Waste and its disposal in Southwark
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Introduction
This article is the result of questions arising from
the analysis of a bone assemblage from a site in
Lant Street, Southwark (TQ 3225 7975). Within
this assemblage, two pits, each with a lifespan of
20 to 30 years, and with 200 years separating
their use, were studied in detail. Both pits
contained animal bone fragments, which appeared
to be domestic waste, and had a similar
percentage make-up of cow, sheep and pig. One
pit was from the mid-17th century, before the
area became densely urbanised; the other from
the mid-19th century, after urbanisation.
Although this is known to be a poor area, the
number of bones from both pits suggested
exceptionally low meat consumption (fewer than
30 bones a year including sheep ribs [lamb
chops]). This raised the following questions:
xDid all waste go in pits?
xHow was waste disposed?
xWas waste removed from pits, for some other
use?
xWas this really the remains of a household’s
diet over 20/30 years?
First, what is waste? When something no longer
has a use it is discarded and becomes rubbish/
refuse/waste, but what one person thinks of as
rubbish may have another use to others e.g.
marine chandlers’ shops (19th century) or charity
shops (21st century). What may look at first sight
to be discarded rubbish, may on careful
examination turn out to have been put in position
in an ordered meaningful manner, e.g. Iron Age
pits in Wessex were found by Hill1 not to be
discarded rubbish but carefully ordered burials.
The sequence of items placed in the pits was
replicated in other pits at Iron Age sites across
Wessex, a process that could not have happened
by chance. Different cultures and time scales
affect what is seen as rubbish.

Definitions and terminology
Modern-day descriptions of types of rubbish:
Rathje and Cullen2
xTrash (dry) – newspapers, boxes, cans, etc
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xGarbage (wet) – food remains, yard waste, offal
xRefuse: dry and wet discards
x Rubbish: refuse plus construction and
demolition debris
Needham and Spence3
x  Discard: the conscious decision and the
physical act of rejecting objects as being of no
perceived imminent use
x  Abandonment: conscious or unconscious
decision not to use an object at that time, but then
not using it later
xMiddens: an occupation deposit rich in refuse.
Occupation refuse
xArtefacts and materials that have been lost,
discarded or abandoned
x Waste from artefact production or food
preparation
xComponents of buildings and other structures
that have decayed or collapsed
Schiffer (1976)4
xPrimary refuse: discards at the location of use
xSecondary refuse: refuse discarded away from
site
xDe facto refuse: material abandoned at the
location but still having a perceived use value
Schiffer (1987)5
x  Provisional refuse: stored refuse having a
perceived re-use value
Different people see and value items differently.
The absence of refuse on a site needs careful interpretation as the following examples show.
xLack of sea food consumption waste (bones
and shells) does not mean that people did not take
advantage of marine resources, the evidence may
have degraded due to acid soils or be outside the
site in another area which may be below the
present day sea level – kill, food preparation and
discard areas may be in different locations.
xSmall fish bones are often undetected unless
wet sieved thought a fine mesh.
xOrganic materials such as wood, leather and
cloth rot or burn and may therefore be absent
from the archaeological record, unless discarded
in anaerobic conditions e.g. fill behind medieval
river revetments.
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xRefuse may have been thrown in a pit or left on
the floor surface of a settlement or a yard, often
referred to as middens. These may be outside the
occupation area, which is the usual focus of most
excavations.
xRotting organic material was and still is used to
fertilize agricultural land.
Would reasons such as these explain the small
number of animal bones in pits in post-medieval
urban Southwark?

Waste disposal in Southwark
Until the 18th century, Southwark was a mixture
of urban development and green fields, with the
Surrey rural countryside as its southern boundary.
Numerous inns, the London residences of
ecclesiastics and wealthy families, and a
population to service these establishments grew
up on the southern shore of the Thames and
around Borough High Street. This road leads up
to London Bridge, the only crossing over the
Thames and therefore the only southern road
entrance to the City of London until the 19th
century. The less desirable industries such as
limekilns, tanning and tallow production grew up
around the area together with their low-paid work
force.
Before the advent of the train and automobile,
boat, horse and foot were the main forms of
transport. Horses belonging to local residents and
from the inns along the High Road were
numerous. Cows, pigs and poultry were
commonplace in medieval and post-medieval
Southwark. Therefore, animal dung and straw

Fig. 1: barges delivering hay at Bankside c. 1930
(Museum of Dockland/PLC Collection)

96

would have been a large component of the local
refuse.
As early as 1388 parliament forbade the placing
of dung, offal and other filth in ditches, banks,
waterways or elsewhere in or near all cities,
boroughs or vills throughout England but failed to
propose any alternative system of waste disposal.6
Rakers and scavengers (Table 1) begin to be
mentioned in documents from the late 14th
century, in Southwark individual manors
organised their own refuse removal.
Dung heaps and laystalls (private and public)
were placed at convenient places for collection
before being carted or barged to the country to be
used as manure on the fields. A dung heap –
Harrow Dung Hill – features on the Harwood
map of 1799; it is less than 50m north-east of the
Lant Street site. Barges delivering goods to the
wharves (Fig. 1) would return to their up or
downstream destinations with a cargo of dung
and general refuse (Fig. 2). The removal of dung
from Southwark to rural areas for manure
continued into the 20th century.7 It is easy to
imagine this practice along the Thames, but the
following quote suggests that some rubbish was
sent to Southwark for disposal. “In 1365 two men
employed by the Port of Dowgate, were to take
the port rubbish over to the Manor of Segrave in
the Parish of St Mary Overy, Southwark”8
Privy and domestic waste in the 10th to 13th
centuries was commonly disposed of in pits.
From the 14th century stone- and brick-built
cesspits were common domestic features.9

Fig. 2: Southwark Council’s rubbish depot,
Greenmoor Wharf, Bankside, c. 1930 ((South
London Press 1988) Southwark Local Studies Library)
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Beadles – city cleaning duties were to tell people to observe the ordinances, to collect fines from the
negligent and distresses from those unwilling to pay, arrest those hindering them in their duties and levy
dues and customs. They also appear to have done the more humble work of the rakers at times,
although usually they supervised the rakers
Carters – removed refuse for private citizens
Constables – helped the beadles
Dung-heap – place to dispose of manure
Dung-boats – boats used for the removal of dung
Gong farmers – nightsoil men
Laystalls – where rakers and carters could dispose of rubbish. Public laystalls where the public could
dispose of rubbish
Marine Store chandlers/shops – for the re-sale and re-use of household objects including furniture but
excluding clothes, which was a business of its own
Nightsoil men – men who emptied privies and cesspits at night
Rakers – “to gather the filth and rubbish from the streets and lanes and to cart it either to certain places
outside the city assigned by the authorities or else to places on the banks of the Thames, whence the
dung-boats could carry it away along the river”(Riley p 299) The City of London had to provide the rakers
with horses and carts
Scavengers (scawageours) – supervised the cleaning of the streets by rakers. Originally scavengers
were officials at quays and hithes who collected customs for imported goods. Later they also enforced
precautions against fire in the construction of buildings and saw that the city pavements were kept in
good repair.
Sergeants of the wards (1340’s) – duties were to keep the streets clean of dung and rubbish.
Sergeant of the channels (1385–1461 maybe longer) – surveyed the streets and lanes to see that they
were free of rubbish and to fine offenders
Surveyors of the pavement (1272–1307) – duties were “to preserve, lower and raise the pavements,
and to remove all nuisances and filth, and to take distresses, or else four pence, from those who placed
them there, the same being removed at their cost”
Swill/hogwash cart – for the removal of kitchen waste for feeding pigs
Saltpetre men – collectors of human and animal waste for the manufacture of explosives
Tumbrils – carts used for the removal of rubbish, they tipped backwards to empty their loads and had
backboards to prevent rubbish falling into the streets
Table 1: refuse terminology

Removal of waste (nightsoil) from cesspits was
the job of the nightman, a profession that
continued until the building of the sewers in the
19th century. In 1791, the advert of Henry
Hastings (Fig. 3), from the Mint, Southwark, men
were carrying buckets to the new dung carts,
designed to prevent spillage. Similar carts are
seen in Fig. 2 delivering waste to the Southwark
Council’s rubbish depot in 1930.
From the medieval period, occupants were
responsible for keeping the area outside their
properties clear of waste, and scavengers were a
well-established sight, employed to keep the
streets clear of waste. Dustmen and scavengers
where often the same men contracted to do the
two jobs. Kitchen refuse was collected by the
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swill or hog-wash cart or the rag-and-bottle/bone
man. Nightmen collecting night soil from
cesspits, were privately contracted by landlords.
Dustmen became a civil obligation following the
1875 Public Health Act.
During the Industrial and Agricultural
Revolutions, which began in the 17th century,
collection and selling of waste for reuse (Table 2)
became very profitable. Rag-and-bottle/bone men
bought bones at 1d for three pounds to be ground
into manure.10 Bones were also used extensively
for Southwark’s many tallow industries.
Dustmen, so called because they collected the
dust, ash and breeze from the cities’ fires,
delivered their loads to the dust heaps at the river
wharfages for transport to the brickfields of Essex
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Fig. 3: taken from St George the Martyr Churchwardens Vouchers 18th July 1791
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and Kent. The barges returned with bricks for
building homes for London’s population
explosion.
Butchers are frequently referred to throughout all
time periods of being a major cause of improper
waste disposal. In 1540 they were only allowed to
cast offal into the Thames between 10 pm and 4
am in the summer and between 9 pm and 5 am in
the winter, and only then on the ebbing tide.11 In
1504 – 1511 John Cokkes, a parchment maker
and fellmonger, was fined for dumping sheep feet
and other filth at Horselydown.12 The use of
butchers’ waste was somewhat resolved by the
manufacture of pet food and the tallow industries
of Southwark, which produced commercial tallow
for human consumption and use: soap, ointments,
cosmetics, cooking fats and thickeners, and
industrial tallow: candles, glue, industrial oils and
lubricants, leather treatments, saddle soap, etc.
By the 1800s, conditions in the towns were
becoming strained, inadequate disposal systems,
contaminated water supplies, cholera outbreaks;
things had to change. The 1848 Public Health Act
empowered local authorities to construct sewers
and arrange adequate water supplies. New houses
were to be built with ash-pits with doors and
coverings. The local Boards of Health were to
sweep and clean the streets and pavements and
remove the rubbish. But collection of household
refuse was left as an ideal, not a necessity.
Liverpool was one of the first authorities to start
collections of “soil, ashes, rubbish etc. from
houses and to empty sewers, privies and
cesspools.”13 It was not until the Public Health
Act 1875 (Section 42) that every local authority
in England was required to:
xRemove household refuse from the premises
xCleanse earth closets, ash-pits and cesspools.
In 1875, 1913 and 1924 Southwark purchased
part the Longfield valley and Hartley Wood in
Kent for the disposal of household rubbish, which
was taken by train.14 In 1905 the council installed
pulverising machines at Manor Place Southwark;
tin, iron, large rags, oilcloth, boots and bottles
were removed and sold, what was left was
pulverisation, taken to the Kent tips and used as a
3 foot capping.15
The great increase in the urban population and the
increasing household and street refuse had finally
forced the government and local authorities into a
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Coal ash and cinders
Fish waste
Condemned meat
Abattoir waste
Hotel kitchen waste

Grease and dripping
Paper
Old clothes
Woollen rags
Oyster shells
Broken crockery
Metals
Tins

Mixing with clay to form bricks
Fishmeal
Meat and bone meal,
technical/industrial tallow
Meat and bone meal,
technical/industrial tallow
Bones sold to brokers
Grease commercial tallow
Pig feed
Tallow and soap
Wrapping of purchases in shops
Mending and sale of old clothes
Shoddy
Hard core
Hard core
Re-melted
Solder collected
Metal re-melted

Table 2: recycling of refuse6

more organised collection system. Likewise, the
strain on rivers from industrial and sewage waste
reached a climax with London’s Great Stink in
1858 finally forcing the government into
addressing the sewage problem.
London in the 19th century was a city of
extremes: the very wealthy, the increasing
comfortable middle classes and the poor. A study
by Ralph Turvey16 investigated if there was an
increase in the quantity of unwanted objects and
materials for disposal by households. His
hypothesis was that as incomes increased, the
ability to buy new instead of mending would also
increase and therefore so would refuse. He
studied the period from the mid-1850s to 1925/6.
It is an interesting study and gives a good feel of
life in London at that time. He found that during
that period London recycled most of its refuse,
even the rich, because it was the servants who
“threw away or sold” rubbish.

Conclusion
To return to the questions raised earlier:
Did all waste go in pits?
Different waste products were not all disposed in
the same place. Some were put in pits, some were
taken away by the occupant or collected by
various tradesmen for disposal or reuse.
Recycling in the Industrial Revolution in the form
of buying and selling of waste was very
profitable.
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How was waste disposed?
It would appear that waste was discarded on
middens, open areas away from the general
settlement or in pits. In urban areas dung-heaps
and laystalls were common. Organised refuse
collection was a bit haphazard until 1875. Waste
which was still of use to others was taken or sold
for re-use.
Was waste removed from pits, for some other use?
Yes, the nightsoil man removed nightsoil to
manure the fields, a practice which would appear
to have happened for centuries.

Was this really the remains a household’s diet
over 20/30 years?
The pit owners probably had more meat in their
diets than the archaeological record tells us. Some
waste may have been in the pits and been removed, some may never have been in the pits but
collected from the house or nearby laystall but
also, many cuts of meat are not sold on the bone.
It would not be surprising, then, that the pits
which inspired this project were not as densely
packed with domestic kitchen waste as one would
expect for the time in which they were in use.
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Excavations and post-excavation work
London Archaeological Archive and Research
Centre, Mortimer Wheeler House, 46 Eagle
Wharf Road, London N1 7ED. Contact Archive
Manager, Roy Stephenson (020 7566 9317).
Croydon & District, processing and cataloguing
of excavated and museum collections every
Tuesday throughout the year. Archaeological
reference collections of pottery fabrics, domestic
animal bones, clay tobacco pipes and glass ware
also available for comparative work. Enquiries to
Jim Davison, 8 Brentwood Road, South Croydon,
CR2 0ND.
Borough of Greenwich. Cataloguing of
excavated and other archaeological material, the
majority from sites within the Borough. Contact
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Greenwich Heritage Centre, Building 41, Royal
Arsenal, Woolwich, SE18 6SP (020 8854 2452).
Hammersmith & Fulham, by Fulham
Archaeological Rescue Group. Processing of
material from the Borough. Tuesdays, 8 p.m. to
10 p.m. At Fulham Palace, Bishops’s Avenue,
Fulham Palace Road, SW6. Contact Keith
Whitehouse, 85 Rannoch Road, W6 9SX (020
7385 3723).
Kingston, by Kingston upon Thames
Archaeological Society (KUTAS). Processing and
cataloguing of excavated and museum collections
every Thursday (10 a.m.) at the North Kingston
Centre, Richmond Road, Kingston upon Thames
KT2 5PE. Enquiries 020 8546 5386.
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