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Bagshot Sand caps Highgate Hill and sand from Hampstead Heath was used in 
the construction of the railway out of St. Pancras. It is not suitable as a 
builder’s sand as it contains a lot of iron, but the fine sand grains make it 
suitable for the moulds used for casting brass and bronze. It was also used  to 
fill sand bags during the Second World War.

The presence of London Clay underlying north 
London facilitated the construction of the 
London Underground system, as it is an easy 
material to tunnel through. Conversely, south 
London had to rely on the over-ground 
railway, because the London Clay is absent or 
thin in much of south London. One of the 
earliest tunnels attempted was the proposed 
Archway Tunnel under Highgate Hill in the 
early 1800s, roughly along the line that is 
now the Archway Road. Geologists advised for 
a longer, deeper tunnel than the one 
attempted and with a thicker lining. They 
knew that the sandier, Claygate Beds at the 
top of the London Clay would cause problems 
with water but as usual, it was the cheaper 
option that was selected as it is shorter and 
higher. Not long after construction began the 
workmen started to hear cracking and refused 
to enter the tunnel; within two weeks the 
tunnel collapsed. However, the resulting 
London Clay, mixed with the sandier Claygate 
Beds above was put to good use making 
bricks.

Quarrying for Bagshot Sands on Hampstead Heath 1860s  (Corporation 
of London)

Claygate Beds are much more 
suitable for making bricks and 
pots than the underlying 
London Clay because they 
contain fine sand and do not 
include gypsum which is very detrimental. 
During the 19th century there was a line of clay pits and 
brick fields all the way round Hampstead Heath exploiting 
exposures of the Claygate Beds. The location of some of 
these just to the south of Highgate and Queen’s Wood 
are shown on the geology map. A field just west of the 
Highgate Wood playing field was known as Potkiln Field. 
Many garden walls in the area are constructed with blocks 
of over burnt bricks that are welded and contorted. As 
they don’t travel far they are a good indication of local 
brick works.

One of the lines of evidence 
for thinking that the Claygate 
Beds could be extended into 
Highgate Wood is the 
discovery there of a Romano 
British pottery kiln complex. 
Recently excavated pits dug in 
association with the replica 
kiln, have shown the 
alternating layers of clay and 
sandy clay, typical of the base 
of the Claygate Beds. 
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Bricks made in Highgate Wood 
from the Claygate Beds
(C. Blaney, 2010)

Image from Highgate Literary and Scientific 
Institution.

1873 OS map showing Gravel Pit Wood

Gravels from the Thames and its tributaries have been an important source of 
material for the building of London. Gravel extraction is still taking place in east 
London in the and in west London along the Colne Valley and close to 
Heathrow airport. Nineteenth century maps show Highgate Wood as ‘Gravel Pit 

Wood’ and large quantities of gravel extraction 
once took place here. This was probably from 
shallow pits and perhaps accounts for the small 
undulations in the ground surface, seen 
particularly on the northwest side of the 
woods.

Over 500 fragments of worked flint have been 
found in Highgate Wood and Queens Wood. 
The larger flint pebbles from the gravel and the 
nearby glacial till may have provided the 
material used to make flint tools in the 
Mesolithic and Neolithic periods.

Worked flint debitage found in Highgate Wood


