
A post-medieval tawyers' yard
in llermondsey

Kieron Heard
to a maximum height of 0.66m OD near the east end
of trench A.It represents alluvial deposition within
the post-glacial channel. A similar deposit was
found in a recent MOLAS excavation in Tower
Bridge Road (TWE98), about 90m to the south.

Prehist oric activi ty (Fig. 2)
An oval pit, up to r.osm WIde and surviving to a
depth of o.zsm, was dug into the alluvial sand. At
this time the Neckinger stream must have flowed
in a channel to the south of the excavation site.
The pit was filled with small to medium-sized
fragments of burnt flint in a sandy silt matrix,
containing flecks of charcoal which became more
concentrated towards the base. It is in te rp reted as
a prehistoric cooking pit. Although there was no
dating evidence, it is assumed to have been broadly
contemporary with the Bronze Age cooking pit
found about 400m to the east at Phoenix W harf' .
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In troduction
DURING MARCH and April 1997 the Museum
of London Archaeology Service (MOLAS) carried
ou t an eval ua tion and excavation at Vinegar Yard,
33Tanner Street, Bermondsey, in the London Bor
ough of Southwark (TQ 3341 7967; site code VIY97)
(Fig.I).The work was commissioned by Weltonvale
Limited in advance of their proposed redevelop
ment of the site, which had previously been part of
Sarson's vinegar factory. Apart from an area of
deeper basements at the east end of the site, there
was rela tively little modern dis turbance and ar
chaeological deposits were wellrreserved, surviv
ing in places to within o.sm 0 modern ground
level. Much of the evidence rela ted to the use of
the site as a tawyer's yard in the post-medieval
period. This report summarises the principal re
su lts of the archaeological investigation.

Geology and topography
The geology and topography of the Bermondsey
district have been described in detail recently',
Briefly, it is a relatively low-lying area character
ised by islands (or eyots)of Pleis tocene flood plain
sand and gravel, separa ted by mudflats, marshes
and braided tidal wa tercourses. The area has been
particularly susceptible to the effects of environ
mental change as a result of the various marine
transgressions and regressions which have occurred
since the end of the last glaciation. The Vinegar
Yard site is loca ted within a large pos t-glacial
channel which was oriented east-west and which
separated the Bermondsey and Horselydown eyots.
T he associated stream continued to flow, albeit in
an increasingly reduced form, until comparatively
recent times. From the medieval period it was this
stream (which became known as the Neckinger)
which formed the southern bo undary of the site.
Modern ground level next to the site is at 2.6m OD.

The earliest natural stratum encountered was an
extensive layer of sterile silty sand, which survived

I. J Drummond-Murray, D Saxby and B Watson 'Recent ar-
chaeological work in the Bermondsey district of South
wark ' London Arcbaeol r, no. 10 (1994-) 251-7.

2 . JM C Bowsher 'A burnt mound at Phoenix Wharf, south-east
London:a prel iminary report' in Hodder and Barfield (eds)
Burnt mounds and hot stone technology (1991) II-19. Sand well
Borough pubs.
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Fig. 2: prehistoric features

Subsequent fluvial action created a wide north
south channel or basin, which truncated the pit
and scoured the underlying alluvial sand to a
depth of at least r.om, Although its primary fills
were not observed, the upper part of the channel
contained a greyish brown silt, up to 0.20m thick,
which produced small quantities of burnt flint
and charcoal, indicative of human activity in the
general area. Sealing this were peat deposits, indi
cating a period of marine transgression.

The surface of the peat sloped from 0.+7m OD at
the eastern edge of the channel to 0.02m OD in
trench B.The thickness of the deposits increased
from 0.20m in the east to more than 0.65m in
trench B. There was evidence for at least two
phases of peat formation, separated by a flood
event represented by a very fine layer of sand. It
has been assumed that peats found in north South
wark were broadly contemporary with the Tilbury
IV regression which occurred during the late znd
millennium BO. However, radiocarbon dates from
samples taken at Vinegar Yard (980-805 BC for the
lower peat and 780-395 BC for the upper peat -
calibrated with a 95% confidence interval) suggest
that peat formation continued here into the Iron
Age. The peat contained small quantities of burnt
flint and undiagnostic worked flint flakes or
blade fragments.Another prehistoric worked flint
(a narrow flake or blade fragment with a possibl y
utilised edge) was residual in a later deposit.

The north-south channel and its fills were sealed
by fairly sterile day/silts, up to 0.70m thick, and
with a surface at c. r.om OD, representing the most
recent phase of marine transgression. Similar de
3- I Tyers 'The prehistoric peat layers (T ilbury IV) in South-

wark ' in P Hinton (cd) Excavations in Southwark 1973-76and
Lambeth1973-79London Middlesex Archaeol Socand Surrey

posits are found throughout the lower-lying areas
of Bermondsey, and although there is not enough
evidence to date them securely, they are likel y to
have been formed as a result of several centuries of
almost permanent flooding. At Vinegar Yard occa
sional fragments of medieval pottery dated 1180
1350 were found towards the top of this alluvial
sequence.

Historical background
Due to flooding, it is unlikely that the lower-lying
areas of Bermondsey were used to any great extent
until the later medieval period. Until then occupa
tion was confined to the slightly higher ground of
the Bermondsey and Horselydown eyots. There is
evidence for settlement of the Bermondsey eyot
(to the south of the Vinegar Yard site) during the
Roman and middle Saxon periods-. The Cluniac
Priory (later Benedictine Abbey) of Bermondsey
was established there in 1086. To the north of the
excavation site, the Horselydown eyot was used
primarily as a pasture or common for the parish of
St. Olave, until the post-medieval period.

In the medieval period the Vinegar Yard site was
located at the north end of the manor and parish of
Bermondsey, and was within the precinct of Ber
mondsey Abbey. Vinegar Yard lies about 150m to
the east of Bermondsey Street, which was the main
approach to the abbe y f rom the north, and which
is known to have been built up by the late I+th
century', Five Foot Lane (mod ern Tanner Street) is
known to have existed since at least 151+, when it
was referred to in a lease in relation to the common
of Horselydown, although this reference might be
to the eastern part of the lane (to the east of modern

Archaeol Soc joint pub no 3(1988) 5-12.
4-. K A Heard 'The hinterland of Roman Southwark: part I '

London Archaeols, no. 3(1996 ) 76-82.
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Fig. 3:late medieval features

T ower Bridge Road), which then formed part of
the boundary of both St. Olave's parish and the
Great Liberty Manor'. Vinegar Yard is in the south
eastern corner of a two-acre plot, being that part of
Horselydown common lying in the manor of
Bermondsey, which was sold by Henry VIII to
Walter Hendly in 15457•

By the late medieval period Bermondseywas known
principally for its leather industry and associated
tr ades. Several factors influenced this develop
ment: the tanners could obtain a ready supply of
skins from the butchers of London, and were close
to the principal market for their produce. The
various processes of tanning required huge quanti
ties of water, and Bermondsey had an ample sup
ply in the numerous tidal streams and man-made
ditches by which this low-lying district was drained.
Finally, it was close to supplies of oak bark, which
was the main agent used for tanning.

In the rzth and rsth centuries the industry in
creased greatly. The tanners of Bermondsey were
granted a royal charter, being incorporated under
the name of 'the Master, Wardens and Commonalty
of the art or mistery of tanners in the parish of St.
Mary Magdalene, Bermondsey, in the county of
Surrey'.Although this move was intended to coun
ter the undermining of the trade by those who
were unqualified or had not served a seven year
apprenticeship, in practice it had little effect",
Continued expansion of the industry meant that
by the middle of the roth century it is estimated
that one-third of the leather produced in Britain
was made in Surrey, and the vast majority of this
came from the tan yards of Bermondsey-.
5. M Carlin Mediel'al Southwark (1996) 31,
6. G R Corner The historyof Horselydown (1858) 10.
7. Corner, op citfn 6, 12.

Although the term ' tanning' is used generally to
describe the conversion of raw animal hides into
leather, traditionally the industry was divided
into the heavy trade of tanning, and the lighter
trade of tawing. True tanning was the treatment of
cattle hides by immersion in a solution of vegeta
ble tannin (usually oak bark) to produce a heavy
duty leather for use by shoemakers and saddlers.
The tanning of cattle hides took place in large,
timber-lined pits and was a process which took
many months. Tawing was a much faster process
and was used principally for treating the skins of
smaller animals such as sheep, goats, calves and
pigs. In the traditional method a combination of
alum and other substances such as egg yolk, oil,
butter or flour was worked into the skin, to pro
duce a lighter leather for the manufacture of
gloves, most leather garments, laces and shoe up
pers. T radit ionally the tawyer did this by tram
pling the skin with his bare feet in a tub set on the
ground. By the Tudor period the ta wyer was also
using certain vegetable tannins, either on their
own or in combination with alum.

Medieval period (Fig. 3)
One of the earliest maps of the area's shows Five
Foot Lane as a sinuous road following the bank of
a stream (the Neckinger) which flowed eastwards
towards the Thames at St. Saviour's Dock. The
northern bank of this stream was found along the
southern edge of the excavation site. At one point
the bank was reverted with closely-spaced elm
piles, which might have supported plank sheath
ing. Subsequent erosion and truncation had de
stroyed much of the structure, and there was no
8. G W Phillips History of Bermondsey (184-9) 105.
9. Victoria CountyHistories; History of theCountyofSurrey2 (1905)337.
10. Newcourt, 1658.
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clear evidence to date its construction, but it was
probably built in the later medieval period in an
attempt to reclaim land to the north. This may
have coincided with the dumping of extensive
layers of soil, which were found across the site and
which raised the ground level by at least 0.30m. A
north-south ditch drained into the stream. Its
primary silts produced small amounts of abraded
pottery dated to 1050-1150, and it seems to have been
backfilled deliberately in the roth century.

In the angle formed by these two watercourses was
a large artificial pond. It was trapezoidal in shape ,
measuring approximately IOmeast-west by a maxi
mum of srn north-south, and was up to 1.30m deep.
The sides (where seen) sloped at an angle of about
4So down to a flat base. In the north-west corner
steps were cut into the side of the pond, and timber
off-cuts were laid as treads to facilitate safe access
and egress. Although dating evidence is lacking,
the pond was probably created in the late medieval
period, but its function is unknown. Given its
location within the precinct of Bermondsey Ab
bey, it could have been a fish pond; alternatively it
might have had an industrial function, perhaps
associated with the leather industry.

The pond might have provided a head of water
which was channelled to the west via a sequence of
ditches, which were recorded in trench B. The
junction of the pond and ditches was outside the
area of excavation, so there is no evidence to
suggest that the flow of water was regulated by a
sluice. The original ditch wasat least z.zrn wide and
I.6m deep. After it had silted up completely, it was

re-dug on a smaller scale, only to silt up again.The
fills of both ditches contained small abraded f rag
rnents of rzth- to 14th-century pottery, which are
likel y to be residual. Eventually a third, even
shallower ditch was dug on the same orientation
but to the north. It was backfilled in the late Isth
or roth century.

The pond also silted up, and must have become
quite stagnant; its fills were highly organic and
laminated, containing extensive layers of matted
vegetation. It was used as a dump for large quanti
tiesof animal bone , almost exclusively the metapo
dial s (lower leg bones) of sheep. This is clear evi
dence for the presence on or near the site of a
tawyer's yard. It was normal practice for hides to
be deli vered to the tanner with the hooves and
horns intact. They probably served as con venient
pegs for handling, hanging and stretching the
hides. T he horns, once removed, were passed to the
horn wo rker, the hooves to the gluemaker and the
lower leg bones were discarded as waste. There are
numerous examples countrywide of local legisla
tion to counter the nuisance caused by the accu
mulat ion of such waste; for example, in North
ampton a bye-law of IS66 ordered that the tanners
should cleanse their quarter of carrion and bon e
once every year".

T he pon d was backf illed finally with dumps of
soil contai ning similar bone waste, in the late roth
century. It is conceiva ble that the pond, the north
south ditch to the east and the third east-west
ditch to the west were all inf illed deliberately at
the same tim e.

n. R Thomson 'Leather manufacture in the post-medieval per iod with special refe rence to Northampto nshi re' Post-medieval
A rchaeollS (1981) 161-175.
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Early 17th century
After the north-south ditch had been backfilled, it
was sealed by an extensive layer of compacted
crushed coal and clinker, forming an external yard
su rf ace. This petered out at the edge of the
Neckinger stream, which continued to form the
southern boundary of the site.The nor t hern bank
seems to have continued to erode at the point
where the north-south ditch had previously drained
into it, and in order to counteract this a flimsy
revetment of interlaced stakes was erected against
the side of the channel. The stream was used
subsequentl y for the d isposal of domestic refuse
and bone waste.

At about the same time, a large rectangular pit, up
to 3.4-m wide and at least I.3m deep, was dug in the
south-east corner of the backfilled pond.The sides
of the pit were not supported in an y way and its
f unction is unknown, but the nature of its fills
suggests that animal skins were being processed in
the immediate vicinity: the pit was backfilled with
dumps of highly organic material and slaked lime,
which was used as a dehairing agent (see below). It
contained man y animal bones ,still principally sheep
metapodials representing tawyers' waste, although
the presence of two cattle horn cores suggests the
presence of a local horn-working industry. The pit
was backfillcd in the earl y rzth century.

Mid 17t h to lat e rgt h cen t ury (Fig. 4)
In the mid 17th century a pile and plank revetment
was constructed within the stream to straighten
and retain the bank, and dumping on its landward
side enabled the yard to be extended by up to trn to
the south. Oak piles supported re-used oak and elm
boat planking set on edge. The re-used timbers
were derived from both carvel- and clinker-bui lt
vessels; the former were similar to Iate-roth- to
early-rzrh-century boat planking f rom other sites
in Bermondsey. An oak land-tie formed f rom a re
used building timber sawn lengthways and prob
ably spiked to the side of one of the vertical oak
piles was a typical 16th/17th-century method. The

.top of the revetment was repaired in the late rzth
century using softwood boards.By the mid- to late
rsth century the stream (or roadside ditch as it must
have become) was backf illed del iberately and yard
surf aces of cobble and brick were laid over it.

The construction of the revetment coincided with
increased activity on the site, all relating to the
processing of skins or hides. The evidence consists
principally of numerous pits , which were used in
the various processes of leather manufacture.

Many of these pits were lined wi th wooden casks
or stave-built vessels (Fig. 5). Although none of

th em survived intact, the remains of several were
retri eved for detailed anal ysis.They are all thought
to have been re-used. Some were designed to con 
tain liquids, while others were made as so-called
'slack casks': loosely made barrel-shaped vessels for
t ransporting materials such as apples.Of particular
interest wasa well-made cask with alternate radia lly
split oak staves and narrow tangential staves of a
heavy reddish-brown tropical hardwood, possibly
teak. The staves were bound with 16 roundwood
hoops, fa stened wi th square-headed ash(?) pegs at
th e overlap and bou nd with what appears to be
split willow. T he head pieces (end boa rds) were
made of the same alterna ti ng timbers, joined wi th
edge dowels. The use of alte rna te staves of teak
and oak is known in recen t semi-decorative coop
erage, and it seems likely that this recycled vessel is
an unusually early example of the same practice.

All of these vessels were fi lled partially with soft,
whitish deposits of slaked lime. A solu t ion of lime
was used commonly by tanners and tawyers to
remove hair and an y remai ni ng fles h from hides
and skins . Traditionally this was done either in
tubs set on the ground or , as here, in vessels sunk
into the ground. They would have been too small

Fig. s:a 17th-cen t u ry wooden cask, re -used as a container
f or li ming animal sk ins. The lime has left a white residue
on t he lower part of the vessel. One of the head pieces has
be en dist u r bed in an t iquity (photo : K Heard )
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to contain a complete cow hide, but could have
accommodated sheep skins; this is borne out by the
continued predominance of sheep metapodials in
the backfills of some of the 17th century pits ,
indicating that tawing was still the main practice.

In fact, there is some evidence for specialisation
within this field: the metapodials of young lambs
are unusua lly well represented in the bone assem
blage from all periods. However, goats are repre 
sented only by a small number of horn cores
(which might have been brought into the area by
local horn workers), and their skins were not being
processed here.

Slaked lime was derived from the hydration of
lumps of quic klime, which itself was obtained by
heating limestone or chalk in a kiln. The slaking
process was probably carried out in raised metal
containers, and would therefore leave no archaeo
logical record. However, there is some evidence to
suggest th at lime slaking was taking place on or
near the site. On the north side of trench A a large
timber-lined pit was used at the end of the rzth
century for th e disposal of a mass of concreted

chalky rubble containing occasional flint nodules.
T his is thought to have been made up of discarded
lumps of quicklime which did not undergo the
slaking process. The pit seems to have been re-used,
perhaps for tanning: its upper fill was a finely
laminated deposit of organic silts and clays sepa
rated by lenses of sand, dated to the mid 18th
century.

As well as the pits containing circular casks, there
were others with rectangular timber linings. Those
dating to the 17th century were generally quite
decayed. Two later examples, dating to the first
half of the rsth century, were particularly well
preserved. The smallerof the two, which measured
r.sm by I.om, contained a thick deposit of lime
solution, and was probably used for dehairing
cattle hides. It was made of tongue and grooved
softwood boards set on edge, with joining cleats of
softwood and oak nailed across the boards on the
outside. The corners were neatly rebated and sup
ported by vertical triangular chocks at the top.The
base was made similarly of tongue and grooved
boards, nailed to the lining. Clearly, this structure

Fig. 6: excavating and recording post-medieval pits at the east end of trench A. To the right is a timber tank,
probably used in t he rgt h century for t anning cattle hides (photo : M Cox)
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was mad e as a self-supporting watertight box or
tank, by a professional joiner.

The larger tank measured 4m by zrn and was much
more crudely built out of a mixture of new and
second-hand materials (Fig.6).The sides were made
as battered pile and plank structures with new
sof twood boards laid on edge, supported by piles
and stakes of oak and softwood. Some of the oak
piles were re-used ship timbers. The bottom of the
timber lining was of wide softwood boards nailed
to ground-fast joists of re-used timber, derived
f rom both ships and buildings. This simple struc
tu re could have been built by labourers rather than
craf tsmen.

It was furnished with a lead drain pipe in its south
side, about 0.30m from the base. This allowed
liquids to be drained into the roadside ditch to the
south. T here are numerous examples in the docu
mentary record of tanners being fined for pollut
ing watercourses in this fashion.Two other drains,
of timber box construction and dating the late rzth
and rsth centuries, ran in the same direction.

T his larger structure might have been used as a
liming tank, indicated by lime residues on its lower
sides and base, but was big enough to serve as a
handling tank for cattle hides in the preliminary
stage of tanning. This involved immersing the
hides in a weak solution of tanning liquor. T hey
were moved around in this liquor almost cont inu
ously using long poles, and occasionally were han
dled in and out of the pits using long-handled
hooks. This initial process could take up to a
month and was intended to give the hides a uni
form colour.They were then moved to other tanks
called layaways, where they were sandwiched be
tween layers of crushed oak bark and covered with
water for several months, to complete the process.

These two purpose-built tanks suggest a switch
f rom tawing to ' true' tanning in the rsth century,
and this is borne out by the predominance in their
backf ills of cattle horn cores and skull fragments
over sheep metapodials.

Although the site was used as a tawyers' or tanners'
yard from the middle of the rzt h century until the
end of the rsth century, there is little evidence for
buildings of this period, apart from a few timber
piles which might have supported wooden drying
sheds. If there were more substantial buildings
they must have been located outside the areas of
excavation. Certainly, the cartographic evidence
indicates the presence of buildings: Morgan's map

12. Drummond-Murray et al, op citfn I, 253-

of 1681-82 and Rocque's map of 1747 both showed
large st ruc tures within the area of site.

By th e end of the rsth century the roadside ditch
to the south of th e site had been backfilled. A row
of terraced houses called Russell 's Buildings were
bu ilt alo ng the st reet f rontage and Five Foot Lane
was re-named Russell Street.There was no archaeo
logical evidence f or these houses, although a
number of rubbish pits of this date were found in
yard areas to the rear. Russell 's Buildings survived
until at least 1833, but were ultimately replaced by
fac to ry buildings when the adjoining Sarsons vin 
egar wo rks was enlarged in the mid roth century.
The vin egar factory closed in 1991.

Conclusions
The discove ry of a Bronze Age cooking pit at
Vinegar Yard is an important addition to the
growing bod y of evidence for prehistoric settle
men t and land use in north Southwark>.

The late medieval revetment, pond and associated
ditched are significant in terms of their location
within the precinct of Bermondsey Abbey; they
provide evidence for land reclamation and water
man agement which will contribute to a major
programme of research into this important monas
tic establishment».

T he excavation has revealed a well-preserved se
quence of deposits and features relating to the use
of the site in the post-medieval period for the
processing of animal skins for leather production.
Remains of this type are often found on excava
tion sites in this area, but previously there has been
very little detailed analysis. It is hoped that the
discoveries at Vinegar Yard will provide the basis
for the long overdue assessment and publication
of the archaeological evidence for Bermondsey's
all-important leather industry.
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