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2009/102 
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Accession number   2009/102 

 

1. Summary 

A subterranean brick chamber beneath Portsmouth High Street was discovered by 

workmen erecting a lamp post in January 2009. Archaeological recording was carried 

out by the Southampton City Council Archaeology Unit. The chamber consisted of 

two adjacent rooms each with a passageway leading off. The brick sizes suggest a 

mid- to late-19th century date. The chamber perhaps was used for delivery of coal or 

was perhaps associated with the use of the building as a bank.  

 

2. Introduction 

The brick chamber was discovered at George Court, High Street, Portsmouth (fig 1) 

by COLAS employees engaged on a programme to replace the lamp posts in the 

High Street.  Portsmouth City Council commissioned the Archaeology Unit of 

Southampton City Council to investigate the find and make an archaeological record. 

The observations were made by E L McDonald BA MA on 8th January 2009. The 

project was managed by A D Russel.  

 

3. Aims of the investigation 

The aim of the investigation was to make a rapid record of the remains of the brick 

chamber so that it could be backfilled and the lamp post erected.  
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4. Watching brief methodology 

The archaeological work consisted of recording the individual parts of the bank vault 

that could be seen from the surface. It was not considered safe to enter the confined 

space so photographs were taken through a 0.60m by 0.40m hole in the pavement. A 

brick from the vault roof was retained.  

 

All archaeological records were made using the Southampton City Council 

archaeological recording system. The archive will be stored by Portsmouth City 

Museum and Record Office on completion of the project.  

 

5. Site location and topography 

The site was located on the south side of Portsmouth High Street, adjacent to 

numbers 13, 14, and 15 George Court. The area was badly bombed during the 

Second World War and George Court is a post-war development that occupies the 

site of the bombed George Hotel and the buildings adjacent.   
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Figure 1. Site location plan 
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6. Historical and archaeological background 

The building to the south west of the George Hotel has been variously numbered 31 

in Kelly’s Directory and 32 by Charpentier (who produced a series of guides to 

Portsmouth in the mid-1800’s) and the Post Office directories. 

 

In the 1842 panorama produced by Charpentier the building is shown as of three 

stories, and was listed as a dwelling, but the front façade would indicate a shop front.  

 

The Post Office Directory of Hampshire, Wiltshire and Dorsetshire, 1855, p99, lists 32 

High Street as occupied by Henry James Mitchell, naval outfitter and  tailor and 

Mitchell was listed as still at the premises in the 1859 Directory of Hampshire and the 

Isle of Wight. By 1865 the occupant was Miss Mary Richards, a lodging housekeeper 

(Harrod & Co.’s Directory of Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, p825). The earliest 

record of the building being a bank is the 1871 census which records Frederick 

Hooper (bank manager) living there with his family (research by Jennifer Macey). By 

1875 the building was recorded as the Hampshire Banking Company managed by 

Arthur Henry Weston, who also lived there (Post Office Directory of Hampshire, 

Wiltshire & Dorset, 1875, 145-146). By 1883 31 High Street was a branch of the 

Capital and Counties Bank Limited 

http://www.history.inportsmouth.co.uk/events/banking.htm, as shown on the 1910 OS 

map (fig 2). It merged with Lloyds Bank in 1918 

http://www.lloydstsb.com/about_ltsb/lloyds_bank.asp.  

 

7. Results of the archaeological recording 

7.1 Early Modern 

Cellar 16 consisted on a number of different rooms and passageways with barrel 

vaulted ceilings. The hole from where observations were made was in the north-west 

corner of room 1. Rooms and passages to the east were approximately 1.31m wide 

(4ft 3”) by unknown lengths. To the south was blocked passageway 6, which based 

on measurements of other passageways was probably 0.61m wide (2ft) by an 

unknown length. A measurement taken through the hole to the top of the rubble 

showed the cellar to be more than 1.43m high in the corner of the vault. By counting 

http://www.history.inportsmouth.co.uk/events/banking.htm
http://www.lloydstsb.com/about_ltsb/lloyds_bank.asp


Southampton City Council Archaeology Unit – 2009/102 

 6 

the bricks the cellar is at least 1.20m high to the springer (15 courses of bricks). The 

bricks measured 230mm by 110mm by 70mm and were bonded by lime mortar with 3 

or 4 coats of whitewash on the inside. The dimensions of the bricks suggest a mid to 

late 19th century date. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Subterranean features in relation to the 1910 OS map. 
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Figure 3. Plan of the subterranean chamber 

 

Room 1  

Room 1 consisted of 4 walls (numbers 9, 14, 15 and 17) with passageway 6 to the 

south and an opening to Room 4 to the east.  

 

Wall 9 was the northern wall of the room and probably formed the northern limit of 

cellar 16. The wall was built in stretcher bond. The length of the wall is not known but 

it is more than the width of the room (1.31m or 4ft 3”). Wall 14 formed the eastern 

wall of the room, 1.31m (4ft 3”) wide by 0.23m (4 ¼”) thick. The opening to Room 4 

was set within this wall, and the brickwork consisted of a mixture of headers and 

stretchers to fit the remaining space. Limestone lintel 5, probably a Purbeck stone 

slab, was set above the opening. It was approximately the same thickness as the 

bricks (70mm) by 830mm long and showed tool marks. Wall 17 was the southern wall 

of the room. It was of similar brickwork to wall 9. At the western end of the wall was 

vaulted passageway 6, probably 0.61m wide (2ft). It is not known how the two relate 

to each other. 

 

Wall 15 (brickwork 8) was the western wall of the room.  The brickwork was the same 

stretcher bond as the other walls of room 1. It is thought that this wall continued down 

the western side of passageway 6 and probably formed the western limit of cellar 16. 
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Figure 4. The opening between Rooms 2 and 4, showing limestone lintel supporting brick vault. 

 

 

The vaulted roof, 11, was formed of two rings of brickwork and measured 243mm 

thick. The bricks were laid north-south. 

 

Room 4 

Room 4 consisted of walls 19, 20 and 21 and vaulted roof 23. It was the same width 

1.31m (4ft 3”) as room 1 (fig 3).  Wall 19 was the northern wall, like wall 9 it was of 

stretcher bond construction. Wall 20 was the southern wall, also of stretcher bond 

construction. Wall 21 was the western wall. The opening to passageway 22 was set 
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into it. However the opening was offset to the south compared to the opening to room 

1. Vaulted roof 23 consisted of bricks laid east-west. 

 

Passageway 6 

Passageway 6 (brickwork 7) was of the same build as room 1 with a vaulted ceiling. 

The passageway was probably also 0.61m (2ft) wide and continued for an unknown 

distance in a southwards direction. It was completely blocked by rubble 13. 

 

 

Figure 5. Vaulted passageway 6, blocked by rubble. 

 

Passageway 22 

Passageway 22 was a vaulted tunnel, similar to passageway 6 and was 0.61m (2ft) 

wide. Its length and function are not known because it was completely blocked by 

rubble 13. 
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Figure 6. Opening to passageway 22, blocked by rubble. 

 

7.2 Modern 

The vault was partially backfilled by context 13, a mixture of rubble, brick and soil. A 

horseshoe dating to the late 19th or 20th century was found within this rubble. It is 

likely this rubble is from the bombing during WW II. 

 

Layer 10, the modern day pavement, consisting of slabs and make-up, 229mm thick, 

lay over the roof of both rooms. 
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8. Conclusions 

The building at number 31 or 32 High Street had a number of different uses, a shop 

in 1842, a private residence by 1865 and a bank by 1871. The size of the bricks 

suggests a date in the mid- to late-19th century. The purpose of the brick chambers is 

not known, but they may have been constructed to create a storage space for coal. 

Similar structures, with coal holes in the crown of the vaults, exist beneath the 

pavements of the Portland Terrace area of Southampton, which was developed in the 

1840s. Alternatively the chambers may have been secure storage associated with 

the late 19th bank.   
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