
 

 
 
 

Dartmouth Castle. 

THE EXCITING DAYS OF LONG AGO 

The history of this old Castle, so picturesquely situated at the mouth of the beautiful river Dart, one of the prettiest spots in 
Devonshire, is full of interest, and recalls exciting days of long ago. The existing building was renovated, if not mainly rebuilt, 
during the reign of Henry VII., between 1509 and 1547, but there are good reasons for the belief that a Castle stood on the site, 
which is close to the water's edge, in the Saxon period. The round tower, which forms the main portion of the Castle now left 
standing, was covered with slate many years ago for the purpose of preservation. The oldest date given concerning the ancient 
building, or rather its immediate surroundings, is that of 1470, when, during the War of the Roses, the Earl of Warwick, the famous 
" King-maker," landed at the Castle with a small body, of troops from Normandy, afterwards marching from Dartmouth to^ London 
unopposed, and being eventually slain in the battle at Barnet, in Middlesex, in 1471. In 1504, a John Holdsworth came to Dartmouth 
from Astey, Halifax, Yorkshire, and his son became Governor of the Castle; and the Holdsworths held this title in hereditary 
succession for several generations. One of the duties of the Governor was to keep in a state of repair and efficiency the; chain which 
was stretched across the mouth of the harbour by night and on special occasions to prevent the entrance of hostile-ships, The staples 
and rings to which this chain was attached still remain on the rocks below the Castle. The chain was hove taut by a winch in the 
basement of the fort. In earlier times the stipend of the Governor of the Castle was £600 a year, but as circumstances changed, and 
eventually there was no longer any need for the chain, and it fell into disuse, the Governor's salary dropped to £40 a year. On the 
stonework adjoining the leaden roof of the Castle is a tablet, in a good state of preservation, which bears the inscription: "Arthur 
Howe Holdsworth, Esq., Governor, 1773." The office, after having gradually dropped into a sinecure, at last became a mere title, 
and disappeared with the death of the last Governor Holdsworth, who was one of the members of Parliament for Dartmouth before 
the Reform Bill of 1832. There were some very stirring events at the old Castle and in its immediate vicinity during the period of 
the Civil War in the seventeenth century, and its this connection mention must be made of Kingswear Castle, on the other Side of 
the harbour, which, built during the reign of John 
 
 
 



 
Dartmouth Castle.  

(1199 to 1216), and formerly the occasional residence of the late Mr. 0. Seale-Hayne, M.P. for Mid-Devon, was a year or two since 
sold for ^1,625 to Rev. Harold Burton, of Whitchurch, Salop. In 1643 Kingswear Castle was held by Sir Henry Gary with his 
regiment of foot under Prince Maurice, for King Charles I., and it was surrendered by Sir H. Gary to Sir Thomas Fairfax, the 
celebrated Parliamentary general, who occupied the adjacent Gomerick Castle, this name being understood to have been originally " 
God-my-Rock " Castle, a small portion of the ruins of which are still to be seen in the private grounds of Brook Hill. General Fairfax 
attacked the Royalists in Dartmouth Castle, and forced them to surrender it in January, 1646, after a long struggle. As evidence of the 
fierceness of the conflicts during this period, Sergeant T. Lawson, caretaker of the Castle, has in his possession nearly a score of 
cannon balls of various sizes which were fired at these times by the Parliamentarians, and which have been dug up at various spots. 
There is also to be seen a large chain shot, found by Sergeant Lawson in the bed of the river a couple of years ago. The Castle has not 
been fortified since the Civil War. There are 
 
 



 
 
some 30 or 40 embrasures still remaining, from which arquebuses and culverins were at one time discharged. In one dim apartment 
in the Castle a dozen soldiers were formerly housed, and in an old document the men are stated to have been "very comfortable," 
although the room is lighted by only one small window about a foot square, and it was evidently nearly always in a damp condition. 
A feature in one of the other rooms is a framed photograph of the marines belonging to the American warship " Cleveland," which 
was sent to Sergeant Lawson as a memento of the visit of the ship to Dartmouth about two years ago, when the Sergeant showed 
these marines much attention. In the adjoining St. Petrox Churchyard are several tombstones erected to the memory of former 
master gunners of the Castle, one, within a few yards of the entrance, being to the memory of Henry Wood, who died in 1799, aged 
65, after being master gunner at the Castle for 35 years. Of the other buildings, or ruins, in the immediate vicinity, there is an old 
lighthouse ; the fort, restored in 1854, which contains several guns used by the local artillery volunteers for drill purposes ; and just 
above the Castle, the ruins of the ancient manor house at Clifton, which, it is said, belonged—in the reign of Edward the Confessor, 
who died in 1066—to Alwyne, or Ulwyne, a Saxon baron, and which, it is supposed, was used primarily for the purpose of 
defending the harbour from the raids of numerous bands of pirates which infested the high seas at that period. 

ANCIENT   DARTMOUTH.  
have received from Sergeant T. Lawson, of Dartmouth Castle, the following interesting extract from Britain, written first 
in Latin by William Camden, Clarenceux, K. of A., translated into English by Philemon Holland, doctor in physick, and 
finally revised, amended and enlarged with sundry additions by the said author, M.D.C.X.:— 

"But that River Dart whereof I spake, having passed beyond Totnes Bridge, at which it leaves with whole heaps of 
sand brought down by his stream from out of the Tin mines, hath for prospect on both sides, nothing but fruitful fields until hee 
come all weary with his long course, to his mouth, over which, upon an hill reaching forth in length standeth Dertmouth, a porte 
towne, by reason of the commodious haven, defended with two Castels, much frequented by Merchants and furnished with very 
good Shipping. A Major hath it, by the grant of King Edward the Third. For Lords it acknowledged, long since, the Zouches, 
Nicholas of Teukesbury, and the Brients, according to the variable change of the times ; and hath sundry times defended itself 
stoutly against the French: but especially in the yeare of Christ, 1404. Monsieur de Gastell, 
 

 



 
Sergt. T. Lawson, The Keeper of      Dartmouth Cast le. 

a Frenchman, who by his Man of Warre and Piracies had stopped all intercourse of Trafficke in those parts and burnt Plimmouth 
whiles he invaded this place, was by women and country people, intercepted and slaine with all his companie. And heere I must not 
passe over in silence Stokefleming that lieth hard by, and which taking that name of a Noble Man of Flanders, sometime Lord thereof, 
came by the daughter of Mobun to the Carewe?." 

Extract from the "London Illustrated News," Sept. 21st, 1907. 
DARTMOUTH CASTLE, which is to be handed over by the War Department to the Office of Works as a historical building, is an 

ancient structure, picturesquely situated at the mouth of the beautiful river Dait, one of the prettiest spots in Devonshire.  
 
 
 
The present building was practically re-built during the reign of Henry VII., but there is good reason to believe that a Castle 

stood on the site in the Saxon period. The oldest date given concerning the ancient building is that of M70, when, during the Wars of 
the Roses, the Earl of Warwick landed at the Castle with a small body of troops from Normandy. 

Fxtractfrom " The Motor Boat," May 21st, 1908. 
Dartmouth Castle deserves more than passing attention both by reason of its historical associations and its romantic position. 

No visitor should miss an opportunity of seeing this 15th century fortress ; the caretaker, one Sergeant Lawson, being a striking 
contrast from the usual type of guide, and his thorough knowledge of the building, combined with an excellent manner of imparting 
facts connected with it, cannot fail to interest the most blase sightseer. 

Extract from the " Dartmouth and South Hams Chronicle,'' April 24th, 1908. 

LOCAL   GOSSIP.  
The April issue of the " Madresfield Agricultural Club's Quarterly" contains an interesting article by Sergt. T. Lawson, dealing 

with Dartmouth Castle. The publication also contains the following editorial comment: "In the course of a week-end holiday your 
editor found himself exploring the small but significant subject of the article under this heading in the current number, under the 
able guidance of the devoted and enterprising caretaker, Sergeant Lawson, and as this historic Castle, charmingly situated at the 
mouth of the Dart, has played no small part in England's history, your editor thought a short article upon it might prove interesting 
to his readers, and the article gains in interest in that it is from the pen of the caretaker, Sergt. Lawson, who is enthusiastically 
devoted to his charge, and who is one of a fighting family, for six of its members have fought in different campaigns, and the 
gallant Sergeant maintains the family tradition by marrying a wife whose father was an Indian Mutiny veteran, and who has five 
brothers in the Royal Navy." 

Extract from the "Express and Echo" May 14th, 1914. 
It was my pleasure a few days since to call on my old friend, Sergt. Lawson, at the Dartmouth Castle. Really, the Government 

Department responsible for the "spring clean " has carried out such a thorough renovation, and in such admirable taste, that one 
hardly knows the Castle. When it is remembered, however, that the last extensive renovation -was carried out between 1487 and 
1502, it cannot be said that any haste has been shown in waiting four 

 
centuries for the next big brush up. How far the Castle, or portions of it, date back it is impossible to say, probably for nine 
hundred to a thousand years, at least, as there was a Castle or fortress of a sort here in early Saxon times, and during the 
ages it has varied in size considerably, as its outworks were extended, and other buildings brought within its encircling, or 
protecting walls. Some of the old lead removed some years ago bore the date 1202, and the solid oak beams, between one and 
two feet thick, which have just fallen to pieces with old age, speak for themselves as to the antiquity of the Castle. 

All the old slating (which dates back one or two centuries') has been taken off, the stone walls uncovered, the tall, 
disfiguring chimneys (added about the same time as the slating) removed down to the parapet level, and the old embattlements 
levealed. It is now possible to form a much more accurate idea of what the old Castle must have been like. When the 



Devonshire Association visited the Castle, Sergt. Lawson was asked where were the 120 cannon placed, which were 
surrendered with the Castle during the wars of the Stuarts, and he could not tell. Now, the removal of the slates and loose 
stones, used as packing in the walls, has revealed scores of embrasures, and the appearance of the rooms inside is revolutionised. 
A delightful low-pitched, four-centred arch over the main entrance has been uncovered, in the barrack room on the left on 
entering (where a dozen soldiers were quartered in 1721) an opening has been discovered (all the old decaying arch beams being 
revealed, and plate-glass to protect it placed outside) through which stores were hauled into the Castle or lowered down to the 
rocks. 

In one of the upstair rooms an unsuspected recess has been found in the thickness of the wall leading down to an 
opening giving on to the river. Unwelcome prisoners could have been summarily ejected by the garrison through this funnel, 
and all kinds of embrasures and devices have been uncovered. When the new pointing composition has toned down—
everything has been done under expert advice, very thoroughly, with the best workmanship—the Castle will look more like the 
old engravings. It is curious how many local people have not made this delightful pilgrimage, and inspected the Castle under the 
enthusiastic chaperonage of Sergt. Lawson ; but if residents are apathetic, visitors from a distance call it the most interesting 
excursion in South Devon. During one week recently I noticed in the visitors' book the names of four Australians, three from 
New Zealand, two from Uganda, and others from France, Germany and Switzerland. It is one of the places that every visitor 
thanks you for drawing attention to, and trie walk from Dartmouth just now, with the varied and magnificent trees in the 
glory of their Spring freshness, is one of sheer delight. 

With SERGT. LAWSON's Complements 


