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A Murky Medieval Mystery
(or – Are you sure you want to be an Archaeologist?  
Read on...)

Teachers Notes
(to be read in conjunction with the web page) 

The Beer Cart Lane excavation,  
Canterbury, 1997
The dig took place in advance of re-development as is usually the case in British 
archaeology in the late 20th century. A wine bar (‘’O’Neill’s’’) now stands on the site 
of the excavation. The site is in an area where others were excavated by Canterbury 
Archaeological Trust in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. These excavations 
produced considerable evidence for the town’s main Roman temple (see plan). 
However, remains of the actual structure had never been located in situ. This then is 
principally what we were hoping to find. The area excavated was relatively small but 
indeed evidence of Roman foundations were located in one half of the trench. 

The Norman Pit

However, just as interesting as it turned out, was the discovery of a waterlogged 
pit of Norman date (broadly late 11th to early 12th centuries). It underlay an early 
Medieval chalk floor and had artefacts within it which are dated to the Norman 
period. The pottery sherds and cooking pot are an extremely common type found 
throughout the city. They are products of the extensive Medieval pottery industry at 
Tyler Hill which was located 3 km to the north of Canterbury and began sometime 
in the 10th century, continuing into at least the 15th century. Domestic pottery of 
all types, decorated floor tiles and other building materials were made at Tyler Hill. 
There was also a single piece of textile dated to the same period by the style of its 
weave. 

The pit has been interpreted as a cess pit or latrine, containing a solid mass 
of human faeces, excrement, poo – whatever you want to call it! Even before 
the contents had been identified this interpretation had been suggested by the 
archaeologists, mainly because of the colour and homogenous nature of the 
material and the absence of the usual rubbish to be found in domestic rubbish pits 
of this date (broken pottery, remains of animal bones from cooking etc.). Another 
interpretation was that the pit was used specifically for dumping waste in some kind 
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of food processing industry. This was because of the large quantity of plum stones 
present. However, the evidence in particular of chewed food remains (fish bones, 
fruit stones), masses of cereal bran and the intestinal parasites indicates that the pit 
contained huge quantities of human faeces. 

Preservation of the Material

The earth down at the level of the pit was waterlogged, the site being quite close 
to the River Stour (see plan). On most British sites the soils have three elements 
(air, moisture and warmth) which together form an ideal environment for bacteria 
to flourish and destroy any organic materials which may have become buried. This 
is why we rarely find the clothes, shoes, documents and so forth used by people 
in the past. When air is present we call it an aerobic environment. When soils are 
permanently waterlogged however, there can be no oxygen present and destructive 
bacteria cannot survive. We call this an anaerobic environment. So archaeologists 
are always hopeful of finding objects of wood, leather and so on in waterlogged 
levels of an excavation. 

Just passing through: Interpretation of the contents of the pit

The remains of a whole range of digested food had survived in the Beer Cart Lane 
cess pit. Fifty percent of the pit contents were removed for analysis. On initial 
examination (by trawling through the material using tweezers) it could be seen with 
the naked eye that a major component of the material was cereal bran. Also clearly 
visible were lots of fruit stones and seeds and lots of fragments of chewed fish bone. 
On further examination with a microscope eggs of worms which inhabit human 
intestines also appeared. These indicate a less than satisfactory level of personal 
hygiene. Parasite eggs are passed out of the body with the faeces. If the hands 
aren’t then washed (the convenience of tapped water was not generally available in 
Norman times) after using the latrine and come into contact with food, the food then 
becomes a vehicle for passing eggs back into the digestive system. The human lice 
and fleas found were either picked off or more likely jumped off people while they 
sat meditating... Such small creatures can only be detected in a sample by using a 
microscope. 

The list of contents shows you the variety of food remains found. As yet only 
the fruit stones and seeds have been analysed in detail. Some of the fruits were 
doubtless cultivated and others grew wild. The fruits in particular indicate that this 
part of the country had a very favourable climate in Norman and Medieval times, 
comparable to today’s. We also know from documentary evidence that Canterbury 
had several vineyards at this time. All of this tells us quite a lot about the natural 
environment in the past and the foods which were available. 

The beetles are interesting. The most common type identified was a bean 
weevil which infests beans and peas. It lays its eggs in the pods while they grow 
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in the field. The larvae develop inside the seeds and hatch after the crop has been 
harvested. We think then that the beetles must have been eaten along with the 
peas or beans. So here it is the presence of the beetle which tells us about the food 
eaten. The pulses themselves do not preserve well even in waterlogged soils.

We have to realise that the remains found are those which have first of all 
survived chewing and the passage through the human digestive system, then 
have survived the conditions in the pit. While it gives us a considerable amount of 
information, it cannot be seen as a completely representative picture of the Norman 
diet. We know from other archaeological evidence and historical references that 
the Norman and Medieval diet was composed of much more than this. Bones of 
large animals like pig, goat and sheep found in rubbish pits show that meat was 
commonly available for example. There are recipes which have survived in print plus 
other documented sources for the diets of both rich and poor. 

Cess pits, Out and About

We did not find a lining for the pit but it probably had one originally which was later 
removed and possibly used elsewhere. We found a few twigs near the bottom which 
might have been the remains of a wattle lining. A pit was found at the Coppergate 
site in York which was wicker-lined. Waterlogged conditions had preserved the 
wood. The Beer Cart Lane pit appears to have been outside a building. It possibly 
had a surrounding wattle fence. It probably had a wooden seat as is suggested 
by the evidence of the inside lav at Winchester. At Canterbury it looks like any seat 
there may have been, had been removed. Certainly in time the pit went out of use 
and eventually was built over, as is indicated by the chalk floor found directly above 
it. The use of cess pits in towns seems common throughout England during the 
Norman period. However there is an obvious scarcity on excavated sites of the 
Medieval period. It has been suggested that when plagues became a major health 
threat, human waste was taken out of the towns and dumped in an attempt to avoid 
contamination. 


