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Fig. 6-58 (overleaf) and Fig. 6-59 (above): The Eastern Pharos in its surroundings of Dover Castle, founded 
from the 11th c. CE. Generally assumed to have been built at the time of the Roman invasion in 43/44 CE, 
its date of construction may have been later - around 130-150 CE.138

diminishing in size unto the highest, upon 
which the burning materials were placed as 
a guide to the entrance to the harbour. The 
circuit at the base was about 200 feet. It was 
in existence, though dilapidated by time, until 
the year 1644 when it fell from the cliff.” 112

The old postcard shown in Fig. 6-56 seems to 
give the lie to this statement since it seems there 
were substantial remains on the cliff edge in the 
late 19th century.

Britain was finally subjected to a full-scale inva-
sion in 43 CE.

Portus Dubris (Dover)
Across the Channel at a location where there is 

today a very busy ferryport, the Roman invaders 
chose to make their new base on a new territory, 
a camp they called Dubris - modern Dover. One of 
Britain’s oldest known ports, the land of its Celtic 
inhabitants had been called Dubra, meaning ‘the 
waters’. The geography was rather different from 

what we see today, for the location of Dubra was 
at a point on the mouth of a navigable river called 
Dour where the English shoreline dips down from 
the tall chalk cliffs on either side. Over time the 
mouth silted up and was built upon.

Britain had been previously inspected by 
scouting legionaries under the command of Julius 
Caesar who crossed the English Channel from Ge-
soriacum in the year 55 BCE. Now it was time for a 
solid expansion of the Empire into this Celtic land 
and to establish a firm link across the sea to main-
land Europe. In 38 CE, Caligula had tried, and failed 
to cross, but there was no turning back for troops 
who followed the orders of Emperor Claudius in 
43/44 CE. Current ideas regarding the invasion 
include the possibility that Roman forces landed 
not only at Dover, but also farther west along the 
south coast of England at Portchester in Hamp-
shire, as well as at Richborough in the eastern 
corner of Kent. Nevertheless, a permanent city was 
constructed at Dubris and two lighthouses were 
built on the high ground to the east and west to 
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Fig. 6-60: Satellite map of Roman southeast En-
gland, showing the four main lighthouse sites 
(yellow pins) and other significant sites in Roman 
Britain (white pins).

mark the entrance through Britain’s new gateway. 
The existing eastern lighthouse at Dover is 

commonly known as the Dover Pharos, Figs. 6-58 
and 6-59. This wonderful, rare building is probably 
the best surviving example of a Roman lighthouse. 
For centuries it has received little attention and 
archaeological investigation. Two comprehensive 
studies from the early 20th c. have filled a gaping 
hole in our knowledge. 113 114 Of these, the second 
by Wheeler is a vital publication of the details of 
construction.

Externally the tower is octagonal, with sides of 
15 ft (4.6 m) length, but internally it is 13 ft 10 ins 
(4.2 m) square. The existing height is 62 ft (19 m), 
of which the top 19 ft (5.8 m) are medieval, leaving  
some 43 ft (13 m) of original Roman stonework.

The walls rise perpendicularly and holes in the 
masonry indicate the presence of wooden floors. 
At the base, the walls are nearly 12 ft (3.65 m)
thick, and diminish to 3 ft 9 ins (1.1 m) at the top. 
In common with similar Roman constructions, 
especially the Tour d’Ordre, the floor area pro-
gressively diminishes towards the top, stepping 
inwards at intervals by around 30 cm. The effect is 
to make the tower look telescopic. External erod-
ed and crumbling masonry has been periodically 
attacked to reshape/repair but has changed the 
form of the tower. Almost certainly, it had a design 
similar to the Tour d’Ordre with multiple stages up 
the exterior reducing the width by about 1 ft (30 
cm) at each level. This suggests an original height 
of about 80 feet (24 m).

Wheeler believes there were probably eight 
stages and a parapet above the final floor or roof. 
Each floor had four arched windows and access to 
each floor was undoubtedly by wooden ladders. 
Both tiles and brick were used in the construction. 
Construction is from flint rubble bonded with dou-
ble courses of tiles at regular intervals and faced 
with tufa ashlar.

The windows and doors are arched and are 
decorated by the alternate use of tufa and tile to 
achieve a multi-coloured effect. The tiles are of the 
same pinkish material found in the fort of the Clas-
sis Britannica and it seems reasonable to suppose 
that they were built at broadly similar dates. The 
early phase of the fort has been dated to around 
130-150 CE. This may indicate that the oft-quoted 
date of the Pharos as being around 44 CE is too 
early. Clearly, the construction of the lighthouses 

postdated the invasion and may have occurred 
much later as the city was being improved from its 
initial build.

The western lighthouse is even less well-known, 
undoubtedly because it is now largely invisible on 
the surface. Curiously, there was a time in the 16th 
and 17th centuries when it attracted more atten-
tion than its sibling because, from the sea, it stood 
out in the landscape more clearly because the 
eastern tower had been rendered less obvious by 
the heavy fortifications in which it had become ab-
sorbed. Unfortunately, the western tower received 
little or no protection over the centuries, whereup-
on various decay processes caused it to be almost 
eliminated from the landscape.

Remains of the foundations of the western 
tower do still exist, and careful local examination 
shows another octagonal structure with the same 
dimensions in plan. It is therefore natural to con-
clude that the two lighthouses were built to the 
same design.

It has often been suggested that there was an 
architectural relationship between the Dover tow-
ers and the Tour d’Ordre, and in many ways this 
remains a matter for debate since so little precise 
information exists. Certainly, cursory inspection of 
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Fig. 6-61: The illustration above shows the eastern tip of Kent, known as Thanet.139 Although today, it is 
a single land mass, it is generally agreed that in Roman times Thanet was an island (top right) separated 
from the mainland (left) by a wide body of water known as the Wantsum (or Wansum) Channel. It has 
always been assumed that the natural route for channel crossings from Gaul was the crossing to Du-
bris (Dover), as is indeed the case. However, modern opinion is that many of the earliest crossings were 
also made to a site in the southeast called Rutupiae, now Richborough. The Wantsum Channel became 
a shortcut for ships travelling to and from Londinium (London), whereby, after exiting the channel at its 
northwest point called Regulbium (Reculver), they could carry on up the Thames estuary to disembark 
directly at Durovernum Cantiacorum (Canterbury), or else all the way up the Thames to Londinium. There 
is a good chance that a lighthouse was built at Richborough (see Fig. 6-62 below). There may also have 
been a similar tower at Regulbium, but hard evidence now may have been destroyed by encroachment of 
the sea. The Rutupiae fort lies at the eastern terminus of the famous Roman road called Watling Street, 
which passed through Canterbury and London as it carried travellers to the west of England. Thousands, 
if not hundreds of thousands of people passed in and out of this ancient ferryport for about 400 years.

Fig. 6-62: A satellite image of the remains of the Roman fort of Rutupiae. Built on a modest hill, the east-
ern wall and part of the southern wall have now been lost due to land movements and modern activities. 
In the centre of the site are the curious remains of what has been interpreted as a lighthouse.140
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the images we have and the diminishing octagonal 
cross-section with height does indicate a similarity.

One could further comment that the designs 
have diverged from the typical Roman format for 
a harbour lighthouse. There could be a number of 
reasons for this. Here, at the extreme edge of the 
Roman empire, there may have been new ideas in 
play from a different school of architecture. 

Hague speculates that the lighting of a fire atop 
the towers must have been done on a fireproofed 
platform, perhaps having stone slabs laid on the 
wooden floor of the lantern level. Fuel for the fire 
may have been lifted by means of some kind of 
crane to the level below the lantern, but the length 
of its jib must have been long enough to accommo-
date the projecting base. It would also have been 
necessary to move the crane around the tower to 
deal with the different wind conditions and the 
smoke coming from the fire.115

Other English-Roman Sites
It is generally accepted that London was found-

ed on the north bank of the River Thames, inside 
the boundaries of the City of London, by the Ro-
mans around the middle of the first century CE.116  

The difficulties of archaeological study in such an 
area in the heart of a modern city are obvious, 
but progress has been made in the second half 
of the 20th century thanks to more enlightened 
policies regarding redevelopment projects. Milne 
gives many details of our current knowledge of the 
Roman port of London and notes that the Romans 
built a bridge across the Thames close to where 
London Bridge is currently situated. Extensive 
use of English oak was made for the harbour and 
quays, as well as the usual brick and stone struc-
tures. Milne did not know of the recent find of a 
Roman tower just downstream of the port at Shad-
well, which has now been interpreted as a stone-
built signalling tower, built before the mid-3rd c. 
117 Considering the possibilities that it could have 
been a mausoleum or a small shrine, the authors 
concluded their study in favour of multi-functional 
use, not definitively a lighthouse.

Early maps of Kent show the Isle of Thanet as 
an island (it is not so today) separated from the 
rest of Kent by the Wantsum Channel, Fig. 6-61. At 
the northern end, where the Channel meets the 
Thames estuary, is Regulbium (Reculver). At the 
southern end of the Channel lies a Roman fort at 

Rutupiae (Richborough) thought to have been the 
main landing point for the Roman invasion in the 
time of Emperor Claudius.

A reference to Richborough Castle, written at a 
time when active lighthouses in Great Britain num-
bered around a dozen, confidently names the site 
as having a lighthouse:

“ … Richborough as the proper seat of that 
Legion, lying in garison in a Castle there 
purposely erected, as in respect of the ascent 
or high rising ground whereon it stands, 
of singular advantage both as a specula 
for prospect and espial of enemies and 
invaders, and as a Pharus or high tower, to 
set up night lights for the sea-mens better 
and safer guidance in to the harbour. For that 
Richborough-Castle was ever other, or of other 
use in the Romans time I cannot believe.” 118

When we consider the possibility that lighthous-
es may have been constructed at each end of the 
Wantsum Channel, we need to bear a number of 
things in mind. Archaeological evidence suggests 
that Gesoriacum, Dubris, Rutupiae and Regulbium 
were all in use at the time when the Romans were 
establishing a major foothold in England. It is clear 
that one significant structure was built at Gesori-
acum and two more at Dubris. Given that these 
four sites became the most important links in the 
chain of support to England, there is a strong pos-
sibility that two more towers existed at Rutupiae 
and Regulbium. The latter site has unfortunately 
suffered great damage from incursion by the sea 
and there are few Roman clues left to discover. At 
Richborough, however, much of the layout of the 
site is clear.

There is a most remarkable feature at the 
centre of the site in the form of a cross of stone, 
Fig. 6-62. Investigations have shown this to have a 
deep foundation whereupon a massive structure 
could have been built. Around the cross is a large 
platform of stone and concrete that are joined to 
the cross but not so deeply seated in the ground.

It could be said that a giant stone peg in the 
shape of a cross had been driven into the ground 
so as to firmly fix a large structure  with a square 
base above ground. Many observers feel that this 
is a strong sign that it was the site of a lighthouse 
similar to those at Dubris and Gesoriacum.

Home’s artistic interpretation is a good one, 
whereby the design of the tower is indeed similar 
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to those better known towers with multiple di-
minishing sections. Whilst he has shown a square 
base, it is also possible that the base could have 
been octagonal. Recent studies of the Roman site 
at Campa Torres have proposed a square founda-
tion for a lighthouse there.119

Sadly, no such remains can be found at Regulbi-
um, but it seems unlikely that the Romans would 
not have marked the entry point to the Channel for 
ships returning from Londinium (London).

A little-known but well researched book by 
Mothersole 120gives an excellent review of the 
Roman methods in southeast England. Significant 
locations are shown in Fig. 6-60.

After a period of growth and relative peace in 
England under the Romans for almost 300 years, 
ancient Britons found themselves under increas-
ing attack from the sea by marauding groups of 
Saxons. The Romans built a chain of nine castles 
around the coast that became known as the Saxon 
shore. Dover, Richborough and Reculver, were 
three of the nine sites.

We note that if there were lighthouses at all 
of these sites, the castles were built much later - 
around 300 CE. Whether they all contained light-
houses is a subject for debate with little chance of 
a successful outcome.

We now know how important signal towers 
were to Roman military and naval forces, and it is 
tempting to argue that all of these sites showed 
lights at night to guide approaching ships. How-
ever, we must stress the difference between the 
perceived use of towers for intermittent signalling 
purposes and those set up primarily for navigation-
al purposes.

In this work, I have tried to delineate between 
them and not to include those locations where the 
primary function was signalling, rather than navi-
gation. Academics will probably disagree over this 
for many years to come.

Conclusions
1. Ancient lighthouses built after the Pharos 
of Alexandria have been described.

2. Virtually all lighthouses built post 280 BCE 
were initiated to support the Roman Empire.

3. Roman lighthouse building used the design 
of the Pharos as a starting template.

4. Roman lighthouse building reached a peak 
during the second century CE and covered 
the full extent of the Empire.

5. The number of Roman lighthouse structures 
existing today is very small compared to the 
survival of other Roman structures.

6. The number of confirmed lighthouse 
sites is very small compared to the number 
of ports and in consideration of the well-
understood Roman port design. This may be 
due to:

a. Loss of archaeological data by over-
building;
b. Loss of archaeological data by sea 
damage;
c. Lack of sufficient archaeological 
investigation;
d. Changes to the site geography due to 
silting over two millennia;
e. The number of lighthouse sites that are 
now underwater;
f. The difficulty in distinguishing signal 
towers from lighthouses.

7. We might expect there to have been far 
more Roman lighthouses than we know 
about today.

8. Similarities between proposed ancient 
lighthouse designs and minarets, pyramids 
and ziggurats remain exciting topics for 
research.
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Fig. 6-64: The World’s Oldest Working Lighthouse at La Coruña, Galicia, Spain.142 

Fig. 6-65: The World’s Oldest Working Lighthouse at La Coruña, Galicia, Spain.143
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Conventions used

1. References are given in the usual format: Smith 
(2002), p123. Multiple citations having the same author 
and year are given the suffix a, b, c etc.

2. A reference given as Smith (online) has no date if it is 
continuously updated. Specific information download-
ed from the Internet is given a date of download.

3. Entries in the Bibliography are considered relevant to 
the content of this book, but are not necessarily to be 
found in the references.

4. Entries are in alphabetical order of the first author’s 
last name. Unnamed authors are assigned the usual 
‘Anon’.
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