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Introduction

The pursuit of natural history was a popular pastime amongst the leisured classes in Victorian and Edwardian Engle
and, toassistinterested persons, local guide books would regularly include a chapter on natural history with an itinerar
of places to visit where the hobbyistght collect a variety of interesting specimens to bring home to sprdgerve and
cherish. On thésland, one such place of pilgrimage was Freshwater Marshes.

In 1900, anongst many publication&rederick Stratton (1840916) a local botanist and Newport solicitgroduced
for the benefit of visitora p a mp h | eAtild Fowersiof thedstd o6f . Wilgnh tidt , he says OFr
of the best botanical l ocalities in the Island, .Heut i
then goes onto describeamowttat er i ngly rich variety of plants which
and on marshland further down the Yar. Indeed, Freshwater Mavghieb we think of today as a tract of reedbeds and
willow carr, was a remarkably complex river basin with different areas referred to as Easton Marsh, Afton Marsh
Freshwater Gatd\orth Marsh, South Marshhe moor and the millpondt has been suggested that Easton Marsh refers
to the marsh adjoining Easton Lane live North Marsh but reference to early botanical recdrdicates that Easton
Marsh and Afton Marsh were used to refer to similar areas by different recorders.

A good indication of the complexity and dynamism of Freshwater Marshes is given in a descriptaiorhiist and
authorCharlesJohn Cornish inThe Isle of Wightpublished inl8 95, j ust prior to the O6ad\
by Stratton.

Thelittle river which formed the valley rises within a few yardgted southern sea, at Freshwater Gate, but,
turning its back on the waters of the channel, flows due north towards the @aléstwhole course is less

than four miles, with a very gradulll, it is open to the tide, and becosreesalt water estuary within half a

mile of its source. But the sldlnds on either side are rapidly being converted into firm ground. Part is
covered with rough sedggrass, which, except at high tides, is neweder water. The wetter parts are thick

beds of reeds, like those seen by the Norfolk Broads, between whose roots the decay-piamatées

rapidly forming soil. Beyond this are squashy meadows, and outside these again rich grasslands. Looking up
the esuary at sunset, the scene across this mixed area of water and land is singularly rich in colour.

This was a managed landscape wheére q u me & g owere grazed, wet woodland was coppicadd drainage
ditches were kept opeSome small meadoware shown on th&ludge map of 179&nd the marshes were known to be
grazed by cattle until the early twentieth cent(ag late as 1926 on the privately owrédrth Marsh) Following the
cessation of grazing, reeds lining the ditches spread across thehsitging it from wet boggy meadows to reedbed
(Blair 195@). A small plantedOsier withybed alongsideBlackbridge Road was used to provide rods for lobster pots.
Sadly,the narrow valley was surrounded by land ripe for development and during the twentieth century water abstractio
road construction and new buildipgoceededhpace. The wetland which survives today as Afton Marsh Local Nature
Reserve is much changed irpgarancdrom one hundred years ago and yet it is remarkable how much has surviyed and
even today, this is one of the more interesting botanical localities on the Island.

Origins

The Western Yar appears today to be an absurdly short river wiikpeoportionately large estuary andrnimum
catchment areal'he occurrence of river gravel terraces, which persist as a capping on the sea cliff near Freshwater, a
alongtheriver valley slopessuggest that it was once part of a much more substamgalsystemlndeed, he Western

Yar was a much more substantial river during the Paleoatiea sea levels were lowandthe land extended much
further to the south and tHeland was joined to the mainlan&ealevel rise and coastal erosisnbsequently removed
most of the river catchment so that todag Western Yar riseas a springn a gap in the central downs at Freshwater
Gate,on the eastern edge of the alluvium at a distah@d0m from the high water mark.

A Geological SurveyMemoir (Bristow, Reid & Strahan 188%rovides an interesting description of the area ait th
time. Referring to the source of the Yar, it stated
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Though freshijt shows the peculiarity of rising arfdlling with the flow and ebb of the tide. So near is the
source of this rivulet that, in violent weather, the billows have been known to overpass the slight barrier of
shingle, and mingle with the fresh waters of the little river h&he alluvium, consiting of peat, silt and

marsh clay, extends continuously southwards to the foreshore where, however, it is almost covered with sand
and shingle. In digging a foundation for the seawall, this peaty deposit was excavated to a depth of 10 feet
without the baiom being reached, and was found to be abundantly charged with fresh water. The ponding
back of this water by the rising tide is probably the cause of the spring alluded to above

The freshwater spring rising so close to the sea and flowing northwardheénBwlent is believed to be the origin of the
name of the settlement Freshwater.

History of development

Originally, there had been only two means of accesthéoland west of the river Yar, sometimes referred to as
Freshwater IsleThis would have beey ferry boat at Norton across the mouth of the estaia¥armouth, and by foot
across a narrow neck of land called Freshwater ®hieh probably consisted of a bank of shingle separating the sea to
the south from the marshes of the upper reaches ofahestuary to the nortlirreshwater Islevas almost cut offrom

the 'mainland’ of the Island itseRrannon, writing of Freshwater Gate in the rii@eth centuryrefers to it A low
narrow bank of shingly pebbles that are thrown up by the furious whees jnterposes between the briny element and
the springhead of the river Yar, which is supposed to have given the inappropriate name of "Freshwater" to this part «
the Island: it rises in a meadow nearly opposite the hotel, and taking a northetipilireemmunicates with the Solent
Channel at Yarmouth: of course, if ever the present shallow barrier of shingles should be removed, this qubeer will
be completely insulated, as i s said t o6)hFesheatebitsedf wast h e
predominantly agricultural and sparsely inhabited, comprising a number of scattered small hamlets and settlements.

By the 17th century, another communication link had been added in the form of a caushizhyextended from
near the parish church across to Aftdihis causeway was probably constructetbasthe dam wall for a tide mill that
existed at the east end of the causeway. When exactly the mill was built is uncertain, but certainly it existed by the m
14th century. B 1694, this was described as a "water corn mill"(Major 1970). The mill is shown as a ruin on the first
edition of the sixinch Ordnance Survey map of IB6The site has now been covered over by the widening of the
Causeway from Freshwater to Afton, buigarally this road must have run across the dam. An engraving of 1835 by
H.W. Bartlett and T. Barber shows the dam with ruins at its centre point and the mill pond heavily silted up.

((Gls |"-mm fhe l]”ui\?;

Figure2. An engraving by W.H. Bartlett & T. Barber (c. 18an Freshwater Mill Dam
allowing the passage of water into the old, silted up millpond, grazed by cattle.

The Blackbridge Brook crossing at Easton is not shown on the map by Isaac Taylor of 1759 but does appear on J¢
Andrewsd6 s map of 1769.
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The western peninsula began to be opened up for tourism following the construction of a bridge at Yarmouth in 186
Roads were little more than singtarriage trackways, whose surface had been strengthened with a coating of compacte
gravel of variable tickness. Gravel terraces around the parish church and at Easton provided a convenient source
gravel. There were also good deposits of plateau gravel on the top of Headon Warren, where numerous depressions
overgrown pits testify to mining activity dhis resource over the ageéfton Road which commences at Freshwater
Gate and continues north, crossing the YiarBow Bridge was constructed in 1888.provided a new route between
Freshwater Green and Freshwater Bay. Once constructed, the icltastivas in place for the Freshwater terminus of a
railway link from Newport. Development around Freshwater Marshes now took off AiteeEditionsix-inch OS map
(1908)shows largéhouses orthe east side ofAfton Roadsouth of Newport Road. These dhe Edwardian houseuilt
in theblack and whited T u d o r b e twhiahrsdrvive tbday. e

Development threatens the Marshes

From the late nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth century, reports by botanists and other naturalists cha
the encroachment and deterioration of the marsh through development, drainage and inappropriate management.
First Editionsix-inch OS map (1862) indicates plots of land at the south end of the marsh around Freshwater Gal
allocated for development. These had been developdtiebyime ofthe Second Edition OS map (1898), severely
constricting the source of the Yar and undoubtedbtrdging in part one of the richest and most specialised wetland
habitats.

Afton Road from the Downs, Freshwater. .- Wi« 4,
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Figure3. An undated photograph from a postcard shows Afton Road, looking north. Edwardian properties
line the road on the east side (the laggbledpropertyi s 6 B o d o meeshe8 are opdn;escrub invasion

is only just starting. This suggests that the photograph was taken in the early twentieth century.

[ A e

Nevertheless, grazing and ditch managemearewstill carried out on the marsBlair (19580 s ay s -lhéwn i s
that up to the time ahe 19141918 War, the state of the marsh was very different from that now existing. Instead of a
large reeebed it consisted of open grazing meadows, no doubt with drainage ditches lined with reeds awdtether
plants. With the withdrawal of labour required to keep the waterways open they soon become choked and the reeds
r a mp aLactls @member that parts of tl8oputh Marsh were used by the public between the two Wars with
suggestions that there wan area reserved for playing tenraad a permanently submerged area the north side of
Blackbridge Road, wassed asan informalboating lake. A few trees were planted and there are still isolated pine trees
incongruously growing in the marsh protattey the remnants of iron fencdese are likely to have been planted at the
same time as th8cots pines alongside Afton Road, which have grown much better.
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An increasing populatiorequired freshwater supplies. In 18®arliamentgave assent to the newly formed Freshwater

& Yarmouth Water Company to acquire land and carry out various works in and around Freshwater & Yarmouth t
provide clean drinking water. The Freshwater & Yarmouth waterworks is shown on the Second Edition Afiapm by
Road at the south end, the source of the Yar. The covered reservoir on Afton Down was constructed at the same ti
From this point onwardsreshwater reachinthe marshes was diminished.

The South Marsh (iesouth of Blackbridge Road) was nehased by the Rural District Council in order to control
(according to minutes of an | WNHAS counci l meeting)
mo s g u i ThelNerth Méarsh (ie. north of BlackbridgRoad) remained in private hands.the nineteenth centurit
formed part of the Afton Park estate. About 1870, the marshes were kept as water meadawsed to fattea herd of
steers (Jeffrey 1962). The construction of Afton Road through Afton $&plirated the marshes from the rest of the
estateand they were neglected and became overgrown

On 9th December 1950, Ernest H. Whitisle of Wight Natural History & Archaeological SocieBresident and
botanist, gave atalk to tlseciety |t was described as a o6full and inter
in the flora of the Isle of Wight during the |l ast 5
referred to the afforestation of the cemtdowns, the conversion of permanent pastures to arable and the severe
deepening and widening tfe streams and drains in both the Eastern and Westeiviafahes

The early 1920s were a time of great interest in British mosquitoes because of problembaglarisenimmediately

after the First World War, when malaria was transmitted in Britain by native mosquitoes. This followed the return o
soldiers with the disease from the Mediterranean to centres in southern Ergpardchment reports were writteand

many papersvere publishedn scientific journalsThe South Eastern Union of Scientific Societies formed a Mosquito
Investigation Committee which published a series of circular&wmophelesmosquitoes. A British Mosquito Control
Institute was set up on Hayling Island in 1925 where there was a considerable mosquito problem at the time. At that til
those living in the central residential district were not able to sit or work in their gairdehs late afternoon and
evening, and spectators at outdoor events had to cover themselves in blankets to protect against mosquito bites.
Il nstitute was established by John Marshall, an amat
mosquitoes and how to control them. He led a personal crusade to inform governments, local authorities and the pul
about the importance of control measures to reduce the risk of disease from mosquitoes.

The British Mosquito Control Institute paia visit to Freshwater Marshem 8" September 1933Blair 1951b).
Larvae of Anopheles maculipennig, known carrier of malaria, were found in the grounds of Freshwater Manor. It is
likely that John Marshall made recommendations to the Isle of Wight Ristlict Council for them to control
mosquitoes in the marsh by draining the land and burning off the vegetation. The Isstitséguentlysurveyed the
marshes for mosquitoes in 1949 year before the Rural District Council acquired a large part of the South Marsh and
carried out the work. Kenneth Blair, a professional entomologist, retired from the Natural History Museum to Pentwyn,
house on Afton Road overlooking the marsh. H® wre , 6When | took this house
mosquitoes might prove an intolerable nuisance. It is true that they are a nuisance, as they are almost everywhere, bu
to a marked déegree. 6 (Blair 1951

From 1950, the Counciproceededon a programmeo try and drain the marshes by lowering the water lawel
burning off the reeds and other marsh vegetatibra cost of nearly £10000The River Board engineer had been
approached for advice as to how to drain the marsh. His advice was to widen the confluence of the transverse ditch
the main stream, plus some widening at the point of intersection at the upper end of this ditsb.releoahmendethat
a further transverse ditch on the west side of the main stream near the upper end of the main mapsnbd te assist
the drainage in plots 592 and 5{&non, 1950).The dredged materidieaped up on the bankgas spread on the
surounding marshFollowing this work, &a meeting of the Rural District Council held orf'J8ne 1951, the committee
recommended that no further expenditure be incurred at the marsh for the time being other than that necessary to have
reeds burnt fronime to time and to keep the ditches clear.
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The conservation of the marshes

Botaniss had been decrying the loss of species from Freshwater Marshes for someldinever,it was not until
Kenneth Blair retired to the Island and the Rural District Council began their assault on the marshes that voices begar
be raised publically.

Kenneth Blair, in his capacity as fellow of the Royal Entomological Society, wroteetdural District Council
reqguesting that a portion of the marsh be | &ft untouc

All nature lovers will deplore the drainage operations now being carried on in the Marsh, which are bound to
provedestructive to the highly interesting flora and fauna that have been developing there, but | am glad to
be able to report that the Rural District Council have agreed to stay their hand with regard to one small corner
that it is hoped will act as a reseffee these marsh insects, though it is yet too early to estimate the effect of
general lowering of the water level already carried out upon the vegetation of this reprieved area and,
consequently, upon the insect life dependent upon it.

In 1951, Freshater Marshes was notified as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) under thdatiodl Parks
and Access tthe CountrysideAct. The marshes were described as the best example of-arbaded fen on the Isle of
Wight, comprising extensive argaf tall fen vegetation dominated by Common Reed interspersed with blocks of sallow
species. At that time, the notification of an SSSI was little more than recognition of the nature conservation value of
site. It conferred no powers to allow the Nat@@nservancy Council to protect a site.

Figure4. Pentwyn, Afton Road, home of Dr Kenneth Blair, overlooking the marshes.

In fact, the vegetation benefited from burniménich slowed down the transition from reedbéasvillow scrub and
burnt off the accumulating thatcalthough not fronthe herbicide treatment which the Rural District Council usedn
effort to stop the regrowth of reedswvertebrates responded patchily. Those ewistering deep in the vegetaticlose
to the water level were largely unaffected whilst those-igtering higher in the vegetation suffered declines.

Deep channel dredging continued to be used to manage water levels, as indeed was the case on rivers acros
Island but natire conservation interests were also quietly being purshieel.Natural History Society established a
voluntary Conservation Officer post in 1®&blytaken up byMr S. T.Waite In 1962, proposals were announced in the
Isle of Wight County Press which would affect therth Marsh between Blackbridge Road and Afton Road. The private
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land had been acquired by a local developer who had infilled a part of the marshes adjoiningpAftdauRsequently to
become an industrial estate) and there were suggestions that more of the marshland touid, deained and
developed. This generated much local concerluding apetition signedoy 92 local residents andemands that the
District Council should purchase the land to prevent development. The IWNHAS were amongst the organisatior
opposing development. In 186the Society produced notes and suggestions for the use and development of the marsh
for nature conservatiowhich were approved by the Nature Conservaftye report comprises notes on the sites of
certain rarities and suggestions for management of five areas of the m&xsiahy Frazer, recording species for the
report, found thaaquaticplant were still surviving in side ditches which lshnot been subject tthe deep dredging of
themain channel

In 1970,which had been designated European Conservation Year, Lornav@mothhe Conservation Officer for the
Society. In herannualreport, she refers to concerns over water levels on Freshwater Mioibwig dredging of the
river by the River Board at the request of the Rural District CouR@presentatives of the Societyad several
discussions and meetings witloth the RiveBo ar d and t he bubsodar sui saggestioms hhave riotl beed
very ent husi aBilt3Shepard darsied ouwe & cemprebedsivé survey of the marsh. The Nature Conservancy
Council reassessed the condition of t88Sland concluded thateepening of the channel had caused some lowering of
the water table, and promoted the invasion of willow scrub, nettles, rosebay willowherb and other adventitious tall hert
Lorna Snow concluded that | t is an anachr oni sm imbch greaterhpewerhien éventtirey
small est archaeological site, than the Nature Conser v

However, the Rural District Council was starting to listen to the concerns of the conservation lobby. For instance, |
1971 they agreed tihe placement o$luice boards and depth markers in the river at Blackbridge to assgsontrol
wat er | ev e tus toloddldiffieuliesit was tihe end of summer before improvements in the water levels were
noticeable. In October the level wasnshesabove the very low level in January. Monthly checks were being made and

if necessary during the wintar he board could be removed. 06

In 1974, the Rural District Council was merged with Sandown/ShaaklihVVentnor urban districts, to form South
Wight Borough Councilln due course, the Borough Council set up a Management Advisory Committee for Freshwatel
Marshes and the Society was allowed representafmmothy Frazer, who had taken over from DavidwLa@s
Conservation Officer, s erThefuhctians of thtommitBenere desciibédsas:r e pr e s e

i) To prepare reports for submission to the Council on actions which they deem wise to preserve the
marshes in their natural state andttvise the Council on how best this can be done.

i) To increase the opportunities for the public to enjoy the marshes and learn more of their natural
history.

iii) To encourage voluntary help to carry out policies approved by the Council.

Dorothy Frazer wra ,Afte6 many years of uncertainty as to the fate of the marshes, it is most gratifying to find the
Local Aut hority initiating and i nvol v.iThegnoteswand sifgestionst y
prepared for the Nature Conservarigcyi 964 were updated and made available to the Comrétbeea map with notes
on management of different areas was prepared by JHite\ihe conservation officer for the Hampshire & Isle of Wight
Naturalists Trust. Three sanédbagdams were constructdaly the hard work of an enthusiastic group of young people
under the direction of Pat Ewbank and Stuart TraVes of these were subsequently converted to solid strucflines.
nature trail walk around the nature reserve was also well received.

By 1978, after many years of deliberatiothe Borough Council hafinally broughtthe North Marsh into public
ownership and the following year a new length of footpath linking the Riverside Walk with Blackbridge Road via a rustic
bridge was constructed@redging of the main river continued in thidorth Marsh although it had ceased in tBsuth
Marsh.The Society was asked to produce an extended nature trail [BAFMHAS, 1982)encompassing the whole area
It now became possible to walk from the Garden Centre by Acorn Spring Works down to the bay. However, water lev
control continued to be a matter of concern aomes repair workvascarried out to the dams and a pumgtalled in an
effort to arrest dryig out of the Marshin 1983, South Wight Borough Coundeésignated the whole aréi5ha) as a
Local Nature Reserve.
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Figure5. The bridge, constructed in 1979, to link therth andSouthMarshes by footpath.

Figure6. Reed and willow clearande the SouthMarshby Countryside Section of Isle of Wight Council, April 2009.
The property in the background is O6Pentwynd,
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