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Introduction 
AOC Archaeology Group carried out two phases 
of archaeological watching brief in advance of the 
conversion and redevelopment of the site at The 
Royal Army Medical College, situated at the 
southern end of Millbank, in the City of 
Westminster (Fig. 1). The first phase of watching 
brief took place during a geotechnical 
investigation in 2001, which demonstrated that a 
significant amount of post-medieval structures 
relating to Millbank Penitentiary survived under 
the parade ground of the medical college. A 
further watching brief took place during the 
groundworks for construction in 2004. 
The site occupies an area of approximately 1.28 
hectares, and is bounded to the north by Atterbury 
Street and the Tate Art Gallery, to the east by the 
Thames, and to the south and west by residential 
buildings. The archaeological work was recorded 
using the site code ATT01 and was funded by 
Land Lease Real Estate Solutions. 

Archaeological and historical 
background 
During the medieval period, much of the area 
around the site, known as Tothill Fields until it 
was enclosed in the post-medieval period, 
remained damp and desolate waste-ground used 
for a range of fringe, and often illicit, activities. 
The site was under the control of Westminster 
Abbey until the dissolution of the monasteries 
under Henry VIII in the 16th century. The actual 
name ‘Millbank’ is said to have derived from 
Westminster Abbey Mill, which was demolished 
around 1736 by Sir Robert Grosvenor to make 
way for his house.1 

By the 1700s the fields within 200–300m of the 
river were drained and apparently in use either as 
water meadows or market gardens. The road 
leading from Westminster to Chelsea has been 

described as a lonely river road through marshy 
ground and market gardens.2 The development of 
the Millbank area began in the later 17th century 
with the construction of a mansion, which came 
to be known as Peterborough House, halfway 
between the current location of the Tate and 
Horseferry Road. This and the land to the west 
and north of it came into the possession of Sir 
Thomas Grosvenor in 1732. The area of Millbank 
to the south of the Grosvenor estates, within 
which the site falls, was part of the estates of the 
Marquess of Salisbury. The only buildings within 
the Marquess’ estate in 1746 were a group 
approximately in the position of the future 
Vauxhall Bridge, which seem to have formed the 
focus of a market garden, as well as a 
smallholding in the approximate location of the 
Millbank end of Ponsonby Place.3 

Construction on the Millbank Penitentiary began 
in 1812 and it is first depicted on Horwood’s map 
of 1799–1819 (Fig. 2). This massive building, 
which ultimately became a symbol of misery and 
despair, was born out of an ideological concern 
with reform and prisoners’ welfare. The man 
responsible for the ‘Panopticon’ model upon 
which the prison was based was Jeremy Bentham. 
His concept was of a prison which would 
comprise ‘a circular building, an iron cage, 
glazed, a glass lantern as large as Ranelagh, with 
the cells on the outer circumference’, with a 
watching post in the middle, permitting all 
prisoners to be visible to their warders at all 
times. He even went so far as to invest £9,000 of 
his own money in the Millbank site in the 1790s. 
This initial scheme came to nothing but in 1811 a 
parliamentary committee picked up the idea once 
more, and construction began in 1812. The 
building was as huge as the idea was ambitious. 
A prison historian remarked that “hidden amongst 
its hundreds of cells, its length of corridor and 
passage, beneath its acres of roof, are, without 
exaggeration, miles of lead piping, hundreds of 
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Fig. 1: site location 
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tons of iron, immense iron girders, gates in 
dozens, – some of wrought iron, some of cast – 
flagstones without end, shiploads of timber, 
millions of bricks. If ever the old place comes to 
be pulled down, the anxious enquirer may 
perhaps understand why it was that it cost half a 
million of money”.4 

The original design for the Millbank Penitentiary 
was by William Williams in 1812. The design 
was adapted by Thomas Hardwick who began the 
construction of the prison, but resigned soon 
after. John Harvey took up the role, but was 
dismissed in 1815, and it was Robert Smirke who 
finally completed the project. Smirke was the first 
British architect to use load-bearing foundations 
of lime concrete mixed in measured quantities, 
and he was certainly among the first to make 
consistent use of load-bearing cast-iron beams in 
domestic (as opposed to industrial) architecture.5 

Arthur Griffith’s description of Millbank 
Penitentiary (1875) gives a clear description of 
the prison’s design: 
“The Penitentiary; as it is still commonly called, 
looks on London maps like a six-pointed star fort. 
The central point is the chapel (circular 
building), with open space around it, covering 
more than half an acre. A narrow building, three 
storeys high, forming a hexagon, surrounds the 
chapel, with which it is connected at three points 
by covered passages. The chapel and the hexagon 
create the centre circle from which several 
bastions of the star-fort radiate. Each of these 
salients is a pentagon in shape, of which six lie at 
opposite sides of the hexagon. The pentagons are 
the prisoners’ cells, while the inner space in each 
is about two-thirds of an acre containing airing 
yards, grouped round a tall central watch-tower. 
The ends of the pentagon join the hexagons at 
certain points called junctions. The whole space 
equals about seven acres and something more 
than that amount is included between them and 
the boundary wall, which takes the shape of an 
octagon and beyond which was a moat is now 
filled up.6 

An archaeological evaluation, excavation and 
watching brief was undertaken by AOC 
Archaeology Group in 1997–2000, during the 
Centenary Development of the Tate Gallery.7 The 
archaeological work on site revealed structural 
remains related to Millbank Penitentiary. The 

foundation trenches and ground reduction related 
to the 1927 Tate Gallery extension had truncated 
some of the structures but a large proportion of 
the remains were intact, extending across the site 
at 3.33m OD to –1.71m OD. The excavations 
revealed a large deep concrete raft, which formed 
the foundation of the structure with the 
pentagonal shape formed by the external and 
internal brick walls. Internal structures such as 
rooms, cells and corridors were also recorded and 
one heavily-robbed room on the southern side of 
the Pentagon 1, the floor of which was recorded 
at 1.57m OD, was possibly a basement cell. 
These basement cells were known as ‘Darks’ due 
to the lack of natural light and were renowned for 
their propensity to flooding. Repairs and 
alterations were also recorded, particularly 
improvements on the original design to counter 
subsidence, and elements of drainage including 
the establishment of drainage rings surrounding 
the penitentiary.8 

The reforming aspirations of the prison were soon 
confounded by reality and in 1842 it became a 
transit point for prisoners being sent to the 
Antipodes. The south-east corner of the 
Penitentiary formerly occupied this site and the 
bollards can still be seen in the Mess Courtyard, 
to which barges that brought convicts into the 
prison would have been tied.9 The prison, having 
become an unhealthy environment and derelict, 
was abandoned in 1890. Its ultimate demolition 

Fig. 2: Horwood’s map of 1799–1819. 
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Fig. 3: Trench location with Pentagon detail 

was to make way for Henry Tate’s National 
Gallery of Art in 1892. 
The current building on site, the Royal Army 
Medical School, which was founded in 1860, was 
moved to the site in 1907. Its present Neo-
Georgian premises were designed by Wood and 
Ainslie and are now listed buildings. It provided 
post-graduate training in military surgery, 
medicine, army pathology, military psychiatry, 
preventative medicine, general practice and dental 
sciences.10 

The archaeological investigations 
The first phase of archaeological watching brief 
was conducted on the excavation of six 
geotechnical trenches, all located within the 
parade ground area.11 The trenches were 
specifically positioned to locate Pentagons 5 and 
6, located within the southern half of the 
pentagonal-shaped prison (Fig. 3). Additional 
information was recorded during the watching 
brief carried out in 2004 on groundwork on the 
inside and outside of the Married Quarters 
Building and within the Casket Building.12 

Geology 
The natural deposits varied across the site, from 
peat to alluvial clay, depending on the varied 

amount of truncation across the site. The recorded 
levels of the deposits ranged between 0.80m and 
5.30m below current ground level. 

Pentagon 5 
The remains of Pentagon 5 were recorded in 
Trenches 1–4 and during the watching brief on 
the Married Quarters Building and the Casket 
Building. 
The concrete raft was recorded in all four 
trenches located within the Pentagon 5 structure 
at an average height of 1.50m OD. The true depth 
of the raft was not established but it was 
demonstrated to be at least 2.40m thick, and the 
construction cut extended well into the natural 
clay. These trenches also contained layers of 
redeposited alluvium and peat derived from the 
excavation of the construction cut and then 
deposited back in as fill material (Fig. 4). 
The external walls that formed the outer 
circumference of the prison were built upon the 
concrete raft. Trenches 1–3 contained walls that 
would have formed the long sides of the pentagon 
and Trench 4 contained the remains of the walls 
of the far south-east corner tower (Fig. 4). The 
walls were 0.75m thick and composed of red 
brick with a stepped base. Abutting and covering 
the red brick walls in all but one trench was a 
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Fig. 4: plan and section of Trench 4, showing corner tower of Pentagon 5 

layer of concrete, thought to represent the 
remedial work carried out on the foundation by 
Robert Smirke during his tenure as architect for 
the prison.13 Also built upon the concrete 
foundation were smaller brick walls that represent 
internal divisions or partitions such as corridors, 
rooms and cells. Abutting the external wall in 
Trench 3 was a smaller wall capped with slabs of 
sandstone, which may represent the base of a step 
or walkway. 
The only walled remains recorded during the 
watching brief, was during internal ground 
reduction in the Married Quarters Building, (Fig. 
3). The solitary wall measured 2.75m long, 0.70m 
wide and 0.60m deep. The wall’s construction 
was similar to the external walls recorded in the 
geotechnical trenches in the parade ground. The 
wall footing, constructed on a bed of lime-based 
concrete, was also partially covered by a dump of 
concrete, which is also similar to repairs recorded 
in Trenches 2 and 3. It is likely that this wall 
relates to Pentagon 5 and its position suggests 
that it may have been an internal wall that ran 
from the Taskmasters Tower to the cells. 
The remains of the corner tower in Trench 4 
consisted of two brick walls, circular in plan, with 
smaller dividing walls running between them. 

The corner towers are described in the 
construction plan as housing the ‘water closets 
and staircases’ (Fig. 5). The dividing walls do not 
seem to provide any drainage benefits, so it is 
likely that they are there purely as strengthening 
braces, or that they formed the lower foundations 
of a staircase. 
Evidence of the construction phase was recorded 
only in Trenches 3 and 4. This was mainly seen in 
section in the form of layers of debris, including 
mortar, tile and brick. The layers’ stratigraphical 
position confirms that they are construction 
deposits as opposed to demolition deposits, due to 
their truncation by demolition trenches. 
Two layers within Trench 6 clearly represent the 
construction phase of the prison. These layers, 
composed of silty sand with inclusions of mortar, 
broken brick and metal, overlay redeposited 
deposits of peat, alluvial clay and gravel which 
would have been backfilled during the 
construction of the concrete base. 

Pentagon 6 
Pentagon 6 was revealed within Trenches 5 and 6 
and this had the same structure as Pentagon 5. 
Trench 6 located the south-west corner tower of 
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Fig. 5: plan of the Millbank Penitentiary, from An Account of the Millbank Penitentiary, George Holford, 1828.
Inset shows current site location overlying prison plan 

the prison (Fig. 3) and a brick drain which ran 
north-south through the western end of the trench 
and would have drained water and perhaps 
sewage from the prison building to the moat to 
the south (see below). 

Other structures 
Limited pile probing test pits within the Casket 
Building also exposed concrete slabs, some with 
attached timber. It is unclear whether the concrete 
recorded in this part of the site relates to the 
prison as they appear to lie outside the area 
previously occupied by Pentagon 6. It is possible 
that they relate to associated outbuildings that 

were constructed in the same manner as the 
prison itself, but available cartographic evidence 
is not clear enough to confirm this idea. 

The moat 
The remains of the moat that once surrounded the 
penitentiary were revealed during the watching 
brief carried out on the ground beam trenches in 
the south-east corner of the site (Fig. 3). The moat 
was 3.50m wide and ran west-northwest to east-
southeast for approximately 90m. The moat 
survived to a depth of 0.75m, but it is likely that it 
was originally much deeper and had suffered 
significant horizontal truncation. The moat was 
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partially naturally silted, but the bulk of its depth 
appeared to have been backfilled with various 
debris and 20th-century soils. 
Despite the damage caused by horizontal 
truncation over the past century, a large 
proportion of the penitentiary moat was still 
visible. The outline of the moat can still be seen 
to the west of John Islip Street behind the houses 
on Causton Road. The backyards of the houses 
slump towards the north, following almost 
exactly the line of the moat recorded on site. 

Post-Penitentiary 
Each trench excavated during the 2002 evaluation 
showed signs of the abandonment and demolition 
of the penitentiary which took place in the 1890s. 
Robber trenches excavated to dismantle the walls 
and floors were recorded in all of the trenches 
leaving, in some cases, only the last few courses 
of brick. The robber trenches were backfilled with 
demolition debris including mortar, broken brick, 
metal, masonry, timber which has been dated 
generally to the 20th century. Evidence of the 
removal of mortar from the bricks before their 
transportation off site was recorded in Trenches 1 
and 4 as a thin layer of crushed mortar. The area 
appears to have been levelled with dump deposits 
of sand, clay and gravel, probably as preparation 
for subsequent developments. 
The Royal Army Medical School was constructed 
on the site in 1907. The area where the prison 
once stood was levelled and replaced by four 
buildings in a Neo-Georgian design surrounding a 
central parade ground. 
The remains of reinforced concrete recorded in 

Trenches 1, 3, 4 and 6 are probably the remains 
of temporary structures, erected during World 
War II, possibly for a searchlight emplacement. 

Conclusion 
The excavation and analysis of this site has 
demonstrated the presence of deposits and 
structures associated with Millbank Penitentiary, 
typical of the remains observed during previous 
works at the Tate Gallery. Only the foundations 
of Pentagon 5 and 6 were present on site. No 
rooms or divisions were recorded, only the base 
of internal walls remained. This might suggest 
that the demolition was far more invasive on this 
part of the penitentiary than the remains on the 
site of the Tate. The remains of further concrete 
based structures on site outside the penitentiary 
itself, suggests that the prison also had auxiliary 
structures. 
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