
Pictures of cattle in Roman carvings and medieval 

manuscripts suggest that they were small compared 

with today’s animals

Eating
Animal bones are collected during excavation 
and are identified by the species and the part 
of the body they came from. Most of the larger 
bones are from domesticated animals used 
for pulling carts or ploughs and that provided 
meat, leather and milk for dairy foods. The 
smaller bones also provide evidence for local 
wild animals such as squirrels, foxes, rats, 
mice, birds and even fish. 

Bones can tell us if the animals were male or female, 
their age and the state of health they were in when 
they died or were killed.

We can estimate how many individual animals are 
represented by these remains because we know how 
many of each type of bone an animal has in its body.  
Far more cattle shoulder blades than leg bones have 
been found at Roman forts, showing that shoulders 
of beef were provided to the military. The bones 
are often pierced, suggesting that the joints were 
pierced and hung up to be preserved by curing, by 
being either salted or smoked for long-distance travel.

Part of a well preserved 

leather shoe sole, showing 

a decorative punched 

pattern

The jaw bone of a sheep, 

showing the wear patterns on the teeth

Large numbers of bones 

from red deer, shown on 

the right, suggest that the 

military commander at 

Vindolanda and his guests 

probably enjoyed hunting 

as well as eating venison

A writing tablet found at 

Vindolanda records that 

pigs foraged in the local 

woodlands. Many bones 

found show that pigs were 

probably kept locally

Bones recovered during 

archaeological excavations 

show that most cattle in 

the Roman period were 

similar in size to the 

modern Dexter breed 

shown on the left

Soldiers usually ate beef, although the men at South 
Shields preferred the meat of sheep or goats.

The age of an animal can be estimated by examining 
the teeth. Once fully grown, teeth wear down, leaving 
black and white patterns in the dentine and enamel.
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