
The demise of London as a major port, and the 
subsequent redevelopment of large areas of the 
waterfronts, has given archaeologists a once-and- 
for-all opportunity to investigate many aspects of 
London's maritime past. This book deals principally 
with a restricted area around the north end of 
London Bridge, some 270m (300yds) east-west by 
150m (165yds) north-south, thought to lie at the 
heart of the Roman harbour. Within this area lie 
seven excavation sites, from Seal House to Billings- 
gate, although most of the evidence is drawn from 
the Miles Lane, Pudding Lane and Peninsular House 
sites, recorded between 1979 and 1982. Gustav 
Milne, modestly described as the editor, appears to 
have written about half of the book: the rest was 
contributed by eleven others. 

An introductory chapter sets the scene for the 
discoveries, then five chapters (2 Growth of a 
Roman Harbour, 4 Bridging the Thames, 5 Roman 
quay construction, 6 Warehousing in Roman 
Britain, 11 Building on the waterfront) present the 
structural evidence. The records from the various 
sites have been redrawn in a common style. and can 
easily be related to a base map of the area. As well 
as plans and (a few) sections, there are recon- 
struction drawings and excellent photographs. The 
evidence is brought to life by photographs of a 
model of Roman London, and is set in context by 
comparisons with other sites in the Roman Empire. 

The crucial dating evidence (dendrochronology, 
pottery and coins) is presented in Chapter 3, while 
Chapter 7 discusses the tricky questions of river 
levels and riverside topography. Clearly a harbour 
cannot exist without ships (Chapter 9) and trade 
(Chapter 10), but the less obvious (to our polluted 
age) use of the river as a source of food is also worth 
a short chapter (8). In the final chapter, the editor 
relates all this evidence to what we know about 
Roman London as a whole. The main conclusions 

seem to be that (i) the Roman harbour, at least in 
this area, was developed in a coherent fashion after 
AD 70, with relatively little evidence of structures 
before that date, in a way suggestive of public rather 
than private activity, (ii) the harbour was relatively 
small, indicating that London was not the major port 
of Roman Britain. 

This is an important book for two reasons. First, 
it is a major work of synthesis, bringing together 
much recent work in an accessible form. Those who 
wish to check the evidence, rather than merely 
accept the conclusions, will have to do so in the 
various site archives, a task that has been made 
easier by the recent publication of the DUA's 
Archive Catalogue (see Mosaic). The authors may 
have drawn the boundaries of the study area too 
tightly - possibly in a desire not to tread on the toes 
of other excavators - and the conclusions may well 
be radically altered as development proceeds in the 
Docklands area. But if the conclusions are taken as 
working hypotheses, they appear reasonable in the 
light of present knowledge, and the need to find 
fresh evidence to test them should be a spur to 
further work, both in and around London and 
elsewhere in the country. Second, it is a landmark in 
rescue archaeology and archaeological publishing. Is 
it the Holy Grail of the model 'level 4 report' for 
which many are searching? A major omission is the 
referencing needed to 'plumb in' to the vast body of 
archival material: perhaps this was a concession to 
the publisher? Nevertheless, it is encouraging to see 
that a general publisher has seen commercial 
possibilities in a subject which might have been 
thought to be too 'specialised'. The authors are to be 
congratulated on achieving popular appeal without 
being trivial or sensational. This book will be 
essential reading for anyone interested in Roman 
London or Roman ~ o r t s .  and should also be read bv ~ ~ 

any archaeologist &eking to write for the generai 
public. CLIVE ORTON 

Letters 
FORDING THE THAMES 

NICHOLAS FUENTES may be startled by my suggestion of a 
Tilbury ford but he has not appreciated the very different Thames 
environment of A D  43. Geographers' now agree that the sea level 
was at least 3m below that of today, and with no locks, weirs o r  
embankments, the river flow would be more erratic. I am 
reminded by an Aberdeen correspondent of the LA that Patrick 
Thornhill dealt at some length with this subject of a Lower 
Thames ford in Archaeologia Cantiana 92 (1976) 119-129. H e  
postulates a deltoid mouth to the river with numerous sandbanks 
interspersed with small channels. T o  cross at the apex of the delta 
in a dry spell of weather at low tide seems to be quite possible. 
The point is that, although it was difficult, the Tilbury ford would 
cut the route to Colchester by some 50 miles, and Dio tells us it 
was a difficult crossing. The accumulated alluvials at the river 
mouth would cause a ponding of water in the river just as Dio 
describes. Roman engineering skills would surely be adequate to 

provide a causeway or  planking over mudflats. There was indeed 
a medieval causeway on the Essex side. 

Peter Marsden only put forward a tentative theory for a ford at 
Westminster: evidence of Claudian presence there or  in London 
is totally absent. and if this was the route of the army in A D  43 
why was London not immediately an important entrepBt on the 
supply lines from Richborough to Colchester? Once Colchester 
was occupied there could presumably be coastwise supply from 
Richborough, and perhaps the natives were employed to cross the 
fords. There is plenty of evidence for Claudian period occupation 
of the Essex bank at Mucking and its environs. Above all, the 
Tilbury theory explains the importance of the Medway battle. 
which gave access to the HighamITilbury crossing. 

We are only discussing theory, and until Mr. Fuentes has some 
better evidence of Claudian occupation in the London area let us 
keep the Tilbury option open. RHONA HUGGINS 
27 Grange Court. Waltham Abbey, Essex 
1. R .  J .  N.  Devoy 'Sea level changes in the Thames Estuary', 

Phi1 Trans Royal Soc 285 (1979) 335-410. 


