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Introduction 

Location and Scope of work  

1.1 Between 25
th

 and 29
th

 January 2016 the installation of a WIFI cable requiring 

shallow excavation along the Causeway and beneath the threshold of the entrance to 

the northern tower of the Middle Tower, as well as a small excavation in the interior 

of the entrance was undertaken at the Tower of London in the London Borough of 

Tower Hamlets. The works were centred on National Grid Reference TQ 33453 

80533. 

1.2 An application for Scheduled Monument Clearance at HM Tower of London was 

granted from Historic England for the proposed scheme of works (Scheduled 

Monument No: SM LO 10. Ref: S00080848). It is part of the Historic Royal Palaces’ 

commitments and conservation principles as well as a condition of consent that a 

qualified archaeologist be present during the excavation of the trenches. 

1.3 The proposed work took place on an area of the Tower that had already been 

excavated at the beginning of 2015 as part of an archaeological investigation (TOL 

147) carried out by Pre-Construct Archaeology (PCA); as such the majority of the 

works were low risk in terms of uncovering new archaeological material. However, 

the installation of the cables also required a small excavation at the threshold of the 

northern turret of the Middle Tower as well inside the entrance where 18
th

 or 19
th

 

century flooring is present. In order to minimize the risk of any potential damage to 

the fabric of the building, close monitoring of the excavation was required. In the 

event of unveiling archaeologically significant material or horizons the excavation 

was taken over by the archaeologist and subsequently halted in order to verify and 

make a record of the new findings.  

1.4 The site code assigned to this project is TOL 153. 

 

Archaeological Background 

2.1 A brief chronological history of the Tower 

 

2.1.1 Prehistory 

The earliest known occupation in the locality of the Tower London has been indicated by 

the discovery of degraded shards of pottery and flint flakes that were discovered in water-

lain silts during excavations that were carried out in 1955 and 1976. This riverside area 

was evidently frequented during the Iron Age as was proven by a number of discoveries 

over the years including a shallow grave containing a skeleton dating to the pre-Roman 

period as well as a pit containing Iron Age pottery (Parnell, 1993). 
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2.1.2 Roman 

The area was not immediately occupied by the time of the Roman invasion of AD 43, or at 

least it was not affected by any major developments, but by AD 200 Londinium was 

protected by an impressive defensive wall, the south-eastern portion being fundamental to 

the eventual development of the Tower’s layout.  

 

2.1.3 The Normans and the Medieval Period 

The foundation of the Tower of London was a direct result of the Norman Conquest in 

1066 and was built principally to consolidate William the Conqueror’s authority over the 

unruly population of Saxon London. Built as a motte and bailey-type castle, it made use of 

the surviving Roman wall as well as adding defensive ditches to the north and the west. 

The great tower that would form the core of the Tower of London was finally built 

sometime during the last 10 years of William’s reign. 

The original defences of the Tower were most significantly expanded in the 12
th

 century 

during the reign of Richard I (1157 – 1199). The northern section of the defensive ditch 

was widened and extended towards the Beauchamp Tower but perhaps the most enduring 

legacy of this period is the Bell Tower, which is in fact the only surviving masonry 

associated with this phase of the Tower. 

However, the most significant and lasting changes made to the tower were carried out 

under the reigns of Henry III and Edward I in the 13
th

 century. Major additions to the 

Tower included the Wakefield, Lanthorne and Salt Towers, which were incorporated into 

the southern curtain wall reinforcing the defences and providing added accommodation. 

The innermost ward also underwent reinforcement and the castle was expanded to the 

north and east.  

Edward I completed the last major permanent changes to the Tower’s layout. Under his 

reign the outer curtain wall was constructed creating a ‘concentric’ castle (Parnell, 2006) as 

well as building the South-west Entrance Causeway and the Beauchamp Tower. 

 

2.1.4 Post-Medieval 

The next major changes which would significantly alter the plan of the Tower took place 

during the Later Stuart Period when it began to be used as an armoury. In the 18
th

 century 

the Middle Tower was renovated and refaced with Portland Stone, whilst the South-

Western Causeway was subject to major remodelling. In the mid-19
th

 century the moat was 

drained and backfilled and the construction of the North Bastion was carried out.  

 

2.2 The Middle Tower 

The Middle Tower was constructed as part of Edward I’s works to improve the defences of 

the Tower of London between 1275 and 1281. This western entrance consists of twin 

cylindrical towers that flank a central gateway, originally securable by a portcullis. Beyond 

that lies a parapeted causeway leading to a larger twin-towered gateway known as the 

Byward Tower.  

Ground floor rooms with their impressive vaults are accessed by a door in each of the twin 

towers but the northern tower contains the staircase leading to a further floor of rooms 

above, which were substantially rebuilt in the 18th century. The roof space is protected by 
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a high parapet. The fireplaces and garderobes within provided the amenities necessary for 

a discreet lodging. 

The interior retains much original medieval fabric, including the extensive use of brick to 

line the walls. This represents a remarkably early use of brick on such a large scale in 

England. The outer walls were partly re-clad in Portland stone between 1717 and 1719. 

The ground floor retains a number of arrow loops despite this, but the round-headed 

windows at first-floor level are later rebuilds, contemporary with the re-cladding. The 

royal arms of George I were erected over the outer portal of the gate-passage in the same 

period. 

2.3 Recent Excavations 

In 2015 an archaeological investigation was carried out at the south-western Entrance 

Causeway (TOL 147). The project revealed a number of stratified sequences of 

archaeological deposits, features and structures dating from the late 13
th

 century up to the 

20
th

 century. The earliest findings relate to King Edward I’s phase of construction between 

1275 and 1285. This was represented by the discovery of the southern wall of the 

Causeway, the foundation of the entrance road and the south face of the northern wall as 

well as the remains of the drawbridge pit located at the outer portcullis of the Byward 

Tower.  Further evidence of the major structural changes that took place on the causeway 

in 1780 was revealed in the form of a small section of the central arch and the remodelling 

of the northern and southern causeway walls with Portland Stone dominating the masonry 

at this period.  The later phase in the development of this particular part of the Tower was 

signalled by the presence of 19
th

/20
th

 century bedding deposits and kerbs associated with 

the former road and footpath. 

 

Aims and Methodology 

3.1 Aims 

The aim of this watching brief was to ensure that the fabric of the Middle Tower sustained 

no damage and that no new archaeological data was lost, overseen or destroyed. The 

archaeological horizons or features were to be recorded as part of on-going research into 

the history of the Tower of London, with the hope of expanding our understanding and 

knowledge of the area around the Middle Tower and eventually make such information 

widely available. 

3.2 Methodology 

All excavation work was carried out under the control of the archaeologist on site. Work 

commenced at 0700 pausing for the Tower of London’s opening ceremony at 0900. The 

existing tarmac was cut to the width of the proposed excavation along the Causeway and a 

trench dug to the depth of existing cables at between 0.2 m and 0.3 m. Firstly a small 

exploratory hole was opened up inside the Middle Tower Entrance in order to establish 

whether it would be possible to place the new cables in the existing conduit without further 

excavation. However, it was quickly established that this would not be possible, thus a 

previously excavated trench in the internal floor was re-opened covering an area of 0.6 m x 

0.35 m. The trench was excavated to depth of 3.75 m OD at which point it reached 

archaeological material.  
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Similarly, on the northern side of the threshold, inside the tower, a small trench was 

opened up measuring 1 m x 0.4 m. This trench was cleared to depth of 3.72 m OD reaching 

archaeology at 3.97 m OD. 

At the end of each day a temporary road surface was laid to leave a safe access for 

pedestrians and vehicles and a temporary boarding was placed over the internal lobby 

floor, any drilling was done outside of visiting hours to limit the disturbance caused. 

Upon exposing any archaeological material, the works were halted for the archaeologist to 

take over the excavation and to allow time to thoroughly record the information. Recording 

the structures and where possible the profile of any exposed earthwork sections and 

features was part of the methodological approach as well as recovering finds and dating 

evidence as per the written scheme of investigation. In total 11 contexts were recorded 

([1000] – [1011]). All reduced levels were measured from the spot height situated on the 

threshold of the northern turret of the Middle Tower valued at 4.17 m OD. 

 

Watching brief Results 

The first couple of days of the project concentrated mainly on removing the concrete and 

excavating the trench along the causeway section. A small exploratory hole was opened up 

inside the Middle Tower in order to ascertain whether it would be possible to re-use the 

existing cable route to insert the new cables underneath the threshold. However, it quickly 

became apparent that this would not be possible and that a new hole would have to be 

drilled through the material underneath the threshold. This meant that that the working 

space inside the Middle Tower needed to be widened and a small trench (Trench 2) was 

dug against the threshold outside the entrance. 

 

1.1 Description of findings from Trench 1 

Trench 1 is located within the confines of an existing break in the floor that had previously 

been opened up to install cables inside the entrance of the northern turret of the Middle 

Tower. There was therefore a very low risk to the building’s fabric.  

 

The trench measured a mere 0.6 m x 0.35 m most of which was filled with concrete 

leaving a corridor of 0.1 m x 0.6 m in which to view anything of archaeological interest. 

Despite the miniscule size, it was possible to discern the existence of a solid limestone 

structure present at a height of 3.75 m OD (context 1000). The stone is creamy yellow in 

colour. Clearly such a small window makes it difficult to come to any firm conclusions; 

however, it may well be a medieval surface of some kind, perhaps at its original level, (see 

synthesis). This feature was directly overlain and masked by modern concrete, which 

according to HRP’s maintenance manager, was probably placed after the installation of 

cables around twenty years ago. 

 

1.2 Description of findings from Trench 2 

Trench 2 is located against the external threshold of the Middle Tower, measuring 1 m x 

0.4 m. Once again, a vast majority of the trench was filled with concrete from previous 

works, leaving a window of only 0.53 m x 0.17 m. Yet even this small opening revealed 

archaeological remains, which became visible at a depth of only 0.2 m from the top of the 
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current floor level. Upon clearing out the dirt and debris, the existence of a stone structure 

became apparent. 

Sitting at the bottom of this small trench below the threshold of the northern Middle Tower 

is context 1010, a drain observed over a length of 0.55m and a width of 0.22 m. The 

structure is formed by a limestone conduit (1006) with a clearly defined central channel at 

the base at height of 3.63 m OD, 10 - 12 cm below the potential floor level observed inside 

the entrance (1000). Its terminus seems to be situated just below the eastern side of the 

entrance to the Middle Tower. The wall of the drain is only visible on the northern side and 

is situated below a sandy silty deposit (1004). It is composed of dressed and squared 

limestone blocks (1005) measuring 0.16 m x 0.12 m. Only two of these blocks were visible 

in this trench. The internal face of the wall is coated with a lime mortar cladding 0.04 m 

thick, which would have ensured the impermeability of the drain.  

Unfortunately, the drain has been truncated to the east by the installation of cabling 

probably sometime back in the 1990’s. 

 

Sitting within this stone channel is a lead pipe (1007) visible over 0.3 m with a width of 

0.06 m. It is broken at the eastern end, but assuming that it followed the same path as the 

stone structure 1010, it probably did not continue much further since the drain terminates 

just a few centimetres to the east.   

 

Synthesis 

 

The purpose of this archaeological watching brief as previously stipulated was to ensure 

that the fabric of the Middle Tower building sustained no damage but it was also to record 

any possible traces of foundations, earlier features and generally any hitherto unseen 

archaeology. 

Given the confined nature of the trenches it was unlikely to uncover anything substantial, 

nevertheless, the two elements that were recorded in Trenches 1 and 2 do probably relate to 

the medieval phase of the Middle Tower, although no dating evidence was exposed. The 

potential floor surface inside the Middle Tower observed between 3.75 m and 3.72 m OD 

correlates with the height of the foundation relating to the entrance causeway, which was 

excavated by PCA in 2015 (TOL 147). This masonry was “seen from 3.76 m OD (c. 3.5m 

to the east of the Middle Tower) to 3.83 m OD (toward the centre of the causeway)” 

(Maher, 2015, P.16). Although the limestone surface observed in Trench 1 was seen 

through a very small window of 0.1 m x 0.6 m, given the comparable heights and the 

likelihood that the floor level was much lower than today’s floor, it can be suggested that 

context 1000 corresponds to an original surface. 

Trench 2 unveiled the clear presence of a drain structure just below the threshold of the 

entrance to the Middle Tower, although once again no dating evidence was uncovered. 

However, we can be fairly certain that the structure is medieval with its limestone masonry 

and reduced level of 3.63 m OD, 10 cm below the potential floor level within the Middle 

Tower entrance. The structure corresponds to a drainage channel filtering water away from 

the Tower and probably towards the moat. We also observed a lead pipe located within the 

channel, which may be contemporary with the drain structure or perhaps installed later 

making use of the already present conduit.  

 



   

 

6 

 

 

 

Archive, Artefacts and Ecofacts 

No finds were uncovered in either Trench 1 or Trench 2. No environmental samples 

were taken.  

The paper archive comprises of the context register, context records, photographic 

register, two 1:10 plans and one 1:10 section, as well as various administrative 

documents. 
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Appendix 1:  

Archaeological Context Inventory 

 

Context Trench Type Relationship Depth/ 

thickness 

Extent Description Highest 

Level 

Lowest 

Level 

1000 1 Layer Below 1003 N/A 0.6 m 

x 0.1 

m 

Hard limestone 

surface 

3.75 m 3.71 m 

1001 1 Layer Above 1008 0.14 m 0.62 

m 

Modern Concrete 3.90 m 3.70 m 

1002 2 Fill Below 1009, 

above 1007, 

1004 

0.3 m 0.17 

m x 

0.47 

m 

Backfill of drain 4 m  3.63 m  

1003 1, 2 Masonry Abutted by 

1009, 1008 

above1004, 

1000 

0.12 m 1 m  Current Threshold 4.17 m  4.05 m 

1004 2 Deposit Below 1002, 

above 1005 

0.1 m 0.19 

m 

Deposit of soil 

between the 

threshold and 

drain structure 

1010 

4.05 m 3.95 m 

1005 2 Masonry Below 1004, 

above 1006 

N/A 0.16 

m x 

0.12 

m 

Hewn limestone 

blocks forming  

the wall of drain 

structure 

3.95 m 3.82 m 

1006 2 Masonry Below 1005 0.15 m 0.4 m 

x 0.22 

m 

Stone drainage 

channel 

3.92 m 3.73 m 

1007 2 Pipe Below 1002, 

above 1006 

0.06 m 0.34 

m 

Lead drainage 

pipe 

3.83 m  

1008 1 Fill Below 1001, 

above 1003 

0.3 m  Backfill of 

modern trench 

N/A N/A 

1009 2 Layer Above 1002 0.3 m 1 m Modern concrete N/A N/A 

1010 2 Drain 

structure 

Composed of 

1005, 1006, 

1011 

0.2 m 0.22 

m x 

0.4 m 

Limestone drain 

structure 

3.95 m 3.73 m 

1011 2 Masonry Abuts 1005, 

above 1006 

0.03 m 0.15 

m x 

0.37 

m 

Mortar cladding 

against the inner 

wall of drain 

structure 

3.92 m 3.75 m 
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Appendix 2 

Illustrations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Location of Middle Tower Cabling project. 
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Figure 2: View of Trench 1 north of the Middle Tower Threshold 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Location of Trench 2 to the south of the Middle Tower Threshold 
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Figure 4: View in plan of Trench 2 south of the Middle Tower threshold 
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Stratigraphic Matrix 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

12 

 

 

Bibliography 

Keay, A. 2001. The Elizabethan Tower of London. London Topographical Society with 

Historic Royal Palaces. London. 

Maher, S., 2015. South-West Entrance Causeway, Tower of London, LB Tower Hamlets – 

Assessment of an Archaeological Investigation. Pre-Construct Archaeology on behalf of 

Historic Royal Palaces. 

Parnell, G. and Impey, E. 2006. The Tower of London: The Official Illustrated History. 

Merrell, London. 

Parnell, G. 1993. The Tower of London. B.T. Batsford/ English Heritage. London.  

 

 

 

 


