
Geology & Archaeology in  
Highgate Wood and Queen’s Wood 
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  More information: www.londongeopartnership.org.uk  



 
The Solid geology of London is mostly underlain by a thick layer of stiff blue clay known as the 
London Clay.  When it is seen in temporary excavations it is usually a rusty orange as the iron 
within it has oxidised. The clay was laid down as mud about 50 million years ago from rivers 
eroding the nearest coastline which was probably in the midlands.  Occasionally fossilised 
fruits and seeds of land plants such  as the Nipa palm are found within the marine clay which   
                   indicate a  tropical climate, but seeds of Magnolia suggest some seasonality.     
                   Towards the end of London Clay times the seas became shallower and the 
                     coastline closer, so the sediment discharged into the sea became 
                       sandier as time progressed. The sand layers  alternate with more  
 muddy layers and are known as the Claygate Beds.  
                                  We now believe that most of Highgate Wood 
               is  underlain by the Claygate Beds.  On the  
                   geological map the area is shown by 
                         hatched lines.  
 
 
Time Gap of nearly 50 million years 
A large time gap of nearly 50 million years exists before the next deposits are found in the 
London area. During this time any additional material was eroded and the ground became 
buckled so that London is now lying in a downfold with upfolds to the north and south (along 
the line of the Chilterns and in the Weald). 
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The last few million years: the Superficial Geology 
 

The ancestral Thames originally ran to the north of London through the Vale of St. Albans and 
out to the North Sea in the Clacton area. Tributaries flowed from the Weald to the south 
depositing gravels within the London area. One of these gravels, known as the Dollis Hill Gravel 
underlies the Finchley area, just to the north of Highgate Wood. The scattering of pebbles over 
most of the wood may have eroded from here but as its provenance is unknown it is just termed  
Head. The wood was originally known as Gravel Pit Wood so probably the gavel cover was more 
extensive at one time.  

Above the Dollis Hill Gravel in the Finchley area 
there is up to 14 m of glacial Till. Over the last 2 
million years of the ‘Ice Ages’ the ice caps have 
alternately extended and decreased. The 
coldest of the glacial periods was about 450,000 
years ago and known as the Anglian which 
extended in tongues as far as north London. As 
the ice retreated it dumped all the rock 
fragments it was carrying as glacial till. The deep 
gullies of Queen’s  Wood are  the result of 
erosion by  water as the ice sheet melted and 
the land rose after being depressed by the ice. 
Subsequent thawing of periglacial ice  would 
have  resulted in further  torrents of  water and 
slumped material enlarging the gullies to the  
deeply incised valleys that exist today. 
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Industrial archaeology in Highgate Wood 
 

There is a line of brickworks surrounding 
Hampstead Heath where the Claygate Beds have 
been exploited. An easy way to tell if bricks were 
made locally is to look at the garden walls: 
overburnt bricks did not travel far. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the lines of evidence that the Claygate Beds 
extend into Highgate Wood is the discovery of the 
Romano British pottery manufacturing site. It is 
situated on the highest point in the wood which is 
unlikely to be a coincidence.   
 

Early inhabitants of the area 
 

Over 800 fragments of worked flint have 
been found in Highgate and Queen’s 
Wood. Though many of these are waste 
flakes known as 'debitage', they include 
a number of scrapers, blades and points. 
They date from the late Mesolithic or 
early Bronze Age, between 7,000 and 
4,000 years ago. 

 

Gravels from the Thames and its  tributaries have been an important source of material for the 
building of London. Very large quantities of gravel were extracted from Highgate Wood in the 
first half of the 19th century and the wood became known as Gravel Pit Wood. The mixture of 
pebbles, sand and silt makes it particularly suited for the construction of roads and footpaths. 
Traces of the gravel can be see on the surface on the high ground in the north western part of 
the wood. 

 
 

 Experimental Kiln on Romano 
British  
    site in Highgate Wood  
     C. Blaney 2010 


