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SAXO-NORMAN, MEDIEVAL AND 
POST-MEDIEVAL DEVELOPMENT AT 
REGIS HOUSE, LONDON EC4
Trevor Brigham, Tony Dyson and Bruce Watson

With contributions by Lyn Blackmore and Kieron Heard

SUMMARY

The 1994—96 excavations at Regis House, King 
William Street, London EC4, alongside the pre-1831 
approach road to London Bridge (Bridge or Fish Street) 
revealed that the site was reoccupied in c.AD 950. The 
main evidence of Saxo-Norman (AD c.900—1200) 
occupation consisted of clusters of cess/rubbish pits 
indicating the presence of linear burgage plots. From 

the 12th century onwards a dense mosaic of stone-built 
cellared shops (often ļshmongers), inns and houses 
was established. Access to the internal properties was 
provided by communal alleyways and yards. Internal 
and external features included stone-lined cesspits and 
wells which often remained in use for centuries. Some 
of the medieval cellars were retained after the Great Fire 
of 1666 and relined in brick. The construction of new 
London Bridge (1824—31) and the creation of King 

Fig 1. Site location plans
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William Street, which became the new bridge approach 
road, was a catalyst for the redevelopment of a number 
of properties within the site, a process which resulted in 
the loss of many of the historic tenements. Finds from 
the site included a 16th-century tin-glazed or maiolica 
ware jug from the South Netherlands, now displayed 
in the Museum of London.

INTRODUCTION

During 1994—96 the site of Regis House (43—46 
King William Street), plus the adjoining prop-
erties of 41—44 King William Street, 18—19 
Fish Street Hill and ‘The Canterbury Arms’, 
20 Fish Street Hill, in the City of London, 

Fig 2. Area location plan showing location of sites mentioned in the text, including the churches of St Magnus 
the Martyr and St Michael’s Crooked Lane and the pre-1831 bridgehead road layout. (Sites mentioned in text: 1. 
Billingsgate (BIG82); 2. Fish Street Hill (FMO85); 3. Pudding Lane (PDN81); 4. Peninsular House (PEN79); 
5. Billingsgate Buildings (TR74))

EC4 (NGR 53281 18073) were investigated by 
the Museum of London Archaeology Service 
(MoLAS) in advance of redevelopment (Figs 
1—2). The eastern boundary of the site (Fish 
Street) was the northern approach road to 
the Roman, Saxo-Norman and medieval 
phases of London Bridge (Fig 2). Indeed it 
only ceased to be the bridge approach road in 
1831, when King William Street (the western 
site boundary) was created to serve the new 
bridge built upstream from its predecessor. 
The programme of archaeological ļeldwork 
was supervised by Trevor Brigham and 
Bruce Watson (Brigham et al 1996; Brigham 
& Watson 1996). The post-Roman sequence 
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destruction before 1994 (Fig 4). This situat-
ion was exacerbated by the effect of the site’s 
sloping natural topography, which had res-
ulted in the northernmost portion of the 
site already being truncated down to natural 
deposits. Therefore the survival of post-Roman 
features and structures across the site was 
uneven and sometimes fragmentary. These 
factors mean that sometimes the interpret-
ation and the accurate dating of the surviving 
evidence was problematic. During the 1994 
evaluation three test pits were excavated to 
the west of the footprint of the new building.

The work of Gerald Dunning, 1929—31

During the 1929—31 redevelopment, Gerald 
Dunning (Guildhall Museum Archaeologist) 
carried out a watching-brief (Site Code 
GM248); the key objectives of this exercise 
were to record the Roman deposits and 
structures (Dunning 1932). However, he also 
recorded a number of post-Roman features. 
The most important ļnds group came from 

has been integrated with discoveries made 
during the 1929—31 redevelopment of the 
site (Waddington 1931, 17—37). 

It is intended that the Roman sequence from 
the site will be described in a MOLA internet 
publication; this will also describe the ļeldwork 
programme, the natural topography and drift 
geology, so this information is not repeated 
here. Also, for reasons of space only selected 
specialist data, including dating evidence and 
documentary research, are published in this 
article. The relevant archive reports are listed 
in the bibliography. Further information 
on all aspects of the site research archive is 
available from the London Archaeological 
Archive and Research Centre (LAARC). 
Complete lists of the post-Roman pottery 
codes, including details and date ranges, are 
available from the London Archaeological 
Archive and Research Centre as part of the 
research archive and are also posted on: www. 
museumoĽondonarchaeology.org.uk/.../post 
92mol_rom_fab_form.pdf (accessed 2011). 
All dating evidence unless otherwise stated is 
derived from pottery spot-dating of individual 
feature assemblages. Selective use has been 
made here of the uncompleted documentary 
survey by Tony Dyson, which was intended to 
complement his previous work on the medieval 
and post-medieval waterfront parishes of the 
City of London (Dyson 1996); a pilot project 
linking the documentary survey to digital 
mapping was undertaken in 2006 (Holder et 
al 2006).

Organisation of the text

The sequence described here is a direct con-
tinuation from the Roman one. Therefore the 
numbers allocated to Buildings (B) and Open 
Areas (OA) are continued from those already 
assigned to the Roman sequence. Accession 
numbers are cited for signiļcant ļnds eg 
<12> and context numbers for important 
assemblages eg [13]. The conventions used in 
the illustrations are shown in Fig 3.

The nature of the archaeological evidence

The single storey basements of the existing 
buildings, particularly the concrete stanchion 
bases of Regis House, two artesian wells and 
the King William Street underground station 
access shaft in the north-west corner of the site 
had resulted in considerable archaeological 

Fig 3. Drawing conventions used in text
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Fig 4. The areas of previous archaeological disturbance within the limits of archaeological investigation and 
evaluation test pits which ended up outside the footprint of the new development, plus Saxo-Norman buildings 
B16—B18
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a barrel-lined well (described later). Other 
ļnds included Late Saxon shelly ware cooking 
pots (AD 900—1050) and a Scarborough ware 
ļgurine (1200Ĝ1300). Post-medieval ļnds 
included coins of Charles II (1660—85), a 
glass bottle bearing a seal of 1721, an English 
tin-glazed ware salt cellar (1570—1800), and 
tokens minted by The Miter In, New Fish Street 
issued by WAH (William Harman c.1661) 
and Ye Swan & Bridge In, New Fish Streete 
(1657) issued by GEB (Gilbert and Elizabeth 
Brandon) (Waddington 1931, 29—30).

SAXO-NORMAN DEVELOPMENT, 
AD c.950—1200

Introduction

Although it is attested by Bede that a cathedral 
was established in London during AD 604 
(EH 108), there is little evidence of Early or 
Middle Saxon activity (AD 410—900) within 
the walled Roman city (Cowie & Blackmore in 
prep; Vince 1991, 411—21). The site of Regis 
House was apparently uninhabited from c.AD 
400 until c.950. However, as the excavation of 
post-medieval cellars had truncated the Saxo-
Norman land-surface and destroyed all trace 
of surface-laid buildings, leaving only the 
lower portion of deeper cut features (mainly 
pits and wells), the surviving archaeological 
evidence for this period was fragmentary. 
Survival of Saxo-Norman archaeological 
deposits was generally better along the 
western half of the site, as the level of recent 
truncation was higher than elsewhere.

Saxo-Norman buildings, AD c.950—1000

Building 16

This was a sunken-Ľoored building (SFB). 
It consisted of a north—south line of seven 
post or stakeholes and two postpits (Fig 4). 
The posts would have supported a horizontal 
plank lining around the eastern side of the 
structure, which probably continued above 
ground level to act as cladding for the main 
superstructure, although no actual timbers 
survived. The posts were probably not all 
contemporary, but represented instead 
several phases of rebuilding along the wall 
line. Due to later truncation no Ľoors or 
internal deposits survived.

Building 17

This was another SFB of which only a 2.1m 
length of the southern wall survived (Fig 4). 
Any original lining timbers were removed by 
a robber cut running parallel to the cellar 
edge, which was then backļlled prior to the 
construction of a more substantial wall lining. 
Like B16, it consisted of a series of six large 
posts and stakeholes (Brigham & Watson 
1996, ļg 10). The remains of the lowest level 
of plank cladding survived as a timber stain, 
but the supporting posts themselves had been 
withdrawn. This building was inļlled with 
organic refuse once it had been dismantled. 
One of the features in OA9 (west) may have 
been a drain connected to this building.

Building 18

A cess and rubbish pit to the south of B17 
was truncated by a large rectangular feature, 
which was interpreted as the remains of 
a third SFB (Fig 4). The full width of the 
building survived (3.2m) to a depth of 0.48m, 
although, as was the case with the initial 
phase of Building 17, there were no signs of 
a timber lining, and the area was inļlled with 
refuse. A series of three compacted burnt 
deposits within the structure was interpreted 
as successive hearth surfaces, which took 
up much of the interior; however these 
‘surfaces’ may actually represent hearth 
rake-out derived from elsewhere. There 
were no ļnds from the structure to suggest 
a function, although it may have housed a 
craft industry requiring the use of heat.

Dating evidence

None of these buildings were directly dated, 
but they can be identiļed typologically as 
Saxo-Norman SFBs, similar to other London 
examples (Horsman et al 1988; Hill & 
Woodger 1999, 24—37). All associated pottery 
was residual Roman material, but on the basis 
of succeeding phases, these buildings should 
date to the mid- or late 10th century. 

Saxo-Norman pits, AD 950—1150/1200 (OA9)

The truncated unlined cess and rubbish pits 
were generally oval, square or rectangular in 
shape. The ļlls were mainly a dark grey silty 
or clayey ļne sand with occasional greenish 
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staining, largely derived from decayed organic 
domestic rubbish, often mixed with cess. 
The most frequent inclusions were pebbles, 
animal bones, charcoal fragments, daub, 
oysters and wood ash. Some of the rectangular 
pits were wattle-lined, presumably to facilitate 
reuse, and some of the examples of unlined 
pits showed evidence of having been recut or 
scoured out. Many of the pits are probably 
contemporary with the buildings, although 
some are clearly later than B16 and B17.

Saxo-Norman ļnds and environmental data

The largest groups of Saxo-Norman pottery 
were found in these pits, most of the material 
dated to c.1050—1150 and consisted of early 
medieval sand- and shell-tempered wares 
and local grey wares, as well as fragments 
of imported Rhineland pitchers from the 
Andenne. Artefacts from the Saxo-Norman 
features included a bone toggle <1497>, a 
pig ļbula pin <620>, an incomplete bone 
spindlewhorl <1427>, and a complete bone 
counter or gaming piece with ring-and-dot 
decoration <1005>. Examples of similar Saxo-
Norman counters, pins and spindlewhorls 
are known from other London excavations 
(Pritchard 1991, 205Ĝ10).

The only coin of this period recovered from 
site ([1413] <592> a residual ļnd in Group 
224, a modern feature) was a lead copy of a 
silver penny of Aethelred II (AD 978—1016). 
Other examples of this type of lead coinage 
are known from Billingsgate (Fig 2, site 1). 
Their function is uncertain, but they have 
been interpreted as customs receipts given 
to traders as proof of payment (Archibald 
1991, 327—35).

The faunal remains from the Saxo-Norman 
features were dominated by the three main 
domesticates (cattle, sheep/goat and pig), 
with the most common species being cattle. 
Most of the skeletal elements were present 
but there was a high frequency of butchered 
lower limbs and metapodials (both adult and 
juvenile), which suggests that much of the 
material is primary butchery waste. Other 
species recovered included dog (one complete 
juvenile skeleton [1463]) and horse. The 
mollusc remains consisted of oyster (Ostrea 
edulis) and mussel (Mytilus edulis) shells. Fish 
species present included cod.

The plant remains included wheat and 

barley grains; seeds of brome, blackberry/
raspberry, elder and sedge; pips of apple/pear; 
and cherry stones. Cinquefoil (Potentilla sp) 
and strawberry (Fragaria sp) pips were present 
in many samples. Wild strawberry is a plant 
found in a variety of habitats including waste 
ground. It is a native plant and produces 
edible fruits, so it was presumably being 
cultivated locally. Strawberry pips were also 
found in the Saxo-Norman pits at Milk Street 
(Jones & Straker 1991, 381). The sedge seeds 
may have been derived from material used as 
either thatch or Ľoor covering. 

Open Area 9: the north-eastern area of site

Within the north-eastern portion of the site 
were a number of pits (Fig 5). Two of these 
were square in plan and had been timber-lined 
with corner posts, suggesting an initial use as 
wells. One example contained pottery dating 
to AD 900—1050 and 1050—1150. Another pit 
along the Fish Street frontage had traces of 
a wattle or barrel lining. Artefacts from the 
ļlls included a crucible <445>, a bronze 
and iron knife <460>, and a cloth fragment 
<599>. Other possibly contemporary ļnds 
included bronze mounts <766>, <789>, 
<793>, and a copper-alloy ļnger-ring <788>. 
In general, the rectilinear pits were clearly 
respecting the alignment of Fish Street Hill, 
the majority forming clusters set c.6—10m 
from the frontage. One Roman masonry wall 
foundation close to the street frontage was 
apparently robbed out during this period.

Open Area 9: the north-western area 

The pits included four wattle-lined examples, 
one of them backļlled AD 900—1050. Most 
of the artefacts from the pits were probably 
Roman, but included a contemporary bone 
pin <620> and a bone counter <1005>. 
Where the orientation of these features could 
be determined, the street was once more a 
dominant factor, despite their distance from 
the frontage (c.20—30m). This would seem to 
indicate that their alignment was dictated by 
burgage plot boundaries perpendicular to 
the street.

Open Area 9: the south-eastern area 

In a strip within 6m of the street frontage in 
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Fig 5. Open Area 9, the Saxo-Norman pits and other features, plus Building 19



Trevor Brigham, Tony Dyson and Bruce Watson96

the south-east, seven fragmentary pits were 
recorded, two of them below the modern 
street frontage itself. Contemporary pottery 
was only recovered from two examples, both 
dated to 1080—1200. The presence of pits so 
close to the present street suggests that in 
the early medieval period either the line of 
Fish Street Hill ran further east than its post-
medieval counterpart or some areas of the 
street frontage were not yet built-up. This 
is also inferred both by the presence of one 
pit under the frontage further north and by 
the absence of street gravels in any of the 
exposed sections. 

Open Area 9: the central area

This area in the centre of the southern part of 
the site contained the greatest concentration 
of pits and other features. Here, some 30 
intercutting pits formed a dense pattern, 
with a barrel well (AD 1140—1220), two 
wattle-lined pits and a deep feature, which 
may have been an unlined well (Fig 5). The 
date range of the individual pits spanned 
from AD 900—1050 to 1000—1250. Crucially, 
several pits cut the dismantled sunken-
Ľoored B16, although none of these were 
dated. Most of the ļnds from these pits were 
of either Roman or indeterminate date; the 
identiļable coins were all late Roman. One 
Roman masonry wall foundation was robbed 
out during this period.

To the south and west were further 
concentrations of pits, ranging in date from 
AD 970Ĝ1050/1100 to 1050Ĝ1100/1150. One 
these contained a bone toggle <1497>, which 
was probably contemporary. The southern-
most grouping included twelve pits, one of 
which was possibly a gully, another contained 
a possibly contemporary bone pin <1500>.

Open Area 9: the western area

Near the western limit of excavation, two 
further main pit groups were identiļed 
(Fig 5). The northern consisted of seven 
intercutting features, mainly cess/rubbish 
pits, but including a large possible quarry pit 
and a north—south timber-lined slot which 
may have been a drain associated with B17 
immediately to the north. These pits ranged 
in date from AD 900—1050 to 1140—1220.

Building 19

Probably the latest feature in the south-west 
was part of the eastern end of a rectangular 
masonry building (Fig 5). It consisted of a 
northĜsouth-aligned, ragstone rubble, Ľint 
and Roman tile foundation, which cut an 
earlier rubbish pit (dating to post-1050). 
This foundation can be interpreted as part 
of a rectangular building, which lay mainly 
beyond the site boundary. Its position 
coincided with the projected line of three 
later chalk piers belonging to B26, so B19 
may mark the establishment of this property. 
The form of B19 cannot be determined from 
such fragmentary remains, but its position 
relative to the west wall of medieval B26 
and tenement H1 suggests that it may have 
been part of a relatively high status building, 
which appears to mark the establishment of 
elements of the medieval tenement pattern.

The wall was robbed subsequently, the 
robber trench containing chalk and ragstone 
rubble presumably derived from the upper 
foundation or superstructure, which may 
suggest a 12th-century date. The ļlls 
contained residual pottery of AD 900—1050, 
and late Roman material.

Saxo-Norman discussion

The site was occupied until c.AD 400, but in the 
absence of any Early or Middle Saxon ļnds 
(c.AD 450—900) even in residual contexts, it is 
assumed that the site was abandoned during 
the early 5th century (the latest coin from 
OA8 was an issue of Arcadius (AD 388—402) 
<132>) and was not reoccupied until c.AD 
950. Previous archaeological excavations 
along the east side of Bridge Street (now 
known as Fish Street Hill) and around the 
Pudding Lane area revealed that these 
sites were only reoccupied during the 10th 
or early 11th century (Horsman et al 1988, 
13—21; Fig 2). The reoccupation of the 
site after some 550 years of abandonment 
was undoubtedly connected with the 
documented reoccupation of the derelict 
Roman walled city by the Saxons in AD 886 
(ASC 80; Keene 2003), as a defensive measure 
to counter seaborne Viking raiders sailing 
up the Thames. The present archaeological 
evidence shows that neither of the areas 
adjoining the north and south sides of 
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the Saxo-Norman bridge was reoccupied 
until the 10th century. The catalyst for the 
reoccupation of the bridgehead was almost 
certainly the existence of a port facility at 
Billingsgate by c.AD 995 and a timber bridge 
across the Thames by AD 990—1020 (Watson 
et al 2001, 52—7, 73) (Fig 2, site 1).

When the spatial distribution of the three 
surviving SFBs (B16—18), the pit clusters 
and the masonry building (B19) is taken 
into account, a pattern emerges of some 
seven or more east—west strips extending 
across the full width of the site (Fig 6). Each 
of these strips varied in width from c.6 to 
7m. The concentration of features reached 
its highest density in a band c.11—22m 
from the street in the southern half, the 
corresponding northern area having been 
destroyed by modern intrusions. Notably, the 
concentration declined in both a westward 
and an eastward direction, although this may 
have been partially due to later truncation, 
which was more severe across the eastern 
part of the site where the contemporary 
ground surface had generally been higher. 
One pit under the street frontage did survive 
to at least 6.8m OD, indicating that at least 
2.0m of deposits had been lost in this area.

One interpretation of this patterning 
would be that the pit clusters and occasional 
wells represented activity at the rear of a 
series of burgage plots fronting onto Bridge 
Street. The clearer areas in the eastern half 
of each plot would mark the position of the 
main buildings, which, because they were 
probably surface-laid timber structures (ie 
resting on sill beams or supported by relatively 
shallow posts) would not have survived the 
modern truncation in that area. Previous 
excavations along the east side of Fish Street 
Hill revealed that surviving Saxo-Norman 
pits and SFBs were all located at least 5m east 
of the present street frontage, implying that 
this area was occupied by timber buildings of 
which no trace survived (Horsman et al 1988, 
21) (Fig 2, site 2). Interestingly, none of the 
three sunken-Ľoored buildings found on site 
lay nearer than 20m to the street (Fig 5). The 
impression is that the site was occupied by 
a series of east—west tenements, some 6—7m 
wide, 22—23m long, with a main dwelling 
near the street frontage and an ancillary 
sunken-Ľoored structure to the rear. These 
SFBs were part of the earliest activity, and 

while B16 clearly was repaired, there is no 
evidence for the successive replacement of 
such buildings as recorded along the east 
side of Fish Street Hill (Horsman et al 1988, 
50—1). The primary function of the SFBs is 
uncertain, B18 may have served as a craft 
workshop and the others perhaps served as 
store rooms. 

The masonry foundation associated with 
the later building (B19) is of quite different 
type, and stylistically belongs to the later 
medieval period, except in its reuse of Roman 
building materials, which is characteristic 
of Saxo-Norman masonry structures in 
London. For that reason, and the fact that 
the foundation was superseded by piers 
belonging to B26, it has been assigned to the 
Saxo-Norman period. Spatially, it lay west 
of the earlier buildings, and may therefore 
have been at the rear of a plot facing onto 
St MichaelĞs Lane. Excavations at Pudding 
Lane revealed that during the 12th century a 
large rectangular masonry building (with its 
long axis at right angles to the contemporary 
street frontage) was constructed (Horsman 
et al 1988, 20; ļg 11) (Fig 2, site 3).

The presence of several pits extending 
under the modern Fish Street Hill frontage 
and the absence of street gravels strongly 
suggest either that the Saxo-Norman road 
itself was narrower, or that its course had 
shifted eastward; either is possible, since the 
bridge was not rebuilt until c.AD 990—1020 
and need not have been precisely located 
above its buried Roman precursor (Watson 
et al 2001, 57). Fish Street is considered to be 
part of the primary Saxo-Norman road grid 
which was established during the late 9th 
or early 10th century (Horsman et al 1988, 
113).

Water was obtained from wells on site, 
several of which were apparently lined with 
barrels or wattle panels. Other possible 
examples were either unlined or their linings 
had been completely removed before being 
used for the disposal of cess and rubbish. In 
the north-east corner of OA9 the remains of 
two probable timber-lined wells, with a square 
arrangement of corner posts, were found. 
These two wells were probably of a similar 
design to the 11th-century example found 
nearby at Billingsgate Buildings (Jones 1980, 
ļg 9) (Fig 2, site 5).



Trevor Brigham, Tony Dyson and Bruce Watson98

Fig 6. Conjectural pattern of Saxo-Norman property units linked to pits and building remains, showing projected 
line of the contemporary Bridge Street frontage


