
THE EXCAVATION OF A ROMANO-
BRITISH SETTLEMENT IN KINGS WOOD,

SANDERSTEAD
BY

R. I. Little

SANDERSTEAD lies in an area hitherto thought to be scantily-

populated in Romano-British times. Until recently the only

hint of occupation was the unearthing in 1943, in an allotment,

now under a housing estate off Wentworth Way, of a few pieces

of first-century pottery. This appears to be the remains of an
interment. 1 In January 1959 the writer found further sherds

of first-century pottery during construction work undertaken

at Sanderstead Court. 2 The site, however, which is the subject of

the present report, lies three-quarters of a mile south-east of

Sanderstead Church, in the north corner of the wood known as

Kings Wood. 3 The site is divided into two, part being owned
by the Coulsdon and Purley U.D.C., and part by Selsdon Park
Hotel Ltd. It lies at 500 feet above sea-level and geologically is

situated on the Clay and Flints area, although on the actual site

this forms only a thin covering overlying the chalk, which is exposed
in the eastern flank of the small valley along which the settlement

is situated. The site is enclosed by a much-eroded earthwork. This

is D-shaped, covering an area of approximately 45,000 square feet.

In the centre, or apex, of the semi-circular bank he the main gate-

way and the approach road into the enclosure (Fig. 2).

Soon after the initial discovery of the site in 1955, permission was
kindly granted by the Directors of Selsdon Park Hotel Ltd. to

undertake a preliminary investigation. This was carried out during

the first two months of 1956 with the assistance of Mr. Keith Hore.

The results of this excavation were reported briefly in the Proceedings

of the Croydon Natural History and Scientific Society* At this time

the U.D.C. undertook to clear the part of the wood overlying the

settlement, thus enabling us to trace with certainty the enclosing

earthworks, and to survey the entire site. We located the main
gateway, two of the three tracks and roads connected with the site,

and two of the hut sites, only one of which we excavated.

In 1959 the Council of the Bourne Society gave the writer its

consent to direct an excavation on the site. Further preliminary

work was carried out during April of the same year, when three

trial areas were opened. The main excavation began on 1 August

1 Sy.A.C, xlix, 112. 2 Selsdon Court on Fig. 1.

3 Grid Ref. TQ (51) 352 608. 4 Vol. xn, p. 171.
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1959 and was carried on throughout the following week, and every
weekend until the end of the month. Owing to the presence of all

too numerous trees, it was found impracticable to lay out a grid of

trenches. We therefore opened four new areas, the numbers of

which continued on from the three areas opened during the April

excavation.

Area I covered a section of the enclosure, Area III sectioned one
of the hut sites. Area IV was more comprehensive in that it
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Map showing position of R.B. Settlement in relation to
CONTEMPORARY ROADS AND TRACKWAYS.

included the gate, the approach road, and the adjacent cemetery.

Area V was a deep cut through the earthwork and Area VI was
designed to section the eastern bank of the enclosure, but was not

completed (Fig. 2).

THE ENCLOSURE
The enclosure is one of the few physical features remaining

visible—a very insignificant series of banks, its ditches entirely
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levelled by the destructive forces of time. These banks alone of the

many in Kings Wood are of flint construction. They enclose an area

of c. 45,000 square feet. Upon the old surface, a packed flint layer

of cobbling uncovered within the enclosure, we found numerous
sherds of pottery dating from the early first century a.d. to the

middle of the second century, and a number of extremely crude

flint implements. Two small flint quarries, one beside and just

below the eastern bank and another 100 yards further south, pro-

vided much of this necessary flint material. The three banks which
constitute the enclosure all terminate indistinctly due to errosion,

and the following measurements are therefore only approximately
estimated. The main eastern one, which is a form of embanked
terrace, is 340 feet long, and runs along the 500 ft. contour. Of the

two curving banks the southern is 200 feet long, and the northern

250 feet. The gateway dividing the two is 50 feet wide. A twenty
foot trench cut into the base of the southern bank of the enclosure

revealed a chalk-filled ditch of U-shaped section. The natural chalk

is at this point very near the surface. This had been cut into to form
a steep scarp, 3 ft. 6 in. high. The infilling had been very rapid;

time had not allowed the ditch to acquire the usual accumulation
of rubbish. The fill contained no pottery dating-evidence, and
only two flint flakes. The northern bank differs in that it is con-

structed out of the natural, and more extensive, clay with flints.

Again no pottery was forthcoming, and only one crude flake. The
main gate into the settlement is situated within a 50-foot gap,

dividing the northern and southern banks of the enclosure. The
approach road, which is 15 feet wide, enters alongside the northern

bank, and merges into an area of scattered flints forming a platform

immediately in front of the gate, leaving a seemingly unnecessary
35-foot gap to the clearly defined abutment of the southern bank.

Trenching in this area (IV) revealed two low dry flint mounds,
20 feet long by 8 feet wide, running at 30 degrees from the parallel

of the approach road. To the west of these, and only a few feet

from the road, we uncovered and cross-sectioned a large chalk-

filled pit, 3 feet deep. In the filling we found at a depth of 1 ft. 9 in.

a 4f-inch iron object (Fig. 5, a) ; the use of this and of the pit are

unknown.

THE HUT SITE

Within the enclosure we found two first-century hut-sites by
surface indications. It is probable that there are many others, but
exact location is difficult owing to the modern wood, short of clearing

the entire interior of the enclosure. One only of these huts was
excavated; the other was tested, and yielded sherds of typical

first-century pottery, including much Bead-rim pottery of the

characteristic "soapy" ware. 5 The excavated hut lay 281 feet west
5 See Sy.A.C. l, pp. 144-7. Sherds from this, and from the excavated hut,

axe almost identical to nos. 8, 9 and 10, figured on p. 146. A date of c. a.d. 20-
50 is given for this ware.
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of Kings Wood Lane, measured along the wire fence which divides

the properties of the Coulsdon and Purley U.D.C. and Selsdon Park
Hotel Ltd. (Fig. 2). The dimensions of the hut were 22 feet along
the north-south axis by 21 feet wide; it was visible as a shallow
depression containing large quantities of surface pottery. The
excavation consisted of a series of three trenches cross-sectioning

the hut from east to west; three others on the eastern edge of the

depression; and one on the western side. The clay filling of the hut
contained very large quantities of first-century pottery, and a few
fragments belonging to the second century. In this fill was found a
sherd of a samian dish of form 31 and fragments of Bead-rim ware of

late Iron Age type. In the eastern side of the hut were found few
flints, but in the opposite side a packed layer of collapsed flint.

This is possibly the remains of a low dry flint wall around the hut.

Excavations were taken down to the natural clay, but no post-

holes were encountered. The hearth consisted of a number of tiles,

but its complete excavation was hampered by trees. A slight step

was located in the centre of the hut. The series of trenches above
the rim of the hut revealed the flint cobbling which covers the

entire enclosure, and quantities of first-century pottery. In
addition, there were fragments of three samian dishes of form 31,

dated by Mr. B. R. Hartley, F.S.A., to the middle of the second
century (c. a.d. 130-160).

The trench on the western edge of the hut, Area III, also yielded

large quantities of pottery, but small finds in this area were
extremely rare. Of these, a polished carstone pebble used as a
hone from the western trench, and an iron spear-head (Fig. 5, B, c),

from the eastern series, were of especial note ; also a very corroded
and illegible bronze coin, which was found in the surface mould.

THE BURIAL GROUND
The preliminary excavation (April 1959) was organized in order

to fix the exact position of the burial ground, but this was not
found until during the main excavation (August 1959), when a
small cremation-cemetery was discovered 20 feet west of the gate
alongside the approach road (Fig. 3). All the interments were those
of babies and young children; the main adult burial-ground has
yet to be discovered, although it probably lies to the south of

Road B (Fig. 2). Five interments were excavated, four of which
were urn groups. All were between 1 ft. 2 in. and 1 ft. 6 in. below
present ground-level. The burial-ground is situated on the slight

incline of the small valley in which the settlement is sited. The
natural soil-creep has in most cases crushed the burial vessels.

Burial 1

This consisted of a small compact pile of partially calcined bone
fragments, found at a depth of only 1 ft. 2 in. These fragments were
possibly interred in a small bag. The skull-fragments showed a very
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small diameter; it was clearly a child's. There were no associated

vessels.

Burial 2

This interment consisted of two vessels. One was a small

fragmentary soft brown vessel, with a very small "button base"
(Fig. 4, no. 6). The other was a large grey cinerary urn with three

XX/I R.E )
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Burial 4

From the side of the north-south trench through the burial

ground were recovered fragments of two vessels, indicating the
presence of another interment, seriously disturbed by the roots of

an ash tree. The few bone fragments found were contained in a
black cordoned vessel of typical late Iron Age form, not figured.

The associated vessel was a small coarse ware pot, whose rim was
missing (Fig. 4, no. 4).

Burial 5

This group was represented by an area of scattered sherds, and
semi-calcined bone material. The cinerary urn was of black-coated
sandy brown ware. The associated vessel was of more interest, being
an imported buff jug of unusual form with relief decoration (Fig. 4,

no. 3). Though unglazed, it is doubtless St. Remy ware.

Fragments of pottery other than those recorded indicate the
existence of other interments. There were no traces of any samian
vessels as is usual in cremation burials of the first century. All the
interments noted could be dated c. a.d. 40-70. No brooches or coins

were associated with the groups.

COMMUNICATIONS (Figs. 1-2)

The settlement is connected with two early ridgeways by a
system of trackways. The principal of these is track A. This
branches off James Graham's pre-Roman trackway to the Sussex
Iron Field near Selsdon Park Hotel. 5 A second road, B, runs from
the alternative Iron Age ridgeway on the line of the present
Limpsfield Road to the eastern corner of the site enclosure, but its

antiquity is not certain ; while a third road, C, connects track A to

the main gate of the settlement.

Track A
This trackway branches off the Sussex Iron-Field Way at the

junction of old Farleigh Road, Selsdon, and Kings Wood Way.
Its line is at first obscured by private gardens and small-holdings
but as soon as it enters the spur of Kings Wood it is visible as a
slightly sunken terrace way which runs almost straight for 200 yards
before turning south. It continues this line until it reaches a small
disused chalk-quarry where it is obliterated. A new alignment is

formed here which carries the track 70 feet west of the settlement.

This track has only been traced for 300 yards south of the site,

where it is obscured by the density of the wood. The last stretch

is the only section of the course which is flint-metalled. An Iron
Age date was suggested for this track by Mr. I. D. Margary, F.S.A.
Where this trackway terminates is a point for future investigation.

Its total length is three-quarters of a mile.

6 Sy.A.C. xlix, p. 20.
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Track B
By the nature of its construction this track can be described as a

road. It parts from the Limpsfield Road Iron Age ridgeway 200
yards south of the Sanderstead Fire Station. At this ancient

junction, early in 1960, the writer discovered another Romano-
British settlement and pottery of Early Iron Age date (see p. 113).

It maintains a straight N.E. course for half a mile, but much of the

original line has been destroyed by a. Sports Ground. A section in a

garden in Leighton Gardens revealed a heavy flint metalling.

At the end of this straight stretch the road turns 30 degrees
northwards; at this angle, the road consists of flints set in a

foundation of chalk, packed to form a bed 20 feet wide. The road
suddenly takes a 90 degree turn after only 100 yards, and can be
clearly seen running across the golf course as a low agger 15 feet

wide with side ditches. The metalling is evident by probing. The
road crosses the valley and track A, passes alongside the small

quarry, and is visible as a line of packed flint, 15 feet wide, where it

crosses a bridle path. East of this a section in 1956 revealed two
distinct layers of flint 15 feet wide. A road from Kings Wood Way
to the Limpsfield Road is shown on Rocque's Map of Surrey (1765).

Is this on the line of an earlier roadway? The short straight

alignments are certainly not characteristic of the eighteenth century.

Its total length is three-quarters of a mile.

Track C
This very short road branches off track A at right angles, and

runs directly into the main gate of the settlement. A partial section

revealed the road to be constructed of large packed flints, 15 feet

wide, but no agger is visible. The road was unsuspected until it was
located in the cemetery area; the interments were placed alongside

it. Its total length is 70 feet.

CONCLUSION
This excavation showed that the settlement was that of a small

farming community dating between c. a.d. 30-160, the way of life

of which was largely unaffected by the first century of Roman
occupation. An extensive field system, much of which has either

been levelled by the construction of the golf course or is concealed

by woodland, surrounds the enclosure. As no sections were cut into

this, we are unable to state any positive date for these works. In a
trial trench 200 yards from the site we found a few sherds of Iron Age
pottery in the shaft of a Dene Hole (see p. 44). The settlement is

most certainly one of a number in this area, which is situated on the

extensive clay with flints plateau, stretching from Tatsfield to

Sanderstead. This region is scored by numerous small fertile

valleys. The presence of at least two other settlements in Sander-

stead is indicated by the finds at Sanderstead Court in 1959 and the
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Romano-British settlement dealt with on p. 113. These small com-

munities would be connected to each other by a series of well-used

tracks and roads; indeed, track A may well terminate at another

of these sites as does track B. There would be, no doubt, local

FIG< 4.

—

Pottery from the Cemetery, Area IV (J)

movement from one settlement to another. Much is known of the

many villas and small towns, and their inhabitants, but a large

percentage of the population lived in minor settlements at a lower

level of culture; of such peasant farmsteads this site is an example.
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THE FINDS
Pottery (Fig. 4)

1. Cinerary urn of fine grey ware from burial 2. Three low cordons are

moulded around the shoulder, suggesting a late first-century date. Cross

hatching appears on the lower cordon. This vessel was originally coated with

a white slip. Contained large quantities of partially calcined bone fragments
of a child of some 5 to 10 years of age. As in other burials on this site no traces

of ash or other intrusive material was noted. Twenty-four associated flakes

were recorded around the base of vessel.

2. Bead rim jar of Charlton type. Burial 3. Hand made, used as a cinerary

urn. Contained calcined bones of an infant. This is a typical example of the

Late Iron Age potter's craft. The vessel is of a very pure and simple form,

and is extremely practical. The method of manufacture is by drawing the

plastic clay up vertically from the base, and is clearly portrayed in this vessel.

3. Jug of Saint-Remy ware, unglazed. Claudian. Burial 5.

4. Small vessel associated with burial 4. Black coated, rim missing. The
shape is Holmes's type 23 (Sy.A.C. li, 22).

5. Feeding bottle, associated with burial 3. Practically intact, light red

sandy pottery, originally coated with a cream slip. The spout is modelled,

diameter of hole rt inch. An article in the Archaeological News Letter, Vol. IV,

no. 7, March-April, by Mr. A. D. Lacaillc, F.S.A., shows that this type of

vessel has an ancestry going back to Neolithic times. He suggests that a
sheath made from a cow's udder was probably fitted over the coarse earthen-

ware spout to avoid injury to the child's mouth. Cf. Arch. Cant, v, 29, xx, 53,

xxxix, 44, lxx, 255.

6. Votive vessel, burial 2. Thin soft brown ware, traces of white slip on
shoulder and cordon. Rim lacking.

Small Finds (Fig. 5)

a. Object of forged iron. Broken. One end has been splayed out, and the

ends bent up. A hole has been drilled between the "wings." Found in chalk-

filled pit beside the approach road.

b. Iron spear head, very corroded, with hollow socket. The small nail

illustrated was found with it; this has been shortened in antiquity, and was
possibly used as a fastening rivet. From the hut.

c. Pebble hone, showing signs of polishing on both faces. I am indebted to

Miss E. M. Guppy, of the Geological Survey and Museum, for the petrographi-

cal note below:
"A ferruginous sandstone ('carstone') pebble derived from the Folkstone

Beds of the Lower Greensand. Possibly eroded by wind action during the

Pleistocene epoch. Of local origin." From the hut.

THE PARTIAL EXCAVATION OF A DENE HOLE
In the fields and woods of Sanderstead there are numerous hollows

and depressions, nearly all circular, ranging in size from 100 feet in

diameter by 10 feet in depth, to only 20 feet by 1 foot. As these have
never been fully investigated, it was decided to excavate one of

them in an endeavour to determine their function.

The one chosen for excavation was in Kings Wood, Sanderstead

(Grid Ref. TQ 352607), only 200 yards south-west of the Romano-
British settlement. The hollow is situated 190 feet south-west of an
intersection of four of the broad walks which sub-divide the wood. 6

Forty-two other similar depressions have been recorded in Kings
Wood during field work carried out in the area.

6 Near the D in "Kings Wood Settlement" on Fig. 1.
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The hollow examined measured 40 feet in diameter, by only 18
inches in depth. As were most of the others, it was situated on the

clay with flints, overlying chalk. A trial trench 100 yards north-east

disclosed chalk at 3 ft. 6 in.

A 20-ft. trial trench was opened giving a section from the rim to

the base of the hollow, and was later extended a further 10 feet at an
angle of 45 degrees so as to avoid a large oak. Near the rim of the

depression natural clay was uncovered at a depth of only a few
inches. This thick red clay was followed towards the centre of the

hollow, and the top of a shaft was discovered at a depth of just over

8 feet. The filling so far removed consisted of a deposit of steadily

Fig. 5.

—

Small Finds, (i)

formed silt, in the upper horizon of which was found an eighteenth-

century horseshoe. At depths of 2 ft. 4 in., 3 ft. 9 in., and 5 ft. 4 in.

were found a few sherds of indeterminate Iron Age pottery, whilst

at 6 ft. 6 in. was found part of the base of a first-century urn of

grey pottery. Found also in this silting were a number of flint flakes.

(Of this steady infilling we noted after a thunderstorm 18 inches of

rapid silt in our excavation.)

The shaft was approximately 6 feet in diameter, and its top was
blocked by a number of large mined tabular flints. After recording

and photographing, these were removed: to expose a small lump of
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very soft chalk, and a flint blade. The shaft-fill consisted of alternat-

ing horizons of red clay and silt, with flecks of charcoal. This perhaps

represents an annual silting rate.

At a depth of 10 ft. 6 in. in the shaft was found a solitary sherd of

late Iron Age pottery, similar in ware to Fig. 4, no. 2, and another

fragment of somewhat earlier pottery was recovered at 12 feet. The
shaft was taken down to a total depth of 15 feet, where a minute

finely worked flint blade was unearthed of Mesolithic type. The
excavation terminated at this point, for we struck a temporary
water-level (due to storm) and had not the time to wait for this to

subside. At this depth (15 feet) the shaft had not entered chalk,

although it is certain to have done so eventually.

The sparse quantity of pottery found appears to date the original

excavation of this Dene Hole to the latter part of the Iron Age.

That it was disused and partially filled in by the first century a.d.,

is indicated by the fragments of pottery of that date in the silt.

The position of this Dene Hole in relation to the previously men-
tioned surrounding Field System points to its use as a marling pit.
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