
                                           A  VISIT TO RUTUPIAE!

!
The Roman settlement at Richborough and the Saxon shore fort built later on the same site must, 
in terms of longevity of Roman occupation, be in the top three, if not number one. For archaeology 
suggests that this is where the legions first landed in AD 43, and also that it was one of the last 
sites still in contact with Rome in the early 400s. The evidence for the former is a double ditch 
more than 600 yards long, a section of which can be seen today inside the Saxon shore fort. The 
interpretation of this ditch is that is was a defensive line to protect the Claudian legions once they 
had come ashore. The evidence for the latter is the discovery of some 20,000 Roman coins from 
the period AD 395-402. It is the last place in the province to which coins of this date were supplied.!
!
A visit to Richborough today demands a 
considerable effort of imagination to picture what 
the scene was like during the Roman period. Not 
so much for what might have been seen inside the 
fort, but for the wider geographical setting outside. 
Today Richborough is some 3 kms from the 
English channel, but in the first century it was a 
port on the channel coast. The river Stour, seen in 
the picture above, marks the shore line in Roman 
times. In the first century there really was an Isle of 
Thanet, separated from the mainland by the 
Wantsum channel.  Rutupiae was at the southern 
end of this channel.  Roman ships crossing from 
Boulogne to Richborough would then follow the 
Wantsum channel northwards to the Thames 
estuary and then on to London. At the northern end 
of the channel, in Herne Bay, was another Roman 
Saxon shore fort, Reculver. Shingle banks formed 
at either end of the channel, blocking the cleansing 
action of the tides, so that the channel gradually 
silted up. This process had already started in Roman times, but not enough to prevent the passage 
of ships. But by the 16th century the channel had disappeared. Thanet was no longer an island. 



But who knows?  With global warming and the threatened rise in sea levels the Wantsum channel 
could well reestablish itself. That part  of Kent remains marshy with few settlements, criss-crossed 
by rivulets.!!
The traveller from Gaul, stepping onto the quayside at Richborough, would be confronted by a 
huge monumental archway, the symbolic gateway to Britannia. It was one of the largest such 
structures in the Empire and suggests that Richborough was the normal entry point into Roman 
Britain from Gaul. Richborough stands on a high promontory, so that the arch would have been 
visible way out in the English channel, a valuable aid to navigation. Its foundations survive, but it 
was demolished probably as a source of stone for the later Saxon shore fort defensive walls. 
Having passed under the arch the traveller would find himself on Watling street, the main road to 
London and the north west.!

!
Some 800 yards from the fort, in the round field seen at the top of the picture above, is what looks 
like a large bomb crater. This was the site of Richborough’s amphitheatre.!!
Today, Richborough is managed by English Heritage and is open all the year round. An audio 
guide to the fort is included in the entrance cost. There is a small museum on the site and 
refreshments are available. It is situated about a mile from Sandwich, which should be included in 
any visit to this part of Kent, as it must be one of the loveliest medieval small towns in England. 
One of the cinque ports it too was a prosperous and busy harbour until the silting up occurred. 
Today it has access to the English channel along the narrow and winding river Stour. Trips by boat 
to the fort are available from the quayside in Sandwich.!!
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