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The Village Echo is back!

I am delighted to share with you articles about our wonderful village and 
surrounding area. 

For this edition, Neil Mattingly has provided another extremely detailed and 
carefully researched article. His description of the fascinating history of the 
Ellesdon family in Charmouth was instigated by Chris and Karen East’s find of 
an antique wine bottle in the garden of the Manor House. 

We also have two articles of a very different type, that place Charmouth within 
the extremely rich history of Dorset. 

I very much hope that you find these articles interesting. We are eager to 
develop subjects proposed by our members and will add them into any talks or 
exhibitions we may choose to create. We are always looking for new members 
and volunteers. So please help us by giving us your ideas on how the Society 
should develop.

With best wishes Helen Parker (Chair)

Planned events for 2022

All events will be held in the Village Hall in Wesley Close.

Friday 29th April Dorset’s Celtic Past? Dr. Stan Dolan

A controversial talk exploring facts and myths about Celtic 
ethnicity, art and language. Dorset related topics include the Iron 
Age coinage of this region together with the derivation of some 
place names. 

Sunday 5th June A Pictorial History of Celebrations in Charmouth

A special pop-up exhibition in this, the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee 
year. 

Tuesday 27th 
Sept.

The Houses of Charmouth Neil Mattingly

This meeting will include the History Society’s AGM.

Cover images:  front - The Abbots House (See page 7)
  back - Durotrigian coinage (See page 11)
  Photograph by Petrina J. Hughes
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I was intrigued whilst chatting to Chris 
and Karen East at the Charmouth 
Garden Show when they remarked 
that they had something that I would 
be interested in. 

I later went across to their house 
opposite the church which formed part 
of the original ancient Manor House. 
They were to show me a small antique 
wine bottle which they had found whilst 
digging in their garden. 

Chris told me to have a closer look at 
what appeared to be a small coat of 
arms embossed on the front. I thought 
initially that it could be the Prince of 
Wales feathers. Then Chris said try 
again and it's closer than that. 

It suddenly dawned on me that it was 
the Ellesdon coat of arms which is 
displayed on a large memorial at the 
back of the church. I found this very 
exciting as when Chris said it was a 
Onion shaped Wine bottle circa 1720 
it was exactly the right period for when 
the last of this noble family, Anthony, 
died in 1737 and his estate was left to 
a nephew in Bristol. 

I had always known that the family had 
lived in the Manor from 1648 and this 
was a direct link to those far off times 
when they were the Lords of the Manor 
for the village. 

Although there is a large marble 
memorial to Anthony Ellesdon by the 
altar in the church and a decorative 
stone block relating to his benevolence 
at the back, most villagers would be 
surprised at the historic importance of 
the family at a national level.

Chris & Karen East holding the wine bottle.

The Ellesdon Seal on the front of the bottle.

Chris East holding the wine bottle in front of the plaque to 
Anthony Ellesdon at the back of St. Andrew’s Church in 
Charmouth.

The Amazing Find at Charmouth Manor
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I wish to now enlighten readers as to 
their origins in Lyme Regis and impact 
on the life of villagers in Charmouth 
in the 17th century. The Ellesdons 
were originally successful merchants 
from Lyme Regis and were regularly 
Mayors of the borough. St Michael’s 
church in Lyme Regis still has a brass 
shield which extols them and records 4 
generations being buried in their vault. 
Coincidentally, the last is Anthony, who 
is shown as dying in 1655. This same 
gentleman purchased the Manor of 
Newlands, which today forms part of 
Charmouth in 1649. The family lived in 
a large house in Church Street, near 
where the famous George Inn stood. It 
was here that William and his brother 
John were to be bought up by their 
parents, Grace and Anthony. 

John’s life was to be spent in Lyme 
Regis where he was to eventually 
become its Mayor in 1659 and with 
his wife Sarah Clapcott have four 
children, John, Grace, Mary and 
Thomas. The latter was to briefly unite 
the two branches of the family by 
marrying his cousin Mary in 1726, who 
by then was a widow on the death of 
her husband, Richard Henvill. It was 
William, son of Anthony who planned 
and nearly succeeded in the attempt to 
assist King Charles II in his escape to 
France. 

I have tried to build up a picture of 
Charmouth during this turbulent 
chapter in the country's history from 
the limited records that have survived. 
The year before the Civil war began 
in 1641, Parliament decreed that 
all males over 18 should take a 
Protestation (declaration of loyalty) 
Oath. All names were listed and 
anyone who refused to take it was 
recorded. Seventy five gentleman were 
to sign it in Charmouth, which has 

The Ellesdon Memorial Brass in St. Michael’s Church,  
Lyme Regis.

The three parts of the Manor House today.

Sir William Petre 1505-1572

The Ellesdon`s House in Lyme Regis 
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shown to equate to an approximate 
total population of 250. In the same 
year there was an order that the 
hundred of Whitchurch and the tithings 
of Hawkchurch and Dalwood were 
ordered to contribute £10 per year to 
the Poor Rates of Charmouth -“where 
there are many poor people whom the 
parish cannot relieve”. 

A further insight into the state of 
the village can be seen in the 
comprehensive survey carried out by 
Sir William Petre when he purchased it 
from the Queen a century before. The 
original document survives in Devon 
Record Office and clearly shows that 
the majority of his tenants occupied 
cottages along the Street with an acre 
of land and a further acre of common 
land which they farmed. There were 
a number of people who had larger 
holdings, the most prominent of whom   
were the Limbrys. A branch of this 

family lived in what is today's Charmouth House, but then known as The Fountain. 
It was one of a number of hostelries along the Street that served travelers using the 
London to Exeter road that passed through the village. 

A descendant of this family, Stephen Limbry was to feature as the seaman in the 
attempted escape of King Charles II. A contemporary road map by John Ogilby 
shows the village with its main Street lined with houses and the paths to the sea, 
now Lower Sea Lane, and Barr 's Lane which led to Wootton Fitzpaine.

At the beginning of the Civil War the village was mainly owned by Sir John Pole. 
He had sided with Parliament and in 1643 he twice helped to lead anti-royalist 
raids in Devon and Cornwall. However, he also participated in abortive local peace 
negotiations that year. His position in Devon was complicated by his son William's 

decision to fight for the king, and both 
Colcombe Castle and Shute Barton 
were badly damaged during the 
war, by royalist and parliamentarian 
forces respectively. He was active 
in local government but he evidently 
disapproved of Charles I's execution 
as he declined to serve under the 
Commonwealth, despite being retained 
on the Devon bench. He died in April 
1658, and was buried at Colyton, 

King Charles II escape.

The Fountain (Charmouth House)

A painting of Shute Barton Manor,  near Axminster in the 18th 
Century
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where he had erected a lavish 
monument to himself and his first wife. 
Although he was to sell the Manor 
of Charmouth,to William Ellesdon in 
1648, he retained The Mill and 35 
acres of land in the village, eventually 
to be sold by his descendants at the 
end of the 18th Century. 

William Ellesdon in contrast to Sir 
John Pole was a staunch Royalist. 
No doubt his father, Anthony held 
the same sympathies and in buying 
the adjoining Newlands with its fine 
house, Stonebarrow Manor, the 
following year was making a hasty 
departure from Lyme Regis, where he 
had been Mayor no less than three 
times. This town had always held an 
independent stance and was known 
as a Parliamentarian strong hold. This 
culminated in the famous Siege of 
1644,when for 8 weeks they withstood 
the forces of Prince Maurice, who 
eventually abandoned his attempt. 
Loyalties to each side existed within 
families and it is interesting to see who 
William's brother, John, supported for 
there is a later letter from Col. Robert 
Mohun “setting forth articles against 
John Ellesden, who was put into the 
place of Collector of Customs of Lyme 
by Cromwell”.

William Ellesdon was a Royalist and 
held the position of Captain, and 
later Colonel, in the army and was to 

risk his life in support of the King. For that would have been his fate if charged for 
assisting in his escape. It must have been a miracle that he was able to remain a 
free man until his return to the throne. 

He had been earlier successful in assisting Lord Berkley escape across to France 
after the Battle of Worcester and no doubt would have repeated this with Charles, 
if Stephen Limbry had not returned home to his angry wife, who prevented him 
sailing. But King Charles was to give him a gold coin when he briefly spent the 
night before the planned escape at a house his father owned at Monkton Wylde, 
still called Elsdons. At the same time he promised that when he regained his throne 
he would reward him handsomely. 

Sir John Pole`s magnificent Tomb in the family Chapel in 
Colyton Church

Elsdons, Monkton Wylde near Charmouth
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His Majesty, on his restoration visited 
the village again in 1671 and granted 
to him and two successive heirs a 
pension of £300 per annum, and 
presented him with a medal bearing 
the inscription ‘Faithful to the Horns of 
the Altar’. The King also gave him a 
beautiful miniature by Samuel Cooper 
of Ellesdon, together with a pair of 
silver candlesticks. The pension was 
for both him and his immediate family 

and would be derived from taxes received from the port of Lyme Regis. 

There is a website called British History online that has a huge database covering 
parliamentary records and almost yearly there are references to those benefitting 
from his pension.Through this I have been able to obtain important information 
about the family. Most intriguing was £1000 he was to receive in 1663 for his work 
for the King's Secret Service. Unfortunately the money was often not forthcoming 
and there are pleas from his family for these outstanding payments. It shows that he 
died in 1685, the year of the Monmouth Rebellion, but his pension was to continue 
to be received by his wife, Joanne and children - Anthony, Charles, Mary and Anne.

It was his eldest son Anthony who was 
to take over his role and live in what 
was the largest house in the village, 
described as a Mansion, opposite the 
church, where he lived for almost 80 
years. Little is known about him apart 
from the charitable work that he did 
that is recorded on the impressive 
marble monument erected by his 
niece's husband, Richard Henvill, who 
inherited his estate. He no doubt had 
the same loyalty as his father to King 
Charles II, as he was still receiving a 
pension of £100 a year as a result of 
his support. 

Anthony was well educated and is recorded as attending Wadham College in 
Oxford, where he received his degree in 1677 and went on to the Inner Temple 
in London, which he left in 1683. He married Ann Gale of Bishops Hull, Taunton 
in 1706 when he was 47 and she just 25. It would be interesting to see where his 
loyalties were in 1685 as this was the year of his father's death, aged 65 and also 
when The Duke of Monmouth landed nearby to take the throne from King James 
II. The day after he arrived a group of supporters followed the coastal path through 
Charmouth on to Bridport where they had a disastrous skirmish with the King's 
supporters there. After the Battle of Sedgemoor, Judge Jeffries rounded up his 
supporters for trial. 

A miniature by Cooper similar to the one given to William by 
King Charles II 

The marble memorial to Anthony Ellesdon in St. Andrew’s 
church
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The list included16 poor souls from 
Charmouth who were suspected: 2 
of these were hanged and 2 more 
transported. Anthony Ellesdon, 
according to the record on his 
memorial in the church, was a great 
benefactor to the village. Besides 
presenting a silver Chalice and Plate 
in 1716 and restoring the church in 
1732, he also augmented the stipend 
of the rector with a gift of £200. The 
vestry book contains a copy of the 
standing Vestry order “Wrote by 
Counsellor Ellesdon`s own hand” 
dated 7th April 1729 concerning the 
ringing of the bells. 

Anthony died in November 1737 
aged 79 and the manor passed to 
his nephew Richard Henvill, a Bristol 
merchant, who in due course erected 
an elaborate memorial to Anthony. 
This was moved from the former 
church in 1838, as was a large tablet 
commemorating his re-edifying the 
church. 

The Manor House in Charmouth is 
somewhat of a mystery to most people 
as they are expecting an ancient 
building near to the Church as can 
be seen in many of the surrounding 
villages such as Catherston, Chideock 
and Wootton Fitzpaine. The Manor 
House is indeed very ancient and is 
in the proximity of the Church, but is 
separated by the Street. For it is the 
long Victorian-fronted building directly 
opposite St. Andrew’s, now divided 
into three parts, which was once the 
historic House owned by the Lords 
of the Manor of Charmouth for many 
centuries. 

Up until recently no images of the 
earlier building were thought to 
have existed. The only description 
being from Colonel Bullen, who once 

The Communion Plate given by Anthony Ellesdon in 1717 
which is still used at Services today

An old photograph of the Manor c.1900

The Manor today. Chris and Karen East found the Ellesdon 
bottle in the east end

The ancient fireplace still to be seen in the west end of the 
Manor House today
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said, “that the house originally was 
castellated and an old print showing 
this was destroyed by my housekeeper 
as rubbish”. But I was astonished 
to see a painting by Diana Sperling 
described as “The view from the 
Rectory at Charmouth” which was 
painted in 1828, which clearly showed 
a section of the original front before 
being refaced. This picture revealed 
that it had intricately carved stone 
surrounds filled with leaded glass. 
They are very similar to those at Forde 

Abbey and were no doubt commissioned by Thomas Charde who was the Abbot 
from 1501 until the dissolution of the Abbey in 1539. 

As well as rebuilding the church (1503) Thomas Charde was also responsible for re-
facing the Abbots House in the village. The listing for this Grade 2 building points to 
the 16th Century (1500-1600) with its roof construction under the present roof and 
an open fireplace with moulded stone jambs and Tudor arch head with recessed 
spandrels. It would definitely have been in Charde`s time as the subsequent owners 
of Charmouth, the Petre and Pole families lived in finer houses a distance from the 
village. There may well have been an earlier building on the site as in 1290, Abbot 
William had instigated a borough with by burgage plots stretching back from the 
Street. 

After the long ownership by the 
Ellesdons, the Manor House would no 
doubt have been let as Richard Henvill 
also owned the nearby Catherston 
Manor house a larger, more impressive 
building. He lived in Bristol, where he 
is described in records as a Merchant. 
He also had estates in St Kitts 
where his branch of the family lived. 
Richard was only to survive for a few 
more years and it was his daughter, 
Benedicta, who in 1744 was to inherit 
the manor. She also owned Catherston 

and Newlands and may well have lived in one of the properties. She was to be 
the Lady of the Manor for the next 35 years and her name appears at times in the 
records for the village.

One of these records reveals that in 1771, Thomas Rickard, her Steward was 
leasing the property on the corner of the Street and Lower Sea Lane, currently 
known today as the Pharmacy from her for 6d per annum. At a Court Leet held on 
5th Oct. 1770 it was stated that there ought to be a pair of stocks erected within the 
Manor at the expense of the Lady of the Manor. Later in her life she was to marry 

The Abbots House today and in 1840

The pedigree of the Ellesdon family in Hutchins History of 
Dorset in 1774
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the Rev. Joseph Durston and live near 
Gloucester, but they were to have no 
children and her estate was to go to a 
distant cousin living in St. Kitts. Francis 
Phipps Henvill was to own it briefly, but 
there is a detailed survey of the estate 
in Charmouth for 1783 showing the 
“Mansion House with its 3 rods and 25 
perches of gardens”. 

The Estate was auctioned in 1788 
and was virtually split in two with the 
grounds to the north of the Street 
being described as Backlands, being 
bought by the Village's Curate, Brian 
Combe, and those to the south known 
as Sealands by Lieutenant James 
Warden, who was to briefly live in the 
Manor House until his death in a duel 
in 1792. The Manor House had a new 
owner in the shape of Robert Davey 
who is shown paying 7s 4d land tax on 
the Manor House in the following year. 

There is a gravestone in the church showing that he was to die in 1803 aged 59 
years. The land tax for the following year show that Simeon Bullen is the new owner 
of the Manor and his family are to occupy it for the next 80 years. Simeon was the 
grandson of William Bullen of Cathanger in Fifehead, Somerset, who held an Estate 
under the Wyndham Family in the 17th Century. 

Simeon was kinsman of Bullen 
Reymis, brother in law of Wyndham. 
Bullen Reymis and Ellesdon, helped 
Lord Berkley to escape after the battle 
of Worcester, which led Wyndham to 
come to Ellesdon to arrange for the 
escape of King Charles II. Simeon dies 
in 1822 aged 75 and leaves the manor 
to his youngest son, John Bullen. He 
seems to have divided the house into 
3 parts as is shown by the 1841 Tithe 
Map. The 1851 Census for Charmouth 
shows him as a retired Solicitor, 
originating from Stoke Abbot in Dorset, 
living in the west part and his son 
Lieutenant Charles aged 39,occupying 
the other part with his wife Mary. 

An advert for the Sale of the Manor in 1803

1841 Tithe Map
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The will for John, who dies the following year, reveals that the eastern part where 
he was living was to go to his great nephew John Bullen Symes. The latter added 
Bullen to his name and became known as Colonel Bullen. The eastern part is to 
remain with his son, Charles, who was in due course to rise to the rank of Captain 
in the Navy. Charles continued to live there until his death in 1884 and was buried in 
Charmouth church where there is a memorial to him. 

The property was briefly to be occupied by his wife, Mary, and inherited by his 
relation, John Tatchell Bullen of Marshwood Manor. In 1886 he sold this part of the 
manor to his kinsman, Colonel J.B.S. Bullen who had been living in the other portion 
for £300. For a few years the Manor was to have just one owner. 

But in 1889 the Colonel bought the 
neighbouring Catherston Estate and 
sold off the west wing of Charmouth 
Manor to Miss Mary Ann Miller and 
briefly rented the rest to Dr. William 
Kerbey and then to John Gilligham, 
his Farm Manager. He was to keep 
ownership until his death in 1938 and 
two years afterwards his trustees sold 
it to Reginald Forsey who owned the 
adjoining Backlands Farm. The family 
kept the central section and sold off 
the other part in 1940 to Silvia Cumine. 

The western portion after the long 
residency by Captain Charles Bullen 
was bought by Miss Mary Ann Miller 
in 1889 who is supposed to be 
responsible for the removal of the 
beautiful medieval leaded windows 
and replacing them with the sash 
windows seen today. 

By 1951 Gladys Forsey had bought the remainder from her relation and in due 
course her son, William ran a Dairy from the premises. It was then purchased it at 
the beginning of the 20th century by Ernest Nunn and then the Johnstones. It was 
Mr Johnstone who started the Charmouth Troop of Scouts in 1914. He also wrote 
and produced many plays in the Church Hall. 

Lewis Montgomery Jones then owned the Manor House and his mother and 
sister Nellie occupied the center part. The father of Lewis had been the village 
Schoolmaster from 1878 till shortly before his death in 1917.His son Peter Wilson 
Jones was to live there from 1941 and then Mike Hendrick bought it in 1963. He ran 
the famous Charmouth Pottery and for a while ran a shop from the premises until 
the demise of the passing trade with the Bypass. 

The Manor House in 1930

Colonel Bullen & family outside Catherston Manor which he 
bought in 1889
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In 2009 Mike Hendrick sold it to the 
Ingrams who now let it as a holiday 
cottage. Hilary Sharpe and her 
husband bought the middle section of 
the property from the Forseys, where 
she ran her Acupuncture practice. 
Chris and Karen East who own 
no.1 have more recently carefully 
restored their part of the Manor House 
and garden. The Bullens’ former 
stables are at the back of the house, 
approached by a narrow lane by the 

side of the garden and have been converted into a residence. The large garden, 
which would have originally formed part of the 13th century burgage plot can still be 
seen within its walls. 
I wish to thank Chris and Karen East for their considerable assistance in 
encouraging me with this article. Please go to my website: www.freshford.com if you 
wish to find out more about Charmouth`s fascinating history. 
Neil Mattingly

Mike Hendrick outside the Manor House and Pottery  
with his wife

In 1841 John Bullen, aged 60, is shown as Owner and 
occupier of the three parts of no. 56 - The Manor House

In 1887 Colonel Charles Bullen, aged 75 is shown as 
Owner and occupier of both parts of the Manor. 

In 1901 The Manor House is owned by Colonel Bullen and 
is occupied by John Gillingham, his Farm Manager

The Manor House is today subdivided into 3 parts and the 
Coach House and buildings behind are now residential

1841 Tithe Map 1887 Ordnance Survey Map

1901 Ordnance Survey Map 2021 Ordnance Survey Map

The Manor House over the years
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Much has been written by modern historians about this tribe and yet the word ‘Dourotriges’ only appears in full in a single 
known historical document. Perhaps even more surprisingly this document is a book by a Greek mathematician, Ptolemy.
The Iron Age in Britain ended with the Roman invasion. Julius Caesar brought an 
army to Britain in 55 BC and in 54 BC but the real Roman invasion was instigated 
by the Emperor Claudius in AD 43.  At this time, Charmouth may have been in a 
region controlled by the tribe (or perhaps a loose confederation of tribes) called the 
Dourotriges.

Much has been written by modern historians about this tribe and yet the word 
‘Dourotriges’ only appears in full in a single known historical document. Perhaps 
even more surprisingly this document is a book by a Greek mathematician,  
Ptolemy.

In approximately 150 AD, Ptolemy wrote the book Geographia which explained the 
mathematics behind making maps on flat pieces of paper to represent the geogra-
phy of the spherical Earth. In the book, Ptolemy also gave a list of places and their 
latitudes and longitudes. 

In the region roughly corresponding to Dorset, Δoυνιoν 
was described as the ‘polis’, or capital town, of the tribe 
Δoυϱoτϱιγϵς.

As shown in the table, simple transliteration from the 
Greek letters into English letters gives us the name 
‘Dourotriges’ for this tribe.

The tribe’s capital town transliterates as ‘Dounion’ but 
it is conventional to use the Latinised form ‘Dunium’. 
Similarly, modern historians tend to use ‘Durotriges’ for 
the name of the tribe. 

For Southern Britain, Ptolemy gave the names 
and approximate positions of the British tribes 
shown here.

Δ Delta D

o omicron o

υ upsilon u

ϱ rho r

o omicron o

τ tau t

ϱ rho r

ι iota i

γ gamma g

ϵ epsilon e

 σ or ς sigma s

Our Iron Age Ancestors
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Ptolemy stated that Dunium was at latitude 52o 35’ and longitude 18o 00’ but, even 
though we have these specific figures, there is no agreement on the location of 
Dunium. Some writers make it sound as if it is settled, with statements such as:

• Unusually, the Romans then made a fort of their own on [Hod Hill] covering 
about 7 acres in the north-west corner, and called it Dunium. 

• Durnovaria [is the town Dorchester]. But Ptolemy expressly says that Dunium 
was the town of the Durotriges. So these were only different names assigned 
to the same place in different ages.

Given the lack of hard evidence, more modern academic papers tend to be 
understandably more cautious. For example, G.J. Wainwright and B.W. Cunliffe 
state that

• Dunium was long ago identified with Maiden Castle. This may well be so, 
although recently Hod Hill and Hengistbury have also been put forward as 
possibilities.

Ptolemy’s longitude was based, in theory, on the times of sunrise, which gets earlier 
by 4 minutes for each degree further East that one travels. Today we base longitude 
on the Greenwich meridian, whereas the Greek system was based on the most 
westerly land then known, the Canary Islands. Ptolemy based latitude on the length 
of the longest day of the year. In the Northern hemisphere, this increases from 12 
hours at the equator to 24 hours at the Arctic circle. 

Town Longitude Latitude
Second Legion (Exeter) ιζ ∠’ νβ ∠’ ιβ’

17o  30’ 52o  35’

Dunium ιη νβ ∠’ ιβ’

18o  00’ 52o  35’

Chichester ιθ ∠’δ’ νγ γ’ ιβ’

19o  45' 53o  25’

In fact, to determine where Ptolemy placed Dunium there is no need to convert his 
coordinates into their modern counterparts. Since Ptolemy gives the location of 
other towns on the South coast which have been identified, we can use these to 
calculate the relative location of Dunium. We do however need to change Ptolemy’s 
numerals into a more readily understandable form. Brief details of how to do this are 
given in the box below:

Greek numerals     Each Greek letter had a numerical value. For example:

α = 1, β = 2, γ = 3, δ = 4 , … , ι = 10, … , ν = 50.

Then ιβ = 10 + 2 = 12. In the Geographia, a tick was used to denote a unit fraction 
e.g. δ’ = 1/4 and ιβ’ = 1/12. A special symbol, ∠’, was used for 1/2.

A latitude νβ ∠’ ιβ’ was therefore 50 + 2 + 1/2 + 1/12 = 52 + 35/60  or  52o 35’.
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We know that Ptolemy’s Noviomagus is Chichester and the location of the Second 
Legion in Exeter is also generally accepted.  The Geographia then gives us the 
following positions on the South coast.

Since Dunium and Exeter are at the same latitude we can use a modern road map 
and simply draw a West-East line across from Exeter. So, for example, Dunium is at 
the same latitude as Dorchester. 

We can now use the longitude figures. These show that Dunium should be 2/9 ths 
of the way from Exeter to Chichester. Dunium is not Dorchester after all, it’s 
Charmouth!

We must note that we do not have Ptolemy’s book, only copies. There are in fact 
12 known mediaeval copies in reasonably good condition, of which 6 are in the 
Vatican. In common with other Greek mathematical texts, many errors will have 
been introduced by the successive copying of Geographia over the centuries since 
Ptolemy’s time. 

Also, although Ptolemy was an exceptionally able mathematician he was reliant 
upon data from possibly unreliable sources. After all, we do not accept some ‘facts’ 
given in Julius Caesar’s The Gallic Wars such as:-

• Another side [of Britain] faces west, towards Spain.

• Wives [in Britain] are shared between groups of ten or twelve men, especially 
between brothers and between fathers and sons.

The film Longitude, starring Michael Gambon and Jeremy Irons, highlighted how 
crucially measurements of position depend upon clocks which remain accurate 
when transported around. For naval ships, this accuracy was only attained in the 
18th century using clocks designed by John Harrison. In contrast, the Romans had 
to depend upon water-clocks. There is an interesting section of The Gallic Wars, 
presumably written in summer, stating that:

It is believed that there is also a number of smaller islands, in which according 
to some writers there is a month of perpetual darkness at the winter solstice. 
Our enquiries on this subject were always fruitless, but we found by accurate 
measurement with a water-clock that nights are shorter [in Britain] than on the 
continent.

In favour of the accuracy of Ptolemy, we should say that the Romans were good 
at estimating distances using the Roman mile, or mille passus, based upon 1000 
paces. For example, Julius Caesar gives 760 miles for the straight-line length of 
Britain’s east coast. Many of Ptolemy’s calculations would have been based upon 
such measurements rather than times obtained using water-clocks.

Nevertheless, unless and until major archaeological discoveries are found near our 
village, historians are very unlikely to be convinced by a mathematical argument 
that Dunium was near Charmouth.

Stan Dolan
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The First Battle of Carrum
Where did it really take place and was it important? 

Also, it is a matter of history that in 831 a terrible horde of marauding Danes, said to 
number about 15 000, landed at Charmouth and made “cruel ravage and slaughter” 
in the surrounding countryside. They were finally driven back by King Egbert and 
his Saxons from the earthwork known as Coney’s Castle, but not before many 
Christians had been slaughtered. 

From Who was St. Wite? by Christine Waters

This extract is from a carefully written and researched booklet available in the 
Church of Saint Candida and Holy Cross, Whitchurch Canonicorum. However, the 
events described above are very far from being generally accepted historical facts 
and this article could have started instead with an extract from one of many other, 
mutually contradictory, accounts of the Battle of Carrum.

This gate on the coastal path between Charmouth and Stanton St. Gabriel 
commemorates the alleged Viking landings on Charmouth beach. 

It was made by artists Alex Brooks, Emma Molony and Tara Hansford as part  
of the West Dorset Coast Path Parish Boundary project.

Photo by: Petrina J. Hughes
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The sources for the St. Wite booklet are helpfully listed. Most are dated in the 19th 
and 20th centuries and one of the other two references is dated 1732. The remaining 
reference is not given precisely but is probably Nicholas Roscarrock’s Lives of the 
Saints, written in the early 17th century. 

In contrast, and to resolve some of the historical issues concerning the battle, I shall 
use a primary source of established provenance, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. A few 
books by modern historians, consulted for a general commentary both on 9th century 
Britain and on local archaeological evidence, are listed at the end of the article.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

This is a manuscript created in the late 9th century during the reign of Alfred the 
Great. It is believed that the original manuscript was written in Wessex and then 
copies were distributed to various monasteries where they were independently 
updated. Professor Whitelock’s translation from the original Old English explains 
clearly significant differences between the (nine) manuscripts still surviving in whole 
or in part and will be the translation quoted throughout.

The events in the St. Wite booklet correspond to the entry for 836. The Chronicle 
locates the battle at Carrum which Whitelock translates as Carhampton: 

In this year Egbert fought against the crews of 35 ships at Carhampton, and a great 
slaughter was made there, and the Danes had possession of the battle-field. And 
two bishops, Herefrith and Wigthegn, and two ealdormen, Duda and Osmod died.

As Whitelock explains, the chronology of the Chronicle is problematic. Scribes 
numbered series of years in advance and then could make entries in the wrong 
places, fail to notice that a year should be blank or take too much space for an 
event. 

Whitelock’s analysis leads to 836 for the correct year. However, earlier historians 
obtained different dates. In particular, the year 833 is given in several secondary 
sources. 

The most obviously questionable ‘fact’ in the opening extract is the supposed 
number of 15 000. This number of Danes is not even remotely credible. Such an 
army would have been larger than the generally estimated size of William the 
Conqueror’s force and, furthermore, it would have been much larger than the 
estimated size of the later Great Heathen Army of Vikings which entered England 
in 866. This latter army’s camp at Torksey in Lincolnshire has been identified and 
excavated. It sprawled over 55 hectares and has given rise to an estimate of 
several thousand Danes.

The supposed number of 15 000 Danes is also not consistent with the number 
of ships. As we have seen, the Chronicle has the crew of 35 ships being the total 
force and, in fact, three of the extant manuscripts say only 25 ships. Dr Morris and 
Professor Williams use the number of ships to estimates a force of total size 1000-
1500. 
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However, their estimates appear to be based upon the number of oarsmen rather 
than the total possible number of people aboard. For example, the Gokstad ship, 
which was found buried at a farm in Norway, is a large 9th century Viking ship which 
was built for 32 oarsmen but could carry 40-70 men. It would therefore have been 
possible for the total force to have been 1400-2450 men.

One crucial difference between the accounts is of course in the identification of the 
place called Carrum in the Chronicle. In the past, some historians have interpreted 
Carrum as Charmouth. However, modern historians such as Morris and Williams 
seem to take it for granted that Carrum is on the Somerset coast at Carhampton. 
We will examine some of the reasons for this after we have looked at the general 
picture of Anglo-Saxon times and the impact of Viking raids.

A militarised country

In the post-Roman years, Britain had separated into kingdoms that were both allying 
with each other and warring with each other. The Marshwood Vale area of Dorset 
may initially have been in the British kingdom of Dumnonia (approximately present 
day Devon and Cornwall) but was certainly part of Wessex in the early 7th century. 
The Chronicle entry for 614 is:

In this year Cyngelis and Cwichelm fought at Beandun  [possibly Bindon in Ax-
mouth] and killed 2045 Britons.

This victory for Wessex presaged a gradual expansion into Dumnonia.

The kingdoms might have differed in religion and whether they saw themselves 
as, say, British or Anglo-Saxon but these differences were not as fundamentally 
important as they might appear. 

As an example, the table shows three of the more northerly kingdoms in 633. 

Kingdom King People Religion
Gwynedd Cadwallon ap Cadfan British (Welsh) Christian

Northumbria Edwin Anglo-Saxon Christian

Mercia Penda1 Anglo-Saxon Pagan

So, would the Anglo-Saxons be likely to form an alliance against the Welsh, a name 
which is derived from the Old English Wealas  for foreign or servile? Or would 
Edwin find much greater common cause with a fellow Christian? 

1  Penda may have become King after the victory at Hatfield.

In fact, neither of these possibilities occurred. As the Chronicle entry for 633 put it:- 

In this year King Edwin was slain by Cadwallon and Penda at Hatfield [Hatfield 
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Chase near Doncaster] on 14 October, and he had reigned for 7 years [a probable 
misprint for 17], and his son Osfrith also was slain with him. And then Cadwallon 
and Penda afterwards advanced and laid waste all the land of the Northumbrians.

Although the evidence is sometimes contradictory, in large parts of the country 
the population was becoming Anglo-British just as earlier it had become Romano-
British. The many battles were not fights for land between different peoples but 
struggles for power and prestige within the royal dynasty of a kingdom and between 
different dynasties. Typically, a succession dispute between members of a royal 
family would lead to a neighbouring kingdom backing one or the other claimant and 
war would ensue.

In this brutal period the Vikings were initially of little consequence, or as graphically 
expressed by Williams: “in a league of brutality they would have struggled to make 
the play-offs”.

The Viking age

The Chronicle uses words such as ‘Northmen’, ‘heathen’ and ‘Danes’ rather than 
‘Viking’. Nowadays, ‘Viking’ is in common usage, amongst historians as well as 
the general public and will be used here. The Vikings attacking the Bristol Channel 
coast of Devon and Somerset may well have been permanently based in Ireland 
rather than Norway or Denmark but we will not attempt to distinguish between 
different types of Viking.

The era of Viking attacks on coastal regions of Britain had started here in Dorset 
with the first recorded raid occurring in 789.

In this year King Brihtric married Offa’s daughter Eadburh. And in his days there 
came for the first time three ships of Northmen and then the reeve rode to them and 
wished to force them to the king’s residence, for he did not know what they were; 
and they slew him. These were the first ships of Danish men which came to the 
land of the English. 

Extra information about this raid comes from the 12th century Annals of St Neots 
and the late 10th century latin chronicle of Æthelweard, a descendant of Alfred the 
Great. This information is judged by Whitelock to ‘sound authentic’ and possibly 
based upon versions of the Chronicle which no longer exist. The Vikings are said 
to have landed in Portland. The reeve, Beaduheard, was staying in Dorchester and 
rode to the harbour with a few men, thinking the strangers to be traders rather than 
enemies. The Vikings slew both him and his men.

Many such raids were to follow, including the most well-known one of 793.

… on 8 June, the ravages of heathen men miserably destroyed God’s church on 
Lindisfarne, with plunder and slaughter. 

The Battle of Carrum was different from these earlier raids. Its importance was that 
it was the very first known set-piece battle between Vikings and an army of one of 
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the British kingdoms. This presaged a change from Viking hit and run raids against 
soft targets such as coastal monasteries to a preparedness to engage in battle. 

While not, in itself, a decisive military engagement the Battle of Carrum in 836 was 
a major incident. As expressed by Williams, victory against a major Anglo-Saxon 
kingdom ‘can only have awakened Viking warlords to their ability to not only to wrest 
wealth from hapless coastal communities, but also, through sheer force of arms, 
to win glory, fame and – perhaps - power and dominion of their own.’ Conversely, it 
was inevitably a blow to Egbert’s reputation, the sort of blow an Anglo-Saxon king 
could not afford to ignore.

A few years later the Vikings even involved themselves in the power struggles in 
Britain.  As expressed in the Chronicle entry for 838:

In this year a great naval force arrived among the West Welsh [people of Cornwall] 
and the latter combined with them and proceeded to fight against Egbert, king of the 
West Saxons. When he heard that, he then went thither with his army, and fought 
against them at Hingston Down, and put both the Welsh and Danes to flight. 

In the next few years, the men of Wessex lost a couple of engagements, including 
the Second battle of Carrum in approximately 843. However, the Viking incursions 
into the South West of Britain were often defeated with heavy Danish losses.

845  In this year Ealdorman Eanwulf with the people of Somerset and Bishop 
Ealhstan and Ealdorman Osric with the people of Dorset fought against the Danish 
army at the mouth of the Parret, and there made a great slaughter and had the 
victory.

851  In this year Ealdorman Ceorl with the contingent of the men of Devon fought 
against the heathen army at Wicga’s Hill2, and the English made a great slaughter 
there and had the victory.

And King Æthelwulf and his son Æthelbald fought against them at Aclea3 with the 
army of the West Saxons, and there inflicted the greatest slaughter on a heathen 
army that we have ever heard of until this present day, and had the victory there.

The effect of the victory at Aclea was that the Viking threat to Wessex was ended 
for a couple of decades. Matters were not going so well (for the English) in some of 
the other British kingdoms where trading and plundering were morphing into settling 
and colonising; but that is another story.

2,3 These locations are not known with any certainty.

Carhampton or Charmouth?

In Old English, carrum is the dative plural form of carr = a rock scar. As a name, 
Carrum may therefore have originally meant ‘at the rocks’. Perhaps unfortunately, 
this is so general that many towns other than Carhampton and Charmouth could 
claim the Battle of Carrum. In fact, in one of the articles on the northeastlore.com 
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website there is just such a claim by the town of Carham (Carham on Tweed) which 
uses the 16th century writings called The Itinerary of John Leland as justification for 
their attempt to appropriate ‘our’ battle.

What might be of some relevance is that Carham does have a very well-founded 
claim to another Battle of Carrum, that of 1018 between English and the Scots 
which gained for the Scots possession of the lands south to the Tweed, the present-
day boundary. In Roger of Howden’s Chronicle, the reference to the battle is:

Ingenus bellum inter Anglos et Scottos apud Carrum geritur

(A massive battle between the English and the Scots is waged at Carham.)

There is therefore at least one example where Carrum has become Carham over 
the centuries.

The putative transformation of Carrum into Carhampton would be:

Carrum Anglo-Saxon Chronicles

Carentone (Farm at the place of the rocks)   Domesday Book

Carhampton Modern day

These changes seem logical as we move from Old English to Latin to Modern 
English.

For the transformation of Carrum into Charmouth we would have:

Carrum                                                                                             Anglo-Saxon Chronicles

Cernemude            (Mouth of the river Cerne)                      Domesday Book

Charmouth           (Mouth of the river Char)                        Modern day

These changes seem more problematical. In particular, the meaning of Cernemude 
is based on the Old English múða for ‘mouth or estuary of a river’. In other words, 
the Domesday Book is not using a latinised form of an Anglo-Saxon name but is 
actually using a different Anglo-Saxon name. This therefore gives no support to the 
idea that Carrum and Charmouth can be identified. 

Considering entries in the Domesday Book highlights obvious differences in size 
and importance between Carhampton and Charmouth. A computer search, made 
on 09/01/2022, of an online copy of the Domesday Book found five separate entries 
mentioning Carhampton. The first entry is perhaps the most significant:

The king holds Williton and Cannington and Carhampton. King Edward held them.

Carhampton was in a Saxon Royal Estate and later became the administrative 
centre of one of Somerset’s forty historical hundreds. According to Williams, 
Carhampton was a settlement of some importance and corresponding wealth 
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requiring more than a small-scale raid of the type which had hitherto defined Viking 
attacks. A concerted attack with sufficient men was necessary in order to withstand 
the inevitable reaction from King Egbert.

So, as we have seen, historians have good reason to prefer Carhampton over 
Charmouth for the site of the Battle of Carrum. One thing which could change this 
belief would be archaeological evidence and Dorset is certainly a region which has 
attracted considerable archaeological interest. The references given below are to 
studies focussed on Iron Age activity but en passant these would have discovered 
Anglo-Saxon and Viking activity. Yet nothing has been found to remotely justify 
claims such as those in the St. Wite booklet. 

The inclusion of Coney’s Castle in the story in the booklet appears to stem from 
earlier writers equating Coney with Cyning, the Old English for king.

Since there is no evidence for this connection, the mundane explanation that Coney 
refers to rabbits would seem much more likely.

Afterthoughts

There are 12th and 13th century sources used by later historians which possibly lead 
to some of the contradictory accounts of Carrum. 

Two respected sources are Historia Anglorum by Henry of Huntingdon and Flores 
Historiarum by the (incorrectly named) Matthew of Westminster.

The hillfort’s artificial eastern rampart with ditch
Photo by Sally Dolan
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They state that the Danes landed at Carrum in 833, which is in agreement with 
the Chronicle’s date prior to Whitelock’s reasoned correction. However, Matthew 
gives the date of the battle as 834 which explains later accounts of the countryside 
being ravaged for 12 months. Otherwise, the only significant difference from the 
Chronicle is the inclusion of an expanded introduction. Latin versions of both texts 
are available online and (with apologies to Latin scholars in advance) what follows 
is my translation:

After the army of Danes was defeated and put to flight at Dunemutham (the mouth 
of the River Don) they despoiled Sheppey, the island of sheep. They sailed in 35 
ships and landed in a place called Carrum where they plundered and spared neither 
man nor woman.

Some later writers interpret this as referring to the same band of Danes throughout 
and thus strengthening the case for Carrum being in the North East. It would 
also make Charmouth more likely than Carhampton if the war-band was sailing 
clockwise around Britain. However, the evidence from the Chronicle is that the 
Danish defeat at Dunemutham took place 42 years before Carrum and those Danes 
were then a defeated band, not an army capable of challenging Egbert:

And the heathens ravaged in Northumbria, and plundered King Ecgfrith’s monas-
tery at Donemuthan (sic); and one of their leaders was killed there, and also some 
of their ships were broken to bits by stormy weather, and many of the men were 
drowned there. Some reached the shore alive and were immediately killed at the 
mouth of the river.
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