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Abstract 

 

The thesis aims to increase the profile of the Isle of Wight in early medieval studies 

by presenting a nuanced account of the characteristics and development of its 

landscape during the period c.650 to c.1150. Research presented is multi-

disciplinary drawing on evidence from landscapes, buildings, archaeological 

interventions, historic maps, and documentary records, which have been 

synthesised for the first time for the Isle of Wight and assessed both qualitatively and 

quantitatively. Core datasets include the Historic Environment Record, the Portable 

Antiquities Scheme, documentary sources, historic mapping, church archaeology 

and place-names. The central theme is exploring the progressive ólocalisationô of the 

landscape over time, examining how the Isle of Wight conforms to or diverges from 

existing scholarly models of early medieval landscape, such as the minster 

hypothesis, the multiple estate model, and frameworks of settlement development 

and relationships. Reconstruction of landscape regions provides the background for 

exploring these themes. Analysis of place-names identifies primacy of some 

topographical names. Relationships between superior and local churches generally 

support the minster model, but one case study raises issues regarding its 

application. Examination of the multiple estate hypothesis identifies central areas, 

and complementary peripheral areas which became individual manors. There is 

evidence for settlement shift, stabilisation and former economically-specialised sites 

but no apparent óvillage momentô. Proto-urban centres are examined with one town 

existing by 1086. Landscapes of continuity and of colonization are identified; the 

ócore-peripheryô model provides a model of landscape development. Boundaries 

were formalised during the study period: parochiae and parishes, extensive estates 

and manors. Physical background provided both opportunities and limitations for 

landscape and settlement development. The thesis emphasises the importance of 

local studies in landscape research and findings will inform further investigation 

within Wight and beyond, in landscape reconstruction, development of local 

churches, fragmentation of extensive estates, and development of settlement 

patterns. 
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        Bembridge Down with Bembridge Farm in the foreground 
 
9.1 The Longstone is named from the remains of a Neolithic long   p.284 
       barrow in Mottistone parish 
 
9.2 The view westwards from Bunts Hill, the location of mot beorh  p.284 
        in S766 
  
9.3 Carisbrooke church and village from Castle Hill to the south  p.292 
   
9.4 View southwards from Carisbrooke church tower showing the   p.297 
       curve of Castle Street  
 
9.5 View eastwards from Carisbrooke church tower with settlement   p.297 
       within the former minster enclosure beyond the churchyard 
 
9.6 The hamlet of Five Houses with Sandpits Farm to the right   p.313 
       of the photograph 
 
9.7 Windgate Copse, adjoining the northern extremity of the former  p.316 
       Heathfield Common 
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9.8 The former eastern entrance to Heathfield adjoining Corfe Cottage p.317 
       looking westwards 
 
9.9 Golds Green and Elm Farm       p.318 
 
9.10 The northern end of the unnamed linear green adjoining   p.318 
        Fulholding Farm 
 
9.11 The north-eastern funnel-shaped extension of former Heathfield  p.319 
        now known as Locks Green 
 
9.12 Panoramic view from Shanklin Down looking northwards over   p.322 
        the South-East Wight study area 
 
9.13 Looking northwards from the north end of Newchurch village  p.323 
 
9.14 The successor to the Domesday mill at Alverstone   p.325 
 
9.15 View eastwards from the Newchurch/Brading parish boundary   p.328 
        with Borthwood Farm centre left in the photograph 
 
9.16 Apse Manor in its woodland setting      p.328 
  
10.1 The Rowdon Lane site above Brighstone is in the centre   p.339 
        of the photograph 
 
10.2 The hill to the south of Arreton has produced staters,    p.340 
        Romano-British coins, artefacts and sceattas 
 
10.3 Coppins Bridge was the site of Durneford near the tidal limit   p.351 
        of the River Medina 
 
10.4 The site of the presumed former stathe at the mouth of the Yar, p.352 
        now occupied by the Henrican Yarmouth Castle    
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Collins 1994); referenced using Bedeôs book and chapter numbers 

 
HLC        Historic Landscape Characterisation (Basford 2008; Loader 2008) 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

The study of the Isle of Wight in the early medieval period is a relatively neglected 

field in the context of wider historical and landscape history research. One of the 

aims of this thesis is to redress this imbalance. Kate Mees (2019) did not include the 

Isle of Wight in her study of Early Medieval Wessex and Ryan Lavelle (2007, 3-4) 

stated that óAlthough viewed as part of Hampshire in Domesday Book, the Isle of 

Wight is not central to this work as there is little evidence that kings paid much 

attention to it, if they could help itô and consequently it ódoes not feature prominently 

in this studyô. Another aim is to review previous work and add to this substantially 

with new research to present a coherent account of landscape development. The 

time-frame of c.650 to c.1150 has been chosen for the focus for two reasons. Firstly, 

the early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries of the Isle of Wight have been published in a 

synthesis, as has the documentary history of the Island from the mid-twelfth century 

onwards.1 Secondly, the study of principal themes is more appropriately seen in a 

context that includes Early Norman England. However, some themes need to be 

examined in a greater time depth. This is particularly appropriate for the study of 

settlement, where earlier evidence will be cited as this has contributed to the early 

medieval settlement pattern.  

The sub-title of this thesis is óthe localisation of a landscape?ô In the early medieval 

English landscape this concept involves the following processes which will be 

investigated for the Isle of Wight: 

1. The apparent existence of extensive parochiae (mother parishes), each 

served by a central óminsterô, which became fragmented with the provision of 

local churches serving much smaller areas; 

2. The apparent presence of extensive secular estates with ócentral areasô at 

their core having spatially dispersed administrative functions complemented 

by outlying settlements and areas with some specialised functions of 

                                                           
1
 óThe Islandô is local usage which will be followed hereon. This is exemplified in Mansfield Park [1814] 

where it was said of Fanny Price that óShe thinks of nothing but the Isle of Wight, and calls it the 
Island, as if there were no other Island in the worldô (Austen 1966, 54).  
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production. These become fragmented resulting in the development of 

number of individual, more self-contained, manors; and 

3. The perceived concentration of the dispersed functions of ócentral areasô at 

urban ócentral placesô.  

Localisation is central to this thesis as this concept is embedded in academic 

debates of much wider geographical significance than the Isle of Wight. The thesis 

draws upon research from this wider early medieval world to place the Island into 

this broader context. Such scope is also necessary due to the limitations of evidence 

from the Island, for example the lack of excavated early Anglo-Saxon settlements. A 

consequence of this is reliance on place-name evidence to address partially this 

knowledge gap. As part of this process, the thesis will engage with a range of 

academic debates and concepts of wider geographical significance, namely 

óislandnessô, the minster hypothesis, the multiple estate model, place-name 

chronology, the interpretation of Domesday Book, continuity and colonization, 

settlement dynamics, urban origins, and the relative roles of physical background 

and human agency in landscape history. These are all concepts of which the author 

was aware before commencing the present work, with this thesis providing the 

opportunity for further exploration of these through application to the Island. 

Quantitative analyses will also be applied to data from the Isle of Wight where 

appropriate. Research will be drawn upon from many academics in these fields, such 

as John Blair, Alan Everitt, Margaret Gelling, Helena Hamerow, Glanville Jones and 

Tom Williamson. Thus insights from research concerning the wider early medieval 

world will inform the investigation of the development of the Island landscape. 

Findings from the range of detailed local studies presented in this thesis will in turn 

contribute to broader academic debates.  

Despite evidence limitations, it appears that the early medieval landscape was not 

significantly different from ómainlandô Wessex and beyond. Whilst the Island is 

physically separate from the ómainlandô, it was a significant component of the wider 

world of the early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and their successor state.  

The specific objectives of this thesis are to: 
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1. Define the historic landscape regions of the Island; 

2. Investigate the development of local church provision and assess the 

appropriateness of the óminster hypothesisô to the Island; 

3. Investigate the development of individual manors and assess the 

appropriateness of the ómultiple estate modelô to the Island; and 

4.  Formulate a model of the development of the settlement pattern of the Island 

from the mid-seventh to the mid-twelfth century. 

 

The structure of the thesis 

The literature review will examine previous research on the Island in the early 

medieval period then its geographical context is explored. Physical geography will 

provide the background for definition of historic landscape regions and evidence for 

communications during the study period. This will be followed by thematic 

investigations of religious sites and lordship and boundaries in the landscape. 

Settlement will be investigated before examining the apparent dichotomy between 

continuity and colonization. It will conclude by drawing together these themes and 

present a model of landscape and settlement development. The structure of 

chapters is as follows: 

Research about the Island will be reviewed in Chapter 2 with a particular emphasis 

up to 1982. This date marks the publication of both The Anglo-Saxon Cemeteries of 

the Isle of Wight (Arnold 1982) and Insula Vecta: The Isle of Wight in the Middle 

Ages (Hockey 1982), the last two major studies of medieval Wight. This literature 

review will commence with the Early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, followed by outlining 

work on development of ecclesiastical structures. The county place-name volume 

will be reviewed before examining early work on Anglo-Saxon land charters and their 

bounds. Previous work on landscape and settlement will be addressed before 

outlining excavations at Carisbrooke Castle, followed by a brief summary of research 

after 1982.  

In Chapter 3 the Anglo-Saxon charters relating to the Isle of Wight will be presented, 

along with assessments of their óauthenticityô and delineation of their bounds. 

Domesday folios relevant to the Island will be introduced, the evidence for the 
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division into two Hundreds reviewed, and the pattern of landholding and tenure 

outlined. Use of place-name evidence and church dedications will be introduced. The 

thesis also draws on archaeological sources. These consist of records kept by the 

Isle of Wight Councilôs Archaeology and Historic Environment Service in the Historic 

Environment Record (IWHER) and the British Museumôs on-line database of metal-

detected finds, the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS). Historic Landscape 

Classification (HLC) mapping will also be cited where appropriate.  

The location of the Isle of Wight, its physical geography and geomorphology will be 

briefly examined in Chaper 4 before reviewing mapping of geology, soils and 

agricultural land classification. Wightôs historic landscape regions will be defined. 

This will be related to the Islandôs physical background and will be informed by a 

range of information regarding historic land use, including Anglo-Saxon charter 

bounds, place-names, documentary evidence and historical ecology. The 

identification of five landscape regions and sub-areas will be followed by an overview 

of communications, defining road and track networks and connections with tidal 

waterways and the wider world.  

In Chaper 5 evidence for the existence of churches before c.1100 will be presented 

before an outline of the óconversionô of the Isle of Wight. Evidence for superior 

churches will be presented and a quantitative model applied to identify nine 

examples. Architectural and documentary evidence for the development of local 

churches up to the later twelfth century will be discussed along with evidence for 

proprietary origins and relationship to manorial centres.  

The identification of superior and local churches will be related to the óminster 

hypothesisô in Chapter 6 and an assessment made of the validity of this model to the 

Island. This will include presentation of two case studies. The study of the superior 

church of Carisbrooke will be shown to be largely compatible with the óminster 

hypothesisô, whereas the Shalfleet study is problematic. 

The ómultiple estateô model will be discussed in Chapter 7, outlining its development 

and application in other areas of Britain. Criticisms of the model will be reviewed, in 

particular the rigorous critique by Gregson (1985). Its application will be explored 
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through three contrasting case studies of Carisbrooke, Brading and Calbourne, 

highlighting varying degrees of correspondence with the published model.  

Sources for identifying the development of early medieval settlement will be 

discussed in Chapter 8. Due to limited archaeological evidence, emphasis will be 

placed upon place-names. The wider development of place-name studies will be 

reviewed before presenting the evidence from the Island of topographical and 

habitative names. An investigation of place-names reflecting land-use will follow: 

woodland, seasonal occupation, ócolonizationô and economic specialisation. A series 

of nine case studies in differing parts of the Island will relate place-name evidence to 

archaeology and inferences from Domesday Book, citing environmental evidence 

where available. Concepts of settlement continuity and colonization will be 

introduced, to be developed in the following chapter.  

The themes of settlement continuity and colonization will be explored in turn in 

Chapter 9. The idea of landscapes of continuity will be developed in relation to 

concepts of central areas and persistent places, including discussion of arable cores, 

estate demesnes and settlement morphology. Carisbrooke, the only settlement with 

urban traits in 1086, wil be discussed to illustrate the development of this ócentral 

placeô. Landscapes of colonization will be investigated through two case studies: 

Swainston (encompassing clayland within Calbourne parish), and south-eastern 

Wight (an area of lighter soils).   

Chapter 10 will integrate the evidence from previous chapters providing an overview 

of settlement and landscape development in the early medieval period. Due to 

evidence limitations, inferences will be made from wider research. This will include 

the apparent impermanence of Early Anglo-Saxon settlement, economic 

development and some settlement nucleation in the Mid Anglo-Saxon period, and 

evidence for a later óvillage momentô. The structure of this chapter will follow the 

identification of different types of continuity: settlement, population, and territorial 

organization but will also discuss areas of ócolonizationô. This will be followed by the 

presentation of a nuanced model of settlement development from the Romano-

British period to the twelfth century. The objectives outlined above will be evaluated 

and recommendations for further work outlined before drawing overall conclusions 
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and outlining implications of the research presented for early medieval landscape 

history. 
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Chapter Two 

Previous work on Early Medieval Wight 

Introduction 

The main aim of this chapter is to review previous research on the Island relevant to 

the themes of this thesis. The emphasis is on studies up to 1982 which saw the 

publication of the last two major studies of medieval Wight: The Anglo-Saxon 

Cemeteries of the Isle of Wight (Arnold 1982) and Insula Vecta: The Isle of Wight in 

the Middle Ages (Hockey 1982). Although referring to a period before the mid-

seventh century, Arnoldôs book, based on his doctoral thesis (Arnold 1979), provides 

important archaeological background to the present study. Evidence from these early 

excavations is important as no broadly contemporary settlement sites have been 

excavated. Hockeyôs study comprises essays about the post-Conquest medieval 

period. Other significant publications dating from the early 1980s are The Vectis 

Report: A Survey of Isle of Wight Archaeology (Basford 1980) and The Cartulary of 

Carisbrooke Priory (Hockey 1981a). A brief summary of research since 1982 

concludes this literature review. 

 

Anglo-Saxon and Early Norman Wight: Research to 1982 

The Early Anglo-Saxon Cemeteries 

Arnold (1982) provided a history of excavations of the various sites, most from the 

nineteenth century, which are summarised here. In 1815 Thomas Cooke along with 

four companions opened a Bronze Age barrow on Arreton Down. Excavation of 

another barrow there was referred to in a paper read to The British Archaeological 

Association that year. Two further barrows were excavated by Thomas Wright and 

Ernest Williams in 1853, and the remains of another barrow were excavated in 1956 

(Arnold 1982, 75; Alexander et al. 1960). These interventions found evidence of 

secondary early medieval burials, within or around the Bronze Age barrows. 

In 1816 John Dennett, a local inventor and antiquary, observed objects that had 

fallen from a damaged barrow on Shalcombe Down and excavated a further barrow 

there (Dennett 1845, 151; Arnold 1982, 81), again finding secondary burials. Along 

with Sir Leonard Holmes, Dennett investigated the Chessell Down cemetery in the 
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same year.  The results were later 

recorded in the journal of the 

Reverend John Skinner who made 

three visits to the Island, in 1817, 1818 

and in 1831, on each occasion 

excavating at Chessell Down. This 

journal is now held by the Isle of Wight 

County Archaeology and Historic 

Environment Service. Dennett used 

Skinnerôs work in prepaing a paper he 

presented to The British 

Archaeological Association (Dennett 

1845; Arnold 1982, 13). Arnold notes 

that the cemetery was excavated 

again in 1855 by George Hillier, ówho 

undoubtedly made the greatest 

contribution to the present confusion 

about the siteô (Arnold 1982, 15). 

Hillier (1856) produced an inventory of 

the graves he excavated in his History 

of the Antiquities of the Isle of Wight 

(Hillier 1856), now held by the Isle of 

Wight Record Office (Arnold 1982, 13-

14). The burials excavated in the 

nineteenth century were catalogued by 

Arnold (1982, 19) who comments that 

óGiven the eccentricity and dishonesty 

of the excavators there must always 

be doubt about the accuracy of the 

reconstruction of the cemeteryô. Arnold 

(1982, 19-37) listed 113 burials - six 

cremations and 107 inhumations, most 

of the latter having grave goods.  

Fig 2.1: Chessell Down, plan of grave 45 
reproduced from Smith 1868 (Arnold 
1982, fig. 22) 
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Fig. 2.3: Great square-headed 
brooch from Chessell Down grave 
45, now in the British Museum 

    

 

 

 

Hillier, along with Ernest Wilkins, who was instrumental in setting up Newport 

museum (Bingham and Cooper 2015, 50), also excavated a barrow containing two 

Bronze-Age graves on Bowcombe Down in 1854 (Arnold 1982, 90). Hillierôs plan 

records two large and eleven small barrows aligned along the ridge of the down 

(Arnold 1982, 89-90). The large barrows were a Bronze Age bowl-barrow ósituated at 

a point where the crest of the down is reduced to a narrow neckô providing the focal 

point of the cemetery, and another to the south-west excavated by Hillier (Tomalin 

n.d.; Arnold 1982, 90). Hillier did not excavate the large bowl barrow as it appeared 

disturbed (Arnold 1982, 90), but he went on to excavate small barrows nearby of 

Anglo-Saxon date, itemising their contents in the Journal of the British Archaeological 

Association (Hillier 1855, 34-50). Arnold lists these as two single inhumations with 

grave goods, six single cremations without additional grave goods, one possible 

cremation and two instances of nothing found under barrows (Arnold 1982, 90-1). In 

1859 members of the Isle of Wight Museum Society came to Bowcombe Down to 

excavate the large Bronze Age bowl barrow in advance of racecourse construction 

(Tomalin n.d.). They found ósecondary Anglo-Saxon burials, one cremation and 

eleven inhumationsô with associated grave goods (Arnold 1982, 91-4; Wilkins et al., 

1860, plate 20).  

Fig. 2.2: Extract from Skinnerôs 
journal showing excavated graves 
on Chessell Down (Isle of Wight 
County Archaeology and Historic 
Environment Service) 
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The Reverend Edmund Kell, Newportôs Unitarian minister (Bingham and Cooper 

2015, 49) reported to the British Archaeological Association in 1856 inhumations 

found at the Harboro barrow on Mottistone Down (Arnold 1982, 88). In 1863 he wrote 

to the journal describing an urn and bones found at the highest point of Bembridge 

Down in the previous year, during the construction of the fort. 

David Morris and Fred Mew, associates of archaeologist Gerald Dunning, excavated 

a barrow on Chillerton Down in 1931 (Mew 1934, 76-7). This appears to be the 

location of a fragment of Anglo-Saxon pottery found in a rabbit scrape recorded by G. 

Sherwin in 1938 (Arnold 1982, 80). David Tomalin conducted further excavations on 

Bowcombe Down in 1979 near the now ploughed out large bowl barrow, recovering 

five cremations and seven inhumations, two of the latter having associated grave 

goods (Tomalin n.d.). Excavations in the interior of Carisbrooke Castle between 1976 

and 1982 identified three Early Anglo-Saxon high-status inhumations but these were 

not included in Arnoldôs corpus (Young 2000, 86-97).  

Arnold (1982) provides an account of burial rites which were predominantly 

inhumations. Chessell Down is the only site consisting entirely of primary burials, i.e. 

a new rather than reused burial site. Bowcombe Down consisted of burials focussed 

on a large Bronze Age barrow, while those at Shalcombe Down and Arreton Down 

were secondary burials in Bronze Age barrows. The finds from these excavations are 

now held in diverse locations. The British Museum has the most prestigious 

artefacts, with others held at the Isle of Wight Archaeology and Historic Environment 

service or displayed at the Guildhall Museum in Newport. Carisbrooke Castle 

Museum has reproductions of artefacts from Youngôs excavations there of the three 

high-status inhumations. Much material would not have been retained from earlier 

excavations and some has been lost (Arnold 1982, 17), leading to a bias in analysis 

undertaken. The same can be said for the variable standard of recording of the 

excavations in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Despite these difficulties, 

Arnold (1982) collated evidence from various excavations to produce a catalogue of 

artefacts. 

Where dating can be given for the various sites based on artefact typology, Arnold 

gives a range from the late fifth to the early sixth century, with some sites continuing 

in use through the sixth century. Illustrations in Arnoldôs corpus have been examined 



34 
 

by the present author to assess the validity of his dating in the light of the chronology 

developed by Hines and Bayliss (2013, fig. 8.16, tables 8.1, 10.1), and is discussed 

in Chapter 6 (Appendix 2.4).  

 

 
Map 2.1: The early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries of the Isle of Wight (Arnold 1982, fig. 1). 
Land over 200ft is stippled. 

 

All of the burial sites in Arnoldôs corpus are situated on the Islandôs central chalk 

ridge (Map 2.1), except for the Little Chessell inhumation, although its artefacts have 

now been reassigned to Chessell Down on the chalk ridge (IWHER 402). Bembridge 

Down was included in Arnoldôs corpus, but no artefacts were reported from the site of 

the two inhumations and the now lost urn found some distance away appears to 

have been prehistoric (IWHER 1124). A summary of all known Early Anglo-Saxon 

burial sites on the Isle of Wight is given in Appendix 2.1.  

There is arguably an inherent bias in the exploration of early medieval burial sites, as 

early barrow diggers would have been attracted to upstanding monuments on the 

chalk downland. This was certainly the case at Arreton Down with its extant Bronze 

Age barrows, and Bowcombe Down where the now ploughed-out barrows were 

prominent in the 1850s (Arnold 1982, 89). This may have led to the over-

representation of early Anglo-Saxon cemetery sites associated with barrows, in 
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contrast to lowland sites, as well as under-recording of burials beyond the periphery 

of barrows. An exception to the sites marked by barrows is Chessell Down where the 

cemetery site adjoins two chalk quarries, with extraction of marling material leading 

to excavations in the early nineteenth century. However, the place-name probably 

meaning óhill where chests or coffins were foundô implies previous awareness from at 

least as early as c.1200 when the name was first recorded (Arnold 1982, 14, 18; Mills 

1996, 38).  

It is now known that Bronze Age barrows were not restricted to the chalk-lands of the 

Island (Basford 1980, map 6). However, excavations of Bronze Age barrows on the 

southern chalk downland have not recovered early Anglo-Saxon burial sites. This 

may suggest that the apparent distribution of such burial sites, largely restricted to 

the Islandôs central chalk ridge and its margins, reflects early medieval activity, rather 

than being a function of antiquarians only excavating on the central ridge. Arnold 

(1988, 41; 1997, 55) postulated that cremations were carried from the south of the 

Island for interment at sites on this ridge. This can be questioned through more 

recent discoveries recorded in the PAS database, which raises the possibility of a 

burial site on the southern chalk (Appendix 2.2).  

 

Churches and Parishes 

Studies of churches and parishes on the Isle of Wight commenced in the first half of 

the seventeenth century, when Sir John Oglander planned a history of the Isle of 

Wight but his work was not published until the later nineteenth century (Long 1888). 

The information of most value for the present study is Oglanderôs comments 

regarding links between mother and daughter churches, such as the twice yearly 

attendance of the people of Yaverland at Brading church, who were óto acknowledge 

Bradinge for theyre mother churchô (Long 1888, 183). The same can be said of Sir 

Richard Worsleyôs The History of the Isle of Wight (Worsley 1781). His transcriptions 

include Domesday Book and the return made by the Dean of the Island to the bishop 

of Winchester in 1305 which provides information about the status of churches and 

chapels (Worsley 1781, appendix I, LXXXI). Worsleyôs book also contained a map 

depicting parish boundaries (Haywood 1781). In 1796 Charles Tomkins published 

Tour to the Isle of Wight, where most of the medieval churches are illustrated as line 
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drawings (Tomkins 1796). These illustrations appear to be generally good depictions 

but with some inaccurate details.2 Some additional illustrations of church 

architectural features no longer exist were made by Sir Henry Englefield (1816). This 

book provides the only evidence for a hood-moulded doorway in the south aisle of 

Calbourne church (Stone 1891, II, 14). Sir Stephen Glynne visited the Isle of Wight 

on six occasions between 1825 and 1863, producing written descriptions of medieval 

churches. Glynne published nothing in his lifetime, but publication of his 1825 

antiquarian journey by the current author includes observations about church 

architecture and his notes on churches he visited (Margham 2019a, 2021a).  

The first editions of the Ordnance Survey maps, 6-inch and 25-inch scale, of the 

Island were published in 1862/3. Although both Andrews (1769) and Haywood (1781) 

had mapped parish boundaries, with the exception of tithe apportionment maps, 

these maps provided the first accurate depictions of these boundaries. They reveal a 

multitude of detached portions of parishes, and provide information regarding 

acreages, ranging from the 58 acres of Yarmouth to the 9,192 acres of Arreton. 

Percy Stone published the two volumes of The Architectural Antiquities of the Isle of 

Wight in 1891. Volume I encompassed East Medine Hundred and volume II West 

Medine Hundred, with the first half of each volume being an historical and 

architectural account of medieval churches (Stone 1891). Stone (1891, II, 161-2) also 

includes appendices containing documentary sources such as a 1205 concord 

regarding the patronage of the chapel of Shorwell. His illustrations, church plans and 

architectural drawings are important resources, but there are inaccuracies. For 

example, the line drawing of Brighstone churchôs north arcade depicts it with slightly 

pointed arches when this is not the case (Stone 1891, II, plate LXVI). J. Charles 

Coxôs volume on the Island churches contains useful information including 

observations about Bonchurchôs Romanesque doorway (Cox 1911, 40). The 

Hampshire óVictoria County Historyô volume covering the Island (Page 1912) includes 

accounts of parish churches and several ground plans by Percy Stone. Baldwin 

Brown published a short account of the evidence for Anglo-Saxon or Saxo-Norman 

fabric at Arreton church in his The Arts in Early England: Anglo-Saxon Architecture 

(1925, 442). The early fabric at Freshwater church had not been recognised then. 

Accounts of both Arreton and Freshwater churches are given in the Taylorsô Anglo-

                                                           
2
 For example, depiction of Shalfleetôs tower crenelations does not accord with what can be seen 

today, although this could be due to changes post 1796.  



37 
 

Saxon Architecture (Taylor and Taylor 1965). This builds on Baldwin Brownôs 

account of Arreton and documents the nave at Freshwater (Taylor and Taylor 1965, 

30-1, 246). Derek Renn (1969) published an overview in the county journal in 1969, 

of Anglo-Saxon and Early Norman architecture, also architectural sculpture. This 

summarised pre-Conquest architectural evidence at Arreton and Freshwater. He also 

mentioned Carisbrookeôs single-splayed windows, the late eleventh-century capital at 

Godshill, evidence for potentially early fabric at Newchurch and Calbourne, 

Shalfleetôs Romanesque fabric, Romanesque architectural sculpture at Binstead, 

Brading and Whippingham, documentary evidence for a former round-headed 

doorway at Mottistone, and a now lost twelfth-century capital from Yarmouth (Renn 

1969, 267-70). In the same volume the Hutchinsons (1969) published a paper on the 

figure at Binstead reset in the south wall of the churchyard.  

Patrick Hase completed his doctoral thesis at Cambridge in 1975, The Development 

of the Parish in Hampshire, particularly in the eleventh and twelfth centuries (Hase 

1975). While concerned with the development of local church provision in mainland 

Hampshire, it included a case study of Carisbrooke. Hase (1988; 1994) drew upon 

his research in two subsequent publications discussing mainly documentary 

evidence for Carisbrookeôs minster church.  

Dom Frederick Hockey of Quarr Abbey was a great contributor to the understanding 

of medieval Wight. His paper on tithe patterns provides information that can be used 

for reconstructing William fitzOsbernôs landholdings immediately after the Conquest, 

and the Battle Conference paper explored fitzOsbernôs endowment of Lyre Abbey 

with Island churches (Hockey 1960; 1981c). Hockey (1981a; 1981b) published the 

cartulary of Carisbrooke priory and provided an unpublished English translation. The 

following year saw the publication of his Insula Vecta: The Isle of Wight in the Middle 

Ages (Hockey 1982), which includes invaluable information on church development. 

The first chapter argued for a series of mother parishes with north-south boundaries 

based on the regularity of parish boundaries suggested that these were planned by 

Bishop Daniel of Winchester in the first half of the eighth century while bringing the 

Island under the jurisdiction of his see (Hockey 1982, 2). 
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Place-Names, Anglo-Saxon Charters and their Bounds 

The Isle of Wight does not have an English Place-Name Society county volume but 

does have a publication of comparable quality in Helge Kºkertizôs The Place-Names 

of the Isle of Wight (1940).3 As well as the gazetteer of place-names for each civil 

parish, the book has an extended introduction discussing such issues as the 

interpretation of place-names, the place-name Wihtgaræsbyrg 4 and lost place-

names. Whilst some of the historical interpretation and chronology of certain types of 

place-name has now been superseded, there is still much information in the 

introduction that is of great value to the researcher. Examples include hundred 

names and evidence for medieval beacon sites. Kökeritz also discussed charter 

bounds in some detail, and discussing the place-name evidence for the location of 

estates mentioned in lost charters (Kökeritz 1940, lviii-lix, 144-6).   

Kökeritz built on the first systematic study of the Anglo-Saxon charter bounds 

undertaken by Grundy (1921; 1926). He also provided transcriptions of almost all of 

the charter bounds relating to estates on the Isle of Wight. Kökeritz (1940, 26) 

excluded the Staðe charter as he saw it as referring to an area in mainland 

Hampshire adjoining Titchfield due to the mention of Ticcanfelda (Kökereitz 1940, 

26). This charter has been identified by the present author with Fishbourne on the 

Isle of Wight, on the basis that Ticcanfelda refers to land held by the church at 

Titchfield, the mention of Chillingwood Brook a stream on the Island, and the 

commencement of the bounds at wareĽe óshoreô, with bounds often starting at the 

northern extent of an estate (Margham 2007, 130; 2012). Forsburg (1950) published 

some observations regarding the location of bounds in the Bathingbourne area. Both 

Finberg (1964) and Sawyer (1968) catalogued Anglo-Saxon charters in a wider 

geographical context, southern England and the whole of England, respectively. In 

this thesis Sawyerôs reference numbers will be used when mentioning extant 

charters.5 Finberg included references to ólostô charters, which were not indexed by 

Sawyer (1968), and will be referred to by the numbers given by Finberg (1964) using 

                                                           
3
 An English Place-Names Society volume for the Isle of Wight is now in preparation (Richard Coates, 

pers. comm.). Mills (1996) provides information on place-names depicted on the then-current 
1:50,000 map. 
4
 Probably a corruption of *Wihtwaraburh óthe stronghold of the men of Wightô (Kºkeritz 1940, lii). 

5
 S842, confirmation of a bequest by earlderman Æthelmær of various estates in Hampshire and the 

Isle of Wight by Æthelred, AD982: this charter mentions four estates on the Isle of Wight. Following 
the usage in Margham (2003; 2007) these will be referenced thus, Heantune (Branstone) S842i, 
Bathingbourne S842ii, Meolocdune (Ashey) S842 iii and StaĽe (Fishbourne) S842iv.  
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his ECW (Early Charters of Wessex) numbers. Some charter bounds were first 

plotted by Arnold (1975) in his undergraduate dissertation.     

 

Landscape and Settlement 

Frederick Hockeyôs Quarr Abbey and its Lands (1970) is concerned with the period 

after the foundation of Quarr in 1132 and provides invaluable insights into medieval 

land use. Ten years later The Vectis Report was published by Basford (1980), which 

provides an overview of the archaeology of the Island based on the Sites and 

Monuments Record, now known as the Historic Environment Record, and includes 

essays by various other contributors. One was Rob Scaife who completed his 

doctoral research in the same year with Late Devensian and Flandrian Vegetational 

History of the Isle of Wight (Scaife 1980). Much of this information, derived from the 

study of pollen preserved in peat deposits and in buried soils, is of more relevance to 

pre-historians due to the truncation of bog profiles through the cutting of peat. It does 

however contain some information about the environmental history of the first 

millennium AD. Nick Cahill (1980) also completed his Leicester MA thesis at this 

time: Conquest and Colonisation on the Isle of Wight. This purports to have identified 

a series of late seventh-century burhs at estate centres of Freshwater, Calbourne, 

Carisbrooke, Arreton, Newchurch and Brading through examining settlement 

morphology. These identifications were based on the work of Hoskins (1960) in East 

Devon at sites such as Thorverton. Cahillôs thesis also contains information about the 

wider landscape which has been developed by the present author to identify historic 

landscape regions.  

 

Landscapes of Defence 

Stuart Rigold (1969) carried out several excavations at Carisbrooke Castle. He 

argued for the origins of the óLower Enclosureô, underlying the curtain walls, as a 

Roman fort. This interpretation was challenged by Young (1983; 2000) but was 

supported by Tomalin (2002) and Margham (2015) on the basis of morphological 

similarities with known late Romano-British structures such as the eastern gateway 

at Caerwent and the presence of small semi-circular bastions. A synthesis of the 

archaeology of Carisbrooke Castle was published by Young (2000). This reviewed 
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previous investigations undertaken from the 1920s onwards and published Youngôs 

excavations between 1976 and 1980, which identified a late Anglo-Saxon phase 

within the later castle curtain walls. This was interpreted as a burh based on the 

presence of large timber buildings which appeared to predate the castle (Young 

2000, 5). They established that the first post-Conquest phase of the castle was an 

enclosure in the north-east corner of the óLower Enclosureô evidenced by massive 

ditches, with the present motte-and-bailey dating to c.1100 (Young 2000, 5).  

 

Anglo-Saxon and Early Norman Wight: Research since 1982 

Much of the research on early medieval Wight since the late 1980s has been 

conducted by the present author. This includes studies of Domesday population 

(Margham 1989), the parishes of Thorley and Freshwater (Margham 1991; 1992), 

settlement morphology of Carisbrooke (Margham 1993), church dedications 

(Margham 1997), the origin of Brading church (Margham 2000), place-names 

(Margham 2008; 2011; 2012a; 2012b; 2013b; 2015b; 2016b; 2017a), Anglo-Saxon 

charters and their boundaries (Margham 2003; 2006; 2007, 2012c), landscapes of 

governance and defence (Margham 2013a; 2015a; 2017b), the road network 

(Margham 2016), early Norman churches (Margham 2014), Romanesque 

architecture (Margham 2018a; 2018b), a study of a hide farm (Margham 2019b), a 

population history to 1800 (Margham 2021b), and co-authorship on Carisbrookeôs 

probable Anglo-Saxon sculpture (Margham and Tomalin 2022).   

Work by other researchers published after 1982 has significantly added to knowledge 

of early medieval Wight. Heather Edwards (1985; 1988) reviewed the authenticity of 

the early land charters of Wessex, two of which purport to document grants of 

substantial estates to the Bishop of Winchester in the early ninth century: S274 

Calbourne and S281 Shalfleet. Arnold (1990) revisited his material on the early 

Anglo-Saxon cemeteries which includes an analysis of cemetery locations. A.D. Mills 

(1996) published a book on the place-names of the Isle of Wight which supplements 

Kökeritz. As mentioned above Chris Young (2000) produced a monograph on 

twentieth-century excavations at Carisbrooke Castle. Jamie Sewell (2000) published 

a study of Carisbrookeôs parish boundary, concluding that there was good evidence 

for the existence of Carisbrookeôs parochia (mother parish) by the mid to late Anglo-
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Saxon period with its boundary being defined in the latter period. The Wootton-Quarr 

project was primarily concerned with the inter-tidal archaeology of a length of the 

Islandôs north-east coast (Tomalin et al. 2012). The main focus of recording was the 

numerous wooden structures and post alignments, some of which were found to date 

from the early medieval period, an example being a fish weir on Binstead Beach with 

stakes dated to cal AD890-1040 and cal AD810-1020 (Darrah and Loader 2012, 

217). The volume includes a wide range of information on the archaeology and 

landscape of the project areaôs hinterland and a study of the place-names of north-

east Wight (Margham 2012b). Two óproductiveô sites, concentrations of early 

medieval coins and associated metalwork, have been identified: ónear Carisbrookeô 

(Ulmschneider 1999, 2000, 2002, 2003) and óShalfleet parishô (Ulmschneider and 

Metcalf 2013). An MA thesis reviewed the nineteenth-century investigations of early 

Anglo-Saxon cemetery sites and evaluated new finds from the PAS (Salter 2010). 

This reinforced the perception that the Isle of Wight was a place of wealth and 

importance in this period and that some of the recorded finds ósupport its strong 

relationship with Kent and the Continentô (Salter 2010, 1). The óJutishô nature of early 

Anglo-Saxon settlement in Kent, southern Hampshire and the Isle of Wight has been 

re-evaluated (Sørensen 1999; Kruse 2007). Richardson (2011) investigated ónon 

Saxon identityô south of the Thames. The extent of cultural similarity between the Isle 

of Wight and southern England between 450 and 700 was undertaken through 

examining brooches in a York University MA thesis (Holbrook 2014), while 

Harrington (2020) analysed Chessell Downôs (female) grave 45. 

Although not specifically about the early medieval period, other relevant research 

includes: the revision of the buildings of England survey with the publication of a 

volume for the Isle of Wight (Lloyd and Pevsner 2006); Historic Landscape 

Classification (HLC) based upon the morphology of modern boundaries (Basford 

2008); and the applicaton of HLC to late eighteenth-century mapping in a 

Bournemouth University doctoral thesis examining Island medieval and early modern 

settlement (Basford 2013). Three relevant books of charters have been published 

since 1982: Quarr Abbey (Hockey 1991), the Redvers family (Bearman 1994) and 

Winchester New Minster (Miller 2001). An important unpublished source is the 

database of property holdings created by a former County Archivist (Webster 1975-

1999; Basford 2021). This is largely concerned with the later medieval and modern 
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periods but provides information about manorial descents in the post-Conquest 

period. 

An invaluable resource has been the introduction of the PAS on the Isle of Wight in 

2003 (Basford 2007). The work of the Finds Liaison Officer (FLO) in conjunction with 

metal detectorists has facilitated the detailed recording of the second óproductiveô site 

to be identified on the Island (Ulmschneider and Metcalf 2013). Understanding of the 

development of early medieval cemetery sites was advanced in 2005 when Mid-

Saxon inhumations were excavated adjoining Shalfleet church (Trott 2007). An early 

medieval wooden causeway across the eastern Yar at Alverstone has been 

investigated along with the environmental history of the location (MOLA 2015).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has reviewed previous research, revealing a wealth of studies from the 

seventeenth century onwards which is supplemented by newer forms of data such as 

excavation and the PAS. These will inform the themes addressed in the present 

thesis.  
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Chapter Three 

Source Material: Documents, Place-names and Archaeology  

Introduction 
 

This thesis has drawn on a wide range of primary sources. In this chapter, an 

overview will be provided regarding broadly contemporary sources of Anglo-Saxon 

charters and Domesday Book. The latter will be used to define the two main 

Hundreds in 1086, the administrative sub-division of shires with judicial, fiscal and 

military functions (Williams and Martin 1992, 1433). Whilst the publication of local 

place-name surveys was mentioned in Chapter 2, the use of these resources in this 

present research will be outlined here, including the study of church dedications. 

Archaeological information has been obtained from two databases, the HER and the 

PAS, and the development and biases in both will be considered. Finally, Historic 

Landscape Characterisation has been drawn upon and this mapping and its 

limitations will be discussed.  

 
 
The Anglo-Saxon Charters of the Isle of Wight 

The south of England has a relatively high number of Anglo-Saxon land charters with 

appended boundary clauses. The whole of Yorkshire has only four such documents, 

compared with over 200 examples from the counties of Dorset, Hampshire and 

Wiltshire (Le Patourel 1993, 99). There are 14 known charters relating to 

landholdings on the Island, seven of which have extant bounds, including two 

charters with more than one set (Map 3.1; Appendix 3.1). Three charters are ólostô 

(Appendix 3.1), but some information about them is recorded in the late thirteenth- or 

early fourteenth-century Annales Monasterii de Wintona (Luard 1865; Finberg 1964).  
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Map 3.1: Isle of Wight- Landscape Regions (defined in Chapter 4) and reconstructed 
charter boundaries. However, ECW1 (Brading and Yaverland), ECW4 (Whippingham, 
Muleburnam and Banewadam), S281 (Shalfleet) and S1662 (Linlande) not mapped 
(Margham 2007, fig. 8) 

 

Early Charters: Seventh to Ninth Centuries 

Four of the five charters purporting to date to the ninth century or earlier document 

substantial areas granted to the bishopric of Winchester, but there are issues with 

their authenticity (Edwards 1988, 155-60, 163-4). ECW1 is a ólostô charter 

supposedly issued by King Ine of Wessex (688x726) of 30 hides in Ewereland 

(Yaverland) and 50 hides in Breredinges (Brading). This was possibly one of the 

estates granted to Bishop Wilfrid by King Cædwalla which devolved to Winchester 

(Chapter 7, p.205; Finberg 1964, 217). ECW4, a grant of a total of 87 hides by 

Cuthred, king of Wessex (740x756), is perhaps the most problematic as two of the 

three place-names mentioned cannot be located with certainty. The 22 hides in 

Wippingeham (Whippingham) were located to the east of the Medina estuary, 

perhaps broadly coterminous with Whippingham parish of 4,611 acres (Map 5.2; 

Page 1912, 197). The 40 hides of Muleburnam and 25 hides of Banewadam are 

unidentified. Kökeritz (1940, lviii-lix) stated that whilst óany attempt to identify the 

names Muleburnam and Banewadam with modern Wight names must of necessity 

be conjecturalô it is possible that óMuleburnam may have referred to the upper course 

of the eastern Yar in Whitwellô, whilst Banewadam could have been the former name 
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of St Lawrence (Kökeritz 1940, lix). This tentative suggestion raises the possibility 

that the 87 hides of ECW4 documented a large block of land to the east of the 

Medina estuary and its headwaters, extending from north to south across the Island. 

S274 is purportedly a grant of 30 hides in Cawelburnan by King Egbert in 826. Along 

with ECW1 it is possible that this estate represented the quarter of the Island given 

by Cædwalla to Wilfrid in the late seventh century (Finberg 1964, 217). It is likely that 

S274 was created in the tenth century to provide Winchester with title for Calbourne, 

rather than an early ninth-century transaction (Edwards 1988, 156). S281, the 

apparent grant by Egbert of 40 hides in Scealdanfleote in 838, is a likely ninth-

century fabrication (Edwards 1988, 160) and will be discussed in the case study of 

Shalfleet (Chapter 6).  

The only one of these estates which from later evidence can be shown to have 

belonged to Winchester is that delineated in S274.6 Walkelin, Winchesterôs bishop, 

held Calbourne in 1086, when it consisted of 32 hides (Williams and Erskine 1989, 

52v). It remained Winchesterôs until seized by the crown in 1284 (Page 1912, 218). 

There is no evidence for Winchesterôs interest in the areas of ECW1 and ECW4 

apart from the Annales Monasterii de Wintona (Luard 1865, II, 6) and of S281 other 

than the charter itself (Sawyer 1968, 141).7 Edwards (1988, 163) concluded that óIt is 

possible that Winchester did at one time possess charters in which Ine and Cuthred 

granted these estates [ECW1, ECW4], and that these charters were authentic, but 

the evidence cannot be said to establish more than a possibilityô. Assuming that 

Winchester did hold estates in east Wight (ECW1), central Wight (ECW4) and 

Shalfleet (S281), their alienation can perhaps be explained by their seizure in this 

strategically important area by the crown in the late Saxon period (Fleming 1985).  

The last óearlyô charter is found in King Alfredôs will (873x888; S1507). Alfred left 

Eaderingtune (Arreton) to his younger son Æthelweard (Keynes and Lapidge 1983, 

175), rated at four hides when held by King Edward in 1066 (Williams and Erskine 

1989, 39v). Alfred also bequeathed Welig to his youngest daughter Ælfthryth. This 

appears to be Wellow on the Island, a two hide estate held of the king in 1066 

                                                           
6
 Winchester had possession of Wroxall from 1043x1044, which may have formed part of ECW4 only 

for the duration of the life of Osgod, with whom Bishop Ælfwine arranged an exchange of Adderbury 
(Oxfordshire: S1392). By 1066 Wroxall was held by Gytha of (deceased) Earl Godwin (Williams and 
Erskine 1989, 39v).  
7
 The exception is the virgate of Rowborough held by the Abbot of Winchester (New Minster) of King 

Edward TRE adjoining Brading and thus within the probable bounds of ECW1. 
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(Keynes and Lapidge 1983, 177; Williams and Erskine 1989, 52), but locations in 

mainland Hampshire, Somerset or Wiltshire are possibilities (Margham 2006, 100).8   

 

Later Charters: Tenth and Eleventh Centuries 

The later charters, dating from the mid-tenth century onwards, with the exception of 

Linlandeôs bounds (S1662), can be identified with estate centres and their bounds 

have been mapped (Map 4.1; Margham 2003, 2006, 2007, 2012c). This includes two 

charters without boundary clauses, the ólostô Atherfield charter (ECW103) and the 

exchange of five hides at Wroxall (S1391). Atherfield was reconstructed by the 

present author through place-names and mapped areas of Brighstone (detached; 

part of the Calbourne estate, discussed in Chapter 7) within Shorwell parish 

(Margham 2006, fig. 2). The Wroxall estate was reconstructed with reference to later 

medieval documentation and the 1851 estate map (Margham 2007, 132-4). The 

unnamed one hide in Vexta insula (S543) can be identified as Ningwood (Margham 

2006, 80).  

This corpus of charters largely documents grants or confirmations of relatively small 

estates to individuals, such as the five hides of Bathingbourne to Æthelgeard 

(S1663; Map 3.2), or to the Church, eg. the three estates of two hides each and one 

of one hide at various locations to Winchester New Minster (S842). With the 

exception of S1663, charters with larger hidages are associated with the Church: the 

five hides of Watchingwell confirmed to the nuns of Wilton (S766), the restoration to 

Winchester of the 30 hides at Calbourne (S821), the total of seven hides confirmed 

to the New Minster (S842), and the exchange of five hides at Wrocceshele (Wroxall: 

S1391).9 The exception to this is the two hides at Atherfield granted to the church of 

Winchester (ECW103).  

                                                           
8
 Another óWellowô was bequeathed to the eldest daughter, ÎthelflÞd. 

9
 The hidage is not stated in S1391 but the granting of the charter in 1043x1044 strongly suggests 

that this estate was coterminous with the five hides of Warochesselle in 1066 (Margham 2007, 131-2).   
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Map 3.2: S 1663 Bathingbourne- a reconstruction (Margham 2007, fig. 2) 
 
Map 3.3: S 842 Ashey- a reconstruction (Margham 2007, fig. 5) 

 

Domesday Wight 

Hampshire and Isle of Wight Folios 

Domesday Book entries for landholdings on the Island are found in the folios for the 

county of Hampshire, which along with Berkshire, Kent, Surrey and Sussex, formed 

Circuit 1 of the inquisition (Golding 1989, 1). The presentation of the information 

about the Island is somewhat anomalous. It is arranged in two blocks, with some of 

the royal holdings, in the eastern half of the Island, listed separately at the end of the 

Terra Regis (lands of the king) section, under the heading of óThe lands mentioned 

below lie in the Isle of Wightô (folios 39v- 40). The rest of the royal lands are 

documented at the end of mainland Hampshire entries (52 to 52v) and are in the 

western half of the Island. This contrasts with the landholdings of the tenants-in-chief 

being together under the appropriate heading in the latter section (52v-53v), 

regardless of their location (Golding 1989, 3). These entries are likewise followed by 

óThe lands of the Kingôs thegnsô in both halves of the Island (53v to 54). It would 

appear most likely óthat the original intention of the compilers was to include the 

island holdings in the county as a whole, but this arrangement was abandoned at an 

early stage in favour of treating the island as an independent administrative unitô 

(Golding 1989, 3). This inconsistency is significant, providing evidence for the 

hundredal geography in the late eleventh century which will now be outlined. 
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The Domesday Hundreds 

The later medieval hundreds of the Isle of Wight, West and East Medine, were not 

recorded until 1181 (Kökeritz 1940, 3). Although this division into two almost equal 

halves has been claimed as a twelfth-century development (Kökeritz 1940, 2-3), it is 

very likely that these two hundreds predated this but with different names (Map 3.4; 

Margham 2013a, 8-9). Domesday mentions Bowcombe Hundred at the start of the 

Terra Regis section (52), also at the head of the lands of William fitzStur (52v) and 

towards the end of óThe lands of the Kingôs thegnsô (54). Bowcombe Hundred 

contained an ecclesiastical hundred: óIn Calbourne Hundred, which lies in 

Bowcombe Hundredô which consisted of the 32 hides of Winchesterôs estate (52v). 

This hundred would appear to have originated after the restoration of Calbourne to 

Winchester by Edgar (S821, 963x975), the charter enumerating 30 mansae at 

Etdrethecumb, i.e. within óBowcombeô. Another manor named Calbourne, held by 

William fitzStur in 1086 (52v), identified with Westover adjoining Calbourne village, 

was not included within the ecclesiastical hundred. This also suggests a recent origin 

of the bishopôs hundred then.10 A third named hundred was Hemreswell, consisting 

of only three landholdings of the Kingôs thegns in the western half of the Island (54); 

this was also within Bowcombe Hundred. Apart from these apparent anomalies 

within the bounds of Bowcombe, the Domesday evidence is largely consistent with a 

division of the Isle of Wight into two hundreds separated by the Medina. None of 

King Williamôs lands to the east of the Medina were specified as belonging to a 

hundred, which can be contrasted with those to the west which are recorded as 

being in Bowcombe Hundred. The manors of William fitzStur are headed as being 

within Bowcombe Hundred but this listing commences with all of his holdings to the 

west of the Medina, followed by those to the east. Jocelyn fitzAzorôs manors are not 

mentioned as being within particular hundreds, but the entries for his lands starts 

with those to the east of the Medina, followed by his lands to the west. The only 

inconsistency amongst the entries for William Iôs tenants in chief is to be found in the 

holdings of William fitzAzor with Bonchurch, east of the Medina, listed with his two 

manors to the west, followed by his remaining manors to the east. It can be 

concluded that, despite this inconsistency, óIt would appear that the Isle of Wight did 

                                                           
10

 The term manor will be used for landholdings from 1066 onwards. Before this date, landholdings will 

be referred to as estates. As Blair (2018, 400) has pointed out, when the Normans invaded they 
invented a ódwelling centred wordô, manerium, to describe an economic, architectural, administrative 
and legal entity.  
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consist of two main hundreds in the later eleventh century, Bowcombe hundred to 

the west of the Medina, and an unnamed hundred to the eastô (Margham 2006, 100).  

 

Map 3.4: John Speedôs map of Wight Island (1611) shows the division of the Island 
between the two hundreds of West Medine and East Medine. The bounds of the 
ecclesiastical hundred of Calbourne are depicted on Map 7.4. The Isle of Wight was 
divided broadly equally in terms of hidage as well as area. 192 hides were recorded 
TRE (in 1066), of which 110¼ were in Bowcombe Hundred, and 81¾ in that later 
known as East Medine. Two manors in the latter hundred were not assessed in hides: 
allowance must be made for óbeneficial hidationô and un-named manors on the Isle of 
Wight enumerated in mainland Hampshire Domesday Book entires (Margham 2013a, 
13).  

 

Domesday Landholding and Tenure 

Domesday Book folios itemise 124 named landholdings on the Island. All can be 

identified with reasonable confidence in the modern landscape. The only other land 

holdings in the folios relating to the Island which cannot be located are three 

unnamed small areas of land, two plots of land held by the fitzAzor brothers from 

which come three ploughshares, and Wulfnothôs half a virgate held of the king (53 

and 54). However, the Domesday folios for the Island are not a complete record of 

lands held. Mainland Hampshire information includes references to manors of 
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Breamore (39), Eling (38v), Holdenhurst (39), Ringwood (39) and the canons of 

Twynham (Christchurch) (44) all holding un-named lands on the Island, totalling 20 

hides, along with two berewicks which ówere wantingô.11  

 
                        Fig. 3.1: Luccombe Farm was the centre of a small manor  
                        with one ploughland and a recorded population of 6 bordars 
                        and 2 slaves in 1086 (39v)  

  

The named landholdings include entries for adjoining locations, with Atherfield, 

Dungewood and Walpan (52v) being an example, locations a distance apart such as 

Niton and Abla (Apse) (40), and multiple entries for the same place-name such as 

Nettlestone and Scaldeford. Shared place-names either represented locations with a 

shared manorial centre after the Conquest, as would appear to have been the 

situation at Shanklin (53), or locations separated by a relatively short distance such 

as Luton (52v and 54), with Luton Farm and Chawton Farm being 0.8km apart.  

                                                           
11

 Combley Farm, on the northern flank of the ólateral ridgeô in Arreton parish may be an example of a 
mainland outlier. Its potentially óearlyô topographical place-name and location would suggest an old-
established settlement site by 1086, although it may have formed part of Arretonôs four hides. 
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  Map 3.5: Landholders on the Isle of Wight TRE 

Most landholdings on the Isle of Wight consisted of relatively small areas of land 

tempore regis Edwardi (TRE; óIn King Edwardôs time). Most common were single-

hide holdings, with 30 instances, with many being smaller than this. Only seven 

manors were rated at four or more hides: four hides in Afton (52), Arreton (39v) and 

Bowcombe (52),12 five in Wroxall (39v), six in Shalfleet (53v), 15 in Freshwater (52) 

and 32 in the bishop of Winchesterôs Calbourne (52v). It is, however, possible that 

the two unhided estates held by King Edward in the eastern half of the Island, 

Merston (53) and Yaverland (39v), were extensive. Domesday Book provides a 

picture of some substantial manors, with the vast majority encompassing relatively 

small areas. 

Domesday folios provide information about those with an interest in manors, pre-

Conquest and in 1086. The distribution of landholders TRE is shown in Map 3.5. The 

category of óin parageô (Williams and Martin 1992, 1434) refers to Domesday entries 

where the primary landholder TRE is not mentioned in the text, although the majority 

of these manors were probably held of King Edward.13 The analogous situation in 

                                                           
12

 A probable instance of óbeneficial hidationô, with 15 ploughlands being recorded.  
13

 Implied by the primary landholder of several of these manors being King William in 1086. 
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1086 is depicted in Map 3.6. As William fitzOsbern held palatinate authority14 from 

1067 to 1071 a third map (3.7) is a reconstruction of the primary landholdersô manors 

in this period. This is based on the assumption that fitzOsbernôs holdings reverted to 

the crown after the rebellion of his son Roger of Hereford in 1075 (Margham 1993, 8-

13).15 

Most landholdings TRE were of King Edward, either held directly by him, or held of 

him by thegns. There were other high-status ólandownersô. Earl Tostig had an estate 

consisting of four manors in the West Wight, and one at Nunwell in the East. His 

brother Earl Harold held two manors in the eastern half at Heasley and Kern, and 

their sister Queen Edith held Wootton. Earl Godwin, who died in 1053 (Barlow 2002, 

67), is recorded as holding the three manors of Bonchurch, Wroxall and Woolverton 

in the eastern half. Most lands held directly by various thegns were in the western 

half, as were all manors recorded as óin parageô with the ultimate ólandownerô not 

being recorded, along with manors held óin parageô of King Edward, with a combined 

total of 26 landholdings. This contrasts with the eastern half of the Island which had 

no instances of lands óin parageô but 48 instances of lands held in alod (freehold).16 

Does this contrast indicate a tenurial difference between the two primary hundreds, 

or merely reflect different terminology used during the Domesday inquest in the two 

halves of the Island? The former would appear to have been the case, as land in 

parage does not apparently have any connotations of being freely held, whereas 

land held in alod does (Williams and Martin 1992, 1431, 1434).   

                                                           
14

  An earl exercising the ókingôs power as his deputy, not only administratively, but even to the extent 
of holding all the royal demesne landô (Wightman 1962, 7) 
15

 The loan to fitzOsbern of Bowcombe is documented in the Domesday account of Amesbury 
(Wiltshire) where it is recorded that óThese [lands] in Amesbury Earl William gave in return for the loan 
of Bowcombeô (Williams and Martin 1992, 162).  
16

 óALOD, allod (Old German alod, Latinized). Land held by freehold. Allodarii are usually regarded as 
tenants in freeholdô (Williams and Martin 1992, 1431). Whilst there are no instances of parage in the 
eastern half of the Island there are two occurrences of alod within the western half: Loverstone (53) 
and Weristetone (53v), probably Brighstone (Mills 1996, 33-4). 
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  Map 3.6: Isle of Wight primary landholders in 1086 

By 1086 much of the Isle of Wight was held by King William, either directly in 

lordship (royal demesne), or from him by the kingôs thegns (Map 3.6). The kingôs 

tenants-in-chief, with extensive landed interest in the Isle of Wight, were William 

fitzStur, and Joscelin and William fitzAzor. There are several instances in which 

estates had been divided between the fitzAzors by 1086, for example Chilton on the 

south-west coast, where one hide held by Ælfric TRE was divided equally between 

them (53v). Walkelin, bishop of Winchester, held the 32 hides of Calbourne (52v) 

and Wilton Abbey held Watchingwell, but with the hidage reduced from 3 to 2½ 

óbecause half [a hide] is in the kingôs parkô (52v). The remaining few manors were 

apparently held by the kingôs thegns where the text does not specify of whom the 

land was held, such as the one virgate of Lea (53v). These manors were presumably 

held from the king, but the Domesday folios are not explicit about this. In addition to 

information about hundredal structure, landholding and tenure, Domesday Book 

provides a wealth of statistical information about individual manors. Recorded 

population figures and structure are cited in Chapter 7. Some inferences can be 

made from comparing Domesday statistics, for example the relationship between the 

number of hides TRE and ploughlands in 1086. Such statistical information will be 

used in the various case studies presented in Chapters 8 and 9.  
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   Map 3.7: Isle of Wight primary landholders 1067-1071, a reconstruction 

 
Place-Names and Church Dedications 
 
This thesis draws extensively upon place-name evidence in the study of early 

medieval land-use and settlement. The two county surveys, Kökeritz (1940) and Mills 

(1996), were introduced in Chapter 2. Various categories of place-names are 

presented in Appendices 8.3 to 8.8, which inform a substantive part of Chapter 8. 

These names have been tabulated using the following format: modern name (or 

earlier name if ólostô); six-figure map reference; earliest record of name and date; 

place-name elements; references; and comments. The limitations of place-name 

evidence will be addressed in Chapter 8.  
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              Fig. 3.2: The vegetation alongside the watercourse adjoining Merston  

Manor reflects its low-lying position represented in the place-names of 
              Messetone and Merestone óthe farmstead by the marshô first recorded in                          

Domesday Book (Mills 1996, 71) 

 

Church dedications are cited where appropriate, for example the apparent 

significance of parish names derived from the dedication of the local church (Chapter 

9). Appendix 5.7 presents this information for Island churches of medieval origin. 

Medieval dedications have been taken from Arnold Forsterôs (1899) study of English 

church dedications. Whilst in need of revision, no comprehensive survey has since 

been undertaken. Supplementary information presented in Appendix 5.7 does, 

however, suggest that most of Arnold Forsterôs óancientô (medieval) dedications of 

Island churches are correct. The exception is Niton, listed as St John the Baptist, 

whereas there is good evidence for a dedication to St Michael in the thirteenth 

century (Hockey 1981, no.39). The medieval dedication of Shalfleet church is 

unknown, with the present dedication dating from 1964 (Margham 1997, 91). 

       

Fig. 3.3: Niton church as 

depicted by Tomkins (1796). 

This was St Michaelôs church in 

the thirteenth century, perhaps 

reflecting its slightly elevated 

position in relation to the 

village, and now dedicated to 

St John the Baptist.  
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Archaeology 
 
Isle of Wight Historic Environment Record (IWHER) 

  

The IWHER originated in the 1970s when Vicky Basford was employed by the 

County Archaeological Centre to create a Sites and Monuments Record, culminating 

in publication of The Vectis Report (Basford 1980). The database has subsequently 

been developed and computerised and is managed by Becky Loader, Senior 

Archaeologist. There are inevitably biases in the IWHER, such as the location of 

fieldwork and building development, chance finds and deriving information from 

published sources. The IWHER includes records of individual finds which would now 

be included in the PAS database, including much of what is known about the 

óproductive siteô in the Bowcombe Valley since metal-detected finds there largely 

predate the introduction of the PAS.    

 

Portable Antiquities Scheme 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, the PAS was introduced on the Isle of Wight in 2003. 

This is largely concerned with the systematic recording of metal detectoristsô finds. 

The PAS, whilst providing a wealth of information about early medieval Wight, has its 

own biases, such as the degree of recording of finds, arable fields rather than 

pasture being chosen for metal detecting rallies and metal detectorists returning to 

locations which have previously produced artefacts (Frank Basford, pers. comm.; 

Robbins 2012, 2013; Okasanen and Lewis 2020, 112-3). Mapping of PAS records 

reveals a distinct bias towards the western half of the Isle of Wight (Frank Basford, 

pers. comm.). Robbins (2013, 56-7) in her study of bias specific to the Isle of Wight 

identified seven stages in the creation of the database: deposition, preservation, 

survival, exposure, recovery, reporting and recording.17 All of these issues need to 

be kept in mind when analysing the PAS record.  

 
 
Historic Landscape Characterisation (HLC) 
 
Work on HLC was completed in 2005 (Basford 2008; Loader 2008). This mapping of 

types of óhistoric landscape characterô involves examination of óthe present-day 

                                                           
17

 A study of Devon, Dorset, Somerset and Wiltshire, argued that seventh- and eighth-century coin 

distributions were broadly representative of losses rather than detectoristsô searching (Costen and 
Costen 2016, 3).  
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landscape é using modern Ordnance Survey maps and characterised according to 

the features presented into landscape ñtypesò. These ñtypesò are classified in 

advance of mapping and are defined by the broad characteristics exhibited by areas 

of land with similar past usesô (Turner 2007, 16-17). The most significant types of 

historic landscape identified on the Island for an early medieval study are former 

open-fields, enclosure of downland, and enclosures from waste, common and heath. 

There is, however, a degree of uncertainty in this mapping (Vicky Basford, pers. 

comm.), an example being Loader (2008, map 53) entitled ópossible extent of 

enclosures of open fields with medieval parishesô (present authorôs emphasis). This 

HLC mapping was based on contemporary sources of information. As part of her 

PhD research Basford (2013) also produced HLC mapping based on the 

unpublished six-inch scale Ordnance Survey (1793-4) sheets and refined some HLC 

interpretations. 

 
Map 3.8: An example of HLC mapping of the Isle of Wight showing enclosure and 
parish boundaries from 1862/3 Ordnance Survey 6-inch and 25-inch mapping (Loader 
2008, fig. 63) 
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Figs. 3.4 and 3.5: Contrasting landscapes- the valley floor of the eastern Yar adjoining 
Alverstone Farm and chalk downland above Limerstone Farm 

 

Conclusions 

 

Information drawn upon for this thesis is inevitably multivalent. Each has its own 

limitations and biases, for example charter bounds documenting the peripheries of 

estates, and information in the IWHER partially reflecting information recovered 

during modern settlement development. These diverse data sources, despite their 

limitations, will be used to produce a synthesis of the current state of knowledge of 

the development of the early medieval landscape. This will be prefaced by the 

definition of landscape regions and an overview of communications in the following 

chapter.  
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Chapter Four 

The Isle of Wight: A New Synthesis of Geography, Landscape Regions and 

Communications 

Introduction 

This chapter presents findings of the present authorôs study of the Islandôs 

landscape. Whilst these were initially published in 2003, the chapter gives an 

extended and more detailed account. This thesis will show that the physical 

geography of the Isle of Wight had a significant effect on early medieval landscape 

development, including marine and terrestrial communications. The regions defined 

below provide a characterisation of the Islandôs landscape developed from earlier 

work (Margham 2003, 17-25), identified with reference to both their topography and 

human agency. The location and topography of the Island will be outlined, alongside 

the mapping of geology, soils and Agricultural Land Classification. The academic 

debate regarding the relative importance of physical constraints and human agency 

will be reviewed before historic landscape regions are defined. Five main regions are 

identified in this chapter, with two of the ólowlandô regions having significant sub-

divisions. In subsequent chapters these regions will inform the analysis of 

cemeteries and churches, estates and manors, settlement, and continuity and 

colonization in the landscape. Definition of discrete landscapes will be followed by 

appraisal of communications in and around the Island: coastal communications, the 

early medieval road system, and evidence for a system of look-out places which may 

have included warning beacons in the early medieval period. The concept of 

óislandnessô will be briefly addressed.  

 

Physical Geography and Geomorphology 

Location 

The Isle of Wight extends 36.5km west to east and 21.3km north to south 

encompassing 384 square kilometres (Hopson and Farrant 2015). It is located off the 

southern coast of England, separated from Hampshire by the Solent (Map 4.1) 

Distances from mainland England vary from 1.2km towards the western end of the 

Island to Hurst Spit to 4.8km towards the eastern. To the north of the Solent the 

major estuary of Southampton Water extends 16km inland with its tributaries. The 
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entrance to Portsmouth Harbour is 7km north-east of the northern coastline, with 

Langstone and Chichester Harbours adjoining further east. Smaller estuarine inlets 

on the Hampshire coast, from west to east, are Lymington River, Beaulieu River, and 

the now silted-up Titchfield Haven, all of which are within 6km of the Islandôs 

northern coast. The peninsula of the Isle of Purbeck in Dorset, with Poole Harbour to 

its north, is 24km to the west of the Isle of Wight and the headland of Selsey Bill in 

Sussex 20km to the east.  

 
Map 4.1: The location of the Isle of Wight in Southern England, with county and place-
names from Domesday Book (Treharne and Fullard 1969, 13) 

 

 
Solid and Drift Geology 

The solid geology is entirely sedimentary (Map 4.2; NRC 2013). A major 

topographical feature is the lateral chalk ridge, running west to east from the Needles 

to Culver Cliff. North of this ridge the Hampshire Basin forms a syncline, extending 

under the Solent to the chalk-lands of Dorset, Hampshire and Sussex. Much of the 

area to the south of the lateral ridge consists of an eroded anticline terminating with 

the chalk downland in the south of the Island. This southern massif terminates in a 
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discontinuous inland cliff demarcating a narrow coastal strip known as the Undercliff. 

This landslide area was activated by coastal erosion with sea level rise c.10,000 BP 

(Pope 2003, 57). A significant area for human settlement in terms of crop marks, and 

medieval settlement sites on its periphery, to the north of the Islandôs chalk ridge is 

the area of Bembridge limestone in the Thorley/Wellow area. 

            Map 4.2: Isle of Wight solid geology (Loader 2008, fig. 2) 

The solid geology of the Isle of Wight varies in date from the most recent, the 

Oligocene beds of much of the north of the Island within the syncline, through to the 

oldest, the lowest of the unconcealed strata within the former anticline being the 

Wealden clays along the south-western and south-eastern coasts. The Island shares 

much of its geological structure with the Isle of Purbeck to the west. The connecting 

chalk ridge was breached before the Flandrian transgression, a period of sea level 

rise, possibly during the late Devensian (Hopson and Farrant 2015, 104).  

Three types of superficial deposits overlie the geological structure (Map 4.3; Hopson 

and Farrant 2015, fig. 35): clay-with-flints capping some chalk downland, terrace 

deposits capping locally prominent hills adjoining the north coast, and watercourses 

bounded by alluvial deposits throughout the Island. An extensive area of gravel 
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terrace deposits associated with the middle course of the eastern River Yar forms 

part of the latter. In addition to these geologically recent deposits, there are 

substantial areas of landslip, mainly on the western and northern slopes of the 

southern chalk massif, and throughout the Undercliff. Smaller areas of landslip occur 

along the Islandôs northern coastline to the west of the mouth of the Medina estuary. 

           Map 4.3: Isle of Wight drift geology (Loader 2008, fig. 3) 

Drainage 

The geological structure of the Isle of Wight trends from west to east whereas the 

drainage pattern runs approximately south to north, although the eastern Yar flows 

from south-west to north-east (Map 4.4). This is a product of long-term erosion with 

the reduction of the southern anticline between the two upland areas of chalk. The 

drainage pattern is superimposed, the lateral ridge being breached in the west at 

Freshwater Bay by the western Yar, near the centre by the Medina, and by the 

eastern Yar in the Brading area. The far west beyond the western Yar is known 

locally as the Freshwater Isle, with a corresponding area in the East Wight beyond 

the eastern Yar, the Bembridge Isle. Shorter watercourses running directly into the 

sea drain the north-western portion of the Freshwater Isle, the south-west and south-
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east coastal areas. These have incised the relatively soft geological structure in 

these areas, known locally as chines (Margham 2012a, 7).  

           Map 4.4: Isle of Wight relief and drainage (Loader 2008, fig. 4) 

 

Coastal Erosion 

Much of the coastline of the Island is subject to erosion. Map evidence in the vicinity 

of Grange Chine on the south-west coast indicates recession of approximately 130m 

between the 1790s and 1970s (Basford 1980, 71). Along this coastline some time in 

or after 1680 a tenement ówhich stood and belonged to the grounds called Leap 

Place [Shepherdôs Chine] were taken down and set up at Cashyd by reason of the 

washing away the land within 2 roods, where the said tenement stoodô (IWCRO 

JER/T/BAR Swainston Rentals). Coastal recession along the south-west coast may 

have been in the order of 650 metres from the late eleventh century to the present 

day.18 

 

                                                           
18

 This estimate assumes a relatively constant rate of recession but this process may be episodic 

(Tomalin, pers. comm.).  
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Estuaries 

The rise in sea level after the most recent glaciations resulted in the lower courses of 

river valleys flowing into the Solent becoming tidal estuaries. The most prominent is 

the Medina estuary, extending southwards 7km from the Solent with its tidal limit 

adjoining the late twelfth-century town of Newport. To the west, the mainly tidal Yar 

defines the eastern limit of the óFreshwater Isleô. An eastern arm of this estuary 

existed into the eighteenth century, formerly known as Thorley Haven (Margham 

1991, 116). On the north-west coast, four tidal inlets meet and flow into the Solent at 

Newtown Bay. A smaller estuary, before silting up, emptied into the Solent at 

Thorness Bay. This was the stiĽes fleotes óstiff fleetô in the mid-tenth century (S766; 

Margham 2006, fig. 3).19 Another former creek emptied into Gurnard Bay. To the 

east of the Medina, the small estuary at Kingôs Quay is largely silted up. The upper 

course of Wotton Creek was converted into a tide mill pond. This estuary was fugel 

fleote óbird fleetô in the bounds of StÞĽe in the tenth century (S842; Margham 2012b, 

fig. 8.32). Further to the east the former Barnfields Haven has silted up. Towards the 

Islandôs eastern extremity was the huge tidal area of Brading Haven, the estuary of 

the eastern Yar. This survived several attempts at drainage, being finally reclaimed 

with the coming of the railway to Bembridge in 1877-80 (Page 1912, 157) leaving 

todayôs Bembridge Harbour as a vestige. Alluvial deposition along the lower course 

of the Yar suggests that it was formerly tidal for several kilometres inland (NRC 

2013).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19

 Alternatively ócreek of a man named Stithô (Margham 2006, 86). 
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 Fig. 4.1: The Medina estuary from the air, looking northwards 

 Fig. 4.2: The western Yar estuary adjoining Freshwater church 
 

 

Geology, Soils and Agricultural Land Classification Mapping 

Geological mapping, mapping of soils and agricultural land classification have 

informed the present authorôs recognition and definition of the Islandôs landscape 

regions so will be briefly reviewed.  

The modern 1:50,000 geological map (NRC 2013) is the successor to a history of 

geological mapping extending back into the nineteenth century. This gives more 

detail than previous maps especially for drift (superficial) deposits. There is a strong 

correlation between geology and relief. 



66 
 

 
 

     Map 4.5: The soils of the Isle of Wight (Jarvis et al. 1984)  
     See Appendix 4.1 for key and soil descriptions 

 
Soils have been mapped at a smaller scale than geology. The 1:250,000 map covers 

South-East England (Jarvis et. al. 1984). There is a close correspondence between 

soil series and geological mapping (Map 4.5; Appendix 4.1).  

The Agricultural Land Classification map was published with a scale of 1:63,360 

(MAFF 1969). There is no Grade 1 (excellent) agricultural land. Grade 2 (very good) 

is restricted to relatively small areas: inland from the south-west coast, part of the 

Bowcombe valley, and either side of the mid-course of the eastern Yar in the Arreton 

and Hale Common area. Much of the area between the lateral ridge and southern 

chalk massif is classified as Grade 3 (good to moderate). North of the lateral ridge is 

predominantly Grade 3, with some areas of Grade 4 (poor) adjoining the north-west 

coast. Other areas of Grade 4 land are chalk downland and alluvial areas alongside 

the rivers Medina and the eastern Yar, including former Brading Haven. There are 

some areas of Grade 5 (very poor) land mainly associated with the areas of landslip 

of the Undercliff and Bouldnor Cliff on the north-western coast, and some of the 

chalk downland in the vicinity of Culver Cliff. Although there is correspondence 

between the Agricultural Land Classification and relief, geological and soils mapping, 
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the survey presents the situation in the late 1960s. It does not necessarily reflect the 

early medieval period, before field under-draining of and other agricultural 

improvements.  

 

Landscape History and Physical Background 

The influence of physical background on landscape development has been much 

debated over the past few decades. As the identification of the landscape regions of 

the Island is based primarily on geomorphology, this will be reviewed. 

Rippon (2008) provides an overview of the debate regarding the relative importance 

of the physical background in landscape studies up to the publication of his Beyond 

the Medieval Village. Subsequently, Williamson (2013) added to this, notably with 

the publication of Environment, Society and Landscape in Early Medieval England. 

The issue of the significance of physical background in development of landscape 

regions will be discussed primarily with reference to these two studies. 

Although the role of physical factors in landscape history had previously been 

emphasised, for example in the work of Alan Everitt (1977, 1986), by the 1990s there 

was a general consensus that it was human actions that were entirely responsible for 

variations in landscape character and the rejection of óenvironmental determinismô, 

that physical environment dictated settlement patterns and land use (Rippon 2008, 

11). This consensus has been challenged by Tom Williamson. His Shaping Medieval 

Landscapes examined open-field development in eastern England and identified a 

correlation between the distribution of óregularô open-fields and heavier clay soils 

(Williamson 2003, 191). The significance of the ónatural environment in moulding 

social, economic and agrarian arrangementsô (Williamson 2002, 21) also features in 

Williamsonôs study of post-medieval agriculture and óis a direct challenge to the 

increasingly dogmatic prevailing orthodoxy of social agency being the sole cause of 

landscape changeô (Rippon 2008, 11). Simon Draperôs (2006, 122) study of the 

landscape of Roman and early medieval Wiltshire also addresses this, stating that 

the physical landscape of a region is fundamental to óunderstanding its settlement 

and society. This may sound obvious to many, but we are only now emerging from a 

period in landscape studies when it became almost fashionable to downplay 
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environmental factors in favour of social and cultural explanations for change, for 

fear of being branded an adherent of ñenvironmental determinismòô.  

Williamson (2013, 2) considered the relative importance of physical conditions and 

human agency, demonstrating the significance of physical geography, geology, 

hydrology, soils and climate in the pattern of human interaction with the environment. 

He does, however, qualify this: 

The arguments presented in this volume do not merely involve a reassertion of 

the importance of physical geography in the shaping of medieval settlement, 

and to some extent of medieval social institutions. They also é involve a 

dissolution of what I believe to be an entirely false dichotomy between óhuman 

choiceô and ógeographical determinismô (Williamson 2013, 4). 

Choices of where to settle were conditional on practicalities: óLandscapes are a 

consequence of human agency, but agency exercised knowledgeably, in a real 

worldô (Williamson 2013, 4). This more nuanced approach will be developed in this 

study, commencing with application of Alan Everittôs definition of the pays (distinctive 

landscapes) of Kent to the varied landscapes of the Island. Concluding his study of 

Kentish settlement, Everitt (1986, 338) asks ówhat basic qualities differentiate one 

type of pays from another [?]ô: 

 

In many ways it is considerations of geology and soil type that are paramount; 

yet essentially it is a whole range of local circumstances, operating together, 

that mould the character of an area as a settlement zone: land forms, altitude, 

contours, fertility, water supply, cultivability, woodland cover, drainage, aspect, 

shelter, rainfall, warmth, accessibility, proximity to river or sea coast, and so on. 

 

Such factors will be taken into account in defining the landscape regions of the Isle 

of Wight.  

 

 

Diverse Landscapes 

 

The diverse landscapes of the Island will be defined with reference to the early 

medieval period, but with information from earlier and later periods cited where 

appropriate. These broad contrasts were apparent to early modern commentators 

who noted the wide variety of different landscapes. Camden (1637, 273) writing in 

the later sixteenth century, recorded that: 
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Through the midst thereof runs a long tract or chaine of hills, yeilding plentie of 

pasture, and forrage for sheepe. The wool of which, next unto that of Lemster 

and Coteswold, is esteemed best, and in speciall request with clothiers, 

whereby there groweth to the inhabitants much gaine and profit: the North part 

is all over greene with meddows, pastures and woods: the South side lieth 

wholly in manner, bedecked with cornefields enclosed where at each end the 

sea on the North-side doth so inbosome, encroach within it selfe, and it make 

almost two Islands. 

 

A late eighteenth-century visitor commented on the great variety of soil types: óThe 

variation of the soil of this island is beyond description. They may be truly termed the 

vagaries of Nature...ô (Hassell 1790, 174). Modern soil mapping (Jarvis et al. 1984) 

and other factors have been used by the present author to define a series of discrete 

landscape regions, each running east to west following the topographical grain. 

  

These areas are relatively small when compared with the more extensive pays 

elsewhere, for example those of South-East England defined in The Fields of 

Britannia project (Rippon et al. 2015, fig. 4.1).20 It is therefore arguably more 

appropriate to refer to the discrete landscapes of the Island as Historic Landscape 

Regions rather than pays (Della Hooke, pers. comm.; Margham 2003, 18). These 

regions are essentially geomorphological areas, i.e. the result of physical processes. 

Using Everittôs criteria outlined above, five Historic Landscape Regions have been 

identified: the Northern Lowlands, the Lateral Ridge, the Southern Vale, the 

Southern Massif and the Undercliff (Map 4.6; Margham 2003, 17-25). All of these 

terms are the authorôs own, with the exception of the Undercliff, which follows local 

usage. To emphasise significant local variations in the relationship between the 

physical and environmental background and settlement history and avoiding 

oversimplification, sub-areas of the two major lowland regions have been identified. 

Basfordôs 15 HLC areas correspond with the present authorôs landscape region 

boundaries but with more sub-divisions (Loader 2008, fig. 8), whereas Basfordôs 

(2013, 5.9 and 5.10) 1790s 17 HLC areas have less correspondence. Tomalinôs 

(2022, 79) study of Roman Wight largely accords with delineations presented here, 

                                                           
20

 A pays as mapped by Rippon et al. (2015, 45) is a sub-division of a major region, defined óboth in 

terms of their cultural characteristics é and their geology and topography. Such pays ócan include 
localised diversity in physical characterô. 
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without the gravel óislandsô of the Northern Lowlands and Southern Vale, and the 

addition of the Wealden beds of the Southern Vale as sub-areas.  

 

 
  Map 4.6: The historic Landscape Regions of the Isle of Wight 

 

The Northern Lowlands 

 

This encompasses the whole of the northern part of the Island, from the Solent coast 

to the lateral chalk ridge. The solid geology dates predominantly from the Oligocene 

with the exception of narrow bands of Eocene sediments which widen out towards 

the western end of the Island, forming the bed rock of much of the West Wight. The 

southern limit of this zone is defined approximately by the 250ft (76m) contour with 

only small areas forming locally prominent hills rising above this internally. The 

Northern Lowlands are drained by streams flowing into the Solent. Much of the 

Oligocene beds have soils which are seasonally waterlogged with autumn 

cultivations essential (Jarvis et al., 1984). The Eocene-derived soils immediately to 

the north of the chalk ridge are less homogenous due to the complexity of the 

underlying geology but the better drained can support arable usage (Jarvis et al., 

1984). The area of soils derived from Bembridge limestone of the Thorley area and 

the areas of plateau gravels and terraces adjoining the northern coast form important 

sub-areas so will be discussed separately.  
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Woodland and Wood-Pasture 

 

The vegetation cover for much of the Island before prehistoric clearance was 

deciduous woodland (Scaife 1980, 269). Pollen evidence from Newnham Farm peat 

mire, which began accumulating in the late Neolithic, indicates that in this part of 

north-east Wight oak and small leaved lime were the most significant tree species 

with an understory of hazel and locally occurring alder (Scaife 2012, 142-4). The tree 

canopy in the modern landscape is dominated by ash, field maple and pedunculate 

oak, with the shrub layer dominated by hazel (Pope 2012, 18). The ancient 

woodlands survey by the Nature Conservancy Council quantified the occurrence of 

ancient woodland (vascular, i.e. flowering plant) indicator species (Hornby 1982; 

Pope 2012, fig. 3.1).21 This emphasised the significance of woodland with 84% of the 

area of woodlands surveyed being within this region. Of 58 woods surveyed, 41 were 

in the Northern Lowlands and with one exception, all woodlands with more than 33 

ancient woodland indicator species were to be found here (Hornby 1982). Parkhurst 

Forest, to the west of the Medina estuary, is the richest site on the Isle of Wight for 

ancient woodland lichens (Rose 1989; Chatters 1993, 54). It was one of five sites 

producing more than 50 ancient woodland indicator plant species, the others being 

Firestone Copse, Combley Great Wood, Hogleaze Copse and Briddlesford Copse. 

These four sites, in the north-eastern quarter of the Island, contain substantial areas 

of semi-natural woodland. This woodland is mainly around the coast and at the head 

of creeks and has been largely managed by coppicing (Pope 2012, 20). The 

Northern Lowlands also contain two tree species which are indicative of ancient 

woodland. Small leaved lime ósurvives in a single small wood é and as a small 

group within a plantation é. at the western end of the Island.ô (Pope 2012, 18). Wild 

Service is found in woods bordering the coast and estuaries (Bevis et al.1978, 50). 

 

This woodland was an important part of the Island's economy in the medieval period. 

Underwood and timber structures recorded from the foreshore in the Fishbourne 

area show utilisation and possible woodland management from the Neolithic period 

to the thirteenth century (Darrah and Loader 2012, 192-231). For example a stake 

alignment in the intertidal zone which has been dated to the mid-Saxon period. The 

oak growth rings suggest that these were maiden trees growing under coppice, with 

                                                           
21

 The NCC survey has been updated to include woodland of less than 2 hectares; mapping highlights 

species that are strong indicators of ancient woodland (Brownscombe 2014, 7, 21).  
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faster growing wood suggesting growth from coppice stools (Darrah and Loader 

2012, 210-13).  

 

 
    Fig. 4.3: View northwards to Alverstone model farm with the higher land beyond 

capped with gravels 
 

    Fig. 4.4: The Briddlesford Farm area gives an impression of a landscape of wood-
pasture and ancient woodland 

 

Domesday Book records salt houses at three sites (52, 52v, 53) which presumably 

burned wood to heat seawater. Bowcombe was probably producing salt on the west 

bank of the Medina estuary, Watchingwell had access to coastline in the Thorness 

area, and Whitefield manor either made salt on the northern shore of Brading Haven 

or on the north coast.  

 

Amongst the many boundary markers mentioned in Anglo-Saxon charters within the 

Northern Lowlands is ge clyppedan treowa, a named (or óembracedô) tree, in the 

bounds of the Watchingwell charter of 968 (S766; Margham 2006, 86-90, n.20). 

Although this was a solitary tree, it may refer to the margins of an area of wood-

pasture. Wood-pasture is a form of dual land use with trees and grazing.22 Much 

medieval wood-pasture was common land: 

 

 A typical wood-pasture common was grassland or heather with more or less 

thickly scattered trees and bushes. The grass was grazed by livestock ranging 

from horses to geese. Trees were cut for firewood and sometimes timber. The 

normal practice was pollarding, in order to produce repeated crops of wood (or 

occasionally leaves) without the animals eating the re-growth. Fuel could also 

                                                           
22

 Vera (2000) argued that a wood-pasture type environment was the essential component of the pre-

Neolithic landscape, with canopies kept open by large herbivores. This function was taken over by 
domesticated animals maintaining open habitats. óWildwoodô was only found on steeper, inaccessible 
slopes.  



73 
 

come from cutting bushes, even on commons which did not normally have 

trees (Rackham 1986, 121). 

 

Wood-pasture was seldom mentioned specifically in contemporary documents. The 

Islandôs Domesday woodland appears to be under recorded, only quantified if it was 

of particular economic significance or denoting rights of access. Much recorded 

woodland was within small manors such as Barnsley with 'woodland at 1 pig' or 

larger estates, for example the bishop of Winchesterôs Calbourne with 'woodland for 

20 pigs' (52v).These figures cannot be equated with the actual number of pigs but 

indicate that much woodland was likely to have been wood-pasture rather than 

continuous woodland cover. 'Woodland at 20 pigs' and 'woodland for fencing' 

belonging to Calbourne may refer to wood-pasture and coppicing respectively.23   

 

 
Fig. 4.5: Alvington Manor Farm from the south-west with Parkhurst Forest to the 
north. Much of the enclosure landscape beyond the farm was formerly part of 
Parkhurst Forest. The lack of woodland recorded for Bowcombe manor in 1086 
suggests Parkhurst Forestôs foundation by then. 

 

The Northern Lowlands also contains the only area which may have been a forest in 

the legal sense. It is not certain that Parkhurst Forest was ever subject to forest law, 

but in terms of historic land use can be regarded as a Forest. Richard de Redversô 

foundation charter of 1189x1191 to his burgesses of Newport granted pasture rights 

                                                           
23Bond (1994, 130) suggested that 'woodland for fencing', recorded from locations in Wiltshire and 

Hampshire, may imply that grazing was reserved for demesne livestock and commoners had rights 

only of hedgebote (removal of wood removal for fencing). 
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there (Bearman 1994, no. 66). In addition to deer hunting in Parkhurst Forest by the 

Lords of the Island, the Northern Lowlands contained most of the Islandôs medieval 

deer parks. Wood-pasture was the characteristic land use in early parks, but not 

necessarily the only land use (Bond 1994, 143). Eleven medieval parks can be 

identified, with eight from this landscape region. One, possibly two, was established 

by 1086. Half a hide was taken at Watchingwell between 1066 and 1086 to form óthe 

Kings parkô. This area, adjoining the south west of Parkhurst Forest, was later 

recorded comprising 350 acres (52v; Page 1912, 227). The 1774 field-name Park 

Hill on the eastern side of Ningwood Lake accords with a reference to a park at 

Shalfleet in 1278 (Basford 1989, 16; Page 1912, 272). The reference to wullafes 

hlipan óWullafôs leapô on the bounds of a mid-tenth century charter was located in this 

area (S543; Margham 2006, 80, fig. 1) and suggests that this park may have had an 

earlier precursor.  

 

 

Wet Heathland 

 

The northern part of the Island was dominated by heathland on both sides of the 

Medina estuary centred on Parkhurst Forest and Wootton Common (Chatters 1984, 

6). Heaths adjoining Wootton Common are commemorated in medieval and later 

place-names: Heathfield Farm, Great and Little Lynn Commons, Standen Heath and 

Staplers Heath, with Dame Anthonys Common and Kemphill Moor further away 

(Pope 2012, fig. 3.4). This heathland would have been a combination of heather 

heath, gorse scrub, bracken and rough acid grassland. In the Calbourne area much 

enclosure had already taken place by the time of the 1630 Swainston survey with 

Heathfield Common partially enclosed (Chatters 1984, 12; Chapter 9).  

 

Much former heathland was on acid wet clayey soils due to waterlogging (Chatters 

1984, 5). Past botanical work has been invaluable in giving some idea of how 

extensive clay heathland was over the Northern Lowlands, particularly from areas 

now having little or none. Recording by Townsend in 1904 shows that Colwell 

Common had characteristics of wet heathland, and plants recorded by Gladys 

Bullock at Havenstreet in the 1930s included similar flora (Chatters 1988; Pope 

1991). The place-name Havenstreet was 'the heather covered street' or 'the street 

running through heather-covered land' (Kökeritz 1940, 281-2).  
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Fig. 4.6: Whippingham church from the Medina 
estuary. The church is located on the margin of a 
gravel óislandô, an area of former heathland.  

 

Heathlands would appear to have been a significant component of the landscape by 

the later Anglo-Saxon period. In a tenth-century charter the bounds of 

Meolcburnantune (Ashey) include three instances of mearce, óboundary bankô. Such 

features were usually restricted to open areas where there were no landmarks 

(S842iii; Klingelhofer 1990, 33; Margham 2007, fig. 5). It is quite likely that these 

refer to boundaries within heathland.  

 

In the absence of surviving prehistoric earthworks on north Wight clay soils permiting 

soil sampling it is not certain when these extensive clay heathlands formed to 

replace partially the climax woodland cover.24 The almost total absence of early 

Bronze Age barrows (Basford 1980, map 6) from this area is in itself significant, 

implying that exploitation of these lowlands was seasonal and extensive with 

population centres in the vicinity of the chalk downs where barrow clusters are found. 

It is suggested that clay heaths were developing during the Bronze Age (Chatters 

1984, 9), paralleled with other heathland areas in southern England. 

 

 

Dry Heathland 

 

The areas of gravel capping on locally prominent hills 

and ridges formerly had dry heathland vegetation. 

The significance of these areas became apparent 

through the present authorôs plotting various 

habitative place-name types, in particular -tȊn names, 

clustering around gravel margins and often associated with springs (Margham 2003, 

21; 2012b, fig. 8.31). Gravel areas greater than one square kilometre are plotted on 

Map 4.6 as sub-divisions of the Northern Lowlands. One of these óislandsô of dry 

heathland existed in the tenth century. The bounds of StÞĽe include аara hina 

mearce to Ticcanfelde (óto the monksô boundary of Titchfieldô), implying the presence 

of an open landscape (Margham 2012c, fig. 8.32; Pope 2012, 21). Two smaller 

                                                           
24

 The end point in natural succession of vegetation. 
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areas of plateau gravels retain some heathland: Headon Hill in the Freshwater Isle 

and Little Lynn Common, formerly part of the great expanse of heathland centred on 

Wootton Common. There is a record of heathland vegetation on St Helens Green. 

Nearly all the species recorded there by Townsend in 1904 have since been lost but 

indicated the former presence of short, dry acid grassland approximating to the area 

of gravel capping, having characteristics of heathland lawn as a consequence of 

being tightly grazed (Chatters 1988, 19).  

 

 

The Bembridge Limestone Plateau 

 

The only extensive outcrop of Bembridge limestone is in the Thorley and Wellow 

area (Fig. 4.7). Whilst there was little medieval settlement on this plateau, several 

Domesday manors were located on or just beyond its margins at Thorley, Wellow, 

Ningwood and Shalcombe (53v, 52, 54, 52v). It is exceptional in being the only area 

within the Northern Lowlands with an abundance of crop marks. The soil survey 

indicates that soils derived from Bembridge limestone are atypical for the Northern 

Lowlands, being easily worked, well drained fine loam (Jarvis et al.1984). It is likely 

that field boundary and ring ditch cropmarks indicate that this area was more 

intensively used than much of the rest of the region in later prehistory (Margham 

1991, fig. 2). Thorleyôs seven Domesday ploughlands were located to take full 

advantage of easily worked soils. In the late twelfth century there were 200 acres of 

arable in Wellow, suggesting open-field use of Bembridge limestone (Bearman 1994, 

no. 78).25  

 

                                                           
25

 Some of the Bembridge limestone was common land for pasturing sheep in the sixteenth century 

(Margham 1991, 124). Tomalin (2022, 91-2) points out that tithe apportionment documents indicate 
there was a cereal growing and grazing rotation, explained by a combination of extremely fertile 
topsoil and soil depth rarely more than 0.3 metres.  
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Fig. 4.7: The Bembridge limestone plateau adjoining Churchills Farm. 
The face of a quarry is visible centre right just below the skyline.  

 

 

The Pattern of Land Use 

 

Whilst the dominant land use of much of the Northern Lowlands was wood-pasture 

and wet heathland, Domesday Book documents arable land use. In the óFreshwater 

Isleô the 16 ploughlands imply development of open-field agriculture by 1086 (52, 

53v; Margham 1994, 110-12). Ploughlands were recorded elsewhere, for example 

two in both Binstead and Luton (52v, 53). It is possible that the number of ploughs 

recorded for the heavy soil areas reflect the difficulties of ploughing clayland, such as 

the six in Whitefield (53), thus giving a false impression of the amount of arable. As a 

comparator, Wiltshireôs northern clay vale had óvery high levels of recorded woodland 

and moderately large areas of pasture [which] may bear out this suggestion that a 

high density of plough teams may not necessarily imply a large area of cultivated 

arable hereô (Lewis 1994, 177).  

 

Meadowland was also a small but significant land-use. Ningwoodôs charter bounds 

include mores heafde 'the end (or head) of the marshô (S543; Margham 2006, 80-

83). This location is at the head of a slades óshallow valleyô on the clayland just to the 

north of the Bembridge limestone (Margham 2006, fig. 1). It would appear that this 

was meadowland. Small areas of meadow were recorded in 1086, for example four 

acres at Barnsley and at Preston, and six at Thorley (39v, 53, 53v).  
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Landscape diversity in the Northern Lowlands is attested by charter boundary 

clauses. The Ningwood charter (S543; Margham 2006, 80-82) includes hyrst, 

ówooded hillô. The confirmation of Watchingwell by King Edgar to Wilton Abbey in 968 

(S766; Margham 2006, 86-90) features several significant boundary markers: in 

addition to a ge clyppedan treowa and a possible reference to heathland, there are 

two mentions of ræwe 'hedgerow' (Kökeritz 1940, 90-91). The overwhelming 

impression gained from diverse evidence is that much of the Northern Lowlands was 

extensively exploited. In addition to being an area where a Forest and deer parks 

could be established it also provided a suitable site for twelfth-century Quarr Abbey 

in 'a desert place', suited to a house of the Savignac order sharing similar ideals with 

Cistercians in selecting remote locations. The character of the area around Quarr is 

summed up in a document of c.1150 which refers to wood, meadows and pasture in 

the land of Saldefluet (Hockey 1991, no. 83).  

 

 

The Lateral Ridge 

 

The Lateral Ridge extends across the Island and is defined by the 250ft (76m) 

contour. It mainly consists of chalk downland but the intermittent greensand ridge to 

the south forms a prominent feature in the west from Compton to the Shorwell area, 

and the east south of Ashey and Bembridge Downs (Fig. 4.8). The gravel topped St 

Georgeôs Down, also with greensand solid geology, rises to over 250ft (76m) as 

does a small area to the north of the chalk adjoining Staplers Farm. The term Lateral 

Ridge is somewhat of a misnomer in the area west of the Medina valley, where the 

chalk band is much wider, forming a dissected plateau. It does, nonetheless, form a 

topographical divide as does the narrower chalk ridge to the east and west. The 

ridge rises up to over 400ft (122m) in several locations 26 and the chalk plateau area 

to 702ft (214m) on Brighstone Down with other hill tops rising to over 500ft (152m).27  

 

                                                           
26

 From west to east Tennyson Down, Brook Down, Mottistone Down, Bowcombe Down, Arreton 

Down, Mersley Down and Ashey Down. 
27Cheverton Down, Idlecombe Down, Newbarn Down and Chillerton Down. 
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Fig. 4.8: The view westwards from Coombe Tower in Brighstone parish with 
the chalk ridge on the right and the intermittent subsidiary greensand ridge on 
the left. The chalk cliffs within Freshwater parish can be seen in the top left of 
the photograph. 

 

 
Fig. 4.9: The upper Bowcombe Valley looking north-eastwards, 
with Bowcombe Down on the skyline 

 

The ridge is not a continuous feature with major breaks being a result of 

superimposed drainage, such as that created by the western Yar at Freshwater Bay, 

while the eastern Yar cuts through the ridge at Brading. In the centre of the Island, 

the River Medina has cut down to form a river valley between the chalk plateau to 

the west and St Georges Down to the east. There are other routeways through the 



80 
 

Lateral Ridge, all involving 'wind gaps' (cols), for example from Brook to Chessell. 

The Bowcombe Valley, running north-eastwards from Cheverton Shute to 

Carisbrooke, is the only major river valley within this region (Fig. 4.9). The ridge 

margins provide spring-lines, with streams flowing northward across the Northern 

Lowlands and southwards into the Southern Vale. 

 

Soil mapping shows a complex situation. In the West Wight the downs have a thin 

loamy topsoil rich in organic matter, easily worked, similar to the soils to the south of 

this along the greensand ridge. In the plateau area soils are well suited to cultivation 

on the silty drift overlying clay-with-flints on the highest ground intermixed with well 

drained silty soils on the chalk itself. The northern flanks of this area have variably 

flinty and chalky silty soils. The southern margins have fertile, easily worked soils. To 

the east of the Medina gap soils on the chalk ridge are the well drained, silty soils 

with loamy soils with inter-bedded loams, sands and clays on the northern flanks. 

The only soils of the Lateral Ridge which present problems for cultivation due to poor 

quality rather than steepness are on the gravel capping of St Georgeôs Down. In the 

Bowcombe valley, there is a fine silty soil over the chalk drift of the valley floor 

extending to the lower slopes of the chalk downs. Adjoining this to the east is one of 

the few areas of Grade 2 land (Jarvis et al.1984; MAFF 1969).  

 
Fig. 4.10: View eastwards from the Hatt, an early medieval assembly site, with Arreton 
at the centre of the photograph. The Lateral Ridge can be seen extending eastwards 
culminating in Bembridge Down on the skyline. Arreton Down is the site of a Bronze 
Age barrow cemetery which was reused in the early Anglo-Saxon period. 
 

The Lateral Ridge has a long history of human activity, with the Longstone Neolithic 

long barrow on the greensand ridge above Mottistone, another long barrow and 
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putative mortuary enclosure on the downs in the West Wight, the various Bronze 

Age barrow cemeteries on chalk summits (Basford 1980) and earthworks indicating 

rectilinear fields on Ashey, Brook, Brading and Mersley Downs. Three early medieval 

land uses can be identified: woodland, grassland and heathland. 

 

 

Woodland and Grassland 

 

The climax vegetation was woodland. The exception is an area of grassland in the 

West Wight on Tennyson Down which may be a fragment of aboriginal chalk 

grassland (Pope 1985, 578-9). There is now very little deciduous woodland, and only 

two woods were identified as having more than 30 ancient woodland indicator 

species: Lynbottom Copse, and Eaglehead/Bloodstone Copse (Hornby 1982). A 

limited amount of woodland is attested in Anglo-Saxon charter bounds: the 

Calbourne and Watchingwell charters include æscstede (S274; S766): 'the place of 

the ash trees' identifiable with Ashengrove in a dry valley on the northern flank of the 

ridge (Margham 2006, fig. 3). 

 

Environmental evidence from pollen suggests much chalk ridge woodland was 

cleared in prehistory (Scaife 1980, 271-3). Localised scrub clearance and mixed 

farming was apparent from soil samples in the late Iron Age, and arable with some 

pasture in the Romano-British period. From the medieval period onwards there was 

limited arable land use with the landscape being mainly pasture (Allen 2012, table 

6.2). Some woodland remained with ancient coppice stools, probably now over 500 

years old, on the margins of the chalk ridge at Eaglehead Copse (Pope 2012, 18). 

High Wood and Mudless Copse on the northern margins of the Lateral Ridge near 

Ashengrove together recorded 27 ancient woodland species (Hornby 1982).28 

 

Pastoral land-use is illustrated by Compton Down: the confirmation of common 

pasture c.1190 mentions seven cows with calves and 100 sheep (Hockey 1991, no. 

430). The chalk ridge also appears to have been used for pasture in the Anglo-

                                                           
28The existence of more woodland on the Lateral Ridge during the early medieval period is hinted at 

by the name Berdune (Arreton Down), and the lost place-name Codibear on the hillside to the east of 
Newport. Both may contain the Old English place-name element bær  '(swine) pasture' (Kökeritz 
1940, 7, 178).  
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Saxon period. The bounds of the Watchingwell charter list hrece leage 

middeweardre 'the middle of the stack meadow', which refers to an open landscape 

to the east of Ashengrove (S766; Margham 2006, fig. 3). The charter granting 

Meolcburnantune (Ashey) refers to Meolocdune 'the down where the grazing was 

good and consequently milk was got' (S842iii; Kökeritz 1940, 27; Margham 2007, 

126-130). This type of place-name evidence does not tell us whether it was sheep 

rather than cattle that were pastured on Ashey Down, although the milking of sheep 

occurred at Freshwater in the sixteenth century (Hockey 1970, 56).  

 

 

Heathland 

 

Three distinctive types of heathland survive in small areas: chalk heath; heathland 

on gravel deposits; and greensand heath. Chalk heath is a mixture of chalk 

grassland plant species with those of acid soils, dependent upon a superficial, often 

very thin layer of sand or loess (Rackham 1986, 283-4). Chalk heaths survive at 

Tennyson Down, Brook Down, Mottistone Down and Calbourne Great Down, all of 

which were formerly much more extensive (Chatters 1991, 74-5). Other areas of 

heathland were commonplace on the chalk downland, owing their presence to 

thicker, more gravelly deposits. The third type, greensand heath, was located on the 

greensand ridge (Chatters 1984, 8).  

 

 

The Pattern of Land Use 

 

The ólong tract or chaine of hills, yielding plentie of pasture, and forrage for sheepô 

which Camden (1637, 273) commented upon appears to have been an open 

landscape from prehistory. The location of Romano-British villas just beyond the 

margins of this region implies the continued use of the chalk downland as pasture, 

with some arable land use on the flanks attested by the field systems above Brading 

villa. In the sub-Roman period some localised woodland regeneration is a possibility 

(Dark 2000, 172; Rippon et al. 2015, 167). Chalk grassland can be seen as the 

dominant land use, with areas of woodland of 'grove' proportions on the steeper 

slopes. Arable land would have been restricted to the margins and the Bowcombe 

valley, although the continued use of rectilinear fields such as those on Brook Down 

and above the Brading villa site is possible. 



83 
 

The Southern Vale 

 

The contrast between the land-use in the north of the Island and the area to the 

south of the Lateral Ridge has often been commented upon, with Hassell (1790, 

123) noting óThe north part affords excellent pasturage and meadow grounds, while 

the south is a fine corn countryô. This impression belies a variety of other land uses, 

all of which would have been far more extensive in the Middle Ages. The Southern 

Vale is a predominantly low-lying area between the Lateral Ridge and the Southern 

Massif. Much of the area lies below the 250ft (76m) contour although locally 

prominent hills and ridges are present. It is underlain mainly by Lower Greensand 

but with Wealden Beds along the south-west coast with a smaller exposure on the 

east coast. There are areas of superficial deposits with some areas of gravel and 

alluvium along the watercourses and gravel terraces associated with the eastern 

River Yar. The only extensive area of gravel terrace, centred on Hale Common, has 

been mapped as an area of particular significance. This is due to the presence of 

early habitative -inga place-names denoting settlement sites on the margins of the 

gravels, ie. Bathingbourne and Horringford (Mills 1996, 26, 61), and the profusion of 

rectilinear crop marks indicating the former existence of later pre-historic and 

Romano-British field boundaries south of Hale Manor Farm (IWHER 1797, 7015, 

7039, 7049; Fig. 4.11).29 

 

                                                           
29

 An area of multi-period field systems with associated round houses defined by narrow ditches in 

contrast with wide lynchets on the chalk (Royall 2010, 34-5).  
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Fig. 4.11: The view south-westwards from Mersley Down over the valley of the eastern 
Yar within the Southern Vale. The glasshouses are located in the area of gravel 
terrace at Hale Common. 

 

The Southern Vale is drained by the Eastern Yar and its tributaries, the River 

Medina, also streams in the Brook area of the south-west coast and the former 

headwaters of the Western Yar which have been truncated by coastal erosion. The 

south-east and south-west coastal areas are partially drained by the short streams 

cutting down through the Wealden Beds and Greensands known as chines. Much of 

the Southern Vale is Grade 3 agricultural land but there are significant areas of 

Grade 2 land; mainly in the Hale Common, Arreton and Merston area but also 

around Atherfield. Grade 4 land is restricted to alluvial deposits and wetland areas 

along the valleys of the eastern Yar and Medina, and in the Brookgreen area (MAFF 

1969). The soils of the Southern Vale are dominated by the easily worked course 

loams derived from the underlying Lower Greensand. The exceptions are small 

areas of plateau gravel, and alluviums and gravels associated with larger 

watercourses and soils derived from the Wealden Beds, the latter with loam topsoil 

over a clayey layer where waterlogging can be problematic (Jarvis et al. 1984). 
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Fig. 4.12: View north-westwards across the south-western extremity of the 
Southern Vale towards the chalk cliffs at Freshwater. This area is known locally  
as óThe Back of the Wightô and is subject to rapid coastal erosion. 

 

Arable Land 

 

The ófine corn countryô commented upon by Hassell can be compared with the 

evidence for medieval arable land use in the Southern Vale. Ploughs and 

ploughlands were attested throughout the region in 1086. Many manors recorded 

small numbers of ploughlands, for example one in Merston and one in each of the 

three entries for Scaldeford, i.e. Hyde and Ninham (39v, 53). Manors on the 

peripheries had a larger number of ploughlands. Sandford with Weekôs twelve 

ploughlands are partially explained as being a centre of an extensive estate (39v). It 

appears that there was more land under the plough in the areas bordering the chalk 

downland than in the lower-lying areas toward the middle of the Southern Vale. A 

lease of Quarr's lands in Arreton in 1453 refers to the East Field, the South Field, the 

West Field and a close called Horforeste. This document illustrated the 

interrelationship between adjoining landscape regions as it included (downland) 

pasture for 60 sheep with the abbey flock: the shepherd was to fold his sheep with 

the others to manure the arable (Hockey 1991, no. 167). Although dating from the 

late medieval period, this may reflect an earlier situation.  
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Woodland 

 

There is little woodland in the modern landscape, with only four areas being 

examined in the ancient woodlands survey. Three had fewer than 20 ancient 

woodland species, the exception being America Wood, an area of oak wood-pasture 

(Hornby 1982; Brough et al.1986, 163). Little woodland was recorded in 1086, being 

restricted to the margins of the area, such as 'woodland at 2 pigs' in Shanklin 

probably referring to the flank of the Southern Massif. The only recorded woodland in 

the interior was ówoodland at 2 pigsô at Scaldeford (53). Borthwood Copse, an area 

of ancient oak woodland, would appear to have been more extensive in the fifteenth 

century (Page 1912, 162; Brough et al.1986, 163). 

 

Analysis of pollen cores from valley peat bogs at Gatcombe, Borthwood and 

Bohemia indicate continuous and extensive woodland clearance attributed to the 

Bronze Age (Scaife 1980). The immediate environment of these sites continued to 

be dominated by alder carr although arable pollen grains were well represented 

(Scaife 1980, 269). A total of 75 separate flint scatters have been documented 

indicating human activity in the Neolithic and Bronze Age periods which appears to 

reflect activity within a more open environment rather than continuous woodland 

(IWHER accessed July 2020).30 

 

Meadow and Wetlands 

 

Several small areas of woodland remain alongside the Medina, the eastern Yar and 

their tributaries. The most common tree species are willow, alder and birch. All had 

an economic use in the past, with willow for firewood and basket making, alders from 

ócarrs' mainly used for fuel and charcoal, and birch providing firewood. Other areas 

alongside watercourses retain something of their former appearance as wetlands. 

The Wilderness in the upper Medina valley is a boggy area of woodland surrounded 

by marshy meadowland (Kettell et al.1979, 104), while the lower course of the Yar is 

bounded by a broad belt of wet pasture with willow, reed beds, and an abundance of 

marsh plants. Some of the peat deposits in this area are in the order of 20 to 30ft (6 

to 9m) deep, such as Alverstone marshes. There were pockets of acidic flora around 

                                                           
30

 This can be compared with 94 from the Northern Lowlands. 
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the confluences of streams joining the Yar recorded in the mid-nineteenth century; 

Munsley Bog retains its distinctive flora (Kettell et al.1982, 317-9). 

 

Wetlands of the Yar are mentioned in Bathingbourne charters: tidearing mor, risc 

mere 'rush pond', and аone mor 'the moor' (S1968; 1662; 1663; 842ii; Margham 

2007, fig. 4). In 1086 we get a more systematic evaluation of the importance of these 

low-lying areas when meadowland was included amongst the assets of several 

manors. These ranged from Gatcombeôs 26 acres, to six acres held between 

Atherfield, Dungewood and Walpan (52v). Moors referred to in post-Conquest 

documents were usually meadowland, being óflat, low-lying areas bounded by 

watercourses, capable of producing a heavy cut of grassô (Hockey 1970, 71). 

However, 'moor' could have a different meaning referring to unimproved low-lying 

land which would have provided grazing for livestock (Pope 2003, 57). A grant made 

c.1200 to Quarr of part of Henry, son of Odo's land ócalled Tedelingeham in his moor 

for making there a meadowô (Hockey 1991, no. 184) suggesting uses of ómoorô were 

interchangeable between meadow and rough pasture.  

 

 
Heathland 

 

Although much of the Southern Vale is now in intensive agricultural use, being 

naturally infertile, heathland was formerly an important landscape component 

(Chatters 1984, 4). Heathland appears to have become established by the early 

medieval period. For example, two instances of óstony sheltersô, аa stanynan hlyfan 

and аa oĽre stÞnenan hlyfan in the bounds of Heantune i.e. Branstone (S842i) 

seemingly relate to the pastoral use of dry heathland (Margham 2007, fig. 3). 

Analysis of pollen from peat sites indicates that soil deterioration was apparent at 

Bleak Down during the Bronze Age and heathland was expanding prior to c.1700 BC 

(Scaife 1980, 276-7). Borthwood Heath apparently developed at about the same 

time. In contrast, land adjoining Ninham bog was cleared of woodland in the Bronze 

Age but only developed into heathland in or after the Romano-British period 

(Chatters 1984, 9). 
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The Pattern of Land Use 

 

The observation made by Hassell (1790, 123) that the Southern Vale was óa fine 

corn countryô was a generalisation, as the 1810 Ordnance Survey shows the areas 

of heathland towards its eastern margins. In the eleventh century the Southern Vale 

consisted of a mosaic of different land uses. The low-lying areas alongside 

watercourses were a mixture of meadowland, and unimproved 'moors' consisting of 

peat bog, reed beds and wet woodland. The higher land had small areas of 

woodland, areas of heathland and arable, the latter being centred on the more 

substantial vills on the regionôs margins. Other areas of arable were located within 

the Southern Vale, including the Bathingborne area of well drained soils on an 

extensive area of river terrace.  

 

 

The Southern Massif 

 

The chalk downland of the Southern Massif was described in an account of the 

Islandôs geology: 

 

Farther south, in the seaward angle of the Island, rises the dominating range of 

the Southern Downs; scarped and deeply indented on its inland side; smoothly 

rounded in the crest.... Here the highest grounds in the Wight, St Boniface 

above Ventnor reaching 787ft; St Catherine's, at the other end of the 

range,781ft; and Week Down, between them, falling not far short at 692ft 

(Osborne White 1921, 2). 

 

The Massif is defined approximately by the 250ft (76m) contour. Much of the surface 

geology is chalk, with the three highest areas being capped by flint gravel. 

Underlying the chalk are Upper Greensand and Gault which forms the northern slope 

of the Massif, but the solid geology is obscured on steeper slopes by areas of 

landslip. 
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Fig. 4.13: View northwards from Niton Down within the Southern Massif. 
 Down Court (centre right) was the location of Bathingbourneôs outlying pasture 
 documented in S1662. 

 

The surface drainage runs northward following the major valleys dissecting the 

massif into the Southern Vale with the upper parts of the valleys between the chalk 

downland being dry. Dean Farm Whitwell is in one of these, the only instance of a 

place-name on the Island derived from Old English denu 'valley' (Kökeritz 1940, 267; 

Fig. 4.14).  

 

 

 

Fig. 4.14: Dean 
Farm, located near 
the head of a valley 

within the 
Southern Massif 
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Denu place-names are ómostly used of long, narrow valleys with two moderately 

steep sides and a gentle gradient along most of their lengthô (Cole 1982, 86), which 

describes the valley topography within the Southern Massif. Soils are varied, the 

higher areas of chalk downland have shallow, well drained silty soils, with the 

exception of the flint gravel areas, and easily worked, fertile soils on the lower chalk 

slopes.  Lower down the valleys overlying the Gault there is greater clay content. 

The landslip areas along the northern margins have fertile, loamy soils with some 

impeded drainage but are moderately easy to cultivate (Jarvis et al.1984). Much of 

the Southern Massif is now Grade 4 agricultural land with Grade 5 land restricted to 

the tops of the downs (MAFF1969). 

 

The place-name Wrocceshele (Wroxall), first recorded in the mid-eleventh century is 

best interpreted as 'the buzzard(ôs) nook', implying an open landscape (S1391; 

Kökeritz 1940, 257). The historical record of land use is sparse before the mid-

sixteenth century when sheep grazing rights were recorded for St Catherine's Down, 

its unenclosed landscape being subject to disputes over common rights (Hockey 

1982, 212-3). 

 
 
Heathland 

 

Areas of heathland on the highest parts of the chalk downs were previously much 

more extensive. Peat formation on Bonchurch Down was sufficiently developed for it 

to be cut in the early nineteenth century (Englefield 1816, 37). Significant areas 

survive in the modern landscape on Wroxall, Luccombe and Bonchurch Downs 

(Chatters 1990, 71, 75) on flint gravel deposits. On Luccombe Down heathland 

would appear to have originated during the Bronze Age, indicated by soil profiles 

beneath round barrows (Chatters 1984, 9).  

 

 

Woodland and Wood-Pasture 

 

In the modern landscape only small areas of woodland remain.31 Areas of woodland 

on the steeper slopes have been surveyed. Ancient woodland indicator species 

ranged from 20 in Rew Copse to 29 in Greatwood Copse above Shanklin (Hornby 

                                                           
31

 The exception being modern invasion of Holme Oak on the flanks of St Boniface Down. 
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1982). There are few woods on the chalk with a fairly rich flora and a lot of areas of 

woodland with much poorer floras, suggesting a comparatively recent origin for the 

latter (Colin Pope, pers. comm.). Nineteenth-century records of lichens in 

Appuldurcombe Park suggest the former existence of wood-pasture (Pope 1985, 

580; Basford 1989, 16-7).  Only small quantities of woodland were recorded in 1086: 

'woodland at one pig' in Wroxall, and 'woodland at two pigs' in Shanklin (39v, 53).  

 

Other types of land use were restricted to the Southern Massif margins, for example 

Whitwellôs open-fields, two of which were still divided into furlongs in the 1838/9 Tithe 

Commutation (Whitehead 1911, 216). Domesday ploughlands were recorded for 

Luccombe, Stenbury, Wroxall, Niton and Shanklin, most of which were centred on 

the periphery of the Southern Massif (39v, 40, 53, 53v). Stenbury and Wroxall also 

had meadowland (39v). 

 

 

The Pattern of Land Use 

 

The Southern Massif is much less well documented than the Lateral Ridge, but 

various strands of evidence enable eleventh-century land use reconstruction. The 

highest parts of the chalk down had heathland over the flinty gravel deposits. The 

slopes and flanks had downland pasture, with areas of woodland on the steeper 

slopes and possibly some wood-pasture on the lower slopes. Arable areas were 

restricted to the margins in the Shanklin and Stenbury areas and in the valleys within 

the massif at Niton, Wroxall and probably Whitwell. Meadowland was located in 

these valley bottoms on the margins of the region. 

 

 

The Undercliff 

 

The southernmost landscape region is known locally as 'the Undercliff', being 

bounded to the north by an inland cliff for much of its length. The Undercliff has 

experienced much instability due to land slips and cliff falls and consists almost 

entirely of material derived from them. For example, a massive landslip occurred 

under Gore Cliff in the late eighteenth century, destroying a farmhouse and about 

100 acres of land, and in 1810 and 1818 about 40 acres were lost in the area now 

known as 'The Landslip' (Whitehead 1911, 3). These were only two incidents which 
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had occurred for several millennia (Fig. 4.16).32 Soils are moderately easy to 

cultivate but with impeded drainage (Jarvis et al.1984). However, due to the very 

broken nature of the ground, the few areas of the Undercliff still in agricultural use 

have been classified as being Grade 5 (MAFF 1969). Surface drainage consists of 

small streams flowing southward into the English Channel issuing from the base of 

the cliff.  

 

 
Fig. 4.15: Recent land-slipping within the Undercliff has resulted in the closure 
of the road between Niton and Ventnor 

 

Physically isolated, the Undercliff had its own identity long before the term came into 

use. In c.1173 a grant was made by Alwaric de Newton to Quarr for all the land he 

had sub falasia 'under the cliff' of Neweton i.e. Niton (Hockey 1991, no. 438; 

Whitehead 1911, 1). However, it seems that the usual term in the medieval period 

was Underwath, ó(the place) below Wathe [ford]ô (Mills 1996, 91), first recorded in 

William de Vernonôs charter confirming possessions of Lyre Abbey1193x1217 

(Hockey 1981, no. 4). Southwathe or Wath continued to be used to name the central 

                                                           
32

 A substantial landslip within Bonchurch parish in Autumn 2023 destroyed the óDevilôs Chimneyô, a 

cleft in the rocks giving footpath access to the óLower Landslipô from the temporarily closed Ventnor to 
Shanklin road.  
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part of the region, although the identification from the church dedication to St 

Lawrence came into usage in the mid-thirteenth century (Kökeritz 1940, 201-02). 

  

The Undercliff was an economically peripheral area of the Isle of Wight throughout 

the Middle Ages.33 Only two small Domesday vills of Bonchurch and Luccombe were 

located there, with the western area of the Undercliff otherwise consisting of outlying 

parts of manors elsewhere. Small amounts of arable land were recorded in 1086, 

with half a ploughland for Bonchurch and one in Luccombe (53, 39v). Speed's map 

of 1611 names the Undercliff as 'St Laurence Park' (Map 3.4). Basford (1989, 14) 

has pointed out that the map does not depict a park pale as the cliff would have 

formed an effective natural boundary.  

 

Other indications of medieval land use in much of the Undercliff are hinted at by 

minor place-names in the St Lawrence area. The western side of the Old Park estate 

was known as 'The Warren' and an enclosure adjoining Woolverton was called 

'Green Park' (Whitehead 1911, 248). The name Old Park, first recorded in 1628, may 

be connected with the acquisition of the estate by the Worsley family in the sixteenth 

century. This implies that there was already a park here at this time, and that the 

designation 'Old' may have come about to distinguish it from the Worsleyôs 'new' 

park at Appuldrcombe (Vicky Basford, pers. comm.). The existence of the park and 

related place-names is compatible with it being an area of chase rather than an 

enclosed park. The use of the Undercliff for hunting, but not exclusively so, would 

account for the former area of ridge and furrow alongside Flowers Brook (IWHER 

3447). 

 

 

The Pattern of Land Use 

 

The overall impression of the Undercliff in the medieval period is a region which was 

peripheral to the Island in terms of the development of the landscape as well as 

being physically isolated. The probable use of the Undercliff as an area of chase and 

much of the area being outlying portions of manors support this observation, as does 

its identification in post-Conquest documents as Underwath. Botanical evidence 

suggests that in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century the Undercliff was 

                                                           
33

 This may not have been the case in the Iron Age as Basford (2013, 262) points out that, other than 

coins, more Iron Age material has been recorded from the Undercliff than any other part of the Island.  
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essentially a landscape of open, rocky rough grazing with very small wooded areas 

formed of groups of trees (Pope, pers. comm.). 

 

Communications 

The evidence for communications to and within the Island in the early medieval 

period is diverse, ranging from broadly contemporary sources, later medieval 

documentation, and inferences from early mapping. This account of includes 

evidence for a system of look-out locations which may have been beacon sites 

before they were so documented. 

 

Coastal Communications 

In the early eighth century Bede noted the unusual nature of the Solentôs tides 

mentioning conflict between tides from different directions (HE IV 16). The Solent 

has two high tides in any one cycle, rather than one. He also includes the first 

specific mention of a sea journey to the mainland, with the escape of the Islandôs 

ruler Arwaldôs young brothers during CÞdwallaôs incursion in the 680s (HE IV 16).34 

Records of such journeys are inevitably rare but include that of three Island blind 

women seeking healing in Winchester after St Swithinôs translation by Æthelwold at 

Winchester Old Minster on 15th July 971 (Webb 2000, 19-20). Journeys in the other 

direction, from the mainland to the Island, included that made by Æthelred II on his 

way to exile in Normandy in 1013-14 and Bishop Odo in 1082 who was attempting a 

similar journey when he was apprehended on the Island (Swanton 1996, 144, 214; 

Chibnall 1969-80, IV, 40-45). 

                                                           
34

 The brothers were first taken to Ad Lapidem which may be identified as Stone on the New Forestôs 

south coast. Langlands (2020, 300-01) suggests this as the location of Wihtbordessstan óthe stone on 
the Isle of Wight (facing) borderô where IV Edgar law code was proglumated.  



95 
 

 

Fig. 4.16: Storm over the Solent, with the New Forest to the left of the 
photograph and the Isle of Wight to the right 

Once travellers had crossed the Solent to the Island disembarkation probably 

occurred at staithes (landing places) associated with tidal inlets, although beaching 

of boats elsewhere almost certainly happened. Such landing places can be 

envisaged at the coastal inlets along the north coast including the documented StaĽe 

(S842iv). The only physical evidence for a staithe is a linear limestone rubble feature 

with landward-side posts near the low water line north of former Barnsley Haven, 

with C14 dating of cal AD 690-865, and cal AD 670-890 at 95% confidence (IWHER 

1789; GrN-31047, SUERC-15516).35  

Locations other than these along the northern coast can be suggested for the export 

of limestone. Quarr Stone was quarried in the Binstead area (Hopson and Farrant 

2015, 132) and used for components of tenth- and eleventh-century churches in the 

Hampshire basin and along the Sussex coast (Jope 1964, 101). It had a similar 

distribution in late Anglo-Saxon sculpture, continuing into the late eleventh century 

                                                           
35 Oglander recorded ΨThere belonged in those days [in relation to the óawntienest towneô of Bradinge] 

to St. Hellens and Barneslye 50 sayle of shipes, of Nettlestone Pointe, by act, a myle into ye seae, 
they had made a good harbour by casting up of ye beache on both sides, to be sene at this dayeô 
(Long 1888, 109-10) which appears to refer to this structure. It has not been confirmed that the rubble 
feature and posts are contemporary, but two more lines of posts on the same alignment at extreme 
low water c.800m from the other posts have been identified (Loader, pers. comm.), producing 
radiocarbon dates of 1252±24BP, 674-853 cal AD at 95.4% probability (SUERC-101366), and 
1329±23 BP, 652-774 cal AD at 95.4% probability (SUERC-101362).  
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and beyond with a wider distribution (Anderson and Quirk 1964, 116-17; Tatton-

Brown 1980, 213; 1990, 73). The quarries adjoin Binsteadôs foreshore where there 

was no convenient sea inlet, so beaching of boats can be envisaged (Tomalin 2012, 

264). The two pieces of tenth- or eleventh-century stone sculpture at Selsey may be 

Headon Hill limestone, raising the possibility of export from the óFreshwater Isleô in 

similar circumstances (Tweddle et al. 1995, 21).  

 

Roads and Tracks 

The earliest contemporary evidence for roads and tracks is found in Anglo-Saxon 

charter boundary clauses (Table 3; Margham 2006, table 1). These were mapped by 

the present author with the exception of unidentified Linlande (Margham 2003; 2006; 

2007; 2012c). The geographical spread of estates provides information about three 

landscape regions (Margham 2007, fig. 8). Relevant terms are ford, geate, lanan, 

herepaĽ and weg (Map 4.9; Margham 2016a, 53). With the exception of ĽÞt hlidgeat 

óthe swing gateô high up on the Lateral Ridge all these locations are within the 

Northern Lowlands and the Southern Vale. The first of these terms, ford, will be 

discussed below in a consideration of the wider corpus of place-names.  

Two instances of geate ógateô are on or adjoining modern main roads. ĽÞt hlidgeat 

can be located on the south-east flank of Ashey Down (S842iii: Margham 2007, 127) 

but it is uncertain whether this was on the ridgeway or provided access from it. аan 

stane Þt аan geate óthe stone at the gateô (S842iv) ówould appear to refer to a 

location to the south of Quarr Abbey on the modern main road to Ryde from Wootton 

at Elenorôs Groveô (Margham 2016a, 40-1; 2012c, fig. 8.32). Three other instances 

were apparently of local significance only. Wynnangeate óthe meadow/pasture gateô 

at Winford Farm (S842i) adjoins an area of former heathland depicted on the 1793/4 

six-inch survey, seemingly providing grazing access (Margham 2007, 124, fig. 3). 

аan fulan geate óthe dirty gateô (S842iii) can be identified with a location on a stream, 

providing access to Upton from Ashey adjoining Ashey Common (Margham 2006, 

126-9, fig. 5). It is possible that the common was more extensive in the tenth century 

and that this gate provided access. аæt geat on StaĽeôs bounds (S842iv) can be 

located within Firestone Copse, an area of ancient woodland (Margham 2012c, 282), 

the gate perhaps providing wood-pasture acess. 
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Map 4.7: The Bathingbourne area with roads in 1810 and Anglo-Saxon  
charter bounds locations (Margham 2016a, map 1) 

The bounds of 1 mansa in Vexta insula (Ningwood: S543: Kökeritz 1940, 207; 

Margham 2006, 80-1, fig. 1) include two lanan impling minor route-ways, one of 

which survives in the modern landscape. A herepaĽ may represent a through route 

of more than local significance, arguably including a military function (Langlands 

2019, 16-18). аone sandihtan hÞrepoа at Sandford forms part of the modern main 

road between Godshill and Shanklin (S1663: Margham 2007, 121-2) whereas the 

herpaeĽs at Branstone (S842i) and Bathingbourne (S842ii) are two lengths of the 

same road from Sandford towards Newchurch (Margham 2007, 123-5, figs. 3 & 4; 

Fig. 4.17). The location of the herpaĽ in the bounds of Linlande (S1662) has yet to 

be identified but appears to be on the northern margins of the Southern Vale 

(Margham 2007, 119-20). The one instance of weg was in the Bathingbourne area, 

where аes grenan weges in S1663 can be identified as a continuation of one branch 
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of the herpaeĽes of S842ii to the south of Bathingbourne (Margham 2007, 117-18, 

fig. 2; Fig. 4.17).  

 

Fig. 4.17: The ógreen wayô of S1663 joins the herpaeĽes of S842ii at this location 
to the south of Bathingbourne 
 

Road network components are revealed through place-names referring to water 

crossings (Map 4.8). Three mentions of óthe stoney fordô in S1662, S842i and S842ii 

all refer to the same location on the herepaĽ through Bathingbourne (Map 4.7; 

Margham 2016a, 53). There are twenty-one separate locations in the wider corpus of 

ford place-names, of which fourteen are depicted on through routes on the 1810 

Ordnance Survey map (Margham 2016a, 40). Nine names were recorded in 1086, 

with six of these associated with through routes in 1810. The single instance of Old 

English wath ófordô in the St Lawrence area of the Undercliff can be added to this 

corpus (Mills 1996, 90-1), referencing a stream crossing.  
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Map 4.8: Isle of Wight bridge and ford place-names (Margham 2016a, map 2) 

 

Most watercourse crossings would have been fords rather than bridges in the early 

medieval period. However, the Domesday manorial names Side and Sida refer to the 

area in the Medina gap known as Shide, deriving from Old English scǭd ó(place at) 

the plank or foot-bridgeô (Mills 1996, 95). Despite the apparently flimsy nature of the 

bridge here, along with Durnford adjoining the later site of Newport to the north, this 

was a significant crossing connecting the eastern half of the Island to the 

Carisbrooke area, recorded as pontem de ssyde in the thirteenth century (Mills 1996, 

95). It is possible that other bridges existed, although no brycg place-names were 

recorded before the thirteenth century. A comparison of the corpus of ford and brycg 

place-names indicates the replacement of fords with bridges at various locations. 

Examples are Durnford c.1258, Godesbidge in the sixteenth century, and La 

Rydeford in 1331 probably the location of Redebrigge in 1471 (Margham 2016a, 40). 
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Fig. 4.18: The twentieth-century bridge at Shide. The medieval bridge provided 
access to the Carisbrooke area from the East Medine. This was the site of a  
footbridge recorded in the Domesday place-names Side and Sida, 
presumably adjoining a ford. 

 

Some medieval place-names record roads rather than stream crossings. These are 

two instances of weg ówayô and four instances of straet óstreetô. Holeweye provided 

access to the Undercliff area from Wroxall. The place-name atteridweie recorded in 

1302 (Mills 1996, 86) gave access to the location alongside the eastern Yar from 

Merstone, now known as Redway Farm. Havenstreet was Hethenestrete in 1255 

(Mills 1996, 57), on a route inland from the north-east coast. Rewstreet, Rewestret in 

the fourteenth century (Mills 1996, 87), is a settlement on a north-south road from 

the north coast which may have been associated with the Gurnard Romano-British 

óvillaô site. The Terra de Strete of the twelfth-century records land on the north side of 

the road eastwards from Newbridge (Kökeritz 1940, 84-5). The settlement predating 

the Bishop of Winchesterôs foundation of Newtown was Stretley in1254-5 (Beresford 

1967, 445). Although there is no archaeological evidence for Roman roads on the 

Island, these straet place-names suggest this as a distinct possibility. Ann Coleôs 

(2013, 22) analysis of such names shows óthat straet is generally a reliable indicator 

of a Roman road that was in use at the time of namingô.36  

                                                           
36

 These straet place-names can be contrasted with post-medieval names such as Arreton Street and 

Thorley Street representing settlement shift from Domesday manorial centres to locations alongside 
through routes exhibiting irregular two-row settlement morphology (Margham 2021c).  


