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SUMMARY 

An archaeological watching brief has been maintained on Crossrail works carried out in the 
locality of Paddington Station. One element of the observation work has been the recording and 
characterisation of a wooden sett roadway in Departures Road. This document summarises that 
characterisation in order to inform the potential incorporation of salvaged blocks into the 
proposed paving design around the Crossrail station.          

 
 Introduction 

The presence of an historic wooden sett roadway below the surface of Departures Road has 
been noted in MOLA report EWMA Padd 0122 (March 2010) and is addressed by the Crossrail 
written scheme of investigation for the site (C130-SWN-Z-RSI-B071-00001_Rev9.0 Paddington 
SS-WSI – latest revision). 
 
Observations have been carried out on inspection trenches, guide wall excavations and the 
basement clash trench within Departures Road. The location of revealed Wooden Setts has 
been mapped and the setts photographed. An area of setts was lifted and reinstated and further 
setts have been retained as salvage items. These interventions were all carried out during the 
enabling works for the Paddington Station construction. Further watching brief observations 
were made during the commencement of bulk extraction during the main construction 
programme.   
 
This report sets out briefly the character of the wooden sett roadway in order to inform the 
incorporation of salvage blocks into the paving design for Crossrail Paddington Station. 
 

 Date of the Wooden Sett Roadway 
The technology of the roadway in comparison to the development of wooden roadways set out 
in Clow 2008 (From Macadam to Asphalt - The Paving of the Streets of London in the Victoria 
Era, London Industrial Archaeology 2008 p 3-7 - kindly supplied by David Keeley at Crossrail) 
suggests the roadway should be of a slightly later date than the terminus construction, perhaps 
in the 1870’s. This coincides with more popular use of the material and some improvements in 
the construction (i.e. use of the impregnation of creosote to prevent rotting) but pre-dates other 
improvements such as the use of a bitumen soaked felt between the setts and the laying base 
as an additional safeguard against decay.        
 
A layer frequently appearing below the wooden sett sub-base contained clay tobacco pipes and 
sherds of pottery which date from around 1860-1880 (See Crossrail Paddington Watching Brief 
Report C254-OXF-T1-RGN-CRG03-50262) reinforcing the typological dating proposed above.  
Further evidence is given by the recorded presence of the construction cut for the Macmillan 
House Block E basement construction, which was carried out in the 1880’s (see PCA 2013) and 
cuts through the wooden setts, which were subsequently replaced.  
 

 Extent of the Wooden Sett Roadway 
The roadway has been observed from the extent of Crossrail works towards Praed Street in the 
south east to the limit of the Departures Road Canopy to the north-west. It has been removed in 
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some locations by service trenches. It abuts the (below ground edge) of the Departures Road 
pavement and is constructed against the Eastbourne Terrace retaining wall.   
 
Figure 2 illustrates the extent of the wooden setts. To the north west of Departures Road (at the 
top of Figure 2) the change to cobble setts is shown.     

  
 Character of Construction 

Clow 2008 gives an image of typical roadway construction, this is very similar to that in 
Departures Road but there are some differences. These are noted below.  
 

 
                                  
Illustration from Clow 2008  
 
 The average block size is 230 mm (length) x 75-80 mm (width) x 145 mm (laid depth). The 
blocks are probably of Deal (common in railway sleepers and telegraph poles) and laid in an 
alternating joint stretcher pattern (as illustrated above). The blocks are laid from the Paddington 
Station side of Departures Road with ends laid against a Portland cement ridge which in turn 
abuts the kerbstone. The sets were laid on a NE-SW alignment with their long sides at right 
angles to the face of the Eastbourne Terrace wall. The laying pattern is completed against 
Eastbourne Terrace wall by two rows of NW-SE aligned setts laid as stretchers (see Plate 2, 
Trench 2 below).  
 
Joints are generally flush but there are intermittent soaked bark inclusions in the joints. These 
are c 1-2 mm thick and are presumed to act as expansion joints.  
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The setts are creosote soaked and laid directly on a Portland cement base. The soaking 
appears to have been carried out insitu as the bases of the setts are not fully protected and 
many are rotten.  
 
A single seam is apparent running parallel to the Departures Road pavement in TPSW3. A 
section (see Plate 4 below) shows the roadway to be constructed in two phases relating to the 
lifting and relaying of setts for basement construction associated with Block E (note difference in 
colour of the Portland cement base).  
 
Conclusion  
 
The wooden sett roadway represented a reasonably well preserved example of a form of 
surfacing briefly popular in the late 19th century but rapidly outmoded. This use of this form of 
surfacing maybe both surprising and interesting to the public and of note to parties with 
specialist interest in early modern archaeology. 
 
A representative sample of roadway was recorded and lifted and has been stored by Costain 
Skanska JV on behalf of Crossrail.         
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Plate 1: General character of wooden sett roadway seen in top of Basement Clash Trench 
looking towards the northwest 
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Plate 2: Detail showing setts set length ways against Eastbourne Terrace Wall Utilities Trench 2 
(not illustrated)  
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Plate 3: Detail showing re-laying ‘seam’ in joint construction  TPSW3 
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Plate 4: Section showing variation in cement base coinciding with basement construction cut 
and seam in roadway. TPSW3 

 

 

Plate 5: Relaying of setts after initial trench investigations TPSW3 
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