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The search for identity, for a sense of where 
we belong in a changing world, appears 
today to be both a personal and a general 
quest. It is reflected, at least in the West, in 
an intense and apparently growing interest 
in the past, not only of the world at large 
but also of the particular community in 
which we happen to live. The reasons may 
go far beyond any purely intellectual quest 
to a yearning for stability through a sense of 
belonging and a knowledge of where we 
have come from; and behind this may lie 
deep-seated worries about where we-as a 
race, as a nation, as individuals-may be 
going. This was never more sharply demon
strated than in the phenomenal success of 
Alex Haley's Roots, and in the subsequent 
television dramatization of that quintessen
tial saga of the American black. The sense of 
belonging, the need to identify with a 
particular place, is a fundamental aspect of 
the quality of life, whether one is the 
inhabitant of a simple village or a citizen of 
an urban metropolis. It is indeed the in
ability to belong, the failure to identify the 
character of a place and to recognize it as 
specifically and essentially one's own, that 
gives rise to rootlessness and to the host of 
personal worries and social unrest which this 
inspires. 

I am speaking today as a historian and 
archeologist, professionally concerned with 
change and the explanation of change in the 
development of cities. My specific interest 
has been the emerging towns of Europe in 
the early Middle Ages. In this capacity my 
colleagues and I have had to face the 
problem of destruction of the evidence 
necessary for the reconstruction and re-crea
tion of the past by the needs of modern 
life-whether through agriculture, forestry, 
the extraction of minerals, or through the 
needs of industry, housing, road-building or 
urban redevelopment. These particular 
problems and my own particular Western 
cultural background inevitably colour my 
thinking, but I suspect that the general 
issues may have a wider relevance; it is in 
that hope that I explore them here. 

No archeologist working today in the built 
environment can fail to be struck time and 
again by the inappropriateness of much that 
is taking place around him-by the failure 
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to observe the human scale, by the failure to 
use appropriate and still available tradi
tional resources, by a failure to use and 
reuse existing building stock; in a word, by a 
failure to respect the experience of human 
living which is embodied in the fabric of 
every existing place. This is no argument for 
changeless repetition, but rather for an 
awareness in both planning and construction 
of the experience of the past, and a willing
ness to explore the lessons which it may 
hold for the future. As an archeologist, I 
have no wish to turn cities into museums, to 
inhibit and deny change. For one profes
sionally immersed in change that would be 
an insane contradiction. Rather, I seek to 
insist on the understanding and use of 
historical and archeological evidence as a 
tool for the future, and as a means of 
coming to grips with the physical presence 
of the past as a source of inspiration and 
understanding. 

The character which gives each place its own 
identity is fragile, and today it can be swept 
away almost overnight. This character re
sides in townscape and streetscape, in the 
pattern and in the variety of areas within a 
place, as well as in its individual structures. 
The physical presence of the past is certainly 
only one of the elements to be understood 
and used in the creation of the new, but it is 
ignored, misunderstood, or perverted at our 
peril. 

If we are to use the physical remains of the 
past as a fund of experience for the future, it 
is essential that we understand precisely 
what they have to tell us. The study of the 
development of towns and villages-espe
cially those still occupied today, which are 
the centre of our concern here-is still in its 
infancy. This is true whether our approach is 
documentary, topographical, architectural 
or archeological. Town "histories" are full of 
traditional stories, too many of which are 
uncritically accepted. Too many town plans 
have been subjected to art historical com
mentary without precise basis in the facts of 
the origin, development and date of their 
streets; the many buildings and groups of 
buildings have been discussed without de
tailed structural criticism of their often 
complex development. In all too many 
towns, the archeological evidence for their 

development is swept away unrecorded or 
inadequately examined, although this may 
be the primary and often the only evidence 
for the history, plan and character of the 
place before the stage represented by what 
we see today. 

The resources at our disposal for the precise 
understanding of the development of places 
are very rich. First and foremost in every 
case is the built environment itself, the end 
product of all the changes through which the 
community has passed. The town itself, as 
the greatest and grandest of artifacts, is our 
prime resource, whether we mean the 
above-ground structures, the patterns 
formed on the surface by defenses, approach 
roads, streets and buildings, or the buried 
archive below the surface. This trinity might 
be described as archeology above, on and 
below the ground. To these physical re
sources for the reconstruction of the past 
must be added the written and pictorial 
records-maps, plans and views-which 
exist in differing quantity, quality and 
character, and from various dates in dif
ferent places. There are many problems 
involved in the correlation of written, pic
torial and archeological sources, and highly 
complex chronological relationships be
tween them, but the results to be obtained 
by using these and other sources in com
bination is not to be denied. This can be 
seen, wherever it has been attempted, in the 
powerful and precise scrutiny which such 
thorough correlation permits, and the rich
ness of the perceptions which it produces. 

The problem before us is how to handle 
these resources in such a way as to make 
them intelligible and readily available in the 
planning process. This problem is compli
cated by the irony that the archeological and 
structural evidence for the history of the 
town is now being destroyed virtually un
recorded, and at an increasing pace, in the 
very moment when its value as evidence has 
been perceived. 

I would like to explore some of the ways in 
which the evidence for making informed 
judgments on the nature and significance of 
the historic environment can be obtained 
and demonstrated. First, we may consider 
the construction and presentation of historic 
town plans, of the kind now being prepared 
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throughout northern Europe on the initia
tive of the International Commission for the 
History of Towns, In each country, the 

plans are undertaken by special working 
groups or committees and two fascicules 
have now been published for towns in Fin
land, twenty in West Germany and twelve in 
the United Kingdom. 

The example of Cambridge, from the second 
volume published by the Historic Towns 
Trust, is representative of the British con
tribution. To conform with the agreed 
international standard, the maps are pub
lished at a scale of 1 :5000 and are prepared 
to a common base-date of ca 1800, chosen 
so as to include most if not all towns just 
before the onset of the Industrial Revolu
tion, In the case of the United Kingdom, the 
multi-coloured 1:5000 base map is also 
reproduced at a scale of 1:2500 in order to 
allow instant comparison with the 1 :2500 
series of the British Ordnance Survey, used 
for most current planning purposes. This 
scale has now also been adopted by the 
other countries contributing fascicules to 
the series, 

The common scales and dates of these his
toric town maps were designed to allow 
comparisons to be made from town to town 
and from country to country, something 
which was not previously possible, The 
sources used are early maps, plans, views, 
archeological and written evidence, and the 
place itself Since few towns happen to 
possess plans of the required date of ca 
1800, and since even fewer if any of these are 
to modern standards of accuracy, the pro
cedure followed is based on the first edition 
of the scientifically surveyed Ordnance 
Survey plan, usually of about 1870, This 
plan is revised backwards by the deletion of 
features later than 1800 and by the insertion 
from other sources, carefully checked, of 
buildings and other elements existing in 
1800, but removed or altered prior to the 
first edition of the Ordnance Survey. Al
though time-consuming, this method has 
been shown to work on many occasions, and 
the result is a corpus of plans of towns as 
they were ca 1800 with scientific standards 
of accuracy, In the planning process, these 
plans allow immediate appreciation to be 
made of the state of affairs ca 1800 in rela
tion to every individual site or structure. 
They present the pre-modern form of the 
town and allow the impact of all subsequent 

or intended changes on the historic pattern 
to be seen at a glance. They are vital new 
research tools for comparative studies, but 
also because they show for ca 1800 the end 
product of all the changes which had taken 
place until then, unblurred by the relatively 
great and sometimes immense changes of the 
nineteenth century, As working tools in both 
everyday planning and long-term research, 
the value of these historic town plans can 
scarcely be overestimated. They are in the 
process of completion for some twenty or 
thirty towns in Britain and for many more 
on the European continent. 

The two basic plans in the British series at 
1:5000 and 1.2500 are complemented in each 
case by a situation map of 1:250,000 and by 
a set of monochrome subsidiary maps at 
I :5000, overprinted with selected themes, In 
the case of Cambridge, these are "The Site," 
showing surface geology, relief and the 
Roman background; "Medieval Street 
Names"; "Medieval Hostels," of significance 
as the earliest undergraduate halls of 
residence, and "Parishes ca 1800" to show 
boundaries. These subsidiary maps can be 
varied in content from town to town as need 
arises This, then, is one way by which 
information about the historic environment 
is being codified as a basis for everyday use 
and ongoing research, 

I would like to turn now to the actual and 
potential contribution of archeology to the 
comprehension of the historic town, and 
here I will take two examples, Winchester 
and again Cambridge. In Winchester, over 
the decade from 1961 to 1971, a major 
programme of research was undertaken 
based on three primary principles. The first 
centre of concern was the city itself, the 
urban phenomenon from its origins to the 
present day. We were not concerned with 
the Roman city or the medieval city, with 
the relative or absolute neglect of other 
periods, but rather with the urban ex
perience through time. Second, we were 
determined to use all available evidence, 
whether from archeology, written sources, 
topography or the natural sciences; com
bined studies were considered essentiaL 
Third, although this was a principle which 
emerged with experience, our archeological 
excavations had to be commensurate in 
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scale with and otherwise appropriate to the 
questions being posed. Inadequately-sized 
excavations are often worse than useless, 
tying up financial and human resources 
without answering anything significant, but 
only raising new-and at this scale un
answerable-questions. Over the decade of 
excavation at Winchester, working ten to 
twelve weeks each summer with approxi
mately 150 students and a technical staff of 
50, a cathedral, two parish churches, three 
chapels, an episcopal palace, part of the 
royal castle, twelve houses and many other 
structures were unearthed, to mention only 
the work carried out on medieval problems. 
In addition, a pre-Roman defended enclo
sure of eighteen hectares was traced, the 
Roman defenses dated, the Roman and 
medieval street plans identified and dated, 
and much else. The results are now being 
published in a series of eleven volumes by 
the Oxford University Press. 

Winchester is, as an archeological and his
torical project, unique, but other cities in the 
United Kingdom and elsewhere in northern 
Europe are avowedly following suit. Some 
of our work at Winchester was undertaken 
on sites that will never be destroyed, but 
much of it was done on sites which have 
now wholly vanished under offices, multi
story car-parks and roads. That work could 
never be done again, but it was done just in 
time to ensure that we now know more 
about the developmcnt of Winchester than 
any other English city. Archeological pro
cedures are essentially the same all over the 
world, and what was done in Winchester 
could be done in Cairo, Baghdad, Damascus 
or Istanbul-the latter a city whose urban 
origins and development, as opposed to 
knowledge of its individual buildings, mostly 
churches and mosques, is perhaps least well 
understood of any of the world's great 
capitals 

Before turning further to the problem of the 
destruction of sites, I would like to return to 
Cambridge. Archeological evidence rests not 
only in buildings and excavations, but also 
in museum storerooms. Cambridge provides 
just one example of how historical informa
tion can be extracted from loose, chance 
finds, provided that the place they were 
found is recorded. Working with large 

quantities of late Anglo-Saxon or early 
Norman pottery found in the 1800s, and 
plotting the places where it was found 
together with all the other geographically 
locatable historical facts, I was able to show 
not only the extent and location of Cam
bridge ca 1100, but was also able to produce 
a tentative model of the town's development 
from Roman to medieval times. Material of 
this kind is available in many places and can 
also be collected systematically from every 
hole in the ground made for water pipes, 
electric cables and so on, until basic distri
bution maps can be built up. It is clear that 
they can illuminate major episodes in settle
ment history, in a way otherwise possible 
only by years of expensive and probably 
unfeasible excavation. 

The destruction of buried evidence of the 
past must indeed be turned to good account 
wherever possible. However, the rate of this 
destruction is now so rapid, and its extent so 
total, that we face world-wide a virtually 
insoluble problem: shall we ever be able to 
recover more than a few fragments, a sample 
wholly inadequate for any firmly-based 
reconstruction of the past? As I have tried to 
suggest, this inadequacy is not just a loss to 
scholarship; it is a diminishing of man's 
potential knowledge of himself. In the par
ticular focus of this seminar, it represents a 
weakening of our ability to comprehend the 
past as a source for the future. 

Allow me to take the example of London 
By the early seventies, two facts were clear 
about the archeology of that city: we knew 
very little about it, and its remains were 
being destroyed by modern construction at 
an unprecedented pace. One person, with an 
operating budget of £100, represented the 
total official response to the problem, al
though voluntary groups were doing their 
best in an impossible situation. The in
evitable crisis came in 1972 over the 
Thames-side site of Baynard's Castle. Fol
lowing a major public outcry and questions 
in Parliament, "RESCUE: the Trust for 
British Archeology" decided to prepare a 
detailed study of the London situation. 
RESCUE was a national organization, 
campaigning for central and local govern
ment action to secure the survival, or at least 
the investigation and recording, of archeo-

logical remains. In collaboration with 
Daphne Hudson, a town planner, and with 
the assistance of one of my former students, 
Carolyn Heighway (now Director of Exca
vations in Gloucester), I designed and wrote 
The Future oj London's Past, subtitled "A 
Survey of the Archeological Implications of 
Planning and Development in the Nation's 
Capital," which was published by RESCUE 
in the summer of 1973. 

Our intention was to produce a factual, 
graphic and above all quantified statement, 
which not only surveyed the present situa
tion but which could be directly used in the 
making of planning decisions in the future. 
The format and presentation of The Future 
oj London's Past was designed to appeal at 
first sight to professional town planners, 
architects, engineers and developers, and to 
speak to them in terms they would readily 
appreciate 

The text detailed the growth and present 
state of archeological knowledge about the 
city, described the degree to which archeo
logical deposits still survived, estimated the 
extent and rate of future destruction, 
assessed the position in terms of the major 
archeological problems as currently defined 
and proposed solutions in terms of objec
tives, organization, costs and the law. 
Appendices included a detailed schedule of 
sites to be developed in the city in the next 
five years (1973-1978) and an extensive 
bibliography. 

But it was the illustrations which were the 
real innovation. In addition to an aerial 
photograph and nine text figures, there were 
eight maps at the scale of 1:5000, seven of 
which were transparent overlays (five of 
them multi-coloured); the eighth was a 
base map reduced to 1:5000 from the 1:2500 
sheets of the Ordnance Survey. The seven 
transparent overlays showed "Roman 
London," "Anglo-Saxon London," "Medi
eval London," "Modern London: depth of 
basements," "London: depth of archeologi
cal deposits," "London: age of buildings, 
listed buildings, public and private open 
spaces," and "London: the extent of future 
destruction." By combining these maps in 
different permutations, it is possible to 
discover in a few moments the potential 
importance, in archeological terms, of any 
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given spot in the Roman, Anglo-Saxon, or 
Medieval periods, to estimate the extent to 
which the evidence survives there or has 
already been removed by the digging of 
basements; to ascertain the approximate 
thickness of the archeological deposits below 
present-day pavement level in the area; to 
see to what extent the area is threatened by 
specific immediate construction or long
term development plans, or is protected in 
some degree by law (e.g., by lying below a 
listed building or within a Conservation 
Area) 

This is a tool of constant use to the town 
planner, the architect, or the developer who 
must work within a legal framework de
signed to protect archeological sites. There 
was no legal protection of this kind in the 
United Kingdom in 1973, when The Future 
of London's Past was written and published. 
Only as recently as April 1979 has an act to 
give some protection to archeological de-

posits within defined "areas of archeological 
importance" finally been passed by the 
House of Commons, on the last day of 
business before Parliament was dissolved for 
the recent general elections. But even before 
the passage of legislation, the format of The 
Future oj London's Past had proved of 
great practical value in tackling the prob
lems of London's archeology on a goodwill 
basis. The need was indeed urgent: 

Within about ten years the archeological 
deposits along the waterfront will have 
been destroyed. Within fifteen years, or 
twenty at the most, the other areas of the 
city still undeveloped since 1945 will have 
been renewed. By the end of the 1980s the 
archeology of the city will survive only in 
a few isolated pockets: below some open 
spaces, below a few churches, beneath 
some buildings in the conservation areas. 
The surviving areas of archeological 
deposits will be entirely insufficient to 

preserve an adequate picture of the city's 
origin and development (The Future of 
London's Past, paragraph 8.3). 

The challenge was met by the Guildhall 
Museum, now the Museum of London, 
which in 1973 created a Department of 
Urban Archeology under the direction of 
Mr Brian Hobley. The Department is sup
ported financially by the City of London, 
the Museum and especially by the Depart
ment of the Environment, using central 
government funds. Annual expenditure now 
exceeds £200,000 

But the successful outcome in London is not 
my subject here. I want only to suggest that 
the concept behind The Future of London's 
Past and the format of its maps, chosen to 
present the true position in as clear and 
usable a fashion as possible, provide a 
simple and effective paradigm by which the 
archeological problems of any currently
occupied settlement can be assessed in the 
light of development trends, and the appro
priate management policies furthered. No 
matter how large, how complex, how long 
occupied, there is no city whose archeologi
cal needs could not be assessed and reduced 
to ordered priorities by the use of this 
paradigm The Future of Delhi's Past would 
be as appropriate a management tool as The 
Future of Cairo's Past, .. of Peking's Past, 
... of Rome's Past, .. of Istanbul's Past. 

We need to keep in mind the central concept 
that our objective is not archeological 
knowledge alone, but rather the use of the 
physical remains of the past as a source of 
experience and inspiration for the future and 
as a fitting, stabilizing-one might even say 
consoling or at least conforting-presence 
around us in our daily lives in each 
community. 

If the London example allows one to see 
and express archeological needs in a plan
ning framework and, conversely, to study 
and even to modify planning objectives in an 
archeological frame of reference, it does so 
nonetheless within the context of a single 
town Shortly before the London survey was 
conceived, I had brought to fruition a 
project planned in the late 1960s to investi
gate the rate and nature of the destruction of 
archeological evidence in British towns as a 
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whole This was a study of a national prob
lem on a national scale designed, like the 
later London survey, to present a quantified 
picture in terms which would address them
selves to town planners in both central and 
local government, and to others responsible 
for the management of the built and to-be
built environment. 

The Erosion of History: Archeology and 
Planning in Towns, published in 1972, was 
produced by the Urban Research Committee 
of the Council for British Archeology and 
compiled and edited by Carolyn Heighway. 
As its title page indicated, it was "A study of 
historic towns affected by modern devel
opment in England, Wales and Scotland." 
The Erosion oj History surveyed 906 his
toric towns in those countries, established 
criteria for their definition (a considerable 
initial problem) and quantified the extent to 
which each was likely to be affected by 
development in the next ten years 
(1972-1982). The national picture it revealed 
was, in terms of the survival of archeology 
and the architectural landscape, unexpect
edly serious. "Of those historic towns which 
remain for study, the archeological value of 
one-fifth will most probably have been 
entirely destroyed in the next twenty years; 
another two-fifths will be redeveloped in 
lesser ways .... If nothing is done, most of 
these towns will be fundamentally changed 
without a record of their past being made" 
(paragraph I 8) 

Out of 906 historic towns, there remain 
only 834 which can still be investigated. 
Of these, over half are threatened by some 
sort of development. 159 will be lost to 
archeology in twenty years if not before, 
including the most important towns of all 
historical periods. The archeology of 
another 352 towns will in the next ten 
years be slowly, although not completely, 
eroded. The total of threatened towns is 
511, excluding those already developed. 
The archeology of only twenty-one, and 
the architecture of only eleven, of these 
towns is being adequately studied (5.57). 

The Erosion of History examined the his
toric towns not only in terms of impending 
development, but also within the framework 
of their present administrative status, and in 

A The sample 

England Wales Scotland Totals 

Total towns 1,177 133 201 1,511 
N umber considered "historic" 781 79 133 993 
Number for which no information available 79 2 6 87 

Total sample 702 77 127 906 

D Analysis of the sample in terms of development 

England Wales Scotland Totals 

Development XXXX 65 6 I 72 
XXX 127 8 24 159 
XX 265 36 51 352 

Threatened 457 50 76 583 
No development 245 27 51 323 

Totals 702 77 127 906 

C Archeological and architectural work in progress in threatened towns (D represents D, CorD work) 
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D Summary 
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the context of the amount and quality of the 
architectural and archeological research and 
recording which had already been under
taken in each place. The simple tests, which 
yielded a nationwide quantification of the 
problem, should be applicable mutatis 
mutandis to the urban basis of any country. 
A country which wants to ensure that the 
essence of its urban structure is preserved in 
an appropriate historical, architectural and 
archeological context could, with these tests, 
be provided with an indication of the scale 
and range of problems to be faced. 

An important section of The Erosion of 
History discussed "The present position of 
archeology in urban planning" (Section 4), 
particularly in relation to the protection of 
archeological sites and to the activity of the 
archeologist on location. The existing legis
lation regarding ancient monuments "is not 
an effective protection for the buried re
mains of the urban past" (4.1). Erosion 
concluded that the following new articles of 
legislation are required: that "the archeologi
cal potential of any proposed development 
should be considered when planning per
mission is granted" (7 3); archeologically
accredited persons "should be given access 
to building sites with archeological deposits 
and objects" (7.5); and finally, "there should 
be provision in law to secure time for 
excavation if required" (7.6). But these 
requirements for statutory consideration, 
access and time for excavation can only be 
effective within the context of a general 
legislative framework for the protection of 
archeological sites. Erosion suggested that 
"statutory protection" should be given to 
"key archeological sites specified in [an] 
archeological survey." 

These recommendations were framed in 
1972. Seven years later, in January 1979, the 
long-awaited Ancient Monuments and 
Archeological Areas Bill was introduced 
into the House of Lords. It passed into law 
in April 1979 by general consensus among 
political parties, and the United Kingdom 
had at last obtained its first specifically 
archeological legislation. The basic pro
vision of the new Act allows for the defini
tion of areas of archeological importance; 
within these areas various controls will 

operate, most notably the requirement that 
four and a half months be allowed, if 
needed, for archeological excavation. 

If the word "archeological" has been used 
often in this discussion, it should be stressed 
that it is used in the sense of archeology 
"above, on and below the ground" which I 
defined earlier in this discussion. There can 
be no distinction, or should be no distinc
tion, between architecture and archeology, 
at least in investigation, recording and 
analysis. 

The procedures of the United Kingdom in 
facing questions of archeology and history 
in conservation and development may be of 
wider interest they show how one country 
has faced the problems of understanding 
and conserving the experience of the past, 
and more particularly has come to grips 
with the size and nature of the problems 
involved If development should take place 
within traditional frameworks, at least in 
historic places, it seems clear that the 
essential elements of those frameworks must 
be defined with scholarly accuracy. The 
frameworks themselves will otherwise 
represent only popular misconceptions, and 
development will present an ever-coarsening 
and frankly misleading reflection of the 
experience of the past. 

We need to understand with precision the 
different types of town and unit plans, the 
various forms of buildings and elevations, 
the changing use of structures and areas if 
we are to build anew within the guidelines of 
traditional needs and solutions. This is, for 
me, the essence of conservation. I offer these 
attitudes and results from the West in the 
hope that they may be of interest and use to 
the Islamic world, which is currently facing 
the challenge which the modern world pre
sents to the survival of the historic environ
ment. Indeed, I believe that this standard 
proposition should be paraphrased. It is the 
challenge which the experience of the past 
reflected in the built environment brings to 
the modern world which is the true chal
lenge. Conceding the distinctive character of 
the Islamic world, the general problems of 
historic conservation are nonetheless com
parable to those in the West, and the sources 
of information about the past as methods of 

study and analysis are essentially quite 
similar. One may hope, as one acknowledges 
the loss of so much of the historic ex
perience of the built world in the West, that 
the Islamic world will choose an alternate 
direction. 
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