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Exeter Archaeology Cornish Projects, 1996-1999

[Editors’ note. Exeter Archaeology is an archaeological contracting unit that regularly undertakes
recording projects within Cornwall. We welcome the opportunity to publish the following
summaries of its work; see also the fuller paper by Peter Stead and others on the 1999 excavations
at Nos 4-6 Pydar Street, Truro, presented in this volume. Summaries of work undertaken in 2000
have also been received and will be published in the next volume.]

1996
No 12 Southgate Street, Launceston (SX 332845)

A small evaluation consisting of two Im square pits was carried out within a courtyard to the rear
of the building. The site lies within the medieval walled town and it was considered that deposits or
features of this period might have survived. Natural subsoil directly underlay a modern brick surface
demonstrating that the area had at some time been truncated. With the exception of a shallow
undated drain, no archaeological features were found.

1997
Former Council Depot, Town Mills, Launceston (SX 327850)

A field evaluation was carried out in advance of redevelopment. Archaeological concerns arose as
a result of the location of the site within the former Launceston Priory precinct. Natural clay subsoil
was located within six of the seven trenches excavated, sloping markedly from south-west to north-
east. All the trenches were filled with homogenous clean clay and slate, suggesting a single phase
of levelling. No significant features were found with the exception of a discrete area of metalling
and a thin buried turf line, both over subsoil. Neither of these could be dated.

St Austell Street, Truro (SW 829448)

Recording was undertaken during the excavation of a 37m long drainage trench at the site of the Old
Post Office Sorting Office. The site lay on the western outskirts of the historic medieval core of
Truro, within the former intertidal zone of the River Allen. It was established that the site
represented a single phase reclamation of nineteenth-century date. No earlier material was
identified.
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Superdrug, No 13 Boscawen Street, Truro (SW 82594478)

The site lies within the historic core of Truro and the former tidal flood plain of the River Kenwyn.
Evaluative investigations were undertaken consisting of 13 hand-dug pits on the sites of proposed
pile positions for a new building. It was hoped to reveal evidence of structures or deposits relating
to earlier waterfronts and to understand the process and sequence of reclamation.

Three phases of reclamation were identified, each indicating a narrowing or canalisation of the
River Kenwyn. A waterfront wall was located 18m back from the present water frontage. This
represented the earliest reclamation on the site and was dated by pottery to the eighteenth century.
A second wall, later but also of eighteenth-century date, was located 11m from the present frontage.
No evidence was found for a medieval land surface.

Trethorne Golf Course, Tregadillet (SX 28858370)

Three extant historic hedgebanks of varying types were recorded prior to their removal as part of
the expansion of the golf course. Hedgebank 1 represented a perimeter boundary between medieval
field systems; hedgebank 2 was a pre-eighteenth century (perhaps late medieval) close boundary;
and hedgebank 3 was a reused medieval strip boundary. All three hedgebanks sealed smaller earlier
banks. No obvious differences in bank structure were observed between the three types of
hedgebank and no dating evidence was recovered. Soil samples were taken in order to evaluate
pollen survival but none proved suitable for micromorphological analysis.

1998
Forrabury Common, Boscastle (SX 09729090)

A watching brief was maintained during the excavation of a 250m long, 0.6-0.8m deep BT cable
trench across Forrabury Common. The Common contains a remarkably well-preserved medieval
field system characterised by narrow elongated cultivation strips, known locally as ‘stitches’. For
the greater part of its length the cable extended along the length of one of the stitches.

Deposits consisted of modern plough soil, 0.3m thick, over a band of stony grey soil that became
stonier with depth. This lower deposit may represent the remains of medieval ploughing, although
it is likely to have been disturbed before the soil developed to present depths. Forty-four sherds of
pottery were recovered over the course of the trench. The majority dated from the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries with no medieval, immediately post-medieval or earlier finds being recovered.

Perrancombe Stream Flood Alleviation Scheme (SW 75715435 — 75345355)

The scheme involved the rebuilding and widening of an existing culvert and the construction of a
new culvert along the route of the canalised Perran stream. Archaeological monitoring was carried
out during construction work, in specific areas where archaeological deposits were considered most
likely to be exposed.

The only in situ deposits were in the vicinity of Beach Road during the widening and rebuilding
of the stream outfall and culvert. Here the stratigraphy consisted of sand and gravelly beach
deposits. Elsewhere, substantial spreads of late nineteenth-century mine waste, between 0.7m and
4.0m deep, obscured any potentially earlier material.
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No 12 Lostwithiel Street, Fowey

Several loose human bones were uncovered during building works on the site. Exeter Archaeology
was asked to determine the character of the finds. Six intercutting burials containing articulated
skeletons were uncovered in the north-east corner of a room. All the graves were aligned on an east-
west axis in the conventional Christian manner. No dating evidence was obtained from any of the
graves. The building dates to the early eighteenth century and backs onto St Finbarrus’ churchyard.
It is likely, therefore, that the graves represent pre-eighteenth-century parish burials.

No 18 Lower Fore Street, Saltash (SX 43165882)

A watching brief was carried out during groundworks for an extension at the rear of the property.
During the cutting of foundation trenches, the slate foundations of a building were identified, lying
directly beneath the modern surface. The position of these foundations corresponds to that of a
cottage depicted on the ¢ 1840 Tithe Map.

1999
Parade Motors, The Parade, Liskeard (SX 251645)

A field evaluation was carried out prior to the conversion of the garage into retail units. A single
wall was found, the alignment of which suggested that it represented part of an earlier, possibly
eighteenth-century, building. Post-medieval truncation had removed all evidence of earlier
occupation.

The Cornish Arms, Crockwell Street, Bodmin (SX 07316703)

An assessment and field evaluation of the car park of the Cornish Arms was carried out in advance
of redevelopment. The site lies within 15m of the culverted Town Leat, thought to be medieval in
origin. Two trial trenches were excavated. An extensive deposit of rough-hewn shillet and clay was
found throughout both. This was excavated to a general depth of 1.30m at which point groundwater
was encountered. This material was interpreted as the infill or reclamation of an area of low-lying
ground, most likely the upper bank of the stream that at some point was canalised to form the Town
Leat. This fill was overlain by the remains of eighteenth-century (or later) buildings. No evidence
of medieval occupation was found, although the shillet and clay spread may represent the infill of a
medieval horizon.

Whitsand Bay Holiday Park, Millbrook (SX 40855150)

A watching brief was carried out during the construction of a new retaining wall and the widening
of a trackway. The main archaeological concern was that the works might impact upon the former
access tunnel leading to the north-east caponier of Whitesand Bay Battery (built in the late
nineteenth century to defend Devonport Dockyard against long-range artillery bombardment, and
protected as a Scheduled Ancient Monument). However, no evidence of this feature was found.
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The Old School, Old Road, Liskeard (SX 24356455)

A field evaluation was carried out prior to the development of a former school playing field as
residential accommodation. In 1996 CAU had carried out excavations on an adjacent site to the
north of Old Road following the discovery of a long curving ditch during construction works. The
ditch appeared to represent part of an enclosure; its fills produced a radiocarbon date of
1396-840BC and yielded several sherds of probably mid-late Bronze Age pottery (see Jones, this
volume). It was considered likely that the ditch would extend into the school playing field and a
programme of investigations was agreed.

A geophysical survey was carried out over the area and a number of anomalies recorded.
Prominent amongst these was an east-west feature, some 1-1.5m wide, traceable for a distance of
almost 100m. This was viewed as possibly representing the southern side of the prehistoric
enclosure ditch. All the strong anomalies and a representative sample of the weaker ones were
investigated by a total of 29 trenches totalling 181m in length. The site frontage was also thoroughly
examined.

The east-west ditch was shown to be very shallow and of probable post-medieval date. Other
features were located, but despite intensive sieving of their fills, only a single securely stratified
sherd of medieval coarseware was recovered from one shallow curving ditch. The profile and fill of
this ditch were very similar to those of several other undated ditches investigated, and they may
represent contemporaneous elements of a medieval strip field system. Medieval occupation within
the area was suggested by a number of residual sherds of coarseware retrieved from the topsoil
throughout the development site.

No evidence was found of a prehistoric enclosure or settlement within the development site. This
may necessitate a review of the results of the 1996 investigation. It is conceivable that the ditch
found to the north of Old Road may return further to the south of the playing field, although this
would imply a very large enclosure and some evidence of occupation within the development site
would have been expected. Another possibility is that the ditch represents a territorial division or
part of a field system, rather than an enclosure.

The Brunel Inn, No 83 Fore Street, Saltash (SX 42885886)

A field evaluation was carried out prior to an extension to the Inn. The area is within the Historic
Settlement designation of Saltash and it was considered that the development might impact upon
medieval and post-medieval remains or deposits. Three trial pits were excavated. Natural subsoil
was located at a depth of 0.40m. Residual medieval pottery sherds were found in nineteenth-century
contexts, but no evidence was found for the survival of medieval deposits or features.
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Reviews

Mawgan Porth Remembered

PAuUL ASHBEE

Mawgan Porth, a settlement of the late Saxon period on the North Cornish Coast, Excavations
1949-52, 1954 and 1974, by the late Rupert Bruce-Mitford, with contributions by Paul Ashbee, the
late Ernest Greenfield, Fiona Roe and Robin J Taylor (edited by Robin J Taylor). Archaeological
Report 13, English Heritage, London, 1997. ISBN 1-85074-613-3, £35, 160pp, 114 illustrations.

How and why an account of what must have been, in the 1950s, the largest and most
comprehensive archaeological excavation to have taken place in Cornwall was so long in gestation
requires answers which are largely historical, involving personalities, institutional demands,
broader issues, and the nature of English life. Back in 1948, George Willmot’s trial trenching
disclosed well-preserved stone structure remnants associated with Late Saxon bar-lug pottery and a
silver penny of Aethelred II (the Unready), struck at Lydford, Devon, between AD 990 and 995.
After consultation between CA Ralegh Radford, who had seen the site, Sir Thomas Kendrick,
Director of the British Museum, renowned for his work on Anglo-Saxon and Viking art and culture,
and BHStJ O’Neil, Chief Inspector of Ancient Monuments, Rupert Bruce-Mitford was nominated
to conduct excavations, as building was anticipated. This nomination was due to the fact that he had
been given the task, within the British Museum, of the definitive publication of the Sutton Hoo royal
ship-grave material, which would, in time, involve further excavation of the relict parts of the
barrow and its boat. Kendrick, with this in mind, considered it necessary that he should gain some
field experience. In September 1950, the present writer, who had just completed preliminary work
on Halangy Down, St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly. was invited to assist him.

In 1951 and 1952 Mawgan Porth became the main activity of the University of London’s
Archaeological Society, and its Secretary, and later President, Richmal CL Disher (now Ashbee) of
Westfield College, University of London, organised the recruitment of volunteers. In the event, as
many as 100 people were employed on the site, many later attaining distinction in archaeology and
allied academic fields.

The large number of people at work and the complex nature of the site presented especial
challenges. For example, problems with sand and soil disposal were solved by the use of level light
railway lines and trucks across the site. Rupert Bruce-Mitford was ever adamant that the excavation
should in no way seem to follow, neither organisationally nor upon the ground, any of the precepts
of Sir Mortimer Wheeler. Thus almost all the elements of co-ordinated archaeological endeavour
were successfully given other guises, although arbitrary cuttings led to frequent difficulties with
nomenclature, recording and survey. Spells of hot weather made work, especially in the cemetery
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beneath the sand dunes, exacting because of reflected heat and the quantities of sand that had to be
removed. From the outset there was press reportage of the site (The Manchester Guardian, 28 Sept
1950, 30 Aug 1951 and 14 Aug 1952; The West Briton, 28 Sept 1950; Western Morning News, 30
Aug 1951); the BBC described the scene against an audible background of ingeniously attracted
seagulls, and distinguished visitors did their rounds.

In 1954 Bruce-Mitford spent a further short season with a small team of volunteers, completing
the work upon Courtyard House 2 and its complexities. Trial trenching had given indications of
another house at the foot of the slope, and, when in 1974 a putting green was to be laid out, this was
excavated by Emest Greenfield, at that time living in St Mawgan.

A preliminary account of the work at Mawgan Porth, to the end of 1954, was published in 1956
(Bruce-Mitford 1956, 167-96) and there were summary references in Cornish Archaeology
(Thomas 1964, 48; Hutchinson 1979, passim; Preston-Jones 1984, passim; Preston-Jones and Rose
1986, 146-7, 158, 167). Now these observations can be studied in the light of the valuable English
Heritage report which is a significant addition to Cornish archaeological literature.

The vale of Lanherne was formed by a forbear of the modest River Menalhyl downcutting to
lower sea-levels. There are traces of occupation throughout prehistory and into later times (Ashbee
1997). Indeed, a close investigative survey could add a new dimension to Cornish studies. The
settlement lies some 60 yards from the sea’s present high-water mark. Between tides a considerable
- area of sand is exposed, the collecting area for the massive dunes flanking the northern side of
Mawgan Porth and the lower river valley. Indeed, a truncated slate-slab grave, with a skeleton minus
its lower leg bones found among the dunes, thought comparable with the flagstone cists found at
Harlyn Bay (Whimster 1977), was the initial indication of ancient remains. At about the same time,
in 1934, test-pits, dug with a view to building, had disclosed stone walls and pieces of pottery. It
was, however, George Willmot'’s trial trenching which gave insight into their character and possible
extent. As elsewhere in Cornwall, and on the Isles of Scilly, it was the inroads of blown sand that
brought about the end of the settlement. Only inutile artefacts were left behind; the inhabitants
moved up the valley and formed the basis of the modern village, as is attested by bar-lug sherds
found there in 1955 (Wailes 1956; Hutchinson 1979, 96-7).

The base-line established in 1950 was to be the basis of a grid system, which, with appropriate
compensation for the hillslope, would have controlled the investigation of the suspected buildings
and their relationships. It was envisaged, at least by the present writer, that squares, with 10ft or 20ft
sides, within the grid, would be excavated, a method which would have allowed an integrated
system of governing sections. Wheeler had used such a scheme at Maiden Castle (1943, PL.XCVI,
A), and again in India (1976, 44, P1.29), and this had been generally accepted as the basis of
methodical excavation (Atkinson 1953, 50). It had been employed in modest manner at Porth Cressa
in 1949 (Ashbee 1954; 1979) and considered as ideal for the extensive area of Mawgan Porth’s sand
enshrouded houses. In 1950 this had been thought of as the mode for the exploration of the site
beyond George Willmot’s trenches. Elongated, but rectangular, cuttings within the established grid
system were eventually used, and a central finds book and diary acceded to. However, as the
enterprise proceed its own characteristics developed and various recording procedures, albeit within
the fundamental grid, were evolved.

Excavation reports are traditionally aseptic documents. All kinds of people are acknowledged for
their contributions and support of the work in the field, and to subsequent publication, which,
following the dictum of Pitt Rivers (Wheeler 1954, 182-3) always takes much longer. We are rarely
ever told of who did what on site, the personalities and the tasks they undertook, supervision,
practical excavation, record and survey.

In general terms, excavation at Mawgan Porth involved two phases, the removal of blown sand,
by exacting shovelling and brushing, to expose the tops of walls, tumbles of stone-rubble associated
with them and, thereafter, the detailed investigation of such stratigraphy and other remains that
survived beneath the sanding and the rubble slides. House 1, as its excavation proceeded in 1951,
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was planned from the base-line, salient points being established by three-point triangulation.
Sections were drawn (eg figs 13, 15, 18) by the expedient of plumbed vertical measurements from
theodolite-levelled, stepped, horizontal lines, but the recording of rubble spreads posed especial
problems. The employment of a portable grid was frowned upon, as was gridding by strings secured
to survey arrows. In the event, the margins of spreads were delineated and thereafter, taped, divided
strips plotted; a system devised after experiment. A year later, in 1952, when House 2 was partially
explored, the same sequence of excavation and survey was followed, although here the rubble slides
were modest. Indeed, pinned out grid-systems, related to the site’s overall grid system, were
employed, as those with excavational experience, beyond trowel-wielding, would not be bound by
what they considered to be curious antipathies.

To facilitate sand and soil removal, light railway lines and trucks were obtained from a china-clay
plant depot at Indian Queens. These lines, 18ins gauge, were levelled across the hillslope, with a tip
turn-table for each. The wooden, cast-iron wheeled tubs, as they were termed, could take a ton of
material at one time. Sand and soil were bucketed or barrowed, the last by low plank and steel
scaffold ramps, aided by the hillslope. The advantages of the system, which eliminated distance
barrowing, were speedily assimilated and mishaps were few. Line-ends were blocked by
wheelbuffers, pieces of timber lashed to an end steel sleeper. In 1952, the lower line, for the
excavation of House 2, was laid and a great deal of its sand cover was shovelled directly into the
tub. As the house was cleared the line proved to be above the walling separating Room 1 from
Rooms 2 and 3, and had to be truncated. For some reason the timber buffer was removed and the
tub ran from its rails and fell some five feet, down amongst a group trowel-cleaning its floor.
Mercifully, no more than shock was sustained, while the incident brought home to all concerned that
heavy plant needed using with care and forethought for safety.

As acknowledged in the Report (p ix) the landowner, Philip Wailes, lent his large house, then
recently acquired, to the excavation in 1951 and, in 1952, the Bridge Café, in the grounds of which
a tented camp was established. During 1951 he took charge of the catering, an onerous task. There
was, however, an emergency in his affairs and the pattern was broken for ten days and the
excavation was left to its own devices. It was found that ration books, current at that time, were in
a safe and the key was at the other end of Britain. Simple food, in fair quantity, had been the norm
and, taking local advice, it was found that Army surplus tinned ration stews could be obtained in St
Columb market. These were fed to the helpers, with variations, and were commended by those who
consumed them. In 1952, when everyone was camped at the rear of the Bridge café, the cesspit
began to overflow and the appropriate sanitary authority was slow to respond. Thus emergency
lavatories, privy pits disinfected with quicklime, were established at a distance.

Visitors to the site were often memorable. Bryan O’Neil, Chief Inspector of Ancient Monuments,
approved of the stripping of House 1 and the, then, partial exposure of 2. He felt that a gridded
approach might have been more practical and was concerned that the slatey stone would present
problems for conservation were the site taken into Guardianship. Gordon Childe felt that such large-
scale excavation was the only practical approach to settlement appraisal. He was excited by what he
had seen of the north Cornish coast and had equipped himself with maps. An exacting (to all but
himself) walk from Mawgan Porth to Newquay was undertaken and each of the promontory forts
minutely scrutinised. CW Phillips was a mine of apposite observation, backed by a wealth of
recollection of excavations visited back in the 1930s. At that time he was Archaeological Officer of
the Ordnance Survey. A new trigonometrical point was visited as were the Iron Age camp adjacent
to St Mawgan village and one of the promontory forts.

AB Tonnochy, Keeper of British and Medieval Antiquities at the British Museum, Rupert Bruce-
Mitford’s head of department, arrived in, and wore daily, a dark, near-black, London suit of early
cut, topped by a light check cap, as appropriate for Cornish rurality. It emerged that he was a more
than competent pianist addicted to the melodies of Gilbert and Sullivan. For some three evenings,
aided by wine and music sheets with words, which had appeared, we warbled the popular choruses.
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In the event we were outshone and Tonnochy charmed, by a group of enterprising girls who had a
good grasp of the female parts from The Mikado. When he was put on the train, his departing words
were of the musical evenings. He had only once ventured onto and into the site, his days being spent
sitting upon the summit of a high sand dune. Gerald Dunning, then our direct Ministry of Works
contact, looked at our organisation and plant, and spent some time closely examining the bar-lug
pottery, for he was at that time moving towards his seminal studies of Medieval ceramics. He
thought that the enterprise was an historical occasion and urged that we also photographed various
people in action, a notion that stood us in good stead. AHA Hogg, Secretary of the Royal
Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, and his colleagues, including
Christopher Houlder, discussed the Welsh coastal sand dune systems, and the implications of the
settlement lay-out for various Cambrian sites known to them.

Despite his antipathy to the accepted excavational procedures of the early 1950s (Atkinson 1946,
2nd ed 1953; Wheeler 1954), which surfaced from time to time, Rupert eventually accepted their
principles. As has been observed a working modus operandi evolved and when, in his later years,
Rupert began work upon the Mawgan Porth material, he was pleasantly surprised at the quality of
the records.

As was said at the outset of this article, Rupert’s primary objective was Sutton Hoo and all
pertaining to it. In the early 1960s, the present writer was invited to undertake the excavation of the
remaining parts of the royal barrow and to collaborate in the study of the site. In the event gridded
squares, which could be subdivided into square yards (Ashbee 1975), procedures initially devised
for Mawgan Porth, for Sutton Hoo’s 1939 dumps and, thereafter, for the relict parts of the barrow,
were employed. Ironically, a reviewer of the initial Sutton Hoo volume said that the cuttings
outrivalled anything ever used by Sir Mortimer Wheeler! With the publication of the final Sutton
Hoo volumes in 1983, Rupert was able to turn to the Mawgan Porth material. Moreover, with the
emergence of the Sutton Hoo Research Committee, supporting Martin Carver’s programme which
began in 1983, Rupert and the present writer regularly met and were able to discuss such problems
pertaining to Mawgan Porth as had presented themselves.

After a start in 1956, a fair draft of the Mawgan Porth report had been completed some four years
before Rupert’s untimely death in 1994. As a courtesy a copy was sent to English Heritage and fell
into the hands of one of the modernists, at that time concerned with publications. This was returned
with the comment that it was in an archaic form, over-detailed and prolix. As a result of this
abrasive, and quite unnecessary, rejoinder, to his endeavours, which caused him considerable
distress, Rupert laid Mawgan Porth aside and concentrated his energies upon the Corpus of Late
Celtic Hanging Bowls which he had long envisaged. In the event, Mawgan Porth was made ready
for publication by Robin J Taylor who had worked upon the finds, records and the nature of
Courtyard House 1, and who appreciated the essence of Rupert’s archaeological endeavours.
Indeed, some indication of the report’s vicissitudes are reflected in the carefully written
acknowledgements and Robin Taylor’s supplement to the Introduction.

In almost every dimension Robin Taylor’s skilful and sensitive editing has preserved the essential
nature of Rupert’s precise and detailed approach to archaeology. The descriptions of the three
courtyard houses are couched in his meticulous prose, while the bar-lug pottery and the stone
industry, in consideration and in catalogue, have all the hallmarks of the painstaking descriptive
detailing of which he was a master. A further valuable adjunct is the geological identification of the
used stones, artifacts and pieces of querns, by Fiona Roe.

This posthumous publication allowed the present writer to update his account of the cemetery
where, although containing mostly extended inhumation burials, the slab-sided and covered graves
were not unreminiscent of the Harlyn Bay Iron Age cists. A further contribution was a summary of
the prehistory of the vale of Lanherne, where deposits that would allow the deployment of
environmental archaeological techniques may still remain. Indeed, further insights into the land and
sea-based domestic economy of the settlement might be forthcoming.
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Fig 2 Schematic drawing traced from Fig 1 giving numbers to the individuals listed in the table.
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Fig 1 (opposite) Mawgan Porth: photograph by Charles Woolf of the excavation team, August
1952. RLS Bruce-Mitford stands right of group, in blazer. Others in the team, as identified by
Richmal and Paul Ashbee, Sarnia Butcher, Nicholas Thomas, Peter Gathercole and others, are
numbered on Fig 2, a schematic drawing traced from the photograph, and the following table.
The author and editors would welcome any further identifications.

1 Ronnie Rule 2
3 Richmal Disher (= Ashbee) 4 Sonia Chadwick (= Hawkes)
5 6 John Lewis

7 ?Miss Richardson

8 E Peacock (architect) with Michael Bruce
Mitford on shoulders

9 10
11 12
13 14
15 John Scantlebury 16 Alan Sorrell

17 18 Bernard Wailes
19 Arthur ApSimon 20 Paul Ashbee
21 22
23 Denis Kenward 24 7Kay Capes
25 Eileen Sindell Wright 26
27 Carl? 28 Celia Minter
29 Don Minter 30 Denis Fisher
31 Rupert Bruce-Mitford 32 Robin Kenward
33 Dora 34
35 Sarnia Butcher 36 Enid Fisher
37 38 Tony Denton
39 Vi ?Armstrong 40 Mary Pinsent
41 Myrtle Bruce Mitford 42 Diana?
43 Jeanne Harvey = van Gorkom (NZ) 44
45 46 Rose?
47 48 Phil Wailes

49 John Hopkins (Librarian, Society of
Antiquaries)

Even now, as stated in the conclusions, Mawgan Porth is a remarkable and unique site with a
central date based upon the, alas, rather uncertain stratigraphical provenance of the silver penny of
AD 990-995. All in all, this report is a signal addition to Cornish archaeology at large, for its clear
plans, sections and other line drawings, together with various historic photographic illustrations, all
geared to an elegant text, make it a pleasure to handle and read. Moreover, its distinctive cover
carries a reconstruction of life within House no 1, repeated in closer detail on p8, with a further
reconstruction of the exterior on p5. These are from works by Alan Sorrell, well known for his
reconstructional drawings and distinctive paintings (Jessup 1967), and are based upon a systematic
evaluation of excavational detail. To complete this searching presentation, there is a comprehensive
bibliography, which, before all else, sets the bar-lug pottery sites into their wider European context.
A further and especially memorable feature are Charles Woolf’s dramatic photographs, which, on
one particular day in 1952, included the excavation’s staff (Fig 1).

As has been observed, the Mawgan Porth operations were at the time with, perhaps, the exception
of the work at Tintagel, the most extensive excavations ever carried out in Cornwall. Indeed, they
are now a half-century in the past and a part of the history of archaeological endeavour in our
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country at large. Since those momentous years, much has changed in Cornish archaeology and the
leading figures of that age have acquired misty if not largely unknown qualities. Thus it is apposite
to say something of the man who, down the years, carried the ultimate responsibility for the
Mawgan Porth excavations and all pertaining to them.

Rupert Leo Scott Bruce-Mitford was the youngest son of a colonial family which had its roots in
such diverse matters as vulcanology, ranching and gold prospecting. Educated at Christ’s Hospital
and Hertford College, Oxford, he obtained a post in the Ashmolean Museum where, with Martyn
Jope, he salvaged medieval pottery when the basement of the New Bodleian Library was being
mechanically dug. He joined the British Museum in 1938 and, with the exception of the war years,
spent the whole of his working life in that institution. His museum work was such that Sir Thomas
Kendrick wrote to him, just before his demobilisation, to say that he would be undertaking the
detailed publication of the material from the royal ship-burial at Sutton Hoo, when released from
the British Army.

Rupert’s first action regarding this onerous task was, in 1947, the production of The Sutton Hoo
Ship Burial — a Provisional Guide which had ten reprints. He became Keeper of British and
Medieval Antiquities in 1954 and, for almost a decade, the demands of that post occupied most of
his time. Nonetheless, he assembled a team of helpers and, in 1964, the excavation work at Sutton
Hoo, in which the present writer was involved, began. The first volume of The Sutton Hoo Ship-
Burial appeared in 1975, the second in 1978 and the third, in two parts, in 1983. Particularly in
matters of publication, Rupert was a perfectionist and, together with his researches into the nature
of the objects from the Ship-Burial, he was required to administer a key museum department. It has
been widely acknowledged that these volumes, the fruits of some twenty years of detailed research
and study, are the greatest archaeological books of the twentieth century.

Besides his work on Sutton Hoo, Rupert analysed the ornament of the Lindisfarne Gospels, the
facsimile edition of which was accompanied by commentary and discussion. He also found time to
write papers pertaining to Suffolk and Sutton Hoo, as well as editing Recent Archaeological
Excavations in Britain (1956), which as noted above contained a summary of the work at Mawgan
Porth (pp67-96) and Recent Archaeological Excavations in Europe (1975b), as well as translations
of PV Glob’s books from the Danish. There were also the offices which he conscientiously
discharged: Secretary of the Society of Antiquaries of London, and later a Vice-President; first
President of the Society for Medieval Archaeology and membership of the Ancient Monuments
Board for England. Conferences and lectures, particularly those pertaining to Early Medieval art and
archaeology, were sought out and attended. After retirement, when he had settled near Oxford, he
became a Visiting Fellow of All Souls and an Honorary Fellow of his old college, Hertford.

Rupert Bruce-Mitford’s endeavours at Mawgan Porth, and subsequent visits, especially to Ernest
Greenfield’s excavation of Courtyard House 3, had enchanted him with Cornwall’s unique
landscape and the nature of its early history and archaeology. This included a regard for the works
of Charles Henderson, well remembered in Oxford during the 1930s. He was also interested in the
fate of the Halangy houses, on Scilly, where, when the site was abandoned, almost everything was
carefully removed as at Mawgan Porth when the blown sand advanced and the houses became
untenable.

Rupert Bruce-Mitford’s precise, indeed elegant, presentation of Mawgan Porth, an extensive,
unique settlement site, furnished with pan-European pottery, should be placed in the hands of all
who are concerned with Cornwall’s engrossing, persistent and enduring past.
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Aileen — A Pioneering Archaeologist. The Autobiography of Aileen Fox., 2000, Gracewing,
Herefordshire, ISBN 085 244 523 7, 204pp, 30 plates
At the age of 93, Lady Aileen Fox has published her autobiography. We are privileged to have this
account in her own words for it is a story which teaches us as much as it informs us about the
development of archaeology in Britain during the twentieth century. This absorbing life story takes
the reader on an archaeological odyssey from the genteel affluence of an upper-class upbringing in
Edwardian London, to travel in pre-War Europe, challenging new fieldwork and excavation in
South-West Britain and Wales, pioneering work in university education at Exeter, right through to
an encounter with new world archaeology down under in the temperate climes of far away New
Zealand. At each stage of this remarkable career, Aileen achieved success with characteristic
determination to take on new challenges. Her story unfolds like a continuous reinvention where a
hunger for self growth is channelled through an openness to opportunity, a determination to tackle
new problems and a passion for knowledge — all driven by a deep understanding of, and a love-affair
with, the study of the past. Throughout her enthusiasm for archaeology is apparent and her tireless
contribution to the wider development of archaeology at a grass-roots level — both in Britain and
New Zealand — has ensured her a unique place in the history of archaeology within both countries.
More than just a personal account of a remarkable life and career of one of Britain’s most
respected field archaeologists; Aileen’s story also provides unique insights into the early days of the
profession in Britain. Aileen’s developing apprenticeship as a field archaeologist was moulded at a
time when the profession was in its infancy in Britain. In the pre-war and post-war years the
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archaeological community was relatively small — latterly dominated by a number of brilliant,
industrious, inspired and sometimes flamboyant personalities: Mortimer Wheeler, Stuart Piggott,
Christopher Hawkes and of course, her husband, Cyril Fox to name just a few. This was a time
where great advances in fieldwork technique and intellectual thought were developing into the
foundation for the profession as it has matured in the latter part of the twentieth century. Aileen was
well placed to be at the heart of these developments, to assimilate the advances as well as making
her own contribution towards them. She was keen to learn at the cutting edge and not only got her
hands dirty in the trench but also played a part in the developing world of academia. Her significant
role as one of the few women carving out a career both in the field and in the university seminar
room in a principally male world should not be overlooked.

Her story is written in a graceful, understated and modest style — but is peppered with anecdote
and gossip. It pays industrious, characteristic attention to chronological and daily detail and reveals
a determined personality driven by a ‘tenacity of purpose’. Aileen’s life is rich and full and reveals
an individual with admirable indefatigable energies, for her interests are broad — archaeology aside
she had a passion for botany, ornithology, travel, languages and, of course, a family life. Despite the
age difference, she and Cyril Fox — 25 years her senior — had a happy, idyllic marriage and
partnership. After Cyril’s retirement, Aileen took on new challenges — the immediate post-war
excavations at Exeter and despite tremendous obstacles, achieved success in establishing a
freestanding archaeology department at the newly formed University of Exeter. In the South-West
her synthetic account of the archaeology of South-West England published in 1964 became a
valuable standard text. Less well known perhaps is her collaboration with Alan Sorrell on a
children’s book on Roman Britain published in 1961. During her time in Exeter she championed the
role of local enthusiasm and her contribution to the development of local Sites and Monuments
schedules, particularly in Devon was pivotal. Less well known in this country is the contribution
Aileen made to the advancement of archaeology in New Zealand — a challenge which she took up
after ‘retirement’ and several years after Cyril’s death in the 1970s. She arrived in New Zealand in
her late sixties and there she continued with exemplary zeal to make a contribution to the study of
Maori hillforts known as ‘paa’ by publishing a standard work as well as wooing the hearts and
minds of the indigenous archaeological community.

This may be a story of a privileged life but it is also a story of commitment to a chosen vocation
where an instilled sense of purpose and attention to systematic enquiry is imprinted in each new
chapter. Whilst the professional world of archaeology today may be far removed from the early days
of the profession this autobiography has a central place in the historiography of archaeology in
Britain and should be read by students and archaeological enthusiasts alike.

Jacqueline A Nowakowski

A Portrait of Roman Britain by John Wacher, 2000. London: Routledge. ISBN 0-415-03321-7

Hb £45.00, 147 pages, 52 illustrations.

This is one of those quiet books that creep up on you unexpectedly. The author, married to a
Cornishwoman for 28 years and domiciled in Cornwall for 13, frequently refers in his examples to
the county, even if it does not immediately spring to mind as part of Roman Britain. A food chemist
turned archaeologist, he raises up from the excavator’s trench a landscape we can recognise and
believe in: the material background of colours and textures, fields and dwellings against which life
moved for nearly half the first millennium — and he goes on to indicate the changes that took place,
and draws attention to the many ways and places in which we are still surrounded by the Roman
legacy today. This is a GOOD BOOK in the full sense and creates exactly what the title promises.
Like all good books it subtly infiltrates your imagination.
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Here a renowned field archaeologist uses his scientific training with constant concern for human
sensations, punctilious in linking all points of all parts of his portrait to the basic material core, both
qualitatively and quantitatively, but he is really trying to project us into the Romano-British mind —
to see, hear, feel, smell, touch and move and think about the total landscape. He does this by
building up a basic framework of coloured forms (red and yellow roofs, grey-and-red speckled and
whitewashed walls, brown timber structures), against a variegated background of ‘natural’ trees,
comfields and other vegetation, throwing out scents of wild flowers, textures of log barks, buzz of
insects and calls of birds — and within this general environment other people and animals go about
their business.

There are dangers and the author warns against them, both plainly and by implication, but we
admire his courage and accept his re-creation. We are reassured in this by one or two themes which
run through the whole of the performance — for it does process — and provide an overall consistency
anchored by continual back-reference to the material core. Perhaps the most characteristic is the
concern for timber. How much woodland needs to be felled to provide a clearing for the cavalry?
What is the most efficient way of coppicing to serve a bath house? How can we best recycle a
temporary fort? Some activities deserve special treatment and more sophisticated and detailed
consideration is given to mining and industrial operations.

He considers first the three main forces shaping the landscape and draws attention to the way they
can and do change, and mutually affect each other, but at varying rates. The geological nature of an
area may seem to have reached some kind of steady state an unimaginable time ago, and yet the
exposed surface of soil can be altered drastically in a very short space of time. This can result from
climatic upheavals or — as needs no emphasis in the present context of global warming — through
human agency. Very properly the Iron Age backcloth is built up in some detail so as to relate the
changes paraded before us against it as simply and fully as possible: the needs of the army,
developments in agriculture, effects on rural settlement of villa economy and religion; and most
characteristically: ‘Urban topography and human sensations!’

When the end came the landscape gradually returned, as it always does (says Wacher, referring
to Kipling’s Old Hobden), to what it was before the foreign arrival — but with the important
exceptions of the legacy of roads, structures and administrative layout, many of which are still
detectable today. These fill the last chapter — and more keep appearing, we know, as building
development continues. In the end piece the author’s personal excitement quietly bubbles over when
he quotes a fascinating, extended list of tree and other plant remains identified among finds from
two excavations in York.

All these various threads are well woven and slide smoothly from the page into the eye. It is clear
that writing is a pleasure to the author and the result is therefore a very good piece of
communication; indeed, those who don’t know him might be forgiven for wondering if it were not
just a bit too good for his own good! But even they would be convinced as soon as they saw the
academic structure of the section on Further Reading, that he knew what he was talking about and
was quite serious about it, however simply he conveyed it: a well-known mark of mastery.

So, from all angles and in all senses, I repeat, it is a GOOD BOOK. But is it a good buy? It is hard
to be fair.

One of a large number of symptoms of our current general malaise, specialised publication is in
a bad way — under pressure from all directions: ever-developing methods of setting, camera-ready
for bromide, desktop, disc, talking books, and of course THE WEB! The Bottom Line ratchets
downwards at an alarming rate, firms fold and fall by the wayside, no matter how old-established,
experienced and respected. What’s to be done?

One misguided attempt is to try and turn it into a business. You ‘save’ a reputable name by buying
it out — merge it with others under a different hat and set it up under new rules of maximum
efficiency and zero-tolerance. And under new management. This is swiftly followed by getting rid
of all the senior, experienced and expensive staff and replacing them by cheap school- or college-
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leavers who are made to ‘learn on the job’. Pity, but it’s got to be done — Bottom Line says so.
Everyone is thrown into chaos, desperately looking for a way up or out. There’s a lot of leap-
frogging which means that a project quickly passes through a number of different editorial hands.
In the process, agreed measures are forgotten, serial ventures get stuck between consecutive phases,
colour illustrations are changed into black-and-whites and halved — and there is a general loss of
interest all round as the project subsides into a quagmire of inertia.

Still, with a bit of luck, after a lapse of maybe a year or two, something revives it — after all, it
was not quite dead — and great efforts are made to get it out quick! This infuses it with an array of
artificial deadlines that lead to cutting text, artwork, and all kinds of corners, particularly and
disastrously in final editing and proof-reading. The result is a pathetic emaciated shadow of the
original. Doesn’t matter, says Bottom Line: we got it out, didn’t we? Who will know?

But it doesn’t work. Publication is not a business — it’s a profession. It can only be run by trained
people steeped in printing, art work, layout and particularly editing. Not controlled by people only
interested in making money by whatever means — ie financiers, accountants or shareholders. To turn
the use of the government’s double-pronged terms of growth policy right round: here (and
elsewhere) the aim is quite definitely to improve the quality of life, and not wealth creation. Without
proper guidance such rescue attempts founder on all the obvious rocks: incompetent and sloppy
editing, illustrations seen through Cornish rain, cowboy printers, bizarre layout. Net result sooner
than later: the good name and goodwill disappear, dragged down by all the incompetent trash,
everything and everybody lost — ultimately sold down the river.

The best thing the publishers did for this book was the dust-jacket: the blurb was carefully
conceived, best marketing style. But then it would have been. As for the price — it is difficult to know
whether it is meant to be outrageous or derisory. Probably a bit of both: Bottom Line a cast too far!

Is it a good buy? Certainly not. Is it worth having? Most decidedly yes! I am recommending you
knowingly ignore not getting ‘value for money’ and get the value anyway — and blow the money!
You only have to look at any of the websites to see, revealed proudly, who owns whom in this kind
of global multinational empire without a soul.

Leo Biek

[Editors’ comment: This is Leo Biek’s last publication, which we are pleased to publish, along
with Sarnia Butcher’s obituary below. Readers will note the reviewer’s characteristic insistence
that the publication of a study of the past needs to be done according to the highest professional
standards — in this instance sadly lacking. To draw attention to this was one reason why he offered
to review the book for Cornish Archaeology./
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Leo Biek 1921-2001

Although most of his work was done elsewhere Leo had so many Cornish connections that it seems right
to commemorate him here, and by chance this volume also contains possibly his last publication: a review
(pp 232—4) which demonstrates his concern for standards in all aspects of life, both past and present.

As the first scientist in the Ancient Monuments branch of the Ministry of Works (now part of English
Heritage) he was a pioneer in the application of science to archaeology — see his 1963 book Archaeology
and the Microscope. In the days when rescue excavation was run by ‘the Ministry” he would turn up on
sites all over the country to apply a startlingly different outlook to the excavator’s problems and would
go off to consult specialists in all manner of esoteric disciplines. Nowadays it is difficult to realise how
remote the study of microscopic deposits in the ground, or on excavated objects, for evidence of
environment, manufacture or decay seemed to the excavator preoccupied with stratigraphy and typology.
Leo was largely responsible for beginning the education process and when this aspect of archaeology
became commonplace he was still in the forefront of new ideas and methods — and was still pursuing new
solutions right up to the last month of his life, as I know from a late night phone call enquiring about
deposits in an excavation I had done nearly fifty years ago.

He was born in Estonia of Russian parents who subsequently moved to Germany and eventually to
England as refugees from Hitler. They had met as music students in St Petersburg and Leo himself was
a musician, giving piano recitals in his younger days. He was left at school in Berlin and came to England
just before the war. His Marylebone school was evacuated to Camborne, where he attended Frank Turk’s
evening classes in Biology and there met Stella Turk. He had a great affection for Cornwall and kept in
touch with many friends: Stella writes that they were still meeting on Leo’s regular visits down to June
2001; Stewart Smith, director of the Trevithick Trust, recalls that the pursuit of metallurgy began their
acquaintance, at Ironbridge, and that Leo deposited his ‘National Slag Collection’ there; John Wacher
also writes of enjoyable visits when Leo kept him in touch with archaeological gossip and continued to
produce material for the report on the Catterick excavations which has just appeared.

Modest references in Cornish Archaeology represent his work here: eg the painstaking investigation
of tin ingots from Praa Sands in Cornish Archaeol 33 and the search for evidence of brooch manufacture
at Nornour in Cornish Archaeol 17. The extraordinary number of Roman brooches found during Dorothy
Dudley’s excavation of the remote Scillonian site prompted the view that they were made there (Archaeol
J 124, 17). This of course had great attraction for Leo’s metallurgical interests so that he was eager to
help when further excavation of the crucial area became possible. His minute examination both on the
ground and in the laboratory showed that there was positively no trace of temperatures high enough for
metal working, nor of any waste from such processes (Cornish Archaeol 17, 54). Characteristically he
didn’t let the subject drop and pursued it with continental specialists and with colleagues in the AM
Laboratory: work which continues. He also coordinated scientific work on the Caerloggas dagger and
slag fragments (Cornish Archaeol 14, 35-8) which led him to a more general consideration of the factors
affecting preservation on granite-based soils in the South West (ibid 67-71).

But this is only a small sample of his work and interests: a compilation of reminiscences by numerous
colleagues in Current Archaeol 179 gives a better idea of his scope and of his engaging personality.

Sarnia Butcher
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