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Widening of Biggin and Cannon Streets
Terry Sutton

On  April 10 in  1893 Dover ra tepayers 
m e t to try  to halt any  m oves to w iden 
the tow n's m ain  street, especially  Biggin 

S treet and  C annon  S treet leading from the 
M arket Square. T h e y  opposed  a 
controversial schem e w hich  th ey  realised 
w ould resu lt in  an  increase in  the  rates tha t 
th ey  considered high enough  already. O n 
the o ther side of the argum ent w ere those 
w ho realised  Dover w as growing and that 
th e  tow n 's  m a in  s tre e t w as far too 
congested  to take the increasing  am ount of 
traffic.
Those w ho w an ted  the h ighw ay w idened  
po in ted  out tha t in  places the  m ain  street 
w as as narrow  as 18 feet in  places.
The w idening of Biggin S treet w as one of 
the biggest controversies in  Dover in  the 
late 19th century .
O ne set o f councillors w an ted  to w iden 
C annon  S treet and  Biggin S treet w hile 
an o th er group argued for a com pletely  new  
road  cu tting  th ro ug h  from  the M arket 
Square to Folkestone Road.
T his second group consisted m ain ly  of 
p roperty  ow ners in  the crowded York S treet 
area w ho saw com pensation  profits if  they  
could w in  the day. T hey  w ere am ong the 
ra tepayers w ho m e t on April 10 in 1893 to 
h alt Biggin S treet w idening.
But ev en tu ally  it w as a dem an d  from  
an o th er public m eeting  tha t forced the 
decision to w iden  the existing m ain  street 
w here  often  horse-draw n coaches and carts 
could no t easily  pass.

C ongestion got so bad tha t a traffic census 
w as dem anded. A coun t carried  out in  
C annon  S treet over six w orking days at the 
end  o f M ay 1893. T h is  rev ea led  the  
m o v e m en t o f n e a rly  9,500 v eh icles of 
various kinds, 446 horses and nearly  a 
thousand  b a th  chairs and cycles.
Action had  b een  taken  to w iden  C annon  
Street in  1858 and  again in  1893 w h en  a 
n u m b er of in teresting  features fronting the 
road w ere rem oved. The m ost im portan t 
loss w as the im pressive colonnade along 
the front o f the  properties tha t stretched  
from St M ary's churchyard  tow ards the 
M arket Square.
At tha t tim e the m ost im portan t p roperty  in  
C annon  Street w as the Royal O ak Hotel, 
a lm ost opposite St M ary's C hurch  and 
w here The Eight Bells public house today 
enjoys a good trade. At the back  of the  hotel 
w ere the Royal O ak Rooms w here  m any  
public m eetings, b anq ue ts  and  balls w ere 
held. The balls w ere never so w ell attended  
th an  during the N apoleonic Wars w hen  
young officers o f the garrison, aw aiting an 
invasion, w ould  dance w ith  th e  m ore 
w ealthy  Dover lasses. It w as at the back  of 
this hoste lry  w here, each week, farm ers 
m e t in  the  C orn M arket to b uy  and sell 
th e ir  p roducts. In  the inn 's  yard  w ere 
housed  the coaches and vans of the  folk 
w ho had  com e in  from the  coun try  to trade 
in  Dover, th e n  a very  busy  town.
It w as in  th is env ironm ent tha t a group of 
tow nsm en  including a group of F reem en 
cam e up  w ith  the schem e to drive a new  
road through  from  the M arket Square to 
P riory  Place and  Folkestone Road. T hat was
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the direction m ost o f the tow n centre traffic 
was heading. It was estim ated this new  road 
would cost in  the region of £76,000-with 
m uch  of tha t m oney  going to the citizens 
who ow ned property  on the route.
Those w ith counter plans, who w anted to 
w iden the existing street by  dem olishing 
property, cam e up  w ith an estim ate for the ir 
schem e of £54,000.
And there the two ideas rem ained  w ith very 
little progress w hile congestion in  narrow  
C annon and Biggin Streets got worse. But 
townsfolk w ere getting fed up  w ith the 
congestion  and  a public m eeting  was 
convened w h en  it was dem anded tha t action 
be taken. Dover C orporation listened, opted 
for the  w idening  schem e and  sought 
Parliam entary  approval for the project to 
w iden the m ain  street. Parliam ent gave 
approval and the com pulsory purchase of 
p roperty  began. A sum  of £24,200 was paid 
for the block from the form er Rose Inn, New 
Street (now  Santander bank) to n ear the 
M arket Square. A further £20,689 was paid 
for the com plete block from St M ary's 
churchyard to the M arket Square.
Solicitors and valuers' fees and the purchase 
of a little  m ore p ro pe rty  b rough t the 
com plete cost for the schem e to w iden 
C annon  S treet to £53,744 b u t the 
Corporation was able to claw back m ore 
than  £20,000 by  the resale of the land, 
reducing the overall cost to just u nd er 
£33,000.
A lthough som e in te re s tin g  fea tu res in  
Cannon Street, going back  to the tim e of the 
Com m onwealth, w ere lost it was claim ed at 
the tim e very little of an tiquarian  in terest 
was discovered.
The dem olition  of p rope rtie s  n e a r  the 
M arket Square, w here the church of St Peter 
had once stood (Lloyd's Bank site), revealed

a few skulls and bones. It was assum ed these 
had com e from the churchyard of St Peter's.
Following the w idening of C annon Street 
cam e the task of building new  prem ises to 
front the new  highway. It was reported  at 
the tim e tha t the first p roperty  to be built 
w as tobacconist Chidwick to be followed 
shortly  afterwards, on the sam e side of the 
road, by  the M etropole H otel (part of which 
is now  The Eight Bells) opposite St Mary's.
The m ost m ajestic o f the rebuilds was the 
terrace of shops on the o ther side of the 
road, stretching from St M ary's graveyard to 
n ea r the M arket Square.
T he C orporation  had  the  w ise idea of 
putting  the design of these properties out to 
architectural com petition (in  the sam e w ay 
a sim ilar com petition decided the design of 
The Gateway flats m any  years later). This 
C annon  S treet com petition  a ttracted  45 
en tries from all over the country, spanning 
a range of styles. The resu lt we see today - 
b u t how  m any  bo ther to look as they  rush 
by!

The popular Antw erp Hotel, ju s t o ff the 
M arket Square, where town councillors m et for 
a drink after council meetings. Next door 
another hotel now an estate agents. It was 
about here, in the middle o f the road, where in 
WW2 a shell landed killing soldiers, sailors, a 
mem ber o f the W RNS and a civilian.


