
London and the River Lea 

VHILE THE association of London with the Thames 
d ley  has been well studied, the relationship of London 
pith the river Lea, which joins the Thames just below 
,ondon, is less of ten considered. The development of the 
?wer Lea Valley from prehistory to the Anglo-Saxon 
leriod isdiscussed here, withparticular attention to the 
i nglo-Saxon. 

hvironment 
:he Lea rises in the Chilterns above Luton and 
lows eastwards to Ware, where it turns south- 
krard to join the Thames between Stepney and 
Vest Ham. Below Ware it becomes a wide river 
.alley, subject to flooding, and divides the coun- 
ies of Hertfordshire and Middlesex from Essex. 

'tudies of pollen analyses give us a good idea of 
he environment of the lower Lea Valley from the 
Jeolithic to the present day. One at West Heath 
'pa, Hampstea&, from a marshy spring area, shows 
closed forest with oak, lime and hazel predomi- 

~ating from the Neolithic to the Iron Age. Then 
ime declines and fluctuates, being replaced by 
lder with increased grasses. 

In the Essex bank of the river, the second pollen 
nalysisz, from Epping Forest, shows a similar 
losed forest with lime, oak and hazel predominat- 
ng, but here the change to more open forest 
ccurred later, with lime declining and being re- 
)laced by hornbeam c AD 600, dated by c,. Lime 
lomination then fluctuated for several centuries 
~efore it became the present beech-hornbeam-oak- 
irch forest with open areas. The increasedgrass on 
loth sides of the valley at this time, as well as the 
Iresence of dung beetles and nettles in the Hamp- 
tead analysis, suggests increasing grazing, while 

rhe soil erosion and charcoal recorded in both 
studies suggests ploughing following tree clear- 
ance, perhaps by 'slash and burn'. The presence of 
this 'wildwood' is much later than elsewhere in 
Britain; lime declined c 2600 BC in Durham and c 
qoo BC in Yorkshire. 

Documentary evidence bears out the pollen analy- 
ses. At Waltham Abbey, situated on the Essex bank 
and on the edge of Epping Forest (originally called 
Waltham Forest), a late-12th-century canon of the 
college there described the area as having wildwood 
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c c ~ i l v i ~  uberrimus circumcinctus". Also in the late 
12th century, William Fitzstephen recorded that 
London's citizens claimed rights of hunting north 
of London in the "great forest with wooded 
glades and lairs of wild beasts, deer, both red and 
fallow, wild boars and bulls". 

Iron Age 
The lower Lea Valley has few finds from the Iron 
Age. Two univallate hillforts, Ambresbury Banks 
(11 acres) and Loughton Camp (6 acres) lie on the 
watershed in E ping Forest, on the Essex side, and P two more are ound on the western watershed of 
the valley, i.e. Bush Hi11 (2.5 acres) near Enf ield, and 
Hadley Wood (10 acres). Ambresbury Banks and 
Loughton on the Essex side seem from archaeo- 
logical evidence to have gone out of use before the 
Roman invasion, but on the west side the two 
small forts of Bush Hill and Hadley Wood seem 
on slender evidence to have survived into the 
Roman period. A larger univallate fort of Uphall 
Camp (48 acres) lies just outside the valley on the 
Roding near West Ham and may also have been 
used into the Roman period. The only Roman villa 
in the valley near it at Wanstead, where a mosaic 
floor of Dionysus riding a leopard has been re- 
corded, but never excavated fully. I t  is also near the 
Roman road to Colchester. 

The large bivallate camp of Wallbury at Halling- 
bury on the Stort, north-east of the valley, also 
continued in use until after the invasion. How- 
ever, excavation of all these forts has been mini- 
mal; the best recorded is Ambresbury Banks, where 
excavation indicated limited, probably occasional, 
use from the late Bronze Age. Wallbury had more 
evidence of Iron Age occupation inside the bank 
and Roman finds in the ditch, but still awaits 
publication. 

Other hillforts may possibly have existed at Leyton, 
where Wallwood occurs as a place name and can be 
seen as a street pattern on early maps, and at 
Stepney where an unsubstantiated name Erthbury 
occurs. The known hillforts are either on high 
ground or at confluences of rivers or streams, and 
may have had both religious and community gath- 
ering use for the tribal groups in the area. The size 
of a hillfort may represent the number of families 
3. J Alexander et a1 'Ambresbury Banks, an Iron Age camp in 
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in the tribal group. At Nazeingbury, Essex, north 
of Waltham Abbey, a small round house within a 
roughly circular enclosure containing Iron Age 
pottery was found near the river-+, and was taken to 
represent a single family house within 113 acre. If 
this is correctly identified, multiplying the hill- 
fort acreage by three would give the number of 
families in the tribal group who used the fort. On 
this hypothesis, the minimum number of families 
in the Lea Valley in the Iron Age would be 300. 
This compares with fewer than 2000 families 
recorded within the same area in Domesday Book. 
Although the univallate hillforts may have been 
established c 500 BC, pottery of the pre-Belgic pe- 
riod is rarely found in the valley, and coinage did 
not appear until the 1st half of the 1st century AD 
when coins of Tasciovanus and Cunobelin occur 
with wheel-made potss. The kiln at Highgate6 was 
producing similar wheel-made pots before the 
Roman invasion. No burials are known on the 
Essex side of the valley, but cremations in pots are 
found in the Hertfordshire area near the river. The 
great river Thames would undoubtedly have had 
religious significance for the prehistoric people. 

Roman 
If, as seems likely, Julius Caesar crossed the Thames 
at London. he would have been faced with fol- 
lowing trackways through thick forests in inhos- 
pitable territory, or taking his army up the Lea 
Valley following the river. The account of forest 
hideouts from which raiding parties attacked his 
troops fits the evidence; perhaps these were the 
tribes who wore skins and lived on milk and meat, 
unlike the 'maritime people' of Kent who grew 
corn. 

In the 1st century AD the western side of the valley 
was opened up by the military road later called 
Ermine Street running due north f rom Londinium. 
This road was built on the long strip of brickearth 
which occurs on this side of the vallev. On the 
Essex side only small patches of brickea&occur; 
they were clearly recognised by early Saxon settlers 
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who built their churches on them. Building Er- 
mine Street is likely to have been the first major 
clearance of the 'wildwood', and may have pro- 
vided some the great oak trees which were used for 
the riverside wharves of Roman London found 
during excavations7. Settlements grew up along- 
side the road at Enfield, Cheshunt and Ware, ' 

whereas sites on the Essex side only occur near the 
river at Leytons, Sewardstone9, Waltham Abbeyr0, 
and Nazeingburyn. 

Enfield, Cheshunt and Ware may each have been 
a mansio along the road. The name Cheshunt is 
now considered to mean 'fountain of the old 
fort'r2, where perhaps an old Roman fountain still 
operated to supply water for the Anglo-Saxon. 
Ghingford has a Celtic prefix cinge (which occurs 
at Chigwell too) and may be an early ford. It  is still 
a crossing point of the Lea. Cingetorix fought in 
Britain against Caesar alongside Lugotorix, who 
may have taken his name from Lugus or Lugh, a 
favourite Celtic god, re-named Mercury by the 
Romans, and from whom the river Lea derives its 
namer3. A statue of a Mercury of native style was 
found at Old Ford near LondonK+. Lu~~udunum 
was a tribal name in Gaul, occurring as ~ y o n  today; 
it was found inscribed on a Roman tegula at 
Highgate and there is a case for associating both 
with the name Londinium and the later medieval 
name of Ludgate. Roman burials in coffins are 
found in the London area and along Ermine Street 
as far as Cheshunt, and again at Ware, but crema- 
tions in pots occur mainly in Hertfordshire. No 
burials at all have been found north of Levton on 
the Essex side, where the few settlements ire close 
to the riverbank. The site of Nazeingbury seems to 
have been occupied continuously from the Iron 
Age through the Roman periodI5, and has earlier 
samian ware than that found at London, due 
probably to its proximity to Harlow temple and 
the east-west road between Colchester and 
Verulamium. Roads to London from those towns 
would have been built through the forest some ten 
years later. 
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Early A n  10-Saxon 
The perio % immediately following the Roman 
withdrawal from Britain is almost devoid of ar- 
chaeological evidence in the Lea Valley and there 
is little in London. Ermine Street is not mentioned 
in the late Roman Antonine Itinerary and may 
have become disused before the end of the Roman 
period. A mystery of this period is why, when the 
Thames estuary was an early landing point for 
migrants in Kent and Essex, London and a wide 
circle round it was not taken over. The answer 
must be that it was held by the aceramic British 
under leaders such as Vortigern, Ambrosius and 
Arthur in the 5th century. The people of Kent are 
recorded as fleeing to London from Hengist when 
he rebelled in the mid-5th century16; it is not noted 
whether these refugees stayed there or returned 
later. It was not until the end of Aethelbert of 
Kent's reign that a king was powerful enough to 
seize control of London and put in a puppet king 
of Essex (which possibly included Middlesex). By 
600 AD Londoners were able to resist Augustine's 
attempt to establish a bishop there. We do not 
know if this resistance was the result of pagan or 
Celtic Christian influence, but London would 
have been known at Rome as the capital of Britan- 
nia. It  seems likely that while London's walls 
protected the town, the Leavalley, withits marshy 
entry from the Thames and heavy forests, was 
unwelcoming to early settlers, who preferred the 
more open chalk downlands of Kent and Surrey, 
and the high well-drained areas of the Thames 
riverside. 

The place names of the Lea Valley (Fig. I) give the 
best clue to its post-Roman development. The 
names of Cheshunt, Chingford and Chigwell are 
relicts of Latin and Celtic languages; Chingford as 
'King's ford' may still have had significance for 
the post-Roman Celtic kings of Britain. The names 
of the Hertfordshire parishes along the Lea also 
include Broxbourne from broc, a British loan word 
for badger, Wormley refers to 'snake', and Hert- 
ford to 'stag'. These are not settlement names like 
those of Essex and Middlesex discussed below. 
AmwelP might be included in the group of names 
with prefix 'Ambro-' quoted in this area by Mor- 
risls, which he ascribes to Ambrosius. He includes 
Ambresbury Banks in his list, although there are 
no early forms. The fort might however have 
16. Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. 
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18. J Morris The Age of Ar thw (1973). 
19. Op cit f n 3. 
20. BCox 'The signif icanceof the distribution of English Place- 

Names in -ham in the Midlands and East Anglia' J Eqqlish 

served the British cavalry in their campaigns; it was 
still used by drovers for holding cattle in the 18th 
century19. Hertfordshire appears to belong to the 
St. Albans enclave, which withstood Saxon inva- 
sions throughout the pagan period. 

Three early Saxon names with the suffix -ham 
occur in the valley: Waltham (weald ham), Totten- 
ham (TottaJs ham, or more likely tot-ham from an 
old signal station), and Higham (heah-ham), now 
part of Walthamstow, on a high point overlook- 
ing the river. Names in -ham are now considered to 
be early administrative centresm; both Waltham 
and Tottenham controlled large areas, although as 
we have seen these would be largely forested with 
small populations. Waltham Hundred with its 
early minster church once probably included Ed- 
monton, Enfield and possibly Cheshuntz~, while 
Tottenham had land extending to London at 
Tottenham Court Road. 

Higham belongs to a group of names which stand 
on high points on boundaries, and probably had 
military importance when Saxons were fighting 
the British. Several Highams have long narrow 
Hundreds along borders of early kingdoms, and 
Higham in Waltham-stow may have controlled 
the riverside area from Chingford to the Thames. 
Higham Hill stands opposite Tottenham High 
Cross on the hill where Bruce Castle later stood, 
and these two high points would have given their 
owners control of the river and its traffic. In 1086 
Tottenham and Walthamstow were both held by 
Countess Judithz2 and both paid an unusual tax in 
gold, possibly obtained from tolls. 

Waltham also belongs to a group of similar names 
all held by the king, church, or his leading noble- 
man in forested areas23. Waltham Abbey was used 
for royal hunting and stables until Elizabeth 1's 
time. Tovi, Canute's vexillifer and leading thane, 
had a hunting lodge at Waltham where no doubt 
he entertained the king. The distribution of the 
Waltham place names includes some in Wessex, 
whereas the Higham place-names occur in Kent 
and the Anglian kingdoms only. 

Tottenham too belongs to a group when it is 
agreed that tot rather than Totta is the prefix, 
although in this case the suffixes differ. Names 
with the prefix t o t  occur mainly in the eastern 
counties from Kent to Northumberland. Several 
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Fig. I: Lea Valley relief (ft) and sites. = circular enclosure; .r = long enclosure; --- = line of Roman road; . = county boundary 
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have a suggested prefix of Totta or Tota2+, but like 
Tottenham may belong to this group. If the British 
\vere still able to use the old Roman signal stations 
in their 5th-century campaigns, this would have 
Seen very useful. Taking them over would equally 
have been of military advantage to the Saxons. 
Three names ending in -ing (Epping and Nazeing, 
and the Cobbing stream) occur in the Waltham 
area, and are probably subsidiary settlements. In 
contrast the Surrey names south of London in- 
i lude names in -ham, from Clapham to Cheam and 
Epsom along Stane Street, not apparently with 
personal names but not repeated elsewhere, while 
names in -ington occur (e.g. Chessington, Bedding- 
Ton, Cuddington) rather than -ing as in the Lea 
I'alley. 

At Waltham Abbey Market Square, sites with 
Roman evidence have been found to have 'black 
earth' overlying Roman occupation, like that 
found at London and other cities. Otherwise, the 
earliest archaeological finds at Waltham are a sceatta 
of c 700,7th-century burials, and an early wooden 
church succeeded by a Brixworth-type churchzs, 
while at Nazeing a wooden church with hospice 
for nuns and a graveyard was found overlying 
Roman remains, and dated to c 700 by c14 and the 
fortunate find of a charter from king Suebred of 
Essex*. Two sunken houses at Enfield found re- 
cently27 may be 6th- or 7th-century. The earliest 
Saxon pottery at Waltham compares to the latest 
pottery from the early settlements at Mucking in 
EssexZ8. 

Of particular interest in the Anglo-Saxon period 
are the two enclosure shapes which can be seen on 
the early maps of the oldest parts of villages in the 
valley (Fig. I). Fig. 2 shows the first of them has a 
roughly circular form of between 1/2 and r mile 
diameter; the second has a more rectangular shape 
with two long sides of about a mile, one square 
short end about 114 mile wide, and the other end 
rounded (or sometimes pointed where two bound- 
ary roads fork). In both types where a church or 
bzlry (manor house) is found, it lies immediately 
outside the enclosure; in nearly all examples of 
type I and several of type 2 there was common field 
surviving within the area into the 19th century. 
The patterns persisted in roads and boundaries 
until recent times. Hoe Lane or High Street occur 
in several cases on the boundary. 
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The first or circular pattern is most clearly seen at 
Higham, where the 1802 Walthamstow tithe map 
shows a common field surrounded by roads and 
hedges. A roughly rounded enclosure can be seen 
on early maps of Nazeing, with bzlry and nunnery 
site to the north. A series of common meadow 
enclosures alongside the Lea occurs on Crawter's 
1826 map of Waltham Holy Cross from Waltham 
to Chingford (Fig. 2), and a slightly larger enclo- 
sure can be found on Rocque's map of 1769 at 
Stepney. On the same map the two commonland 
Smithfields of London can be seen to lie within 
roughly circular enclosures29 (Fig. 2). 

The long pattern can be seen on Robinson's 1803 
map of Enfield, which shows a field called Longfield 
seven furlongs in length occupying most of the 
area, with another large field called Mapleton Aeld 
alongside. Houses occupy the square end (550 yards 
or IOO poles in length), and there are small plots of 
land along one side which appear to occupy an old 
hedge and ditch system. The pattern sits astride the 
line of Ermine Street, and the modern road turns 
to avoid the enclosure. Fig. 2 shows a similar 
pattern at Edmonton, with church and 'bury' out- 
side, Ermine Street is ignored, asit was at Tottenham 
which also had the pattern. On Rocque's map 
Hoxton and Dalston lie either side of Ermine 
Street, Dalston church being outside, and another 
enclosure can be seen at Homerton, lying at a right 
angle to the Dalston pattern. Haggerston (Agostone 
on Rocque's map) has Ermine Street as its square 
side. In Hertfordshire only Wormley appears to 
have the pattern and in Essex only Walthamstow 
(Leyton?) and possibly Waltham. 

This long pattern can also be seen in London (Fig. 
2), where the curiously curving roads at the eastern 
end of the City are unrelated to the underlying 
Roman plan; the size is similar to that of the 
villages, the square end lies at the west where stand 
both the ancient church of St. Botolph and St. 
Paul's Cathedral, as well as Aldermanbury, all of 
which lie outside the suggested enclosure. The 
north wall forms one long side and Cheapside and 
Fenchurch Street the other, meeting the wall at 
Aldgate, where the road is called 'High Street' on 
Rocque's map. 

The curved end of the long pattern may represent 
an enclosure for cattle or horses, but it is more 
probable that it was the result of an ox-team 

London Archaeol6, no. 11 (1991) 302. 
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Fig. z: Tiin enclosure patterns Lea Valley, London, York, Southampton and Debenham, Suffolk 

turning with resulting 'headland'.The area of land houses and garden plots at the square end, the 
within such an enclosure would exceed the 120 remaining area would be close to 120 acres. 
acres usually considered as a 'hide', but if allow- The 'dark earth' which succeeded the Roman oc- 
ance is made for hedges and ditches as well as cupation from the 3rd century seems likely to 



represent organic waste with decaying wood from document of 1361 as Brornistonehem (hedge of the 
buildings and animal dung, ideal fertile land for tun where ?broom grows). The site is in High or 
aericulture. and within London's walls there would Wooded Suffolk on clav soilg. 
b: little labour in clearing or drainage, and only an 
enclosure f ence on the south side would be needed 
to keep out straying beasts. It will be noted that 
most of the long patterns are found associated 
with names ending in -ton derived from tun. Tun 
originally had the meaning 'enclosure', but came 
to mean 'homestead' or 'village'. Here it seems we 
see the process in operation, the enclosure often 
developing into village or 'town'. 

Dating and discussion 
The circular pattern is difficult to date. In several 
instances it is adjacent to Roman remains, e.g. 
Nazeing, Waltham, Padipol (Sewardstone). Hig- 
ham, Stepney and London are on higher ground, 
less subject to flooding, and perhaps represent 
animal enclosures while the others are for hay. 
They may all have origins in the pre-Roman pe- 
riod. 

The long pattern often overlies Ermine Street and 
must post-date the 4th century AD. The London 
pattern must have been established when Roman 
building had decayed and the population greatly 
reduced or driven out entirely. The most likely 
date seems to be c 600 AD, when the newly created 
king of Essex took control of London and the 
market area of Lundenwic began to grow up out- 
side the west wall. The similarity of pattern with 
villages along Ermine Street to the north suggests 
this was masterminded by kings, supporters being 
granted land at a time when the street was not in 
use. These enclosures would then provide the 
nucleus from which new assarts in the surround- 
ing forest could be made. A hedged and ditched 
enclosure once established is difficult to destroy 
without bulldozers so that Viking raids which 
destroyed churches and monasteries would not 
have affected them. 

Alan Vince-lo has pointed out the similarity of the 
development of London to that of York and 
Southampton, all having market areas outside the 
main city. Fig. 2 shows that both York and South- 
ampton also have the long pattern in their town 
centres. York is bounded by the Wall on one side, 
Petergate on the other meeting at the SE end, and 
Southampton has High Street and Kingsway meet- 
ing at the north end. The shape can also be seen 
clearly at Debenham in Suffolk, which has its 
church and High Street at the square end and an 
agricultural enclosure, which was referred to in a 

, 
The 7th-century laws of Ine of Wessex include 
instruction on how much ploughed area is to be 
included with a land grant. Monastic houses re- 
quired a diet of vegetables and bread, and the 
lowly Saxon hlofeater (loafeater) appears in early 
Saxon laws. 

A diet of meat and milk, supplemented by vegeta- 
bles and fruit, is less troublesome to produce and 
requires fewer buildings and equipment than corn 
production. 

The story of the Lea Valley and the area north of 
London is one of primary forest clearance by 
Roman roadworks on the west bank of the river, 
the eastern bank being apparently dependent upon 
river transport. Then decline and some regenera- 
tion of forest over the 4th to 6th centuries while 
Britons held the area against Saxon invasion. The 
place-names in -ham (Waltham, Higham and 
Tottenham) are the first evidence of Saxon pres- 
ence, set up to control the Valley and its river. 
After this came the establishment of long enclo- 
sures or tunsof about a hide in size, beginning c600 
with one inside London's walls and then, under 
the guidance of the first king of Essex and Middle- 
sex, others, presumably for the king's supporters, 
along the line of the old Roman road where forest 
cover would still be lighter. These tunsof a single 
hide formed the first village centres from which 
further assarting could take place, and appear to 
have provided land at their square end for the 
houses of the 'men of the vill' who occur in 
Domesday Book. The growing of a corn surplus to 
maintain king and court was essential and lava 
querns, loafeaters, markets and money reappear at 
this time. It is noticeable that where a lord was not 
in occupation, as recorded in Domesday Book at 
Higham, the freemen in charge of thes-hide manor 
had only one acre ploughed to provide for their 
own needs, William's Norman overlord was told 
to make sure more grain was produced. 

In London, of course, the rise of craftsmen and 
merchants soon filled the agricultural area, but 
their guilds, set up originally to pay wergild for 
their members when family systems decayed, have 
maintained the rights of the citizens, keeping 
church and king outside their original enclosure. 
These common law rights continued to be fiercely 
held until the 19th century. 

3 0 .  A Vince Saxon London (1990) Seaby. 31. D. E. Aldred pers comm. 


