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The Bishop’s luxuries in East Meon 
	
By Michael Blakstad, East Meon History Group 
	
Abstract 
In	1986	Edward	Roberts	published	in	this	journal	a	study	of	the	Fishponds	in	
Hampshire	owned	by	the	Bishops	of	Winchester	between	1150	and	14001	and	in	
1988	a	second	article,	on	the	Bishop’s	Deer	Parks2.	Both	were	sources	of	luxury	for	
the	nobility.	Edward	had	discovered	evidence	of	both	in	East	Meon,	though	he	was		
uncertain	about	the	location	of	any	fishpond.	Since	2016,	the	village’s	History	Group	
has	been	researching	the	history	of	farming	in	the	hundred,	or	manors,	or	parish	of	
East	Meon	and	have	been	able	to	supplement	Edward’s	documentary	evidence	
through	field	work	and	have	established	the	most	likely	location	for	at	least	one	
fishpond,	in	the	tithing	of	Oxenbourne,	and	possible	sites	for	three	others.	We	have	
also	extended	the	history	of	Eastmeon	Park	into	later	centuries	when	it	became	a	
farm	whilst	retaining	its	hunting	tradition.		
	
The Bishop’s wealth 
Peter	des	Roches,	Bishop	of	Winchester	from	1204	–	1236,	was	one	of	the	richest	
men	in	the	country.	He	held	over	fifty	manors	and	boroughs	scattered	across	the	
southern	counties,	from	which	he	received	not	only	the	produce	of	diocesan	land	
farmed	in	demesne	by	serfs	and	rent	from	tenant	farmers,	but	also	the	greater	tithes	
from	estates,	including	East	Meon,	where	the	Bishop	was	also	rector.	He	was	also	
Lord	Chamberlain	and	held	ecclesiastical	offices	in	France.	As	Edward	wrote,	‘the	
abundant	income	from	his	possessions	allowed	the	bishop	to	live	on	an	aristocratic	
scale,	enjoying	luxuries	appropriate	to	the	highest	nobility3’.			
	
	

																																																								
1	Roberts,	Edward	The	Bishop	of	Winchester’s	Fishponds	in	Hampshire,	1150	–	1400	Their	
Development,	Function	and	Management.	Proc.	Hampsh.	Field	Club	Archaeol.	Soc	42.	1986	125	–	138	
2	Roberts,	Edward	The	Bishop	of	Winchester’s	Deer	Parks	in	Hampshire,	1200	–	1400.	Proc.	Hampsh.	
Field	Club	Archaeol.	Soc	44.	1988	67	-	86	
3	Roberts,	Edward	The	Bishop	of	Winchester’s	Deer	Parks	in	Hampshire,	ibid	p67.	
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Map	1	The	medieval	Hundred	of	East	Meon,	which	comprised	two	manors,	Menes	Manerium	and	

Menes	Ecclesia.	It.	Extended	to	the	border	of	Sussex	and	beyond,	including	the	tithing	of	
Ambersham.	

	
The	bishop	was	Lord	of	both	Menes	Manerium	and	Menes	Ecclesia,	the	second	a	
smaller	manor	comprising	lands	farmed	‘in	demesne’.	Together	they	formed	the	
largest	of	his	Hampshire	estates;	today’s	Court	Hall	was	built	in	1395	but	an	earlier	
hall	preceded	it	and	the	bishops	probably	hosted	hunting	parties,	while	his	steward	
held	courts	leet	twice	yearly	and	its	curia	comprised	farm	buildings	including	the	
tithe	barn.	The	pipe	roll	of	1209/10	records	that	the	reeve	of	Meon	Manor	delivered	
‘summa	remanens	£64.	0s	21d’	to	the	Bishop’s	palace	at	Wolvesey	and	the	reeve	of	
Menes	Ecclesia	‘summa	£30.	12s	8d’4,	in	today’s	money,	an	annual	net	profit	of	nearly	
£200,000.	Des	Roches’	period	as	Bishop	of	Winchester	coincided	with	a	prolonged	
period	of	good	weather	and	high	yields	from	his	estates.		He	could	well	afford	to	
invest	in	the	parish	and	was	probably	responsible	for	the	addition	of	the	Lady	
Chapel	at	All	Saints	Church5.	He	also	spent	conspicuously	on	luxuries	for	himself	and	
his	guests.		
	
In	the	Middle	Ages,	most	fish	came	from	the	sea	and	were	salted	or	cured;	eating	fish	
was	regarded	as	a	penance,	hence	the	Church’s	ban	on	eating	meat	on	Fridays	or	
during	Lent.	Fresh-water	fish	were	a	delicacy	bred	in	handful	of	vivaria,	ponds	
designed	for	keeping	pike,	perch,	bream,	roach	and	pike.	These	were	owned	and	
managed	by	nobility	or	royalty	and	the	fish	reserved	for	special	occasions.	
Hampshire	fishponds	ranged	in	size,	‘from	no	more	than	an	acre	…	up	to	the	100	acre	
Frensham	Great	Pond6’.		
																																																								
4	PRO	Eccl.	2/22/1590B.	
5		The	south	aisle	was	added	at	the	same	time,	and	a	steeple	added	to	the	bell	tower;	although	the	
Bishop	as	rector	was	legally	responsible	only	for	repairs	to	the	chancel,	he	may	well	have	paid	for	the	
whole	enlargement.			
6	Roberts,	Edward	The	Bishop	of	Winchester’s	Fishponds	in	Hampshire	ibid.	p127	
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Fishponds 
Although	the	pipe	roll	of	1208/9	records	that	des	Roches	built	a	‘new	pond’	here	to	
breed	fresh	fish	it	gives	no	indication	of	its	location.	There	are	several	references	to	
fishponds	in	East	Meon,	but	Edward	Roberts	concluded	that	‘its	position	is	unknown	
…		unlikely	to	have	been	more	than	a	few	acres	since	no	dam	remains	to	be	seen’	
	
The	History	Group’s	research	examined	the	tithing	of	Oxenbourne	which	lies	to	the	
south	east	of	the	village	of	East	Meon7.		On	the	outskirts	of	the	medieval	settlement	
is	a	sixteenth	century	yeoman’s	house	which	carries	the	name	‘Fishponds’;	next	to	it	
is	a	pond,	too	small	in	itself	to	have	been	a	vivarium	but	with	sluices	and	an	upper	
pond	whose	banks	suggest	that	the	combined	ponds	might	have	been	much	larger.	
We	have	worked	with	Edward	to	establish	whether	this	was	the	site	of	the	Bishop’s	
fishpond	in	East	Meon.	
	

	 	
Fig	1	Main	pond	at	Fishponds	 Fig	2.	Upper	pond	(Photo	Peter	Head)	

	
‘Fishponds’	is	the	name	given	to	the	house	alongside	the	two	ponds,	originally	a	16th	
century	farmhouse,	which	lies	on	the	outskirts	of	the	medieval	settlement	of	
Oxenbourne.	Does	the	name	indicate	that	this	was	originally	the	Bishop’s	vivarium?	
Such	names	are	often	modern	but	East	Meon’s	Tithe	Apportionments	survey	of	1851	
lists	‘Fishponds	Paddock’	at	this	location	and	as	far	back	as	1567	a	Rental	survey	
records	that	Alice	Suggatt	held	a	messuage	and	4	acres	in	Oxenbourne	vocat	
Fishewers		or	‘fish	weir’8.		
	

																																																								
7	Oxenbourne	appears	to	have	been	part	of	Mene	Ecclesia,	as	was	the	source	of	the	River	Meon.	
8	HRO	11M59/A1/3/6	Rental	and	custumal	for	East	Meon	manor	1567.	There	is	no	indication	in	the	
OF	the	precise	location	of	this	property	 
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Map	2.	Possible	sites	for	vivaria	in	East	Meon	

Vivaria	tended	to	be	constructed	close	to	
the	source	of	a	river	or	stream,	because	
the	water	is	purer.	Fishponds	is	fed	
directly	by	a	spring	fed	by	water	running	
off	the	fields;	its	waters	then	form	a	
tributary	of	the	River	Meon.	The	source	of	
the	Meon	is	nearby,	and	might	itself	have	
been	the	site	of	a	vivarium,	as	might	
Lower	Farm,	half	a	mile	downstream,	
which	has	evidence	of	earthworks	to	
widen	the	stream	and	form	a	sizeable	
pond.	Finally,	there	is	a	sizeable	hollow	in	
the	field	a	quarter-mile	downstream	of	
Fishponds,	next	to	Giant’s	Cottage,	which	
might	have	held	a	vivarium.	Four	
possibilities	in	all;	each	much	smaller	
than	the	Bishop’s	other	vivaria	in	
Hampshire	and	there	may	have	been	
more	than	one.	Smaller	ponds	were	often	
linked	in	a	string	(or	‘flight’)	of	vivaria,	

and	East	Meon	might	have	had	two	such	flights,	one	on	the	River	Meon	and	the	other	
at	Oxenbourne.		
	
Fishponds	today	shows	some	traces	of	having	been	a	vivarium.	The	two	ponds	were	
probably	a	single	pond	whose	water	came	up	to	the	level	of	today’s	fence.	Centuries	
of	silt	have	filled	much	of	the	area	originally	under	water;	we	know	that	silting	was	a	
problem	from	the	start;	in	1231	it	is	recorded	that	the	vivarium	was	‘broken’			

	

	

‘broken’	(drained)	and	five	feet	of	mud	
dug	out	In	1244,	ten	men	spent	forty	
days	carrying	mud	away	on	stretchers	
and	twelve	wheelbarrows;	Master	
Nicholas,	the	Bishop’s	fisherman,	
supervised	the	operation9.	While	the	
pond	was	being	cleared,	the	fish	were	
stored	in	a	smaller	pond,	or	
servatorium,	while	a	bypass	stream	
diverted	the	water;	wattle	hurdles	or	
sluices	prevented	the	fish	from	
escaping.	The	bypass	stream	also	
diverted	flood	water.		
	

Map	3..	Probable	layout	of	the	Fishponds	vivarium	

																																																								
9	Hampshire	Record	Office		Eccl	159287/8.	
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When	a	royal	visit	or	an	important	
feast	day	approached,	fishermen	from	
the	coast	would	often	be	imported	to	
help	with	the	catch,	for	which	a	long	
seine	net	was	taken	out	by	boat	then	
brought	back	in	an	arc	to	the	shore.	
Most	episcopal	ponds	were	within	a	
day’s	journey	by	cart	to	the	Bishop’s	
palace	at	Wolvesey;	East	Meon’s	were	
17	miles	away	and	probably	at	the	
limit.	The	fish	were	wrapped	in	wet	
grass	and	carried	alive	in	sacks	so	that	
they	were	fresh	for	the	feast.		
	Fig	3.	Medieval	illustration	of	seine-net	fishing	in	

vivarium.	
	
In	1240,	Henry	III	commanded	that	the	ponds	at	Alresford,	Bishop’s	Waltham	and	
Menes	were	to	be	fished	without	delay,	the	pike	salted	and	others	put	in	pane	
(paste)	and	sent	to	Westminster	in	time	for	Christmas	celebrations10.	The	occupant	
of	the	substantial	16th	century	house	overlooking	the	Oxenbourne	vivarium,	now	
named	Fishponds,	was	probably	a	yeoman	farmer;	his	predecessors	may	have	been	
responsible	for	minding	the	pond	but	its	management	lay	in	the	hands	of	the	
Bishop’s	fisherman.	It	is	unlikely	that	any	resident	of	East	Meon	ever	(legally)	tasted	
the	fresh	fish	bred	in	its	vivaria.	
	
East Meon Park 
Edward	Roberts	suggests	that	the	most	common	reason	for	the	bishops	of	
Winchester	to	visit	East	Meon	was	for	his	guests	to	hunt	deer	in	the	Park.	“The	Court	
House	was	a	pleasant	rural	retreat	where,	with	a	small	‘riding	household’,	the	
bishop	could	entertain	chosen	companions.	‘Medieval	piety	frowned	upon	the	clergy’s	
enjoyment	of	hunting,	but	scruples	were	unlikely	to	have	troubled	worldly	prelates	like	
Bishop	Peter	des	Roches’11.	He	established	a	‘new	park’	on	the	hills	to	the	north	of	
East	Meon	village	in	1224/5;	by	1250,	all	the	Bishop’s	palaces	had	their	deer	
parks12.		

																																																								
10	Cal	Lib	R	1240-45,	15,	31	
11	Roberts,	Edward	‘William	of	Wykeham’s	House	at	East	Meon,	Hants’	Archaeological	Journal	150,	
1993	p478	
12	Roberts,	Edward	The	Bishop	of	Winchester’s	Deer	Parks	in	Hampshire,	ibid	p69/70.	
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Map	1	shows	the	probable	extent	of	East	
Meon	Park,	stretching	across	both	sides	of	
‘Park	Lane’.	The	bishops’	palace	at	East	
Meon	(the	predecessor	of	today’s	Court	Hall)	
served	as	a	hunting	lodge	for	the	bishop	and	
his	guests,	for	whom	the	deer	park	was	a	
source	of	both	pleasure	and	venison.	On	the	
commanding	height	of	Lodge	Piece	there	
was	probably	a	keeper’s	(or	‘parker’s’)	
lodge;	in	1367/8	this	is	listed	as	a	simple	
hall	house	and	stable;	from	which	he	could	
keep	watch	for	the	poachers	who	presented	
a	constant	threat	to	the	bishop’s	deer.	Entry	
94	in	the	1567	Rental	lists	a	‘cot.	and	curt.	
vocat	Parkers’,	red	1s’13	

	
Map	4.	Eastmeon	Park	in	the	13th	century	(21st	

century	buildings	in	red)	

	
The	area	would	have	been	enclosed	by	banks	
(those	at	another	park,	at	Merdon,	fig	4,	were	
described	as	‘colossal’).	At	nearby	Bishop’s	
Sutton,	it	took	twenty	carts	sixteen	days	just	to	
fetch	wood	to	build	the	fence,	and	a	further	ten	to	
build	the	fence.	Five	carpenters	took	twelve	
weeks	making	park	gates	and	deer	leaps.	The	
bishop	and	his	guests	would	either	have	shot	
arrows	at	driven	deer	or	have	chased	them	on	
horseback.	King	John	hunted	in	Hampshire	in	
1208	and	is	believed	to	have	stayed	at	Court	Hall.	
	
In	the	absence	of	royalty,	the	hunt	was	conducted	
either	by	professional	hunt	servants	or	by	knights	
from	the	bishop’s	household.	‘Fewterers’	took	
charge	of	greyhounds	and	‘berners’	of	brachet	
hounds.	
	
Three	species	of	deer	–	the	red,	the	roe	
and	the	fallow	–	ware	recorded	in	the	pipe	
rolls,	and	their	numbers	were	carefully	
managed	by	culling	and,	when	it	was	
necessary	to	cross-breed	deer	to	improve	
stock,	by	interchange	between	episcopal	
park.	Another	attraction	was	hawking	and	

	
Fig	4.	19th	century	engraving	of	the	
embankment	at	Merdon	Park	

	

	
Fig	5.	Medieval	hunting	scene	

mews	were	built	for	goshawks	at	the	Court	Hall	in	1248/9;	it	is	recorded	that	the	
bishop’s	goshawk	trainer	visited	East	Meon	in	1251/2.	Rabbit	warrens,	or	coney	
garths,	were	often	situated	within	parks	and,	during	the	fourteenth	century,	rabbits	

																																																								
13	HRO	11M59/A1/3/6	Ibid	1567	
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seem	to	have	become	a	significant	part	of	the	bishops’	diet.	It	is	recorded	in	1318	that	
sheep	grazed	in	East	Meon	park;	horses	and	cows	were	kept	in	most	of	the	bishops’	
Hampshire	parks	and	their	woodland	was	fully	exploited	for	charcoal,	firewood	and	
timber,	while	pigs	grazed	on	the	mast	(acorns	and	other	food	of	the	forest	floor).	
	

Commonwealth & Restoration  
During	the	tumultuous	years	of	the	Civil	War	and	Restoration,	the	estates	of	the	
Diocese	of	Winchester	were	first	confiscated,	then	restored;	during	the	
Commonwealth	Bishop	Walter	Curle	was	deposed	as	Bishop	of	Winchester	and	died	
in	1647;	in	1660	Brian	Duppa	was	instated	as	Bishop	and	as	Lord	of	the	Manors	of	
East	Meon.	Under	both	regimes,	the	estates	were	allocated	to	laymen	who	had	
supported	one	side	or	the	other.	In	fact,	Sir	William	Lewis	of	Bordean	emerges	as	
‘Keeper	of	East	Meon	Park’	both	in	a	Parliamentary	Survey	of	1647	and	in	Diocesan	
records	of	166114.		
	

	

	
Fig	6.	Sir	William	Lewis	of	

Bordean.	

Sir	William	was	the	grandson	of	a	Brecon	mercer	who	
had	inherited	a	Welsh	estate	of	£600	a	year	and	then	
married	a	Hampshire	widow	and	leased	Bordean	
House	from	the	bishop	of	Winchester,	perhaps	
because	the	rent	was	not	excessive.	He	was	a	devout	
Presbyterian	and	initially	supported	Cromwell;	he	
entered	Parliament	and	in	1642	had	been	appointed	
governor	of	Portsmouth.	He	raised	troops	when	the	
parliamentary	army	camped	in	East	Meon	in	1644	but	
fell	foul	of	‘Pride’s	Purge’	in	1648	and	subsequently	
took	a	prominent	role	in	preparing	for	the	
Restoration.	Lewis’	title	of	Keeper	of	the	Park	refers	to	
his	tenancy	of	what	was	now	Park	Farm;	it	is	unlikely	
that	deer	were	still	bred	for	hunting	and	a	substantial	

farmhouse	was	built	at	around	this	time.	The	sporting	tradition	established	by	the	
bishops	continued,	however:	in	the	19th	century,	Henry	Barnard	of	Park	Farm	kept	a	
pack	of	harrier	hounds;	when	he	died	the	neighbouring	Bereleigh	Estate	acquired	
most	of	his	land.	Bereleigh	was	described	in	1905	as	‘one	of	the	prettiest	and	most	
attractive	small	Sporting,	Residential	&	Agricultural	Estates	in	the	South	of	England’	
and	Park	Farm	as	a	‘Very	Attractive	Sporting	Farm’.		To	this	day	game	birds	are	
reared	on	the	estate	and	shooting	parties	are	entertained	at	Bereleigh	House,	the	
21st	century	equivalent,	perhaps,	of	Bishop	des	Roches	and	his	aristocratic	guests.	
	

Conclusion 
Edward	Roberts	had	researched	the	investment	by	Bishop	des	Roches	in	two	
medieval	luxuries,	fresh	fish	and	deer	hunting;	we	have	explored	further	the	
references	to	East	Meon	in	his	articles.	We	believe	we	have	located	the	site	of	one	or	
more	vivaria	in	the	parish	and	the	continuation	of	the	sporting	tradition	of	East	
Meon	Park.	The	maps	were	made	possible	by	a	grant	from	the	Heritage	Lottery	Fund	
and	were	created	by	David	McCutcheon.			
	
																																																								
14	HRO	11M39/A1/3/12	A	Survey	of	the	Manor	of	East	Meon,	1647,	HRO	11M59/D1/2		Lease	of	the	
office	of	the	keeper	of	the	Park	to	Sir	William	Lewis,	1661	



	 8	

	
	
 
Conclusion 
The	maps	and	diagrams	were	made	possible	by	a	grant	from	the	Heritage	Lottery	
Fund	and	were	created	by	David	McCutcheon.		We	worked	with	Edward	Roberts	to	
research	further	his	studies	of	Bishop	des	Roches	investment	in	luxuries,	fresh	fish	
and	deer	hunting	and	in	particular	his	references	to	East	Meon:	we	believe	we	have	
located	the	site	of	one	or	more	vivaria	in	the	parish.	East	Meon	Park	has	continued	
its	sporting	tradition:	in	the	19th	century,	Henry	Barnard	of	Park	Farm	kept	a	pack	of	
harrier	hounds;	when	he	died	the	neighbouring	Bereleigh	Estate	acquired	most	of	
his	land.	Bereleigh	was	described	in	1905	as	‘one	of	the	prettiest	and	most	attractive	
small	Sporting,	Residential	&	Agricultural	Estates	in	the	South	of	England’	and	Park	
Farm	as	a	‘Very	Attractive	Sporting	Farm’.		To	this	day	game	birds	are	bred	on	the	
estate	and	shooting	parties	are	entertained	at	Bereleigh	House,	the	21st	century	
equivalent,	perhaps,	of	Bishop	des	Roches	and	his	aristocratic	guests.	
 


