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Archaeological excavations including an environmental sampling programme at Three Oak Lane, 
Southwark, produced evidence qf the prehistoric sedimentary and environmental development, and the 
cultural exploitation, qf the island situated within the Thames known historically as Horslrydown Eyot. 
Formed during the Late Devensian, the island was subject to alluvial conditions until the mid-Holocene, 
when more terrestrial conditions persisted. The earliest evidence qf human activity consisted qf flintwork qf a 
Late Mesolithic tradition, which may have continued into the period normally associated with the Neolithic. 
Episodes qf vegetational clearance were recorded from the Late Neolithic,Jollowed by evidence qf occupation. 
Subsequently, wetter conditions recommenced although evidence qf further activity, in the form qf wattle 
structures and numerous artifacts, was recorded. Continued wet conditions initiated peat formation during 
the Late Bronze Age. Artifacts recovered from within the peat show that even during this period activity, 
probably in the form qf seasonal pasturage, persisted. By the end qf the Bronze Age the site had been 
completely inundated by the Thames, resulting in the deposition qf thick alluvial silt-clay deposits. There 
was no further evidence qf human activity until the post-medieval period, when drainage ditches were 
constructedJollowed by ground-raising activity. Notablefinds recoveredfrom the prehistoric phases include 
the earliest ard component recoveredfrom Britain,fragments qfGrooved Ware pottery, a set qf worked bone 
implements, a rubber stone and a loomweight. 

Introduction 

Evidence for the development, occupation and exploitation of Horsleydown island from 
its formation to the post-medieval period was recovered from an evaluation and subsequent 
excavation undertaken by Pre-Construct Archaeology Ltd at 1-2 Three Oak Lane, 
Southwark (TQ 3365 7984). A comprehensive programme of environmental sampling 
involving sedimentary, phosphate and pollen and other biogenic material analysis, and 
OSL and 14C dating, complemented the excavation. The archive will be deposited at the 
Lo·ndon Archive and Archaeological Research Centre under the site code TKL99. 

The site lies c 250m from the present south bank of the Thames with St Saviour's Dock 
c 17 5m to the east (fig I). Present ground level at the site is at c 4m OD. 

The excavation was carried out between 13 September and 8 October 1999 and the 
area investigated was stepped down twice owing to the depth of the archaeological remains 
(fig 2). 

GEOLOGICAL AND TOPOGRAPHICAL DEVELOPMENT 

The site is located on the Lower Thames Valley flood plain. The underlying geology 
consists of Eocene silt-clay (London Clay) overlain by the Late Devensian Shepperton 
sands and gravels (Gibbard 1994), topographical variations of which resulted in a complex 
landscape of islands, river channels and lakes within the flood plain (Graham 1978). 
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Fig 1 Three Oak Lane, Hors1eydown: site location. (© Crown CopyrighL MC 100014198) 

During the Holocene, the Lower Thames Valley was subjected to widespread alluvial 
sedimentation, resulting in the inundation of the original Late Devensian landscape under 
a wedge of sands, gravels, silts and peats, varying in thickness from less than 5m in 
Southwark to over 35m at Canvey Island in the Thames estuary (Marsland 1986). Despite 
many observations, no detailed lithostratigraphy has been formulated (Gibbard 1994; 
Bates 1998, 10), and Devoy's work (1977; 1979), based on broad-ranging marine 
transgressions and regressions, is usually taken as the model for the sedimentary 
development of the valley. The uncritical and universal application of these models has 
more recently been questioned (Bates & Barham 1995; Haggart 1995; Sidell et al1995) and 
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Fig 2 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: trench 
location. (© Crown Copyright. 
MC 100014198) 

more detailed models, dependent on considerations of a more localized development 
involving the original (Late Devensian) topography and the movement of 'sedimentary 
and ecotonal fronts' along the valley, have been suggested (Bates 1998). These localized 
developments can have major archaeological implications concerning the nature,· extent 
and chronology of the exploitation of particular locales within the flood plain. 

The site is located on the south-eastern side of one of the original Late Devensian 
islands, known historically as Horsleydown Eyot, which was bounded by river foreshore to 
the north, a stream channel to the east (surviving as the present day St Saviour's Dock) and 
by low-lying areas, rising up to Bermondsey Eyot, and eventually to the River Terrace 
Gravels to the south and west (fig 3; Drummond-Murray et al1994; Thomas & Rackham 
1996). The crest of Horsleydown Eyot is thought to coincide approximately with the 
alignment of Queen Elizabeth Street that runs from north-west to south-east forming the 
north-eastern boundary of the site. 

The archaeological sequence 

NATURAL SAND 

The earliest recorded deposits comprised clayey yellow sand with patches of green clay, 
the upper surface of which sloped down from a level of +0.18m OD in the west to -O.lm 
OD in the east. Analysis of the sedimentary sequence and the presence of pre-Quaternary 
spores and dinoflagellate cysts demonstrate that the sand represents Holocene estuarine or 
fluvial deposition, rather than the upper part of the Late Devensian Shepperton sands and 
gravels. 

Optically Stimulated Luminescence (OSL) dating of the top of the sand produced a final 
age estimate of 6040 ± 650 years BP, indicating that depositional conditions had ceased 
and soil formation commenced by the Late Mesolithic/Early Neolithic period. The extent 



Fig 3 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: conjectured plan of prehistoric Southwark including selected sites 
mentioned in the text.

o f  any earlier depositional sequences is unknow n, as they m ay have been  rem oved by 
subsequent erosional episodes.

SOIL  FORMATION AND ME SOLITHIC ACT IVIT Y

N atu ral sand was sealed by a deposit o f  silty sand contain ing abundant plant debris, and 
roots in situ (141), w hich probably represented a biologically rew orked soil horizon form ed 
from  the upper surface o f  the natural sand deposit. T h e  O S L  dating dem onstrated that its 
form ation  com m enced  after r 4 7 4 0 -3 4 4 0 B C  and it probably  continued as a land surface 
throughout the N eolithic and B ronze Age, eventually being subjected to alluvial rew orking 
during the M iddle to L ate B ronze Age (see M iddle B ronze Age below).

Analysis o f  the pollen assem blage from  the top o f  the natural sand upwards into the soil 
horizon  indicated a transition from  w etland to m ore terrestrial conditions, characterized  
by the form ation o f  m ixed deciduous w oodland. T h is  com prised a landscape dom inated 
by lim e with some hazel, oak and b irch ; the presence o f  bracken  along with a diverse 
assem blage o f  herbs suggesting that the w oodland was open in character. T h e  pollen
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Fig 4 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: struck flint. Pyramidal core (1); truncated flake (2); core face 
rejuvenation flake (3); backed/notched blade (4); microlith (5). Scale 1:2, except no 5 at 1:1

record  also indicates that alder-dom inated carr w oodland, with sedge, grass and damp 
ground ferns, was present near the site.

Struck flint characteristic o f  L ate M esolith ic traditions, including a narrow  blade 
m icrolith , a carefully produced single platform  pyram idal core, backed and truncated  
blades, and several unm odified blades and narrow  flakes were recovered  from  the soil 
horizon (fig 4, nos 1 -5 ) . T h e  raw m aterial utilized consisted o f  good quality flint with a 
cortex  suggesting a source close to the parent chalk (G ibbard  1986), w hich would have 
been  easily accessed via the T h am es and its tributaries. T h e  reduction strategy involved 
careful core form ation and the preparation  and m aintenance o f striking platform s and 
core faces, with the intention o f producing system atically a series o f  uniform ly shaped thin 
blades and narrow  flakes, usually with narrow , com plex striking platform s and parallel 
sides and dorsal ridges. T h e  flintwork indicates the exploitation o f the eyot by hunter- 
gatherer bands; the small size o f  the assem blage and the retouched com ponent is suggestive 
o f  activities such as short-term  hunting or task-specific cam ps, involving lim ited core 
reduction and tool production.

T h e  pollen record  shows a continuation o f dry w oodland conditions throughout the 
E arly  N eolithic period. N otw ithstanding sim ilarities betw een L ater M esolith ic and E arly 
N eolithic flintworking traditions, there was no convincing archaeological evidence for 
diagnostic E arly N eolithic activity. E arly  N eolithic activity along the T h a m e s5 m argins has 
been  identified further west at Putney (W arren 1977), Tw ickenham  (Sanford  1970), 
K ingston  (Penn et al 1984; Serjeantson  et al 1992) and R unnym ede (N eedham  1991), and 
to the east at E rith  (C louston 1997), although the evidence for such exploitation w ithin the 
north  Southw ark eyot com plex is lim ited to a few stray finds, such as the leaf-shaped 
arrow heads from  Lafone S treet (fig 3, no 1; Bates & M inkin 1999), Southw ark S treet (fig 3, 
no 7; C otton  1992) and H op ton Street (fig 3, no 6; Bishop 1998). O n  present evidence, it 
would seem  that com m unities em ploying E arly N eolithic traditions regarded N orth 
Southw ark as a m arginal area, and not favourable for m ore extensive exploitation.
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Fig 5 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: plan of tree throw hollows 

L AT E  NE OLITHIC FE ATURE S

Follow ing the rem oval o f  the soil horizon a series o f intrusive features was observed cutting 
into the natural sand. It was likely that they originally cut through the soil horizon, but 
their edges had been  obscured by later biological and alluvial rew orking o f  the deposit.

T h re e  o f  the features (fig 5) consisted o f large irregular-shaped pits (161, 163 and 165), 
varying betw een 0 .2m  and 0 .3m  in depth, with ill-defined edges. T h ey  were filled with 
m aterial very sim ilar to the overlying soil horizon and they did not appear to have been 
backfilled  intentionally. Feature 161 contained  a very decayed section o f  a large oak log, 
1 .29m  x 280m m  x 80m m  thick, probably o f  natural origin as no traces o f w orking could be 
found. Its presence is interesting as pollen analysis indicated that the site was characterized  
by open w oodland, with oak being one o f the species identified. T h ese  pits have been 
in terpreted  as tree-throw  hollows created  by uprooted trees, w hich m ay possibly indicate 
the c learan ce  o f w oodland from  the site in order to facilitate the subsequent settlem ent (see 
below ), although it m ay be m ore likely that the trees were naturally w ind-throw n with the 
settlem ent situated to take advantage o f  the opened space (Evans et al 1999). B racken  fern 
colonization , as indicated from  the pollen analysis, and the presence o f  m icroscopic 
ch arred  particles w ithin the samples, suggest the deliberate burning o f  the vegetation in 
the locality. Although it is possible that the burning was a result o f  natural fires, the 
presence o f  cereal pollen suggests that hum an groups m ay have been  clearing the woodland 
for the cultivation o f  crops. T h is interpretation is supported by the presence o f a rich 
assem blage o f  herbaceous p lant pollen indicating habitats associated with hum an activity, 
such as disturbed ground and arable fields. T h e . pollen analysis therefore provides 
com pelling evidence for an association betw een the site and the cultivated fields at Lafone 
S treet located  im m ediately to the west (Bates & M inkin 1999).

T h e  trees had not been burnt in situ and there was no evidence to suggest w hether they 
had b een  partially utilized and rem oved or ju st left to rot. I f  the latter occurred, the
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Fig 6 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: plan of prehistoric features

position o f these features is interesting, as they are located  within an area o f  later possible 
boundary ditches (see below). T h e  rem oval o f large trees, w ithout the assistance o f  m odern 
earth-m oving m achinery, would be im practical and it is therefore likely that they would 
rem ain as obstacles for some tim e. It has been suggested that large fallen trees m ay have 
form ed im portant ‘landscape m arkers’ and settlem ent foci in w ooded environm ents (Evans 
et al 1999), although w hether this would be applicable in the context o f  a small eyot is 
debatable.

Following the clearan ce, two distinct zones o f activity were identified. A  series o f ditches 
and interrupted ditch systems were located  in the west o f  the site (fig 6). Tw o elem ents o f  a 
n o rth -so u th  oriented interrupted ditch system (154  and 156) at least 5m  long and 0 .5m  
apart were identified. T hese had near-vertical sides, flat bases and rounded butt ends, with 
a m axim um  depth o f 0 .42m . T h e ir  fills com prised m arbled lenses o f  sand, silt and peaty 
m aterial suggesting that the ditches were infilled by natural slumping and silting 
interspersed with periods o f stagnant water. A  curvilinear ditch 0 .4m  deep with rounded 
butt ends and a U -shaped profile (167) m ay have been part o f  another interrupted ditch 
system, continuing 2 .3m  to the south-west as ditch 158. As only a small area o f this was 
visible within the limits o f  the excavation interpretation cannot be conclusive. A  north -
west to south-east aligned ditch (152) up to 0 .12m deep was located  in the western corner 
o f the site. T h is ditch had silted up and subsequently been  recut by ditch 150, w hich had 
concave sides, a flat base and was 0 .34m  deep. T h e ir  fills were hom ogenous and sim ilar to 
the overlying soil horizon, and again, did not appear to have been  deliberately backfilled. 
A  further ditch (210) oriented north-east to south-west was located  away from  the m ain 
area o f ditches in the south-east side o f  the site. T h is had a rounded butt end with a



m axim um  depth o f  0 .5m . A fter it had silted up it was recut by ditch 198, w hich had a 
m axim um  depth o f  0 .45m .

T h e  second zone o f  activity was located  in the centre and east o f  the site and com prised 
num erous postholes and stakeholes (fig 6). T h e  postholes included three substantial 
exam ples with obvious post-pipes (190 , 214  and 226) on an east-north-east to w est-south-
west alignm ent (table 1). In  addition, three further, shallow er postholes (181, 228  and 230) 
w ere located  close by. Several sm aller postholes were excavated  across the site, with 218, 
220 , 2 2 4  and 241 form ing an east-w est alignm ent.

T A B L E  1 D etails o f posthole dim ensions

Posthole Dimensions (m) D epth (m)

190 1.30x 1.20 0.65
214 0 .80x0 .80 0.46
226 0 .76x0 .74 0.57
181 0 .75x0.67 0.20
228 0.90x0 .60 0.22
230 0.86x0 .68 0.21

‘218 0 .26x0 .26 0.31
220 0.32x0 .32 0.11
224 0 .16x0 .16 0.11
241 0 .16x0 .14 0.09
209 0 .22x0.17 0.15
216 0 .36x0 .34 0.09
222 0 .32x0.32 0.07
237 0.75x0 .40 1.00
243 0 .70x0 .64 0.19

T h e  absence o f  tim ber in the postholes suggests that the posts had been  rem oved in 
antiquity, as elsewhere on site the degree o f wood preservation was high. 

It  was not possible to identify any obvious individual building plans from  the postholes, 
although the large quantity o f  daub recovered from  the centre o f  the site from  posthole 
190 and features 146 and 193 suggests the presence o f  a structure in this area. T h e  latter 
two features were large, irregularly linear and difficult to define, and initially thought to be 
o f  natu ral origin, possibly tree throw  hollows. H ow ever, nearly 4kg o f daub, representing 
over 63 %  o f  the total found at the site, was recovered from  these two features, suggesting 
they m ay have originally form ed lines o f  postholes subsequently disturbed by the rem oval 
o f  the uprights. T h is in terpretation is supported by their east-w est alignm ent, m irroring 
oth er posthole alignm ents in this area. G enerally , the daub was o f  hom ogenous 
com position, consisting o f variegated light and dark brow n clay containing fine quartz, red 
iron  oxide and grass inclusions, several exam ples showing possible withy impressions.

Finds from the later Neolithic features

T h e re  w ere few datable artefacts recovered from  the cut features but w hat was present 
suggested a Late N eolithic date. T h e  only cut feature from  w hich pottery was recovered 
was ditch 167. T h e  find consisted o f a base sherd in a soft, lam inated  fabric and with a light 
brow n outer surface, grey brow n inner surface and black  core. T h e  fabric contains some 
coarse sand and possibly some grog. T h e  outer surface is decorated  with two parallel, 
slightly sloping, broad  grooves, each 2 .5m m  broad and less than 1mm deep. T h e  diam eter 
o f  the base was in the region o f  120m m . T h is is diagnostically G rooved W are o f the L ater 
N eolith ic, datable to c 2 7 0 0 -2 0 0 0 B C .

A  fragm ent o f w orked oak was recovered from  part o f  the interrupted ditch system 156, 
the form  and w ear pattern o f w hich indicated that it was the broken lower end o f an ard 
foreshare, ie the replaceable part o f  a tillage tool w hich makes first con tact with the ground
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Fig 7 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: wooden 

ard foreshare tip
Fig 8 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: 

rubber stone

(fig 7). T h e  marks it would have left in the base o f  the ploughed soil would have been very 
sim ilar to the ard marks found at L afone Street a few m etres to the west (Bates & M inkin 
1999) and at several other sites in north  Southw ark (Bow sher 1991; D ru m m ond -M urray et 
al 1994; R idgew ay 1999; Taylor-W ilson  forthcom ing). It m easured 250m m  long x 85m m  
wide, was 23m m  thick, and had been  carved out o f  a small oak log that had been split in 
half. O w ing to use-w ear polishing, m ost o f  the toolm arks had been  worn away leaving only 
small, incom plete axe or adze stop-m arks. T h is  represents a rare exam ple o f a once very 
com m on type o f  im plem ent and is one o f only three ard elem ents know n from  England, 
the others being a m id -lst m illennium  B C  exam ple from  E ton  (T im  Allen, pers com m ; 
South M idlands A rchaeology 1998) and a probable R om an o-B ritish  one from  Abingdon 
(Fowler 1978; R ees 1979). T h e  rarity  o f  the ard precluded the use o f  rad iocarbon  dating as 
this would have destroyed a large portion o f the artefact; how ever, a rad iocarbon  date 
obtained  from  peat sealing the ditch (156) provided a terminus ante quem o f  1 0 3 0 -7 8 5  C al 
B C  (B e ta -136118: 2720  +  80 BP) for the ard, m aking it potentially the oldest yet discovered 
in Britain .

A  fragm ent o f  ru bber stone from  a saddle quern (fig 8) was also recovered from  the same 
ditch as the G rooved W are. T h is  was a small, dark grey rounded pebble fragm ent (90m m  
in length x 52m m  wide x 30m m  thick and w eighing 222g), m ost probably  o f  B unter 
Sandstone, and quite likely to have been obtained from  the nearby R iv er Gravels o f  the 
T h am es (Dewey & B rom ehead  1921; Sherlock 1962). T h e  stone is incom plete, possibly 
h a lf its original size, but appeared to have had two grinding surfaces, both  showing varying 
degrees o f  w ear, and with a dished upper surface. T h e  base o f  the pebble had a flat, 
roughly circular, grinding surface, sm oothed from  use and with a num ber o f  light striations 
indicating the direction o f  w ear. T h e  thick long edge had unm istakable signs o f  rough w ear 
and longitudinal striations were clearly visible. T h is stone is sm aller than the type norm ally 
associated with saddle querns, w hich generally would have been  large enough to use with 
two hands. T h e  com parative small size along with evidence that at one stage it was 
probably  grasped along one edge while the other side was used as a grinder m ight suggest



that som ething other than corn was being ground, although there were no residues present 
or o ther indications as to w hat that was. D ating is difficult with such an ob ject, although a 
L ate  N eolithic date, as suggested by the associated G rooved W are, would not be 
inappropriate.

A  few bone fragm ents, all cattle or cattle-sized, were recovered from  the features. T h e ir  
cond ition  suggests that they were probably buried soon after they were discarded.

Sm all quantities o f  burnt flint and a few non-diagnostic struck flints were recovered 
from  the fills o f m ost o f the features. As they were few in num ber, confident dating o f the 
struck m aterial was im possible, although on technological grounds they would not be 
incom patib le  with L ater N eolithic or E arly B ronze Age industries. Possibly associated with 
these was a larger assem blage recovered from  the soil horizon. T h ese  likewise were 
ch aracterized  by a m ethod o f reduction involving random ly aligned, m ulti-platform ed 
globular or irregularly shaped cores and the production o f  narrow  to broad  shaped flakes 
w ith m ulti-directional dorsal flake scars and relatively thick, plain striking platform s. T h is 
style o f  flintworking is characteristic o f L ater N eolithic and E arly  B ronze Age traditions, 
and includes a group o f 45 flakes and two cores recovered from  the surface o f the natural 
sand close to the northern butt end o f  ditch 156. Several o f  these flakes refitted to the cores 
or each  other, and it would appear that they represent a discrete knapping episode. 
R eto u ch ed  items recovered  from  the soil horizon included scrapers, knives and piercers 
(fig 9, nos 6 -1 2 ) ,  and a com petently m anufactured petit tran chet arrow head (fig 9, no 13). 
T h ese  are rare im plem ents with a distribution concentratin g  around W indm ill H ill in 
W essex and the B ath  region. O th er concentrations include the Yorkshire W olds, Sussex 
and Surrey, with a few recovered from  the T h am es valley (G reen  1980, 103). O n ce 
considered  M esolith ic in date, they are now generally though to be part o f the transverse 
series o f  arrowheads datable to r 2 5 0 0 —2 0 0 0 B C  (G reen  1984, 19) during the L ater 
N eolith ic and, interestingly in light o f the pottery recovered  (see above), have a distinct 
association with G rooved W are sites (G reen  1980, 114). M ost have b een  recovered from  
areas away from  the lower-lying river valleys, although a small num ber have been 
recovered  from  Fengate (Pryor 1974), in a com parable topographical location  to T h ree  
O ak  L ane.

Discussion

T h e  cut features identified indicate different zones o f  activity, with ditches located  to the 
west o f  the site and evidence o f  structures in the form  o f postholes and stakeholes and daub 
in the east. A lthough no individual structures were discernible, the postholes and the large 
quantities o f  daub recovered from  features in the centre o f  the site suggest the presence o f 
a building or structure here. T h e  artefactual evidence recovered from  the site suggests that 
this phase o f  occupation dated to the Late N eolithic, although with such a small sample 
area  it was not possible to draw any conclusions about the precise nature o f  this settlem ent. 
T h e  ditches may have separated an area o f cultivated fields, as recorded to the west at 
L afone S treet, from  a settlem ent to the east, but as no specific building plans could be 
identified and little in the way o f obvious dom estic rubbish was recovered, an interpretation 
as a dom estic settlem ent would be difficult to m aintain. T h e  nature o f  m any o f the finds, 
including the ard, G rooved W are, grinding stone and arrow head m ay even suggest the 
features represent activity o f  a m ore specialized nature (R ichm on d  1999, 4 9 —59). 

MIDDLE  BRONZE  AGE

Middle Bronze Age stakes

A  series o f  stakeholes, several o f  w hich still contained  the sharpened ends o f  stakes, were 
excavated  across the site. A  total o f eleven stake tips were recovered , one o f  w hich was 
rad iocarb on  dated to 1670—1430 C al B C  (B e ta -136117 , 3 270  +  50 BP) equating to the
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Fig 9 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: struck flint. Short end scraper (6); long end scraper (7); edge trimmed 

(knife) flake (8); piercer/spurred flake (9); elaborate piercer (10); piercer (11); long end scraper (12); 
petit tranchet arrowhead (13) 

Middle Bronze Age. They were mostly alder although two examples were oak. The 
diameters of stems used varied between 30 and 50mm and all the axe trimming of the 
point was carried out on one side suggesting that the butt ends were a little bent, typical of 
rods cut from stools in recent traditional roundwood working (Tabor 1994, 136), and likely 
to have been obtained from coppiced alder stools cut nearby. The tips were all slightly 
abraded but had moderately clear small and concave axe facets (figs 10 and 11), although 
no clear signature marks or near complete stop marks were found, and the widest facets 
were only 25mm wide. The size, form, and smoothness of the facets suggested the use of a 
small metal-edged tool with a rounded blade. Six had double cuts forming wedge points, 
four had three or more cuts forming pencil points and one damaged example had a single 
cut, forming a chisel point. Confident interpretation as to the function of these stakes is not 
possible owing to the small number present, although those identified appear to form two 
parallel lines roughly 2.5m apart, or possibly three sides of a rectilinear enclosure. They 
probably represent the base of a wattle structure, perhaps an animal pen, and resemble 
others found recently on several sites in Greater London (Meddens 1996). 
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Fig 10 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: wooden stake tips

Alluvial reworking

T h ro u g h o u t the site, natural sand was sealed by a 0 .25m  thick deposit o f m id -grey/brow n 
silty sand (141), sloping down from  a level o f  -f 0 .38m  O D  in the west to —0.07m  O D  in 
the east. T h e  flint assem blage recovered from  it and the O S L  date on the underlying 
natu ral sand, dem onstrate that it began to develop, probably  as a biologically rew orked 
soil horizon, by the end o f the M esolith ic period (see above), and continued as a land 
surface throughout the N eolithic and B ronze Age.

Sedim entary  analysis and the condition o f  the bone assem blage indicates that prior to 
the soil horizon being sealed by peat at the end o f the B ronze Age (see below), its surface 
had been  subjected to alluvial reworking. T h e  sedim entary sequence showed a coarsening 
upwards from  the base o f  the soil horizon to ju st before the initiation o f  peat form ation. 
T h e  inclusion o f m ed iu m -co arse  sand with granule- and even pebble-size m aterial near 
the upper surface o f  the deposit suggests that it had been  subjected  to m ore prolonged 
flooding, or perhaps a shift in the local drainage regim e. T h e  sedim entary sequence 
differed from  that recorded at B u tler’s W h a rf (fig 3, no 5) on the northern  flank o f  
H orsleydow n Eyot, em phasizing the localized nature o f  deposition and erosion on the 
flood plain (B ranch  & G reen  1997).



0 10cm

Fig 11 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: wooden stake tips 

Finds from the deposit

T h e  bone assem blage recovered from  this deposit was dom inated by cattle, o f  w hich 26 
fragm ents were present. T h re e  fragm ents o f sheep and sh eep /g o at bone were also 
recovered along with five cattle-sized fragm ents and an indeterm inate fragm ent. T h e  
quality o f preservation was generally good, although the bones had been  stained a dark 
colour consistent with being recovered  from  w aterlain deposits. C arnivore dam age was 
directly recorded on three fragm ents and some had articular parts missing in a m anner 
suggestive o f carnivore dam age. O ne small cattle-sized fragm ent exhibited evidence o f 
burning over a long tim e at a high tem perature, possibly in excess o f c 700°C  (Lym an 1994, 
386).

T h e  age and m etrical data are lim ited but indicate that all the cattle bones appear to be 
o f  a size consistent with dom estic anim als, and that they were being killed after they were 
about 2 or 3 years old. T h e  sheep bones com prised two fragm ents o f  a hum erus and a 
m etatarsal, but no m etrical or age data were available from  these fragm ents. D irect 
evidence for butchery  is lim ited to a small transverse cut on a cattle tibia.

T h e  cattle assem blage was dom inated by the m ajor long bones o f the legs, with only five 
loose teeth and a small fragm ent o f  horncore also represented. T h is  bias in favour o f  cattle 
long bones cannot be explained as being caused by the destruction o f  the less dense bones 
or poor on-site recovery (Payne 1975), as teeth and other small fragm ents were present, 
and m any o f the other densest parts o f the skeleton were not. T h e  restricted suite o f  bone 
elem ents represented distinguished the assem blage from  patterns o f  accum ulation



witnessed at other contem porary  sites (eg Legge 1981, fig 3; A rm itage & W est 1985, fig 4). 
T h e  assem blage was not consistent with discard patterns o f  consum ption or butchery waste 
as there was no recognizable pattern  or bias in the high and low m eat yielding bones 
represented . A lthough the assem blage could represent a collection  o f  dense cortical bone 
for bone working, spatial distribution showed no concentrations and m ost o f  the long 
bones showed no signs o f m odification. Experim ents by V oorhies (Lym an 1994, 1 7 2 -4 )  
and abrasion  patterns on the bones suggested that the m ost readily alluvially transported 
bones w ere missing and that the bias in the assem blage m ay have been  caused by fluvial 
action .

T h e  struck flint recovered from  the soil horizon could be shown on raw m aterial, 
technological and typological grounds to be characteristic o f  flintworking traditions 
spanning the M esolith ic to the M iddle or L ate B ronze Age. O n e com ponent utilized locally 
available small rounded flint pebbles, containing frequent therm al flaws. It was ch aracter-
ized by a reduction strategy w hich m axim ised the potential o f  the lim ited qualities o f the 
raw  m aterial, and was geared towards im m ediate use rath er than curation, em ploying an 
ad hoc and expedient approach to obtain  serviceable edges, either on broad, squat and 
often cortica l flakes or by directly utilizing the ‘cores5 them selves. Form al tool types were 
rare and earlier m aterial was occasionally  re-used. R ed u ction  sequences were m inim al, 
lim ited by the alm ost exclusive use o f smallish pebbles, and included the splitting o f 
p ebbles, som etim es using the ‘anvil5 or b ipolar technique, but often ju st along pre-existing 
therm al faults, and m inim ally flaking these to produce either suitable cutting or scraping 
edges or a few flakes with the desired edges. A nother m ethod identified involved rem oving 
a few flakes ‘keel5 style from  a pebble to produce an edge suitable for chopping or 
cutting. T h is  approach is usually regarded as being characteristic o f  M iddle B ronze Age 
traditions, continuing until the demise o f  flintworking at the end o f  the B ronze Age or even 
during the Iron  Age (Ford et al 1984; Saville 1990; Brow n 1991; H erne 1991; Young & 
H u m phrey 1999). T h e  retouched and core tools are dom inated by scraping, piercing and 
ch op p in g /cu ttin g  im plem ents, all related to anim al processing, an activity often associated 
w ith low -lying areas (Bradley 1978).

T h e  condition o f  the flint from  all periods was mostly good, indicating that although the 
assem blage m ay have been subjected to some light tram pling a n d /o r  disturbance, it was 
m ostly in situ and recovered from  close to where it had been  discarded. M in or chipping 
and abrasion  to some pieces would be consistent with some lim ited alluvial reworking, as 
suggested by the sedim entary analysis and the condition o f  other artefacts.

A  large quantity o f burnt flint was also recovered from  the deposit, suggesting that the 
m aterial had been used in hearth  construction, although at P hoenix  W harf, a few hundred 
m etres to the south (fig 3, no 2), large quantities o f  burnt flint was associated with a cooking 
pit dated to the first h a lf o f  the 2nd m illennium  B C  (Bow sher 1991), and another cooking 
pit has recently  been  recorded at 33 T an n er S treet (fig 3, no 3) on the west side o f 
H orsleydow n (H eard 2000).

T h re e  bones, two cattle and one sheep m etatarsal (fig 12) recovered from  the soil 
horizon  were axially perforated with holes in the centre o f  the proxim al articular surface 
(table 2). T h ey  were so sim ilar in form  that they seem ed to represent three different-sized 
elem ents from  the same tool kit. T h ey  probably represented relatively heavy duty ‘socketed 
tools5; the proxim al articulation contains a hole for a handle or peg, and the shaft has been 
m odified to form  a point. T h e re  are small areas o f  dam age to the caudal edge o f  the 
proxim al end o f each m etatarsa, the cause o f w hich is uncertain . N o exact published 
parallels could be found, although sim ilar exam ples have variously been  described as 
gouges (eg Cunliffe & Phillipson 1968), awls (eg Parrington 1978, 8 1 -2 ) ,  or threaders used 
in w eaving (eg H enshall 1950; Cunliffe 1993, fig 75).

A  single fragm ent o f  a cylindrical loom w eight with an angular D -shaped profile was 
recovered  from  deposit 141 (fig 13). It was 54m m  high with a diam eter o f  approxim ately 
70m m , a central p iercing  12m m  across and weighed 78g. It  had a fine textured fabric with
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Fig 12 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: worked bone tools 

abundant clear and opaque quartz, O.0l-O.05mm, and very sparse white quartzite, 
O.05-1.5mm. The loomweight had a grey core and black surface demonstrating that it had 



b een  fired in a reducing atm osphere. Exam ples o f  this type o f  loom w eight are known from  
the M iddle Bronze Age (G rim es & C lose-Brooks 1993), although this exam ple is slightly 
sm aller than  other contem porary  weights. Sm all weights o f this type have been  interpreted 
as being attached  to a small num ber o f  threads and used alongside larger weights to create 
striped or patterned  fabrics (Barford  1987).

T A B L E  2 D escription and m etrical data o f  worked bone

Bone Cattle right proximal Cattle right proximal Sheep left proximal
metatarsal metatarsal metatarsal

Perforated 
Shape of perforation 
M axim um  diameter 
D iam eter perpendicular 
to m axim um  
Length of bone 
Distal end

Axially
Oval
13.4mm
8.5mm

159mm
Broken, some wear

Axially Axially
Obscured by damage Circular 
14.8mm 6.8mm
11.1mm 6.2mm

97mm 68mm
Damage could be caused Damage could be caused
by wear by wear

A  fragm ent o f  coarse and friable red stone w eighing 68g, apparently having the 
properties o f  a strong dye, was recovered from  the soil horizon. Sim ilar m aterial has been 
recovered  from  com parable contexts elsewhere in Southw ark, notably at H opton Street 
(R idgew ay 1999), H u n t’s H ouse (fig 3, no 11; Taylor-W ilson  forthcom ing) and 4 9 -5 1  
T a n n e r S treet (fig 3, no 15; Bishop 2000). Sam ples o f the m aterial from  all four sites were 
subm itted for analysis to English H eritage’s A ncient M onum ents L aboratory . All proved 
to be e ith er pure haem atite (Fe20 3) or a m ixture o f  haem atite and quartz. C om m on uses 
for haem atite  include as a pigm ent (the ‘raddle’ or ‘reddle’ used to m ark sheep is haem atite) 
or as a polishing pow der (eg jew ellers’ rouge). E ith er use is conceivable for the haem atite 
recovered  from  T h re e  O ak  L ane. T h e  presence o f  this m aterial suggests exchange over a 
long distance, perhaps reflecting the value o f  the substance, as haem atite does not occu r 
naturally  in south-east England and the nearest sources would perhaps be the Lake D istrict 
or Forest o f  D ean . T h e  context o f  recovery o f the com parable m aterial from  H opton Street 
and H u n t’s House suggested that this m aterial m ay be in fact be contem porary  with the 
L ate  N eolith ic occupation.

Discussion

Sed im entary  analysis and the condition o f  some o f the artefacts indicated that the soil 
horizon  m ight have been  subjected to alluvial rew orking, the extent o f  w hich was 
u n certain . T h e  condition o f  m ost o f  the artefacts and the m inim al m odification to the soil 
horizon  would suggest that this was lim ited in effect, perhaps produced by periodic or 
seasonal flooding. D espite the alluvial reworking, the stakes and other artefacts recovered



indicate that the site continued to be exploited. T h e  lack o f  settlem ent evidence as well as 
patterns observed elsewhere along the Low er T h am es flood plain (eg M eddens 1996) 
suggest that the site was used for grazing, possibly seasonally, and the stakes m ay have 
originated from  features such as fence lines or anim al pens.

Natural channel

C ontinued flooding and high w ater levels were evidenced by the form ation  o f  a natural 
channel (144), w hich truncated  the soil horizon in the south-w estern corn er o f  the site. It 
was aligned north-w est to south-east and m easured at least 5m  long x  1.2m  wide and was 
0 .32m  deep, having a m axim um  recorded level o f 0 .33m  O D . Its fill com prised sandy silt 
from  w hich burnt and struck flint were recovered, the latter being m ost consistent with a 
M id d le -L a te  B ronze Age date.

LAT E  BRONZE  AGE  PE AT

T h e  natural channel and the soil horizon were sealed by a form ation o f  peat (133) up to 
0 .35m  thick, encountered  at a height o f  0 .33m  O D . R ad io carb o n  dating o f  the peat 
form ation produced an age o f  1 0 3 0 -7 8 5  cal B C  (B e ta -136118 , 27 2 0  +  80  BP). T h is  is 
consistent with evidence recorded at B u tler’s W h a rf on the northern  flank o f  Horsleydown 
E yot where a peat form ation at a com parable level produced a calibrated  rad iocarbon 
determ ination o f  1 2 8 5 -9 6 0 B C  (B ranch  & G reen  1997).

A  small assem blage o f  struck flint, technologically  and typologically sim ilar to the 
M iddle B ronze Age m aterial from  the alluvially reworked soil horizon, was recovered from  
the peat. T h e  absence o f  sim ilar sized clasts to the struck flint w ithin the peat suggest 
continued occupation during the period o f  peat form ation, rath er than the w ashing-in o f 
derived artefacts and adds im portant confirm ation o f  a continuation o f  flintw orking into 
the L ate Bronze Age, as such late assem blages are rarely recovered from  T h am es riverside 
sites (eg Saville 1991, 127). T h e  assem blage was dom inated by small, squat cortical flakes 
and m inim ally reduced alluvial pebble cores, m ost o f w hich appear to have been  utilized 
as scraping or cu ttin g /ch op p in g  tools (fig 14, nos 14—20), again, often associated with 
anim al processing and low-lying areas (Bradley 1978).

Pollen analysis indicated that as peat began to form  the environm ent witnessed a decline 
in lim e and alder w oodland, as well as cereal cultivation, and an increase in pollen diversity 
and the dom inance o f  ferns, including a substantial increase in grass pollen, and a rich 
herb  assem blage dom inated by m em bers o f the daisy fam ily and ribw ort p lantain  (fig 15). 
T h is  suggested that follow ing peat form ation the site was located  w ithin a diverse m osaic 
o f  vegetational environm ents (table 3), with w oodland cover being reduced and areas o f

T A B L E  3 Ecological habitats indicated by the pollen record  at the tim e o f  peat form ation

H abitat Indicator (Latin) Indicator (common)

M arsh bog Sphagnum Moss
A nagallis Pimpernel
S uccisa Devil’s-bit scabious

Dam p woodland Polypodium

Disturbed ground and arable fields Plantago lanceolata

Open water N ymphaea Lily
Rough grassland and wet m eadowland Centaurea nigra Black knapweed

Ranunculus eg Buttercup
E pilobium Willowherb

M arginal wetland Typha latifolia Reedmace
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Fig 14 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: struck flint. Irregular scrapers on thermally fractured pebbles 
(14-16, 19); core (17); keeled cutting/chopping implement on thermally fractured pebble 
(18); spurred flake (20)

open, disturbed ground, possibly associated with cultivation or pastoralism , becom ing 
m ore dom inant. D irect pollen-stratigraphic evidence to support cultivation is weak, with 
only one cereal grain present. T h e  presence o f  charred  particles within the sample m ay, 
how ever, indicate localized hum an activity associated with burning and clearance o f  the 
vegetation  cover.

T h e  period o f  peat form ation also witnessed a substantial increase in total phosphate 
values noted  from  a level o f 0 .24m  O D  upwards. T h is  is not apparently associated with 
any m a jo r change in lithostratigraphy and m ay imply an artificial increase as a result o f 
hu m an intervention such as the grazing o f livestock, with the high phosphate levels 
orig inating from  such sources as anim al urine or m anure.

AL L UVIUM  AND N AT URAL  CHANNE L

T h e  peat was sealed by a 0 .25m -th ick  deposit o f  dark purple-grey silt-clay (204), the top o f 
w hich occurred  betw een 0 .38m  O D  and 0 .52m  O D . T h e  deposition o f  silt-clay
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Fig 15 Three Oak Lane, Horsleydown: pollen diagrams 

demonstrates that by this time the site had become seasonally or persistently inundated 
beneath slow-moving water, and marks the cessation of human activity on the site. The 
pollen record also indicated a transition to less terrestrial conditions, being characterized 
by wetland indicators such as reedmace, and pollen taxa that may represent marine/ 
brackish conditions, such as members of the goosefoot family (eg marsh samphire). The 
presence of pollen of other species of the goosefoot family (eg fat hen) may also indicate 
disturbed ground within the vicinity of the site, suggesting human activity may have 
continued close by. 

Fluvial conditions continued with the deposition of 1.8m of light blue-grey silt-clay 
(104). The level of the top of this deposit sloped down from 2.8m OD in the west to 1.35m 
OD in the east. Diatoms were recovered from this deposit and the assemblage contained a 



m ixture o f  m arine, freshw ater and brackish-w ater indicators, including Cocconeis sp. 
(epiphyte), Melosira sp. (planktonic) and Fragillaria/Opephora sp. T h e  absence o f  an 
exclusively m arine or freshw ater assem blage was interesting, and perhaps indicated that 
the site was located at the ecotonal boundary betw een these environm ents.

T h e  form ation o f  a large natural channel (135) aligned north-east to south-w est across 
the w estern side o f  the site dem onstrated continued changes in the local drainage regim e. 
It was 6 .4m  wide, 1.1m  deep, at least 10.8m  long and with a highest recorded level o f 
1.33m  O D . Its 0 .2m -th ick  prim ary fill com prised blue-grey silt-clay with lenses o f  sand and 
p eat and frequent mussel, oyster and snail shell. T h e  overlying fill contained  frequent 
patches o f  decayed black organic m aterial.

C ontinued  deposition o f  alluvium across the site was represented by a 1.3m -th ick  deposit 
o f  orange-brow n silt-clay with m oderate inclusions o f  m ineral panning and occasional 
ch arco al flecks, grit and shell (103).

T h e  sediments overlying the peat form ed part o f  a w idespread body o f  alluvium that 
was deposited from  standing or slow-m oving w ater on the T h am es flood plain during the 
late prehistoric and historic periods.

POST -M E DIE VAL  DRAIN AGE  DITCHE S AND GROUND RAISIN G

T h e  deposition o f  alluvium m arks the cessation o f  evidence o f  hum an activity on the site 
until a series o f ditches was constructed, presum ably in an attem pt to facilitate drainage, 
during the post-m edieval period. T h e  largest ditch was oriented north-w est to south-east 
and traversed the length o f  the site; tim bers located  along the northern  side suggested that 
it m ay have been revetted. T h e  pottery assem blage recovered from  the prim ary fill 
included sherds o f early post-m edieval redw are, green and yellow -glazed post-m edieval 
slip-coated redware and yellow -glazed B ord er w are, indicating a likely deposition date in 
the late 16th century. Following its silting it was replaced  along its entire length by a post- 
and-plank revetted ditch, the latest fill o f w hich contained  pottery dating from  the early 
17th century.

P ro jection  o f this ditch confirm s that this is a continuation o f  the channel spanned by a 
13th century bridge at L afone S treet (fig 16). T h e  dating evidence from  the ditch 
dem onstrates that it was m aintained  and cleared  out over a long period. Previous 
excavations in the vicinity, and docum entary and cartographic evidence, dem onstrate that 
ditches and channels, some o f  w hich were revetted, were constructed throughout the 
m edieval and post-m edieval periods in an attem pt to drain this m arginal land. Although 
the A g as5 w oodcut m ap does not extend as far as the site, it shows the western side o f 
H orsleydow n as prim arily com posed o f  grazing land bounded by substantial drainage 
channels (Prockter & T aylor 1979, 29).

C h ange in the use o f  the land from  com m on pasture to hab itation  is m arked by the 
deposition o f  ground-raising deposits over the alluvium and drainage ditches. T h is was 
undertaken in order to raise the area above flood level as urban expansion and the 
industrial developm ent o f  the area required the utilization o f  this land. A m ong the post- 
m edieval pottery recovered w ithin the ground-raising deposits were im ported sherds o f  a 
W esser slipware dish, dated 1 5 8 0 -1 6 3 0  and M ontelupo tin-glazed w are, dated 1 5 0 0 -1 7 0 0 . 
T h e  la tter ware is an uncom m on im port in L ondon, but its presence on this site is in 
keeping with other exotic pottery found in the vicinity and reflects the proxim ity o f  the site 
to the T h am es (Sabel & Ja r r e t t  forthcom ing). Fragm ents o f  post-m edieval redware sugar 
cone m oulds were also recovered  representing sugar refining, an industry known from  
elsew here in Southw ark and other areas o f  Lond on in close proxim ity to the T h am es 
(Brooks 1983, 11).
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Fig 16 Three Oak Lane, Hors1eydown: channel/ditch showing projected continuation to Lafone Street and 
wooden bridge. 

Conclusions 

Archaeological, sedimentary and environmental evidence at Three Oak Lane shows a 
sequence documenting the history of Horsleydown Eyot and its human exploitation from 
its formation during the Early Holocene until the site had become entirely submerged by 
the rising Thames towards the end of the Bronze Age. Not until the medieval and post
medieval periods was re colonization of the area attempted, ultimately resulting in the 
developed urban landscape that it has now become. The evidence has demonstrated that 
the nature of human occupation and exploitation of the site has been strongly influenced 
by the environmental and climatic conditions throughout prehistory and the historic 
period. 

Although site-specific studies in north Southwark have produced detailed environmental 
and sedimentary histories (eg Sidell et al 1995; Thomas & Rackham 1996), its general 
geological development has received little attention (Gibbard 1994, 101). Similarly, 
although there have been numerous archaeological investigations which have produced a 
wealth of data, no regional models for the exploitation of the flood plain during the 
prehistoric period have yet been published. 



It is thought that the north Southwark island complexes were formed during the Late 
Devensian, and the site still appears to have been subjected to fluvial deposition conditions 
until c 4740-3440BC. Subsequently a transition to terrestrial conditions occurred and a 
soil horizon began to develop, with the site now forming part of the south-eastern side of 
the Horsleydown sand island. Probably soon after the onset of terrestrial conditions human 
exploitation commenced, and lithic material of a Late Mesolithic tradition was recovered, 
suggesting the presence of short-term hunting or task-specific camps.

Flintwork of Mesolithic traditions has been found on many sites in north Southwark, 
including 283 Tooley Street (fig 3, no 4; Drummond-Murray et al 1994, 254), Butler’s 
Wharf (Bishop 1999) and Lafone Street (Bates & Minkin 1999), all on Horsleydown Eyot, 
as well as other sites in north Southwark, such as at Hopton Street (Ridgeway 1999) and 
Southwark Street (Cotton 1992). Evidence for Mesolithic flintworking sites has also been 
found on the flood plain/gravel terrace edge at Marlborough Grove (fig 3, no 8; MoLAS 
1995) and Bowles Road/Old Kent Road (fig 3, no 9; Rodgers 1990). These demonstrate 
that the eyots were intensively exploited during this period, providing ideal locations for 
hunting camps and important resources for a hunting/gathering economy (Merriman 
1990, 19), although no evidence of more permanent or extensively settled locations has yet 
been found.

Earlier Neolithic evidence in north Southwark is limited to stray finds such as leaf-
shaped arrowheads. In the absence of diagnostic pieces, flintworking traditions of the Late 
Mesolithic and Early Neolithic are very difficult to distinguish. Nevertheless, other 
indicators of Early Neolithic traditions, such as structural remains or pottery, are virtually 
absent, and this may suggest that the area was considered marginal, only occasionally 
visited for such activities as hunting expeditions. Intriguingly, the OSL date 
(4740—3440BC) prior to the formation of the soil horizon containing the Mesolithic 
material, may even suggest the late survival of Mesolithic traditions into a period 
traditionally considered to have been characterized by those of the Early Neolithic.

Evidence for Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age cultivation, mainly in the form of ard 
marks, has been recorded at many locations on the Horsleydown Eyot, including Lafone 
Street (Bates & Minkin 1999) immediately adjacent to Three Oak Lane and Phoenix 
Wharf (Bowsher 1991), as well as at Wolseley Street (fig 3, no 10; Drummond-Murray et al 
1994). The dating of these features is usually problematic; it has been suggested that such 
cultivation originates during the Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age (Sidell et al 1999). 
However, the ard marks at Phoenix Wharf would appear to post-date a burnt mound with 
a radiocarbon date in the early Middle Bronze Age (Merriman 1992) and, although it was 
likely to have formed over a long period of time, the soil horizon overlying the ard marks 
at Lafone Street has also been radiocarbon dated to the Middle Bronze Age (Bates & 
Minkin 1999). The archaeological remains from Three Oak Lane have provided the first 
evidence for possible settlement on Horsleydown from this period, with the ard-share 
demonstrating an association with the cultivation of the area. Tree throw hollows and 
environmental evidence demonstrate clearing of vegetation in the area prior to occupation. 
Two zones of activity were identified on the site, interpreted as representing occupation 
represented by the postholes in the east separated, by ditches and interrupted ditch 
systems, from cultivated fields as recorded to the west at Lafone Street. Although structures 
were present, no individual buildings were discernible and the nature of the occupation is 
difficult to assess; little to suggest domestic activity was recovered, and occupation of a 
more specialized nature may be envisaged. This is a similar pattern to that recently 
recorded at Hopton Street, situated on a similar eyot to the west of Horsleydown. Here a 
poss ible phase of tree clearance was followed by a series of ard marks associated with a 
Late Neolithic beaker bowl that had been deposited in a pit prior to the ploughing, perhaps 
signifying the ritual preparation of the land (Ridgeway 1999). Separated from, but adjacent 
to, the ard marks were numerous postholes and stakeholes representing the remains of 
both substantial and insubstantial structures, such as fence lines or similar structures {ibid).



Further evidence for cultivation in the form of ard marks has recently been recovered at 
Hunt’s House on the Southwark Eyot (Taylor-Wilson forthcoming).

Continued cultivation into the Middle Bronze Age is suggested by radiocarbon dates for 
soils at Lafone Street (Bates & Minkin 1999) and Phoenix Wharf (Bowsher 1991; 
Drummond-Murray 1994). Further activity of a Middle Bronze Age date includes the 
remains of a burnt mound and cooking pit at Phoenix Wharf (Bowsher 1991) and poss ibly 
another cooking pit at 33 Tanner Street (Heard 2000). Other evidence of continued 
activity during this period is provided by the brushwood platform excavated at the 
Bricklayers Arms site (fig 3, no 12; Merriman 1992) and a timber trackway, which probably 
represented a routeway across the marshy areas separating the eyots at Bramcote Green 
(fig 3, no 16; Thomas & Rackham 1996). At Three Oak Lane, the local environment was 
changing by the Middle Bronze Age, and flooding on the site, whether periodic or more 
persistent, resulted in partial reworking of the soil horizon overlying the surface of the site. 
This would have limited the settlement potential, and there is an absence of substantial 
structural remains from this period. However, several sharpened stake tips dated to 
1670-1430B C, and other stakeholes and artefacts from this period indicate activity 
continued, poss ibly involving seasonal grazing with the stakes interpreted as forming 
features such as fence lines or animal pens.

The site appears to have become increasingly dominated by wet conditions, and during 
the Late Bronze Age, at around 1030-785BC, peat formation was initiated, marking a 
considerable change of habitat at the site. Nevertheless, pollen data, phosphate analysis 
and artefactual evidence demonstrate that exploitation of the site continued, and although 
actual settlement was not possible, high phosphate levels within the peat suggested that the 
area was still being utilized, possibly as pasturage. The proximity of the site to open water 
would have made it an ideal location for watering livestock, comparable to activities  
recorded at other marginal wetland sites, such as Fengate (Pryor 1996). Artefactual remains 
recovered from the peat suggest occupation may have continued close by on more 
habitable land, with rubbish generated from such settlement, including struck and burnt 
flint and bone, deposited into the peat on the site. Similar middening activities, although 
of a more overtly ritualized nature, have been demonstrated from comparable sites such as 
at Eton Rowing Lake (South Midlands Archaeology 1998). The flint asse mblage is 
characterized by animal process ing tools, an activity often associated with low-lying areas, 
and the pollen record indicates a variety of vegetational habitats within the vicinity of the 
site including disturbed, poss ibly cultivated, land. Peat formation occurring around the 
late 2nd and early 1st millennium BC has been widely observed throughout north 
Southwark (eg Tyers 1988; Merriman 1992; Thomas & Rackham 1996), and often equated 
with Devoy’s (1979) Tilbury IV marine regress ion. The evidence recorded here would 
suggest that to the contrary, the peat recorded at Three Oak Lane was caused by rising 
water levels, when land that had previously been relatively dry had become inundated to 
the degree that allowed peat to form. It is possible that before peat formed, the earlier 
alluvial reworking of the soil horizon actually represented higher water levels (Devoy’s 
Thames III), with the peat forming as these lowered during the Tilbury IV episode. 
However, as suggested by Bates (1998), the alluviation of the Thames valley flood plain is 
very complex, with local variations in topography and drainage regimes probably exerting 
a greater influence on site-specific sequences  than the more broad-ranging events, such as 
described by Devoy. It is suggested therefore that the peat formation recorded at Three 
Oak Lane, although of a date consistent with Devoy’s Tilbury IV episode, was essentially 
a response to changes in local drainage regimes, such as the infilling of small channels 
(Green et al 1999), set against a background of falling relative sea levels.

At Three Oak Lane, as with many other sites in north Southwark, the end of the peat 
formation was marked by further rises in water levels, probably caused by overbank 
flooding of the Thames, leading to the total inundation of the site by standing or slow- 
moving water, resulting in the deposition of thick alluvial silt-clay deposits. This rendered



the area uninhabitable, and there was no further archaeological evidence for human 
activity on the site until the post-medieval period.

Although continued rises in water levels mark the ces sation of human presence at Three 
Oak Lane by the end of the Bronze Age, activity continued throughout the remainder of 
the prehistoric period on higher parts of the eyots. A Late Bronze Age ring ditch with 
possible accompanying cremations was recorded at Fenning’s Wharf (fig 3, no 13; Askew 
1999), and Late Bronze Age/Iron Age pottery associated with gullies and ditches has been 
recovered from Abbey Street/Neckinger (fig 3, no 14; Heard 1996). Occupation of the 
Southwark island complex continued throughout the Iron Age and into the Roman period, 
although not within the immediate vicinity of the site.

The post-medieval archaeological remains indicate a change from human activity 
dependent on the prevailing environmental conditions to human intervention to control 
these conditions by altering the landscape. Several substantial ditches dating from this 
period indicate attempts to improve drainage, allowing the area to be used for pasture, and 
cleaning and recutting of silted-up ditches demonstrate continued maintenance. Thick 
deposits of ground-raising material were then dumped on the land in order to raise it 
above flood level and this indicated a change in land use from pasture to settlement, as 
demand for land increased through the development of industry and urban expansion.
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