The Warwickshire River Avon
Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the Warwickshire River Avon beginning at its source; the
perspective is as much historical as descriptive of the current scene. Significant tributaries joining the river are
also tracked back to their start-points, and some aspects of the whole river catchment are considered. Particular
attention is given to bridges and watermills because of their intimate associations with the river, but nearby
prominent buildings, both religious and secular, are also described briefly. Important battles in the British
context, which were fought in the catchment are given space. People of note have been associated with the
river, and brief biographical notes are provided for some of them, though the towering figure associated with the
river, Shakespeare, needs no potted biography from me, though he appears a few times in the account.
As regards watermills, Alastair Robertson’s Appendix contains sketch maps and tables identifying, and locating
commercial watermills* in the catchment and wherever possible specifying their functions. We have now moved
this account closer to other river journeys by providing information about farm mills* (particularly threshing mills).
We have not applied our analysis to the whole catchment, but think that a basis for comparison with other
catchments has been established.
* a commercial watermill is paid by customers to process raw materials like grain or wool, a farm mill is a
machine located on a farm, which operates at the behest of the farmer, normally without money changing hands.
Document Navigation
I do not provide an index, but to aid navigation through the document I give here page numbers, for the subheadings, and where some places appear first in the text.
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The Warwickshire River Avon
1. The Source and Upstream Section
A substantial length of the Warwickshire
River Avon is in that county, but its source is
in the village of Naseby in Northamptonshire,
and it completes its course of 137km by
joining the River Severn at Tewkesbury in
Gloucestershire. So the name may not be
wholly satisfactory, but none of the other
three, commonly used to distinguish it from
other Rivers Avon, namely Shakespeare’s
Avon, the Tewkesbury Avon, or the Stratford
Avon, is obviously more apposite, though all
four identify the river clearly enough. If any
doubt as to location persists, Alastair
Robertson’s sketch maps in the Appendix
dealing with watermills, at the end of the
account, may help. The River Avon rises at
the western edge of the Northamptonshire
Uplands, an area of gently rolling, rounded limestone hills and valleys capped by ironstone-bearing sandstone
and clay lias. It is the main watershed of Middle England, with substantial rivers radiating in many directions,
the River Cherwell, southwards, the River Avon, westwards, the River Nene, eastwards, and the River Welland,
north-eastwards. The location of the source of the River Avon seems easy to fix, because there is a curious
marker, shown in the photograph, in a wooded shallow depression, close to Naseby village church. However,
there is no sign of water, and by all accounts there never is any nowadays, because it seems that the river rises
from a spring, slightly to the north-west, at OS Grid Point SP 688 781, on the 180m contour, which is near to
the maximum elevation within the Northamptonshire Uplands. There is a suggestion that the source was once
in the basement of a hostelry nearer the church, but I treat that as apocryphal.
Naseby has a name more recognisable than many small villages, because it has been conferred on the Civil
War battle fought between a Royalist army led by King Charles I, and the Parliamentary New Model army led
by Sir Thomas Fairfax, during the morning of 16th June 1645. The latter army came together in Naseby, and the
battle took place in a shallow valley between it and the village of Sibbertoft, where the River Welland rises. I
briefly described the battle in my account of a historical journey along that river, so shall say little more here,
save that the hard-fought but eventually crushing Parliamentary victory, owed much to greater numbers and a
cavalry charge led by Oliver Cromwell; it went a long way towards deciding the outcome of the 1st Civil War.
Naseby village has Anglo-Saxon origins, but apart from its church, dating in part to the 13th century, few old
buildings remain in a pleasantly leafy, if sleepy-looking, village. The settlement which is bypassed to its north
by the A14 trunk road, separating it from the battlefield, lies north/south along 2 parallel roads, linked by short
side-streets. The houses are varied in appearance, mainly of the 19th and 20th century, and accommodate
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several hundred people served by a shop, a public house, and a primary school; towns like Market Harborough,
and Kettering are some distance away, but I guess many residents go there for work and supplies.
For the first 1½km of its course the River Avon is little more than a succession of connected field ditches, which
carry water westwards to Naseby Reservoir. It was built in 1814, as one of a group of three, the others are
named, Welford and Sulby; they all feed water by way of the Welford Cut to the Grand Union Canal, replacing
water lost at upper levels, when locks operate. The reservoir, of surface area 38ha, widens towards the north
end, where the River Avon enters from the east, beside the containing dam. The river, and another streamlet,
which enters at the south end of the reservoir, supply water at a limited rate, so when water is released into the
canal feeder, the level in the reservoir can drop markedly. It has become a popular fishing venue, stocked with
pike, roach, carp, and surprisingly to me, catfish; the latter can be 1½m long and weigh 20kg. Local anglers
know that the water can recede far from the banks, and come equipped to wade through mud.
The River Avon is reconstituted below the
dam wall, still no more than a streamlet,
emerging just west of an artificial feeder
channel, a little larger than itself. They head
northwards in close company, with the
artificial channel crossing over the river at
one point, so that when after travelling 3½km
they reach Welford, the channel which has
followed a more direct path, is to the west.
They are shown as they pass under Naseby
Road in Welford, the tiny river to the left, the slightly larger channel to the right. Past this point, the latter widens,
receives feeders from the two reservoirs, mentioned above, and passes into the marina at the end of the Welford
Cut, shown below. From here, it is a canal following a twisting course of c2km to a junction at the Leicester
Summit of the Grand Union Canal. The Cut fell into disuse and dilapidation after the 2nd World War, but was
restored in 1969. A word about the Grand Union Canal, which links Birmingham and London (Paddington), but
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also has several arms leading to other centres. As the name implies, it incorporates a number of once separate
canals, the result in part of amalgamations, which took place in an ultimately vain attempt to compete with the
railways and then, road transport; it took its present form as late as 1929. The Leicester Line, the original bearer
of the Grand Union name, is one of the arms, and the Welford Cut is a branch, built primarily as a feeder for it.
Before the River Avon reaches Welford, it flows past Abbey Farm on its right bank, the site of a
Premonstratensian Abbey, founded in 1155. Sulby Abbey mostly housed c15 monks before its suppression in
1536, and was relatively wealthy, which probably explains why King Edward II rested there a few times in the
first decade of the 14th century, while en route to Scotland to continue unsuccessfully, his father’s war. However
the abbey ceased to exist in any form at the time of the Dissolution; the buildings were quarried, and nothing
remains above ground apart, from a few earthworks; no doubt excavation would reveal the unknown lay-out of
the original precinct. North from here, across Sulby Reservoir, Sulby Hall, a classical mansion built by Sir John
Soane, stood until it was demolished in 1952. The gardens and stables survive.
The river trickles round the north of Welford
village, and becomes the county boundary
between

Leicestershire

Northamptonshire.
marked on

19th

Welford

watermill

and
is

century maps. Noted as

powered by an overshot waterwheel in 1810,
a mill pond fed by the small stream, and sited
above the watermill must have supplied
decent-sized flows for intermittent operation.
Thereafter, the river winds along beside the
left bank of the Welford Cut, until it flows
under the Grand Union Canal, south of the
junction of the two artificial waterways. Bosworth Mill is on the site of a watermill noted in the Domesday Book
of 1086, but the surviving buildings, now converted to dwellings, date to the 18th century. After grinding grain to
produce cattle food for many years, it went out of use in 1910, but traces of a mill lade connecting to the small
river, are still visible; once again, I am sure there must have been a collection pond. Another mill was a short
distance downstream, North Kilworth Mill, now the location of a farm; a Mr. McKay has taken the above
photograph, which shows the growing River Avon, and what may be a mill pond in the background.
Unfortunately, I know no more of the mill than that.
After flowing a short distance further, the River Avon enters Stanford Reservoir, created by building an earth
and clay dam, another 2km along the river in 1930. The reservoir, which supplied drinking water to the town of
Rugby, (soon to be reached) has since been enlarged to cover 55ha, and is now part of a network supplying
many Midland towns. The aforementioned county boundary follows the course of the river, before the reservoir
was built, hence its curious meanders through the stretch of water. The River Avon reforms by way of a slipway
beyond the end dam, and flows 1½km to reach a small artificial lake behind a weir in front of Stanford Hall, on
an estate, which became the possession of the Cave family in 1430. The medieval manor inhabited by those
first Caves was pulled down in 1690 by Sir Roger Cave, to make way for a ‘William and Mary’ mansion. Three
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sides of the Hall are built of red brick but
during the 18th century the south facade was
refaced in good quality pale stone, as shown
in the photograph. The elegant building,
which is Grade 1 Listed, is set in extensive
grounds which include a walled garden, and
the property is now a venue for events, with
accommodation available, and guided tours
of the interior can be booked. The grounds
were the scene of a tragedy, when one
Percy

Pilcher

crashed,

fatally,

while

demonstrating a hang glider of his own
design in 1899. Born in Somerset in 1866, he
developed his ideas in Glasgow, and had
almost finished building a glider fitted with a
4 HP motor. He was gearing up to make the
first flight of a powered aircraft within
months. If he had done so he would have
pre-empted the Wright brothers by 4 years.
Modern-day aerodynamicists are sceptical
as to whether the powered glider would have
flown, but think it might have done so, after
comparatively modest design changes had
been made, always providing that the
inventor had survived any failures. His
design would have represented a blind alley, even if a few hundred metres airborne had given him a place in
history, because unlike the Wrights, who patented the aileron, invented by an English polymath Matthew Piers
Watt Boulton, in 1868, Pilcher, like other contemporary would-be fliers, had no effective means of controlling
the flight trajectory. He is commemorated by the monument in the lower photograph, near the Northamptonshire
bank of the river at the position of the crash and there is a mock-up of his flying machine in Stanford Hall.
Just to the west of the hamlet of Stanford,
the growing river is crossed by an interesting
bridge, shown in the photograph; it links
Leicestershire and Northamptonshire. The
Listing suggests that it dates to the 18th
century, but it is called, King Charles I
Bridge, on the grounds that he used it on his
way to defeat at Naseby. A suspiciously
exact build date, of 1636 is proposed. The
bridge had become totally overgrown and
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dilapidated before it was refurbished about a decade ago, and this does not make assessment of its age any
easier, but as one who has looked at many 17th century bridges, I will say that its width of 2m and general layout,
excluding of course all the new brickwork, are compatible with such a build-date. For a small place, Stanford is
interesting, and I should at least mention the fine 14th century church of St. Nicholas, which houses a 17th century
organ. I could say more of it, but there are many fine churches to be seen on this journey and I feel the need to
be selective, to retain balance in the account.
Stanford was served by a railway station,
just to its south east, called Yelvertoft and
Stanford Park, on the Rugby and Stamford
line which opened initially between Rugby
and Market Harborough in 1850. Single track
at first it was dualled in 1878, by which time
the whole line had been completed. The
railway closed in 1966, a casualty of the
Beeching cuts programme, but remnants are visible as the river winds south-westwards. The river has travelled
another 3km, passing under the A14 trunk road, and the M1 when it arrives at the Northamptonshire village of
Lilbourne, beside the left bank. The original Saxon village was very close to the river, and hollows and mounds
left by streets and houses, are still visible. The Church of All Saints is the oldest in the area, comprising a
chancel, clerestoried nave with north and south aisles, and a 12 th century west tower. There is an 11th century
Saxo-Norman chancel door, just about visible in the much-shadowed photograph above, and a 13th century
chancel arch; various restorations have thankfully been modest. The river flow rate is metered here, and the
mean value is 7680 gallons per minute, (the largest road tankers hold just less than 10000 gallons).
Opposite the church, which is also visible in
the aerial photograph obtained from the ‘ecastles’ website, are the well preserved
earthworks of a motte-and-bailey castle, with
two baileys. In the years immediately
following the Norman conquest, hundreds of
these castles were thrown up at great speed
by the Normans, in the face of uprisings
throughout the country, which in this region
took

place

between

1068

and

1070.

Lilbourne Castle was part of a defensive
network set up by Robert Mellent, Earl of
Leicester, and centred on his castle at Mountsorrel, a long way to the north in Leicestershire. The keep on the
top of the motte, and the defences of the baileys were made of timber, and when in 1218, the councillors of the
boy-king, Henry III, ordered the castle to be ‘prostrated’ by having the defences thrown down, it was likely done
by setting the timbers on fire. The round motte indicated by the yellow arrow is 7m high and 9m in diameter, so
the River Avon in the bottom right of the frame is probably between 2 and 3m wide. About ¾km to the west is a
siege castle, a small motte-and-balley structure, thrown up by forces intent on besieging the main castle; its
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earthworks are not so well-preserved. There was a railway station on the Rugby to Stamford line which served
the village, but it was on the right bank of the river in Leicestershire. During the 1st World War, RFC (later RAF)
Lilbourne, a grass airfield opened nearby and housed the iconic Sopwith Pup and Camel, amongst other aircraft,
but it closed in 1920. Lilbourne is now only a hamlet, with mixed fairly modern houses for c250 people, with
neither a shop, nor a public house, but it has certainly had an interesting past.
A short distance downstream the river
passes under the very overgrown and
grassed-over Dow Old Bridge, which is just
west of its replacement, carrying the A5
(Watling Street). I managed to view and
photograph the bridge, at some risk from
traffic on a busy road, and in spite of its
overgrown state could see the ashlar fabric,
the single flush arch rings, and the 6 arches, 2 Gothic and 4 segmental, the largest of which may span c6m.
There was a major rebuild in 1838, (indicated by a date-stone), which probably widened the bridge from 3m to
4.8m; a discontinuity in the underside of 2 of the arches seems to confirm that, though there are no such marks
on the other 4 arches, which were replacements. It is stated by most sources, that the bridge had been rebuilt in
the 1770s, when the road was upgraded to a turnpike, and that the older arches are of that date, but the Gothic
arch-shapes are puzzling in that context. The route was so important that there will have been a predecessor
bridge, and 3m would have been a reasonable width for a 16th century bridge. There can be no certainty, but in
the absence of definite contrary evidence, I am minded to believe that fabric from a date earlier than 1770
survives in the bridge, and that the form and at least some of the structure of the Gothic arches are of the 16 th
century. It seems to me that this is the simplest explanation for the visible evidence. The old bridge is significant
in another way, because 3 county boundaries meet there, Leicestershire and Northamptonshire, which have
been separated by the river for some distance, and Warwickshire, into which county the River Avon flows.
…………………………..
From Dow Old Bridge, the River Avon flows west, and then sharply south around Clifton Lakes Fishery, a
collection of ponds, probably dug out in the late 20th century, and now stocked with carp, and other fish sought
after by anglers. In the next stretch there are several tight meanders, as the river flows past the left bank village
of Clifton upon Dunsmore, notable because Rugby was in medieval times only a small settlement in its parish.
On the river here and on a small right bank tributary, there were 2 watermills recorded in the Domesday survey
of 1086 and later in the medieval period: the successor of the mill on the tributary was Biggin Mill opened in the
early 19th century, with a 6m diameter overshot waterwheel. Mill Farm is now on the site and maps show that
the tributary falls quite quickly towards it. Traces can still be seen of a lade, through which water was drawn off
a short distance upstream, at sufficient height to feed the overshot waterwheel. The mill operated, presumably
grinding corn, until the 1940s. The 18th century successor of Clifton Mill, beside the River Avon, was enhanced
with a steam engine in the 19th century, and continued operating until 1914; some buildings survive, albeit
modified. A referenced booklet, Warwickshire Watermills, written by D.T. Booth has provided much information
on these and other mills in the county, and we have had the benefit of recent communication with him. The river
is approaching the outskirts of Rugby, where it is crossed by an aqueduct carrying the Oxford Canal. This
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waterway is 126km long, linking the River Thames at Oxford, with Bedworth (between Coventry and Nuneaton),
which is on the Coventry Canal Completed in 1790, the canal will appear again in this account, but for the
moment, I shall continue along the River Avon.
Rugby is a town of just under 80000
inhabitants, and as with other major towns
along the river, I shall not attempt a
comprehensive description, but will pick out
a few facets of interest. The town is old with
a mention in the Domesday Book of 1086; in
the 12th century there was a Norman castle,
and

the

church

of

St.

Andrew

was

consecrated a century later. The Saxton
map of the 1570s marks a bridge over the
River Avon in the town, downstream of the
confluence with the River Swift, though no
trace of it remains. Rugby School was
founded in 1567, as a result of a bequest
from Lawrence Sherriff, a victualler to Queen Elizabeth I, but its famous days were far in the future. Rugby was
a small market town until the railways arrived in 1838, but then the population of only a few thousand grew
rapidly, as more lines passed through the town, bringing industrial development. Indeed the town became a
railway bottleneck, with delays imposed on converging trains, a situation which engaged the pen of Charles
Dickens. The schematic of the lines in 1950 gives an idea of why, though since then, the majority have closed.
Like most of the town, Rugby School’s
buildings, shown in the photograph are south
of the River Avon, and the precinct dates to
1815. The school’s high profile in the 19th
century owed much Thomas Arnold. He was
born in 1795 on the Isle of Wight, and after a
brilliant progress through Oxford University,
became Headmaster of Rugby School in
1828, and remained there until 1841. In that
time, he made the school a respected centre
of learning, achieving pupil discipline, hitherto lacking, by means of a prefect system, which gave older boys
responsibility for the behaviour of the younger. He was a proponent of classical and religious education, though
in the latter field his views were unorthodox, as he did not believe in the supernatural aspects of the bible. He
was surely misguided in refused to allow science to be taught, grudging time not spent on the humanities, a
proceeding, which probably had widespread negative effects. Arnold is given credit for promoting physical
pursuits, though his role in that, may have been exaggerated. Rugby School, with its ethos of academic and
physical achievement, became a model for other independent (public) schools, which followed Arnold’s lead
through the 19th century and beyond. As well as being the most influential educator of the 19 th century, he was
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a distinguished historian, elected Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford University in 1841. He might
have achieved more, had he not died, relatively young, in 1845. One of his sons, Matthew Arnold, was a noted
literary critic and a poet, who in the mid-19th century, had equivalent recognition to Tennyson, and Browning,
though his reputation has declined since. Both father and son have memorials in Westminster Abbey.
Thomas Hughes supplied a second reason for the influence of Rugby School; he was a pupil in the 1830s, while
Thomas Arnold was headmaster. He published the book ‘Tom Brown’s Schooldays in 1857; it was semiautobiographical, describing what it was like to be a pupil at Rugby School in the charge of a God-like
headmaster. It had great success, and must have given wide publicity to Arnold’s principles and methods and
increased the take-up. The book is still read, and many authors have since produced their own versions of public
school life, not all as favourable. Hughes, already embarked on a career as a lawyer, judge and Member of
Parliament, caring passionately about social reform, might have been ambivalent about being remembered now,
only for his account of his schooldays. (He later produced a rather less popular sequel, ‘Tom Brown at Oxford’.)
A 19th century churchman, William Webb Ellis is a third reason for the school’s fame, and the explanation is on
a plaque on its site, namely ‘This stone commemorates the exploit of William Webb Ellis who with a fine
disregard for the rules of football as played in his time, first took the ball in his arms and ran with it, thus
originating the distinctive feature of the rugby game A.D. 1823’. Though Ellis was a pupil at the school in that
year, most people regard the tale as apocryphal; nonetheless, the trophy presented to the Rugby Union World
Cup winners is named for William Webb Ellis, as is a museum of rugby football in the town. Football in the early
19th century had no universal code, and different versions abounded. It is likely that the version played at Rugby
School allowed the ball to be caught, but not taken forward in the player’s arms. Probably, running with the ball
gained acceptance, and was formalised in the Rugby School code, which was adopted in the 1840s by the Guys
Hospital club, and then by others. So the identification of the sport with Rugby School may well be secure, even
if that with any specific individual is not, but it is surprising that there is so much uncertainty about the origins of
a game played all round the world.
The development of one of the first aeroplane jet engines is associated with Rugby, and other places in the
River Avon catchment. Frank Whittle was born in Coventry in 1907 to parents of modest means, but he had
acquired practical engineering skills in his father’s workshop, before he entered the RAF as an apprentice, at
the age of 15. Over the next 10 years, his accomplishments were remarkable, given his starting point; he
became an expert pilot, and commissioned officer, and gained a 1st Class Honours Degree in Engineering at
Cambridge University. By 1930, he had patented a design for a jet engine to power an aeroplane, but when he
and his associates, who had formed a company called Power Jet Ltd, on a shoestring budget, approached the
Air Ministry for help with development costs, they refused to assist, because of negative feedback from the
Royal Aircraft Establishment, (RAE). Further set-backs followed, in spite of support from Sir Henry Tizard, whose
backing was key for other important pre-war projects, but an agreement was reached with the British ThomsonHouston company in 1936, to build a prototype jet engine in Rugby. The prototype, once commissioned, was
moved to Lutterworth for further testing and development, but there were many twists in the tale before Whittledesigned engines powered British and American aeroplanes towards the end of the 2 nd World War. A German
jet-powered plane, developed by Hans von Ohain’ s team, which built on Whittle’s patents, took off 2 years
earlier than the first Whittle powered British aeroplane. In discussions with Whittle after the war, von Ohain,
himself a remarkable engineer, suggested that at one point the Whittle development had been 4 years ahead.
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I remember reading Whittle’s autobiography, ‘Jet: The Story of a Pioneer’, as a teenager, and being amazed by
the difficulties placed in his way. Of course, successful developments of Radar, and the Spitfire in the 1930s,
did not progress altogether smoothly, but the hindrance experienced by Whittle was of a different order; with
reasonable support, jet-powered fighters might have made the Battle of Britain, a less close-run affair. Certainly,
Whittle was well-rewarded after the 2nd World War, with an award of £100000, a knighthood and membership
of the Order of Merit, but the wrangling over money and other pressures took a severe toll on his health, leading
to mental collapses, though he did live to the age of 92. I became aware only recently of the malign influence
on Whittle’s project, exerted by a very distinguished metallurgist, A. A. Griffith, who is largely responsible for the
understanding of fatigue fracture, which underpins present-day aircraft maintenance and much else. Griffith also
produced a seminal paper on jet turbines, proposing major modifications to turbine blade designs, which
produced gains in efficiency, without which Whittle would not have succeeded. However, Griffith failed to
understand the implications of his own work, and twice provided advice through RAE, which prevented support
being given to Whittle. He eventually realised that he had been wrong, and began his own engine development,
contributing valuable design improvements, but the costs of his earlier opposition were considerable.
There were two mills on the River Avon in Rugby as early as the 16th century and successors ground corn in
the 19th century; Brownsover Mill was furthest upstream, and operated until c1910. A fire destroyed any
remaining buildings in 1950, but apparently a mill pond and a lade are still visible. Downstream, Avon Mill was
recorded in the Domesday survey, and a successor continued as an active corn mill until 1928. It is now a public
house (called Avon Mill), but most if not all of the older buildings have gone. I have not visited Rugby very often,
so may have missed features worthy of mention, but my impression has been that it is a fairly unmemorable
place and not amongst the most photogenic of English towns, so I shall move on to look briefly at the first
substantial tributary of the River Avon, the afore-mentioned River Swift, which enters the right bank near the
centre of the town.
Before the last Ice-Age, the River Avon
probably turned north here, heading towards
the River Trent, but that and other river
courses were blocked by the moraine left by
the retreating ice-cap, leading to the
formation of Lake Harrison covering most of
Warwickshire, from which water eventually
broke

through

south-westwards,

and

created the present course of the river. The
source of the River Swift seems to be a pond
on the southern edge of Bruntingthorpe
Airfield, 6½km north-east of Lutterworth, in
Leicestershire. The airfield, shown as it is
now in the Google view, which looks
northwards, began life as an RAF training
establishment in 1942, and early jets like the
Gloucester Meteor were tested there, after the conclusion of the 2 nd World War. The airfield was disused for a
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decade before being transferred to the United States Air Force in 1957, in preparation for which, runways and
other facilities had been enhanced. Bombers and reconnaissance aircraft were stationed there for 5 years, after
which it was returned to the Ministry of Defence. It was sold in 1973, and since then has had four main roles,
namely, testing of high performance cars, storage of new cars prior to their being dispatched to retailers, holding
car auctions, and providing stands for preserved aircraft, which flew during the Cold War years from 1947 to
1991, and providing accommodation for organisations, which renovate and display them. However, the owners
of the site decided recently that more car storage was required, and the collection of 35 iconic aircraft has been
dispersed amongst other sites. The Google view, was photographed earlier, and shows the aircraft stands, the
runway, and the array of parked cars; the source of the River Swift is below the bottom of the field of view.
At the west end of the runway is the 1000
year old village of Gilmorton which has
several hundred inhabitants. An earth and
timber, motte and bailey castle was built
there by Robert of Vessey in the late 11th
century. Little more is known of its history,
and it is not thought to have been occupied
for

long.

surviving

The
motte

photograph
of

shows

diameter

the

c25m,

surrounded by a water-filled ditch; the
church behind it is a 19th century rebuild. During the 19th century there was a tower windmill in the village; it
became derelict and the machinery disappeared, after it was severely damaged by a storm in 1910, but it has
been reduced in height and renovated as a house.
The River Swift flows generally southwest, through a patchwork of fields, pasture and arable, passing small
villages near each bank. Then, it passes under the M1 Motorway, and swings round the south of Lutterworth, a
town with a population of c9000. Lutterworth was mentioned in the Domesday Book of 1086 and the town was
granted its Market Charter in 1214 by King John and still holds a market. As might be guessed from its proximity
to the M1, it was on a main road to London, from the north, and old coaching inns dating back to the era of
stage-coaches still occupy sites on the main street. The church of St. Mary was built in the late 13th century and
John Wycliffe was Rector of Lutterworth from 1374 until his death in 1384.
The would-be church reformer was probably born near Richmond in Yorkshire in the mid-1320s but spent much
of his life after the 1340s until 1374, in Oxford, where for a short time he was Master of Balliol College. His
doctrines, expressed in many tracts, were unorthodox, and many see him as anticipating Protestantism; he
believed in predestination, and that the bible rather than the Church’s teaching was the true source of religious
knowledge, while he was sceptical about transubstantiation. He was scathing about the wealth of abbeys and
other religious institutions, so inevitably he had troubled relations with the Church authorities, who summoned
him for questioning a number of times; it is probable that only powerful protectors like John of Gaunt, Duke of
Lancaster saved him from imprisonment or worse. He had a large role in producing the first English language
Bible in 1382; some experts think that he translated much of the New Testament. He died in Lutterworth after
suffering a stroke during Mass, and eventually, the Church took its revenge; he was declared a heretic in 1415,
and in 1428, 43 years after his death, Pope Martin V had his body exhumed. The remains were then burnt, and
11

the ashes were thrown into the nearby River Swift.
Spittle Mills, on the River Swift to the south of Lutterworth, are shown on 19th century maps; according to the
website, lutterworthhistory.co.uk there were 2 mills, side by side, a windmill and a malt mill. A water mill was still
operating in 1890, but the 18th and 19th century buildings were demolished by 1980. Excavations have been
carried out, and traces of a mill pond and lade have been found; they may have supplied a mill on the site, which
was documented in the 16th century. Lutterworth Golf Course is nearby, and the River Swift wanders through in
such a fashion that it must frequently receive errant golf shots. Lodge Mill was c3km downstream, and a
watermill on the site is first mentioned in 1273, and again in 1589. It is said to have been demolished in 1760.
Returning briefly to Lutterworth, there is little
to single it out from towns of similar size;
there is a broad main street at its centre with
plenty of shops, and there are enough trees
elsewhere to give it a pleasant ambience. I
mentioned earlier that much of Frank
Whittle’s development work on jet engines
between 1936 and 1943 was done in
Lutterworth, and there are a number of
commemorations; the stand-out replica of a
Gloster E.28/39 aeroplane at a roundabout
in the town, is shown.
Mr Roy’s photograph shows the small River
Swift near Lutterworth, from where it flows
south westwards. Beside the site of Lodge
Mill, at Bransford Bridge, it passes under the
A5, and enters Warwickshire, and after
flowing a further 1½km arrives at the site of
Cesters Over corn mill. This was another
Domesday mill, recorded also in 1545. A
successor from the early 19th century
operated until the early 20th century. It had
an overshot waterwheel of diameter 3m, but
in order to supply water at that height the
lade had to be taken from 2km upstream,
such is the low rate of fall of the River Swift;
traces of the lade but no buildings remain. The river turns south and surprisingly given its small size, a feeder
for a disused branch of the Oxford Canal was taken off here. The river continues through the mainly industrial
sector of north Rugby to join the River Avon, ending there its 23km course.
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2. The Warwickshire Middle Reaches and Major Tributaries
Emerging from the western suburbs of Rugby, the River Avon sweeps through 2 tight bends to arrive at the site
of another Domesday watermill, Thurn mill. Later, on the site there was a corn mill and a fulling mill owned by
the monks of Pipewell Abbey, which is far to the east in Northamptonshire, but there are no visible remains.
Little Lawford mill, beyond another tight bend, also existed in the 11th century, and was later owned by the
monks of Pipewell, until the Reformation. A successor operated from the 19th century through to the 1920s,
when the 3m diameter water wheel was removed as an obstruction to flow. However the rest of the machinery
has been retained in a house conversion, and a rather stunning room containing it, appeared in Frank Knight
house sale literature. I presented a photograph in a previous posting but seemingly misinterpreted the lay-out
of the watermill. For fear of repeating the error, I have removed the photograph.
Another tight bend brings the river to King’s
Newnham on the right bank; it is a muchdepopulated village, where the surviving 16th
century tower of a demolished 12th century
church makes an interesting landmark, as
shown in the photograph. In the 19th century
a burial vault was discovered nearby
containing 17th century coffins, in one of
which was an unidentified headless corpse;
perhaps the missing head of an executed
miscreant had been impaled above a nearby
town gateway. Suggestions as to his identity
can be found on the useful website,
https://www.ourwarwickshire.org.uk/, but none is convincing. The vault was resealed and reburied. There was
a watermill in the village, which seems to have ground corn until the 1920s, but it has been demolished and only
traces are left now. The river straightens out at this point and arrives at Bretford Bridge which carries the modern
road following the line of the Roman Fosse Way, which ran from Exeter to Lincoln.
A bridge is shown here on Saxton’s map of
1575; surprisingly, some experts ascribe the
bridge, to an 18th century rebuild, in spite of
the fact that four out of its five arches are
pointed (Gothic), with the northern-most
segmental. Doubtless, the sandstone ashlar
facings, upstream and downstream, are
sensibly attributed to that period. However,
viewed at river level, which is only easily done from downstream, it can be seen, just, in the photograph that
Bretford Bridge has been widened at that face, perhaps by 0.6m, and that the pointed shapes of most of the
arches, which may span c5m, have been preserved. The upstream face of the bridge looks similar, so the bridge
was probably widened at each face. The current width is c4m, so symmetrical widening would imply that the
bridge had been c2.8m wide, another pointer towards considerable age. On the basis of my own observations,
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I think that an original Bretford Bridge visible in 4 of the soffits, (the underside of the arches) is medieval (the
Listing suggests the 13th century), and that it was encased in an 18th century structure to increase the width; at
this time an additional arch was probably added, because the river had either shifted or widened. Finally, it is
worth noting that the ‘3-part’ structure is held together by numerous steel tie-rods..
From the bridge at Bretford, the river flows
3km to reach Wolston Bridge, dating to the
18th century but repaired and modified; it
connects two villages, Wolston on the left
bank, and Brandon on the right bank. At this
point the river elevation is 70m, so it has
dropped just over 100m in its journey from
the source. The church of St. Margaret in
Wolston, shown in the old photograph, had its beginnings in the 11th century. It is large and cruciform; the
crossing dates to the 12th century, and most of the rest of the building to the next 2 centuries, though there have
been more modern additions and refurbishments. In c1090 the church was given, along with some land, to St.
Pierre-sur-Dives Benedictine Abbey in Normandy, which then established a Benedictine priory cell in the village,
to manage the property and provide a priest to the church. There were probably never more than 3 monks
residing in the priory, but the income, sent to Normandy, was substantial for such an establishment. When
relations with France deteriorated in the late 13th century, English kings stopped the money transfer, and in
1378, Wolston Priory and its property were impounded by the king and sold to the Carthusian Abbey in Coventry.
At the Dissolution, the Priory Cell was suppressed, and its buildings and property sold into secular hands.
The precinct would not have conformed to
norms for the lay-outs of abbeys and
priories; there would have been no other
church, but other buildings to house monks
and secular staff, and barns to hold farm
produce would have been on the site. A
house for the rector of the church was built
in the 14th century, and remnants, can be
seen in the building now known as ‘the
Priory’, shown in the photograph. It housed
a printing press in the late 16th century on which anonymous tracts criticising church organisation were
published; Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford is considered to be a likely author, perhaps a more credible
attribution than works of Shakespeare. The building’s slightly mundane modern use is as rentable office space.
Before crossing the river to the right bank, to reach the village of Brandon, it is worth trying to resolve confusion
about watermills. It has been suggested that a watermill in Brandon was named Wolston Mill, but this seems
unlikely, as there are mill remains on the Wolston bank. A Domesday Book mention is followed by other records
in the medieval and early modern eras, but the few remains visible now, probably relate to a 19th century
watermill, which closed in the 1950s. Today, the two villages, of which Wolston is much the largest, have a
population of 2500 people, who live mainly in 20th century houses. Facilities are limited; there are a few shops,
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a post office and a public house, but there is
no school and the station on the London and
North Western line which had opened in
1838, closed in the 1960s. The earthworks,
shown in the arial view looking west, are all
that remains of Brandon Castle which was
first erected in the 12th century, then greatly
strengthened by Nicholas de Verdon in the
early 13th century. He built the rectangular
stone keep, remnants of which have been excavated, on the central tree-covered mound; it had dimensions,16.8
X 12.6m, and walls 4.5m thick. The castle was largely destroyed in 1266 during the 2nd Barons War, though
parts may have been occupied until the early 14th century. The River Avon is on the left.
Moving through another bend, the river arrives at the site of Brandon Silk mill on the right bank. Marked as a
paper mill on a map of 1725, it was converted to spin silk in the 1820s, though it is not clear for how long it
continued in that role, and operations had ceased by 1900. After another bend, the river passes Brandon Marsh
Nature Reserve, an 80ha Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) developed from the remains of an old sand
and gravel quarry and consisting of several lakes and wetlands, with nature trails and bird hides. Ryton Mill was
just downstream, on the site of another Domesday mill; there seems to have been a fulling mill, which
conditioning cloth, here in the 17th century, but in the 19th century, a corn mill, which operated into the 20th
century before being destroyed by fire, is recorded.
Ryton on Dunsmore is a village near the left bank, with a population of c2000, best known for its car
manufacturing plant. Rootes Group opened a factory to make aeroplanes in 1940, and after the war ended,
they made Hillmans, (the car my father swore by in the 1950s and 1960s), Humbers, and Sunbeam Talbots for
about quarter of a century. My father bought a new car every year, because his job required him to travel the
length and breadth of Scotland. The car was forever in the garage, not because of problems but because
services were stipulated, at what would now seem incredibly small mileage intervals. In truth, he rarely had
breakdowns or lesser problems, but he must have been lucky. The company experienced the problems, which
were to destroy British-owned mass production of cars, including bad management, strike-happy unions, poor
designs and shoddy workmanship, and fell into the hands of the American Chrysler Group in 1967. In turn, they
struggled in the late 1970s, and essentially gave the plant to the French Peugeot company, which ran it fairly
successfully until 2006, when it closed, a victim mainly of Peugeot’s desire to reduce the number of their
production sites; the plant was demolished in 2007, and the site is now a haulage distribution centre.
The River Avon is very close to the south-eastern outskirts of the city of Coventry, when it reaches Ryton Bridge,
now a modern structure, but on the site of a bridge which stood in the 16 th century; here the river loops south,
flowing along the county boundary between Warwickshire and West Midlands, for a short distance. I shall say
a little about Coventry, when I track the River Sowe, which joins the right bank of the River Avon further
downstream. At the end of this southern reach, Ryton Country Park is near the left bank. The 40ha site was
used for landfill after 1965, but in 1992 its reclamation began, as the site was built up with earth, and pools and
wooded areas were created. I was slightly taken aback to read that methane is collected from rotting rubbish,
and used to generate power, but no doubt ways of reconciling disparate activities have been found. The River
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Avon flows west from there to the site of another Domesday watermill, Bubbenhall. It was owned by the monks
of Kenilworth in the medieval period, and its latter-day manifestation as a corn mill began in the 17th century,
and lasted until the 1950s, when it was demolished, though the drive machinery has been installed elsewhere.
The river moves on to pass under Cloud Bridge, which was built in the early 19 th century, with 3 segmental
arches, then swings south west and arrives at the bypass bridge carrying the B4113 where the splendid Stare
Bridge can be seen just to its west. The fabric is coursed red sandstone rubble and it dates probably to the 15th
century, having changed little since then; the bridge is marked on Saxton’s 1575 map. It is made up of 9 arches
following a gentle curve, and carries a track 3m wide between the parapets; its total length is 72m. 5 arches at
the southern end are pointed, with arch rings in two orders; the next two arches are segmental, and the remaining
two are pointed, all with similarly designed arch rings. The soffits are smooth. In the photograph the 3 arches
which actually cross the river each span 4m; Stare Bridge is without doubt the finest old bridge crossing the
River Avon, and I am afraid the photograph, and others on the internet, do it less than full justice.

The river flow rate is measured here, and the
mean value is 33000 gallons per minute.
Another twist takes the river northwards to
loop

round

Stoneleigh

Abbey.

The

monastery had its origins in a hermitage at
Radmore, 5km east of Cannock. The monks
decided

to

join

the

Cistercian

order,

attaching themselves to Bordesley Abbey.
However, depredations by foresters from
nearby hunting grounds forced them to
move, and an abbey was founded at Stoneleigh in 1156, with an abbot and 12 monks. Their precinct had a
conventional Cistercian layout, with the abbey church to the north, an east range containing chapter house and
dormitory, a south range containing the refectory and kitchen, and a west range housing the lay-brothers; all
were set around a claustral square. There was also a detached gatehouse, and guest house. The abbey was
suppressed in 1536, and granted to the Duke of Suffolk, but soon passed to the Leigh family, who are still the
owners. They built a mansion, retaining the form of the claustral buildings, with the courtyard, but knocked down
most of the abbey church. In the ensuing years there have been major rebuilds, so I am unclear as to how much
of the abbey is still visible. However, the gatehouse and guest house retain their 14th century features; the former
has changed little since the above photograph was taken a century ago. The estate, which includes gardens
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designed by Humphrey Repton in the early 19th century, and some of the main house, are open to the public.
The estate park now houses an exhibition centre with a focus on agriculture.
……………………….
At the northern crown of this bend of the
river, the River Sowe enters at the right bank.
The location of the source of this stream is
not easy to determine, as it is formed by the
coming together of field ditches, but my
choice, is OS Grid Point SP 310 878, just to
the south of the village of Astley, a
settlement with less than 300 inhabitants,
but of considerable historical interest. Astley
Castle, which dominates the village, dates back to the 13th century, and was associated through its history with
a number of families, namely the Astleys, who first built it as a fortress, the Greys, later Marquises of Dorset,
and the Chamberlains, who converted it into a Tudor Mansion. Its earliest fortified manifestation had a moat,
curtain wall, gatehouse and towers, and part survives, on the left of the photograph of the southern aspect. Two
Queens of England are associated with the castle, namely Elizabeth Woodville, the somewhat disreputable
consort of King Edward IV, and mother of ‘the Princes in the Tower’ and Lady Jane Grey, the ‘9-day Queen’.
The former lived there, while married to Sir John Grey, her first husband; a son of that marriage became 1st
Marquis of Dorset, and Lady Jane Grey was his great-granddaughter. The building decayed rapidly into a
roofless ruin in the years after 1970. In recent years, the Landmark Trust has carried out an innovative project
whereby a dwelling of modern design has been built within the stabilised ruins; it is partially visible in the
photograph. This building has won prizes, rightly in my view, as the site has been brought back to life, while the
remains of the ancient building have been preserved. The access bridge is of interest; the castellated parapets
are of the 19th century, but the remainder of the structure may date to the 17th century, or even earlier.
Astley Collegiate Church of St. Mary is
viewed in the photograph taken from the
south-east. It is close to the castle, which
was owned by Sir Thomas de Astley, when
he founded a chantry in the Lady Chapel of
an existing parish church in 1338, for 4
priests, one of whom was the warden. By
1343, he had upgraded his foundation to a
collegiate church, and increased the number
of priests to 7, one now bearing the title of
dean, and also added a clerk. He then pulled
down the existing parish church and erected
a much larger, grander building. There
matters rested for two centuries, but the
college was suppressed in 1545, at which
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point its domestic buildings, to the north of the church, were demolished. The church was pillaged, losing its
roof, and some years later its tower collapsed wrecking most of the nave. In the early years of the 17th century,
the then owner of the castle rebuilt the church but to more modest proportions; he demolished the nave, the
aisles, and side chapels to the chancel, converting the latter into the nave, and building a new tower, and
chancel. Only the nave (the ex-chancel) survives in part from the 14th century, when the church was collegiate.
Blocked doorways can still be seen in the walls; they gave access to the aforementioned college buildings,
which would have included a hall, sleeping accommodation, and a kitchen. Within the church are tombs of the
first two Marquises of Dorset, the great-grandfather and grandfather of Lady Jane Grey.
The River Sowe sets off eastwards, from its
source and immediately passes another
historic stately home, near its left bank,
Arbury Hall, built on the site of Arbury Priory.
The monastery began life in c1154 adhering
to the Arrouasian Order, but in 1235 an
enquiry found that the priors had been
leading

dissolute

lives,

so

the

Pope

transferred the priory to the Augustinian
order, and canons were brought from other
Augustinian establishments. Thereafter little more was heard of Arbury until it was suppressed in 1536, when a
prior and 6 canons were expelled. Arbury was granted to Charles Brandon, 1st Duke of Suffolk, a favourite of
King Henry VIII, but after his death in 1545, neither of his sons, who became 2nd and 3rd Dukes, survived
childhood. A daughter, Frances, married the 3rd Marquis of Dorset, owner of Astley Castle, and he was created
Duke of Suffolk. However, his involvement in the attempt to place his daughter, Lady Jane Grey on the throne,
led to his execution in 1554. Frances Grey retained the Arbury property, but soon it was sold by a descendant
to Sir Edmund Anderson, Chief Justice of the Common Pleas. He demolished the priory and used the materials
to build Arbury Hall, which thereafter passed by marriage to the Newdegate family who hold it to this day, and
were responsible for a mock Gothic make-over of the hall in the 18th century. The photograph is of the south
front of the mansion, which is open to the public, though I have never visited.
Coal was discovered on the estate in c1700, and the then Newdegate owner dug out a few short waterways, to
help move coal away from pitheads. His descendent, Sir Roger Newdegate incorporated the waterways in a
9km long canal system between 1764 and 1795. The system was linked to the Coventry Canal, which passed
east of the estate; there were 13 locks, which lifted the waterway by 28m to allow the junction. The system
mainly transported coal, but was also utilised to move other goods, and pleasure boats took members of the
public round the estate. There are other examples of landowners building canals to carry coal from mines on
their estates, following the lead of the Duke of Bridgewater, but the waterway system at Arbury was unusually
extensive. Most of the canals fell into disuse in the early 19th century, though one stretch was passable well into
the 20th century. For the most part they have been filled in, and are now a walkway. I am aware of a few
watermills which were supplied with water from canal overflows, and two of them were fed from the Arbury
Canals, namely Arbury Old mill, and Bedworth Silk Mill. The main significance of the former watermill lies in its
association with the renowned Victorian authoress Mary Ann Evans, better known as George Eliot.
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Evans was born in 1819, a daughter of the
manager of the Arbury Estate, and lived her
early life in houses there. She was formally
educated up to the age of 16, not the norm
for women at that time, but thereafter, she
was largely self-educated to a high level.
She soon became successful as an essayist,
with

a

radical

viewpoint,

editing

the

Westminster Review for a period around
1850. A turning point of her life was a
decision to live with George Henry Lewes, a married philosopher and critic, which scandalised Victorian Society.
She continued to produce essays, translations and poetry, and then in 1859, her first novel Adam Bede, under
the name of George Eliot, chosen for reasons which are not clear. Her next novel was the Mill on the Floss, in
which a watermill central to the story was clearly based on Arbury Old Mill, shown above, and had
autobiographical undertones. She produced 5 more novels before her death in 1880, including Middlemarch,
which most would account her masterpiece. I have read four of her novels, and none was an easy read, they
are realistic, downbeat portrayals of lives, at the lower end of society for the most part, though Middlemarch
took a broader, though still pessimistic, view. The books have endured, and she stands alongside Thackeray,
Dickens and Trollope in the pantheon of English novelists of the Victorian age.

Another watermill, powered by water taken by way of a lade from the Arbury Canals, has been referred to as
Bedworth Silk Mill, and is shown above in the widely reproduced drawing, which was commissioned in c1800,
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by the Newdegate family, owners of the watermill. The mill opened as a worsted (woollen) mill in c1790, but
was converted to the manufacture of silk, a few decades later. I don’t propose to go into detail about the
operations, but will draw attention to the waterwheel of diameter 5.4m at the bottom centre, later replaced by a
wheel of diameter 11.4m, and to the vertical shafts, which transmit power to the machines on each floor.
Apparently, children are portrayed working there, which was the norm at that time, before governments began
to legislate against the practice, under pressure from Sir Robert Peel senior, and Lord Shaftesbury.
The River Sowe has covered 5km as it
enters the north-west of Bedworth, which
has a population of 30000. For long a small
market town, recorded as early as the AngloSaxon age, it changed dramatically in the
18th century, when coal-mining and textile
manufacture led to rapid expansion. On
leaving the town, which has almost been
swallowed up by Coventry, the river enters
the eastern side of the city proper. Here, the
River Sowe, best described as a brook, and
the dense foliage on its banks are shown in
the photograph,. They create something of a
green artery as the stream wanders through
the built-up area, with a walkway alongside.
I will not attempt any sort of full account of Coventry in this document, for that readers should turn to official
guides. I will focus on sites in the immediate neighbourhood of the River Sowe, but start with a paragraph on
the city’s history.
The Romans founded a settlement in
Baginton, on the southern edge of the city,
next to the River Sowe. Another settlement
grew up near to a Saxon nunnery, founded
in c700 by St Osburga, which was destroyed
by Danish invaders. Earl Leofric of Mercia
and his wife Lady Godiva built a Benedictine
monastery on the remains of the nunnery in
1043. In time, a market was established at
the abbey gates, the associated settlement
expanded, and became the precursor of the
city. The legend of Lady Godiva’s naked ride through the town to persuade her husband to defray taxes, is most
likely fictional; it was first recorded two centuries after the supposed event, and in the mid-11th century, there
probably wasn’t a town for her to ride through, only some scattered wooden huts. There was a castle, but not
for long, since it was built in the early 12th century, and demolished before 1200. Coventry has an iconic modern
cathedral, standing beside the stark bombed-out ruins of its predecessor, as in the photograph, and there are
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many other interesting old buildings for any tourist to visit. By the 14th century, Coventry was an important centre
of the cloth trade, especially blue cloth dyed with woad and known as Coventry blue. Throughout the Middle
Ages, it was one of the largest and most important cities in England, having been granted a charter in 1345. In
more modern times, clocks, bicycles, and motor cars have been amongst the manufacturing specialities, on
which Coventry has based its growth to the present population of 389000, the 8th largest in England.
Still in and around Coventry, but focusing on
the River Sowe, Foleshill Watermill seems to
have been powered by the river in the 14th
century, and its successor dates from the
18th century, and may have ground corn until
c1900.

Moving

downstream,

Henley

Watermill also operated in the 14th century,
but its successor did not see out the 19th
century. Next came Sowe Watermill, another
Domesday mill with a 19th century successor
which operated just into the 20th century. A
little further downstream, Binley Watermill also appears in the Domesday survey and had a 19th century
successor demolished, some time ago. Beyond the city boundary 3km to the north-east of the site of this mill is
Coombe Abbey, now a fairly luxurious hotel, set in grounds extending over 200 ha, which received attention
from Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown in the years after 1771. The hotel, shown in the photograph, occupies the site
of a Cistercian Monastery founded in 1150 as a daughter house of Waverley Abbey, with a complement of the
abbot and 12 monks, together with many more lay brothers and servants. It was suppressed in 1539, passing
into the hands of the Earl of Warwick, and then to the Harrington family, by whom it was converted into a
mansion in the later 16th century. The abbey church was demolished and the claustral ranges were largely
rebuilt.
King James I & VI sent his daughter, Elizabeth, then 7 years old, but after marriage famous as the ‘Winter
Queen of Bohemia’, to live at Combe Abbey mansion in 1603. Knowing this, the organisers of the Gunpowder
Plot intended, after blowing up the King and his sons, to capture her and make her Queen of a Roman Catholic
state. However, the Harrington owner got wind of the plot, sent the King’s daughter into Coventry for her
protection, and as everyone knows, the plot collapsed in 1605, when Guy Fawkes was betrayed and
apprehended in the basement of Parliament, with barrels of gunpowder. Thereafter, the property passed to the
Craven family and was much altered, especially in the later 19th century. In 1964, the mansion and the estate
was purchased by Coventry city corporation. The only substantial survival of the medieval abbey is the inner
wall of the east range, with doors to the sacristy and chapter house, though excavations have revealed the
foundations of the church and claustral buildings.
After negotiating a number of tight bends, the River Sowe receives its own main tributary at its right bank, the
River Sherbourne, only 13km long, but really Coventry’s river, in so far as it flows through the centre of the city.
Nowadays, much of it is hidden in culverts, and for that reason, I shall not explore it further, though I note the
fact that it powered a number of watermills in the 19th century, and earlier; they are listed in the Appendix.
Immediately downstream from that confluence, there was another Domesday cornmill, Baginton Mill; a watermill
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is also recorded in the 16th century, and the
19th century successor operated until the
1920s. The mill buildings were converted
into a private residence and then became
the Old Mill Hotel, where the 5.5m diameter
undershot waterwheel is said to rotate still,
in view of a restaurant, though I have seen
no confirmatory photograph. A fulling mill,
further downstream operated in the 17th
century, but had closed by 1820, leaving few
traces. Baginton is on the left bank of the
river, and at first sight is a

conventional

suburban village, but there are objects of
interest. The Baginton Oak, shown in the
photograph is said to be 350 years old.
There was a 14th century courtyard castle
between the village and the River Sowe, but the scanty remains are now largely hidden, in a wood.
A fortification of much greater age was Lunt Roman Fort built around 60 AD to act as a supply depot and
headquarters for a legion during the campaign against Queen Boudica. It was occupied from 60 AD to 79 AD
by a cavalry cohort, when its defences were strengthened and a gyrus, which was a circular enclosure of
diameter 32m surrounded by a wooden stockade, used for exercising and training horses, was built.
Considerable reorganisation of the buildings inside the fort was necessary, and the outer wall had to be curved
outwards to accommodate the gyrus, and as a result the fort had a shape unlike any other, known in the Roman
Empire. After 260 AD, it was recommissioned as a temporary fort slightly larger than its predecessor. The site
was identified when large quantities of Roman pottery were found in the 1930s. During the 1970s, some features
of the fort were reconstructed upon the original foundations, including a section of the wall, a gateway modelled
on images on Trajan's column, one of three original granaries and the gyrus. In 2001 evidence of post-Roman,
Saxon settlement was unearthed, on the site, which is open to the public. Coventry Airport is immediately to the
east of Baginton. A civil airport was opened in 1936, which became a fighter station, RAF Baginton, early in the
2nd World War and remained such a base throughout the war. It reopened as a civil airport immediately
thereafter, but although some scheduled services operated from the airport along with chartered tourist flights,
it has been very much in the shadow of Birmingham Airport, the 2 nd largest in England, apart from the London
airports, in terms of passenger throughput. Coventry Airport has had several owners, and has been on the brink
of closure a few times, and that is the situation as I write.
A short distance downstream, the River Sowe receives a substantial right bank tributary, the Finham Brook.
The source is at Burton Green, 3½km north of Kenilworth, and it flows through cultivated fields to reach the said
town, which is of course dominated by its great castle. Kenilworth Castle was founded in the 1120s around a
powerful Norman great tower, by the de Clinton family, but was taken over by King Henry II in 1173. The castle
was significantly enlarged by King John at the beginning of the 13th century, and extensive water defences were
created by damming the Finham Brook; the resulting fortifications withstood assaults by land and water in 1266,
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when, held for Simon de Montford in the 2nd Barons War. It was besieged by royal forces for more than 6 months
before an honourable surrender was negotiated. John of Gaunt spent lavishly in the late 14th century, turning
the medieval castle into a palace as much as a fortress, designed in the latest perpendicular style. The
Elizabethan Earl of Leicester then expanded the castle once again, constructing new Tudor buildings,
emphasising the palatial aspect. Kenilworth Castle was not contested during the Civil War but was sleighted by
Parliamentary forces in 1649, so that only two of its buildings remain habitable today; at the same time the
surrounding lake was drained. The castle became a tourist destination from the 18th century onwards, not least
because of Sir Walter Scott's novel Kenilworth. English Heritage has managed the castle since 1984. There is
neither space here nor need, given the quantity and quality of information available in guide books and
architectural monographs, to describe in detail the buildings of Kenilworth Castle. The photograph, looking west
takes in, from left to right the 16th century Leicester building, Gaunt's 14th century Oriel tower and great hall, and
Clinton's 12th century great keep.

Beside the castle, the Finham Brook is joined at its left bank by the Inchford Brook, which flows south then east
for 9km to reach that the junction; the latter carries more water and is longer. The tributary powered a 19th
century watermill at Haseley, which had a Domesday precursor, and stood until 1977; now only the outline of
the millpond remains.
The ruins of Kenilworth Abbey of St. Mary
are on the right bank, a short distance
downstream. A house of Augustinian canons
was founded as a Priory in 1119 by Geoffrey
de Clinton, the builder of the castle; it was
raised to the status of Abbey in 1447. It was
intended for 26 canons, but records show
that c16 was the normal complement; its
income in the 1530s was £538, worth
£330000 now in purchasing power, but an
order of magnitude more as a relative
income. Its abbey church was twice as long as that of the large parish church of St. Nicholas. The abbey was
suppressed in 1538, and mostly demolished, with the exceptions of a 14th century gatehouse, shown above,
and a domestic building dating to around the same time and called ‘Abbey Barn’. Otherwise there are footings
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and low walls of the abbey church, and the plan of the buried claustral buildings has been recovered by
excavation. The abbey had 2 mills in the medieval period, grinding corn, and a 19 th century mill, Kenilworth
watermill, powered by the Finham Brook, stood on the site of one of them, until it was demolished in the 1960s.
There is an intact old church in Kenilworth; St. Nicholas parish church was most likely founded in the late 13 th
century, comprising a red sandstone chancel and a nave. Aisles were added in the 14 th century, as was the
tower and spire, and the old part of the building mixes Decorated and Perpendicular styles. When the nearby
abbey was suppressed and demolished, some artefacts were rescued and fitted into the parish church, including
a Norman doorway, now found in the west tower. Since then, there have been alterations and refurbishments,
but the building has retained the main features of the medieval church. Kenilworth has a population of 22000,
and is a commuter town for the large population hubs near to it, but its streets preserve the ambience of a
medieval market town, being relatively narrow and lined with a variety of buildings, many pre-20th century.
Kenilworth railway station opened in 1844, but it was closed in 1965; however services to the town restarted in
2018. Leaving the town eastwards, Finham Brook flows towards its junction with the River Sowe, passing the
site of Pipes Mill which operated in the 19th century, but long ago was converted into a residence. Taken from
the source of its longer tributary, the Inchford Brook, Finham Brook is 24km long.
Stoneleigh village on the right bank of the
River Sowe is said to have a population of
3500, though, it appears smaller. I visited a
couple of times to look at Stoneleigh Bridge;
it carries the B4113 over the River Sowe.
The bridge is medieval in origin, but was
widened on the downstream, south face by
John Rennie in the early 19th century.
Unfortunately, a metal walkway has been attached to the medieval north face, resting on the cutwaters, so only
close-up views are possible there. The bridge has 8 arches, though because of intervening foliage it is difficult
to see, more than 3 at a time, from the south, as in the photograph. Rennie’s extension did not adhere to the
design of the existing bridge, because he built arches shallower and of greater span, between narrower piers.
The roadway width is 5.4m, but was originally 3.7m. There are few clues in what can be seen directly of the
‘medieval’ face, as to its age, and I have found little documentary evidence, but viewing the arch forms through
Rennie’s arches, they appear to be 3-centred which would most likely date them to c1500; this assessment
receives some backing from the bridge’s appearance on Saxton’s 1575 map.
The church of St. Mary in the village dates from the early 12 th century, though changes were made in the 14 th
century, and it was heavily restored in the 19 th century. Surviving Norman features include a doorway, the
chancel arch, and stonework in the tower. However, it was the extraordinary tomb of Alice, Duchess Dudley,
dating to the 17th century, which caught my eye when I peeped inside the church, because her story is very
strange. She was born Alice Leigh at Stoneleigh Abbey in 1579, and in 1595, married the illegitimate son of
Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, the long-time close associate of Queen Elizabeth I; her husband was also a
Robert Dudley, and they had 7 daughters in the next decade. He is best described as an adventurer and
explorer, for whom the said Queen always had a ‘soft spot’, and he was knighted for his service during an
English attack on Cadiz. In the early years of the reign of King James VI and I, Dudley attempted to prove his
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legitimacy, which would have entitled him
to succeed to the Earldom of Leicester,
the Earldom of Warwick, and possibly if
he had then overturned his grandfather’s
attainder,

to

the

Dukedom

of

Northumberland, a panoply of high titles.
His response to failure at the first hurdle
was to desert his wife, convert to Roman
Catholicism, repudiate his marriage,
marry his mistress and take up residence
in Italy for the rest of his life, eventually
persuading the Holy Roman Emperor to
make him an Imperial Duke. King James
stripped him of some of his English
estates and gave them to his wife. King
Charles I, who thought that Dudley
should have been legitimised, and that
his wife had borne the brunt of the
consequences

of

the

mistake,

compensated her, by making her a
Duchess for life in 1644, though he
stopped

short

Northumberland

of
title

conferring
on

her.

the
The

Duchess Dudley enjoyed her new estate
until she died, with her title, at the age of
90. So the two estranged marriage
partners had been made Duke and
Duchess in different jurisdictions, surely a unique outcome. The aforementioned tomb is shown above, and
certainly allows no mistake about the superior status of the Duchess, the upper figure, to her daughter, also
Alice whose effigy is at a much lower level.
With that tale, I leave Stoneleigh, a village of
many

large,

red-brick

houses,

some

thatched, and follow the River Sowe a few
hundred metres to its confluence with the
Rive Avon, shown in the Google view. It
looks as if the River Avon joins the River
Sowe and the flow rate of the latter is 41000
gallons per minute, 25% greater than for the
River Avon, measured at Stare Bridge, a
kilometre upstream. Apparently, the Sowe
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water, charged with city effluent of many types once discoloured and polluted the clean Avon water, though
things are better now. However, the conventional view cannot be overturned, nor would it really be justified,
because the River Avon has flowed for c55km to get to the confluence, while the River Sowe is only 19km long.
……………………
The River Avon swings south and even slightly east of south as it rounds the west edge of the Stoneleigh estate,
then turns west, beginning a southward loop at 18th century Chesford Bridge before yet another loop brings it to
Warwick on the right bank and Royal Leamington Spa on the left bank. Prior to reaching Warwick, the river flows
past two sites of historical interest on the right bank. Gaveston’s Cross marks the spot where Piers Gaveston,
Earl of Cornwall, favourite and maybe lover of King Edward II was murdered by rebel barons in 1312. A little
further downstream is Guy's Cliffe, where a legendary hero, Guy of Warwick is supposed to have retired to a
hermitage in a cave. The legend led to the founding of a chantry there in 1423, the Chapel of St Mary Magdalene
and stables and storehouses, which were gouged out of the cliff, survive. After the Dissolution of the Monasteries
the site passed into private hands, and owners in the 18th century built a mansion, on the bank above the river,
but it fell into disrepair in the 2nd half of the 20th century, a process accelerated when it was set on fire while
being used as a film set. There were a number of watermills along this stretch, as can be seen in the Appendix.
I highlight one; Rock watermill, which is on the site of a Domesday mill called Milverton; the present brick building
was opened as a cotton mill in 1792 but by1830, corn was being ground, with power supplied by 2 waterwheels
and a steam engine. The mill remained in operation until the mid-20th century; the buildings including the miller’s
house now provide housing.
Warwick is a market town of great interest,
with a history beginning as a Saxon burh in
the early 10th century. I have stayed there
and

enjoyed

frequently,

but

wandering
it

is

around,

well

quite

served

by

guidebooks and articles available on the
internet, so I shall confine myself to
commenting briefly about two iconic sites
beside the river. Enough remains of Warwick
Old Castle Bridge to give an idea of what was
once an impressive structure. It crossed the
River Avon below the castle, as shown in the
old print. The remnants are well seen from
the Mill Garden at the end of Mill Street on the
north bank of the river. It is possible that the
medieval bridge with 12 or 13 arches,
including those on approach causeways
dates from the early-13th century, and it certainly stood in the late-14th century. Thereafter, it seems to have
survived well enough into the 18th century, with 6 river arches, shown in the 1730s print. The old bridge became
redundant in the 1770s, when the present Castle Bridge was erected upstream, and a number of arches
collapsed in 1795. My photograph shows one arch, of span c5m, surviving near the north bank of the river, along
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with three nearer the south bank. The former is a puzzle, built of ashlar save for brick patching, it has three arch
rings, two chamfered in two orders, but viewed from downstream appears to be 4-centred. That shape suggests
a build-date of c1500, and not two or three centuries earlier. However, there is evidence of widening (by a factor
of two, from c2.5m to c5m) on the underside of that arch, and the arch shape looks different viewed from
upstream, so a much older bridge was probably widened downstream in c1500. Unfortunately, limitations in the
available viewing points, and the foliage clinging to the bridge remnants, make it impossible to be certain.

Turning now to Warwick Castle, it was founded by King William I (the conqueror) in 1068 as a motte-and-bailey
castle, to which he appointed as Constable, Henry de Beaumont, who later became the 1st Earl of Warwick. In
1173, the motte-and-bailey was replaced by a stone enclosure castle. The castle and the earldom remained
with the Beaumont family until 1267, when they passed to William de Beauchamp, who became 9th Earl of
Warwick, the first of 7 Beauchamp earls, who, over the next 180 years, were responsible for additions made to
strengthen the castle, including between 1330 and 1360, the north-east gatehouse, a barbican (a form of fortified
extended gateway), and Caesar's Tower and Guy's Tower on each side; the Watergate Tower also dates from
this period. Richard Neville, ‘the Kingmaker’, became Earl of Warwick through his wife's inheritance of the title
in 1449 and held the castle until he was killed, at the Battle of Barnet in 1471, after opportunistically switched to
the Lancastrian side. In the early 1480s, King Richard III, a son-in-law of Richard Neville, instigated the
construction of two gun towers, Bear and Clarence Towers. There followed a period of decay, until in the early
17th century, it was remodelled as a largely unfortified country house; then in 1642, the defences were restored,
and the castle, held for Parliament, fought off a Royalist assault. Perhaps surprisingly, the castle escaped
sleighting when the war was over. Since then its history has not really been of a castle but of a stately home.
In 1978, after 374 years of ownership by the Greville family, it was sold to the Tussauds Group for £1.3 million;
they opened it as a tourist attraction, after performing extensive restorations to the castle and grounds. The
view, part-obscured by trees is from the castle grounds on the left bank of the river.
After this cursory look at Warwick, I cross to the left bank of the river to Royal Leamington Spa, and firstly track
back to the source of the tributary for which it is named, the River Leam, which arises from a pool to the east of
a small village, Hellidon, in Northamptonshire. The OS Grid point is SP 519 582, at a height of c170m in low
27

ironstone hills; the source of the River Cherwell, which flows to the River Thames at Oxford, is just over 1km to
the south, the source of the River Nene is a short distance to the east. We are back at the watershed of central
England, not very far south of the source of the River Avon. For a kilometre or so the stream flows north to the
shrunken village of Catesby. A Cistercian Nunnery was founded there in c1175, and survived until it was
suppressed in 1536. The prioress was paid off but 9 nuns and 25 servants were evicted. The property was sold
to a family called Onley and they converted some of the buildings in the precinct into Catesby House, but it was
knocked down in 1863, so only earthworks show where the priory and later house stood.
Moving on, the River Leam flows north-west
to arrive at the disused Catesby viaduct,
which was opened in 1898 to carry the Great
Central Line, which once linked London and
Leicester. The last line to the north from
London, to be built, it was declared
superfluous by Dr. Beeching, and mostly
closed during the 1960s. About 1km south of
the viaduct, the railway entered the north
portal of Catesby Tunnel, which is 2.7km
long;

it was

built because the

local

landowner would not give passage through
his estate. In 1906, a broken rail caused the derailment of a south-bound express train in the tunnel, but disaster
was averted by the prompt action of the driver in warning the driver of a north-bound goods train, by means of
detonators and the engine whistle, so that no collision occurred. After the closure of the line there were various
proposals for its re-opening, which came to nothing, but the tunnel must have been kept in good repair. In 2017,
work began to convert most of its length into a unique full-scale test facility for motor vehicles, allowing full
control of the environment, and measurements of emissions. The tunnel’s new life was scheduled to begin in
2021, and the photograph featured in a publicity release.

The aforementioned viaduct is shown above, not least because it probably has resonance for me. About 35
years ago, I attended a management course in the locality, which included an ’outward bound’ element. The
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‘ordeal’ began with an abseil off Catesby Viaduct, which was undertaken by me, and I suspect others, purely
because of ‘peer pressure’. The 12-arched viaduct crosses the tree-lined River Leam, no more than a small
brook at this point, c20m below the track now carried over it.. Some honesty is required at this point, since
Catesby Viaduct was one of three viaducts on the Great Central Line, which were relatively near to each other;
Willoughby and Staverton Viaducts have been demolished, but one at least could still have been standing in
the 1980s. Fairly recently, I went back to look at Catesby Viaduct and saw nothing to suggest that it was not the
one I had descended from, but after over 30 years, I could not be certain, though since they were all of similar
height the experience would not have varied much. The remainder of the exercise took place in early March,
with a couple of inches of snow on the ground, in the area between Daventry and Leamington Spa, and I was
amazed to find such a rural, even wild, landscape so close to large towns and cities; small villages like Priors
Marston, Bishop’s Itchington, and Napton on the Hill with its prominent windmill, were amongst the few
settlements, none of which we were permitted to enter during the exercise. The Oxford Canal featured strongly,
though ice had to be broken, before canoes could be launched in the mornings. There were fewer of us on the
course than there should have been, so with that, and the weather, the tasks we were set were too demanding,
and things got worse when accidents on icy roads hospitalised two of our group. Not a happy experience.
The

River

Leam

continues

generally

northwards fairly close to the line of the
disused

railway,

passing

through

a

landscape which changes from mainly
pastoral to arable; it picks up the county
boundary between Warwickshire on the left
bank and Northamptonshire on the right
bank, after flowing for c1½km. Its course is a
few kilometres west of the town of Daventry,
but I shall not pause there, as it is in the River
Nene catchment, and instead continue to
Braunston near the right bank, which is c6km
from Catesby Viaduct. By all accounts, this may be the busiest canal junction in the country, as suggested by
the photograph, taken from the website of the Canal & River Trust; here the Oxford Canal meets the Grand
Union Canal, and it was no doubt even busier in the heyday of canals in the early 19th century, when Braunston
grew on the back of the resulting trade. The church in the village has been called the cathedral of the canals,
but that is surely a misnomer because it is a Victorian rebuild, but it did have predecessors on its prominent site.
Here, the River Leam swings westwards, into Warwickshire, leaving the county boundary behind.
The river passes just to the north of the village of Grandborough, and here was located the first watermill along
its course to have left traces, though there were others further upstream. It was a Domesday watermill, to which
there are later medieval references, and it had a 19th century successor which ground corn until 1920. The mill
buildings were converted into a dwelling, but parts of the water delivery system are still visible. The river winds
generally westwards past villages named Woolscott, Kites Hardwick, Leamington Hastings, once larger than
the spa town to which we head, and Birdingbury; all are pleasant and have their minor attractions but none
requires a pause in a historical journey. To the north of this stretch of the river is Draycote Reservoir, built in the
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late-1960s to supply Rugby, Coventry, and other population centres in the area. It extends over 240ha, and can
hold 5 billion gallons of water, all of which has to be pumped from the River Leam, Stanford Reservoir on the
upper River Avon, and Brownsover Reservoir, where the River Avon passes under the Oxford Canal, west of
Rugby. The reservoir has become an important leisure resource, and pursuits on and around the water include
sailing, angling, cycling, hiking, and watching the many birds which frequent the water and its surrounds.
Marton Bridge crosses the River Leam, at
the northern edge of Marton village. It carried
the A423, until it was bypassed in 2000.
Then, the bridge was restored to its form
prior to 1926 by removing the large upstream
concrete extension, which had widened it
from 4.5m to 13.5m. The old bridge, viewed
from downstream in the photograph, has 3
pointed (Gothic) arches, 2 crossing the river,
with spans of 4.3m with a later flood arch,
some distance to the west. The fabric was
coursed sandstone rubble, but newer parts
including parapets, and the abutments and surrounds to the flood arch are ashlar. The two river arches have
double chamfered arch rings, and smooth soffits, but the newer looking flood arch has one chamfered arch ring.
It is generally agreed that the bridge was built in 1414, as a successor to a wooden toll bridge.
A short distance west of the village, the River
Leam is joined by its main tributary, the River
Itchen, which follows a generally northwards
course of some 19km from a hamlet called
Wormleighton. The photograph shows the
gatehouse, which is the sole survival from
the manor house there, once occupied by
the Spencer family, whose fortune derived
from the wool trade. The property had been
bought at the beginning of the 16th century;
an estate at Althorp was purchased a decade later, and mansions were built on each property. The house at
Wormleighton was severely damaged by Royalist supporters during the Civil War, to prevent its use by
Parliamentarians, and from then onwards the Spencers lived at Althorp, in Northamptonshire, installing in the
house there some furnishings rescued from Wormleighton. Princess Diana was born and brought up at Althorp.
The 17th century gatehouse, with its tower, at Wormleighton has been converted into a residence.
The River Itchen flows under the Oxford Canal and then meanders past the village of Bishop’s Itchington, before
passing to the west of the attractive market town of Southam. Here it is joined by a small right bank tributary,
the River Stowe which flows through the town. The origins of Southam were as a Saxon manor; thereafter it
was in the hands of St. Mary’s Priory in Coventry, later, the first cathedral in that city. The parish church of St.
James was built rather piecemeal between the 14th and 16th centuries, but has Grade 1 Listing. In the medieval
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era, the town minted its own currency,
because local people found regular English
currency too high in value for everyday use.
During the Civil War, King Charles I used
Southam's mint to make new coins to pay his
troops. It was housed in the building, shown
in the photograph, which was built in the
early-16th century and is now the Old Mint
public house. Near the town, in the valley of
the River Stowe there was a medieval holy
well, which has recently been restored. A
Domesday water mill was recorded at
Southam, and a more recent corn mill was at
Stoney Thorpe, near the confluence of the Rivers Itchen and Stowe, and seems to have operated between the
18th and late 19th centuries, but is now in a ruinous condition. Southam today has a population of c7000, and
has the amenities expected of a town of that size, including numerous shops along the broad High Street, and
other contiguous streets. The buildings in the centre are varied and characterful, and there are pleasant modern
houses elsewhere in the town; light industry is largely confined to an estate to the south-west.
The mean flow rate in the River Itchen is
measured beside Southam as 9200 gallons
per minute. The river flows on north to arrive
at Long Itchington, a village named for the
river; the stand-out old building is the Tudor
House, on the main street, shown in the
photograph. The building dates to the 2nd
half of the 16th century, and there is a rather
vague story that Queen Elizabeth I dined
here at a time, when the house was owned
by the Earl of Leicester. Be that as it may, the house retains its timber-framed appearance, though the interior
has been modernised. Another old building in the village is the church of the Holy Trinity, which was built mainly
in the 13th and 14th centuries, though I am not sure to what extent it was altered by a restoration in the 1920s.
Otherwise, there are fairly modern houses set back from the roads in a leafy village of c2000 inhabitants, and I
have read somewhere that there are 7 public houses, not a bad ratio. From here the river winds northwards to
meet the River Leam in Marton.
The River Leam loops north then south to arrive at the next village, Eathorpe, where the mean flow rate is
measured as 19800 gallons per minute, though it must be remembered that abstraction to Draycote Reservoir
will have reduced that value. Two more loops bring the river to a village in which stands Hunningham Old Bridge.
It has three river arches, two semi-circular and one segmental (to the west), each spanning c4.5m and
contributing to a bridge length of 21.5m; there are either one or two additional arches below a causeway to the
west. The fabric is coursed sandstone rubble, of blocks varying in size, shape and colour; the parapets may be
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a later addition. The two faces are different insofar as that upstream, shown below, is largely plain, but that
downstream has horizontal bands of stone at different heights. The eastern pier is broader, but both carry large
triangular cutwaters, upstream and downstream, which taper to form relatively shallow rectangular refuges. The
carriageway width is 3.3m. The bridge was probably built early in the 17th century, though differences in form
and detail of the arches suggest fairly substantial rebuilding, on more than one occasion, and the bridge is in a
fairly poor state of repair, but nonetheless picturesque.

Two more large loops take the River Leam to the hamlet of Offchurch on its left bank; nowadays there are a few
large houses on a single street but if local lore is correct, the name derives from the fact that Offa, King of Mercia
from 757 to 796 had a palace here, and the church on a low hill is reputed to be on the site of a Saxon church,
of the same date. There are no visible remains of either to describe, so we can move on into Royal Leamington
Spa. Leamington Priory was the name of a village on the left bank of the River Leam, which had an entry in the
Domesday Book, but in the late 18th century, springs known to the Romans were rediscovered there. During the
early 19th century, developers, encouraged by the discovery of more springs, began building on the right bank
(north) of the river, creating the Georgian centre of a New Town with pumprooms and baths, the normal
accoutrements of spas.
Leamington

became

a

popular

and

fashionable resort attracting the wealthy and
famous,

and

numerous

Georgian

townhouses were built to accommodate
visitors. In 1838 Queen Victoria granted the
town a 'Royal' prefix, so 'Leamington Priors',
was renamed 'Royal Leamington Spa'; the
centre has not changed too much since then;
a flavour is given by the photograph of a
central street, the Parade. The London and
North Western Railway opened the first
railway line into the town in 1844; a branch line from Coventry, which was followed by a branch to Rugby in
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1851. In 1852 the Great Western Railway's main line between Birmingham, Oxford and London opened, passing
through Leamington. The popularity of spa resorts declined towards the end of the 19th century, and since then
Leamington, with a population of 58000 now, has been a tourist destination with good up-market shops, and
remains a place of residence for the well-to-do, whether they commute to the nearby cities or live in retirement.
The River Leam joins the right bank of the River Avon here, having flowed for 31km, bringing a mean flow rate
of 27000 gallons per minute, albeit reduced by abstraction. The mean flow rate in the River Avon downstream
of the junction is 106000 gallons per minute.
…………………………..
The River Avon next loops southwards to Barford, where there was a Domesday watermill with two medieval
successors; a 19th century corn mill on the site survived until c1930, when it was demolished, but there are
traces of a water supply system. A sandstone ashlar bridge was built in the late 18th century; it has 5 semicircular river arches with 2 almost circular flood arches. The bridge has been strengthened with several metal
tie rods, held flush to faces by round flanges. More tight loops follow as the river moves south, until it arrives at
Charlecote on the left bank. A water mill on the site is listed in the Domesday Book, and there were successors,
before the mill buildings visible today were built in 1752. The mill, with 2 undershot waterwheels, ceased
operating commercially in the 1950s, but since then it has been refurbished and reopened as a flour mill, which
hosts visitor’s open days. However, it is threatened by proposals to improve navigation by raising the river level.
Close to the river, on the left bank is
Charlecote Park, shown in the photograph,
a mansion built in 1558 by Sir Thomas
Lucy, whose forbears had owned the estate
for more than 3 centuries. The first Queen
Elizabeth slept in the room that is now the
drawing room. Capability Brown re-ordered
the grounds in c1760, and a fine classical
bridge was built in the 19th century over the
River Dene, which flows through the estate to meet the left bank of the River Avon. Although the general outline,
of the Elizabethan house remains, and features like chimneys and windows are of that period, much of what
can be seen now is actually Victorian, after a series of modifications made by the family. The property was given
to the National Trust in 1946, though some of the estate had already been sold off to pay death duties.
The River Dene rises in the low Burton Dassett hills at a height of c110m, just south of the large Kineton MOD
Munitions factories, and about 5km south-east of Kineton. As the stream moves north-west, it receives small
un-named tributaries from the ridge of Edgehill, and flows through the terrain on which was fought the first major
battle of the Civil War. On Sunday 23rd October 1642, the army of the Earl of Essex, then Captain General and
Chief Commander, of the Parliamentary army, though his previous military career was undistinguished, moved
south from the village of Kineton, while the army of King Charles I, commanded by Patrick Ruthven, Earl of
Brentford, a septuagenarian Scottish general of much creditable continental experience, moved down from
Edgehill ridge to confront them. After a pause, the action took place in open fields between the villages of
Radway and Kineton in Warwickshire; the 2 armies were evenly matched with c10000 soldiers, though the
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Royalists had an advantage in numbers of
cavalry. The schematic shows the situation
on the ground, with the main lines of attack
indicated, Parliamentarians in red, Royalists
in blue. The early part of the battle went
wholly in favour of the Royalists as their
cavalry under Prince Rupert on the right and
Lord Wilmott on the left swept away their
opponents, but their commanders lost
control, and instead of turning in against the
isolated

Parliamentary

infantry,

the

horsemen continued the pursuit of their
fleeing adversaries and looted the baggage
train of Lord Essex. This was not to be the
last Civil War battle in which Royalist cavalry
would gain an initial advantage, and squander it by running amok.
The stronger Parliamentary infantry backed by a small number of horsemen were able to push their adversaries
in the centre, back to Edgehill ridge, and some Royalist regiments broke under the pressure. But the Royalist
cavalry straggled back to reinforce their lines, in time to prevent a decisive Parliamentary push, and darkness
was falling, so fighting came to an end. Casualties were heavy, approaching 2000 for each side, but by the
conventions of the day, Lord Essex, who occupied the battlefield could claim victory, and he remained there
until the morning, by which time the Royalists had set off eastwards. Whatever claims and counterclaims were
made about a battle, that has been assessed by most military experts as drawn, there is no doubt that a great
strategic advantage lay with the Royalists. Their way to London was clear and if they had moved with sufficient
haste, as Prince Rupert urged, they might have captured that Parliamentary stronghold, before proper defences
had been put in place, and most likely won the war. Instead the 1st Civil War was to drag on for 2½ years until
the decisive Battle of Naseby, near the source of the River Avon, produced a very different outcome.
Kineton is a large village, in which maps show a King John’s castle. This was an early timber and earthwork
fortification, in which the said King is said to have held a meeting of his advisers, but all that remains is a low
tree-covered mound. The village held markets between the 13th and 19th centuries. A railway station opened in
1871, but soon closed then re-opened in 1887, but finally closed in 1965. It was on lines, which ran east across
Warwickshire from Stratford-on-Avon, and changed ownership and thus their names fairly regularly. Today,
Kineton seems relatively well-served with amenities for its population of c2000, but I regard it as one of the less
attractive small settlements in Warwickshire. The River Dene moves on westwards through rolling farmland, a
mix of cropped and pasture fields with plenty copses and ribbons of trees on the banks of the river. It turns
northwards fairly abruptly, and approaches Walton Hall, scene of a scandal in the late 19 th century.
There had been a mansion house there since the 16th century but the then-owner, Sir Charles Mordaunt knocked
a successor house down and replaced it in 1862, with a Gothic Revival building designed by Sir George Gilbert
Scott. In 1866, Mordaunt married Harriet Moncrief, and seemed content to pursue his own interests, while she
engaged in society high life and embarked on affairs, with amongst others, the Prince of Wales. However,
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everything changed when Lady Mordaunt conceived an illegitimate daughter, fathered by a certain Lord Cole,
and her husband, cuckolded in the eyes of all, decided to seek a divorce. This could have resulted in the Prince
being cited, and to avoid this, Harriet was persuaded to feign madness. It is possible that she may have
developed real symptoms in the aftermath, but in any event she was held in institutions for the rest of her life,
while her husband got his divorce and remarried. There was a suspicion at the time and afterwards, that she
had been locked away because of the secrets she held, but those responsible were no doubt satisfied that an
open scandal, touching the monarchy, had been averted. The illegitimate daughter, who had effectively lost her
mother, was looked after, and accepted in society; she eventually became the Marchioness of Bath. Walton
Park is now a hotel.
Wellesbourne watermill is a short distance downstream and it may be on the site of one of three mentioned as
‘Walton Mills’ in the Domesday Book of 1086. Two mills are mentioned in the 16 th and 17th centuries, though
one may have been a windmill. Buildings from that period are near the watermill, rebuilt in 1834, which operated
in the 19th century and until 1958, albeit driven then by a belt from a tractor. The watermill, powered by a breastshot waterwheel, was restored in 1988, and is open to visitors for demonstrations of its machinery. According
to their 2022 website, it seems to produce mainly animal feed. Wellesbourne is now a small town with nearly
6000 inhabitants; it has grown quickly in recent years, mainly to house commuters to larger Warwickshire towns.
It was 2 separate villages, Wellesbourne Mountford on the left bank of the River Dene, and Wellesbourne
Hastings on the right bank, until they united in1947. The town is pleasant, without any stand-out buildings, and
there is a lot of new housing. To its south is Wellesbourne Mountford Airfield, an RAF training station during the
last war, which continued to house specialist units until 1964, when it was handed to civilian owners. It is a
working facility, but also houses a small aircraft museum with an Avro Vulcan bomber in ‘taxi-able’ condition,
and weekly markets. From here, the River Dene flows a short distance north-westwards to Charlecote, where
the mean flow rate is measured as 7800 gallons per minute, and it joins the River Avon, after flowing c20km.
3. Shakespeare’s River Avon
Still meandering vigorously, the Rive Avon separates villages of Alveston and Tiddington, before flowing into
Stratford-upon-Avon. Of all the places on this journey, Stratford requires least attention from me, as information
is abundant, especially on the internet. It certainly had life before Shakespeare, as a market town chartered in
1196, though the present town with a population of 27000 is dominated by the cultural and tourist industry,
which has grown around the association with the great dramatist, even although so much about his life, as
opposed to his works, is shadowy. So, there is the Royal Shakespeare Theatre, on the right bank of the river,
Shakespeare’s birthplace is a museum, and many other sites invoke his name. There was certainly at least one
watermill operating in Stratford in the 16th century, and there had been both cloth and corn mills in the medieval
period. A mill, built after that, operated in the 19th century and through to the 1950s, though latterly powered by
steam, but it has since been demolished to make way for a block of flats.
In the centre of the town, Clopton Bridge crossed the River Avon in Shakespeare’s time; it had been built in
1480, financed by Hugh Clopton, who later became Lord Mayor of London. It was a replacement for a timber
bridge, which may have been built in 1318. Clopton Bridge was a masonry bridge with 14 pointed arches, each
spanning c5.7m, and it still carries the A3400 road over the river. Two arches were rebuilt in 1524. and it was
repaired in 1588 after being damaged by floodwater, and again in 1642, after an arch was broken to block a
35

Parliamentary army. The bridge was widened at the north face (upstream) from 4.8m to 9.6m in 1811, by
fastening a second bridge, with segmental arches spanning around 8.1m, supported by much narrower piers, to
the original structure, and together they still carry the widened carriageway. A cast iron footbridge of width 1.5m
was added to the north face of the widened bridge in 1827, cantilevered out on brackets from the parapets and
given additional support by vertical members attached to the cutwaters. Crossing the bridge, there is little
suggestion that it is over 600 years old, but the medieval aspect, viewed from downstream at river level has
been largely preserved, as in the photograph; only the lamp holders give the game away, and hint that the
upstream face looks totally different.

As the River Avon leaves Stratford it passes Shottery Meadow on the right bank, where horse-racing has been
recorded since the 1750s, though it ceased after 1778 as a result of complaints about horses causing damage
to crops and fences in fields round about. No more racing is documented until 1839 when a Grand National
winner, Lottery, won a 4-mile chase, but it was another decade before regular race meetings began again. Since
then, racing has been uninterrupted at Stratford Racecourse, down to the present day. Slightly downstream, the
Warwickshire River Stour (one of 5 rivers of that name in England) joins on the left bank.
The River Stour is c38 km long, and delivers
water to the River Avon at a mean flow rate
of 30200 gallons per minute. Its source is a
spring called Stour Well at OS Grid Point SP
379 363, and from there it flows 3½km
westwards to a point just south of Sibford
Ferris, where Temple Mill took its water from
a small tributary of the River Stour; there is
evidence for two overshot waterwheels,
arranged in line in separate buildings. They may have operated concurrently to grind corn, but more likely, one
replaced the other. The name of the mill derives from the fact that the Knights Templar had a chapelry in Sibford
Ferris, and owned much surrounding land, and a watermill, before the dissolution of their order in the early 14th
century. Another kilometre brings the river to the curiously named Traitor’s Ford where the small contents of the
river flow across the road as shown. No-one seems to know who the traitor was. Another 2½km, through
farmland, brings the small tree-lined river to Whichford Mill, site of 2 Domesday watermills, but later occupied
by a corn mill built in 1711, which operated into the 1930s. The mill buildings were converted to a residence,
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and signs of the water delivery system, including a lade, which fed a mill pond are still visible. Two more mills
follow quickly, and both had medieval predecessors; Sutton watermill which ceased operating in the 1950s, but
may still be in working order, and Stourton watermill which ceased operating in c1930 and was demolished,
though the miller’s house is still occupied. Stourton is a hamlet, which need not detain us as we follow the River
Stour westwards; nor need Cherrington which is contiguous with it, save to say that there was a watermill here
in the medieval period. The 19th century version operated until the 1950s, it was restored and operated for a
short time after 1990, but the buildings have been converted to housing. After passing the site of Weston
watermill, where there was another mill with medieval origins, and a 19 th century successor, which closed in
1920 and has since been demolished, the River Stour turns northwards, and reaches another Domesday water
mill at Burmington; a successor was built in the mid-18th century, and operated until the 1950s, when turbines
had replaced 2 waterwheels. Of the 51 watermills identified in the River Stour catchment, 40 are located
downstream from here, but rather than continuing to provide details of each, which is becoming repetitive, I refer
readers to the reference already given for Booth’s booklet, and to Alastair Robertson’s map in the Appendix
which locates them and gives their types.
Tidmington is a hamlet, a short distance
further downstream, with an Elizabethan
manor house and a 12th century church,
though both have been altered in the years
since they were built. I visited while
searching out old bridges, and took a while
to realise that normally reliable sources
were confusing a bridge carrying the A3400
over the River Stour, with Toddenham
Bridge over a left bank tributary called the
Knee Brook, which I had already visited.
The consensus is that a bridge stood over
this stream in the early 17th century, but that there was a major refurbishment in the 18th century which amounted
to at least a partial rebuild. The semi-circular arches, one somewhat distorted, span c4m, and the trackway is
1.8m wide. The rather unsightly railings visible in the photograph are obviously an unfortunate later addition.
Shipston-on-Stour has Saxon origins but
was no more than a rural village until the 18th
century, when it became a staging post on
the important route between Stratford and
Oxford and many hostelries opened to
accommodate passing stage coaches; some
still survive. The centre has an eclectic mix
of buildings, sampled in the photograph,
some dating to the 17th century. By then it
had also become the market centre for the
local area. An interesting development was the opening in 1836 of a spur to the town of the horse-drawn
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tramway, built 8 years earlier between Stratford-on-Avon and Moreton-on the Marsh, mainly to transport Black
Country coal southwards. The section between Moreton and Shipston, became steam hauled in 1859, and
survived until the 1960s, but the section between Shipston and Stratford remained horse-drawn until its closure
in the 1880s. Shipston has a population of 5000, and is very much a tourist draw, as a Cotswold town, and it is
also at the western edge of the slightly ill-defined Vale of the Red Horse, an unspoiled area extending to Edgehill
and Kineton in the valley of the River Dene. There was apparently a Red Horse, a shape cut in red clay on the
side of a hill, but it disappeared in the 1920s; no-one was sure of its age, nor has anyone sought to recreate it.
The remaining course of the River Stour is noteworthy for its old bridges, and the first of them is at Shipstonon-Stour. That bridge was built with 6 arches, 5 of them are 4-centred, and of span c3.7m; the other arch is
segmental, and almost certainly a replacement. The original road-way was only 2.4m wide but it was widened
upstream, probably in c1800, to 5.4m, by pinning alongside it, a second bridge with 6 semi-circular arches. The
fabric, new and old, was large, squared blocks of limestone, but strangely the newer upstream face looks in
worse condition than the older one, and the blocks are interspersed with brick repairs; the parapets, brick with
stone coping, probably date from the 20th century. The older downstream face is shown in the photograph below.
The flanges with tie rods hold the two-part bridge together. There is a date-stone for 1698 on the downstream
face, but this probably records a repair; there is documentation of other repairs earlier in the century and taken
with the style, a build-date in the early 16th century seems likely, a thesis supported by the appearance of a
bridge here, on Saxton’s map of 1575.

Honington Bridge is about 1½km north of
Shipston-on-Stour. This bridge comprises 5
small segmental arches, but when built, all
excepting the central one were very low; the
largest arch span was c3m. The fabric is of
coursed large limestone blocks of various
sizes, except for the parapets which are
ashlar. The bridge has been widened
downstream, by c0.5m, but is still only c2.8m
wide; the extensions, higher and wider arches, can be seen in the photograph. but it looks as though high water
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levels will inevitably lead to flooding, as water builds up behind the bridge. As well as being widened, classical
features like the double pilasters above the piers, surmounted by stone ball finials, and new parapets above a
band course are later additions. The original bridge is attributed to the late 17th century, but the widening and
other alterations probably occurred in the second half of the 18th century.
Honington is a small hamlet, with a church,
which has been rebuilt fairly recently, but
which retains a `13th century tower. The
Honington estate was held by Coventry
Priory until the Dissolution, and thereafter
passed to the Parker family in the early-17th
century. Their hall was built by Henry Parker
in 1682, but was sold by Parker's grandson
in 1737, to Joseph Townsend, who carried
out considerable alterations and extensions
in the mid-18th century, hence the Georgian style. It has been held by that family, and their marriage
connections ever since, and remains a private house, only open to the public by special arrangement. It is set
in extensive landscaped grounds.
The Fosse Way, in its present incarnation
crosses the River Stour, just north of the
small village of Tredington, where stands the
notable church of St. Gregory, described as
a delightful hotch potch by Betcheman,
though ignored by Simon Jenkins, the two
recent

arbiters

of

taste

in

church

architecture. The first stone church, which
probably had wooden predecessors, was
founded in 961 and Saxon and early Norman
stonework is visible throughout the building.
The main Saxon remnant is a range of
deeply-splayed lancet windows over the
nave arcade. The Saxon church also had an
unusual west gallery, reached by an external
stair; there are fragments of doorways high on the walls, and small windows even higher which provided light.
During the 12th century, aisles were added to the Saxon building, by inserting the arcades into the earlier
walls, and the Saxon windows and doors were blocked up. The chancel dates to the 14th century, and the west
tower was begun then; the octagonal spire was added in the 15th century. There is a Norman doorway on the
south side of the church with carved chevron decoration on the arch. A wooden medieval door has been moved
to the north porch, where it now acts as the main entrance door. A 19th century restoration has been reasonably
‘light touch’. A number of houses in the church’s neighbourhood, date to the 16th and 17th centuries, making
a fine grouping in an attractive village.
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Halford is a another small village, where the
Fosse Way crosses the river, 5km north of
Shipston-on-Stour. Halford Bridge, shown
alongside, has been bypassed, and is really
a causeway with 4 unevenly spaced pointed
arches, of span 2.7m each, separated by 3
times that distance in one case. The width of
the carriageway looks to be c4m, so it has
probably been widened substantially, as it
was called a packhorse bridge in the past. The fabric is primarily limestone ashlar, though there has been
some rebuilding with brick. A predecessor bridge is documented in the 13th century; the one to be seen now
was broken down twice during the Civil War, so its dating to the 16th century is realistic, though parapets, which
have been rebuilt fairly recently, contribute to an overall appearance, which rather belies its age.
After two more bends, still flowing generally northwards, the River Stour reaches Ettington. On the right bank is
Ettington Park, an estate held by the Shirley family for several centuries, (they may be unique in occupying a
property without a break, since the Norman conquest), though the estate house which is now a hotel dates only
to the 19th century. The village of Lower Ettington was within the estate, and it was originally larger than Upper
Ettington, which is about 1½km to the north-east, but that balance changed before the 18th century. As a result
of this and the whims of the aforementioned landowners, the religious history of the village is complex, and there
have been 3 successive parish churches on different sites; the first was at Lower Ettington and the second and
third at Upper Ettington. In the medieval period there was also a chantry chapel at Upper Ettington. The original
parish church of the Holy Trinity in Lower Ettington was a 12th century Norman building with later additions. At
the time of the Dissolution, the chantry at Upper Ettington was dissolved, and its chapel was converted into
three alms-houses. By1794, Lower Ettington had declined to the extent that the Shirleys had it demolished to
‘enhance’ their park, and the 12th century church was replaced with the church of St Thomas of Canterbury in
Upper Ettington. By all accounts, an undistinguished building, it in turn was replaced by a new church on the
same site in 1903. The 12th century church had been abandoned, but in 1823 its south transept was restored
as a mortuary chapel for the Shirleys. The rest of the original church, including its broad and distinctive tower,
survives as a roofless ruin.
The River Stour continues north passing a number of pleasant rural villages and hamlets, including
Alderminster, (the name suggests an important church at some time), Preston on Stour, Atherstone on Stour,
and Clifford Chambers, and mansions including Alscot Park, as it moves towards the confluence with the River
Avon. Land was requisitioned from the estate of the last-named to build RAF Atherstone on Stour airfield in
1941. There were 3 concrete runways together with all the normal ancillary buildings; it became a satellite of
RAF Wellesbourne, which housed training units for bomber pilots. However its opening was attended by a
muddle over its name; the RAF decided to drop ‘on Stour’ from the name, seemingly without realising that there
was a better known town of that name in Warwickshire, some 65km to the north-west. By all accounts, a
significant number of personnel posted to the station arrived by train in the wrong place, and it seems likely that
other deliveries also went astray. The problem was solved by the obvious recourse of altering the station name
to RAF Stratford, since it was in the environs of that town, and the nearest railway station was there. It seems
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that little of note happened at the station during the war years, and it was closed in 1945. Evidence of its
existence can still be seen amongst the warehouses which now occupy the site.
………………………..
The River Avon continues to meander and at
the northern extremity of the next bend
arrives at the rather puzzling Binton Bridges,
which link villages, Binton and Welford, by
way of an island. There has apparently been
a bridge here since the 13th century, and one
is marked on Saxton’s map of 1575, though
until a second bridge was built in the late 18th
century, the bridge extended only from the north of the river to the above-mentioned island, leaving a ford to be
negotiated to reach the south bank. Since then, both bridges have been rebuilt on a number of occasions, so
what can be seen now is structures of the 19th and even 20th centuries. A downstream view of the southern
bridge is shown, and the hotch-potch of arch forms and sizes, is surprising, presumably due to retention of forms
of predecessors; the northern bridge is similar in this regard. There may be elements of older bridges buried in
the fabric, but no such survivals seem to be visible.
As the river sweeps south, Welford on Avon is on the left bank. A small village with a 13 th century church, it has
a very large number of timber framed houses, many of which are thatched, and the settlement is considered to
be especially picturesque. It is alleged that William Shakespeare met Ben Jonson and the poet Michael Drayton
in the early-17th century Bell Inn, where they caroused enthusiastically. After leaving to return to Stratford-onAvon, Shakespeare got caught in a downpour, which brought on the chill, which caused his death in April 1616.
Watermills at Welford have a long history, which ended when the last of them shut down in 1958, and was
converted into a dwelling. The River Avon follows a relatively straight course for 5km to arrive at another ancient
crossing, Bidford Bridge. The consensus is that it was built by monks from Bordesley Abbey in the early 15th
century, though by 1449 it is recorded as very much decayed, and it has a complex history thereafter; the whole
bridge shows signs of frequent repair with the fabric a mixture of rubble and brick. It has eight arches, all of c4m
span, interposed with heavy piers of breadth 2.5m each, adding up to a total length of 70m. In 1644, the bridge
was broken, to protect a Royalist army, which the Earl of Brentford was manoeuvring successfully, in the runup to his victory at Cropredy Bridge. Probably, the 4th arch from the south bank was broken down; it is now roundheaded and much higher than the others, and along with the 6th arch may have been further raised in the late
18th century to aid navigation. The bridge is only 3.6m wide, never having been widened. The view is of the
upstream (east face), and it is clear that the form of the bridge conforms to medieval norms.
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The Roman Road, Icknield Street or Ryknild Street, which ran from the Fosseway at Bourton in the Waters, to
Templeborough in Yorkshire, crossed the River Avon near this location, probably at a ford. From here the river
turns south to reach the county boundary between Warwickshire and Worcestershire, which it follows for a few
hundred metres before, passing into the latter county. At the point where it does so it is joined by a significant
right bank tributary, the River Arrow. Its source is in the metropolitan county of the West Midlands, on the eastern
slopes of Beacon Hill, at 298m the highest point in the Lickey Hills; the OS Grid Point is OS 991 757. The hills
provide open space, just beyond the south-west edge of Birmingham; there are golf courses and a woodland
country park with trails for walking, cycling and horse-riding. From there the stream heads east then south into
Cofton Reservoir beside the village of Cofton Hackett. In May 1645, King Charles I spent a night here, at the
hall owned by Thomas Jolliffe. On the next day his supporters burnt the hall to prevent its use by
Parliamentarians; presumably Jolliffe approved, as he remained a close confident of the King, whom he
attended to the execution block in January 1649, before fleeing to Barbados and America, to escape retribution.
The population of Cofton Hackett grew to 2000 in the early 20th century, accommodating workers in the plant of
the Austin Aero Company, which produced aircraft between 1917 and 1945. During the 1st World War they
designed their own marques, and over 5000 of the RAF SE 5 aircraft were produced, about a third in the Austin
factory. During the 2nd World War they built aircraft designed by others, including the Fairey Battle fighter, and
the Short Stirling bomber. To allow planes to be flown out of Cofton, an airfield had been built in 1917, though
large bombers like the Stirling could not take-off from the relatively short runway; they were disassembled and
sent out in road transporters. The Cofton Hackett factory, better known now as Longbridge 2, built over 3,000
aircraft during the 2nd World War and thousands of engines and wings for other marques of aircraft.
After the war, the factory was converted to allow production of military vehicles by Austin, but eventually orders
ceased and the factory closed in the 1960s. A new engine assembly plant was constructed in its place to build
E-Series Engines and transmissions for the Austin Maxi; I am afraid that model was the worst car I ever owned
by a large margin, and my views were shared by many. Its faults were symptomatic of the failings, which led to
the demise of the Rover group, which comprised a large part of the nationalised British car manufacturing
industry. The company was sold to British Aerospace in 1988, and then split up and sold to BMW of Germany
and Tata of India. Freed from disastrous management, and crippling disruption by the workforce, there has been
something of a resurgence, but there was no recovery at Longbridge; the plant was closed and demolished,
allowing houses to cover the site.
From Cofton Reservoir, the River Arrow
flows west of Upper Bittel Reservoir, into
which water from the river can be pumped at
need, and then into Lower Bittel Reservoir,
shown in the photograph beside the 47km
long Worcester and Birmingham Canal. The
reservoir was built to supply water to top up
the said canal, but was not completed until
1837 over 20 years after the canal was fully
opened. The other reservoirs were built to supply compensation water into the River Arrow, initially to appease
watermill operators, but latterly for environmental reasons. The reservoirs are now a valued leisure resource,
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with the upper one in use for sailing and windsurfing, while the lower one is stocked with fish.
Having flowed a short distance south, the
river skirts round the east side of Alvechurch,
a town with Saxon origins, but although the
church dates to 1239, it was largely rebuilt in
the 19th century, and only a yew tree marks
the site of a 13th century bishops palace.
However, as the old postcard suggests, the
centre is distinctive with a number of timber
framed buildings, and there is a marina on
the Worcester and Birmingham canal, so the
town is definitely a tourist venue, though many residents commute to the city just to the north. There was a
watermill on the river, just north of the town, and another within the town.
About 5km downstream, the River Arrow
arrives at the fairly scant remains of
Bordesley Abbey on the northern outskirts
of Redditch, beside the right bank of the
river. The Cistercian House was founded in
1138; its mother house was Garendon in
Leicestershire. There were 33 monks in
1332, though that number seems to have
been halved by the vicissitudes of the 14th century, which included famines and the Black Death. When the
abbey was suppressed in 1538, 19 monks, who made up the chapter, were pensioned off; its clear income, then
£388 was equivalent to a purchasing power of £245000 now. Apart from a 13th century chapel at the western
gate called St. Stephen’s Church, which continued to serve the local community until it was demolished in 1805,
the whole complex was reduced almost to the level of the foundations, soon after the Dissolution. Excavation
began in the 19th century and in continuing projects, the abbey church, the abbey mills, dating from the 12th
century, and workshops have been identified. Low ruins of the church have been left uncovered, as shown in
the photograph, which is a view along the nave from the west end.
Roughly 90% of the world’s needles were once manufactured in watermills in and around Redditch. Alongside
the abbey remains, Forge House Museum tells that story; enough of the needle mill there survives, to
demonstrate the manufacturing process. A waterwheel fed from a small millpond powered most of the
operations; the pond only seemed to receive a trickle of water, when I viewed it, so operations must have been
paused frequently, to allow the pond to fill. I left the excellent museum feeling I understood needle production,
but I have since forgotten much. Redditch was designated a new town in1964, largely to cater for overspill from
Birmingham, and the population has increased from c32,000 to around 80000, many of whom no doubt
commute back to the city. When the new town was planned, a country park along the River Arrow, which flows
north/south through the built up area, was conceived, and now exists; there is a lake, and areas have been set
aside for all sorts of leisure activities, within the green ribbon around the tree-lined river. Beoley papermill was
here, from the 17th century onwards on 2 adjacent sites; the more recent operated until the 1950s, producing
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blue needle wrapping paper. The building is now a warehouse. As the river leaves the town it passes from the
West Midlands into the county of Warwickshire.
Moving south, there are watermills along the
next stretch of the river; those at Ipsley and
Washford had long histories as cornmills, but
were converted to the manufacture of
needles, the latter in 1730, continuing in that
role well into the 20th century. Mill houses of
the17th century survive as residences on
both sites, the house at Ipsley is shown in
the photograph. Studley is a large village,
mainly on the right bank, but although it has
a long history, there are no notable buildings
to vouch for that; a castle and a priory have
vanished without trace, save for names
taken by newer buildings, while in the church which was begun in the 12th century, only patches of herring bone
masonry provide confirmatory evidence of age. There are a few fine houses which were built in the 16th and 17th
centuries. There is also a Domesday watermill site called Priory Mill, where later mills have ground corn, and
made needles, and the most recent may still operate.

Coughton Court, now a National Trust property, on the right bank of the River Arrow about 5½km south of
Redditch, is shown in the old postcard aerial view from the south-west, beside the 15th century church of St.
Peter. The estate with an early manor house came into the possession of the Throckmorton family in 1412, but
the grand house that stands now, originated in 1518 at the instance of Sir Robert Throckmorton, and was
completed by his son Sir George. It was part timber framed and partly of stone and brick, ranged around 3 sides
of a courtyard. The eastern range was destroyed when the house was pillaged by a protestant mob from nearby
Alcester in 1688, and the remains were cleared to leave a view of gardens in 1780, but the timber framed north
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and south wings are probably of the early 16th century, as is the upper part of the stone gatehouse to the west,
and the lower part may be a survival from the earlier manor house, and date to the late 14th century. The
remainder of the west front was built after 1780 in Gothic Revival style. The house was originally surrounded by
a moat, which was drained and filled in, shortly after that.
The name of Throckmorton has a strong Tudor resonance, though only one of the family was at the centre of
affairs of state, because apart from him and his descendants, the family were Roman Catholics. Based for 2
centuries near Pershore, they had inherited Coughlin Court by marriage, and had acquired Tudor favour by the
beginning of the 16th century. However, the aforementioned Sir George lost it, and nearly his head, by opposing
the marriage of King Henry VIII to Ann Boleyn, and then openly sympathising with the Pilgrimage of Grace,
aimed at overturning Henry’s Reformation. More unwise choices were made by his 3rd son, Sir Nicholas, who
had adopted Protestantism at a dangerous time; he supported the succession of Lady Jane Grey, and then
involved himself in Wyatt’s Rebellion against Queen Mary in 1554. He was acquitted and went into exile, but
fared better, when the Protestant Queen Elizabeth came to the throne, becoming her Ambassador to France,
and then her representative in Scotland. However he antagonised the Queen in 1571, when he supported the
marriage of the Duke of Norfolk to Mary, Queen of Scots, and died soon afterwards, so had no chance to repair
the damage.
The family continued to find trouble; Bess, the daughter of Sir Nicholas, contracted a secret marriage with Sir
Walter Raleigh, which met with the disapproval of the Queen, who imprisoned both for a while. She stayed with
Raleigh during his later imprisonment in the Tower, and there is a gruesome tale, that after her husband was
beheaded in 1618, she had his head embalmed and had it carried around in a bag, wherever she went. Her
cousin, Sir Francis Throckmorton, mounted a full blown plot to overthrow Elizabeth in favour of Mary, Queen of
Scots, backed by Spanish troops, and its discovery led to his arrest and execution in 1584. These were
dangerous times, especially for Roman Catholics, and cousin, Sir Thomas, who inherited Coughton Court risked
much by hiding Catholic priests. He was abroad when the Gunpowder Plot of 1605 was discovered, but the fact
that Coughlin Court featured in the conspirator’s plans, made it likely that he had prior knowledge and he was
fortunate to escape arrest. The family’s next bad choice was to support the Royalist cause during the Civil War,
though at least they shared that mistake with nearly half of England; they lost Coughton Court but got it back in
1651. The Glorious Revolution in 1688, during which part of their house was destroyed, was their last real crisis,
as religious strife began to diminish. Remarkably, they had come through150 years, in spite of their mainly
Roman Catholic faith and a catalogue of unfortunate decisions, and close calls, with increased wealth thanks to
judicious marriages, and their descendants still occupy part of Coughton Court.
Kings Coughton village is completely dominated by the mansion just described, but there was a watermill on
the River Arrow here. It was built in the late 18th century to produce needles, but from the mid-19th century, there
was a cornmill on the site as well. The latter ceased to operate by the 1930s, but the needle mill was adapted
to wire drawing and operated until the 1950s, before the complex was converted to houses. From Studley
southwards, the river flows in company with the A435, following the line of Roman Icknield Street, to arrive at
Alcester, which was founded by the Romans in around 47 AD as the walled fort of Alauna. A township grew up
outside the walls, which by the early medieval period had become an Anglo-Saxon market town in the Kingdom
of Mercia, known as Alencestre. Alcester Abbey, was a Benedictine monastery founded in 1138, but although
it was well endowed it never seems to have prospered and there were only 6 monks in residence in the late 14th
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century. In 1467 it was absorbed into the neighbouring Evesham Abbey, and demoted to the status of a cell
housing a prior and 2 monks. By 1515, Alcester Abbey was in ruins because of neglect and it was demolished
and quarried after the Dissolution.
Though perhaps without stand-out buildings,
Alcester has a number of old houses and
some streets have a slightly ‘olde world’
appearance, with timber framed jettied
buildings, as in the photograph, though there
is never any shortage of parked cars in the
centre. The railway arrived in the town in
1866 as a line from Evesham which
extended north to Redditch, 2 years later.
There were train services, except during the
World Wars, until 1962, when the station
closed. The town now has a population of
about 6000, and I suppose a question might arise as to why it has not grown bigger, to which the answer is
presumably the absence of any substantial industrial development. There were 2 watermills on the River Arrow,
near Alcester, one north, Ragley Mill, where a medieval cornmill on the site was succeeded by a needle mill, in
the 1870s, though the enterprise lasted barely 50 years. Oversley watermill was to the south, and here a needle
mill opened in the 1820s but converted to milling corn in the 1840s and did so until the 1920s. In both cases,
buildings have survived to serve farming needs for storage areas. Not long after I started work, I had to visit a
company in the Midlands, and foolishly let them book my accommodation. My hotel was one of Alcester’s old
buildings, and I slept in a 4-poster bed for the first time; unfortunately, the bill was much larger than was expected
for a junior employee, and I had much explaining to do, when I submitted my claim for expenses.
At the southern edge of the town, the River
Arrow is joined on the left bank by its main
tributary,

the

River

Alne.

Immediately

downstream of the confluence, the River
Arrow is crossed by Oversley Bridge. It
comprises 7 segmental arches, 4 crossing
the river. The photograph alongside, taken
from downstream, shows that there have
been two widening operations, using red
brick in the 18th century, and blue brick
(upstream) maybe in the 19th century, which
have resulted in an increase in carriageway
width from 3.6m to 6.3m. The build date of
the original bridge is assumed to be1600, as carved on a surviving date-stone, but there has been much
alteration in addition to the widening, not least the installation of brick parapets in the 20th century and the
rebuilding in concrete of the eastern river arch. The arches are irregular in shape with one close to semi-circular
46

and others much flatter, while the piers are very broad, comparable to the arch spans; one cutwater downstream
rises to give a small refuge, and there are vestigial upstream refuges. The joining River Alne can just be seen
through the 2nd arch from the right in the lower photograph, and I shall track it briefly from its source.

It rises at a height of 150m, beside the hamlet of Gorcott Hill, which is to the east of Redditch, and on the
Warwickshire side of the county boundary with Worcestershire. Gorcott Hall which is between the two places,
began life as a 14th century manor house, and now, much altered and expanded, is a wedding venue, which
looks very different from the original. The River Alne flows for c4km eastwards to reach the site of the first mill,
on its left bank, Tanworth watermill, where there had been 2 medieval mills according to Booth; their 19 th century
successor was a corn mill, which operated until 1947, when its building became part of a house. A millpond was
a necessity to accumulate water from the small stream, to allow intermittent operation, and it still exists. Mr.
Booth has commented that the waterwheel was 3.6 m in diameter and 1.5m wide so the flow released from the
millpond must have been substantial. There was also a tower windmill in Tanworth-in-Arden in the 19th century.
Booth lists 13 watermills along the short river with its tributaries, and once again to avoid swamping part of the
account with watermill details, I refer readers to Alastair Robertson’s Appendix, which lists and locates them,
and, of course, to Mr. Booth’s publication. From Tanworth-in-Arden, the River Alne flows c5km, first south-east,
then south to arrive at Henley-in-Arden.
The Forest of Arden occupied an area corresponding to the north-western half of the traditional county of
Warwickshire, stretching from Stratford-on-Avon in the south to Tamworth (in Staffordshire) in the north, and
included the areas now occupied by the large cities of Birmingham and Coventry. Deforestation has left very
little of whatever dense woodland there once was, but outside the major cities, much of the area remains
surprisingly rural, and a few ancient woods, field boundaries and ancient oaks survive, as the heritage of the
once much larger forest. It is the romanticised setting for Shakespeare’s play ‘As You Like It’, in which Rosalind,
the heroine, banished from Court, encounters a surprising number of forest dwellers, who interact to produce a
happy ending. I had to read it once, long ago, and from what I remember, without its accreditation to the greatest
playwright, I think it might have sunk without trace. The most important and largest medieval settlement in the
forest was the town of Henley-in-Arden.
The town, on right bank of the River Alne, may have been settled before the Norman Conquest, but received a
market charter in the 12th century, which was renewed a century later. The stand-out old building is the halftimbered guildhall. It was built in the 15th century, and the upper floor chamber with original roof trusses, and
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15th century glass is superb. I cannot
understand why it is only Listed, Grade 2,
unless it was felt that too much was owed to
a restoration carried out in 1915. It is shown,
with a church tower behind. The church of
St. John the Baptist began life as a
subordinated chapel, perhaps in the 14th
century, and was converted into a parish
church in 1450; this probably amounted to a
rebuild. The church has Grade 1 Listing, but
in truth I found it mundane in comparison
with the adjacent building. The High Street is
lined with fine buildings of the 16th, 17th, and
18th century, and its considerable width, and
lines of trees mean that the parked cars on each side of the road, do not ruin the picture, though they certainly
don’t help.
With Beaudesert, which is across the river
on the left bank the current population is little
more than 3500, but there is a surprisingly
large

selection

of

shops,

presumably

because it is a local centre, and attractive to
visitors from further afield. The grassy
mound that represents the remains of
Beaudesert Castle, a fortalice of the de
Montfords, from 1140 to 1369, is shown in
the photograph. Originally a motte and
bailey, earth and timberwork castle, possibly
on the site of an earlier Iron Age hillfort, a stone keep was built in 1140. The castle decayed after it was acquired
by the Earl of Warwick, in 1369, and was probably dismantled in the early 15 th century. Although there are few
road bridges over the river, the two settlements appear very much as one.
Following the River Alne south for 3 kilometres, it reaches the village of Wootton Wawen, where a Benedictine
Monastery was recorded in the 730s, and it is known that there was a stone minster church in the mid-10th
century, though it may have been rebuilt in the early 11th century. By the early Norman period, the Saxon
monastery was gone, and the church had been rededicated to St Peter. It was given to the abbey of Conches
in Normandy, and in c1130, they founded an alien priory cell nearby, housing a prior and a single monk from
Conches. The priory was responsible for building the chancel, to act as their church, though not until the 13th
century, and the nave, of the 12th century predates it, and also the Decorated style Lady chapel, to the south of
the chancel, which reached its present scale in the 14th century. In 1443, King Henry VI confiscated the priory
at Wootton Wawen and gave it and its properties to his newly established King's College at Cambridge, and
they made further modifications to the church, including the addition of the Perpendicular style clerestory, and
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probably the upper stages of the tower. The
Saxon part of the present building comprises
the lower stages of the tower, and the
crossing/sanctuary

with

4

doorways

beneath. The photograph taken from the
north-east was selected because it shows
some of the Saxon survival, at the base of
the tower, which is completely hidden in the
usual views from the south. There are other
old buildings in Wootton Wawen, including a
17th century hall, and a manor house, which
is more than a century older, but they pale
into insignificance beside the church.
Leaving the village, the River Alne, still
flowing south, is shown in the Google view to
be a substantial stream at this point on its
course.

It comes close to the Stratford-

upon-Avon canal, which is a 41km long link
between the Worcester and Birmingham
Canal at Kings Norton and the River Avon at
Stratford. The canal has two sections,
divided by a junction which connects it to the
Grand Union Canal, and it was built between
1793 and 1816. It came close to permanent closure on a number of occasions but now seems secure. The
River Alne swings south-west past Little Alne, Great Alne, and Kinwarton, all with an old building or two of some
interest, before heading past the south-side of Alcester to the junction with the River Arrow. The River Alne is
23km long.
The River Arrow continues southwards, and passes Ragley Hall, which belongs to the Seymour, Marquises of
Hertford, on the right bank. The house had been built for the Earl of Conway, a 17 th century politician, but he
died intestate in 1683, and without male heirs; Ragley Hall eventually came into the hands of the 1 st Marquis of
Hertford, more than a century later and remains with the present marquis. Some of the fabric of the original
house of 1598 may be incorporated in the building, but as it stands to-day, the superb mansion dates from about
1680, when it was built or rebuilt, from designs by the renowned scientist, Robert Hooke. He was a polymath
and no architectural novice; he assisted Christopher Wren in rebuilding much of London after the great fire, and
was solely responsible for the design of a number of fine churches, but Ragley Hall may be the most complete
survival of any large house, built to his design. A print of the house in 1697–9, shows it much as it is now, except
for the later alterations to the middle bay and the roofs, and the removal of a fore court and side wings, which
were pulled down in 1780. The lay-out of the central bays is symmetrical; about 40m east to west with a great
hall and smaller hall west of it and about 50m north to south. Beyond these are projecting wings, about 12m
square. The inside of the house owes most to the 18th century architect, James Gibbs. The Hertfords fell on
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difficult times in the early 20th century, and consideration was given to demolishing Ragley Hall, at a time when
protection for historic buildings was weaker than now. Its use as a hospital during the 1st World War, may have
proved a lifeline, and since then its owners have found ways of making it pay its way; currently it is a wedding
venue. The fine east front is shown below.

A short distance downstream, the hamlet of
Wixford is on the left bank of the river, and
its 12th century church of St. Milburga once
served Alcester; the nave and chancel are in
a single chamber of a building, which is
interesting rather than memorable. The
bridge across the River Arrow in the village,
shown in the photograph, is also interesting.
It was built mainly with red brick at the end of
the 18th century, and has a wide, shallow segmental arch. Each abutment is pierced by a large round hole, a
measure intended to achieve a weight reduction, and to provide a path for flood water to pass through the
bridge, to reduce the chance of its being over-topped. William Edwards, an 18th century Welsh Engineer
championed the concept, and most examples of its implementation are in South Wales.
Wixford is one of a few villages claimed as the venue for another, happier, drinking tale about William
Shakespeare. He is said to have joined a party of Stratford folk, which set itself to outdrink a drinking club at
Bidford-on-Avon, and as a result of his labours in that regard to have fallen asleep under the crab apple tree,
which is alleged to have a descendant called Shakespeare's tree. When morning dawned, his friends wished to
renew the encounter but he wisely said ‘No, I have drunk with ‘Piping Pebworth, Dancing Marston, Haunted
Hillboro', Hungry Grafton, Dodging Exhall, Papist Wixford, Beggarly Broom and Drunken Bidford, and so,
presumably, I will drink no more’. (He was referring to the local villages in which his friends lived, and Wixford
is identified as sympathetic to Roman Catholicism).
The River Arrow meanders south for another 3½km, to arrive at Salford Priors where it joins the River Avon.
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There were 3 corn mills along this stretch,
at the villages of Wixford, Arrow, and
Broom, and watermills are recorded on the
latter site in the 14th century. The church of
St. Matthew in Salford Priors dates to the
12th century, when the tower and nave
were built, with the chancel following a
century later. It is one of a number of
churches to which the same legend is
attached, namely that it was intended to
build it on a different site, but after the
masons laid out the stones each day, they came back on the next morning, and found the stones shifted to the
present location. Eventually, they gave up, and the assumed supernatural agency had its way. Salford Hall is
in Abbots Salford, a hamlet to the south-west, a part of it was built in c1470 as a retreat for the Abbots of
Evesham Abbey; in secular hands after the Dissolution it was extended in c1600 to become the building shown
in the photograph. In the 19th century, it became a school run by nuns, and it has been a hotel in recent years.
The River Arrow is c30 km long and feeds water into the River Avon at a mean rate of 37400 gallons per minute.
The River Avon flows onwards for c9km
south-west through rural Worcestershire to
where it loops through the south of
Evesham, and holds the town in tight
embrace to the east and west. This stretch
divides the rich land of the Vale of Evesham,
noted for market garden produce, like
asparagus, and its orchards. There are a few
copses, but it is quite hard nowadays to
imagine that for centuries before the 1640s,
this whole area, and in fact much of
Worcestershire, was part of Feckenham
Forest. There was a Domesday watermill at
the left bank village of Cleeve Prior, 1km
downstream from Salford Priors, and a mill
on the site was recorded at various times,
before the 19th century version with 2
waterwheels, which ceased to grind corn in
the

early

Harvington

years

of

watermill,

the

20th

also

century.
with

2

waterwheels, a further 2½km downstream on the right bank, is now derelict, but with some surviving machinery
including disintegrating waterwheels, one of which was photographed,11 years ago by Mr. Allen; I doubt if much
of survives now.
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4. The Lower Reaches
Evesham Abbey is on the right bank of the
River Avon and the rather meagre survivals
are found mainly in parkland beside two
other old churches, All Saints’ and St.
Lawrence’s, which were provided by the
abbey, for the use of the townsfolk, but
arguably were outside the precinct. The
former has some 12th century masonry in the
west wall of the nave but is otherwise of
the14th and 15th centuries, with a porch and
chapel added early in the 16th century, paid
for by the last abbot of Evesham Abbey. There was a major restoration in the late 19th century, and All Saints’
is now the parish church serving the town. St. Lawrence’s Church also dates to the 12th century, but was rebuilt
in 1470. It began to deteriorate in the 18th century and was abandoned in the early 19th century; although
repaired, it is now redundant. The most prominent Abbey survival is the 16th century Bell Tower, c33m high and
pierced by an archway; it is shown in the photograph, with the two medieval churches, visible in the background.
The first religious establishment on the site
was a monastery founded in 702, and in
spite of Danish raids it survived until 941.
Thereafter, for almost a half-century there
seems to have been a tug of war between
those who wanted the abbey to

be

refounded, and those who wished to see a
secular college. The issue was settled in
989, and the site was occupied by the
Benedictine Abbey of St. Mary, until the
Dissolution. The abbots were very powerful
in regional affairs, and in some periods,
nationally, especially in the decade after
1066. Although the abbey had been refounded with only 12 monks, their numbers had increased to c70 by the
end of the 11th century, falling to the mid-30s by the end of the 12th century, and for the rest of the life of the
abbey. It was wealthy, with an income of £1183 in the 1530s, (worth £734000 now on a purchasing power basis,
but an order of magnitude more by other modes of comparison) and this made possible ambitious building
programmes. Evesham Abbey was suppressed in 1540, and almost totally demolished within a few years. In
addition to the Bell Tower, two gateways have survived, one from the early 12th century, the other, the main
one, from the 14th century; beside the latter, is the 15th century almonry, shown in the photograph taken by Mr.
Smith (here, alms were distributed by the abbey to the destitute). It is now a museum.
In 1265, a King arrived in Evesham as a prisoner of an Earl. King Henry II had a long reign, from 1216 to 1272,
but opposition mounted in the 1250s, because of his over-ambitious schemes, which included an attempt to
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obtain the crown of Sicily, and his increasing expenditure, which required higher taxes. Matters came to a head
in 1258, when a cadre of barons marched on the King’s hall at Westminster and took over the government.
They set up a council to govern in the King’s stead with the help of Parliament, henceforth to be held three times
a year, come what may. The new regime implemented a series of central and local reforms that came to be
known as the Provisions of Oxford. In the early 1260s, King Henry recovered power, but in response, Simon de
Montfort, Earl of Leicester, raised an army in 1263 to reimpose the Provisions by force. Negotiations ensued,
but in May 1264, de Montford, although probably outnumbered 3000 to 4500 won a crushing victory over the
Royal army, at Lewes in Sussex, capturing the King and his son, Prince Edward (later King Edward I).
Thereafter, de Montford sought to govern in the King’s name, but struggled to maintain the support of the
baronage, some of whom became jealous of his authority. His regime was probably doomed from the moment
that Prince Edward escaped, and began to rebuild Royal support, with the vigour for which he became known.
The Battle of Evesham, was fought in early
August 1265, and was decisive in winning
the 2nd Baron’s War for the forces of the
crown. The royal army, led by Prince
Edward, approached the town which had just
been occupied by de Montfort, who was still
holding the King, but does not seem to have
attempted to use him as a hostage. His army
was perhaps twice as large as that he fielded
at Lewes (6000), but he was outnumbered
by more than 3 to 1. Nonetheless, he led his
army out to engage the enemy, who were
mustered in 3 divisions, a kilometre north of
the town. The schematic taken from the
website of the Simon de Montford Society, gives an idea of what happened, and also shows the loop of the
River Avon round the town. A fierce cavalry charge pushed the Royal army back at first, but numbers told, and
soon de Montford and his knights were surrounded, and hacked to death; the fact that no quarter was given
bears the hallmark of Prince Edward’s ruthlessness. Without leadership, de Montford’s foot soldiers were routed
and pursued through Evesham; large numbers were slaughtered. Pieces of de Montford’s dismembered corpse
were displayed in English towns, and other body parts were buried at Evesham Abbey. De Montford, who was
60 years old, when he was killed, had ideas about tempering the authority of Kings, going further than the Magna
Carta imposed temporarily on King John, half a century earlier; as one example he wished to compel kings by
law to hold regular Parliaments. In this, he certainly was ahead of his time, as such a measure was first enacted
more than 4 centuries later in 1689. However, his hold on power was too fragile and short-lived for him to
achieve much. He has been lauded since as a radical hero, but this is ridiculous as he was a man of his time,
who generally behaved like a medieval lord, with ideas aimed at increasing the power of himself and his peers,
vis a vis the king; the lower classes did not really feature in his thoughts.
During the 1990s and 2000s, I sometimes stopped at Evesham in the course of journeys between the northeast of England and South Wales. I parked somewhere near the abbey and walked east along Vine Street, then
53

turned right into narrow Bridge Street,
passing most of the larger shops in the town,
and picking up a sandwich on the way. I then
crossed the River Avon, which is wide at this
point, over the Victorian Workman Bridge,
which had replaced a medieval structure,
broken down by King Charles I during the
Civil War. This took me to Port Street, once
in the separate old village of Bengeworth, a
reminder of Evesham’s history as a river
port. That street, shown unusually car-free in
the photograph, had perhaps seen better
days, although there were some interesting speciality shops, of which one was my destination, where the road
bends to the left, a well-stocked 2nd hand bookshop, now sadly closed. I would allow myself a quick browse,
which often ended with a purchase, before I made my way back to the car, to resume my journey.
Evesham, grew up to service the abbey in Pre-Conquest days, and held markets throughout the medieval era,
though it seems only to have received a Royal charter in the early 17th century. The town was on the turnpike
road between London and Worcester, opened in the early 18 th century, and there was another such road to
Alcester by the end of the century; in 1987, a bypass was opened on the A46 trunk road, which connected the
town to the south-west and the Midlands, so diverting the through traffic which had made the town something
of a bottleneck, when I first passed through. A railway station opened in 1852, and is now on the Cotswold line
running between Oxford and Hereford; for a century after 1864 the town had a second station on the Midland
line, but it closed as part of the Beeching cuts. In part because of the absorption of the villages of Bengeworth
and Hampton, on the left bank of the River Avon, Evesham has a population of 25000, today, though it retains
the ambience of a smaller township.
Evesham’s marina which is shown in the
photograph, is well-furnished with mooring
points, and there are also boat-building
yards, chandleries, and restaurant facilities.
This is an important part of Evesham’s
tourist offering, adding to its old buildings
and attractive surroundings. It is accessed
from the River Avon Navigation, which was
created in the years before 1641, when
locks were built, and the river was
deepened by dredging. In 1717, the waterway was divided into the Lower Navigation below Evesham, and the
Upper Navigation, which stretched from Evesham to a few kilometres upstream of Stratford-on-Avon. When the
Stratford-on-Avon Canal opened in 1816, it linked to coalfields around Dudley, and a period of fierce competition
ensued to supply coal to Evesham and its hinterland; the alternatives were downriver via the new canal and the
Upper Navigation from the Black Country, or upriver from the River Severn by the Lower Navigation. The
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railways brought that struggle to an end within a few decades, and thereafter the story of the Navigations was
of decline until the post-2nd World War renaissance brought about by leisure traffic. Reconstitution of the
waterway was not straight-forward because the deterioration of the Upper Waterway was such that its
restoration was a major project, which involved the construction of 9 new locks. However, funds were raised by
a trust, and the Navigation reopened in full in 1974, and some commercial barges now operate, though leisurecraft predominate. Plans have been drawn up to extend the Navigation upstream as far as Warwick, but there
is some opposition, so doubt remains as to whether that will happen.
There is a metering station at Evesham, and
the mean flow rate in the River Avon is
measured as 207000 gallons per minute,
equivalent to c20 large road tanker loads per
minute. This represents a two-fold increase
on the value at Warwick, and a six-fold
increase on the value at Stoneleigh, mainly
due to the contributions of the Rivers Sowe,
Leam, Stour, and Arrow. On completing the
loop which contains Evesham, at which point
it passes the site of Chadbury Mill on the right bank, the River Avon immediately embarks on another loop
southwards, flowing past the villages of Fladbury on the right bank, and Cropthorne, slightly downstream on the
left bank. Both were Domesday watermill sites, and the surviving 18th century buildings have been converted to
provide accommodation, though a waterwheel at Fladbury Mill still generates electricity. Chadbury mill buildings
are shown in the photograph, above, beside a lock on the River Avon Navigation, from which vegetation seems
in need of clearance. As the river returns northwards it flows past the village of Wyre Piddle, named for a small
right bank tributary, the Piddle Brook, which joins near Wyre Mill, on the right bank, now the home of a private
club, with moorings and caravan stands. It was a Domesday mill site, and the converted mill building dating
from 1830 had 3 waterwheels, powering a flour mill.
It is tempting to pass quickly by the tributary
with the unprepossessing name, Piddle
Brook, but it is worth a short diversion. The
small stream rises from coalescing field
ditches, 6½km north-west of Alcester and
flows first south, then west, then south again
for 25km to meet the River Avon. It passes
through the hamlet of Naunton Beauchamp,
6km before it gets there; Naunton Court is on
the west side, and is a fine 16th century,
timber framed, plastered and whitened brick
house built on stone foundations. It has 2 storeys and was built to an L-shaped plan, the wing is of stone. It has
clearly been refurbished, but the chimneys could be authentic, as may be at least one window. At any rate it is
an attractive building. The Piddle Brook is small, but it powers 5 watermills, and delivers water at a mean flow
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rate of 9500 gallons per minute into the River Avon.
From here the River Avon sweeps south
again to arrive at Pershore Bridge which
carried the B4084 road from Evesham into
the small town, for which it is named, until it
was

bypassed

in

1926.

The

present

structure, shown in the photograph taken
from downstream, probably owes most to a
17th century rebuild of a medieval masonry
bridge, which had become dilapidated and was then further damaged during the Civil War. The Listing and the
display board beside the bridge, assert that significant elements of the medieval bridge were incorporated in the
replacement, but there is nothing obvious. The river bridge has 6 segmental arches, with a main navigation arch
of twice the span of the others, at c8.5m and of somewhat greater height; the carriageway width is c3.4m.
Attached to the broad piers there are 5 cutwaters carried up to provide refuges at the upstream face of the
bridge, but there is none downstream. At the town end of the bridge there are another 3 flood arches adding to
the total length. The fabric is largely rubble masonry, though the parapets are made of brick; there are single
arch rings, and there is a keystone at the crown of the larger arch, which implies that significant work was done
on that arch after 1700; (it appears likely that two arches were amalgamated to help river passage).
Pershore, 11km west of Evesham, is a town
with a population of 7000, and the main
street leading north from the bridge is lined
with Georgian red-brick buildings, as is the
town square to which it leads. There are
independent shops, but on-street parking on
relatively narrow streets detracts from a fine
townscape. Pershore Abbey is in parkland,
west of the town-centre. The monastery was
first referred to in 681; as with other such
Saxon institutions, there seems to have been
some kind of struggle between proponents of abbeys with monks, and secular colleges, with canons, and
Pershore alternated between the two. However, in 972 it became the Benedictine abbey, which survived until
the Dissolution. The pre-Conquest abbey church, was rebuilt in Norman style by 1130, but considerable
rebuilding took place later in the medieval period to repair damage caused by fires; the upper part of the tower
dates to 1350. There were 30 monks in residence in the early 14th century, but their number had fallen to 20 by
the 1530s, although the income of £643 was substantial, (equivalent to purchasing power today of £405000).
The abbey was suppressed in 1540, and the consequences were drastic; all the claustral buildings were
demolished, as was the aisled nave of the abbey church, then the north transept collapsed in the 17th century.
This left the Norman crossing and transepts and the Decorated style, aisled chancel; and the tower with its.
Norman lower stage. Although the building looks impressive, viewed from the south-east as in the photograph,
the truncation of what must have been a much larger church is obvious from the west. Modern additions are a
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north porch, and an apse to the chancel. There is another old church, St. Andrews, in the shadow of the abbey.
In spite of its proximity it was not under the control of the abbey, or indeed the town, but served those working
on a large estate nearby. This explains why the townsfolk purchased the parts of the abbey, which still stand,
presumably saving it from complete destruction. St. Andrews Church has been reduced to the status of a
church hall. Excavations have located the foundations of a Saxon church beneath the abbey church, and those
of a later east claustral range, including a round chapter house, confirming what was known of its history.
There were two airfields associated with Pershore during the 2nd World War; RAF Pershore was on the left bank
of Piddle Brook, north-east of the town and beside the hamlet of Throckmorton, the original home of the family
of that name who moved to Coughlin Court beside the River Arrow in the early 16 th century. The air station
opened in 1934, and housed mainly training squadrons during the war, and remained in the hands of the RAF
until 1978. It is now a business park operated by QinetiQ, but the airfield is still usable, and an air-show was
held there in 2016.
On the right bank of the River Avon, just after it has left Pershore behind, is the airfield which opened as RAF
Defford in 1941. In May 1942, the Telecommunications Research Establishment (TRE), responsible for radar
research and development, moved to Malvern College, and at the same time the Telecommunications Flying
Unit, later named the Radar Research Flying Unit, which operated flight trials on behalf of the TRE, transferred
its aircraft to RAF Defford. Civilian scientists, flying from Defford with aircrews drawn from the Royal Air Force
and Royal Navy, proved radar systems which were to transform the operational capabilities of Allied aircraft.
Early successes with Airborne Interception systems were demonstrated by John "Cats Eyes" Cunningham and
other night fighter pilots. Air to Surface Vessel radar was a major influence in countering German U-boats by
1944, and H2S radar enabled accurate navigation and target identification to be achieved by Bomber Command
crews, taking part in the strategic bombing offensive, though the word accurate should be qualified. Towns and
cities could be found though not smaller targets like munition factories or stations. The capability was more than
adequate to facilitate carpet bombing, aimed at destroying conurbations, and this gelled with the objectives
defined by the high command of allied air-forces. The world's first automatic approach and landing also took
place at Defford in 1945, paving the way for today's airliners, which are able to arrive safely at their destinations,
almost regardless of the weather.
A tragic accident, thought by some erroneously to have resulted from German sabotage, occurred when a
Handley Page Halifax crashed in June 1942, killing 11 crew-members and scientists on board. Alan Blumlein
was one of those scientists, and he was almost irreplaceable, as regards the British war effort. He was a
remarkable and scandalously unheralded electrical engineer, who was born in London to German Jewish and
Scottish parents in 1903. After qualifying with a 1st class honours degree at Imperial College in 1924, he was
responsible for a string of patented inventions, significant until this day, if somewhat obscure to this non-expert
mind. He transformed areas of sound recording, and invented stereophonic sound. He was also responsible for
many of the developments which paved the way for commercial television. In all he received 128 patents. He
was thought to be so central to the key H2S radar development, that it was thought doubtful if it could proceed
after his death, and though it was brought to a successful conclusion, it may well have been even more effective,
if Blumlein had lived. His death was kept secret for 2 years to avoid damaging the war effort, and that secrecy
seems to have continued to some degree, and has militated against his receiving the recognition he deserves.
He should be in the pantheon, beside R.J. Mitchell (Spitfire), Robert Watson Watt (Radar), Frank Whittle (jet
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engine), and Barnes Wallis (Wellington Bomber and bouncing bomb), and recognised as one of the great British
inventors associated with the 2nd World War.
The River Avon flows round the east and
south of Pershore, and then embarks on two
east/west loops, impressive even by its
standards. At the eastern extremity of the
second, the river arrives at the two villages
of

Great

and

Little

Comberton.

Not

exceptional, if pleasant, in themselves they
are on the northern slopes of Bredon Hill.
Near to them is the hamlet of Elmley Castle,
named for a Norman castle which once
occupied the slopes to its south. The first
fortification on the site was an univallate Iron Age hillfort which occupied a plateau on the northern side of the
hill. In 1069 the site was re-used by the Normans, when an earth and timber ringwork-and-bailey castle was
super-imposed upon the former hillfort. The ringwork was located in the centre of the existing earthworks and
consisted of a substantial rampart, that would have been topped by a timber palisade. The bailey was to the
south-west of the ringwork and re-used the southern and western ramparts of the hillfort. A fishpond, an
important source of food in any major medieval household, was created to the south of the bailey. All of these
features can still be seen in the aerial photograph, taken from the east.
During the Anarchy, the castle owner, William Beaumont began by supporting King Stephen, but switched to
the side of the Empress Matilda, and it was in this period, between 1135 and 1153, that a stone keep was built.
By the early 13th century, Elmley Castle was the main residence of the Beauchamps to whom it had passed by
marriage, but in 1268, William de Beauchamp, became Earl of Warwick, and he moved to Warwick Castle
reducing Elmley Castle to a backwater. His successor, Guy de Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, founded a chantry
within the castle shortly afterwards, but the castle's wider fabric was not maintained. In 1315 it was described
as worthless, probably an exaggeration because it was occupied, and assaulted, causing damage, in the
disturbances of the next decade, during the reign of King Edward II. Minor repairs were made during the 15th
century and a custodian was appointed regularly until 1538. By this time the castle was ruinous, and today only
fragments of masonry and the substantial earthworks remain.
For a village with only c500 inhabitants there
is a lot of history attached to Castle Elmley.
The village church of St. Mary, had its origins
in the 11th century, as suggested by herringbone masonry in the chancel walls, both
inside and outside; some of the latter
stonework is shown in the photograph.
Otherwise the building is a mixture, with
alterations in the 14th and 15th centuries,
while a 19th century restoration programme
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has left its mark as well. Mention has been made of a chantry, staffed by 5 priests, which was established in
c1300 by Guy de Beauchamp, in Castle Elmley (castle) chapel, but by then the family was rarely in residence,
so the chantry was refounded in 1311, as a more prestigious college based on the village church. The college
usually comprised 8 chaplains and 4 clerks, until it was suppressed in 1547. Thereafter the church continued
as the parish church; unusually the college buildings, which included a hall, and houses for the warden and
chaplains, and dated to the 14th century, were not demolished. In the aftermath of the suppression. They have
been modified, and are now private dwellings, standing outside the gate to the churchyard, on the left hand side
of the road, when facing the church.
Bredon Hill is just under 1000 feet (299m)
high, but is visible from far and wide,
because the surrounding countryside is flat.
A rounded, grassy hill topped by an 18th
century folly, and the remains of an Iron Age
hillfort, it is a wild life haven, partly
designated as a Site of Special Scientific
Interest.

The

photograph

gives

an

impression, but I have found none that gives
a wholly satisfactory view of the hill and its
surrounds. For no very obvious reason, it
has captured the attention of a multitude of
composers, poets, writers and artists, and features in their works. Of those, perhaps the most referenced is the
Cambridge classics professor and poet, A. E. Houseman, whose ‘On Bredon Hill’ was published as one of 66
poems in the anthology ‘A Shropshire Lad’ in 1896. After a slow start, the collection became very popular, and
many composers set his words to music. A deep pessimism, especially about the loss of youth and its hopes
and expectations, seemingly presaging the carnage of the 1st World War, pervades much of Houseman’s work,
and ‘On Bredon Hill’, falls into that category, but at least the first 2 verses, presented here, are cheerful enough
though gloom soon descends.
In summertime on Bredon
The bells they sound so clear;
Round both the shires they ring them
In steeples far and near,
A happy noise to hear.
Here of a Sunday morning
My love and I would lie,
And see the coloured counties,
And hear the larks so high
About us in the sky.
Houseman’s works are not for me; the pessimism, and somewhat forced rhyming, as in the above, are more
than a little off-putting. The controversial and influential politician, Enoch Powell, another classics professor at
one time, and a remarkably young brigadier during the 2nd World War, was tutored by Houseman at university,
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and retained a lifelong reverence for him and his works, but perhaps also absorbed some of Houseman’s
pessimism.
Returning to the west-flowing River Avon, it
reaches Eckington Bridge a 6-span bridge,
constructed from coursed sandstone blocks
with red and blue brick and some concrete.
The Listing and other sources agree that it
was built in 1728, to replace a medieval
bridge, and presumably that it is not the
result of modification of an older structure,
but I beg to differ. Eckington Bridge has 6 arches, constructed from coursed sandstone blocks with red and
blue brick and some concrete; the overall configuration is shown in the photograph. In profile the bridge rises
smoothly from both banks towards the centre. The bridge is orientated north-east to south-west and is
approximately 44m long and c3.7m wide. The arches are segmental, with single flush arch rings, and each has
been reinforced by two iron tie-rods with circular anchors. They vary considerably in span and shape, with the
high central arch spanning c6m. On both faces of the bridge, there are pointed cutwaters, rising up to provide
small pedestrian refuges. No features of this bridge are commensurate with a build date of 1728 on a fairly busy
route, and whatever building work was done must have left the main features unchanged. I suggest that the
bridge was built in the 15th century, and refurbished, but no more than that, in 1728.
Just downstream from the bridge, the Bow
Brook enters on the right bank of the River
Avon. I shall briefly track it from its source;
its length of 46km is as great as that of any
tributary of the river, but fewer features have
caught my eye. The stream rises at Upper
Bentley, 5km west of Redditch, in the West
Midlands Metropolitan County as Swans
Brook, and flows generally southwards for
c5km, passing the site of a 19th century
watermill at Norgrove to reach the village of
Feckenham which is in Worcestershire. The
very large medieval forest of this name has
already been mentioned, and the village was
the

administrative

centre, housing the

moated forest court and prison. There were a number of royal manors nearby, which Kings visited to hunt for
boar and deer. For a short time the forest, was huge as shown in the map, taken from the website,
www.feckenham-forest-history-society.org.uk/home.html, but it was reduced to a central core, at the start of
the 14th century. However its area was still substantial, when in 1629, King Charles I, with his unrivalled talent
for causing upset, set about abolishing the forest laws, to allow forest lands to be parcelled up into estates,
which he could give to courtiers, or rent to increase his income. Forest dwellers had enjoyed ‘rights in common’,
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which were no small benefit, since they could include rights to pasture animals, to fish the streams, to collect
wood, and to make use of other resources. Unsurprisingly, there were riots, and King Charles had succeeded
in alienating another group, as the country moved towards Civil War. Today Feckenham is mainly a single street,
the High Street, lined by a pleasant mix of red-brick and whitewashed buildings, interspersed with a few with
timber-frames; the population is c700. A nearby watermill of the 19 th century carried out needle scouring, a
reminder of the proximity to Redditch.
After flowing another 5km, to reach the site
of Letts Mill, there is a name change from
Swans Brook to Shell Brook, which flows
another 2km west to reach Shell Packhorse
Bridge, which is shown, crossing the brook,
running high. The bridge, alongside a ford,
has two near-semi-circular arches spanning
6.3m in total, with the slightly larger one
contributing c3m, and carries a track of width
just less than 1m between parapets only 0.2m high. The fabric is Lias limestone, coursed rubble. The consensus
is that the bridge was built in the 17th century. The name is that of the medieval landowners, who had a mill on
the brook. The stream turns south and passes through Himbleton, where the name changes to Bow Brook.
A short distance downstream, there is a late15th

century

moated

manor

house,

Huddingham Court, Listed Grade 1, and
described by the architectural authority, Sir
Nikolaus Pevsner as the most picturesque
house in Worcestershire. Owned by a
Roman Catholic family called Wintour, and
containing 2 concealed ‘priest’s holes’, the
house had a role in the Gunpowder Plot, of
1605. Three Wintour brothers, Robert,
Thomas and John, were deeply involved,
and the plot may have been devised there.
When the plot was discovered, many of its
members came together at the house to hear Mass, before scattering. All 3 brothers, died in the aftermath,
either killed while trying to escape arrest, or executed, and the property was confiscated, though it was returned
to their connections within two years. The Bow Brook continues south passing between villages called Upton
Snodbury and Broughton Hackett, and then through Peopleton, before skirting the west of Pershore to reach its
confluence with the River Avon.
…………………………..
The River Avon next hooks round to the south to begin its final reach, picking up the county boundary between
Worcestershire and Gloucestershire. Two watermills, Eckington (or Nafford) and Strensham appear close
together on 19th century maps here, both cornmills. Strensham is better known now as a motorway service
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station beside the M5, but there is a village
and there was a moated manor house or
castle, built in the 14th century. It was
occupied by the Royalists during the Civil
War, and they added an outer second moat,
with an embankment separating it from the
other. The castle was sleighted after the end
of the Civil War, and a thorough job must
have been done, because there are no
masonry remains, but the earthworks and
moats can still be seen. Thereafter, the river flows past Bredon, on the south-western slopes of Bredon Hill; the
village is a picturesque mix of buildings, timber-framed, stone and brick. Near the river bank is a medieval tithe
barn looked after by the National Trust. However the building, shown in the photograph, is something of a fraud,
since it is suggested that it was used as a threshing barn rather than for storing produce collected as tithes, and
it burnt almost to the ground in 1980, before being rebuilt.
The village of Twyning is across the river on the right bank, and was home to the ancestors of famous tea
merchants. The river enters the county of Gloucestershire, its 4 th county, before flowing past the hilltop known
as King John’s Castle, though there is no known connection, with the said King, saving some suggestions that
he was in the area before he acceded to the throne. The River Avon has reached Tewkesbury, where in 1190,
monks from Tewkesbury Abbey had a channel dug on the left bank, to take water to power their Abbey corn
mill; the tailrace led back into the channel, which connected with the River Severn, south of the town. The
monk’s mill probably had successors before the modern age, but it was rebuilt in 1793 with 4 waterwheels and
operated until 1920. The channel is called Mill Avon, while the continuation of the river, which turns westwards,
through the town, to join the River Severn, is sometimes called Old Avon.
Mythe Road led north from Tewkesbury, and
had to be taken across the River Avon; King
John’s name appears again, as that of a
bridge, which now carries the A38 towards
Worcester, suggesting that its origins were in
c1200. As late as the 1920s, there was a
composite

structure

with

a

causeway

connecting two river bridges, crossing Old Avon to the north-west and the Mill Avon to the East, but the
causeway is now embedded in an embankment, and the bridge over the Old Avon is a modern metal structure.
Accordingly, the focus here is on the five segmental arches of Mill Avon Bridge, which range in span from 5.1m
to 6.6m. The bridge was widened from 5.6m to 8m in 1962, and the downstream aspect is modern, with a
rusticated finish to the stonework. However, there are supporting ribs, nearer the upstream faces, beneath four
of the five arches. The 2nd arch from the east is an exception and it was probably rebuilt in its entirety as a
navigation arch of greater height, most likely during a major restructuring in 1824. The general upstream aspect,
shown in the photograph is certainly that of a medieval bridge, and stylistically a build-date of 1190 is just about
credible, though the fabric of coursed sandstone rubble is remarkably well preserved, if it is as old as that. I must
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admit that I would be happier with 14th century dating, on the basis of appearance. I am also puzzled by the width
of Mill Avon as it flows under the bridge, given its function as a mill lade. It is narrower downstream, and the
bridging operation would have been far easier if it had only been half as wide.
Two left bank tributaries reach the River
Avon in Tewkesbury; the Carrant Brook rises
just east of Sedgeberrow, and flows a
relatively short distance eastwards to join the
River Avon. As can be seen in Mr. Halling’s
photograph, taken in Tewkesbury, it is a very
small stream, but there are no less than 10
watermills on it and its tributaries, as listed in
the Appendix. The River Swilgate rises in
Cheltenham and flows north-east through
Tewkesbury to join Mill Avon, a short
distance upstream of the junction of the latter
with the River Severn. To get there it circles
Tewkesbury Abbey and then passes under
Swilgate Bridge, also known as Holm Bridge. Viewed from roadway level, the bridge is fairly nondescript with
two faces differing from each other, neither looking old. It is only when viewed from the river bank that some
understanding of its past is obtained. It can be seen that upstream and downstream extensions in brick, have
increased the width from approximately 3m to 8m. The location near to the abbey, must have made this an
important medieval crossing point, but bridges were probably wooden, until the early-17th century, and that would
include a bridge marked on Saxton’s 1575 map. The first stone bridge was most likely built in 1635, and encased
by widening operations in 1756 and 1827. I am afraid my photographs showed less than the eye could see, and
no-one has posted anything better on the internet, so readers will have to take my word for the fore-going.

The other Tewkesbury bridge, which must be mentioned, is shown above. Mythe Bridge, is to the north-west of
the town, and carries the A438 over the River Severn. It was designed by Thomas Telford, and opened in 1826,
as a single-arch iron construction.. It had a width of 7.3m, and spanned 52m. In the great engineer’s own words,
‘I reckon this the most handsomest bridge which has been built under my direction ...’. It has been strengthened,
and restrictions are now placed on the weight of lorries allowed to use it (19 tonnes), but it still carries a trunk
road over the river, almost 200 years after it opened, and is indeed a handsome bridge.
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The glory of Tewkesbury is the great abbey church, on the south-west fringe of the town. It is thought that the
first monastic foundation was in 715, but this must have ceased to exist because the next record is of a priory
dependent on Cranborne Abbey in 980. This situation was reversed in 1102, when Tewkesbury became a
Benedictine Abbey with the house at Cranborne as its dependent priory. The monastery housed 57 monks at
its re-founding, though that number had dropped to 37 by 1347; presumably the number increased again
thereafter, but there is disagreement between the sources over how many monks were in residence at the time
of the Dissolution. The abbey was very wealthy with an income of £1598 in the 1530s, (on a purchasing power
basis equivalent to £992000 now, but much more using other criteria). It was suppressed in 1540, and most of
the claustral buildings which had been to the south of the church were destroyed soon afterwards. The town
purchased the church to serve as the parish church for the large sum of £453, and it has continued in that role
to the present day. The church has many notable features, including its size, the chevet arrangement of chapels
at the east end of the chancel, and the Norman tower, the largest such in existence. The photograph below
taken from the north-east shows the chevet and the massive tower. The two claustral survivals are the abbot’s
house, and the gateway to the precinct containing it, to the west of the church. The former retains many features
of a 15th century house, but the latter which dates from c1500 has been heavily restored.

The town has obviously been associated with the monastic foundations from their earliest days in the 8th century,
but as it developed, trade became important, and wealthy merchants lived there, so medieval cottages exist
alongside Tudor town houses and Georgian architecture. There was once a network of 90 alleyways around
the town and 30 still exist today. Tewkesbury was famous for its mustard (Shakespeare’s Falstaff has the line
‘wit as thick as Tewkesbury mustard’); other industries have included brewing and malting, pin making and the
framework knitting of stockings. Church Street curves northwards from the abbey, lined with a mix of old
buildings including some which are timber-framed and jetty outwards, before it reaches the long and narrow
High Street, the main shopping centre. Here the buildings are newer and more functional, with many of the large
chains represented. Tewkesbury has absorbed some nearby villages and housing developments, so that its
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present population is c20000. A very important development is the marina, on the banks of the River Avon with
facilities for up to 400 boats. The town was another regular stopping point for me on 300+ mile journeys between
the North-East of England and South Wales. Going back north, I could rarely control my time of departure from
Port Talbot, and at all costs I wished to avoid arriving near Birmingham, during the evening rush-hour. My
recourse was to spend an hour or so in Tewkesbury, Evesham, or Cheltenham, so avoiding a similar time or
longer, sitting stationary in my car on the M42. On such occasions, I visited a book-shop, and otherwise enjoyed
walking down the alleys and obtaining unexpected views of buildings on the banks of the two branches of the
River Avon.
The Battle of Tewkesbury took place in May
1471, on meadowland just south of the
abbey; the schematic taken from the British
Battles website shows the line-up. A month
earlier, some 30000 soldiers had contested
the Battle of Barnet, in which the Yorkist King
Edward IV, returning after being forced to
flee to the Netherlands by the Earl of
Warwick’s shift to the Lancastrian side, won
a crushing victory in a battle, during which
the Earl was killed. Queen Margaret (of
Anjou) along with her son Prince Edward,
who had been gathering reinforcements, in
France, landed with them, at Weymouth, met
up with soldiers commanded by the Duke of
Somerset, and headed for Wales, where
Jasper Tudor, would have reinforced them
further. The returning King, probably by
some margin, the most able general to
emerge during the Wars of the Roses,
moved fast from London to intercept them. Learning of his approach, the Lancastrian army deployed as shown
in the schematic. The King, arriving later, took up a position in front of them, with his brother, the Duke of
Gloucester in the van; the armies were much smaller than those at Barnet, with 6000 Lancastrians confronting
perhaps a thousand fewer Yorkists. Somerset, in command of the Lancastrians, planned to envelop the left
wing of Gloucester’s force, but to counter this, the King hid cavalry in the wooded park, further south. The other
part of Somerset’s plan was for the centre of his army, nominally under Prince Edward but controlled by a Lord
Wenlock to attack and pin Gloucester’s division, when Somerset’s division engaged.
Somerset made some progress initially, but the hidden cavalry together with Gloucester’s force, which came
under no pressure from Wenlock, repelled then routed Somerset’s division. The Duke got back to his lines and
confronted Wenlock for not attacking, accusing him of treason, probably with some justice. He then split
Wenlock’ skull with his sword, in front of the on-looking Lancastrian army, who seeing their commanders in
disarray, took flight. In the melee which followed, Prince Edward was killed. The Duke of Somerset survived the
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battle and took refuge in the abbey, but in the ruthless fashion which characterised the Wars of the Roses, he
was hauled out and executed by the Yorkists. The two battles within a month destroyed the Lancastrian
leadership, and their figurehead, King Henry VI, was murdered in the Tower soon afterwards. It seemed that
the Wars of the Roses had been decided in Yorkist favour, and 14 years of relative peace followed. It did not
seem of great significance, that Jasper Tudor, Earl of Pembroke, and his nephew Henry, Earl of Richmond,
were still at large, but after the unexpected death of King Edward IV, still a relatively young man, a catalogue of
Yorkist mistakes and atrocities encouraged the Tudors to return from exile to win the Battle of Bosworth, and
kill King Richard III in 1485. Henry was crowned King Henry VII. There is a strange symmetry between the Battle
of Tewkesbury, and the Battle of Naseby fought far upstream near the source of the River Avon, in 1645. In the
latter, the Parliamentarians won a decisive victory, which led to the execution of a King, yet their later failure to
track down, capture and presumably, kill his heir, later King Charles II, together with their failure to provide
stable government, led to the Restoration, 15 years after that battle in 1660.
……………………………
East and south-east of Tewkesbury, the two branches of the River Avon, the Old Avon, and the Mill Avon, flow
into the left bank of the River Severn, the latter about 1½km further downstream than the former. The river has
flowed 137km from its source in Naseby, so a long journey has been completed, which is more than doubled in
length, when the tributaries are taken into account. The mean flow rate of the River Avon is measured at Bredon,
where it is 231000 gallons per minute, but a number of small tributaries join thereafter, so it is reasonable to
estimate that the mean discharge rate into the River Severn is of the order of 250000 gallons per minute, (26
road tanker loads per minute). Given the large catchment area, 2670 km2, the mean flow rate is less than might
be expected, but it must be remembered that the river flows through areas of comparatively low rainfall, and
that there is significant abstraction of water in the upper reaches, though the usual reticence of the water
authorities, means that I have been unable to establish the magnitude of the latter effect.
As regards historical features in the river catchment, there is no doubt that the number of old bridges stands
out; I count 17 pre-1700 bridges in the catchment, and some like Stare Bridge are outstanding examples. The
other features which are very much of the rivers, are watermills, and here the most important item in the
document is Alastair Robertson’s Appendix which identifies and locates all those of the period after 1750, which
we have been able to find. In the text, I usually discuss additional information about them, if I have it, except
where watermills are too densely packed, when I content myself with directing the reader to the Appendix. I
think there are surprisingly few castles which have left substantial remains, save for the obvious examples of
Warwick and Kenilworth. There are many examples of earthworks belonging to Norman motte and bailey
castles, but there are not very many Iron Age Hillforts. There are many religious institutions, testament to the
universality of faith in past times; I have focused mainly on greater houses like abbeys and priories and smaller
churches with outstanding features. A great feature of the catchment is the large number of impressive
mansions, which are still occupied, some medieval, some Tudor, some Georgian, and I have been selective,
taking account of accessibility and the history attached to the buildings. There are very many attractive rural
villages in the catchment, and an interesting church, or manor house, or other houses can almost be guaranteed;
once again selectivity has been necessary as otherwise the account would have become much too long. As
regards larger towns and cities, I have kept to a template of making brief general comments and elaborating
mainly on stand-out riverside buildings, on the assumption that town guides and dedicated websites are there,
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for those who want more information. I must stress that the historical journey has been personal, and that I have
viewed a large proportion of the artefacts included, though a small number are those, I wish I had viewed. If
someone else were to carry out the exercise, they would include many of the same features and artefacts, but
there would no doubt be differences.
Alastair Robertson’s Appendix follows; the commercial watermills in the Warwickshire River Avon catchment,
i.e., the river, its tributaries, and smaller streams flowing to them, have been identified and located on sketch
maps. Table 1 presents sketch maps which locate the watermills on the river and its main tributaries, by their
identifiers; their names and types (functions) are given in the tabulations. Table 2 locates lesser tributaries (of
the River Avon, and its main tributaries) on which watermills are situated, by identifiers, and the tabulations,
name the lesser tributaries where possible, and give the names and types of the watermills. Most mill types
(functions) have been determined but some remain unknown. 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.
We are not yet able to post comprehensive information about farm (threshing) mills, in line with those for Scottish
and some English river catchments, but we have progressed far enough to produce an addition to the previous
Appendix; a major difficulty was the very large number of farm ponds, in this catchment, many of which may not
have had anything to do with farm mills. We have used the ratio of the number of threshing mills to the number
of commercial cornmills in catchments, as a means of rough comparison of take-up of threshing mill technology.
A problem experienced with the Warwickshire River Avon catchment, was that we were unable to identify the
function/type of 42 commercial watermills, 15% of the total, more than twice as high a percentage as for other
catchments. We received helpful advice from Mr. Tim Booth, mentioned earlier as an expert on watermills in
the region, that the great majority of the ‘unknowns’ would be cornmills. We also had information that 80% of
the watermills, for which we had identified a type/function were cornmills, so we applied this value to the
‘unknowns’ to obtain approximations to the total numbers of cornmills, allowing us to produce values of the
above-described ratio for comparison purposes, and this work is in the Appendix.
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Appendix: Table 1: Water Mills on the River Avon and its main tributaries
(a) Upper Reaches

River Avon: Upper Reaches
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

A1

Welford Mill

Corn

A19

Finford Mill

Corn

A2

Bosworth Mill

Corn

A20

Bubbenhall

Corn

A3

North Kilworth Mill

Corn

A21

Cloud Bridge

Unknown

A4

Stanford Hall

Unknown

A22

Stoneleigh Abbey

Fulling

A5

Catthorpe

Unknown

A23

Grange Mill

Corn

A6

Biggin Mill

Corn

A24

Blackdown

Corn

A7

Clifton Mill

Corn

A25

Milverston

Flour, cotton

A8

Brownsover Mill

Corn

A26

Guy's Cliffe Corn Mill

Corn

A9

Avon Mill

Corn

A27

Rock Corn Mill

Cotton, Corn

A10

Thurn Mill

Fulling Corn

A28

Castle Mill

Corn, flour, electricity

A11

Little Lawford

Corn

A29

Barford Mill

Corn

A12

Church Lawford

Unknown

A30

Fulbrook Mill

Unknown

A13

Kings Newnham

Corn

A31

Wasperton Mill

Unknown

A14

Marston

Corn

A32

Charlecote

Flour

A15

Wolston

Corn

A33

Alveston Mill

Corn, fulling

A16

Brandon Silk Mill

Silk, paper

A34

Tiddington

Corn, fulling

A17

Ryton & Dunsmore

Unknown

A35

Stratford

Corn

A18

Ryton Mill

Corn, fulling
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Main Tributaries: Upper Reaches
River Swift

River Leam

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Sw1

Spital Corn Mill

Corn, Malt

L1

Shuckburgh Mill

Corn

Sw2

Lodge Mill

Corn

L2

Sawbridge Mill

Corn

Sw3

Cesters Over Corn Mill

Corn

L3

Grandborough

Corn

L4

Birdingbury

Unknown

L5

Eathorpe Mill

Corn

River Sowe
Code
So1

Mill Name

Mill Type

L6

Wappenbury

Unknown

Foleshill Mill

Corn

L7

Weston Corn Mill

So2

Henley Mill

Corn

L8

Offchurch Mill

Corn
Unknown

So3

Sowe Mill

Corn

L9

Offchurch Bury Mill

Unknown

So4

Binley Mill

Corn

L10

Newbold Comyn

Unknown

So5

Pinley Mill

Corn

L11

Leamington Priors Mill

Corn

So6

Baginton Mill

Corn

So7

Baginton Fulling Mill

Fulling

So8

Stoneleigh Fulling Mill

Fulling

So9

Stoneleigh Corn Mill

Corn

(b)

Lower Reaches
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River Avon: Lower Reaches
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

A36

Binton Mill

Corn

A45

Fladbury Mill

Corn, electricity

A37

Welford Mill

Corn

A46

Wyre Mill

Corn

A38

Broad Marston

Flour

A47

Pershore Corn Mill

Corn

A39

Bidford Grange (X2)

1). Corn; 2). Paper

A48

Birlingham Mill

Unknown

A40

Cleeve's Mill

Corn

A49

Nafford Mill

Corn

A41

Harvington Mill

Corn

A50

Eckington Mill

Corn

A42

Avon Mill

Corn

A51

Strensham Mill

Corn

A43

Chadbury Mill

Corn

A52

Mill End

Unknown

A44

Cropthorne Mill

Corn

A53

Abbey Mill

Corn

Main Tributaries: Lower Reaches
River Stour
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

St1

Temple Mill X2

1). Corn; 2). Corn

St15

Tredington 1

Corn

St2

Brailes Mill

Corn

St16

Holtom Mill

Corn

St3

Whichford Mill

Corn

St17

Halford Corn Mill

Corn

St4

Sutton Mill

Corn

St18

Newbold Corn Mill

Corn

St5

Stourton Mill

Corn

St19

Talton

Corn

St6

Cherington Mill

Corn

St20

Crimscote

Unknown

St7

Weston Mill

Corn

St21

Alderminster

Unknown

St8

Burmington Mill

Corn

St22

Wimpstone

Unknown

St9

Barcheston

Corn

St23

Whitchurch

Unknown

St10

Shipstone on Stour

Corn

St24

Preston on Stour

Unknown

St11

Fell Mill

Unknown

St25

Atherstone upon Stour

Meal, fulling

St12

Roundham Spinney

Unknown

St26

Clifford Chambers

Corn

St13

Honington Mill 1

Corn

St27

Forge Mill

Corn, Forge

St14

Honington Mill 2

Corn

River Arrow
Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Code

Mill Name

Mill Type

Ar1

Old Rectory Mill

Needle Scouring

Ar12

Coughton Mill

Corn

Ar2

Alvechurch Mill

Corn

Ar13

Old Mills

Unknown

Ar3

Old Mills

Needle

Ar14

King's Coughton

Needle and corn

Ar4

Bordesley Abbey Mills

Needle/metal

Ar15

Ragley Needle Mill

Needle

Ar5

Redditch Forge Mill

Needle

Ar16

Oversley

Corn, needle

Ar6

Beoley Mill

Needle Paper

Ar17

Arrow

Corn

Ar7

Beoley Mill

Needle

Ar18

Wixford

Corn

Ar8

Ipsley Mill

Needle and corn

Ar19

Broom

Corn

Ar9

Washford Mill

Needle and corn

Ar20

Salford Priors 1

Unknown

Ar10

Priory Mills

Needle and corn

Ar21

Salford Priors 2

Unknown

Ar11

Spernall Mill

Fulling
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Table 2: Water Mills on the River Avon and its tributaries
Locations of Tributaries, see tables below for the key to the codes

(b) Upper Reaches

River Avon
Code

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

1A

Yelvertoft Brook

Yelvertoft Brook

Winwick

Corn

Yelvertoft Brook

Yelvertoft

Corn

2A

Unknown

Unknown

Biggin Mill

Corn

3A

Unknown

Unknown

Ryton on Dunsmore Mill

Flour

4A

Warwick and Napton Canal

Warwick and Napton Canal

Emscote Mill*

Corn

5A

St John's Brook

St John's Brook

Priory Mill

Corn

St John's Brook

Old Waterhouse

Sawmill

St John's Brook

St Nicholas Mill

Corn

Tach Brook

Chesterton Mill

Corn

Tach Brook

Ford Mill

Leather

River Dene

Brookhampton

Corn

River Dene

Wellesbourne Mounteford

Corn

6A
7A

Tach Brook
River Dene

* Powered by water from a canal
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Tributaries
River Sowe
Code

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

1So

Unknown

Arbury Private Canals

Arbury*

Corn

Arbury Private Canals

Bedworth*

Worsted, Silk

Unknown

Hopsford mill

Unknown

Smite Brook

Pailton Mill

Corn

Radford Brook

Radford Mill

Corn

Radford Brook

Hill Mill

Fulling, corn, silk

Springfield Brook

Prior's Orchard Mill

Fulling

Springfield Brook

Honeyfield Mill

Ribbon

River Sherbourne

Allesley Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Spon End Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Priory Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Earl's Mill

Fulling

Crow Mill Stream

Crow Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Shut Lane Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Charterhouse

Corn

River Sherbourne

New Mill

Unknown

River Sherbourne

Whitley Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Dilcock's Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Alderford Mill

Sawmill, smithy

River Sherbourne

Swift's Corner Mill

Corn

River Sherbourne

Whitley Mill

Corn

Unknown

Park Mill

Fulling

River Sherbourne

Stivichall Mill

Fulling

Finham Brook

Hasely Mill

Corn

Finham Brook

Kenilworth Mill

Corn

Finham Brook

Pipes Mill

Unknown

2So
3So

4So

Smite Brook
River Sherbourne

Finham Brook

* Powered by water from a canal

River Leam
Code

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

1L

River Itchen

River Itchen

Long Itchington

Unknown

River Stowe

Southam Mill

Unknown

River Itchen

Stoney Thorpe Mill

Corn

2L

Quinsen Brook

Quinsen Brook

Quinton Mill

Unknown

3L

Whitnash Brook

Whitnash Brook

Radford Semele Mill

Unknown

72

(c) Locations of Tributaries: Lower Reaches
See tables below for the key to the codes

3A

River Avon
Code

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

9A

Unknown

Unknown

Abbot's Salford Mill

Unknown

10A

Badsey Brook

Badsey Brook

Broadway Upper Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Bury End Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Silk Mill

Silk

Badsey Brook

Broadway Lower Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Childswickham Little Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Childswickham Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Mill Brook Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Wickhamford Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Badsey Mill

Corn, Silk

Badsey Brook

Aldington Mill

Corn

Badsey Brook

Faulks Mill

Corn

River Isbourne

Postlip Mill

Paper

River Isbourne

Postlip Middle Mill

Paper

11A

River Isbourne
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Code

11A

12A

13A

14A

15A

Tributary

River Isbourne

Unknown

Piddle Brook

Bow Brook

Carrant Brook

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

River Isbourne

Coates Mill

Corn

River Isbourne

Winchcombe Mill 1

Corn

River Isbourne

Winchcombe Tannery

Tannery

River Isbourne

Winchcombe Tannery

Corn

River Isbourne

Greet Mill

Corn

River Isbourne

Toddington Mill

Unknown

River Isbourne

Dumbleton Mill

Corn

The Sling

Stanway Paper Mill

Paper

The Sling

Stanway Fulling Mill

Fulling

The Sling

Stanway Corn Mill 1

Corn

The Sling

Stanway Corn Mill 2

Corn

The Sling

Stanway Corn Mill 3

Corn

The Sling

Stanway Cider Mill

Cider

The Sling

Stanway House

Sawmill

Unknown

Aston Somerville

Corn

River Isbourne

Sedgeberrow Mill

Corn

River Isbourne

Hinton-on-the-Green

Corn

River Isbourne

Hampton Mill

Corn

Unknown

Elmley Castle Mill 1

Corn

Unknown

Elmley Castle Mill 2

Sawmill

Unknown

Elmley Castle Mill 3

Corn

Piddle Brook

Radford Mill

Corn

Piddle Brook

Kington Mill

Corn

Piddle Brook

Grafton Mill

Corn

Piddle Brook

Humble Bee Mill

Unknown

Whitsun Brook

Abberton Mill

Corn

Spring Brook

Hemmals Mill

Unknown

Swan's Brook

Norgrove mill

Corn

Swan's Brook

Hamgreen Mill

Corn

Swan's Brook

Old Yarr Mill

Needle

Swan's Brook

Givry Mill

Needle

Swan's Brook

Feckenham Mill

Needle Scouring

Swan's Brook

Feckenham Mill

Needle

Shell Brook

Lett's Mill

Corn

Bow Brook

Bean Hall Mill

Corn

Bow Brook

Shell Mill

Corn

Bow Brook

Himbleton Mill

Unknown

Bow Brook

Huddington Mill

Corn

Bow Brook

Churchill Mill

Corn

Bow Brook

Peopleton Mill

Corn

Unknown

Caldewell Mill

Corn

Unknown

Overbury Paper Mill

Paper

Unknown

Overbury Mill

Corn

Unknown

Overbury Silk Mill

Silk
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Code

16A

16A

Tributary

River Swilgate

River Swilgate

Mill stream

Mill

Mill Type

Unknown

Kemerton Upper Mill

Corn

Unknown

Kemerton Mill

Corn

Unknown

Kemerton Lower Mill

Corn

Unknown

Aston Mill

Corn

Carrant Brook

Northway Mill

Corn

Carrant Brook

Cowfield Mill

Corn

Carrant Brook

Little Washbourne

Cider Mill

Unknown

Upper Mill

Corn

River Swilgate

Swindon

Corn

River Swilgate

Harrow

Corn

River Swilgate

Stoke Orchard

Corn

River Swilgate

Tredlington

Corn

Tirle Brook

Dixton Mill

Unknown

Tirle Brook

Oxenton

Corn

Main Tributaries
River Stour
Code

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

1St

Nethercote Brook

Nethercote Brook

Long Compton Mill

Corn

Nethercote Brook

Red Mill

Corn

The Cam

Westington Mill

Corn

The Cam

Chipping Campden Mill

Corn

The Cam

Berrington Mill

Corn

The Cam

Puddlicott Mill

Corn

Knee Brook

Pye Mill

Corn

Blockley Brook

Dovedale

Unknown

Blockley Brook

Blockley 1

Unknown

Blockley Brook

Blockley 2

Corn

Blockley Brook

Blockley 3

Silk

Blockley Brook

Blockley 4

Silk

Blockley Brook

Blockley 5

Silk

Blockley Brook

Blockley 6

Silk

Blockley Brook

Blockley 7

Silk

Blockley Brook

Snugborough

Corn

Blockley Brook

Bone and Saw Mill

Bone and Saw

Blockley Brook

Northwick Mill

Corn

Knee Brook

Bran Mill

Corn

Knee Brook

Ditchford Mill

Corn

Knee Brook

Todenham Mill

Corn

2St

Knee Brook

3St

Wagtail Brook

Wagtail Brook

Oxhill

Unknown

4St

Humber Brook

Humber Brook

Bog Mill

Unknown
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River Arrow
Code

Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

1Ar

Unknown

Unknown

Old Paper Mill

Paper

2Ar

Unknown

Unknown

Morton Mill

Corn, Needle

3Ar

River Alne

Unknown

Forde Hall

Unknown

River Alne

Tanworth Corn Mill

Corn

River Alne

Botley Mill

Corn

River Alne

Henley Mill

Corn

Kingswood Brook

Rowington

Corn

Preston Bagot Brook

Bushwood Mill

Corn

Preston Bagot Brook

Preston Bagot Brook

Corn

River Alne

Blackford Mill

Corn

River Alne

Wootten Wawen

Paper, Corn

River Alne

Pennyford

Corn

River Alne

Gray Mill

Corn

Unknown

Manor Farm Smithy

Smith

River Alne

Aston Cantlow Mill

Corn, Needle scouring

River Alne

Great Alne Mill

Corn

River Alne

Hoo Corn Mill

Corn, Cider

Table 3. Summary of Commercial Mill Types in the Warwickshire River Avon
Catchment
Mill Type
Corn
Textile
Needle
Paper
Saw
Forge/Smith
Leather
Bone
Cider
Unknown
All Mill Types

Catchment
Avon
104
11
4
6
4
0
2
0
2
15

Swift
3
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Sowe
23
10
0
0
1
1
0
0
0
3

Leam
7
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
9

Stour
34
6
0
0
1
1
0
1
0
11

Arrow
24
0
13
3
0
2
0
0
1
4

140

3

35

16

51

39

All
Catchments
195
27
17
9
5
4
2
1
3
42
284

Note: The River Avon flows through a predominantly rural landscape, and has done so since 1750; with large
populations nearby to be fed, it is no surprise that there were many corn mills. There was major industrialisation
in the towns and cities to the north but with the exception of needle mills beside the River Arrow, there is little
sign of it along the northern tributaries. There is a significant number of textile mills, but they are dispersed
rather than concentrated to give a major centre of production.
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Threshing Mills
The locations of possible water-powered threshing mills have been identified throughout the project from
relevant first edition, six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey county maps (6 inch OS maps) The surveys for
these maps were carried out at different times in the 19th century, some as early as the 1840s, but those relevant
to the Warwickshire River Avon catchment, date to the 1880s. First edition 25 inch to the mile maps were
occasionally used to clarify whether or not a threshing mill may have been present. The surveys for these 25
Inch OS maps were also undertaken as late as the 1880s.
The 1880s 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 the19th century. Water-powered threshing mills required sources of
water including ponds and mill lades, which are often, but not always, long lasting features, detectable on maps
surveyed decades after threshing mills had fallen out of use.
Mill lades, dams and ponds are strong indicators of the presence of a water mill on a farm at some time. Possible
threshing mills have been identified from the presence of these features on the OS maps. Physical contour (OS
1:25000) maps were examined to reject as sites of threshing mills, those farms, where the buildings were lower
than the ponds. Water power is used for other purposes on farms, but threshing mills were by far the most
common type of farm mill and it has therefore been assumed that all of them in this catchment had that function.
It has to be said that the process has been more time consuming and indeed tedious, than for other catchments.
Accordingly, it was decided to begin by looking only at a part of the catchment. The results are presented in
Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4: Summary of the locations of threshing mills in parts of the River Avon
catchment
Catchment
River Avon: Source to River Sowe
Tributaries
River Swift
River Leam
River Stour
River Swilgate

Number of
Threshing Mills
12
0
25
19
11

The individual farm mills are identified in Table 5 which follows
Note that 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 many of these streams will not have a name.
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Table 5: Possible Threshing Mills in the River Avon Catchment
(a) River Avon – Source to River Sowe
River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Yelvertoft Brook

Unknown

Elkington

Unknown

Unknown

Catthorpe Model Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Shawell Lodge

Unknown

Unknown

Cotesback Fields Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Cowston Old Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Heath Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lawford Hill Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Woodhill Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Birchley Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Church Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Binley Common Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lower Farm

River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Unknown

Unknown

Lower Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Middle Farm

Rains Brook

Unknown

Inwoods Farm

Millholme Brook

Unknown

Grandborough Fields Farm

Millholme Brook

Unknown

Calcutt Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Malvern Hall Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

Chapel Ascote Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

Old Town Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

Walworth Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

Ball Farm

River Stowe

Unknown

Southam Holt Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

Old Ford Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

Southam Fields Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

White Hall Farm

River Itchen

Unknown

Fir Tree Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Frankton Fields

Unknown

Unknown

Church Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Priory Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Hunningham

Unknown

Unknown

Redhouse Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Fosse Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Leabow Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lower Fosse Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Pouncehill Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Valley Farm

Tributaries
(a) River Leam
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(b) River Stour
River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

Unknown

Unknown

Combeslade Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Gottenham Farm

Nethercote Brook

Unknown

Lower Woodhills Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Midford Bridge Farm

Knee Brook

Unknown

Upper Ditchford Farm

Knee Brook

Unknown

Oldborough Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Rectory Farn

Unknown

Unknown

Famington Farm

Cod Brook

Unknown

Knowlands Farm

Cod Brook

Tus Brook

Tus Brook Farm

Cod Brook

Unknown

Whitehouse Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Old St Dennis Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Winchcombe Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lower Chelmscote Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Fulready Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Lambcote Farm

Humber Brook

Unknown

Admington Top Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Beecham Farm

Unknown

Unknown

Rough Farm

River/tributary

Mill Stream

Mill

River Swilgate

Unknown

Prestbury Park Farm

River Swilgate

Unknown

Fishers Farm

River Swilgate

Unknown

Green Farm

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Manor Farm

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Oxenton Middle Farm

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Vine Tree Farm

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Boxtree Farm

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Pamington Lower Farm

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Natton

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Fiddington Farm

Tirle Brook

Unknown

Manor Farm

(b) River Swilgate

No threshing mills were found on the River Swift.
Alastair Robertson has tabulated the numbers of threshing mills and the numbers of commercial corn mills, in
Table 6 below, and in Table 7, he has approximated to the numbers of mills of unknown function which were
corn mills, by assuming the same ratio that applies to mills of known function, i.e., 80%. He has then calculated
the ratio of the numbers of threshing mills to the amended numbers of corn mills, allowing rough comparisons
to be made with other catchments.
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Table 6. Numbers of Threshing Mills, Corn Mills, and Mills of Unknown Function in different
parts of the Warwickshire River Avon catchment
Catchment
Avon: Sowe to Source
River Swift
River Leam
River Stour
River Swilgate
Totals

Threshing
Mills
12
0
25
19
11
67

Corn
Mills
16
3
7
34
7
67

Unknown
Function
6
0
9
11
0
26

Table 7. Ratios of Threshing Mills to Corn Mills
Catchment
Avon: Sowe to Source
River Swift
River Leam
River Stour
River Swilgate
Totals

Threshing/Corn
0.8
0.0
3.6
0.6
1.6
1.0

Threshing/
(corn +80% of unknowns)
0.6
0.0
1.8
0.4
1.6
0.8

We regard the right hand column as nearer the truth, though there are gaps in the information for the
Warwickshire River Avon. However, the overall ratio, if for a limited part of the catchment, is well within the
envelope of values obtained for English rivers. We have no expectation that extending the exercise to the whole
catchment would greatly change that value, or our understanding of threshing mill distributions, so, for the
moment, we do not intend to do more.
Finally, a quick word on horse gins, which 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, but we have detected few if any in the
Warwickshire River Avon catchment, so we can let the above numbers stand for all threshing mills without
augmentation.
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