Devon River Avon
Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the Devon River Avon, beginning at its source, the perspective
is as much historical as descriptive of the current scene. There are no significant tributaries, but a few features
of interest on the minor tributaries are recorded, 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. The bridges are a particular
feature of the catchment, the survival of a surprising number built before 1700, can probably be put down mainly
to the robustness of structures made of granite and slate. The term ‘virtual journey’ is used because it comprises
descriptions of places, which have been visited, linked not by accounts of walks along the river banks, but by
information gathered from desk top surveys.
As regards watermills, Alastair Robertson’s Appendix contains sketch maps and tables identifying, and locating
commercial watermills* and farm mills*, which operated after 1750, in the catchment and wherever possible
their functions are noted.
* 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.
I provide no formal contents list, nor an index but the following information about where a few items and features
appear is intended to aid navigation through the document.
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Devon River Avon
The Devon River Avon, also known as the
River Aune, rises at Avonhead in the
Avonhead Mires, a boggy area in South
Dartmoor. The source is marked at OS Grid
Point SX 650 696, just above the 460m
contour;

the

nearest

settlement

is

Hexworthy, 3km to the north. I do not know if
this is the start-point for the river, in all
weather conditions, and it would perhaps be
foolhardy for anyone to venture onto the bog
to check, in any but dry conditions. A close
approach may be possible from a track, Sandy Path, north of the Grid Point, but it is as likely that the photograph
taken a kilometre to its south, by a Mr. Wareham, represents an earliest practicable sighting of the stream.
Dartmoor

National

Park

extends

over

95400ha; its location within Devon is best
viewed on a map, as here. It is an upland
region largely resting on granite, which is
overlain with peat, but with many exposed
granite hilltops known as tors; the highest
point is High Willhays, 621m above sea
level, near to the northern edge of the moor.
Soil formed from granite is acidic, so
heathers grow along with grasses, producing
mixed moorland, but large areas of Dartmoor
are very wet, with rainfall (c2000mm per
annum), more than twice the national
average, so large areas of sedge, rushes
and moss exist, as in the mires at the source
of the River Avon. Exposure to strong winds
means that few trees grow, and those that do
are stunted, even in river valleys; the harsh environment means that little of the National Park is farmed.
Rivers flow off the moor in most directions, though none is very long or large, as regards flowrate; one such is
the River Avon, which flows southwards from the south-east edge of the moor. There are many signs of Bronze
Age activity dating to c2000 BC on the moors, through which the River Avon passes first south, then south-east
from its source; these include hut circles, and walled encampments, so people lived there, benefitting from a
warmer climatic phase. The later Bronze Age and Iron Age saw a retreat from Dartmoor, with only a few hillforts
at the edges remaining, and the Romans have left few traces. For more than 3500 years up to the present, the
moors were an area, which had to be crossed sometimes, hence the tracks, fords, and primitive bridges, but
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few settlements were established. Now, many people visit the moors, but they view the scenery from a limited
number of roads, or hike between camp-sites.
The course of the River Avon is shown in the
sketch-map

in

Alastair

Robertson’s

Appendix; the small stream flows south for
3½km to arrive at a ford, (now alongside a
new clapper bridge). A track of medieval
origins crosses here; the Abbot’s Way linked
Tavistock Abbey, 20km to the north-west,
and Buckfast Abbey, 7½km to the east,
beside the River Erme; it was a packhorse
trail, along which sheep fleeces were taken,
as part of the trade in wool, but was used
also by other traders and pedlars, who
wished to cross the moor. Nearby is
Huntingdon’s Cross, 1.37m high, and shown in the photograph, which is probably one of 4 boundary markers
erected in the 16th century by Sir William Petre. After the suppression of Buckfast Abbey in 1539, he purchased
a swathe of moorland, previously owned by the abbey, and added it to his Brent Manor. Estate.
It is possible that Petre utilised a cross which had been raised some years earlier, fitting a Dartmoor legend.
Allegedly, the Abbot of Buckfast’s absence prompted 4 monks out of the dozen resident there, to indulge in
unspecified orgies. They paid for their dissolute activities, by selling abbey treasures. Realising the likely dire
consequences, they made a plan to waylay the recipient of the said treasures, a Jewish moneylender, who
fortunately for them, had set off across the moors. They caught him near the site of Huntingdon Cross, murdered
him, and killed his horse, submerging both corpses in the bog, just off the track, before making off with the gold,
which the moneylender had been carrying. The monks then bought back the abbey’s silver, thereby hoping to
escape retribution. However, on the next night, a ghostly hooded figure arrived at the abbey, and compelled the
monks to accompany him; he led them back to the scene of their crime, and discovery led them to plunge into
the bog and drown. When the abbot returned to Buckfast Abbey, he found that four monks were missing, and
when the bodies were discovered, he raised the cross to commemorate them. Like most legends a far-fetched
tale, but possibly based on a real event.
By this point the River Avon has descended
100m from its source and is flowing in a fairly
steep-sided valley, towards the Avon Dam
Reservoir, created in 1957 by damming the
river, An aerial view of the reservoir which
spreads over 20ha, is shown alongside. The
river can be seen winding its way from the
top right of the photograph, and the curved
concrete dam is in the lower left. Water from
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here supplies the South Hams district of
Devon. The river is reconstituted as the
outflow from the dam, and continues to
descend fairly rapidly, flowing on a rocky bed
through

rapids

and

small

waterfalls.

Whereas immediately below the dam there
was only an occasional small twisted tree, a
little further on, both banks are lined with
trees, some neither small, nor twisted, and
the valley is a little wider. After flowing for
2½km from the reservoir, and dropping
another 100m, the stream is crossed by
Shipley Bridge, shown in the photograph.
Though the bridge is narrow, perhaps just
under 3m wide, it has been substantially widened, by a factor of around 2, so it probably began life as a
packhorse bridge, maybe 1.4m wide. It is built of stone rubble, and the nearly semi-circular arch rests on 2 flush
arch rings, made of shaped but undressed voussoirs. It is Listed and has been dated to the 18th century, with
the widening a century later. If it had been widened in the 19th century, it seems likely that more would have
been added, so I would push that operation back to the 18th century, and the building of the original bridge back
to c1700, which does not, I think conflict with its appearance, but I would stress that dating of such bridges is
extremely difficult. The photograph also shows that the River Avon, which has picked up water from a few small
tributaries in its progress so far, has become a substantial stream. Nowadays, Shipley Bridge gives access to
a car park, from where people can walk up the picturesque valley to the reservoir.
Immediately to the west of the carpark,
there are remnants of buildings associated
with failed industrial enterprises. The first,
which began operations in 1847, was
aimed at making charcoal and distilling
naphthalene from peat. As regards peat
charcoal,

the

process,

bore

some

resemblance to that used to make charcoal
from wood, by combustion with a limited air
supply; apparently the Vikings had smelted
iron using peat charcoal a thousand years
previously. Burning of peat in this way generates naphthalene, amongst other toxic gases, so collection and
distillation of off-gases was presumably expected to yield saleable quantities of that by-product. Peat was
extracted beside the source of a small right bank tributary of the River Avon, the Bala Brook, and Zeal Tor
Tramway was built to allow easy horse-drawn transport of the peat to the processing plant at Shipley Bridge.
Traces of the track bed still survive, as shown in the photograph. Clearly, the charcoal and naphthalene project
had required considerable investment, but the business quickly proved unviable and it was wound up within
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three years. However, the plant buildings at Shipley Bridge, and probably Zeal Tor Tramway, were put to a
different use, not long afterwards.
It has already been noted that much of Dartmoor rests upon granite rock. China clay is formed from granite,
when feldspar crystals transform to kaolin, a fine white clay, leaving the other main granite constituents, quartz
and mica, unchanged. The process takes place over geological time scales and for some reason only affected
granite in some parts of Devon and Cornwall. In these regions, granite does not manifest itself as a hard rock
but as a gravel-like deposit of quartz sand mixed with mica and China clay. The production of China clay is more
associated with Cornwall, and especially with St. Austell, but there are also substantial deposits in Devon. The
main centre of mining operations in Devon, was and is at Lee Moor, 10km west of Shipley Bridge, but deposits
were found at Petre’s Pit, 11km to the north-west of Shipley Bridge, and close to Zeal Tor Tramway. The name
came from another moorland marker, Petre’s cross associated with the 16th century landowner.
A first attempt to exploit the resource was
made soon after the closure of the peat
charcoal enterprise. A pipeline was built to
convey the extracted mineral in a slurry to
the

Shipley

Bridge

plant,

which

was

reconfigured to process China clay. This
involved building a succession of settling
tanks, into which the slurry would be fed, to
separate out accompanying detritus, quartz,
and mica to leave only the China clay in the
slurry. The remainder of the plant comprised
heated pans, in which water was driven off
to produce an end-product, powdered China clay, which could be bagged ready for transport to manufacturers
of pottery in England and abroad. This was probably the Achilles Heel of the enterprise, which began operations
in 1858, because a very bulky product had to be moved south along poor roads to South Brent to reach the
railway, which had opened in 1848. At any rate operations soon ceased; another attempt was made to exploit
the deposits in 1872, without success. A final failure occurred in the 1920s, and since then the plant at Shipley
Bridge has decayed leaving only remnants, like those of a settling tank shown in the screenshot, taken from the
very informative website, https://historicengland.org.uk/research/results/reports/8344/ShipleyBridgeChinaClayWorksSouthBrentDevon.
The landscape changes quite abruptly here, as fields, some arable, more of pasture, replace the moorland,
above both banks of the stream, which has fallen below the 200m contour. The surrounding land is at this point
below 300m, so whatever the limitations imposed by poor soil and a wet climate, farming has been viable. A
hamlet called Didworthy is a further kilometre downstream, the first settlement encountered, comprising a few
modern houses; it need not detain us, nor need the next, Lutton. The river is approaching the village of South
Brent, but before getting there, reaches Crackhills, the first of 5 watermill sites lining the banks of the River Avon
between there and the Brent or Manor Mill site just south of the village. The latter was probably the earliest to
be occupied, since a flour mill was built in the 13th century by the Lord of the Manor. Like most of these mills, its

5

use changed during its lifetime, as it was a flock mill, producing patterned fabric, and then a paper mill, for a
considerable period before its closure in the 1930’s. Two of the other mill sites, at Millswood, west of South
Brent church, and beside the Lydia Bridge, are known to have been occupied by at least 1580; the former as a
fulling (cloth-conditioning) mill and the latter for grinding corn. Lydia Mill subsequently became a wheelwright’s
shop and forge, and is now a house well concealed by trees, while the site at Millswood housed a leather mill
and then a flour mill before becoming an engineering factory early in the 20th century; aeroplane parts were
made there, during the Second World War, but it was mostly destroyed by fire in 1948. Town Mill was beside
the railway bridges adjoining the Vicarage field, in the north of the village, and was first recorded as a cloth mill
in the 18th century, but later became a corn mill, which was still operating in 1907. The Crackhills Mill, began its
life as a flour mill but later became one of the principal sail canvas mills that supplied the Devon shipbuilding
industry until the advent of steam-driven vessels ended demand. It has since been used to crush stone, and
has recently been restored to generate electricity.
Beside the Lydia Mill, site, the River Avon
passes under Lydia Bridge, which carries
a minor road, and is shown in the
photograph. The similarities to Shipley
Bridge are obvious, though the masonry is
neater. The original bridge is often
described as a packhorse bridge, which
was widened at the upstream face to 2.7m,
from the original 1.8m; the divide is clearly
visible in the soffits. The downstream face
of the semi- circular arch which spans
6.3m has flush double arch rings below a
narrow string course, and the fabric is
rubble. The setting above a narrow steep gorge is picturesque; the view upstream of the bridge is of the river
rushing down a series of cascades, to reach the calm of the pool shown, above which a swing is suspended.
The bridge is the subject of a document of 1669, which refers to its poor condition. The most likely scenario is
that it was built earlier in the 17th century, and repaired later; its appearance is consistent with that.
The River Avon has arrived at South Brent
where there is another interesting old bridge,
though it is not easily viewed other than from
the carriageway. The only useful photograph
I have found, dating from the 1940s shows
some of the downstream features referred to
in the text. Unusually, the roadside refuge is
not aligned with the large cutwater. Brent Mill
Bridge is just off the B3372. The fabric is granite rubble, with dressed stone in the voussoirs. There is a larger
main arch with a flood arch to the west, and both are segmental, with single recessed arch rings on the
downstream, unaltered, face. The bridge length is estimated to be 14.5m; if this is correct the larger arch spans
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almost 8m. Estimates of its build-date are as far back as the 16th century, and it was widened on the north,
upstream face, probably in the 18th century, to the present 3.9m, but I do not know by how much.
When the Domesday Book was compiled in
1086, the manor of ‘Brenta’ was recorded as
belonging to the Abbot of Buckfast, a
situation which lasted until the Dissolution in
1539. The settlement was recorded as
having a church and only 7 houses in 1247,
albeit that the manor as a whole was
prospering, largely as a result of the
husbandry of sheep and the processing of
wool. It is probable that the tin industry
supplemented

the

local

economy

in

medieval (and later) times, as there is
evidence of ‘tin streaming’ in the area. Signs of these early activities are heaps of rubble and waste on the
riverbanks, long since overgrown by grasses and bilberries. By 1350 South Brent had grown enough to hold a
3-day annual fair, for which Buckfast Abbey had obtained a charter. However, the village never achieved burgh
status, because of the presence of larger townships nearby, especially Totnes, 10km to the east.
Nonetheless, the village prospered over a long period, not least because of the watermills, already discussed.
Its economy was also aided by its location on the packhorse route, between Exeter and Plymouth, and when
the road was turnpiked in the 18th century, the village acquired hostelries and stables. The coming of the railway
in 1848, was beneficial as the village became a goods junction, and later the mainline junction for the branch
line to Kingsbridge in the 1890’s. However, in the 20th century South Brent’s significance as an industrial and
commercial centre decreased, while its position on the main rail and road networks disappeared. The market
ceased to function in the early 1900’s, the station closed in 1964 and the construction of the new A38 in the
1970’s, by-passed the settlement completely, though at least congestion was eased. South Brent remains a
hub of its locality, with shops, a few hostelries, a primary school, and other amenities, serving a population of
c3000 residents. There are few buildings dating from before the 19th century, but the late-18th century Old Toll
House, with its bellcote is prominent in the street view near the village centre.
The parish church of St. Petroc, shown in the
photograph, is close to the left bank of the
River Avon, in the north of the village. It
probably stands on the site of an early postRoman church of the 6th century. A later
Saxon church was built, and it is thought that
elements of its crossing tower survive in the
12th century west tower of the present
church, just visible beside the tree on the left.
Most

of

the

church

was

rebuilt

in
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Perpendicular style in the 14th century, though the aisles date from the 15th century. The walls are buttressed
all round the building. There has been considerable 19th century restoration and internal roofs and windows date
to then, but the medieval ambience has not been wholly destroyed. A manor house is on the south side of a
large graveyard, and although much altered it is said by the Listing to contain elements dating to the 16th century,
my own view of it was from some distance, so I cannot add to that.
From South Brent, the River Avon travels
first south, to Turtley watermill, which once
ground corn, but is now a hotel; the mill took
its water, by way of a lade, from a small right
bank tributary, the Glaze Brook, but returned
it to the River Avon. The little stream is worth
a detour; in its short west to east course, the
Glaze Brook is crossed by no less than 3
Listed bridges, at Owley, Pennaton, and
Glazebrook. All were built of granite in the 19th century, each had a single segmental arch, but in truth there is
not much more to say about slightly mundane structures. The same applies to the brick 7-arched viaduct, built
in 1892, and carrying the main railway line between Exeter and Plymouth. However, beside it are two stone
piers, survivors from a wooden trestle viaduct, which was one of 7 built in 1848, by I. K. Brunel on the route of
the South Devon Railway between Totnes and Plymouth. I can find no illustration of this particular viaduct, but
to give an idea of the concept, I show a model of such a bridge displayed at Pendon Museum in Oxfordshire.
Next, the River Avon swings east, flowing
just over 3km, to reach the village of
Avonwick. Though small, there is new
housing, so it has grown in recent year; there
was a railway station, some distance south
of the village centre, on the branch to
Kingsbridge opened by the Great Western
railway in 1893, but the station closed in the
early 1960s. Avonwick Old Bridge is also
known as Horsebrook Bridge; the bridge
carries a minor road over the River Avon.
The single semi-circular, rubble-built arch
has features much like those on bridges
upstream, and has a span of 8.1m; there are
double flush arch rings on the older face,
shown in the photograph. The bridge which
has a pronounced hump was originally 1.5m
wide, but that dimension was increased by
50% to 2.25m; the two faces differ, with
single arch rings on the newer face, but a coating disguises any sign of a junction on the underside. An expert
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on these matters, Edwin Jervoise referred to two bridges in the village, the new bridge, which is known to have
existed by the early years of the 19th century, and this, the old bridge. I believe that the latter will have been
widened before the former was built, i.e., in the 18th century, and assume that it dates to late in the 17th century.
My visit to view this and other Devon bridges was in late summer and I learned that this was bad timing for two
reasons; firstly, because foliage is at its thickest then, and secondly, because the narrow roads with passing
places, which lead to many of Devon’s older bridges are at their busiest. I sometimes got back to my hotel in
the evening, imagining that I had spent more time reversing than going forwards! Before moving on, I should
mention Cobbly Lane, a track which runs alongside the River Avon, and is said to be 400 years old.
Moving downstream, the next settlement is
the hamlet of Diptford on a hill above the left
bank, which gives prominence to a steepled
church, mainly of the 14th century, but
subjected to a Victorian restoration. Here,
the 19th century maps show a clam bridge
crossing the River Avon, the name for a
wooden footbridge in and around Dartmoor,
though in the north, the term is applied to a
form of stone clapper bridge. A mill here has
been converted to a dwelling with an
attached holiday cottage. A short distance
further brings the River Avon to Bickham Bridge, shown in the photograph. The bridge is built of coursed slate
rubble with particularly distinctive parapets topped with vertically arrayed slates. There are 2 segmental arches,
each 3.75m in span, separated by large cutwaters upstream and downstream, which rise to provide refuges in
the carriageway. That carriageway is 3.4m wide, and does not appear to have been widened. Returning to the
arches, they have arch rings, recessed beneath hood-moulds, and are made up of dressed voussoirs, which
vary in shape. Some experts suggest that the bridge dates to the early 16th century, but it may have been built
up to a century later. It can be noted that we have already encountered 5 bridges, which probably date to before
1700, and there are more to come; this makes the River Avon an uncommon ‘hot spot’ for old bridges.
Butterford cornmill was a short distance further downstream on the right bank, but it was actually powered by
water brought from a small un-named right bank tributary; it also is now a residence. Trees line the river banks
in this part of its course, sometimes spreading out into more extensive woods, but the main part of the landscape
is a patchwork of fields, mainly pastoral, though there are corn fields, but probably fewer than in the past. When
the river has flowed c5½km from Avonwick, it reaches another old bridge, Gara Bridge, carrying a minor road.
There was a cornmill in the hamlet here, fed by a lade, and shown on 19th century maps; apparently an
Archimedes Screw was installed recently on the site to produce electricity, for another residential conversion.
Gara Bridge railway station, on the Kingsbridge Branch line, cannot have had much custom given the small
population nearby, but it remained open for as long as the line, between 1893 and its closure in 1963. There
was only a single track and the one passing loop was at Gara Bridge. The line ran very close to the River Avon
for most of its length, but though earthworks and masonry can still be seen there are no spectacular survivals,
though a few well-constructed railway bridges over the river still stand. Returning to the road bridge, mentioned
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earlier, the fabric is slate rubble, dressed to
make the voussoirs. It has a single
segmental arch of span 8.5m, with double
arch rings, the outer one chamfered, the
inner one recessed as in the photograph.
There is evidence on the underside (soffits)
of widening said to be by 0.9m, probably
upstream. The original width of what is
probably a 17th century bridge must have
been just less than 2m. The old photograph
would be difficult to obtain now, because of
the foliage around the bridge; I was unable
to obtain a decent photograph, and this
might explain confusion as to the form of the
bridge, amongst experts on such matters.
A short distance downstream, on the right bank is the hamlet of Hazelwood, and on its west side are Blackdown
Rings, where a Norman Castle was built inside a hillfort. I am indebted to the excellent website,
http://www.castlesfortsbattles.co.uk/ for the photograph below and information. The univallate (single rampart)
hillfort was probably built in c1000 BC, in the late Bronze Age/early Iron Age and must have dominated the river
valley. The hillfort's defences consisted of a single stone revetted rampart and a seasonally waterlogged ditch,
with entrances on the east and west sides. The fort had an oval footprint and enclosed an area of c2.5ha, so
was relatively small, and there is no mention in official records of any roundhouses; the site may have been
used, only when the community, which had built it, was threatened, or on ceremonial occasions, and its period
of use may have been relatively short. Soon after the Norman invasion, an earth and timber ringwork and bailey
fortification was built in the north-west corner of the earlier hillfort, perhaps in 1067 when the Normans were
consolidating their rule over England. The aerial photograph looks north, with the hillfort rampart outside the
inner bailey rampart, with the ringwork to the north-west of the latter. The Norman fortification was known as
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Loddiswell Castle, it was probably built by Juhel, a Breton knight who also built Totnes Castle. The ring was
protected by a substantial earth rampart probably topped with a timber palisade and was surrounded by a Vshaped ditch except to the north-west where the existing hillfort ditch was probably deemed sufficient. The
interior of the ringwork was very small, just 7m in diameter, but it probably contained a timber tower. Extending
to the east and south-east of the ringwork was an inner bailey, protected by an earthwork rampart separated
from the remainder of the interior of the hillfort by a ditch. The castle was not occupied for long, so there was
no attempt to introduce stone masonry.
Moving on, the river runs into a stretch of
predominantly wooded country, to arrive at
yet another interesting old bridge. Topsham
Bridge, shown alongside, carries a minor
road across the River Avon, in a hamlet of
the same name, north-east of Loddiswell.
The bridge has one pointed arch, widened by
adding fairly shallow segmental arches, at
each face. The original arch was rubble built
with single arch rings of thin, shaped, voussoirs, and it spans c7m. It is thought that as built, the bridge carried
a roadway 3m wide, and as I estimate that it is now 4m wide, the extensions must have added c0.5m each. The
original arch probably dates from the early 16th century, and the widening is thought to have been carried out in
c1800; whether deliberately or not, the shallow side arches allow features of the original arch to be seen. The
photograph illustrates the point. This was one of a number of bridges approachable only by narrow roads, not
provided with many passing places; somehow the fact that the roads were sunken, between high hedges made
them seem even narrower, and I am glad I am not claustrophobic.
The River continues south, flowing in gentle
curves. It passes buildings of Wood Barton
monastery on the left bank, not a medieval
precinct but a full set of buildings built for the
personnel of a French Cistercian house,
between 1902 and 1904. They left France to
avoid anti-Catholic legislation, but their
occupation of the site ended during the 2nd
World War. Buildings still stand amidst
farmland but other uses have been found for
them. A weir on the River Avon, and lade are marked on late 19th century maps, at Woodleigh, but no mill
building, and nothing more seems to be known of this Woodleigh Mill. The hamlet of Woodleigh, near the left
bank has a small 14th century church with a battlemented tower. Near there on the Torr Brook, a left bank
tributary of the River Avon, there was another cornmill, shown on 19th century maps. The tributary joins the
River Avon, near to the village of Loddiswell on the right bank. There is a fine 18 th century bridge there, but for
a change, I will focus on the church of St. Michael and All the Angels, shown above, which is probably the finest
in the locality. The church today consists of a chancel with independently-gabled chapels of equal length, a four11

bay nave with north transept and an independently-gabled south aisle, and a battlemented west tower flanked
to the south by a porch, which presents itself as a western continuation of the nave aisle. The original 13th
century church did not have the aisle, but the remainder of the church is of that date, and the usual 19th century
restoration replaced the roof and some windows, but did not materially alter the configuration.
There was a 19th century cornmill at Loddiswell, but the site is now occupied by a garden centre. Otherwise, the
population is c1000, and judging by the amount of new housing, must be increasing. There are no old buildings
apart from the bridge and the church, but beyond the southern edge of the village, there is another 18th century
bridge, and a cornmill of the 19th century; to both are affixed the prefix ‘new’. Here, after flowing for 8km,
generally southwards from Gara Bridge, the River Avon swings west, and the surviving structures of Kingsbridge
Branch railway break away from the river, continuing south to Kingsbridge, which is 4km away. Trees still line
the riverbanks, though beyond them, the fields are now almost exclusively of pasture. Hatch Bridge is about a
kilometre downstream, but I am afraid I failed to visit it. The road leading there is extremely narrow, winding,
and as far as I could see, devoid of passing places. If a tractor had appeared I would probably have had to
reverse for nearly a kilometre, which apart from testing my capabilities might have resulted in a crick in my neck.
So, I have had to rely for what follows, on the
Listed building website. The bridge has two
segmental arches, and before widening,
which by all accounts took place on both
sides, it had two deeper segmental arches,
probably spanning little more than 2m each;
the original arch rings were recessed and
made of dressed voussoirs. The triangular
cutwaters on each face are cut off level with
the tops of the arches. Some of this can be
seen in Mr. Harper’s photograph. The
widening operation in 1827 probably added 0.6m at each face to an original 1.9m, but I think that 1m high
parapets were incorporated at this point so the overall gain in carriageway width was only 0.4m, to give the
present 2.3m. The visible 19th century fabric is thin rubble tiles, and attention is drawn to the curious layers
above the arch rings where the tiles alternate between vertical and horizontal alignment. The bridge is thought
to have begun life in the 17th century as a narrow packhorse bridge.
A short distance to the west, Knapp Mill was a 19 th century cornmill, fed by way of a lade from the river, and
here the flowrate of the River Avon is metered. The mean flowrate is 49000 gallons per minute, but a few small
tributaries join downstream. To account roughly for them, an estimate for the discharge rate at the mouth of the
river would be c55000 gallons per minute, an amount to be expected for a smallish river, equivalent to almost 6
normal road tanker loads per minute. Further on, there is a weir from behind which quite a long lade took water
to Marsh Mill in the next settlement on the right bank, Aveton Gifford, the mill buildings have been converted to
holiday rentals. The tidal limit of the River Avon is at that weir. Aveton Gifford is thus at the head of the River
Avon estuary, and has a history as a port. There was a fine cruciform 13th century church, but it was almost
totally destroyed by German bombs in 1942, though it was rebuilt in 1957. There are some relatively old farm
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buildings round about, but in the village which has a population of c1000, buildings are mainly 19th century or
newer, though the painted and whitewashed houses, which line the long narrow main street make a quite
attractive picture.
So, in seeking old structures in Aveton
Gifford, we are left again with a bridge.
Aveton Gifford Bridge, carries the A379 over
the tidal River Avon just to the south of the
village. In fact, the bridge is part of a
causeway of length 360m incorporating a 5arch bridge crossing the main river stream,
and smaller bridges crossing a mill leet to the
south, and a creek to the north. The original
bridge was built during the decade or so
leading up to 1440. It had 6 slightly pointed,
rubble-built arches, each spanning 4.8m,
and the carriageway was reputedly 3.6m
wide; one of the arches is now buried like
many smaller ones piercing the causeway.
The bridge has been widened at each face,
as can be seen in the photographs; the
upper shows the downstream face, the
lower, the upstream face. There is some
confusion, at least in my mind about when the two widening operations were carried out. Possibly, the
downstream widening took place in 1817, though its stonework could be older, and it was carried out by
supporting segmental extension arches on the cutwaters; at a later date, possibly in the 20th century, widening
was effected upstream by attaching wider, shallower segmental extensions to that face. It is still possible to see
the original arches, albeit not very well, in the photographs, but unfortunately, I have found no close-ups, which
would probably have had to be taken from a boat. The carriageway is hardly more than 5m wide now, so I rather
doubt the supposed original width, but the actual size of the extensions is not known to me. Certainly, the
markedly different upstream and downstream aspects are unusual in a bridge widened at both faces, but I
cannot explain that either. It is obvious that a wider bridge was needed, and one can be grateful that a nearly
600 year-old bridge was not just demolished and replaced, but it is disappointing that a more sensitive method
of achieving the required widening was not found, because the bridge has been turned into a hotch potch.
The river has travelled in a westward direction for 2½km to reach Aveton Gifford Bridge, and measured from
there the estuary is 5½km long. Adding the various distances measured along the river on the estimable nls
georeferenced maps, gives a total of 39km, which compares well enough with the 41km, normally quoted. The
estuary broadens out a bit, with the main channel flanked by sandbanks, exposed at low tide, but the shallow,
shifting nature of the seaway means that there has never been a substantial port on the river. The surrounds
are much the same as found upstream, with a patchwork of smallish fields, mainly pastoral. South Efford Nature
Reserve extends for 17ha (c40 football pitches) on the left bank, immediately downstream from Aveton Gifford
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and is, I suppose, an example of the present movement for rewilding. A sea wall was built in c1780 to prevent
tidal water flowing over the area, creating a grazing marsh. In the last couple of decades, a tidal sluice gate has
been built into the wall, to allow sea water ingress, with a view to recreating a salt marsh, with scattered pools;
some grazing of cattle is still permitted. Rare visitors include ospreys, but many other bird species can be
observed from hides, while otters also frequent the nature reserve. Moving downstream, there is little more to
be said in a historical sense until the exit region of the estuary, shown in Mr. Harpur’s photograph, is reached.
The view looks south-west, across the peninsula of Hams End to the sands of Bantham Bay on the left bank,
while Bigbury-on-Sea and Burgh Island mark the mouth of the estuary on the right bank.

Bantham, visible on the extreme left of the
photograph, is only a small hamlet but it has
a long history. It was a settlement in preRoman times, before they expanded it to
protect the Avon estuary, and it became a
significant trading port. That activity ceased
when they departed, but it remained a fishing
port through the medieval period and
beyond. The modern day history is unusual
because a family called Evans bought the
hamlet,

and

the

surrounding

lands

immediately after the 1st World War, and
exercised a benign stewardship for almost a
century, before selling up to another family,
for more than £10 million in 2014. The sands south of Hams End are a popular bathing beach, and in summer
months a pedestrian ferry plies twice a day across the estuary, between Bantham and Bigbury-on-Sea. East of
Bantham is the village of Thurlestone, strictly beyond the River Avon catchment. I shall not say much of the
village of mainly new housing, except to refer to the church of All Saints, which has the very distinctive tower,
shown in the photograph. There have been churches on the site since the 10 th century, but the earliest were
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built of wattle and daub. A new church was erected in c1250, and some fabric survives, but it was almost totally
rebuilt in c1450, so the tower and most of the body, with its Perpendicular style windows, date from then, albeit
with a restoration in the early 20 th century. The tower of grey slate and white mortar has several narrow
buttresses, and the polygonal stair turret, prominent in the photograph. It leans, and in 1848, it was decided that
it was in danger of toppling. The top 6m was removed, and rebuilt tilted in the opposite direction to provide a
counterbalance. So viewed from one direction, not unfortunately the south as in the photograph, a kink is visible.
Moving across the estuary, Bigbury-on-Sea
is a resort town which grew up during the 20th
century. Burgh Island, once St. Michael’s
Island, is a small tidal island, dominated by a
hotel; the white art-décor style building,
shown in the photograph, dates from the
1930s. Its original owner used it as a lavish
holiday home to which he invited such
luminaries as Edward, Prince of Wales, Noel
Coward, and Agatha Christie. At low tide, the
island can be reached by walking along a
causeway, 250m long, visible, with water lapping across it, in the lower right of the photograph, but at high tide,
the contraption visible in the lower left of the photograph, carries people to the hotel. It has a tractor’s chassis,
which travels below the water surface, and a seated cabin above. Presumably it does not operate when the sea
is rough. Apparently, there was a monastery on the island, but any remains now lie beneath the hotel, and a
small ruined building elsewhere is said to have once been a chapel, built after the Dissolution. Otherwise, the
island was once used by pilchard fishermen, and possibly by smugglers and (ship) wreckers; it was fortified
during the 2nd World War, as one amongst many possible invasion locations. Viewed across a gap of time, it
seems highly unlikely that the Germans would have contemplated landing at a location reached only by a long
sea journey, hardly within range of air cover, and far from the key centres of the realm. William of Orange landed
not so far away at Brixham in Torbay, 30km to the north-east, but in 1688, he had different requirements.
This marks the end of the historical journey along the Devon River Avon, which began in the wild country of
Dartmoor. Much of the river is tree-lined, and once off the moors it flows through a farmed countryside, divided
into small fields, most of which are of pasture. There are no towns on its banks though there are a number of
villages, and there is only one significant fortified site on the banks, Loddiswell Castle. There were a substantial
number of watermills in the catchment; many of their buildings have been converted into residences, and traces
of the lades which fed them with water have survived. Most were cornmills, which suggests that land-use was
different in earlier centuries with a greater area of cultivation, but those near South Brent performed a variety of
functions including paper-making and rock crushing. Their locations and functions are given in Alastair
Robertson’s Appendix, which follows. Apart from the mills, there have been no successful industrial
developments, though there have been failed attempts centred on Shipley Bridge, to exploit deposits of peat
and China clay on Dartmoor. It is puzzling that neither the tramway along which peat was transported, nor the
pipeline along which China clay slurry flowed, were extended a few kilometres south to South Brent, which was
connected into the rail network in 1848, around the time, when the enterprises were established. Dependence
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on transport of bulk products along narrow roads was surely a fatal mistake.
What makes the River Avon unusual is the number of old (pre-1700) bridges, which have survived. On a river,
41km long, there are 8 such bridges, the oldest probably dating from the 15th century; there are a few more built
in the 18th century, and others less old in the catchment, but considered worthy of Listing. The surprise is not
that they were built, but that so many are still standing, and carrying motor vehicles. None is a really outstanding
structure, not least because the river is small, and the roads were narrow. Most have been altered, because as
traffic changed from pedestrians and horses, to carts and carriages, and finally to cars and lorries, the robust
structures built of granite stones and slates were widened rather than replaced. The bridges were functional
and unfussy in style, though double arch rings, either flush or recessed are something of a decorative trademark
of the old bridges found along the Devon River Avon. With these few general observations, I end the account,
save for the Appendix, dealing with watermills.
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Appendix
Table 1: Commercial Water Mills on the Devon River Avon

River Avon
Code
A1
A2
A3
A4
A5
A6
A7
A8
A9
A10
A11

Mill
Brent Canvas Mill
Lydia Corn Mill
South Brent Town Mill
Millswood Mill
Manor Mill (Brent Mill)
Diptford Corn Mill
Garabridge Corn Mill
Loddiswell Corn Mill
New Mill
Marsh Corn Mill
Bridge End

Mill Type
Flour, Canvas
Corn, Forge
Cloth, Corn
Flock, Leather, Flour, Paper
Flour, Flock
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Unknown
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Table 2: Mills on other Devon River Avon Tributaries
Locations of Tributaries, see tables below for the key to the codes

River Avon
Code
Tributary
1A
Glaze Brook
1A
Glaze Brook
2A
Unknown
3A
Torr Brook
4A
Unknown
5A
Unknown
6A
Unknown
7A
Unknown
8A
Buckland Stream

Millstream
Owley Brook
Glaze Brook
Unknown
Torr Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Buckland Stream

Mill
Owley Corn Mill
Turtley Corn Mill
Butterford Corn Mill
Woodleigh Corn Mill
Knapp Corn Mill
Aveton Gifford Corn Mill
Ashford Corn Mill
Duke's Corn Mill
Thurleston Corn Mill

18

Mill Type
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn

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) of Devon. The surveys for these maps
were undertaken in the mid-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 mid-1880s.
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 many decades after most of these mills were
installed and well after the introduction of steam-powered portable machines, which rapidly superseded waterpowered threshing from the 1860s onwards; they did not appear on maps. However, water-powered threshing
mills required sources of water including ponds and mill lades which are long lasting features and, in many
instances, but probably not all, they were detectable on maps surveyed several years after the threshing mill
had fallen out of use.
Possible threshing mills in the Avon catchment were 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.) Only those farms where the buildings were
lower than the ponds were included in the list of threshing mills below. With that proviso, the presence of mill
lades, dams or ponds is a strong indicator of the presence of a water mill on a farm at some time. 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 normally
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 on
farms which were an intrinsic part of horse gins. We also counted the numbers of these in the Avon catchment
although systematic counts of horse gins in river catchments are difficult as the gins are not associated with any
particular stream or river and the definition of river catchments is often not clear.
A total of 45 possible water-powered threshing mills was found in the River Avon catchment. Four horse gins
were counted in the Avon catchment.
The threshing mills identified covered much of the catchment.
The total number of possible threshing mills and horse gins (49) in the catchment was 2.6 times the number of
cornmills in the catchment (we identified 19 corn mills, see tables 1 and 2).
The individual mills are listed in Table 3. The list starts upstream and moves downstream. The table defines,
where possible, the name of threshing mill, the name of the millstream and the name of the tributary of the Avon
into which it feeds. Many of the threshing mills were built on very small streams, often little more than drainage
ditches. As a result, the list in Table 3 contains many tributaries and mill streams whose names were not readily
found. These are marked as “Unknown” but many of these streams may be not be named.
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Table 3: Possible Threshing Mills in the River Avon Catchment
(a) River Avon
River/Tributary
Glaze Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Charford Brook
Charford Brook
Charford Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Heathfield Brook
Unknown
Cock's Brook
Cock's Brook
Cock's Brook
Cock's Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Torr Brook
Torr Brook
Torr Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Millstream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Charford Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Colmer Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Cock's Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Stover Lake
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
East Peck
Little Cheston
Cuthill Walls
Barleycombe
West Wonton
Higher Charford
Middle Park Barn
Diptford Down
Diptford Court
Higher Holsome
Lower Holsome
Coarsewell
Witchcombe
Colmer
Marridge
Farleigh
Higher Storridge
Cleave
Newhouse
Crannacombe
New Barn
Wigford
Couse
Reveton
Moreleigh Parks
Crimpstonleigh
Higher Torr
Reads
Hound
Sorley
Cold Harbour
Lower Wizaller
Chantry
Lower Yanston
Venn
South Efford
Lixton
Stockadon
Combe
Wakeham
Lower Cumery
Combe Farm
Hingston Borough
Easton
Lower Stadbury
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Table 4: Summary of the Numbers and Types of Water Mills in the River Avon
Catchment.
Mill Type
Commercial
Corn
Textile
Leather
Paper
Forge
Unknown
All Commercial Mills
Farm Mills
Threshing
All Water Mills

Number of Mills in
Avon Catchment
19
4
1
1
1
1
20*
45
65

* The numbers do not add up, because some watermills altered in function, during their lifetimes.
Notes; Once off Dartmoor, the agricultural landscape of the River Avon catchment means that the predominance
of cornmills is no surprise, though comparisons with present land usage probably suggest that there has been
a shift from arable to pastoral farming since the period 1750 -1950, when the watermills, which are considered
here, operated.
We are still trying to understand the situation fully as regards the distribution of threshing mills in catchments
across the country. Including the 4 horse gins found, the number of farm/threshing mills is in the ratio of 2.6 1
to the number of commercial corn mills. This is a high value for England, though not greatly out of line with
values in the north and south-west; in some areas of Scotland, where the technology originated, the ratio is as
great as 5:1.
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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 websites, far too many to list. A few of specific relevance are referenced in the text of the account. I have
extracting facts, but have not copied text, and would want to thank all of those responsible for making useful
information available.
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