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CHAPEL OF ST. OSWALD, BAMBURGH CASTLE
ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRIAL TRENCHING REPORT

1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.0.1 This report sets out the results of archaeological survey and trial trench excavation 
carried  out  by  the  Bamburgh  Research  Project  (BRP)  within  the  Inner  Ward  of 
Bamburgh Castle, as part of a project part funded by a Your Heritage grant from the 
Heritage  Lottery  Fund.  Two  trenches  were  excavated  within  the  remains  of  the 
medieval  and  later  church,  their  positions  based  on  previous  geophysical  survey, 
which suggested the presence of a number of large stone structures (Wood 2005, 305-
11).

1.0.2 The Bamburgh Research Project was set up in 1996 to investigate Bamburgh Castle 
and its environs in order to better understand this site of international importance and 
to  bring  the  results  to  as  wide  an  audience  as  possible.  The  present  work  was 
undertaken as part of the project 'Kings, Lepers and Townsfolk: Looking for the Past 
Inhabitants  of  Bamburgh',  which  ran  from  2004  to  2006.  The  project  sought  to 
identify important archaeological sites in the castle and the village environs, including 
those known from medieval records but whose location was uncertain, identify new 
areas of interest, and to more fully involve people from the local community in both 
collecting archaeological data and understanding their heritage. Separate reports have 
been compiled,  detailing work carried out on potential  burial mounds south of the 
village (BRP 06/02) and on other fields adjacent to the village (BRP 06/01).

2.0 LOCATION

2.0.1 The Chapel of St. Oswald is situated in the Inner Ward of Bamburgh Castle, this ward 
lying at the south eastern end and highest part of the castle (Figures 1 and 2). The 
remains  of the chapel  stand at  the north-east  corner of the ward (Figure 3). They 
comprise a nave, square chancel and apse, measuring in total 29m in length by 6.75m 
in width (internally). The 12th century apse is the sole medieval element to survive, 
above ground, the other walls are of post-medieval date (Grundy et. al. 1992, 157).

3.0 ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

3.0.1 The following section contains a summary of information concerning the castle and 
chapel. A full description of the Bamburgh area is contained in the report detailing 
survey around the village (BRP 06/01).

3.0.2 Excavation by Dr. Brian Hope-Taylor  in the 1960s and 1970s established that the 
castle  site  had been occupied since at  least  the Iron Age and that  occupation  had 
continued throughout the Romano-British period and after (Hope-Taylor 1960, 11-
12). Anglo-Saxon occupation of the fortress is traditionally believed to have begun in 
the mid 6th  century,  and by the early 7th  century Bamburgh had become one of the 
main strongholds of the kings of Northumbria. Following the Viking incursions of the 
9th and early 10th centuries, the fortress remained the principle stronghold of an Anglo-
Saxon dynasty which ruled North East England, with at various times what was to 
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become the south-east part of Scotland and Yorkshire. It remained a semi-independent 
earldom until after the Norman Conquest, first under the native Bamburgh dynasty, 
then under Norman earls, ending after a rebellion in A.D. 1095 (Bede, H.E. 252, 262; 
Baird 1998, 28-59).

3.0.3 From this point, the fortress became a royal castle, with records surviving of building 
work, from the later 12th century,  and two surveys of the castle from the mid 15 th 

century. These records indicate that the eastern part of the castle, the inner ward, was 
the main focus of occupation during the post-conquest period, until the castle’s partial 
destruction by cannon in A.D. 1464, during the Wars of the Roses (Bates 1894, 11-
36). After a period of semi-ruin lasting nearly 150 years, the castle was bought by 
Lord Nathaniel Crewe, Bishop of Durham. A charity was established after his death, 
and under the auspices of this, the castle was gradually renovated during the later 18th 

and  the  19th  centuries,  with  many  of  the  surviving  medieval  structures  rebuilt.  A 
further, much more extensive, phase of rebuilding of medieval structures took place at 
the end of the 19th century, following the castle’s purchase by the industrialist Lord 
William Armstrong (Stranks 1976, 6-17; Grundy op. cit. 156).

3.0.4 The earliest surviving masonry in the chapel is the 12 th century apse. Although the 
evidence from surviving medieval charters is somewhat confusing, it appears that the 
castle  chapel  was granted in the early 12th century to Nostell  Priory in Yorkshire, 
together with the parish church of St. Aidan, which subsequently served as the main 
focus of an Augustinian cell. The ownership of the castle chapel was disputed for a 
considerable period of time but ultimately was settled with the Augustinian canons in 
whose  care  it  remained  until  the  destruction  of  the  castle.  A  plan  of  the  castle, 
compiled  at  some  point  in  the  16th century,  shows  a  square-ended  structure  with 
several altars, and the lack of an apse, which may well indicate that the plan was not 
the product of a proper survey of the castle  (Bates 1891, 262-3). The chapel  was 
apparently 'lost' and only rediscovered, or perhaps recognised as a church, in A.D. 
1770, when a substantial  volume of sand was excavated from around it.  It  would 
appear that the present walls that form the visible chancel and nave were added soon 
after on top of the medieval foundations, to create something of an ecclesiastical folly 
(Bates 1894, 64).

3.0.5 A description of the Anglo-Saxon fortress of Bamburgh, included in an annal entry of 
AD 774, includes a reference to a church 'on the summit of the hill', containing relics 
of St. Oswald (Simeon, H.K. 37). The dedication of the early medieval structure was 
to St. Peter. It was present within the fortress by the time that King Oswiu placed 
some of the relics of his dead brother Oswald, King of Northumbria, and later saint. 
The church in subsequent years became one of the principal foci for the cult of St. 
Oswald  whose death  had occurred  in  A.D.  642 at  the  battle  of  Maserfelth,  often 
identified as Oswestry in Shropshire. His body had been dismembered after the battle 
and his head and had been set on stakes. These were recovered by Oswiu during a 
subsequent raid. The head was buried in the monastery of Lindisfarne and later placed 
in the coffin of St. Cuthbert where it is thought to remain to the present day, although 
a late Anglo-Saxon tradition states that the head was for a time at Bamburgh. The 
arms and hands were certainly taken to the the urbs regia of Bamburgh, where they 
were placed in a silver shrine in the church of St. Peter. The body and legs were not 
recovered by the Northumbrians, however such was the status of the cult of Saint 
Oswald that these were ultimately taken to the monastery of Bardney in Lincolnshire 
to be held as relics (Bailey 1995, 197-9; Alcuin, H.Y. 28-30).
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3.0.6 Geophysical  survey  within  the  standing  chapel  revealed  a  number  of  significant 
anomalies. Both the techniques employed (resistivity and ground-penetrating radar) 
indicated a large masonry feature at  the west end of the chapel.  The radar survey 
undertaken in 2000 (below) suggested the presence of a vaulted chamber, some 3.5m 
by 3m in size, indicating a possible crypt below the ground at this point. It has been 
speculated  that  such  a  structure  could  have  dated  to  the  medieval  period,  or  the 
Anglo-Saxon period, potentially being built for the relics of St. Oswald (Wood op. cit. 
310, fig 3). In addition,  the resistivity survey (bottom of page) undertaken a little 
earlier in 1997, as well as suggesting a high resistance anomaly at the west end of the 
church identified high resistance anomalies that could corresponded with the chancel 
arch of the standing chapel, suggesting that the archway separating the chancel and 
nave was much narrower than the post-medieval reconstruction. 

3-D projection of the ground penetrating radar survey transects at the west end of the chapel  
(Northumbrian Surveys, 2000)

Resistivity survey within the chapel (P. Howard, 1997)
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4.0 EXCAVATION RESULTS

4.0.1 Even the outside possibility that a crypt could lie beneath, the west end of the chapel 
was too intriguing a possibility to pass up, and led to the first modern archaeological 
excavation  being  undertaken  within  the  Inner  Ward  in  2004.  It  comprised  two 
trenches each 5m by 3m and oriented east to west. BRP Trench 6 was sited over the 
possible  crypt  anomaly  and  Trench  7  over  one  of  the  suspected  chancel  arch 
foundations, in the central eastern end of the chapel (Figure 3).

4.1 Trench 6 

4.1.1 A thick (0.5m) deposit of dark sandy silt (624), lay above the dolerite bedrock, which 
was encountered 1.27m below ground level (42.73m OD). This deposit was overlain 
by a small area of stone flagstones (625), and by the corner of a substantial stone wall, 
617,  which  was  seen  in  the  north-east  corner  of  the  trench  (Plate  1).  The  wall  
measured  0.65m wide  and survived to  a  height  of  0.45m,  which  represented  two 
courses for the main part of the wall, though a single corner quoin  accounted for the 
full  height.  It  was  bonded  with  a  hard  white  mortar,  followed  an  alignment 
significantly different to the standing chapel walls (Figures 4, 5 and 6).

4.1.2 These early layers had been cut by a large, sand-filled trench (615), which ran parallel 
to the west wall of the chapel. The cut extended beyond the trench edge to the north 
and was up to 1.4m wide and 0.5m deep. This feature is believed to be an antiquarian 
‘wall-chasing’ trench, associated with the 18th century rediscovery of the chapel when 
large quantity of sand was reported to have been excavated from the Inner Ward. The 
fills of this cut contained only a few sherds of medieval and post-medieval pottery,  
but also included a fragment of carved sandstone window tracery, preliminarily dated 
to the later 13th or early 14th century (Plate 2). It’s presence here would suggest its re-
deposition within a much later feature. The west wall of the chapel itself showed three 
phases, two of which were post-medieval in date, from recovered finds, each with an 
associated cut and possibly associated with attempts to rebuild the foundations of this 
end of the standing chapel. All relationship between the successive cuts against the 
west wall of the chapel and the surviving medieval deposits had been removed by the 
robbing trench 615.

4.1.3 Sealing the robbing trench and the cuts against the west wall was a layer of crushed 
sandstone (606), in turn cut by a pit (607), some 0.4m in diameter, which contained 
the skeleton of a piglet. The pit was sealed by a relict topsoil (601) and flower bed of 
probable late 19th century date, beneath modern topsoil (600).

4.2 Trench 7 

4.2.1 Trench 7, which like Trench 6, measured 5m east to west by 3m north to south, was 
located in the central eastern part of the chapel and was intended to investigate the 
presence of a chancel arch foundation predicted by the resistivity survey. Within the 
trench a total depth of 0.8m of archaeological strata lay over bedrock (Figures 4, 7 
and 8).

4.2.2 A stone wall (715), on the same alignment as that identified within Trench 6 was also 
seen within this trench. The wall had been cut into a very dark brown, near black, 
sandy silt layer  (710),  0.36m thick, that contained a substantial  quantity of animal 
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bone. This was predominantly cattle, but with a range of species including red deer 
and domestic fowl. The dark colouration and the quantity of bone was suggestive of a 
midden layer.  A single sherd of pottery,  dated to the later 1st century AD (M. C. 
Bishop, pers. comm.), together with a radiocarbon assay carried out on a cereal grain 
that gave a date between AD 130 and AD 390, with 95.4% probability both support a 
Roman period date for its deposition. A limited excavation of this layer revealed a 
further layer  comprising a thin band of rubble and dark silt  (718) 0.1m thick that 
overlay the dolerite  bedrock encountered at  a depth of 0.96m below ground level 
(43.13m OD).                      

4.2.3 Sandstone wall 715 was a very substantial structure identified on a distinctly different 
alignment to the medieval chapel wall  that was constructed on top of its  east  and 
south sides (Plate 3). Exposed within Trench 7 for 3.3m on a roughly south-east to 
north-west alignment, the wall was 0.7 to 0.8m wide and constructed from roughly 
squared blocks up to 0.74m by 0.24m by 0.28m and bonded with white mortar. One 
course of the wall survived founded on a mortar bonded rubble layer. Although not 
clearly visible the wall must have been cut through layer  710 as this layer extended 
beneath the foundations. From its alignment, it appears to represent a continuation of 
wall 617. It is conceivable that layer 710 represents more than one layer accumulated 
over time but not differentiated. Layer 712, which lay to the east of a baulk within the 
trench, is likely to represent the continuation of layer 710. 

4.2.4 A pit 707 was cut through layer 710 and was in turn cut by the construction cut for the 
chancel arch foundation (714). The pit was oval in shape, 1m north to south by 0.66m 
east to west and 0.27m deep and contained a single lensed layer 708. A series of six 
layers (702, 703, 705, 706, 709 and 711) were identified within the trench area above 
layer  710.  They  contained  animal,  bird  and  fish  bone  in  some  quantity,  again 
dominated  by cattle  remains.  The deposits  sloped noticeably  down from south  to 
north and were made up of crushed stone fragments and sand often with a substantial 
shell  content.  They may have comprised deliberately dumped material  intended as 
ground make-up. One of the upper layers in the sequence (702) (Figure 7, Section 4) 
was notable in that it contained a wing bone from a crane, a rare find and one unique 
for  Northumberland north of Hadrian’s Wall.  Such a  find could indicate  the high 
status of the site, if it represents the product of falconry. Its size, by parallel with those 
recovered from other early medieval sites, is somewhat indicative of an Anglo-Saxon 
date for the layer.

4.2.5 The  sequence  of  aceramic  layers  was  cut  by  the  construction  cut  (714)  for  the 
southern chancel arch base (704). This substantial feature was 2m wide and extended 
northwards into the trench for 2m from the inside wall  line of the present  chapel 
structure. Excavated to a depth of 0.63m and not bottomed the foundation was clearly 
very substantial. The cut was filled by a rubble and stone deposit, (708) with a clear 
structure to the deposition, with the larger stone arranged in layers in a radial fashion 
within the  cut.  This foundation  was believed to  be contemporary to  the medieval 
foundations  (716)  for  the  12th  century  chapel  identified  beneath  the  modern 
reconstruction (717). A layer of modern topsoil sealed with turf sealed the whole area 
of the trench. 
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5.0 DISCUSSION

5.0.1 Trial trench excavation in St. Oswald's Chapel was targeted to test the results of a 
resistivity  and  ground-penetrating  radar  survey,  which  suggested  the  presence  of 
buried structures within the body of the chapel and particularly the radar model which 
had been tentatively interpreted as a crypt. The excavations have clearly demonstrated 
that interpretation of the radar results as a crypt have proved to be wide of the mark.  
With the benefit of hindsight the radar survey results may represent a combination of 
the sand-filled trench 615, wall 617 and possibly an inversion of the concave bedrock 
profile seen at the base of the trench. 

5.0.2 The main discovery of the excavation were the substantial stone walls  617 and  715 
and although without further excavation it cannot be proved that they are elements of 
the same wall, this seems the most sensible interpretation. In addition it is reasonable 
to assume that they represent part of a substantial building occupying the north-east 
corner of the fortress' Inner Ward (Plate 4). Given that the resistivity survey appears 
to  be  broadly  accurate  in  predicting  the  structural  remains  within  the  excavated 
trenches we can speculate from it that there may be an interruption between walls 617 
and 715, representing either an entrance or an area of stone robbing. In addition there 
is some indication that wall 617 extends northwards as far as the present chapel wall. 
High resistance anomalies within the area of the chancel could, more speculatively, 
represent part of an east wall to the building. If so then the walls seen within the 
trenches were part of a substantial building. 

5.0.3 Within Trench 6, later disturbance has removed any link with adjacent stratigraphy 
(see below). However, in Trench 7 a full sequence can be seen, clearly demonstrating 
that wall 715 and  the layers that lie against it are cut by and pre-date the construction 
of the 12th century chancel arch, and perhaps by some considerable period of time. 
The primary deposits in both trenches comprised a thick, dark silt deposit (624 and 
710), which possibly represents the same midden-like deposition event. Radiocarbon 
dating,  the presence of  a  sherd of  1st  century pottery,  together  with the types  of 
identified cereal grains all indicate that the wall was built onto a soil dating from the 
mid to late Romano-British period. The presence of such deposits is not altogether 
surprising, given the presence of stratigraphy of this period seen in section within the 
West Ward of the castle by both Dr Brian Hope-Taylor and the BRP (Hope-Taylor, 
1960).  The  range  of  palaeobotanical  and  faunal  remains  may  indicate  that  food 
processing, including material from arable, heathland and pasture habitats, and from a 
range of domesticated and harvested species, was the main focus of activity in this 
part of the fortress during that period. This is consistent with the Inner Ward being the 
focus of settlement in the medieval castle and almost certainly the site of the royal 
hall in the Anglo-Saxon period. 

5.0.4 Wall  617 ran  at  an  oblique  angle  to  the  standing  chapel  walls.  This  alignment, 
substantially different from the east-west alignment of the 12th century chapel, makes 
it unlikely that the building represented by walls  617 and 715 was part of a church. 
While variation in exact orientation is noted in many churches, the building here is 
oriented roughly north-west to south-east rather than any modest variation from east 
to west. No floor survived within the building and the layers, including shelly and 
crushed stone deposits, around or below the level of its foundation are likely to have 
been laid down prior to the occupation of this building, perhaps as a deliberate series 
of make-up layers to support the floor. 
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5.0.5 The large foundation (704) clearly represents the southern foundation of a chancel 
arch, the northern one being indicated as present on the resistivity survey. The scale of 
the foundation points to a robust and well made structure, and given the depth of the 
foundation, perhaps one of some height. Limited stratigraphic material of medieval 
date  survive in  Trench 6,  and although their  nature is  uncertain,  they presumably 
relate  to  the  use of  the  chapel  by the  Augustinian  canons  and indeed as  a  castle 
chapel. Most of the medieval pottery was however residual in later layers. The only 
two sherds of note (Appendix 2) were reduced greenwares, of types dated to the later 
15th or 16th centuries. While little can be deduced from such quantities, this is the first 
archaeological  evidence  for  limited  occupation  in  this  area  subsequent  to  the 
destruction of the castle in AD 1464, as indicated in historical records.

5.0.6 Post-medieval features dominate the archaeology of Trench 6. The medieval deposits 
were truncated in Trench 6 by a cut (615), which followed the medieval walls and was 
probably part of the 1770 attempt to find remains of the earlier church. The late post 
-medieval rebuilding of the chapel, perhaps starting as an attempt at reconstruction 
but ultimately resulting in a folly of a ruined chapel, clearly followed the original 
lines of the building indicating that the medieval foundations were traceable at that 
time. The upper deposits are associated with the chapel’s use as an ornamental garden 
in  the  late  19th and  20th centuries,  and included the  burial  of  a  piglet  in  pit  607. 
Fragments of an earthenware bottle were recovered from topsoil in Trench 6, along 
with pieces of sawn pink sandstone. The bottle came from Low Row near Carlisle and 
probably contained milk or cream. It is interesting therefore to note that the architect 
employed by Lord Armstrong for the reconstruction of the castle at the end of the 19th 

century, C. J. Ferguson, was from Carlisle, and the stone used was quarried from the 
Carlisle area and it is likely that some or all of the masons employed were also from 
this area, bringing everyday items with them.
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6.0 CONCLUSIONS

6.0.1 Trial  excavation has effectively disproved the presence of a crypt.  It  has however 
demonstrated the existence of a substantial  mortared stone wall,  that pre-dates the 
construction of the 12th  century medieval  chapel.  Reinterpretation of the resistivity 
survey results suggests that this wall was part of a building occupying most of the 
footprint of the present chapel area, but on a substantially different alignment. The 
date and function of this building remains uncertain. Stratigraphically, the wall dates 
from some point prior to the 12th century standing chapel, and a time after the mid to 
late Romano-British period and it is tempting, given its form, to imagine a date in the 
middle to late Anglo-Saxon period. 

6.0.2 Apart form the early wall, and the foundations of the 12th  century and post-medieval 
chapel,  no other  structural  features  were seen.  As stated above, the Chapel  of St. 
Oswald is generally assumed to have stood on the site of the Anglo-Saxon Basilica of 
St.  Peter,  that  housed the relics  of St.  Oswald.  The orientation of the earlier  wall 
would seem to cast  doubt on it  being part  of a church structure, and there are no 
indications that any other substantial structural elements were present in the area. It is 
reasonable therefore to at least contemplate the theory that the Basilica of St Peter, 
known from the writings of Bede and his successors, lay elsewhere in the Inner Ward.

6.0.3 Although  the  wall  within  the  two  trenches,  at  maximum,  only  surviving  to  two 
courses high, its corner included a very substantial quoin, seen as characteristic of 
pre-conquest architecture (Grundy, op. cit. 49-50). Stone buildings are known from 
many areas of Anglo-Saxon England, with secular mortared structures of 8th or 9th 

century date thought to be present at Dunbar and certainly at  Northampton (Perry 
2000,  67-8;  Williams  et.  al.,  1985  36-7).  In  addition  during  building  work  at 
Bamburgh in A.D. 1888, foundations of a range of buildings were observed running 
6m to the south of the standing medieval defences, parallel with them, and from the 
published plan, aligned closely with wall  617 /  715. The foundations, identified in 
1888, have been interpreted as part of the medieval defences, an interpretation that 
may well still stand, but in the light of the results of the current excavation, can no 
longer be seen as certain.

6.0.4 If we accept that the excavation results cast considerable doubt on the presence of the 
Anglo-Saxon church beneath the present chapel, then from the description dated AD 
774, it could lie anywhere within the highest part of the fortress, roughly equating to 
the medieval Inner Ward. Freed from previous assumptions we can speculate that a 
building constructed to house relics of a member of the royal  family was perhaps 
likely to have been situated in a prominent position. Perhaps then we should imagine 
the basilica in a more central location in the general area of the Inner Ward lawn

6.0.5 The excavation, funded by the Your Heritage grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund, 
has  allowed a glimpse  of  the  medieval,  post-medieval  and probably Anglo-Saxon 
phases of the fortress. The results obtained are of such interest, showing as they do a 
large  stone  built  structure  of  possible  Anglo-Saxon  date,  together  with  surviving 
stratigraphy of the Romano-British period, that full excavation of the chapel interior 
must now be priority for future seasons.

The Bamburgh Research Project 10     For Heritage Lottery Fund



Chapel of St. Oswald – Archaeological Trial Trenching Report

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The  Bamburgh  Research  Project  is  indebted  to  the  late  Lady  Armstrong  and  to  Francis 
Watson-Armstrong for allowing work in and around the castle. The project would also like to 
thank Ron and Lorraine Bewley, Michael Orde, Des Taylor and the staff of Bamburgh Castle 
for  their  encouragement  and  assistance,  and  the  staff  of  the  Heritage  Lottery  Fund  in 
Newcastle for their help and efficiency throughout the Your Heritage project. The authors are 
grateful to the other members of the project, Paul Gething, Clare Henderson, Gerard Twomey 
and to Rosemary Whitbread, for their comments on this report.

The Bamburgh Research Project 11     For Heritage Lottery Fund



Chapel of St. Oswald – Archaeological Trial Trenching Report

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Alcuin The Bishops, Kings and Saints of York, (H.Y.) ed. P. Godman (Oxford, 1982).

Bailey R. N. ‘St.  Oswald’s  Heads’,  in  C.  Stancliffe  and  E.  Cambridge  (eds.),  Oswald,  
Northumbrian King to European Saint (Stamford, 1995).

Baird W. M. St. Cuthbert and the Normans, (Woodbridge, 1998).

C.  J.  Bates,  ‘The border  holds  of  Northumberland’,  Archaeol.  Aeliana,  XIV (1891),  fig. 
between 262 and 263.

Bates C. J. Bamburgh Castle. (Printed privately for Lord Armstrong, 1894).

Bede Ecclesiastical History of the English People, (H.E.) (eds. B. Colgrave and R. A. B. 
Mynors Oxford, 1969).

Grundy J., Lindley S., McCrombie G., Ryder P., Welfare H. and Pevsner N., The Buildings  
of England. Northumberland (London, 1992).

Hope-Taylor B. ‘Excavation Committee, report for 1960, Bamburgh’, in University of  
Durham Gazette, Vol. VIII (New Series), No. 2, 1960, 11-12.

Perry D. R. Castle  Park,  Dunbar:  Two  Thousand  Years  on  a  Fortified  Headland, 
(Edinburgh 2000).

Simeon History of the Kings of England, (H.K.) trans. J. Stevenson (Church 
Historians of England 1858, facsimile reprint 1987).

Stranks C. J. ‘The  charities  of  Nathaniel,  Lord  Crewe  and  Dr  John  Sharp  1721-1976’, 
Durham Cathedral Lecture (1976).

Williams J. H., Shaw M. and Denham V. Middle  Saxon  Palaces  at  Northampton, 
(Northampton 1985).

The Bamburgh Research Project 12     For Heritage Lottery Fund



Chapel of St. Oswald – Archaeological Trial Trenching Report

Appendix I: Context List

Trench 6
600 turf and topsoil
601 stony soil layer
602 group (19th century garden features)
603 flower bed soil
604 water pipe cut
605 fill of pipe cut 604
606 crushed stone layer (same as 616)
607 animal burial cut
608 fill of animal burial cut 607
609 cut for post-medieval chapel wall
610 fill of wall cut 609
611 mortar layer
612 silty sand layer
613 cut for stone wall 631
614 fill of wall cut 613
615 robber trench
616 crushed stone layer (same as 606)
617 stone wall (same as 715)
618 fill of robber trench 615 (same as 619)
619 fill of robber trench 615 (same as 618)
620 dark stony sand-silt layer
621 fill of robber trench 615
622 dark clay layer
623 dark rubbly silt layer
624 dark sandy silt layer
625 flagstones
626 dark stony silty layer (with charcoal)
627 standing wall of chapel (south)
628 standing wall of chapel (west)
629 cut for post-med chapel wall 627
630 fill of wall cut 629
631 stone wall
632 wall foundations
633 foundations of wall 617
634 foundations of wall 627
635 pit cut
636 fill of pit 635

Trench 7
701 turf and topsoil
702 sandstone spread
703 brown sandy silt soil layer
704 fill of med chancel arch cut 714
705 dark silt-sand soil layer
706 sandstone, sand and shell layer
707 pit cut
708 fill of pit 707
709 sandstone rubble layer
710 brown sandy silt (same as 712?)
711 sand and sandstone layer
712 brown sandy silt (same as 710?)
713 soily sand layer
714 cut for medieval chancel arch
715 stone wall (same as 617)
716 medieval chancel arch foundation
717 standing chapel wall
718 rubble and silt layer
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Appendix II: Medieval and Post-medieval Pottery and Clay Tobacco Pipe; Analysis and Catalogue
by J. Vaughan, Northern Counties Archaeological Services

Summary
A small assemblage of 145 sherds of pottery weighing about 1.5kg was recovered from the two trenches. The  
majority of the sherds came from the topsoil/flower bed layers (600), (601) and (701), as can be seen from the  
table below.  Although a small number of medieval sherds were present 90% were of late 18 th century or later 
types, and sherds of these types were present in all contexts.

Context count weight
600 37 374
601 38 280
603 4 56
605 7 32
612 7 105
618 1 63
620 2 6

Totals Trench 6 96 916
701 48 579
706 1 3

Totals Trench 7 49 582

Types of pottery present
The pottery was sorted into eight categories. The percentage of the total assemblage by sherd count and weight  
of these categories is shown in the chart.  

The greatest number of sherds was of refined white glazed whiteware (later 18 th century onwards) though many 
of these were very small. There were a few fragments with transfer printing, one with sponged and one with 
painted decoration, but the majority of fragments were plain. 

The second largest group of sherds were glazed red earthenware. Over half of the fragments, including several 
rims,  had an internal  white  slip coat,  some with manganese  (brown) mottling.  The vessels  represented  are  
probably all bowls for kitchen use. There were a few small black glazed sherds, none giving a clear indication of 
form, and even fewer (five) had a plain brown glaze, four of which belonged to a single small jar-like vessel. All  
these red earthenwares are likely to be products of one of the several potteries on Tyneside and Wearside which  
made ‘brownwares’, as they were known. Unglazed earthenwares were made by the same firms and most of the 
fragments present here are likely to be from flower pots. Brownwares were made from the 18th century through 
to the 20th and it is not possible to date them closely. Given the other material in this group those present are 
unlikely to be from the early part of the date range. 

From the chart ‘stoneware’ appears to be a significant component of the assemblage. However, two vessels  
account for twenty of the 22 fragments and the large percentage by weight is due to one of these – a jar in 
yellowish buff stoneware in context (701). This is some type of kitchen storage vessel. The base of a small jar 
with the printed mark of a firm in Low Row, near  Carlisle,  was present in (600) and (601).  The jar/bottle 
possibly once contained cream (the letters CRE and DAILY were part of the mark). 

A very few small sherds of other refined earthenwares and bone china/porcelain complete the late post medieval  
assemblage. A single small abraded sherd of tin glazed earthenware was the only indication of earlier post 
medieval activity. 

Medieval  sherds  were,  with two exceptions,  very small  and of little  value for  dating or interpretation.  The 
exceptions were two sherds in context (612). One of these was similar to a Tyneside reduced greenware type of 
the late 15th to 16th century. The other was another reduced green glazed sherd, probably of a similar date.
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Conclusion
The assemblage seems to represent, for the most part, domestic refuse of the late 19 th/early 20th century. The 
majority of the material is plain and utilitarian but the group is too small to lend itself to further interpretation.  
The presence of produce apparently coming from as far  away as Cumberland can be supported in that  the 
architect renovating the castle, C. J. Ferguson, was from Carlisle, and was probably accompanied by masons 
and other workmen from the city.

Pottery: context catalogue
Abbreviations used in catalogue:
bs   base; gr   gritty; gre   glazed red earthenware; gl   glazed; int   internal; med   medieval; ref ww   refined 
whiteware; ox   oxidised; sl   slip; ves   vessel; 

Context 600 totals 37 374
3 green gl 1 5 Light orange buff with light green gl.
3 med 1 5 Grey slightly sandy with red brown surf, thin patchy gl.
3 gritty 1 3 Pink-orange with paler buff core
5 black gre 1 2 Small vessel, probably not early type.
5 lgresl 3 112 Bowl rim - 1 very small
5 lgresl m 1 25 Bowl rim with mang mottling

5.1 unglre 8 64 Flower pot type. 2 rims
6 refww 12 63 Plain. 3 flatw rims, 3 other (4 ves)
6 refww sp 1 1 Small rim sherd sponge dec.
7 china 1 3 Rim with blue sprig dec.
8 misc ref 1 3 Small chip buff ew, clear gl ext, white int.
9 mod st 4 84 Base of small jar with printed mark in blue: 

..CRE../DAILY/.OW ROW/NR CARLISLE (presumably 
Low Row)

10 ? 2 4 Small dirty white fragments ??

Context 601 totals 38 280
3 rg 2 7
3 buff 1 3
4 tin gl 1 1 Flaking plain white gl.
5 black gre 3 11
5 lgresl 2 20 Rim
5 lgresl m 3 20 Rim
5 lgre 4 35 Rim (2) and base ?same ves. Brown gl int and ext but 

ext doesn't go right to base. Thinnish walled small 
vessel.

5.1 unglre 8 57 2 rims
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6 refww 7 25 Plain except for tiny chip with brown mottling 
?Wheildon type. Chipped ring base and rim flatw

6 refww tp 2 3 Willow pattern
8 misc ref 2 12 Both rims. 1 is ?same ves as in 600, other is very small

 with part of blue line.
9 stw 1 12 From base but can't identify
9 mod st 1 56 other half of base of ves in 600.
9 Eng st 1 18 Shiney brown gl with imp dec ext.

Context 603 totals 4 56
5 lgresl 1 7

5.1 unglre 1 35
6 refww 2 14

Context 605 totals 7 32
3 med 1 1 Pale buff-brown with thin grey core. Very sparse incl.
5 black gre 1 8

5.1 unglre 1 3 Rim
6 refww 4 20 Ring base

Context 612 totals 7 105
3 late rg? 1 42 Thick sherd with wide pale grey ext and thinner int 

margins. Patchy thin gl. Some similarity to Tyneside rg5
3 rg 1 30 Mid to light grey fabric with some green gl.
5 black gre 1 8
6 refww 4 25 Plain. Plate rim.

Context 618 totals 1 63
5 lgresl 1 63

Context 620 totals 2 6
3 med 1 3 Pinkish orange with buff margins and thin grey core.
5 black gre 1 3

Context 701 totals 48 579
3 gritty 1 5 Grey with buff brown surfaces except where patch 

of decayed gl ext.
3 orange gr 2 5 Seem to have sparse but large incl - but sherds are 

small
3 med 2 2 1 is glazed
5 lgre 1 7 Flat frag from base
5 black gre 1 7 Flat frag from base
5 lgresl 3 24
5 lgresl m 1 7

5.1 unglre 4 9 Incl. rim
6 refww tp 4 7 Rim
6 refww p 1 4 painted
6 refww 10 27 Plain
7 china 3 9
9 mod st 15 466 All one vessel incl. base - large jar. Yellowish buff.

Context 706 totals 1 3
5 lgresl 1 3

grand totals 145 1498
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Appendix III: Other Recovered Finds
by P. Wood, BRP

The remaining recovered finds comprise six materials; glass, ceramic building material, stone building material,  
mortar, plastic and metal (iron, copper alloy and lead). The following summary lists items of note only.

Glass
Five contexts produced 70 shards of glass, weighing 826g. Topsoil in Trench 6 (600) produced 10 shards of 
modern window glass, the remaining  shards were vessel glass, of 19th or 20th century date. Topsoil in Trench 7  
(701) produced a late 19th century, near-complete bottle from the Alnwick Brewery.

Ceramic Building Material
Eight contexts produced 109 fragments of cbm, weighing a total of 5131g. All but two pieces were from topsoil  
or other late post-medieval deposits associated with the 18th and 19th century re-buildings of the castle. Of 
these, 31 pieces were brick, 53 roof tile, 1 glazed sewer pipe, and one rectangular unglazed plant pot, decorated 
with roses. A single fragment of cbm was recovered each from medieval deposits 703 and 708. Both were of 
mid to dark red fabrics, but each weighed less than 10g, and are considered undiagnostic.

Stone Building Material
Four contexts produced six items of sbm. Topsoil 600 produced three pieces of sawn pink sandstone. A large  
piece of carved cream-yellow sandstone window tracery, some 0.6m by 0.35m by 0.3m in size, was recovered 
from the fill  (612) of a probable antiquarian ‘wall-chasing’ trench. Preliminary examination of this heavily 
weathered stone suggests a date within the later 13th or early 14th centuries. A circular stone 0.12m in diameter,  
probably a lid for a pottery vessel, was recovered from context 624.

Mortar
Three contexts produced five pieces of mortar. Four were from topsoils, the remaining piece (from medieval 
context 703) was lime mortar, but weighed less than 5g and is therefore considered undiagnostic.

Metals (iron, copper alloy, lead)
Ten contexts produced 132 metal  items. Of these,  over 114 were iron nails or bolt fragments  from topsoil 
deposits in both trenches. Items of note were a halfpenny dated AD 1891 from topsoil 701, and a piece of lead 
window came from context 708, the fill of a small pit, thought to be medieval. The came was hand finished,  
probably with a knife, rather than being milled, supporting a medieval date for this feature.
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Appendix IV: Macrofossil and Faunal Remains; Analysis and Catalogue
by L. Gidney and C. O'Brien, Archaeological Services, University of Durham

Summary
This report presents the results of plant macrofossil and faunal remains assessment of samples taken during an  
excavation in the chapel of St. Oswald, situated in the Inner Ward of Bamburgh Castle,  by the Bamburgh  
Research Project. 

The  samples  produced  a  wide  diversity  of  charred  plant  macrofossils.  Cereal  grains  of  Hordeum  vulgare 
(Barley)  and Triticum sp (Wheat) occurred in all three contexts and a few Avena sp (Oats) were present in  
[624]. Chaff of Triticum spelta (Spelt wheat) and 6-row Hordeum vulgare and a diverse range of charred weed 
seeds were also recorded from the contexts.

This small assemblage of animal bones was dominated by the hand-recovered finds of cattle bones. All the  
domestic  species  are  represented.  Generally  good  preservation  of  the  bones  is  reflected  in  the  survival  of 
juvenile bones of cattle and sheep, as well as pig. A few elements from the companion animals dog, cat and 
horse are also present. Canid damage appears to have been minimal. Domestic poultry are present with goose 
bones being more common than those of  domestic  fowl  and duck. Wild species  are  rare.  Hunted game is 
indicated by a possible red deer bone and a hare bone from the samples. The royal sport of falconry is suggested 
by the find of a crane bone, the first archaeological example from this area of Northumberland. Exploitation of  
maritime resources is indicated by the numerous shellfish, occasional fish bones and bird bones from small  
wader species in the samples. The presence of a low density, but a variety, of small commensal mammals, both 
rodent and mustelid size, is indicated by finds from the samples.

A small and very mixed collection of bones was recovered from the post-medieval topsoil and garden soil. The 
sheep bones included some specimens of large, improved, post-medieval type. Butchery marks included clear 
evidence of saw marks, a late 18th or 19th century innovation.

Project Background
Two trenches were excavated by the Bamburgh Research Project in the chapel of St. Oswald, situated in the 
Inner  Ward  of  Bamburgh  Castle,  Northumberland.  The  work  aimed  to  investigate  architectural  features  
associated with the medieval chapel. Post-medieval deposits were encountered as well as stratified medieval  
layers.  Animal bones were recovered from both Trenches (6 and 7) but the majority was from Trench 7. Bulk 
samples were collected for plant  macrofossil  assessment.  These included context 624 and 710, the primary 
deposits in both trenches, which possibly represent the same soil. Context 718, which underlay 710 was also 
sampled. The plant macrofossil and faunal remains assessments were undertaken by Archaeological Services 
Durham University (Archaeological Services 2006).

The objective was to assess the quantity and preservation of plant macrofossils in the samples and to discuss  
their  potential  to  provide  information  regarding  diet,  economy and palaeoenvironment.  The faunal  remains 
assessment aimed to identify the species present, examine the representation of body parts and age at slaughter  
and discuss the supply and exploitation of livestock for consumption.

Dates
The assessments were carried out between December 2005–January 2006. Additional work and preparation of 
the publication report was undertaken between 9th May – 20th June 2006.

Personnel
The faunal  remains work was undertaken  by Louisa  Gidney.  Soil  processing was carried out by Dr David  
Webster. Plant macrofossil work was by Dr Charlotte O’Brien.

Archive
The site code is BC04. The flots and bones are retained in the Environmental Laboratory at Archaeological  
Services Durham University for collection.

Plant Macrofossils
Introduction
Bulk samples were collected for plant macrofossil assessment. These included contexts [624] and [710], the 
primary deposits in both trenches, which possibly represent the same soil. Context [718], which underlay [710] 
was also sampled.

Methods
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The samples  were  manually floated  and sieved  through a 500 μm mesh.  The residues were  described  and 
scanned using a magnet for ferrous fragments. The flots were dried slowly and scanned at x 40 magnification  
for  waterlogged and charred  botanical  remains.  Identification  of  these  was undertaken  by comparison with 
modern reference material held in the Environmental Laboratory at Archaeological Services Durham University. 
Plant taxonomic nomenclature follows Stace (1997).

Results
The  samples  produced  a  wide  diversity  of  charred  plant  macrofossils.  Cereal  grains  of  Hordeum  vulgare 
(Barley)  and Triticum sp (Wheat) occurred in all three contexts and a few Avena sp (Oats) were present in  
[624]. Chaff of Triticum spelta (Spelt wheat) and 6-row Hordeum vulgare and a diverse range of charred weed 
seeds were also recorded from the contexts. Bone, shell, charcoal, coal, insect fragments, heather twigs, modern  
roots and molluscs were present in the residues and flots. Despite the dark brown colour of the deposits, they  
were not waterlogged and the moss and insect fragments are likely to be later introductions. The results are 
presented in Table 1.

Discussion
Economic taxa
Large  numbers  of  Hordeum grains  occurred  in  all  three contexts  and the more well-preserved  grains  were  
identified as being hulled. No naked Hordeum grains were differentiated. A few fragments of Hordeum rachis  
also occurred in all three contexts and two pieces in [710] were identified as the 6-row variety.   Triticum grains 
were recorded but in fewer numbers than Hordeum. A few glume bases of Triticum spelta were present in [624]  
and [710]. Avena chaff was absent and therefore the few grains in [614] could not be differentiated between the 
wild and cultivated species. The low number recorded may suggest that oats were not being grown as a crop at 
the site. 

A few charred Corylus avellana (Hazel) shell fragments in all of the flots suggests that hazelnuts also formed a 
part  of  the  diet  and  a  charred  Sambucus  nigra  (Elderberry)  fruitstone  was  recorded  in  [624].  Seeds  of  
Chenopodium album (Fat-hen) and Fallopia convolvulus (Black bindweed) occurred in [624] and [718] and 
Raphanus raphanistrum (Wild radish) pods were also present in [624]. The presence of these arable weed seeds 
in the samples in combination with chaff suggests that some processing of the cereals was undertaken locally.

The  plant  macrofossil  assemblages  in  [624]  and  [710]  are  largely  similar  which  would  corroborate  the 
excavator’s suggestion that the contexts are analogous, although it is not possible to confirm it with certainty 
from the plant macrofossil results.

Table 1: Plant macrofossils from BC04
Context 624 710 718
Volume processed (ml) 52000 35000 19000
Volume of flot (ml) 415 220 170
Volume of flot analysed (ml) 415 220 170
Residue contents (relative abundance)    
Bone (calcined) - 1 -
Bone (unburnt) 3 2 3
Metal flakes 1 - -
Shell 2 1 -
Tooth 1 1 -
Flot matrix (relative abundance)    
Bone (unburnt) 1 2 1
Charcoal 3 3 3
Coal - 1 -
Insect 1 1 1
Heather twig (charred) 1 1 1
Modern roots - - 1
Mollusc - 1 1
Shell 1 - -
Charred remains (total counts)    
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(a) Chenopodium album (Fat-hen) 4 - 3
(a) Fallopia convolvulus (Black bindweed) 1 - 1
(a) Raphanus raphanistrum (Wild radish) 2 - -
(c) Avena sp (Oats) 3 - -
(c) Hordeum vulgare (Hulled barley) 49 40 19
(c) Hordeum vulgare (Barley undifferentiated) 43 31 47
(c) Hordeum vulgare (6-row barley rachis fragment) - 2 -
(c) Hordeum vulgare (Undifferentiated barley rachis fragment) 1 1 5
(c) Triticum sp (Wheat) 27 1 4
(c) Triticum spelta glume base (Spelt) 5 1 -
(c) Cerealia indeterminate 10 2 8
(g) Arrhenatherum elatius ssp bulbosum  (Onion couch) 1 - -
(g) Plantago lanceolata (Ribwort plantain) 2 5 1
(h) Danthonia decumbens (Heath-grass) 4 2 1
(r) Galium aparine (Cleavers) - 3 1
(r) Hyocyamus niger  (Henbane) - - 2
(t) Corylus avellana shell fragment (Hazelnut) 1 3 1
(t) Sambucus nigra (Elder) 1 - -
(w) Carex sp triogonous nutlet  (Sedges) 1 5 4
(x) Cyperaceae sp (Sedge family) - 1 -
(x) Poaceae sp (Grass family) 1 - 4
(x) Polygonum sp (Knotgrasses) 2 - -
(x) Ranunculus subgenus Ranunculus (Buttercup) - 1 -
(x) Rumex sp (Dock) 1 - -
Waterlogged remains (relative abundance)    
(x) Musci spp (Mosses) - 1 1
(a: arable weed; c: cultivated plant; g: grassland; h: heath; r: ruderal; w: wetland; x: 
wide niche) Relative abundance is based on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest).

Chronology
The hulled variety of Hordeum has been recorded from sites in northern England since the Bronze Age, but 
there is evidence to suggest that at some time during the medieval period there was a change from the use of 6-
row Hordeum to the later 2-row species which is grown predominantly today (Huntley and Stallibrass 1995).  
The presence of Triticum spelta chaff in [624] and [710] is interesting as this species was favoured during the  
Roman period, while the wheat most commonly cultivated during the medieval period was Triticum aestivum 
(Bread wheat) (Huntley and Stallibrass 1995). A piece of 1st century pot from [710] was considered by the  
excavator to be residual, but these botanical remains suggest that these contexts are of an earlier date than the  
medieval. In view of the delicate nature of chaff fragments, it is unlikely that the 6-row barley and spelt wheat 
chaff has been reworked from older soils. These contexts may therefore relate to an earlier Roman occupation of 
the site. The presence of charred food remains, in addition to charcoal, shell and bone, suggests the deposits  
accumulated as the result of domestic waste disposal.

Palaeoenvironment
Charred  seeds  of  Plantago  lanceolata  (Ribwort  plantain),  Polygonum  sp  (Knotgrasses)  and  Ranunculus 
subgenus  Ranunculus  sp  (Buttercups)  were  present.  These  taxa  have  been  associated  with  agricultural 
ecosystems, such as pasture (Behre 1986). This suggests that both arable and pastoral farming was undertaken at 
the site; faunal remains of cattle and sheep/goat were identified from [624] and cattle, horse and sheep/goat were 
among the faunal remains recorded in [710] (see below). In addition, Hyoscyamus niger (Henbane) was present  
in [718], which often occurs on areas of land manured by cattle or rabbits (Stace 1997). 

Danthonia  decumbens  (Heath-grass)  would  have  grown  on  nearby  heathy,  acidic  soils  and  Arrhenatherum 
elatius ssp bulbosum (Onion couch) indicates the presence of some ungrazed grassland (Stace 1997; Rodwell 
1992). The onion couch tubers may have been gathered as a food source (Godwin 1975), and the species is also 
believed to have been used as kindling for funeral pyres (Robinson 1988). Galium aparine (cleavers) and Rumex 
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sp (Docks) would have grown in a range of open and disturbed ground habitats, and Carex sp (Sedges) nutlets 
suggest that there may have been areas of damp ground near the site.

Faunal Remains 
Methods
For cattle, sheep/goat and pig bones, fragments were counted as identifiable only if they encompassed a 'zone',  
or discrete diagnostic feature. The zones used are those defined by Rackham (1987). This approach was taken to 
reduce multiple recording of fragments potentially from the same bone. Incisor teeth of cattle, sheep and pig  
were not recorded, as these are easily lost from the jaw post mortem. Mostly vertebrae, but also some ribs, were 
recorded as either cattle or sheep size, and included with these species for some analyses. Large numbers of rib  
shaft  fragments  were  present  but  not  counted,  as  these  are  not  easy  to  quantify.  Rib  fragments  with  the 
capitulum were counted but were comparatively scarce. All identifiable fragments of the remaining species were 
recorded. All abbreviations used in data recording are based on Jones et al (n.d.)

Medieval Contexts
Results
Preservation was generally good but six contexts from Trench 7 contained occasional bones in poorer condition. 
This is not unexpected in the sequence of deliberately dumped make-up deposits. The greater proportion of 
weathered fragments was found in context [710], the earlier household waste dump, and may reflect both the  
greater age of this deposit and exposure to surface weathering prior to being sealed by the later activity.

The range of species present on this site is listed in Tables 2a and 2b. It can be seen that a very restricted suite of  
species is represented with the majority of the finds being from cattle. Sheep and horse elements are far less 
abundant while pig, dog and cat remains are scarce. Poultry bones are not numerous but all the domestic species  
are represented. Wild species are rare with one possible find of red deer and one indubitable find of crane. Both 
fish and shellfish were also exploited.

Table 2a: Fragment counts for the species present in the earlier medieval contexts
Context 624 710
Cattle 6 21
Cattle size - 4
Sheep/goat 2 9
Pig - 4
Horse - 2
Dog 1 -
Red deer? - 1
Domestic fowl - 3
Winkle - 3
Limpet - 1
Total 9 44

Context [624] produced too few identifiable fragments to either confirm or disprove the excavator’s suggestion 
that this context is analogous with context [710]. As this earlier group is so small, it  will be included with 
general discussion of the medieval deposits.

There is considerable variation in the quantity and diversity of faunal remains present in individual contexts,  
which all appeared to have a broadly similar matrix. For example, context 702 is outstanding for the variety of  
birds represented.

The predominance of cattle bones compared to those of the other farm animals, sheep and pig, is emphasized in 
Table 3.

Table 2b: Fragment counts for the species present in the later medieval contexts
Context 620 702 703 705 706 708 709 713 Totals
Cattle 10 29 4 12 37 8 5 1 106
Cattle size 4 2 - 1 5 1 - 2 15
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Sheep/goat 7 5 8 4 5 - 1 - 30
Sheep size - - - - - 1 - - 1
Pig 1 2 1 - 1 - - 1 6
Horse - - 1 - 2 - - - 3
Cat - 1 - - - 1 - - 1
Domestic 
fowl

- 1 - - 1 - - - 2

Goose - 2 - 1 3 1 - 1 8
Duck - 1 - - - - - - 1
Crane - 1 - - - - - - 1
Fish sp. - 1 3 - - 1 - - 5
Winkle - - 3 5 - 1 - - 9
Mussel - - - 1 - - - - 1
Whelk - - 1 - - - - - 1
Limpet - - 1 - - 3 - - 4
Oyster - - 1 - - - - - 1
Totals 22 45 23 23 54 17 6 5 195

Table 3: Relative frequencies of the domestic farm animals
All Medieval Contexts
Cattle and cattle size 152 75%
Sheep/goat and sheep size 42 20%
Pig 10 5%
Total 204  

Discussion 
The composition of this assemblage suggests that it is principally composed of domestic food refuse, which is in  
accordance with the excavator’s interpretation of household waste dumping. Butchery marks were recorded but 
many bones have shattered without a clear point of impact being apparent. As expected, butchery marks are 
most common on the larger bones of cattle. Over a quarter of the cattle and cattle-sized fragments recovered 
have clear butchery marks. There was no evidence for sagittal splitting of cattle size vertebrae, indicating that  
carcases were not suspended for dismemberment. Instead vertebrae were either chopped transversely, to divide 
the spine into sections, or trimmed laterally to remove the ribs and transverse processes of the lumbar vertebrae. 
This  practice  has  resulted  in  the  poor  representation  of  the  rib  capitula.  Marrow appears  to  have  been  an 
important commodity as the major limb bones show evidence of either having been split longitudinally through 
an articular end or of a transverse chop dividing the mid shaft.

Cattle
The abundance of cattle bones compared to those of sheep, in particular, is a common trend for earlier medieval 
sites, for example Yeavering (Huntley & Stallibrass 1995, 158-9), and has been discussed by O’Connor (1989, 
15-18). Only cattle remains were recovered in sufficient numbers to determine whether there was any patterning 
suggestive of human selection, rather than the vagaries of small sample size and differential preservation. A 
simple division into head, spine, limbs and feet gives the following result:

Head 17.  Vertebrae 24.  Forelimb 37.  Hindlimb 51.  Toes 19.

It  can be seen that  fragments  from the hindlimb are most numerous,  with those from the head being least  
common. This does suggest more human than taphonomic influence on the composition of this collection, as the 
skull fragments easily degrade but loose teeth survive well. The lower proportion of head and toe bones suggests 
the inclusion of a limited amount of primary waste from the initial dismemberment of carcases. This contrasts  
with good representation of the head at Yeavering (Huntley & Stallibrass 1995, 158-9). The higher proportion of 
limb bones indicates that most of this refuse was generated by the later stages of carcase-processing, when the  
meat had been boned out and the marrow was then extracted from the bones.
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Only one maxilla with teeth in situ and nine loose teeth were recovered, so epiphysial fusion is the primary 
evidence for the age structure of the cattle slaughtered. The teeth found are all permanent teeth in wear but not at 
advanced wear stages.

Table 4 shows that the cattle were mostly adult but not aged. Among the group of later-fusing limb bones, there  
is  an  even  division  between  fused  and  fusing  bones  compared  to  unfused  bones.  This  suggests  that  this  
developmental stage was considered to be the prime time to cull. Stock killed at a similar growth stage from 
York and Lincoln are thought to indicate the culling of oxen (O’Connor 1989, 15). Delayed fusion of these later 
fusing epiphyses at Shapwick has been suggested as indicating the castration of oxen (Gidney n.d.). Two pubic 
bones displaying feminine characteristics indicate that cull cows were also sourced for beef. Some consumption 
of veal is indicated by the unfused acetabula and proximal radius in the table and one distal tibia. These were all  
noted as being from calves, with two bones probably from new born infants.

Table 4: Epiphyses in approximate order of fusion
Cattle Fused Just Fused Unfused
By 18 months    
Scap tub 2   
Acet symph 1 1 3
Prox rad  3  1
Dist hum 2   
Prox Ph2 4   
Prox Ph1 9   
By 2-3 years    
Dist tib 4  2
Dist mc 2  1
Dist mt 2  1
By 3.5-4 years    
Prox cal  2  1
Prox fem 2  4
Dist rad  1 2 1
Prox hum 1  1
Prox tib 2 2 2
Dist fem   2
P&D uln 2  2
By >5 years    
Ant vert ep 8 1 6
Post vert ep 6  6
Ages of fusion after Silver 1969

Sheep/Goat
While there are far fewer sheep/goat bones to analyse,  the simple break down into body parts suggests the 
provision of whole carcases modified by taphonomic and recovery factors:

Head 11.  Spine 4.  Forelimb 13.  Hindlimb 13.  Toes 1.

The few epiphyses show an even division between fused and unfused ends with two bones noted as from young,  
but not new born, lambs. The few teeth do include one mandible with a complete tooth row from context [702].  
This has molar 2 just erupted and starting to wear, so probably from an animal killed at about a year old. A  
maxilla from context [703] has molar 1 at the equivalent stage, indicating a lamb less than a year old. 

Two complete bones, a metatarsal and a radius, were measured and give estimated withers heights of 66.8cm 
and 63.1cm, using the factors of Teichert (Driesch & Boessneck 1974, 339). The presence of horned sheep is  
indicated by a frontal bone from context [710].

Pig
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The few pig bones are from immature animals. One mandible from context [710] has the deciduous premolars 
and molar 1 present,  suggesting an age at death of 6-12 months. One loose canine tooth and one mandible 
appear feminine.

Horse
Context [710] produced a loose tooth and a calcaneum in poor condition, which had possibly been gnawed by a 
dog. Context [703] contained a third phalanx which had been chopped in half. This bone is within the hoof so 
this damage may have been incidental to removing the hoof.

Dog 
A single find of a dog ulna was recovered from context [624]. The proximal end is damaged but it is not clear  
whether it has been chopped or chewed. There was little evidence of dog-gnawing, suggesting final deposition 
of this refuse before it could be scavenged. Gnaw marks were clearly seen on single sheep and pig bones with  
possible gnaw marks noted on one cattle, three sheep and horse bones. Canid-gnawing has not been a significant 
taphonomic factor affecting the composition of this assemblage.

Cat
Cat is represented in context [702] by one bone of this species but also by the characteristic tooth marks on the  
crane bone, discussed below. A further cat bone was found in context [708]. While this is scant evidence, cat  
appears to have been at least as common as dog on this site. Finds of cat in such small assemblages of this  
period appear to be a regional trend (Huntley & Stallibrass 1995, 168).

Red deer
A proximal metacarpal was recovered from context [710] that is probably of red deer. It exhibits a pronounced 
deer-like anterior ridge but is in too poor condition for positive identification. The shaft  has been chopped  
transversely in a similar manner to the cattle bones.

Domestic fowl
This is the only bird species recovered from the earlier  context [710]. Single bones were also found in the 
comparatively large, later contexts [702] and [706].

Goose
Goose bones were the most numerous bird bones recovered and were present throughout the later deposits.

Duck
A single duck bone of mallard size was found in context [702].

Crane
One wing bone, a radius, was found in context [702]. The crane was formerly resident in Britain. This is the first  
archaeological find of crane from Northumberland north of Hadrian’s Wall (Boisseau & Yalden 1998). The 
specimen is slightly larger than the reference specimen, a resin cast of a modern Spanish example. Finds of  
crane bones from Anglo-Saxon deposits at Flixborough are noticeably larger than modern specimens (Dobney et 
al in prep). Crane was a luxury item of diet (Boisseau & Yalden 1998). The presence of crane in such a small  
assemblage is a reflection of the status of the occupants of Bamburgh Castle.

Fish
Vertebrae, probably of pike or salmon family, were found in contexts 702 and 703, with further fish bone in  
context 708.

Shellfish
Context 706 was noted by the excavator as being a shell/sand mix but the absence of shells from this context in  
Table 2b suggests that none of the shell fragments were large enough for hand-recovery. This deposit may have 
been similar to the sample residues, which contain many tiny shell fragments, mostly of winkles. Winkle shells 
were the most common shellfish in the medieval deposits, with limpet next in abundance and single occurrences  
of mussel, whelk and oyster. Taphonomic and recovery factors are probably under-representing the quantity of 
shells originally deposited. Even allowing for this, shellfish probably provided far less meat than, for example,  
geese, with similar numbers of bone fragments to winkle shells in Table 2b.

Samples
Fragments were hand-picked from a 10mm mesh out of the residues from contexts [624], [710] and [718]. The  
residues from contexts [624] and [710] were sieved to 1mm and the >1mm fraction sorted under a magnifying 
lamp. The results are presented in Table 5.
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As anticipated, the samples have recovered remains of smaller species that cannot easily be recovered by hand.  
The hand recovered finds from context 624, in particular, are a poor reflection of the species actually present. 
Some of these are wild commensals, such as the small rodents and weasel. The fish and shellfish represent food 
waste. The small birds appear to have been eaten too as the bones are mostly broken. Context 710 has one hare  
bone and further possible evidence for the presence of red deer, a small fragment probably of antler. Context  
718 produced no hand recovered finds but the three pig bones from the sample outnumber those from any of the  
hand recovered contexts. 

The samples suggest that the abundance of hand recovered cattle bones is not representative of the diversity of 
meat, poultry, game, fish and seafood originally consumed, and waste disposed of in the deposits excavated.

Table 5: Species present in the samples
>10mm >1mm
624 710 718 624 710

Sheep/goat X
Pig X
Deer? X
Hare X
cf Weasel X
Small mammal X X X
Small wader X
cf small wader X
Small bird X X
Fish X
cf Fish X X
Winkle X X
Cockle X  
Limpet X
Mussel X X

The increase in the range of shellfish present in context [624] in the >1mm fraction of the sieved residue is an  
indication of the severe comminution of the marine shells in the medieval deposits. Cockle was not present 
among the hand-recovered finds. The finds from the samples show that winkles are more abundant than any 
other shells.

Conclusions
There are sufficient differences between the faunal remains deposited in the earlier medieval contexts [624] and 
[710] to suggest that they do not form part of one continuous, contemporary dump.

This relatively small assemblage does reflect the status of the occupants. The domestic animals show production  
of younger animals for meat: veal, prime beef, lamb and pork, rather than merely the utilization of older cull  
stock principally used for milk, draught and wool. A range of domestic poultry was supplemented by hunted  
wild waders and the crane, one of the notable birds hunted with falcons by royalty (Jenkins 2000, 263). The  
smaller, earlier medieval group has a little more evidence for hunting with hare and possible red deer.

Post-Medieval contexts
Results
Preservation of the post-medieval finds was very mixed. Some quite recent bones, with butchery by saw, were 
in good condition, whilst other fragments showed evidence of weathering and redeposition, with poor surface  
condition, variations in patina and high levels of fragmentation. This reflects the nature of the deposits: topsoils  
and flower beds.

The species present, detailed in Table 6, are principally the domestic food animals. Sheep bones are present in  
similar numbers to those of cattle. While no measurements were taken, many of the sheep bones are of large 
“improved” post-medieval type. The robustness and recent origin of these bones has enhanced their survival.  
The pig bones include a largely complete skeleton of an infant piglet. This had been deliberately buried in a  
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small pit, suggesting a natural morality rather than remains of a roast sucking pig. Deer is represented by a small 
piece of undiagnostic antler. Companion animals are indicated by canid gnawing marks on some bones and the 
presence of cat bones. It is not clear whether the rabbit bones are remains of food waste or natural mortalities of  
an ubiquitous garden pest. Similarly, the bird bones may be either food refuse or natural mortalities. One bone is 
from the thrush family,  which were regularly eaten in the 19th century.  The other bone is too damaged for 
positive identification but has similarities with both hen pheasant and curlew, both comestible species. The same 
range of shellfish is present as was seen in the medieval deposits but preservation is superior. Limpets appear in 
comparable numbers to winkles with only one or two examples of the other shells.

Table 6: Fragment counts for the species present in the post-medieval contexts * = partial skeleton
Trench 6 Trench 7

Cattle 14 2
Cattle size 3 1
Sheep/goat 10 8
Sheep size - 1
Pig 5* 2
Red deer? 1 -
Cat 2 -
Rabbit 5 -
Thrush sp. - 1
Bird sp. - 1
Winkle 4 7
Mussel 1 -
Whelk 1 -
Limpet 3 8
Oyster 2 -
Cockle - 1
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Appendix V: Radiocarbon Results

RADIOCARBON DATING CERTIFICATE

3 October 2006

Laboratory Code SUERC-11528 (GU-14226R)

Submitter Philip Wood
Bamburgh Research Project
1 The Wynde
Ponteland
Northumberland, NE20 9DL

Site Reference Bamburgh Castle
Sample Reference BC04, 710 Replacement grain

Material Grain : Barley

δ13C relative to VPDB -23.6 ‰

Radiocarbon Age BP 1765 ± 35

N.B. 1. The above 14C age is quoted in conventional years BP (before 1950 AD). The 
error, which is expressed at the one sigma level of confidence, includes 
components from the counting statistics on the sample, modern reference 
standard and blank and the random machine error.

2. The calibrated age ranges are determined from the University of Oxford 
Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit calibration program (OxCal3).
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3. Samples with a SUERC coding are measured at the Scottish Universities 
Environmental Research Centre AMS Facility and should be quoted as such in 
any reports within the scientific literature. Any questions directed to the 
Radiocarbon Laboratory should also quote the GU coding given in parentheses 
after the SUERC code.

Calibration Plot

Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2004);OxCal v3.10 Bronk Ramsey (2005); cub r:5 sd:12 prob usp[chron]
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Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2004);OxCal v3.10 Bronk Ramsey (2005); cub r:5 sd:12 prob usp[chron]
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Plate 1. Wall 617, Trench 6, showing quoin and antiquarian robbing trench.
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Plate 2. Wall 715, trench 6, running diagonally beneath later chapel wall.
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Plate 3. Wall 617, projected course within the chapel area.
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