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1 Location and Scope of work  

1.1 This archaeological watching brief report has been prepared by the Curatorial Department of Historic Royal 

Palaces to outline the archaeological mitigation works associated with the repair of a gas pipe located near 

the south-eastern corner of the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula. 

1.2 Due to a gas leak, an emergency excavation was carried out. Given the historically sensitive nature of the 

area, the presence of an archaeologist was vital in order to monitor the excavation. However, because of the 

urgency of the works an SMC was not initially sought as it was believed the excavation would not extend 

beyond a depth of 0.4 m. However as the work progressed between 1-2 June 2016 the location of the gas 

main was not in the location specified by the topographical map of the Tower of London and the depth of 

the excavation thus went beyond the limit of what was initially proposed. Even more significantly, a 

number of disarticulated human remains were exposed, the number of which increased with depth. This 

raised a number of issues concerning the protocol and legal procedures for exhuming human remains at the 

Chapel Royal. In order to clarify the correct procedures for the exhumation of human remains in this area, a 

number of discussions took place both with the Church of England and Historic England.  

1.3 Meanwhile, an SMC was submitted on 3 June 2016 and logged as a Class V Emergency Works, it was also 

agreed with Historic England and the Tower of London’s chaplain, Roger Hall, that the exhumed human 

remains would be cleaned and reburied in the Chapel crypt.  

1.4 Conservation is the overriding priority in all of HRP’s aims and objectives; guided by strict in-house 

Conservation Principles. These include a commitment to the continued use and occupation of the palaces, 

but with minimum intervention to historic fabric. Any interventions are preceded by informed research and 

study of the physical and documentary evidence, and meticulous recording of the fabric before, during and 

after all work. 

1.5 The works were centred on National Grid Reference TQ 33573 80584 

1.6 The site code assigned to this project was TOL 157. An accession number, 3910029, was allocated 

encompassing the physical, digital and paper archives associated with this project. 

 

 

2 Historical Background 

The Tower of London 

2.1 The building of the Tower of London was begun shortly after the Conquest by William the Conqueror, 

whose great keep, the ‘White Tower’, sits at its heart. The fortress was first constructed within the south 

eastern corner of the ancient Roman city walls, along the riverbank of the Thames. Extended beyond the 

boundaries of the Roman city walls by Henry III, and developed as a concentric castle by Edward I in the 

13th century, the Tower – the monarch’s stronghold amidst an often hostile city – became the home of 

major State Institutions such as the Royal Mint, as well as the setting for nationally significant historical 

events. The Tower is the home of the Coronation Regalia and Crown Jewels, and the Royal Armouries 

Museum, which still displays part of its collection within the White Tower. The fortress is most strongly 

associated in the popular imagination with the Tudors, and the turbulent events of the 16th century, 

particularly with the many prisoners kept within its walls. The 19th century Romantic perception of the 

Tower, and the castle’s emerging identity as a tourist attraction, led to the demolition of many institutional 

structures and the addition of new ‘medieval’ style neo-gothic buildings. 

 

The Chapel Royal of St Peter and Vincula 

2.2 It is believed that a religious building of some sort has stood on the site of the Chapel Royal of St Peter ad 

Vincula since before the Norman Conquest but has been remodelled several times over the centuries. 

Although little is known about the supposed early Norman building and the existence of an earlier burial 

ground, it is thought that there was a large parish with both intra- and extra- mural areas running around an 
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early medieval gateway of Roman origin, with a church built within sitting along an important route out of 

the city (Haslam, J, 1988, p. 39 - 401).   

2.3 The first mention of the Chapel of St Peter was in 1128-1134 when it was already associated with the 

Tower. In 1185 Henry II ordered a number of improvements to the Parish church standing at the time just 

outside the castle’s ramparts. It is thought that the king’s objective was to be ‘seen to worship’ in public 

since his reputation especially among ecclesiastical groups after the murder of Thomas Becket was lying at 

a particularly low point and it was advisable for him to demonstrate his Christian devotion. Later during the 

reign of Henry III the existing building was already in need of repairs and in 1240 Henry had the roof 

replaced as well as greatly improving the internal decoration with apparently minute detail. This was also a 

great time of change and construction at the Tower of London with the raising of a new curtain wall to the 

north and the west of the Tower with a land-gate causeway in the middle of the western section, which in 

turn was surrounded by an enormous moat. This meant that the old Parish chapel was now engulfed by 

these new and imposing defences.  

2.4 Even after all these lavish improvements, it was not long before Edward I subsequently decided to 

demolish the entire building in order to make way for a ‘great new chapel’ in 1286/7. Once again, little is 

known about this particular phase of the building which burnt down in 1512, as no images are known to 

exist showing its appearance.  

2.5 The Tudor building that stands today was completed in 1519-1520 by Henry VIII who replaced the 

windows, the roof and also constructed the arches. However, towards the late 16th century the Tower of 

London was becoming less popular as a royal residence, which was reflected in the church’s development 

and role as the Tower’s parish church. Many changes were thus made to the Tudor building over the years 

including a new pulpit and wainscoting in the late 17th century and the installation of a gallery on the north 

and west walls in the eighteenth century.  Many generations of Tower residents were baptised, married and 

buried in the chapel, the deceased joining the many victims of executions from the sixteenth century, 

including Sir Thomas More, John Fisher and Thomas Cromwell, as well as Anne Boleyn and Katherine 

Howard among others.  

2.6 In 1841 a fire destroyed the Stuart Grand Storehouse that stood to the north of the chapel; as a result new 

barracks were built over the chapel’s graveyard, extending onto the Broadwalk, which meant that the 

bodies that had been buried there had to be moved and re-interred. In order to re-accommodate them, a 

crypt was created from the remains of earlier buildings to the north of the chapel. Although the former 

burial ground is said to have been cleared, the extent and thoroughness of this job remains ambiguous. 

2.7 In 1876 it was decided to restore the chapel to its former Tudor configuration removing the box pews, 

pulpit and reredos, but by far the greatest overhaul were the repairs made to the stone paving inside the 

church that had become sunken and uneven. A grim scene was found lying beneath these floors as soon as 

excavation began. The bones of those that had been resting within the walls of the building had been 

desecrated and much disturbed, the bodies of residents, their family and even those simply living in the 

neighbourhood had all been crammed into this small space beneath the ground, some barely 0.6 m below 

the ground2.   

 

Previous Archaeological Excavations 

2.8 A number of archaeological excavations and watching briefs have been undertaken in and around the 

Chapel of St Peter over the last couple of decades. In 1994 Oxford Archaeological Unit carried out a 

watching brief during the excavation of the electricity Ring main trench (ToL 6) where several areas around 

the chapel came under scrutiny. 

                                                 

1 Haslam, J, 1988. Minsters and Parish Churches – The Local Church in Transition 950-1200. Oxford University Committee for Archaeology 

and Individual Authors. Oxford, p. 39 – 40. 

2 “Many of the more recent interments were barely two feet below the surface, and in no instances were any graves found lower than five or six 

feet.” T.B. Macauley, History of England, ed. C. H Frith, 1914, Vol. II, p.620, In D. Wilson, 1989. The Tower of London. Constable and Co Ltd. 

London. P.233. 
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2.9 The presence of human remains was found in a couple of areas around the perimeter of the chapel. An area 

was opened up to the east of the building known as Area C, where a number of structural as well as human 

remains were found. In front of the chapel steps a human skeleton was exposed but was not fully excavated 

and lifted. These appeared to have been truncated by later post-medieval features including a brick wall 

(668), which was in turn truncated by later Victorian modifications. The disarticulated remains discovered 

seemed to represent charnel deposits resulting possibly from disturbance during the installation of services 

in the 19th century. The date of the remains was thus virtually impossible to estimate since the area had 

been used as a burial ground since at least the post-medieval period.   

2.10 In 2005 Pre-construct Archaeology carried out an archaeological evaluation and excavation on Tower 

Green ahead of the installation of a glass granite and stainless steel memorial sculpture on the assumed site 

of the execution scaffold (ToL 101). The evaluation trench revealed the presence of a 19 th century brick 

plinth and may have been the original Victorian monument marking the site of execution on Tower Green. 

A number of finds within a 19th century demolition layer were found including one human clavicle or collar 

bone. 

 

3. Aims and Methodology 

Aims 

3.1 The aim of this watching brief was to record any archaeologically significant remains, features, as well as 

to protect the fabric of existing surfaces and any substantial below ground structures if discovered. The area 

of excavation was situated in the former burial ground of the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula and although 

many of the burials are thought to have been cleared in the 1840’s prior to the construction of the Waterloo 

Barracks, the likelihood of uncovering human remains as well as archaeological features or structures 

remained high. 

 

Methodology 

3.2 The initial excavation area, Trench A, (Figs. 1 and 2) measured 3.4 m x 0.6 m and was situated 0.5 m to the 

south of the south-eastern corner of the chapel, extending to the line of granite set-stone cobbles along the 

northern limit of Tower Green. Its approximate location was judged to be in the vicinity of the gas main 

shown on the topographical map of the area (Fig. 1). Prior to excavation, the Yorkstone slabs had to be 

carefully lifted in order to prevent any damage. Once excavation began, HRP’s archaeologist, Alexandra 

Stevenson, was present to monitor the works and if any archaeologically significant horizons, features or 

finds were identified the archaeologist took over the excavation and the work was paused to allow for 

recording. 

3.3 Trench A reached a maximum depth of 1 metre in the central portion as there was some confusion in 

locating the gas main. Works were therefore halted until it could be traced more accurately using above 

ground sensors. Once this was done, a further trench (Trench B) was excavated against the limits of the 

north side of Tower Green where the Victorian gas pipe was finally exposed at 0.4 m below the current 

ground surface directly underlying the granite set-stone cobbles and wrought-iron railings. 

3.4 In order to carry out the repairs, the damaged section of the pipe had to be fully exposed, which meant that 

6 cobbles had to be removed from the historic section of the ground level (see Figs 4 and 5). In order to 

ensure that this surface was reinstated in exactly the same configuration, a photographic record was taken 

prior, during, and after the works with a number assigned to each cobble. 

3.5 Written notes and measurements were taken, the location of the trenches recorded, and digital SLR 

photographs were also taken as part of the record. A written description was carried out using HRP Pro 

Forma context record sheets. 

3.6 The unique-number site code (ToL 157) and accession number (3910029) were used to identify finds and 

archival material resulting from the project. Any finds recovered were exposed, lifted, cleaned and 

conserved and will be housed by Historic Royal Palaces and accessioned into the permanent collection. The 

human remains uncovered were processed by Historic Royal Palaces and studied by Michael Henderson 

from Museum of London Archaeology and will be reburied in St Peter ad Vincula’s crypt with other 
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remains that have previously been found as a result of former excavations (ToL 6), together with any 

potential remains uncovered during the drain repairs on the south-western corner of the chapel which are 

scheduled to take place later in 2017 (ToL 159). 

 

4 Description of Findings 

4.1 Within the confines of Trench A, a single context (3) consisting of loose mid-brown sandy silt backfill 

containing disarticulated human bone was observed to a maximum depth of 0.9 m, with human remains 

appearing at a depth of as little as 0.4 m. The remnants of a pair of loosely articulated feet belonging to an 

adult individual, SK100 were exposed at 10.49 m OD (see Fig. 2 for location). These remains were very 

loose and were removed to avoid any unnecessary damage due to the disturbance caused by the emergency 

gas works. It would seem likely that these remains were part of a remaining grave as they were associated 

with a thin layer of black to dark brown powdery staining in the very corner and base of the trench along 

with a number of iron nails and upholstery studs suggesting the presence of the disintegrated remains and 

staining of a wooden coffin. However, SK100 was located at the limits of the excavation, so it is difficult to 

ascertain whether they were part of an in-situ burial. 

4.2 A significant number of coffin fittings were uncovered in this trench including several iron studs and nails, 

some with the remains of wood still attached; two iron coffin grips and one fragment of a wooden coffin lid 

with two copper alloy studs attached. Also uncovered during these works were a small number of clay 

pipes and roof tiles, as well as occasional oyster shells. 

4.3 Trench B located against the northern perimeter of Tower Green measured 2 m x 0.86 m with a maximum 

depth of 0.5 m. No archaeological features were uncovered. A single context (context 4), consisting of a 

loose silty sand material, contained a few fragments of broken tile, frequent sub-angular gravels, a couple 

of human bone fragments and one fragment of a clay pipe stem. This layer is clearly backfill associated 

with the installation of the 19th century gas pipe.  
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5 Summary Osteological Study  

Michael Henderson, Senior Human Osteologist – Museum of London Archaeology 

 

Introduction 

5.1 An assessment was conducted on the human skeletal remains recovered during gas pipe emergency works 

at the Tower of London in June 2016. A small quantity of disarticulated human bone was recovered near to 

the south-east corner of the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula.  

 

Methods 

5.2 All human bone was examined following Museum of London Archaeology standards (Powers 

unpublished). Disarticulated bone was recorded onto an excel spread sheet catalogue with each row 

representing a separate, non-articulated element. Long bones were recorded by shaft segment (proximal, 

medial and distal). Elements or segments were counted where at least 50% was present. This created a 

catalogue of the bones present grouped by element or association. This allowed for the calculation of the 

minimum number of individuals present (MNI) based on the presence of repeated elements, with 

consideration of age, sex and morphology. A note was made of any intrusive animal bone, staining or 

evidence of pathological bone conditions. Any demographic data (age or sex) was recorded where possible. 

 

Results 

5.3 Partially articulated and disarticulated human bone was recovered from two contexts [3] and [4].  

5.4 Osteological assessment involved the examination of 104 complete bones or bone segments (Table 1).  This 

established an overall minimum number of five individuals present: four adults and two sub-adults. 

Observation of cranial and pelvic bone morphology identified one adult male and two females (Error! 

Reference source not found.). While the overall level of bone preservation ranged from good to moderate, 

the majority of elements displayed some evidence of post-mortem damage including breakage and erosion 

to the outer cortical and joint surfaces.  This reflected the high level of disturbance and truncation suffered 

by the remains. 

5.5 The largely complete and intact remains of two articulating feet belonging to the same adult individual (SK 

[100]) may indicate the survival of in-situ burials within the vicinity of the excavation. Further evidence of 

articulation was observed between a third and fourth metatarsal (toes). There was insufficient evidence to 

allow for the re-association of other disarticulated bones. 

 

Table 1:  Minimum number of individuals present from contexts [3] and [4] 

 

5.6 Pathological bone changes included a small spur of bone projecting from the medial (body facing) aspect of 

a left ulna shaft (lower arm). This may reflect bone changes in response to a soft tissue trauma such as a 

muscle pull or strain. This distal third of a left fibula shaft (lower leg) had an erosive lesion on the lateral 

(outer) aspect with sharp, irregular margins and areas of remodelled, porous bone. This may represent 

Area Segments MNI 

MNI  

adult 

MNI  

male 

MNI  

female 

MNI  

Sub-adult 

Skull 7 2 1 0 1 1 

Axial (ribs and vertebrae) 17 2 1 0 0 1 

Upper limbs 27 4 3 0 0 1 

Lower limbs 53 5 4 1 2 1 

Total MNI 104 5 4 1 2 1 
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evidence of a non-specific infection or perhaps a bony reaction to an overlying soft tissue lesion such as a 

sore.  

5.7 Eleven fragments of animal bone were also identified. The majority of elements were from a sheep/goat 

and included fragments of metatarsal (foot), rib, humerus (arm), molar tooth and tibia (leg). Evidence of 

butchery marks indicated where some of these bones had been split open, most likely to extract the marrow.  

 

Conclusion 

5.8 This disarticulated human bone was heavily mixed and fragmented. Later land-use and building works at 

the Tower of London would likely have disturbed pre-existing in-situ burials resulting in the re-deposition 

of human bone. Only limited further demographic, pathological and metric data could be obtained from 

further osteological analysis. The extent of disturbance and truncation to the original burials is unknown. 

Despite the clearance of many burials in the 1840’s, the discovery of two articulating feet suggests that 

undisturbed articulated burials may remain within the vicinity of the excavation. The human bone presents 

some local significance regarding the presence of burials associated with the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula 

and the population associated with the parish. 
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6 Interpretation 

6.1 The disarticulated human remains that were uncovered within the confines of Trenches A and B were 

exposed within the context of a substantial deposit possibly related to the levelling of the area that may 

have been carried out in the 1840’s after the removal of the bodies from the burial ground associated with 

the chapel. Despite the heavy disturbance in this area, it is distinctly possible that there remain a number of 

in situ graves, a hypothesis which can only be answered by further archaeological inspection should any 

further maintenance projects be required in the vicinity of this former burial ground. Despite the confined 

nature of this watching brief, the lowest level of Trench A did expose a small section of loosely articulated 

remains, composed of an adult subject’s feet (SK100), which appeared in the northern most end of the 

deepest portion of the trench. Although we cannot determine with certainty if this was part of a remaining 

grave, it would seem likely, given that all the other human remains exposed were scattered, disarticulated 

and disorganised. Furthermore there was evidence for the residues of a wood coffin with the presence of a 

thin powdery black/brown layer and a number of coffin fittings including iron upholstery studs and coffin 

nails.  

6.2 This watching brief enabled us to establish the presence of human remains in the area at shallow depths and 

has indicated the possibility of in-situ burials at a depth of as little as 0.9m below the current ground 

surface. No archaeological structures were uncovered. 

 

6.3 Further Research Questions:  

 Are there any remaining burials associated with the Chapel of St Peter and Vincula and if so is it 

possible to date them?  

 Is there any evidence for burials predating the post-medieval period? 

 Is there any remaining evidence of the buildings pre-dating the Tudor chapel?  

 Are there datable features structures, or artefacts related to the various occupation phases at the 

Tower of London?  
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7 Archive, Artefacts and Ecofacts 

7.1 Context 3 contained a significant number of human remains totalling at 127 individual fragments. The near 

complete remains of one adult individual’s feet, SK100, were exposed in the bottom north-western corner 

of Trench A. These remains were processed and analysed, and will be reburied in the Chapel crypt.  

7.2 A number of other artefacts were also uncovered, including several fragments of clay pipe, one fragment of 

glass, one fragment of tile, 2 oyster shells, a significant number of highly corroded iron coffin fittings 

including two grips, 15 upholstery studs (4 of which were associated with SK 100), and 12  nails (2 of 

which were associated with SK 100). A small fragment of a wood coffin lid, together with two copper studs 

still attached was also uncovered. All these material finds were uncovered in context 3 apart from one 

fragment of clay pipe from context 4.   

 

Finds Register 

Context Trench Material  Object Type 

No. 

bags Comments 

3 A Human Bone Various 3   

3 A Human Bone SK 100 1   

3 A Fe Coffin grips 1 box   

3 A Cu + wood 

Coffin lid fragment 

with Cu stud 

decoration 1 box   

3 A Fe 

Upholstery studs and 

coffin nails 1 

associated 

with SK 

100 

3 A Fe 

Upholstery studs and 

coffin nails 1   

3 A Animal bone Various 1   

3 A CBM Roof tiles 1   

3 A Clay Clay pipe 1   

3 A Oyster shell Shell  1   

3 A Glass unknown 1   

3 A Ceramic glazed fragment 1   

4 B Clay Clay pipe 1   

4 B Human Bone Various 1   

 

7.3 No environmental samples were taken during this archaeological watching brief. 

7.4 The paper archive comprises of the context register, context record sheets, photographic register, and a 1:20 

plan as well as administrative documents, general plans, sketches and correspondence. 

7.5 The physical, digital and paper archives will be deposited according to the HRP 

Deposition of Archaeological Excavation Archives Guidelines 2015.  
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8 Illustrations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Location map of project TOL 157 
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Figure 2: Trench A viewed from the south 
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Figure 3: Cobbled surface, context 5, viewed from the east 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Trench B viewed from the north 
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Figure 5: Cobbles in the process of being reinstated 
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10 Oasis Data Form 
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