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by Gromaticus 

How 'natural' is 'the natural'? 
A NOTABLE feature of London's archaeology in 
recent years has been the discovery of prehistoric 
trackways on sites close to the Thames (for exam- 
ple Bramcote Grove in Bermondsey, see LA 7 no 4, 
105). Once the preserve of the recognised peatlands 
such as the Somerset levels, it is becoming clear that 
they are far more widespread and that London has 
its fair share. Trackways by definition lead from 
point A to point B, and the exciting prospect is that 
sooner or later a team of London archaeologists is 
likely to find point A. What condition it will be in 
is another matter, as discussed in this issue by James 
Rackham (pp. 191-6). 

What has brought about this spate of new discov- 
eries? Partly, they must be attributed to the shift 
downstream of the focus of development in Lon- 
don, as attention turns to the 'East End corridor', 
and, geologically speaking, from the familiar grav- 
els and brickearths to the less familiar alluvial 
deposits. This shift is mirrored by a new research 
topic that is beginning to develop, towards the 
Thames and the deposits it has laid down in its long 
and varied past. This became focused at a confer- 
ence held at the Institute of Archaeology on 6 May: 
the TIDES (Thames InterDisciplinary Environmen- 
tal Study) meeting. This brought together archae- 
ologists, geographers and geologists to start to 
discuss the complicated history of the Thames, 
which alone can provide context for the archaeo- 
logical finds that have long been made in the 
Thames and are now beginning to be made in its 
alluvial deposits. The study is of an ever-changing 
landscape in which man had to find his niche, and 
requires a very wide range of expertise, not just the 
study of structures and artefacts. 

Why has this interest been so long to develop? 
There has always been interest in finds from the 
Thames foreshore, but they have often been made 

by chance or unsystematic exploration, disparaged 
by archaeologists as 'mudlarking'. Recent work by 
the London Archaeological Research Facility shows 
that the Thames is not one big unstratified dump, 
but has real stratigraphy and even structural evi- 
dence. What about the alluvium? We all know in 
our heads that land and sea levels have risen and 
fallen, that rivers change course and that vast areas 
of former land surfaces lie buried by alluvial 
deposits. But in our hearts, it is surprisingly diffi- 
cult to imagine the landscape as ever having been 
very different from what it is now (I am reminded 
of a question from a visitor while I was conducting 
a tour of Beddington "But why did the Romans 
choose to build their villa on a sewage farm?"). This 
feeling inhibits us from digging further once we 
reach the 'top of natural': we give a sigh of relief and 
move on. If that natural is chalk or some other 
recognisable solid geology, fair enough, but if it is 
a waterlain clay or a hill-wash, for example, then to 
call it 'natural', although technically correct, is pre- 
mature. I still regret not digging through solifluc- 
tion deposits on a site in Carshalton: they may have 
overlain chalk, but there may have been a buried 
land surface between. There are other inhibiting 
factors - time, money and safety - but the psycho 
logical factor must be overcome first. 

AsI've hinted,I'm not talking just about the Thames, 
or indeed just about alluvium. There are many 
other rivers in London, some still visible but some 
now culverted and 'lost'. But they would all have 
affected their local landscape and flooded local 
surfaces from time to time. And there are other 
ways in which soil can move and cover land sur- 
faces, especially in periglacial conditions. We all, 
local societies as well as professionals, need to take 
the message of TIDES onto our agenda, to think 
more about landscape and its creation, and to be a 
good deal more sceptical about the 'natural'. 

THE TWENTY-FIFTH A.G.M. of the -London Ar -  
chaeologist was held on Tuesday 17th May in the 
Lecture Theatre of the Institute of Archaeology. 
The following officers were elected - Editor, Clive 
Orton; Secretary, Nesta Caiger; Advertising and Pro- 
motions, Betsey Kentish; Subscriptions,ShielaBroom- 
field; Managing Editor; Nicholas Fuentes. The new 
auditor, Tony Snitter, was thanked for taking on this 

Annual Lecture and General Meeting 
job. Representatives from the follow~ng local socie- 
ties were elected to serve on the Publicat~on Commit- 
tee: City of London, Enfield, Shooters Hill, Wands- 
worth, Woolwich and District, and the Institute for 
the Study of Interdisciplinary Sciences. The accounts 
for the year showed a surplus, follon-in: the recent 
price increase. After the close of buqiness, Theya 
Molleson spoke on 'The people of Sptallr'ields', 


