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Broad Character: Military
Character Type: Military defence and fortification
National Perspective 

INTRODUCTION: DEFINING/DISTINGUISHING ATTRIBUTES 
The ‘Military defence and fortification’ Character Type includes the following Sub-types:
� Coastal fortification (unspecified)
� Roman fortification
� Medieval fortification
� Post-medieval fortification
� Early modern fortification
� Modern fortification
� WW1 fortification
� WW2 fortification
� WW2 defence area
� Naval battlefield

This Character Type relates to defensive areas in coastal locations are designed to deter 
or prevent attack from seaward (i.e. by sea or air) although they may be locally oriented 
to defend against enemy troops attacking our coastal defences from landward too. 
Individual defensive sites, such as anti-landing defences, concrete pillboxes and decoy 
sites are often components within more complex arrangements of built and fieldwork 
fortifications tailored to the landscape form and designed to protect strategic areas.  
During WW1 the Defence of the Realm Act 1914 enabled vast tracts of land to be 
requisitioned for camps, airfields, munitions production, and storage. At the outbreak of 
the Second World War in 1939 a similar Act was passed, the Emergency Powers 
(Defence) Act 1939, and coastal defences were greatly extended.

Coastal fortification (unspecified) refers to military fortified areas and sites of unspecified
or uncertain date in coastal locations.  

The specified broad period subdivisions of this Character Type relate to the following 
date brackets: 

� Roman fortification: AD 43-410
� Medieval fortification: AD 410-1540
� Post-medieval fortification: AD 1540-1750
� Early Modern fortification: AD 1750-1900
� Modern fortification: AD 1900 – present day

World War One fortification refers to coastal military fortified areas and sites whose 
present character is dominated by construction and use during the First World War 
(1914-1918).  

World War Two fortification refers to coastal military fortified areas and sites whose 
present character is dominated by construction and use during the Second World War 
(AD 1939-1945). 

World War Two defence area refers to coastal parts of the planned, strategically inter-
related and largely static anti-invasion defences established in 1940-1941 during the 
Second World War. 

Naval battlefield refers to areas of former naval battlefields, where they form the 
dominant character of those areas. Although usually fought on or above the sea surface, 
they may be associated with enhanced material imprints still extant in the form of 
wrecks and other debris.



National Perspective/Military/Military Defence & Fortification

2 

Military fortifications are found along most of the English coast. The word ‘fortification’ 
can refer to the defences around a specific defensive ‘site’ or to the practice of 
improving a large area's defence with defensive works, as for example by town or city 
walls. 

This Character Type is commonly located in strategically-positioned areas providing good 
sea views both to see and focus attack upon an approaching enemy. Mid 16th-18th

century defences were usually guided by national defensive considerations but as with 
earlier defences they were frequently concentrated near ports since these were generally 
the areas where foreign attack could give an enemy the most effective foothold. Greater 
military mobility from the 19th century required a broader territorial approach to the 
nation’s defence, with seriously threatening attacks possible anywhere along the nation’s
coastline. 

HISTORICAL PROCESSES; COMPONENTS, FEATURES AND VARIABILITY
Typical components of this Character Type can include: 

� Anti-tank defences
� Artillery
� Fortifications
� Anti-landing features
� Batteries and gun emplacements
� Castles and forts
� Moats and dikes
� Town walls and gates
� Minefields
� Pillboxes
� Battlefields and sites of battles
� Naval warships, submarines (including wrecks) and military aircraft crash sites

Since at least the stages at which human populations became more sedentary, there has 
been need to protect one’s resources from others. It is in the Neolithic in Britain that 
fortified settlements appear, surrounded by substantial ditches and banks or rubble 
walling, suggesting that there was some kind of ‘planning’ in their construction. An 
increase in population, pressure on resources and changes in society may have created 
the need to demarcate and defend property. Defended settlements become much more 
widespread during the later Bronze Age and Iron Age, from around 1000BC, and there 
are many impressively sited defended prehistoric sites on coastal hills and cliffs, 
especially of southern England, built over 2,500 years ago. These forts, with their large 
enclosing banks and ditches, are thought to have been constructed to emphasise wealth 
and status as well as being used for defence. Although the British population at this time 
had extensive social and trading contacts with people from Europe, it is unlikely that 
continental coastal attacks were of any significance. It is more likely that the defences, if 
that was their intended function, were constructed as protection from neighbouring 
groups (see Hegarty and Newsome 2007). In south west England, many headlands were 
cut off by banks and ditches forming ‘promontory forts’ or ‘cliff castles’, although their 
exact function has been much debated (Sharpe 1992; Herring 1994).

In the early years of Roman influence in England, the construction and location of 
coastal installations was not related to territorial defence alone, rather they were related 
to securing supply routes, the transportation of goods and the harbouring and 
maintenance of the Roman naval fleet (see de la Bedoyere 2006; Laycock 2008). A
series of ‘Saxon Shore’ forts were built in the 3rd century AD to defend against the 
increasing threat of Germanic invasion and piracy. These stretched from Brancaster in 
Norfolk to Porchester in Hampshire; a number still survive, several modified by later 
fortification, although others were lost to the sea, plundered for stone or allowed to 
erode away. 
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The Norman Conquest in 1066 saw the beginning of a new phase of war and conquest in 
England (Friel 2003: 49). The Norman Conquest was a pivotal event in English history, 
largely removing the native ruling class and replacing it with a foreign, Norman-French-
speaking monarchy, aristocracy, and clerical hierarchy. This in turn brought about a 
transformation of the English language and the culture of England. By subjecting the 
country to a ruling class with substantial interests and landholdings also in France, it re-
orientated England toward continental Europe and away from the Scandinavian world. It 
also had a significant impact on the landscape with the erection of impressive castles not 
only for defence but also as a symbol of their power and overlordship: those which 
survive still have the power to impress today. Most of these messages were at first 
directed internally to the conquered English population but some, as at the Tower of 
London and the twin mottes of Baile Hill and Clifford’s Tower, York, were also sited to 
impress those using our estuaries to reach England’s major trading centres. From the 
12th century their rebuilding in stone by the Norman aristocracy was supplemented by a 
series of new coastally-sited fortifications, good examples being those designed to 
defend against Scottish attacks at Scarborough Castle, North Yorkshire, and Warkworth 
and Bambrugh Castles, Northumberland.       

In the late 13th century the naval defence of England was divided between the Northern 
and Western Fleets. The Northern fleet generally covered the coast from Thames to 
Scotland and the Western fleet covered the seaboard from the Thames to Bristol. The 
naval expedition, the sea patrol and the coastal raid were the commonest types of naval 
operations that English ships undertook in the medieval period (Friel 2003: 57).

Large-scale naval battles were very rare during the medieval period. However, much 
activity during the Hundred Years War took place near the coast 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hundred_Years_war). Attacking a fleet in an anchorage or 
a restricted waterway, or intercepting a fleet passing close to the coast were favoured
tactics. It was not until the addition of shipboard guns that sea battles became more 
common as a form of naval warfare. Shipboard guns were used in small numbers by the 
English and others from the 1330s, but they were essentially small anti-personnel 
weapons (Friel 2003: 58).

Defensive castles appeared on ships by the late 12th century, at first as rather 
makeshift-looking structures. Medieval sea battles were normally resolved by boarding 
actions. Through time, defensive ‘castles’ became a normal part of the structure of some 
vessels, particularly warships (Friel 2003: 80). The number of guns on ships significantly 
increased in the second half of the 15th century. By the end of the 15th century, large 
warships had multi-stage castles, a change possibly dictated by the massive increase in 
the number of guns carried by large combatants. However most warships did not carry 
large guns until the 16th century (Friel 2003), the Mary Rose being an example. During 
the 16th century, the Reformation and England’s growing economic power left the 
country more vulnerable to invasion. That and the creation of an efficient, highly  
centralised administration under the Tudors led to the development of a nationally-
focussed strategy for England’s coastal defences. Specific programmes of coastal 
defence were seen under Henry VIII and in the 1580s due to the threat of the Spanish 
Armada. These involved the protection of key anchorages such as the Humber and the 
Thames, which if captured could be used as footholds from which to launch a full scale 
invasion. Fortifications originating in this phase include Landguard Fort at Felixstowe, 
Suffolk; Tilbury beside the Thames in Essex, and Pendennis and St Mawes Castles 
flanking the entrance to the Carrick Roads, Cornwall. 

In the 17th century, the commercial success of the Dutch fuelled English rivalry and led 
to the Anglo-Dutch wars for control over the seas and trade routes. The first Anglo-
Dutch War (1652-54) took place in the English Channel and North Sea and included the 
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Battles of Kentish Knock (1652) and the Gabbard (1653), both taking place off the East 
Anglian coast. During the second Anglo-Dutch War (1665-67) most of the fighting took 
place in the southern North Sea, including the Battle of Lowestoft (1665). A flotilla of 
Dutch ships broke through the defensive chains guarding the Medway and burned part 
of the English fleet docked at Chatham. An invasion force of 1500 Dutchmen was 
repelled at Landguard fort in 1667, having landed on the beach at Felixstowe. The third 
Anglo-Dutch War (1672-74) took place along the coast of East Anglia and included the 
Battle of Sole Bay (1672) off Southwold, Suffolk. The ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688 
ended the 17th century conflict by placing William III of Orange on the English throne as 
co-ruler with his wife Mary. The Dutch merchant elite began to use London as a new 
operational base but the Dutch economic growth slowed. The later 18th century saw the 
growth and establishment of the English maritime power. Some of the Dutch impact still 
survives in today’s coastal landscape on the ‘Dutch-style’ buildings found in some areas 
of London and East Anglia. 

England remained at war throughout the period of the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1814). 
Having built and lost most of its colonial empire in the preceding decade of the 
Revolutionary Wars, French efforts were focused mainly in Europe. Consequently, 
Napoleon Bonaparte saw an invasion of England as the key to supreme control over 
Europe. England responded with a new coastal defence strategy which included a chain 
of forts to be built along the coast, which in turn prompted a survey to assess potential 
locations and vulnerable points. The resulting forts were squat, circular towers, known 
as Martello Towers after a similar structure at Mortella, Sicily. In England, 105 were built 
along the south and east coasts between Aldeburgh in Suffolk and Seaford in Sussex 
and there are still many surviving in today’s landscape, some re-used for a variety of 
purposes.

By the 20th century, the imprints from responses to the threat of war in England were
considerable. For fifty years prior to WW1, England’s defences concentrated on the 
protection of naval bases, since the main defence of the country was considered to rest 
with the Royal Navy. Military structures were confined largely within the ports and the 
garrison towns, although some fortification of vulnerable expanses of coastline was 
performed (English Heritage 2003). 

At the beginning of WW2, England was ill-prepared to defend against an expected 
invasion by Germany and fortification only began in earnest after the German invasion 
of France in 1940. England’s defence policy was based on maintaining a ‘coastal crust’ of 
beach defences and the deployment of the few available mobile columns, combined with 
static defended lines, ‘stop-lines’, extending inland across over a wide areas of the 
country. Their purpose was to obstruct and contain the advance of an enemy from the 
coast or an inland airborne landing, both by the use of obstacles and by fire from troops 
on the ground, thus allowing time for relief by a mobile reserve (e.g. fortification of the 
east coast) (English Heritage 2003). Beaches were to be made impenetrable by erecting 
scaffolding. Thousands of mines were placed behind the scaffolding. Behind the mines 
was barbed wire and behind the wire were more land mines. Finally, across the top of 
the beach, anti-tank blocks were sited. Behind the beach area, pillboxes were built to 
house machine guns (Green 2006; Whaley et al 2008). Special attention was given to 
areas of strategic importance such as Harwich Haven. A series of structures were also 
erected in the marine zone around the Thames and Mersey estuaries, known as Maunsell 
forts after the designer. These were intended to act as an early warning system, break 
up aircraft formations and prevent minelaying.

World War Two defences were later extensively dismantled and cleared. In 1956, the 
formal end of the military coastal defence policy in England was announced. Upon 
abandonment a number of the Maunsell forts were utilised by pirate radio stations and 
the Rough Sands fort in the Thames Estuary is still so occupied as the ‘Principality of 
Sealand’. 
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VALUES AND PERCEPTIONS

Fortifications of different periods tend to generate differing perceptions. The ‘heritage’ of 
older structures such as late Roman Saxon Shore forts and medieval castles are often 
valued, protected and visited recreationally. The 19th century and later defences have 
been often viewed with less sympathy for their role in the nation’s ongoing defence, 
possibly due to the temporal closeness of the threat they represented and a wider dislike 
of concrete structures among the general public, especially where those structures are 
located in rural coastal areas. 

But there are clear signs that attitudes are changing as the World Wars gradually pass 
from living memory. Programmes of clearance of ‘unsightly concrete structures’ are 
being replaced by research programmes turning their attentions to recording and 
understanding the surviving traces from these later periods. There is increasing 
recognition too that as for most periods, the more visible built structures from these late 
periods are closely related to the lie of the land and coast, and are usually 
complemented by a much wider complex of less visible earthwork defensive features 
including systems of connecting trenches. They are becoming perceived as part of the 
overall historic legacy of the coastal landscape. 

RESEARCH, AMENITY AND EDUCATION

Castles and other historic fortifications along the English coast act as clear foci for 
tourism and educational initiatives and many have had specific educational resources 
developed, for example for Tintagel Castle (Cornwall) (see http://www.english-
heritage.org.uk/server/show/nav.15393). 

There is now widespread and ongoing research interest in 20th century military defences, 
with WW1 and WW2 military remains forming one of the most active areas of research 
for special interest groups in recent years. The larger coastal defence batteries from 
WW1 are relatively well known, but not so the contemporary practice trenches and 
smaller fortifications. In general, the material remains of WW2 have attracted the
greatest interest, reflecting the greater number of surviving features and illustrating the 
active living memory of this event in some members of the population (Petts & Gerrard 
2006: 190).

A result of an increased public interest in surviving military remains was the Defence of 
Britain Project (DoB) (1995-2002), which ran under the auspices of the Council for 
British Archaeology. The purpose of the project was to record the 20th century 
militarised landscape of the UK, and to inform the responsible heritage agencies at both 
local and national level with a view to the future preservation of surviving structures 
(http://www.britarch.ac.uk/cba/projects/dob). Nearly 20,000 20th century military sites 
were recorded in the UK as a whole.

World War One and World War 2 remains are also found underwater but are generally 
understudied, a contributing factor being that some of them could be considered as 
dangerous due to the potential presence of munitions. These submerged remains often 
have amenity value due to their popularity with sports divers. Educational value could be 
further explored through interactive web-interfaces.

In England, there are a number of military vessels (and all military aircraft crash sites)
which are protected as war graves under the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986. 
The primary reason for designation as a 'war grave' is for it to be conserved the last 
resting place of UK servicemen (or other nationals). The Act does not require the loss of 
the vessel to have occurred during war. 
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A number of Martello towers in particular have been re-used as public amenities 
including museums and galleries. The tower at Jaywick in Essex is a good example, 
displaying exhibitions relating to Community, Heritage and Environment.

CONDITION AND FORCES FOR CHANGE

The physical evidence of this Character Type in the landscape/seascape, especially for 
WW1 and WW2, is a diminishing resource due to the effects of time, erosion and 
vandalism. Saltmarsh reclamation in later periods may also have affected the survival of 
pre-existing historical features of large defended coastal areas.

Many of the Early Modern and older coastal fortifications are recogniosed as ‘heritage 
assets’ and designated as such, with statutory protection in place and often conservation 
management plans of various forms too. Loss from coastal erosion inevitably remains an 
issue though, sometimes on a larger scale: the ‘Sole Bay’ of the 1672 Battle of Sole Bay 
no longer exists: that topographic feature on the Suffolk coast has long been lost to 
erosion.   
   
Coastal erosion is a particularly serious issue for fortifications along most of the rapidly 
eroding lengths of England’s east coast, especially those more recent ones, wi thte result 
that many WW2 pillboxes (and the less recognised WW1 examples) toppled from the low 
cliffs onto the beaches below. 
   
Formally sanctioned programmes aimed at clearing ‘unsightly concrete structures’ from 
the two World Wars have largely ceased but occasional acts of clearance, sometimes 
under the guise of health and safety measures, do still occur as with the deliberate 
destruction of two pillboxes at Talland Bay, Cornwall, in the early 2000s.     

Projects such as the ‘DoB’ Project and Rapid Coastal Zone Assessment Surveys (RCZAS) 
have begun to record and encourage interest in some of the more forgotten structures. 
Increasingly World War defences are becoming tourist attractions in their own right.

RARITY AND VULNERABILITY

This Character Type is quite widely represented along most of England’s coastline, its 
many and varied expressions and dates reflecting those areas considered strategically 
defensible under various regimes and technologies, but they also reflect the ingresses of 
coastal erosion, again with date implications for the range of surviving coastal features
in any given area. 

In terms of vulnerability, raising understanding and awareness of the significance and 
unique values of coastal military remains in England will make them more sustainable as 
a resource and accessible to present and future generations. The vulnerability of this 
Character Type in the landscape is mainly due to erosion processes and neglect but it is 
also to some extent at risk of change from onshore and offshore commercial and 
industrial developments. SDuch risks should, however, be identified through the 
necessary Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA), enabling an assessment of the 
potential impacts (positive or negative) that a proposed project may have on the 
environment, specifically including landscape factors (of which ‘seascape’ is a subset). 
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