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Visit to Rochester-upon-Medway
and the Charles Dickens Country

—---------------------------------------------------------------- ------ G.C.G. FRANCIS

On Saturday, 13 May, twenty-seven mem
bers of the Dover Society set off by coach 
from Dover, to explore the City ofRochester, 
which has been receiving “visitors” for the 
past two thousand years. The morning tour 
of the city was to be followed by an afternoon 
guided coach tour of the surrounding coun
tryside.

The one-hour coach drive to Rochester 
was a delight, past the blooming orchards, 
young green hopfields, verdant pastures and 
pretty Kentish villages. Arriving promptly at
10 o’clock we parked near the city centre. 
Our guide showed us that the whole area is 
rich in many fine, ancient, well-preserved 
buildings with interesting histories, many of 
which belong to Rochester School. Our tour 
led us past Rochester Cathedral, originally 
founded in 604 , the second oldest in Eng
land. We passed the Bishop’s Palace which 
led us to the substantial ruins of Rochester 
Castle with its great square Norman keep, 
built on the original site to guard the bridge 
which connected the imperial route between 
London and Dover. It was a perfect place to 
pause and admire, for it virtually dominated 
every view of the city.

We soon came to appreciate that we stood 
close to the site of the famous 16th to 18 th 
century Royal Naval Dockyards with their 
naval and military' past. Nearby, on one bank 
of the Medway, is the site where once pros
pered the Short aircraft factory, which 
produced the flying boat. As we were guided 
along the narrow streets and passed the la wned 
courtyards we came to the famous, original

High Street. It was difficult to believe that 
this had been the main A2 until the 1960s. 
During this period the A.A. drew up a report 
of the most congested towns in the country, 
and the City of Rochester had the doubtful 
privilege of coming top of the list. In fact no 
locals drove out of town over the weekend, in 
case they were unable to return in time for 
work on the Monday morning. Of course, we 
believed everything that we were told!

Strolling along the High Street, we passed 
the Guildhall, said to be the finest 17th  
century civic building in Kent. When told 
that the building contained a recently opened 
museum (1 9 9 4 ), the centre-piece being a 
themed, two-tier gallery recreating a Medway 
prison hulk (ship) of the Napoleonic period 
(entry free), some of us decided there and 
then that after our lunch-time break that 
was where we would go. It was well worth 
the visit.

Next we saw the haunts of Rochester’s 
most famous inhabitant, Charles Dickens: 
Watts Charity, immortalised in “The Seven 
Poor Travellers”, Jaspers Gate featured in 
“The Mystery of Edwin Drood”, and the Bull 
Hotel mentioned in “Pickwick Papers” and 
“Great Expectations”. Standing in the gar
den of East Gate House is the Swiss Chalet 
from Gad’s Hill Place, Dickens’ last home.

At two o ’clock we set off on a second 
guided tour, this time by coach, in the 
direction of Cooling. Travelling along the 
Hoo peninsula, surrounded by orchards and 
meadows, we could see the River Thames 
and, on the north shore of the river, the oil



jetties and refineries of Shell, B .P. and Texaco. 
We all knew which side o f the river 
we preferred.

The first stop was at St. James’s Church, 
built of ragstone in the 13th century, but 
sadly, now cared for by The Churches 
Conservation Trust. Inside we saw richly- 
carved woodwork and the vestry wall covered 
with cockle shells. We gathered in the church
yard near the porch, around a group of 
gravestones of thirteen children who had 
died from the lethal marsh fever. It is this 
scenario that is brought gruesomely to life in 
the opening scenes of “Great Expectations”, 
when the escaped convict frightens Pip in the 
grave yard.

A few minutes walk away is the ruined 
14th century Cooling Castle, still with part of 
its moat filled with water, where we were told 
of its little known history, before continuing 
along the narrow lanes to the ancient village 
of Cobham.

In the famous Cobham Church is the 
largest and finest collection of brass rubbings 
in the country. Behind the church we came 
upon a square of flint stone cottages, fully 
occupied sheltered accommodation, around 
a grassy quadrangle. It was now time to 
return our guide to Rochester and thence 
homeward to Dover.

Although we had gone with “Great 
Expectations”, the complete day far exceeded 
these. I am sure some of us will return in 
June to savour more of the Dickensian 
delights during the Dickens Festival. This 
will include processions, music, street 
entertainers and the Finale, based on 
Dickens’ Dream. There are to be four 
other festivals; in May, July, August and 
December.

Once again, we have to thank Joan Liggett 
for her hard work in arranging such a 
successful and interesting day in and around 
the city of Rochester.

Curious Happenings on the Goodwins
The Society’s visit to the Goodwin Sands on 14 June

E xten d in g  about 10 miles north to south 
with an average breadth of two miles, the 
Goodwin Sands are both a danger and a 
safeguard to vessels. They protect the deep 
water channcl known as the Downs from the 
prevailing winds but also act as a notorious 
“swallower of ships” since they turn to quick
sand as the tide advances, sucking down any 
ship in a few days.

Legends abound as to their origin. The 
most romantic maintains they were part of the 
fertile island of Lomea owned by the Saxon 
Earl Godwin (father of the more famous 
Harold), and drowned in a cataclysmic storm 
like the lost continent of Atlantis, after he had 
neglected the sea defences in order to build 
Tenterden church tower. However, borings 
show they arc nothing more than 80 feet of 
sand on a bedrock of chalk. This lack of a firm
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foundation has doomed several attempts to 
build lighthouses, notably by the eighteenth 
century engineer John Smeaton, who con
structed canals, roads and the Eddystone 
Lighthouse with rather more success.

A psychologist would have found much 
material to ponder during the chartered trip 
to the Goodwins on the evening of 14 June. 
Thirty members of the Dover Society were 
among the 300 visitors who launched into an 
extraordinary variety of activities on disem
barking from the bowels of the hovercraft 
Princess Margaret. The weather was far from 
clement, being sunless and chilly, but unde
terred the trippers sprang into action. Some 
built sand castles, picnicked shivering behind 
windbreaks, played with balls and frisbees, 
posed for photographs, made comfortable 
nests on portable chairs and generally tried to


