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INTRODUCTION: DEFINING/DISTINGUISHING ATTRIBUTES  
The Southern England region contains numerous examples of this Character Type. Small 
hards, quays and landing places existed all along the Southern England coast in the past, 
used as means for transferring goods since marine transport was faster, cheaper and 
more efficient than via road. Examples have been identified in the Hamble area 
(www.hwtma.org.uk) around the Isle of Wight (including Shalfleet and Newport) and at 
Mudeford in Dorset. Some quays have now been developed into large recreational 
complexes eg Gunwharf Quays in Portsmouth. 
 
Southampton is one of the major ports of the country and its facilities include docks, 
ferry terminals and a car terminal. The modern port was opened in 1843 and since then 
has grown to become the flagship port operated by Associated British Ports 
(www.abports.co.uk). It is a principal driver in the regional economy, handling in excess 
of 42 million tonnes of cargo annually. Other major ports in Southern England include 
Portsmouth Commercial Port which, although smaller than in its heyday (the 
postmedieval and early modern periods) still remains a major dockyard; and Newhaven 
in Sussex. All three locations include terminal buildings and warehousing components. 
Information on Portsmouth Naval Dockyard is given under the ‘Military Facilities’ 
Character Type. 
 
Harbours are numerous and include Poole and Christchurch Harbours in Dorset; the 
Hampshire neighbours of Portsmouth, Langstone and Chichester Harbours; Shoreham 
Harbour in Sussex; and Bembridge, Ryde, Binstead and Cowes on the Isle of Wight.  
 

 
 

Poole Harbour (© Hampshire & Wight Trust for Maritime Archaeology) 
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HISTORICAL PROCESSES; COMPONENTS, FEATURES AND VARIABILITY 
Southampton has a long trading history; its first recorded existence as a harbour was 
the Roman town of Clausentum on the eastern bank of the River Itchen. From the 
twelfth century onwards, the port developed through the wine trade with Gascony and 
considerable trade with the Italian City States from the fifteenth century onwards. After 
a collapse of trade in the sixteenth century, the town’s fortunes picked up again with the 
close of the Napoleonic Wars in the early nineteenth century. The first stone of the 
modern docks was laid on 1838 and the facility opened in 1843. It was immediately put 
into heavy use by the P&O Line which had secured the contract for mail to India. In 1895 
the Prince of Wales Dry Dock, at the time the largest on earth, opened, and in the same 
year both the White Star Line (famous for the Titanic) and American Line chose to move 
their transatlantic terminus to Southampton (Wheatley, 1990). 
 

 
 

Southampton Docks (© Hampshire & Wight Trust for Maritime Archaeology) 
 
Southampton is now one of the UK’s busiest and most important ports, and a principal 
driver in the regional economy. It is the flagship port operated by Associated British 
Ports and handles in excess of 42 million tonnes of cargo annually (around seven per 
cent of the UK’s entire seaborne trade). Southampton carries the majority of the 
country's cruise passengers in its four cruise terminals, and is home port to the country's 
largest cruise ships (www.abports.co.uk).  
 
Newhaven lies at the mouth of the River Ouse, and although it is now a town of 
importance because of its continental traffic (Salzman, 2009), the main outlet and port 
of the Ouse throughout the Middle Ages was at Seaford. Over the centuries the river 
migrated between Newhaven and Seaford in response to the growth and decay of a 
shingle spit at its mouth. In the mid-16th century a channel was cut through the spit 
below Castle Hill, Newhaven, creating access to a sheltered harbour which was better 
than that at Seaford. In 1847 the London Brighton and South Coast Railway opened the 
Newhaven harbour railway station. The railway funded the dredging of the channel and 
other improvements to the harbour between 1850 and 1878, to enable it to be used by 
cross channel ferries (Pratt, 1921), and in 1863 the LB&SCR and the Chemin de Fer de 
l‘Ouest introduced the Newhaven-Dieppe passenger service (Jordan, 1998) which 
continues to run today. The harbour was officially recognised as 'The Port of Newhaven' 
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in 1882 (Cassell, 1912) with imports including French farm products and manufactures, 
timber, granite and slates.  
 
Newhaven harbour was designated as the principal port for the movement of men and 
material to the European continent during World War I and was designated a 'Special 
Military Area'. The port and harbour facilities, rail sidings and warehousing were greatly 
enlarged at this time and electric lighting installed to allow for 24-hour operation. 
 

 
 

Newhaven Harbour facilities (© Maritime Archaeology Ltd) 
 
Christchurch Harbour (Dorset) is a natural harbour which has been designated as a Site 
of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) comprising the estuary of the Stour and Avon and 
the Hengistbury Head peninsula. The harbour became a major trading port around 
100BC, when exports included copper, gold, silver and iron and luxury goods were 
imported (Hoodless, 2005), and during Saxon times the harbour became one of the most 
important in Britain (Stannard, 1999). Numerous recreational activities take place in the 
harbour today including sailing (it is home to three sailing clubs), rowing, canoeing, 
windsurfing and kite surfing, with fishing, walking and bird spotting being enjoyed on the 
Harbour shores.  
 
Three major harbours Langstone, Portsmouth and Chichester, feed into the Solent. 
These linked harbours are important recreational and conservation areas as well as 
supporting commercial fishing and shipping. Artefacts from many periods have been 
discovered eroding from the shores of the islands and from within the mud flats. Some 
items date back to the late Mesolithic period. By the Iron Age the maritime environment 
had evolved and salt working took place on the margins of the harbour. A logboat 
discovered off the north west coast of Long Island in 2003 has been dated to between 
AD400-640 (www.hwtma.org.uk) and comprises the oldest watercraft remains from the 
area. 
 
The sheltered nature of Chichester and Langstone harbours means that they have 
historically been exploited for various uses including oyster farming (from Roman times 
onwards), wildfowling, sheltered navigation, fish nursery stocks, land reclamation as 
coastal grazing marsh and localised gravel extraction. Modern military features have 
been found within Langstone harbour including evidence of a bombing decoy site on one 
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of the islands and a Mulberry Harbour (Hampshire County Council, 2010). More recently, 
the growing recreational market has driven an increase of marinas and boatyards 
(Hampshire County Council, 2010). 
 
 

 
 

Chichester Harbour (© Maritime Archaeology Ltd) 
 
These three harbours are also havens for wildlife. Langstone Harbour is an 
internationally important habitat for a range of water fowl and waders, and is designated 
as a RAMSAR site (a wetland site with international importance), a SPA (special 
protection area) and SSSI (site of special scientific interest). Chichester and Langstone 
harbours are amongst the twenty most important intertidal areas in Britain as a summer 
and autumn assembly ground for waders. Langstone Harbour and the adjoining and 
connected harbours of Portsmouth and Chichester form a single, coherent ecosystem 
which is among the ten most important intertidal areas for waders in Britain (Hampshire 
County Council, 2010). 
 
Quays or wharfs (structures built along or at an angle from the shore of navigable 
waters) were necessary components of ports. These structures allowed ships and other 
vessels to load and discharge cargo and passengers. The historic importance of sea 
trading is evident from the many wharves both in current or disuse in many areas of 
Southern England harbours eg Langstone and Chichester where Great Saltern Quay, 
Kendalls and Brockhampton wharves are still active for the sand and gravel industry 
(Hampshire County Council, 2010). There are various quays dotted around the Isle of 
Wight coastline including Newport, Kings and Shalfleet Quays. 
 
Mudeford Quay is a working quay in Christchurch Harbour, constructed in the late 1940s. 
It is frequently used for watersports including windsurfing and sailing, and hosts an RNLI 
lifeboat station, fresh fish stall and a ferry which takes passengers across to Hengistbury 
Head and Christchurch. 
 
Gunwharf Quays in Portsmouth was established in the twelfth century when Richard I let 
out land for development of a dockyard and constructed a dock for royal galleys, known 
as Richard’s Docks. What is now the Camber Dock was the original berthing place for 
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warships in Portsmouth. In those days, the shoreline was 300 yards further back, 
roughly where the existing perimeter wall is along Gunwharf Road. The main 
archaeological interest of the Gunwharf site relates to the defences of Portsmouth dating 
from 1526 (www.gunwharf-quays.com). Over the centuries, the site of Gunwharf has 
been incrementally reclaimed from the sea. 
 
Gunwharf Quay was the first main ordnance yard for the Navy, established in the late 
17th century. Ships would collect their gunpowder, cannon balls and weapons before 
leaving Portsmouth Harbour for action at sea. It would have been from Gunwharf that 
Nelson’s Victory would have collected her munitions before the Battle of Trafalgar 
(www.gunwharf-quays.com). The quay has since housed an infirmary for Royal Marines, 
a Customs and Excise House and barracks. Today, ‘Gunwharf Quays’ has been 
redeveloped as a £200 million mixed-use complex comprising designer outlets, bars & 
restaurants, a cinema and Bowlplex, as well as offices and berthing space which can take 
vessels up to 75m in length (www.gunwharf-quays.com).  
 
 
VALUES AND PERCEPTIONS 
Ports are perceived by visitors and locals in different, and even contradictory, ways, for 
example as highly competitive commercial entities, transport hubs, centres for service 
industries, areas resonant with their towns’ and cities’ historic and economic 
development, or more simply as recreational places: pleasant places to be. They also 
often have cargo-handling equipment such as cranes and forklifts which can be seen as 
unsightly or, conversely, as iconic features from past activity preserved within 
redeveloped shopping areas. 
 
Ports have historically been significant employers in the Southern England region, and 
remain so today. For example the Port of Southampton remains a major employer in the 
city, being the busiest cruise terminal and second largest container port in the UK. The 
redevelopment of areas into recreational facilities (eg Gunwharf Quays in Portsmouth) 
has increased regional employment as well as the local economy. 
 
The resurgence of cruises, and the berthing of the liners in ports such as Southampton 
has had a positive effect on public perception of this Character Type with many people 
associating cruises with the ‘glory days’ of the first transatlantic ocean liners. The 
launching of these ships is often a community event, for example many local people 
went to see the launch of Cunard’s newest and largest ship, the Queen Elizabeth, in 
Southampton in October 2010. Community engagement with the naval origins and 
ongoing naval associations of the region’s major ports also comes to the fore in the 
many thousands of visitors drawn to ‘Navy Days’ at the Portsmouth Historic Dockyard 
each year (www.navydaysuk.co.uk). 
 
The character of the three harbours of Portsmouth, Langstone and Chichester is very 
varied, and therefore perceived differently by the public. Portsmouth Harbour has a 
heavily developed shoreline with the dock-yards and associated industrial development 
dominating the landscape. At the other extreme the undeveloped shoreline of Chichester 
Harbour provides a tranquil respite from the nearby developed areas (Cox 1997).  
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Portsmouth Harbour, Naval Dockyard and Historic Dockyard (© Hampshire & Wight 
Trust for Maritime Archaeology) 

 
RESEARCH, AMENITY AND EDUCATION 
Research into the region’s harbours has been prolific, for example, the Hampshire and 
Wight Trust for Maritime Archaeology has been involved in the investigation of 
Portsmouth, Chichester and Langstone Harbours since the early 1990s. Many projects 
have included a significant volunteer and outreach component, enabling communities to 
become involved with, and learn about their local heritage (www.hwtma.org.uk).  
 

 
 

Archaeological investigations at Langstone Harbour (© Hampshire & Wight Trust for 
Maritime Archaeology) 
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Although many of the port locations may be inaccessible to the public, the harbours 
contain an amenity value which is linked to recreational and leisure activities such as 
sailing and wildlife watching (Langstone Harbour being designated as a RAMSAR site, an 
SPA, SAC and SSSI). There is much potential for educational and outreach activities such 
as visits to harbours, local history courses in schools, and learning about the 
environmental and ecological aspects of the locations. These sites are also often a source 
of inspiration to historians and writers.  
 
The significance of the maritime heritage of many port cities is now being recognised. A 
current example is the building of the new Sea City museum in Southampton due to 
open in 2012 which will feature two permanent exhibitions focussing on Southampton’s 
Titanic story and the city’s role as a maritime gateway to the world 
 
 
CONDITION AND FORCES FOR CHANGE 
There are many ports that are thriving in the region. They possess long, complex and 
dynamic histories that have been built up through many centuries. Some of them eg 
Southampton are still growing, with new terminals and storage facilities being 
constructed each year.  
 
Other locations which are no longer being used for their original purposes have been 
redeveloped eg Gunwharf Quays, which is now a large retail and recreation facility, 
reflecting the attractiveness and premium attached to historic coastal locations as prime 
development locations. 
 
 
RARITY AND VULNERABILITY 
The ports, docks and harbours in the Southern England region have made considerable 
impacts at national and international levels through their commercial trade links and 
transatlantic cruise businesses. 
 
The pressures for change on this Character Type can be seen clearly on areas whose 
active port facilities have become redundant and have been transformed into prestigious 
commercial and recreational centres or marinas.  
 
 
PUBLISHED SOURCES 
Brandon, P. and Short, B., 1990: The South-East from AD 1000 
 
Cassell, 1912, The Official Guide to the London Brighton and South Coast Railway 
 
Cox, J, 1997  South Coast Plain and Hampshire Lowlands Natural Area Profile 
 
Friel I. 2003. Maritime History of Britain and Ireland. London: The British Museum Press 
 
Hampshire County Council, 2010, Hampshire County Integrated Character Assessment  
 
Hoodless, W.A, 2005,  Hengistbury Head, The Whole Story. Poole Historical Trust. 
 
Jordan, S, 1998, Ferry Services of the London, Brighton & South Coast Railway 
 
Pratt, E, 1921,  British railways and the Great War 
 
Salzman, L F, 2009, Newhaven, A History of the County of Sussex: Volume 7 
 
Stannard, Michael, 1999,  The Makers of Christchurch: A Thousand Year story 



Southern England Regional Perspective/Ports, Docks and Harbours/ Ports, Docks and Harbours 

 8 

 
Wheatley, K, 1990, National Maritime Museum Guide to Maritime Britain 
 
WEBSITES 
www.abports.co.uk/custinfo/ports/soton.htm 
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-hampshire-11409053  
www.gunwharf-quays.com  
www.hwtma.org.uk  
www.navydaysuk.co.uk  
www.newhavenportauthority.co.uk 
www.portsmouth.gov.uk 
 

http://www.abports.co.uk/custinfo/ports/soton.htm�
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-hampshire-11409053�
http://www.gunwharf-quays.com/�
http://www.hwtma.org.uk/�
http://www.newhavenportauthority.co.uk/�
http://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/�

	Broad Character: Ports, Docks and Harbours
	Character Type: Ports, Docks and Harbours
	Introduction: defining/distinguishing attributes
	Values and perceptions
	Research, amenity and education
	Condition and forces for change
	Rarity and vulnerability
	Published Sources
	Websites

