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Dover's Medieval Walls
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D uring the 14th century there w as an  e s ca ­
lation  o f  the long-draw n-out cross C h an n el 
h o s t i l i t i e s , w h ic h  h a d  b e e n  f o r  so  lon g  
fou g h t in England's favour, hut reverted  a t  
th a t tim e to F ren ch  superiority . T he F ren ch  
m arin ers  h a d  bu ilt up a  large f l e e t  o f  ra id ­
ing sh ip s w h ich  in creasin g ly  h a ra s sed  the  
coasts o f  sou th -east E ngland, a n d  they  even  
ca rr ied  ou t ra id s on  the C inque P ort tow ns 
w ith m u ch  success.
A tta ck s  la rg e ly  c e a s e d  d u rin g  th e  B la c k  
D eath  o f  1348-49. But a  g en eration  a ft e r  Eu­
rope h a d  recovered  from  th a t terrib le  p lag u e  
w h ich  h a d  cau sed  a  tem porary  h a lt  to h o s ­
tilities a ll  over W estern E urope the F ren ch  
ra ids resu m ed  a n d  the w h o le  o f  sou th -east  
E n glan d  b e c a m e  very a la rm ed , even  f e a r ­
ing a  w h o lesa le  in vasion  o f  th e country, so  
m u ch  so  th a t the k ing p erm itted  som e c a s ­
tles to b e  bu ilt a s  a  d efen sive m easure. T hese  
w ere C oo lin g  a n d  S co tn ey  in  K ent, a n d  
B od iam  ju s t  ov er the b o rd er  in Sussex. T he  
d e fen ces  o f  C an terbu ry  a n d  R och ester  w ere 
a lso  strengthened.
W ork on surrounding the town o f  D over w ith  
p erm a n en t w alls  started  in rea lity  in 1368  
a n d  th e r e  a r e  m a n y  r e fe r e n c e s  to it  in  
records until 1384 w hen  a ll re feren ce to w all 
bu ild in g  ceased , so it is p re su m ed  th a t in  
th a t y e a r  the w ork  w as com p leted . L a te r  f i ­
n an cia l re feren ces re fer  to w all m a in ten an ce  
o r w all tax.
In  1368 the bu ild in g  o f  a  w all to com p letely  
en close  D over w as obv iou sly  in fu ll swing, 
sin ce  tow n records in c lu de an  entry  o f  £56. 
12s. 4d. 'a s  w ell a s  fo r  en closin g  the town  
w ith w alls  a s  fo r  the n ecessities o f  the town' 
a n d  a lso  a  p a y m e n t  o f  £69. 16s. 8d. 'p a id  
this y e a r  fo r  w orks on the new  w alls fo r  en ­
closin g  the town o f  Dover'. T he Sn ar G ate 
seem s to h av e  been  bu ilt in 1370.
T he m ater ia ls  w ere h o m e p rod u ced , in c lu d ­
ing ston e  fr o m  d e c a y e d  b u ild in g s  in th e  
tow n i t s e l f  a n d  a ls o  q u a n titie s  fr o m  th e

beach , clu n ch  o f  h a rd  ch a lk  from  the low er  
stra ta  o f  th e  cliffs , s o fte r  a n d  cru m b lin g  
c h a lk  fo r  th e lim e kilns, an d  tim ber from  
the w ood ed  va lley s  in th e district. T he lim e  
w as ap p aren tly  p ro d u ced  locally , the town 
a lw ay s hav in g  h a d  lim ek iln s  in L im ek iln  
Lan e, later, o f  course, ou r p re sen t L im ek iln  
Street.
T he w ork  m ust h av e  b een  a  h eav y  burden  
on  th e tow nsfolk , th e m on ey  bein g  ra ised  
by  the u su a l o ld  m e th o d  o f  the m aletote. 
T he charges w ere lev ied  a n d  co llec ted  first, 
a n d  then  th e cap ita l w as exp en d ed  until it 
w as exhau sted . S om e p arts  o f  th e w estern  
w all an d  th e Sn ar G ate w ere bu ilt in 1370. 
T he charges fo r  1371 a n d  the p reced in g  y e a r  
totalled  no less than  £ 7 2 .16s. 2d. T hese w ere 
large sum s in those tim es, equ a l to m an y  
th ou san d s  o f  p o u n d s  today . H ow ever, in  
1372 th e  f in a n c ia l  bu rden  w as on ly  £13. 
18s. Od. In  the two y ea rs  1372-73 m aleto tes  
tota lled  £76. 19s. 8d. A note states th a t this 
sum  w as sp en t both  on  m ater ia ls  a n d  la ­
bour. At th a t tim e th ere w ere ten m en  w ork­
ing on the w alls a t  a  cost o f6 d p e r  d ay  each , 
an d  a t  th a t sum  they  w ere w ell p a id  fo r  th a t  
tim e.
25 qu arters o f  lim e ca rted  to the site cost 3 
shillings, an d  4 ca rt lo ad s  o f  stones cost I s  
6d. an d  cartin g  to the sites w h ere they  w ere 
to b e  u sed  cost a  fu r th er  3d. W ood a n d  tiles 
f o r  roo fin g  the w all g a te  c o s t£3. 5s. Od. T his  
is g en era lly  thou ght to h av e b een  the Biggin  
Gate. T he w all charges c ea sed  to b e  recorded  
in 1384, so  it is p re su m ed  th a t by  this tim e  
the m a jo r  w ork  o f  w all bu ild in g  w as co m ­
p leted , bu t a  tax w as im p osed  fo r  the m a in ­
ten an ce o f  the w alls in la ter  centuries. T hese  
w all costs p ers is ted  into the 15th century. 
In  la ter  y ea r s  the w alls  w ere a ltered  a n d  
som e o f  the d eta ils  o f  th ese  are  com p lex  an d  
not ag reed  by  la ter  recorders. D ifferen t g en ­
eration s gave a ltern ativ e n am es to som e o f
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the gates. T h ese  are  too com p lex  to b e  d ea lt  
w ith in d eta il here.
In  th e 1595 m a p  o f  D over m u ch  o f  th e w all 
system  still survived  though in m an y  area s  
it h a d  d is a p p ea re d  a n d  th e tow n w as a l ­
ready  expan d in g  w ell b ey on d  its ea r lie r  lim ­
its. In  som e ca ses , w here section s o f  w alls  
h a d  surv ived , tow nsm en  h a d  bu ilt hou ses  
up ag a in st th e ir  in n er s id es  a n d  in th ese  
cases  the cou n cil im p osed  a  charge.
By the 18th century m ost o f  the w alls  h a d  
d isa p p ea red , a n d  those  gates th a t survived  
w ere a  grow ing n u isan ce b eca u se  o f  th e ir  
lim ited  w idth , w h ich  im p ed ed  trad e  a n d  
com m erce.
T he sites o f  sev era l o f  th e gates were, h ow ­
ever, record ed  on  ston e p la q u es  an d  in o ld  
docu m en ts an d  draw ings.
P e rh a p s  th e  m o s t  fa m o u s  g a te  w as th e  

Biggin G ate w h ich  stood  n ea r  th e chu rch  o f  
St M ary the Virgin. It stretch ed  across C an ­
non Street fr o m  the p re sen t E tam  sh op  to 
the A bbey  N ation a l p rem ises  on  the op p o­
site s id e  o f  C annon  Street. A sligh t b en d  in  
the street in d ica tes  the lin e o f  th e street out­
sid e  the gate.
T he site o f  the sh op  h a s  an  in terestin g  h is ­
tory. M any p eo p le  w ill r em em b er  the inn  
w h ich  o n c e  s to o d  th ere . W hen  th is  w as  
p u lled  dow n, ex cav a tion s fo r  th e  fo u n d a ­
tions fo r  Tesco's fir s t  lo ca l store u n ea rth ed  
p a r t  o f  the town's o ld  w all. T his w as cov ­
ered  up by  the new  fou n d ation s  an d  so  still 
su rv ives u n derground. Tesco soon  m ov ed  
out fr o m  th e ir  orig in al tiny D over sh op  an d  
th e p re sen t E tam  sh op  arrived .
T he A bbey  N ation a l bu ild in g  w as the o ld  
site o f  th e R ose Inn, an d  on  its fron t w as 
the p la q u e  show n  in the p h o tog rap h  below . 
W hen th e  A b b ey  N atio n a l so c ie ty  recon -
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d i t io n e d  th e  o ld  b u i ld in g  b e f o r e  th e y  
m ov ed  in th is  p la q u e  w as m o v ed  rou n d  
th e  c o rn e r  in to  N ew  Street, w h ich  sh o u ld  
n ev er  h a v e  b een  a llo w ed . It  sh o u ld  b e  re ­
s ited  on  its o r ig in a l p o s it io n  on  th e  fr o n t  
o f  th e  b u ild in g  w h ere  it p r o p e r ly  belon gs. 
T h e o ld  tow n w a ll ran  up th e  s id e  o f  th e  
p re s en t  N ew  S treet w h o se  o r ig in a l n a m e  
w as N ew  L an e, o r ig in a lly  a  m u d d y  tra ck  
ju s t  o u ts id e  th e  tow n 's w a ll  m a k in g  a  
sh o r t  cu t to th e  en d  o f  Q ueens G arden s. 
T h e C ow  G ate s tood  a t  th e  top  o f  th e  o ld
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Q u een  S tr e e t  a n d  th is  p la q u e  w a s  f o r  
m an y  y e a r s  a t t a c h e d  to th e  fr o n t  o f  th e  
'C ause Is  A ltered ' inn  w h ich  s to o d  on ly  a  
few  y a rd s  fr o m  th e  o ld  gate . T h e  C ow  G ate  
w as w h ere  fo r  c en tu rie s  th e  tow n sfo lk  h a d  
tu rn ed  o u t th e ir  c a t t le  on  th e  W estern  
H eig h ts , r ig h ts  w h ic h  c e a s e d  w h en  th e  
H eig h ts  w ere fo r t if ie d . T h e  inn  h a s  lon g  
s in ce  b een  d em o lish ed .
T h e  S n ar  G ate s tood  a t  th e  E astern  en d  o f  
th e  p r e s e n t  S n arg ate  Street, n ea r  th e  S ea ­
fa r e r s  H ostel. On th e  b r ic k  h a r b o u r  w a ll 
on  th e  o p p o s ite  s id e  o f  th e  s treet  th ere  w as  
f o r  cen tu ries  a  s ton e p laq u e , in d ica tin g  th e  
gate's o r ig in a l p o s it io n , bu t w h en  th e  w a ll 
w as reb u ilt  it w as n o t rep la ced .


