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GEOLOGICAL RAMBLES ON CLOSED RAILWAYS IN THE ISLE OF WIGHT
Dr. Stephen K. Donovan

Abstract

Walking closed railways is not unusual, but the author investigated some of the former lines of the Isle of Wight guided by
reference to the third edition of Stanford’s Geological Atlas of Great Britain and Ireland... and of the Features observable
along the Principal Lines of Railway, published over 100 years ago; relevant pages are illustrated herein. Three
excursions were investigated in the present study: Newport to Langbridge; Freshwater to Yarmouth; and Wootton to
Newport. Geological exposures are limited and the walker needs to be observant; reference to a geological map is
recommended. The walker is also at a handicap compared to the railway traveller of 1914, who would have gone faster
and been elevated above the trackbed, and whose view would have been less occluded by lush lineside undergrowth in
need of trimming.

This short paper is inspired by a book on my shelf that was 100 years old last year (Woodward 1914). To give its full
title, it is a third edition of Stanford’s Geological Atlas of Great Britain and Ireland with Plates of Characteristic Fossils
preceded by Descriptions of the Geological Structure of Great Britain and Ireland and their Counties; of the Channel
Islands; and of the Features observable along the Principal Lines of Railway. This is an inspiring volume, recalling the
days when railways were widespread and the principal form of long distance transport inland, encouraging the naturalist
to look out of the train window and appreciate the succession of strata over which they were passing.

In 1914 the railways of the Isle of Wight totalled about 58 miles in length (Allen & Macleod 1967, p. 9) and were
covered by Woodward (1914, pp. 142-4, pl. 15) in some detail (Figs. 1-4 herein). By 2014, this network had withered to
the electrified Island Line (Ryde to Shanklin) and the Isle of Wight Steam Railway (loWSR; Smallbrook Junction to
Wootton). Lines that were closed in the 1950s and 1960s (Maycock & Silsbury 2006, appendix 4) include Shanklin to
Ventnor; Brading to Bembridge; Wootton to Newport; Newport to Cowes; Newport to Freshwater; Sandown to Newport;
and Merstone to Ventnor West. A feature of these closed lines is that many are now footpaths and/or cycle paths, so
Woodward’s guide is now relevant to the walker. Herein, I provide observations made while walking three of the closed
island lines and demonstrate that, after 100 years, Woodward (1914) is still of use and relevance. However, actually
geological exposures are limited; the eye needs to watch for features in the landscape such as topography, drainage and
soils.

Biographical note: H.B. Woodward

Horace Bolingbroke Woodward (August 20" 1848-February 6" 1914), F.R.S., F.G.S., came from a family of geologists.
His grandfather, Samuel Woodward (1790-1838), was a banker and merchant in Norfolk, and author of Outline of
Geology of Norfolk (1833), and his father, Samuel Pickworth Woodward (1821-1865), F.G.S., was Keeper of Geology at
the British Museum from 1848 until his untimely death. Horace Woodward spent most of his working life in the service
of the Geological Survey, where he worked for 41 years on many and diverse aspects of the British Isles, mainly in
England and Wales, but also the Jurassic of Scotland. Appointed as an Assistant Geologist in July 1867, he was Acting
Director for England and Wales from July 1899 and retired at the end of 1908 as Assistant to the Director. He was elected
a Fellow of the Geological Society in 1868 and Fellow of the Royal Society in 1896. He was awarded the Murchison
Fund (1885), Murchison Medal (1897) and Wollaston Medal (1909), its most prestigious award, by the Geological
Society. He was a vice-president of the Geological Society (1904-1906), and president of the Geologists’ Association
(1893-1894), the Norfolk Geological Society and Norfolk Naturalists’ Society. He was a prodigious author and, amongst
many contributions, wrote the centennial history of the Geological Society (Woodward 1907). ‘The later editions of
Stanford’s Geological Atlas of Great Britain and Ireland, making it an indispensable work to students of the geology of
these islands, was edited by him' (Whitaker 1920, p. xxxii), of which the third edition (Woodward 1914) was his last
major publication.

These notes were written by reference to, principally, Anon (1896, 1914a, b), C.R. [presumed to be Clement Reid;
Cleevely 1983, p. 242; Herries Davies 2007, p. 152] (1914), W.W. [presumed to be William Whitaker; Flett 1937, pp. 90,
91, 95; Cleevely 1983, p. 307] (1920), Flett (1937), Cleevely (1983) and Herries Davies (2007). Published portraits
include Geological Magazine (March 1914, volume 51, no. 3, frontispiece), Flett (1937, pl. 8) and Herries Davies (2007,
p. 170).
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Excursion 1: Newport to Langbridge

Walking closed railways is hardly an unfamiliar pastime (see, for example, Cockman 1985; Ellison 1989; Emett 1989,
Davies 1993), but investigating a closed line while following a geological ‘field guide’ published 100 years previously is,
at least, unusual. The maps that I used in the field were the Ordnance Survey/AA Isle of Wight Walker’s Map (1:25,000
scale, 2012) and the Isle of Wight Special [Geological] Sheet (1:50,000; British Geological Survey, 1976).

The public footpath from Newport to Shide, N218 or the Stenbury Trail, starts opposite ‘Kentucky Fried Chicken’ and
‘Staples’. It only approximates to the route of the former railway which is now lost. This footpath follows the east side of
the floodplain of the stream (which becomes the River Medina to the north) for most of the distance to Shide. Initially the
channel is steeper-sided on the opposite (west) bank, becoming more V-shaped near the football ground. Although not
exposed, this part of the route ‘passes over alluvium and Eocene [= London Clay Formation and Bagshot Formation]
strata’ (Woodward 1914, p. 143).

Cross the footbridge just before Shide (Fig. 5A) and, on crossing the B3401, the trackbed proper is gained, now
National Cycle Network route 23. Here there is an information board on John Milne (1850-1913), D.Sc., F.R.S., F.G.S.,
who led an active life as a field and laboratory geologist, and was a pioneering seismologist, but whose principal
discoveries were in distant lands, mainly Japan. Although he continued his seismological research on his return to Britain,
he lived in his ‘retirement’ on the Isle of Wight and was thus removed from the main centres of geological research
(Kabrna 2007).

To the south of Shide the route initially keeps to the west of the stream, which extends to both sides about halfway to
Blackwater; the path is paved with pebbles, mainly of flint. I made this walk in July, which may not be the optimal time
for a geologist to make the walk; in February, with the trees bare, the lie of the land will be more obvious. Further,
railways follow the easiest paths wherever possible, such as river valleys, avoiding prominent topographic features.

Between Shide and Blackwater, the route moves onto the Cretaceous greensands. St George’s Down, to the north-east,
is a prominent Lower Greensand feature, mantled by plateau gravels which still appear to be quarried as reported by
Woodward (1914, p. 143; Fig. 5F herein). The Cretaceous substrate to the landscape is emphasised between Blackwater
and Merstone by the common chalk and flints in the soil (Fig. 5B), derived from further south, although the geological
map is necessary to determine that the low hills are Cretaceous greensand (Fig. 5SD). The path is bordered by old concrete
fence posts before Merstone Junction, probably of railway origin and possibly produced locally from quarried chalk or
other limestone.

The trackbed from Merstone to Sandown drops and curves tightly north-east and then east, following the valley of the
River Yar. The soils are a prominent deep red colour as the line straightens towards Horringford (Fig. 5C). There are also
more of the concrete fence posts, already noted. From about midway between Merstone and Horringford to Langbridge
and beyond the trackbed is in the floodplain of the River Yar (Fig. SE).

Excursion 2: Freshwater to Yarmouth

The principal remnant of the Freshwater, Yarmouth and Newport Railway is public bridleway F61, between Freshwater
and Yarmouth, called the Freshwater Causeway or Freshwater Way. The start at the Freshwater end is by the south-west
fence of the ‘End of the Line Café’ on the Afton Road (A3055).

The trackbed is to the east of the River Yar and the floodplain of this river is the principal geomorphological sight of
this excursion. Other geological features need to be inferred from the geological map, such as the parish church of All
Saints (Fig. 6A), which the geological map places on Pleistocene gravel terraces (see also Donovan 2013). Woodward’s
(1914, p. 142; Fig. 2 herein) interpretation of this excursion is brief: “The railway traverses Oligocene beds by Ningwood
to Yarmouth, and thence along the muddy borders of the western Yar estuary to Freshwater Station [=site of supermarket
and End of the Line Caf¢] it crosses Eocene beds and valley gravel’.

Crossing the Causeway, the floodplain and estuary are ahead of the walker (Fig. 6B); ‘Tideways Cottage’ at this point
was presumably the former home of the level crossing keeper. Just north of here is an information board for the Robert
Hooke Trail. Robert Hooke (1635-1703), a 17" Century polymath, lived in Freshwater as a child. He studied fossils using
a compound microscope, and compared the fine structure of fossil and extant organisms; for example, he attempted to
identify fossil plants using their internal anatomy (Edwards 1967). His palacontological ideas include early discussions of
evidence for extinction, evolution, biostratigraphy and palaececology. Further, Hooke was an early advocate of
taphonomic studies, recognizing the fundamentally different states of preservation of moulds and casts (Donovan 2014).
There is an information board on the natural history and saltmarshes of the western Yar Estuary a little further on.

Walking from here north-north-eastwards to Yarmouth, the estuary is viewed through stands of mature trees that have
flourished since the closure of the railway in 1953 (Maycock & Silsbury 2006, appendix 4), before which they would
have been cut back regularly. The trackbed is largely surfaced with flint gravel. Near Yarmouth, where the vegetation on
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the side of the estuary is thinner or absent, features such as tidal channels are common (Fig. 6C). Yarmouth Station still
stands, its latest incarnation being a restaurant, ‘Off the Rails’. From here to the Thorley Road to the east, the trackbed is
through the water meadows of Rofford Marsh.

Excursion 3: Wootton to Newport

This excursion is different because it is possible to reach the start by steam train (although I came by bus from Newport).
The route, on National Cycle Route 22, is entirely over the Oligocene Hamstead Member of the Bouldnor Formation. The
start at Wootton, on the opposite side of Whiterails Road to the ToWSR station, is heavily wooded (Fig. 6D). This is the
site of the original Wootton station, closed in 1953, prone to land slippage and now infilled (Mitchell & Smith 1998,
image 97; Kardas 1998, p. 82; Maycock & Silsbury 2006, pp. 263, 268). Once down into the cutting there is no exposure
as such and angular pebbles in the soil appear to be chalk. Other pebbles are fine-grained, pale grey limestone with pink
streaks. The trackbed is paved with limestone pebbles which may be old track ballast. Where exposed by burrows, the
soil is a pale straw brown.

One platform at Whippingham is still in situ and the station buildings are now a private residence. The Hamstead Bed
Member topography is undulating and well seen on the north side of the trackbed and west of Whippingham station (Fig.
6E), but without any hint of rock exposed. In this area the path is now a mixture of flints and, apparently, ashes. Access is
not continuous to Newport and a detour is necessary, re-joining the route near Little Fairlee Farm on public footpath
N208. Although promising much — no geologist can resist the pull of a landslip — this route is probably the least
satisfactory of the three described herein.

Discussion

The principal difference between 1914 and 2014 is elevation and, particularly, speed. Woodward (1914) wrote for the
moving railway passenger. Even on the minor railways on the Isle of Wight at that time, with tank engines hauling trains
of four-wheeled coaches, average speeds were probably of the order of 25 m.p.h. (=about 40 km hr™"), that is, about ten
times faster than I walk at my fastest. On the train, the brief notes of Woodward (1914) enabled the broad sweep of the
countryside to be appreciated, but the walker has time to focus on detail. Excursion 1 was the best for the walker, with
much topographic and geological variety at all scales; Excursion 3, entirely on rocks of one formation, was the least
interesting for the geologist.

Changes since 1914, apart from the obvious closure of the railways, include the increased foliage flanking all routes
which reduce the walker’s appreciation of the wider scenery (Fig. 6D). The walker also lacks the advantages of elevation
given to a passenger in a carriage. But the walker has a greater flexibility than the railway passenger, with the option to
stop and observe every step of the way. I did not walk all of the closed railway lines of the Isle of Wight that are
accessible, but I have appended the relevant pages of Woodward (1914; Figs. 1-4 herein) to encourage further excursions
by field naturalists on the track of a classic of the geological literature.
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Isle of Wight Railway
Ryde to Sandown and Bembridge

- From Ryde, where the coast is bordered by Osborne and
Mar 15 Headon Beds, with overlying Bembridge limestone and clays,

we pass through a tunnel to St. John’s and thence over a
low undulating cultivated area, with tracts of woodland, across the
Hamstead beds to the highly inclined Lower Oligocene and Eocene
strata at Brading. To the south of the station there is a cutting in
Reading beds and Chalk. To the north-east are the alluvial mud-
flats of Brading Harbour, and the railway traverses the alluvium of
the Yar, between the Chalk Downs of Brading and Bembridge, across
a tract of Weald clay to the Atherfield clay at Sandown Station.
The town is situated on the Ferruginous sands of the Lower Green-
sand. From Brading Junction the railway traverses the ancient mud
flats of Brading Harbour to Bembridge. The old harbour was per-
manently reclaimed by embankment in 1880.

Figure 1. After Woodward (1914, p. 142, bottom).
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Sandown to Ventnor

Leaving Sandown Station we cross from the Atherfield cla{uto
higher beds (the Ferruginous sands) of the Lower Greensand, which
extend to Shanklin Station. Beyond, we pass over the Sandrock
beds and Carstone (the highest bed of the Lower Greensand) and
near Wroxhall on to the Gault, which is worked for brickmaking.
Further on the railway passes through a tunnel in the Upper Green-
sand and overlying Chalk of Boniface Down, emerging at the head
of a combe, where Ventnor Station is situated on Upper Greensand.

Isle of Wight Central Railway
Ryde to Newport, Yarmouth, and Freshwater

After leaving St. John’s the railway traverses a more or less
Mar 15 wooded and gently undulating country over a small tract of
the Bembridge ci; s, and then over the Hamstead beds
past Ashey, Haven Street, Wootton, and Whiﬁpingha-nl Stations, at
some distance south of the two last-named villages to Newport, on
the river Medina.

From Newport the railway passes along the outerop of the Eocene
and Oligocene strata near Carishrooke, where the coloured clays of the
Reading beds have been worked for pottery. The ground is largely
grass land with good hedgerows, and some ploughed fields. The
uplands of Parkhurst Forest (Hamstead beds and plateau gravel) lie
to the north, and the Chalk Downs to the south.

There are few cuttings, but beyond Calbourne and Shalfleet Station
there are brick and tile works in the Bembridge beds. The railway
traverses Oligocene beds by Ningwood to Yarmouth, and thence along
the muddy borders of the western Yar estuary to Freshwater Station
it crosses Eocene beds and valley gravel. The Chalk cliffs of Afton
and High Downs stretch along the coast east and west of Freshwater
Bay, the latter extending to the Needles.

Sondown to Newport

Leaving Sandown Station we pass from the Atherfield clay, on to
Weald clay, worked for brickmaking, and then proceed up the eastern
Yar valley along alluvium and valley gravel, bordered by Lower
Greensa,ng to Alverston, Newchurch, and Horringford. The Chalk
from Brading to Arreton Down stands up boldly, in a narrow and
highly inclined belt, to the north, with here and tﬁ‘ere a Chalk-pit.

About a mile beyond Horringford we leave the Yar valley and
cross the Ferruginous sands of the Lower Greensand to Merston
Junction and Bﬂ;‘kwa,ter over a narrow alluvial tract bordering a
tributary of the Medina. From Blackwater to Newport the line
follows the main Medina stream. Plateau gravel from St. George’s
Down to the north-east is conveyed to Blackwater Station.
Lower Greensand is also worked. Beyond we cross the narrow out-
cr?s of the Sandrock beds and Carstone (Lower Greensand), the Gault
and Upper Greensand, and then traverse the Chalk, which is quarried
at Shide, and pass over alluvium and Eocene strata to Newport,

144

which is situated partly on Bagshot beds, partly on Oligocene, with

Figure 2. After Woodward (1914, p. 143).

RAILWAYS—GREAT BRITAIN

a tract of valley brickearth,

Merston Junetion to Ventnor
From Merston we traverse shallow euttings in the Ferruginous
sands of the Lower Greensand, over undulating arable lan
commons, past Godshill, and across the higher beds of Lower Green-

sand to Whitwell, which is situated on the Gault.

From Whitwell the railway passes through a tunnel in the Upper
Greensand, with Chalk above, to St. Lawrence, and thence on Gault
and landslipped Chalk, ete., below the undercliff of Upper Greensand
to Ventnor Town.

From Newport the railway crosses a gently undulating tract of
cultivated and wooded ground formed of the Hamstead beds, border-
ing the western side of the tidal river Medina; a tract famous for

Figure 3. After Woodward (1914, p. 144).  Luge cement-mills, the material used being Chalk and Bembridge
limestone and clay, beyond which, at Mill Hill, we proceed over the
Bembridge beds, the clays in which are worked in a brickyard by the

water-side.

Thence we pass throngh a short tunnel and reach Cowes, which is
sitnated on Bembridge beds, with the limestone at the base of the

Newport to Cowes

cliffs, and a capping of plateau gravel on the higher ground.

with
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Figure 4. Geological map of Hampshire, showing the Isle of Wight and its railways in 1914
(after Woodward, 1914, pl. 15, with the addition of the relevant part of the key to strata).
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Figure 5. Sights and scenery between Newport and Langbridge (Excursion 1). (A) Cobbles and pebbles in the
stream bed, viewed from the footbridge at Shide. (B) Flints in soil and a drainage ditch about [NGR SZ 518
852]. The soil in nearby fields is rich with flints and chalk pebbles. (C) Deep red soil in fields at the base of the
‘loop’ of the trackbed out of Merstone towards Horringford. (D) Low hills of Cretaceous greensand looking
towards the south-west from the trackbed between Blackwater and Merstone. (E) The floodplain of the River
Yar between Horringford and Langbridge (* = church tower at Newchurch). (F) Quarrying on St George’s
Down viewed from a road diversion to the south-west of the trackbed and looking north-east.
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Figure 6. Sights and scenery between (A-C) Freshwater and Yarmouth (Excursion 2), and (D, E) Wootton and
Newport (Excursion 3). (A) Water marsh between Freshwater and the Causeway, looking towards the tower of
the parish church of All Saints which stands on Pleistocene gravel terraces (British Geological Survey, 1976).
(B) The floodplain and (distant) estuary of the River Yar seen from the Causeway near Freshwater. (C) A tidal
channel in salt marsh near Yarmouth. (D) The former railway trackbed looking towards Newport through the
Wootton Common bridge; note how mature trees block the view to left and right for walkers. (E) Undulating
scenery underlain by the Hamstead Member on the north side of the old trackbed, west of the closed station at
Whippingham.
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