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‘A VERY UNCOMMON KIND OF 
BUILDING’: THE HISTORICAL 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE EAST WING 
OF SOMERSET HOUSE, 1779—1970
Guy Thompson

SUMMARY

This article traces the history of the East Wing 
of Somerset House, a purpose-built office complex 
designed by Sir William Chambers in the 1770s. It 
is based upon a programme of documentary research 
and the results of a building survey undertaken 
prior to the refurbishment of the building in 2010. A 
detailed account of the construction of the East Wing 
is presented here, which is informed by the financial 
accounts submitted to the Treasury by Sir William 
during the 20 years of his appointment as architect 
and by an exceptional collection of plans prepared by 
Chambers and others that is held by Sir John Soane’s 
Museum. Documentary records held by the National 
Archives have enabled the development of the building 
by the various government offices that occupied it 
over a period of more than two hundred years to be 
reconstructed. The changes to Sir William’s original 
architectural vision that were wrought by bodies such 
as the Audit Office and the Inland Revenue are 
described through the results of the building survey 
and related research. 

INTRODUCTION

Pre-Construct Archaeology Limited was 
commissioned by Gardiner and Theobald 
LLP on behalf of King’s College London 
(University of London) to undertake 
recording of the East Wing of Somerset 
House, Strand, in the City of Westminster, 
prior to and during the refurbishment of 
the building. Somerset House is a Grade 

I listed building of exceptional national 
significance and lies to the south of the 
Strand (NGR TQ 30781 80825), within the 
Strand Conservation Area. Somerset House 
is situated between the Strand and Victoria 
Embankment to the east of Lancaster Place/
Waterloo Bridge (Fig 1). The building was 
designed by Sir William Chambers for use 
as public offices by various government 
departments and learned societies as part 
of a grand neo-classical square of buildings 
enclosing an open courtyard (the Great 
Court), which replaced an earlier palace on 
the site (Thurley 2009). 

The East Wing of Somerset House is 
rectangular in plan and aligned north—
south. It has six floors with a basement, lower 
ground, ground, first, second and third 
(attic) floor (Figs 2—8). The main facades of 
the East Wing are the west (front; Fig 9) and 
north (side) elevations. Both elevations were 
constructed in Portland stone in unison with 
the other elevations around the courtyard. 
Below ground floor level, the East Wing 
has three light wells running along its west, 
north and east sides. The building contains 
more than 200 rooms, which comprised a 
mixture of offices, corridors, utility/storage 
rooms, stairways and toilets when the 
building survey was undertaken in 2010 (site 
code EAF 10). 

In addition to the building recording 
process, targeted archival and cartographic 
research was carried out at Sir John Soane’s 
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Fig 1. Site location plan of Somerset House (scale 1:2000)

Museum and the National Archives, Kew. 
Historic plans and accounts were con-
sulted, in addition to relevant secondary 
sources to answer specific questions raised 
during the recording. This paper presents 
the results of the building survey and 
documentary research undertaken by Pre-
Construct Archaeology. It complements 
the archaeological fieldwork undertaken as 
part of the same refurbishment programme 
(Hawkins 2016).

BACKGROUND

Public Buildings in 18th-Century London

By the second half of the 18th century the 

British state was outgrowing the motley 
collection of former Royal Palaces, Colleges 
of Law and rented accommodation 
that housed much of the machinery of 
government. An attempt to provide modern 
purpose-built accommodation in the 
capital for the great departments of state 
had begun in the mid-1720s, when several 
leading architects were commissioned to 
design a number of new public buildings. 
These included the Admiralty buildings 
in Whitehall, designed by Thomas Ripley 
(1726), the Treasury Buildings, built in 
1733 to a design by William Kent, and Horse 
Guards, also designed by Kent and built in 
the early 1750s to replace a Restoration-
era predecessor. All had been designed by 
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architects who worked in the neo-Palladian 
style, which had by default become the 
dominant idiom of public architecture in 
the capital.

In contrast to those fortunate enough to 
work in these spacious new premises, the 
staff of other government offices found 
themselves shoehorned into a miscellany 
of properties scattered across Whitehall, 
Westminster and the City of London. 
Perhaps the most fragmented of all was 
the Exchequer, branches of which could 
be found at Gray’s Inn (the Office of the 
Clerk of Estreats and the Office of the 
Clerk of the Pipe), Westminster Hall (the 
King’s Remembrancer’s Office) and at 
several other locations. Even relatively 
recently established branches such as the 
Stamp Office (founded in 1694) and the 
Salt Office (founded in 1702) were obliged 
to share overcrowded accommodation with 
other departments at Lincoln’s Inn and 
York Buildings in the Strand respectively. 
The records of government were even more 
widely dispersed; for example, those held by 
the Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer’s Office 
were distributed among depositories at 
Westminster, at the Inns of Court and in the 
City of London. As early as the 1720s official 
concern had been raised about the state of 
these records, particularly those held by the 
King’s and Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancers 
and the Pipe Office (House of Lords 1723). 
Many Exchequer records, which dated back 
as far as the 12th century, were found to be 
in poor condition having long been stored 
haphazardly in accommodation which was 
cramped, damp and frequently infested by 
vermin.

The Origins of the New Somerset House

A solution to the problem emerged in 1771, 
when it was first suggested that several 
scattered public offices and academic 
bodies might be brought together in a new 
complex to be built on the site of Somerset 
House, a neglected royal residence at the 
east end of the Strand. Somerset House 
had been declining in importance since 
the Restoration, as the centre of aristocratic 
influence in the capital had drifted towards 
the fashionable districts of Piccadilly and St 
James’s (Thurley 2009, 73). By the second 

half of the 1760s part of the building was 
used as a barracks, while the chapel became 
briefly fashionable as a marriage venue for 
members of London society. 

In May 1774 George III authorised the 
demolition of Somerset House as part 
of a deal with the Government, which 
permitted the latter to build new ‘Publick 
Offices’ on the site in return for granting 
the king permission to acquire and develop 
Buckingham House for the use of the queen 
as a dower house (TNA IR 83/200). As soon 
as the scheme was announced, a number of 
government offices and crown agencies such 
as the Duchy of Cornwall began to lobby for 
space in the new building (TNA T1/511/404-
405). The arrangement was confirmed by 
Act of Parliament the following year (Act 
15 Geo III cap 33). The Act named the 18 
government departments and agencies to 
which office space had been allotted, chief 
amongst which were the administrative 
departments of the Royal Navy (the Navy 
Office, the Navy Pay Office and the Navy 
Victualling Office) and the Stamp Office 
(TNA T1/527/140-141).1 A glimmer of hope 
was offered to those departments which had 
been overlooked, as the Act left the door 
open for the inclusion of ‘such other Publick 
Offices and Buildings as shall be thought fit 
by His Majesty’.

In 1774 the Treasury instructed William 
Robinson, the Secretary of the Board of 
Works, to survey the site of Somerset House 
and to prepare plans and estimates for the 
proposed new offices (TNA AO 1/2495/412). 
Although generally regarded as a safe pair 
of hands, Robinson was also considered to 
be something of a second-rate architect, 
a man whose designs were judged by one 
modern writer as having been ‘completely 
lacking in imagination’ (Harris & Snodin 
1997, 112). The political theorist Edmund 
Burke and the architect William Chambers 
took particular exception to Robinson’s 
designs for the new offices (Bates 1967, 101—
2). Both men were founding members of 
the Royal Academy, one of the three learned 
societies that were allocated space in the new 
building.

Sir William Chambers (1723—96) was one 
of the most influential British architects of 
the second half of the 18th century. Born 
in Sweden to Anglo-Scottish parents and 



Guy Thompson212

educated in Ripon, Yorkshire, Chambers 
entered the service of the Swedish East India 
Company in his teens. In 1749 Chambers 
abandoned commerce and moved to Paris, 
where he studied architecture for a year 
before moving to Rome to continue his 
architectural apprenticeship. Following his 
return to England in 1755, Chambers secured 
an appointment to teach architectural 
drawing to George, Prince of Wales (the 
future George III). In addition to his teaching 
post, Chambers was also appointed architect 
to George’s mother Princess Augusta of Saxe-
Gotha, widow of the late Prince Frederick 
and dowager Princess of Wales. At Kew 
Gardens, Chambers designed buildings for 
his patron in an eclectic mix of styles ranging 
from Chinoiserie to neo-classical. He also 
established a successful private practice, 
designing a number of elegant Palladian villas 
such as Parkstead House, Roehampton, as 
well as grand town houses in London, Dublin 
and Edinburgh. In addition to his various 
architectural commissions, Chambers wrote 
several works on architecture and design, 
including A Treatise on Civil Architecture, 
which is considered to have been his chief 
contribution to the canon of architectural 
literature (Harris & Snodin 1997, 68—76).

In 1769 Chambers succeeded the neo-
Palladian architect Henry Flitcroft as 
Comptroller of the King’s Works. Having 
spent the summer of 1774 in Paris, Chambers 
returned to London to find himself embroiled 
in the controversy over William Robinson’s 
plans for the redevelopment of Somerset 
House. In the autumn of 1775 Chambers’ 
architectural career took a dramatic new 
turn, brought about by the unexpected death 
of Robinson that October. A month after 
Robinson’s death Chambers was appointed 
architect to the Somerset House scheme. 
The assignment represented Chambers’ most 
significant commission to date, and one that 
was to preoccupy him for the next 20 years.

THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 
OF THE EAST WING OF SOMERSET 
HOUSE, 1775—1970

The Evolution of William Chambers’ Design

Sir John Soane’s Museum holds a collection 
of more than 500 architectural drawings by 

Chambers of designs for Somerset House. 
It is possible to trace the development of 
his design from the earliest sketches, which 
predate Chambers’ appointment as architect 
to the scheme, to an undated set of plans which 
shows the scheme ‘practically-as-executed’ 
(Soane 41/1/10-15).2 These drawings reveal 
how Chambers addressed the peculiarities 
of the site as he worked towards the final 
executed design. Constraints included a 
fall of almost 40 feet (12.2m) between the 
Strand and the Thames foreshore, which 
it was decided to resolve by embanking the 
river. The construction of an embankment 
gave Chambers a potential river frontage of 
almost 800 feet (243.8m), nearly six times the 
width of the available frontage at the north 
end of the site where the Strand front of Old 
Somerset House was hemmed in by houses. 
Chambers adapted to the narrowness of the 
Strand front by designing a block just 135 
feet (41.1m) wide, which was intended to 
accommodate the learned societies. To the 
rear of this frontage he designed two small 
recessed wings, which spanned the 240 feet 
(73.2m) width of the Great Court, access 
to which was gained via a central columned 
vestibule in the Strand block (known today 
as the North Wing). While the flanking wings 
were of a sufficient size to accommodate only 
two small government branches (the Hackney 
Coach Office and the Hawkers and Pedlars’ 
Office), the majority of the government 
offices were to be based in three larger ranges 
that flanked the courtyard (the South, East 
and West Wings).

At the opposite end of the Great Court 
to the Strand block, the South Wing was 
intended to be more than 700 feet (213.4m) 
long and set above a massive river terrace. 
The South Wing, together with residential 
accommodation on the west terrace was 
allocated to the Navy Office, which also 
occupied part of the West Wing. The latter 
was also originally intended to be shared 
with the Stamp Office. This left the East 
Wing for the majority of the remaining nine 
government offices named in the 1775 Act 
as well as any others that had persuaded the 
Treasury to offer them accommodation in 
the new complex. 

Chambers’ ‘practically-as-executed’ plans 
(Soane 41/1/10—15) reveal how he initially split 
the East Wing vertically into seven discrete 
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‘houses’, each occupied by an individual 
government office with its own entrance, 
apartments and staircase, separated from its 
neighbours by party walls.3 It was originally 
envisaged that the ground, first (‘principal’), 
second (‘attic’) and third (‘garret’) floors of 
each ‘house’ would be distributed as follows 
(from north to south): 

House 1: Auditors of the Imprest
House 2: Pipe Office (Duchy of Lancaster  

      on the ground floor)
House 3: Duchy of Lancaster
House 4: Ordnance Office
House 5: Lottery Office
House 6: Tax Office
House 7: Salt Office

The ground floor plan of the ‘practically-as-
executed’ series (Soane 41/1/12) indicates 
that Chambers intended that Houses 2, 
4 and 5 were to be accessed via principal 
entrances in the western (front) elevation of 
the building opening onto the Great Court. 
Access to Houses 1 and 3 was to be gained 
via a common entrance in the east (rear) 
elevation of House 2, whereas Houses 6 and 
7 were accessed via separate entrances at the 
rear of the wing.

The allocation of the houses in the East 
Wing changed repeatedly as Chambers’ 
sought to balance the specific requirements 
of each government office with the space 
available in the building. In late March 
1777 officials of the Tax Office approved, 
then rejected, a set of plans which showed 
that it was then proposed to accommodate 
their department in House 3 (Soane 
41/4/25—30). An undated set of drawings of 
the accommodation in House 4 originally 
allocated to the Ordnance Office indicated 
that the department offered to surrender 
a room on each floor to a neighbouring 
government office, which necessitated the 
rearrangement of all the WCs within the 
house and the relocation of the party walls 
(Soane 41/4/41—6). By the early spring of 
1777 the Ordnance Office was no longer in 
contention for House 4, which was instead 
offered to the Duchy of Lancaster, which 
approved a set of Chambers’ plans on 14 
March, only to reject them two months later 
(Soane 41/4/31—9). To meet the Duchy’s 
demands, Chambers proposed switching the 
staircase from the south end of the house to 

the north, thereby reversing all the offices 
within the house, and apparently leaving 
the WCs previously contained in the angle 
of the staircase isolated. In contrast to the 
game of musical chairs played by the other 
departments, plans show that the office of the 
Auditor of Imprests could at least be assured 
of a home in House 1 from the outset (Soane 
41/4/1a—6). The same plans also confirm that 
the Pipe Office was consistently allocated 
accommodation on the principal floors of 
House 2 by the second half of the 1770s. What 
the drawings did not show, however, was any 
visible means of external access to the ground 
floor rooms of either department.

Although the present whereabouts of 
Chambers’ final set of plans are not known, 
the documentary record suggests that the 
actual (c.1785) allocation of accommodation 
on the ground, first, second and third floors 
of the seven houses of the East Wing was 
broadly as follows, while the record rooms, 
store and utility rooms in the lower ground 
and basement levels was generally allocated 
to the corresponding departments in the 
upper levels, though this was not always the 
case.

House 1: Audit Office4

House 2: Duchy of Lancaster
House 3: Duchy of Cornwall
House 4: Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer,  

      Clerk of the Estreats and the Pipe  
      Office

House 5: Audit Office (?)
House 6: Tax Office
House 7: Salt Office

The configuration of the principal entran-
ces to the various houses also changed as 
Chambers juggled with the competing de-
mands of the various government offices. 
A reconstruction of the arrangement of 
main doorways at the time that the Wing 
was completed in 1785 (reproduced as Fig 
5), indicates that Houses 1, 2, 4 and 6 were 
accessed via entrances in the west (front) 
elevation (Fig 9), whilst Houses 3, 5 and 7 
were entered via doorways in the east (rear) 
elevation (Figs 10 & 11). 

The Construction of the East Wing, 1779—89

The financial accounts submitted by Sir 
William Chambers for the construction 



Guy Thompson214

of Somerset House during the 20 years 
of his appointment as architect offer an 
unrivalled insight into the means by which 
a major programme of public works was 
realised in the late 18th century. They also 
illustrate the building techniques in use at 
that time and the ways by which Chambers’ 
original designs were continually adapted 
in order to meet the evolving demands of 
the offices’ end users. Two sets of building 
accounts are held by The National Archives 
at Kew; the summary declared accounts 
signed-off by the Audit Office (TNA AO 
1/2495/412—16; AO 1/2496/417—22; AO 
1/2497/423—6; AO 1/2498/427—31) and the 
comprehensive accounts from which these 
were compiled (TNA AO 3/1244). The latter 
contain a detailed record of every item of 
expenditure incurred, enabling a detailed 
chronology of the building process to be 
reconstructed and suggesting explanations 
for many of the construction techniques and 
adaptations that were observed during the 
building survey. Throughout the detailed 
accounts the buildings known today as the 
East and West Wings are identified as the 
East and West ‘Return Buildings’, in order 
to distinguish them from the small east and 
west wings at the rear of the Strand block. 

Salaried Staff and Contractors

Chambers appointed his pupil John Yenn 
(1750—1821) to the post of Clerk of Works, 
which he shared with Robert Brown 
throughout the 20 years that Chambers 
served as architect at Somerset House. 
The Clerks were assisted by Samuel Saxon, 
while the works were superintended by 
Thomas Clarke and his assistant Nathaniel 
Lindgren. The accounts were scrutinised by 
the surveyors James Paine, George Dance 
and James Wyatt, the latter of whom served 
as Surveyor of the Works at Somerset House 
following Chambers’ death in 1796.

The majority of the builders and craftsmen 
contracted to build and fit out the East 
Wing had worked for the Crown on earlier 
construction or refurbishment projects, 
and several had previously collaborated 
with William Chambers. The principal 
bricklaying contractor was the firm of 
Henry and Richard Holland, who traded 
as bricklayers from premises in Half-Moon 

Street, Piccadilly.5 Henry (d 1786?) was an 
architect in his own right and held a royal 
patent which allowed him to style himself as 
‘bricklayer to the King’ (The Royal Kalendar 
1782, 85). Carpentry was undertaken by 
the architect, builder and engineer Samuel 
Wyatt (1737—1807). Samuel learned his 
trade in his father Benjamin’s building and 
architectural business alongside his brother 
Joseph (1739—88) who trained as a mason. 
Between 1769 and 1771 Samuel built ‘the 
Pantheon’ assembly rooms in London to 
the design of his youngest brother James 
(1746—1813). In 1774, he leased a large 
house and timber yard in Berwick Street, 
where he established a successful business as 
a builder and an architect. In 1776, he was 
appointed as one of the principal carpentry 
contractors for Somerset House (with James 
Filewood), upon which his firm continued 
working until 1801 (Skempton 2002, 804). 
The principal masonry contractor was John 
Devall of Marylebone, another royal patent 
holder (The Royal Kalendar 1782, 85). Glazing 
was provided by Richard and John Cobbett, 
who held royal patents for the glazing of the 
palaces of Whitehall, Westminster, St James’s, 
Hampton Court, Kensington, Greenwich 
and the Tower of London in addition to 
Somerset House. Stone carvers who worked 
on the East Wing included Chambers’ long-
standing collaborator Joseph Wilton (1722—
1803) and Richard Lawrence, a former 
business partner of the sculptor Sefferin 
Alken (1717—82), who also provided statuary 
for Somerset House. Chambers’ accounts 
reveal how craftsmen working for the 
principal contractors were assigned specific 
areas of the building to work on from start to 
completion, following which they moved on 
to the next part to be built. 

Groundworks began during the first quarter 
of 1776. In early April of that year, Chambers 
informed the Treasury that the materials 
for laying the foundations of the Thames 
embankment were ready and that the guard 
piles for the latter were already fixed (TNA 
T1/527/273a—274a). By the end of 1776 the 
embankment had been largely completed, 
site huts and offices had been erected and 
significant progress had been made towards 
the demolition of the old palace buildings 
(TNA AO 1/2495/412). Over the course of 
the following two years, contractors focused 
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their efforts on the construction of the 
Strand block and its wings. By February 1779 
the scaffolding had been removed from 
the Strand frontage, revealing Chambers’ 
grand design to the public. The block was 
fitted out and decorated over the course 
of the next eighteen months, enabling the 
Royal Academy to move into its new accom-
modation in October 1780, followed a month 
later by the Royal Society.

The Structural Brickwork, Masonry and 
Timbers of the East Wing

Having completed the shell of the Strand 
wing in early 1779, most of the building 
contractors on site not working on the South 
Wing were set to work constructing the East 
and West Return Buildings. Work began on 
the West Wing during the second half of 
1779, when men employed by the bricklayer 
John Groves and the mason John Gilliam 
began building the basement, lower ground 
and ground floor levels (TNA AO 3/1244/3). 

The development of the East Wing lagged 
slightly behind that of its counterpart to the 
west; while Groves and Gilliam were erecting 
the lower storeys of the latter, men working 
for the master labourer Robert Greenall 
were employed in ‘digging out ground for 
Foundations to East Return Building’ (ibid). 
Construction of the East Wing began in 
earnest in the six months after Christmas 
1779, during which period a team of 
bricklayers working for Henry and Richard 
Holland was employed ‘in the East return 
from the Main building, from the bottom 
of the foundations to the top of the Girders 
of the Ground floor and in part of the Vault 
on the West side of the said Return building’ 
(TNA AO 3/1244/5). Chambers’ accounts 
indicate that the walls of these storeys were 
built of standard hard grey stock brickwork 
faced with second [best] malm stock bricks, 
the latter of which had only very recently 
become the preferred choice of facing brick 
in the capital (Cox 1997, 58).

Meanwhile men working for John Devall 
were laying stonework in the west front of the 
East Wing ‘from the underside of the plinth 
of the Cellar Story [sic] to the underside of 
the plinth of the Ground floor’ (TNA AO 
3/1244/5). Devall supplied Portland stone 
and Purbeck Ashlar for this work, much of 

which was used to construct the rustication 
of the ground floor of the west elevation of 
the block. Other masonry laid by Devall’s 
men during this phase of works included 
the stone reveals to windows on the west 
side of the building, examples of which 
were recorded in the west walls of basement 
rooms in Houses 3 (room B43) and 4 (room 
B42; Fig 2).

During the same six-month period men 
working for the master carpenter Samuel 
Wyatt were employed in the basement, 
cellar and ground floors of the East and 
West Return Buildings on various tasks 
including fixing bond timbers (lengths of 
timber built into the inner skin of external 
and party brick walls to provide longitudinal 
reinforcement), centring (to brick arches 
and windows) and installing naked flooring 
(principal and secondary joists and beams) 
in the brick shells (ibid). Chambers’ accounts 
indicate that fir was the principal source of 
lintels, floors and bond timbers, with oak 
being reserved for the construction of a 
single staircase in the Strand wing.

Bond timbers were an almost-ubiquitous 
feature of 18th-century English brick 
buildings,6 and the accounts indicate that 
the carpentry contractors Samuel Wyatt 
and James Filewood supplied substantial 
quantities of them during the construction 
of Somerset House (Hurst 2006, 1633; 
TNA AO 1/2495/416; TNA AO 3/1244/5-
8). Contemporary building manuals such 
as William and James Pain’s British Palladio 
or The Builder’s General Assistant (1788) 
recommended that bond timbers be used in 
all but the outer skin of external walls and 
Chambers and his contractors appear to 
have followed customary practice regarding 
their usage. Although used primarily in 
external or party walls, Wyatt was also paid 
for fixing bond timbers ‘to cross walls in the 
cellar story [sic]’ of the East Wing, examples 
of which were recorded in several internal 
walls in rooms on the lower ground floor of 
House 6 and elsewhere during the building 
survey (rooms M25 and M28; Fig 4) (TNA 
AO 3/1244/8).

The removal of ceilings in the basement 
and upper floors of the East Wing during the 
recent refurbishment revealed the elements 
of the ‘naked flooring’ laid by Samuel 
Wyatt’s carpenters. Whilst the majority of 
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Fig 2. Basement plan of the East Wing of Somerset House (scale 1:500)



The Historical Development of the East Wing of Somerset House, 1779—1970 217

observed principal floor joists were laid at 
right angles to the external walls (ie east—
west), several of the joists of rooms on the 
lower ground, second and third floors of 
House 1 (room T09), House 3 (room B43/44; 
Figs 3 & 12) and House 7 (room F68) were 
laid diagonally. The practice of laying a 
proportion of principal joists diagonally to 
avoid loading over windows and doorways 
was not uncommon at the time that the East 
Wing was built. A similar mixture of straight 
and diagonal principal joists was observed 
during the archaeological recording of the 
River Terrace of Somerset House, where it 
was found that the construction of a brick 
vaulted superstructure had necessitated the 
use of trussed floor joists and iron ties at 
basement level, a technique which appears 
not to have been considered necessary in the 
East Wing (Wood & Munby 2003, 88).

At the beginning of May 1780 Chambers 
submitted a report of the progress of works at 
Somerset House to the House of Commons. 
The architect had reason to be satisfied 
with the progress of the construction of 
what he modestly described as a building 
‘of a very uncommon kind’. Despite having 
faced ‘many and great difficulties in the 
execution’, Chambers could report that ‘All 
of the buildings surrounding the [Great] 
Court are now raised two storys [sic] high…
they have two floors laid on and the third 
story carried up to a considerable height on 
all’ (Needham & Webster 1905, 195). 

The second half of 1780 saw the completion 
of the phase of works which commenced the 
previous December. During the six months 
between Christmas 1780 and the following 
Midsummer, Henry and Richard Holland’s 
workforce was employed in raising the 
brickwork from the top of the ground floor 
to the top of the first (Principal) floor of the 
East Wing as well as working on the Strand 
building and the embankment (TNA AO 
3/1244/6). The bricklayers used the highest 
grade ‘best washed’ malm stock facing 
bricks to face the first (principal) floor, in 
preference to the ‘second best’ grade used 
during the construction of the basement 
and ground floor levels. Working alongside 
the bricklayers were John Devall’s masons, 
who continued to carve and fix masonry 
elements to the west front and Samuel 
Wyatt’s carpenters, who constructed floors 

and fixed bond timbers as the building rose.
A similar pattern to the previous year 

unfolded throughout the remainder of 
1781; works started during the preceding 
six months were completed, following 
which the workmen appear to have been 
assigned a variety of secondary tasks as 
winter approached. While the bricklayers 
working for the Hollands were put to work 
constructing a drain through the record 
rooms in the Strand block, Robert Greenall’s 
labourers excavated ‘part of the vaults on the 
west side’ of the East Wing and a sewer on 
the east side of the same building.

1782 saw the brickwork of both the East 
and West Wings rising to the top of the 
third floor (TNA AO 1/2496/418). It was not 
until the second half of the year that the 
Hollands’ men set to work laying the bricks 
of the second and third floors of the East 
Wing, accompanied as before by Devall’s 
masons and Wyatt’s carpenters (TNA AO 
3/1244/7). Devall’s men concentrated upon 
the north and west elevations of the building 
from the top of the first floor to the top of 
the attic (second) floor window sills, where 
they continued to set rusticated stonework. 
In addition to the rusticated exteriors, 
several examples of their workmanship were 
recorded in second floor rooms on the west 
side of the block during the building survey 
following the removal of lath and plaster. 
This revealed the ashlar dressing to the sides 
and base of windows of rooms in House 6 
(rooms S95 and S02). Also recorded during 
the refurbishment work were ashlar blocks 
at the base of the window reveals in the 
former Audit Office apartments in House 
1 (room S10) upon which had been carved 
an upwards arrow, indicating the intended 
upper face of the stonework (Fig 7).

Between Christmas 1782 and Midsummer 
1783 the Hollands’ men raised the brickwork 
of the East Wing ‘from the top of the girders 
of the Garret [third] floor to the top of 
the Chimney shafts [stacks]’, in addition 
to pointing the brickwork on the eastern 
façade of the building (TNA AO 3/1244/8). 
The brickwork comprised hard grey stocks 
faced with best washed malm facing bricks 
as before. Meanwhile John Devall’s masons 
continued to concentrate on the north and 
west fronts of the northern half of the East 
Wing, where they laid masonry elements 
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Fig 3. Basement ceiling plan of East Wing (scale 1:500)
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Fig 4. Lower ground floor plan of East Wing (scale 1:500)
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Fig 5. Ground floor plan of East Wing (scale 1:500)
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from the ‘top of Attic Window cills to [the] 
top of the Cornice of [the] entablature.’ 
Samuel Wyatt’s carpenters also worked 
alongside the Hollands’ men, fixing bond 
timbers and ‘naked flooring’ to the attic 
(second) and garret (third) floor storeys. 

Having completed most of the structural 
brickwork in the East Wing during the first 
six months of 1783, Henry and Richard 
Holland’s builders returned to the cellar 
(basement) storey of the building, where 
they laid ‘Brickwork in Arches’ and built 
cross walls in hard grey stocks throughout the 
second half of the year. Several examples of 
‘brickwork in arches’ were observed during 
the building survey of the basement, where 
barrel vaulted ceilings were constructed 
to strengthen the ceilings of certain 
compartments in Houses 1, 2 and 4. These 
included rooms B42, B56B and corridors 4A 
and 5 in House 4, corridor 1B in House 2, and 
room B50 in House 1 (Fig 2). The majority 
of these arches were situated either beneath 
corridors or rooms which documentary 
evidence suggests were used for the storage 
of records. Examples of the latter include a 
basement room in House 4 (B42), which was 
situated directly underneath a room (M114; 
Fig 13) that was identified as ‘Record Room 
North’ in an inventory of c.1856, when it 
was used for the storage of rolled maps 
(TNA WORK 12/101/1). A reference to the 
ongoing construction of brick cross arches 
in the area ‘on the South side of the Record 
Rooms’ in Chambers’ accounts for the first 
half of 1784 may relate to the continuation 
of this process (TNA A0 3/1244/9). The 
bricklayers were also employed to alter and 
reduce several doorways and windows in the 
East Wing as well as ‘making good brickwork 
over drains through doorways’ (ibid).

Many of the brick partition walls built in 
the basement during the first half of 1783 
were shown on a plan of the East Wing that 
was surveyed in 1831, before any of the 
major alterations that took place during the 
19th century (TNA MPI 1/158B). Several 
examples of basement partition walls 
were recorded during the building survey, 
including one separating Houses 2 and 3 
(B44/46) (Fig 2). This appears to have been 
one of a number of cross walls erected by 
Richard Holland’s bricklayers in the cellars 
(basement floor) of the offices of the Duchy 

of Lancaster in 1791 (TNA AO 3/1244/15). 
It is possible that a pre-1831 brick cross wall 
recorded in a lower ground floor room used 
by the Duchy (room M21/32) dated to the 
same phase of works (Fig 4).

The brick and stone floors of the 
basement were laid comparatively late 
in the construction process. The recent 
refurbishment revealed a number of red 
brick floors, the majority of which had been 
covered by later surfaces made of York stone 
flags or concrete screed. Chambers’ accounts 
indicate that these were probably amongst 
the 690 yards of stock paving bricks laid on 
edge by Richard Holland’s men in the East 
Wing and the adjacent vaults during the 
second half of 1786 (TNA AO 3/1244/11). 
The central passage in the basement of 
House 4 (Corridor 5) was paved by men 
working for William Meredith, the King’s 
Pavior, who laid a pavement of Purbeck and 
granite square granite paving stones during 
the second half of 1785 (TNA AO 3/1244/10).

The Construction of the Roof and Cupola of 
the East Wing

Roof

As the shell of the East Wing approached 
completion during the first six months of 
1783, Samuel Wyatt’s carpenters were busy 
fixing roofing, bridging and ceiling joists in 
the top three floors of the building (TNA 
AO 3/1244/8). The roof was double pile, 
with a north—south pitched roof down the 
east and west sides of the building with a 
flat roof valley in-between. A small east—west 
aligned pitched roof linked the two roofs at 
the north end of the building. The removal 
of plaster from the ceilings of a number of 
rooms on the east and west sides of the third 
floor during the refurbishment revealed the 
structure of the roofs. These were constructed 
of large east—west trusses, each consisting of 
a tie-beam, king post and two raking struts 
attached to two principal rafters. The trusses 
originally supported a purlin on each side of 
the roof, which in turn supported common 
rafters and roof boards.

Chambers’ accounts suggest that the 
roof of the East Wing was a hive of activity 
throughout much of 1783. During the same 
six-month period that Wyatt’s carpenters 
erected the roof timbers, men working for 
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Fig 6. First floor plan of East Wing (scale 1:500)
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Fig 7. Second floor plan of East Wing (scale 1:500)
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Fig 8. Third floor plan of East Wing (scale 1:500)
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the slaters John Westcott and James Tyson set 
about laying the roof slates. Westcott’s men 
were assigned to a section of roof at the north 
end of the East Wing (presumably the east—
west aligned roof above the north elevation), 
where they laid ‘best Westmoreland slating 
… on boards with strong clout nails’, while 
Tyson’s workforce laid slates on ‘the east side 
and internal part [presumably the central 
valley] to the Eastern Return Building’ (TNA 
AO 3/1244/8).

The slaters were accompanied by men 
working for the master plumber George 
Holroyd, who fitted the gutters, hips, 
ridges, flats and pipes to sections of the 
roofs of both the East and West Wings. 
The executors of the late William Palmer 
supplied and fitted ‘Chimney bars, chain 
bars, masons cramps, screw bolts and nuts’ 
as well as the frames of the skylights over 
the stairwells ‘to part of the East and West 
Return Buildings’ during the first half of 
the year. Although Chambers’ accounts did 
not itemise the slaters’ bills for the second 
half of the year, both Holroyd’s and Smith’s 
men completed most of the plumbers’ and 
smiths’ work on ‘the remaining parts’ of the 
roofs of the East and West Wings during that 
period, suggesting that the two roofs were 
completed simultaneously. The remainder 
of the skylights were fitted during the first six 
months of 1784 (TNA AO 3/1244/8; TNA AO 
3/1244/9). The skylights were glazed shortly 
afterwards by men working for Richard and 
John Cobbett, who also installed the glazing 
in the garret (third) floor windows at the 
same time (TNA A0 3/1244/9).

A number of lead rainwater pipes, 
designed to carry water from the central 
valley gutter to the exterior, were recorded 
in third floor rooms in Houses 1 (Room 
T25) and 6 (Room T15) (Fig 8). These had 
been encased in timber boxes, which were 
probably supplied and fitted by George 
Neale’s joiners during the first six months of 
1786 (TNA AO 3/1244/11).

Cupola

As well as fixing the roof timbers during 
the first half of 1783, Samuel Wyatt’s men 
also began crafting the timbers for the 
dome of the clock tower turret designed by 
Chambers to surmount the central pavilion 

(House 4) of the East Wing. The principal 
timber elements of the dome comprised 
four ‘circular kirbs to Domes of turrets, 
plained and formed’, and 32 ‘circular ribs 
… plained, framed and double rebetted’ 
(TNA AO 3/1244/8). The carpenters laid the 
primary and secondary flooring of the turret 
during the second half of the year, although 
the dome itself was not assembled until the 
following year, when men working for the 
joiners John West and William Kelsey carried 
out works ‘to the cupola on the center of the 
East return building’ (TNA AO 3/1244/8; 
TNA A0 3/1244/9). The latter included the 
supply and installation of a circular moulded 
cornice to the cupola.

The clocks destined for installation in the 
clock towers in the East and West Wings were 
supplied during the first half of 1785. Both 
were made and installed by the Swiss-born 
clockmaker Justin Vulliamy (1712—1797), 
who was contracted to supply two 8-day turret 
clocks, each showing hours and minutes on 
three dials, though built to slightly different 
specifications (TNA AO 3/1244/10). The 
more expensive of the two (£100 15s) was 
a striking quarter clock, designed to strike 
hours and quarters on the same bell, whilst 
its cheaper counterpart (£45 10s) did not 
contain a striking mechanism. Vulliamy 
invoiced Chambers for a total of £238 19s 6d, 
which in addition to the cost of the clocks 
themselves covered the supply and painting 
of the six copper dial plates, the cost of a 
bell weighing 3 tons, the manufacture and 
supply of an engine to wind the quarter 
clock as well as ‘extra time attending, fixing 
up the clocks and some improvements in 
them’. The fourth face of each clock tower 
was to be fitted with a circular fan light ‘with 
Copper Rabbets [rebates]’, supplied by the 
executors of William Palmer supplied at a 
cost of 16s each (Fig 14). The original clock 
faces and fanlight were recorded in situ 
during the building survey. 

Although the clocks were supplied and 
fitted during the six months to Midsummer 
1785, it appears that further work was 
required in the second half of the year to 
complete the installation in the East Wing. 
The account of the joiners John West and 
William Kelsey states that a total of ten 
days during the latter period were spent ‘in 
cutting away joists for the clock case, and 
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chimney breasts, attending the clockmaker’ 
at a cost of £2 12s. The cupola of the clock 
tower was finished by West and Kelsey’s 
joiners and painted by men working for 
William Evans during the last six months 
of 1785 (TNA AO3/1244/10). The building 
survey uncovered boxed-in clock weights in 
the corners of rooms on the first, second and 
third floors of House 4, suggesting that West 
and Kelsey’s men had to cut out joists on two 
floors to accommodate the weights (Fig 15).

External Ornamentation and Staircases

Ornamentation

The major architectural order used by 
Chambers in his designs for the principal 
elevations of the courtyard ranges of 
Somerset House is Roman/Composite, which 
is boldly expressed on the first floor (piano 
nobile) of the central pavilion in the west 
elevation (House 4; Fig 9). Work on the 
decorative stonework of this facade began 
during the second half of 1782, when John 
Devall’s masons were engaged in ‘Masoning 
No. 6 Goats heads in architraves of the 
principal Windows, for the carvers’ at a cost 
of 5s each (TNA AO 3/1244/7). Chambers’ 
accounts indicate that Devall’s men did not 
actually sculpt the heads, instead preparing 
the stonework for the carver Richard 
Lawrence, who submitted an invoice the 
following year (Midsummer 1783) for 
‘carving Six Goats Heads on the Architrave 
to the Principal floor Windows, in Portland 
stone’ on the west front (TNA AO 3/1244/8). 
In addition to carving the goats’ heads, 
Lawrence also carved 48 faces of column and 
pilaster capitals for the East Wing during the 
first half of 1783.

John Devall’s men spent the second half of 
1783 carving and fixing 173, 2½ feet (0.8m) 
high Portland stone balusters and 50 half-
balusters to the west front of the East Wing, 
fitting window sills on the principal (first) 
floor of the north, east and west fronts, 
fixing the cornice of the east front and stone 
coping to the chimney shafts. The blocking 
course on the cornice of the east elevation 
was added during the first half of 1784 (TNA 
AO 3/1244/9), while the six artificial stone 
vases that surmounted the balustrade over 
the central range of the block were part of 

a consignment of 29 such pieces supplied by 
Eleanor Coade during the first half of 1787 
(TNA AO 3/1244/12).

Having completed the major part of the 
carved stonework of the west front in 1783, 
Richard Lawrence submitted an invoice at 
the end of the second half of 1784 to the 
value of £16 for carving in Portland stone 
‘bunches of Ribbands and drops of leaves 
to no. 4 Ovals, two to the South front and 
two to the West front’ of the East Wing (TNA 
AO 3/1244/9). In addition to the stonework, 
Lawrence charged a further £15 12s for 
carving in wood 24 ‘swags and drops of 
Drapery and bunches of Ribbands’ to the 
turrets of the East and West Wings. Further 
ornamentation was supplied in the same six-
month period (Midsummer to Christmas 
1784) by the sculptor Joseph Wilton, one 
of Chambers’ longest serving collaborators, 
who carved several of the stone medallions 
which flanked the principal ground floor 
entrances of the two wings.

Staircases

When completed, the East Wing contained 
five continuous curved staircases in oval 
wells in the East Wing, one each in Houses 
1—5, as well as straight stairs in rectangular 
wells in House 6 and in House 7 (Figs 2—8). 
The Purbeck stone staircases were erected by 
John Devall’s masons in two phases; the first 
two were built during the first six months of 
1784 and the remainder during the first half 
of the following year (TNA AO 3/1244/9; TNA 
AO 3/1244/10). The oval stairs are usually 
described as cantilevered, the term used to 
describe staircases where the weight of the 
stair is supported by the wall. This appears 
to be borne out by Chambers’ accounts, 
which state that each stone step and landing 
of the oval stairs was ‘let [set] into wall [of 
the stairwell] & wedged with stone’ (TNA 
AO 3/1244/9). The building survey recorded 
the shallow scars left by stairs removed in the 
late 1960s.

The surviving 1780s oval staircase in 
House 1 (Stairs 01; Figs 2—8, 11) retained 
its original thin timber handrail and iron 
railings, which comprised pairs of plain iron 
rods which alternated with variegated ‘S’ 
curved supports (Fig 16). The iron balusters 
and timber handrails were supplied and 
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fitted by the smith John Mackell at a cost of 
£256 2s 8d. The supports, described in the 
accounts as ‘ornamented Pannels…Part on 
an Eliptical plan to Oval Stairs’ were also 
supplied by Mackell, who charged a total of 
£13 4s for 88 days of labour spent in fixing 
the railings. The design of the supports was a 
development of a pattern that Chambers had 
used in earlier commissions (notably a group 
of houses in Berners Street, Westminster 
built in the mid-1760s), and a variant of the 
design used in the Navy Office staircase in 
the South Wing of Somerset House (Burton 
2001, 34; Harris & Snodin 1997, 123). 

FITTING-OUT OF THE OFFICES AND 
ROOMS OF THE EAST WING OF 
SOMERSET HOUSE, 1784—9

Preparations for the Arrival of the First 
Occupants, 1785

Craftsmen began fitting out the interior of 
the East Wing during the first half of 1785. 
Samuel Wyatt’s carpenters spent much of 
this period laying floorboards on the ‘naked 
flooring’ in the first, second and third floors 
of the East Wing (TNA AO 3/1244/10). Whilst 
Wyatt’s men were laying the floors, glaziers 
working for Richard and John Cobbett were 
glazing windows in several storeys of the East 
and West Wings.

The earliest occupants of the East Wing 
arrived at the beginning of July 1785, when 
the staff of the Audit Office moved into their 
apartments in House 1 at the northern end 
of the block (Needham & Webster 1905, 
215). They were soon followed by employees 
of the Salt Office and the Tax Office, who had 
taken possession of their rooms in Houses 7 
and 6 by the end of the month (TNA WORK 
12/532/108, ‘Somerset House’, 31/03/1966; 
TNA WORK 12/533, ‘Somerset House’, 
10/04/1963; Bates 1967, 138; Hughes 1934, 
198—9). The building accounts suggest that 
a great deal of work remained to be done at 
the time of their arrival; Devall’s masons were 
still fixing stone sills to the cellar windows 
on the east front, whilst joiners working for 
George Neale were fitting timber sashes and 
window frames in the east and west elevations 
of the basement and lower ground floors in 
the block. Neale also invoiced Chambers for 
the supply of office doors at the end of the 

year. A variety of 2-inch (5.1cm) and 2½-inch 
(6.4cm) thick six-panel deal timber doors 
were fitted, together with a quantity of deal 
timber folding doors of various descriptions.

The majority of the fitting-out work was 
invariably undertaken by Wyatt’s carpenters 
and Neale’s joiners. The second half of 1785 
saw carpenters embarking upon a major 
programme of erecting timber partitions in 
rooms across the East Wing, which continued 
throughout the first half of the following year 
(TNA AO 3/1244/10). A substantial number 
of early partitions were identified during the 
building survey, all of which were depicted 
on a set of plans produced in 1831. A north—
south aligned timber studwork partition wall 
which divided a ground floor room in House 
6 (room F16; Fig 6) and a north—south 
timber partition wall on the second floor 
of the same ‘house’ (room S16; Fig 7) were 
in the same positions indicated by the 1831 
plans. The removal of the lath and plaster 
from the latter wall revealed the structure 
of the partition and a later infilled doorway 
(Fig 17). Empty mortices in several of the 
members of both walls suggested that some 
of the timbers in the earliest studwork had 
been reused. Most of the probable original 
timber partitions revealed during the 
refurbishment were situated on the second 
floor of the block, the rooms of which were 
subject to less extensive alteration in the 
19th and 20th centuries than those on the 
ground, first and third floors. Examples were 
recorded in second floor rooms in Houses 2 
(room S08/9) and 5 (room S02/3; Fig 7)

Chambers’ accounts suggest that the East 
Wing was thronging with carpenters and 
joiners during the first six months of 1786 
(TNA AO 3/1244/11). George Neale’s men 
were fitting skirting boards, deal lining 
and window boards in the offices, as well 
as boxing-in exposed pipework and WCs 
and hanging four- and six-panels doors, 
numerous examples of which were recorded 
during the building survey.7 Meanwhile 
Samuel Wyatt’s carpenters were still erecting 
timber partitions and fixing battens, as well 
as laying floorboards in the lower ground, 
ground, first, second and third floors.

The recent refurbishment of the East 
Wing revealed a number of examples of 
boxed-in pipework that probably dated to 
this phase of works. The majority were found 
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on the second floor, where timber-cased 
downpipes were recorded in House 2, where 
a boxed-in lead downpipe was recorded 
in room S08/9, House 5 (room S02/3) and 
House 6 (room S95; Fig 7). The removal of 
the timber enclosure of a cast iron downpipe 
in a lower ground floor room in House 2 
(room M15/16; Fig 4) revealed stone window 
dressings and pristine brickwork, suggesting 
that it had been encased during an early 
stage of the building’s history. 

Chimneypieces, Stoves and Ranges

Most chimneypieces appear to have been 
installed in the East Wing between 1785 
and 1787. The accounts for the first half 
of 1786 contain several references to the 
installation by Devall’s masons of Portland 
stone chimneypieces in the rooms of the East 
Wing. Three grades of chimneypiece were 
listed, the thinnest and cheapest of which 
was 1½ inches (3.8cm) thick at a unit cost of 
1s 1d, the second was 2 inches (5.1cm) thick 
at 1s 10d, and the thickest grade was 3 inches 
(7.6cm) thick at a price of 2s 2d per unit 
(TNA AO 3/1244/11). Devall’s men supplied 
and fixed a second batch of Portland stone 
chimneypieces during the last six months 
of 1787 (TNA AO 3/1244/12). In addition 
to those supplied by Devall, Joseph Wilton’s 
workshop carved a small number of Portland 
stone chimneypieces for installation in the 
East and West Wings during the second 
half of 1786. Although more expensive 
than the examples supplied by John Devall, 
the chimneypieces carved by Wilton were 
considerably cheaper than the grand marble 
pieces that he supplied to the Navy Office 
(South Wing) at the same time.

The building survey indicated that stone 
chimneypieces were used very sparingly in 
the East Wing, where they were confined to 
a handful of public rooms on the ground 
floor and prestigious offices on the first 
floor. Identical carved Portland stone 
chimneypieces were recorded in four rooms 
on the ground floor; two were found in the 
ground floor entrance halls of House 4 (room 
G03) and House 2 (room G06, Fig 5), whilst 
the others were recorded in two rooms on 
the east side of the floor in Houses 5 (room 
G18; Fig 18) and 6 (room G16). The entrance 
halls of Houses 1, 6 and 7 had carved timber 

chimneypieces, while those of Houses 3 and 
5 were timber inset with marble panels. Most 
of the fireplaces on the first and second 
floors were fitted with timber and marble 
chimneypieces, whilst those in the basement 
and lower ground floor rooms were simple 
timber affairs. A number of richly carved 
timber chimneypieces were recorded in first 
floor rooms, including an example in House 
5 (room F02; Fig 6), which featured a reeded 
entablature and elegantly carved jambs, and 
an example in House 6 (room F18) where 
the entablature was decorated with a festoon. 
It is possible that the latter decoration 
was actually a ‘composition ornament’, a 
moulded mixture of whiting and glue-size, 
applied to plain timber surfaces (usually 
chimneypieces) which became popular in 
the last quarter of the 18th century (Burton 
& Porten 2000, 4—5, 13). 

Three marble chimneypieces were also 
recorded during the building survey; these 
included a particularly ornate example 
crafted of two grades of marble featuring a 
reeded entablature characteristic of the late 
18th century in a first floor room in House 
1, which may have been used as a board 
room or as the office of the director of the 
Audit Office (room F09; Fig 5). Marble 
chimneypieces recorded in a ground floor 
room in House 6 (room G17) and a first floor 
room in House 7 (room F63) both featured 
plain roundels at the junctions of the jambs 
and the entablature, a design characteristic 
of the first half of the 19th century, which 
suggests that these may have replaced earlier 
chimneypieces.

Chambers’ accounts indicate that the 
second half of 1786 also saw the installation of 
cast iron stoves (grates) in the apartments of 
the Tax Office in House 6. The ironmonger 
Edward Jones supplied a variety of high 
back ‘Pantheon’ stoves for installation in 
these and other offices, together with a 
quantity of cast iron wind-up kitchen ranges 
(both standalone and with attached heater 
ranges) and black iron laundry ranges. Jones 
supplied an even larger consignment of 
cast iron stoves, grates, ranges and washing 
coppers for installation in the Tax (House 6) 
and Pipe (House 4) Offices and the rooms 
of the Duchy of Lancaster (House 2) during 
the second half of 1787 (TNA AO 3/1244/12). 
These included a number of high-backed 
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Bath Stoves, extra high-backed Pantheon 
stoves and a smaller quantity of bow fronted 
circular grates for use in the halls of the 
Duchy of Lancaster (House 2) and the Tax 
Office (House 6). The accounts suggest that 
the stoves and ranges were ‘set’ by Holland’s 
bricklayers.

Pantheon and Bath stoves were patterns of 
cast iron fireplace which became extremely 
popular during the last 20 years of the 18th 
century, but which were superseded in the 
early decades of the following century by the 
more efficient register stove (Lardner 1833, 
166). A small quantity of original Pantheon 
stoves was recorded during the building 
survey, the majority of which were located in 
rooms on the second floor of the building. 
These included an example in House 1 
(room S27), and one in the Tax Office’s 
apartments in House 6 (room S01; Fig 7). 
A Pantheon stove located in a lower ground 
floor room of House 4 (room M113) had 
also been recorded in an inventory of c.1856 
(TNA WORK 12/101/1). This document, 

which comprised a survey of all the rooms 
in House 4 (see below) then occupied by 
the Duchy of Cornwall indicated that all 
the Duchy’s offices on the ground, first and 
second floors were fitted with register stoves, 
the handful of surviving Pantheons being 
confined to the lower ground floor and the 
third floor. The building survey suggested a 
similar disposition of stoves to that revealed 
by the inventory, although modernisation 
in the late 1960s/early 1970s had led to the 
blocking of all the fireplaces on the third 
floor. A solitary Pantheon stove had survived 
on the ground floor, in a room at the rear of 
House 3 (room G23; Fig 5).

Two surviving examples of the small 
number of bow fronted circular grates 
installed during the late 1780s were recorded 
during the building survey. Both were found 
in the apartments formerly occupied by 
the Audit Office in House 5, one on the 
ground floor (room G18; Figs 5 & 18) and 
the other on the first floor (room F02). 
The former was set in a carved Portland 

Fig 12. Primary and secondary floor joists visible following the removal of the lath and plaster ceiling in Room 
B43/B44, looking west (located on Fig 3)
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stone chimneypiece and the latter within 
an elegantly carved timber chimneypiece 
with a reeded entablature and carved jambs, 
suggesting that both were used in high status 
rooms. A solitary example of an original cast 
iron kitchen range recorded in a basement 
room in House 2 (room B53; Fig 19) is 
likely to have been one of the consignment 
supplied to the Duchy of Lancaster in 1787.

Plastering and Decorative Work

Whilst plasterers had been working in the 
Strand wing of Somerset House since as 
early as the autumn of 1778, it was not until 
the middle of the following decade that they 
commenced work on the interior of the East 
Wing. The preparation of internal surfaces 
for plastering had begun during the first half 
of 1785, when Samuel Wyatt’s carpenters 
had fixed battens to internal walls and 
partitions (TNA AO 3/1244/10). Lathing and 
plastering was carried out the following year 
by men working for the master plasterers 
Joseph Rose and Thomas Palmer (TNA AO 
3/1244/13). The plasterers worked their way 
through the building, the former ‘from the 
return of the Main building to the north 
side of the Loggia or Center [sic] Break’, the 
latter heading south from the north end of 
the block to the midpoint. Both Rose and 
Palmer undertook common plastering and 
decorative plasterwork and charged similar 
amounts for the work done (£866 and £900 
respectively), suggesting that they were 
assigned a similar number of rooms.

Examples of original decorative plasterwork 
were recorded during the building survey in 
a number of public spaces and high status 
rooms within the East Wing. Among the 
former was a dentil cornice with egg and dart 
decoration revealed by the removal of a late 
20th-century false ceiling in what had been 
one of the principal rooms on the ground 
floor of the Tax Office in House 6 (Corridor 
07G). A similar design was recorded on the 
cornice of a ground floor room formerly 
used by the Audit Office in House 5 (room 
G18; Fig 5). Highly decorated plasterwork 
dentil cornices were also recorded in two of 
the principal rooms on the first floor; these 
included the probable boardroom of the 
Audit Office in House 1 (room F09) and a 
room in House 3 which is likely to have been 

the original Council room of the Duchy of 
Cornwall (room F24; Fig 6). The latter room 
was also originally decorated with a tablet 
and figures of ‘2 vases on the Blockings and 
2 Capitals’ by the composition ornament 
maker James Thorpe, who supplied similar 
decoration to the Duchy’s office on the west 
front of the block (room F05) and on the 
ground floor (room F05 or F24), where the 
ornamentation comprised a ‘frieze, a vase, 
two figures and festoons of husks’ (TNA AO 
3/1244/13). Thorpe also fitted composition 
ornaments to two rooms on the east (room 
F25 or F26) and west fronts (room F06 or 
room F07/8) of the Duchy of Lancaster’s 
offices in House 2. None of these features 
were observed during the building survey, 
suggesting that they had been removed 
during the 19th or 20th century.

Preparations for the Arrival of the Second 
Group of Occupants, 1787—8

Chambers’ accounts suggest that the first 
half of 1787 was a relatively quiet period 
in the East Wing, as many of the craftsmen 
who had previously worked in the block were 
redeployed to build and fit out an additional 
office at the east end of the Strand block 
for the use of the Salt Office (TNA AO 
3/1244/12). By this date most of the offices 
and record rooms in the East Wing had been 
boarded, wainscoted and plastered, although 
many still lacked cast iron heating stoves. 

The second phase of fitting out apartments 
in the East Wing commenced during the last 
six months of 1787, when preparations were 
made for the arrival of the next group of 
government and Crown offices in the block. 
These included the Duchies of Cornwall 
and Lancaster and the Pipe Office, which 
were allocated accommodation in Houses 
3, 2 and 4 respectively. Plans produced by 
Chambers and the architect John Soane in 
the mid-1790s indicate that whilst access to 
the entrance halls of four of the houses in 
the East Wing was gained from the Great 
Court via entrances in the west front, the 
Duchy of Cornwall’s offices in House 3 could 
only be accessed via a doorway in the less 
prestigious eastern elevation at the rear of 
the building (Fig 10). A reference in the 
accounts for the second half of 1789 to work 
carried out to the ‘steps to Entrance doorway 
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to the Duchy of Cornwall and Lancaster’ by 
the mason John Devall, however, appears 
to indicate that the two departments were 
already sharing a common entrance to the 
building by this date (TNA AO 3/1244/14). 
This suggests either that it was necessary to 
breach the ground floor party wall between 
Houses 2 and 3 as early as 1789, or that the 
departments were already sharing office 
space in House 2 when Devall’s men carried 
out the work. Although the 1831 floorplan of 
the East Wing shows a doorway connecting 
rooms G06 and G05 which could have been 
created to facilitate access to the Duchy of 
Cornwall’s office in the latter room from the 
Great Court, no doorway is shown in this 
location on a plan dated 21 May 1795, which 
would seem to indicate that the Duchies were 
already sharing accommodation in House 2 
and that Chambers’ idealised arrangement 
of discrete houses had been compromised 
from the outset.

Most of the works carried out in advance of 

the arrival of the Duchies were undertaken 
by the joiners George Neale, John West 
and William Kelsey. Men working for West 
and Kelsey erected a number of ‘enclosures 
for lobbys’ on the lower ground, ground, 
first and second floors and in the Duchy 
of Lancaster’s office (TNA AO 3/1244/12). 
George Neale’s men erected a partition in 
the second floor for the Audit Office which 
may correspond with a timber partition that 
separated rooms S02/03 in House 5 which 
was shown as existing on the 1831 floorplan 
and was removed during the recent 
refurbishment (Fig 7). Neale’s men also 
submitted invoices for fitting a door ‘to the 
recess in the passage to the Auditor’s Office’ 
and making some unspecified alterations to 
a chimney piece in the Duchy of Cornwall’s 
boardroom where they also constructed 
a ‘frame to [the] Office Desk’. During the 
refurbishment of room F24 (House 3) it 
became apparent that the fireplace in the 
south wall of room F24 (House 3) had been 
infilled with brickwork and the recesses 
on either side had been covered over with 
timber studwork and lath and plaster to 
create a straight wall in plan, which probably 
corresponds with the alterations carried out 
by Neale’s joiners in late 1787.

By the end of 1787 most of the offices 
in the East Wing had been fitted out and 
decorated. A number of outstanding tasks 
kept a few craftsmen busy throughout the 
course of the following year, chiefly painters 
and ornament makers. Painters working for 
Charles Catton were engaged during the 
second half of 1788 painting rooms on all 
floors of the building occupied by the Audit, 
Pipe and Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer’s 
Offices in Houses 1, 4 and 5 (TNA AO 
3/1244/13). 

Although the major building works in 
the East Wing had been largely completed 
by the end of 1785, the bricklayers were 
instructed to return during the first half of 
1789. Chambers’ accounts for this period 
contain a reference to a payment made to 
Richard Holland for ‘brickwork in raising 
Chimney Shafts on the East return building’ 
(TNA AO 3/1244/14). The reason behind 
this modification is not known, though 
similar work was carried out on the shafts 
(stacks) on the West Wing at the same time. 
It is conceivable that the stacks were raised in 

Fig 13. Brick barrel vaulted ceiling in Room M114, 
looking north-west (located on Fig 4)
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order to improve the draft of the chimneys. 
The accounts for the first half of 1789 also 
contain details of a payment made to the 
mason John Devall for ‘Masonry in Ashlaring 
to Chimney shafts on the Main building 
from the Center [sic] Eastward and the East 
return building’ (ibid). Devall’s counterpart 
John Gilliam was paid for equivalent work 
on the west side of the main building and 
the West Wing during the same six-month 
period. The building survey indicated that 
stone blocks had been built into the west 
faces of the chimney stacks on the western 
elevation, creating the impression at ground 
level that the stacks were constructed entirely 
of stone. These alterations represent the 
last major works carried out across the East 
Wing during Sir William Chambers’ tenure 
of the post of architect of Somerset House. 
Chambers’ accounts from Midsummer 1789 
to his retirement in 1795 contain references 
to a small number of alterations and 
additions carried out on behalf of individual 
departments (TNA AO 3/1244/15).

Moving ‘Houses’ in the Late 1790s

Although the rooms assigned to the Lord 
Treasurer’s Remembrancer’s Office in 
House 4 had been painted and made ready 
for occupation by the end of 1788, it is 
understood that the department’s staff and 
records did not join their colleagues in 
the Pipe Office and the Clerk of Estreats’ 
office until nearly five years later (TNA 
AO 3/1244/13; TNA WORK 12/533). Whilst 
all three offices possessed substantial 
quantities of records dating back as far as 
the Middle Ages, it seems that neither the 
Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer nor the 
Pipe Office had the use of the purpose-built 
record rooms on the lower ground floor of 
the House. An effort to create additional 
storage space was made in 1792, when the 
joiner William Kelsey was instructed to fit up 
several arches between the Hackney Coach 
Office and the Hawkers and Pedlars Office 
in the wings of the Strand block with shelving 
for the Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer’s 
records (TNA AO 3/1244/16). The following 
year Kelsey’s men erected an additional 1000 
feet of deal shelving in the same location 
to house records belonging to the Pipe 
Office (TNA AO 3/1244/17). The fact that 

records belonging to the Lord Treasurer’s 
Remembrancer were reported as being 
stored in bags on the floors of its offices on 
the ground floor of House 4 in 1795 suggests 
that a lack of suitable storage space continued 
to be a problem for the Exchequer offices 
even after the temporary shelves were built 
(Soane 41/6/6).

It is possible that the shortage of suitable 
accommodation for the Exchequer records 
was one of the reasons behind the arrangement 
made in the mid-1790s to move the Duchy 
of Cornwall from its accommodation in 
House 3 into the adjacent House 4, which 
was then occupied by the Lord Treasurer’s 
Remembrancer and the Pipe Office. It was 
proposed that the Exchequer departments 
would also take possession of the ground 
floor rooms in House 2, then occupied by 
the Duchy of Lancaster. Documents held by 
Sir John Soane’s Museum reveal that Soane 
himself was responsible for overseeing 
the move and designing the alterations 
to rooms in Houses 2 and 3, presumably 
in his capacity as Deputy Surveyor of His 
Majesty’s Woods and Forest (Soane 41/4/6/1-
6). The architect explained in an undated 
letter to the Treasury how the removal 
of the Duchy’s offices into the adjacent 
‘house’ would offer ‘some considerable 
advantages’ to both departments, including 
additional document storage space for the 
Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer’s Office 
and the Pipe Office, and the provision 
of an entrance which opened onto the 
Great Court from the Duchy of Cornwall’s 
new offices. The latter represented a 
considerable improvement over the existing 
arrangement, which obliged the Duchy’s 
officials either to share an entrance with 
the Duchy of Lancaster or to use the door at 
the back of the block. Despite having been 
offered a chance to acquire offices which 
came with their own prestigious entrance 
from the Great Court, the Surveyor General 
of the Prince of Wales was initially reluctant 
to support the proposed move, complaining 
that the rooms at the front of House 4 were 
‘extremely dark and gloomy’ owing to the 
‘vast thickness of the walls … which defect 
operates in an increased degree with respect 
to the Apartments under Ground’ (ibid). 
The accounts of James Wyatt, who succeeded 
Sir William Chambers as Surveyor of the 
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Works at Somerset House, indicate that a 
sum in excess of £680 was spent on building 
work carried out in the Duchy of Cornwall’s 
offices in 1798, the majority of which was paid 
to the bricklayer Richard Holland and the 
plasterer John Rose (TNA AO 1/2499/432; 
AO 1/2499/434).

Whilst there is no question that the Duchy 
of Cornwall took possession of House 4 in 
the second half of the 1790s, Soane did not 
envisage a straight swap between the Duchy 
and the Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer 
and the Pipe Office, the latter departments 
instead being offered rooms on the ground 
floors of Houses 2 and 3. That this move did 
not take place is indicated by the fact that 
the Duchy of Lancaster continued to occupy 
House 2 for many years. Instead the Exchequer 
offices moved into the premises in House 7 
formerly occupied by the Salt Office, which 
ceased to exist as an independent entity in 
1798, when it was absorbed by the Board of 
Excise (Hughes 1934, 198). The Exchequer 
offices continued to share accommodation 
in House 7 until the early 1830s (TNA IR 
83/200). Meanwhile the Duchy of Cornwall’s 
former offices in House 3, the smallest in the 
wing, were taken over by the Audit Office 
(TNA MPI 1/158B). Sketch plans prepared 
by Sir John Soane in 1795 indicate that that 
the entrance to House 3 from the rear of the 
block was gained via a doorway into room 
G24, which was identified as a hall. At some 
point between 1795 and 1831 the original 
doorway was closed and relocated to the new 

room G23, which was created by partitioning 
the original entrance hall (Figs 5 & 10).

It seems that the move to House 7 was 
not an unqualified success for either the 
Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer or the 
Pipe Office. An inventory of the Exchequer 
offices’ premises compiled in the early 1830s 
revealed that the departments were confined 
to the ground, first and second floors of 
the house, the lower ground and basement 
rooms presumably remaining in the 
possession of other occupants of the block 
(TNA IR 83/200). Although the records of 
the Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer and 
the Pipe Office had been moved out of their 
temporary accommodation in the arches 
between the Hackney Coach Office and the 
Hawkers and Pedlars Office by 1800, it was 
subsequently reported that they were being 
stored in ‘a very insecure and inconvenient 
situation’ in two rooms in the attic (second 
floor) of the East Wing (rooms S91, S92/3 or 
S95), where they remained until the early 
1830s (Commissioners on Public Records 1837, 
199; TNA IR 83/200). 

The Offices of the Duchy of Cornwall in 
House 4, 1798—1856

The Duchy of Cornwall remained the sole 
occupant of House 4 from the late 1790s until 
the mid-1850s. A set of floorplans surveyed 
in 1853 and an inventory compiled around 
the time that the Duchy vacated the premises 
three years later suggested that relatively few 

Fig 14. Clock tower over Room T04 
and dormer window over Room T05, 
looking south-west (located on Fig 8)
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alterations were made to Chambers’ original 
floorplan during the six decades that it 
was based there (TNA WORK 12/101/1). It 
is not surprising, however, to discover that 
the Duchy made numerous alterations and 
additions to the rooms to better adapt them to 
its needs during that period. Taken together 
with the evidence from historical floorplans 
and other contemporary documents, this 
material affords a fascinating insight into 
the conditions under which civil servants 
worked at Somerset House during the first 
half of the 19th century. 

The two ‘record rooms’ on the west side 
of the lower ground floor were used for 
document storage, as Chambers had origin-
ally intended. In the 1850s the large room 
at the rear (east) of the block (room M116) 
comprised two rooms used respectively as 
a kitchen and a scullery (Fig 4). The brick 
partition wall that divided them may have 
been erected by Holland’s men in 1798, 
but was removed between 1856 and 1907, 
leaving a wall scar recorded during the 
building survey. The inventory revealed that 
the original fireplace in the scullery opening 
had been ‘filled up as a closet in two heights’, 
again presumably in 1798. The kitchen was 
equipped with timber dressers, an oven and 
a hotplate, a range and a six gallon copper. 
The scullery contained a stone sink and had 
a piped water supply.

The two rooms on the west side of the 
ground floor were identified as the ‘Small 
SW Room’ (room G03; Fig 5) and the ‘Small 
NW Room’ (room G04). The 1831 floor plan 
indicated that the former had been divided 
into two compartments by a partition in 
the northern half of the room, creating a 
separate space for the entrance hall from the 
Great Court. This partition had been erased 
from the 1853 plan, suggesting that it may 
have been removed in advance of the arrival 
of new occupants. The room contained a 
‘dwarf closet at table height and shelves over’ 
situated in a triangular alcove at the south 
end of the east wall. The ‘Small NW Room’ 
appears to have been used for document 
storage and processing. It contained two 
sets of tall oak shelves with pigeon holes for 
folded papers, 17 feet (5.2m) of wainscot 
shelving and a substantial ‘fireproof closet’, 
which also contained shelving.

By the 1850s the stairwell on the ground 

floor contained a hand-operated dumb 
waiter and was illuminated by two bronze 
bracket gas burners. It is known that gas 
lighting was installed in several ground 
floor and basement corridors, stairways, 
passages and offices in the South and East 
Wings for the Board of Stamps and Taxes 
in the mid-1830s, and it is likely that rooms 
and corridors elsewhere in the wing were 
connected at or around the same time (TNA 
IR 83/162: 03/03/1835). The gas was supplied 
by the Chartered Gas Light and Coke 
Company, which also provided the pipes, 
brass work and burners. 

The 1850s inventory identified the ground 
floor room at the rear (east) of the block 
(room G20; Fig 5) as ‘Mr Gardiner’s Room’. 
At the time James Robert Gardiner jointly 
held the offices of Surveyor-General, Keeper 
of the Records and Secretary to the Council 
of the Duchy and appears to have been a 
very busy man indeed (Post Office London 
Directory 1852, 53). This may explain why his 
room was crammed with shelves and pigeon 
holes and even the recesses for the windows 
in the east wall were filled with shelving. 
All three principal ground floor rooms 
contained register stoves, which may have 
replaced earlier Pantheon or Bath stoves. 
The inventory stated that the back of the 
register stove in the ‘Small SW Room’ was 
broken, and the building survey indicated 
that this had been subsequently replaced 
with a register stove manufactured by Bratt 
Colbran & Co Ltd London in the early 20th 
century.8

The most important room on the first 
floor in the 1850s appears to have been the 
large room at the rear (east) of the block 
(room F20; Fig 6), which was described 
as ‘the Council Room’ in the inventory. 
Like the Surveyor General’s office on the 
floor below, the three window openings 
in the Council Room were fitted up with 
shelves. Given the shortage of natural light, 
the additional illumination provided by 
the single bracket gas burner must have 
been welcomed by the room’s occupants. 
Across the hall from the Council Room 
was the ‘West Room’ (room F03), which 
was subdivided into three compartments by 
original partitions. This room was fitted with 
bell pulls connected to the ground floor and 
may have been used by the Duchy’s clerical 
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staff. Each of the principal rooms had two 
fireplaces (both fitted with register stoves), 
the coals for which were stored in a purpose-
built closet in the angle of the stairwell. 
Later floorplans indicate that a basement 
room in House 4 (room B42) was used as a 
coal store, suggesting that sacks of coal were 
hauled up the stairs from there to the closets 
on the upper floors (TNA WORK 30/3287). 
The removal of the stairs at the end of the 
1960s rendered the former location of the 
first floor closet inaccessible, while the 
subsequent conversion of the rooms on the 
east sides of the lower ground, ground, first, 
second and third floors (rooms M115, G20, 
F20, S20 and T20) to lavatories left little or 
no trace of their former functions. 

The second floor contained three 
principal rooms; two on the west side of the 
block and one on the east. The ‘South West 
Room’ (room S04; Fig 7) was fitted with a 
built-in closet with folding doors in the 
south-west corner, which was replaced by a 
doorway opening into the adjacent House 5 
at some point between 1856 and 1905. The 

adjacent ‘North West Room’ (room S05) was 
a bathroom in the mid-1850s. The register 
stove in the north wall of this room was fitted 
with a ‘blower furnace for heating bath’, 
together with the aforementioned bath 
and a shower bath. One of the two built-in 
closets described in the inventory as being 
constructed ‘in two heights with 5 shelves’ 
was recorded in the recess beside the 
fireplace in the north wall during the recent 
refurbishment of the East Wing. Across the 
stairwell lay the ‘Eastern Room’ (room S20), 
which contained a lead sink and a ‘closet 
with water laid on for housemaids’. Both the 
1831 and 1853 floor plans indicate that the 
southernmost third of this room had been 
separated from the remainder by a brick 
partition wall, which meant that it was only 
accessible from House 5. It is conceivable 
that this compartment was surrendered to 
the occupants of the neighbouring house 
at the time of, or perhaps even before, the 
arrival of the Duchy in House 4 in 1798. 

In addition to the stairwell, the 1853 
floorplans indicated that the central sections 

Fig 15. Partition wall in Room T03, looking north-east in to Room T04 (located on Fig 8). The boxed-in clock 
weights can be seen to the left-hand side of the door in Room T04
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of the ground, first and second floors of 
House 4 each contained an enclosed WC 
(Cupboards 01G, 01F and 01S). It is likely 
that a vertical cast iron pipe that ran down 
the north-east corner of the shaft which 
contained these compartments was a soil 
pipe associated with the WCs. 

The third floor rooms were used by the 
housekeeper and other domestic servants. 
The two rooms on the west side (rooms 
T03/4 and T05) retained their original 
Pantheon stoves (Fig 8). The southernmost 
of these rooms (room T03/4) also contained 
a cistern closet. An east-west partition was 
inserted after the departure of the Duchy at 
some point between 1856 and 1905 (Fig 15). 
The 1853 floor plan indicated that the large 
room on the east side (room T20) had been 
subdivided by a timber partition, presumably 
during the 1780s or 1790s. 

Alterations Made by the Audit Office in 
Houses 1, 2 and 3 in the 1830s; the Larpent 
Scheme

The Duchy of Lancaster relinquished its 
offices in House 2 in 1821, when it moved to 
temporary premises in Great George Street 
in 1821 before settling in the purpose-built 
Duchy office in Lancaster Place, Waterloo 
Bridge, in 1823. The Duchy’s former offices 
in Somerset House were subsequently taken 
over by the Audit Office, which had moved 
in by the early 1830s.

The earliest complete set of accurately 
drawn plans of the East Wing of Somerset 
House known to be in existence date to 
July 1831, when a discussion took place 
between the heads of the Stamp Office, the 
Tax Office and the Audit Office concerning 
the future distribution of accommodation 
in the building (TNA MPI 1/158B). John 
Thornton, the Deputy Director of the Stamp 
Office, had his eye on House 4, where he 
wished to accommodate a department 
known as the Legacy Duty Office, which was 
then based in the North Wing.9 The case for 
the Audit Office was put by its chairman, 
Francis Seymour Larpent (1776—1845), who 
was content to acquire the small number 
of rooms in the northern half of the wing 
that were not already in his department’s 
possession. Larpent’s principal objective 
was to improve the circulation between the 

rooms and floors used by his department, 
which he wanted to convert into ‘one office’, 
by creating ‘proper communication’ between 
them. A set of plans of the lower floors of 
the building drawn up for the Audit Office 
eleven years later indicate that the argument 
was won by Larpent (TNA WORK 30/3330). 
Comparison of these and the 1831 plans, 
together with the results of the building 
survey, revealed that extensive alterations 
were carried out in the northern half of East 
Wing during the 1830s in order to afford 
‘proper communication’ between the Audit 
Office’s rooms in Houses 1, 2 and 3. 

The most significant of these works were 
carried out on the ground and lower ground 
floors. A doorway inserted in the party wall 
between the former Duchy of Lancaster 
offices in House 2 (room M14) and the Audit 
Office’s accommodation in House 3 created 
a lateral connection between the two houses 
on the lower ground floor. Having opened-
up the two houses, the construction of a 
new staircase between the lower ground and 
ground floors in the central compartment of 
House 1 permitted unhindered movement 
between the houses on two levels. The recent 
refurbishment revealed that the staircase 
had been ingeniously squeezed into a small 
lower ground floor room (room M18) and a 
mezzanine created which provided access to 
the oval staircase of House 1 via a doorway 
inserted into the chimney breast of room 
M18 (Figs 4 & 20). A passage across the 
latter stairwell into the lower ground floor of 
House 2 (corridor 01LG) was created at the 
same time. At the southern end of the Audit 
Office’s domain a doorway in the party wall 
between Houses 5 and 6 that had been open 
in 1831 was bricked up, thus reinstating the 
separation between the two houses. 

The building survey suggested that a small 
number of stoves in the offices in House 2 
taken over by the Audit Office after 1821 
may have been replaced at around the same 
time. Examples include the register stove in 
the former Duchy of Lancaster boardroom 
on the first floor (room F26), which was built 
to a design typical of that period. Another 
register stove characteristic of the period was 
recorded in a second floor room in House 5 
(room S17), which was also occupied by the 
Audit Office. 
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The Establishment of the Board of Stamps 
and Taxes and the Reorganisation of Houses 
6 and 7, 1833—4

At the start of the 1830s the Exchequer 
offices continued to occupy the principal 
and upper floors of House 7. An inventory 
compiled in April 1833 indicated that the 
ground floor was occupied by the Pipe 
Office, which had the use of rooms G38 and 
G39, while the room on the west side of the 
block (G42) was shared by Thomas Farrar, 
the long-serving Clerk of Foreign Estreats 
and Deputy Comptroller of the Pipe and his 
son Frederick, the Deputy Foreign Apposer 
(TNA IR 83/200 ‘Rooms occupied by 
Exchequer Office in Somerset House, April 
1833’; Younge & Jervis 1829, 564—70). The 
Exchequer offices had the use of three first 
floor rooms, while Thomas Farrar occupied 
a single office on the second floor in his 
capacity as Deputy Comptroller of the Pipe 
(TNA IR 83/200: ibid). On the third floor a 

housekeeper occupied one room, while two 
rooms were used by Mr Foxton, who had 
the magnificently medieval-sounding title of 
Deputy Bag Bearer of the Lord Treasurer’s 
Remembrancer, but who was in fact the 
custodian of the department’s records.

Even though the construction of 
Somerset House had enabled a number of 
previously dispersed government offices 
to be concentrated under one roof, other 
branches remained scattered across the 
capital long after it was built. The pages 
of Hansard reveal that the subject was 
periodically raised in Parliament, usually 
by backbenchers critical of the failure 
of successive governments to complete 
the complex as Chambers had originally 
envisaged. The first concerted attempt to 
address the problem was made in the early 
1830s by the reforming government of Lord 
Grey, which was eager to streamline the 
administration by centralising government 
offices in Somerset House (TNA IR 81/397, 
‘In defence of the continued occupation of 
Somerset House by the Inland Revenue’, 
07/1969). Under the terms of the Fines 
Act 1833 (4 William IV Cap. 99) the Lord 
Treasurer’s Remembrancer’s Office, the Pipe 
Office, the Office of the Clerk of Estreats 
and the Foreign Apposer were all abolished 
and their records relocated to the offices of 
the King’s Remembrancer in the Temple 
(Commissioners on Public Records 1837, 196, 
200, 201; TNA IR 83/200: ‘Exchequer Offices, 
Somerset House’; 04/1833). The offices and 
record rooms in House 7 vacated by these 
officials were occupied soon afterwards by 
personnel of the Board of Stamps and Taxes, 
a new department formed in 1834 from the 
merger of the Commissioners of Taxes and 
the Board of Stamps in order to effect cost 
savings (TNA IR 81/397: ‘In defence of the 
continued occupation of Somerset House by 
the Inland Revenue’; 07/1969 Appendix: 4). 

In addition to the rooms in House 7, the 
new Board inherited much of the east end 
of the South Wing and the whole of House 
6. A set of plans of the south-east corner 
of Somerset House showed how the Board 
proposed to improve connectivity between 
the South and East Wings on the lower 
ground, ground, first and second floors 
(TNA IR 83/200 ‘On the Ground Floor’, no 
date). The building survey and later floor 

Fig 16. Close-up of Stairs 01G, looking north (located 
on Fig 5)
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plans confirmed that most of the proposed 
modifications marked on the plans were 
realised. The plans suggested that three 
ground floor rooms of House 7 were to be 
assigned to the Legacy Duty Office, which 
would also gain rooms G02 and G17 in 
House 6. New door openings were created 
in the party wall that previously separated 
House 6 (room G41; Fig 5) and House 7 
(room G42) and G42 and G38 (House 7), 
while a through corridor linking the South 
and East Wings was created by breaching 
the party wall between the former and the 
southernmost corner of House 7 (room 
G38; Fig 5). A similar through corridor 
was created on the lower ground floor by 
inserting a doorway into the south wall of 
room M117. On the first floor, new openings 
in the south-east corner of rooms F68 and 
the south wall of F63 would lead into a 
new corridor connecting the South Wing 
with House 7. Similar connections would 
be created by inserting doorways into party 
walls on the second and third floors (rooms 
S91 and T115 respectively). Although the 
Legacy Duty Office did acquire several 

rooms in Houses 6 and 7 after 1834 it did not 
remain in the East Wing for long, moving to 
new premises in the recently completed New 
Wing (see below) in the mid-1850s (TNA IR 
62/2428). 

The Creation of the Inland Revenue and the 
Reorganisation of Somerset House, 1849—56

The merger in 1849 of the Boards of Excise 
and Stamps and Taxes placed the collection 
of revenue and excise across Great Britain 
and Ireland in the hands of a single Chief 
Office of Inland Revenue (TNA IR 115/3). 
Because neither of the existing departments 
had space sufficient to accommodate the 
other on a permanent basis, it was decided 
to build additional accommodation on the 
West Terrace of Somerset House in order to 
concentrate the entire department under 
one roof. Construction of the ‘New Wing’ 
commenced in 1851, whilst the new Board 
was temporarily rehoused in the Chief Office 
of Excise in Old Broad Street (TNA IR 115/3: 
28/02/1849). In November 1852, the Treasury 
instructed the Board of Inland Revenue to 

Fig 17. Partition wall in Room S16, looking west (located on Fig 7)
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move its offices to the New Wing, following 
which arrangements were made for the sale 
of the premises in Old Broad Street (TNA IR 
115/3: 02/11/1852; 11/02/1853).

On the arrival of the Revenue at Somerset 
House in 1854, it quickly became apparent 
that there was insufficient space available for 
the new department in the New Wing and 
that more was required. This was found in 
House 4 of the East Wing, which had been 
occupied by the Duchy of Cornwall for 
more than half a century. Although initially 
reluctant to give up their offices, the Duchy 
was persuaded to move to new purpose-built 
accommodation in Pimlico, the cost of which 
the government proposed to meet from the 
public finances.10 A report and survey of 
the condition of the Duchy apartments at 
Somerset House prepared by the architect 
and surveyor James Pennethorne, claimed 
that they were poorly suited to their 
occupants’ needs:

The accommodation provided by the 
House is not good — the lower basement 
is almost useless; the upper basement 

dark and the four upper floors contain 
only 13 rooms some of which are infe-
rior — and there is no back staircase…
The house cannot be materially im-
proved because the external elevations 
cannot be changed — it is now in want of 
paint and repair — the windows are small 
and the jambs are deep… (TNA WORK 
12/101/1: Duchy of Cornwall Memoran-
dum, 25/07/1854).

Despite opposition in the House of Commons 
to the proposed move, an Act authorising 
the transfer of the Duchy’s offices received 
Royal Assent in August 1854 (17th & 18th 
Victoria Cap. 93). Correspondence indicates 
that the Duchy remained in possession of 
its rooms in the East Wing in April 1856, 
by which date the new offices in Pimlico 
were approaching completion (TNA WORK 
12/101/1: 28/04/1856). Shortly afterwards 
the Duchy vacated Somerset House after 
nearly 70 years, while its former apartments 
in House 4 passed into the possession of the 
Inland Revenue.

Fig 18. Fireplace in the north wall of Room G18, looking north (located on Fig 5)
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SOMERSET HOUSE DURING THE 
SECOND HALF OF THE 19th AND 
EARLY 20th CENTURY

The most significant development that 
affected the arrangement of offices in 
Somerset House during the second half 
of the 19th century was the departure 
of the Navy offices in the 1870s, which 
allowed the ever-growing Inland Revenue 
to insinuate itself into almost every corner 
of the building. In 1873 the branches of the 
Admiralty based at Somerset House began 
to move to new offices in Spring Gardens, 
Westminster (TNA WORK 12/533: ‘Somerset 
House’, 10/04/1963; Gater & Hiorns 1940, 
58—65). The first offices to be vacated were 
in the West Wing, which were promptly 
taken over by three branches of the Inland 
Revenue (the Special Commissioners Office, 
the Income Tax Repayments Branch and 
the office of the Chief Inspector of Taxes). 
Having abandoned the West Wing, the 
remaining Navy departments in the South 
Wing also began to leave shortly afterwards, 
and by 1875 the Probate Registry had taken 
over the eastern end of the wing, as well as all 
the rooms in House 7 previously occupied by 
the former Board of Stamps and Taxes (TNA 
IR 81/397: ‘In defence of the continued 
occupation of Somerset House by the Inland 
Revenue’, 07/1969 Appendix: 7; TNA WORK 
30/3290—30/3294).

The Departure of the Audit Office and the 
Reorganisation of the East Wing by the 
Inland Revenue, 1902—c.1918

Despite the continuing expansion of the 
Inland Revenue, the Audit Office remained 
firmly ensconced in the northern half of the 
East Wing throughout the remainder of the 
19th century. Having been reformed and 
reconstituted by Parliamentary Act in 1866, 
the Exchequer and Audit Department finally 
vacated its offices in the East Wing in 1902, 
bringing to an end 127 years of continuous 
occupation (TNA IR 81/397: ‘In defence of 
the continued occupation of Somerset House 
by the Inland Revenue’, 07/1969 Appendix: 
8; Roseveare 1973, 72—3). Shortly after 
the department left for new offices on the 
Victoria Embankment, the Inland Revenue 
moved into the recently vacated offices in 

Houses 1, 2, 3 and 5. Three branches of 
the Revenue were installed in the wing; the 
Income Tax Repayments Branch; the Special 
Commissioner’s Office and the head office of 
the Chief Inspector of Taxes. The Principal 
Probate Registry continued to occupy the 
south-east corner of the building.11

Architectural drawings prepared by the 
Office of Works suggest that between 1903 
and 1905 several alterations were made to 
the fabric of the premises recently vacated 
by the Audit Office at the behest of their 
new occupants (TNA WORK 30/3292—
30/3294; TNA WORK 30/3306). These were 
confirmed by later floor plans and by the 
building survey. New lavatories were inserted 
in the north-east corner rooms of the first, 
second and third floors of House 1, while at 
the southern end of the wing a room on the 
third floor of House 7 previously occupied 
by the Probate Registry was subdivided 
and a lavatory built in the western portion 
(Corridor 10T) for members of the female 
typing staff (TNA WORK 30/3294). The 
arrival of the Revenue also necessitated 
the removal of the probable 1780s timber 
partitions in rooms G05 (House 3), G08 
and G26 (both House 2), reinstating the 
large office spaces originally envisaged by 
Chambers. 

Instructions were also given to ‘screw up’ 
three doors on the west-facing elevation 
of the ground floor, including the former 
entrances to House 1 (in room G09; Fig 5), 
House 6 (in room G01) and House 4 (room 
G03), the door of which was ‘to be screwed 
up and upper part glazed as window’ (TNA 
WORK 30/3306). By sealing these former 
entrances, the Inland Revenue made a 
decisive break with Chambers’ original 
design of a terrace of self-contained houses. 
A sketch plan of the East Wing and King’s 
College drawn in the mid-1920s indicated 
that all five principal doorways in the west 
front remained sealed more than twenty years 
later (TNA IR 81/397: ‘Plan A’, c.25.06.1926).

The 1903 drawings also indicated that 
it was proposed to insert dormer windows 
over the east and west elevations of the East 
Wing (TNA WORK 30/3306). The building 
survey found that dormer windows had 
been inserted in all but two of the rooms 
on the east and west sides of third floor 
(Figs 8 & 14). The presence of replacement 
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green timbers in the roof structures of the 
remaining rooms suggested that dormers 
had been removed from these in the late 
20th century. Towards the end of the 1900s 
the Office of Works proposed to replace the 
19th-century skylight that lit the stairwells 
of the New Wing (TNA WORK 30/3296). 
Although no comparable proposals for 
the East Wing were found in the Office of 
Works’ archive at Kew, the building survey 
suggested that replacement lantern skylights 
(Fig 11) built to a design characteristic of 
the period had been inserted over stairwells 
in Houses 1 (stairs 01T; Fig 8), 2 (corridor 
02T), 3 (corridor 03T), 4 (corridor 05T), 
6 (corridors 07T and 08T) and 7 (corridor 
09T).

The final element of the 1903 scheme was 
a proposal to insert a lift in the oval stairwell 
of House 3 (corridors 02, 03G—03T, Fig 3). 
The lift was to be enclosed within the curve 
of the staircase, which was to be retained. 
The 1903 drawings showed the location of 

the lift in the ground and first floors only; 
plans surveyed in 1905 and correspondence 
written in the early 1920s indicated that it 
ascended from the basement to the second 
floor (TNA IR 81/102: 12/09/1920). Neither 
the stairs nor the lift were shown on the 1968 
plans and the scar of the removed staircase 
was recorded during the building survey, 
which revealed that when the stairs were 
removed the floors in Corridors 03F and 03S 
were replaced in concrete and the open stair 
well retained and fitted with a 20th-century 
plain ?iron balustrade and timber handrail. 

It is likely that the lift installed in the 
stairwell of House 3 was electrically operated. 
Although the precise date of its introduction 
is uncertain, electricity was already used for 
lighting purposes in the East Wing during 
the first decade of the 20th century, by 
which date the HM Office of Works resident 
engineer had the use of two ‘switch rooms’ 
in the lower ground floor of House 3 (room 
M13; Fig 4) and House 6 (room M09) (TNA 
WORK 30/3287). Inland Revenue records 
indicate that there were nearly 80 single-
light electrical light fittings in the East 
Wing by the early 1920s, in addition to an 
unspecified number in the basement areas 
occupied by HM Office of Works (TNA IR 
81/102: ‘Return of electric lights in corridors 
and stairs under control of Inland Revenue’; 
19/12/1921). 

The transfer of Excise work from the 
Inland Revenue to the Board of Customs 
and Excise in 1909 appears to have had little 
noticeable impact upon the distribution of 
accommodation in Somerset House (TNA 
IR 81/397: ‘In defence of the continued 
occupation of Somerset House by the Inland 
Revenue’, 07/1969 Appendix: 8; TNA WORK 
12/533: ‘Somerset House’; 10/04/1963: 
4). The additional bureaucratic burden 
associated with the introduction of super-tax 
in 1910 caused the Special Commissioners 
to outgrow the space they occupied in the 
East Wing, necessitating their relocation to 
new premises at 49 Wellington Street and 
Martlett House, Bow Street (Johnston 1965, 
120). The departure of the Income Tax 
Repayments Branch for offices in Canada 
House on Kingsway in 1916 enabled the 
Chief Inspector’s Branch to gain possession 
of the entire East Wing north of House 7.12

The 1905—8 plans of the East Wing gave 

Fig 19. South wall in Room B53, looking south 
(located on Figs 2 and 3)
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no indication that the building was heated 
by any means other than the coal fires that 
formed part of Chambers’ original design. 
The plans did suggest however, that fewer 
of the rooms and vaults in the sub-basement 
were used for the storage of coal and lumber 
than in Chambers’ day. Only one room in 
the basement (room B42) was identified as 
a coal store, while several purpose-built sub-
basement bunkers were used to store coals 
and wood (TNA WORK 30/3287). Within a 
few years of the completion of these drawings, 
both the East and West Wings are known 
to have acquired their own rudimentary 
heating systems, heated independently by 
boilers located in either the basement or 
vaults of each wing (TNA WORK 12/533/5, 
09/12/1959). It was subsequently estimated 
that these systems may have been installed as 
early as 1914, based upon the design of some 
of the radiators then still in use.

THE EAST WING DURING THE 
SECOND WORLD WAR, 1939—45

Air Raid Precautions, 1939

As the threat of conflict in Europe grew during 
the mid-1930s, the British Government 
began to make tentative preparations for the 
protection of the national infrastructure and 
the civilian population against attack from 
the air. Although an Air Raid Precautions 
(ARP) Department had been established 
at the Home Office as early as March 1935, 
it took the Munich crisis of September 
1938 to focus attention on the country’s 
lack of preparedness for war, prompting 
the Government to bring forward the Civil 
Defence Act 1939 the following spring. The 
Act compelled all employers to provide 
ARP services and shelters in the workplace 
and was accompanied by the publication 
of official specifications for shelter design 
(Baker 1978; Meisel 1994, 307).

In May 1939, the Home Office ARP 
Department published a pamphlet titled 
Provision of Air Raid Shelters in Basements, 
which contained rules for strengthening 
walls and floors over basement shelters to 
support debris loads resulting from the 
demolition of the superstructure by bombing 
(TNA HO 207/489: ARP Memorandum 
No. 10, 05/1939). The circular contained 

detailed instructions to architects and 
builders on how to place and erect timber 
strutting, together with specifications for 
the dimensions of the timber supports to be 
used. Builders were instructed not to obtain 
support from external walls owing to doubts 
about the ability of old brickwork to sustain 
heavy loading, but to provide strutting close 
to existing walls, supporting close sheeting 
parallel with existing floor joists close up to 
the ceiling. Instructions were also given to 
provide increased protection in the vicinities 
of light wells and to provide additional 
subdivision in large basements.

A total of 30,000 square feet of basement 
accommodation at Somerset House was 
earmarked for conversion into shelters 
for staff (TNA WORK 12/534: 30/09/1944). 
Inland Revenue records stored in the sub-
basement of the East Wing were moved into 
the nearby King’s College Vaults in order to 
allow the emptied rooms to be converted 
into ‘ARP Refuges’ for staff a matter of 
months before the Second World War broke 
out (TNA IR 81/397: ‘PS 570/39’).13 The 
conversion process was underway by the first 
week of June 1939, when it was reported 

Fig 20. South wall of Room M18, looking south 
(located on Fig 4)
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that strutting was already taking place (ibid: 
07/06/1939). 

Following the end of hostilities, several 
basement rooms in the East Wing were used 
for document storage. Despite this, the 
wartime timber shoring was retained in most 
of the rooms, and was recorded in fifteen 
rooms in the northern half of the building 
during the historical building survey (Fig 
2). The extent of the air raid shelter was 
shown on the 1968 plan, which revealed the 
presence of shoring in most of the basement 
rooms north of the central cross-passage 
(corridor 5) in House 4 (TNA WORK 
12/532). The building survey confirmed that 
all this shoring had survived intact into the 
21st century. The shoring comprised large 
squared vertical timbers set on rectangular 
bases, which supported either longitudinal 
composite timber beams or rolled-steel joists 
(RSJs) (eg Fig 21). In turn, these members 
supported closely-spaced lateral timbers 

just below the ceilings, which corresponded 
with the ‘close sheeting’ recommended by 
the Home Office ARP circular of May 1939. 
The 1968 basement plan also indicated that 
basement windows in the light wells on the 
east and west sides of Houses 1, 2 and 3 had 
been infilled in accordance with government 
recommendations.

Bomb Damage, 1940

As part of a wider programme to relocate 
certain key government functions from 
the capital to areas of the country less at 
risk from enemy bombing, the greater part 
of the Inland Revenue Head Office was 
evacuated to Llandudno at the beginning of 
the war (TNA IR 81/397: ‘In defence of the 
continued occupation of Somerset House 
by the Inland Revenue’; 07/1969 Appendix: 
9). The rooms that were vacated in the 
East Wing became home to the Paymaster-
General’s Office, while the diminished Chief 
Inspector of Taxes department withdrew to 
offices on the third floor. Other wartime 
occupants of Somerset House included the 
Ministry of Supply, which took over offices in 
the South and West Wings.

Somerset House was bombed on several 
occasions during the Blitz of 1940—1. 
Although the most serious damage was 
confined to the South and West Wings, 
bombs fell on or near the East Wing during 
two raids in the autumn of 1940. During a 
raid on Saturday 28 September, a bomb 
destroyed the stone balustrade at the north-
east entrance and sprayed the façade with 
fragments of shrapnel, blowing out nearly 
all the windows on the west elevation of the 
wing and damaging many window sashes and 
frames. A second bomb hit the roof near 
the southern end of the wing, continuing 
through all the floors and ending up in the 
basement, where it failed to explode (TNA 
IR 81/397: ‘In defence of the continued 
occupation of Somerset House by the Inland 
Revenue’, 07/1969 Appendix: 10). On 
Tuesday 8 October 1940, a high explosive 
bomb fell in the roadway between the East 
Wing and King’s College, causing extensive 
damage (TNA WORK 12/328: ‘Somerset 
House — Bomb Damage’ 08/10/1940). The 
blast left a 50-foot (15.2m) long crater in 
the roadway, destroying several of the King’s 

Fig 21. Second World War timber shoring on the east 
side of the south doorway in Room B63, looking south 
(located on Fig 2)
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College Vaults beneath, as well as damaging 
the basement area on the east side of the 
north end of the East Wing. The stone and 
brickwork of the eastern elevation of the 
East Wing was reported to have been badly 
damaged by flying debris and bomb splinters, 
and a number of windows and doors were 
torn out of their frames. 

Post-War Repairs, 1946—53

Efforts to make good the effects of bomb 
damage were typically carried out as soon 
as possible after the event, although the 
standard of these temporary repairs was 
often somewhat rudimentary. The damage 
caused to the roof and floors of the East 
Wing by the unexploded bomb that ended 
up in the basement in late September 
1940 had been patched up by the middle 
of December that year, however a further 
£500 was considered necessary to repair it 
permanently (TNA WORK 12/328: ‘Somerset 
House — Bomb Damage’ 06/10/1942). By the 
beginning of October 1942 expenditure on 
temporary repairs at Somerset House had 
reached £6,849, although this figure was 
dwarfed by the cost of future permanent 
repairs, which was estimated to be £123,699 
(ibid: 06/10/1942). Of the latter figure, a 
sum of £15,050 was allocated to the repair 
and replacement of sashes, shutters, doors 
and roof lights alone. In February 1946, the 
Ministry of Works approved the permanent 
repair of war damaged windows at Somerset 
House (ibid, ‘Somerset House Repairs to 
Windows Permanent War Damage Repairs’, 
04/03/1946). The work entailed the repair or 
replacement of all bomb-damaged sashes and 
frames in oak to exactly match the surviving 
windows. Several replacement windows 
were recorded during the building survey 
in the west front of the lower ground floor, 
including examples in rooms M09 and M10 
(House 6). The eventual cost of repairing 
and replacing windows at Somerset House 
was in the region of £8,500 (TNA IR 81/397: 
‘In defence of the continued occupation of 
Somerset House by the Inland Revenue’; 
07/1969 Appendix: 10). 

In December 1945, the Inland Revenue 
Valuation Office moved into the ground and 
first floors of the East Wing, which became 
the headquarters of the department (ibid: 

Appendix: 11; Johnston 1965, 174-8). The 
following year the Chief Inspector of Taxes 
and his staff moved out of their offices on 
the second and third floors, bringing to an 
end 44 years of continuous occupation. 

THE MODERNISATION OF SOMERSET 
HOUSE, c.1960—70

Following years of complaints from staff 
regarding the heating of Somerset House, in 
1959 the Treasury permitted the Ministry of 
Works to renew the existing heating mains 
to each wing of the building and to increase 
the number of radiators (TNA WORK 
12/533/1, 16/10/1959; TNA WORK 12/533/5, 
09/12/1959). In addition to improving 
the central heating, the Treasury also 
approved the modernisation of the electrical 
installation at Somerset House, which was 
considered to have reached the end of its 
useful life. 

The electrical renewal programme was 
launched in a piecemeal fashion in Septem-
ber 1962, when preparatory work began in 
the Principal Probate Registry’s offices in 
the South Wing (TNA WORK 12/533/10: 
17/09/1962). In August 1963, a civil servant in 
the Ministry of Works named I.H. Lightman 
proposed that the work should be halted, in 
order that a comprehensive scheme of works 
could be drawn up, under which both the 
electrical and heating installations could be 
replaced simultaneously ‘in a sensible and 
co-ordinated manner’. Such a scheme would 
require each wing to be systematically emptied 
of staff, for which alternative accommodation 
would be arranged in advance, allowing 
the work to progress unimpeded (TNA 
WORK 12/533: 06/08/1963). Lightman’s 
idea won the backing of his superiors, and 
the department’s engineers and surveyors 
were instructed to draw up a programme 
to co-ordinate not only the renewal of 
central heating and electrical services, but 
several other improvement schemes then 
in the preparation. By early November 1963 
a phased programme for the scheme of 
renewals and improvements across the whole 
of Somerset House had been devised (TNA 
WORK 12/533/40-43: 07/11/1963). It was 
envisaged that in addition to the electrical 
and central heating works, improvements 
would include the modernisation of lavat-
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ories throughout, the improvement of 
circulation in the East, North-East and 
North-West Wings by means of creating 
new through-corridors, fire protection of 
staircases and corridors and the provision of 
new fire escapes. 

In December 1964, the Ministry of Public 
Buildings and Works submitted detailed 
estimates of the cost of the modernisation 
programme to the Treasury (TNA WORK 
12/533/76: 14/12/1964). The revised total 
estimated cost of the works was £1,033,000, 
which the Treasury approved on the 
understanding that further renovation on 
this scale would not be necessary for another 
50 to 60 years (TNA WORK 12/533/86, 
26/05/1965). Central to the programme was 
the creation of corridors in the North and 
East Wings, which were primarily intended 
to meet modern fire safety requirements 
(TNA WORK 12/533/94: 13/10/1965). 

Following an intervention in March 1966 by 
Sir Alec Johnston (1905—94), the Chairman 
of the Board of Inland Revenue, the proposed 
works were postponed and the timetable 

revised (TNA WORK 12/533/126: 21/03/1966; 
TNA WORK 12/533/159: 13/12/1966). It was 
decided that tenders for the first stage of the 
works would be invited in July 1967 followed 
by the award of a contract on a fixed price 
basis at the beginning of October. The East 
Wing would be the first part of the building 
to be modernised over a period of 15 months 
from October 1967. All architectural aspects 
of the scheme were to be overseen by the 
principal architect, Mr G. Segar Owen of 
the Ministry of Public Buildings and Works 
(TNA WORK 12/533/159: 13/12/1966).14

Segar Owen had finalised his plans for 
the modernisation of the East Wing by 
the second half of March 1967, when he 
circulated details of the scheme amongst 
his colleagues (TNA WORK 12/533/159: 
20/03/1967). This scheme was much more 
ambitious than its predecessor of 12 months 
earlier and was rejected not only by Sir Alec 
Johnston but also by senior officials in the 
Ministry of Public Buildings and Works, who 
were concerned about the escalating cost 
of the proposed works (ibid, 03/10/1967). 

Fig 22. Stairs 02G, looking north-west (located on Fig 5)
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In October, the scope of the scheme was 
drastically reduced and a streamlined 
‘minimum’ scheme of works drawn up by 
Segar Owen in its place (ibid, 13/12/1967). 
It was estimated that the repair of the East 
Wing would cost in the region of £150,000, 
and would comprise the following main 
items of work:

• Removing stairs and providing a 
centre corridor to each floor;

• Fire protection to stairs and 
enclosing doors;

• Modernising lavatories in existing 
positions but including new con-
crete floors;

• New electrical installation;
• New heating installation;
• Redecoration

Having secured the approval of Sir Alec 
Johnston for the ‘minimum’ scheme, formal 
arrangements were made for the vacation of 
the East Wing by the Inland Revenue (TNA 
CM 23/203: 28/02/1968). The wing was empty 
by 5 November 1968 and it was anticipated 
that the modernisation process would 
commence around the beginning of March 
1969, continuing for the next nine months 
(ibid, 05/11/1968). Tenders for the work 
were invited in mid-January 1969, and the 
contract was awarded to Jarvis Construction 
(ibid: 14/01/1969). It was expected that the 
modernisation process would be complete 
by April or May 1970 (TNA IR 81/397: 
28/07/1969). Although the exact date of 
completion is not recorded, the work had 
been finished by August that year, when the 
contract for the improvement of the South-
East Wing was signed (ibid, 27/08/1970). 

The building survey revealed that even the 
‘minimum’ scheme of works had a dramatic 
impact on the fabric of the East Wing. Five 
of the surviving six original staircases were 
removed, to be replaced with what Segar-
Owen described as ‘link bridges’ which 
provided north—south through access 
across the full length of the wing (Fig 22). 
The link bridges were constructed of east—
west aligned RSJs encased in concrete. 
New concrete corridor floors were laid 
throughout. The early 20th-century lift 
was removed from the stairwell of House 
3. Of the two original cantilevered stone 
staircases that were retained, the original 

iron railings and timber handrail of the stairs 
in House 5 were removed and replaced by 
a simple modern banister when the north—
south link bridges were inserted across the 
stairwell (Figs 11 & 22). The only element of 
Chambers’ original handrails and balusters 
that survived the 1969/70 works unscathed 
was found on the staircase in House 1 (stairs 
01; Figs 11 & 16). The construction of the 
north—south corridors led to the widespread 
demolition of brick partition walls and 
fireplaces along the spine of the building, as 
well as the realignment of several doorways 
on the first, second and third floors. The 
‘fire escape circuits’ designed to direct staff 
around the retained open stairwells (Stairs 
01 and 02) in the event of fire were created 
by inserting new doorways between ground, 
first and second floor rooms on the east and 
west sides of the block (eg S09 and S10). It is 
likely that the fireplaces on the third floor 
were all blocked during this phase of works.

An article on Somerset House published in 
The Times on 27 September 1971 concluded 
that whilst the recent modernisation of 
the East Wing had created a more pleasant 
working environment than before, in the 
end the building was ‘just like any other 
office, but the paint is newer’ (TNA IR 
81/397: ‘Somerset House grandeur is all 
outside’, Times 27/09/71). If the minutes 
of a ‘Whitley’ consultative meeting held in 
December 1972 are to be believed, the civil 
servants who worked there were equally 
underwhelmed by the building’s makeover, 
not least by the fact that the Wing contained 
only one working lift (ibid, 22/12/1972). 
Staff were also unhappy about the visibility 
of fire exits, which was somewhat ironic 
given that improved fire protection was one 
of the major goals of the modernisation 
programme. Worse still, having endured 
considerable upheaval and inconvenience 
whilst the works were taking place, staff were 
decidedly unhappy to find that no provision 
had been made in the new offices for the 
storage of their personal possessions.

The Inland Revenue continued to 
occupy the East Wing of Somerset House 
until 2005, following which it was leased to 
King’s College in 2009. The building was 
subsequently refurbished by the College in 
2010—11. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Much has been written about the architecture 
and history of Somerset House and it is hoped 
that the present article sheds some additional 
light on the development of the East Wing of 
the building. One of the principal challenges 
facing Sir William Chambers when he was 
commissioned to design the new complex 
was the need to accommodate the many 
and sometimes competing requirements 
of the government offices allocated space 
there. Chambers’ response to this challenge 
has previously been discussed by Wood and 
Munby in an article presenting the results 
of a building survey and archaeological 
investigation of the basement and mid-
basement levels of the South Wing and River 
Terrace. These investigations suggested not 
only that Chambers had made changes to 
his design during construction, but also that 
the architect had planned the building with 
change in mind (Wood & Munby 2003, 108). 

Whereas Chambers was obliged to take 
into consideration the requirements of the 
Stamp Office, the Navy Office, the King’s 
Bargemaster, the Commissioners of Taxes 
and the Foreign Apposer when organising 
the layout of the South Wing, he had to juggle 
the demands of as many as ten departments 
when allocating space in the seven houses of 
the East Wing. Even though the clerks of at 
least two of these bodies appear to have never 
actually set foot inside the offices originally 
assigned to them, the ultimate allocation of 
space within the East Wing was the result 
of a prolonged process of negotiation and 
compromise between those departments 
that did eventually move in during the 
1780s. This is most apparent in the case of 
the Exchequer departments, who initially 
found themselves (but not necessarily their 
records) thrown together in House 4, but it 
was also true for the Duchies of Lancaster 
and Cornwall, who were obliged to share 
space on the ground floor of House 2 from 
the outset. That these arrangements proved 
somewhat unsatisfactory is evident from 
the continued failure to find a permanent 
home for the records of several of the 
Exchequer departments, a long-established 
problem which was one of the justifications 
given for building Somerset House in the 
first place. The difficulty of shoehorning 

government offices and their paperwork 
into Chambers’ arrangement of houses 
should not be underestimated, although 
the extent to which the original layout was 
compromised during the early years of its 
existence suggests that the original design 
of the East Wing may have been somewhat 
less amenable to alteration than that of its 
counterpart to the south.

Both Chambers’ accounts and the 
recent building survey indicated that the 
contractors followed customary 18th-century 
practice during the construction process. 
Bond timbers were used extensively to 
reinforce the brickwork throughout the East 
Wing, whilst the joinery observed during the 
recording process was solidly conventional. 
The innovative use of trussed floor joists 
previously recorded in the River Terrace 
was not replicated during the construction 
of the East Wing, where such solutions were 
presumably deemed unnecessary. Evidence 
of the reuse of old timbers in the construction 
of original partition walls points to the cost-
consciousness of Chambers, his senior clerks 
and contractors, which is also reflected in 
the sparing use of expensive ornamentation 
such as marble and stone chimneypieces. 
Instead, cheaper alternatives, such as carved 
timber chimneypieces inset with marble 
panels and the judicious use of composition 
ornament, were used in all but the most 
prestigious rooms. 

Despite the difficulties of reconciling 
Chamber’s original arrangement of stand-
alone ‘houses’ with the competing demands 
of the East Wing’s occupants during the 
early decades of its existence, evidence 
suggests that once departments had become 
settled into their new homes, they usually 
found ways to adapt their premises to meet 
their requirements as they developed over 
time. Documentary records dating to the 
mid-1850s suggest that whilst the Duchy 
of Cornwall’s accommodation in House 
4 was generally cluttered, poorly lit and 
in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint, 
many of the offices had at least been fitted 
with modern fireplaces and their occupants 
had access to decent sanitary facilities. The 
sheer amount of paperwork accumulated by 
mid-19th-century government departments 
does however appear to have overwhelmed 
the ground floor room of James Gardiner, 
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the Surveyor-General of the Duchy of 
Cornwall, every available space of which was 
crammed with pigeon holes and precarious 
racks of shelving. A more significant flaw of 
Chambers’ original design, namely the lack 
of natural light in the basement and lower 
ground floors, which had been identified 
as being a problem by one of Gardiner’s 
predecessors sixty years earlier, continued 
to render the rooms on those floors ‘almost 
useless’ in the period before the advent of 
electrical lighting. Despite these drawbacks, 
the spacious rooms of the East Wing 
compare favourably to the more modern 
office facilities built by the Great Northern 
Railway at its King’s Cross Goods Station in 
the 1850s, which were frequently considered 
to pose a threat to the health of those who 
worked there (Haslam & Thompson 2016, 
102—3, 242—4). 

The number of departments based in 
the East Wing fell as the machinery of 
government was modernised during the first 
half of the 19th century. The expansion of the 
Audit Office across the northern half of the 
building was reflected in the modernisation 
plan carried out on the orders of its chairman 
Francis Seymour Larpent in the 1830s, which 
saw the demolition of party walls dividing 
Houses 2 and 3 and the ingenious insertion 
of a staircase (discovered during the building 
survey) in House 1 which permitted free 
movement between Houses 1, 2 and 3 over 
two levels. As departments were abolished, 
merged or moved out, the southern half of 
the East Wing became the preserve of the 
Inland Revenue. The growing dominance 
of these two departments rendered 
Chambers’ original arrangement of ‘houses’ 
increasingly redundant, and was reflected 
by the insertion of numerous doorways into 
the internal walls and original party walls 
of the East Wing to increase the horizontal 
communication on each floor. The gradual 
breakdown of the system of ‘houses’ can 
be charted through floor plans produced 
in 1831, c.1833/34, 1903 and 1905 to 1908. 
Some of these developments took place on a 
piecemeal basis, others, such as the insertion 
of dormer windows and lantern skylights 
between 1903 and 1905 were the result of co-
ordinated programmes of works. 

By the early 20th century several doorways 
had been inserted between staircases and 

link bridges had been added across a few of 
the staircases. Between 1905 and 1968, some 
of the staircases were removed and replaced 
with light wells and link bridges had been 
added to a few more staircases. A lift was 
inserted in one of the stairwells in the spine 
of the building between 1903 and 1905. 
These changes reflected the needs of the 
Inland Revenue, which had become the sole 
occupant of the wing following the departure 
of the Audit Office in 1902. Although initially 
occupied by three branches of the Revenue in 
1902, by 1916 the East Wing had become the 
preserve of the office of the Chief Inspector 
of Taxes, who presumably required greater 
connectivity between offices than previous 
occupants.

Shortly before the outbreak of the Second 
World War, a substantial part of the East Wing 
basement was converted into air raid shelters 
for the wartime occupants of Somerset 
House. Shoring, in the form of large squared 
vertical timbers set on rectangular timber 
bases, supported a framework of timbers 
around each of the air raid shelter rooms 
(Fig 21). The framework in each room was 
bolted together with metal straps. Each 
framework in turn supported further timbers 
laid down the length of each room just 
below the ceiling. In addition, the windows 
of the air raid shelter rooms were blocked 
with yellow stock brickwork, in accordance 
with specifications issued by the Air Raid 
Precautions Department of the Home Office 
to reduce the risk to occupants from flying 
debris and to prevent light leakage.

A programme originally devised at the 
end of the 1950s to improve the heating and 
electrical installations at Somerset House 
quickly evolved into an extensive scheme 
to modernise the whole of the complex, 
bringing facilities for staff and visitors alike 
into the brave new world of the 1960s. 
Although the most ambitious aspects of 
this scheme were abandoned on grounds 
of cost, the modernisation programme of 
1969/70 saw the incremental process of 
creating continuous circulation across each 
floor of the wing finally reach its conclusion. 
The alteration work carried out in 1969/70 
necessitated the removal of the majority of 
the surviving staircases, with the exception 
of one at the north end and another at the 
south end of the East Wing. The staircases 
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were replaced with concrete floors and light 
wells, whilst fire escape circuits were formed 
around the retained staircases. Some of the 
original doorway positions into the retained 
stairwells were blocked and new doorways 
and passageways were inserted, enabling 
staff to move between offices unimpeded 
by the party walls and divisions created by 
Sir William Chambers nearly two centuries 
earlier.
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NOTES
1 The 1775 Act named the following 
government offices: the Salt Office, the Stamp 
Office, the Tax Office, the Navy Office, the 
Navy Pay Office, the Navy Victualling Office, 
the Public Lottery Office, the Hawkers and 
Pedlars Office, the Hackney Coach Office, the 
Surveyor General of the Crown Lands Office, 
the Auditors of the Imprests Office, the Pipe 
Office, the Office of the Duchy of Lancaster, 
the Office of the Duchy of Cornwall, the Office 
of Ordnance, the King’s Bargemaster’s House 
and the King’s Bargehouses. 
2 In fact, the ‘practically-as-executed’ plans 
represent an early configuration of the 
complex, the allocation of the ‘houses’ in the 
East Wing suggesting that they date from c.1776 
or early 1777 at the latest. 

3 The whereabouts of the approved contract 
plans of Somerset House are uncertain. It is 
understood that the Admiralty possessed a set 
of these plans as recently as the 1990s, although 
their current location is unknown (Stephen 
Astley, pers comm).
4 The Audit Office was the successor body to 
the Auditors of Imprests, who were abolished 
in 1785 and replaced by a professional board of 
auditors who worked under the supervision of 
the Treasury (Roseveare 1973, 63).
5 In the ‘Memoir of the late Mr John Carter 
FSA’ The Gentleman’s Magazine 1817, vol 87 (part 
2), 363, it was noted that in ‘1768 he begun 
to make drawings for Mr Henry Holland, the 
eldest son of Mr Richard Holland bricklayer of 
Half-moon Street, Piccadilly.’
6 Bond timbers were built into brickwork to 
strengthen it. 
7 An article published in the London Evening 
Standard newspaper in 1971 claimed that an 
employee of the Ministry of Public Buildings 
and Works had been observed casting 
200 ‘old oak and mahogany’ doors from 
Somerset House onto a bonfire in St James’s 
Park (Evening Standard, ‘No smoke without 
ire...’ 01/07/1971). In response, the architect 
overseeing the refurbishment of Somerset 
House. Mr G. Segar Owen, pointed out that 
there never had been any oak or mahogany 
doors in Somerset House, the woodwork having 
been best Baltic softwoods. Although about 
thirty doors had been removed from the East 
Wing, the majority had come from corner hat 
and coat cupboards, which had been added at 
various points in the building’s history, as well as 
a handful of four panel bead and butt doors that 
came from the top floor, which had been too 
thin to convert into fire doors. In conclusion, 
Segar Owen dismissed the article as being 
‘purposefully misleading’ (TNA IR 81/397).
8 Lionel George John Bratt and George Baker 
Colbran ceased trading as Bratt Colbran & Co 
and became a limited company on 29/12/1909, 
trading as Bratt Colbran & Co & the Heaped Fire 
Ltd from premises at Mortimer Street, London 
(London Gazette, 31/12/1909; http://www.graces-
guide.co.uk/Bratt_Colbran(accessed 2016)).
9 The Legacy Duty Office was the branch of 
the Stamp Office responsible for the collection 
of tax payable on legacies and residues of the 
estates of the deceased.
10 ht tp : / /hansard.mi l lbanksys tems.com/
commons/1854/jul/24/duchy-of-cornwall-office-
bill#S3V0135P0_18540724_HOC_7 (accessed 
2016).



The Historical Development of the East Wing of Somerset House, 1779—1970 253

11 An annotated and colour-coded set of plans 
of Somerset House produced between 1905 and 
1908 indicated the distribution of the various 
branches of the Inland Revenue over the six 
floors of the East Wing (TNA WORK 30/3287; 
WORK 30/3290; WORK 30/3291; WORK 
30/3292; WORK 30/3293; WORK 30/3294).
12 Except for a small number of rooms in the 
basement and lower ground floor occupied by 
the HM Office of Works and by the Refreshment 
Department.
13 Much of the material that was moved from 
the basement to the vaults was subsequently 
moved to a storage facility at Hayes, Middlesex 
and never returned to Somerset House (TNA 
81/397: 29/03/1944).
14 Segar Owen was an assistant architect in the 
New Works section of the Ministry at the time 
of his appointment to the scheme.
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