New light on Saxon pottery
from the London area

ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH on the mid-
dle and late Saxon periods has always lagped behind
that of the early Saxon and post-conquest medieval
periods. One of the main reasons for this has been
the paucity of datable artefacts with which to
identify occupation sites and to study L'hag%es in
settlement pattern and the economy. In 1973 the
Department of Urban Archacology was founded
and it has been hoped that one outcome of the
subsequent expenditure of vast amounts of time and
effort an the archaeology of the City of London
would be a much elearer idea of the range and
sequence of artefacts of the middle to late Saxon
period. However, it now seems that the City of
London was only sparsely occupied until late in the
9th century . This probably does not mean that the
London area was only the site a series of small
farming settlements, as has been suggested. A
synthesis of the evidence for settlement of 7th to
Oth-century date, derived from all sources, 15 shown
in Fig. 1. What had previously appeared to be a
series of separate settlements strung out along the
bank of the Thames now appears to have heen a
single large settlement whicﬁ in area at least is
Emhuhiy two or three times the size of the middle

axon settlement at Southampton, recently hailed as
the largest town of its date in England’. A detailed
discussion of the archaeological evidence for this
settlement has been prepared” and two reviews of
the evidence presented’. The evidence is therefore
not dealt with here. Instead, this article explores the
implications for the study of middle and late Saxon

ottery of the hypothesis that most of the middle

axon settlement of London was undefended and lay
along the Strand. Furthermore, it raises some of the
problems with the interpretation of the pottery

1. A. Vince 'In Scarch of Saxen London” Popular Archaec! 5
no.d [1983) 33-7.

2. 1. Haslam "The Saxon Pottery and the Tudor Pottery Group
from the Cesspit’ 221-65 iv M. 1. Hammerson 'Excavations on
the site of Arundel House in the Strand, WOC2 in 1972 Trans
London Middlesex Archaeol Soc 26 {1975) 206-266.

3. N. Hammond ‘Largest Saxon Town Found' The Times (Thurs.
Sepd. 1st, 1983)

4. AL Vince “The topography of Saxon London’ {forthcoming).

ALAN VINCE

evidence and suggests where further wark might
help ta solve them.

Middle Saxon handmade wares

There is at least some measure of agreement over
the character of the pottery used in the early Saxon
period in south-gastern England, from the late 4th or
early 5th centuries to some time in the 7th century.
However, the spread of Christianity deprived
archaeologists of the type of data used to construct a
pottcry chronology of the early Saxon period, that
is, the vessels buried in graves accompanying an
inhumation or containing a cremation. Excavated
selilement sites, such as those along the Thames
gravels in Oxfordshire or at Mucking in Essex,
appear hkewise to be abandoned during the 7th
century while few excavated medieval settlements
have been gjnvcd archacologically to have been
occupied before the late 9th or 10th centuries’.

In recent E‘E ars some inroads into the archaeology
of this murky period have been made, notably in
southern Hampshire where excavations at Win-
chester, Southampton, Portchester and Chalton
between them combine to produce a coherent
sequence spanning the whole Saxon period. Of the
pottery from these sites only two collections are

ublished, that from Portchester and_some of that
from Saxon Southampton (Hamwih). These sites
indicate that handmade pottery tempered mainly
with chaff predominated in the early Saxon period
but was replaced by a variety of handmade ‘grit’-
tempered wares in the middle Saxon period which
were joined by wheelthrown sandy wares, such as
Portchester ware, in the late 10th or early 11th
century. In eastern England it is normal to date the
first wheelthrown pottery to the late 9th or early
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Fig. 1: Distribution of Farly to Middle Saxon potiery in the Thames Valley. N
{ Dirawn by Nick li:'nl’l'l!h*-::-
The map shows that Ipswich-type ware was carried up viver as far as Wraysbury. Further upsiream there is
no diggnostic 1ype Fossil of the mid-Saxon period. Either these sites were abandoned during the Tth century
or. more likely. §th and 9th-century pottery cannot be distinguished from earlicr material,
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2. Ramshury, Wilis.
3. Shakenoak, Uxomn.
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9. Ufton Nervet, Berks.
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11. Rending, Berks.
12, Earley, Berks.
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10th century but in general there is thought o be a
similar sequence, with handmade shelly wares and
wheel-finished Ipswich-type ware taking the place of
the ‘grit’ tempered wares in the middle Saxon
period”,

It has long been recognised that these two regions
were anomalous and that much of lowland Britain
was in an area of ‘infrequent domestic potting’, as
summarised by Hodges'. The Thames valley, around
Oxford and London, however, is shown by Hodges
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16, Harmondswarih,
17, Bedford, Beds.

25, Mucking. Essex.
26, Walton, Bucks.

as an isolated pultury~u5in5 region {on the basis of
tentatively identified middle Saxon pottery from
sites in the two cities). However, if the theory that
London was an extra-mural settlement until the late
Oth century is acccpted then the wheelthrown,
shell-tempered pottery which forms the bulk of the
late Saxon pottery in the two towns, and which was
thought to originate in the middle Saxon period. is
probably of late 9th-century origin. It is certainly not
present on sites in the Strand area. This leaves two



major groups of pottery in the London area to fill
this gap. chaff-tempered ware and Ipswich-type
Wire.

Chaff-tempered ware

A few sherds of chaff-tempered ware have been
found in the Strand area. They form a small part of
the assemblages from the Treasury site in Whitehall
and the unstratified collection from Arundel House,
while a complete chaff-tempered pot was found at
Drury Lane and is thought to have accompanied an
inhumation", The Drury Lane pot is probably Tth
century and is decoraled with vertical burnished
fluting while the other sherds are featureless and
indistinguishable from those [rom nearby rural
Saxon settlements. such as Tottenham Court and
Rectory Grove, Clapham . The few chaff-tempered
sherds found within the City walls are likewise
featureless and indistinguishable from those from
the Strand,

Ipswich-type ware

In many ways, one of the most important vet
badly understood pottery types in use in middle
Saxon England is Ipswich-type ware. A summary of
its distribution and date was given by J. G. Hurst in
1976 and little has taken_place since then to change
the views given there™. Although not a single
Ipswich-type ware vessel has been found accom-
panying a pagan burial, which would suggest a
starting date late in the Tth or early in the 8th
century, there are sherds of Ipswich-type ware from
the backfill surrounding the Sutton Hoo ship burial,
which suggests an early to mid 7th-century starting
date for the ware. Sherds of Ipswich-type ware occur
throughout eastern England. from the Thames
valley up to Yorkshire. Visually, the fabric and
tvpology of these sherds can be paralleled on vessels
from Ipswich itself. This is as truc for the London
area sherds as for those from Norfolk, for example,
However, thin-section analysis of a sherd from
Waltham Abbey showed that it was not muge in the
same fabric as those from kilns in Ipswich'’. Either
the sample of Ipswich products needs to be increased
or there are other manufacturing sites producing
almost jdentical products.

Looking at the London area it is possible 1o erect a
chronological sequence (albeit based on very little

8. Forasummary see 1. G Hurst *The Potiery’ 283-348 in [, M.
Wilson (ed.) The Archacology of Anglo-Saxen England 1976,

Y. Hodges op cit fn. 7, Fig. 6.1
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1. Tottenham Court: potlery report by Lyn Blackmore (forth-
coming); Clapham: R, Deasem & D, Seeley *Excavations at
Reclory Grove, Clapham, 1930-81" London Archagcol 4 no.7

actual evidence) in which the earliest Saxon pottery
assemblages contain solely chaff-tempered and other
handmade wares, and therefore date to the 5th, 6th
or 7th centuries while later ones consist of higher
and higher quantities of Ipswich-iype ware. Using
this sequence London emerges as the only substan-
tially occupied site in the lower Thames valley
during the middle Saxon period. This theory has the
merit of agreeing with the impression gained from
the study of other artefacts. principally metalwork,
that the majority of rural settlements in the Thames
valley produce no finds which need be later than the
7th century.

Another possibility, however, is that the relative
frequency of Ipswich-type sherds at a site is only
indirectly a function of the date of occupation of the
site, Fig. 2 shows that only two sites have produced
large quantities of Ipswich-type ware and low
quantities of chaff-tempered and other handmade
wares: the Strand and Ipswich itself. This suggests
that the absence of Ipswich-type ware at a sile 15 not
a reliable chronological indicator but does show the
intensity of contact between people at that site and
those from areas in which Ipswich-type ware is
common. In other words, it is probably an indicator
of trade. If this is so then it means that once again we
have no means of identifying the majority of middle
Saxon settlements in the Thames valley since if the
settlement wis not involved in long-distance trade its
pottery assemblage might be indistinguishable from
that of an early Saxon scttlement. At Shepperton
Green, for example, a sunken-featured building
which would have normally been dated without
hesitation to the early Saxon f}eriud contained an 8th
or Yth-century pin in its backfill while a ditch
crossing the site produced a coin of Offa, likely w
have been lost ¢ 800, Without these two artefacts the
site would have probably been dated by the stamped
pottery to the 6th cenmr}r,uwith the possibility of
earlier and later occupation ™.

Imported Pottery

Setting aside the uncertain dating of middle Saxon
pottery, there are still problems raised by the theory
that the Strand settlement is middle Saxon London,
Firstly there is the very low uanli?f of stray pottery
finds, although this can probably be wccounted for
quite adequately since there has been as much later

{1982 177-84.
12. Hurst op cir fn. B, 209303,

13.D. F. Williams ‘Petrological note on an Ipswich-tvpe sherd
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Fig. 2: Middle Saxon Finds in the London area.

[Drawn by Anne Jenner )

The area murked us marsh on this map and on Fig. 4 is the extent of alluviam mimus areas shown by the Diept.
of Greater London Archaeslogy to have been gravel eyols slighily higher than the surrounding silt, The exact
houndary of useful land would have shifted during the Saxon period doe to Auctuations in the relitive river
level and cannot yet be plotted. The dates for Wesiminsier and Bermondsey are those of the carlicst charfers,
{Mher settbements within the area of this map are nod recorded at this period, although place-name evidence
would in many cases suggest an early to middle Saxon origin,

Triangles = probable hurials
Squares = occupation debris
Cireles = loose finds

CHAF = finds of chall-tempered pottery within the city walls

development in the area as in the City but much less
archacological attention, Secondly, there is the
apparent difference between the character of the
middle Saxon pottery from London and that from
the two other archacologically investigated English
Eﬂﬂs of this period. lIpswich and Southampton, both
wnown for their middle Saxon imported pottery. As
suggested above. Ipswich-type ware itself mav be
regarded in London in the same way as the
continental wares which have been found in such
numbers in Southampton and the availability of
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Eﬂod quality English pottery on the east coast might
e expected to result in a lower quantity of conti-
nental imports at Ipswich and London in comparison
with southampton. The few imports from the Strand
settlement are all from the Treasury excavation, and
therefore peripheral to the settlement, but they do
include sherds of Tating ware, one of the rarer
imports at Scuthampton, together with sherds of
Badorf-type amphorae and cooking pots (ivpes not

resent at Southampton at all). The 'lPrr:m;ur} middle

axon pottery assemblage 5 much 1o small to
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Fig. 3: Distributhon of Late Saxon potiery in the Thames Valley.
{Drawn by MNick Griffiths)
Omnly sherds of London Late Saxon Shelly ware are plotted here. However, within the confines of the Thames
valley there are as yet no other definite finds of late 9th to early 1ith-century pottery of other types.

14. Moarfields (considerable
Iater medieval dumping here).
15. City of London.

16. Kennington Palace.
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5. Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxon. 12. Althorpe Grove, Battersea.
6. Wallinglord, Oxon. I3, The Treasury, Whitehall,
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produce an adequate assessment of the relative
frequencies of these wares but as a simple count of
sherds, including material residual in medieval and
later contexts, the imporis must account for between
5% and 10% of the pottery.

The relative quantity of imported to local pottery
at Saxon Southampton has, surprisingly, not been
published but a recent re-examination of the entire
collection by Dr. J. R. Timby for Southampton
Museums has shown that the overall percentage of
imported pottery there is only 5% by weight”. Until
a larger sample of the Strand settlement pottery is

available for study it would not be fair 10 compare
the range of imports al the two settlements but the
relative frequency of imports at the two sites is
clearly comparable.

Late Saxon Shelly ware

Moving into the late Saxon period discussion is
now on much safer ground, at least in the lower
Thames valley. There 15 an almost complete ceramic
hreak between the Strand settlement and that within

15, Information {Jt’csen[ud by Dr. Timby at & seminar at South-
ampton, 1983
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the City walls. No [pswich-tvpe ware has been found
in the Cily and virtually no Late Saxon Shelly ware
(LSS) has been found in the Strand area (the
exception is a sherd from a medieval pit at the
Treasury site). Since we know from indisputable
documentary evidence that the walled City was
occupied from the late ninth century and since there
are coins found in the City which would have gone
out of use early in the reign of Alfred, in the 570s,
we know that in the London area lpswich-type ware
is earlier than the 870s while L3% is later. The
problem is just how much later? Since LSS is found
in the earliest late Saxon occupation deposits in the
City it is reasonable to date its inception to the late
9th century. There are a few sites which have
produced early late Saxon deposits containing no
late Saxon pottery, for example the first road
surfaces of Bow Lane, examined at Well Court in
1979" However, these do not prave that LSS was
not in use in the City at this time but do emphasise
that streets like Bow Lane were probably laid out
over unoccupied land from which domestic refuse
was absent,

It is known that L35 was still used in London in
the early 11th century but it is nevertheless also clear
that the ware had completely gone out of use hefore
the Norman conquest. The distribution of LSS
therefore gives a good idea of the extent of
LOth-century settlement, although individual sherds
may be as late as the early 11th century. In Fig. 4 the
distribution of the ware within the City walls is
shown by open circles. They cluster along the main

streets of the City and there is nntnt:-lc‘{' less potter
from sites around the periphery of the City, althoug
utside the

few sites have produced no sherds at all.
wills the ware !;ms heen found in Southwark, on sites
at the northern end of the medieval town, and on
sites immediately outside the gates to the north and
east of the City. Further afield in the London area
there is a remarkable dearth of LSS and no sign of
other wares being used in its place. At Battersea, for
example onlv one or two sherds of LSS have been
found. At Rectory Grove, Clapham, the topsoil
overlying the Saxon settlement contained a collec-
tion of early medieval sherds which might extend
back as far as the beginning of the 11th century but
no sherds of LSS.

Thin-section analysis of LSS sherds from London
and Oxford has shown that the pottery was made
from a clay containing fragments of shelly limestone

16.T, Dwson & ). Schofield “Excavation in the City of London
Second Interim Repart, 1974-1978° Trany Leondon Middlesex
Archaeol Soe 32 (1U%1) 57,

17. The classic puzetteer of these wares, now over 20 vears old, is
1. G, Hurst “Saxo-Nooman poltery in East Anglia: Part 11
Thettord ware” Froc Canths Ant Soc 1 (1956) 42-6(,
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and fossil shell derived from the limestone. Similar
fabrics are found throughout the Jurassic belt, from
Oxfordshire to Lincolnshire, and petrological analy-
sis would only help to locate TEE: source of this
pottery more precisely if the exact species of shell
and micro-fossils were to be examined, which to date
they have not. The distribution of the ware, as
shown in Fig. 3, does define the area in which the
source probably lies. Vessels made in exactly the
same way and with exactly the same petrology occur
in the Thames valley from Oxford down to London,
with a gap (so far) in the Chilterns between
Wallingford and Wraysbury. Further afield, at
Gloucester. Worcester, Swindon. Blockley  and
Northampton, sherds of LSS are rare finds, testify-
ing to a considerable overland traffic from the
middle Thames area. To the north of the Thames
‘megative’ sites, that is those which can be shown to
be of 10th-century date but which have produced no
sherds of LSS, are only easy to come by much
farther to the north and east where wheelthrown
sandy greywares, collectively Thetford-type ware,
are known . Immediately north of the area using
LS5 another wheelthrown shelly ware, 5t. Neots-
type ware, was in use. Unfortunatelv this ware
increased in importance during the 11th century, at
the time when Oxford-London LSS5 had ceased
manufacture””. For a short time in the early to mid
| Ith-century St. Meots ware was the most common
pottery in use in Oxfordshire. Excavations at Si,
Albans Abbey on the site of the Chapter House have
shown that St. Neots ware was also the main pottery
at the time when a small cemetery and boundary
ditch were in use”, At Walton, just to the east of
Avylesbury, St. Neots ware occurred alone in some
features. thought to date to the 10th ceptury. and
alongside ‘early medieval wares” in others™. Howey-
er, there is no independent dating for any of this
pottery which could as easily be of |0th as 11th-
century date.

[tis clear that more basic data are required before
even a secure framework for the late Saxon pottery
of this area 15 available and it is quite impossible to
draw a boundary between LS5 using areas and those
using l0th-century 5t. Neots ware, To the south of
the Thames even greater problems exist. A few
sherds from Wraysbury are the wheelthrown pro-
ducts of a 10th to 11th-century pottery which might
have a local distribution but a museum search of
Berkshire and Surrey has failed to produce any other

18. M. Mellar ‘Late Saxon Pottery in Oxfordshire: Evidence and
Speculation!” Medieval Ceram 4 (1980 1728,

19, Inf. ex. Prof. M. Biddie.

20 M. Farley "Tenth and Eleventh-century Walton” Records of
Bucks 20 p.2 (1976) 228-50.
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definite Late Saxon, as opposed to Saxo-Norman,

stery from these two counties except that shown in
Fi 3. Excavations in northern Hampshire, at
Netherton, have shown that good quality, probably
wheelthrown pottery was in use there from the late
9th century . Its absence from the intervening area
could either be because we have not yet found the
siles or because the population was so sparse that the
area could neither support a local pottery industry
nor induce merchants to import pottery from other
ATEAS.

It has heen established, therefore. that the pottery
used in the lower Thames valley in the 1{th century
was manufactured further west, probably in the
Oxford region. It seems very likely that the river

played an important part in the distribution of the
pottery, perhaps as part of a two-way trade, Im-
ported goods and coastal products (such as marine
fish and shell-fish, both of which are recorded from
late Saxon Oxford) could travel up-river while
pottery and other goods came down. The gap in the
distribution pattern in the Chilterns does, however,
leave this interpretation open to revision. It is
equally possible that the goods were travelling
overland. Mortholt, for example, is a long wa&; from
the Thames but is on the medieval road from Oxford
to London. The examination of pottery from Late

21. Excavations by the City of London Archacol. Soc. Fers.
comm. ). Fairbrother.
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Saxon sites in the Chillerns

problem.

mizht solve  this

Other late Saxon wares

As mentioned ahove, there were numerous sour-
ces of good quality wheelthrown potiery in the area
nocth of London. Many vessels ol these tvpes oceur
as oecasional finds in Oxford, tesblyving o the
position of Oxlord on the overland trade route from
Southampton to Northampton and the volume of
tralfic which must have flowed along this route =
Lomdon, however, has no such collection of exotiza,
Therz i perhaps onc late L0th or carly 1Hih-century
Morthern French glazed pitcher to compure with the
documentary cvidence Tor northern French wone
merchants in the Londom of AEthelred 117 and no
exarrples of  10th-century  Ipswich-Thettord  tvpe

22 Mellor g it b, T8,

3 Assoriated with LS5 in o pit foomd in the 1962 excavation at

Fig. & Middle and Late Savon Pottery from the London area,

wire: 1o compare with the abundant evidence for
both earlier and later Ipswich products in London
Land, from the 12th century, Londen area products
in Ipswichy.

W have here an apparent dichotoomy between the
bistarical evidence, which shows ghundant foreizn
contacts in the late Saxen period, and the pottery
evidence, which implies 2 City in the Hth century in
which pollery Hll'*]!L was a monopaly of the Oxford
raeon. However, the historical cvidence consists of
a hst ol merchants and poods contamed within the
Laws of AFEthelred TT and dawable wo o TR By this
Cne pattery too indicates wide trading contacts {see
Eolow). Perhaps the historical evidence cannat he
taken to show that this situation extended back Lo
the late Yth-century foundations of the walled city,
Helore oo much can ke made of this evidence a

|"'II|‘|r:‘|i|'|f‘ Lane Tloweser, since the fearire woas unscaled
exezpl h‘. post-medicyal collar Coors i maght e ool later dare
a]:ld a lortaiious .Jh!-lu.(.'l.”'h.'ll'l

(Lirawn by Annc lennerd

1. Ipswich-type ware from the Savoy site, Sicand (OL Ace, hoo AZ7145).

2. Ipswieh-type ware from Gate Street, Kingsway | ¥IO0

cALT, Mo, ALY,

3. Late Saxon Shelly ware sponded pitcher Sfonnd in London® (3100 Ace, No. 23112,
4, Late Saxon Shelly ware cosking pot fram Cornliall (MOL Acc, Mo, A2eld75,

5. Tpswich-Thetford ware storape jur or spouted pitlcher feome 18§ Billiter Street (VOT, Aec. Nao,

LISET}.



survey of the other Saxon artefacts from the City
must take place. to see if these too show evidence for
a sharp increase in foreign contacts in the late 1th
century or whether the pottery is alone in this
respect.

The beginnings of medieval London

In 1974 and 1982 excavations on the City water-
front. at New Fresh Wharf and Billingsgate Lorry
Park, revealed that the first major activity to leave
any archacological trace later than the 3rd-century
quay was a bank of clay. At New Fresh Wharf this
overlay a possible timber jetty and rows of stakes set
into the river silt. A date for the bank was provided
by tree-ring analysis which showed that the felling
dates for these timbers clustered around the end of
the 10th century, with onc timber probably felled in
the early 11th century. However, all of the timber
had been re-used and provides only a terminus pose
guerm of ¢ 1000 for the construction of the bank and a
mid-tenth-century date for the earliest activity below
it

The Billingsgate bank had a vertical timber front
but tree-ring analysis has not yet been completed,
However, a worn halfpenny of Edgar [959-973),
which must have left circulation before his reform of
the coinage in 973, was found in a gravel spread
associated with the construction of the bank™. This
provides a terminus post quem for the construction
which would make 1L possible for the Billingsgate
bank and the first activity at New Fresh Wharf to be
contemporary, in the lute 10th century.

The pottery associated with these two banks is
interesting since that from Billingsgate 1s mostly very
similar to that from other 10th-century contexts in
the town while that from New Fresh Wharf, perhaps
half a century later. is predominantly of types which
occur in groups which are definitely post-conguest in
dite. There are differences in the |;:L‘C]':-ji,‘. range of
types which show that the New Fresh Wharf pottery
is not itself post-conguest in date, for example there
15 only one sherd of glazed ware, from an Andenne
ware pitcher, from New Fresh Wharf, and that
found during the watching brief which followed the
excavalion in 1978 Nevertheless, a comparison of
the pottery from the Billingsgate bank, the New
Fresh Wharfl bank and post-conguest groups from
the city shows that the major break in pottery
sources and styles occurred closer to 1000 than 1066,

In many ways this early 11th-century pottery can
be seen as the beginnings of the medieval pottery
sequence. As in the later period there is a wide
variety of sources, includifig imports from the
Rhineland and northern France., Gone is the re-

24. Dyson & Schoficld ap cit fn. 16, 6. Dendroacheonological
amalyvsis by 1. Hillam, University of Sheffield.

liance on the Oxford region and, indeed, neither St.
Neots ware nor the coarse pravel-tempered pottery
which ultimately supplied Oxford is found in the
City. However, overland contacts are shown by the
ﬁresence of coarse handmade pottery containing s

int and chalk temper which probably come from
Hertfordshire (thev predominate in early 12th
century Emupﬁ from St. Albans Abbey, for exam-
ple) and handmade shelly wares of the types
commonly found in the east midlands and termed
there ‘developed 5t. Meots type wares’ as well as
(although probably in the post-conquest period) by
the presence of glazed pitchers and other vessels of
Stamford ware. The Ipswich connection, apparently
broken in the 10th century, is back in the 11th and it
is likely that all of the wheelthrown greyware of
Thetford ware type from the City is actually from
Ipswich kilns.

Conclusion

The theory that middle Saxon London was an
undefended extra-mural settlement until its abrupt
transfer into the Roman walled area late in the 9th
century makes the pottery sequence in the London
area easier to define. However, we are still at the
very beginning of our understanding of Saxon
London. in both its middie and late Saxon phases. It
is quite clear that a study of the pottery of London
cannot take place in isolation. Not only is it
important to know what pottery was in use in the
surrounding counties it is also important to compare
the evidence derived from pottery with that from
other sources. Although we may well now know
where Saxon London was we are a long way from
knowing what happencd there.
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