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Wenceslaus Hollar. Bird’s eye view of The Tower after the Great Fire 1666; view dated 1667. Etching 53.8 x 82.3 cm RCIN 805287. © Royal Collection Trust

St. Thomas’s Tower, Tower of London

THE CASTLE STUDIES GROUP

250

JOURNAL NO. 35

2021-22

St. Thomas’s Tower, Tower of London

Fig.1. The frontispiece to a manuscript ‘Book of Poems’ by Charles d'Orléans (d. 1465). It includes an illustration
of the Tower of London, where Charles spent many of his 25 years in imprisonment. The White Tower,
forebuilding and St. Thomas’s Tower, (above Traitors’ Gate) are clearly recognisable in the foreground of the
panorama of London, that precedes a French poem entitled ‘Des Nouvelles d’Albyon’ (News from Albion).

This is the earliest known topographically accurate view of the Tower of London, (dated to c. 1500 or earlier,
perhaps -1480). St. Thomas’s Tower is depicted with a possible ‘Stair of Honour’ on its west side leading to
the first-floor entrance. © The British Library Board, Royal MS 16 F II.fol. 73r. Inset: Anthonis van den
Wyngaerde’s sketch of the Tower of London, 1544, (William Benham, Charles Welsh: ‘Medieval London’
(1901, cropped). Wyngaerde also shows the ramp stair on the west side of St. Thomas’s Tower.
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Fig. 2. Plan of the Tower of London in 1866. From G T Clark, Mediæval Military Architecture, 1884, Vol II, p. 206.

Fig. 2a. Detail of fig. 2, showing the location of the 1275-80 St. Thomas’s
tower in relation to the Wharf (added c. 1360s), the original ditch and the
Wakefield Tower (1230s) (W), and the Bloody Tower (x). The Henry III
great hall (1220s) had long been replaced by the much larger ‘Stores and
Offices’ building to the east of the Wakefield Tower. The railway line from
the Stores cutting across the ditch to the Wharf is also seen in fig. 9.
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Fig. 3. St. Thomas’s Tower, Tower of London. Wenceslaus Hollar c. 1647. Museum number 1868,0822.332
© Trustees of the British Museum.’ Castrum Royale Londinense, vulgo the TOWER’. View from the south (cropped).
It shows the correct degree of spacing between the large bifore windows to enable the portcullis to be drawn
up. It appears that by this time the portcullis may have been removed leaving the two-leaved hinged water-gates.
The south quay or Tower wharf, in the foreground, with the low bridge, was added in the mid 14th century.

St. Thomas’s Tower - Tower of London
There are two very fine academic papers that
chart the history and function of St Thomas’s
Tower, Tower of London, built by Edward I from
1275-81. The first is by Simon Thurley, 1995 and
the latest by Jeremy Ashbee, January 2021.
Both papers have many virtues; they continue to
add to our detailed knowledge of the plan,
function, architectural changes and the lives and
activities of those who may have used the highstatus accommodation offered by this building.
The aim of this paper is to highlight, in summary
form, some sequential revisions of thought, and
to chart the visible architectural development of
the building from the 13th to the 20th century,
mainly through a series of old plans and
drawings, antiquarian prints, and paintings.

Simon Thurley’s paper is a detailed study of the
residential ‘Royal Lodgings’ at the Tower from
1216 - 1327, including the development of the
accommodation for Henry III and his wife Eleanor
(married 1236) in the complex, stretching from
the Wakefield to the Lanthorn Tower along the
south, river side, of the Tower. All these buildings,
including the great hall were domestic in
character. This remains the best academic study
of Henry III lodgings from 1216 -1272 (pp. 36-46).
Jeremy Ashbee’s study focuses on the development of the newly-built 1280 Watergate Tower
(later known as St. Thomas’s Tower) with a more
detailed analysis of its architectural features and
attributes and what they can tell us about access,
room layout, planning and security, highlighting
its enriched elite fittings and decor. G. T. Clark
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Fig. 4. G. T. Clark’s basement (or ground floor) plan of the St. Thomas’s Tower (as it may have been when
built) - not quite the perfect rectangle as seen on Lemprière’s plan. South at the top. The interior of the towers
are hexagonal at both levels as rightly noted by Ashbee (not octagonal as Clark mis-stated in his text). The
left (SE) tower room at first-floor level is the chapel (or oratory). A ground-floor latrine is just to the south of
the tower. Inset: The detail is of the 64ft (20m) arch with its toggled stonework, and the piscina in the oratory.

states that the watergate is, in fact, a ‘defensive
barbican’ ‘and a very singular one, placed astride
the ditch, 40ft (12m) broad and perforated by a
passage leading from the river ‘. (Vol II, 242). The
east and west side-walls are taken back about
30ft (9m) to the original curtain wall, acting as
screen walls protecting both sides of the basin.
The east flanking wall terminates in a square
turret that contains a spiral stair gaining access
to all levels including the battlements. (Fig. 4).
The west flanking wall also terminates in a tower,
but minus the spiral stair. The doors into these
corridors or mural galleries reveal multiple loops
on both sides, facing both the field and into the
basin. A formidable array of fire-power continued
around to the south side at basement level, only
terminated by the jambs of the watergate handling the portcullis (fig. 6). These details are
clearly and very well elucidated by Ashbee, who
also describes the location of the portcullis
chamber on the first floor (central; between the
hall and chamber, and following the line of the

portcullis slots (7 inches wide and half-round). The
portcullis width was unprecedented, nearly 24 ft
(7.2m) in length, almost twice the width of the
Byward Tower portcullis slots. If made in the usual
way from latticed oak rails, muntins and stiles, the
lifting weight would have been about two tonnes,
assuming a height of 13ft (4m). It is not clear what
kind of machinery was installed to lift this. If it was
a sluice gate (Clark), it would have been even
heavier. However it was worked, it would have
been intrusive into the activity of those residing in
the the hall and chamber, both with its size and the
clattering sounds made during operation.¹ Clark
writes about iron lifting chains being used for
lifting the sluice ‘which must have been heavy’. He
also states that the jambs of the sluice-gate were
also used to ‘receive the slack of the chain when
drawn up - presumably through holes in their
centres. As this was the only gate for sea-borne
traffic at the time, its use must have been considerably more frequent than just its closure at night
when the whole castle was locked down till dawn.
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Fig. 5. Plans and section of St. Thomas’s Tower by Clement Lemprière, 1735, (TNA Works 31/78). Lower plan: the
ground floor with arched opening for the sluice (see Fig.10 ). Middle: upper floor. South at the top. The width of the
watergate river entrance is 7.2m (24 ft), over twice the width of the standard portcullis opening (between 3m & 4m).
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Fig. 6. View of St Thomas’s Tower (and the so-called Traitor's Gate below) at the Tower of London, looking
south, beneath the colossal 64 ft (20m) span (approx) of the inner archway, toward the river. Illustration to
Smith’s 'Antiquities of London', 1798, by John Thomas Smith. Etching and engraving. Museum number
1880,1113.1672. © The Trustees of the British Museum. Compare with the Lemprière drawing fig. 5. It is
clear from this image that at this stage – 1798 – there were three low-ceilinged floors, with the top floor
probably being a mezzanine. The upper floor(s) was altered back to the 1530s Tudor pattern in the 1860s by
Salvin - that is seen today (fig. 10), a single floor, with the lower ‘hanging’ floor – a store room – removed.
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Fig. 7. Above: Interior of the eastern room of St.
Thomas’s Tower with replica furniture and decoration
representing the king’s chamber. The portcullis
chamber would have been immediately behind the bed.
Facing southwest. © Historic Royal Palaces.
Fig. 8. Right: The oratory in the SE hexagonal corner
tower on the first floor. Elegant ribbed vaulting and
engaged slender cylindrical columnar shafts or angle
piers. These ‘three-unit scroll’ capitals are similar to
Robert of Beverley’s work at the Byward and Middle
Towers, Westminster and the chapel at Leeds castle.

The first-floor accommodation - A King's bedchamber?
These chambers (figs. 7, 8) were undoubtedly
richly decorated and comfortable lodgings, grand
enough for any medieval monarch. Records
describe the suggested royal accommodation
inside St Thomas’s Tower as a ‘hall (aula) with a
chamber’ (see Ashbee, 2021 61). The largest room
– the ‘hall’ - has been left unrestored. Remains of
the hall or great chamber’s original 13th-century
fireplace, a garderobe and a vaulted turret (oratory) still survive (fig. 8). There was never a kitchen.
Over the years, the division of the rooms within
the first-floor volume has changed a number of
times (due to the use of movable wooden stud
partitions), particularly under James Needeham,
Henry VIII’s master-carpenter. There have been
discussions about how the original configuration
may have looked. Earlier writers had argued that
the ‘hall’ would be on the east side, and the
chamber (likely to be a bed-chamber) on the west
side, nearest to the known latrine, behind the SW
turret. Ashbee now argues, convincingly, for the
reverse, (this is the way the room has been refitted

with its replica furniture). In whichever way these
rooms were oriented, ‘they must have been either
of equal sizes to each side of the central portcullis
room, or else the portcullis chamber was located
towards one end of a larger room, with a smaller
chamber partitioned off beyond. Parallels exist for
both layouts in contemporary gatehouse architecture’ (Ashbee 2021, 61 n. 14).
There is conclusive evidence that the chambers
over the basin could be entered from two or three
points: two surviving at the eastern end (across the
bridge from the first floor of the Wakefield Tower,²
or from the spiral stair in Water Lane. The third
entrance, by an exterior stair at the western end
(the present main entrance) has been altered and
relies on late-medieval documentary and pictorial
evidence (such as Wyngaerde’s 1544 view of the
Tower, (Impey & Parnell 2000, figs. 56, 58) and the
1480s Orléan’s manuscript miniature (both Fig.1).
They show a ramp-like ‘Stair of Honour’ (perhaps
of red brick) to the first floor on the west side of
the tower, parallel to Water Lane.³ This was probably the primary ‘State’ entrance.
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Fig. 9. Henry Pether (1828-1865), oil on canvas, 1853. In this night view of Gun Wharf, shipping containers
and items of winching equipment are seen in the foreground. To the right is St Thomas's Tower, built between
1275 and 1281. In the distance, further along the river, the Custom House building, designed by Sir Robert
Smirke, can be seen. The view shows the Tower in the Hanoverian era before Salvin’s work in the late 1860s.
The Tower now seems to be fulfilling a more mundane military role in transportation, storage and shipping
and a part conversion into a water tower (see also the Lemprière plan, fig. 5, ground floor).

Whilst St Thomas’s Tower may originally have
been intended for the king’s occasional personal
use, it was a right that Edward I was evidently loath
to use. (Ashbee 2021). The TNA accounts⁴ show
that these rooms were architecturally sophisticated with tiled floors, figural stained-glass windows, and painted statues above the rooms probably mounted along the battlements. The
building was certainly a prominent waterfront
statement piece. However, Edward I was reluctant
to use the tower as a residence.⁵ In fact Ashbee
readily agrees that ‘from 1280, with the Tower still
not quite finished, he avoided staying at the Tower
of London for nine and a half years; in the 1290s
he is thought to have stayed there for no more
than 15 days in total’ (Ashbee 2021)
So the current view is that exactly whose lodgings
the St. Thomas Tower were intended for is a matter
for debate. Conclusive proof is presently lacking,
and Arnold Taylor once urged caution over the
assumption it was reserved for the king (Ashbee
2021 66). Arguments are rehearsed as to whether
it may have been for the Constable of the Tower
or someone outside the royal family. In Ashbee’s
view, the builders realised the need for flexibility

and adaptability; part evidence for this is the
inclusion of two wooden drawbars that sealed the
upper door (on the east flank) between St Thomas’s Tower and the bridge that is thought to have
spanned over Mint St. with an entry directly into
the Wakefield Tower. The drawbars were on the
bridge side and effectively barred access to the
royal chambers (Wakefield Tower and the adjacent
chamber block) from St Thomas’s Tower. No doubt
Edward I wanted to ensure that the ceremonial
and administrative activities of the rest of the
palace household could continue uninterrupted
by whoever was using the water-gate rooms.
There remains a possibility that these high-status
chambers were designed as grand reception
rooms to handle the arrival of visiting VIPs, the
nobility, foreign dignitaries, ambassadors, Ministers of State, and high-ranking clergy. The ‘Stair of
Honour’ and the light, airy elegance of the chambers could give ample time for guests to rest and
relax in a waiting room, before they processed into
the King’s chamber in the Wakefield or White
Tower; in which case, the west external ceremonial
straight stair entrance into the great chamber or
hall sounds more plausible. It may have been the
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Fig. 10. St Thomas’s Tower from the north c. 1880s. From G. T. Clark, 1884, Vol. 1, p. 167. Note the steps
leading up from the wall-walk and cantilevered out to gain access to the upper chamber of the western flanking
tower extension. A stair, on the site of the cantilevered stair, may be shown on the Orléans MS, and is
suggested as a possible 'Stair of Honour' in the text below. Clark’s view is after the tower had been
re-medievalised by Salvin. The timber framing with its bay windows is known to be a Victorian renewal
following the pattern of the original Tudor work of 1532-33. The ground-floor entrance to the east stair turret
(left) was the secondary/alternative entry into the gallery and accommodation block via the spiral stair.

grand entrance for favoured visitors by water,
which by itself is an opportunity for great pomp
and ceremony with a high-class waiting area
above; that seems to be a better context for the
elegant oratory. The messy business of lifting and
lowering the noisy, rattling, portcullis to allow
entry for a royal barge could presumably have
been undertaken once the visitors had exited to
the Wakefield Tower, and without intrusion or
interference. An example of just such an occurrence is seen in the romanticised painting ‘Arrival
of Venetian Ambassadors at the Tower Stairs’,
1707, (Luca Carlevarijs (1663-1730), as published
in Impey & Parnell 2000 54-55).⁶ By this time St.
Thomas’s Tower had been relegated to more
mundane uses, but for a few short years, until the
1340s, this building had great prestige. By the
1320s even Edward II chose to move his apartments to the Lanthorn Tower and St. Thomas’s
Tower became diminished and seriously reduced
in status (fig. 9). The problem was probably the
location, at the junction of the busiest, crowded,
and most noisy area of the whole Tower of London

at that time, with the only access to the White
Tower and the Inner Ward, even by land, through
the nearby gate in the Bloody Tower (fig 2a).
NOTES
¹ Regarding the portcullis, this writer has some
doubts, due to its effective weight, that this was ever
installed and used as planned, or was discarded
immediately due to operational difficulties and noise
discomfort. It is uncertain whether the hinge gates
replaced it or were additional to it.
² This bridge-link may not have been an original
feature and not added until the early 14th century
(Ashbee pers. comm).
³ This external straight stair may well have been a
ceremonial ‘Stair of Honour’ (see Wyngaerde, 1544
and the Orléans manuscript of the 1480s). Often this
type of stair is employed in a ceremonial context
where monumentality adds to the theatre of politics
and power. The stairs often have larger and wider
treads and smaller risers permitting the guests to
progress more slowly. The stair is expected to be
impressive. It is not clear when the stair was added,
nor when it was removed, but such a stair was not
uncommon in the medieval era - examples being
Castle Rising 1150s, Newcastle 1180s and Dover 1190s.
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Fig. 11. The west side of St Thomas’s Tower. George Cruikshank, 1840, prior to the refacing of the facade by
Salvin. ©Trustees of the British Museum. Ref: 1978,U.615. The sluice is in the lower northwest corner, but may
not have been added until the 16th or 17th century. The moat remains water-filled.
BELOW: Fig. 12. The west flank of St. Thomas’s Tower today. Salvin’s refacing work has masked most of the
changes of the 13th-18th centuries, but also restoring the possible appearance of the 1280s basement arrow
loops. Image: E. Impey.
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Fig. 13. The Tower of London, Thomas Wyck, 1660s. © Fitzwilliam Museum Ref: PD.942-1963.
https://collection.beta.fitz.ms/id/object/5710 Accessed: 2021-05-08 06:13:42. This little known drawing
shows the tall gabled ordnance store (OS) recently built in the 1650s, on the site of the original great hall.
Compare Wenceslaus Hollar’s view (frontispiece p. 250).
For a close view of this feature a good-sized version of
the Duke of Orléan’s miniature manuscript painting is
found in Impey & Parnell, 2000, 50, dated to the 1480s.
It led into the more prestigious first-floor western
entrance, implying this was the reception hall, or great
chamber, followed by a smaller camera to the east.
⁴ TNA E 372/120 rot 22 mentions the hall and chamber; E: 372/125 rot 2, describing works to the watergate tower states that one of its turrets stands ‘prope
cameram regis’ (‘near the chamber of the king’). This
does not necessarily imply the King’s chamber was
part of this complex, but probably adjacent to it, e.g.
the Wakefield Tower.
⁵ See Carpenter 1992, Appendix 2.
⁶ The Tower of London was used as a ceremonial
landing place for ambassadors and dignitaries, even if
they had actually landed earlier somewhere completely
different. Anna Keay notes: ‘A secondary function of
the Tower Wharf was as the landing place for official
visitors; foreign dignitaries and ambassadors making
their state entries to the country would disembark their
boats at the Wharf, where they would enter coaches
to make the rest of the journey to court. The royal stairs
were frequently used for this purpose and some, if not
all the works in the mid-1590s were intended to make
the Wharf a suitably handsome structure for the
ceremonial reception of foreign ambassadors’ [cites at
n. 448 ‘against the landing of The Ambassador of

Denmarke’, TNA, E351/3232] (The Elizabethan Tower
of London: The Haiward and Gascoyne plan of 1597,
London Topographical Society Publication no. 158, with
HRP and SAL, London 2009, pp. 48-9). Certainly from
the mid-16th century Tower visitors did not land at St
Thomas’s Tower basin but at the ‘royal stairs’ to the
Wharf, opposite the Byward Tower, and still there in
19th century form. The stairs were quite regal – lavishly
redecorated with paint and gilding in the 1570s, for
example (Keay, p. 48). By this stage (see the Wyngaerde
1544 drawing , Fig.1 inset) access to St Thomas’s through
a low tunnel under the wharf would have been pretty
undignified and only ever possible at the right tide. As far
as is known there are no documentary records of
ambassadorial landings before the 17th century but it
was a medieval tradition.
Ambassadorial lodging is quite possible, not least as in
the 1270s the Tower of London was a grand and habitable
royal palace, if not much used by royalty. The practice of
landing at the Tower and heading straight to St James’s
belongs to a later period. Entry into the country was
tightly controlled and regulated. Designated ports had to
be Dover, or Southampton/Portsmouth. Trans-shipment
to London via the Thames was possible (see N. Vincent,
2020, ‘In the Shadow of the castle wall: Henry II and
Dover, 1154-79’, in The Great Tower of Dover Castle,
Pattison, P., Brindle, S., and Robinson, D. M., (eds), Liverpool University Press/Historic England, 2020, pp. 39-40.
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Fig. 14. St Thomas’s Tower (with Traitor’s Gate below) from the south, across the river. Restored and refaced
by Salvin in the 1860s. The windows are approximately in the correct locations but the style differs compared
to Hollar’s depiction. Salvin includes twin-light Caernarfon-arch lights and two simplified cusped bifore
windows below a slightly pointed over-arch and without any sunk chamfers in the spandrels. cf. Fig. 3, Hollar.
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