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Introduction 
SAXON LONDON has generally been rather more 
elusive than its Roman ancestor or its medieval 
successor. Early Saxon 'London' hardly seems to  exist 
at all as an urban settlement in the 5th and 6th 
centuries AD, though evidence of scattered farm- 
steads and hamlets has been found, for example, at 
Clapham and Kingstonz. The discovery of the Mid- 
dle Saxon (7th- to  9th-century) port and trading 
settle-ment of Lundenwic in the area of modern 
Covent Garden was one of the success stories of 

I. With contributions by Charlotte Ainsley, Alan Pipe and 
Kevin Rielly (animal bone), Anne Davis, John Giorgi and 
Lisa Gray-Rees (botany), Lynne Keys (metalworking slag). 

2. R Densem and D Seeley 'Excavations at Rectory Grove, 
Clapham, 1980-1' London Archaeol4 (1982) 177-84; D Hawkins 
'Anglo-Saxon Kingston: a shifting pattern of settlement' 
London Archaeol g (1998) 271-8. 

3. RCowieand R L Whytehead with LBlackmore'Two Middle 
Saxon occupation sites: excavations at Jubilee Hall and 21-22 
Maiden Lane, wcz' Trans London Middlesex Archaeol Soc 39 

London archaeology in the 1980s and several sites 
have already been published3. A monograph on the 
Royal Opera House site, the largest excavation of 
Middle Saxon London, is soon to  appear4 and it is 
hoped to  publish a study of the whole Lundenwic 
settlement (Fig. I) now that more than 75 sites have 
been excavated. The history of Late Saxon London 
following King Alfred's reoccupation of the City in 
the late 9th century is becoming better understood 
thanks to  new excavation results such as the Late 
Saxon harbour of Aetklred'sHphe, now Queenhithes. 

(1988) 47-163;RL Whyteheadand RCowie with L Blackmore 
'Excavations at the Peabody site, Chandos Place, and the 
National Gallery' Trans London Middlesex Archaeol Soc 40 
(1989) 35-176; S Farid and G Brown 'A butchery site in 
Lundenwic' London Archaeol8 (1997) 147-52. 

4. G Malcolm, D Bowsher with R Cowie & L Blackmore 
Excavationsat the Royal Opera House 1989-1997 MoLAS mono- 
graph (forthcoming). 

5. J Ayre, R Wroe-Brown and D Malt Aethelred's Hythe toQueen- 
hithe; King Alfred's Legacy MoLAS monograph (forthcoming). 
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Fig. z: plan of Saxon features at 8-18 Charing Cross Road 

In this article we aim to show the results of three the Mercers' Comvanv (Old Brewer's Yard) and 
l , \  

recent excavations by the h h ~ e u m  of h n d o n  Renoport Ltd (Kingsway Hall). All three sites are 
Service (MOLAS) at Charing Cross situated on a brickearth subsoil, which overlies the 

Road, Old Brewer's Yard and Kingsway gravel river terraces and slopes down gently south which are located across the Middle Saxon 
Lundenwic settlement (Fig. I). The archaeological the Thames-B~ and 

0 -  ~ 

work was commission;d i n d  generously funded these three relatively small sites it is hoped that 
by the Peabody Trust (8-18 Charing Cross Road), some wider themes may be seen, perhaps acting as 



pointers t o  what may emerge from a more detailed 
analysis of Lundenwic sites. 

The dating evidence for these sites comes from a 
pottery dating chronology developing from previ- 
ous studies which suggest that ceramic phases can be 
defined by 'chaff -tempered ware' (c. 600-750)~ 'Ips- 
wich ware' (c. 730/750-850) and 'shell-tempered ware' 
(C. 770/800-850)~. 

8-18 Charing Cross Road (Fig. 2) 
In 1994 an archaeological investigation was carried 
out on the site of 8-18 Charing Cross Road (site c x ~ g q  
on Fig. I). The site was heavily truncated by the 
basements of the modern building and so only iso- 
lated 'islands' or pockets of the natural brickearth 
cut by Saxon pits survived. 

Six pits cutting natural brickearth were excavated. 
Five were roughly circular, from 0.9 to  2.1m in 
diameter and relatively shallow. One pit contained a 

single sherd of Ipswich ware pottery and can be 
securely dated to  the Saxon period (c. 730-850); the 
others contained no dating material but had similar 
fills and are probably also of Middle Saxon date. A 
sixth pit was both larger (2.7m diameter) and deeper 
-- at least 2m deep in relation to  the original Saxon 
ground surface. This pit is interpreted as a well 
judging by its depth and the typical 'funnel' profile, 
though it was not quite deep enough to  reach the 
natural gravels below the brickearth. It was almost 
certainly timber lined since wood fragments were 
found in the waterlogged lower fills. The pottery 
from the lower fills suggests that the well was dug in 
the first half of the 8th century and that it probably 
went out of use before 800. 

Environmental evidence recovered from the lower 
backfill of the well clearly indicates that it was later 
used as a refuse pit. Relatively large quantities of 
rushes and sedges might well have been used for 

6. L Blackmore in Cowie etal, op c i t fn  3; L Blackmore in Whytehead etal, op c i t fn  3; L Blackmore 'La ceramique du VItme au XItme 
sitcle i Londres et dans la rtgion londonienne' in D Piton (ed.) Travaux du Group de Recherches et dJEtudes sur la Chmique dans 
Le Nord-Pas&-Calais. Actes du Colloque dYOutreau (10-12 Avril1992) (1993) 12pjo; L Blackmore in G Malcolm et al, op cit f n  4. 

Fig. 3: plan of Saxon road and open area at Old Brewer's Yard 



thatching, flooring or even bedding. Smaller quanti- 
ties of burnt cereals such as bread wheat, barley and 
rye also suggest domestic occupation close by. Other 
food plant remains were fairly sparse but included 
fig, hazelnut and vegetables such as cabbage or tur- 
nip. The presence of fly puparia suggests that latrine 
waste was dumped in the disused well. The animal 
bone assemblage is varied in both species and carcass- 
part and shows local domestic processing, particu- 
larly of cattle but also of a range of other meat 
sources such as sheep or goat, pig, goose, fish and 
oyster. 

The finds indicate a range of activities quite typical 
of other Middle Saxon sites. Two small yellow glass 
beads, some t iny pin and comb fragments, 
loomweights, iron slag, quern stones and a hone 
suggest that domestic and workshop activities in- 
cluding weaving, corn grinding and metalworking 
were taking place (see Table 2). 

Old Brewer's Yard (Fig. 3) 
The second site, at Old Brewer's Yard just west of 
Neal Street, was investigated in 1992, 1995 and 1997 
(site 0 ~ ~ 9 5  on Fig. I). Though the site was a large block 
of land of around 2500mz only a relatively small area 
of 13m2 was excavated by hand (to the rear of 9-15 Neal 
Street). Deep basements of the 18th-century brewery 
that gave the site its name had truncated most of the 
development area. Some deep features such as wells 
were, however, observed in the watching brief of 
these basemented areas. The watching brief also re- 
corded the north-western edge of the brickearth 
outcrop that overlies Covent Garden (to the south- 
east of Long Acre). 

Evidence for the earliest activity consisted of three 
pits of c. 23m in diameter and up to Im depth that had 
been dug into the natural gravels. They may well be 
small-scale gravel quarry pits to  provide road or yard 
building material for the settlement. Although there 
is no direct dating evidence for this quarrying it may 
date to  an early period of activity in Lur~denwic, 
perhaps the late 7th or early 8th century when roads 
and houses were being built at the Royal Opera 
House site, just zoom south-east. 

The area of the gravel pits was then consolidated 
with dumped material and a very compact gravel 
surface was laid down, probably during the 8th 
century. This represents a metalled north-south road 
or alley with a drainage gully (Fig. 3). One pit was 
observed in the open area to the east of this road. 

The road does not seem to  have remained in use for 
very long since it was covered over with dumped 
material and the area was then used for rubbish pits 
in the later 8th or 9th century. One pit contained a 
near-complete Ipswich ware pitcher of a unique 
form (Fig. 7, D) and a slightly later deposit contained 
part of a shell-tempered cooking pot (Fig. 7, B). Fi- 

nally the area was covered with a dark grey silt, 'dark 
earth', which probably represents limited agricul- 
tural activity from Saxon to post-medieval times, 
since Saxon pottery was found in the lower levels 
whilst 17th-century pottery was found at the top. 

The finds and the environmental material from this 
site were generally sparse, but the Ipswich ware 
pitcher and small quantities of bread wheat suggest 
domestic activity nearby. The fauna1 evidence was 
similar to  that found at 8-18 Charing Cross Road and 
was characterised by moderate quantities of butch- 
ery waste, primarily cattle, and a small amount of 
more 'domestic' material such as bird and fish bones 
and oyster shell. 

Kingsway Hall (Fig. 4) 
The third site is Kingsway Hall, 66-68 Great Queen 
Street (site K W H ~ ~  on Fig. I) where archaeological 
investigations were carried out in 1996 and 1997. 
Shallower basementsover some of the sitemeant that 
there was much better archaeological survival here 

Fig 4: view of excavation of Saxon features at Kingsway 
Hall, from north-west 



Fig 5. plan of  the Saxon boundary ditch at Kingsway Hall 

than on the two sites discussed above and conse- 
quently a more coherent picture of the activities 
taking place can be pieced together. 

Prehistoric 
Interestingly, there was some evidence of prehistoric 
activity on this site in the form of a Mesolithic or 
Neolithic flint scraper found, perhaps in situ, in a 
weathered brickearth subsoil. Six other worked flint 
flakes of similar date and thirteen sherds of pottery 
which range in date from the Middle Bronze Age to  
the Middle Iron Age were found in later contexts. 
This is a relatively large and chronologically exten- 
sive prehistoric assemblage for an area where usually 
there is poor prehistoric survival7. 

Roman 
An isolated ditch running north-west to south-east 
was excavated and a single sherd of Roman pottery 
was recovered from its fill. I t  was probably a field 
boundary ditch, zoom south of the Roman road 
leading west out of the City. 

Saxon 
A good archaeological sequence of cut features and 
intermittent soil development survived as there was 
only a very shallow basement over part of the site. 

Fig. 5 shows the extent of the surviving brickearth 
and some of the Saxon activity on the site and Fig. 6 
illustrates the changing sequence of activity in the 
best area of preservation. 

The earliest Saxon activity consisted of dozens of 
stakeholes that perhaps represent an animal pen or 
enclosure formed by a stake fence or wattle hurdles 
(Fig. 6 ~ ) .  A well and four pits are attributed to  this 
early phase, but unfortunately there is no direct 
dating evidence other than the fact that they are 
sealed by later activity. By analogy with other sites 
such as the Royal Opera House we might infer a date 
of the late 7th to  early 8th century. 

During the next phase of activity (Fig.s~),around the 
mid 8th century, several pits encroached upon the 
former enclosure area. Some contained only chaff- 
tempered pottery (including Fig. 7, A), but others 
contained Ipswich ware and must date to the mid8th 
century or later. A stamped sherd of Ipswich ware 
was found in a contemporary ground surface (Fig. 7, 
c). The pits are characterised by the presence of iron- 
smithing slag and butchery waste. Environmental 
samples from these pits contained seeds of arable 
7. See N Merriman 'A prehistory for central London?' London 

Archaeol 5 (1987) 318-26. 
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Fig 6: plan of sequence of Saxon activity at Kingsway Hall. A: well, pits and stakeholes forming possible 
animal enclosures. B: pits containing iron slag and butchery waste. C: stakeholes forming possible animal 
enclosures. D: pits and postholes for a possible animal pen 

field weeds such as poppy and corn marigold, which 
may have been cleaned from cereals or  other crops. A 
few seeds typical of farm-yard plants including net- 
tle and elder may have grown nearby. A few plants 
suitable for  animal bedding such as bracken and 
hcathcr were also recovered. This environmental 
evidence would suggest that agricultural activity, 
animal husbandry and butchery were taking place 
nearby. 

An important feature that probably dates t o  this 
phase is another north-west t o  south-east ditch (Fig. 
S), which was adjacent t o  the earlier backfilled Ro- 
man ditch. This appears t o  mark a boundary as all the 
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observed archaeological features were in the open 
area to the south-west of this ditch. Two wells may 
also belong to  this period though they contained no  
dating evidence. 

Numerous stakeholes cut some of the pits described 
above and indicate that a new version of the animal 
enclosure had been re-established close to  its former 
position, possibly in the later 8th century (Fig. 6c). 

This fenced enclosure was in turn replaced by a more 
substantial post structure, possibly an animal pen 
(Fig. 6 ~ ) .  Two pits were also dug in this area, the fills 
of which contained food waste from 'high meat 



value' animal bones, oyster, and charred bread wheat 
and barley grains. No pottery was associated with 
these features, but by analogy with the latest Saxon 
activity at the Royal Opera House it is likely that 
they date from the late 8th or 9th century. 

Finds from several of the features, such as loom- 
weights, quernstones, pins and glass, suggest domes- 
tic occupation close to  the site. 

Medieval and later 
A later ditch cut the earlier Saxon ditch but main- 
tained the same alignment. This ditch produced no 
dateable finds but might beidentified with theditch 
or channel known as the 'Common Sewer' shown on 
a 16th-century map8. The excavation showed that this 
ditch was in turn replaced by an 18th-century ditch. 
This sequence of Roman, Saxon, medieval and post- 
medieval ditches demonstrates a remarkable survival 
of a boundary line over one and half millennia and 
it probably represents an evolving and managed 
natural feature such as a watercourse. 

An irregularly shaped feature 4.zm wide in the north- 
west corner of the site was all that survived of 
intercutting rubbish pits with similar fills. A signifi- 
cant assemblage of late 16th- to early 17th-century 
pottery was recovered from the fills, including 
whitewares from the Surrey-Hampshire borders and 
Frechen stoneware jugs and bottles from Germany. 

Comparison of the three sites 
This article summarises three Middle Saxon sites for 
the purpose of comparison. Table I summarises the 
8. Survey of London, vo1.s The Parishof St Gilcs-in-the-Fields(vo1. 

3) London County Council (1914) plate 2. 

9. Whytehead et al, op citfn 68-9. 
10. G Malcolm et al, op cit fn 4. 

development sequence of the three sites, while Table 
2 concentrates on the Saxon finds and environmen- 
tal material and illustrates how activities may have 
varied across the sites. The definitions of periods 
may seem too precise given the relatively sparse 
dating evidence, but they have been based upon the 
extensive stratigraphic and pottery dating sequence 
recently developed for the Royal Opera House site. 

As has been suggested elsewhere, it would seem that 
in the late 7th or early 8th century the built-up 
settlement of Lundenwzc had not yet expanded be- 
yond a core at the waterfronts Evidence of this 
period was found at the Royal Opera House site1" but 
at Old Brewer's Yard (zoom north-west) the archaeo- 
logical evidence is conf ined to  early quarrying, while 
at Kingsway Hall (35om to  the north-east) it is related 
to agriculture or animal husbandry. The well at 
Charing Cross Road (~oom t o  south-west) may date 
to before c. 730, but the evidence is inconclusive. 

By around the mid 8th century urban occupation had 
expanded west to  the Charing Cross rold site. Though 
no buildings were found, the evidence for locally 
processed animal bone, the presence of cereals and 
rush flooring plants, and finds such as loomweights 
and beads all suggest that there was occupation close 
by. Fragmentary remains of a timber building were 
discovered around loom to  the south at the National 
Portrait Gallery~~. These two sites must be close to  the 
south-western edge of the settlement since further 
out we find less evidence for domestic occupation 
and massive quarry pits at the National Gallery sitelz 

11. London Fieldwork and Publication Round-up 1998 London 
Archaeol9, mpp. I (1999) 30. 

12. R. Cowie 'Excavations at the National Gallery, 1987' in 
Whytehead et al, op cit fn 3,j8-71. 

Fig. 7: new pottery forms; a chaff-tempered jar (A) and a stamped Ipswich ware pitcher (c) from Kingsway Hall, 
a shell-tempered cooking-pot (B) and an Ipswich ware spouted pitcher (D) from Old Brewer's Yard (1:4) 



8-18 Charing Cross Road 
Post-medieval 18-19c cellar, drains, 

cesspits and well 
I ~ C  open area with ditch 

Medieval 

Late Saxon 
Undated Saxon four pits 

c. 770-850 

C. 730-770 well & pit 
(or later) 

Roman (residual building material) 

Prehistoric (residual flint waste flake) 

Natural brickearth over sand 
and gravel 

Old Brewer's Yard 
18-I~C brewery 
I ~ C  open area with ditch, 
cesspit and ?building 

dark earth ? 

dark earth 

two wells & a pit 

dumping and pitting 
over former road 

N-S road 
open area with pit to  E 

quarry pits 

brickearth over sand 
and gravel 

Kingsway Hall 
18-19c buildings 
16-I~C open area with pits 
18C NW-SE ditch 

open area with pit and 
NW-SE boundary ditch 

well & two pits 

animal enclosures 

open area with well and pits 
NW-SE boundary ditch 
(= NE extent of settlement) 

animal enclosures 
open area with well and pit 

NW-SE boundary ditch (residual pot) 

? tree holes; brickearth subsoil 
with mesolithic/neolithic flint 
(residual flints and MBA-MIA pottery) 

brickearth over sand 
and gravel 

Table I: comuarative land use table of the three sites (abbreviations: C = century; N, S, W, E = north, south, etc; 
MBA = ~ i d d l e  Bronze Age; MIA = Middle Iron ~ ~ e ) . '  

(rsom further south-west), or the absence of Saxon 
features in Leicester Square13 (room further west). 

Modern Long Acre runs east-west along a natural 
ridge and it may be the line of a Saxon road; the short- 
lived north-south road observed on the Old Brewer's 
Yard site would have been a small perpendicular side 
road to  the north with open ground on the east. The 
road may not have lasted long due to  problems of 
damp ground: environmental evidence indicated the 
presence of wetland plants. An explanation of this 
may lie in the fact that the ground slopes down north 
of the Long Acre ridge whereas the overall topogra- 
phy falls south to  the Thames, thus creating a local- 
ised valley with drainage problems. Saxon deposits 
indicative of a marshy area were recorded at the 
Shorts Garden site14 also to the north of Long Acre. 

At Kingsway Hall there was quite a mixed pattern of 
occupation in the 8th and perhaps also the 9th cen- 
tury. The indication is that the site lies on the north- 
eastern edge of the settlement since there is no 
apparent activity beyond (north-east of) the bound- 
ary ditch. The fenced enclosure structures suggest 
that this 'urban fringe' was being used for stock- 
keeping but this is not the whole story. Iron smithing 
was clearly taking place nearby, since large quantities 
of slag and hearth material were dumped in pits, 
apparently during (or in the intervals between) the 

13 S Hoad Archaeological Excavatwn on the Sorcth Side of Leicester 
Square ( L E S ~ ~ )  unpublished MoLAS archive report (1989). 

use of the evolving enclosure structures. Further- 
more there were houses nearby since there are also 
more 'domestic' or 'craft' finds such as loomweights 
and glass together with cereals and food preparation 
waste. This domestic activity replaced the iron- 
smithing activity, though it is hard to  know if this 
reflects a general trend in this part of town or a 
localised event. 

Very little Saxon pottery was recovered from these 
sites: only 52 sherds, of which half are from the 
excavations at Charing Cross Road, mainly from the 
well. Seventeen sherds were recovered from the 
Kingsway Hall site, while only eight were found at 
Old Brewer's Yard. As is usual on Lundenwic sites, 
chaff-tempered and Ipswich wares are the most com- 
mon; that little non-local material and only two 
imported sherds were found reflects the fact that 
these three sites are all some distance away from the 
river and the main trading areas. Nonetheless, the 
finds are of importance for dating and because they 
extend the existing form typologies. 

The chaff-tempered wares include a small slack- 
shouldered jar with an internally expanded narrow 
rim (Fig. 7, A), while the Ipswich wares include a 
sherd, possibly from a spouted pitcher (Fig. 7, c), 
which has a unique combination of three different 
stamps. Uppermost is a gridded pendant triangle, 

14. A Connor Archaeological ExcavationsatzdShortsGa&mo 
unpublished MoLAS archive report (1990). 



Type of evidence 8-18 Charing Cross Road 
Pottery chaff-tempered cooking pots 

& sandy wares; Ipswich ware; 
one ?N French import 

Finds z loomweights, I hone, quern 
fragment, z beads, 3 copper-alloy 
pins, iron hook, comb, iron slag 

Animal bone 'domestic' processing of 
mammal, bird, fish & oyster; 
'workshop' antler waste 

Botany some cereals; abundant wetland 
plants; fly puparia suggest 
faecal deposits 

Old Brewer's Yard 
Ipswich ware spouted pitcher; 
shell-tempered ware 
cooking pot 

some iron slag 

predominantly cattle (some 
sheeplgoat) butchery waste; 
some 'domestic' bird, fish 
& oyster 

cereals & wetland plants 

Kingsway Hall 
Ipswich ware(inc1.stampedpitcher); 
chaff-tempered ware (incl. unusual 
jar); one ?N French import 

3 loomweights, quernstones, 
copper-alloy pin, glass vessel, 
abundant iron-smithing slag and 
hearth lining, crucible fragments 

abundant cattle (some sheeplgoat 
& pig) butchery waste; 
'domestic' chicken, goose & fish 
waste; 'domestic' horn working 

arable weeds/waste ground plants 
(manure heaps?) and 
few bread wheat and barley grains 

Table 2: comparative table of Middle Saxon finds and environmental material 

beneath this is small gridded oval, and under that 
there is a larger circle. This may have been 'blind', as 
seen at the National Gallery15 or might have con- 
tained a gridded circle, like finds from the Royal 
Opera House16 and from Gate Street, near Kingsway17. 
The gridded triangle is the most common motif on 
stamped Ipswich wares from Lundenwic, but this is 
the first example of a small gridded oval; the use of 
multiple stamps is also very rare. 

An even more unusual find is a near complete spouted 
pitcher from Old Brewer's Yard, the fabric of which 
is typical Ipswich ware, but which has a pulled spout 
of a type hitherto found only on the imported 
greywares (Fig.7, D); this may perhaps have been made 
by a foreign potter in Ipswich. The cooking pot from 
Old Brewer's Yard is in a shelly clay fabric which has 
recently been shown to  come from the Woolwich 
Beds geological deposit, and was probably made in 
Kent (Fig. 7, B). This fabric has also been recognised 
at other Lundenwic sites and at Sandtun in Kentr8. 

The absence of coins and the relative lack of 
loomweights (compared to  the Royal Opera House 
site) may suggest that these three sites are near the 
periphery of Lundenwic, away from the main focus 
of housing and commercial activity. The archaeo- 
logical evidence suggests that there was a very mixed 
social economy in this urban fringe, with metal- 
working, animal husbandry and commercial butch- 
ery all taking place alongside where people lived. 
Furthermore the 'domestic' environment does not 
seem to  have been purely domestic in a modern sense 
since horn-working, cloth-weaving, corn-grinding 
and small-scale butchery probably all took place 
within the home. 

Variations in the activities observed on these three 
sites might be used as evidence of economic zoning 
in the Middle Saxon settlement. Iron-smithing activ- 

ity may have been taking place more towards the 
north and east of the settlement, such as at the 
Kingsway Hall site. Animal husbandry and butchery 
may also be more concentrated in the east of the 
settlement than the west. 

By looking at larger numbers of Lundenwic sites it 
may eventually be possible, for example, to  define 
areas of varying social status. The nature of domes- 
tic/craft activity may also vary across the settlement 
with, for example, more cloth-weaving taking place 
in one area and more bone-working in another. The 
nature and dating of the end of the settlement for 
the moment remains problematic. We should how- 
ever be in a better position to answer these questions 
in the near fur~rre once the Royal Opera House site 
is published and later when analysis of other sites 
across the Saxon town is completed. 
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