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This volume, hardback and beautifully presented is another product of the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund, and again gives us cause to be thankful that the fund lasted as long as it did, and lament its passing. Whilst the criteria to obtain funding often seemed byzantine and downright odd, it lead to a great many excellent projects. This one is a straight-forward old-fashioned publication of six sites, five of which were excavated by the former Passmore Edwards Museum, the sixth by the Ministry of Public Buildings and Works, and which for a variety of reasons, did not achieve publication. Short papers or references to the sites have been made in journals or magazines over the years, particularly by Pamela Greenwood, much to be praised for her efforts, but this is the first time they receive a comprehensive discussion.  
The sites are Moor Hall Farm, Hunts Hill Farm, Great Arnold’s Field, Whitehall Wood, Great Sunnings Farm and Manor Farm, all part of the modern farmed landscape situated upon the extensive gravel terraces of the London Borough of Havering, at London’s north-eastern extent. 

As the title suggests, they are all multi-period, with evidence from the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic (stray finds only), Neolithic settlement and farmed landscape through the Bronze and Iron ages. The volume also covers the extensive Roman, Saxon, medieval and modern farmed landscape, but those periods are of less interest to members of the Prehistoric Society and thus this review will concentrate on the earlier chapters of the volume.  

In common with conventional excavation reports, the volume opens with the background to the project and landscape. It is worth noting that because the book is funded by the Aggregates Levy, sites which did not match the criteria could not be included, and this means the story told is a little incomplete. It cannot be taken as a definitive synthesis of archaeology in this area because some major sites could not be included, although three additional sites did at least have their archive completed as part of the project; Uphall Camp, Warren Farm and Fairlop Quarry. Sadly these three sites add a great deal to the understanding of the area; and include the great hill fort of Uphall Camp, a complex later Prehistoric and Roman farmed landscape at Warren Farm and a burial mound at Fairlop.  The archive from these sites still remains to be analyzed and published, and without these, and other sites, a complete understanding of prehistoric East London will elude us. So whilst this is a considerable drawback of the book, it does still move the discipline on, and signpost these significant related investigations.  
North East London (or historic West Essex) has been known from cropmarks and occasional publications as one where the gravel terraces were extensive and fertile, farmed certainly throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages, with some sporadic evidence for Neolithic activity, potentially part of the hinterland for the more well known major sites to the east such as Mucking, Orsett and Springfield Lyons (Clarke 1993, Hedges and Buckley 1975, 1981).  The volume does not provide individual chapters on each site; rather it takes the landscape chronologically and splits chapters broadly by period. This unfortunately drops all of later prehistory into one chapter, although description of the period-based information from each site is taken stage by stage. This has the drawback of not easily allowing the reader to see how each site developed, but it does make for a clearer period-based understanding of how the landscape was inhabited and used.
An introduction to the landscape is provided, giving both the development of the major stratigraphic units; the varying gravels of the Thames ‘staircase’, linked with the artefactual and biological remains known or to be expected from the individual terraces in the study area. The geology and watercourses are also mapped with reference to the sites and particularly the fertile brickearth cap over the gravels. Unfortunately these maps do not include contours (a separate relief map is provided, but does not include the geology), but still they give useful information to enable the reader to consider some of the factors that relate to site selection, as well as including the distribution of the sadly limited records of Palaeolithic and Mesolithic activity. Historic mapping is also provided to demonstrate the appearance of the landscape prior to the extensive quarrying which has contributed to the contemporary appearance of the area. 
Chapter 3, The Prehistoric Landscape, is likely to be the main interest for prehistorians. It (and in fact much of the volume) suffers from the tendency to provide flowery sub-headings, Settlement, subsistence and spirituality, however, perhaps this can be forgiven, given the chapter is opened by a quotation describing the study area, taken from Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,    
…the very mist on the Essex marsh was like a gaudy and radiant fabric, hung from the wooded rises inland, and draping the low shores in diaphanous folds.
Not necessarily a description likely to be recognised by those that dug the sites! 

The text proper starts with a general admission that environmental data are lacking from the sites, almost entirely. This is of course a major drawback, and one of the failings of the sites and the volume. The ability to thoroughly understand the economies of the sites in question, not to mention the evolving landscape, without such data is significantly constrained, and means only a partial understanding can be gained. It is possible to speculate based on information from other local sites, and further afield from similar landscapes, such as Heathrow (Framework Archaeology 2010), but it is a specific drawback here and thus the fine detail of the farmed landscape in particular will elude us. 
The Neolithic section opens with headline sites from elsewhere in East London, to provide context, and then takes us into the Early Neolithic Ring Ditch at Great Arnold’s Field, with extensive flint and pottery remains, although no human remains (possibly a preservation issue). Discussion seems to indicate that this forms part of the settlement/subsistence aspect of the chapters subtitle, rather than the spiritual aspect, although it is viewed as one of a number of small Neolithic monuments in the region.  Unfortunately, no direct settlement evidence was found in the study area, and whilst there is a certain amount of Beaker evidence, this is restricted and settled existence is not seen until the Bronze Age. It must be noted that relatively little evidence for spiritual life is present within the study area in any part of later prehistory, so the sub-heading of the chapter is perhaps a little misleading.
Interestingly, the sites here conform to a trend across the broader region of only limited activity in the earlier Bronze Age, with a clear expansion of agriculture from the second half of the second millennium BC. Again, headline data from elsewhere in the region is provided to give context (a very useful mechanism) to the rather scattered farming activity seen in the study area. Unfortunately only limited phase diagrams are given, and in some cases are woefully small, particularly when compared with the ceramic and flint illustrations. The end of the Bronze Age is discussed in more detail, with a number of individual structures identified in addition to field systems themselves and a cremation cemetery. The latter though was from outside the study area and annoyingly no details are provided. The volume is a little unbalanced in what is and isn’t included from outside the study area – headline data are given and a good discussion of ring works are included here, but this could have been better balanced to include more of what could be termed the human element, which is lacking from this chapter particularly. 
The Iron Age is the best described period owing to extensive survival, particularly at Hunt’s Hill Farm, Moor Hall Farm and Great Sunnings Farm, with a series of enclosures, huts, field systems etc. Furthermore, it was possible to ascribe reasonable phasing (not always possible) through radiocarbon dating of pottery residues from Hunt’s Hill, demonstrating use of the site seemingly over the entire Iron Age. This is also one of the rare cases when biological remains survive, enabling identification of crops and livestock, with a good discussion of the evidence for agriculture through the crops and also possible processing waste. Owing to the spatial distribution of the later and earlier Iron Age farming sites, this is the most comprehensively discussed period, although as ever, the Middle Iron Age enigma eludes us here. 
The Iron Age/Roman transition is also discussed, from Moor Hall Farm particularly, and provides a good example of the period from the extensive ceramic assemblage, discussed and illustrated in detail, indicating perhaps, through the lack of imported wares, that this was not an area linked in with the Roman Empire, but a simple farming landscape, with limited networks. 

The volume is surprisingly lacking in detailed appendices; whilst the location of the research archive is signposted, it’s unusual not to have more data in a monograph. A short essay on the radiocarbon dating is included, however, this is restricted to pottery residue dates from one site, so whilst interesting, is certainly not comprehensive. Additionally, a more extensive discussion of the pottery by Phil Jones is included, which will be very useful, including details of the fabrics encountered, and also the fine wares, plus short paragraphs on key vessels from the sites. It is disappointing not to see more discussion though of either objects or what little environmental material survived.  

Despite the restrictions placed on the content as a result of the Aggregates Levy criteria, and a rather erratic approach to how other information was incorporated, it is a useful, thoughtful and well illustrated (and very cheap at only £14) contribution to the understanding of later prehistory in London and south east England. It provides data that should have been published decades ago, and will provide important context for those wishing to delve deeper into regional archaeologies, whose tastes for the Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age have been stimulated by recent broader or popular works, such as that of David Yates, Pamela Greenwood and Alistair Whittle, Alex Bayliss and Frances Healy.  

Jane Sidell, 
English Heritage
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