
EATING AND DRINKING IN
ROMAN BRITAIN

What were the eating and drinking habits of the inhabitants of
Britain during the Roman period? Drawing on evidence from a
large number of archaeological excavations, this fascinating new
study shows how varied these habits were in different regions and
amongst different communities and challenges the idea that there
was any one single way of being Roman or native. Integrating a
range of archaeological sources, including pottery, metalwork and
environmental evidence such as animal bone and seeds, this book
illuminates eating and drinking choices, providing invaluable in-
sights into how those communities regarded their world. The book
contains sections on the nature of the different types of evidence
used and how they can be analysed. It will be a useful guide to all
archaeologists, and those who wish to learn about the strengths and
weaknesses of these materials and how best to use them.
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Preface

I decided to write this book as it combined three of my great interests in
life – food, drink and Roman Britain. Whilst few people would be
surprised at the first two, a passion for the third would raise eyebrows
in many archaeological circles. For much of my professional life just as
real men didn’t eat quiche, so real archaeologists didn’t do Roman
Britain. For Classical archaeologists, the province of Britannia was a
distant excrescence, far from the ‘proper’ archaeology of the Mediterra-
nean lands. Within British archaeology, it was seen as the preserve of
arcane specialisms pursuing their own agendas far from where the theor-
etical action was. Whilst theory has now come to Roman Britain, it is still
an uncomfortable place for many. Modern tastes wish to do away with
anything that recalls colonialism, whilst rising nationalisms prefer not to
engage with periods when Britain was self-evidently part of a wider world.
Prehistory is still a safer, more comfortable and purer world for archaeolo-
gists to play in.
This is a great pity as Roman Britain is a very strange place, much

stranger than the many popular books written about it would lead one to
think. It is fully worthy of being studied in its own right, but that has to
be done on its own terms. This involves knowing how to interpret all the
data relating to it. The problem with Roman Britain is that there are just
too many things. Too much pottery, too much metalwork, too many
animal bones. People tend to be overwhelmed by the sheer volume. They
deal with it by picking out the occasional morsel, and hoping the rest will
go away. This book is offered as a kind of hitchhiker’s guide to those who
would like to explore this material, but who lose the will to live when
faced with the reams of specialist reports that even a minor excavation can
generate. It shows, I hope, how these reports can be used to explore
different facets of the past. I have chosen to explore eating and drinking

xiii
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because not only does it interest me but, as the celebrated gourmet and
bon viveur Brillat-Savarin said ‘Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you
what you are’. Where better to start exploring Roman Britain?
Bon appetit!

xiv Preface
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