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Fig. 1: (left) site and (right) trench location
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Introduction
The Museum of London Archaeology
Service (MoLAS) undertook an
archaeological investigation at 82–96
Old Kent Road, London, SE1, during
redevelopment of the site between
August and September 2004 (Fig. 1,
left).1 The site had previously been
occupied by offices and a public house
fronting onto the Old Kent Road with a
yard and warehouse/factory behind.
After the excavation of six evaluation
trenches, on the recommendations of
the Archaeological Planning Officer for
Southwark, the excavation was
extended in the centre of the site in
order to fully investigate features
partially uncovered during the
evaluation (Fig .1, right).
Roman background
The site is located outside the main
concentration of Roman occupation in
Southwark, which is centred around the

bridgehead area and along the course
of modern Borough High Street. The
Roman road known as Watling Street,
which lies approximately on the line of
the current Old Kent Road, and links
London to Canterbury in the south-east
and the Kent coast, runs along the north
side of the site.
Roman cemeteries are often located
along such major roads leading from
towns, as Roman law forbade the burial
of the dead within the town. The site
appears to lie within a zone of Roman
burials alongside Watling Street, with
burials found to both the north-west
and south-east alongside the Roman
road. To the south-east of the site, a
Roman burial was recovered at 279 Old
Kent Road in 1917, and in the 18th
century ‘Roman urns’ that may
represent cremation burials were
recovered at Albany Road.
To the north-west, burials have
been found alongside the Roman road

at 165 Great Dover Street, part of a
Romano-British cemetery where 25
inhumation burials and five cremation
burials were recorded. In addition,
funerary buildings including two walled
cemeteries, a mausoleum and a
possible temple were found.2 Also, to
the north-west, at Falmouth Road, two
Roman burials were discovered in 1933
and recent excavations at 1–33
Falmouth Road produced evidence of
funerary activity but no further burials.3
To the north-west a lead coffin with a
decorated lid was found near the
Asylum of the Deaf and Dumb in
1811.4 Nearby, at Deverell Street, a
Roman hypocaust or flue was found in
1825, and in the 1830s over 20 Roman
cremations in pots were discovered.5
Immediately east of the site, away
from Watling Street, at 1–3 Congreve
Street and 6–11 Townsend Street, a
1st/2nd-century ditch and soil deposits
were discovered during an
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Fig. 2: Roman features

archaeological evaluation that provided
evidence for Roman agricultural
activity.
Roman evidence
The archaeological evidence for the
presence of Roman activity comprised a
series of roadside ditches, a stone
roadside building and evidence for both
burials agricultural.
Roadside ditches
At the north-east of the site three
ditches ran parallel to the present line
of Old Kent Road (Fig. 2). These
features are likely to be roadside ditches
associated with Roman Watling Street.
The later fills of one the ditches
contained a large amount of pottery
dating from the mid-2nd to 3rd century.
As there was little evidence of domestic
buildings on the site it is possible that
this material came from ceremonies
attended on the burials around the
mausoleum. A large group of
accessioned finds of Roman date also
came from this ditch. These include a
small fragment from the upper edge of a
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ceramic lamp, made in central Gaul
and dating from the late 1st/early 2nd
century, that is identical in form and
fabric to lamps found in an elaborate
cremation burial at the nearby Great
Dover Street site.6 Shoes, here
represented only by a cluster of
hobnails and tiny scraps of leather,
were frequently placed within graves,7
traditionally representing footwear for
the journey to the underworld. It is
possible, although it cannot be proved,
that both the lamp and the shoes are
re-deposited grave goods.
It is more difficult to classify
fragments of glass vessel from the same
ditch. Although they are found in fills of
differing date, all the glass dates from
the 1st or 2nd century. Six fragments
were recovered, but all the recognisable
forms, a collared jar in naturally
coloured glass, a fragment of colourless
ribbed jug or jar and fragments of
square-sectioned bottle8 together with a
small piece of window glass, are vessels
seen in domestic assemblages. Glass
bottles are however seen in funerary
groups elsewhere in the city, as in the

eastern cemetery,9 and bottle fragments
found close to graves at Great Dover
Street were thought to be from grave
goods.10 In the absence of evidence for
domestic occupation in the immediate
area, an original funerary use for the
bottles, at least, is plausible.
Roadside building
In the centre of the site were the
foundations of a stone building
constructed of roughly hewn boulders
of ragstone (Figs. 2 and 3). The building
was rectangular in shape and measured
6.40 m by 5 m (externally). The
foundations were 0.80 m wide and,
although truncated, survived to a depth
of 0.50 m. The dimensions of these
foundations suggest that it was a
substantial structure. The foundations
extended within the line of the building
on the east side, presumably to support
some internal feature within the
building. At some point the building
was demolished and the foundations
partially robbed along the north-east
and south-west sections. The backfill of
the robbing cut contained two pottery
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sherds dating from AD 50–160. Any
original floor surfaces had been
truncated in modern times.
The location of the building
alongside Watling Street, as well as its
form and size, is reminiscent of the
2nd- to 3rd-century stone roadside
buildings found at Great Dover Street.
The building is almost identical in size
to the building identified as a possible
mausoleum at Great Dover Street,11
which measured 6 m by 5.8 m with
foundations 0.8 to 1.0 m wide. It is
slightly larger than the probable templemausoleum also found at Great Dover
Street.12 The building at Old Kent Road
is substantially smaller in size and scale
than the roadside building located at
Shadwell13 whose walls were 1.90 m
wide and which measured 9.0 m
square externally.

Fig. 4: stone moulding

Pits
A series of pits was located to the north
of the building; none had articulated
burials or substantial amounts of
cremated bone, but all contained
material that could indicate grave goods
or burial practice (Fig. 2).
The fill of a linear pit [78] contained
several sherds of a flagon in

Verulamium region white ware dating
from AD 50–160. This vessel may
represent a grave offering as no
cremations were found. The fill of a
small circular pit [80] contained the
remains of a cremation and also
fragments of a Rhodian-type amphora
dating from AD 50–150. Amphorae
were commonly used in cemeteries as
either containers of the cremations
themselves or as a holder of any
cremation vessel and accompanying
grave goods.
The fill of a larger pit [88] contained
sherds from a single bead-rimmed jar in
Highgate Wood C, dating from AD
70–100. Based on other pottery found
within the backfill, it is probable that
this burial dates from the Hadrianic
period; although no human remains
were present the vessel may represent a
grave offering.
The fill of a pit [82], that abutted the
north-east side of the mausoleum,
contained a single sherd of Nene Valley
colour-coated ware, dating from AD
150–400, although it may be intrusive.
The fill also contained a fragment of
stone moulding in oolitic limestone
(Fig. 4). It is of unusual shape and its
dating is uncertain, but in view of the

Fig. 3: foundations of Roman roadside building, looking southeast
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Fig. 5: iron knife blade and copper-alloy horse pendant

fact that the same type of stone was
used at Great Dover Street to the
north,14 it is possible that it came from a
funerary monument. A bracket
moulding from Winchester is vaguely
similar to this stone moulding.15
The fill of a large circular pit [45]
contained sherds from a blackburnished ware jar dating from AD
250–400. The fill also contained four
Roman accessioned finds. A headless
tapering bone shaft is from a hairpin
made in the 1st or 2nd century, while
21 loose hobnails from a shoe and a
fragment from the tip of an iron knife
blade (Fig. 5, left) are not datable.
Clearly the hairpin is residual, but the
shoe could be a grave offering,
although not necessarily associated
with a 3rd-century burial. Knives,
although not unprecedented, are
extremely rare in London graves16 and a
fragment from the tip of an iron knife
blade is unlikely to have been a grave
offering. The final object from the pit, a
well-preserved copper-alloy harness
pendant (Fig. 5, right), is also likely to
be a chance loss. The finely-made
has a smaller internal pendant
which swung freely from a separate
loop and each element has delicate
knob-and-cordon terminals. It is similar
in style, although smaller, to one from
Castleford17 and is related to a form
seen from the 1st century,18 which is
found frequently in Britain and on the

Continent. The disturbed burial pit
contained both residual and intrusive
finds and the nearby road may explain
the presence of a harness pendant.
Animal bones recovered from the
ditch fills and other Roman cut features
across the site, including possible burial
pits, seem to represent mixed
processing and food waste derived
locally or from the nearby Roman
suburb rather than ritual offerings.
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Other Roman features
Other elements included a single
Roman linear feature [74] running
north-west to south-east in the eastern
half of the site (Fig. 2). It may represent
the base of a ditch or boundary marker.
Along the western limit of the site
Roman pits, truncating natural sandy
clay deposits, were recorded (Fig. 2).
Unfortunately it was not possible to
determine their function. No Roman cut
features were recorded to the south of
the site in Trenches 6 and 7, although a
layer of probable agricultural soil
recorded in Trench 7 may date from the
Roman period.
Conclusions
The excavations at 82–86 Old Kent
Road have identified a series of
roadside ditches and a stone building
alongside Roman Watling Street, along
with evidence for burials and
agriculture. The site appears very
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excavations 1983–90, MoLAS Monogr Ser 4 (2000) 137.
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similar to the Roman findings from
Great Dover Street, which lies 800 m
along Watling Street towards the
bridgehead. Like the buildings at 165
Great Dover Street there was no direct
dating evidence for the building.
However the burial evidence from the
pits adjacent to the building suggests
that the area was in use as a cemetery
from at least AD 120.
It is possible that the large amount
of pottery and other finds present in the
later backfills of one of roadside ditches
are associated with funeral ceremonies
rather than local domestic occupational
debris or dumping.
If the building at 82–86 Old Kent
Road is correctly identified as a
mausoleum, it is unclear whether this is
part of a small isolated cemetery used
by particular group or part of a
continuous burial zone alongside
Watling Street.
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