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A fmal vuste - dtm,’t n/vuss Alec Su/mwiers 'cajm̂ râ uî  ti/st.
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HELLFIRE CORNER AND THE TUNNELS OF 

DOVER CASTLE
This May English Heritage is opening the oldest and most famous of three floors of 

tunnels inside the white cliffs of Dover. Casemate Level, with the familiar balcony in 

the cliff face, is being opened to the public for the first time and will be known as 

’Hellfire Corner". For the first time in its two hundred year history the public will 

be able to explore the original Napoleonic workings, see the graffiti left by 

engineers as early as 1865, compare the five separate and completely different types 

of ventilating systems and, most exciting of all, will be able to see the sites of the 

rooms and offices from where Vice-Admiral Bertram masterminded the evacuation of 

339,00 allied troops from the bloody beaches of Dunkirk.

Ever since 1066 the narrow stretch of the Channel has kept England safe from 

invasion. Our navy has kept the island secure, defeating even the might of the 

Spanish Armada in 1588, but by 1797 the Channel was again about to be crossed. 

Prime Minister Pitt, having replaced Addington in 1803, set about rearming the castle 

and enlarging many of the defences around the coast. Casemates were dug back into 

the cliff, six in all, each to mount a set of guns over the harbour, and possibly to 

house the troopers needed to serve them.

The threat of invasion was very real; Napoleon was known to be assembling a fleet 

of ships and barges to carry his army, then the finest in Europe, to the Kent coast. 

However, thanks again to our Navy, and Nelson at Trafalgar, the French never sailed 

and the armoury of the Dover casemates was never used in anger; indeed they may 

never have been armed at all.

For nearly 100 years nothing more happened at the casemates. They may have been 

enlarged and used for storage, or as barracks, but their history is vague at this time. 

The real history of the tunnels begins with the Second World War. During 1939 

Bertram Ramsay moved the Naval staff down into the casemate levels, the Navy took 

over the easternmost single casemate which naturally enough became known as 

‘Admiralty Casemate1 while the Coastal Artillery took over the second casemate and 

the RAF the third. Above the Casemate the Annexe level was built, housing, amongst 

other things, a large hospital. Below the Casemates the first sections of the third
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floor, Dumpy, were added; now consisting of three very large floors the tunnels 

served as a combined centre of operations until the war ended.

In 1945/46 the Navy handed the tunnels back to the Home Office which, not knowing 

what to do with them, closed them down. They awoke again in the early 50s when

the early 50s when the Cold War began to freeze relationships across Europe. 

During the 50s and 60s the tunnels were used as a centre for Civil Defence, being, 

in their time, a combined centre of operations (again), Regional War Rooms, a 

Regional Seat of Government IDover was RSG 6, later RSG 12) and finally a Sub- 

Regional Headquaretres or SRHQ.

By the late 60s it appears that the top floor, Annexe Level, was used as sleeping 

and living quarters for those who worked in the operation rooms on Casemate Floor 

or who, indeed, manned the RSG downstairs in Dumpy. By the early 70s the system 

was closed down again and remained so until the mid-80s when the government 

decided to hand the complex over to English Heritage.

HELLFIRE CORNER/CASEMATE LEVEL

Opening a system such as Casemate to the public has been a major task, carried out 

for English Heritage by Mr Jack Loman from the Presentation Department. The first 

decision to be made concerned the condition of the tunnels and whether or not to 

refurbish them as they may have appeared during those few dramatic days of May 

1940. In the end it was decided to leave the tunnels just as English Heritage found 

them when they were handed over in 1986.

The Casemate floor alone is being opened, and trained interpreters will take you on a 

three-quarter mile tour of the Casemates themselves. The only piece of 

reconstruction to be done is the entrance itself which was possible because a photo 

has survived that shows Prime Minister Churchill and Vice-Admiral Ramsay leaving 

the Casemate Level.

One of the first things to be enjoyed underground will be a short film, produced

from a laser disc, that will show the early history of the tunnels. The tour will then

lead visitors through various tunnels, in which the air venting and conditioning 

system will be shown, ending in a 50s room that will house both a lift to other 

floors but, more importantly, a large model showing the cliff face; this will enable

you to see where you are in relation to the castle, car parks, cliff face etc. This

Model Room will also house one of the most exciting finds so far discovered by EH, 

Bastion Level. During 1940 or 41 it appears that a fourth floor was begun, Bastion 

floor. Bastion, it is believed, was begun but never completed and so was closed some 

time in 1941. No records have yet been passed to EH concernoing Bastion level but a 

map has survived; this map will be on display.

Passing on from the Model Room through a raw chalk tunnel that may or may not 

have led into Bastion, you will be able to stop and take a good look around one of 

look around one or the many telephone exchanges that still survive underground, 

this one from beteen 1942-1960. The highlight of the tour will of course be the 

Admiralty Casemate, still left as it was when passed over to EH but with a selection 

of photos that are now confirmed as being taken in the Casemate in the 40/41 period.
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The tour will continue into a second cinema where a second shorter film will tell the 

story of Dunkirk. A visit to the Coastal Artillery and RAF casemates follows, and a 

rather chilling look into a room that has been 'brought up' from Dumpy level to tell 

the complex story of the cold war of the 50s and 60s. The tour will end at a 

purpose-built gift shop and cafe in what must be one of the the most individual 

locations ever. Exactly where they are can be guessed at but I have no desire to

spoil your fun by telling you too much about it until you come and find out for
yourselves.

All in all the opening of Casemate level is most welcome, as it opens to all of us a 

section of this country's history that has been closed for many years and it can only 

add to the castle's already long and famous history, making Dover Castle both above 

and underground one of England's finest monuments.

Hellfire Corner will be open to the public at an additional charge of £1.50 from May

14th. Tours will be every 15 minutes and limited to 20 people per tour.
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HOW CLEAN WAS OU’R,"VALLEY !
Nearly half a century ago, before the public interest in sanitary 

matters was not nearly so general as it is at the present day, Dover was 

among the foremost of the smaller English towns to avail itself of 

the beneficial provisions of the Public Health 4ct, passed in 1848.

As early as 1854, in spite of a clamorous opposition, tne Town Council 

decided to inaugurate a complete system of sewerage, the advan

tages of which, at the present time cannot oe over-estimated. The 

foresight and public spirit of the municipality has thus long since 

effectually remoived one main source of pollution and secured the 

self-purification of the ground on which the town is built. Our 

soil is uncontaminated. The cesspools and accumulations of filth 

still to be found in many towns in close proximity to dwelling-houses 

built on sewage-sodden foundations are here practically non-existent.

Back-to-back cottages, moreover—those standing invitations to passive 

ill-liealth and active disease to be found in so many of our towns— 

have never been numerous in Dover, and are now almost totally 

eliminated from our midst. Other houses, too, built before the pre

sent stringent by-laws were in operation, have been entirely removed 

under the powers conferred by modern legislation and new structures 

erected in their places. At the present time, the Town Council have 

in hand, in conjunction with the local Railway Companies, a large 

scheme for dealing with what remains of tne oldest, and, from a 

sanitary point of view, most objectionable part of the borough.
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