were in use 
when the area was open; perhaps during a phase of dereliction of the building. The 
weeds found here and at other excavations suggest that the back yards of the town 
were more similar to a farmyard than the conditions today. Small scale excavations at 
Leicester Castle have been sampled routinely and although little was found fi;-om the 
Castle Gardens excavation, recent work at the Castle Yard has produced fish remains 
and mineralised seeds from a drain suggesting the presence of latrine waste. Ongoing 
work includes the samples from the excavation at Bonners Lane (Finn forthcoming) 
which have large numbers of cereal grains and good groups of animal bone (Baxter 
forthcoming c), including trade waste, particularly from the late and post-medieval 
phases. 

Other Sites 

Smaller excavations, evaluations and sites with little funding are difficult to find 
resources for full analysis but can provide useful information from assessment of the 
samples. Samples from the city from High Street cellars were found to have little 
potential to add to the plant remains from the Shires but interesting finds of animal 
bone from Roman pits included the skull of an eagle (Baxter 1993). The Bath Lane 
excavation sampled cesspits and at the Cameo Cinema a medieval drain with fish 
remains was found, and it is hoped to analyse these when resources are available. 

Samples of medieval date from the county include charred cereal grains of wheat and 
rye from Coleorton, while South Street, Oakham, has samples of early medieval date 
which are to be recorded in the near future as remains of this period are rare. Market 
Harborough has some evidence of charred cereals in samples from the Cattle Market 
redevelopment, here also there was evidence of horses for the period (Baxter 1995). 
Bone from the excavation at Mountsorrel in 1986 has the potential to give information 
about sheep from the area to compare with those from the city. It is hoped that 
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comparison of sites from the hinterland of Leicester with the city itself may provide 
evidence for the provisioning of the city as well as of the development of the towns 
themselves. Hence the collection of information of all periods from the towns of the 
county is a high priority for future investigations. Work on the medieval and post 
medieval environment of the Chamwood area has been carried out at Loughborough 
University (Boucher 1994) including a study of pollen from Groby Pool in relation to 
documentary records (David and Roberts 1990). In general there have been fewer 
opportunities and resources to investigate sites of the medieval period from the county; 
however, samples collected recently from the excavation of medieval bridges at 
Remington (Cooper and Ripper forthcoming) may produce evidence of the medieval 
environment from analysis of plant and insect remains from silt associated with the 
bridges (Greig and Smith forthcoming). This, together with a study of the sediments 
(Brown forthcoming b), may contribute to work being carried out by other workers on 
the Trent Valley (Knight and Howard 1994). 

Conclusion 

Environmental archaeology in the county has recovered evidence from plant and 
animal remains from the early postglacial to post-medieval times. The exploitation of 
cereals has been traced from the Neolithic period onwards and evidence of diet and 
living conditions in Leicester has been found . Current work on the ancient 
environment of the county, when dated and correlated with dates from excavated sites, 
should expand our knowledge of the prehistory of the county and put the sites into the 
national context. 

A large amount of work is now close to completion and it is to be hoped that this 
will be published in the near future as a basis for ongoing research into the 
environment and economy in the past. 
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