Little River Avon
Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the Little River Avon, beginning at its source; the perspective
is as much historical as descriptive of the current scene. A few significant tributaries joining the small river have
been tracked back their sources, 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.
* commercial watermills were paid by customers to process raw materials like grain or wool, whereas farm mills,
were machines located on a farm, which operated at the behest of the farmer, normally without money changing
hands. The great majority of farm mills during the period in question (post-1750) were threshing mills, separating
grain from stocks (straw)
I provide no index, nor a formal contents list for any historical river journey, but as an aid to navigation through
the document, the page numbers, at which sub-headings and significant places appear, are listed.
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Little Avon River
1. Introduction
The courses of the river and its main tributaries 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 briefly 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. From there it has grown to the present
scale, without really changing the aspects of rivers, on which we have focussed, namely broad patterns of
landscape, historical man-made artefacts, people of note with strong associations, and commercial and
transportation developments. On the other hand, our treatment of the natural world, the plant and animal life in
the river valleys has been cursory, as has been our consideration of leisure pursuits, from boating to fishing.
We were fairly disciplined in staying within the river catchments concerned, but occasional departures were
allowed; it is not relevant to this account but we did stick close to rivers, as they passed through large towns
and cities, for fear that the account would take on the guise of an inferior guide book.
It had always been appreciated, that bridges, and watermills would deserve special attention, as uniquely
associated with rivers, and as we continued, 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 continued to require that selected rivers were of interest in themselves, but in truth most
are to a greater or lesser degree.
2. The Source and Upper Course
The source of the Little Avon River is a coming together of field ditches at OS Grid Point ST 762 835, near to
the 150m contour, and not far from the western escarpment of the Cotswold Hills, which are centred on
Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire and Worcestershire. Their bedrock is limestone laid down in the Jurassic period,
(c180 million years ago) which feeds through into the landscape of rounded grassy hills, almost entirely under
1000 feet (305m) high, and manifests itself in the golden Cotswold stone which has been quarried to build the
villages for which the area is renowned. The source of the river is just south of the village of Horton, and 3½km
north east of Chipping Sodbury, which is in the catchment of the Bristol River Avon; in past times the whole
course was in the historic county of Gloucestershire, but now it begins to flow in the unitary authority of South
Gloucester and then follows the boundary between the two. Whenever it comes off the slopes, the geology
changes to sandstone and clay, and the soil is heavy, so farms are predominantly pastoral rather than arable,
though that balance has tilted towards the former in more recent times. From the beginning of its course, the
2

stream is tree lined, and except for one stretch, it makes its way through a landscape in which large trees are
scarce, away from its banks, and those of its small tributaries.
Trickling northwards for a few hundred
metres, the stream arrives at Horton village,
which is in the shade of a promontory hillfort
on the Cotswold Edge. It is unexcavated, but
the single rampart which defines it is well
preserved. In the village, beside the church
of St. James the Elder, built in the 14th
century but altered and restored, is Horton
Court, shown in the photograph, which some claim to be one of the oldest occupied houses in the country. In
the 12th century the manor of Horton was granted to the see of Sarum (Salisbury) and they used the income
from it to endow a prebend; Horton Court was built for the prebendary canon of the cathedral, who preached at
the local church. There is indeed a north wing in which the great hall is of the 12th century, as are other artefacts,
but most of the house is Tudor, built by William Knight, the ambassador to the Pope for King Henry VIII. Knight
was thus charged with getting papal approval for the King’s projected marriage to Anne Boleyn. One could
argue that the ambassador’s failure brought on the Reformation, but his career did not suffer, as he eventually
became a bishop. After the Reformation, the house was in Royal hands and after a few transactions became
the property of the Norfolk Pastons who gained the title of Earl of Yarmouth, and lived at Horton Court for a
period in the 18th century, after fire destroyed their main residence. Financial problems eventually lost the house
to the Pastons, and it had a number of owners before it was passed to the National Trust by a will of 1946. Off
the beaten track, it is by all accounts not one of their more popular properties, and is not listed in the current
handbook.
For a settlement with only a few hundred
inhabitants, the village is quite widely
dispersed with separate groups of houses.
The Little Avon River emerges from its tree
cover here, but only as the roadside ditch,
shown in the photograph. From Horton the
stream wanders generally north-eastwards
for c2km as the crow flies, and then quite
unexpectedly enters a large woodland. Much of Southern England was once covered by forest, but few original
sections remain. The Little Avon River has reached one of the largest; an area of c300ha called uninspiringly,
‘Lower Woods’ is occupied by 23 small, named woodlands separated by grassy tracks, or trenches, in use for
many centuries. Some of the woods are or have been coppiced, a process whereby selected mature trees are
felled for timber and to create space for new growth, but others are essentially untouched by human agency.
Most trees in the woods are oak, mixed with some conifers, and other deciduous species including ash, alder,
hazel and field maple. Over 70 wildflower species grow in amongst the trees, many, along the edges of the
tracks, and also in some meadows, with which the trees are interspersed. Lower Wood has been designated a
Site of Special Scientific Interest on account of its great variety of plant and animal species, while most of it is
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also part of Wetmoor Nature Reserve, giving added protection. Many of the tracks are muddy for much of the
year since the woods lie on heavy, clayish, poorly-draining lias soils, but they are in general suitable for walking,
cycling and horse riding.
As it happens, I have spent some time
around the edges of the woods for two
unconnected reasons. To the south east of
Lower Woods there is an area of scrub and
rough pasture, drained by small tributaries of
the Little Avon River called Hawkesbury
Common. In medieval times, it was regarded
as wasteland on which local peasants,
housed in hamlets round the perimeter,
could graze animals, and collect wood for
fires. Because of its infertility, landowners did not bother to enclose it, when this became the norm in the 17th
and 18th centuries, and it remains along with other such open spaces in the locality, a survival from a medieval
landscape, probably not much different from the view in the photograph.
At the eastern edge is the tiny settlement of Hawkesbury; a much under-rated statesman, the 2nd Earl of
Liverpool is buried in the old church there. The manor house was the home of his family, the Jenkinsons, and
the scene of an early tragedy in his life, because his Anglo-Indian mother, Amelia, brought him there, only 5
weeks old, but the stress of the coach journey killed her. Robert Banks Jenkinson became Prime Minister in
1812 after another tragedy, the assassination of his predecessor, Spencer Percival; he was younger than
anyone has been since, on appointment, and held the office for a couple of months short of 15 years, longer
than anyone since. Strangely, though he was rightly seen as indispensable by his colleagues, he was at the
same time mildly traduced, and later he was disparaged by Benjamin Disraeli. So, a negative perception was
created and went unchallenged well into the 20th century, though more justice has been done to his reputation
in recent years. When it is considered, that he presided over the successful conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars,
avoided the threat of revolution due to the Depression which followed the wars, and pioneered liberal
conservatism in the 1820s, it is surprising that his reputation fell so far, but his unassuming, almost diffident
personality did not seem to square with those and other achievements. He worked himself to death at the age
of 58, and there followed a repeat of the journey, just after his birth, when his body was conveyed from London
to Hawkesbury, for burial in a St. Mary’s church vault beside his mother. The Conservative party, which he had
built around the erstwhile followers of William Pitt the Younger, and held together throughout his years of office,
crumbed after his death, and, apart from short intermissions, only became a viable party of government again
almost half a century later, ironically, under the leadership of Benjamin Disraeli.
I wrote a book about Lord Liverpool, a dozen years ago, and in pursuit of relevant information, visited the village
and the church in which he is commemorated by an understated plaque. While there, I learned of another
famous sometime resident of Hawkesbury; St Wulfstan was parish priest at Hawkesbury for a period after 1034,
and went on to hold the bishopric of Worcester for over 30 years, after 1062, remaining in office long after the
Norman Conquest in 1066, in spite of being Saxon, and an erstwhile close associate of King Harold. Though
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prominent in church affairs, he seems to
have avoided secular involvements, except
when he had to demonstrate loyalty to the
Norman regime, and this is why he retained
control of his diocese until his death in 1095,
in his late seventies. The present church,
shown in the photograph, has a chancel in
Decorated style dating to the mid-12th
century, and a nave of a century later in
Perpendicular style. The manor house of the
Jenkinsons, which was once adjacent, is
long gone, but there are old houses in and
around the village, including a vicarage with 15th century origins, and the whole ambience is quiet and as if
‘miles from anywhere’ even though motorways and the conurbation of Bristol are not very far away.
Returning to the Little Avon River, as it
emerges

from

the

woodlands,

flowing

northwards, my other reason for being in the
neighbourhood

can

be

seen.

Sturt

Packhorse Bridge carries a path over the
river, to the east of the village of Wickwar.
The bridge has two arches, one pointed, the
other a distorted semi-circle, both are stilted
and each spans c2m. The fabric is rubble
with roughly shaped voussoirs in a single
ring. The pier is heavy, carrying a larger cutwater upstream than downstream. There are no parapets, and the
hard-packed trackway is 1.5m wide. The Listing dates the bridge as 16/17th century and mainly on the grounds
of the shape of one of the arches I go with the earlier date. The photograph was taken from upstream, and
shows that although the river has grown it is still a small stream.
Wickwar, near the left bank is a long village with a population of c2000 inhabitants. The name seems strange
but its origins are quite prosaic, viz Wichen a settlement or dairy farm, as described in the Domesday Book, and
Warre the name of the landowners in the 13th century. They established a market in the village in 1285. The
church of the Holy Trinity had origins in the 12th century but was largely rebuilt in the 14th and 15th centuries. A
railway station was opened on the Bristol to Gloucester line in 1844. At this time the track was broad gauge,
and Isambard Brunel was engineer; at Gloucester the broad gauge met the standard gauge on routes north.
For a short time, tracks of both gauges were laid, south of Gloucester, but in 1872 the broad gauge track was
lifted, on what was by then, the Bristol to Birmingham line. It still is, but Wickwar Station was closed in 1965, as
a result of Dr. Beeching’s report. The present day village has a considerable amount of new housing, with a
centre rather bereft of shops, though there are at least two hostelries. To the north of the village the Little Avon
River begins to follow the recently created boundary between Gloucestershire and South Gloucestershire, and
also keeps close company with the aforementioned railway.
5

Charfield is a widely spread village, 4km north of Wickwar; its church (of St. James), with origins in the 12th
century, is some distance south of most houses. The railway station in the village was the scene of a tragic
accident in October 1928, when a mail/passenger train travelling south at speed in foggy conditions was alleged
to have gone through a signal and struck the tail end of a freight train being shunted off the down line into a lieby. This would probably have been serious enough and resulted in a derailment, but there was a train with
empty freight wagons going north on the up line, into which the mail train ploughed. There would certainly have
been casualties, but what made for a disaster, was the fire which enveloped the scene, almost certainly, fuelled
by the oil-lamps, lighting the carriages and the cylinders which supplied them. It is nearly certain that 15 were
killed, and 41 injured, though a mystery ensued, because 2 bodies of children were found, charred beyond
recognition, and no-one came forward to report their loss. The driver and firemen on the mail train, who were
uninjured, were charged with manslaughter, because investigations seemed to indicate that they had jumped a
red light, but there was enough uncertainty to prevent the case ever coming to court. There were other mistakes
by operatives, and an enormous amount of bad luck as a few seconds difference would have made it a nearmiss, but perhaps the real guilty parties, were the management of the rail company, LMS. They had not
expedited the replacement of oil lamps in carriages, after other disasters had shown the danger; the worst, the
fire following a collision in 1915 at Quintinshill outside Gretna, which took over 200 lives.
3. The Lower Reaches and Main Tributaries
To the north of Charfield, the Little Avon river
receives its only significant tributary, the
Ozleworth Brook which flows from a secluded
valley in the Cotswold Hills, accessible only
by narrow roads. The brook forms where the
Wells Brook and the Marlees Brook join at OS
Grid Point ST 798 929; the former is the
longer, flowing c4km from its source, first
south, then west, always tree-lined, through
grassland, some arable fields, and woods. It
passes through two hamlets Newington
Bagpath, and Lasborough; the most eyecatching building is the Manor House in the
latter. Shown in the photograph, it dates from
the early years of the 17th century, and although it has been modified, the façade has not, and the mullioned
windows, scattered all round the building are characteristic of the period.
Lying between the Marlees Brook, and the right bank of the newly formed brook is the small village of Ozleworth;
there is a country house, in Ozleworth Park, beside the village; it had origins in the late 18 th century, but has
been considerably altered since. By far the most noteworthy building is the unusual church of St. Nicholas of
Myra. The Norman church dates from the early years of the 12th century, when it comprised only the tower and
chancel, the latter shorter and with an apse. The tower then may have been a high nave, following a Saxon
model, though experts do not think it was actually built in that period. In the 13th century, a conventional nave
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was added, and the chancel was squared off
and lengthened, so that the church took
more or less its present form, though there
has been restorative work. The building is
set in a round churchyard, which suggests
that it had a Saxon predecessor, probably
wooden, but the Domesday Book is silent on
the matter. The photograph was taken from
the south-east, and shows the chancel to the
right, then the tower which is an irregular
hexagon in plan, with the nave and porch on
the left. The church is now maintained by the
redundant churches organisation.
Just to the north-east of Ozleworth, there is
an interesting bridge, which carries a track
over the Marlees Brook, but access has
been blocked because it is thought to be in
dangerous condition. I have not viewed it
and the photograph alongside suggests that
the bridge is sound, but another looking
along the track shows a major collapse, at
the other, downstream, face. The bridge
seems to have been built to carry carts or
coaches, as it is over 2m wide, and has been
built up so that the track is at the level of
each bank. The stilted, pointed arch does
suggest age; the bridge is well constructed
of limestone rubble with dressed voussoirs forming single flush arch rings. There were parapets. It is frustrating
that vegetation covers the crown of the arch, as a prominent keystone, if present, would have helped with dating.
This is always difficult for small bridges, which are undocumented, and unmarked on early maps, (pre-1880),
as indeed is the Marlees Brook. My, hopefully educated, guess is that it was built in the first half of the 18th
century, but it could be older.
Newark Park, about 1½km to the west of Ozleworth, was originally a 4-storey (3 storeys over a basement) Tudor
hunting lodge built in c1550 for Sir Nicholas Poyntz, a Groom of the Privy Chamber to King Henry VIII. The
house was one of many in England which owed its existence to the Dissolution, which took place in the 1530s,
and benefitted many holders of positions in the King’s large Court, in this case because it was built in part from
material scavenged from the recently suppressed Kingswood Abbey (a later stop on the journey). It

is

noteworthy because of its rigorous symmetry, unusual at that time. In 1600 the lodge was sold to the Low family
of London who, in 1672, extended the building by the addition of a second four-storey building to the west, which
was joined to the original by a passage stairway creating an H-shaped footprint. The Lows sold the house to a
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family called Clutterbuck in 1722, and they
engaged the architect James Wyatt to
remodel it in 1790; essentially the house
became a square block. Their changes also
included the creation of a deer-park to the
south of the house and landscaping of the
rest of the grounds. After they sold the
house, it passed through the hands of
several owners before being given to the
National Trust in 1946, but they simply
rented it out, and by 1970, the house and
grounds were in very poor condition.
Fortunately, an American architect called Parsons took on the tenancy, and the task of renovation, and the
house is now restored and open to the public, no thanks really, to the National Trust.
Returning to the Ozleworth Brook, traces
can be seen of the furthest upstream
watermill, Hill Mill, which was during its
lifetime both a cornmill and a textile mill. It is
unclear if a lade, taken off c650m upstream
still exists, but its line is marked by trees and
a mill pond is visible, beside a house, which
was probably once the mill itself. Less than
a kilometre downstream there was another
watermill, Knowles Mill, and in quick
succession, several more, on Ozleworth
Brook, which judging by the Google view from a bridge a kilometre further downstream, carried only a small
amount of water. There were mill ponds associated with each watermill, and the stream served to keep them
topped-up to allow the mill in question to be used on an intermittent basis, but surely there must have been
disputes between the millers, as to who took water, when. The pond at Nind Mill survives and is very large, and
is at the centre of a small nature reserve. This is a good time to mention that all the mills in the Little River Avon
catchment are listed and located in Alastair Robertson’s Appendix. I shall return to the watermills of the
Ozleworth Brook, but for the moment move a few hundred metres downstream to the village of Kingswood.
The village grew up around a Cistercian Abbey founded by monks from Tintern Abbey in 1139. This was during
the anarchy when King Stephen and Empress Matilda contended for the English throne, and within a year the
putative abbey moved 50km north-east onto land held at Hazleton, which was more isolated from the events of
war. They retained the property at Kingswood as a grange. In 1147 they presumably thought it safe to return,
but again they were gone within a year, this time to Tetbury. Finally in 1150 they settled in Kingswood, and
began to build their church and claustral buildings, with the normal Cistercian layout, including accommodation
for numerous lay brothers. The abbey prospered by its involvement with sheep farming and the wool trade and
comfortably maintained an abbot and c15 monks, together with at least twice as many lay brothers. The income
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(profit) was £232 in the 1530s, worth over
600 times as much in today’s money. The
abbey was suppressed in 1538, and apart
from the lady chapel of the abbey church,
which became the village church, and the
gatehouse

shown,

the

precinct

was

comprehensively demolished. There have
been no excavations so the locations of the
other abbey buildings are unknown. The
ashlar gatehouse was built in the early 16th
century, together with the adjacent perimeter
wall into which cottages were built, and the
gate passage has a fine vaulted roof. The
chapel cum village church survived only until 1723, by which time it had become ruinous, and was replaced.
That church was heavily restored in the 19th century, and now the most striking external feature is its bell-cote.
Otherwise, the village today has a population of about 1300, with relatively narrow streets lined with many
terraced houses of the first half of the 20th century.
Kingswood is adjacent to the small town of
Wotton-under-Edge, a reference again to the
Cotswold Escarpment, Wotton was an old
settlement, appearing in the Domesday
book, then burnt down in the early 13th
century, but rebuilt and furnished with a
market in 1259. The church of St. Mary was
also built at this time. In the next few
centuries the town profited from the trading
of wool, but it was unaffected by the Industrial Revolution, and there was never a railway station. Now there is
a quaint air about the hilly, narrow streets, lined by 18th and 19th century buildings, with a substantial number of
speciality shops, some shown in the photograph.
Returning to the theme of watermills; where the Ozleworth Brook enters the south of Kingswood there was a
waulk mill which processed wool fabrics, but is now only remembered by a street name, as are the weavers,
who must have lived and worked here in the 18th century. Abbey Mill was near where the brook leaves the north
of the town, and a short distance downstream was Langford Mill, and a little further downstream were New Mills;
After 1870, a company called Tubbs, Lewis & Co. owned these mills, producing a wide range of products,
including elastic at Abbey Mill, silk at Langford Mill, elastic and pins at New Mills. The company later purchased
Ithell's Mill, a wool mill, some 600m downstream from New Mills, and Bone Mill at Huntingford, and a pin mill
at Charfield, both on the Little Avon River. The company had interests in London, but sold them in 1931, to
focus on the watermills near to Wotton-under-Edge, where the proprietor lived, but the business was sold to
Courtaulds in 1965. I am not sure about more recent history, but I would be surprised if any of the mills remain
open; all were accompanied by sizeable mill ponds, and at New Mills, a site now occupied by a precision
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engineering company, Renishaw, a mill pond can still be seen. To complete the description of watermills in the
neighbourhood, Park textile mill and Hack cornmill were on a small stream running between the Kingswood and
Wotton, while in the latter, there was a dyeing plant. Again, the pattern was of a small stream filling up mill
ponds; I think that makes a total of 32 watermills which operated in the period after 1750, on the Ozleworth
Brook and its tributaries, compared with 2 in the Little River Avon catchment, short of its junction with the
Ozleworth Brook. Considering the fact, that the brook is less than 14km long, measured to the source of its
longest headwater, and the small water flows of it and its tributaries, it is remarkable that it powered so many
watermills
…………………………
When pausing on the M5 Motorway at
Michaelwood Services, in past years, I did
not realise that there is quite a large mixed
woodland of that name, adjacent to the said
service station, though it was ‘Mickle Wood
on 19th century maps. It is on the right bank
of the Little Avon River, as it approaches the
motorway from the east. Damery cornmill
was here, and it may have been the first
encountered to rely on the river flow to turn
a waterwheel directly. To the south is a
hamlet called Tortworth; its church of St.
Leonards had its origins in the 12th century,
but the building to be seen now is mainly the
result of restoration work carried out in the 1870s. Beside the church is a sweet chestnut tree which may have
been around when the original church was built. The photograph shows the large bole with branches springing
in many directions; it looks more like a copse than a single tree, if viewed from a greater distance. There is no
doubt that it is very old, but whether it began to grow 800 years ago, or even 1100 years ago, as some claim,
must remain uncertain.
After passing under the M5, the river continues north-eastwards, passing the sites of two more watermills,
Middle Mill, in which corn was ground, and the configuration has reverted back to one in which a lade feeds a
millpond, from where water passes by way of a sluice gate to the mill. The configuration and function of Stone
Mill were similar, though the name of ‘Papermill Farm’, adjacent to the mill on 19 th century maps suggests that
the function of the mill might have been different, in some period. Here, the river passes under the A38 trunk
road, which links Bodmin in Cornwall to Mansfield in Nottinghamshire, a journey of 470km between the SouthWest and the north Midlands, which follows some ancient Roman and Saxon routes. This stretch of the road
was turnpiked in the 1750s, but there had been a bridge across the river long before then, as one is marked on
the 16th and 17th century maps of Saxton and Blaeu, though no trace of such a structure survives. The village
of Stone is on the left bank, from where the river turns north to reach a village called Ham, also on the left bank;
both are small without especially noticeable features. The mean river flow rate is measured as c16000 gallons
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per minute, small, but certainly sufficient by
this point to drive a watermill, though the
complex water supply arrangements on the
19th century maps, suggest a ‘belt and
braces’ approach at the cornmill, Brownsmill,
here,

as

a

millpond

is

visible.

The

photograph of the river at this point squares
with the measurement; the Little Avon River
is a small river, rather than a stream or
brook. Looking at the landscape around the
river, there are arable and pastoral farms,
though the soils remain heavy, and not very
fertile.
The river is flowing parallel and to the south of the Doverte Brook, which becomes the Berkeley Pill, to the south
east of Berkeley; the Little Avon River joins the Berkeley Pill to the south-west of Berkeley, with their continuation
taking the name of the latter stream, even although it is much the smaller of the two. This is my interpretation,
though I acknowledge that the available maps, old and modern, do not permit absolute certainty about the
naming of the streams. Short of the junction, there was one more watermill on the River Little Avon, Sea Mill,
which ground corn using the flow to turn a waterwheel directly. This is the point where the river becomes tidal.
Alastair Robertson has found a total of 54 watermills in the catchment of the river, which is only15km long,
though many of them are beside the banks of its slightly shorter tributary, Ozleworth Brook.
The small town of Berkeley was mentioned in a 9th century document but became important as the site of a
Norman castle on the south-east edge of the present town. The first castle was probably built in 1067, as the
Normans extended their grip on England, but the present complex has its origins in the early 12th century when
it was occupied by the de Berkeley family. They lost it in 1154 to the Fitz Harding family, who later adopted the
Berkeley name, and are responsible for most of the lay-out to be seen now; they kept the castle in spite of
various difficulties with their royal masters until the late 15th century, when it became a royal castle, though only
temporarily. In those years, it had gained notoriety as the site of the imprisonment and murder of King Edward
II. The room in which the latter deed is said, to have been done in September 1327, in some accounts with a
red hot poker (no details required), though it is perhaps more likely that he was smothered, is prominent in tours
of the castle.
King Edward had a troubled reign, coping with the aftermath of his father’s attempts to conquer and subdue
Scotland. He has become infamous for the influence he gave to favourites, first Piers Gaveston, and then Hugh
Despenser, the younger, so enraging the high nobility, and prompting rebellions. Whether there was anything
sexual in his relationships with the favourites is a matter of speculation now, but his Queen Isabella, probably
thought there was. At any rate, it was her excuse for taking the exiled Roger Mortimer as her lover, and the
upshot was that she and Mortimer raised an army in France to invade England and helped by dissident English
Lords, forced King Edward II to abdicate in favour of his son; the aforementioned event in Berkeley Castle
followed, probably because rescue attempts had only narrowly failed, and more could be expected because the
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King retained a following in the country. After his murder, King Edward was buried in Gloucester Cathedral, and
miracles were said to have occurred by his tomb, and there was even a much later move to have him canonised,
though it failed. As for Mortimer and Isabella, the original ‘she-wolf of France’, their regime only lasted for 3
years before it was overthrown by her son, King Edward III. Mortimer was brutally executed as a regicide, though
Isabella was only banished from court for a short time; after all, she was the King’s mother.
The Berkeley family recovered the castle
from the Tudors in 1553. During the Civil
War it was held for the Royalists, but
surrendered after a 3-day siege. The castle
walls were breached, either during the siege,
or afterwards as part of a limited sleighting
operation. Since then, the castle has been
the home of different branches of the
Berkeley family, and is now partly open to
the public, though I remember the access as
disappointingly
photograph

limited.

The

aerial

taken from the south-east

shows the main features of a motte and
bailey castle. The motte is wholly enclosed
by the shell keep of c1155, which is
embattled, buttressed, flanked by 4 corner towers, and of diameter c36m. The inner ward is entered through an
inner gatehouse, south-west of the keep; it was built in the 14th century, like most of extensive buildings including
a hall, (of dimensions 19 X 10m), a kitchen and a chapel, which are arranged around the inside of the curtain
wall. Little survives of buildings in the outer ward to the west, except for lower parts of a 14th century gatehouse,
which can just be seen on the upper-left of the photograph. Also in view is the church tower, separated from the
body of the church, and beyond it, slightly to the right, the Chantry house which will be considered later.
The Collegiate Church of St. Mary, shown in
the photograph taken from the west, gives a
clearer view of the church, with its especially
fine west front, and its tower. The AngloSaxon church, previously on the site, though
perhaps beside the tower, rather than the
present church, was a minster, and housed
prebendary chaplains from c1000 to c1150.
In the successor church, which retains 12th
century features amongst 13th and 15th
century additions and alterations, including a
heavy 19th century restoration by Sir George Gilbert Scott, there were a number of chantry altars; three were in
existence at the time of the Dissolution. The lodgings for the priests who served them, do not survive, and have
been replaced by a house called the Chantry. The history is not altogether clear, but it is probable that the
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minster tower, and maybe more of an adjacent church survived until the 18th century, at which point a
replacement was required. For some reason, it was decided to rebuild it in its then location, rather than taking
the opportunity to build a new tower beside the main body of the church. During the Civil War, the church was
a defensive outwork for the Royalists trying to defend the castle, and when it was captured, Parliamentarians
placed cannons on its roof to force the castle’s surrender.
Mention was made of the Chantry, on the
site

of

priest’s

lodgings

before

the

Reformation, and it is shown in the
photograph. The house was built in the early
18th century, and purchased by Dr. Edward
Jenner in 1785. He had been born in 1749,
the 8th of 9 children, of the vicar of St Mary's
church, was apprenticed to a surgeon at the
age of 14, and then studied in London with
the prominent surgeon, John Hunter, one of
two Glasgow brothers who were regarded as
the most distinguished practitioners of their
time. Afterwards, Jenner returned to Berkeley and established a practice as a physician, while maintaining a
friendly correspondence with his mentor. He is rightly famous for his work on immunology, especially his
development of vaccination for smallpox. Earlier physicians had speculated that catching the far less serious
cowpox from cattle provided immunisation, and some had experimented on individuals.
During the 1790s, Jenner carried out an experiment which would be inconceivable nowadays, by infecting 23
healthy people with cowpox, using material from the pustules of sufferers, and demonstrated that none caught
the often deadly disease, smallpox, when later exposed to infected material. These meticulously documented
tests proved to be a breakthrough, and he travelled the country injecting and proselytising, though to their shame
he never fully overcame scepticism in the medical profession. However, vaccination against smallpox caught
on quickly in Great Britain and in many other countries, where one of the great scourges of the pre-modern
world was more or less eliminated. He made no money directly from vaccination, though he did receive two
grants of money from Parliament as a way of thanks. Dr Jenner had not discovered immunisation, or the possible
efficacy of cowpox, but his experiments and advocacy converted interesting results into a viable treatment. In
Dr. Jenner’s time, the mechanisms which enabled vaccination to work were hardly understood, but he used
what he did know, to transform millions of lives. As a hobby, he was an ornithologist (as well as a balloonist),
and he was the first to confirm the cuckoo’s strategy of laying eggs in other bird’s nests, after which its hatchlings
would tip those of the parent birds out of the nests, so gaining their undivided attention. He lived at the Chantry
until his death in 1823, and in 1985, the bicentenary of its purchase by him, his house opened as the Edward
Jenner Museum.
Berkeley is now a small town with c2000 inhabitants, and anyone visiting will be struck by its elegance with
interesting buildings lining a narrow High Street, and wider Market Place, including a town hall of classical
design. None is especially old, mainly 19th and 20th century, but the overall effect is aesthetically pleasing. Given
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its population, the town is very well served with shops, presumably because it is a local centre with a healthy
tourist trade. From 1876 to 1964 the town had a railway station, on a branch line from the Bristol and Gloucester
Railway, and its successors, but now the nearest station is 8km distant. The town was a port in medieval times
with boats making their way up the Berkeley Pill, to near the town centre, but only an occasional leisure craft
gets there now. A road coming from Ham, south of the town over the River Little Avon, and the Berkeley Pill,
joins the south end of the High Street. It was the B4509 during the 20 th century but has been declassified. The
crossing point over the River Little Avon seems to be at the location of a bridge marked on the 16th century
Saxton map, and the 17th century Blaeu map, but again there is no sign of any old bridge.
Things could have been very different for the town, if the scheme to build a Gloucester to Berkeley canal, to
bypass a treacherous stretch of the River Severn, approved in 1793, had not foundered because of lack of
money (in a time of war) and poor engineering appointments. The project was resurrected in 1816, with the
canal shortened to reach the River Severn at Sharpness, 3km upstream from Berkeley Pill, and crucially with
Thomas Telford on board, as advisor and consultant to the project. The canal opened in 1827; it was 26km long,
and at 26m wide and almost 6m deep; it could take craft of 600 tons, and was the largest canal in England, a
true ship canal. During the following decades, several large warehouses and a dry dock were built at Gloucester,
and the canal company paid off loans and eventually began paying dividends in the 1860s. Improvements
continued to be made into the 20th century and it was only in the 1960s,that commercial traffic tailed off, though
leisure traffic has taken off. All of this left Berkeley unaffected, whether for good or ill.
I shall treat Berkeley Pill as the tributary it is
in all but name, and briefly track it from the
source of its upstream section, Doverte
Brook, which is at OS Grid Point ST 759 960,
and about 2km north of Wotton-under-Edge.
Well within the Cotswolds, the brook first
flows north along a valley called Spuncombe
Bottoms, between Westridge Wood, to the
west, and the sinuous Laycombe Ditch
Wood to the east. At the western edge of the
former, there is an Iron Age Hillfort, called
Brackenbury Ditches; the earthworks are
obvious at ground level, but as is the case
for many such monuments, the tree cover means that aerial overviews cannot be obtained. Moving north
towards the village of North Nibley, its most famous son, William Tyndale, is commemorated by the obelisk
shown, which was raised in 1866. The view from the top makes climbing the 121 step spiral staircase worthwhile,
according to those who have done so.
William Tyndale was born in 1494 into a family with gentry connections, and studied at Oxford before receiving
his degree in 1512. He understood several languages, including Greek and Hebrew, and wished to produce an
English translation of the bible, not allowed by the church since the time of Wycliffe in the late 14th century.
Tyndale tried to get official permission, approaching Bishop Cuthbert Tunstall of London, but did not receive
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permission to proceed. This prompted him to go to Germany and then Flanders, and versions of his New
Testament, printed in English, were produced in Worms and Antwerp in 1526, and smuggled into England. He
translated other parts of the bible, and also published pamphlets concerning affairs in England, apparently
backing King Henry VIII in his assumption of supremacy of the English church, but attacking the annulment of
the King’s marriage to Queen Catherine of Aragon. This proved a fatal mistake, as King Henry, allied for the
moment to the Emperor Charles V in whose extensive realms Tyndale was living, almost certainly engineered
Tyndale’s arrest by church authorities in 1535, and his execution for heresy a year later; he was strangled then
his body was burnt at Vilvoorde in Brabant. His translations had influence going forward on the King James VI
Bible, and his views would have been little out of place in Queen Elizabeth’s England, 25 years after his death.
Returning to Doverte Brook, it swings north-west to arrive at Millend cornmill, the first of a series of watermills,
all laid out similarly as regards water supply, with the brook feeding a mill pond from where water is either
channelled to the mill or returned directly to reform the brook. Operation must have been intermittent. The brook
swings round to the west, arriving in fairly quick succession at 4 mills within 2½km. Another 2½km brings the
stream to Wick’s sawmill, the furthest downstream on the Doverte Brook. However, after the brook has moved
west to where it takes close order with the Little Avon River, as it moves north-west towards Berkeley, 19th
century maps show a lade by which it seems that water could be led into the millpond of the Brownsmill cornmill
on the latter river. There are 7 watermills on the Doverte Brook, at locations given in the Appendix. I have little
more to add about the Doverte Brook, which makes its name change to Berkeley Pill when it reaches the southeast of Berkeley, then continues westwards to meet the Little Avon River, at a point where both streams are
tidal. The river winds for another 2½km to reach the River Severn; the flat, marshy landscape is dominated by
the decommissioned Berkeley Nuclear Power Station, which operated between 1962 and 1989. A technology
park has grown out of the original power station laboratories. The object on the right of the photograph is a
navigation beacon beside the mouth of the Berkeley Pill.

The Little Avon River is indeed a small stream, but it is not without interest. Obviously, Berkeley with its castle
is the stand-out feature, but the transition between the Cotswolds and the Severn plain provides a varied
landscape in which interesting small towns and villages are plentiful. There is only one bridge which qualifies
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as ancient in the catchment, Stutt Packhorse Bridge, though it was bridged in earlier centuries, the structures
have left no trace. It does seem remarkable, given the small waterflows, that 54 commercial watermills have
been found in the catchment, and there are also a substantial number of farm mills. The Appendix which lists
and locates these mills follows; functions are also given where possible.
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Appendix
Commercial Watermills
We first describe the methodologies used to gather the information which has allowed the sketch maps and
tabulations which follow to be produced.
Note that commercial watermills were paid by customers to process raw materials like grain or wool, whereas
farm mills, to be dealt with later were machines located on a farm, which operated at the behest of the farmer,
normally without money changing hands. The great majority of farm mills during the period in question (post1750) were threshing mills, separating grain from stocks (straw)
1. Commercial mills were initially identified from first edition, six inch to the mile Ordnance Survey (6 inch OS)
maps of Gloucestershire. Additional information on mill type and location was obtained from first edition, 25
inch to the mile OS maps. These maps are available on the National Library of Scotland Map Images
website (https://maps.nls.uk/).
2. Surveys for the relevant OS maps were undertaken between 1879 and 1881. The Gloucestershire textile
industry declined rapidly after 1840 and many mills had closed or had changed function by the time of the
OS Surveys.
3. Detailed studies of the Gloucestershire woollen industry were undertaken by Jennifer Tann and are
described in “Wool and Water, The Gloucestershire Woollen Industry and its Mills” (The History
Press, 2012). This book has been used to identify additional mills within the Little Avon Catchment.
4. Textile workhouses, dye houses and scouring houses were also identified in Tann’s book. These have been
included in our lists of commercial mills when they were on the banks of rivers streams and mill lades.
5. Where mills were suspected and not confirmed, some additional information was found by referring to the
Mills Archive (https://new.millsarchive.org/) and by Google searching for water mills in the specific area.

The sketch maps and tabulations follow:
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Table 1: Water Mills on the Little Avon River and its Main Tributaries

Little Avon River
Mill Code
LA1

Mill Name
Wickwar Brewery

Mill Type
Brewery, Corn

LA2

Charfield Mills

Bone, Corn, Forge, Pin, Fulling

LA3

Huntingford Mill

Corn, Animal Feed, Fulling

LA4

Avening Mill

Fulling

LA5

Damery Mill

Corn

LA6

Woodford Paper Mill

Paper

LA7

Middle Mill

Corn

LA8

Stone Mill

Flour, Fulling

LA9

Browns Mill

Corn

LA10

Sea Mill

Corn, Fulling, Oilseed crushing

18

Tributaries
Ozleworth Brook
Mill Code
O1

Mill Name
Hill Mill

Mill Type
Cloth, Corn

O2

Knowles Mill

Fulling

O3

Monks Mill

Cloth, Corn

O4

Penly's Mill

Fulling, Dye

O5

Broadbridge Mill

Corn, Fulling, Grist

O6

Grindstone Mill

Fulling

O7

Nind Mills

Cloth, Dye

O8

Walk Mills

Cloth

O9

Abbey Mill

Corn, Cloth, Elastic, Textiles

O10

Langford Mill

Fulling, Silk

O11

New Mills

Elastic, Pins, Cloth

O12

Ithel's Mill

Wool

Doverte Brook
Mill Code
D1

Mill Name
Millend Mill

Mill Type
Corn

D2

Crowbrook Mill

Corn

D3

Nibley Mill

Corn

D4

Snitend Mill

Flock, Fulling, Corn

D5

Purnell's Mill

Corn, Fulling, Cloth

D6

Pick's Mill

Corn, Grist, Fulling

D7

Wick Mill

Saw, Flock, Paper
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Table 2: Water Mills on other Tributaries of the Little Avon River
Locations of Tributaries, see tables below for the key to the codes

Little Avon River
Code
1LA
2LA

Tributary
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Hawkesbury Mill
Sodam Mill
Falfield Mill
Tortworth Mill
Pedington Elm Mill

Mill Type
Corn
Corn
Corn
Grist, Fulling
Corn

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Dyer's Brook

Mill
Lower Kilcott Mill 1
Lower Kilcott Mill 2
Lower Kilcott Mill 3
Kilcott Mill
Alderley New Mills
Hillsley Mill
Combe Mill

Mill Type
Corn
Corn
Corn
Fulling, Corn
Corn
Corn
Dye, Scouring, Corn, Brewery

Dyer's Brook

Lewis Scouring House

Scouring

Dyer's Brook

Pounds Ground Dyehouse

Dye

Dyer's Brook

Venn's Mill

Corn, Grist, Fulling

Dyer's Brook

Dyeworks

Dyeworks

Ozleworth Brook
Code
1O

Tributary
Unknown

2O

Dyer's Brook
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Code
20

Tributary
Dyer’s Brook

Mill Stream
Dyer's Brook

Mill
Dyehouse Mill

Mill Type
Cloth, Dye

Dyer's Brook

Neal's Mill

Cloth

Dyer's Brook

Cloud Mill

Corn, Cloth

Dyer's Brook

Moore's Mill

Fulling

Dyer's Brook

Luccumb Well Mill

Dye, Wool

Dyer's Brook

Weaving Shops

Weaving

Dyer's Brook

Hack Mill

Corn

Dyer's Brook

Dudley Mill

Cloth

Dyer’s Brook

Park Mill

Cloth, Dye

It can be seen from Tables 1 and 2, that considerable numbers of commercial watermills had more than one
function during their lifetimes. In this catchment, several changed from processing wool to grinding corn in the
period after 175, and details can be found in Jennifer Tann’s fine book. There was a backdrop of decline of
manufacture of woollen goods in Gloucestershire in the period after 1750. However, a few changed function in
the opposite direction; Cloud Mill and Abbey Mill were examples. A few watermills were set up to process corn
and wool, so could switch between the two roles as market conditions changed.

Farm (Threshing) Mills
The methodology used to collect information is described, and then the results are presented.
The locations of possible water-powered threshing mills in the Little Avon River catchment were identified from
first edition, six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps) of Gloucestershire. The surveys
for the maps covering the Little Avon Catchment were undertaken around 1880. 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 around 1880.
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 18 th century and they spread across the
UK during the first 30 years of 19th 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 farm mills in the Little Avon catchment were therefore identified from the presence of these
features on the OS maps. Only those farms where the buildings were lower than the ponds were included in
the list of threshing mills below. It has been assumed that the farm mills were threshing mills as threshing mills
were by far the most common type of farm mill.
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.
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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. No horse gins were recorded in the course of this exercise.
A total of 34 possible water-powered threshing mills was found in the Little 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 Little Avon, from upstream downwards.)

Table 3: Summary of the locations of threshing mills in the Little Avon catchment
Catchment

Number of
Threshing Mills
20

Little Avon River
Tributaries
Ozleworth Brook
Doverte Brooke
Total

7
7
34

The threshing mills were found across almost the entire catchment.
The total number of possible threshing mills and horse gins (34) identified in the catchment was almost the
same as the number of cornmills in the catchment (we identified 32 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 Little
Avon or one of the main tributaries. Many threshing mills were built on very small streams, often little more than
drainage ditches. As a result, 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 Little Avon Catchment
(a) Little Avon River
River/Tributary
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Bishops Hill Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Name
Upper Widdenhall Farm
Upper Chalkley Farm
Horton Farm
Bix's Farm
Lower Chalkley Farm
Pincots
Poplar Farm
West End Farm
Inglestone Farm
Highwood Farm
Southend Farm
Church Farm
Huntingford Farm
Pool Farm
Brook Farm
Mooreslade Farm
Hystfield Farm
Appleridge Farm
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River/Tributary
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Name
Pedington Farm
Pedington Manor Farm

Mill Stream
Wells Brook
Wells Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Name
Neevington Farm
Lasborough Farm
Elmtree Farm
Newmills Farm
Mill Name
Lower Withymore Farm
Merryford Farm
Swinhay Farm

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Name
Park Farm
Bassettcourt Farm
Burleighcourt Farm
Baymham Court Farm
Holt's Farm
Puddleditch Farm
Oldlands Farm

Tributaries
(a) Ozleworth Brook
River/Tributary
Wells Brook
Wells Brook
Unknown
Unknown
River/Tributary
Ham's Gully Brook
Unknown
Unknown

(b) Doverte Brook
River/Tributary
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
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Table 5: Summary of the Numbers and Types of Water Mills in the Little River
Catchment
Mill Type

Number of Mills in Catchment
Little Avon

Commercial
Corn

Doverte Brook

Ozleworth Brook

All Catchments

13

6

13

32

Textile

7

4

29

40

Saw

0

1

0

1

Paper

1

1

0

2

Metal

1

0

1

2

Bone

1

0

0

1

Brewery

1

0

1

2

Unknown

0

0

0

0

15

7

32

54

20

7

7

34

35

14

39

88

All Commercial
Farm/Threshing
All Mills
Notes:

1. It is worth stressing again that it is remarkable to find 54 watermills in the catchment of a river only 15km long,
carrying relatively small amounts of water. Obviously, the gradients of the tributaries coming off the Cotswold
escarpment, meant that layouts allowing sufficient driving heads were easily contrived.
2. The watermills were overwhelmingly textile mills and corn mills with considerable shifting between the
functions over time. It is perhaps surprising given the extent of woodlands in the catchment, that only one waterpowered sawmill operated in the catchment.
3. The ratio of threshing mills to cornmills was 1.06, in line with the value for most English rivers. However, the
propensity to change function in the period may mean that at any given time the ratio was higher, though not I
would imagine, above 1.5.
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