
Letters 
London Archive 
AT DECEMBER'S SCOLA Conference Simon Thurley ex- 
pressed hopes for a properly developed, funded and staffed 
Greater London Archaeological Research Centre: all very in- 
spiring. However, I believe there needs to be a complete sea- 
change in archaeological minds about the actual use of such 
information. For 25 years I produced the CBA'S British Archaco- 
kical  Abstracts which, although it gave subscribers summary 
access to hundreds of publications within a twice-yearly AS 
booklet, had at best 850 subscribers - and many of those were 
American colleges. After many years I was driven to write an 
article 'Why don't you want to know?', But I eventually had to 
conclude that archaeologists pref erred not to know what inf or- 
mation had been published, for fear that they might have to 
read it, and act upon it! Six years later the Abstrmtsstillcontinue, 
and they are still struggling, despite being supported by all the 
main archaeological organisation in Britain and Ireland. 

You will forgive, therefore, my scepticism about the use likely 
to be mad of even such a wonderful archive as the London one 
promises to be. The best hope that I can see for it, and for 
London archaeology, is f or a consortium of scou, the Museum 
of London, University College London (and any other relevant 
body) to guide and direct a whole series of post-graduate studies 
of the archive material. Publication of these studies would 
produce concrete results and, one hopes, direct the attention of 
other scholars to the value of the archive. 

Cherry Lavell 
24 Fitzroy Road 
London NWI 8 ~ x  

London evaluations 
FIELD EVALUATIONS are a very significant aspect of the 
archaeological response to proposed, or permitted, redevelop 
ment in London. Our examination of the London Archaeolo- 
gist Fieldwork Round-ups for 1995 and 1996 suggest that they 
formeds3%and56%of the total f ieldwork projects respectively; 
most of the remainder of the projects were the potentially (and 
probably actually) unsatisfactory 'watching briefs'. 

Excavations are little more than a tenth of the overall projects, 
a position which has remained largely constant since 1992, the 
first year of the survey discussed by Dr Chris Phillpotts in his 
recent article (LA 8 h) Summer 1997,137-9). Figures prepared by 
the English Heritage Greater London Archaeological Advisory 
Service for the last nine months of 1997 reveal that the estab- 
lished pattern of evaluations, watching briefs and excavations 
appears to continue. However, if there is any trend discernible 
in these figures it seems to be the worrying one which favours 
watching briefs at the expense of excavations. 

Particularly because excavations form such a small proportion 
of fieldwork projects and because watching briefs are unsatis- 
factory, there are vital questions to ask about evaluations in 
London. Are enough of them being done? Are they undertaken 
on a scale sufficient to reveal the character of the archaeology? 
Are the results taken into account sufficiently in the planning 
decisions that are made about individual sites? Are the data 
resulting from them being synthesised, as Phillpotts suggest 
they should be, both to advance our understanding of the 
pattern of settlement and to predict the presence of further 
archaeological sites in London? 

Despite the respites to Dr Phillpotts' article (LA 8 (7) Winter 
1997, I~o),  we urge that the adequacy of all aspects of the 
evaluation processshould beexamined without delay by abody, 
such as SCOLA, independent of those organisations carrying out 

curatorial and contracting functions in London archaeology. 
Indeed, only by undertaking a wide-ranging study will it be 
possible to demonstrate how effective evaluations actually are 
in protecting and researching London's diminishing archaeo- 
logical resource. 

Jonathan Cotton 
58 Grove Lane 

Kingston-upon-Thames 
Harvey Sheldon 

112 Oglander Road 
London SEIS 

Dark earth 
THE ORIGIN of a thick loam layer, called dark earth, found 
over Roman levels in London, has been discussed for years. 
Sankey and McKenzie, in the Winter 1997 issue of London 
Archaeologist, remind us of the two current theories and present 
us with a third.They call it a'garden soil'and acsediment' before 
giving us any new evidence. Surely no one believes it is the solid 
matter which collects at the bottom of a liquid, so it is certainly 
not a sediment. 

Thick loam layers are found at other sites besides London. For 
instance, they are found at the small town of Waltham Abbey 
in Essex. Here such loam has formed over the Roman levels 
round the present market place, the highest part of the town, so 
that water is the most unlikely source of the material. I t  is also 
found above the graves of the Middle Saxon cemetery. 

At Waltham we have very noticeable differences in level 
between garden plots and adjacent grassland. For instance, the 
Vicarage garden is higher than the adjoining grassland to the 
north. Again, the back gardens on the north side of Sun Street, 
which only became such in 1784, having probably been since c 
1600 the kitchen garden of the manor house, are noticeably 
higher than thegrassland of the monastic precinct to the north. 
Onedif ference between these high-level area sand the low-level 
areasis thattheoccupants would haveowned horses which they 
kept on their own plots; therearecarriage ways through thesun 
Street properties to remind us of the use of horses by the Sun 
Street shopkeepers. 

The horses or ponies would have been housed and fed on the 
lots, certainly some of the year, altho h grazed on rented 

fields as well; harness rooms existed unti ? very recently. Thus 
straw and hay and other food would have been coming in on a 
continuous basis. The soiled bedding and droppings would have 
remained on site, as well as the household and human wastes, 
until, in the 19th century, it would have been carted off down 
Dunghill Lane. 

The authors of the London report noted that in the dark earth 
were artefacts of Roman to medieval date. This soil also filled 
cut features with finds as late as the 14th century. The latest 
theory is that so many pits, ditches and holes had been dug into 
the ground, that the whole became one great continuous 
indeterminate intrusion, which natural agents had converted 
into a homogeneous stratum. This presupposes a well-planned 
pit-digging mania, by successive generations of occupiers, and 
hectic activity from very determined worms and moles pro- 
grammed mostly horizontally, but with the extra incentive to 
pop down into deeper intrusions and worm their was around 
converting all and everything into a sameness. 

Perhaps London isdifferent from Waltham in that rubbish was 
collected and dispersed far afield earlier; we accept this h a p  
pened perhaps in the 18th century, and use it to help explain the 



Mosaic 
Birkbeck College training excavation I997 
THE 1997 BIRKBECK College Centre for Extra-Mural Studies 
training excavation took place on a site awaiting redevelop 
ment, just south of Trinity Church Square, Southwark, Lon- 
don SEI. The site was made available for evaluation by the Lon- 
don Borough of Southwark, who generously grant-aided the 
work. Additional funds, for the teaching of students, were 
provided by the London and Middlesex Archaeological Society, 
the Southwark and Lambeth Archaeological Excavation Com- 
mittee and the Surrey Archaeological Society. Tools and equip 
ment were provided by the Museum of London Archaeology 
Service. 

The excavation lasted for five weeks, and about 125 students 
participated in courses of a week's duration. Specialist sessions 
in surveying, finds analysis, conservation, environmental ar- 
chaeology and photography were provided by MOLAS staff. 

The site lay south of the urban core of Roman and medieval 
Southwark, in an area which had apparently remained as open 
round until the early part of the 19th century. By then the land 

fad become part of the estate of the Corporation of Trinity 
House, which was developed for residential purposes from the 
1830s onwards. Although some of the more prestigious squares 
and streets on theestate remained largely intact, the long terrace 

that had run east-west across the site wasdemolished in the early 
1960% to be replaced by a temporary annex to the nearby Crown 
Court. 

Previous small-scale investigations in this part of Southwark 
suggest that in the Roman period it was an area where farming 
was carried out and where, especially close to the routes of 
Watling Street and Stane Street, cremations and inhumation 
burials had been deposited. 

The training excavation revealed two north-south andoneeast- 
west Roman ditches, probably field boundaries. The east-west 
one was the most extensively examined, it had been recut a 
number of times and contained much pottery, as well as build- 
ing material, animal bone, fragments of wall plaster, burnt 
daub, opus s&ninum and tessarae. The material was largely 
uneroded, perhaps suggesting that buildings stood close by. An 
evaluation also revealed a few prehistoric flints and sherds, and 
a medieval north-south ditch, perhaps a field boundary. Foun- 
dations and debris from the 19th century terrace, and of a Rag 
Store which had been fitted into the space north of the terrace 
and south of the gardens in Trinity Church Square, were also 
recorded. 

A report on the evaluation is being prepared for archive and 
publication by a CEMS evening class at the Museum of London. 

(continwd from p. 223) 

dispersal of Roman and medieval finds in local field even this 
far from London. But at Waltham we give the credit for thick 
loam layers found in excavating garden plots to the horses, or 
rather to the owner who supplied the f ood and in particular the 
straw bedding and had to disperse the soiled waste, and hechose 
a way which was easiest and at the same time beneficial to his 
garden. 
It is not surprising that the authors found their homogeneous 
dark earth 'hi hly humic', they even note the presence of 
phosphates, wkch is typical of human and animal waste. A 
simple explanation is usually the best The 14th-century mer- 
chants, shopkeepers and gentry of London would have needed 
many horses, and have looked after them at night, perhaps even 
more carefully than in the rural hinterland. 

Today my own vegetable plot is rising relative to the grass, due 
to the use of an electricaldriven shredder, since all the woody 
material is returned to the ground as well as the leafy compost; 
so originally, I suggest, it was horses, now it's horse-power 
having the same effect on our plots. Presumably London was 
divided into individual plots in the 14th century and well 
before, so the answer to the dark earth has to be something 
common to the activities of the individual occupiers at this 
time. Perhapschickens, ducks and pigsdeserve a littlecredit too, 
all phosphate factories working continuous shifts. 

Peter Huggins 
Waltham Abbey Historical Society 

27 Grange Court 
Waltham Abbey 

Essex EN9 IRQ 

Experimental Archaeology 
FOLLOWING THE demise of the Bulletin of Ihperimental 
Archruology, those interested in conducting experiments in 
archaeology have had no forum to discuss their activities. 

Would you be interested in a possible Newsletter about Experi- 
mental Archaeology, covering large or small contributions, 

professional or amateur? This could be used to gather together 
experiments f rom various areas and facilitate communications 
beatween interested parties. 
Such a Newsletter could be distributed quarterly - please 
contact me to express your interest 

Doug Gentles 
2 Tuf thorn Terrace 

Tufthorn Road 
Milkwall 
Colef ord 

Glos. 
tel. 01594 834 343 

Westminster Abbey bell 
I SUSPECT that the letter by P. Stevenson, in the Winter issue 
of Lonclon Archaeologist, requesting information about the 
Westminster Abbey bell, was more than a little tongue in cheek. 

The bell broadcast was the tenor bell of a peal of ten bells all cast 
in 1971 by the Whitechapel Bell Foundry, and weighs 30 cwt. 
There are two others bells in the tower which were cast in 1598 
and 1583 respectively. These two bells are rung every day for 
services, although not by rope and ringer, but by electric 
hammers. 

Alan Taylor 
7 Jacksons Lane 

Highgate 
L o n d o n ~ 6 g s ~  

Back issues 
I HAVE bound copies of the first seven volumes of London 
Archaeologist (1968-1997) together with nos. 1-7 of volume 8. I 
would like to give these volumes free of charge to any reader 
who will collect them from this address. Can you help pleas& 

Kenneth McBean 
82 North View 

Pinner 
Middx  HA^ IPF 


