
DOVER LIFEBOATS
A talk by Captain Peter White reported by Terry Sutton

Captain Peter White, Dover Royal 
National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) 

operations manager, was the second of 
our guest speakers at the well-attended 
meeting at St Mary's parish centre on 
November 17th.

He told us that never in the 173-year 
history of the Dover lifeboat had the crew 
had so many call-outs as in 2008. Already 
they had gone to sea on rescue missions 
59 times, the last that very same day, to 
rescue three people in a leaking Dutch 
barge five miles off the port.

Captain White recalled the history of life 
saving at sea from the birth of the RNLI in 
1824. It was in 1835 when the Dover 
Hum ane Society set up a charity to 
establish a Dover lifeboat station. This was 
taken over by the RNLI in 1857.

The early Dover lifeboats were carriage- 
mounted and were launched from the 
beach in front of the promenade where a 
winch still marks the spot. The Clock 
Tbwer building at the western end of the 
promenade was an early lifeboat house. At 
one stage, because of the lack of work, the 
RNLI took away the Dover 
lifeboat. It was reinstated in the 
1920s because of the need to 
rescue aviators who had been 
shot down in the Channel.
During the 1939-45 war, the 
Dover craft was commandeered 
by the RAF for use as a fast 
rescue craft.

The present lifeboat, costing £1.5 
million, is packed with 
experimental facilities including 
a fixed cam era that filmed 
rescues for training and publicity

purposes. It costs £450,000 a year to 
finance the Dover lifeboat station, but that 
includes depreciation of the craft and the 
boathouse.

At Dover, they have 28-trained 
crewmembers, virtually all of them  
volunteers, and they never put to sea on a 
rescue without at least five on board and 
no more than seven. There are 232 
lifeboat stations in the UK and Ireland and 
these will cost the RNLI around £145 
million this year.

Captain White told of an unexpected 
phone call he received from an unnam ed 
Dover woman who wanted to contribute 
something to the local lifeboat. He 
suggested a few reasonably priced items, 
such as a pair of binoculars, but she 
offered more. She eventually settled on 
£513,000 that paid for the cost of the 
boathouse on Crosswall Quay.

* One little known fact our speaker told 
us about was that Samuel Plimsoll (1824- 
98), the campaigner for the safety of 
seafarers, was buried in Hythe 
churchyard.

Brownies enjoy trip round harbour


