The Tower’s Beginnings Audio Tour
The Tower of London

Overview

Uncover the earliest history of the Tower. Explore its Norman origins, Roman ruins, and the legend of the ravens.


Stop 1 The Norman Castle

Narrator:
The tour starts in front of the New Armouries café. There’s an image of it on your screen. 

You’re about to discover the earliest history of the Tower of London. So let’s leave the 21st century and go back in time …

[Soundscape - quick journey backwards through time]

…through Victorian England,
…the Industrial Revolution,
…the Great Fire of London
…the English Civil War,
…Shakespeare,
…the Tudor Court,
…Medieval England – the Black Death!
…Richard the Lionheart
… to the time of William the Conqueror!

If you stand with your back to the café, you have a wonderful view of the largest building on site. This is William the Conqueror’s keep, and it’s the oldest building here. It’s almost 1,000 years old, and was built in the wake of the Norman conquest of 1066. It’s called the White Tower, because from the 13th to the 17th centuries it was regularly whitewashed. 
It’s hard to imagine today how this building would have looked to the people of London when it was first constructed. Most buildings at the time were made of timber and William’s massive stone fortress rose above them all, dominating the skyline for miles around. The conquest, and the architecture the Normans brought with them, changed the face of England forever. 

But why did William choose London? Sally Dixon-Smith:

Sally Dixon-Smith:
At the time of the Norman conquest, London was a very important city, a very large town, one of the largest in the country. It was also a really important centre for trade and for communications throughout the country. And it was also incredibly important for William the Conqueror to be able to control it because it controlled Westminster. Westminster was where the coronation church is. If he wanted to become a legitimate King he needed to be crowned at Westminster. So London was key. 

Narrator:
William built three fortresses in London. Only the largest of these, the Tower, survives. A massive symbol of Norman authority, it was designed to intimidate the Londoners and demonstrate the power and superiority of the new rulers.

So it also had to be easily defendable. Sally Dixon-Smith:

Sally Dixon-Smith:
As you can see, the entrance to the White Tower is at the first floor level and the steps up are built out of wood. And this is how it would have been. So that if you were attacked in the White Tower, you can get rid of the steps and it’s very difficult for people to then get in and attack you.

Narrator:
Today, the steps are safely in place and, if you haven’t yet done so, you may want to visit the White Tower later. Just as visitors have done for over 200 years. 

Sally Dixon-Smith:
The White Tower is one of the oldest museums in the country. And if you go inside you can see the Royal Armouries’ collection of arms and armour dating back many centuries. One of the highlights is Henry VIII’s two armours which are just amazing. 

Narrator:
Much of the exhibition is constantly changing, so we won’t be able to accompany you. But it’s well worth a visit!

Just in front of the White Tower you can see the ruined remains of a smaller building that once stood here, the so-called Wardrobe Tower. It's the next stop on this tour – make your way over to it when you're ready.


Stop 2 Wardrobe Tower

Sally Dixon-Smith:
The Wardrobe Tower is, as you can see, now a ruin. It was used for storing precious things. The Tower as this great fortress was used particularly by the department of the Royal Household called The Wardrobe which essentially was in charge of looking after incredibly rich clothing, the crowns, all the beautiful tableware and some of that was held at the Tower.

Narrator:
But if the Wardrobe Tower is of interest to us today, it’s not just because of what it once contained, but also because of the place where it stands. If you walk a little bit further up to the right, and look down at the grass, you’ll see the remains of a wall. 

We are about to go back even further in history.

Sally Dixon-Smith:
Even before the Norman Conquest, this was an area that was inhabited. The Wardrobe Tower is along the line of the Roman city wall. So you get an idea of how close up the White Tower was built to the Roman city wall. And you can see the lines in the grass show you the actual line of that wall. 

Narrator:
The Roman city ended here and William the Conqueror built his fortress in the south-east corner where the Roman city wall met the Roman riverside wall. The site was well chosen - it allowed him to make use of much older defences. By the time William invaded England, the Romans had been gone for over 600 years. Even so, their walls and defence systems still provided an excellent basis for the building of a new fortress. 

Part of this defence system had been built on the riverside. Let’s go there now. Facing the White Tower, turn left and walk down the cobbled road till you see a number of steps on the right-hand side. 

Remember you can pause your audio player until you get there. Walk down the steps and then straight ahead. On the left, opposite the shop, you’ll see a black railing. This is our next stop. 


Stop 3 Roman Riverside Wall

Narrator:
If you look down into the trench, you’ll see the remains of a low wall. It doesn’t look like much, but in fact this wall has been here for almost 2,000 years. This spot marks the very South-East corner of the Roman city.

Jane Spooner:
And you can see a little bit of the southern riverside wall and this gives a good idea about how far away the Thames has been pushed by the builders of succeeding centuries because the little bit of wall you can see now actually was the boundary line between the Roman city and the river Thames.

Narrator:
So this area has been inhabited for much more than 1,000 years. But it is first and foremost the site of the Tower of London. Walk on now till you get another good view of the White Tower. 


Stop 4 A Great Escape

Sally Dixon-Smith:
Looking towards the White Tower, you can see how huge it is, and how impressive. You have to imagine that the defences around it were much less than what you see today and so as you would be coming up the river, you’d see this huge, enormous building, challenging you as you’re coming into London. 

Narrator:
The Tower was built as a symbol of the authority of the new Norman rulers, and its primary function was as a fortress-stronghold. As such, it was eminently suitable as a prison. The first prisoner was held here in 1100, only a few years after the Tower had been completed. Bishop Ranulf Flambard had made himself unpopular with tax collecting and was sent to the Tower on charges of extortion. But he managed to escape…

Look at the smaller windows in the upper row. On the 2nd February 1101, Flambard tied a rope that had been smuggled to him in a gallon of wine, to a column in one of the windows and, holding his Bishop’s staff, prepared to climb down. He’d invited his guards to celebrate the religious feast of Candlemas and got them drunk. While they were snoring soundly, he climbed down from the battlements. His friends, who were waiting with horses, looked up in great fear. Still carrying his staff, he managed to get down safely and galloped away to freedom.

The history of the Tower of London spans almost 1,000 years. And to ensure that it doesn’t come to an end any time soon, some very special creatures are kept here. Looking towards the White Tower you’ll see, on the left, a large cage. But don’t go too close – the ravens can sometimes bite.


Stop 5 The Ravens

Derrick Coyle:
Hello, my name’s Derrick Coyle, I’m the Ravenmaster at Her Majesty’s Tower of London. 

The job of Ravenmaster is involved. In the summer I start round about four thirty, let them out of the cages, feed them, clean all the cages, make sure they’ve got enough water for the day and then they’re not going to bed until about nine thirty at night, so that makes for a long, long day in the summer. But in the winter I gain because they’re not getting up till quarter to eight and they’re back in bed some days at three o’clock. I try and keep the birds to a natural rhythm, as I can, as if they were in the wild. 

Narrator:
Nobody knows for sure when ravens first nested at the Tower of London. But every precaution is taken to make sure they don’t disappear.

Derrick Coyle:
The reason we’ve got ravens here is to fulfil the old legend that goes back to the reign of Charles II. He came here very early on in his reign to see how the preparations were going for his coronation, and the answer was: not very well - because the ravens kept leaving a lot of mess all over the place because there were hundreds here, nesting all over the place. So the Astronomer Royal said: Can we get rid of the ravens? Initially the King said yes and then he was reminded of the old legend that should all the ravens ever leave the White Tower, the White Tower will crumble down into dust and great harm will befall the country. So he said we’ll keep six here, and from that day we’ve always kept six. And to show that we’re not superstitious at all, we normally keep two extra. 

Narrator:
If you'd like to hear Derrick talk about some of the tricks the ravens get up to, select the option on your screen. Otherwise our tour of the Norman fortress ends here. But there’s much more of the Tower to discover - a look at your map will show you where our other tours start.

Stop 5a The Raven’s Tricks

Derrick Coyle:
Ravens are very intelligent, ravens are the most intelligent of any bird. Raven Thor, he talks. You go past him in the morning, say good morning, and he’ll answer back. When I feed Thor I’ll say, ‘that’s for you’ and very occasionally he’ll say, ‘that’s for me’. Now he distinguishes between you and me. Now that’s not mimicking, that’s intelligence. Raven Rhys, when he was here, one of his tricks was he’d wait till a young girl with long hair with a ribbon in her hair would go to drink at the fountain on Tower Green and as she bent down to get a drink, he’d be up there quick as a flash, he’d cut the ribbon out of her hair and then run off with it and then destroy it on Tower Green. He also used to wait until there was a group of people there and he’d go into the middle of them, start barking like a dog, and everyone’s looking for the dog and Rhys had run away cackling to himself. 

The ravens are very intelligent and I often think that when the public are looking at the ravens, you know, trying to get them to do something, I think the ravens are just looking back thinking, cor, look at that lot there. You know: Who’s looking at who?


[End of Tour]
