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The 1965 Post Office Tower came as a triumph of technological breakthrough with its 

microwave antennas announcing the beginning of a new era in telecommunications. 

Surpassing St. Paul’s cupola that had crowned the city for over 250 years, the tower looked as 

if it had landed like a rocket in the centre of London. Through its monumentality the tower 

was bound to become a focal point within the city skyline. However, due to a series of events 

and actions committed against the edifice, it has never been comfortable in its own skin, 

standing awkwardly in the skyline. 

 

 

Today as one approaches the BT Tower, a trilingual sign announces its closure to the public. 

The disappointment continues when the receptionist is not more helpful than the sign at the 

entrance and duplicates it by reaffirming the exclusivity of the tower. This contrasts to the 

way visitors were welcomed 40 years before. 

On the 19
th

 of May 1965 the Post Office Tower’s rotating restaurant and viewing platforms 

opened giving millions the opportunity to view London from its highest point. One account 

from 1965 describes the experience at the top of the tower. 

Figure 2. Entrance to the BT Tower, 

March 2013 
Figure 3. Restaurant Level, 1970 



“I am standing 158 metres above London, high above Fitzrovia, admiring the best 

view in town. I can see my old school at the Oval, I can see the block of flats where I 

lived in Kennington. There are also a lot of arguably more famous buildings to look at 

– not to mention the river, the parks and, on a clear day, Heathrow Airport. I can see 

for miles. All around me tables are being prepared for lunch. A drinks trolley winks 

provocatively in a corner. Upstairs, in the kitchen, a beef stew is already bubbling 

slowly.”
1
 

Both in its construction and in its function, the 

Tower embodied the technological stage 

society was in the 1960s as England’s 

telecommunications hub. It had a privileged 

place in the skyline and became a national 

information-Panopticon. The Post Office 

Tower was the medium through which 

microwaves transmitted telephone circuits and 

television broadcast from London across the 

country in its 21 receiving duplicates. Much 

like the Panopticon, the tower controlled what 

was seen and heard while providing London 

with a physical surveillance platform, 

London’s first foray into the CCTV city it has 

become today. As the central radial point of the 

microwave network, the Post Office Tower 

found its place on the map. At the same time, it 

did not. 

 

 

Although it was involved in the propagation of nationwide information, the highly 

conspicuous tower has a secret history. The previously described attitudes to welcoming 

visitors are separated by one public statement made by Kate Hoey, Member of the British 

Parliament, in 1993. 

“Hon. Members have given examples of seemingly trivial information that remains officially 

secret. An example that has not been mentioned, but which is so trivial that it is worth 

mentioning, is the absence of the British Telecom Tower from Ordnance Survey maps. I hope 

that I am covered by parliamentary privilege when I reveal that the British Telecom tower 

does exist and that its address is 60 Cleveland Street, London.” 

 

                                                           
1
 P. Clark. “Tower to the People”. In The Scotsman (1965). 

Figure  4. U.K. Microwave Network, 1970 



Until Madam Hoey declared the presence of the British Telecom Tower, the building had 

supposedly been non-existent for the public consciousness. However, the two accounts are 

ironic experiences in relation to the tower’s political status. From 1965 when it opened for 

operational purposes to 1993 when Hoey made the revelatory declaration the Post Office 

Tower, as it was known, was an official British secret. So secret was the tower that it never 

appeared on Ordnance Survey Maps until 1993. The absurdity continued as the tower became 

off-limits to the public after its exclusion from official secrecy. 

 

The mismatch of the tower’s socio-politico-economical statuses has produced a physical 

anomaly which this essay attempts to expose and understand in the larger context of the 

cliental forces which have acted upon the tower in its 50-year long history. By appealing to 

factual information, the following traces the P.O. Tower’s decline from surge to paralysis. 

 

One of the most peculiar facts about the tower is its omission from O.S. Maps. The Map 

published in April 1965 locates the Telephone Exchange & Radio Tower, which one might 

think refers to the Post Office Tower. However, it does not. 

 

Figure 5. Ordnance Survey Map, Fitzrovia, April 1965 



 

The “Radio Tower” the map is 

referring to is a steel truss mast which 

was disassembled in May 1965 

because it had been replaced by the 

larger Post Office Tower. The image 

is a frame from the disassembly 

video.  

 

 

 

The juxtaposition between the 1965 O.S. Map and the 2013 Bing O.S. Map reveals an 

evident comparison: the 1965 Map shows what had been there before the construction of the 

tower, without referencing its existence in physical actuality, and the current Bing OS Map 

shows a circle as a diagrammatic representation of the tower and specifies the appellative 

“BT Tower” as a location marker. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Bing Ordnance Survey Map, Fitzrovia. March 2013 

Figure 6. Removal of Radio Tower, 1965 



The images of the maps, in the context of the two accounts of the tower, permit the 

emergence of a contradiction between policies of official secrecy and physical actuality 

which defines a paradoxical presence – a physical anomaly. 

The Official Secrets Act of 1911 categorized the Post Office Tower as an official secret. 

Official Secrets Act 1911, Chapter 28, 1 (1) b and c: 

If any person for any purpose prejudicial to the safety or interests of the State –  

b. makes any sketch, plan, model, or note which is calculated to be or might be or is intended 

to be directly or indirectly useful to an enemy; or 

c. obtains and communicates to any other person any sketch, plan, model, article, or note, or 

other document or information which is calculated to be or might be or is intended to be 

directly or indirectly useful to an enemy; 

he shall be guilty of felony, and shall be liable to penal servitude for any term not less than 

three years and not exceeding seven years. 

And Chapter 28, 3 a: 

For the purposes of this Act, the expression “prohibited place”means –  

a. Any work of defence, arsenal, factory, dockyard, camp, ship, telegraph or signal 

station, or office belonging to His Majesty […]
2
 

The forceful and contradictory structures which have acted upon the tower in its existence 

have generated a physical anomaly in the urban environment. This can be seen in four 

mechanisms of protection and their corresponding counter-mechanisms: the policy, the 

tower’s geophysical features and their representation, its popular representation and its public 

programme. The mechanisms of protection of the tower’s secrecy are countered by the 

mechanisms through which the tower is monumentalized. 

As an obligation of the policy, the tower underwent representational erasure, not 

appearing on Ordnance Survey Maps from the 60s and all the way into the 90s. This erasure 

is artificial and comes as an avoidance of its presence to produce a manipulation of the 

perceived and existing urban landscape. It represents a fake reality that rejects 

inconveniences. 

This representational omission is countered by the location of the tower in London’s 

central Fitzrovia and its status as the city’s tallest building until the 1980s. These geo-

physical features maximize its visibility and render it a dominant element of the London 

skyline. Nicholas Taylor describes the tower as a:  

“landmark to travellers from the North, looking down Mornington Crescent;” 

                                                           
2
 Parliament, Official Secrets Act (1911), p. 3-4. Available: www.legislation.co.uk. 



and as an extension of: 

“Wren’s horizon of campanili with its richly modelled cupola, visible above the urban 

roofline;” 

and having a presence: 

 “in brilliant contrast above the cool iconic curve of Nash’s Park Crescent.”
3
 

To this point, Sert, Léger and Giedion argue in Point 8 of Nine Points on Monumentality that 

siting is an important aspect of a building’s identification as monumental. However, they 

stand for the idea that not only the location in the urban context is relevant, but also its 

immediate location:  

“In these open spaces, monumental architecture will find its appropriate setting which 

now does not exist. Monumental buildings will then be able to stand in space, for, like 

trees or plants, monumental buildings cannot be crowded in upon any odd lot in any 

district. Only when this space is achieved can the new urban centres come to life.”
4
 

 

London used to be more of a horizontal city than it is now and until the 1980s the tower 

dominated London’s skyline. The Post Office Museum, inhabiting the concrete block 

underneath the tower, acts as a plinth to the edifice facilitating its visibility even from the 

surrounding areas. 

 

Furthermore, the tower’s architectural features render it monumental. Point 9 of the 

aforementioned Nine Points on Monumentality discusses that modern materials (steel and 

glass) and “curved and light metal structures” are constructional compositions which 

contribute to a building’s identity as monumental to its time. The title of an article in a 

brochure of the Post Office Tower in 1970 reads “13,000 tons of steel, concrete and glass”
5
. 

In addition, “mobile elements” complement the material composition and form by innovating 

architectural effects:  

 

“These mobile elements, changing positions and casting different shadows when 

acted upon by wind or machinery, can be the source of new architectural effects.”
6
 

 

These characteristics have determined Reginald Bevins, the Postmaster General in 1960, in a 

letter to an MP, to describe the tower as  

 

“an addition to the skyline which would characterize the technological age of which 

London is the centre.”
7
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 Sert, Léger, Giedion, p. 3. 
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 The National Archives. AO 27/44 ‘jnl PO10/64-5’ 2. 



This brings up the question of whether the monumental character of the building was 

intentional or consequential of its function. The tower had to be exceptionally tall (189 m) to 

permit a clear line of site over both the city and the curvature of the earth.  

 

 
Figure 8. Radio Path Diagram 

 

A deduction emerges that the monumentality of the tower is first and foremost a consequence 

of functional necessity. Reginald Bevins’ description is a grounded, yet personal 

interpretation of the technical requirements of the building. These facts have determined 

Christopher T. Goldie to associate the tower’s construction with the notion of “symbolic 

capital”
8
, concocted by Kim Dovey.

9
 According to Goldie, indeed the tower’s physical 

features confer it the status of an iconic building. Point 2 of Nine Points on Monumentality 

communicates the view that monuments reach this status when their architecture is an 

expression of the position of society at the moment of its erection.
10

 Through its physical 

facts and its description as a “colossus of engineering”
11

 the tower was bound to embody the 

societal Zeitgeist prevalent at the time: an embrace of new forms of communication 

technology. 

 

The tower’s popular representation contradicts the Official Secrets Act of 1911 

which placed a representational interdiction on the Post Office Tower by condemning anyone 

who, in some form or another, recorded its presence. Ironically, during this Act the tower 

featured as a central player to multiple TV shows. 

A famous episode of Doctor Who – The War Machines – focuses on the tower as the main 

architectural element of London through its modern symbolism. In fact, upon arrival in 

gloomy 1960s London, the Doctor describes the Post Office Tower as follows: 
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 “You know, there’s something alien about that tower; I can scent it! […] 

 I can feel it; it’s got something sort of powerful.”
12

 

 

The use of the terminology “alien” goes beyond machine-like formal considerations (the 

“modern” material composition and the antennas) to question the tower’s real function. 

Through this one can read that the edifice takes on a representation just like the episode’s title 

– “The War Machines”. 

 

Through its war-like characteristics the tower immediately entered popular culture, which, 

facilitated by the media, has not only spread news of its presence, but further expanded the 

monumental character of the tower in its depictions raising it to an icon of London. 

 

Surprisingly, however, no one was convicted for representing the tower even though the 

depictions were shown not just to “another person”, but to an entire world. 

The interior of the tower was designated to accommodate for a more or less public 

programme. A public rotating restaurant was installed in four of the 39 floors of the tower. 

The opening of the rotating restaurant and the public viewing platforms seems to have come 

as a necessity to counterbalance the high construction and maintenance costs of the building. 

In a report written in 1962 to convince the reluctant Treasury to fund the project, the 

rapporteur states: 

“The major source of income for the multimedia tower business relies on rental 

charges for antennas or telecommunication devices which is not, of course, sufficient. 

In order to generate more gross profit, it is important to expand the range of tower 

business by promoting tourism using observation facilities, tenant business, etc.”  
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 BBC Classic, Doctor Who: The War Machines (1966). Available: www.youtube.com.  

http://www.youtube.com/


Albeit this report, suspicion arises on whether 

crowning the tower with countless floor 

levels which are double the surface area of 

the ones beneath and devising the engineering 

that would put in function an entire rotating 

floor level, and maintaining it, would 

truthfully assuage the balance sheet. This is 

why belief that the rotating restaurant is a 

functional artifice which was intended to 

cover up some of the structure’s use could be 

deduced. The rotating restaurant and the 

public viewing platforms deter the 

questioning of the edifice’s function. From 

the 60s and until the 80s, more than 4 million 

people visited the tower, more than any other 

London landmark during that same time. 

 

 

 

 

 

The layered biography of the BT Tower is essential to the understanding of the emergence of 

architecture in its social form. The social biography of the tower is made evident in the 

appellatives the building possessed over time. So far the tower has been known as the GPO 

Tower, the Post Office Tower, the Telecom Tower and the BT Tower (while those who work 

in the building have always called it the Stick). The transition from the Post Office Tower to 

the Telecom Tower was established by MP Hoey in her revelatory declaration. 

As an extended thought of the laid out analysis worthy of attention, Hoey’s act of revelation 

questions the validity of architecture: does a building need to be acknowledged to have 

credibility or does its physical presence suffice? 

In response, a conversation about the BT Tower as an iconic building is apposite at this 

moment. The absurdity of the tower’s status as an icon is a product of the portrayal in the 

media. One particularly evocative depiction of the tower is in the comedy series “The 

Goodies”. The episode speculates that the gigantic feline monster bearing the name Kitten 

Kong infiltrated London to devastate it. In a memorable image Kitten Kong is depicted 

toppling the tower down. The fact that a perceived enemy attacks a country’s 

communications hub monumentalizes the tower to the level that it becomes iconic. 

 

Figure 9. Programme Diagram 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The tower as a terrorist target goes beyond fictional comedy and into shocking reality. In 

October 1971, a bomb exploded in the men’s restroom of the rotating restaurant. Images of 

the structurally devastating effects appeared in the press only to shock the public eye. It was 

assumed, never confirmed, that the IRA had been responsible for the attack. The fact that the 

terrorist attack targeted the P.O. Tower comes as evidence for the status of the Tower as an 

icon. Architecture does not need to be acknowledged by a public figure to have truthful 

credibility; i.e. the tower in a militarized communicational state existed before Hoey revealed 

it 30 years after its construction and proof of this is the entire culture that generated around it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Kitten Kong Attacking the P.O. Tower, The Goodies, November 1971 

Figure 11. Bomb Attack, October 1971 



But what is the relevance of a contradiction between a physical existence and a political 

status? In the end, the BT Tower exists in a very physical shape, is conspicuous in the skyline 

and through these it has been an icon of London for a very long time. These are consequences 

of its physical identity that almost render the tower’s political status invisible. 

In fact, this is precisely why the BT Tower’s contradictory identity is apposite: through its 

shear physical expansiveness (i.e. its architecture), the edifice has covered up its functional 

identity (i.e. its political status). By being exceptionally conspicuous, it is exceptionally 

secret. The public character of the building is mimicked, i.e. the form of its presence is 

public; the tower was publicly funded, the viewing platforms and the restaurant were 

promoted to provide everyone with the opportunity to enjoy the highest view over London
13

 

and the appearance of the tower embodies the technological stage of development society 

was at in 1965. In this sense, but also not knowing the intentionality of this camouflage, the 

possibility of faked functionalities of every-day edifices becomes a mundane reality. 

An understanding of the clashing mechanisms that have exerted themselves upon the 

BT Tower brings us to a discussion about the relevance of the tower today. The 

telecommunications system has been updated and the antennas are no longer necessary and 

have been removed. The tower is now stripped of its original function. 

The BT Tower has undergone many alterations, whether at the level of policy, ownership, 

public perception or architecture. While it is a well-known fact that architecture is a product 

of compromise between different parties, the BT Tower appears as a product of historical 

layers of mutually overpowering forces: the Post Office desiring a powerful image of 

technological advancement, the Treasury trying to spend the least and gain the most, the 

political authorities dreaming to keep the building a secret, BT Group assuring privacy over 

their affairs from competitor eyes, private enterprises longing for exclusive venues, the media 

needing a subject to ridicule. These forces have rendered the tower into an object which 

adapts and re-adapts to satisfy cliental wants to the point of paralysis. The tower has become 

a paralyzed prostitute. 

In this process the tower has been forgotten. Taller, more attractive and conspicuous towers 

now dominate the London skyline. These are the new icons of the city: the Gherkin, One 

Canada Square, the London Eye, the Shard. But the BT Tower remains obscure, forgotten, 

misplaced and functionless and has been reduced to a mast in the skyline. 

Thus, the tower has disappeared, and this time not under any political act. 
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 Although they did not because these were catered by high-end firms whose target group were the rich and 

wealthy, but this is another conversation. 
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