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Marshmen at Work: Dover Harbour, 1583

Despite its long history and dtatus as a channel port, Dover has
never possessed an effective naturad harbour.® Artificid harbour
works began to be consructed from about 1500, but a limited
understanding of tidd currents meant that these ealy efforts
tended only to exacerbate problems of dlting. Work of the 1530s,
in particular, gave rise to a large sandbar across much of Dover
Bay, which by the 1570s was threatening to close the port. The
concept emerged, however, of dabilisng the sandbar as a
permanent seawdl, and creating an enlasged and remoddled
harbour in the lagoon behind it. The key to the operation would be
to edtablish part of the lagoon as a backwater ‘pent’, or reservaoir,
fed by the River Dour, by means of which the harbour could be
periodically scoured.  The principad technicd chalenge therefore
became to condruct watertight wals for the pent, partly on the
ungtable foundations of the sandbar, and partly across the lagoon.

A number of dternative schemes were projected, and in 1582
some preiminary work undertaken, but with limited success. The
treesurer of works in this firsd year was Sr Thomas Scott of
Scott’'s Hdl, a subgtantid landholder on Romney Marsh, and in
March 1583, on the drength of twenty-five years experience
overseeing seawdl-building there, he proposed a new approach
using the tried and tested practices of the marshmen? He brought
‘foure of the principal officers, and foure of the most expert
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workmen of Romney Mergh' to ingpect the Ste, and concluded that
‘the same workmanship which they use in Romney Mersh, will be
very Serviceable, and of Sufficient assurance to bring to pas that
which is required a the harborogh of Dover'.®  Several weeks of
lobbying and debate ensued, but Scott, supported by his cousin,
Reginald Scott, a surveyor of the Marsh for four years, and by
Regindd Smith, common cdek there for thirty, cealy had a
grong case.  When workmen from the Erith and Plumstead
marshes, representing one of the rivd schemes, were questioned
on ther techniques, ther mogt pertinent responses came from one
of ther number named Marshdl drawing on his earlier experiences
a Broomhill on Romney Marsh® Edwad Boys, one of the
commissioners for the harbour, declared that if ‘the probabylitie of
reason, the demondration of the lyke for wales in Romney Marsh,
with the warrantie of those honest skilfull marsh artyzans be of any
accompt, than suely ... this work which for charge semed
importable, and for danger very doubtfull, will prove far otherways
& very fayzible >

On 9 and 10 April, therefore, it was agreed by the commissioners
that ‘the Romneyshmarshemen shdl underteke that pate of the
woorke whiche we fynde of grestest Difficulti€, namely the pent
wdls. 6A dart-date was st @ 13 May, in the reatively dack
period between barley and hay harvests, and cadls for labourers
were despatched to loca market towns. Reginald  Scott
subsequently wrote a detaled narrative of the project, published
four years later in the second edition of Holinshed's Chronicles.’
The Romney method, he emphasised, comprised not merdy the
technical practices of wal-building, but aso the organistiond
techniques of managing, co-ordinating and supplying an amy of
workmen.  The undertaking ‘would have amazed anie man
unacquainted with Romende mash works, from whense the
petterne hereof was fetcht, and the officers and chiefe workemen
thereof brought by sir Thomas Scot to Dover. These works were
digested and ordered by them, even as a baitdl is marshdled by
officers of the fedd'.®
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The three ‘cheefe directors of the project were marshmen: John
Smith, the expenditor, responsible for day-to-day finances, ‘an
expert man trained up in Romnee Marsh in those dfaires, trudie,
diligent, and everie wae sufficient’; Richard Coast; and William
Norris, later bailiff of Romney Marsh  But Scott dso pays tribute
to the ordinary workmen who risked their lives, often up to ther
waiss or shoulders in water. He highlights the contribution of ‘a
poore man named John Bowle, borne and brought up in Romneie
marsh, whose dexteritie of hand, fine and excelent inventions in
executing  difficult  works, and whose willing mind  and
panfulnesse for his owne part, with furthering and incoraging of
others, ought in some cdling to have beene honored, and in his
poore estate should not be forgotten’ .°

Despite ealy concerns, suiteble wall-building materids  were
reedily found a Dover.!® The three principa components were
eath, ‘a hasdie mould ... whereof the greatest pat of the wal
consdged’; chdk, ‘which mingled and beaten togither with the
earth, did make the same more firm, and was placed in the midst of
the wadl’; axd ‘deech’, or dudge, which, ‘being beaten with
beetles [mallets] to the sdes of the wal, would by and by cleave
0 fat and close thereunto, as thereby the was were
srengthened’.**  The find stage was to ‘am’ the wal with faggots
and thorn. ‘Firg beginning a the foot of the wall, they laid downe
a row of fgot, through everie one of the which they drive a needle
or stake about foure foot long, having an eie or hole a the great
end. Then doo they edder it with thorne and other provison for
that purpose, and ladtlie drive a kele or woodden wedge (being one
foot and a hdfe long) through the ee of the needle to keepe downe
the edder, which staith downe the fagot.’*? An early esimate was
that 60,000 faggots, needles and keys, 5,000 lighter ‘baven’
faggots, and 400 beetles would be required; and a mounted
‘purveior’ was employed soldy to mantan supplies of arming
materids. 1 The unfinished ends of the wals were temporaily
amed overnight and even over the mid-day bresk, to minimise
erosion by the tides. ™
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The key piece of equipment was the ‘court’, a narrow cart for
moving earth or sones. The standard court at Dover was drawn by
asngle horse, and measured 5 by 2° by 16" deep (1. 5mx 0. 6m
x O 4m); but two-horse ‘double’ courts were used for the heavier
work of carrying deech  This reliance on horsepower made a
change from customary Romney practice, where ox-drawn courts
were the norm: ‘in Romnee mash there ae eveie yeae
commonlie imploied a one time about making or mending of
some one wall 200 courts at the leadt, in each court for the most
part being two oxen’.*°

Preparatory work commenced at the beginning of May with just
gx courts in atendance, but by the start of large-scae operations
on 13 May some 200 were avalable, more than had been
anticipated. It was therefore decided to begin work smultaneousy
on both the ‘long wal’, built on the sandbar, and on the shorter but
more chdlenging ‘crosswdl’ over the lagoon: Richard Barey,
lieutenant of Dover Cadle, took charge of the former operation,
and Sr Thomas Scott the latter. The pattern of work was
edablished by ‘Romnee marshmen, and such as knew those
works', but volunteers were drawn from as far afield as Sevenoaks
and Maidstone, and by 27 June there were 542 courts and amost
1000 men on ste.  Newcomers eventudly had to be turned away
because of the limited pasture available.®

To maintan a seady flow of maerids specidis workers were
dationed to keep the courts moving: ‘guiders to asss them
through known trouble-spots, ‘untingers to loosen their tackle for
unloading; ‘shdvers to empty them; and ‘tingers to reettach the
tackle. ‘The driver never staid, but went foorth for a new lode: the
tinger runneth after and pulleth up the court, and fagteneth the
tackle, and goeth presentlie with speed to doo likewise to another.
"There was further divison of labour on the wal itsdf, where the
workmen included ordinary labourers to ‘shovel abrode and lae
even the earth, chake, and deech’; ‘scavdmen’ to apply the
coating of deech; ‘beetlemen’ to beat the deech to the sdes of the

16



walls, to bresk up chak and to level the earth; and ‘armors to fix
the faggots and thorn  The rddive ill-levels of these specidisms
can be judged from their wage rates. labourers received 6d or 8d a
day; guiders, untingers, tingers and beetlemen 8d; shelvers, picked
from the ‘srongest and nimblet men’, 10d; scavelmen 12d; and
amors either 12d or 16d. Scavemen and armors, who needed
highly specidisad <kills, were invariddly marshmen A court with
horse and driver received 12d a day: this compared with only 10d
a day on Romney Marsh, but there the drivers had the bonus of
superior pasture for ther oxen  Double courts attracted double
payment. Some owvners supplied their courts in pars, with just one
driver between them: as one court was being driven, the second
would be loaded by a less skilled “filler' .2

The day began a 5 am, when the avalable labourers and drivers
were entered on the books of the expenditor and clerk-of-works.
Work ran from 6 am to 6 pm, with a two-hour mid-day break
(11 am-1 p m), subject to variations imposed by the tides. The
courts were frequently left loaded overnight, ready to move off in
the morning: the front driver in the train needed to be ‘a sufficient
and a diligent person, and that court to have a good gelding: for as
he lead the danse, S0 must they dl follow’.*® Sunday was a day of
rest, when Sr Thomas Scott generdly returned home to Scott's
Hall.

The end of both morning and afternoon work was dgndled by a
‘flag of libertie. Hdf an hour before the due time the drivers
would teke up a traditiond song, ‘made and set in Romnee
mard’, in a battle-of-wills with their overseers. The refrain ran:

‘O Harrie hold up thy hat, t'is eleven a clocke,
and alittle, little, little past:

My bow is broke, | would unyoke,

my foot is sore, | can worke no more.’

Scott tels us that ‘the tune or rather the noise thereof was
extreordinarie, and (being dilivered with the continual voice of
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such a multitude) was verie drange. When the flag was seen,
‘there was a generdl shout made by dl the workers and
wheresoever any court was a that ingtant either emptie or loden,
there was it left, till one of the clocke after noone or sx of the
clocke in the morning, when they returned to their businesse.
Towards the end of the project, Sr Thomas Scott fdl ill, and the
workers adapted their song, so that ‘in steed of cdling to Harrie for
their dinner, they caled to God for the good hedth and returne of
their best freend’.  Scott recovered, but his wife, who had
sdflesdy nursed him while pregnant with twins, sadly ded.®

Regindd Scott's narative lends the wal-building an heroic
character. ‘[I]t was a woonder to see how the multitude of
cariages (being well plied) prevaled, even over the floud: which
though it rose exceeding fast, and was come to the verie brinke or
uppermost lane of the wall, a new course of courts came from time
to time and supplied the want; which if it should have daed a
minut longer, would have turned to great losse; for they could have
wrought no longer that tide. 'The Dour was not diverted, as some
of the rival engineers had advised, and s0 ‘they wrought awaies in
the water, which was verie discommodious. Yet despite the
dangers, morade remaned high. ‘[W]hen the flood came, the
chandl did so suddenlie swdl, as manie horsses with ther courts
and drivers which rode in them were overteken, or rather
overwhemed with water, and were forced to swim, with great
hazard of life, though therat some tooke pleasure. For sometimes
the boies would srip themsdves naked, and ride in that case in
ther courts through the chandl, being so high, as they were
ducked over head and eares. but they knew their horsses would
svim and carie them through the streame, which minidred to
some occason of laughter and mirth  ’Paticularly perilous was
the cutting of a duice in the cross-wal.

‘Manie were astonied to behold the dangerous case of the
workemen, and diverse departed from the place as being loth to
see the poore mens destruction.  Wherein the said Regindd Smith,
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and the Romnde marshmen dedt with great dexterise and
courage;, when dl other dmost had given it over, perdsing in
continual and extreame travell theregbouts, by the space of two
daies and one night without intermisson ’In the event, there were
no fatdities and only two minor casudties, sustained a the chak
quarry; and the workforce even remained free from plague in what
was dsawhere a virulent plague-year.?°

By 21 July, Sr Thomas Scott could report that the pent was
effectivdy complete? The find dimensons of the cross-wal
were 40 rods (201m) long, 90' (27m) broad at the bottom and 50°
(15m) a the top; those of the long wall 120 rods (603m) long, 70
(21m) broad at the bottom and amost 40° (12m) at the top. 22The
marsh officers were acknowledged to be the nost ‘experienced in
these maryne frontier actions to advise on continuing problems of
degradation, and they urged the permanent employment of a ten
man maintenance team, but it is not clear that this recommendation
was adopted. 23The congruction of the harbour proper, in which
the marshmen were not involved, proved to be a more protracted
affair, and would not be finished for another decade.

The basc footprint of the pent, remoddled in the nineteenth
century as Wdlington Basin, survives today as pat of Dover
Maina, a little-acknowledged monument to Romney Marsh
expertise.  The detailed evidence from Dover Harbour for Romney
working practices usefully complements that avalable from the
Marsh itsdf — notably the early seventeenth-century description of
work on Dymchurch Wal which Dorothy Beck has published, in
which much of the technica detal, and much of the terminology,
is identica. 24 Clearly, Romney methods were adapted to loca
crecumgances, and equdly clearly, Regindd Scott's nardive is
celebratory and partisan, and perhaps not to be trusted in every
detall. But these cautions asde, the Dover material, and Scott's
eye-witness testimony in particular, provide numerous rich and
vaduable indghts into the technicd and socid context in which
Romney walls of the early modern period were constructed.
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For Dover Harbour and the 1583 works, see Martin Biddle and John
Summerson, ‘Dover Harbour’, in H. M. Colvin (ed. ), The History
of the King’'s Works, vol 4 (HMSO, 1982), 1p.729-64; and E H.
Ash, Power, Knowledge, and Expertise in Elizabethan England
(Batimore and London, 2004), p.55-86.

The National Archives (TNA) SP 12/159/11/1: Dover Harbour
commissioners, answers to aticles, [8 Mar 1582/3]. TNA SP
12/159/17: Scott to Sir Francis Wasingham, 10 Mar 1582/3.

TNA SP 12/159/44: Scott to Wasingham, 24 Mar 1582/3.

TNA SP 12/159/50: articles of Erith and Plumstead marshmen, [29
Mar 1583].

TNA SP 12/159/45: Boys to Walsingham, 25 Mar 1583.

TNA SP 12/160/13/I: articles agreed by the commissioners, 9 & 10
April 1583. Seedso TNA SP 12/160/6: commissioners to the Privy
Council, 10 April 1583; and TNA SP 12/160/13:. Scott to
Walsingham, 18 April 1583.

Raphael Holinshed, The First and Second VVolumes of Chronicles, 3
vols (2nd edn., London, 1587), vol. 3, pp.1491-1547; reprinted as
Holinshed' s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland, 6 vols
(London, 1807-8), vol. 4, p.845-68. References below are to the
1587 edition (heresfter ‘Holinshed').

Holinshed, p.1542.

Holinshed, pp.1542-5.

TNA SP 12/159/45: Boys to Wasingham, 25 Mar 1583.

Holinshed, p.1543. The word ‘hasdie’ implies a mixture of sand or
gravel, clay and earth.

Holinshed, p.1544. Cf. M. Teichman Derville, The Level and the
Liberty of Romney Marsh in the County of Kent (London, 1936),
pp.25-7.

TNA SP 12/160/13/I. Holinshed, p.1544.

Holinshed, p.1545.

Holinshed, pp.1542-3.

Holinshed, p.1542-3. On 17 July, there were 560 courts: TNA SP
12/161/36: commissioners to Walsngham.  Reginald Scott says the
total rose to 600, though this may be a rounded-up figure.

Holinshed, pp.1542; 1544-5. According to Scott, though his
reasoning seems flawed, a master who provided two courts, two
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horses, one driver and one filler received a daily payment of 2s 10d
(12d for each court, plus 10d for the filler).

18. Holinshed, p.863.

19. Holinshed, p.1546.

20. Holinshed, p.1546-7.

21. TNA SP 12/161/39: Scott to Walsingham, 21 July 1583.

22. Hdlinshed, pp.1546-7. Sir Thomas Scott gives more detailed
dimensions in TNA SP 12/161/39.

23. TNA SP 12/175/40: commissioners to Wasingham, 21 Dec 1584.
TNA SP 12/175/41: John Hill to Wasingham, 22 Dec 1584.

24. Dorothy Beck, ‘The Drainage of Romney Marsh and Maintenance
of Dymchurch Wal in the Ealy Seventeenth Century’, in Jil
Eddison (ed), Romney Marsh: the Debatable Ground, OUCA
Monograph 41 (1995), pp.164-8.

Olivar Harris

The Rye and hinterlands project and the research volunteers

How do you run a serious research project with volunteers? | have
heard this question once or twice over the past few months and
here are some answers. This is the way many higoricd and
archaeologica research projects work nowadays, for example one
which is updaing the Victoria County Higory on the modern
maritime higory of the South East. Greenwich Universty recently
hedld a symposum on collaboration between archivigs, loca
higorians and professonad higorians in Sussex, Kent and Nord
Pas de Cdais. Some pointed to the difficulties of such
collaboration, others to its potential. The Trugt and its Smdl Ports
and Rye projects were held up as examples of good practice. The
Trugt has dways worked in a multidisciplinary way and with the
involvement of people with great local knowledge.

The term volunteer perhaps suggests a lack of <kill but this is far
from the truth  Severa of the people working on this project have
a deep knowledge of Rye and marshland history and have been
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