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SHEEP 

The Island's Wealth and Pride 
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Sheep were farmed in Britain from the Neolithic period, and a Late Iron Age occupation site 

at Gill's Cliff, Ventnor, revealed well distributed animal remains at all levels, including the 

bones and teeth of a sheep as well as ox and pig.  Sheep were certainly of prime importance to 

the Isle of Wight economy from the earliest times, the Island in fact becoming noted for their 

excellence.  By the later medieval period they roamed on the downs and commons belonging 

to the manors, whilst their owners who had rights of pasturage were known as 'commoners'.  

The shepherd would have followed his flock as it slowly moved along the downs and spent the 

night in a sheepcote or 'bercarie'.  

 

The manor farm of Rew possessed 138 'hoggets' (one-year-old sheep) and 200 lambs in the late 

13th century, contrasting markedly from the nearby Bonchurch manor farm, which appears to 

have possessed no sheep but ten oxen.  Wool was sold at 1s 11d. a clove of seven pounds at 

Bowcombe in 1317.  The Abbey of Lyre's accounts for 1351–52 include some income from 

wool from Freshwater, Brook, Compton, Chessell, Wellow, Ningwood, Appuldurcombe and 



Wroxall.  In 1400 Rowborough Farm had two hundred and fifty sheep in its flock; by 1560 

Freshwater parish possessed common land for a total of 4,488 sheep.  

 

By this time sheep were producing dairy products as well as wool: "The milkyng of ewes is 

commodious and profitable to the owners, although troublesome and painfull to the servants.  

And ewes mylk renned yeldeth much more crud than cow mylke, and mingled with cow milke 

increaseth the dairie". The common rights system did not of course stop disputes arising, 

including a particularly complex and acrimonious legal one between neighbouring sheep-

owners over grazing rights on St Catherine's Down, which lasted from 1559 to 1577, and which 

seems not so much to have resolved itself as to have expired from exhaustion.  

 

The Swainston Survey of 1630 demonstrates that it was possible for Swainston, Brighstone 

and Waytes Court manors to graze 3,130 sheep on the downs, and tenants were allotted grazing 

rights according to the size of their tenancy.  John Albin could write in 1795 that "the pasture 

which is afforded for sheep on the hilly and elevated parts [of the Island] produces a fleece of 

so fine and pure a staple, as not to be inferior to any in the kingdom...  the mutton is held in the 

highest estimation".  About 30,000 sheep and 8,000 lambs were being shorn annually on the 

Island when Thomas Pennant was writing his tour guide in 1801.  

 

 

Common rights also enabled farmers to wash their sheep freely in local streams from medieval 

times, and the sheepwash in Winkle Street continued in use right through to 1976.  Sheepwash 

Farm to the south of Godshill denoted 'a place for dipping sheep', and there are at least four 



other places called Sheepwash on the Island, at Carisbrooke, Freshwater, Northwood and 

Whippingham. Up to 1,200 sheep would be washed at Plaish Farm sheepwash, Bowcombe, in 

the 1920s.  In 2000, Brian Greening provides this account of the sheepwash in Chillerton by 

local resident Mrs Attrill: "Every year in May the sheep were washed on the green.  The stream 

was stopped by putting a sack in the bung and sealing with mud overnight, and by the next 

morning the sheepwash was full.  Hurdles were put around the wash, the sheep were penned 

there, and the overflow filled up the yard...  Not only Chillerton Farm sheep were washed but 

sheep from the other farms around... After the sheep were finished the bung was taken out and 

all the dirty water ran down the main village road".  

 

It was also within living memory a common sight on Saturday mornings to see around one 

thousand sheep being driven through Newport High Street by the drivers and their dogs, 

heading for Cowes and Yarmouth where the animals would be transported across the water in 

barges en route to the London markets. 

 

Lambs, Voolds & Zools 

Whereas nowadays we expect the lambing to be done in the spring, in the 1920s and '30s it was 

always carried out in the autumn, to match the agricultural food supply: the young lambs would 

be fed initially on white turnips, then by the end of February this would be replaced by swedes.  

However, at the end of the 18th century "the time of lambing, here as in West Sussex, [was] 

Christmas, or a little after" (1798). When the sheep were due to be sheared at Dunsbury Farm, 

Brook, nettles would be cut from the local withybeds and laid down in the pen overnight, then 

as the sheep slept on them the nettles would clear the wool of debris, making fleeces easy to 

shear.  

 

Sheep manure was the chief way of adding fertility to the land, hence the reason for their being 

kept in folds which were moved every few days across the field.  Sheep-bells were also very 

important and were attached not to the best-looking ones but to those that were most likely to 

stray.  A number of 'crotal bells', i.e. bells put on sheep as well as other stock animals, have 

been recorded from the Island on the Portable Antiquities Scheme. 

 



 

A well-preserved copper-alloy crotal, or sheep's, bell from the 17th or 18th centuries. 

Courtesy of IW County Archaeology Service 

Sheep were always considered bringers of luck, perhaps because of their association with the 

Nativity.  'Yo' was an old dialect word for a ewe more widespread than just the Island, while 

'not' referred to sheep or cattle that were hornless.  A 'pur lamb' was male, 'chid lamb' female, 

'hog' a lamb after weaning up to the time it had shed its first or sucking teeth, and a 'tag' once 

it had reached one year old.  A top delicacy of its day was 'larberts', or lambs' testicles – fried, 

or in a pie!  About 'reyaps' we are told no more than that it was 'food for sheep', though whether 

a specific food or just a general term is not clear.  

 

'Coathe' denoted a disease of the livers of sheep from feeding on wetlands: hence the origin of 

Coathy Butts near Havenstreet, and almost undoubtedly Cothey Bottom at Ryde.  A 'voold' 

signified an enclosure in a field for sheep, though it doubled up as the dialect word for a foal. 

A stake driven into the ground to which the hurdles in a sheepfold were fastened was known 

as a 'zool'; however, 'riggish', or wantonly playful, sheep or cattle would always find a way to 

break through fences or get out of a field: "That's a terbul riggish heifer o' yourn, varmer, she's 

for ever gitten' over hedge into my vatches [vetches/fodder crops]".  And when different flocks 

of sheep, or herds of cattle, were mixed together, they were said to be 'aal amang one another'. 

 

Ramsdown Farm near Chillerton is almost certainly what it sounds: 'the hill of the ram' (though 

just possibly 'the hill where wild garlic grows' from Old English 'ramson'), and Lambsleaze 

close to Locks Green refers simply to 'pasture for lambs'.  In the early 1800s the only road 

passing through Bonchurch was known as 'Shepherd's Lane'.  Shippards Chine close to Brook 

is no doubt identical in name origin with Shepherd's Chine near Brighstone Bay, but why are 

they so called?  Shepherds were hardly likely to have encouraged their flocks to use such areas, 

though they may easily have lost stray sheep in the chines, and it is interesting that in the early 

17th century Shepherd's Chine was known as Kingetts Chine after a local family. 


