A keyhole through the Gateway:
a watching brief at Aldgate
Barry Bishop
Introduction
fied, the walls were defended by a 'V' shaped ditch
ALDGATE, ONE of the main thoroughfares lead- (typically 3.o~mto 4.88m wide and 1.37m to 1.98m
ing out of the walled City of London, is located on deep), with an internal bank of earth. At Dukes
the eastern side of the City's defensive circuit
straddling the main Roman road to Colchester. Its
location, shape and development, however, have
never been precisely determined.
During the spring of 1998 the cellars of 87-89
Aldgate High Street and 37 Jewry Street (TQ 3357
8114) were refurbished (Fig. I). As these cellars are
located on the site of the Roman and medieval
City Wall and gate, a Scheduled Ancient Monument, work was limited to replacement of 19thcentury concrete f loor slabs and drainage runs. PreConstruct Archaeology were commissioned to
monitor the groundworks. The project was generously funded by GMS Estates. All work was supervised by an archaeologist and all exposed surfaces
and sections recorded. During the course of the
refurbishment much of the anticipated archaeology remained hidden beneath 19th-century levelling and make-up deposits, although in a few areas
in 87-89 Aldgate High Street deposits dating from
the Roman to the post-medieval periods were
revealed. This report is concerned with the evidence for the defences found, and although too
little was seen to invite definitive statements, some
evidence for their location and development is
discussed.
The results of the watching brief have been synthesised into a phased summary and assessment
report1, which will be deposited with the rest of
the archive at the Museum of London under the
site code AHS98.
Results of the watching brief
Roman Wall andgate
By the early 3rd century AD a masonry wall had
been built to enclose Londinium. Apertures in the
form of gateways broke the circuit at various
points. That at Aldgate, where the road to Colchester exited, was one of four gates originally constructed integrally with the wall. Where identiI.
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Fig. I: site location

Place to the north of the study site, a flat-bottomed ditch predating the City Wall was uncovered, which may have been a marker for the limits
of the pre-walled Cityz,or perhaps the remains of
rampart and ditch defences, such as preceded town
walls in other Roman towns. A similar feature has
recently been identified at the west of the City at
Aldersgate Streetl.
During the construction of 87-89 Aldgate High
Street in 1861, the Architect of the development, D.
A. Cobbett, reported the finding of the City
Walk, and a plan was drawn by E. P. Loftus-Brock,
a member of the Society of Antiquariess, showing
it running under the western side of the site and
continuing under the front wall of 37 Jewry
Street. Reference was also made to a buttress on
the east side of the wall, and a ditch was mentioned. These descriptions are in broad agreement
with an archaeological evaluation and watching
brief conducted at 37 Jewry Street during 199s6,
although the section of the wall observed was
slightly to the east of where Loftus-Brock had
recorded it.
During sewer works in 1907 a face of dressed
stones was observed, similar in construction to the
bastions and running in a south-easterly direction;
it was thought to be the flanking tower of a later
Roman gate located c. 10feet f rom the frontage of
89 Aldgate High Street7.Excavations on the northern side of the road during 1967located part of the
north-eastern corner of a square-shapedgate which
would have projected c. 3m from the City Wall8.
Little is known of the development of the area
around Aldgate after the construction of the
defensive circuit, although during the 4th century bastions were added to the eastern side of the

City Wall, the nearest known being c. 70m to the
north of the gate at Dukes Place (Bastion 6)9and c.
83m to the south of the gate a t Sir John Cass College
(Bastion 5)'".
The precise location of the Roman gate is therefore
uncertain, but is believed to straddle Aldgate High
Street with its northern edge lying beneath the
pavement of 1-2Aldgate High Street and southern
edge beneath the frontage of 88-89 Aldgate High
Street, suggesting it only had a single entranctll.
The evidence recorded from this watching brief is
consistent with this supposition. In the north-west
corner of the site a deposit of brown puddled clay
containing bands of fresh chalky flint nodules was
recorded immediately beneath the concrete floor
and in the section of a drainage run (Figs 2 and 3).
This measured at least Im north-south by 1.2m eastwest and survived to a height of 12.13m OD. Due to
later truncation and limits of excavation imposed
by the watching brief conditions no edges of the
feature were seen and it did not appear to continue
beyond the wall foundation on the eastern side.
The use of alternate layers of clay and flint as
foundation packing is similar to that recorded
elsewhere along the circuit of the Roman walllz and
gates1: and this undoubtedly formed part of the
original foundations of the defences. The line of
the wall usually is projected running immediately
beneath the western perimeter of the property1+
and investigations during 1995'5 have broadly confirmed this. The deposits recorded here were therefore between I.gm and 3m east of the projected wall
line, and may relate to the buttress seen in 1861,
likely a part of the very southern extent of the gate
projecting eastwards from the wall and continuing
north-west across Aldgate High Street. This is con-
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Fig. 2: plan o f archaeological features

sistent with the location of the north-eastern corner seen during 1967'~which, if projected, would
suggest the gate crossed modern Aldgate High
Street at a slightly oblique angle (Fig. q), on an
approximate alignment with Fenchurch Street and
the route towards the bridgehead.
Aldgate must have been constructed at the same
time as the wall, although its shape is unknown. Of
the original gates, only Newgate, on the west side
of the City, is sufficiently well known to allow a
confident reconstruction and it consisted of two
square flanking towers projecting between c. 2.5-gm
from the wall and set either side of a double
entrance. The shape of the gates, however, may
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well have varied through time due to the changing
nature of warfare. Aldersgate, constructed some
time after the wall, and also on the western side of
the City, appeared to have boldly projecting, bastion-like flanking towers and a double entrance7.

The ditches
Seen in the section of a drainage run, approximately 7m from the projected wall line, natural
brickearth was truncated by a cut measuring at
least 1.35m north-south. I t contained finely laminated deposits consisting of a light brownish grey
silty fine sand containing occasional charcoal flecks
and shell, and pottery dateable to 212-276 AD. This
was overlain by a mid to dark grey sandy silt
17. R

Merrifield The Roman City of London (1965)102.

181

modem
intrusion

intrusion

Section 1 - North east facing

11 95mOD

11 95mOD

modern
lnbuslon

7~

Section 2 South west facing

X

vz

Roman C~tyd~tchbackf~ll

D

waterlam depos~ts

natural brickearth

4

standing
building

Roman wall foundat~ons

Section 3 North east Facing

Pig. 3: sections

containing moderate charcoal f lecks and occasional known constituents of the Roman wall. Their
mortar flecks and fragments. In the opposite sec- location and depth suggests that they may repretion was a deposit of green-tinged light brownish sent the backfilling of the City ditch. Pottery
grey laminated sandy silts containing moderate recovered was dateable to between 300-350 AD+and
charcoal flecks. These deposits have been inter- 340-400 AD+,although the assemblage is very small
preted as waterlain in origin, containing occasional and could have been redeposited. The backfill of
inclusions of cultural material and their depth the drainage run contained very similar deposits to
suggests they were in a substantial cut or cuts. As those above and were very likely derived from
only a small part of the cut was seen, its alignment them. Although also a small assemblage, the potis uncertain, although the orientation and position tery recovered was mostly later 4th century in date
of the cut and its fills suggest a north-south align- and some of a form that is very rare in London and,
ment.
when it does occur, tends to be found in very late
The waterlain deposits were sealed by dumps of 4th- and early 5th-century assemblages, such as
soil and demolition material composed of rag- those from Billingsgate Bathhouse and the Tower
stone, red sandstone and Roman building tile, all of London riverside wall site18.
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The cut and its fills are likely to represent the
silting up and subsequent backfilling of the extramural City ditch, apparently incorporating material derived from the demolition of the City Wall
and/or gate.
In the northern part of 87 Aldgate High Street,
some 12.5m from the projected wall line, a deposit
measuring at least 1.56m north-south by 2.15m eastwest of laminated light to mid brownish grey
sandy silt was exposed in plan. This contained
frequent charcoal flecks and fragments and lenses
of very coarse sand and moderate quantities of
ceramic building material and pottery fragments
dateable to between 1150 and 1500 AD. This is also
likely to represent the waterlain silting of the City
ditch, although in a medieval recut. At Dukes
Place and Houndsditch the medieval ditch was
recorded at distances of 21m and 23m respectively
from the external face of the wall, with no signs of
the external edges being found19.
John Stow records that the City ditch was completed in 1213~~.
It appears to have been recut several
times but was mostly backfilled by the 17th century. It is likely that a series of drains or culverts
were inserted in the area of the ditch after its final
backfilling to restore its drainage function.
The deposits furthest from the wall line are likely
to represent the silting or backfilling of one of the
many recuts of the medieval or post-medieval
extra-mural City ditch. The dating of the ditch
deposits nearest to the wall is, however, more
problematic. The location of the ditchzl, and dating evidence from its silting, suggest it could be
the original defensive ditch constructed c. zoo AD.
Although the pottery assemblage was small, its
dating suggests it was backfilled sometime during
the middle or end of the 4th century, a period
when substantial alterations were made to the
defensive circuit and a new, wider ditch was constructed2Z.

19.J Maloney and C Harding 'DukesPlaceand Houndsditch: the
Medieval Defences' London Archaeol 3 no. 13 (1979)347-54.
20. J Stow A Survey of London (1598) 50.
21. At Crosswall the original 'V-shaped defensive ditch was
located 2.7m from the wall and was some 4.8m wide.
22. The backfill of the original 'V-shaped ditch just north of
Aldgate contained a coin dated not earlier than 341 AD. Over
the backfill was constructed Bastion 6 which in turn was
overlain by pottery of the early 5th century.
23. VCH London, I, 53.
24. K Wooldridge op cit fn 10.
25. R Merrif ield London: City of the Romans (1985)230.

The main significance of a possible later 4thcentury date for the backfilling of the ditch lies in
the quantities of demolition material, almost certainly derived from the City Wall or gate, recovered from it. This would suggest that not only was
the ditch backfilled, but substantial modifications
may have also been made to the wall and/or gate
superstructure. This may tie in with theories that
the stretch of masonry found beneath Aldgate
High Street in 1907 was from a later Roman gate
built in a similar style to the bastionsz;. The construction of Bastion 5, just south of Aldgate, apparently involved partial demolition of the wall,
sometime during the mid 4th centuryz4.
Evidence for a substantial overhaul of London's
defences during the second half of the 4th century
is now plentiful, with bastions being added to the
eastern side of the defensive circuit and a riverside
wall being constructed, ". ..this was accompanied
by the modification of other structures in the City
Wall, possibly the internal turrets and almost certainly the gates. . .".S. Even later modifications to
the defences, concentrating around the south-east
corner, continued until the very end of Roman
activity in the City. Additions to the Riverside
Wall, possibly forming a heavily defended citadel,

Fig. 4: conjectured position of Aldgate

were started after 390 AD^, an area which may have
been the location of a treasury, as suggested by the
Notitia D&nitatumz7and where silver ingots and
coins of Arcadius (383-408 AD) and Honorius (393423 AD) have been recovered.
There is a scarcity of evidence for settlement in late
4th-century London. The fine houses of the 3rd
century appear to have been largely abandoned@,
although houses may have become less substantial
and more difficult t o identify archaeologicallyz9.
There were few public buildingaO,the public harbour was abandoned31and the road system rarely
maintaineds2. However, the scale of alterations
made t o the defences during the second half of the
4th century suggests that London was worth defending, although its earlier civilian and mercantile role is likely t o have diminished and its strategic role become more prominent. During this time
Britain faced many enemies, including Picts, Scots
and Saxons, and the latest historical references t o
Roman London concern expeditions to restore
order to the province subsequent t o barbarian
incursions. "London clearly remained the appropriate administrative centre for imperial recovery"33 and as Merrifield suggests, London may
have been "an essential link in the imperial system
of communication. In the defence of the island
itself it was strategically important as a nerve
centre, particularly for the Saxon Shore"34. It is
likely that sometime between the legionary retreat
in 410 AD and the Saxon take-over of the region
during the mid-5th century, the Roman defences
were abandoned.

dateable to the second half of the 4th century was
found in association with demolition fragments,
probably from the wall or gate, suggesting substantial modifications. It is possible that the original square-shaped gate, parts of which were seen
during this watching brief and during excavations
in 1968-6935, was modified during the mid or late
4th century. This may have been due t o the changing nature of warfare and increased use of the
ballista, and t o bring the gate's defences into line
with the bastions. Alterations t o the defences
continued until the end of the century around the
Tower of London, and the recovery of pottery
usually dated t o the late 4th or early 5th century,
a rarity in the City of London, shows activity
continuing around Aldgate right up until the end
of Roman occupation of the City.
However, it is clear that only after investigations
beneath Aldgate High Street will the precise location and development of the Roman defences at
Aldgate be fully understood.
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