
Fig. 1. Engra~ing by Wenceslatrs Hollar (1647). 
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EXCAVATIONS were carried out at the north- 
west end of Westminster Hall in May, June and 
August 1975, after a bomb blast had made it neces- 
sary to initiate a restoration programme. The exca- 
vzilons were directed by David Whipp for the Inner 
London Archaeological Unit on behalf of the D.o.E. 
An exploratory trench dug through the area the 
previous year by Brian Shepherd seemed to indicate 
tha! nothing had survived late 19th century restora- 
tion work, hut the small size of the trench and the 
potzntial importance of the site made it desirable 
to open up the whole of the available area. 

Westminster Hall was founded, on its present 
site a t  least, in 1097 by William I1 for use as a 
Roval Palace. It continued to be used as such until 

monial occasions and at  various times has served 
as the seat of the Judiciary and the Exchequer. 

The Hall of William Rufus had roughly the same 
ground plan as the present one and indeed, there 
is still some Norman masonry hidden beneath the 
19th century casing. A great deal of our knowledge 
about the west side of the Hall comes from a report 
by J. L. Pearson published in 1884,' where he re- 
corded the remains of walls he discovered whilst 
carrying out a survey of the fabric of the Hall, prior 
to beginning restoration work. These walls he attri- 
buted to William I1 and Henry I11 and it was thought 
likely that they might be within the area available 
for excavation. 

thg lh th  century in the course of which there was a In the late 14th century it is known that Richard 
severe fire a t  the Hall, and after this timz St. James's II carried out major work at  the Hall which involved 
Palace became the more favoured Royal residence. raising the walls by two feet and building a massive 
Since that time the Hall has been used for cere- new timber roof. The thrust of this roof upon the 

I. J. L. Peanon, Report on Westminsfer Hall t o  the upper walls of the Hall necessitated ths cbnstruc- 
Selecr Committee on Wesrminst~r H ~ I ~  ( ~ ~ ~ t ~ ~ ~ , i ~ ~ )  tion of a series of flying buttresses along ths west 
18S4 s~de.  Additional interior space was created by adding 
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rooms to the west side contained by a wall erected 
parallel to the Hall and connecting together the new 
flying buttresses. It  was at the north end of this 
weslern extension to the Hall that the excavations 
were carried out (fig. 2). 

It was the aim of the excavation to establish if 
the structures recorded by Pearson had survived his 
restoration work and if any evidence existed to 
suggest earlier occupation of the site. It was also 
considered worthwhile to excavate into the natural 
deposits underlying the excavation area: West- 
minster Hall, like the Abbey, is situated on Thorney 
Island, a feature formed by the bifurcation of the 
River Tyburn where it enters the Thames, and it 
was thought that the silt and clay strata which make 
up the Island could be associated with artefacts of 
particular date. Three strata were investigated. The 
lowest was a soft yellow sand which contained no 
artefacts hut did exhibit ephemeral evidence of hav- 
ing been pierced by stakes. Above the sand was 
20cms. of coarse dark brown silty sand in which 
were found about 30 struck flints. The upper layer 
was a thick deposit of dense, blue-grey clay, contain- 
ing a spindle whorl made of fired clay (fig 4, no. 
12). Both the clay and the silt contained a handful 
of sherds of abraded coarse pottery probably of Iron 
Age date. The environmental context and geology 

of these naturally laid strata are being studied respec- 
tively by Dr. Limbrey of Birmingham University and 
Dr. Berry of the Institute of Geological Sciences. 

The restoration work of Pearson mentioned above 
had removed most of the medieval build-up and 
because of this, it is no longer possible to postulate 
true phases of occupation, though the features can 
be divided into two broad categories: 

Group 1 - These features lie on the old ground 
surface, or can otherwise be assumed to predate the 
construction of the Henry I11 building observed by 
Pearson. The earliest medieval feature excavated 
was the construction trench for the west side of the 
Hall, which is known to have been erected in 1097 
(fig 3B). The trench, which contained no artefacrs. 
was lined with crushed chalk over which the foot- 
i n g ~  were built. The wall foundations were 120cm. 
deep, the lower 80cm. consisting of rubble bonded 
in placcs by mortar, and the upper 40cm. present- 
ing an even mortar face. 

At the north end of the site and joining the con- 
struction trench at right angles were the remains of 
a sloping sided ditch (fig. 3C). A modern brick 
wall had cut through the middle of this, destroying 
its northern side. The function of this ditch is not 
known but it could have been intended as a con- 
struction trench for a wall which, for some reason. 



was never built. The footings of an early wall were 
found at the south end of the site (fig. 2, E) but 
this could not be fully exposed for fear of under- 
mining existing walls which were in a dangerous 
condition. 

Lying directly on top of the natural blue-grey 
clay was a thin chalk wash overlain by chalk rubble 
(fig. 3, F). This was much disturbed but seems likely 
to belong to a shed or some other temporary struc- 
ture erected whilst the Hall was being built. 

Group 2 - These levels had been truncated by 
19th century levelling and except on the basis of 
finds cannot be placed in a relationship with Henry 
III's building. They consisted in the most part of pits 
and gullies, the most productive of which was the 
small oval shaped feature marked A (fig. 3). This 
was filled with kitchen refuse especially oyster shells 
and cooked bone, and also contained a good deal of 
coarse domestic cooking pottery dating from the 
late l l t h  century and including the greater part of a 
spouted pitcher. This pit and the other features 
seen on fig. 3 prdbably date to a period when the 
excavated area was part of a courtyard or~garden 
associated with buildings elsewhere along the west 
side of the Hall. Curiouslv. no similar features were 

-21 fragments of rim, 10 fragments of base, and 
61 body sherds - which formed parts of a t  least 
11 different vessels. These include two typical cook- 
ing pots with evidence of use (fig. 4, Nos. 2 and 3). 
a small plain bowl in a coarse fabric with "cheese- 
wire" marks on the base (fig. 4, No. 4), and a 
spouted pitcher (fig. 4, No. 1). This pitcher raises 
a number of questions. No base sherds, fragments 
of the spout or evidence of any handle were found. 
It  would appear to be slightly earlier in date than, 
say, the cooking pots, but the poor quality of the 
potting would not suppose a long life in use. The 
mis-shapen nature of the vessel, the position of the 
fractures and their form has led to the suggestion 
that the pitcher might have been, if not an actual 
waster, very much a su'b-standard product. There 
has also been speculation that this vessel might be 
an import from France or the Low Countries. 
Grateful thanks are due to all those who have looked 
at and commented on the pitcher: they include J. 
Cherry, G. Coppack, J. G. H u m ,  M. Rhodes and 
J. C. Thorn. The pit also contained fragments of 
bone and shell, one flint flake and two small lumps 
of iron. Concensus dating for the group as a whole 
is late l l t h  and 12th centurv. 

apparent on the site at ;he extreme south of fig. 3 The Pottery 

though it is possible that they had been fairly shal- . ~ ~ ' ~ ~ f & ~ ~  Hard coarse grey fabric low and thus obliterated by 19th century levelling. larze inclusions including flints. The body roughly 
Alternatively, the area could have been built up po:ted, some knife trimming, ? ev~dence of joining 
throughout the medieval period, though Pearson's with rim. 
plans do not indicate any medieval walls hiving been 2. :f$lggid sandy grey-buE Part burnt base found here. and exterior surfaces. 

The site yielded only a very small amount of 3. Cooking pot 
finds and in particular the pottery found was ex- Rim and body sherds. Hard; sandy, buff fabric. Part 

burnt exterior surface. tremdy fragmentary, with the exception of the pit 
group (fig. 3 A) mentioned above. The pottery Profile. Hard. very coarse shell-gritted grey fabric, red 
ranged in date from Iron Age to 14th century. The on some exterior surfaces. Wire-marked a n  base. 
iron Age sherds were found with a number of i truck Part burnt. 

flints and a spindle whorl (fig. 4, No. 12). The E::, S ~ ~ ~ ~ e ;  grey.bufi fabric with large inclusioDs 
majority of sherds came from cooking pots of the including shell and with voids. Burnt 1arnina:ing en- 
12th and 13th centuries. There were verv few terior surface: two incised lines below shoulder. 
dazed sherds: they included seven red-bodied Sherds, Rims 

6.  Hard, fine, grey fabric with few small inclusions.. green glazed over a cream slip, possibly West Kent, 7, Hard, sandy, fabric. 
and sherds of a jug rim in a red sandy fabric X. Hard, coane. light brown-grey fabric with assorred 
decorated with applied cream slip stripes running inclusions. 
round the neck and &zed outside with traces of 9. (Two fitt~n: sherds). Hard, light brown fabric with 

a thin yellow ,,laze, fabric very similar to reduced core. Assorred inclusions. Slight traces of burn- 
ing on exterior surface. 

jugs believed to have been produced in o r  near 10. Hard; very coarse red fabric with reduced core and 
London and to date from the 13th centurv. No me" exterior surface. Lame assorted inclusions. 

of window cane and some iron at preseit uider- 6 small fragments of sagging bases and 27 body sherds 
going conservation. All the glass found was window of hard, sandy grey and light brown fabrics not - U ~ ~~~ -~ ~ 

glass, some in very poor condition indeed. illustrated. 
12. Spindle whorl (from F 213) 

The pit (fig. 3A) contained a number of sherds Clav s ~ i n d l e  whorl. 



Fig. 4. The Pottery ( f )  


