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ABOUT THIS PDF 

In 2002 York Archaeological Trust undertook excavations at 28-29 High Ousegate, York.  The 

excavations uncovered remains of Roman to Anglo-Scandinavian date.  

This Pdf report represents a copy of a report which was designed as an interactive web report 

that was originally hosted on York Archaeological Trust’s website. Due to changes in the design 

of this website the original interactive report is no longer available. This Pdf was produced to 

ensure that the information held in the original report remained widely available.  

As the original report was designed for web-viewing, its’ design did not follow conventional 

publication formats. There were some problems when converting the web information into 

this Pdf notably that the web page was designed to be entered via an interactive site Harris 

Matrix, which cannot be reproduced here. In addition, the figures, which though perfectly 

clear when viewed on the web became slightly blurred when transferred into Pdf format. 

There were no Figure or Plate numbers in the web-text, as the images in question were 

originally simply embedded in the web-text at the relevant point; the images have therefore 

been placed as close to their original position in as possible within the Pdf. This Pdf follows the 

layout of the original web report as far as possible, though a more formal structure had to be 

imposed with headings and sub headings etc. Readers should bear these limitations in mind 

while reading the report. 

The conversion of the original IADB report into a Pdf file was undertaken by J. M. McComish in 

July 2018.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

By Neil Macnab and Jane McComish  

The site at 28-29 High Ousegate, York, was the subject of an archaeological watching 

brief and excavation in the summer of 2002. The excavation took place in the site of a 

new lift shaft in the basement of the building, which is currently Waterstones book 

store. The excavated area measured just 2.6m by 3m and was investigated to a depth 

of 1.9m below the existing floor level.  

The excavation uncovered evidence of deposits of Roman to Anglo-Scandinavian date, and all 

later deposits had been removed by the insertion of the present cellar. The Anglo-

Scandinavian deposits were of particular interest and included a number of pits, dumped 

deposits, wattle fences and a stake- and post-built structure, in addition to an exceptional 

collection of artefacts, well preserved in the highly organic deposits. These artefacts provide 

evidence for craft industries on the site including leather working, textile production, antler 

working and horn working. 

 

 
 

2 THE STRATIGRAPHY 

By Neil Macnab and Jane McComish  

Between 9 July and 30 August 2002 an archaeological watching brief and an excavation were 

undertaken by York Archaeological Trust during the construction of a lift shaft in the basement 

of Waterstones book store at 28–29 High Ousegate, York. The lift shaft was located beneath 

29 High Ousegate, c.6.2m inside the Coppergate entrance of the shop; the north-eastern side 

of the lift shaft butted up against the property boundary wall between 28 and 29 High 

Ousegate. The excavated area measured just 2.6m by 3m and was investigated to a depth of 

1.9m below the existing floor level. Working conditions during the excavation of the lift pit 

were difficult due to the restricted area and because the works had to incorporate the 

underpinning of the property wall on the north-eastern side of the trench. This meant a 0.4m 

wide sequence of deposits had to be removed from directly beneath the wall, where 

excavation was physically awkward and interpretation of the deposits difficult. 
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The Site Location 

The excavation uncovered evidence of deposits of Roman to Anglo-Scandinavian date, which 

are described in more detail below. All later deposits had been removed by the insertion of 

the present cellar. The Anglo-Scandinavian deposits were of particular interest as they were 

highly organic. They included a number of pits and dumped deposits, together with wattle 

fences and a stake- and post-built structure. Although these structural timbers and wattle 

fences yielded significant information on timber use and management (see section 8-9 below), 

it is the exceptional collection of artefacts, well preserved in the highly organic deposits, that 

forms the most exciting aspect of the discoveries. These artefacts provide evidence for craft 

industries on the site including leather working, textile production, antler working and horn 

working. 

The remains can be compared to those from several other sites within the immediate 

vicinity, including 16–22 Coppergate, 5–7 Coppergate, 2–4 Pavement, 6–8 Pavement, 

1–3 Parliament Street, 6–7 Parliament Street, 2 Clifford Street, All Saints’ church 

Pavement and St Mary’s church Castlegate. The material from 28–29 High Ousegate 

forms excellent comparanda for the vast corpus of material yielded by these sites. 

2.1     Roman 

The earliest deposits on site were a number of horizontal layers, each 0.1–0.15m thick, 0.7m 

deep in total; these were interpreted as occupation surfaces (Group 1, contexts 1061 and 

1051) shown on plan). They were primarily composed of sand, with some silt, but the 
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uppermost deposit was slightly organic (though this may represent contamination from the 

layers above). The Group 1 deposits were largely inorganic in nature, which was in striking 

contrast to the later deposits on the site (Groups 2–9). The presence of Roman artefacts, such 

as pottery, ceramic building material (CBM) and glass, suggested a 3rd-century date for this 

group. It is also possible, however, that this material was residual and that all or some of these 

deposits are of Anglian date (410–876). 

2.2     Anglo-Scandinavian pits – Late 9th to 10th century 

The Group 1 deposits were cut by three superimposed cess pits filled with highly organic 

material (contexts 1050, 1056 and 1090, Group 2). Finds from these pits included evidence for 

leather and antler working, and food debris. In addition, two late 9th- to early/mid 11th-

century leather shoes, decorated leather sheath fragments, textiles and goat hair were 

recovered. The group was dated to the late 9th or possibly the very early 10th century. 

 

Group 1 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

The Group 1 deposits were cut by three superimposed cess pits filled with highly organic 

material (contexts 1050, 1056 and 1090, Group 2, see plan below). Finds from these pits 

included evidence for leather and antler working, and food debris. In addition, two late 9th- to 

early/mid 11th-century leather shoes, decorated leather sheath fragments, textiles and goat 

hair were recovered. The group was dated to the late 9th or possibly the very early 10th 

century.  

A wicker fence mainly of spring-felled hazel and an associated timber post of ash were then 

inserted G3, contexts 1094 and1075 in post-hole 1087, see plan below) These represented the 

earliest excavated structure on site and were aligned parallel to and 8m north-west of 

Coppergate. This relationship implies that the street was in existence possibly as early as the 

late 9th century. As only a small portion of the structure was visible within the excavated area 

interpretation was difficult; this was compounded by the lack of any associated use deposits. 
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The wattle fence did, however, seem too insubstantial to represent a major load-bearing wall 

and it is best interpreted as either an internal partition or a fence within a yard. 

 

 

Group 2 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

 

Group 3 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 
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The Group 3 structure was sealed by a series of levelling deposits (contexts 1047, 1053 and 

1093, Group 4, see plan below) Artefacts included a leather offcut, an iron nail and a rotary 

quern fragment.  

 

Group 4 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

The area was then used for digging cess pits (contexts 1044 and 1077, Group  5, see plan 

below), which contained leather, textiles, a cord fragment, wood chippings, locks of human 

hair, slag, animal bone, shell, an iron ferrule, a horn offcut, a loom weight and pottery in their 

backfills. This activity was dated to the 10th century. 

 

Group 5 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 



York Archaeological Trust 9 

 

   
28-9 High Ousegate   
York Archaeological Trust Web Report    AYW 3 

Two wicker fences, which formed a T-shape, were inserted (G6, see plan below), the longer 

portion of which was aligned at right angles to Coppergate (contexts 1041, 1071, 1072, 1074, 

1076, 1082 and 1098 shown on plan), while the shorter portion was parallel to the street 

(contexts 1030–1035, 1099 and 1101–1103).  

 

Group 6 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

A linear trench on the north-western side of the site G7, (context 1044/1085, see plan below) 

was dug for a structure of wickerwork, wooden posts and stakes (contexts 1023–1029, 1059–

1060, 1063–1065 and 1096–1097). A positive tool mark match between stakes from Groups 6 

and 7 shows that they were contemporaneous.  

 

Context 1044 and associated wickerwork (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

A cobbled surface (context 1038, see plan below) was then laid down which respected the 

wicker fences and the post- and stake-built structure. 
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Groups 6 and 7 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

 

Cobble surface 1038 and the Group 6 wicker 

It was difficult to interpret the Group 7 post and stakes because of their uncertain relationship 

with the surrounding deposits. It is sometimes hard to ascertain whether a post has been 

pushed through a deposit from a higher level (i.e. a driven pile) or whether the deposit has 

accumulated around the post. In addition, the fact that the construction cut (1044/1085) 

continued beyond the area of excavation made work on its north-western edge impossible. It 

was therefore unclear whether four of the timbers were within the cut or not (contexts 1062, 

1065 and 1096-1097). It seemed unusual that the cut was far longer than the post and stake 

alignment (there were no posts or stakes within the south-westernmost 0.8m of the cut). Two 

of the larger posts (contexts 1027 and 1062) were inserted at odd angles, which might suggest 
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that they had been driven in from above and were therefore the result of a later, possibly 

medieval, piling process. 

 

Excavation of the Group 6 and 7 structures 

However, all the larger timbers (contexts 1023, 1024, 1027–1028, 1062 and 1065) had blunt 

tips which would have made driving them into the ground difficult. It is more likely therefore 

that these timbers were placed within a prepared trench rather than representing later driven 

piles (see section below). The remaining wooden uprights (contexts 1025-1026, 1063-1064 

and 1096-1097) were small stakes, which again would have been difficult to drive into the 

ground to any great depth. It therefore seems probable that the timbers do relate to the 

trench rather than a later piling process, though the latter cannot be totally excluded.  

 

The site section drawing 

The posts clearly represent a more substantial structure than the T-shaped wicker fences of 

Group  6, but whether they were part of a building or simply a boundary fence is impossible to 

determine. Of key interest is the location of the post-built structure, almost directly beneath 

the property division between 28 and 29 High Ousegate. This implies that the property division 
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was established as early as the 10th century, and that it has remained in continuous use since 

that time.  

A patch of horizontal wattle and a stray timber (contexts 1083 and 1036, Group 8, (see plan 

below) may represent the partial collapse of the Group 6 fences. These were sealed by a 

number of dumped deposits and a pit (G8, contexts 1021-1022 and -1079). Artefacts including 

slag, animal bone, wood and bark fragments, leather offcuts and late 9th- to 10th-century 

pottery were recovered. All these contexts formed while the structures of Groups 6 and 7 

were still visible above ground level, though it is unclear whether or not the structures were in 

a good state of repair. 

 

Group 8 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

Two large pits were then dug (contexts 1018 and 1052, Group  9, see plan below) which clearly 

post-dated the structures of Groups  6 and  7. One of these (context 1018) was clearly a 

rubbish pit and contained wood, faeces, a bucket stave, cordage, textiles, leather shoes, 

leather offcuts, antler offcuts, slag, animal bone and pottery, which were dated to the 10th 

century. The original function of the other cut (context 1052) was less clear. While it could be 

part of a large rubbish pit, it seemed to be linear, and was located almost directly beneath the 

present boundary between 28 and 29 High Ousegate. It is possible, therefore, that it 

represents some kind of boundary ditch, forming a continuation of the property division 

established in Group  7. 
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Group 9 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

The final group of Anglo-Scandinavian deposits on site consisted of levelling (context 1005, 

Group  10, see plan below) before the insertion of an isolated post-hole (context 1069).  

 

Group 10 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

2.3     Modern cellar walls and concrete floors 

All the later medieval and post-medieval deposits on site had been removed by a substantial 

Victorian cellar, which forms the basement of the present day property (contexts 10011002 

and 1004, Group 11, see plan below).  
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Group 11 (the grid on the image is 1m squares) 

3 TEXTILES, CORDS, ANIMAL FIBRES AND HUMAN HAIR 

By Penelope Walton Rogers 

3.1  Summary  

The clothing worn by the 10th-century residents of Ousegate is represented by over 40 

fragments of wool textile. These are mostly tweed-like cloths, but there are some finer pieces 

in the collection, including some probable imports. The 10th century was a period of change in 

the textile industry and this is reflected in the weaves, which include the old Anglo-Saxon 2/2 

chevron and diamond twills and the new 2/1 twill, which was to become the main weave of 

wool clothing in the 11th to13th centuries. Alongside the textiles are some half-spun ends of 

yarn, comparable with the yarns in the 2/1 twills. Remains of animal pelts and cut locks of 

human hair from at least three different people were found in the same deposits.  

3.2 Introduction  

The finds from the 28-29 High Ousegate excavation include textiles, yarns, cords and clumps of 

animal fibre. The textiles are cut and torn pieces of what seems to be wool clothing, judging 

from the remains of seams and hems and the occasional felting from wear. One example is the 

wrist end of a sleeve, with a braid worked around the cuff-edge (see image of Sf85 below). 

Another is a band of fine purple-dyed fabric, folded lengthways, which may have been worn as 

a binding over leg-hose. A third is a lightweight gauzy fabric which, although made in wool, 

mimics the appearance of silks used for headdresses and scarves. The remaining textiles are 

medium quality wool fabrics, probably used for tunics, gowns, cloaks, trousers and hose, 

together with some coarser pieces which may be from blankets and furnishings. 
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Drawing of sleeve with detail of braid worked around the cuff 

Altogether there are 26 different fabric types, including tabby-weave, plain, chevron and 

diamond 2/2 twill, and plain 2/1 twill. This range of types is typical of English urban collections 

from the 10th century, which was a transitional period for the textile industry. The twills based 

on the 2/2 structure were inherited from the earlier, rural Anglo-Saxon weaving tradition and 

had been produced in the hamlets and villages of England since the 6th century. They 

diminished in number through the course of the 10th century and had disappeared by the 

time of the Norman Conquest. They were replaced by plain 2/1 twill, which was to become the 

main weave of the wool clothing fabrics produced by the later urban cloth guilds. 

This change in weave structure coincided with the demise of the old warp-weighted loom and 

the arrival of the two-beam vertical loom, a changeover which seems to have occurred in York 

and Winchester around AD 900. In rural sites such as Flixborough, Lincolnshire, however, the 

warp-weighted loom continued in use into the 11th century. If it is correct to equate the 2/2 

weaves with the warp-weighted loom, this would imply that the 10th-century Ousegate 2/2 

twills were made outside the town and the 2/1 twills closer to hand. The evidence of raw wool 

and coarse spun yarn from the site, matching the yarns in the coarse tabby-weaves and 2/1 

twills, would support that view. The mechanism of exchange between town and country at 

this date is not fully understood, but it is possible that some cloth was being brought in from 

the villages and farmsteads around York, for exchange at the town market. 

Two of the Ousegate textiles may be identified as a typical Yorkshire product. Diamond 

twills  Sf85(ii) and  Sf96(i) (see image of Sf96 below) have the particularly small pattern repeat 

already encountered at three sites in York and in two burials at the Anglian cemetery of West 

Heslerton, although it is almost unknown outside the county (see 3.7.5 below).  
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Sf96 

If cloth was being brought into York from the rural hinterland, this is likely to be it. A product 

which was more probably made in the town is the 2/1 twill with a pile darned into it (see 3.7.6 

below). This is the fifth example of a stitched-pile textile from York and it may be interpreted 

as a copy of the woven piled cloaks which were being traded out of Norse colonies in Ireland 

and Iceland at this time. The piled fabric and the small-pattern diamond twills had all been 

dyed with madder, a common dyestuff in York and one known to have been used by the 10th-

century dyers at Coppergate. 

The three finest textiles from the Ousegate site,  Sf76, Sf78 and Sf97(i) (see images of Sf76 and 

Sf97(i) below), are more likely to be imports. All three are dyed with lichen dyes which are 

difficult to find locally and there are reasons to suppose that some or all of these three are 

Norse in origin (see 3.7.2 and 3.7.3 below). In the first half of the 10th century York had 

political affiliation with both Norway and Viking Dublin, and textiles such as these may have 

been brought in by Scandinavian merchants or travellers. 

 

 

Textile fragment Sf76, probably an import 
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Textile fragment Sf97 (i) probably an import) 

The textiles have improved our knowledge of trade in 10th-century York, but what do they 

have to say of the people who were resident at Ousegate? The fabrics are mostly the middle 

and lower range of clothing and household textiles. There are no examples of the silks found 

at Coppergate or the fine lozenge twills from Pavement, although the three finer fabrics 

suggest access to a certain amount of better quality goods. Some of the coarsest pieces are 

probably blankets, and the remains of sheepskin and goat hides are likely to be from outer 

clothing or house furnishings. Such textiles would fit the artisans who left the horn and antler 

working waste in the same deposits. Spinning and needlework were also being practised at the 

site, which implies the presence of women (see 3.5 and 3.7.7 below). Finally, we know 

something more of three, or possibly four, of the inhabitants of Ousegate. From the hair 

trimmings found in the same deposits as the textiles, we can tell that they had healthy hair 

which they kept tidy and well maintained (see 3.9). 

3.3  Catalogue of Textile, cord, animal fibre and human hair 

Sf 35 - Medium-coarse wool ZS diamond twill. Three fragments of wool textile woven in 2/2 

diamond twill, 12/Z x 7/S per cm. Selvedge, two bobbins in use. No dye or fleece type analysis. 

30 x 30mm, 25 x 15mm, 16 x 14mm. 

Sf76 - Wide tape, ?leg -binding, fine black ZS tabby. A band of wool textile woven in tabby, 

wa/16 22/Z x we/10 11/S per cm; smooth, glossy yarn. Simple selvedges on both sides; 64mm 

across warp. Dyed with lichen purple; fleece types Hairy Medium x Hairy Medium. Folded 

lengthways. Three stitches at one end, plied wool yarn, Z2S, 1.5mm; fibre non-pigmented and 

densely-pigmented (light grey). L.345mm. 

Sf77 - Wool medium coarse ?plain twill ZS. Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/2 plain twill, 

wa/10/Z x we/9/S per cm. Six-thread reverse in diagonal at selvedge; two bobbins in use. One 



York Archaeological Trust 18 

 

   
28-9 High Ousegate   
York Archaeological Trust Web Report    AYW 3 

edge folded back; remains of stitching parallel to fold, red sewing thread, plied Z2S, 1.5mm; 

further remains of stitching on selvedge, brown, smooth single Z-spun. 125 x 75mm. 

Sf78 - Tattered, very fine black wool ZS tabby. Nine tattered fragments of wool textile woven 

in tabby, 18/Z x 18/S per cm; open, net-like. At least 175mm across warp (across Z-spun 

system). Dyed with lichen purple; fleece types indeterminate. Largest fragments 160 x 105mm, 

175 x 90mm, 75 x 70mm. 

Sf79 - Medium-coarse wool twill with hem (shaped corner), cf Coppergate AY17/5. Fragment 

of wool textile woven in 2/2 plain twill, 12/Z x 912/S per cm. Hemmed on two adjacent edges; 

sewing thread wool, pair Z-spun yarns. 135 x 80mm. 

Sf83 - Coarse wool 2/1 twill. Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/1 twill, 5/Z x 5 6/S per cm; 

heavily felted. No dye or fleece type analysis. 95 x 60mm and several small fragments. 

Sf84 - Heavily concreted wool textile. (i) Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/2 ?plain twill, 9/Z 

x 9/S per cm; matted, probably from wear; rigid with organic concretion. Some reverses in 

twill diagonal are probably weaving faults. No dye or fleece type analysis. Long edges are 

stitched (overcast); sewing thread is a pair of Z-spun wool yarns. Further stitch-holes along 

third edge. 220 x 35mm. (ii) A length of wool cord, plied Z2S, D.0.8mm. L.25mm. 

Sf85 - Fragments and ?cuff, wool ZS broken twill. (i) Two fragments of wool textile woven in 

2/2 chevron twill, 12/Z x 10/S per cm; pattern repeat mainly over 10Z, sometimes 8Z, threads. 

No dye detected; fleece types Generalised Medium x Generalised Medium. Largest piece has 

been stitched into a cylinder, with a needle-worked braid along one edge; probably a sleeve 

cuff. Yarn of braid is glossy, smoothly spun wool, plied Z2S. 92 x 45mm and 22 x 11mm. (ii) 

Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/2 diamond twill, 11 12/Z x 11/S per cm; small pattern 

repeat. Dyed with madder; no fleece-type analysis. 45 x 45mm.(iii) Fragment of wool textile 

woven in 2/2 diamond twill, 11/Z x 8/S per cm. No dye detected; no fleece type analysis. 30 x 

28mm. 

Sf86 - Coarse wool ZS 2/2 twill, felted. Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/2 plain twill, 12/Z x 

10/S per cm; slightly felted, possibly from wear. No dye or fleece type analysis. Hem 10mm 

deep along one edge, with broken remains of stitching with plied (Z2S) wool yarn. 75 x 60mm. 

Sf87 - Medium-coarse wool ZS 2/2 plain twill. (i) Several fragments of wool textile woven in 

2/2 plain twill, 13/Z x 11/Z+S per cm. Weft is mostly S-spun, but in some places there is regular 

spin-patterning, 2Z/2S or 1Z/1S. Weaving faults and weft gores present. No dye or fleece type 

analysis; wool is approximately 1020% densely pigmented (grey) in all yarns. Largest fragments 

140 x 40mm and 160 x 55mm. (ii) A length of wool cord, cabled Z2S3Z, D.3 4mm. L.155mm. 

Sf88 - Cabled ?wool cord. Two plied cords, Z2S, D.1.5mm, loosely cabled together (Z2S3Z) to 

make a cord D 3.0mm. 

Sf89 - Wool ZZ textile felted. (i) Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/2 diamond twill, 14/Z x 

8/S per cm. Fleece-types Hairy Medium x Hairy Medium; yellow dye present (luteolin 

detected). 75 x 40mm. (ii) Triangular offcut of wool textile woven in tabby, 6/Z x 5/S+Z; heavily 

felted. Z and S yarns in one system, in no particular pattern. No dye or fleece type analysis. 70 

x 35mm 
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Sf90 - Organics incorporating animal fibres. Three different types of raw fibre: (i) 0.5g of wavy 

locks of moderately pigmented (brown) human hair, up to 90mm long; cut at both ends. 

(ii) 0.9g of wool staples, pointed, crimpy, 60mm long; roots present and skin; tips abraded. 

Fine/Generalised Medium fleece type.(iii) 0.3g of dark brown wool staples, pointed, crimpy, 

55mm long; tips abraded. Generalised Medium fleece type; moderate pigmentation (brown) 

throughout. 

Sf91 - Organics incorporating plied ?wool yarns. (i) Fragment of wool textile woven in tabby, 

5/S x 3/S per cm. Fleece types Hairy Medium x Hairy Medium; partly pigmented (dark grey); no 

dye analysis. 65 x 10mm. (ii) Seven lengths of S-spun yarn with varying diameter, loosely spun 

ends. Hairy Medium fleece type; non-pigmented (white). L. 50 170mm. (iii) 0.2g of raw wool. 

Hairy Medium fleece type, non-pigmented (white). 

Sf92 - wool ZS plain 2/2 twill and  organics incorporating s-spun yarns. (i) Fragment of wool 

textile woven in 2/1 twill, 7/Z x 6/S per cm with remains of stitched pile on one face, pile loose 

S-spun yarn, abraded. Fleece types Generalised Medium x Hairy Medium, pile Hairy Medium; 

dyed with madder (alizarin and purpurin detected). 120 x 80mm. (ii) Two fragments of wool 

textile woven in 2/2 plain twill, 11/Z x 7/S per cm. Fleece types Hairy Medium x Hairy Medium; 

no dye analysis. 75 x 45mm and 110 x 35mm. (iii) Approximately 20 lengths of S-spun yarns of 

varying diameter. L. 50 110mm. 

Sf93 – wool ?broken twill felted and ?wool cabled cord. (i) Fragment of wool textile woven in 

2/2 chevron twill, 10/Z x 7/S per cm; no complete pattern repeat, but at least 8Z before 

reverse; matted, possibly from wear. 60 x 23mm. (ii) A length of cord made up of three plied 

wool cords, Z2S, Z2S and Z3S, irregularly cabled together in the S direction. Fibres are 

approximately 10% moderately pigmented (oatmeal). L.195mm, D.3 4mm. (iii) Three wool 

staples, pointed, crimpy; Hairy Medium fleece type. 60mm, 40mm and 40mm. 

Sf94 - Part mineralised, medium-coarse ZS 2/2 twill with weaving faults, interesting wool. 

Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/2 plain twill, 10/Z x 10 11/S per cm. Several weaving 

faults, where warp threads jump too many weft threads, and some probable gores, are 

present. No dye or fleece type analysis; wool is moderately pigmented throughout (brown). 

Curving folded edge, with broken remains of stitching; sewing yarn pair of Z-spun yarns. 140 x 

90mm. 

Sf95 - Wool 2/2 ZS ?warp-chevron twill. (i) Two fragments of wool textile woven in 2/2 

chevron twill, 11/Z x 7/S per cm. No dye or fleece type analysis. 70 x 65 and 20 x 10mm.  

(ii) Fragment of wool textile woven in 2/2 plain twill, 12/Z x 9/S per cm. No dye or fleece type 

analysis. 40 x 30mm. (iii) <0.1g of matted wool, probably originating in textile. 

Sf96 - medium coarse ZS ?broken twill, wool plied cords, animal fibres. (i) Several fragments of 

wool textile woven in 2/2 diamond twill, 12/Z x 10/S per cm; regular 6Z x 5S between reverses; 

matted possibly from wear. Fleece types Hairy Medium x Hairy Medium; dyed with madder 

(alizarin and purpurin detected). Two stitches of peach-coloured silk yarn, single S-twist, 

0.8mm diameter, on smallest fragment. Largest 80 x 24mm and 45 x 20mm. (ii) Fragment of 

wool textile woven in 2/2 diamond twill, 14/Z x 8/S per cm. No dye detected; no fleece type 

analysis. Folded and stitched with wool sewing yarn, pair of single Zs. 60 x 35mm. (iii) Thin 
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length of human hair, moderately pigmented (brown). L.110mm.  

(iv) Knotted bundle of Z-spun wool yarn. L.70mm. 

Sf97 - Very fine wool ZS 2/2 plain twill. (i) Two fragments of wool textile woven in 2/2 plain 

twill from combed-wool yarn, 24/Z x 15/S per cm. Dyed with lichen purple; fleece types Hairy 

Medium x Generalised Medium. 85 x 70mm and 60 x 40mm. (ii) 0.4g of matted raw wool, very 

kempy. 

Sf98 - coarse wool 2/2 twill felted and animal fibres. (i) Several fragments of wool textile 

woven in 2/2 diamond twill, 8/Z x 7/S per cm; large pattern repeat, at least 10Z x 20S between 

reverses; matted, possibly from wear. No dye detected; no fleece type analysis. Largest 75 x 

22mm, 75 x 20mm. (ii) Fragment of wool textile woven in tabby, 6/Z x 2/S per cm; S-spun yarn 

is 3mm thick. No dye or fleece type analysis. 30 x 15mm.(iii) Irregular pieces of spun yarn, 

mostly S-spun, some Z-spun; some dark, some light; 1 2mm diameter. Dark yarns are 

approximately 50% densely pigmented (dark grey). Longest L.110mm. (iv) 0.4g of matted raw 

wool, Hairy Medium fleece type; tested for dye but none detected. (v) 0.6g of cut lengths of 

straight human hair, lightly pigmented (light brown/blonde). L. 2530mm. 

3.4  Sheepskin and raw wool 

Tufts of wool were found in two deposits, (context 1046 SF90 and context 1066 SF91,  SF93, 

SF97 and SF98”). The wool from 1046 is still in its original ‘staples’ (staples are the locks of 

wool into which the fleece naturally falls), which are 55–60mm long and crimpy (see image of 

SF90 below). Fibre roots are present on at least some of the staples, together with blackened 

remains of skin, which means that these were almost certainly pieces of sheepskin when they 

were deposited. The skins must have seen considerable use, as the fibre tips are worn and 

frayed throughout. 

 

SF90 
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The raw wool from 1066 was found with lengths of irregularly spun yarn, SF91 (ii), SF96(iv) and 

SF98(iii) and may be interpreted as spinner’s waste. Some of this wool was still in its original 

staples, which are up to 60mm long, pointed in shape and slightly crimpy. They lack the root 

ends seen in the staples from 1046 and may have been sheared. Other pieces of wool are 

loosely matted, perhaps from processing prior to spinning. 

 

Spun yarn SF96(iv) 

The wool thought to represent spinner’s waste is from a white Hairy Medium fleece, which 

matches the wool in the spun yarn and the wool in many of the textiles. There are two visibly 

different sub-types present, one with a quantity of kemp (kemp is the term for the wide 

hollow fibres over 100 microns diameter often found in primitive fleeces), such as SF91(iii), 

and the other with no kemp but occasional hairs (hairs are fibres over 60 microns with a 

narrow central medulla), such as SF93(iii) and SF98(iv). These two sub-categories can also be 

seen in some of the textiles (see 3.10 below). 

The sheepskins, however, are different. One is from a uniformly brown fleece of Generalised 

Medium type, while the other is a particularly fine white wool of Fine/Generalised Medium 

type. The latter is particularly common in textiles from early Anglo-Saxon sites (Ryder 1983, 

188–9; AY 17/05, Table 14). These two represent soft types of fleece and may have been used 

as linings for winter clothing or bed covers. They should be seen as part of the same group of 

finds as the remains of black and black-and-white goatskin, SF39and SF80 from  context 1049 

(see 3.7.9 below). 

3.5 Spinning waste 

Numerous loose lengths of spun yarn were found in association with raw wool in context 

1066, SF91(ii), SF92(iii), SF98(iii). They were similar to the yarns in the coarser textiles from the 

site, that is, the tabby-weaves and the 2/1 twills. Most were S-spun and made from a white 

fleece similar in quality to the raw wool SF93from the same deposit. A few were Z-spun and 

there were some pieces in SF98(iii) which had been spun from a grey fleece, comparable with 

the wool in coarse tabby-weave textile SF91(i). The yarns were often unevenly spun with 
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‘slubs’ (lumpy areas) and frayed-out ends and it seems likely that they represent faulty pieces 

discarded during spinning. No spinning tools were recovered from the small Ousegate trench, 

but spindle whorls have been found in large numbers at other 10th-century sites in the area 

(AY 17/11, 1731–45). Spinning was regarded as a woman’s craft at this date (AY 17/11, 1821–

4) and this evidence almost certainly indicates a female presence at the site. 

3.6  Colour 

The Ousegate textiles were heavily stained by ten centuries of burial in the ground, but the 

original colour could in many cases be reconstructed by analysis of dye and pigmentation (see 

3.11 below). Most of the textiles proved to have been made from white wool, but naturally 

coloured fleeces had been used for coarse tabby-weave textile SF91(i) which was dark grey, 

fine tabby-weave band SF76 which was pale grey and plain 2/2 twill SF94 which was brown. 

Dyes were detected in seven of the eleven textiles selected for analysis. A sample of raw wool, 

SF98(iv), was also analysed, but no dye was detectable. The dyes detected were madder, 

lichen purple and a yellow dye, possibly weld or greenweed. 

Madder was identified in the two diamond twills with a small pattern repeat, SF85(ii) (see 

image below); and in the 2/1 twill with a stitched pile, SF92(i) (see image below), all of which 

are thought to be local products. Madder yields a warm brick red and is derived from the roots 

of the madder plant, Rubia tinctorum (AY 17/05, 400–1). Madder dye appeared and 

disappeared with the Romans, but was again being used in Britain by the 7th or 8th century 

and the plant was cultivated here by the 10th (ibid.; AY 17/11, 1769). It is the most common 

dye to have been identified in textiles from 9th- to 11th-century York and London (Walton 

1988), and extensive remains of the plant itself were found in environmental samples from 

Coppergate and surrounding sites, together with the clubmoss which was probably used as a 

plant mordant to fix the dye on the wool fibre (Hall in AY 17/11, 1767–9). The importance of 

madder as a dye in late Anglo-Saxon England probably lies behind the statement in the 11th-

century poem Conflictus Ovis et Lini, ‘Not blood, not sun, not fire glows as red as you, Britain, 

glow ruby in my [i.e. the sheep’s] coat’ (Zeitschrift für Deutschland Alterthum 1859, 215–38). 

 

Diamond twill fragments SF96(i), dyed with madder 
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2/1 twill SF92(i), dyed with madder 

Lichen purple was detected in the three finest textiles, SF76 (see image below); SF78 (see 

image below) and SF97(i) (see image on p18), some or all of which are likely to be imports. 

Lichen purple is derived from a range of different lichens, those used in the British Isles and 

Norway being primarily species of Ochrolechia and Umbilicaria, together with Lasallia 

pustullata (L.) Mérat (Diadick Casselman 1999, 33). It is a relative of litmus and has a similar 

acid-alkali colour change, which makes it a versatile colourant, although it has poor 

lightfastness when compared with other natural dyes. The lichens can occasionally be found in 

England, but they are more abundant in Scotland, Ireland and Scandinavia (Kok 1966, 252). 

The dye has been most often found analytically in textiles from Viking Dublin (Walton 1988) 

and the early Norse farmstead at Narsaq (Ø 17a), Greenland (Walton Rogers 1993). It seems 

likely that it was a Norse speciality, and the raw dyestuff, known as lacmus, was certainly a 

Norwegian export in later centuries. In York it has been found in imported silks, where it was 

overdyed with madder, and in a fine chevron twill thought to be the remains of an imported 

woven band (AY 17/05, 396).  

A trace of a yellow dye, probably weld or greenweed, was found in one textile, diamond twill, 

SF89(i). Weld, Reseda luteola L., and greenweed, Genista tinctoria L., are common wayside 

plants in Britain and remains of greenweed were found at Coppergate in association with 

madder, while weld seeds were also present in small numbers (Hall in AY 17/11, 1767–9). 

Yellow dyes have not been identified in textiles from York before this time, but they are 

particularly difficult to detect in archaeological material and it is likely that their presence is 

under-represented in the analytical results. 
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Textile fragment SF76 and sf78, dyed with lichen purple 

3.7  Textile Types 

3.7.1  Coarse tabby weaves, SF89(ii) and SF91(i) 

There are two examples of coarse tabby-weave (plain weave) textiles, one made from a dark 

grey wool, SF91(i), and the other from white wool, heavily felted, SF89(ii). Similar textiles have 

been found at 6–8 Pavement, dated to the 10th and 10th/11th century, (580–2, 584, 585, 590, 

AY 17/03), one with a darned-in pile (581) and the other lined with a fine diamond twill 

(590/575). There are further examples from late Saxon London (Pritchard 1984, 51–2), one of 

which (catalogue no.4–6) has a weft-stripe of a contrasting colour. These coarse fabrics rarely 

have any seams or hems and are most likely to represent blankets and coverlets. 

3.7.2 Fine tabby weaves, SF78 and SF76 

The fine, open, gauzy fabric, SF78 (see image below), has been made from smoothly spun wool 

yarn and resembles some of the net-like silks from Coppergate (1371, 1346, 1348–9, 1351b, 

AY 17/05, 367). The wool has proved difficult to categorise by fleece type analysis and it is 

possible that it has been prepared by some special means before spinning (see 3.10 below). 

There is a larger piece of a similar textile from All Saints, Pavement (1976.19, Sf13, 

unpublished), which has the complete loom-width preserved, 240–50mm from selvedge to 

selvedge, with a fringe at one end and knotted cord attachments on one edge. The Ousegate 

fragments have been dyed with lichen purple (see Colour), as were two of the Coppergate silks 

(1349, 1352); the All Saints example has not been tested for dye. 
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Fine, gauzy fabric SF78 

Early examples of this distinctive fabric type have been recorded in two Anglian cemeteries of 

North Yorkshire, West Heslerton (G143, Walton Rogers 1999a, 147) and Scorton (Walton 

Rogers in prep.), in positions which suggest head-veils or neck-scarves. There is another from a 

7th-century woman’s grave at Buckland II, Kent, interpreted as a sash worn around the waist 

(Walton Rogers forthcoming); and three more from 7th-/8th-century settlements in north 

Germany, two from Hessens and one from Leens (Tidow 1995, 367; Walton Rogers 1995, He 

31c and 33a). From the Viking Age there is an example from the prince’s burial at Bjerringhøj 

(Mammen), Denmark (C135b, Østergård 1991, 128), but the greatest number are from 

Hiberno-Norse Dublin where there are 38 pieces, mostly in widths of 85–255mm (Heckett 

1987; Heckett 1990). The Dublin examples had been used for head-dresses and scarves. 

Almost all of these gauzy fabrics were made with Z-spun yarn in warp and weft, although the 

Ousegate example has a Z-spun warp and S-spun weft. To the naked eye many appear black 

and the Scorton and Bjerringhøj examples proved to have been dyed a particularly deep blue 

(chemically indigotin, indicating woad or indigo), although no dye was detected in the 

examples tested from Dublin (Heckett 1987, 160). The wool of the Ousegate, Scorton, Hessens 

and Bjerringhøj textiles is broadly similar (see 3.10 below). 

These net-like tabby weaves seem to be specialist work, outside the common run of textiles of 

the period. The technical similarity of finds from different sites suggests that they may have 

been made in one production centre. It is difficult to identify their place of origin from their 

scattered distribution, but Dublin seems a likely candidate for the Viking-Age examples. 

The woven band, SF76, is also made from fine silk-like yarn and dyed near-black with lichen 
purple. In this case, however, the wool is a Hairy Medium type with some black fibres present. 
The band is 64mm wide, but folded to half that width (see image below). Finely woven bands, 
mainly 70–90mm wide, have been found in early medieval sites throughout northern Europe 
(Beatson 1995, 9–17). Most are woven in 2/2 warp chevron twill (cf Coppergate 1306, AY 
17/05, 324, 340), but there is a ZS tabby-weave example from Hedeby, 75mm wide (Hägg 
1984, 24–5). Three examples, one from Coppergate and two from late Saxon London have 
been dyed with the same purple dye as the Ousegate band. These bands are generally 
interpreted as hose binding bands, or Wickelbander (Beatson 1995), which were worn in the 
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manner of puttees, wrapped around the lower leg. Illustrations in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts 
show them worn in this manner by both sexes, although the Bayeux wall-hanging also shows 
the Normans wearing shorter bands cross-gartered below the knee. Some stitches at one end 
of the Ousegate band may be for attachment to the garter seen at the knee in the illustrations, 
or for the metal hook thought to have been used with them. 

 

 

Woven band SF76, folded in half 

3.7.3 Plain 2/2 twills 

There are nine examples of textiles woven in plain 2/2 twill (see 3.3 above). One, SF97(i), is 
finer than the rest (Fig.), with 24/Z x 15/S threads per cm, and has been dyed with the same 
lichen purple dye as the fine tabby weaves (see 3.6 below). The others are medium-weight 
fabrics with thread-counts of 9–13/Z x 7–12/S per cm. SF94and SF87(i) have been made from 
coloured fleeces, SF94 brown and SF87(i) light grey. All have been made with Z-spun warp and 
S-spun weft, although SF87(i) has areas where Z-spun yarn alternates with the S-spun, 
sometimes 1Z and 1S and sometimes 2Z and 2S. This indicates two bobbins in use during 
weaving, a feature that can also be seen in the selvedges of SF77 and diamond twill SF35 (see 
images below) 

 

Textile fragment Sf77, with selvedge highlighted (left) and weave diagram of SF35, showing 
selvedge (right) 

There are weaving faults and weft gores in SF87(i) (see image below) and SF94. Gores are 
worked in by the weaver in order to straighten out irregularities in the line of the weft, which, 
in the author’s experience, are a common problem when working with a wide warp-weighted 
loom, where the weft has a tendency to ride up at the edges of the weave. SF84(i) is thought 
to represent part of a shoe-lining or foot hose, and SF86 (see image below) and SF79 (see 
image below) have hems (see 3.7.8 below). 
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SF87(i), showing weft gore 

 

Textile fragment SF86 with hem 

 

Textile fragment SF79 with hem 
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Textiles of this type are commonly found in settlements around the North Sea in the Viking 
Age (Bender Jørgensen 1992, 142–3), and in the Norse colonies in the North Atlantic islands 

such as Greenland (Østergård 1993; Østergård 1998; Walton Rogers 1993; Walton Rogers 
1998) and Papa Stour, Shetland (Walton Rogers 1999b). The Scandinavian medium-weight 
twills, however, often have a rough nap, unlike the light felting sometimes visible in the York 
examples. Examination of the wool in the textiles from Norse Greenland and Shetland also 
shows that they always have a coarser wool in the warp (Z-spun) than in the weft (S-spun) 
(Walton Rogers 1993; Walton Rogers 1998; Walton Rogers 1999b). Anglo-Saxon twills are 
more variable in wool use, although most commonly they have the same wool in warp and 
weft (see 3.10 below). In this respect, the fine twill, SF97(i), dyed with lichen purple, is more 
like the Norse twills, while the medium-weight Ousegate twills fit more naturally in the Anglo-
Saxon tradition. 

3.7.4 2/2 ZS chevron twills 

The twill diagonal has been reversed to give a chevron effect in three ZS twills, SF95(i) )see 
image below), SF85(i) and SF93(i). The reverses are all in the presumed warp (Z-spun system), 
which makes these warp chevron twill, or ‘herringbone twill’, a weave still used today for 
men’s jacketings. The Ousegate examples are of medium weight, with thread-counts of 10–
12/Z x 7–10/S per cm, and no dye was detected in the single example tested, SF85(i). The 
diagonal reverses after 6Z threads in SF95(i) and 10Z in SF85(i), making pattern repeats of 12Z 
and 20Z respectively, while the pattern of the third, SF95(i), is incomplete. SF85(i) seems to 
represent the cuff end of a sleeve (see image below) and has the warp running down the 
sleeve, with a needle-worked braid around the cuff edge (see 3.7.8 below). 

 

Textile fragment SF95(i) and weave diagram 
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Sleeve cuff SF85(i) 

Chevron (and diamond) ZS twills have a similar temporal and geographic distribution to the 
plain ZS twills, although they do not seem to have spread so far into the Norse colonies. ZS 
chevron twills especially come to the fore in late Anglo-Saxon England in the 9th to 10th 
centuries and patterns which repeat over 12 and 20 threads are standard. 

3.7.5 2/2 ZS diamond twills   

Seven of the Ousegate textiles have been woven in 2/2 diamond twill. They occur in similar 
medium-weight qualities to the chevron twills, with thread-counts of 8–14/Z x 7–11/S per cm. 
SF85(ii) (see image below) and SF96(i) (see image below) have very small pattern repeats, with 
reverses after 6Z and 5S threads (pattern repeat 12Z x 10S), and have been dyed red with 
madder. A third, SF89(i), has reverses after 10Z and 9S threads (pattern repeat 20Z x 18S) and 
has been dyed yellow with weld or greenweed. The others have irregular or incomplete 
patterns, with no detectable dye in the two tested, SF85(iii) and SF96(ii) (see image below). 
Some are slightly felted, almost certainly from wear, and two have remains of stitching, one in 
wool (SF96(ii) see image below) and the other in silk (SF96(i) see image below). 

 

Textile fragment SF85(ii) and weave diagrams of SF85(ii) and (iii) 
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Weave diagrams of SF96(i) 

 

Weave diagrams of SF96(ii) 

 

SF96(ii), showing stitching 

 

SF96(i), showing peach coloured stitching 
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ZS diamond twills in a range of qualities were used in Anglo-Saxon England for men’s and 
women’s clothing from the 6th to the 10th centuries. They are also found in Saxony, Frisia and 
Dublin (Pritchard 1992, 94). The 20Z x 18S pattern repeat of Ousegate SF89(i) (see image 
below) recurs in all areas and Bender Jørgensen has suggested that at least some of these ZS 
textiles are trade goods (Bender Jørgensen 1992, 142–3, 148–9). While this may be true of the 
finer qualities of fabric, examination of the raw materials of the German textiles indicates that 
they are more often black, while the English examples are red. The technical similarities may 
therefore be due to the shared weaving traditions of the Anglian and Saxon peoples of the 
continent with those of Anglo-Saxon England. 

 

Textile fragment SF89(i), with weave diagram 

The small pattern repeat of Ousegate SF85(ii) and SF96(i) can be confidently identified as a 
Yorkshire product. Patterns vary considerably in Anglo-Saxon diamond twills, but this 
particular repeat appeared in two graves at the Anglian cemetery at West Heslerton in the 
Yorkshire Wolds (Walton Rogers 1999a, 149) and at three sites in York, namely Parliament 
Street, Pavement and Coppergate (Walton 1990, 64). There are no examples in contemporary 
textile collections from Lincoln, London or Winchester, and the only example outside 
Yorkshire, so far, is from 7th- or 8th-century Orsett, Essex (Crowfoot 1985, 15). It is difficult to 
understand why such small repeats would be used, as they are barely visible to the naked eye. 
The grooves where the diagonal reverses in the weft are easier to see than the diamond 
pattern and it is perhaps this scored effect which was the aim of the weaver. 

3.7.6 2/1 twill, SF83 and SF92(i) 

Two coarse textiles have been woven in 2/1 twill, SF83and SF92(i). One, SF83, is heavily felted 
(see image below), but examination of the fibres by microscopy shows considerable damage 
to the cuticle and fibre ends, which suggests that the nap is the result of wear rather than 
deliberate raising of the surface with teasels. The other example, SF92(i) has a pile made from 
tufts of soft S-spun yarn neatly darned into the textile, at a diagonal to the weave (see image 
below). The whole has been dyed with madder and, although the tufted pile is very worn, the 
red dye is still visible to the naked eye. 
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Textile fragment SF83, heavily felted 

 

SF92(i), showing yarn darned into the textile 

There are a small number of 2/1 twills from early cemetery sites, but the weave only comes to 
the fore in the settlements of north-west Europe in the 10th century (Bender Jørgensen 1992, 
79). In Britain, it can be shown to coincide with the arrival of the two-beam vertical loom in 
towns such as Winchester and York (Walton Rogers 2001). There was a long changeover 
period while both 2/2 and 2/1 structures were used alongside each other, and the Ousegate 
pieces belong to this phase, before 2/1 had ousted 2/2 twill in clothing fabrics. 

The stitched-in pile of SF92(i) is the fifth example of its type to be recorded from York. There 
are two in tabby weave from Coppergate, 1295 and 1460a (AY 17/05, 335), with a third in 
tabby weave, 581, and a fourth in diamond twill, 579, from 6–8 Pavement (AY 17/03, 114). All 
are heavy fabrics and in at least one case dyed red with madder (AY 17/05, 336). One of the 
Coppergate pieces was arranged in a double layer with a bound edge, and probably represents 
the neck edge of a cloak or cape with a collar (AY 17/05, 318–21). 

Piled textiles appear in a small number of 7th-century men’s graves (AY 17/05, 336) and they 

have been tentatively identified with hairy fabrics and mantles called villosa traded by the 

Frisians in the 8th century (Guójðnsson 1962, 70). By the Viking Age they were exported as 

cloaks and coverlets from Iceland and probably also Ireland, and they have been found in 

several of the Norse colonies (AY 17/05; Pritchard 1992, 95–8). Red seems to have been a 

common colour for the Irish piled cloaks (Heckett 1992, 160–1). In the examples where the 
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technique can be confidently identified, the pile has been inserted during weaving and there is 

only one example, in a twill-cloth mitten from Garðar, Iceland, where the pile has been 

tentatively identified as stitched (Guójðnsson 1962, 68). The York piled textiles are almost 

certainly a local, needle-worked copy of the traded goods. 

3.7.7 Plied yarns and sewing threads  

Loose lengths of fine thread, generally around 1.5mm diameter and consistently plied Z2S (i.e. 

S-twisted from two Z-spun yarns) were found with the textiles, SF30,SF84(ii) and SF88 (see 

image below). In two further cases, SF93(ii) and SF87(ii), similar plied threads had been 

twisted together (‘cabled’) into thicker cords, 3–4mm diameter. They were mainly made from 

white wool, although SF30 and SF93(ii) were at least partially pigmented. 

 

Plied yarn SF88 

The plied threads match the Z2S threads used for needlework on the textiles (see 

Needlework). The sewing threads of SF84(i), SF96(ii), SF94 and SF79 were recorded as pairs of 

Z-spun yarns, but it is likely that they are in reality plied threads which have untwisted during 

sewing. These too were mostly white wool, although SF76 had some pigmented fibres, and 

some of the sewing thread of SF77 have been dyed red, in contrast with the weave. 

Diamond twill SF96(i) had a few broken stitches of peach-coloured S-twist silk (see image on 

p30). This is unusual, since sewing yarns of this period generally match the fibre of the textile 

(AY 17/05, 408–9). It may represent a decorative feature, such as embroidery, or the 

attachment point for beads or metal ornament. 

3.7.8 Needlework 

Needlework was found on eight of the Ousegate textiles. The plied wool thread used for this 

stitching matched the loose lengths of plied yarn from the same deposits, which suggests that 

garments were being stitched on site (see 3.7.7 above). On the felted textiles, the sewing 

thread is also felted, which confirms that the matted effect is from wear, rather than 

deliberate soft-finishing of the fabric. 

Hems were recorded on SF79 (see image below), SF86 (see image on p27), SF94 (see image 

below) and SF96(ii) (see image below). The knotted end of the sewing thread was present on 
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the corner of SF96(ii), where two hems. In all the hems, the raw edge has been turned under 

only once and in SF79 a row of overcast stitching has been run along the edge of the fabric, in 

order to tidy up the raw edge before hemming. The diagonal of the hemming stitch always 

runs in the opposite direction to that taught today, as was the case with the Coppergate hems 

(AY 17/05, 405, Fig.168b), although this probably had little effect on the finished hem. In SF77 

it is likely that some sort of binding tape has been lost, as the remains of brown hemming 

stitch along the edge of the textile (in this instance a selvedge) do not match the red stitching 

running in a line parallel to the folded edge (see image below). A fine tape of this nature was 

used to bind the raw edges of a coarse piled textile from Coppergate before hemming (1460, 

AY 17/05, 321, Fig.128 and 405, Fig.168c). 

 

Hem on SF79 

 

Hem on Sf94 
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SF96(ii) showing stitching and knotted thread 

 

Drawing of SF77 showing red and brown stitching 

The cylinder of textile interpreted as a sleeve, SF85(i), has a seam of uncertain construction 

running vertically. At the cuff the fabric has not been hemmed, but finished with an elaborate 

form of chain stitch worked along the raw edge, which gives a braided effect to the cuff edge 

(see image on p15). This stitch, sometimes called ‘raised plait stitch’, has been previously 

identified on a fine diamond twill at Sutton Hoo, Suffolk, where it covered the outer face of a 

seam (Crowfoot 1983, 420, 422). There is another braid-effect seam decoration on a cushion 

from the prince’s burial at Bjerringhøj, Denmark (Østergård 1991, 136), while a tubular braid 

which may have been needle-worked was found on a fold of fine 2/1 twill from 6–8 Pavement 

(574, AY 17/03, 121). 

SF84(i) has been cut into a narrow strip with slanting ends and has a row of overcast stitching 

in wool thread on the two parallel sides (see image below). This is heavily felted and could be 

part of a shoe lining or foot hose. Finally, some stitches at the end of the hose-band, SF76, 
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may represent where a garter or hook was attached for fastening (see image on p26), and 

broken silk stitches on SF77 suggest some more ornamental attachment (see 3.7.7 above). 

 

SF84(i) showing stitching along two sides 

3.8 Human hair and other animal fibres 

Four examples of extremely well-preserved human hair were found. Two were from a fair-

headed person with straight hair, SF98(v) and SF81 (see image below), and two were from 

brunettes, one with straight hair, SF96(iii), the other slightly wavy SF90(i) (see image below). 

The locks of hair had been cut at both ends, in the case of SF98(v) in short lengths, 25–30mm, 

the others in longer locks, 80–110mm. Anglo-Saxon men mostly wore their hair relatively 

short, down to their ears or the nape of their neck, while Viking men were renowned for the 

care they took over their hair and beards. Women’s hair was mostly covered, but when they 

are illustrated bare-headed, their hair is shown loose and long. The Ousegate hair is obviously 

healthy and well-maintained and is a testimony to the numerous hair combs found in Anglo-

Scandinavian York. 

 

 Straight human hair SF81  
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Slightly wavy human hair SF90 

Two examples of other animal fibres were also found, SF38 and SF80. SF80 includes both black 

and white staples, 30–45mm long, and has all the features of the short summer coat of 

domestic goat (see image below). It has root ends present, which suggests it is from a 

goatskin. SF38 was less easy to identify, but it is similar to the black tufts of SF80 and comes 

from the same deposit, so that it may be tentatively identified as summer goatskin. These are 

unusual finds, as goats were mostly culled at the start of winter when their coats were longer 

and the underwool had started to rise. 

 

Hair from a domestic goat SF80 

3.9 Fleece types 

 

Statistics for each sample are based on the measurement of the diameters of 100 fibres 

Measurements in microns (1 micron = 0.001mm) 
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Sample  Range Mode(s) Mean  

S.D. 

Pearson Coeff. 

of Skew, 

distribution 

Medullas Pigment Fleece type 

Raw wool         

SF90(ii) 

sheepskin 

 11–41 19 23.5  7.7 +0.92, skewed 

positive 

0 0 Fine/Generalised 

Medium 

SF90(iii) 

staples 

 12–57 26 28.5  8.8 +0.66, skewed 

positive 

1% 100% 

moderate 

Generalised 

Medium 

SF91(iii) 

matted 

 16–

65,109–

161 

27 36.0  26.1 +0.90, skewed 

positive 

7% (4 

kemp) 

0 Hairy Medium 

SF93(iii) 

staples 

 17–75 26 30.6  9.1 +0.87, skewed 

positive 

2% 0 Hairy Medium 

SF98(iv) 

matted 

 19–92 26 34.5  12.6 +0.90, skewed 

positive 

6% 0 Hairy Medium 

Yarn         

SF91(ii) spun 

yarn 

 14–93 27 32.7  14.7 +0.63, skewed 

positive 

5% 0 Hairy Medium 

Textiles         

SF76 tabby 

band 

Z 16–87 24,25 34.0  13.4 +0.53, skewed 

positive 

6% 10% Hairy Medium 

 S 15–80 20 26.3  11.0 +0.91, skewed 

positive 

5% 10% Hairy Medium 

SF78 open 

tabby 

Z 11–45 20 22.9  6.3 +0.63, skewed 

positive 

0 0 indeterminate 

 S 12–47 21 23.0  5.5 +0.41, 

symm/skewed 

positive 

0 0 indeterminate 

SF85(i) 

chevron twill 

Z 15–57 25 30.5  10.0 +0.91, skewed 

positive 

1% 0 Generalised 

Medium 

 S 14–58 21,24 25.0  7.4 +0.61, skewed 

positive 

0 0 Generalised 

Medium 

SF89(i) 

diamond twill 

Z 14–80 25 32.9  15.1 +1.15, skewed 

positive 

6% 0 Hairy Medium 

 S 14–87 27 31.9  11.1 +0.67, skewed 

positive 

3% 0 Hairy Medium 

SF91(i) coarse 

tabby 

(a) 15–120 20 30.1  17.5 +0.86, skewed 

positive 

 5%* (4 

kemp)  

76% 

dense 

Hairy Medium 

 (b) 15–110 20 31.4  22.8 +1.24, skewed 

positive 

 9%* (8 

kemp) 

54% 

dense 

Hairy Medium 

SF92(i) piled 

2/1 

Z 11–51 24 26.7  7.6 +0.59, skewed 

positive 

0 0 Generalised 

Medium 

 S 11–

50,134–

154 

25 30.7  24.2 +0.54, skewed 

positive 

5% (4 

kemp) 

0 Hairy Medium 

 pile 12–77 27 31.2  13.6 +0.84, skewed 

positive 

5% 0 Hairy Medium 
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Sample  Range Mode(s) Mean  

S.D. 

Pearson Coeff. 

of Skew, 

distribution 

Medullas Pigment Fleece type 

SF92(ii) plain 

2/2 twill 

Z 16–62, 

87 

25 29.5  12.2 +0.66, skewed 

positive 

2% 0 Hairy Medium 

 S 16–62, 

82 

25 29.8  11.1 +0.60, skewed 

positive 

2% 0 Hairy Medium 

SF96(i) 

diamond twill 

Z 14–63 21 26.6  8.9 +0.79, skewed 

positive 

4% 2% Hairy Medium 

 S 11–62 21 26.4  10.3 +0.55, skewed 

positive 

5% 6% Hairy Medium 

SF97(i) fine 

plain 2/2 

Z 15–80 26 34.0  12.8 +0.41, 

symm/skewed 

positive 

5% 0 Hairy Medium 

 S 14–56 22 29.4  9.9 +0.52, skewed 

positive 

0 0 Generalised 

Medium 

 

 Medullas may be obscured where pigmentation is dense 
 

3.9.1 Identifying fleece types 

The identification of fleece types was introduced into archaeology by Dr M.L. Ryder, who 

modified a system of measurement used in the wool textile industry for establishing wool 

quality. The aim of Ryder’s work was primarily to study the evolution of the sheep’s fleece 

through dated collections of raw wool and textiles. Walton Rogers has used the same system 

of classification to study the use of wool in different textile-types from different periods and 

cultures. 

Fleece types are identified by taking a sample from a yarn, spreading it out on a microscope 

slide and measuring the diameters of the first 100 fibres (generally at x400–x500 

magnification). According to the range, mode, mean and distribution of the measurements 

obtained, the sample may be allocated to one of the fleece-type categories. The statistical 

means of identifying Ryder’s fleece types have been published as a glossary in Walton Rogers 

1995. 

There are seven different fleece types, Hairy, Hairy Medium, Medium, Generalised Medium, 

Semi-Fine (previously known as Shortwool), Fine and Fine/Generalised Medium. These may be 

broadly equated, not to individual breeds, but to broad breed groups. Thus, the Hairy type 

represents wool similar to that found in the fleeces of the carpet-woolled Mountain breeds, 

such as the Swaledale and the Scottish Blackface; Semi-Fine represents the quality of wool 

found on shortwool sheep, such as the Downland breeds; and so on. Pigmentation (brown, 

grey, black wool) is also noted during fleece-type measurement and any features which 

suggest processing of the wool prior to spinning are recorded. 

3.10 Colour: method of analysis 

A textile can have colour applied by dyeing, or the fibre itself may have pigmentation. 

Pigmentation in wool appears at high magnification as granules in the fibre, the density of the 
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granules reflecting the depth of colour. Samples from all the Ousegate textiles, cords and raw 

fibre were therefore viewed with a transmitted-light microscope, at x400 magnification, and 

compared with modern samples taken from the brown, grey and black fleeces of primitive 

breeds of sheep. Most of the Ousegate material proved to be without any pigmentation, 

indicating white wool. Moderate pigmentation, indicating a brown fleece, was found in the 

raw wool and in plain twill SF94. Dense pigmentation, representing black fibres, was found in 

50%–80% of the wool of the coarse tabby-weave textile, which suggests it was made from a 

grey fleece (black and white fibres combined). Similar black fibres made up 10% of the wool 

used for fine tabby-weave band SF76, which indicates a pale grey wool. In SF96(i) a few brown 

fibres, 4%–6%, would probably have had little effect on the visible colour of the wool. 

Eleven textiles and one sample of raw wool were also tested for dye. The selection was made 

to include (i) all fine textiles, since experience shows that these are most frequently dyed; and 

(ii) a cross-section through the other types. Samples were warmed in a series of different 

solvent systems in order to extract any dye present and the extracts were measured with a 

UV/Visible absorption spectrophotometer, using the visible end of the spectrum. Lichen purple 

was identified by this means in the three finest textiles. Madder was also detected in three 

textiles and this dye was then further analysed by thin-layer chromatography, which revealed 

the presence of alizarin and purpurin. These two components are taken to indicate that the 

dye came from the roots of the Dyers’ Madder plant, Rubia tinctorum L. Finally, a yellow dye 

was detected in one sample and chromatography showed this to be primarily luteolin. Luteolin 

is the chief constituent of dyes from weld, Reseda luteola L., greenweed, Genista tinctoria L., 

and sawwort, Serratula tinctoria L. The dye was not present in great enough concentration to 

allow distinction between the three, but sawwort would be unlikely as there is no evidence for 

its cultivation in Britain. No dye was detected in the remaining four samples. This does not 

necessarily mean that they were used undyed, since dyes may decay during burial, although 

the excellent state of preservation of the Ousegate textiles makes this less likely. 

3.11  Fleece types in textiles 

Warp and weft of nine textiles were examined for wool quality or ‘fleece type’. Together with 

the pile yarn of SF92(i) and the loose spun yarn, SF91(ii), this makes 20 yarn analyses, for 

comparison with the five samples of raw wool (see 3.10 and 3.4). The loose spun yarn and 13 

of the yarns in textiles proved to be Hairy Medium. Within this group there were the same two 

sub-types as in the raw wool, namely a kempy type in the coarse tabby SF91(i) and the weft of 

the piled 2/1 twill, SF92(i); and the more usual type with a few hairs over 60 microns diameter 

in the rest. These represent fairly primitive types of fleece, found throughout north-west 

Europe at this time. The high proportion that are non-pigmented (from a white fleece) is 

typical of Anglo-Saxon wools and contrasts with those from sites in northern Germany and 

Norse Greenland which are more commonly black, grey or brown (AY 17/11, 1715). 

Four of the yarns in the textiles are Generalised Medium in type and also non-pigmented. The 

GM evolved out of the Hairy Medium and seems to have appeared in Britain in the Roman 

period. Generalised Medium and Hairy Medium are the two most common types in Anglo-

Saxon textiles. In the Coppergate (AY 17/05, Table 13) and Pavement (AY 17/03, Tables 4 and 

5) collections of textiles, the true Hairy and true Medium types were also present in some 

numbers, but they were certainly absent from the nine Ousegate textiles analysed and a quick 

scan by microscopy of samples from the remainder suggests that they were also not present in 
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the non-analysed group. Since the textile types at the three sites were broadly similar, the 

absence of these wools at Ousegate is puzzling. 

The wool in the fine, net-like tabby, SF78, proved difficult to categorise. It has a short range 

and the measurements have an oddly truncated appearance when plotted on a histogram. 

Similar problems were encountered when measuring the wool in another example of the same 

fabric-type, from Hessens (Walton Rogers 1995, He 33a), although others of the type were 

tentatively placed at the upper end of the Semi-Fine category. It is possible that the wool has 

been processed in some way between shearing and spinning, perhaps by the very careful 

removal of hair or kemp from a Hairy Medium fleece. 

3.12  Hair: method of identification 

Samples of fibres were mounted for microscopy as whole-mount preparations and as cross-

sections. They were viewed dry at x160 magnification with incident light and then, mounted in 

water, at x400–x640 magnification with transmitted light. Records were made of (i) the range 

of diameters, taken from 25–30 fibres; (ii) the cuticular scale pattern on fibres of different 

thickness; (iii) the cross-sectional shape; (iv) the distribution of pigmentation; (v) the shape of 

any medullas present. At the same time, the presence of any fibre roots and tips was noted as 

well as evidence for damage. Thanks are due to Dr P. Greaves of Microtex International for 

providing a second opinion on some of the Ousegate samples. 

Human hair was identified from the thickness of the fibres (40–90 microns diameter); the scale 

pattern which was waved irregular mosaic with close crenate margins; streaky pigmentation; 

the presence of narrow fragmented medullas in a small number of fibres; and, most 

importantly, the distinctive squashed-oval cross-section. 

The summer coat of goat was identified by the wide range of fibre diameters (14–95 microns); 

the irregular mosaic scale pattern, with smooth margins which were near in coarse fibres and 

distant in the finer ones; the circular and oval cross-sections; and by the presence of large 

medullas in all but the finest fibres. 

4 CRAFTWORKING EVIDENCE 

By Nicola Rogers 

Leather and antler debris comprises a large element of the assemblage recovered from this 

site, and suggests that leather working and antler working were being carried out in the 

immediate vicinity. Although the site did not produce large quantities of material, analysis of 

where it was recovered is revealing, as the table below shows. 

The table shows clearly that, apart from the features in Group 9, the debris from the two 

different crafts was not generally found together. The Group 5 contexts, for example, which 

represent the fills of two pits, produced only leather offcuts; the Group 10 deposit, a dump, 

produced only antler. 
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Group 9 features produced the majority of both antler and leather offcuts: more than half of 

the antler offcuts and almost two-thirds of the leather offcuts came from this group. But even 

within this group, analysis of the features shows some concentrations; one example is context 

1037, the backfill of a linear cut, which contained exclusively antler, comprising approximately 

one-third of all the antler offcuts from the site, including half of all crown offcuts. A pit, with 

fills 1012, 1016 and 1017, contained a more mixed collection, including 17 leather offcuts, that 

is almost half of all leather offcuts, and also two shoe fragments, perhaps for use by a cobbler, 

but also five antler offcuts and a tooth plate blank, as well as several textile fragments and a 

wooden bucket stave. 

To summarise, the picture presented by the working debris does suggest that at least two 

different crafts were practised in the area. Sometimes, these piles of debris may have been 

swept up or collected together before being dumped, as in the Group 9 pits; in other 

instances, it seems the different waste materials were disposed of in separate areas. It would, 

however, be overstating the case to infer any zoning of activity from this relatively small 

assemblage; indeed, it was impossible to prove such delineations between crafts at the much 

larger site at nearby 16–22 Coppergate (see AY 08/04). The debris and products of both antler 

working and leather working found at High Ousegate appear to derive from levels 
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contemporary with the peak period of such craft working at Coppergate, and are certainly very 

similar to the material found there; as such, they probably represent the output of another 

group of skilled crafts people at work in this highly productive corner of Jorvik. 

4.1   Leather 

Several fragments of leather survived in the waterlogged deposits, including three largely 

complete Anglo-Scandinavian shoes of three different types which have been recognised at 

the nearby excavations at 16–22 Coppergate and elsewhere in the city. On one shoe, some 

stitching survives and the shoe components are still attached to each other. These styles of 

shoe are current from the late 9th century to the early/middle 11th century. A decorated 

sheath fragment and a second possible sheath fragment were both recovered from the same 

10th-century context. In addition to these personal leather items, numerous scraps and waste 

from cobbling were recovered, indicating the probable presence of a leather worker in the 

vicinity. 

4.1.1 Leather working 

The waste from leather working can be divided into three main types: primary, secondary and 

tertiary. Primary waste comprises that left over from the initial trimming of the hide, during 

and following tanning and currying, to remove any unusable parts; primary waste is 

represented at the site by only two offcuts. Secondary waste is composed of offcuts, often 

triangular or elliptical in shape, which result from the cutting out of pattern pieces for shoes; 

19 (c.53%) of the offcuts were of this type. One secondary offcut (part of SF17) bears marks 

which have also been found on such offcuts at Coppergate, where they have been interpreted 

as possible teeth marks (AY 17/16, 3264–5) or as marks made by a gripping tool (AY 17/16, 

3435). The final trimmings made during assembly of the shoes tend to be long thin strips, and 

these represent tertiary waste; fifteen (41.5%) of the offcuts were tertiary. Secondary and 

tertiary waste would have been produced by a leather goods manufacturer such as a 

cordwainer (shoe maker) and/or a cobbler, so these offcuts suggest such trades were carried 

out on or near the site. 

4.1.2 Shoes 

The remains of four shoes (SF05,SF06,SF07 and SF16) and a shoe sole (SF17) were recovered; 

(SF05, SF06 and SF07 were all found in the same fill of a Group  2 (late 9th- or 10th-century) 

cess pit, while (SF16 and SF17 came from a Group  9 (10th- or 11th-century) pit. Each of the 

four shoes is of a different style, all of which have been identified in a report on the hundreds 

of shoes found at Coppergate and a number of other sites in York (AY 17/16). Four basic styles 

of shoe (Styles 1–4) dating from the Anglo-Scandinavian period were identified at Coppergate, 

and the site at High Ousegate has produced one example each of these basic styles; the shoe 

sole SF17 cannot be attributed to a particular style. 

SF06 (see image below) is a cut down and heavily repaired Style 1 shoe; this style is defined by 

the use of only one piece of leather, unlike all the other styles which had their soles and 

uppers made of separate pieces sewn together. It has two clump soles or repairs held in place 

by leather thonging. Of the almost 400 shoes and shoe fragments of Anglo-Scandinavian style 

found at Coppergate, only five were identified as being of this design, and no other examples 

from York are known (AY 17/16, 15353–57), so SF06 is an important addition to this small 

group of shoes. This style is noted as having been found elsewhere in north-western Europe 
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around the Baltic Sea coast, and its rarity in York has led to the suggestion that these shoes 

arrived in the city on the feet of Scandinavian traders, or possibly slaves; unlike the other 

styles, they were not made for the local residents (AY 17/16, 3280). 

 

SF6 

 

Sf6 

Style 2 shoes are characterised as low-cut, slip-ons with a seam at the back, and SF16 (see 

image below) is an example of one of these. Unusually, the sole and upper are still stitched 

together with wool or flax thread. As with SF06, this shoe had been repaired, in this instance 
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by a long rectangular patch overlapping the sole and upper along one side to cover a tear in 

the leather. Over one-hundred shoes of this style were found at Coppergate, in mid-9th- to 

mid-11th-century deposits (AY 17/16); they have also been recovered from several other sites 

in York, and from London, Dublin and Hedeby, north Germany (AY 17/16, 3287–8). 

 

SF16 

 

Sf16 

Shoes with one piece uppers which joined with a side seam have been termed Style 3 shoes 

(AY 17/16) but they included variations within the style resulting in a series of sub-divisions, 

mostly defined by the method of fastening. SF05 (see image below) belongs to Style 3b1, 

which is a slip-on, and as with SF16,the sole and upper are still stitched together, here with 

leather thong. This shoe has been altered subsequent to its manufacture with the addition of a 

drawstring hole to improve the fit, and a number of cuts. This style has been found on other 

sites in York, and also London, Dublin and Hedeby (AY 17/16, 3294). 
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SF5 

 

Sf5 

Style 4 shoes are one-piece ankle-shoes fastened with flaps and toggles; SF07 (see image 

below) is a cut down Style 4a3 shoe, that is, an ankle shoe fastened with a double flap and 

toggles (AY 17/16). At Coppergate, these shoes were concentrated in mid-10th-century 

deposits, and they have also been found in York at Hungate; elsewhere they have been 

recovered from deposits dating to the 9th century in Oxford, the late 10th–mid-11th century 

in London, and the 11th century in Norwich (AY 17/16, 3307–8). 
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Sf7 flesh side 

 

SF7 grain side 

 

Sf7 

The shoe sole SF17 was found with eleven leather offcuts in the same Group  9 pit deposit, 

and may, like the four shoes, be part of the debris from cobbling; apart from repairing shoes, 

cobblers also refurbished old shoes for resale, known as translation (AY 17/16). The two shoes 



York Archaeological Trust 48 

 

   
28-9 High Ousegate   
York Archaeological Trust Web Report    AYW 3 

(SF06,SF07) have already been cut down, presumably to make use of the leather for repairing 

other shoes, while the other shoes (SF05,SF16), both of which had previously been repaired 

themselves, may have been collected to provide useable material. 

4.1.3 Iron hobnail 

Although no Roman shoes were recovered, an iron hobnail from the sole of a Roman shoe was 

retrieved from a Roman occupation layer (SF102).  

4.1.4 Sheaths 

Two sheath fragments (SF02, SF04) were found in the same Group 2 (late 9th- to 10th-century) 

pit fill. SF02 (see image below) is a small decorated fragment; SF04 (see image below) is part of 

a large decorated sheath which, from its size, appears to have been for a seax, that is, a knife 

used as a weapon rather than for domestic or craft purposes (Cameron 2000, 49). Seax 

sheaths of the 8th and 9th centuries are unknown in England (AY 17/16, 3355), so SF04 is likely 

to be 10th-century. Unfortunately, the original shape of the sheath is difficult to determine, 

but it can be seen that the surviving face was decorated with three bands of three parallel 

lines running the length of the fragment, and curvilinear bands of lines to each side. SF04 adds 

another example to the seven other seax sheaths known from York, which include four from 

Coppergate (AY 17/16, 3379–85). 

 

Sf2 and Sf4 

4.1.5 Slotted Strip 

A roughly cut strip with small crudely made slits cut in to it (part of SF01) is of uncertain 

function. 

4.2 Bone, Antler and Horn 

These materials were preserved well in the waterlogged deposits on site, and objects include a 

bone dress pin (SF31) and an antler comb (SF34). Antler was a material favoured by comb 

makers, and the composite comb is an excellent example of their products. Evidence that a 

comb maker had been at work in this locality is provided by a large quantity of debris from the 

cutting up of antlers, as well as part of an unfinished comb; this type of material was also 
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found in considerable quantity at nearby Coppergate. A large offcut of horn (SF18) is an 

unusual find; the working of horn in the Anglo-Scandinavian period in York is known, but the 

debris more commonly recovered is the horn core, the bony core from which the horn was 

removed. 

4.2.1 Antler working 

Analysis of waste produced by antler working which has been found at other sites has 

revealed the methods by which the usable pieces of antler were recovered. 

 

Diagram of antler conversion 

The pieces of antler that were most useful were the straight pieces of beam, the main body of 

the antler. The curved parts, that is, the tines and the top or crown, could not be used, and so 

these were generally discarded, as was the burr or base. One of the most striking features of 

the 26 offcuts of antler that were recovered on this site is that fourteen (SF62,  SF65, SF69, 

SF72–SF75, SF107–SF112 and SF115) or approximately 54%, derive from the crown area; this 

compares to the 25 found at Coppergate (see AY 17/12) which represented less than 10% of 

all the offcuts recovered. Many of these crown offcuts from High Ousegate are also very large. 

The remainder of the debris comprises eight offcuts of tines (SF61, SF64, SF66–SF68, SF70, 

SF71, SF114), two of beam (SF58, SF63) and two of burr (SF60, SF113); both burrs are from 

naturally shed antlers. Study of antler debris from other major sites in York including 

Coppergate (see AY 17/12) and Anglian Fishergate (see AY 17/09), have shown that the vast 

majority of antlers utilised by craftsmen had been shed in the wild; clearly they had been 

subsequently collected and supplied, although by whom is unknown. 

Composite combs appear to have been the major product of this process. The combs were 

made up of several parts, hence the term ‘composite comb’. The most common arrangement 

involved a pair of side or connecting plates, between which a series of tooth plates were 

riveted. (SF34 is made in a slightly different way; see below.) To form the plates, the craftsman 

would take the antler beam, cut it into the lengths required for the connecting plates and 

tooth plates, and then split the beam, often into quadrants. The rough outer surface and the 

inner tissue, which is full of holes and of no use, was removed from the lengths of beam and 
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the remaining hard compact tissue was shaped into blanks. SF119 is a tooth plate blank, that 

is, one of several plates which was riveted to the connecting plates and into which the teeth 

were then cut.  

 

Comb construction 

4.2.2 Horn working 

Horn itself does not normally survive in archaeological deposits, but fragments such as (SF18), 

which was found in a Group 5 (10th-century) pit, are occasionally preserved; this preservation 

is not easily explained, but may be due to certain soil conditions, including the presence of 

tannins used in the preparation of leather, or other chemicals such as lead or copper salts (see 

AY 17/12, 1899). It is uncertain what type of object was being manufactured when SF18 was 

discarded, but possible products of a horn worker include drinking horns, handles for knives 

and swords, and combs made from a flattened piece of horn with bone outer plates 

(MacGregor 1989, 112).  
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As a result of the poor survival rate of horn archaeologically, it is difficult to estimate the scale 

of horn working in York at this period. While specialist horners are known to have operated in 

the medieval period (Wenham 1964), the identity of those working horn in the Viking period is 

less clear; it is possible that the same artisans may have worked both antler and horn, and 

probably bone as well. Perhaps the recording by George Benson in 1902 at 25–27 High 

Ousegate of ‘20 stone of bones and horn [cores which] were gathered in one day’ and of 

‘antler [which] were numerous’ may also relate to a comb maker who was at work in the High 

Ousegate area at this time, utilising both antler and horn. 

5 OTHER ARTEFACTS 

By N. Rogers 

Many of the other artefacts recovered had a domestic function, and include fragments of 

rotary querns for grinding grain to form flour, a weight for use on a loom, and an iron vessel 

handle, perhaps from a cauldron. 

5.1 Domestic equipment 

5.1.1 Loomweight 

An almost complete bun-shaped loomweight (SF39, see image below)was recovered from a 

Group  5 (10th-century) cess pit which also produced fragments of textile (SF87, SF88) and of 

leather (SF01, SF08). The weight would have been used on a warp-weighted loom, the loom 

type used in England throughout the Anglo-Saxon period, but apparently on the decline in 

York in the later 9th century, and largely superseded by the arrival of the two-beam vertical 

loom in York around AD 900 (link to Textiles Summary). The loomweight has a groove where 

the fastening cord attaching it to the loom has rubbed against clay. It weighs 437g, which 

places it in the middle of the range for Anglo-Saxon loomweights. In her survey of textile tools 

from Coppergate, Penelope Walton Rogers notes that although there is no absolute 

correlation between weight of loomweight and quality of cloth, a weight of this size would 

probably have been used for weaving the more ordinary types of fabric (AY 17/11, 1753). 

 

Loom weight SF39 
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5.1.2 Rotary querns 

A substantial remnant of a rotary quern stone (SF104 see image below) was found in a Group  

4 floor level which also produced a single sherd of Anglian pottery; a smaller quern fragment 

(SF118) was recovered from a Group  9 (10th- to 11th-century) pit. Both are made of basalt 

lava, a material typically used in York in both the Anglian (AY 17/09, 1322) and Anglo-

Scandinavian periods for querns (AY 17/14, 2551, Table 255), and possibly imported from 

Germany (AY 17/15, 2799). 

 

Rotary Quern SF104 

Rotary querns were used in pairs to grind grain into flour. SF104 comprises most of an upper 

stone, which would originally have been approximately 460mm across; it retains part of its 

central perforation. The companion lower stone would also have had a central hole through 

which a spindle slotted and around which the upper stone was turned against the lower. 

Basalt lava was used for grinding stones because of its rough texture, although the grinding 

surface of SF104 now appears quite worn, presumably after long use. 

5.1.3 Iron vessel handle 

Found in a Group 2 (late 9th- to 10th-century) pit fill, SF54 is part of an iron handle for a vessel. 

Though it is now fragmentary, it seems clear that, even when complete, it would have been 

rather small for use on a bucket, and is perhaps more likely to have been used to suspend a 

cooking vessel over a fire. Handles of a similar size found at Coppergate were made from 

spirally twisted strips (e.g.3505, AY 17/06). 

5.2  Other ironwork 

5.2.1 Iron ferrule 

Recovered from a Group  5 (10th-century) pit, SF48 is an extremely large ferrule, an object 

used as a protective tip on a wooden pole or staff; remains of the original wooden shaft (ash) 

survive within the ferrule. Similar, though smaller, ferrules were recovered at Coppergate 

(3575–80, AY 17/06). 

5.2.2 Iron nails 

The bulk of the iron objects found at the site are nails (SF40–SF43, SF45–SF46, SF51–SF53, 

SF55–SF57, SF101, SF103, SF105). Several were recovered from Roman deposits (SF40–SF43, 

SF51, SF103, SF105); indeed, apart from a hobnail (SF102) (see section 4.1.3 above) and some 
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tiny unidentifiable glass fragments (SF99), these were the only finds recovered from Roman 

levels. 

SF46 was found in a Group 2 (late 9th- to 10th-century) pit, and appears to have a tin-plated 

head; similar plated nails were found at Anglo-Scandinavian Coppergate (e.g.3039, 3057–8, AY 

17/06), where they were thought to have had a decorative as well as a functional role (AY 

17/06, 614).  

5.2.3 Bucket stave 

Only one of the wooden artefacts has an identifiable function. SF20 is a stave from a coopered 

vessel, either a bucket or tub. The surfaces are eroded and no other staves or fittings from the 

vessel were found. The vessel was broken up and scattered before this stave reached its burial 

context.  

 

Wooden stave SF20 

The stave was cut from a radially faced oak wood billet. Both edges have been planed and 

there is little, if any, taper towards the base or the rim. Hollowing the inner face and backing 

the outer face, to create a curved profile, enhanced the curvature of the vessel. A ‘croze 

groove’ was cut into the inner face just above the lower end to retain the base. This croze 

groove was cut with a square rather than a V-shaped cross-section. No howel was cut to 

prepare the inner surface for a croze plane. Though this end is damaged it was not chamfered. 

No fixings or fittings were present. No trace of the position of the bindings could be found and 

there is no indication of what the bindings were made from. 

Similar vessel staves are known from contemporary sites such as 16–22 Coppergate (AY 17/13, 

2225–37). Assuming that the remaining staves of this vessel were identical to the one found, 

the vessel would be cylindrical, built from fourteen such staves with a capacity defined by an 

internal depth of 222mm (top of croze groove to rim) and a radius of 175mm, giving an 

estimated capacity of around 21 litres. 

Four other wooden artefacts were recovered. Two (SF22 and SF25) were no more than 

chippings. SF19 was a baton with two wooden pegs and SF24 was a piece of oak board. 
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Wooden batten SF19 

5.3 Personal items 

5.3.1 Bone dress pin 

The sole artefact made of bone found on the site is a roughly shaped pin SF31 (see image 

below). It has probably been formed from a pig fibula, a bone which required little 

modification apart from some faceting to form a tapering shank and point, and the making of 

a perforation at the naturally flattened broad end. It has been a matter of debate for some 

time whether these bone objects were dress pins rather than needles (MacGregor 1985, 120–

1), but a similar object found in a grave at the Castledyke cemetery, Barton-on-Humber, was 

interpreted as pinning the front of a gown just below the throat (Walton Rogers 1998, 276). A 

pin such as SF31 need not have been made by a craftsman, as its manufacture clearly involved 

no craft skills (Mann 1982, 10). Recovered from a Group 2 pit at High Ousegate, SF31 adds 

another example to the large corpus of such pins found at Anglo-Scandinavian Coppergate 

(see AY 17/12, 1950–2). 

 

Pin SF31 
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5.3.2 Antler handled composite comb 

Although found in several fragments, the handled comb SF34 is one of the most complete and 

well-made examples of this comb type ever found in York. As described above, composite 

combs were composed of a number of separate pieces, and were often decorated. Often 

made of antler, sometimes bone, SF31, and occasionally both, these have been found in 

considerable numbers in both Anglian and Anglo-Scandinavian deposits in York, with 

approximately 200 combs found at Coppergate alone. SF34 differs from the more common 

type of composite comb in having a handle extending to one side of the tooth plates; this is 

formed from an antler tine, into which a slot running approximately two-thirds of the length of 

the tine has been cut. Into this slot the separately made tooth plates were fixed with iron 

rivets. SF34 retains its end plate with a curved profile, three other tooth plates complete with 

teeth and the remains of a fifth tooth plate which may have been repaired. There are bands of 

incised decoration around the end of the handle, and a small band of incised lines on one side; 

the other side is, however, elaborately decorated, incorporating an unusual variety of motifs, 

including chevrons and meanders, with most of the fields between the motifs filled with bands 

of horizontal lines with dots between them, a design rarely seen in York and completely 

absent amongst all the Coppergate combs. It has been seen, however, on a fragmentary 

handled comb found at the Barbican Baths site, Paragon Street (see AY 07/02, 263, fig. 85b; 

1987.21 Sf35), and another from St Mary Bishophill Junior (1975.27, see AY 07/02, 238). 

Elsewhere, a handled comb found in the River Thames in the 19th century is similarly 

decorated (Riddler 1990, 14–15, fig.2c). 

 

 

Comb SF34 
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The handled form of comb dates from at least the first half of the 8th century (see AY 17/12, 

1935), but is found throughout the Middle and Later Saxon/Anglo-Scandinavian periods in 

England (see AY 17/09, 1394; see AY 17/12, 1934); unlike the south of England, the north of 

England has also produced a second form of handled comb, made up of two bone plates, and 

dating to a similar period. At least eighteen handled combs of both types have been identified 

from York to date. SF34 was recovered from a Group 9 pit (10th–11th centuries); the River 

Thames comb was dated to the 10th century (Riddler 1990, 18), and its similarity to SF34 

suggests this would also be an appropriate date for the Ousegate comb. 

Unusually, offcuts of human hair, through which a comb such as SF34 might have been 

dragged, were also recovered at Ousegate (see 3.9 above). 

6 POTTERY 

By Ailsa Mainman 

Fewer than 300 sherds of pottery were recovered from the site, spanning the period 

from the 2nd to the 10th century. Most, if not all, of the Roman pottery is likely to be 

redeposited but it includes a high proportion of fine wares and a fragment of a head 

pot, a type often associated with cemeteries. Although no clear Anglian occupation 

horizon could be identified, there were sherds of handmade, shell-tempered pottery 

and Ipswich ware. Pottery of Anglo-Scandinavian date included the early cooking 

vessel types recovered from Period 3 and 4A (late 9th or early 10th century) during 

excavations at 16–22 Coppergate (AY 16/05). 

The pottery assemblage from this site includes Roman, Anglian and Anglo-Sandinavian 

material; it helps to provide a chronology and gives insights into the activities carried 

out on or near the site.  

The earliest features encountered G1) were dumps and an occupation surface which 

produced only Roman pottery. A high proportion of these were fine wares including 

Samian fragments (see image below), mica-dusted ware, parts of a large Nene Valley 

colour-coated hunt cup, and a fragment of the lower part of a head pot, together with 

sherds of amphorae, coarse wares, black-burnished wares and other grey wares. While 

a date in the 3rd century is indicated for this Group there is clearly a quantity of 

redeposited 2nd-century material either dumped from elsewhere or redeposited from 

earlier unexcavated features on this site. It is also possible that all is redeposited 

Roman material and that the occupation is post-Roman. 
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Samian ware stamp 

The Group 2 pits (1050 , 1056 , 1090) above these deposits produced the same range of 

Roman pottery, including late 4th-century calcite-gritted ware. The sherd sizes are 

considerably smaller and the date of these features remains uncertain. Pit 1050 produced a 

shell-tempered sherd of possible Anglian date from one fill and a possible Ipswich ware sherd 

in another fill. Other artefact types of 10th-century date preclude Group 2 from being an 

Anglian horizon, despite the lack of Anglo-Scandinavian pottery. The fill of post-hole 1087 in 

Group 3 and a subsequent dump (1047) in Group 4 also produced only residual Roman sherds. 

A possible levelling deposit (1093) in Group 4 produced a reduced, handmade, internally 

burnished sherd which is also likely to be Anglian rather than Anglo-Scandinavian in date. 

Further pits (1046 , 1077) assigned to Group  5 contained, in addition to more residual 

Roman pottery, the first clearly Anglo-Scandinavian cooking pot rim, in a reduced grey 

fabric  which probably dates to the early 10th century (see drawing of pot from backfill 

1070 on image below). No pot was recovered from Group  6 features but from floors 

assigned to Group  7 came the lower part of a York ware cooking pot of late 9th- or 

early 10th-century date (see drawing of pot base from 1038 on image below). More 

residual Roman pottery was recovered from Group 7 features. The dumps assigned to 

Group  8 contained more sherds of the same York ware cooking pot as well as three 

other sherds of early Anglo-Scandinavian wares (York wares [see drawing of pottery 

rim from context 1021 below], York ‘d’ ware and a reduced grey ware, a possible 

variation of Torksey-type ware). 

  

 Grey ware from contexts 1005 , 1066 and 1070  
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Pottery from contexts 1021 and 1038 

The fills of pit 1018 in Group  9  produced residual Roman wares, together with sherds 

of another York ware cooking pot (see image below), an Anglo-Scandinavian shelly 

ware cooking pot (see image of Pottery from context 1012 below); and, from one fill, 

the base of the possible Ipswich ware vessel noted above. Another cut (1052) 

produced only residual Roman pottery, while a possible cess pit fill (1066, not shown 

on plan), contained five sherds from a reduced grey ware cooking pot which is similar 

to Torksey-type ware (see drawing of pot rim from 1066). Context 1005 from Group  

10 produced the rounded rim of another such vessel in a comparable fabric (see 

drawing of pot rim from 1005).  

 

Pottery from contexts 1012 and U/S 
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Pottery from context 1012 

This assemblage is small (273 sherds) but is of considerable interest. Although most of 

the Roman pottery is likely to be redeposited, the number of fine wares is indicative of 

high-status Roman occupation in this area of the city while the head pot fragment 

suggests that there may be a funereal aspect to the assemblage; Roman burials were 

recovered across the road at 16–22 Coppergate. Although occupation deposits of 

Anglian date could not be identified, this elusive period is represented by fragments of 

two or three vessels. What is of particular interest in this assemblage is the nature of 

the Anglo-Scandinavian material which, by comparison with what was recovered at 

16–22 Coppergate, belongs to the late 9th or early 10th century, rather than later. This 

is based on the association in the pits and floors of York ware, York ‘d’ ware, shelly 

ware and grey wares, and the complete absence of Stamford wares and Torksey-type 

wares. The chronology, therefore, equates with Period 3 or Period 4A at 16–22 

Coppergate, before the well-defined property boundaries had been established and 

the post and wattle buildings had been erected there. The assemblages from the two 

sites are comparable, comprising mostly cooking pots with external sooting and 

internal residues, typical domestic rubbish. There were no Stamford crucibles at 28–29 

High Ousegate, however, although they occurred early at 16–22 Coppergate where 

they were indicative of glass working or non-ferrous metal working. 

7 CERAMIC BUILDING MATERIAL 

By Jane McComish  

A total of 18.190kg of ceramic building material (CBM) was examined from the site, all of 

which was of Roman date. Some of the CBM was from contexts interpreted as possibly Roman 

(contexts 1051 1054 1057 and 1061). Within these contexts roofing tiles (tegula and imbrex) 

and brick were present. These forms were in use throughout the entire Roman period, and 

they are therefore of relatively little help with dating. In context 1058, however, there was a 

fragment of incised tile, which was possibly a half box flue. Flue tiles of this type went out of 

use by the late 1st or early 2nd century (Betts 1985). 
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Incised tile in context 1058 

The remainder of the CBM occurred as residual material within contexts of Anglo-Scandinavian 

date. Again, roofing tiles and brick were present, together with a fragment of combed box tile 

of 2nd-century or later date (in context 1022). Two fragments of tegula were unusually thin 

(15–16mm thick) which implies either a later date for some of the material or even the 

presence of a civilian brick and tile industry. One of the imbrices had a VIth legion stamp of 

early 2nd century or later date that matches Betts type 67 (Betts 1985, 213).  

Although the quantity of material recovered from the site is relatively small it contained some 

features of interest, most notably the unusually thin tegula. The site is of significance for the 

contribution it can make to building up a wider picture of the development of CBM throughout 

the Roman period. 

 

Combed box flue tile from context 1022 
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Tile with VI legion stamp 

8 STRUCTURAL TIMBERS 

By Steve Allen  

Around 30 of the timbers identified during the excavation were lifted and studied at the Wet 

Wood Laboratory. None had any evidence of re-use or of having joints or fixings. The 

assemblage was made up of medium-diameter roundwood, usually felled in the winter. These 

were cut to form stakes or piles sunk into the ground surface as part of walls or partitions. A 

limited number of species (oak, ash, willow, alder and hazel) was identified and tool signature 

studies demonstrate that some of the timbers, from different stratigraphic groups, are in fact 

contemporary. 

The wood recovered from the site is for the most part deliberately placed structural material 

rather than casual losses. The larger timbers are dealt with here; the wattle fences are 

considered separately (see section 9 below).  

The earliest timbers on site are from Group 3, an ash (Fraxinus excelsior) post (ST34, context 

1075, see image below) associated with an oak (Quercus spp.) block (ST33, context 1086), but 

the first substantial structures are the post lines of Group 6. Of the first post line of six timbers, 

only three (ST31, context 1072; ST32, context 1071; ST35, context 1088) were lifted; the 

remainder (1073, 1074, 1098) are not sufficiently well recorded to be studied. This appears to 

be a diverse group, with ash, hazel (Corylus avellana) and willow (Salix spp.) cut in early spring 

or winter. Two of them have tips cut to a pentagonal cross-section, the third sub-rectangular. 

Tool signatures were well preserved and a match was found between ST31 and ST32. These 

two timbers were cut at around the same time by the same axe. 
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ST34 

These tool signatures also match ST13 context 1041), a hazel stake with a pentagonal cross-

section tip. This timber is associated with wattle fence ST29/ ST30 (contexts 1082 and 1081), 

and ST11 (context 1033), a willow stake with a blunted lower end. 

The second post line in Group 6 is of eight or nine timbers, but only three were excavated. Of 

these, ST10 (context 1035) is alder (Alnus), with a blunted tip, ST15 (context 1034) is oak with 

a flat end and ST16 (context 1031 see image below) is also oak but with a sub-rectangular 

cross-section tip. ST09, context 1032 (two hazel and one ash with cut ends) may be a 

supplementary repair of this line. Not surprisingly, tool signatures indicate that two of these 

three were cut by the same part of the same axe and are contemporary. 

 

ST16 

The Group 7 timbers are much better represented, with all but four (1059, 1060, 1096 and 

1097) of a line of 14 timbers being excavated. Of these six are willow, three oak and one hazel. 

A variety of tip styles is evident, from flat ends, through single hewn facets to sub-rectangular 
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cross-sections, but all were felled in the winter or very early spring. The tool signatures were 

varied, but those on ST21 (context 1063) match those already noted on ST13, ST31 and ST32; 

they were therefore cut at exactly the same time.  

 

ST17, ST20, ST23 and ST21 in Group 7 

  

ST26 and St 22 in Group 7 

Group 8 has only a partial wattle fence (ST28, context 1083) and a single oak stake (ST07, 

context 1036). Group 9 has a pit lining incorporating five stakes (ST01–ST5,contexts 1013 and 

1017) and one further isolated stake (ST37, context 1095). The pit-lining stakes are varied in 

species (two winter-felled oak, one spring-felled and one winter-felled hazel, one summer-

felled ash) but all have single faceted hewn tips. 

The timbers from the site have all the characteristics of wood taken from medium-sized 

branches. Structural timber in the archaeological record is usually derived from trunk wood or 

major branches. Other structural wood is usually derived from small-diameter roundwood, 
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which may have been managed for the purpose. The timber from this site falls between these 

categories. It is irregular, sometimes markedly so, and has often been crudely modified to 

create a roughly straight timber. Most of the pieces retain bark, which would suggest that 

these pieces, or at least their surviving portions, have been buried since they were placed. 

Most of the timbers do not have sharp pointed tips. Driving blunt-ended timbers into the 

ground for over a metre would not be practical and it may be concluded that they were placed 

in previously excavated post-holes or trenches, which were then backfilled. 

The study of these timbers has proved instructive. The tool mark matches noted above 

demonstrate that those timbers were cut by the same tool at around the same time, before 

sharpening the tool edge altered the signature. As two are spring-felled and two winter-felled, 

this indicates that these tips were cut after collection and arrival at the site, immediately 

before they were placed in the ground. Though divided between three post structures across 

two stratigraphic groups these matches establish that these structures are contemporary, 

chronologically separated by hours or at most days, rather than months or years.  

The species and felling season data offer a contrast to the picture presented by the wattle 

structures. The same post structures may contain three different species, from oak, ash, 

willow, alder and hazel, none of which dominates the group. Very few of the timbers were cut 

in spring, the majority being winter-felled. 

The woodland resources represented by this assemblage include branches and roundwood 

from oak, hazel, ash, willow and alder. This is a very small group on which to base a woodland 

reconstruction, but such trees are characteristic of lowland river valley woodlands (Mitchell 

1986). Most if not all these trees are capable of management by coppicing or pollarding. In this 

context a feature of ST34 is of some interest. The upper end of this length of ash contains two 

pieces of wood. At the core is a stem with 43 annual rings and bark. Around this more wood 

has formed, adding another 35 annual rings before it was cut. The implication is that this piece 

was a branch that had been cut back severely or damaged before regrowing. This might have 

occurred naturally or might have resulted from human intervention. 

The only tools directly attested in the timber assemblage are axes, used to cross cut and shape 

the ends of the timbers. Axes of 70 and 67mm complete blade width were used to cut and 

trim the ends and side branches of ST26 (context 1028) and ST34 (context 1075) respectively, 

though larger axes were used elsewhere (more than 100mm, ST22,context 1024; more than 

86mm, ST37,context 1095) for the same purpose. No joints were cut, there are no fixings or 

fittings, and there is no evidence that any of these timbers are re-used. 

9 WATTLE FENCING 

By Steve Allen 

Parts of four wattle fences were identified and recorded. These were composed of 

upright stakes and horizontal woven rods. Species identification and tree ring studies 

were carried out. The assemblage was made up almost entirely of hazel, with a little 

willow and ash. Almost all of the wood was felled in the spring. No sorting of the wood 

appears to have taken place before the fences were constructed. The hazel was 
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probably derived from a managed woodland where the clear felling of underwood 

stools was practised. 

In addition to the roundwood piles and stakes, a number of wattle structures of woven small-

diameter roundwood were identified. To date, only two studies of roundwood assemblages of 

any period from York have been possible (Morgan 1991; Morgan 1998). The present study, 

though small in scale, is therefore an important addition to the corpus of knowledge about 

woodland use and management in York’s environs.  

Four wattle structures were excavated, contexts 1081 (ST30), 1082 (ST29), 1083 (ST28) and 

1094 (ST36). The earliest of these fences is 1094 (ST36), of five uprights and seventeen 

horizontals. The components are almost entirely of hazel, with four ash horizontals, and all cut 

in spring. Analysis of the components (link) shows that the pieces are quite closely related, the 

ash and hazel certainly cut from parent trees with the same growing conditions, and it is quite 

possible that the hazel comes from a single coppiced stool. 

1081 and 1082 were interpreted on site as a fence and a later repair of that fence, 

respectively, but the two sections are so similar they are best seen as a single structure. This is 

confirmed by the plotting of the age and diameter of the five horizontals retrieved from ST300 

with those from ST29. All the horizontals and uprights are hazel and, as with ST36, cut in 

spring. The scattering of the distribution (see histograms below) suggests that the wood was 

gathered from a variety of stools — what was used for this structure was whatever was 

immediately available. 

 

Histogram plotting frequency/diameter in ST36 
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Histogram plotting frequency/number of rings in ST36 

 

 

Histogram plotting number/frequency of sings in ST29 and ST30 (shown in red) 

 

Histogram plotting frequency/diameter in ST29 and ST30 (shown in red) 

 

Scatter graph plotting number of rings against diameter for rods and uprights in ST36 
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Scatter graph plotting diameter against number of rings for rods and uprights in ST29 and ST30 

(shown in red) 

Of context 1083 (ST28), only five horizontals were recovered, four hazel and one willow. All of 

these were cut in spring. 

A number of inferences may be drawn from these structures. Firstly, there is the cutting 

season. Examination of the final ring beneath the bark shows that in each case the piece was 

cut during or just after the formation of the early wood. Late wood was generally absent, and 

this suggests that roundwood for this site was gathered in the spring. 

Secondly there is the almost exclusive use of hazel. Willow and ash are only present in very 

small quantities. The assortment of species elsewhere on site demonstrates that this is not an 

accident of preservation. It is probable that hazel was the predominant material in the sources 

exploited by the builders of this structure. This differs from the Anglo-Scandinavian structures 

at 22 Piccadilly, where most of the wood was cut in winter, with some additions made in 

summer. Hazel predominated in the earlier (Periods 2 and 4.1) structures on the site (Morgan 

1998, 8), and it may tentatively be suggested that the 28–29 High Ousegate wattle fences are 

broadly contemporary with the wattle fences and buildings of Period 4.1 at 22 Piccadilly.  

Hazel, willow and ash are all capable of management by coppicing or pollarding. The pieces 

recovered during the excavation were very straight rods with few side shoots. The lower ends 

of these rods were generally absent, through loss before burial or during recovery. Those few 

which did survive had the curved heel characteristic of rods growing from a stump. From the 

limited quantity of material from this site it is not possible to reconstruct the actual 

management regime, but it is clear that woodland management was being practised. The 

distribution pattern of ST36 strongly suggests that all the shoots from a particular stump were 

cut at the same time, and that draw felling, the cutting of individual rods after they had 

reached a particular size, was not practised. 
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10 ENVIRONMETNAL ASSESSMENT  

Palaeoecology Research Services analysed ten samples, a small quantity of hand-collected 

shell and seven boxes of hand-collected bone, recovered from the excavation. The biological 

remains recovered were, on the whole, well preserved, with some of the insect remains 

showing exceptional preservation. The plant and vertebrate remains included components 

representing waste from both food and craft activities (e.g. textile working and horn 

working/tanning). Invertebrates were a source of information relating to other activities on 

the site, for example, wool-cleaning and possible bee-keeping; they also helped build up a 

picture of waste disposal and hygiene at the site. 

 

Honey bee (photo: Josh Hillman, Florida Nature.org) 

Seven sediment samples, three organic spot finds, a small quantity of hand-collected shell and 

seven boxes of hand-collected bone, recovered from deposits of Roman to Anglo-Scandinavian 

date, were submitted to Palaeoecology Research Services for an assessment of their 

bioarchaeological potential. 

Plant remains were well preserved, sometimes extremely well preserved, in all but one of the 

seven samples examined via a 1kg subsample. For the most part they represented food 

remains in faeces, presumably human, and a modest range of taxa was present from staples 

(cereal ‘bran’) and pulses (?pea, bean) to vegetables (leek) and flavourings (dill, coriander, 

celery seed and summer savory). Woodland/heathland/fenland mosses often recorded from 

deposits of this period, and traces of dyeplants and perhaps other taxa associated with textile 

working (repeatedly recorded from Anglo-Scandinavian York, cf. Hall and Kenward 2000b and 

forthcoming), were also identified. 

Insect remains in these samples exhibited stunning preservation, of a kind rarely approached 

at Coppergate (AY 14/07), though equalled in material from a site at 4–7 Parliament Street 

(Hall and Kenward 2000a); it is consistent with a growing suspicion that there is a band of 

exceptional organic preservation in York on the ridge between the south-west end of 

Parliament Street and Spurriergate. Evidence from the insect remains was generally 

complementary to that from the plants, indicating foul conditions, including faecal material, in 

four of the deposits. Ectoparasites of sheep and probably of humans (together with insect taxa 

indicative of buildings) were noted in two of the less foul deposits, the sheep keds perhaps 

deposited during wool cleaning. One context (1043) gave two records of note, the presence of 

two bark-beetles that might indicate fruit trees, and of the nettlebug Heterogaster urticae 

(Fabricius), the numerous records of which from Anglo-Scandinavian York have been argued to 

indicate temperatures above those of the mid 20th century (Kenward in press).  Honeybees 

were noted from three of the samples, which accords with a growing pattern for this area of 
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Anglo-Scandinavian York (Hall and Kenward 2000b; AY 08/04 and Kenward in press). Clearly 

this is an important site in relation to our understanding of land use in Anglo-Scandinavian 

York, providing valuable data relevant to the testing of hypotheses put forward by Hall and 

Kenward Hall and Kenward 2000b and AY 08/04). 

All but one (that from context 1048) of the samples examined contained some eggs of 

intestinal parasitic worms. In two cases, contexts 1012 and 1059, the numbers were small and 

might be attributed to a ‘background’ level, but in the remaining four deposits a significant 

faecal component was indicated. The Trichuris eggs seen were generally very well preserved, 

often retaining both polar plugs. Comparison of these eggs (via a few spot measurements) 

with data for modern trichurids (Ash and Orihel 1984; Kassai 1998) indicated that the eggs 

seen were almost certainly of either Trichuris trichiura (Linnaeus) or T. suis (Schrank), the 

whipworms of humans and pigs respectively, or perhaps of both. It is particularly difficult to 

distinguish these two species purely by visual examination of their eggs as the normal size 

range for the eggs of T. Trichiura is a wholly contained subset of that for T. suis. When, as here, 

large numbers of measurable trichurid eggs are present, a statistical approach to their 

identification, or the determination of the presence of more than one population, may be 

attempted, but this is beyond the remit of an assessment. Similarly, the eggs of the ascarids 

Ascaris lumbricoides (Linnaeus) and A. suum (Goeze), the roundworms of humans and pigs, 

respectively (though some parasitologists believe that there is just one species of Ascaris that 

infests both humans and pigs), are morphologically almost identical. Taylor (1955) has 

remarked (in relation to medieval remains) that a high ratio of Ascaristo Trichuris eggs, as is 

the case with context 1089,may indicate pig rather than human faeces. Conversely, the ratio 

observed in the samples from contexts 1016, 1043 and 1070 may suggest that their faecal 

content was primarily human in origin. 

 

Trichuris trichiura egg 

All the hand-collected shell was of rather poorly preserved oyster, mostly from deposits of 

Anglo-Scandinavian date. The small quantity of remains recovered and their poor condition 

render the assemblage of little interpretative value. However, it seems likely that all the oyster 

shell derives from human food waste, and its presence indicates the importation of this 

coastal resource. 
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Ostrea edulis, oyster 

The vertebrate assemblage showed that these deposits were rich in extremely well-preserved 

bone. Despite the presence of residual Roman pottery, the bones showed little indication of 

residual or redeposited material. Since dog gnawing was uncommon it is likely that the 

remains were quickly incorporated into the deposits and were not left exposed for any length 

of time. Cattle were the dominant species throughout, which was also the case at the nearby 

site of Coppergate (AY 15/03). Caprovids and pigs were present in similar amounts, whilst 

other species were far less numerous. The butchery practices that were observed in the 

vertebrate assemblage from High Ousegate were very similar to those noted from other sites 

in York, particularly from the material recovered from St Saviourgate (Carrott et al. 1998) and 

those from Hungate (in particular YORYM 2000.7, Jaques et al. 2000). A number of different 

economic activities appear to have been responsible for the remains recovered from these 

deposits. One component was waste from craft processes such as antler working, horn 

working and/or tanning, whilst the remainder of the material suggested refuse from slaughter, 

primary butchery and secondary carcass preparation. Some domestic food waste was also 

apparent. Clearly, several related activities were being undertaken in the vicinity and the 

features excavated were typically used for the disposal of refuse of both a domestic and a 

commercial nature. 

This assessment has clearly shown the potential of the deposits encountered at this site to 

provide interpretatively valuable assemblages of biological remains. As outlined above, the 

assessed deposits have received waste material from a variety of sources and thus offer an 

opportunity to study various aspects of activity and conditions at the site. 

11 CONSERVATION 

By Leesa Vere=-Stevens 

The site conditions were ideal for the preservation of organic materials such as textile, hair, 

leather, antler, bone and wood. Generally the organic objects from the site were in a good 

condition. However, vulnerable organic finds, such as horn, were few in number and were in a 

poor condition. Some inorganic material was recovered, such as glass, fired clay, stone, iron 

and slag, but no copper alloy artefacts were retrieved. 
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Detailed conservation work was undertaken on many of the artefacts, revealing a 

wealth of information that would otherwise not have been recovered. The results of 

the work have provided the artefact researcher with well-documented, well-packaged, 

clean and stable objects for study, illustration and archiving. 

11.1 Introduction 

The aims of the conservation of this collection were the preservation and elucidation of 

artefacts from the excavation. The structure and integration of conservation within the project 

was similar to that outlined within York Archaeological Trust’s first web-based report in The 

Archaeology of York (see conservation on the Walmgate site at AYW1). As described below the 

majority of the conservation work was undertaken at the assessment phase because of the 

waterlogged nature of the site. 

11.1.2 Fieldwork phase 

The YAT wood technologist gave advice to site staff on the recording and sampling procedures 

for the wooden artefacts and structural timbers. Additional specialist support was required at 

this stage and the textile, yarns, cords and clumps of hair were sent to a textile specialist for 

preliminary identification and assessment prior to conservation (see section 3 above). The 

correct identification of these materials was vital in the formulation of the conservation 

strategy and in developing an understanding of the conditions of burial and the factors 

influencing their preservation. 

All iron artefacts and a selection of the slag were X-rayed according to usual YAT procedures at 

this phase. 

 

X-ray of iron nails, a handle fragment and a selection of slag 
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X-ray of composite comb (SF34) in two planes; left is a side view, right is from above 

11.1.2 Assessment phase 

The anoxic conditions on the site caused by waterlogging resulted in very well preserved wet 

organic materials such as textiles, hair, leather, horn, bone, antler and wood. The vulnerability 

of much of this material, and the damage caused by drying after excavation, meant that a 

large proportion of the artefacts that were received wet (c.49%) underwent remedial 

conservation treatment. This was carried out in order to stabilise the material for long-term 

dry storage and to enable handling by the specialist artefact researchers, (see Vere-Stevens et 

al., 2003").  

 

Composite comb (SF34) wet before conservation treatment  

 

Composite comb (SF34) after drying but before reconstruction 
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Other materials found on the site include iron, slag, fired clay, glass, stone and flint; these, 

together with the organic materials, were assessed for condition and stability, and suitable 

packaging was devised for storage. Recommendations for investigative conservation, for 

additional specialist support and for further research such as dye analysis, fleece identification, 

wood species identification and tool mark analysis were suggested. 

11.1.3 Analysis and report preparation phase 

Guided by recommendations given at the assessment stage, 12% of the artefacts were 

selected for further investigative conservation in liaison with artefact researchers, see Vere-

Stevens 2003. Treatment details vary and are recorded in the Conservation work record for 

each artefact. 

 

Composite comb (SF34) after conservation 

The textile, yarn and fibres have been identified and are described by (Walton-Rogers 2003). 

The wood technologist identified wood species and mineral preserved organic remains 

preserved in iron corrosion. Their identification was carried out by transmitted light 

microscopy and the use of a UV/Visible absorption spectrophotometer. X-ray fluorescence 

(‘EDXRF’) analysis of possible non-ferrous surface coatings was carried out on one object SF34) 

using a Links System XR200 EDXRF spectrometer. The equipment was operated at 50KeV at 

350mA with a copper filter and no vacuum. 

11.1.4 Preservation  

Materials found on the site that are largely composed of keratin (such as hair, wool and horn) 

and collagenous tissues (such as leather) rarely survive burial, unless they are heavily 

mineralised. These proteins decay very quickly if not immediately incorporated into 

waterlogged anoxic deposits, permafrost conditions or extremely arid environments. 

 

Human hair (SF81) after conservation 
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Wool textile cuff (SF85) after conservation 

 

Horn object (SF18) before conservation 

 

Decorated leather (SF02) after conservation 
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All these finds were recovered from slightly acidic waterlogged deposits, pH5–6 (SF78, SF80, 

SF81, SF85, SF87). Generally, proteins are broken down in alkaline conditions whereas the 

mineral constituents of bone and antler become readily soluble in acid conditions. The 

materials were well preserved by the abundance of water which prevented oxygen reaching 

them; this eliminates the activity of aerobic organisms that destroy organic materials, and 

metal corrosion is reduced. However, because of the saturation of materials, hydrolysis is 

extensive and preservation is not absolute. The water helps to maintain the shape of objects 

but the removal of soluble substances means the objects are weak. 

Very little horn has been recovered from waterlogged deposits in York. By comparison with 

the other materials from the site, the horn object SF18 was poorly preserved and suffered 

from delamination and erosion. In theory buried horn is susceptible to the same agents of 

degradation as the osseous tissues. However, the mineral component comprises a smaller 

proportion of the structure, and it has been suggested that anaerobic microbial activity may 

take a greater part in the degradation process, see (O’Connor in AY 17/12,1999). Anaerobic 

bacteria are able to flourish in anoxic conditions but the level of activity can be reduced if the 

pH is very low, for example pH<3, or if toxins are present (Cronyn 1990).  

Vegetable-tanned leather is designed to be resistant to biological attack and hydrolysis, and 

often survives in waterlogged sites. Skins can also become accidentally tanned by humic and 

tannic acids released into the burial environment by rotting vegetation. Small strips of 

sheepskin were discovered amongst cess material found in association with textile and fibre 

material SF90 and SF96. 

Some of the artefacts were stained by ground water and soluble compounds produced by 

corroding metal components, for instance the red/brown discolouration seen throughout the 

textiles and the orange/brown staining around the iron rivets on the antler comb SF34. Other 

artefacts have acquired colour though burning or charring SF60 and SF62. 

A distinctive blue corrosion product was noted on almost all the iron objects. This was visually 

identified as vivianite (iron phosphate) and is formed in anoxic conditions, which are slightly 

acidic and rich in phosphates from sources such as cess and bone. Vivianite can form a 

protective coating over iron, preventing further corrosion. 

11.2 Results 

11.2.1 Organic materials 

Textiles, fibres and hair 

A total of 26 textile, fibre and hair finds were treated during the assessment phase. As 

received at the conservation laboratory the material was wet and, apart from one item (SF94), 

were covered in soil and compacted organic debris, including grass and straw. Sediments 

covering a number of objects contained insect and seed casings (SF77, SF78, SF79, SF88, SF89, 

SF90, SF91, SF92, SF93, SF94, SF95, SF96, SF97, SF98) which were retained for environmental 

analysis. The obscuring sediment gave off a strong sulphurous odour (possibly originating from 

sulphate-reducing bacteria). Finds were composed of a tangled mass of folded textile and it 

was impossible to determine the true nature of many of them. During conservation treatment 

it became apparent that textile bundles often contained several fragments (SF85, SF87, SF92, 

SF96), and some contained cordage and human hair (SF90, SF962, SF98). 
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SF92 before conservation 

 

SF92 after conservation 

 

SF96 before conservation 
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SF96 after conservation 

More research has been conducted on the degradation of waterlogged wood and leather in 

comparison with waterlogged textiles and hair. Standardised conservation treatments are 

employed for waterlogged wood and leather, and it may be possible to use such treatments 

with both textiles and hair. However, in addition to differences between these materials such 

as bulk and surface area, the effects of processing and dyeing make textiles more complex to 

treat. 

Pearson 1987 describes conservation work on archaeological marine textiles in the categories 

of drying from water, from other liquids, with consolidants, with bulking agents, with 

lubricants and by sublimation. Jakes and Mitchell 1992 describe different methods of drying 

salvaged historical marine textiles and suggest that air drying and slow drying of frozen textiles 

is less disruptive than vacuum freeze-drying. Although ethanol dehydration and critical-point 

drying gave satisfactory results, these methods were thought to be less desirable because the 

solvents used can remove components of the textile such as dyes, pigments, fats or oils. 

The majority of wool textiles previously brought to the YAT conservation laboratories have 

been successfully treated with reverse-osmosis water washing followed by controlled air-

drying. This standardised manner of treating the material was used with the aim to clean, 

preserve the fibres and fabric structure, and to bring them to an ambient storage environment 

to allow for analysis, study and publication. In general this treatment method was thought to 

be the least intrusive if it could be demonstrated that little fibre shrinkage or embrittlement 

occurred. 

To assess the success of air drying, the longitudinal and radial dimension of approximately 50% 

of the samples before and after drying was compared. It was noted that shrinkage did occur 

throughout the textile assemblage, with fragments decreasing in size between 0–2mm, but 

not always by the same amount in each direction. However, no significant distortion was 

noted in any of the fragments. Digital photographs were taken before and after treatment for 

each item. Additionally, the shape of the fragments was recorded by placing a Melenex® sheet 

(polyester film) over the fragments and tracing their outline. Drying of the fragments was 

monitored in two ways. The rate of drying was measured through weight loss by weighing on a 

Mettler P161 scientific balance once a day. Woven textile SF86, cordage SF88 and wool fibre 

SF97 were evaluated as they represented the types of material present in the assemblage. 
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Drying was considered complete when the weights remained constant for three consecutive 

days. The environment in which the drying took place was assessed through recording 

temperature and relative humidity conditions with a thermo hygrograph. For a detailed 

description of part of the conservation work on the textiles see Christanetti 2003. 

 

SF86 woven textile after conservation 

  

SF88 cordage after conservation 
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SF97 wool fibre (lower left) before conservation 

Antler, Horn and Bone 

Of the 28 antler, one bone and one horn artefacts that were assessed, most of the antler 

material had been washed and dried before reaching conservation. The more fragile or 

complex objects such as the composite antler comb SF34, the offcut SF119, the bone SF31 and 

a worked horn object SF18 arrived wet packed and required remedial conservation treatment. 

Objects received wet were generally washed in reverse osmosis water using soft brushes 

followed by slow drying in a humidified environment to reduce the rate of drying to ambient 

levels. Only the horn item did not dry well even though it had been consolidated with a 

synthetic resin before drying in order to improve the structural stability. 

The comb SF34 was selected for further investigative conservation treatment, stabilisation, 

cleaning and reconstruction for photography. The work exposed the decoration (arc shapes, 

lines, dots and meander patterns), revealed the head form of the rivets and allowed 

reconstruction of the fragmented elements. As a precautionary measure the iron rivets were 

given a protective coating of tannic acid solution. Tannic acid reacts with iron oxides to create 

an impermeable and inert iron tannate layer. For a detailed description of the conservation 

work on the comb see Cole 2003. 
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SF34 before reconstruction and tannic acid treatment 

 

SF34 after reconstruction and tannic acid treatment 

 

SF34 detail of decoration and rivet 

Wood, leather and sheepskin 

Thin leather strips were found within two items from the textile, fibre and hair assemblage 

SF90, SF96, and blackened remains of sheepskin were found on some of the wool ‘staples’ 

from context 1046; for a detailed description see (Walton-Rogers 2003). These elements were 

treated as part of the textile and fibre assemblage and the method of treatment is discussed 

within the individual artefact record. Two wooden artefacts SF19, SF20and a further 25 leather 
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objects from the site were treated at the assessment and analysis stage. The material was 

stabilised for long-term storage and future research by consolidation using polyethylene glycol 

(PEG) a water-soluble polymer. For a detailed assessment of the leather finds see Vere-

Stevens et al. 2003 and for the wood see sections8-9 above. 

 

Decorated leather SF02 and SF04 after conservation 

The YAT wood technologist, following Schweingruber 1982 identified the wood species of five 

artefacts. One SF19 was Acer campestre L. (field maple) and four SF20, SF22, SF24, SF25 were 

Quercus sp. (oak). 

11.2.2 Inorganic materials 

Fired Clay and Stone 

One fired clay object SF39 required further cleaning for illustration and consolidation 

treatment to provide structural stability and enable handling and study. One stone lava quern 

SF104 was treated to facilitate photography, although fragments which were found to fit 

together were left unreconstructed. 

 

SF39 after conservation 
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SF104 after conservation 

Iron 

Of the eighteen iron objects assessed, four were investigated SF46, SF48, SF54, SF57. Broken 

end sections were identified and the cross-sectional shapes were clarified. Mineral-replaced 

wood was evident within the socket of one iron object SF48. The YAT wood technologist 

identified the wood remains as Fraxinus excelsior L. (ash). 

 

SF48 Ferrule with wood remains (ash) within socket 

 

11.3.3 X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy (XRF)  

This technique was used to investigate qualitatively the elemental composition of the rivets on 

the comb SF34) and to ascertain if there was evidence of non-ferrous plating. Iron was the 

major element detected, with traces of copper and arsenic. The very small amounts of these 

trace elements cannot be attributed to the presence of copper alloy in association with the 

artefact and it was concluded that the rivets were not plated. Other trace elements were 

recorded, but were thought to originate from the antler or sediment residue. 
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11.2.4 Packaging and storage 

The textile, fibre and hair needed to be studied after preliminary conservation treatment, so a 

storage system was devised that gave the specialist researcher easy access. Once dry, the 

objects were stored by placing in a pierced grip-top polyethylene bag, wrapped within an 

envelope of acid-free tissue. The front of the object was supported with jiffy foam (expanded 

polythene). For frequently accessed material a more appropriate storage system needs to be 

devised that could limit physical movement such as that used for the Coppergate textiles, 

where fragments are sandwiched between two pieces of dyed nylon netting that is held in 

place by a card window mount. 

 

SF78 within acid free envelopes 

 

SF78 within archival card folder 
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SF78 packaged after conservation 

The iron elements on the antler comb SF34 were coated with an inhibitor because the 

recommended relative humidity for ferrous materials is less than 35%, which would conflict 

with the optimum for antler of 45–60% (O’Connor in AY 17/12). It was considered safer to 

accommodate the antler in terms of storage environment and apply a compensating 

treatment to the iron rather than vice versa, as at lower relative humidity values the antler 

could crack and undergo dimensional changes. 

Acknowledgements: Students who have worked on the project are Simona Christanetti, 

Hannah Cole, Mehmet Ozgenc and Gill Snape. 

12 THE EXCAVATIONS IN A WIDER CONTEXT 

The excavations at 28–29 High Ousegate, though small in area, are of great importance both 

for the outstanding collection of artefacts recovered, and for the contribution they make to 

discussions on land use in Anglo-Scandinavian York. 

During the Roman period the site was located to the south of the fortress, close to a Roman 

road, and to buildings of ‘architectural pretension’ (AY 06/01, 21). These included bath 

buildings beneath the junction of Spurriergate and High Ousegate, and two Ionic capitals, 

bases, gritstone columns and the dedication stones from two temples beneath 3 Nessgate and 

25–27 High Ousegate (RCHMY 1, 59–60). 

Only Roman artefacts were present in a number of the earliest, inorganic deposits at 28–29 

High Ousegate. Within the confines of such a small trench it was difficult to know if these 

layers represented Roman occupation surfaces or later Anglian deposits containing residual 

Roman material. It is worth noting that a layer of inorganic material ranging from a few 

millimetres to over 50cm in thickness covered the latest Roman remains at 16–22 Coppergate, 

and was itself capped by a series of thin inorganic deposits dated to the second half of the 9th 

century. Only above these layers was organic material preserved. This may imply that the 

similarly inorganic layers at High Ousegate are of Anglian or even early Anglo-Scandinavian 

date. 
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The Roman material from 28–29 High Ousegate is dated to the 3rd century and includes fine 

ware pottery relating to high-status Roman occupation (see section 6 above). Part of a head 

pot was also present which suggests funerary activity in the vicinity, possibly related to the 

late Roman cemetery seen at 16–22 Coppergate (AY 14/07, 441). There were also two 

fragments of flue tile, implying a heated building nearby (see section 7 above).  

Relatively few Anglian deposits or finds have been recovered from the immediate vicinity of 

28–29 High Ousegate. The most notable Anglian find from the area is the magnificent helmet 

found within an isolated pit at 16–22 Coppergate (AY 17/08, 863 and AY 10/06, 681). A pre-

Anglo-Scandinavian cobble surface was found at 2 Clifford Street (Johnson 1999a, 10–14). 

While there was no direct evidence for Anglian occupation at the 28–29 High Ousegate site, it 

is possible that some or all of the Group 1 deposits may have been of Anglian date, and the 

presence of residual Anglian material in some of the later contexts implies Anglian activity in 

the vicinity. 

Nearly all of the excavated deposits at 28–29 High Ousegate (Groups  2- 9) were dated by 

pottery to the late 9th to early 10th century (see section 6 above). They are therefore directly 

comparable with a number of excavated sites nearby which are discussed in detail in AY 08/03 

(see plan on p5), and most notably with Periods 3 and 4A at 16–22 Coppergate (AY 10/06, 

703). It is clear that the Coppergate area was at the heart of a commercial district at that time. 

Other Anglo-Scandinavian sites in this vicinity that have been investigated since the 

publication of AY 08/03 include 2 Clifford Street and 4–7 Parliament Street (Johnson 1999b). In 

addition to commercial activity the church of St Mary Castlegate seems to have been founded 

in the 10th century (AY 08/02, 165), and excavations at the church of All Saints Pavement also 

suggest a 10th-century foundation date (MAP 1996, 54). 

Most of the existing street layout in this part of the city seems to have been established in the 

Anglo-Scandinavian period, with the exception of the modern roads of Clifford Street, 

Parliament Street and Piccadilly. The antiquity of the building alignments and tenement 

divisions has been confirmed on a number of excavations, especially 16–22 Coppergate (AY 

10/06, 703), but also at 2–4 Pavement and 1–3 Parliament Street (AY 08/03, 183). These sites 

implied that the streets were established by at least AD 930. 

Evidence from the excavations under consideration here suggests that the structures on the 

site were aligned in relation to the modern road plan implying that this, and possibly even the 

tenement divisions, dates from the late 9th to early 10th century. A similarly early date for the 

street layout is implied at 2 Clifford Street, where wattle fences of late 9th-century date, 

possibly earlier, were aligned in relation to King Street (Johnson 1999a, 10–14). At 16–22 

Coppergate a number of land divisions were observed in Period 4a, which are dated to c.900. 

These may also have been laid out in relation to a clearly established street pattern (AY 10/06, 

703).  
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Wattle structures 

All the structures seen at 28–29 High Ousegate were made of wattle fencing and/or upright 

posts, which were similar to examples seen at 16–22 Coppergate (AY 10/06, 703). Other 

Anglo-Scandinavian sites nearby have produced evidence for a greater range of building 

techniques, such as plank-built structures and sill beam construction (AY 10/06, 703 and AY 

08/03, 249–50), but these styles post-date the site at 28–29 High Ousegate.  

The 28–29 High Ousegate site resembles others in the area with regard to the longevity of the 

structures seen. The site underwent two phases of structural activity and several episodes of 

dumping and pit digging within a very short time-span. This is mirrored at other sites where 

buildings seem to have been rapidly replaced; for example, a series of at least fifteen 

superimposed structures were found at 6–8 Pavement, which were built over a 170-year 

period, giving an average life-span of just eleven years (AY 08/03, 233). 

At 16–22 Coppergate during the later 10th century there were two ranks of buildings behind 

the street frontage, a pattern which may have been repeated at 6–8 Pavement (AY 08/03, 

230). Unfortunately the excavations at 28–29 High Ousegate were too small in area to 

contribute much to the study of building layout. The wattle and stake fences would be ill-

equipped for load bearing and are best interpreted as either internal partitions or external 

fences, but their presence c.8m to the west of Coppergate shows that occupation and land 

management extended this far behind the street frontage. 

A diverse range of species (oak, ash, willow, alder and hazel) was represented among the 

structural timbers. The majority of these were winter felled, and only one ash timber showed 

signs of possible woodland management (see section 8 above). The wattle is less varied, being 

predominantly spring-cut hazel roundwood, with some evidence of woodland management. 

This equates well with wattle work in the early phases at 22 Piccadilly and 16–22 Coppergate, 

although the wattle at these sites was mostly winter-felled (see section 9 above).  

In terms of the artefacts recovered, the site has produced a similar range to that seen at 16–22 

Coppergate. Some of the artefacts such as cooking pots, quern fragments, an iron vessel 
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handle and a bucket stave relate to domestic activity (see section 5 above); others relate to 

items of clothing (see section 3 above). A rare survival was the presence of several clumps of 

human hair (see section 3.9 above). Many of the artefacts derived from craft activities 

including weaving, spinning and needle work, leather working, shoe manufacturing (see 

section 4.1 above), antler working and horn working (see section 4.2 above). As the excavated 

deposits represent both a small area and a very short time-span it is difficult to interpret these 

crafts either spatially or through time. It would seem, however, that during the deposition of 

Groups  4 and  5 leather working was the dominant craft on site, while Groups  8 and  9 

indicate that both antler working and leather working were present (see section 4 above.).  

The excavations at 28–29 High Ousegate make a significant contribution to the understanding 

of Anglo-Scandinavian York during the late 9th to early 10th centuries. The site confirms the 

evidence from adjacent sites that urban planning and tenement divisions date from the late 

9th or early 10th centuries. Occupation was intensive, with rapid shifts in usage from pit 

digging to structures and back again. The area is at the heart of a commercial district that 

housed artisans, and the excavations have yielded evidence for leather, antler and horn 

working, shoe and textile manufacture, and perhaps even limited metal working. It is clear 

that these craft activities were part of an extensive network of commercial links both with the 

local hinterland and the wider world. Local contacts brought wood to the site, as well as other 

raw materials such as hides, cloth, wool, antler and horn. A rotary quern may have come from 

Germany, and dyed cloth from Scandinavia and Ireland. In addition, an unusual composite 

comb and a shoe may have been imported from abroad. This site adds significantly to the 

growing corpus of evidence for occupation in Anglo-Scandinavian York, which was clearly a 

vibrant, dynamic, economic urban centre. 
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