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Summary

The Thameslink infrastructure upgrade involved the
construction of new commuter stations on the banks
of the River Thames at Blackfriars North within the
City of London and Blackfriars South in the Borough
of Southwark, with extension to platforms and the
installation of solar panels along the length of the
railway bridge. The new Blackfriars Station is the first
in London to span the entire width of the River
Thames, and the first new station to be built in this
area for 120 years. This volume presents the results of
geoarchaeological investigations undertaken on both
sides of the river and archaeological excavations
carried out on the north bank. 

Traditional archaeological trenching to investigate
the historic foreshore and underlying alluvial layers
was impractical in much of the project area due to
extensive deposits of modern rubble, foundations and
the density of live services, so the initial stages of
fieldwork involved geoarchaeological evaluation. This
work, undertaken by MOLA in 2009 and 2010,
involved monitoring of geotechnical boreholes and
trial pits at Blackfriars North, and the drilling of
several boreholes for archaeological purposes. The
cores of boreholes successfully drilled to bedrock were
extruded and assessed. The second phase of fieldwork
involved the drilling of boreholes on the south bank in
mitigation of construction works. A programme of
mitigation excavation, confined to the north bank of
the River Thames, was carried out during construction
works within the footprint of the new Blackfriars
Station North. 

The construction of a sedimentary deposit model
that spans the current channel of the Thames was based
on the results of the geoarchaeological investigations
on both sides of the river. The absence of evidence for
any prehistoric activity is probably the result of recent
erosion. However, gravel deposits infilling the edges of
a large bedrock hollow on the confluence of the Rivers
Thames and Fleet at Blackfriars North produced
possible evidence of waterside activity dating to the
Roman period. Previous discoveries of the ‘Blackfriars
I’ and other Roman wrecks in the vicinity suggest that

ships docked at the mouth of the Fleet, a major
navigable river during that period. 

Organic material from alluvial deposits overlying
the gravel terrace on the south bank produced Middle
Saxon and later radiocarbon dates, and provide
insights into the tidal nature of the river and of
foreshore land use at Blackfriars South from Saxon
times to the modern day. The microfossil and mollusc
evidence from these sediments suggest that this
location close to a tidal head was a mixed environ-
ment of freshwater with localised brackish saltmarsh
and tidal flats fronting the Thames. Pollen species
and insect remains indicate that deciduous and
coniferous woodland were present in the wider
vicinity. The surrounding landscape was cultivated
and managed, with areas of reclamation from about
the 13th century onwards, with marshy areas punctu-
ated with arable fields and pasture and gardens
planted with exotic trees. 

The alluvial sequences of the north bank broadly
resemble those from the Saxon alluvial deposits on the
south bank, and also contained material typical of
episodic dumping and reclamation activity on the
foreshore during the 16th–17th centuries. Some of the
uppermost samples yielded only freshwater microfos-
sils associated with relatively modern detritus,
including brick, coal, bone, and oyster shell, consistent
with the post-medieval waterfront activity exposed in
the excavation trenches.

Archaeological excavation was restricted to three
small trenches on the north bank of the river. Here the
masonry and timber remains of a significant early
14th-century precinct wall (Structure 1) were discov-
ered, associated with Blackfriars Friary, which gave the
area its name. The wall was constructed on Roman
foreshore gravels which contained fragments of 4th-
century pottery. The remnants of additional structures
included a row of wooden piling, a stone buttress, and
a timber jetty or watermen’s stairs, all of which may
have been contemporary with the friary. 

Later medieval and early post-medieval structures
were associated with waterfront activities and access to
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the river. Timber remains of a possible dock inlet or
projecting wharf resemble 17th-century examples found
elsewhere in London. A timber riverside revetment built
on the same alignment as the medieval friary wall was
later used to support a new stone-built riverside wall
(Structure 5). The baseplates of this wall were reused
structural timbers dated by dendro chronology to 1593–
1627, which preserved details of complex carpentry. The
timbers probably originated from an unidentified high
status building that had stood nearby. Finds of 17th-
century pottery and clay tobacco pipe from gravel

dumps abutting these riverside structures date these
structures to post-Great Fire land reclamation activity.

Although there was no topographical record of
London prior to the late 16th century, by which time
much of the medieval city had been lost, reconstruction
mapping by Mary Lobel provides details of the
Blackfriars area from the 13th century, and historic
maps dating from the post-Great Fire of London
period and later allowed the evidence of structures
discovered during the Thameslink investigations to be
placed in the context of historic London.



Foreword

The Thameslink Programme will transform north–south
travel through London and has included, amongst other
works, the rebuilding of London Bridge and Blackfriars
stations and the construction of a new viaduct through
Borough Market in Southwark. This massive under-
taking required the bringing together of teams of highly
skilled individuals over many years to ensure that the
work was designed, planned and constructed to the
highest standards and with the minimum impact on the
environment, people using the existing railway and
those who lived or worked nearby.

From the earliest planning stages, Network Rail
recognised that some of the key areas of construction
were located in the very heart of historic London and
that it was highly likely that important archaeological
remains would be discovered during building work.
From the outset provision was made to integrate
archaeological specialists within the Thameslink teams
to ensure that any archaeological work was planned
and undertaken to the highest standards.

Now that we have finished our archaeological work
it is clear that the discoveries have lived up to expecta-
tions and Network Rail is pleased to make them known
to the public in the four Thameslink archaeological
monographs. These volumes represent the culmination
of a massive programme of archaeological site work that
started in a small carpark off Redcross Way, Southwark,
and then spread through Borough Market and across
Borough High Street, crossed the Thames to Blackfriars
Station, and finally ended in the arches beneath London
Bridge Station. That this work kept ahead of and did not
delay construction is a testament to the skill, dedication,
professionalism and sheer hard work of the archaeolo-
gists at Oxford Archaeology, Pre-Construct Archae-
ology and the Museum of London Archaeological
Service (MOLA, prior to 2009 MoLAS), as well as the
unwavering support of Thameslink’s construction
teams at Skanska, Costain and Balfour Beatty.

Our finds have been many and varied, but perhaps
the most exciting was the discovery of an unknown
Roman bathhouse beneath Borough High Street, which

is discussed in Monograph 1. The importance of this
find was recognised immediately and steps were taken
to modify our works to ensure that it could be pre-
served beneath a new building planned for the site. The
remains have since been deemed to be of national
importance by Historic England and now have legal
protection as a Scheduled Monument. Today, the
building is occupied by a well-known restaurant chain
and office workers and tourists eat their sandwiches
and sip coffee just a few centimetres above the remains
of a building that once provided a refuge to the tired
and dust-covered inhabitants of Roman London.

As part of our project planning, we anticipated that
we would uncover the remains of Londoners buried in
the old Park Street burial ground. We weren’t sure
how many to expect, but not many were anticipated as
the graveyard should already have been cleared in
the 1860s when the first Borough Viaduct was built.
We were surprised, then, to have to exhume over 300
individuals and many cubic metres of charnel that the
Victorian engineers had left behind them. The work
has provided a fascinating insight into the lives and
deaths of the urban poor in 18th and 19th century
London and we report on these finds in Monograph 3.
The remains have all now been re-buried in a new
burial ground belonging to the Diocese of Southwark,
preceded by a ceremony at Southwark Cathedral in
which the remains of a single, unknown parishioner
were carried to and from the cathedral on a horse
drawn bier.

Should anyone require greater detail on our dis-
coveries, the archive of the project is housed with the
London Archaeological Archive and Research Centre
at the Museum of London.

Simon Blanchflower
Major Programme Director – Thameslink
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