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Fig. 1: contour map, showing location of Westminster Palace in relation to Thorney Island (adapted from The Final Sketch Plan (2006)) 

Stopping the rot: subsidence and 
structural damage at Westminster Hall 
George Nash1 

Introduction refurbishment. The last campaign, unknown. In the recent past, several 
Westminster Hall is a Grade I Listed undertaken by Sir Frank Baines between areas of the York Stone flag floor have 
building with UNESCO World Heritage 1914 and 1923, included the been susceptible to subsidence. This 
site status.2 Much of the fabric of the restoration of the famous oak hammer- problem may have, in the future, 
building has been subjected to major beam roof.3 However, the construction serious structural implications, in 
sympathetic and unsympathetic and the history of the floor are relatively particular for the area between the Hall 
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ig. 9: trestle section of the King’s Table, after cleaning 

the Yorkshire flagstone floor laid at the 
latter end of the last century; about one 
foot four inches below that level, 
another floor of Purbeck stone was 
found, the level of which appears, from 
the door jambs finishing down on to it, 
to have been that adopted in Richard 
the Second’s time [reigned 1377–1399]; 
this level has therefore been fixed on for 
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the new pavement, and the additional 
height thereby given to the walls of the 
Hall much improves its architectural 
effect, at the same time that the original 
proportions of the building are restored. 

The whole of the area has now been 
explored, in some places to a 
considerable depth, but no certain 
indications have any where been 
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discovered of any still lower floor. 
Immediately beneath the Purbeck floor 
was a thin stratum of variable thickness, 
averaging seven or eight inches, and 
consisting chiefly of a compressed 
black soil: this lay upon a bed of well-
tempered and pure clay four or five 
inches thick, extending uniformly over 
almost the area of the Hall, but seeming 
in some places to have been worn as it 
were into hollows; this may possibly 
have been the surface of the floor in the 
earliest state of the Hall, and the thin 
stratum of black earth found upon it, 
may have been the accumulation 
necessarily arising from the long 
continued use of the earthen floor. 

Beneath the above-mentioned layer 
of clay, which was found to be a few 
inches thick, was a bed nearly three 
feet thick of made earth, consisting of 
stone rubbish, lime core, clay and sand: 
and finally, under all, and extending 
uninterruptedly over the whole surface 
of the Hall, was found a compact bed 
of clay, evidently artificial, which 
varied in depth from about four to five 
feet. But which uniformly was found to 
lay upon the natural and undisturbed 
soil, consisting of gravel and sand, 
containing every where much water. 

Although, in the formation of the 
new pavement, it became necessary to 
remove the ground every where to the 
depth of about five feet, and in some 
places much deeper.” 
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