St Catherine's Oratory. 
The monument known locally as 'the pepper pot' is a mediaeval oratory and pharos, a lighthouse, built near the summit (800 ft) of St Catherine Down above Chale Abbey, i.It is known that an hermitage existed on the site previous to 1312 because the Bishop of Winchester, Bishop Woodlock 2 issued a licence* on 4th. October 1312:
".. domimm Walterum-de Langeberewe " [longbarraw ] (Langstrellgiven in Tomkins) adhermitorium supermantem de Chale in Insula Vecta nostrae dioceses in honore Santa Katerinae Virginis construendum et reparendum., quantum in nobis est, admisimus et quod in capell ibidem cowtruende divinia celebrare poterit... "
*'His permission to build the lighthouse and perform divine service'
The light was provided from a blazing brazir within but it was useless to mariners.
Two years later one stormy night in 1314 a vessel, the ' Mary of Bayonne', laden with 174 tuns (barrels) of white wine foundered in Atherfield Bay. She was part of a fleet belonging to some merchants of the King's Duchy of Aquitaine all carrying wine, loaded in Tormay, on the River Charrante in Poitou to England. The wine was consumed by the locals or sold as 'wrecks of the sea' 3 but the owners took action to recover their loss in the King's Court-Malefactiones de Comittatu de Suthanton 4 mentioning one Walter de Godeton. His defence that he had bought the wine in good faith from the survivors of the wreck was successful in spite of the fact that as 'Flotsam' it still belonged to the shippers. Another jury however found the Islanders to blame and they had to pay for 53 casks of wine some 227Vi marks. 5 The Church were not satisfied with this as the wine was said to belong to the Monastery of Livers in Picardy so they then took action in a Papal Court and a Bull was issued ordering Walter, in reparation and expiation, 'to make good their losses and build the present oratory and lighthouse in penance or to prevent further shipwreck'; (see Percy Stone p28. Vol. n.). A visit to the tower was recorded in the 'Gentleman's Magazine' 6 Percy Stone thought that the anchorite's chapel and the oratory were different buildings. Both were dedicated to St Catherine but she was patron saint of hills.
Mr Percy G. Stone, the architect and local historian, repaired the tower in 1891 and he excavated the foundations of the Chapel.
Gerald Dunning excavated a barrow on Chale Down near the Oratory in 1925 7 It was on the between the boundary fences of Chale and Niton parishes. He found which was thought to be a limekiln, which included a circular wall with two tunnels. The construction was deduced to be of a beacon pit from early in the 14th. Century, dated from the excavated evidence of mediaeval tile and pottery. At an Inquisition at Shide Bridge in July 1324, 29 beacons were mentioned; including the one on Chale Down watched by four men by day and two by night and were used to warn of the approach of enemy ships. In a survey of the down in 1566, part of which is reproduced, two conical stacks of wood are shown north east of the Oratory and the beacon pit and the brazier was probably fed from such stacks. It therefore seems probable that there was a beacon here between those times as well as the Napoleonic period. Photographs of the excavated pit are included 8and the site plan, the survey, and the diagram to show the design of the beacon are from Mr Dunning's paper.
By 1950 the tower was in need of further repair and the Owners, The Warden and Fellows of Winchester College transferred the monument to the guardianship of the Ministry of Works who completed the restoration. The National Trust now administers the monument, which can be reached from the View point car park in Blackgang Road.
1. Grid ref.SZ 4938/7729
2. Wynton (Winchester) Reg, Bishop Woodlock, AD 1305-16.
3. Whitehead J.L. The Undercliff of the Isle of Wight, p. 333 See: Wrecks of the Sea, Flotsam, Jetsom and Ligan
4. Abbrev. Placitor, Hilary 8 Edward II AD 1315.
5. Abbrev. Placitor, Hilary 20 Edward II AD 1327.
6. Gentleman's Magazine. Vol. xxvii .1757.
7. Dunning, G. Excavation of a Barrow on St Catherine Hill, Niton, Isle of Wight. Proc. Hants Field Club. 1927 Vol. 10. pp 12-24 .
8. Courtesy of Mrs Betty Williamson, whose husband, Dr James Brace Williamson, helped in the excavation and owned the photos.
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From the Gentleman’s Magazine. 1757.
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The Illustrations of St Catherine’s Oratory from the Gentleman’s Magazine. 1757.
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[image: image6.emf]          THE PEPPER POT .     A re - telling of the  fascinating   history of the Pepper Pot  may   be of interest. There is evidence to show   that  a  hermitage  existed on the  down as early as 1312. a ce rtain Walter de Langeberewe  having been admitted    to it about  that time. Probably even at this  remote date there was a primitive  light here. In 1314 there was the     inevitable shipwreck on Atherfield   Ledge, the victim being the St.  Mary of Bayonne, he r cargo consisting of    casks of white wine  belonging to the monastery of  Livers, in Picardy. France.     Rather  unusually   both crew  and   cargo escaped the clutches of this   merciless reef but the casks were    seized by the local people and sold   Up to recent t imes South Wighters in particular have helped   themselves eagerly to anything  cast on shore and found   buyers, with few questions asked on   either side.    So it was  A with the St. Mary's precious  'freight.   One of those involved was  Walter de Godeton. a loc al land -   owner with a manor situated at   what is now called Gotten, after  his family.       PENANCE   The erring Walter was duly   ordered to pay for his share of  the booty, some fifty casks, which     he did, probably bitterly la ment ing that his sins had found him   out. But then Nemesis took a     hand in his affairs. and the guilty   landowner was threatened by the  Pope with all the ecclesiastical     punishments of his time unless he  performed an act of penance.  Thereupon ,  Walter, moved either     by conscience or wha t is far more   likely, by superstitious fear, built  a lighthouse (or possibly enlarged     and endowed an existing one)  above the scene of the wreck, and  he also assigned rents for it.,,     maintenance and the provision of   a n oratory with a priest to say   masses for the souls of de Godeton.     his ancestors  and those lost at   sea, this same priest having also  to tend the light. This done, and     the lingering pangs of conscience   (if any) subdued, the noble - minded  Walter could sleep the sleep of the   unjust,  and it is very likely that   a serene smile would accompany   his slumbers as he thought of his   cat's - paw. the faithful priest   labouring at the Christian duties  of watch and prayer as the wild     wind howled across the down.   Of the oratory nothing now  re main s.  - but the tower has with - stood    the ravages of 600 years,   and seems good for another cen tury or two yet. Just what succour  the light    brought to anxious  mariners for 200 years as they  strove to beat off this dreaded  coast can only be conjectured.     Bu t then the end came in tragic   manner with the dissolution of  the monasteries end chantries. The     prayers of the priest were heard no   more and the light ceased to  twinkle through the sweeping     mists. The loss of life during the  360 s1 years when the re was no light  of any description must have been     appalling.   Nowadays Pepper Box is in the   hands of the Wardens end Fellows  of Winchester College. who in a   notice inside the tower enjoin all   comers to treat it as a consecrated building.    The only des ecra tors  are the cows of the down,  but this is a matter of little concern.   Happily the smell of cows   is still the attar of the Wight even in these days.       THE SALT BOX AND HOY’S MONUMENT.       At a distance the salt box  looks as if covered   in giant cobwebs,   so festooned it is with aerials    and wireless equipment generally but  still it presents  its usual bold front to the winds. Its masonry   is gaping widely in places but it is to be hoped   that it will gain a reprieve for a few more years   befo r e it becomes cho ked out of existence altogether.   Quite a considerable distance to the north   where the  down drops steeply to the plain  is the obelisk   previously  mentioned  wa s                         erected by a merchant in  Russia ,   Michael  Hoy .   He   lived  a fter his return to this  co untry.               at  th e Hermitage ,   a mansion on the down,   beneath the monume nt,                  The tablet affixed to th e north side is now shattered   bu t the inscription once read as follows:       In commemoration of the visit  his  Imperial Majesty,   Alexander  Emperor of all the Russian, to Gr eat Britain,                                in the year 1814.   And in  remembrance of many years   happy residence  in his domin ions,   this pillar «as erected  Michael Hoy . .     Another tablet on the  south side appear s to be lacking   in  taste in that it honour s  the memory    of the  British soldiers  w ho lost their  lives   in the Crimean War, fighting    ag ainst  the  very  men  whose  fathers had given   Michael Hoy so  much pleasure.       T h e  P E P P E R  B O X                                                         

                       Stanley Cotton
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THE PEPPER POT.

A re-telling of the fascinating  history of the Pepper Pot may be of interest. There is evidence to show


that a hermitage existed on the down as early as 1312. a certain Walter de Langeberewe  having been admitted

 to it about  that time. Probably even at this  remote date there was a primitive  light here. In 1314 there was the  


inevitable shipwreck on Atherfield Ledge, the victim being the St.  Mary of Bayonne, her cargo consisting of 

casks of white wine  belonging to the monastery of  Livers, in Picardy. France.  


Rather unusually both crew and cargo escaped the clutches of this merciless reef but the casks were 


seized by the local people and sold Up to recent times South Wighters in particular have helped


themselves eagerly to anything  cast on shore and found buyers, with few questions asked on either side.

 So it was  A with the St. Mary's precious  'freight. One of those involved was  Walter de Godeton. a local land-


owner with a manor situated at what is now called Gotten, after  his family.


PENANCE


The erring Walter was duly ordered to pay for his share of  the booty, some fifty casks, which  


he did, probably bitterly lamenting that his sins had found him out. But then Nemesis took a  


hand in his affairs. and the guilty  landowner was threatened by the  Pope with all the ecclesiastical  


punishments of his time unless he  performed an act of penance.  Thereupon, Walter, moved either  


by conscience or what is far more  likely, by superstitious fear, built  a lighthouse (or possibly enlarged  


and endowed an existing one)  above the scene of the wreck, and  he also assigned rents for it.,,  


maintenance and the provision of  an oratory with a priest to say masses for the souls of de Godeton.  


his ancestors and those lost at  sea, this same priest having also  to tend the light. This done, and  


the lingering pangs of conscience  (if any) subdued, the noble-minded  Walter could sleep the sleep of the


unjust, and it is very likely that a serene smile would accompany his slumbers as he thought of his


cat's-paw. the faithful priest labouring at the Christian duties  of watch and prayer as the wild  


wind howled across the down. Of the oratory nothing now  remains. -but the tower has with-stood

 the ravages of 600 years,  and seems good for another century or two yet. Just what succour  the light 

brought to anxious  mariners for 200 years as they  strove to beat off this dreaded  coast can only be conjectured.  


But then the end came in tragic manner with the dissolution of  the monasteries end chantries. The  


prayers of the priest were heard no  more and the light ceased to  twinkle through the sweeping  


mists. The loss of life during the  360 s1 years when there was no light  of any description must have been  


appalling.


Nowadays Pepper Box is in the  hands of the Wardens end Fellows  of Winchester College. who in a


notice inside the tower enjoin all  comers to treat it as a consecrated building. 


The only desecrators are the cows of the down, but this is a matter of little concern.


Happily the smell of cows  is still the attar of the Wight even in these days.


THE SALT BOX AND HOY’S MONUMENT.


At a distance the salt box  looks as if covered in giant cobwebs, so festooned it is with aerials


 and wireless equipment generally but still it presents its usual bold front to the winds. Its masonry


is gaping widely in places but it is to be hoped that it will gain a reprieve for a few more years

before it becomes choked out of existence altogether. Quite a considerable distance to the north


where the down drops steeply to the plain is theobelisk previously mentioned was

                    erected by a merchant in Russia, Michael Hoy. He lived after his return to this country.


         at the Hermitage, a mansion on the down, beneath the monume​nt,


           The tablet affixed to the north side is now shattered but the inscription once read as follows:

In commemoration of the visit his Imperial Majesty,


Alexander Emperor of all the Russian, to Great Britain,


                            in the year 1814.

And in remembrance of many years happy residence in his dominions,

this pillar «as erected Michael Hoy..

Another tablet on the south side appears to be lacking in taste in that it honours the memory

 of the British soldiers who lost their lives in the Crimean War, fighting 


against the very men whose fathers had given Michael Hoy so much pleasure.

  The monument was constructed by Andrew Morris, of Niton known to his contemporaries.

 I believe, by the queer nickname of "Buzzy." and the stone is said to have been cut in 

a barn at Gotten. 



A tall story (in more senses than) one connected with it, credits a man with standing 

on his head on the top of it. This, I believe. arises from a rustic joke. The explanation 

being that one of the erectors did stand on his head on the topmost ball of stone- while it was 

on the ground!

ISLAND'S FINEST VIEW

If I were asked what I consider to be the finest viewpoint in the Island I should say - and I hope

 I speak without prejudice that it is from St. Catherine's Down.

My fervent wish is that I may stand on all the other Island downs during the next few years

 and if I have to recant. so be it.


But let two old Nitoners of 50 years ago speak for themselves:

“Where be gwyne. you.?”

 “Up zo fur as Oblus, I louz you.”

.”Middlen smirtish ways to goo, jackassen. edden et?”

“Oi. you; but I louz, 

‘tes bes' view in Islan'.  I war'nt et.”

I write with the memory of a late August evening still upon me. We had 

climbed the down from Blackgang and it wanted a couple of hours to sunset. 


I have seen the prospect clearer many times but seldom

have I been so impressed with its vastness. I thought of the just Abram

and covetous Lot after the strife between their herdsmen.


“Then Lot chose him all the plain of Jordan.”The height on which they stood might be several  times  the height of this - but it is hard 

to believe that the plain they beheld was more verdant than our own Wallaway Plain.

Of course, our evening would not have been complete without a suggestion

of a St. Catherine's "particular " - a heavy sea mist.

By the time we descended to Niton the foghorn was blowing away for dear life.

Which reminds me of an old quatrain containing a lot of truth, if deficient in melody!

"When St. Cadrens wears a cap

Nitoners say 'We shall have a drap.'

When it reaches Wallaway Plain

Chalers say "'Tis sure to rain.”

 And it did. In real earnest, tbe next morning !


Stanley Cotton, Niton.

From the IOW County Press 1958.


