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century changes of this kind were contemplated because 
ownership of these churches had already passed into 
the hands of the abbot of Quarr. At Niton, it seems that 
constricted building space may have been a deterrent. 

Drawing an overview from the medieval architectural 
components now recovered at Church Hill, it appears 
that the entire assemblage fits well with the removal of 
a portion of a thirteenth century church structure that 
had come to be viewed as either expendable or simply 
redundant. While the rigours of the English Reformation 
offer an obvious explanation for such a change, it seems 
that the aspirations of an earlier generation of the 
monks of Sheen might simply befit a scenario in which 
some targeted demolition had become necessary when 
prosperity offered the opportunity of adding a tower.

Scenario 2
In our second scenario we consider our new-found 
architectural components at Church Hill to be potential 
casualties of the rigours of the English Reformation. 
Here was an episode in which demolition might be 
specifically targeted on a putative chantry chapel 
occupying the north transept position in Godshill’s 
church (Fig. 42, location D). 

From the development site at Church Hill comes slab 
fragment AC16. Composed of an exotic and finely 
striated Italian travertine,  this seems well suited to a 
prestigious tomb or monument that might be set within 
a chantry chapel in this part of the church (Fig. 15). Such 
a chapel, postulated by Stone (1898, 18-19 & 1912, 175) 
could have succumbed to Protestant zealotry in 1539 
when the Sheen church and its tithes, were transferred 
into the hands of George Mille (aka. Mill). Here was a 
member of a Southampton merchant family that was 
then busy demolishing Quarr abbey. George was also 
administering a lucrative royal contract for supplying 
dismantled monastic stone for the construction of the 
new Henrician shore forts that would defend the Solent 
coast (Hockey, 1970, 235-238). 

When George Mille dies in 1567-8, he is in possession 
of the chantry chapel within Godshill parish church. 
By then, however, this portion of the church had been 
assigned to the teaching of ‘gramer to many yong 
children’ (Stone, 1912, 177). At a time of dynamic 
Protestant reform, a new lay use of this chantry chapel 
could present a welcome opportunity to strip out 
redundant tracery and tiling redolent of a dark and 

Fig. 41a: Propagating the grotesque, on the south face of 
Carisbrooke’s tower.

Fig. 41b: The bloated face of gluttony? on Godshill’s tower

Fig. 41c: The sin of utterance and calumny depicted on 
Godshill’s tower.

Fig. 41d:  Advanced aeolian and chemical degradation afflicts 
this screaming face on Godshill’s tower
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unloved past. In Godshill’s north transept, an educator’s 
torch of enlightenment might now proffer a brighter 
future.

Scenario 3
A windswept hilltop is never the best place to carry 
out prolonged building and stone-working activities, 
especially when subject to the Isle of Wight’s sustained 
assault by powerful south-westerly winds. 

Clustered in a well sheltered hollow, perhaps one or 
more the buildings at Church Hill might suit the needs of 
a thirteenth century stone-working team while engaged 
in church constructions on the hilltop.  Although the 
sample of sculpted stone is disappointingly small, 
several features deserve note. 

When mullion AC22 was recovered from the rubble of 
wall S1 it was in pristine condition, being completely 

Fig.42 General ground plan pf Godshill church showing noted architectural features.  A- truncated wall of first nave now embodied tower; 
B- putative Anglo-Saxon sculpted fragment; C- totally conjected position of east end of first nave: D site of former chantry chapel since rebuilt 
as Worsley mortuary chapel.

GC1.	 Ground courses of modest Greensand ashlar overlain by 80% Greensand random rubble containing occasional 
slate and Purbeck marble additions

GC2.	 90% bold tightly jointed coursed Greensand ashlar of 17th century date

GC3.	 80% Greensand random rubble with 5% random re-use of Greensand ashlar and 5% ferruginous sandstone. No 
ground course distinction. 

GC4.	 90% Greensand random rubble with 2% chert and 5% random Greensand ashlar.

GC5.	 90% Greensand random rubble with 5% chert. No ground course distinction.

GC6.	 90% Greensand random rubble with occasional ferruginous sandstone and chert.

GC7.	 99% Coursed Greensand rubble with some coursed rough ashlar

GC8.	 90% small Greensand rubble with 5% chert and 2% ferruginous sandstone.

GC9.	 80% Greensand random rubble with 10% Greensand ashlar and 10% flint. South transept.

GC10.	 Tower. 99% bold and tightly jointed Greensand ashlar with large basal courses diminishing upwards. Chamfered 
ground course. 

GC11.	 Porch. 100% coursed Greensand ashlar with a block height up to 0.35m.

Church fabric characterised in Fig.42

free of weathering, stain or chip. Here was a relatively 
soft and vulnerable glauconitic Greensand with its 
chamfered faces all finely finished except one; this 
was still rough-hewn. On the top and bottom jointing 
faces, not a trace of mortar could be found in its finely 
chiselled scores. This, it seems was an unfinished piece. 

After just five weeks in open-air storage this stone 
quickly acquired a strong green organic stain which, 
perhaps, it had never gained before. Here, we are left 
to ponder whether this piece was ever carried to the 
top of the hill and, if so, how and why it might descend 
to this site while remaining unused and undamaged.

If major pieces of thirteenth century church masonry 
were being prepared, virtually on-site, in a Church Hill 
workshop, we are bound to question exactly when and 
why. The earliest upstanding structure in the church is the 
north wall of the old nave, and it is here, in the mortar 
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jointing of the ashlar courses, that we have already noted 
the use of slate fragments as levelling pieces (Fig. 16b). In 
the vicinity of the medieval hearths shown in Fig. 3, small 
fragments of lead might be residue from the preparation 
of cames and fittings for the church windows.

Other features in the same church wall are fragments of 
re-used and severely burnt Purbeck limestone slabs of 
the kind derived from flooring or tomb covers (Fig. 43). 
The wall also contains some tabular stone fragments 
of the kind otherwise found in Purbeck Limestone 
roof slabs. The embodiment of all of these tell-tale 
materials within the structure of this wall point towards 
the existence of an earlier building which, perhaps, may 
have been destroyed by fire. 

If we suppose that the slate fragments represent a 
delivery to the site while the wall was being constructed, 
then this is most unlikely to have occurred before 1272. It 
was on, or shortly after, this date that Isabella de Fortibus 
was introducing slate at Carisbrooke Castle (idem). 

When we recall that the Norman cushion capital at 
Godshill had also been re-used as builders’ rubble 
during a later medieval remodelling of the church, we 
are presented with the possibility that a good deal 
of loose demolished stone from the Norman church 
may have been left on-site for use on later occasions. 
Perhaps the incongruous grassy mound near the north 
wall of the tower marks heaped material of this kind. 

The Church Hill building complex
When weighing the possibilities of these three select 
scenarios, we see that a construction date for the former 
stone buildings at the Church Hill development site is 
critical to the architectural history of Godshill’s church. 
Unfortunately, the limited scope of the watching brief 
has fallen short of retrieving sufficient information of 
this kind.  

At present we can only see, from the published map 
of John Andrews, that no structure remained standing 
at this spot in 1769. If we envisage a scenario in which 
both the tower and a Travertino Striato monument were 
installed during or after the completion of Carisbrooke’s 
tower, then we might expect the church’s demolition 
rubble to be travelling downhill sometime after 1470. 
This would allow a period of some seven decades 
before control of the chantry chapel passed into private 
hands in 1539 (Malden, 1967, 89-94). 

Judged by the buried walls and features glimpsed in 
the foundation trenches for the new houses, it appears 

that at least four medieval stone structures formerly 
stood at the foot of Church Hill (Fig. 3). It also evident 
that much of the recovered architectural components 
may have been built into nothing more than a simple 
boundary wall dividing these structures from the lane 
at Church Hill (Fig. 3, S1 context 183). Without clear 
knowledge of the date and the nature of any of these 
stone structures, we are still denied conclusive evidence 
concerning the history and siting of Godshill’s earliest 
church. Hopefully, however, we may have advanced a 
little further from fanciful oral tradition and the coach-
driver’s entertaining yarn.
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Appendix 1. 
The principal archaeological contexts bearing medieval building materials at Church Hill

Context Sculpted stone Slate Ridge tile Floor tile 

104 Some Rare 

110 Some Rare 

120 Rare 

124 Rare 

125 Some 

126 Rare plan 

128 Some Common 

136 Some 

148 Some Some 

150 Some 

153 Some 

155 Some 

157 Some 

158 Some Some plan 

162 Much 

170 Rare 

177 Most 

183 Some plan 

185 Some Some 

188 Some Much 

193 Some 

194 Some 

197 Some Much 

204 Some 




