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HIS MAJBSTY'SROYAL. PALACE _AND FORTRESS OF THE 
TOWER OF LONDON. 

By COLONEL N. J. C. RUTHERFORD, D.SO .• 

THE Tower of London has for so long a time been familiar to all 
me~bers of the public as a show place, a museum of old armour and in
struments of war, an ancient monument holding the history of the British 
peoples behind its grim grey walls, that the correct designation and admin
istration of the Royal Palace and Fortress has almost been lost sight of in its 
more popular role as "one of the Sights of London.'" Fortress first, then 
residence of Monarchs until Queen Elizabeth refused to live as a Queen in 
a place where she had spent months as a prisoner, then a State Prison for 
great offenders, and now again a Fortress and a Museum. The Fortress 
covers 12 acres. The garrison consists of a battalion of the Guards Brigade, 
quartered in the Waterloo Barracks built under the orders of the Duke of 
Wellington. Various ancillary services are represented in the Ordnance 
Officer's Staff and the Barrack Warden. All the buildings in the ~rower 
are under the' supervision and care of His Majesty's Office' of Works 
and Public Buildings, so that construction work or repairs of the buildings 
occupied- by the military garrison is carried out by the Office of Works, but 
no new work can be commenced in the Tower without the favourable 
opinion of the Constable of the Tower who will submit the matter to the 
King for approvaL The duties of the garrison are concerned with their 
own battalion training and in carrying out the various guards and cere
monies -in accordance with the immemorial customs handed down the 
ages. The Guards are Garrison Guards and are three in number: the 
Main Guard situated llear the Bloody Tower and close to the .T ewel House, 
the Spur Guard at the entrance gates, and the Wharf Guard at the Tower 
Bridge end of the Wharf overlooking the river. It is the Main Guard 
which furnishes the escort each night at 10 p.m. for the ceremony of the 
King's Keys. The Spur Guard has the responsibility of becoming familiar 
with all the Tower residents, as it is part of their orders to stop and ques
tion all strangers after the Tower is closed to the public, and to detail a 
soldier to accompany any such stranger wishing to visit any resident. The 
Guard for the Bank of England is not supplied from the Tower Garrison. 
The administration of the Tower is vested in the hands of the Constable, 
who holds his appointment by Royal Letters Patent under the Great Seal! 
The Constables date back to one Geoffrey de Mandeville, created by 
William the Conqueror about 1078. Since 1826, when the Duke of 
Wellington held the title, it has been almost invariably given to officers 
holding the rank of Field Marshal. It is centuries since the Constable 
resided in the Tower. The second appointment is that of Lieutenant of 
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the Tower. The first Lieutenant recorded is Wi1liam de Piuntel, 1189, in 
the reign of Richard 1. From the time the Constable gave up residence 
the Lieutenant became the most import!1nt official, and in the reign of 
Henry VIII a new house called the TJieutenant's Lodgirigswas built on 
Tower Green for his accommodation. This Tudor residence is now known 

. as King's House, and is the home of the officer holding the third appoint
ment as Major and Resident Governor, the Lieutenant having ceased to 
be· in residence since 1689. The appointment of Lieutenant is for three 
years and is given to Lieutenant-Generals on the active list but not hold
ing commands. The Major is now therefore the only administrative 
resident officer, and he carries out the orders of the Constable, who is in 
supreme command, or the Lieutenant, who is second in command. Of late 
years the appointment of Major has been given to a retired Lieutenant
Colonel, and carries with it residence in the King's House. This third 
appointment dates back to 16~Oin the,reign of William and Mary. 

But the most important of all officials in the Tower is the Keeper 
of the .J ewel House. This ancient title dates back to somewhere about 
1042 in the reign of Edward the Confessor, but the earliest holder of the 
appointment named was the Bishop of Carlisle, in 1230. The Keeper has 
an official residence in St. Thomas~ Tower, and is a member of His 
Majesty's Household, under the direct orders of the Sovereign, issued 
through the Lord Chamberlain. Since 1852 the office has been delegated 
to a retired officer, and the last six have held the rank of General. Two 
more residential appointments exist: that of Chaplain to the Tower and 
Medical Officer to the Tower. During the last decade the Chaplain-General 
of the Army has occupied the post of Chaplain and been given a house on 
Tower Green, next to the Church of St. Peter ad Vincula. The Medical 
Officer has been of late years a re-employed R.A.M.C. (R.P.) officer appointed 
by the War Office and approved by the Constable. Before the Great War, 
R.A.M.C. officers on the active list were posted to the Tower, though in 
earlier years the post was held by officers of the Medical Department on 
half pay. The Army List of 1874 shows a Deputy Inspector-General Ivey 
at the Tower, and a brass plate in St. Peter ad Vincula commemorates 
this officer's service in the Tower from 1871-1891.1 Before the South 
Africari War of 1899, and for some years after, the Guards Brigade had 
their own medical officers, who lived with the battalion resident in the 
Tower. In those days the Tower supported two medical officers; the 
Guards Surgeon, who looked after his own people, and the Tower Medical 
Officer who looked after the resident officials and Yeoman-Warders and 
families, and had the official residence marked Medical Officer on 'Tower 
Green ~ext to the Chaplain's House. When the Brigade ceased to have 
their own Surgeons (they still exist in the Household Cavalry) the two duties 

( .. 
: 1 There is no record in the Major's Office of Medical Officers at the Tower. 
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were merged into one and the resident medical officer of the Tower became 
responsible medically for all Tower residents. Even as recently as 1929, 
the Dispensary attached to the Reception Station was situated in the 
basement of a Yeoman-Warder's quarter, and there still remained the 
Yeoman-Warder who had acted as dispenser to the medical officer. Also 
the block 0'£ buildings now known and used as married quarters for families 
of the troops is still shown in old plans as Hospital Block and was a 
Military or Regimental Hospital. The duties of the resident medical 
officer (in my time) varied from a routine sick parade at the Medical 
Inspection Room, or "Medical Bunk" as the Brigade call it, to the treat:' 
ment of an American tourist bitten by a Tower raven, and to maternity 
attenflance on a lady visitor who overstayed her time,. in both senses, 
and found the Tower gates shut on her at at 11 p.m. 

I always thought that the appointment of Medical Officer tb the Tower 
should be permanently graded as one of the six official appointments on a 
definite scale of pay with. quarters 'as is the' case with the other 'resident 
officials. The Keeper of the Jewel House, Resident Governor and 
Chaplain are all provided with free residences. The Medical Officer 
has a sum for rent of his house deducted from his pay a.s a R.A.M.C, 
re-employed officer. The Superiutendent of the Office of Works resides 
in the Tower as do also the Chief Clerk to the Ordnance Officer and the 
Barrack Warden. Then come the Yeomen-Warders; they are recruited 
from warrant officers and colonr-sergeants who have their names registered 
as candidates when serving with the Colours. The age limit for appoint
ment is 50 and Warders after attaining 60 years o~ age will be struck off 
the strength, but may be re-appointed. The medical officer examines all 
warders over 60 years in January and reports on their fitness for ,continu
ing in the Service. The rule of re-appointment is freely exercised and 
some of the Senior W IHders stay on into the ,seventies. They number 
40 and some 35 are provided with free quarters in the Tower. 

The Chief Warder, whose correct title is the Yeoman Porter, acts as a 
Regimental Serjeant-Major, carries out the daily postings for duties and 
personally takes the nightly ceremony of the King's Keys. His second-in
command is the Yeoman-Gaoler who, on ceremonial occasions, carries' the 
axe of execution, row a large and imposing implement kept in the 
Major's office. All Yeomen-Warders are sworn as special constables an4 
have police ,powers. Most of the resident warders have grown-up families 
of various ages. vVhen the outer gates are locked at 10 p.m., the wicket 
gates are still open but no cars can enter or leave the Tower. At 11 p.m. 
ail egress from the Tower is closed, and ingress only allowed to those in 
possession of the password for the night. At midnight the wicket-gate is 
closed to troops and to all except residents who have entered their names 
in a special book kept in the Warder's Hall, signifying their intention to be 
out after 12 o'clock. A Yeoman-Warder remains on duty until 3 a.m. at 
the Byward Tower wicket-gate and admits those entered in the book. 

guest. P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
ay 22, 2023 by

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-63-05-05 on 1 N
ovem

ber 1934. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


N. J. C. Rutherford 323 

After 3 a.m. the Tower is closed to all. There is a clause in the Standing 
Orders of the Tower that the" warder of the watch in case of aceident or 
illness will open the wicket gate for medical aid." In the Warder's Hall 
there is kept a spare key for the wicket-gate in a glass case: in the event of 
sudden emergency the glass can be broken and the key used. 

As regards health and sanitation. Many people think the Tower must be 
unhealthy from its situation on the river and proximity to Billingsgate fish 
market. Certainly sore throats, colds, and, when influenza is about, in
fluenzal colds produce a full sick parade, but not any more 80 than other 
London Barracks. As a class the Yeoman-Warders are a healthy lot of 
men. They have to be out and about in all weathers, yet many of them 
are active and spry at the late sixties and even early seventies. I do not 
think fog is any worse than one gets at Millbank. The sanitation of 
barracks is done by the Office of Work employees, though the general 
sweeping-up and cleaning of the Tower is done by the troops, no light 
matter after a public holiday when some six to eight thousand people leave 
litter scattered all over the place. Incidentally, it always annoyed me to 
see soldiers used for this purpose. 

No description of the Tower is complete without a word about the 
ravens. It has always been a custom to keep these birds as show exhibits 
to entertain the visitors. Their origin is obscure. Some say they came 
to the Tower from the surrounding forests and swamps hundreds of years 
ago, others that they formed part of the menagerie of the Tower that 
existed in Tudor days. Anyhow the Tower supports five of these queer 
birds. 'rhey used to be formally taken on the strength and provided with 
a fully filled-in medical history sheet. They certainly draw a ration of 
raw meat which is fed to them daily by the sanitary corporal of the 
battalion. This meat they bury on the green and dig it up again when 
sufficiently tasty. They frequently amuse themselves by slipping under 
one of the garden seats on the green and taking a peck at innocent 
visitors resting thereon. They are attracted by the female leg displayed 
in a silk stocking, or stockingless, as the case may be. They have a 
malicious humour of their own, and can be pure devils. If they get a 
chance they will catch, pluck, and eat a harmless fat London pigeon. 
Their most annoying habit is their continual hoarse barking; once 
started they can keep it up for hours, and dawn is the hour they gener
ally choose for their concert. One raven was said to have lived for 
forty-four years on Tower_Green. He died full of vice and wickedness in 
1924. 
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