The Yorkshire River Don and its Tributaries

Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the River Don beginning at its source; the perspective is as
much historical as descriptive of the current scene. Where significant tributaries join the river, they also are
tracked back to their start-points. Particular attention is paid to bridges and watermills because of their intimate
associations with the rivers, but nearby buildings, both religious and secular are also given attention. Some
people have been specially important to developments associated with the river, and brief biographical notes
are provided for them. Finally, I would stress that this is very much a personal account dealing with a river
system which I encountered often during my working life and afterwards.
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The Yorkshire River Don and its Tributaries
The historical journey I describe is in an important sense virtual, in that I have not travelled along much of the
river and its tributaries. The sites of interest dealt with in this account, have been picked out and viewed on
separate visits. Sometimes, I have found no way of reaching a place of interest, usually because the site
concerned is private, which status has been respected by my truncating a reference; where access is available
occasionally or conditionally, I have used photographs from the internet, usually acknowledging their
provenance. Points of interest near the sources of the river and its tributaries have been beyond my reach
physically in recent years, and there as well, I have used any photographs I have been able to find. I have
referred to a number of documents, including books, monographs and published learned papers and those
which have been helpful are listed in the bibliography which appears at the end. Maps on the National Library
of Scotland website, maps.nls.uk, have given a 19th century baseline to my historical enquiries and have been
a key tool for identifying the sites of water mills away from Sheffield.
The places described are all fairly near to the river and its tributaries, and although I have allowed myself the
occasional detour, especially in riverside towns, I have rarely left the catchment. In the major towns, and the
city of Sheffield I stick close to rivers, and tributaries, since there are more appropriate general sources of
historical information about the buildings and other features of interest there. Although the said city began life
close to the confluence of the Rivers Sheaf and Don, it has expanded massively since. The aim throughout has
been to keep the river and its tributaries central to the narrative, rather than using them as a vehicle for a wider
study of the lands around them. An ever-present temptation when producing an account like this is the inclusion
of too much information. I have read a few such narratives and some give details of every settlement and feature,
so that no place stands out. Here, anywhere given more than a passing reference is thought by the author to
be noteworthy in some way.
I give special attention to water mills and old bridges, because they are buildings of the rivers, as opposed to
just being near to them. I will perhaps be forgiven for steering anyone, who wants more information than I give
here about bridges, to my own compendium on the website, drtomsbooks.com. This is an appropriate place to
acknowledge the help I have received from my brother, Alastair Robertson who has prepared the sketch maps
which show the river courses and identify water mills on them; these items appear at the end of the account.
Most mills operating in the period from the 17th to the 20th century are included, and a few of earlier origins. For
the River Don, I have altered our practice for other rivers because of the existence of the quite excellent book,
‘Water Power on the Sheffield Rivers’, which deals with the mills on the River Don in the Sheffield area, and the
tributaries, the Rivers Loxley, Rivelin, Porter, and Sheaf. So in the main text, I make no systematic mention of
the mills on that part of the River Don, or the above-named tributaries, which are covered by the book, but for
completeness they are included in tables.
On a more negative note, I should make it clear that there are aspects of the rivers which are hardly touched
on in the document. Although I do try to identify reserves and areas of special scientific interest, I have virtually
nothing to say about the plant and animal life generally in and around the rivers, nor do I have much to say
about fishing. There is nothing in the document to aid the navigation of any canoeist or boating enthusiast, and
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that includes finding hostelries, though I would hope that it might enhance the enjoyment of trips they make
along the rivers concerned by identifying artefacts they might see in passing.
……………………………
Locating the source of the River Don is not
entirely

straightforward.

A total

of

5

reservoirs, Winscar, Upper and Lower
Windleden, Harden and Snailsden, have
been created by damming the river and
other feeder streams in the upper reaches.
The nascent River Don flows into Winscar
Reservoir, and can be tracked back
westwards from there. A small left bank
tributary, ¾km upstream, emanates from a feature at Grid Point SE 133 027, called Don Well, described in a
book ‘River Don from Source to sea’, as ‘a hole in the bank side about 20 inches in diameter, and a dozen yards
from the channel of the stream with which its beautifully pellucid water quietly mingles after flowing down a slope
deeply matted with long grass and the well-known bog moss’. This is a pleasant if rather florid picture of a
possible source and its location has certainly been favoured by some people, including whoever assigned the
name to the feature. There is an alternative, which is identified in Claytons book ‘Headwaters’, and it appears
to be the more logical choice for anyone tracking the river back. It involves ignoring the small left bank tributary,
and following the stream into which it flows, beyond its transition to Great Grains Clough, back to where it rises
at the watershed on Withers Edge, which marks the boundary between Derbyshire and South Yorkshire. This
source is in a boggy area of high moorland, shown in the photograph above, taken by a Mr. Slater; the Grid
Point is SE 119 027, and the height is c465m. I prefer this as the location for the source, as it represents the
furthest upstream point in the system, extending the river by c3km beyond Don Well. However, I can say little
about the first 4km of the river’s easterly course in South Yorkshire through the moors which divide the hills at
the northern edge of the Peak District, before it enters the north-west arm of Winscar Reservoir.
The reservoir has an interesting history. Durnford Bridge Dam was built in 1850, allowing water to be released
to boost flows to the watermills on the River Don in times of low rainfall. Water was also supplied by way of an
iron and brick conduit, to a filtration plant at Heckmondwike, 30km to the north-east, and from there to other
towns in the River Spen Valley. In 1975, the dam was heightened, and re-aligned to the south-east rather than
the east, and in 1982 the reservoir was filled for the first time to its increased capacity of 2.0 X 109 gallons; the
change made to more water available for growing towns near the Spen Valley. There have been problems since
with leakage, which necessitated drainage of the reservoir in 2001, when the dam was lined with PVC, almost
as if it was a garden pond. The other 4 reservoirs mentioned earlier, were all built in the mid/late 19th century
and at that time fed into the River Don, but now they feed into the enlarged Winscar Reservoir; two, Snailsden
and Harden, trap water in small streams to the north, while the two Windleden Reservoirs are to the south.
Yorkshire Water, who are responsible for the dam are required to allow a mean flow of1390 gallons per minute
to flow into the River Don which reappears at an eastern outlet.
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When I was there recently the flow was little
more than a dribble down a high ladder
below the overflow, with water falling into a
stilling basin, before moving on as the
relatively

small

stream

shown

in

the

photograph, (flowing left to right). In some
ways this is the true starting point for the
River Don in the hamlet of Durnford Bridge,
beside a paddock containing several llamas
which are presumably tolerant of a harsh
winter climate. At an altitude of c300m, it
must be a bleak place then, but the
settlement has another claim to historical
fame, albeit fairly recent history. No less
than 3 railway tunnels have been bored
from here through to Woodhead, as part of
lines linking Manchester to Sheffield. Each
tunnel is almost 5km long, and the first was
built in the period 1837 to 1842, latterly
under the supervision of the famous railway
engineer, Joseph Locke; 30 workers lost
their lives before completion of the project,
an unimaginable toll today. The weight of
traffic led to the construction of a second
tunnel which opened in 1853, with a similar
death toll, this time mostly due to a cholera
outbreak in the worker’s camp. The tunnels
were

narrow,

and

much

disliked

by

operatives because of the smoky and sooty
environment created by steam engines, so it was decided to electrify the line in the early 1950s. The powerlines could not be accommodated in the existing tunnels so a third of larger bore was opened in 1954, though
even its construction cost the lives of 6 workers. Tunnel No. 1 was closed and Tunnel No. 2 was adapted to
accommodate a trans-Pennine electrical power line in the early 1960s, and bizarrely, a narrow gauge railway
was installed to give access to engineers for maintenance purposes. Unfortunately, the decline in rail-use had
set in, and the last passenger train ran through in 1970, and Tunnel No. 3 was closed to rail traffic in 1981.
Since then, in spite of protests from those who hope that the line will be reopened to carry rail traffic, the
electricity power cable has been moved there. The photograph is of the western portals at Woodhead; I have
been unable to find a comparable photograph of the eastern portals at Durnford Bridge.
The River Don travels eastwards across Thurlstone Moor in company with the Trans-Pennine Way for c5½km
to reach another settlement, again only a hamlet, Bullhouse. The railway between Manchester and Sheffield
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followed the same route until its fairly recent
closure, and Bullhouse was the scene of a
disaster in 1844, when an engine failure
caused a train to leave the rails and fall
down an embankment, killing 24 people.
According to the Penistone History Archive,
(from which I have drawn much of what
follows

about

this

neighbourhood)

Bullhouse has been dominated by a family
called Rich since the 13th century. In the 17th century, they built the hall on the right bank of the river, shown in
the photograph, and a chapel for dissenters like themselves, which still stands. In the same period, they owned
2 watermills in Bullhouse, which ground corn, and 2 fulling mills which processed woven cloth in the next villages
along the river, Millhouse Green and Thurlstone. Rather astonishingly, the Penistone archive claims that there
were 13 watermills between Bullhouse and Thurlstone, a 2km stretch of river, and late 19 th century maps identify
Plumpton mills, Stanley mill, and Nether mill, in addition to those named for the villages, so the claim could be
correct. Other signs of a cloth-manufacturing past are weaver’s cottages.
The river flows from Thurlstone through the northern edge of Penistone, a town with 22000 inhabitants which
has held markets since the 17th century. The name causes sniggers, and although it is claimed that ‘penn’
means a high ridge, and ‘tun’ a farmstead or settlement, the curiosity for me is that the present spelling was
adopted, and more surprisingly kept. The town reflects its rather bleak upland situation with mainly sandstone
buildings, and many terraces, all grey. The church of St. John the Baptist is largely a 13th century building,
though Anglo-Saxon artefacts found on the site suggest older predecessors. Dominating the north-east view of
the town is a railway viaduct with 29 arches, including one over the River Don; it opened in 1850, on a line to
Huddersfield, connecting in Penistone to the Manchester/Sheffield line, encountered earlier. In 1916, one arch
collapsed just as an engine was beginning to cross, but fortunately the driver was able to stop it in time and
there were no casualties. This line is still open. In Springvale, on the east side of Penistone, the Yorkshire Steel
and Iron Works opened in 1863; takeovers led to its becoming part of Cammell Laird & Co, best known as a
ship-builder, in1903. Though details of the operations are hard to find, it is known that Bessemer Converters
were installed and that steelmaking continued well into the 20th century. A flax mill, and a thread mill operated
here in the 19th century. At this point, the river swings round to the south-east to reach Oxspring where there
were at least 3 watermills in the 19th century, two grinding corn and one involved in cloth manufacture.
Willow Bridge is a packhorse bridge which
crosses the River Don in the village, at the
bottom of a steep grassy slope, north of the
B6462; it is shown in the postcard view
alongside. The bridge comprises a single
high segmental arch resting on two ribs,
and spanning 9m. The fabric is a mix of
coursed squared rubble and ashlar blocks
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which make up the ribs, voussoirs and springing of the arch. The width between low parapets is 0.9m. There is
some doubt about when it was built, and a locally produced pamphlet suggests1734, but I think it unlikely that
it was erected later than the 17th century; it was probably on a route by which ponies carried paniers of goods
between Bradford and Wakefield. There is a wire mill in Oxspring, the first of a series of metal-working
watermills; this is not the place for detailed explanations, but in those as in other types, water wheels are the
mechanism for transferring power from flowing water by way of gears and cranks to elements which do
mechanical work. So, in corn mills, the elements are the grinding stones, in wire mills they can be forging
hammers, sometimes of the form called tilts, grinding wheels, or pulley systems which draw wire through dyes.
Downstream, flowing in a steep-sided valley, the river swings to the south, and then meanders, arriving first at
the village of Thurgoland where there were 3 mills, namely Old Wire Mill, New Wire Mill, and Tilt Mill. In the next
settlement, Wortley Top Forge, and Wortley Low Forge operated from the 17th century, and further downstream,
Tin Mill began plating operations in 1743. Wortley Hall has its origins in the manor house built by the family of
that name in the late 16th century, but passed through many other hands before it was inherited by Colonel
James Archibald Stuart in 1794; by this time it had been largely rebuilt. Its inheritor added Wortley to his name,
and then on receipt of another inheritance, added Mackenzie as well; one wonders where the process might
have ended if a few more wills had gone his way. His son was a Tory politician who rose to ministerial rank in
the 1840s, and was awarded the title, Lord Wharncliffe, and a successor was advanced to an earldom in 1876.
The family retained the hall until the late 1940s when it had to be sold, presumably for financial reasons. By
something of an irony, remembering the family history, it was purchased by a group of Labour Party activists,
and reborn as a conference centre, and holiday venue for those of left wing political views. One further bend
takes the river to its junction with its first significant tributary, the Little Don River which enters on the right bank.
To get there, the river has flowed c26km from its source (including its passage through Winscar Reservoir).
…………………………..
The Little Don River is also known as the Porter River, (not to be confused with the tributary of the River Sheaf
in Sheffield), and is formed by the coming together of many small moorland streams which drain Harden Moor
and Langsett Moor. As with the parent river, the upper reaches of the Little Don River were dammed in the late19th century forming Langsett Reservoir, which opened in 1904, with a capacity of 1.4 X 109 gallons, supplying
Sheffield and Barnsley. On the left bank of the Langsett Reservoir, a hamlet of the same name was previously
called Penisale, perhaps a wise name-change. Two smaller reservoirs, Midhope, created by damming
tributaries of the Little Don River, and Underbank, created by damming the river downstream from Langsett,
were constructed at the same time to make up a water supply complex for the South Yorkshire city and towns.
Just upstream from the latter in a hamlet called Midhopestones, there was a watermill which ground corn.
Immediately downstream from the said reservoir is the steel town of Stocksbridge, said to owe its name to a
wooden bridge built over the Little Don River, by the owner of a fulling mill, to give access for his work force in
the mid-18th century. By the end of the 18th century, there was a cotton mill on the site. In 1842, it was acquired
by Samuel Fox and converted into a wire mill. The business expanded, and in the 1860s, steelmaking facilities
were added, along with rolling mills which allowed the product range to be widened. In 1919 Samuel Fox & Co.
became part of the United Steel Company, and although there have been difficult times since, Stocksbridge still
produces high quality alloys, though steelmaking on the site ended some time ago. I first visited, 35 years ago,
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when electric arc furnaces were still melting scrap to produce the alloys required. A colleague who knew the
area well took me there by a route across hills and moors, and it was a surprise to come upon the steelworks
in a deep, tree-lined valley. I knew little about the historic role of water power, long superseded by electricity
and steam as drivers the processes by then, and was puzzled by the location of the steelworks. In sum,
Stocksbridge is a one-industry town of relatively recent origins with a population of c10000; it was unconsidered
by Pevsner, perhaps justifiably. The village of Deepcar adjoins the east of Stocksbridge, here there was a
watermill, where the Little Don River joins the River Don, having flowed c18km east from the source of its
furthest tributary.
The River Don continues southwards
through

a

steep-sided

valley,

with

Wharncliffe Crags, a gritstone escarpment
stretching for 4km, along the left bank; the
feature is illustrated in the photograph. Now
it is a Site of Special Scientific Interest,
mainly because of the geology. They
played an important role in the development
of rock-climbing in the years around 1900,
though nowadays expert practitioners find
them insufficiently challenging compared
with rock-faces in the Lake District and the
Scottish Mountains. The first syllable of
Wharncliffe derives from ‘Quern’ the name
of the grinding stones used in mills, and the
rocks

here

were

quarried

for

that

application, certainly in the medieval period
and maybe earlier. There is evidence that
several thousand may have been made
from the extracted rocks. A cave towards
the south end of the feature, has been
called in aid of the River Don’s own dragon
legend, as providing the lair of the beast,
but the tale seems to date only to the 17th century, and to have been recounted in humorous fashion, so perhaps
its protagonist has to give best to the likes of the Lambton Worm of Durham fame. At the end of this stretch, the
river receives another left bank tributary; the Ewden Beck was dammed to form the Broomhead and More Hall
Reservoirs which started to supply Sheffield in 1929. Broomhead mill, and New mill were on the stream, but I
know little more than that, and shall pass on down the River Don, to the next village, on the right bank,
Wharncliffe Side. Here a paper mill operated between 1871 and 2015. The village of Oughtibridge is 1½km
downstream, once the site of a watermill grinding corn, but now a commuter village. The river has reached
Sheffield, and as indicated previously, I will cease mentioning mills until clearing the city, again referring those
interested to the book ‘Water Power on the Sheffield Rivers’.
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As the River Don flows south-east towards the city centre, it passes the Hillsborough Stadium of Sheffield
Wednesday Football Club on the left bank. Infamous now, it was the scene of a disaster in April 1989 when
crushing resulted in the deaths of 96 supporters, and injured several hundred more who were attending a cup
semi-final. Controversy still surrounds the events, (30 years later, a criminal trial of the policeman in charge of
arrangements is on-going); I will comment only that having been a spectator at a few sporting contests to which
too many spectators have been admitted I have seen scary situations in which a stumble at the wrong time
could have escalated, into a catastrophe. It goes without saying that good organisation is critical because if
something goes wrong and panic sets in, people en-masse can and do cease to behave rationally.
Unfortunately, another disaster, albeit of a totally different form, is associated with the next stretch of the river.
……………………………….
Just downstream, the river receives a right bank tributary, the River Loxley, which flows generally east for 10km
from Bradfield where it is formed by the junction of 2 streams, Agden Dike and Dale Dike. Bradfield comprises
two adjacent villages; High Bradfield, has a notable church of St. Nicholas, built in the 15th century but possibly
with an Anglo-Saxon predecessor and a prominent mound thought to be a remnant of a Norman motte and
bailey castle. Low Bradfield is as the name might suggest in the river valley, and suffered as a result of the event
about to be described. There is a cluster of reservoirs here, namely, Agden, Strines, Dale Dike, and Damflask,
which were built in the 1860s. The furthest west, Strines Reservoir is overlooked by the minor road leading to
the isolated Strines Public House, which claims to have been founded in 1275. It is an old building though
authorities suggest the 17th century rather than anything more ancient; I remember a sitting outside on a quiet
summer evening enjoying a pint, while being closely inspected by inquisitive sheep and peacocks.
Returning to the river valley, the first reservoir to be filled was Dale Dyke, and during the operation on 11th March
1864, the dam collapsed, and up to 700 million gallons of water swept down the Loxley Valley into the River
Don and flooded low-lying areas of the city. This was the Great Sheffield Flood. The death toll was 238, many
buildings were destroyed, and 15 bridges were swept away. It transpired that the resident engineer had seen a
developing crack in the dam, and had released water to reduce the stress on the dam, but to no avail. No
warning was given, though many of those living nearest to the dam realised that there was a problem and
escaped in time, to high ground. By 1875, the dam had been rebuilt, albeit somewhat lower and satisfying
tougher standards, the last of the 4 reservoirs to be completed; since then there have been no problems there
or on any of the other tributaries of the River Don, where the configuration of a high dam holding back a reservoir
a few hundred metres above the city centre, is repeated. The local expression is ‘once in a Sheffield flood’ rather
than ‘once in a blue moon’.
The River Rivelin is a right bank tributary of the River Loxley, which it joins at Malin Bridge, c2km from the latter
river’s junction with the River Don. The tributary rises high on Hallam Moors, above the 420m contour, and flows
for 13km, generally east then north-east. The stream and its feeders are intercepted by dams creating
reservoirs, Redmires Reservoirs, and Rivelin Dams, before the tree-lined Rivelin Valley is reached beside the
A6101. Still flowing fast enough to have powered 20 watermills in the past, the stream passes by a heritage and
nature trail and through a water park, before reaching visible signs of the city. A conservation group and local
residents are currently opposing plans put forward to mitigate flooding there, by altering the watercourse in the

8

upper valley, because they would have a
significant impact on the ambience, if they
were implemented in their current form.
Though a popular and sometimes busy
place, the paths and trails can be
surprisingly quiet, and a visitor could easily
be persuaded that urban centres are far
away.

The

photograph,

in

which

a

surviving mill lade is on the left, conveys
the rustic feel of the place, within a few
kilometres of the centre of one of the largest cities in the country. Past the junction with the River Loxley the
River Don continues southwards until it bends west around Kelham Island, where vacated industrial premises
have been adapted to contain a fine Industrial Museum, and reaches the centre of the city.
Pevsner is disparaging, bemoaning the scarcity of really old buildings and the absence of Georgian or Victorian
developments that might have provided a worthy city-scape for what had become a wealthy place; for all the
praise lavished by my friends on Sheffield as a fine place to live, I cannot argue with the expert about this central
point. For a period, I often visited the city’s universities on work-related business, and sometimes killed time
prior to meetings by wandering around. However, memorable old buildings are at a premium, and the lay-out,
dominated now by an inner ring-road shows little evidence of planning. Then at least, there were quirky,
interesting, speciality shops, grouped together on streets like Sharrow Lane, where I used to visit 3 second hand
bookshops. One was on 3 floors with a large collection of interesting if generally elderly items, but everything
was dust-covered, and there was rarely another customer in the shop. This was 20 years ago, so I am not sure
how many of these shops have survived the assault by the internet sellers; certainly more than one of the
bookshops has closed.
Sheffield Cathedral is quite close to the
right bank of the River Don, but as a parish
church until 1914, it has few pretensions to
the grandeur of a medieval cathedral. As
the photograph suggests, too many parts of
the building have been rather skimped; the
tower, the steeple, the clerestory, and the
transepts, while the vestry chapel to the left
breaks up the cruciform plan and seems
well out of proportion to the remainder of
the church. Fabric survives from a church
built in 1280, but the lay-out is that of its 15th
century successor, with the addition of the
16th century Shrewsbury Chapel, (built for the earls who were dominant in the town then). Mention should be
made of the 16th century hammerbeam roof over the chancel which is memorable. Since then the building has
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been restored in a number of building campaigns and it would have changed more, if plans conceived after it
became a cathedral had been fully realised.
There are remnants of an old bridge over
the River Don, in the centre of the city,
namely Lady’s Bridge which carries the
A6135. It now comprises 5 segmental
arches with a total length of 40m, though
only four can be seen; one is allegedly
hidden below buildings on the bank. The
evidence of antiquity is scant, but shown in
the upper photograph. The 4 unchamfered
ribs in the soffits of the southern arch are
clearly visible, and one can be seen in the
next arch along. The medieval stone bridge
which rested on them was built in 1486,
carried a chapel, and was 4.4m wide; it had replaced a wooden bridge thought to have been built in the 12th
century. The first widening operation took place in 1761 and added 3.3m at the western face; it is that extension,
ashlar and classical in style which is seen now from that direction, as in the photograph. Then in 1865, 4.3m
was added to the east face, and finally in 1909, another 2.9m was added, with this extension being carried on
girders supported by white-painted iron columns. Metal railings at each face add to the modern appearance of
a bridge which is now c15m wide; it is only looking underneath, that its 500+ year history can be guessed.
The next crossing of the river is Blonk
Street

Bridge,

a

short

distance

downstream, and here the River Sheaf
enters at the right bank, as shown in the
lower photograph. The river Don flows from
right to left, then under the bridge, and the
River Sheaf emerges from the tunnel in the
centre of the frame. The river from which
the city takes its name is formed in the
southern outskirts by the junction of the
Totley Brook which flows east, then north,
and the Old Hay Brook coming from the
west. Both streams rise at a height of
c250m, and they meet close to the 140m
contour, so the River Sheaf which powers a
succession of watermills on its 9km course is a fast flowing stream. Not far beyond its origin, the stream passes
Abbeydale Works on the left bank where an industrial museum is based on a mill which made scythes, and
features an operating waterwheel. Above the right bank a short distance downstream are some remains of
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Beauchief

Abbey.

It

was

a

Premonstratensian house founded in 1176,
by

canons

from

Welbeck

in

Nottinghamshire. The number of white
canons resident in the abbey increased
from 12 initially to 23 in 1461; they were
ordained

priests

working

in

local

communities, some taking charge of nearby
churches. The abbey was suppressed in
1537.

There

was

some

deliberate

destruction, but the first steps towards ruin
were the stripping of lead from the roofs of
the buildings, and the sale of the property.
By the 1660s, there had been large scale
quarrying, much of the stone being used to
build Beauchief Hall, nearby. Then the
Abbey Church was resurrected as a chapel
that extended from the remains of the medieval Abbey tower. Although there has been further fairly obvious
restoration, essentially this is the church building today. The above-ground survivals from the abbey are the
tower, shown in the photograph, and part of the nave, both incorporated in the present church, and exposed
foundations of the south range which included the refectory and kitchen.
The River Sheaf continues south-east in the company of the main railway line into the city from the south,
passing on the left bank, Bramall Lane Football Stadium, the home ground of Sheffield United Football Club
since 1889. It is the oldest stadium still hosting professional matches, and has been the venue for international
football matches, and a cricket Test Match between England and Australia in 1902; Yorkshire Cricket Club
played there regularly until 1973 and until then there were stands on only 3 sides of the ground, with a cricket
pavilion on the other. The atmosphere must have differed from that in other football stadia. As it approaches the
main Sheffield Midland railway station, the River Sheaf disappears from view into a tunnel, and a significant left
bank tributary, the Porter Brook joins it under the station. The latter stream follows the pattern of other tributaries,
in that it rises on high ground, above the 300m contour, on the western edge of the city, and then descends
rapidly; it also powered many mills in the fairly recent past. Its name apparently derives from the brown colour
given to its water by iron ore deposits near its source. The River Sheaf remains underground until it joins the
River Don, at the location shown earlier. Sheffield Castle stood here, and I shall return to it shortly. Adjacent to
the castle site, actually in its former orchard, is the quayside at the terminus of the Sheffield and Tinsley Canal.
This waterway was opened in 1819, to link the city to the River Don at a location further east, where the river
was by then navigable to and from the sea. The canal was 6.3km long with 12 locks, and it was roughly parallel
to and south of the river. Its opening allowed ships to go from the centre of Sheffield to Hull, London, Leeds and
Gainsborough, and it thrived at first but the advent of the railways changed matters. The main North Midland
Line from Nottingham to Leeds, built by George Stephenson, bypassed Sheffield to take a route along the
Rother Valley to the east of the city. A line was opened between Sheffield and Rotherham to connect to
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Stephenson’s line in 1840, running more or less alongside the aforementioned canal. Over the next decade a
direct line between Chesterfield and Sheffield was built, and this became the main north/south through route.
Traffic on the canal declined but it continued to carry some commercial traffic into the 20th century, and although
it suffered decay in the last few decades, it has been refurbished and is now open to leisure craft.
The area occupied by Sheffield Castle is
shown in the plan taken from Wikipedia.
Though the site may have been occupied
earlier, the first castle was Norman, built of
timber and earthworks in motte and bailey
style soon after the Conquest, but it was
destroyed in1266 during the Baron’s War. A
stone castle was built later in the 13th
century, and seems to have had a relatively
untroubled existence until the 16th century,
when it was held by the 4th Earl of
Shrewsbury. He was made responsible for
Mary, ex-Queen of Scots, after her flight
from Scotland in 1567, and she was held
here and at his castle of Tutbury in
Staffordshire for most of the period between
1570 and 1584, before she was moved to
Chartley Manor, also in Staffordshire, and
then to Fotheringay Castle, prior to her
execution in 1587. During the Civil War
Sheffield

Castle

was

taken

by

a

Parliamentary force in 1642, then fell to the
Royalists in 1643, but was finally captured
after

bombardment

Parliamentary

force

in

by

another

1644.

It

was

sleighted in 1647, but purchased in 1649 by
the Earl of Arundel, presumably with the intention of restoration. However, this did not proceed, perhaps
because of the scale of the damage, and a combination of decay, scavenging of stone and demolition caused
it to disappear. Information on the configuration is surprisingly limited, even although some excavations have
been carried out, as later buildings have been cleared to allow modern development.
Sheffield is of course famous as a steelmaking centre, probably the greatest in the world in the 19 th century.
The combination of local ore and coal deposits, with the water power provided by the River Don and its
tributaries, led to the growth of the industry from the 17th century onwards. Later, inventors like Benjamin
Huntsman, who in the mid-18th century developed the crucible process for making steels with tightly controlled
composition and properties, established the tradition of manufacture of special, high grade steels with which
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Sheffield became synonymous. Stainless steels for cutlery and much else, and armour plating, also became
specialisms. As water power diminished in importance and the scale of operations increased, the industry
moved away from the narrow valleys to the south and west of the city to the north-east edge, to districts like
Attercliffe, Brightside, and Tinsley, in the flattened-out Don Valley. Here Sheffield merges with its neighbour,
Rotherham, which also lays claim to a portion of the steelmaking complex, which survives, if diminished from
its greatest days. Mergers, consolidations and closures accompanied the more recent reduction in scale of the
industry, and many once-famous companies no longer exist, but others like Sheffield Forgemasters, an
amalgamation of English Steel, Firth Brown and River Don Castings still operate. The drive between Sheffield
and Rotherham along the A6178, which is between the River Don and the Sheffield and Tinsley Canal, serves
to counter any idea that heavy industry is no more, as massive factories and workshops, succeed each other
along the road. Some are no doubt redundant, and there are gaps where buildings have been demolished, but
this would be true in any such landscape, whether thriving or moribund.
There have been newer developments in the area, for leisure and retail, rather than industrial purposes. The
Don Valley Stadium with a capacity of 25000 spectators opened in 1990 to host the World Student Games. At
various times proposals were put forward to increase the capacity, and to locate sports teams there
permanently, but none came to anything, and financial problems led to the stadium’s closure in 2013, a blow to
the city and athletics. More positively, it is expected that the site will become home to new sporting and other
leisure facilities. The river and canal leave Sheffield where they pass under the Tinsley Viaduct carrying the M1,
but on the west (Sheffield) side is the large retail centre at Meadowhall, on a site previously occupied by
Hadfield’s Steelworks. It was also opened in 1990, and there are 280 outlets and there are plans to expand
further. It is reputed to be visited by 25 million shoppers per year. In truth, I find this quite difficult to reconcile
with my own experiences in the early 2000s. I was based 10 minutes away in Rotherham and sometimes went
to Meadowhall at lunchtime, to be surprised by how easy parking was, and the quietness of the complex.
Perhaps this was just a measure of the size of the centre, including its carparks.
Before leaving Sheffield behind on this
journey, I should mention Wincobank, a
hilltop just to the west of Meadowhall. As is
usually the case, the surviving features of a
hillfort are best seen from the air as in the
‘aeroengland’ photograph taken from the
internet, (the section of the wall and ditch
near the bottom-left is quite clear). The fort
is described as univallate and dating from
500BC, though pottery finds indicate that it
was occupied earlier as well. The 3m-high,
single ring of walls encloses just over 1ha, and the structure is vitrified, meaning that it has experienced high
temperatures, perhaps during an attack. During the 1st century, the hillfort was probably occupied by the
Brigantes, a tribe who opposed the Roman advance northwards, which might have prompted an assault.
………………………………
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The Roman thread can be continued because after receiving the Sheffield and Tinsley Canal on its right bank,
the River Don reaches Templeborough in Rotherham, which was named for a supposed Roman temple. In fact,
the remains, which were found in excavations in the 19th and early-20th centuries, are of a fort guarding a ford
where Ickneild Street, which may have run from St. Davids in Wales to York, crossed the river. Various artefacts
were discovered including tombstones and tiles, but all signs of the fort on the ground were obliterated when
the Templeborough Steelworks was built in 1918. The works, which in the 1950s housed 6 electric arc furnaces,
capable of producing 1.8 million tonnes of steel per year, was the largest of its type in the world then, but its
time ran out in 1993. The Magna Science Adventure centre is now on the site, offering amongst other things
demonstrations of how steel was made there. The river continues in an industrial landscape and a cut on the
right bank, which was made in 1751 to give access to Tinsley Wharf and avoid a bend, is the first stretch of the
River Don Navigation which opened a water transport route to the sea over the few decades after that. The cut
extends for just over 2km, before re-joining the river, but before they come together, the latter has received a
substantial right bank tributary, the Rother, which has of course given its name to the town.
On a bright Sunday morning earlier this
year I went looking for the source of the
River Rother in Pilsley, but cannot claim
success. The village is c8km south of
Chesterfield, and south-east of Clay Cross.
Until the mid-19th century it was an
agricultural settlement housing mainly farm
workers. In 1866, Pilsley Colliery opened
and it grew, but the mine closed in 1957,
and I guess the village is now home mainly
to commuters working in nearby larger
towns; certainly there are streets of newish
semi-detached and detached

houses.

Modern maps indicated that the source of
the River Rother, was beyond the last row
of houses at the western edge of Pilsley.
Sure enough, in a patch of rough grass
there, I found a culvert from which there
was a steady outflow of water. This could
be taken as the source, but the water was
coming from somewhere, and older maps
marked the source further east, on the other side of Pilsley. I looked, but failed to find anything. However, a Mr.
Walker had more success 13 years ago, and his is the upper photograph I present, of a messy pool, where
water from field drains has collected, beside the east end of the aforementioned culvert. This I regard as the
true source of the River Rother, at Grid Point SK 424 624, and 145m above sea level; it is in Derbyshire as is
most of the river. The lower photograph was taken 200m downstream and to the west of the outlet from the
culvert, and gives a more attractive impression of the infant river.
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The stream continues eastwards for c1km before swinging northwards to pass by the east side of Clay Cross,
which went from being a small rural village, built along the line of the Roman Road, Ickneild Street, now the
A61, to a substantial settlement of miners in the first half of the 19th century. Most people associate George
Stephenson, the pioneering railway engineer, with Tyneside where he was born in 1781, honed his skills
maintaining mining equipment, and educated himself, (it is suggested that he was illiterate until the age of 18.)
His reputation was made by his massive contribution to the development of the early rail network, with projects
like the Stockton to Darlington and Liverpool to Manchester lines, and he fixed the gauge at 4 feet, 8½ inches,
still the choice of more than half the world’s rail systems. He moved south to Alton Grange in Leicestershire,
where he continued, with his son Robert, to engineer railway lines, but also invested very profitably in coal
mining. He was appointed engineer to the North Midland Railway, mentioned earlier and tunnelling operations
for the line uncovered high-quality coal and iron ore near to Clay Cross, then a small rural village. Stephenson,
by then a wealthy man, moved in 1832 to Tapton House in Chesterfield just to the north, and lived there until
his death in 1848. With his associates he set up the Clay Cross Company to exploit the mineral resources, and
built hundreds of decent houses for the workforce, together with schools and other facilities. Probably not an
out and out philanthropist, Stephenson doesn’t seem to have forgotten his own lowly origins, and the largely
unaided efforts he had to make, to rise from them. Since his death, George Stephenson’s achievements have
been recognised by such valedictions as the appearance of his portrait on bank-notes, but the aforementioned
lowly origins and lack of formal education, still lead to his being classed as some kind of artisan, not dissimilarly
to Thomas Telford, who also emerged from poverty and had to educate himself.
The Clay Cross Company diversified into many other activities, including brick making and iron-working, and
remained a large employer in the town until it was taken over and shut down in 2000. As with too many mining
towns and villages, Clay Cross had its own disaster in 1882, when 45 men and boys died as a result of an
underground explosion. There were several collieries, mainly to the east of the town near the River Rother; it
seems that the last of them, Parkwood, closed in 1962. The town received newspaper headlines in the 1970s
when the council chose to defy a law requiring them to balance the books, by refusing to increase rents, and
paying staff unfunded wage increases. Eventually the councillors who had made and stuck by the decisions
were fined, made bankrupt, and disqualified from holding office. Perhaps they were seeking punishment to
publicise their socialist principles, but they achieved nothing in the longer term and discredited the town. Now,
Clay Cross has a population of just less than 10000, many must commute while others work in retail and light
industry. The river meanders north towards Chesterfield, in a pronounced valley, keeping close company with
the railway, built by Stephenson and the A61, passing villages and small towns including North Wingfield,
Tupton, Grassmoor, and Wingerworth, none of which needs further consideration in this account. Further away
to the east, is the M1, and to its east and visible from it, are mansions, some ruined like Hardwick Hall, Bolsover
Castle, and Barlborough Hall; they are well treated in guide books and out-with the range of this account.
……………………………..
The River Rother flows into the south-east of Chesterfield and reaches a first mill just short of its junction with a
small left bank tributary, the River Hipper, a stream which rises on moors a short distance to the west. Spital
Mill is shown in late 19th century maps as processing tobacco, but I know little more than that. Usually the name
Spital implies the presence of a medieval hospital, which could have accommodated the sick, or just as likely
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the old and poor, but in this case St. Leonard’s Hospital was the former and from the 12th century gave beds to
lepers. The afore-mentioned 19th century map is instructive because it shows a tannery, a brewery, a large
foundry and a wagon works near the river; none of them remains. When account is taken of the disappearance
since the 1980s of coal mining around Chesterfield along with 15000 jobs, it will be appreciated that an industrial
centre of some importance has had to adapt to dramatically changed circumstances. Chesterfield had a preindustrial history and was awarded a market charter in 1204, which was renewed in the 16th century, but the
population was only 4300 in 1801 though it had increased to 27000 a century later as industry took hold. In spite
of the closures referred to above, there are still a fair number of small manufacturing businesses in the town but
retail and services dominate employment for the present population of c70000.
The most memorable landmark is of course
the crooked spire of the parish church of St.
Mary and All Saints. The church is
predominantly of the 14th century though
there have been renovations in recent
centuries. In truth, the church is a fine
building, but it stands out for one reason
above all. The spire, clad with herringbone
lead plates, was added to the tower in 1362;
it is c69m high and both leans by 2.85m,
and twists through 45⁰. As to why it does so,
there are various explanations based on
differential expansion of timbers providing
the internal framework, and forces applied
by the lead plates as the spire heats up and
cools down at different rates round the
circumference, with creep also having a
role. There are a few less serious
explanations of which I quote two taken
from Wikipedia. One is rather insulting to
the townspeople, in suggesting that when a
virgin got married in the church, the steeple
was so surprised that it twisted round to look at her, and that it will straighten out if such an event is repeated.
Another imagines that the devil was resting there, with his tail around the steeple, when the bells were rung,
surprising him and causing him to fly off without properly disengaging his tail. When I walked round the town a
few times, a couple of decades ago, I saw many well-made buildings, with red brick a fabric of choice, some
dating back to the 17th and 18th centuries. However, I was also surprised by the small scale of the centre which
seemed of a scale suitable for a town of c15000, not one four or five times as large.
I am sure that coal and manufacturies provided the justification for James Brindley’s Chesterfield Canal, his last
such project, which connected a basin near the centre of the town to the River Trent at West Stockwith, north

16

of Gainsborough. Built in 1777, it was 74km
long, with 65 locks, and could take narrow
boats of beam, 2.15m; a major feature was
Norwood Tunnel, brick-lined and of length
2637m, through which boat-crews had to
‘leg’ their barges. Mostly a new cut, the
canal did use a stretch of the River Rother
in Chesterfield. It was profitable before the
advent of the railways, and even to a lesser
extent thereafter when owned by a railway
company. At least part of the canal
remained open until 1961, but after it had
been closed, sections near Chesterfield were filled in and built over, though not the section in the town shown
in the photograph. Looking downstream, the canal with its towpath on the right is separating from the river.
Within a few years of closure restoration work was in progress, and remarkably, about 75% of the canal has
been reopened, though the remaining section, which included the Norwood Tunnel, now beneath the M1, is
clearly going to be a challenge to the Chesterfield Canal Trust. If it can be met, probably with a new cut all above
ground, the fully restored canal would link to a large new development beside the river/canal in Chesterfield,
transforming a currently derelict area of the town, and perhaps establishing it as more of a tourist destination.
The River Rother leaves the north east of
Chesterfield, and picks up the contents of a
left bank tributary, the River Whitting. The
stream, which is only about 5km long,
results from the confluence of the River
Drone and the Barlow Brook. The former
flows c9km south from the outskirts of
Sheffield by way of the town of Dronfield,
while the latter flows a similar distance
eastwards. I should say a little more about
Dronfield, which although now a southern
suburb of Sheffield, bypassed by the A61,
is an ancient town, with a varied history. The oldest building is the church of St. John the Baptist which dates to
the late 13th century, though it has been altered and restored. Its stand-out feature is the very large chancel,
substantially larger than the nave. This probably reflects the fact that before the Reformation, until the 1540s,
there was a chantry attached to the church, and thus a need to accommodate altars from which the chantry
priests could preach and pray. Their living accommodation would have included a hall, and service buildings,
and though as in most such cases it does not survive, it has been linked to a site on which a 17th century building
has become the Green Dragon public house. Industrialisation built on coal production allowed the town to thrive
in the 19th century, and when the Wilson-Cammell steelworks opened in 1873 with Bessemer converters to
produce steel from which rails were formed, the future seemed set fair. However, the location far from the coast
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proved unsuitable and in 1883 production was moved to Workington, and 1500 townsfolk followed, a sad blow
to the community. However, Dronfield has recovered and is now a reasonably prosperous commuter town with
21000 residents. There were 4 watermills along the River Drone, one a forge in Dronfield, the others, most likely
corn mills, were there and in the village of Unstone. On Barlow Brook there were 2 watermills, Milthorpe and
Barlow, while Whittington mill was on the River Whitting.
Old Whittington in the angle formed by the
Rivers Whitting and Rother,

has

an

interesting claim to fame, because here, in
the rather twee building shown in the
photographs, a meeting took place which
paved the way for the invasion of England
in 1688 by William of Orange, which we
now call the Glorious Revolution; hence the
name ‘Revolution House’. William had
insisted that he would only invade if he was
assured of support from a cross-section of
the English nation, and the meeting
between the Whig magnate, the Earl of
Devonshire and the Tory Earl of Danby,
with Mr. John D’Arcy, 4th son of the Earl of
Holderness also present, was a major step
towards building the required alliance. It led
directly to the dispatch of the letter, by those
later termed the Immortal Seven, including
Devonshire and Danby, which gave William
the assurances he required. The plotters,
who were risking their heads, did not stop
there, and began to lay the plans for the
risings which were to place the whole of the
North of England and much of the Midlands
in their hands, when William’s invading
army arrived in Brixham in the South-West of England. Soon King James II and VII fled to France, so abdicating
in the eyes of William’s stronger supporters. Thereafter, William, backed by his Dutch army demanded the
Kingship, though he did accept the constraints of the Bill of Rights, and allowed his wife, who had the stronger
claim to the throne, to become Queen Mary as part of a joint monarchy, knowing that she would defer to him in
all things. Of course, not all the conspirators got exactly the outcome they had desired. The Earl of Danby,
whom we shall encounter again shortly, prospered greatly in the aftermath, but had foreseen an even greater
role for himself, probably serving a chastened and largely impotent King James as First Minister.
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The River Rother with the accompanying Chesterfield Canal next swings eastwards to the industrial town of
Staveley, which was a mining centre, for iron ore as well as coal, and housed a foundry which eventually was
merged with Stanton, a steel tube maker in Ilkeston in the south of Derbyshire, to form the Stanton and Staveley
Works in 1967; that business was another victim of the drawn-out decline of the British steel industry, and
production ceased in 2012. The church of St. John the Baptist dates to the 13th century, but was heavily restored
in the 19th century. A medieval building in the town is called ’the Chantry’ and it is thought that it housed priests
who officiated in the church before the Reformation, though evidence is scanty. A 17th century hall built by a
member of the Frechville family is adjacent to the church, and served as the rectory from the late-17th century
until fairly recently. A watermill ground corn in the 19th and 20th centuries. In Staveley, the Chesterfield Canal
once parted company from the River Rother which swung north while the canal continued eastwards, but this
is the stretch of the latter which has vanished and awaits restoration.
Renishaw, downstream on the right bank,
also has an industrial heritage. Short of the
town is the parkland of Renishaw Hall, built
in 1625 by the Sitwell family of recent
literary fame and still the owners. There are
nicely laid out gardens, open to the public,
allowing the pleasant views of the hall in the
photograph,

above.

Nonetheless,

the

building is something of a hotchpotch
reflecting the fact that additions were made,
in a rather arbitrary fashion in the 18th and 19th centuries. Moving on, the river flows between a number of
townships, which began life as separate villages, sometimes a thousand years ago, and have since grown as a
result of coal and iron based industrialisation supported by the mineral deposits in the area; more recently they
have been subsumed into the city of Sheffield. Examples are Eckington, Mosborough, Oxclose, and Killamarsh;
some of these settlements are in Derbyshire, others in South Yorkshire because the historic county boundary
joins the River Rother briefly, just north of Eckington, before diving eastwards.
I will make a small detour in my virtual journey to the east of Killamarsh, and the M1, to the village of Harthill,
another old settlement but lacking an industrial interlude which would have caused it to grow. The church of All
Hallows has elements dating to the late 11th century, but that was not the reason for my interest at the time of
the Millennium. Late in my working life, I was based in Rotherham to the north, and was researching a book I
intended to write when retired. The church at Harthill acquired a chapel in the late 17 th century, which became
the mausoleum for the Dukes of Leeds; the first of them has already been encountered under his earlier
soubriquet of Earl of Danby. He was the person of interest to me, and I eventually got access to view his massive
marble tomb, above the vault containing the remains of many of his successors. The meeting in Old Whittington
was one of many turning points in his career. Born in the early 1630s, son of a baronet, Thomas Osborne rose
meteorically to become Lord Treasurer and effective First Minister of England, in 1674. These were turbulent
times, with King Charles II and Parliament at odds, and the Earl of Danby, as he had become, struggled to
maintain control. He employed every means at his disposal, including some that were seen as unacceptable
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even in those corrupt times; he eventually lost out in 1679 to opponents using equally discreditable methods,
and was locked up in the Tower of London while his enemies worked for his impeachment and execution; the
case of Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Strafford, the chief minister of King Charles I who had lost his head by
demand of Parliament, was in the minds of many. They never got that far, but Danby was imprisoned for almost
5 years, emerging as a ghost-like figure in bad health. Shortly before his death, King Charles II is thought to
have intended to restore Danby to power, and King James II & VII sought to acquire his services before
differences over religion caused a breach. Soon, the King’s accelerating pursuit of increased rights and influence
for his fellow Roman Catholics motivated the meeting in Old Whittington. Following the accession of King
William, Danby was appointed Lord President of the Council and a Marquis, and soon enough became the chief
power in the land under the King. Once again, his methods of securing support, and it must be said, aggrandising
himself, got him into trouble with Parliament in 1695, and for a second time he came close to being impeached.
By then, he was the 1st Duke of Leeds, and had palatial homes at Kiveton, just north of Harthill, and in
Wimbledon; he remained Lord President of the Council until 1699, albeit with much diminished influence but
keeping a large salary, because King William saw him as a potential threat. His star rose again at the succession
of Queen Anne in 1702, and he was offered high status offices, but turned them down, because he would have
been in the shadow of the Duke of Marlborough without the power he craved. Over 80 years old, he was still
scheming when he died in 1713. Shamelessly acquisitive, and cynical about men and their motives, he often
went too far even by the lax standards of his own times. In the eyes of most modern historians, this has totally
obscured the positive aspects of his career, like staunch adherence to what became Tory principles and his role
in the development of the party system. Most of all they do little justice to the professionalism he brought to
government and especially financial management, which was decades ahead of its time.
Returning to the banks of the river it passes
Killamarsh on the left bank, where there
was a watermill, and enters the Rother
Valley Country Park, opened in 1983 on
300ha of land which had been stripped
during open cast mining. Sizable lakes
occupy depressions created by the mining
operations, though it is interesting that they
originally had to be filled with water brought
from some distance because the adjacent
River Rother was too polluted. An aerial view from the south shows how the river winds between the lakes.
Water-skiing seems to be a major activity; there is an 800m long narrow-gauge railway, and Bedgrave Mill which
once ground corn has been refurbished as a working exhibit. Moving on downstream, the river passes the sites
of Beighton watermill where paper was produced, and Woodhouse watermill before arriving at Orgreave. This
village was built round a colliery, though coal mining had ceased by 1984 when the name was catapulted into
national prominence, by events associated with a miner’s strike. The so-called Battle of Orgreave took place
around a coking plant which was owned by British Steel but was being picketed by miners to interrupt supplies
of coke to steelworks, in an effort to halt steel production. Police were deployed in large numbers to get lorries
through, and confrontations with pickets were violent. Controversy, which I shall not enter, rages around the
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events 35 years later with opinions divided along largely political lines; the coking plant was closed in 1991. The
next village is Treeton which had a watermill and an 11th century church, but is unprepossessing now. Indeed
the river itself is entering a rather desolate area, with motorways and other roads criss-crossing above low-lying
muddy fields dotted with stunted trees. Above the right bank is Canklow Hill a stretch of old woodland, now a
heritage park. Here, is a hunting lodge, Boston Castle, a small, castellated square tower, now derelict, it was
built by an Earl of Effingham in 1775, and named for the American city, in token of its owner’s strong opposition
to the British government’s efforts to regain control of the colonies. The River Rother flows on, past retail outlets
and units housing light industry, towards the centre of Rotherham, where it joins the River Don to complete its
43km course, adding on average c60000 gallons per minute to the parent river’s flow. The River Don has a
mean flow rate of 165000 gallons per minute just downstream of the confluence, so the River Rother’s
contribution is significant (36%), though it needs to be remembered that much water is abstracted from the River
Don and its upstream feeders for domestic and industrial use. The many mills only ‘borrow’ the water as they
extract power from it.
……………………………
Rotherham with a population of just over
100000 is a town of contrasts, with
industrial

areas

like

Tinsley

and

Templeborough to the west and Rawmarsh
to the north, offset by leafy residential
suburbs

like

Moorgate,

Whiston

and

Wickersley to the south and west. The
centre, on the right bank of the River Don is
compact and dominated by All Saints
Parish Church in a civic square; (surely a
far more impressive building than the
cathedral in its city neighbour). The chancel
th

th

was erected in the late 14 century, and the tower, early in the 15 century, the rest of the building was
completed later that century; it was refurbished in the 19th century though its form has not changed. It became
collegiate when Thomas Scot, later and better known as Thomas Rotherham, of whom more later, founded
Jesus College in 1483, and the endowment paid for a quadrangle of brick buildings in extensive grounds, east
of the church, which provided living quarters for a provost and two (later 3) other priests, together with 6
choristers, alongside a school. Other bequests provided for the erection of Jesus Chapel on the south side of
All Saints chancel. There, the priests and choristers were mandated to pray and chant anthems, for Rotherham,
and those chosen by him, but the principle task of the priests was to teach in the school. The secular college
was suppressed in 1548, and its buildings became a mansion, and then an inn, before being partially demolished
th

in the late 19 century. However surviving walls have been preserved in premises on Rotherham College Street
and Effingham Street, though they are hidden from public view. After 1548, the church reverted to parochial
status.
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Thomas Rotherham was born in 1423 into a gentry family and educated at the newly-founded Eton College
and Cambridge University. He may have remained at the university for some time, but after ordination he
rose fairly quickly in the church hierarchy, becoming Bishop of Rochester in 1468, Bishop of Lincoln in
1472, and Archbishop of York in 1480. A political career advanced in parallel as was the case for many
worldly churchmen at that time, and Rotherham held ambassadorial positions before being appointed Lord
Chancellor in 1475. However, the death of King Edward IV in 1483 and the turbulent years which followed
brought about the end of his political career, and he might have fared worse. He took sides against King
Richard III, and was imprisoned in the Tower of London, charged in connection with the Buckingham
Conspiracy, though he was released in a matter of weeks. He was briefly restored to the office of Lord
Chancellor by King Henry VII in 1485, but was dismissed later that year. He remained Archbishop of York
until his death from the plague at the age of 76, in 1500. He is a shadowy figure for someone who held
such weighty positions, but he clearly retained a lifelong commitment to the area of his birth, as in addition
to founding Jesus College in Rotherham, he resided often in his house in Sheffield, Barnes Hall.
There are a few older buildings in the town
centre, but the other important survival from
medieval times is Rotherham Bridge. It
dates probably to the 15th century, although
there are earlier references to a bridge on
the site; it was widened and extended
lengthwise in the 18th century, but then
restored as far as possible to its original
form in the 1930s, when a new bridge
adjacent to it was opened. The removal of
an 18th century arch meant that it no longer
reached the west bank of the River Don,
and 3 of the 4 remaining arches are now
over land; seemingly the river has shifted
and/or been narrowed. The fabric is ashlar
sandstone, and every arch is pointed, with
two chamfered arch rings and rests upon 5
chamfered ribs, one arch is shown with the
bridge chapel in the photograph. The
original bridge width was probably 4.6m,
quite wide for its time. The bridge chapel
was dedicated in 1483, but suppressed
after the Reformation. It was built in
perpendicular

style

from

the

same

sandstone as the bridge. An uncommon survival it, has fairly recently been re-dedicated. The old print looks
upstream and shows 5 arches, with the chapel near-central and the parish church behind.
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From the medieval period, and maybe even during the Roman occupation, small ships had been able to reach
the inland ports of Bawtry and Doncaster, along the Rivers Don and Idle (then a tributary of the former, rather
than the River Trent). I am indebted to an internet document produced by the Don Catchment Rivers Trust for
the facts presented in this paragraph. The first schemes to make the River Don navigable, further inland, and
specifically to Sheffield and Rotherham, were put forward in the 17th century, but there was opposition from
landowners, and those operating watermills on the river, so nothing happened until 1726 when Sheffield’s
Company of Cutlers got parliamentary approval to create a navigable waterway between Tinsley (west of
Rotherham) and Doncaster. A year later the Corporation of Doncaster got approval to extend the navigation to
Barnby Dun, a few kilometres further to the north-east. This stretch, which involved mainly new cuts but some
improvements of the existing river channel, was completed by 1751. For the remainder of the century the
navigation operated profitably and various small scale improvements were made, such as a short new cut at
Thrybergh. The next major development was the opening of a canal in 1802 which linked Stainforth on the River
Don (just downstream from Barnby Dun) to Keadby on the River Trent. This provided a far better, non-tidal link
to the Humber and the North Sea, and soon replaced the lower River Don. Then, as already noted, the Sheffield
& Tinsley Canal opened in 1819, so providing the city with an uninterrupted waterway link to the sea. It should
be added that a number of canals connecting other towns to the River Don Navigation were opened in the 18th
and early 19th centuries, including the Dearne and Dove Canal, which operated from 1804. The profitability of
canals and navigations was greatly reduced by competing railways, and the River Don Navigation suffered as
much as any; it was taken over by a local railway company in1847, and probably by design the navigation was
allowed to deteriorate. Unusually, the decline was arrested for a period, when the Sheffield and South Yorkshire
Navigation took over in 1888, and re-established a route to the North Sea at Goole by way of the Dutch River.
The resurgence lasted until the mid-20th century, when closure of much of the heavy industry in South Yorkshire
took away most of the business of the Navigation, just after the completion in 1974 of an improvement
programme which increased the size of craft able to use the waterway. So now it is mainly a leisure resource.
Mention was made of watermills on the River Don, but in Rotherham itself I have identified only Ickles Corn Mill,
which later was switched to producing oil from seeds. On a small right bank tributary, Dalton Brook, there were
2 watermills, both grinding corn, namely Blacking Mill and Dalton Brook Mill.
…………………………….
The River Don is still very much a river of industry, linking mining communities as it passes, in company with
the Navigation cut; Thrybergh and Denaby on the right bank, and Swinton and Mexborough to the left are in
that category. Things are about to change, but first the river receives an important left bank tributary, the River
Dearne. Dearne Head Farm and Dearne Hall are obvious clues as to the location of the source of the river, but
as is often the case there is some choice available, with field drains and a pond entering the picture. My selection
is a spring at OS Grid Point SE 188 075, which is just below the 330m contour, and some 2km east of Holmfirth
in Kirklees. The stream flows 2½km east then north-east, and descends 100m to where it passes under the
A629, beside the hamlet of Birdsedge. Here there was a watermill which produced textiles. Another 2½km east
takes the River Dearne into Denby Dale, before 1750, a small rural village which then expanded on the back of
coal mining and water-powered woollen mills. Now, the settlement spreads along a main street, lined by retail
and commercial buildings, and rising gently to the west. There were 4 woollen mills in the village in the 19th
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century, Hartcliffe mill, Inkennan mill, Dearneside mill and Springfield mill, and there was also a corn mill. Just
to the east were Lower Putting mill, and Putting mill. The River Dearne continues north-eastwards with the A636
near the left bank, to arrive at 4 more textile mills, in the village of Scissett, namely Cuttlehurst, which produced
wool fabric, Nortonthorpe, which produced wool and silk fabric, Dearne, which produced wool twine, and Ox
Grove which produced wool fabric; here also was Marshal Mill which ground corn. From what can fairly be called
a hive of industry, the landscape changes as the river enters Bretton Country Park, where it drops below the
100m contour, though hills remain in close proximity to the left and right. Park activities include walking, cycling,
and fishing in 2 lakes in a large estate centred on an 18th century mansion, with extensive gardens. However,
the centre-piece is Yorkshire Sculpture Park where visitors can encounter all manner of artefacts, which can be
viewed against an arboreal background, though some may defeat identification. From here the river swings
south-east under the M1 motorway, to pass the sites of Swithen Bleachfield on the right bank, and then Darton
corn mill on the left bank. Approaching Barnsley the river receives a right bank tributary, the Cawthorne Dike,
formed from smaller streams, on one of which, in the village of Silkstone, Pot House mill ground corn.
Barnsley has a population of c92000, but
will not detain me for long on this historical
journey. Pevsner makes the point that the
population was only 3600 in 1801, (actually,
a significant increase on c600 in the mid16th century), and that when he surveyed
the town, in 1951, the oldest buildings
seemed to be 130 years old.

This

assessment included 2 mills on the right
bank of the River Dearne which made
paper, and a saw mill, also on the right
bank. The town became central to two canal projects in the late 18th century. The Dearne and Dove Canal
opened in 1804 and linked the centre of Barnsley to the River Don Navigation at Swinton, c15km away. A couple
of years earlier the Barnsley Canal had opened and connected Barnby Basin, just west of Barnsley, to the Aire
and Calder Navigation near Wakefield; it was 23km long. The canals were primarily built to carry coal from the
mines around Barnsley, and operated profitably for 35 years until the railways appeared and took away a large
part of their trade. As happened elsewhere, the canal operators amalgamated, and were then taken over by
railway companies which had little interest in maintaining the waterways, but laid tracks along one or other bank.
The Barnsley Canal was closed partially in 1893, and fully in 1946, though the Dearne and Dove Canal remained
open until 1961, by which time it was in the charge of the Inland Waterways Association. Like many canals, they
failed quite narrowly to get through the period in which they lost all viability as freight transport systems to the
present boom-time in leisure cruising. Restoration of the two canals is now being actively pursued by the
Barnsley, Dearne and Dove Canals Trust though their task is quite daunting, because so much of the canals
have been filled in; justifiably most would think because of a number of drownings of children. The photograph
above is of a drained section of the Dearne and Dove Canal on the eastern outskirts of Barnsley; the website
of the above-mentioned Trust, shows sections of the canal which might provide the restorers with a greater
challenge.
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The canal name reflects the fact that the
River Dearne is joined on its right bank by
the River Dove in the middle of Barnsley;
the canal was topped up with water from the
Worsbrough

Reservoir,

formed

by

damming the headwaters of the tributary,
10km upstream from its mouth. There, a
southern feeder called Rockley Dyke is of
some interest as it passes the wellpreserved remains of an ancient blast
furnace,

Rockley

Furnace,

which

I

remember visiting a dozen or more years
ago. A furnace making iron was recorded in
1652, but the ruins shown in the photograph date from c1700; the structure is c6m high and the outer layer of
stonework has mainly been removed. The principles of operation of such a furnace, differ little from those of the
massive furnaces of today, in that a stack lined with refractory material able to withstand high temperatures,
was packed with alternate layers of granular iron ore, and a fuel/reducing agent, and subjected to a blast of air
introduced at the base of the column. The ore was reduced to metal, which melted, and percolated down to the
floor from where it was run off, covered by slag made up of impurities and other residue. Of course, there are
differences apart from scale between then and now; when the Rockley furnace started up, the fuel/reducing
agent was charcoal, and the air blast was supplied by a blower powered by a waterwheel of which bits have
been found. The replacement of charcoal with coke was a crucial break-through in that it removed the need to
cut down swathes of forest, since coke could be manufactured from abundant local coal supplies. The change
was made at Rockley in the early 18th century, and the furnace operated until c1750, when it was no doubt
replaced by a larger model sited out-with any forest. There is an engine house on the site which is thought to
have housed a water pumping system, which kept a mine dry. Its history seems rather obscure though it
probably dates from c1800. Nearby is a farm, now a livery and stables, named for an abbey that never was; it
seems that the Rockley family had a hall with a tower in the medieval period, but an owner added pseudoecclesiastical features in c1700 and gave the property the name Rockley Abbey, even though it had never been
a religious site. The building was demolished and replaced by a farmhouse in the 1850s, but the name was
retained. In its short course beginning as the outflow from Worsbrough Reservoir, the River Dove powered a
number of watermills on the south side of Barnsley, viz, Dearne and Dove, a saw mill, Worsbrough, a corn mill,
2 mills at Lewdon, one a saw mill, Aldham, a corn mill, and Netherwood Hall, a corn mill, before reaching the
River Dearne.
Just before the river leaves the south-east of Barnsley, it flows past Monk Bretton Priory, which was founded as
a Cluniac Priory in 1154, so was alien, but became Benedictine in 1280, and stopped sending money to France.
It housed near a dozen monks throughout its life. It was suppressed in 1539, and later in the century the prior’s
house and refectory were converted into a house for a son of the Earl of Shrewsbury, and part of this building
th

in the west, continued in occupation as a farmhouse up to the 20 century. The remainder of the precinct
th

decayed in the usual way, no doubt accelerated by quarrying. The church was built in the 12 century, but
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survives only in outline, occupying the
upper-centre in the aerial view which looks
northwards. The gatehouse at the top left of
th

the aerial view was built in the 15 century,
and apart from it, the west range and
refectory survive to the greatest height,
though foundations sometimes topped by a
few courses of stone allow most of the
buildings to be identified. The lower
photograph was taken from the south, and
shows the end wall of the west range, to the
left, and the refectory in the south range.
The River Dearne continues eastwards,
turns south, and then back east again
passing Darfield, Wombwell, Brampton,
Bolton upon Dearne, and Wath upon
Dearne, all of which grew from rural villages
to towns with up to 15000 inhabitants on the
back of coal mining, and are now having to
cope with the demise of the industry. The
outward signs of mining like colliery
buildings and spoil tips have been cleared
away, and subsidence has meant the
appearance of wetlands along the river
which are now nature reserves. Bolton and
Wath have fairly distinguished old churches
with Norman and perhaps Anglo-Saxon
features, including arcades and doorways;
the photograph is of All Saints Church in
Wath upon Dearne. On this stretch of the
river, there were the following watermills;
Little Houghton, a corn mill, Millhouses, a
corn mill, Wath Upper and Lower, corn mills
Bolton, a corn mill, Barnbrough, a corn mill,
Harlington, a corn mill, and Melton. The
River Dearne completes its journey of 52
km by swinging south again to join the left
bank of the River Don just downstream from
Mexborough, adding water at an average rate of 44600 gallons per minute.
………………………….
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Approaching Conisborough on the A630, Rotherham to Doncaster Road, it could be imagined that another
village taken over by industry has been reached, until the mighty keep of Conisbrough Castle comes into view
and suggests a different history. Before considering that iconic building and others in the town, it is worth pausing
at the hamlet of Hooton Roberts, on the A630, a short distance to the west of Conisbrough. There is a small
church of St. John the Baptist, which dates partly to the 12th century, though it has been extensively restored.
In 1895 as a part of such work, the chancel floor was lifted, and 3 skeletons, 2 female and 1 male, were found
beside the altar; the head of the male skeleton had been severed, and this and other evidence supported the
conjecture that the body was that of Thomas Wentworth, 1st Earl of Strafford, buried with his widow and
daughter. The other evidence includes the fact that the Earl’s widow was known to have occupied the manor
house in the hamlet, a 16th century building which survives as a public house, ‘The Earl of Strafford’, until her
death in 1688. To explain the significance of the finds, I must say a little more about Strafford; he originally
opposed King Charles I over matters like the Bill of Rights in 1627, but became one of the King’s staunchest
and most hard-line supporters throughout the 1630s and afterwards when the King recalled and quarrelled with
Parliament. He spent 10 years governing Ireland as Lord Deputy, and this gave Parliamentary leaders like John
Pym, the ammunition for claims that he would raise an Irish army for the King, which would be used to enforce
the royal will. No evidence of such intentions was found then, (nor has it been since), so Parliament were unable
to impeach Strafford for High Treason, but they had recourse to a deadlier procedure. They passed a Bill of
Attainder, a medieval procedure allowing execution without proof of guilt, though they needed the acquiescence
of the King to proceed. He had promised to protect his loyal servant, but eventually persuaded himself that he
must compromise to retain his throne, and signed a death warrant; Strafford was beheaded in May 1641. Of
course Parliament having tasted blood wanted more, the Civil War followed, and before his own execution in
1649, the King expressed his remorse as regards Strafford. Many foresaw a replay, when the Earl of Danby
was locked up in the Tower in 1679 under threat of attainder, but King Charles II, for all his well-documented
faults, proved to be made of stronger stuff than his father, and as we have seen already, Danby survived.
The town of Conisbrough, which has a
population of c15000, is on the right bank of
the River Don. The A630 dips as it passes
through, and the castle on a rock outcrop
looms above. The first castle on the site is
thought to have been built in the late-11th
century by the de Warenne family, but the
stone castle which can be seen now was
built in c1180, by Hamelin Plantagenet, an
illegitimate half-brother of King Henry II.
The English Heritage photograph is an
aerial view from the south-west. The castle
passed through many hands thereafter,
between intervals as a crown possession,
but by the 16th century it was in poor condition, and had already been deserted by its then owners. It seems to
have been assaulted and captured only once, by Thomas, Earl of Lancaster in the early 14 th century, and played
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no part in the Civil War, so was not sleighted. Originally there was an outer court, but now there is only the inner
court of dimensions 70 X 45m, surrounded by a curtain wall, 10m high. The wall was flanked by 8 turrets, and
the only entrance was by way of a barbican and gatehouse. The limestone ashlar keep is spectacular, like no
other in the UK; in sunlight it seems to glow. The stack is circular in plan, of diameter 15m, above walls 4.5m
thick, and strengthened by 6 massive evenly-spaced buttresses. The eastern buttress contained a chapel. A
hall abutted the north curtain wall, with a kitchen to the east, and other domestic and service buildings occupied
the perimeter of the inner court. Although the keep’s external appearance was unaltered from the times of its
occupation, it was only a shell until in 1994, new floors, staircases and a conical roof below the walkway were
installed. Undoubtedly, it is a boon to be able to get inside the building, and appreciate its scale and robust
construction, but no-one should expect much of the castle ambience to have been preserved by these additions
which are entirely functional. Really, the initial sighting is as good as it gets in that regard, but it is remarkable.
It certainly impressed Sir Walter Scott, 2 centuries ago; following a visit, he set much of his novel ‘Ivanhoe’ in
the castle, though he allowed himself some licence as regards the lay-out.
West of the castle, on the other side of a
valley, the parish church of St. Peter stands
in the middle of a triangular graveyard
edged with trees; it is viewed from the
south-west in the photograph. It is often
stated that the church is of 8th century
origins, though tangible evidence is as
usual scanty for such an early existence;
the same goes for suggestions that it was
an

Anglo-Saxon

minster.

However,

stonework in the nave and lower part of the
tower is dated by Pevsner and others to the early 11th century. There is agreement that the church was given
much of the present configuration in the 12th century, but that in the 14th and 15th centuries aisles and a clerestory
were added; a chantry chapel was incorporated in the south aisle. There was substantial restoration in the 19th
century, and a vestry was added in the early 20th century. The building fabric is limestone, some ashlar, some
rubble, and the tower and nave are embattled, definitely an acquired taste in a church. It is perhaps surprising
that there are no other old buildings in the town, but that is the case as was pointed out by Pevsner. The River
Don has no part in creating the townscape, as it flows past the north edge; there is a small tributary which flows
east of the castle, where it supplies water to power Castle saw mill, and another saw mill where it joins the main
river.
The River Don next flows north-east, past the village of Warmsworth on the right bank to Sprotbrough on the
left bank; the latter is an attractive riverside village with a church dating back to the 12 th or 13th century depending
on which expert you believe. Sprotbrough watermill ground corn, and is one the furthest downstream on the
river, which is about to enter Doncaster. In spite of an absence of old buildings, Doncaster is an ancient
settlement as suggested by the name; the Roman fort of Danum controlled the river crossing for the road
between Lincoln and York. Its location ensured its continuing importance all through the medieval period, as an
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Anglo-Saxon burh, then with a market charter granted in 1248, while in the next century orders of friars
established themselves in the town. In the 1540s, Leland recorded a stone bridge with 5 pointed arches crossing
the River Don, but it can be surmised that it might have existed for a couple of centuries before that. There was
a gate at the town (south) end, and there also a chantry chapel on the bridge, as was common in those times.
In c1780 the old bridge was replaced by a 3-arch structure which in turn was superseded in 1899. The successor
bridge was demolished in 1959, and the present structure was put in place. During the work which this entailed,
some of the lower masonry of the medieval bridge was uncovered, yielding evidence that it had been supported
on a considerable number of chamfered ribs. Near the crossing was Doncaster old mill, which ground corn from
the 18th century well into the 20th century. The problem for this account is that nothing of Doncaster’s past
survives above ground; an impressive church burnt down, and had to be rebuilt, in the mid-19th century, and the
surrounding buildings of the old town were demolished, leaving the Mansion House built for the town mayor in
1748 as the oldest building in the town, by some margin if an 18th century grandstand on the racecourse,
designed by the York architect, John Carr, is excluded.
Doncaster has a population of c100000, and its growth in the 19th century was built in large part on the extraction
of the coal on which it sits, and its excellent communications. The Great North Road passed over the bridges
referred to above for centuries, until the town was bypassed in 1961. The development of the waterways through
Doncaster has already been discussed, and when the railways came, Doncaster found itself on the main line
up the east coast from London, and so became a junction serving cities to the east and west. Engineering works
were set up to repair and build rolling stock. In the context of transport, the most recent development was the
opening in 2005 of Robin Hood Airport, 5km south-east of the town (It is now called Doncaster Sheffield Airport,
though it is 31km east of the city). Previously named Finningley Airfield, it had begun life in 1915 as an RFC
station housing fighters combatting German Zeppelins, and was used by the RAF mainly for training during the
2nd World War. Vulcan Bombers were stationed there in the 1960s, but it was decommissioned in 1995, before
becoming a commercial airport. Doncaster Racecourse usually known as Town Moor is a little to the east of the
town centre; there are records of horse racing taking place in the town in the 16 th century, though the earliest
named races were run on Cantley Common, a short distance east of the current venue. The Doncaster Cup
was first contested there in 1766, and is probably the oldest continuously-run horse race in the world, and the
oldest ‘classic’, the St. Leger was first run on Cantlay Common in 1776, before it was moved to Doncaster
Common, as Town Moor was then called, in 1779. The classic race has been held there ever since with only a
couple of interruptions, and the stands and enclosures can now accommodate over 50000 spectators.
…………………………

29

The River Don leaves the north-east of
Doncaster,

and

accompanied

by

the

separate channel of the Navigation, enters
a wetland landscape, flowing between builtup banks, with networks of ditches, drains,
and dykes all around. It receives water from
a number of small streams which merge
with other drains feeding into the river from
the west. Some flow through settlements
which have grown up as coal mines have
been opened near to them, but a few
villages are much older. One such is
Burghwallis,

c10km

north-west

of

Doncaster, where the church of St. Helen is
thought to exhibit both Anglo-Saxon and Norman features, so it is probably at least 1000 years old. Overall, the
church is quite plain but it has a Norman doorway and large patches of herring-bone masonry in the nave and
the chancel walls, as shown in the photograph, above. Campsall is a short distance north-east, and here the
church of St. Mary Magdalene is Norman of the 11th century, but it is noteworthy the legendary Robin Hood and
Maid Marion are alleged to have been married there. Askern, slightly further east is unusual because there is a
substantial lake in the centre of the small town, and this led to its becoming a spa town in the 19 th century. The
fact that the waters were recorded as having ‘a most unpleasant odour and taste’ probably boosted the
enterprise on the basis that the best medicines taste bad.
Returning to the River Don, in Kirk Sandall
on the right bank, the considerably restored
redundant church of St. Oswald conveys a
false first impression. Signs of Victorian
work meet the eye, but Pevsner points to a
west wall which is probably Anglo-Saxon, a
Norman doorway and 13th century arcades.
The photograph is taken from the southeast, and to the right is the early 16th
century north chapel dedicated to William
Rokeby, locally born, and rector of the
church for a decade. In the early 16th century, he went on to greater things as Archbishop of Dublin, and Lord
Chancellor of Ireland, though there seem to be doubts as to whether much of his time was spent fulfilling his
responsibilities there. Anyway, he returned to Kirk Sandall before he died in 1521, and planned the Rokeby
Chapel as his mausoleum. Moving on past the adjacent small town of Barnby Dun, the River Don reaches the
point where in quick succession the two cuts which rendered the river navigable to the sea, break away from
the course of the river. The New Junction Canal was cut to connect the River Don Navigation to the Aire and
Calder Navigation to the north as late as 1888, when most canal development was over, and a short distance
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downstream the Stainforth and Keadby Canal provided a link to the River Trent from the early 19th century.
Stainforth has a history going back to the Domesday Book, and held a market in late medieval times, but in
recent times its economy depended on the said canal, and local coal mines, now of course closed.
The river swings east to arrive next at the
rather larger, right bank town of Thorne,
which has also suffered from a fairly recent
colliery closure. It now sits in the angle
formed by the M18 and M180 which meet
to its south, and with marshes to its east,
which are a reminder that the town was on
an island in the middle ages, it is still rather
hemmed in. However it is a busy, bustling
place, and acts as a local centre for
shopping; Pevsner comments on some
brick-built Georgian houses, but the oldest
stonework in the town, dating from the 12th
century is in the parish church of St. Nicholas. The remnants of Thorne Castle, usually known as ‘Peel Hill’, are
shown in the aerial photograph of what is now a public park. It was a motte and bailey castle, founded by the
de Warennes, of Conisbrough, presumably not long after the Norman Conquest, though buried masonry
probably dates from at least a century later. Proximity to the hunting grounds in Hatfield Chase is likely to explain
the location. The motte is circular, 7m high, and 16.8m in diameter at the base. The motte ditch survives but is
partly filled in on the south. The stone tower on the motte had walls made of mortared rounded stones, though
only 1.3m thick, less than would be expected if defence had been the prime consideration. The tower remained
standing into the 16th century as Leyland referred to its use as a prison. I am afraid my abiding memory of
Thorne is embarrassing. Perhaps 25 years ago I was driving from Teesside to Scunthorpe to attend the annual
dinner of the Lincolnshire Metallurgical Society, a formal affair so I was dressed in dinner jacket and bow tie. I
was well and truly caught short, while driving on the M18 but remembered that there was a public toilet near the
centre of Thorne, in a park which contained fishing lakes. Of course when I got there, the facilities were closed
but it was getting dark, and there seemed to be no-one around. So, I sought relief in some bushes, but emerged
with a sheepish expression as two lads carrying fishing gear passed by; I had to explain my conduct and my
apparel, sparking much amusement. I suppose that nowadays a ‘phone camera would have been produced.
The River Don swings north in rather desolate wet surroundings and receives on the left bank, its final significant
tributary, the River Went. The source of this stream, which rises as Went Beck, is beside a hamlet called
Streethouse, just west of Featherstone, close to the 50m contour. Just to the south is the estate of Nostell Priory,
though evidence of its ecclesiastical past disappeared long ago. The Augustinian Priory founded in the early
12th century was wealthy by the standards of the time, housed c30 canons for much of its existence, and
maintained a number of dependent priories, one as far away as Bamburgh. A family called Winn purchased the
property from those who had acquired it after the Dissolution, and one of them had the Palladian mansion which
stands now, built in 1733 by an architect called James Paine. Robert Adam was engaged to design additional
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wings, but only one was built, hence the lop-sided appearance in the photograph, below. Adam also made
changes to the interior, and when the property was given to the National Trust in 1953, they also received a
large collection of Chippendale furniture and paintings made by Brueghel the younger and Hogarth, amongst
others. The grounds extend to 121ha, and contain gardens, woodlands, and a lake, making the totality one of
the finest heritage estates in the country.

The stream passes through the south side of Featherstone, a town with a population of 15000, which grew and
thrived on its coal mines until the latter part of the 20th century. There are no notable historic buildings, so I shall
move on; the beck bends south and joins with Hessle Beck, becomes the River Went just short of the 4 villages
of Ackworth in which the main features are 18th century buildings belonging to a school. Otherwise there are
enough large houses to give the Ackworths a different ambience from many other communities which share its
history of centuries as a rural community, brought to an end by the sinking of coal pits nearby in the 19 th and
20th century. The River Went moves on eastwards to be joined by a left bank tributary, the Little Went which is
formed on the southern edge of Pontefract.
Pontefract Castle stood on a rocky outcrop
commanding the Great North Road and a
route west over the Pennines. A timber
motte and bailey castle was built in the 11th
century, but beginning in the 12th century it
was converted into a stone enclosure castle
including the formidable multi-lobate keep
which had a diameter of 30m; in its final
form it is shown in the 17th century painting. These castles were built by the de Lacy family, and the fortalice
remained in their possession until the early 14th century, when it passed to Thomas, Earl of Lancaster, who met
his end there in 1322 when beheaded after rebelling against King Edward II. However, the castle remained in
the hands of the family, passing later in the century to John of Gaunt; by this time it had acquired its final
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appearance with multiple mural towers, and
a great hall and service buildings occupied
the enclosure. The castle became Royal
when Gaunt’s son returned to the country
after exile to usurp the throne, as King
Henry IV. He had his predecessor, King
Richard II held in the castle and murdered
there in 1400. The castle was garrisoned
during the Wars of the Roses but began to
decay in the 16th century. However it was repaired by King Charles I and withstood 3 sieges during the Civil
War before finally surrendering after the King’s execution in 1649; thereafter it was sleighted. The keep is
similar to Clifford's Tower in York; its remains are three drum towers (lobes), of 3-storeys each, shown in the
photograph.
A Cluniac Priory was founded in Pontefract
in c1090; it was alien meaning that it was a
dependency of a Norman monastery, and
transferred money there annually, until it
became denizen, i.e., independent, in 1393.
It was a relatively prosperous establishment
supporting up to 30 monks at different
times, though it had declined somewhat
when it was suppressed in 1540. A
Dominican Friary dedicated to St. Richard
of Chichester was founded in 1250, and
suppressed in 1538. Neither establishment has left above-ground remains, though excavations have
established the configurations of their precincts. There are two prominent ecclesiastical survivals in the town,
though neither is what it seems to be at first sight; one is the church of All Saints, shown in the photograph
above. The original cruciform church was built in the 14th and 15th centuries, but seriously damaged during the
Civil War during the sieges of the castle, nearby to the west. It was left as a ruin until 1838, when transepts were
restored, and small chambers were built to take the roles of chancel and nave. Then in the 1960s, a small brick
nave was inserted into the ruined, aisled nave, so that there is a complete, roofed church within the ruin. The
parish church of St. Giles, in the market square, has an exterior which is largely classical, and entirely compatible
with its comprehensive 18th century rebuild. However, the interior still retains elements of a 13 th century
predecessor including a nave arcade. Otherwise, the finer buildings in the centre of the town are also owed to
the 18th century, with a Robert Adam-designed residence, now the Red Lion Hotel, prominent amongst them
with its colonnaded front. Pontefract has a population of 30000, and the coal-based industrialisation of the 19th
century did not pass it by; equally the demise of mining has left its mark on the town’s unemployment count.
However the ambience is still of a market town with visible history, rather than a decaying industrial outpost,
and this differentiates Pontefract from many of its neighbours.
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Returning to the River Went, it arrives in Wentbridge village, where historically it has been crossed by the Great
North Road. Since 1961, the road has been carried across the steep sided river valley at a height of 30m by a
pre-stressed concrete viaduct, 90m long. I have come this way on a few hundred occasions, but have never felt
comfortable negotiating the bends at each end of the bridge, because the road camber does not seem to match
the twists. The village was in the Forest of Barndale, one of many locations associated with the legendary Robin
Hood. Kirk Smeaton with a restored church which retains 12th century features is a short distance downstream,
and Norton is a little further on. There is thought to have been a priory beside the river here, but the usual
sources do not provide any information. The furthest downstream of 4 watermills on the River Went was in
Norton, each ground corn; the others were at Featherstone, Ackworth, and Kirk Smeaton. For the rest of its
course, which marks the southern boundary of North Yorkshire, the river flows between high banks with drains
to each side, past an intersection with the New Junction Canal, to meet the River Don at Reedholme Common,
near the junction between the M18 and the M62. The River Went is 48km long, (including Went Beck), and
feeds water into the parent river at an average rate of 7500 gallons per minute, surprisingly low for a river of its
length.
The remainder of the River Don journey is
along a wholly artificial waterway. In 1626,
Cornelius

Vermuyden,

a

Dutch

civil

engineer, was engaged by King Charles I to
drain the low-lying marshlands of Hatfield
Chase, (a Royal hunting ground) to produce
agricultural land which would yield much
needed income to the King. The area was
crossed by 3 rivers, the River Thurne, the
River Idle, and the River Don, but only the
latter will be considered here. At that time, the river course beyond Thorne meandered eastwards across Hatfield
Chase to meet the River Trent. The Romans had cut a northern channel called Turnbridge Dike which led to
the River Aire, but if not completely blocked by 1600, it certainly did not carry much water away from the River
Don. Vermuyden’s original scheme blocked the main eastward channel, recut the Turnbridge Dike, and also
built outer banks to contain any water that overtopped the river banks; simple enough to describe, but with the
tools available then, a major undertaking. However, the sluggish flow in the new cut wasn’t enough to carry
away the river flow, especially when in spate, and more water escaped than could be confined by the outer
banks. Some less drastic remedial actions failed before 1632, when Vermuyden was forced at some personal
financial cost to cut a completely new channel for the River Don running eastwards for 8km from north of Thorne,
to feed into the River Ouse below Goole. The aerial photograph above, taken in the 1930s shows the meeting
point; the new cut known as Dutch River flows from the left. The water level was lower here than at the original
outlet to the River Aire, especially when the tide was out, so increasing the gradient along the artificial channel,
and thus the achievable discharge rate. The project was completed by 1635, and the Dutch River is the
continuation of the River Don that exists today. The channel had been built only for drainage, which is its sole
present function; such shipping as accessed the River Don was expected to enter the new Turnbridge cut from
the River Aire, but this route proved unsatisfactory because of silting caused by the low flow, and shipping
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attempted to use the Dutch River but encountered similar problems. They were eased only by the opening of
the Stainforth to Keadby canal, almost 2 centuries later, and a century after that by the New Junction Canal
which provided a more northerly route from the River Don Navigation, via the Aire and Calder Navigation and
the port of Goole.
Sir Cornelius Vermuyden, became an English citizen, was knighted by King Charles I, and is a semi-legendary
figure as regards 17th century drainage projects; he lived until 1677, and seems to have continued to work into
old-age. His status means that he is associated with some projects with which he had no involvement, such as
the drainage of the Great Fen in Cambridgeshire and Norfolk, and some of his other projects in the Fens and
elsewhere enjoyed limited success, or never got started. However, his role as a catalyst was important; he was
thought to have greater know-how than his peers, and encouraged landowners to consider drainage schemes,
which might otherwise have been thought impracticable. He was well rewarded for most of his successful
projects, with allocations of drained land alongside that taken by landowners and those who helped to fund the
work, but he also invested in failed schemes; whether he died very wealthy seems uncertain.
Feelings amongst those who lived in the drained areas were mixed; land they farmed might well have been
improved, but often drainage was a precursor to increases in rent and enclosure of land, some of which had
been common. There were disturbances caused by those fearing displacement and long-lasting law-suits; a
few of the latter associated with Hatfield Chase, lasted into the 18 th century. Some of the factors that gave
Vermuyden problems still operate today, in that the River Don in its artificial downstream course descends at a
miniscule rate. It cannot carry the increased volumes of water reaching the river as a result of exceptional
rainfall, whether locally or far upstream on the eastern slopes of the High Peak. Instead of flowing to the sea by
way of the Dutch River and the River Ouse, the extra water overtops the banks of the river, and floods the
surrounding low-lying countryside, and the towns and villages between Doncaster and Thorne, just as happened
in the days of Vermuyden, but the population in the area has increased greatly since then. There is no
comprehensive solution, though intensive dredging of the river channel downstream will help, as will directing
overflows onto agricultural land rather than towns, while ensuring appropriate compensation for farmers. There
was a reason for this land being sparsely populated for centuries; the measures taken to allow its development
have been highly successful but they cannot render it immune to incidents of extreme weather.
The River Don in its final guise follows a straight course, parallel and south of the Aire and Calder Navigation
from the hamlet of Rawcliffe Bridge into Goole. Old Goole was no more than a hamlet when the Dutch River
arrived in 1635, and nothing much changed until the Aire and Calder Navigation was cut in the 1820s, and
Goole was developed as a port at its terminus, with locks ensuring that at all times, there is deep water in the
docks and the marinas, which have opened more recently. The population was only a few hundred in the 1820s,
but is now c20000; the port remains busy, handling cargoes of 2 million tonnes annually. Needless to say, there
are no old buildings in the town, which has its share of terrace houses and a rather unprepossessing centre,
but the overall impression is not as bad as that suggests. Rather it can be viewed as an unpretentious working
port with no place for fripperies.
In the 1970s when I started to drive regularly between Teesside and Scunthorpe on business, there was no
obvious ‘best’ route between the two, because dual carriageways and motorways were very rare in the North-
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East of England; completion of the journey in much less than 3 hours was good (compared with 1¾ hours now).
One possible route went by York and Goole; it was the shortest in distance, and barring hold-ups in York, could
be the quickest. However there was another obstacle, namely 2 movable bridges in Goole, and I have on quite
a few occasions, sat there for half-an-hour on my way home in an evening; the chance of such a delay, made
the route unviable if I was driving to keep an appointment in Scunthorpe. To complete the story, there was
another bridge to be crossed on almost every route, at Keadby over the River Trent. Here was a massive swing
bridge carrying both road and railway, though it had ceased to be moved by my time. However, there remained
a problem in that there was a tight bend on the east side which could only be negotiated with difficulty by one
lorry at a time, bringing traffic in the other direction to a complete halt. As a result long queues built up, again
leading to delays of up to half-an-hour, but there was no pattern; sometimes I sailed over with no hold-up, and
yet a colleague 10 minutes later would find a long queue. So it was the case fairly often that I would arrive late
for a meeting muttering ‘Keadby Bridge’ as I entered the room, though honesty compels me to admit that
occasionally I had left my office too late, and would not have been on time, even if my passage had been
unhindered. In later years, newly opened motorways meant that there was a clear best route between Teesside
and Scunthorpe, by way of the A19, A1, M62, M18, and M180; a very good thing, but if I was late setting off
there was no recourse but an honest apology.
Returning

to

Goole,

the

need

to

accommodate ships and barges on the
waterways, and allow cars and trains to
pass over them led to the installation of a
number of interesting movable bridges in
the 19th century, including the railway
bridge, which is shown allowing the
passage of a cargo ship. Goole Swing
Bridge, also known as Hook and Skelton,
opened in 1869 and carries two railway
tracks; it remains part of the modern main
line infrastructure between Doncaster and Hull. Goole Bridge is made of wrought iron and has 6 spans of which
5 are fixed; the 6th span pivots through 90⁰ horizontally on a central pier to provide two 30.5m wide navigation
openings. It is 76.5m long and turns on 36 rollers inside the pier in a similar way to a naval gun turret. The 5
fixed spans are all 35.4m long and are supported on cast iron cylindrical piers. The opening span was originally
moved by a three-cylinder hydraulic engine below the deck, charged by a 9kW steam engine, and took 50s to
open. It is now powered by electric motors, housed in boxes beside the cabin. The bridge was damaged in 1973
and 1984 and required some reconstruction. In 1988, it was struck by a 356-tonne ship causing two of the
approach spans to move up to 6m out of line. Part of the superstructure was replaced. More recently, corrosion
was found which led to train crossings being suspended, but a programme of strengthening which began in
2010 has restored it to use.
Goole is c100km from the sea, so it really is an inland port, but it is journey’s end for the River Don, on its
present course. It feeds into the River Ouse which meanders eastwards until it merges with the River Trent, and
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becomes the River Humber. The furthest downstream measurement of mean flow rate of 215000 gallons per
minute are made in Doncaster, before the River Went and other smaller tributaries join the river. To allow for
this I would suggest that the mean outflow in Goole might be c300000gallons per minute, so in that regard, the
River Don is one of the smaller of the Yorkshire Rivers. Its length is given as 114km in most accounts and I
agree with that value. In this relatively short course, it begins with an upland stretch and it is still descending
when it enters what was as recently as 50 years ago an intensely industrial area around Sheffield and
Rotherham. Downstream from there, industry continued to dominate, because coal deposits underlie most of
the remainder of its course, and the settlements were characterised by collieries and miner’s dwellings in the
19th and most of the 20th century, to an extent that in many, signs of the rural past have vanished. The area is
still adjusting to the loss of what had become its main livelihood, and to major closures of other industrial sites.
This remains true, even where the surroundings change east of Doncaster, and the river flows through bleak
drained wetlands, where it has been canalised between built-up banks. Although work has brought me close to
the River Don over a long period, it is an unobtrusive river along most of its length, likewise its tributaries, and
most of the content of this account derives from targeted visits in the past few years.
I will end by making reference again to the Tables which follow. In Table 1, prepared by my colleague, Alastair
Robertson, there is a sketch map of the river and its main tributaries on which are located the mills which
operated in the early-modern era between the 17th and 20th centuries. Those in the environs of Sheffield were
excluded on the grounds that they are densely packed and covered by a book in my bibliography, though I list
them in Table 2. Finally, I pull information together in Table 3, where it can be seen that there have been 218
watermills in the River Don catchment in the modern era, 17th- 20th century. As regards old bridges the other
special buildings of the river which I try to highlight, they are few and far between, though such as there are
have been described in the main text.
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Table1. Watermills on the River Don and some Tributaries

Scissett
D10, D11, D12,
D13, D14
Denby Dale
D2, D3, D4,
D5, D6, D7

D16

W2

R Went

Aire & Calder
Navigation

W5
W4

W6

Dutch River
D18

R Don

D21

R Dearne

D19

D1

D22 D24
D25
D23

D15
0
D8
D19

D29

R Trent
Do30

D30

D27
Do6 Do8 Do9 Barnsley D26
D31
Do10
Do12
D32
Do14
Do11
Do16
Do17
Do13
D28
Do18
Do27
Do4
Do19
Do25
Do24
7
Do26
Do21
Do15 Do20
Do23
Rotherham
R13
Do22
R12 R11
R10

Do5

R Don
Do1

Do2
Do3

Goole

D17

D9

R Dearne

W3

W1

Do29

Doncaster
Do28

R Don

R9

Sheffield
R8
R7
R6

R Rother
R Rother

R5

R3

Chesterfield

R2

R4

R1

R Rother
R Rother
For mills in this area see below for information taken from ‘Water Power on the Sheffield Rivers’

River Don
Do1
Do2
Do3
Do4
Do5
Do6
Do7
Do8
Do9
Do10
Do11
Do12
Do13
Do14
Do15

Mill
Bullhouse 1 and 2
Millhouse Wire works
Eckland Bridge
Plumpton Mills
Phoenix Works
Thurlestone
Stanley
Nether
Springvale 1
Springvale 2
Kirkwood
Oxspring
Oxspring
Thurgoland Old
Thurgoland New

Type
Corn
Wire
Umbrella Frames
Woollen
Blacking
Corn
Rugs, materials etc
Corn
Flax
Thread
Corn
Wire
Corn (2 mills)
Wire
Wire

Do16
Do17
Do18
Do19
Do20
Do21
Do22
Do23
Do24
Do25
Do26
Do27
Do28
Do29
Do30
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Mill
Tilt
Wortley
Wortley Low
Fox’s
Wortley
Dyson Holmes
Spring Grove
Ickles
Ickles
Masbrough
Rotherham
Don (Conisbrough)
Sprotbrough
Doncaster
Willow Bridge

Type
Wire
Forge
Forge
Iron
Tin
Steel
Paper
Steel
Corn
Corn
Flax
Saw
Corn
?
Bone crushing

Tributaries
Dearne
D1
D2
D3
D4
D5
D6
D7
D8
D9
D10
D11
D12
D13
D14
D15
D16
D17
D18
D19
D20
D21
D22
D23
D24
D25
D26
D27
D28
D29
D30
D31
D32

Rother
Mill
Birds Edge
Hartcliffe
Hinchliffe
Dearneside
Wood’s Mill
Victoria
Springfield
Putting Hill
Putting
Cuttlehurst
Nortonthorpe
Marshall
Dearne
Spring Grove
Ings
Park Mill
Bretton
Swithen
Darton
Barugh
Valley
Dearne
Old Mill
Storrs Mill
Little Houghton
Millhouses
Wath Upper
Wath Lower
Bolton
Barnbrough
Harlington
Melton

Type
Sealskin & Astrachan
Woollen
Woollen
Woollen
Corn
Corn
Woollen
Corn, Fulling
Fulling, Paper
Wool Fabric
Wool Fabric
Corn
Wool Twine
Wool Fabric
Dye
Twine and Yarn
Corn
Bleachfield
Corn
Corn
Paper
Paper
Saw
?
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
?

R1
R2
R3
R4
R5
R6
R7
R8
R9
R10
R11
R12
R13

Mill
Spital
Stavely
Slittingmill
Renishaw
Killamarsh
Bedgrave
Beighton
Beighton
Woodhouse
Treeton
Wingerworth
Canklow
Town Mill

Type
Tobacco
Corn
Slitting Iron
???
Steel rolling
Corn
Paper
Corn
Forge
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn

Mill
Featherstone
Ackworth
Wentbridge
Kirk Smeaton 1
Kirk Smeaton 2
Norton

Type
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn

Went
W1
W2
W3
W4
W5
W6

Mills on Streams not on Maps
Catchment

Stream

Mill

Type

Catchment

Stream

Mill

Type

River Don

R. Little Don

Midhopestones

Corn

R. Rother

Barlow Brook

Milthorpe

Corn

Stocksbridge

Cotton, Wire

Barlow

?

Stocksbridge

Ironworks

R. Whitting

Whittington

Corn

Deepcar

?

Cawthorne Dike

Silkstone

Corn

Blacking

Corn

R. Dove

Rockley

Blast Furnace

Dalton Brook

Corn

Dearne & Dove

Sawmill

Dronfield

Corn

Worsbrough

Corn

Dronfield

Corn

Lewdon

Sawmill

Dronfield

Sawmill

Lewdon

Corn

Dronfield

Forge

Aldham

Corn

Unstone

Corn

Netherwood

Corn

Dalton Brook

River Rother

R. Drone

R. Dearne

39

Table 2. Watermills in the Immediate Area of Sheffield
The diagram, and the Tables which follow
are directly copied from ‘Water Power on
the Sheffield Rivers’ authored by C. Bell, D.
Crossley, and N. Flavell. The aim is to list
all the watermills on the River Don and its
tributaries in one place. The book supplies
copious information about the mills in
question, and I recommend it in the
strongest terms to anyone interested in the
subject. In the Tables for each stream, the
watermills are listed in order starting at the
source, but no effort is made to locate them
on the diagram. For the River Don, the mills
in Table 2 slot in between Do22, Spring
Grove

Watermill

and

Do23,

Ickles

Watermill, in Table 1. Note that I have used
‘Forge’ as a generic term for operations
which manufactured steel/iron products,
including forging and grinding.

River Don
Mill

Type

Do*12

Old Park

Paper, Silver

Do*1

Upper Middlewood

Forge

Do*13

Sandbed

Forge

Do*2

Middlewood

Rolling Mill

Do*14

Morton

Forge

Do*3

Beeley Wood

Tilt Hammer

Do*15

Kelham

Silk, Cotton

Do*4

Hawksley

Forge

Do*16

Town

Corn

Do*5

Wadsley Bridge

Paper

Do* 17

Wicker

Tilt Hammer

Do*6

Wadsley Bridge

Corn, Forge

Do*18

Walk Mill

Cloth Fulling

Do*7

Wadsley

Smelter

Do*19

Royds

Corn, Smelter

Do*8

Wadsley

Forge

Do*20

Attercliffe

Forge, Slitter

Do*9

Rawson

Bark

Do*21

Attercliffe Nether

Forge

Do*10

Owlerton

Rolling Mill

Do*22

Brightside

Corn, Forge

Do*11

Old Park

Corn, Forge

Do*23

Brightside

Paper
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River Loxley
Mill

Type

L13

Ashton Carr

Forge

L1

Low Bradfield

Corn

L14

Green

Snuff, Tilt Hammer

L2

Dam Flask

Corn

L15

Glass

Tilt Hammer

L3

Dunham Park

Paper, Forge

L16

Broadhead

Forge

L4

Stacey

Tilt Hammer, Forge

L17

Wisewood

Forge, Rolling Mill

L5

Storrs Bridge

Forge

L18

Wisewood

Rolling Mill

L6

Old

Forge

L19

Malin Bridge

Corn, Sawmill

L7

Rowell Bridge

Forge

L20

Turner

Forge

L8

Storrs Brook

Snuff, Paper

L21

Limbrick

Rolling Mill, Wire

L9

Storrs Brook

Wire

L22

Owlerton

Corn, Forge, Wire, Snuff, Paper

L10

Olive

Paper

L23

Birley Meadow

Forge

L11

Cliff

Forge

L24

Slack

Forge, Tilt Hammer

L12

Lower Cliff

Tilt Hammer, Rolling Mill

River Rivelin
Mill

Type

Ri11

Upper Cut

Forge

Ri1

Uppermost

Forge

Ri12

Nether Cut

Forge

Ri2

Rivelin

Corn

Ri13

Little London

Forge

Ri3

Upper Coppice

Forge, Wire

Ri14

Holme Head

Forge

Ri4

Second Coppice

Forge

Ri15

Roscoe

Forge

Ri5

Third Coppice

Forge, Paper

Ri16

Rivelin Bridge

Forge

Ri6

Frank

Forge, Paper

Ri17

Rivelin Bridge

Glass Grinding, Corn

Ri7

Wolf

Forge

Ri18

Walkley Bank

Forge, Wire Mill

Ri8

Swallow

Forge

Ri19

Mousehole

Forge, Smelter

Ri9

Plonk

Sawmill

Ri20

Grogram

Forge

Ri10

Hind

Forge

River Porter
Mill

Type

P10

Upper Lescar

Forge

P1

Fulwood

Corn

P11

Nether Lescar

Forge

P2

Whiteley Wood

Paper, Forge

P12

Sharrow

Corn, Forge, Snuff

P3

Whiteley Wood

Rolling Mill, Wire

P13

Stalker

Forge

P4

Holme

Forge

P14

Broomhall

Flour, Forge

P5

Shepherd

Forge

P15

Broomhall

Corn

P6

Ibbotson

Forge

P16

Norris

Forge

P7

Nether Spurgear

Forge

P17

Little Sheffield Moor

Forge

P8

Second Endcliffe

Forge

P18

Hind

Forge

P9

Endcliffe

Forge

P19

Cinderhill

Corn
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River Sheaf (including upstream tributaries Redcar Brook & Old Hay Brook)
Mill

Type

S16

Norton

Smelting, Forge

S1

Upper & Cliff

Lead Smelting

S17

Smithy Wood

Forge

S2

Totley

Paper, Forge

S18

Little London

Forge

S3

Old Hay

Lead, Forge

S19

Heeley

Corn

S4

Upper Mill

Corn, Forge

S20

Heeley

Forge

S5

Burton House

Lead Smelting, Corn, Forge

S21

Heeley

Tilt

S6

Hall’s House

Lead Smelting, Forge

S22

Cooper

Forge, Rolling Mill

S7

Bradway

Corn, Forge

S23

Clough

Forge

S8

Walk

Cloth Fulling, Forge

S24

Marriott

Forge, Lead

S9

Whirlow

Corn, Forge

S25

Pond

Tilt

S10

Ryecroft

Corn, Lead Smelting

S26

Pond

Corn, Forge

S11

Abbeydale

Forge

S27

Pond

Forge

S12

Beauchief

Corn, Paper, Forge

S28

Castle Orchard

Forge

S13

Scargell

Forge

S29

Smith

Forge

S14

Eccleshall

Corn

S30

Park

Iron Works

S15

Moscar

Forge

Table 3. Summary of Watermill Types by River
River (+ unmapped

Corn

Metal

tributaries)

Mills

Processing

Textiles

Paper

Other*

Unknown

TOTALϮ

River Don

17

30

9

4

2

2

59

River Loxley

4

19

0

4

4

0

24

R. Rivelin

2

17

0

2

2

0

20

R. Porter

5

15

0

1

1

0

19

R. Sheaf

8

28

1

2

0

0

30

River Rother

12

4

0

1

2

2

21

River Dearne

19

1

14

3

3

2

39

River Went

6

0

0

0

0

0

6

TOTALS

73

114

24

17

14

6

218

* Other mills include sawmills, tobacco mills, snuff mills
Ϯ Totals do not add horizontally, because some mills served more than one function during their lifetime
As can be seen from Table 3, we have identified 218 mills operating in the River Don catchment in the postmedieval era. Much information has been derived from the publication, ‘Water Power on the Sheffield Rivers’
referred to earlier. This is not the place for a detailed analysis, but a few general comments may be apposite.
The remarkable use of water power to build the Sheffield metals processing industry is clear. Corn mills were
set up on all the rivers especially in the upper reaches. Textile mills were confined almost exclusively to the
upper reaches of the River Don and the River Dearne, and it is surprising that they are absent from the industrial
lower reaches; presumably this is at least in part explained by the water quality there.
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