Bristol River Avon
Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the Bristol River Avon, beginning at its source; the perspective
is as much historical as descriptive of the current scene. Any significant tributary joining the small river has also
been tracked back to its start-point, 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, also feature. People of note have been associated with the river, and brief
biographical notes are provided, where appropriate. 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* 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.
I provide no index, nor a formal contents list for any historical river journey, but as an aid to navigation through
the document, I list the page numbers, at which sub-headings and significant places appear.
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Bristol River Avon
1. Introduction
There are 6 rivers Avon in England, namely the longest, the Warwickshire River Avon, the Hampshire River
Avon, the Avon Water in Hampshire, the Devon River Avon, the Little Avon River, and the subject of this account,
the Bristol River Avon. Similar documents, dealing with all of them have been, or will be, placed on the website
https://historicaljourneysalongbritishrivers.com/. The present virtual journey proceeds from the twin sources,
near the towns of Sherston and Tetbury, in Gloucestershire to the sea close to Bristol. The name ‘Avon’ was
simply Celtic for river. The Bristol River Avon is 134km long, measured from the accepted source of its longer
headwater, but it is a curious fact, that as the crow flies, the mouth of the river is only 33km, south-west from
that source. From there, the river flows first east, then south, and then slightly north of west to reach the sea.
The headwaters, and the course of the river are shown in Alastair Robertson’s sketch map in the Appendix
dealing with watermills, at the end of the account. Before embarking on the journey proper, it will be set in
context, within a project, which has put together accounts of over 40 river journeys.
The starting point was an exercise to describe virtual journeys along the relatively small rivers in the Lothians,
around Edinburgh, where my brother, Alastair Robertson, and myself were born and brought up. Some of these
rivers had been tracked from source to sea in publications of various types, but just as many had not. Our focus
was on landscape features, historical man-made artefacts, and people of note, associated with the rivers and
their tributaries, rather than the natural world, i.e., the plant and animal life. The intention was not to walk along
the banks of each river, but rather to identify the features of interest, visit those, which had not already been
viewed, most had, and to link the sites with words and photographs, the latter coming mainly from the internet.
Some freedom to stray beyond the immediate surrounds of the rivers was allowed, but in large towns and cities
we homed in towards the riversides. The end-product for the Lothian rivers seemed worthwhile, so we decided
to extend the exercise to rivers similarly well-known to at least one of us, namely, in Fife and Clackmannanshire,
the River Tees, and the Rivers of East Norfolk.
It had always been appreciated, that bridges, and watermills would deserve special attention, as uniquely
associated with rivers, and as we continued from river to river, the work on watermills, carried out by Alastair
Robertson, assumed greater prominence. Homing in on the commercial mills, which operated after 1750, sketch
maps were produced, locating them, along with tabulations, which specified their types, e. g. cornmills, textile
mills, etc. At the same time, techniques were developed to identify farm mills, mainly threshing mills, allowing
full accounting for the milling installations. The differences, which emerged, some predictable, some surprising,
led to a search for patterns, and later choices of rivers to investigate, were in part dictated by a desire to build
a national picture of watermill distributions, in the chosen period. The selection of the rivers Avon, namely the
six already identified in England, together with three in Scotland, and one in Wales, seemed to provide a big
step towards achieving the kind of nationwide coverage we desired, though we knew that there would still be
gaps which we would wish to fill. Importantly, we were confident that that the rivers were of interest in
themselves; some, including the Bristol River Avon, had already been the subject of accounts, which we view
with respect, but although there may be some overlap the main thrusts of our accounts differ. Now, having set
the account of the journey along the Bristol River Avon in context, I start by seeking out the twin sources.
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2. The Headwaters
The intention was to follow the course of the river from source to sea, but as is fairly often the case, locating the
source is not straightforward. The Bristol Avon is considered to flow from Malmesbury, where two tributaries,
the Tetbury Avon and the Sherston Avon meet. In determining the length of a river, it is normal to choose the
longer, and consider it the main headwater. On this basis, the Sherston Avon was selected, because its length
from Joyce’s Pool, shown as its source on OS maps, is c17km, whereas that of the Tetbury Avon from Wor
Well, similarly defined as the source, is c12km. There is additional backing for the choice because the mean
flow rate in the Tetbury Avon, measured just upstream of the confluence is 9300 gallons per minute, whereas
that for the Sherston Avon, is 13100 gallons per minute, so the latter is the longer and larger stream. However,
there is a complication with regard to the Sherston Avon as marked, because having flowed 4km from Joyce’s
Pool, it is met by a right bank tributary named, Hancock’s Well Spring on some maps but un-named on others,
which has flowed for c10½km to get to that point, and its choice as the main headwater would increase the
length of the Sherston Avon by c6½km to 23½km. The alternatives are discussed in the book ‘Headwaters’, but
somewhat arbitrarily, I selected the stream, named on maps along its full length as the Sherston Avon, to be
the main headwater, and treat the longer stream joining on the right bank, and the Tetbury Avon joining on the
left bank as tributaries. So, the journey begins at Joyce’s Pool.
Joyce’s Pool is at the north-western edge of
the small village of Didmarton, adjacent to,
and west of, the A433, 11km west of
Malmesbury, and at OS Grid Point ST 824
877. The pool is shown in the photograph
taken from Ms. Connolly’s blog, and a
nearby notice suggests that it was named
either for a medieval landowner called Joy,
or less likely, a girl drowned in the early 19th
century. Ms. Connolly also noted that the
outflow pipes, which take water under the
road, were above the pond surface, and thus dry, when she was there. She observed a watercourse marked by
a line of uncut vegetation in the grassy field to the east of the A433, but that the stream bed was dry; that
condition may persist for 2km, until Crow Down Springs, are reached but downstream from there it seems that
water always flows. I think it likely that the pipes under the road were positioned, maybe relatively recently, at a
height to maintain the pool level, but in times past, there may have been some leakage into the stream, at all
times.
Didmarton is a one-street village in Gloucestershire, with a few hundred inhabitants, many of whose houses are
hardly visible amongst the abundant trees which are a feature of the settlement. The small parish church of St.
Lawrence was built in Decorated style, in the 12th and 13th centuries, but subjected to major changes especially
internally in the 18th century, while there is a bell cote rather than a tower. Unusually, the church, which was
declared redundant in 1872, was restored to parish use in 1992. The village is comfortably within the Cotswold
Hills, which are centred on Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire and Worcestershire. Their bedrock is limestone laid
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down in the Jurassic period, (c180 million years ago), which has eroded to create the landscape of rounded
hills, almost entirely under 1000 feet (305m) high, and grassy because the soil formed of limestone, is alkaline.
The Cotswold stone, golden and sometimes creamy in colour, which underlies the range has been quarried to
build the picturesque villages for which the area is renowned.
So, from Joyce’s Pool, which is c100m
above sea-level, the Sherston Avon, flows
south-eastwards, along a narrow stream
bed, when conditions are not too dry and
almost immediately crosses the county
boundary

from

Gloucestershire

into

Wiltshire. As already noted, it always carries
water downstream of Crow Down Springs,
appearing as in the photograph, taken
beside Stan Bridge which carries a road
linking the village of Sopworth with Sherston.
From here, 2½km from the source, and half
a kilometre from the springs, a twin-arched
masonry bridge can be seen in the middle
ground; it carries a track running parallel to,
but north of, the road, and it is possible that the track was the precursor to the road. It is hard to judge from the
photograph, but the bridge which is 2m wide could be of considerable age. Once on the other side of the road,
the Sherston Avon swings east, and arrives at the site of Gagg’s Mill, which was documented in the 17th century,
and most likely ground corn, but may not have operated later than that, possibly because the water supply was
insufficient, even if stored for intermittent use in a mill pond.
After flowing several hundred metres further, the Sherston Avon bends south then east to pass round the south
side of Sherston, receiving on the right bank the tributary, Hancock’s Well Spring. Though marked, this stream
is not named on all maps, and the named part sometimes does not extend upstream, beyond the said well. The
stream is best regarded as formed from two source streams, described in the book, Headwaters. One is north
of an unremarkable small village called Acton Turville in South Gloucestershire, and just south of the eastern
entrance to the Chipping Sodbury railway tunnel. The tunnel is 4km long, and through it pass trains on the most
direct line from London to South Wales; the tunnel opened in 1903 allowing trains to bypass central Bristol.
Whether the tunnel was made necessary by the lie of the land, or built to preserve the views from the nearby
Badminton estate is unknown to me. A small aqueduct was built to carry this Avon Headwater over the railway
track, east of the tunnel entrance. The stream follows the railway, crossing and recrossing underneath, passes
under minor roads, invisibly in thick undergrowth, and does not always carry water all the way from its source.
The stream enters Wiltshire before swinging north, still little more than a roadside ditch, heading towards the
village of Luckington.
Before it gets there, it is met by the other headwater, which is un-named, and rises in South Gloucestershire,
beside Crowshall Barn farm; from there the stream passes southwards under the A46 to Grickstone farm, named
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for a nearby fallen menhir (pre-historic
standing

stone).

The

course

turns

eastwards, passing a grass airstrip before
arriving at Little Badminton, where the
church of St. Michael and All Angels has
some unusual features. As can be seen in
the photograph, looking from the north-west,
there are two parallel chambers of the same
size, the nave/chancel, and separated from
it by an Early English arcade, the north aisle.
There is an early-13th century window on the
east wall of the chancel, and at the west end there is a curious bell-cote added at a fairly late date. The church
is now only used for occasional services.
The stream then enters the Badminton estate of the Dukes of Beaufort, and before considering the great house,
shown in the photograph, below, in an aerial view from the north, it is worth drawing attention to a second church
of St Michael and All Angels on the middle-left. This church was built in the 1780s, and is the mausoleum for
the ducal family. In 1612 Edward Somerset, 4th Earl of Worcester, bought the manors making up the estate from
Nicholas Boteler, whose family had held them since 1275. Edward Somerset's 3rd son, Sir Thomas Somerset
modernised the pre-existing house in the late 1620s, and built a new T-shaped, gabled range. Evidence
suggests he also heightened the present north and west fronts. The head of the family, by then the 3rd Duke of
Beaufort, was forced to move there from the previous family seat of Raglan Castle in Monmouthshire, after it
was severely damaged during the Civil War, and he expanded Sir Thomas Somerset's house by incorporating
several gabled ranges around the courtyard and extending the old house eastwards to provide a new set of
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domestic apartments. He raised a grand centrepiece, in the classical style, on the north front. For the 4th duke,
who succeeded his brother in 1745, the architect William Kent renovated and extended the house in the
Palladian style, but many earlier elements remain. Other buildings in the complex, including the stable courtyard
on the right of the mansion, were added in the 19th century.
The Beauforts are descendants of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, and his mistress, Katherine Swynford;
they had 4 children, who took their name, from a French castle owned by their father, and were legitimised, but
barred from the throne, when the couple married in 1396. In spite of that, many later Kings and Queens were
descended from them, and although the first Tudor King, Henry VII claimed the throne by ‘Right of Conquest’
after winning the Battle of Bosworth in 1485, his fairly distant claim before then, was based on a link to the eldest
of the first Beauforts, John, Earl of Somerset. The family soon acquired the Dukedom of Somerset, but their
strong adherence to the Lancastrian cause during the Wars of the Roses cost them dear, one Duke, the second,
was killed at the Battle of St. Albans, in 1455, the third was beheaded after the Battle of Hexham in 1464, and
the attainted fourth, was beheaded after the Battle of Tewkesbury in 1471, during which his younger brother,
who would otherwise have been beheaded as the putative fifth duke, was killed. Unlucky they may have been,
but historians have thought them militarily incompetent, perhaps because of limited experience of war. The
deaths seemed to wipe out the line, but a bastard son of the 3rd Duke was eventually legitimised under the
Tudors; he took the surname Somerset, and became 1st Earl of Worcester. The current Duke is his descendent.
The family flirted with danger again in the 17th century, when the 5th Earl became a Roman Catholic, and
although his services to King Charles I, led to his becoming a Marquis in 1642, his prominence as a Royalist
led to his being taken into custody in 1646, shortly before he died. The 3 rd Marquis was advanced to a Dukedom
in 1682, but was never fully reconciled to the Glorious Revolution, a few years later, and may have been
peripherally involved in plots against King William III. Since then, the Dukes have largely kept out of the limelight;
some were army field officers, some held minor political offices, and most held Lord Lieutenancies. They were
Masters of the prestigious Beaufort Hunt, and this thread of activities led to books on field sports, like foxhunting, pheasant shooting and fly-fishing, which came out under the Badminton imprint. During the 2nd World
War, most of the house was occupied by the Dowager Queen Mary, and her large entourage, evacuated from
London; the ducal family did not enjoy the experience. The Badminton Horse Trials, held on the estate since
1949, are a blue riband event in 3-day eventing, involving, dressage, a time trial over a cross country course
with fences, and show-jumping;200000 people spectate each year. No-one seems to doubt that the racquet and
shuttlecock game of badminton is named for the estate, but the circumstance are not known with certainty. The
game became popular as ‘Poonah’ with British officers in India, and was maybe played at Badminton in 1873,
before anywhere else in Britain. I like the tale that it was played, during bad weather in the great hall, because
the light shuttlecock was unlikely to damage the portraits of family luminaries on the walls. As with many sports,
forms of the game had been played across the world for centuries, but rules were first codified in late-Victorian
England. It is now an Olympic sport, with a particularly strong following in the Far East.
The un-named Avon headwater winds round the north-east of the Badminton estate, to enter Wiltshire. It flows
past a monument, marked on OS maps as Giant’s Cave. As far as I can gather, there is little to see other than
a mound topped by mature trees and a few limestone slabs, but it has been excavated and there are 4
underground chambers, which held human bones and other artefacts. From here, the stream, flows east across
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fields and arrives at the junction with other streams, south of Luckington. Luckington is another small village
with a church of early origins, which has been restored and partly rebuilt in the 19th century. Immediately west
of the church is the stand-out building in the village, Luckington Court. A thousand years ago, the ill-fated King
Harold had an estate here, but the present house is described as L-plan of c1700 with pre-1600 elements;
additions and changes made in the 1920s do not seem to have markedly altered the exterior. It was used in the
filming of Jane Austin’s Pride and Prejudice, and has been on the market recently for £7000000. Luckington
Manor is a 17th century house nearer the centre of the village. The population of the settlement is c600, served
by a village shop and an early-years school.
Just downstream is Hancock’s Well which
takes the form of a spring gushing out of a
stone embankment into the Avon headwater,
which takes the spring name from that point
onwards. The feature was first recorded in
the 17th century, when the effusion of water
was said to be very cold, and beneficial for
eye

conditions.

Although

the

streams

forming Hancock’s Well Spring, are small
and prone to drying up near their sources,
the water flow is considerable if slow moving, by this point, as shown in the photograph. From here, the stream
flows north- eastwards to meet the Sherston Avon.
Sherston is an old place, the site of a battle in c1016 between Danes under King Canute, and Saxons, and it
appears in the Domesday book. However, there was a major fire early in the 16th century, and the only survivals
from before that date, are parts of the church. Sherston had burgh status until the 1830s, but is now a village
with a population of c1600. The High Street broadens out in the centre, lined by fine stone buildings, one of
which houses the only shop, and there are hostelries dating from the 17th century, including one named for John
Rattlebone, a local hero alleged to have fought valiantly for the Saxons in the aforementioned battle. There were
2 watermills at the time of the Domesday survey, and there were 2 corn mills in the 19 th century, one of which
operated until the 1950s. A silk mill, opened in the 1830s, and elastic is now manufactured on its site.
The stream winds north-east, through the
Pinkney estate, and past Pinkney Mill to
reach the hamlet of Easton Grey, some 4km
downstream from Sherston. There, Easton
Gray Bridge crosses the River Avon, carrying
a minor road. In the upstream view, alongside,
5 slightly pointed arches can be seen; the
fabric at this face is rubble, and there are
single flush arch rings. The piers carry
triangular cutwaters with caps stepped down in stages, below the parapets. The bridge width is slightly over 4m,
but it is thought to have been widened on the upstream side by 2.1m. There is evidence for this as photographs
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of the soffits, show a discontinuity. Unfortunately, I found it impossible to get a view of the older downstream face
because one bank was in a private garden, and from the other, the bridge was totally obscured by dense foliage;
I have found no photographs on the internet. The general configuration of the bridge suggests that it dates from
the 16th century, but the visible face, resulting from the widening, might date from the late 18th century. The parish
church retains a 15th century tower, but the rest of the building was rebuilt in the 19th century. Old maps show a
cornmill immediately upstream of the bridge, and another, Fosse Mill, just downstream. That name is a pointer
to the fact that the Roman road, Fosse Way crossed the Sherston Avon hereabouts, and some have interpreted
earthworks on the left bank as remains of a Roman fort, though evidence is as yet scanty. After a few more
bends, on one of which is the site of another disused watermill, Bremilham Mill, the Sherston Avon arrives at
Malmesbury, but before exploring that town, I shall go back to the source of the Tetbury Avon, the other
headwater.
…………………………..
The Tetbury Avon rises in Gloucestershire;
Wor Well, the spring, which is the accepted
source at OS Grid Point 901 939, is to the
west of Tetbury. The photograph shows the
pool from which the river flows, first southeast, and then south-west beside the now
defunct Tetbury Branch railway line, which
connected by way of the Cheltenham to
Swindon railway, to the Great Western Line
between London and Bristol. Tetbury station
opened in 1892, and trains ran until its
closure as part of the Beeching cuts in 1964.
Just short of the town, the Tetbury Avon
passes under the Wiltshire Bridge carrying
the B4014, though the name bridge seems
something of a misnomer, as the small stream is really culverted through a high embankment. However, the
embankment has probably been built up over the years, and it is possible, that obvious signs of a larger aperture
around the present outlet, may relate to a 17th century arched bridge.
Tetbury has a long history, and in the
medieval period and afterwards, the town
prospered from trade in wool from sheep
populating the Cotswolds. Wool was bought
and sold in the Market House, shown in the
photograph, a view from the north-west. It
was erected in 1655, and alterations were
made in 1740 and 1817. It is timber-framed,
and faced in roughcast on all sides except
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the north, which is of coursed and dressed stone. There is a hipped Cotswold stone slate roof with gables in the
centre facing north, west and south. The building is supported on 3 rows of open Tuscan arcades of stone,
forming a rectangle, 2 bays deep by 7 bays long. I have admired the exterior but have never been in the upper
storey, so shall not comment further. Otherwise, the town centre is as one might hope for a Cotswold town with
plenty of stone buildings, built in the last few centuries, many selling antiques and bric-a-brac of all types;
presumably a Tesco supermarket takes care of the more basic needs of 5500 residents. There are new housing
estates, but those I have seen are up-market, and the houses are whitewashed, if not stone-built. In truth it is a
gentrified settlement.
The Tetbury Avon flows south past the east
of the town, with a steep hill, above its right
bank. There is uncertainty about what may
once have stood on top; some think there
was an Iron Age hillfort with ramparts, and in
the 7th century, an Anglo-Saxon monastery.
Ohers suggest that a castle stood during the
Anarchy of the 12th century, while another
view is that the visible earthworks are of
more recent origin, relating to pleasure
gardens constructed in the 18th century. The stream continues south, still on the east side of Tetbury to be joined
by a small un-named right bank tributary, which is of interest, because it is crossed by two old bridges. I will
describe only one in any detail, namely, Tetbury Cutwell Bridge, which is on the earlier route into Tetbury from
the south, to the east of the present A433, which crosses over high level Bath Bridge, built in the 18th century.
Although dry at the time of my visit, as shown in the photograph of the upstream face, the ford in front, becomes
impassable, in very wet weather, according to a local resident, to whom, I spoke. Certainly, the single triangular
arch, of width 2m and distorted at the crown, is only 1m high, and could greatly obstruct the flow; a small
rectangular flood arch, out of shot on the right, can provide little relief. The fabric is largely coursed rubble, and
the single flush arch ring is made from stones which have only been roughly shaped. The bridge is 2m wide, and
the soffits show no evidence of widening. The bridge is known to have been in existence in 1622, and its form
leads me to believe that it was probably built in the 16th century. The other small bridge, Tetbury Waters Bridge,
is in the shadow of the afore-mentioned Bath Bridge, and may have been built a few decades later.
Before leaving Tetbury, I shall detour 3km to the west to the hamlet of
Beverstone. The Captain Swing riots began in southern England in
1830, with the first outbreaks in Kent. They were directed against
mechanisation on farms, which was seen with some justification as
threatening employment, and driving down agricultural wages. The
map adapted from one in a referenced paper written by Hutton, shows
the hotspots for rioting in England, as it spread for Kent, to East Anglia,
Berkshire, Hampshire and Wiltshire, with minor outbreaks elsewhere.
At the centre of the concerns of those who took part, was the threshing
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machine, an invention of Andrew Meikle, an East Lothian millwright in the 1790s, which replaced an operation
involving several men beating corn stalks with flails; threshing provided winter work, which was scarce otherwise
on farms. Use of the machines spread rapidly in Scotland, without prompting organised protest, but when
installations spread into England, things changed, in some areas at least. The number of riotous incidents were,
in Berkshire 75, Essex 19, Hampshire 45, Huntingdon 15, Kent 37, Norfolk 29, Oxford 14, West Sussex 11,
Wiltshire 97: totalling 390, with other law-breaking mixed in. Captain Swing was a mythical figure; the name
appeared on threatening letters, and leaflets inciting action.
In fact, the disturbances in Wiltshire, which took place mainly in November 1830, were concentrated in the south
and east of the county, in the Hampshire River Avon catchment, but the Bristol River Avon saw some incidents,
especially around Tetbury. One such has received attention, mainly because of the prominent role of a woman,
a prostitute called Elizabeth Parker. At the trial of 23 people charged with destroying a threshing machine at a
farm in Beverstone, she was described as a leader, wielding a sledgehammer, and on being found guilty, she
was sentenced to transportation for 7 years. She was pardoned before boarding a ship, but was in trouble again
for thieving a short time later, and again sentenced to transportation, as is described in the website,
https://gloscrimehistory.wordpress.com/. Probably, the sentence was carried out on this occasion. By December
1830, when disturbances were decreasing, 2000 presumed rioters were awaiting trial in England; 19 were
executed, though the death sentences of many more were commuted, and c500 were transported.
Having ventured to Beverstone, it is
well worth pausing to look at the ruined
castle,

sometimes

called

Tetbury

Castle, which was built as a fortified
moated Manor House by Maurice de
Gaunt in 1225. The castle was altered
and enlarged in the 14th century by
Thomas, 3rd Lord Berkeley. This period
saw the addition of a large square
south western tower, today known as
‘The Berkeley Tower,’ with a vaulted
basement and an integral chapel, together with an associated domestic block and a two-storey twin D-tower
gatehouse to the east. The free standing gatehouse originally had a drawbridge over a surrounding moat. The
redevelopment of the castle was completed during the 14th century and it eventually took a quadrangular form,
with four corner towers, a barbican and the gatehouse arranged around a central courtyard. The owners were
a family called Hicks, when the buildings were severely damaged during sieges by Parliamentary forces, during
the Civil War in the 1640s, and by sleighting afterwards. The surviving portions are the 3-storey west range,
with a rectangular corner tower at each end, shown in the left-centre of the view from the south, and the northern
part of the gatehouse. Also visible, adjoining the west range is a 17th century house, built of rubble with a
Cotswold stone roof, which occupies the site of the 13 th century hall, in the south range. Originally Jacobean,
this wing was rebuilt following a fire in 1691. The house is accessed from a private drive, flanked by estate
cottages and a 14th century barn, which leads to the archway through the surviving remains of the gatehouse,
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into the original courtyard. The founder of the castle built the church of St. Mary in the nearby hamlet, (visible in
the top right of the photograph) and it was expanded by other castle owners, but fell into disrepair in the 18 th
century, and the eventual 19th century restoration was insensitive.
The Tetbury Avon continues south for c1km,
entering the Estcourt estate, where it was
dammed to produce a lake. The main house
was owned by a family, of that name, but
they had to move out in the early 1960s and
the house was demolished. On leaving the
estate, the stream reaches Shipton Mill, on
the site of a Domesday mill, and recorded
later in the medieval era. It was disused and in disrepair in the 1980s, when restoration began. Today, the mill
produces organic flour. A short distance further, and the stream reaches the ford, where it is crossed by Fosse
Way, once a Roman road, between Exeter and Lincoln, but now no more than a track here, as shown in the
photograph; the river flows from left to right, the track, waterlogged at the bottom of the frame, crosses on the
middle-right. The stream is passing from Gloucestershire into Wiltshire.
The river winds south to arrive at Brokenborough, a hamlet thought to have been the site of a palace, inhabited
by the formidable 10th century King Athelstan, of whom more later. The church of St. John the Baptist has early
13th century origins and followed a pattern, already seen at Little Badminton, in which there is a very large north
aisle separated from the nave by an arcade. The inevitable 19th century restoration was not kind to this church,
at least as regards external appearance, judging from the mix of window styles which replaced the originals.
After a few more bends the Tetbury Avon swings across the northern edge of Malmesbury, and then down the
east side of the town to its meeting point with the Sherston Avon at the south-east edge. The latter coming from
the west flows just south of the town, so that only on the west side is there access to the centre, without crossing
a river. In the medieval period, there were a number of bridges, and Saxton records 3 on his map produced in
the 1580s, one carrying a road from Cirencester over the Tetbury Avon, one at Westport carrying a road from
Bristol over the Sherston Avon, and one downstream of their confluence carrying a road from Chippenham.
None survives, and the oldest bridges in Malmesbury are narrow 18th century bridges of no great distinction,
namely Abbey Bridge and Baskerville Bridge.
………………………
There was a Norman castle in Malmesbury, which was fought over during the Anarchy in the first half of the12 th
century, but demolished in c1200, so comprehensively, that its location is a matter for conjecture. The town was
again in the front line during the Civil War in the 17 th century; it was occupied by Parliamentary forces at the
outset, but taken by the royalists in February 1643. It then changed hands twice in 3 days in March 1643, but
the Royalist garrison was withdrawn in April 1643; the Royalists regained control in July 1643, but lost the town
in May 1644, for the last time. So Malmesbury changed hand 6 times, and it is hardly surprising that Parliament
insisted on the sleighting of the medieval town walls. In truth, Malmesbury was in decline by then, having lost
the influence of the abbey, as a result of the Reformation. It was bypassed by the canal network, and at first by
the railways, though a branch line was built in 1871 which connected it to the London to Bristol line. However,
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the station closed in 1962 and the track was lifted a few years later. Now it is a pleasant country town with a
population of c5500, serving the needs of the surrounding rural area.
The High Street is lined by a great variety of
buildings, some built with Cotswold stone but
others painted in various colours, occupied
by shops, some of chains but more by local
businesses. The effect would be charming,
were it not for the parked cars and vans
parked along one side of the narrow
roadway. At the north end stands one of the
finest ancient market crosses in the country.
It was built in 1490, as an elaborately carved
octagonal structure in Perpendicular style. A
carving in relief of the Crucifixion and figures
of

several

saints

have

survived

the

Reformation, on the open lantern, although
the lower niches for figures are now empty. Inside there is a lierne or stellar vaulted roof with carved bosses,
springing from a central column, with stone seating around it. There is a low wall or bench across all the outside
arches except two. The building is over 12m high, and still shelters market traders from rain. There are newer
streets in the north-west of the town, which do not perhaps live up to the high standards of the centre, but as a
whole Malmesbury, if it has lost any wider importance, still has a lot going for it.
Malmesbury Abbey, shown in the aerial view
from the south, is on the east side of the
town. A nunnery was probably founded on
the site in 603, and monks were added in the
half-century following. The change in status
to a Benedictine Abbey is thought to have
occurred in 965, after a short period, when
there was a secular college. The present
abbey was built mainly in c1160, after its
predecessor had been seriously damaged by
fire, though additions were made in each of
the following 3 centuries. The only number
quoted for the complement of monks is 21 in
the 1530s when the income was £803,
(£523000

of

present-day

purchasing

value) but given that wealth, it is likely that
there were at least twice as many, in the 13th
century. The abbey was suppressed in 1539,
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and the destruction of most of the claustral buildings, which were north
of the church, followed, but most of the damage to the church, was not
attributable to the Dissolution. The collapse of two towers was
responsible, with the east end of the church suffering at the end of the
15th century, when a crossing tower collapsed, while the 3 western
bays of the nave were destroyed when the west tower did likewise, in
c1662. The result is a much-truncated building, The sketch confirms
that little of the massive medieval abbey church now stands; the dark
shading shows the part which has disappeared as a result of the tower
collapses. The separate 14th century bell-tower in the south-west
corner of the churchyard, once attached to another church, now serves the parish church which took over the
nave of the abbey church. To the north-east of the abbey church is Abbey House which was built in the 1540s
on the site of the abbot’s lodgings, and retains the undercroft of that building. The Old Bell Hotel, to the middle
left in the above aerial view, contains elements of the 13th century abbey guest house.
Malmesbury Abbey is strongly associated with King Athelstan, who probably lived for significant periods in the
aforementioned local palace, and enriched the abbey during his lifetime. He reigned over most of England
between 925 and 939. He had been brought up in the Mercian court, rather than with his parents in Winchester,
and although he was the grandson of King Alfred, and the eldest surviving son of King Edward the Elder, his
absence placed his succession to the throne in doubt; primogeniture was not yet the incontestable norm.
Athelstan was possibly accepted as King, only because he gave an assurance that he would not marry, so
allowing a younger brother to succeed him. His two predecessors had done much to establish Wessex as the
strongest power on the British mainland, but Athelstan is generally given credit for establishing direct rule over
all of England. His ambition did not rest there, and he exacted oaths of loyalty from Kings in Scotland, Dublin,
and Wales, at Eamont near Penrith, in 927, seeking to make himself a British overking, but the oaths were worth
little and were soon broken. In response, Athelstan invaded Scotland with an army and fleet in 934, but though
he doubtless did much damage, he could not bring his adversaries to the battle, which might have confirmed
his dominance.
He was seen as such a threat, that an unlikely alliance was sealed between the Kings who had given token
allegiance at Eamont, and an invasion of England resulted. Athelstan won a great victory at the Battle of
Brunanburgh in 937, though his main adversaries escaped, and his own losses seem to have been too great to
allow pursuit. The location of the battle has been the subject of much speculation, with most historians placing
it in what is now Northern England, on the Northern border of Mercia, with the Wirral peninsula, a favourite. It
seems clear, that Athelstan was forced to defend, albeit successfully, his own heartland, and that his effort to
rule the whole island of Great Britain had been shown to be a chimera. The hostility engendered was certainly
a factor in the difficulties experienced by Athelstan’s less able successors, as England came under regular
attack over the next century. Athelstan died 2 years after Brunanburgh, probably in his late 40s, and was interred
in Malmesbury Abbey; he was succeeded by his much younger brother, Edmund, who spent most of his short
reign defending his northern border, and the connection of the Saxon Royal family with Malmesbury, died with
Athelstan. His failed ambitions place him first in a line which included King Edward I and King Henry VIII.
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There are two other people associated with the abbey, worthy of mention. In the early 11th century, a monk,
Eilmer of Malmesbury, attached wings to his body and flew, or perhaps more accurately, glided, after jumping
from a tower. Eilmer is said to have achieved a distance of c200m before landing heavily, and breaking both
legs. He recovered and later remarked that the only reason he did not fly further was the lack of a tail plane, but
neither he nor any follower attempted to repeat the exploit. William of Malmesbury was born in the mid-1090s,
of mixed Norman and Anglo-Saxon parentage. He spent his whole adult life in Malmesbury, mostly as librarian,
though he was once offered the abbacy. Those whose opinions mattered, rated him as one of the great scholars
of the West, in his lifetime and nowadays his histories, which picked up from where the Venerable Bede left off,
are seen as balanced and generally accurate. His accounts continue until the 1140s, so he is thought to have
lived to the age of 50.
The other celebrated figure associated with Malmesbury is the political philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, who was
born there in 1588, and attended school in the town. Any visits thereafter are likely to have been brief, because
most of his life was spent in the household of the Earls of Devonshire in Derbyshire, or in temporary exile, when
his published ideas attracted the disfavour of greater powers in the land. His major work was Leviathan, which
advocated a system in which a powerful, absolutist ruler, had the rights to tax and confiscate wealth, to provide
the resources to protect his subjects. Hobbes was amongst the first to introduce the idea of contract between
ruler and ruled, and he stressed in extraordinarily powerful words, ending with a phrase which resonates to the
present day, the importance of such arrangements, in stating that without them,
‘there is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth;
no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments
of moving, and removing, such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account
of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and
the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.’
Living through the years of the Civil Wars, and their aftermath, his views on politics and religion, (he was accused
of atheism), made him many enemies, but he was protected and given a pension by King Charles II, whom he
had tutored for a short time, when both were in exile, and the Earls of Devonshire. He was 91 when he died.
Before moving on I shall say something of the mills which have utilised the water flowing round 3 sides of the
town. On late-19th century maps there are two on the Tetbury Avon, within the confines of the town, namely
Abbey Mill, and Winyard Mill. On the Sherston Avon, a Silk Mill is marked just upstream of the junction forming
the River Avon, at a location linked to an earlier Postern Mill, and downstream were the Cowbridge and King’s
Mead Mills. Most of these mills had earlier predecessors; in 1066, King Harold is recorded as holding a corn
mill in Malmesbury. In the 12th and 13th centuries there was a mill at Westport, on the Sherston Avon, and the
Abbey had a mill on the Tetbury Avon until the Dissolution. In the 16th century, when Malmesbury was an
important centre of the woollen trade, Winyard Mill, Postern Mill, and Cowbridge Mill all produced cloth, and in
1600, Cannop’s Mill, a fulling mill was built close to the junction of the Sherston and Tetbury streams. However,
the industry went into decline in the town, until in 1790, a new cloth mill was built on the site of Cannop’s Mill,
called Burton Hill Mill; the owner wanted to install modern machinery, without the opposition, which was fierce
in the mill towns of the North of England. It does not seem to have prospered for long, and thereafter the mill
had a succession of owners, and uses, and was closed temporarily on a few occasions, but latterly
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manufactured fancy silk and cotton goods, before it finally closed in c1950, by which time all the watermills near
the town had ceased to operate.
3. Malmesbury to Chippenham
A short distance downstream from its
formation, the Bristol River Avon is joined at
the left bank by Woodbridge Brook which
flows 14km from its source near the villages
of Lydiard Millicent and Lydiard Tregoze, on
the western outskirts of Swindon, and adds
water at a comparable mean rate to the
named headwaters, 7,700 gallons per
minute, though it has been known to dry up
completely. Strictly the villages, both pleasant and with interesting churches are in the River Thames catchment,
but I shall pause for a moment at Lydiard Park in Lydiard Tregoze. The St. John family acquired the estate by
marriage in the 15th century, the lady in question was Margaret Beauchamp who made a 2nd marriage into the
Beaufort family, becoming the Countess of Richmond; she was the grandmother of King Henry VII. The house
was medieval in origin but it was rebuilt in the 1740s as the classical mansion shown in the photograph, to me,
it appears heavy rather than well-proportioned, but the grounds, dating from the same period, with a lake
amongst other features, are reputedly outstanding. The St. John family held the estate until the 20 th century, but
it is now in the hands of the Swindon local authority, and house and grounds are open to the public.
The most notable of the dynasty was Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke, born in 1678, whose complex
character encompassed ambition, irresponsibility, dissipation, intellectual wizardry, and physical cowardice. His
father, when hearing of his ennoblement, stated that he had always believed that Harry would eventually be
hanged, but now he knew he would be beheaded, the supposedly easier death reserved for aristocrats. The
parental judgement came quite close to being correct in the years after the Hanoverian Succession.
Bolingbroke’s political career turned on his appointment, before he was 32 years old, as Secretary of State in
1710, when he undertook the negotiation of the Treaty of Utrecht signed in 1713, which brought to an end the
War of the Spanish Succession, at least as far as hostilities between Britain and France were concerned. Now
seen as a triumphant victor’s peace, at the time it sparked intense controversy, mainly because of the way it
was forced on Britain’s wartime allies. Bolingbroke coped easily enough with Whig opposition to his treaty, but
more worryingly for his future, the putative heir to the British throne, George Louis, Elector of Hanover, a
commander of allied armies during the war, felt with justice, that he and others had been left in the lurch, and
became implacably hostile towards the Secretary of State. The Elector duly became King George I, in part
perhaps, because Bolingbroke’s courage failed him, at a key Cabinet meeting in a room beside Queen Anne’s
deathbed; thereafter he steered an erratic course, which saw him losing office never to regain it, fleeing Britain
to avoid impeachment, advising James, the Old Pretender, in Paris before the 1715 Rebellion, and then being
attainted and losing his lands and possessions.
His luck turned, when surprisingly he received a pardon at the insistence of King George I, over Robert
Walpole’s fierce objections, and was allowed to return to Britain in 1723. It might have been expected that he
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would keep a low profile, thereafter, and indeed he never returned to front-line political life, not least because
Walpole did secure a ban on his attending the House of Lords. However, he became the chief polemicist for
anti-government parties, and concurrently an icon of Tory philosophy, by his writings in publications like ‘The
Craftsman’. Even in this withdrawn role, he never felt secure and fear of Walpole caused him to seek refuge
again in France, more than once. He was an influential voice in the background as Walpole eventually fell from
power, but it was others like his fellow-polemicist Pulteney, the Prince of Wales and the Duke of Argyll who
stacked up the necessary votes in the House of Commons. Lord Bolingbroke died in 1751, certainly unfulfilled
in life, but his pen has earned him a place in history, alongside the likes of Edmund Burke.
Otherwise, I shall not follow the Woodbridge
Brook, but will look at the Charlton Park
estate, which is near its right bank, and 3km
north-east of Malmesbury. The estate was
held by Malmesbury Abbey before the
Dissolution and late in the 16th century came
into the hands of Lord Thomas Howard. He
had a moderately successful naval career,
and gained the favour of Queen Elizabeth.
He was made Earl of Suffolk (the 4th creation) in 1603, and by this time the mansion shown in the photograph
was being built. Suffolk’s career flourished for more than a decade under King James VI & I and he rose to the
Lord Treasurership in 1614, before falling from grace as the Duke of Buckingham captured the affections of the
King. He lost office in 1618, and was held in prison for a short time and fined, but lived out his life until 1627
without further alarms. Major alterations were made to the mansion in the 1770s including the rebuilding of the
south front, adding stair turrets, and the roofing-over of the central courtyard to make a large domed hall; work
on the interior was not completed until the early 20th century. The house was converted into apartments in
1975, though the current earl, still owns the park and the surrounding agricultural estate.
From the confluence with the Woodbridge Brook to the next significant town on the River Avon, Chippenham,
is approximately 20km, and to get there, the River Avon winds quietly, generally southwards through mainly
pastoral farmland interspersed with copses. This is Dauntsey Vale which separates the Cotswolds to the west
from the Downs to the east. The villages on the banks, like the first of them, Great Somerford, are pleasant, with
houses well-spaced amongst greenery, but none of their buildings, including the churches, stands out, so I will
not pause on this part of the journey past the Somerfords, Dauntsey, the Seagrys, and under the M4 to Christian
Malford, Sutton Benger and Kellaways. The river receives tributaries on both banks, and Brinkworth Brook,
which joins the left bank near Great Somerford, is worth tracking to its source, near Broad Hinton. Now a leafy
village with c700 residents, it is at the centre of a manor, with origins in the 11th century, but only the church of
St. Peter ad Vincula (in chains) provides evidence of antiquity, though like many it was subjected to rebuilding
and heavy restoration in the 19th century. Nonetheless a few artefacts of the 12th century remain, including a
doorway, but the tower is Perpendicular in style and dates to c1500.
In the neighbourhood of Broad Hinton, the tributary is only a few linked ditches, and streamlets, which later
merge into Brinkworth Brook. It is a chalk stream, as its course is through downland, and a marker of this
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environment is prominent, to the east of the
village, namely, one of 8 white horses near
hilltops in Wiltshire, namely Broad Town
White Horse, shown in the photograph. It is
not an ancient monument, having been
created by a farmer in the mid-19th century;
as with most of its kind, the likeness is best
viewed from a distance. The ground within
the outline has to be regularly scoured, to
keep fresh chalk at the surface. The
earthworks of Bincknoll Castle are to the
north-east, on the same west-facing ridge.
They are shown in the photograph, but there
is doubt as to their origin. Some think there
was an Iron Age univalliate hillfort here,
though such pottery as has been found is
Roman and Saxon, others believe that a
Norman motte and bailey castle once
occupied the site, though the absence of any documentation runs counter to that explanation.
Returning

to

Brinkworth

Brook,

it

approaches Royal Wootton Bassett, and
swings round the south and west of the town.
First mentioned in the 7th century, and
attacked by the Danes in the 10th century,
Royal Wootton Bassett became a burgh in
the 15th century. It has been an important
local centre for a long time, but there are few
old buildings; churches have been on the
present site for 8 centuries, but rebuilds
mean that nothing much remains that is
earlier than 19th century. The town hall
shown, was a gift from a prominent politician, the Earl of Rochester in the late 17 th century, and has been
converted into a museum. The town, with a population of 11000, is now home to many commuters, especially
to Swindon, and otherwise its good range of shops makes it a popular place for a ‘day out’. Wootton Bassett as
it was then named, sprang into prominence in recent years, because of its proximity to Lyneham Airfield.
Constructed during the 2nd World War, it was for many years the main air transport base of the RAF, housing
until recently Lockheed Hercules aircraft. During the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, troops left from there, and
from 2007, the bodies of those killed in action, were repatriated to Lyneham, and taken along the main street of
Wootton Bassett on their way to Oxford, where the coffined remains were given into the care of their families.
The custom grew that businesses in the town closed, while such motorcades were passing through, and
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townsfolk stood at the roadside, paying their respects. In 2011, the arrangements for repatriation were changed
as Lyneham assumed the role of a Ministry of Defence training base, and RAF Brize Norton took over its air
transport role, so hearses followed a different route, but in recognition of the conduct of the townsfolk, the prename Royal was conferred on what became Royal Wootton Bassett.
Just to the north of Lyneham Airfield is the
hamlet
through

of

Bradenstoke,

trees,

as

in

where
Ms.

visible

Forward’s

photograph, there are a few remains of an
Augustinian Priory, though there would be
more but for the intervention of a figure
famous in another sphere. The priory of
Clack was founded in 1142 on a high ridge
near a holy well. The founder was Walter
Fitzedward de Salisbury, and after the death
of his wife he became a canon and was
buried in the priory. The priory had a more famous and durable daughter house, because in 1190, 13 canons
migrated to form the first community of Cartmel Priory, in Cumbria. The priory of Clack enjoyed Royal support
and prospered, so that by the 14th century it held lands in 9 counties besides Wiltshire. Perhaps it had declined
by the time of the Dissolution, when a prior and 13 canons were in residence, and the income was £270
(c£170000 of present day purchasing power).
Wholesale destruction of all the precinct buildings did not follow immediately, but many of the claustral buildings
were probably gone by the late-17th century, and most of the church was pulled down in the 19th century, though
buildings like the prior’s lodging still stood entire. Then, in 1925, William Randolph Hearst, the American
newspaper tycoon purchased St Donat's Castle in Wales and Clack Priory; on the latter site, he dismantled and
removed the guest house, prior's lodging, and great tithe barn. The disassembled barn was crated and sent to
Hearst’s residence in California, but has never been rebuilt; the other masonry was incorporated in a remodelling
of St. Donat’s Castle, near Bridgend. Although the heritage movement was in its infancy then, there was
opposition, but it had no effect. All that remains of the priory in the 21st century are its late 15th century church
tower, and an undercroft, the latter said to be requiring emergency remedial work. Near to the ruin are
earthworks, likely to have been fishponds, and a mound, surrounded by a ditch, which some think was once a
castle motte. From Royal Wootton Bassett, Brinkworth Brook flows north under the M4 motorway, and then
westwards alongside the London to Bristol railway, to complete its 14½km course, by joining the River Avon.
………………………….
As the River Avon approaches Chippenham, it reaches the bridge at Kellaways, which is fairly modern and
undistinguished, but at this point, Saxton marks a bridge in the 1580s, and a structure called Maud Heath’s
Causeway is thought to have crossed the River Avon; probably they were one and the same. Maud Heath was
a widow who delivered farm produce to the market in Chippenham during the 15th century. Presumably she
made a good living because in her will dated 1474, she left property worth £8 per year, (equivalent to £5500 per
annum) towards building and maintaining a causeway extending over the 7½km between her home, beside
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Wick Hill, and Chippenham. I do not know the original form of the causeway, which must have stretched across
flooded fields as well as the river; it was rebuilt in the early 19th century, and further altered a century later. There
is a 17th century marker stone at each end of the causeway, and monuments to Maud Heath are on the right
bank of the river, and on the top of a nearby hill. More information can be obtained from the website,
bremhillparishhistory.com/article/maud-heaths-causeway.
The river continues southwards, passing
under the cradle bridge carrying a footpath
to the hamlet of Tytherton Lucas; the view
of the river was taken from it. By this point,
the River Avon is of medium size, still slowmoving, and separating farm fields. A short
distance downstream a left bank tributary,
the River Marden joins. It rises in hills
around the town of Calne, which was the
scene of a famous meeting between St.
Dunstan and the Witan, the group of senior nobles who advised the English King, in 978. The churchman
advocated reforms, requiring monks to adopt the Rule of St. Benedict, which above all meant chastity, and
ensuring that church income was used only for the benefit of the Church. The meeting was interrupted when
the upper floor of the building collapsed, killing several of the attendees, conveniently, many of the objectors,
and thereafter St. Dunstan was able to proceed with his reforms. His career, as recorded was extraordinary,
Abbot of Glastonbury, Bishop of Worcester, Bishop of London, Archbishop of Canterbury and Treasurer of
England, but it was a turbulent period with a succession of short reigns of young Kings, and there was a Danish
threat throughout. St. Dunstan was usually the chief advisor to these kings, but sometimes incurred Royal
disfavour, and was exiled once for 4 years. This is not the place for a fuller account of his long life from 909 to
988, soon recognised by the conferral of sainthood, but it seems that he was both devout and worldly, ruthless
in pursuit of his aims conflated with those of the church, and the defence of his status.
In spite of Calne’s age, few old buildings have survived, save around the church of St. Mary. That imposing
building had 12th century origins; the expansion to its present scale took place in the 14 th and 15th centuries,
when the town prospered from the wool trade, but there has been much rebuilding since and of course a
Victorian restoration. There were several watermills in the town and upstream on the River Marden; the postmedieval decline in the market for woollen goods, caused some to become cornmills, and some to close. The
present population is 17000, and there are many solid-looking stone buildings in and around the centre, while
estates further out seem to be made up largely of good quality housing. From the mid-18th century onwards, a
major employer was a pork processing plant, with Wiltshire Ham its speciality, but it closed down in the 1980s,
leaving many residents with little option, but to commute for employment, nonetheless, there is no sense of
deprivation in Calne.
The Abelard Brook is a small right bank tributary of the River Marsden, which flows a few kilometres south-west
to Calne from Compton Bassett. This small village made headlines in 1997, when an elderly female resident
claiming to be distracted by loud church bells. She took drastic action, and cut the bell ropes, and was surely
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fortunate to get away with a conditional
discharge. The River Marsden flows through
the centre of Calne where it is shown in Mr.
Voller’s photograph. The tower on the left is
part of the Town Hall, and on the right, there
is a new library building. A bridge, shown on
Saxton’s map of the 1580s, is long gone. In
the town centre, the river banks are
landscaped but upstream, along Horsebrook
Nature Trail they are densely tree-lined.
Indeed, Calne is a very green town, with
trees everywhere and many open spaces.
Downstream, the river flows into Castlefields
Canal and River Park. A castle in Calne was recorded in the 12th century, during the Anarchy, when King
Stephen and the Empress Maud contended for the throne of England, but excavations at a likely spot uncovered
traces of Iron Age and Roman settlement, but nothing related to a later fortification.
The ‘canal’ part of the park name derives from the fact that a branch of the Wiltshire and Berkshire Canal passed
through. Its route was from the Kennett and Avon Canal at Melksham to the River Thames at Abingdon, a
distance of 82km. Construction was completed in 1810, with branches to Calne and Chippenham, the former
with a link to the River Marden, allowing top-up water to be drawn. It was a narrow canal, of width 2.1m, taking
barges carrying up to 30 tons, and the Calne branch was 5km long with 3 locks. The principal cargo was coal,
but at various times passenger services operated. As happened elsewhere, the railways destroyed the viability
of the Wiltshire and Berkshire Canal, and after unavailing efforts to restore profitability, it ceased to be
operational in 1906 when a viaduct collapsed, and the canal was abandoned in 1914. By the 1930s, much of
the canal had been filled in, and some of the infrastructure was destroyed during military exercises. Since 1977,
a growing restoration effort has been underway, first directed to re-watering rural stretches, but building towards
reconstitution of the whole length of the canal for leisure activities. The project faces challenges, like finding
new routes through housing in Swindon and Melksham, and a way under the M4, but it has momentum and
support from key authorities, so may succeed.
On leaving the park, the River Marden swings northwards, receiving overflow water from an artificial lake on the
Bowood Estate. The estate was leased by King Charles II to a senior judge, Sir Orlando Bridgeman, and his
grandson, of the same name, built a Georgian house there in 1725. However, family fortunes declined and the
house was bought and extended by an Irish peer, the 1st Earl of Shelburne. His son, the 2nd Earl, was Prime
Minister, for 8 months from July 1783, when he negotiated the Treaty of Versailles, which ended the War of
American Independence; a loser’s peace, with France and the other countries, which had exploited British
overstretch. Historians have argued that generous terms given to the rebel colonies were a basis for good future
relations with the United States, but hostility persisted; another war was fought, less than 30 years later, and
the American’s continued to covet Canada, into the 20th century. Shelburne’s political career ended, when King
George III dismissed him and his youthful Chancellor of the Exchequer, William Pitt the Younger, took office.
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Shelburne, who became 1st Marquis of
Lansdowne after he demitted office, may
have been the most deceitful and generally
unpleasant person to have held high office in
this country, though there have been
challengers. However, he knew what he was
about, when he set about improving his
mansion, and Robert Adam did much of the
design work, while Lancelot ‘Capability’
Brown was responsible for laying out
gardens and an estate park. The old
photograph, which looks east, shows the
house as Adam left it with two parts, the Little
House to the left, the Big House, to the right,
joined by a very large dining room, and with
a formal garden in the angle between them.
By the 1950s, the huge house was too costly
to maintain, and the 8th Marquis had the
100m long Big House, demolished, and
modified the so-called Little House, surely a
misnomer, which is still occupied by the
family, and partly open to the public. The
aerial photograph looking north, shows the
house, as it is today, the demolished Big
House was on the right, and the position of
the formal garden is unchanged. The
aforementioned dining room, designed by
Robert Adam, was auctioned and bought by
the insurers Lloyds of London, and used as
a committee room in their office there. The
room was subsequently moved in 1986 to
the 11th floor of its current building, on Lime
Street, and is shown in that location in the lower photograph; a most unusual place to find an Adam-designed
room, but as fine work of a peerless architecture its preservation is to be applauded.
Along the stretch of the River Marden between Calne and the confluence with the River Avon, there were 5
watermills in the 19th century; reading from the east, Moss’s Mill, New Mill, Hazeland Mill, Stanley Mill, and
Scott’s Mill, making 12 in all along, plus a couple on tributaries, on a river 11km long. Located just upstream of
the site of Stanley Mill, was a Cistercian Abbey, founded by the Empress Maud in 1151, and populated by
monks from Quarr Abbey on the Isle of Wight. There are no visible remains, although excavations have
established that the lay-out was conventional. It offers another example of relocation, because the site was
21

acquired by Sir Edward Bayntun, a Henrician
courtier, who served as vice-chamberlain for
five Queens in succession (all but the first in
the sequence, ‘divorced, beheaded, died,
divorced, beheaded, survived), but none of
them can have been in any doubt that his
first loyalty was to King Henry VIII. He
demolished nearly all the abbey buildings, to
provide stone for a new house at Bromham,
further

down

However,

the

the

River

abbey

Avon

valley.

gatehouse

was

dismantled with care and rebuilt as Spye
arch, the entrance to his new house. I believe the structure, shown in the photograph, which now serves as
business premises, may have been moved again to its current location.
Rejoining the River Avon, it flows westwards
into Chippenham, and then loops south
through the centre of the town. I visited for
the first time 5 or 6 years ago, when I was
trying to catalogue old bridges. I knew that in
1227 the river had been bridged in the town
centre, but that the bridge was replaced in
1578, by a bridge with 15 arches supported
on ribs. That bridge had been widened in
1796, and again in the late 19th century,
while additional arches were added so that
there were 22 of them; the width had been
increased in stages from 3.6m to over 12m
wide,

and

balustrades

had

replaced

parapets. The bridge is shown in the old
postcard, and I hoped to see evidence of Tudor origins in the soffits (underside). Of course, I should have
checked more thoroughly beforehand, because this bridge was demolished in the mid-1960s, to make way for
a workaday low-level concrete structure with 3 spans. I am afraid that the rest of my day in the town was
conditioned by annoyance with my oversight, so my account is brief and no doubt, somewhat jaundiced.
Chippenham had Saxon origins, and was an important market town in the middle ages, but there is little standing
evidence. The church of St. Andrew dates to the 12th century, and the Norman chancel arch survives from that
period, but it has been re-sited, and the church largely reflects a 19th century restoration. The main shopping
area in the town centre could be anywhere, with nondescript buildings and precious few local shop businesses.
The railway came to the town in 1841, and the first station was designed by Brunel, but soon it was replaced by
a larger purely functional building; there were local lines in the 19th and 20th century, but they have closed and
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only the main London/Bristol trains pass through now. It is an hour and a quarter, to London Paddington, and
40 minutes to Bristol, for the many residents who commute. Otherwise, there is light industry and retail to provide
employment for 45000 townsfolk; the population has almost doubled in the last 30 years, so the town must have
more going for it, than I observed. A watermill was recorded in the Domesday Book, and a more modern
successor in the centre of the town produced flour from 1819 to the 1950s; its buildings were demolished at the
same time as the old bridge.
4. Chippenham to Bradford on Avon
Immediately south of Chippenham, the River Avon makes a large meander around Lackham Park on the right
bank, an estate owned by the Baynard family from the 14th century to 1636, when it passed to a family called
Montagu. They demolished a medieval house in 1791, and replaced it with the Palladian style mansion that
stands at the centre of Wiltshire College. The establishment opened in 1946 as an agricultural college, with a
160ha working farm to allow students hands-on experience. The estate also hosts a Museum of Agriculture and
Rural Life, and a collection of animals. The College merged with other tertiary education bodies in Chippenham,
Trowbridge, and Salisbury to form Wiltshire College and University Centre in 2008, and there are approaching
10000 full-time and part-time students. Across the river was Rey Watermill about which I know nothing save
that it has become a residence. A small un-named right bank tributary joins the River Avon here, and it is worth
following it upstream to Corsham Lake and the large house beside it.
Corsham Court was built for Thomas Smythe in 1582; he collected customs for Queen Elizabeth, under the
system whereby individuals could tender for contracts to pay the crown a fixed sum in return for the right to
collect the customs for a set period. Obviously, the arrangements could be very profitable for the collectors, and
no doubt this is where the resources to build a Tudor mansion at Corsham Court, came from. However in the

next few years things turned sour for Smythe, and he built up large debts. He escaped prison, thanks to the
intercession of Lord Treasurer Burghley, but the collapse of his fortune, probably hastened his death which
occurred in 1591. The house had to be sold then, and later came into the possession of Sir Edward Hungerford,
who became a Parliamentary commander in the Civil War. Corsham Court probably remained with that family
into the 18th century, when it was purchased by Sir Paul Methuen, a diplomat, who held the important office of
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Secretary of State, for the Southern department for a short time in 1716/17, and appointments in the Royal
household, thereafter. His nephew and heir, another Paul Methuen, was responsible for remodelling the Tudor
house and the remainder of the estate. He employed Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown, who configured the grounds
in characteristic fashion, but also made major alterations to the house, between 1761 and 1764, adding state
rooms and a picture gallery. After his death, Humphrey Repton and John Nash did further work, though the
latter’s use of unseasoned timber meant that some of his rooms had to be stripped out. The present form of the
mansion, at the bottom-right in the photograph, thus owes something to several noted architects. The house
and grounds, including Corsham Lake, conceived by Brown but realised after his death by Repton, are on the
north-east edge of the town of that name. The estate remains in the possession of the Methuen family, and the
picture gallery displays works by ‘old masters’; parts are open to the public, and the mansion is used as a Bath
University study centre.
The town has a long history, not least because Corsham Court began life as a 10th century Saxon royal property,
and the royal connection was maintained until the reign of the first Queen Elizabeth. There was an alien priory
cell associated with Corsham church, in the possession of the Benedictine abbey of Marmoutier-les-Tours, from
the early 13th century. It is unlikely that there was a cloister, but there will have been a building to house a few
monks. The church was eventually granted to King’s College, Cambridge, in the mid-15th century, long after the
suppression of alien priories had sundered the link with France. The church in question, St. Bartholomew’s has
12th century origins, and some Norman stonework including an arcade survives, but it was given a ‘root and
branch’ restoration which included the erection of a new tower, in the 19th century.
The widow of the Parliamentary general
mentioned earlier, Margaret Hungerford was
responsible for the alms-houses and school,
shown in the photograph taken by Mr. Smith,
a year ago. They opened in 1668, and
housed 6 elderly beneficiaries and a master,
together with the school for poor boys. The
premises are still run by a charity and
provide accommodation for old people of
limited means. The town has a population of
11000, and apart from the normal retail
outlets, they and tourists, are served by
several speciality shops in old buildings.
Corsham centre is small, but there are a
considerable number of buildings of the 16th
and 17th centuries. the photograph should
give an idea of the ambience, except for the
absence of

many people.

Some fine

buildings in Corsham are of Bath stone, (a
lighter-coloured oolitic limestone containing
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less iron, than that quarried further north in the Cotswolds). The stone came from quarries near to the town,
some of which are still open. They have been a source of employment in a town, which had remained an
important market centre, but had lost the wool trade, which had sustained it during the middle ages. During the
2nd World War, the town was a key administrative centre, and many of the quarried tunnels were used for storage
of ammunition. It remains a centre of military activity, especially that, which is computer based, and much
probably goes on in the buildings and tunnels, shielded from public view. Before leaving Corsham, I will mention
Isambard Brunel’s Box Tunnel, on the London/Bristol main line; the eastern portal is just south of the town. It
was built between 1838 and 1841, and its length of 2.8km, was then the greatest in the world. As might be
expected with an ambitious project, there were many engineering hurdles to be overcome, but when the tunnels
bored from each end met, their centres were only inches apart. I wish I had paid more than one rather fleeting
visit to Corsham, because there is much worth seeing.
Returning to the River Avon, it almost
immediately reaches Rey Bridge. The
structure presents a few puzzles; a bridge
here is marked on the 16th and 17th century
maps of Christopher Saxton and John
Speed,

and

elsewhere

in

is

apparently

17th

century

mentioned
documents.

However, the Listing dates the present
bridge to 1745 on the basis of an inscription,
and the very narrow piers and the pilasters are features, expected on bridges built at that time. Yet, there is
apparently a 1690 date on the underside of one of the arches. The bridge, shown in the photograph, is 3.75m
wide, narrow for the assumed date, and each of the 4 segmental arches spans 4.5m. In spite of apparent
contradictions, I think it very likely that the bridge was rebuilt in the first half of the 18 th century. The predecessor
bridge, which was to the north of the village of Laycock, may have carried the main east/west route through the
region, when the maps were drawn, whereas the medieval bridge, which still spans the River Avon to the south
of the village, probably carried only local traffic.
Lacock Bridge now carries a minor road
connecting the hamlets of Lacock and
Bowden across the River Avon just southeast of Lacock Abbey. It actually comprises
two

stone

bridges,

separated

by

a

causeway. The one nearest to Lacock
crosses the river and has 4 arches spanning
c4.5m each of varied pointed shapes with
double arch rings in two orders; they are
separated by piers carrying small cutwaters
topped by pilasters, on the upstream face as in the photograph. The bridge to the east spans a very small tributary
and has three pointed arches, widened by about 0.6m, together with two segmental brick arches inscribed with
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the date 1809. The fabric otherwise is ashlar limestone. Both bridges are 4.2m wide between the parapets.
Different sources conflict, but I think the description given here is correct. With the exception of the rounded
th

arches, and the newer parapets both parts of the structure date from the 15 century. However, there are records
th

describing its dilapidation in the 17 century, so it is reasonable to assume that there was substantial
refurbishment then and probably since, which may account for anomalous features, like the pilasters, and the
fine condition of most of the masonry.
Lacock Augustinian nunnery was founded in
1232, and probably accommodated c20
canonesses then, just as it did in the 1530s
when the income was £168, (equivalent to
c£110000 of purchasing resource in today’s
money, quite large for a nunnery). It was
suppressed in 1538, and was purchased in
1540, by Sir William Sharington, a Henrician
courtier, who paid £783, equivalent to
£540000 now on a simple purchasing basis.
He knocked down all but the north wall of the
aisle-less church, but utilised the 3 claustral
ranges in a mansion, retaining the 13th
century aspect of the buildings, though he made internal alterations. A large stable court was added beyond the
abbey cloister to the north, and perhaps he indulged himself in the small tower near to the demolished chancel.
It seemed that Sharington would not enjoy his new house for long, when he was attainted alongside Lord
Thomas Seymour in 1548 for plotting against Lord Protector Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, and
embezzlement in his role as effective master of the Bristol Castle Mint. He managed to keep his head on his
shoulders, by blaming all on his associate, and only lost his property, which he was allowed to buy back a few
years later. Alterations were made to the house in the 17th and 18th centuries, but they did not disturb the overall
lay-out. The aerial view from the south-east shows the scheme of things, with the north wall of the church and
the cloister towards the bottom-left corner. Apart from its deserved renown as one of the greatest mansions,
created from a monastery, it is also famous because William Fox Talbot carried out the experiments that made
him one of the inventors of photography at this location, in the 1830s. The Talbots owned the house from the
18th century, but it was given to the National Trust in the 1940s, and guide books can be used to add to the
limited information, I have given here.
I should say a little more of William Fox Talbot; he was born at Lacock Abbey in 1800, and graduated at
Cambridge University in 1821. As with other seminal inventions, the credit for producing the first viable
photographs, should be shared, between 2 Frenchmen, Nicéphore Niépce, and Louis Daguerre, and Fox Talbot.
In fact, the first-named has priority in so far as he did produce viable images in the mid-1820s, but they faded
fairly fast, because he did not have a method of fixing them. The two Frenchmen began to work together, in the
early 1830s but Niépce died in 1833, leaving Daguerre alone to announce in 1839, that he had a process to
produce permanent images. His announcement prompted Fox Talbot to make public his work in a claim for
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priority. The two inventors were using very different techniques, and development of both continued, though
even before the digital age, they had been superseded. The Daguerreotype had been made freely available,
world-wide except in Great Britain, where a patent was granted, and this opened the way for Fox Talbot to
patent his own technique, and charge for its use for 14 years. He was accused of profiteering, and restricting
further development in this period, but he claimed only to be recovering the money spent on development. Fox
Talbot, who died in 1877, had other scientific achievements to his name; he became a Fellow of the Royal
Society of London, (FRS) for work on integral calculus, and his investigations into spectroscopy, helped to pave
the way for the detection of elements in stars. Perhaps, Niépce was an even more remarkable polymath,
because he and his elder brother built the first working internal combustion engine.
The village of Lacock, immediately north-west of the abbey has a population of just over a thousand, and many
old buildings, including a medieval tithe barn, a 15th century hostelry, and a church, of St. Cyriac, which has
origins in the 11th century, though it has been altered so much from the 14 th century onwards, that the present
appearance inside and outside, must bear little resemblance to the earliest building. A very small right bank
tributary of the River Avon, the Ladbrook flows from Corsham, through the centre of Lacock, and seems to have
supplied water to power 3 watermills. Melksham is 4½km south of Lacock, and with a population of c15000 is
one of the larger towns in Wiltshire; it grew up beside a ford, before a bridge was built, which was first mentioned
in records of 1415, when a sum was bequeathed towards its maintenance. In 1637, the bridge was repaired,
but it was swept away by a flood in 1809, to be replaced by the present stone bridge with 4 arches, and
balustraded parapets. I believe that there are fine medieval houses in hamlets and villages around Melksham,
which unfortunately I have not been able to visit, but buildings of this description are simply not present in the
town. So, with apologies to residents and other champions of Melksham, I will move on swiftly down the River
Avon, passing a flow measurement station where the mean flow rate is measured to be 88500 gallons per
minute; this is almost exactly double the value measured at Great Somerford, approximately 30km upstream,
with the increase reflecting the amount of water brought by many tributaries, albeit that none is very large.
………………………..
The River Avon, having travelled south from Malmesbury is about to swing westwards, and as it does so it is
joined by Semington Brook on the left bank. This stream flows for c22km, rising as the Bulkington Brook, from
a spring just south of the village of West Lavington. It has many tributaries flowing to each bank, and they drain
some north-western foothills of the chalk plateau, which is Salisbury Plain. The tributaries coming from the east
define a watershed with feeders to the Hampshire or Salisbury Avon, which flow eastwards across the Vale of
Pewsey, between Marlborough Downs to the north and Salisbury Plain to the south. The Bulkington Brook sets
off northwards through the linear village along the A360, made up of West Lavington, and Littleton Panell, which
is notable as the location of Dauntsey’s Public School, with 800 pupils; it was founded in 1542 by a local man,
who became a successful textile trader in London (a mercer). These villages are pleasant enough, with plenty
greenery, but the houses are of brick, sometimes whitewashed, since they are well away from the quarries
yielding Cotswold and Bath stone. Littleton Parnell had 2 watermills according to the Domesday book, and 19 th
century maps show 5 in a fairly short stretch, namely West Lavington, Cornbury, Russell, Littleton and
Woodbridge watermills, and there are more to come, but I shall leave them to the listing in Alastair Robertson’s
Appendix. The brook is small, so there must have been storage of water in a mill pond, released intermittently
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to drive the waterwheel, and modern OS maps do show traces of ponds and water delivery systems. In truth,
there are plenty of excuses for detours along tributaries as the Bulkington Brook flows downstream, but I have
not made them in practice, so I stick with the brook as far as the name change to Semington, with villages of
Bulkington on the right bank and Keevil near the left bank, and it is in the latter that I pause.
Keevil is a village of less than 500
inhabitants, and few amenities, but has an
interesting past. The church of St. Leonard
is of the 13th century, but little of that building
survives; major enlargement in the 15th and
early 16th centuries, and later restorations
are much more in evidence. However, it is
remembered for events in 1556, when a
tailor, yeoman farmer, and a stonemason,
named respectively William Coberey, John
Maundrel, and John Spicer from the locality,
refused to renounce Protestantism there,
during Queen Mary Tudor’s attempted Counter-Reformation, and were sent to Salisbury, where they were burnt
at the stake, three amongst 300 Marian martyrs. The manor house nearby, was built in the late 16th century, but
in a village of fine old houses, some timber-framed, the stand-out is Talboys, a late 14th century house, though
with a well-matched 19th century extension. It is shown in the photograph. South of the village, is RAF Keevil
airfield, which was constructed during the 1930s. During the 2nd World War, it served a variety of purposes,
housing both American and British aircraft, and that continued after the war until the 1960s. It remains open,
still versatile, with gliding one of the newer activities carried out there.
Rejoining the Semington Brook it receives a
right bank tributary, just past Bulkington,
called the Summerham Brook which flows
from the north-east. Deciding on its main
headwater is quite difficult, as several result
in a similar stream length of c8m. One is a
spring called Mother Anthony’s Well, shown
in a photograph taken from the Modern
Antiquarian website. As to the choice of
name, or the significance of the site, both are
obscure, but it may have been associated with a Romano-British cult, as there was a Roman Villa nearby.
Looming over the enigmatic well, albeit invisible because of the surrounding trees, is the spectacular
escarpment at the west edge of Roundway Down. Oliver’s Castle is an Iron Age hillfort, occupied probably from
about 600 BC; Bronze Age, Iron Age and Romano-British finds have been made. It is a triangular area, within
a single bank and ditch, extending over 1½ha, relatively small for an Iron Age fortification. The name is a
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misnomer, explained by the fact that a significant Civil War battle was fought on Roundway Down, in July 1643;
Oliver Cromwell had no involvement whatever, but this is an example of the tendency to affix his name to any
feature remotely associated with that war, even if he never came near to the place in question. The photograph
above, shows the escarpment with the trees marking the fort. As for the battle, I shall tell the tale briefly. Sir
William Waller, the Parliamentary commander had pursued a Royalist force under Sir Ralph Hopton eastwards,
and was besieging them in Devizes, a few kilometres south of Roundway Down. Against expectation, King
Charles I, supposedly surrounded in Oxford, sent a relieving force of cavalry under Lord Wilmot, causing Waller
to abandon his siege, and move onto Roundway Down, to confront the Royalists. He probably had significant
numerical superiority, and led a balanced force of cavalry and infantry. The full facts are not entirely clear, but
essentially Waller’s force, which had stood to meet a Royalist charge, hoping to overcome sabres with pistol
shots, was quickly overwhelmed, and matters were compounded for the losers, when many of their horsemen
attempted to escape down the escarpment, and fell, killing horses and riders. Wallers army of c4000 simply
disintegrated, allowing the Royalists to establish superiority in the South-West of England, which lasted until Sir
Thomas Fairfax took the New Model Army there, in the autumn of 1645.
Another headwater of the Summerham Brook rises on the west side of Devizes, so bringing that historic town
into the River Avon catchment. Its early development depended on the siting of a Norman castle there in 1080;
it was at the meeting point of 3 manors, and the name derives from the expression of that, Castrum ad Divisas.
The first castle, a timber and earthwork, motte and bailey did not survive for long, burning down in 1113, but it
was rebuilt in stone soon afterwards. It changed hands more than once during the Anarchy, between 1135 and
1153, but in that period the town, which had grown up around the castle, received its first market charter.
Thereafter, the town prospered at the centre of a rural economy, with trading in wool, and corn particularly
important. From the 16th century, Devizes became known for its manufacture of textiles, initially white woollen
broadcloth but later the manufacture of serge, drugget, felt and cassimere or Zephyr cloth; I quote the names,
leaving those interested to determine their characteristics. The experience of Devizes during the Civil War in
the 17th century has been touched on; after withstanding a siege, Devizes remained in Royalist hands until the
late stages, but its castle paid the price when it was sleighted by Parliamentary order in 1648. Scavenging of
stone afterwards, for use in some of the town buildings, explains why only foundations remained by the 19th
century, when the present ‘castle’, a building not to my taste, was built on top of them.
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In the mid-18th century, Devizes held the
largest corn market in the West Country of
England and also traded hops, cattle, and
horses. This is reflected by the number of
fine 18th century buildings in Devizes, though
only two with medieval origins survive, apart
from the church. The oldest is Great Porch
House, shown in the photograph. It was built
as a timbered-framed, three bay hall, open
from floor to roof, and with a two storey cross
wing. Originally it had a large porch to the
front, after which the house was named, but
that was removed in the 17th century. A
board across the archway in the photograph has a date of 1450. The interior is decorated in a fashion that
suggests the house was the home of a wealthy merchant; it is Listed II*, which makes it surprising that the
television aerials are permitted.
The parish church of St. John the Baptist
was erected at much the same time as the
medieval stone castle, c1130, a cruciform
building with an unusual rectangular tower,
above the crossing, (where the chancel,
nave and transepts come together), as
shown in the photograph. Norman churches,
of

that

period,

are

characterised

by

Romanesque round arches, yet below this
tower, there is a mix of pointed, Gothic
arches, which have few if any precursors in
England, to the north and south, and round
arches to the east and west. The innovation was probably the response of a clever mason to the fact that the
crossing was rectangular, and a wish for aesthetic reasons to build arches of equal height. Whatever the
explanation, the Gothic arches here, anticipated a trend, which almost led to the disappearance of round arches.
The Norman chancel, with its vaulted roof, and tower are largely as built, though other parts of the church are
of later vintage. The experts who produce catalogues of best churches, do not agree about the merits of Devizes
parish church, but for me with an interest in the transition of arch shapes, on bridges, even more than in
churches, the building seems to be of seminal importance; I failed to take a decent illustrative photograph of the
crossing, and have been disappointed to find none on the internet.
From the end of the 18th century the manufacture of textiles declined, but other thriving trades in the town
included clock-making, a bell foundry, booksellers, milliners, grocers and silversmiths. In the 18 th century,
brewing, curing of tobacco and snuff-making were established in the town. Brewing still survives, but the tobacco
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and snuff trades have died out. The
industrial age largely passed the town by, so
the population has only grown to 17000, and
the centre retains a ‘small town’ ambience,
suggested by the photograph, though the
town square is one of the largest in the west
country. A town legend alleges that the
market was the scene of a chastening
incident, when a woman, haggling over a
sale of corn, asked God to strike her dead if she was not offering a fair price, upon which she immediately
collapsed, lifeless. Devizes became well connected into the road network, by 1750, when turnpike trusts centred
there were responsible for roads forming part of a main route between London and Bristol; the town became an
important coaching stop and several inns, with attached stables operated in the town.
Even more important to the town, when it opened in 1810, the Kennet and Avon Canal is a waterway which
links Bristol to London, 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. The name refers to the entire length of the navigation
rather than solely to the central canal section. From Bristol to Bath the waterway follows the natural course of
the River Avon before the canal takes it to the River Kennet at Newbury, and from there to Reading on the River
Thames. In all, the waterway incorporates 105 locks. The two river stretches were made navigable in the early
18th century, and the 92km canal section, passing through Devizes, was constructed between 1794 and 1810;
it can accommodate boats of width 3.75m, (For comparison a bus is normally, c2.5m wide). The Kennet and
Avon, like most other canals In the later 19th century, was unable to compete with the railways; the opening of
the Great Western Railway between London and Bristol, spelt its eventual commercial doom. Around 1830 it
had seemed possible that the main line might pass through Devizes, but the town had to wait until 1857 to get
a branch connection, lost to the Beeching cuts in 1966.
The greatest engineering challenge for the
canal builders had been the climb up to
Devizes from the river valleys to the west,
and their response remains impressive.
West of the town are a series of 29 locks
built, some allege by French prisoners of
war, in three groups; 7 at Foxhangers to the
west, 16 at Caen Hill, and 6 at the town end
of the flight. The total rise is 72 m in 3.2 km,
and boats take several hours, in either
direction. The locks were the last part of the route of the canal to be completed. The steepness of the terrain
meant that there was no space to use the normal arrangement of water pounds between the locks. As a result,
the 16 locks utilise unusually large side ponds to store the water needed for their operation, i.e., to refill them,
when the lower gates open; they are shown in the still shot of the Caen Hill flight of locks; the canal with its locks
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is to the left. A large volume of water descends each time gates open, so a pump was installed at the lowest
point, Foxhangers, capable of returning 7 million imperial gallons per day to the top of the flight. Beside Devizes
Wharf, in the town, is the Kennet & Avon Canal Museum, alongside the headquarters of the Kennet and Avon
Canal Trust. The Kennet and Avon Canal seemed in terminal decline by the start of the 20th century, and efforts
were made to close it, but it limped on becoming more dilapidated until the time of the 2 nd World War when it
was derelict along much of its length. However, there has been a renaissance since then, as the canal has been
restored in stages, largely by volunteers, to the point, where it was fully reopened in 1990. The Kennet and Avon
Canal is now a popular tourism destination for boating, canoeing, fishing, walking and cycling.
A few kilometres west of Devizes, the canal passes to the north of a hill, at the top of which are the old villages
of Seend and Seend Cleve. For about 3 decades after 1857, iron ore was quarried and smelted here, and pig
iron was shipped out along the canal; there is more information on this enterprise on the website; https://b-i-as.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/BIAS_Journal_12_IRON_INDUSTRY_IN_WILTS.pdf. The Summerham
Brook flows to the east and south of Seend to join the Semington Brook, which flows north, and then west just
south of the canal. There were 3 cornmills along this stretch in the 19th century; the furthest downstream, Littleton
Wood Mill just east of the village of Semington had been a cloth mill in the late 18th century. It was burnt down
in 1802, during riots by skilled workers against the introduction of machinery, specifically powered shears, to
cut the cloth, replacing a manual operation. A youth, Thomas Helliker, who was an apprentice shearman at the
mill, took part in the riot, was arrested, charged, and found guilty, even though the evidence that he had
committed a felony was sparse. He might have had his sentence reduced, as happened to many in the period,
if he had named others involved, but he refused to do so and was hanged in Salisbury in March 1803, on the
day of his 19th birthday. He was buried in Trowbridge, beneath a tomb on which an inscription records his sad
fate. The watermill was rebuilt, to function as a cornmill later in the 19th century; it has since been converted into
a residence. From here the Semington Brook passes under an aqueduct carrying the Kennet and Avon Canal,
and winds for another 2km, passing Whaddon watermill on the way, to join the River Avon on its left bank,
delivering water at a mean rate of 18700 gallons per minute.
………………………….
The River Avon turns westwards at this
confluence, and flows for 3km to reach
Staverton Bridge, carrying the B3105.The
bridge is known to have been restructured in
the 1790s, and the downstream aspect with
4 near semi-circular arches, with single
slightly recessed arch rings and prominent
keystones, conforms well to such a builddate. However the upstream view shown in
the photograph, limited as it is, presents a
different picture; there is a pointed arch there
with double arch rings in two orders,
apparently one of two. According to the
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Listing the pointed arches have unchamfered ribs. There is also an upstream cutwater, oddly shaped and
capped. A late medieval bridge is recorded on the site by Leland, and the bridge probably appears on Saxton’s
map of the 1570s, so the pointed arches are likely survivals from a narrower bridge, dating back to the 15

th

century. I spent some time trying to get a better photograph, and more evidence for the history of the bridge,
but failed. On the left bank here was Staverton Mill, listed in the Domesday Book; by the 14th century it had
become a fulling mill, processing broadcloth. It had become a textile mill in the 18th century, and the introduction
of powered shears caused riots here in 1802. Less violent than those at other places, though dragoons were
called out to disperse the protesters, there were no fatalities. As the economy improved, the business expanded,
and power looms were installed in 1839; by then 1500 people were employed in a 6-storey building. In the late
19th century, the waterwheel was removed and it became a condensed milk producer, and then baked beans
were processed. Some at least of the complex has now been converted into flats.
The village of Holt is on the opposite (right) bank of the River Avon. It is of interest because just to its north is
the National Trust property of Great Chalfield Manor. Before looking briefly at the 15th century property, I will
make mention of the earthworks in the grounds, which are thought to relate to the creation of water meadows,
perhaps in the 18th century. In the account of the Hampshire River Avon, a fuller description is given of the
floating water meadows, which were extensive in that catchment. There, from the 17th century onwards,
sophisticated (and expensive) arrangements were put in place to make possible the winter flooding of
grasslands near to the river and its tributaries. The benefit was seen in earlier and more lush growth of grass,
which allowed stock (sheep or cattle) to be put out into pasture earlier in the year, and larger hay crops to be
harvested during the summer months; this meant that more animals could be carried on a given area, and the
value of the land was thus increased by as much as a factor of two. A survey has found evidence for such
arrangements on the Great Chalfield estate, with channels taking water from the Chalfield and Lenton Brooks,
which feed into the River Avon. More information, including photographs of small bridges is in the website,
https://historicengland.org.uk/research/results/reports/6584/WatgroveGreatChalfieldWiltshire_EarthworkSurveyReport, . It

is known that water meadows were also created near the confluence of the River Marden with the River Avon,
and downstream near Bathhampton, but developments in this catchment were on a very small scale when
compared with those beside the Hampshire River Avon.
Great Chalfield Manor is a moated medieval
manor house, defended by a gatehouse,
moat and wall. The house, shown in a view
of the front from the north, was erected in the
years 1470 to 1490 by Thomas Tropenell,
who made his fortune as a clothier, while
acting as steward for the Hungerford family
of Corsham. The house layout, typical of the
late medieval period, is centred on a hall with
a courtyard to the rear, where the kitchen and service areas were located. To the front is a pair of wings flanking
the hall, punctuated with gables and featuring large oriel windows. Chalfield Manor passed through the hands
of a succession of owners after 1550, including in the 18th century, Evelyn Pierrepoint, 2nd Duke of Kingston33

upon-Hull, but it deteriorated in condition and was smaller, by the 19th century, when it had become a farmhouse.
Robert Fuller, a local businessman, bought the house in 1878 and restored it; much of what can be seen has
the imprint of that work. The manor was given to the National Trust in 1943, but the Fuller family continue to live
there. Immediately to the east of the front of the house is a small church, which also dates in part to the late 15 th
century, though it has been much-altered. The gardens are Edwardian, and include a gazebo beside a surviving
part of the moat, fountains and topiary.
More or less as an aside, Monkton House is at the junction of the Chatfield Brook with the right bank of the River
Avon; the property had been owned by a priory, but came into the hands of the son of Edward Seymour, 1st
Duke of Somerset at the time of the Dissolution. He seemed to have the same propensity for getting into trouble
as many of his family, in this period, since he ended up in the Tower for contracting a clandestine marriage with
the sister of the unfortunate Lady Jane, Lady Katherine Grey, who was close to the line of succession to the
throne. He was freed, but cannot have learnt much, because he went through the same cycle twice more after
Lady Katherine’s early death; it seems surprising that he lived to the age of almost 82. The house to be seen
now is Tudor, with Jacobean additions, but as it is in private hands, I shall say no more about it.
The River Avon swings south here, to where
it is joined by another left bank tributary, the
River Biss which flows mainly northwards for
18km, if its headwater, Biss Brook is
included. It rises from springs below the
escarpment marking the edge of Salisbury
Plain,

and

passes

through

2

towns,

Westbury and Trowbridge, both of which
were noted producers of woollen cloth until
the 19th century. The former is a town with a
population of c10000, which I have to say I
found unmemorable, as regards its buildings and ambience, though no doubt it is a pleasant enough place in
which to live. The town is best known for the white horse, on a hilltop 2km to its east and 225m high. Although
these artefacts are often assumed to be very old, this one, dates to the mid-18th century. Since its creation, it
has been frequently recut and tidied, and in the 1950s, the local council lost patience with the need for regular
maintenance, and replaced the chalk with concrete painted white, which is the artefact shown in the photograph.
This has not helped them much, because the outline still needs to be rescued from encroachment by vegetation,
and the monument has become a target for protesters who have sought to make their case by defacing the
white horse. Above the white horse are the well-preserved ditches and ramparts of Bratton Camp, a bivalliate
Iron Age hillfort, with an enclosed area of 9.3ha.
On the banks of the Biss Brook and River Biss, we have identified 20 watermills, on late 19th century maps.
Most were cornmills but some were involved with the manufacture of cloth; the individual watermills are listed
in the Appendix. Trowbridge has 33000 inhabitants, and perhaps surprisingly is the county town of Wiltshire,
given the much greater size of Swindon, and the historical and ecclesiastical heritage of Salisbury. The name
means ‘Tree Bridge’ possibly referring to an early wooden bridge over the River Biss; the present bridge is
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shown in the photograph; it has three
segmental arches, and

dates to 1777.

Saxton marks a predecessor which stood in
1585, but I have not found any old print
which gives an idea of what it may have
looked like. I don’t think I am being unfair in
suggesting

that

Trowbridge

lacks

outstanding old buildings, but there are
many which can be described as good,
especially from the Georgian era. There was
a Norman Castle, owned by the powerful
Bohun family, but its history is obscure and its appearance unknown; the only reminders are street names. A
market was authorised as early as the 12th century, and the Victorian market house in the central square is one
of the most distinctive buildings in the town. Perhaps Trowbridge deserves more attention, but there are many
towns of historical interest in the River Avon catchment, and it doesn’t compare for interest with some of them.
One such town is Bradford on Avon, 3km
downstream, which sits mainly on a hillside,
on the right bank of the river. I will begin by
looking at one of two very old bridges in the
town; Bradford-on-Avon Town Bridge carries
the A363 over the River Avon. It is built
largely of stone rubble, with dressed
voussoirs and cutwaters; the parapets are a
relatively late addition. There are 9 arches
ranging in span between 4.2 and 5.4m,
giving a total bridge length of 54m. Viewed from the east (upstream), the 2 southernmost are pointed and
supported on 4 narrow ribs. The remainder are semi-circular with double arch rings in two orders. The arches
are separated by cutwaters, some stepped and capped at different heights, and one is enlarged and brought out
with graduated corbelling to support a chapel; the parapets above a string course are likely to be a later addition.
The chapel, a relatively rare survival of many, once associated with medieval bridges, is near square in plan
th

with a domed roof topped with a fish-shaped weathervane, dating apparently from the early-16 century; it was
later used as a prison and store rather, than for worship. The downstream (western) aspect of the bridge is
totally different, with each arch semi-circular and supported on a single flush arch ring, crowned with a prominent
keystone; there are no cutwaters on this face. The two pointed arches are thought to date to c1300, but that the
th

other arches to be seen from upstream were rebuilt in the 17 century. The bridge is 7.2m wide, whereas
originally it may have been c4m wide; the extension that produced the western aspect was most likely added in the
18th century. The photograph, is an upstream view of the old face of the bridge; the pointed arches are to the left

To the north of the town bridge is Bradford on Avon’s other iconic building. The church is now known as St.
35

Laurence Church and it is sometimes
described as the church of a monastery
founded in the early 8th century, which
ceased to exist as such, in 1001, when the
church was granted to Shaftesbury Abbey.
The building, shown in the photograph taken
from the south-east, is unaccompanied by
any other monastic remains. Most experts
categorise it as Saxon, but the consensus
seems to be that it was built during the 100
years preceding the Norman Conquest,
though elements may survive from the 8th
century. The small building, has a total
length of 11.4m, but it is proportionately very high. The elaborate ornamentation of the exterior consists of
pilaster-strips, and a broad frieze of two plain string-courses between which, is a blind arcade of round-headed
arches, supported by short vertical pilasters with trapezoidal capitals and bases. On the eastern gable and the
corners adjacent there is a series of mouldings of vertical triple semicylinders. Apart from monastic origins, it
has been suggested that the church may have been a minster before and after the arrival of the Normans.
However, from the 11th century onwards it seems to have existed in the shadow of the larger Holy Trinity Church,
on the opposite side of Church Street, and was variously a mortuary chapel, a school and even a private
dwelling. It was only in the late 19th century that it was restored to something like its original configuration. A
further word on Holy Trinity Church is called for; Norman in origin, the tower and spire are replacements of the
15th century, and there was further rebuilding in the 19 th century.
In a country park, downstream from the
centre of the town, stands a tithe barn,
thought to have been built in c1330, and
owned then by Shaftesbury Abbey. The
dimensions are 51 X 9m, and the cruck roof
shown in the photograph is topped with Aframes which support stone tiles. The barn
remained part of a working farm until the
early 20th century, but is now in the care of
English Heritage. Near to the barn is
Bradford on Avon’s other medieval bridge,
Barton Bridge, shown in the photograph,
which crosses the River Avon, a little more
than a kilometre downstream from the more
famous town bridge. The fabric is coursed,
squared rubble, and the bridge comprises 4
pointed arches, uniformly sized with spans
just under 3m, and each with double unchamfered arch rings in two orders. The
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soffits are smooth, without ribs. There are three large, capped cutwaters upstream (shown), but none
downstream. The width is a little less than 3.5m and the bridge has no parapets; the iron railings are relatively
th

unobtrusive. All the sources date the bridge to the 14 century, when the tithe barn, to which it gave access was
built. When I visited in high summer, there were large numbers of scantily clad young children playing in the
water around the bridge, so it would have been inappropriate to take photographs, and I have used one obtained
from the web.
Quite apart from the stand-out features
described, there is plenty to interest the
visitor in Bradford; wool products were
manufactured and traded from the medieval
period, as evidenced by weaver’s cottages,
which still stand. Mechanisation in textile
manufacture

during

the

Industrial

Revolution, led to wool weaving moving from
cottages to purpose-built woollen mills,
adjacent to the river, where they used water
and steam to power the looms. They
prospered until the English woollen industry became centred on Yorkshire in the later 19th century. The last local
mill closed in 1905, and while some of their buildings have been converted to other purposes, a few stand
derelict. They are no significant blight on a town of stone buildings, and interesting shopping streets.
Almost 10000 people live in Bradford now; some commute but many work in tourism and retail. The railway
arrived in the town in 1857, initially on Brunel’s broad tracks, but replacement by standard gauge track took
place in 1874. Trains now run on the Heart of Wessex line between Bristol and Weymouth. The Kennet and
Avon Canal skirts the south of the town, where there is a marina with 100 moorings, before it takes close order
with the River Avon west of the town. Before leaving Bradford, mention should be made of Belcombe House
estate, on the western edge, north of the River Avon, shown in the photograph. The house was built in classical
style, during the early years of the 18th century, and remains a private residence, fairly modest in size. The view
is from the west, and shows the setting of the house in 25ha of parkland with a lake, populated with carp, and
formal gardens. The estate hosts weddings and other events.
5. Bradford on Avon to Bath
A short distance downstream from Bradford,
the Kennet and Avon Canal crosses over to
the right bank of the River Avon, by way of
the

Avoncliff

Viaduct

shown.

It

was

competed in 1801, having been designed by
John Rennie, but it was not one of his most
successful projects. The local stone first
used was inadequate and had to be replaced
with Bath stone; the very shallow elliptical
37

central arch sagged soon after it was built, and has needed many repairs. The central elliptical arch spans
18.3m, the side arches 10.4m, and the total length is 100m. Downstream the historic boundary between
Wiltshire and Somerset (now in the guise of the unitary authority of Bath and North-East Somerset) meets the
river, immediately upstream of the point where it receives on the left bank , an important tributary.
The River Frome is the longest tributary of the River Avon and flows 43 km from a small spring near Bungalow
Farm below the edge of the West Wiltshire Downs; the area was part of Selwood Forest in Saxon and Norman
times. At first, little more than a trickle in a ditch the stream flows for 3km north-eastwards through fields of
pasture to reach the hamlet Witton Friary in Somerset. The name is a misnomer, because a Carthusian Priory
(Charterhouse) was located here after 1179, when King Henry II decided to found it, as part of his atonement
for inciting the murder of Thomas Becket. At that time the order was seen as particularly strict, with its monks
living hermit-like existences, housed in separate cells arranged round a cloister, where they studied and prayed,
coming together only for church services. It is thought that the church in the village was built for the lay brothers,
who attended to the day to day needs of the prior and the monks. The building dates to the 12th century but has
been altered and rebuilt so that only a doorway survives. Probably, most of the other monastic buildings were
left to decay after the Dissolution, though some were utilised by the Hopton family as a residence. When Sir
William Wyndham inherited the estate, he decided to erect a new mansion, Witham House, built in Palladian
style in 1717, no doubt using masonry scavenged from the priory. It was in ruins by the 19 th century, and now
only earthworks and ponds are visible on the site, though excavations have identified the main priory buildings,
including an unusually large monk’s church.
Past Witham Friary, the River Frome bears
northwards for the next 7km to arrive at the
first of the old bridges under which it passes,
Blatch Bridge. In truth there is nothing to be
seen from the road it carries, the B3092, to
inspire great interest, and even knowing of
the existence of an old bridge, I found it
impossible to access the river bank, so am
indebted to the Somerset Rivers website for
the photograph. The upstream view is thought to show the original face; the bridge has 2 near-equal segmental
arches, spanning c4.2m and separated by a slender pier which carries a triangular cutwater pyramidally capped
below the parapets. The fabric is coursed rubble and there are double arch rings in two orders, made up of
shaped voussoirs. There is much evidence of patching. It is thought that the bridge has been widened by adding
3.6m downstream; and this implies an original with of c3m, (over-exposing the photograph seemed to show the
discontinuity on the underside which would be expected in that case). An original build-date in the 17th century
is most likely. The river has widened, taking in water from several tributaries, and was large enough to power
the series of watermills which it encountered as it flowed towards and through Frome. Maps of the 19th century
mark Vinnell’s woollen mill, Blatchbridge mill, Feltham flour mill, Providence dye mill, Wallbridge Flour mill,
Wallbridge woollen mill, Welsh fulling mill and Leonards corn mill. From this it will be gathered that Frome was
another centre of the woollen trade.
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Frome is an old settlement; there was a Roman presence in the area indicated by the discovery of large buried
caches of coins, and the town was documented in Saxon times. However, it had no Norman castle, nor did it
receive a medieval market charter. The rise of the town began in the 16th century on the back of the wool trade,
which remained important into the 19th century; it was recorded by Daniel Defoe as larger than Bath in the early
18th century. There was some industrial diversification after that, examples are foundry work, and quarrying of
limestone, but without local coal, the industrial revolution largely passed the town by. Frome has not played a
large part in the history of the nation, though James, Duke of Monmouth dallied there in 1685, hoping to build
support, before his revolt against King James VII was crushed at the Battle of Sedgemoor, further west in
Somerset. The consequences for Monmouth were fatal, in that his execution soon followed, and those who had
given him support were cruelly dealt with by the ’Bloody Assizes’ presided over by Judge Jeffreys, though Frome
was not one of the towns in which they sat. The town was quite turbulent in the 18th century, with a number of
riots, and they continued in the run-up to the Great Reform act of 1832, when Frome received its first
Parliamentary representation.
Frome has a population close to 30000, but
many travel elsewhere to work, some by rail
from Frome station opened in 1850, and now
with direct trains to London by way of
Reading, as well as Bristol, Bath, and
Weymouth, on the Heart of Wessex line. The
town retains evidence of its history in some
narrow, hilly streets with 17th and 18th
century worker’s cottages, and other larger
houses of that vintage. The parish church of
St. John the Baptist has 12th century origins
but has been much altered and ‘restored’.
The central streets are unspectacular, but
they do retain enough individuality as
regards the lay-out and the shops, to
preserve the ambience of a medium-sized
town, as opposed to a city precinct, and
weekly markets are held; the photograph
shows a typical townscape. The River Frome
is bridged twice near the town centre. Wall
Bridge to the east is said to carry a date
plaque of 1672, but only one face of the
bridge can be seen and it is presumably that
of an extension, widening the bridge, perhaps in the early 19th century. The other bridge was erected in 1821,
one of a number on the site, the earliest being built in 1667. The river divides just before reaching the bridge,
which is shown, so strictly there are 2 bridges, one with a single segmental arch, the other with two, but what
makes the bridge unusual is the row of shops on one side of Market Place, which join the road on the bridge.
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Most have seen illustrations of Old London Bridge with buildings on both sides of the carriageway, and in Lincoln
there is a medieval bridge carrying shops on one side, but Town Bridge in Frome and Pulteney Bridge in Bath
are the only post-medieval examples in Great Britain.
In the south-east of Frome, the River Frome is joined by a right bank tributary, the Rodden Brook, which I shall
not track, save to say, that 1½km upstream from the junction, it is joined by a left bank tributary, the Redford
Water which flows north from its source beside the small village of Horningsham in Wiltshire. About a kilometre
from its source, the stream enters the Longleat estate, where it passes through a series of ponds or lakes, some
or all artificially created. A small Augustinian priory was founded here in the first half of 13th century, and named
for St. Radegund, a 6th century wife of French kings, and later a nun, known for acts of selfless charity, but
nonetheless, obscure. The priory was always small, with no more than 6 canons at any time, and it seems to
have struggled to remain afloat financially. In the late 1520s it was taken over by the Carthusian priory of Hinton,
further north in the River Frome catchment. Of course, Hinton was suppressed a few years later, and the precinct
of St. Radegund Priory was acquired by Sir John Thynne in 1541. He had risen in the households of great men,
to become steward to Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, Lord Protector of England. Thynne may have been
fortunate to survive when Somerset was deposed and executed in 1549; he was imprisoned and heavily fined,
and only when Queen Elizabeth came to the throne, did his fortunes revive.
He was single-minded in his determination to build a mansion on the site of the priory, Longleat House. His
architect was Robert Smythson, and the house shown below is probably one of the finest Tudor buildings in the
country. It was altered early in the 18th century but not fundamentally; some of the priory stonework is said to
have survived in the basements, but I am not in a position to confirm that. The estate received attention from
Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown, who was responsible for extensive tree-planting, as well as designing a park around
the house. The Thynnes prospered, and became Marquises of Bath in the late 18th century. I shall not describe
the house, as there are guidebooks, nor shall I consider the measures adopted by the family to generate the
income necessary to maintain the house, but they have been successful, in spite of the eccentricities of at least
one recent Marquis.
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Above the left bank of the Redford Water, as it leaves the Longleat estate are remains of two ancient
fortifications, on Roddenbury Hill; the older is an small Iron Age univalliate hillfort, now more or less hidden in
trees. A bank and ditch enclosed an area of just less than 1ha, and in places the former is still 1½m high, though
elsewhere it has been almost obliterated by bikers. The other fortification was Hales Castle, a ringwork clear of
trees, which was once a Norman timber and earthwork castle, probably occupied for a century at most, after
the Conquest. The circular earthwork is 37m in diameter and stands on the slope north of the aforementioned
fort, surrounded by ditches and a bank, c1m high. There are no masonry remains, a reflection of the short life
of the castle, which was never provided with stone defences.
The River Frome continues northwards, to
be joined by another left bank tributary, the
Mells River, which flows for approximately
20km, generally eastwards, through the east
edge of the Mendip Hill, mostly as Mells
Stream. The stream rises in a small village
called Gurney Slade, near the site of a
limestone quarry, but the name caught
attention, when it was adopted as the pen
name of a well-known author of children’s
books, and used in the title of a surreal
television series in the 1960s, though neither
had much to do with the actual place. In its
passage through rural Somerset, the Mells
River flows through a number of pleasant
villages, and powers watermills listed in the
Appendix. For 150 years, the village of Mells was at the centre of a thriving iron industry, owned by a family
called Fussell. In 1744, they leased a site from the landowner called Horner, one of whose forbears has been
linked very tenuously, with the ‘Jack Horner Nursery Rhyme’. The Fussells grew their business on this site, until
they were supplying agricultural tools across the country, and abroad. The ruined building in the photograph will
have contained forges and furnaces, driven by water power. A short distance downstream, there is a curious
natural feature. The river connects to an underground system in the limestone rocks, into which water drains
when the water table is low, but which behaves like a spring feeding water into the river when the water table is
high. A wall was positioned to block the system off, by mill-owners, who needed steady water flows in the river.
That requirement is gone now, but part of the wall remains visible.
Remnants of Murtry Old Bridge are just west of a much newer replacement which carries the A362 over the
River Mells, a short distance downstream. Two very slightly pointed arches remain. A third arch probably existed
once, but this disappeared. The surviving part of the bridge is 16m long and 8m wide between the broken down
parapets, and is made of coursed rubble. The bridge seems to have had single chamfered arch rings, and
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cutwaters, at least upstream, which were
cut-off below parapet level. The bridge was
widened downstream in 1817, but became
obsolete when the new bridge was built in
about 1854. The stonework of the old bridge
has been repaired and consolidated in
recent years, but there are tree saplings,
established on the surface, which will
eventually cause damage if left to grow. It is
suggested, that the bridge dates from the
14th century. Unfortunately, access at the level of the river bank did not seem possible when I visited, and
although the bridge is visible from its successor, only the 19th century face can be seen from there. Given the
absence of a footpath, such was the volume and speed of traffic on the A362, even on a Sunday morning, that
I would caution anyone against repeating my own profitless observation; the upstream view of one arch was
taken from the Somerset Rivers website.
A short distance before it reaches its junction
with the River Frome, the Mells River
receives a right bank tributary, the Nunney
Brook, which flows from the south. It rises
beside a village called Wanstrow, notable as
the birthplace of Joseph Harding in 1805. He
introduced many innovations in cheesemaking, and disseminated them widely; he
has been called the ‘father of Cheddar
Cheese’, at least as it is known today. The
stream flows north to the village of Nunney,
where stands one of the more eye-catching
castle ruins. Nunney Castle was built by a
soldier, Sir John de la Mare, probably using
ransom money acquired in the early stages of the Hundred Years War. He received the required licence to
crenelate from King Edward III, in 1373, and built from oolite ashlar a 4-storey quadrangular castle, of
dimensions 23.6 X 12.2m, with round corner towers, of diameter, 9m, topped by conical roofs; the walls are
2.2m thick. The ground floor of the main block was occupied by a kitchen and storerooms whilst the first floor
was servants' accommodation, the second floor was dominated by the Great Hall and the level above served
as high status accommodation. At parapet level projecting corbels provided support for a wooden platform that
surrounded the top of the structure. The tower was in immediate proximity to the Nunney Brook, which provided
a source of fresh water and also filled the moat that surrounded the structure. Beyond the moat was a large
courtyard, which would have contained stables and other service buildings, none of which survive; it was
accessed by way of a drawbridge. The photograph, a drone still-shot, is a view from the north-east, and makes
clear the scale of a collapse, referred to later.
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By the standards of the times, the castle had a relatively trouble-free existence, until the Civil War, when in the
hands of a Catholic family called Prater, it was held for the Royalists, until captured by Sir Thomas Fairfax in
1645. It was severely damaged by cannon-fire then, after a refusal to surrender, but the Praters recovered it
following the Restoration. Nunney Castle was little more than a gutted ruin, but it was restored as a habitable
residence. The burnt-out floors were replaced and the north side, which had suffered from the artillery
bombardment, was rebuilt. Though sold by the Praters at the end of the 17 th century, the castle was occupied
for much of the 18th century but thereafter was abandoned and allowed to drift into ruin. In 1910 a large portion
of the north wall collapsed and, as the rest of the structure continued to deteriorate, the then owner, Robert
Bailey-Neale, handed the castle over to the State in 1925, and after stabilisation, the castle was opened to
visitors.
Resuming the journey northwards along the
River Frome, Beckington village on the left
bank only has a population of c1000, but has
a remarkable collection of old stone houses,
and as a result many Listed buildings.
Perhaps the most interesting is Abbey
House, though knowledge of its history is
sketchy. The house was built in 1502,
possibly

as

an

Augustinian

hospital,

remembering that such buildings had the
role of caring for the old and poor, as well as treatment of the sick. It seems that the site was previously occupied
by an Abbey grange, looking after farm properties owned by Bath Abbey, hence its name. There is also a
suggestion that a predecessor building may have housed college priests, but although the parish church of St.
George in the village has a Norman tower, there is no evidence that it was collegiate. After the Reformation, the
house became privately owned; major alterations were made in 1620, the house has been extended since, and
is now divided into 3 private dwellings.
A short distance to the north-east of the
village is Seymours Court, shown in the
photograph, once the home of Lord Thomas
Seymour, whose career towards the end of
the reign of King Henry VIII, and during the
Protectorate for King Edward VI under
Seymour’s brother, the Duke of Somerset,
was extraordinary in many ways. Thomas
Seymour achieved much in a short time, with
success in military operations in France, and collection of important offices, like Lord High Admiral. Then he
capped that by marrying a Queen, Katherine Parr, who survived King Henry, but died in childbirth a year later
in 1548. She left Seymour enough money and property to make him the richest man in England, with his base
by then, at Sudeley Castle, near Cheltenham. However, he was undone by ambition and jealousy, which led to
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a series of headstrong moves aimed towards unseating his brother, and by concerns about his intimacy with
Princess later Queen Elizabeth, who was then in her mid-teens, and may have responded to his advances, to
an extent which encouraged Seymour’s plotting. The upshot was his arrest and execution in early 1549; his
elder brother, who perhaps could have saved him, stood by, only to follow him to the executioner’s block, less
than 3 years later. The long term effects on the young princess have been the cause of speculation. Seymour’s
Court, is now a hotel, and looks modest, but Seymour lived there before his dramatic rise and fall.
Moving

on

downstream,

Rode

and

Woolverton are villages, respectively on the
right and left banks of the River Frome. A
track between them crosses the river on
Scutt’s Packhorse Bridge, shown in the
photograph, taken from upstream. The fabric
is Doulting Stone rubble and there are three
segmental, if slightly irregular, arches with
single flush arch rings; the one on the left,
looks to be a later build. The two cutwaters
upstream are particularly massive. The total
length is 19m, and the width of the track-way is 1.2m, between parapets, 1m high. Packhorse Bridges are
difficult to date, but the local history of Rode suggests that Scutt’s Bridge was on the route for the transport of
wool to mills in the village, during the 17th century, so it is likely that the two older arches were built then. There
is another bridge crossing the River Frome in Rode, which has 17th century origins, but it was considerably
altered in 1770, when it was incorporated in a turnpike system. There was a watermill beside the bridge, one of
several on the stretch downstream of Frome, which are identified in the Appendix.
Another

1½km

downstream,

Tellisford

Bridge carries a track over the River Frome,
a few hundred metres to the east of the
hamlet of Tellisford. The fabric is random
rubble, and there are 3 slightly irregular
segmental arches, each spanning c4.5m.
There are single flush arch rings, and the
broad piers carry large cutwaters on the
upstream face, but buttresses downstream,
as shown in the photograph. There are no
parapets to the cobbled walkway, but white painted wooden railings. The bridge length is just less than 20m,
giving an idea of the width of the river, and the track-way width is 2.05m. The Listing suggests a 17th century
build-date, though as with many smaller bridges there can be no certainty, in the absence of documentation.
The bridge is unusually attractive in its setting, and features like the buttresses and the arch shapes make it
distinctive. The river then loops first east and then back westwards, to reach Farleigh Hungerford, a left bank
village dominated by a ruined castle.
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A manor house was on the site when it
became a possession of a steward of John
of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, named
Thomas de Hungerford in 1370. He fortified
and rebuilt the manor between 1377 and
1383. The family prospered initially, and
were able to expand the castle by enclosing
the outer court, including the then parish
church which became the castle chapel, in
the years after 1430; a chantry chapel had
been added to the church in 1380, and a
priest’s house was added in the 15th century.
However, the family’s support for the
Lancastrian cause in the Wars of the Roses cost them dear, with consecutive heads of the family being attainted
and executed, and the castle fell into the hands of Richard, Duke of Gloucester, later King Richard III. The
Hungerfords regained the castle when the Tudors ascended the throne, but fell from grace again during the
reign of King Henry VIII, when another head of the family, a close associate of Thomas Cromwell, was executed
in 1540, and the castle reverted to the crown. It was bought back by the Hungerfords in 1554, though not before
another short-time owner had lost his head, the fourth in all to perish this way; it is surprising that anyone wanted
to own it. The castle saw action in the Civil War, being held by both sides before Parliament’s victory, though it
was not sleighted. Its downfall was caused by the extravagance of a later Hungerford owner which compelled
its sale in 1686, and it became a ruin in less than a century, not least because of large-scale quarrying of its
masonry. It has been in the hands of the state since 1915. Little survives above foundation level of buildings
like the great hall in the inner court, which had dimensions 55 X 48m, but the walls are better preserved, and
some of the towers and the gatehouse are high ruins, as shown in the aerial view from the south-east, while the
priest’s house survives on the extreme right.
The

Iford

estate

is

a

further

1½km

downstream on the right bank, just into
Wiltshire; it has a long history, and houses
were recorded as early as the 11th century,
but Iford Manor dates to the 17th century. The
house was given a classical Palladian
frontage in c1725, and was further modified
when it came into the hands of the architect
and garden designer Harold Peto in c1900.
The gardens, of which the photograph is a
snapshot, were created during his 30 years
of occupancy, and attract many visitors.
Iford Bridge crosses the River Frome immediately in front of Iford Manor, which can be seen in the background
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of the photograph, taken from downstream.
The bridge comprises two deep segmental
arches, spanning c6.5m, separated by a
large pier which carries triangular cutwaters;
the one at the downstream face is capped
below the top of the parapet, but that
upstream is brought up to provide a base for
a statue of Britannia which was added in
1899. There are double arch rings of which
the lower are slightly recessed. The width of
the roadway is in the order of 4m and the
bridge does not appear to have been widened. The fabric is coursed rubble which varies in regularity; as can
be seen there is some damage to the northern arch on the downstream face. The Listing dates the bridge to
around 1400, but describes it as much restored; based on appearance, I am rather sceptical of the dating, but
perhaps the restorations account for that. Westwood village is a short distance to the east; there is a National Trust
owned 15th century house in the village but I have never been there so shall not comment further. Stone-quarrying in
the neighbourhood began in the 17th century, and has left many tunnels. They were employed in a number of ways
during the 2nd World War, to safeguard against bombing, especially to store artefacts from many of the country’s
museums and in a rather incongruous juxtaposition, to hide an armaments factory.
Moving to the left bank, and back into
Somerset, the somewhat mysterious remains
of Hinton Carthusian Priory, otherwise Hinton
Charterhouse, are nearby. The priory was the
second of the order in England, and was
founded at Hatherop in Gloucestershire in
1222. However the site was unsuitable and
a move to Hinton was made in 1227.
Carthusian monks eschewed communal
living; the 16 monks lived in separate cells in
a cloister north of the church, no dormitory or
refectory for them. They were looked after by
lay brothers, who lived off-site initially, in a
precinct beside the river, called a correrie,
which included a chapel, but in the 14th
century they moved to the main precinct.
There was a church, and a chapter house, with a library above, shown in the photograph. The priory had an
income in 1530 of £248, (£156300 of present day purchasing power).
The Carthusian order was influential in government circles, so its refusal to accept the supremacy over the
church of King Henry VIII was harshly dealt with; the abbot and monks at Hinton gave way after threats, so
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avoided executions, when the priory was suppressed in 1539. It was purchased by a Matthew Colthurst, but he
soon sold it to the Hungerford family, who have featured elsewhere in this account, and they probably built the
country house, now called Hinton Priory, which incorporates elements of the priory guest house and gatehouse.
The monk’s cells have been excavated, but more than that, I cannot say because the site is private, and the
buildings are hardly visible beyond the perimeter. The River Frome next bends to the east, and passes under
Freshford Bridge, where a crossing is documented in the 16th century, and the bridge shape and dimensions
accord with such a date. However the fabric and detail, strongly suggest a major 18 th century rebuild, which
may have taken place in 1783. After flowing a short distance further, the River Frome joins the left bank of the
River Avon, adding water at a mean rate of 50000 gallons per minute.
……………………….
Downstream of the confluence, the River
Avon marks the old boundary between
Wiltshire and Somerset for several hundred
metres, but then returns wholly into the
former county. Limpley Stoke village is on
the left bank, a short distance further
downstream. The church of St. Mary, has
10th century Saxon origins, but has been
much modified; a Saxon chancel arch was
rescued and reinstalled in an arcade. There is a very strange looking bridge here, carrying the B3108 across
the River Avon, between the villages of Limpley Stoke and Winsley. It was built firstly of wood in the 1730s, then
with the massive pillars seen in the photograph, supporting a wooden platform, almost a Roman-style bridge,
and finally within 20 years or so the stone arches were added. The 4 arches are segmental and their build-date
is implied by the prominent keystones. The bridge has been widened twice fairly recently, in 1930 and 1964, on
the downstream, or north, face each time; the south face retains triangular refuges over the piers. The bridge is
now c6m wide, with footpaths. I can think of no other bridge quite like it in the country.
The River Avon swings north with Bath now close to the left bank, but before reaching the city, the river receives
a left bank tributary, the Midford Brook which flows for only 3½km from a village of the same name, where it is
formed by the merger of Willow Brook and the Cam Brook. The former flows generally north-east from beside
a village called Ston Easton, to the fused towns of Radstock and Midsomer Norton. The latter name conjures
up images of idyllic rural scenery, but in fact the two towns were at the centre of the Somerset coal field; nearsurface coal had probably been extracted as early as the 15th century, but serious production began in the late
18th century, and a century later there were 79 deep mines, before seams began to run out, and eventually deep
mining ceased in 1973. The need to ship out the coal led to the opening of the Somerset Coal Canal which
linked Paulton, just north of Midsomer Norton to the Kennett and Avon Canal. However, as everywhere else,
the railways, in the guise of lines which became the Bristol and North Somerset Line, the Dorset and Somerset
Joint Railway, and a Radstock Branch began to serve the coalfield, in the mid-19th century, and traffic on the
canal dwindled. The canal which had ceased to exist as an entity, is currently being restored for use by leisure
craft. Midsomer Norton and Radstock, which have a combined population of c20000, have gone from being
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industrial centres to commuter towns; the only connection between the former and the long-running television
detective series, was the fairly random selection of its name, since no episodes have ever been made there.
William Smith, who should be lauded as the father of English geology, was born in 1769, the son of a village
blacksmith in Oxfordshire; he was largely self-educated, but gained employment as an assistant surveyor. He
began to investigate rock strata, while working for 8 years after 1791 as a surveyor in the Somerset coalfield;
he was also employed by John Rennie, engineer to the Somerset Coal Canal. In these roles, he was able to
study geological strata, and the fossils found within different rock layers, while also learning to identify faults of
various types; thus equipped, he was able to produce a geological map of Somerset. During the next decade
he travelled the country as a surveyor, continuing his studies of rock formations, until in 1815, he completed a
first version of the coloured geological maps, which show the surface rocks, to be expected, everywhere in the
country. I would have liked to illustrate his achievement by presenting the iconic present-day version of his map
of the British Isles, but the scale would be too small to be meaningful. Nothing like his map had been seen
before but it was not a commercial success, and in part, because of the publishing costs incurred, Smith spent
time in a debtor’s prison. Fortunately, he gained some recognition for his maps, and for wider information he
had collected about fossil distributions, before his death in 1839.
Downstream from the coalfield towns, in the
village of Wellow, the brook is crossed by an
old bridge, carrying a minor road. It
comprises two semi-circular arches, each
c2.5m in span, separated by a broad pier
carrying a massive buttress to the east,
(downstream) and a cutwater to the west.
The photograph shows the former, and a
masonry parapet with a strange choice of
coping, but at the west face there are whitepainted railings. The fabric is mainly coursed
rubble, but the arch rings and soffits are
dressed. The bridge is slightly humped,
c2.5m wide and has not been widened. It is
usually described as late-medieval, so dates
perhaps to the 16th century, and has been
well maintained. Beside it is an Irish bridge,
illustrated in the lower photograph, really a
sophisticated ford; the water flow in the stream is low, so all the water is passing through the apertures rather
than across the top of the structure, as it does when the flow is greater. The landscape is fairly rural as the
Wellow Brook approaches Midford, where it is joined by the Cam Brook from the west. This stream, the longer
of the two, flowing for c20km, rises near Hinton Blewitt, and meanders through villages of Cameley, Temple
Cloud, Camerton, Dunkerton and Combe Hay; on its banks can be seen remnants of the aforementioned
Somerset Coal Canal, which took its water from Cam Brook. Once dotted with coalmines, the Cam Valley has
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become a scenic area, and the brook passes through some dense woodland.
………………………….
Rejoining the River Avon, the Dundas
Aqueduct, which carries the Kennet and
Avon Canal back to the left bank of the river,
is immediately in view. Very similar to the
Avoncliff Aqueduct near Bradford on Avon,
but with slightly different dimensions adding
up to a length of 137m, it also was designed,
by John Rennie, and perhaps because made
with better stone, it did not suffer the
problems of the upstream structure. The
junction with the Somerset Coal Canal was on the left bank here. At this point, the river leaves Wiltshire and
enters Somerset, and a short distance downstream, it loops south-west to enter the city of Bath. Near the crown
of that bend, the river is joined by a right bank tributary, the By Brook.
This substantial stream flows generally
southwards for 19km, from where it is
formed by the merger of two headwaters,
just north of Castle Coombe, in Wiltshire,
which is sometimes cited as the prettiest of
all Cotswold villages. The view presented, is
perhaps supportive, showing the street lined
by characteristic stone cottages, and the
stream winding through the centre. Sir John
Falstoft held the manor for 30 years in the
first half of the 15th century. Traduced by
Shakespeare as the corrupter of Prince Hal,
later King Henry V, he was in fact a soldier
of some distinction, though he had his ups and downs during the Hundred Years War; his main property was
Caistor Castle beside Great Yarmouth in Norfolk, but marriage brought him possession of Castle Coombe.
There are many so-called ‘Roman Bridges’
in Great Britain, none much to do with the
Romans, and there is one such in this
village. Castle Coombe Roman Bridge,
shown in the photograph, is a foot-bridge
beside the main street, crossing By-Brook.
There are three shallow segmental stilted
arches, with the central one slightly larger
than the other two. The paved walk-way is around 2m wide and flanked on the south (downstream) by a parapet
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but unenclosed to the north. The fabric is rubble; there are single flush arch rings and vestigial cutwaters at the
upstream face. The bridge is quite old, though of the 17th or 18th centuries rather than the Roman era. The
village is divided in two by the brook, with a few streets on a hillside above the left bank, and near to them, a
circuit, which is the venue for a wide range of motor sports, on two wheels as well as four. Castle Coombe
Racetrack is on the site of an RAF airfield which housed training units between 1941 and 1948.
In the Appendix, as many as 21 watermill sites along the By Brook and its tributaries are identified; many
operated only seasonally, when there was sufficient water. Watermills were exclusively used for grinding corn,
until the end of the 12th century, when the area became an important centre for the wool trade. Mills were
converted to the cleansing and thickening of wool, a process known as fulling, and Sir John Falstoft owned one
in Castle Coombe. With the decline of the woollen industry in the 17th century, accelerated by the Civil War and
plague, many mills returned to processing corn, and fulling finally ceased, when the preference for steam power,
which required coal, shifted cloth-making to the north in the 19th century. The rise in demand for paper for
packaging from nearby Bristol caused some mills to convert to paper making in the 18th and 19th centuries, and
a few remained operational well into the 20th century. There were watermills at Slaughterford village further
downstream on the By Brook, but those who might imagine that the name indicates that a fierce battle was
fought there are mistaken, because the name means ‘the ford beside blackthorn’. Just before the By Brook joins
the River Avon, it is crossed by Bathford Bridge, built according to some accounts in the 17 th century.
Presumably refurbished, and perhaps widened at each face, it looks like a 19 th century structure of no great
distinction, and I shall not consider it further. The flow in the River Avon is metered just downstream of the
junction with the By Brook, and the mean flow rate is 261000 gallons per minute, almost 3 times greater than
the value measured at Melksham; the river flow has of course been augmented with water from a number of
substantial tributaries.
…………………………
So, to Bath. The river enters the city flowing south and then bends to the north-west as it leaves. Bath has a
population of 90000, and came to prominence first as a Roman spa, and the waters continued to draw people,
because they were thought to have curative properties. In the 18th century, ‘taking the waters’ became the height
of fashion as much as a health-giving pursuit, and buildings were erected to cater for the needs of the highest
layer of society, including Royalty, ministers of the crown, and many dukes marquises and earls. This was the
time of Beau Nash, a trend-setter and entrepreneur, who had much to do with the rise of the city’s reputation.
The elite no longer take the waters, but the baths and their related buildings, some dating back to Roman times,
have become a key element of today’s tourist offering. No doubt in part due to them and the great abbey, Bath
has become a World Heritage site, but the elegant Georgian crescents, equalled in Great Britain only by those
in another World Heritage site, Edinburgh, probably constitute the main explanation. It would be pointless for
me to try to duplicate the guides, and other descriptive volumes about the city, so all I shall do is highlight a few
features associated with the river.
Pulteney Bridge, on the southern reach of the river, was originally conceived as purely functional, to connect an
estate, owned by the Pulteney family, on the left bank, to the city, then largely on the right bank. A Scottish
lawyer, Sir William Johnstone, had married the Pulteney heiress of the Earl of Bath, and he was a patron of
Robert Adam, whom he commissioned to upgrade the bridge design. The Scottish architect conceived the idea
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of a bridge with shops on each side of the
carriageway, and it was built in 1774 in
Classical style. Pulteney Bridge, named for
the wife of the projector is 45m long with 3
spans, and 18m wide, 3m wider than built
originally The first photograph on this page,
shows the southern (downstream) aspect,
which

still

largely

preserves

Adam’s

intensions. However, the shops at the other
face were allowed to build outwards on
cantilevers, so this face of the bridge is now
something of a hotch potch, as in the second
photograph. The contrast is extreme, and
photographs of this face are rarely shown.
With buildings at each face mimicking Old
London Bridge, which did not survive the 19th
century, it is unique amongst British bridges,
and there are only a handful with similar
features, elsewhere in the world. It is just a
great pity that the upstream aspect has been
permitted to depart so far from Adam’s
concept; I guess it is too late to do anything about it now.
The oldest bridging point was further
downriver, at what was the South gate,
through which passed the road to Bristol in
medieval times, when the city was walled.
Here, the five-arched masonry bridge which
became known as the Old Bridge was built
in the 13th century, possibly replacing a
wooden

bridge. The Old

Bridge

was

substantially rebuilt in the 15th century,
although it retained some of the earlier
features including a castellated gateway
over the pier closest to the south bank, which
may once have stood over a drawbridge, and a miniscule chapel or oratory built into the eastern face of the
parapet above the 2nd pier from the north bank; the name St. Lawrence’s Bridge derived from the dedication of
the chapel. The chapel, and the gateway were removed, when the bridge was rebuilt in 1754, but the 4 piers
still restricted flow, and problems with flooding persisted. The elegant rebuilt bridge is shown in the print made
in 1829. Various schemes of improvement were considered in the 19 th century, including designs by Thomas
Telford, but nothing was done until 1966 when the Old Bridge was replaced by two rather anodyne concrete
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bridges, together called Churchill Bridge. The link https://historyofbath.org/images/BathHistory/Vol%2003%20%2001.%20Buchanan%20-%20The%20Bridges%20of%20Bath.pdf , gives access to more information about
the Bath bridges.
Immediately

downstream

of

Pulteney

Bridge, on the left bank is the Recreation
Ground, home of Bath Rugby Club since
1895, (the club was founded in the 1860s).
Through the last years of the amateur era,
the 1980s and 1990s, they were the most
successful club in England, but in the
ensuing age of professionalism, their playing
strength has declined markedly, though they
remain in the English Premiership, albeit near the bottom of the table, as I write. In order to increase their matchday income and attract the best players, the club wish to increase their stadium capacity above 14500, but the
attempt to do this, has led to a fraught process, with the rejection of planning applications, and even talk by the
club of moving away from the centre of Bath. Further downstream, on the left bank is Widcombe Lock, which
connects the canal section of the Kennett and Avon Canal, to the River Avon Navigation, linking Bath and
Bristol. The google view shows the canal lock in the centre with the bridge to the left, under which is the
connection to the River Avon, which itself appears flowing from the upper-left. The white building is Thimble Mill
Pumping Station, which extracted water from the river and replenished water lost as boats passed through the
lock. There is now a restaurant in the building, but I am not sure how its function is carried out on the re-opened
canal, or indeed about the explanation for the name.
Although it is a short distance from the right
bank of the River Avon, in the east-centre of
the city, I do not think I should leave Bath
without giving some consideration to the
abbey. A house of nuns was founded in 676,
but it was destroyed by the Danes, soon
afterwards; in 757 an establishment for
secular canons was created by King Offa of
Mercia on the same site. In 970, a
Benedictine Abbey became its replacement.
Then, in 1088, the Bishop of Wells was
required to move to Bath, and a Norman
Cathedral was built to accommodate him,
replacing whatever Saxon buildings had
occupied the site. The abbey became a cathedral-priory with 40 monks in residence, until in the 14th century the
Black Death reduced that number to 16. There were c20 monks in the 1530s when the income of the priory was
£617 (purchasing power today of £389000). Before then, the decision had been taken to rebuild the cathedral52

priory church, but on a smaller scale occupying the area of the Norman nave only; work began in the 1480s on
what was to be the last major church to be built in the Perpendicular Style. The down-sizing was logical, because
apart from the reduced complement of monks, Wells had been restored to centrality in the diocese, at the
expense of Bath. The new abbey church had not been completed when the priory was suppressed in 1539, and
it was only after the church was gifted to the city to serve its parish, in 1572, that the nave was roofed, and
services did not begin again until 1611. Since then, there have been a number of restorations, especially by Sir
George Gilbert Scott in the 1860s, which contribute to an impression that the church, shown in the aerial view
from the north-east, is grand but not very old. There are no survivals of claustral buildings, which are assumed
to have been south of the church; they were probably destroyed soon after the suppression of the cathedral
priory. I move on from Bath, knowing that I have not done the city anything like full justice, but that more
information is easy to find
6. Bath to the Mouth of the Bristol River Avon
After

flowing

3½km,

generally

north-

westwards from the outskirts of Bath, the
River Avon arrives at Saltford, where there is
a manor house, dating in part to the mid-12th
century, which may have been continuously
occupied for longer than any other house in
England, c875 years, though it almost
became derelict in the 20th century. Before
the Reformation it may have been the
dwelling of the priest officiating at the village
church of St. Mary, which is of similar age, though part of its tower is thought to be even older with Saxon
features. There have certainly been alterations and additions to the house over the years, including the
rebuilding of the facade in the 17th century, but items, like the surviving Norman window frame, visible in the
back view, have convinced experts, including Pevsner of the early build-date of the house.
A Domesday watermill was sited in Saltford and it changed its function in the medieval period from grinding corn
to processing cloth, and then in 1720, became a brass foundry. That enterprise ceased to operate commercially
in the 1920s, but the mill was restored as a heritage site in the 1990s. The buildings are something of a jumble,
so rather than showing a photograph, at the end of the paragraph, I reproduce the schematic diagram, which
gives an idea of the complexity of the site, and shows how water was brought in to power operations. Copper
produced from Cornish ores was mixed with calamine from the nearby Mendip Hills, to make calamine brass,
but by the 1850s, zinc had become the alloying metal. The site includes a battery mill (batter meaning hammer)
which hollowed out brass sheet to make pans, bowls and vats, some of which are on display; the water wheel
drove the hammers which struck the sheet several times per second. There is also an annealing furnace, one
of four originally installed, which heated the brass to reduce the likelihood of it cracking while it was being
worked. One of the 5 undershot water wheels once used to power the machinery is still in working order. The
battery mills were supplemented by rolling mills between 1760 and 1830, to produce flatter sheets of metal than
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the original battering techniques. However, battery ware was still produced at the site until 1908; it was the last
mill in Britain to do this.

Now, Saltford is a village with 4000 inhabitants on the A4, which is mainly home to commuters to Bath and
Bristol. The River Avon next bends to the west as it picks up the modern boundary between the local authorities
of Bath and North-East Somerset, and South Gloucestershire, and receives a small right bank tributary the River
Boyd, which flows 11km, generally southwards to its mouth. As with most streams feeding the River Avon, water
power was exploited on a number of sites, and I will mention two of them. Near the village of Wick, mineral
ochre was quarried; it is a mix of clay and ironstone, and has given its name to a colour invoking fawn and
orange, though depending on the oxide of iron in the ore, it can be red. The quarried material has to be washed,
crushed and ground to make it useable as a pigment, and this was done until recently in a watermill at Wick.
Effluent from the watermill coloured the river water, and for that reason, the river valley was named Golden
Valley; with the mill closed, the valley is now a nature reserve, but I guess it is less golden. Further downstream
in a slightly larger village called Bitton, there was a brass foundry from the early 18 th century; it was then
converted into a papermill, which operated between 1825 and 1961. Bitton was linked by rail to Bath and Bristol
between 1869 and 1965, and after the Beeching closure, the Avon Valley Trust was formed, and there is now
a working heritage railway, on part of the old route.
Keynsham, is on the left bank here, but before saying something about that town, I will consider the River Chew,
which meets the River Avon here, and is its last significant left bank tributary. The river rises at Chew Head,
which is beside Chewton Magna. The village, associated with the Waldegrave family, and thus with a fairly
recent Cabinet minister, is at a height of about 150m at the northern edge of the Mendips, a range of low
limestone hills separating the River Avon catchment from the Somerset Levels. They lie east/west between the
Bristol Channel and the Frome river valley. The river flows vigorously downhill through a largely pastoral
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landscape, after emerging from a spring at Chew Head, to be intercepted by the two Litton Reservoirs, part of
the Bristol water supply system. Flowing north, somewhat more placidly, the river arrives at Chew Valley Lake,
c7km from its source. The lake is a large reservoir, (490ha) created in the 1950s, to serve the needs of Bristol.
As well as its main function, the lake is an important leisure resource, with bird-watching, sailing, fishing and
trail walking round the perimeter, amongst the activities permitted. The river is reconstituted at its north shore,
beside the village of Chew Stoke, having nominally traversed a further 4km.
The reservoir waters cover the scattered hamlet of Moreton, once a medieval village. Here there was an 18th
century mill, worked as a corn mill, but previously a gunpowder mill, while the nearby 250 year-old Stratford
mill was dismantled in the 1950s and carefully re-erected at Blaise Castle Folk Museum near Bristol. As regards
gunpowder mills, reference to Table 2 in the Appendix will show that there were others in the locality, for example
the Woolley Mills on the Lam Brook north of Bath. A detailed account of them is available in the document,
https://historyofbath.org/images/BathHistory/Vol%2010%20-%2005.%20Buchanan%20%20Bath's%20Forgotten%20Gunpowder%20History%20%20The%20Powder%20Mills%20at%20Woolley%20in%20the%20Eighteenth%20Century.pdf. The mills were
so-sited, because of a combination of favourable circumstances; the first was the availability of water power to
drive the equipment which mixed the 3 ingredients, sulphur, saltpetre, and charcoal. It seems that saltpetre was
produced in the area, but more could be easily shipped in along the River Avon, as could imported sulphur, and
the gunpowder could likewise be moved out; nearby woods provided the raw material for charcoal production.
Although near to connurbations, the mills were sited in isolated sparsely populated areas, so that the explosions,
which seemed inevitable, exacted a toll only of the mill employees, and were not a threat to the wider community.
Although there was a steady peacetime market for explosives for use in industries like quarrying, demand was
largest during major wars, and Britain was involved in many up until 1815; thereafter there was a century of
relative peace, and that is the background to the closure of the gunpowder mills in the River Avon catchment,
before 1850.
The

most

remarkable

feature

of

the

remaining 16km of the course of the River
Chew, is the number of medieval and premodern bridges which have survived intact,
if in some cases modified. There are only a
few rivers in the country that can rival the
Ricer Chew in this regard. I think there are 7
such bridges, starting with Tun Bridge at
Chew Magna, furthest upstream; the others
are Chew Magna, Crickback, Stanton Drew,
Compton Dando, Chewton Keynsham, and Keynsham, Dapps Hill. In order to avoid ‘bridge fatigue’, I shall say
more about only the first two of them, but note that they are all described on my website,
https://historicbridgesofbritain.com/. Tun Bridge carries a minor road over the River Chew, at the south side of
the village of Chew Magna. The Listing, and other experts agree on a late 15th century build date, though the
parapets and the string courses shown in the photograph, together with at least one of the small cutwaters are
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more recent, somewhat unfortunate, modifications. The fabric is largely sandstone rubble, though the dressed
voussoirs are of freestone. There are 3 pointed (Gothic) arches, the two larger with double arch rings in two
orders, spanning c4.5m, and a smaller one with single arch rings, which might be of later construction, almost
hidden by tree foliage to the left in the photograph. The total length is 18m, while the unaltered width between
the parapets is 4.8m, which given its assumed build-date, is wide. The bridge is close to 600 years old, so its
condition is exceptionally good, and it must have been refurbished, probably more than once.
Chew Magna Crickback Bridge crosses a
branch of the River Chew, just upstream of
Tun Bridge in Chew Magna. It comprises two
slightly distorted triangular, pointed arches
separated by a broad pier which carries a
large triangular cutwater on the upstream
face; the fabric throughout is undressed
rubble. There are single flush arch rings
made up of roughly cut voussoirs. The road
surface is cobbled, and just over 2m wide; it
has not been widened. Wooden fencing
fulfils the role of parapets. The Listing
assigns a build-date in the 17th century, but
my view given the arch shape and the condition of the fabric is that it is probably older by at least a century, and
should be assigned to c1500. It would be easy to devote a lot more space to the Chew valley, to its attractive
villages and hamlets, and the many interesting stone buildings, including the churches, which have Norman
origins but high Perpendicular style towers, and do not appear over-restored. I suspect many of the houses are
now occupied by commuters, lucky to live in such attractive surroundings, so close to Bristol. However, I am
approaching the end of the journey, and that is always reason to hurry on, but for anyone who would like to
learn more I add a link to an excellent website, http://www.riverchew.co.uk/ .
From Chew Magna, the river flows more or less eastwards through Stanton Drew, Pensford, Compton Dando,
and Woollard before heading north towards Keynsham, and its junction with the River Avon. When I was a
teenager, around 1960, my contemporaries and I listened to popular music on Radio Luxemburg, rather than
the staid BBC Light Programme as we saw it, and programmes were interspersed by adverts for a certain
Horace Batchelor, who claimed that his Infra Draw method would guarantee big wins on the Football Pools,
then unchallenged as the only legal road to an unearned fortune. Of course, it was necessary to write to the
Guru, to obtain the necessary information, and to arrange to pay for it by postal order, so the name Keynsham
in his address was imprinted in my memory, though I never sought to take that route to riches. It seems that
Horace made a good enough living, but when he died in the late 1970s, he did not leave the fortune that would
have been earned by regular big wins; his lugubrious tones did not suggest an extravagant life-style, so perhaps
the Pools companies banned him from sending in a weekly coupon.
There was a Roman presence in Keynsham, indicated by the discovery of remains of 2 villas; a ford giving
passage across the River Avon may explain a settlement then, and there is surviving evidence for Saxon
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occupation. There is mention of Keynsham
in the Domesday Book, but the foundation of
an Augustinian Abbey in 1166, and the
village, which grew up at its gate can be
taken as the real origin of the town. The
abbey had the normal complement of an
abbot, prior, and 12 canons, and was well
endowed

with

properties, including

its

immediate environs, and this gave it the
wherewithal to fund Royal visits, which of
course meant the King and a very large following staying at no cost to themselves, for some time. The income
assessed in the 1530s, before the abbey’s suppression was £450, (purchasing power of £284000 in today’s
terms in an overwhelmingly poorer country). In spite of its apparent wealth, the abbey had quite a troubled
history of indiscipline and disputes, but the leadership made no trouble at the Dissolution, so all the resident
religious personnel received pensions. However, the fabric of the abbey did not fare well; dismantling and
scavenging began in 1540, and by 1559 Thomas Bridges who had purchased the precinct from the Crown, had
used the stone to build a house on the site. There was enough masonry left over to repair a nearby bridge over
the River Avon. The Bridges house was demolished in 1776, and thereafter the abbey stone was dispersed still
further. As illustrated by the photograph, only foundations and lower courses of a few buildings, survive, in a
manicured park between the town bypass and the river. The stonework is loosely packed, and when I walked
round, I became more than a little suspicious, that I was seeing artefacts recently made up, rather than ancient
masonry, but I could have been wrong.
Keynsham has a population of 16000, but although there is a small amount of green space between it and the
south-west edge of Bristol, it is to all intents and purposes, a suburb. That is its ambience rather than that of the
market town that it once was. The church of St. John has 13th century origins, but there had already been some
rebuilding before the collapse of the church tower in the 1630s necessitated much more. There is a nice tale,
that when the great composer of the Georgian age, Georg Friedrich Handel visited the church, he was so
impressed by the sound of the organ, that he offered a set of church bells, in exchange for it., and the offer was
accepted. However, the present-day bell-ringers have a website, which details the provenance of all the bells,
presently installed, but it makes no mention of Handel, though two of the bells were cast in 1731 during his
lifetime. So, I am afraid that the legend must be discarded, because they should know. On the river here there
is a marina, Portavon, built where a navigation cut enables boats to bypass a weir, from behind which a watermill
drew water; this is a common feature downstream from Bath, where the River Avon was rendered navigable in
1727, and is now part of the Kennet and Avon Canal.
………………………
From here, the river swings north to begin its passage through Bristol. As with Bath but as stated before, this
account is not the place for a description of a large and historic city, with a population now recorded as over
half-a-million, so all I shall do is follow the river through, pointing to a few riverside features, and looking at the
right bank tributary, the Bristol River Frome; the city was founded at the confluence of the two. The name Bristol
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refers to a bridge, and although all the
present bridges are relatively modern, there
may have been a wooden bridge, crossing
the River Avon, as early as the 10th century,
but a stone bridge with 4 Gothic arches was
built in the 1240s. It was a smaller version of
Old London Bridge, much shorter, with
buildings of 3 or 4 storeys, the upper ones
jettied inwards, on both sides of a fairly
narrow carriageway. Living on the bridge
was regarded as fashionable. The print from
the 18th century shows the high buildings
lining this bridge, with shops on the ground
floor and dwellings above. The chapel cum
gateway on the right was a particularly large
edifice,

extending

beyond

the

bridge,

supported on its own piers, and it seems that
negotiating the fast flows under the bridge by
boat must have been nearly as fraught as in
London. The bridge stood for more than 5
centuries, before it changed from being an
asset into a problem, principally because of the difficulties in manoeuvring carts across it and boats beneath it.
As a result, it was demolished and replaced in 1768, this bridge, shown in Mr. O’Neill’s photograph, still stands,
though widened and with greatly altered upperworks. A toll was imposed on those crossing, but when the town
council sought in the 1790s to continue charging after the bridge had been paid for, there were riots, and they
were forced to back-track.
Although almost 10km inland, thanks to the river, Bristol became an important port in the medieval period, and
is associated with the first English exploratory voyages across the Atlantic, mounted by John Cabot and his
sons, and Martin Frobisher. As regards the former, he was a Venetian mariner, who fell on hard times, and
came by way of Spain to London, in the mid-1490s. With patronage from King Henry VII, he made 3 voyages
in the next few years, and is credited with ‘rediscovering’ North America, probably last visited from the east by
the Norse in the late 12th century, though there were occasional references to Vinland in succeeding centuries.
It is possible that John Cabot reached the continent of the Americas, as opposed to associated islands, before
Christopher Columbus, but information about his epoch making voyages is astonishingly sketchy. A Birkbeck
College historian called Alwyn Ruddock researched the topic in depth, and made various claims, but did not
publish anything. For quarter of a century, she asserted that she was working on a book, but it was unfinished
when she died in 2005, and she left instructions that her papers dealing with 40 years of research, were to be
destroyed, possibly because she had been upset by the fact that some of her conclusions had been questioned.
The Cabot Project was set up by Bristol University, in 2009 to try to recover the essentials of Ruddock’s work,
but as far as I can tell they have not got very far. In truth it is a sorry tale.
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The port from which the Bristol explorers set out was the widened confluence of the Bristol River Frome with
the River Avon. The very high tides of the Severn estuary, penetrated the River Avon, and while easing the
passage of ships to the port, they had to rest on their sides at low tide, when they got there. At this time, many
ports were like that, but the 10m change in water level at Bristol was exceptional. The need to improve matters
was prompted especially, by competition from the port of Liverpool in the 18 th century, and the distinguished if
rather unsung civil engineer, William Jessop, was hired and he developed a proposal, which would maintain a
water level in a dock sufficient to float ships at all times. In producing the short account which follows, I have
found the website http://brisray.com/bristol/docks.htm, very helpful.

Essentially, Jessop’s scheme involved cutting off a substantial length of the River Avon, and making it into a
‘Floating Dock’, in which the level of water was kept high enough to allow ships to float upright, at all times, by
incorporating a lock at the entrance. This necessitated digging a new cut, 3km long, south of the river to carry
its normal flow, while the blocked off portion of the previous course of the river became the dock; a 2km long
feeder into the blocked of portion, was dug to maintain its level, and to permit upstream passage from the dock.
The scheme, shown above, in a drawing taken from Wikipedia, was approved, albeit with some minor
modification, and the new arrangements opened in 1809. It was costly, and in trying to get their money back,
the projectors bumped up harbour charges, so discouraging some of the shipping, which they had hoped to
divert from Liverpool. The improvements only gave the docks a temporary stay of execution, because the
passage upriver from the mouth of the River Avon, became impossible for the larger ships coming into use in
the 19th century. In the 1860s, the municipal corporation took over the system, but decided to build new docks
at the mouth of the River Avon. The town centre docks gradually declined, and are now viewed as providing the
opportunity for waterside developments, of the types that have taken place in other towns and cities.
The remains of Bristol Castle are in a park near the centre of the city; the castle was on the right bank of the
River Avon, in land between it and the Bristol River Frome, with a moat connecting to both. Now it is some
distance from the River Avon New Cut, though beside the Floating Harbour. The first castle, an earth and timber,
motte and bailey, was built soon after the Norman conquest. A keep, was built before 1141, by Robert, Earl of
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Gloucester, Empress Matilda’s champion
during the Anarchy, and it held King
Stephen for a short time after his capture at
the Battle of Lincoln, before Gloucester’s
capture made a swop deal which freed the
King, essential. King Edward II was held
there in 1326 after his deposition, before
his transfer to Berkeley Castle, where he
was almost certainly murdered a year later.
The keep was 24m square over walls up to
4.5m thick, with 4 corner turrets, probably
more than 3 storeys high. The castle
became Royal later in the 12th century, and a hall, chapel, and gatehouse were built in the 13th century. The
castle was kept in repair into the 15th century but began to decay thereafter, and although it had no role in the
Civil War, it was demolished by Parliament in the 1650s. One suspects that the present state owes more to later
scavenging of stone than that exercise. The remains are scanty and low as indicated by the photograph, but
include part of the base of the keep, lengths of curtain wall including a postern, and porches once attached to
the Great Hall.
Near to the right bank of the old course of the
River Avon, is Bristol Cathedral, or Bristol
Abbey as was. The Augustinian House was
founded in c1150, and through its lifetime it
was populated by between 17 and 25
canons.

It

was

wealthy

before

its

suppression in 1539, with an income of £670
in the 1530s, (equivalent to £422000 of
present day purchasing power). Within 3
years, it had been reconstituted as a
cathedral, dedicated to the Holy and
Undivided Trinity, with a chapter of secular canons, for a newly created diocese of Bristol. In consequence the
12th century chapterhouse survives with its early Gothic arches, as shown in the old postcard, but most of the
other claustral buildings, except for a guest house were demolished. A major rebuild of the east end of the
Norman church had taken place in the early years of the 14 th century, and the early 16th century saw the
rebuilding of the crossing and transepts, while work began on creating a new nave. This was unfinished at the
time of the Dissolution, and the new Cathedral was left without a nave for 300 years, until in 1870, houses which
had been built at the west end of the truncated church were pulled down, allowing a new nave to be erected,
followed by a new west front with twin towers; in truth, the whole church has been rebuilt in stages and little
fabric survives from the Norman church. The cathedral remained as centre of its own diocese from the
Dissolution until 1836, when the diocese was subsumed into that of Gloucester, though Bristol Cathedral
nominally retained its status; in 1897, the 2 dioceses were separated again, the situation which holds today.
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Mention has been made of the Bristol River Frome, which joins the right bank of the River Avon in the city. The
location of the confluence has been altered through time, and the tributary now joins the New Cut of the River
Avon, through Mylne’s Culvert, which passes under the Floating Dock, though in times of flood, water can
overflow into the dock; an exhaustive account of the changes can be found on the website,
https://www.28dayslater.co.uk/threads/the-river-frome-bristol-feb-2018.112612/. There are 2 Avon tributaries
called ‘Frome’, and there is another River Frome relatively near, which flows by way of Stroud in Gloucestershire
to the River Severn. The name means fine or brisk in the old Brythonic language, and I have adopted the
common practice of calling this stream, the Bristol Frome to make a distinction from the others. It begins a 32km
long course at a spring in a field south of Chipping Sodbury in South Gloucestershire; perhaps surprisingly, only
3½ km south-west of a tributary of the Sherston Avon, a measure of the odd course of the Bristol River Avon,
which almost loops back on itself.
The River Frome flows north-west at first,
and is shown a few hundred metres
downstream; after flowing for 3km it swings
west through Chipping Sodbury. The town
was founded by a local landowner in the mid12th century, and its market charter dates
from c1200. The markets were held in the
broad main street, which is lined by old
buildings, 16th, 17th, and 18th century, many
built

of

locally

quarried

Pennant

red

sandstone. The oldest building in the town,
apart from the church, is Tudor House, which
is probably mis-named as it dates from the
14th century; it is shown in the photograph,
and is a medieval hall house, albeit modified
and it has to be said rendered somewhat
twee in appearance. The church of St. John
the Baptist has 13th century features
including a Decorated style chancel arch, but
is mostly Perpendicular, with the usual 19th
century restoration. Maps of that time show
2 watermills in the town, the same number
was

mentioned,

when

the

town

was

founded. Chipping Sodbury had its own railway station on the South Wales Mainline between 1903 and 1961,
and the western portal of the 4km long Chipping Sodbury Tunnel is just to the east of the town; the eastern
portal was mentioned near the beginning of this account, as adjacent to the source of a headwater of the
Sherston Avon.
Chipping Sodbury has a population of c5500 and remains a distinctive place, but it is being absorbed by the
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much larger town to its west, Yate; together they have a population of 26000. There is little to say about Yate
on a historical journey, as although it was an old village, there are few tangible signs of that; a railway station
was opened in 1844, but the population only began to grow in the 20 th century, slowly at first then accelerating
in the 1950s. A station in the town on the Birmingham to Bristol railway line, which had closed in 1965, reopened
in 1989. There was a quarry nearby from which celestine, an ore containing strontium was obtained, until 1994.
Leaving Yate the River Frome passes two more watermill sites, the mill at Nibley operated between the 17th and
19th century, while at Algars Manor, site of a Tudor mansion, a Domesday mill was recorded, and a successor
operated in the 19th century, and has left a lade as evidence of its existence. The stream has arrived in the
village of Iron Acton, which was the location of a mine which produced iron ore in the 19th century.
The river then swings south receiving
tributaries at both banks, reaching Frampton
Cotterill, the site of another watermill, and
just to its south, Nightingales Bridge crosses
the river. It is described as a packhorse
bridge, though its width of 2.8m suggests
that it was built with carts in mind; there are
2 river arches, which are semi-circular and
span c3.5m. It is built of coursed sandstone
rubble. A pipe lines the third flood arch,
which was probably a later addition. It is very
difficult to date small bridges like this without documentary information, but I should be surprised to find that the
river arches, shown in the photograph, were built later than the period, 1650 – 1750. Almost the whole length of
the River Frome is accompanied by a walkway, and the Friends of the River Frome have produced an
informative pamphlet, though unfortunately it sheds no more light on the Nightingale Bridge.
The river continues generally southwards,
and passes under the 11-arch Huckford
Viaduct, opened in 1903 to carry the main
London to South Wales Railway, avoiding
central Bristol. Further on, Bury hillfort rises
above the left bank; it is bivalliate, and was
occupied before and after the Roman
invasion. The stream flowing in a heavily
wooded glen passes under the M4, to where
it is met by a very small right bank tributary
flowing down a deep gully. Just under a
hundred metres upstream, it is crossed by
Hambrook Packhorse Bridge shown in the
photograph. Generally described as 17th century, a transition in the masonry above the arch suggests that the
narrow trackway (little more than 0.5m wide) was once lower, but that it was built up to ease passage and
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perhaps given parapets at a later date.
The next stretch of the River Frome is fast
flowing over several weirs channelling water
to watermills, in a gorge with trees on each
steep slope above the valley floor. Those
watermills

performed

operations

like

grinding corn, preparing snuff, and breaking
up stone quarried nearby, in the decades
after 1750. Furthest upstream was Cleeve
Mill, now the residence shown in the
photograph, one of the best preserved mill
buildings along the river, with some stone-work dating back to the 17th Century. Originally a corn mill, it was
adapted to make agricultural tools in 1798 before operations ceased in 1885. At the turn of the century, it was
a tea room before becoming a private residence. Cleeve Bridge crosses the river here and though relatively
modern in appearance at roadway level, an earlier, narrower arch possibly medieval, is visible when the
underside is viewed.
The river passes Frenchay, and is well within
the boundary of the city of Bristol, but still
moving in its own green finger when it
reaches another bridge of interest. Wickham
Bridge carries a path over the River Frome,
a small right-bank tributary of the Bristol
River Avon; it is 4.2m wide and was once a
road bridge. There are two near semicircular arches spanning c2.7m, separated
on the upstream (southern) face, by a pier carrying a cutwater capped conically at the top of the parapet. To the
east, there is a large buttress, and then another smaller arch, also semi-circular, which can just be seen on the
right of the photograph. The fabric is sandstone rubble It is thought that there was a medieval bridge here, but
the present structure looks to be a later build, assigned to the 17th century by the Listing.
I have already described the confluence with the River Avon, and to get there the Bristol River Frome is culverted
through Bristol city centre, though once there were as many as a dozen separate bridges. The flow rate,
measured at Frenchay, is 23000 gallons per minute. This brings the estimated flow rate of the River Avon, up
to 320000 gallons per minute (equivalent to 33 standard road tanker loads per minute), and as there are no
more significant tributaries, it can be taken as the discharge rate at the mouth. From the entrance to the floating
dock, where the River Avon resumes its old course, as a tidal river flowing between large mudbanks, it enters
the 2½km long Avon Gorge, flowing almost northwards at first. The river probably had to cut through a limestone
ridge, during an early Ice Age, c450000 years ago, to create this route to the Severn estuary. During the 18th
century, Bristol had extended along the right bank of the River Avon to Clifton, and the need for a bridge
downstream from the centre of the city, high enough to allow passage of ships into the docks, became pressing,
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but building it was certain to be challenging
task. A bequest was left for the purpose and
plans for a bridge across the gorge were put
forward, the most remarkable, was that
devised by William Bridges in 1795. His
proposal is shown in a sketch copied from
Wikipedia. The idea of building rentable
workplaces and houses, into the abutments
seems outstandingly innovative, but the
project was shelved at the onset of war with France. Thereafter, nothing much happened until 1829, when a
contest was set-up for design proposals; there were 22 entries, reduced to a short-list of 5, including Isambard
Kingdom Brunel’s suspension bridge. The great Scottish engineer Thomas Telford was asked to assess those
designs, and rejected all of them, Brunel’s because the required span of 225m, was in his opinion too great for
currently available designs and materials; his own Menai Suspension Bridge spanning 176m had given him
sleepless nights, before it opened successfully in 1819.
Telford was asked to provide an alternative, and given his reservations, his proposal for two large piers
extending up from the banks of the river to support an arch of shorter span was inevitable, inelegant and bound
to be costly. What happened next is somewhat murky, but resulted in approval being given for Brunel’s proposal,
and work began in 1831. There then followed a series of stops and starts as more money had to be found at
regular intervals, and the principals lost heart. Brunel died in 1859, without seeing his design coming to fruition.
Finally, in the 1860s the design was re-assessed by William Henry Barlow and Sir John Hawkshaw, and they
introduced a wider, higher and sturdier deck than Brunel had intended, with triple chains instead of double. This
more robust bridge finally opened in 1864, and stands today, soaring 100m above the river as shown in the
photograph. The Clifton Bridge is described as Brunel’s masterpiece, perhaps more credit should be given to
Barlow and Hawkshaw; the question remains open as to whether Brunel’s design would have proved viable.

64

From here the river twists once more before embarking on its final reach, flowing north-west towards its mouth.
On the right bank are the docks of Avonmouth, opened in 1877, to accommodate ships too large to reach the
Floating Harbour in Bristol. The Avonmouth facility was enhanced when the Royal Edward Dock was opened in
1902. However, ships continued to increase in size, and Royal Portbury Dock was opened on the left bank of
the river in 1977, and can berth ships of up to 130000 dead weight tonnes, with oil, and motor cars, its most
important landings. The Avonmouth facility has been maintained and handles smaller ships carrying a wide
range of general goods. Entry to all the docks is by way of locks, which are essential to cope with the wide tidal
variations in water level in the River Avon and the Severn Estuary, illustrated by the deep mud banks shown in
the photograph of the Clifton Suspension Bridge.
The River Avon completes its rather convoluted journey here; as noted earlier it has flowed for 134km but is
only 33km from its most credible source. It is very much a lowland river, with a fall of less than 1m/km along its
full length, but nowadays flows through a pastoral landscape rather than one of arable farms, presumably
because of relatively high rainfall and infertile soils, though judging by the number of corn mills, the balance was
different in the 18th and 19th centuries. It is dominated by the two cities near its mouth, but upstream and on its
tributaries, there are many interesting market towns, some of great antiquity. A striking feature of the architecture
in the catchment is the number of old bridges, large and small, though none can compare visually with two that
are less old, Pulteney Bridge in Bath, and the Clifton Suspension Bridge. There are relatively few castle remains
in the catchment, even counting motte and baileys, which were never strengthened with keeps and stone walls;
the Avon valley has not been much contested during national clashes. As will become apparent from the
Appendix, there have been a very large number of watermills along the river and its tributaries, some occupying
sites identified by the Domesday survey. Before introducing the Appendix, I present a view of the mouth of the
River Avon. To the left the port of Avonmouth is in the foreground, with the city of Bristol in the distance, whilst
just visible towards the top right is the bridge carrying the M5 Motorway, opened in 1974 with a main span of
164m.

Alastair Robertson’s Appendix follows; the commercial watermills in the Bristol River Avon catchment, i.e., the
river, its tributaries, and smaller streams flowing to them, have been identified and located on sketch maps.
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Wherever possible, their function(s) is specified in accompanying Tables. Commercial mills are those for which
the operations are paid for by some means, in contrast to farm mills such as threshing mills which are best
regarded as farm equipment, like a plough or milking machine. Large numbers of the latter have been tabulated,
and located with reference to nearby streams.
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Appendix
Table 1: Water Mills on the River Avon and its main tributaries

Sherston Avon
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code Mill Name

Mill Type

SA1

Great Sherston Corn Mill 1

Corn

SA6

Fosse Mill

Corn

SA2

Great Sherston Silk Mill

Silk

SA7

Bremilham Mill

Corn

SA3

Great Sherston Corn Mill 2

Corn

SA8

Malmesbury Mill Brewery/ Postern Mill

Brewery, Corn

SA4

Pinkney Mill

Corn

SA9

Burton Hill Silk Mill

Silk

SA5

Easton Grey Corn Mill

Corn
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Tetbury Avon
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code Mill Name

Mill Type

TA1

Shipton Mill

Corn

TA4

Abbey Mill

Corn

TA2

Brokenborough Mill

Unknown

TA5

Winyard Mill

Corn

TA3

Back Bridge Mill

Unknown

River Avon
Code Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

A1

Cowbridge Mill

Corn

A19

Church Street & Abbey Mills

Wool

A2

Kings Mead Mill

Corn

A20

Bradford on Avon Dye Works Dye

A3

Dodford Farm/Mill

Farm/Unknown

A21

Avoncliff Cloth Mill

Cloth

A4

Seagry Mill

Corn

A22

Avon Mill

Rubber, Saw

A5

Christian Malford Mill

Wool, Cloth

A23

Claverton Mill

Pumping

A6

Avon Mill

Unknown

A24

Batheaston Mill

Corn, Silk, Paper

A7

Kellaways Mill

Corn

A25

Bathampton Flour Mill

Flour

A8

Peckingell Mill

Fulling

A26

Bathwick Mill

Flour

A9

Chippenham Flour Mills

Flour

A27

Victoria Iron and Brass Works Iron, Brass

A10

Nestle
Factory

A28

Upper Mill

Wool

A11

Chippenham Tannery

Tannery

A29

Weston Mills

Battery,
Logwood

A12

Chippenham Cloth Factory

Cloth

A30

Twerton Woollen Mills

Wool

A13

Rey Mill

Corn

A31

Twerton Lower Mills

Carpet

A14

Melksham Mill

Corn

A32

Saltford Brass Works

Brass

A15

Staverton Mills

Wool, Condensed
Milk

A33

Kelston Mills

Brass

A16

Greenland Mills

Wool

A34

Swineford Mill

Lead, Flock

A17

Middle Mill

Wool

A35

Keynsham Brassworks

Brass

A18

Kingston Mill

Wool, Rubber

A36

Hanham Mills

Forge, Grist

Condensed

Milk Grist,
milk

condensed

Brass,

Main Tributaries
Semington Brook
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

S1

Stert Upper Mill

Corn

S6

Bulkington Mill

Corn

S2

Stert Lower Mill

Unknown

S7

Baldham Mill

Corn

S3

Byde Mill

Corn

S8

Seend Head Corn Mill

Corn

S4

Crookwood Mill

Corn

S9

Littleton Wood Mill

Fulling, Grist, Corn

S5

Worton Mill

Corn

S10

Whaddon Grove Mill

Corn
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River Frome
Code Mill

Mill Type

Code Mill

Mill Type

F1

Wool

F10

Fulling, Cooperage,

Finnel's Mill

Welshmill

Engineering
F2

Blatchbridge Mill

Corn

F11

Leonard's Flour Mill

Flour

F3

Feltham Mill

Flour

F12

Spring Garden Woollen

Wool

Manufactury
F4

Providence Mills

Dye, Chemicals

F13

White Mill

Fulling

F5

Lower Keyford Tannery

Tannery

F14

Iron Corn Mill

Corn

F6

Wallbridge Flour Mills

Flour

F15

Staplemead Woollen Mills Wool

F7

Wallbridge Woollen Mills

Wool

F16

Lullington Saw Mill

Saw

F8

Justice Lane Dye Works

Dye Works

F17

Eden Vale Mill

Corn

F9

Town Mill

Fulling

F18

Cliffords Mill

Cloth

River Frome Ctd
Code

Mill

Mill Type

Code

Mill

Mill Type

F19

Shawford Dye Works

Dye Works

F25

Stowford Mill

Corn

F20

Scuttsbridge Mill

Wool

F26

Farleigh Hungerford Mill

Wool

F21

Rockabella Mill

Unknown

F27

Iford Mill

Corn

F22

Road Mill

Flour

F28

Dunkirk Mill

Cloth

F23

Langham Cloth Mill

Cloth

F29

Freshford Mill

Wool

F24

Tellisford Mill

Corn

River Chew
Code

Mill

Mill Type

Code

Mill

Mill Type

C1

Ford Mill

Corn

C11

Stantondrew Mill

Paper

C2

Litton Corn Mill

Corn

C12

Bye Mills

Iron, Copper, Paper

C3

Coley Mill

Corn

C13

Pensford Mill

Fulling Grist

C4

South Widcombe

Grist

C14

Publow Mill

Forge, Grist

C5

Herriott's Mill

Corn

C15

Woodborough Mill

Corn

C6

Stratford Mill

Corn

C16

Compton Dando Old Mill

Corn

C7

Moreton Mill

Corn, Gunpowder

C17

Chewton Logwood Mill

Logwood, Corn

C8

Woodford Mill

Corn

C18

Albert Works

Logwood

C9

Chew Stoke Mill

Unknown

C19

Chew Mills

Emery Cloth, Colour,
Corn, Fulling

C10

Dumper’s Lane Mill

Bark
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River Frome (Bristol)
Code

Mill

Mill Type

Code

Mill

Mill Type

F1

Old Sodbury Mill

Snuff, Corn

F13

Upper Frenchay
Ironworks/Cleeve Mill

Iron, Corn

F2

Old/Trotman's Mill

Fulling, Corn

F14

Frenchay Flock Mill

Iron, Flock

F3

Cow Mill

Corn

F15

Frenchay Mill

Flour

F4

Nibley Mill

Corn

F16

King's Mill

Snuff

F5

Iron Acton Mill

Flour

F17

Parkers Mill

Snuff

F6

Cog Mill

Corn

F18

Stapleton Mill

Flour

F7

Frampton Cotterell Flour Mill

Flour

F19

Curtis Mill

Corn

F8

Frampton Cotterell Ironworks

Iron

F20

Lathbury Mill

Grist

F9

Huckford Mill

Unknown

F21

Pottery Plant

Pottery

F10

Winterbourne Mill

Corn

F22

Baptist Mills Tannery

Brass, Tannery

F11

Moorend

Smithy

F23

Castle Mill

Grist

F12

Hambrook Corn Mill

Corn
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Table 2: Water Mills on Other River Avon Tributaries
Locations of Tributaries, see tables below for the key to the codes

71

River Avon
Tributary
Code

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

1A

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

Garsden Mill

Corn

1A

Woodbridge Brook

Woodbridge Brook

Crabb Mill

Corn

2A

Gaunt Brook

Gaunt Brook

Corston Corn Mill

Corn

3A

Brinkworth Brook

Unknown

Broadtown Brewery

Brewery

3A

Brinkworth Brook

Unknown

Hunt Mill

Corn

3A

Brinkworth Brook

Lilley Brook

Blind Mill

Corn

3A

Brinkworth Brook

Unknown

Tockenham Wick Smithy

Smithy

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Calstone Wellington Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Spray's Mill

Mop

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Blackland Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Quemerford Upper Mill

Grist, Cloth, Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Quemerford Lower Mill

Fulling, Cloth, Corn

4A

Rivers Brook

Rivers Brook

Cherhill Corn Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Quemerford Paper Mill

Paper

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Kew Lane Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Horse Brook Mill

Flax

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Lows Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Town Mill

Cloth, Flour

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Mosses Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

New Mill

Corn

4A

Cowage Brook

Unknown

Freegrove Farm

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Hazeland Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Stanley Mill

Corn

4A

River Marden

River Marden

Scott's Mill

Corn

5A

Hardenhuish Brook

Hardenhuish Brook

Chippenham
Milk Factory

6A

Ladbrook

Ladbrook

Byde Mill

Corn

6A

Ladbrook

Ladbrook

Arnold's Mill

Corn

6A

Ladbrook

Ladbrook

Pinnell's Mill

Wool

7A

Clackers Brook

Clackers Brook

Bromhall Corn Mill

Corn
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Condensed

Condensed Milk

Tributary

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

8A

Unknown

Unknown

Great Chalfield Corn Mill

Corn

8A

Unknown

Unknown

Mill Farm Mill

Corn

9A

Unknown

Unknown

Challymead Mill

Corn

10A

Unknown

Unknown

Holt Cloth Mill

Cloth

10A

Unknown

Unknown

Holt Cloth Factory

Cloth

11A

River Biss

Biss Brook

Dilton Corn Mill

Corn

11A

River Biss

Biss Brook

Westbury Leigh Corn Mill

Corn

11A

River Biss

Biss Brook

Boyer's Mill

Cloth

11A

River Biss

Biss Brook

Penleigh Mill

Corn

11A

River Biss

Biss Brook

Brook Mill

Fulling, cloth

11A

River Biss

Bitham Brook

Bitham Mill

Cloth

11A

River Biss

Bitham Brook

Westbury Mill

Corn

11A

River Biss

Bitham Brook

Blenches Mill

Corn

11A

River Biss

Bitham Brook

Hawkridge Mill

Cloth

11A

River Biss

River Biss

North Bradley Mill

Corn

11A

River Biss

Paxcroft Brook

Court Mills

Cloth

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Castle Court Mills

Wool

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Stone Mill

Grist, Corn

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Studley Mills

Wool

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Innox Mill

Wool

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Brick Mills

Corn

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Trowbridge Oil and Grease
Works

Oil and Grease

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Trowbridge Saw Mill

Saw

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Innox Mill

Corn

11A

River Biss

River Biss

Lady Down Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

River Somer

Chilcompton Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

River Somer

Whitehays Mill

Unknown

12A

Midford Brook

River Somer

Midsomer Norton Mil

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Welton Brook

Welton Brewery

Brewery

12A

Midford Brook

Unknown

Radstock Waterside Mill

Corn

Code
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Tributary

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

12A

Midford Brook

Unknown

Radstock Town Mills

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

River Somer

Radstock Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Wellow Brook

Foxcote Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Wellow Brook

Wellow Corn Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Norton Brook

Norton Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

CamelyMill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

Cloud Hill

Grist

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

Paulton Foundry

Foundry

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

Tinsbury Corn Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

Tinsbury Brewery

Brewery

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

Carlingcott Corn Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

Dunkerton Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Cam Brook

Combe Hay Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Midford Brook

Midford Corn Mill

Corn

12A

Midford Brook

Unknown

De Montalt Works

Paper

12A

Midford Brook

Midford Brook

Tucking Mill

Tucking

12A

Midford Brook

Unknown

Fuller's Earth Works

Fuller's Earth

12A

Midford Brook

Midford Brook

Monkton Combe Mill

Millpuff

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Littleton Mill

Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Gatscombe Mill

Corn

13A

By Brook

Broadmead Brook

Old/Tanver's Mill

Corn

13A

By Brook

Broadmead Brook

West Kington Mill

Corn

13A

By Brook

Broadmead Brook

Wick East Mill

Unknown

13A

By Brook

Broadmead Brook

Wick Mill

Cloth, Corn

13A

By Brook

Broadmead Brook

Nettleton Mill

Grist, Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Colham Mill

Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Lower Colham Mill

Wool

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Upper Longdean Mill

Wool, Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Lower Longdean Mill

Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Ford Mill

Corn

Code
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Tributary

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

13A

By Brook

Doncombe Brooke

Doncombe Mill

Fulling, Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Slaughterford Rag Mill

Rag

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Slaughterford Paper Mill

Paper

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Chapp's Mill

Fulling, Paper

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Weavern Farm

Fulling, Paper

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Widdenham Farm

Fulling, Paper, Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Drewitt's Mill

Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Box Mill

Brewery, Corn

13A

By Brook

By Brook

Trevarno Mills

Grist, Fulling, Paper, Leather

14A

St Catherine's Brook

St Catherine's Br

Old Mill

Paper

14A

St Catherine's Brook

St Catherine's Br

Beek Mill

Unknown

14A

St Catherine's Brook

St Catherine's Br

Ayford Mill

Unknown

14A

St Catherine's Brook

St Catherine's Br

St Catherine's Mill

Corn

15A

Lam Brook

Lam Brook

Woolley Gunpowder Mills

Gunpowder, Corn

15A

Lam Brook

Lam Brook

Woolley Corn Mill

Gunpowder, Corn

15A

Lam Brook

Lam Brook

Dead Mill

Flour

15A

Lam Brook

Lam Brook

Lambridge Mill

Flour

16A

Mill Stream

Mill Stream

Upper Widcombe Mill

Flour

17A

Newton Brook

Newton Brook

Newton Mill

Corn

17A

Newton Brook

Newton Brook

Priston Mill

Corn

18A

Unknown

Unknown

Swineford Colour Works

Dye

19A

River Boyd

River Boyd

Doynton Mill

Corn

19A

River Boyd

River Boyd

Wick Rolling Mills

Rolling Mills

19A

River Boyd

River Boyd

Wick Corn Mill

Corn

19A

River Boyd

River Boyd

Wick Mill (South)

Unknown

19A

River Boyd

River Boyd

New Mill

Corn

19A

River Boyd

River Boyd

Boyd Mill

Flour

19A

River Boyd

River Boyd

Golden Valley Mills

Paper

20A

Siston Brook

Warmby Brook

Sanitary Pipe and Brick
Works

Sanitary Pipe and Brick Works

Code
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Tributary

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

20A

Siston Brook

Siston Brook

Warmby
Flock
Shoddy Works

20A

Siston Brook

Siston Brook

Willsbridge Mill

Corn

20A

Siston Brook

Siston Brook

Clack Mill

Corn

21A

Unknown

Unknown

Hamleaze Tannery

Tannery

22A

The Malago

The Malago

Lock's Mills

Glue, Corn, Snuff

22A

The Malago

The Malago

Malago Vale Works

Umbre, Barytes, Ochre and oxides

22A

The Malago

The Malago

Brook Street Sawmill

Saw

23A

Colliters Brook

Longmuir Brook

Ashtonvale Iron Works

Iron

23A

Colliters Brook

Colliters Brook

Ashton Rolling Mills

Iron

24A

River Trym

Unknown

Coombe Mill

Flour

24A

River Trym

River Trym

Clack Mill

Corn

Code
and

Flock and Shoddy

Tributaries
Semington Brook
Tributary
Code
Tributary
1S
1S
1S
1S
1S
1S
1S
1S
2S
2S
2S
2S
2S

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

Unknown

Unknown

West Lavington Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Cornbury Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Market Lavington Mill

Flour

Unknown

Unknown

Russel Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Littleton Mill

Fulling, Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Woodbridge Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Hurst Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Great Cheverell Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Luccombe Mill

Cloth

Unknown

Unknown

Stradbrook Woollen Factory Wool

Unknown

Unknown

Bratton Cloth Mill

Cloth

Unknown

Unknown

Bratton Corn Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Hudd's Mill

Corn
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Tributary
Code

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

Unknown

Unknown

Sweltenham Mill

Grist

Summerham Brook

Unknown

Drew's Pond Mill

Corn

Summerham Brook

Unknown

Rangebourne Mill

Corn

Summerham Brook

Unknown

Whistley's Mill

Corn

Summerham Brook

Unknown

Five Lanes Mill

Corn

Summerham Brook

Unknown

Poulshot Mill

Corn

Summerham Brook

Summerham Brook

Rowde Mill

Corn

Tributary
Code
Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

1F

Unknown

Unknown

Maiden Bradley Mill

Corn

1F

Unknown

Unknown

Goose Marsh Mill

Corn

2F

River Frome

Unknown

Adderwell Mill

Clothing

3F

Rodden Brook

Rodden Brook

Corsely Mill

Unknown

3F

Rodden Brook

Redford Water

Horningham Corn Mill

Corn

3F

Rodden Brook

Redford Water

Lane End Mill

Unknown

3F

Rodden Brook

Rodden Brook

Rodden Mill

Grist, Cloth

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Gurney Slade Iron Works

Iron

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Gurney Slade Corn Mill

Corn

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Upper Bentner Mill

Corn

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Nettlebridge Mill

Corn

4F

Mells River

Unknown

Ashwick Grove Mill

Tool Grinder, Smithy

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Stoke Mill

Corn

4F

Mells River

Unknown

Stoke Bottom Mill

Paper, Iron

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Fernhill Mill

Logwood

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Ham Mill

Wool, Corn

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Coleford Corn Mill

Corn

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Hippey's Corn Mill

Corn

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Vobster Mill

Corn

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Mells Mill

Flour

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Elm Edge Tool Works

Tools

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Bedlam Woollen Mill

Wool

4F

Mells River

Nunney Brook

Nunney Flour Mill

Flour

2S
3S
3S
3S
3S
3S
3S

River Frome
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Tributary
Code

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

4F

Mells River

Nunney Brook

Nunney Edge Tool Works

Tool Works

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Fussell's Iron Works

Iron

4F

Mells River

Egford Brook

Egford Wollen Mill

Wool

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Hopford Saw Mill

Saw

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Murtry Flour Mill

Flour

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Marston Flour Mill

Flour

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Jeffies Dye Works

Dye

4F

Mells River

Mells River

Jeffries Flour Mill

Flour

5F

Henham Bridge Brook Henham Bridge Brook Laverton Mill

Corn

River Chew
Tributary
Code
1C
1C
2C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
3C
4C
5C

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

Unknown

Unknown

Sherbourne Upper Mill

Paper

Unknown

Unknown

Sherbourne Lower Mill

Corn

Unknown

Unknown

Stowey Mill

Corn

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Winford Snuff Mll

Snuff

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Littleton Powder Mill

Gunpowder

Winford Brook

Unknown

Littleton Farm

Paper, Farm

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Littleton Colour Mill

Fulling, Colour, Ochre, Fulling

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Lower Littleton Colour Mill

Fulling, Colour, Ochre, Corn

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Portbridge Mill

Corn

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Chew Magna Tucking Mill

Tucking

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Acraman's Mill

Foundry, Spades

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Chew Magna Mill

Flour

Winford Brook

Winford Brook

Tunbridge Mill

Flour

Unknown

Unknown

Woollard Tannery

Tannery

Unknown

Unknown

Hound Street Saw Mill

Saw

Unknown

Unknown

Woollard Tannery

Tannery

Bathford Brook

Bathford Brook

Tuckingmill

Tucking
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River Frome (Bristol)
Tributary
Code
1F
2F
3F
3F
3F

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Tytherington Mill

Cloth

The Stream

The Stream

Piper Mill

Cloth

Cutler's Mill Brook

Cutler's Mill Brook

Terretts Mill

Cloth, Grist, Snuff

Cutler's Mill Brook

The Mill Stream

Ashley Vale Mill

Flour

Cutler's Mill Brook

The Mill Stream

Hooks Mill

Corn
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Threshing (Farm) Mills
The locations of possible water-powered threshing mills in the Bristol River Avon catchment were identified from
first edition, six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps) of Gloucestershire, Somerset and
Wiltshire. The surveys for the maps covering the Bristol Avon Catchment were undertaken between 1880 and
1886. 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 1880s.
The map surveys were undertaken several decades after most threshing mills were installed and well after the
introduction of steam-powered portable machines, which rapidly superseded water-powered threshing, from the
1860s onwards. The first threshing mills were introduced in the late 18th century and they spread across the
UK during the first 30 years of the19 th century. Water-powered threshing mills required sources of water
including ponds and mill lades, which are long lasting features and, in many instances, but not all, these features
will be detectable on maps surveyed several years after the threshing mill has fallen out of use.
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. Possible threshing mills in the Avon catchment were therefore identified from the presence of these
features on the OS maps. (No farms in the Avon catchment were 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. 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 on
farms which were an intrinsic part of horse gins. Only five horse gins were recorded in the course of this
exercise.
A total of 232 possible water-powered threshing mills was found in the River Avon catchment. The numbers of
these mills are summarised by main catchment, in Table 3. (The main tributaries are listed according to the
order where they joined the River Avon, from upstream downwards.)

Table 3: Summary of the locations of threshing mills and horse gins in the River
Avon catchment
Catchment
River Avon

Number of
Threshing Mills
136

Tributaries
Semington Brook

12

River Frome

30

River Chew

19

River Frome (Bristol)

35

Total

232
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The threshing mills were found across almost the entire catchment. The total number of possible threshing mills
and horse gins 237, (232 + 5) identified in the catchment was approximately one and a quarter times the number
of cornmills in the catchment (we identified 191 corn mills, see Tables 1 and 2).
The individual mills are listed in Table 4. 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
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
were not readily found. These are marked as “Unknown” but some of these streams will be not be named.

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

Mill Stream

Mill

Unknown

Unknown

Little Larkhill Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Charlton Court Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Bell Farm

River Avon

River Avon

Grange Farm

Unknown

Unknown

West End Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Park Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Ivyhouse Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Gilboa Farm

Unknown

Unknown

New Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lordswood Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Foxley Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Cowage Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Grange Farm

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

Fritterswell Farm

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

York's Farm

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

West End Farm

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

Garsden Heath Farm

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

Winkworth Farm

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

Little Lipe Farm

Woodbridge Brook

Unknown

Whitchurch Farm

Gaunt Brook

Unknown

Court Farm

Brinkworth Brook

Unknown

Middle Ham Farm

Brinkworth Brook

Unknown

Woottonfield Farm

Brinkworth Brook

Unknown

Clifford Farm

Brinkworth Brook

Unknown

Crew's Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Groves Farm
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River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

The Bourne

Unknown

The Old Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Olivemead Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Snell's Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Little Smithcot Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Middlegreen Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Great Middlegreen Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Evergreen Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Great Dairy Farm

The Bourne

Unknown

Ridgeway Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Seale's Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Gate Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Charcutt Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Wickhill Farm

Unknown

Unknown

West Tytherton Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Manor Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lower Peckinggell Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Upper Peckingell Farm

Unknown

Unknown

East Farm

Rivers Brook

Rivers Brook

Quemerford Common Farm

Abberd Brook

Unknown

Manor Farm

Cowage Brook

Unknown

LowerBeversbrook Farm

Cowage Brook

Unknown

Lower Penn Farm

Cowage Brook

Unknown

Witcomb Mill

Cowage Brook

Unknown

Tockenham Farm

Cowage Brook

Unknown

Thickthorn Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Rawlings Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Rowden Farm

Pudding Brook

Pudding Brook

Middlehill Farm

Pudding Brook

Unknown

Stowell Farm

Cocklemore Brook

Unknown

Nethermore Farm

Cocklemore Brook

Unknown

Great Lodge Farm

Unknown

Unknown

New Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Bowden Park Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Stroud Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Queenfield Farm

Clackers Brook

Unknown

Moiety Farm

Clackers Brook

Unknown

Snarlton Farm
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River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

South Brook

Unknown

Manor Farm

South Brook

Unknown

Lower Halfway Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Hay's Wood Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Atwood Barn

Unknown

Unknown

Little Chalfield

Unknown

Unknown

Mison's Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Leachpool Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Whaddon Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Halls Farm

River Biss

Biss Brook

Dilton Farm

River Biss

Biss Brook

Penleigh Farm

River Biss

Biss Brook

Brook Mill Farm

River Biss

Biss Brook

Brook Farm

River Biss

Biss Brook

Storridge Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Fairwood Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Bemeridge Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Fulling Bridge Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Hawkridge Farm

River Biss

Unknown

West Ashton Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Haghill Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Lower Paxcroft Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Mutton Marsh Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Studley Green Farm

River Biss

Unknown

Lady Down Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Woolley Park Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Upper Westwood Farm

Midford Brook

Green Ditch

Brimscombe Mill Farm

Midford Brook

Unknown

Clapton Farm

Midford Brook

Unknown

Manor Farm

Midford Brook

Unknown

Lypeate Farm

Midford Brook

Unknown

Batch Farm

Midford Brook

Unknown

Foxcote Farm

Midford Brook

Unknown

Upper Farm

Midford Brook

Unknown

Midford Hill Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Rushmead Farm

By Brook

Unknown

Manor Farm

By Brook

Unknown

Folly Farm
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River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

By Brook

Unknown

Middle Farm

By Brook

Unknown

Sewell Barn

By Brook

Unknown

Home Farm

St Catherine's Brook

Unknown

Court Farm

Lam Brook

Unknown

Court Farm

Lam Brook

Unknown

Ashcombe Farm

Newton Brook

Unknown

Pressbarrow Farm

River Boyd

Unknown

Court Farm

River Boyd

Unknown

Barley Close Farm

River Boyd

Unknown

Holbrook Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Stidham Farm

Siston Brook

Unknown

Webb's Heath

Siston Brook

Unknown

Lodge Farm

Siston Brook

Little Brook

Mill Farm

Siston Brook

Little Brook

Brook Farm

Siston Brook

Unknown

Sistonhill Farm

Siston Brook

Unknown

Cider Mill Farm

Siston Brook

Unknown

Lower Cullyhall Farm

Siston Brook

Unknown

Hare Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Bickley Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Upper Stockwood Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lion's Court Farm

Unknown

Unknown

White Cross Court Farm

The Malago

Unknown

Pigeon House Farm

The Malago

The Malago

Croxbottom Farm

Ashton Brook

Ashton Brook

Brook Farm

Colliters Brook

Unknown

Castle Farm

Colliters Brook

Ashton Brook

Brook Farm

Colliters Brook

Ashton Brook

Kennel Farm

Colliters Brook

Longmuir Brook

Yanley Farm

Colliters Brook

Longmuir Brook

Yanley Lane Farm

River Trym

Unknown

Broadway Farm

River Trym

Unknown

Mansionhouse Farm

River Trym

Unknown

Norton Farm

Markham Brook

Unknown

Ham Green Farm
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Tributaries

(a) Semington Brook
River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Unknown

Unknown

Gore Cross Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Greenland Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Crookwood Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Pottern Park Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Larborough Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Housecroft Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Ashton Mill Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Newhurst Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Keevil Wick Farms

Unknown

Unknown

Durlett Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Smithwick Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lower Park Farm

(b) River Frome
River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Unknown

Unknown

Billerica Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Downs Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Higher West Barn Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Walk Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Priory Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Feltham Farm

Rodden Brook

Rodden Brook

Corsely Mill Farm

Rodden Brook

Redford Water

Flintford Farm

Rodden Brook

Unknown

Lambert's Farm

Rodden Brook

Unknown

Woodcock Farm

Rodden Brook

Redford Water

Granden Farm

Rodden Brook

Redford Water

Flintford Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Dunfords Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Vobster Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Branch Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Chancellor's Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Church House Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Manor Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Egford Farm

Mells River

Unknown

Pond Farm
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River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Mells River

Unknown

Park Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Oldford Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Long Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Gloucester Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Seymours Court Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Sleight Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Parsonage Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Wick Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Church Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Stowford Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Sherbourne Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Eastwood Manor Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Manor Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Denny Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Knowle Hill

Unknown

Unknown

Woodbarn Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Strode Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Ridgehill Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

Court Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

Upper Littleton Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

Hazel Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

North Elm Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Moorledge

Unknown

Unknown

Double Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Twinway Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Wick Farm

Bathford Brook

Bathford Brook

Court Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Rock Mill Farm
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River Chew
River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Unknown

Unknown

Sherbourne Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Eastwood Manor Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Manor Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Denny Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Knowle Hill

Unknown

Unknown

Woodbarn Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Strode Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Ridgehill Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

Court Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

Upper Littleton Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

Hazel Farm

Winford Brook

Unknown

North Elm Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Moorledge

Unknown

Unknown

Double Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Twinway Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Wick Farm

Bathford Brook

Bathford Brook

Court Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Rock Mill Farm

(d) River Frome (Bristol)
River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Unknown

Unknown

New Lodge Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lilliput Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Raysfield Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Chescombe Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Mowswell Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Sergeant's Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Dump Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Dump Farm

Unknown

Unknown

One Pool Farm

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Hampstead Farm

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Home Farm

Ladden Brook

Ladden Brook

Hall End Farm

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Old Close Farm

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Stidcot Farm

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Owlsnest Farm
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River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Lower Farm

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Mudgedown Farm

Ladden Brook

Unknown

Cam Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Pool Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Panners Farm

Folly Brook

Unknown

Oaklands Farm

Folly Brook

Unknown

Shortwood Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Gloucester Road Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Earth Cottgreen Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Hortham Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Manor Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Green Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Court Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Little Stoke Farm

Bradley Brook

Unknown

Knightwood Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Clevedale farm

Unknown

Unknown

Downend Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Cold Harbour Farm

Cutler's Mill Brook

Unknown

Berrylane Farm

Cutler's Mill Brook

Unknown

Downend Farm
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Table 5: Summary of the Numbers and Types of Water Mills in the Bristol River Avon
Catchment

Mill Type

Catchment
River
Avon

Corn

Semington
Brook

River
Frome

All
Catchments
River
Chew

River
Frome
(Bristol)

104

26

28

20

18

196

50

5

22

7

5

89

7

0

0

0

0

7

10

0

1

4

0

15

Saw

3

0

4

3

1

11

Metal

12

0

7

3

5

27

Leather

3

0

1

2

1

7

Snuff

1

0

0

1

4

6

Chemicals

1

0

1

0

0

2

Glue

1

0

0

0

0

1

Gunpowder

2

0

0

2

0

4

Rubber

2

0

0

0

0

2

Pottery

1

0

0

0

1

2

Unknown

9

1

3

1

1

15

All Commercial

179

30

61

36

28

334

Farm

136

12

30

19

35

232

All Mill Types

314

42

91

54

63

564

Textile
Brewery/food
Paper

Notes:
1. As might be expected in a catchment containing large rural areas, but yet with a large population to feed, a
large amount of corn was grown, during the times before the railways made bulk transport of commodities
relatively easy and cheap. This is reflected in the large number of corn mills, 196, operating after 1750. The
penetration of threshing mills into the area, given by a ratio, threshing mills to commercial corn mills of 1.21, is
within the normal range for English rivers, at least those we have considered, but full understanding is still
lacking. We know that the catchment was relatively unaffected by the machine breaking, which was part of the
Captain Swing Riots of 1830. We are conscious that the 1st Edition OS maps which we use were produced in
the 1880s, long after the advent of steam-powered movable units, which were not mapped, though we are also
aware that visible traces of any installation could be very long-lasting. It is clear that horse gins were rare, only
5 compared with 232 water powered threshing machines, but that is primarily a function of climate and
landscape.
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2. The importance of wool production in the catchment is well known, so the number of textile mills was
predictably high. Indeed, they may have been already shutting or converting to other functions by 1750, as the
centre of that industry had started to move to Yorkshire.
3. The number of metal processing mills may seem surprising, but there were accessible ore deposits, which
allowed the development of brass mills and foundries. Paper and snuff mills serviced large urban populations.
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