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5. HUMAN INFLUENCES 

INTRODUCTION 
5.1. The landscape of Great Yarmouth Borough is the product of the interaction of 

natural and human or anthropogenic processes.  Like most areas of Britain, the 
landscape of the Borough bears the imprint of successive periods of human habitation 
and land use.  The following chapter provides a brief summary of the past influences 
on the landscape of Great Yarmouth Borough.  It builds on the human/anthropogenic 
processes affecting Great Yarmouth Borough as identified in the Norfolk Historic 
Landscape Characterisation (Figure 5.1).  The historic designations within the study 
area are shown at Figure 5.2.  An extract from William Faden’s 1797 Map of 
Norfolk is shown at Figure 5.3. 

The Neolithic Period and the Bronze and Iron Ages (c4500 BC to 
AD43) 

5.2. After the end of the last glacial episode much of the study area was under water and 
coastlines differed greatly from their present location.  The areas now known as the 
Broads were once part of the North Sea with small islands lying offshore e.g. the Isle 
of Flegg and the Isle of Lothingland, which lay in the mouth of a vast estuary. Bog and 
wet woodland covered much of the areas above sea level as the climate grew 
warmer, with oak woodland being the dominant landcover by circa 5500BC.  With 
the early Neolithic settlement came forest clearance, and the fertile soils of the study 
area were exploited for crop cultivation (primarily wheat and barley).  Early 
settlement was concentrated on higher ground within river valleys, usually within 
approximately a mile of watercourses.  Scattered pot shards and worked flinted tools 
such as polished axe heads and worked arrow heads provide evidence of settlement 
in this era.  The flint industry was the earliest major industry in East Anglia, with 
evidence of extensive production/factories and the emergence of an early ‘trader’ 
society. 

5.3. During the Bronze Age settlement was sparse in distribution, and there is little 
evidence from this period.  Iron Age settlement was sparser still, with much of the 
Iron Age tribal activity and settlement concentrated around the Iceni encampments in 
the Brecklands, in the west of Norfolk and Suffolk. 

The Romano-British and the Anglo Saxon Periods (AD43-1066) 
5.4. A constantly shifting coastline has highlighted the natural processes which continue to 

shape the landscape. Breydon Water is all that remains of a large estuary, created 
through the convergence of three main Rivers (The Waveney, Yare and Bure). Due 
to natural processes of silting and deposition a sand bar began to emerge at the 
mouth of the estuary circa 500AD which marked the emergence of a spit on which 
Great Yarmouth is now located.  Before this point the marshes and mudflats 
between Great Yarmouth and Acle were all below sea level with Acle built on the 
line of the beach.  The settlement of Caister-on-Sea was once the site of a Roman 
Fort with archaeological finds indicating its importance as part of a trade route to the 



Great Yarmouth Borough LCA – Final Report 
Land Use Consultants 
April 2008 

28

continent.  Formerly part of the island known as the Isle of Flegg it lay in the mouth 
of a large estuary once 2 miles wide at Breydon Water. Caister was paired with 
Burgh Castle on the opposite side of the estuary, further highlighting the strategic 
importance of this broad estuarine valley.  The Romans deserted Caister-on-Sea 
during the 5th Century, but it soon became an established Saxon settlement with a 
vast burial ground (some 3000-4000 bodies recorded.)  

5.5. The emergence of a natural sand bar resulted in the gradual creation of mud flats and 
marshes, and as the spit grew in size a transition from saltwater to freshwater 
occurred.   With the Roman Invasion came a scattered pattern of small scale 
settlement, ranging from villas to more common peasant farmsteads.  Whilst 
agriculture continued to dominate the local economy, pottery was also a key 
industry.    

5.6. The gradual shift from salt water to freshwater was key to the future agricultural 
processes that followed.  Land was reclaimed from the sea linking the Isle of Flegg to 
the mainland.  

5.7. In the ‘Dark Ages’ successive Anglo Saxon settlers continued to use established and 
managed settlement locations, with areas of habitation concentrated in the river 
valleys.  The primary motivation for this appears to have been agricultural, with use 
being made of the easily worked, lighter soils and also gravels. The Saxons founded 
Great Yarmouth when fishermen began to seasonally occupy the sand bar. Growth 
continued on the sand bar as it continued to expand; the town’s prosperity quickly 
evolved from the fishing industry (notably herring) which became the catalyst for 
Great Yarmouth’s later growth into a key port.  

5.8. Settlement inland was often clustered around round towered churches in the 7th 
Century and later, which made extensive use of local flint, although surviving 
examples were often extensively re worked in the 11th and subsequent centuries.  

5.9. In the later Anglo Saxon period evidence can be found of the Danish invasion of 865 
and subsequent settlement from 879, with place names such as Fleggburgh and 
Hemsby.  The Saxons also developed the grazing economy which would shape the 
landscape inland, with peat embankments fringing freshwater reed swamps and the 
land within used for grazing and agriculture. These processes would persist almost 
unchanged for the next 1500 years. 

The Early Medieval Period (1066-1499) 
5.10. Following the Norman Conquest and the development of the Feudal System and 

associated social hierarchy based on the concept of Lordships, a number of castles 
were built, notably a Motte and Bailey at Burgh (now lost) on the site of the earlier 
Roman Fort.  Moated minor houses and farmhouses were also a prominent feature of 
the early medieval landscape, as were church towers in the latter part of the period. 

5.11. References to embankments and ditches are made as far back as the 13th and 14th 
centuries where rising water levels coupled with peat excavation for fuel forced land 
owners to construct wind pumps to drain the land for this purpose and for grazing. 
When this activity ceased, the peat bogs filled with water, creating the distinctive 
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freshwater ‘Broads’, which have subsequently silted up in places and become 
colonised in areas by carrs and wet woodland. 

5.12. Settlement layout continued the manorial pattern adopted after the Conquest, with 
villages often centred on churches or a central common/large village green (e.g. 
Martham), upon which manorial rights such as pannage could be exercised by 
villagers.  

Post Medieval Period (1499-1800) 
5.13. The effects of the Dissolution of the Monasteries under Henry VIII (1536-40) and the 

associated confiscation of their lands and estates, was only indirectly experienced 
within Great Yarmouth Borough, due to the sparse distribution of monastic 
settlement in this area.  The wealth of the church however was reflected in a number 
of 14th and 15th Century churches of considerable size, e.g. at Winterton on Sea. 

5.14. Parliamentary Enclosure in the 18th Century had marked landscape expression, 
redefining the field and land cover pattern to a significant extent, notably in the loss 
of common land/heathland (e.g. at Belton and fringing the Trinity Broads) and the 
introduction of a rectilinear field pattern.  

5.15. Numbers of mills increased in hand with Enclosure.  The demand for energy 
increased resulting in continued peat excavation, however as the Industrial 
Revolution at the end of the period began to gain momentum, energy needs were 
met by steam which replaced wind and peat.  Such developments in technology later 
affected the coastal landscape as mechanisation helped to tackle the risk of flooding 
when the coastal Dunes were breached.  

5.16. The medieval period saw Great Yarmouth prosper and continue to develop as a port 
and fishing town, expansion occurred in tandem with the continued silting of the 
estuary and as the spit grew the unique rows and grid street pattern were laid out, 
contained by a medieval wall. 

5.17. As the spit grew the River was diverted and channelled through cuts made towards 
the north and south. However the shifting sandbanks created continual problems, and 
the northern culvert soon became entirely blocked. It was not until the late 16th 
Century that the present day cut was made south of the town at Gorleston. This 
breakthrough coupled with a change in the migration habits of herring marked the 
return of the town’s prosperity, as the harbour had been closed to large ships since 
the late 14th century.  

Modern Period (1800 to date) 
5.18. The landscape experienced relatively little change throughout the early modern 

period in comparison to earlier periods. Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries 
the landscape continued to revolve around agricultural practices where arable fields 
were intermittently juxtaposed with areas of pastoral and common land and ditches 
and dykes.  

5.19. The tourism trade and associated resorts developed throughout the course of the 
18th Century continuing to the present day, and therefore represent a relatively 




