
Fig 1. Creflield Road 1975-Extension of South-east trench in progres (Photo: Ealing Gazette) 

Excavations at Cre ield Road, 
Acton, in 1974 an 

RIOHARD BURLEIGH 
KNOWLEDGE of the former existence of a Palaeo- 
lithic site in the immediate area of Creffield Road, 
Acton, dates from about 18'85 when John Allen 
Brown, a 'looal geologist, discovered s 'workshop' 
floor there lying in situ on an ancient land surface 
which had been exposed by gravel digging. Brom 
this site he recovered several hundred unrolled flint 
flakes .and tools which appeared to form part of a 
single idustry. This mateiial consisted of large 
elongated 'blades land doub1er;dged pointed flakes' 
 with faceted or plain striking platforms, some having 

a bowed 'chapeau de gendarme' prdile when viewed 
end-on. On the basis of their technique of ,manufac- 
ture from specially prepared core., tools and flakes 
of this general type are now classified as Levalloisian 
and in this particular case would seem to belong to 
a Mousterian industry and to have been fihe handi- 
work of Neanderthal man. Creffield Road is one of 
the very few sites from which a rich assemblage of 

1. See British Museum handbook Flint Implemems (3rd 
edition, 1968) pl.111 and R. A. Smith, The Sfurge 
Collettion: Britain (1931) figs. 355-60. 
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such material has been recorded in this country and some of the problems encountered both practiczl 
arguably !much or even most of the material remains and interpretative. 
to be :recovered there. 

In -the years following this discovery residential 
development rapidly overran the area and the 
Hatberdashers' Aske's 'Girls' School was buil't imme- 
diately to the east oT Al'len Brawn's site about 1900. 
Although more flints of similar type were found 
during the digging of foundations for the 3chool 
buildings and again later by J. G. Marsden about 
19272, the full extent of the site has always remained 
unknown. Thus it was with considerable interest 
that the writer d,iscovered by chance early in 
1971 that the Haberd'ashers' School was planning 
to move to Elstree in Hertfordshire within 
two or three years. It seemed probable that when 
this move took place the old school buildings in 
Creffield Road  would be demolished, for although 
substantial they were not very suitaNle for moderni- 
zation. This, together with the fact that the grounds 
comprised a very considerable area of land, made 
redevelopment oY the site seem certain, in which 
case ,pten'tially importan!t and pssi,bly even un~ique 
archaeological evidence might be in danger of being 
lost. 

Therefore, when it was ascertained that the 
Haberdashers' School would be leaving Creffield 
Rosd in the sucmmer d 1974, the London Borough 
of Ealming, into whose ownership the site as a whole 
was to pass, was approached for permission to carry 
out an exploratory excavation of an area df the 
School grounds in the hope of recovering more 
evidence of the working floor and associated arte- 
facts. This permission was eventually obta'ined and 
.in due course two exoavations were carried out, each 
lasting four weeks, in Septemmber 1974 and again in 
August-September 1975. Both these excavations 
were financed by gnants of money from the Depart- 
ment of the Environment through the London and 
Middlesex Archaeological Society and the full report 
will appear shortly in the Society's Trmacf ions .  
The present brief article gives a ,general description 
of the two excavations against the background of 
Allen Brown's earlier work, the results obtained land 

2. J. G.  Marsden, "Note on Le Moustier flints from 
Acton, West Drayton and her" Proc Prrhist Soe E 
Anglia 5 (1928) 297-98. 

3. Comprehensive references to Allen Brown's publica- 
tions will be found in John Wymer, Lower Polaeo- 
lithic Arrh~eologr  in Brifain (1968) 245-70: his Creffield 
Road sect~on drawing (1886) is reproduced on p.266. 

Allen Brown descr2bed his discovery of the work- 
ing floor a t  Crefield 'Road in a number of his publi- 
shed papers3 and in his highly individual wonk 
Palueolithic Man in N.W.  Middlesex (1887). The for- 
mer land surface on which the Rakes were lying was 
at approximately 100ft. OD and termed by him the 
'high' terrace a'lthough i t  would now be regarded as 
the middle terrace which perhaps correlates with the 
Wolstonian (penultimate glaciation) 'Taplm' terrace 
of the Middle Thames V a l l e ~ . ~  The Creffield Road 
industry itself must post-date the formation of this 
terrace and is therdfore probably Ipswichian (last 
interglacial) or  possibly somewhat later in age, that 
is to say dating broadly to the peciod 40-100,000 
years before the present. Sandy loam and brickearth 
deposits 3-4ft. or  more in depth immed.iately over- 
lying the 100ft. terrace are considered to be of late 
Devensian (last glacial) or early ~Flandrian ''post- 
glacial) age land tbe .brickearth is at least partly for- 
med from wind-blown loess laid down around d e  
end of the last glaciation. The brickearth is suc- 
ceeded in turn by a contorted intermediate layer 
termed 'trail', and the present-day surface soil. 

The distribution of industries containing Lewl- 
loisian elements appears very generally to be restric- 
ted to the larger river valleys of S.E. E n g l a ~ ~ d . ~  Only 
three other tproTific sites are known drom the Thames 
Valley ?West Drayton, Middlesex: Crayford, London 
and Baker's Hole, Northflect, Kent " '7). These three 
industries all differ from one another in debacled 
typology and were not necessarily exactly contem- 
poraneous. The Baker's Hole industry appears to be 
the earliest and may belong to the Gipping inter- 
stadia1 towards the end of the Wolstonian (penulti- 
mate) glaciation, wh'lle the others probably belong to 
the last interglacial, the ipswichian, and the Creffield 
Road industry m y  be the latest of these. 8 . 9  In 
general terms these industries all 'belong to the 
Middle Palaeolithic. 

Fuller discussion of much of the foregoing belongs 
in the excavation report proper. The intention here 

pp. 45-53 refer to S. E. England inc!uding the Middle 
and Lower Thames Valley. CorrelaTmn of Pleistocene 
fluvio-glacial deposits from one part of the Thames 
Valley to another is extremely difficult and the geo- 
logical picture is anything bat complete. 

5. John Wymer, op. c i f  in note 3, 380-81. 

h 7hid. .. . ~ ~ 

4. For a recent summary of present knowledge of the 7.  nerek R O ~ ,  A Gazetteer of British Lower and Middle 
Pleistocene glacial succession in Britain and the names Palneolithic Sites (1968). 
now in use for the stages that have so far been recog- 
nised, see the Geological society of spcial 8. John Wymer, op. tit. in note 3, 73-7, 373-74. 
Report No. 4, A Correlafion of Quaternary Deposits 9. Paul Mellars, "The Palaeolithic and Mesoli'thic'' in 
rn ,the Brilish Isles by G. F. Mitchell et al. (1973); Colin Renfrew (ed.) British Prehistory (1974) 52-5, 64. 
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has been simply to outline some of the considera- 
tions leading up to the recent Creffield Road excava- 
tions which started out in 1974 with the object of 
finding a sealed assemblage of a rare kind of Middle 
Palaeolithic industry. In practice the results turned 
out to be rather different from expectation. 

Excavations 
To the east and north-east of the range of School 

buildings facing onto Crefield Road there was an 
irregular-shaped area of some two acres or so of 
lawns, gardens and tennis courts from which to 
select a specific site for excavation. At  its nearest 
point this area was about two hundred yards from 
Allen Brown's original site, closer access to which 
was prevented by the intervening buildings. A large 
lawn immediately to the east of the main School 
building was finally selected as being the most suit- 
able part of the area for excavation. Large-scale pre- 
1900 Ordnance maps showed, however, that careful 
investigation of this site would be needed before 
excavation began as there had formerly been some 
gravel working thereabouts. In other respects the 
site chosen was almost ideal since it was a level area 
already clear but for the need to lift turf, approached 
by wide tarmac roadways on two sides and with 
space to spare for dumping a large quantity of 
spoil. A pavilion in the grounds was available for 
use as a finds hut and equipment store and was also 
large and well-appointed enough to be usable as liv- 
ing accommodation for the excavators. Finally, the 
site as a whole was well protected by high walls and 
fences. 

I n  August 1974, before the start of the excavation, 
a resistivity survey of the site was made by a geo- 
physics team from the Ancient Monuments Labora- 
tory. This revealed a sizeable disturbed area in the 
central part of the southern half of the lawn and 
subsequent trenching confirmed the presence there 
of a refilled gravel pit incorporating late nineteenth 
century glass 'bottles and other refuse of the pe~iod '~ .  
Fortunately, the remainder of the area selected for 
excavation appeared to be essentially undisturbed 
and later trenching confirmed this. 

Figure 2 (c) is a general plan of 'both seasons' ex- 
cavations on which the positions of the initial tren- 
ches are marked. These trenches were made with a 
JWB and their purpose was to provide sections 
which would reveal the distribution and depth of 
the deposits overlying the terrace gravels. The 
general sequence of these deposits has already been 
indicated in the introduction above. One part of ~e 

main east-west trench was deepened suficiently 
to provide a geological section giving some idea of 
the nature and stratification of the upper lcvels of 
the terrace deposits themselves. It had been clear 
at the outset that the overburden of more recent 
deposits would have to be largely removed by 
machine if any appreciable area was to he uncovered 
in the four weeks allowed for excavation and re- 
storation of the site afterwards. The various explora- 
tory trenches thus helped to show to what depth the 
area as a whole could safely be stripped in this way 
without serious risk of disturbing the levels at which 
any flint tools might lie. Below this safe depth, which 
was effectively the top of the brickearth 2-3ft. below 
the modern surface, it was necessary to work more 
carefully down to the level of the terrace gravel by 
a combination of pick-and-shovel and trowelling 
methods, the brickearth itself being very compacted. 

The greater part of the northern half of the area 
originally chosen for excavation was machine 
stripped and about one third of this, some 120 
square yards designated the Main trench, was then 
excavated by hand down to the terrace gravel surface. 
Meanwhile, the South-east trench was extended east- 
wards entirely by hand over an area of some 35 
square yards. In '1975 effort was concentrated solely 
on a continuation further eastwards osf the South- 
east trench and a similar area again was uncovered, 
also by hand alone. A variable number of about 
15 to 20 paid excavators and some volunteers, nearly 
all experienced in both cases, worked on the site in 
1974 and rather fewer in 1975, on both occasions 
under two supervisors. Wet weather made conditions 
difficult in 1974, particularly during the final refilling 
of the trenches at the end of the excavation when 
the site became badly waterlogged. In 1975 condi- 
tions were much drier and then, by contrast, it was 
often necessary to spray the surface being excavated 
with water both to show up colour changes which 
might otherwise have been missed and to soften 
the ground. 
Results 

In the Main trench area about thirty flakes of 
Levallo~isian or Mous~terian type were found dn 1974. 
Most of these were vafiiably stained or patinated 
although a few were of ,almost completely unaltered 
black flint, a similar range of variation having been 
observed by Allen Brown. Some of ;the examples 
found in 1974 were rolled and *herefore derived but 
there were some pieces chmacteristic of Allen 
Brown's collection. These were much' fewer in num- 
ber khan hoped $or and moraover, akhough spscia- 

10. Among the numerous beer and spirit bottles a pewter p rance  makes a happy home" on one side and the 
(sic) Band of Hope temperance medallion was found injunctions "watch and be sober, temperance, pru- 
and was presented to the Department of Coins and dence, fortitude" on the reverse. This find nicely dated Medals, British Museum (Reg. No. 1976-8-19-1). The 
medallion was severely corroded but had the remains the deposit to the 1890's and strangly evoked the 
of an attractive shield design and the words "tem- period flavour of Shaw's Major Barbara. 



list help was enlisted, no ofier surviving evidence 
in the form of either ,pollen or molluscan or other 
faunal remains was found. 

In the event the main body of Uhe finds was of a 
qubte differen~t ch~aracter. From the init~ial excsvation 
of the South-east trench and also during the later 
stages of meclhanioal stripping of overburden, blade 
cores and fresh flakes and blades of much later type 
had been recovered. The greates~t ooncen'tration of 
these appzared to be towards the south-east of the 
site and when the South-eas~t trench was extended 
horizontally eastwards to investigate this, numerous 
similar finds were made throughout the brickeartth 
there. The second season, in 1975, was devoted ex- 
clusively to developing this area funther wi:th the 
aim of adding enough material )to enable a statis- 
tical analysis to be made. Some wet sieving was 
d'one in 1975 to ai,d recovery of very small flakes 
or bl'ades. From the two seasons' work a to~tal of 
abmout 5500 finds were recorded of which about sixty 
per cent were f r ~ m  the 1975 excavation. These con- 
sisted ,principally of a somewhat mixed assemblage 
of flakes and blades including, provisiorally, abou~t 
thisty rejuven'a,bion flakes, abmoult sixaty cores, eighty 
to ninety scrapers somme of which were on blades, 
sixty or so microliths and a few burins, a 'to~tal of 
pehaps 300 zctual atools in all. The abundant 
dkbi,tage also included pieces of burnt Hint. Many of 
the t'ools, in particular some of the scrapers, were 
very finely made from a translucent amber fli'nt, .dhe 
rema~inder being generally of blmack or 'black and 
grey flint. None of this m,aterial was stained or 
patina~ted although many pieces were  partly en- 
crusted with brown iron oxide accr&~.ons. This arte- 
fact matenial is still being studted from the typolo- 
gical poinst of view but appears to represent a single 
indusltry examples of which will of course be figured 
in ,the final report." 

Although there was no pollen or faunal evidence 
from this pant of tihe site &her, the presence of 
burnt flin~t showed that fire had been used there 
with 'the possibility of finding charcoal for radio- 
carbon dating. Unfor;tunately, although sm~all frag- 
ments of charcoal were found at a number of points 
in the brickearth in aptparent associatiion witih the 
worked flints, the total amoun~t recoverable was 
very small. Some of ,this was identyfied as omak char- 
coal and the possi'hili~ty that it was at least in part 
later material inttloduced by the action of earth- 
worms could nolt be ruled ou~t. 

One ohe r  important piece of evidence bearing 
on the dating of 'the industry, as discussed below, 
was that medhanical analysis oarried out on samples 
of the brickeanth by Dr. John Cabt at Rothamsted 

11. Gale Sieveking and Richard Burleigh. MS. in prepara- 
tion. The report will appear in T r a m  London and 
Middlesex Archacol Soc 1977. 

Exper'imental Station, H'arpenden, showed Ithat i t  
was derived from loess. Taken with the geological 
evidence this indicates that the brickearth was form- 
ed fnom wind-blown deposi,ts laid down towards the 
end of the lasst ghciation some 12,000 years ago or 
a little earlier. 
Discussion and conclusions 

Assuming that it d'oes represent a single unit, the 
dating of the later industry thus rests on whether it 
was in situ in the brickearth or had become mixed 
in at some later time. Which of these two possibili- 
ties is correct is by no means certain at present and 
there are arguments in favour of 'both alternatives. 
Extension of the site still further might help to 
resolve this question but much of the area as yet 
unexcavated has pro~baMy been subject to modern 
disturbance. Alternatively computer analysis of the 
distribution of the finds with depth might give use- 
ful indications and may be attempted 'later. Mean- 
while, and in the absence of other exact parallels, 
all that can safely be stated is that the industry 
appears to be of late Upper Palaeolithic o'r Meso- 
lithic type. 

The situation as far as the Levalloisian material 
is concerned is rather more straightforward. Since 
the material recovered in 1974 was from an undis- 
turbed area, the sparsity ot the finds might be taken 
to indicate that the approximate eastward limit of 
the distribution was encountered. This in turn sug- 
gests that any remaining material lies under the 
buildings and surfaced areas between the excavated 
area and Allen Brown's original site, and possi.bly 
also beneath the gardens of private houses adjoining 
the School, where deep disturbance is less 'likely to 
have occurred. In the meantime the property itself 
has changed hands again and as it will 'be returned 
to school use after all the site has unexpectedly been 
reprieved for possible future re-investigation. In view 
of the rarity of open air Palaeo~lithic living sites in 
this country it is important that future dwelopment 
of the immediate area should be watched closely so 
that any opportunity at all for further systematic 
excavation and possible recovery of valuable en- 
vironmental and cultural material is not missed. 
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