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Once again, this year's Heritage Open Days were a resounding success, with 
many people visiting places that they have never been in before. This year there 
were two new properties listed, the Maison Dieu and the Roman Painted House. 
I managed to get to see round both o f these and was very impressed with the 
welcome given to visitors at both venues.

The Maison Dieu

The first building I visited on the 
Saturday was the Maison Dieu. The 
Dover Society have been the prime 
movers in getting this building open 
and arranging for the guided tours to 
take place. It is hoped that many 
more guided tours can be arranged in 
the future.

The Hospital o f St. Mary, Domus Dei, 
or the Maison Dieu was founded by 
Hubert de Burgh, then Constable o f 
Dover Castle, in 1203. Later, in 1227, a 
chapel was added with King Henry III 
attending the consecration service. 
The Square Tower was added in the 
14th century.

The Master and Brethren o f the hall 
signed an oath acknowledging the 
1534 Act o f Supremacy, making King 
Henry V III supreme head o f the 
Church o f England. In 1544, the 
building was finally surrendered to 
the crown and until 1830 it became a 
military store. The crown used the 
brew houses, bake houses, barns, 
stables and land as a supply base for 
the army and navy.

Between 1830 and 1834 the Board o f 
Ordnance used the building as a 
depot before selling it to the 
Corporation o f Dover. For the next 
fifteen years it was used for town 
council meetings.

In 1858 major restoration work was 
carried out, managed by William 
Burges. He also designed the Council 
Chamber that was added in 1867.

I joined the first tour o f the day and 
our group was met by our two guides, 
Georgette Rapley and Jennie Olpin. 
This was also a new experience for 
the both o f them as it was the first 
tour they had ever undertaken. We 
started just inside the main entrance 
in the Stone Hall. We were shown the 
beautiful stained glass windows,



magnificent paintings, the colours o f 
the Cinque Port Volunteers, arms, 
armour and many other items o f 
interest. The six stained glass 
windows, designed by Sir E. J. 
Poynter, depict six Lords Warden o f 
the Cinque Ports in scenes from 
Dover's past. The Stone Hall is 
thought to be the original 'Great 
Chamber' built in 1254. As we moved 
through the building we marvelled at 
the ornate ceilings and panelling in 
the smaller rooms.

We arrived at the courtroom, a place 
that I found of great interest. This was 
originally the chapel built in 1227 and 
converted into a courtroom in the 
19th century. The prisoner restraints 
can still be seen in the dock. Beneath 
has been built a gaol to house the 
prisoners. It would be nice if  it could

be reopened as part o f any future 
tours.

The tour ended in the Connaught 
Hall, built between 1881 and 1883 as a 
meeting and concert hall for the 
townspeople. The hall was officially 
opened with great pomp and 
ceremony, on the same day as 
Connaught Park, by the Duke o f 
Connaught on 14th July 1884.

This was a most enlightening tour 
made all the more enjoyable by both 
o f our guides. I hope that this will be 
the first tour o f many.

The Roman Painted House
The second new venue for this year's 
Heritage Open Days was the Roman 
Painted House in New Street. The 
entrance fee was waived for this day 
and they welcomed a large number o f 
visitors, many o f whom had never 
previously visited the Painted House.

This area was first investigated in 
1970 and this soon led to the 
discovery o f traces o f the Roman 
shore fort and part o f the painted wall 
o f a Roman house. The following year, 
in August, Rooms 1, 2, 3 and 4 were 
found and then back filled for 
protection.

In 1972 the fort wall, the bastion and 
western defence ditch were located. 
In 1975 Rooms 5 and 6 were 
uncovered and in 1976 the passage 
aligned to the north.

The Roman floors were discovered 3 
metres below ground level. In all



5,800 tons o f soil and rubble were 
removed by the archaeological team.

Five rooms can still be seen under 
the cover building o f the Roman 
Painted House. These show thick 
flint and tile walls, concrete floors 
and underfloor heating. There are 
some 122 square metres o f finely 
painted wall plaster. The designs 
relate to Bacchus the Roman God o f 
wine and revelry.

This building also contains a major 
exhibition on Roman Dover. Some 30 
large information panels and several 
cases o f carefully chosen objects 
uncovered from 37 years o f work by 
the Kent Archaeological Rescue Unit.

A  scheme was devised in 1975 to 
preserve the Painted House and an 
appeal was launched. Soon with the 
help o f some 800 friends, who 
donated £5 each, plus various grants, 
about £70,000 was raised. The Painted 
House Trust was then set up.

When the contractors' bids came in 
they were over £30.000 above the 
original estimate. This forced the Unit 
to become the main contractors, carry

out much o f the work themselves and 
to have to supervise the sub
contractors. They also designed and 
laid out the display panels and 
constructed the display cases. In only 
404 days they completed all the work 
and for a cost o f £74,000.

In 1976 the scheme was estimated to 
be worth in the region o f £250,000. 
The building was opened, on 
schedule, on 12th May 1977.

Between 1977 and 1978 the Painted 
House gained four prestigious awards. 
They have also had some 600,000 
visitors from 160 different countries. 
The most famous o f these was, in 
1986, a royal visit by Her Majesty 
Queen Elizabeth II accompanied by 
Her Majesty the Queen Mother.

Normally there is a modest entrance 
fee that is made to cover the running 
costs o f the building.

This is one o f the jewels o f Dover and 
well worth a visit, especially i f  you 
have not seen it before. The house is 
closed for the winter but reopens 
again in April. School workshops are 
however available all year round.


