
Questions....
Do you know where 

to see the 
Zeebrugge Bell? 

. . .What is it?
.......Why is it there?

A n s w e r s .........

An Account of the Raid on Zeebrugge
(Museum Information Panel)

“M ay we give the Dragon's tail a  good twist?" - 
Com m ander Carpenter's, Captain o f  V indictive, reply  to battle signal.

On St. George's Day, April 23rd 1913, the  Dover Patrol carried  out one of the  
m ost audacious an d  daring  actions of the  war. Ever since 1914 G erm any had  
used the  cap tu red  Belgian p o rt of Zeebrugge as a base for subm arine  destroyer 

operations. In lan d  from  Zeebrugge, an d  connected  to it by ship canal, was the  p o rt an d  
dockyard of Bruges w hich was also connected  to O stend by a shallow er canal.

Vice-Admiral Roger Keyes, C om m ander o f the  Dover Patrol, fo rm ulated  a p lan  to 
b lock the  canals w ith  odd ships in  a sim ultaneous ra id  on  Zeebrugge an d  Ostend. The 
h arb o u r Mole a t Zeebrugge was one an d  a h a lf  m iles long an d  was heavily  fortified. Any 
ships m ak ing  for th e  canal en tran ce  would com e u n d e r heavy fire. The ra id  seem ed 
suicidal an d  on ly  u n m a rrie d  volunteers were allowed to go.

As a diversion, UMS V indictive an d  two Mersey ferries loaded w ith  M arines, would 
attack  the  Mole, land ing  the  M arines to cause as m uch  dam age an d  havoc as possible. 
M eanwhile, an  obsolete subm arine  loaded w ith  explosives would ram  the  w ooden p a r t 
o f the  Mole.

Heavy casualties were sustained  by bo th  sides before the  Dover Patrol, battered  
alm ost beyond recognition , pu lled  out. Despite overw helm ing odds the b lock ships h ad  
reached  the  canal, an d  a lthough n o t com pletely  b lock ing  it, large destroyers an d  
subm arines were no longer able to use Zeebrugge an d  Bruges for the  rest of the  war. The 
O stend ra id  was n o t so successful an d  was a ttem p ted  aga in  a few days la te r w ith  on ly  
p a rtia l success.

Eleven V ictoria crosses were awarded for the  two raids, together w ith  679 o ther 
decorations, the  largest n u m b er of VCs ever awarded for a single action. The daring  
attack  helped  to raise B ritish m orale.



Extract from 23
'Dover and the Great War'

by J.B. Firth 
Published by Alfred Leney & Co Ltd - Brewers - Dover 1919

Si r  Roger Keyes b ro u g h t to Dover a new  spark  o f liv ing fire; he supplied the touch 
of genius which transcends ta len t even of the highest order he possessed the sure gift 
of im aginative vision, and  he bore about w ith h im  the air and  atm osphere of 

trium ph, which proves so contagious am ong brave m en and  w hich m akes victory sure, 
because it renders defeat or stalem ate impossible.

Dover will never forget the sense of security w hich Sir Roger Keyes inspired down to the 
day he left in  order to take com m and of the Battle Cruiser Squadron of the Grand Fleet in  
March, 1919. The Mayor and  Corporation took an  early opportunity  of giving public 
expression to its gratitude and  adm iration  by presenting  the Admiral w ith the H onorary 
Freedom of the Borough in  the Ibw n Hall on December 12th. And the Admiral took the 
same opportunity, in  his reply, of laying before the public for the first tim e a connected
and  vivid account of the work of the Dover Patrol......Sir Roger told the Story of the Dover
Light Barrage; he told the story of how the enem y's raid  upon  the sweepers and  drifters 
was avenged in  the D unkirk roads; he told anew  the deathless story of Zeebrugge and 
Ostend and he gave to each of the m ultifarious un its of the force which he com m anded 
the generous recognition w hich it had richly earned.

Sir Roger also gave the history of a large bronze bell on the p latform  beside him . He 
described how, while inspecting the Mole at Zeebrugge a few days before in  the com pany 
of the King of the Belgians, he had  asked King Albert to give h im  some little m em ento of 
the raid, which he m ight p resen t to the town of Dover. The King w illingly assented and 
asked what he would like. The Admiral thereupon  po in ted  to a big bell which was lying on 
the Mole ju st by where they were standing. It was the bell on which the Germ ans used to 
give w arning of British attacks by sea or air. "I expect it rang pretty  loudly", said the 
Admiral, "on the m orn ing  of St. George's Day, and it used to ring  every day and  n igh t 
regularly for air raids, which the Dover Patrol Air Force used to develop." So, w ithout any 
m ore ado, the Admiral ordered a party  of bluejackets to hoist the bell on to the destroyer 
lying alongside the Mole and  bore off the King's gift, w ithout waiting for form al 
presentation.

T hat is how  the  big b ronze bell from  Zeebrugge, w hich weighs a couple of 
hundredweight, cam e into the possession of Dover, as the jo in t gift of King Albert and  Sir 
Roger Keyes. It has been m ounted on a stand outside the Ibw n Hall, and  its m om ents of 
furious agitation are over. But on the first anniversary of the Raid the Mayor struck eight 
bells upon  the Zeebrugge Bell, and  this will doubtless becom e an  annual ceremony. It 
would be well, too, if a t eleven o'clock on every eleventh of November the sound of this 
bell recalled to future generations the signing of the Great Armistice.

The Zeebrugge bell will thus be a perpetual m em orial in  Dover to the m ost spectacular 
exploit perform ed by the Dover Patrol.

Should the Zeehrugge Bell stay where it is - or should it he 
moved to another site? What do you think? Read the following 
two letters to the editor and then send in your own views.



A SUGGESTED NEW SITE FOR THE ZEEBRUGGE BELL

For some time now I have felt that the Zeebruge Bell is situated in such an out of the way 
position that it fails to give full credit to why it was presented to the people of Dover, or to 
explain how it was used by the Germans at Ostend in WWl. Sometimes I sit in the cafe opposite 
the Ibwn hall and only once have I seen anyone look up at the bell.

Many people, particularly those born in Dover, have 
been aware of the Zeebrugge Bell, and as it is something that 
they have always associated with the Ibwn Hall roof, they 
would be very opposed to moving it to somewhere else. This I 
can understand, but I am anxious to suggest a new approach 
to where it should be.

The question arises of what the bell represents. There is 
only a small plaque on the wall beneath, which does not do 
justice to what lies behind the bell. Admittedly the Dover 
Museum have a fine display about the raid, but this does not 
highlight what the bell stands for.

The Zeebrugge raid was in a sense uniquely a Dover 
Event - it was planned from Dover, the armada set out and 
returned to Dover, and m any of those lost in the raid are 
buried in Dover. If the bell is a symbol for all these things, as 
well as being a war trophy, it should be sited in a far more 

appropriate place. In its present situation any association with the sea is missing.
All the monum ents on the sea front are associated with the sea in  one way or another 

(except the Miner). The most recent example of empathy between a monument, what it stands 
for, and its surroundings is of course the Battle of Britain site at Capel. This is what I feel is 
needed for the Zeebrugge Bell.

My personal choice would be for the bell to be hung high 
up on the outside of the lighthouse at the end of the Prince 
of Wales Pier. It would be in a sim iliar position to that which 
it had on the Mole at Zeebrugge during WWl. Full details of 
the raid could be displayed at the base of the lighthouse.
There would be other advanatages - the end of the pier 
would be a more fitting place to hold the St. George's Day 
Parade, and being away from motor traffic would be a 
benefit. The question of striking 8 bells at noon on St.
George's Day I am sure could be overcome.

If the Dover Society were to agree in principle to the idea, 
there would of course be some issues that would need to be 
sorted out. The bell belongs to the people of Dover, and 
would therefore need the Council's permission for it to be 
moved. Then there is the question of persuading Dover 
Harbour Board to agree to this idea. They have been 
agreeable to the plaque for the Unknown Warrior and the brass geographer plaque to Sir 
Clifford Jarratt. Why not the Zeebrugge Bell?

On the question of funding the scheme, I would like to suggest that the present Lord Keyes 
be approached. I am sure he could put out some feelers to some of the naval ex-service 
associations.



I feel it is im portant to remember that the Zeebrugge Bell is a war trophy which is associated 
with Dover, and one of the most daring exploits in the annals of the Royal Navy, and as such 
should be sited in a more appropriate place so that it can be seen.

FOOTNOTE - 1 realize that the Dover Harbour Board have erected a small plaque containing 
the grappling hook from HMS Vindictive which took part in the raid, which is situated on the 
landward side of the sea front near the Clock Ibwer, but this does not give any details of the 
actual raid.

David Atwood

RESITING Of THE ZEEBRUGGE BELL

I have read with interest David Atwoood's proposal that the Zeebrugge Bell should be resited 
in  a m ore appropriate and m ore visible location than  its current lofty site high on the Ibwn 
Hall. I th ink  the suggestion is well worth serious consideration.

As David says, the Bell is a m em ento of an audacious, heroic and costly (in  hum an lives) 
operation by the Dover Patrol during World War I. It deserves a site where it can be seen 
easily, where the people of Dover and visitors can pause and look at it easily and read about 
the exploit. The Ibwn Hall site m ay have been chosen because the Bell was taken from 
Zeebrugge Ibwn Hall by the Germans for use as an alarm  on the Zeebrugge Mole. Apart from 
this link  the present site has the practical advantage of being vandal proof but little more to 
com m end it. The Bell and its plaque are well above eye level and easily missed. That said, 
there may be difficulties in removing it from the Ibwn Hall since the building is listed and 
the Bell may be considered an integral part of the structure.

Before looking for problems - including the consent of the owners and the cost of resiting
- we should consider whether there is a more appropriate site. Personally I am not attracted 
to David's suggestion for it to be attached to the lighthouse at the end of the Prince of Wales 
Pier. Whilst this would have som ething in  keeping with its original site on the mole at 
Zeebrugge, it would look out of place attached to the lighthouse and would still not be seen 
by that m any people.

The seafront is another possibility although we may be in  danger of overloading our 
prom enade with m em orials and similar. However, the grappling iron used at Zeebrugge is 
there and the Bell would com plem ent it if sited alongside.

The Market Square area particularly outside the Dover Museum would in  my view be a 
strong contender since the bodies of the m any killed in  the Zeebrugge raid were brought 
back to Dover and laid out in  the Market Hall - now the Dover Museum.

A nother appropriate setting could be in  the Library Gardens by the Ibwn Hall which is 
the hom e for the town's war m em orial. If attached or adjacent to the Ibwn Hall this could 
possibly overcome any problem s associated with the Bell being part of the listed building.

These three suggestions - and there may be others with equal or more m erit that members 
could suggest - all offer the potential for the Bell and a suitable plaque to be easily seen by 
m any people who could linger in  safety. The sites would also lend themselves to a highly 
visible ceremony on St George's Day w hen the Bell is rung annually  to com m em orate the 
raid.

One word of caution - great thought would need to be given to m aking any new site as 
vandal proof as possible

Derek Leach


