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The people who lived in  Dover five 
hundred  years ago did no t look upon 
tha t particu lar period as being one of 
special interest, except perhaps in  that 
the beginning  of a new century  always 
stirs the m inds of people, as indeed it 
does ours, as we look forward to 2,000 
AD.

Life did n o t change suddenly  or 
dram atically  in  the year 1500 bu t there 
were, none the less, im portan t changes 
in  the period. They were happening  
gradually bu t they were fundam ental 
and were im portan t in  the town's long 
history. Many of the old ways of life 
were changing and some of them  were 
disappearing and  the signs of a strange 
new life were everywhere to be seen.

The old town, im prisoned for years 
w ith in  its fourteenth  century  walls, was 
now spilling out over them  and  new 
houses, new  business prem ises, and  
even the first beginnings of whole new 
residential areas, were developing on 
the em pty ground surrounding the old 
walls, especially to the no rth  and  east.

The green fields between the Biggin 
Gate near St. M ary's church and  the 
Maison Dieu were rapidly disappearing 
under new buildings and, to the east, 
between the old fisherm en 's quarters in  
D olphin Lane and  Warden Down, the 
once em pty land  was becom ing covered

with houses, a new brewery, stables and 
a leather tannery, to com pete w ith those 
in  and  a ro u n d  Last Lane, w here a 
num ber of leather workers produced 
footwear, harness for horses, souvenirs 
and other leather goods.

The old town walls, already in  serious 
disrepair, had  houses and  shacks bu ilt 
up against them , m any of them  offering 
prim itive, bu t at least some, shelter for 
m any of the poorest citizens. Many of 
the old town gates no longer worked at 
all and  were inconvenien t relics of a 
past age.

The once em pty land  no rth  of the 
M aison Dieu, as far as the  an c ien t 
crossroads beside the presen t Eagle Inn, 
were being occupied by ' out dwellers', 
people who were no t Dover citizens and  
were no t allowed to sleep in  D o t r  bu t 
did come in to  the town to perform  
various m en ia l tasks. They were 
forbidden to live inside the town lest 
they  should  try, by th a t m eans, to 
achieve citizen rights.

Many ' out dwellers' cultivated small 
plo ts of lan d  round  th e ir  p rim itive  
shacks, growing p rincipally  vegetables, 
m uch of th e ir produce being sold in  the 
town.

Between C harlton and  Buckland the 
river separa ted  in to  several sm all 
streams, form ing a large boggy area



30 where large num bers of osiers grew and 
these provided the m ateria l for a 
prosperous basket-m aking industry  for 
the inhab itan ts of the Leper Hospital 
w hich then  occupied the h igher ground 
above Chapel Hill. They were few in  
num ber and they very probably did no t 
suffer from  leprosy at all, bu t from  a 
variety of skin diseases and  com plaints. 
Large num bers of these baskets were 
used, m any  of th em  by people of 
su rro u n d in g  villages, to b rin g  th e ir  
m ark e t garden ing  produce in to  the  
town for sale on m arket day.

The great old canonry  of St. M artin 
Le Grande, w hich then  stood on the west 
side of the M arket Place, on the site 
occupied today by the m useum  and the 
W hite Cliffs Experience, had  been there 
for m ore th an  four centuries and  was 
falling  in to  decay, its stonew ork 
crum bling, its roof no longer watertight, 
or even safe in  places, and  its m ain  
walls breached. The town churches of St. 
Jam es and St. Peter were in  the same 
condition.

The m onastery  of St. M artin of the 
New Work, heavily in  debt and  w ith its 
num bers greatly reduced, and  also the 
Hospital of the Maison Dieu carried  on 
w ith difficulty, appearing  as shabby 
survivors of a m ore grand and splendid 
past.
The great days of the mediaeval church 

were over and  the  calling  of the  
religious in  holy orders no longer held 
its old attraction. Monks were few and 
even the famous ' Passage Mass' was no t 
regularly celebrated at St. M artin of the 
New Work. The rem ain ing  m onks there, 
as is evidenced by th e ir m ost am ple and 
varied stocks of local and  continental 
food and  wine, lived very well as 
g en tlem en  an d  still kep t th e ir  
em ployees to serve them  in  the 
m onastery  and  to till th e ir farms.

The church everywhere no longer

had  a m onopo ly  of lea rn in g  or of 
in fluence  and  rich  people were no 
longer as generous in  the m atter of 
bequeathing in  favour of ecclesiastical 
institutions. Hell no longer had quite its 
earlier fear.

The increasing genteel shabbiness 
and  decay of the old church institu tions 
con trasted  strangely  w ith  the  new  
dom estic bu ild ings w hich were 
springing up like m ushroom s all about 
them . It was the end of an  era and the 
beginning  of a new one.

T hroughout the  co u n try  great 
developm ents in  business were being 
brought about and  these were fostered 
by King H enry the Seventh, in  outlook 
and  in  policies our first m odern ruler. 
One of his policies which particu larly  
affected Dover was his edict tha t in  
future British goods should be carried in  
B ritish  ships. In  consequence the 
m o rib u n d  Dover fleet becam e 
prosperous again. The wines and  oils 
from  France and the M editerranean, 
furs from  N orthern Europe and  exotic 
spices an d  luxuries from  the  east, 
bought by travelling English m erchants 
and im ported  into the country  for the 
old aristocracy, the new rich  and  the 
shrink ing  num bers of the occupants of 
the m onasteries, m any of whom  had 
long since abandoned th e ir  orig inal 
austerity  and  were living as m em bers of 
com fortable closed social clubs, were to 
arrive in  English ships.

Dover's seafaring people had been  in  
increasing  difficulty  because of two 
factors. First, the  decline of the  
m onastic  popu la tio n s all over the 
country  caused a sharp decline in  the 
dem and for barrels of salted herrings 
and  other fish, w hich had long been a 
staple trade for Dover and the other 
Cinque Ports, and, second, the dram atic 
decline in  pilgrim ages, especially to 
Canterbury, caused m uch hardship to



Dover's sailors w orking the  passage 
between Dover and  the continent.

In  the early years of the fifteenth 
century  as m any as 100,000 pilgrim s, a 
large num ber of them  crossing from  the 
co n tin e n t to Dover, b rough t m uch 
prosperity  to the town. Yet, in  1470 
C anterbury's Great Festival, held every 
year since Becket's death, was so badly 
supported tha t special perm ission had 
to be given to repeat it the following 
year and  even tha t was largely a failure, 
causing the once-great festival to be 
abandoned.

H enry 's  edict th a t E nglish goods 
should henceforth be carried in  English 
ships was therefore a life-saving event 
and  new  ships were constructed  at 
Dover. In  those days there  were no 
shipyards, the ships being constructed 
on the  beaches w ith in  rings of 
scaffolding piles set into the beach, in  
p lan  the shape of, and slightly larger 
than , the hull of the ships to be built. 
Local blacksm iths, sail and  rope m akers 
and  an c illa ry  trades all profited , 
everything being m ade and  provided 
locally.

The victualling trade also began to 
flourish and  m uch m oney was brought 
into the town by travellers, businessm en 
and those connected w ith the carriage 
of goods to and  from the ships. These 
began to replace the m issing pilgrim s 
and  they could afford greater sums for 
th e ir sustenance in  the town and  for 
th e ir passage across the channel.

Socially there  were also the  
b eg in n in g s of considerab le change. 
Previously there were the very few rich, 
the very large num bers of poor and  the 
m em bers of religious orders who were 
educated and  able to read and  write and  
were therefore essential for the conduct 
of business and  adm inistra tion . The 
religious group was declining both  in  
num bers and in  social and business

im p o rtan ce  an d  was, increasingly , 
being replaced by a new, growing and  
vibrant m iddle class.. Members of the 
new prosperous fam ilies began to learn  
to read and  write and carry  out the ir 
own business affairs. The consequence 
was tha t the religious orders began to be 
rep laced  in  business affairs and  in  
adm inistra tion  everywhere by educated 
laym en. This new educated m iddle class 
ind ica ted  the  in c reasing ly  civ ilised  
nature  of the com m unity, since the size 
of its m iddle class indicates, no t only a 
nation 's  prosperity  bu t also the state of 
its civilisation.

Newsletter
Binders

W ith the co-operation of Members 
we will be able to supply “Cordex" 
Binders for the  Newsletter. The 
burgundy coloured b inders have a 
capacity  for 13 copies and  are 
lettered on the spine "The Dover 
Society Newsletter" in  gilt foil.

The m in im um  order we can place 
is 100 and  a list is being com plied 
of those who would like to have 
one. (At the  m o m en t we jfc v e  
fifteen nam es). W hen the li# ; has, 
say, eighty nam es the binders will 
be p laced  on order. The cost, 
(likely to be a few pence m ore 
than  last tim e's figure of £3.00) 
does no t include postage for out- 
of-town m em bers.

Tb add your nam e to the list w rite 
a note to the Secretary, Leo Wright, 
a t “Beechwood", G reen Lane, 
Dover CT16 3AR.


