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Life on Hurst Spit
Isolated Hurst Spit was probably uninhabited until the castle garrison arrived, attracting a local 
civilian community here – and smugglers.

The first captain of the castle, Thomas Bertie, was appointed in 1542 with 11 gunners, 8 soldiers 
and a janitor.  He lived in his own house on the spit, rather than in the castle, as did many of his 
successors.  His presence, with his men, brought civilians to the spit.

By about 1560 building lime was being made here at a kiln for Hurst and Castle Cornet in 
Guernsey. But civilians made a living chiefly from fishing, servicing the garrison and renting rooms 
to soldiers wanting to live with their families outside the castle.

Smuggling

By the 17th century the spit was known for contraband.  Smuggling of tobacco, brandy and wine 
was rife along the south coast.  Although in the 1680s a Preventative Station for Customs House 
officers was sited here, smuggling continued.

In about 1780 a customs officer complained that pursuing the smugglers’ galleys in his revenue 
cutter was like ‘sending a cow after a hare’.  The Admiralty sent a new sailboat and, in 1783, when 
smugglers carrying more than 2,000 gallons of brandy and gin, and 9 tons of tea, tried to land on 
Hurst Spit, the customs sailboat caught and defeated them on the beach.

But the war was not won; in 1816 a Lymington customs officer seized a boat at Hurst laden with 
127 casks of ‘foreign spirits’.  Hurst garrison itself was thought to be in league with the smugglers.

A Growing Population

The lighthouse of 1786 added to the population and plans of that time show gardens on the spit.  
By 1851, 53 civilians lived here, many seamen or fishermen.  A telegraph station was set up in 
1854 to report on merchant shipping, and in 1861, with work begun on the new wing batteries, the 
population peaked at 163.

By the late 19th century there was a one-room school, saving local children a daily boat trip to 
Milford.  The Shipwright’s Arms beside the castle, followed by the New Inn and then the Castle Inn, 
served the locals from at least the 1670s to 1916.  But after the First World War, the garrison left, 
the population dwindled and, by the 1980s, had vanished.

Hurst Castle in 1784 by a travelling 
companion of Rowlandson. The double-
storey building in the background was 
the new Shipwright’s Arms, built in about 
1720. The original probably been built as 
a house for Captain Thomas Bertie, but 
had become an inn by about 1600.
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Despite these deficiencies, Hurst remained of strategic importance.  There were some excitements, 
as in 1636 when a Turkish privateer was seized and its English crew sent for trial at Winchester. 
Members of the garrison were also guilty of smuggling.  In 1629 Captain George Barnes hid illegal 
tobacco in the castle, leading the collector of customs at Southampton, Thomas Wolveyris, to 
complain that it is ‘a fine world when the King’s castles, erected for service, should be made ends 
for thieves or pirates and stolen goods from customers’.

During the Civil War (1642-51) the castle was held for Parliament initially under Captain John 
Button; the previous captain of the castle, Edward Lord Gorges, had either retired or been forced 
to resign.  Hurst was never attacked, but achieved fame in 1648 when Charles I was moved here 
from Carisbrooke Castle by order of the Parliamentary army; he was held at Hurst for 19 days.  A 
less famous but much longer-term prisoner of Hurst was a Catholic priest (see Prisoners at the 
Castle).

Social Life on the Spit

The social side of military life at this isolated fort probably mostly took place in the small settlement 
outside.  From the late 17th century a succession of inns provided a focus for the community and a 
haven for occasional travellers.  From the 1680s the population increased with the establishment of 
a customs post and a century later the first lighthouse.

Watercolour of Hurst 
Castle by Thomas 
Rowlandson, executed 
during his visit of 1784. 
The guns on the beach are 
probably to be returned to 
the ordnance depot. A few 
years earlier it was noted 
that guns had been taken 
off the bastions being in a 
ruinous condition’.


