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Abstract
Systematic rescue excavation since 1974 has revealed that Ipswich was founded in the early 7th century. During the
Middle Saxon period the town grew to cover about 50 ha, with a street system which has largely survived to the present
day. A few Middle Saxon buildings have been excavated, but excavation has not been possible in the 15 ha core area of
the town. The lines of the Middle and Late Saxon waterfronts have been identified, however, and excavated, revealing
simple timber revetments. On the margins of occupation evidence of field systems has been revealed on two sites.

Middle Saxon Ipswich was both an industrial and international trading centre. Evidence of spinning, weaving,
bone/antler working, hornworking, and ironworking is widespread throughout the town but of low intensity, implying
a cottage industry. By contrast the pottery industry was massive, supplying the whole of the East Anglian kingdom and
beyond with good quality Ipswich Ware. Trade, as evidenced by imported pottery, was mainly with the Rhineland,
Flanders, and to a lesser extent Northern France.

The early origin of Ipswich was first realized with John
Hurst’s study and publication of the large collection of
pottery from redevelopment sites in the town (Hurst and
West 1957). He identified two wares made in Ipswich
during the Anglo-Saxon period. The first produced here
was called Ipswich ware, and was dated from c 650 to c
850, followed by Thetford ware, now known as Ips-
wich-Thetford ware.

This was followed in 1958 by the first rescue excava-
tion to the rear of Carr Street (West 1963). Although no
evidence of pottery kilns was found, stratified groups of
pottery were recovered from a series of rubbish pits and
a ditch. The Middle Saxon groups included imported
sherds of Rhenish Badorf ware. West also mapped the
findspots of Ipswich ware across the town, indicating a
settlement of about 25 ha (West 1963, fig 31). However it
was not until 1974, with the establishment of Suffolk
County Council’s Archaeological Unit, that a systematic
rescue excavation project began in the town. By that
time more evidence had accumulated for the extent of
Middle Saxon activity, indicating an area of about 50 ha
(Dunmore et al 1975). The strategy of rescue excavation
adopted to characterize the Anglo-Saxon occupation
consists of three elements (Wade 1978): 1) a systematic
sample consisting of small excavations up to 200 m2 at
regular intervals throughout the known area of activity,
to assess the variability of activities; 2) problem-
orientated excavation to examine specific elements of the
settlement structure such as churches, defences, streets
and waterfronts; 3) large-scale excavation to reveal
higher level information about settlement organization.

Twenty-four excavations have now been completed
in the activity/problem-orientated categories and one
large-scale excavation of 5000 m2 either side of Founda-
tion Street (Fig 47, sites 10/25 and 27). Two further
large-scale excavations are planned to complete the
strategy (sites 29 and 30). Although the results from the
recent large-scale excavations have not yet been ana-
lysed, a provisional summary of the early development
and nature of occupation is now possible.
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There is no doubt that Ipswich was a de novo Anglo-
Saxon settlement, founded on unoccupied heathland at
the sheltered head of the Orwell estuary. The Romano-
British precursor of the town, Combretovium, lies 18 km
further upstream on the River Gipping at Coddenham
(DoE 1974, 58-9), and a scatter of small settlements,
including a villa, is known within the Borough bounda-
ries, of which only one lies under the Anglo-Saxon town,
west of site 11 (Fig 47).

Dating of the earliest Anglo-Saxon activity in the
town is difficult, but there is certainly a phase of
occupation before the production and use of Ipswich
ware begins c 650. A handful of contexts, notably from
the Lower Brook Street site (site 8), contained hand-
made pottery and/or imports only. The associated
imported sherds, and indeed many other examples
residual in later contexts, are assumed to be early 7th
century on the basis of parallels from the Merovingian
cemeteries of Holland (Hodges 1978). Two inhumation
burials, one accompanied by simple grave goods, were
found on the Foundation Street/Wingfield Street site
(site 27) and a third with an iron knife on the Elm Street
site (Fig 47, site 4, and Fig 49b). These are presumably
also of the early 7th century. Early Anglo-Saxon settle-
ments are also known outside the town centre but within
the Borough boundary, and there is a major cemetery,
excavated in 1906, at Hadleigh Road (Ozanne 1962).
Little is known of the settlements, long covered by
modern housing estates, but the latest (early 7th cen-
tury) burials at Hadleigh Road may well be contempor-
ary with the earliest activity in the town.

The Middle Saxon activity area, of 50 ha, conforms to
the extent of Ipswich ware finds in the town (Fig 48). It
is clear, however, that the nature and density of activities
within the area varies. Excavations on the western fringe
(Fig 47, site 4) revealed a ditched Middle Saxon
enclosure but no other features of that date (Fig 49b).
Over 50 Ipswich ware sherds were found in the old
topsoil, however, which could well represent manuring
of an arable field. On the south-east fringe (Fig 47, site
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Fig 47 Map of Ipswich showing sites excavated 1974-86

Fig 49 Probable field systems a) Fore Street (site 20)
and b) Elm Street (site 4)

20) a two-phase ditch system, the earliest of which was
associated with handmade pottery of presumed late 6th/
early 7th century date, and the later, Middle Saxon,
again implies an arable or pasture field system (Fig 49a).

The street system hypothesized is basically that of the
modern town with all streets of known medieval or later
foundation removed. Once the peripheral curving line of
streets following the line of the Anglo-Saxon and
medieval defences is removed, ‘lost’ lengths of the
Anglo-Saxon street system are apparent, presumably
closed when the defences were constructed. The result-
ing street system is not a regularly laid out grid pattern,
other than possibly in the central area. While there is no
direct evidence for an Anglo-Saxon origin of these
streets, indirect evidence lends support to the model.
The likelihood of survival rather than disappearance is
strong in a situation of continuous occupation, and the
excavation of frontages onto Foundation Street has
demonstrated a continuity of buildings fronting it from
the 9th century. Excavation also revealed an abandoned
stretch of metalled road 5 m wide with two phases of
buildings fronting it, underlying the 10th century town
bank (Fig 47, sites 10/25 and 27, Fig 50 and Fig 51).

Fig 48 Middle Saxon Ipswich : a) Thingstead; b) St
Mildred; c) pottery industry; d) St Peter; e) Stoke
Bridge; f) Ford; g) St Mary; h) St Augustine

The line of the Middle Saxon waterfront has also been
plotted with some certainty using borehole information,
and it has been sampled by excavation north-west of
Stoke Bridge (Fig 47, site 16). Here a series of timber
revetments was found, successively encroaching onto
the river. The first two, of Middle Saxon date, were of
simple untrimmed post-and-wattle construction (Fig
52). They did little more than protect the river bank



Wade: Ipswich 95

Fig 50 9th to early 10th century street and buildings -
east side of School Street, site 10/25 (earlier 9th century:
solid lines; later 9th/early 10th century: open lines)

from erosion and provide a hard standing for the off-
loading of boats.

Little is known of the internal organization of the
Middle Saxon settlement. No obvious buildings were
found necessarily earlier than the 9th century on the
large-scale excavations on sites 10/25 and 27 (Fig 47),
but there is plentiful evidence of other features, namely
rubbish pits and wells (Fig 53), spanning the 7th-9th
centuries. It must be stressed, however, that the only
area where large-scale excavation has taken place is in a
mid-town marginal location in relation to the Middle
Saxon activity area, and the majority of excavations have
been concentrated in the southern half of that area. To
date only two excavations have been possible in the
northern 15 ha with its possible grid pattern of streets,
but a major redevelopment planned for the area should
provide the opportunity in the near future. The two sites
examined in this area to date, at Tower Ramparts (Fig
47, site 13) and Cox Lane (Fig 47, site 1, West 1963, fig
32), both produced remains of Middle Saxon buildings.

The series of small sites excavated to date has
produced plentiful evidence of craft industries and trade
closely comparable with the other early port towns on
the North Sea littoral. Evidence of spinning and weav-
ing, in the form of spindle whorls and loom weights, is
common. Bone and antler working is present, but there
are few offcuts or unfinished pieces, implying only a
casual activity. The scale of leather-working is difficult
to assess. The only waterlogged deposits excavated at
Bridge Street (Fig 47, site 16), contained large quantities
of waste leather, the majority of which were offcuts from
shoemaking. Horn-working is evidenced mainly by the
disproportionate occurrence of goat horn cores in rela-
tion to other remains of the animal. This may also be a
further indication of leather-working, as skins are
thought to have been supplied with the horns still
attached. Ironworking residues are common in the form
of tap slag, smelting debris and fragments of furnace
lining, but evidence of bronzeworking is, so far, absent
from the Middle Saxon deposits.

In conclusion, the evidence for these crafts implies
cottage industry production, fairly evenly distributed
across the activity area. It is overshadowed by the one
major industry, that of Ipswich ware pottery produc-
tion, zoned along the south side of Carr Street, where
kiln waste extends for 160 m, implying mass production.
This is confirmed by the extensive distribution of the

Fig 51 9th century building, School Street, site 10/25
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Fig 52 Middle Saxon waterfront revetment at Bridge
Street, site 16

product. Ipswich ware is found on every rural Middle
Saxon site in the East Anglian kingdom, often in large
quantities and, outside the kingdom, mainly on eccle-
siastical or aristocratic sites as far away as Kent and
Yorkshire (Fig 54).

Ipswich was, then, a major industrial centre in the
Middle Saxon period, but it was also an international
port. All sites have produced imported pottery, forming
up to 15% of the Middle Saxon ceramic assemblages.
The majority of wares are from the Rhineland, Flanders
and to a lesser extent northern France. The Rhenish
wares are soundly attributed to sources in the Vorge-
birge and near Mayen, while the Flemish wares are, by a
process of elimination, most likely to come from the
Meuse Valley (Hodges 1978). Ipswich is equidistant
from Quentovic and Dorestad, and the assemblage of
imported pottery reveals competitive trading between
Frankish and Frisian traders.

The identification and provisional dating of the
imported wares is by comparison with the Merovingian
cemetery wares from the Rhine delta region, the
imported wares in early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, the
Hamwic collection and Continental collections, chiefly
that from the Dorestad excavations. The 7th century

material includes class 14 Black Ware pitchers (Fig 55,
no 1) and carinated vessels (Fig 55, no 2), pitchers in a
Rhenish fabric predating the classic Badorf fabric (Fig
55, no 3), as well as early examples of the classic Badorf
types such as the flattened rim (Fig 55, no 4), attributed
to the later 7th century by the excavators of Dorestad.
The later 8th/early 9th century assemblages are domi-
nated by Badorf Ware pitchers and amphorae (Fig 55,
nos 5 and 6), but other fabrics include red-painted
wares, Tating Ware (Fig 55, no 7) and even a Frisian
Kugeltopf of a form known from the excavation at
Medemblik, Holland (Fig 55, no 8; Besteman 1974, fig
22,6). It is the presence of domestic wares, such as this
handmade cooking pot, which endorses Hougen’s
(1969) view concerning the pottery from Kaupang
(Norway) that many of the imports relate to traders and
not necessarily trade.

At present it is not possible to quantify the imports by
phased groupings within the Middle Saxon period and,
therefore, no clear idea of the ebb and flow of economic
activity can be advanced. Hodges (pers comm) has
advanced the theory of an early 7th century trading
peak, followed by a decline from the 630s and a revival
during the secondary sceatta phase in the 8th century.
This 8th century revival is seen as modest in comparison
with Hamwic on the basis of the coin evidence.

The number of sceattas from Ipswich is admittedly
small in comparison with the numbers from Hamwic,
but comparable with the frequency of coins from its
major trading partner, Dorestad (van Gelder 1980). It is

Fig 53 Middle Saxon Well, School Street, site 10/25
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Fig 54 Distribution of Ipswich ware

surely the large number of sceattas from Hamwic which
requires explanation.

The histogram of excavated coins of the Anglo-Saxon
period from Ipswich (Fig 56) appears to indicate two
peaks of economic activity, if indeed they are any
indication at all. The first peak, around the middle of the
8th century, assumes that there is no tertiary phase of
sceattas (as suggested at Hamwic) to spread the coins
into the late 8th century. This is followed by decline
under Mercian control and its aftermath, with a second
peak in the early 10th century, associated with the
Danish occupation of the area.

Studies of the zoological and palaeobotanical evidence
are now well underway. Both studies independently
conclude that Middle Saxon Ipswich was a consumer
rather than a producer of food (Jones and Sarjeantson
1983; Murphy 1984). It is assumed that rural estates
were producing an agricultural surplus during this
period in return for craft and trade goods from the town.
A perhaps underestimated factor in this equation is,
however, the vast acreage of agricultural land within the

Anglo-Saxon Borough boundaries, The boundary, as
shown on Fig 57 is highly likely to be close to that of the
original Anglo-Saxon half-hundred. Certainly the
modern boundary south of the river can be identified at
many points on perambulations of 970 and 1352 (Scarfe
1972,129). The land enclosed (some 12 000 acres) could
easily have supplied enough surplus agricultural pro-
duce to feed an urban population of up to 2000 (see
Barker and Webley 1977, for low technology agriculture
productivity figures). Little is known of this agrarian
zone, now covered by the suburbs of the modern town,
but four finds of Ipswich ware collected during develop-
ment schemes most likely indicate small farm sites (Fig
57).

From the later 9th century Ipswich was a thriving
town, with a population in 1066 of over 2000 (Darby
1952). The first town defences were constructed in the
early 10th century, quite possibly by the East Anglian
Danes before 917. Over 30 buildings have been exca-
vated of 9th-11th century date, mostly of the cellared or
semi-cellared type, and ditched tenement boundaries
are found in the 11th and early 12th century. The built-
up area rapidly spread outside the defences, at least in
the south-east, where houses were built on what were
open fields during the early 10th century. No imported
pottery is known from the 10th century deposits, but it
appears again during the 11th century. The orientation
of 10th century trade appears to be interregional; St
Neot’s ware from the Bedford area is common in
Ipswich 10th and 11th century deposits, and Ipswich-
Thetford ware is found in London (Vince 1985, 34).

The two major problems remaining, if Middle Saxon
Ipswich is to be characterized and understood, are not
peculiar to the town.

Firstly there is the classic archaeological problem of
interpreting the volume of activities represented by the
surviving artefactual evidence. Interpretations of the
Middle Saxon economy have largely been restricted to
intersite comparisons, which are clearly necessary to
understand the settlement hierarchy and economic
system. Interperiod comparisons may also be necessary,
especially with the better documented later periods of
urban history. In Ipswich, for example, the evidence for
most activities survives in greater quantity from the
Middle Saxon deposits than from those of Late Saxon
date, which are known to represent a thriving town in
1066.

Secondly, the size of the excavated sample is too
small. At Ipswich about 10 000 m2 look likely to be
excavated. This 2% sample is clearly inadequate for
sound conclusions and comparisons with the other early
trading communities. It is interesting that at Dorestad,
with the benefit of being about one-half excavated, three
distinct activity zones were isolated: an agrarian zone
with large farmhouses, a middle zone of smaller build-
ings in enclosures, and a waterfront zone (van Es 1969;
Verwers ch 8). The apparently contrasting evidence
from recent work in Ipswich and Southampton must be
seen in the context of the inadequate sample size. In my
opinion on present evidence the similarities between the
two settlements outweigh the dissimilarities. Both
settlements have evidence of early (late 6th/early 7th
century) activity of uncertain character predating a
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Fig 55 Imported 7th-9th century pottery from Ipswich
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Fig 56 Histogram of Anglo-Saxon coins excavated in
Ipswich

massive craft and trading activity centre. The fact that
the Six Dials site in Hamwic has revealed dense
permanent building and the Foundation Street sites in
Ipswich have not is open to various interpretations. The
model (Fig 58) showing the current thinking about the
possible settlement structure of Middle Saxon Ipswich
could equally apply to Hamwic. It is only through the
process of testing such models and their ongoing
revision until an adequately sized excavation sample has
been achieved that sound comparisons and conclusions
can be drawn.

Fig 57 The Liberty of Ipswich

Fig 58 Current model of Ipswich settlement structure
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