











Captain A. Pigot in charge of a detachment from the
Devon Militia (7/1/1799). This document lists the four
areas where the militia were deployed along the
Undercliff coastline: Niton, Steep Hill, Old Park and
Knowles. Steep Hill, Old Park and Knowles are all
situated along the southern coastline of the Island at
points where enemy French vessels could potentially
land troops at nearby bays such as Rocken End near
Knowles.

Because of Wards/Weards Homestead’s position
above Puckaster Cove and the mouth of Barrack
Shute, it would not seem unreasonable to suggest
that for the entry for Niton, Captain Pigot was not
talking about 'barracks’ at the top of Barrack Shute
but a military position on the Undercliff, adjacent to
the other places where the militia were deployed
along the coast. It is from here that Captain Pigot
includes himself in the daily numbers of his militia
men on duty. Debatably then, there may have been
four smaller barracks along the Undercliff with the
one near the bottom of Barrack Shute being the
command post where the senior officers were based,
and extra ammunition was stored. The request from
the ‘guards’ for extra candles and coal in a cold
January, as well as the number of militia men at each
guard post, would suggest that in 1799 there were
four guard houses, rather than just one large
barracks at the top of Barrack Shute from which men
had to deploy daily to their posts along the
Undercliff. There is a sad account of an incident
where two Devon Militia men on the 31/12/1798,
returning from Godshill in the dark, misjudged the
edge of the cliff above Mirables on the Undercliff
and fell to their death (Kentish Weekly Post or
Canterbury Journal, 1/3/1799). One might assume
that these men were trying to find the point where
the Cripple Path descends down through the cliff
line to Mirables, to then proceed onwards to where
they were stationed, somewhere along the
Undercliff.
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Fig 5: Heather and Williams (1797)

Heather and Williams’' 1797 map (Fig. 5) has 'Watch
House' shown on it but no geographical detail to
where this might be other than it is near Puckaster
Cove. It may represent the Wards/Weard Site or
somewhere on top of the East Cliff.

With caution, one might then speculate that if there
was a beacon at Nodes Butt, it may have been part
of a localised beacon chain across the four groups of
militia men on the Undercliff to warn each other of a
sighted sea-borne threat. This might go some way to
explain the Wards/Weards site’s ‘invisibility’ to other
known inland beacons on the Island. One might
further speculate that the ‘Sentinels’ from each of the
four barracks may have positioned themselves as a
watch on top of the East Cliff, night and day in the
‘Watch House’, with each barracks committed to
supply one of its troops to it for each shift. In this
way, should the enemy appear, spotted by
themselves or the soldiers in the barracks along the
coastline, a beacon could be lit on the East Cliff to
alert other beacon points on the Island. Similarly,
should a watch on the East Cliff see another inland
beacon alight, the sentinels could then raise the
alarm with the four barracks situated below them
along the Undercliff.

If correct, Dunning’s (1951) observation that the
‘watch’ was ‘preserved’ in the place name Weards
Cottage would seem to hold true. Whilst there may
have once been a barracks at the top of Barrack
Shute (although its precise whereabouts is unclear®)
Weards Cottage near the base of the shute, certainly
in 1799, seems to offer a better explanation to where
the ‘Niton barracks' was located at that time, along
with perhaps a localised warning beacon beside it. |
have not been able to establish whether this site has
much earlier origins for a ‘watch’ although the
placenames might suggest that there was. As
Margham (2015) observes,

‘Given the significance of the Isle of Wight
to the house of Wessex as a strategic
location there must have been provision for
watching the coast, but one which we do
not have evidence for in the surviving
written record. There are however place-
name elements which, despite first being
recorded in the later medieval period and
through to the early seventeenth century,
may indicate this service during the Viking
Age, i.e. tot, wacu, weard and wierde".

Interestingly, the 'Wards Withybed’ land as part of
the cluster of ‘wards (watch) and ‘nodes (beacon)’
placenames, also adds interest. Why would a watch
have withies growing nearby? Niton, once a strong
fishing community, would certainly find such a
resource useful for making crab pots but the withies’
proximity and name connection to the watch site is
intriguing. A possible answer might be that withies
were being grown for the purpose of the once
popular sport of ‘Singlestick’ fighting, where fencing

bThe local history book “Niton Calling” says that Barrack Shute ‘commemorates the barracks which had been built near the top when a
large number of troops had been quartered in the Island in the 17th Century’ (Women's Institute, 142/NIT/1971, IW County Records
Office). The ‘Mudge Map’ and 1810 Ordnance Survey map (IW County Records Office) does show the word ‘Barracks’ near to the top of
the shute but it is unclear if this is the correct site of the barracks as the word may simply be positioned as it is because there is a clear
space on the busy map to record it. Further research into this area is required.
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skills could be robustly practised. While ash poles
were traditionally used for the sticks, sometimes
willow poles were used instead. The handguards on
the poles were often fashioned out of withies. They
have also been used to fashion containers to hold
ammunition.

But what about ‘Butt’?

An entry in the HER database (2022, IWHER 635/
MIW633) notes the high cliffs directly above Weards
Cottage (Eastern Cliff: Mills, 1996) and the visibility
towards other beacon sites that can be had from the
top of the cliff (although not Shanklin Down as the
record reports). This would seem a more feasible site
to place a watch/beacon. Certainly, The ROC
realised the value of this same site as a lookout point
by re-siting its operations from the West Cliff to the
East Cliff at the beginning of World War 2, utilising
its position until the Corps stood down in the 1990s.
If located on top of the cliff, the Weards Cottage/
Nodes Butt place name might possibly allude to
‘land that is against the place where the watch/
beacon is located’. Whilst the siting of a watch and a
beacon directly above the Weards Cottage/Nodes
Butt site would seem logical, or even if a watch was
positioned on the Weards Cottage site and its
beacon sited directly above it on the cliff (during
whatever historical period), there is no written or
archaeological evidence at present to substantiate
either scenario, though one must remain open to
these possibilities until proven otherwise.

East Cliff

A site visit to Niton's East Cliff plateau on a clear day
quickly reveals the panoramic dominance the site
has over the sea (and indeed the surrounding
landscape). From the cliff edge, it is possible to see
along the Undercliff and across the English Channel
and invaders or raiders from the sea would easily be
spotted from this elevated vantage position. It is
unlikely that the observational benefits of this
position overlooking the seascape would be lost to
previous inhabitants in the local area.

Indeed, from historical research on the Isle of Wight,
Albin (1795) refers to the watch at Niton and its
position at the ‘Cripe”:

‘In the 13th (year) of Edward the Third, the
lord of Niton and Chale furnifhed one
bowman for defence of the ifland, and the
church of Niton one bowman. In the year
1638, we find that one of the watches of the
ifland, confifting of two men, was ftationed
at Cripe at Nyghton, as it had before been
as early as the 18th of Edward the Second,
then wrote Nywetone'.

The mention of ‘Cripe’ at Niton, is likely to refer to
the ‘Cripple Path’ that rises out of the village of Niton
and crosses the East Cliff plateau to the cliff edge,
where it then cuts through the cliff face and
descends towards Puckaster Bay on the Undercliff.
Indeed, Kdkeritz (1940, p.Ixxix) speculates about this,

‘...and la Wirdde in Niton, if not identical
with Weards Cottage, may have stood on
the Cripple Path’. Boucher (1896) seems
surer of the Cripple Path being the site of

the watch ‘So also at St. Helens or Watch-
house Point was stationed a watch of ten
men by day and four by night, with a
beacon ready to be fired, to guard this
exposed corner of the lIsland from the
attacks of invaders, who were tempted by
its protected anchorage and easy landing.
Another of these watches was stationed on
the road beyond Mirables, on the steep
ascent of the Cripple Path".

Fig.6: MAP B of Niton Common Fields and Head Down
(1856) showing the 'Watch House’ fields on the cliff
edge and the enclosures to the north of them.

My investigation of tithe maps of the area showed
the field systems on the East Cliff plateau and their
names. Along the cliff edge, just east to the fields
called ‘Setmel’, there are a range of fields called
‘Watch Houses’, overlooking Woody Bay, Binnel Bay,
Puckaster and the expanse of the English Channel.
(Fig.6) The 'Cripple Path’ goes directly across some
of the 'Watch Houses' fields. Hill and Sharp’s
research into beacons (1997, cited by Baker and
Brookes 2015) observed that 16th century place
names called ‘Watch House” were sometimes found
on the sites of much older watch sites. It is possible
then, that the Shide Inquisition (1324) reference to 'la
Wyrrd" could have been to the ‘Watch Houses’ site
where the ‘Cripple Path’ (Cripe) intersects and not to
the ‘Weard Cottage’ area on the Undercliff. Other
documents would appear to support this.

One of the earliest maps of the Isle of Wight created
by William White in 1600 shows ‘pictorial
representations’ of beacons across the Island but
does not show a beacon located near '‘Nyton’, the
nearest possibly being Stenbury; Fig.7 shows an
extract of this map for the Niton area.

Van Keulen’s 1720 map of the Island (Fig. 8) shows
the words ‘Watch house’ written on the cliff edge
above ‘Puchester Cove'. It is difficult to tell if there is
a building representing a watch house, drawn on the
Undercliff, below the writing. If it is a representation,
it is east of the Weards Cottage site.

In his later map of 1725 (Fig. 9), the Undercliff is
shown as a range of hills rather than a cliff line. The
word ‘'Watch House' is shown on top of a drawing of
a building on a hill above Puckaster Bay, at the
approximate position where the field system known
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Whilst it is unlikely that 'High Hatt’ was a beacon site
in the past, ‘Node Hill" in the north of Niton Parish
with its far-reaching views towards other beacon
points in the landscape, should be considered as a
potential beacon site in any further research that is
conducted into the beacons of the Isle of Wight.

Two beacons or not two beacons in the Niton Parish?
That was the question. In conclusion, the answer to
that must be a definite one, with a likely second and
perhaps even a possible third?
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