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David Bird 
IT  STILL seems to be generally accepted that 
London owes its origins to the Claudian invasion 
of Britain in AD 4 3 .  The commonly held view is that 
the Roman army invaded, fought its way to  a 
crossing of the Thames at or near London, sat 
down and waited for Claudius to arrive, and then 
advanced on Colchester. I t  is argued that the Lon- 
don crossing was the obvious place for a major 
supply base and this in turn attracted merchants 
and led to the development of the city. Unfortu- 
nately for this theory, however, even the consider- 
able archaeological work of recent years has failed 
to find good evidence for London or Southwark 
being founded before about AD 50-351. 

Attempts have therefore been made to  place the 
postulated first London somewhere nearby, for 
example, near the Elephant & Castle or even at 
Mayfair2, but I find them unconvincing and they 
lack the support of archaeological evidence. Ni- 
cholas Fuentes has put forward some arguments 
against the Mayfair hypothesis, and I will give 
others below, but he still argues for a major base at 
Southwark?. He quotes Michael Hammerson's study 
of the coin evidence in his support, but Hammerson 
himself concluded that "on numismatic grounds a 
date of between AD 50 and 55 might be proposed for 
the beginning of the Southwark settlementn+. 

I t  seems to me that the reason we cannot find 
Roman London before AD 50 is simply because it 
was not there; nor was there an earlier version 
nearby. I believe that the argument that we need to 
postulate a major site in the London area in AD 4 3  
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is based on a misunderstanding of Cassius Dio's 
story of the Roman conquest. 

A useful starting point is the pre-Roman geogra- 
phy of the area. All the main Roman places in the 
south-east have Iron Age predecessors of some 
sort, except for London. John Kent has proposed 
an Iron Age centre somewhere to the west of 
London which did not continue into the conquest 
period because of the fighting between tribes north 
and south of the Thamesf. Rosamond Hanworth 
postulates late Iron Age 'territories' around London 
whose centres would be (near) Ve.~erulamium, per- 
haps near Upminster, at Rochester and/or Oldbury 
and near St George's Hill, Weybridge6. Both sugges- 
tions make a centre at or near the site of London 
itself unlikely; no evidence for one has been found'. 
It seems, therefore, that the advantages of the site 
were not apparent before the Roman periods. 

Roman London owes its foundation to  the river 
crossing. I t  is abundantly clear that the roads to this 
crossing from the south required major engineer- 
ing to enable them to cross the marshes in and 
around Southwark. There is no sign that this was 
done before about AD 50, nor has archaeological 
evidence been found to support the theory of a 
crossing at Westminsters. Why, then, is it assumed 
that Plautius established a base in the area, and that 
it was the crossing point for Claudius and his army? 
The answer lies in Cassius Dio's story of the inva- 
sion, and in particular because of the fight near the 
crossing at the tidal pool on the Thames, and what 
is said to have followed. 
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Cassius Dio tells us that "the Britons retreated to 
the Rivm Thames in the area where it empties into 
the Ocean and at flood-tide forms a lake. Thev 
crossed it without difficulty, as they had accuraie 
knowledge of the firm ground and the places 
where movement was possible. But the Romans in 
attempting to follow them went astray in the area. 
However, the Germans [Batavians] again swam 
across, and another group crossed some way up- 
stream by a bridge. Then they attacked the barbar- 
ians from several sides at once and cut down many 
of them. But thev ~ursued  the rest somewhat 
incautiously and felf into marshes from which it 
was difficult to extricate themselves and they lost 
a large number of men. 

"Togodumnus had died about this time, but the 
Britons, far from yielding, joined together all the 
more firmly to avenge his death. Because of this, 
and because of the losses encountered at the 
Thames, Plautius took alarm and advanced no 
further. Instead he proceeded to guard what had 
already been won and sent for Claudius; this is 
what he had had been ordered to do, if there was 
any particularly stubborn resistance." On receipt of 
the message, Claudius set off from Rome and in 
due course "joined the troops who were awaiting 
him by the Thames3*~. 

This passage is usually taken to mean that the 
Roman army crossed at the tidal pool, established 
a base and waited there for Claudius, but this is 
intrinsically unlikely and may readily be chal- 
lenged. The London area crossing was carried out 
in close pursuit of a beaten and fleeing enemy.The 
crossing place was chosen by the Britons, not the 
Romans, and they obviously chose it in the hope 
of shaking off the pursuit, because it was a diffi- 
cult crossing and led into marshes. It was evidently 
not the crossing place of a normal route and it 
proved to be difficult and dangerous for the 
Roman army. There is no good reason to assume 
that the Romans would then choose to  cross at such 
a   lace for the advance on Colchester. Thev will 
Atead have made use of preexisting major routes, 
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partly to cow the natives and also to obtain sup- 
plies; there is no reason to suppose that there was 
such a route using the London crossingn. 
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Few people would accept that Plautius stopped 
because he had met serious resistance. He had, after 
all, already beaten Caratacus and Togodumnus and 
the latter was dead; he had won at least three battles. 
The story given by Cassius Dio must stem from the 
official version of events, designed to bolster the 
part played by Claudius. We can be sure that the 
latter's motives in coming to Britain were to gain 
prestige and set the seal on the victory. Apparently 
he spent only 16 days in Britain1=; it is unlikely that 
he will have wished to spend much longer the 
wrong side of the Channel. Surely, therefore, the 
emperor's visit was stage-managed, including the 
capture of Colchester and the arrangements for the 
embassies he received when he held court there. 
Plautius will have had a great deal to do before 
Claudius arrived: he had to consolidate his hold on 
southern England south of the Thames and use 
diplomacy and probably military dispositions to 
prepare the ground to the north, including such 
matters as arrangements to ensure the safety of the 
western flank of the army in its drive to Colchester 
and missions to various tribes seeking alliances and 
inviting them to meet the emperor. It  is highly 
unlikely that he and his army will have sat down 
and done nothing while waiting for Claudius. 

I can see no reason theref ore to assume that Plautius 
set up a major base where his army had crossed the 
Thames, and in fact Cassius Dio does not say this. 
We are told merely that Plautius guarded what had 
been won, and that in due course Claudius joined 
his army by the Thames. We do not know where 
Plautius' bases were, but there is no reason to sup- 
pose that any of them were at London; they are 
most likely to have been at or next to preexisting 
centres. He did not need to defend a bridgehead 
across the Thames13; the main enemy had already 
been soundly defeated, as events once Claudius 
arrived demonstrate. When Plautius received news 
that the emperor's arrival was imminent he could 
order his army up to the crossing place of his choice. 

Those who argue for the established story and 
therefore seek a major Plautian camp near London 
seem to forget that this version of events requires 
that the camp led to an inevitable development of 
a busy proto-town and port which in due course 
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became London. It  is all very well to argue that the 
proto-town was replaced on a different and better 
site as an act of deliberate planning in the period AD 

50-55; this demands that at the very least the proto- 
London will have been in existence f or seven years. 
Such a site will have generated plentiful building 
remains and rubbish. It  is straining the bounds of 
credibility to argue that we have failed to spot any 
trace of this. We might also consider that, if the 
theory of a Plautian camp at or near London is 
right, then it is reasonable to expect the develop- 
ment of a supply base and the associated mercantile 
activity; would it really take seven (at least) years to 
sort out where the best place was? 

It  has long been acknowledged that the Romans 
intended to use Colchester as the administrative 
centre of the new province. It  could be served by 
sea, as it must have been throughout its period of 
supremacy in late Iron Age Britain. Other bases 
such as Chichester were similarly served. This would 
follow the Iron Age pattern, when there had ap- 
parently been no need for London. Soon, however, 
in the new Roman province, a route must have 
been used from the short sea crossing to the Kent 
ports, meeting another coming from Chichester, 
and inevitably the need for a crossing at London 
will have been established. As the advantages of 
this position became clear the logic of a major 
mercantile centre at London will have become 
inescapable. It  may have been a deliberate imperial 
act: there seems to be evidence for a planned layout 
from the start, the forum complex is apparently 
the earliest in the province, and the Procurator 
seems to have been based there even before AD 6014. 
The dating of AD 50-55 suggests that it is most likely 
that the foundation will have been in the gover- 
norship of Didius Gallus (AD 52-57), who "had (it 
seems) accompanied Claudius to Britain as general 
of cavalrynu. The previous governor, Ostorius 
Scapula, was involved in fighting all the time, and 
Didius Gallus was sent to settle things down: no 
doubt he came with instructions from Claudius 
whose general approach to the "civilising" of the 
provinces is well known16. 
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It seems to me that it is also time to abandon the 
theory of the Westminster crossing. In essence this 
is based on the behaviour of Watling Street both 
north and south of the Thames, the routes of each 
near London being projected so that they join near 
Westminster17. Yet the line taken by the southern 
route is clearly dictated by the need to avoid the 
marshes near Southwark; indeed if the logic of the 
argument about the northern route is followed we 
should be arguing for a Greenwich crossing, be- 
cause that is where the main alignment of the road 
is heading. The course of the northern route itself 
seems to have been chosen primarily to avoid the 
need to go up and down hills, and perhaps to avoid 
marshy river valleys near the city. This route is 
unlikely to have been primary: it crosses the heavy 
London Clay where there is little sign of Iron Age 
or Roman period  settlement^^ and it will have 
required considerable effort to lay out and con- 
struct. I understand from Rosalind Niblett that 
there is in fact no need to date Watling Street in 
Verulamium before AD 55. The primary route must 
surely have been up the natural communication 
corridor of the Lea Valley (and also up the valley 
of the Colne). 

Crossing at Westminster can have been no easier to 
engineer than at London19; no evidence has been 
found to prove the supposed projections of Watling 
Street on either bank. The road postulated to the 
Westminster crossing from the Southwark bridge- 
head would be largely pointless as such; it is in fact 
only known for a short distance in Southwark 
itself and is only about half the width of the main 
road (at least in early phases)zo; there is no reason to 
suppose that it is anything other than a subsidiary 
road in the town, serving major properties such as 
the building at the Winchester Palace site. 

I submit, therefore, that the pattern of the early 
Roman province matched the preceeding Iron Age 
geography; only as the system became more settled 
was thought given to the establishment of a new 
pattern and only at that point could Roman Lon- 
don come into existence. There is no archaeologi- 
cal evidence for a major Plautian base at London or 
nearby and no good reason to postulate one. 
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