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 Location and Scope of work  

1.1 An archaeological watching brief was carried out by HRP’s in-house archaeologist at the Tower 

of London in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets (Fig. 1). The watching brief monitored the 

excavation of a small trench in front of the Byward Postern entrance following the detection of a 

number of blockages to the toilet facilities located within the area of the Sally Port. A CCTV 

survey carried out had revealed that a section of a pipe running to the main sewage outlet had 

collapsed and required repairs. The watching brief was undertaken in order to mitigate the 

possible effects upon the fabric of the building as well as to record and protect anything of 

archaeological significance. 

1.2 The Tower of London is a World Heritage Site and Scheduled Ancient Monument (Greater 

London No.10). 

1.3 Phase I monitoring was undertaken between the 20 and 22 June 2016, whilst further work was 

carried out to complete the project during the week of the 28th November. The watching brief 

was undertaken by Alexandra Stevenson. 

1.4 The excavated trench initially measured 1.1 m (N-S) x 0.8 m (E-W) x 0.9 m but was widened to 

1.30 m to provide better access to the damaged pipe. 

1.5 The works were centred on National Grid Reference TQ 33488 80511. 

1.6 The site code assigned to this project was TOL 158. An accession code, 3910030, was assigned 

to this project and encompasses all the paper and digital archives. 

FIGURE 1: LOCATION OF THE EXCAVATION AREA 
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 Aims and Methodology 

2.1 The repair work carried out near the Byward Postern required an archaeological watching brief in 

order to record and protect any archaeological remains uncovered as well as preventing any 

negative effects upon the historical fabric of the Byward Tower and Postern Gate. Despite the 

fact that this area of the site has already been heavily disturbed by the installation of a number of 

services, it remains a highly sensitive spot in terms of historical and archaeological interest.  

2.2 The watching brief was designed to: 

  Monitor the removal of the granite set-stone cobbles along the walkway and in front 

of the Byward Postern entrance  

 Assess any possible effects caused by vibrations from the drilling on the Byward 

Tower and specifically on the 14th century wall painting within   

 Observe the removal of the backfill deposits overlying the sewer.  

 Record any archaeological features 

 Create an ordered archive of the work for deposition with Historic Royal Palaces 

2.3 An application for Scheduled Monument Clearance at Tower of London was granted from 

Historic England for the proposed scheme of works. It is part of the Historic Royal Palaces’ 
commitments and conservation principles as well as a condition of consent that a qualified 

archaeologist oversees the excavation of trenches with the potential to impact on the fabric of the 

buildings and/or archaeological remains at the Tower of London. 

 

Methodology 

2.4 A drill was firstly used to break through the mortar surrounding the granite set-stone cobbles in 

order to loosen them enough to allow removal. A layer of bedding concrete 0.07 m thick was 

then removed using a chisel and hammer before reaching backfill material, which was excavated 

by hand until the location of the sewer main was exposed. The northern end of the trench was 

filled with a thick layer of concrete measuring approximately 0.4 m depth, which was covering 

electrical cables. This had to be removed using a Kango hammer drill in order to reach the pipe 

concerned by the works. This was carried out in the evening so as to cause the least amount of 

disturbance as possible. Due to the potential risk of the vibrations caused by the machinery, the 

floor above the Byward Tower archway was monitored closely upon commencing this phase to 

check for any possible threat to both the fabric of the building itself and the 14th century wall 

painting. Once it was establish that there were no risks the work continued unhindered.  

2.5 The second phase of the project in November and December 2016 concentrated on further 

removal of the thick layer of concrete and the excavation of the soil down to a depth where the 

pipe could be reached and replaced. This was monitored closely by the archaeologist. 
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FIGURE 2: LOCATION OF THE TRENCH 

 

 Historical Background 

The Tower of London 

3.1 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. 

Brief historical background of the site  

3.2 A full and comprehensive description of the area can be found in Appendix I.  

Recent archaeological investigations in the area  

3.3 A number of archaeological and building recording investigations have been carried out in the 

area around the Byward Postern and Tower in recent years. In 2002, the Byward Postern Phase II 

structural investigation took place, which was an excavation undertaken as part of a structural 

investigation and underpinning procedure designed to consolidate the Byward Postern building 
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that was subsiding into the backfilled moat (TOL87). The excavation revealed the foundations 

and the timber work beneath the Postern Tower as well as certain aspects of the Tower’s 
construction and its associated drawbridge. To the west was also revealed a Victorian culvert.  

3.4 A few years later in 2008, Oxford Archaeology were commissioned to undertake archaeological 

investigation and building recording on the Byward Tower exterior as part of a programme of re-

pointing and restoration (TOL98). This enabled a clearer understanding of the Byward Tower’s 
phasing and evolution.  

3.5 Most recently in 2015, Pre-Construct Archaeology carried out a watching brief (TOL 150) to 

monitor the excavation of a small trench as part of repair works of a blocked drainage pipe under 

the passageway of the Byward Postern, much like the current excavation. This watching brief 

revealed masonry associated with the inner Passageway of the Byward Postern situated beneath 

fill material within the cut of the existing pipe. An ashlar block of Kentish Ragstone was seen at 

the base of the door jamb below a heavily weathered ashlar block of Caen stone. A section of 

yellow medieval brickwork abutted the Kentish Ragstone. It is believed these large blocks relate 

to the construction of the Postern Tower in the early 14th century. The bricks were less clearly 

interpreted as being either an earlier 13th century feature or part of the Byward Postern’s 
construction using re-used bricks. 

 

 Description of Findings 

4.1 No archaeological features, structures or layers were exposed during the course of the excavation 

as the location of the trench was in an area heavily disturbed by the installation of a number of 

services. A photographic record was nonetheless taken as the work progressed.  

 

FIGURE 3: NORTH-FACING VIEW OF THE TRENCH 

 



 
 
 
 

6 
 
 
 
 

 

FIGURE 4: PHASE II OF THE PROJECT 

 

 Archive, Artefacts, and Ecofacts 

5.1 No archaeological finds were uncovered during the course of this watching brief. 

5.2 No environmental samples were taken. 

5.3 The paper archive consists of a photographic register, notes, general plans and various 

miscellaneous documents.                                                                

5.4 The physical, digital and paper archives will be deposited according to the HRP Deposition of 

Archaeological Excavation Archives Guidelines 2015.  
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 Appendix I 

Photographic Register  

             

Photograph No. Description View 

1 View of excavation area prior to work commencing S 

2 View of excavation area prior to work commencing S 

3 Removal of granite cobbles W/SW 

4 Removal of granite cobbles W/SW 

5 View of partially excavated trench filled with rain water N 

6 Working Shot NW 

7 Working Shot E 

8 Working Shot E 

9 Excavated trench showing mass of concrete S 

10 Excavated trench showing mass of concrete N 

11 Yeoman in the rain W  

12 View of Byward Postern S 

13 Working Shot W 

14 Working Shot S 

15 View of the trench looking east E 

16 South-facing section N 

17 South-facing section N 

18 View of the trench   W 

19 View of the trench   E 

20 North-facing section S 
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 Appendix II 

Extract from Jane Spooner’s Historical Assessment and Statement of Significance for the 
Byward Postern (2005) 
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 Oasis Data Form 
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