
A medieval building in 
Parliament Square, Westminster 

Introduction 
DURING August and September 1993, the Mu- 
seum of London Archaeology Service (MOLAS) car- 
ried out two excavations in Westminster prior to 
the diversion of a gas pipeline, in preparation for 
the tunnelling of the Jubilee Line (Fig. I). The 
southern end of the pipeline was a Iom by gm (33ft 
by 16ft) trench excavated in Parliament Square (TQ 
3501 1796); the northern was a 6m by 3m (aoft by 
  oft) trench excavated some 80m (26oft) to the 
north in the middle of Parliament Street (TQ 3502 
1797). 
Both excavations revealed deeply stratified depos- 
its; those in Parliament Square dating from the 
Iron Age to the 18th century, and those in Parlia- 
ment Street from the Roman period to the 18th 
century. This article discusses only one aspect of 
the excavations: a 13th-century stone building f ound 
in the trench in Parliament Square. 
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Historical background 
The origins of Westminster Abbey are uncertain, 
but excavations have indicated that the island on 
which it sits was certainly occupied from the Iron 
Age and probably from the Neolithic. The Abbey 
was founded in 960 by St Dunstan and it was 
rebuilt by Edward the Confessor after his acces- 
sion to the throne in 1042. Legend has it that the 
Abbey was founded much earlier, but there is no 
archaeological evidence to support this. Much of 
the Abbey church (although probably not all) was 
complete by the Abbey's consecration on Holy 
Innocents' Day (December 28th) 1065. Edward's death 
followed a few days later but this did not prevent 
the completion of the Abbey buildings during the 
rest of the century. It was probably the Confessor 
who also founded and built the first Palace at 
Westminster to the east of the Abbey. 

Rebuilding of the Abbey was instigated by Henry 
I11 in 1246, and was carried on until his death in 
1272. The choir, transepts, a new lady chapel and 
the east end of the nave were completed. Work on 
the remainder of the nave was not resumed until 
1376 and was not completed until 1534, shortly 
before the Disiolution. In the meantime, many of 
the buildings in and around the cloister, to the 
south of the church, were built or rebuilt, particu- 
larly by Abbot Litlyngton (1362-86). This was partly 
necessitated by the fire of 1298 which caused wide- 
spread damage to the claustral buildings. 

To the north of the Abbey, none of the medieval 
buildings stand above ground. The northern pre- 
cinct wall ran under modern-day Parliament Square. 
A gate lay on the west side of the precinct leading 
into Tothill Street, and a gate lay on the north side 
opening into King Street which led via the Strand 
to the City of London. Between Tothill Street and 
King Street lay the medieval street of Thieving 
Lane (or Bow Lane) which followed the line of the 
precinct wall. Within the northern part of the 
precinct lay St Margaret's Church and the Belfry, a 
free-standing stone bell tower, built in 1249-53, 
which measured 22m by 24.5m (72ft by soft) and 
was 18.3m (6oft) high, with a wooden spire1. The 

I. P. J. Norman 'Recent discoveries of medieval remains in 
Fig I: Plan showing the location of the excavations. London' Archaeologia 67 (1916) 14-17. 
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Fig 2: Three plans showing separate phases of the building: a. The original layout of the building in the late 13th 
century; b. The building with its timber partitions in the late 14th century; c. The rebuilt structure with its new south 
wall and brick hearth in the 17th century. 

precinct had presumably been enclosed by a wall 
by this date but there is no documentary evidence 
as to its construction date, although it was clearly 
in existence by 1280 as a building called the Long 
House is described as abutting the sanctuary wall 
before that datez. Numerous other structures lay 
within the northern precinct, which later became 
known as the Sanctuary after the Abbey's privilege 
of sanctuary. These included houses for the Sanc- 
tuarv men3 and buildinns associated with and used 
by the merchants whoittended the October Fair, 
held each year in the Abbey precinct4. Henry I11 
granted the monks a charter in 1245 to hold two 
fairs in Westminster, each lasting three days: one 
in January and one in October. The October fair 
was extended to two weeks in 1248 and to 32 davs 
in 1298 when the January fair wis discon&ueb. 
All other fairs were suspended and the London 
shops were closed for the duration of the fairsl. 
The fair declined in the 14th century and no 
mention is made of it after 1487~. 

2. G. Rosser Medieval Westminster (1989) 100. 

3. M. Honeybourne 'The sanctuary boundaries and environs of 
Westminster Abbey and St Martin-le-Grand' Journ Brit 
Archaeol Assoc 38 (1932) 323. 

The town of Westminster was centred around the 
streets of King Street, Tothill Street and Thieving 
Lane. It  has been suggested that King Street was 
largely built up as far as Charing Cross, particularly 
on the east side, by 13007. Expansion eastwards to 
the river occurred in a piecemeal fashion and may 
not have extended much beyond Cannon Row 
until the 16th century. 

The earliest archaeological evidence for develop- 
ment of the area in the northern part of the Abbey 
precinct seems to date from the 12th century, al- 
though drainage ditches for reclamation had been 
dug closer to the river in the 11th century. It may be 
that flood waters receded or that sufficient revet- 
ments and defences were constructed around the 
middle of the 12th century to allow expansion of 
the settlement and the usable area within the West- 
minster Abbey precinct. This coincides with Henry 
II's decision to move the exchequer from Winches- 
ter to Westminster, thus confirming Westminster's 
pre-eminence as a centre of royal administration. 

4. G. Rosser op cit fn z,97-101. 
5. Ibid, 97-99. 
6. Ibid, 113 

7. Ibid, fig 4. 



The medieval building 
The stone structure was constructed across the line 
of an earlier ditch which ran parallel to it. This 
ditch included a large posthole and may have been 
a late 12th-century boundary ditch, possibly defin- 
ing the northern edge of the Abbey precinct. Only 
the northern and southern walls of the building 
were found; the east and west walls remain un- 
excavated. The building measured internally 5.75m 
(19ft) north-south by more than 6.5om (21ft) east- 
west. If the structure extended as far as the precinct 
walls to east and west, its length would be about 
27m (89ft), although there may have been more 
than one property along the northern boundary. A 
plan of the first building phase is shown on Fig. 2a. 

The two walls were constructed from ragstone, 
greensand, Caen stone and some chalk (Figs. 3 and 
4); the northern wall contained at least one piece of 
Roman brick. The northern wall was o.91m wide, 
had foundations o.42m (16in) deep and survived to 
at least 1.o6m (3ft 6in) above foundation level 
which was at 1.56m OD. The southern wall was only 
o.7om ( A n )  wide and survived to about o.75m (2ft 
sin) above foundation level. The construction cut 
was o.34m-o.~om (13-18in) wider than the wall on 
each side and had a layer of chalk at its base. Both 
construction cuts containedpottery dating to 1230- 
1350. Both walls were cut into an alluvial clay layer 
though not definitely at the same time. 

Two rubbish pits, contemporary with the build- 
ing's construction, were cut into the alluvial clay. 
One, containing domestic refuse at the base and 
building waste at the top, was dated to 1150-1300; 
the other to 1200-1250. Sealing the pits was a floor 
laid in crushed greensand at 1.60-1.6~m OD. This had 
a thin plaster skim and was sealed by a later clay 
floor which also had a hard plaster skim. These 
were sealed by three successive layers of occupa- 
tion material interleaved with two areas of floor 
patching, and were predominantly dated to 1150- 
1350 or 1230-1350. The occupation layers contained 
animal bone, charcoal and fragments of white 
plaster painted with red stripes, some of which 
were also found in a dumped layer against the 
north wall. This suggests that the walls were origi- 
nally plastered. 

Mortared against the north wall of the building 
was a block of stone which lay within the construc- 
tion cut (Fig. 4). Its top was level with the floor and 
it contained traces of wood on its upper surface. Its 
function is unclear but it was obviously of some 
importance, as a path was worn through the floors 
leading up to it. When a new crushed greensand 
floor was laid in the building, a shallow cut was 

dug along the line of the path through some of the' 
underlying deposits up to the stone. The southern 
edge of the path lav bevond the limit of the trench 
but may have termhatkd in a door giving out on to 
an open space (perhaps the Abbey precinct) to the 
south which contained rubbish pits cut into a 
chalk surface. Additional evidence for such a door 
may be seen in the badly truncated ?buttress on the 
inside of the south wall, which may have been part 
of an internal porch. 

During the 14th century, the path and the block of 
stone mortared against the north wall went out of 
use and were sealed by a sequence of floors and 
layers of occupation debris. More painted plaster 
was found in the backfill of the cut for the path, 
which suggests that the walls may have been 
replastered and then stripped of this form of deco- 
ration at this time. A change in use of the building 
is inferred. The earliest floor in this sequence was 
laid in clay and dated to 1380-1550. It lay under a 
floor of crushed greensand dated to 1300-1400 and 

Fig 3: The medieval building, looking north. The chalk 
footings of the south wall can be seen in the foreground, 
the parallel north wall can be seen in the extreme north- 
west corner of the trench. 



an occupation layer dated to 1300-1500. The occupa- 
tion material was sealed by two floors of clarr and 
crushed greensand. 

Another change in the function of the building 
then occurred. Cutting the greensand floor were 
eight postholes aligned north-south which clearlv 
formed a partition within the building.  he& 
probably continued beyond the eastern edge of 
excavation and if extended southwards would line 
up with a conjectured east side of a porch in the 
south wall. Elsewhere in the building there was 
evidence for a beam slot and other postholes, 
which suggests that during this period the build- 
ing underwent a series of changes which involved 
dividing it up with wooden partitions. A plan of 
this phase of the building is shown on Fig. 2b. 

At some point the posts and partition were re- 
moved and a further floor, dated to 1450-1550, was 
laid. This was cut by two more postholes. Else- 
where, layers of chalk, greensand and Caen stone 
chippings indicate stonemasons' activity in the 
buiIding, possibly refurbishment. A number of 
pits, associated with this phase of activity, were 
dug within the building. Further rubbish pits and 

a wood-lined cess pit were dug outside the build- 
q .  
The post-medieval building 
A series of sand floor layers was found further 
north within the building. Each f loor was overlain 
bv deposits of black occupation debris. In the 
north-east corner of the excavated area were the 
remains of a hearth (probably consisting of tiles 
laid on end, set in a bed of clay) which was subse- 
quently largely robbed out. Probably contempo- 
rary were two rubbish pits, one dated to 1550-1750, 
filled with charcoal and ash perhaps dug to dispose 
of waste material from the hearth. 

In the 17th century the south wall of the building 
was demolished and a new one, o.som (18in) wide, 
was built about 1.6om to the south. Before this, 
between o.3om and o.45m (12 and 18in) of green/ 
grey sandy clay (with a sherd of pottery dating to 
ISSO-1700) was dumped outside the building. The 
construction level of the new wall was 2.05m OD 

although the surface from which it was cut rose to 
the east to 2.33m OD. It was also built of chalk and 
bonded with off-white mortar, and survived to 
1.38m (qft 6in) above its construction level. The 

Fig 4: The north wall of the building showing the stone step which lay at the end of a pathway through the building. 
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northern return was found at the extreme west 
end, suggesting that the building was sub-divided 
on the west side at this time. At the south end of 
the new building, clay was dumped as a levelling 
layer and pits were dug. A layer of burnt material 
with clay and chalk was laid either as a surface or 
as the bedding for one. To the south of the build- 
ing large scale dumping raised the ground level, 
and a mortar surface was laid. This may indicate 
that a new building was constructed to the south, 
or it could represent an external surface. 

At the north end of the building, two phases of 
rectangular brick hearths were laid at 1.94m OD and 
2.22m OD respectively. Both were covered with ash 
and charcoal and both abutted the north wall 
(perhaps lying in the centre of the building). It is 
uncertain whether these two hearths predate or 
postdate the reconstruction of the south wall of 
the building, but both postdate 1600 and the level 
of the second hearth is certainly considerably higher 
than the construction level of the new south wall. 
On the west side of the first phase brick hearth lay 
a stakehole, perhaps for a spit; presumably another 
lay on the east side. Also within the building in this 
phase was a linear cut 2.55m (8ft 4in) long, o.9om 
(3ft) wide and at least o.29m (11in) deep and three 
pits, one containing a barrel or bucket, o.38m (Isin) 
across, held together with iron hoops and filled 
with a partially humic fill, deposited in the late 
18th or early 19th century. To the south of this pit 
lay a brick culvert [86] which flowed from the 
north-west to the south-east. A ~ l a n  of the post- 
medieval phase of the building isihown on F&. 2c. 

Disuse of the building 
There was large-scale dumping on both sides of the 
south wall to a level of at least 3.26m OD. This may 
be contemporary with the demolition of the ear- 
lier buildings. Large pits containing brick and 
mortar rubble were then dug through that dump- 
ing. A later basement was constructed over the 
earlier building in the south-east corner of the site. 
Faithorne and Newcourt's map of 1658~ and Ogilby 
and Morgan's map of 16829 suggest that the medi- 
eval building was still in existence and dating of 
features within the building indicate that it was 
not demolished until after 130. The building does 
not appear on Horwood's map of the early 19th 

8. Ogilby and Morgan's map of London and Westminster, 1682. 
9. Faithorne and Newcourt's map of 1658 "An exact delineation of 

the Cities of London, Southwark and Westminster and the 
suburbs". 

10. Horwood's map of London, 1801. 
11. H. J. M. Green and S. Thurley in prep, Excavations on the west 

side of Whitehall 1960-2 Part 11. 
12. H. J. M. Green 'Excavations of the Place defences and Abbey 

century, suggesting that the building was demol- 
ished in about r8001°. 

Discussion 
The excavation of a hitherto unknown medieval 
building, perhaps within the Abbey precinct, hints 
at the scale of activity that appears to have oc- 
curred in the northern part of the Abbey precinct. 
The building seems to have been constructed 
around the middle of the 13th century, covering a 
former boundarv line of the second half of the 
12th century.   here is considerable evidence for 
the expansion of Westminster during the second 
half of the 12th century, during the reign of Henry 
11. Much of King Street seems to have been laid out 
at this time. evidence of which was found at 
Treasury ~ r & n  where the earliest occupation of 
the site after Saxo-Norman flooding occurred in 
the second half of the 12th centuryI1. A date for the 
building of around the middle of the 13th century 
also fits with the general pattern of building in the 
area. The precinct had been enclosed with a stone 
wall by 1280 and may have been built during the 
early 13th century (1216-27) when it has been sug- 
gested that the main existing precinct wall to the 
south of the Abbey was constructedlz. This seems 
likely as the Belfry was constructed inside the 
precinct in 1249-53 and it is probable that the pre- 
cinct was alreadv enclosed bv that time. This would 
imply that larger scale works were carried out 
during the reign of Henry I11 than the rebuilding 
of the church alone. It  may be that the northern 
~recinct was surrounded bv a stone wall with a 
;atehouse and that house; and other buildings 
including thd Belfry were built within the pre- 
cinct. 

The building lies in an area over which there seems 
to be some dispute. Most researchers have included 
this area within the Abbey precincts, immediately 
to the north-east of the Abbey gatehouse from 
King Street and south of the Palace gatehouse. 
More recent research, however, has suggested that 
this area lay outside theprecinct14, although Barbara 
Harvey places this area within itli. The plot of land 
outside the gatehouse was described as being va- 
cant in ~12501~. There is conflicting evidence for the 
buildings on this plot during the medieval period. 
In 1289 Abbot Walter de Wenlock bought three 

precinct walls at Abingdon St, Westminster, 1963'Journ Brit 
Archaeol Assoc 129 (1976) 62. 

13. M. Honeybourne op citf n 3,317; C. Wilson, R. Gem, P. Tudor- 
Craig, and J. Physick Westminster Abbey(1986) 80. 

14. G. Rosser op cit f n 4, fig 4. 
15. B. Harvey Living and Dying in Enpland 1100-1540, the monastic 

experience (1993) map I. 
16. G. Rosser, op cit f n 4,24. 



0 l o o m  - - 
Pig S: A plan of medieval Westminster in about 1530 showing the position of the excavated building 
within the Abbey precinct and the precinct of the Palace of Westminster to the east. 
(after C. Wilson et a1 Westminster Abbey (1986) 80; H .  Colvin et a1 History of the King's Works (1963) plan 111) 



houses outside the north gate to be allocated to 
merchants of the fairs17. Ralph Vineter had ac- 
quired two tenements outside the Abbey Gate by 
the end of the 13th century, and by 1343 the plot was 
developed as the Holy Way Tavernr8. In the early 
16th century the plot was occupied by the Saracen's 
Head which was certainly in existence by 1398'9. 

A possible interpretation for the excavated medi- 
eval building is that it was one of the houses built 
in this area soon after 1250 and bought by Abbot de 
Wenlock in 1289. A f ourth property was later added 
and all were leased at very high rates to merchants 
during the fairs: the four properties had a com- 
bined rate of £75 for the month of the fair and 
Henry Nazard paid £14 13s qd each year for one 
property during the fair between 1311 and 1314~~. 
These houses were probably two-storey buildings 
with solars above; one having a cellar containing 
three shopsz1. 

By the middle of the 14th century, with the decline 
of the fair, the houses (now five in number) were 
rented out without reference to the fair for less 
than half the rate asked in the late 13th centuryzz. 
This may be the period when the painted plaster 
was stripped from the walls and new floors laid. By 
the end of the 14th century there were seven 
houses rented out for a combined total of £21 6s 
8&3. It may have been during this period that 

17. Ibid, 101. 19. Ibid, 37. 
18. Ibid, 24. 20. Ibid, 106. 

partitions were constructed in the building. In 
1486-7 (the time of the demise of the fair) West- 
minster Abbey paid £230 to rebuild four houses 
and the Saracen's Headz+. This may equate with the 
removal of the partitions and the deposition of 
lavers of building: material. From this time on there 
i V 

were hearths in the structure, suggesting a domes- 
tic function, although it is unknown whether 
there were other hearths elsewhere in the building 
during the earlier periods. The building continued 
in use with little change until the south wall was 
rebuilt and the western wall was constructed dur- 
ing the 17th century, perhaps for sub-division into 
tenements. Demolition probably took place in about 
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Excavations and post-excavation work 
City of London. Enquiries to  Museum of London Archaeol- 
ogy Service, Number One, London Wall, London ECZY SEA 

(0171-972 9111). 

Croydon & District, processing and cataloguing of excavated 
and museum collections every Tuesday throughout the year. 
Archaeological reference collection of fabric types, domestic 
animal bones, clay tobacco pipes and glass ware also available 
for comparative work. Enquiries to  Mrs Muriel Shaw, 28Lismore 
Road, South Croydon, CR2 7QA (0181-688 2720). 

Greater London (except north-east and south-east London), 
by Museum of London Archaeology Service. Excavations and 
processing in all areas. General enquiries to  MOLAS, Number One, 
London Wall, London ECZY SEA (0171-972 9111). 

Borough of Greenwich. Cataloguing of excavated and other 
archaeological material, the majority f rom sites in the borough. 
For further information contact Greenwich Borough Mu- 
seum, 232 Plumstead High Street, London s~18 IJT (0181-855 3240). 

Hammersmith & Fulham, by Fulham Archaeological Rescue 
Group. Processing of material from Fulham Palace. Tuesdays, 
7.45 p.m.-10 p.m. at Fulham Palace, Bishop's Avenue, Fulham 
Palace Road, sw6. Contact Keith Whitehouse, 86 Clancarty 
Road, sw6 (0171-731 4498). 

Kingston, by Kingston upon Thames Archaeological Society. 
Rescue sites in the town centre. Enquiries to  Kingston Heritage 
Centre, Fairfield Road, Kingston (0181-546 5386). 

North-east London, by Passmore Edwards Museum. Enquiries 
to Pat Wilkinson, Newham Museum Service, Archaeology and 
Local History Centre, 31 Stock Street, E I ~  OBX (0181-472 4785). 

Surrey, by Surrey County Archaeological Unit. Enquiries to  
Rob Poulton, Archaeological Unit Manager, Planning Depart- 
ment, Pelham Lodge, Kingston, Surrey (0181-541 9457). 

Vauxhall Pottery, by Southwark and Lambeth Archaeologi- 
cal Society. Processing of excavated material continues three 
nights a week. Enquiries ro S.L.A.S., c10 Cuming Museum, 155 
Walworth Road, s~17  (0171.703 3324). 

Individual membership of the Council for British Archaeolo~y 
includesro issuesa year of British Archaeological News, as well as the 
supplement C B A  Briefina, ~hich~ivesdetailsof  conferences, extra- 
mural courses, sum mar schools, trainine excavationsand sites where 
volunteers are needed. The subscription of E18p.a. includes posta~e, 
and should be sent to C.B.A., Bowes Morrell House, 1x1 Walmgate, 
York, TO1 2UA (0x904 671417). 


