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Introduction
AOC Archaeology undertook an excavation at
15–17 Long Acre, City of Westminster, in June
1999, in advance of construction work. This
followed an evaluation by the Museum of London
Archaeology Service.1 This article presents
evidence of Saxon activity at the site, which
spanned the 5th/6th to 9th centuries. In the
medieval period, the site was part of the Convent
Garden of St Peter, Westminster and was
undeveloped until the 17th century, when a
bathhouse, later brothel, was established.2 The
site records, archived under site code LCR 99 are
available for reference and further study at the
London Archaeological Archive and Research
Centre (LAARC).

Topography and natural deposits
The natural geology of the site is of a gravel
terrace formed by the Thames. In the Covent
Garden area, a layer of alluvial sandy clay known
as brickearth is known to exist, but at 15–17 Long
Acre, this had been fully truncated by post-
medieval basements. The surviving gravel was
recorded at a maximum height of 19.25m OD.
The natural topography is in the form of a fairly
flat area, sloping gently down from the east to the
west, and also sloping down towards the bank of
the Thames. This area is well above the level of
the river, and was therefore not subject to alluvial
flooding as is the case closer to the Thames.

Archaeological and historical
background
The site lies some 1.7 km to the west of the
Roman city of London and approximately mid-
way between the two main Roman roads leading
to the west, which are believed generally to have
run along similar alignments to High Holborn to
the north and the Strand to the south.
When the Roman Empire began to collapse in the
later 4th century AD, the walled city of

Londinium declined and was eventually
abandoned. The early Saxon period is considered
to cover the time of the first Anglo-Saxon
migrants following the departure of the Romans
after AD 410, until the acceptance of Christianity
in the early 7th century. There is no written
history of this early period; the main sources are
Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica and the Anglo

Saxon activity at 15–17 Long Acre, City
of Westminster
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Saxon Chronicle; these were not written until the
8th and 9th centuries respectively, and it is
assumed that there had been an oral tradition of
which these documents are a synthesis.
The Thames is likely to have been an early Saxon
trading route and there are settlements along its
banks as far upstream as Oxfordshire. According
to the Anglo Saxon Chronicle, the settlement of
the Strand and Covent Garden area of London
became a major economic centre for trade, known
as Lundenwic. This trading port is described by
Bede as an emporium; ‘a market for many
peoples coming by land and sea’. It was
principally a centre for manufacture and
commerce, trading with similar emporia in
England and on the continent via the River
Thames. The Saxon occupation of Lundenwic
may have started as a small settlement; however,
given the Roman practice of using auxiliary
troops from one part of the Empire to control
another, it is likely that there were already people
of Saxon origin living in Britain, who developed
a settlement outside Roman Londinium prior to
the establishment of Lundenwic. The emporium
declined in the late 9th century following Viking
raids.
Investigations in the Covent Garden area have
revealed considerable evidence of the settlement
in the form of buildings and alleyways, rubbish
pits and burials. The more important sites that
have been explored in the area include those at
Jubilee Hall, Maiden Lane and the Royal Opera
House. These three sites all suffered minimal
ground disturbance, with not only the brickearth
but also the remains of Saxon floors, yard-
surfaces and roads being preserved. This sets
them apart from many sites closer to 15–17 Long
Acre, such as 1–3 Long Acre and 7–10 Floral
Street, where the uppermost Saxon levels had
been destroyed by post-medieval construction.
Only the deeper Saxon features survived. The site
is close to the supposed western edge of
Lundenwic, which has been taken to be on the
line of Charing Cross Road, possibly the line of a
former watercourse.

Period 1: Early Saxon c. AD 550–600
The Early Saxon phase is represented by finds of
pottery and bone from quarries of a later date.
These are of great significance, raising, for the

first time, the fascinating possibility of activity in
the area predating the development of the
emporium. The pottery fabrics were tempered
with bone (ESBOE), greensand (SLGS),
sandstone (ESST) and limestone or slag
(MSIGL), all indicating a 6th–7th century date.
Sandstone-tempered wares are the most
diagnostic of the Early Saxon fabrics found in the
London region, mainly occurring on sites that
date to the 5th and 6th centuries. Two main fabric
groups are found: one containing a coarse
sandstone, the other containing ‘sugary
sandstone’ the source of which is unknown.
Greensand-tempered wares were made in both the
Early and Middle Saxon periods, and the source
of this group of wares is either Surrey or Essex.
A small amount of domestic waste is dated to this
phase, indicating some permanence of habitation
in the 6th century. A small number of
fragmentary human bones seem likely to have
derived from a dispersed Early Saxon cemetery in
the area, perhaps with a focus towards St. Martins
in the Fields.3 This was a possible religious centre
in the late 6th or early 7th century, probably the
site of the consecration of two bishops of London
in AD 604.4

The presence of Early Saxon material on this site
is of importance because finds of this date are
extremely rare in central London, consisting of a
few 5th-century items from Billingsgate and from
St Brides, and a small 5th- to 6th-century
assemblage from St Johns Clerkenwell, a short
distance up the River Fleet. Bone-tempered ware
is very unusual; the only other occurrences
known in the London area are from 5th- to 6th-
century sites at Hammersmith and
Harmondsworth.

Period 2: Middle Saxon c. AD 600–
750 (Fig. 2)
The earliest cut features seem likely to date from
a period of expansion of the Saxon settlement;
they consist of five pits excavated into the river
terrace deposits, presumably to extract gravel.
Quarrying provided materials necessary for
settlement as Lundenwic grew. Of the uses to
which gravel was put, the most intensive appears
to have been road building and resurfacing of
yard areas.5 It is likely that the natural brickearth
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was being quarried as well, since it is very
suitable for daub. After use, the quarries filled
gradually by a process of erosion and
accumulation, incorporating human and cattle
bones, and infrequent Roman building material.
This is thought to include material disturbed from
Middle Saxon burials. The Roman material was
probably brought to the area of Lundenwic for
re-use in hearths or wall foundations.6

This expansion is indicated in historical
documents. In AD 601, Pope Gregory chose
London to be the primary see of England, but the
Saxons reverted to paganism while their
overlords were busy organising and creating
Kingdoms. East Anglia, Wessex and Mercia were
located in central and southern England, but
Mercia became dominant by the mid-7th century.
This is indicated by a Charter of 672–4 that
includes the earliest reference to the Saxon ‘port
of London’, and refers to the Mercian king
Wulfhere. It is likely that the port and ensuing
trading centre (emporium) was under Mercian
control, since it had no other direct access to the
south and east coasts facing the continent.
Kentish kings may have re-established

themselves in London in the late 7th century, but
another charter indicates that London was under
the reign of the Mercian Aethelbald from AD
716.7

The concentration of houses seen at the Royal
Opera House and the location of the Saxon water-
front to the south of the site may indicate that the
main focus of the settlement was to the south and
west. At 15–17 Long Acre, Saxon occupation is
characterised by a number of pits that may have
been initially dug as cess-pits, quarries, or wells.
Evidence of direct settlement came from two pits
that date to the early part of this period. One was
filled with cess-like deposits, the other animal
bone and building material, mainly daub,
suggesting localised destruction or demolition of
buildings or structures.
Sixteen other pits were dated to this phase, and
were of two types: flat-based and round-based.
There were eight pits with flat bases and all were
prone to erosion and collapse, the basal fills
deriving from the sides of the quarries. As
opposed to the earlier quarries, the resultant
depressions in the landscape seem to have been
deliberately backfilled, providing a level
occupation area. Some of the pits were simply
filled with layers of sand and gravel, but four
were definitely used as refuse pits, bone and
oyster shell being the most common cultural
inclusion recorded, with little pottery. Midden
clearance is the most likely origin of these fills.
Pits filled with cess and domestic refuse were
concentrated in the westernmost part of the site.
They were circular, with steep sides and rounded
bases. The primary fills were rich in finds and
tended to be cessy in character. Thin lenses of
sand and gravel within the fills most likely
represent consolidation deposits. The upper fills
were derived from midden clearance.
Pottery provided the best dating evidence for
these features. Chaff-tempered ware was the most
common ware type. The tradition was introduced
in the 5th century, was more common in the 6th
century, and most popular in the 7th century.
Evidence from other sites in Lundenwic has
shown that this ware was completely dominant
until the introduction of Ipswich Ware (c. 730),
and that it went out of use between c. 750 and
770.8Fig. 2: Period 2, c. AD 600–750
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The pits also included everyday items such as two
bone handles from iron tools, a small copper-
alloy pin, a whetstone, parts of six loomweights
and part of a quernstone.
The finds illustrate domestic and working life in
the area: slag from iron working, fragments of
chopped antler and pieces of horn, quern
fragments and loomweights all indicate minor
industries or craftworking in the area by
manufacturers of tools, hides and textiles.
Trading links with the continent are also evident:
the quernstone is of Niedermendig lava, and
much of the imported pottery comes from North
France, Flanders and the Rhine. Evidence of diet
can be seen from domestic waste dumped into
these pits. Cattle were the main source of meat,
but sheep/goat, pig and chicken were also
consumed, as were shellfish.

Period 3: Middle Saxon c. AD 750–
850 (Fig. 3)
The process of quarrying and pit-digging
continued into the 9th century. Two large and two
smaller refuse pits were recorded with pottery
dating to this later period. The two larger pits
were over 1.20m in depth, and were filled with
quantities of bone, shell, pottery, daub and
charcoal, typical discards from a thriving
settlement. One of the pits contained a
fragmentary human skull, thought to be part of
another disturbed Middle Saxon burial. The end
of a scabbard slide <4> may also have been
disturbed from a burial context (Fig. 5, no. 4).
Flat-based pits were also dated to the later part of
this period. The fills were characterised by
occasional lenses of domestic waste, as if the
disposal of this refuse was becoming less
regimented towards the end of this period,
perhaps due to the necessity of filling pits rapidly,
with a rising population. Silty sand at the top of
several of these pits represents accumulation
deposits in the hollows that remained once the
site had been abandoned.
The large pits were typified by the high quantity
of animal bone compared with earlier dumps, and
signify either the proximity of an area of butchery
or a high population. Certainly, the diet of Middle
Saxon Lundenwic included a variety of
foodstuffs, both domesticated animals such as

cattle, pig, sheep and chicken, and wild species
such as goose, and varied shellfish.
Ipswich Ware pottery is first evident within the
archaeological record during this period.
Evidence from Ipswich itself suggests that the
industry started c. 730, but it is not impossible
that it took several years before the ware was
traded to Lundenwic, and a date closer to 750
may be more accurate. The ware continued in use
until the end of the settlement in the mid-9th
century. Shell-tempered ware is also a later
Middle Saxon type of pottery. Shell-tempered
wares occur only in the upper levels of the Royal
Opera House and other sites in Lundenwic, and
would appear to date from the late 8th to 9th
centuries. The exact start date is uncertain; it may
be as early as c. 770, or closer to 800, and the
wares are likely to have been produced in
Woolwich or Kent.9 Imported pottery comprises a
range of wheel-thrown greywares which derive
from North France or Flanders. These sherds are
from strap-handled pitchers; in most cases
decoration is confined to burnishing (Fig. 4, no.
9).

Fig. 3: Period 3, c. AD 750–850
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The finds from this phase reflect a rise in
population and density of habitation. Modern
truncation has removed the upper stratigraphy, so
any street layout is lost. It is possible that the
refuse pits lay within well-defined property
boundaries. The pitting is concentrated to the
north and west of site, away from the large quarry
of the first phase, which indicates that this
undisturbed area was either open ground in the
7th –8th centuries, or was unsuitable for digging.

Discussion: Middle Saxon industry,
economy and diet
The Middle Saxon deposits show both evidence
of small-scale industry and craft activities and
may be considered either as domestic industries
or as evidence sparsely spread through
redeposited midden deposits of a communal
origin. The amount of waste material is small.
Loomweights from the site indicate weaving was
undertaken in the vicinity (Fig. 5, nos 1–3), and
two fragments of a French or Rhenish pot have
purple staining on the interior, thought likely to
be remnants of madder, a plant dye used on
clothing. The trade of textiles from Lundenwic
clearly required regulation, since there are letters
surviving from Charlemagne to Offa, regarding
the trade of textiles for Niedermendig Lava
quernstones. These quernstones were a major
import from the Carolingian kingdom, the Saxons
seeming to regard it as superior to suitable British
stone.10 Fragments of quernstones found are
likely to have been used in a domestic setting.
There was little evidence of metal-working
beyond occasional finds of slag within the fills of
the refuse pits and quarries. Bone and antler
working were represented by pieces of sawn
antler, off-cuts too small to be fashioned into
objects. Bone knife handles are evidence of the
type of product from this craft. Cow and goat
horn-cores suggest working of horn on or near the
site, but since these are dumped deposits, a direct
source cannot be determined. It is possible that
tanning was also undertaken nearby; skull and
foot bones may have been left on hides prior to
preparation, and several of the bone assemblages
are dominated by these elements.
The later years of Lundenwic provided the largest
weight and quantity of animal bone of all the Fig. 4: Saxon pottery

periods. There is a very large and varied animal
assemblage with the full range of domestic
species present. Cattle are the most numerous,
followed by pig and then sheep or goat. The diet
was supplemented by oyster, goose and chicken.
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Of all the bones of this period, only seven came
from juvenile animals and one from a new-born
calf, suggesting animal husbandry was not a
priority in this part of Lundenwic. The eating of
horse does not seem to have been widely

practised either, perhaps indicating the value
these creatures had as working animals.
The quarry pits which abound in all three phases
of Saxon occupation are not confined to any one
zone, and neither are the domestic rubbish pits.
However, the site measured a limited 27m by
32m, a small area to draw meaningful
conclusions regarding spatial analysis.

The end of Lundenwic
Vikings began to raid towns and ports of northern
Europe during the 9th century. There were raids
on London in AD 842 and 851, and in 871–2 the
Vikings overwintered in Lundenwic. This
ultimately led to the abandonment of the
settlement in AD 886, when King Alfred ordered
the refortification of the old Roman walled city. It
is possible that the upper levels of the latest pits
that feature burnt daub and charcoal are evidence
of these raids, but there is no direct link.

Significance within Lundenwic
The evidence for direct crafts or industries is
quite sparse; this may indicate that the site lies on
the edge of Lundenwic, and may have been given
over to quarrying and refuse disposal.
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