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In 2007 a major urban excavation was
undertaken by Pre-Construct
Archaeology Ltd (PCA) at Drapers’
Gardens in the City of London.1 The
redevelopment of the site consisted of
the demolition of an office block built
in the early 1960s to a design by the
architect Richard Seifert. It was the
tallest building yet to be demolished in
London; the excavation took place
while the tower was taken down floor
by floor by the contractors, Keltbray
(Figs. 1 and 2). Due to the unsuitable
nature of the ground for building during
the medieval era, and its subsequent
use as gardens for the majority of the
post-medieval period, an almost
entirely untruncated sequence of
Roman deposits was recorded dating
from the middle of the 1st century AD
right through to the end of the Roman
occupation.

The site was located . 100 m south
of the northern city limits of

in the Upper Walbrook valley, an area
known to have been well-populated
during the Roman period and a centre
of industrial and craft production.2 A
number of Walbrook streams were
extrapolated to pass through the area of
the site before converging just to the
south, becoming the main Walbrook
stream. The anaerobic and waterlain
nature of the deposits contributed to the
exceptional preservation of the organic
materials such as wood and leather,
and the general lack of corrosion on the
metal objects, which is one of the
defining aspects of the site. It wasn’t
long into the excavation that the sheer
volume and quality of the
archaeological remains became
apparent. Some truly spectacular
artefacts were also recovered from the
site, the most notable of which was a
hoard of twenty copper-alloy, pewter
and iron vessels deposited in a 4th-
century well, which was the subject of

a temporary display in the Museum of
London in late 2007 to early 2008.3

This article aims to bring the most
recent results of the post-excavation
work to the fore. The current
interpretations, however, are still far
from definitive and will be subject to
change as the analysis continues.

1st-century activity (Fig. 3)
The earliest archaeological remains
were a series of logs laid alongside each
other ‘corduroy’ fashion, forming a
linear structure running east–west
across the south-western part of the site
(Fig. 4). It appeared to form a simple
trackway or possibly a causeway or
embankment. Such structures have
been recorded as the foundations for
trackways, roads and even ramparts4 in
wet and boggy areas, something that
the Walbrook valley undoubtedly was.
Timbers used in its construction were
dated by dendrochronology to AD 62,
around a year after the Boudican revolt.
This implies that this structure played
some role in the reclamation and
reconstruction of  following
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Fig. 2: trench location plan (© Crown copyright. All rights reserved. License number PMP36110309)
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Fig. 1: an aerial view of the south-eastern area of
the site. Note the distinct lack of truncation apart
from the numerous 20th-century concrete piles
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its sacking. The simple technique used
in the construction of the corduroy is
unusual, as it is atypical of Roman
woodworking techniques, and it is
possible that native British craftsmen
were employed in its construction.
Associated with it were a ditch to the
south and a large channel to the north,
which both defined and delineated the
corduroy structure and were most likely
integral to its function.

Recorded on the northern bank of
the channel were four small timber
boxes. Within three of them were the
remains of three infants. Despite being
badly degraded, these remains have
been analysed and represent infants two
months either side of full term. The
apparent reverence with which these
infants were treated is unusual. The
regulations which governed the burial
of human remains during the Roman
period were well defined: adult remains
had to be interred outside the limits of
any settlements. There were no

regulations for neonate and infant
remains, however, and such remains
are often found in more unusual places
such as below floor surfaces and
buildings as ‘foundation’ deposits that
formed some kind of ritual offering
before the construction of a building or
even the settlement of an area.5 The
definite care and attention paid to the
infant burials at Drapers’ Gardens is
therefore atypical of the Roman norm.
Laid directly next to one of these burials
and immediately on the edge of the
channel was a complete Roman timber
door (Fig. 5). The door was constructed
of three radially split boards secured
with four battens, which were held in
place by iron nails driven alternately
and clenched. One edge of the door
was planed and nailed to the largest
board and protruded to form a simple
wooden ‘harr hinge’. This is the best-
preserved Roman door found in
London.6 Its presence between the
infant cemetery and the channel
suggests a ritual use.

The corduroy structure may have
had a very limited life-span; around AD
70 the channel appears to have been
blocked off at its eastern end and later a
palisade enclosure was constructed in
the area. Two sections of this enclosure
were recorded, representing its western

Fig. 4: an aerial view of the timber ‘corduroy’ structure, looking east

Fig. 5: one of the infant burials and the timber door alongside the channel. Note the inverted
amphora set into the side of the channel
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Fig. 3: plan of early Roman activity AD 50–70
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half. It was heavily truncated, however,
and no features associated with it that
could suggest its function were
encountered. Most of the internal area
of the enclosure was located directly
below the 1960s tower, and therefore
wholly truncated. This makes

interpretation of its function difficult.
Recovered from directly east of the
location of the palisade enclosure, but
reused in a later structure, were two of
the palisade timber pales. They were
over 2.4 m in height; one of them had a
roughly cut blunt spear shape at its top.

The size of these timbers suggests a
more robust enclosure than one just
enclosing animals, such as sheep and
cattle, and may be one of the few clues
to its function.

Reclamation and settlement of the
area, late 1st to 2nd centuries
At the end of the 1st century a more
long-term and organised settlement of
the area was implemented. The
previously low-lying and marshy area of
the Walbrook valley was adapted to
accommodate more formalised
occupation. This was part of a
widespread programme of reclamation
and drainage across the upper Walbrook
valley,7 and consisted here of the
infilling of the natural streams and
importation of material to consolidate
and raise the ground. Control of the
Walbrook streams was integral to this,
and was achieved by canalising them
with timber revetting, and diverting
them along a more convenient route.
Multiple phases of these revetted
channels were recorded, beginning
during the late 1st century (Fig. 5). The
mass consolidation led to the ground
level being raised by as much as 1.5 to
2.0 m.

Fig. 6: a detail of multiple phases of revetted channels illustrating the exceptional preservation of
organic material

Fig. 7: plan of road, buildings and revetted channels AD 120–160
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By around AD 120 the organised
consolidation of the area was complete,
and a metalled gravel road was
constructed on this new land surface
(Fig. 7). Running virtually north–south
through the middle of the site, almost
all of it was truncated by the central
core of the 1960s tower. Running along
both sides of the road, parallel to it,
were two timber-revetted channels.
They performed the dual function of
canalised Walbrook streams and
roadside ditches. They must have been
diverted to flow alongside the road,
illustrating the advanced woodworking
technology of the Romans, their
mastery of water management, and how
critical control of the Walbrook streams
was to continued occupation of the
area. The road formed the third and
most easterly of three routes laid out in
the Upper Walbrook Valley; evidence
of this thoroughfare had previously
been found at 8–10 Throgmorton
Avenue immediately to the north.8

Around AD 129 the first building
appeared on the eastern side of the
road. This timber-framed structure was
located at the southern end of the site
and extended south outside the limit of

the excavation. Its nature is still under
investigation, but as it is the first on the
site its usage and purpose are of
particular interest. The site developed at
a rapid rate after the initial building was
erected. By AD 160 a large complex of
buildings covered most of the southern
half of the site, on the eastern side of
the road. A large area of the western
side of the road was under the central
core of the 1960s tower and was
therefore completely truncated. It is
reasonable to presume, however, that
the western side of the road would have
been as intensely developed as the
eastern side. The large building
complex on the eastern side of the road
appeared to have been constructed in
stages; buildings to the south and north
were connected to create it. Its function
and usage are still to be determined;
however, small domestic hearths were
recorded within it. Bored timber water
pipes were also recorded within the
building, probably supplying it with
clean water under pressure.

Since sites excavated around the
area have predominantly had an
industrial character, the Upper
Walbrook Valley has been interpreted

as an industrial zone on the periphery
of the city.9 The buildings at Drapers’
Gardens appear to fit this pattern. The
timber-framed structures were probably
fairly modest, with various industrial
and craft activities taking place in
certain rooms, and the artisan or
craftsmen living in another. Small shops
may also have been located within the
buildings. The analysis of the interiors
of the buildings on site, in particular the
distinction between domestic and
industrial zones, will be critical in their
interpretation. This analysis is still
ongoing, aided by the study of the
spatial distribution of the artefacts
recovered. Associated with this large
building complex were two small
timber footbridges, that crossed the
revetted channel on the eastern side of
the road. This allowed access from the
road into the building; one of the
footbridges ran directly into an interior
corridor. Recorded in that corridor was
around 0.3 m of upstanding painted
plaster still surviving on both walls.

3rd- and 4th-century occupation
The large building complex described
above survived until around AD 200,
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Fig. 8: plan of road, buildings and revetted channel AD 160–250



DRAPERS’ GARDENS

AUTUMN 2009 London Archaeologist   157

with repairs and alterations to its
interior. A new smaller building was
also constructed during this phase, just
outside of the complex. Again, the
remarkable preservation of organic
remains cannot be overstated, as almost
the entire timber-planked floor of this
small building was still intact (Fig. 9).
This timber-planked floor is the second
best preserved in London, after the
Courage Brewery site in Southwark.10

The nature of this building is also still
under analysis, but it may have served
as a small warehouse or store. Between
AD 200 and AD 250 the layout of the
site changed somewhat (Fig. 8). The
previous large building complex was
replaced by another complex on a
slightly different alignment. The new
construction appeared to consist of two
long thin strip buildings beside each
other, but most likely served as one
building. The northern and southern
limits of the building were defined by
timber box drains, serving as drainage
off the roof above. They ran parallel to
the structure and into the revetted
channel on the eastern side of the road.
Evidence of industrial activity can be
seen in this building in the shape of two
large ovens. They suggest baking on a
larger than domestic scale, and may
suggest the building’s usage. Further
analysis of the associated finds should
yield more detailed results, but smaller-
scale hearths may identify rooms of a
domestic nature. A large section of
connecting bored timber pipes again
appeared to supply the building with
fresh clean water. These timber pipes
were connected by iron collars and at
the western end of the pipes a small

lead ‘spout’ was recorded, either from
which, or into which the water would
have flowed. At the northern end of the
site one of the two timber-revetted
channels which passed through the area
was blocked off with planking around
AD 200 and later backfilled.
Constructed directly upon this was
another building. Some internal timber
joists of this timber-framed building
survived, but none of the planking that
probably sat upon them remained
(Fig. 10).

The site underwent a number of
changes from AD 250 to 350 (Fig. 11).
The buildings from the previous phase
were replaced by a series of buildings
that were largely only represented by
driven timber piles, which would
originally have supported base-plates of
the timber frame. Such remains provide
only very limited information about the
shape and size of buildings but little

else, as no associated floor or
occupation surfaces survived. Deeper-
cut features, such as sunken timber
barrels, were also recorded across the
site. They provide more useful
information and may help discern
activities undertaken during this phase.
At the northern end of the site a small
area of a tile and mud-brick building
was recorded, within which a small
oven or hearth was recorded. This
whole area showed signs of extreme
heat and may suggest that this structure
was destroyed by fire. As the refining of
the archaeological sequence continues
with the post-excavation work, this
phase of Roman activity will hopefully
become better clarified and understood.

Late Roman activity
The late Roman period, AD 350
onwards, is mostly represented by
deeper cut features and dumped
deposits. The revetted channel that ran
along the eastern side of the road
contained a large assemblage of late
Roman pottery forms, suggesting that it
remained open well into the early 5th
century. Another indicator of activity
and occupation on the site during this
period was the presence of two square
timber-lined wells. They were clearly
external and may relate to occupation
outside the site’s limit of excavation.
One of them was particularly tightly
dated; two coins of Constantinian issue
dating from AD 330–335 and AD 335–
341, recovered from the backfill of the
construction cut, provide a

 for the construction of the
well. More remarkable was the

Fig. 9: the timber plank-floored building

Fig. 10: building with timber joists to the north of site
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discovery from within the same well of
a hoard of twenty copper-alloy, pewter
and iron vessels (Fig. 12). They ranged
from nested dishes to a wine bucket.
Recovered from below the hoard were

two coins of the House of Valentinian
struck at Arles in the name of Gratian,
dating from AD 367–375 and AD 375–
378. They provide a

 for the deposition of the hoard of

AD 375; it may even have been
deposited as late as the early 5th
century. A much more detailed account
of this remarkable hoard, and  possible
explanations for its presence in the
well, are soon to be published.11 One
theory for its presence in the well is that
it may be a ‘closing’ deposit marking
the end of occupation of the area.

The finds assemblages
The finds assemblages recovered from
across the site have their own unique
story and add flesh to the bones of the
stratigraphic remains.12 A few highlights
of the assemblages are discussed below;
all will be the subject of further
analysis.

Small finds
The Drapers’ Gardens site yielded over
a thousand registered, ‘small’, finds
during the excavation. They provide
invaluable information about the
activities taking place on and around
the site. Some of them stand out as
being particularly rare and interesting,
including a red jasper military intaglio,
a wooden ruler (Fig. 12) with divisions
marked on its surface by lines and
circles and of course the hoard of metal

Fig. 11: plan of road, buildings and revetted channels AD 250–350

Fig. 12: the vessel hoard in situ in the well
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vessels. Composite items were also
recovered, due to the exceptional
preservation across the site; they
include the virtually complete head of a
rake and a large iron needle possibly
used in leather-working or thatching,
which had a complete wooden handle
still attached. Most of the other artefacts
were more mundane items that tell an
interesting story about everyday life in
the Upper Walbrook Valley. A large
and varied number of items represent
diverse activities on site; textile-working
was represented by needles and
wooden spindles, evidence of
recreation was provided by gaming
counters, and several religious objects
included a mother goddess and
fragments of at least seven other pipe-
clay figurines of the goddess Venus.
Household objects included furniture
handles, lamps, and such fixtures and

fittings as loops, studs and nails. The
large selection of tools recovered
included knives, hammers, punches,
whetstones, saws, files, tongs and a
socketed iron adze head complete with
wooden handle. Transportation was
represented by a hipposandal, a
horseshoe fragment and a cart fitting.
Items of personal adornments included
many hairpins and rings, beads,
bracelets, earrings, brooches, probes,
tweezers, toilet spoons and a complete
cosmetic set, still articulated (Fig. 13). A
very small number of military artefacts
were recovered, including a ballista
bolt, an arrowhead and a spearhead.
Many and writing tablets were
recovered (Fig. 13), which implies
literacy to a certain extent but may also
reflect the influence of trade and
commerce in an area well known as an
industrial centre. Among a large

assemblage of keys, locks and lock
plates (Fig. 13), a small group were all
recovered from within the same area of
a channel, implying that some form of
spatial patterning may link activities to
particular certain buildings.

Glass
Over six hundred fragments of Roman
glass were recovered. A large
proportion of them, 32% of all vessel
fragments, were of bottle glass. They are
common cylindrical or square-
sectioned varieties, that are well known
in the late 1st and 2nd centuries. These
types of bottle were used in transit and
as storage containers and indicate the
types of activities occurring on the site.
Of particular interest are a number of
fragments of vessels common in the late
2nd and 3rd centuries. Assemblages
from this period are rare in London, and

Fig. 13: selection of finds assemblages (not to same scale). Clockwise from top: a wooden ruler;  cosmetic items; a key and lock-plate; leather shoes,
from adult to children’s, wooden writing tablets and styli, personal adornments including a chicken brooch and the military intaglio
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further analysis will provide valuable
information. It is also interesting to note
that only a single glass fragment dating
from the late Roman period was
recovered. The most reasonable
explanation for this is that there was no
glass supply of any note to the site after
the 3rd century. Two individual glass
finds are worthy of note: one is the
moulded boss from the lower part of a
jug in the shape of a maenad’s head,
cut down to be used as a glass
medallion. The other is a glass inkwell,
only the second example found in
London.

Leather
The remarkable preservation of organic
material on site meant that a large
assemblage of leather was recovered.
The assemblage, unsurprisingly,
included many shoes. Four different
shoe styles were identified, together
with smaller children’s shoes (Fig. 13).
Children’s shoes are often thought to
represent higher-status activity. An
unusual double toe-strap fixture on a
sandal, which has not been seen in

Britain before, was
also recovered. Much
stitched sheet leather
was recovered,
possibly from
garments, tent panels,
shield covers, bags or
pouches. They will be
the subject of further
analysis. Small
quantities of
secondary waste were
also retrieved,
evidence that sandals
were being
manufactured on or
near the site. Of
particular note was a

fragment of gilded leather (Fig. 14), a
waste fragment with a stamped leaf
motif and a tanner’s or owner’s mark of
‘TFB’ stamped onto a leather fragment.

Animal bone
The animal bone assemblage recovered
from the site is vast; over 26,000 bones
and bone fragments were collected. The
main aspect of the animal bone
assemblage is the dominance of cattle
bones. They represent domestic
occupation and butchery, indicating
that beef was clearly the major meat
component of diet in the area. The
animal bone assemblage is also a very
useful indicator of industrial activities
on site, particularly relevant as it was
known to be such an area. Two
particular industrial activities come to
the fore from the animal bone evidence:
oil extraction/glue manufacture,
indicated by a large amount of
fragmentary cattle limb bones, and
horn-working. Such activities require a
heat source; it should be noted that
hearths and ovens were recorded in a
variety of phases across the site. The

large quantities of horn-cores recovered
from the site are unusual for Roman
sites in London. The sheer volume of
this resource clearly suggests that horn-
working was a major activity. Of
particular note is the previously
reported bear skull, an anomalous find
that is tempting to associate with the
amphitheatre.13 However, the apparent
date of the skull’s deposition
significantly post-dates the use of the
amphitheatre and it therefore may
represent some form of keepsake or
memento.

Conclusion
All of these items, from glass fragments
and leather shoes to saws and
hammers, really bring to life the
everyday hustle and bustle of a Roman
urban centre. The most important
aspect of the site, above and beyond
the remarkable artefacts, is the
information it provides about this part
of  A number of sites have
already been investigated around
Drapers’ Gardens. However, many of
them were only small-scale ‘keyholes’
into the archaeological sequence,
which are often difficult to interpret.
The sheer size and unbroken sequence
at Drapers’ Gardens will help to fill the
gaps in our knowledge and therefore
help to provide more detailed
information about this important area of
the Roman city, in particular the
management of the Walbrook, and the
extent and nature of the occupation in
the area.

Fig. 14: a fragment of gilded leather


