The River Wyre
Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the River Wyre in Lancashire, beginning at its source, the
perspective is as much historical as descriptive of the current scene. Any significant tributary joining the river
has also been tracked back to its start-point, and aspects of the whole river catchment are considered. Particular
attention is given to bridges and watermills because of their intimate associations with the river, but nearby
prominent buildings, both religious and secular, also feature. People of note have been associated with the
river, and brief biographical notes are provided, where appropriate. The term ‘virtual journey’ is used because
the account comprises descriptions of places, which have been visited, linked not by accounts of walks along
the river banks, but by information gathered from desk top surveys.
As regards watermills, Alastair Robertson’s Appendix contains sketch maps and tables identifying, and locating
commercial watermills* and farm mills* in the catchment and wherever possible specifying their functions.
* a commercial watermill is paid by customers to process raw materials like grain or wool, a farm mill is a
machine located on a farm, which operates at the behest of the farmer, normally without money changing hands.
I provide no index, nor a formal contents list for any historical river journey, but as an aid to navigation through
the document, I list the page numbers at which sub-headings and significant places appear.
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The River Wyre
1. Introduction
The courses of the river and its main tributaries are shown in Alastair Robertson’s sketch map in the Appendix
dealing with watermills, at the end of the account. Before embarking on the journey proper, it will be briefly set
in context, within a project, which has put together accounts of over 40 river journeys. The starting point was an
exercise to describe virtual journeys along the relatively small rivers in the Lothians, around Edinburgh, where
my brother, Alastair Robertson, and myself were born and brought up. From there it has grown to the present
scale, without really changing the aspects of rivers, on which we have focussed, namely broad patterns of
landscape, historical man-made artefacts, people of note with strong associations, and commercial and
transportation developments. On the other hand, limited knowledge, and a desire to maintain coherence, has
meant that our treatment of the natural world, the plant and animal life in the river valleys has always been
cursory, as has been our consideration of leisure pursuits, from boating to fishing. We have been fairly
disciplined in staying within the river catchments concerned, but allowed ourselves occasional departures; it is
not really relevant to this account but, we have stuck close to rivers, as they passed through large towns and
cities, for fear that the account would take on the guise of an inferior guide book. Mostly, we have used
information gathered during several visits, backed by an extensive desk top exercise, which involved consulting
maps, books and the internet, though in a few cases we have benefitted from local expertise.
It had always been appreciated, that bridges, and watermills would deserve special attention, as uniquely
associated with rivers, and as we continued to expand the project, the work on watermills, carried out by Alastair
Robertson, assumed greater prominence. Homing in on the commercial mills, which operated after 1750, sketch
maps were produced, locating them, along with tabulations, which specified their types, e.g. cornmills, textile
mills, etc. At the same time, methodologies were developed to identify farm mills, mainly threshing mills, on old
British maps digitised by the National Library of Scotland (nls) allowing full accounting for the milling installations.
The differences, which emerged, some predictable, some surprising, led to a search for patterns, and later
choices of rivers to investigate, were in part dictated by a desire to build a national picture of watermill
distributions, in the chosen period. The decision to produce an account of the River Wyre, was influenced by
the early dating of the indispensable 1st edition Ordinance Survey maps of Lancashire, compared with most
prepared in England, for reasons which will be explained later. However, the choice also required that the
selected river was of interest in itself, though in truth, most rivers are, to a greater or lesser degree, and the
River Wyre qualifies on this basis.
There are a few topics worth dealing with before starting the journey along the River Wyre. The name is thought
to be pre-Roman, with a meaning related to flowing, which seems rather indeterminate, but which may also
apply to the River Wear in County Durham. In simple terms, the River Wyre flows west then south through the
Forest of Bowland, then west and north through the Fylde. So, the headwaters are to be found in the Forest of
Bowland, designated an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) in 1964; there are 33 in England, and they
are best regarded as lesser National Parks, not a judgement on their scenic attractiveness, but on the powers
of the authorities that manage them. The Forest of Bowland AONB covers an area of 803km2, mainly in north
Lancashire, but reaching east into Yorkshire, and the reasons for its designation were listed as; grandeur and
isolation of the upland core; open expanses of moorland; cultural landscape of upland farming; historic
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landscape management as royal hunting
forest and more recently as sporting estates;
rural landscape of dry stone-wall enclosed
pastures, stone built farms and villages;
wooded pastoral scenery and parkland;
steep scarps, deeply incised cloughs and
wooded

valleys;

broad

river

valleys;

contrasting gritstone/limestone geology. The
moorland scenery is conveyed by Mr
Brown’s photograph taken from Tarnbrook
Fell looking south into the valley formed by
Gable Clough, and Tarnbrook Wyre. As
might be guessed from the abundant
heather, the headwaters of the River Wyre
flow through an area where the underlying rocks are millstone grit, a coarse-grained sandstone, and shale; the
soils are acidic, and thin. Much the same is true of the rest of the catchment of the River Wyre, until the Fylde
is reached, where the river separates a continuing underlay of millstone grit to its north from a mix of clays and
marl to its south, which break down into alkaline soils. The Forest of Bowland is wet, the average annual rainfall
is 1655mm, compared with the national average of 899mm, whereas in the Fylde, average annual rainfall is
very close to the national value.
As is obvious from the photograph, the name Forest of Bowland, does not mean that there is dense tree cover
throughout; indeed, in the region of the high moorland, where the hills are up to 500m high, the trees are
confined to sheltered river banks. This may not always have been the case; although there are few Bronze, and
Iron Age survivals, there are indications of a considerable amount of tree clearance in the 1 st and 2nd millenia,
BC. In the pre-Conquest period, much of the Forest lay in the Hundred of Amounderness, and an account of
the

complicated

chain

of

early

ownership,

is

given

in

the

website

article,

https://www.forestofbowland.com/files/uploads/pdfs/PREHISTORY%20OF%20THE%20LORDSHIP%20OF%
20BOWLAND.pdf. When the Lordship came into Royal hands in the early 15th century, large parts became
hunting forests, where ‘forest’ refers to hunting rights, and not to tree cover. Kings prevented landowners from
clearing and cultivating the land, restricted development and prohibited change. This controlling influence
continued to a considerable extent after the Forest laws were revoked in 1507, as deer parks and smaller
estates, replaced the hunting forests. There had been 5 main forests; the Royal Forest of Bowland and 4 others,
belonging to the earldom of Lancaster at Bleasdale, Quernmore, Wyresdale and Pendle. The hunters pursued
deer and wild boar, together with rabbits, foxes, hares, pheasants and partridges. Managing the land for game
hunting, primarily grouse shooting, has remained a predominant influence on the landscape, and several large
private landowners remain today, such as the Duchy of Lancaster, the Duke of Westminster, and Lord Clitheroe;
currently, a major landowner is United Utilities, which manages a large area, as a water catchment zone.
Farming within the AONB, is predominantly of livestock with 623 farms which can be classified in this way,
compared with 45 growing crops. But these present day proportions would not necessarily have been the same
in centuries past. It is highly likely that much more corn was grown within the period 1750 – 1900, in periods
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when imports were restricted by the effects of wars, especially those with the French between 1793 and 1815,
and intermittently, by Corn Laws in the first half of the 19th century. A driver for corn production to feed local
populations was the difficulty in moving bulk products like corn or flour, long distances, before the railway age.
Returning to Livestock, it is interesting to compare the numbers of sheep nowadays, 317000, to the number of
cattle beasts, 49000, noting that the preponderance of sheep will have been greater in the past. The number of
horses is relatively small, c500, not too surprising now, but perhaps there were more in earlier times, if more
land was being cultivated, rather than grazed. Obviously, these figures are not for the Wyre catchment, which
forms only part of the AONB, but they will apply to some degree. Turning to the river, with a view to beginning
the journey, it remains to establish the whereabouts of the source.
Speaking generally, this is not always a straightforward matter, certainly the most obvious recourse, namely to
choose the start-point, from where water travels furthest to reach the river mouth, is quite frequently flouted by
convention. The River Thames, is normally stated to flow for 346km from Thames Head, but if the source of its
tributary, the River Churn, were chosen, as some have proposed, 23km, would be added. The issue in this case
is different, because the River Wyre is formed from 2 headwaters, the Marshaw Wyre, and the Tarnbrook Wyre;
in such cases the length is sometimes measured from the meeting point, and sometimes from the source of
one of the headwaters, but again the choice is not always of the longest. The most-often quoted length for the
River Wyre is 45km, and my own map measurement suggests c48km, assuming that the measurement is to
the sea at Fleetwood, from Abbeystead, where the two headwaters meet. However, in these accounts, I
normally include the main headwater, and in this case choose the Tarnbrook Wyre, which, together with its
continuations, Gable Clough, and Hare Syke has a length of c10km, rather than the Marshaw Wyre which I
estimate to be c8km long. So, I consider the River Wyre to rise at the source of Hare Syke, and proceed by way
of the Tarnbrook Wyre to Abbeystead, where it is joined by a left bank tributary, the Marshaw Wyre, and then
proceeds to its mouth, flowing for c58km in total. None of this is of great consequence, but it seems worthwhile
to set out the options, and to make a clear, well-defined choice.
2. The Headwaters and the Upper Reach to Garstang
Hare Syke, my idea of the uppermost
headwater of the River Wyre, rises at a
height of 530m, on the east side of Ward
Stone, which is 561m above sea level, the
highest point in the Forest of Bowland; the
source is at OS Grid location, SD 597 588.
From this watershed separating it from
streams flowing north to join the River Lune,
Hare Syke flows south and then east. The
wintry photograph taken by Mr. Graham, is
probably c0.5km from the source, close to
the point where the tiny stream changes
direction, as it descends fast between
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grassy banks, with heather clad slopes,
near at hand. It gathers water, mainly from
streams on its left bank, before it turns south
again after flowing for about 2km and
becomes the Tarnbrook Wyre; the waterfalls
here are shown in Mr. Bond’s photograph.
Grass and heather are again evident, as the
stream begins its descent at the top of the
steep escarpment, south of Tarnbrook Fell.
In covering another 3km, the nascent river
falls to the 180m contour, a drop in total of
350m. The landscape has changed, as
shown in the middle view, a screen shot. The
fell has become a backdrop to pastoral
farms, with hedged fields, which stretch to
the foothills, while clumps of trees are
visible, away from the straggle along the
riverbanks. Human habitation is largely
confined to fairly isolated farmsteads, apart
from the hamlet of Tarnbrook, comprising
only half a dozen stone houses. The river
continues to grow, receiving amongst other
mainly right bank, small tributaries, the River
Grizedale, which at a length of c4km, must
be a contender for the title of shortest named
river in England. The surrounding farmland
is still mainly grassland, but there are a few
fields under cultivation, and wooded areas
are quite extensive as the Tarnbrook Wyre
approaches Abbeystead, having dropped
below the 120m contour. It is a substantial
river, as shown in the lowest view obtained
from Stoops Bridge just upstream of the confluence with the Marshaw Wyre, where it becomes the River Wyre.
The Marshaw Wyre rises 4km south-east of the other headwater at OS Grid Point SD 621 558, just above the
420m contour. The watershed here separates the River Wyre Catchment from that of the River Hodder, a major
tributary of the River Ribble. After flowing 2km south-west from the source, the stream reaches the ruin of
Wyresdale Tower above the right bank. However, this was no medieval fortalice, but is the remnant of a 19 th
century shooting lodge, a building which was never finished. The Marshaw Wyre has arrived at the north-west
end of the Trough of Bowland, which is a high pass between the Wyre and Hodder valleys, with a summit at
295m. It carries an unclassified, narrow road which is part of a direct route between Lancaster and Clitheroe,
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noted for its scenic attraction, and the
challenge

it

offers

to

cyclists.

The

photograph shows the Marsham Wyre
flowing from under a bridge carrying that
road, to be joined on the left bank by the
Trough Beck, and carrying on westwards,
alongside the road. East along the road from
here, the trees vanish as the crest of the
pass is approached, but our journey takes us
west along a delightful valley, with a growing
stream, always in view between grassy
banks amongst well scattered trees. The
wider landscape is of sheep grazing pasture
up the valley slopes. In summer, when I have
come this way, cars have been parked on
every available roadside space, with the
occupants picnicking, watching their kids
playing by the water, or occasionally fishing;
the scene is almost idyllic, though as the
stream is still above 150m, I suspect it will
look bleak in winter. As the stream flows
towards Abbeystead, I will pause only to
mention a fine example of an Irish Bridge, (a
ford with a metalled road above pipes,
through which water flows, except when the level is high, when it flows across the road surface), and a curious
concrete bridge sitting above pipes, which is shown in the lower photograph. The photograph also gives an idea
of the growth of the Marshaw Wyre as it approaches Abbeystead, though I am fairly sure that on average it
carries less water than the Tarnbrook Wyre, when they meet.
……………………………..
Abbeystead is a hamlet just to the north of
the confluence; on the eastern edge is
Abbeystead House, built in 1886 for the 4th
Earl of Sefton. The family, originally Irish with
the name of Molyneux, put down deep roots
in Lancashire, living mainly on the Crofton
Estate near Liverpool. The house was built
of sandstone as a shooting lodge, in almost
a caricature of Tudor style, with two large
ranges behind the one in view. The family
estate was large, extending to their grouse moors on the fells, but it is hard to imagine a shooting party large
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enough to fill the so-called lodge. The Sefton line ran out in the 1970s, and the estate, with the house, became
part of the Duke of Westminster’s estates. The name Abbeystead derives from the fact that Cistercian monks
from Furness Abbey founded a monastery in 1192, but they gave up the venture 12 years later. Given the short
period of occupation, it is unlikely that many stone buildings would have been erected; at any rate, none
survives, and the exact location is a matter for conjecture only.
The Abbeystead Reservoir was created in
1855 by Lancaster Corporation to store
water which could be released to supply
watermills downstream on the River Wyre in
dry conditions. The 13.7m high dam which
held back the water was concrete with a
stone facing, and the reservoir held almost
200 million gallons of water when full.
Obviously, with watermills gone from the
river, the reservoir became redundant, but
the photograph, an aerial view looking west,
with Abbeystead hamlet in the lower centre presents a strange picture. The visible water is within the perimeter
of the reservoir, but so is the large area of trees/bushes to the left, a fact which can be confirmed by referring
to early-20th century maps; silting of the reservoir has allowed this to happen. The River Wyre follows a path
through the left of the area of trees; I doubt if it was so constrained, when the reservoir was full, but anyway,
water at the far (west) end of the reservoir flows over a semi-circular weir, then over another straight weir to
reconstitute the river, as shown in the photograph below, taken from the website, https://www.baldhiker.com/.

I am not done with water engineering projects, because a few hundred metres downstream on the right bank
there is a fairly unprepossessing building, which houses pumping equipment. In the 1970s, a scheme was
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engineered, to enhance the supply of water to South Lancashire, by pumping water from the River Lune, through
a pipeline, south into the River Wyre, with a view to extracting it downstream to meet water supply needs; it was
given a fancy name, ‘The Lancashire Conjunctive Use Scheme’. All seemed to go well, if not very quickly, and
in 1984 the system was commissioned. On 23rd May, a group of 44 people attended a presentation in the pump
house beside the River Wyre, mainly because the water company wished to allay concerns, that the added
water might cause flooding in places, lower down the river. The pumps were switched on, not by any means for
the first time, but a catastrophic explosion took place, 16 people were killed instantly, or received burns or other
injuries which proved fatal, and many others were injured; part of the roof was blown off the building.
I have read the full accident report, by the Health and Safety Executive, and it seems to me, with something of
an engineering background, that hindsight produced the findings, which resulted in both the water authority and
the contractors being blamed. It was determined, that methane gas had leaked from coal seams deep below
the pipeline, had found a path upwards through rock, and then permeated through the walls of the concrete pipe
There, the gas had dissolved in water, and reached the pumphouse, which was not well-ventilated. The report
does not venture an opinion, on the ignition mechanism, but it is well known that if methane gas is present in
quantities, an explosion is highly likely. My own view is that the incident was due to an extraordinary unlucky
set of circumstances; however, the pump house was rebuilt with precautionary measures in place, and there
have been no more disasters. It is sadly true, that very unlikely events do occur, because the possibility cannot
reasonably be anticipated, and I think the disaster should be seen in that light.
Immediately

upstream

of

where

the

aforementioned pipeline discharges Lune
Water into the River Wyre (at both banks), a
small left bank tributary enters the river. It is
named the Cam Brook now, though some
older maps give it different names. A short
distance upstream from its confluence with
the River Wyre, at Catshaw Bottoms, a
cotton mill began operating in 1784; a full
account of its relatively short operating life,
is given by Mr. Buckley in a document
reachable by way of the link, https://lahs.archaeologyuk.org/Contrebis/18_62_Buckley.pdf, so I shall be fairly
brief. Within a year of commissioning, the owners realised that the water flowing in the Cam Brook was
insufficient to power the watermill. The response to an astonishing miscalculation was fairly heroic, in that a
lade was dug from high ground c3km to the east, and routed so as to be able to pick up water from a number
of small watercourses, before it arrived at a mill pond beside the watermill. Half a century of relatively troublefree production followed, before in the 1840s, a major enhancement took place. However, the mill burnt down
in 1856, and was not rebuilt. The main survivals are the mill house, now a residence, sections of the lade and
the millpond, together with an end wall of the mill, and some scattered masonry. More could be seen a century
ago, as in the old postcard, in which the mill is to the right of the house.
…………………………
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It has taken a few pages, but finally the journey down the River Wyre can really begin. The river flows west
between tree-lined banks, but beyond them the landscape is of farmed fields, mainly pastoral but with some
growing crops. The remains of Caw Mill, an early-18th century sandstone building, is visible on the right bank.
Milling began there in the early-17th century, mainly of corn, but it seems that fulling of cloth, (cleansing,
scouring, and pressing) was also carried out from time to time. Operations ceased in the mid-19th century, but
the building, and a surprising amount of the machinery, including a wooden waterwheel, survive, as reported
on the website, https://www.28dayslater.co.uk/threads/caw-mill-abbeystead-may-2019.118269/. After flowing
4km from the weir at Abbeystead, the River Wyre swings south to arrive at Dolphinholme on the right bank.
A small village, split into upper and lower
parts, seemingly with little to catch attention;
there are a few old terraced houses, some
unprepossessing modern ones, and a
church, which although admired by Pevsner,
dates only to the late-19th century. However,
the village claims a place in history. Thomas
Hinde purchased a cornmill in the village,
and installed Arkwright-designed machinery;
Dolphinholme Worsted Mill opened in 1795,
using water power to spin yarn. In 1811
Hinde employed Samuel Clegg to install gas
lighting in his mill, a process developed in
large part, but not patented, by William
Murdoch,

to

whom

Clegg

had

been

apprenticed at the factory of Boulton and
Watt. Clegg installed a furnace to produce
the gas by roasting coal, and a distribution
system taking the gas to the mill, the mill owner’s house, and a nearby street, so providing lighting. This is
Dolphinholme’s claim to fame, because no other street in the world, had been lit by gas, before then. The mill
operated until 1867, after which it was comprehensively demolished, so that remains are scanty, though the
ruined furnace chimney is still visible as shown, as are the foundations of a gas holder. Samuel Clegg played a
large part in the introduction of street lighting in London, and other cities, and was responsible for a number of
technical developments. Unfortunately, a business failure cost him much, and his later involvement with
atmospheric railways came to nothing, because the technology could not be made to work consistently, though
it still has advocates today. Clegg died at the age of 80 in 1861, and should perhaps be remembered better as
an engineering innovator, if not quite in the same league as his one-time mentor, Murdoch.
Wyreside Hall, just south on the left bank, now a hotel, might have become a Classical masterpiece, because
Robert Adam prepared drawings for the rebuilding of an older house, about which little is known. Plans had to
be altered, when the owner was found guilty of embezzlement. Eventually work went ahead and some of Adam’s
design work was used, but that masonry disappeared during a later remodelling, not to say that the result is
entirely unimpressive. The river next meanders through the Wyreside Lakes complex, focussed on fishing, but
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also providing woodland walks and camping
facilities.

The

ponds,

shown

in

the

photograph, are stocked with pike, carp, and
other coarse fish. It can be seen that the
surrounding farmland is largely pastoral.
After passing under the M6, the river passes
through another lakes leisure complex; there
are more to come, and caravan parks as the
main West Coast Railway joins the corridor
alongside the south-flowing River Wyre. This
stretch of the river, occupying most of the
12km, which separates Dolphinholme from Garstang, is forgettable. However, coming into the river, on the left
bank are a number of brooks, which can be followed upstream, into the fells of the Forest of Bowland, where
fine walking country can be enjoyed. Most notable is Grizedale Brook in a steep, tree-lined valley. The Fylde
Water Company formed in 1861 and constructed four reservoirs to utilise its waters, and those of its tributaries.
Grizedale reservoir was constructed in 1866, by building an earth embankment 22m high and 120m across the
Grizedale Brook, to create a reservoir with a capacity of 323 million litres. The construction of a further three
reservoirs in the catchment, took place in the years before 1920.
Garstang is a small market town with a
population of c5000; markets were recorded
in the 13th century. The market cross is
constructed of sandstone and consists of a
base, socket stone, shaft, knop and head; it
is c5m in height. The base is medieval, and
comprises a flight of three steps which are
octagonal in plan. The original shaft, topped
by a cross, was removed in 1754, because
of strong local feelings against symbols
perceived as Roman Catholic. It was
replaced by the present obelisk, which was
further modified, in 1897, to become a
jubilee memorial to commemorate Queen Victoria's 60th year on the throne. Garstang was on the Great North
West Highway between London and Scotland, and became in the 18th century an important staging post for
mail and passenger coaches, with 13 hostelries and taverns in the town. Two turnpike trust roads came together
just north of the town, the Preston Turnpike, and the Heron Syke Turnpike, which continued north past Lancaster
to the border between Lancashire and Westmorland; the milestones on the former stand beside the present A6
road, and have been refurbished. The A6 largely followed the route of the turnpikes, passing through Garstang
until a bypass was opened in 1928. Since 1965, the M6 has swept past the east of the town, though access is
only via the interchanges north of Preston and south of Lancaster.
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The first railway station to serve Garstang opened in 1840, 2km south-east of the town; Garstang and Catterall
station was on the Preston and Lancaster Junction Line, which became part of the main West Coast Line
operated by the London and North Western Railway (LNWR) in 1859. In 1870 the Garstang and Knot-End
Railway opened, connecting to the main West Coast Line at Garstang and Catterall Station. The line went past
the north-edge of Garstang, where another station was opened, and then due west to the large village of Pilling.
Only in 1908, did it reach Knot-End at the mouth of the River Wyre, which given that it was conceived mainly to
transport sand and fertiliser, delivered by sea, to the drained marshes on its route, seems more than curious.
In fact, carriage of salt proved to be a life-saver for the line, at least for a while. In the late-19th century, large
salt deposits were found at Preesall, on the right bank of the River Wyre, near the mouth, and mining began;
there was no rail link then, so the salt was dissolved in water and the brine was pumped through a pipeline
across the river to a processing plant at Burn Naze, on the left bank south of Fleetwood, where there was a rail
connection. In 1908 the Garstang and Knot-End railway reached Preesall, and afterwards the salt was purified
and moved out by rail, 53000 tonnes in1920, while 25000 tonnes of coal required for processing came in by rail.
The mines were deep, cavernous, and extensive, and subsidence incidents multiplied; the comment of a local
newspaper was perhaps too sanguine, ‘no doubt the good people of Preesall will in time come to regard the
collapse of a field or two with supreme indifference’ even if attitudes then were more complacent than they are
today towards fracking. Problems mounted, and by the 1930s the Preesall mines were closed; passenger
services on the Garstang to Knot-End line ended in 1930, and the line itself closed in stages between 1950 and
1965. Garstang lost its other station, when the main West Coast line station at Catterall closed in 1969. To
complete the account of Garstang’s transport links, I mention here that the Lancaster Canal passes through the
west of the town, but I shall have more to say about it later.
The ruin of Greenhalgh Castle, shown in the
photograph, is on the left bank of the River
Wyre, to the east of Garstang. The site is a
knoll of high ground surrounded by marsh
with only a narrow causeway connecting it to
firmer land. The mound was artificially
scarped to create a square platform; the
castle had a quadrangular curtain wall
protected in each corner by a square tower.
The

eastern

tower

incorporated

a

gatehouse. It was built by Thomas Stanley,
Earl of Derby, on lands awarded, after he
had earned the gratitude of the usurping
King Henry VII, by eventually taking his side
at the Battle of Bosworth, in 1485, and then
perhaps belatedly again, by joining the King’s army at the Battle of Stoke Field, 2 years later, which ended the
Wars of the Roses. The Earl was granted a licence to crenellate in 1490 and began to build Greenhalgh Castle
soon after; it functioned as a secure centre from which the earl’s lands were administered, but was too small
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and basic ever to accommodate an earl’s entourage. The earls were and are based at their Knowsley estate
near Liverpool.
The castle probably saw serious action only during the Civil War, when owned by the Royalist, James Stanley,
7th Earl of Derby. The Earl had some early success in attempts to secure Lancashire for King Charles I, but in
part thanks to lukewarm support from the King, Parliamentary forces gained control, and by June 1643 only
Greenhalgh and Lathom House, both estates owned by Derby, held out against them, while Derby himself had
joined Prince Rupert in Bristol. Greenhalgh Castle was besieged by Parliamentary forces, but the defence was
resolute. Attempts to undermine the castle failed, whilst the garrison made frequent sorties against the
Parliamentary lines. Eventually, the castle surrendered in May 1645, (6 months before Latham House), and the
garrison was granted easy terms. Unsurprisingly, given the fight put up, it was sleighted by Parliamentary order
to render it indefensible, and the effect was to make it uninhabitable. Since then, decay, no doubt accelerated
by quarrying of masonry, has reduced Greenhalgh Castle to its present state. To complete the story, the 7th Earl
took refuge in the Isle of Man, which he owned in 1644, but returned after the execution of King Charles I to
support his son, later King Charles II. A failed enterprise began, when Derby lost a small encounter at Wigan
Lane in August 1651; then he went south to take part in the Battle of Worcester, a month later. Wounded in that
Royalist disaster, he escaped northwards, perhaps heading for the Isle of Man, but was captured and beheaded
in Bolton, during October 1651.
Over many years, I occasionally spent a
night in a hotel in the small village called
Barton, a few kilometres south of Garstang,
and a few times drove there in the evening,
to obtain a bar meal rather than eating in the
hotel. I went by the A6, which was a wide
open road, but on choosing to go into the
town rather than round the bypass, I reached
the narrow High Street, made more so by
parked cars. There was no problem in
finding a suitable pub, in amongst a wide
selection of shops, rather more than would
be expected for a town of 5000 people. The
buildings housing them, in the town centre, are pleasant enough, if largely unmemorable. As can be seen in the
photograph taken by Mr. Broughton, the River Wyre has assumed the character of a placid lowland stream; the
camera pointed upstream and the ruin of Greenhalgh Castle is just visible, in the right centre. The mean flow
rate is measured near here as 43100 gallons per minute, but this presumably includes the contribution made
by water pumped from the River Lune. There is a barrier just upstream, which can be closed to direct water
onto surrounding farmland, to prevent flooding of low-lying villages downstream. As the river swings west across
the south side of the town, a weir indicates the one-time presence of a cornmill, as does a surviving short lade.
A plaque on a wall of the nursing home, now on the site, states that there was a fulling mill processing cloth in
the 13th century, and that the later cornmill was powered by an unusual horizontal waterwheel; unfortunately, I
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have no more information. At this point, where it passes under an aqueduct, carrying the Lancaster Canal, the
River Wyre has flowed 17km, from its formation at Abbeystead and leaves its upper reach behind.
3. The Middle Reach
The River Wyre winds south between a golf course and fields, many of which are arable, to reach the village of
Catterall, where it is joined on the left bank, by a first substantial tributary, the River Calder. Beside the
confluence is a mill site, which was occupied during the 19 th century by a paper mill, cotton mill, and an iron
works, powered by water from the tributary; more information about the various Catterall mills is available on
the website, https://www.catterallparish.org.uk/downloads/mill-race-sluice-gate.pdf . The River Calder rises
from headwaters coming from a height of over 400m off Bleasdale Moor, on the eastern edge of the Forest of
Bowland, and at first flows mainly westwards, before turning south to reach Oakenclough, where a papermill
operated between the 1790s and 1971.
Paper making in the area started before
1745, at Bannister Hey Mill, 3km to the
south, on the banks of the River Brock,
which also flows to the River Wyre. The mill
machinery

was

probably

moved

to

Oakenclough, where an existing cornmill
was converted to produce hand-made
paper, in1791. The mill was sold after the
owners became bankrupt, in 1826, and the
new

owner

installed

equipment

which

allowed the paper-making process to be fully
mechanised. From then on, the mill was a successful enterprise making products like tissue paper, wrapping
paper, paper bags, and kitchen/toilet rolls, but necessary investment in new equipment was a continuing drain.
At one point a massive waterwheel, 15m in diameter, and 3.6m wide was installed, but later, steam power was
made available, as indicated by the large chimney, in the snowy photograph of the site, dating to the 1960s,
and taken along with other information, from the Lancashire Post.
Eventually, a need for more capital, led to a takeover by Inveresk Ltd. of Musselburgh; investment was
forthcoming, in 1963, but almost inevitably the quest for efficiency by concentrating on large operations led to
the closure of the Oakenclough mill in 1971, making a few hundred people redundant, in an area where work
was hardly plentiful. Papermaking is a cyclical business, and Inveresk Ltd. has faced regular difficulties since
1971, leading to changes of ownership, and closure of mills, to an extent that I am not sure whether the company
survives. Returning to Oakenclough, it is surprising that a papermill was built in an isolated spot, especially
before the railway age, regardless of the availability of clean water and waterpower, given that the raw material,
rags, has to be brought from large population centres, and that is where the products finds their main markets.
The River Calder is short, only c16km in length but it falls through 400m, and for most of its length it is a fast
flowing stream. This means that its catchment was a good location for watermills, unless other factors like
transport links, came into play. I shall not dwell on any more of them as they are located and listed in Alastair
Robertson’s Appendix, but note that a number were cotton mills. The surrounds are flatter, where the river
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passes beneath a low aqueduct, carrying the
Lancaster Canal, from which water is
allowed to overflow, into a ditch feeding into
the river. The photograph was taken from the
canal tow-path and gives an idea of the size
of the River Calder, perhaps a large brook
would be a reasonable description. After it
comes

into

the

River

Wyre,

flowing

westwards, that river takes its tributary’s
alignment, and arrives at the hamlet of
Churchtown. The name hints at the fact, that
its church once served a parish, which
included Garstang. St. Helen’s Church
retains 13th century masonry, but was rebuilt
in Perpendicular style in the 15th century.
Flooding, necessitated restoration which
amounted almost to rebuilding in the 19th
century, when among

other

things

a

clerestory was added. Whether the church,
shown in the lower photograph, deserves
the high falutin nickname, ‘the Cathedral of
the Fylde’, I doubt, but it is as impressive as any church, encountered so far on the journey. Apparently, the
graveyard is round, which allows speculation that it was a pre-conquest religious site.
The Fylde is a low coastal plain occupying a square peninsula, of dimensions
c21 X 21km, bounded by Morecambe Bay to the north, the estuary of the
River Ribble to the south, the Irish Sea to the west, and the Forest of Bowland
to the east. Sedimentary sandstone provides the underlay, but deposits of
sand and clay left after the Ice Ages have been augmented by silt and gravel
brought down the River Wyre, and sea deposits made at various times. The
coastal strip, on which are found Blackpool and Fleetwood amongst other
towns, is urbanised but inland the Fylde is predominantly rural, especially
beyond the right bank of the River Wyre, the area known as Over Wyre.
Historically, Fylde was part of one of the 6 hundreds of Lancashire,
Amounderness, which came into the possession of King Athelstan in c934,
as he expanding his realm across England. Amounderness, as shown in the
map, vanished as an entity, after the Norman Conquest, though the name
was attached later, to smaller areas, including a Royal Hunting Forest.
The River Wyre winds south-west between grassy fields for 3km to reach the junction with its largest tributary,
the River Brock, on the left bank. This is another stream which originates in the fells of Bowland Forest; there
are a number of headwaters, with two being possible source candidates, but the longer rises 500m up, on Fair
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Snape Fell at OS Grid Point, SD 592 471,
and flows off the hill, first north-west and
then hooks round to the south-west. After
flowing for 4km, it arrives at Brooks Farm
Bridge which is shown. Often described as a
packhorse

bridge,

and

sometimes

as

ancient, the sandstone rubble structure is in
fact a footbridge built in the mid-19th century.
The segmental arch spans 4m giving an
idea of the size of the nascent River Brock,
and it carries a pathway of width 1m. On the
left bank here, is the hamlet of Bleasdale,
and the stream has reached Bleasdale
Moor, once Bleasdale Forest. Another 2km
downstream, the River Brock joins with the
other main headwater, and Higher Brock Mill
is on the latter, close to the junction. The
conjoined stream moves off west to arrive at
Siphon Bridge, which carries the metal pipes
of Thirlmere Aqueduct, capable of conveying
50,000,000 gallons a day from Thirlmere, in
the English lake district, to Manchester. The total length of 154km comprises tunnels, ‘cut-and-cover’ concrete
pipes, and cast-iron pipes. Wherever the concrete aqueduct is intersected by valleys, cast-iron pipes were laid,
the section over the River Brock is shown in the lower photograph. The system, which began to supply water in
1894 operates, without pumps by gravity only
A short distance further brings the river to
Lower Brock Mill, but I know no more
because sources give attention only to Brock
Bottoms Mill further downstream. In the
1790s, a cotton spinning mill was built on the
lower site, but prospered only rarely, before
being burnt down in 1860. It was rebuilt in
1861, to manufacture rollers for spinning
factories, but 30 years later, it was converted
again, this time into a file manufacturing
plant. It survived in that role until it was
closed in1936; the ground floor became a
café, serving hikers and other visitors to a
beauty spot and picnic site, whilst the top
floor was handed over to late night revellers. The photograph shows the ruins; decay has been very fast.
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Downstream, Matishead watermill may originally have been a linen mill, but it was converted to papermaking,
around 1800, and continued in production into the 1950s.
The river has reached the transport corridor
accommodating the M6, the Main West
Coast Railway line, the A6 and the Lancaster
Canal, and passes through the north of the
Bilborrow; I have not much to say about the
village, because major old buildings have all
been replaced, but it is a pleasant green
settlement, though without ready access to
the motorway or a station it is not ideal for
the commuters who live there. However, it is
time I said something about the canal. The Act of Parliament required to build and operate it was passed in
1792, with John Rennie as engineer, and by 1797 the stretch between Preston and Lancaster was open, the
main engineering feat, an aqueduct over the River Lune. By 1819 the canal had reached Kendal to the north,
while a connection to the sea near Lancaster had also been completed, but an intended section involving an
aqueduct over the River Ribble was never built. Like all canals it could not compete with the railways, and
eventually it was sold to the nearest, (LNWR). The decline continued and it was closed to commercial traffic in
1947, and formally closed in 1955. However, since then, as with many canals, there has been a renaissance,
and the section from Preston to Lancaster, operated by a trust is open to leisure craft, and there are plans to
open more, though the stretch north to Kendal, now blocked by the M6, and other obstructions, is unlikely to be
reborn. The photograph shows a marina on the canal at Garstang.
The River Brock downstream from Bilborrow
is a bit of a puzzle; maps of the 19th century
and the present day show the Old River
Brock, and the River Brock flowing west. The
former follows a more convoluted course to
the south, re-joining the latter, after merging
with a stream called New Draught, just east
of St. Michael on Wyre; it carries very little
water now, as can be seen in the view from
just short of the aforementioned merger. The
width of the stream bed suggests that much
more water was carried once, and may
conceivably be now, in flood conditions. I
have as yet found no information as to when
or how the River Brock might have moved,
or been moved, from its original course. The
New Draught is something of a puzzle as
well. The lower photograph, taken by Mr. Greig near to the one above, shows a road bridge over this stream,
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which most likely dates to the first half of the 19th century; the tidy structure, built of coursed sandstone blocks,
spans a stream carrying much more water than the Old Brock River
St. Michaels airfield, which opened in the early years of the 21st century, sits between the two water courses;
there are 3 grass runways from which microlights fly. The New Draught only flows for c4m, when it is formed by
the junction of the Woolhampton Brook, with headwaters stretching into the north of the City of Preston, and the
New Mills Brook, a continuation of Barton Brook, which in turn is formed from headwaters rising at the east edge
of the Forest of Bowland. There are watermills on these streams, itemised in the Appendix, but description of
their surroundings fits better with an account of Preston, so I shall not say more. I think that there has been
considerable engineering around the streams in this area, no doubt mainly in the cause of flood prevention, but
information about the detail seems scarce. The mean flow rate in the New Mills Brook is 9040 gallons per minute
which adds to that measured in the River Brock at Bilborrow, namely 11150 gallons per minute; taking account
of other small tributaries, it seems likely that the River Brock brings water at a mean flow rate of c25000 gallons
per minute when it joins the left bank of the River Wyre, after the main stream has flowed for c18km.
St. Michaels on Wyre must have grown up
as a bridging point, and a number of wooden
bridges preceded the first stone bridge, built
in 1696. The present St Michaels bridge is a
solid early-19th century structure, made of
sandstone blocks, and it has two segmental
arches. It is relatively narrow (c4m wide), so
it was understandable, that there was a
desire to find an alternative for pedestrians,
but unfortunate, that the method chosen was
to attach a metal footbridge, which can be
described only as an eyesore. The parish
church of St. Michael is on an ancient
religious site near the left bank. A church is
recorded in the Domesday Book, and it has been suggested that it may have had a 7 th century precursor. The
present church is built of mellow sandstone, some elements like the 16th century tower, ashlar, other parts of
rubble. The Grade 1 Listing describes the church, as mainly of the 15th century, but with 13th century survivals.
There have been more recent changes but the church seems to have avoided a heavy-handed Victorian
restoration. Downstream of the village, the mean flow rate of the River Wyre is measured as 90100 gallons per
minute, more than twice the value at Garstang. Flooding is an issue here, as recently as 2015, people had to
be rescued from their homes. It will be remembered that the Abbeystead disaster of 1984, resulted when the
water authority attempted to allay fears of visitors, that the transfer of water from the River Lune to the River
Wyre would increase the danger; most of those killed, came from St. Michael. Although flood prevention
measures were installed, they have clearly not been entirely effective. This serves as a reminder that the flow
rate measurements will include such transferred water.
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Moving

on,

the

river

reaches

Great

Eccleston, beside the left bank; it is another
very old village recorded in the Domesday
Book, but without surviving evidence of great
age. The Great Eccleston Agricultural Show
held over 2 days I July is one present day
claim to fame, and another is its description
as

‘Lancashire’s

Poshest

Village’

an

indication of high house prices and perhaps
more. The River Wyre loops sharply north
and quickly south, to reach Cartford Toll
Bridge, shown in the photograph. The story
is that a bridge was built by a local
landowner in 1831 because two estate
workers, a gamekeeper and a dairyman,
drowned, while trying to cross by a ford. However, 19th century maps mark a wooden bridge, so presumably
what we see, is a replacement, but I can find no definite information as to when that happened, though it may
have been in the 1890s. Cartford Bridge is 137m long and 3m wide, and is one of 18 toll bridges crossing rivers
or estuaries in the United Kingdom, which still charge. The view from the bridge, looking downstream, is of a
substantial river, and it is easy to believe that fording here was hazardous; the low mudbanks are an indication,
that the tidal estuary has been reached. After flowing 14km from Garstang, and 31km from Abbeystead, the
middle reach is at an end, but the River Wyre still has some distance to go.
4. The River Wyre Estuary
The

River

westwards,

Wyre

continues

gradually

to

wind

widening,

and

displaying larger mudbanks with areas of
saltmarsh beyond. It flows past 2 caravan
parks and a holiday park, both on the left
bank; they are barely 10km from Blackpool
Tower. After flowing for 7km from Cartford
Bridge, the river arrives at Shard Bridge;
here, the first toll bridge was built in 1864,
and is shown in the old photograph. This, the furthest downstream crossing point on the river, was ancient, a
ford, possibly used by the Romans, gave passage at low tide, the width of the river is c220m The bridge looks
a fairly rickety affair, made of iron plates and supported on pillars, yet it gave service for 129 years, carrying two
lanes of motor vehicle latterly. It was replaced by a modern concrete structure, and the toll was abolished.
The town of Poulton le Fylde is certainly of pre-conquest origins, though documentation is scarce. It was a
parish in the Hundred of Amounderness, which has been described earlier, and there is a record of St. Chad’s
church dating to the late 11th century. Curiously, although markets seem to have taken place throughout the
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medieval period, no charter has been found; this may be something to do with the fact that the town and much
of its surrounds were held by religious foundations, until the Reformation. The monasteries at Lancaster,
Cockersands and Whalley all held substantial estates, and built granges to manage them at the villages of
Staining and Singleton. These were Alien foundations, daughter-houses of Abbeys in Normandy, and during
the Hundred Years War with France, they were suppressed because they were assumed, probably correctly,
to transfer money and information to the enemy. By 1415, St. Chad’s church at Poulton and much other land,
had been granted to the Abbey of Syon in Middlesex, but they in turn lost it, at the Dissolution in the 1530s. At
that time, St. Chads’ became again the parish church, and the right to appoint the rector was given to a then
fairly obscure family, the Fleetwoods of Penwortham, a village south of the River Ribble.
As well as being an important market centre
for the largely arable surrounding farms in
the medieval period, Poulton was a growing
port. The harbours on each bank of the River
Wyre, were Skippool and Wardleys. The
former is in a creek fed by a small tributary,
on the left bank, and is shown as it is today
in the photograph. I have often looked at
such photographs, and wondered at their
depictions of ports, which were important
less than two centuries ago. Smaller ports
were still generally tidal, and trading vessels
were comparatively small in those days.
Some of the wooden staithes could be
survivals. Surprisingly, there was a watermill, upstream of the creek in the 19 th century, described on the web
page, http://www.wyrearchaeology.org.uk/index.php/areas-of-interest/skippool-not-finished. It is not clear how
sufficient power was generated to operate the grinding equipment, by a waterwheel on this flat land, but it was.
Wardleys is on the right bank, a little
downstream,

beside

the

village

of

Hambleton, and the photograph, taken by
Mr. Dixon, shows that it presents a similar
picture to Skippool, today. Into these creeks
came imported goods from as far away as
Russia and North America; flax was
imported from Ireland and the Baltic, timber
came

from

across

the

Atlantic

and tallow from Russia. Nearer at hand,
imports of limestone from Ulverston, a short
distance to the north, oats from there, and Kirkcudbright, Dumfries, Wigtown, Whitehaven and Liverpool, and
coal from Preston arrived. Cheese was exported to the same places. Linen production was widespread in the
Fylde during the 18th century and Poulton's importation of flax fed the industry, with merchants owning large
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warehouses at Skippool and Wardleys. The demise of the ports occurred fairly suddenly around 1840; the
railways allowed goods landed at larger, more distant ports, like Preston and Liverpool, to be brought to Fylde
economically, but development of better facilities was soon underway near the mouth of the River Wyre, at the
new town of Fleetwood.
The railway came to Poulton in 1840, with
the opening of the Preston and Wyre
Railway, and the driving force was the
Hesketh-Fleetwood family, who wished to
develop Fleetwood as a planned town;
benefits were also seen to be obtainable by
running a line through the rich farming lands
of the Fylde. The railway proved very
profitable, and improvements made around
Poulton are shown on the Wikipedia
diagram. The light purple line represents the
original Preston to Wyre railway, which for a
short period in the 1840s, before the
completion of the London to Glasgow, West
Coast route, was a part of a viable route to
Scotland, which continued by boat to
Ardrossan in Ayrshire. The burgeoning
popularity of the holiday resort of Blackpool led to the opening of a branch to Blackpool in 1846; the connection
in green is shown as a tight bend, as indeed it was. A derailment, which resulted in a death, led to a complete
realignment, and a change in the location of Poulton Station, in 1896; it is marked in brown and dark purple. In
1909, a direct link between Blackpool and Fleetwood, shown in pale red, was added, but it closed in 1952.
Finally, Fleetwood lost its connection to the network in 1970, but Poulton remains connected.
In the 18th century, markets for cattle and
cloth were held in Poulton in February, April
and November, and corn fairs on every
Monday; the market cross may date from the
17th

century.

However,

the

Industrial

Revolution had little impact on Poulton, in
large part, because of the absence of coal
deposits in the Fylde. As a result, the town
remained a local centre, though threatened
by competition from Fleetwood. The name
was altered in the 1840s, to include ‘le
Fylde’, to avoid confusion with other settlements, as the railways and postal services needed clarity. The town
now has a population of 18400, a small increase over the past two decades. The townscape, as in the view in
which the market cross is prominent, is pleasant but without many standout buildings; the church of St. Chad
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was rebuilt in the 18th century, leaving only a 17th century tower from any previous building. Driving through one
is conscious of the greenery, the large proportion of 20 th century housing, and the apparent absence of streets
built for industrial workers, which have fallen on harder times, because industry never became established at
any scale, in the town. Apart from retail, there do not seem to be many large employers, so many must commute
from a town which certainly on the surface appears to be a nice place, in which to live.
North of Poulton le Fylde, the peninsula
between the north-flowing River Wyre, and
the sea narrows, and across it lies the urban
district of Thornton-Cleveleys, the village of
Thornton nearest the Wyre, and the town of
Cleveleys by the sea. Thornton is old,
though no trace of its medieval history
remains, but there is one relatively old
landmark, namely Marsh Mill. The tower
windmill was built in 1794, and for more than
a century, ground corn to produce flour, and
later meal for feeding animals. It closed
down in 1920, but a restoration project was
begun in 1965, and over 20 years or so the
mill was restored to full working order by a
preservation society. The windmill is shown
in the photograph; it is built of rendered
(coated) brick, and is of 5 storeys adding up
to a height of 21m. The ground floor and first
floor are storage areas and have drying
rooms. The second floor is the meal floor,
containing corn-dressing machinery. The
corbelled platform at this level gives access to maintain the sails. The third floor contains 4 sets
of millstones. The tower is topped with a boat-shaped wooden cap, with a fantail, to swing it to the optimum
direction relative to the wind. Cleveleys, is essentially a relatively modern seaside suburb of Blackpool.
Fleetwood is at the crown of the peninsula. The Fleetwoods, a Lancashire family, were mentioned earlier in
connection with Poulton church; they prospered after the Reformation, and acquired the estate of Rossall,
between present-day Fleetwood and Cleveleys. The estate passed by marriage to the Hesketh family in 1733,
and the hall, which now houses a well-known school was built. A descendent was Peter Hesketh, born in 1801,
who inherited extensive estates in the Fylde including Rossall in 1824, on the death of his older brother; he
became High Sheriff of Lancashire in 1830 and a Member of Parliament in 1832, having changed his surname
to Hesketh-Fleetwood, in 1831. Rich and influential, he was something of a social reformer, and realised that
the factory workers of Lancashire had no seaside resort within reach. He decided to build a resort, and acquired
farmland at the northern tip of the Fylde peninsula, on which construction began in 1836; the new town was
named Fleetwood. Hesketh-Fleetwood, who had been created a baronet in 1838, was instrumental in the
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formation of the Preston and Wyre Railway Company and with his financial support, a railway line was built
between Preston and Fleetwood which opened in 1840. However, his financial outlay was too great, and his
agent, one Frederick Kemp, was at best unscrupulous, and may have fleeced his employer, so he had to sell
his estates, including eventually that at Rossall, Hesketh-Fleetwood left Parliament in 1847, and moved to
London, where he died in 1861. The town of Fleetwood is his memorial, and it owes much to its unfortunate but
visionary founder.
The town continued to grow after the loss of
its founder’s funding, but more slowly than
had been intended and there were setbacks;
one was the loss of its place as part of a
competitive route to the west of Scotland.
Beside the station, at Fleetwood Station, the
North

Euston

Hotel,

shown

in

the

photograph, opened in 1840, and apart from
accommodating visitors to the resort, it was
intended for passengers proceeding to
Scotland by steamer. However, by the early 1850s, the increasing power of steam engines, allowed the West
Coast railway to be pushed through the Lake District hills and Fleetwood’s Scottish trade vanished.
From its founding, Fleetwood had offered
berths for shipping but in the 1860s, these
activities increased, when steamers began
pleasure and commercial services to the Isle
of Man, Ardrossan, Belfast, and Barrow to
access the Lake District. By then there were
800m of stone quays along the River Wyre
frontage, served by a railway extension and
a new station. The fishing industry began to
grow as vessels expanded their catching
area from the Irish Sea fishing grounds (first
fished in the 1840s) to the haddock grounds
of the North Atlantic Ocean. At this time, all the fishing vessels out of Fleetwood were sail-powered fishing
smacks, not many of them were over 40 tons deadweight. Work began on what was to become Wyre Dock in
1869, but was suspended for financial reasons. A second Act in 1871 gave construction authority to the
Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway Company, which had acquired the Preston and Wyre Company, and the
dock was completed in 1877. One of the expected gains was not realised, because other north-western ports
had also been enhanced, and cargo trade went to them. However, this was more than offset by the rapid
expansion of the fishing industry. All the other major fishing ports in Britain, such as Hull, Grimsby and Aberdeen,
were on the east coast, so there was a competitive advantage for a west coast port with good rail links. By the
start of the 20th century, Fleetwood’s position as a major fishing port had been cemented; the photograph at
least gives a hint of this. The docks were expanded in 1908 with the construction of the Fish Dock, accessible
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through Wyre Dock, and still used today for the inshore fleet. Many industries related to fishing grew up along
the rail corridor on the eastern side of the town, and unrelated industries moved into the area to take advantage
of the availability of labour.
However, by the 1960s Fleetwood showed
signs of economic decline. Most serious was
the collapse of the fishing industry, largely
destroyed by the Cod Wars of the late 1960s
and early 1970s, a dispute between Iceland
and

the

UK

over

fishing

rights.

As

Fleetwood’s trawlers mainly fished the North
Atlantic for cod, the loss of access to those
fishing grounds hit the town hard. The last
deep sea trawler departed the town in 1982
and now only inshore fishing boats fish out of the port. Fish is still a big industry in the town, though the jobs are
mainly in processing rather than fishing, and as a result trawlers based elsewhere still land catches at the fish
market. The last ferry to the Isle of Man sailed in 1961, and that to Ireland was moved to Heysham in 2010.
However, a container port facility was developed in these years, and a thrice-daily container service to Ireland
was established. Fleetwood Freeport and Marina was built at the site of Wyre Dock in 1995. Overall, the picture
is mixed, with perhaps more decline, but the new initiatives have helped.
Of course, Hesketh-Fleetwood saw the town as becoming a prime resort for northern trippers and holidaymakers, but that did not happen, for one reason. Blackpool, no more than a village when the plans for Fleetwood
were being drawn up, grew quickly into a holiday Mecca. The population was 473 in 1801, though people were
already visiting to enjoy sea-bathing, but an explosion in size followed the arrival of the railway, in 1846; the
population was still only 2500 in 1851, but by 1881 it was 14000, and by 1901, 47000. Now it is c150000; this
account will not consider Blackpool to be a Wyreside town, but these figures give a idea of why Fleetwood was
unable to compete. The population of Fleetwood has been fairly static in the past few decades, at c25500. The
photograph of the townscape, viewed from the sea, looking east towards the Wyre estuary, shows the
inheritance of its planned nature, with parallel streets, and villas.
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For all that Fleetwood has been unable to
compete with Blackpool, its sea-coast laid
out as a park, its promenade, and until the
early 21st century, its pier (destroyed like
many by fire), have made it a pleasant, less
commercialised,

minor

coastal

resort.

Famously, Fleetwood is connected by tram
to Blackpool; the line is 19km long, and was
opened in the 1890s; modern trams now
operate, but I think that heritage models, like
that shown in the photograph, do so as well.
It would be wrong to move on without
acknowledging a more recent claim to fame
acquired by the town when its football team
gained promotion to the 4th tier of the English Football League in season 2010/2011. At that time Fleetwood
was the smallest town to boast a league club, and they went one better in 2014, by gaining promotion to the 3 rd
tier, a 6th promotion in 10 years. However, Forest Green Rovers have since taken over, as the smallest town,
with a league club, and as I write Fleetwood Town F. C. have just escaped relegation in the 2021/22 season.
Across

the River

Wyre Estuary

from

Fleetwood, and reachable by ferry in the
summer months is the village of Knot-Endon-Sea, which appears to have grown
considerably

in

recent

years.

The

Esplanade, otherwise the B5270 is lined with
a mix of new flats, Victorian terraced villas,
and some shops in the centre of the village.
A little upstream, still on the right bank and
thus in Over Wyre, is Hackensall Hall, now a
farmhouse. The moated house was built by
the oft-mentioned Fleetwood family in 1656,
probably on the site of a predecessor, after they had been flooded out of their home at Rossall. I guess they
moved back, when the present Rossall Hall was built, in the mid-18th century. Hackensall Hall has been
considerably modified, but original features like mullioned and transom windows remain, as can be seen in the
old postcard view. Nearby is the site of a Hackensall tide mill, mentioned in a grant of land to Cockersand Abbey,
dated 1260. It was labelled on the relevant 1847 OS map which depicts a banana-shaped pool and floodgate,
but no buildings. The survivals may indicate the mill’s use long after 1260. (Tide mills worked by allowing a
reservoir to fill when the tide was in, and to drain by way of a waterwheel, when the tide was out). A little further
upstream is the surviving evidence of the Preesall salt workings, which were considered much earlier in the
account.
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Turning back to the River Wyre Estuary, the flow is northwards, and at low tide it can be seen that a channel
winds amongst mudflats and sandbanks, under water when the tide is in, between relatively narrow salt
marshes, some of which have been built on. The river mouth, where water enters the Irish Sea, is between
Fleetwood and Knot-End-on-Sea, though sandbanks, usually submerged, called North Wharf and Bernard
Wharf, seem to define a river channel for another 3km. The Wyre Light stood at the seaward end of the North
Wharf to help ships to navigate into the river estuary. It comprised 7 wrought iron piles embedded in the sands,
which supported a hexagonal platform c5m high, carrying a lantern, and the keeper’s house. Construction began
in 1839 and the lantern was lit in1840. The keeper’s house was destroyed by fire in 1948 and the lantern became
an automatic beacon. It was replaced by a lighted buoy in 1979, leaving behind a derelict, partially collapsed,
structure, to join the many decaying boats which can be seen on the banks of the estuary.
…………………………..
The River Wyre is relatively short, 48km long, 58km with the headwaters, and quite small in terms of mean flow
rate, just over 90000 gallons per minute. It flows through very different landscapes, from the fells of the Forest
of Bowland, to the flatlands of the Fylde. The surrounds are overwhelmingly rural, until the estuary is reached
where Poulton le Fylde, and Fleetwood are fair-sized towns. There is a decided absence of historic man-made
structures, no abbey remnants, and only one ruined castle, Greenhalgh Castle, near Garstang. None of the
bridges over the river are ancient, though a few are of interest for other reasons. The watermills on the River
Wyre itself, and its tributaries, practically all on the left bank running off the Forest of Bowland, are certainly of
interest. They are detailed in Alastair Robertson’s Appendix, but it is worth commenting here, that there are both
cotton mills and paper mills in unexpected locations.
The farming, as might be expected, is largely sheep and cattle husbandry in the upper reaches, with arable
farming predominating in the Fylde, and that pattern is likely to be historic, though rather more corn may have
been grown in the upper reaches, around 1800. There are no coal deposits nearby, so the lack of industrial
development is no surprise. The development of docking facilities in the estuary is really interesting, regarding
the tiny creeks which made Poulton an important port up to the mid-19th century, and the more sophisticated
docks, that made Fleetwood a major fishing port, for the next century. As usual in these accounts, I say little
about leisure pursuits, but a few words now are appropriate. I do not think that boating of any kind is a common
pursuit on the River Wyre; in my limited viewings I have seen none. Fishing is a major leisure activity, with
salmon, sea and brown trout, and a range of course fish catchable by anglers. The Forest of Bowland is well
known as a target for hikers, and there are trails, walks and picnic areas along the river and its tributaries.
So, there it is, the virtual journey through the River Wyre catchment is complete, but the Appendix which
identifies and locates the watermills to be found there, now follows.
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Appendix
Commercial Watermills
We first describe briefly the methodologies used to gather the information, which has allowed the sketch maps
and tabulations on following pages, to be produced.
Note that commercial watermills were paid by customers to process raw materials like grain or wool, whereas
farm mills, to be dealt with later, were machines located on a farm, which operated at the behest of the farmer,
normally without money changing hands. The great majority of farm mills during the period in question (post1750) were threshing mills, separating grain from stocks (straw)
1. All mills were initially identified from first edition, six inch to the mile Ordnance Survey (6 inch OS) maps
of Lancashire. Additional information on mill type and location was obtained from first edition, 25 inch
to the mile OS maps. These maps are available on the National Library of Scotland Map Images website
(https://maps.nls.uk/).
2. Surveys for the first edition 6 inch OS maps were undertaken in the 1840s. Four first edition 6 inch OS
maps were not available on the NLS Map Images website, and information was obtained in those cases
from second edition maps dating to the 1880s. The first edition 25 inch OS maps used were surveyed
in 1888.
3. Additional information was obtained by Google searching for water mills in the specific area.

The sketch maps and tabulations follow:
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Table 1: Water Mills on the River Wyre and its main Tributaries

River Wyre
Code
W1
W2
W3
W4
W5
W6
W7

Mill
Caw Mill
Dolphinholme Worsted Factory
Corless Mill
Clevely Corn Mill
Scorton Factory
Garstang Corn Mill
Kirkland Corn Mill

Tributaries
River Calder
Code
Mill
C1
C2
C3
C4
C5
C6
C7

Oakenclough Paper Mill
Caldervale Mill
Caldervale Cotton Factory
Sandholme Mill
Pyrmont Works
Holden's Tannery
Catterall Mill

Mill Type
Corn, Fulling
Worsted, Cotton, Corn
Corn
Corn
Cotton
Corn
Corn

Mill Type
Corn, Paper
Cotton
Cotton
Corn
Cotton
Tannery, Currier
Paper, Calico, Worsted, Bobbin, Iron
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River Brock
Code
Mill
B1
B2
B3
B4

Mill Type

Higher Brock Mill
Lower Brock Mill
Brock Bottom Factory
Matshead Mill

Corn
Corn
Paper, Cotton, Rollers, File
Linen, Paper

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

Tributary

Mill stream

Mill

Tarnbrook
Wyre
Mill
Type

Grizedale River
Cam Brook
Foxhouses Brook
Grizedale Brook
Unknown
Mill Stream
Main Dyke

Grizedale River
Cam Brook
Unknown
Grizedale Brook
Unknown
Mill Stream
Main Dyke

Wyre Bridge Mill
Catshaw Factory
Lordshouse Bridge Bobbin Mill
Woodacre Mill
Lingart Forge
Wall Mill
Skippool Mill

Bobbin, Saw
Cotton
Bobbin
Unknown
Forge
Spinning
Corn, Bone

River Wyre
Tributary
Code
1W
2W
3W
4W
5W
6W
7W
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Tributaries
River Brock
Tributary

Mill Stream

Mill Name

Mill Type

1B
1B

New Draught
New Draught

Unknown
Westfield Brook

Catforth Smithy
Goosnargh Mill

Smithy
Corn

1B
1B

New Draught
New Draught

Barton Brook
Sparlung Brook

Barton Mill
Sidgreaves Silk Mill

Corn
Silk

1B
1B

New Draught
New Draught

Factory Brook
New Mills Brook

Little Inglewhite Mill
Hollowforth Corn Mill

Bone
Corn

1B
1B

New Draught
New Draught

Old River Brock
Woodplumpton Brook

Myerscough Mill
Woodplumpton Corn Mill 2

Flour
Corn, Bone

Threshing Mills
The locations of possible water-powered threshing mills in the River Wyre catchment were identified from, where
available, first edition, six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps) of Lancashire. The
surveys for the first edition maps were undertaken in the mid-1840s. Four first edition 6 inch OS maps were not
available on the NLS Map Images website. These covered much of the southern part of the River Brock
catchment and second edition 6 inch OS maps were therefore used to find threshing mills. First edition 25 inch
to the mile maps were occasionally used to clarify whether or not a threshing mill may have been present.
The second edition 6 inch OS maps used were surveyed in 1891 and 1892 and the 25 inch OS maps were
surveyed in 1888. The surveys for these two series were therefore undertaken well after the introduction of
steam powered threshing machines, often movable, which rapidly supplanted water and horse powered
threshing. Water-powered threshing mills required sources of water including ponds and mill lades which are
long lasting features and in many instances, but not all, these features were detectable on maps surveyed
several years after the threshing mill had fallen out of use.
The presence of mill lades, dams or ponds is a strong indicator of the presence of a water mill on a farm at
some time. Possible farm mills in the Wyre catchment were therefore identified from the presence of these
features on the OS maps. (Only one farm in the Wyre catchment was actually labelled as having a threshing
machine on the 6 inch OS maps, the remainder were identified as described.) Only those farms where the
buildings were lower than the ponds were included in the list of threshing mills below. Threshing mills were by
far the most common type of farm mill and it has therefore been assumed, that there were threshing mills at
these farms. Thus, sites where water-powered farm mills operated at some time after c1790 are tabulated but
it is difficult to say more about exactly when they operated.
In addition, horse gins were used to power farm threshing machines. As pointed out to us by the late Professor
Paul Bishop, these can generally be recognised on early OS maps by the presence of small roundhouses on
farms which were an intrinsic part of horse gins. Only three horse gins were recorded in the Wyre catchment.
A total of 39 possible water-powered threshing mills was found in the River Wyre catchment. The numbers of
these mills are summarised by main catchment in Table 3. (The main tributaries are listed according to the order
where they joined the River Wyre, from upstream, downwards.)
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Table 3: Summary of the locations of threshing mills and horse gins in the River
Wyre catchment
Catchment

Number of
Threshing Mills
& Horse Gins
20*

River Wyre
Tributaries
River Calder
River Brock
Total
*Includes 3 horse gins

0
19
39*

The total number of possible threshing mills and horse gins (39) identified in the catchment was just over twice
the number of cornmills in the catchment (we identified 18 corn mills, see tables 1 and 2). However, we know
that the indicators used to identify farm mills (mill lades, dams or ponds) did not all survive the period between
the 1840s and the 1880s. In the rest of the Wyre catchment, the survival rate was assessed as 59%. By
assuming that 59% is also representative of the survival rate of farm mill features across the areas of the
catchment not covered by 1st edition 6 inch OS maps, we have estimated the likely number of threshing mills
in the Wyre catchment in the 1840s as 47. This number is 2.6 X the number of cornmills found in the catchment.
We think this is the best way of accounting for an information deficit, but obviously it detracts from certainty.
The individual mills are listed in Table 4. The list starts upstream and moves downstream. The table defines,
where possible, the name of threshing mill, the name of the millstream and the name of the tributary of the Wyre
or one of the main tributaries. Many of the threshing mills were built on very small streams, often little more
than drainage ditches. As a result, the list in Table 4 contains many tributaries and mill streams whose names
were not readily found. These are marked as “Unknown” but some of these streams are not named.

Table 4: Possible Threshing Mills in the River Wyre Catchment
(a) River Wyre
River/tributary
Unknown
Damas Gill
Park Burn
Unknown
Parkhead Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

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

Mill
Little Catshaw Farm
Lower Castle O'Trim Farm
Parkgate Farm
Snape Wood Farm
Heald Farm
Gibson's Farm
Humblecow Farm
Johnson's Farm
Holkes Farm
Hoskinshire Farm
Carleton Farm
Four Lane Ends
Ashton Farm
Coatwalls Farm
Willcocks
East Warren Farm
New Hets Farm
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(b) River Brock
River/tributary
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught
New Draught

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Bull Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Admarsh Burn Farm
Mount Pleasant Farm
Duckett's Farm
Crindle Brook Farm
Cross House
Lockhurst
Lower House Farm
Jack Nook Farm
Hook Fold Farm
Beesley's Farm
Brook Farm
Green Lane Farm
Fisher's Farm
Threlfall Farm
Cardwell's Farm
Billington's Farm
Almond's Farm
Fence Foot Farm
Laws Farm

Table 5: Summary of the Numbers and Types of Water Mills in the River Wyre
Catchment

Corn
Textile
Saw
Metal
Paper
Bone
Leather
Unknown
All Commercial
Farm Mills
Threshing
All Water Mills

Wyre
7
7
1
1
0
1
0
1
14
17
31

Catchment
Calder
Brock
2
9
4
3
0
0
1
2
2
2
0
2
1
0
0
0
7
14
0
7

All
Catchments
18
14
1
4
4
3
1
1
35

19
33

36
71

There were three horse gins, all near the River Wyre estuary.
Notes;
1. The agricultural landscape of a good part of the River Wyre catchment means that the substantial number of
cornmills is no surprise, though comparisons with present land usage suggest that there has been a shift from
arable to pastoral farming since the period 1750 -1950, when watermills, considered in this account, operated.
Otherwise, the fact that the catchment was at the edge of the great centre of cotton production in Lancashire
explains the large number of textile mills, though some of the isolated locations of individual mills are surprising.
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2. We have explained the reasons for adjusting the estimate of the number of threshing mills upwards, from the
value of 39 presented in Table 5, to 47. On that basis, the ratio of the number of farm/threshing mills to the
number of commercial corn mills, in the River Wyre catchment is 2.6 : 1. This is a high value in comparison
with those found in other English catchments; we think that is in part a real effect, but that it is also due to the
fact that OS maps surveyed in the 1840s are available for most of this catchment, whereas, in the rest of
England, the earliest OS maps date to the 1880s. The 1860s saw the widespread introduction of movable,
steam-powered threshing mills, so that the use of fixed installations, which appear on OS maps, began to
decline. Evidence of their existences survived in many cases, but all traces of some soon vanished.
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In the course of the project, I have read guidebooks acquired during visits to historic sites, and I have consulted
many websites, far too many to list. A few of specific relevance are referenced in the text of the account. Apart
from extracting facts, I have not copied text, but would want to thank all of those responsible, who have made
useful information available.
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