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BASIC DETAILS 

 

Built: between 1808 and 1812 

 

Acquired by the Landmark trust: 1971 

 

Restoration and furnishing: 1973-74 

 

Architect: John Warren, The Architectural and Planning Partnership 

 

Builders: Reades of Aldeburgh Ltd. 

 

Refurbishment:  2002 

 

Builders: Cubitt Theobald of Long Melford 
 

Canopy design & manufacture:  David Tomlinson Structures Ltd of 

Bristol 
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SUMMARY - THE MARTELLO TOWER, ALDEBURGH, SUFFOLK 
 

The Martello Tower was built between 1808 and 1812. It is the most northerly 

of a chain of defensive towers built along the South and East coasts of England 

at that time, in response to the very real threat of invasion by the French, led by 

the Emperor Napoleon. When they were built, the towers were called heavy gun 

batteries. They soon came to be known by the name Martello, however, from 

the tower that provided the idea for their design. This stood on Mortella Point in 

Corsica. It was circular, of solid construction, about forty feet in diameter and 

the same in height. In 1796, with a garrison of 38 men and three not very large 

guns, it had withstood attack from two warships of the British Navy, one with 

74 guns, and one with 32. The Board of Ordnance were so impressed by the 

tower's resistance to fire-power, that they adopted the design for their own 

towers. These too were round, or oval, and in their construction used up to a 

million bricks, most of which came from near London. The Aldeburgh Martello 

Tower is the exception, because instead of being round, it is quatrefoil in shape: 

in effect four towers fused into one. The reason for this is not recorded. It might 

have been a piece of lateral thinking resulting from the quatrefoil arrangement of 

a platform for four guns; or, as has been suggested by Sheila Sutcliffe in her 

book Martello Towers (1972), it might have been an earlier design proposed for 

the Dymchurch Wall in Kent in 1804 but never built.  

 

The tower was designed for four guns, although in 1815 it was noted that there 

were only two 24-pounders there. These were fired over the parapet, off timber 

gun carriages shackled to ring mounts which still hang from their stone blocks. 

In the late nineteenth century, new guns were provided, with rifled barrels for 

more effective fire. The old guns, of which there were by then four, were sunk 

into the roof to act as pivots. The tower would have been garrisoned by the 

local Volunteer Artillery.  On the main barrack room floor, there were double 

berths for eight soldiers, and single berths for five NCOs. The northern bay was 

partitioned off with a canvas screen, to provide a private room for the officer in 

charge. There were two fireplaces for cooking. The lower floor was used for 

storage - coal, water, food and ordnance. The powder magazine was reached by 

a separate stair, but lit by a window from the main store. It was placed on the 

landward side, for safety. 

 

The tower did not originally stand on its own as it does today. It was once part 

of the village of Slaughden, of which the last houses survived into this century, 

but finally vanished due to erosion before the last War. The sea has also swept 

away part of the moat surrounding the tower itself, until stopped by the building 

of coastal defences of a different kind in the 1950s. In 1931 the tower, by then 

abandoned and derelict, was sold by the Ministry of Defence to a Mr Walter 

Wenham. Over the next few years it was occasionally used by the Mitford 

family for camping holidays. Then in 1936, it was sold to Miss Debenham, who 

commissioned the architect Justin Vulliamy to convert it into a studio. This was 

done very carefully by adding to its top an elegant penthouse, hardly affecting 

the interior or original structure of the tower at all. 
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By 1971, the Thirties penthouse had in turn become derelict, and the tower 

itself was badly in decay. This time it was acquired by the Landmark Trust. 

Extensive repairs were carried out, and the tower itself converted to provide 

holiday accommodation.  

 

 

THE RESTORATION OF THE TOWER 

 

When the Landmark Trust acquired the Martello Tower in 1971, it was in a very 

dangerous state. Vandals and the elements had between them done their best to 

destroy it. A whole section of the moat had been washed away, allowing the 

sea to reach the base of the tower. Large coping stones had been dislodged 

from the parapet, allowing water to penetrate the wall, and loosen the outer 

brick skin which had fallen off in a large area. The main floor inside the building 

had been ripped out, and the concrete penthouse was cracked and derelict. 

 

The most urgent task was to put the tower back in a stable condition, and 

compared with this the decision whether or not to reinstate the superstructure 

seemed less important. In the end we decided that, clever and amusing though 

it was, the tower was better off without it. One additional benefit we were 

given by the tower's original designers. Orthodox Martello towers have a brick 

pier in their centre, to give greater stability. The Aldeburgh tower dispensed with 

this, allowing a central vaulted chamber, which we provided with a top light in a 

ventilation shaft. Additional borrowed light comes from the windows and over 

the top of the partitions. The missing main floor was replaced with that from the 

basement, raised up by block and tackle onto a new system of supports. 

 

The Martello tower is built of brick - more than a million were used in the 

original construction, and many thousands more in its repair. For extra strength 

the towers were built with "hot lime", a mixture of lime, sand and hot tallow. 

However for the renewal and securing of the brick skin an ordinary lime and 

cement mortar was used, mixed with a waterproof sealant. In general, too, the 

towers were given a protective coat of lime render. There is no evidence that 

the Aldeburgh tower ever had such a coat, and it has been suggested that it 

was therefore left unfinished.   

 

On the roof, the missing coping stones were replaced in concrete mixed with a 

granite aggregate and have done their job very well. The barrels we see upended 

today would have been used as pintle supports for the gun carriages (one such 

pintle remains today). The runnels made by the pivoting gun carriages can be 

made out in the flagstones and careful inspection reveals two such circular 

tracks, perhaps reflecting a change in firepower. The recesses which served so 

successfully as fireplaces in the 1930s were used for storing powder and shot, 

and one still bears the pintle holes for a pair of crude shutters. 
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Layers of concrete and asphalt had been laid on top of the original York paving 

stones on the roof in the 1930s. These were all removed, and in the initial 

restoration in the 1970s, the stones were pointed with a special sealant 

intended to keep out water. This did not prove successful, however, and by 

2001 water penetration had gradually worsened to the point where we decided 

that a comprehensive overhaul was needed to address the problem. The sealant 

was scraped out and the roof flags repointed with a breathable lime mortar. 

Drainage, ventilation and heating were improved inside the tower and the 

internal walls were stripped of their plastic paint and repainted with limewash, 

which allows water to evaporate. 

 

We are hopeful that these measures allowing the building to breathe should 

solve the problem in the longer term. Meanwhile, we are left with a huge mass 

of saturated masonry that will take a long time to dry out and it seems that 

some drips will continue at least for a while. So the current canopy was 

specially designed and made by Dave Tomlinson Structures Ltd from Bristol to 

catch the drips until the masonry dries out. The drips flow down the canvas 

dome into a skirt at its edge that channels the water away. The canopy has the 

added advantage of reflecting light back into the main space; it also has an 

agreeable maritime resonance of sails and campaign tents fitting for this fine 

remnant of the days when Napoleon stalked the Channel. 

 

In 2015 Martello Tower was one of five Landmark sites chosen by artist Antony 

Gormley for an installation called LAND, a collaboration with Landmark in 

celebration of its 50th anniversary.  From May 2015 until May 2016, five 

different, lifesize representations of a human figure in cast iron are placed at 

Landmark sites representing the four compass points (Saddell Bay, Martello 

Tower, Clavell Tower and on Lundy), anchored by a fifth near the centre of the 

country, at Lengthsman’s Cottage in Warwickshire. 

 

Mounted on the parapet above the gun terrace, the Aldeburgh figure, stares 

enigmatically out to sea. 
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Historical background 
 

The name ‘Martello’ applied to the Tower at Aldeburgh is a double misnomer. The 

Tower was built and known originally as a heavy gun battery, and was the 

northernmost in a chain of defensive structures that had evolved from a tower on 

Mortella Point in Corsica. In 1796 the Mortella tower impressed the British Navy 

by repelling the combined assault of a 74- and a 32-gun warship, although 

manned by only 38 men with three guns of modest calibre. The tower on 

Mortella Point was circular, about 40 feet in diameter and of roughly the same 

height, having its entrance high in the landward face. Its design was the starting 

point in static defences against Napoleon.    

 

The Board of Ordnance were so impressed by the tower's resistance to fire-

power, that they adopted the design for their own towers. These too were round, 

or oval, and in their construction used up to a million bricks, most of which came 

from near London. The Aldeburgh Martello Tower is the exception, because 

instead of being round, it is quatrefoil in shape: in effect four towers fused into 

one. The reason for this is not recorded. It might have been a piece of lateral 

thinking resulting from the quatrefoil arrangement of a platform for four guns; or, 

as has been suggested by Sheila Sutcliffe in her book Martello Towers (1972), it 

might have been an earlier design proposed for the Dymchurch Wall in Kent in 

1804 but never built.  

 

The chain of towers built along the east coast were designated with letters, ours 

being “CC” and those along the south coast were numbered.   
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The tower was designed for four guns, although in 1815 it was noted that there 

were only two 24-pounders there. These were fired over the parapet, off timber 

gun carriages shackled to ring mounts which still hang from their stone blocks. In 

the late nineteenth century, new guns were provided, with rifled barrels for more 

effective fire. The old guns, of which there were by then four, were sunk into the 

roof to act as pivots. The tower would have been garrisoned by the local 

Volunteer Artillery.  There were two fireplaces, the one in the east wing  probably 

used for cooking. The lower floor was used for storage - coal, water, food and 

ordnance.  

 

The powder magazine was reached by a separate stair, but lit by a window from 

the main store. It was placed on the landward side, for safety. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tour de Mortella near St. Florent, Corsica 
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Elevation and plan of Mortella Tower, Corsica: an engraving 

based on the original drawings then in the possession of 

J MacArthur, Secretary to Lord Hood (from Martello Towers, 

Sheila Sutcliffe, David and Charles 1972) 

 



                                                                             Martello Tower History Album 

11 

 

A transposition of vowels turned “Mortella” into “Martello”; this has been 

explained as deriving from the hammer (martello) used in Italy to strike a bell to 

sound a warning – and perhaps more simply as a matter of English perversity in 

believing that all Italian words end with the letter “o”. “Martello tower” became 

the generic name under which such defences were known, and under the threat 

of invasion from France 103 towers were built on the English coast, about 40 of 

which remain. A series of trials included the first scientific ballistic tests on 

masonry, in which cannonballs were fired at specially built structures in order to 

find out the strongest possible material for bonding the bricks: only when these 

bounced off the test walls were they considered to have the necessary strength.  

 

Following these trials, one standard type of tower was adopted for the coastal 

defences of which Britain suddenly found herself in desperate need. While 

Napoleon’s barges were being built and massed in their thousands across the 

Channel, government contractors threw themselves into the profitable task of 

raising in reply these massive pillars of masonry, of which even the smallest 

contained nearly three-quarters of a million bricks. William Cobbett, writing in 

1823, long after the emergency was over, lamented the expense: 

Here has been the squandering! Here has been the pauper-making! ... 

To think that I should be destined to behold these monuments of Pitt! 

... Here they are, piles of bricks in a circular form. ... Cannons were to 

be fired from the top of these things, in order to defend the country 

from the French Jacobins! I think I counted along here upwards of 

thirty of these ridiculous things, which I dare say cost five, perhaps 

ten, thousand pounds each ... I dare say they cost millions. 

 

Massed at favourable landing places on the Sussex and Kent coasts, the towers 

were carried northwards as a loose defensive chain around the shore lines of 

Essex and Suffolk. On these more northerly shores they were widely spaced and 

sporadic. The chances of troop-laden barges evading the might of the Navy on a 

voyage so far north were small, but there was always the threat of more 

conventional vessels sailing from the Low Countries to land troops on the eastern 

seaboard. A series of three Martello towers protected the mouth of the Alde at 

Shingle Street, where they can still be seen, stark against a sea-bright sky; and 
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finally, at the northern end of the chain, was built the only radical variation of the 

basic type, the clover-leaf coalescence of several towers into one. This heavy gun 

battery, too, became known as a martello – the Slaughden or Aldeburgh Martello. 

 

The Tower was originally part of a village – it is indeed the only surviving building 

of the village of Slaughden, which lay south of Aldeburgh and, like much of the 

town itself, has been engulfed by the wild North Sea. The Martello has suffered 

losses too: it was built on the highest ground inland of the southern end of the 

village, within a complete circular moat, with a gun emplacement on the seaward 

side and an associated group of buildings to the east and a rifle range to the 

south. Since the end of the Second World War the sea has carried away the 

eastern section of the moat wall and all the other structures, and it was only the 

The Martello Tower, built in 1810-1812, the most northerly and 

one of the largest coastal defences against Napoleonic invasion.  

It has been used as a gun site, as a signal station and as a 

private residence.  This Victorian print shows the Martello is 

surrounded by grass and standing well back from the Sea.  The 

glacis, the grassy bank sloping away from the moat, was still 

intact around it. 

 

http://www.motco.com/index-great-britain/imagetwo-a.asp?Picno=91028770&title=To+return+to+your+previous+screen+close+this+window+-+click+on+the+X+in+the+top+right+corner.
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building of massive concrete sea defences in the 1950s that has – so far – saved 

the Tower from the tides. 

 

Work on the Tower’s construction appears to have begun in 1808. Napoleon was 

regrouping the decimated armies of his Moscow campaign when the Tower 

assumed its final massive shape in 1812. It was probably garrisoned over these 

final threatening years that led up to Waterloo by the Aldeburgh detachment of 

the Artillery Volunteer Corps. The Force was disbanded after the Iron Duke’s 

great victory in 1815. At this stage there was a platform to the east of the Tower 

on which heavy guns could be positioned; the Board of Ordnance lists indicate 

that there were only two guns at Aldeburgh, both 24-pounders. 

 

In the absence of a garrison with a serious task, the history of the Tower in the 

reigns of George IV and Victoria is for the most part obscure. Towards the end of 

Victoria’s reign, however, there was one identifiable event: modernisation of a 

sort.  

 

The Tower was converted to a more modern armament of rifled guns, perhaps 

the incoming Hotchkiss or Nordenfelts. Four cannon, which had come at some 

unrecorded time to the Tower, were sunk into the roof to act as pivots, and the 

windows of the barrack room floor were trimmed back at the reveals to provide a 

greater arc of fire, with steps for sharpshooters (the outlines of the original 

arches can still be seen above the crown of the present openings). In the summer 

of 1902 a semaphore and lookout were raised on the southern quadrant, and so 

the Tower continued to back up the ever-mightier British Navy as it cruised the 

‘German Sea.’ 

 

Some years after the First World War ended, the Tower fell into disuse.  Julian 

Tennyson, writing of his Aldeburgh boyhood in the late 1920s, said: 

It used to be my delight on Sunday afternoons to sit in the dismal 

dungeons of the Martello Tower beyond Slaughden Quay and, when I 

heard a courting couple coming into the hall above me, to send them 

shrieking and scuttling with a few ghastly notes on my penny whistle. 
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An early postcard.  The old village of Slaughden, now disappeared, can be 

seen on the left. 
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In 1931 the tower, by then abandoned and derelict, was sold by the Ministry of 

Defence to a Mr Walter Wenham. Over the next few years it was occasionally 

used by the Mitford family for camping holidays.  In 1936 the Tower was sold 

again, its military career apparently over. The purchaser was a Miss Debenham, 

of the family associated with the flourishing department store Debenham and 

Freebody. For her, the architect Justin Vulliamy devised an imaginative and 

distinguished adaptation to form a luxurious beach house. Over each of the lobes 

he cast a concrete plate roof and above the centre he raised at a higher level a 

gentle saucer-dome, pierced by glass-lights and surrounded by full-height 

windows. A curved stair elegantly led up into this eyrie. Even in decay, it was still 

a structure full of the overtones of the cocktail party – a delightful exercise in 

intersecting circles, but commodious too. At this time the circular moat of the 

Tower was still complete, and from a distance the embankment gave it the 

appearance of standing on a grassy knoll. But the sea had already devoured the 

rest of Slaughden village and was moving dangerously close. 

 

Miss Debenham seems to have used the Tower only a few times before the 

outbreak of the Second World War - this resulted in the Tower being requisitioned 

as an anti-aircraft post. It may, at this stage of its life, have fired its only shots in 

anger (indeed, perhaps the only action of any kind undertaken by any British 

Martello tower). It was equipped with light anti-aircraft weapons and is supposed, 

in local memory, to have “engaged enemy aircraft”. After the war was over it 

was abandoned to relentless attacks from the sea and the weather, and suffered 

from both. The eastern face of the moat was breached before the disastrous 

floods struck the east coast in 1953, and the consequent building of concrete sea 

defences which now almost abuts the Tower itself. 

 

By the early 1970s Justin Vulliamy’s concrete was spalling and its reinforcement 

corroding, while the saucer-dome vibrated with every gust. Its tubular supports 

having rusted away, it stood poised only on decayed Crittall window frames. 

Vandals had ripped out and removed the barrack room floor, and subjected the 

building to every conceivable insult and damage.  



                                                                             Martello Tower History Album 

16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
The architect Justin Vulliamy in 1936. 

The Martello Tower, Aldeburgh with the flat on top built by Julian 

Vulliamy for Miss Debenham, derelict. 
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The Martello Tower in 1950 (RCHME) 
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By 1970 the Tower had lost large areas of the outer brick skin, and was 

generally in a bad state of disrepair. 
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19th century plan of the Barrack Floor 
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Construction 

The original design might have been conceived for the four-gun tower that was to 

have terminated the Dymchurch range (but which was never built), or it may have 

been the natural development of the standard east coast type of tower with two 

staircases and a multi-lobed gun emplacement placed on a cam-shaped platform. 

Despite its uniqueness, its construction, which was supervised by the Royal 

Engineers, bears every mark of competence and practised skill. With every 

external wall curved and battered; its foundations built as inverted vaults; and its 

roof as dome and vaults, its setting out would tax builders of any age. Though 

there are faults (look, for instance, at the varying depths of the parapet copings), 

they are minimal. In its brickwork and its carefully cut stone dressings the 

building is as exemplary as it is rugged. Although a very good red brick was made 

with local clays, it was the Thames Valley yards that provided the yellow and 

purple stocks for the Martello towers. These were the bricks that had stood up so 

well in the military bombardment tests. They were reputedly laid in a hot lime 

mortar containing sand, lime-putty and hot tallow, which is a jointing material of 

outstanding hardness and strength. Portland cement had not then been invented. 

Fortunately, unlike other Martello towers, the Aldeburgh tower was never dulled 

over with a cement rendering. It has therefore been suggested that it was left 

unfinished. 

 

As the work went forward, plans were varied in dimension and in detail, one 

specific modification being the drawbridge. The secondary balancing cantilever 

was omitted, permitting the level of the threshold to be reduced. 

 

Unlike the basic Martello, the Aldeburgh tower had no central column of 

brickwork, presumably because no gun was positioned on the centre-line. The 

main chamber is simply domed and the central eye, not shown on the original 

plans, is thought to be the work of Vulliamy. The barrack room floor included 

eight double berths for private soldiers – common practice elsewhere but hardly 

necessary in this spacious building – and five single berths for non-commissioned 

officers. The northern arm was partitioned off. Remains of hooks for a canvas 
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brattice can still be seen in the arch. This room was used by the officer in charge. 

There were no lavatory facilities, but ample supplies of fresh water were 

contained in the cement-rendered cistern under the eastern arm. A trap gave 

access to the supply, and rain was fed into it through a lead-lined conduit from 

the roof.  

 

The central section of the lower floor held all the general stores and ordnance. A 

stair led down from the eastern arm, with a trap door to give direct access. A 

pulley-eye still projects from the roof above, though the trap was originally in the 

floor below and gave access to the sump. 

 

From the ordnance store a corridor opens to a window in the powder magazine. A 

lantern placed in this window lit the magazine safely, and access was then gained 

down a separate stair. The magazine was placed on the landward side of the 

building farthest from danger, and the cistern faced the sea. An ingenious system 

of ventilation ducts served this lower floor. As the ventilators could not be 

brought out in the face of the wall or on the gun deck, they were terminated in 

the soffits of the window arches of the barrack room floor and, for the magazine, 

in the entrance behind the drawbridge. It is not now clear how the windows were 

sealed. There were undoubtedly heavy wood shutters on the line of the present 

windows, and perhaps internal shutters also, in which case closing only the 

internal shutters would have been effective in producing a draught through the 

storeroom.  

 

The guns fired over the parapet off timber gun-carriages shackled to ring mounts 

which still hang from their stone blocks. Powder and shot were manhandled on to 

the gundeck up the narrow stairways with their astonishingly vulnerable 

windows. 
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Not all Martello Towers were, like Aldeburgh, surrounded by a dry ditch or moat. 

This extra protection was provided against the risk of the enemy coming ashore 

and then storming the building from the land, and in general was constructed 

where a tower stood in a particularly exposed or vulnerable place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Looking down into the basement 
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19th century Plan of the Platform of a Tower 



                                                                             Martello Tower History Album 

25 

 

 



                                                                             Martello Tower History Album 

26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

Before restoration 
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Restoration 

 

The Landmark Trust purchased the property in 1971. In repairing the tower a 

clear decision determined the removal of the pre-war additions and the return of 

the tower to its original profile. To replace the central and southern sections of 

the vandal-destroyed barrack room floor, the storeroom floor was salvaged from 

beneath several tons of rubble and jacked up to the original level of the barrack 

room. It is a rugged and ship’s-carpentered-looking piece of woodwork, the 

timbers having been adzed to suit the joists.  This is a technique more 

reminiscent of shipwrighting than building construction, and the trick of using 

boards whose edges were out of parallel by cutting them down the centre and 

reversing to produce parallel outer edges is perhaps also indicative of naval rather 

than civil architecture.   They have survived nearly 200 years of dampness 

astonishingly well. The timber which had been used in the tower was oak, with 

the exception of some of the longest spars which were of teak. The small 

surviving amount of this timber has been re-used in supporting the main floor. 

The timber used over the cistern to form the floor of the eastern lobe is maple 

salvaged from the pre-war construction. As there is now no floor at storeroom 

level a timber gantry has been constructed to provide internal access and give a 

view of the magnificent inverted arching of the foundations. 

 

Surplus salvaged oak was used to make the tables and benches with which the 

Tower is equipped. On the roof the original York stone paving was exposed and 

the copings to the parapets repaired. Vandals had tumbled some of these great 

coping stones into the moat, where they still lie, and the loss of these copings led 

to parts of the external skin of brickwork coming away in a severe winter when 

easterly gales were followed by several days of severe frost. These areas have 

now been repaired and bonded back to the mass of the Tower.  
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The windows of the building are puzzling. The staircase windows appear to 

expose the occupants of the Tower unnecessarily to small firearms and the large 

windows originally had no splay to their reveals, a feature which must have 

limited their defensive use. Examination of the brickwork at the head of the 

windows and of the position of the steps of the southern window demonstrates 

the shape of the original opening. What seems to be ventilation shafting leads in 

two directions from a hole in the crown of the arch of the northern and southern 

windows down to the basement, emerging in recesses at diametrically opposed 

corners. These would have ventilated the basement efficiently only if the 

window-shutters had been on the inner face of the wall! 

 

Original hammock hooks can be seen in position and around the arch of the 

northern room the remains of suspension brackets indicate the possibility of a 

screen or curtain that may have divided the officers’ quarters from those of the 

men. Just inside the entrance door can be seen two handsome stone brackets, 

which were the inner terminals of the chain ducts for the counter-balance weights 

to the drawbridge. Many of the counter-balance weights were found in the 

basement and can still be seen there stacked in one of the recesses, together 

with their wrought-iron suspension rods. 

 

A wrought-iron eye fixed in the wall of the central chamber was a suspension for 

a block and tackle to lift stores to and from the lower chamber. The present trap 

is original but was, of course, at the lower level, giving access to the sump and 

the reverse-arched foundations which are now exposed to view. 

 

The powder room was gained by a wooden stair, which was isolated entirely 

from the main basement (to avoid the risk of sparks from boots). No lamps were 

permitted in the powder room, and the only lighting was by a lantern placed 

behind a tiny glazed oriel reached from the still-accessible basement passage. The 

walkway in the basement is new. 
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The original builders departed considerably from the designs (which are still held 

in the naval archives) and the problems of constructing a building of such a shape 

will be evident if the alignment of the brickwork is studied. The variation in the 

thickness of the outer face of the copings is an immediate pointer to the problem. 

 

The repairs were carried out by Reades of Aldeburgh Ltd, with their customary 

thoroughness. This was also the firm that had been responsible for the pre-war 

alterations. The work was supervised by Mr William Muttitt and the foreman 

bricklayer was Mr Abbott, whose work can be seen in the external brickwork and 

in the arching inserted to carry the floor. In their joiners’ shops the surviving 

external doors were carefully repaired, and one further copy was made to hang in 

the entrance to the living quarters. 

 

With one exception, the restoration was faithful to the evidence. The variation 

was in the bridge across the moat. Originally a timber bridge sloped down from 

the moat’s side to the drawbridge. In the renewal the moat wall has been cut 

away to level the bridge through and render less conspicuous the service pipes 

carried underneath it. The section of chain rail serves as a reminder of the original  

drawbridge, one chainway of which now serves as the bell-pull to the door of a 

building of such extraordinary profile that it must surely be one of the most 

handsome beach huts in the country. 
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  Work in progress 
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Work in progress on the roof.  The pivet in the centre of the picture is 

an earlier cannon set into the roof when swivel guns were introduced.  

Above is an original restraining ring for the recoil chains of the gun 

carriage.  To the left is one of the fireplaces of the 1930s flat. 

Work in progress 
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In high seas, August 1982 
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Update September 2002 
 

Regular visitors to the Martello over the years cannot have failed to notice a long 

term problem: the drips from the ceiling in the main living space. For a long time 

we relied on Landmarkers’ good humour and acceptance of the quirky – in this 

case, a progression of specially made terracotta pots to catch the drips. Various 

attempts were made to trace the source and to solve the problem, but without 

success. By early in 2001 the situation had passed beyond the quirky: our long-

suffering visitors were coping with up to thirty seven vessels, and not all of them 

specially made terracotta. The drips were ever elusive; just when one pot was 

successfully positioned, the drip would move elsewhere – the entertainment 

value, we felt, was probably wearing off. The time had come for a major 

maintenance programme and the building was closed for much of 2001while the 

situation was monitored. 

 

Work began in spring 2002, with a sense that a return to basics was in order, 

both in terms of our approach to the fabric of the building and to its interior, 

where some of its military aspect had been unwittingly eroded over the years. 

 

It was found that the water penetration had probably been exacerbated by some 

of the remedial measures tried in the past. For example, on the roof, modern 

mastic had been used in an attempt to seal the joints between the flagstones on 

the gun terrace. Unfortunately such sealant requires a bone-dry surface to bond 

correctly – impossible in this coastal setting. The water was therefore not just 

penetrating the joints but its evaporation was then being impeded. Similarly, clear 

sealant had been used on the flags and plastic paint on internal brick walls, again 

impeding evaporation. The water pressure which built up behind the paint soon 

caused it to bubble and burst. A fundamental principle in the care of old buildings 

is enabling them to reach an equilibrium with their environment, which is 

achieved above all by permeability, and it was this that we set out to reinstate. 

 



                                                                             Martello Tower History Album 

34 

 

First, the mastic was removed from the joints in the roof flags and replaced by 

lime mortar. Internal walls were stripped and repainted with permeable limewash. 

Careful management of the drainage goods should also help prevent penetration 

in the first place and improved heating and ventilation will play a large part in 

managing the water ingress in the future. Meanwhile, we were still confronted by 

a huge mass of saturated masonry that would take a long time to reach the 

desired equilibrium. It is not yet clear whether continuing leakage into the main 

space will be a short or medium term problem, but it was clear that the drips 

would continue at least for the short term. The step taken to address them was 

an imaginative one and takes the form of the current canvas canopy, which 

stretches the full extent of the main space.  

 

The canopy was made by Dave Tomlinson Structures Ltd from Bristol, who 

design and make such structures primarily for exhibitions but also for more 

permanent uses. Landmark provided initial sketches and dimensions, which were 

then worked up using Computer Aided Design. There was a site visit to discuss 

the detailed design and shape and to agree the fixings, with a brief to involve 

minimal intervention into the existing fabric of the building. The canopy is 

designed so that any drips (and we hope and expect that there will be fewer and 

fewer) can flow down the canvas dome into a skirt at its edge that channels the 

water along a rope to four anchoring points at the top of the partitions where 

they feed into collecting trays. Small pipes hidden in the partitions then drain the 

water away through the underfloor void. 

 

The canopy has the added advantage of reflecting light back into the main space; 

it also has an agreeable maritime resonance of sails and campaign tents. 

Acoustics have also improved. As a material, canvas is not new to the building – 

not only did the soldiers sleep in canvas hammocks but there is a theory that the 

partition walls were originally simply canvas. The canopy is already proving its 

worth, and providing a happy combination of functionality and aesthetics. 

We have also reopened the stairs to the magazine, blocked off in the past by a 

cupboard. A small new cupboard has been made to hold the boiler for new oil-
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fired central heating, which will help the process of drying the structure out as 

well as keeping our visitors warm. The original timber floor level has been 

reinstated, making it easier to interpret this atmospheric corner of the building, as 

you pass down the timber stairs (not stone, as elsewhere, lest a hobnail strike a 

spark) and past the lantern recess, glazed once again against the risk of fire. As 

part of the central heating installation, radiators were re-sited to be more discreet. 

The sitting room has been made more cosy by the reinstatement of its partition 

and a new wood-burning stove. This room also used to suffer from curious 

passers-by; the previous curtains struck a strangely domestic note in this rugged 

building. To counteract both, the windows now have wooden shutters that can 

be wholly or partially closed against either the elements or the tourist.  

 

The kitchen and bathroom have both benefited from a general refurbishment, the 

toilet now being entered through the bathroom. This enabled a bit more space to 

be gained for the shower room. New, more rugged ironmongery has been 

installed and the rather ugly water tank that used to be above the main entrance, 

partly obscuring the mechanism of the drawbridge, has been removed altogether. 

 

The whole building has been re-presented in a more military style by the new 

paint regimen. The pale pine originally used and left bare had darkened and 

discoloured to the point where it was conflicting with the simple lines of the 

design. Stripped pine has always been a modern affectation and, while it was 

characteristic of the original 1970s restoration of the building, the woodwork is 

far more likely to have been painted originally. So a masculine, no-nonsense 

colour has been used, fit for the barracks this once was. 

 

Re-visiting the building in such detail also gave us the opportunity to ponder the 

archaeological evidence anew. The light well in the roof, such a feature of Miss 

Debenham’s conversion in the 1930s, seems likely to have been an original 

opening through which ammunition, passed through from the magazine to the 

main space, could then be winched up to the gun terrace. There is a hefty hook 

next to the light well in the dome, with a matching one below in the ground floor 
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space, both offset. Had there not been an opening originally, the hooks might 

have been expected to be centrally positioned. 

 

Up on the gun terrace, it seems the gun barrels that remain are much earlier than 

would be expected for martello artillery, which would have required much larger 

bores. 24-pounders weighing some two and a half tonnes with a range of about 

1.5 km were the main armament on the east coast towers. The heaviest guns 

would be sited in the seaward lobe for a symmetrical sweep of 103 degrees. The 

barrels we see upended today would have been used as pintle supports for the 

gun carriage (one such pintle remains today). The runnels made by the pivoting 

gun carriages can be made out in the flagstones and careful inspection reveals 

two such circular tracks, perhaps reflecting a change in firepower. The recesses 

which served so successfully as fireplaces in the 1930s (and as improvised 

barbecues today) were used for storing powder and shot, and one still bears the 

pintle holes for a pair of crude shutters. 

 

Our intention is that this year’s refurbishment should make it easier to capture the 

atmosphere of this fine martello, while also doing better for the building itself. 

The echo in the main space may be muted, but Landmarkers can still enjoy their 

rather communal stay, and overhear each other talking in their quarters. 

 

Further update in 2014 

In September 2014 we made a further alteration to the kitchen area. It was 

already a rather narrow room anyway, and with the problem of some occasions 

when water was getting into the electric backboxes set into the brick walls, it 

was decided to pull the kitchen forward, away from the wall, and thus remove 

the corridor partition to give the kitchen more space. A gutter has been fixed to 

the wall behind the new matchboarding to catch any drips, which are then 

drained away into the kitchen sink waste pipe. The previous shelving was 

removed and instead a new dresser was provided in the dining area, now 

equipped with Cornishware in place of Old Chelsea. 
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1975.  The original restoration had used “knotty pine”. 
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Martello Tower and the Culture Recovery Fund 2020-21 

2020-21 was the year when the COVID-19 pandemic hit the UK, and for nine 

months out of twelve, Landmark had to close all its buildings, with a resulting 

cessation of the holiday income that funds our buildings’ maintenance. Vital 

projects across Britain were put on hold because of the pandemic, because of 

uncertainty about when contracts could be agreed or when specialist builders and 

craftspeople would be allowed to work onsite again. The closure of Landmarks 

for holiday bookings from March to October 2020 and again from December to 

April 2021 was a devastating blow to our finances and directly impacted 

Landmark’s maintenance budget.  

However, in autumn 2020 we were delighted to receive a grant of £1.2million 

from the government’s Culture Recovery Fund, allowing us to reignite our planned 

maintenance programme and ensure that none of our buildings fell into disrepair.  

Under the auspices of the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 

(DCMS), the Culture Recovery Fund was designed to secure the future of 

England’s museums, galleries, theatres, independent cinemas, heritage sites and 

Landmarks that benefitted from the Cultural Recovery Fund 2020-21 
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music venues with emergency grants and loans. One strand of the Fund was the 

Heritage Stimulus Fund administered by Historic England, which included the 

Major Works Programme, source of the grant to Landmark. This transformative 

grant allowed a group of 15 critical maintenance projects at 17 Landmarks across 

England to go ahead.  

The projects directly provided employment and training for more than 130 

craftspeople, including many multi-generation family-run businesses local to our 

buildings. Masons, carpenters, architects, engineers and many more skilled 

specialists were involved across these sites, fuelling the recovery of the heritage 

sector and contributing to local economies on a national scale. Several sites 

hosted students and apprentices, providing vital opportunities at a time of great 

uncertainty.  

The upkeep of Martello Tower’s massive walls, including the glacis, is a 

Sisyphean task.  Thanks to the grant, award-winning firm, F.A Valiant & Son 

Ltd of Bury St Edmunds, family-run for three generations, undertook an urgent 

campaign of repointing to the glacis moat walls, and renewed about half its 

coping in lime. Conservation architect Philip Orchard of the Whitworth Co 

Partnership oversaw the project which, given the exposed beach location, 

required a particularly complex scaffold. This work will ensure the glacis remains 

sound and safe to welcome generations of Landmarkers ahead. 

 

 

 

  

The glacis walls, scaffolded and sheeted against the elements for lime work 

in 2020-21. 
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LAND  

 

An installation by Antony Gormley in celebration of Landmark’s 50th 

anniversary 
 

In 2015, Martello Tower is one of five Landmark sites chosen by artist Antony 

Gormley for an installation called LAND, a collaboration with Landmark in its 50th 

anniversary year. From May 2015 to May 2016, five different representations of 

a human figure in cast iron are placed to represent the four compass points - 

Saddell Bay, Martello Tower, Clavell Tower and SW Point on Lundy, with 

Lengthsman’s Cottage as the fifth, anchoring the whole installation near the 

centre of Britain, a quiet site on a manmade waterway in marked but 

complementary contrast with the wide horizons of sea and cliffs at the other four 

sites.  

 

The Martello work is called CHECK. It was specially created for the site using 3D 

body scanning techniques, produced in an edition of 5 plus artist’s proof.  

 

Landmark’s role as Exhibitor of the works was funded by three very generous 

Landmark supporters who wanted to support this high profile initiative to 

celebrate Landmark’s work across Britain. The cost of fabrication of the five 

works was funded by the White Cube Gallery, who will sell them on behalf of the 

artist at the end of the installation year. 

 

Landmark also received a development grant from Arts Council England for 

scoping and developing this public art work in celebration of our 50th 

anniversary. 
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LAND – Artist’s Statement      Antony Gormley 

 

The prospect of making five works for five very distinct locations around the 

British Isles, to celebrate the 50th anniversary of The Landmark Trust, was an 

intriguing one. I am always interested in how a work might affect a given 

environment and possibly add a dimension, a point of focus in a landscape or 

room. The challenge posed by the Trust's invitation was not simply to offer some 

form of decoration for the range of historical layers that their buildings embody. 

The Trust saves buildings that would otherwise disappear and allows us to live 

within their history. Many of these buildings are detached from their original 

context of use and social matrix, and are sometimes remote. Some of these 

buildings were built as follies and towers, made to stand apart, using their 

isolation as a point of punctuation in the landscape, making a landmark or a point 

from which to look out at the world at large. This isolation promotes thinking 

about human history and power relations, and wonder at the very variety of 

habitats that the human species has created for itself. This being in the world but 

not exactly of it, through distance in time or isolation in space, is precisely the 

position that I aspire to occupy in my work. A certain distance is necessary in 

order for sculpture to encourage or evoke contemplation. It was important to find 

sites in which the work would not simply become an unnecessary addition, but 

where it could be a catalyst and take on a richer or deeper engagement with the 

site. 

 

Each of the five works made for this commission tries to identify a human space 

in space at large. Where do we live primarily? We live in a body. The body is 

enclosed by a skin, which is our first limit. Then there is clothing, that intimate 

architecture of the body that protects us from the inclemency of the weather. But 

beyond a set of clothes are fixed shelters. We live in a set of rooms. A room 

coheres into a building and buildings cohere into villages, towns and cities. But, 

finally, the limit of our bodies is the perceptual limit of the horizon, the edge of a 

world that moves with us. 
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In searching for positions to site the five body-form sculptures, I have looked for 

locations that are not simply conventional places for sculpture (the grotto, the 

glade, the lawn, the niche or on the axis of an avenues of trees). I have found the 

most potent places to be where the horizon is clearly visible, and that has often 

meant the coast. So, I have been drawn to places where the vertical nature of the 

sculpture can act against the relatively constant horizon of the sea: the 

promontory on Saddell Beach near Saddell Castle in Argyll; Clavell Tower, the 

folly on the South Dorset coast; the promontory above Devil’s Leap, Lundy; and 

the Martello tower near Aldeburgh in Suffolk. The work is a register for our 

experience of our own relative positions in space and time, which has led me to 

choose positions on the edge; the liminal state of the shoreline. 

 

Of course, all of this relates to our identity. The buildings of The Landmark Trust 

are detached from their original social function and, mostly, from the city. I think 

that they connect with the characteristics and psychology of the British as an 

island people. The British Isles are set somewhat adrift from the great Eurasian 

continent, with our various associations with the Norse and Scandinavian 

countries, the Baltic and indeed our friends across the Atlantic. Despite being 

very aware of our own insularity and separation from the rest of the world, the 

trading relationships with distant lands - that relationship with the sea, with self 

and other, with home and the world  has led to water: our identity as an island 

nation is moulded by our relationship with the sea. 

 

I have selected four coastal sites that are countered by the siting of a fifth body-

form that will look down at the water in the lock next to Lengthsman’s Cottage in 

Warwickshire, in the centre of England. The towers and defensive sites on the 

coastline are here, inland, parried by a state of intimate, domestic exploitation of 

water as a containable means of transport. I have tried to associate all five works 

with both their social contexts and the geology of site, using the language of 

architecture and geology, while acknowledging the skin as a ‘weathered edge’. 

The challenge was to make every work distinct, to allow its verticality to be a 

focus, as a kind of rod or conductor for thoughts and feelings that might arise at 
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a site. They are not representations. They are simply displacements, identifying 

the place where a particular human body once stood and anyone could stand. In 

that respect they are open spaces, void of ideological or narrative content but 

waiting for your attention. The works are made of iron: the material that gives 

this planet its magnetic field, its density, something that maintains it in its 

particular course through the heavens. Although these works are temporary 

placements, I would like them to act as catalysts for a reflexive engagement with 

site: both body and space. In the context of The Landmark Trust’s 50th 

anniversary, it is an occasion to think and feel the nature of our species, its 

history and future, and its relationship to the huge biodiversity of living beings 

that exist on the surface of this extraordinary blue planet.  

 

 

 


