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View of the Hamble from Fosters Coppice.
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THE VALLEY


In terms of the almost dizzying lengths of geological time and process, the Hamble River flows through a relatively young landscape. It did not take on its present form until about 6,000 to 7,000 years ago when, in the last of a series of great inundations – the Flandrian transgression, the valley of the ancient Solent River was invaded by the sea. Southampton Water was created and the lower reaches of the Hamble, previously a tributary of the now drowned river, was given its present estuarine character. This was long after our prehistoric ancestors had first begun to frequent the Solent region.


The Hamble rises on the chalk formed in the Cretaceous Period (146 to 65 million years ago) but for much of its 12-mile length flows through a valley formed of Tertiary deposits – largely clays and sands – that were laid down in a great trough, or syncline, in the chalk (hence the term Hampshire Basin) during the Palaeogene Period, some 65 to 23 million years ago. Throughout this time the sea level periodically rose and fell. At times the sediment that was to form the clays and sands was laid down in a shallow sea, as evidenced by the sharks’ teeth and other marine fossils found at West End; at other times, when the sea was for a time excluded, these were formed in estuarine conditions or in fresh water.


London Clay, Bagshot Sands and Bracklesham Beds are the principal components of these Tertiary deposits that form the solid geology of much of the valley. Overlying these are the ‘drift’ deposits – the brick-earth, clay with flints and, most significantly, gravel. These later deposits are probably a legacy of the Ice Age (Pleistocene Epoch of the Quaternary Period), when, during three glacial phases, great sheets of ice covered much of the British Isles. Although these did not directly affect southern England, it would have been subjected to tundra conditions. Each spring large quantities of material would have been washed down braided (multi-channelled) rivers and, according to current thinking, this formed the coastal plateau that includes the land on both sides of the Hamble below a line represented roughly by that of the A27 road.
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I First edition of one-inch Ordnance Survey showing the whole length of the valley from Bishop’s Waltham to Southampton Water.


The underlying geology and the resultant soils assist our understanding of the present-day valley, both the river and the landscape through which it flows. And, with the geology in mind, it is convenient to divide the valley into sections. It has been observed that the estuary of the Hamble is unusually long given the river’s overall length, and the section of the tidal river below Bursledon can be contrasted with that above the M27. The non-tidal river above Botley meanwhile has its own quite distinct character.


Below the Bursledon Bridge, which carries the A27 across the water, there is greater commercial and recreational activity than elsewhere on the river. But while there are marinas and pontoons, and, therefore, more boats than upriver, the areas of saltmarsh on the east bank – Lincegrove and Hackett’s Marshes – and prominent areas of woodland, such as Cawte’s and Downkiln Copses, still provide a sense of space, if not of wildness and relative isolation like the river above Bursledon. As the river is wider here, one is more conscious of the open sky. This section of the estuary flows through the previously described largely flat coastal plain. These terraces of gravel, a legacy of the Quaternary, provide well-drained and productive farmland used for arable production, market gardening and horticulture. Once the valley was a great strawberry-growing area, and the fruit grown here was prized for the ‘earliness’ of its cropping; with strawberries typically being picked two weeks earlier than in Kent. It also provided good building land: the ‘hoggin’ gravel provided secure foundations, and much land has been lost to development, particularly on the Warsash side of the river.


Above Bursledon, the valley has a quieter character. The river here flows through, in landscape terms, an older countryside. The field pattern is more irregular and there is a greater area of ancient woodland; it is a bocage terrain, the ‘clay and coppice’ countryside that Botley farmer William Cobbett favoured. The soils are heavier too, large areas being on the stiff London Clay, particularly on the eastern bank, with more land being given over to grazing, though there is still some arable production and horticulture. The riverside land is largely undeveloped and the ancient woodland in places runs down to the water’s edge; again there are pockets of salt-marsh and reed-beds. As we shall see, this section of the river has long since been prized for its natural beauty and, despite the hum of traffic along the M27, still has, in certain seasons and times of the day, a surprisingly unspoilt quality.
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2 Estuary from west bank of river above Bursledon.


Botley, where, as Cobbett noted, fresh water ‘falls’ into the salt water, marks the upper limit of the tidal river. The non-tidal river above Botley flows through a narrow valley largely given over to improved pasture and woodland. The historical function of this part of the river was to provide water power to drive the several corn mills (and one paper mill) that once existed between Botley and Bishop’s Waltham, just above which the river rises. This section of the river has suffered from water being taken for the public supply. As we shall see, by the last century there was insufficient flow of water to drive the mills, and in the dry summer of 2006 The Times reported that the river here had, temporarily at least, ceased to flow.


The main river is not the whole story, of course. More than thirty streams and rivulets, which drain the surrounding countryside, feed into it. The headwaters rise on the chalk, where there are numerous springs. The source of the river is taken as being at Northbrook, just to the north of Bishop’s Waltham, but soon it is augmented by another large stream that rises at The Moors, an area of wetland to the east of the town. This is the first of a series of large streams that flow into the main channel. Many of them include in their names the denominative ‘Lake’ – Ford Lake (the chisel-bourne or gravelly-stream of the Anglo-Saxon land charter for Durley of A.D. 900), Shawfords Lake and Pudbrook Lake. The term ‘lake’ apparently derives from the Old English for a small stream or watercourse, not the modern word ‘lake’ that comes from the French. However, to anyone who has seen one of these streams in full spate in winter, brimming over its banks after days of heavy rain, the latter sense seems entirely apt. This is another effect of the geology. There is rapid run-off from the Tertiary streams – the impermeable clays are unable to absorb heavy rainfall – and the sediment carried down by the streams re-charges the mud of the estuary.
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3 Photograph showing the Curbridge ‘whale’. It was found in Curbridge Creek on 2 August 1932 where it was seen by 5,000 people. At the time it was identified as beluga or white whale. Modern research, though, suggests that it was actually Risso’s Dolphin, Grampus griseus.


Man has had a presence in this valley for many hundreds of thousands of years. The first people to frequent it would have led a nomadic existence, sustaining themselves by hunting and fishing. Hand-axes, made from knapped flint, have been found at Warsash – indicating human presence in the valley in the Lower Palaeolithic, hundreds of thousands of years ago, long before rising sea levels caused the lower estuary to take on its present form and when Britain was still connected to mainland Europe. Other evidence of man’s early activities in the valley is scattered all along its length. There have been discovered, in gravel workings at Fleetend and Hook, close to Warsash, field systems and other evidence of continuous occupation from the Bronze Age into the medieval period. A Bronze-Age burial pit was discovered at the brickworks at Swanwick in 1927 and the earthworks of an Iron-Age fort can still be seen on Hamble Common. The Roman occupation is represented by a villa complex, which has been partially excavated at Fairthorn, at the confluence of the Hamble with Curbridge Creek, close to the Roman road that crossed the river at this point.
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4 River scene at Curbridge in the early 19th century.


In the Anglo-Saxon period the river has a more tangible presence: by then it has a name. The Venerable Bede, writing in A History of the English Church and People of about A.D. 731, describes the River Homelea as entering ‘the sea after flowing through lands of the Jutes who lived in the Gewissae country …’ The name, unlike that of other Hampshire rivers, appears to have a Germanic origin, indicating that it was bestowed by the Anglo-Saxon migrants who arrived in southern England after the collapse of the Roman Empire. The name means ‘maimed’ or ‘crooked’, which almost certainly alludes to the river’s winding course and, in particular, the great bend at Bursledon. Interestingly, there is a river called Hammel in Germany, a tributary of the Weser.


With the compilation of Domesday Book in 1086 we can start to fill in some of the blank spaces of the river’s hinterland. It records settlements at Hound, Netley, Botley and Bishop’s Waltham and several on the coastal plain to the east of the river, including Titchfield, Hook and Brownwich. The presence of three pre-Conquest -ley place-names, those of Durley, Botley and Netley, which means an inhabited clearing in woodland, suggests that parts of the valley were well-wooded in the Anglo-Saxon period. Domesday Book, for this part of Hampshire, is not as helpful as it might have been in recording woodland cover. Not only is it a swine-rent county, where woodlands are recorded by the number of swine they could sustain rather than by area, which makes the extent of woodland hard to quantify, but some of the entries for woodland are confusing. Whereas Netley is shown as having woodland for 40 swine, a relatively large number, the entry for Botley records that there is no woodland; this hardly tallies with the records of extensive woodland in later centuries, or indeed with the extent of ancient woodland that survives today. The explanation may be that the woodland belonged to the King, being part of the Forest of Bere, which stretched westwards to Southampton, and thus not taxable in the hands of his subjects.
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