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There appears to be a strong emphasis 
in the well-intentioned efforts to 

regenerate Dover by 'cashing in' on the 
popularity of Dover Castle by improving 
communication, possibly a cable car, 
between the town and the castle in the 
hope that castle visitors will also make the 
effort to visit the town centre and spend 
some money in our few remaining shops.
I wonder whether this strategy to attract 
tourists should be supplemented by 
better promotion and access to the town's 
own incredible heritage. There are a 
number of medieval buildings in Dover 
that any town would be proud to possess, 
including the Maison Dieu, St Edmund's 
Chapel, St. Mary's Church and the 
remains of St. Martin's Priory. In any 
other town I am sure that the Western 
Heights fortifications, including the 
unique Grand Shaft Staircase, would be a 
major tourist attraction.
But Dover could offer so much more. 
What of its extensive Roman remains, 
which are perhaps only famous in the 
archaeology world? Evidence above 
ground is the Roman Pharos (lighthouse) 
adjoining St. Mary in Castro and the small, 
sad remnant of its counterpart on the 
Western Heights known as the 
Bredenstone. Much more has been found 
underground triggered initially by a 
number of discoveries in the 1950's 
largely due to preparations for rebuilding 
on war-damaged sites and followed from 
1970 by the largest programme of 
excavation in any British town.
Dover was important to the Romans as a 
port and since Victorian times it has been

known that a harbour wall and possibly 
baths were buried in the vicinity of the 
town centre. Bavington Jones' 
'Perambulation of Dover', published in 
1907, mentions a tessellated Roman 
pavement some ten feet under the 
market place.

Tbwards the end of the Second World War 
the Dover Excavation Committee was 
formed with the aim of examining some 
of the razed sites before rebuilding in an 
attempt to discover more about the town 
in the Roman period. As early as 1946 the 
foundations of chalk built dwellings and a 
Roman road were unearthed between 
Queen Street and Market Street.

Excavations on other blitzed sites 
revealed evidence of Roman and 
medieval buildings. Roman evidence was 
found in the Market Square in 1949 and 
later portions of a Roman building were 
uncovered on the west side of Market 
Square.

Excavations for the new National Union 
of Seamen offices in Snargate Street 
(Maritime House) revealed portions of



two Roman buildings. Both had walls of 
dressed chalk blocks lined with tufa. The 
larger had flint foundations overlaid with 
tiles but covered in a thick layer of soot, 
whilst the smaller was on a bed of chalk 
covered by a layer of reddish concrete 
containing broken tiles. All this is now 
hidden behind a concrete wall.

Plans for the dual carriageway, now 
called York Street plus town centre 
redevelopment was seen by some as a 
major th rea t to Roman and other 
remains. Fortunately, Dover Corporation 
and the New Dover Group invited the 
Kent Archaeological Rescue Unit (KARU), 
led by Brian Philp, to dig on the line of the 
new road, construction of which involved 
the destruction of dozens of houses, 
shops, schools and pubs. An intensive 
crash program m e of excavation and 
recording, covering some eight acres, was 
launched in 1970. It also resulted in the 
level of the new York Street being raised 
six feet in a last m inute battle to avoid 
damaging the Roman remains below. This 
was followed by excavating three acres of 
the ancient town centre ahead of 
development.

The rewards were more than 50 major 
structures of varying periods, 100,000 
significant objects from 4,000 years of 
domestic rubbish, a fine collection of 
coins, tiles, brooches, metal fittings, glass 
and pottery  -  as well as the m ost 
com plete Roman fort ever found in 
southern Britain. Before 1970 none of the 
archaeological excavation in Dover had 
really indicated the grand scale and 
completeness of acres of fine Roman 
buildings. Many walls still stand, deeply 
buried, to a height of four to six feet with 
three major buildings of about nine feet.

By 1973 Brian Philp could say, 'No other 
Romano-British town can m atch the

completeness of the upstanding civil and 
military structures such as survive at 
Dover.' This work went on non-stop until 
the end of the century with most of the 
discoveries saved for posterity.

The naval fort covered two acres and 
included 14 major buildings such as a 
granary and barrack blocks, m etalled 
roads, dozens of drains, sewers and water 
mains. It was enclosed by a high 
defensive wall of chalk and tufa fronted 
by a ditch. Five hundred tile fragments 
stamped 'CLBR' proved it to be the base of 
the Romano-British fleet, which used the 
safe haven of the Dour estuary between 
the cliffs where Roman lighthouses were 
built. Evidence of a Roman harbour, 
comprising substantial timbers, had been 
found in 1855 under what was, until 
recently, the East Kent bus garage plus 
the small Roman quay found in the 1950's 
in Stembrook. Eventually this Roman 
harbour was blocked by silt and sand 
dunes. The Roman fleet left Dover soon 
after 200AD and the naval fort was 
abandoned.

A derelict site on the north side of Market 
Street, designated for a multi-storey car 
park, w hich was never built, was 
excavated, revealing traces not only of a 
late Roman fort wall, but also the painted 
wall of a Roman house. Over the next few 
years the fort wall, the bastion, the 
defensive ditch to the west and the rooms 
of the house were revealed. The existence 
of this fort had been predicted by Sir 
M ortimer W heeler in 1929, based on 
observations by a local m an nam ed Amos 
but it could not be found at that time. In 
1970 it was discovered after just two hours 
only seven feet from Sir M ortim er's 
predicted line. He celebrated by going out 
to buy a new hat and from then on was a 
regular visitor to the excavations. Three



hundred feet of the south and west walls 
were traced, comprising a defensive wall
10 feet thick and 15 feet high, reinforced 
by great stone bastions at intervals and by 
a ditch nearly 40 feet wide and ten feet 
deep.
This fort was built at the end of the third 
century AD by the Roman army, centred 
on Market Street and ignoring the site 
where the ruins of the second century 
naval fort stood. It was built to combat the 
ever-increasing Saxon raids.
What we now know as The Roman 
Painted House, off New Street, was one of 
several found later between the north 
gate of the Classis Britannica naval fort 
and the Roman harbour. It proved to be a 
fine, large house of brick and flint 
comprising at least six rooms. The large 
rooms had under-floor heating and the 
internal walls were plastered and painted 
in bright colours. Walls in two rooms had 
survived to six feet high complete with 
painted plaster. The red mortar floors of 
the Roman house were only 12 feet below 
present ground level. In addition the 
walls of an earlier, smaller Roman 
building consisting of at least three rooms 
was found underneath.
The Painted House was erected about 
200AD as part of a high quality building, 
possibly a 'hotel' for notables passing 
through Dover. With other buildings it 
formed part of the civil area outside the 
North Gate of the great Roman naval fort. 
In about 270AD the Romans constructed 
the new (anti-Saxon) shore fort across the 
area containing the Painted House to 
replace the old naval fort. The upper 
section of the house was demolished, a 
large defensive wall built through two 
rooms and the rest buried beneath 
demolition rubble. This catastrophe 
enabled the paintings to survive. The fort

wall and a large bastion are now on 
display in the Painted House.

Tbday parts of five important rooms can 
be seen with thick flint and tile walls, 
strong concrete floors and under-floor 
heating. Of special interest are some 400 
square feet of finely painted wall plaster, 
the best-preserved in situ Roman plaster 
north of the Alps.

Once excavated the Painted House was 
reburied, but in 1975 it was unearthed 
and opened for public viewing. With so 
much public interest a preservation 
scheme was launched, the Painted House 
Trust was set up and work began on a 
building to cover the site. It opened in 
May 1977 and the scheme soon attracted 
four national awards.

25.000 fragments of Roman wall were 
painstakingly put together, resulting in 
wall paintings to ceiling level. By 2000
570.000 visitors from all over the world 
had visited the Painted House including 
Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother. The 
house is open to the public from April to 
September each year.

In 1979 one of the biggest and most 
complete Roman military bathhouses in 
southern Britain was discovered by the 
KARU, which was opened to public view 
temporarily. It was 60 feet by 120 feet 
with at least 10 rooms and with walls, in a 
remarkable state of preservation, 
surviving up to 14 feet high. Part of the 
south gateway to the Classis Britannica 
fort was found in Albany Place. In 1983 
another large Roman building comprising 
four rooms with a substantially complete 
hypocaust system was found and thought 
to be possibly an extension of the Painted 
House. Excavations under the derelict 
Market Hall in the Market Square 
revealed more Roman remains including
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a 15 feet high wall presumably built to 
repel Saxon invaders. An exciting find in 
1984 consisted of seven signet ring 
Roman gemstones, known as intaglios, in 
a large drain carrying wastewater from 
the bathhouse. Four more were found the 
next year, possibly lost by soldiers during 
their ablutions.

During the 1980's there were exciting 
plans to extend the Painted House scheme 
to include the adjacent Roman military 
bathhouse and the Saxon and Norman 
churches under a proposed shopping 
precinct. Planning consent was granted in 
1988, but the scheme was overtaken by 
the plans for the White Cliffs Experience. 
This created difficulties between the 
Painted House Tixist and KARU on the one 
hand and the District Council on the 
other. Despite counter proposals for a 
more modest Roman Heritage Centre, the 
grandiose and expensive White Cliffs 
Experience was built with its foundations 
penetrating Roman remains.

1994 saw a fine example of continued 
instant rescue work by KARU. Workmen 
were digging a new soakaway outside the 
north door of St. Mary's Church. Joe 
Harman kept a close eye because he 
knew that in 1778 Roman walls had been 
found under the west end of the church. 
As soon as the ancient remains came to 
light he alerted staff in the Painted House 
who arrived within five minutes. 
Subsequent excavation revealed part of a 
major Roman building in the churchyard, 
probably comprising at least three rooms 
with an elaborate underfloor heating 
system in the main room. A massive 
mortared wall with many courses 
composed of Roman tiles, chalk blocks 
and flints still stood five feet high. 
Fragments of painted wall plaster are on 
display in The Painted House.

From 1991 two archaeology groups 
worked in Dover. KARU continued its 
valuable work (finding, for instance, the 
home of the Commandant of Classis 
Britannica at Albany Place, comprising 
two rooms richly decorated with painted 
walls and the remains of a heating 
system).
In 1994 the Canterbury Archaeological 
Trust worked in advance of the 
construction of the new A20 from 
Folkestone to Dover. In Bench Street at its 
junction with Tbwnwall Street, in addition 
to medieval finds, were the remains of a 
massive Roman timber harbour wall.
Whilst some of these finds must inevitably 
remain underground, surely there is 
scope for a Roman heritage and 
interpretation centre, linking the Painted 
House with the Discovery Centre (with its 
underground remains). Or is this another 
opportunity that Dover will pass by?


