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New tales of old London: the lost Roman
port, Shadwell, and other stories
David Bird
In one of Donna Leon’s excellent
Venice-set crime novels, the story of a
rhinoceros (or elephant) that took refuge
in the church of St Antonin draws this
comment from Vianello: “Once it gets
said, someone will believe it and repeat
it, and then hundreds of years later,
people are still repeating it”.1 A ‘fact’ of
this sort, once established, can become
the basis for further theories, as is well
illustrated by James Shapiro’s
fascinating account of the development
of the nonsensical idea that
Shakespeare did not write any of the
plays that bear his name.2 It would be
as well to stress at once that it is not
intended to suggest that any of the
theories discussed below should be
seen in the same light. Hypotheses are
an essential way of moving our subject
forward, so long as they are based on
the evidence. The argument here is
merely that we must beware of allowing
them to be treated as if they are
established fact.

The recently published report on the
excavation of Roman buildings at

Shadwell has drawn renewed attention
to the theory that in the later Roman
period the port of Roman London was
moved downstream. For many this idea
seems to have become fact, as in the
report: ‘Prior to these excavations at
Shadwell the find of a very late group of
imported samian pottery flagged up the
area as a possible location for

 (Brigham 1990a, 160)’
[author’s italics].3 The reference is to a
paper by Trevor Brigham about the
waterfront of Roman London, in which
he wrote: ‘With the wharfs of

 decayed, the Lea would
have been a logical place for unloading
goods brought up the Thames and
transhipping them for transportation
overland, thus bypassing the need to
navigate the long loop round the Isle of
Dogs. If a transhipment point already
existed in the area, so much the better.
The presence of the latest group of
samian yet discovered in Britain (AD
260) in the ditch of the signal tower at
Shadwell may thus be explained; this
site lay near the route linking

 and the lower Lea valley.’4

From this it can be seen that
Brigham did not mean to suggest
Shadwell as his missing port. Moreover,
the hypothesis of a downstream port
itself remains open to challenge, as do
the theories on which in part it rests.
Brigham’s suggestion was based on a
thorough consideration of the evidence
then available for the waterfront, from
which he concluded that most of the
wharfs went out of use around the
middle of the 3rd century. This is linked
to a postulated fall in river level and a
movement down-river of the tidal head,
which together with a supposed drop in
trading activity and decline of London
into an ‘administrative village’, led to
the port being moved downstream.5

A close reading of the paper
suggests that the decline of the port
structures should not be taken as
certain. In particular, if it is correct to
argue that the river level fell in the later
Roman period and rose again in post-
Roman times, we would expect much
of the upper surfaces of the wharfs to
have rotted away and the upper levels
to have been affected by erosion as the
river returned. Interpretation of the later
history of the wharfs seems to rely on
pottery evidence, for example ‘residual
late-third and fourth-century pottery …
relatively abundant in the silts which
postdate the structures’.6 Yet pottery of
this date is all that one would expect to
be present in this area until at least the
late Saxon period. In the details
supplied for coarse pottery from three
separate sites, each of them has two
phases with ‘intrusive medieval sherds’,
which must raise questions.7 Even
Brigham accepts some evidence for
later use of wharfs, and it is hard to see
why the use of flimsier structures
cannot be postulated for the 4th century
if it can for the 2nd (‘the extended
waterfront [of the early 2nd century]
appears to have been retained by less
substantial post-and-plank revetments.
Only one structure of this phase has
been recorded …’).8 Late-4th-century

Fig. 1: location map to show the relationship between London, Shadwell and the Lea valley and the
main routes from London. After Douglas et al op cit fn 3, fig 5, 5. Note that the cut-off channel
running past Shadwell is postulated. (illustration: Alan Hall)
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waterfront activity – described as ‘a
positive revival’ – is recorded by
Milne.9

It is sometimes suggested that the
postulated decline of the wharfage and
the building of the riverside wall are
linked, but there is no reason to
suppose that this is so. Harvey Sheldon
has argued recently for a single wall
building episode for the entire circuit of
Roman London at some point between
AD 255 and 275. He allows for access
to inlets and wharfs in his discussion
and suggests that some stretches of the
riverside wall are best interpreted as a
later build to fill gaps or replace
damaged sections.10 Brigham suggests
that the chosen line of the wall ‘enabled
the wall’s builders to disturb the pattern
of ownership as little as possible’.11 This
does not sound like a declining
settlement, and being so close to the
waterfront rather implies its continued
use.

Brigham specifically relates the
supposed decline of the port to a
decline in trade and the transformation
of later Roman London into an
administration centre with a lower
population.12 These are two more
theories that are often accepted as fact.
Both seem to rest on a failure to
understand that later Roman Britain was
very different from its earlier
manifestation. We can see changes in
the landscape around London from
around the middle of the Roman
period, and there are marked changes
in the rural coin pattern.13 Far too much
of our understanding of trade rests on
the study of pottery, and we have little
way of assessing most other items. It is
also the case that there has been far
more damage to late Roman levels in
London; sites like Drapers’ Gardens are
helping to redress the balance.14 The
image of later Roman London as large
‘urban villas’ isolated within large open
areas around them is clearly flawed,
and conjures up the famous Sorrell
reconstruction drawings of Silchester
based on the early excavations by the
Society of Antiquaries where all the
timber buildings are missing.15 In view
of the difficulties we have in
recognising Roman timber buildings
throughout much of the South-East,
including in the small towns around
London,16 it should be accepted that
this could be even more the case in the

later Roman city. It is much more likely
that we are dealing with a greater
differentiation between rich and poor,
with crowded hovels round rich men’s
houses (do the bankers come to mind?).
In times of trouble the rural population
is likely to have headed for the
supposed safety of the City. In fact we
can see plenty of evidence for
continuing use of cemeteries, including
on the outskirts of Southwark. 17 The
very large walled area around the City
would have required a massive effort to
construct and to man; an
‘administrative village’ does not fit the
bill.

The degree to which the river level
fell is clearly open to interpretation and
the location of the tidal limit is not
conclusively established.18 The
importance of the incoming tide to
sweep vessels right up to the City is
stressed by Milne,19 but if the limit did
indeed fall further down the Thames in
the later Roman period it is possible
that the problem was overcome without
a new port. Both Brigham and Milne
are satisfied that a deep channel
continued to exist in the river, and even
that it was reached by some of the later
waterfronts.20 That being the case, it
seems likely that effort would have
been made to find a way to continue to
use the existing port with all its
facilities, which is indeed hinted at by
the substantial wharf construction in the
mid-3rd century and the County Hall
vessel (‘a modest sea-going
merchantman’).21 A port on the Lea
would have been of only limited use.
This river seems to have had many
wandering channels and there is little
evidence that it was navigable for
meaningful cargoes for any great
distance in the Roman period.22 Such
cargoes could in any case only serve a
small area to the north; access to south
and west would be best served by use
of the Thames back to the established
routes out of London (Fig. 1) and in that
case all cargoes might as well go that
way.23

On the Continent there is good
evidence for powerful bodies involved
in river traffic – the well-known
in Paris and elsewhere for example.24 It
would be very surprising if there were
no London equivalent. If there was a
deep channel then there must have
been plenty of expertise available to

find a solution so that at least smaller
vessels of Blackfriars 1 type could
continue to manoeuvre up to the port,
even without the help of the tide. The
Tiber is said to have had a strong
current which was overcome by
haulage from the banks, and there is
evidence that similar methods were
employed on other large rivers.25 The
nature of the riverside downstream from
London probably rules out the use of a
towpath, but, as Milne points out,
passage of the Thames would probably
have required detailed knowledge, and
careful use, of the right channels.26 For
larger vessels to achieve this at any time
it therefore seems possible that ‘tugs’
would have been used, to assist with
the changes of direction and avoidance
of sandbanks. There is some evidence
for the use of ‘tug-boats’ in the harbour
at Ostia, and the idea would hardly
have been difficult to come by in a
world used to galleys.27 Under
admittedly desperate circumstances, it
seems that towing by boats was
successfully used on the Tiber,28 so
perhaps it is not stretching matters too
far to suggest that such a solution could
have been used for the very much
shorter stretch of the Thames beyond
the point where the tide was providing
assistance (if at Shadwell, a mere
1.2km). Milne suggests that large sea-
going vessels offloaded London-bound
cargoes at the coast – at Richborough
seems most likely – and smaller coastal-
type merchant vessels were then used,
that probably would have had to moor
in mid-stream at the City and use
lighters even in the 1st century. It
therefore seems that it should have
been possible to achieve a modification
of this system in the later period if there
was a deep channel.29

As noted above, the idea of a port at
Shadwell appears to have grown in part
on the somewhat shaky basis of a
misunderstanding of Brigham’s
downstream port theory. This idea
seems to have been in the report
authors’ minds from the start, and
colours the interpretation, but if the
evidence as presented is examined
afresh a different picture readily
emerges.30 Brigham’s reference to
Shadwell was specifically based on the
samian, so it is worth stressing that the
point about this late East Gaulish
material is that it is an unusually large
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late group . Joanna Bird is also
careful to stress that it shows signs of
heavy wear through use; there is no
reason to suppose that it is linked to
trade in progress at a port.31 Thus the
logic of the broadly contemporary
unused late East Gaulish samian from
the quay at New Fresh Wharf is that if
the Shadwell samian implies location
on a trade route, as Brigham suggests,
then it was travelling  London, not
the other way round.32

The latest Shadwell report concerns
two adjacent sites, Sites A and B, the
latter the one with the now-famous bath
house (Fig. 2). The excavation faced
considerable difficulties, among them
conditions on site in winter, truncation
of evidence in various cases, and the
need to leave the bath house .33 It
is important therefore to recognise that
the phasing is by no means certain, as
the authors are careful to make clear.34

The report usefully tries to integrate the
information recovered from the
previous excavations, the sites coded as
LD 74 and 76,35 but the sequence of
phases as presented is very misleading
in places, particularly for when the
‘tower’ was built and in use. It is simply
not possible to date this feature with
any degree of accuracy; even the later
report itself at one point links the

‘tower’ (in the most unlikely guise of a
) to the bath house –

and therefore places it in use much later
than the sequence suggests.36

The early history of Sites A and B is
characterised as ‘a small, essentially
rural, riverside community engaged in
farming, fishing or boat-building’ up to
about the middle of the 3rd century.37

Then broadly around AD 250 there was
a ‘dramatic rise in activity’ marked by
‘what appears to be the largest bath
house constructed  during the
late Roman period in Britain’, and an
unusual finds assemblage including the
East Gaulish samian but also other
imports such as Soller mortaria, glass
and some unusual coins. This is
evidently the logical time to place the
construction of the odd ‘tower’.38

Although AD 230 is given as the start of
Period 3, it is not possible to see from
the discussion in the report why that is
preferred and other evidence suggests
that it should be somewhat later.39 For
example, ‘the increased activity on Site
A, represented by Building 2, is dated to
AD 260 or later, broadly contemporary
with the construction and use of the
bath house Building 4 on Site B’; a
match in ceramic building material
between Sites A and B ‘suggests that the
development of the bath house and the

activity to the west were closely
connected’. It is also noted that activity
after AD 260 on sites LD 74 and 76 is
‘contemporary activity in keeping with
the development of a settlement at
Shadwell’.40

The presentation in the report
obscures the fact that there seems to be
no particular reason to date the end of
Period 4 as late as AD 325, or for the
bath house to have remained in use
beyond the end of that Period. We may
note first that the report accepts that the
large ‘boundary ditch’ running clear
across the site north of the bath house
was probably filled around the end of
the 3rd century. The nature of some of
the material from the ditch implies a
major episode of site clearance.41 Sites
A and B also have good evidence
consistent with a dramatic end to
Period 4, at about this time. Two small
coin groups, dating to around the end
of the third century, although thought to
be from later contexts, are both noted
as coin types that quickly went out of
circulation. On Site A there was
dumping or accumulation of material
over a building itself dated by pottery to
AD 250–300. On the adjacent site,
building B3 north of the bath house
seems to have ended dramatically: ‘a
destruction layer rich in fragments of

Fig. 2: simplified version of Shadwell site plan Period 3 showing location of buildings B2, B3, B4 (the bath house) and the ‘tower’; the ‘boundary ditch’
was probably continuous across the site. After Douglas et al op cit fn 3, fig 9, 12-13 (and fig 38, 44-5) (illustration: Alan Hall)
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charcoal and broken roof tile, perhaps
suggesting that the building had
suffered a fire’; collapsed wall plaster;
and the whole sealed by ‘dumped
demolition debris up to 0.40m thick’
including burnt daub. The only dating
evidence mentioned for contexts
associated with the last phase of this
building is ‘some third century pottery’.
Evidence hinting at a contemporary
‘destruction layer’ which may have
slumped down the slope later on was
also noted on Site A; it ‘contained
frequent fragments of tile, chalk and
burnt timber’ and was ‘particularly rich
in small finds’ including no less than 23
coins. ‘The latest, a coin of Carausius,
provides a date of AD 286-293’.42

After the end of the 3rd century
there is less evidence for buildings on
either site and associated material
suggests that they could be later than
the AD 325 start for Period 5.1,
especially on Site A, where, however,
there seems to have been more activity
than on Site B, implied by the
comparative rise in pottery and coins.43

It can be argued that Site B was now in
decline. Building B3 was replaced by
another building, but not necessarily
quickly. The yard to its south was cut
by several small rubbish pits and its
‘new surface’ of ‘compacted silty clay
and silty sandy gravel’ sounds more like
neglect.44 There is nothing to show that
the bath house continued in use,
although this is claimed. The changes to
the building that are placed in Period 5
cannot be tied chronologically to other
features and can easily be placed in
Period 4. The only fixed point seems to
be that the latest bath house alterations
must date after a short period of silting
caused by flooding thought to be in
Period 4.3, which allows them time
enough to occur later in Period 4. 45 In
Period 5 both Site A and LD74 have
timber-lined tanks with drains or
channels suggesting a return to activity
similar to that occurring before the bath
house episode. Although an attempt is
made to claim these very varied tanks
and channels for the bath house water
supply, the original suggestion of some
kind of ‘industrial’ use is much more
convincing, especially as some of them
almost certainly date to a period after
the baths had gone out of use.46

In the later periods the report notes
that in terms of pottery supply ‘there is

little to distinguish Shadwell from any
other fourth century settlement in and
around London’, and ‘coin loss in the
fourth century looks similar to that
exhibited by London sites’.47 Thus the
evidence in general is consistent with
the dating as in the first Shadwell
report, implying a dramatic change in
the use of the site for the second half of
the 3rd century. This included
construction of the bath house and
probably something special also
happening on sites to the north (implied
by the material from the ditch fills),
associated in some way with the
‘tower’.48 This half-century episode all
seems to have come to a sticky end
around the end of the 3rd century. The
nature of the finds and the fact of so
large a bath house at this date strongly
suggest an official and/or military
involvement. Coin supply to the site
offers some support: the pattern is
extremely close to that for Reculver and
also a reasonable match to
Piercebridge.49 The argument is not, as
wrongly stated in the report, for ‘a
handful of soldiers stationed in a watch
tower’ but for a fleet base, perhaps even
a headquarters. There is a lack of
military finds but this is matched by
lack of evidence for a port or indeed for
bathing: ‘the small finds assemblage
does not on its own suggest that Sites A
and B were a bathing establishment’.50

The bath house at Shadwell is
clearly unusual, but the idea that it was
provided for a port comes
uncomfortably close to the notion,
anomalous for the Roman period, of
baths for workers (pithead baths) that
still surfaces from time to time. The idea
that a ‘dominant lord’ provided migrant
settlers fleeing the troubles on the
Continent with the boon of a bath
house seems no more likely. The only
parallel offered is hardly valid,
concerning as it does Syria in the late
5th century and a story whose whole
point must be that the action is out of
the ordinary.51 Suggestions that there
was an associated brothel also seem
over-enthusiastic, and it may be noted
that the presence of women on later
military sites is now taken for granted.52

It remains most logical to see the
unusual episode at Shadwell as related
in some way to the period when we can
see the beginnings of the reaction to
threats of ‘piracy’, from about AD 250.

Those involved probably included
elements of the Menapii. It is of course
the classic Roman response to recruit
from those with the necessary skills and
we may note that Carausius was a
Menapian.53 The early Shore Forts are
obviously sited to protect the
approaches to the most important inlets
cutting into the East coast, especially
Reculver and Brancaster. At Shadwell
we may be looking in part at an
arrangement to afford protection for
London, before the construction of its
wall, and a link to Reculver thus makes
perfect sense.54

Finally, it is worth noting in this
context the fragment of an inscription
on a white marble slab found at
Shadwell. It is explained as most likely
to come from a funerary monument, but
it is very reminiscent of the well-known
finds from the Winchester Palace site in
thickness and appearance. The
inscriptions there name soldiers and are
accepted as indicating a military
involvement with the site (perhaps
associated with the provincial
administration). This might remind us
that the main bath-house at Winchester
Palace seems to have been built
towards the middle of the 3rd century
and been demolished around the end of
that century. There are Carausian coins
from the site. Nearby finds include
bone hair pins that are dismissed from
being related to use at the bath house
on the grounds that they would be
inappropriate on a military site, but as
we have seen this was probably no
longer the case by this date.55

The site at Shadwell remains
enigmatic. Further discoveries may yet
demonstrate that it was a late port but at
present that is not proven, nor is it the
most likely explanation of the evidence,
and the theory of a downstream port
itself should continue to be regarded as
just that, a theory.56

Roman Surrey
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