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SHAPED BY SHIPS AND STORMS:  

A MARITIME ARCHAEOLOGY OF MEDIEVAL WINCHELSEA 

Thomas Dhoop 

This thesis presents a maritime archaeology of the medieval port town of Winchelsea, in East 

Sussex, United Kingdom. It specifically researches the aspects of seafaring and storminess which 

are shown to be vital for understanding how the town was structured and how life was lived. The 

study brings together a variety of sources – many collected during a fieldwork project at the ancient 

waterfront – which allowed for the production of a narrative about a community whose attitudes 

towards the sea shifted over time. In the process, a number of theoretical and methodological tools 

were developed that allow for (medieval) port towns to be studied in new ways, unhindered by any 

remaining perceived boundaries between the maritime and terrestrial spheres.  

The theoretical underpinning that functions as the study’s foundation is a relational approach – the 

maritime townscape – aided by two theoretical devices – rhythmanalysis and spatial trialectics – 

that encourage researchers to consider how the dynamisms of everyday life in a port were 

materialized in the past and how they can be studied and reconstructed by archaeologists. 

Approaching Winchelsea from the water, materials and places are discussed as they are 

encountered along the way. The ship archaeological material from the region is synthesized and 

contextualised within developments in shipbuilding in northwest Europe. This material serves as 

the basis for a discussion of the types and sizes of ships that would have called at medieval 

Winchelsea and the organisation and working of the Camber Estuary which functioned as the new 

town’s roadstead. These findings are subsequently related to New Winchelsea’s waterfront. Taking 

the results of a geotechnical survey conducted as part of this project as a starting point, the 

available information about the area is brought together and the first archaeological interpretation 

of how the waterfront was structured and could have functioned is put forward. Venturing into the 

town itself, the tools of spatial analysis are used to raise questions about Winchelsea’s seemingly 



 

 

simple grid-like structure and it is argued that the town was laid out with seafaring in mind. Yet, 

this structure imposed on a population in a top-down manner was to a large extent negotiated by 

the people’s own attitudes and affordances. One of the most telling indications of these are the 

remarkable instances of ship graffiti in the town – in St Thomas’ church and Blackfriars Barn 

undercroft – which were recorded using reflectance transformation imaging (RTI) and analysed. 

While highlighting the complexities involved in interpreting and finding meaning in ship graffiti, it 

is nonetheless argued that they demonstrate a multifaceted relationship with the sea. Finally, a 

local proxy for high-energy events is developed by dating a rhythmite sequence from a core 

extracted from the silted River Brede using paleomagnetic secular variation (PSV) and subjecting it 

to geochemical analysis (micro-XRF) using the ITRAX core scanner. This proxy allowed Winchelsea’s 

history of storminess to be both refined and contextualised within wider developments of medieval 

climate change.  

Working on the series of storm events that led to the destruction of ‘old’ and the founding of ‘new’ 

Winchelsea, it is proposed that the production of localised well-dated environmental proxies could 

contribute to solving methodological difficulties with reconciling information about weather events 

from written records and information about climate from environmental proxies. The localised 

proxy for high-energy events generated at Winchelsea revealed that weather conditions seemingly 

worsened in the second half of the thirteenth century, at the eve of the transition from the 

Medieval Climatic Anomaly (AD 950-1250) to the Little Ice Age (AD 1400-1700), forcing the 

residents of Old Winchelsea to protect themselves by building sea defences and ultimately 

requiring them to relocate to a nearby hilltop. Stimulated by the theoretical device of spatial 

trialectics, the choice of the new site, located c. 1.5 km inland, is interpreted, not only as a way of 

physically protecting oneself, but also as suggestive of a growing unease towards the sea. The 

results of the geotechnical survey indicate that the waterfront at the new site needed a certain 

amount of work to keep it viable as an access point to the water and provides physical evidence for 

what is suggested in the written sources: it was “perilous at all flowings of the tide”. Yet, the 

ambition reflected in the town’s layout and the fact that systems were put in place that allowed 

Winchelsea to continue functioning as a port, hint at a multifaceted relationship with the sea. 

Encouraged by the theoretical toolkit of rhythmanalysis, it is shown that people’s daily lives in 

Winchelsea were, to a large extent, lived to the rhythms of the sea: from millennial and centennial 

storminess down to the yearly sailing season and the daily tidal cycles. Yet, people’s activities 

emerged with the rhythms of the sea and not as a result of them. The complexity of this relationship 

is perhaps captured best by the ship graffiti. On the one hand, people found it necessary to engrave 

ship drawings in stone pillars in St Thomas, perhaps to acquire some form of spiritual protection 

from the sea, while – at the same or at a different time – also scratching ship drawings in wet plaster 



 

 

in an ostensibly secular undercroft, perhaps commemorating the mustering of a large naval fleet 

before setting out, and therefore seemingly celebrating the beneficial aspects of living beside the 

sea. 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis ventures to produce a framework that allows for multiple lines of evidence to be brought 

together in a new way to generate a more comprehensive, layered and dynamic account of a 

maritime landscape. It does so through a fieldwork project conducted in Winchelsea, East Sussex, 

United Kingdom (UK) (Figure 1) which functions as a case study to discuss the relationship between 

an urban populace and its maritime environment. Specifically, the aspects of seafaring and 

storminess1 are shown to be vital for understanding how the town was structured and how life was 

lived. The research actively treads across any remaining disciplinary boundaries separating 

archaeological work in a maritime and terrestrial environment and makes the case for a slightly 

deviant approach to representations of time and space in port towns. The temporal emphasis is 

dictated by Winchelsea’s historical development and lies on the twelfth to fourteenth century.  

While it is certainly the case that this thesis is structured from the bottom up – exploring the 

empirical evidence from a particular case study – the material is continuously contextualised and 

its interpretation enriched by comparative models drawn from theoretical thinkers. This results in 

a study that is a blend of particularist and generalist methods, while taking full advantage of 

archaeology’s link with the social sciences. The inspiration to study the link between a technology 

and town structure, specifically the impact of seafaring on a port town, originated with reading the 

conference proceedings Maritime Topography and the Medieval Town (Bill & Clausen 1999), and 

specifically Jan Bill’s (1999) contribution Port Topography in Medieval Denmark. The environmental 

aspect, on the other hand, was gained through practice, by following up on the data collected 

during the fieldwork conducted as part of this research.  

Indeed, the end result of this PhD is the outcome of a process which is reflected in the structure of 

this manuscript. Inspired by Bill’s paper, this project set out to study the impact of seafaring on 

urban morphologies in northwest Europe. Winchelsea was singled out as a particularly interesting 

case study because the new town was pre-planned and therefore offers a rare insight into the mind 

of the medieval surveyor laying out a port town. However, after reviewing the existing literature on 

Winchelsea, if ships were to be related to the town’s layout, a vital piece of the puzzle was missing: 

the waterfront. In the absence of the necessary information to undertake the research, the site was 

visited, found to be suitable for archaeological prospection, and it was decided to attempt to fill 

this gap in the knowledge of the town through fieldwork. The geoarchaeological data produced 

during this project – the Winchelsea Harbour Survey – created the opportunity to broaden the 

                                                           

1 The term ‘storminess’ encapsulates both frequency and intensity of storms (Orme et al. 2016: 236).  
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scope of the PhD and make a significant contribution to questions about the relationship between 

Winchelsea’s populace and their maritime environment.  

New Winchelsea is a major planned Cinque Port, refounded in the late 1280s after severe coastal 

erosion of its original site, referred to as Old Winchelsea. This thesis brings together a variety of 

sources – many collected during the Winchelsea Harbour Survey – that allows for the production 

of a narrative about a community whose attitudes towards the sea shifted over time, something 

which would not have been possible by following a single line of evidence. Geochemical and 

paleomagnetic analysis of a sediment core collected from the adjacent silted River Brede, when 

contextualised with the available historical evidence, revealed that weather conditions seemingly 

worsened in the second half of the thirteenth century, at the eve of the transition from the 

Medieval Climatic Anomaly (AD 950-1250) to the Little Ice Age (AD 1400-1700), forcing the 

residents of Old Winchelsea to protect themselves by building sea defences and ultimately 

requiring them to relocate to a nearby hilltop. It is not unreasonable to suggest that after this 

turbulent period a certain unease towards the sea developed. The results of the geotechnical survey 

indicate that the waterfront at the new site needed a certain amount of work to keep it viable as 

an access point to the water and provides physical evidence for what is suggested in the written 

sources: it was “perilous at all flowings of the tide”. Yet, despite the forced relocation to a less 

favourable site for port-activities, the ship archaeology demonstrates the continued importance of 

ships for the town and spatial analysis of its urban morphology suggests that it was laid out with 

seafaring in mind and reveals an ambition to remain a major shipping centre. Also the recorded 

ship graffiti encourage a complex understanding of how this community’s relationship with the sea 

developed. The graffiti in the church was likely made as a means of acquiring spiritual protection 

from the dangers of the sea, while the seascape in the Blackfriars Barn undercroft was seemingly 

created to commemorate and/or celebrate a beneficial aspect of the town’s location close to the 

water. People’s daily lives in Winchelsea were, to a large extent, lived to the rhythms of the sea: 

from millennial and centennial storminess down to the yearly sailing season and the daily tidal 

cycles. Despite the fact that the new location was clearly a compromise between the economic and 

political benefits the sea brought and the stormy violence that occasionally came with it, the 

townspeople put systems in place that allowed the town to function as a harbour. However, as 

Winchelsea’s prominence as a port declined, the maritime rhythms which once resonated through 

the town faded, changing it both physically and in an immaterial sense. By the second half of the 

sixteenth century, Winchelsea as a ‘maritime place’ ceased to exist.  

The original contribution of this work is fourfold. First and foremost a conceptual and 

methodological toolkit is presented that encourages to bring together multiple lines of evidence in 

a ‘rhythmic way’ to produce more dynamic perspectives on how the archaeological material from 
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maritime landscapes, and in particular port towns, can be synthesized and presented, allowing for 

a better understanding of life in these maritime places.  

Second, over the course of the project, one new secondary resource – a catalogue of medieval ships 

and their measurements – and four new primary datasets were generated: geophysical imagery 

and core sampling records from two sites at the ancient waterfront, digital models and 

interpretation drawings of the ship graffiti in St Thomas’ church and Blackfriars Barn undercroft and 

paleomagnetic and geochemical data for a tidal rhythmite sequence extracted from the River 

Brede.  

Third, approaching Winchelsea from a maritime perspective, the thesis contributes to the local 

history of the town. New information generated by the Winchelsea Harbour Survey is synthesized 

with previous geomorphological and development-led archaeological work, presenting the first 

interpretation of the waterfront that is not solely based on written sources. Incidently, the project 

also produced the first absolute dating evidence for the geomorphological age-model for the Brede 

valley. Also an alternative interpretation of the (maritime) considerations that went into planning 

and laying out the town is proposed. Furthermore, it is the first time that the recorded ship graffiti 

is considered as part of the maritime history of the town. Finally, the historically attested linear 

sequence of ‘great’ 13th century storms that caused the demise of Old Winchelsea is put to the test, 

refined, but also contextualised within wider climatological developments.  

Fourth, during the process of working through the case study, a number of theoretical and 

methodological principles were developed, some concerning the object categories under study, 

some more wide-ranging. Perhaps most promising are: (1) the idea to generate well-dated local 

environmental proxies as a mediator between high-resolution but localised short-term information 

provided by the written sources and low-resolution but spatially-extensive long-term information 

provided by environmental proxy records as a way of studying the impact of climate change on local 

historical communities and (2) the study of technological change in medieval shipbuilding in light 

of changes in weather patterns. 

It is easy to forget that until recently, cities, their ports and associated seas were closely tied 

together and that it was only in the second half of the twentieth century that they became 

increasingly more separated in both physical and psychological terms (e.g. Hoyle & Hilling 1984; 

Hoyle & Pinder 1992). This happened due to factors such as; developments in organisational 

structures and transport technologies (Hoyle & Pinder 1981), the rise of Maritime Industrial 

Development Areas (MIDAs) (Vigarié 1981) and containerisation (Brookfield 1984), all necessitating 

more and more space. This pushed ports progressively out of cities, onto new land and into deeper 

water, leaving us with the current condition where port-related activities (and with them a lot of 
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maritime-related activities in general) are now physically segregated from urban life. There can be 

little doubt that this loss of shared space and maritime experience has also had a psychological 

effect and plays a role in what recent public polls2
 and Royal Navy officials3

 suggest is a ‘sea 

blindness’, the reality that a majority of the population, even of major port cities, has no 

relationship with the sea. 

Also academics have not been immune to the phenomenon. Helen Farr (2015) has noted that sea 

blindness has sneaked into our narratives of the past, from ‘out of Africa’ theories inherently 

favouring land routes to studies of Bronze Age trade focusing on exchanged materials while drawing 

sweeping lines across ocean space. However, while the discipline of maritime archaeology matures, 

a ‘maritime turn’ can be felt, not only in archaeology, but in disciplines ranging from literature, 

history and law to cultural geography and anthropology (e.g. Mack 2011; Gorski 2012; Benjamin & 

MacKintosh 2016; Gandy 2014; Strang 2015). Observing the development of the discipline over the 

past thirty years, Jonathan Adams (2015: 4-5) rightfully remarks that “land and sea research seem 

undoubtedly more entwined than they once were.” However, as a counterbalance to Adams’ 

optimism, it is also good to remember that it was not all that long ago that Robert Van de Noort 

(2011a) found it necessary to dedicate an entire monograph, North Sea Archaeologies, to ‘putting 

the sea centre stage’ in archaeological research. 

Although there remain problems to overcome, it is unquestionably so that maritime archaeology 

and its terrestrial counterpart are in the process of meeting each other and are gradually evolving 

towards an integrated field. Testifying to this are an increasing number of works, most published in 

the past fifteen years, that defy containment in either a maritime or terrestrial category. Barry 

Cunliffe’s (2001) Facing the Ocean, Christer Westerdahl’s (1992) ‘maritime cultural landscape’ 

concept, Jan Bill’s (1999) study of ‘maritime town topographies’ of Danish towns, the work in 

English coastal wetlands (e.g. Sturt 2006; Van de Noort & O’Sullivan 2006), Ole Crumlin-Pedersen’s 

(2010) Archaeology and the Sea and a recent addition to the medieval archaeology literature 

Maritime Societies of the Viking and Medieval World, edited by James Barrett and Sarah Jane 

Gibbon (2015), come to mind. However, the task is not finished – there remains a lot of work to be 

done – and it is the ambition of this thesis to make a contribution to this project of integration.  

                                                           

2 For a poll by the Maritime Foundation: bmcf.org.uk/2011/11/finding-a-cure-for-sea-blindness 

[ Accessed on 01/03/16]. 
3 For an interview with former First Sea Lord Admiral sir Jonathan Band: 

navyhistory.org/2013/01/interview-former-first-sea-lord-admiral-sir-jonathon-band [Accessed on 

01/03/2016].  

http://www.bmcf.org.uk/2011/11/finding-a-cure-for-sea-blindness/
http://www.navyhistory.org/2013/01/interview-former-first-sea-lord-admiral-sir-jonathon-band/
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1.1. Research Aims 

Inspired by the work of Bill, at the outset, the principal aim of this research was to answer the 

question: How did changes in shipping impact the urban morphologies of port towns in medieval 

northwest Europe? However, after completing the first stage of the Winchelsea Harbour Survey, 

the opportunity to study the impact of environmental events on the town’s history presented itself 

and was seized upon.  

Including new environmental lines of evidence allowed for the scope of the PhD to be broadened 

to include the relationship between Winchelsea’s urban populace and their maritime environment. 

At the same time, this shift in focus meant that the ambition to produce a generalising study of port 

towns across northwest Europe was abandoned in favour of a more comprehensive study of 

Winchelsea. The challenge therefore became to bring together, in a productive way, the different 

datasets produced by the Winchelsea Harbour Survey.  

To that end, the overall aim of the thesis is: 

 

1. To develop a conceptual and methodological framework that encourages bringing together 

multiple lines of evidence to produce more comprehensive and dynamic accounts of maritime 

landscapes, and in particular port towns.  

 

In Winchelsea, such a framework allows for questions to be put forward that demonstrate that 

ships or towns and their related people can act simultaneously in different contexts:  

 

a) How did Winchelsea’s economic and political reliance on shipping inform the urban 

morphology of the new town? 

 

b) How did changes in the maritime environment, in particular storminess, impact life in 

medieval Winchelsea? 4 

 

                                                           

4 Both questions broadly fall in line with research issues set out in the Maritime Archaeology Research Agenda 
for England (Adams & Flatman 2013: 163, 140).  
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To formulate an answer to the first two questions, initially, the following five objectives were set:  

a. To develop an intellectual stance that allows this research to work unhindered by any 

perceived barriers between the maritime and terrestrial spheres, while also encouraging 

thought about time and space in port towns in a slightly deviant way (chapter 2).   

b. To synthesize the available ship archaeological material from Winchelsea and the 

surrounding area and contextualise it using the available published historical sources 

(chapter 3).  

c. To organize a fieldwork project with the aim of collecting new archaeological data about 

Winchelsea’s waterfront in order to better understand its structure and functioning 

(chapter 4).  

d. To examine Winchelsea’s urban morphology for aspects that could be related to its function 

as a port town (chapter 5).  

e. To record and analyse the ship graffiti in Winchelsea and interpret them in light of the 

town’s maritime history (chapter 5). 

 

As a new research question emerged, the following two objectives were added:  

f. To use the sediment sequences extracted during the fieldwork project to refine and 

contextualise Winchelsea’s environmental history (chapter 6).  

g. To study how the environmental changes recorded by chroniclers and captured by the soil 

impacted the lives of Winchelsea’s population (chapter 7).  

 

1.2. Methods and Datasets 

This research has endeavoured to record, analyse and bring together a variety of datasets. 

Discussing each one separately and in detail at the beginning of this thesis would only create 

confusion. Instead, only the most important resources and methods that were used are discussed 

in this section and more detailed explanations are provided in the relevant chapters.  

The first port of call for information about Winchelsea is the body of literature – published and 

unpublished – dedicated to its history and archaeology (Cooper 1850; Homan 1940; 1942; Sylvester 

1999b; Martin & Martin 2004; Martin & Rudling 2004). Given the high quality of the research 

undertaken by the town’s former historian, William MacLean Homan, but the unfortunate situation 

that so little of it is published, a limited amount of archival study was undertaken at the East Sussex 

Record Office (ESRO) to digitise and examine Homan’s original working documents. For information 

about the landscape in which Winchelsea is situated, the monograph series and newsletter 
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produced by the Romney Marsh Research Trust (RMRT) is the principal source of information5. The 

majority of the primary historical documents referenced in this thesis were retrieved from these 

two bodies of secondary literature. Additionally, for the historical research on medieval ships, the 

work by Ian Friel (1995) on English vessels, Craig Lambert’s (2012) study of the Cinque Ports and 

Robin Ward’s (2009) translation of the Rolls of Oléron, were heavily relied upon.  

Also the shipwreck data recorded in Ian Tyler’s (2010; 2011) Romney Marsh and the Western River 

Valleys Archaeological Gazetteer was used. This compendium has its problems, in particular in 

terms of temporal bias and spatial resolution, which are discussed in chapter 3.2. In order to 

contextualise the ships of Winchelsea, a shipwreck catalogue containing data on the measurements 

of 84 cargo vessels, over 14.5 m in reconstructed length, dated between AD 1000 and 1600, and 

found in northwest Europe, was generated. The data was gathered by the author and taken from 

already established (partial) catalogues (Bill 1997; Jensen 1999; Förster 2009; Englert 2015), 

supplemented by a literature study.  

The primary datasets used in this theses are those produced by the Winchelsea Harbour Survey6. 

The aim of this project was to establish an integrated dataset of geophysical, geological and pictorial 

information on the medieval port town. To complement previous work which had opened up small 

test trenches at the waterfront, a geophysical survey using magnetometry, resistivity and ground 

penetrating radar (GPR) was conducted that allowed coverage of large surface areas. This was 

combined with sediment sampling using percussion and hand augers in an attempt to add 

historicity to the study and link up the surveyed sites with existing geological datasets. For the 

recording of the ship graffiti, Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI) was selected as the optimal 

digital registration technique because it allows for impressive surface detail enhancement, proving 

particularly useful when details have been worn by the elements, as was the case with the plaster 

surface in the Blackfriars Barn Undercroft.  

Capitalising on the presence of a tidal rhythmite sequence in one of the cores, three more cores 

were sampled in a liner and transported to the British Ocean Sediment Core Research Facility 

(BOSCORF) in Southampton. To test whether the storm events recorded in historical sources were 

also captured by the rhythmite, the latter was subjected to geochemical analysis using an ITRAX 

core scanner, producing a relative down-core geochemical signature. The sequence was 

subsequently sampled using u-channels and transported to the paleomagnetism laboratory at the 

                                                           

5 Most of the articles published in the monographs and all of the newsletters are available on the RMRT’s 
website: rmrt.org.uk [Accessed on 20/07/2016]. 
6 The project received a great amount of support from the local community and coincided with a one-day 
conference Medieval Ports, Ships and Sailors, organised by the Winchelsea Archaeological Society and the 
University of Southampton: ryenews.org.uk/culture/digging-winchelsea-harbour [Accessed on 20/072016]. 

http://rmrt.org.uk/
http://www.ryenews.org.uk/culture/digging-winchelsea-harbour
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National Oceanography Centre (NOC), also in Southampton, where the natural remnant 

magnetisation (NRM) of the sequence was measured using a superconducting rock magnetometer 

for paleomagnetic secular variation (PSV) dating. This produced a well-dated local proxy for high-

energy events which was correlated with storms attested to have impacted Winchelsea in the 

written sources and long-term environmental proxy records, in particular the sea salt sodium 

(ssNA+) concentrations in the GISP2 Greenland ice core (chapter 6). 

Finally, to study the layout of the town, a number of spatial technologies were employed. These 

were used as heuristic devices to ask questions about the way in which the town was structured 

and used, not to deliver definitive answers. The use of Geographical Information Systems (GIS) to 

visualise, manipulate, analyse and present different types of spatial data is now so widely 

established that it needs little further explanation. For more information on the application of GIS 

in archaeological practice, the reader is referred to the specialised literature (e.g. Westscott & 

Brandon 2000; Lock 2000; García & Wheatley 2002; Wheatley & Gillings 2002; Conolly & Lake 2006). 

A second method of spatial analysis employed in chapter 5 is Space Syntax, a set of techniques for 

analysing spatial configurations and a set of theories linking space and society (Hillier 2014: 19). 

Developed by Bill Hillier and Julienne Hanson (1984) as a method to simulate the likely social effects 

of architectural design, it offers a powerful tool in archaeology for the analysis of how people 

organised and used space. More detail on the theory and methodology of Space Syntax is given in 

chapter 5.1.3.  

 

1.3. Structure of the Thesis 

The structure of this thesis retraces the process that was followed when conducting the research, 

resulting in a somewhat unconventional ordering of the chapters. Instead of presenting a 

chronological sequence of events or working from the largest scale level down to the smallest, the 

work is arranged thematically: ships, waterfront, town and maritime environment. Yet, the ordering 

is not random but aims to do two things. First, to illustrate the philosophy that underpins this work; 

that it is through process (or practice) that new knowledge and ideas are generated. Second, to 

address the problem flagged by Peter Marsden (2003b: 227) over a decade ago; that there is a 

danger that a wholly land-based bias is being created at Winchelsea (chapter 1.4). To force the 

reader to consider the town from a maritime perspective, it is literally approached from the water, 

discussing the materials and places encountered along the way: the ships approaching the Camber 

Estuary, the new town’s waterfront, the town itself and finally, the dynamisms of its maritime 
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environment. However, for the sake of clarity, the final section of this introduction will provide a 

short chronological overview of the town’s history and the research efforts that uncovered it.  

Before setting off on the journey towards Winchelsea, in chapter 2, the theoretical underpinning 

of this project is developed. The intellectual stance taken is that of a Latourian (2005) ANT-inspired 

relational approach – the maritime townscape – making any imagined barriers between maritime 

and terrestrial milieus irrelevant. Humans and the environments they inhabit are seen from the 

perspective of a flat ontology in which all things equally exist, yet might not exist equally. Building 

on this foundation, two theoretical devices, borrowed from the French philosopher Henri Lefebvre, 

are employed to interpret the archaeological material in a slightly deviant way. Rhythmanalysis, 

which views the world as a continuous flow of rhythms, both human and non-human, that resonate 

on different temporal scales and bundle in a myriad of ways (Lefebvre 2004) and spatial trialectics, 

which provides a practical framework to interpret data on different conceptual levels: physical, 

symbolic and experienced (Lefebvre 1991). 

The journey begins in chapter 3 on board a ship approaching New Winchelsea. The chapter starts 

with a review of the ship archaeological material recovered from the area surrounding the town 

which is subsequently contextualised with information from published written sources. This 

material serves as the basis for a discussion of the types and sizes of ships that would have called 

at medieval Winchelsea and the organisation and workings of the Camber Estuary which functioned 

as the town’s roadstead. The approach to the estuary is considered by producing a map showing 

the spatial density of wrecking events recorded in the archaeological gazetteer. The latter is also 

used, in combination with Pelham’s (1930) research into timber exports from the Weald, to 

reconstruct the town’s sailing season. Finally, the research in Winchelsea functions as a pertinent 

reminder that ships are not only built for sailing, but also needed to operate in a(n) (urban) harbour 

environment, leading to a brief exploration of the development of medieval ships from the 

perspective of the harbour.  

In chapter 4 we set foot on solid ground and explore New Winchelsea’s waterfront. The purpose of 

this chapter is to present the first set of results – the geophysical imagery and geological sampling 

– of the Winchelsea Harbour Survey project. Before the data is presented, the fieldwork strategy 

and deployed methodologies are justified. Integrating the results of the survey with previous 

archaeological and geomorphological work in the area, and adding information from the available 

written sources, the history of both sites over the past centuries is discussed. This information 

serves as the basis for a hypothesis about how the waterfront could have been structured and 

functioned.  
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Chapter 5 is where we venture into the town itself. The chapter consists of two parts. The first uses 

the tools of spatial analysis to raise questions about New Winchelsea’s seemingly simple grid-like 

structure and argues that it was laid out with seafaring in mind. Switching perspectives, it is 

subsequently pointed out that the structure imposed on Winchelsea’s population by the barons 

and royal planners was to a large extent negotiated by the people’s own attitudes and affordances. 

The second part of the chapter presents the results of the RTI survey of ship drawings in the town, 

conducted as part of the Winchelsea Harbour Survey project. While highlighting the complexities 

involved in interpreting and finding meaning in ship graffiti, it is nonetheless suggested that they 

demonstrate a multifaceted relationship with the sea.  

In chapter 6, we take a step back and focus on one of the most important elements that shaped 

the history of Old and New Winchelsea: its maritime surroundings, and in particular storminess. 

After a critical appraisal of the source material typically referenced as the cause for the demise of 

Old Winchelsea, a local proxy for high energy-events is developed. To achieve this, a tidal rhythmite 

sequence from a core extracted from the silted River Brede was dated using paleomagnetic secular 

variation and subjected to geochemical analysis using the ITRAX core scanner. This proxy allowed 

Winchelsea’s history of storminess to be both refined and situated within wider developments of 

climate change. It is proposed that the production of localised well-dated environmental proxies 

could contribute to solving methodological difficulties with reconciling information about weather 

events from written records and information about climate from environmental proxies. 

Throughout the process of working with the core, it also became a heuristic tool to think about 

storminess as a driver of change. Building on this strand of thinking, it is suggested that changes in 

weather patterns during the transition from the Medieval Climatic Anomaly to the Little Ice Age 

could be one of the many factors underpinning some of the attested technological changes in 

shipbuilding during the 12th to 14th centuries in northwest Europe.  

The aim of chapter 7 is to bring the pieces of medieval life presented over the previous four 

chapters together and question them using the tools of rhythmanalysis and spatial trialectics. An 

attempt is made to move beyond the linear and static descriptions of events produced in the past 

by describing some of the maritime and non-maritime temporal rhythms to which life in New 

Winchelsea resonated. Following up with the way in which these rhythms found expression in the 

physical, symbolic and experienced space of the town, a narrative is produced of an urban 

population’s changing relationship with the sea.  

The Appendices complementing this thesis are included in a separate volume. Appendix A 

comprises the ship catalogue supporting the study of ship capacities and sizes in chapter 3.4.1. 

Appendix B constitutes the project design that was prepared for the Winchelsea Harbour Survey. 
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Supporting the discussion of the waterfront put forward in chapter 4, Appendix C contains the 

specialist report of the geotechnical investigations. Appendix D is the ship graffiti survey specialist 

report, supporting chapter 5.2 in this volume. Appendix E contains the publication of the ship 

graffiti research. Finally, Appendix F comprises the supplemenatary data. Spcecifically, it constains 

the RTI-files of the ship graffiti recording, the natural remanent measurement (NRM) data, the 

ITRAX data, and a high-resolution image of Figure 87. The latter three support the environmental 

research in chapter 6.  

 

1.4. Introduction to Old and New Winchelsea 

What makes Winchelsea attractive as a case study is that, when discussing the town, one inevitably 

has to write about two towns – Old and New Winchelsea (Figure 1a) – and their dynamic 

relationship with the Romney Marsh maritime landscape in which they were situated. The name 

Romney Marsh in this thesis covers Walland Marsh, Denge Marsh and Romney Marsh proper 

(Figure 2). Visiting the new town today, it comes across as a small sleepy town in East Sussex, 

located on the southeast coast of England (Figure 1b), ca. 2km away from the sea, sporting 280 

houses, one church, a grocery store and one pub. The Old town on the other hand was lost to the 

sea in the late 13th century and its location remains unknown (Figure 1a, chapter 1.4.2). For a 

relatively short time span in medieval history, however, the experience of both towns would have 

been far more lively. In the period leading up to the Black Death, Winchelsea emerged as a 

prosperous shipping centre. As a Cinque Port, strategically located for the mustering of fleets, a 

resource for naval manpower and ships (e.g. Lambert 2012: 72), and home to an active fishing and 

shipping fleet (e.g. Sylvester 1999b: 224-58; 186-223), the towns were hubs of maritime activities. 

The demise of the old town tells a story of the sea at its most violent, while the founding of the new 

town – according to a predesigned plan – offers a rare glimpse into the mind-set of a medieval 

surveyor laying out a port town topography.  

1.4.1 A Short Research History 

Although New Winchelsea itself and the Romney Marsh landscape have been studied extensively, 

there is one easily identifiable gap in the research: the maritime archaeology of the town. As several 

authors have pointed out (Martin & Martin 2004: 36-7; Marsden 2003b: 227), very little is known 

about its harbour, waterfront or even the ships that would anchor there. Before tackling these 

questions, a brief look at the research history that precedes this work is in place.  
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Figure 1: Location and layout of Old and New Winchelsea. 
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Among the older works that remain relevant for researchers studying Winchelsea today are John 

Leland’s Itinerary Vol. 5 (Hearne 1769), written sometime between 1538 and 1543, Samuel Jeake’s 

Charters of the Cinque Ports, completed in 1678, but not printed until 1728, and Thomas Pennant’s 

(1801) travelogue which describes his passing through the town. The most comprehensive 

monograph on the general history of Winchelsea remains William Durant Cooper’s (1850) The 

History of Winchelsea. Also Frederick Andrew Inderwick (1892) wrote a short account of the town’s 

history and in particular its relationship with Edward I. More recently, shorter overviews have been 

published in volume 9 of The Victoria History of the Counties of England: Sussex (Salzman 1953) and 

in the work of local amateur historian Malcolm Pratt (1998; 2005). David Sylvester specifically 

studied the town’s maritime economic history (1999a; 1999b; 2004). Finally, also the books by 

Gillian Draper on Rye (2009) and New Romney (with Meddens 2009) contain snippets of new 

information on Winchelsea’s past and provide some regional context.  

The first to reconstruct the original layout of the town using the 1292 rental roll was the historian 

William MacLean Homan (1949). Maurice Beresford studied the town’s layout for his New Towns 

of the Middle Ages (1967) and the map has since been updated by David and Barbara Martin (2004: 

28, Fig. 4.2) and Keith Lilley et al. (2005a: Core Map 3) (Figure 1c). Homan’s unpublished research 

(1936; 1939; 1940; 1942), kept at the East Sussex Record Office, is still considered the principal 

starting point for any student of the history and archaeology of New Winchelsea.  

Figure 2: Overview of the Romney Marsh landscape. 
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No (modern) archaeological excavations took place in the town until 1974 when rescue work was 

carried out in advance of construction works at German Street. Since that date, a number of 

excavations, evaluations and watching briefs have been undertaken, mainly by the UCL Field 

Archaeological Unit, the National Trust, the Hasting Archaeological Research Group (Martin & 

Rudling 2004) and most recently by Chris Butler Archaeological Services and the University of 

Southampton. 

In 1998, the Winchelsea Re-assessment Project was set up to bring together the growing but 

increasingly dispersed assemblages of historical and archaeological data. This initiative produced: 

a quarter-by-quarter analysis of the town (Martin & Martin 2002a), an overview in the form of an 

Extensive Urban Survey (Martin & Martin 2002b), a report on the excavations during the period 

1972-2000 (Martin & Rudling 2004) and an academic publication: New Winchelsea, Sussex: A 

Medieval Port Town (Martin & Martin 2004). Since then, planning-led archaeology (Johnson 2010) 

has produced an archaeological evaluation (Russell 2013) and watching brief (Russell et al. 2015) 

for works conducted at the Fromer Bridge Inn Car Park, believed to be the location of Winchelsea’s 

medieval ‘public quay’ (chapter 4.1) (Figure 1).  

The town is also home to an active local archaeology society; the Winchelsea Archaeological Society 

(WAS). Since 1999, WAS has carried out several geophysical surveys and one excavation7.  With the 

help of Matthew Champion, in June 2012, WAS also initiated the Winchelsea Historic Graffiti 

Survey8 with the intention to discover and record as much as possible of the graffiti in the town 

(Champion 2012b: 111-5; Champion & Cohen 2013; Dhoop et al. 2016) (chapter 5.2).  

Also Romney Marsh, the coastal landscape in which both Old and New Winchelsea were situated 

(Figure 2), has seen a remarkable long history of research (e.g. Holloway 1849; Lewin 1862; Furley 

1874; Teichman Derville 1936; Smith 1943; Ward 1952; Green 1968). However, it is mainly the more 

recent historical and geomorphological studies, stimulated by the Romney Marsh Research Trust 

(RMRT), that this work will draw on (Eddison & Green 1988; Eddison 1995; Eddison et al. 1998; 

Eddison 2000; Long et al. 2002a; Long et al. 2007; Waller et al. 2010).  

1.4.2 A Brief Historical Overview 

A very limited amount of evidence is available to inform us about Old Winchelsea and the little that 

is known is based on snippets of historical information and conjecture. Jeake (1728: 103) traces the 

                                                           

7 WAS’s archive of reports is available online: winchelsea.net/community/was/investigations.htm [Accessed 
on 06/04/2016].  
8 More info on the Winchelsea Historic Graffiti Survey: winchelsea.net/community/was/graffiti.htm 
[Accessed on 06/04/2016]. 

http://www.winchelsea.net/community/was/investigations.htm
http://winchelsea.net/community/was/graffiti.htm
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name of the town ‘Winchelsea’ back to the Latin Frigmareventus, or Wind-cold-sea. Cooper (1850: 

3), on the other hand, prefers Holloway’s (1849) interpretation: Wind-cold-island or Cold-wind-

island. Homan (1936: 5), seemingly unconvinced by either proposition, writes that “no satisfactory 

[origin of the name] has yet been suggested.” 

Also the location of the old town remains unknown. Cooper (1850: 2) expresses confidence in a 

map from Dugdale’s (1772) History of Embanking and Draining the Fens which locates Old 

Winchelsea on the east side of the east pier head of Rye Harbour, now Camber Farm (Figure 1a). 

Although he writes that a survey of Rye Bay brought no evidence for this to light, Cooper appears 

convinced that a piece of black hardwood, supplied by Holloway, was part of Old Winchelsea 

(Cooper 1850: 2). Homan seems to be referring to the same location when stating that the town of 

Old Winchelsea was probably located about a mile south-east of Rye (1936: 5), near the new village 

of Camber and the adjoining golf course (1940: 1) but provides no evidence for this. Eddison (1998: 

68) makes a strong case for the idea that Winchelsea stood on a shingle barrier that was 

progressively broken down in the 13th century. Unfortunately, an early high resolution seismic 

(Chirp) survey of Rye Bay by Dix et al. (1998) found no evidence for remnant cross-barrier features 

and they propose that any such barriers were probably restricted to localities on the present 

shoreline (Dix et al. 1998: 10). Although the location of Old Winchelsea continues to elude 

archaeologists and historians, Cooper’s confidence in Dugdale’s map has thus far not been proven 

unfound. 

What can be said with relative certainty is that Old Winchelsea was a town of considerable naval 

importance and enjoyed substantial commercial success. By 1190, both Rye and Old Winchelsea 

had joined the Cinque Ports – a confederatcy of Sussex and Kent ports that enjoyed economic, 

judicial and political liberties in return for naval service to the crown (Sylvester 2004: 7) – as the 

‘Two Ancient Towns’. The Pipe Roll of 1204 records that the old town came third in the list of ports 

situated between (Great) Yarmouth and Southampton (behind London and Southampton), paying 

£62 2s 4d in tax, considerably more than its neighbour Rye which paid £10 13s 5d (Eddison 1998: 

68, 2004: 3). Furthermore, in the 1229 account detailing the ship service of the Sussex ports, of the 

21 ships levied on Hastings and its members, Winchelsea was to provide ten, while Hastings only 

six and Rye but five (Sylvester 1999b: 51). Perhaps most telling is that in 1247, Henry III re-acquired 

both Rye and Winchelsea from the Abbey of Fécamp, probably in the interest of the defence of the 

realm (Sylvester 1999b: 51; Eddison 2000: 78). From these small snippets of information from the 

historical record, a picture emerges of a prosperous town. However, a series of storms in the next 

few decades made short work of Old Winchelsea and the settlement was abandoned by the end of 

the 13th century (chapter 6.1). 
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The command to found a new town, issued by the king in October 1283, is one of the most explicit 

accounts for the formation of a new town in England, and is often cited (e.g. Tout 1948: 24; Homan 

1949: 22-3; Beresford 1967: 19; Eddison 2004: 5). It records the ‘appointment of Stephen de 

Pencestre, Henry le Waleys and Gregory de Rokesle to plan and asses the new town of Yhamme 

which the king is ordering to be built there for the barons of the town and port of Winchelsea’, and 

for them ‘to plan and give directions for streets and lanes necessary for the said town, for places 

suitable for a market, and for two churches, one to St Thomas, and the other to St Giles, as there 

are in aforesaid town of Winchelsea, to assign and deliver to the said barons competent places 

according to the requirements of their state and to provide and give directions concerning harbours 

and all other things necessary for the town’, with a ‘grant to the same barons that they be as free 

in the new towns as in the old town of Winchelsea, and have the same free customs according to 

their charters.'9 (Lilley et al. 2005: 103). In this early document, Winchelsea’s new site is called New 

Iham, taking the name of a pre-existing settlement, but soon after the relocation this was 

superseded by New Winchelsea (Eddison 2004: 5). 

Once laid out, the new town comprised 802 plots, 723 on the hill and 79 just off the northern edge, 

flanking the Brede estuary (Eddison 2004: 5) (Figure 1c). Sixteen acres of land were not acquired, 

covering the ‘little town of Iham’. These excluded lands were almost certainly located on 

northwestern corner of the hill. In addition, not only properties on the hill were purchased, but also 

the entire manor of Iham, much of which was marshland to the southeast of the hill already 

occupied by (Old) Winchelsea residents. In July 1288, the Bishop of Ely, acting as the king’s 

representative, formally granted seisin of the site to its new residents. However for the study of 

New Winchelsea today, the most important date is 1292, when the town’s rental roll was drawn up 

(Eddison 2004: 6). 

There are two elements in New Winchelsea’s urban landscape that, in the context of the discussion 

of the ship graffiti in this thesis, deserve to be singled out. Particular attention will be paid to the 

51 undercroft, all situated in the northern half of the town (Figure 3). Although the subject of a 

lively debate (Martin & Martin 2004: 106), it is generally agreed that they were not intended to 

serve as domestic storage spaces alone, but fulfilled commercial functions as well, perhaps as 

selling spaces and/or taverns (chapter 5.1.2). One undercroft, situated underneath the Blackfriars 

Barn, will be discussed at length in chapter 5.2.5 because it houses a large seascape scratched in 

plaster. The other element is the town’s current parish church, dedicated to St Thomas the Martyr. 

Originally conceived on the scale of a small cathedral after the relocation of the town, today only 

the eastern end and the ruins of the transept remain (Figure 3). Inside, 11 graffiti that could be 

                                                           

9 CPR 1281-92: 81-2 
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interpreted as ships are carved into the stone pillars of the church and are discussed in chapter 

5.2.4. 

Winchelsea’s shipping continued to flourish following the relocation of the town (chapter 3.3). 

Throughout most of the 1320s, on average over 140 tax-paying, non-resident vessels passed 

through New Winchelsea’s harbour. However, the extant records regularly exclude the custom-

exempt foreign and domestic ships, as well als vessels of the Cinque Ports (Sylvester 2004: 12). The 

port was an important import/export centre of timber, grain and Gascon wine, a home port to an 

active local and offshore fishing fleet, a strategic location for the assembly of royal maritime forces, 

Figure 3: Spatial distribution of cellars (crosses) and the locations of (a) St Thomas’ church and (b) 

Blackfriars Barn undercroft. ©Thomas Dhoop 



Introduction 

18 

and a source of naval expertise, manpower and ships (Sylvester 2004: 7). Winchelsea functioned as 

a collection and distribution point for goods such as fuel, timber and fish but also as an entrepot 

for commodities originating from overseas. The town’s economic connections to Flanders and 

eastern Normandy are evident in both the documentary and archaeological record, which suggest 

vibrant trade relationships from at least the middle of the 13th century (Sylvester 1999: 186-223; 

2004: 8; Rudling 2004: 177-99; Orton 2004: 136). While Winchelsea shippers were clearly involved 

in overseas import and export, the town also functioned as a centre for redistribution, loading 

goods onto coastal vessels to be shipped elsewhere in Britain (Sylvester 2004: 12).  

At the end of the 14th century however, due to shifting markets, a silting harbour (chapter 4.3) and 

the decline of the Great Yarmouth fishers (chapter 3.3.2), the town faded to regional importance 

(Sylvester 2004:19). Although the port remained viable through the 15th century, ca. 1530 the 

harbour silted to such an extent that vessels could no longer reach the town10 (Martin & Martin 

2004: 198).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

10 See Jervis 2015 for an overview of Winchelsea’s decline in the context of the more widespread downturn 
of Sussex ports.  
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2. The Maritime Townscape 

Before setting out on the journey towards Winchelsea, the theoretical underpinning of this research 

is formulated. This thesis puts forward the concept of the maritime townscape, defined as all 

aspects of a port town that have the potential to be associated to its maritime functions and have 

left a physical trace of its activity which can be followed by a researcher. Next, two theoretical 

instruments to question the maritime townscape are developed: rhythmanalysis and spatial 

trialectics. This results in six discrete principles which constitute the interpretative lens of this study. 

Throughout this chapter, art installations by Tomás Saraceno11 - artist in residence at MIT - are used 

to both illustrate some of the abstract concepts described and stimulate further contemplation 

about how people engage with their physical (maritime) environment.  

The chapter is the result of a review of philosophical, sociological, geographical, anthropological, 

historical and archaeological approaches to the study of the physical world, filtered through the 

practice of doing an empirical study of a port town. Therefore, it should be noted that, as Julian 

Thomas (1995: 345) has stated, ‘theory is nomadic’, meaning that in their application to 

archaeology, concepts adopted from other fields inevitably have morphed to fit the archaeological 

context in which they are applied. The approach outlined below is just one of several that can be 

employed to study maritime locales, many of which will be touched on in this chapter. This study 

tends to fall in line with the rather provocative proclamation by John Bintliff (2011: 20) that: 

“archaeologists [should be free] from ‘ideopraxists’, or those who preach that a (any) single 

approach or model is right to the exclusion of all others, who tell them what to think, and what not 

to think.” Several approaches can and should exist next to one another, each offering their own 

slightly different way of questioning the available archaeological information.  

The theoretical framework presented below should therefore be understood for what it really is. It 

is not a theory that the case study that follows is meant to support, nor is it a rigid mould to which 

the empirical data is made to fit. Rather, it is a heuristic instrument to encourage and stimulate 

certain ways of ‘out of the box’ thinking about the data put forward. The purpose of this chapter is 

to establish a theoretical and methodological toolkit that allows a seamless approach to port towns 

– bundling water, land and human activities – while encouraging to think about time and space in 

a slightly deviant way. The ideas underpinning this toolkit are heavily beholden to the works of 

Henri Lefebvre (1991; 2004), Edward Soja (1989; 1996; 2000) and Bruno Latour (2005).  

                                                           

11 See tomassaraceno.com for an overview of his work [Accessed on 18/07/2016].  

http://tomassaraceno.com/
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2.1. Maritime Town Topography 

Medieval towns in England have traditionally been studied by scholars in history (e.g. Palliser 2000: 

7-11), geography (e.g. Lilley 2002: 1-14) and archaeology (e.g. Schofield & Vince 2003: 1-19). Most 

general overviews in these fields reserve a separate section for a discussion of port towns and 

waterfronts (Kowaleski 2000: 467-94 in Palliser 2000; Lilley 2002: 224-7; Schofield & Vince 2003: 

68-72), but rarely do they consider the elements ship, waterfront and town together, let alone the 

environment. Some works do explicitly state an interest in the relationship between ships and 

towns – reflected in their titles – such as the paper Cities, Cogs and Commerce […] (Ayers 2013) and 

the edited volumes Cogs, Cargoes, and Commerce (Berggren et al. 2002) and Koggen, Kooplieden 

en Kantoren (Cogs, Merchants and Kontore, Brand & Knol 2010). However, even in these attempts 

at inclusivity – other than the erroneous oversimplification that the introduction of large cogs were 

a driving force in waterfront development (chapter 3.4.3) – the relationships between ships and 

towns are not made explicit.   

Before moving on to more successful attempts at studying a ‘maritime town topography’, it is 

needed to clarify what is meant by a ‘town’. In this thesis, Susan Reynold’s definition is used: “a 

town is a permanent and concentrated human settlement in which a significant proportion of the 

population is engaged in non-agricultural occupations. […] A town therefore normally lives, at least 

in part, off food produced by people who live outside it. […] the inhabitants of towns normally 

regard themselves, and are regarded by the inhabitants of predominantly rural settlements, as a 

different sort of people.” (Reynolds 1992: 49-50, quoted in Palliser 2000: 5). This rather loose 

definition – echoing the nature of a town’s blurry borders12 (Giles & Dyer 2005) – provides a more 

useful aid to analysis than a list of criteria which each town addressed in this work would need to 

meet (see Palliser 2000: 5). 

It was in the years following Detlev Ellmers’ (1972) classic study of the development of harbours 

from Roman to Medieval times, that archaeology at (urban) waterfronts was brought into focus. In 

1978, Ole Crumlin-Pedersen wrote that “perhaps the answers to some of the questions concerning 

the rise of our towns are not all to be found within the town border, but on board a vessel 

approaching the coast.” (Crumlin-Pedersen 1978: 75, cited in Bill 1995: 252). The challenge was 

taken up, not in the least by the International Conference of Waterfront Archaeology (ICWA) series 

which ran for five editions from 1979 until 1998 (Milne &  Hobley 1981b; Herteig 1985b; Good et 

                                                           

12 The same problem is still true for modern cities, as Gandy (2012: 130) writes: “How do we know we have 
reached the edge of the city? Is it an aluminium sign? It is a thinning-out of buildings until there is little but 
woods and fields? Or is it an abrupt shift to small towns and villages dotted across the landscape?” 
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al. 1991; Carver et al. 1992; Bill & Clausen 1999). From the beginning, the intention was to “improve 

the contact between urban and nautical archaeologists in Britain and the Continent.” (Milne & 

Hobley 1981a: v). Already in 1983, during the second ICWA conference, Asbjørn Herteig raised the 

question whether the specialism of ‘waterfront archaeology’ would prove to be too narrow and 

whether the aim should be redefined so that future conferences could include urban archaeology 

as such. Although the general sentiment was that waterfront archaeology should be defined as an 

integral part of urban archaeology, out of fear of losing their identity, the community decided 

against Herteig’s suggestion (Herteig 1985a: 11). In 1998, Bill organised the last of the ICWA 

conferences under the title Maritime Topography and the Medieval Town (Bill & Clausen 1999), 

indicating that the subject had indeed proven too specialised and interlinked with too many other 

cultural phenomena to continue as a topic for a separate conference series (Jan Bill 2014, pers. 

comm.).  

Torri Falck (2003: 112) has rightfully noted that the ICWA conferences reflect an almost exclusively 

empiricist research practice. Despite notable attempts at synthesis by Gustav Milne (1999) and Bill 

(1999), most entries to the series consist out of brief overviews of past or recent excavations at a 

particular waterfront. Attention was very much focused on building phases and techno-practical 

aspects of harbour construction. This trend is not isolated to the ICWA conferences. Until recently, 

a general lack of engagement with social space appears to be a trend indicative of the majority of 

harbour studies (for example, Crumlin-Pedersen’s earlier work in Hedeby (1997) versus his later 

pursuits of synthesis (2010: 125-144)). In his introduction to a recent special issue on the social 

archaeology of ports in the Journal of Maritime Archaeology, Adam Rogers (2013: 182) observes 

that technological and economic themes tend to have dominated methodologies and 

interpretations. Earlier, Falck (2003: 112) had written that studies of waterfronts, harbours and 

ships have suffered from the boundaries established between archaeological subdisciplines and 

argued that there is a need for a theoretical awareness that can establish common ground and push 

new and fresh approaches to topics like the harbour.  

In a way, this already happened during the last ICWA conference, where Bill formulated a concept 

to inextricably tie the waterfront and urban topography together. He reasoned that harbour towns 

had to possess specialised features (waterfront, warehouses, etc.) to fulfil their maritime functions 

which would influence the physical appearance of the town and set it apart from its inland 

counterparts. He therefore identified a ‘maritime town topography’, defined as “those aspects of a 

harbour town’s layout and building structures that are directly related to its maritime functions, 

and which reflect the town’s fulfilling of these.” (Bill 1999: 7). However, for the purpose of this 

thesis, Bill’s definition does not suffice. It has a singular focus on the urban morphology of towns 

and therefore stops at the edge of the quayside. Where are the ships that bring the fruits of trade 
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into town? Where is the sea or river that makes such enterprise possible? If one is to attain a more 

holistic understanding of port towns, a new concept is needed that incorporates all relevant 

elements – ships, waterfront, town and environment – and broadens the interpretations from the 

economic and functional to also include the social.  

Over much of the past decade, Jerzy Gawronski (2009; 2014), as professor of both urban and 

maritime archaeology, has put such a holistic approach in practice in Amsterdam. In his work, he 

emphasizes that the city’s early modern harbour, including its ships, was an integral part of the 

town plan. He writes:  

“The basin of the harbour was the foundation of the city architecture; it was – although not built 

upon – a functional and at the same time almost virtual part of the city plan. For the 17th and 18th 

century spectator, for whom ships were still inseparable from the essence of Amsterdam, this is 

where the city continued. Contemporary traveling guides recommended to, next to the obligatory 

visits to the world wonder of the city hall, the churches, penitentiaries and VOC-offices, take a look 

at the real town, from the opposite end of the IJ with a sight of the forest of hundreds of masts.” 

(Gawronski 2009: 17, author’s translation) 

Maritime and urban archaeology are inseparable in Amsterdam and Gawronski, in his capacity as 

the leader of the Bureau Monumenten en Archeologie (municipal Office of Monuments and 

Archaeology), translates this perspective into archaeological practice on a daily basis13.  

Another city where maritime and urban archaeology are hard to tell apart is Stockholm. This is 

evidenced by the recent doctoral theses Stockholm från sjösidan: Marinarkeologiska fynd och miljör 

(Stockholm as seen from the sea: Maritime archaeological finds and contexts) by Marcus 

Hjulhammar (2010) and Urbanism Under Sail: An archaeology of fluit ships in early modern everyday 

life by Niklas Eriksson (2014). While Hjulhammar (2010) dealt with the physical traces of 

Stockholm’s proximity to the sea in more general terms and specifically focused on the large 

number of shipwrecks that have been found by investigations in the city, Eriksson demonstrated 

that the relationship between ships and the cities of Amsterdam and Stockholm can be made more 

explicit. The latter writes:  

“The characteristic exterior of the fluits, with the pear-shaped stern, and the set of carved symbols 

upon them, revealed the presence of Dutch merchants in town. Essentially, the fluits, densely 

                                                           

13 See for example the Noord/zuidlijn excavations, the results of which are currently being prepared: 
amsterdam.nl/kunstencultuur/monumenten/archeologie-0/noord-zuidlijn/#MaritiemAmsterdam [Accessed 
on 19/03/2016]. 

https://www.amsterdam.nl/kunstencultuur/monumenten/archeologie-0/noord-zuidlijn/#MaritiemAmsterdam
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packed along Skeppbron, like the halsgevel facades of a Dutch town, formed the floating wooden 

Amsterdam in the middle of Stockholm!” (Eriksson 2014: 176).  

Most of the authors whose work is cited above have focussed in particular on bringing ships into 

discussions of towns or vice versa. It is therefore not surprising that the majority have been 

formulated by maritime archaeologists with a specific interest in ships. However, also researchers 

with no specific bias towards ship archaeology have recently produced inspiring research models 

with the potential to incorporate maritime aspects into considerations of urban environments.  

At the forefront are Matt Edgeworth (2011) and Adam Rogers (2012) who engage with the 

materiality of water14 in urban contexts. They argue that ‘riverscapes’ and ‘waterscapes’ are more 

than a resource under human control, rather they are dynamic entanglements of nature and 

culture, shaped by human agency while at the same time shaping people and other things. As such, 

waterbodies in towns could acquire cultural meanings and should be considered an integral part of 

the urban living environment.  

Axel Christophersen (2015) takes a route into the archaeological material that has more affinity 

with the practice-based conceptual tools proposed in this chapter. In a contribution that leans 

heavily on approaches from human geography – in particular the 2012 book The Dynamics of Social 

Practice. Everyday Life and How it Changes by Shove, Pantzer and Watson – he makes the 

distinction between ‘being a town’ and ‘performing a town’. He argues that a town is created and 

recreated through the exercise of social practice in a material environment, where countless 

practices are intertwined in patterns, bundles, and complexes that combine to form a particular 

recognizable lifestyle (Christophersen 2015: 112). Applying such a perspective to the medieval port 

town of Trondheim in Norway, he observes close relations between sea, ship, cargo, quayside and 

labour that depended on a carefully practised sequential synchronization of time, materials and 

energy to move goods onto land and carry them to storehouses in the town (Christophersen 2015: 

125) (chapter 4.3).  

Also historians of port towns are increasingly engaging with cultural approaches (e.g. Beaven et al. 

2016). Although she focusses on a very different time period, Jo Byrne’s (2016) study of Hull’s early 

20th century ‘Trawlertown’ is of particular interest. Demonstrating that also historians are 

increasingly influenced by recent developments in human geography, Byrne draws on recordings 

of oral histories to research the gradual disappearance of this maritime locale by developing a 

theoretical model grounded in insights from phenomenology (Tuan 1977), nonrepresentational 

                                                           

14 The materiality of water is a subject rapidly growing in popularity, see for example Strang 2004, 2014, 2015, 
Edgeworth 2011, Steinberg 2013, Steinberg & Peters 2015 and Normark 2014.  
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theory (Thrift 1999) and in particular Tim Ingold’s (1993) concept of taskscape (chapter 2.2.3). Just 

like Christophersen, also Byrne focusses her attention on performance or practice and 

demonstrates that without its fishing fleet and the daily activities that come with it, the temporal 

rhythms of Trawlertown disappeared, breaking Hull’s relationship with the sea and causing it to 

lose part of its identity (chapter 7.1).  

2.2. Maritime Land, Sea and Taskscapes 

Of course, there is no reason to confine the search for a framework that brings together land and 

sea to studies that have specifically focussed on urban spaces. Despite the old cliché that maritime 

archaeology tends to stir men and woman of action rather than contemplation (Lenihan 1983: 39), 

there have been very productive theorising efforts by maritime archaeologists who actively sought 

to introduce maritime aspects into archaeologists’ considerations of landscapes in the past. None 

have been more influential in this endeavour than Christer Westerdahl.  

2.2.1. Maritime Cultural Landscape 

During a survey of the coast of Swedish Norrland, the need arose for a framework to describe 

material remains at or below the shoreline. It was Westerdahl (1992: 5) who coined the term 

‘maritime cultural landscape’ for his seamless approach to the coastal environment. He defined his 

concept as ‘the network of routes and harbours’ or more sophisticated ‘[the] human utilization of 

maritime space by boat, including settlement, fishing, hunting, shipping and all its attendant 

subcultures and features’ (Westerdahl 1992: 5; 2011: 337). Although described by Joe Flatman 

(2011: 311) as “one of those paradigm-shift documents that all academic disciplines occasionally 

produce”, the implication of the existence of a ‘maritime culture’ – a term already coined by Keith 

Muckelroy (1978: 226) at a much earlier date – was critiqued at the time (Hunter 1994) and 

continues to be today (Stewart 2011: viii).  

Adams (2006: 4) has remarked that the term has moved far beyond its original constituency in 

heritage management and even this might be an understatement. Although it is still used as a tool 

to bring together cultural heritage above and below the waterline in major archaeological surveys, 

like the one in Strangford Lough (McErlean et al. 2002), the term has come to be used for so much 

more. Westerdahl himself quickly employed it to contextualise ships and boats using his theory of 

‘traditional zones of transport geography’ (1995, 1997), while his recent work focusses on bringing 

the physical and cognitive together as interrelated aspects of maritime landscapes (e.g. 2005; 

2013). The concept is perhaps most commonly employed as a general instrument to advocate a 

seamless approach to land and seascapes (e.g. papers in Ford 2011). At the same time however, it 
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has encouraged researchers to take particular and unlikely pieces of data (Stewart 2007) into 

consideration. Moreover, it has opened the door for further theorising. An example comes from 

David Tuddenham’s (2010; 2012) application of Actor-Network Theory to the maritime cultural 

landscape, but in particular the question of what it means to be ‘maritime’ (Westerdahl 2008: 191) 

has been valuable. The latter is a query that Johan Rönnby (2007) gave a secure landscape-

archaeological footing in his discussion of the ‘maritime durées’ in which he points out that society 

is inevitably in a dialectic relationship with the physical world wherein it develops. The challenge, 

according to Rönnby (2007: 80), lies in showing how people within maritime landscapes or 

townscapes have constructed their social situations differently. Finally, also medievalists have 

picked up the concept. In a contribution to the aptly titled monograph Maritime Societies of the 

Viking and Medieval World (Barrett & Gibbon 2015), Pieterjan Deckers (2015) invokes the maritime 

cultural landscape to reconstruct the spatial organisation of the interface between rural centres 

and the maritime sphere in early medieval Northumbria, and how this changed through time. In 

doing so, he encounters a process of relocation and centralisation of landing places.  

After 26 years of maritime cultural landscape studies, it is clear that when employed properly, the 

concept offers a powerful tool to establish a link between maritime and terrestrial environments, 

yet as a theoretical toolkit, it adds little more to the imagination. Instead, its most successful 

applications appear to be as a platform from which new empirical datasets can be built or 

theoretical principles outlined. One such theoretical principle – which literally puts the sea centre 

stage in archaeological research – is the seascape concept.  

2.2.2. Seascape 

While the maritime cultural landscape sought to bring land and sea together, the seascape (Figure 

4) – studying the sea as a socialising agent (Brown & Humberstone 2015) – offers a new point of 

departure. The concept was introduced in Gabriel Cooney’s (2003: 323) introduction to the World 

Archaeology volume on seascapes as “contoured, alive, rich in ecological diversity and religious 

significance and ambiguity” and as “a new perspective on how people in coastal areas actively 

created their identities, sense of place and histories.” What matters for seascape studies is how the 

sea constructs an identity, a sense of place, and is thus not necessarily a tool to conceptually or 

physically connect land and sea. As Van de Noort (2011a: 24) points out, the seascape is not so 

different from the landscape and the boundary between the two – where the one ends and the 

other begins – is not really a point of concern for the seascape.  
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Nonetheless, Hannah Cobb and Jesse Ransley (2009: 2) evaluated the seascape on its merit to 

“replace our silted ‘land vs water’ view of the world with a more seamless perspective”, in the 

process revealing some interesting facts about people’s maritime experience of the world. Asking 

the question ‘where does the seascape stop?’, they come to the inevitable conclusion that the 

concept still requires a line to be drawn between what is maritime and what is not. Their approach 

to avoid the seascape/landscape binary is not coining a new term which would, in their perspective, 

inevitably lead again to atomising people’s experiences. Rather, much like Byrne (2016) and to some 

extent Christophersen (2015), they seek refuge in Ingold’s taskscape, arguing that maritime worlds 

are produced through work and movement, doing and knowing, through dwelling and being-in-the-

world. The taskscape’s location, they write, is neither land nor sea, people simply live in a ‘watery 

world’ (Cobb & Ransley 2009: 9-10).  

2.2.3. Taskscape 

The concept of a taskscape has been encountered a number of times in this chapter and it is worth 

considering the idea more in-depth. It was developed by Tim Ingold in the seminal paper The 

Temporality of Landscape, published in 1993, as a way to both separate and unify the social and 

Figure 4: A person walking on the water-covered salt flats of Salar de Uyuni in Bolivia. It takes little effort 

to imagine the setting in this photo as a metaphor for the seascape. By walking (or wayfaring) in the 

middle of the sea, the latter could be seen as shaping the person’s identity, sense of place and ultimately 

history (Cooney 2003). ©Tomás Saraceno, Cloud Cities 2006. 
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environmental domain of human existence (Ingold 2016: 1). In other words, it meant to bridge the 

nature-culture binary by considering places as the ensemble of collective tasks, sensations, and 

encounters performed in the process of living (Ingold 1993: 158). Moreover, these tasks or activities 

are never complete, but perpetually under construction (Ingold 1993: 162). In this way, already 

Ingold’s earlier thinking – although only explicitly stated later on (Ingold 2011: 13) – demonstrates 

a great deal of kinship with process philosophy, a field particularly in vogue with new materialist 

approaches in archaeology (chapter 2.6.1). Importantly, Ingold relates these everyday activities to 

the creation of the physical world through ‘dwelling’.  

Dwelling, a term borrowed from Martin Heidegger (1971), is how inhabitants of the world, as 

individuals or as groups, produce their own lives. It is not merely the occupation of towns or 

landscapes, rather it signifies the immersion of human beings in the currents of the lifeworld (Ingold 

2011: 10). Ingold writes: “a landscape is constituted as an enduring record of – and testimony to – 

the lives and works of past generations who have dwelt within it, and in doing so, have left there 

something of themselves” (Ingold 1993: 152). Reflecting on his paper 23 years later, Ingold writes 

that he regards his ‘experiment’ at using the idea of landscape to overcome a naturalistic bias in 

studies of environment as a failure. In the end, he decided to stick with ‘environment’ and 

established the latter as a relational term (Ingold 2016: 1). Also over the use of the term ‘dwelling’, 

Ingold has stated regret and has since reworded the concept as ‘habitation’ (Ingold 2011: 12).  

Nonetheless, Ingold’s ideas have long held a great deal of currency in archaeology – his 1993 essay 

was published in World Archaeology after all – and with the increasing popularity of ‘new 

materialist’ perspectives over the past few years, Ingold’s star has never shined more brightly 

(chapter 2.6.1). As noted above, also in the study of maritime landscapes, and even historical 

studies of port towns, the anthropologist has, as of late, made his mark (e.g. Sturt 2006; Cobb & 

Ransley 2009; Van de Noort 2011a: 72-97; Byrne 2016). However, there are some problems with 

the concept of a taskscape. First and foremost is that all movement and activities in an environment 

are categorised as ‘tasks’, giving the impression of an almost exclusive focus on economic 

activities15. A second limitation is that it appears to overly emphasise human activity in the 

landscape and therefore encourages an anthropocentric view of the world. As a consequence, in 

applying the concept to the archaeological record, it could seem that a port town was shaped by 

human activity alone. However, in his more recent work, Ingold adheres to a much more non-

anthropocentric worldview, consisting of meshworks of lines or paths along which human and non-

humans ‘wayfare’ (Ingold 2011: 63-94; 2015). 

                                                           

15 Perhaps unsurprising given how strongly Ingold’s early writing was influenced by the theories of Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Engels (Ingold 2011: 4-6, 9).  
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2.3. Defining the Maritime Townscape 

In a search for conceptual devices to think together land and sea, several tools were discussed, 

however none of them are adequate to tackle a holistic study of ships, waterfront, town and 

environment. Some of the best research has been mostly atheoretical, the approach simply being 

dictated by the environment these scholars work in. Indeed, it is almost impossible to think ship 

and town apart in cities such as Amsterdam or Stockholm. More concept-driven approaches, such 

as the maritime town topography and explorations of the agency of water have too much of a 

narrowly defined focus to be effective in this work. The first is singularly aimed at urban 

morphologies, while the second is principally concerned with including waterbodies in discussions 

of towns and imbuing them with cultural meanings. The maritime cultural landscape, on the other 

hand, offered a powerful tool to produce a seamless account of a coastal zone, but as a theoretical 

toolkit, it was found to stimulate little creative thinking. The opposite could be said about the 

taskscape, rich in provocative ideas, but overly focused on human – and in particular economic – 

activity.  

The concept proposed here is the maritime townscape, defined as all aspects of a port town that 

have the potential to be associated to its maritime functions and have left a physical trace of its 

activity which can be followed by a researcher. It should be clarified that this definition does not 

exclude immaterial evidence such as folk tales told by sailors or tacit boatbuilding knowledge 

‘stored’ in a person’s muscle-memory. These immaterial sources have a material component, a 

living sailor (or relative) whose tales can be recorded or either a boatbuilder whose actions can be 

documented or a product of his work that can be studied. A physical component is a sine qua non 

for a researcher.   

Taking a closer look at the definition of the maritime townscape, it quickly becomes clear that it 

advocates a ‘relational approach’, encouraging a researcher to explore the associations between 

all aspects of a port town that are somehow connected to its maritime functions. As such, it is 

grounded in the tenets of Actor-Network Theory (ANT, Figure 5) as it was described by Bruno Latour 

in Reassembling the Social (2005). The world according to Latour is defined by associations and 

understood in terms of webs – or actor-networks – of materially heterogeneous elements. 

Importantly, both humans and non-humans, tangibles and intangibles, may be associated together. 

Such an approach sidesteps binary dualisms such as social/physical, subject/object or 

universal/particular and treats humans and nonhumans alike, as relational affects. In doing this ‘the 

social’ or ‘the maritime’ is not seen as an essential property of humans or towns but as something 

that is actively assembled. As a result, the question that poses itself is how actors become 

interconnected. The emphasis is therefore on mapping associations, rather than on using them as 
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explanations as such. Another way of explaining ANT is through the perspective of the sociologist 

John Law (2007) who describes it as a material-semiotic toolset and method of analysis that treats 

everything in the social and natural worlds as continuously generated effects of the webs of 

associations in which they are located. This highlights that ANT sets out to map relations that are 

at the same time material (between things) and semiotic (between concepts).  

However, as yet another ‘scape’, does the maritime townscape not run into the problem pointed 

out by Cobb and Ransley (2009) above? Where does it draw the line? Does it not, just as the 

seascape did, ask us to define what is maritime and what is not? The way the maritime townscape 

is defined easily bypasses this problem. It encourages the study of all aspects of a port town that 

have the potential to be associated to its maritime functions. This means that the network under 

study knows no geographical or temporal bounds (and therefore also no sense of scale), as long as 

the object analysed has the potential to be associated to the town’s maritime functions.  

But, if the network knows no boundaries, is this not a problem in itself? ‘Where does the maritime 

townscape draw the line?’ is a question that can also be posed from a methodological point of view. 

It is true that the associations that could be explored are potentially endless, so how far should a 

scholar take this? Say a ship was carved into a pillar of a church. One could study the stone in which 

Figure 5: The art installation Galaxies Forming Along Filaments Like Droplets Along the Strands of a 

Spider’s Web, built at the Venice Biennale, can serve as a particularly apt illustration of a complex actor-

network of relations continuously made, falling apart and re-made. ©Tomás Saraceno, photo by Esther 

Schipper 2009. 
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it was carved, how it was given its final shape, where it came from, how it got to the town, how it 

was extracted from the mine, how the stone was formed in the earth’s crust, etc. It is easy to get 

lost in a web of relationships. This apparent inherent weakness can be traced back to the theory in 

which it is grounded. In a fictional dialogue where a student expresses similar concerns to Latour 

about ANT (2005: 141-56), the issue is explored in some depth. However, it should be noted that 

such a problem is by no means unique to ANT. Phenomenology, for example, Thomas writes “[…] 

deals in world-disclosure, in which engagement with a particular entity leads us into an expanding 

web of relationships. No matter how restricted the frame of inquiry, phenomenology will tend to 

lead toward more extensive reflections” (Thomas 2006: 51). 

Nonetheless, it must be acknowledge how this study bracketed itself. In ANT the maxim is ‘follow 

the actors’ (Latour 2005). In practice this meant that the author selected the actors and relations 

to be studied. It was therefore the researcher, based on the availability and accessibility of data, 

who drew a line. But at the same time, it were the actors themselves who defined the limits of 

research. It was through practice that new actors disclosed themselves which lead to a new 

research question (chapter 1.1). In archaeology, due to the fragmentary nature of the source 

material, this problem is less pronounced than in, for example, sociology. Following the actors, 

describing associations along the way, will inevitably end where the source material stops. Finally, 

a relational approach to maritime towns will inevitably lead to questions of non-human agency and 

‘flat ontologies’. These will be discussed in chapter 2.6.3 when a rhythmanalytical approach is 

introduced as a new materialist concept.  

The principal purpose of the maritime townscape is to break down any remaining barriers between 

a maritime and terrestrial sphere and encourage researchers to expand their perspectives by 

working against tendencies to focus on single categories of artefacts by encouraging the description 

or relation between (maritime and terrestrial) artefacts and other (geo)archaeological data sources. 

The remainder of this chapter is aimed at refining this conceptual device, by exploring slightly 

deviant ways of questioning time and space in the maritime townscape, through rhythmanalysis 

and spatial trialectics respectively. However, before introducing these two specific concepts, as a 

first step, it is worth spending some time considering the lessons learned from landscape 

archaeology.  

2.4. Landscape Archaeology and Phenomenology 

A comprehensive review of landscape archaeology in Britain would be out of place in this thesis (for 

general overviews, see David & Thomas 2008 and Hicks et al. 2007, for medieval landscapes in 

particular, see Rippon 2009). Yet, it is important to point out that one is much more likely to come 
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across the concept of phenomenology in the more theoretically-inclined field of prehistoric 

landscape archaeology, compared to its historic (medieval) counterpart which has a more empirical 

research tradition. Muir (1999), Austin (2006) and Johnson (2007) have commented on the 

apparent lack of theoretical rigour in historical landscape studies, evoking vigorous (Fleming 2007) 

and more subtle (Rippon 2009: 245) responses to what was perceived as a criticism of empirical 

research. While the lack of written sources in prehistoric archaeology is often seen as allowing for 

greater speculation and interpretation through the application of theory, historic archaeologists 

are seen as plagued by ‘the tyranny of the historical record’ (Champion 1990), leaving little room 

for original thought outside of the pre-established historic narrative.  

Even though there is a basis of truth in this, it is also of course an exaggeration. A situation where 

material culture has to be interpreted in the context of a time period from which a wealth of 

historical sources are available is a familiar concept for ship archaeologists (see Rönnby 2013: 16-8 

for a discussion). Yet, in many cases, the abundance of written sources are not considered a 

limitation, rather they allow for the production of a much better resolved historical narrative (e.g. 

Hocker 2011; Eriksson 2015). However, as this thesis hopes to demonstrate, this does not mean 

that historical archaeology studies cannot benefit from theoretical tools that stimulate creative 

thinking. Indeed, at least in the context of this study, the historical evidence allows for the 

theoretical concepts developed in this chapter to be applied to a much greater resolution (chapter 

7).  

One such theoretical concept is phenomenology16, the field of enquiry “concerned with the human 

encounter, experience and understanding of worldly things, and with how these happenings come 

to be possible.” (Thomas 2006: 43). Phenomenologists’ most fundamental argument is that if 

scholars want their studies to be informed by evidence gained through the physical senses (in the 

field or laboratory) then the nature of experience needs to be questioned. In order to be on firm 

footing when discussing this theoretical concept (and the ones that will follow), it is necessary to 

make a brief excursion into the field of philosophy, in particular the works of Edmund Husserl, 

Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Thomas (2006) summarises their contributions as 

follows.  

Husserl’s (1983) ambition when formulating his phenomenological argument was to establish a 

science which could identify the fundamental structures of consciousness. For him, consciousness 

is always directed toward an object. In other words, consciousness is always consciousness-of-

                                                           

16 For an in-depth introduction to the basics of phenomenology in philosophy see Moran’s 2000 Introduction 
to Phenomenology.  
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something and this something can be as real as a hammer or as abstract as a mathematical formula. 

The basis of the relationship between people and their world is thus both bodily as well as cognitive 

and the objects of the world are objects-as-conceptualised. This means that, for Husserl, 

‘phenomena’ are things that appear as such in human consciousness (Thomas 2006: 44-5). Husserl’s 

phenomenology is thus ‘pre-scientific’: natural science is just one practice in a phenomenal world, 

a way of finding out particular things about the world, rather than universal truths (Thomas 2006: 

46).  

Heidegger’s (1978) work on phenomenology is not so much about human consciousness, but about 

a means of addressing whatever shows itself. For him, things can only disclose themselves in a 

world. Things are not just objects in human consciousness, they are always embedded in a complex 

network of relations between people and things, and they can only be understood as such. 

According to Heidegger, things only show themselves to humans, who are always part of a cultural 

tradition, embedded in social relations, etc. The world, full of things, is the horizon within which 

things disclose themselves, while humans exist in multiple contexts and relationships: this is being-

in-the-world. He claims that western philosophical tradition (including Husserl) assumed that there 

is only a single possible relationship between people and things: that between subject and object. 

This means that a human being (the subject) observes some entity (the object) in an analytic 

manner, from a distance. However, in reality, Heidegger argues, things can disclose themselves to 

humans in a variety of ways, depending on the involvement one has with them (Thomas 2006: 47-

8).  

Finally, Merleau-Ponty’s (2013) focus was on perception. Like Husserl, his approach was pre-

scientific in nature. However, contrary to Husserl, Merleau-Ponty’s perception is not just a cognitive 

matter. The human (the subject) always has a physical component, she or he is embodied. It is 

through the human body that people can see, move around, relate to things, etc. The human senses 

provide a particular way of entering into relationships with things, and none of these relations 

involves a disembodied mind. Engagements with the world therefore occur through the body rather 

than being concentrated in a cognitive realm (Thomas 2006: 50). 

The basic philosophical principles described above have been widely applied in landscape 

archaeology, exploring lived human experience, and the conditions that make experience possible17 

(e.g. Tilley 2004; 2008a; 2008b; 2010; Edmonds 1999; 2006; Bender et al. 2007; Hamilton & 

Whitehouse 2006; Thomas 1996). Most of these studies were instigated by Tilley’s A 

                                                           

17 In recent years, such concepts have also been explored in ship archaeology, see Adams 2013a, Eriksson 
2014, 2015 and Höglund 2015.  
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Phenomenology of Landscape18 (1994) in which he makes it explicit that the focus on a researcher’s 

experience in and of a landscape, is not intended as a form of empathy, as a way of trying to share 

the thoughts and feelings of prehistoric people (1994: 74). The idea is that by using one’s own body 

as a means of addressing a site, an archaeologist generates an understanding in the present which 

acts as an analogy for those of the past. It is a basis for argument, rather than a revealed truth about 

a landscape and its past (Thomas 2006: 58). However, critics of Tilley have argued that 

phenomenology implies that, in order to have comparable experiences, archaeologists must share 

a common physiognomy with people in the past (Karlsson 1998: 188). Another issue is that 

phenomenology can only provide a first-hand experience from the perspective of a single subject. 

Given the close relationships between phenomenology and rhythmanalysis, these concerns will be 

addressed in chapter 2.6.3. However, contrary to the anthropocentric phenomenological 

approaches described above, Rhythmanalysis as it is deployed in this study, contains non-

anthropocentric aspects of new materialist studies. The reason for this is found in the data 

encountered in the process of conducting this study, a significant part of which is environmental in 

nature. It is therefore important to briefly take the pulse of theoretical considerations in the field 

of environmental archaeology.  

2.5. Environmental Archaeology 

Environmental archaeology (e.g. Branch et al. 2014) or geoarchaeology (e.g. Goldberg & Macphail 

2006), as a subdiscipline of archaeology, has been around for at least the past three decades. 

Traditionally, it has shown little interest in theoretical discourse. The limited engagement there has 

been has focused on solidifying a ‘scientific’ uniformitarian stance, while trying to incorporate itself 

into the ‘non-scientific’ post-processualist agenda19 (Branch et al. 2014: 1-8 for an overview). 

However, it could be argued that this reluctance to engage in theoretical debate has been well 

reciprocated by archaeological theorists, who have failed to adequately include environmental 

evidence in the construction of their theoretical frameworks (Branch et al. 2014: 1).  

Two facts have undoubtedly played a role in the current situation. The first is a concern with 

determinism, a legacy many archaeologists still carry around from the heydays of ‘environmental 

functional-processualism’ (e.g. Clark 1936; Childe 1958; Butzer 1972; Trigger 2006: 315-86). The 

second factor is the rejection of processual archaeology (e.g. Binford 1968; White 1959; Trigger 

                                                           

18 Although it should be noted that Tilley’s ideas are as much shaped by ethnography as they are by 
philosophical phenomenology.  
19 However, it is not unlikely that the recent emergence of a ‘critical physical geography’ which emphasises 
the importance of politics and power in geomorphological research practice (e.g. Blue & Brierley 2015), could 
soon influence similar theoretical considerations in environmental archaeology.   
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2006: 314-443) – which aimed to explain cultural evolution as the adaptation to changes in the 

environment, evidently attributing a significant role to environmental change – and the adoption 

of human agency as the principal driver behind social change (e.g. Hodder 1986). This development 

can be attributed to the rise in popularity of post-processual archaeology (Trigger 2006: 444-477). 

However, as Van de Noort (2011b: 1042-3) points out, post-processualists do not necessarily seek 

to deny past environmental or climate change, rather their work often tends to render its role 

effectively invisible (e.g. Hodder 1990; Tilley 1994).  

The post-processual approaches to landscapes presented in chapter 2.4 are examples of this. 

Phenomenology as it was developed in the works of Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty 

describes a world where things disclose themselves to exclusively humans through consciousness, 

being in-the-world or the human body, respectively20. Translated in archaeology, this has resulted 

in a focus on exploring the lived human experience, often to the exclusion of the dynamisms in the 

environment the human is ‘experiencing’.  

This does not mean that archaeologists have completely forsaken changes in environment and 

climate as drivers for change. A great number of archaeological studies have placed ancient 

communities in trajectories of environmental change (e.g. Crumley 1994; Gamble et al. 2004; 

Turney et al. 2006; Hornborg & Crumley 2007; Dugmore et al. 2010; McAnay & Yoffee 2010). Yet, 

the development of conceptual models has been lacking. A notable exception is Van de Noort 

(2011b, 2013) who borrows a ‘coupled human-earth systems model’ from climate scientists. Such 

a model inherently accepts the interrelationships between earth-systems and human-systems and 

acknowledges that within long-term perspectives (natural) climate change and (human) socio-

economic development are interrelated, and can both be drivers of change (Van de Noort 2011b: 

1043, Figure 6). The shared interests of climate scientists and archaeologists are not limited to 

conceptual human-earth systems, however, as a discussion of medieval climate in chapter 6.2 will 

demonstrate.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           

20 However, philosophers such as Sloterdijk (1998, 1999, 2004) and Harman (2002) have used the work of the 
‘young Heidegger’ to move away from the Kantian idea that human agency grants the only viable means for 
accessing reality (chapter 2.5.1).   
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2.6. Rhythmanalytical Concept 

Concerns of determinism in environmental archaeology inevitably lead to questions about the 

balance between natural and human factors driving history, or in other words, human and non-

human agencies driving social change. The use of the word ‘agency’ in this way – also applying to 

non-humans – can be considered controversial (e.g. Graves-Brown 2013; Barrett 2014). It is 

therefore important to clarify what is meant by the term agency in this work. Arguing for ‘material 

agency’, Lambros Malafouris (2013: 119-149) points out that critics of the term often confuse 

agency with ‘sense of agency’, meaning consciousness or intentionality. Material agency is not 

about awareness of agency or intentionality, but about causality by way of doing, meaning that if 

something is responsible for something to happen, then that something can be an agent (see also 

Latour 2005: 71). In line with this way of thinking, Jim Dolwick’s (2009: 38) straightforward 

Figure 6: The art installation On Space Time Foam, built at the Hangar Biccocca, Milan, consists out of 

three envelopes supported by air and constitutes a remarkable visual metaphor for human-environment 

relations. All people in the installation are enveloped by the construction. Yet, when one person moves, 

the installation (environment) changes shape which, in turn, affects the movement of other people inside. 

In other words, the installation (nature) moves in conjunction with the people (culture) inside it, in the 

same way that the environment is emergent with, and not just the underlying context for human activity 

(Steinberg 2013).  ©Tomás Saraceno, photo by Allessandro Coco 2012.  
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definition of agency is adapted in this thesis; agency is the capacity to act and matter and make a 

difference in the world.  

In this section, one of the two theoretical tools used to question the maritime townscape is 

introduced: Lefebvre’s (2004) rhythmanalysis. It is developed principally as way of questioning and 

presenting the different temporalities encountered in the data from Winchelsea. Only recently have 

a handful of archaeologists taken up the concept. Sturt (2006) developed a rhythmanalytical 

approach for the late Mesolithic and early Neolithic of the East Anglian fenlands where he found a 

rhythmical movement of people through space/time during the earlier to middle Neolithic in 

conjunction with the slowly shifting physical environment that surrounds them. Aldred (2014), on 

the other hand, produced rhythmic signatures of routes following cairns and other major features 

in the Icelandic landscape using angle of slope, altitude, etc. He did this to help him articulate the 

different elements involved in moving through a landscape. Dye’s (2016) work is more 

methodological in nature. He developed a statistical graphic for the study of archaeological rhythms 

which he calls a ‘tempo plot’. Applying these to the archaeological record of Hawaii, he plots 

rhythms of change on different temporal scales. 

Rhythmanalysis, like the maritime townscape above, will be developed as a new materialist 

concept. Such perspectives have recently gained much popularity in archaeology (e.g. Olsen 2010; 

Hodder 2012), while at the same time being met with stark criticism (e.g. Graves-Brown 2013; 

Ingold 2012: 427; Pollock et al. 2014; Olsen & Witmore 2015). It is therefore worthwhile to critically 

evaluate the recent embracing of such ideas by many archaeological theorists.  

2.6.1. New Materialisms in Archaeology 

The term ‘new materialisms’ (Figure 7) is adopted in its widest possible sense and is used to 

encapsulate all theories postulated across the humanities and social sciences that express a concern 

with non-human agencies. This ‘field’ of new materialisms is not at all coherent. Backgrounds, 

theories and approaches vary widely; ranging from Karen Barad’s work in quantum physics and 

feminism (2007) to Quentin Meillassoux’s (2008) philosophical arguments against Kantian 

‘correlationalism’ to Bill Sillar’s (2009) archaeological study of Central Andean people’s relationship 

with places and things. In archaeology alone, there is now a broad corpus of archaeological writing 

which calls upon a wide variety of theoretical perspectives to implement a shift toward relational 

approaches to the social and material world that focus on an active involvement of materials 

(Marshall & Alberti 2014: 19-20).  
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Broadly speaking (and inevitably oversimplifying), four interrelated but different strands can be 

discerned in the way new materialisms are applied to archaeological thinking. A first, and perhaps 

the most basic, is symmetrical archaeology which, according to Christopher Witmore (2007: 546-

7), begins with the proposition that humans and non-humans should not be seen as ontologically 

distinct, rather any privileging in this simplified duality must be levelled, effectively creating a ‘flat 

ontology’. Archaeological studies under the name of symmetrical archaeology (e.g. Olsen 2007; 

2010; Olsen et al. 2012; Olsen & Witmore 2015; Witmore 2014; webmoor 2012; Webmoor & 

Witmore 2008; Shanks 2007) take their inspiration principally from the writings of Latour (1993; 

2005; 2013), but also to a certain extent the recent work of Ingold (2007; 2011; 2013; 2015) and of 

late more and more the emerging philosophies of ‘speculative realism’21, in particular those of 

Graham Harman (2002; 2009) and Levi Bryant (2011).  

                                                           

21 See Morelle 2012 for a vade mecum of speculative realism, Bryant et al. 2011 for an introduction to the 
subject and in particular Gratton 2014 for a critical review. See Edgeworth 2016 for an archaeological view.  

Figure 7: This ‘sculpture’ called Hybrid Webs at the George Kolbe Museum, Berlin, is made by spiders, 

influenced by the artist. This ‘living’ hybrid web is one way of conceptualising a ‘new materialist world’ of 

incessant movement and becoming, continually under construction, woven from a manifold of human 

and non-human threads, forming a tangle of relationships (e.g. Ingold 2015). ©Tomás Saraceno 2014. 
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A second group preferring the name animism sets a slightly different point of departure. Worried 

by the implications of a fundamentally ‘flat ontology’ (e.g. Barrett 2014), (some of) these studies 

(e.g. Robb 2004; Sillar 2009: 368) argue that non-humans have a ‘secondary’ or ‘effective’ agency 

which originates in human engagement with things (e.g. the papers in Brown & Walker 2008 and in 

Alberti & Bray 2009, Conneller 2011), these researchers tend to reference anthropologists such as 

Philippe Descola (2013), Alfred Gell (1998) and Ingold (2006), but also Latour (1993) as their 

principal theoretical influences.  

A third group prefers to apply a more specific theoretical concept – assemblage theory – to their 

field of study (e.g. Alberti et al. 2013; Fowler 2013; Hamilakis 2013; Lucas 2012). Andrew Meiron 

Jones and Benjamin Alberti (2013: 27-30), for example, propose to replace the archaeological term 

‘context’ with ‘assemblage’. The latter emphasises processes of becoming and the immanent and 

open-ended nature of the world, actively producing meaning and affect, instead of framing it. The 

theoretical basis for these studies are found in the first place in the work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari (1987), but also in interpretations of Deleuzian theory by the political theorist Jane Bennett 

(2010) and philosopher Manuel DeLanda (2006). 

A fourth approach was recently proposed by Chris Gosden and Malafouris (2015) under the name 

of Process Archaeology or P-Arch. Described as an ‘archaeology of becoming’, it postulates three 

theoretical principles: (1) reality (one or many) primarily consists, and is best understood, not in 

models of being, but in modes of becoming; (2) the universe and everything in it is in motion; (3) 

the universe generally and human becoming more particularly can best be understood as continual 

transformations between energy and matter, which they understand analytically as flow and form 

(Gosden & Malafouris 2015: 702-3). The philosophical underpinnings of this approach are borrowed 

from the process philosophers Alfred North Whitehead (1925; 1938; 1964; 1978), Henri Bergson 

(1999; 2011) and Deleuze (1993).  

Next to these four (over)generalised positions, there are a great number of studies which situate 

themselves within the overall trend of new materialist approaches to archaeology, but have their 

own specific point of departure. Notable examples are Yvonne Marshall and Alberti’s (2014) 

concern with incorporating feminist theories and Ian Hodder’s (2012) theory of Entanglement. 

Especially relevant for this study are the engagements of maritime archaeologists with new 

materialisms. Examples are Dolwick’s (2008; 2009) application of ANT to steam boats, Eriksson’s 

(2014) study of Dutch Fluits, influenced by the work of Olsen and Latour, and Tuddenham’s (2010; 

2012) application of ANT to Norwegian cultural heritage management. Also Van de Noort’s (2011a: 
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27-30) North Sea Archaeologies has a new materialist perspective, but draws from the application 

of these ideas in geography22, in particular the hybrid geographies (2002) of Sarah Whatmore. 

Despite the popularity of new materialist approaches, there has also been stark criticism, often 

from fellow new materialists. Olsen & Witmore (2015) summarise the most relevant: (1) the 

approach fails to see a difference between living and non-living entities (e.g. Graves-Brown 2013; 

Barrett 2014), (2) it leaves no room for humans or other living things (e.g. Ingold 2012: 427; 

Hamilakis 2013: 115) and (3) it lacks any sincere ethical concern for things (e.g. Pollock et al. 2014: 

156-7; Sørensen 2013). As the approaches outlined in this thesis are explicitly grounded in new 

materialisms – and will demonstrate close affinities with Ingold’s (2015) ‘philosophy of lines’ and P-

Arch – these criticisms will be dealt with below (chapter 2.6.3). However, first, I will add a critique 

of my own, one that questions the way in which such approaches have (so far) been applied to the 

study of specific object categories.  

2.6.2. How Are Things Made in a New Materialist World? 

The latest new materialist approach to archaeology – P-Arch – makes it very clear: “The universe 

generally and human becoming more particularly can best be understood as continual 

transformations between energy and matter, which we understand as flow and form” (Gosden & 

Malafouris 2015: 703). Such a perspective falls largely in line with Ingold’s (e.g. 2015) ‘philosophy 

of lines’. The latter imagines a world of “[…] incessant movement and becoming, one that is never 

complete but continually under construction, woven from the countless of its manifold human and 

non-human constituents as they thread their ways through the tangle of relationships in which they 

are comprehensively enmeshed. In such a world, persons and things do not so much exist as occur, 

and are identified not by any fixed, essential attributes laid down in advance or transmitted ready-

made from the past, but by the very pathways (or trajectories, or stories) along which they have 

previously come and are presently going” (Ingold 2011: 141). 

The question I would like to pose is – on an object-level – how are things made in such a world? 

Luckily, this is the main focus of both efforts quoted above. In P-Arch, the making of a clay pot is 

described as follows:  

                                                           

22 For more new materialist theories in geography, see Latour’s 2003 Paris, Invisible City, Gandy’s 2005 Cyborg 
Urbanization, Thrift’s 2008 Non-Representational Theory and Sloterdijk’s 1998, 1999 and 2004 trilogy 
Sphären.  
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“How can we understand in a new way the growth of this specific form out of clay? […] it seems 

that ‘prehension’23 operating through the hand of the potter must be responsible for the act of 

making. However, the potter’s intentionality is not inscribed on the clay; rather it largely derives 

from and is partly made of clay (Malafouris 2008). The form we see emerging in the picture is not 

the result of human intentionality; rather, the material form is folded into the mental by means of 

prehension, that is to say, the form of the vase enfolds in its constitution the totality of the forces, 

energies, memories, skills and relations of which it is the momentary outcome.” (Gosden & 

Malafouris 2015: 706, emphasis in the original). 

Similarly, Ingold, in his 2013 book Making, argues against the theory of ‘hylomorphism’ – the idea 

that form is given to matter – by describing how a number of things are made, including a brick:  

“At the moment of encounter, when the brick maker ‘dashes’ a clot of clay into the mould, the 

expressive force of the maker’s gesture, imparted to the clay, comes hard up against the 

compressive resistance of the hard wood of the mould’s walls. Thus the brick, with its characteristic 

rectangular outline, results not from the imposition of form onto matter but from the 

contraposition of equal and opposed forces immanent in both the clay and the mould. In the field 

of forces, the form emerges as a more or less transitory equilibration” (Ingold 2013: 25). 

Both descriptions can give the illusion of a deep understanding of a process of making, while in 

reality they provide rather superficial accounts. Both an ‘Ingoldian’ and P-Arch approach question 

the intentionality of the maker in giving an artefact its shape: all a craftsman can do is apply one of 

the many forces that make up the field of flows out of which a form emerges. Although there is 

nothing wrong with this as a conceptual model, one must ask, what does such an insight contribute 

to our understanding (or analysis or interpretation) of the artefact in question? Does it explain how 

it was made? What the functional and cultural purposes were for its production? Does it elucidate 

the skill required to make a pot or brick? Does it aid our understanding of craftsmanship? One could 

argue they contribute very little to any of these questions.  

However, one could say, as Ingold (2015) does, that it is by following the forces or ‘wayfaring along 

the lines’ that deeper insight is gained. Despite claims to the contrary by the latter (Ingold 2011: 

89-94), on a methodological level, such ideas often come down to a relational ANT approach as 

described by Latour (2005). What is more, the idea that ‘forces’ bundle to make objects is not new. 

Even in ship archaeology, a field supposedly notorious for its atheoretical discourse (e.g. Flatman 

2003: 143), Adams (2003: 25-31; 2013b: 22-28) has produced very similar – though perhaps 

                                                           

23 ‘Prehension’ is a term borrowed from Whitehead and is described as a kind of creative border thinking that 
blends time (past, present and future), feeling and memory (Gosden & Malafouris 2015: 706).  
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methodologically more pertinent – principles to conceptualise the factors that constitute how a 

ship was built.   

Perhaps most concerning of all, thinking such a conceptual framework all the way through forces 

Ingold to present rather far-reaching and overgeneralising ideas such as that a form is never pre-

determined in a craftsman’s mind, there are no mental templates (Ingold 2013: 43). Such ideas 

ascribe a very limited definition to the term ‘mental template’ in a craftsmanship context, assuming 

it should entail something specific. As I have argued elsewhere in the context of Viking Age 

shipbuilding, mental templates are “a series of rules-of-thumb wherein a boatbuilder stores and 

transfers his knowledge of how to obtain the form and proportions of a hull shape.” and “A ‘rule-

of-thumb’ is a rough guide or principle, which has a broad application and is not intended to be 

strictly accurate or reliable in every situation” (Dhoop & Olaberria 2015: 98). One does not have to 

look far in the literature on craftsmanship to see that this is not an uncommon way of defining the 

term (e.g. Crumlin-Pedersen 2004: 51; papers in Wendrich 2012 and papers in Schiffer 2001).  

Developing this criticism further would be diverging too far from the objective of this chapter. 

Suffice to say that an uncompromising new materialist approach on an object-level (as it has so far 

been applied) can pose problems (and perhaps little additional insight). However, that does not 

mean such concepts contain no useful tools to question and synthesize archaeological data.  

2.6.3. Rhythmanalysis 

Edgeworth (2011: 137) ends his book Fluid Pasts with the question: “What happens if we apply 

models of flow to archaeological evidence that has previously been understood only as solid 

material?” As the rhythmanalytical work of Sturt (2006), Aldred (2014), Dye (2016) and to a certain 

extent the studies of new materialist theorists demonstrate, such a project is already underway. 

Current thinking in archaeology no longer views the development of history as a uni-directional 

linear process, even if such a development could go back and forward (Childe 1956: 58). Instead, 

history and archaeology are now seen as more of a sensual flow (Lucas 2005: 22). A great influence 

in this change in the perception of time was the Annales school. Although founded by Febvre and 

Bloch in 1929, it is Braudel’s (1972; 1980) work that has had the most impact on archaeological 

thinking (Hodder 1978; Gurevich 1995; Last 1995; Bintliff 1991; Knapp 1992). Braudel’s counter-

proposal to a simple sequence of events involved distinguishing between three specific timescales 

over which history unfolded: the long, medium and short term. The long term, or longue durée, 

covers slow-moving processes such as climate change, the medium term refers to social or 

technological history such as the development of capitalism, and, finally the short term covers 

events or individuals. Although Braudel is best known for his work on the long term, it is important 



The Maritime Townscape 

42 

to note that he envisioned each scale affecting the course of the others, in other words, all were 

intertwined (Lucas 2005: 16). 

Considering that the first papers and volumes on space appeared already in the 1970s (e.g. Clarke 

1977; Hodder 1978; Hodder and Orton 1976), it is rather surprising that it took until the 1990s 

before a real interest in time developed (Leone 1978; Bailey 1981; 1983; Shanks & Tilley 1987; 

Gosden 1994; Thomas 1996; Murray 1999; Bradley 2002; van Dyke & Alcock 2003; World 

Archaeology special issues in 1993 and 1998). It is worth going back one last time to Ingold’s 1993 

paper on the temporality of the landscape. In many ways, the most interesting points made in the 

paper are not about landscape, but about time. Taking inspiration form a paper by Pitirim Sorokin 

and Robert Merton (1937), Ingold contrasts ‘astronomical’ or ‘clock-time’, which is purely 

quantitative, with ‘social time’, considered fundamentally qualitative. While labour is measured out 

in units of clock-time, the temporality of the taskscape is essentially social, it is “grounded in the 

rhythms, pulsations and beats of the societies in which they are found.” (Ingold 1993: 159). Ingold 

also emphasises that the taskscape does not ‘take up a point of view detached from the temporal 

process of our life in the world’, a birds-eye view of time of sorts. Instead temporality is perceived 

from the viewpoint of the participant, in the performance of their tasks (Ingold 1993: 159). 

Finally, making an analogy with music, Ingold makes three points about temporality and the 

physical world. First, cycles in social life are rhythmic rather than metronomic. A metronome, like a 

clock, inscribes an artificial division into equal segments upon an otherwise undifferentiated 

movement. Rhythm, by contrast, is intrinsic to movement itself. Second, in social life, there is not 

just one rhythmic cycle, but a complex interweaving of many concurrent cycles. Since any rhythm 

may be taken as the tempo for any of the others, there is no single, one-dimensional strand of time. 

Third, the forms of the taskscape come into being through movement and action. The taskscape 

exists only so long as people are actually engaged in the activities of dwelling (Ingold 1993: 160-1). 

However, movement leaves a trace in the landscape that remains available for inspection long after 

the activity has ceased (Ingold 1993: 162). Ingold’s perspective shows important similarities, but 

also differences with the rhythmanalytical concept outlined by Lefebvre.  

Rhythmanalysis, according to Lefebvre24 (2004: 13), is “nothing less than a new science, a new field 

of knowledge: the analysis of rhythms, with practical consequences.” Although the aims of this 

thesis are considerably more modest, it is this concept by Lefebvre that will serve as the first 

theoretical instrument to question the maritime townscape. The fundamental principles of 

                                                           

24 However, Lefebvre was certainly not the first to consider ‘rhythm theory’. For an overview, see 
rhuthmos.eu/spip.php?article462 [Accessed on 18/07/2016] and Henriques et al. 2014.  

http://rhuthmos.eu/spip.php?article462
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rhythmanalysis were first published by Lefebvre, in collaboration with his wife Catherine Régulier, 

in 1985 (2004) as Le Projet Rythmanalytique (The Rhythmanalytic Project). Soon after, in 1986 

(2004), an application of the concept to Mediterranean towns followed: Essai de rythmanalyse des 

villes méditerranéennes. Finally, in 1992 (2004), Lefebvre, by himself, published a more elaborate 

exposition of the concept as Éléments de rythmanalyse: Introduction à la connaissance des 

rhythmes (Elements of Rhythmanalysis: An Introduction to the Understanding of Rhythms). 

Lefebvre’s Rhythmanalysis starts with a consideration of the temporal in which he distinguishes the 

cyclical from the linear. The cyclical originates in the cosmic, in nature, they are the days and nights, 

the waves and tides of the sea, etc. The linear on the other hand comes from social practice, from 

human activity, such as the commute to work or changing traffic lights (Lefebvre 2004: 18). There 

is an obvious intersection here with Ingolds’ considerations of time in the taskscape, yet where “the 

temporality of the taskscape is essentially social” (Ingold 1993: 159) (chapter 2.2.3), Lefebvre’s 

temporality includes both human and non-human time-cycles which, although under analysis can 

be teased apart, in reality interfere with one another constantly (Lefebvre 2004: 18).  

This fundamental principle leads to the core of rhythmanalysis. As Lefebvre (2004: 25) writes: 

“everywhere there is interaction between a place, a time and an expenditure of energy, there is 

rhythm.” In essence, Lefebvre imagines a world composed of rhythms, constantly on the move, 

multitemporal, bundling together in a myriad of ways. He envisions four ways of describing these 

rhythms: (1) isorhythmia or a single rhythm; (2) polyrhythmia or multiple rhythms; (3) eurhythmia 

meaning rhythms in harmony with one another; and (4) arrhythmia when rhythms are out of sync 

(Lefebvre 2004: 25, 43). Importantly, it is very clear that the ‘rhythmanalyst’ must ‘listen’ to both 

human and non-human rhythms. Levebvre and Régulier (2004: 88-9) write “you [the researcher] 

will grasp every being, every entity and every body, both living and non-living, ‘symphonically’ or 

‘polyrhythmically’. […] including houses and buildings, towns and landscapes.” Having to deal with 

such a wide variety of rhythms makes any rhythmanalysis inevitably a multi-disciplinary affair.  

This, is what constitutes for Lefebvre the framework for analysis of the particular. Furthermore, 

such an analysis should “ride with the movements in whichever work or whichever sequence of 

actions until their end” (Lefebvre 2004: 25). It is not hard to see the close relationships between 

the basic tenets of rhythmanalysis and new materialist ideas. The fact that neither human nor non-

human rhythms are favoured is reminiscent of a symmetrical approach, while the quote above 

could have been a sentence in Latour’s (2005) Reassembling the Social, explaining that 

actors/rhythms must be followed wherever they may lead. Yet, there are differences. A world 

composed of rhythms does not separate between ‘actors’ and ‘relations’, rather it comes closer to 

Ingold’s (2015) ‘philosophy of lines’ where the rhythms/lines themselves bundle/mesh.  
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Where rhythmanalysis starts to diverge from new materialist approaches is in its emphasis on the 

human body as the medium to explore rhythms. Lefebvre is adamant about this; “At no moment 

has the […] rhythmanalytical project lost sight of the body. […] the living body has (in general) 

always been present: a constant reference. The theory of rhythms is founded on the experience 

and knowledge of the body […]” (Lefebvre 2004: 77). For Lefebvre (2004: 30), the body is itself a 

bundle of differently attuned rhythms that is surrounded in nature and society by ‘bundles, 

bouquets or garlands’ of other rhythms. Rhythms must therefore be perceived, both as a single 

rhythm and as part of the whole ‘symphony’ of rhythms (Figure 8). Doing this, the researcher arrives 

at the concrete through experience (Lefebvre 2004: 31). Here, in contrast to new materialist 

approaches, rhythmanalysis demonstrates a strong affinity with phenomenology (something which 

Lefebvre does not conceal, see 2014: 27-8), especially (considering its emphasis on perception and 

the body) with the writings of Merleau-Ponty.  

The final principle that is lifted from rhythmanalysis is Lefebvre’s clever use of scale, which is what 

sets it apart from a lot of phenomenological approaches. Lefebvre writes that “in order to grasp 

and analyse rhythms, it is necessary to get outside them, but not completely […]. A certain 

exteriority enables the analytic intellect to function. However, to grasp a rhythm it is necessary to 

Figure 8: This art installation, in fact an oversized model of the web of a latrodectus mactans or black widow, 

can serve as a visual metaphor for the myriad of multi-temporal, eurhythmic and arrhythmic rhythms the 

‘rhythmanalyst’ encounters through his bodily-exploration of the world (Lefebvre 2004). ©Tomás Saraceno, 

14 Billions 2010.  
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have been grasped by it” (Lefebvre 2004: 37). A researcher is therefore encouraged to, at certain 

points, detach himself from his work and move between the micro scale where he engages in 

practice – exploring the landscape, extracting a sediment core, conducting micro-XRF analysis in a 

lab – and the macro scale where he engages in synthesis – exploring the relations between his 

experiences of the landscape, the geological stratigraphy and a core’s geochemical signature 

(chapter 2.8).   

To sum up, the world according to rhythmanalysis is composed of both human and non-human 

rhythms, resonating at different temporal scales, and bundling in a myriad of ways, described as: 

isorhythmia, polyrhythmia, eurhythmia and arrhythmia. The principle that the rhythms are to be 

‘followed’ in whichever way they bundle makes Rhythmanalysis inevitably a multi-disciplinary 

affair. However, there are potential problems to take into consideration, in particular the emphasis 

on the use of the own (modern) body as a methodological tool in Lefebvre’s writings. A good 

example is given by Van de Noort (2011a: 17-8). Relating a story from the book Vissers verhalen, 

over hun leven in de delta (Fisher’s stories, on their lives in the delta of Zeeland, Slager & de Schipper 

1990), he points to the fact that even at the beginning of the 20th century most Dutch fishermen 

were not able to swim. It was not a reliance on their fate that stopped them from learning how to 

swim, but the belief that it was better that way. If a person should go overboard, his ability to swim 

would only prolong his suffering in the cold water. It is therefore dangerous to uncritically use the 

modern body and its common set of skills as a methodological tool to overenthusiastically explore 

life in the past. This problem only becomes more exaggerated when dealing with differing human 

physiognomies. For example, the average height of the (male) sailor on the Swedish warship Vasa 

of 1628 was 1.67 metres, considerably shorter than the current Swedish average of 1.80 meters 

(Hocker 2011: 113). This makes the experience of walking on Vasa’s low-hanging decks a very 

different one for a modern man than it was for the early 17th century sailor25. Therefore, the focus 

Lefebvre puts on the body is not adopted in this work. Instead, the emphasis is shifted from 

perception through the body (or the senses, see Hamilakis 2013), towards practice, doing things. 

This could mean spending time in a town or landscape, engaging with local communities and 

histories, but also extracting, cleaning, recording and sieving through a sediment core. It is often in 

the process of doing these things that new ideas take shape, are tested and discarded or withheld. 

This emphasis on practice will be further explored in chapter 2.8.  

A second potential problem is the adoption of a flat ontology, already signalled when discussing 

new materialisms in archaeology (chapter 2.6.1). It is argued that a flat ontology could fail to 

                                                           

25 Something which the author, being 1.77 metres tall, was lucky enough to gain first-hand experience in 
when given the opportunity by Fred Hocker to walk through the ship himself with a 1.67 metres tall colleague.  
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differentiate between living and non-living entities (e.g. Barrett 2014), leave no room for humans 

or other living things (e.g. Ingold 2012: 427) or lack any ethical and political concerns (e.g. Pollock 

et al. 2014: 156-7). The conceptual framework described in this work, where both human and non-

human rhythms bundle and the human has no privileged position in relation to ‘things’, does appear 

to present a flat ontology. However, even though humans and things are considered equal in terms 

of their potential to contribute to historical narratives, this does not mean that they are always of 

equal ‘weight’. As Bryant (201126) does, it is useful to evoke the metaphor of Einstein’s (1916; 1916) 

theory of general relativity27 and gravitational waves (Figure 7). Conceptually, in general relativity, 

a ‘flat’ space-time field is curved by mass and it is the curvature of a space that causes a mass to 

move. Imagine a trampoline in which you place a bowling ball. If you then add a tennis ball to the 

trampoline, it will be attracted to the bowling ball, not because the two objects are attracted to 

one another, but because the trampoline pushes them towards one another. This means that 

planets, stars and all other mass in the universe bend space and this is what creates gravity. 

Therefore, just as all masses exert a force that contributes to the current functioning of the 

universe, all rhythms contribute to construct a historical narrative. However, as in general relativity, 

not all rhythms are equal and one rhythm’s (whether it is a storm or a political policy) impact or 

importance is potentially greater than the other. As Ian Bogost (2012: 11) writes: “All things equally 

exist, yet they do not exist equally.” 

                                                           

26 Bryant does so on his blog ‘Larval Subjects’, but as far as the author is aware not in his published writing.  
27 Recently further supported by the detection of gravitational waves by LIGO, see Abbott et al. 2016.  

Figure 9: General relativity describes gravity as the warping of space-time by masses. Drawing by author, 

based on an image from sciencenews.org. 
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This short excursion into general relativity brings up the topic of ‘space’. For Lefebvre and Régulier 

(2004: 96), all rhythms imply the relation of a time to a space, or in other words, rhythms are what 

connects space, time and the energies that unfold there (Lefebvre 1991: 12; 2004: 28). This might 

sound abstract, but can be easily conceptualised using an archaeological analogy. Think of a 

sediment core. It has a space (XYZ-coordinates where it was extracted) and a time (stratigraphy) 

that cannot be separated from one another, while at the same time holding information about 

energy (for example, a peat layer representative of a low-energy environment). Lefebvre is perhaps 

best known for being a philosopher of space and it his ‘dialectic of triplicity’ that is the basic idea 

behind the second theoretical tool used to question the maritime townscape: spatial trialectics.  

2.7. From a Dialectic of Triplicity to a Spatial Trialectic 

Lefebvre published his theory of une dialectique de triplicité (a dialectic of triplicity) in what is 

perhaps his best known work after the trilogy Critique de la vie quotidienne (1947; 1961; 1981) (the 

critique of everyday life, 2014), the monograph La production de l’Espace (1974) (the production of 

space, 1991). Lefebvre’s aim in this work is very similar to the one encountered in the discussions 

of new materialist approaches above (chapter 2.6.1) and both can perhaps be encapsulated as part 

of a postmodern project that seeks to break the binary. Lefebvre does this by presenting a number 

of triads, three elements instead of two, in order to avoid relations that boil down to oppositions, 

contrasts or antagonisms (Lefebvre 1991: 39).  

A first – energy, time and space – was already explained above. A second is the theoretical unity 

Lefebvre constructs between the physical (nature, the cosmos), the mental (abstractions) and the 

social (Lefebvre 1991: 12). However, it is the social aspect that is of particular importance to him. 

Indeed, the whole contention of the book is that (social) space is a (social) product (Lefebvre 1991: 

26). For Lefebvre, this means that an already produced space can be decoded, it can be read 

(Lefebvre 1991: 17).  

The third triad is the framework which Lefebvre develops to study space. He suggests that space 

should be thought of as produced through a conceptual triad (Lefebvre 1991: 33):  

- L’espace perçu or ‘spatial practice’: space as perceived in everyday life, in a common sense 

way.  

- L’espace conçu or ‘representations of space’: space as conceived through discourse, 

through formulating theories.  

- L’espace vécu or ‘spaces of representation’: fully lived space, as it is experienced 

physically and mentally in everyday life.  

Again, Lefebvre’s work shows some intersection with Heidegger’s phenomenology in the way that 

human societies cannot be conceived independently of the world (Lefebvre 1991: 14) and the 
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multiplicity of ways that space/things can show themselves (Lefebvre 1991: 27). For example, in 

chapter 5.2 it will be demonstrated that ship graffiti can be seen as physical manifestations of boats 

(L’espace perçu), as a prayer for a safe journey (L’espace conçu) or as part of the daily ritual 

behaviour and activities of people living in medieval Winchelsea (L’espace vécu).  

Building on Lefebvre’s ‘dialectic of triplicity’ is the political geographer Edward Soja who is 

committed to ‘putting space first’ (Soja 2000: xvi), not just in geography, but the social sciences in 

general. In the trilogy of books that forms the core of his work – Postmodern Geographies (1989), 

Thirdspace (1996) and Postmetropolis (2000) – Soja postulates his theory of ‘thirdspace’. The latter 

is a concept that is purposefully tentative and flexible and attempts to challenge geographers to 

think differently about space and expand the geographical imagination beyond its current limits 

(Soja 1996: 2). Soja leans heavily on Lefebvre and in a lot of ways continues where the latter left 

off.  

Also Soja is interested in thirding conventional dialectics, but uses another term for this: trialectics. 

The geographer starts off with an ontological trialectic, aimed at encouraging a mode of thinking 

that is inherently more spatial (Soja 1996: 10). For him, all excursions into thirdsapce begin with an 

ontological restructuring, with the thesis that being-in-the-world is simultaneously historical, social 

and spatial. Soja writes: “we are first and always historical-social-spatial beings, actively 

participating individually and collectively in the construction/production – the ‘becoming’ – of 

histories, geographies, societies” (Figure 8, Soja 1996: 73).  

Starting off from this ontological restructuring, Soja builds an epistemology of space or, in other 

words, a way to derive practical and meaningful knowledge about space (Soja 1996: 73). He argues 

that, at least over the course of the 20th century, discourse about space revolved around a dual 

mode of thinking. On the one hand there are epistemologies that focus primarily on the ‘real’ 

concrete materiality of spatial forms (i.e. Lefebvre’s L’espace perçu) and on the other there are 

those that are concerned with ‘mental’ conceived ideas about space (i.e. Lefebvre’s L’espace conçu) 

(Soja 1996: 10). Across from this binary, Soja posits thridspace in which everything comes together: 

“[…]subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract and the concrete, the real and the imagined, the 

knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive and the differential, structure and agency, mind and 

body, consciousness and unconsciousness, the disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday life 

and unending history” (a loose interpretation of Lefebvre’s L’espace vécu) (Figure 8, Soja 1996: 56-

7).  
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This definition of thirdspace is rather vague and indeed, one is hard-pressed to find a concise and 

to-the-point definition of the concept in Soja’s oeuvre. Even though the latter wrote three books 

(1989; 1996; 2000) on the privileged place thirdspace holds in his research, it remains a slippery 

term. Alan Latham (2011: 384) asks himself; ‘if thirdspace encompasses everything there is to say 

about anything then perhaps, as a consequence, it says nothing at all?’ Indeed, one reviewer, after 

quoting one of the many vague definitions of the concept, was left to contemplate: “Is Elvis still 

alive in Thridsapce?” (Barnett 1997: 529, quoted in Latham 2011: 384).  

Things are not helped by Soja’s use of Foucault’s notoriously vague ‘heterotopia’ concept to further 

‘elucidate’ (or rather obscure) his concept of thirdspace. Foucault’s (1986; 1998; 2008) open-ended 

and ambiguous accounts of heterotopia continue to generate a range of conflicting interpretations 

and applications in diverse fields such as architecture, literary studies, geography and urban studies 

(see Johnson 2013 for an overview). Fortunately, Soja gives a personal, but relatively clear, 

interpretation of how he understands heterotopia in a 2001 interview with Emma Blake, published 

in the Journal of Social Archaeology. He is quoted saying: “[Heterotopia] focuses on the space in 

which we actually live, where history grates on us and erodes our lives, a space of complete 

experience, of the unseen and incomprehensible as well as the tangible and everyday. It is the place 

where temporality and spatiality, history and biography are really written, fully lived, filling the 

entire geographical or spatial imagination” (Blake 2001: 141). 

The spatial trialectic – first, second and thirdspace – that is adopted in this thesis thus originates 

with Lefebvre, but has more affinity with Soja’s approach. However, contrary to Soja – who gives a 

privileged position to thirdspace in his research – this study considers first, second and thirdspace 

as equally important components to produce a holistic historical narrative of maritime towns. The 

three perspectives from which space in the maritime townscape is questioned can be described as 

follows:  

Figure 10: Soja’s ontological trialectic on the left and spatial trialectic on the right. Drawings by author, 

based on Soja 1996: 71 & 74. 



The Maritime Townscape 

50 

Firstspace is the space of perceived (perçu) material physicality, the space that can be directly 

comprehended and empirically measured and mapped. It is the subject of more positivist-inclined 

‘spatial sciences’, using quantitative and mathematical analysis to describe spatial patterns as 

objective as possible. GIS-analyses, remote sensing by LIDAR or satellite photography and 

geophysical surveys are all different methods to collect and organize data that describe the 

empirical content of firstspace. They are ways of accumulating and mapping what is generally 

presumed to be accurate and factual knowledge about places on or under the earth (Soja 1996: 75-

6). Examples in this thesis are the geotechnical survey conducted at the Winchelsea waterfront 

(chapter 4.2) and graffiti survey undertaken in the town (chapter 5.2). However, firstspace research 

is not limited to empirical data collection. Certain forms of analysis have developed well beyond a 

descriptive approach and explore the historicality and sociality of space. In this form of spatial 

analysis, although still grounded in its material configurations, human spatiality is seen to be socially 

constructed (Soja 1996: 77). Another example from this thesis is the application of space syntax 

(chapter 5.1.3), a set of techniques and theories linking space and society (Hillier 2014).  

Secondspace is the space of the conceived (conçu) and follows the implicit assumption that spatial 

knowledge and structure is produced through the workings of the human mind. This is not to deny 

that there is no firstspace, no physical reality outside of the mind, but that the knowledge of this 

reality is comprehended through thought. Secondspace can be described as symbolic space, made 

up of projections into the empirical world that produce imagined geographies (Soja 1996: 79). An 

example in this work are the assemblages of ship graffiti presented in chapter 5.2.4 that can be 

interpreted as ‘symbolic’ prayers for a safe journey across the sea.  

Thirdspace, in this thesis, differs slightly from Soja’s use of the term in that it is more delineated. I 

have chosen to define the concept as the perspective that focusses on the space which is lived and 

experienced, the space of the tangible as well as the intangible, the space of the practice of everyday 

life. It is easy to see that my definition of thirdspace is an amalgam of Levebvre’s L’espace vécu or 

‘spaces of representation’, Soja’s interpretation of heterotopia, and – in the way that it aims to map 

the relations between tangible material things and invisible semiotic concepts – ANT. An example 

in this thesis is the use of the streets of Winchelsea – physically transforming – to explain a shift in 

lived experience in the town from ‘maritime’ to ‘residential’ (chapter 7.2).  

This work is not the first to use the notion of thirdspace in an archaeological context28. For example, 

in his project critiquing the earlier colonial foundation in Mediterranean archaeology, Peter Van 

                                                           

28 See Soja 1996: 106-144 for more applications of thirdspace in a variety of fields, in particular postcolonial 
and feminist studies.  
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Dommelen (1997; 2002) applies the concept of third-space to review the colonization process in 

relation to hybridization and creolization. Falck (2003), taking inspiration from Van Dommelen, 

applies third-space to the archaeological material at harbour sites in Norway. However, in these 

works the concept is used in a slightly different way. It is taken from the work of critical theorist 

Homi Bhabha (e.g. 2004) and employed to highlight processes of cultural hybridity. For Bhabha, the 

importance of what he calls third-space (including the hyphen) lies in sidestepping the quest for 

two original cultures from which a third is constituted, rather the concept enables other positions 

to emerge (Rutherford 1990: 211; Bhabha 2004). However, potentially the most rewarding spaces 

to investigate the lived and experienced spaces of everyday life are to be found in ship archaeology. 

In a concerted effort at Södertörn University – although not necessarily engaging with thirdspace 

on a theoretical level – the internal structures and spaces of some of the well-preserved commercial 

vessels (Eriksson 2014; 2015) and warships (Hocker 2011: 99-119, Höglund 2015) from the Baltic 

are being studied to analyse how they structured social life on board.  

Lefebvre himself emphasised that his spatial project was not complete without rhythmanalysis 

(Lefebvre 1991: 405). The time has therefore come to synthesize the concepts postulated above: 

the maritime townscape, rhythmanalysis and spatial trialectics. All of these are fitted in a practice-

based approach to the archaeology of towns. After all, as again Lefebvre points out “the perceived-

conceived-lived triad loses all its force if it is treated as an abstract ‘model’. If it cannot grasp the 

concrete, […] then its import is severely limited” (Lefebvre 1991: 40). 

2.8. A Practice-Based Approach 

This chapter started out with an evaluation of the most relevant concepts to think maritime and 

terrestrial environments together, arriving at a new concept: the maritime townscape. Next, two 

theoretical instruments were developed that will be used to question time and space in the 

maritime townscape in a slightly deviant way: the interrelated concepts of rhythmanalysis and 

spatial trialectics. While the latter two theoretical toolkits provide a fairly straightforward 

theoretical framework of multitemporality and multispatiality to question the data, the advantages 

of (critically) adopting a new materialist viewpoint are more subtle and perhaps require some 

additional explanation.  

A relational approach clashes with tendencies to focus on single categories of artefacts and instead 

encourages the description of relations between (maritime and terrestrial) artefacts and other 

(geo)archaeological data sources. This idea, together with the basic tenet to ‘follow the data 

wherever it may lead’ drove this work to bring together very different sources of evidence that 

produced a more comprehensive and holistic narrative about Winchelsea. However, because it is 
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easy to get lost in the details of analysing varying datasets, the constant reminder to occasionally 

adopt a detached perspective – inherent to new materialist approaches – was a valuable tool. To 

use the words of Michel de Certeau (1984: 92) detaching from the particular allowed for the author 

to be “lifted out of the city’s grasp” and “transform the bewitching world by which one was 

“possessed” into a text that lies before one’s eyes.”  

Yet, this detached perspective is at the one end of a range of different scale levels of investigation 

that rhythmanalysis encourages a researcher to adopt. At the other end is a more 

phenomenological approach. However, instead of an insistence on exploring landscapes or towns 

through bodily-experience, the emphasis in this work is on practice by collecting and analysing data 

from a specific case study. Following the scholarship of Lise Bender Jørgensen (2012), I would argue 

that archaeology has a resemblance to craftsmanship. Craftsmen and woman learn by doing, by 

spending time practically engaging in their craft. Doing archaeology is a process which produces 

archaeological insight through practice and it is often by spending time in the studied town or 

landscape and working through empirical archaeological data that new knowledge and ideas take 

shape, are tested, discarded or retained (Lucas 2012: 215-257). 

Perhaps a short anecdote from the fieldwork in Winchelsea illustrates this best. I first visited the 

town in October 2014 to determine the potential for future fieldwork at the former waterfront. 

Having arranged a tour by a member of the local archaeology society, I was for the first time made 

aware of the ship graffiti on a column of St Thomas Church. I was fascinated, but saw little relevance 

in them for my research. Later on, when writing the project proposal, I decided that if I was to run 

a project there, I might as well include a survey of the graffiti as a potential avenue for future 

research. When I went back six months later to conduct the actual fieldwork, I had started to 

explore the literature in urban geography and was in the process of reading Edward Soja’s (2000) 

Postmetropolis. It was only at the end of the first campaign, after spending time in the town itself, 

discussing Winchelsea’s history with the locals, looking at the graffiti, with Soja’s concept of 

thirdspace in the back of my mind, that their relevance became apparent to me. At some point in 

time, the residents of Winchelsea found it necessary to carve images of ships in the columns of the 

church, probably to put a ship (or a group of ships) under the protection of God (chapter 5.2.4). 

What better physical manifestation of the maritime lived space in medieval Winchelsea could I 

want? It was only at this point that I realised the potential to study the changing nature of 

thirdspace in medieval towns.  

Of course, this is not a new observation. Richard Bradley (2003: 163) acknowledged that he and his 

team needed to spend a long time observing and discussing what could be seen at Clava, a 

megalithic cemetery in Scotland, to understand how the site fitted together as a whole and in the 
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context of other megalithic sites. In fact, very similar ideas were put forward by Osbert Guy 

Stanhope Crawford in his 1953 book Archaeology in the Field. Perhaps it is time, as Fleming (2012: 

67) notes, to not only view Crawford as the principal purveyor of air photographs to a cultural elite 

(Hauser 2007), but to resituate him in his proper disciplinary context, as a working field 

archaeologist. Crawford identifies two stages for ‘deciphering the palimpsest’. First, one must 

become immersed in the landscape by following or finding a particular feature on the ground by 

studying a map. Second, one is to become acquainted with other source material, such as historical 

sources, older maps of the area, as well as existing aerial photographs, and notes and queries from 

local archaeological societies. Consequently, a scholar is ready to investigate the area ‘by book and 

by foot’; by archive and by fieldwork (Crawford 1953: 52). Oscar Aldred (2014: 17) identifies that, 

although Crawford clearly emphasised aerial photography and maps in his work, he also advocated 

a practical framework by gaining local knowledge from several sources, including local informants, 

as well as through fieldwork itself. For Aldred (2014: 17), who also encourages a practical approach, 

this constitutes ‘moving in the landscape’.  

Turning back to Bradley and his account of how he came to understand Clava, he makes the 

interesting statement that “there were always dangers in attempting to move between the general 

and the minutely particular” (2003: 157) and “after two years of looking into our trenches, we raised 

our eyes above the ground. We were astonished by what we saw” (2003: 158). The point Bradley 

is making is that, in some cases, the study of the particular – excavating features – can be enhanced 

by also entertaining a more ‘general’ oriented survey. This is the same point that this thesis 

attempts to make: a rhythmanalytical approach demands the study of the particular – through the 

practice of field and laboratory work – while at the same time encouraging a detached view that 

allows a researcher to see the bigger developments unfold.  

What is advocated here is a form of process or practice-thinking. Space, or in other words the 

Winchelsea maritime townscape, is actively produced. Its reality can be conceived as fluid 

movement, momentary existence and transient in nature. The town should not be interpreted as a 

dead, inert thing or object, but as organic and alive, a space that has a pulse which palpitates and 

flows. Taking Lefebvre’s lead (Merrifield 2006: 105), Winchelsea can be conceptualised as great 

movements, vast rhythms (polyrhythmia), immense waves that sometimes collide and interfere 

with one another (arrhythmia) while others coincide (eurhythmia). In other words, spaces embrace 

individual entities and general developments, relatively fixed points and flows, some coinciding, 

some in conflict. All these rhythms (or ANT-actors or Ingoldian lines) – many with different 

temporalities – are superimposed in one another and present a physical, symbolic and experienced 

space. These different layers are all inscribed in Winchelsea’s maritime townscape.  
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By studying different aspects of Winchelsea’s maritime townscape, it is possible to pick up on some 

of the rhythms that made up this medieval town. However, in some occasions, rhythms will not 

correlate well and arrhythmia will occur. Modern society is bewilderingly complex, and its study 

produces messy results (Law 2004), so why would the study of societies in the past necessarily 

produce clear-cut historical narratives (Figure 11)? Sometimes, different sets of data simply do not 

line up, or worse they contradict one another. Other times there is no easy way to correlate one 

with the other and a synthesis cannot be produced (Figure 12). However, this is not necessarily 

problematic. By ‘thirding’ the problem and working in the ‘liminal space’ or ‘third-space’ (chapter 

2.7) between the two datasets – in other words through practice – new ideas can still be produced 

(Figure 12). This might lead to a way of linking both sets of data or it might not. In either case, in 

the process of practice, new knowledge and insights will inevitably be gained. A good example of 

this is the effort to correlate the high-resolution historical data on storms with low-resolution but 

long-cycle environmental proxy records using micro-XRF analysis of a sediment core extracted from 

the New Winchelsea waterfront (chapter 6.3).  

 

 

Figure 11: Just as the chaotic wrinkling of the foil in this art installation in Hong Kong, China, the world is 

complex and messy. In such a place, finding synthesis between datasets to tell a clear-cut historical narrative 

is not always possible. ©Tomás Saraceno, Poetic Cosmos of the Breath 2013. 
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So how have the theoretical concepts postulated in this chapter contributed to this research? The 

(relational) maritime townscape allowed for of a wide range of datasets – shipwrecks, geophysical 

imagery, sediment cores, and ship graffiti – to contribute to questions about maritime space (spatial 

trialectics) on several temporal scales (rhythmanalysis). It encouraged practical work, culminating 

in the Winchelsea Harbour Survey, which brought experience of the landscape, local knowledge, 

and allowed me to spend time with the material, both in the field and the lab. However, this 

practical work was conducted in strategically chosen locations and always aimed at answering 

research questions – how did seafaring and storminess inform Winchelsea’s urban structure and 

social life? – that could only be answered by detaching from the particular and bringing together a 

number of different sources. Furthermore, it encouraged this research to follow the data – 

wherever it may lead – in this case to the second research question focussing on Winchelsea’s 

maritime environment and changing climate conditions.  

The practice-based approach and the concept of thirding – working in the space between two 

datasets towards synthesis – is also what informed the location of fieldwork for this thesis. On the 

one hand, this research attempts to correlate information on ships with information on 

Winchelsea’s urban morphology (chapter 1.1). It does this by working at, and generating new 

information about, the third-space between the sea and the town: the waterfront. On the other 

hand, it also attempts to correlate the town’s archaeology and history with the environmental 

record (second research question), by working in that same third-space. Both endeavours are only 

partly successful, however in doing the work, new information and ideas were generated about 

ships (chapter 3), Winchelsea’s waterfront (chapter 4), the town’s urban morphology (chapter 5), 

and environmental history (chapter 6). 

Figure 12: Visual representation of the synthesis between two datasets on the left and the efforts of 

practice, working in the liminal third-space in between two datasets, on the right. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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2.9. Concluding Remarks 

The intellectual stance taken in this thesis is that of a Latourian (2005) ANT-inspired relational 

approach – the maritime townscape – making any imagined barriers between the maritime and 

terrestrial spheres irrelevant. Humans and the environments they inhabit are seen from the 

perspective of a flat ontology in which all things equally exist, yet might not exist equally. This 

means that the ships and storms discussed in chapters 3 and 6 respectively have as much the 

capacity to shape Winchelsea as the human surveyors that planned and laid out the town. From 

this foundation, two theoretical devices, borrowed from the French philosopher Henri Lefebvre, 

are employed to interpret the archaeological material in a slightly deviant way. Rhythmanalysis 

which views the world as a continuous flow of rhythms, both human and non-human, that resonate 

on different temporal scales and bundle in a myriad of ways (Lefebvre 2004) and spatial trialectics 

which provides a practical framework to interpret data on different conceptual levels: physical, 

symbolic and, perhaps somewhat harder to achieve, experienced (Lefebvre 1991).  

In short, the adoption of a practice-based approach to the maritime townscape, questioned 

through rhythmanalysis and spatial trialectics can be distilled to the following five principles: 

1. The maritime townscape advocates a relational approach, encouraging to explore the 

associations between artefacts and different sources of evidence. 

2. The world can be conceptualised as composed of rhythms, both cultural and natural, 

resonating at different temporal scales, and bundling in a myriad of ways.  

3. Rhythmanalysis encourages a researcher to engage with both the particular, through 

practice, and generalisation, affording detachment.  

4. Space can be questioned on three epistemological levels: the physical (firstspace), imagined 

(secondspace) and lived (thirdspace).  

5. An archaeologist learns best through practice. It is by doing – and often in the process of 

doing – that hypothesis are formulates, tested, syntheses take shape or entirely new ideas 

emerge.  

To make this work easy to follow, a straight course is set that leaves no other option but to cast a 

maritime perspective on coastal towns. In the next chapter, Winchelsea is literally approached from 

the sea. 
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3. The Ships 

The journey towards Winchelsea in this thesis, as it often would have done in the past, starts on 

board a vessel approaching the Camber Estuary, a now lost body of water located near to where 

the entrance into the modern harbour of Rye is today (Figures 1, 19 & 21 ). Ships as things-in-

themselves have long been recognised as complex artefacts with great archaeological potential 

(Muckelroy 1978: 3, 216; Adams & Rönnby 2013). The practice of shipbuilding requires long-term 

thinking and a sizable investment in manpower and resources, making it a complex activity, 

interrelated with social, economic and political mechanisms (Adams 2001: 300; 2013b: 23). The 

ship, as a vehicle for fishing (e.g. Verweij et al. 2012), transport (e.g. Van Holk 2010), trade (e.g. Bill 

2002) and war (e.g. Marsden 2003a; 2009) and as symbol-in-action (Hodder 1982; e.g. Cederlund 

1995) was at the heart of Winchelsea’s existence and therefore makes the ideal starting point for 

the exploration of the town’s maritime townscape.  

After a short explanation of the used ship terminology, the datasets and methods employed in this 

chapter are put forward. Next, the ship archaeological evidence is described and subsequently 

contextualised through a sampling of the written sources. When also the Romney Marsh coastal 

landscape is brought into the discussion, it becomes possible to give a broad-sweeping but fairly 

comprehensive overview of the seafaring activities taking place on this stretch of the English coast 

and of the logistical systems put in place to make them work. Thanks to the granularity of the 

available data, it is feasible to, while reconstructing these functionalities, also remodel some of the 

spatial and temporal rhythms along which the townspeople of Winchelsea lived their lives. Lastly, 

the research model deployed in Winchelsea inspires a slightly deviant approach towards the study 

of northwest European cargo ships. In the final section of this chapter, developments in 

construction technology, capacities and dimensions are approached from the perspective of the 

medieval harbour.  

3.1 Terminology 

Given the ongoing discussions among ship archaeologists about terminology (e.g. Englert 2015: 70), 

it is not surprising to find a certain degree of confusion in previous attempts to discuss the ships of 

Winchelsea (e.g. Pratt 2005: 22). In this study, an archaeological terminology is strictly adhered to 

and historical terms such as ‘galley’ or ‘nef’ are avoided.   

Almost universally, seagoing ships of the medieval period in northwest Europe are categorized in 

three archaeologically distinguishable building traditions: Nordic vessels, cogs and hulcs (e.g. 

Hutchinson 1994:5-20; McGrail 2001: 223-243; 2014: 135-162). However, the way in which ship 
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archaeologists and historians use these terms is not as straightforward as it may seem (Dhoop 

2016). In essence, the method used to classify ships is the same as conventional artefact typologies; 

the archaeologist delineates groups based on the visual and physical characteristics of ship remains 

(Hocker 1991: 8-9). In northwest Europe, the trend has been to relate excavated material to vessel 

types mentioned in historical sources, using iconography as an intermediate to establish a link 

(Ellmers 1972: 14; 1979: 493-4). However, the difficulty with using terms taken from written 

sources, such as ‘cog’ or ‘hulc’, is that a wide variety of archaeological remains are forced into a 

neatly defined historic ship type and take on all of its historical baggage. Indeed, Thijs Maarleveld 

(1995: 6) has stressed that most historical ship types were never defined at all by contemporary 

writers but are based on vernacular nomenclature. Classifications are constructs by archaeologists 

and the messy archaeological reality often stubbornly refuses to fit orderly historical categories. 

For example, Zwick (2013: 64) has noted that the several smaller vessels from the IJsselmeer, who 

share many construction features common to cogs (Crumlin-Pedersen 2000: 232-3) and certainly 

belong to the same bottom-based shipbuilding tradition (Hocker 1991), were initially not classified 

as cogs because of their small size. Instead, the term ‘cog-like’ was preferred (van de Moortel 1991; 

Reinders 1985a: 400; 1985b: 7).  

A cog was a type of ship that first appeared as a seagoing vessel in the mid-twelfth century and is 

generally associated with trade, especially the Hanseatic League, a confederation of merchant 

guilds and market towns (e.g. Ellmers 1994; Brand & Knol 2009). However, cogs could also be 

modified to function as war ships (Runyan 1994). The archaeological definition of a cog has been 

the subject of an extensive literature (e.g. Maarleveld 1995; Weski 1999a; 1999b; 2006; Crumlin-

Pedersen 2000; Ellmers 2010; Paulsen 2010; 2016: 503-63; Jahnke 2011; Zwick 2013: 61-5; Englert 

2015: 70). Nonetheless, the construction features that set cogs apart from other ship types defined 

by Crumlin-Pedersen (2000: 231-5) appear to be the most widely used (e.g. Vermeersch & Haneca 

2015), while the reconstruction of the wreck from Bremen (Lahn 1992) is considered a good visual 

representation. Several terms have been suggested to avoid confusion between the archaeological 

definition and the historical usage of the term. Thomas Förster (2009: 234) has suggested ‘bottom-

based ships of the Western European-Frisian building tradition’, while Anton Englert – to avoid 

uncertain geographic or ethnic connotations – has suggested ‘bottom-based vessels of the 

Kollerup-Bremen type’ according to the oldest dated find and the best preserved find, thereby 

including the development of the tradition over time (Englert 2015: 70).  

In this thesis, I have chosen to keep things simple and use a term that acknowledges cogs as a 

separate shipbuilding tradition, while also recognising that the term should be read as an 
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archaeological construct: cog of the archaeological definition29 (Dhoop 2016: 58-9). By maintaining 

the word ‘cog’ in the term, the past seven decades of research on ‘cogs’ are recognised and a direct 

link is established with this rich body of literature. At the same time, the reference to 

“archaeological definition” differentiates this new term from the historical usage of the term ‘cog’. 

For the construction characteristics that set a cog apart from the Nordic ship, the features put 

forward by Crumlin-Pedersen (2000: 231-5) are adopted. 

The term Nordic is used in this work, not in an ethnic sense, but to designate the boat and 

shipbuilding tradition that originated in Scandinavia and subsequently spread to most of northern 

Europe, including England (Crumlin-Pedersen 2004: 43). Different in concept and design from the 

cog of the archaeological definition, Nordic ships fulfilled the same functions as the first but were 

principally built in England, France and the Scandinavian countries (Roberts 1994). Nordic vessels 

were shell-built in terms of their construction, and lapstrake-built throughout in the way that 

principle was applied (Adams 2013b: 211). This means that the outer shell of the ship was 

constructed first by fastening overlapping planks to each other after which the frames were 

inserted. Although the double-ended variant (with curved ends), more commonly associated with 

Viking Age vessels, could still have been built and used locally in Romney Marsh (see the Oselvar 

boats in Norway for an example of how ancient boatbuilding traditions live on in smaller craft, 

Færøyvik 1987), it is the medieval Nordic ship with straight stern and sternpost rudder that is 

generally referred to when using the term.  

The term ‘hulc’ on the other hand, is dropped. Although certainly part of the medieval visual 

repertoire (chapter 5.2.4), no examples have been found in the archaeological record30 and the 

tradition’s existence is attested only by documentary and iconographic data, supported by 

ethnographic analogies (Greenhill 2000). This study follows Adams (2013b: 99-110) in his argument 

that the late medieval hulc as a building tradition separate from the Nordic tradition is most likely 

a myth. Although strictly speaking ‘carvel’ ships fall outside of the main temporal focus of this work, 

they will occasionally be encountered when venturing outside of the 12th to 14th centuries. The term 

is used to refer to ships in which the hull planks were laid flush and fastened to the frames, not to 

each other (Adams 2013b: 54). In the second half of the 15th century, carvel technology supplanted 

clinker builing throughout northern Europe, at least for the construction of large vessels (Adams & 

Black 2004: 242).  

                                                           

29 The term ‘cog of the archaeological definition’ is discussed at length in the author’s 2016 paper ‘Classifying 
and Naming Archaeological Assemblages’ in Terra Incognita 8.  
30 Although some might refer to examples of large expanded logboats dating to the early medieval period 
from the Low Countries as ‘hulcs’, I would prefer the use of the archaeological term ‘Utrecht Type’ (Van de 
Moortel 2009).  
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Finally, as this chapter deals with ship technology, a technical terminology will be used which might 

be unfamiliar to the majority of archaeologists. Any field studying a specific topic has its jargon to 

communicate efficiently and with precision and ‘nautical archaeology’ is no different. Therefore, to 

help the reader, a glossary of nautical terms was included at the end of this volume.  

3.2 Methods and Datasets 

The ships calling at medieval Winchelsea are characterized by bringing together previously 

published ship archaeological remains and recent discoveries only available in the grey literature 

with a sample of the secondary sources that have engaged with the available written records. In 

order to contextualise the ships of Winchelsea within wider technological developments and 

engage with ships in a more general sense from the perspective of the harbour, a catalogue was 

produced containing information on the measurements of 84 cargo vessels, over 14.5 m in 

estimated or reconstructed length, dated between AD 1000 and 1600, that have been found in 

northwest Europe. The data for the catalogue derives from already established (partial) compendia 

(Bill 1997; Jensen 1999; Förster 2009; Englert 2015) supplemented by an extensive literature study. 

Although the list is certainly not exhaustive, it is as comprehensive as time and availability of data 

have allowed and the 84 entries are considered a representative sample of the available ship 

archaeological material. In an attempt to include only coastal and offshore cargo ships and exclude 

vessels operating primarily in sheltered waters31, a(n) (inevitably arbitrary) line was drawn at 14.5 

m estimated or reconstructed length, with reference to the work of Englert (2000: 4; 2015: 1432). 

The entire catalogue is included in Appendix A.  

Another dataset that is worth some further consideration is the ‘Romney Marsh and the Western 

River Valley’ archaeological gazetteer, compiled by Alan Tyler (2011). This document, available on 

the RMRT website33, contains a list of 577 shipwrecks that have occurred between Fairlight (East 

Sussex) and Hythe (Kent) since 1279. The principal sources used to compile the list were the county 

Historic Environment Records, Larn and Larn (1995) and Lloyd’s Lists. This makes that the data is 

skewed is several ways: (1) the inclusion of Lloyd’s Lists causes an exponential increase in entries 

from the mid-18th century onwards (Figure 13); (2) Tyler concentrated on vessels wrecked on or just 

off the coast, excluding those that sunk a ways off shore; (3) locations, provided as National Grid 

References, are ‘best guesses’ as the exact location of wrecks was rarely recorded; (4) the locations 

                                                           

31 For example, the river vessel Blackfriars 3 was reconstructed at 14.3 m, see Marsden 1996: 45-104.  
32 Englert changed this minimum criterion to 14 m in his 2015 monograph Large Cargo Ships in Danish Waters.  
33 The Romney Marsh and the Wester River Valley gazetteer is available online: 
rmrt.org.uk/category/publications/gazetteer/ [Accessed on 27/04/2016]. 

http://rmrt.org.uk/category/publications/gazetteer/
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are with reference to the modern coastline (Tyler 2010: 95). Despite these issues, certain 

meaningful patterns can still be extracted from the information provided in the gazetteer, in 

particular the prevailing locations where sailing ships have wrecked and the monthly wrecking rates 

(chapter 3.3.3). 

 

The deployed methods of analysis are straightforward. The spatial distribution of ship 

archaeological material and historical wrecking events is analysed by plotting locations in ArcGIS, 

while temporal developments are questioned through scatterplots and bar charts produced in 

Excel. Finding inspiration in Fernand Braudel’s (1980: 25-54) longue durée approach, discussions 

about the development of technology, dimensions and capacities over time are contextualised 

within a slightly longer timescale than what is the temporal emphasis of this thesis. This is done to 

be able to pick up on trends going into the 12th and coming out of the 14th centuries.  

3.3 Ships in Winchelsea 

Despite the importance of maritime enterprises for Winchelsea, relatively little is known about the 

ships facilitating such activities. While a substantial amount of work on the available written sources 

has provided an overall impression of the different seafaring activities the town was involved in 

(e.g. Sylvester 1999b), no synthesizing work has been conducted on the available material evidence. 

Tyler (2004) and to a certain extent Marsden (2003b) have published short overviews of the ship 
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Figure 13: Number of shipwrecks listed in the ‘Romney Marsh and the Western River Valley Gazetteer’ by 

decade. ©Thomas Dhoop 



The Ships 

62 

archaeological material, while Homan (1940: 50-2), Zimmerman (1982: 108) and Pratt (2005: 22) 

have, with limited success, attempted to characterise the ships visiting Winchelsea. Nevertheless, 

even though the number of finds presented below is small (chapter 3.3.1), when properly 

contextualised with information from the written sources (chapter 3.3.2), and placed within well-

established landscape reconstructions, a broad sweeping picture of seafaring activities in 

Winchelsea and by extension the Camber Estuary can be produced (chapter 3.3.3).  

3.3.1 Archaeological Material 

A summary of the ship archaeological material recovered from the Romney Marsh area is presented 

in table 1 and figure 12.  

Place Date Archaeological Remains References 

Rye Bay c. 1150-1250 (C14) Side rudder Marsden 1992: 127 

Marsden 1997: 64-5 

Hutchinson 1994: 51 

New Romney c. 1250-1450 

(ceramics) 

Iron fastenings Goodburn 2009: 97-100 

Rye Bay c. 1315-1405 (C14) Sternpost rudder Marsden 1992: 127 

Marsden 1997: 64,66 

Hutchinson 1994: 53 

Smallhythe c. 1400-1545 (historical 

sources) 

Iron fastenings and part of 

frame from clinker-built 

vessel 

Ayodeji 1998 

Clarke & Milne 2002 

 

Camber c. 1450 (topographical) Remains of carvel-built 

vessel 

Bloomfield & Eddison 1988: 3-

6 

Goodburn 1990 

Winchelsea 15th century (dendro & 

‘physical examination’)  

Frame and planking of 

clinker-built river vessel 

Russell 2013: 24 

Allen & Marsden 2013: 43-62 

Miles 2014: 63-71 

Rolvenden c. 1500-1550 

(artefacts) 

Maytham Wharf wreck, 

Dutch vessel 

Rice 1824 

Fenwick 1978: 258-60 

Rosa 1982 

Marsden 1997: 78-80 

Draper & Meddens 2009: 41 
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Rye Before end of 16th 

century 

(topographical) 

Rye A, the remains of a 

carvel-built vessel and 

Rye B, the remains of a 

clinker-built vessel.  

Lovegrove 1964 

New Romney 16th century (typology) Warren House Wreck, 

Dutch vessel 

Urban 1834 

Draper & Meddens 2009: 40-1 

 

 

Table 1: Ship archaeological material found in the Romney Marsh area, sorted chronologically. 

Figure 14: Spatial distribution of ship archaeological material from the Romney Marsh area. ©Thomas 

Dhoop 
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The only collection of ship archaeological wood from Winchelsea itself was excavated in 2012 

during an evaluation conducted at the ‘Bridge Inn’, the presumed location of Winchelsea’s public 

quay (Russell 2013: 24-6) (Figure 1). Marsden has analysed the finds and interprets them as parts 

of a well-used clinker-built boat that had probably been broken up due to old age. The assemblage 

comprises of a small part of a frame (Figure 15) and three or four planks. The boat originally had 

overlapping planks fastened with iron rivets and caulked with animal hair and tar. The outboard 

faces of the planks were heavily coated in tar and one of them might have been repaired. Given 

that the planks show no signs of marine infestation, their modest thickness and the small 

dimensions of the frame, the pieces are thought to have belonged to a river vessel (Allen & Marsden 

2013: 48-9). Dendrochronology provided a terminus post quem of 1276 (Miles 63-71), while 

Marsden estimates a date between the 15th and 17th centuries (Allen & Marsden 2013: 49), resulting 

in an estimated 15th century date for the vessel (Russell et al. 2014: 24). If the interpretation of the 

remains is correct, it could concern a lightering boat (chapter 3.3.3).  

Also relevant are a side and sternpost rudder trawled from Rye Bay (Figure 16), the first in 1983 and 

the second in 1987 (Marsden 1992: 127; 1997: 64-5; Hutchinson 1994: 51), close to the presumed 

location of Winchelsea and Rye’s roadstead (Draper 2009: 31). The side rudder, radiocarbon dated 

to c. 1150-1250 is 6.7 m long with the top broken off, while the blade is 1.07 m wide. The only other 

side rudder that is comparable in date and size is the example from the Bryggen excavations in 

Bergen, Norway. Dated to around 1188 (Englert 2001), it is also 6.7 m long (Hutchinson 1994: 51). 

Based on the associated timbers it was found with, it is interpreted as coming from a Nordic vessel 

of at least 120 tons, c. 30 m long, 9 to 10 m in beam with a draught of 2.4 m (Christensen 1985: 178; 

Englert 2015: 329). The sternpost rudder, dated to c. 1315-1405, is 4.6 m long with the top and 

bottom complete and has the remains of three wrought iron pintles attached to it (Marsden 1992: 

127; Marsden 1997: 64-5; Hutchinson 1994: 51). The most relevant comparison for this example 

Figure 15: Frame of a clinker-built boat, likely 15th century. The timber is 7.2 cm sided, 9.8 cm moulded 

and 40.9 cm long. Image from Allen & Marsden 2013: 48, retouched by Thomas Dhoop.  
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would be the rudder from the Sandwich ship, dated to c. 1332-1361, which is c. 5 m long, 0.5 m 

wide and 0.2 m thick. As was also the case at the Bryggen site, the Sandwich ship is interpreted 

based on disarticulated timbers. It has been reconstructed as a Nordic ship, 20 m to 30 m long with 

a beam of 7 m to 8 m and a tonnage between 150 and 200 tons (Milne 2004). If the ‘Big Ship’ from 

Bergen and the Sandwich ship are any indication for the size of vessels that would visit Old and New 

Winchelsea in the 13th and 14th centuries, it would seem their harbours were receiving ships of over 

120 tons, perhaps as large as 200 tons, with dimensions up to 30 m in length (chapter 3.3.3).  

During the installation of a drainage system in 1963 at Rye, Winchelsea’s nearest neighbour (Figure 

1), two wooden vessels were hit, the remains of which were published (some based on observation, 

others on testimonies from workmen) by a local amateur in the Mariner’s Mirror (Lovegrove 1964). 

Based on part of a keelson, “some” ribs and outer planking, Rye A was recorded as a carvel-built 

Figure 16: Side rudder trawled from Rye Bay on the left and sternpost rudder from the Sandwich ship 

assemblage on the right. Images from Marsden 1996: 66, Fig. 51 and Milne 2004: 236, Fig. 2, both 

retouched by Thomas Dhoop. 



The Ships 

66 

vessel “of some size”. Mainly based on the description provided by a workman, Lovegrove (1964: 

119) reconstructed the second vessel, Rye B, as clinker-built with two skins, one on each side of the 

ribs (Figure 17). Such a configuration, would be highly unusual and seems unlikely. It is possible that 

what the workman observed was a palimpsest of two vessel or, perhaps, while the ship was broken 

up, a fishtail and associated planking became lodged within a frame. Relating their locations to 

evidence from old maps indicating when the stretch of river the vessel was found in silted, 

Lovegrove (1964: 122) suggests the vessels could be part of a shipbreaking yard dating to no later 

than the end of the 16th century.  

 

More secure evidence for shipbuilding, repair and breaking sites in the region comes from 

Smallhythe and New Romney (Figure 14). Friel (1995: 53) has reported that a number of “ship’s 

clench-nails” were found when the pond at Smallhythe Place was drained in the early 1990’s, but 

provides no recording. In 1998 however, at least 164 iron fastenings (comprising 24 single roves 

and some 140 tacks, clench nails or spikes) and part of a frame of a clinker-built vessel were 

recovered from a number of trenches interpreted as slipways during an intensive three-day survey 

by Channel Four’s TV programme Time Team (Clarke & Milne 2002). A preliminary study of the 

fastenings by Ayodeji (1998) found that a large proportion of the assemblage consisted of old and 

discarded fastenings, while some roves were unused. The collection is therefore thought to 

represent a site involved in the breaking, repair and/or building of ships sometime between 1400 

and 1545, the period during which the written sources attest that ships were built at Smallhythe. 

Based on the size and proportions of nails and roves, it is thought ships of different sizes are 

represented, including large seagoing vessels (Clarke & Milne 2002: 17-8).  

A second collection of fastenings was recovered during a series of excavations at the Southlands 

School site in New Romney in 2001 and was studied by Goodburn (2009: 97-100) (Figure 14). The 

Figure 17: Lovegrove’s sketch of the Rye 

B remains. Image from Lovegrove 1964: 

119, Fig. 3.  
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material comprised of c. 40 items consisting of parts of rove strips, around sixteen rovenails, some 

possible cut-off nail tips and several corroded small turned nails possibly from securing tingles 

(Figure 18). The assemblage was dated to c. 1250-1450 with reference to the pottery found in the 

same context. The combination of old nails, complete rovenails, unused rove strips and cut off nail 

tips indicates that the site was used for the breaking, repair and/or building of clinker vessels. After 

comparing the collection with similar materials from Smallhythe and London, Goodburn (2009:99) 

suggests that the New Romney fastenings derive from large boats or small ships rather than very 

large vessels. These two collections of fastenings are some of the first archaeological evidence 

supporting the interpretation based on historical work (Friel 1995: 53) that Romney Marsh and its 

various tidal waterways was a key centre for English clinker shipbuilding in the 13th to 15th centuries.  

 

Goodburn (2009: 99-100) also points out that in neither collections fastenings indicative of cogs of 

the archaeological definition have been found, even though contact with the Low Countries was 

considerable. These connections are clearly attested by the remains of two vessels found in the 

early 19th century and interpreted as Dutch ships. The Gentleman’s magazine of 1834 reports that 

an “ancient vessel” was found at New Romney, later termed the Warren House wreck (Draper & 

Meddens 2009: 40) (Figure 14). Clinker-built and chiefly made of oak with some elm and fir, the 

vessel was allegedly 15.85 m long, 7.32 m wide and 2.44 m deep in the hold (Urban 1834: 94-5). 

Draper and Meddens (2009: 40-1) remark that these measurements are unrealistic and speculate 

that they are either inaccurate or that parts of the ship were missing. Based on its construction, size 

and materials, Goodburn reportedly suggests a post-medieval (c. 16th century) date and Low 

Countries origin for this ship (Draper & Meddens 2009: 41).  

Figure 18: Tracings of X-ray images of 

iron fastenings from the Southlands 

School site in New Romney. Image from 

Goodburn 2009: 98, Fig. 59, retouched 

by Thomas Dhoop.  
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A similar vessel, often referred to as the Maytham Wharf wreck (Draper & Meddens 2009: 40) 

(Figure 14), is described in a letter from William McPherson Rice, published by Archaeologia in 1824 

(Figure 19). The ship was clinker-built, made entirely of oak and measured 19.45 m in length, 4.57 

m in width and was 1.28 m deep at midships (Rice 1824: 554). Based on its resemblance to 

“Hamburgh Keels”, the use of moss as caulking material and the provenance of artefacts found in 

the ship, Rice (1824: 557-8) suggests a Dutch origin for the vessel. The artefacts reportedly also 

pointed to a date in the first half of the 16th century. Interestingly, both 19th century accounts 

speculate that the ships were sunk during storm events (Urban 1834: 95; Rice 1824: 559). While 

there is little evidence to support this claim for the Warren House vessel, a case can be made for 

the Maytham Wharf ship: the vessel was buried in 3.05 m of ‘sea sand’ (Rice 1824: 554) with several 

great baulks of timber and (allegedly) human remains were found inside and near the ship (Rice 

1824: 559).  

Lastly, in 1987, a collection of nine timbers were found at the A. R. C. gravel pit north of the Rye-

Camber road (Bloomfield & Eddison 1988: 3-6) (Figure 14), comprising five pieces of planks, two 

frame elements and two unidentified fragments (Figure 20). The finds were analysed and published 

by Goodburn (1990) who interprets them as the remains of at least one large carvel-built boat or 

small ship. By relating the find location to evidence from old maps indicating when the stretch of 

Figure 19: Maytham Wharf wreck, a sixteenth century Dutch ship found in the River Rother. Image from 

Rice 1824: 554-5, retouched by Thomas Dhoop.  
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river the vessel was found in silted, Bloomfield (with Eddison 1988: 6) suggests a date for the loss 

of the ship as early as 1450. 

Although the archaeological remains in and of themselves are already providing a small window 

into some of the seafaring activities in Romney Marsh, adding the context provided by the written 

sources allows for a much more reliable and comprehensive reconstruction. 

3.3.2 Historical Sources 

Winchelsea’s seafaring activities can be grouped in three main categories: military, shipping and 

fishing. Each of these has been the subject of previous historical research and for the purposes of 

providing context for the archaeological material presented above, a brief summary of each aspect 

will suffice.  

As a prominent member of the Cinque Ports, Winchelsea’s contribution to naval efforts is an 

obvious place to start. In exchange for certain privileges, the Cinque Ports were tasked by the Crown 

to yearly provide 21 ships for 15 days (Lambert 2012: 61). However, in times of need, Winchelsea’s 

contribution far exceeded this number. Quantitative research by the historian Craig Lambert (2012: 

72) has uncovered the staggering numbers that represent the town’s contributions to fleet 

operations from 1322 to 1360 (Table 2). Over this 38 year timespan, Winchelsea dispatched a total 

of 155 ships, covering 30% of all vessels delivered by the Cinque Ports. Even more impressive are 

the 4427 mariners, over 40% of the total number of seafarers supplied for naval actions by the 

association. Similar numbers were uncovered in David Sylvester’s (1999b: 140, table 4.2) research 

of the naval pay lists. As a relatively small borough, the town was able to supply more ships than 

large regional centres such as Southampton and Plymouth (Sylvester 1999b: 137-8).  

Figure 20: Face and edge of a frame element. Image from Goodburn 2009: 329, Fig. 2, retouched by 

Thomas Dhoop.  
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A professional standing navy did not exist at that time. When an English king found himself at war, 

he needed ships primarily to fulfil logistical tasks such as transporting and supplying armies 

overseas (Rose 2012: 45; 2013). The Crown had a variety of ways at their disposal to gather a naval 

fleet, but the first and foremost source of ships was the requisition of merchant vessels (Lambert 

2011: 11-51). Winchelsea’s naval contributions are therefore a direct barometer for the size of the 

pool of ships that were at the town’s disposal and are a first indicator for the extent of its shipping 

activities.  

Port Unique Ships Mariners 

Brightlingsea  18 271 

Dover 33 524 

Faverham 6 242 

Hastings 15 318 

Hythe 33 501 

Margate 5 50 

Pevensey 4 88 

Romney 13 436 

Rye 28 840 

Sandwich 88 3035 

Seaford 6 183 

Winchelsea 115 (31.59%) 4427 (50.56%) 

Table 2: Total contributions of the Cinque Ports to fleet operations from 1322 to 1360. Table from Lambert 

2012: 72, Table 4.1. 

Sources: TNA, E 101/16/40; E 101/17/10; E 101/17/24; E 101/17/25; E 101/18/3; E 101/18/31; E 

101/18/35; E 101/19/3; E 101/19/22; E 101/19/28; E 101/19/38; E 101/19/39; E 101/20/4; E 101/20/7; E 

101/20/39, nos. 1, 17; E 101/21/7; E 101/21/10; E 101/21/36, mm. 4-6; E 101/25/9; E 101/389/8, m. 16; 

E 101/26/18, m. 1; E 101/26/37; E 101/27/37, mm. 2, 4, 5; E 36/204, pp. 221-40; Norwell, pp. 366-9, 383; 

BL. Add. MS 7967, fols 99r-99v; BL, Stowe MS 553, fols 76r-77v; BL, Cotton MS Nero, C.VIII, fol. 265r; BL, 

Harleian MS 3968, fols 132r-133v; CCR, 1318-23, pp. 591, 660; CCR, 1333-37, pp. 562, 651-2; CCR, 1337-

39, p. 216; CCR, 1343-46, pp. 129-32. 



 

71 

Not only did Winchelsea provide ships for naval campaigns, it also built vessels. For example, in 

1213, Henry III paid £1260 to Old Winchelsea to build ’10 galleys and 10 boats’ and for repair work 

to some of the king’s ships (Pratt 2005: 24). The practice continued at New Winchelsea. Cooper 

(1850: 72) reports that in 1347, Edward III ordered a galley to be built at Winchelsea, the particulars 

of which are preserved and listed by Homan (1940: 51). Hutchinson (1994: 150, 162) also notes that 

warships were laid up under cover at the town and that there were ponds to keep them secure. 

Where these building sites and/or ‘ponds’ should be located is unclear.  

The Camber Estuary, which Winchelsea shared with Rye, also functioned as a mustering point for 

naval fleets to set sail for northern France and Flanders. Between the 13th and 15th centuries royal 

instructions often commanded fleets to assemble at ‘the port of Winchelsea’ (Draper 2009: 31). 

Evidence for such events can for example be found in the Parliament Rolls from 134034, 144235 and 

144936. Also in the academic literature, references to Winchelsea as a mustering point are 

ubiquitous (e.g. Sylvester 1999b: 137; Rose 2013: 133-4; Draper 2009: 31). Naval fleets awaiting 

deployment not only relied on the shelter the estuary provided, but also the logistical systems in 

place at Winchelsea (and Rye) to supply the fleet with victuals (chapter 3.3.3). Moreover, being a 

port of embarkation for naval fleets brought with it a number of economic benefits: it provided 

employment for mariners, stimulated shipbuilding and prompted royal investment in port facilities 

and defences (Kowaleski 2000: 476).  

A second indicator for the scale of Winchelsea’s seafaring activities comes from the shipping 

numbers. Pelham’s (1930, reproduced by Sylvester 1999b: 194-7) study of overseas trade of the 

leading Cinque Port towns, using the particulars of the national customs accounts, reveals that 

Sandwich, Dover and Winchelsea were the busiest harbours for foreign trade in the region (Table 

3). In 1307/8, the number of shipments in and out of Winchelsea, 161, was almost equal to 

Sandwich which had 163 vessels calling. Throughout most of the 1320’s, an average of 128 tax-

paying residential ships passed through the town’s harbour every year. These figures exclude 

numerous custom-exempt alien and domestic ships and vessels from the Cinque Ports engaged in 

overseas trade. On top of that, also the important coastal trade needs to be taken into account37 

(Sylvester 1999b: 205-6), suggesting that the real numbers were even greater. 

                                                           

34 Parliament Rolls of Medieval England: british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/january-
1340#fnnf1340aint-15 [accessed on 21/04/2016].  
35 Parliament Rolls of Medieval England: british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/january-
1442 [accessed on 21/04/2016].  
36 E 101/54/11, Parliament Rolls of Medieval England: british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-
medieval/february-1449#fnnintF1449-26 [accessed on 21/04/2016]. 
37 Sylvester (1999b: 206, note 35) notes that the thirteenth century local accounts for Winchelsea are filled 
with ships from English port towns. See PRO SC6/1031/19, 23 and PRO E122/124/16.  

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/january-1340#fnnf1340aint-15
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/january-1340#fnnf1340aint-15
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/january-1442
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/january-1442
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/february-1449#fnnintF1449-26
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/february-1449#fnnintF1449-26
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Date 

(Mich. to Mich.) 

Imports 

No. of shipments 

Exports 

No. of shipments 

Total 

1307/8 10 151 161 

1322/3 59 118 177 

1323/4 38 63 101 

1324/5 13 86 99 

1325/6 28 75 103 

1326/7 23 31 54 

1327/8 89 73 162 

1328/9 84 82 166 

Avg. no. of shipments 127.9 

The written sources also give further credence to the proposed sizes of Winchelsea’s ships based 

on the rudders trawled from Rye Bay (chapter 3.3.1). The Bordeaux wine accounts for 1303-8 record 

eighty Winchelsea ships ranging in size from 30 to 201 tons (Sylvester 1999b: 201); in 1326, a total 

of 31 Winchelsea ships of between 55 and 250 tons were arrested for king’s service (Martin & 

Martin 2004: 149) and in 1335, ships between 100 and 160 tons were provided to Edward III 

(Cooper 1850: 68). What was suggested by the archaeological evidence therefore appears to 

conform well with the written sources and suggests that the port of Winchelsea was receiving ships 

as large as 200 tons, with dimensions up to 30 m in length.   

The third and final activity that is worth mentioning is Winchelsea’s fishing fleet. Already at its old 

site, the town maintained a good number of ships for fishing. Between 1267 and 1275, an average 

of fifteen vessels were sent yearly to the herring fair at Great Yarmouth38 (Table 4) (Sylvester 1999b: 

                                                           

38 For an in-depth discussion of the herring fishery in Great Yarmouth, see Saul 1981: 33-43 and Kowaleski 
2003: 185-88. 

Table 3: The overseas trade of Winchelsea in 1307/8 and between 1323 and 1329. The table is a 

combination and restructuring of Tables 6.4 and 6.5 in Sylvester 1999b: 195-7.  

Sources: 1307/8: PRO E122/12/17-18, tabulated in Pelham 1930: 137; 1322-29: PRO E122/32/6, 147/13, 

discussed in Pelham 1929: 107-11. 
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240). These numbers, and the on average six vessels that were also sent to the Saltfare fishery39, 

suggests that in the second half of the thirteenth century, Old Winchelsea was an active fishing 

centre with a substantial fleet at its disposal (Sylvester 1999b: 240-2).  

Date No. of vessels to Yarmouth No. of vessels to Saltfare 

1267 14 10 

1268 18 8 

1269 - - 

1270 - - 

1271 - - 

1272 20 6 

1273 9 4 

1274 11 3 

1275 15 5 

Avg. no. of vessels 14.5 6 

In the new town it appears that profits declined in the 1290s and the first decade of the fourteenth 

century, although part of this may be a skewing of the general picture by the removal of the North 

Sea fisheries at Yarmouth and Scarborough from the accounts. By the 1340s, Winchelsea employed 

about 13 fishers over the year. This figure dropped after the Black Death, yet in 1371/2 there were 

again 11 active fishers. It does seem however that, based on the fishing dues collection, there was 

a steady drop in profitability, probably due to the demographic decline after the Black Death and 

subsequent plagues and the disruption caused by the Hundred Years War (Kowaleski 2010: 134). 

                                                           

39 It is not known what the “Saltfare” was. Dulley (1969: 38) suggests it was either the Scarborough fishery or 
the Channel Mackerel fishery exploited from April to June.  

Table 4: Winchelsea fishing fleets between 1267 and 1275. Table from Sylvester 1999b: 241, Table 7.6. 

Sources: PRO SC6/1031/19-24 
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3.3.3 Ships in the Context of the Camber Estuary and Winchelsea’s Harbour 

Bringing together both sources of evidence presented above produces a fairly comprehensive 

overview of seafaring activities at Winchelsea and by extension the Camber. While the written 

sources provide a general overview of seafaring activities, the archaeological material offers insight 

into how these activities were practically carried out. Winchelsea obviously was of significant 

military importance as is evidenced by the quantities of ships delivered for naval service, the 

accounts describing the building of warships and the mustering events in the Camber. The reason 

why Winchelsea was able to deliver vessels in such great numbers is probably because of the 

extensive pool of ships it had at its disposal. The yearly number of imports and exports and the size 

of the fishing fleet testify to this.  

The assemblages of iron fastenings from Smallhythe and New Romney are beginning to anchor 

down some of the shipbuilding activities reported in the written sources and it should be expected 

that many more sites like these await discovering along the tidal channels in the Romney Marsh 

landscape40. The side and sternpost rudders trawled from Rye Bay are a testament to the continued 

importance of shipping after Winchelsea was moved further inland. The combination of evidence 

for large vessels in what was once the Camber (rudders) and the parts of a smaller river vessel at 

the New Winchelsea waterfront is suggestive of the system in place to facilitate the loading and 

unloading of vessels and the provision of victuals for mustering fleets: a roadstead in the Camber 

with smaller vessels taking on cargo and sailing up and down from New Winchelsea (and Rye). This 

is most likely the system depicted on John Prowez’s map from 1572 which shows large multi-masted 

vessels anchored in the Camber and small river boats and single-masted vessels making their way 

to the town41 (Figure 21). Further evidence comes from the written sources where in an account 

from 1297 the off-loading of tons into smaller boats for transport to shore is described (Sylvester 

1999b: 73). This implies that a ship’s own mast, yard and rigging would have been configured to 

function as a cranage system to manoeuvre cargoes from vessel to vessel (chapter 3.4.3). A final 

clue to the practical functioning of the roadstead can be found in the ship graffiti in the town itself 

(chapter 5.2.4). Two graffiti depict vessels anchored both at the bow and stern. Traditionally, a ship 

is held in a fixed position by deploying an anchor at the bow. However, in a tidal roadstead this 

would mean that ships could drift and swivel as the tide goes in and out, potentially causing anchor 

                                                           

40 Breathing new life into community-based initiatives with academic support such as ‘The Small Ports Project’ 
that ran from 2003 to 2005 by the (now dormant) RMRT seems like a good place to start, see Clarke 2003 & 
2004. 
41 See Lovegrove 1947 for a discussion of the ships on the map and see Eddison 1988 for a compendium of 
the available old maps of Romney Marsh.  
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lines to tangle. This can be avoided by anchoring the vessel at both the bow and stern, keeping the 

vessel in place (Dhoop et al. 2016: 7). 

In terms of the types of ships visiting Winchelsea, the side rudder from Rye Bay strongly suggests 

that for Old Winchelsea, ships such as the ‘big ship’ from Bergen should be imagined. Lacking an 

archaeological reconstruction for a vessel of this type, date and size, perhaps Zimmerman’s (1982: 

108) drawing (based on archaeological reconstructions and the Winchelsea Corporation seal) can 

give a visual impression (Figure 22). For the port of New Winchelsea, it seems likely that Nordic 

ships much like the Sandwich ship, as attested by the sternpost rudder from Rye Bay, dominated 

(Figure 22). However, even though in this region no archaeological evidence for ships from the Low 

Countries predates the 16th century, it is likely that also cogs of the archaeological definition called 

at Winchelsea. Evidence for this comes from an account from 1387, describing a German ‘cog’ from 

Stralsund, laden with herring and woollen cloth, wrecking near Winchelsea42. The replica 

Hansekogge hailing from Kiel in Germany, based on the well-preserved wreck from Bremen (Lahn 

                                                           

42 Monument No. 1450471: pastscape.org.uk/hob.aspx?hob_id=1450471 [Accessed on 20/07/2016]. 

Figure 21: Detail of John Prowez’s map of 1572. Note that north is in the bottom right corner of the map. 

Winchelsea is depicted in the top right corner. Copy of PRO MPF 212, from ESRO WIN 2362/7/2.  

http://pastscape.org.uk/hob.aspx?hob_id=1450471
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1992), provides a good visual indication (Figure 22). Finally, also the ship graffiti made by the 

townspeople themselves appear to depict Nordic as well as cog of the archaeological definition 

vessels (chapter 5.2.4 & 5.2.5). However, if the graffiti should be dated to after the 1440’s (Friel 

1995: 164; Adams 2013b: 70) perhaps also carvel vessels are depicted. Indeed, if the dating of the 

collection of timbers found in Camber is correct then this find certainly seems to suggest that carvel 

ships were already a fixture in the estuary in the 15th century.  

Also a general overview of the seafaring environment can be sketched. Figure 23 places the 

available archaeological and historical data within the Romney Marsh Landscape. Overlaying the c. 

1400 landscape reconstruction by Long et al. (2006a: 325) is a Kernel density map of 528 wrecking 

events of sailing ships between 1279 and 1900, culled from the Romney Marsh and the Western 

River Valley Gazetteer. When positioned in the c. 1400 landscape, the ship archaeological material 

is placed in its proper context and makes much more sense. Furthermore, some clear patterns can 

be recognised in the recorded wrecking locations. Although it must be noted that the majority of 

wrecking events were recorded post-1700 (chapter 3.2), they still reveal something about the 

conditions that also medieval seafarers would have encountered. Before New Winchelsea’s 

harbour silted up c. 1530, ships mainly wrecked or were driven ashore near the entrance of the 

Camber and near New Romney (black dots). When taking into account the totality of recorded 

wrecking events by sailing ships (density map), a more comprehensive picture of the conditions 

faced by sailors emerges. More recently, many ships have been blown ashore near the modern 

entrance of Rye Harbour. Also a great deal of vessels are driven aground at Jury’s gap but the 

outright majority of wrecking events has taken place on the eastern side of the Dungeness 

headland. From this distribution pattern and the fact that southwesterlies prevail at this location, 

it would appear that an approach from the southwest is relatively straightforward43, especially with 

local knowledge, while sailing from the northeast is more problematic. Many sailors, approaching 

                                                           

43 Modern pilots state that with the right winds, fair weather and the right state of the tide, strangers should 
not find the entrance unduly difficult (Coles 1977:30).  

Figure 22: Visual representations of (a) a double-ended Nordic vessel, (b) a Nordic ship with straight stern 

and (c) a cog of the archaeological definition. Images from Zimmerman 1982: 108, Milne 2004: 236, Fig. 

2 and VollwertBIT (Creative Commons), all retouched by Thomas Dhoop.  



 

77 

from the northeast and tacking against the wind, attempting to come into the Camber Estuary, 

appear to have misjudged the coastline and failed to round the tip of Dungeness, stranding on the 

eastern coast of the headland. Moreover, even when successfully making it around the tip, one 

could still be blown towards Dungeness’s southern beach which at that point becomes the leeward 

shore. Similarly, when sailing out of the Camber, deceptively strong southwesterlies could drive a 

ship up the southern shore of the headland.  

Next to these spatial patterns, there are also temporal trends that can be picked up on, playing out 

at different resolutions. On a daily scale, timing of the tides would have been necessary when faced 

with the large range of tides44. When approaching or attempting to leave the Camber, or when one 

was trying to make his way from the roadstead to Winchelsea’s waterfront, catching a favourable 

tidal flow would have been essential. Moreover, also timing on a seasonal scale was necessary. 

Today, gales of force 7 and above on the Beaufort scale45 are eight times more frequent in winter 

than summer. Rough seas are expected every fourth day in winter compared to every twelfth in 

                                                           

44 Today, Rye Harbour has a maximum tidal range of 5.2 m. Although the landscape and bathymetry has 
changed much over the past 800 years, it can be assumed that the range would have been significant in the 
medieval period as well. tides4fishing.com/uk/england/rye-harbour [Accessed on 20/07/2016].  
45 Described by the UK Met Office (meteorological office) as rough to very rough sea conditions: 
metoffice.gov.uk/guide/weather/marine/beaufort-scale [Accessed on 20/07/2016]. 

Figure 23: Spatial distribution of ship archaeological material, locations of wrecking events pre-1530 and 

Kernel density of 529 locations of wrecking events of sailing vessels between 1279 and 1900, plotted over 

a landscape reconstruction from c. 1400. The warmer the colour on the density map, the more ships have 

wrecked at that location.  

Sources: Long et al. 2006a: 325, Fig. 7; Tyler 2011 and chapter 3.3.1.  

http://www.tides4fishing.com/uk/england/rye-harbour
http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/guide/weather/marine/beaufort-scale
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summer. Sea and air temperature are significantly lower in winter, rain falls more often and lasts 

longer and cloud cover is greater. This meant that, in order to avoid the wrecking situations 

described above as much as possible, generally a seafaring season from May to September has been 

adhered to (McGrail 1998: 259-60; 2001: 171). Winchelsea was no exception to this. Figure 24 

shows the average number of monthly wood shipments from Sussex between 1323-9 and 1395-9 

combined with the total number of recorded wrecking events for each month. An inversion 

between the two datasets can clearly be observed, demonstrating that most shipping took place in 

the months that the risk of wrecking was the smallest. In other words, the graph visualises 

Winchelsea’s seafaring season which appears to have run from May to August, with some voyaging 

in April and September. This is a first example of environmental rhythms bundling with, and 

exercising a certain amount of agency over, Winchelsea’s cultural rhythms (chapter 7.1).  

 

Without lapsing into ‘treenail counting’, it is worth considering how the ships of Winchelsea fit into 

wider patterns of ship development, while at the same time carrying over the perspective of a 

town’s harbour to approach such developments with fresh eyes.  
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Figure 24: The total number of wrecking events plotted by month, compared to the average monthly 

shipments of wood from Sussex between 1323-9 and 1395-9.  

Sources: Tyler 2011 and Pelham 1930: 182. 



 

79 

3.4 Ships in Northwest Europe 

Ship archaeologists are remarkably skilled at studying ships as things-in-themselves (e.g. Steffy 

1994; McGrail 1998). Wrecks are often published in great technical detail but with varying degrees 

of contextual interpretation (e.g. Crumlin-Pedersen & Olsen 2002; Lemée 2006; Auer & Maarleveld 

2014; Milne & Sully 2014). Synthesizing studies devoted to finding patterns in the development of 

ship technology and relating these to the socio-economic context of the time are not as common 

as they should be but high-quality works certainly exists (e.g. Unger 1980; Bill 1995; Adams 2013b; 

Englert 2015; Rieth 2016). In terms of the physical context within which ships are interpreted, they 

tend to be seen as machines built to negotiate the open waters, as evidenced by the emphasis 

placed on sailing trials in experimental work (e.g. Hoffman & Hoffman 2009). Studies by scholars 

such as Westerdahl (1995), Indruszewski (2004) and Crumlin-Pedersen (2010: 125-144) however, 

have also emphasized coastal landscapes and inland waters as important environmental contexts.  

The research at the port of Winchelsea offers a different perspective: the ship as a machine that 

needed to operate within an urban harbour environment. Of course, the operating environment of 

a vessel is but one of many factors contributing to the building of a ship (Adams 2013b: 22-8) but it 

is worth asking the question whether certain aspects in the development of medieval ships can be 

related to the use of harbour facilities. To answer this query, a brief overview of ship sizes and 

developments in building technology is needed.  

3.4.1 Cargo Capacities and Dimensions  

It is sometimes claimed that numerous studies have been conducted on the capacities of medieval 

cargo ships (Bill 2002: 93) with reference to the works of Heinsius (1956), Ellmers (1972) and Unger 

(1980). However, the latter studies are all general synthesizing works which situate the 

development of ship technology in a wider economic framework. None of them contain a 

systematic analysis of ship dimensions or cargo capacities. As far as the author is aware, at the time 

of writing (August 2016), a comprehensive study of archaeological and historical sources concerning 

the dimensions and cargo capacities of commercial vessels is lacking. However, a limited number 

of studies do exist. For an in-depth look at the early period, 1000-1300, there are papers by Crumlin-

Pedersen (1999) and Englert (2009, 2015: 31-5), for the period between 1460 and 1540 there is a 

book by Burwash (1969) and for the later period, post-1500, there is a paper by Hocker (1999). A 

good starting point for the period of concern is Jan Bill’s chapter in the 2002 volume Cogs, Cargoes 

and Commerce. It is not the ambition of this work to provide an exhaustive study of ship sizes, 

rather to build on Bill’s work and add substantiation for certain claims and nuance to others.  
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In his study, Bill (2002: 99) presents the cargo capacities of nine shipwrecks and a number of 

historically-attested cargo capacities retrieved from a cursory overview of Heinsius (1956), Barfod 

(1990), Friel (1995) and Mortensøn (1995).  

 

Having produced Figure 25, Bill observes that the two data types complement each other well 

chronologically, but that the large ships documented in the written sources from the 14th century 

onwards are absent from the archaeological record (Bill 2002: 101). He is able to explain this by 

referring to the representativity of the archaeological finds. In a previous study by his own hand 

(1997: 109-24), he demonstrated that local crafts, used in the coastal zone, appear to be over-

represented in the Danish material. This would imply that the largest ships of various periods may 

be gravely under-represented or entirely missing. At first glance, it appears that Bill’s study confirms 

the traditional view that ship sizes grew gradually until c. 1300, plateaued during the turbulent next 

100 years, after which a rapid increase happened in the 15th and 16th centuries (e.g. Hocker 1999: 

25).  

If Bill’s work is to be used in the current study, there are two problems that need to be addressed. 

First, the arbitrarily chosen floating criterion for shipwrecks to be included in his study: vessels must 

have a reconstructed cargo capacity of over 20 tons in the 11th and 12th centuries, over 50 tons in 

the 14th and 15th centuries and over 100 tons in the 16th century (Bill 2002: 94). Using this stepped 

criterion, an artificially-created picture of shipwrecks increasing in cargo capacity is inevitable and 
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leads to a severe lack in data points. The second problem is the Scandinavia-centric nature of his 

graph, something which Bill also acknowledges (Bill 2002: 103) and is to a certain extent the product 

of differential preservation of shipwrecks in the Baltic compared to the rest of Europe (Gjelstrup 

Björdal & Gregory 2012).  

 

The first problem is tackled by adding the data collected in the catalogue (Appendix A) to Bill’s graph 

(Figure 26). Although the overall pattern hasn’t changed, the new graph accentuates an important 

point: the smaller ships do not disappear. To the contrary, as Bill predicted, they make up the vast 

majority of wrecks excavated. However, with so many data points below the 200 tons mark and so 

little above, one cannot escape the impression that perhaps this graph might not be representative 

of the overall picture of commercial seafaring in the medieval period. It is therefore worthwhile to 

take a closer look at studies of historical sources from England, not just to counter the skewed 

geographical focus, but also to come to a better understanding of what is happening at the 200 ton 

mark.  

References to tonnages are ubiquitous in the written sources, however that does not mean that 

the quoted figures are straightforward to use. The issues economic historians are presented with 

have been discussed in detail by Friel (1983) and will not be repeated here46. Without question, 

                                                           

46 See Lane (1964), Salisbury (1966) and Castro (2013) for in-depth studies dealing with calculating old 
tonnage measures.  
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individual figures should always be treated with caution, however the accumulation of a large 

number of contemporary tonnage estimates can be considered a valid way of coming to grips with 

the relative range in sizes of ships in a certain area during a certain period in time.  

A good indication of common ship sizes comes from research by Friel himself (1995: 202) who 

tabulated the actually loaded tonnages, culled from the Bordeaux custom accounts, and the 

tonnages listed of ships arrested for royal naval service. It was already noted above that it is 

anachronistic to think of England as possessing ‘naval power’ in the modern sense of the word 

because the principal source of ships was the requisition of merchant vessels (Lambert 2011: 11-

51). It seems evident that arresting officials would impound the largest ships first to gather the 

strongest possible fleet. At the same time, officials could only arrest ships that were at anchor when 

they arrived and repeated requisitions of the largest vessels could impact the economy of the port47 

(Lambert 2011: 20). Given that documents with complaints about requisitions survive (Lambert 

2011: 20-1), it seems sensible that arresting officials would impound a range of ship sizes. Friel’s 

inclusion of arrest records therefore might slightly skew the picture towards larger vessel sizes, 

however for the most part his work (Table 5) presents a cross-section of ship sizes available at 

English medieval harbours.  

Represented visually, the evidence from the English sources appears straightforward (Figure 27). 

The vast majority of ships in English ports were of sizes below 200 tons. Even on an important long-

distance trade route like the one to Bordeaux, where ships would have been carrying large 

packaged goods, the largest ships were always vastly outnumbered by vessels of less than 100 tons 

burden. Friel therefore convincingly argues that, in the English ports, small ships dominated 

throughout the fourteenth, fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, and vessels over 200 tons were 

not at all common (Friel 1995: 34).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

47 It should be noted however, that naval impressment was not without reward; shipowners usually collected 
compensation based on carrying capacity (tonnage), at the rate of 3s. 4d. per ton for each three-month period 
of service, while shipmasters earned 6d. and mariners 3d. per day of service, plus bonuses (Kowaleski 2000: 
467).  
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Figure 27: Summary of tonnage-ranges for English ships dated between 1327 and 1514 cited in Table 5. 



 

 

Date Total ships < 50 t 50-99 t 100-199 t 200-299 t 300 t + Reference 

1327 206 13 87 101 5 - CMR, 1326-1327, pp. 128-133 

6 % 42.2 % 49 % 2.4 % - 

1355-6* 90 12 43 35 - - PRO E101/173/4 

13.3 % 47.8 % 38.9 % - - 

1359 151 115 19 16 1 - List of payments of ships arrested for royal service in ports from Kings Lynn 

in Norfolk to Maldon in Essex, PRO E101/27/25 
76.2 % 12.6 % 10.6 % 0.6 % - 

1372-3* 99 19 49 30 1 - PRO E101/179/10 

19.2 % 49.5 % 30.3 % 1 % - 

1385-6 153 30 56 61 6 - PRO E101/183/11 

19.6 % 36.6 % 39.9 % 3.9 % - 

1400-12 75 32 27 13 30 - Reference to ships and their tonnages, culled from CCR 

42.7 % 36 % 17.3 % 4 % - 

1409-10* 

 

 

173 62 87 24 - - PRO E101/19 

35.8 % 50.3 % 13.9 % - - 

8
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1412-3* 137 57 54 26 - - PRO E101/185/7 

41.6 % 39.4 % 19 % - - 

1435-6* 131 41 46 36 8 - PRO E101/192/1 

31.3 % 35.1 % 27.5 % 6.1 % - 

1444-5* 110 29 35 38 7 1 BL. Add. MS. 15524 

26.4 % 31.8 % 34.5 % 6.4 % 0.9 % 

1450 98 22 40 23 15 1 Expedition to Normandy: PRO E364/92 A, M and N 

22.4 % 40.8 % 23.5 % 15.3 % 1 % 

1451 61 1 21 21 12 6 Expedition to Gascony: PRO E364/92 A, M and N 

1.6 % 34.4 % 34.4 % 19.6 % 9.8 % 

1512-4 113 49 51 12 1 - English ships hired by the Crown as victualler (supply-ships), Burwash 

1969, p. 183 
43.4 % 45.1 % 10.6 % 0.9 % - 

Table 5: Tonnage-ranges of English ships between 1327 and 1514. Table from Friel 1995: 202, Table 3. *Bordeaux customs accounts. **Two tonnages not listed. 

8
5
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It would be unfair to transpose these numbers for English medieval ports onto Hanseatic and 

Scandinavian harbours, however it does add an extra dimension to Bill’s (2002) study and puts the 

established narrative into perspective. When taking a closer look at the historical documents 

indicating sizes over 200 tons cited by Bill (2002: 100-1), it quickly becomes clear that, safe for two 

(what must have been exceptionally large) English ships of 300 tons, it concerns a Prussian salt ship, 

a complaint by Erik of Pomerania that ships of 200 last (c. 400 tons) are passing through the sound 

and that therefore the toll must be increased, a list of ships built in Lübeck and a court document 

describing a ship from Copenhagen. Perhaps these very large ships should be seen in the light of 

Hanseatic bulk trade (Bill et al. 1997). It would therefore be equally unfair to transpose Bill’s results 

onto English medieval ports. Overall, it seems reasonable to suggest that, for the vast majority of 

ships, cargo capacity did not expand rapidly during the 15th and 16th centuries, rather it plateaued 

around the 200 ton mark. The very large ships of 500 tons were certainly plying the northern waters, 

however they must have been far and between, being vastly outnumbered by smaller ships.  

The dimensions of a vessel on the other hand is an issue the historical sources mostly remain silent 

on. Fortunately, since it was established above that it is fair to suggest that the majority of ships 

sailing into English ports were probably below the 200 ton mark, and ships up to that size are well-

represented in the archaeological record (Figure 26), it becomes possible to make some reasonable 

estimates for certain dimensions. In the graphs below (Figures 26 & 27), the estimated and 
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reconstructed overall lengths and loaded draughts48 of the vessels assembled in the ship catalogue 

are presented.  

All shipwrecks of commercial vessels, dated between 1000 and 1600 found within northwest 

Europe have been reconstructed with an overall length of up to 30 m (Figure 28). The bottom of 

the range is of course a product of the minimum criterion for a shipwreck to be included in the 

catalogue, a reconstructed length of 14.5 m. Since the first wreck reconstructed to 30 m in length, 

the Bergen ‘Big Ship’ has been dated to c. 1188 (Englert 2001), it is reasonable to suggest that the 

vast majority of commercial vessels active in 12th to 14th century harbours would have been of 

varying lengths, up to around 30 m long.  

Unfortunately, it has only been possible to reconstruct the loaded draught of a very limited number 

of shipwrecks (Figure 29). At first glance, for the period that New Winchelsea thrived – the late 13th 

to 14th centuries – the graph appears to suggest a range between 0.9 m and 2.4 m. However, since 

vessels of up to 200 tons are well attested in Winchelsea (chapter 3.3.2), it is reasonable to also 

take the loaded draught of the Newport wreck into consideration. When loaded with 0.6 m of 

                                                           

48 Loaded draughts were estimated based on the Grágás law from Iceland (Crumlin-Pedersen 1999: 17) for 
Nordic ships and the calculations for the Bremen wreck for cogs of the archaeological definition (Lahn 1992: 
250). See Appendix A.  
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ballast (73875 kg) and c. 188 tons of cargo, the ship will have a draught of 3.9 m at the aft of the 

vessel (Pers. Comm. Pat Tanner February 2015).  

Overall, the 30 to 200 tons range suggested for ships visiting Winchelsea (chapter 3.3.2) sits 

comfortably within the range of tonnages attested across northwest Europe (Figures 24 & 25). 

However, as a mustering point for naval vessels, it should be expected that the port occasionally 

also would have welcomed much larger purpose-built warships. The sizes of such vessels could 

eclipse even the largest cargo vessels. The Danish royal ships Engelen from 1509 and Maria from 

1517 most likely measured above 800 t (Probst 1990; 1994), but even these mastodons paled in 

comparison to Henry V’s great English ships. Jesus, built in 1416, measured 1000 tons, while Grace 

Dieu, built in 1418, measured no less than 1400 tons (Friel 1993; Clarke et al. 1993). The question 

then becomes, if building much larger ships was within the realm of possibilities, why did ships up 

to 200 tons remain the norm? Perhaps the fact that vessels the size of these warships would have 

been completely unwieldly in a harbour environment is part of the answer (chapter 3.4.3).  

Also in terms of dimensions, the estimated sizes of Winchelsea ships as up to 30 m long (chapter 

3.3.2) sits well within the bigger picture (Figure 28). More interesting however, are the draughts 

that some of the larger vessels would have needed to function safely. With a waterfront that for 

the most part only had occasional access to ‘deep’ water at high tide (chapter 4.3), it seems highly 

unlikely that ships necessitating a draught of 3.9 m would have ventured far into the Brede and 

most likely stayed at anchor in the roadstead, leaving the voyages to New Winchelsea itself to 

smaller boats.  

3.4.2 Construction Technology 

Changes in ship construction from the late Viking Age to the late medieval period have again been 

studied by Bill (1999; 1997; 2009). For his PhD thesis, he defined and compared the constructional 

features of 105 shipwrecks from Danish waters for the period AD 900 to 1600 and subsequently 

produced a chronology of constructional change. Bill’s studies have been neatly summarised by 

Englert (2015: 72) in two tables (6 & 7) which have been reproduced below.  
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Feature of late Viking Age 

Shipbuilding 

Latest certain evidence 

(approximate date) 

Comments 

Wing-shaped frames 1130 Roskilde Havn 5  

Indirect keelson fastening 1195 Galtabäk 1 Also 1336 Roskilde Havn 1 & 

1600 Bredfjed 

Triple/double mouldings 1195 Galtabäk 1  

Bitis 1217 Kyholm  

Round-shanked iron nails 1270 Roskilde Havn 7  

Short plank scarfs 1270 Korsholm 1  

Joggled stringers 1330 Gedesby 2  

Single mouldings 1346 Nordstrand Possibly a high medieval 

feature 

Through scarfs for major joints 1436 Vedby Hage  

Beam-like keelson 1542 Ringaren  

Split planks 1564 København Havnegade  

 

New features Earliest certain evidence 

(approximate date) 

Comments 

Parallelled side frames 982 Hedeby 1 Next: 1026 Skuldelev 6 

Square-shanked iron nails 982 Hedeby 1 Next: 1140 Gislinge boat 

Direct keelson fastening 1108 Roskilde 4  

Scarfed frames 1100 Galtabäck 2  

Absence of bitis 1150 Kollerup cog  

Absence of mouldings 1150 Kollerup cog  

Long plank scarfs 1150 Kollerup cog  

Table 6: Chronological list of the latest occurrence of constructional features considered ‘typical’ for the 

Viking Age. Table from Englert 2015: 72, Table 4.3.  
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Stop scarfs for major joints 1150 Kollerup cog Next: 1189 Kolding cog & 1537 

Knudsgrund 

Protruding beams 1189 Kolding cog  

Plank-like keelson 1220 Haderslev Next: Køge 1430 

Simple plank-shaped stringers 1320 Gedesby Possibly already 1195 

Galtabäck 1 

Sawn planks 1320 Gedesby   

Both tables taken together provide a broad-sweeping overview of when constructional features 

considered typical to the late Viking Age were replaced with a new kinds of construction. These 

new solutions to technical problems seem to have appeared during the 12th century. Bill (1997: 144) 

noticed that the wrecks form Kollerup and Skagen, both cogs of the archaeological definition, would 

have been alien to the foreign tradition, and set trends for the local Nordic tradition ships of the 

time. This diffusion in construction technologies between the two building traditions appears to 

have developed from éliterian, or at least elaborate in nature, to a much simpler, more sturdy, 

efficient and economic form. This change seems to have started during the 12th century and took 

place mainly over the course of the 13th century. Bill sees these developments as a reflection of the 

needs of those having ships built changing from being centred on agriculture, to people in towns 

and landlords who had to transport in size (Bill 1997: 161).  

This drive for a more economic ship can also be found in cogs of the archaeological definition. 

Although Ellmers (1994: 39) agrees with Christensen (1989: 17-23; 1992: 90) when the latter writes 

that cogs were not superior to Nordic ships, the first does point out that they were cheaper to build. 

Ellmers argues that the production of sawn planks required less timber and skilled labour compared 

to the split planks of most Nordic ships. These sawn planks could be cut wider than split planks 

which resulted in a smaller number of strakes and thus less time needed to be spent finishing the 

vessel. A more in-depth study was conducted by Line Dokkedal (1996: 61-2) who came to similar 

conclusions. She argued that the saw made it possible to cut through twisted grain which lead to 

more efficient use of wood from a single tree.  

Both Nordic ships and cogs of the archaeological definition were thus developing into a more crude 

and economic vessel, but what of the ships in England? Bill (1997: 145-9) has suggested that 

changes similar to those in the Danish vessels would have taken place on the British Isles, although 

Table 7: Chronological list of the first occurrence of new constructional features. Table from Englert 2015: 

72, Table 4.4.  
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perhaps not at the same point in time. A comparative chronological analysis of the ship 

archaeological material from the UK is lacking49. Nevertheless, the five wrecks from St Peter Port in 

Guernsey show that the trend towards heavily-framed construction was also well-underway in 

western Europe by the mid-thirteenth century (Adams & Black 2004: 242). It is therefore reasonable 

to assume that the ships visiting Old and New Winchelsea during their heyday – early 13th to 14th 

centuries – were going through similar technological developments as the ones outlined above 

(Tables 6 & 7). Although there appears to be a general consensus that the underlying stimuli for 

these developments were economic in nature – increased intensity in trade during the medieval 

period necessitating larger quantities of bulk cargoes to be carried during the sailing seasons (e.g. 

Adams & Black 2004: 244) – it will be argued below that changes in the ship’s sailing environment 

might also have played a part (chapter 6.4).  

3.4.3 Ships in the Context of the Harbour 

Can the developments in the size of ships and/or any of the new features introduced into the 

technology of medieval ships in northwest Europe from the 12th century onward be directly related 

to harbour-activities? As usual, there is no clear yes or no answer. Considering the changes in 

construction technology first, it is probably the case that no single feature was introduced with a 

ship’s functioning inside a port in mind. However, it is worth spending some time discussing one 

new feature in particular; the protruding crossbeam. Bill (2002: 105) has singled out this feature as 

one of the most important changes in the structural layout of the ship. Crossbeams function by 

interlocking the two sides of a vessel and serve to stiffen the hull and prevent it from bulging 

outward under the influences of the sea, cargo and grounding (Tipping 1994: 9). Unger (1980: 147) 

has written that the protruding ends were also needed as fenders to keep ships off quays. Hocker 

(1991: 145) however, has pointed out that protruding fixtures on ships are prone to catching on top 

or under shore structures and other vessels moored alongside and are therefore more likely to be 

the cause of headache than a convenience. To protect this vulnerable part of the ship’s hull, wedge-

shaped blocks were sometimes nailed to the forward side of the protruding ends. Such pieces are 

clearly depicted on town seals, such as the the 13th century second seal from Southampton50 (Figure 

30) (Ewe 1972: 122, 191), and in manuscript illuminations (e.g. Flatman 2009: 81, Figure 72). 

Archaeologically, they are attested on the 15th century Nordic ship from Aber Wrac’h in Brittany, 

                                                           

49 Despite the scarcity of well-preserved wrecks, the published remains from Blackfriars (Marsden 1996), 
Newport (Nayling & Jones 2014), Magor Pill (Nayling 1998), St Peter Port (Adams & Black 2004) and the 
timbers from Sandwich (Milne 2004), London (Goodburn 2002) and Dublin (McGrail 1993), could provide a 
good starting point for such a study. 
50 Other examples of wedge-shaped blocks on town seals come from Elbag, Poole, Rye, Sandwich, Tenby and 
Tenterden (Ewe 1972: 122, 180, 185, 186, 201, 202).  
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France (L’hour & Veyrat 1989: 288) and the Doel 1 cog from Flanders, Belgium (Figure 30) 

(Vermeersch & Haneca 2015: 123-4).  

Jeroen Vermeersch and Kristof Haneca (2015: 123-4) have argued that the tapering shape of such 

timbers indicates that their main objective was to protect from abrasion, for example against a quay 

wall, rather than direct transversal impact. In light of this, it is interesting to note that the fairings 

on both the Aber Wrac’h and Doel 1 ships were made out of a softer hardwood which would absorb 

more kinetic energy on impact. While crossbeams were likely introduced to meet a new set of needs 

from the consumer – Bill (2002: 108) has attributed the feature to the need to carry increasingly 

larger and heavier cargoes, although there might have been others factors in play as well (chapter 

6.4) – the addition of fairings at least suggests that shipwrights were in fact concerned with the 

ship’s operations inside a harbour environment.  

Colin Tipping has argued that crossbeams could also have served as an early Plimsoll line, a general 

indicator of the depth to which a vessel could be safely loaded. He also believes that the longitudinal 

deck beams on top of crossbeams (Figure 31) not only served to provide structural strength when 

sailing or grounding a vessel, but also when using the ship’s own winding gear to load and unload 

cargo (Tipping 1994: 9-10). This is an activity indirectly attested in the written sources from 

Winchelsea when it is stated that tons were off-loaded into smaller boats for transport to shore 

(chapter 3.3.3). Once docked or anchored, the winding gear – windlass and capstan – and rigging 

therefore had an important secondary function to fulfil. Examples of these installations have been 

found as part of the assemblage of ship timbers from the wreck from Bergen (Christensen 1985) 

and the vessel found in Bremen (Lahn 1992) (Figure 31). They can also be seen in use in illuminations 

(Flatman 2002: 124-131) and on the town seals of Pevensey, San Sebastian and Winchelsea (Ewe 

1972: 179, 187 and 210) (Figure 31).  

Figure 30: Fairings nailed to the forward end of the crossbeams of Doel 1 on the left and the second seal 

of Southampton depicting wedge-shaped features on the hull on the right. Images from Vermeersch & 

Haneca 2015: 123, Fig. 15a and Ewe 1972: 191, the latter retouched by Thomas Dhoop.  
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Cranes were, in most places, introduced as late as the second half of the thirteenth century (Ellmers 

1989), so it was not unusual for a ship to use its own rig to load or unload cargoes. Indicative of how 

common this must have been is the fact that agreed-upon rules were set out in the Rolls of Oléron51 

regulating the liability of merchant and shipmaster in case something went wrong (Ward 2009: 195, 

Article 10). How this procedure could have worked in practice for the Bremen ship has been 

described in detail by Tipping52 (1994). While such a system would have been necessary to deal with 

heavy items such as wine casks in the case of Winchelsea, it should be noted that lighter cargoes 

could have been dealt with using muscle power alone.  

Another interesting point put forward by Tipping (1994: 14) is that the Bremen ship, when unloaded 

and without ballast, is incapable of using its own rig to take on cargo. The heeling angle would be 

too big and the risk of capsizing too great. This applies not only to cogs of the archaeological 

definition, but also to Nordic vessels. Pat Tanner calculated that the same would happen to the 

much larger Newport ship from 1449 (Pat Tanner Pers Comm. February 2015). A certain amount of 

ballast, a particular loading-order and spatial organisation of the cargo inside the hull would be 

necessary, not only to assure the safety of the vessel while loading but also to attain a good trim 

which will greatly affect a ship’s sailing capabilities. This highlights the skill involved in such an 

operation. In the age of the intermodal container (Brookfield 1984), it is easy to forget the 

                                                           

51 The Rolls of Oléron, formulated in the 12th century, is the earliest known maritime codex north of the 
Mediterranean.  
52 In a comment to Tipping’s study, Timm Weski (1996: 75) pointed out that the positioning of the winding 
gear might have been particular to a ship’s function, however the function of the Bremen wreck is unknown.  

Figure 31: Reconstruction of the windlass configuration on the Bremen vessel on the left and a windlass 

depicted in use on the Winchelsea seal on the right. Images from Michael Czytko and Ewe 1972: 210, both 

retouched by Thomas Dhoop.  
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knowledge involved in stevedoring (Thomas 1968), common practice until at least the middle of the 

20th century. The Polish author Joseph Conrad perhaps said it best when describing the changes 

taking place with the introduction of steam:  

“Stevedoring, which had been a skilled labour, is fast becoming a labour without skill. The modern 

steamship with her many holds is not loaded within the sailor-like meaning of the word. She is filled 

up. Her cargo is not stowed in any sense; it is simply dumped into her […] with clatter and hurry and 

racket and heat, in a cloud and a mess of coal-dust.” (Conrad 1906: XIII) 

A final structural element to consider is the shape of the bottom of a vessel. This feature comes 

into play when a ship takes the bottom, a circumstance that is often associated with the beaching 

of Viking Age ships and might seem anachronistic in the medieval period when some form of 

docking facilities were more widely available. In at least the North Sea, with its large tidal interval, 

this is not the case. At low tide, many harbours would fall dry and ships would either stand upright 

by themselves or had to be braced. The fact that this was not unusual is again indicated by an article 

in Oléron that deals with the responsibilities of different ships when falling dry and there is a danger 

that anchors might cause damage (Ward 2009: 200, Article 16). Moreover, Robin Ward has offered 

the possibility that Article 24 of Oléron – dealing with the responsibilities of pilot and shipmaster 

upon entering the harbour – requires a shipmaster to supply supports for the ship as it dries out on 

the ebb (Ward 2009: 205). Such a situation is archaeologically attested in the Newport find. The 

latter vessel was grounded in a pill and supported by a timber structure while it was repaired. At a 

certain point, the supporting elements failed and the ship keeled over on its starboard side (Nayling 

& Jones 2014: 245-6). There might also be evidence that the Newport ship was grounded more 

frequently. Some of the frames show marks of being squashed between the keel and keelson, 

something that could be the product of a single or multiple hard groundings (Pat Tanner, Pers. 

Comm. February 2015). Ships falling dry in harbours might thus have been a more common 

occurrence than one might expect. This is likely to also have been the case at the Winchelsea 

waterfront, where the private plots might only have been accessible at high tides (Martin & Martin 

2004: 36) (chapter 4.3) (Figure 32).  

Most ships with protruding keels would not have been able to stand upright by themselves and 

needed some sort of supporting structure or be close enough to the quay wall. Some cogs of the 

archaeological definition on the other hand, equipped with a keel plank and flat bottom in the 

midship area might have been able to stand upright on a falling tide without any help. However, 

too much of a flat bottom would be a cause for concern as well due to the suction of the mud on 

the hull. However, when confronted with the request for a ship that is capable of taking the ground 
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inside a harbour, it is not inconceivable that the choice for a keel-plank could have been a conscious 

decision made on the part of the shipwright.  

Moving on to the observed developments in cargo capacities. The apparent ‘limit’ of 200 tons for 

the majority of commercial vessels, in contrast to the much larger sizes for warships, was probably 

induced by a number of factors. The rise of towns (e.g. Engberg et al. 2009) and with them, the 

emergence of bulk trade surely would have increased demand for cargo space. However, as Bill 

(1999: 252; 2002: 110-1; 2011: 237), Hocker (1999: 25) and Dhoop (2014: 115-20) have pointed out 

before, this rise in demand might not just have been met by building larger ships, but by building 

more ships. Increasing the size of a vessel is not always the most economically viable way of dealing 

with increasing demand. In volatile economic times, something which certainly would have been 

the case during the politically unstable and plague-ridden fourteenth century (Bolton 1980: 180-

245), big ships run the risk of sailing half-empty. Moreover, building and maintaining very large 

vessels required higher capital investment and specialist knowledge.  

More to the point of this chapter, few harbours would also have had the depth and facilities to 

receive very large ships. Silting was a constant issue and very little is known about how people 

tackled the problem. Continuous expansion of waterfronts in deeper waters – something which has 

been observed across Europe (see the ICWA proceedings) – was one effective solution to the 

Figure 32: In Rye Harbour, vessels still fall dry on the low tide. Image from Wikimapia.com, retouched by 

Thomas Dhoop. 
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problem, while diverting and channelling rivers was another (Reinders 1999). Sometimes, 

enormous engineering projects were undertaken to battle a silting harbour, including at 

Winchelsea. Sometime between 1419 and 1442, a new channel was cut further upstream of the 

River Brede, ca. 7.5 km long, and enclosed between banks some 150 m apart. Gardiner (1995: 132) 

and Eddison (2000: 103-105) reason that this was undertaken to increase the flow of tidal water up 

the valley, so that the ebb could scour away the silt being deposited by the sea at the Winchelsea 

waterfront. Also dredging must have been attempted but almost nothing is known of dredging 

technologies before the 17th century (Reinders 1981; Vanderosteyne & Cohen 1999). A decision 

taken by members of the Hanseatic League at their meeting in 1412 confirms that also Hanseatic 

ports were struggling with maintaining sufficient water depth for their ships. They ruled that ships 

larger than 100 herring last (+/- 200 tons) should no longer be built and specified that the draught 

of these ships should not exceed 6 Lübeck Ellen (+/- 3.48 m) when loaded (Bill 2002: 104).  

This phenomenon was not lost on Winchelsea’s historian Homan (1940: 52-3) who also observed 

that ships of the medieval period were seldom large. He writes that vessels in Winchelsea rarely 

exceeded 200 tons so that they would be able to negotiate the tidal estuaries and shallow inlets 

leading to many important medieval seaports. Maintaining sufficient water depth was certainly a 

concern for the town as evidenced by the engineering works mentioned above and a complaint 

from 1339 about merchants dumping ballast in ‘the port of Winchelsea’ which was said to harm 

both the town of New Winchelsea and its adjacent haven (Draper 2009: 31).  

Confronting the sizes of commercial vessels with purpose-built naval ships suggests that war was a 

particularly strong stimulant for technological development (Bill 2011: 337). In the current free-

market system, it is sometimes hard to imagine anything other than economic factors driving 

technological progress. Yet, the archaeological record suggests something different. Medieval 

shipbuilding appears to be an excellent example of a technology that was far ahead of 

contemporary economic needs (even well after the turbulent 14th century), at least in terms of the 

size of vessels. As is demonstrated by the massive warships of the time, the potential and technical 

knowhow was there, but a major political driver, such as the Hundred Years’ War in the case of the 

1400 t Grace Dieu, was needed to push the technology to its limitations, something which ‘the 

market’ was not capable of doing. 

The study of the size and dimensions of medieval commercial vessels presented above also provides 

an excellent opportunity to do away with the surprisingly persistent idea that specifically the 

introduction of deep draught ‘cogs’ necessitated the construction of quays and even cranes (e.g. 

Sylvester 1999: 73; Draper 2009: 11-2; Draper & Meddens 2009: 18; Ayers 2013: 65), often with 

references to dated literature (in particular Crumlin-Pedersen 1972: 190; Unger 1980 and Ellmers 
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1994). Looking back at Figures 26 and 27, it is easy to see that both Nordic vessels and cogs were 

built in all sizes and, at least based on the archaeological material, one tradition did not produce 

larger, deeper draught ships than the other.  

The archaeology clearly reveals a more complex picture of ship development than the traditional 

Nordic – cog – hulc developmental sequence (e.g. McGrail 2014: 135-63). Nordic ships, changing in 

terms of size and construction technology (chapters 3.4.1 & 3.4.2), were plying the waters of the 

North and Baltic seas from the eleventh until at least the middle of the fifteenth century when 

carvel-built vessels became the preferred ships (Adams 2013b: 70-2) (Figure 28). The seagoing cog 

of the archaeological definition seems to have appeared from the mid-twelfth century onwards (i.e. 

Kollerup find), possibly developing out of a Frisian ‘proto-cog’ as argued by Ellmers (1994: 37-38) 

and Crumlin-Pedersen (2000: 236-240), although any archaeological ship-timbers remain to be 

found to confirm this (see Englert 2015: 67 for a short summary of the discussion). From the mid-

twelfth until the mid-fifteenth centuries these two shipbuilding traditions sailed side by side. During 

this period, there was a great deal of fluidity between the two as they exchanged construction 

technologies until, from the mid-fifteenth century onward, the distinct cog of the archaeological 

definition can no longer be distinguished (Crumlin-Pedersen 2000: 240-4; Dhoop 2012). This does 

not mean that the particular way of building these ships – temporarily fastening the bottom strakes 

together in a flush-laid manner, after which floor timbers were inserted and the sides built-up in 

the lapstrake fashion – disappeared. This manner of building ships, classified as ‘bottom-based’ by 

Hocker (1991), persevered in Dutch shipyards of the sixteenth century as evidenced by the Wadden 

Sea trader B&W 4, found in Christianshavn in Copenhagen in Denmark (Lemée 2006:145-147) and 

later in the Dutch East Indiamen (van Duivenvoorde 2015) and fluit ships of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries (Eriksson 2014).  

3.5 Concluding Remarks 

In this chapter, we embarked on the journey towards Winchelsea on board a ship. After a short 

introduction to the ship archaeological terminology used in this thesis, this first leg of the journey 

started with a review of the ship archaeological material recovered from the Romney Marsh region 

which was contextualised (or historicized) with information from published written sources. This 

material served as the basis for a discussion of the types and sizes of ships that would have called 

at medieval Winchelsea – Nordic vessels and cogs with capacities ranging between 30 to 200 tons, 

estimates that were found to sit comfortably within the range of tonnages attested across 

northwest Europe – and the organisation and functioning of the Camber Estuary which functioned 

as Winchelsea’s roadstead. A combination of archaeological, historical and pictorial information 

points to a system where large ships would anchor in the estuary and unload their goods onto 
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smaller ships, boats or lightering vessels that would make their way up the River Brede to the 

Winchelsea waterfront. The gazetteer compiled by Tyler (2011) was questioned in terms of the 

spatial distribution of wrecking events, revealing the most favourable and dangerous approaches 

to the Camber Estuary. Analysis of the gazetteer also revealed a temporal pattern in recorded 

wrecking events, which, in combination with Pelham’s (1930) research into timber exports from the 

Weald, allowed for the reconstruction of Winchelsea’s sailing season, running from May to August, 

with some voyaging in April and September.  

The research in Winchelsea is a pertinent reminder that ships are not only built for sailing, but also 

needed to operate in a(n) (urban) harbour environment. Of course, this environmental factor in 

ship development is but one of many things that a shipwright took into consideration when building 

a ship, and was certainly not the most important. Yet, looking at a ship from the perspective of the 

harbour accentuates some underappreciated aspects that are part of a ship’s praxis: fairings for 

mooring, winding gear and rigging for offloading cargoes, the skillset involved in stevedoring and 

the idea of ships falling dry being a concern for the medieval shipmaster.  

Finally, tracking the development of ship size using the data collected in the ship catalogue 

(Appendix A) and a sampling of tonnages listed in the written records, an apparent stagnation 

around 200 tons for the largest ships can be observed. Next to economic reasons, also the fact that 

few harbours, like New Winchelsea, would have had the depth and facilities to receive very large 

ships must have been an important consideration.  

Having discussed Winchelsea’s ships within their historical and physical context, we can now safely 

plot a course for the camber, cast out the anchors and start our voyage towards the town’s 

waterfront on board a smaller vessel.  
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4. The Waterfront 

Sailing up the river, approaching the Brede’s estuary, the town of New Winchelsea looms on top of 

the hill. Below it lies the waterfront and to the right a much more gruesome sight: Homan (1940: 

38) writes that the town gallows stood “above the salt marsh on the north side of the town” (Figure 

33). Initially, an interest was taken in the waterfront as the interface (or thirdspace) between the 

ships and the town and it was the relationship between the latter two components that this 

research set out to study. However, during the process of working at the waterfront, it quickly 

became clear that the potential for research there was much greater than originally anticipated and 

certain environmental aspects became research topics in and of themselves (chapter 6). 

After a brief survey of previous historical and archaeological research at the New Winchelsea 

waterfront, the geotechnical survey conducted under direction of the author is presented: the 

Winchelsea Harbour Survey. Next, by bringing together different strands of evidence – geophysical, 

geological, historical and pictorial – the structure and functioning of the waterfront is discussed.  

 

4.1 Previous Research  

New Winchelsea’s waterfront has received little archaeological attention, to the disappointment of 

historians (Sylvester 1999b: 72) and archaeologists (Marsden 2003b: 227; Martin & Martin 2004: 

38) alike. Much of what is known about the town’s port has been pieced together from snippets of 

information found in the written records. Pennant (1801: 25, 31) gives a first-hand account of his 

Figure 33: Layout of the waterfront as reconstructed by Homan (1936: 6). Image retouched by Thomas 

Dhoop.  
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visit to the town around the turn of the 19th century, but only in passing takes note of the area that 

used to make up the waterfront, but is at that point marshland. Also Cooper (1850: 53) spends little 

time discussing the town’s waterfront and makes no specific note of it in his history of Winchelsea. 

What could be considered the first systematic study of the area can be found in Homan’s (1936: 8; 

1940: 13-4; 1942) unpublished writings, working documents and hand-drawn maps53. His 

reconstruction of the waterfront, based on the 1292 rental roll, formed the basis for all further 

research and to this day remains largely unchallenged. Sylvester’s (1999b: 65-77) studies in the 

National Archives, although conducted with the intent to recover information about Winchelsea’s 

economic (maritime) history, revealed further information about the functioning of the waterfront. 

Martin and Martin (2004: 37-8) has become the reference work used by most historians and 

archaeologists and provides an overview based on Homan’s reconstruction and fragmented 

information from the written records54. Additionally, glimpses of the waterfront in later periods can 

be gathered from Prowez’s map from 1572 (Figure 21) and Stephens’ map of 1763 (Cooper 1850: 

36).  

The first instance of an archaeological find is reported by Pennant (1801: 31) who, during his 

passage through Winchelsea, is told by a local that an anchor had been found beneath the soil of 

what used to be the waterfront. This find cannot be substantiated and should likely be taken with 

a large grain of salt. The first documented archaeological work was reported in the Sussex notes 

and Queries of 1965. Dulley (1965: 205-6) writes that trial trenches were dug in the southeast 

corner of Pear Tree Marsh where the foundations of a post-medieval building were hit (Figure 34). 

The structure was brick-built on substantial footing. The ground on which the building stood had 

been levelled by an extensive dump of gravel and the few sherds in this layer suggested that this 

event occurred not earlier than the sixteenth century.  

In September-October 2012, an archaeological watching brief was carried out by Archaeology 

South-East during the construction of a flood alleviation drainage scheme at Rye View, located 

between Tanyard Lane and the River Brede (Figure 34). The work sectioned part of the former 

extent of the river and revealed the old riverbank. Also a number of worked timbers were identified 

that may have been related to waterfront structures in the vicinity. However, none were found in 

situ and it remains unclear what age or function they may have had (Hopkinson 2012). In the same 

year, trial trenches were dug by Chris Butler Archaeological Services as part of an archaeological 

evaluation for construction works at the Bridge Inn which revealed made ground horizons indicative 

                                                           

53 Homan 1936: 6; Homan 1940: foldout; Homan 1942: foldout; ESRO/ACC 8784/8/115; ESRO/AMS2402; 
ESRO/AMS2359; ESRO/AMS2360; ESRO/ACC 8784/8/1/15; ESRO/AMS2366. 
54 For example, Draper’s (2009: 32) book on Rye and Draper & Meddens’ (2009: 32-3) book on New Romney 
contain short summaries of Martin & Martin’s (2004:37-8) overview.  
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of the old riverbank and deliberate infilling of the harbour c. 1450-1550 (Figure 34). New trial 

trenches dug at the same site in 2013 contained worked wood interpreted as two jetties erected 

out into deeper water and pieces of what has been interpreted as a clinker-built river vessel from 

the 15th century (chapter 3.3.1) (Russell 2013; Russell et al. 2015).  

Diane and Allan Pope, the owners of the Eastwoods site, a field surveyed during the author’s 

fieldwork, recalled finding large wooden groin-pieces while digging their pond in 1992 (Figure 34). 

The pieces were reported to, and collected by, the county archaeologist. An unsuccessful attempt 

was made to date the timbers and they are now seemingly lost (Pers. Comm. Allan and Diane Pope 

and county archaeologist Casper Johnson). During the same works, a pilgrimage badge was found 

in the spoil heap by a metal detectorist (Figure 35). It is made in pewter and cast with integral pin 

and clasp and was dated to the 14th century. The origin is uncertain, but could be Our Lady of 

Walsingham or a shrine on the continent (Pers. Comm. Allan and Diane Pope).  

Finally, also two sites – situated close to the Winchelsea hill (Figure 34) – from which sediment 

cores were taken as part of large-scale geomorphological research in the Romney Marsh area are 

Figure 34: Overview of sites surveyed during the Winchelsea Harbour Survey (shaded in grey) and sites 

that have been researched previously (shaded in blue). ©Thomas Dhoop 
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worth mentioning. These provide the necessary context for the geological work conducted during 

the survey. From the Greyfriars site, a lithostratigraphy and pollen analysis is published (Long et al. 

2007:25-7), while from the West Winchelsea site, a lithostratigraphy, pollen, foraminiferal, particle 

size and laminae thickness analysis is available (Long 2005; Long et al. 2006b; Long et al. 2007: 33-

6, 85-90) (Figure 34). 

Until about five years ago, almost no archaeological work had been conducted at Winchelsea’s port 

site. However, due to development-led archaeology (Johnson 2010), two windows into the 

waterfront have since been opened, giving a first indication of the historical development of the 

area. Nevertheless, these excavations have been very small in scale, how they fit together is 

unclear, and no effort has been made to relate the results to the information uncovered by 

historians55. Therefore, a research driven-fieldwork project, aimed at filling in some of the missing 

pieces of information, was organised: the Winchelsea Harbour Survey.  

                                                           

55 However, a report of the Bridge Inn excavations by Chris Butler is planned for the Sussex Archaeological 
Collections, with a historical background provided by David Martin. 

Figure 35: Pilgrimage badge found at 

Eastwoods. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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4.2 Winchelsea Harbour Survey 

The project was completed in two phases: the bulk of the survey was carried out between 20/04 

and 01/05/2015, while a shorter follow-up campaign was conducted from 17-18/12/2015. The aim 

of the survey was to establish an integrated dataset of geophysical, geological and pictorial 

information to complement the existing knowledge (Table 8) (Dhoop 2015a). In total, five sites 

(Figure 34) were surveyed using a variety of methodologies: 

Name of site Type of site Data collected Methodologies deployed 

Eastwoods Open grass field  Geophysical and 

geological 

Magnetometry, Resistivity, 

ground penetrating radar, 

sediment sampling 

(percussion and hand 

augering)  

Strand Open grass field Geophysical and 

geological 

Magnetometry, Resistivity, 

sediment sampling (hand 

augering)  

St Thomas Church interior Ship graffiti drawings Reflectance 

Transformation Imaging 

St Thomas Graveyard Graveyard Geophysical  Resistivity 

Blackfriars Barn 

undercroft 

Undercroft 

interior 

Ship graffiti drawings Reflectance 

Transformation Imaging 

The Strand and Blackfriars Barn undercroft were surveyed under license of the National Trust56, the 

St Thomas’ church interior and graveyard with permission from the church committee and 

Eastwoods with permission from the property owners, Diane and Allan Pope. Financial support was 

provided by a grant from the Winchelsea Archaeological Society. The survey of the graveyard was 

unrelated to the waterfront and will not be dealt with here (see Appendix C), the ship graffiti will 

be discussed in chapter 5.2 and the paleomagnetic and geochemical analysis in chapters 6.3.2-4.  

                                                           

56 The National Trust is a conservation organisation in England, Wales and Northern Ireland who manages the 
Strand site and Blackfriars Barn undercroft. The project design approved by the Trust can be found in 
Appendix B 

Table 8: Surveyed sites and methodologies deployed. See Figure 34 for locations. 
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4.2.1 Fieldwork Strategy 

The excavations at Rye View and the Bridge Inn are both located at the eastern end of the presumed 

location of the ancient waterfront (Figure 34). The first opened up a ca. 50 m long trench (including 

turns), 0.6 m wide and up to 1.4 m deep (Hopkinson 2012: 2) and the second investigated an area 

of 744 m2 by opening up six trial trenches which were on average 9.6 m  long, 1.58 m wide and up 

to c. 1.5 m deep. Despite the fact that these two excavations produced important information 

relating to the historical development of the site (chapter 4.2.2), they were spatially very limited. 

To complement these existing datasets, a geophysical survey was conducted that allowed coverage 

of large surface areas (Gaffney & Gater 2003; Gaffney et al. 2002; Linford 2006). This was combined 

with sediment sampling in an attempt to add historicity to the study and link up the surveyed sites 

with existing geological datasets (Goldberg & Macphail 2006; French 2015). The principal reason 

for the auger transect at Eastwoods was to probe for the edges of the Brede channel.  

The Eastwoods field (Figure 36) was chosen because it was easy to access, provided good working 

conditions and allowed for coverage of a large surface area. The site covers the presumed location 

of several private waterfront plots and a large part of the former hypothetical extent of the River 

Brede at high tide. During the April-May campaign, the entire field was first surveyed using a 

magnetometer. Anomalies of interest on the magnetometry data were subsequently targeted using 

a resistivity meter (Clark 1992; Weston 2001). Two sections of the field were recorded with a ground 

penetrating radar (GPR) using a 200 MHz antenna, running southwest to northeast. The sediment 

sampling strategy consisted out of window sampling using a percussion auger at the presumed 

location of the private waterfront plots and the river/marsh bed. In between these cores, samples 

were collected using a hand-auger to fill in the gaps. Because of the potential for further 

environmental study, determined after the initial examination during the April-May campaign, two 

more cores were taken during the December campaign using a percussion auger and line sampler, 

duplicating the cores that were window sampled (chapter 6.3.3).  

The Strand field (Figure 36) was selected for the same reasons: it was easy to access, provided good 

working conditions and allowed for coverage of a large surface area. The site is located across from 

the presumed location of the public quay and covers an area that was described as a small marsh, 

lost to inundation prior to 1363 (Homan 1940: 13-4). Afterwards, the site could have contained a 

number of buildings (Homan 1936: 8; Martin & Martin 2004: 38). During the April-May campaign, 

the entire field was first surveyed using magnetometry, after which anomalies of interest were 

targeted with a resistivity meter. Sediment sampling was carried out using a hand-auger.  
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 The following tables provide further information on the deployed methodologies and the used 

instrumentation during the geotechnical aspects of the Winchelsea Harbour Survey. The method 

used to record the ship graffiti drawings as part of this project is discussed in chapter 5.2.3. 

 

Survey type Magnetometry 

Instrumentation Bartington Grad-01 Data Logger DL-601 

Probe/sensor configuration Parallel twin (2 probes) 

Probe/sensor spacing 1 m 

Figure 36: Methods deployed at Eastwoods and the Strand. The dotted line indicates the hypothetical 

location of the medieval waterfront. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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Grid size 30 m x 30 m 

Traverse interval 0.5 m 

Sample interval 0.125 m 

Traverse pattern Zig-Zag 

Spatial accuracy Grids set out using a Leica CS15 Real Time 

Kinematic (RTK) GPS 

 

Survey type Electrical Earth Resistance 

Instrumentation Geoscan Research RM15 Resistance Meter 

Probe/sensor configuration Parallel twin (2 probes) 

Probe/sensor spacing 0.5 m 

Grid size 30 m x 30 m 

Traverse interval 0.5 m 

Sample interval 1 m 

Traverse pattern Zig-Zag 

Spatial accuracy Grids set out using a Leica CS15 Real Time 

Kinematic (RTK) GPS 

 

Survey Type Ground Penetrating Radar 

Instrumentation GSSI SIR 3000 

Antenna 200 Mhz 

Traverse pattern 2 Zig-Zag lines 

Spatial accuracy Start and end positions recorded using a Leica 

CS15 Real Time Kinematic (RTK) GPS 
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Survey type Hand Auger 

Instrumentation Eijkelkamp 

Spatial accuracy Points stored using a Leica CS15 Real Time 

Kinematic (RTK) GPS 

Survey type Percussion Auger 

Instrumentation Van Walt Atlas Cobra TT 

Spatial accuracy Points stored using a Leica CS15 Real Time 

Kinematic (RTK) GPS 

4.2.2 Eastwoods Results 

The Eastwoods field is divided by a fence into a northern and southern half. The magnetometry 

results from the northern half display two wide linear dipolar anomalies – confirmed with the 

residents of the property to be sewage pipes – and a number of smaller discrete dipolar anomalies, 

most likely indicative of small metal objects (Figure 37). Also a series of positive and negative linear 

anomalies, mostly running parallel to one another are visible. Also on the surface, a slightly 

undulating relief was noted. These are possibly the remains of former agricultural use of this part 

of the field. Also in the southern half, a number of discrete bipolar anomalies are present, likely 

again indicative of small metal objects. Of particular interest are the wide linear discrete positive 

anomalies located at right angles to one another. The latter were targeted by the resistivity survey 

which largely confirmed the pattern visible in the magnetometry imagery. Wide linear high 

resistance anomalies more or less correspond with the discrete positive magnetometry anomalies 

and wide linear low resistance anomalies with discrete negative anomalies. The features are too 

wide (on average c. 2.8 m) to be indicative of structures and are interpreted as ditches, possibly 

dug for drainage purposes (Rippon 1996: 40-60).  

The 200 MHz GPR was deployed with the intent of capturing a slice of the former river/marsh extent 

that could then be integrated with the sediment core data. Unfortunately, safe for some near-

surface features, the results came back largely blank. This was probably due to the very high water 

table (c. 1 m below the surface during spring, c. 20-30 cm during winter) reflecting the signal.  

 



 

 

 

Figure 37: Results and interpretations of the geophysical survey at Eastwoods. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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The geology of the site is reconstructed from the results of the auger survey57 (Figure 36). In the 

southern half of the field, one core was taken. Initially window sampled and recorded in the field, 

it was duplicated in December through liner sampling. The core BH1B (Figure 38) consists out of: a 

topsoil of greyish brown silty clay transitioning into a more grey subsoil; a very clearly defined dark 

grey clayey silt with frequent medium to large pebbles and inclusions of brick, interpreted as made 

ground; a very heterogeneous mixture of light grey sandy and clayey sediments with frequent black 

and orange mottling with a very sharp boundary with the layer underneath, interpreted as a slope 

wash event from the nearby rise of the hill; a sequence of laminated layers of light grey silty sand 

and dark grey sand with occasionally an organic horizon interpreted as a tidal rhythmite58; and a 

light grey to gley sandy clay to clayish sand with hard sand and denuted bedrock inclusions 

increasing with depth, interpreted as the bedrock-erosion horizon59. 

 

                                                           

57 Individual core descriptions are available in appendix C. 
58 The tidal rhythmite is of particular interest in relation to the site’s environmental history and was subjected 
to Micro-XRF and paleomagnetometry studies, discussed at length in chapters 6.3.2-4. 
59 Sediment samples were recorded following the method set out in Hodgson’s (1976) Soil Survey Field 
Handbook.  

Figure 38: Image of the core 

WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B. 

©Thomas Dhoop 
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In the northern half of the field, four cores were extracted. One was window sampled and later 

duplicated through liner sampling and three were recovered using a hand auger (Figure 36). The 

top and subsoil described above continues in the northern half of the field (Figure 40, Table 9). It is 

possible that the made-ground horizon encountered in BH1B extended into BH4 but this is unclear 

because the sharpness of transitions between layers cannot be gauged from the hand-augered 

sample. However, no made ground was found in the liner-sampled core BH2B. Underlying these 

layers in BH4 and BH2B is a light grey silty clay with iron staining and small pebbles. Further north, 

in BH3 and BH5, this layer transitions into a more dark yellowish brown sandy clay with iron staining. 

The tidal rhythmite found in BH1B is also present in BH2B. Rhythmites were not recognised, 

however, in the hand-augered BH4 core, probably because the laminations were destroyed by the 

twisting of the auger. Also BH3 and BH4 contained no rhythmite sequence, but instead a very wet 

grey to dark grey silt. Immediately adjacent to BH2B, BH2 (window sampled) and BH2C (liner 

sampled) cut what is likely a ditch feature, filled with a very organic-rich clay. This organic layer was 

divided in 43, 1 cm sections. Each was wet-sieved through a mesh of 1 mm, 600 μm and 500 μm 

and the residues collected in plastic find-bags (Figure 39). The layer contained a large amount of 

grass, a few leaves and branches and a large number of black and brown seeds. The residues have 

been stored in a refrigerator and are available for further study.  

 

 

 

Figure 39: Sieving residues of the very organic clay unit in BH2C. ©Thomas Dhoop 



 

 

Figure 40: The stratigraphy at Eastwoods, aligned with core 3 from the West Winchelsea Survey (see Figure 34). Descriptions of the lithology and stratigraphic interpretations can be 

found in Table 10. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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Figure 41: Section drawings produced by the excavations at Rye View (Hopkinson 2012: Fig. 5) and the Bridge Inn (Russell 2013: 37, Fig. 5). Both were simplified for clarity. Descriptions 

of the lithology and stratigraphic interpretations can be found in Table 10. ©Thomas Dhoop 

1
1

2
 

Th
e W

ate
rfro

n
t 



 

113 

ID Interpretation Basic Lithology Dating 

Eastwoods 

a Topsoil Greyish brown silty clay with red brick 

inclusions 

 

b Subsoil Grey silty clay with yellow staining and orange 

brick inclusions 

 

c Made ground Very dark grey clayey silt with frequent 

medium to large pebbles and red brick 

inclusions 

 

d Slope wash Light grey mixture of sandy and clayey 

sediments with frequent black and orange 

mottling 

 

e Tidal rhythmite Light grey silty sand clearly banding with very 

dark brown sand 

c. 1260, 

PSV, chapter 6.3.3 

f Bedrock 

erosion horizon 

Light grey to gley sandy clay to clayish sand 

with increasing number of hard sand and 

denuted bedrock inclusions 

 

g River bank? Light grey silty clay with iron staining and small 

pebbles 

 

h Disturbed 

rhythmite?  

Grey sandy silt  

I Alluvium? Dark yellowish brown sandy clay with iron 

staining 

 

J Sand inwash Yellow sand with chalk flecks  

Rye View  

001 Degraded 

alluvium  

Firm mid brown silty sand, rooted by grass  

002 Alluvium Light brown alluvium c. 1600-1800 CBM, 

residual 13th-14th 

century 
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c. 1750 to early 19th 

century, clay tobacco 

pipe 

003 River-bank Mid greyish brown sandy silts containing 

frequent gravels and river worn stones up to 

0.2 m in diameter forming the bank of the river 

c. 1400-1600 CBM but 

poorly dated 

009 Undescribed Undescribed   

010 Undescribed Fine grained dark grey clayey silt with 

occasional gravels and charcoal 

c. 1850 to early 20th 

century, pottery & 

glass 

Bridge Inn  

1/003 Topsoil Dark brown silty clay with frequent small 

stones, occasional CBM fragments and sparse 

flint pebbles and chalk flecks 

 

1/004 Subsoil Mid yellowy brown clayey silt with frequent 

small stones / pebbles and chalk flecks / 

inclusions and occasional CBM fragments 

 

1/005 

1/006 

Made ground Mid yellowy brown clayey silt with frequent 

small stones / pebbles and chalk flecks / 

inclusions and occasional CBM fragments, 

overlaying mid greyish brown clay with 

abundant oyster shell and frequent pebbles  

 

1/007 Natural 

alluvium 

Mottled mid beige and orangey brown clay and 

sand with frequent manganese flecks and 

sparse irregular-shaped small stones 

 

1/009 

1/010 

Fill of cut 

feature 

1/009 is a mix of contents 1/004 and 1/006, 

overlying redeposited topsoil (1/003) 

 

1/011-19 Assemblage of 

made ground 

layers 

Mid brown or grey to yellow and orangey clay 

with layers of sand and gravel 

c. 1450-1550, pottery 

(bottom layers) 

c. 1550-1700, pottery 

& CBM 

(top layers)  
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Table 9: Basic lithology, interpretation and dating of layers drawn in Figures 38 and 39. All information for 

Rye View and Bridge Inn was taken from Hopkinson 2012, Russell 2013 and Russell et al. 2015. The original 

numbering and interpretations of those reports were maintained.  
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4.2.3 Eastwoods Discussion 

By combining the results of the geological survey with previous archaeological and 

geomorphological work in the area, a basic geological history of the site can be reconstructed. 

However, when also the geophysical survey, information derived from written sources, and the 

layout of the area depicted on old maps is brought into consideration, a fairly detailed history of 

the site’s usage over the past 1200 years can be proposed (Table 10).  

Work by Long et al. (2005; 2006b; 2007: 33-6; 85-90) at the West Winchelsea site (Figure 34) has 

provided a geomorphological reconstruction in which c. AD 700 – 85060, the sea gradually flooded 

the Lower Brede valley and a saltmarsh developed at West Winchelsea. Shortly thereafter, a pre-

existing tidal inlet in the coastal barrier in Rye bay was enlarged causing tidal creeks to penetrate 

landwards, rapidly eroding into the former saltmarshes. At high tide, the creeks brought floodwater 

and sediment onto the former peat surface and at low tide acted as a drain. These processes – 

erosion, compaction and dewatering – significantly lowered the peat bed surface and created the 

accommodation space for the deposition of tidal Rhythmites. Based on a laminae thickness analysis, 

they hypothesise that the rhythmite gradually began accumulating at the inundation of the site, 

but accelerated following the widening of the breach in the barrier. The latter, they relate to the c. 

1230-1250 period of historically attested severe storms (chapter 6.1). 

Although no peat was found at Eastwoods, the tidal rhythmite sequences at similar elevations to 

the West Winchelsea site suggests a similar development history. Furthermore, paleomagnetic 

secular variation (PSV) dating of the rhythmite in WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B (Figure 38), 

conducted as part of the environmental work presented in chapter 6.3.3, produced a deposition 

date for the rhythymite of c. 1260, providing absolute dating evidence for the hypothesis put 

forward by Long et al. Tidal conditions appear to have originally prevailed at Eastwoods and 

extended all the way to the foot of the Winchelsea hill. Moreover, if BH3 and BH5, located c. 100 

m north of the hillslope, indeed do not contain rhythmite sequences, it is possible that this part of 

the site was where the river basin deepened, creating a higher energy environment which did not 

allow for the deposition of laminated sequences. Moreover, the lithological descriptions of the river 

bank from both the Rye View (Hopkinson 2012: 7) and Bridge Inn (Russell 2013: 7-10) excavations 

(Figure 41, Table 9) correspond well with the transition (along the same elevation) from a light grey 

silt in BH4 and BH2B to a dark yellowish sandy clay in BH3 and BH5 (Figure 40, Table 9). It is therefore 

not unreasonable to suggest that the old riverbank at Eastwoods could be located somewhere 

                                                           

60 The dating is based on four radiocarbon dates of the peat layers encountered at the West Winchelsea site 
(Long et al. 2006b: 72-3). 
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between BH2B and BH3 (Figure 40). This positioning would also be in keeping with Martin and 

Martin’s (2004: 36) suggestion that the deepest point of the old basin approximately follows the 

River Brede’s current channel.  

The stratigraphy of BH1B suggests that a slope wash from the Winchelsea hill occurred, perhaps 

induced by a high-energy event c. 1287/8 (chapter 6.3.4), followed by reclamation of the site, 

probably sometime between 1280 and 1292. In 1280, Edward I gave the order to acquire land on 

and near the hill (Cooper 1850: 29-30), in 1283 he instructed commissioners to “give directions 

regarding the harbour” (Eddison 2004: 5) and in 1288 the town was officially granted to its new 

residents. However, in the 1292 rental roll, the list of private waterfront plots has an introductory 

note: “Here are the places delivered for building and rented, under the pendants [i.e. cliff] of the 

hill on the north side on the land next to the salt water and perilous at all flowings of the tide” 

(Cooper 1850: 53; Sylvester 1999b: 74; Martin & Martin 2004: 36; emphasis by the author). The 

note suggests that the waterfront plots might not have been considered suitable for use yet. 

Indeed, in a list of requests made by the barons of Winchelsea, dated by Homan to 1290 or 1292, 

it is asked that the king assists in enlarging the harbour (Homan 1940: 11). Furthermore, as early as 

1344-5, 33 out of 79 waterfront plots (over 40% of the total) had been abandoned61 (Martin & 

Martin 2004: 36), including three presumably located at the Eastwoods site. It is most likely in this 

context that the made ground horizon in BH1B (Figure 38) and the geophysical anomalies 

interpreted as drainage canals (Figure 37) need to be interpreted: preparing the site for use and/or 

an attempt to salvage it.   

The archaeology at Rye View and Bridge Inn is broadly in keeping with the model presented above. 

At Rye View (Figure 41, Table 9), the deposits interpreted as forming the river bank appeared to 

have been built up over a period of time as the site fell out of use and stopped being maintained 

(Hopkinson 2012: 7, 12). This layer is dated by ceramic building materials (CBM) to c. 1400-1600. 

The alluvium overlaying the river bank deposits was dated to c. 1600 to 1880 by CBM and the dating 

of a clay tobacco pipe (Hopkinson 2012: 7, 11) and is indicative of the area reverting back to 

saltmarsh. The results from the Bridge Inn excavations largely confirm this sequence of events, only 

at this site the harbour was deliberately infilled (Figure 41, Table 9). Pottery dated to c. 1450-1550, 

retrieved from the oldest made ground horizons, suggests that infilling began around the same time 

as natural infilling happened at Rye View (Russell et al. 2015: 24). The younger made-ground layers, 

dated by pottery and CBM to c. 1550-1700 broadly correlate in date with the alluvium deposits at 

Rye View (Russell 2013: 27).  

                                                           

61 This number is based on a record of decayed rents from 1344/5 (PRO SC12/15/78). 
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On Stephens’ map from 1763, the Eastwoods site is called “Walnut-tree Marsh” – a name suggestive 

of its contemporary state – and also Pennant describes the Winchelsea hill as “peninsulated” by the 

marshes (Pennant 1801: 25). The fence lines on the Eastwoods site appear first on the 1909 County 

Series map (2nd revision), indicating that it started being used for pasture. However, even today, 

with its very high water table during winter, the site is not far off from a marsh.  

 

Date Events Sources 

c. 700-850 Lower Brede valley inundates and 

becomes saltmarsh 

Geomorphological research West Winchelsea: Long 

et al. 2006b 

c. 1230-50 Breach in Rye barrier widens, tidal 

conditions prevail at Eastwoods 

Geomorphological research West Winchelsea: Long 

et al. 2006b 

Paleomagnetic Secular Variation dating of tidal 

rhythmite, chapter 6.3.3 

c. 1280-92 Eastwoods is reclaimed for use as 

a waterfront 

Geotechnical Survey Eastwoods 

Historical sources: Cooper 1850; Homan 1940; 

Eddison 2004; Martin & Martin 2004; Sylvester 

1999b 

c. 1400-1600 Waterfront is silting up Archaeological excavations Rye View and Bridge 

Inn: Hopkinson 2012; Russell 2013; Russell et al. 

2015 

Historical sources: Martin & Martin 2004 

c. 1600-1800 Area reverts to saltmarsh Foraminifera analysis West Winchelsea: Long et al. 

2006b 

Archaeological excavations Rye View and Bridge 

Inn: Hopkinson 2012; Russell 2013; Russell et al. 

2015 

Map: 1963 map of Winchelsea by Charles Stephens 

Historical sources: Pennant 1801 

c. 1909 Eastwoods used for pasture / 

agriculture 

Map: County Series, 2nd revision, published 1909 

 

Table 10: Summary of historical development of Eastwoods. 
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4.2.4 Strand Results 

The Strand field is divided by a channel into a western and eastern half (Figure 42). The 

magnetometry results from the western half show two wide linear dipolar anomalies which, 

considering the presence of several manholes in the area, are most likely services pipelines. In the 

southern area of the western half two positive linear anomalies are visible at a right angle to one 

another. This area was also targeted with resistivity which revealed three wide east-to-west 

stretches of high resistance anomalies with low resistance features in between. It is unclear what 

the anomalies on the magnetometry data could be but the resistivity results mimic the surface relief 

of the area. In the eastern half of the site a large number of discrete dipolar anomalies are visible, 

mostly centred along the edges of the surveyed area. The majority of these are likely indicative of 

small metal objects, although some of the clusters could be related to locations of stone-built 

buildings. In particular the dipolar anomalies in the northern area of the eastern field, lining up to 

form a relatively square structure is striking. This area was also targeted with resistivity which 

revealed a semi-circular high resistance anomaly, situated broadly within the square visible on the 

magnetometry image. Based on information from written sources and old maps, this feature is 

interpreted as the likely location of a stone-built building. Below the square feature, a long and 

narrow discrete negative anomaly is visible which continuously runs all the way down to the 

southern end of the field, at the end turning west. The middle of this feature was also targeted with 

resistivity, revealing alternating wide and linear low and high resistance anomalies. The pattern in 

the resistivity image mimics the slightly undulating relief at the surface which is most likely 

produced by the spoil from later dredging being deposited next to the channel. The long and narrow 

feature visible on the magnetometry image could be interpreted as an old infilled sunken road 

running from the Strand gate towards the public quay.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Figure 42: Results and interpretations of the geophysical survey at the Strand. ©Thomas Dhoop 

1
2

0
 

Th
e W

ate
rfro

n
t 



 

121 

The geological makeup of the Strand was questioned through a number of hand augered 

boreholes62. The first three cores (BH1, BH2 and BH3) sectioned the middle of the eastern half of 

the site and consisted out of: a topsoil of brown sandy clay; a dark yellowish (oxidised) sandy clay 

with iron staining and small amount of shell fragments; a grey (reduced) silty clay; and red humified 

peat with a large amount of wood, twigs and reeds. Two more cores (BH 4 and BH5) were hand 

augered targeting the anomaly visible on the magnetometry data and interpreted as an old sunken 

road. The lithostratigraphy of these cores is the same as the three previous ones, with the exception 

that overlying the peat is a layer of dark grey (reduced) very moist clay, transitioning into the grey 

silty clay found in the first three cores (Figure 43, Table 11).  

 

ID Interpretation Basic Lithology 

a Topsoil Brown sandy clay  

b Oxidised sandy 

clay 

Dark yellowish brown to olive brown sandy clay with iron staining and 

small amounts of shell fragments 

c Reduced silty 

clay 

Gray silty clay 

d Humified peat Red humified peat with a large amount of wood, twigs and reeds 

e Reduced clay Dark grey clay 

 

 

                                                           

62 Individual core descriptions are available in appendix C. 

Table 11: Basic lithology and interpretations of the stratigraphic layers drawn in Figure 40. 



 

 

 

Figure 43: The stratigraphy at the Strand, aligned with core 2 from the Greyfriars Survey (see Figure 34). Descriptions of the lithology and stratigraphic interpretations can be found 

in Table 11. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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4.2.5 Strand Discussion 

As was the case for the Eastwoods site, by correlating the results of the geological survey at the 

Strand with previous geomorphological work from the Greyfriars site, a basic geological history of 

the Strand can be reconstructed. However, it is by also adding layers of information from the 

geophysical survey, written sources and old maps that a more detailed history of the site can be 

proposed.  

At the Greyfriars site, c. 500 m south of the Strand field (Figure 34), a similar geological sequence 

was found. A pollen analysis of the peat recovered from Greyfriars found high Alnus glutinosa 

(alder) and Salix (willow) values in the lower contacts along with woody detritus which suggests 

that the bulk of the peat probably accumulated in a fen carr environment63. Cyperaceae and 

Filipendula pollen values rise in the upper contacts suggesting the development of more open, 

herb-dominated, fen conditions. The presence of also pollen of the Hordeum group in the upper 

contacts suggests that the adjacent uplands were cultivated (Long et al. 2007: 25-7). The shift from 

peat to (silty) clay was radiocarbon dated to 980-800 cal. years BC (Long et al. 2007: 27). Around 

this time, marine conditions took over and created a very low energy environment, both at 

Greyfriars and the Strand, depositing a thick layer of clay.  

At some point, the field was drained and the channel that divides the surveyed field was dug. This 

channel is drawn on almost all of Homan’s reconstructed maps of New Winchelsea and is referred 

to as the “town ditch”64. On his 1934 reconstruction, the ditch also serves as the “high water mark”, 

while on his 1942 map the area east of the ditch is referred to as “marshland”. It is also visible on 

Stephens’ map of 1763 on which it appears to reach all the way up to the “Float” and flows into the 

River Brede. From the 1874 County Series (1st ed.) map onward it is referred to as a drain. Martin & 

Martin (2004: 46) however, assign a defensive function to the ditch, interpreting it as part of the 

town dyke. In the Corporation records of 1617, it is mentioned that John Beeson of the Tannery at 

the Strand was given permission to lay his tan upon ‘the end of the Town Dyke between his land, 

the pendants (i.e. cliff) and Mr. Evernden’s land, possibly referring to the same ditch (Martin & 

Martin 2004: 36).  

By the 14th century, the Strand is called “Trecherie” and Homan suspects this to be the location of 

a gaming house or gambling saloon owned by the Alard family but writes that the greater part of 

                                                           

63 A fen carr is a waterlogged wooded terrain. 
64 The ditch is drawn on: Homan 1940: foldout, Homan 1942: foldout, map of 1934 (ESRO/ACC 8784-8-1-15) 
and an undated map (ESRO/AMS2366).  
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the site was lost to inundation prior to 1363, with reference to the schedule of decayed rents of 

that year (Homan 1940: 13-4). However, also in the 14th century, several breweries and beer-houses 

are supposed to have sprang up in the area (Homan 1936: 8). On a majority of Homan’s 

reconstructed maps65, a road was drawn west of the (ostensibly) medieval ditch leading either from 

the strand gate to the town quay or from the quay further south along the hill. This road is 

presumably largely based on conjecture because on his 1934 map66, Homan specifies that the 

“exact line of the road [is] unknown”. Nevertheless, this road would correlate well with the anomaly 

visible on the magnetometry data and could thus very well have existed.  

In 1442 the properties of the beer-makers were confiscated and used by Maline Farncombe to 

endow a chantry. After the dissolution of the chantries in 1574, the properties fell into the hands 

of the Corporation and are described as a number of ‘shops’. Martin and Martin (2004: 38) 

speculate these could be workshops used for the preparation and storage of goods and the repair 

and storage of equipment relating to fishing and shipping. Also a town storehouse at the Strand is 

mentioned a number of times in the Corporation records between 1553 and 1587. Soon after, the 

building may have been destroyed or became derelict because in 1594, John Vincent requested 

that a storehouse be built there. It appears this was done, as eight years later, the Corporation took 

possession of the property for non-payment of rent. Other documents of this period refer to a 

wasteland and to a network of small lanes (Martin & Martin 2004: 38). It is not unreasonable to 

suggest that the anomalies in the northern area of the eastern half of the Strand could be the site 

of one of the aforementioned buildings. On the 1909 County Series (2nd rev.) map, the word “stone” 

is written on top of the anomaly, suggesting that perhaps some stone features penetrated the 

surface. Furthermore, its location diagonally across from the “Float” (the presumed location of the 

former public quay) and its orientation – aligned with the street and river – make it a good candidate 

for the site of a storehouse or workshop related to the town’s later maritime activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

65 The road is drawn on: Homan 1940: foldout, Homan 1942: foldout, map of 1933 (ESRO/AMS2359), map of 
1934 (ESRO/ACC 8784-8-1-15) and an undated map (ESRO/AMS2366).  
66 ESRO/ACC 8784-8-1-15 
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4.3 Structure and Functioning of the Waterfront 

The Winchelsea waterfront, as reconstructed by Homan (1940, 

1942) based on the 1292 rental, comprises of two main 

components: the private plots lining a road on the northern side of 

the hill and a public quay at the eastern end, across from the Strand 

field (Figures 42 & 43). In the rental, the area reserved for the 

harbour is four acres large and divided in 79 individual plots. It 

appears Homan worked out the layout of the waterfront by 

calculating the surface area of each plot and drawing them in the 

order as they appear in the rental, following the curvature of the 

road laying north of the Winchelsea hill on Stephens’ map of 1763, 

now known as Tanyard Lane67 (Figure 44). 

The excavations at Rye View, the Bridge Inn and the auger survey at 

Eastwoods provide a first indication for the former extent of the 

river estuary. Estuarine and/or tidal conditions originally stretched 

all the way to the Winchelsea hill, but at least at Eastwoods, an area 

was reclaimed, probably for use as a waterfront. The river banks 

encountered at the Bridge Inn excavations, Rye View and ostensibly 

Eastwoods, likely indicate the extent of the former river basin and 

appear to run parallel to the current channel of the Brede. This gives 

further credence to Martin and Martin’s (2004: 36) suggestion that 

the current channel could still approximately follow the earlier line 

of the main navigable channel (Figure 45). The latter was close in 

beneath the town at the north-eastern corner of the waterfront, but meandered further away 

towards the west. It is therefore possible that the private waterfront plots were only accessible to 

small ships and boats at high tide and would ground as the water ebbed. How the worked timbers 

at Rye View fit into this picture is somewhat unclear. The examination by David Martin concluded 

that they could not be identified as part of a quay frontage, jetty or building, but it is suggested that 

they could have been used to consolidate ground or as mooring posts for small vessels (Hopkinson 

2012: 17). The timbers from the Pope family’s pond are undescribed and could have been related 

to any of the aforementioned structures. The timbers from the Bridge Inn however, located at the 

                                                           

67 ESRO/AMS2402 

Figure 44: A sketch of the 

waterfront plots from 

Homan’s personal notes 

(ESRO/AMS2402).  
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presumed location of the public quay, have been interpreted as jetties protruding out into deeper 

water, each serving its own riverside plot (Russell et al. 2015: 24). 

What the harbour plots were used for remains uncertain and could have changed over time. 

Beresford (1967: 25) writes that warehouses were probably built there, but offers no support for 

his claim. Sylvester (1999b: 73), on the other hand, interprets the introductory note to the plots in 

the 1292 rental, “Here are the places delivered for building and rented”, literally and argues that 

residences for mariners, lesser merchants and fishers or commercial properties could have been 

built there. Taking this literal interpretation of “building” even further, he suggests that the sites 

could also have been set aside for the construction of ships (Sylvester 1999b: 74). What is known is 

that the harbour plots were originally valued at an average of 48d per acre, a rate slightly higher 

than the town plots, but lower than the market plots (Martin & Martin 2004: 96, Fig. 8.2). The 

leading shipping families owned the plots towards the extreme ends of the waterfront. These were 

likely the more desirable because they provided easy access to the two roads leading into town. 

If some of the recovered timbers from Rye View were mooring posts, the harbour plots could have 

been used as private quays. The two jetties at the Bridge Inn would give further credibility to this 

interpretation. However, the fact that as early as 1344/5, 33 out of 79 plots had been abandoned, 

presumably because they had lost access to the water (Martin & Martin 2004: 36), means that such 

Figure 45: Overview of archaeological features at the Winchelsea waterfront. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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a use would soon have become problematic. Silting, however, is a common problem at waterfronts 

and often leads to a distinctive pattern of long and narrow plots, divided by narrow lanes from the 

earliest harbour-front street to the current wharf68 (Palliser et al. 2000: 170; Schofield & Vince 2003: 

68-72). This is because the most effective way to combat silting was to continuously reclaim land, 

encroaching further and further into the water (e.g. many papers in the ICWA proceedings). Martin 

and Martin (2004: 176) have alluded to a similar development, suggesting that waste could have 

been used to make up ground levels behind new wharf and quayside revetments. Based on the 

limited amount of archaeological work conducted at the waterfront so far, this does not appear to 

have been the case. The geophysical survey at Eastwoods revealed no such pattern and none of the 

excavations have turned up waste fills. Instead, it appears that, at least as far as the private plots 

are concerned, the waterfront started silting from before 1344/5 and gradually continued to do so. 

However, efforts were made to keep the main channel navigable, probably to service the public 

quay. An example is the channel cut further upstream between 1419 and 1442 in an attempt to 

increase the tidal flow so that the ebb could scour away the silt being deposited (Gardiner 1995: 

132; Eddison 2000: 103-5). This project had at least some success, because the main channel 

remained navigable until c. 1530, when the harbour definitively fell out of use (Martin & Martin 

2004: 198).  

Given the early decay of a large number of private plots, the town’s public quay would soon have 

become the principal wharf used by foreign and resident merchants alike. The quay was likely quite 

extensive. In 1325, Winchelsea’s port is described as a place where “on account of its size several 

vessels can land at once”69 (Eddison 2000: 96; Martin & Martin 2004: 38). In 1440, when the town 

was in decline, an order mentions the payment of one penny for every mooring rope fastening a 

vessel to the common quay and that vessels should only lie at the quay while loading or discharging, 

otherwise a charge would be levied every time the ship was moved (Homan 1940: 188). The 

implication, according to Martin and Martin (2004: 38), is that the width of the navigable channel 

had diminished to the extent that a boat moored at the quay would impede the passage of vessels 

wanting to sail further up the river.  

Sylvester (1999b: 72) found payments in the 1297 exchequer accounts for “hoisting wine 

[guindagium] and its carriage [bergmangium] to cellars above the quay [supra la kay]”70. This 

alludes both to the presence of a crane, probably at the public quay, and to porters employed to 

carry (in this case) wine barrels up the hill to be discharged at the cellars in the town. Frustratingly 

                                                           

68 The best studied example of this pattern in the UK is the London medieval waterfront, see Milne 2003: 128 
and Milne & Milne 1982.  
69 PRO E101/6/23 
70 PRO E101/6/23 
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little is known about craning in the medieval period. The only synthesizing work on harbour cranes 

is a typology by Ellmers71 (1989). Predominantly, the presence of a crane is attested only through a 

historical reference (e.g. Platt 1973: 251 for Southampton, Deggim 2005: 29-35 for Hamburg, 

Deggim 2005: 84-5 for Copenhagen or Herteig 1981 for Bergen). Archaeologically, a crane can be 

attested by as little as one post hole, two in line with one another (Ellmers 1989: 64) or three 

forming a tripod structure (Spoerry et al. 2008: 192). It is therefore not implausible that the test 

pitting at the Bridge Inn was not extensive enough to uncover any physical evidence for the location 

of a hoisting device. If there was one located at the public quay, one probably has to imagine what 

Ellmers calls a “wippe” (see-saw) (Figure 46). The ‘wippe’ crane-type consists of a mast with a yard 

and originated from the requirement to lift cargo from deep-draught ships that could not reach a 

harbour (Ellmers 1989: 47), a situation not unfamiliar in Winchelsea (chapter 3.3.3).  

 

In both the Pipe Rolls72 and bailiff’s accounts73 of the 1290’s, Sylvester (1999b: 70-2) also found 

records of tronage. However, the most likely location of the town’s tron (i.e. weigh beam) would 

have been the market square and not the waterfront. Nevertheless, there is an argument to be 

made that also the waterfront, and even the ships themselves, were a locus for market activity 

(Sylvester 1999b: 70-2). This was not uncommon in other medieval towns in England. Sylvester 

(1999b: 70-2) gives the example of the local custom account of Berwick-on-Tweed in 

Northumberland in 1303 that stated “no ship lade with salt shall unload into any house but shall 

                                                           

71 Yet, some good work is available on cranes in particular towns, such as a recent historical and technological 
study of harbour cranes at the waterfront in Antwerp (Vrelust 2014). 
72 PRO E372/150 m.32d. 
73 PRO SC6/1031/26 

Figure 46: Reconstruction of a ‘wippe’ 

type hoisting spar (Hutchinson 1994: 

113, Fig. 6.5). 
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sell within the ship.” Furthermore, there were numerous port towns with quayside markets for 

wholesale purchase by retailers, known as ‘hithes’. Sylvester (1999b: 71) argues that fish and many 

imported bulk commodities were probably traded at the Winchelsea waterfront, and not in the 

market square on the hill. This idea is substantiated by the lack of a landholding connection 

between plots at the waterfront and at Monday’s Market (Martin & Martin 2004: 96). The leading 

shipping barons seemingly showed little interest in the market properties and only two persons 

holding harbour properties also owned a market plot. Both Sylvester (1999b: 72) and Martin and 

Martin (2004: 96) explain this by the fact that shipping merchants could carry out successful trade 

at the waterfront, thereby bypassing Monday’s Market. 

Overall, the harbour could have functioned as follows. A small ship or boat, perhaps guided by a 

pilot up the River Brede, moored at the public quay. Alternatively, the town could have had an 

organised lightering service, as described by Platt (1973: 83) for Southampton or Olsen (1995) for 

Malmø in Sweden. At the quay, the vessel would be loaded or discharged by the crew of the ship – 

who were offered ‘first refusal’74 – or by porters (or a combination of both) standing by at the wharf, 

using the crane, the ship’s blocks and ropes and/or plain human strength. The porters would then 

carry the goods up the hill into town where they could be stored in cellars. Other options were to 

store goods at a warehouse at the Strand, or to put them to market at the waterfront or on the 

ships themselves.  

The way in which the Winchelsea waterfront likely functioned means that a number of essential 

jobs had to be fulfilled. Christina Deggim has pointed out that ‘despite the widespread availability 

of written sources for port labour, a surprising lack of appetite for the subject is notable’ (Deggim 

1999: 34, author’s translation). Axel Christophersen urges archaeologists to also use the physical 

remains from waterfronts to, at the very least, ask questions about waterfront labour, even if they 

cannot fully answer them (Christophersen 2015: 128). In Winchelsea, neither historical nor material 

evidence is available, but the quote from the exchequer accounts, found by Sylvester (1999b: 72), 

referring to “hoisting” and “carriage” at least alludes to labour taking place at the town’s 

waterfront, in particular the activities of cranemen and porters (Figure 47). Nothing is known about 

either professions or the people doing the jobs in Winchelsea, however there is analogous 

information from London and Southampton that can serve to explain the basics of the system. For 

England’s capital, the Liber Albus75 provides an account of how portage worked in the late 13th to 

early 14th century at Queenhithe. Twelve men were on standby, ready to lift a tun from a vessel 

                                                           

74 The right to ‘first refusal’ is recorded in the Rolls of Oléron (Ward 2009: 158). 
75 The Liber Albus or “White Book”, compiled in 1419 by town clerk John Carpenter, contains the laws and 
customs of the city of London and is the first book of English Common Law (Riley 1861).  
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onto the quay. For this service, which included transport to a cellar on an adjoining quayside, 2d 

was charged. The cost of transport increased proportionally the further into town the goods had to 

be transported (Milne 2003: 98). A similar account survives among the ancient gild ordinances of 

Southampton76 of the late 13th century which describes the varying charges for different goods, 

packaged in different ways (Hutchinson 1994: 89-97), to be discharged and carried to particular 

areas in the town or to other ships (Platt 1973: 83).  

 

                                                           

76 Recorded in the “Oak Book” of Southampton (Studer 1910: 70-5). 

Figure 47: Porters carrying goods using different methods. A majority of goods were probably carried on 

the ‘shoulders and neck’ (top left), as was the case at the majority of waterfronts until midway through 

the 20th century. To lessen the load, several pieces of equipment could be used: U-frames with ropes to 

divide the load over the shoulders (top right), handbarrows (top and bottom left) and carts (bottom right).  

Sources: Detail from Froissart’s Chronicles, Bruges, c. 1470-5, image from Flatman 2009: 144, Fig. 153; 

Drawing from the Stockholmer Trägerschra, 1502/3, image from Deggim 2005; Detail from Antwerp 

harbour, woodcut by Jan de Gheet from Lofzangen ter eere van Keizer Maximiliaan, 1515, image from 

Meier 2006: 142; Detail from Alte Börse und Waage, Elias Gali, 1680, image from Deggim 2005.  
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Thinking back to the seasonal rhythm of seafaring established in chapter 3.3.3, it is reasonable to 

assume that the waterfront would receive most traffic between May and August, making port 

labour, for the majority of longshoremen, seasonal. Even on a daily basis, activities at the public 

quay were likely conditioned by the rhythms of the tide, with ships coming in and leaving when the 

water was high (chapter 7.1). Yet, despite the fact that it is becoming possible to reconstruct some 

of the activities taking place at the Winchelsea waterfront and the spatial, temporal and 

technological circumstances they resonated with, it remains challenging to get to the actual people 

behind the labour. What has become abundantly clear however, is that the waterfront was a place 

that was worked at, not just in terms of dockworkers moving cargoes around, but in terms of the 

efforts put towards keeping Winchelsea viable as a port. 

4.4 Concluding Remarks 

The principal purpose of this chapter was to present the first set of results – the geophysical imagery 

and geological sampling – of the Winchelsea Harbour Survey project. A brief overview of previous 

work highlighted some of the gaps in the existing knowledge of the town’s waterfront. This 

informed the reasoning behind the fieldwork strategy and the deployed methodologies during the 

project run by the author. Two sites (relevant to the waterfront) were surveyed: Eastwoods, 

covering part of the private waterfront plots and part of the former extent of the River Brede at 

high water, and the Strand, covering a large open area across from the presumed location of the 

public quay. Combining the results of the geological sampling with previous archaeological and 

geomorphological work in the area, a basic geological history of the sites was reconstructed. 

However, when also the geophysical survey, information derived from available written sources, 

and information from old maps was taken into consideration, a fairly detailed history of both sites’ 

use life over the past centuries was proposed.  

The results of the survey at Eastwoods tied the geological history of the site together with work by 

Long et al. (2006b) at West Winchelsea and previous commercial archaeological work at Rye View 

(Hopkinson 2012) and the Bridge Inn (Russell 2013; Russell et al. 2015). It appears that the site 

became inundated c. AD 700-850 and became a saltmarsh. Around 1233-50, a storm widened the 

breach in the Rye barrier and tidal conditions started to prevail at Eastwoods. The site was 

reclaimed for use as part of the town’s waterfront between 1280 and 1292. However, soon after, 

the area experienced problems with silting which gradually chocked the harbour. Sometime 

between 1600 and 1800, the area had reverted to saltmarsh and in the early 20th century Eastwoods 

started being used for pasture and/or agriculture. Based on the geological sampling of the site, a 

tentative proposition was made where the edge of the old river basin could have been located. The 

geophysical anomalies found in the southern part of the site, the area covering the presumed 
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location of the private plots, could be related to efforts to prepare the site (or keep it viable) for 

use as a waterfront. Also the man-made layer found in this part appears to allude to such an 

interpretation.  

The results produced at the strand tied the geological history of this site together with previous 

work by Long et al. (2007) who demonstrated that c. 980-800 cal. yr. BC, this area transitioned from 

fen to marine conditions. The geophysical anomalies that were found could be related to a 16th 

century warehouse and perhaps a road running from the Strand Gate to the public quay.  

Adding information from the written sources to the results of the Winchelsea Harbour Survey and 

the development-led archaeological work, the following reconstruction of the structure and 

function of the waterfront was proposed. A small ship, boat or lightering vessel moored at the 

public quay. There, the vessel could be loaded or discharged by the crew of the ship and/or porters 

stranding by at the wharf. This could have happened using the crane, the ship’s blocks and ropes 

and/or plain human strength. The porters would then carry the goods to a nearby warehouse or up 

the hill into the town where they could be stored in cellars.  

Now that we have set foot on solid ground and have witnessed the hard labour taking place at the 

quayside, we can start making our way up to the town of New Winchelsea itself, where it’s striking 

layout and some enigmatic iconography awaits. 
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5. The Town  

Walking up the Winchelsea hill, one quickly comes to the conclusion that ‘hiking’ would be a more 

accurate description. The current roads leading from the former waterfront up the hill are very 

steep and it takes some effort to walk into the actual town, never mind also carrying goods brought 

by the ships as the porters would have (Figure 48). That the situation was not all that different in 

medieval times can be learned from the monk and chronicler Thomas Walsingham (died. c. 1422). 

He writes: “whence the way leading from that part of the town to the haven, goes not straight 

forward, lest it should be a downright descent force those that go down to fall headlong, or those 

ascending to creep rather on their hands than walk; but lying sideways, it winds with crooked turns 

often repeated, in and out to one side and the other, or as we should say “zig-zag”” (Cooper 1850: 

35). As we make it to the top and start walking the streets, it quickly becomes clear that this is no 

ordinary town.  

 

Figure 48: The slope of the two roads leading from the former waterfront to the town of Winchelsea. 

©Thomas Dhoop 

Sources: Digital Terrain Model (DTM), 1 m spatial resolution, retrieved from geostore.com.  
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In the first half of this chapter, after a brief survey of previous research into the urban morphology 

of the town, it is, for the first time, questioned in a quantitative way through cost distance and 

space syntax analysis. It is argued that the town was laid out in a way that was meant to facilitate 

its seafaring function, demonstrating the ambition the king and barons had for Winchelsea to 

remain an important shipping centre. The spatial analysis also serves as a heuristic tool and the 

question is raised of who actually ‘shaped’ the town; the royal surveyors and barons dictating the 

structure of the new settlement or the individual townspeople who used (and misused?) this 

structure during their everyday activities? The second half of this chapter focuses on the analysis 

and interpretation of the ship graffiti recorded in St Thomas’ church and Blackfriars Barn 

undercroft. The fact that one collection was made in an ecclesial context, and the other in an 

ostensibly secular one, hints at different intentions behind their creation and a multifaceted 

relationship with the sea.  

5.1 Urban Morphology 

The medieval layout of New Winchelsea has attracted the attention of numerous historians, 

archaeologists and historical geographers (Unwin 1909: 60; Hughes & Lamborn 1923: 70; Homan 

1936; 1940; 1942; 1949; Tout 1934: 23-6; Chambers 1937; Beresford 1967: 14-27; Butler 1976; 

Martin & Martin 2002a; 2002b; 2004; Sylvester 1999a; 1999b; Lilley 2012; Lilley et al. 2005a; 2005b; 

2005c). This is mainly because of the endurance of the medieval structure in the town’s modern 

layout and the survival of detailed documentation, in particular the rental drawn up in 1292, 

allowing for detailed reconstructions and a glimpse behind the curtain of the medieval surveying 

process. Yet, no quantitative spatial analysis has been attempted, perhaps because of the simplicity 

of the grid-like pattern, or perhaps because such methods have not been popular in medieval town 

studies in general (Davies et al. 2006).  

5.1.1 Previous Research 

Discussions of Winchelsea’s layout in older writings, such as Unwin (1909: 60) and Hughes and 

Lamborn (1923: 70), Jeake’s (1728) translation of charters and Leland’s itinerary (Hearne 1769) 

depended primarily on the morphology of the contemporary town. Cooper (1850: 29-54) did the 

same, but relied more on Stephens’ map of 1763. The latter also discussed the information provided 

in the 1292 rental roll in great detail.  

It was again William Homan who delivered the key piece of research through his mapping of 

Winchelsea’s late 13th century layout using the 1292 rental roll (Figure 50a) (Homan 1949). This was 

possible because the rental is a sequential list of individual properties listing their respective area 
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(recorded in virgae, a medieval unit of area), location in the town and owner. He used the first 

Ordnance Survey plan as a basis to calculate the measure of the medieval virgae used in 

Winchelsea. The rental is arranged according to numbered quarters and streets, and the outlines 

of these survive in the modern town as street blocks and earthworks, making the 1292 plots and 

streets mappable (Lilley et al. 2005a: 106).  

In several of his writings, Homan gave detailed accounts of the measurements used to lay out the 

town (Homan 1940: 23-5), concluding that the basic measuring unit was a rod (or pole) of 16½ feet 

(Homan 1936: 7; 1940: 19). However, he also looked beyond the metrology and wrote about the 

practical skill and instruments – wooden rods and/or survey chains – needed to lay out a grid 

pattern on a large scale (Homan 1940: 24). Also the irregularities in the pattern, especially in the 

southern half of the town, were not lost on Homan and he suggested the presence of pre-existing 

structures as part of the answer (1936: 7).  

For Homan (1940: 21) “there was nothing original in the lay out of Winchelsea” and he likened it to 

the French bastide towns. The term bastide comes from official documents concerning the 

foundations of new towns in Aquitaine in France in the 13th and 14th centuries, but through time 

has become a generic term for towns with a particular origin and form. Homan likely considered 

bastides to be fortified planned towns77 built as a single unit with a gridded layout and a central 

                                                           

77 For more recent works on medieval planned towns in the UK, see Palliser et al. 2000: 162, Schofield & Vince 
2003: 37-46 and in particular Lilley 2002: 157-75. 

Figure 49: Homan’s sketch of Monségur, Aquitaince, France. In pencil, he wrote “Monségur which perhaps 

served as model for Winchelsea. Founded about 1278 [?] near Bordeaux. Plan not unlike Winchelsea” 

(ESRO/AMS2402).  
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market square. However, today, in scholarly circles, no fixed definition exists and different scholars 

attribute different defining characteristics to the tem (Boerefijn 2010: 90-1). Homan singled out 

one ‘bastide’ in particular called Monségur (Aquitaine, France) (Figure 49). It was founded in 1262, 

forty miles southwest of Bordeaux and is strikingly similar in appearance to Winchelsea. Homan 

writes that “There can be hardly any doubt that the lay out of Monségur was copied at Winchelsea” 

(Homan 1940: 21).  

Homan was made aware of Monségur by G. E. Chambers (Homan 1940: 21) who himself conducted 

a more detailed study of the similarities and differences between the town plan of Winchelsea and 

several French bastide towns (1937). Chambers cautions against taking the 1292 rental too literal 

and argues that it should be read as “a suggested scheme for the allocation of plots for applicants” 

and not a literal catalogues of the town and its tenants (Chambers 1937: 203).  

Nonetheless, it is Homan’s reconstruction and study that became the basis for all further work on 

Winchelsea’s layout. Perhaps most famous is Maurice Beresford’s (1967) treatment of the town as 

a case study in his seminal work New Towns of the Middle Ages. Reproducing a simplified version 

of Homan’s reconstructed map, Beresford puts forward the original argument that the town should 

be viewed as the reflection of the mind of an exchequer clerk or accountant. He reads this in the 

ordered nature of the plan, of which the gridded layout itself facilitated the calculation of rents and 

acres. For Beresford, Winchelsea was the product of bureaucratic thinking (Beresford 1967: 16).  

In his study of Winchelsea’s maritime economic history, Sylvester (1999b: 58) reaffirms the idea of 

Winchelsea as modelled on a French bastide town, but also examines the ways in which the old 

town’s barons attempted to influence the king and his agents during the resettlement (Sylvester 

1999b: 58-62). In the end, he concludes that Winchelsea represents an amalgam of royal and 

baronial expectations. The town fulfilled their need for defence and commerce, while at the same 

time taking into account the community’s existing social, political and economic structures 

(Sylvester 1999b: 82).  

David and Barbara Martin (2002a, 2002b, 2004) were the first to comprehensively re-evaluate the 

work Homan conducted sixty years before. Using some later documents that were not available to 

Homan and the 1996 earthworks survey by the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments of 

England (RCHME), supplemented by their own physical survey, they were able to correct some 

important details in Homan’s plan, although the basic structure remained the same78 (Figure 50b) 

(Martin & Martin 2004: 28).  

                                                           

78 The principal modifications to Homan’s plan relate to the location of Monday’s Market, Quarter 23, 
Quarters 36-8 and the line of the town defences. Minor revisions were also made to the layout of the 
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Finally, Keith Lilley et al. (2005a) used Winchelsea as a pilot study for their project Mapping the 

Medieval Townscape: a digital atlas of the new towns of Edward I. The emphasis of their research 

was on the process of laying out the town and in particular the influence and background of the 

surveyors: Stephen de Penecester, Henry le Waleys and Gregory de Rokesle (2005a: 101-114). 

However, they also proposed an alternative for Homan’s virgae calculations (2005a: 111) and how 

these could have been deployed in the field (2005a: 111-3). Conducting further physical survey 

work in the town itself (Lilley 2012, Lilley et al. 2005b, 2005c), they updated Martin and Martin’s 

map, slightly altering the shapes of the ‘lost’ quarters in the south of the town (Figure 50c) (Lilley 

et al. 2005a: 113, Core Map 3). Lilley et al. also cast doubt on the idea of Winchelsea as modelled 

on a bastide. They argue that the layout might have been inspired by the form of bastide towns, 

but write that the latter did not serve as a blueprint. Instead, they suggest a new town was 

understood to have a particular shape by definition: a regular layout with rectilinear street and plot 

pattern, perhaps reflecting some aesthetic sensibility. In other words, an ordered townscape 

(2005a: 114).  

                                                           

individual tenements within quarters 1, 4, 11, 22, 23, 27, 32, 34 and 36 (Martin & Martin 2004: 203). For a 
detailed discussion see Martin & Martin 2002a.  
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Figure 50: Reconstructions of Winchelsea’s medieval layout: a) Homans’ 1949 map (Sylvester 1999b: 67, Fig. 2.1), b) Martin & Martin’s 2004 (28, Fig. 4.2) map and c) Lilley et al.’s 

2005a (Core Map 3) map. See Figure 1c for a larger annotated map of Winchelsea.  
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5.1.2 Laid Out With Seafaring in Mind? 

It is surprising that, despite the rich body of work on Winchelsea’s layout, no researcher has directly 

made the connection between the ships mooring at the quays, the goods transported into town, 

and the town layout itself. It is true that, although the quays and town are in close proximity to one 

another, the fact that the latter lies on a hill means that the waterfront is at the same time 

somewhat segregated (Figure 48). Nonetheless, there are subtle clues in Winchelsea’s urban 

morphology that suggest seafaring was on the minds of the surveyors planning the town.  

The first clue is straightforward: the width of the streets (Figure 51). Winchelsea’s wide streets have 

not gone unnoticed and already in the early 18th century, Jeake (1728: 105) references the town’s 

“spacious streets”. As Homan (1940: 19) pointed out, and later Martin & Martin (2004: 29) 

confirmed, the original width of the streets varied, depending upon their perceived importance. 

The streets running east-west appear to have been 10 m or less wide expect for the High Street 

(Third Street) north of St Thomas which seems to have been 12.6 m wide. The north-south streets 

flanking the churchyard and market square were considered the most important and were each 

15.1 m wide while the others running in this direction were 12.6 m wide (Figure 1) (Martin & Martin 

2004: 29). 

 

 

Figure 51: Friar’s road, part of a main thoroughfare running in between the churchyard and the former 

market square. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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It is unclear to what extent the streets were paved. The obvious way of filling this gap in knowledge 

would be to carry out watching briefs whenever road works take place within the town. Martin & 

Martin (2004: 34) note that, surprisingly, this has not been the case. However, a few excavations 

do offer some information. In a pit excavated within the street at the junction of Back Lane with 

Rookery Lane a buried road level was revealed. It was unpaved and instead consisted out of a 

relatively thick build-up of soil mixed with much debris (Martin & Martin 2004: 34). Nevertheless, 

paved surfaces did exist. On the eastern side of Quarter 18, relatively large slabs of local, hard-

wearing Tilgate stone were laid flat, mixed in with areas of pitched paving in which smaller stones 

were laid on edge, aligned across the street. On the western side of Quarter 19, paving comprised 

only of slabs of Tilgate stone laid flat. Both of these are related to the main north-south 

thoroughfares, just north of the market square. However, both excavations exposed only a very 

small amount of paving and are perhaps not representative of the extent of the entire street and 

both are undated. At Pipewell gate and the street which descended the hill at St Leonard’s church, 

small areas of pavement can still be observed today. They comprise of Tilgate stone pitched on 

edge so as to give a tightly packed, exceptionally hard-wearing surface (Martin & Martin 2004: 34-

5).  

Of interest is the fact that, out of all east-west streets, High Street (Third Street) was planned to be 

the widest and thus most important (Figure 1). It likely no coincidence that this is the street that 

provides access to the Strand gate and Strand hill, leading straight to the public quay. The same 

thing can be said about the two main thoroughfares lining the plots of St Thomas’ church and 

Monday’s Market. Both provide access to Pipewell gate and the private waterfront plots. In other 

words, the streets that were considered the most important, and were therefore planned the 

widest, were those that gave access from the quays into town and vice versa.  

Also the second clue is straightforward and is related to the 51 undercrofts in Winchelsea (Figure 

52). Many English towns have at least a few medieval cellars beneath some of their buildings, but 

the principal concentrations of surviving medieval undercrofts in England can be found in 

Winchelsea, Chester and Southampton (Faulkner 1966). Almost all cellars from these three towns 

date from the 13th to early 14th centuries. Within Winchelsea, 33 are still accessible and at least 18 

others are known (Figure 53). They were intended to be entered from the streets using a wide flight 

of steps. Once inside they appear very spacious (ranging from 25 m2 to 125 m2) and were clearly 

built to a high standard. These features indicate that they were not intended to serve as domestic 

storage spaces for the houses above, but to fulfil a commercial function that was profitable enough 

to justify the considerable investment of building a cellar (Martin & Martin 2004: 106).  
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The function of the cellars has long been contested. Homan (1936: 12, 1940: 39-50) and Chambers 

(1937: 205) had little doubt that they were intended for the bulk storage of wine imported from 

Gascony. Faulkner (1975: 122-30), on the other hand, argued they should be seen as a combination 

of stockroom and selling area for a variety of commodities. Martin and Martin (2004: 105-127) have 

argued that, although the cellars are broadly similar in design, it must be acknowledged that 

individual examples differ significantly in terms of finishing and how well they were lid. They suggest 

that some were built for bulk storage, while others could have incorporated tasting areas and in 

some instances could have served as taverns79. Following the logic that cellars with windows – and 

thus reasonably well-lid – were more likely to have been used as taverns for at least part of the 

year, while cellars without windows were more likely to function as full-time storage rooms, it is 

fairly straightforward to differentiate the two using Martin and Martin’s (2004: 110) survey (Figure 

53). Moreover, it is tempting to suggest that the use of the cellars resonated with the rhythms of 

the wine and shipping seasons (chapter 3.3.3). 

                                                           

79 After some ‘experimental work’ in the cellars during the summer of 2015, the members of WAS found them 
to be excellent locations to enjoy a glass of wine or pint of beer and are inclined to believe that a great number 
of them were indeed used as taverns, an interpretation that was suggested to them by Susan Rose (Pers. 
Comm. Richard Comotto, 2016).  

Figure 52: The flight of stairs giving access to the cellar underneath the Firebrand House. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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All of the known cellars are located in the northeast part of the town. There are a number of reasons 

why this might not accurately reflect the original distribution pattern. First, the southerly and 

westerly parts of the town have been uninhabited for centuries and it is likely that a number of 

cellars were forgotten. Second, the lack of intervention in the ground in these parts makes it far 

less likely that any cellars will be discovered by accident. However, the reason why the settlement 

survives on the north-east part of the hill in the first place is because this has always been the 

wealthier and commercially active part of the town. It was in this area that the people lived that 

were most likely to invest in cellars. Whilst there is no irrefutable proof that no cellars were built in 

the more peripheral western and southern quarters, or in the area surrounding the market square, 

it is reasonable to suggest that the distribution pattern of known cellars today, at least 

approximately, reflects the pattern in the late 13th and 14th centuries (Martin & Martin 2004: 106).  

If this is correct, than this means that the cellars were built in the area closest to the waterfront 

where access from the roads leading up from the quays is most straightforward. This is easily 

demonstrated by conducting a simple cost distance analysis80. Figure 54 shows two cost-surface 

                                                           

80 For the most common issues encountered with least-cost analysis, see Conolly & Lake 2006: 252-5.  

Figure 53: Locations of the cellars in Winchelsea, differentiating between accessible and inaccessible 

undercrofts and lid and not-lid cellars. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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models that show the accumulated cost of travelling outward from two locations: the public quay 

and the western end of the harbour plots. The model uses LIDAR data and takes into account both 

slope and travel distance. Given the results, it is not unreasonable to suggest that the undercroft 

were planned and built in locations where they could best service sailors, shipmasters, porters, 

wine barrels and all other ship-related people and things.  

The third clue is slightly more convoluted and concerns the different sizes of the quarters that make 

up the town and a particular spatial law. The latter can be summarised as follows: if the size of 

central blocks is reduced and compensated by increasing the size of peripheral blocks, mean trip 

length is decreased compared to a regular grid (Hillier 2014: 33). This idea is illustrated by the four 

grids shown in Figure 55. The darker the grey lines in between the blocks, the shorter the metric 

distance from each point to all others in the grid. Comparing gird a to c, it is clear that mean trip 

length is decreased when the central blocks are reduced in size. This means that, the smaller the 

blocks or quarters, the easier movement becomes in that part of the town. 

 

 

Figure 54: Cost distance analysis based on LIDAR data with source points (a) at the public quay and (b) 

the west end of the harbour plots. ©Thomas Dhoop 

Sources: Digital Terrain Model (DTM), 1 m spatial resolution, retrieved from geostore.com.  
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The pattern of smaller central quarters surrounded by larger peripheral quarters is in fact a very 

common arrangement found in both medieval and modern towns and cities (Figure 56). Hillier 

(2014: 33) therefore considers it a mathematical law underlying an empirical phenomenon. In most 

towns, smaller plots enclose the market square which is typically located in the centre of a 

settlement. Very clear examples of this pattern come from modern-day Denver (Colorado, USA) 

and medieval Bruges (Flanders). In Winchelsea, however, the smallest quarters do not surround 

Monday’s Market, but are located near the waterfront. This pattern correlates well with the 

distribution of cellars and the area that has always been the commercially more active part of the 

town, both during Winchelsea’ peak in the late 13th and 14th centuries and during its later decline 

(Martin & Martin 2004: 101-3). Although it is impossible to state with certainty that the planners 

had this ‘rule’ in mind when they designed a new town plan for Winchelsea, it does not seem 

unlikely.  

Such an approach is not uncommon in modern-day town planning and was most famously and 

successfully executed in Chicago (Illinois, USA). At the beginning of the 20th century, the Chicago 

business community realised that certain problems were threatening the prospects of their growing 

city and sponsored the creation of a master plan (Konvitz 1978: 182). The result, Plan of Chicago 

(1909), produced by Daniel H. Burnham and Edward H. Bennett, was a layout that put public access 

to the lakefront at the centre of the city’s design. They famously wrote that “the lake front by right 

belongs to the people” (Burnham & Bennett 1909: 50). Their vision resulted in an urban morphology 

in which all other parts of the city are located in relation to the waterfront and the smallest 

quarters, and thus nexus of the town, is situated next to the lakefront (Figure 56). Interestingly, 

Figure 55: Four grids, arranged in different ways. The mean distances for each grid are: (a) 2.53, (b) 2.59, 

(c) 2.42 and (d) 2.71. Image from Hillier 2014: 32, Fig. 8, retouched by Thomas Dhoop.  
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Lilley et al. (2005a: 109) concluded that Winchelsea was planned in two stages. Frist, sometime 

between 1283 and 1286, the northern quarters were laid out and only afterwards was the town 

extended to the south. It appears that also in Winchelsea, the town was conceived from the 

waterfront outwards. 
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Figure 56: The town plans of: (a) Denver, CO in 2016, (b) Chicago, IL in 2016, (c) Bruges c. 1572 and (d) Winchelsea, c. 1292. 

Sources: Google earth, Braun & Hogenberg 1572 and Lilley et al. 2005: Core Map 3. 
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Based on the arguments presented above: 

1. The different width of the streets, the widest connecting the quays to the town. 

2. The spatial distribution of the cellars along the roads easiest accessible from the quays. 

3. The planning of the smallest plots, and thus nexus of activity, nearest to the waterfront. 

It is not unreasonable to suggest that these features were in fact incorporated in Winchelsea’s plan 

with the intent to create a town fit to service the ships which were its economic and political lifeline. 

One could say the town was inspired (or shaped) by ships. There is an interesting contrast to be 

made here with the situation at the waterfront, where continuously a great deal of effort was 

needed to keep the port viable. This will be further explored in chapter 7.2, after also the particular 

environmental circumstances are added to the discussion.  

Thinking about the people in charge of the design, and those trying to influence the process, it is 

not surprising that the final plan favoured the needs of the leading shipping families. The king’s 

surveyors were bound by a royal writ issued in 1283 to consult (Old) Winchelsea’s barons on all 

aspects of the plan and to assign them appropriate properties ‘according to their needs’81 (Sylvester 

1999b: 59). That the barons did not place absolute confidence in the king, however, is evidenced 

by a list of demands that assures their landholding, trading privileges, markets and fairs (Homan 

1940: 9-12; Sylvester 1996b: 60, Table 2.1). This resulted in a carefully-planned town, the product 

of a dialogue between royal agents and Winchelsea’ leading barons, that represents an amalgam 

of royal and baronial expectations, draped over the physical reality of the Winchelsea hilltop.  

These findings are in some ways similar to what Bill (1999) concluded from his study of medieval 

towns in Denmark. He also found urban topographies that facilitated a town’s servicing of ships. 

However, the principal adjustment to the town plan in Denmark was the deliberate effort to bring 

the market square or the market street and the point of entry for the cargoes of ships in close 

proximity to one another (Bill 1999: 258). In Winchelsea, however, the opposite is the case. This 

highlights the fact that, although seafaring was important for both the Danish towns and 

Winchelsea, the way in which the towns themselves functioned differed, resulting in different 

measures being taken during the planning process. For the Danish towns, it appears to have been 

important to bring the goods from the ships straight to the market. Winchelsea however, was an 

entrepôt town where the market functioned primarily as the meeting place between the town and 

the countryside. In Winchelsea, the goods from the ships were likely sold at the waterfront or were 

moved to the warehouses and/or cellars. This is probably the reason why Monday’s Market is so 

                                                           

81 CPR 1281-1292, 81 
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far removed from the waterfront and why there was little interest in market plots from the leading 

shipping families.  

A final important piece of information one can read from Winchelsea’s urban morphology is the 

plan and ambition to re-establish the town as a prosperous maritime centre on a grand scale. From 

the crown’s perspective, Winchelsea was an important link in the defence of the Channel coast and 

in the overseas trade with Flanders, Normandy and Gascony. With its destruction, England faced a 

breach in its national defence and a blow to royal economic interests. Already in 1247, King Henry 

III articulated the strategic importance of the Camber port towns by resuming Winchelsea and Rye 

from the Fécamp monks, in order to ‘maintain better defence of the realm’ (Sylvester 1999b: 62). 

Clearly, the king recognized the value of Winchelsea and ultimately succeeded in his goal of 

restoring the town as a centre for naval operations and maritime trade (Sylvester 1999b: 64).  

5.1.3 Shaped by Barons or Commoners? 

The research efforts by Homan (1940, 1949), Sylvester (1999b) and Lilley et al. (2005a) have all 

focused on the structure, imposed in a top-down manner, onto the Winchelsea hill, and ultimately 

the townspeople themselves. As detailed above, it concerns a structure concocted by the elite: the 

king’s agents and the town’s leading barons. But what of the ordinary townsfolk living in 

Winchelsea? How did they shape their town? The layout of Winchelsea has so far been discussed 

as a passive reflection of the intentions of a group of individuals who are encapsulated in a certain 

socio-economic reality. However, as Hodder notes, people are not simply pawns in a game, they 

negotiate and redefine existing structures and deny the existence of others (Hodder 1986: 9).  

In her research on the plan of Bergen in Norway, Gitte Hansen (2015: 182) writes that unlike the 

ideas that only ever existed in the minds of the planner (or the medieval historian), archaeological 

sources have the advantage that they reflect the actual initiatives and activities carried out by actors 

in the past, however, whether the initiatives were successful or not is another story. In the case of 

Winchelsea, the question whether the ideas behind the physical layout – easy access to the 

waterfront through a wide east-west street just north of St Thomas’ church and two wide north-

south thoroughfares to marshal traffic through the town – were a success can be questioned by a 

relatively simple form of spatial analysis called space syntax. The latter comprises a theory of the 

human use of space and a collection of methods analysing the human use of space according to 

that theory (Hillier 2014). Developed in architecture82 to simulate the likely social effects of 

                                                           

82 The main theoretical tenets of space syntax were first described by Bill Hillier and Junliene Hanson (1984) 
in The Social Logic of Space and were later further developed in Hillier’s (2007) Space is the Machine. 
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architectural designs, it offers a powerful tool to analyse and compare spatial constructs in 

archaeology. Space syntax studies are based on the tenet that spatial configuration is the main 

generator of human movement. The method of analysis focuses on topological, geometrical 

properties of spaces and the notion of accessibility, while underplaying the metric qualities of built 

environments and Euclidean distance (Hillier 2007: vii).  

Figure 57 shows a ‘step depth’ and ‘integration’ analysis83. Both are part of a Visual Graph Analysis 

(VGA) during which a grid is laid on top of the town plan, dividing Winchelsea’s street network in 

thousands of individual ‘nodes’. It are the relationships between the centre points of each of these 

nodes that space syntax analyses. Step depth visualises the number of changes in direction 

(according to lines of sight) that are needed to move from the public quay into town, demonstrating 

the importance of High Street (Third Street) for such a journey. Integration is a measure of how 

well-integrated a certain node is in relation to the entire town topology and has been shown to be 

related to pedestrian movement (Hillier et al. 1993). Space Syntax determines the integration value 

of every node by calculating the fewest number of turns needed to go from one node in a space to 

                                                           

83 The open-source software UCL Depthmap X was used to perform the analysis. Developed by A. Turner, it 
was initially intended for Visibility Graph Analysis only, but over the years has been supplements with 
additional routines for axial, convex space and agent-based analysis (Turner 2004).  

Figure 57: Space Syntax analysis of Winchelsea’s urban topology. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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every other node within that space, creating a ‘justified graph’. The turns are then summed and 

divided by the total number of nodes. That number is subsequently normalised using the method 

devised by Hillier and Hanson (1984). The result shows high integration values for the streets that 

were considered the most important, High Street (Third Street) and the north-south streets lining 

the market plot, but also the street just west of these. In brief, the streets that were planned and 

laid out to be the most important facilitators of movement, correlate well with high integration 

values which are a proxy for pedestrian walking. This means that, what the planners intended, was 

also the practical outcome of their design.  

Nevertheless, just because a structure is theoretically correct and should work in practice does not 

mean that this is the way that humans will prefer to use it. In his seminal chapter Walking in the 

City, the French Jesuit and scholar Michel de Certeau writes that a city is generated by governments, 

corporations and institutional bodies who produce structures and maps. However, the people 

walking the streets of the city do so in a way that is never fully determined by the plans of organizing 

bodies, taking shortcuts and defying the grid of streets laid out for them. He argues that everyday 

life works as a process in which the rules and products that already exist influence, but never wholly 

determine, everyday practices (de Certeau 1984: 91-110). Such ideas are reminiscent of Anthony 

Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory – as an individual is influenced by structures, structures are in 

turn maintained and adapted by individuals - and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) habitus concept – the 

prevalent socialized norms and tendencies that guide people’s behaviour – applied in a spatial 

setting. A different way of thinking about this, is through the spatial trialectic developed in chapter 

2.7, where firstspace – the space of perceived material physicality – is negotiated through 

thirdspace – the space that is lived and experienced, the space of everyday life. Although they sound 

abstract, these theories are very palpable in medieval New Winchelsea.   

Figure 58 visualises the routes that the surveyors planned for the people of Winchelsea to go from 

the waterfront and from Icklesham to Monday’s Market, together with those that were actually 

most commonly used (Martin & Martin 2004: 30-1). Plotted on top are three least-cost path 

models, showing the most efficient routes, taking into account only slope and distance. The models 

were calculated in two steps. First, by making a cost-surface model for all three routes (as in Figure 

54) which determines the accumulated cost in terms of slope and distance. Second, the route of 

the steepest reduction in accumulated cost was traced back to the origin, resulting in the least-cost 

pathways (Conolly & Lake 2006: 252). The results show that the routes planned by the surveyors 

are also the most efficient ones, again confirming that what they had intended was also the 

outcome of their design. For the streets from the waterfront, the planned routes were also the 

preferred. However, this was not the case for the road leading into town from Icklesham. It appears 

that, although the straight road was the most efficient, it was considered too steep. Instead, people 
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preferred to take the street immediately north of this one, originally Fifth Street and now called 

Hogthrough Lane84.  The latter was cut into the hill by over 2.5 m in places, reducing its width to 

just 2.5-3 m, but providing a gentler ascent. By the early 15th century, however, it appears that 

Seventh Street, running just south of the planned route, was the preferred road to go to Monday’s 

Market, also providing a gentler approach (Martin & Martin 2004: 30-1).  

 

                                                           

84 Locally, the street is known as Deadman’s Lane, referring to the reputed massacre in St Giles church – which 
used to be located alongside it – by the French in 1360. 

Figure 58: Streets within the town as planned and as used. Plotted on top are least-cost pathways showing 

the most efficient route to Monday’s Market taking into account only slope and distance. ©Thomas 

Dhoop 

Sources: Sources: Digital Terrain Model (DTM), 1 m spatial resolution, retrieved from geostore.com.  
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In medieval New Winchelsea, although the planned streets were in fact the most efficient, people 

preferred routes that took a bit more time, but less effort. Perhaps this is more telling of different 

understandings of efficiency than plain indolence (e.g. Lucas 2005: 61-94)? The way in which the 

streets were used show that the structure imposed on the townspeople by the royal planners was 

to a large extent negotiated by the latter’s own attitudes and affordances. One could say that the 

town, although not changing physically, was continuously shaped and re-shaped through a 

(continuously evolving) dialogue between the structure imposed by the planners and the ways in 

which the townspeople chose to navigate the town during their daily lives.  

Exploring the town of Winchelsea, it is hard not to be attracted by the impressive building that is St 

Thomas’ church. Venturing inside, walking along the north aisle, something catches our eye. It 

appears someone has engraved drawings of ships on the stone columns. 

5.2 Ship Graffiti 

During the surveys at the waterfront and churchyard, also the ship graffiti located in the parish 

church of St Thomas the Martyr and the undercroft beneath the Blackfriars Barn building were 

recorded using Reflectance Transformation Imaging (RTI) (Dhoop 2015b) (Figures 1 & 32). This 

iconographic survey has been published separately as ‘Recording and Analysis of Ship Graffiti in St 

Thomas’ Church and Blackfriars Barn Undercroft in Winchelsea, East Sussex, UK’  (Dhoop et al. 2016, 

Appendix E) in The International Journal of Nautical Archaeology85.  

The recording in the field was conducted by Catriona Cooper and Penny Copeland. The processing 

of the RTI-models and production of interpretations drawings was done by the author. Also the 

published article was written by the author.  

A certain amount of variety was found in the level of detail which the ships were drawn with, to the 

point that some could be interpreted as something other than a ship altogether. This lays bare some 

of the complexities involved in interpreting, dating and finding meaning in ship graffiti and 

encouraged a nuanced and complex understanding of this phenomenon in the past. Nevertheless, 

it is argued that both assemblages can be attributed to the close connections that existed between 

the townspeople of Winchelsea and the sea. This relationship was multifaceted and resulted in 

people engraving ship drawings into stone pillars in St Thomas’ church to acquire some form of 

                                                           

85 Before submitting the paper to the IJNA, a draft version was submitted to the National Trust and reviewed 
by Matthew Champion and Nathalie Cohen. Moreover, as the paper has gone through peer-review, this 
section of the thesis benefits from the comments by three anonymous reviewers and by the editor of IJNA, 
Miranda Richardson. 
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spiritual protection from the sea, while – at the same or at a different time – scratching ship 

drawings in wet plaster in the ostensibly secular Blackfriars Barn undercroft to commemorate the 

benefits of this relationship.  

5.2.1 Interpreting Ship Graffiti 

Medieval graffiti can be found in buildings all over England and often, but not exclusively, in an 

ecclesiastic context (Emden 1922; Pritchard 1967: 88-9, 123-5, 131-3, 140; 1987; Miller 2003; 

Gardiner 2007; Champion 2015a: 83-97; 2015b). They are, however, not limited to standing 

structures, sometimes being found on artefacts as well (Liebgott 1973; le Bon 2001). The majority 

are found in churches, leading to interpretations that they were made with religious intent 

(Champion 2012b: 111; 2015a: 91-3; 2015b: 344-9; Peake 2012: 160-1; Westerdahl 2013: 344). Friel 

(2011a: 85), however, is of the opinion that the modern distribution of medieval ship graffiti has 

more to do with the survival of medieval churches compared to medieval secular buildings. Recent 

surveys, such as the Norfolk Medieval Graffiti Survey (Champion 2011), appear to confirm this, as 

ship graffiti are now increasingly being recorded in secular contexts as well. Examples come from 

Acton Court in Bristol (Friel 2004), Tudor House in Southampton (Perry 2010; Friel 2011b) and the 

Blackfriars Barn undercroft discussed in this paper. The majority of ship graffiti can be found at 

coastal sites, suggesting a link with maritime communities. Recently, however, examples have been 

found in landlocked places as well (Champion 2015a: 86; 2015b: 350). It appears that writing and 

drawing on buildings of all kinds was a common and accepted practice (Fleming 2001: 36, 38; Friel 

2011a: 85; Peake 2012: 160).  

Ship graffiti have often been given special consideration as visual evidence. Representing a form of 

‘folk art’, to use Friel’s term (2011a: 92), free of artistic convention, they have been considered the 

work of people who drew what they knew or what they could see. Westerdahl (2013: 337) has 

pointed out that this initially led to a rather one-dimensional functionalist approach focused on 

learning about the technology of ships in the past (Bonino 1975: 291; Emden 1922: 171; Mott 1990). 

While Westerdahl is correct that a disproportionate amount of attention has gone into the 

description of ships themselves (Pritchard 1967: 123-5, 131-3, 140), rather than contextualisation 

and interpretation, this thesis argues that there is a place for the analysis of techno-functional 

aspects. Peake (2012: 160) points out that the study of graffiti often comes down to three 

questions: when, why and by whom were they created? As answers to these questions are 

developed in the following sections, the study of technical features is part of the analytical process 

and the results contribute to some of the arguments presented.  
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Recently, a more nuanced understanding of ship graffiti has been adopted. It is now widely 

acknowledged that some ship graffiti show technical features that most likely only people with 

knowledge of nautical affairs would have understood. Other examples might be no more than a 

simple visual ‘shorthand’ for portraying a ship (Friel 2011a: 92), in other words, carvings that could 

have been made by ‘anyone and everyone’ (Champion 2015a: 89). In light of a growing corpus of 

graffiti representing ships in a similar way, the idea that no conventions are employed is being 

questioned also, and a list of features ‘typical’ to medieval (Pre-Reformation) English ship graffiti 

has been suggested by Champion (2015b: 344).  

Although already noted in passing by Pritchard in the late 1960s (1967: 131), over the past five 

years, the interpretation of these engravings has shifted towards an emphasis on their significance 

as part of religious ritual or popular magic. It is now generally argued that at least some of the 

examples found in churches should be understood as ‘the poor man’s votive ships’ (Peake 2012: 

160-1; Champion 2012b: 111; 2015a: 93-96; Westerdahl 2013: 322).  

5.2.2 Previous Research 

Both the collection of ship graffiti in St Thomas’ church and the Blackfriars Barn undercroft had 

been recorded before. With the help of archaeologist and graffiti expert Matthew Champion, in 

June 2012, WAS initiated the Winchelsea Historic Graffiti Survey Project, which aims to discover 

and record as much as possible of the graffiti in the town. At least some of the engravings of ships 

in St Thomas’ church have since been recorded by a photographic and drawn survey by this society. 

While the society’s records are frequently mentioned in publications by Champion (2012b: 111-5; 

2015a: 94-6; 2015b: 347-8), they have not been fully published. Champion has noted that the 

majority of the ship graffiti are located on a single column in the eastern end of the north arcade. 

Although Cooper (1850: 123) guessed that a chapel dedicated to St Nicholas was located in the 

south arcade and the Chapel of Our Lady in the northern one, research by Blair et al. (2000: 19) on 

the tomb monuments suggests that the locations were the other way round (Martin & Martin 2004: 

80). Champion therefore argues that the graffiti could be devotional in nature and should be seen 

in the light of a growing corpus of ship depictions associated to St Nicholas. Other examples come 

from Blakeney, Brighton and King’s Lynn (Champion 2015a: 93-5). He interprets the ships as large 

seagoing vessels and further hypothesises that they might be an aspect of lay piety that reflects the 

ambiguous relationship the community had with the erratic nature of the sea (Champion 2012b: 

111-5; Champion 2015a: 96).  

The graffiti in the Blackfriars Barn undercroft were rediscovered more recently. In 1976-1977, 

archaeologists removed accumulated debris from the cellar and, in 2005, volunteers from WAS, 
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under supervision of Luke Barber of the Sussex Archaeological Society, cleared the undercroft of 

further loose rubble. During subsequent remedial work, in preparation for opening the site to the 

public, a large graffito was observed on the northern wall of the western chamber. It was first 

recorded in 2010 by Catriona Cooper using an early version of RTI, but the recordings were never 

analysed. In 2012, the graffiti was recorded by Champion (2012a) using a series of raking lights and 

multiple fixed camera positions, allowing the creation of full map overlay images of very small 

sections of the northern wall. Champion writes that the ship images most likely depict seagoing 

vessels of an early date, as indicated by the presence of topcastles on some of the vessels, which 

he states would not have been present on riverine vessels. Based on comparisons with medieval 

iconographic material, in particular manuscript illuminations (Flatman 2002; 2009), Champion 

identifies the ships as ‘cogs’ or ‘early carracks’. Using this identification, he argues for a tentative 

terminus post quem of c. 1550, but most likely between 1350 and 1450. In a subsequent 

contribution to the National Trust Arts, Buildings and Collections Bulletin, Champion and Nathalie 

Cohen (2013: 8) argue that, despite their location in an ostensibly secular building, it is likely that 

the graffiti in Blackfriars Barn undercroft were made as a ritual and symbolic act, perhaps 

commemorating the English victory at the ‘Battle of Winchelsea’ in 1350.  

While most of the graffiti had been recorded using a variety of techniques, it was deemed useful to 

re-record the engravings on both locations for several reasons. First and foremost is that the graffiti 

in St Thomas’ church had never been comprehensively published. Second, it must be acknowledged 

that any drawing of an artefact is an interpretation, and therefore subjective (Figure 59). Given that 

RTI allows for a very minute recording of the engravings, the RTI-models could be considered as 

pieces of ‘raw data’, easily accessed through open-source software, from which different scholars 

Figure 59: The graffito St Thomas 1 as interpreted, drawn and published by (a) Jacki Morris 

(http://winchelsea.net/community/was/graffiti.htm), (b) Champion (2012b: 115, Figure 9) and (c) Dhoop 

et al. (2016, Figure 5).  

http://winchelsea.net/community/was/graffiti.htm
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can draw their own conclusions (Appendix F). Finally, none of the graffiti had been examined by a 

researcher with expertise in ship archaeology.  

5.2.3 Survey Method 

The recording was conducted using a computational photographic technique called Hemispherical 

Harmonics (HSH) (Manfredi et al. 2013), part of a larger family of techniques known as RTI. Over 

the past decade, RTI has been shown to be a robust and useful technique for surface imaging of 

cultural heritage and has been deployed to record a wide spectrum of archaeological and conserved 

artefacts (Malzbender et al. 2001; Hammer et al. 2002: 9; Freeth et al. 2006; Earl et al. 2010; Gabov 

& Bevan 2011; Klausmeyer 2013).  

RTI has been widely established in archaeological practice and a good summary of how it works can 

be found in Earl et al. (2010: 2041-3). RTIs popularity for heritage recording and conservation stems 

from its ability to extract an approximation of a surface’s geometry based on ordinary digital 

photos. This geometry is pixel-encoded and rendered within open-access viewer software that 

allows relighting of the object under a variety of reflectance property transformations (Figure 60). 

The result is impressive surface detail enhancement, proving particularly useful when details have 

been worn by the elements, as was the case with the plaster surface in the Blackfriars Barn 

Figure 60: Detail of St Thomas 1, engravings visualised with (a) flat light, (b) surface normals, (c) raking 

light and (d) specular enhancement. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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undercroft. Although digital recording methods raise questions about data quality and authenticity, 

this topic has been adequately addressed in the specialized literature by comparing RTI images with 

other imaging methods (Mudge et al. 2008; Miles et al. 2014: 601-4; Miles et al. 2015: 150-2).  

In practice, a DSLR camera was mounted on a tripod and placed at a fixed position at an appropriate 

distance and level with the surface to be recorded. Considering that the surfaces to be recorded in 

St Thomas’ church were on curved columns, it was necessary to repeat the exercise around the 

column to pick up any missed details. A red sphere was positioned close to the column or wall and 

in the picture frame.  A remotely operated flash was used as a light source. Covering several 

diagonals, the flash was moved by hand in an arching movement from the bottom to the top of the 

graffiti. Between 45 and 115 photos were taken of each graffito under raking light angles, captured 

by the red sphere, for the RTIBuilder software to work with (Figure 61). Using the HSHs as a basis, 

each recorded graffito was subsequently traced by hand using the raster graphics editor program 

GIMP 2.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 61: (a) RTI-setup and (b) overview of the lighting angles. The target is in the middle and the white 

squares represent each light source for which there is an individual picture. For this particular RTI, 50 

pictures were taken, making 50 light sources in total. ©Catriona Cooper 
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5.2.4 St Thomas’ Church 

St Thomas is the current parish church of Winchelsea (Figures 32 & 60). Originally conceived on the 

scale of a small cathedral after the relocation of the town to its present site in the late 1280s, today 

only the eastern end and the ruins of the transept remain (Figure 62). Despite there being some 

debate whether the building was ever finished – the resistivity survey of the graveyard failed to 

locate the missing foundations (Dhoop 2015a, Appendix C) – most follow David and Barbara 

Martin’s argument that, following a major decline in population in the 16th century, the church was 

downsized and the redundant part sold for its materials (Martin & Martin 2004: 74-80).  

In total, 11 graffiti were recorded (Figure 64) that could possibly be identified as ships86. All ship 

drawings are engraved in stone and located on the northern columns, but the majority can be found 

on the eastern one (Figure 63). Three graffiti on the western column (ST9, 10 and 11) were not 

recorded during the RTI survey, having been recorded previously by the author and Sarah Stark 

during a site visit in October 2014 using the traditional method of raking light and digital 

photography. On average, the graffiti are 14 cm high and 16 cm wide and the engraved lines 1-2 

mm wide and deep.  

 

                                                           

86 Individual descriptions of all ship graffiti recorded in St Thomas can be found in Appendix D. 

Figure 62: The survey team setting up the survey grid with St Thomas’ church in the background. 
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Figure 63: Spatial configuration of St Thomas’ church with the locations of the graffiti indicated in red. 

Drawing by Thomas Dhoop, after Martin & Martin 2004: 75, Fig. 7.3.  
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The ship graffiti in St Thomas’ church vary in terms of level of detail (Figure 64, Table 12). St Thomas 

1 and 6 show fairly detailed depictions of ships, while St Thomas 4, 5, 8 and 11 are more basic 

engravings. St Thomas 2, 3, 7, 9 and 10, on the other hand, are so rudimentary that they could just 

as well be interpreted as depicting very different things, such as the base of a house or part of a 

plough (Perc. Comm. Matthew Champion, 2015). Given the similarities that they display with the 

confirmed ship graffiti and their placement on pillars that contain several other ship depictions, 

however, these rudimentary inscriptions were also included in the assemblage.  

 

 

 

Figure 64: Interpretative drawings of the ship graffiti in St Thomas’ church. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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Features ST1 ST2 

(?) 

ST3 

(?) 

ST4 ST5 ST6 ST7 

(?) 

ST8 ST9 

(?) 

ST10 

(?) 

ST11 

Straight stem  ?  X X X   X X X 

Curved stem X  X    X     

Straight stern X X X X X X X  X X X 

Sternpost rudder X           

Superstructure(s) X    X X  X   X 

Single mast X   X X X  X  X (?) X 

Flag(s) X     X      

Yard  X   X X       

Furled sail X   X X       

Stays / shrouds / 

braces / lifts 

X   X X X  X  X (?) X 

Anchor line(s)  X     X  X    

The ship graffiti generally depicts vessels with a straight stern, while both straight and curved stems 

occur. The strakes run in straight lines between the latter two elements. About half also depict 

superstructures both at the bow and stern. Most show a single mast, some with a yard, furled sail 

and stays and/or shrouds. One graffito, St Thomas 1, clearly has a sternpost rudder. The straight 

stern discernible on most of the ships, however, implies that they most likely represent vessels with 

sternpost rudders, as well. At least three engravings might show ships lying at anchor. All of these 

characteristics are common to most medieval ship graffiti in England (Champion 2015b: 344). There 

are no indications in the engravings, however, that they necessarily represent large seagoing 

vessels: none have topcastles for example.  

Less common is the triangle on top of the yard in St Thomas 5 (Figure 64). If the triangle is part of 

the ship graffito, it is possible that this shape attempts to show the configuration of two lifts holding 

up a yard. When observing ships with their sails furled, such triangles are indeed the shape that the 

yard and lifts will take. If this is the case, then this would imply that these observations were made 

in the context of a mooring, rather than the open sea.  

Table 12: Features of the ship graffiti in St Thomas’ church. 
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Also of note is the pair of inscriptions classified as St Thomas 3 (Figure 64). Winchelsea is known to 

have built ships (chapter 3.3). In this light, and if the pair were meant to depict ships, they could 

illustrate a construction sequence. This would suggest that the person who made them had at least 

a rudimentary understanding of shipbuilding. If the graffiti is seen in this way, the bottom image 

could depict the first phase of construction: the laying of the keel and subsequent raising of the 

stem and stern, while the top image could depict the subsequent stage of attaching the garboard 

strakes.  

Finally, the anchor lines visible in St Thomas 1 and possibly also 6 (Figure 64), anchoring the ship at 

both the bow and stern are noteworthy. Traditionally, a ship is held in a fixed position by deploying 

an anchor at the bow. However, in a tidal roadstead, which would have been the prevalent situation 

in Winchelsea’s harbour (chapter 3.3.3), this would mean that ships could drift and swivel as the 

tide goes in and out, potentially causing anchor lines to tangle. This might have been avoided by 

anchoring the vessel at both the bow and stern, keeping it in place. This suggests that the person 

who made these graffiti had some knowledge of local anchoring methods, or perhaps had observed 

them in use.  

Is it also possible to identify what sort of ships these engravings aim to depict? If the graffiti do not 

represent a generic ship, but are based on some form of knowledge of what a ship looked like – 

probably not uncommon in a port town – there are, archaeologically speaking, three ship-shapes 

to consider; those of the Nordic ship, cog and carvel (chapter 3.1). In terms of their overall 

appearance, Nordic ships, from at least the 13th century, had a curved stem, straight stern with 

sternpost rudder and overlapping strakes running relatively straight from stem to stern. Cogs, on 

the other hand, had a high-raking straight stem, straight stern with sternpost rudder, and generally 

a fuller shape in the midship area. If the graffiti dates to after the 1440s, ships built in the carvel 

tradition could have been engraved from observation, also (chapter 3.3.1). In overall appearance, 

the latter might have looked fairly similar to Nordic vessels, especially when portrayed in profile. 

Both would have had a curved stem, straight stern with sternpost rudder and strakes running 

straight from stem to stern. The difference being that in carvel ships, the strakes lie flush.  

However, a survey of medieval iconography suggests that also the double-ended variation of Nordic 

ships (with curved ends), more commonly associated with Viking Age vessels, and ships built in the 

so-called ‘hulc tradition’ were part of the medieval visual repertoire (Flatman 2009: 69-95). 

However, as noted in chapter 3.1, it is unlikely that many double-ended seagoing vessels would still 

have visited Winchelsea and the hulc as a building tradition separate from the Nordic tradition is 

problematic. Nevertheless, images of hulcs, showing vessels with strakes curving upwards, 

terminating in horizontal lines at the stem or stern (or both), are common in the work of 
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professional artists (Flatman 2009: 87-91) and those making graffiti (Pritchard 1987: 319, Fig. 5; 

Champion, 2012b: 112, Fig. 6). Friel, however, although not discounting that hulc vessels may have 

existed at some point, has proposed that some of the hulc ship graffiti is no more than a visual 

‘shorthand’ for portraying a ship (Friel 2011: 93).  

Given that all ships depicted in St Thomas’ church have strakes that run straight from stem to stern, 

it is clear that both Nordic vessels of the double-ended type and hulc ships are absent. However, 

when dealing with crude depictions of vessels in profile, a carvel and Nordic ship could be visually 

indistinguishable, while a cog (as archaeologically defined) might only be distinguished by a high-

raking stem. In essence, it comes down to whether the maker of the graffito chose to engrave a 

straight or a curved line. When using this, admittedly simplified, rule of thumb, it would appear 

that, depending on their date, the medieval Nordic, cog and carvel traditions could all be 

represented in the graffiti in St Thomas’ church.  

The only stylistic features that offer a clue to the date of the graffiti are the single mast and the 

straight stern implying the use of a sternpost rudder. As was noted above, however, these 

characteristics are common to most ship graffiti in English buildings. Yet, there are differences 

between these and ship graffiti from the 17th and 18th centuries. The latter appear not to be 

associated with any particular area of the church, and more significantly, they tend to show large 

multi-masted vessels (Champion 2015a: 88). The introduction of a second mast on English ships can 

possibly be traced back to a single instance of technological adaptation. In 1416-1417, the English 

captured six large, two-masted Genoese carracks that had been hired by the French. Immediately 

after this, between 1416 and 1420, six English ships were fitted with a two-masted rig and by 1420 

this second mast had been termed ‘mesan’ (Friel 1994: 80; Adams 2013b: 70). A sternpost rudder 

is first shown on boats depicted on the fonts at Winchester cathedral in Hampshire and Zedelgem 

in West Flanders, Belgium. Both have been dated to the second half of the 12th century. Sternpost 

rudders first appear on Nordic ships on the 13th century seals of Poole and Ipswich (McGrail 2001: 

232).  

As both single masts and sternpost rudders would have been prevalent by the time the St Thomas’ 

church was built, dating the graffiti using the ship architecture portrayed is problematic. The earliest 

possible date that the graffiti could have been made should instead be situated around the time 

the church was taken into use. Unfortunately, a date for the completion of the St Thomas’ church 

is unknown. However, in October 1283, Edward I instructed commissioners to set out a suitable 

place in the new town for St Thomas (Eddison 2004: 5) and in 1291 the building was valued at £10 

13s and 4d (Martin & Martin 2004: 74). Even if construction works on the church had already begun 



The Town 

164 

in 1283, it seems unlikely that the building would have been finished by 1291. Nonetheless, the 

latter date provides a very rough terminus post quem.  

A latest possible date for the creation of the graffiti is even harder to establish. If the people making 

these engravings were indeed drawing what they saw, a terminus ante quem might be suggested 

based on the introduction of a second mast. Adding a c. 30-years period of adaptation for most of 

the English fleet’s large seagoing vessels thus gives a date of c. 1450; but this is problematic given 

that single-masted vessels would not have disappeared and would still have been built and 

observed. Additionally, such reasoning entails the assumption that the ships are meant to represent 

large vessels, for which there is no indication in the graffiti. A more reliable terminus ante quem 

could be the moment when Winchelsea fell out of use as a harbour: c. 1530 (Martin & Martin 2004: 

198). Moreover, as ship graffiti are also found in landlocked environments (Champion 2015a: 86; 

2015b: 350), even this date should be considered with caution.  

Given the spatial configuration of the graffiti, located on the two pillars across from the former St 

Nicholas’ chapel, and established interpretations of similar graffiti in English (Peake 2012) and 

northern European churches (Westerdahl 2013), Champion’s explanation of the ships as devotional 

in nature seems fair (2012b: 111; 2015a: 94-6; 2015b: 347-8). If they are interpreted as part of a 

Christian tradition of giving a votive offering in an act of prayer, hoping to assure, or give thanks 

for, a safe journey across the sea, then this assemblage of ship graffiti can be situated in a growing 

corpus of material informing us about the measures taken by the townspeople of Winchelsea to 

protect themselves from the sea (chapter 7.2).  

The question of who is responsible for creating the graffiti remains a complicated one. The 

variability in the level of detail in the collection of ship graffiti prohibits a simple explanation. While 

some graffiti (St Thomas 3, 5 and 6) might suggest some nautical know-how, this knowledge might 

have been gained from observation at the Winchelsea waterfront or elsewhere, rather than direct 

experience. This means that this particular collection of ship graffiti was not necessarily made by 

people with experience at sea. At the same time, however, some of the drawings are sufficiently 

detailed to claim that they were made by people with some nautical knowledge. It is therefore 

argued that the inscribing of ships in churches such as St Thomas was an activity that cuts across 

different communities of practice (Wenger 1988; Ravn 2015: 63-4) and social groups and should 

not only be related to communities typically involved in nautical activities. Such a hypothesis makes 

sense in a port town such as Winchelsea in which a variety of sailors and passengers were gathered. 

Sailors or members of the fishing community may have felt the need to protect themselves during 

their activities on ships. Other travellers, with occupations that had very little to do with ships and 

seafaring, such as pilgrims on their way to St James of Compostela (Martin and Martin 2004: 21; 
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Draper 2009: 37) (chapter 4.1) (Figure 35), or military personnel mustering at Winchelsea in 

preparation for battle overseas (Sylvester 1999b: 137; Rose 2013: 133-4) (chapter 3.4.2), may have 

had similar needs but different levels of knowledge about the ships they would travel on. 

5.2.5 Blackfriars Barn Undercroft 

Blackfriars Barn, situated on Rectory Lane, opposite the Weslyan Chapel, is the current name for 

the remains of an early 14th-century building (Figures 1, 32). It takes its name from its use as a barn 

during the 19th century, but does not appear to have been related to the Blackfriars. After a fire in 

the early 20th century, the barn was demolished, revealing the ruins of a large building (Figure 65). 

Its size and the presence of a conspicuous undercroft suggest that it was not a domestic building, 

but might have had a civic role. Martin and Martin (2004: 133) have dated the building to c. 1300, 

but it was abandoned by the time of the 1366 rental, and was allegedly in ruins by 1499 (Martin & 

Martin 2004: 69). The cellar comprises three chambers: a five-bay central barrel vault flanked by 

two quadripartite vaulted chambers. The western and eastern chambers have two windows that 

open into light wells. The cellar is accessed by a wide staircase in the southern corner of the eastern 

chamber and would have provided direct access to the street.  In the northern corner of the same 

chamber a heart was built-in (Figure 66). There is no direct passage between the undercroft and 

the building on top and the two parts of the building could thus have been used separately. Given 

the presence of windows and a hearth, it is unlikely the cellar was used for storage alone (chapter 

5.1.1). Since there was no direct passage between the cellar and the building on top, it is unclear 

whether it continued to be used after the abandonment of the main part of the building above in 

1366. By the late 18th or early 19th century, however, the undercroft was being used as a town dump 

(Champion 2012a).  

 

Figure 65: The remains of the Blackfriars Barn. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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Situated on the northern wall of the western bay (Figure 66) is a large seascape (Figure 68), c. 5.85 

m wide and 1.89 m high. Champion (2012a) considers the graffito the product of a single event, 

arguing that the ships were scratched in wet plaster. The latter statement is supported by the 

observation of dragged and rolled edges along the inscribed lines, in contrast to well-defined edges 

more commonly associated with inscriptions in dry plaster. Such rolled edges were also picked up 

by the RTI survey (Figure 67). The individual ships are portrayed at a much larger scale than those 

in the church. On average, they measure 58 cm high and 73 cm wide and the largest (BB4) is 1.27 

m high and 1.54 m wide. The scratched lines vary in width between 2 mm and 7 mm. In total, 12 

individual ships were identified and recorded87, the same number as in Champion’s survey (2012a). 

 

                                                           

87 Individual description of all ship graffiti recorded in the Blackfriars Barn undercroft can be found in 
Appendix D. 

Figure 66: Spatial configuration of the Blackfriars Barn undercroft with the location of the seascape 

indicated in red. Drawing by Thomas Dhoop, after Martin & Martin 2004: 122, Fig. 9.39.  

Figure 67: Detail of the plaster surface in Blackfriars Barn undercroft, visualised under specular 

enhancement. The lines have rolled edges, suggesting they were inscribed in a wet plaster surface. 

©Thomas Dhoop 



 

 

Figure 68: (a) interpretative drawing of the four RTIs from the northern wall of the western bay in the Blackfriars Barn undercroft 

and (b) the individual ships filtered out. ©Thomas Dhoop 

1
6

7
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The ships in the seascape are all depicted with a straight stern, while both straight and curved stems 

occur (Figure 68, Table 13). The strakes were scratched in straight lines between the posts. About 

half also have some sort of superstructure, mostly at the stern, but sometimes also above the bow. 

The majority show a single mast, some with a yard, furled sail, and stays and/or shrouds. Two ships, 

Blackfriars Barn 3 and 6 were most likely scratched with a sternpost rudder. The straight stern 

discernible on most of the ships also implies that they most likely represent vessels with sternpost 

rudders as well. All of these characteristics are again common for most medieval ship graffiti in 

England (Champion 2015b: 344). 

 

Features BB 

1 

BB 

2 

BB 

3 

BB 

4 

BB 

5 

BB 

6 

BB 

7 

BB 

8 

BB 

9 

BB 

10 

BB 

11 

BB 

12 

Straight stem  X  X   X  X    

Curved stem X  ?  X   X (?)   X  

Straight stern   ? X   X X X  X  

Sternpost rudder    X (?)    X     

Superstructures ?  X (?) X   X ? X (?)   X 

Single mast X X (?) ? X  X X (?) X  X X X 

Topcastle    X      X  X 

Flag(s)      ? X (?)   X  X 

Yard    X        X 

Furled sail    X        X (?) 

Stays / shrouds / 

braces / lifts 

X X (?)  X  X X (?) X  X X X 

Anchor lines    ?       X(?)  

 

 

Table 13: Features of the ship graffiti in Blackfriars Barn undercroft. 
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In terms of what sort of ships are depicted, it is notable that also in this assemblage double-ended 

Nordic and hulc tradition ships are absent. Champion’s (2012a) suggestion that all are ‘cogs’ or 

‘early carvels’ is perhaps too specific. Since both ships with high-raking straight stems and curved 

stems were scratched, it would appear that both cogs, as defined archaeologically, and medieval 

Nordic ships were depicted and, if the seascape was created after the 1440s, possibly carvel-built 

ships as well. Although there certainly are differences in style between the two assemblages, 

although this is hard to tell because of the difference in scale, the similarities are striking. All ships 

are shown in profile, most have superstructures, a single mast, yard, furled sails, and so forth.  

As was the case with the graffiti in St Thomas’ church, a date based on the presence of single-

masted vessels and sternpost rudders is problematic. The earliest possible date that the graffiti 

could have been made can only be estimated by the date the cellar was taken into use. Martin and 

Martin (2004: 133) date the Blackfriars Barn building to c. 1300, providing a very rough terminus 

post quem. A latest possible date for the creation of the graffiti is again hard to establish. There are 

three dates that might offer a possible terminus ante quem. The first is the moment Martin and 

Martin (2004: 69) argue Blackfriars Barn was ruined in 1499. The undercroft, however, could still 

have been used independently. The second is the point at which New Winchelsea fell out of use as 

a harbour: c. 1530 (Martin & Martin 2004: 198). As was the case of the graffiti in the church, this 

date should be considered tentative also. The third and most definite terminus ante quem comes 

from the moment the undercroft started to be used as a town dump in the late 18th century.  

The context of the graffiti in the undercroft differs from the one in St Thomas’ church in three ways: 

it concerns an entire seascape that was scratched in a single event instead of individual ships over 

time, it was scratched in wet plaster instead of stone, and it is situated in an ostensibly secular 

building instead of an ecclesial one. Although the ships in the two collections share many 

characteristics, there are also certain details that differ. While three of the ships in St Thomas’ 

church were depicted at anchor, this is, most likely, not the case with the vessels in the undercroft. 

The occurrence of topcastles and flags is also unique to the ships in the undercroft, but is 

commonplace among other examples of recorded ship graffiti (Champion 2015b: 344).  

Champion and Cohen (2013) have floated the hypothesis that the seascape in Blackfriars Barn 

undercroft could represent the famous ‘Battle of Winchelsea’ and might have had a 

commemorative function. In 1350, the English fleet, under command of Edward III with the Black 

Prince (1330-1376), mustered at – and set out from – Winchelsea to the straits of Dover to confront 

a Castilian Fleet. The English were victorious in the battle that ensued but an unconfirmed number 

of vessels were sunk on both sides (Rose 2013: 133-4).  
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This theory is supported by the fact that the date of the battle (1350) fits within the suggested date-

range of the graffiti: c. 1300-1499, 1530 or late 18th century. Sailors from Winchelsea would 

certainly have participated in the battle. The town would also have functioned as the main logistical 

hub, perhaps together with Rye, to supply the fleet with mariners, soldiers, victuals, etc. (chapter 

3.3.3). Winchelsea would thus certainly have had a vested interest in the battle and after their 

victory, some sailors must have returned. The additional details, such as flags and topcastles, also 

tend to be more prevalent in depictions of ships on media that represent vessels fitted for warfare 

or intended to display a form of civic pride, such as town seals (Ewe 1972). There are, however, also 

arguments against the idea that a sea battle is depicted. First, one would assume that both fleets 

would be shown and that whoever made the engraving would have wanted to distinguish between 

the two sides. Although the rival fleet could have been depicted on another wall from which the 

plaster is now lost (Champion, in his 2012a report, noted surviving plaster elsewhere in the 

undercroft containing evidence of graffiti), there is nothing in the surviving seascape that would 

suggest this. Second, most vessels appear to be going in the same direction, whereas in battle 

scenes groups of ships are often seen headed towards one another (for example, the manuscript 

illuminations in Flatman 2009: 79, Fig. 70, 93, Fig. 87, 103, Fig. 99, 105, Fig. 103). Third, while in 

battle, the ships would presumably have had their sails raised in order to try to get alongside each 

other to board the enemy vessel, which is not indicated in the graffiti.  

The impression one gets from the graffiti is of a sea of masts and rigging. Therefore, it might simply 

represent the everyday maritime activity at a roadstead in the harbour. On the other hand, if the 

seascape does indeed commemorate a particular event, it is perhaps more likely that it portrays a 

grand fleet assembled prior to setting out for war, rather than a battle. These occasions would have 

been highly relevant and memorable for a naval mustering point such as Winchelsea, and worthy 

of commemoration.  

If the seascape was made to commemorate such an event, it is unlikely that the graffiti was a formal 

or official tribute. The crude nature of the drawings suggests a more informal act of remembrance. 

Kate Giles (2007: 107) proposes that seeing an image in medieval times was accepted as an essential 

part of understanding and remembering. Perhaps the seascape was made by people who lived 

through the battle, had worked in the town or at the waterfront to supply the ships during one of 

the many occasions the English fleet mustered in the Camber. Or perhaps they had simply heard 

stories that they wanted to express visually. In doing this, they present another facet of their 

relationship with the sea, one in which they acknowledged and perhaps commemorated the 

beneficial aspects of their location beside it. 

 



 

171 

5.3 Concluding Remarks 

There were two parts to this chapter: the spatial analysis of Winchelsea’s urban morphology and 

the recording, analysis and interpretation of the ship graffiti drawings in the town. The first started 

off with an overview of the topic that has captured researchers’ imaginations for over a century, 

Winchelsea’s grid-like layout, and exposed the lack of a maritime perspective. Based on the 

differential width of the streets, the spatial distribution of the cellars and the location of the 

smallest quarters – and therefore nexus of town life – nearest to the waterfront, it was argued that 

the town was laid out with its seafaring function in mind. Switching perspectives, it was 

subsequently pointed out that the structure imposed on the people of Winchelsea by the barons 

and royal planners was to a large extent negotiated by the first’s own attitudes and affordances. 

People ignored the most efficient routes and used the ones they perceived to be the easiest. One 

could say that the town, although not changing physically, was continuously shaped and re-shaped 

through a (continuously evolving) dialogue between the structure imposed by the planners and the 

ways in which the townspeople chose to navigate the town during their daily lives.  

The second part of this chapter presented the results of the survey of the ship drawings in St 

Thomas’ Church and Blackfriars Barn undercroft, conducted as part of the Winchelsea Harbour 

Survey project. Two assemblages of ship graffiti were recorded using RTI. All show characteristics 

common to most medieval ship graffiti in England, while displaying different levels of detail. Such 

variety lays bare some of the complexities involved in interpreting, dating and finding meaning in 

ship graffiti and stimulates a nuanced understanding. Nevertheless, it is suggested that the ship 

graffiti demonstrate a multifaceted relationship with the sea. On the one hand, people found it 

necessary to engrave ship drawings in stone pillars in St Thomas’ church, perhaps to acquire some 

form of spiritual protection from the sea, while – at the same or at a different time – also scratching 

ship drawings in wet plaster in the ostensibly secular Blackfriars Barn undercroft, perhaps 

commemorating the mustering of a large naval fleet before setting out, and therefore seemingly 

celebrating the beneficial aspects of living next to the sea.  
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6. The Maritime Environment 

After having journeyed from the harbour to the waterfront, into the town itself and finally into St 

Thomas’ church and Blackfriars Barn undercroft, it is time to take a step back and take a closer look 

at one of the most important elements that shaped Winchelsea: the maritime environment and in 

particular, storminess. The term storminess is used in this work as an amalgam of storm frequency 

and intensity (Orme et al. 2016: 236).  

The chapter starts with a critical appraisal of the source material for the storms typically associated 

with the abandonment of Old Winchelsea. Subsequently, brief overviews are given of the available 

proxies for storminess, contrasting the different types of information historical sources and 

environmental proxies provide. It is argued that there is a lingering problem with reconciling 

information produced by the analysis of medieval historical sources and environmental proxies, the 

first providing micro-histories about weather events at a particular time and in a particular place 

and the second providing macro-developments of climate change over a long time period for a large 

area. To solve this problem, a geochemical study is undertaken, aimed at studying the local impact 

of large scale climatic changes. This involves the use of an ITRAX core scanner to produce a 

geochemical signature of the tidal rhythmite sequence in core WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B (Figure 

38) that can serve as a local proxy for high-energy events. A deposition date for the sequence of 

around AD 1260 is suggested based on paleomagnetic secular variation. Next, the results of the 

analysis are discussed in relation to Old Winchelsea’s fate. The chapter ends with the proposition 

that changes in weather patterns during the transition from the Medieval Climatic Anomaly to the 

Little Ice Age could very well be one of the many factors underpinning some of the attested 

technological changes in shipbuilding in 12th to 14th century northwest Europe.  

6.1 Storms and Winchelsea 

Old Winchelsea owes a great deal of its notoriety to the well-documented story of its demise by 

consecutive storm events (Figure 69). Most often quoted as the main culprits are the spells of 1236, 

1250-2 and 1287/8 (e.g. Eddison 2000: 77). Already referenced in the work of Cooper (1850: 9, 13-

4), these events have stood the test of time in the subsequent literature (e.g. Homan 1940; Eddison 

1998; 2004). However, as these documented storm events will play an important role in the 

remainder of this chapter, in particular in relation to the age model proposed for the tidal rhythmite 

sequence, it is worth taking some time to trace the historical origin of these dates. Furthermore, it 

is good practice to test the literature concerned with the history of Winchelsea against the 

specialised literature in environmental history that critically evaluates the validity of historically 



The Maritime Environment 

174 

documented storm events. In particular the works of Elisabeth Gottschalk (1971) and Jan Buisman 

(1995), although principally focused on the Low Countries, are the standard bearers for such 

research.  

Cooper writes that the first “inundation” on record in the immediate vicinity of Winchelsea took 

place in 1236, testified by a payment of 41s 4d in the accompt roll of the Archbishop of Canterbury, 

relating to the manor of Aldington, for the expenses of three senior officials for three days to “see 

to the saving of the marshes against the inundation of the sea” (Cooper 1850: 9). Cooper references 

a secondary source for this, William Somner’s 1693 A Treatise of the Roman Ports and Forts in Kent. 

It seems that Somner did study the original roll as he appears to transcribe from it (Somner 1693: 

57), although Eddison remarks that it had proved impossible to trace the roll for her own research 

(1998: 69; 2000: 78). Gottschalk (1971: 168) found no evidence for stormy weather in the 

Netherlands in 123688, but does write that a storm surge in England around the 15th of November 

is often reported. Buisman (1995: 451), on the other hand, writes of a storm in England on the 12th 

                                                           

88 It should be noted that the main source of information for storms in the Netherlands, Emo, the founder of 
the abbey in Wittewierum in Groningen had fallen ill by 1234, died on 13th December 1237, and his successor 
Menko did not start his writings until 1237 (Buisman 1995: 451-2).  

Figure 69: A Storm approaches Camber Sands, a potential location for the lost site of Old Winchelsea. 

©Richard Watkins 
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of November and refers to a (second-hand) account of great damage to the town of Wisbeach in 

Lincolnshire by the Benedictine monk and chronicler Matthew Paris (c. 1200-1259).  Also a storm 

during the night of 23-24 December is mentioned by Buisman (1995: 451), again with reference to 

Paris. As the (allegedly) original text recorded in the accompt roles – “Salvationem patriæ & marisci 

contra inundationem maris” (Somner 1693: 57) – makes specific reference to inundation by the sea 

(maris), it does seem likely that a storm on one of the aforementioned dates was one of the first 

signs of serious trouble for Old Winchelsea.  

Although Cooper (1850: 9) writes that neither the harbour nor town suffered material damage, 

more recent research by Eddison (1998: 69) tells a different story. In 1244, a royal edict allowed the 

burgesses to take a levy of 2s on every ship entering the port with 80 tuns or more of wine so that 

they could make a ‘quay’ for the defence and improvement of the town. The problems appear to 

have been ongoing, and the permission was repeated the next year89. In 1249, the town also 

received a grant of 130 marks (£86) ‘on condition that they were diligent in repairing and preserving 

the town against the sea.’ Rye received a similar grant for 70 marks (£46)90 (Eddison 1998: 69; 2000: 

78). 

It would therefore seem that the next spell of storms hit an already suffering town. The first 

reportedly occurred on 1st October 1250. Eddison (1998: 70) quotes from Matthew Paris’ Chronica 

Majora91 when she writes that “At [Old] Winchelsea besides the salt-cotes, and the retreats of 

fishermen, as well as places of refuge and mills […] more than 300 buildings were destroyed […] by 

the violence of the sea” (see also Cooper 1850: 13; Homan 1940: 2-3; Eddison 2000: 78; 2004: 4). 

Cooper, again, relied on a secondary source for this event, Holinshed’s Chronicles (1807: 419-20), 

while the latter, Homan and Eddison rely directly on Paris. The monk and chronicler is also the 

principal source for the second storm which reportedly hit on 13th January (the octave of the 

Epiphany) 1252. Eddison (1998: 70) quotes Paris, writing that “at the harbour of old Winchelsea, a 

very necessary one to England and especially London, the waves of the sea … covered places 

adjacent to its shores and washed away and drowned many men” (see also Cooper 1850: 14; 

Homan 1940: 3; Eddison 2000: 79; 2004: 4). As Paris mentions that the first storm also severely 

affected Holland and the second Friesland, Gottschalk (1971: 188-90) takes a special interest in his 

account. She points out that the monk does not mention any specific dates and that these have 

been inferred from the context. She argues that the storms detailed by Paris are most likely the 

                                                           

89 Cal. Pat. Rolls 1232-1247: 427, 454, 1258-1266: 140, 224, 1266-1272: 257   
90 Cal. Pat. Rolls 1247-58: 39  
91 By way of Luard’s 1880 edited translation: https://archive.org/details/matthiparisiens04luargoog 
[Accessed on 20/07/2016].  

https://archive.org/details/matthiparisiens04luargoog
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storm surges described by Menko van Wittewierum on 20th November 1248 and 4th February 1249  

(Gottschalk 1971: 190). This would also correlate with the known evidence from Flanders  

(Gottschalk 1971: 175). Buisman (1995: 477) agrees with Gottschalk on this point. Whether these 

storms took place in 1248-9 or 1250-2 is of little importance for the work presented in this chapter 

and will be left for the historians to debate.  

After these damaging events, the Crown continued to invest in defences (Figure 70). In March 1251, 

two men were sent to advise on how Old Winchelsea could be saved and defended from the sea92 

(Eddison 1998: 70; 2000: 78). In 1262, the town was said to be in imminent peril and the streets 

were described to end abruptly at ‘the sea on the south’93 (Eddison 1998: 70; 2000: 79). Sylvester 

(1999b: 54) describes that the town received a seven-year grant of murage that year ‘so that they 

may provide obstacles against perils and floods’94. In 1269, this grant was renewed for an additional 

five years. Nevertheless, in 1271, the quay on the south side of the church of St Thomas the Martyr 

was carried away by the sea and part of the church fell95 (Eddison 1998: 70). In 1273, a new quay 

                                                           

92 CPR 1247-58: 90  
93 CPR 1258-66: 226  
94 CPR 1258-66: 226, 1266-72: 357  
95 CChR 2 (1257-1300): 177  

Figure 70: The church dedicated to St Thomas à Becket in Fairfield, Walland Marsh, standing at the end 

of an embankment which is possible related to the original inning wall. ©Richard Watkins  
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was needed and money, 5000 square feet of land and additional defences were provided by the 

king96 (Sylvester 1999b: 50). All of these measures appear to have been to little avail because in 

1280, it was reported that Old Winchelsea was ‘for the most part submerged by the sea’ and 

Edward I had sent his steward to obtain land to rebuild the town on its present hill site97 (chapter 

5.1).  

The period between December 1287 and February 1288 is reported by several English chroniclers 

to have been particularly turbulent and different storms appear to have affected different parts of 

England (for an overview see Buisman 1995: 538-42). Only for the storm of the 4th February 1288 is 

there information for the Winchelsea area. Eddison (2004: 6), quoting the anonymous continuator 

of the chronicler and monk Gervase of Canterbury (c. 1141 – c. 1210), writes that “the sea flooded 

so greatly … in the marsh of Romenal and all adjacent places, that all the walls were broken down 

and almost all the lands covered from the great wall of Appledore towards the south and west as 

far as Winchelsea” (see also Cooper 1850: 20-1; Homan 1940: 5; Eddison 1998: 70). At least for the 

February storm, Gottschalk (1971: 262) and Buisman (1995: 538-42) are in agreement with the 

research from Winchelsea. While the 1288 stormsurge is often considered the date of the definitive 

destruction of Old Winchelsea (e.g. Cooper 1850: 21; Eddison 1998: 70; 2004: 6; Bailey 1991: 193; 

Buisman 1995: 542), Homan states that his is “undoubtedly incorrect” and hypothesises that part 

of the town must have been washed away and probably partly covered with sand and shingle, but 

its loss would have been gradual over the next few decades (Homan 1940: 5). In any case, by this 

point the population of the town had already relocated to the nearby hill of Iham (chapter 5.1).  

By focussing exclusively on those events that were recorded to have had a significant impact on Old 

Winchelsea, it is easy to become overly focused on the particular storm events discussed above and 

forget that these fit within wider climatic dynamisms (chapter 6.2) or that Old and New Winchelsea 

were part of a larger agricultural landscape that was affected as well. Research by Gross and 

Butcher (1995) suggests that both arable and pastoral farming on Romney Marsh suffered short-

term dislocation as a consequence of the storms, but recovered very rapidly. Their study of the 

holdings of Canterbury Cathedral Priory at Agney, Ebony and Appledore revealed that quick 

recovery was possible due to major investments in a combination of long-term policies and 

immediate measures that were specifically designed to ensure the survival of the marsh during 

emergencies (Gross & Butcher 1995: 108). Further work by Rippon (2001; 2002) and Gardiner 

(2002) has demonstrated that also in the 14th and 15th centuries, the marshlands needed continued 

investment (Rippon 2001: 22-7). In 1331, a commission de walliis et fossatis (of walls and ditches) 

                                                           

96 CPR 1272-81: 151, CCR 1272-79: 50, CChR, vol. 2: 177  
97 CPR 1272-81: 414  
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was established to examine the marshes between Rye and New Winchelsea. Another commission, 

concerned with the land further west near to New Winchelsea, commenced work in 1333 and 

reported in 1336. Subsequently, between 1337 and 1341, extensive works were undertaken to 

protect 128 acres at ‘Spadlon’, an area to the east of New Winchelsea (Gardiner 2002: 102). 

Ultimately, these proved unsuccessful as Homan (1938: 223) reports that “the marsh of Spadelond 

lying between the Town of Winchelsea and Dauneswalle, and between Pykam Myll and Trecherie 

is utterly torn and destroyed by storm of the sea so that the lands of the King and others are 

inundated at every high tide.”  

Although in recent years it has become popular to blame the inundation of coastal regions on 

institutions which neglected to properly maintain defences, thereby downplaying the impact of the 

storms themselves, there is no evidence for this in Romney Marsh. This way of thinking has become 

particularly popular in the Low Countries and falls in line with Van de Noort’s (2011b: 1042-3) 

comment that agency-based post-processualist research often (inadvertently) tends to render the 

role of climate invisible (chapter 2.5). For example, during the 13th and 14th centuries, heavy storms 

caused the drowning and loss of innumerable kilometres of coastal lands, including the island of 

Wulpen, villages such as Walraversyde and Scarphout, and significantly damaged the town of 

Ostend (Tys 2001). Geologists have suggested that this was the result of coastal erosion caused by 

the embankment of the coastal plain between the 10th and 12th centuries (Baeteman 1999). 

However, it is widely accepted that these disastrous flooding were a consequence of the neglect to 

maintain dune belts and sea dykes by the waterboards (Augustyn 1992; 1995; Tys 2015: 131). The 

evidence from Old Winchelsea and Romney Marsh, however, suggests that even with adequate 

investment in defences, a good number of storms were simply too extreme for the defences of the 

time. Perhaps storms should therefore regain some of their agency in archaeological research and 

reclaim their place as one of the many rhythms that constituted medieval life98.  

Geomorphological research has shown that the Romney Marsh deposits contain evidence for 

inundations since at least AD 700-800 (Long et al. 2006b: 66), demonstrating that the infamous 

storms of the 13th century did not occur out of nowhere. It is therefore worth considering in what 

sort of climatological context this alleged ‘age of storms’ (dixit Gross & Butcher 1995: 107) should 

be situated.  

                                                           

98 Perhaps the best archaeological evidence for this is found in the storm deposits excavated at the Southlands 
School site in the nearby village of New Romney (Draper & Meddens 2009: 65, Fig. 36 & 37).  
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6.2 Medieval Climate and Storminess 

Traditionally, the climate of the past millennium is considered to have followed a straightforward 

sequence: a ‘Medieval Warm Epoch” (MWE), followed by a “Little Ice Age” (LIA), followed by 

globally extensive warming. The concept of a MWE was first described by Hubert Lamb (1965), as 

a period of unusual warmth in the 11th-13th centuries based, according to the climatologist Bradley 

(2000: 2), mainly on subjective interpretation of historical anecdotes and paleoclimatic data from 

western Europe. Numerous studies have since used the term MWE for any climatic anomaly that 

occurred during the medieval period, even when unrelated to temperature (e.g. Haug et al. 2001: 

1306; Soon & Baliunas 2003). As a result, a range of climatic anomalies occurring over a wide time 

and space interval have been grouped under the term MWE and could give the impression that this 

was a global phenomenon (Bradley et al. 2003: 405). Recent research has sought to readdress the 

idea of a global MWE (Hughes & Diaz 1994; Bradley 2000; Bradley et al. 2003; Osborn & Briffa 2006), 

pointing out the spatial variabilities of climatic anomalies, while also highlighting the relevance of 

climatic aspects other than temperature. This led Stine (1998) to argue that a better term for the 

overall period was “Medieval Climatic Anomaly” (MCA) which removes the emphasis on 

temperature as its defining characteristic. In this work – mainly concerned with the storminess 

aspect of climate – the term MCA is preferred. The notion of the LIA is far less controversial and is 

underpinned by numerous studies providing strong evidence that cooler conditions characterised 

the period following the MCA (e.g. Mann et al. 2003: 256; Moberg et al. 2005; Osborn & Briffa 

2006). Given the regional variations of this cooling episode, there is no universal ‘onset’ and ‘end’ 

of these periods (Matthews & Briffa 2005). In this work, Mann et al. (2009: 1258) is followed and 

the MCA is considered to fall between 950 and 1250 and the LIA between 1400 and 170099.  

A great number of temperature reconstructions for the northern hemisphere exist (e.g. Briffa & 

Osborn 2002; Juckes et al. 2007, for an overview see Jones et al. 2009). Arguably the best known to 

a wider audience – thanks to its prominent role in the 2001 IPCC report100 and its use in mainstream 

media – is Mann et al. 1999 reconstruction graph. In 1998, Mann et al. published their first 

multiproxy reconstruction of temperature patterns over the past six centuries (Mann et al. 1998). 

In 1999, they extended the study an additional 400 years back in time (Mann et al. 1999) and in a 

2008 study their reconstruction covered the past two millennia (Mann et al. 2008). Although the 

1999 reconstruction has been tested rigorously (e.g. Wahl & Ammann 2007), recent findings have 

                                                           

99 This short explanation of the MCA and LIA concepts is heavily skewed towards the climate science 
literature. For an in-depth consideration from a historian’s perspective, see Brádzil et al. 2005: 388-96. 
100 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change 2001: The Scientific Basis: 
http://www.grida.no/climate/ipcc_tar/wg1/pdf/wg1_tar-front.pdf [Accessed on 20/07/2016].  

http://www.grida.no/climate/ipcc_tar/wg1/pdf/wg1_tar-front.pdf
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Figure 71: Temperature reconstructions for the past millennium by (a) Mann et al. 1999, Fig. 3; (b) 

Mann et al. 2008, Fig 3; and for the past two millennia by (c) Moberg et al. 2005, Fig. 2b.  
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demonstrated that by using regression-based techniques to make sense of noisy proxy data, like 

those used by Mann et al., considerable underestimation of centennial temperature variability can 

occur (Moberg et al. 2005: 614). To provide an indication of the different results produced by 

different statistics, both Mann et al. 1999 and 2008 curves and Moberg et al. 2005 curve are shown 

in Figure 71.  

On the British Isles, the onset of the LIA is often tied to an increase in the number of catastrophic 

storms and sea floods (e.g. Bailey 1991: 186; Rippon 2001: 18; Galloway & Potts 2007: 372; 

Galloway 2009: 174), a concept that also finds its origins in the writings of Lamb (1977: 120-6). 

However, recent historical research, backed up by climate proxy data, has critiqued this idea.  

6.2.1 Written Sources 

Although reported storm events had been counted and tabulated before, for example in the work 

of Brooks (1950: 306: Table 22) which shows a distinct peak of storms and floods in the 13th century 

(Figure 72a), it was Hubert Lamb who first explicitly made the connection between a perceived 

increased frequency and severity of storms and the onset of the LIA. For Lamb (1982: 181), the 

storms were the first symptom of climate deterioration. He supported this claim by his own 

counting of “reported severe sea floods” (Lamb 1977: 120-6), represented in an often reproduced 

diagram (e.g. Mayes & Wheeler 1997: 291) that shows a marked spike in severe storms in the 13th 

century (Figure 72b).  

Several studies have since critiqued Lamb’s model. Bailey (1991: 188) points out that, when using 

literary sources as evidence to reconstruct storm patterns, the recorded storm events are inevitably 

selective and provide no quantitative assessment of the relative severity of each storm. 

Furthermore, Bailey writes, Lamb’s centennial classification could mask changes in shorter 

periods101. Most historians’ principal critique, however, is that further work has revealed that the 

13th century was not uniquely stormy. Gottschalk (1971: xi) writes in her overview: “for that period 

[13th century] a tangle of undergrowth had to be removed to bring the true facts to light.” The 

consensus among historians today appears to be that, starting in the 13th century, the middle ages 

as a whole seem to have been characterised by periodic damaging inundation events, whose 

frequency may have tended to increase over time (Bailey 1991: 188; Brown 2001: 205; De Kraker 

2002: 415; Galloway & Potts 2007: 372; Galloway 2009: 174-5). Most rely on the storms cited in 

                                                           

101 For a general introduction to source criticism in environmental history, see Ogilvie and Farmer 1997: 113-
9 and Brádzil et al. 2005: 370-83. For a more in-depth treatment of the subject, see Buisman 1995: 28-177. 
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Figure 72: Historical research on storm frequency by (a) Brooks (1950: 306: Table 22), (b) Lamb (1982: 

183, Fig. 70), (c) and Gottschalk (1972) (plotted by Galloway & Potts 2007: 372, Fig. 2) represented in 

diagrams. 
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Gottschalk’s work for this claim, which Galloway & Potts (2007: 372, Fig. 2) represented visually in 

a diagram shown as Figure 72c.  

While Figure 72c does appear to represent a clear trend of increased storminess, it is good to 

remember that Gottschalk herself did not quantify her research and wrote that “anyone asking for 

quantitative data about the Middle Ages is making impossible demands” (1971: xvi-xvii). Also 

Buisman warns against the counting of historically recorded storm surges and argues that it makes 

little sense. In reality, he writes, one would be quantifying prosperity, the height and strength and 

potential neglect of defences. He also points out that the presence or absence of chroniclers in 

certain areas and not in others provides a distorted picture (Buisman 1995: 177). The sources that 

are considered most credible are those giving first-hand accounts of events, meaning that they are 

often reporting about storms impacting a limited geographic area. Furthermore, it is often unclear 

what characteristics a storm needed to have to be included in the work of a chronicler (Lamb & 

Frydendahl 1991: 7-21). Given the scarcity of ‘methodic’ chroniclers in the medieval period, their 

arbitrary definition of what constitutes a storm, their limited geographic coverage, and the limited 

preservation of their accounts, the use of written sources to trace generalised patterns of 

storminess over the past millennium is troublesome (Pfister 2001 gives a detailed overview of the 

advantages and limitations of documentary data for climate studies in general).  

This does not mean that historical accounts of storms have no place in climatological research. To 

the contrary, for the later periods, they provide a well-dated, high-resolution source of storm-data. 

For example, Wheeler et al. (2010) were able to draw seasonal information about storm frequency 

from royal navy ships’ log books from the English Channel and southwestern approaches covering 

the period between 1685 and 1750. Also Lamb and Frydendahl (1991) have produced a high-

resolution archive-based reconstruction of storminess over the North Sea for the period 1570-1990. 

Even for the earlier periods, historical documents remain important because they provide ‘micro-

histories’ of what ‘increased storminess’ means in the everyday lives of people living through such 

events (Pfister 2005: 32-4). However, when it comes to analysing the development of storminess 

throughout the MCA and LIA, environmental proxies provide a more fruitful avenue of research.  

6.2.2 Environmental Proxies 

Over the past two decades, climate scientists have made considerable progress in using climate 

proxy data to reconstruct large-scale trends across past centuries (e.g. Jansen et al. 2007; Jones et 

al. 2009). For reconstructions of storminess over the past millennium, common proxies are marine-

source sea salt sodium (ssNA+) aerosols in Greenland Ice cores, aeolian deposition and soil 
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formation along exposed and gale-prone coastlines, North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) 

reconstructions, and geochemical markers in sediments.  

The most prominent proxy for storminess is a high-resolution marine-source sea salt sodium (ssNA+) 

record from the Greenland Ice Sheet Project (GISP2) ice core in central Greenland (Meeker & 

Mayewski 2002). Although the core was not derived from the north eastern part of the Greenland 

ice sheet, where accumulation records appear most strongly related to the number of storms 

(Hutterli et al. 2005), it is conventionally considered to be a proxy for storms over the adjacent 

ocean. The principle rests on the advection102 of salt spray from waves being deposited in the ice 

sheet. The proxy indicates low ssNA+ values during the MCA with a marked transition to high values 

at c. 1400 and throughout the LIA (Figure 73). Based on this record, Dawson et al. (2003; 2007), 

argue that the LIA was characterized by enhanced storminess over the northern North Atlantic.  

The onset of the LIA in northwest Europe is also marked by aeolian depositions (Hansom & Hall 

2009) and dune formation processes (Clarke & Rendell 2009) along exposed and gale prone 

coastlines due to very strong winds during storms. A number of studies from western Denmark 

(Szkornik et al. 2008), the British Isles (Hansom & Hall 2009), Scotland (Gilbertson et al. 1999; Wilson 

2002), Wales (Bailey et al. 2001) the Channel Islands (Bailiff et al. 2014), but also the north coast of 

                                                           

102 Advection is the transport mechanism by which a substance (in this case ssNA+) is transported by a fluid 
(in this case air/wind) due to the fluid’s bulk motion.  

Figure 73: ssNA+ record from the Greenland Ice Sheet Project (GISP2) ice core as a proxy for storminess. 

Figure generated with data from National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA): 

ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805. 

http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805
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France (van Vliet Lanoë et al. forthcoming) and the Iberian coastline (Clarke & Rendell 2006), 

although temporally variable, show a period of coastal destabilisation through sand migration and 

dune formation during the LIA and have ascribed this (partly) to increased storminess.  

A similar pattern is apparent in studies of geochemical markers in sediments, facilitated by the 

recent introduction of Micro x-ray fluorescence (μXRF) core scanners (Croudace and Rothwell 

2015). Orme et al. (2016) used such as scanner to study the sediments from a lake in the Outer 

Hebrides, Scotland, and reconstructed a storminess proxy since AD 200. They found that a calcium 

over potassium ratio (Ca/K) in the lake-core sediments reflected the presence of fine calcium 

carbonate shell fragments, a constituent of sand in the catchment that is washed and blown into 

the lake during high energy (storm) events. Their storminess reconstruction indicates a period of 

higher storminess at c. 1400-1900, which they relate to the LIA.  

A conflicting proxy for storminess are NAO reconstructions. The NAO is the difference in 

atmospheric pressure between the Icelandic low and Azores high, both semi-permanent centres of 

low and high atmospheric pressures respectively. The oscillation is defined by an index which is the 

value of the sea-level air pressure difference from the Azores to Iceland. When the values are 

greater than the average, the index is said to be positive (NAO+), when they are below average, the 

index is considered negative (NAO-) (Lockwood 2008: 107). NAO+ generally results in stronger 

westerly winds, an increased frequency of low pressure systems and increased storm genesis. 

NAO-, on the other hand, generally results in below average westerlies and displacement of low 

pressure systems south, pushing storm tracks towards the Mediterranean (Yang and Myers 2007; 

Buehler et al. 2011). Multi-proxy reconstructions of the NAO have been available for over a decade, 

but until recently only extended to 1400 and did not span the MCA (Cook et al. 2002). Trouet et al. 

(2009), however, used a tree-ring based drought reconstruction from Morocco (1049-2002) (Esper 

et al. 2007) and a millennial-length speleothem-based precipitation proxy from Scotland (900-1993) 

(Proctor et al. 2000) – locations that are strategically sited and sensitive to atmospheric variations 

in the southern and northern nodes of the NAO dipole (Azores high and Icelandic low) – to produce 

a basis for extending the winter NAO index back to the year 1000 (Figure 74). This resulted in a 

pattern of NAO+, and thus increased storm genesis, during the MCA and a shift c. 1450 to NAO- 

during the LIA, and thus displacement of storms south. This model conflicts with many datasets, 

notably the ssNA+ proxy in GISP2 which indicated enhanced storminess after the 1400 transition to 

the LIA.  
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Follow-up research by Trouet et al. (2012) aimed to resolve this apparent conflict by using available 

results from climate model simulations for the last millennium. Their research indicates a decrease 

of mid-latitude cyclones during the LIA consistent with a NAO- phase. However, the intensity of 

cyclones during the LIA was found to be increased. They therefore argue that enhanced storminess 

during the LIA, as recorded in climate proxies, could be the product of more intense, rather than 

more frequent, storms. From the historian’s perspective, it is possible that more storms occurred 

that chroniclers found worth mentioning.  

A recent concern in climatology has been to identify the spatial patterns underlying the now well-

established broad climatological changes over the past centuries. There is an overlapping interest 

here with historians and archaeologists. For the climatologist, resolving these broad-scale patterns 

to local impacts is important to validate the regional-scale projections of future climate change 

(Mann et al. 2009). As an archaeologist, on the other hand, I am in interested in working out how 

the general trends in storminess discussed above played out on a local scale and affected people’s 

lives (chapter 7) and material culture (chapter 6.4 & 7).  

 

 

Figure 74: Proxy-derived NAO reconstruction by Trouet et al. (2009, Fig. 1). (Top) Reconstructed winter 

precipitation for Scotland and February-to-June drought severity index for Morocco. (Bottom) Winter 

NAO reconstruction is the difference between the Scotland and Morocco records. The grey area is the 

estimated uncertainty.  
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6.3 Thirding Written Sources and Environmental Proxies 

In the discussions of written sources and environmental proxies as datasets for storminess in the 

medieval period, both were found to have certain advantages and drawbacks. Historical documents 

from the 13th century provide detailed accounts about weather events on a specific date for a 

specific place, but are unreliable to study the development of storminess over time. Environmental 

proxy records, on the other hand, provide information about changes in climate over a long period 

of time for a large area, but tell little about localised variable impacts. These problems are brought 

into focus by the storm events around 1250. Taking place on the eve of the transition to the LIA, 

these storm surges severely damaged the Romney Marsh area, including Old Winchelsea (chapter 

6.1). Yet, they were not felt at all in the Thames Estuary, situated only c. 60 km north of Rye Bay 

(Galloway & Potts 2007: 372). This highlights that, although storminess might have increased overall 

during the LIA, the way in which this resulted in changing weather patterns played out on a local 

scale with variable impacts on the coastline and the communities living there.  

Furthermore, plotting historical weather events that have impacted a particular region, such as the 

storm surges of 1236, 1250 and 1288 that to some extent shaped Romney Marsh, on a graph 

showing a proxy for storminess, such as the ssNA+ concentration in GISP2 which captures a 

generalised intensity of storminess for the North Atlantic region, is, in a way, comparing apples and 

oranges (Figure 75). At best, it contextualises events that occurred in a particular place within a 

wider climatological development that impacted the North Atlantic region in a variable way.  

Resolving types of evidence that work on different temporal and spatial resolutions, in this case 

attempting to reconcile the micro and the macro, is no easy task but a common challenge for 

archaeologists (Robb & Pauketat 2013). As noted in chapter 2.8, sometimes arrhythmia between 

datasets occurs and there appears to be no clear way to correlate one with the other to come to a 

synthesis. However, this is not necessarily problematic. This conundrum provides an opportunity to 

‘third’ the problem and work in the space between written sources and proxy data. To do this, the 

work conducted at the Winchelsea waterfront, already discussed as a thirdspace that was worked 

at to bring together the data on ships and the town of Winchelsea, can be used. As discussed in 

chapter 4.2.2, the cores taken to probe for the borders of the Brede channel also revealed a 

complex stratigraphy which included extensive laminated sequences in WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B 

and BH2B. The sequence in BH1B was subjected to μXRF analysis with the aim of producing a 

localised proxy for high energy events, along similar lines as the Orme et al. (2016) study of Lake 

Hosta. This local geochemical proxy will subsequently be used as an intermediate to bridge the 

historical and climatological datasets in Winchelsea. 
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6.3.1 The Holocene Deposits of Romney Marsh 

Geologists have highlighted the variable impact of medieval storminess on the UK coastline103 (Long 

et al. 1998: 242-4). Estuarine environments especially respond variably to storm events, and the 

latter leave different signatures behind in the landscape, depending on the geomorphological 

conditions of the estuary. In Romney Marsh (Figure 76), the stratigraphic evidence for storm events 

is limited and includes the erosion of peat from a 4 km wide corridor around Rye (Long et al. 2006b), 

deposition of a substantial gravel deposit at Moneypenny Farm (Waller & Long 2010: 16) and a 

sequence of gravel recurves at the Dungeness Foreland (Plater et al. 1999: 24). The geochemical 

analysis presented below can be seen as an addition to this existing body of evidence. The 

production of the proxy relies on the analysis of the laminated sequence encountered in core 

WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B which was extracted from the New Winchelsea waterfront (chapter 

4.2.2). However, before discussing the rhythmite, it is good practice to situate this sequence within 

the wider geological context of Romney Marsh.  

                                                           

103 A glossary of specialist geological terms used in the following sections is included at the end of the thesis.  

Figure 75: ssNA+ record from the GISP2 ice core as a proxy for storminess in the Northern Hemisphere 

with the dates of the historically-attested severe storms around 1236, 1250 and 1288 affecting Old 

Winchelsea indicated in red. The ssNA+ record was smoothed by a 5-year moving average. Figure 

generated with data from NOAA: ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805. 

http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805
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Recent Lithostratigraphic investigations across Romney Marsh (for overviews see Waller & Long 

2010; Long et al. 2007) corroborate the basic stratigraphic model proposed by Green (1968, later 

refined by Cunliffe 1980; Brooks 1981; Eddison 1983a; 1983b) who recognised four stratigraphic 

units above bedrock: a lower sand, underlying a blue clay, underlying the main marsh peat which 

underlies a young alluvium (Green 1968: 9). The lower sand accumulated from c. 7800 cal. yr BP, 

when relative sea level (RSL) rise was rapid and when the tidal range increased following the 

opening of the Strait of Dover (Long et al. 1996). Diatoms and foraminifera demonstrate that the 

blue clay overlaying the lower sands accumulated in intertidal mudflat and saltmarsh environments. 

The main marsh peat is up to 6 m thick in the valleys on the western side of Walland Marsh and 

thins towards the east to c. 0.5 m around Midley Church (Long and Innes 1993) (Figure 76). The 

basal (i.e. bottom) and upper contacts of this layer rise in altitude eastward, suggesting that 

deposition occurred as a back-barrier inlet infilled (Allen 1996; Spencer et al. 1998). Radiocarbon 

dates from the base of the peat suggest that it spread from the valleys in the west after c. 6000 cal. 

yr BP, and was forming across Walland Marsh by c. 3000 cal. yr BP and abutted the western edge 

of the Dungeness Foreland. From the top of the peat, dates of between c. 3000 and c. 1700 cal. yr. 

BP have been obtained (Long et al. 1998; Waller et al. 1999). The upper contact of the peat is almost 

always abrupt, locally shows signs of erosion and, in places, tidal creeks have cut through the peat 

and removed it entirely (Long et al. 2006a: 314). The post-peat sediments of Romney Marsh – the   

Figure 76: The Romney Marsh Landscape. Paleoshoreline from Long et al. 2006a: 325, Fig. 7. ©Thomas 

Dhoop 
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‘young alluvium’ according to Green’s nomenclature – are the sediments of interest here. They 

appear to have accumulated in tidal inlets with entrances at Hythe, New Romney, and Rye and 

comprise a sequence of grey or brown clays, silts, and sands that are frequently laminated (Waller 

& Long 2010: 8).  

6.3.2 The Tidal Rhythmite in WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B 

Tidal rhythmites are alternating layers of relatively coarser and finer sediments deposited under 

the conditions governed by the rise and fall of the tide (Figure 77) (Archer et al. 1995; Archer 1998). 

Sands and/or coarse silts are typically deposited by higher energy flood and/or ebb currents, whilst 

relatively finer grained silt and/or clay layers accumulate under low energy conditions around slack 

water (Plater et al. 2009: 53). Most published examples come from the post-medieval part of the 

Holocene (van Straaten 1954; Bouma 1963; Larsonneur 1975; 1994; van den Berg 1981; Dalrymple 

& Makino 1989; Allen 1990; 1997; Dalrymple et al. 1991; Shi 1991; Tessier 1993; Borrego et al. 

1995; Gibson & Hickin 1997; Atwater et al. 2001; Fan & Li 2002; Stupples 2002; Stupples & Plater 

2007; Long et al. 2006b; Long et al. 2007: 96-8). Early research on tidal rhythmites focussed on their 

potential to establish Holocene RSL and tidal ranges (Roep et al. 1975; Roep 1986; Roep & Beets 

1988; Roep & van Regteren Altena 1998). Although such analysis was also conducted in Romney 

Marsh for the Dungeness Foreland (Plater et al. 1999), more recent studies, following research by 

Visser (1980) in the Netherlands, have focussed on reconstructing tidal cycles (Stupples 2002; 

Stupples & Plater 2007; Long et al. 2006b; Long et al.2007: 96-8, 100-4). Allen (2004: 536) has 

pointed out, however, that these laminated sequences have remained largely unexploited in 

studies of Holocene environmental change.  

 

Geologists agree that the preservation of tidal rhythmites requires an unusual set of conditions; a 

protected, tide-dominated setting with a high sediment supply and adequate accommodation 

space (Williams 1991; Allen & Duffy 1998; Greb & Archer 1998; Choi et al. 2004; Coueffe et al. 2004). 

Figure 77: Detail of the laminations in WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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The processes leading up to these conditions in the Brede Valley have been considered by Long et 

al (2006b) using cores from West Winchelsea (Long et al. 2006b), a site near Eastwoods (chapter 

4.1) (Figures 32 & 74). Four series of boreholes – at Brede Bridge, Old Place, West Winchelsea and 

White Fleet (Waller et al. 1988: 8; Long et al. 2006b; Long et al 2007: 87-90, 96-8) – have previously 

been extracted from the Brede valley and provide the context for the rhythmite recovered from 

the Winchelsea waterfront (Figure 78).  

Previous research at West Winchelsea and White Fleet focussed on statistical analysis of laminae 

thickness and grain size to reconstruct tidal cycles. At West Winchelsea, it is suggested that the 

preserved laminae are the result of alternating high (spring) and low (neap) tides, although not 

Figure 78: Elevation model of laminated sequences (grey) recovered from the Brede Valley: Brede Bridge 

(Waller et al. 1988: 9, Fig. 1.4), Old Place (Waller et al. 1988: 9, Fig. 1.5), West Winchelsea (Long et al. 

2006b: 70, Fig. 3), White Fleet (Long et al. 2007: 95, Fig. 3.11) and Eastwoods (chapter 4.2.2). ©Thomas 

Dhoop 
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every single cycle is preserved (Long et al. 2006b: 75). The sequence appears to have been 

deposited rapidly with an accumulation rate of c. 0.2 m per year (Long et al. 2006b: 76). At White 

Fleet, laminations were not preserved to the same extent as at West Winchelsea, but also here 

rapid deposition was suggested (Long et al. 2007: 96-9). Foraminiferal analysis at all four previously 

researched sites demonstrated that deposition of these tidal rhythmites occurred in a marine 

environment (Waller et al. 1988: 23; Long et al. 2006b: 69; Long et al. 2007: 96). A sample recorded 

from the Brede Waterworks (c. 1.35 km west of the Brede Bridge) contained no foraminifera, 

suggesting that deposition there occurred in a freshwater environment, beyond the limit of marine 

conditions (Waller et al. 1988: 23). The former boundary between marine and freshwater should 

therefore be located upstream of Brede Bridge (Figure 76). Long et al. (2006b: 76-7; Long 2005: 8-

9) make a convincing case for the idea that the rapid accumulation of the tidal rhythmite sequence 

at West Winchelsea was possible after the c. 1250 storm and flooding events collapsed the peat 

bed, creating accommodation space and ideal deposition conditions.  

The stratigraphic sequence in which the rhythmite at Eastwoods is embedded was considered in 

detail in chapter 4.2.2. Because laminae thickness studies had been carried out at two nearby sites, 

and because there was no indication that such a study would yield different results at Eastwoods, 

analysis focused on the potential for environmental study through geochemical analysis. However, 

as Orme et al. (2016: 238) point out, the success of such a study rests on the quality of the age 

model used to reconstruct the temporal framework for the dataset. Although the age model 

proposed by Long et al. is convincing, it not based on absolute dates. Therefore, paleomagnetic 

secular variation was used in an attempt to date the Eastwoods rhythmite more securely.  

6.3.3 Paleomagnetic Secular Variation Dating of the Rhythmite 

Paleomagnetic secular variation (PSV) was preferred over the more established radiocarbon dating 

method (14C), because of a lack of sufficient organic material and the problems associated with 14C 

in a (dynamic) riverine context (e.g. Brown 1997: 45-62). The latter are exemplified by a previous 

application of the 14C method near the Dungeness power plant, where it was found to provide the 

age of – potentially allochthonous – organic materials rather than the time of sediment deposition 

(Greensmith & Gutmanis 1990). PSV, however, has the potential to date deposition events, 

providing that magnetic particles were aligned according to the prevailing geomagnetic field during, 

or soon after, sedimentation and were not disturbed (or overprinted) afterwards. This is the basic 

principle of PSV dating of sediment cores; the alignment of fine magnetic particles throughout the 

core preserving the alignment of the earth’s geomagnetic field at the time of deposition (Tarling 

1983). The alignment of the earth’s magnetic field is represented by a three-dimensional vector, 
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consisting of declination (angle relative to true north), inclination (angle relative to the horizontal) 

and intensity (force of the field) (Figure 79) (e.g. Merrill et al. 1998).  

Over the last couple of decades, PSV has been established as a robust dating technique for Holocene 

lake sediments (e.g. Mackereth 1971; Stober & Thompson 1977; Turner & Thompson 1981; 

Saarinen 1999; Ojala & Saarinen 2002; Snowball & Sandgren 2002) and has more recently also been 

piloted in the dating of tidal sediments laid down in low energy back-barrier depositional 

environments (e.g. Maher et al. 1997; Long et al. 2002b). Furthermore, Plater et al. (2006, 2009) 

have used the technique to date tidal rhythmite sequences of six sites on the Dungeness Foreland, 

providing deposition dates between c. AD 850 to 1450. 

It must be stressed that the WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B core was not extracted with PSV dating in 

mind. Under normal circumstances, the coring location would have been oriented relative to 

magnetic north and markers indicating north would have been placed on every section (Plater et 

al. 2006: 10). Because this was not done, the orientation of the separate sections could not be 

determined during the sampling process. The implication is that the declination data (i.e. the angle 

relative to true north) of each section will be out of tune relative to the other sections. However, 

aside from this, the core was treated in the same way a core extracted for PSV dating should ideally 

be treated. After extraction, the sections were kept in their liner, wrapped in film and transported 

horizontally. They were stored in a refrigerated core-store at the British Ocean Sediment Core 

Research Facility (BOSCORF) in Southampton to prevent oxidation and ingrowth of magnetic 

Figure 79: The three-dimensional vector system used to represent the alignment of magnetic particles. 

Image by Thomas Dhoop, based on an image by Chymæra. 
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minerals which could adversely affect or ‘overprint’ the PSV. The core was split, cleaned, recorded 

and only the rhythmite, present from 2.68 m to -0.66 m OD, comprising 4 sections, was kept. Next, 

the sections were subjected to μXRF analysis using an ITRAX Corescanner at BOSCORF (chapter 

6.3.4). Two months later, U-channel samples (Tauxe et al. 1983) were collected from the centre of 

the core sections (Figure 80a), transported to the palaeomagnetism lab at the University of 

Southampton, and again stored in a refrigerator.  

The natural remnant magnetisation (NRM) of all four u-channel samples was measured by the 

author at 1-cm intervals before demagnetisation and after alternating field (AF) demagnetisation 

at 21 steps in the 5-100 mT peak field range, using the 2G Enterprises cryogenic superconducting 

rock magnetometer designed to measure u-channel samples at the University of Southampton 

(Figure 80b). Declination and inclination were calculated for the 10-50 mT demagnetisation peak 

field range using the UPmag software (Figures 80 & 81) (Xuan and Channell 2009). As mentioned 

above, declination could not be used for PSV dating because of the variable rotation of the sections 

during the sampling process. However, this is not necessarily problematic as several previous 

studies have relied on only one of the two paleodirections as a dating tool (e.g. Mackereth 1971 

used declination only, Borradaile et al. 1999; Yamazaki et al. 2003 and Plater et al. 2009 used 

inclination only).  

Initial examination of the data, in collaboration with paleomagnetism expert Dr. Chuang Xuan, 

indicated that some parts of the rhythmite may record palaeomagnetism signals as the inclination 

appears to match what is expected from a 3000-year geocentric dipole model at the site latitude 

(Figure 81) (CALS3k.4, Korte and Constable 2011). Subsequently, a quality control step was 

undertaken during which information from intervals influenced by core quality were masked. In 

Figure 80: (a) U-channel sampling process of core sections. (b) The 2G Enterprises cryogenic 

superconducting rock magnetometer at the University of Southampton. ©Thomas Dhoop 



 

195 

particular the inclination data derived from coarser sandier layers, known to be poor in magnetic 

minerals (Plater et al. 2006: 16), were removed (Figure 87).  

Because of the rapid accumulation rates found at West Winchelsea and White Fleet (chapter 6.3.2), 

it is highly likely that also the rhythmite at Eastwoods accumulated quickly. It is therefore justifiable 

to, following Plater et al. (2006, 2009), average the inclination values for the 10-50 mT range across 

the rhythmite. This produced an averaged paleoinclination value of 57.48° for the entire sequence 

(Figure 82). For calibration, the whole-core paleoinclination and associated temporal (i.e. down-

core) trend (Figure 83), was visually compared to the Paris calibration curve (Le Goff et al. 2002), 

chosen for its close geographic proximity to the study area. Comparison with the Paris curve 

suggests a date either around AD 1260 or AD 1400 (Figure 84). However, as the down-core pattern 

of the filtered data is one of a gentle decrease in inclination (Figure 83), the whole-core inclination 

value matches best a date around AD 1260 (Figure 84). 

Although further work by palaeomagnetism specialists is needed to calculate Fisher (1953) statistics 

to provide margins of error on this date, there is corroborating evidence that provides a high level 

of confidence in a deposition date around AD 1260. First, the date fits well with the age model 

proposed for the Winchelsea waterfront in chapter 4.2.2. Second, it also matches the model 

proposed by Long et al. (2006b) for the rhythmite sequences at West Winchelsea. Third, the date 

fits within the deposition dates – AD 850 to 1450 – of the rhythmites on the Dungeness Foreland 

determined by Plater et al. (2006; 2009), using PSV also. Finally, it matches data from Pett Level (c. 

3 km southwest of Winchelsea) where two pottery sherds were found on top of the peat layer and 

were dated to the 12th to mid-13th century and mid-13th to 14th century, suggesting that the 

Figure 81: The CALS3k.4 3000-year world 

inclination model (Korte and Constable 2011) for 

the years (a) 1200, (b) 1250 and (c) 1300. 

Winchelsea is indicated by the white diamond 

shape. Image generated with Google Earth.  
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overlying laminated sands and silts at this location must have accumulated rapidly afterwards (Long 

et al. 2006b: 77).  

The PSV date of the rhythmite at Eastwoods provides the first absolute dating evidence for the late 

Holocene age model of the Brede valley proposed by Long et al. (2006b: 324). They hypothesised 

that the deposition of laminated sequences was the result of a period of severe storms in the 13th 

century, which the deposition date of the Eastwoods rhythmite c. AD 1260 confirms. Having 

established a higher-quality temporal framework, the geochemical study of the sequence can be 

resolved to a much higher resolution. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 82: Histogram of filtered inclination values. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 83: Filtered down-core inclination data. The dashed trend line visualises a slight down-core trend. The boxplot shows the tight grouping of inclination values.  
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Figure 84: Smoothed inclination from the Paris data in grey (Le Goff et al. 2002) with the Winchelsea date 

indicated in red. Image by Thomas Dhoop, format based on Plater et al. 2006: 32, Figure 12.  
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6.3.4 Micro-XRF Analysis of the Rhythmite 

To establish whether environmental changes had been captured by the laminated sequence, a 

dataset of elemental variations along the rhythmite’s profile was generated. For this, the use of a 

non-destructive high-resolution X-ray core scanner was preferred over the more time-consuming 

conventional method of XRF analysis which requires incremental sampling to obtain gram 

quantities of material and significant post-processing104 (Croudace & Williams-Thorpe 1988; 

Croudace & Gilligan 1990; Jenkins 1999). Because the XRF study was the first step in the analytical 

process the core was subjected to, a non-destructive and time-efficient technique was favoured. 

Besides these logistical aspects, there are also reasons specific to the character of the tidal 

rhythmite that made a high-resolution core scanner the more suitable technique. The thickness of 

the deposited layers is, in places, of the order of a millimetre or less, making distinguishing between 

successive laminations frequently impossible. Furthermore, even where separate depositions can 

be recognised, sampling would be impractical (Figure 77).  

Over the past two decades, non-destructive, high resolution sediment core scanners incorporating 

XRF spectrometry and other sensors have become widely used in the earth and environmental 

sciences. Such instruments measure down-core element variations, typically in the range of 

aluminium (Al) (atomic number (Z) = 13) to Uranium (U) (Z=92) (Rothwell & Croudace 2015a: 2; 

2015b: 51). The basis of XRF analysis is the ability of materials to fluoresce when excited by incident 

X-rays, emitting a secondary radiation with a characteristic wavelength depending on an element’s 

atomic number (Figure 85a). During this phenomenon, electrons are ejected from inner atomic 

                                                           

104 Croudace et al. (2006: 51) estimate that the entire preparation and analytical process for a 1 m core 
subsampled at 1 cm increments on average takes up to 2 weeks.  

Figure 85: The basic principles of XRF analysis. Image by Thomas Dhoop, based on figure on 

911metallurgist.com.  
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shells by X-ray excitation, leaving vacancies. The latter are subsequently filled by electrons from the 

outer electron shells with the energy difference emitted as electromagnetic radiation, the 

wavelength of which is characteristic of each element (Figure 85b) (Rothwell & Croudace 2015b: 

27, for further discussion Jenkins and De Vries 1970). 

XRF analysis using sediment core scanners has been proven as a robust technique for a wide variety 

of applications: core description and characterisation (e.g. Rothwell et al. 2006), studies of 

climatologically driven cycles (e.g. Moreno et al. 2002; Lebreiro et al. 2009), sediment provenance 

(e.g. Amorosi et al. 2002; Modenhauer et al. 2008), cluster analysis (e.g. Hunt et al. 2015), 

diagenetic studies (e.g. Thomson et al. 1986; 1996), core correlation (e.g. Jansen & Dupont 2001; 

Hofmann et al. 2005), environmental impact studies (e.g. Cronan et al. 2010) and, most relevant 

for this thesis, the recognition of particular features or events, such as extreme flooding (e.g. 

Kleiven et al. 2007).  

Despite the fact that rivers, as the transport system of sediment and water, play an important role 

in the development of landscapes and are a place where people throughout history have tended to 

settle, there has been relatively little uptake of the technique in fluvial environments (Jones et al. 

2010; Tjalingii et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2011). Nevertheless, given that a river’s catchment contains 

a variety of sedimentological, stratigraphic and geochemical information about past and present 

(potentially anthropogenic) processes, under the right preservation conditions, the potential of the 

study of riverine sediment deposits could be high (Turner et al. 2015: 228). One potential 

application that was singled out by Turner et al. (2015: 230) in their review of μXRF applications in 

fluvial environments in Britain and Ireland, is flood reconstruction, including the tracking of extreme 

weather events (Baker et al. 1983), much along the same lines as is proposed here.  

μXRF analysis and optical and radiographic imaging was carried out using the ITRAX core scanner 

(Croudace et al. 2006) at BOSCORF by Mike Edwards and Tim van Peer (MacLachlan & Rothwell 

2012). The extraction process and treatment of the core WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B was described 

in chapter 6.3.3. Before scanning, the surfaces of the core sections were made as flat and smooth 

as possible, kept in their liner, placed in a plastic half-tube for support and covered with 6-micron 

thick polypropylene film (Figure 86). During the scanning process, the machine used a Mo-tube, 

voltage of 40 kV, current of 10 mA, exposure time of 30 seconds and a step size of 500 microns 

(0.05 cm). The section of the core between 0.38 m and 0.68 m OD was not scanned because of poor 
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core-quality. Quality control105 and processing of the resulting element data was carried out by the 

author.  

A methodological limitation of μXRF analysis is that it generates relative element variations based 

on x-ray counts which can be influenced by a range of inter-element effects (e.g. dilution) and suffer 

from statistical uncertainty (e.g. Weltje and von Eynatten 2004; Weltje and Tjalingii 2008, for a full 

overview of the limitations of the technique see Rothwell & Croudace 2015b: 46-49). To tackle 

these points, the reporting procedures recommended by Rothwell and Croudace (2015b: 50) were 

followed and the core scanner data was normalised by plotting log-ratios rather than element 

integrals. Titanium (Ti) was used as the principal denominator for normalisation because it is not 

affected by diagenetic overprinting, is not involved in biological processes, and is redox-insensitive.  

High-energy storm and/or flooding events are likely to be attested at the Eastwoods site by either 

one or a combination of both of the following two indicators. As the tidal depositions are from a 

marine origin (chapter 6.3.2), flooding during storm surges would be indicated by an influx of 

coarse-grained marine sediment input. On the other hand, storm events involving a lot of 

                                                           

105 Thresholds to retain data: validity = 1, kcps = >15000, MSE = <7, individual element counts = >300 (pers. 
comm Tim van Peer, March 2016).   

Figure 86: (Top) A core section prepared for scanning (©Thomas Dhoop) and (Bottom) the ITRAX core 

scanner at BOSCORF (Croudace et al. 2006: 52, Fig. 1). 
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precipitation, but not necessarily marine flooding, will increase run-off from the nearby hill slope 

of the Winchelsea hill (and potentially from the Brede river catchment area), resulting in an influx 

of terrigenous sediments being deposited (chapter 4.2.2). To test for signatures of such events in 

the laminated sequence, the integral elements Fe, Ti and Ca, and the log-ratios Zr / Rb, Zr / Ti, Fe / 

Ti and Ca / Ti were plotted alongside a photo of the split core, a photo of the u-channel sample, the 

radiograph image and the basic lithology in Figure 87 (see Appendix F for a high-resolution version).  

Zirconium over rubidium (Zr / Rb) and Zr / Ti are known grain-size proxies. Zr / Rb has been used 

for this purpose in marine (Dypvik & Harris 2001), lacustrine (Kylander et al. 2011), and delta (Wang 

et al. 2011) environments. Zr / Ti has only been employed in a lacustrine environment (Oldfield et 

al. 2003). During sediment transport by water, Zr, Rb and Ti tend to become concentrated in 

particular grain-size fractions due to the varying resistance of the mineral in which these elements 

principally occur. Zr typically concentrates in fine sands and coarse silts, Ti in somewhat finer 

fractions and Rb principally in the finest silts and clays (Veldkamp & Kroonenberg 1993; Dypvik & 

Harris 2001; Oldfield et al. 2003). The Zr / Rb and Zr / Ti ratios will therefore increase when sediment 

grain-size increases throughout the core. Given that the coarseness of suspended sediments 

increases with the value of generated flux (Bagnold 1966), increased Zr / Rb and Zr / Ti ratios can 

provide a good record of relative flood magnitudes (Turner et al. 2015: 237).  

Variations in iron (Fe), the most common element on Earth, generally relate to the sediment’s 

terrigenous fraction and is therefore widely used to document variations in terrigenous sediment 

delivery (e.g. Vidal et al. 2002). However, Fe is redox-sensitive and should therefore be compared 

with Ti to rule out false signals (e.g. Haug et al. 2001; Calvert & Pedersen 2007; Yarincik et al. 2000). 

The latter is a largely inert element that is a common constituent of rocks, such as gneisses or 

schists, and also indicates a terrigenous source of sediments. However, as noted above, Ti will also 

vary with grain size. Importantly, correlation between Fe and Ti shows the relative importance of 

diagenetic effects on the core, which is important in terms of overprinting magnetic particles, and 

therefore a useful further indicator of the robustness of the attained PSV date. Calcium (Ca) may 

be biogenic (calcium carbonate shell fragments from Rye Bay) or detrital (carbonate rock) in origin. 

A detrital origin can be inferred by correlating with a terrigenous indicator (Fe or Ti) to see if Ca 

mirrors terrigenous supply. Typically, however, Ca will anti-correlate with Fe and Ti (Macleod et al. 

2001). Fe / Ti is the normalised indicator of terrigenous sediment supply (Rothwell & Croudace 

2015b: 68), while Ca / Ti is the normalised indicator of (marine) carbonate content (Rothwell & 

Croudace 2015b: 64). 
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Figure 87: Photo scanning, X-radiographic, paleomagnetic inclination and μXRF element results. From left: the photoscans of the split core and U-channel sample, 

the radiograph (dense sediment indicated by darker shades), the down-core inclination signal with the filtered areas indicated in red boxes, the total number of 

element counts (kcps), the mean square error (MSE), the normalised two grain size proxies Zr / Rb and Zr / Ti, the raw element counts of Fe, Ti and Ca, the normalised 

terrigenous indicator Fe / Ti and the normalised marine carbonate indicator Ca / Ti. The kcps and MSE reflect the quality of the sediment matrix being scanned 

(Kylander et al. 2011: 373). A high-quality image is included in the supplementary data.  
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Examining Figure 87, the deepest lithological sequence, interpreted as the bedrock erosion horizon, 

shows a stable Zr / Rb and Zr / Ti ratios with a spike around -0.67 m OD, corresponding to a piece 

of denuded bedrock. The layer is low in Fe, high in Ti and very low in Ca in comparison with the 

remainder of the core sections. Also generally low Fe / Ti and Ca / Ti ratios are apparent. There is a 

very clear contact with the overlying laminated sequence which has alternating high and low Zr / 

Rb and Zr / Ti ratios, as expected for a tidal rhythmite. Furthermore, there is an increase in Fe, 

decrease in Ti and large uptake in Ca. The terrigenous and carbonate influx proxies, Fe / Ti and Ca / 

Ti, remain stable. Again there is a clear contact with the sand deposit on top, although there is only 

data for the very top and bottom of this sequence. The latter is indicative of generally higher Zr / 

Rb and Zr / Ti ratios, broadly lower Fe and Ti and a positive jump in Ca. In particular the Fe / Ti and 

Ca / Ti ratios from the top of the sequence indicate higher carbonate and lower terrigenous influx. 

Again, there is a clear boundary in the data with the laminated layer on top. Throughout the 

sequence, Zr / Rb and Zr / Ti ratios alternate with occasional spikes, sometimes corresponding to 

organic inclusions, sometimes not. Compared to the previous sequence, Fe and Ti is higher, Ca 

lower and also these datasets display occasional spikes. Across the sequence, the Fe / Ti and Ca / Ti 

ratios show a number of distinctive spikes, again sometimes relating to organic inclusions, but 

sometimes not. Finally, there is again a clear boundary with the sandier top of the rhythmite 

sequence which shows an overall decrease in elemental data, except for Ti.  

All along the core profile, there is a strong correlation between Fe and Ti, indicative of little 

diagenetic overprint. This gives further credence to the faithfulness of the inclination signal and 

therefore adds to the robustness of the acquired PSV date. There is also a clear inverse relationship 

throughout most of the core between Ca and the terrigenous indicators Fe and Ti, indicative of the 

biogenic, marine origin of the Ca in the core. The high Ca count and high Ca / Ti ratio along most of 

the laminations is therefore in keeping with previous foraminifera studies suggesting deposition 

under marine conditions (Waller et al. 1988: 23; Long et al. 2006b: 69; Long et al. 2007: 96). The 

particularly large organic inclusions in the section of the core between 2.3 m and 1.37 m OD, tend 

to correspond to spikes in the grain size proxies and drops in Ti and Ca counts. Spikes in the data 

corresponding to these inclusions should therefore not be considered the result of an 

environmental impact. The steady terrigenous and marine influx proxies for the bottom laminated 

sequence (between c. -0.4 m and 0.3 m OD) suggest deposition of the laminations under relatively 

stable conditions. The sand layer between 0.3 m and 0.7 m OD correlates with high grain size 

proxies, low terrigenous and high carbonate proxies, all suggesting a marine in-wash deposit 

occurring during a particularly high energy event. Further corroboration of the marine nature of the 

in-wash comes from a piece of shell visible at the surface of the core at c. 0.62 m OD. It appears 

that when tidal deposition recommenced, this happened under more unstable conditions, testified 
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by more variability in the alternations in the elemental data. In particular the spike in influx of both 

terrigenous and marine origin sediments at c. 1.65 m OD, corresponding to a spike in grain size 

stands out. Other such potentially high-energy events could be located at 2.12 m, 2.21 m, and 2.55 

m OD. 

6.3.5 Resolving Climate on a Local Scale 

The geoarchaeological analysis presented in the previous sections allows one to reconstruct a more 

detailed record of weather-related events leading up to the relocation of Old Winchelsea to its new 

site, a record that was captured in the tidal rhythmite sequence in the core WINCH15-Eastwoods-

BH1B. Given the PSV deposition date of around 1260, it is proposed here that the accumulation of 

tidal rhythmites began after storm events in the early 13th century, such as the historically attested 

1236 flood (chapter 6.1), created the necessary conditions for tidal rhythmites to be preserved at 

Eastwoods (chapter 6.3.2). The next few decades appear to have been a period of relative stability, 

as no extreme events are indicated by the physical or geochemical study of the rhythmite. This 

period of repose seems to have come to an abrupt end by a very high energy event, depositing a 

thick layer of coarse-grained marine sediments. It is not unreasonable to relate this event to the 

historically attested storms occurring around 1250. Afterwards, tidal conditions remained, but the 

area entered a more turbulent period, with more high-energy events captured in the core leading 

up to the slope-wash that overlies the laminated sequence and subsequent reclamation c. 1280-92 

(chapter 4.2.2). If this age-model is correct, it is not unlikely that the slope-wash event was triggered 

by the historically-attested extreme storms around 1287/8 (chapter 6.1).   

This model of events entails the deposition of a 3.34 m sequence of sediments over the course of 

around five decades, necessitating an accumulation rate of c. 0.07 m per year, excluding erosion. 

Although, at first glance, this might seem improbable, it is entirely in keeping with the accumulation 

rate of 0.2 m per year suggested by Long et al. (2006b: 76), based on statistical analysis of the 

laminae sequences at West Winchelsea. Such a rate is also in accordance with the deposition rate 

of 0.5 m per year determined by Stupples (2002: 244) for the rhythmites in the Wainway channel 

in Romney Marsh (Figure 76) and similar rates for tidal rhythmites have been established elsewhere 

(e.g. Dalrymple et al. 1991; Archer 1991; Kvale & Archer 1991; Martino & Sanderson 1993; Tessier 

et al. 1995).  

Although it must be kept in mind that there is no clear threshold for how extreme an event must 

be to be recorded in the geochemical signature of the core, the model presented above suggests 

that, in the locality of Romney Marsh, conditions worsened leading up to the relocation and final 
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destruction of Old Winchelsea. This trend makes sense given the continued investment in sea 

defences for the town during this time period by the Crown, as discussed in chapter 6.1.  

Situating the local proxy that was produced above within the climatological framework introduced 

in chapter 6.2, the PSV date of c. 1260 places it at the very end of the MCA and right before the 

recorded uptake in storminess coinciding with the LIA. What the proxy at Eastwoods provides is a 

record of the local impact of wider climatological changes. In terms of the historical sources, the 

local proxy demonstrates that the weather events leading up to the relocation of the site are more 

complex than the often cited sequence of storm events: c. 1236, 1250 and 1288. Instead, a trend 

of worsening conditions leading up to the relocation of the site was found. It seems safe to suggest 

that the geochemical signature of the tidal rhythmite has recorded a number of severe events that 

were perhaps not extreme enough to be recorded by the chroniclers, but did necessitate 

continuous investment in defences.  

To sum up, ‘thirding’ the problem of bringing together datasets that work on very different spatial 

and temporal resolutions – historical sources and environmental proxies – by working in the space 

between the two datasets – the Winchelsea waterfront – creating a new local proxy for high-energy 

events, has brought the two original sets of data together in a far more productive way. The local 

proxy demonstrates how storminess impacted this region as part of wider climatological 

developments, while at the same time adding to existing historical information and allowing the 

latter to be situated within a context of changing weather patterns. The next step to develop this 

method further is to tie in this riverine record with offshore core sequences from the Rye Bay area 

which span a longer time period. Such local high-energy proxies, enriched by archaeological and 

historical information, could subsequently be plotted together with long term storminess proxies, 

such as the ssNA+ concentration in the GISP2 Greenland ice core, to resolve millennium-length 

climate change on a local scale. 

Such a conclusion is contradictory to the common belief held among many medieval archaeologists 

and historians that it is nearly impossible to gauge the impact of climate on real-life communities 

(e.g. Bailey 1991: 184-5; Pfifster 2005: 37). In a recent 1084-page overview of the western medieval 

world titled The Archaeology of Medieval Europe (Graham-Campbell & Valor 2007; Carver & Klápště 

2011), the discussion of climate is limited to a single paragraph which ends with the statement: 

“However, we are currently some way from knowing how such variations in climate actually 

impacted on local communities” (Barnouf 2011: 67). In this chapter, I have sought to demonstrate 

that the opposite is the case and that broad developments can be resolved on a local scale. 

Winchelsea is a place where one can move beyond wiggly lines on a graph in a climatology paper 

and study the impact of climate change on the history of a people. One could argue that perhaps 
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Romney Marsh, having benefited from a long tradition of cooperation between geologists, 

historians, and to a certain extent archaeologists (e.g. RMRT monographs, Rippon 2001; 2001; 

Brooks 1981; Gross & Butcher 1995; Cunliffe 1980), is an exception to the rule. However, this is not 

the case. A host of local environmental proxy records are already available, for example through 

the studies of dune formations discussed in chapter 6.2.2, which could serve to tie together 

environmental proxy records and local historical sources.  

During the process of studying climate change and storminess by working through the analytical 

process of turning the tidal rhythmite sequence into an environmental proxy, the core also became 

a heuristic tool, or in other words, a device to think with. Further considerations about the way in 

which the townspeople of Winchelsea lived with the changing character of the sea will be discussed 

in the following chapter. However, as archaeology entails the study of material culture, perhaps it 

is also worth considering how storminess could have functioned as a driver for technological 

change, in particular in terms of seafaring.  

6.4 Ships and Storms 

A shipwright can be seen as the mediator between, on the one hand the socio-economic and 

environmental conditions of his time and, on the other, the technological products he produced 

and archaeologists can study. To briefly recap chapter 3.5, it is well-attested that Nordic ships were 

built as more crude and sturdy vessels from the 12th and 13th centuries onwards (e.g. Bill 1995; 

1997; 2009). The general consensus appears to be that the underlying stimulus for this trend was 

(at least initially) economic in nature (Bill 1995). Increased intensity in trade during the medieval 

period necessitated larger quantities of bulk cargoes to be carried during the sailing seasons. Similar 

developments have also been noted in English cargo vessels (Adams & Black 2004: 244). Bill (1997: 

161) has related this to the rise of towns and landlords who had to transport in size, in contrast to 

before when ships were built in the context of a predominantly agrarian society. Moreover, this 

change in the technology of Nordic ships was further facilitated by the adoption of certain 

technological features from cogs of the archaeological definition (Bill 1997: 144; Crumlin-Pedersen 

2000: 240-4; Dhoop 2012). 

However, a multitude of factors influence the construction of a ship (e.g. Adams 2013b: 23) and 

perhaps, next to these well-attested political and economic drivers, considerations of a changing 

environment were also in play. As described in chapter 6.2, during the same period, northwest 

Europe faced the onset of the LIA and climate had started to deteriorate (e.g. Fagan 2000: 61-78). 

Environmental proxy records are not only revealing a picture of lower average temperatures (e.g. 

Mann et al. 2008) and increased storm intensity (e.g. Trouet et al. 2012), but also lower average 
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rainfall (e.g. Proctor et al.2000) and advancing glaciers (e.g. Nesje & Dahl 2003). Responses to these 

climatological changes, in particular the concern over more violent storms, are well-attested in 

urban coastal communities where measures were taken to protect settlements and agricultural 

land, as was described in detail in chapter 6.1 for Romney Marsh and Winchelsea. If indeed changes 

in weather patterns due to climate change were noticeable on a temporal resolution that specific 

counter-measures were taken on land, it is perhaps not inconceivable that also shipbuilders would 

have wanted to adapt the construction of their craft to the changing conditions on the water. 

Shipwrights learn as apprentices by copying and repeating the actions and movements of their 

masters, and in the process memorize the basic design practices involved in building a ship (Dhoop 

& Olaberria 2015: 12-15). Innovations that make a ship better suited to a new environmental 

situation could have gradually become accepted106.  

The connection between ships and storms has, of course, been made before. Van Popta (2014) has 

brought together historical records describing storms and wrecking events with archaeological 

remains from shipwrecks from the former Zuiderzee in the Netherlands for the period 1910 to 

1928107. Wheeler et al. (2010) and Lamb and Frydendahl (1991: 53-6) used British and Danish-

Norwegian navy log books respectively, to study storm frequency. Interestingly, only earlier this 

year, climate scientists made mainstream news108 with their study of Spanish shipwreck rates in the 

Carribean Sea, revealing that tropical cyclone activity was distinctly suppressed during the Maunder 

Minimum (AD 1645 – 1715) (Trouet et al. 2016). However, despite the obvious connection, ship 

archaeologists have not yet considered storms (or changing weather conditions in general) as a 

potential driver for technological change. It is not my intention to deliver such a study as part of 

this thesis. However, I do want to highlight the potential of this idea and describe how changes in 

the technology of ships can be correlated to environmental changes.  

If ships were being built as more robust vessels, there are ways of quantifying this. One method is 

to compile and plot averaged frame-spacing measurements of medieval ships over time (Figure 88). 

Frame-spacing refers to the distance between two consecutive frame stations in a ship. Shorter 

frame-spacing means that the framing system is denser which in turn means that the hull was given 

more structural strength109. A second method is to quantify the size of the frames themselves. A 

potential problem with this is that frames have an irregular shape and are not easily reduced to a 

                                                           

106 Adaption to climate is discussed in more detail in Wigley et al. 1985.  
107 The Afsluitdijk, the dike damming off the Zuiderzee, turning it into the Ijsselmeer, was finished in 1932. 
108 For example the article in The Washington Post: washingtonpost.com/news/energy-
environment/wp/2016/03/07/what-these-ancient-shipwrecks-could-be-telling-us-about-climate-change/ 
[Accessed on 20/07/2016].  
109 Increased density of the framing system has traditionally been related to the advent of pure sailing vessels 
(e.g. Englert 2015: 58) and as indicative of the functioning of a ship as a cargo vessel (e.g. McGrail 1998: 201).  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2016/03/07/what-these-ancient-shipwrecks-could-be-telling-us-about-climate-change/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2016/03/07/what-these-ancient-shipwrecks-could-be-telling-us-about-climate-change/
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single measurement. However, there are techniques to quantify complex 3D shapes, such as 3D 

geometric morphometrics (e.g. Bookstein 1991, Zelditch & Swiderski 2012), which the author is 

aiming to establish as a technique in ship archaeology (Dhoop et al. submitted). These two 

measures could subsequently be compared with established environmental proxies to investigate 

whether the construction of more robust ships coincides with changing weather patterns (Figure 

88 for an example of how this could work). Naturally, correlation does not imply causation, but a 

changing climatological environment could very well be one out of many elements driving 

technological change, or in other words, one of the many rhythms making up a ship. Also other 

Figure 88: (Top) Mann et al. (2008, Fig. 3) temperature reconstruction and (Bottom) the trend in frame 

spacing from a small (unrepresentative) sample of medieval vessels. The data for the bottom graph was 

culled from McGrail 1998: 202, Table 11.5. Further research is needed to analyse how this trend in frame-

spacing develops over the period of the LIA.  
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features, such as the development of crossbeams (Bill 2002: 105-12), the occurrence of double-

skinned hulls (Maarleveld 1994; Ossowski 2006) and the introduction of caulked decks could be 

included in such a study. In particular the latter would be of interest to come to grips with changes 

in the experience of life on board these ships.  

It is suggested here that a meticulous comparison of robustness indicators for ships and 

environmental proxies could complement existing frameworks for the attested changes in medieval 

shipbuilding, such as those proposed by Bill who favours economic (1995) and political (1997: 144) 

drivers and Adams who favours social (2013b: 27) and technological (2004: 244) drivers. 

6.5 Concluding Remarks 

In this chapter, Winchelsea’s history of storminess was both refined and situated within wider 

developments of climate change. To be on firm ground when relating the environmental analysis 

to historical data, the sequence of storm events typically associated with the demise of Old 

Winchelsea were traced back to their original source and tested against the catalogues compiled 

by Gottschalk (1972) and Buisman (1995). Despite some possible quibbling over the exact dates of 

the storms around 1250, the evidence was found to be sound.  

A methodological difficulty was flagged when attempting to reconcile the two main sources for the 

climate of the past millennium: written records and environmental proxies. The first provide micro-

histories about weather events at a particular time and in a particular place and the second describe 

macro-developments of climate change over a long time period for a large area. To solve this issue 

of differential spatial and temporal resolutions, it was decided to third the problem by producing a 

new dataset: a local proxy for high energy events.  

To achieve this, the tidal rhythmite in the core WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B was dated using 

paleomagnetic secular variation to around AD 1260. The sequence was then subjected to 

geochemical analysis using the ITRAX corescanner to produce a down-core geochemical signature 

from which normalised element ratios were drawn to provide a local proxy for high-every events. 

The latter demonstrated that the weather events leading up to the relocation of Winchelsea are 

more complex than the often cited linear sequence of storm events. Instead, a trend of worsening 

conditions leading up to the founding of the new town became apparent. The study provides a 

counter-argument to the popular belief that it is not yet possible to study the impact of large-scale 

medieval climate change on local communities (Barnouf 2011: 67).  

Thinking about how changes in climate could affect (maritime) material culture, it is proposed that 

changes in weather patterns during the transition from the MCA to the LIA could very well be one 
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of the many factors underpinning some of the attested technological changes in shipbuilding during 

the 12th to 14th centuries in northwest Europe. Although left unresolved, a methodology to study 

the problem, consisting out of correlating proxies for the sturdiness of ships and proxies for 

environmental change, was put forward.  
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7. Changing Perceptions of Time and Space 

The research presented in this thesis has been steered by a practice-based approach. In an attempt 

to study the impact of seafaring on Winchelsea’s urban morphology – bringing together data about 

ships and the town’s layout – a survey project was initiated to fill some of the gaps in the knowledge 

about the place where these two datasets met: the waterfront. The data produced during this 

project, however, opened up a new avenue of research which, adhering to the classic ANT-tenet to 

follow the data wherever it may take you, led to further geoarchaeological work and produced a 

study of climate change impacts on a local scale. Taking this bottom-up approach has generated a 

number of datasets that have so far been discussed relatively separately, yet in such a way that the 

reader was forced to consider them from the perspective of the sea. In this final chapter, these 

datasets are brought together and questioned using the tools of rhythmanalysis and spatial 

trialectics, aiming to approach time and space in Winchelsea in a slightly deviant manner.  

The core of Lefebvre’s thinking could be summarised as: “Everywhere there is interaction between 

a place, a time and an expenditure of energy, there is rhythm” (Lefebvre 2004: 25). The datasets 

produced throughout the previous chapters have managed to capture fragments of such rhythms. 

In terms of time, it was possible to reconstruct the sailing season (chapter 3.3.3), millennium-scale 

climate change (chapter 6.2) and local storminess (chapter 6.3.5). In terms of space, a clearer 

picture emerged of the roadstead in the Camber Estuary (chapter 3.3.3), the structure of the 

waterfront (chapter 4.3) and the organisation of the town’s layout (chapter 5.1.2). Finally, also 

expenditure of energy was picked up on: the daily grind at the waterfront (chapter 4.3), the work 

that went into making and/or keeping the harbour viable (chapter 4.2.2), the way people navigated 

the town’s streets (chapter 5.1.3), the prayers for spiritual protection (chapters 5.2.4) and the 

struggles to defend the town from storms (chapter 6.1).  

Bringing these fragments together is the aim of this final chapter. Starting off with a rhythmanalysis 

of life in medieval Winchelsea, an attempt is made to move beyond the rather static and linear 

descriptions of events produced in the past (Cooper 1850; Homan 1940; 1942; Sylvester 1999a; 

1999b; Pratt 1998; 2005; Martin & Martin 2004) by describing the dynamic rhythms to which life in 

this medieval port town resonated. Following up with the physical, symbolic and in particular 

experienced spatial expressions of these rhythms, a narrative is produced of an urban population’s 

changing relationship with the sea.  
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7.1 Rhythms of Everyday Life 

The research conducted in Winchelsea has made it possible to resolve some of the multitemporal 

rhythms interpenetrating, to use Lefebvre’s (1991: 87) term, the town to a high resolution, in 

particular the maritime rhythms. Resolving rhythms ‘to a high resolution’ means that it is possible 

to trace how rhythms, playing out on different scale levels, are affecting one another and local 

communities all the way down the level of everyday activities. Using the data produced in the 

previous chapters, it is possible to move from environmental oscillations, such as millennium-scale 

climate change, of which people in the past would have had little sensory perception, to the 

interrelated weather extremes, seasonal patterns and daily rhythms that were part of a 

communities’ everyday life. Reconstructing these multitemporal and multispatial oscillations is 

what constitutes a rhythmanalysis.  

Figure 89a shows the ssNA+ concentrations in the GISP2 Greenland ice core as a proxy for 

storminess (chapter 6.2.2). The frequency and intensity of storms is a rhythm oscillating on a 

millennium scale110, impacting spatially extensive and long-term processes. A good example are 

changes in coastal landscapes, such as the dune formations found all across Europe (chapter 6.2.2). 

However, Figure 89b – showing the down-core normalised ratio of Ca/Ti – demonstrates that by 

creating a local proxy for high energy events (chapter 6.3.5), it is possible to tease apart how such 

developments play out on a local scale. This approach further refined the established historical 

narrative of the storms that lead to the abandonment of Old Winchelsea and the founding of New 

Winchelsea.  

Yet, also this centennial rhythm can be broken down further. Figure 89c shows the reconstruction 

of Winchelsea’s sailing season (chapter 3.3.3). This seasonal flow is a distinct maritime rhythm to 

which the old and new town would have resonated on a yearly cycle. Given the political and 

economic importance of shipping for Winchelsea (chapter 3.3), it is not hard to imagine how much 

this yearly oscillation – a seasonal influx of ships, sailors, mariners, etc. – must have determined the 

general level of activity at the waterfront, in the streets, taverns and churches. However, even this 

seasonal rhythm can be teased apart even further, down to the tidal cycle at the Winchelsea 

waterfront. However, as the tides no longer reach Winchelsea, Figure 89d shows the modern cycle 

at Dungeness. It was proposed in chapter 3.3.3 that small ships, boats and lightering vessels sailed 

up the River Brede at high tide. As ships would reach the quayside, ancillary workers, would spring 

                                                           

110 In this study, only a fraction of the available ssNA+ data for GISP2 is used. Plotting the full extent of down-
core data would produce an ssNA+ record dating back c. 100 000 years BP. For the full data package see: 
ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805 [Accessed on 20/07/2016]. 

http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805
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Figure 89: Rhythmanalysis of some of the temporal oscillations to which life in medieval Winchelsea 

resonated. (a) The ssNA+ concentrations in the GISP2 Greenland ice core as a proxy for storminess. The 

data was retrieved from the NOAA (ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805) and smoothed by a 5-year moving 

average. (b) The normalised Ca/Ti ratio in the WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B tidal rhythmite as a local proxy 

for high energy events (chapter 6.3.4, Fig. 83). (c) The reconstructed sailing season using data from Tyler 

2011 and Pelham 1930: 182 (chapter 3.3.3, Fig. 22). (d) The modern tidal cycle at Dungeness, plotted 

using data from the BBC weather tide tables: bbc.co.uk/weather/coast_and_sea/tide_tables/9/87. 

http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/study/17805
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/coast_and_sea/tide_tables/9/87
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into action to unload, process, and dispatch cargoes to nearby warehouses or cellars in the town. 

If, for the sake of argument, 4 m is considered the minimum tidal height for such vessels to reach 

Winchelsea, it becomes possible to start hypothesizing about the daily temporal cycles of activity 

at the waterfront, and by extension the daily maritime rhythms to which much of the town would 

have functioned.  

Although the previous paragraphs described Figure 89 from a top-down perspective, working from 

a millennium scale oscillation down to a daily one, it could as well have been written from a bottom 

up perspective. It is equally valid to discuss how the everyday cycles of activity at the Winchelsea 

waterfront resonate – in conjunction or discordance – with increasingly larger-scale maritime 

rhythms.  

The oscillations visualised in Figure 89 are all natural rhythms, largely determined by environmental 

circumstances over which the people in Winchelsea had little to no control. This is not making a 

claim of environmental determinism, rather it is an observation that life in this port town to a large 

degree oscillated on natural maritime cycles. However, of course, also cultural rhythms were 

imposed on Winchelsea’s population. Perhaps the best illustration of a cultural temporal rhythm 

regulating life in medieval towns was the sound of clocks111 (Lucas 2005: 75). The sounding of bells 

was an important part of urban life, indicating religious and public events (North 1975; Cipolla 1967) 

and regulating labour (Le Goff 1980). For example, the medieval belfry in Bruges had different bells 

for different events (Figure 90). One of the most important was the working bell, which marked the 

                                                           

111 The study of ‘soundscapes’ is a growing (Mlekuz 2004; Kiser & Lubman 2008; Atkinson 2013) but currently 
methodologically underdeveloped subject in archaeology that has been critiqued from a theoretical 
standpoint (Ingold 2011: 136-9). 

Figure 90: The belfry in Bruges, West Flanders, Belgium. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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start of the working day. The noon bell broke up the day for lunch. The city gates were closed after 

the ringing of the evening bell. The great bell was used to call citizens to battle, but also served as 

a fire bell, was rung during public executions, and at the beginning and end of a market (Murray 

2009).  

A similar system was likely in place in Winchelsea. It is believed that the town had a tower that 

perhaps doubled as a watch and bell tower. Martin and Martin (2004: 72) have speculated that the 

tower shown on the c. 1300 corporation seal was the one that stood either attached to or adjacent 

to the west of St Thomas’ church (Figure 91a). Unfortunately, the resistivity survey of Winchelsea’s 

graveyard, conducted during the Winchelsea Harbour Survey, did not cover this area (Figure 34) 

(Dhoop 2015a). It is recorded in the written sources that sometime between 1389 and 1399, a clock 

was acquired. Martin and Martin (2004: 72) have suggested that the clock and its bells would have 

been installed in this tower, although Homan (1940: 32) believed the town hall to be a more likely 

location. What the documents stipulate is that in 1389, payments were made for the daily sounding 

of curfew, but by 1399 the accounts show the payment of five shillings per quarter for the care of 

a clock and its bells112 (Cooper 1850: 202-3).  

Winchelsea is a place where, through archaeological and historical research, it is possible to 

recapture some of the natural and cultural rhythms which brought the town to life. However, 

rhythms by their very nature are dynamic. They flow, constantly change and can disappear. The 

latter is what gradually happened in Winchelsea. By moving the settlement inland to a hilltop in the 

late 13th century, the storms (Figure 89a & b) that to a large extent shaped the early history of the 

                                                           

112 PRO Add. Rolls 16431 and 16432 

Figure 91: (a) The corporation seal from c. 1300, showing a tower between St Giles’ church on the left and 

St Thomas’ church on the right (Martin & Martin 2004: 72, Fig. 6.5). (b) The reproduction of an (undated) 

engraving by Page (Martin & Martin 2004: 79, Fig. 7.11).  



Changing Perceptions of Time and Space 

218 

town stopped being the existential threat that they once were. At the new site, the progressive 

silting of the harbour soon became problematic (chapter 4.3) and eventually lead to the loss of the 

ability to receive ships around 1530. With no more ships docking at the waterfront, also the rhythm 

of the sailing season disappeared (Figure 89c). Martin and Martin (2004: 22) write that by 1561, 

there were no boats or ships based at Winchelsea and only four mariners were left in the town. As 

the maritime rhythms faded, so did the maritime activities that came with them. Finally, with the 

installation of the lock between the River Brede and Rye Harbour – the only physical connection 

left with Rye Bay – in 1788 (Figure 92) (Martin 2008: 12), also the tides no longer reached 

Winchelsea, permanently sealing it from the sea whose rhythms had once permeated through the 

town113.  

Much of Winchelsea’s maritime rhythms not only existed as environmental processes – storms, 

weather patterns, tides – but also in the practice, interactions and the consciousness of its 

inhabitants. Once these rhythms started fading, also the town itself changed and, as a ‘maritime 

place’, ceased to exist. However, in Winchelsea’s physical townscape, the maritime rhythms which 

once resonated there left a physical expression which can be studied. This allows us to ask questions 

about how these changes in rhythm went hand in hand with changes in the town’s physical, 

symbolic and experienced space.  

 

                                                           

113 However, it must be noted that on 12 May 1724 harbour commissioners met to devise a plan to construct 
“any New Cut or Channel from Winchelsea Water to the sea.” Winchelsea Water in this quote refers to the 
River Brede. This ‘New Harbour’ project, commonly referred to as ‘Smeaton’s Harbour’, was abandoned in 
November 1787 (Pratt 2005: 210-4, 231-5).  

Figure 92: The Lock separating the River Brede from Rye Harbour. ©Jason McDonald, mcadder.net 
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7.2 Attitudes Towards the Sea 

Throughout most of this work, the focus has been on the reconstruction of firstspace, the space of 

the perceived material physicality, the space that can be measured and mapped. In the previous 

chapters, the distribution of ship archaeological remains was studied (chapter 3.3.1), the 

technology of ships reconsidered (chapters 3.4.3 & 6.4), aspects of the ancient waterfront were 

mapped using geophysics and through the physical examination of sampled deposits (chapters 

4.2.2 & 4.2.4), computational spatial analysis was used to question Winchelsea’s urban morphology 

(chapter 5.1), ship graffiti drawings were recorded using RTI (chapter 5.2) and environmental events 

captured in sediment depositions were reconstructed through geochemical and palaeomagnetic 

analysis (chapters 6.3.3 & 6.3.4).  

In particular in the discussion of Winchelsea’s town morphology and the analysis of the ship graffiti 

drawings in St Thomas’ church and Blackfriars Barn undercroft, aspects of secondspace, the 

conceived symbolic space made up of imagined geographies, came to the forefront. The traditional 

interpretation of the town’s layout was that it was created with the pattern of a French bastide 

town in mind (Homan 1940: 21; Chambers 1937: 203; Sylvester 1999b: 58). Lilley et al. (2005: 114) 

advocated for a more nuanced position, arguing that the surveyors could have been inspired by the 

arrangement of the bastides, but that the latter certainly did not serve as a blueprint. In chapter 

5.1.2, certain aspects of Winchelsea’ layout – the width of the streets, the spatial distribution of 

cellars, and the location of the smallest plots – were highlighted as reflecting an intent to create a 

town fit to service the ships which were its economic and political lifeline. A town inspired (or 

shaped) by ships, one could say, designed and laid out on a scale that reflects a certain amount of 

ambition.  

Also the analysis of the ship graffiti drawings revealed some of the imagined spaces in Winchelsea 

(chapter 5.2). The ships depicted in the church, across from the St Nicholas altar, engraved as a 

means of spiritual protection, carved out a particular ‘maritime space’ within the church where this 

devotional practice took place. The scratching of the seascape in the ostensibly secular Blackfriars 

Barn undercroft on the other hand, interpreted as an occasion of informal remembrance of the 

mustering of a large naval fleet before setting out, created, at least on one occasion, an imagined 

geography: a sea of masts and rigging (Figure 68).  

Thirdspace, the space which is lived and experienced, the space of the practice of everyday life, has, 

with the exception of a brief discussion of the practices at the waterfront in chapter 4.3, not been 

considered and will be the point of focus for the remainder of this chapter. Soja (1996: 56-7) wrote 

that thirdspace is where everything comes together: “subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract and 

concrete, the real and the imagined”. The analysis of thirdspace in Winchelsea draws on the aspects 
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of first and second space, generated through archaeological study in the previous chapters, with 

the aim of revealing how some of the changes in the rhythms discussed above were felt by the 

people living their lives in this port town. A study of the ‘experience’ of a port town might bring to 

mind an archaeology of the senses (Hamilakis 2013): the sight of St Thomas dominating the 

landscape, the sound of a ship’s rigging with ropes rubbing against the blocks, the smell of fish 

brought back from the fishing grounds, the taste of the ale that sailors drank in the taverns and the 

burning feeling in the muscles of porters carrying goods up the hill. Although such a study would be 

a valid endeavour, the argument that follows is more subtle and focusses on producing a narrative 

of a people’s changing experience of – and relationships with – the sea.  

At the core of this narrative are storms and ships and the first provide a good starting point for this 

exploration of thirdspace. In previous research, Winchelsea’s entangled history with storms was 

primarily presented through quotes from the writings of the monk and chronicler Matthew Paris 

(chapter 6.1). In chapter 6.3, a new source of information about the storms that impacted the 

region was developed. By subjecting a laminated tidal deposition sequence to a physical, 

paleomagnetic and geochemical analysis, it proved possible to refine the historical narrative (Figure 

93). It appears that after the devastating storms of around 1250, the weather became increasingly 

more turbulent until the catastrophic storms of 1287/8 cemented Old Winchelsea’s place in history 

as a ‘lost town’.  

Yet, this is not a story of environmental determinism. During the rough couple of decades between 

1250 and 1280, the crown continued to invest in, and the townspeople presumably continued to 

build, defences against violent inundations (chapter 6.1). However, in the end, even their best 

efforts could not keep the sea out of the streets. In 1280, it was reported that Old Winchelsea was   

‘for the most part submerged by the sea’ and Edward I had sent a steward to obtain land to rebuild 

the town on its present hill site (Eddison 1998: 85). Indeed, after three generations had been 

Figure 93: A section of the tidal rhythmite from the core WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B with associated 

paleomagnetism and geochemical analysis results. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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trounced by the violence of the sea, the nearby hill of Iham must have seemed like an attractive 

place to relocate to. Of course, the need to protect oneself from disastrous floods was not the only 

consideration in play. Also the strategic advantage and protection an elevated position provided 

during an attack is likely to have been an equally decisive factor114 (Figure 94). Nevertheless, the 

choice of Iham hill came down to conceding easy access to open water in exchange for protection 

from the sea’s aggressions.  

It is not unreasonable to assume that during this period of turmoil, a certain amount of unease 

towards the sea developed amongst the population of Winchelsea. Yet, it remained their political 

and economic lifeline. Shipping, fishing and naval service was the town’s fundamental purpose. The 

continued importance of ships for Winchelsea is perhaps best attested by – besides the abundance 

of historical evidence (chapter 3.3.2) – the two rudders trawled from Rye Bay (Figure 95) (chapter 

3.3.1). The side rudder, radiocarbon dated to c. 1150-1250 likely belonged to a ship visiting Old 

Winchelsea, while the sternpost rudder, radiocarbon dated to c. 1315-1405, probably came from a 

ship lying at anchor in the Camber Estuary which New Winchelsea shared with Rye. At the new 

location, Winchelsea likely no longer could accommodate ships of the size represented by the 

sternpost rudder, estimated at 150 to 200 tons. In order to overcome the disadvantages that came 

with the new site, systems were put in place so that Winchelsea could continue to function as a 

centre for shipping. In chapter 4.3, it was proposed that the town could have had an organised 

                                                           

114 The town suffered from a series of attacks by the French between 1330 and 1380 (Sylvester 2004: 18-9).  

Figure 94: Aerial photo of Winchelsea Hill as seen from the north, from above the Eastwoods site. 

©Thomas Dhoop 
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lightering service. At the waterfront, the vessels would be loaded and/or unloaded by ancillary 

personal standing by at the quay. Porters carried the goods to a nearby storehouse at the 

waterfront or had to make the climb up the hill to reach the cellars in the town itself.  

The limitations of the new inland location were particularly felt at the waterfront which was a place 

that needed a substantial amount of work to make and keep Winchelsea viable as a port. Although 

the introductory note that precedes the list of private waterfront plots in the 1292 rental already 

alluded to the fact that his location was “perilous at all flowings of the tide” (e.g. Cooper 1850: 53), 

the survey conducted during the Winchelsea Harbour project provided archaeological evidence for 

the efforts put into making the area suitable to function as a waterfront. In particular the 

geophysical anomalies that could be interpreted as drainage canals and the man-made layer 

Figure 95: (Top) the side rudder from Rye Bay alongside Zimmerman’s hypothesis of what a large double-

ended Nordic ship looked like. (Bottom) The sternpost rudder from the Sandwich ship, the closest parallel 

to the sternpost rudder from Rye Bay, alongside Milne’s hypothesis of what the Sandwich ship looked 

like.  

Sources: Marsden 1996: 66, Fig. 51; Zimmerman 1982: 108; Milne 2004: 236, Fig2 , 256, Fig. 14.  
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encountered in the core WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B give an indication of the expenditure of energy 

that was required to make the site usable (Figure 96).  

For the townspeople of Winchelsea, the challenge lay in finding a compromise between, on the one 

hand, the economic and political benefits the sea brought, and on the other, the stormy violence 

that occasionally came with it. In the late 13th century, it appears that the dangers of a town situated 

close to the water outweighed the benefits, perhaps reflecting a change in attitude towards the sea 

caused by the material and emotional suffering that an increased frequency of storminess brought: 

the sea became something to be feared and protected against. This concern with the dangers of 

the sea can not only be read from the elevated position of the new site for the town, it also appears 

to have been inscribed in the pillars of Winchelsea’s principal church. The eleven possible ship 

graffiti recorded in St Thomas – probably associated with a St Nicholas cult – were interpreted as 

being engraved as a means of acquiring spiritual protection when taking to the sea (chapter 5.2.4) 

(Figure 97a). Duffy, in his seminal work The Stripping of the Altars (1992), provides a good example 

of the circumstances that could have led to the creation of such votive art. In 1356, five men from 

Burgh in Lincolnshire went on pilgrimage to Compostalla, but on the way back were hit by a storm. 

The men prayed to St James to save them, promising that, if they lived, they would build an altar 

dedicated to him in their parish church. The men survived the voyage and, with the local 

community, found a guild to build and maintain the altar (Duffy 1992: 166-7). It is not hard to 

imagine that less wealthy people under the same circumstances would have pledged to carve a ship 

in the pillar of a church as a votive offering (Figure 97a).  

Figure 96: (Top) Interpreted results of the magnetometry survey of the southern part of Eastwoods. 

(Bottom) The top section of the core WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B showing from the left: topsoil, subsoil, 

man-made horizon and the top of a possible slope-wash event. The location of the core is indicated in red 

on the magnetometry data. ©Thomas Dhoop 
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This interpretation of the graffiti falls in line with the way in which the sea was commonly regarded 

within the Christian religion at this point in time. One only has to think of two familiar biblical 

figures, Jonah who was swallowed by the whale but later redeemed and Noah who built the ark to 

survive the flood which drowned the remainder of sinful life on earth, that, overall, the image of 

the sea presented by the church was not a very positive one. Friel writes (2012: 180-1) that it 

represented the abyss, the primal chaotic waters from which God created the world. In a popular 

and widely circulated set of English sermons written in the 1380s, known as the Festival, the 

Augustinian monk John Mirk wrote about what was commonly regarded as the source of storms 

and shipwrecks, the Devil and his demons: ‘they rearith wars: they makyth tempests in the sea, and 

drownyth ships and men’ (Duffy 1992: 269). It is perhaps no coincidence that images of Noah in 

manuscripts, sculpture and other media in northwest Europe were, according to Unger (1991: 62), 

most common in the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a period of climate change and 

deteriorating weather conditions (chapter 6.2). Manuscripts had a very limited circulation, but 

sculptures of Noah can be found in Lincoln, Salisbury (Figure 97b) and Wells Cathedral. Given the 

significance of the flood story for the bible, Friel argues that one of the messages that such images 

were meant to relay was clearly that the sea was something to be feared (Friel 2012: 180-1).  

However, painting a one-dimensional picture of the sea as something people started to fear is far 

too simplistic. Although the evidence presented above does suggest a shift in attitudes towards a 

more careful exploitation of the sea, there is also ample evidence that testifies to the ambition for 

Winchelsea to remain an important centre for shipping. A first indication can be found in the 

morphology of the town itself. In chapter 5.1.2, a case was presented for the idea that Winchelsea 

was laid out with seafaring in mind. The streets connecting the town to the quays were the widest, 

Figure 97: (a) Raking-light photo of the graffito St Thomas 1 and (b) the 13th century sculpture of Noah 

building the ark in the Chapter House of Salisbury Cathedral (Blum 2010). ©Thomas Dhoop 
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the cellars were built along the roads that gave easy access to the quays, and the smallest quarters, 

and thus the nexus of town life, were planned nearest to the waterfront. All of these are small clues 

that suggest that Winchelsea’s plan was designed with the intent to create a town fit to service 

ships. A second indication comes from the seascape scratched in the plastered wall in Blackfriars 

Barn undercroft. In chapter 5.2.5, it was suggested that the graffito was made as an informal act of 

remembrance, perhaps of the gathering of a larger fleet before setting out for war. It would appear 

the seascape was made to commemorate a beneficial aspect of its relationship with seafaring. 

Indeed, the archaeology in Winchelsea, and the ship graffiti in particular, hint at a complex and 

multifaceted experience of, and relationship with, the sea.  

People’s activities emerged with the rhythms of the sea and not as a result of them. The people 

living in Winchelsea were not determined by their maritime environment, rather they were 

engaged in constant dynamisms with the water. Although this appears similar to writing that people 

were in a ‘dialectic relationship with their environment’, the granularity of evidence at Winchelsea 

allows one to move beyond such an ambiguous statement. In this thesis, it proved possible to tease 

apart what such a relationship involved. For the people of Winchelsea, living with the sea meant 

many things; it meant work – shipping, fishing, servicing fleets, loading and unloading goods and 

carrying them to storage places; it sometimes meant fear and hardship – facing storms, maintaining 

failing defences, abandoning homes; but it also meant resolve – digging channels, reclaiming 

ground; and finally, it involved spirituality through prayer and votive offerings.  

However, as the maritime rhythms faded over time, so did the maritime experience of the town. 

Nowadays, instead of looking out to the sea, the town has turned its attention inland and serves a 

residential purpose (Pratt 1998). A simple but apt illustration of the change in which space in the 

town is lived and experienced comes from a set of photos of Friar’s Road (Figure 98). In the late 13th 

century, as one of the two main thoroughfares flanking the market square, the street was laid out 

15.1 m wide with the purpose of facilitating the movement of people, carts and goods between the 

northern part of town, Monday’s Market and the southern area. However, the harbour has long 

since silted, the ships no longer call, and carts have disappeared from the streets, replaced by cars. 

In 2016, the road’s width is closer to 5 m, the extra space having been converted into residential 

front gardens and parking space. Walking through Winchelsea today, the experience is that of an 

ancient town and quiet suburb. However, the ship graffiti in St Thomas church is still there, in front 

of everyone to see, serving as a tactile reminder of the storms and ships that once shaped the town.  
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Figure 98: (a & c) Two angles of Friars Road c. 1910 with (b & d) the same angles in 2016. Note the gradual 

encroachment of the front yards and parking on the street. ©Richard Comotto 
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8. Conclusion 

This thesis ventured to develop a conceptual and methodological framework that encourages 

bringing together multiple lines of evidence to produce more comprehensive and dynamic accounts 

of maritime landscapes, and in particular port towns. Using Winchelsea in East Sussex (UK) as a case 

study, approaching the town from a maritime viewpoint, a narrative was produced of a medieval 

urban community’s relationship with the sea, presented in a slightly deviant way by discussing the 

maritime rhythms to which life in the town resonated and their spatial expressions.   

For Winchelsea specifically, the aspects of seafaring and storminess were shown to be vital for 

understanding how the town was structured and how life was lived. To this end, the following two 

questions were put forward:  

1. How did Winchelsea’s economic and political reliance on shipping inform the urban 

morphology of the new town? 

2. How did changes in the maritime environment, in particular storminess, impact life in 

medieval Winchelsea?  

By developing answers to these questions, a number of new datasets were produced that can be 

further exploited. The ship catalogue is a good starting point for students wishing to produce a 

more comprehensive study of the development of the sizes of medieval ships over time (Appendix 

A). The geophysical imagery and records of the sediment sampling can serve as guides for either 

development-led or research-driven excavations at the waterfront (Appendix C). The RTI-models of 

the ship graffiti allow for these drawings to be re-examined and re-interpreted by different scholars 

studying maritime or church iconography (Appendix F). Finally, the paleomagnetic and geochemical 

datasets of the rhythmite sequence can be used as a reference and comparison for dating or 

environmental analysis of other such depositions in Romney Marsh (Appendix F).  

Furthermore, through the study and analysis of these ‘maritime’ datasets, a gap in the knowledge 

of Winchelsea’s local history was filled. For the first time, the study of the town was approached 

from a maritime perspective, the ship archaeological material from the region was synthesized and 

considered as part of the area’s history and, most important of all, the first archaeological 

interpretation of the waterfront was presented. Yet, perhaps, the main contribution of this thesis 

is that it provides several tools for further research that are relevant for the wider discipline. First 

and foremost is the framework offering a different, more dynamic, perspective on how the 

archaeological material from port towns can be synthesized and presented, allowing for a better 

understanding of life in these maritime places. Out of this approach, the idea came to generate 
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local proxies as a mediator between high-resolution but localised short term information provided 

by written sources and low-resolution but spatially extensive long term information provided by 

environmental proxy records as a way of studying the impact of climate change on local historical 

communities. In the same line of thinking, a methodology was proposed to study if the changes in 

weather patterns that came with the transition from the MCA to the LIA were a contributing factor 

to the attested changes in shipbuilding technology in 12th to 14th century northwest Europe.  

This conclusion will answer the research questions specific to Winchelsea and in the process 

succinctly synthesize the empirical evidence presented in the previous chapters. Next, it will be 

discussed how this thesis contributes to existing bodies of literature. Finally, the limitations 

encountered during the research and prospects for future study are considered.  

Starting off with the first research question; how shipping informed the urban morphology of New 

Winchelsea. The synthesis and historical contextualisation of the ship archaeological material 

produced a broad sweeping picture of seafaring activities in the Romney Marsh area (chapter 3.3). 

Undoubtedly, shipping was important to the region and the economic and political raison d’être for 

both Old and New Winchelsea. However, ships themselves changed significantly during the 12th to 

14th centuries, the period that Winchelsea moved locations and functioned as a port of national 

significance. Research by Bill (1997) has demonstrated that in Scandinavian vessels, and most likely 

also in English ships, a number of technological changes took place from the 12th century onwards 

that made for a more crude and economic ship. In terms of the development of size, the research 

presented in chapter 3.4.1, using the catalogue of ship archaeological evidence compiled by the 

author (Appendix A) and a sample of tonnages from the written sources, suggests that the majority 

of the largest ships increased in capacity during the twelfth century but plateaued around the 200 

ton mark from the mid-13th century onwards. The fact that these developments were also felt in 

Winchelsea is perhaps best illustrated by the side and sternpost rudders trawled from Rye Bay in 

the 1980s (Marsden 1992: 127; 1997: 64-5; Hutchinson 1994: 51). The side rudder, radiocarbon 

dated to c. 1150-1250 – through analogy with the very similar find from Bryggen in Bergen, Norway 

(Christensen 1985: 178; Englert 2001) – can be speculated to have belonged to a double-ended 

Nordic ship of around 120 tons capacity and 30 m in length. The sternpost rudder, radiocarbon 

dated to c. 1315-1405 – through analogy with the example recovered from Sandwich (Milne 2004) 

– can be hypothesized to have belonged to a Nordic vessel with a straight stern of between 150 and 

200 tons capacity and 20 m to 30 m in length.  

However, during the 13th and 14th centuries, it is likely that also cogs of the archaeological definition 

called at Winchelsea, as evidenced by a wrecking event from a German ‘cog’ from Stralsund in 1387 

(Pastscape Monument No. 1450471). Also the ship graffiti recorded in the town appears to depict 
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both late medieval Nordic ships and cogs, as they are archaeologically defined (chapter 5.2). Yet, if 

the graffiti should be dated to after the 1440’s, it is possible that also carvel ships are depicted. 

Indeed, if the date of c. 1450 for the collection of timbers from a carvel-built ship found in Camber 

is correct (Goodburn 1990), it would appear that carvel ships were already a fixture in the estuary 

in the 15th century.  

How did these changes in medieval shipbuilding impact Winchelsea? After the town was refounded 

inland on its present site, its connection to the sea was via the River Brede and Camber Estuary. 

This meant that large vessels of the type represented by the sternpost rudder could no longer visit 

the town directly and had to anchor in a roadstead in the Camber Estuary. A combination of several 

sources of evidence – the large rudders from Rye Bay (chapter 3.3.1), the pieces of a small (riverine) 

vessel found in Winchelsea (chapter 3.3.1), the situation depicted on John Prowez’s map form 1572 

(chapter 3.3.3), the anchoring methods depicted in the ship graffiti (chapter 5.2.4) and an account 

describing the offloading of tons into smaller boats (chapter 3.3.3) – suggest that a system was in 

place for the loading and unloading of vessels and provisioning of victuals for mustering fleets in 

which large vessels anchored in the Camber Estuary and unloaded their cargoes onto smaller 

vessels (sometimes using their own rigging for craning purposes) which would subsequently take 

the goods to the Winchelsea waterfront.  

This thesis presented the first archaeological interpretation of the waterfront (chapter 4.3). It 

appears to have consisted of two main components: the private plots lining a road on the northern 

side of the New Winchelsea hill and a public quay at the eastern end, across from the Strand field. 

The excavations at Rye View (Hopkinson 2012), the Bridge Inn (Russell 2013; Russell et al. 2015) 

and the auger survey at Eastwoods (chapter 4.2.2) provided the first evidence for the former extent 

of the River Brede. Estuarine and/or tidal conditions originally stretched all the way to the 

Winchelsea hill but, at least at Eastwoods, an area was reclaimed around 1280-92, probably for use 

as a waterfront. It appears that the river ran close beneath the town at the north-eastern corner of 

the hill, but meandered further away towards the west. It is therefore likely that the private 

waterfront plots were only accessible to small ships and boats at high tide and would have been 

grounded as the water ebbed. What the harbour plots were used for remains uncertain and could 

have changed over time. If the interpretation of the recovered worked timbers from Rye View as 

mooring posts is correct (Hopkinson 2012: 17), the harbour plots could have been used as private 

quays. The timbers interpreted as two jetties at the Bridge Inn (Russell et al. 2015: 24) would give 

further credence to this interpretation. However, the fact that as early as 1344/5, 33 out of 79 plots 

had been abandoned, demonstrates that problems with silting occurred early. This appears to be 

confirmed by the datable material from the fill-deposits found at Rye View and the Bridge Inn 

(chapter 4.2.2) and means that usage as quays would rapidly have become problematic. However, 
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efforts were made to keep the main channel navigable, probably to service the public quay which 

soon would have become the principal wharf used by foreign and resident merchants alike. Finally, 

a reference from the 1297 exchequer accounts alludes to both the presence of a crane, probably at 

the public quay, and to porters employed to carry goods up the hill and into the cellars in the town 

(Sylvester 1999b: 72).  

Overall, the waterfront was hypothesized to have functioned as follows. Small ships or riverine 

boats making their way up the River Brede, perhaps guided by a pilot, would have moored at a 

private quay or, especially after the private plots silted, the public quay. Alternatively, the town 

could have had an organised lightering service, but there is no direct evidence for this. At the quay, 

vessels would be loaded or discharged by members of the ship’s crew and/or porters standing by 

at the wharf, using the crane, the ship’s blocks and ropes and/or plane human strength. The goods 

could then have been put to market at the waterfront or on the ships themselves. Alternatively, 

they could be carried by porters to, either a warehouse at the Strand (chapter 4.2.5), or up the hill 

to one of the many cellars in the town (chapter 5.1.2).  

To facilitate the efforts of these porters, in many ways the people who kept the town running, 

certain features were identified in Winchelsea’s plan which could have been incorporated with the 

intent to create a town fit to service ships: (1) the streets in the town have different widths and the 

widest are those connecting the waterfront to the town; (2) the cellars are spatially distributed in 

a way that they are easiest accessible from the quays; and (3) the smallest plots, and thus nexus of 

activity, was planned nearest to the waterfront. These three features could serve as a 

straightforward answer to the first research question about New Winchelsea. However, the 

theoretical devices of rhythmanalysis and spatial trialectics stimulated this thesis to push the 

interpretation further and move beyond the strictly physical and explore what could be 

(reasonably) said about the way seafaring impacted the experience of living in this port town.  

It was shown that people’s daily lives in Winchelsea were, to a large extent, lived to the rhythms of 

the sea: from millennial and centennial scale storminess down to the yearly sailing season and the 

daily tidal cycles (chapter 7.1). Yet, people’s activities emerged with the rhythms of the sea and not 

as a result of them. The people living in Winchelsea were not determined by their maritime 

environment, rather they were engaged in constant dynamisms with the water. Winchelsea is a 

place where, through archaeological and historical research, it proved possible to recapture some 

of the natural and cultural rhythms which brought the town to life. However, rhythms, by their very 

nature are dynamic and can change and disappear. Much of Winchelsea’s maritime rhythms not 

only existed as environmental processes – storms, weather patterns, tides – but also in the 
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practices, interactions and the consciousness of its inhabitants. Once these rhythms started fading, 

also the town itself changed and, as a ‘maritime place’, ceased to exist. 

The second research question was generated during the process of analysing the data collected 

during the fieldwork project – the Winchelsea Harbour Survey – organised to produce additional 

information about Winchelsea’s waterfront. Indeed, it was realised that by studying in detail the 

tidal rhythmite contained in one of the cores extracted from the site, a significant contribution 

could be made to questions about the impact of the maritime environment, in particular 

storminess, on everyday life in medieval Winchelsea.  

The destruction of Old Winchelsea, and therefore the direct cause for the founding of the new 

town, is often attributed to a sequence of three ‘great storms’ in 1236, 1250-2 and 1287/88 (e.g. 

Cooper 1850: 9; 13-14, Homan 1940; Eddison 1998; 2004), occuring at the eve of the transition of 

the MCA to the LIA (e.g. Mann et al. 2009). When attempting to draw on the two main sources of 

evidence about medieval storminess – written sources and environmental proxy records – a 

methodological difficulty was flagged. Written sources provide micro-histories about weather 

events at a particular time and in a particular place, while environmental proxies describe macro-

developments of climate change over long periods of time for large areas. To resolve this issue of 

differential spatial and temporal resolutions, it was decided to third the problem by producing a 

new mediating dataset: a local proxy for high-energy events using the tidal rhythmite sequence 

extracted from the Winchelsea waterfront.  

To achieve this, the rhythmite was dated using paleomagnetic secular variation to around AD 1260 

and subsequently subjected to geochemical analysis using an ITRAX core scanner to produce a 

down-core geochemical signature from which normalised element ratios were drawn that serve as 

proxies for high-energy events. Analysis of these proxies suggests that the rhythmite started 

accumulating in the early 13th century under relatively stable conditions which came to a violent 

end, probably around the 1250 storm events. Afterwards, accumulation recommenced but the area 

entered a more turbulent period, with more high-energy events captured in the proxy, leading up 

to the 1287/8 storm that likely was the final blow to Old Winchelsea. However, by this point, 

probably due to the worsening conditions in the second half of the 13th century, most of the town’s 

population had already moved to the new site. This turbulent period also correlates well with 

accounts of investments made in sea defences (Gross & Butcher 1995; Eddison 1998; Rippon 2001; 

2002; Gardiner 2002). It seems safe to suggest that the geochemical signature of the core has 

captured a number of events that were perhaps not extreme enough to be recorded by the 

chroniclers, and therefore provided a more refined picture of the environment during this crucial 

phase in Winchelsea’s history.  
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This study provides a counter-argument to the popular belief that it is not yet possible to study the 

impact of large-scale medieval climate change on local communities (Barnouf 2011: 67). 

Furthermore, it was illustrated that even with adequate investment in defences, certain storms 

were simply too extreme for the defences of the time, and serves as a reminder that perhaps these 

weather events deserve to regain some of their agency in archaeological research and reclaim their 

place as one of the many rhythms that constituted medieval life.  

Indeed, after three generations had been trounced by the violent storms the sea brought, it is not 

unreasonable to suggest that a certain unease towards the sea developed and the nearby hill of 

Iham must have seemed like an attractive place to relocate to. Of course, also the strategic 

advantage of an elevated position during an attack must have been taken into consideration. 

Nevertheless, the choice of Iham Hill came down to conceding easy access to open water in 

exchange for protection from the sea’s aggressions. The limitations of the new inland location were 

particularly felt at the waterfront. Although the introductory note that precedes the list of private 

waterfront plots in the 1292 rental already alluded to the fact that his location was “perilous at all 

flowings of the tide” (e.g. Cooper 1850: 53), the work conducted during the Winchelsea Harbour 

Survey provided archaeological evidence for the efforts put into making the area suitable to 

function as a waterfront. In particular the geophysical anomalies that could be interpreted as 

drainage canals and the man-made layer encountered in the core WINCH15-Eastwoods-BH1B give 

an indication of the expenditure of energy that was required to make or keep the site usable.  

Yet, the ambition reflected in the town’s layout and the fact that systems were put in place that 

allowed Winchelsea to continue functioning successfully as a port for at least another two 

centuries, hint at a multifaceted relationship with the sea. The complex nature of this relationship 

is captured best by the study of the ship graffiti that were recorded in St Thomas’ church and the 

Blackfriars Barn undercroft using RTI. On the one hand, people found it necessary to engrave ship 

drawings in stone pillars in St Thomas, perhaps to acquire some form of spiritual protection from 

the sea, while – at the same or at a different time – also scratching ship drawings in wet plaster in 

an ostensibly secular undercroft, seemingly commemorating the mustering of a large naval fleet 

before setting out, and therefore seemingly celebrating the beneficial aspects of living next to the 

sea.  

In reconstructing these complexities, the research produced in this thesis makes a contribution to 

a variety of research topics. First, it is hoped that the illustration of the ways in which people’s 

activities in Winchelsea emerged with the rhythms of the sea and not as a result of them, will 

contribute to theoretical concept building in archaeology. Although I am critical of the ways in which 

new materialist ideas have been applied to specific artefact categories, there is immense value in 
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adopting an a priori stance in which both human and non-human actors are considered equally 

important in the way life is lived on this world, although through study one could be found to be 

more determinative than the other (e.g. Olsen 2010; Hodder 2012).  Moreover, the reconstructions 

of some of the temporal rhythms to which life in Winchelsea resonated and found spatial 

expression can be situated in a growing corpus of literature that strives towards what Edgeworth 

(2011) calls “an archaeology of flow”, an archaeology that is interested in capturing some of the 

dynamisms of everyday life in the past (Sturt 2006; Aldred 2014; Dye 2016).   

Second, by presenting the first maritime archaeological study of Winchelsea, it fills a gap in the 

existing body of literature on the town (Cooper 1850; Homan 1940; 1942; Sylvester 1999b; Martin 

& Martin 2004; Martin & Rudling 2004). Third, the absolute dating evidence for the tidal rhythmite 

sequence is a useful addition to the literature studying the geomorphology of Romney Marsh (e.g. 

Stupples 2002; Stupples & Plater 2007; Long et al. 2006a; 2006b; Long et al. 2007; Waller & Long 

2010).  

Fourth, in a more general sense, this work contributes to two specific research issues put forward 

in the Maritime Archaeological Research Agenda for England (Ransley & Sturt 2013):  

1. “How are new ideas about maritime space and new geographical knowledge reflected in 

the archaeology of seafaring and port life?“ (Adams & Flatman 2013: 163) 

Through the analysis of the urban morphology of Winchelsea, it was argued that maritime 

knowledge can be engrained in the very structure of the port town itself.  

2. “In what ways can we discern the impact of climatic changes (notably High Medieval storm 

surges, particularly on the badly affected east coast) […] on maritime aspects of life, from 

the demography and social organisation of maritime settlement to the technology, 

practice, and specialisation of maritime industries?” (Adams & Flatman 2013: 140) 

By attempting to bring together information from the written sources and environmental proxy 

records, it was demonstrated that reconciling these two vital sets of data, and therefore answering 

this second question, is not an easy task. Therefore, a method was developed to study the impact 

of climatic changes on local communities by producing a mediating proxy. In doing so, it became 

possible to study the impact of storminess on life in Winchelsea. At the same time, going through 

the process of analysing the core to generate this proxy inspired the idea to study the development 

of medieval ship technology in light of changing weather patterns. If conducted in a meticulous 

way, the analysis of the impact of changing weather patterns on ship technology could complement 

the existing ship archaeological literature that has highlighted economic (Bill 1995), political (Bill 

1997: 144), social (Adams 2013b: 17) and technological (Adams & Black: 244) drivers for change.  

Fifth, this thesis is a textbook-example of a study that applies a seamless approach to the analysis 

of coastal archaeology (e.g. Cunliffe 2001; Westerdahl 1991; Sturt 2006; Crumlin-Pedersen 2010; 
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Barrett & Gibbon 2015), but particularly falls in line with previous work in urban environments by 

Bill (1999), Gawronski (2009; 2014) and to a certain extent Eriksson (2014). 

However, it must be acknowledged that certain limitations were encountered during the research, 

although many of these issues could provide excellent topics for future research. As a direct result 

of the decision to also pursue environmental work at the site, there was not enough time to provide 

a generalising study about the impact of shipping on urban morphologies across northwest Europe, 

the topic this thesis originally intended to pursue. Therefore, only Winchelsea can be claimed to 

have been laid out with seafaring in mind and any statement about northwest European or English 

towns in general would be unsubstantiated. Nonetheless, future work could use the three features 

highlighted by the analysis of Winchelsea’s urban morphology as indicative of an intent to facilitate 

the servicing of ships – differential widths of streets, spatial distribution of buildings relevant for 

port activities and the location of the smallest quarters – to question a larger number of medieval 

town plans and begin to produce a more generalising study.  

A second limitation concerns the study of medieval ships in northwest Europe. The archaeological 

material used in this research has a strong Scandinavian bias and a comprehensive work on ship 

sizes is lacking. In order to confirm the trends picked up on in chapter 3.4, a thorough study of 

historically documented tonnages is needed, and, in a perfect world, many more medieval 

shipwrecks would be found and excavated in the UK. However, even a synthesizing in-depth study 

of the archaeological ship remains already available in the UK, along the lines of Bill’s (1997) seminal 

work in Denmark, is currently lacking. A thesis on this topic would allow researchers to compare 

the technological development of ships in Scandinavia alongside developments in England.  

Another limitation is that the results of the geophysical survey at the Winchelsea waterfront can be 

no more than an indication of what is present beneath the soil. To confirm the hypotheses put 

forward in chapter 4, trenches will need to be dug at the relevant locations. Given that the majority 

of land that covers the ancient waterfront is privately owned, it is not unimaginable that certain 

parts will see further development, in which case the information produced by the Winchelsea 

Harbour Survey could serve as a guide. In this case, given the demonstrated potential for the 

preservation of archaeological wood and the wealth of information contained in the soil, it would 

be recommended to conduct watching briefs during works with minimal impact and to conduct 

archaeological excavations with defined research objectives in the case of more intrusive 

interventions.  

There are also some limitations to the environmental work presented in chapter 6. The PSV date, 

although robust, needs further work by a paleomagnetism expert to calculate Fisher Statistics 

(1953) to generate a margin of error on the AD 1260 date. Furthermore, because the tidal rhythmite 
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used to produce the local proxy for high-energy events was rapidly deposited and therefore likely 

only spans five decades, the core will need to be tied together with longer-term depositions 

captured in offshore cores in order to be effectively correlated with long-term storminess proxies. 

However, the principle of producing a local proxy to bridge the varying spatial and temporal 

resolutions of written sources and environmental proxies shows great promise and could be 

transposed to different regions. A good location to further develop the method is Guernsey. Not 

only did recent research on Herm generate a local proxy for storminess (Bailiff et al. 2014) that 

could be related with local historical research (Johnston 2014) and environmental proxies for the 

northern hemisphere (chapter 6.2.2), St Peter Port also boasts a large collection of medieval wrecks 

that could have foundered during a disastrous storm (Adams & Black 2004: 249). Moreover, such 

work at Guernsey could function as an ideal case study within a larger research project, examining 

the impact of climate change during the transition from the MCA to the LIA on medieval seafaring. 

Such a project does not need to be confined to a study of ship technology alone using the 

methodology described in chapter 6.4, but could also engage with changing patterns of 

connectivity. 

Despite these limitations, this thesis has demonstrated that researchers should not be afraid to 

tackle multiple distinct datasets within single research projects. While historical and environmental 

datasets provided the maritime context for this work, the archaeological material contributed the 

sustenance for the narrative (chapter 7.2). Bringing such a wide array of sources together in a 

productive way (using, for example, the conceptual tool of rhythmanalysis), across (sub)disciplinary 

boundaries, should be encouraged as it allows for more comprehensive narratives about the past 

to be told which, at the same time, push the current boundaries of interpretation.  

In essence, this entire study, and the wide range of topics it researched, all served to answer the 

one question that lies at the core of maritime archaeology as a discipline: what was the relationship 

like between people and the sea in the past? Approaching this task from multiple lines of evidence, 

this question was resolved to a high resolution by producing a nuanced and complex picture of how 

this relationship unfolded in the English medieval port town of Winchelsea, a place that was shaped 

by ships and storms. 
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Glossary of Nautical Terms 

The following list of terms and definitions is based on the glossaries included in the work of Adams 

(2013b), Englert (2015), and the unpublished document Glossarium van scheepstermen in de 

‘Romeinse’ maritieme literatuur (version 04/06/2009), unless stated otherwise. Terms in italics are 

defined elsewhere in the glossary.  

 

Term Definition 

Ballast Heavy material placed in the hold of a ship to improve stability. 

Biti (From Old Norse) In Nordic construction, the lowest beam in the 

framing system, directly above the tops of the floor timbers and 

fastened to the sides with standing knees.  

Beam Transverse timber with ends fastened or lodged against the hull. Also 

used to refer to the maximum breadth of a vessel.  

Bottom-based Method of ship construction where the bottom of the hull is the 

primary element in the design and construction sequence.  

Bow The forward part of the ship 

Braces Rope(s) used to rotate the yard around the mast. This allows a ship to 

sail at different angles to the wind.  

Carvel Method of ship construction where the hull planks are laid flush onto 

the frame timers and are fastened to the frames, not to each other.  

Caulking Material inserted into the hull to make it watertight.  

Capstan Vertical barrel revolving around its axis to apply force to ropes, etc.  

Clench-nail Method of fastening lapstrake planks by hammering the end of a nail 

over a washer or rove.  

Clinker Method of ship construction in which the edges of the hull planks 

overlap and are fasted by clenching. Often imprecisely applied to any 

hull that is built with overlapping planks. In such a case, the term 

lapstrake is more accurate.  

Draught The distance between the waterline and the lowest point of the hull. 
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Fairings Hemi-conical shaped timber nailed to the front of a beam and the plank 

below meant to prevent objects passing the hull from fouling on the 

beams and to protect the hull from abrasion (Vermeersch & Haneca 

2015: 123-4).  

Fender A bumper used to absorb the kinetic energy of a ship berthing against 

a quay. 

Fishtail V-shaped frame used in the narrowing ends of a vessel.  

Floor timber The component of a ship’s framing that runs across the keel.  

Flush (laying of planks) Planking laid edge-to-edge.  

Frame System of connected transverse timbers running along the inner 

surface of the planking.  

Frame-spacing Distance between the centres of two consecutive frame stations.  

Furled sail The situation when the sail is stowed and fastened to the yards.  

Garboard strake Frist strake, counting from the keel towards the sheer.  

Grounding (a vessel) The situation (intentional or unintentional) when a ship hits the 

ground.   

Intermodal container A standardised shipping container.  

Keel  Longitudinal centreline timber. 

Keel plank Longitudinal plank that functions as the centreline timber.  

Keelson Longitudinal timber fastened on top of the frames.  

Knee L-shaped timber typically used to reinforce an angular joint between 

two other timbers.  

Lapstrake Method of ship construction in which the edges of the hull planks 

overlap.  

Lee shore The stretch of coastline towards which the wind is blowing.  

Lifts Ropes that prevent the yard from turning in the vertical plane when 

the yard is not hoisted.  

Mouldings Decorative profile in the edge of a plank or timber.  
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Nordic Method of ship construction that originated in Scandinavia and 

subsequently spread to most of northern Europe, including England. 

Nordic vessels had a hull that was built as an integral unit in a lapstrake-

fashion into which internal stiffening elements were inserted. 

Plimsoll line Marking on a ship indicating the safe limit of submersion when loaded. 

Pintle Pin or bolt that is part of a pivot or hinge mechanism attaching the 

rudder to the stern of the vessel.  

Rib Old term for the frames of a ship.  

Rigging All of the ropes, blocks and other elements used to support the spars 

(or yards) and sails and control them.   

Rivet Nail driven through two elements and then hammered over a rove.  

Roadstead Body of sheltered water where ships can lie reasonably safely at 

anchor. 

Rove Small, pierced metal plate over which the point of a clinker nail is 

hammered.  

Scarf Joint between two planks or timbers.  

Sheer Upper edge of a ship’s side.   

Shrouds Standing rigging holding up the mast from the sides of a vessel.  

Side rudder Rudder mounted on the (starboard) side of the hull.  

Stays Ropes that support the mast against forward and/or backward pull. 

Stem (or stempost) Centreline timber at the bow of a ship with a straight stern or at either 

end of the hull of a double-ended vessel.  

Stern   The after part of the ship.  

Sternpost Centreline timber at the stern of the ship. 

Sternpost rudder Rudder mounted to (typically) a straight or slightly curved sternpost.  

Stevedoring A waterfront manual labourer involved in loading and unloading ships.  

Strake A continuous run of planking.  

Stringer Longitudinal internal timber.  
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Superstructure Structures built above the deck at the fore or aft end of a vessel.  

Tacking When sailing a zig-zag course to windward, the sailing manoeuvre 

during which a vessel turns its bow through the eye of the wind.  

Tingle Repair-patch nailed onto the hull.  

Tonnage Measure of the cargo-carrying capacity of a ship.  

Topcastle A fighting structure in the upper part of the main mast of a medieval 

ship.  

Trim The difference between the draughts forward and aft. An excessive 

trim forward or aft affects the vessel’s sailing capabilities.  

Tun (capacity) English unit of liquid volume, typically referring to a vat holding 252 

wine gallons.  

Treenail Wooden fastening pin.  

Windlas Horizontal barrel revolving around its axis to apply force to ropes, etc. 

Yard Spar fitted across a mast.  
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Glossary of Geological Terms 

The following list of terms and definitions is based on the Penguin Dictionary of Geology (Kearey 

2001) and Penguin Dictionary of Physcial Geography (Whittow 2000).  

 

Term Definition 

Accommodation space Space formed during deformation which allows a bed to fill all available 

space.  

Allochthon unit A unit that originated a long distance from its present position.  

Biogenic Materials produced by organisms or their activities.  

Denuded The removal of material by weathering and/or erosion.  

Detrital Material derived from an existing rock by weathering and/or erosion. 

Diagenesis All physical, chemical and biological processes that occur in a sediment 

after deposition, during which it attempts to reach equilibrium with its 

evolving geochemical environment.  

Diatoms A microscopic, unicellular, planktonic alga growing in water.  

Foraminifera Microscopic single cell planktonic organisms which secrete shells of 

calcium carbonate that ultimately make up high proportions of 

deposits on the sea-floor.  

Oxidation The loss of hydrogen or the addition of oxygen through chemical 

reaction. 

Recurved spit A coastal spit of which the distal end is curved inward as a result of 

wave action.  

Redox reaction Oxidation coupled with chemical reduction.  

Rhythmite A finally laminated sediment in which two or three different lithologies 

are regularly reapeated.  

Terrigenous Sedimentary deposits that have either been formed and laid down on 

a land surface or that have been derived from the land but 

subsequently mixed in with marine deposits.  
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