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FROM GAT CLIFF TO CARISBROOKE CASTLE; A MEDIEVAL QUARRY REDISCOVERED

David Tomalin
with locational details from Bill Shepard

Abstract
This account appends new evidence to the discussion of the building stones of Carisbrooke Castle as 
presented in an article on pages 55-79 of volume 18 of these Proceedings (2002). With the help of Bill 
Shepard it now identifies the precise location of the medieval quarry at Gat Cliff. This was the source of 
Upper Greensand employed in the works of Isabella de Fortibus  in the year 1270. The contemporary use 
of Purbeck stone, Devonian slate, Freshwater stone, Quarr stone and Binstead stone is briefly discussed. 

Documentary evidence for Gat Cliff and the quarries near Veyres
In volume 18 of these Proceedings reference was made to Gat Cliff as the documented  source of 
building stone for Carisbrooke Castle (Tomalin, 2002, 73). From the household accounts of Isabella de 
Fortibus, Countess of Albemarle, we know that in the year 1270 a supply of stone from this source was 
received for new building works within the castle. It was at this time that one Boneface was employed 
for thirteen weeks in the quarrying of stone at both Gateclive and Quarrer (Hillier1866; Stone, 1891, 
2, 74-5; Tomalin, ibid). 
 A further consignment of stone from Gatcliff was delivered to the castle some 80 years later 
in AD 1351. This was a time when the King’s Constable of the castle, William Dale, had decided to 
block a window in the north curtain wall (Stone, 1891, 2,  77). It seems highly likely that this was 
‘Isabella’s window’ which was originally fitted with novel and expensive glass. This elegant window 
was eventually unblocked in 1890 (Stone, 1912, 225). Perhaps, unlike Isabella, William was unable 
to find sufficient funds to meet the considerable cost of repairing or replacing the medieval glass.
 While the location of ‘Gatcliff’ is not disclosed in the 13th documents, it was noted in these 
Proceedings that a further episode of quarrying took place in the year 1598. This concerned more 
consignments of local Upper Greensand which, in this case, were delivered to the Italian military 
engineer Federigo Gianibelli. This transaction was recorded in the accounts of Governor George Cary 
who had engaged Federigo to design and construct the new Elizabethan bastioned trace. This contract 
sought to provide the castle with a new and effective outer defence (Jones, 2000). On this subsequent 
occasion stone was won and carried from the land of William Nutte who received compensation for 
damage to his crop. 
 The land holdings of the Nutte family are centred on the farm of Veyres or Vayres. This lies 
at the foot of a Greensand scarp some 1.2 km south of Carisbrooke Castle (fig 1c). On the crest of the 
scarp old linear quarries in the Upper Greensand are served by an ancient sunken way. This trackway, 
formerly known as Hollowwaye, has since gained the name of Dark Lane. 
 There can be no doubt that the Veyres quarries were the source of Upper Greensand used in the 
Elizabethan ‘reparation’ of the castle but the question has only been begged as to whether, some three 
centuries earlier, this was also the place known as Gatcliff. In 2002 it was suggested that the antiquity 
of the hollow way and its route towards a place called Gatcombe offered some enticing support to this 
speculation.
 Since these recent observations were made, some surprising and contrary new evidence has 
been provided by Bill Shepard who has been able to report that an ancient quarry known as Gat Cliff 
was well known to him as a child. Like the linear hilltop workings on the land of Veyres, this quarry is 
sited on the Upper Greensand but it lies not to the south of the castle but some 1.2km the south west. 

The location and character of Gat Cliff
We are now able to report that Gat Cliff lies west of Froglands Farm and can be reached from the south 
westerly extension of Froglands Lane. The quarry is sited on the eastern side of a large dry straight 
combe which climbs steadily towards to the south east. The orientation of the combe coincides with 
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the dip of the Upper Greensand strata which, at this point, is inclined at an angle of some 8 degrees 
to the north west. 
 On the east wall of the combe, at SZ479867, a vertical quarry face some 5m high exposes 
some 2.5m of soft overburden. This material contains common calcareous concretions or ‘cornstones’ 
and some infrequent cherty lumps. Beneath this deposit we find three bands of hard tabular glauconitic 
freestone each some 0.3m in thickness. We may suspect that further desirable strata of this kind lie 
below the infill which overlies the quarry floor. 
 It would seem that these freestone strata belong to the upper part of lithology unit D of the 
Upper Greensand. This deposit was commonly favoured for building use in the Island but, according 
to White (1921, 47-53) it could only be found in useable form in the Southern Downs of Wight and in 
the Gatcombe-Carisbrooke area of the Central Downs. To this, it seems, we may append Rancombe 
which is cited as source of stone during work on the castle gatehouse and other structures in 1336 
(Allen, et al , 1963, 593).  

At first glance, the surviving quarry area at Gat Cliff appears to be particularly modest and it is 
seemingly insufficient to provide the necessary freestone for a substantial medieval building programme 
at Carisbrooke Castle. This impression may be misleading because a long linear exposure of freestone 
is also concealed within the hedgerow which follows the east  rim of the combe. From the quarry face 
this overgrown exposure can be traced some 100m up-combe where it is followed by vestiges of an 
old quarry floor or platform some 15-20m wide. 
 These features show that the contour of the east wall of the combe has been artificially altered 
and they allow the removal of an additional quantity of stone. It is also possible that west wall of the 
combe may have been worked in a similar manner before a lack of protective hedgerows allowed 
weathering and denudation of the hill-slope to be renewed in the 20th century. Two notably steep 
sections further up-combe could be the site of such workings. 
 It would seem that once the bands of firm and desirable freestone had been discovered at Gat 
Cliff, these deposits were pursued by means of a shallow linear working face following the contour 
of the hill. This is precisely the opportune and low budget technique which was also employed in the 
neighbouring linear quarries at Veyres. It is unfortunate that we know so little of Norman methods of 
stone prospection. It is worth noting, however, that the 11th century builders at Battle Abbey claimed to 
be guided to a concealed deposit of good quarriable stone by a woman’s dream. Perhaps this was clever 
subterfuge for concealing an early and secret knowledge of the rudimentary principles of geology.

The use of Upper Greensand in Carisbrooke Castle
Gat Cliff can now be identified as a significant Upper Greensand quarry in convenient proximity to 
Carisbrooke Castle (fig 1c). Arguably, it might be the principal source of stone used by the first Norman 
engineers. Unfortunately we have no documentary evidence for the source of materials used in the 
stone castle of King Stephen’s time but, given that the keep and curtain wall contain high quantities of 
Upper Greensand, it would not be unreasonable to suppose that Gat Cliff was that source. 
 The Gesta Stephani tells us that in AD 1135-36 the castle was one of stone and strengthened 
by great fortifications.  Some 134 years later, when a fresh phase of building work commenced within 
the stone curtain wall, we can see that Isabella’s workmen set out to secure further quantities of similar 
stone. That journey took them to Gat Cliff. 
 In 2002 it was noted that where the Norman curtain wall had been assembled over the motte 
and motte ditch, its fabric comprised a motley collection of irregular stones. This, it was suggested, 
might be hasty work carried out by Baldwin de Redvers when faced with impending siege by King 
Stephen (Tomalin, 2002, 65 & 78).  Should this be the case then it seems that the Gat Cliff quarry may 
have been ill-suited to fulfill Baldwin’s desperate demand. Such a practical problem of extraction can 
easily arise where good freestone beds are relatively thin and intercalated with soft and unusable layers 
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of overburden. The shallow linear nature of the Gat Cliff quarry and the character of its lithology poses 
this precise problem.  

The quarrying of other stone for the 13th century castle
One further aspect of the castle stonework deserves comment. In her household accounts of AD 1270, 
Isabella de Fortibus records the breaking of stone at Gateclive and Quarrer. These are stone sources 
which can be respectively identified in the vicinity of Froglands and in pits lying east of the medieval 
abbey at Quarr. The castle accounts left by the Countess also tell of payment for the carryinge of stone 
by water from Purbike and from Freshwatre and divers other places. This reference carries several 
intriguing implications.
 
Purbeck stone supplies
The reference, in 1270, to a ‘Purbike’ source could account for the arrival of  Purbeck ‘marble’. This is 
to be found amongst the colonnade shafts in the castle’s chapel of St Peter. This dark green fossiliferous 
limestone could gain an attractive polish and was commonly favoured for plaques and tomb slabs as 
well as capitals of Early English style. Under the instructions of Countess Isabella, St Peter’s Chapel 
was appended to the great hall in 1269 (Stone, 1912, 226).
 The finding of tiles or slabs of ‘various kinds of limestone, particularly Purbeck limestone’ has 
been cited in the recent excavation report on the castle (Lancley in Young, 2000, 160-1). These finds 
include a few limestone fragments from the phase 4/5 motte and bailey castle of the 11th-12th century. 
A few more fragments are reported in phase 5/6 contexts of the 13th century or later. Unfortunately the 
report does not make clear which, if any, of these building components are specifically of the Purbeck 
type. Some very minor finds of Portland stone are similarly reported.
 Arguably, Isabella’s record could also account for the arrival of Purbeck limestone roof slabs 
although elsewhere, in a later account of 1327-1334, we learn that Cornish slate was employed in 
large quantities (Stone, 1891, 2, 76). In Isabella’s accounts we also learn of deliveries of ‘shingles’ 
from Yarmouth. These, we may suppose, were wooden products from the woodlands of West Wight 
or the New Forest but it is just possible that the term may have been used loosely for stone roofing 
components such as Purbeck slabs or Cornish slate. 

Supplies of West Country slate
There can be no doubt that the Countess was importing slate during her residency in the castle because 
grey-green slivers of this material are to found as spacers used in the bay of the two-light window of 
her new chamber (fig 2). This apartment, which was set against the north curtain wall, was completed 
between1272 and 1276 (Stone, 1891, 2, 75). As the widow of Baldwin de Redvers, Earl of Devon, 
the Countess was a principal landowner in the West Country. A shipment of Devonian slate would be 
entirely consistent with her maritime interests and the geography of her estates. It would also accord 
with a late 12th century  practice of shipping Dartmouth slate to the Solent region. This is attested in 
the a Pipe Roll entry for the year 1186-7 (Henry II,  pp143, 195; Allen et al, 1963, 840). This records 
the use of this material during the building of a new chamber in the royal castle at Southampton.
 Around the southern perimeter of the Dartmoor granophyre the Lower Devonian ‘Dartmouth 
slates’ and the Upper Devonian slates of the Torquay and Totnes areas offer potential sources which 
are conveniently sited close to the coast (fig 1a). The exploitation of Upper Devonian slate is well 
attested in South Devon, particularly near the navigable head of the Dart at Totnes. The persistence of 
this industry has been demonstrated by the early 20th century quarries at Diptford (Howe, 1910, 300). 
 It is perhaps no coincidence that, in 1273, Isabella de Fortibus founded a sister monastery to 
Quarr Abbey at the head of the Tavy estuary at Buckland in South Devon (Hockey, 1970, 26). From 
this moment onwards, maritime communications between the two religious houses could easily assist 
the shipment of South Devon slate to the Isle of Wight. 
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 For roofing purposes the quality of these South Devon slates has never quite equalled the 
clean flat cleavage found in the prolific products of the north Cornish coast at Delabole and Tintagel 
(Howe, ibid). This means that it would not be surprising if Carisbrooke’s supply eventually shifted 
from a Devon to a Cornish source in the 14th century.   
 It seems that, in the first half of the 14th century, the term slate might still be relatively unfamiliar 
to the Vectensian vocabulary. This may be implicit in the castle accounts for 1327-34 which refer to 
‘stones called slates from Cornwall’ (Stone, 1891, 2, 76). By virtue of the slate still present in the bay 
of Isabella’s window we now know that this type of material had already arrived on the Island at least 
half a century earlier.

A supply of stone from Freshwater
It seems highly unlikely that Isabella’s supplies of Purbeck stone and Cornish slate were delivered to 
her via Freshwater. This makes her general reference to stone from Freshwatre particularly intriguing. 
The geology of the Freshwater area offers little of value to the builder other than a modest source of 
concretionary limestone strata in the Osborne Beds. A poor quality ferruginous ragstone has also been 
exploited in this district. 
 The Oligocene limestone of the Freshwater district can be found close to the coast at Headon 
Hill (fig 1b). Here it was formerly exploited as a minor building material (White, 1921, 182). It is 
conceivable that, in the 13th century, this stone could have been shipped from Headon to the Carisbrooke 
Castle. The northern face of Headon Hill has long been subject to intermittent episodes of rotational 
coastal slippage. Sometimes, this process can carry large rock-falls down to the shore. 
 The same type of coastal process can also be found near the eastern margin of Freshwater 
parish at Norton. Here, similar pale yellow and white limestones seem to have been periodically 
exposed in the past. A further source of local building stone within the parish of Freshwater has been 
the limestone of the Headon Formation. Where this stone has been exposed in Lacey’s Farm Quarry 
(Insole & Daley, 81-84) there are generous exposures up to 4m thick. This suggests that a relative 
abundance of good potential building stone has awaited discovery in various parts of the parish.
 Where the local limestone has been used extensively in the Norman and later stonework in 
Freshwater church, some of this material is notably fine and pleasingly devoid of the disfiguring casts 
of the gastropod Planorbina. Here, it seems, we are viewing a localised and particularly desirable 
unit of the Oligocene Limestone. The quality of this material could certainly account for the shipping 
arrangements which Countess Isabella seems to have sanctioned between Freshwater and Carisbrooke.
  Within the general Norman stonework at Carisbrooke Castle, it is surprising to find that 
there is very little evidence of stone of the Freshwater type. Such sparsity might be explained if this 
material was reserved for some particular specialised purpose. Perhaps this speciality was the sculpting 
of particular components such as the tracery in Isabella’s window. Here we find a dull white-yellow 
limestone which is well suited to the sculptor’s needs and is identified as ‘Freshwater stone’ (Stone, 
1891, 73, cf).

The principal sources of Oligocene limestone 
Isabella’s account of quarrying also cited divers other places. This could imply that no one local 
source was sufficiently large or well-organised to meet the castle’s needs. The payment to Boneface 
for labouring at two quite different places seems to suggest that these quarries may have been worked 
in no more than an intermittent manner. The array of differing lithologies found in the bay surrounding 
‘Isabella’s window’ certainly seems to be consistent with an erratic operation. Here, amongst the ashlar 
blocks of Upper Greensand  we find that the Oligocene limestones also appear (fig 2).
 In the gardens and woodland near Binstead church a palimpsest of old and later stone-workings 
is to be found. The nature of some of the surviving hollows suggests that bell pits were once sunk here 
in a search for the most desirable stratum of the Oligocene limestone (Jope, 1964; Loader et al, 1997, 
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23). It seems that through a slow and labourious process this operation might win access to a white shell-
brash which could be particularly valued for sculpting. This white shelly ‘featherbed’ was the Quarr 
stone. Its exploitation and export began in Late Saxon times and it was to persist at least until the 13th 
century. After this time its availability seems to have notably declined (Jope, 1964, 102 cf 85, 115-6).
 The nature and source of the Quarr stone has commonly given rise to confusion. This is 
because it could only be obtained from a highly localised coastal source which was centred in the 
locality of Binstead and owed little to the neighbouring locality of Quarr. It is, however, at Binstead 
that we find another deposit of limestone which was also exploited for building purposes. This is a 
coarser parchment-coloured limestone which is commonly blemished with the cheese-like holes left 
by the eroded casts of gastropods. As a building material, this limestone is notably harder and more 
enduring than the Upper Greensand and it is known to the builder as Binstead stone (Jope, ibid).
 As a general building material, Binstead stone has been a popular choice throughout much 
of the Island, especially when hard-wearing ashlar has been required.  Over the centuries, this unit 
of the Bembridge Limestone Formation has been quarried in coastal or intertidal outcrops along the 
Island’s shore. It has also been pursued in some inland pits in West Wight.  Accessible coastal outcrops 
include the Bembridge Ledges, Brading Haven, the Fishbourne-Binstead beaches, Cowes shoreline, 
Quarry Ledge and Hampstead Ledge (fig 1b). The litho-stratigraphy of all of these limestones has been 
helpfully defined by Insole and Daley (1985).
 At Carisbrooke Castle the quantity of local limestone used in the facing of the Norman keep 
amounts to as much as 60% although we cannot exclude the possible effects of later repair. We might 
also postulate that the early Norman builders carried out an opportune robbing of Binstead stone facings 
from the pre-Norman walls of the old ‘Lower Enclosure’. This would suggest that the stone keep was 
built before work began on the curtain wall. 
 In the Norman curtain wall, we find that the quantity of limestone promptly falls to some 5%. 
Here, its use is virtually restricted to angle quoins. This change is accompanied by a marked dependency 
on the use of Upper Greensand.  By the time Isabella de Fortibus had taken up her residency in 1263, 
it seems that the custom of using Upper Greensand had become well established. This is consistent 
with the use of some 80% of this stone in the structure of the castle’s Norman hall. 

The economics of stone supply
To this writer, it has always been a cause of curiosity that the superior limestones of Quarr and 
Binstead did not take precedence over the use of local Upper Greensand in the Norman construction 
of Carisbrooke Castle. The reason must surely lie in choices concerning cost and the management 
of time and labour. While exploitation of the coastal limestones could be assisted by the cheap and 
ready access of ships to coastal quarries, this mode of operation would always be impaired by the 
ever-changing tidal conditions which would control loading and unloading. Added costs for cranage 
and cartage from Newport to Carisbrooke would also be involved. 
 At Gat Cliff, stone could be worked during all hours of daylight and only a single means 
of carriage would be required. Set against this advantage were the problems posed by the relative 
thinness of the freestone beds and the encumbrance of heavy overburden. Faced with such practical 
choices it seems that the early lords of the castle were pragmatic in their approach. While the local 
Lower Greensand was to be exploited to its maximum, the more distant coastal limestones and some 
mainland imports might also be bought in where specific needs arose.  
 In her mention of ‘diverse other places’ of quarrying it seems that Isabella was setting on 
record the particular pragmatics and wisdom of this approach. It is certainly difficult to conceive that, 
in her reference to water transport, she was referring to little other than the coastal outcrops of the 
Bembridge Limestone Formation.  If, however, her account was intended to embrace stone sources 
beyond the Island shore, then it seems that the West Country slate quarries and the coastal quarries of 
Portland might be added to her particular reference to her supplies from a Purbeck source. 
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Fig 1.
The sources of some of the building materials at Carisbrooke Castle showing:-
A. The Devonian slate zone of the West Country and the coastal limestone quarries at Portland and Purbeck.  
B. The outcrop of the Bembridge Limestone Formation in the Isle of Wight with workable sources at 
Freshwater (F), Quarry Ledge (QL), Binstead / Quarr and Bembridge (B).  C. Sandstone quarries at Gat 
Cliff, Veyres and Rancombe and the course of the Upper Greensand outcrop (diagonally shaded)
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Fig 2.
The geoglogy of Countess Isabella’s window at Carisbrooke Castle showing the position of the
West Country slate spacers (S) of AD 1270.  The slate thicknesses are exaggerated.
Key – 1 Upper Greensand; 2 Quarr limestone; 3 Binstead limestone;
4 Freshwater stone; 5 Unspecified white marble?;
6 Tudor brick. (Horizontal shading denotes the edge of the window bay)
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