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Abstract
Although there is slight evidence for limited occupation on the west bank of the River Itchen in the decades
immediately before AD 700, the vast bulk of the archaeological evidence which has been amassed, primarily since 1946,
points clearly towards the origin of the town of Hamwic around the beginning of the 8th century. At that point a
regularly laid out, planned town was conceived and built to serve as a port of entry into the newly expanded kingdom of
the West Saxons. This paper sets out how recent discoveries have augmented this picture of the 8th century port of
Hamwic, but also examines the role which production within the town itself might have had as one of the primary
forces behind both the size and homogeneity of the town and the way in which the town functioned as an import-export
centre.

Introduction

Extent of archaeological survival

The setting of Hamwic on the west bank of the River
Itchen downstream from its small Roman predecessor of
Clausentum (Bitterne) and approximately 0.3 km northeast of the medieval walled town is well known (Fig 59
inset). So too is the story of its earlier discoveries
(Addyman and Hill 1968; 1969), its place-name (Rumble 1980, 7-20), and the topographical reasons for its
location in this precise spot (Addyman and Hill 1968,
61; Holdsworth 1976, 29). Less well known is the
historical context for its location at this time (the late 7th
century), but this will be touched on elsewhere in a very
helpful paper by Barbara Yorke (forthcoming).
Throughout this paper I am constantly in the debt of
work being undertaken by others, particularly for
information regarding investigations carried out from
1946 to 1983 (Morton forthcoming), and that carried out
at the crucially important site of Six Dials from 1978 to
1986 (Andrews forthcoming), and also to a host of
specialists conducting work for the present publication
series. I am continually encouraged by the consistently
high quality of the archaeological data retrievable from
Hamwic, which not only justifies but requires rigorously
applied research designs for a host of intriguing questions.

Hamwic’s archaeology has benefited from the fact that
from a date probably around AD 1000 most of Hamwic
had reverted to fields, and the consequent agricultural
activity was seldom intense (probably mostly pasture
and orchards). While there is documentary evidence for
sparse medieval plots, particularly along present-day St
Mary Street, then called Bradwey or Broadway (Blake
1981, lxxxi), there was little occupation of a kind to
destroy archaeological deposits until around 1830 when
the area began to be settled intensively, immediately
before the coming of the railway in 1840 and the opening
of the first of the 19th century dock developments. The
basements of some of the Victorian terraced houses
removed a certain amount of the deposits, but more
damaging was the systematic removal of large quantities
of the local clay (brickearth) for brick-making which
took place particularly in what we now know was the
central area of Hamwic (see for instance Holdsworth
1980, 20-2). This brickearth digging removed much of
the evidence for buildings, but the bottom fills of pits
and wells survive.
However in some areas of Hamwic 19th century
brickearth digging did not take place, and it is in these
areas that the evidence for timber structures survives,
augmenting the remains extracted from the ubiquitous
pits. The evidence from Six Dials is particularly important in this regard, as here the remains of over 60
buildings have been examined along with streets, backyard areas, fence lines, and the town’s boundary ditch.
A point worth stressing here is that the pit evidence
helps to act as a control, monitoring the amount of
variability from one point of Hamwic to another.
Furthermore this evidence points conclusively to the
general homogeneity of the character of occupation
throughout all sites so far examined within Hamwic - a
homogeneity which applies equally to production, technology, diet, domestic refuse, access to resources, and
the distribution of imported goods. The density of pits,
and thus by inference occupation, is remarkably

Sample size
Before these questions can be put, it is well worth stating
what the actual size of the sample is upon which any
interim conclusions may be reached. Since 1946 approximately 4% of Hamwic has been examined archaeologically. In addition a further 2-3% was observed and
described by antiquarians from around 1825 to 1945.
From 1946 to March 1986, 46 excavations and 65
watching briefs were undertaken; these have covered a
wide area within the 8th century town from the extreme
north-west to the south-east (Fig 59). Only the waterfront area itself remains completely unexamined and
part of the area to the north-east underexamined.
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Fig 59 Saxon Southampton: Map 1 shows the location of a) Roman Clausentum, b) Saxon Hamwic, and c) the area of the
medieval walled town of Southampton. Map 2 shows the major excavations and observations within Hamwic up to 1986
together with the sites (SOU 105, 110, 124, 125, and 129) which have produced evidence for the proposed late Saxon ditch
(see Fig 60)
uniform too, suggesting an even density of buildings,
although it can never be conclusively proved without the
remains of the buildings themselves. The few real
exceptions to this uniformity of pit density may indicate
a relatively open space immediately back from the
waterfront, and limited occupation in the southernmost
part of Hamwic along its southern edge.

Size of Hamwic
One of the primary aims of research in the early 1980s
was to define the limits of Middle Saxon occupation.
This has been achieved by paying particular attention to
observations and excavations on or near the expected
boundary areas. This has enabled us to state that

Hamwic covered between 42 and 45 ha. Until 1983 it
was assumed that no marker indicated the edge of the
town, but this was shown to be incorrect when excavations at Six Dials (SOU 169) uncovered a boundary
ditch (Andrews forthcoming). The pottery evidence
from the primary fill of the ditch indicates an early date
within the Hamwic chronology for the digging of the
ditch (Timby 1988). A date around AD 700 is postulated,
and this is confirmed by scattered coin finds in its upper
fill (Metcalf 1988). A ditchlike feature has also been
identified by a magnetometer survey to the south of Six
Dials, where the edge of Hamwic runs through presentday Hoglands Park (Grimley in Morton forthcoming).
The boundary ditch has also been identified at a recent
site in the south-west corner of Hamwic in the Cook
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Street area (SOU 254). It is important to recognize here
that this ditch is not defensive - there was no trace at Six
Dials of either an internal or external bank. Furthermore, as the town is low-lying and inherently undefendable, the ditch would appear to be primarily a boundary
between the built-up town and its surrounding fields.
Within 20 to 30 years the ditch was backfilled, but a
fence line was erected over it on a similar alignment,
presumably to maintain the boundary of the town’s
edge.
Examining the edge of Hamwic and, more precisely,
measuring the fall-off to that edge have enabled us to be
much more accurate in discussing the size of the 8th
century town. For instance it has been possible at Six
Dials and elsewhere to compare the density of pits
immediately inside the town with the density immediately outside. While showing no indication of a fall-off to
the edge, once the edge is reached the number of pits
decreases drastically - approximately three times the
number of pits were dug inside the ditch at Six Dials as
opposed to a similar area examined outside the ditch.

Chronology of Hamwic
The boundary ditch would appear to be an early feature,
presumably contemporary with the laying out of the first
gravelled streets within Hamwic. These are mostly laid
down on clean, previously undisturbed brickearth,
occasionally with the odd stakehole beneath, but very
rarely if ever with any substantial evidence for prior
occupation. In the excavations at Six Dials it was
determined that the major north-south street had its
first gravel surface put down before the east-west streets
were surfaced. However the length of time between
these two events is probably not long, perhaps a few
years or less, as otherwise occupation below the eastwest streets would have been encountered. Interestingly
the two east-west streets examined at Six Dials run
almost to the edge of the boundary ditch - the northerly
one ceasing 7 m from its edge, the southerly one 11 m.
Furthermore Andrews has suggested that the southerly
one could well continue in at least one phase as an
unsurfaced track up to and across the boundary ditch.
This all points to a planned layout of ditch and streets in
one overall concept and not to organic growth.
The buildings which front on to these streets and
those which are occasionally located in backyard areas
also help with the chronological details of the origins of
Hamwic. A coin found in a layer associated with a phase
I building fronting on to the north-south street has been
attributed to Aldfrith of Northumbria (reigned AD 685705) by Metcalf (1988). The excellent condition of this
coin argues against its date of deposition much beyond
AD 710.
Likewise a dendrochronological date from timbers in
a square-shafted well helps support the argument that
Six Dials was occupied in the early 8th century (Hillam
1985, 24-5). Hillam (in Andrews forthcoming) has
recently revised the dates for the well to between AD 695
and 733 at the 95% confidence level. Of equal importance here is the fact that as the timbers were radially
split from the same tree trunk there is little possibility of
their reuse. The general date of the coins and pottery
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support this chronology for all of Hamwic, not just Six
Dials, located as it is in the north-west comer of Hamwic
and a kilometre away from the waterfront area.
As to the timespan of Hamwic, it is now evident that
there is no archaeological evidence for a decline in the
3rd quarter of the 8th century followed by a resurgence
in the early 9th century, as has been suggested elsewhere
(Hodges & Whitehouse 1983, 98). The previously
highlighted ‘gap’ in the coinage between sceattas and
pennies (Hodges 1981, 45-6) may be more imaginary
than real, and the character of occupation, its density,
and its homogeneity show no sign of altering until the
second or even third quarter of the 9th century. The new
sceatta chronology proposed by Andrews and Metcalf
(1984) is helpful here.
At a date still relatively imprecise but probably
around AD 850 a gradual depopulation of the Hamwic
area began. The character of occupation changed
throughout the next 50 years with occasional pit digging
still taking place up to AD 900 or thereabouts. No new
buildings can be identified with this period.
From around AD 900, or perhaps slightly earlier if it
coincided with the revised date of the burghal hidage,
the focus of occupation shifted to higher, more defendable ground some 0.5 km to the south-west of Hamwic
(Fig 60). By this time the role of long-distance trade had
greatly diminished and, like numerous other coastal or
near-coastal settlements of the 10th century, the newly
occupied area displays little evidence for long-distance
trade during this period. However the dearth of imports
throughout 10th century England is a recognizable
phenomenon and one which certainly warrants further

Fig 60 Saxon Southampton: The suggested late Saxon
ditch. The area to the north of this ditch has also produced
occupational evidence of late 10th and 11th century date
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archaeological attention. In this regard it is worth noting
that late Saxon Southampton is virtually unique, I
believe, in having some evidence for Continental pottery
of 10th century date (Brown forthcoming), in this case
from Normandy. This is not the place for a full
discussion of late Saxon Southampton especially as the
topic has been reviewed elsewhere (Holdsworth 1981,
331-43) and will be covered extensively in a Southampton Museum monograph (Oxley 1987).

The street pattern
To date at least eight gravelled streets, believed to be of
Middle Saxon origin, have been identified. The evidence for these is presented in detail elsewhere (Morton
forthcoming), but taken together they form a protorectilinear pattern consisting of three north-south
streets and at least six interconnecting east-west streets.
The original system could have had up to fourteen or so
interconnecting east-west streets, but it is very unlikely
that further north-south streets remain to be discovered
(Fig 61). In addition there are numerous gravelled paths
and surfaces which may have acted as relatively shortlived routes or yards. These are usually clearly distinguishable from the streets themselves which were
maintained, resurfaced and occasionally fenced off from
the buildings which fronted on to them, perhaps to
prohibit pit digging in street surfaces.
When surfaced or resurfaced, it appears that the
streets were often laid down in uniformly sized gravel,
although there is also evidence for patching pot-holes
and wheel-ruts from time to time. The east-west streets
at Six Dials were resurfaced at least twice each, while the
north-south street had at least ten surfaces.

The buildings and their occupants
The evidence from Six Dials, where the plans of over 60
buildings have been recovered, shows a remarkable
uniformity in the overall size of the buildings, if not in
their building technique. Discounting a small number of
workshop structures, the majority of the buildings were
4-5 m wide and up to 12 m long. No buildings were
sufficiently large to warrant describing them as of a
higher social status (Fig 62).
Where evidence for doorways exists, this is usually in
the middle of the long sides, although some buildings
with an internal partition show doorways offset along
their lengths. Internal hearths contemporary with structures sometimes survive. While it is supposed that most
of these non-workshop structures were occupied primarily by families, there is some evidence to suggest that
they were part domestic dwelling, part workshops.
When discussing the demography of Hamwic, this point
is obviously of paramount importance as the composition of the average household greatly affects any population estimates.
A salutary warning here comes from the largest
graveyard yet examined in Hamwic (SOU 13) where the
ratio of adult males to females was 2 : 1 (Thomson in
Morton forthcoming). This figure, comparable to that
from Continental sites such as Hedeby and Trelleborg
(Randsborg 1980, 80), may suggest that the population

of some trading centres was mostly male, that is not
family-based but trader and producer-based. This
might also explain the relatively small number of burials
so far encountered, as a transient population, even of
great size, would presumably leave fewer dead than a
permanently settled population. Alternatively a large
Middle Saxon graveyard could have surrounded a
possible minster church in Hamwic. Such a church was
referred to in a charter of AD 1045 as ‘thaet mynster aet
Wic’ (Kemble 1846, 96). Crawford (1949, 46) identified
this reference with the present church of St Mary’s,
which maintained the right of burial for the subsequent
population of Southampton throughout the medieval
and post-medieval periods.

Production
A great deal of evidence for production has been
recovered from excavations in Hamwic. The total list of
crafts and industries for which direct evidence for onsite manufacture now exists is as follows: ironworking
(mostly smithing, but perhaps also smelting), copperalloy working, leadworking, goldworking (including
mercuric gilding), bone and antler working, wool processing, textile production, leatherworking, glassworking (if not glassmaking: see Hunter and Heyworth
forthcoming), woodworking, and butchery.
In addition the numerous fragments of quernstones
suggest that grinding corn went on throughout the
town, presumably on a house-by-house basis. Indirect
evidence for the manufacture of pottery is borne out by
the fact that the majority of pots (c 80%) are made from
the local brickearth (Timby 1988), and by the presence
of pot dies of bone and antler. The Hamwic series of
sceattas indicates minting and perhaps associated silver
working.
The juxtaposition of many of these industries suggests that the scale and consequent organization of
production had not reached the stage at which craftsmen
and women practising the same skill congregated
together, as they did from the late Saxon period
onwards. In short, although there is evidence for a
greater variety of crafts having been practised at Hamwic than at any other place in Middle Saxon England,
there is no apparent difference in the organization of
production from that of any Middle Saxon village.
Yet the picture which emerges is one of more than just
a series of industries providing goods for a local
population. Although no doubt some goods were produced solely for use and consumption within the town, it
is difficult to understand why such a large place - both in
terms of physical size and population - would have been
required if it served only as a port of entry/exit for goods
destined for somewhere else. As it is quite clear that
imported goods (pottery, quernstone, whetstone and
glass fragments) were widespread throughout the town,
some of these commodities were obviously intended for
local consumption. There are a number of possible
explanations of which two are examined here.
One, the foreign enclave theory, favoured in the past
by Hodges (1982, 90-3) and giving rise to the question of
seasonality invokes transient foreign traders as the
explanation for the presence of some of these foreign
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Fig 61 Saxon Southampton: A reconstruction drawing of how Hamwic may have looked in the mid 8th century (drawing
by John Hodgson)
commodities, and would see the production side as
secondary - predominantly industries serving the
traders. Two arguments partly contradict this explanation. Firstly, if this theory was correct, one would expect

concentrations within the town of imported goods
favoured by particular foreign traders. While there is
some very slight evidence for this with regard to one
aspect of bone-comb making (Riddler forthcoming),
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Fin 62 Saxon Southampton: A reconstruction drawing of the Six Dials area of Hamwic as it may have looked in the mid
8th century (drawing by John Hodgson)

there is little other evidence for this. As to seasonality,
this is categorically not in keeping with the archaeological evidence, which shows no sign at all of periods of
desertion (Andrews forthcoming; Morton forthcoming).
The other explanation would see the production side
of Hamwic as of primary importance, designed to
produce and prepare commodities for export. A small
number of commodities, particularly wool and possibly
leather, must have been the staple exports of Hamwic.
Artefactually this is borne out by the large number of
spindle whorls, bone needles, thread pickers, and the
presence of iron woolcombs. This primary process of
manufacturing yarn from wool is perhaps more evident
than that of yarn to textiles, although numerous loomweights have been found throughout Hamwic. The age
of sheep further supports this argument (Bourdillon and
Coy 1980, 110-11; Bourdillon in press).
This explanation would draw a distinction between a
place like Hamwic and other ports of entry like the
Canterbury/Wantsum channel area. The former
required a settled population to help produce goods for
export, while the latter did not and functioned as a port
only. In this explanation control is again evident at
Hamwic, and it is interesting to speculate that the
formalization of this control may have been reflected in
the administrative function of Hamtun. While completely accepting RumbleÊs (1980) explanations of the
wic versus tun phenomenon, it has always appeared to
the writer to be a weakness of our archaeological and
historical models that they do not accept the duality of

the port and administrative centre. Attempts at separating the two in terms of either space or time seem
unsatisfactory. Perhaps the administrative control of
production for export purposes offers one way in which
to approach this duality from the archaeological record.
One further aspect of the control of production relates
to coinage. It is extremely difficult to explain the
economic system within which 8th century craftsmen
and women, or indeed traders, actually worked. But the
evidence for the potentially very high number of sceattas
being struck and therefore in circulation at Hamwic
(Metcalf 1988) and the absolute dearth of Series H
sceattas outside Southampton, especially the most common BMC type 49, seems to suggest that the system was
a closed one, that is only operating within the town itself.
Whether large numbers of Series H coins will be found
at Visemarest, the site tentatively identified as Quentovic by David Barrett and David Hill, only time will tell,
but meanwhile all the current evidence suggests that
these sceattas were in wide circulation within the town
only and, judging by the number of losses, were the
subject of numerous transactions. It would certainly
appear that a sophisticated but controlled monied
economy was the basis on which the production side of
Hamwic functioned.

Hamwic and its hinterland
Hamwic must surely be unique among Saxon towns in
the quantity and quality of the data it produces.
However a vital missing dimension, crucial to a full
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understanding of how it functioned, is its relationship to
its local and regional hinterland. While the work on the
faunal remains has helped enormously with our appreciation of the high degree of sophistication with which
the 8th century rural economy was managed, we are still
at a loss when trying to deal with the spatial relationship
of this central place to its rural hinterland. Indeed even
defining the extent of that hinterland is full of problems,
but as more evidence for rural settlements comes to light
(particularly in the four main river valleys of southern
Hampshire nearest to Hamwic, ie Avon, Test, Itchen,
and Meon) there is for the first time a body of data worth
examining. Systematic fieldwalking and more intensive
field survey, backed up by shovel testing, is beginning to
reveal a more believable distribution of Saxon settlement sites for southern Hampshire, although accurate
dating is still hampered by the long production period of
chaff and organic tempered wares. Nevertheless it now
seems quite clear that Early and Middle Saxon settlement in this area did not cluster around the emerging
ecclesiastical centre of Winchester (Biddle 1974, 20612), but was fairly evenly spread throughout the middle
and upper reaches of these river valleys.
Unlike some Saxon towns, in Hamwic’s case there
would appear to be no identifiable earlier estates on
which to base any arguments for rural interdependency.
Indeed, although Hamwic and its immediate area
(around 5 km radius) could have been self-sufficient in
the sense that the surrounding brickearth would have
been capable of supporting a population of several
thousand, historically this is highly unlikely, and there is
no archaeological evidence for suburban occupation nor
intense agricultural activity in the immediate vicinity of
Hamwic at this time. Nevertheless the short-term
penning of animals in nearby fields and woods appears a
reasonable assumption, partly supported by placename
evidence.
Once off the brickearth of the immediate Hamwic
vicinity, the belt of gravel and sand that surrounds
Southampton is composed of a very poor soil supporting
only scrub and heath, presumably since the Roman
period if not earlier. There is little evidence for settlement of any period before late medieval times with the
exception of isolated Iron Age enclosures. This scrubland may well have served as the boundary between the
West Saxons and Jutes until Cadwallr’s annexation of
the Isle of Wight in AD 685. As Barbara Yorke (forthcoming) demonstrates, this date coincides well with the
archaeological evidence for the start of Hamwic and
points to a royal West Saxon initiative both to gain
control of a coastline and to establish a trading centre in the mid-point of that newly acquired coastline.
An unanswerable question remains, namely where
did the population of Hamwic come from? If traders,
how many were Frisians or other foreigners? If craftsmen and women, how many came from inland villages
like Chalton, which seems to have been abandoned
about this time, or even from the Isle of Wight or other
conquered Jutish lands? If we are ever to begin to answer
these and many similar questions, a much more integrated approach to urban and rural studies will need to be
adopted - and put into practice.
At the same time it is obviously necessary to develop

107

further models to help explain how these 8th century
towns functioned. While we still require further information on the individual towns themselves so that we
can clearly describe their urban characteristics, it is
equally important that there are models which place
these trading centres in their historical and archaeological context. Hodges’ (ch 1) Type B emporium model
begins to do this for Hamwic, but at the same time
stresses how Hamwic is in fact a radically new political
polity for Saxon England. This paper concurs with that
facet of Hamwic, but has tried to show how its planned
structure, its role as a monopolistic production centre
and the evidence for the exertion of various controls
upon its inhabitants give us a further way of examining
this particular phenomenon in the context of the rebirth
of towns in post-Roman Europe.
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