The Chichester Hook Dyke

‘Hook Dyke’ is the name given on a 1771 map to a large bank and ditch that ran in a straight
line for about a kilometre on a north-westerly direction from just outside the west gate of
Chichester and formed part of the northern boundary of the parish of New Fishbourne. Itis a
man-made feature of at least medieval date, but has never been properly archaeologically
investigated. The line is preserved as a row of mature trees on the south side of Neville Road
and as an earthwork forming the northern boundary of Bishop Luffa School and running
through fields to the west. It apparently changes its alignment in the vicinity of Clay Lane
before continuing as an old farm track on a causeway to Bethwines Farm.
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The line of Hook Dyke near to Chichester, as shown on the OS 25” map of 1875

Chichester historian, the Rev. Alexander Hay, writing in about 1800, referred to ‘the Roman-
bank’ ... ‘A bank and deep ditch so called — in the meadows, a little way north-west of Mr.
Newman’s nursery’ (now the scout hut and playing field in the angle between Sherborne
Road and Flaxman Avenue). The first description by an archaeologist was in 1934, when J.
P. Williams-Freeman published the first full account of the Chichester Entrenchments, a
series of (probably) late Iron Age earthworks in the vicinity of Chichester. At the time the
Hook Dyke began at the wall of the old Westgate Brewery buildings (the site of which has
since been completely redeveloped) and was formed of a bank and ditch. Further west the
bank became a slight, hard causeway some 2 feet above the surrounding field with at first
little or no ditch. Further on still, the ditch became the prominent feature, having been joined
by a large drainage ditch from the north. The line continued in the same direction but was
gradually less substantial and disappeared before it reached Clay Lane. Williams-Freeman
considered that it may have been a Roman road with a causeway constructed to cross the
soft, wet clay ground to the west of Chichester.

In a landscape study published in 1971 in the report on the Fishbourne Palace Roman site,
Richard Bradley included it as one of the Chichester Entrenchments, possibly constructed in
the late Iron Age to cover the head of Chichester Harbour, with its eastern end at the River
Lavant, on the west side of the city, and its western end at a watercourse discharging into
Fishbourne Harbour. More recently it has been pointed out that the course of the Lavant west
of Chichester is artificial, most likely a creation of the late Saxon period, and that in any case



the Hook Dyke doesn’t follow the normal pattern of Chichester Entrenchments, which usually
run along the contours and respect natural water-courses and breaks in ground. It has also
been noted that the line of the Roman road west from Chichester to (ultimately) Winchester
is not known between the site of the west gate and Cutmill Creek, north of Chidham, and that
the Hook Dyke line is a strong candidate because of the way that, unlike the modern A259, it
avoids the Fishbourne Palace site and the surrounding boggy ground. If the line continues
beyond Bethwines Farm it would follow a series of ditches and field drains running in the
general direction of a crossing of the Bosham Stream near Knapp Farm, from where it might
rejoin the main Roman road to Winchester via a zigzag down Mudberry Lane to Cut Mill.
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It is quite possible, therefore, that the Hook Dyke had a fundamental influence on the
formation of the managed landscape through which it passes. It has even been suggested
that the management of ground water in a large area to the west of Chichester originated in
the Roman period. However, whether or not the Hook Dyke is an Iron Age entrenchment, a
Roman road, or even a Roman aqueduct, this will only be established though systematic
archaeological investigation.
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