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Dover Castle
The historical context

The early development of Dover Castle

Location and strategic importance

The mid-13th century chronicler Matthew Paris described Dover Castle as the “key to England”. Perched high 
on the coastal white cliffs overlooking the Straits of Dover and with the shortest route to the Continent of 
just 21 miles, the castle was to become “the guard-post of England” owing to its location and its significance 
over the course of many centuries.

To the west of the site of the castle is the Dour valley, and owing to its proximity to the continent, the 
mouth of the river served as a port for thousands of years. There is some evidence of cross-Channel trade 
during the Bronze and Iron Ages.

The medieval castle developed from its origins as an Iron Age hillfort to become one of the most elaborate 
and heavily defended fortresses in Europe until as late as the 20th century, long after most castles had 
become obsolete.

As a frontier fortress, it stood ready to hold any foreign invader at bay; it repulsed attempts to invade 
England by the French in the medieval period.

A panoramic view of Dover Castle
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Early siting of an Iron Age hillfort and a Saxon fortified settlement

The hillfort was roughly triangular in shape, measuring a maximum 
of 300m north-south and 200m east-west with the cliff at its southern 
extremity preventing attack from this direction. The defences probably 
comprised of a single bank and ditch with an entrance on the north-
eastern side. Excavations adjacent to the church have produced 
evidence of Iron Age occupation in the form of a series of pits.

During the Roman occupation, a pair of lighthouses had been 
constructed on the headlands flanking either side of the major Roman 
port of Dubris to help guide in cross-channel traffic.

The surviving lighthouse originally stood at around 24 metres but was 
later extensively modified by Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester between 
1415 and 1437 during his time as Constable of the Castle, by which time 
the lighthouse had been adapted for use as a bell tower.

The Roman fortification was oval in shape, occupying the highest point 
of the hill. It measured 400 feet in length by 140 feet and consisted of 
an earth mound and a trench which surrounded the lighthouse.

The Saxon fortifications extended the Roman earthworks with the addition of a keep-like elevation. The 
earthworks were further developed to form an outer ward, surrounded by another trench. Evidence 
suggests that there were civilian dwellings with a graveyard nearby.  

The only entrance was from the south and was fortified by a tower which could be well defended.

The fort was strengthened in the 11th century by Earl Godwin with the building of walls, towers, 
bridges and gates on the northern defences. Godwin’s son, Harold, who succeeded him as Constable, 
surrounded the keep yard with a wall and towers and built a small central stone keep.

The Roman Lighthouse at Dover
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The strengthening of the castle’s defences after 1066 

Following the Norman Invasion and defeat of Harold’s army 
at the Battle of Hastings in October 1066,  Duke William’s 
forces destroyed the castles at Pevensey and Hastings, and 
advancing eastwards, they occupied Dover on 21 October 
1066. They remained in the town for eight days before 
marching on Canterbury and Rochester, en route to 
London. William left Kent in the charge of his half-brother, 
Odo, Bishop of Bayeux.

William of Poitiers, a Norman chronicler, described part of 
the march:

“Then he marched to Dover, which had been reported impregnable and held by a large force. The English, 
stricken with fear at his approach had confidence neither in their ramparts nor in the numbers of their 
troops ... While the inhabitants were preparing to surrender unconditionally, [the Normans], greedy for 

money, set the castle on fire and the great part of it was soon enveloped in flames ... [William then paid for 
the repair and] having taken possession of the castle, the Duke spent eight days adding new fortifications 

to it. The castle was first built entirely out of clay. It collapsed to the ground and the clay was then used for 
many of the ground floor rooms.”

– William of Poitiers

The Normans now sought to secure their control of the south-east coast in order to maintain 
unrestricted access to the continent. William recognised the importance of Dover as one of the Cinque 
Ports, and he granted them tax exemptions and the right to make their own by-laws. In return, the 
Cinque Ports were committed to maintaining a fleet “to keep the Narrow Seas,” a function which they 
carried out strenuously throughout the Middle Ages.

A year after the death of William in 1088, eight Norman knights were appointed under tenures to guard 
Dover Castle.

Dover town walls

http://www.battlefieldsofbritain.co.uk/battle_hastings_1066.html
http://www.castlesfortsbattles.co.uk/south_east/pevensey_castle.html
http://www.castlesfortsbattles.co.uk/south_east/hastings_castle.html
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The creation of a royal garrison by Henry II 

Dover Castle was completely rebuilt by Henry II from 1179 to 1189. The changes were prompted by the 
increased use of the port of Dover along with its proximity to Canterbury which had become a major 
destination and trade route for pilgrims visiting the scene of the murder of Thomas Becket, Archbishop 
of Canterbury in 1170. Henry had hosted Louis VII of France at Dover in 1179 and may have been 
rather embarrassed by the impression given by the old timber structure with its lack of facilities.

“The recreated medieval interior of the great tower will show how Henry was eager to impress his audience 
amid the rise of a religious, some say anti-monarchical cult, around Becket.”

– Professor John Gillingham

Between 1179 and 1189, Henry spent around £6,000 on the castle, which was almost two-thirds of the 
total recorded expenditure on all English castles during those years – the greatest concentration of 
money on a single English castle in history.

Like his predecessors, Henry II almost never visited Kent. There was no royal forest there, nor were 
there any royal residences. Between 1154 and 1177, he sailed from Dover just once, but he embarked 
and disembarked at Southampton and Portsmouth eighteen times. 

William the Conqueror had placed Dover Castle in the charge of a Constable who divided the lands of 
the County of Kent into Knight’s Fees to secure a confederate body of knights along with their retainers 
to permanently hold the fortress for the King of England. This formed the basis of the royal garrison.

Improvements by King John and Henry III

Henry II had begun the construction of Dover Castle to impress visitors to his court and to emphasise 
that England was now the power base for the Angevin Empire that he had established.

This vast European empire was to collapse during the reign of King John. By 1205, almost all continental 
possessions had been lost, causing major discontent amongst the Anglo-Norman barons. This placed 
Dover Castle at the frontier between English and French controlled territory, prompting significant 
improvements to the castle.

Faced with an invasion from Philip II, the self-styled “King of France”, John called for the help of the 
Cinque Ports Fleet. They sank many French ships and raided French towns on the pretence that the 
percentage of the bounty given to the King helped to increase England’s defences. This was used 
to finish the work that his father had started on the fortifications of Dover Castle by completing the 
keep, most of the bailey and some of the curtain wall. However, John found himself short of funds to 
complete the changes, and so he was forced to raise taxes.

This, along with the king’s failure to honour the terms of the Magna Carta, led to a civil war which 
became known as the First Barons’ War.
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There were initial military successes in the Midlands and the North, but when Louis landed in Kent 
in May 1216, John lost control of the south-east. John died in October 1216 and the rebels lost much 
of their support as the supporters of the nine-year old Henry III gained ground and the barons were 
defeated.

Henry III spent great sums of money improving the defences of Dover Castle. The successive rings of 
defensive walls surrounding the great tower were completed.

Peverell’s Tower (later Marshal’s Tower then Bell Tower) occupied an important position in the early 
Norman defences. Built into the angle of the old Saxon wall, where the outer curtain then terminated, it 
formed part of the triangle of walls and towers which guarded the keep. The other corners of the base 
being Godwin’s Tower on the east wall and Magminot’s Tower in the northern spur.

To further improve defences, Fitzwilliam Gateway was added on the north-east side of the curtain 
with a covered passageway leading across the ditch. A new set of buildings for the King and his 
entourage were constructed along the eastern wall of the inner bailey, including Arthur’s Hall, finished 
in 1240, which included chambers, a kitchen and a chapel.

The castle remained an important fortress throughout the rest of the medieval period and was 
garrisoned continuously. During the latter half of the fifteenth century, Edward IV commissioned 
upgrades to the residential elements, including the addition of windows and chimneys to the Great 
Keep. The updated facilities were sufficiently grand for Emperor Charles V to be accommodated at the 
castle in 1520. Henry VIII also stayed at the castle on several occasions.

Decline in importance in the 16th century

In 1534, Henry VIII broke away from the Roman Catholic Church and declared himself Supreme Head 
of the Church of England. As catholic nations, France and Spain condemned the king’s actions. The 
previously warring nations now agreed peace which gave one, or both, a reason to mount an invasion of 
England. This triggered the building of forts as part of Henry’s maritime defence programme to provide 
artillery defences at vulnerable points along the south coast of England. At Dover, Archcliffe Fort was 
constructed in 1539 along with a temporary gun battery known as Moat’s Bulwark to protect the newly 
constructed harbour as a means of countering the threat from Europe. Elizabeth I later strengthened 
the fort when the Spanish Armada threatened.

Although the castle declined in importance from the 16th century, it still hosted royal visits by Henry 
VIII, Elizabeth I and Charles I’s queen, Henrietta Maria, though she was unimpressed with the castle’s 
facilities.

At the start of the English Civil War in 1642, Dover Castle had a small Royalist garrison of just twenty 
men. However, the mercantile community that formed in the town actively supported the Parliamentary 
cause. On 21 August 1642, a number of civilians from the town scaled the cliffs, surprised the garrison 
and captured the castle for Parliament. Dover played no further part in the Civil War.
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The strengthening of the castle in the 18th century

Britain at the beginning of the 18th century was the leading 
European and imperial power. 

However, while Britain possessed the world’s most powerful 
navy, it could not match France’s land forces. 

As the threat from France grew during the 18th century, the 
country’s naval assets and its defences on the south coast 
needed strengthening.

By the end of the century, Napoleon’s planned invasion 
influenced British naval strategy and the fortification of the 
coast of south-east England. 

Britain continued to be on high alert with regard to the threat of invasion. Martello towers were built 
along the English coast to counter the invasion threat and militias were raised. In the areas closest to 
France, especially Dover, new fortifications were built.

Before the French flotilla could cross, Napoleon would obviously need to gain naval control of the 
Channel. 

“Let us be masters of the Channel for six hours and we are masters of the world.”

– Napoleon Bonaparte

His words were countered by a British admiral who was to be proven correct.

“I do not say the French cannot come – I only say they cannot come by sea.”

– John Jervis, Earl of St Vincent, First Lord of the Admiralty

Western Heights

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martello_tower
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The castle during the First and Second World Wars

During both the First World War (1914-1918) and the Second World War (1939-1945), Dover became 
“Fortress Dover”, a military zone from where troops embarked for continental Europe and beyond. 
Besides being a port, it was also a major military base with huge barracks on both the Eastern (where 
the Castle is located) and Western Heights.

By the beginning of the 20th century, Britain and France were emerging as natural allies, and in 1904 the 
Entente Cordiale was signed, which paved the way for diplomatic cooperation against the perceived 
threat of Germany in the decade preceding the First World War.

The construction of a powerful fleet of warships was transforming Germany into a significant maritime 
power which brought it into direct conflict with Britain.

In 1898, work started on converting Dover harbour into an Admiralty Harbour as a base for the Royal 
Navy at the southern end of the island. Work was completed in 1909.

At the entrance of the harbour, a fort was erected which contained breech-loading medium and light 
quick-firing guns mounted on concrete emplacements along with searchlights.

In 1905, the now obsolete hospital battery above the southern cliff was converted to a fire command 
post by the Army, and in 1914 the Admiralty moved its Look-out and Port War Signal Station to new 
quarters immediately above it. The station was to play a significant role in controlling the traffic entering 
the new Admiralty Harbour below the castle.

When Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, the defences of Dover were placed on a war 
footing on both land and at sea. Fortress Dover could only be accessed by railways and the main roads 
to Folkestone, Deal and Canterbury.

The British Expeditionary Force went to France on 9 August via Dover and the Royal Flying Corps 
followed four days later.

The First World War heralded a new kind of terror and invasion. The civilian population was now a 
target and would come under attack from aerial bombing, thanks to the concept of total war.

The Second World War 

With the speed and effectiveness of the Blitzkrieg tactic, the countries of Europe fell to the superior 
German forces. France fell in June 1940, and the outflanked British Army was to be rescued in the 
Miracle of Dunkirk in May-June 1940. Britain’s refusal to surrender or to seek terms with Germany led 
to Hitler issuing Directive Number 16 on 16 July 1940:

“As England, in spite of the hopelessness of her military position, has so far shown herself unwilling to 
come to any compromise, I have decided to begin to prepare for, and if necessary, to carry out an invasion 

of England... and if necessary, the island will be occupied.”
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During the Second World War, Dover was again on the front line against attacks from both air and sea. 

Much of the pre-1914 preparations, including a series of underground tunnels constructed during the 
Napoleonic era, were to be utilised during the Second World War.

The castle housed the command centre for naval operations in the Channel, and it was from here that 
the extraordinary evacuation of the British Army from Dunkirk was masterminded in May and June 
1940.

Dover was now 21 miles from Nazi-occupied Europe, and as well as strengthening coastal defences, 
it became necessary to provide artillery to counter the German long-range guns. The radar station, 
made up of transmitting and receiving towers, was part of a string of the installations along the coast to 
provide early warning of air offences. 

From 1940 to 1944, the German long-range guns across the Channel shelled Dover.
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The main defensive features of the castle
The building of a wall enclosed wooden tower with earthworks by 
William the Conqueror

Once William the Conqueror had secured a foothold in southern England, he needed to establish 
his authority throughout the rest of the country. He did this by building almost 700 motte and bailey 
castles across England and Wales. These castles could be hastily and cheaply constructed using local 
building materials and free local labour.

William first torched the town of Dover and then set about strengthening the castle defences with 
an earthwork, an enclosed timber tower and a ringwork and bailey fortification. The new structure 
enclosed the area around St Mary’s church but little is known of the nature and extent of this early 
castle.

“The castle was first built entirely out of clay. It collapsed to the ground and the clay was then used as the 
flooring for many of the ground-floor rooms.”

– William of Poitiers

The castle was built quickly in just eight days and was needed almost immediately when William’s 
former ally Eustace of Boulogne attacked it in 1067.  

William had returned to Normandy in March 1067, leaving the country under the harsh rule of 
Bishop Odo of Bayeux and Earl William Fitz-Osbern. Odo had been granted Dover Castle and was 
responsible for guarding the south-eastern coast and pacifying Kent. Count Eustace had fallen out with 
William and “some men of Kent” urged him to join them in attacking Dover Castle.

The moment to attack was chosen well as the castle rulers were absent, having been called away to deal 
with a disturbance to the north of the Thames. Dover Castle was left undermanned. The English of the 
“whole district” were under arms and ready to join, wrote William of Poitiers, and if Eustace was able 
to maintain a siege of two days, more men from the surrounding areas are said to have been ready to 
support the rebel forces. The rebels found the Norman garrison much better prepared than they had 
expected, and after several hours of intense fighting they were forced to withdraw. The Normans gave 
chase and many of the rebels were killed and the rest captured. Eustace escaped and sailed back to 
Boulogne. 

Eustace’s goal when he attacked Dover remains unclear. It may have been that he was hoping to take 
Dover and the surrounding countryside so that he could control both sides of the straits of Dover which 
would have given him enormous political and economic power. 

However, the most intriguing possibility is that Eustace was attempting to pursue his own claim to the 
English throne as brother-in-law of King Edward the Confessor and could trace his ancestors to the 
kings of France and also the line of Alfred the Great.



Historical Sites
Dover Castle

History | Historical Sites - Dover Castle 10

Extensive work under Henry II with the addition of the inner ward, 
stone keep and curtain wall

It was during the reign of Henry II (1154-1189) that the 
castle began to take its current, recognisable form with the 
construction of the inner and outer baileys and the stone 
keep or Great Tower.

The keep measures some 25.3 metres (83 ft) in height while 
each side is around 29.5 metres (97 ft) in length. The massive 
walls, supported by a central pilaster buttress in each 
centre, measure up to 6.4 metres (21 ft) in thickness, which 
accommodate spiral staircases in two of the four corners. The 
entrance was on the first floor (above ground level) and was 
more likely accessed via a wooden staircase on the outside of 
the tower which could be removed when necessary to impede 
the enemy. This staircase was protected by the towered 
entrance structure or forebuilding.

The Great Tower was surrounded by an inner bailey and a 
stone curtain wall which was essentially a “wall within a wall” 
and provided a second line of defence if the outer curtain wall 
was breached. The gateways into the bailey were protected by 
defensive fortifications, arranged at such an angle as to make it 
difficult to attack the gates.

Both the inner curtain and a portion of the eastern outer 
curtain included rectangular towers which allowed the outer 
face of the walls to be defended by cross-fire. The inner curtain had 14 towers, with entrances to the 
north and south protected by barbicans. 

These defences at Dover demonstrate a high degree of technical innovation and engineering expertise, 
and the outer bailey pre-empted concentric fortifications.

The Great Keep incorporated a large hall with high-status accommodation. A chapel dedicated to 
Thomas Becket was built on the second floor, which incorporated richly decorated stonework.

The top floor housed opulent state apartments for the king and his family.

The king’s bedchamber at Dover Castle 
(reconstructed). The lavish interior and 
authentic colours are based on thorough 
research and were created by skilled 
craftsmen

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_II_of_England
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Henry II’s building of concentric towered walls 

Concentric castles represent a high point in medieval military architecture and were based on the 
principle of a castle within a castle. The castle was surrounded by two independent rings of curtain walls. 
The inner wall was always higher than the outer wall, providing a vantage point for archers firing at the 
enemy.

Because of the two separate walls, concentric castles would have had two separate wards: the outer 
bailey, between the inner and outer walls; and the inner bailey, inside the inner wall. The keep was no 
longer a necessary feature.

Key to the design was to build towers facing in all directions. In the early castles, towers were square in 
shape and could be compromised by enemies burrowing under one of the corners of the foundations. 
Medieval concentric castles had circular towers or drum towers with no corners which could be 
undermined.

Dover is believed to be the first castle in western Europe to have employed concentric lines of 
fortification.

The outer walls of Dover Castle, with their rectangular towers, were set on projecting plinths and had 
several functions:

• to protect the wall itself from excavation by the enemy

• to make scaling the walls more difficult

• to provide an unpredictable bounce of objects hurled down from the top of the wall.

Incorporated into the outer wall was an Avranches Tower (a two-storey firing platform in a polygonal 
form) with multiple narrow windows for archers and crossbowmen.
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The addition of D-shaped towers to the outer wall by King John

King John (1199-1216) spent £1,000 completing some of the work begun by his father, Henry II. The 
outer curtain wall was completed, a further defensive wall was built around the inner bailey, and the 
outer curtain on the northern side of the castle upgraded. Work during John’s reign had also included 
the construction of a gate at the northern apex of the curtain.  

He added several new D-shaped towers to the outer wall, which were an improvement on the 
characteristically rectangular examples of Henry II. These offered a clearer field of fire without the blind 
spots of cornered towers. The new rounded towers were also more structurally stable, and they could 
deflect heavy missiles launched by catapults more effectively. 

The end of King John’s reign was marked by the rebellion of a large part of his baronage, who offered 
Louis, son of the King of France, the Crown of England. Louis’ forces laid siege to Dover, but the castle 
was held for the king by Hubert de Burgh, Constable of the Castle.  

Henry III later instructed Hubert to repair the damage caused during the siege of 1216-17, removing 
areas of weakness that had become evident.

He commenced a massive programme of upgrades. An inner wall was built surrounding the keep, the 
outer curtain wall was strengthened, and the defensive ditches were enhanced. He also constructed 
Constable’s Gate and built elaborate defences at the site of the North Gate, the focus of the attacks 
during 1216 siege.  St John’s Tower and Norfolk Tower were constructed along with a tunnel system to 
connect the various works.

Dover Castle D-shaped towers



Historical Sites
Dover Castle

History | Historical Sites - Dover Castle 13

The building of tunnels to improve the castle’s defensive capabilities

The chalk rocks below Dover Castle contain 
three miles of underground tunnels that have 
featured as part of Dover Castle’s defences 
since medieval times, although they mostly 
date from the Napoleonic era and the Second 
World War. The underground complex 
remained in use through the Cold War until 
1984.

The first tunnels at Dover Castle were built by 
Hubert de Burgh following the First Baron’s 
War, to connect St John’s Tower and Norfolk 
Tower in order to strengthen the northern 
wall.

From the 1740s, the medieval banks and 
ditches were remodelled as the castle was 
adapted for artillery warfare. Later, when 
Britain faced the threat of invasion from France, its defences were strengthened further as the castle 
was considered a likely target. To house the huge numbers of troops needed to man them, a network of 
tunnels was dug in from the cliff face for use as barracks.

From 1797, passages were cut to create seven tunnels parallel to one other below the cliff-top, and by 
1803 the underground barracks could house some 2,000 officers and soldiers. 

The Dover Western Heights were constructed to augment the existing defences, along with a Grand 
Shaft for the rapid deployment of troops from the hilltop site to sea level in the event of a French 
landing. The Royal Military Canal was cut to impede the advance of French troops should they land 
on Romney Marsh. There were unfounded rumours of the existence of a huge flat French invasion raft 
powered by windmills and paddle-wheels. Rumours of a secretly dug channel tunnel and an invasion 
fleet of balloons were spread by the print media.

The British fleet continued to blockade the French and Spanish fleets that would be needed to win the 
naval superiority necessary for an invasion attempt.

A contemporary propaganda cartoon ridiculing Napoleon’s 
invasion plans

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dover_Western_Heights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Military_Canal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romney_Marsh
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How the castle was adapted for artillery warfare from the 1740s and 
further strengthening during the Napoleonic Wars

Napoleon’s planned invasion of Britain never materialised, 
but the threat was a major influence on British naval 
strategy and led to the fortification of the south-east coast.

With the threat of a French invasion, Dover became a 
heavily defended garrison town. The threat seemed real 
at the time, with Napoleon’s troops, gathered at Boulogne, 
visible from Dover on a clear day.

Initially, earthen batteries were built along the seafront and 
across the Western Heights to supplement Dover Castle, 
which had rendered obsolete by developments in military 
technology and artillery. In 1804, these were improved with 
a massive building programme on the Western Heights, creating two cutting-edge forts and deep, brick-
lined ditches.

Between 1745 and 1766, Dover’s defences were improved greatly. Artillery was installed, providing 
cover for both the north and east sides of the site, and the medieval curtain walls were lowered and 
reinforced with earth banks in order to withstand bombardment. Buildings inside the castle were 
converted into barracks to house more troops. A new fortification was built on the Western Heights, and 
upgrades were made to Archcliffe Fort.

Britain continued to be on high alert and Martello towers were built 
along the English coast to counter the invasion threat. These were 
a chain of over 103 towers, stretching from Seaford in the west to 
Aldeburgh on the East Anglian coast, built between Spring 1805 and 
1812. 

British fleets continued to blockade the enemy fleets that would be 
needed to gain the naval superiority long enough for a crossing.

General Twiss, a British Army Royal Engineer, recommended the 
building of forts at Dover, with work beginning in 1804. The Western 
Heights at Dover consisted of three parts:

• The Drop Redoubt was a detached fort close to the steep cliffs, 
surrounded by ditches and intended for use by soldiers to 
repulse a French attack. 

• The Citadel was a larger fort surrounded by ditches and was 
still unfinished when war with France ended in 1815.

• Grand Shaft was a barracks containing sixty officers and 
1300 NCOs and soldiers. Construction began in 1806 and was 
completed in 1809.

The Drop Redoubt at the Western Heights

Cross-section of a
Martello Tower

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Napoleon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dover_Western_Heights
http://www.castlesfortsbattles.co.uk/south_east/western_heights_dover.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martello_tower
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dover
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dover_Western_Heights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dover_Western_Heights
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Twiss added the huge Horseshoe, Hudson’s, East Arrow and East Demi-Bastions to provide extra 
gun positions on the eastern side. The Constable’s Bastion was built for additional protection on the 
western side. He also strengthened the Spur at the northern end of the castle, adding a redan, or 
raised gun platform. By taking the roof off the keep and replacing it with massive brick vaults, he was 
able to mount heavy artillery on the top. Canon’s Gateway was constructed to link the defences of the 
castle with those of the town. 

By the start of the 20th century, Dover Western Heights were collectively reputed to be the ‘strongest 
and most elaborate’ fortification in the country.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bastion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Redan
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Use by the military during the First and Second World Wars  
The First World War

During the First World War, the Dover area was officially designated as a fortress, with the castle acting 
as military headquarters. Owing to its important defensive role, Dover was identified as a key and 
legitimate target by the German command.

Although Dover had been an important military establishment for centuries, prior to the First World 
War the Army had not kept pace with the Admiralty in preparing for the impending war. On 14 October 
1912, a Zeppelin paid a clandestine visit to north Kent, and shortly afterwards the military swiftly 
made £45,000 available to build a flying depot on Swingate Downs. £10,000 was earmarked for the 
construction of Connaught Barracks, which were completed in 1913.

In January 1914, the commander of the armed forces in the area noted that the land defences around 
Dover had two batteries with hardly any large artillery, just two machine guns, one anti-aircraft and no 
anti-aircraft searchlights.

With events escalating in Europe, on Wednesday 12 July 1914, all naval harbours were cleared and a 
warning telegram was sent to commanders-in-chief to take up their battle stations. At 1900 hrs, armed 
sentries were ordered to guard various strategic points in Dover. During the night, all lights were 
dowsed and a huge fleet of battleships passed by Dover harbour.  

On Tuesday 4 August 1914, Britain declared war on Germany and the defences of Dover were placed on 
a war footing on both land and at sea. 

Dover was to play a key role in the First World War. It was from the Admiralty Harbour that the many 
vessels of the Dover Patrol set out to prevent German ships from using the English Channel and it 
became one of the most important Royal Naval units of the war.

The Fire Command Post and Port War Signal Station at the castle protected the harbour and 
approaches and monitored thousands of naval and merchant ship movements.

Dover harbour also became the departure point for vast amounts of troops crossing from the seaport 
on their way to the battlefields of France and the place at which wounded soldiers would return to 
Britain. 

As a legitimate target, Dover was subjected to aerial attacks. German Zeppelins and Gotha aircraft 
made 113 air-raids on Dover, dropping 184 bombs. The first of these raids took place on Christmas 
Eve 1914 (the first bomb to drop on Britain during the war), with the last raid on 24 August 1918. It is 
thought the bomb was intended for Dover Castle, which was being used as a military base. Attacks from 
the sea resulted in 23 shells landing on the town.

By the end of the war in November 1918, Dover, like every community throughout the nation, had 
paid a price. The town had been as close to the war as it was possible to be without actually being on 
mainland Europe.
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The Second World War

Preparations for invasion

Before the outbreak of war in 1939, Vice-Admiral Ramsey was 
given command of the defences at Dover Castle. Ramsay had 
served with the Dover Patrol in the First World War and had 
been in command of the Dover Station. He was charged with 
converting the abandoned underground barracks into a naval 
operations headquarters. It was from the castle that he would 
plan and direct Operation Dynamo, the evacuation of the British 
Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk. Later in the war, he would be 
given responsibility for organising Operation Neptune, the naval 
support for the D-Day landings of Europe.

Provision was made for the anti-tank defence of the castle 
by building a gun emplacement within the north western curtain, a Type 28 Pillbox at the foot of 
Horseshoe Bastion and a concrete wall for an infantry position on the counterscarp bank immediately 
west of the spur. 

The beaches overlooked by the castle cliffs were blocked by entanglements of barbed wire, beach 
scaffolding, concrete cubes and anti-tank ditches.  

Emergency Coastal Batteries were constructed on the south-east coast to protect ports and likely 
landing places. They were fitted with whatever guns were available; at Dover there were two guns 
known as Winnie and Pooh. They were inaccurate compared to their German counterparts and were 
not effective enough to fire on German shipping in the English Channel, which led to the construction of 
new heavy gun batteries in the Dover area.

Following the fall of France in June 1940, the original tunnels of Casemate level were extended with the 
construction of a further two complexes of tunnels named Annexe and Dumpy Levels. These were to 
form the heart of a new Combined Operations Headquarters for the Royal Navy, Royal Air Force and 
the Army, jointly charged with protecting the Straits of Dover and the coast of Kent.

Winnie, manned by Royal Marines

https://doverhistorian.com/2013/10/28/dover-patrol-and-the-zeebrugge-raid/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winnie_(coastal_battery)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pooh_(coastal_battery)
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The evacuation of Dunkirk, 26 May - 3 June 1940

The Allied governments had seriously underestimated 
the strength of the German forces, and as a result allied 
troops found themselves fighting against overwhelming 
odds. They were forced to retreat to the harbour and 
beaches of Dunkirk, where they became trapped. 

On 26 May 1940, in an attempt to at least evacuate 
some of the troops, the newly appointed Prime 
Minister, Winston Churchill, ordered the start of 
Operation Dynamo. Destroyers and transport ships 
were sent to evacuate the troops, but they only 
expected to evacuate about 30,000 troops. However, 
in what became known as the Miracle of Dunkirk, over 
338,000 troops were evacuated.

The task appeared impossible because of shallow 
water, which prevented large ships from coming in close to shore. Small ships were needed to ferry the 
troops from the beaches to the larger ships.  

Under Ramsay’s direction, a fleet of 222 British naval vessels and 665 other craft crossed the channel. 
Privately owned vessels such as motor yachts and fishing boats were taken across the English Channel 
by navy personnel, though in some cases by their civilian owners.

Mona’s Isle was the first ship to make the trip between Dover and Dunkirk but was bombed as she was 
leaving Dunkirk on 27 May. The Dover Harbour Board tug, the Lady Brassey along with the Simla, went 
to her assistance. Under constant fire, the tugs towed the troop-packed ship back to Dover. Two nights 
later, the same two tugs went to aid the Montrose, which had been severely damaged off Dunkirk.

Of the 338,226 troops evacuated,180,982 men were landed at Dover.

The Battle of Britain, July-September 1940

Encouraged by his swift victories in Europe, Hitler began to draw up plans to invade Britain in July 1940, 
which was codenamed Operation Sealion. Before he could attempt to land his forces in Britain, Hitler 
would need to gain air superiority over the channel, which would mean defeating the Royal Air Force.

Following his failure to defeat the RAF in the Battle of Britain, Hitler’s invasion plans were postponed 
indefinitely. 

By 1944, Dover Operational Headquarters was to play a significant role in preparing for the 1944 
invasion of Europe.

Troops evacuated from Dunkirk on a destroyer 
about to berth at Dover, 31 May 1940

https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/Winston-Churchill/
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The Allied invasion of Europe 

The invasion of Nazi-occupied France was the start of the campaign to liberate north-western Europe by 
landing around 150,000 soldiers in heavily defended territory. 

In the months leading up to the invasion, the Allies conducted Operation Bodyguard, a strategy 
designed to mislead the Germans as to the date and location of the main landings. Dover was to play a 
key role in coordinating aspects of the subterfuge.

The aim was to reinforce the belief in the German high command that the landings would be in the Pas-
de-Calais, across the Strait of Dover – not where they would really be, on the beaches of Normandy.

To strengthen the illusion of the Calais attack, dummy landing craft were assembled and deployed in 
harbours and estuaries around the south-east, centred on Dover.   

At the same time, a huge volume of fake radio traffic was transmitted and received by fixed and mobile 
units across south-east England. These faux messages were reinforced by a network of spies whose 
aim was to convince the Germans that there was a huge American force assembled in the south-east of 
England ready to invade Europe.

On 6 June 1944, around 132,000 Allied troops landed on the beaches of Normandy while another 23,500 
were parachuted in.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Bodyguard
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Significant events related to the castle in war
The sieges of 1216-17 

When Louis landed in England on 21 May 1216, King John fled before him. Canterbury opened its gates 
to Louis; Rochester Castle fell after a short siege and he entered London in triumph on 2 June.

Louis then marched west to take Winchester, which surrendered within a month, along with several 
important neighbouring castles. 

He then turned his attention to capturing Dover Castle, which was key to protecting his lines of 
communication with France.

The siege began in mid-July with Louis dividing his forces by moving half to a camp on the hill in front of 
the castle with the rest staying in the town. A siege tower was built and great catapults were brought in, 
but they had little effect on the strong stone walls. Louis instructed miners to dig under the barbican on 
the uncompleted north wall, which caused the North Tower to fall, allowing large numbers of French 
soldiers to enter the castle. The defenders resisted, and a counterattack by the castle garrison repulsed 
the French.

Louis decided to strike a truce on 14 October, and four days later news reached him that John had died 
at Newark Castle. 

John’s nine-year old son, Henry, was proclaimed king, and Hubert de Burgh snubbed Louis and pledged 
his loyalty to the new king.

He also refused to surrender the castle, and after three months at Dover, Louis abandoned the camp, 
and left for London.

In the months that followed, the garrison at Dover ignored the terms of the truce and intercepted 
all communications with France. By May 1217, Louis was back at Dover Castle but with only half his 
army. Again, Louis attempted to employ siege machinery and set up his secret weapon, a massive 
counterweight-powered trebuchet siege engine named Malvoisin (evil neighbour), which was brought 
over from France specifically for this purpose. Again, the siege machinery proved to be ineffectual.

The rest of the French army had gathered at Lincoln, where they suffered a heavy defeat in battle. This 
forced Louis and his army to leave Dover and return to London.

Louis sent for reinforcements from France, but in August Hubert de Burgh set sail with a small fleet 
and inflicted a crushing defeat on the French ships. The French prince had no option but to give up his 
attempt at seizing the English crown and return to France.

Unlike Canterbury, Rochester, London and Winchester, Dover did not surrender, which gave rise to 
Matthew Paris’s description of Dover as the “key to England”.
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The Siege of 1265

A number of English barons had become dissatisfied with Henry III’s rule, which resulted in a period of 
conflict between 1264 and 1267, later known as the Second Barons’ War.

In October 1265, the castle was besieged again, this time by Prince Edward (later Edward I), Henry III’s 
son. Holding the castle was Eleanor de Montfort, the king’s sister and widow of rebel baron Simon de 
Montfort. 

At the time, Dover Castle was under royal control and Eleanor moved there, where she hoped she could 
influence the important Cinque Ports (the confederation of the five ports of Hastings, Romney, Hythe, 
Sandwich and Dover).

As an influential member of the overthrown regime and in possession of Dover Castle, a key strategic 
location, she was naturally a target.

Fourteen royalist prisoners whom Eleanor was holding in the Great Tower convinced their guards to 
release them, and they fortified the tower against Eleanor. When Prince Edward found out, he besieged 
the castle.

Attacked from both within and without, Eleanor negotiated an honourable settlement, after which she 
was exiled to the continent.

The importance of Dover harbour during the First World War and as 
a command centre during the Second World War

During both World Wars, Dover became “Fortress Dover”. It was certainly one of the most important 
Royal Navy ports in Britain during the First World War and was also one of the largest military bases in 
the country, with huge barracks on both the Eastern and Western Heights. 

Dover was a key location during the First World War as a major embarkation port for all three services. 
Being home to the Dover Patrol, which was made up of various naval crafts including balloons and 
seaplanes, Dover was important in preventing German ships from using the English Channel.

The Signal Station at the castle protected the harbour and its approaches and was crucial in monitoring 
the movement of naval and merchant shipping.  

The first German bomb dropped on Britain during the First World War fell close to Dover Castle on 
Christmas Eve 1914, and attacks from the sea saw 23 shells land on the town. This was the beginning of 
Total War, where citizens became targets. During the war, the German air force carried out 103 aerial 
bombing raids over Britain, targeting industrial cities, army camps and munitions factories.

The air raids of 1914-1918 were a precursor to what was to come during the Blitz of the Second World 
War.
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Dover Castle played a key role early in the Second World War, when its tunnels housed the command 
centre for the evacuation from Dunkirk in May–June 1940. 

Dunkirk was essentially a defeat, but the events were spun in what Churchill memorably described as a 
“miracle of deliverance”. The experience gave rise to the “bulldog” spirit and galvanised the nation. The 
sense of defiance was epitomised in a speech delivered by Churchill to the House of Commons on 4 
June 1940: 

“We shall go on to the end… we shall fight on the seas, we shall fight with growing confidence and strength 
in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall 
fight in the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets … we shall never surrender.”

– Winston Churchill

Dover Castle was to figure prominently from 1942 in the Allied planning for the invasion of Europe as 
Combined Operations HQ. To handle the expected increase in telephone and teleprinters traffic, a 
signals centre with a repeater station – code-named Q Dover – was established in the castle tunnels.

In the spring of 1944, British and Canadian units worked tirelessly, sending a host of coded fake radio 
messages all over Britain as if preparing for an invasion across the Strait of Dover to the Pas-de-Calais.

Had the Germans discovered the ruse and moved their formidable forces to Normandy, the invasion 
may not have been successful.

How the castle’s buildings and defences have been adapted to meet 
the changing demands of warfare over time. 

The strategic position of Dover as the closest British point to France has led to the development of 
extensive and complex systems of fortification from the Roman period onwards.  

The chalk of Castle Hill has been shaped and reshaped over the centuries into massive earthworks, 
ditches and mounds. Imposing walls and towers have been raised and networks of tunnels built 
beneath them. Henry II began a massive building programme in the 1180s, and over the next 800 years 
its buildings and defences were adapted to meet the changing demands of weapons and warfare. 

With the introduction of gunpowder, most castles became obsolete, but Dover’s defences continued to 
be upgraded with each new advance in technology.

The Siege of 1216-17 is a good example of siege warfare in the period and an illustration of the role of 
Dover Castle during internal political unrest and the threat of foreign invasion.

The constant threat of a French invasion from the medieval through to the modern eras, and in the 20th 
century from Germany, led to significant improvements in castle design which thwarted any attempts.

The extensive 18th and 19th century defensive works and the remodelling of earlier features provide an 
understanding of how military theory and engineering practice was forced to adapt in the face of new 
technology. The Napoleonic underground barracks represent a fascinating solution to the problem of 
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providing artillery-proof accommodation for troops. The tunnels have additional historical significance 
owing to their use as a command centre during the Second World War and their adaptation in the 
post-war period for use in the event of a nuclear attack. The remains of the excavations demonstrate a 
unique sequence of uninterrupted military occupation from the Napoleonic era to the late 20th century.

Dover is a fine example of a very large enclosure castle which evolved over time from its origins as a 
small motte and bailey castle into a spectacular medieval fortress and then a strategic command centre 
during both world wars.

Changes to the site have been well documented through both written and visual records, providing 
details of the major construction work undertaken. 

Very unusually, Eleanor de Montfort’s accounts for her time in Dover survive – the earliest document of 
its type from outside the royal household. These accounts give us an unparalleled insight into daily life 
in the castle.

The site as a whole provides a valuable record of the castle during the medieval, early modern and 
modern periods.
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