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IN THE PAST prehistoric Putney has received 
only scant attention. Flint artifacts of Paleolithic and 
Neolithic date have been picked up on Pulney 
Heath, and Barnes and Putney Commons but it is 
only within the past nine years that stratified material 
has been identified. 

Of other Thames sites, the stratified pottery and 
flint artifacts from Mr. Canham's excavations at 
Brentford,l although sparse, due to the restricted 
area in which they were found, could indicate a set- 
tlement, and at Twickenham the 140 Neolithic 
sherds and associated flints recovered from a channel 
within 150 yards of the Thames? although not strat- 
ified could point towards Noelithic habitation nearby. 

I would agree with Rosalind Sanford of Twicken- 
ham, that much of the early pottery dredged up from 
the Thames must have been ignored in preference to 
the later decorated types, but much of this early 
ware could also have been lost, due to its poor qual- 
ity and firing, which would cause rapid disintegration 
in the damp sandy soil of the Thames alluvium. How 
many of us have washed a Neolithic sherd into a 
heap of sand and grit? 

Owing to the urban character of Putney it has 
only been possible to mount rescue archaeological 
excavations, which have had to be rushed through in 
the time between the demolition of old houses and 
the building of new. This has made the primary 
objective of the local archaeologist one of speedy 
recording of features and the removal of finds for 
analysis at a later date. 

Due to the spate of rescue work over the past few 
years it has only recently been possible to sort the 
material from the earliest digs and it was during 
this sorting that Neolithic flints were identified from 
the Romano-British site in Bemish Road (1) and 
Gay Street (2) near to Putney Bridge; at Dealtry 
1. I t  is hoped to publish an interim report in The London 

Archaeologist in the near future. 
2. Rosalind Sanford, Excavation in Church Street, 

Twickenham 1966. Borough of Twickenham Local His- 
tory Society Paper No. 12 (1968). 
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Road (3), off Upper Richmond Road; and a t  Erp- 
ingham Road (4), the last site overlooking Putney 
Common and near to the Sefton Street site (5) (see 
Map). As all flint artifacts from these sites have 
been paralleled a t  Sefton Street this assemblage 
alone will be reviewed. 
Terrain 

Good reason for believing that the Thames river 



M a p  showing known Neolithic areas (marked with 
squares), the extent of the alluvium and th.e ancient 
trackway (after Grimes). 

frontage between the River Wandle and Beverley 
Brook was habitable in pre-Neolithic times is born 
out geologically by the deep layer of Flood Plain 
sand and gravel which abuts the Thames betwee71 
these two points. The sand and gravel has been 
observed to a depth of at least 20ft. in an excava- 
tion for petrol storage tanks in Lower Richmond 
Road (TQ 237758). The steep slope down to the 
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Thames although now embanked is mostly a natural 
one and would afford high flood free land within 
50 yards af the water's edge and the depth of the 
London Clay under the Flood Plain would not 
impede the natural drainage of the land and therefore 
it would be free from marsh. These attributes 
would make a fording point along this stretch of 
river highly desirable and would tend to bear out 
the theory of Professor Grimesl that an ancient 
trackway from Old Ford in the north of London 
extended to and crossed the Thames by the ford at 
Putney and thence into the Surrey interior. 
Sefton Street. (TQ232760) 

A bombed site 70 feet square and 100 yards from 
Putney Common. In 1969 at the invitation of the 
Borough Council, Wandsworth Historical Society 
opened five exporatory trenches in which was found 
a scatter of medieval sherds and flint artifacts. The 
discovery of a large sherd of Ebbsfleet rim at the 
bottom of a medieval rubbish pit and the sub- 
stantial amount of flint artifacts and wasters in 
the small areas dug up prompted an investigation 
on a larger scale the following year. In February 
1970 a trench 36ft. by 27ft. was opened and divided 
into three foot wide lanes and excavated down to 
the natural alluvial sandy gravel deposit approxi- 
mately 3ft. 6ins. below ground level. .Datum at 
ground level is 23ft. 

Four distinct layers were encountered, the to]:, 
layer being mostly building rubble was discounted 
for dating purposes. The second layer consisted of 
disturbed sandy loam containing flints mixed in 
with 18th century and earlier material. Layer 3, the 
main layer, about lft. 6ins. thick contained the 
majority of flint finds mixed with a decreasing 
amount of Tudor and medieval sherds until in 
layer 4, six inches in thickness only Neolithic flints 
and potsherds were to be found. Below layer 4 is 
the natural alluvium which overlies the flood plain 

3. W .  F.  Grimes, The Excavation of Roman and Mediaeval 
London (1968) 44-6. 
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sand and gravel and is completely sterile of any 
type of artifact. A shallow natural drainage channel 
runs diagonally across the site apparently emptying 
into Beverley Brook and as there is no sign of a 
resurgence of flooding back up the channel, it 
would seem that the area has been dry and well 
drained for a considerable period of time especially 
as the channel itself was silted up before the 
Neolithic period. 

The raw material of the flint artifacts consists 
mainly of large river pebble from the gravel in the 
immediate vicinity. Some nodular flint material is 
evident but accounts for less than 20 per cent of 
the whole. 

The flint assemblage is very utilitarian in make- 
up and is of a rather motley appearance. The out- 
side cortex of the pebbles is usually only removed 
if it interrupts the working surface of the tool. On 
closer examination however it will be observed that 
a reasonably sophisticated technique has been used 
in the production of most tools. The flint dressing 
is initially executed on the core from which the 
artifact is derived and the skill of the flint knapper 
can be seen to good effect in the blow of final 
cleavage of the flake from the core which produces 
a cutting edge comparable to modern tools. Pressure 
flaking is controlled down to microscopic propor- 
tions and this control also applies to the snicking 
technique required in producing saw blades with 
regularly spaced teeth, in some cases with as many 
as 22 or more to the inch (Fig. 2 No. 7). 

Most types of Neolithic artifact can be recognised 

in the flint assemblage and includes scrapers of end, 
side, pointed and discoidal types p ig .  2 No. 8 
Discoidal) Arrowheads including tranchet deriva- 
tive (Fig. 2 No. 2), Leaf Shaped (Fig. 2 No. 3) and 
pointed (Fig. 2 No. 4) plus variations of these three 
types and others utilised from waster flakes. The 
profusion of arrowheads points towards a com- 
munity in which hunting was as predominant, if not 
more so, as husbandry, and consideration should bc 
given to the theory that the Mesolithic culture 
continued into the Neolithic age and ran parallel to 
it for a very long time and never became completely 
absorbed by the newer establishment. 

Blades range from the rough flake to the finely 
finished faceted blade with snapped ends (Fig. 2 No. 
6) desirable for use in a composite knife or sickle. 
There are also a number of fine backed microblades 
(Fig. 2 No. 1) and knives with curved edges (Fig. 2 
No. 5) awls, points, fabricators and hammerstones 
are also present. A small broken axehead (Fig. 2 
No. 9) has a larger counterpart found recently in 
the River Thames (Fig. 2 No. 10). 

Saws 
Saws in this collection may be recognised apart 

from other denticulated artifacts by stop teeth posi- 
tioned at one end, and in some cases at both ends 
of the blade. T1he stop tooth at the end of a row is 
usually twice the height of the others and limits the 
extent of the sawing stroke. The shape of the tool 
and the positioning of the stop tooth could also 
indicate whether the implement was to be used with 
a pulling or pushing action, and a twin ended stop 

FIG. 2 A selection 
o f  w o r k e d  f l in ts  
f r o m  P u t n e y  ($1 



indicates a continuous sawing motion in both direc- 
tions, another interesting type has a rise towards 
the centre of the blade from either end and may 
indicate a tool for a specialised purpose. (Fig. 3 
No. 7.) It  should be kept in mind that with an 
advanced standard of knapping flake tools, the 
initial dressing of the facets of the core would be 
instrumental in producing a tool complete in itself 
and requiring no retouch, therefore the absence of 
signs of secondary working may not eliminate a 
flake as a tool in its own right but should be 
assessed in relation to the collection as a whole in 
which tools of similar shape with secondary working 
may be used as parallels. 

Snapped Blades 
These are worth mentioning because the snapping 

was the outcome of a precise and considered action. 
This action was taken to eliminate excessive undula- 
tions on the face and edges of the artifact. The 
areas of this excess are found at the bulb of per- 
cussion and the terminal end. These pieces were 
snapped off with great care, most likely on a stone 
anvil and judging by the absence of bruising, being 
struck off with a wedge of flint used as a knapping 
hammer. The minute chip created on snapping can 
be  seen on nearly every one of the waster ends. 

The right angled fracture at each end of the 
resultant blade would give a perfect butt joint and 
insure no interruption in the continuity of the 
cutting edge when used in series as a multiple knife 
or sickle blade. 

At  Sefton Street there is an abundance of snapped 
ends but few middle sections and these middlc 
pieces are mostly discards from faulty knapping i.e. 
not having right angled ends or having a chip out 
of the cutting edge. It  would therefore appear that 
although the blades were manufactured on site the 
finished article was taken away for use elsewhere. 
Many of the snapped blade waster ends have been 
utilised after retouch, mostly as arrowheads or 
blades. Approximately 3,000 flint pieces have been 
collected but the percentage of tools to wasters has 
not yet been assessed. 

Pottery 
The pottery consists almost entirely of very 

small sherds, two being pieces of rim. Very coarse 
grit ware predominates, plus a few pieces of corky 
ware and one fragment of grooved ware. One sherd 
of Ebbsfleet rim has also been found (Fig. 4). 

Pot Boilers 
There was, as one would expect on a site of this 

date a profusion of "Pot Boilers." To some an 
explanation of "Pot Boiler" may be of some interest. 
Early Neolithic pottery was very weak in construc- 

FIG. 3 Rim sherd of Ebbsf leet  w a r e  (1:l) 

tion and if put on a fire to warm liquids, was quite 
liable to fall to pieces, so to overcome this problem 
liquid was first put into the pot then pebbles which 
had been heated in the fire until red hot, would 
be scooped out and dropped into the pot of liquid. 
The sudden change in temperature from hot to cold 
would make the pebble contract and craze into tiny 
fragments although not necessarily breaking into 
pieces; the pebble would also be bleached white 
thus obtaining its characteristic appearance. These 
"Pot Boilers" being weakened by crazing were easily 
crushed down for use as stabilising material in 
pottery making. 

Conclusion 
Olccupation of the Putney river area from the 

earliest period of settled communities is now a fact 
but whether this was of a transistory nature with 
the ford as its focal point or whether permanent 
settlements existed is still arguable and only for- 
tuitous excavations from under the bricks and 
mortar of demolislhed buildings will give us the 
final answer. 
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