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EXCAVATION REPORT 

Post-medieval suburban development at 
the site of Caxton Hall,Westminster SW1 
David Sankey with Lyn Blackmore (pottery), Ian Betts (ceramic tiles), 
Geoff Egan (glass), Tony Grey (clay pipe) and Terence Smith 
(architectural stone) 

Introduction 
Following a desk-based assessment1 

and an archaeological evaluation,2 an 
archaeological watching brief was 
undertaken by the Museum of London 
Archaeology Service (MoLAS) between 
December 2004 and January 2005 at 
the site of the former Caxton Hall, 
Westminster SW1 (National Grid 
Reference 529549 179415; site code 
CXH04). This revealed traces of 
medieval activity, and evidence for the 
development of a post-medieval suburb 
in a prestigious location near to St 
James’s Park and Westminster Abbey 
(Figs 1, 2). 

Topography and natural deposits 
Natural terrace gravels were located at 
1.5 m below OD. Above this, a 

substantial Holocene natural sand levée 
or bar was truncated to form terraces 
from 1.7 m to 2.6 m above OD. Its 
formation broadly corresponds to the 
Mesolithic period in date and is a 
deposit of the meandering Thames or 
one of its local tributaries. The sand bar 
marks the southern limit of St James’s 
Park, a former floodplain, and a steep 
rise is still evident at St Anne’s Gate. To 
the south of the site the ground slopes 
towards a second river; alluvial deposits 
and peats have been exposed along the 
edge of a channel at 21–29 Victoria 
Street (VSW94), 130 m to the south-east 
of Caxton Hall.3 

Medieval 
The only potentially medieval features 
were a small group of intercutting pits 

(not illustrated), recorded in an area of 
natural sand that survived to a height of 
2.6 m OD. Elsewhere, deeper 
truncation had removed remains at this 
level. Most of the pits were sterile but 
one contained five sherds of pottery; the 
combination of south Hertfordshire-type 
greyware, coarse Surrey-Hampshire 
border ware, part of a Tudor green ware 
lobed cup and Siegburg stoneware 
suggests a late 14th-century date for this 
feature. Two late 14th-century Penn 
floor tiles (one decorated) found in later 
contexts suggest the presence of an 
important medieval building nearby. 

Late 16th to early 17th century 
A cesspit [62], quarries [147] and [191] 
and two features recorded in section 
(quarry [143] and pit [48]) contained 

Fig. 1: location of the site Fig. 2: location of trenches 
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pottery dating to between 1480 and 
1600, while quarries [141], [145] and 
well [279] contained pottery of 

1550–1600 (Fig. 3); a few other 
features could also date to between 
. 1550/1580 and 1600. However, as 

only a small sample area of the site was 
excavated and the finds assemblages 
are small, it is possible that these are all 
17th-century features with residual 
material. 

The status of the nearby buildings, 
some of which were clearly decorated 
to impress, is indicated by some of the 
building material, notably a small 
elaborately carved, gilded stone 
moulding (Fig. 4). In profile it shows a 
small bead topped by an ogee with a 
fillet and then a further reversed ogee. 
In plan it is part of a polygonal 
(probably octagonal) feature with 
concave sides. Scars indicate that there 
was a similarly shaped colonette above 
and below, so that the stone almost 
certainly formed an annulet to such a 
colonette, either attached or 
freestanding. Although found with 
pottery of 1580–1600, the stone itself is 

of late medieval or early Tudor date, 
not later than 1540. Two tin-glazed 
floor tiles also indicate prestigious 
buildings nearby. The first is a mid
16th-century tile painted in blue, light 
blue, yellow and orange-brown, 
probably imported from Antwerp 
(Fig. 5);4 it was found in a 17th-century 
cesspit. The second is a worn late 16th
/early 17th-century polychrome tile 
with flower-head corner and possible 
lozenge-shaped pattern, from a later 
make-up layer; it may have been made 
in London. 

17th- and 18th-century 
Norden’s map of 15935 suggests that 
the site then lay in open fields, but by 
the mid-17th century the area was 
becoming developed, and it was part of 
gardens to the rear of properties fronting 
onto Petty France.6 

The development of the area is 
reflected by the archaeological 
deposits, with the largest proportion of 
the surviving remains being of 17th- or 
18th-century date. Amongst the earliest 
features are the quarries, some already 

noted above (Fig. 3). Initially dug as 
large squarish pits, they measure up to 
7 m in diameter; the edges of some 
were later superimposed by similarly 
aligned walls, perhaps indicating 
continuing property boundaries. Later 
quarrying continued in a more 
haphazard plan as round, oval or 
square pits. Most contained little or no 
pottery. 

A substantial east–west drain was 
dug into the underlying sand (Fig. 3, 
[153]). It is possible that the cut 
originally contained a wooden covered 
drain, although no timber survived. At 
1.5 m wide near the base and  3 m 
wide higher up, it was a substantial 
feature perhaps  3 m below the 
contemporary ground level (base at 1 m 
OD). The construction date is 
uncertain, but the finds in an upper fill 
are from later deposits that slumped 
into the void. They include an 
Antwerp/Aldgate-style tin-glazed dish of 

1570–1610 (Fig. 6, left),7 other 
pottery dating to  1580–1630, and a 
tulip-shaped, applied-foot beaker in 
opaque-white glass (Fig. 7),8 possibly 

Fig. 3: plan of possible late 16th- and earlier 17th-century features 

Fig. 4: architectural moulding, made from a white limestone 
(thickness 39 mm). The stone shows extensive yellow and brown 
paint applied as an undercoat to gilding, although most of the latter 
has worn off (scale 1:3) 
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Fig. 5: tin-glazed floor tile, possibly from 
Antwerp (scale 1:3) 

Venetian.9 A very rare form assigned to 
the mid/late 17th-century, these 
prestigious and unusual vessels, 
imitating porcelain forms imported from 
the Far East, were probably used for 
drinking the newly fashionable hot 
beverages, tea, coffee and chocolate. It 
is uncertain whether the present 
example had handles,10 or was plain,11 

but the foot, which is relatively heavy 
compared with the thin walling, may 
have provided a way of holding the 
vessel without the fingers becoming 
uncomfortably hot. 

Morgan’s map of 168212 shows that 
still more houses had been built in the 
area, some of which encroached onto 

Fig. 7: mid-late 17th-century tulip-shaped 
applied-foot beaker in opaque-white glass with 
heavy pushed in base (scale 1:2) 

the site (Fig. 8). One of these may 
correspond to a series of 17th-century 
brick-built house foundations 0.4 m 
wide that were built over the drain and 
quarries (Fig. 9). If so, the north–south 
wall would be the rear wall, lying 
perpendicular to the underlying drain. 
To the south of this is a further brick 
wall on a different orientation, that is 
likely to be part of a later building. 

Fig. 6: two tin-glazed dishes, probably from the 
Aldgate pottery, decorated in the Italo-
Netherlandish style, c. 1570–1610 (left, from 
drain [153]; right, from cesspit [173]) (scale 
1:3) 

To the south and west of the brick 
building were a series of cesspits, 
barrel- and brick-lined wells, and 
further quarries; the contemporary 
water table can be calculated from the 
bases of the wells to be 0.6–0.8 m OD, 
substantially higher than now. 
Individual properties or gardens could 
not be determined, although they are 
likely to have had a well and cesspit 
active at any one time. Many of the 
cesspits took the form of rectangular 
pits, originally wood-lined, later brick-
built (  1 m by 3 m). The cesspits were 
often located next to each other in 
closely-spaced groups, and may have 
been dug successively, although dating 
is not precise enough to determine their 
sequence. Eight cesspits and one well 
contained pottery dating to the 17th 
century, including part of a second 
Antwerp/Aldgate-style dish (Fig. 6, 
right),13 while ten cesspits and five 
wells date to the 18th century. The 
associated pottery includes a tin-glazed 
plate from well [105] (Fig. 10), and up 
to 45 vessels, some substantially 
complete (6.275 kg) from the brick-
lined cesspit [109]. This group of finds, 
which dates to 1720–1760, includes a 
tin-glazed lid (Fig. 10, left), almost all 
the porcelain from the site, tobacco 
pipes dated 1700–40, a light-blue/green 
glass pharmaceutical phial and green 
bottle glass fragments. Of the quarries, 

the largest number of finds came from 
pit [123], which contained up to 36 
pottery vessels, some substantially 
complete ( 5 kg), a near-complete 
wine bottle with an applied seal – 
MARGOE / L•R (Fig. 11)14 and the foot 
and stem (inverted baluster) of an early 
18th-century wine glass).15 Taking the 
finds together, it is likely that the group 
dates to the 1730s. 

19th century 
The tendency toward more substantial 
structures continued through the early 
19th century (Fig. 12). Some of the 
19th-century cesspits adjacent to the 
earlier 17th-century wall foundation 
have a common alignment, suggesting 
that this building (or a later version) was 
still standing at this time. The 
demolition debris in the brick-built 
cesspit [6] is dated to after 1830 by a 
sherd of ‘flow blue’ transfer-printed 
pottery, but most of the pottery and clay 
pipes are dated 1780–1820. Of note are 
sherds from a 17th-/18th-century 
Martabani storage jar, a rare find in 
London.16 

Cesspits to the south reflect the 
alignment of properties fronting on to 
Chapel Street (now Caxton Street). The 
latest of these is a substantial cesspit 
dated to 1850 or later by clay tobacco 
pipes ([229]). It cannot have been in 
use for long, as Caxton Hall was built 
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Fig. 8: detail from Morgan’s map of 1682 Fig. 9: plan of later 17th- and 18th-century features 

on the site in 1878–82 as the 
Westminster City Hall, and Chapel 
Street was renamed as Caxton Street 
after the 15th-century printer.17 The hall 
played a significant part in national 
politics, hosting meetings of the 
Women’s Suffrage Movement, 
Churchill’s wartime speeches and even 
the founding meeting of the Social 
Democratic Party in the 1980s; it was 
also the venue of choice for numerous 
celebrity weddings. 

Discussion 
Petty France, which lies between the 
site and St James’s Park, is thought to 
have been the continuation of medieval 
Tothill Street, the northern side of 
which contained properties by 1200.18 

Development is thought to have spread 
west from Westminster Abbey along 
Tothill Street, Broadway and Petty 
France, extending south towards the 
marshlands. As suggested by the 
quarries and the small amount of 

medieval pottery found in the earliest 
pits, the Caxton Hall site lay at the 
margin of this spreading medieval 
suburb and the open fields, adjacent to 
the medieval chapels of St Armil (Ermin) 
and St Mary Magdalene. The latter was 
derelict by the time Stow conducted his

 in 1603 and may 
have been the source of the gilded 
architectural fragment and Penn tiles 
found in later contexts. 

Fig. 10: 18th-century pottery: tin-glazed plate (from well [105]); tin-glazed lid and Chinese porcelain plate with a frieze of downward-pointing plantains 
(from cesspit [109]) (scale 1:4) 
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Fig. 11: complete dark-green glass late onion 
bottle (height 170 mm) dating to the 1720s; 
the applied seal on shoulder: MARGOE / L•R 
in neat lettering, in round, beaded border 
would conventionally be read as the forename 
initials and surname of husband and wife 
owners of the cellar to which the bottle 
belonged – Mr L and Mrs R Margoe (detail 
scale 1:1) 

The nature of any 15th- and 16th
century activity on the site is unclear, 
but the site lay well to the west of 
Westminster Abbey and the palace of 
Westminster. Tothill Street, surveyed 
by Ralph Treswell in 1586,19 shows 
buildings fronting onto the north side 
of the street, with open land and 
King’s deer park (later St James’s Park) 
to the rear. A few residual finds from 
the site reflect the character of the 
locality. Although the source of the 
Antwerp tile (Fig. 4) is unknown, it is 
unlikely to have travelled far before 
disposal. This find demonstrates a 
continuing tradition of the use of 
imported tiles in prestigious buildings,20 

and is significant as the design has not 
previously been recorded in London. 

Gardiners Lane (now Palmer Street, 
on the west side of the site) is listed in 
the Subsidy Rolls of 1597, when 15 
residents were assessed for tax.21 By the 
18th century, many of the medieval 
streets around Westminster Abbey had 
sunk into poverty.22 The site, however, 
lay at the edge of the built-up area. It is 
likely to have remained a comfortable 
suburb on the road to Tart Hall and 
other wealthy mansions. Booth’s 
‘Poverty’ map shows the site to be in 
the wealthiest category by the 19th 
century. On the southern side of Caxton 
Street, Whitchers, Butlers and Palmers 
Almshouses were built in the 17th 
century, typical of the rural fringe. On 
the north side a private house 
(messuage) was leased in the early 19th 

century from a cordwainer to a 
broker,23 both respectable merchants. 

The post-medieval pottery 
assemblage, the first from this particular 
area and one of the larger assemblages 
from Westminster,24 reflects the mixed 
character of the area. All is of domestic 
origin, and most are utilitarian vessels 
that would be considered typically 
middle class, but which could equally 
have been used in the kitchens of an 
upper-class residence. Post-medieval 
redwares are the dominant type, 
followed by Surrey-Hampshire border 
wares.25 Tin-glazed wares and other 
tablewares, however, are also quite 
well represented, as are imports.26 The 
former include early types dating 
1570–1610 (Fig. 5)27 and later forms 
such as the plate and lid shown in Fig. 
10. The imports, which are most 
common in the 17th-century deposits, 
mainly comprise German stoneware 
jugs, one from Cologne and up to 26 
from Frechen. Other 17th-century 
imports include sherds from three 
Martincamp stoneware costrels (from 

Normandy), part of a Montelupo tin-
glazed ware tazza (Italy), and the base 
of a Saintonge chafing dish (France).28 

The contrast between life above and 
below stairs is most clearly shown in 
the finds from the 18th-century cesspit 
[109], which contained at least three 
seconds, including a chamber pot, 
alongside a collection of Chinese 
porcelain and other decorated 
tablewares (Fig. 10). 

Other items that reflect the status of 
the area include the rare glass beaker 
(Fig. 7), probably an import, two other 
17th-century glass drinking vessels and 
the 18th-century wine glass and bottle 
with its seal. Confined to the rich in the 
16th and earlier 17th centuries, 
glassware was increasingly used by the 
aspiring upper-middle classes from the 
later 17th century onwards, both for 
display and in rituals of 
consumption. 

The 19th-century remains were 
sparse, and little can be said of this 
period. Nonetheless, while there are 
obvious limitations to an investigation 
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Fig. 12: Plan of later 19th-century features 
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