
Visit to Rochester, 28 June 2019

London Explorers’ “Summer Day Out” this year was to Rochester, a short and 
convenient train ride from St Pancras. We started with a guided walk led by Rob 
Smith, then met for lunch at Rochester Cathedral with a few Explorers who had 
decided to miss the walk. In the afternoon there was plenty of time to return to 
places we had passed earlier. This report is a compilation of contributions from 
several Explorers, acknowledged after each section – thanks are due to them and 
to our various photographers too!
 
Guided walk
Our comprehensive tour of Rochester was an excellent introduction to a town 
packed with ancient buildings, elegant houses and gardens and an interesting 
history, both bellicose and literary. The invading Romans built the first bridge 
across the River Medway, and from then on the town became a major strategic 
base. Right up to the 1970s the narrow High Street was the only route to the 
Kentish ports. There are now three bridges (rail and road) and a busy bypass to 
manage the constant traffic.

Our guide, Rob Smith, introduced us to many 
historical sites which we could later visit, including 
the magnificent Norman castle and walls (left), 
originally a wooden “motte and bailey” castle, 
rebuilt in stone by Bishop 
Gundulf. The Norman 
Cathedral replaces the 
original Saxon foundation 
of 604 and is the second 
oldest after Canterbury. 

Other notable buildings were Eastgate House (right), a 
well-preserved Tudor house, now a small museum, and 
the wooden Swiss chalet (bottom right) which was Charles 
Dickens’ writing house moved here from the grounds of 
his former home. 

Restoration House, now a private house and museum, 
whose grand hall was Dickens’ inspiration for Miss 
Havisham’s bridal mausoleum, was named for the one 
night Charles II spent there after his restoration in 1660. 
Around the Cathedral Close we saw some beautiful 
examples of Georgian terraces like Minor Canon Row; 
and Elizabethan houses, including Satis House which 
Elizabeth I pronounced “satisfactory” when she visited. 
Close by, too, is the house of the first encounter between 
Anne of Cleves and Henry VIII – a less than satisfactory 
experience?!  
 Report by Taylor Love-Taylor and Kathryn Dodd



Rochester Cathedral and Library
The first impression of the Cathedral is of its Norman 
exterior, barely changed from its initial establishment in 
the 1080s; it was consecrated in 1130. The interior (left) 
also features the plain, round arches which are indicative 
of the Romanesque style, subtly restored by Sir George 
Gilbert Scott in the 1870s. Going through an unmarked 
door in the south aisle you pass into the Cloister Garth 
gardens where ruined walls are the only remains of the 
early medieval monastic buildings.

Our first destination was 
the Crypt Café where we 
enjoyed very welcome 

refreshments served by Cathedral volunteers and 
staff, and were able to reflect on our walk and 
plan our individual afternoon visits. 

A small group of Explorers had opted to visit 
the Cathedral’s Library and we met together 
there after lunch. Three Library volunteers gave 
us an interesting introduction to the Library 
(right), its history and its treasures. Volumes of 
two polyglot bibles – with texts given in several 
languages including Latin, Greek, Hebrew and 
Aramaic – were on display for us, together 
with other manuscripts and a replica of the 
Cathedral’s unique Textus Roffensis which was 
written in 1122–1124 and is a compilation of early 
documents including laws, a coronation charter 
and a fearsome curse – ask me for a copy!  
Report by Liz Simpson

Rochester Castle 
The castle was all mod cons when it was built nearly 900 
years ago – including a well shaft providing fresh water 
that rose through all three floors and was accessible 
by pulley from each. There was a very grand hall with 
mezzanine gallery, beautifully ornamented fireplaces, 
private bedchambers, hourds (fighting platforms) on the 
battlements, latrines, a chapel, and even cosy nesting 
boxes for pigeons tucked into the walls of some rooms. 
The castle, most of which dates from 1127, still stands; 
and although many of the internal walls, floors and 
decoration are gone, the sense of grandeur and space lives 
on – you can stand inside and see clearly all the way up 
its impressive height to the open sky (left), where once 



the pitched roof protected the rooms inside. From the open battlements there are 
splendid views of the cathedral (above left), of the river Medway and Rochester 
bridge (centre), and of Satis House (right). Well worth the climb of all 95 steep 
stone stairs! Report by Sue Lamble

Huguenot Museum
Above the Tourist Information Centre is a tiny but extremely well-designed 
museum giving the history of Huguenots in England – not just Rochester. 
The artefacts and documents are shown to their best advantage and stories of 
Huguenot families are told by our contemporaries who have traced their family 
histories. There’s also a small shop, and very helpful staff!  Report by Liz Simpson

Guildhall
The Grade 1 listed Guildhall (right) was built in 1687 
and inside has a beautiful staircase with very ornate 
ceilings. The Museum has four or five rooms with 
various themes, including a mock-up of the “hulks” 
– decommissioned ships where prisoners of war 
were jailed – and a “Black Hole”, the tiny 6ft-by-6ft 
solitary confinement cell where prisoners were put 
for punishment. Some were held there for weeks or 
even months, and many died in them. The rooms were 
staged to make you feel as if you were on the upper 
deck of the ship, with sounds and images to match. 
You could even steer it yourself in the wheelhouse 
simulator. Displays showed some of the delicate straw-
work boxes and other items crafted from bone, made 
by the prisoners to sell.

Further rooms explained the origins of the Knights Templar and their link to 
Rochester; and yet another portrayed information on the siege of Rochester 
Castle by King John in 1215. The displays were well thought out to appeal to both 
children and adults. Entry was free to all, so well worth visiting and supporting.  
  Report by Brenda Hood and Hilary Sands

Restoration House
The house derives its name from the fact that Charles II stayed there on his 
journey from Dover to London following the restoration of the monarchy in 1660. 
Other notable links are with Samuel Pepys, who visited in 1667, and Charles 
Dickens, who used it as inspiration for Great Expectations.



Restoration House (front aspect left) passed through 
many owners over the years and was in poor repair 
and in danger of being demolished to create a car 
park when the entertainer Rod Hull stepped in to 
purchase it in 1984. The house was then bought 
by its present owners over 20 years ago and they 
took on the mammoth task of restoring both it and 
the gardens. The interior of the house shows the 
successful repair and conservation of panelling and 
paintwork, and the flooring of elm and pine. There 
is a lovely collection of furniture, Delft and cream-
ware and, at the time of our visit, two harpsichords 
were being put in place for a concert. There are also 
a number of paintings, landscapes and portraits, 
including works by Reynolds, Constable and 
Gainsborough.

More recently 
the owners have 

turned their attention to the gardens which 
consist of a series of walled and hedged “rooms” 
including a parterre, flower gardens and 
meadow. Work on a Renaissance water garden is 
nearing completion. As we were visiting in June 
we were able to see the gardens at their best and 
to enjoy them while taking refreshments (bottom 
right) brought to us from the tea-room! 
Report by Pat Cardis, photos by Pat Cardis and Sue Lamble 
No photography is permitted in the house

Six Poor Travellers House
After Restoration House and its wonderful 
gardens I went to the Six Poor Travellers House 
and there couldn’t have been a greater contrast. 
The rooms are small, plain and white-painted, 
with very informative labelling to explain why the house was there and how it 
functioned. It was set up as a charity in 1579, and by adding rooms at the back of 
the existing almshouses it provided one night’s accommodation for six homeless 
people or “travellers”. The bedrooms are basic but comfortable and, like the 
rooms where the travellers could wash and be fed, are reached on the way to the 
garden, which is small but beautiful and all grown in containers. 

Well worth a visit – there’s more about its history on the website:  
www.richardwatts.org.uk/poor-travellers   Report by Molly Turner


