birds with ordinary fowl. Their courage is legendary and at least one story tells
of how a cock once attacked a fox, flew onto the fox's neck and drove his beak
through his skull. Perhaps the guard theory is not so far letched after all.
In the Early Iron Age and even in the Bronze Age, when farming became
thoroughly established in this country, the domestic birds were probably the
lndian Red Jungle Fowl. Thereafter we have the accepted progression to the Old
English Game, with the great range of colours that have gradually evolved.
The Romans are thought to have introduced the heavier lowl of thc larmyard. Columella of Gades, who lived near Rome in the first century AD, wrote
an admirable work on agriculture entitled De Re Rustica. He devoted a chapter
to the maintenance of farmyard fowl (Book VllI). The ideal bird he describes is
not at all dissimilar to the Black Red with variations which could be understood
as the Golden Duckwing. FIe advises that white birds should be avoided since
they are less prolific and often'carried off by hawks and eagles'. His description
of the cock birds also conforms to the game bird pattern. He praises the natural
aggression of cock birds and suggests their legs should be armed for offence 'as
stakes ready for the attack'. Clearly by this tirne there is a great number of
variations. It is quite logical to accept that a similar number of variations existed
within the Celtic world.
Research at Butser is currently demonstrating that a high level of expertise
in agriculture existed at that time. Farms were complex units with all the
attributes one would expect- The basic agricultural economy embraced both
production ald service industries and was successful. The presence of fowl,
whether Indian Red Jungle or Old English Game, serve to show that a level of
sophistication existed which included that of competitive pleasure. Hardly the
pursuits of tattooed, naked savages, saved from perdition by the Romans.
The Butser Ancient Farm Demonstration Area. distinct from the rescarch site, is
situated adjacent to the Queen Elizabeth Country Park, 3 miles south of Petersheld off the
London Portsmouth trunk road (A3). This site is open to visitors daily (except Mondnys)
from May to September from 14.00 17.00 hrs. F-urther information can be obtained tiom
the author.
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THE DOMESTIC FOWL OF THE IRON AGE

IN BRITAIN

PETER

J.

REYNOLDS

The lron Age, which spans the millennium before the Rornans iinally
invaded this country in 43 AD, is arguably one of the ntost lascinating periods of
the past. Apart from a few references to be found in thc tcxts of the Creek and
Roman writers, we rely-entirely upon tlrc cxcavated archaeological evidence for

our inforrnation.
A large nurnber of excavations have been carried out throughout tl.rc
United Kirrgdom and the findings from these indicate the presence of a highly
organised, multi-layered and successful society cxtant ir.t these islands a-l that
tirne- Magnificent gold ancl silver worl< objecls have becn rccovcrecl which'algue
lor the preselce of accomplished snriths. advanced ilor.rwork including the

of thc

ilon-banded spoked ivhcel and supcrb cast bronzc lrorse
trappi-ngs- The treasures ale but one aspect. The British building tradition in thc
lron Age l'avoured tire round-house rathcr l"han thc contincntal longJrousc- The
giound plans ol'a large nunrber of thesc lrave bccn rccovcrcd, sonic ol'wtrich
were directly srrccceded by Ronranvillls, It woirltl sccul tha{, in Eritairr, trivcslocl<
were housed scparately in snrall rcctangulal buildings. in contrast to thc continental life style where anirnals olicn livcd a[ one end ol thc housc. huntans at

invention

the other.
The basic ccononry ol- lhc Iron Agc was agriculturc. Again all tlrc cvidcncc
poiiets io a highly successlul cconotry at this tirnc, includilrg an irupor'1 and
export trade.'l'hc principal exports wel'c conr and icathcr. Hunl.ing dogs also
figured in thc export manifest and werc highly prizcd abroad- Tlic Britislr prcdilections have secrningly altcrcd liitlc ovcr thc rnlllcnnia.
ln clrclcr to discclver nrr'rre abouI this pcriod and cspccially uboul llrc brsic
agricultural ccollo]ny, a uuicprc rescarclr projccI wls sct up in 1972.'fhis is tlre
Butser Ancient Farm Researclr Projcct, situalcd on rt nortlrcln spur ol- llutser llill
in llanrpshire. lts purposc is [o rcct>nstlucI und opcnrtc a lltnr cluIing l.o r:-300
BC, to stircly brrth prclrisLor-ic rnd li.orrlrrr rglicull"rrrc. ln rcuJil.y i( is tlro l'irst
60

1he Pimpernc Houss - a reconsrruction o1'a'ccltic Manor House'based directly upon an
arclraeologioal cxcavalion at Pimpcrne Down in Dorset. Nea-rly l4 mctres in diametcr, a
m<rdern house could be put insido iL
(photo: p-J. Reynolcls)
open air scientific research l^aboratory of its kind. Here experiments are rnountecl
theories that are based on the archaeological evidence. The whole ofthe

1o test the

agricultural cycle embracing both animal and plant husbanclry is under exarnination. lnitial results frorn crop growing experiments indicate that the yields ol'
Lhe prelristoric cereals. Emmer (Triticum dicoccum)and Spelt (Triticum spelta)
were equally as good as those achieved in the early 1900's AD. Similarly grain
storage expcriirents have slrown that the prirrciple of the underground silo which
rclics on calbon dioxide gas as a preservative agent was well understood and
practiscd. Research at Butser involves animal husbandry,and the main purpose of
this paper is to cliscuss the prescnce and significance of fowl and clomestic birds

in this pcriod

ol- prchistory. Unlortunately, the bone evidence upon wirich we

rcly lilr thc otlrcr dornestic animals is conrparatively rare, ancl those we have
recovercd, tlrcrcl'ore, are probably non-representative- Undoubtedly the rrajority
wcrc despatchcd by dogs who not surprisingly do no1 share the huntan
rcscwations about thc danger ol bonc splinters_
6l

Those bones we have support the generally accepted tl'rcories that Indian
Red .lr"tngle Fowl Gallus gallus were the first 'dornesticated' birds to be brought
to the British lsies. There is little cloubt that the sport o1'cock figlrting origirlatcd
in India and possibly China before 1000 BC. ln Persia and Grcece the sport was
held in high esieem and the performauce of a good fighting cock was held out as
an exarnple to the soldier. It is hardly remarkable. therefore, that this sport
should have reached this country well within the first millcnniuln tlC. Uspecially
is this likely since the Ceitic world extended frorn China in the east to lleland in
the west. One certainly doesn't have to look for a Roman intloduction. lndeed
when Caesar invaded thcse islands in 55 and 54 IIC during lris two abortive
carnpaigns, he rnade several observatious which have survivecl in his war diaries
'De Bello Gallico'. lle referred directly to the custom of l"he British who kept

geese and chickens but believed it ivrong to eai thenl. Many of'lris
observations were, in fact, wrong attd here it would be nice to beiieve the first
part of his staternent and not thc secoud. Sinoe he gained his knowledge fiom
informants this rnay well be the case. He could obserye hirnself that tl-rese bircis
were actually kept and tl-re second phase ol the informatiot't nray have been
designed to allow the natives to continue keeping them.

both

f{owever, it is the second part o!' his statcment atrout chickens which is
particulaily fascinating. ['le records that they were kept 'animi causa' (for sake of
pleasure). Geese, while not necessarily agreeable birds, can be faithful to their
owner and excellent guards. The attack upon the Capitol in Rome frustrated by
the walning gii,en by geese is the tnost famous such incirlent reiurdctl.
Domestically they have been empioyed in the salne way for thousands ol'yearsUndoubtedly there are large numbers of geese who havc livcd extraordinarily long
lives and given much pleasure as propcrty guards. Sirnilarly there must have been
even largel numbers who barely achicved n.raturity before theil coirtriburtions of
fat, llesh anci f-eathcr were absorbed ir"rto thc comrrou prehlstodc good" F'or
chickens, on the othcr hand, guard qualitics are l.rardly conrparable- But in the
cock pi1, if ole is t<l put aside modem ernotions, thc delight, pieasuie and
recreation they are said to provide is incomparable. Cynicaliy. we could colnpare
it with a reputedly civilised but gory boxing rratch, an extrcrnely satislying
spectator sportT'o sr-rpport the theory that cock fighting occurred in prehistoric Britain we

of several brouze spurs which have bccn discovcred in
excavatiolls. !1'we accept that cock f iglrting was a pat[ of thc pleasure of lrotl
Age nran,wcinust also accept that tire lowl werc an intcgral elcn-rent olthe fatm.
Inevitably the spccialist breeding progralnnle allowed for the wastagc to be a
food supply. tt would be more likely that the cock breeding was a luxtrry. We
should probably irlaginc a sinrilar pattern to that which cxistcd less thau l.wo
cetrturics ago in Comwall and elsewlrere.'l'here game birds werc rcgtrllrly brecl
along witl.r farmyard forvl- There is anothcr alternative purposc i-tir kecping ganrc

havc the evidence
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