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Excavations at George Mitchell 
School Playing ~iel&s, High 
Road, Leyton, London 134 

Introduction 
BETWEEN the 9th and 28th November 1992 New- 
ham Museum Service (f ormerly Passmore Edwards 
Museum), conducted an archaeological evaluation 
and rescue excavation in advance of the construc- 
tion of a new Arts Building at the George Mitchell 
School Playing Fields, High Road, Leyton, Lon- 
don EQ (Fig. 2). The site lay between Brewster Road 
and Crawley Road, to the west of Leyton High 
Road ( ~ ~ 3 7 8 8  8725) and comprised three trenches in 
I. W R Powell (ed). The Victoria History of the County of Essex 6 

(1973) 155. 
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the western corner of the school sports ground 
within the footprint of the proposed building. 
The sports ground had originally been formed as 
the Essex County Cricket Ground in 1886 from 
fields within the estate of Leyton Grange1. This 
area has evidence of settlement over a considerable 
period of time, probably because of its location on 
the high ground formed by the Taplow Terrace 
gravels, on the eastern edge of the floodplain of 
the River Leaz. The Greater London Sites and 
2. As indicated on the British Geological Survey 1:5o,ooo Series, 

Sheet 256, Solid and Drift Geology. 



Monuments Record shows a great concentration 
of Neolithic and Palaeolithic handaxes in the 
vicinity, while approximately 65om to the south- 
west of the site,excavations by Newham Museum 
Service on the Oliver Close Estate have revealed 
evidence of an extensive settlement dating to the 
Late Bronze Age3. In 1978 excavations in Church 
Road, joom to  the west-south-west, recorded Ro- 
man and medieval ditches4. Further evidence of 
Roman occupation was revealed in 1718 when the 
masonry foundations of a massive Roman build- 
ing, complete with arches, were discovered in the 
Leyton Grange gardens, immediately to the west 
of the siter, and again, many Roman find spots are 
recorded in the area. 

As the site was part of a school development, visits 
by the pupils were encouraged, so as to raise their 
awareness of their surroundings; in all over zoo 
pupils and teachers visited the excavation (Fig. 3). 

3.K Sabel Archaeolopical ExcavationatOliver CloseEtat Leyton 
NMS Archive Report (1993)~ and forthcominfl. 

4. P Greenwood 'The Excavation at Church Road, Leyton, 1978' 
Essex Journal 14, no 3 (1979). 

5. J Kennedy A History of the Parish of Leyton, Essex (1894) 2. 

Fig. 2: area of the site showing sports ground and trench 
location. 
The excavation 
As it was proposed that all ground deposits to  a 
depth of o.8om were to be removed within the new 

Fig. 3: explanation of the site being given to one of the many school parties that visited the excavation. 
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Trench 2 

Fig. 4: the distribution of Early Iron Age features across the site. 

Trench 3 





building for foundation purposes, three evalua- 
tion trenches, gm X gm in size, were located within 
the building footprint. 

The trenches were opened by mechanical encava- 
tor and then hand excavated down to the top of 
the natural gravel. Archaeological deposits were 
found in trenches I and 3 at a depth which would 
be destroyed by the development, but no signifi- 
cant archaeological deposits were found in trench 
2. Trench I was extended, and rescue excavation of 
all deposits was undertaken; however the design of 
the building footprint precluded any extension of 
trench 3. 

Early Iron Age 
Although the site produced three residual flint 
tools of Neolithic or Early Bronze Age date, the 
earliest stratigraphy recorded was of Early Iron 
Age date. These features were conf ined to trenches 
I and 3 and consisted of pits, post holes and a large 
number of stake holes (see Fig. 4). Unfortunately, 
due to the high density of features, it was not 
possible to  discern any definite structural relation- 
ships, the apparent linear alignment that can be 
seen within trench I being the result of truncation 
by later plough furrows. 

Several sherds of flint-tempered and sand-tem- 
pered pottery dating to  the Early Iron Age were 
recovered from pits in trench I, associated with 
poor quality flint tools. However, the most inter- 
esting finds were a group of artefacts retrieved 
from a pit (306) in trench 3, (see Fig. 5). They 
included scrapers (Fig. 5.4-6), blades and debitage, 
pointing to tool manufacture in situ, along with 
six quartzite fragments and one large oval pebble 
(Fig. 5.2). All the stone tools showed signs of wear 
and appear to  be a collection of rubbing, smooth- 
ing and pounding tools. Flint- and shell-tempered 
pottery, again dated to the Early Iron Age, was also 
recovered, along with burnt flint and a fragment 
of burnt daub. The trench also produced a large 
number of stakeholes. Although no datable mate- 
rial was recovered from these features, they seem 
to respect the position of the pit and so would 
appear to  be contemporary. 

Medieval and post-medieval 
The next phase of activity recorded on the site 
consisted of a linear ditch aligned north-west to  
south-east, parallel to  a series of plough furrows 
approximately 2m apart. The ditch had been delib- 
erately backfilled with material dating to the 12- 
13th centuries and appears to be a field boundary 

with associated ridge and furrow ploughing (see 
Fig. 6). Similar evidence of this typical medieval 
cultivation technique, which produces character- 
istic linear furrows, has been recorded to  the north 
of the site at Salisbury Hall Playing Fields, Wal- 
thamstow6, and at Chingford Hospital, Ching- 
f ord7. 

Following the abandonment of the medieval field 
system, represented by the infilling of the bound- 
ary ditch, the site may have remained under culti- 
vation, as all three trenches produced evidence of 
deep linear plough marks associated with plough 
soils containing 17th century material. Although 
these features are on a similar alignment to  the 
ridge and furrow, this may be the result of the 
continuing use of the natural drainage pattern. 

The latest features recorded on the site were a 
series of pits and post holes associated with the 19th 
century use of the site as a cricket ground and the 
subsequent construction of tennis courts. 

Conclusion 
Although the area under excavation was relatively 
small, the density of prehistoric features recorded 
is of significance to the emerging settlement pat- 
tern of the area. It has unfortunately not been 
possible to identify any structures because of the 
density of stakeholes and post holes revealed dur- 
ing the excavation. The complete absence of pre- 
historic features at a similar level in trench 2 is 
puzzling. It may be that the stakeholes in trench 3 
represent a boundary, as defined by a succession of 
wooden fences, although the archaeological evi- 
dence for this interpretation is inconclusive. 

The position of the site on the high ground of the 
gravel terrace provided an ideal location to fully 
exploit the rich alluvial area of the Lea marshes to 
the west and the probably densely forested land to 
the north as well as being on easily worked gravel 
soils, factors that made the area an attractive loca- 
tion for habitation, as evidenced by the nearby 
Bronze Age, Roman and medieval activity. 

No evidence of occupation after the Early Iron 
Age was present in the archaeological record until 
the excavation of the medieval boundary ditch 
and associated ridge and furrow ploughing. This 
agricultural land use would probably be related to  
the medieval village of Leyton, situated along 
Church Street and the High Road. Its well-drained 
soils and proximity to  the huge market of the City 
of London ensured the continued use of the land 

6. L Pontin A n  Archaeolopical Evaluation at  Salisbury Hall 
Playing Field, Walthamstow NMS Archive Report (1994). 

7. N Truckle Archaeolopical Assessment and Excavation a t  Chin8- 
ford Hospital, Chinrrford NMS Archive Report (1993). 
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Pig. " plan showing the medieval ditch and associated furrows. 
(artzcle continued on p. 4x0) 
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gious houses MOLAS is at present involved in re- 
searching. I t  is hoped that we will be able to  
characterise assemblages f rom religious houses and 
use them to help understand the social and eco- 
nomic role of theses institutions. Geoff has also 
been looking at material recovered from Mo0rgate3~. 
This area outside the City walls was marshland 
well into the post-medieval period and was used 
for  dumping rubbish: large quantities of metal, 
leather, textiles and industrial waste have been 
recovered. However, this truly is rubbish: of all the 
leather and textile recovered no recognisable gar- 
ments are present. Worryingly, this site produced 
many finds, particularly metals, which showed 
evidence of recent deterioration. I t  may be that 
this valuable resource will soon be lost due to 
changing water levels below ground. 

Summary 
This review has been brief and much has been left 
out. In compilation it becomes clear how most 
research is ongoing and only slowly adding to the 
accumulated base of knowledge any one period 
and subject. Research will continue and many of 
the subjects touched upon will find their way into 
publications within the next five or so years to join 
the body of data MOLAS and its predecessors have 
already published. 

I have made little reference to "treasure" or truly 
beautiful individual finds. These do  occur but 
often are not the finds that tell us most. Excava- 
tions at the Guildhall Yards have been particularly 

32. Excavations at Finsbury Pavement, 1994. Supervised for 
MOLAS by Gordon Malcolm. 

rich in all finds, it has produced the largest assem- 
blage of Roman glass-working waste known in 
Britain, as well as items of great beauty. These 
include a Roman gold and pearl earring, probably 
dating to  the 2nd century AD. Roman women had 
their ears pierced in infancy, without anaesthetic, 
and gold earrings with gems were of high value - 
although Roman writers tell us that British pearls 
were not the best. 

Finally an object that we ourselves are finding it 
difficult to identify: it is of the very highest work- 
manship and skill, although strangely worked in 
copper alloy not gold. It is a mount of some sort 
and probably dates to  the 11th century, but its exact 
date, origin and iconography are not known, al- 
though it is almost certainly not British. 
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for agriculture until the coming of the railways 
made it possible to  import produce from much 
further afield, and turned the Leyton area into a 
dormitory suburb. The site managed to escape the 
wholesale redevelopment that enveloped the area 
as it was purchased in 1886 by the Essex County 
Cricket Club and remained as a County Cricket 
ground until its sale in 1933, from which time it has 
remained a general sports ground8. 

The wholesale development of Leyton during the 
latter part of the 19th century is known to  have 
produced large quantities of prehistoric artefacts, 
the provenance of which is merely described as 
'Leyton' or 'Leytonstone'. The recent discoveries 
made at Oliver Close and George Mitchell School 
Playing Fields, are therefore beginning to shed 
light on the pattern of prehistoric and later land 

use in an area ideal for settlement, and which in the 
past has been under represented in the archaeologi- 
cal record. 
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