The Hampshire River Avon
Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the Hampshire River Avon beginning at one of its twin-sources;
the perspective is as much historical as descriptive of the current scene. Significant tributaries joining the river
are also tracked back to their start-points, and aspects of the whole river catchment are considered. Particular
attention is given to bridges and watermills because of their intimate associations with the river, but nearby
prominent buildings, both religious and secular, are also described briefly. Important battles in the British
context, which were fought in the catchment are given space. People of note have been associated with the
river, and brief biographical notes are provided for some of them.
As regards watermills, Alastair Robertson’s Appendix contains sketch maps and tables identifying, and locating
commercial watermills* and farm mills* in the catchment and wherever possible specifying their functions.
* a commercial watermill is paid by customers to process raw materials like grain or wool, a farm mill is a
machine located on a farm, which operates at the behest of the farmer, normally without money changing hands.

Document Navigation
I provide neither a contents list, nor an index, but to aid navigation through the document I give here page
numbers, on which some places appear first in the text.

Place Name
Source of River West Avon
Source of River East Avon
Confluence
Upavon
Amesbury
Old Sarum
Salisbury
Source of the River Nadder
Wilton
Source of the River Wylye
Source of the River Bourn
Source of the River Ebble
Fordingbridge
Christchurch
River Mouth/Christchurch Harbour
Appendix- Watermill Locations & Types
Short Bibliography

Page No.
2
6
8
9
15
18
20
24
29
32
37
40
49
51
54
57
67

1

The Hampshire River Avon

As with other Rivers Avon, the name is tautological meaning ‘River River’, in English before Brythonic, and
neither of the twin sources, nor the estuary, into which the river and the River Stour, discharge their contents
are in Hampshire, though much of the middle course is; the former is in Wiltshire, the latter is in Dorset. The
river is otherwise named the Salisbury River Avon, for the small city on its banks, in the vicinity of which, its
main tributaries, join. The length of the River Avon is most often quoted as 96km, though some sources quote
77km; the lower figure presumably measured from the junction of two headwaters, the East Avon and West
Avon, just north of a village called Upavon. This account will assume a length of 96km.
3.1 The Headwaters
In such circumstances it is usual to select
one of the headwaters as flowing from the
source of the river, and since the West Avon
is slightly longer, at c18km, I will start the
journey from close to where I think it rises at
OS Grid Point SU 049 644, a little above the
130m contour. The little stream trickles from
right to left in the google view, probably
250m north of its source, a spring in fields
belonging to Easton Farm Livery. It then turns left as a roadside ditch for a few hundred metres before swinging
left again (south) across fields at the hamlet of Bourton, an eastern outlier of Bishop’s Cannings.
A short distance to the north of that village is
East Wansdyke, an enigmatic boundary
feature, 19km long, shown in the photograph
taken by a Mr. Capper. It is thought to be
post-Roman, perhaps 1500 years old, and
must have taken a long time and a lot of
manpower to build. It probably marked a
frontier, perhaps between Saxons and
Britons, but it is hard to conceive of a military
function, since armed bands of that period
were far too small to man its length. There is
a similar slightly shorter stretch, West
Wansdyke, in Somerset, the two being well
separated, though some think the feature might have been continuous, and even stretched as far as the Severn
Estuary. Bishop’s Cannings is a leafy village; the name derives from the fact that a bishop’s residence was once
located, hereabouts, but no trace remains. There is a fine church, of St. Mary the Virgin, mainly of the15th century
with a tower and spire; the settlement has a school, and a hostelry, to serve a population of almost 2000, but
shoppers must presumably go to Devizes just to the south-west. A tributary of the River West Avon has sources
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in the village, well hidden by lavish growth, and it flows to meet the right bank of the parent stream, where it is
culverted under the Kennett and Avon Canal.
Both headwaters of the Hampshire River Avon rise very close to the canal, even though it is the Bristol River
Avon that appears in its name. The waterway links Bristol to Reading, effectively the Severn Estuary to the
Thames Estuary, with an overall length of 140km, made up of 2 lengths of navigable river, linked by a canal.
From Bristol to Bath, the waterway is the Bristol River Avon, rendered navigable by canalisation and dredging.
From Bath, the Kennett and Avon canal takes it to the River Kennet at Newbury, and from there it reaches
Reading on the River Thames by an improved river navigation. In all, the waterway incorporates 105 locks. The
two river stretches were made navigable in the early 18 th century, and the 92km canal section, was constructed
between 1794 and 1810. As with most canals, commercial traffic migrated to the railways and the roads, during
the 19th century; a long period of decline saw it become dilapidated, but it has been refurbished so that it is fully
open again, carrying many types of leisure craft. Once south of the canal, the nascent river picks up a right bank
tributary, arguably an alternative source, but shorter than the stream, I have chosen. This tributary rises in the
eastern outskirts of the Wiltshire town of Devizes, on the watershed between the catchments of the Bristol River
Avon and the Hampshire River Avon; it will feature in the account of the former, so I shall say no more here.
The river arrives at a diffuse small village of Horton, where 5 watermills were recorded in the medieval period,
though none survived to the 19th century, and there are no traces now. Given how small the river is here, it is
hard to believe that its water could have turned as many waterwheels, but means must have been found.
The headwaters of the Hampshire River
Avon are in the Vale of Pewsey, which
extends eastwards for 30km from Devizes,
and is c5km wide, north to the Marlborough
Downs and south to Salisbury Plain. The
comparatively low-lying area, was created
when a fault of sorts, caused the floor of the
vale to drop leaving the escarpments, by
which it is enclosed. The underlying geology
is sedimentary greensands, i.e. sandstone
impregnated by minerals, with a greenish
tinge, but during the last Ice Age, chalky
detritus was dragged down from the north
and south. It is worth adding that the vale is linked to a fault stretching west to the Mendips of Somerset, and
drainage might have been expected to be westwards by way of the Bristol River Avon, but the Hampshire
version and one of its tributaries, the River Bourne forced a passage through Salisbury Plain. The landscape in
the west of the vale, where the River West Avon rises is shown, a mix of arable and pasture fields with a
scattering of trees in copses, and along watercourses As implied by the photograph the few small settlements
are widely spread, and are no more than hamlets, each with several spacious modern houses, amongst trees
in large gardens. In past centuries, the mix of farming saw sheep grazing on rough pasture beyond the
escarpments, though in spring, they were brought down to manure arable fields at night, feeding during the day
on grass in adjacent meadows on the floor of the vale. This is an early encounter with the farming method called
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‘corn sheep husbandry’, which once dominated the catchment, especially further downstream where it was
enhanced by the creation of floating meadows, but more of that later. It should be added that some cattle were
always kept, not just as a source of milk and meat, but to haul ploughs. In recent years, cattle-rearing has
assumed increased importance in the vale at the expense of older practices.
The River West Avon has travelled 7½km,
in a south-easterly direction, receiving
water from ditches and tributaries, before
it can be seen as shown amongst fields
south-west of another small village,
Patney. Here a cornmill was fed by a
longish lade utilising water from a small
tributary of the River West Avon; water
flowed via a timber aqueduct to a
millpond. A watermill may have operated
on the site in the 13th century, and a later version in the 16th century; remnants of the 19th century mill buildings
and waterwheel were visible in the 1950s, but all trace seems to have gone now. This is a good point at which
to refer to Alastair Robertson’s sketch map of the river system, on which mills are located. Beyond the village,
the river swings east, and reaches another disused cornmill, Church Mill, now a house. Downstream in the
village of Marden a watermill is recorded in 1086, and a cornmill operated in the 15th century; a Listed mill
building of 1832 was a successor which operated until the 1970s, though the waterwheel was replaced by an
electric motor, in 1932. The water supply system is still visible; the mill was driven directly by the stream, but a
divert was put in place to carry water past when it was not operating. The mill buildings are now part of a large
house. Marden’s church dates to the 12th century, but according to Pevsner it was ‘restored’ out of recognition
in the 19th century, so I will pass it by.
The small river meanders from here to reach a small village, Wilsford, where there was another watermill on an
ancient site; the mill was recorded in the 15th century, and in the late 18th century there seems to have been an
undershot waterwheel driving 2 grinding stones. It operated until the 1920s, and the mill house is still a
residence. Again the village church is old but mostly reconstructed. The next village is Charlton St. Peter, notable
as the birthplace of Stephen Duck in c1705. He was a child of a poor labourer, and left a charity school at the
age of 13 to work in the fields. However he was determined to better himself, and with encouragement from a
local rector, and churchmen in Winchester, impressed by his piety, he read widely and began to write poetry,
reflecting his early working life and religious convictions. He came to the notice of London society, and was
introduced to Queen Caroline in 1730; she ‘took him up’ and gave him minor positions and a pension. After her
death and the loss of her patronage in 1737, he continued to write, and in spite of his work being disparaged by
Dean Jonathon Swift and Alexander Pope, he seems to have been considered as a possible Poet Laureate. He
was ordained in 1748, and served in chaplaincy roles, but his story ends sadly because he drowned himself, in
1756, his suicide seemingly brought on by the difficulty of holding a station in life, far above that into which he
had been born. His reputation as a poet did not outlast his life for long, but apparently there has been something
of a rebirth of interest, especially amongst Marxist and Socialist circles. Reading the work of his which first
attracted notice, ‘The Thresher’s Labour’, one can understand why, and in truth, whatever the luminaries of his
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time thought of his style, I find the images are conveyed quite powerfully, which is why I present a couple of
verses below;
DIVESTED of our Cloathes, with Flail in Hand,
At proper Distance, Front to Front we stand:
And first the Threshal's gently swung, to prove
Whether with just Exactness it will move:
That once secure, we swiftly whirl them round;
From the strong Planks our Crab-tree Staves rebound,
And echoing Barns return the rattling Sound.
Now in the Air our knotty Weapons fly,
And now with equal Force descend from high;
Down one, one up, so well they keep the Time,
The CYCLOPS' Hammers could not truer chime;
Nor with more heavy Strokes could Aetna groan,
When VULCAN forg'd the Arms for THETIS' Son.
In briny Streams our Sweat descends apace,
Drops from our Locks, or trickles down our Face.
No Intermission in our Work we know;
The noisy Threshal must for ever go.
The Sweat, the Dust, and suffocating Smoak,
Make us so much like Ethiopians look,
We scare our Wives, when Ev'ning brings us home;
And frighted Infants think the Bugbear come.
Week after Week, we this dull Task pursue,
Unless when winn'wing Days produce a new:
A new, indeed, but frequently a worse!
The Threshal yields but to the Master's Curse.
He counts the Bushels, counts how much a Day;
Then swears we've idled half our Time away:
" Why, look ye, Rogues, d'ye think that this will do?
" Your Neighbours thresh as much again as you."
Now in our Hands we wish our noisy Tools,
To drown the hated Names of Rogues and Fools.
But wanting these, we just like School-boys look,
When angry Masters view the blotted Book:
They cry, "their Ink was faulty, and their Pen;"
We, "the Corn threshes bad, 'twas cut too green."
Amongst the excess of forced Classical references, he does convey the essence of what was the hardest task
on any farm, and the master/servant relationship of the times, albeit that 17 verses may have been too much of
a good thing, for most people.
Moving on to the next village, Rushall, there were 5 watermills in its surrounds according to the Domesday
Book, and there is mention of a fulling mill which conditioned woollen cloth in the late 17 th century, but no mills
operated by the turn of the 19th century. The river here is approaching the southern edge of the Vale of Pusey,
and so flows close to the wavy edge of the Salisbury Plain plateau; the rise amounts to c100m and is generally
fairly gradual rather than steep here. Up there the landscape is a mix of rough grassland, and cropped fields,
which may not have changed much over a long period. There are signs of prehistoric occupation, of which the
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most prominent, at least in satellite views, is Casterley Camp, a univallate enclosure of area 25ha, in which
there was a settlement and stockaded areas which housed livestock.
Moving back down into the vale, in Rushall,
the River West Avon is crossed by the first
old bridge of interest, encountered on the
journey. Manor Park Bridge, shown in the
photograph, dates to c1780, and was built
by an owner of the manor to give access to
his new house. The house was knocked
down only 60 years later, but the bridge still
stands, now leading from the village to a
farm. It comprises 3 semi-circular arches,
built of limestone ashlar and is c3.5m wide. The prominent band course and raked profile are decorative
features, quite common on 18th century bridges, leading into estates. The slightly larger central arch appears to
span c4.5m, which conveys the idea that the River West Avon has become quite substantial. The mean flow
rate measured just downstream, close to the confluence of the two headwaters, is 9100 gallons per minute.
……………………………..
In fact, the River East Avon, though it is shorter by a few kilometres, delivers a larger mean flow rate at the
confluence, 10900 gallons per minute. As is frequently the case, there is some arbitrariness around defining its
source, but my choice is OS Grid Point 213 634, at the exit from a pond, just below the 150m contour; it might
be possible to track a feeder stream, a kilometre or so further, but it is invisible amongst bushes and undergrowth
on satellite views. The pond is beside the railway line linking Reading to Taunton, which started life as the Berks
and Hants Extension Railway in 1862, and was originally intended to be part of a line linking London to Exeter.
That plan fell through when an alternative route through Salisbury was eventually completed, but the present
line was initiated in 1906; strangely, no part of the Berks and Hants railway line ever ran through Hampshire.
The Kennet and Avon Canal is immediately north of the source of the River East Avon, and in its early stages
the stream flows west, keeping close company with canal and railway.
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out building in the village is the thatched,
timber framed, manor house shown, part of
which, the west end, dates to the 15th
century. The headwater next flows into a mill
pond, also fed by a left bank tributary, Deane Water; this supplied water to New cornmill. There was a watermill
here in the late 16th century, and one or two mills were recorded later, before a mill was rebuilt in the 19th century,
and it operated until the 1930s, by then augmented by a steam engine.

6

The River East Avon swings south-west to enter the north side of the village of Pewsey, flowing north/south
through the centre, and swinging south-west as it leaves. Continuing the theme of watermills, 7 were recorded
here in the Domesday Book, and 4 survived in the 13th century. One was the Town mill near the centre, which
was no doubt rebuilt more than once before the 18th century, when it was said to have 3 pairs of stones grinding
corn. It continued to operate until 1920, latterly to generate electricity, but has since been demolished. Buckleaze
mill was a water mill which stood at the confluence of Ford brook and the River East Avon north of the Town
mill. Again there was a continuous history of milling on the site, and again there were 3 pairs of stones. Curiously
this mill was also converted to generate electricity in the 1920s. Sharcott mill, to the south-west of the village,
was recorded in the 13th century and corn was ground on the site until c1900. Jones Mill of similar longevity was
upstream of Buckleaze mill, but less is known of its recent history.
The photograph shows a statue of King
Alfred, with the River East Avon flowing past
on the left; it is much in evidence in Pewsey
and lends itself to a number of picturesque
scenes. The connection with the 9th century
King of Wessex, and sometimes victor over
invading Danish armies, is that he and his
family were local landowners around that
time. There is nothing remotely as old as that
period in the village, which contains a mix of
18th and 19th century buildings in the centre,
with shop fronts carved out of them as in the
photograph. The population is c3500, but it seems larger with a substantial number of shops, several hostelries
and other amenities; it is clearly a local hub. The church is of 13 th century date, but has been much modified
and was heavily restored in the 19 th century. Further out, there are estates with well-spaced modern housing,
on tree-lined streets.
The next settlements are Manningford
Abbots, so called because it was

a

possession of an abbey in Winchester,
Manningford Bruce and Manningford Bohun;
both the latter were named for past
landowners. Together their populations add
up to only c600, living in many cases in large,
relatively modern houses. There were two
medieval watermills along this stretch of the
river, and both had successors grinding
corn, in the 19th century, driven directly by
the river flow, with diverts. There is a notable
little church in Manningham Bruce, shown in
the photograph. The building dates from the
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11th century, though it is believed that some masonry from a Saxon predecessor was re-used. Part of the nave
and the chancel date from this era, and survivals include two windows in the chancel, the chancel arch, a window
to the north of the nave, and the north and south doorways. The south porch is of 13 th century origin and
alterations such as the enlargement of the south nave window were made in the 15th century. The building was
restored in 1882, when most of the nave was replaced and the bell turret, with a wooden spire, was added.
External plasterwork was removed to reveal the flint walls. At this point, he view to the west along the valley
floor is almost entirely of farms, with fields of wheat predominating, while to the east grassland covers the
hillsides rising gradually to the Salisbury Plain Plateau
A short distance downstream at Scales
Bridge, the two headwaters meet, as shown
in the photograph; the River East Avon
enters the frame at the bottom, the River
West Avon enters from the right, and the
Hampshire

River

Avon

continues

southwards. I found no image on the
internet, but instead present a copy of a
photograph in Brian Vesey-Fitzgerald’s fine
book

on

the

Hampshire

River

Avon,

published 71 years ago; it is the most
enjoyable book about a river journey that I
have read, enlivened by descriptions of the author, who walked from the sources to the mouth, sleeping outside
or in barns, bathing in the river and drying himself by running up and down. He encountered some strange
people, such as a ‘crocus’, apparently a traveller in health remedies, with whom he almost came to blows. Mark
you, for all the merits of book, the author may also have deserved the description, strange. My journey, which
dips in and out to find riverside features of note, is the antithesis of his step by step progress.
3.2 The Hampshire River Avon, Salisbury Plain Stretch
The newly formed river is about to leave the Vale of Pewsey and broach Salisbury Plain. The plain extends over
75000ha, and much is unimproved grassy calcareous downland, amounting to 40% of such landscape in Britain.
Although described as a rolling chalk plateau, it is by no means high, averaging only c120m above sea level,
with highest points not much above the 200m contour. It is roughly triangular with the base to the north between
Warminster to the west, and Ludgershall, 40km to the east, with the apex just north of Salisbury. The Hampshire
River Avon flowing north to south divides the plain roughly in the ratio, 2 : 1; it is a chalk stream as are its
tributaries, with their valleys segmenting the plain. Salisbury Plain is home to the UK’s largest military training
area which explains the absence of modern, intensive agricultural practices over much of its area. Nonetheless,
considerable areas have been used for arable and livestock farming, mainly corn and sheep husbandry in times
past. Beside the chalk streams with clear water, lusted after for trout fishing, there are water meadows, and wet
and dry woodland, though the main area of woodland is at the north-eastern edge of the plain. Much of the area
is designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest, and as other more specific conservation areas, and there
are many initiatives aimed at preserving its character, or even trying to turn back the clock; amongst those are
controlled grazing of the grassland, planting of original native trees in the wooded areas, and controlling run-off
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into the rivers from fertilized farmland. Nonetheless the key to the survival or even enhancement of the special
landscape must be the plain’s retention as a military training area, and the restrictions thereby placed on what
can be done there.
The river reaches Upavon after flowing south
for a kilometre after its formation, and the
higher ground of the plain can be seen to its
east and west. The village, now with around
1000 residents is old, and its church became
a possession of the Norman Abbey of St.
Wandrille soon after the Conquest. The
Saxon church was rebuilt in the 12th and 13th
centuries, when the Abbey established a
small alien priory. There were never more
than 2 or 3 monks in the Benedictine house,
which may have been more like a grange, administering farms owned by the abbey, as the one building identified
there, apart from the church, was a barn. As with most alien houses, times became difficult when England and
Normandy went their separate ways, and impossible when England and France were at war, because profits,
and it was assumed, information, were being sent to the enemy. In the early 15th century, the priory, by then in
near-ruinous condition, was expropriated and eventually granted to Ivychurch Priory in Alderbury, on the right
bank of the Hampshire River Avon, downstream from Salisbury, until its suppression in 1536. The church of St.
Mary reverted to parish church status, and other buildings were demolished and scavenged. The church is
shown in the photograph; it was repaired in the 15th and 16th centuries, and heavily restored in 2 stages during
the 19th century, but artefacts like the mixed Norman and Gothic chancel arch are as originally installed.
The village of Upavon had a market, acting as a distribution centre for the farmland round about, and provided
services to the priory in the medieval period, but seems to have fallen on hard times thereafter. A watermill
operated on a site north of the village in the 13th century, and successors intermittently thereafter up to the
1970s; though the river seems to have passed through a mill pond, it emerged to turn an undershot waterwheel.
Upavon Airfield opened in 1912, as a grass airstrip, 2½km east of the village. It had a long history, as the location
of the Flying School for the RFC, and later, the RAF, fulfilling a critical role in the 1930s; Marshal of the RAF,
Viscount ‘Boom’ Trenchard, who is credited with building the RAF into a potent force in the 1920s, was stationed
there early in his career. Fighter squadrons were based at RAF Upavon, between the World Wars, but the
airstrip was never concreted, so it could not host more modern, heavy aircraft. It became a headquarters location
for RAF Groups and Commands, after the 2nd World War, and more recently housed an army barracks. The
base was an important source of employment for village residents, helping to maintain the population at over
1000; there are a good number of newish houses, but in the centre, there are thatched buildings, perhaps mainly
of the 19th century.
Henry Hunt, the son of Thomas Hunt, a gentleman farmer, was born in Upavon, on 6th November 1773, and
after his father’s death in 1797 became the owner of 3,000 acres in Wiltshire as well as a large estate in
Somerset. His life changed in 1800, as a result of an apparently trivial dispute, when he was accused of shooting
some pheasants, on a neighbouring estate, and imprisoned for 6 weeks. The sense of grievance, and some
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encounters with Radical politicians, transformed his view of the world. Hostility towards his views from local
landowners led him to sell the Upavon estate, and buy a 20000 acre estate in Sussex; a sign that he was a very
wealthy man. His involvement in Radical politics deepened, and he gained a reputation as a brilliant orator; in
1816 Henry 'Orator' Hunt, wearing a trademark white top-hat, spoke at large meetings espousing a wide range
of reforms, at Birmingham (80,000 listeners), Blackburn (40,000), Nottingham (20,000), Stockport (20,000) and
Macclesfield (10,000). In considering the scale of the events, it must be remembered that those towns, though
growing fast, were much smaller than they are now. Curiously, when Hunt stood as Parliamentary candidate for
Westminster in 1818, a seat which had elected such Radicals as Francis Burdett, and Admiral Thomas
Cochrane in the past, he failed dismally, receiving only 84 votes, rather than the few thousand needed.
Nonetheless, he continued to draw large crowds, mainly of those who could not vote, and on 16th August 1819,
a crowd of 80,000 people assembled at St. Peter's Fields in Manchester to hear Henry Hunt advocate
Parliamentary reform. The local magistrates ordered the yeomanry (part-time cavalry) to break up the meeting.
Just as Hunt was about to speak, the yeomanry charged the crowd, with sabres drawn, and killed eleven people,
wounding many others, the Peterloo Massacre. Henry Hunt was amongst leaders of the radical movement, who
were arrested and charged with holding an ‘unlawful and seditious assembling for the purpose of exciting
discontent’. Hunt was found guilty and sentenced to two and a half years imprisonment in Ilchester Gaol; the
sentence could have been more draconian, and Hunt’s gentry status may explain the relative leniency. While in
prison, Hunt wrote his Memoirs, in which he attempted to explain why he had become a radical reformer. After
he was released in October 1822, Hunt returned to Radical campaigning, but the environment, had changed,
as the Depression, which had followed the Napoleonic Wars ended with something of a boom, and Lord
Liverpool’s government entered its reforming phase, albeit not in the political area, but this was a less pressing
issue for people in work and earning decent wages. Though Hunt picked up other Radical causes, and entered
Parliament for Preston in 1830, his days of national prominence were over. He died, still wealthy, in 1835,
ironically after rejection by the wider electorate in Preston, enfranchised by the Great Reform Act of 1832.
To the south-west, and east of Upavon, at
the edge of Salisbury Plain, Casterley,
already mentioned, and Chisenbury iron age
camps, respectively to the south-west, and
south-east dominate the landscape from the
higher ground. Built and occupied between
1000 BC and 500 AD, they were large
enclosures, delineated either by a single
rampart, i.e., univallate, like Casterley, or
more than one, i.e., multivallate, like
Chisenbury. As to their place in Iron Age life, no-one is sure, but it is likely that protection of the inhabitants and
their livestock, and some kind of deterrent effect, were amongst their functions. The river winds gently after
leaving Uphaven, flowing between two roads, the A341 to its west and a minor, unclassified road to the east,
both lined with trees. The diffuse hamlets of East and West Chisenbury are 2½km south of Uphaven, and here
a priory is indicated on maps. In fact there was once a priory here, but nothing survives. Chisenbury Priory is a
fine 17th century house with an 18th century façade of brick and stone, shown in the photograph; by all accounts
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the gardens, sometimes opened to the public, are at least as fine. There was a Domesday watermill, on the left
bank of the river, and cornmills on the site are documented regularly until the middle of the 19th century, but
there is no mill on early 20th century maps though traces of water supply arrangements are still visible.
The river twists more vigorously as it continues southwards, and there were watermills in each of a series of
villages with sites occupied from 1086 until relatively modern times; I refer to Compton, Littlecott, and Coombe
cornmills. Mill buildings have been converted to residences on the latter two sites and at Coombe a waterwheel
remains in place. All of these mills operated off the main river flow, and there were extensive water divert
channels which carried the flow when a mill was not operating. Enford is one of this group of settlements, and
here there is an old church, much of which still stands in spite of 19 th century restorations. It is dedicated to All
Saints. It is thought that the very thick walls of the nave and remnants of a church arch, survive from a Saxon
Church mentioned in the Domesday Book. However the pointed arch to be seen now is late Norman/Transitional
and dates from the 12th century. In the 13th century, the north aisle, north wall of the chancel and octagonal
sacristy were all built. The bells of the church date from the 16th century. The building is surprisingly large for
the communities it serves, both high and long, and this seems to have defeated photographers, so in the
absence of a photograph showing the whole building, I shall move on downstream past two more hamlets,
Fittleton and Haxton, on the opposite left bank to the larger settlement of Netheravon.
This village with 1000 inhabitants was
recorded as the location of 3 watermills in
the Domesday Book, but only one site
housed a watermill in the 19th century and it
closed in the early years of the 20th century,
though its buildings still stand. The church of
All Saints, at the northern end of the village
is shown in the photograph. The lower
stages of the tower are dated to the early 11th
century, with the top stage built a short time
later. The entrance from the west, the arch
connecting to the nave, and other internal
masonry are all dated to that period. Doors
to the north and south may have led to
porticus extensions, which have left traces of
roof lines on the tower walls, (slightly
puzzling, as they were normally found in
earlier

Saxon

churches).

There

is

herringbone masonry on the walls. The
nave, nave arcade, and the chancel arch are
of the 13th century, but the 19th century restoration has otherwise left its mark. It seems that Netheravon was a
Romano-British settlement, and became important in the Saxon Kingdom of Wessex; an earlier church on the
site may have been a minster, i.e., in charge of a group of churches in its locality. The lower image is of the
River Avon viewed from a red brick bridge in the centre of the village; it has grown in the downstream stretch
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beyond its formation, flowing between a network of ditches draining the floor of its valley, even though it has not
been fed by any significant tributary. The village has no particularly distinguished buildings other than the church,
but there is great variety, many houses have thatched roofs, and there is plenty greenery around.
The grass runways of Netheravon Airfield
are about a kilometre to the north-east of the
village; it was founded in 1913, by the Royal
Flying Corps, and remained in the hands of
the RAF until the 2nd World War, when it was
handed to the Army. It has fulfilled a
multitude of roles, often associated with
training, and it was there, that glider pilots were prepared for their task of landing airborne soldiers during the
1944 invasion of Normandy. Now the base is a centre for parachuting. The airfield extends into the parish of the
next village downstream on the River Avon, Figheldean, another site of a watermill recorded in the Domesday
Book; its successor operated until 1900. Downstream, on the left bank the river passes by Syrencot House, a
large house with origins in the 17th century, but largely of the 18th century. It is notable because it was the
residence of senior army officers in the run-up to the Normandy landings, including General Browning,
commander of airborne forces, and Field Marshal, Viscount Alanbrooke, then CIGS, head of the British army; it
is now a wedding venue. The River Avon is crossed here by Charlie’s Bridge, which certainly looks strong
enough to carry tanks as required of it, though I have been unable to find a photograph with one in view. I have
dropped ‘Hampshire’ from the river name, because we are far enough from any possible source of confusion.
The river next reaches Milston, another site of a Domesday watermill; the last mill there closed in the early 20th
century, and a large mill pond survives from the water supply arrangements. The essayist, playwright, and
politician, Joseph Addison, was born in Milston in 1672; he was the son of the rector of the church, but was
brought up in Lichfield, where his father became Dean of the Cathedral, shortly afterwards. As an aside, I have
visited Lichfield frequently, and there, one cannot escape tributary memorials to Samuel Johnson, whose
birthplace it was, but I never saw any to Addison, also a major literary figure, with a strong link to the place. After
an education including attendance at Oxford University and a European tour, Addison, who had already
attracted the notice of senior Whig politicians, continued a budding career as an author, and soon entered
Parliament. His literary fame today rests on the collaboration with Sir Richard Steele, which produced magazines
like the Tatler and the Spectator, between 1711 and 1714; Addison contributed numerous essays, though Steele
was more prolific, and the cultural influence they had on the educated classes of the time was great. The
publications were short lived, and circulations of a few thousand seem small, but readerships of well-thumbed
copies were much larger. The essays are still read, and I remember that a collection was a ‘set book’ at my
school in the early 1960s, but a recent perusal suggests that they are curiosities rather than relevant now.
In his own time, Addison was equally famous for one of his plays, ‘Cato, a tragedy’, which dealt with the mental
struggles of the Roman politician in the days before he committed suicide, messily, rather than live under the
dictatorship of Julius Caesar. The play was especially influential with leaders of the American Independence
movement, who drew from his words, even if they did not quote them accurately, as for example, Patrick Henry’s
‘Give me liberty, or give me death’. The play is almost never performed nowadays and no-one today remembers
Addison as a prominent politician, yet he reached the top level as Secretary of State for the Southern
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Department in 1717 and 1718. Diffidence, such that he may never have spoken in Parliament, and ill-health
limited his effectiveness, and he was completely overshadowed, by his fellow Secretary of State, James Craggs
the Younger. Shortly before he died in 1719, Addison fell out with Steele, also a Whig politician, adding to the
enmity he already attracted from the likes of Dean Swift and Alexander Pope.
Milston sits across a large bend in the River Avon, which is swinging eastwards; the outside of that bend is
occupied by the large village of Durrington with a population of 5000, which has increased greatly in the past
century, as people moved to work on large army camps nearby. The effect can be seen in the mainly modern
housing. Quite a contrast from the prehistoric sites to the west of the village, for which it is best known.
Durrington Walls was identified as an important prehistoric site in the early 19 th century, and since then
excavations have uncovered much of interest, to add to the ramparts and ditches, of considerable size, where
they had not been ploughed out, which were previously visible. In the early 21st century evidence of 7 dwellings
was found, though it seems quite a stretch to suggest that there might have been a thousand of them in the
enclosure, housing up to 4000 people; a huge number for a settlement thought to have been occupied during
500 years in the 3rd millennium BC, the Late-Neolithic/Early Bronze Age. Evidence for a henge of diameter 500m
and made up of wooden posts has been found in the enclosure during the past 10 years. Various links to
Stonehenge, 3km to the south-west, have been proposed; they include the suggestion that the builders of the
stone circle lived in the enclosure, and that both were part of a ceremonial landscape. More recently, there have
been suggestions that the ramparts to which I have referred conceal a far larger henge.
Woodhenge, 70m to the south of Durrington Walls, had been noticed in the 19 th century, and assumed to be
an earthwork, possibly containing burial sites. However, in 1926 Squadron Leader Gilbert Insall flying above the
site, thought it was worth photographing. Insall was a 1st World War hero, awarded a Victoria Cross for an
incident in which he shot down a German aircraft, and then recovered his own, after it had been forced down
behind enemy lines; later in the war he received an MC for escaping from a prisoner of war camp. Insall drew
the attention of archaeological experts to his photograph, and a few years later the site was excavated, and
identified, as a wooden henge. Six concentric oval rings of postholes were found, the outermost of

dimensions 43 X 40m. They are surrounded by a single flat-bottomed ditch, and outside it by a low bank,
enclosing a circular area of diameter 110m, with an entrance to the north-east. There were inhumations in
the centre of the monument. Most of 168 postholes held wooden posts, possibly of height 7.5m, and
weighing 5 tonnes; it is now thought that there were at least 5 standing stones amongst them. The positions
of the postholes are currently marked with modern concrete posts, as shown in the photograph, though I
suspect an aerial viewpoint is necessary to shed more light on an apparent jumble.
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Dating evidence suggests that the henge was completed in c2000 BC, i.e. in the early Bronze Age, maybe
just after Stonehenge. I intend to say no more about that iconic stone circle, on the grounds that a vast
amount of information and speculation about every aspect is readily available, and because it is some
distance from the River Avon or any tributary. Nonetheless, some of the speculations that swirl around
Stonehenge and sites associated with it, including Woodhenge and Durrington Walls, do allot a special
role to the river, as a linking feature. I have tried to keep track of recent developments, but have not been
helped by regular sensationalist announcements by academic archaeologists, presumably keen to encourage
funding, so I cannot pretend to understand the latest theories.
Returning to the river, at Durrington village,
it next swings south, where Bulford is on the
left bank. The mill site here was documented
in the Domesday Book, and had medieval
successors. A new mill was built in the
1730s, and in the 19th century paper was
made, the first watermill encountered in this
journey, which did not grind corn; in that
context, given that sheep were favoured
livestock, it is surprising that I have not seen
evidence of any woollen mill so far.

At

Bulford, the River Avon receives at its right bank, its first tributary of any consequence, albeit that it is small. It
is called Nine Mile River, though it is shorter than that, so named because its source was 9 miles from Salisbury;
the photograph shows it flowing slowly through Bulford.
Returning to Bulford, although the settlement
has a relatively long history, with a church
dating back to the 12th century, the housing
is mainly new, built to accommodate those
associated with an adjacent large army
base, Bulford Camp. At first, in the late 19th
century, there were only tents and huts, and
the accommodation had been improved little
by the time of the 1st World War, when New
Zealand soldiers were stationed there after 1916. At the end of the war dissatisfaction with conditions, and
delays in demobilisation and a return to New Zealand, led to a short-lived mutiny. Thereafter the soldiers were
put to work creating a shape of a kiwi, in the chalk face of a nearby hill, and it has been maintained since, as
can be seen in the fairly recent photograph. Barracks were erected between the 1st and 2nd World Wars, and 6
of them now house 3000 officers and men. In 1906, a light railway opened between the camp and the nearby
town of Amesbury, but it closed in the 1960s. As with other camps on the plain, the buildings are purely
functional, though the orderly arrangements along tree-lined roads reduce the visual impairment of the
landscape.
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Downstream, from Bulford, the River Avon
embarks on a series of bends through what
were once water meadows and marsh, but
are now drained, before flowing past the
north and west of Amesbury on its left bank.
Here the mean water flow rate is measured
as 46000 gallons per minute. Amesbury is a
small town with c10000 inhabitants, but has
a place in history, though there are few
standing historic buildings. Apart from its proximity to Stonehenge and other ancient monuments already
mentioned, there is a nearer tree-covered mound on the right bank of the river known as Vespasian’s Camp,
and shown in the photograph taken from the website, m.megalithic.co.uk. A large univallate Iron Age Hillfort
once occupied the site, which also contained much earlier prehistoric burials; conceivably the site may have
been part of the wider Stonehenge landscape, which has become an archaeologist’s meme in recent years.
As for any connection with Vespasian, Roman Emperor, from 69 AD for a decade, this seems unlikely, though
he had campaigned in the region after the Claudian Invasion of Britain in 43 AD. The fact that the hillfort is
thought to have been occupied into the 5th century, led to an association with the semi-legendary leader of
British forces resisting the Saxon invaders, Ambrosius Aurelianus, and an assertion that the name of the town
derives from that link. Amesbury has also been attached to Arthurian legends, as the place where Queen
Guinevere became a nun, after the death of King Arthur, remaining there until her own death, having refused
the plea from Sir Lancelot, that she accompany him to France; he is supposed to have returned and conveyed
her body to Glastonbury. These are fables, but the existence of Ambrosius is more likely, and he and a military
commander, whose life has been incorporated into the legend of King Arthur, may have frequented this
neighbourhood, though other places, all over the country, make competing claims.
The town enjoyed some prominence in the Saxon era, and a Benedictine Nunnery was founded in 979. The
Abbey survived the Norman Conquest, but was suppressed in 1177, allegedly because of the bad behaviour of
the nuns. Possibly this was the case, but it was convenient because King Henry II had promised the Pope that
he would create 3 new monasteries, as atonement for his role in the death of St. Thomas Becket, and the new
Amesbury priory became one of them. The Norman order of Fontevrault, was selected and new buildings
including a church were completed by 1186. The priory buildings, grand enough to provide occasional
accommodation for some of the Angevin kings of England and their close relatives, were north of the parish
church, replacing the abbey precinct. The priory, which housed a prioress, in overall charge, and 30 nuns,
together with a lesser number of monks led by a prior, was wealthy by the standards of nunneries; the income
after expenditure, was quoted as £495 in the 1530s, (equivalent in purchasing power to £312000 nowadays).
Although alien, i.e. with a mother church in France, to which it rendered most of the said income, the priory
seems to have experienced few difficulties, even after England and France became embroiled in the Hundred
Years War, but the French connection was sundered in the early 15 th century. The priory became denizen and
Benedictine, and the monks of the Norman order must have left then, if they had not already done so. The
priory’s next century was uneventful but it was suppressed in 1539, after a resisting prioress had been
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persuaded to resign, and maybe even given a pension, (abbots at other monasteries were executed for
rebellious behaviour like hers).
It seems that all the priory buildings were
soon quarried away, though some think that
the parish church of St. Mary and St. Melor
might have served the priory, not as the main
church

but

as

the

monk’s

church,

remembering that Amesbury was a doublemonastery. However the general view
seems to be that it was the abbey church, a
Norman rebuild of a Saxon church, which
reverted to the parish, when the abbey was
suppressed in 1177. The church fabric is a
mix of rubble and ashlar, and it is cruciform,
with a chancel, a central tower, a north
transept with an east chapel, a south transept, and a clerestoried nave with a south aisle. The nave is of the
earlier 12th century and is generally plain; east of it the crossing, transepts, and chancel were built in the early
13th century. This is puzzling, because normally the chancel of a monastery church was built first, so presumably
the new chancel was a replacement. In 1853 the church was restored with the intention of removing all features
added later than 1400, though this unfortunately resulted in some replacements which were 19th century
pastiches. In 1905, the church was structurally restored, and in 1907, some of the furnishings removed in 1853,
including the screen and the font, were replaced.
The name, Amesbury Abbey, survives; when
the priory was suppressed it came into the
hands of the Seymour, Dukes of Somerset,
and they built a mansion, in the precinct, in
the early years of the 17th century, and also
landscaped the grounds. That house was
replaced in the 1660s, and the building
became known as Amesbury Abbey in the
early 18th century, when the estate passed to
the 3rd Duke and Duchess of Queensbury.
They extended it to the west bank of the river, while additions were also made to the house. The Duchess was
regarded as eccentric; she befriended and patronised literary figures, in particular John Gay, who is thought to
have written much of The Beggar’s Opera in a grotto on the estate. Later in her life she was presented with a
black Afro-Carribean slave, Julius Soubise, whom she immediately freed; soon he became her fencing master,
and perhaps more. The association, unheard of at the time, attracted criticism and scurrilous comment. The
estate was sold by the Queensburys to new owners called Antrobus in 1825, and they replaced the house with
the one shown in the photograph. Other extensions were made in the late-19th century, but the Antrobus family
had to sell the estate, in the early years of the 20th century, and the house has since become a nursing home.
16

Few bridges of distinction have been
encountered on this journey, so far, but 4
bridges over the River Avon were built in the
Abbey estate in the 18th century. Grey
Bridge, Weir Bridge, and Queensbury bridge
are fairly plain and unmemorable, even
though John Smeaton, the famous engineer
was

responsible

for

the

last-named.

However, Baluster Bridge, designed by Sir
William Chambers, is more like the kind of
decorated structure that might have been
expected. The 3 oval arches surmounted by
archivolts, are separated by piers carrying
small cutwaters, with pilasters above. The balustrades and pillars at the entrance to the estate, and of course
the swan complete an attractive picture.
Several watermills are recorded in and around Amesbury in the Domesday Book, and some of the sites reappear
in later records. The priory had 2 mills on the River Avon, one of which was probably a fulling mill which
processed woollen cloth. However, only one mill survived into the 19 th century, to be shown on Ordinance
Survey maps, namely South Mill, where the river was leaving the town; the watermill generated electricity for a
couple of decades in the early 20th century but is gone now, though the miller’s house survives as a residence.
The town was permitted to hold weekly markets and annual fairs from the 13 th century. The centre of the town
comprises a grid of rather unmemorable streets, albeit well supplied with shops, and parked cars. Like villages
upstream, Amesbury has become dependent on the nearby military camps for employment, not least the
Ministry of Defence airfield just to the south of the town.
RFC Boscombe Down opened as a training establishment in 1917, before being taken over by the RAF, but
closed in 1920 and the land reverted to agricultural use. RAF Boscombe Down reopened as a bomber station
in 1930, and in the years running up to the 2nd World War, squadrons flew aeroplanes, forgotten now by all but
aficionados; the Vickers Virginia, the Avro Anson, the Armstrong Whitworth Whitley, the Handley Page Heyford,
the Hawker Hind, and the Fairey Battle, all from grass runways. The role of the air station was changed at the
outset of the 2nd World War, with the arrival of the Aeroplane and Armament Experimental Establishment
(A&AEE), from RAF Martlesham Heath, Suffolk, and A&AEE Boscombe Down has continued to be the centre
for military aircraft research and testing, into the 21st century. A concrete runway was laid in 1945, to be followed
by two more, and through the Cold War and afterwards, the station remained a key location for RAF units with
ever-changing development roles.
Leaving the south-west of Amesbury, the River Avon loops north, then south again passing Wilsford on the right
bank, where there are a number of attractive old houses of brick and stone, some with thatched roofs, then the
site of 19th century Lake Mill to reach Great Durnford, the largest of the series of small villages which line this
stretch of the river. The church there, was built in 1140, and there are Norman features like a doorway, but
modifications in the medieval period, and heavy restoration in the 19th century, mean that it does not have the
overall appearance of 900-year old church. Next downstream, come the Woodfords, Upper, Middle and Lower,
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and then Little Durnford. Each settlement
had a mill in the 19th century, a few on sites
appearing in the Domesday Book. This is an
attractive part of the journey, with small leafy
villages on the valley floor, enclosed still by
the rolling downs of Salisbury Plain, rising
quite steeply from each bank. The finest
building is Little Dunning Manor House, built
in the late 17th century, though modified a
few decades later, and shown in the
photograph with the stable block to the right.
The mansion is still a private dwelling, in which the Earl of Chichester resides.
The river is fast approaching Salisbury, and
the edge of the plain, but before it arrives it
passes one of the most remarkable historic
sites in the country, Old Sarum. The city has
sprawled northwards so that it encroaches
on

the

hilltop,

shown

in

the

upper

photograph, which is a short distance from
the left bank of the river. An Iron Age hillfort
occupied the site, which has dimensions 580
X 460m from c400 BC. After the Roman
conquest of Britain in 43 AD, it became
known as Sorviodunum, and 3 Roman roads from the north and east converged outside the east gate of the
hillfort, while 2 sizeable Romano-British settlements grew outside the ramparts. There may have been a military
fort within the earthworks, and civilian houses were built just outside its walls, on top of the hilltop; later the
Roman fort was replaced by a Romano-British temple. The site was occupied intermittently in the Anglo-Saxon
period, perhaps during Viking raids, but any permanent settlements were on the plain, nearby.
However, the hilltop became the outer bailey
of the castle founded by William the
Conqueror in c1070. The wide and deep
ditch enclosing an inner bailey dates to then,
and the outline of the cathedral founded in
1092, can also be seen in the lower, aerial,
photograph, though there is virtually no trace
of a bishop’s palace which once stood
beside the church. The castle comprised a
circular area, c90m in diameter enclosed by
a curtain wall, 3m thick, with the remains of the 4 ranges of Royal apartments, to the north; the keep was to the
west, and a gatehouse to the east. Remnants of other service and domestic buildings can also be seen on the
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ground. The castle was already in decay in
the late 13th century, though it remained the
seat of a sheriff, and a prison until the 15th
century. Quarrying was allowed in the early
16th century, reducing the castle to the
scatter

of

low

ruins

shown

in

the

photograph, alongside; the whole site has
been in state hands since the late 19th
century, and is open to the public.
Old Sarum Cathedral may have been
preceded on its site by a Benedictine
nunnery, but the cathedral was moved to the
hilltop from Shelborne in 1092, and became
the residence of 36 secular canons, at that
time. The church, in red outline in the
schematic, was small, only 56m long, but it
was greatly expanded in the first half of the
next (12th) century, especially at the east end,
the ‘canon’s church’. At this time also the
cloister was built, and the bishop’s palace,
though neither has left visible remains. The
clergy will have needed to eat and meet, so
there must have been a refectory and a
chapter house, while some at least will have
been resident on site, though possibly in
separate prebend’s houses rather than a
communal dormitory. Discontent with the
space restriction of the site seems to have grown through the 12th century, and relations with the occupants of
the castle were difficult. In 1220, Bishop Poore, having obtained permission from the Pope, caused the
foundation stone of a new cathedral to be laid in what is now Salisbury. The tombs of deceased bishops were
moved there in 1226, and in the following years, Old Sarum Cathedral was completely dismantled, allowing the
stones to be transported to the new site, and incorporated in the growing building there. There matters rested,
until the early 20th century, when excavations discovered foundations and allowed the outline of the church to
be marked out as shown in the aerial photograph, though unfortunately the onset of the 1st World War meant
that work ceased, before most of the claustral buildings had been identified.
The fame or should I say notoriety of Old Sarum came later. The settlement around the hilltop complex
amounted to a sizable town by the standards of the 13th century, so it was appropriate that it was given two
seats in the earliest Parliaments. However with the re-siting of the cathedral, and steady decline in importance
of the castle, the town of Old Sarum also went into fast decline, while Salisbury waxed. Parliamentary reform,
and specifically the franchise became a major issue in the 2nd half of the 18th century. Old Sarum still returned
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two Members of Parliament, though by this time there was only one house left in Old Sarum, albeit that around
40 people were qualified to vote for its MPs, yet great industrial towns like Manchester and Leeds returned no
MPs. Those, who opposed reform, claimed that these Rotten Burghs, and there were plenty of them, effectively
owned by peers and other landed proprietors, provided a route into Parliament for promising candidates, who
were not particularly wealthy. In the 18th century, two of our greatest Prime Ministers, the two William Pitts,
represented Old Sarum on occasions. Nonetheless, the reformers eventually won, and Rotten Burghs like Old
Sarum lost their Parliamentary seats by the Great Reform Act of 1832. For no very good reason Old Sarum
seems to have gathered more than its share of the opprobrium since attached to Rotten Burghs from those who
regard the old system with scorn, and it has become the example most frequently appearing in histories. It
seems surprising that a northern suburb of Salisbury has been given the name, in more recent years.
3.3 The City of Salisbury
Vesey-Fitzgerald begins his account of the city with a riff on the suburbs, pointing up the differences between
Victorian, Edwardian, and interwar house styles; he walked through them, whereas I have always driven quickly
past, so I have no idea whether the patterns he discerned are still as clear cut 70 years later. In any event such
considerations would not fit with my intention simply to track the River Avon through the small city making limited
excursions from its banks. However, I need to say something of Salisbury’s history, which began with the
transfer of the cathedral, from Old Sarum in the 13th century. The new settlement, is a short distance south on
the low plain, where the Rivers Bourne and Nadder meet the River Avon, and was called New Sarum, made a
city in 1227, and acquired a wall, soon afterwards. The city prospered, on the back of the wool trade, but there
were outbreaks of disorder; an offshoot of the Jack Cade rebellion in 1450, resulted in the murder of the bishop,
William Ayscough, and in 1483, a revolt against King Richard III was centred on the city, but it collapsed, and
its leader, the Duke of Buckingham was beheaded there. In 1688, King James mustered his army outside
Salisbury, after William, Prince of Orange had landed in force at Torbay, far to the south-west. Instead of
showing the resolution of his early career in Marshal Turenne’s army, and as naval commander in the AngloDutch War, and marching his larger army to confront the invader, he dithered, discomfited by a nose-bleed, and
dismayed by evidence of disloyalty, and eventually decided to return to London. His army fell apart, mass
defections followed, and soon he fled to France, overthrown by the not quite Bloodless, Glorious Revolution.
The wool trade was important in medieval
times with merchants and traders bringing in
wealth and many weavers, fullers and dyers
lived and worked there. The good times
lasted into the 18th century. However sales of
the city’s cloth had begun to decrease a
century

earlier,

and

no

industrial

development came close to providing an
alternative

so

Salisbury’s

population

increased only slowly in the 19th and 20th
centuries to reach the present 40000. The
14th century market cross called ‘Poultry’, shown, together with one of the narrow streets, with its mix of old and
new buildings, implies the other pillar of the city’s well-being, its role as the trading centre for a wide surrounding
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area. That role survives, though a wide range of shops has surpassed the market in importance, and they now
serve large numbers of tourists attracted by the grander monuments in and around the city. Things might have
changed as a result of the 2nd World War, when, after aircraft factories in Southampton had been bombed out,
they were replaced by units in and around Salisbury. A skilled labour force produced Spitfires, and the parts
were assembled at local airfields, especially at one just east of Old Sarum. However industry and these skills
did not ‘stick’ in the city, which has taken a different path.
Apparently, there were 4 watermills in and around Salisbury when the Domesday Book was compiled, but
occupation of the sites thereafter is not well documented. The Bishops seem to have possessed 4 mills in
medieval times, one of which was the Town Mill at Fisherton just south of the centre of the city, on the River
Nadder, a right bank tributary of the River Avon; I believe it survives in much renovated form as a residence.
There was a mill at Milford, in the east of the city, on the River Bourne; that building survives as a residence
and there are traces of a divert. I do have direct knowledge of one medieval watermill, on the River Nadder, at

West Harnford, south-west of the city centre. The main part of a 14th or 15th century watermill stands; it was first
a cornmill but later altered to make paper, and now is a hotel. I stayed there for a night a decade or so ago, and
it was quite memorable for a number of reasons; one was the fearful crack which I gave my head on one of the
low medieval doorways in the old part of the building, to the right in the photograph. The other experiences were
wholly pleasurable; it was summer, and I sat till it was dark at the front of the building, enjoying a beer (or maybe
two) listening to the water rushing out through the tail races, leading from the channels, into which waterwheels
once dipped. There were many ducks in the pool to the front. A walk to the right (of the frame of the photograph)
brought sight of the main flow in the River Nadder, in the original divert and looking up, a view across water
meadows to the spire of Salisbury Cathedral. The ambience was almost idyllic and the hotel, of good quality; I
certainly anticipated returning at some time in the future, but never did. Salisbury has been through a difficult
few years, experiencing the Skripal poisoning, by Russian agents and Covid, each particularly harmful for a
place dependent on tourism, but hopefully the city can recover reasonably quickly.
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My visit was occasioned by a wish to
investigate the old bridges in Salisbury, of
which I thought there were 3 of special
interest, though each proved disappointing in
a way. The River Avon flows generally
north/south through Salisbury, but divides
north of the centre, and it is on the eastern
strand that Crane Bridge is to be found. A
bridge here with 6 stone arches was noted
by Leland in c1540, and it is thought that 4
segmental arches, built in the 15th century,
survive in

the

present

Crane

Bridge.

Unfortunately, the original bridge, which had
arches spanning 3.9m, and was probably
less than 3m wide, has been widened at
each face, so that it is ‘the ham in a
sandwich’, and can only be seen in views of
the

underside

(identified

by

(soffits)
the

of

yellow

the

bridge,

arrow).

The

widenings can be seen, as joints between
old and new in the upper photograph, taken from the south. The extension at this face added 2.1 m to the width,
in 1898, and that at the north face, added c1m in the 18 th century; a considerable effort was made to preserve
original features, in particular the double- chamfered arch rings in 2 orders, but prominent keystones, never
found on medieval arches are visible on the lower photograph of the south (downstream) aspect So, the bridge
is something of a hotch potch; only when the soffits are viewed can its history be discerned.
Feeling rather cheated, I went next to Milford
Mill Bridge, which crosses the River Bourne,
a left bank tributary of the River Avon, to the
east of Salisbury city centre. Poor access
and dense foliage defeated efforts to gain
decent photographs, though I was able to
see enough to confirm that the configuration
is as shown in the photograph taken from a
Wiltshire history site. The bridge comprises 2 pairs of arches crossing two branches of the river, (or the river and
a mill divert) linked by a causeway; a segmental westernmost arch is on the far left, and three pointed arches,
all of span 2.7m are right of it. The pair of arches to the west (left) have double arch rings in two orders, but
those in the pair to the east (right) seem to have single flush arch rings; the differences suggest that what we
see was not all built at the same time. The bridge is 4.8m wide, but experts disagree as to whether it has been
widened, and my inability to view the underside to look for signs, means that I have nothing to contribute to that
debate. The Listing dates the bridge to around 1500, and the Gothic arches support such dating, but there must have
been major rebuilding, though I am unclear about the dating or extent of the changes.
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Harnham Bridge was formerly known as
Ayleswade Bridge, and spans the River
Avon to the south of Salisbury, alongside a
new bridge which has replaced it and carries
the main road (A354) into the city from the
south. The authorities attribute the original
bridge to a Bishop Bingham, date it to 1244,
and claim that the central structure which
can be seen beneath the arches, is that
bridge. As built, the bridge comprised two
ashlar structures over separate branches of the river, and an island on which there was a chapel. The larger
bridge, seen in the postcard view, had 6 pointed arches of equal spans of 4.8m; the extensions allow it to be
seen that the original arches had double arch rings in two orders. The smaller bridge had 2 segmental arches
spanning 3.6m and 5.4m. Both bridges were widened, perhaps from around 4.5m to give a carriageway width
of 6m; unfortunately the work done, late in the 18th century, was to each face. The prominent keystones signal
the date. The bridges are very difficult to view and I could see nothing of the profile of the smaller bridge nor
have I seen photographs, though it is there and I have walked across. I think that the decision to widen both
faces of one of the oldest bridges in the country was little short of vandalism, but I am afraid utility was often all
that mattered in the 18th and 19th centuries, including to the authorities responsible for bridges in Salisbury.
Of course, my self-imposed limitations on
what is visited in Salisbury, means that I have
ignored many interesting historic buildings,
but I would not be justified in treating
Salisbury Cathedral in this way, though my
account must be brief. The great building is
unmissable immediately south of the centre
of the city, with its large precinct on the left
bank of the River Avon at its junction with the
River Nadder. The centre of the bishopric
had been at Old Sarum since shortly after the
Norman conquest but in 1220, the foundation
stone for a new cathedral was laid 3½km to
the south. The body of the church was
complete

by

1258,

claustral

buildings

followed and the 123m high tower and spire,
now by some way the highest in Britain, were
added

by

1320;

unfortunately

the

combination of this feature and shallow, water-logged foundations has caused problems ever since. Christopher
Wren was amongst the architects employed to design supports, tie-bars, and buttresses to keep the building
standing. The aerial view is from the south-west, and attention is drawn to the double sets of transepts, the
octagonal chapter house, and the fully preserved cloister. Salisbury Cathedral both before and after the
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migration from Old Sarum had a central role in defining the roles and responsibilities of the office-bearers and
prebendery canons who made up the cathedral chapters in bishoprics generally. There were 32 of them in 1200,
and that number increased to 54 over time; since many were non-residential, they appointed vicars to deputise
and there were more than 36 of them by 1410, when they were incorporated into their own college; parts of their
building survive in the cathedral close, to the north-east of the cathedral, alongside splendid houses occupied
by the Dean, and other senior canons. The total income was £978 in the 1530s, £616000 in today’s terms, so
the many churchmen with their fairly opulent lifestyles were affordable. For a secular cathedral, the Reformation
was not an end-point, but the attached college was suppressed in 1547, and the chapter was much reduced in
size. Since then, structural issues have been addressed, and there have been controversial internal reorderings, but this visitor felt some of the tranquillity conveyed by John Constable’s famous painting.
3.4 The Major Tributaries joining the River Avon Beside Salisbury
The longest tributary of the River Avon, the
River Nadder rises in a wood in Wincombe
Park, an estate centred on a 19th century
house, at OS Grid Point ST 884 240; the
elevation is 160m. The location is in
Wiltshire, but close to the county boundary
with Dorset, and 2½km north-east of
Shaftesbury. Though the source is in an area
where the bedrock is greensand (like the
Vale of Pewsey), the course is along the
edge of the chalk downs, and the river is a
chalk stream of high repute, fished for trout
and grayling. Most of its length outside
Salisbury is within the designated Cranborne
Chase

and

West

Wiltshire

Area

of

Outstanding Natural Beauty, and I suppose
in a low key way the rolling farmland
interspersed with copses is worthy of the
name. The river sets off in an easterly
direction, but then loops around the village of
Donhead

St.

Mary,

before

turning

northwards. The church which gave the
village its name, is shown in the upper
photograph; it began life in quite simple form in the 12th century, but expanded during the next few centuries, so
that it now seems large for any likely congregation. It was restored in the 19th century, but perhaps with a lighter
touch than some churches encountered so far. Donhead Hall, a fairly plain house, built in the early 18th century
for the noted Anglo-German painter of portraits of late-17th century luminaries, Sir Godfrey Kneller, is to the
south-west of the church, on the right bank of the River Nadder, and near there, the small river can be seen
from a minor road flowing through sheep pasture, as in the lower photograph.
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According to British History On Line,
Shaftesbury Abbey's Donhead estate had 8
mills in the Domesday Survey of 1086, and
the sites of 5 could still be identified in
Donhead St. Mary parish in 1985. I shall not
consider them all, but one was beside a
small left bank tributary of the Nadder beside
Donhead Hall; the stream fed a mill pond
from

which

water

could

be

released

intermittently to drive the waterwheel, before
exiting into the River Nadder by way of a tail
race. The modern history can be tracked
back to 1768, when it is thought that the
surviving mill buildings were built. The
watermill ceased to operate in the early years of the 20 th century, but apparently an overshot waterwheel was
still in place in 1943. Mention should also be made of fulling mills operating at Ludwell on another tributary of
the River Nadder between the 16th and 18th centuries, a sign of the corn/sheep husbandry type of farming, which
took place on all the chalk-lands into the 20th century. The river has received a couple of tributaries before
arriving at the site of a 19th century cornmill at a hamlet, West End, and then, two more, Kellaway’s Mill, and
Ricket’s Mill. All had medieval antecedents, and their successors operated until the first half of the 20th century,
leaving buildings which have been converted into residences; that for the last named is shown. Continuing
north the river arrives at Wardour, which gives its name to the Vale of Wardour, through which the river continues
its course; it has flowed for c6km, and here receives a left bank tributary of similar size, the River Sen, with a
source, c7km to the west.
Old

Wardour

Castle,

shown

in

the

photograph taken from the east, is near the
right bank, here. It was built by John, 5th
Lord Lovel in c1390 as a fortified manor
house with a unique (in England) hexagonal
form. As Lancastrian supporters, the family
lost the house, when King Edward IV gained
the throne in 1461. (There must have been a
dramatic turn-round of allegiance because
Francis Lovel, the 9th Lord and 1st Viscount,
was the most persistent supporter of King
Richard III and the Yorkist cause, but he had
no association with the castle). It passed
through numerous hands, before its purchase by a Cornish family called Arundel in the mid-16th century (not
the better-known Fitz Alan and Howard, Earls of Arundel). Still in possession of the castle before the Civil War,
they held it for the Royalist cause, then lost it after a gallant defence led by Lady Arundel, but regained it in
1644; however it was forfeited in 1652 and suffered severe damage in the period. When the family recovered
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the estate at the Restoration in 1660, they built a new house in the bailey to the east, now called Wardour
House. Old Wardour Castle, conserved as a folly, entered state guardianship in 1936; it is open to the public.
The hexagonal tower has a footprint of diameter, 31m, and surrounds a central courtyard; the tower was
surrounded by a walled bailey, which accommodated service buildings. The hall was on the 1st floor of the tower,
above the entrance gateway to the north-east. The ruin is roofless, and much of the outer wall was destroyed
during the Civil War and its aftermath.
Wardour House was a fairly modest building
in the bailey to the east of the castle, and
very much in its shadow. It has been
modified over the years and is still inhabited,
but not by the Arundels. In 1770, the then
Baron received design proposals from the
architect James Paine, for what became
New Wardour Castle, and the building
shown in the photograph, looking south, was
more or less completed by 1776. It is on a raised site 1¼km north-west of its predecessor. The main block, built
of ashlar limestone, is 33m long, with 3 storeys above a basement; the principal rooms are on the first floor. The
central entrance portico is supported by 4 Corinthian columns. The 2-storey wing to the east (left) contained the
kitchens and the main bedrooms, while that to the west (right) housed a chapel and guest’s bedrooms. A
magnificent Palladian building, and the interiors matched the exterior, because designers of the highest repute
were involved, including Sir John Soane who modified the chapel. However the highlight was the entrance
rotunda above the main divided stairway. The same standards were applied to the parks and gardens around,
with their water features, fed by a tributary of the River Nadder; Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown was just one famous
landscape designer who contributed. The house remained with the family, until the death of the 16 th and last
baron, who having spent 4 years as a prisoner of war, latterly in Colditz Castle, contracted tuberculosis, and
died without an heir, after repatriation in 1944. The house was sold and it was occupied for 50 years by a girl’s
school, before being converted into luxury flats, but at least it still stands.
The Wardour estate is in the parish of
Tisbury, and the village of that name is on
the left bank of the River Nadder. There may
have been a pre-Conquest abbey here, but
no trace remains. However the monastic
connections remained strong, because the
parish became a possession of Shaftesbury
Abbey, and they built a grange to administer
the lands. Place Farm, immediately east of
the village, retains a collection of 14th and
15th century buildings which are thought by
authorities

to

be

a

rare

surviving

comprehensive grange site. The photograph shows the farmhouse, which sometimes accommodated the very
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wealthy Abbess of Shaftesbury, with an
inner gatehouse, to the left. There is also a
large medieval tithe barn, of 13 bays with a
roof supported on cruck trusses, and an
outer gatehouse of the same age. Some
restorative work was carried out in the 19th
century, and other farm buildings date from
then; more recently the barn has been fitted
out as an art gallery. Elsewhere in the
village,

the

architecture

ranges

from

distinctive stone properties, including The
Boot, a seventeenth century inn, to Victorian
red brick properties in the lower High Street,
built by entrepreneur and architect Archibald Beckett. Beckett was responsible for the Bennett Arms and also
the Wiltshire Brewery, a fine Victorian building, now converted into apartments. The parish church dates from
the 12th century, though few elements survive from then, because rebuilding was continuous through the
medieval period, and of course there was a 19th century restoration. Nonetheless the church is large and
impressive, but equally so is the ancient yew tree in the churchyard, shown in the photograph with the church
in the background. As with many such trees, fairly extravagant claims are made about age; this tree is quite
compact, unlike those for which great age is more convincingly attested, like that at Fortingal in Perthshire, but
the tree could have been growing when the first parts of the church building were built.
To the west of the village the name Tuckingmill, likely refers to a fulling mill known to have operated in the 17th
century, though no later, and weaving was then a village occupation. Of many medieval mills in the
neighbourhood, Tisbury mill occupied the site of one of them in the 19th century, operating until 1919. The village
now has a population of just over 2000, and grew considerably in the 19th century, after many green sandstone
quarries opened in the neighbourhood. The railway arrived in 1859 with a station on the Salisbury to Yeovil Line.
It was single track at first, with a passing loop at Tisbury, but as the line extended as a result of take-overs, it
became double track. Nowadays, the station is still open on the London to Exeter line, but the track has gone
full circle by reverting to single track with a passing loop at Tisbury. Glove-making and brewing were other 19th
century trades, but now the village exists mainly as a local centre, with a good selection of shops.
Before moving on downstream, I will pause briefly to recall a matter which caught my attention while reading
about Tisbury. Professor Martin Fleischmann retired to the village, and I recalled the furore in 1989 when he
and a colleague Stanley Pons, announced to the world, that they had been able to engender fusion of Hydrogen
to helium with measurable energy release, in a test tube, at room temperature. At that time, high-cost
multinational research programmes were underway, to produce controlled fusion, often described as effectively
taming the H-bomb, and it was thought that temperatures of millions of degrees (centigrade) had to be achieved.
Cold fusion, as it became known, would have been an extraordinary break-through, but after several failures to
reproduce the effect, defects were discovered in the measurements made by Fleischmann and Pons, and their
work was totally discredited. The high cost research programmes continue to the present day, occasional
breakthroughs have been publicised, but the aim of developing power stations based on the technology seems
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as far away as it was stated to be in the 1990s. Fleischmann was a refugee, born in Czechoslovakia, and had
become a Professor of Electrochemistry at Southampton University; his status was high in his field, but it was
badly affected by these events. Stanley Pons, an American, had once been Fleischmann’s research student,
and he also suffered serious reputational damage.
The next 10km takes the River Nadder past
3 watermills, Sutton Mandeville, Teffont, and
Dinton, beside hamlets of the same names,
and

through

mixed

farmland,

and

woodlands, but there are no very noteworthy
features. However it has grown, as can be
seen from the Google view from Horse
Bridge. A pause at Dinton is called for,
because here was born in 1609, one of the
most significant political figures of 17th
century England, Edward Hyde. A lawyer
from a family of lawyers, he rose to prominence when returned to Parliament in 1640. A staunch supporter of
Episcopalianism, he swung from criticism of the conduct of King Charles I, to his support, when Parliament tried
to restrict royal powers and seemed to threaten the established church. He became a key adviser to the King
but was forced into exile in Jersey in 1646 when Parliament triumphed. He fulfilled a similar role for King Charles
II, after the latter escaped abroad following the Battle of Worcester in 1651, and accompanied him in France
and the Netherlands, before the Restoration in 1660. Appointed Lord Chancellor, as Earl of Clarendon, and
ostensibly head of the government for the next 7 years, his position was actually weakened, when his daughter
Anne married the King’s brother, James, Duke of York and Albany, 2 months before their first child was born in
September 1660. That child died in infancy, as did 6 of the 8 born during the marriage, before Anne died in
1671, but the two daughters who survived, Mary and Anne, both became reigning queens. Hyde was
unbeknown to himself, the last commoner grandparent of a reigning British monarch, for 3 centuries, (the 14 th
Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorne was the next, grandfather of the present Queen). Clarendon’s problem was
that many thought the marriage was arranged by him, to fix himself and his family in power, an allegation he
always vehemently denied, without convincing many.
Clarendon was a failure as head of government; he was unable to impose his authority on other ministers with
access to the King, and his views became increasingly at odds with those of the monarch, not least over
questions of morality. He is often assumed to have been responsible for the Clarendon Code, which sought to
impose strict adherence to Episcopalianism, on all who sought to hold any official position, but in fact he
favoured some tolerance of non-conformity. The aforementioned marriage, the Plague of 1665, and the Great
Fire of London, all provided ammunition for his enemies, and he faced hostility of many at Court, including the
King’s mistress, Barbara Villiers. His downfall was triggered by the disastrous outcome of the 2nd Anglo-Dutch
War, which ironically, he had opposed; the sight of the Dutch fleet burning English ships in the River Medway,
led Parliament to impeach him. The King, who had become fed up with Clarendon’s general verbosity and
lectures about sexual liaisons, ruthlessly abandoned him, in spite of his services, and he was banished for life
in 1667, to spend his last 7 years, in often uncomfortable exile in France. In this period, he revised his ‘History
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of the Rebellion and Civil War’, which he had begun to write in the 1640s, and produced an account of his life
up to 1667. The former is normally accounted a great work, as accurate as he could make it and by no means
stridently partisan. The Clarendon Building, which houses the Oxford University Press and the University’s
Clarendon Laboratory, were both largely funded by bequests of proceeds from the sales of the History.
Continuing downstream, the river flows by
three

more

villages,

Compton

Chamberlayne, Barford St. Martin and
Burcombe, each with an old church, and
other old houses, together with a watermill
operating in the 19th century, but on sites in
use for much longer. The first-named was
the home of the Penruddock family for
centuries, and in 1655, Colonel Penruddock
headed a West Country revolt against the Protectorate, and raised the standard of King Charles II in Salisbury.
It was 5 years premature, the revolt was easily put down, and the leaders were beheaded in Exeter. As the river
approaches the historic small town of Wilton, it divides into two main strands which are connected by drainage
ditches as the water moves eastwards; presumably the ground was once a marsh. The strands come together
at the outskirts, where they are crossed by Bull Bridge, which from the roadway appears to be unremarkable,
perhaps 7m wide. However viewed from the side, as in the Historic England photograph, it is clear that a
concrete slab has been placed on top of the 3 segmental arches of an older, much narrower bridge, from which
the parapets and carriageway have been removed. It looks as though extra supports have been affixed to each
pier. The original bridge has been dated to the 17th century; I should add that having looked at hundreds of
bridges of that vintage, many of which have been widened, I think the engineering solution adopted is both
unusual, and unattractive, though perhaps better than knocking the old bridge down and building anew.
Wilton was important in Anglo-Saxon times and gave its name to Wiltshire, of which it was the capital, within
the Kingdom of Wessex. King Alfred lost a battle to the Danes, somewhere near the town in 871, a setback
which forced the King, whose reign had begun only a month earlier to negotiate peace. It is possible that a
college of secular priests had been founded in the burgh, in the late 8th century, and that it was converted into
a Benedictine nunnery in 830. The Danes left Wessex in 871, giving King Alfred temporary respite, and he
appears to have expanded the nunnery. However, Danish occupation a few years later forced its closure; when
his fortunes rose again in 890, King Alfred refounded the monastery, to house 26 nuns and an abbess, and it
flourished and became rich in the next 2 centuries. Its prosperity was bizarrely founded on the fact that a
successor of King Alfred, King Edgar abducted a nun, Wulfthryth (Wilfrida), who bore him a daughter, Edith.
This happened in the early 960s, and soon Wilfrida returned to Wilton, with Edith, and became Abbess,
bestowed with much rich property by the King. Edith, who lived a saintly life died young, but Wilfrida probably
lived to the end of the century. Both became saints, amazingly really, in the light of the mother’s career, as she
hardly seems to have been an unwilling partner of the King, indeed she is sometimes referred to as a concubine.
Nonetheless the two saints inspired pilgrimages, which provided another source of wealth for the abbey.
The Danes sacked Wilton in 1003, though the abbey may not have shared the town’s fate. Its wooden buildings,
were rebuilt of stone in the following decades. The Battle of Hastings in 1066 did not end resistance to the
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Normans, but later that year, a battle outside Wilton, in which an Anglo-Saxon force of c1000 men, raised in
the South-West, was overwhelmingly defeated, brought full Norman control nearer, and the abbey was probably
looted. In succeeding years, the abbey, already one of the most important and wealthiest nunneries in the
country, was expanded to house 80 nuns in the 13th century. However, it seems to have been poorly managed,
because it failed to meet the demands on that income, which included supplying armed knights to the King’s
armies, and had to be bailed out. There were also instances of misbehaviour by nuns, but the abbey made it
through to the Dissolution, when it was suppressed in 1539. In 1535 its income was £601, equivalent to £375000
purchasing power today, still then one of the richest nunneries in the country. The precinct and many abbey
possessions were given to Sir William Herbert, a courtier soon to be created 1st Earl of Pembroke. Every building
in the precinct was demolished, except for the 14th century almonry, perhaps because Queen Mary Tudor was
known to want to restore and reconsecrate monasteries. Unfortunately, I have found no photograph of the
almonry. By 1551, the Earl’s house was completed, but of that building only the entrance tower on the east front
survives in the photograph, below, taken from the north-east, (the River Nader can be seen in the background).

Most of the present mansion was built in the 1630s, to classical designs in which Inigo Jones, had a hand. It is
a big house, with a footprint of 350m2 and 4 storeys including a large basement; there are also ancillary
buildings, as can be seen. The 4th Earl of Pembroke was responsible, encouraged by King Charles 1 to rebuild.
The 4th Earl, who was born in 1585, had a long and fairly remarkable career, mostly as a favourite of King
James, and later King Charles, becoming Lord Chamberlain in 1626. However, he fell out with the King in 1640,
and lost his office in 1641, after voting for the attainder of the King’s great supporter, the Earl of Strafford. During
the Civil War, Pembroke supported Parliament, though as a voice for moderation, holding a number of
appointments and offices. In late 1648, he was appointed Constable of Windsor Castle, becoming effectively
the King’s gaoler for a short time, though he refused to chair the court which tried the King, and pronounced the
death sentence. His affiliation to Parliament was unaffected by King’s execution, and he was appointed to the
Council of State, soon afterwards before he fell ill and died in 1650. He was a connoisseur of art and architecture,
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but his ferocious temper was notorious, and some thought him touched with the madness which afflicted some
of his descendants.
In 1801, another renowned architect, James
Wyatt was employed to modernise the
house, but curiously his changes introduced
Gothic rather than Classical features; they
have met with little approval from critics, but
I will leave the detail to Pevsner and guide
books. The mansion is still the residence of
the Earls of Pembroke, and has been open
to the public since 1951. The gardens were laid out in the 17th century, and crossing the River Nadder is a
bridge, which probably receives at least as much attention as the house. Its design was in part due to the 9th
Earl, and it was erected in 1737 to give access from the house on the left bank to the large park on the right
bank. The bridge, shown in the photograph, was based on an unexecuted design produced by the Italian
Renaissance architect, Andrea Palladio for the Rialto Bridge in Venice, surmounted by a realisation of a Roman
Temple. Balustraded stairs on each side lead through a pedimented arch into an open pavilion, and the central
balustraded span has a high roof supported by a five-bay Ionic colonnade. A copy of the bridge was erected at
the much-visited garden of Stowe in Buckinghamshire, and 3 more were erected, at Prior Park in Bath, Hagley
in Worcestershire, and at Amesbury Abbey. Empress Catherine of Russia commissioned another copy, known
as the Marble Bridge, for her landscape park of Tsarskoye Selo.

Wilton had been the scene of a 3rd battle in 1143, during the civil war known as the Anarchy. Empress
Matilda’s champion, her half-brother, Robert, Earl of Gloucester defeated King Stephen, who had based
himself in Wilton, probably in the abbey, while preparing to campaign in the South-West. The King escaped
capture, and the war continued for another decade. In modern eyes, Matilda had the better claim as
daughter of King Henry I, but it was to be 4 centuries before a woman was crowned Queen of England in
her own right, Queen Mary Tudor. Given that leading a country’s army in battle was, until the 16th century
and after, a key role of Kings, There was only one way for a ruling queen to be accepted, namely by
marriage to a husband who thus acquired royal powers by the law of Jure Uxoris. Matilda had married
again after the death of her husband Emperor Henry V, to Geoffrey Plantagenet, Count of Anjou. He was
an able man, who conquered Normandy, yet fear of revolt there prevented his campaigning in England.
Perhaps outcomes might have been different if he had done so, though he and his wife triumphed by
proxy in England because their son, King Henry II, ruled both Normandy and England after 1153.
Wilton was still an important centre at that time but the growth of New Sarum or Salisbury from the 13 th
century was very much at the expense of Wilton, which became a backwater in the later Middle Ages.
There had probably been at least 3 watermills within the bounds of the town in the medieval period, one a fulling
mill which processed cloth, the others cornmills, but they had ceased operating by the 18 th century, and a sawmill
near Bull Bridge is the only one shown on 19th century maps. Weaving of cloth became important in the later
Middle Ages, and by the 17th century, Wilton was a recognised, chartered centre. The carpet industry, for which
the town is best known, began in 1721, when 2 French weavers were brought in, some say smuggled in, by the
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then Earl of Pembroke, to teach the local people the technique of making Brussels carpets. The Wilton type, a
patented variant was developed by 1741, and carpet weaving prospered for almost a century. Foreign
competition hurt after 1815, and as a response, power looms to produce Axminster carpets were installed in
1835. The Wilton Royal Carpet Factory was founded at the turn of the 20th century, essentially a refinancing,
and carpet making continued for another century, but a number of takeovers took place, most recently in 1995.
There are other interesting buildings in
Wilton, a pleasant small town with 3500
people, albeit in the shadow of Salisbury,
5km to the east, Not the least of them is the
19th century parish church of St Mary and St
Nicholas, on a site where abbey churches of
St. Mary stood, perhaps as much as 1200
years ago. The extraordinary building,
shown in the photograph was erected
between 1841 and 1844; it is highly unusual
for an Anglican parish church in that it is on
a north-south axis, and in the Romanesque
style, being an imitation of a basilica in
Lombardy. There is an aisled and clerestoried nave with an aisled chancel and an apse. A campanile, (a tower
of square cross-section), 32m high, is connected to the church by a short cloister. Much building material was
imported from Europe and incorporated into the church. Examples are the marble columns at the southern end
of the side aisle which came from a Temple of Venus at Porto Venere dating to 200 BC, and 12 th and 13th
century stained glass from France, which was set in the central apse window. After consecration in 1845, the
church quickly became a showpiece and extra curates were needed to cope with the large congregations
attracted to it. Unfortunately, its design was more fitted to a warm, dry Mediterranean climate; by 1885 the fabric
needed repair and the problems of leaks, draughts and damp are said to persist to this day. It is time to leave
Wilton and move on, just downstream to where the River Nadder receives a large left bank tributary, the River
Wylye.
…………………………..
I have taken the source of the River Wylye to be a pond just to the east of Coombe Barn Lane, at OS Grid Point
ST 807 363, just below the 150m contour; in broader context, it is 11km south-west of Warminster, in Wiltshire
but close to the boundary with Somerset. There are other options, as the stream forms from headwaters, some
of which may be winterbournes (dry in summer), and some, which may be slightly longer than my choice, which
does however agree with most maps. Early in its eastward course the stream is hardly distinguishable from field
ditches, but after flowing for 4km it arrives at Kingston Deverill, the first of 6 villages in the Deverill valley; the
other 5 leafy hamlets, are Monkton Deverill, Brixton Deverill, Hill Deverill, Longbridge Deverill and Crockerton.
The river has swung north-eastwards, and flows through a patchwork of arable and pasture fields, with trees
mainly confined to river banks, hedgerows and villages, though there are woods at the north end of the valley.
There were 4 watermills along this stretch of the river in the 19 th century. It is a pleasant area to drive through
and no doubt, in which to live, but I think, understated, and without stand-out features to justify a special trip.
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The photograph taken from the website,
hiddenwiltshire.com/post/the-river-wylye,
shows that the river, a chalk stream, was
already quite sizeable at Brixton Deverill.
The River Wylye leaves the Deverill valley to
flow east, through the southern outskirts of
Warminster. A small tributary, the River
Were flows through the centre of the town to
join the left bank of the River Wylye, and
explains part of the name. As for the rest of the name, the church of St. Denys was presumably a minster with
authority over churches in the surrounding area, but that church was by all accounts rebuilt in the 14 th century,
and then again in the 19th century, so that almost nothing survives of the earlier churches, and the end-result is
functional more than eye-catching. Markets were held in the town from the early 13th century, and there was an
annual fair held from later in the same century. The wool trade was important in medieval times and the
manufacture of woollen textiles flourished from the 17 th century, until the advent of northern steam-powered
factories in the 19th century. The town market had its problems, giving best to others in the region, in part
because of long-lasting wool quality issues. The Domesday book recorded 7 watermills in and around
Warminster in 1086, and of them, a site at Boreham is mentioned regularly until modern times. It was rebuilt as
a brick mill in 1886, to grind stone, though by the 1960s it was grinding corn again for animal feed. Neither
Fisher’s Mill, nor Smallbrook Mill were mentioned in 1086, but mills there operated in the medieval period
through to the early-20th century, the latter pumped sewage into a treatment plant until relatively recently.
Most towns benefitted from the railways, but not Warminster, because its shrinking market could not cope with
competition, after the station opened in 1851. The town is still connected to Salisbury, Bristol, and indirectly to
London. Warminster was more or less rebuilt around 1800, so is largely bereft of old buildings; the fate of the
parish church has already been mentioned. The present population is c18000, and a key employer is the large
army base, Warminster Lines, which houses headquarters and administrative units; otherwise the town gets by
as a local centre with shops and other amenities. I have passed through Warminster a few times, but have never
felt a great desire to stop, though it may well be a town in which it is pleasant to live, with nice countryside
around. The River Wylye turns south-east and after flowing 5½km arrives at the village of Heytesbury.
Heytesbury Collegiate Church of St. Peter &
St. Paul is shown alongside. The college
was founded by the then Bishop of Salisbury
in 1160, and comprised a dean and 4
prebendary canons; that deanery soon
became combined with the role of Dean of
Salisbury. The college also included 4
vicars, who were preaching deputies for the
canons who usually did not reside in their
prebends. The income of the college was
£91 in the 1530s, equivalent to a purchasing
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power now of £57000, quite wealthy for an institution of its type; it was not suppressed as part of the Dissolution,
continuing to function until 1840 when it was finally disbanded. The cruciform church, dates to the 12 th century
and has Decorated and Perpendicular features, but was fairly heavily restored in the 19th century. It housed a
chantry in the 15th century. Although it is certain that there will have been college buildings, and perhaps the
house of a preaching canon in the village, they have seemingly vanished without trace; I find this mystifying,
given that the college survived into the 19th century.
Heytesbury has a population of c700, though it was perhaps double that when the Great Reform Act of 1832,
brought to an end a period of 400 years during which it was represented by 2 Members of Parliament.
Heytesbury House, to the north-west, of the village was built for a family called Ash â Court in the late 18 th
century, on the site of a medieval predecessor; I have not seen the building, which architectural experts rate
quite highly. It was the home of the war poet, Siegfried Sassoon for 30 years, until his death in the 1960s. He
had been born to wealthy parents in 1886, and lived a dilettante life before the outbreak of the 1st World War.
Initially he served with gallantry earning a Military Cross, but after being wounded, and perhaps shell-shocked,
he came under the influence of pacifists, including Bertrand Russell. He published anti-war letters, and might
have been gaoled, but for the intercession of influential friends, who got him sent to Craiglockhart Hospital in
Edinburgh. There, he was treated by a psychiatrist, alongside Wilfrid Owen, before both returned to warfronts,
fatally for the latter. After the war Sassoon had great success with poems, expressing the horror and futility of
war, and semi-autobiographical novels, written while he was pursuing homosexual affairs with a succession of
prominent people. Then he surprised all his associates by marrying in the early 1930s; his wife bore a son, but
the relationship collapsed during the 2nd World War, and thereafter he lived as a near-recluse at Heytesbury.
Sassoon’s son inherited the hall, but after his death it was sold and divided into flats.
Heytesbury was home to cottage weavers of
woollen cloth from the 15th century, though
there may not have been a woollen mill until
the 18th century. The watermill which still
stands as a private dwelling beside a large
mill pond is shown in the photograph. The
mill seems to have been adapted to grind
corn in the late 19th century, but ceased
operation in the 1920s. A short distance
downstream is the hamlet of Knook where
the church of St. Margaret, once a chapelry of the collegiate church of Heytesbury, has Norman masonry of the
11th century, though it has been much restored. The river here is flowing through the southern edge of Salisbury
Plain, and on the downs above Knook, several Neolithic barrows and tumuli have been found, and to its east,
an Iron Age camp, possibly occupied later by the Romans.
Moving on, I shall pass quickly by the villages of Corton, Upton Lovell, Boyton, and Ashton Gifford, which I have
never visited, but pause at Sherrington, where there was a Domesday cornmill, documented a number of times
thereafter. It was rebuilt in the early 19 th century, and operated for a hundred years, then became dilapidated,
before being restored as a dwelling. There is also a motte in Sherrington, the remnant of a Norman castle of the
Gifford family. No masonry has been found, so the castle was likely an earthwork and timber, motte and bailey
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which was not occupied after the 12th century. The River Wylye swings here from south-east to east, and
continuing my rapid passage through country not known to me, there are bankside villages, Codford St. Peter,
Codford St. Mary, Stockton and also Fisherton de la Mere, where there was another Domesday cornmill. A mill
on the site is documented periodically, until the 1950s, when as with many it was converted into a residence.
The village of Wylye, named for the river is not unusual in any other way, but did have a Domesday mill, though
undocumented, until the watermill was used both to grind corn and for fulling of cloth in the 16 th century,
thereafter, it probably reverted to a conventional cornmill. The mill buildings were rebuilt in c1800, the mill was
powered by a turbine after 1890, and closed as late as 1972, leaving its buildings to be converted to a residence.
I have to say that the steeple on All Saints church, which I have viewed in Steeple Langford, the next
downstream village was a disappointment; it is a curious stunted spire added to a 14th century tower in the 16th
century. Otherwise the church has 14th century elements but much is the product of a 19 th century restoration.
It has been suggested that ’Steeple’ actually derives from a right to hold a market for a ‘staple’, such as wool.
The outstanding feature is outside the village to the south where the River Wylye is part of Steeple Langford
Nature Reserve. Gravel extraction ended in the 1970s leaving large holes, which filled with water, forming small
lakes, used firstly as a commercial fishery, but from 2001, landscaped to form the nature reserve. There are 4
lakes, walking trails, and a 800m stretch of the river flowing through, an area of 32ha (c50 football pitches), in
which it is said that 150 species of birds resident or migrating, have been seen, including kingfishers, water rails,
gadwalls, grebes, reed warblers, redshanks, and very occasionally, bittern and osprey. There is a hamlet south
of Steeple Langford called Hanging Langford, and both settlements had Domesday mills. The River Wylye was
split artificially to supply them, at a very early date; the Steeple Langford watermill operated continuously through
to the 20th century, but the other ceased to operate in the 17th century, after centuries of disputes about shared
water supplies. The river still divides and comes together short of the nature reserve; there was also a fulling
mill in Steeple Langford, implying that weavers lived there, but it closed before 1700.
Stapleton is the next small village to be encountered; here there is a motte, the remains of a timber and
earthworks castle, presumably occupied in the 12th century but not later, and now with dense tree-cover. Maps
suggest that the River Wylye receives its longest tributary here, the River Till, which supposedly flows south for
14km from Tilshead on Salisbury Plain, to join the left bank. The hamlet is at a location surrounded for millenia
by prehistoric barrows and earthworks, and now by army camps. As for the river, I am doubtful if water reaches
the River Wylye from anywhere near Tilshead, except in extremely wet conditions; the upper course can be
followed as a series of roadside ditches, frequently dry or with no discernible flow, and where it crosses fields,
it is at most a discoloured strip on the grassy surface. Pools and disconnected short wet stretches possibly
associated with small springs, are normally visible in the downstream half of the supposed course, but it is only
when it reaches Winterbourne Stoke, 4½km from its junction with the River Wylye, that the flow in the River Till
seems to be permanent rather than seasonal. Such streams above permeable strata in dry chalky areas are
called bournes, and they are common in the area; a more striking example is identified later in the account.
The river turns south here, across a floodplain punctuated by a network of watercourses, to reach Great
Wishford, another settlement of a few hundred people, which once had a Domesday Mill, though little seems to
be known about any successors. The River Wylye flows on to South Newton, where 2 watermills were recorded
in 1086. By the 16th century only one remained, still operating as a cornmill, but its role seemed to have changed
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by the 17th century, when it was used for
grinding, and to power fulling operations on
cloth. In 1820, the mill was rebuilt, and from
then until 1960 it was a cornmill; the miller’s
house was demolished but the mill building
was converted into a residence. The river is
substantial here as shown in the photograph,
alongside. For most of its course from
Warminster,

the

River

Wylye

is

accompanied by a railway line which opened
in 1856 as the Salisbury Branch Line, linking
the city to the main Great Western Line from London, at Westbury, 36 km to the north-west. The track, which
ran via Warminster, was built to the 7 ft 1⁄4 in (2.140m) broad gauge, pioneered by Brunel, rather than the
Stephenson, 4 ft 81⁄2 in (1.435m) gauge, used in most of the country. Salisbury became central to what became
known as the ’battle of the gauges’, because the London & South Western Railway opened a route from London,
through Basingstoke to Salisbury in 1859, with a station alongside that of the Salisbury Branch Line, and with a
direct connection through to Yeovil. For the next 15 years there was a transfer station where trucks on the
Salisbury Branch were unloaded into trucks on the other; this could not last and in 1874, the decision was taken
to relay the Salisbury Branch Line with the narrower track. Since then Salisbury has been served by the same
lines, but in the mid-1950s, the stations in the villages along the River Wylye were all closed.
The River Wylye has almost completed its course, as it flows into the north of Wilton, again divided into two
strands, connected by drainage channels, before the two branches join the left bank of the River Nadder, about
600m apart. The easternmost branch powers one more mill, Quidhampton Mill, a short distance above its
confluence. This watermill seems to have had a long history as a fulling mill, extending back to the 13th century,
but in 1830 it was at the centre of Luddite-type riots, because it was seen as performing operations, which would
have required 20 labourers. The rioters were arrested for causing criminal damage, and one youth was
sentenced to death, though he was reprieved and suffered imprisonment; more detail about this is contained in
the website, http://www.southwilts.com/site/Quidhampton-Parish-Council/the%20quidhampton%20story.pdf.
An interesting question arises as to which river joins which, because it is only in the past hundred years that the
River Wylye has been seen as joining the River Nadder, prior to that an opposite view was taken. Just upstream
of the junctions, the mean flow rate of River Nadder is 38000 gallons per minute, whereas that of the River
Wylye is 53000 gallons per minute, so the latter is undoubtedly the larger river. As for length, my estimate is
c30km, for the River Nadder from source to the junction, whereas for the River Wylye, it is c45km, so the latter
is also much longer; the naming seems perverse, but that is not unusual.
The River Nadder flows in a couple of large loops through the outliers of Salisbury for 5km, passing the Old Mill
at West Harnham, to reach the right bank of the River Avon. Again, the River Nadder has divided, with one
branch reaching the River Avon, 600m upstream from the other; one of the cuts was probably artificial, made to
power a mill. The River Nadder supplies a mean total of 91000 gallons per minute, whereas the mean flow rate
in the River Avon above the junction is unlikely to exceed 50000 gallons per minute. However the River Avon
including its longer headwater, has travelled c60km to get to this point, perhaps 10km further than the composite
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River Wyle/ River Nadder. It seems that in the distant past, the River Nadder (or Wylye) continued eastwards,
capturing the River Test, and reaching the sea through the Solent; then the upper River Avon was its tributary.
…………………………..
The River Avon divides into a number of
strands immediately downstream of River
Nadder’s entry, a situation which will be
explained later. Into the easternmost, some
1½km downstream, flows a left bank
tributary the River Bourne. Nominally, the
River Bourne rises just south of the village of
Burbage in the Vale of Pewsey, at OS Grid
Point SU 237 604, at a height of c150m.
Normally this sentence would concern the
flow of water away from the source, but it is
quite likely that there will be no water nearby.
The clue is in the name of the river, because
this is another intermittent stream, flowing
from springs. They are most commonly
found above chalk and limestone strata,
when a spell of dry weather can cause a fall in the water table, and in turn feeder springs dry up, until enough
rain falls to reverse the situation. This affects tributaries too, so a dry river bed can persist for some distance,
as already noted in the case of the River Till; the photographs of the River Bourne were taken in Collingbourne
Dulcis, over 7km from the nominal source, by Messrs Czapski and Talbot.
For all its intermittency, the River Bourne, like the River Avon, has over great lengths of time cut a valley through
Salisbury Plain, the chalk plateau, through which it flows south towards the junction with its parent river. From
here to that confluence, the river is amidst farming country, a patchwork of downland fields, more pasture than
arable perhaps, but the pattern was created by the mix of corn and sheep husbandry characteristic of Salisbury
Plain, though the lack of available water here must have affected yields. The first village encountered in the
valley is Collingbourne Kingston which has a church with 11th century Norman features though it was heavily
restored in the 19th century. Next comes Collingbourne Dulcis, with the second part of the name owed to its
possession by John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, in the second half of the 14th century, and its features similar
to many of the villages encountered so far on the journey.
Downstream, the valley is overlooked by Ludgershall to the east; here, on the north side of a small town, are
fairly scanty masonry remains of a castle. The earthworks, within which Ludgershall Castle is located, derive
from an Iron Age fort; there was a house on the site in the late 11th century, which was probably fortified when
it came into Royal hands in the early 12th century, but the earliest buildings to be seen now were part of a hunting
lodge built for King John, in c1200. In the following half century, many buildings were added, including a
gatehouse, a new hall, a chapel, kitchens and stables, and it was kept in good repair into the 15th century.
However it was described as ruinous in the 16th century, and its fragmentary state now suggests that quarrying
took place thereafter. The most prominent standing ruins are of King John’s tower in the far north of what is a
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double enclosure, but the other masonry is
largely footings which present a confusing
picture. The photograph is a view from the
west, showing the remnants of the tower,
footings of other buildings, and to the right,
earthworks. The settlement beside the castle
became a burgh in the 13th century, and
returned 2 Members of Parliament from then
until the Great Reform Act of 1832. The small
town had a railway station on the Swindon, Marlborough & Andover Line which opened in 1882, to which spurs
were added to serve army bases in the locality. The station, along with the line north of the town closed in the
early 1960s; that south of the town connecting to Andover remains open, but only for army use.
The parish church at Ludgershall retains a
few 12th century elements but has been
much modified since that time and subjected
to a 19th century restoration. John Richmond
Webb, born in 1667, is buried in the church.
He was an army officer, who bought the
Billesden estate and erected the mansion
shown in the photograph, during the early
years of the 18th century. A brick building
with stone dressings, it has 3 storeys, and
the entrance is to the south. There is a tower,
just visible, to the east. A west extension in
matching style was built in the early 20th
century. General Webb, as he became in the early 17th century, commissioned terraced gardens and a large
park. His career flourished under the Duke of Marlborough and he rose to the rank of lieutenant-general in 1709.
However he was a Tory Member of Parliament, and his party became hostile to the Duke, who they saw as
prolonging the War of Spanish Succession, un-necessarily. Webb was caught up in the political struggle, and
the fall-out effectively ended his military career; he retired to Billesden House, living there until his death in 1724.
His family held the property to near the end of the 18th century, when it was sold to a family called Everett, and
they in turn occupied it into the 20th century. The house remains a private residence, in the hands of the
Guinness brewing family, and at the centre of a horse-breeding establishment.
Ludgershall has grown into a town with more than 4000 inhabitants, many associated with military bases in the
town and its locality. The lower part of a 14th century preaching cross was re-erected in the market place in the
19th century; originally 6 or 7m high with a cross piece, the surviving lower portion has carvings with religious
themes on each face. Many towns had such artefacts in the medieval period to act as a focal point for religious
and burghal ceremonies, but most were removed and defaced at the time of the Reformation. Moving southwest, back into the river valley, is Tidworth, once two villages, North and South, but since the beginning of the
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20th century, a garrison town, with barracks and housing for service personnel; the population is c10000. The
River Bourne is 14km from its source, but still capricious, sometimes dry but capable of creating floods.
The river flows (sometimes), for another 15km to reach Winterbourne Gunnar, passing the villages of Shipton
Bellingem, Cholderton, Newton Tony, Allington, Idmiston, Porton, which is the location of Porton Down, the very
secretive government laboratory, which investigates defensive measures against chemical and biological
warfare, though in the not too distant past its remit was broader, and the Winterbournes. All the villages have
their merits, including medieval churches, albeit restored with greater or lesser sensitivity, manor houses,
sometimes of Classical design, and old thatched cottages and houses. None stands out, enough to deserve
specific mention, but a remarkable woman born in Newton Tony most certainly does.
Celia Fiennes was born into a gentry family
in 1661, and for two decades after 1684, she
travelled on horseback, all over England,
with relatives and/or servants, noting what
she saw. Her spread of interests was very
wide, and she visited stately homes and
watched industrial processes. She collected
her notes, but did not publish the result; that
had to wait until Robert Southey, a Poet Laureate, published extracts in 1812, and until 1888 for a full version,
published as ‘Through England on a Side Saddle’. There have been many editions since. Celia Fiennes never
married and died in 1741; her record is now seen as valuable source of information on the period, but she was
way ahead of her time in making the journeys as a leisure pursuit. Her near contemporary, Daniel Defoe, has
other claims to fame, but he covered some of the same ground, 3 or 4 decades later, with different intentions,
acting as a spy for powerful politicians, and trying to earn a living. There seem to be many fords along this
stretch of the River Bourne, signalling that low waterflows are the norm; the one shown is at Winterbourne Earls,
30 km downstream from the nominal source. At Winterbourne Gunnar, a watermill is marked on 19 th century
maps, suggesting that the water flow there was more reliable; another is a short distance further downstream
at Ford village, and a third at Laverstock, where 18th century St. Thomas’s Bridge crosses the River Bourne.
By that point the river is entering Salisbury, and it passes under Milford Bridge, already mentioned, on its way
to joining a branch of the River Avon. When water flows from the nominal source, it travels c40km to arrive at
the confluence, but in dry periods, water may flow for 20km or less, such is the behaviour of bournes. The mean
flowrate measured at Laverstock is 10300 gallons per minute which is very small for a river of its nominal length.
The branches of the River Avon come together at a point just short of Longford Castle, 4km downstream from
where the River Bourne joined. In 1573, Thomas Gorges acquired the manor. The existing mansion had been
damaged by fire, and after the owner’s marriage to Helena Snakenborg, the Swedish born dowager
Marchioness of Northampton and Lady-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth, they rebuilt the Longford property as a
triangular Swedish-type castle. The expensive project was completed in 1591, but only after the Queen had
granted her Lady-in-waiting possession of a shipwreck from the defeated Spanish Armada, containing gold and
silver. The building had 3 main floors, and was triangular with a round tower in each corner. There was a chapel,
kitchen department, several boudoirs and sitting rooms, as well as bedrooms. Innovatively for the time, fresh
cold water was pumped to each floor and water closets were flushed with stored rainwater. The castle was set
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within a park. The aerial view obtained from the drone film produced by Mr. Goncalves, shows the spectacular
triangular castle, amongst buildings added later, beside the River Avon, viewed from the west.

In 1717 Longford Castle was purchased by Sir Edward des Bouverie. Subsequent generations of the family
beautified the interior of the castle and surrounding park; by 1773 the castle was surrounded by a formal park,
laid out with avenues and rides, with Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown involved. The family acquired the title of Earl
of Radnor in 1765, and the 2nd Earl employed James Wyatt to expand Longford Castle into something like the
palace that can be seen now; one of the Elizabethan Towers was demolished and replaced by a larger one,
and two more were added, linked by ranges, during the first 2 decades of the 19th century. In 1832 the 3rd Earl
created the formal garden in 17th century style, which can be seen to the south of the castle, in the aerial view.
The last major changes were made in the 1870s, when the 4th Earl oversaw the formation of a second courtyard,
the doming over of the central courtyard, the addition of a square tower, and alterations to the formal garden.
The castle remains the seat of the Earls of Radnor, and is regularly opened to the public. The bridge seen in
the aerial view, was built in 1914, replacing an older bridge; it has 3 segmental arches, and as might be expected
of part of the ceremonial entrance to the castle, is not short of ornamentation.
………………………………
It is frequently stated that 5 rivers, including the River Avon itself, meet at Salisbury, and all but one has been
considered; missing is the River Ebble which joins the right bank of the River Avon, immediately downstream
from Longford castle. This stream rises from a spring on the west slopes of Windmill Hill at OS Grid Point ST
962 231, on the 120m contour, at the northern edge of Cranborne Chase. At least, it does sometimes, because
the upper length of the River Ebble is another example of a bourne, a chalk stream, which flows only when rains
have raised the water table high enough to power up its source springs. Its whole course is in the Chalke Valley
which links Salisbury to Shaftesbury in Dorset. The river can appear first, as either a narrow ditch, or a
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depression in a grassy field, which may or may not be covered with gravel and small stones. The source is a
short distance south of the village of Alvediston, which has a church dating from the 12 th century, but which was
more or less rebuilt during the following centuries, and further altered by a Victorian restoration. A former Prime
minister, Anthony Eden is one of those, buried in the graveyard. He had lived in the village after 1957, following
his resignation, in consequence of his ill-advised invasion of Egypt, to capture the Suez Canal in the previous
year.
This is not the place for a discussion of the event, which trashed Anthony Eden’s reputation, but a few words
more on the man are appropriate. He was born in 1897, younger son of a Durham baronet, and had a
distinguished record in the 1st World War, winning a Military Cross and attaining the rank of major when scarcely
out of his teens. After the war, Eden studied oriental languages at Oxford University, obtaining a ‘double-first’
degree, and became a Conservative MP soon afterwards. He was an extremely elegant figure, whose sexual
proclivities, before and after his first marriage in 1923, have been a subject for speculation. He became a young
Foreign Secretary in 1935, resigned as a fairly late-coming opponent of appeasement, but regained the office
in 1940 and served for the rest of the 2nd World War in the Churchill government. Eden was Foreign Secretary
again from 1951, clearly the next Prime Minister, but he had a frustrating wait, before Churchill retired in 1955.
By then, Eden was suffering frequent serious bouts of fever, that maybe contributed to the faulty decisionmaking prior to the Suez imbroglio, which brought his premiership to an end after 21 months, the 3rd shortest
term in that office since 1900. Thereafter, as Earl of Avon, he purchased Alvediston Manor House, an 18 th
century brick building, and raised prize cattle on an adjacent farm, until his death in 1977. He seems of another
age, yet his widow, Clarissa, the Dowager Countess, lived until late 2021 when she died in London at the age
of 101. Clarissa Eden was Winston Churchill’s niece, brought up as a Roman Catholic, so her marriage to the
divorced Anthony Eden in 1952, ruffled feathers.
Moving

downstream,

the

village

of

Ebbesbourne Wake, perhaps surprisingly
named for the family of Hereward of the
Fens, is a collection of houses of assorted
types set amongst trees, some are of stone,
some of brick, some whitewashed and a
number are thatched.

Further along the

River is Fifield Bavant, never more than a
hamlet, near the left bank of the River Ebble,
but now reduced to a couple of houses. The
photograph

shows

an

attractive

small

church, there. The fabric is a chequer-work
of limestone and flint, forming a single chamber only 12m long. Such claims are always hard to validate, but it
is alleged that it is the smallest church in Wiltshire, and the second smallest in the United Kingdom, still holding
services. It dates to the 13th century, and has not been much altered save for the addition of the 20th century
bell-cote, though it apparently requires restorative work now.
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The river in Fifield Bavant, 6km from the
source is still at most a trickle, barely
covering the stony bed with clear water. A
short distance further, at a hamlet called
Knapp, 8km from the ‘source’, the little River
Chalke, only 2km long, joins the left bank
from the low hills of Cranborne Chase. It
seems that once the continuing River Ebble
took its name, hence the name of the valley.
Here, water pumped from bore-holes to
irrigate watercress beds, finds its way into
the river; the result is fairly dramatic, as
demonstrated by the two photographs of the
river; the upper in Fifield Bavant, the lower,
2½km downstream in Broad Chalk. The
River Ebble has become, by slightly artificial
means, ‘a proper small river’. Broad Chalk
has a few hundred residents, and is certainly
pleasant, if without outstanding buildings. Its residents have included the 17th century antiquary, and writer, John
Aubrey, and much more recently the photographer, Cecil Beaton and the novelist, Terry Pratchett.
The first watermill on the river was at Broad Chalk, but it ceased to operate in 1840; it may have been on one
of 5 sites on this part of the river, mentioned in the Domesday Book. Further downstream, Knighton watermill,
was documented in 1384, and there were references at many later dates. As late as 1984, a mill there, in a brick
building of the 19th century, was electrically powered and used to pump water and, occasionally, to grind corn.
The next village downstream is Bishopstrow, and here records show a mill in the 13th century, then 4 in the 14th
century, and 3 in the 15th century. A mill was rebuilt in 1818 and in 1864 had 3 pairs of millstones producing
flour, but ceased operating in the first decade of the 20 th century, some of its buildings may still stand. There
was also a cornmill just downstream from the village, but I know little of it, though it appears to survive as a
residence beside Mill Lane.
Bishopstone Clapper Bridge is further east
crossing one strand of a braided river, visible
to the west from Church Lane. As can be
seen the bridge comprises 4 limestone
slabs, supported on abutments and 3 piers,
themselves mainly single large blocks. The
slabs are in the order of 0.5m wide, but rest
on the downstream portion of the piers rather
than being near-centred. It appears that at
some time the piers were extended upstream with either slabs or boards used to widen the bridge, and fixing
bolts can still be seen. The top surface of the slabs is worn but not to an extent which would suggest medieval
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origins. A bridge of this type may have been here for a very long time, perhaps originally the main access to the
village church, but the present fabric is sensibly dated no earlier than the 17th or 18th century.
Coombe Bissett Packhorse Bridge crosses
the

River

Ebble

in

the

next

village

downstream, close to a newer bridge
carrying the A354. The original fabric of a
very old bridge, can just be seen by peering
over the railings at the downstream face, but
private gardens occupy the area from where
a good view could be obtained. As built, it
was a narrow 3-arch bridge, with pointed
arches, spanning c2.8m and with weathered
buttresses to piers. Certainly, the features described, though not shown, would make suggestions of 13th century
origins plausible, though I would suggest a date 2 centuries later as more likely. The bridge has been widened
by about 0.5m to the present 1.9m, with a brick extension on the upstream (west) face, preserving the arch
shapes, but with less ornamented arch rings, and that is the face shown in the photograph.
Downstream, Coombe Bassett shades into Homington village, and a little further along the River Ebble is
Odstock. In both these villages the Listed Buildings Website, indicates that there are 17 th century bridges, in the
first case widened, in the second, reconstructed, but retaining 17 th century features. I have created and maintain
a website dealing with bridges of that vintage, and older, so I visited them. Unfortunately, it was impossible to
gain access at river level to either, and I could only try to see as much as possible from the roadway. Although
I could confirm some aspects of the Listings, many questions were left unanswered. So it was with a slightly
jaundiced eye that I viewed both villages and saw little more than dormitories for the nearby city of Salisbury,
unlike settlements upstream, which have their own identities. In this rather flat way, I conclude the historical
journey along the River Ebble, as it reaches the right bank of the River Avon. From its nominal source, the River
Ebble has flowed c25km to reach the confluence, and it discharges water at a mean rate of 10000 gallons per
minute into the River Avon, not a large flow, but it is a bourne for about a third of its length.
3.5 The River Avon, The Lower Reaches
The River Avon continues south through water meadows, and resumes a braided configuration, with a main
stream, and a number of parallel side channels. It is high time that I said more about this configuration which
relates to the corn and sheep husbandry farming, which took place in much of the Hampshire River Avon
catchment and has thus received earlier mention. In the river valleys, the original pattern of fields comprised
pasture in meadows nearest the bank, then cornfields further from the river ranging up the slopes of the valley
walls, and rough grazing, on the upper slopes and the chalk plateaus above. The sheep apart from providing
wool and meat had a critical role in fertilising the arable land, so were herded there in spring. Later in the year
the rough downland fed them, but they could not be sustained there in the winter so had to be brought onto the
arable land and fed with the hay crop taken from the aforementioned meadows. Obviously, farmers wanted to
keep as many sheep as they could on their land holdings, and this depended on how many they could feed over
the winter period, on the hay crop taken from the meadows, and how early in the year, the meadow grass had
grown sufficiently to allow the sheep to be moved there to feed.
43

Techniques evolved to maximise the hay crop by flooding the meadows in medieval times, but in the early 17th
century a continental technique described as a bedwork, which was a downward floating meadow began to be
employed in England; a Herefordshire landowner, John Vaughan was a pioneer. I recommend the website,
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-water-meadows/heag237-water-meadows/,

to

augment my necessarily brief account for anyone who wants more information. Another website, has supplied
a schematic, shown below and a brief description, https://nwhwildlife.org/2019/10/29/water-meadows/. The
water meadows were made up of a series of ten-metre wide ridges (sometimes called beds or panes) and
furrows stretching away from the river.

Water from the upstream river is fed, either by the natural gravity generated by the fall in the river or with aid of
a weir, towards the meadow system. The flow was controlled by many hatches, with water initially passing from
the river into a main carrier channel and eventually into individual ‘downer or float’ channels dug into the top of
the ridge. These downers were also blind-ended and the water pressure caused them to overflow and, so,
generate a continuous shallow sheet of water flowing over the meadows. Eventually the water dropped into
lower blind-ended furrows and was fed back into the river at a slightly lower elevation. The shallow sheets of
water protected the grass shoots in the winter months, so that much earlier growth occurred, effectively
shortening the winter, so sheep could be turned onto the meadows several weeks earlier in the year, feeding
by day, and fertilising the arable fields by night. In spring the sheep were moved to the downland as before, but
the irrigation ensured improved hay crops. So each sheep needed less winter hay in total, and more of them
could be kept so, increasing the enrichment of the land.
Installation of these irrigation sysyems was expensive, as surviving elements like aquaducts, and complicated
weirs and hatches demonstrate, but the effect on the value of farmer’s landholdings, with rental values doubling
in some cases, was usually transformative. Their heyday was in the 18th and 19th centuries; in 1850 there were
40000ha of floating watermeadows in Southern Englad. However in the later 19th century, the system of crop
and sheep husbandry was threatened in many ways. Cheap foreign grain, and refrigerated New Zealand lamb
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undercut the products, though the development of root crops for winter feed and artificial fertilisers which
improved downland grass and arable crop yields allowed farms to compete. The floating meadows fell into
disuse; some were filled in, a few became wetland nature reserves, but others just became part of a decayed
landscape. Their lingering effect on the present landscape can be seen on Google maps of the catchment, (the
maps give a better idea, than the satellite views, because the channels are often overgrown and hardly visible).
Alderbury is on the left bank of the River
Avon near its confluence with the

River

Ebble.The settlement was listed in the
Domesday

book,

and

has

a

long

ecclesiastical history, its church was rebuilt
in the 19th century. Ivychurch Priory, beyond
the north-east of Alderbury, was founded for
4 Augustinian canons in the late 12th century,
but had grown to house a prior and 13
canons, before the Black Death struck the
area in 1348. The prior, and all but one of the
canons

perished,

so

the

survivor

automatically became prior, charged with rebuilding the establishment. It must have been done, because at the
time of its suppression in 1537, there were said to be 12 canons in residence. The income in the 1530s was
moderate, £122, equivalent to a purchasing power of £77000 now. After the Dissolution, a house was built in
the precinct by the 2nd Earl of Pembroke, but it was demolished in 1888, so only a length of wall and a single
column of an arcade once in the priory church remain on the site, as shown. Crossing to the right bank, on the
West Wiltshire Downs a chalky southward continuation of Salisbury Plain, there are Bronze Age barrows and
an Iron Age hillfort, Clearbury Rings. The latter was univallate with its rampart enclosing 2½ha, accessed
through a single entrance; the rampart and a ditch are still well defined, but unfortunately, they and the interior
are densely covered with trees, so the overall lay-out is hard to visualise.
Continuing downstream, the river reaches
Downton, a large village, once a medieval
burgh, on the left bank. A timber and
earthwork castle was built there in 1138, by
Henry of Blois, Bishop of Winchester,
brother of King Stephen. It was captured for
the party of the Empress Matilda, during the
anarchy but soon recaptured for the King. It
was not occupied for long after his death in
1153, so was not rebuilt with stone, and the
surviving mound on which the wooden keep
stood, the motte, has become one feature in
the gardens of Moot Hall, shown in Mr. Martin’s photograph. A fine house of Classical design, it was built in
1690, of brick with stone facings, and at least externally, seems to have been little altered. The normal sources
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say little about the occupants, but they
created a park with many features, which is
now open to the public. Downton has a
population of 3500, and is fairly described as
picturesque, with postcard views of thatched
cottages beside the river. There is another
exceptional house in Downton, the Manor
House, which originated as a 14th century
hall house. Judging by the photograph, it has
been much altered, but apparently medieval fabric has been retained. It was owned in the late 16 th century by
Queen Elizabeth, who leased it to amongst others, Sir Walter Raleigh, before he fell out of favour after his
injudicious marriage; it remains a private dwelling.
There were 7 Domesday mills in and around
Downton. The Bishop of Winchester owned
2 mills until c1400 and from the 16th century,
there were 2 mills under one roof, an
adjoining 3rd mill and a mill house in the
village. From 1710 one of the mills was used
as a paper mill and in the later 19th century
there were flour, grist and paper mills. The
paper mill closed in 1914 and the corn mill
also closed in the early 20th century.
However the waterwheel was attached in
1929 to an electricity generator, which
operated until 1973. The 18th century mill buildings still stand, though the post card view was obtained some
time ago.
Before leaving the village, it is worth saying
something

about

the

church

of

St.

Lawrence., and to clarify that there never
was an abbey to convert into a mansion in
the neighbourhood. However, a Saxon
minster

probably

occupied

the

site,

supervising religious arrangements in local
settlements, and it may have continued in
that role until the late 12th century, when a
new church was built. Part of that church’s
nave survives, but in the early 13th century, when Downton became a burgh, the church was greatly enlarged,
by lengthening the nave, building a central tower, and providing transepts and a new chancel. More rebuilding
followed after William Burnell, who was dean of Wells Cathedral endowed a chantry with a chaplain, when a
chapel attached to the church was built to contain altars. Accommodation would have been provided for priests,
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who prayed there for the souls of the Dean, and others chosen by him. Such chantry arrangements were swept
away at the time of the Dissolution, but otherwise the church was unaffected. It was of course restored by the
Victorians, but in this case, they seem to have removed post-medieval additions rather than replacing large
parts of the church, which is shown in the postcard, with the chancel peeping out from behind the south transept.
The Wiltshire county boundary is just downstream, though it was further south in earlier days, and beyond it,
the River Avon moves into Hampshire, and the western edge of the New Forest.
……………………………
The River Avon squeezes into the northwest corner of the New Forest, but mostly
provides its western boundary. The New
Forest National Park was designated in
2005, covering 56600ha, bounded in the
north by Salisbury Plain, the east by the
River Test, and in the south by the sea, the
English Channel. The chalk of the downs
has

not

disappeared,

but

lies

below

sedimentary layers of sand, clay, and silt
hardened into rock; the soil is poor so farming was never a great option. The area was once predominantly
deciduous woodland, but clearance has gone on since prehistoric times, so that the proportions of old woodland,
heathland and grassland, and new plantations in the 20th century were roughly in the ratios 2: 2: 1. The
photograph is hopefully representative of the heathland. About 10 years ago, I spent a few summer days in the
New Forest, hoping to explore, but in dank misty weather, visibility did not exceed a hundred metres, so apart
from seeing a few ponies at the roadside and a lot of trees, I gained little first-hand impression of the landscape,
and was rarely tempted to leave my car.
The area was designated as a forest by King William I (the Conqueror) in 1079, allegedly after evicting
inhabitants of 36 parishes and closing their churches; game, mainly deer, & boar, was reserved for hunting by
royal parties, with draconian penalties for anyone else killing these animals. Such local people as remained, the
Commoners, gained rights such as grazing, collecting firewood, and pannage (feeding pigs on acorns). King
William’s 3rd son, King William Rufus perished in the forest in 1100, shot by an arrow in dubious circumstances,
but fewer know that King William’s 2nd son, Richard, also died in some kind of accident there in c1070, as did
a grandson at a later date; many saw these deaths as punishment for desecration of church property, but hunting
was a risky pursuit, with wild boar a particularly dangerous quarry, never mind the possibility of ‘stray’ arrows.
Royal hunting ceased by the 17th century, but land in the forest remained largely unenclosed, and the rights of
the Commoners were confirmed by Acts of Parliament, most recently in 1877.
Breamore, a village with only a few hundred inhabitants, is 3½km downstream from Downton, and on the right
bank of the river. An Augustinian Priory in Breamore, was founded in c1130, and probably housing the standard
complement of a prior and 12 canons for most of its lifetime. It seems to have enjoyed a fairly quiet existence,
until its suppression in 1536; the income was £154 in 1530, equivalent to a purchasing power of £97000 now,
not a wealthy institution but not poor. It was given to Henry Courteney, Marquis of Exeter, but he was attainted
and executed for his part in a Catholic Western Rebellion in 1538; it was next given to Queen Catherine Howard
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in 1541, but she did not enjoy possession for long before her execution. It then passed to Queen Catherine Parr
in 1544, who managed to survive King Henry VIII, but not for long. However, she lived long enough to marry
Thomas, Lord Seymour of Sudeley, who was granted Breamore Manor including the priory in 1547. Once more
the property proved to be the kiss of death, because Seymour, who was for a short time guardian of the 14year-old future Queen Elizabeth, plotted to marry her and displace his brother, Lord Protector Somerset, and
as a result was arrested and beheaded in 1549, so 3 owners had lost their heads in 11 years. Things calmed
down thereafter, and William Doddington purchased the property in c1580, demolished anything remaining of
the priory and built an impressive brick and stone mansion. The bad luck associated with the place had not quite
ended, because the house burnt down in 1856; it was rebuilt in mock-Elizabethan style incorporating a few
elements saved from the fire, by the Hulse family, owners then and now.
The church of St. Mary dates from c980, so
is Saxon, and retains most of the ground
plan and many other features; there is the
high central tower, which in many churches
built in that period, served as the nave,
though in this case there is a lower nave to
the west. There is a small chancel, and a
chamber or chapel protruding to the south,
(once replicated to the north). This was a
porticus, not a transept. The church has
been changed over time; some features like
the chancel arch date to the 12th century, but
other elements are much later, including windows. The church is very well described, and illustrated in the
website, http://www.greatenglishchurches.co.uk/html/breamore.html, The photograph, which looks north-west
is taken from the website.
There was a watermill in Breamore from the
16th century, the buildings shown were built
in c1800, and the cornmill operated until
1970. It straddles a side-stream of the River
Avon. A little downstream, beside the left
bank is a hillock, Castle Hill, the earthwork is
the remnant of Godshill Castle which is
normally dated to the Norman period. There
was an oval bailey, but whether the buildings
within were of wood or stone, seems to be
unknown. The castle is on the south side of
a small village called Woodgreen, and adjacent to it is Hale This village has a couple of surprising buildings,
namely its church and a manor house. The church built by Breamore Priory in the 14th century was a small
chamber with a thatched roof; a little of the building survives in the lower part of its successor. But the rest of
this building has a Renaissance west front and Baroque north and south transepts. Partly these features were
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the work of a notable architect, Thomas
Archer who bought the Hale Park estate in
1715, probably from the proceeds of
sinecure

positions.

He

designed

the

transepts in his own characteristic style, but
the West front may have been designed,
nearly a century earlier by Inigo Jones. The
church, shown viewed from the south-west
in the photograph certainly bucks the trend
of churches in the catchment, which with a
few exceptions are medieval, with a greater
or lesser degree of Victorian Restoration.
There are surely few small village churches
which look like that at Hale. Archer knocked down the manor house which stood at the time of his purchase,
and replaced it with a fairly conventional Palladian style house. I do not show a photograph because fine as it
is, there others already seen which rather leave it in the shade. From here, the river makes a couple of loops
before arriving at Fordingbridge.
There is only one place to start an account of
this town, and that is with the old bridge
which carries the B3078 across the River
Avon. There is evidence of a bridge existing
in

1252,

and

the

later

sequence

of

references in records, suggests that what we
can now see is that bridge. It was widened at
both faces in 1841 by the method shown in
the

photograph

building

alongside,

extensions

namely

supported

by

by
the

cutwaters with pointed arches of larger
aperture than the originals. This allows the
original 7 pointed arches to be seen, at least
from

downstream,

with

their

double,

chamfered arch rings and coursed rubble
soffits, without ribs. Following the widening
operation, which added 0.9m in total, both
faces of the ’19th century structure’ were
refurbished in 1901, and in 1960 a walkway
with metal railings was corbelled out on the
upstream face. As there is no publicly accessible viewing point, from which this aspect of the bridge can be
seen, this measure has not had much visual impact. The lower photograph shows the downstream aspect of
six of the seven arches. The bridge is said to be 40m long, which, divided between 7 arches and 6 broad piers,
implies that the former originally spanned c3.5m each, and my estimate that the current width is c4.8m would
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suggest that the original width was c4m. The widening in the early 19th century was no doubt essential to cope with
increased traffic flow, and the adopted method does allow much to be seen of the original 13th century structure, but it is a
pity that one medieval face could not have been preserved by extending at one face only. As for the attachment
of the walkway, I regard that as unforgiveable, even although the bridge face in question is not easily viewed.
Crossing the bridge, there is no indication of the structure below a fairly narrow roadway, and at its end, a left
turn is at the north end of the High Street; the buildings and shops are a pleasant mixture on each side of the
continuing narrow road, though few are very old. An exception is the church at the south end, which dates from
c1150, though major modifications were made externally in the 17 th century, and internally by a 19th century
restoration. The 15th century tower is unusually placed at the east end of the north aisle, so that it looks central
if viewed from north or south, but off centre if viewed from east or west. There was a late medieval corn mill in
the adjacent village of Ashford to the west, and here was sited a station on the Salisbury and Dorset Junction
Railway, which opened in 1866, but closed in 1964. Textile manufacture had begun in the 16 th century, and by
the 19th century there were 2 flax mills, playing their part in the manufacture of sail cloth and canvas. The Welsh
painter, Augustus John, was a long-time resident; his high reputation as a portraitist, was tarnished in the eyes
of many in the mid-20th century by his rather Bohemian lifestyle. He acknowledged several illegitimate children,
but it was thought that there were many more, though surely not the rumoured hundred. He sought to bring out
character, even at the expense of achieving an exact likeness, and some of his sitters were dissatisfied. Field
Marshal Montgomery rejected a portrait, and Lord Leverhulme was angered enough to go further; he cut out
the head of the painting, returning perhaps unintentionally, the remnants to John.
The mean river flow rate is measured as 208000 gallons per minute, reflecting the additions made by the 4
Salisbury tributaries. No substantial tributaries enter the River Avon downstream from there, but many small
streams rising in the New Forest feed in on the left bank, while others come in from the Dorset downs on the
right bank. Ibsley is a small village, 5km downstream on the left bank, in New Forest; to its south, an airfield was
built in 1940, which was used as an RAF fighter base housing Hawker Hurricanes, and Supermarine Spitfires,
and then USAAF groups. It did not long survive the 2nd World War, closing in 1947, and becoming the site for
extensive gravel quarrying. The large excavations became waterfilled, and Blashford Lakes Nature Reserve
now occupies 159ha of woodland and lakes, with trails and bird observation hides.
The river arrives at Ringwood on the left
bank, and the villages of St. Ives and St.
Leonards on the right bank after flowing for
another

3km;

together

they

have

a

population of 25000. Ringwood is an old
settlement, recorded pre-conquest, but there
are no very old buildings. A view of the
townscape is shown alongside. Ringwood is
a busy market town and shopping centre,
with pretensions as the gateway to the New
Forest. A watermill was recorded here in the Domesday Book, and more recently Town Mill ground corn until it
was demolished, though for a while the mill race fed turbines which generated electricity, while the mill house
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survives as a hotel. A second watermill downriver is also now a hotel; in the past it had been a fulling mill,
cornmill, and sawmill, but it ceased to operate in c1975.
The 17th century Monmouth House in Ringwood is so named because in 1685, the Duke of Monmouth, was
held there, after his capture, while hiding in a nearby ditch. His revolt against the state had been ended by
crushing defeat at the battle of Sedgemoor, and he was probably, making his way to the coast, hoping to escape
to the continent. From Ringwood he penned an abject letter to King James II, begging for mercy, but he was
taken to London to face Judge Jeffreys, and then a botched execution. King James, invariably let his feelings
trump calculations of possible advantage, and he hated his nephew, the illegitimate son of King Charles II, not
just as a possible rival but personally. Yet Monmouth was also a rival to William of Orange, and had he been
alive, this may have complicated matters for the Dutchman, before he made his own successful bid for the
throne, 3 years later. This is not only hindsight, because some at the time saw the execution as a cruel blunder.
At Ringwood, the county boundary between Hampshire and Dorset aligns with the River Avon, and a few
kilometres downstream, the River Avon, enters fully into the latter county, following boundary changes in 1974.
There was a watermill at a small village on the left bank, Sopley; when it ceased operation it was converted into
an events venue for weddings, and other celebrations. A couple more bends and the river reaches Knapp Mill,
where a watermill was recorded in the Domesday Book of 1086, but the most recent version, a fulling mill, burnt
down in the 1780s. Here, just above the tidal limit the mean water flow rate in the River Avon is measured as
265000 gallons per minute, or in terms which may be easier to appreciate, 27 standard road tanker loads per
minute. Knapp Mill is on the northern edge of Christchurch, a historic town with a population of 57000; since
2019 the town has been part of the Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole Unitary District with a population of
465000. As I write (in February 2022) Bournemouth has applied for city status; given the population of the
conurbation, success might be expected, but the case will be weaker if the town alone is considered.

Christchurch was recorded pre-conquest; the centre retains a Saxon street-plan, and there is a mix of buildings,
one thatched and dating to the 14th century, others of the 17th and 18th centuries. However, the most significant
historic buildings are away from the centre; the great priory church, shown above viewed from the north, is on
a rise to its south. A monastery had been founded, perhaps as early as the 9th century, and by the 11th century
it housed 24 secular canons. It was replaced by an Augustinian house with a similar number of canons in
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c1150. This followed rebuilding of the church, which had started in 1086, and then the claustral buildings. At
that time, the name of the town previously, Twynham, was changed. The number of canons varied thereafter,
but by the 1530s there were 18, and the income of the priory was a moderate £312, (equivalent to £197000
purchasing power today). The nave and transepts were largely untouched in the medieval period, but the east
of the church was wholly rebuilt in the 15th century. The priory was suppressed in 1539, but King Henry VIII was
persuaded to give the church to the town for parochial use; the claustral buildings, south of the church were
demolished, and quarried, though there are still short stretches of perimeter wall. The church is 91m long, with
a ‘footprint’ larger than those of 20 cathedrals; the tower is 37m high.
The ruins of Christchurch Castle are beside
the right bank of the River Avon, just north of
the priory church. It is believed to stand on
the site of an earlier wooden fort, built in 924
following the capture of the town by King
Æthelwold of Wessex, and the creation of a
motte by King Edward the Elder. After the
Norman Conquest of 1066, the castle's
defences were strengthened by the addition
of a ditch and bailey surrounded by a
wooden palisade. That castle was contested
during the Anarchy of the first half of the 12th
century; the motte was built up with earth
around the lower part of the 13th century
stone keep. The castle had a number of
owners, before it was held against Royalist
assaults, by Parliament in the Civil War.
Sleighting followed in 1651, as Parliament
eliminated fortifications which could be held
against the regime. The keep shown in the
upper photograph had dimensions 14 X
12m, and walls 3m thick. The hall and solar
block survive as a ruin on the right bank of
the River Avon, north of the keep, within the
bailey of the early castle. This structure,
sometimes referred to as the Constable’s House, dates to 1160, and is shown in the lower photograph. The
dimensions are 22 X 10.7m with walls c1.5m thick. There is a rare surviving chimney stack from a building built
as early as the 12th century. The ground floor which only has four slit windows was used as a storeroom. The
upper floor, accessed by steps outside and an internal staircase, contained the main hall. A 13th century
garderobe tower extends over a mill stream, providing primitive sanitary arrangements, for the building.
The River Avon divides in two, north of the castle, and Christchurch Town Bridge crosses the wider western
channel beside the ruin. It is dated to the 15th or 16th century. It was marked by Saxton on his map of the 1570s
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and a record of its repair in 1585 survives. Viewed from downstream, the Town Bridge has 6 semi-circular
stone arches with double chamfered arch rings in two orders; one arch has been blocked. The cut-waters are
surmounted by pinnacles, which come to a point below the top of the parapets; there is a string course above
the arches which follows the slight crown of the bridge. The central span is close to 4m, and the underside is
smooth. The fabric is ashlar, with red sandstone mixed in with the grey stone which makes up most of the
structure. The bridge was widened on the north (upstream) face from 4.5 to 7.5m in 1900, and further
alterations were carried out in 1937; they included the attachment of a metal walkway upstream. The area
between the bridge and the nearby castle was the scene of Civil War skirmishes in 1645, but the bridge was
probably undamaged. On the town side of the bridge, a mill lade, reputedly of great antiquity, is crossed by the
road, but the small bridge is comparatively modern. Access is good downstream of the Town Bridge, where
the original aspect can be viewed, as in the photograph, but the modified upstream face is inaccessible.

There is another rather less impressive old
bridge

nearby,

Place

Mill

Bridge

is

immediately south of Christchurch Priory. It
spans the mill lade mentioned above, which
draws water off, north of where the River
Avon divides, then follows a course west of
the two strands of the river,

to supply a

watermill on the quayside of Christchurch
port. The bridge, just upstream of the
watermill is rubble-built and comprises 2
segmental arches, with single flush arch
rings. The roadway is only 2.6m wide. The
cutwaters are small and low. The parapets overhang the lower structure and are thought to be a relatively recent
addition. The bridge is described as medieval by the Listed Buildings website, in part because the nearby mill
was recorded then. My view is that the bridge might well date to the 15th century; possibly it is older than its neighbour.
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The watermill in question, was mentioned in the
Domesday Book and owned by the priory
until the Dissolution. Known as Place Mill, it
survived under secular ownership and
continued to grind corn until 1908 when
structural defects forced its closure.

The

refurbished building, is now an art gallery,
with its lower parts of medieval stonework,
though not of the 11th century or earlier;
above is red brick of more recent vintage,
and some mill machinery remains. Place Mill
is shown in the photograph, viewed from the
east with Christchurch quay stretching away
in the background. The port at Christchurch
has never amounted to very much, in spite
of its apparently favourable location in a
sheltered bay, fed by two substantial rivers, some of the reasons will become obvious later. Minor exceptions
have been the importing of coal and exporting of iron ore in the 19 th century.
Christchurch never housed much industry, but a niche enterprise, existing between 1790 and 1875, was the
manufacture of fusee chains used in watches. The chains were c¼mm thick, so small hands were best, and
children as young as 9 years old were employed for as long as that was legal, though efforts were made to
give them some education. Eventually there were three fusee chain factories in the town, which monopolised
British production, and spawned a local clock industry and a factory, making pistols and shotguns, but
eventually watch designs changed and fusee chains were no longer used. More could be said about
Christchurch and its adjacent townships, but this account is not a town guide so it is time to move on to consider
the final stretch of the river.
Mention was made earlier of the two branches of the river flowing past the east of the castle, and they also
pass each side of Avon Marina and shipyard, at the sides of an artificial basin carved out during the years after
the 2nd World War. Downstream, the River Avon recombines, and hooks west to flow into Christchurch
Harbour, where it joins the outflow from the Dorset River Stour, which has flowed in from the west. On the right
bank here beside Place Mill, and overlooked by the Priory, is Christchurch’s old commercial quay, now a
marina, where dozens of pleasure craft are moored. To complete the account I shall look briefly at Christchurch
Harbour, the sheltered basin, which is shown in the aerial view, from the east, at the top of the next page.
………………………….
In the foreground is Mudeford Sandbanks, on which there are c300 beach huts, which are claimed to be the
most expensive in the country, changing hands for 6-figure sums. An attraction is the fact that occupants are
allowed to stay in them overnight in summer months. To the right of the sandbank is the Run, the entrance to
the harbour. In the 18th century, the entrance was to the right of where it appears in this photograph, now
cutting through an extension of the sandbank. Then the erosion of Hengistbury Head (in the lower-left of the
picture) caused an additional sandbank to appear, and block the then channel, leaving the water to find its way
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out by way of the run. Since the early 20th century, sea defences have slowed erosion of the Head, and the
Run has not moved again. The erosion of Hengistbury Head had been accelerated by the extraction of iron
ore during the 19th century; over 52,000 tons of ironstone were taken out, and shipped away from Christchurch
Quay. Hengistbury Head is a nature reserve, and at the narrowest point of the ‘neck’ of the Head is the
earthwork known as Double Dykes, comprising two banks 3m high and ditches 3m deep, cutting off the
peninsula. They were constructed in 700 BC during the Iron Age, but excavations have shown that the Head
was occupied much earlier, possibly as early as 7000 BC, since both Neolithic and Bronze Age artefacts have
been found. The little bay on the harbour side is called Barn Bight; and it is thought that in the late Iron Age,
and the period of Roman Occupation, it may have been the most important port in the South of England with
all manner of goods being traded with the continent, obviously, as far as Italy. Here, despite coastal defences,
the sea will probably break through into Christchurch Harbour eventually, greatly changing the configuration
of the waters and the surrounding lands.
The green area near the centre of the photograph is Stanpit Marsh, a local Nature Reserve and Site of Special
Scientific Interest, of area 59ha, with a wide variety of boggy habitats supporting 300 species of wild plants
and 250 bird species. A rare Bailey bridge crosses the channel across the marsh, called Mother Siller’s
channel; the bridge is there because the marsh was used for training by the army during the 2 nd World War.
The channel was named for the 18th century landlady of the ‘Ship in Distress’ public house, Hanna Sillars. The
establishment was in a village on the landward side of the marsh, and Mother Sillars played an active part in
the smuggling for which Christchurch was notorious, storing contraband and hiding smugglers. Clashes
between the smugglers and revenue men came to a head in 1784, at Mudeford Quay, in the lower right of the
photograph, the so-called Battle of Mudeford. Luggers were spotted landing goods brought from a ship, and
a revenue cutter and a naval sloop sought to intercept them. A gun battle ensued which lasted for 3 hours,
and the master of the sloop was killed; there is no doubt that the smugglers won out, in the short term at least,
in that none was captured and the contraband successfully landed and hidden away. Retribution followed
eventually in that a smuggler was convicted and executed for murder, and the local bigwig, John Streeter, who
was behind much of the trade was forced to move away, though he was never brought to justice. Smuggling
continued thereafter, but perhaps more discretely.
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A short distance east of Mudeford Quay, beyond the right of the frame of the photograph, the small Walkford
Burn flows to the sea. Chewton Mill, near the mouth appeared in the Domesday Book; I know little of the history
of the mill site, but by the early 20th century, a hotel stood there. The remarkable French/Polish physicist, Marie
Curie, twice a Nobel Prize-winner for her work on radioactivity, and indisputably the first great female scientist,
sought refuge there for a few months in 1912. (in this day and age I must qualify my statement, with the
comment that few women before her times were given a scientific education, and those, who acquired sufficient
knowledge, to advance the subject were given little encouragement or recognition.)

Marie Curie was

deservedly famous, but with that came scrutiny, and it was discovered that she had begun an affair with a
married, younger colleague, Paul Langevin, not long after the death in a motor car accident of her husband
and co-Nobel Laureate, Pierre Curie. Reading of the matter now, it is clear that press-hounding of celebrities
is no new thing, and Marie Curie’s hiding place was soon discovered, upon which she returned to France.
Social norms were different then as regards adultery, but the attacks broadened nastily to take in her nationality
and Jewish religion, and the repercussions were felt by both parties for many years.
In the upper right of the photograph, the channel bringing the outflows from the Rivers Avon and Stour can be
seen. The small boats used in medieval times were able to follow this channel into either the River Avon and
up as far Salisbury, or the River Stour to Wimborne, but a constant battle had to be fought against silting and
shifting sandbanks. The last serious attempt to enable larger ships to penetrate to the river mouths was made
in the 17th century, initiated by the Earl of Clarendon, who featured earlier in the account, but the scheme which
involved creating a new channel was abandoned, when shifting sandbanks blocked it. Now, the estuary, which
from the air looks to be a magnificent natural harbour, fit to compare with any along the south coast of England,
is accessible only to leisure craft of shallow draft. The large numbers, anchored or moored in Christchurch
Harbour, are just about visible in the photograph.
This completes the historical journey along the Hampshire River Avon from the Vale of Pewsey, through
Salisbury Plain, and between the Dorset Downs and the New Forest, to the junction with the Dorset River
Stour, then by way of Christchurch Harbour to the sea. It will be clear that little of the course is actually in
Hampshire, especially since the boundary changes of 1974 moved Christchurch from that county into Dorset;
perhaps I should have stuck to the alternative name, Salisbury Avon. The standout features are fairly obviously
the two major settlements, the City of Salisbury with its predecessor Old Sarum, and the Town of Christchurch,
and there is much more to them than I have presented here. I cannot say that with my Scottish upbringing,
and long-time residence in the North of England, I find the scenery outstanding; I desire more, higher, hills,
with sharply-edged features. I have visited many of the villages in the catchment, but have to admit to failing
to reach some, and passing quickly through others. Some of them are chocolate-boxy with thatched whitewashed cottages, amongst trees and sometimes chattering streams, but I have become impatient with overrestored churches. The villages provide interest on through-journeys, but are not places that I personally would
go out of my way to visit. I rarely say much about fishing on these journeys, and this one is no exception, but
I will mention that salmon and sea trout are caught below Salisbury, the former being quickly released, while
as a chalk stream, fly fishing for trout is de rigueur; course fish including chub, bream, eels, perch and pike are
also taken out the river and mostly put back.
On the higher downland that looms over a significant proportion of the valleys carved out by the River Avon
and its tributaries, there are many barrows and tumuli, burial sites for the considerable population, who must
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have lived in the area during prehistoric times. The small space I have devoted to them is dictated mainly by
the fact that I have visited few, and lack the expertise needed to point up the differences between them. Of the
same period, I have visited Stonehenge, just outside the catchment, but I do not think I could have added
materially to a voluminous literature, so have passed by the site on this virtual journey. The ‘elephant in the
room’ to which I have given little consideration in this account, is the large military presence in the catchment;
the training area commissioned in 1897, occupies 38000ha. The downside is the existence of unprepossessing
encampments, and firing and army exercise areas, from which the public are excluded, but there is a plus side
apart from the obvious fact that the army has to train somewhere, in that great tracts have preserved from
encroachment by forestry and intensive farming and are designated Sites of Special Scientific Interest.
The artefacts that interest me most, on these river journeys are bridges and watermills. As regards the former,
Fordingbridge Bridge is magnificent, even though the 800 year-old structure has been sandwiched between
19th century extensions, and defaced with an attached walkway; it is a real shame that a one-sided extension
was not engineered. Old bridges in Salisbury disappointed for various reasons, and so did those on the River
Ebble, so I would not recommend the catchment to old bridge enthusiasts. The corn/sheep husbandry farming
which took place along most of the river and its tributaries in the 19 th century, means that the existence of
many watermill sites of that period is to be expected, and many had predecessors recorded as far back as
1086. The one big surprise is the relative scarcity of textile mills except along the River Wylye, though I record
a few cases in which such mills converted to production of flour before 1750. Details about the locations and
types of all the post-1750 watermills are given in Alastair Robertson’s Appendix.
Perhaps, I began this account with expectations, which were too high, based on the interesting buildings I had
viewed, on separate visits, and my enjoyment of the book about the river, written by Vesey Fitzgerald. As
regards the latter, perhaps it was the account that dazzled rather than his river journey, so very different from
mine, but it has to be said that even he seemed to have had enough, once past Salisbury, and spent few pages
getting from there to the river mouth. If I had permitted myself to move further from the catchment, or given
more consideration to sites covered by many others, the overall picture might have been more satisfying.
However, I should not end on a note that is too downbeat; the river has features, which make it fairly unique
and the historical journey has taken in a good proportion of them, even if readers may wonder, ‘why this and
not that’.
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Appendix
Table 1: Water Mills on the River Avon and some Tributaries
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River Avon
Code* Mill Name
Mill Type
Code* Mill Name
Mill Type
A(W)1 Horton Mill
Corn
A12
Durnford Mill
Corn
A(W)2 Patney Corn Mill
Corn
A13
Upper Woodford Mill
Corn
A(W)3 Corn Mill
Corn
A14
Woodford Mill
Corn
A(W)4 Church Mill
Corn
A15
Little Woodford Mill
Unknown
A(W)5 Marden Mill
Corn
A16
Stratford Mill
Corn
A(W)6 Wilsford Corn Mill
Corn
A17
Castle Street Silk Mill
Silk
A(E)1
New Mill
Corn
A18
Town Mill
Corn
A(E)2
Knowle Mill
Corn
A19
Standlynch Mill
Corn
A(E)3
Buckleaze Mill
Corn
A20
Downton Paper Mill
Paper
A(E)4
Sharcott Mill
Corn
A21
Downton Corn Mill
Corn
A(E)5
Manningford Mill
Corn
A22
Breamore Mill
Corn
A(E)6
North Newnton Mill
Corn
A23
Lower Burgate
Unknown
A1
Upavon Corn Mill
Corn
A24
East Mill
Flax
A2
West Chisenbury Mill
Unknown
A25
East Mill Bleachfield
Bleachfield
A3
Littlecott Corn Mill
Corn
A26
Bickton Mill
Corn
A4
Coombe Corn Mill
Corn
A27
Ibsley Mill
Corn
A5
Nether Avon Corn Mill
Corn
A28
Ringwood Corn Mill
Corn
A6
Figheldean Corn Mill
Corn
A29
Ringwood Brewery
Brewery
A7
Durrington Corn Mil
Corn
A30
Bickerley Common Mill
Saw
A8
Milston Corn Mill
Corn
A31
Sopley Mill
Corn
A9
Bulford Mill
Paper
A32
Knapp Mill
Corn
A10
South Mill
Corn
A33
Place Mill
Corn
A11
Lake Mill
Corn
* The River Avon has twin sources, those mills on the West Avon are coded A(W) and those on the East are coded A(E).

Tributaries
River Nadder
Code
N1
N2
N3
N4
N5
N6
N7
N8

Mill Name
Wincombe Mill
West End Mill
Kelloway Mill
Rickett's Corn Mill
Tisbury Mill
Chicksgrove Mill
Sutton Mandeville Mill
Teffont Mill

Mill Type
Unknown
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn

Code
N9
N10
N11
N12
N13
N14
N15
N16

Mill Name
Dinton Corn Mill
Barford St Martin Upper Mill
Barford St Martin Lower Mill
Burcombe Corn Mill
Wilton Park Saw Mill
The Old Mill
West Harnham Bone Mill
Fisherton Mill

Mill Type
Corn
Fulling, Corn
Cloth, Silk
Corn
Saw
Paper
Bone
Corn

River Wylye
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

W1
W2
W3
W4
W5
W6
W7
W8
W9
W10
W11
W12

Monkton Deverill Corn Mill
Brixton Deverill
Hill Deverill Corn Mill
Bull Mill
Sutton Neny Mill
Marsh Mill
Smallbrook Mill
Boreham Mill
Bishopstrow Mill
Norton Bavant Mill
Mount Mill
Heytesbury Mill

Corn
Corn
Corn
Silk
Corn
Corn
Corn, Fulling
Corn
Corn, Fulling
Corn
Corn
Wool, Corn

W13
W14
W15
W16
W17
W18
W19
W20
W21
W22
W23

Knook Mill
Upton Lovell Cloth Factory
Sherrington Corn Mill
Fisherton de la Mere Mill
Wylye Corn Mill
Little Bathampton Corn Mill
Steeple Langford Corn Mill
Cobbs Mill
South Newton Mill
Crowham Factory
Quidhampton Mill

Fulling
Textile
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn, Fulling
Unknown
Fulling, Grinding, Corn
Felt
Fulling, Corn
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River Bourne
Code
B1
B2
B3

Mill Name
Winterbourne Gunner Mill
Winterbourne Dauntsey Mill
Hurdcott Mill

Mill Type
Corn
Corn
Corn

Code
B4
B5
B6

Mill Name
Ford Mill
Laverstock Mill
Milford Mill

Mill Type
Corn
Corn
Unknown

River Ebble
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

E1
E2
E3

Broad Chalke Mill
Knighton Mill
Bishopstone Mill

Corn
Corn
Corn

E4
E5
E6

Lower Mill
Combe Bissett Mill
Longford Mill

Corn
Flour
Corn
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Table 2: Mills on other River Avon Tributaries
Locations of Tributaries, see tables below for the key to the codes
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River Avon
Tributary Tributary
Code
1A
1A
2A
2A
2A
2A
2A
2A
2A
3A
4A

Unknown
Unknown
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Unknown
Huckles Brook

Tributaries
River Nadder
Tributary Tributary
Code
1N
Unknown
1N
Unknown
1N
Unknown
2N
Unknown
3N
River Sem
4N
Oddford Brook
4N
Oddford Brook
5N
Unknown
6N
Unknown
7N
Unknown
7N
Unknown
River Wylye
Tributary Tributary
Code

Mill Stream

Mill

Mill Type

Unknown
Unknown
Allen River
Allen River
Allen River
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Sweatfords Water
Ashford Water
Unknown
Latchmore Brook

Stanton St Bernard Corn Mill
Stanton Mill
Tidpit Mill
Little Mill
Damerham Mill
Hawkhill Mill
Alderholt Mill
West Mills (Moxon's Mill)
Town Mills
Stuckton Iron Foundry
Fritham Gunpowder Mill

Corn
Unknown
Corn
Unknown
Corn
Corn
Corn
Flax
Corn
Foundry
Gunpowder

Mill Stream

Mill

Mill Type

Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Oddford Brook
Oddford Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Charlton Mill
Ludwell Corn Mill
Mullin's Mill
Donhead Corn Mill
Lower Linley Sawmill
Tucking Mill
Fonthill Abbey Mill
Fonthill Mill
Swallowcliffe Mill
Fovant Old Mill
Fovant Corn Mill

Unknown
Corn
Fulling
Corn
Saw
Fulling
Saw
Unknown
Corn
Unknown
Corn

Mill Stream

Mill

Mill Type

1W

Cannimore Stream

Cannimore Stream

Fishers Mill

Unknown

2W

Unknown

Unknown

Tytherington Mill

Corn

3W

Chitterne Brook

Chitterne Brook

Codford Mill

Fulling

4W

River Till

River Till

Berwick St James Bean Mill

Bean

Water mills were not found on tributaries of the Rivers Bourne and Ebble.
Note: In Tables 2 & 4, the names of streams can be unknown for two reasons. It is possible that such streams
do have names, but are not marked as such on any of the maps, which we use, and consequently, have not
been found by us, alternatively, the streams may in fact be un-named, which is by no means uncommon for
very small streams in the catchment.
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Threshing Mills
The locations of possible water-powered threshing mills in the River Avon catchment were identified from first
edition, six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps) for Wiltshire and Hampshire and
Yorkshire. The surveys for these maps were undertaken in the 1870s and 1880s. First edition 25 inch to the
mile maps were occasionally used to clarify whether or not a threshing mill may have been present. The surveys
for these 25 Inch OS maps were also undertaken in the 1870s and 1880s.
The dates of these surveys have posed difficulties in our assessment of the presence of water-powered
threshing mills in the Hampshire Avon Catchment. The first threshing mills were introduced in the late 18th
century and they spread across the UK during the first 30 years of 19th century. The map surveys were
undertaken several decades after most of the these mills were installed and well after the introduction of steampowered portable machines, which rapidly superseded water-powered threshing from the 1860s onwards. In
addition, both Hampshire and Wiltshire were hit hard by the ‘Captain Swing’ riots of 1830, when agricultural
workers rioted against mechanisation in general and threshing machines in particular. There are reports of
large numbers of threshing machines being destroyed and farmers being “discouraged” from purchasing
threshing machines through to the 1840s. However, water powered threshing mills required sources of water
including ponds and mill lades. These are long lasting features and, in many instances, but not all, they will be
detectable on maps surveyed years after the threshing mill has fallen out of use.
Possible threshing mills in the Avon catchment were therefore identified from the presence of mill lades/streams,
ponds and possible mill buildings marked on these OS maps. (No farms in the Avon catchment were actually
labelled as having threshing mills or machines on the 6 inch OS maps, whereas in other catchments covered
by maps made earlier, there are such labels). Only those farms, where the buildings were lower than the ponds,
were included in the list of threshing mills below. Threshing mills were by far the most common type of farm
mill and it has therefore been assumed that there were threshing mills at these farms.
Thus, sites where water-powered farm mills operated at some time after c1790, are tabulated but it is difficult to
say more about exactly when they operated.
In addition, horse gins were used to power farm threshing machines. As pointed out to us by the late Professor
Paul Bishop, these can generally be recognised on early OS maps by the presence of small roundhouses which
housed horse gins on farms. Systematic counts of horse gins in river catchments are difficult as they are not
associated with any particular stream or river and the definition of river catchments is often not clear.
Nonetheless, we think our methods allow a reasonable estimate of the numbers in the Avon catchment.
A total of 47 possible water-powered threshing mills was found in the River Avon catchment. The numbers and
locations of these mills are summarised in Table 3. (The main tributaries are listed according to the order where
they joined the River Avon, from upstream downwards.) Only 3 horse gins were found in the entire Avon
catchment. Others may have been installed in threshing barns, buildings adapted for hand threshing, rather
than custom-built round houses, which essentially meant they were undetectable by us. Their numbers may
also have been greatly reduced as a consequence of the 1830 Captain Swing riots, but their scarcity must be
accounted surprising.
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Table 3: Summary of the locations of threshing mills and horse gins in the River
Avon catchment
Location of Catchment
River Avon
Tributaries
River Nadder
River Wylye
River Bourne
River Ebble
Total

Number of
Threshing Mills
30
7
7
2
1
47

The threshing mills found, were widely distributed throughout the catchment
We are in the early days of looking at how the number of threshing mills, water and horse, powered, relates to
the number of commercial cornmills within different catchments, and this is not the place for a detailed
discussion. The number of threshing mills found in Scottish catchments can exceed the number of commercial
cornmills by a factor of 5, or even more. Ratios seem to remain high, in the order of 2, in Northern English
catchments, but drop off, moving south through Yorkshire and into the Midlands. In Wiltshire, the ratio seems
relatively low, c0.55, but a paper written by, Kenneth Hutton, bahs.org.uk/AGHR/ARTICLES/24n1a3.pdf,
suggests that the number of threshing mills destroyed in Wiltshire, during the Captain Swing Riots, in 1830, may
well have exceeded 100. That implies that the ratio of threshing mills to commercial cornmills here may have
been closer to the Northern English norm, say 2, had the riots not occurred. Another confusing factor may be
the late dates for the surveys, which resulted in the 1st Edition OS maps. This means that maps could have
been produced, several decades after the cessation of use of fixed threshing mills, when the evidence on which
we rely, might have been destroyed.
The individual mills are listed in Table 4. The list starts upstream and moves downstream. The table defines,
where possible, the name of the threshing mill, the name of the millstream and the name of the tributary of the
Avon or one of the main tributaries. Many of the threshing mills were built on very small streams, often little
more than drainage ditches. As a result, the list in Table 4 contains many tributaries and mill streams whose
names have not been found. These are marked as ‘Unknown’.

Table 4: Possible Threshing Mills in the River Avon Catchment
(a) River Avon
River/tributary
Hurly Lake
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
River Avon
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
River Avon
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Manor Farm
Bourton Farm
Court Farm
Easton Farm
Lower Mill Farm
Lower Charlton Farm
Manor Farm
Charity Farm
New Court Farm
Woodfalls Farm
Wick Farm
Hale Park Home Farm
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River/tributary
Unknown
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Ashford Water
Huckles Brook
Unknown
Liniford Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Sweatfords Water
Sweatfords Water
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Sweet Apples Farm
Hart's Farm
Home Farm
Hill Farm
Marsh Farm
Parsonage Farm
Cross Farm
Treed Farm
Liniford Farm
Hightown Elm Farm
Stock Farm
Week Farm
Kingston Farm
Upper Biston Farm
Pigshoot Farm
Shirley House Farm
Shirley Farm
Dudmoor Farm

Mill Stream
River Nadder
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
River Nadder

Mill
Parkgate Farm
Coleman's Farm
Kerton Farm
Totterdale Farm
Apshill Farm
Baverstock Manor Farm
Priory Farm

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
River Wylye
Unknown
River Wylye
River Wylye
River Wylye

Mill
Rodmead Farm
Newmead Farm
Manor Farm
East Farm
Slater's Farm
Parsonage Farm
Great Bathampton Farm

Mill Stream
River Bourne
River Bourne

Mill
Manor Farm
Winterbourne Dauntsey Farm

Mill Stream
River Ebble

Mill
Jervoise Farm

(b) Nadder
River/tributary
River Nadder
River Sem
River Sem
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
River Nadder

(c) River Wylye
River/tributary
Unknown
Unknown
River Wylye
Unknown
River Wylye
River Wylye
River Wylye

(d) River Bourne
River/tributary
River Bourne
River Bourne

(e) River Ebble
River/tributary
River Ebble
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Table 5: Summary of the Numbers and Types of Water Mills in the River Avon
Catchment
Mill Type

Number of Mills in Catchment
Avon

Nadder

Wylye

Bourne

Ebble

All Catchments

Commercial
Corn

41

15

19

5

6

86

Textile

4

4

11

0

0

19

Paper

2

1

0

0

0

3

Saw

1

3

0

0

0

4

Foundry/grinding

1

0

1

0

0

2

Brewery

1

0

0

0

0

1

Gunpowder

1

0

0

0

0

1

Bone

0

1

0

0

0

1

Bean

0

0

1

0

0

1

5

4

2

1

0

12

Commercial Mills

Unknown

56

27

27

6

6

122

Farm/Threshing

30

7

7

2

1

47

85

34

34

8

7

169

All Mills

Note: The Hampshire River Avon catchment is predominantly rural, and there have never been very large
settlements, nor centres of industry. The existence of large numbers of corn mills in the post-1750 period is as
would be anticipated, given the extent of corn-sheep husbandry. It is surprising that there were not more textile
mills, given the large population of sheep, and the importance of textile production in the medieval and
immediate post-medieval periods; however, it is known that production of woollen goods began shifting
northwards in the 17th century. The accompany decline in the wool trade in the Hampshire River Avon catchment
was clearly well advanced by 1750, and a number of mills had changed from processors of wool, to producers
of flour. Note that our investigations of farm/threshing mills are briefly considered a couple of pages back.
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In the course of the project, I have read guidebooks acquired during visits to historic sites, and I have consulted
many local websites, too many to list. Apart from extracting facts, I have not copied text, but would want to
thank those responsible, who have made useful information available.
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