
Notes and News

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE FOR THE WATERFRONT OF MIDDLE
SAXON LONDON (Figs. 1-3)

Work undertaken by the Museum of London's Department of Greater London
Archaeology (DGLA) since the mid 19805 has shown that Lundenwic (mid Saxon London)
was located on the north bank of the Thames, a kilometre upstream of the former Roman city
of umdinium {Fig. la),l It has been suggested that the river at Lundenwic was tidal, which
would have assisted the settlement in its function as a seaport, for ships entering the Thames
estuary could approach the settlement's waterfront on an incoming tidc. 2

On topographical grounds it is likely that Lundtnwi,'s waterfront lay in the narrow strip
of land between the NW. side of the Victoria Embankmcnt,3 and the bottom of the river
terrace that rises steeply to the Strand. Archaeological evidence to support this view was
discovered in 1988 during the redevelopment of t8-2o York Buildings, a site 40 m NW. of the
Victoria Embankment Gardens (Fig. tb).4 Although construction work at this site had
begun, and there was little time for archaeological investigation, the DGLA was able to
excavate a small trench (A) (Fig. 2), revealing part of what appeared to be a mid Saxon
waterfront embankment over 5.5 m below modern street level. During a subsequent watch·
ing brief similar deposits were recorded in two trenches (B and C) dug by contractors. The
site was recorded rapidly and under difficult conditions, and only small areas were available
for investigation. Consequently the interpretations offered in this note are provisional.

The geological strata at York Buildings comprised elay, overlain by sandy foreshore
deposits. Although the foreshore sand contained discarded animal bones and oyster shells, it
had probably accumulated naturally at the edge ofthe river. Driven into the foreshore were a
number of untrimmed stakes, some aligned in rows, and a line of planks (Fig. 2). Several
stakes were identified as oak and alder, and the planks were oak, and had been split (rather
than sawn).s Five stakes in trench A were in a row aligned roughly parallel to the Thames. In
trench B a structure made of planks and stakes with traces of wattle apparently formed a
crude revetment at right angles to the river (Fig. 3).6 The revetment was traced for 3.80 m,
but its full dimensions are not known since it extended beyond the sides of the trench. The
planks were placed upright, edge to edge, although a few overlapped slightly. Seven of the
planks sampled for dendrochronological analysis could be dated, and came from oaks felled
between A.D. 670 and 690.1 Six of these had sapwood, while the timber with the latest ring
(A.D.679) apparently retained its bark. This suggests the structure was built in A.D. 679 or
shordy after, only a few years after the earliest reference to the Saxon 'port ofLondon' made
in Frithuwald's charter of A.D. 672-74.8

The upper parts of the stakes and planks were surrounded by layers offibrous material
apparently ..onsisting of fine, well·sorted plant malter, and where this was particularly well
preserved, slender wood stems could be seen aligned parallel to each other. Samples were
found to consist ofalder branches between [0 and 50 mm in diameter. 9 This may have been
driftwood or debris from Lundtnwic, but its regularity suggests brushwood laid down to make
an embankment. In trench A the material comprised a single layerc. 0.2 m thick, with its top
at +0.80 mOD, and contained mid Saxon pottery and loomweight fragments. Animal bones
from the layer were in good condition, and at least two were articulated, suggesting little
disturbance or redeposition. The deposit was overlain by a scatter offtint cobbles, ragstone
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fragments and Roman tile, possibly intended to weigh down the brushwood. To the NW. the
embankment was Lhicker and comprised several layers; in trench B the strata were up to
0.80 m thick, with the top of the embankment at +1.30 mOD, and in trench C they were up
to 0.70 m thick, with the top of the embankment at +1.13 mOD.

Traces of wooden remains were also observed in pile holes across the entire length ofthe
site,tO indicating that the embankment was, at this point, at least 17m wide (NW.-5E.).
However, the deposits across the site may not have been exactly contemporaneous, for the
embankment may have been built in stages, gradually developing and extending during the
mid Saxon period as areas offoreshore were reclaimed. Such areas could have been marked
out at low tide with lines of planks and stakes hammered into the foreshore, and filled with
bundles of brushwood. The stakes and planks would have retained the brushwood, and
protected the edges of the reclaimed land. If extensions were added to the embankment
existing revetments would have become enclosed, which might explain why the structures at
York Buildings were completely surrounded by brushwood.

The embankment in trench A was covered by dark grey waterlaid clay, between 30 mm
and 0.24 m deep. It contained freshwater molluscan remains, and a seed assemblage
dominated by bankside and shallow water flora, including bulrush and sea club-rush; t t these
two brackish water species may indicate that the river was tidal at that point. Above it was a
layer ofbrown-grey waterlaid clay, hetwee-n 0.20m and 0.65 m dee-p, with its highest point at
+ 1.60 mOD. 1t was oxidized, suggesting that it had been exposed for a period of time, and
may have been deposited under tidal conditions. The lower part of the clay produced mid
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Plan of trenches A, Band C at 18-20 York Buildings, showing the position of mid Saxon
stakes and planks
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Saxon artefacts, while its upper part yielded finds ranging 1D date from the 7th to 12th
centuries. 12 The alluvial deposits may have extended N. to trench B, where similar clay lay in
a hollow in the embankment.

The presence of alluvium above the SE. part of the embankment indicates that this
section of the waterfront was submerged by the river. Inundation may have occurred durin§
high tides, or have been caused by a rise in river level after the embankment was built. 1

There are slight indications that the site was on a tidal stretch of the river, but at present the
evidence is not conclusive. This problem may be resolved when the remaining environmental
samples (for molluscs, diatoms, insects and possibly pollen) from the site are studied.

Mid Saxon waterfront deposits may also have been recorded by the DGLA durin~

watching briefs beneath Charing Cross Station14 and at 12 Buckingham Street (Fig. Ib), I

although the evidence from both sites is tenuous. In 1987 an engineer's test pit at Charing
Cross revealed undated deposits containing fibrous plant matter, pieces of wood, and an
untrimmed wooden stake, which was upright with its top at +1.19 mOD. In Buckingham
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Street the following year pieces oroak and what appeared to be wattle fencing were recovered
from pile holes. One piece of worked wood was dated to the 7th century by dendrochronolo
gical analysis, although it was withom sapwood and may therefore have come from a
tree felled at a later date. 16 Although the wood may have been part of an embankment, it
could just as easily represent an accumulation of driftwood at the edge of the river. The
deposits at both sites could not be dated conclusively, but their location, and their similar
levels and appearance to the material at York Buildings, make a Saxon date a distinct
possibility.

While these results aTC encouraging, further fieldwork in this area is badly needed to plot
the line of the mid Saxon riverside, and to investigate the nature and development of the
waterfront.
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