River Welland
Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the River Welland, a distance of 104km, from source to sea;
the perspective is historical but viewed against the background of the current scene. Any significant tributary
joining the river has also been tracked back to its start-point, and general 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 other nearby buildings, both religious and secular, also feature. People of note have been
associated with the river, and brief biographical notes are provided, where thought appropriate. The most
prominent settlement on the river is Stamford, but Market Harborough and Spalding are also substantial
riverside towns, while Corby is close enough to merit consideration; they are looked at, along with other less
populous towns and villages. 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, albeit that the whole
course of the river has been followed at greater and lesser distances by car; information to fill in gaps has been
obtained from computer-based 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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River Welland
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 by now put together accounts of 45 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 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; 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 many visits, backed by an extensive desk
top exercise, consulting maps, books and the internet, though in a few cases we have benefitted considerably
from local expertise.
It has 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 primarily by the National Library of Scotland (nls) allowing fuller accounts of all of 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. However, the River Welland was selected relatively early, on the
basis of personal interest and prior knowledge, and in the light of the absence of any full modern account,
whether on paper or on line. There are descriptions of the lower reaches, where the river approaches its mouth,
in the fenland near the Wash, noted in the short bibliography, but I have found no account of the upper course.
The River Welland rises at the northern extremity of the Northamptonshire Uplands, an area of gently rolling,
rounded limestone hills and valleys capped by ironstone-bearing sandstone and clay lias. The raised area is
the main watershed of Middle England, with substantial rivers radiating outwards in several directions, including
the River Cherwell, southwards, the River Avon, westwards, the River Nene, eastwards, and the River Welland,
north-eastwards. The River Welland quickly departs this area moving into the National Character Area (NCA)
of the Northamptonshire Vales, which essentially comprises the two valleys of the River Nene and the River
Welland. The underlying rock remains a mix of limestone, sandstone and mudstone, deposited at the edge of a
tropical ocean, on top of which sand and gravel were left by the retreating icecap, 11000 years ago. The
landscape is almost entirely man made, with arable farms on the valley floors, pasture fields on the gently
sloping sides, with similar areas of each; there is little tree cover. Sheep are the predominant livestock, three
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times as numerous as cattle nowadays and possibly more in the past. The relatively few villages in the upper
Welland valley, are built mostly of stone, quarried from oolitic limestone outcrops. The latter are often termed
‘freestone’ because they are easily worked and shaped, hence the many neat ashlar structures on the banks of
the river, built with stone from quarries conveniently near at hand. The scenery changes little until the river
passes Stamford, one of the finest stone-built towns in England, at which point the river begins to enter Fenland.
The source of the River Welland at Sibbertoft, in Northamptonshire, is at Grid Reference Point SP 676 829,
close to the 170m contour, and it flows 104km, mainly eastwards to reach the Wash. To locate the source in
broader perspective, if a line is drawn south-eastwards from Leicester to Northampton, Sibbertoft is close to the
midpoint, 24km from the former city, and 23km from the latter; otherwise, the source is 7km south-west of Market
Harborough to which the river flows, in a round about way. With a mean rate of fall of 1.63m/km, the River
Welland is not quite an archetypal lowland river, but anyone observing the passage of its last reaches through
fenland would find this a moot distinction. Before properly beginning the historical journey, a detour is
appropriate, because the village of Naseby is 5km south of Sibbertoft, and the decisive battle of the 1st Civil War
was fought roughly half-way between the two on the 14th June 1645; a brief account follows.
There is a tendency to present the Royalist cause before the battle in too gloomy a light; they were on the back
foot, but still saw victory as possible. Their disasters in 1645 were as much to do with a flawed decision to
campaign in two widely separated regions, the South-West of England, and the far north, as with the
reorganisation of the Parliamentary forces which is most often offered as the cause. The division of their forces
made it possible for Sir Thomas Fairfax and the New Model Army to defeat them in detail. When King Charles
I and the larger part of his army left their stronghold of Oxford to head northwards, in order to carry out their part
of the plan, that city was besieged by Fairfax. The Royalist Army paused to capture and sack Leicester, perhaps
a ploy to draw Fairfax away from Oxford. If so, it succeeded but at a cost, which ensured the defeat of the
Royalists. Fairfax was ordered by Parliament to confront the Royalist Army, and closed with them far more
quickly than they had anticipated, making avoidance of battle difficult. Even so, the King’s out of favour deputy,
Prince Rupert, advised flight, though that course would have been perilous, with a pursuing army close behind.
The King weighed the risks, but decided to fight, in spite of the fact that his army was outnumbered with c4000
cavalry and c5000 infantry, compared to their adversary’s 7000 cavalry and 9000 infantry, (some authorities
make the gap in total numbers as small as 3000, but all agree that the Parliamentary Army was significantly
larger). The numerical disadvantage was in large part a consequence of the division of the Royalist forces, since
Lord Goring, commanding in the South-West, had enough men to have closed the gap, and as a formidable
cavalry commander, his own presence might also have made a difference.
The armies lined up initially on a front about 1½km wide, across the road between Sibbertoft and Naseby.
Although their numbers were inferior, the Royalists took the initiative. (Perhaps this was a mistake, given the
balance of forces, but it played to Royalist élan in attack, and their lack of respect for their adversaries). As had
become customary in Civil War battles, a cavalry charge led by the Palatine Princes, Rupert and Maurice, blew
away the Parliamentary cavalry opposed to them, on Fairfax’s left, and moved on towards his artillery park and
baggage train; there they met strong resistance, which delayed their return to the battlefield. (Artillery played
virtually no part in the battle). The outnumbered Royalist infantry also moved forward vigorously, under the
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command of Jacob, Lord Astley and steadily
pushed their adversaries back in the centre
of the battlefield, though they did not
succeed in breaking through. The excellent
schematic, taken from Mr. Donaldson’s
YouTube site, shows the deployments and
the main movements of the divisions of the
two forces. Oliver Cromwell is often wrongly
described as the Parliamentary commander;
he

actually

led

the

cavalry

on

the

Parliamentary right wing, and his actions
undoubtedly turned the tide of the battle,
converting a faltering defensive action into a
crushing victory. He drove back the rather
stuttering advance of his direct opponents, Lord Langdale’s horsemen, soon dispersing them, and then, having
kept his own men together, he turned towards the centre taking the Royalist infantry in the flank. This attack on
their opponents enabled the Parliamentary infantry to gain the upper hand, and at that point Fairfax released
his reserve to complete the victory by driving most of the Royalist army off the battlefield, though those who
escaped maintained some order in retreat.
It was all done in a morning; the King had been led away, when the outcome was clear, and he and Prince
Rupert escaped northwards to Belvoir Castle. The Royalist casualties of c1000 were much the same as those
on the other side, but crucially they lost 4500 prisoners, including many officers, all stranded on the battlefield.
The Battle of Naseby had been hard-fought, with the weaker Royalist Army holding the upper hand in the early
stages before Cromwell’s cavalry turned the tide, reinforcing his growing prestige. (Similarities between the
Battle of Naseby, and the Battle of Rocroy, which had ended Spanish supremacy in Western Europe, two years
earlier, and the roles of Oliver Cromwell and the Great Condé in achieving victory, are easily found.) Fairfax has
received fewer plaudits from military historians, yet he gave the calm leadership lacked by Parliamentary armies
until then, and undoubtedly it was his hot pursuit before the battle, which had created the opportunity to fight on
favourable terms.
The remnants of the King’s army mainly headed for Leicester, which was still held by the Royalists, but many
were killed en route. Fairfax moved to recapture Leicester, and forced its surrender by breaching the town
walls. He granted safe passage to the Royalist defenders, with their personal weapons and they made for
Lichfield. However, they were no longer an organised force, and had little prospect of seriously challenging the
main Parliamentary army again. The Lord General regrouped quickly and took his army, without Cromwell, to
the South-West, where a crushing victory over Lord Goring at the Battle of Langport, in Somerset on 10th July
1645, more or less completed the destruction of the Royalist forces, emphasising the folly of their divided
disposition, and making their total defeat in the 1st Civil War, in 1646, inevitable, though fighting soon restarted
in the 2nd Civil War.
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Although the battle is presented as part of an account of the River Welland, two other major rivers begin their
courses nearby. The Warwickshire River Avon rises at Avon Well in the village of Naseby, and then flows west
by way of Naseby Reservoir, which was created to supply water to the nearby Grand Union Canal, and meets
up eventually with the River Severn, at Tewkesbury, the location of another seemingly decisive battle, fought in
1471, during the Wars of the Roses. At the eastern edge of the Naseby battlefield there was and still is marshy
ground, the source of a headwater of the River Ise, a left-bank tributary of the River Nene, which flows east to
the Wash. Other features like a high hedge at the west edge of the battlefield in 1645 survive in what may be a
comparatively unaltered pastoral landscape, though the fields may be larger now, with fewer hedgerows.
There are two monuments commemorating
the battle; the one shown in the photograph,
south of Naseby, is often referred to as the
Cromwell memorial, and is claimed to stand,
where he initiated the decisive cavalry
charge. However, it is just to the west of the
Naseby/Sibbertoft

road,

whereas

the

schematic is probably correct in suggesting
that Cromwell must have led his charge, on
the east side of that road. When I stood there
most recently on a quiet spring day, I found
it hard to imagine that one of the decisive
battles of British history had been fought by
c25000 men on the gently sloping green
fields in front of me. The other monument is
a pinnacle atop a hillock in Naseby village,
where Fairfax assembled his army, after
their rapid march, and was joined by
Cromwell, who had come hotfoot from
politicking in London, to assume the role of lieutenant-general, and commander of the Parliamentary cavalry He
may have influenced Fairfax to take up a slightly more advanced (and weaker) position to entice the Royalists
into attacking.
2. The Source and the Upper Reaches
Sibbertoft is an unpretentious small village with largely modern housing, well separated by trees and grassy
spaces, though the central green looks something of an afterthought. St. Helen’s Church, to the north-east of
the village, dates in part to the 13th century, and is built of coursed lias, the local stone, and cobble. Unfortunately,
in my eyes at least, the prominent entrance porch and south aisle are workaday 19th century additions. There
are some earthwork remains including a mound and ditches, of a motte and bailey castle on the north-eastern
edge of the village; most likely dating to c1100, but there is no associated masonry, nor any documentation.
Finding the actual source of the River Welland presents a difficulty. Field ditches join to form a coherent stream
to the north-west of the village, and OS maps of the 19 th century and up to the present day, name this stream,
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the River Welland, but they also mark the
source of the river as beside the junction of
Church Street and Naseby Street in the
south-east corner of the village, the ditch
shown in the photograph. (Arthur Mee
claimed that the source was in the cellar of
the vicar’s house, nearby). The weather had
been dry, before my visit; perhaps water
flows there sometimes, and it may make its
way into a ditch on the far side of the road at
the top-left of the photograph. However, there is no obvious route, by which water might flow from there, to
reach the stream at the other side of the village. So, I think it best to stick with the location north-west of the
village as the source, at the grid point given in an earlier paragraph, namely SP 676 829.
Having established itself as separate from field drains, the River Welland takes shape as a small stream passing
between arable fields, interspersed with a few grassed areas and clumps of trees. However, contrary to
expectation, it flows due west, and does so for c3km, before it makes a fairly sharp turn, first to the north and
north-east, and then eastwards. This course takes it round the Hothorpe Hills, which viewed from the south, are
a slightly raised grassy area north and west of Sibbertoft, at the northern edge of the Northamptonshire Uplands.
Shortly before the change of direction, the river becomes the boundary between Leicestershire, on the left bank,
and Northamptonshire on the right. Here also, two transport arteries aligned with the river. The Rugby and
Stamford Railway became a part of the London and North Western Railway (LNWR) network in 1846, when a
route along the Warwickshire Avon and Welland valleys was approved. The section between Rugby and Market
Harborough opened in 1850, as a single track line, but it was not until 1878 that it was doubled and completed
as far as Stamford. The line was closed in 1966 as a result of the Beeching report, though it seems possible
that it might reopen. The Grand Union Canal enters the Welland valley here, and I shall say more of it later.
Husbands Bosworth is a large Leicestershire village, just past the apex of the aforementioned river bend; the
2nd part of the name reflects the ownership of the farmstead from which it grew, while the 1 st part was appended
to distinguish it from Market Bosworth, some distance to the west, (the latter village was near where King
Richard III fell in battle in 1485). In Husbands Bosworth, the church dates partly to the 14th century, and a hall
is built around a small Tudor mansion, but both have been greatly altered over their lifetimes, and most of the
houses are relatively modern. As Arthur Mee tells it, the village has a dark secret; in 1616, 9 local women were
executed as witches, accused of inducing epileptic fits in a child of the local manor. Another 6 women would
have died, if King James I & VI had not heard of the case; he insisted on investigating personally and denounced
the young accuser as a fraud. The surviving women were released. King James has been discredited because
of his belief in witchcraft, but he was always wary of false testimony provided by interested parties. South of the
village, Husbands Bosworth Airfield was opened as an RAF training establishment in 1943. Vickers Wellington
Bombers were used to prepare aircrew for night-time raids on Germany. The airfield was decommissioned in
1946, and is now the home of a gliding club and a base for police helicopters.
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Although the river is crossed by a couple of
farm tracks quite early in its course, it has
travelled c6km before a first minor road, from
Sibbertoft to Theddingworth gives easy
public access. The road was realigned in the
1830s to take it away from Hothorpe Manor
House, a fairly undistinguished 19th century
rectangular block, so the bridge with its
single recessed arch rings cannot be older
than that, even although the narrow bricks
with which it was constructed suggest
greater

age;

probably,

they

were

cannibalised from some other structure. The photograph shows the river here, still a small stream by any
measure, though it is suggested that there was a medieval watermill nearby, presumably fed by way of a
millpond. Theddingworth is a small village in Leicestershire, 3km north-east of Husbands Bosworth; there is a
church, built of red-tinged ironstone, with tower and spire, and inside there is a Norman arcade, though most of
the building is of the 15th century. Unfortunately, its surroundings conspired against my obtaining a decent
photograph, and those on the internet are not much better. There are cottages, up to 5 centuries old, and the
Grand Union Canal passes just north of the village. Moving east along the A4304, with the river close on the
right, the next settlement is Lubenham, 3½km downstream. There is a church with elements surviving from the
12th century, which was attended by the present Royal family, when they visited the owners of Thorpe Lubenham
Hall, during the 1950s. The hall is a moated, brick-built H-shaped mansion, which replaced an older house,
which was mostly demolished in 1774, leaving only the south wing as the core of a new house which still stands.
A short distance downstream the county
boundary temporarily leaves the River
Welland as it enters the west edge of Market
Harborough; the line swings south so that
the whole of the town is in Leicestershire.
The river flows near to the town-centre
before leaving from the north-east. As can
be seen from the photograph looking
upstream from a walkway, the river has
grown considerably, while flowing 9½km
from Theddingworth, though it has still to
receive its first substantial tributary, the peculiarly renamed River Jordan. The growth of the town, and maybe
its existence were predicated on the river being easily fordable at this point, and the first record of a bridge dates
to the 13th century, presumably near the present north/south line of the High Street. In the 17 th century, a 6-arch
stone bridge is recorded, and it survived until the early 19 th century, in spite of its condition being so poor that
an adjacent ford was the normal means of crossing for carts and coaches. A 3-arch stone replacement of 1814
lasted only until 1928 when the present concrete bridge took its place. The river is crossed by 5 bridges in the
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town, but none is old or of any special distinction. Though vague references to medieval watermills have been
found, and there was a short-lived woollen mill in the 19th century, it seems that in modern times (post-1750),
there has been no watermill on the first 16km along the River Welland, and this includes Market Harborough,
though there was a windmill just north of the town.
Market Harborough probably came into existence after the Norman Conquest, and for a long time grew in step
with a nearby village Great Bowden, which is now a suburb to the north-east. There has been a market in Market
Harborough since 1204. The Charter was granted by King John and gave the market the sole right to trade
within a radius of 6⅔ miles, quite a large area in those times. The people of the town had to pay 3 marks (1
mark was 250g of silver) to King John for the right to hold the market. The market continued to trade on Tuesdays
and then Saturdays for the next few hundred years, occupying space on the High Street and in The Square,
with stalls and tethered cattle. In 1614 the Old Grammar School was built and the space beneath it, became
occupied by market stalls. This is where the old butter market used to trade. During 1800s there were constant
complaints about the nuisance, caused by stalls and livestock in the High Street, on market days. Eventually,
after 730 years the market moved in 1938 to a site on the right bank of the River Welland, which has since been
redeveloped, still with space for the market.
Market Harborough was in the national spotlight for a few days in June 1645, when the Royalist army rested
there, after their capture of Leicester. It was there, that King Charles I took the fateful decision to move south to
Naseby to confront Fairfax and the New Model Army. After the battle, Royalist officers were imprisoned in Market
Harborough, and Cromwell wrote from there to inform Parliament of victory. The town was touched by
industrialisation during the 19th century, but has not developed much in that direction. With a population of
27000, it remains dependent on the rural economy, mainly farming, but with niche outlets supporting such
country pursuits as fox hunting; nonetheless it is growing. According to the British History website, the High
Street was divided in medieval times by a small left-bank tributary of the River Welland, which provided water
used to put out fires, and no doubt served other purposes, which are perhaps best not scrutinised; the stream
was culverted in the 18th century and apparently still flows.
The two most notable buildings in the town,
the Church of St. Dionysius and the Old
Grammar School are beside each other at
the river (south) end of the High Street; the
somewhat doctored illustration has been
taken from the ‘fotografikal’ website, and is
unusual in showing the complete buildings
together. The church, which dates mainly to
the 14th and 15th centuries, has a grey
ashlar tower topped with a broached spire,
contrasting with the remainder of the
building fabric which is brown sandstone
rubble. The school occupied the upper floor of the adjacent timber-framed building, supported on arches which
enclosed an open working area utilised by the town’s market. As noted earlier, it was erected in 1614, but like
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the church has been restored since then. Otherwise, the town centre has a pleasant mix of buildings and shops,
with a couple of pedestrian precincts. I visited a bookshop, which claimed to be the smallest in the country, a
couple of decades ago but it has shut down; perhaps the claim was not a good marketing ploy.
The River Jordan meets the right bank of the
River Welland near the town station; it rises
east of the hamlet of Braybrooke in
Northamptonshire, and is 6½km long. The
name of the stream is said to date only from
when a Baptist minister used it for baptismal
immersions in the 19th century; before then,
it had been the Bray Brook. Although
Braybrooke has been associated with an
important family, the Latimers, from the 14th
century

onwards,

their

castle

was

demolished in the 17th century. However, they built a bridge over the stream in c1400 which survives. The east
face is shown in the photograph above, and there are two visible pointed arches with single, flush chamfered
arch rings; the arches differ markedly in shape, a sign of major rebuilding at some time, and in truth none of the
stonework looks 600 years old. The fabric is coursed, squared, ironstone rubble with voussoirs and edging to
the large cutwaters of dressed limestone; the latter now terminate in platforms at roadway level, but almost
certainly provided refuges at one time. The present parapets, also of coursed rubble, are a much later construct.
The presence of the right-hand cutwater suggests a third arch, and it does exist though blocked up. It is highly
likely that the bridge has been widened, to the present 5m, but I was unable to get any view of the west face, or
the soffits which might have confirmed this; indeed the photograph I present is not my own because I could not
get good access to either face. There is little more to be said of the River Jordan which flows north-west into
Market Harborough to its junction with the River Welland, into which it feeds only 1135 gallons per minute, at
most 10% of the flow in the small parent river at the confluence.
Market Harborough looked set to become an
important hub on the canal network in the
early 19th century. A 10km stretch of the
Leicestershire and Northamptonshire Union
Canal

between

Foxton

and

Market

Harborough was opened in 1809, and there
was a plan to extend the branch to
Northampton, in order to link with the Grand
Junction Canal. However, an alternative
scheme, bypassing the link to Market Harborough, opened in 1814, and it is only recently that the canal with its
terminus basin, shown in the photograph, is said to have gained a new lease of life as a popular destination for
barges and other leisure craft. North-west of the town, Market Harborough Airfield opened in 1943, as a training
base, mainly for bomber crews, but it closed soon after the war ended, though the army retained the site into
the 1950s. Gartree Prison is located there, and there is a certain irony, given the history of the site, that in 1987,
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a helicopter was used to enable two prisoners to escape from the exercise yard. One, a criminal gang leader,
was recaptured after a few days, but the other, a convicted murderer, remained at liberty for more than a year.
The prison was categorised as high security then, but has since been downgraded.
…………………………….
The River Welland leaves Market Harborough, heading generally north-east, and quickly picks up the county
boundary between the shires of Leicester and Northampton again. Two tributaries join the left bank, the first
called Langton Brook, the second un-named, but noteworthy because on its banks at a dying village called
Stonton Wyville there was a watermill in the 11th century, and one is recorded between the 17th century, and the
1840s, the first pre-modern mill encountered on the journey along the River Welland. This slightly mysterious
second tributary rises a short distance north of Noseley, where the hall with its chapel are on an estate which
was held by the Hazlerigg family (there have been many spellings), from 1419, almost to the present day. The
hall dates to 1725, and is a fairly conventional rectangular block embellished with some classical features.
However, the chapel is an unusual building,
built to house a chantry, by the original
owners of the estate, the Marteval family, in
the 13th century; the chantry later expanded
into a secular college with 8 members. The
institution was suppressed in 1547, but by
then the church of St. Mary had parochial
responsibilities, so services continued to be
held there, though now only occasionally.
The church with 9 bays is aisleless and
there is no division between the chancel and the nave, features which apparently increase the impression of
length; it had a tower, which was demolished after being damaged by a lightning strike. The fine photograph of
the building which is not generally open to the public, was taken from the south-east.
The most famous estate-owner was Sir Arthur Haselrig, born in 1601, whose opposition in Parliament to the
demands of King Charles I in the early 1640s, led to a failed royal attempt to arrest him, together with 4 other
members, including John Pym; one of the trigger points for the 1st Civil War. He took an active part in the conflict,
leading Parliamentary forces in South-West England, before becoming Governor of Newcastle-upon-Tyne in
1647. Haselrig accompanied Oliver Cromwell to Scotland in 1650, but as a staunch republican, fell out with him,
when the Lord General became Lord Protector and seemed to be moving towards acceptance of the offer of
the Crown. No influential politician, including Cromwell, found the 1650s easy to navigate, as Parliamentary
supporters sought to create a new form of government, which might win general acceptance. Haselrig steered
a convoluted path, attempting to retain influence and pursue his republican aims; unlike many of his associates,
he refused to negotiate with King Charles II, before the King’s Restoration, and this adherence to principle cost
him dearly after 1660. He was not a regicide, having refused to take any part in the trial of King Charles I, and
this saved him from brutal execution. However, his long-standing hostility to the monarchy, and unwillingness
to seek an accommodation, made imprisonment almost inevitable. He was confined in the Tower of London,
where he died in 1661, though his family did not lose the Noseley estate.
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The River Welland flows in a more easterly direction after receiving the two tributaries, between low hills which
just about reach 150m in height; the patchwork of fields shows more put to pasture, rather than cultivated crops.
The mean flow rate here is measured as 19000 gallons per minute, that of a small river. There are villages on
each bank along this stretch, set back from the river which presumably had boggier surrounds in times past;
they include Weston by Welland, and Ashley, south of the river in Northamptonshire, and Slawston, Medbourne,
Drayton, Bringhurst and Great Easton, north of the river in Leicestershire. All are small, and most have
interesting old churches restored in the 19th century; there is little commercial activity in any of them, and many
of their houses, more brick-built than anything else, will be occupied by commuters to Market Harborough or
Corby to the east. I shall focus on Medbourne, which is 6km north-east of Market Harborough, and is the largest
of the villages, though with less than 500 inhabitants.
For such a small place, there are a good
number of Listed buildings, mainly cottages
and larger dwellings dating back to the 17th
century. However, there is a much older
manor house, shown alongside, which was
built in the very early 14th century. Its
antiquity is certainly not obvious from this
view, taken from a house sale advert, not
least because of the modern windows, and
chimney. However, the inside of the house
provides more clues, as shown by the lower
photograph of the stonework in the passage
flanking the original hall or parlour, and some
of the wooden cruck frame, which once
shaped the walls of that chamber, survives;
dendrochronology tests have backed-up the
dating of the house, which is discussed in a
learned paper authored by Mr. Hill of the
University of Leicester. He establishes that
the house was originally built as a timberframed aisled hall house, and then rebuilt in stone 50 years later.
Those who have visited Medbourne will probably have seen the ‘packhorse’ bridge which crosses the
Medbourne Brook, a small tributary of the River Welland; it is in the centre of the village, and has given
photographers many attractive images. The fabric is coursed sandstone rubble, and it is a robust structure,
comprising 4 segmental arches of differing spans, the largest c4m, all with single chamfered arch rings. There
are three large triangular cutwaters upstream; they now rise to shelves just below the track over the bridge but
were probably refuges once; there are none at the downstream face. There are no parapets, but relatively
modern and scruffy wooden railings; the brick-paving on the roadway is also of modern vintage. Other
dimensions are, total length, 20m, and width 1.8m. The plaque on the bridge suggests it was built in the 13 th
century, presumably because a record of a repair in 1219 exists. If so, its condition suggests remarkably good
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maintenance;

it

has

obviously

been

repointed relatively recently. Regardless of
the documentation, I would estimate that in
its present form, the bridge was built no
earlier, than the 15th century and has been
restored since then. Nonetheless, I am very
surprised that it is not Listed. The name
‘packhorse bridge’ is probably a misnomer,
as it suggests that it was on a defined long
distance route, when it is more likely that it
was built to allow villagers to gain access to
their church dry shod, without using the
adjacent ford. The view in Mr. Fascione’s
photograph, emphasises the close relationship between the bridge and the church of St. Giles. The latter, which
occupies a site which may once have been moated, is more convincingly dated to the 13th century, although
there have been many alterations since, especially those made during 19th century restorations. The north and
south transepts were probably once aligned to give a cruciform overall shape, but are now offset, giving the
church a lop-sided appearance if viewed from the air.
On the west side of Medbourne is a hamlet
on a hilltop called Nevill Holt. The small
Augustinian priory of Bradley was located at
Priory Farm here, but nothing remains,
except for a few undulations in the ground,
and perhaps some reused masonry in
houses round about. The photograph is of
Nevill Holt Hall, which dates in part to the
early 15th century. It was acquired by the
Nevill family almost a hundred years later,
and they held it until debts forced a sale in
the late 19th century. After a short period in
the possession of the ship-owning Cunards,
the hall became a preparatory school in 1919, and remained so, until it was discovered that teachers there were
paedophiles; they were convicted and the school was shut down in 1998. The hall was bought by an
entrepreneur in 2000; it has been refurbished and now features an opera house. I have never been there so will
not embark on a description of the Listed building, save for mentioning that the church to the right in the
photograph was also erected in c1400, and that the oldest survival in the house, the great hall, is in the centre
of the frame. Two quarries on the nearby hill supplied stone for many old buildings in the area, while in the 19 th
century, unsuccessful efforts were made to mine iron ore, a foretaste of the future, as will become clear, later
in this account. A chalybeate spring was found there in 1728, a source of water, carrying salts of iron, for which
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medicinal properties are claimed; it became the centrepiece of a small spa but it was superseded by more
popular establishments in the first half of the 19th century.
Returning to the passage along the River Welland, I will do little more than mention a few of the string of
Northamptonshire villages along the A427, which runs south of the river, linking Market Harborough to Corby,
namely, Brampton Ash, Stoke Albany, Wilberston, and East Carlton, which runs into Middleton and Cottingham
just north of the road. There may have been 2 watermills at Stoke Albany, both fed by way of ponds; one of
them may have operated until the early 19th century. East Carlton contained the estate of a family, who came
into prominence thanks to the career of Sir Geoffrey Palmer, a 17th century lawyer; a mansion was built in the
1770s, and the estate was retained by the family until the early 20th century, when it was purchased by the
Glasgow steelmakers, Stewarts and Menzies, after iron ore deposits had been found there. When steelmaking
ceased in Corby in 1979, the estate became a country park, though the house remains a private residence.
Cottingham is quite close to the river, and here the furthest upstream modern-day mill to utilise its water (it had
medieval and Tudor predecessors), was established in c1705, to grind corn, and continued to operate until
1922; some ruins can apparently still be seen. It seems to have been a typical lowland river mill, in that it sat
astride the River Welland, which had been straightened upstream to provide smooth flows into the 3 covered
channels containing undershot water wheels. At Cottingham, the River Welland has flowed for c30km from its
source, and will cut the 50m contour a short distance downstream; though there is no sudden change in the
river or its surrounds here, it is reasonable to say that it has left the upper reaches.
3. The Middle Reaches
I doubt if the River Welland, which is bearing north-eastwards, as it passes by the Northamptonshire town of
Corby can be seen from anywhere within its boundary. In spite of its proximity to the river, which makes its
consideration a must, the town is on low hills drained mainly by 2 streams flowing to the River Nene, namely
Harper Brook and Willow Brook; thus, Corby is not in the River Welland catchment. It is a curiosity that the River
Welland has no more substantial natural right bank tributary along its whole course than the aforementioned
little River Jordan. Corby was still only a village at the end of the 19th century, but the discovery of substantial
iron ore deposits in the area had begun to change that. A Midlands tube-maker, Lloyds, acquired rights to exploit
the resource in the late 19th century, and a complex merger process with another tube maker, the Glasgow firm
of Stewart and Menzies, eventually saw the birth of Stewart and Lloyds with extensive manufacturing facilities
for steel tube, and access to coal and iron ore. The logical next step of concentrating their steelmaking facilities,
(though not the tube-mills), on one site was taken when the Corby Integrated Works with 3 blast furnaces,
Bessemer converters, and the necessary ancillary plants like coke ovens and ingot casting bays began
operation in the mid-1930s.
The 2nd World War increased demand for steel, not least tube and pipes, and resulted in the commissioning of
additional blast furnaces and new electric arc furnaces, which allowed completion of major projects like the
‘Pluto’ pipeline, which supplied oil to the allied forces after the invasion of France in 1944. Inevitably there was
a reduction in demand after 1945, and the industry’s problems were compounded by government involvement,
with Nationalisation brought about by the Labour government in 1949, but reversed by its Conservative
successor, 3 years later. Investment was by then desperately needed to modernise equipment, but owners,
under threat of being bought out, had no incentive to do other than sweat their existing assets. Another Labour
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government Re-Nationalised the steel industry, or more than 90% of it in 1967, and this time a Conservative
successor which took office in 1970, left things alone for some years.
I joined the research and development arm of British Steel in 1971, and immediately saw evidence of the new
mantra that giant manufacturies were the way forward, as a massive, almost cathedral-like blast furnace rose
at Redcar on Teesside, while the parts needed to build a second, just as big, were stored alongside, though it
was never to be built. In fairness, the money was found to modernise, and a new age seemed to be dawning
for the industry, though reductions in manning, as much of management as the rest of the workforce, were not
at this time to be contemplated for a Nationalised industry. The modernisation phase was short-lived, choked
off by the recessions caused by the oil crises of the 1970s. Finally, it became accepted that efficiency had to be
increased, and sadly this meant huge job losses, as a process which should have been ongoing gradually for
many years, was hurried through in short order. At the same time, developments like those on Teesside, placed
steel-making operations on smaller sites at risk, as demand fell, and iron production and steel-making ceased
at Corby in 1980, making c10000 workers unemployed, more or less at a stroke. It seemed small comfort then
that the tube mills continued to operate using steel brought in from Teesside; many must have thought it a
temporary reprieve, but in fact the mills are still in production almost 40 years later, ironically having outlived
steelmaking on Teesside.

I got involved with a few projects at Corby, but only after steel-making had ceased. It was clear that it had been
a very large complex, indeed the surviving mills alone occupy a large area; the aerial photograph presented
above, was taken just before closure. In many ways, the town has recovered spectacularly well from the massive
setback with light industry and retail eliminating the resulting high levels of unemployment, to the extent that
numbers are at the national average. Corby is growing as fast as any population centre in the country, the
number of residents increased from 47000 to 62000 in the two decades after the Millennium. Passenger trains
ran to Corby, between 1879 and 1966, when the services were withdrawn, though the line was kept open for
fright traffic. The service was reinstated for 3 years up to 1990, but then withdrawn again, at which point people
talked of Corby as the largest town in Europe without a rail link. At any rate, a new station opened in 2009, and
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there are now regular direct services to London, perhaps another sign of the remarkable recovery, although a
recent application for city status seems at least premature. Of course, the feel of the place has changed almost
out of recognition, and this has generated nostalgia and some discontent, but all-in-all, Corby has coped.
There is a church, of St. John the Baptist, dating back in part to the late-12th century, but few other old buildings,
which is unsurprising given that the population of the settlement rose from not much more than a thousand in
1930, by a factor of 10 over the next decade; before then it was no more than a village. The first surge was due
to the opening of the steelworks, and it included a disproportionate number of Scots, who moved south from
what were then unemployment blackspots, in industrial Lanarkshire. Then in the early 1950s, Corby was
designated a ‘New Town’ and this produced another surge, again with Scots, predominating, this time overspilling from Glasgow. As a result, Corby was fairly seen in the 1960s and 1970s as a Scottish settlement in
Northamptonshire, because around half its residents were from there, or had Scottish parents. There has been
some dilution since, but culturally the links remain very strong, and Irn-Bru is the soft drink of choice for many.
Historically, such Scottish influence in the area is not unprecedented, even if it took a very different form. In the
12th and 13th centuries, Scottish Kings were Earls of Huntingdon, having acquired by marriage an ‘Honour’
(landholdings) which included a large part of Northamptonshire. Viewed in hindsight, the possession though
intrinsically valuable, was of dubious worth, as it required Scottish monarchs to acknowledge English Kings as
their superiors, strictly, for the Honour alone, but the latter regularly claimed that the scope was wider. The Scots
were also led astray by the idea, that an English King, might swop Huntingdon for Northumberland, so increasing
the extent of the northern kingdom, if they applied enough pressure by all means including invasions, some of
which ended disastrously. The Scottish Wars of Independence which began in the late 13 th century did not end
Scottish ambitions as regards southwards expansion, but they did entail the loss of the Honour.
Beyond the north-west edge of Corby is
Rockingham village which is a small linear
settlement on a north-facing slope rising
from the River Welland to Rockingham
Castle at the top of a hill. William the
Conqueror ordered the construction of a
wooden motte and bailey castle, shortly after
the Norman Invasion of England in 1066.
Within 3 decades, King William II added a
stone shell keep on the large motte and the outer bailey was enclosed by a curtain wall. The castle was then
used regularly by Kings throughout the Norman and Plantagenet periods, with hunting in Rockingham Forest a
common reason for the visits. It was besieged and captured in 1220 when King Henry II was being established
on the throne, and at the end of his reign in 1270, his son Prince Edward, (later King Edward I) strengthened
the castle by adding the twin D-tower gatehouse, which is prominent in the photograph. By the late 15th century,
Rockingham Castle had fallen into disrepair, but Sir Edward Watson acquired the lease in 1553, and erected a
Tudor house within the walls. In the 1640s, the castle was garrisoned by Royalist troops, but it was captured by
the Parliamentarians and sleighted in 1646. The castle has remained in the possession of the Watson family
until the present day, though breaks in the line of direct descent mean that owners have somewhat confusingly
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been named Watson-Wentworth, and Saunders Watson. It has been altered considerably during the past few
centuries but now combines roles as a private residence and a wedding/events venue, while fine gardens are
a visitor attraction. I have visited the castle once, but it was a long time ago and I remember little, save that the
buildings were not open to visitors, although their exteriors could be viewed.
A notable owner in the Georgian Age was Charles Watson-Wentworth, 2nd Marquis of Rockingham, an
enigmatic figure in British political history. Born in 1730, he succeeded as marquis, and inherited multiple
estates, which conferred great wealth, in 1750; he is fairly described as the archetypal Whig Grandee. He was
Prime Minister twice, firstly for almost exactly a year in 1765/66, when he was only 35 years old, the third
youngest on appointment; (that government was initially dominated by William, Duke of Cumberland, of
Culloden fame or infamy). He was appointed again in 1782 at the time of national crisis which followed the loss
of the American colonies in 1782, but died in an influenza epidemic only 14 weeks later. He was never otherwise
in national office, mainly because his attitude towards the disputes and later war, with the American colonies,
was conciliatory, at variance with the uncompromising line of King George III; his second appointment was an
acknowledgement of defeat by the King. Contemporaries were ambivalent about him; many admired a selfless
and generous personality, but others thought he lacked the political nous and knowledge of the world necessary
to sustain the role in Whig circles, conferred on him by wealth and family connections. The deficit was not
repaired by his association with Edmund Burke, his erstwhile private secretary, who at that time espoused fairly
radical views. Indeed, it can be argued, that they did much to set the Whig party on the anti-establishment path,
followed by Charles Fox and Charles Grey, which resulted in its being largely denied office for over half a
century. It is to be doubted that the 2nd Marquis spent much time at Rockingham Castle, as his branch of the
family had acquired the Wentworth Woodhouse estate in Yorkshire, and during the 18th century they built the
huge mansion that stands there now. The 2nd Marquis was responsible for much of this.
The village church of St. Leonard is just outside the castle precinct and probably served as its chapel at one
time. It dates to the 13th century, but sustained heavy damage during the Civil War, and was largely rebuilt in
the 19th century. Its most unusual feature is a small octagonal bell turret, with a conical roof. There was a
watermill on the River Welland, north of Rockingham recorded in the Domesday Book, and a 17 th century
version seems to have operated until c1900, while there are records of another at a downstream site which
ground corn in the 16th and 17th centuries, but was gone by the early 19th century. The river swings northeastwards here, and there are other changes. It receives a left bank tributary, the Eye Brook which marks the
boundary between Leicestershire and Rutland, so that downstream the River Welland divides the latter from
Northamptonshire.
The Eye Brook flows generally south-eastwards for 16km from its source at a height of c200m between the
villages of Skeffington, where there is a 15th century hall, and Tilton on the Hill, to meet the River Welland. It
passes between a mix of arable and pasture fields, interspersed with a few small villages, until it reaches
Eyebrook Reservoir, created by damming the brook in the late 1930s to supply water for the Corby Steelworks,
but in 1943, used by 617 Squadron to practice bombing runs before the Dambuster raid. It is large, with an area
of 201 ha, (equivalent to c280 football pitches) and with the steelworks long closed, now doubles as a wildfowl
reserve, and trout fishery. The Eye Brook reappears as the reservoir outlet and flows for another kilometre to
the River Welland.
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A short distance to the east of the reservoir
is the village of Lyddington, which housed a
medieval palace of the Bishops of Lincoln,
whose massive diocese then stretched from
the River Humber to the River Thames. The
prelates were expected to make regular
visits to churches and other religious houses
scattered through that area, and thought
themselves entitled to live in great comfort,
while doing so. By c1400, the diocese of
Lincoln was maintaining, in addition to the
primary palace in Lincoln, 3 ‘out-castles’, at Newark, Sleaford and Banbury, 8 secondary palaces, at Buckden,
Spaldwick, Lyddington, Wooburn, Fingest, Thame, Dorchester and Louth, and 2 palaces at Stow St Mary and
Nettleham, within a short ride of Lincoln, where the bishops could rest from their labours. The Lyddington
configuration is shown in a learned paper by Woodfield, dated 1981/82; the view is from the south and shows
the solar which has survived as a Bede House in the foreground, and the hall at right angles to it, together with
the gatehouse, ancillary buildings and a courtyard.
The manor at Lyddington had been
acquired in 1085, by Bishop Remegius of
Lincoln, and rebuilt in the early/mid-14th
century, into the complex shown, though it
was further altered during the 15th and
early-16th centuries, before it was seized on
behalf of King Edward VI In 1547. It later
passed to the Cecils of Burghley who in
1600, converted part of the palace into an
alms-house, known then as the Jesus
Hospital, but now as the Bede House; the
remainder of the complex fell into ruin. The
institution was a home for the elderly and impecunious, accommodating 12 men and 2 women, and it continued
in this role until 1930. In 1954, the building passed into the care of the Ministry of Works and it has since been
restored and opened to the public. The photograph is of the surviving Bede House, built of ironstone, viewed
from the south. Adjacent is the church of St. Andrew, larger than might be expected in a village of Lyddington’s
size, because it had to be able to accommodate the train of people, who followed a bishop around. It has an
impressive 14th century tower, built mainly of brown ironstone like the palace, but otherwise has few stand-out
features and was heavily restored in the 19th century.
At Rockingham, the River Welland cuts the 50m contour, and for the next 10km flows in a wide valley between
low hills. There are mixed farms and small copses, through which the river meanders and becomes braided,
dividing into daughter streams, which then recombine. Some look artificial, with at least one entirely straight cut,
and other branches apparently led to the 3 mills, which have operated along the stretch in relatively modern
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times, namely Gretton Mill, Thorpe Mill, and
Seaton Mill. The 19th century maps plaster
the area with notes ‘liable to flooding’, and
the county boundary does not always follow
the branch, which would be the obvious
choice now, though things may have looked
different, when the decision was made. The
river regroups as a single stream, where it
passes between the villages of Harringworth
and Seaton. Before getting there, the river
flows past Gretton, a Northamptonshire village with a population of c1200, on the right bank. The village, along
with a swathe of the country between the Rivers Welland and Nene, bounded by Corby and Stamford,
amounting to 50000ha was in the medieval Royal hunting grounds of Rockingham Forest. As was true
elsewhere, the name ‘Forest’ did not imply that the area was completely tree-covered, though there were far
more extensive wooded areas than now; Rockingham Forest was subject to the fairly draconian laws which
prevented encroachment by farms, and penalised severely the unauthorised taking of game, between the 11 th
and 19th centuries, though its area shrank during the long period. An idea of some of the remaining woodland
is given by the photograph.
Gretton is an old place in which archaeological finds suggest a Roman settlement of some description; There
is a notable church, with a high tower, and Romanesque elements in the nave and aisles dating to c1100. Old
stocks have been preserved on the village green, and there are a number of houses and cottages dating to the
17th century. However, the main reason for pausing here is a building, 3km to the east, and strictly beyond the
River Welland catchment. Kirby Hall was built in the 1570s, and purchased by Sir Christopher Hatton, who
became Queen Elizabeth's Lord Chancellor. A descendant, employed Inigo Jones to rebuild Kirby in grand
Jacobean style, as shown below, set in stylish formal gardens. The Hatton family remained in possession of
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Kirby Hall until 1764, when it passed to an offshoot, the Finch-Hattons, who retain the estate today, though the
house is now cared for by English Heritage. Kirby Hall is a symmetrical house; the features on either side of the
great central portico are mirrored on the other side. Late 16th century stables stand to the north of the house.
Part of the house is without a roof, but most of the walls stand to their original height, as does the impressive
classical porch. I could dwell longer on Kirby Hall, but there are guide books, and I will return to the River
Welland catchment, and to an equally impressive structure of another age.
The Welland Viaduct, shown below in the excellent photograph taken by a Mr. Richardson, traverses the
Welland valley between Harringworth on the right bank, and Seaton. The viaduct is 1166m long and is made
up of 82 arches, each spanning 12m; in large part it was a brick construct, though it contains a substantial
amount of stone and concrete. It was completed in 1878, and perhaps surprisingly for such a major engineering
project, the link it provided between Kettering and Oakham, and thus an alternative route from London to
Nottingham, was never a key part of the network, though it has carried many trains. Passenger services were
discontinued in 1967, but the line continues to carry freight, and special steam-trains, which of course provide
great photo-opportunities as they cross the valley. Some would see it as unfortunate, that necessary repairs
have used bricks differing in colour from the originals, giving a rather patchwork appearance to some parts of
the viaduct, if it is examined closely, but I think it is the long views, as in the photograph, which impress most.

A short distance downstream, still in sight of
the viaduct, is a very different crossing of the
River Welland, Turtle Bridge which carries a
bridleway leading south down a steep slope
from the B672 road. I visited it a few years
ago on a very hot summer day, without a
breath of wind, and climbing back up to my
car was certainly an effort, which left me
dripping with perspiration. The main river
bridge, shown in the photograph of the
upstream aspect, comprises three stilted segmental arches, each c2.7m in span, with the piers, upstream
cutwaters, and the springing for the arches, all in ashlar stone, a clue that the river has entered the zone of
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easily worked limestone, which is quarried for some distance along its valley. The upper part of the arches,
including the vaults and parapets, save for stone copings are made of red brick; the piers rest on concrete
plinths. To the north, there are three smaller part-circular flood channels, presumably a later addition, and they
seem to be lined with corrugated material, an ill-judged addition. The two cutwaters on the upstream face rise
to provide refuges. The present trackway width is 4.7m across the river bridge; the Listing refers to widening in
1793, and I presume this was at the downstream face. Authorities differ on the likely age of the bridge, offering
build-dates between the 13th century, surely much too early and the 17th century; my own estimate, based on
dimensions and fabric, is the 16th century. The bridge is a hotchpotch, but its silent, isolated setting was
atmospheric, added to by an old county boundary marker for Rutland, sited where the track reaches the right
bank of the River Welland. Though I could see far and wide, I saw no-one until I returned to the road.
Not for the first time I have got slightly ahead of myself, because just upstream of Turtle Bridge, the river is
joined by an un-named left bank tributary which rises in the small township of Uppingham, which is on a ridge
150m high, 5½km north-west of Harringworth. In fact, the stream seems to rise in an ironstone quarry, a
reminder that ore used at Corby ironworks, and building stone were quarried and mined extensively in this area.
I visited Uppingham once a year over a long period, because there were 3 or 4 second hand bookshops there,
one in particular run by a charming old lady, long dead, I believe, but she was unfailingly helpful. At lunchtime,
the town seemed swamped by hordes of uniformed school boys, who attended a private boarding school,
founded in 1584. It occupies much of the centre of the town, in fine stone buildings dating back to the late 16 th
century, or soon afterwards, albeit that some have been restored and altered. I believe there are over 800 pupils
now, a lot in a town with a population of 5000. The church is of the 14th century, partly rebuilt and heavily restored
in the 19th century; the stone is fine but it has battlements which I almost always find incongruous on a church.
Returning to the River Welland, old bridges
are an important theme, as the journey
continues, and one of considerable interest
is c3k downstream from Turtle Bridge,
namely Wakerley Bridge, which carries a
road between the village of that name, in
Northamptonshire,

and

the

village

of

Barrowden, in Rutland. The bridge is thought
to have been built in the late 14th century,
and it was widened upstream in 1793. I could not see much of the ancient downstream face, so have used the
photograph, taken from the British History website. It shows that the arches vary in shape, perhaps implying
that one or more have been rebuilt, and are much-patched. The five pointed arches, span up to 3.4m, and the
chamfered arch rings are visible, as are the triangular cutwaters, tapering to a point, below the carriageway,
though they may be a later addition. The fabric is coursed rubble except for the ashlar cutwaters and some
obvious repairs, but upstream, the 18th century fabric is ashlar, and the arches are segmental and plain. The
widening exercise, added only 0.6m, to the original 3m, but would have enabled carriages, coaches and carts
in use in the late 18th century to squeeze past each other on the bridge. Both of the riverside villages have
churches with 12th century elements, but each was considerably restored in the 19th century. Barrowden had a
watermill, said to date to the 14th century though presumably the visible ruins are of later origin, and a windmill,
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which was built in the 17th century; both
ground corn. The river flow is metered here,
and the mean flow rate has risen to 25700
gallons per minute (roughly 2½ standard
road-tanker loads per minute). The river then
loops first north then south past the small
village of Tixover, flowing past its church
close to the left bank, and a kilometre away
from the centre. The small church is shown,
viewed from the south in a photograph
taken, with other information from the
website, http://www.greatenglishchurches.co.uk/. The lower part of the tower is of the early 12th century, and
the rest of the building is almost as old, with one Romanesque arcade and one with Gothic arches. The
clerestory appears only in the south view because there is a high north aisle. The chancel is unusually long.
The creamy rubble walls of most of the building, are a precursor of many to be seen further downstream.
On the opposite bank of the river, another
small un-named tributary joins, and in
woodland fairly near its source, there was
once an earthwork and timber, motte and
bailey castle; Castle Hymel was built by the
Engayne family in the 12th Century, probably
during the Anarchy Civil War, after 1138, but
was demolished around 1200. Only a few
earthworks remain visible. Fineshade Priory
of the Augustinian order was founded by a member of the Engayne family in 1208; it was small, with a prior and
6 canons, and the income of £56 in the 1530s, (equivalent to £36000 now) meant that it was poo. The priory
was suppressed in 1539, and came into the possession of a family called Kirkham, who adapted the west range
into a dwelling. They retained possession until 1748, but new owners, named King, demolished the standing
house, removing most traces of the monastery, and built the house along Classical lines, shown in the old
photograph. More information is on the website, https://www.fineshade.org.uk/abbey, and there, the demolition
in 1956, of the 18th century house, is recorded, though a stable block converted to a house, survives.
A tight bend northwards brings the River
Welland to Duddington where there is
another memorable old bridge connecting
the counties of Northamptonshire and
Rutland. The fabric of the original bridge,
which is viewed from upstream in the
photograph is a mixture of squared coursed
limestone, and limestone ashlar; it is usually
dated to the mid-14th century. The 3 main
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arches, supported on single chamfered arch
rings, are pointed and each spans c5m; the
parapet is a more modern addition. On the
east side of the bridge, to the right on the
photograph, and immediately adjacent to a
channel bringing a vigorous mill tail-race flow
into the river, there is a curious red brick
dressed segmental arch above a smaller 4th
arch;

perhaps

it

was

added

as

a

reinforcement when a watermill started operating in the 17th century. The second photograph of the bridge is a
view from the north (downstream), and shows more modern arches, close to semi-circular, with prominent
keystones, and blue brick soffits. Beneath the arches, the form and extent of the widening operation, which
added 2m to the original 3.7m, can be seen. Duddington village is wholly on the right (Northamptonshire) bank
of the river, and has a church dating back to the 12th century, albeit restored in the 19th century. The tower is of
the early period, unusually located south of the chancel, and topped with a spire added a century later. In the
main street of the village, a 17th century manor house is prominent.
The river meanders northwards for c3km,
between mainly arable fields, before arriving
at another old bridge which links the villages
of Collyweston on the right bank, and Ketton
on the left bank. Collyweston Bridge, shown
in the photograph alongside, comprises 3
pointed arches to the west, (left) and 3
segmental arches to the east, 6 in all, each
spanning c4.5m. The segmental arches
carry a date of 1620, and it seems likely that the late medieval bridge, standing before then, perhaps dating to
the 15th century, comprised 6 or more pointed arches, but the surviving ones of that shape were probably heavily
restored at the time of the rebuild. The fabric is described as ashlar in the listing, but looked to me, nearer to
coursed rubble, with some of the parapets rubble-built of much smaller stones. There are triangular cutwaters
on each face, tapering to a horizontal line where they join the parapets just below their tops; there are no refuges.
At 4.5m, the roadway is wide by medieval standards and even by those of 1620, so a widening operation may
have been carried out at some time, but there are no obvious signs. Accepting that Collyweston Bridge is in part
medieval, it is the fourth encountered along a relatively short stretch of river, and it will not be the last; the River
Welland is not unique in this regard, the River Wey in Surrey, and the River Wear in Durham are similarly
fortunate in their surviving old bridges, but there are few other such ‘hot spots’.
Collyweston, to the south of its bridge, is best known for a type of limestone slate which is quarried there and
takes the name of the village. There is a church which dates in part to the 11th century, though it was largely
rebuilt in the 15th century. Ralph, Lord Cromwell, noted as a 15th century statesman, and for his castle and priory
church at Tattershall, beside the River Witham, built a palace near this church, and died there in 1455. It became
a royal possession 30 years later, and was visited by various Tudor monarchs before King James VI & I sold it
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in 1625. A new house, perhaps incorporating some of the old, was built in the following years but it was
demolished in the 1780s, though some ancillary buildings may remain. Surprisingly, no-one seems to know
exactly where the palace was, though efforts are being made to find the site. A short distance downstream from
Collyweston Bridge, the River Welland, having swung eastwards again, receives a substantial left bank tributary
the River Chater. Here the River has reached the environs of Stamford.
4. The Environs of Stamford
As usual, we shall proceed by tracking back
towards the source of the tributary, before
moving down the River Welland. The River
Chater emerges from field drains on the
southern slopes of Whatborough Hill, which
is one of the higher points in Leicestershire,
(230m); the source, in a rural area, is c10km
south-west of Oakham. From there, the river
flows 19km eastwards to join the River
Welland, into which its mean discharge rate
is c7000 gallons per minute, adding nearly
25% to the flow. Just over a kilometre from the source, the nascent river and a left bank tributary almost surround
the earthwork remains of Sauvey Castle, shown in the photograph. Some historians suggest that the fortalice
was built by King John in 1211, but it may be several decades older, dating from c1140 during the troubled reign
of King Stephen. It comprised an oval enclosure variously described as a shell keep or a ringwork, separated
by a deep ditch from a rectangular bailey, entered through a gatehouse; the castle was built largely from stone,
with a curtain wall around the enclosure. A cut between the aforementioned streams, west of the castle, and a
dam to the east, formed a moat. Sauvey Castle was contested in the wars which followed the death of King
John in 1216, but not fiercely enough to cause damage. It was in decay a century later, and quarrying of its
stone completed the process by the 17th century leaving only the artificial earthwork, visible now.
Just to the south-east of the scant remains
of Sauvey Castle are the more impressive, if
much altered, remains of Launde Priory. The
photograph was taken from slightly north of
west, and is looking nearly full-on at the
surviving east claustral range; the building at
the

extreme

left

also

survived

the

Dissolution. The priory was an Augustinian
establishment founded before 1125. At one
time, a prior and 18 canons resided there, but there were only 10 by the early 16th century; the income was
£399 in 1535, equivalent to £260000 now, fairly wealthy for an Augustinian house. It was surrendered in 1639
to Thomas Cromwell, who may have intended to retire there, but any such plans were scuppered, when King
Henry VIII had his Chief Minister executed, a year later, in part because Cromwell had chosen the allegedly
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ugly Anne of Cleves, ‘the Flanders Mare’, as his fourth Queen. Surprisingly, Cromwell’s son was allowed to
retain the property, possibly because King Henry soon regretted his decision to dispose of his Chief Minister so
precipitously, and he built a mansion called Launde Abbey, incorporating a southern slice of the priory church
and the east range of the claustral buildings, extended westwards into the cloister. The remainder of the church,
and the other claustral buildings were demolished. The Cromwell family sold the house in the early 17th century,
and it has had many owners since then, but is now a retreat owned by the Leicester diocese.
The River Chater, still just a small stream, meanders vigorously as it flows east in a largely pastoral landscape,
to the south of Rutland Water, a stretch of water about which I shall say more, later. The small village of Manton,
leafy with mainly modern houses, is between the artificial lake and the left bank of the river; its parish church of
St. Mary housed a small chantry after 1351 until the Dissolution. A warden and 2 chaplains probably worshipped
in a chapel in the north transept, dated to the mid-14th century, and were lodged in a predecessor of Manton
Priory Cottage. Also, between Rutland Water and the River Chater, a little to the east is the village of Edith
Weston, apparently given to and named for, Edith, Queen of Wessex, wife of King Edward the Confessor, and
sister of King Harold. Nothing survives there from that time, and any remains of a small alien Benedictine Priory
founded in 1114 are now submerged beneath the nearby lake. Between Edith Weston and a small left bank
village of stone houses, beside the River Chater, North Luffenham, there was an airfield named for the latter,
which opened for training purposes in 1940, but later accommodated heavy bombers. It had many functions
after the end of the 2nd World War, transferring eventually to the army as St. George’s Barracks in 1998, but it
is earmarked for closure soon. In South Luffenham on the right bank of the River Chater, there was a watermill
producing flour in the 19th and 20th centuries, and also a windmill.
Ketton, with a population of c2000, is a larger village than
the others on the banks of the River Chater. The river
approaches from the south-west, passing near the 12th
century church of St. Mary the Virgin, which is unusual in
having a central tower topped by a spire. The road giving
access to it from the south, crosses the River Chater on
an interesting bridge. Edwin Jervoise, once the foremost
authority on old English bridges, suggested that the 3
arches which can be seen now, were amongst 6, visible in
the 1540s, when the bridge was recorded by John Leland.
Jervoise thought that the 3 vanished arches had been
buried in the abutments, when the bridge was widened in
1849. Others, including the local website, date the bridge to c1620. The general appearance now is of a 19th
century bridge, so I have included a photograph which homes in on the underside and shows part of an original
bridge, sandwiched between extensions. The arch was pointed, and the bridge was less than 3m wide, features
which support the idea of a build-date of c1500, rather than later, but without documentary back-up there can
be no certainty. Ketton limestone is quarried in the neighbourhood, and used especially in the production of
cement, and also to build some of the houses in the village.
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From here, the River Chater flows north-east for another 2km before joining the River Welland on its left bank,
just short of the village of Tinwell, location of a 19 th century watermill. On the right bank is Easton on the Hill, a
village of many stone houses, though one might think that an elevation of less than 100m hardly justifies the
name. On the north side of the village is a small National Trust property called Priests House. Built in the 15 th
century, it housed a chantry priest. No doubt, there was an altar in the 12 th century church of All Saints where
the chantry priest performed his offices, until chantries were suppressed at the Dissolution in the 1540s. Southwest of the village is RAF Wittering which opened in 1916 to house fighter aircraft and carried out a training role
as a Royal Flying Corps station. During the 2nd World War it was a fighter base, housing iconic aircraft like the
Spitfire, Hurricane, Beaufighter and Mosquito. Since 1945, it has housed Canberras, V-Bombers, and Harriers,
and it remains open, though with more of a back-up role, nowadays.
Between Tinwell and Easton on the Hill, the River Welland passes under the Great North Road, otherwise, the
A1 (which since 1960 has bypassed Stamford), and arrives at a pumping station where water is abstracted to
feed the Rutland Water. This large reservoir was formed by damming the River Gwash, a left bank tributary
which joins the River Welland further downstream, (and is considered later). The Rutland Water was designed
to collect water mostly from the Rivers Welland and Nene, rather than from the smaller streams that it receives
directly. A pumping station at Wansford on the River Nene supplies water to Tinwell, where it mixes with water
taken from the River Welland and is pumped onwards to Empingham, on the east shore of Rutland Water, and
hence into the reservoir. Anglia Water who supply water in the region and own the reservoir, seem reluctant to
disclose how much water is abstracted, and no other interested party has much to say about the matter, but I
suggest from rather scanty evidence, that c12000 gallons per minute is the maximum permitted abstraction rate
from the River Welland, and that twice as much can be pumped out of the larger River Nene. In the case of the
former river this may be 30% of its flow in normal conditions, though the aforementioned River Gwash
compensates to some extent, when it brings back the overflow from the reservoir. Around here, the county
boundary on the river ceases to separate Rutland from Northamptonshire, as it continues eastwards with
Lincolnshire on the left bank, and Cambridgeshire on the right.
……………………..
I shall avoid the temptation to provide a mini-guidebook for Stamford, a town I much admire. Instead, I shall look
briefly at the town’s history, pick out a few buildings, and make a few comments about the most famous person
associated with the place. As regards the history, I lean heavily on the book ‘Stamford Past’ authored by
Christopher Davies, and recommend it to all interested in the town. In Roman times, Ermine Street which linked
London and Lincoln, crossed the River Welland at Stamford, which means ‘stony ford’ but there does not seem
to have been a substantial settlement. Something like that must have grown up in the Anglo-Saxon period, so
that in the 9th century, Stamford was able to emerge as one of the 5 controlling boroughs of Danish occupied
England, the Danelaw; the others were Lincoln, Nottingham, Derby, and Leicester. They all retained their status
as burhs, i.e., walled towns, when the armies of Wessex under King Edward the Elder and King Athelstan
conquered most of England in the first half of the 10th century, and a mint was sited in Stamford in 940; it seems
that at that time, the centre had been moved south of the river into what is now Stamford Baron. However, in
the second half of the 10th century, Stamford was the only one of the 5 burhs which did not become the
administrative centre of its own county or shire, and historians have put this forward as a reason for the town’s
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failure to grown into a major city; it currently has c20000 inhabitants. While acknowledging that this may have
been a factor, I am sceptical, because some early county towns remain relatively small, while other towns from
Plymouth to Sunderland found their own routes to dramatic growth, most often through industrialisation.
County town, or not, Stamford remained
important after the Norman Conquest. A
motte and bailey castle was built, just north
of the river, and west of the present towncentre, in the late-1060s. Early in the 12th
century, a stone shell keep was added to the
earth and timber fortalice, and the castle saw
action in the ‘Anarchy’ which followed. In the
mid-13th century. However, walls were again
built around the town, and after that, the
castle was seen as redundant, and fell into
decay. It ceased to be habitable in the late14th century, and only bits of the great hall,
(service doorways at the ‘low’ end), shown in
the photograph now survive. The motte and
the lower part of the shell-keep were demolished in the 1930s, (surely a depressing decision by town authorities,
who should have had an eye to preservation by then!)
In 1300, Stamford was a prosperous walled settlement, perhaps with a population of c3000, by no means small
for those times. It was a market town with a stake in the wool trade, and benefitted from transport links along
Ermine Street, and to the sea along the river. There were no less than 14 churches, of which some splendid
examples survive and contribute to the present townscape, though guide books must serve the reader for
details, save to mention that the ceilings of some of the buildings are spectacular. There were also 3
monasteries, namely, St. Leonards Benedictine Priory, St. Mary’s Augustinian Priory, and the large Nunnery of
St. Mary and St. Michael, (Benedictine though perhaps Cistercian before then). Survivals are unimpressive, in
comparison with those of the medieval churches, amounting to no more than a secondary gatehouse and part
of a church arcade. Each of the 4 main mendicant orders built friaries in Stamford, namely the Franciscans
(Grey), the Carmelites (White), the Dominicans (Black) and the Augustinians (Black), and there were also a
number of hospitals in the town ministering to the sick, the poor and the old, but once again there are few
tangible remains. At this time, the Universities at Oxford and Cambridge were religious institutions, made up of
colleges of secular clergy (i. e., non-monastic priests), who lectured to the students; in 1333, dissentient students
from Oxford moved to Stamford and set up a college. The existing universities moved quickly to re-establish
their monopoly, and obtained a Royal decree to compel the students to return to Oxford. The town’s future might
have been different, if that college had survived.
Just downstream from the A1 crossing, a weir directed water into a left bank lade, which fed water to the King’s
Mill, near to the remnants of the castle, before re-joining the river upstream of the bridge connecting the two
parts of the town. A mill here was listed in the Domesday Book, and it is further documented as a possession
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of King John, and as the subject of disputes
in the 16th century, but the present building
dates to c1640, when a new lade was also
dug out; the corn mill seems to have
operated well into the 20th century, but the
building now houses flats and offices. The
lade creates an island of the town meadows,
which can be accessed by footbridges to the
north and south. A path alongside the lade is
named Melancholy Walk; the explanation I
have seen, is that felons took the path on
their last journeys to the town gallows. On
the east side of the town, Hudd’s Mill is fed by a left bank lade; its buildings also date from the early-17th century,
and it operated until c1900 but the building is now a private house. A bridge, most probably wooden, carried the
High Street (now the A1175) into Stamford from the south as early as the 10th century and a 5-arch stone bridge
was built in the 12th century. It was replaced in 1849, but the southernmost arch, spanning 6.4m, survives
beneath the southern approach to the bridge, as shown in the photograph, taken from the British History website.
Until 1960, this was the Great North Road, later the A1; Stamford is not easy to traverse, north to south now,
so it must have been a bottleneck before the bypass was built.
Stamford is thought to have begun to decline as a commercial centre in the 15th century, and whatever the
spiritual effects, the closure of the priories, friaries, and hospitals as a result of the Dissolution in the first half of
the 16th century must have had a seriously detrimental impact on trade, not least because so many religious
personnel were housed in the establishments, which mostly had substantial incomes. The beginning of that
century saw the appearance in Stamford of the family who came to dominate the town, the Cecils, when Sir
David, a younger son born in Monmouthshire, who had prospered in the train of King Henry VII, obtained
property and began to live there. He was followed by Sir Richard Cecil, who built up substantial land-holdings
in the area, acquiring properties surrendered by the defunct religious institutions during the 1530s and 1540s.
His son, Sir William, later Lord Burghley, born in 1520, became the most influential advisor to Queen Elizabeth
I as Secretary of State, and then Lord Treasurer, during most of her reign. He had short stints at university and
the Inns of Court, before embarking on a career which in its early stages was remarkable.
It had been difficult to avoid trouble, while serving King Henry VIII, as the careers of Cardinal Wolsey and
Thomas Cromwell, and many lesser figures, demonstrated, but if anything, things got worse for officers of state,
after the tyrannical King’s death. As magnates jockeyed for power, and religious strife persisted, the next decade
was fraught with danger for anyone seeking high office. Yet William Cecil plotted a course which took him
through, even though he was still in his 20s and early 30s; he first served the Duke of Somerset, Lord Protector
for King Edward VI, rising as high as Secretary of State. When Somerset was toppled from power by the Earl
of Warwick, (later Duke of Northumberland) and executed in 1552; Cecil was incarcerated in the Tower and
seemed in some danger, but he was soon freed and given office by Northumberland. The death of the boyKing, and fall of Northumberland, found Cecil already well-placed to serve Queen Mary, whose favour he had
obtained by working surreptitiously against his previous employer, and when Queen Mary’s short reign ended,
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Queen Elizabeth, who had barely survived her sister’s reign, was quickly persuaded to appoint Cecil as
Secretary of State, having no doubt received assurances, that Cecil had helped to keep her alive. Obviously,
he had great ability, but his almost seamless transfers between employers, who were deeply hostile to each
other, imply a very high level of duplicity; only the late-17th century career of the 2nd Earl of Sunderland seems
comparable in this regard. Loyalty had little influence on his actions, and he switched religion in a fashion, which
makes it clear that expediency rather than principles drove him in that sphere, though he was later to express
the strong Protestant principles expected of a servant of his final employer, one might doubt if they were sincere.
He is now lauded by historians for his tenure of office under Queen Elizabeth I; my own view is more sceptical,
though I accept that he did much to bring order to the nation. He and other courtiers failed absolutely to persuade
the Queen to marry with a view to producing an heir; many of the problems of her reign stemmed from that. Of
course, her refusal, prompted in part by fear that she would have to cede power to a husband, according to then
current principles of de jure uxoris, (as had Queen Mary to King Philip of Spain), attracts support from feminists
now, but she lived in the 16th century, not the 21st century. In spite of the apparent lack of personal religious
convictions, suggested by his early career, Cecil pursued a strongly Protestant policy, throughout Queen
Elizabeth’s reign. This led him to back, with men and material, the Dutch insurgency against Spain, and led to
war with the latter nation. It is worth remembering that far from the war ending in 1588, when disaster befell the
Spanish Armada, South American silver paid for a series of fleets sent to attempt the conquest of England and
Ireland over the next decade; some came near to success, and the war ended only when King James came to
the throne, and made concessions to get peace. Cecil, and others who supported his policy, seem to have been
misguided in imagining that England was strong enough to win a war with Spain, at that time. Cecil has much
Irish blood on his hands as a result of his quest for total subjection of that island, and was probably more
responsible than anyone else for the execution of Mary, ex-Queen of Scots. Having lived dangerously through
the 1550s when the succession was disputed, he foresaw a repeat of that turmoil, if Queen Elizabeth were to
die, leaving Mary to live on with the strongest claim to the throne. With assistance from his intended victim,
whose lack of common sense led her to support any plot, however ill-conceived, Cecil began gathering
evidence, to justify her execution, from the moment she set foot in England, and eventually got his way in 1587,
but he staining indelibly the reputation of his mistress. The problem was genuine, but Cecil never sought a more
humane solution, and ironically, paved the way for the succession of Mary’s son to the throne of England.
Cecil’s local actions, after he acquired all of
the manors engrossing Stamford, and its
immediate surrounds, were hardly benign.
Certainly, his acts of charity can be
acknowledged; most notably, he acquired
the 12th century Hospital of St. Thomas and
St. John, beside the town bridge, and
endowed it as Lord Burghley’s Hospital to
house 12 poor men and a warden. The
building, on the right bank of the river, was largely rebuilt in the 16th century, but incorporates earlier fabric, and
its rear view with the splendid chimneys prominent, is shown in the photograph, above. However, charity largely
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ended there, as he exploited to the full, his
then-extensive rights of possession to
dominate Stamford; he was Recorder of the
town, with full judicial powers and was able
to nominate the 2 Members of Parliament for
the burgh. It is no surprise, that they usually
went by the name of Cecil. He appointed the
town’s aldermen and officials, including the
Master of the Grammar School. He owned
King’s Mill, and enforced ancient rights,
imposing high charges on local farmers, and
using the law to prevent them taking their
business elsewhere. None of this was unusual for a great landowner, but he gave local people little cause to
love him. His great building project was Burghley House, south-east of the town, which he began in 1555, as a
home for his mother rather than himself. She lived to the age of 86, dying in 1587, so saw it completed even
though it was 3 decades in the building. The mansion was inherited by Cecil’s elder son, Thomas, later 1st Earl
of Exeter, who modified and expanded it to its present form, shown in the photograph, early in the 17th century;
the family are still the owners, though it has been opened to the public. I have never visited the great house, so
shall leave its further description to Pevsner, and guidebooks. I have viewed the memorial to William Cecil, in
St. Martin’s Church in Stamford Baron, south of the River Welland; it is imposing and presumably reflects Cecil’s
view of his own status.
He certainly did not think much of his eldest
son,

Thomas

Cecil,

describing

him

according to one account as a drunken sot
fit only to run a tennis court. Yet, the
individual concerned, received an earldom
(of Exeter) and Knighthood of the Garter,
and was Lord Lieutenant of Yorkshire and
Northamptonshire, then offices of real local
power, so if he did not measure up to his
father’s requirements, he was clearly no
dullard. He came to my notice as regards this
account, when my brother was studying maps, looking for evidence of mills. Horse gins (farm mills which thresh
corn) sometimes manifest themselves as round, roofed buildings. At first sight there seemed to be such a
building in the Wothorpe estate, between Burleigh House and Easton on the Hill. However, the octagonal
structure was too large for this explanation to be correct, and it turned out to be a 19th century ‘palais de poulet’,
a chicken coop. Beside it, in formal gardens, is the ruin of Wothorpe Towers, built in the early-17th century, by
Thomas Cecil as a lodge cum retreat. Apparently, he took up residence there, whenever any work was underway
at Burleigh House. There are undertones, resembling conduct of the eccentric 19th century Prime Minister, Lord
Rosebery who restored Barnbougle Castle in the grounds of his mansion, Dalmeny House, and would decamp
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there, when visited by guests. A sad tale is attached to Wothorpe, because all but one of the inmates of a
nunnery perished during the Black Death in the 1340s, and the monastery had to close.
Stamford’s decline in the 15th and 16th centuries was attributed in part to the loss of access to the sea along the
River Welland, because watermills had opened downstream from the town, and effectively blocked the river.
The income which William Cecil derived from the town depended on its prosperity, so it can be assumed that
he approved of the Parliamentary Act of 1571, which paved the way for restoration of navigation between
Stamford and Market Deeping, from where access to the sea was un-hindered; no doubt he also expected to
benefit from ownership of land through which any canal would have to pass. However, nothing happened for
almost a century, though an Act of 1620 was more specific in approving a new cut, of length 15km. Eventually
a Stamford alderman called Daniel Wigmore agreed to build the canal, in return for receiving tolls for 80 years.
The canal had 12 locks, and opened in 1670. It prospered and must have benefitted the town, even although
passage was limited to small boats, capable of carrying up to 14 tonnes; cargos included coal, timber, slate,
stone and agricultural produce. There were plans to link it to other Midland canals, but nothing came of them,
and the railway killed it commercially especially quickly, presumably because the boat-loads were so small;
navigation ceased in 1863. There has been no 20th century leisure-based renaissance, because the canal had
been largely filled in, long before that movement began.
The two townscapes, the upper in Stamford
proper north of the River Welland, the lower
in Stamford Barons, south of the river should
give some idea of the appearance of one of
my favourite places in England, though the
absence of cars in the lower view, is not
something that I have ever seen. Stamford
did not play an important part in the Civil
Wars, though its location at a river crossing
on the Great North Road, close to the
Parliamentary strongholds of the Fens,
Cambridge

and

Huntingdon,

but

with

strongly royalist towns to its west, made it
strategically important. It was neither fortified
nor besieged and there were no significant
battles fought nearby. There was a short
siege of Burghley House in 1643, which
involved Oliver Cromwell, but the house had
been built for comfort rather than defence, so
it surrendered quickly. The upswing in the
town’s fortunes probably began later in the
17th century, but gathered momentum in the
century which followed. By then, it was an important coaching town on the main route north, and road
improvements had brought it within a day’s journey from London, while it was clearly the commercial hub of the
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region around it. Well-to-do businessmen and local merchants and farmers built fine stone houses, which
interspersed with the surviving churches gave the town its present shape and ambience. The railway arrived in
the late 1840s, but the main line between London and the north bypassed the town, which was served by a line
between Peterborough and Leicester, and still is. There were no major industrial developments, in the 18th and
19th centuries, not least because the town does not sit on a coalfield, and there are no workable deposits of iron
ore in the neighbourhood. This, rather than decisions a millennium ago, is surely why it has remained a highly
regarded small town, and has not grown into a city, 10 times larger.
………………………
Just east of Stamford, The River Welland is
joined by the River Gwash, a left bank
tributary,

which

has

already

been

mentioned, but needs additional comment. It
rises as the aggregation of field drains and
an outlet from a fish pond, at an elevation of
c160m, just west of a small village called
Knossington, in Rutland, 6km west of
Oakham. The next village along its course,
Braunston in Rutland, some 4km to the
south east is more interesting. The church of
All Saints, though much restored, and partially rebuilt still contains elements of a 12 th century structure, and
beside it is a footbridge crossing the River Gwash, shown in my photograph above. The bridge has two stilted
segmental arches, with double flush arch rings, separated by a pier carrying triangular cutwaters which rise to
the level of the walkway. The width of the walkway between wooden railings is 1.3m and there are no parapets.
Perhaps as the Listing suggests, the original bridge was medieval, represented by the stone lower structure,
with the upper part rebuilt in brick in the 17th or 18th century.
A short distance downstream, on the right
bank, there are earthworks and masonry
fragments

which

relate

to

a

small

Augustinian cell, Brooke Priory, and a
house which was built on the site soon after
the Dissolution. A watermill, belonging to
the priory, continued operating past 1600
under the ownership of the manor house.
Nearby in the hamlet of Brooke is the
church of St. Peter, built of coursed ironstone rubble with 12th century Norman features and a 13th century tower.
Shown in the photograph, it became a possession of the priory, and the resident canons, who never numbered
more than 3, may have used it as their church. There are many references to the poverty of the foundation, yet
the income in the 1530s of £43, equivalent to £28000, might have been adequate for a well-run small institution.
After suppression of the priory, the church was modified by the owner of the aforementioned house, so has
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Norman, and Elizabethan features, but nothing much from the centuries between. After flowing c11km from its
source, the small river enters the southern arm of the Rutland Water, north of the village of Manton which has
already been visited.
Rutland Water was created in the 1970s, by damming the headwaters of the River Gwash, west of the village
of Empingham. Often, when a reservoir is formed in this way, its function is limited to collecting the water from
the dammed stream, but this project was more ambitious, because as has been explained, pipelines were laid
to allow water to be pumped in from 2 large rivers, the Welland and the Nene. The surface area when full is
10.9km2, and the capacity is 12.4 X 107 m3; to put these numbers in perspective, when Rutland Water was filled,
the only larger body of water in England was Lake Windermere, with a surface area of 14.7km2, and a volume
of 30.6 X 107 m3, though since then Kielder Water has surpassed Rutland Water in terms of capacity though not
surface area. Large parts of two valleys were flooded to form the reservoir, namely that of the Gwash, and that
of an un-named left bank tributary, giving it a V-shape with the apex near Empingham. As of now it supplies
water to a large part of the East Midlands. On its banks, walking and cycling have been facilitated, while many
areas have been set aside as nature reserves. Overall, the reservoir and its surrounds have become a very
important site for wildlife and leisure activities; the map taken from the ‘Discover Rutland’ website, and presented
below, gives some idea of what can be done. The reservoir itself provides for many water-related activities from
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swimming to fishing, from canoeing to water
skiing. Rutland Water became first a
stopping point for ospreys heading for
Scotland, but is now a nesting site. The bird
is iconic, in part, because of the way it
catches its prey, as illustrated by the
photograph, there being little sympathy for
the fish. The map also shows that there are
interesting places all around the reservoir,
not least Oakham, Rutland’s county town, at
the north-west corner. When visiting the area, I stayed quite frequently in a hotel at Barnsdale on the north bank,
from where I sometimes walked down to the shore, to enjoy fine views, as the sun set.
I will not do full justice in limited space, to the
small town of Oakham, but will at least
cannot consider the remains of the castle.
They comprise the standing great hall,
shown in the photographs and the remains
of a modestly sized motte, inside a square
inner bailey of side 115m. The inner bailey is
delimited by a curtain wall dating to the 13th
century. On its inner face, a bank, consisting
of grassed-over collapsed stone and rubble,
slopes up to the wall and the remains of two
towers or bastions can be identified on the
western side. In the south east corner is the
castle motte adjoining the enclosure wall at
its highest point. It stands to a height of about
6m and has a surrounding ditch. The great
hall is situated close to the western
boundary, and is an aisled building, as
shown in the lower photograph; it has
internal dimensions, 20 x 13m, and is built of
ironstone rubble with cut stone dressings.
The large collection of horseshoes was
gifted by visiting peers from 1470 onwards, though there may have been a few earlier donations. The building
is remarkably well preserved; courts have sat here on a regular basis since 1229. The ground in the bailey is
uneven, signifying the presence of foundations of buildings, many of which are known to exist from documentary
evidence. The gateway to the south is still in use, although it has been rebuilt many times; the present version
may date to the early 17th century. To the north, the outer bailey known as Cutts Close contains earthwork
survivals of gardens and fishponds, and is surrounded by a substantial bank, up to 2m high.
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The castle complex may predate the Norman Conquest, but the motte was probably raised in the 1080s and
the stone-built great hall, was built between 1180 and 1190. The castle has no military history but had a long
list of owners through the medieval and Tudor period, many of whom met violent deaths, concluding with
Thomas Cromwell. Thereafter the family of Cromwell sold it in the 1590s, and it passed to the Duke of
Buckingham, and then the Finch, Earls of Nottingham who held it until 1848. It is now owned by the local council.
There is much else of interest in Oakham, including a fine church of the 13th and 14th century, an octagonal
covered market cross of the 17th century, a number of medieval houses, which though modified, retain external
features typical of their ages, a 16th century private school, and all are set in a leafy open street plan, which
defines the town of 12000 inhabitants. Moving on, the River Gwash is reconstituted, by way of a submerged
channel, a few hundred metres east of the dam, which confines Rutland Water, rather than from a slipway. The
dam, built of clay, is 35m high, 1200m long, and rather incredibly, c800m wide at its base. A nearby landmark
is Normanton Church, the chapel for a great house, built in the 19th century in Classical style, but destined for
demolition because it was to be part-submerged. Protests ensued, and it was decided to raise the floor and
retain the building, which serves as a museum and wedding venue.
The village of Empingham, to the east, was
a prebend of Lincoln Cathedral in the
medieval period, and the church reflects
that, being rather larger than would be
expected, given that the village population
has never much exceeded 1000; it has an
impressive 4-stage tower built in the 15th
century. There is a prebend’s house and a
tithe barn, both dating to the 17th century, though they may have had medieval predecessors. Empingham
Church Bridge over the River Gwash, shown in the photograph taken from upstream, carries the A606 which
approaches the village from the south. The bridge comprises three segmental arches each spanning c5m. The
most noticeable features of the ashlar construction are the double un-chamfered arch rings, in two orders below
hood moulds, a feature visible on other old bridges in the area. The original width of the carriageway was less
than 4m, but it was widened downstream and the parapets are c10m apart, making the refuges above the large
cutwaters superfluous. Jervoise thought that the bridge, probably stood in 1684, and this could well be true of
the upstream portion, as illustrated. Downstream from the bridge, a lade supplied water to a mill with buildings
dating to the 18th century, but there was probably a mill in the same place, centuries earlier. North Brook joins
the left bank of the River Gwash here; there was a mill at the vanished village of Horn, a few kilometres up the
tributary, where a trout farm is now a prime viewing point for ospreys catching fish.
There was another watermill at the next village along the river, Tickencote, which started up in the late 18 th
century, and ceased operation in 1930, but again it probably had medieval predecessors. Tickencote church of
St. Peter is extraordinary. It has Norman origins, but may have had an Anglo-Saxon predecessor. Most of an
eye-catching elaborate Romanesque exterior, is actually a pastiche, with the decorative work added in the late
18th century, albeit that pains were taken to reproduce features, which had existed for centuries before then.
The vaulted chancel is also the result of a rebuild, though care was taken to provide an accurate replica of a
Norman predecessor. The original church may have had only a single small chamber, so the remarkable chancel
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arches would have been at the entrance to
the church, before a nave was added. The
arches shown in the photograph, are
completely authentic, and were erected in
the years around 1100. Their ornate
splendour puzzles those, who usually know
about such things; the church is in a
settlement of only a few hundred people,
which has never been much larger, and
there were no nearby great estates, which
might have funded the building of such an
extravaganza. I found the building quite awe-inspiring, not least because its location is so surprising.
Tickencote is where the River Gwash passes under the A1, and a little remembered battle fought during the
Wars of the Roses, a short distance north, might more appropriately have been named for it, rather than
Empingham. Briefly, to give it some context; the Yorkist King Edward had appeared secure on the throne for
several years after the battle of Towton in 1461, but when Richard Neville, ‘Warwick the Kingmaker’, turned
against him, that was shown to be an illusion. Indeed, he became a prisoner in the Earl’s hands after the Battle
of Edgecote Moor in 1469, though the two erstwhile allies seemed to have been reconciled, shortly afterwards.
Early the next year, the King got news that a rebel army had been raised in Lincolnshire and was coming south,
so he marched north from London to confront them. Then, the King got news that Warwick had also raised an
army and was following him, but he believed, that the Earl’s intention was to support him, rather than to join the
rebellion. It was an error, which could have proved fatal for the King, but unusually, the earl was seized by
indecision and paused to await events. The King’s army, smaller but much better armed and trained, lined up
to the north of the rebel army, commanded by Lord Willoughby, on 12th March 1470. The King won an easy
victory when one round of cannon fire sufficed to rout the rebels, who lost heavily after they broke and fled; their
commanders paid with their lives, as was normal for defeated leaders in this brutal war.
Warwick anticipated that the rebel baggage would contain incriminating documents, so he and his associates
fled for their lives, to France. A matter of months later, they returned with an army, after a formal reconciliation
with exiled Lancastrians, and compelled King Edward in turn to leave the country. King Henry VI, by then not in
possession of his senses, was put back on the throne by the Earl of Warwick. King Edward soon found his own
reinforcements in Burgundy, and returned to win the decisive battles of Barnet and Tewkesbury in the spring of
1471. Warwick was killed at Barnet, King Edward arranged for the murder of King Henry VI, after the Lancastrian
King’s son and heir had been killed at Tewkesbury, ending the threat to Yorkist rule, for as long as King Edward
lived, though his death was soon followed by the final battles of the Roses Wars, at Bosworth Field and Stoke
Field, which brought in the Tudor Age. The battle of Empingham, also called Losecoat Field, had little long term
effect, though it might have done had the Earl of Warwick not hesitated. It has been suggested, that the name
‘Losecoat’ referred to the fact that some fleeing rebel captains threw off their identifying surcoats, to avoid
capture, but it was the name of the field of battle, beside the A1, long before 1470.
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Great Casterton, where Ermine Street, and
much later the A1, crossed the River Gwash,
was the site of a 1st century Roman fortress
and settlement, though the only evidence
now is crop marks on aerial photographs.
There are a 13th century church and a good
number of fine stone houses in the scenic
village. The River Gwash then flows through
Tolethorpe, site of a watermill, and of a
mansion built in c1600, which now provides a venue for theatre performances. A short distance downstream is
Ryhall, a rather larger village, where until 1920, there was a working watermill. Ryhall Bridge, viewed from
downstream in the photograph, has 3 semi-circular arches, each with double arch rings in two orders, and
spanning c4m; the fabric is mainly coursed, dressed rubble. The roadway is corbelled out slightly on protruding
stone supports and is 3.9m wide between white metal railings. On the upstream face metal beams have been
laid across the tops of the cutwaters and abutments, to support a walkway 0.7m wide, which also has white
metal railings. The bridge was probably built in the 17th century. From there, the river hooks round to flow south,
leaving Rutland for Lincolnshire, and passes Newstead Mill, which was in the hands of the Cecils in the early
17th century, though the present mill building, now converted to housing, dates only to 1848. After flowing 39km
from its source, the River Gwash meets the River Welland; it delivers a mean flow of 9250 gallons per minute.
Downstream,

the

River

Welland flows

between two villages, Uffington on the left
bank and Barnack on the right. The road
between them crosses the river on Uffington
Bridge, shown alongside. It is thought to date
to the 17th century, though it had medieval
predecessors. The fabric is limestone and
largely ashlar, though the parapets are built
of coursed rubble. The 3 segmental arches each span c7m and have double unchamfered arch rings in two
orders; there are stepped triangular cutwaters with facetted tops; stylistically it resembles nearby Ryhall Bridge.
The original roadway width is also similar, at 3.9m.
In Barnack, the church, of St. John the
Baptist, viewed from the south-east, in the
photograph, is included in collections of the
‘best in the country’. The outstanding feature
is a tower of which the lower two stages are
dated to c1010, and the 12th century steeple
is thought to be one of the oldest in England.
The remainder of the building dates from the
12th century onwards, with a lady chapel
added, to the south of the nave to house a
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chantry, by a local family called Walcot in c1500. The village’s other main claim to fame is that quarries around
it produced an oolitic limestone, known as Barnack Rag, which was prized by builders during the middle ages.
The stone is prominent in 3 cathedrals, Norwich, Ely, and Peterborough, and in many other religious and secular
buildings, but the quarries were largely exhausted by 1500. Barnack also has 2 watermills, but as they utilise
water from a tributary of the River Nene, I shall say no more about them here.
5. The Downstream Fenland Reaches
The river has cut the 20m contour and the rest of its course is through the Fens. Many people will have a picture
in their minds of what this means, namely slow-moving rivers meandering, perhaps braided, through marshes
interspersed with rushes, moss and boggy pools. This used to be true, but sustained efforts to improve drainage,
have transformed the landscape. The Fens were not wet because of high rainfall; they are in an area, where
c600/700mm of rain falls per year compared with the national average of just less than 900mm per annum. The
Fens were wet because the land was low with no appreciable gradients to cause flow into rivers and the sea.
So, drainage had to involve cutting ditches, and channels, but also pumping water into canalised rivers, flowing
between dykes, with the water surface, sometimes higher than surrounding land, to ease the path to the sea,
and also provision of sluices to prevent tidal backwashes. All of this was done, from medieval times onwards,
and the rewards were massive. The underlying rocks were Jurassic sedimentary clays which hindered drainage,
but along with Ice Age glacial deposits, produced some of the richest soil in the country, now the ‘bread-basket
of the nation’. The landscape is of large fields, bordered by ditches, with hardly a tree or even a hedge in sight.
From here on downstream, the River
Welland is braided, splitting into separate
channels, some artificial, at the centre of a
network of drains. Tallington is the next
village downstream, on the left bank of the
main channel; just to its north-east is a group
of lakes, formed where gravel was scooped
out by a concrete manufacturer from the
1940s, and now at the centre of a leisure
park. There is a mill at Tallington; a
predecessor in the 16th century was one of
those alleged to have blocked the navigation along the River Welland to Stamford. Here, the flow rate of water
in the River Welland is measured; the mean value is 48800 gallons per minute, (almost 5 tanker loads per
minute), nearly double that measured 23km upstream at Barrowden, in spite of the abstraction into Rutland
Water. The main channel of the river next enters the Deepings, a series of villages and small towns, West
Deeping, Market Deeping, and Deeping St. James on the left bank in Lincolnshire, and Deeping Gate on the
right bank in Cambridgeshire. West Deeping is hardly more than a hamlet, but two watermills were located
there, sitting astride a channel separate from the main stream, with mill races beneath the building; the one
further upstream is shown above, and is an early 19th century building converted to a house, while Molecey’s
Mill dates to the 18th century, and although also converted to residences, a working undershot waterwheel has
been retained, according to the West Deeping Heritage Group. Here the River Welland was crossed by a Roman
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road, later known as King Street, running from Peterborough northwards to Ancaster where it joined Ermine
Street, though no trace of that bridge remains.
South of that crossing, the road straight
enough to suggest it is following the Roman
course, is carried on a causeway known as
Lolham Bridges; 5 bridges built in the 17th
and 18th centuries carry the road over
marshland divided by separate channels of
the River Welland, but they are almost
impossible to view except from boats on the
divided river. Lolham Mill powered by water
in one of these channels, the Maxey Cut,
and built in the 17th century, survives as a
farmhouse. Maxey is a village to the east, which is noteworthy because of its church of St. Peter, shown in the
photograph. In truth, it does not look very old because of the very good condition of the ashlar stonework, and
the battlements, but the lower part of the tower, and some of the body of the church is Norman, i.e., early 12 th
century, and a 14th century chantry chapel is visible at the east end of the view from the north-west. At the
eastern edge of the village are earthworks which are remnants of a 14 th century castle. The history of Maxey
Castle indicates that occupation was relatively short-lived. A licence to crenellate (fortify) the moated manor was
granted in 1374-75. By the mid-16th century, however, Leland observed that parts of the site were already
ruinous. A 16th century illustration of the castle shows it to have had a tall central tower or keep and a number
of earthwork banks, the outer flanked by a ditch, parallel to the north east angle of the moat.
Downstream, the next means of return to the
left bank of the main channel is by way of the
hamlet of Deeping Gate, which is linked to
Deeping St. James by the bridge shown in
the photograph. The structure comprises
three segmental arches, and provides a
roadway just less than 4m wide with refuges above the four cutwaters; the arch spans are c5.5m, and there are
double arch rings with hood moulds above, and pseudo-medieval chamfering of the former. The bridge has a
date-stone for 1651, but the central arch has been rebuilt since then with bricks replacing the limestone ashlar
of the rest of the structure. Stylistically, the bridge has some features of other 17th century bridges in the area,
but its flat profile and differences of coloration suggest that the upper parts have been altered more recently.
Market Deeping and Deeping St. James are both recorded in the Domesday Book, and now form a single entity
with a population of over 13000, having grown rapidly since the 1940s when the joint population was less than
1000. The former depended on its market, licensed in the early 13 th century, and later on a watermill, which
dates back at least to the 17th century. The latter was a settlement around St. James' Church, which was
consecrated as part of a Benedictine Priory in 1139, a daughter cell of Thorney Abbey. The first church building,
which has left a few traces was relatively small, but within 50 years a much larger structure was under
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construction, in spite of the fact that there
never seem to have been more than three
monks in residence. The nave arcade with
th

its triforium above date to the later-12

century and blocked doorways on the north
wall probably connected the church with
the Priory's claustral buildings. Deeping
Priory was suppressed in 1539; the prior
was pensioned off and its lands were sold
to the Duke of Norfolk. The whole church
was retained for parish worship but the
claustral buildings fell into decay, compounded in the 17th century when the stone was used to build a manor
house, so that there is no longer any trace of them above-ground.
A short distance further downstream, on the
right bank of the main river channel, though
in the midst of others is the village of
Northborough. It has a church with Norman
elements, but perhaps more noteworthy is
Northborough Castle, actually a fortified
manor house. It was built by Roger de
Northburgh, Bishop of Lichfield, in 1335.
The house had a hall block, shown in the
photograph,

with

separate

private

apartments at one end, an imposing
gatehouse and various other buildings. Of
those the hall and gatehouse have survived. In 1565, the manor was sold to James Claypole and in 1646, John
Claypole married Oliver Cromwell’s daughter, Elizabeth. It is suggested that Oliver Cromwell’s widow may have
lived here after her husband’s death, but I am unsure how much evidence there is for that. Before leaving the
Deepings, and Northborough, I should mention that Carr Dyke passes through and crosses the River Welland
here; it is a water-filled channel, puzzling as regards its function, thought to have been built by the Romans in
the 2nd century. Carr Dyke follows a quite tortuous course, 92km long between Lincoln and Peterborough. I
give it some attention in the account of the River Witham journey, so only give a useful reference here.
The next village, this time on the right bank of the main strand of the river is called Peakirk, named for an 8 th
century saint, St. Pega to whom the part-12th century church is dedicated. It is reputed that her heart was kept
in a ‘heart stone’ (a shaped stone container’ until it was smashed by Parliamentary soldiers during the Civil War.
Various strands of the River Welland come together, here and are re-ordered into two channels, that to the north
is the old river, and the New Cut is to the south. A kilometre further, and the river ceases to be a county boundary,
flowing entirely in Lincolnshire for the remainder of its journey to the sea. It then swings north-east, passing
through reclaimed fenland, with cultivated fields enclosed by drainage ditches, very much a landscape of
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rectangles; windmills powering pumps are visible in many directions. On the right bank, 6km downstream is
Crowland, a small town with 3500 inhabitants, and two historic artefacts of great interest.

Crowland Trinity Bridge was built between 1360 and 1390, replacing previous wooden bridges, also triangular.
The earliest known reference to a bridge on the site is by King Æthelbald of Mercia in 716, and it is mentioned
again in a Charter of 943. The bridge is viewed from the south-west in the above photograph; it was built mainly
from Barnack limestone, with ashlar and coursed rubble elements. It comprises three stairways that converge
at the top, above three moulded, pointed half arches built 120 degrees apart, each with three supporting ribs.
The upper walkways have high moulded coped parapets. The flight of steps reaches to the top on the west, but
the others are continued by rubble ramps on the south and east; all the walkways and steps are c1.8m wide. A
life-size seated figure of Christ holding an orb can be seen on the right of the photograph; it is thought to date
from c1260 and was probably moved from the west front of Croyland Abbey. Originally, the bridge spanned the
River Welland where it was joined by a tributary that flowed through Crowland, but their changes in courses,
mean it now stands bereft of purpose and context, as an ornament in the centre of the village. The design may
have been functional, but it is certainly unique in Great Britain; it has stood for over 650 years and no-one has
been tempted to produce its like, anywhere else.
Crowland Abbey also known as ‘Croyland’
was a monastery of the Benedictine Order in
Lincolnshire, which is now a partial ruin. The
photograph, taken from the west, shows the
north aisle of the abbey church, below the
north-west tower to the left, and the ruined
Norman west front of the nave to the right.
An abbey was founded in memory of St.
Guthlac early in the 8th century by Ethelbald,
King of Mercia, but was entirely destroyed
and the community slaughtered by the
Danes in 866. Re-founded in the reign of
King Eadred (946 – 955), it was burnt down
in 1091, but rebuilt about twenty years later,
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by Abbot Joffrid. In 1170 the greater part of the abbey and church again burnt down and was again rebuilt. From
this time the history of Crowland was one of prosperity, with sometimes more than 40 monks in residence,
before the Dissolution, when it still housed 29 monks and a mitred abbot who attended Parliament. Its income
then was £1093, equivalent to £710000 now which placed it in the upper echelons of monastic wealth.
In the years 1254-81 the west front was partly reconstructed. During the 15th century the nave was re-modelled,
the north aisle greatly enlarged and the north-west tower built. When the monastery was suppressed in 1539,
the eastern parts of the church, i.e., the transepts, choir and central tower were taken down, the nave with the
aisles being retained for parochial purposes. The ruin was fortified for the King in the Civil War, and captured
by Oliver Cromwell in 1643. The nave roof collapsed in 1720, and the main south wall was taken down in 1744,
leaving the north aisle to serve as the parish church. Of the claustral buildings which stood south of the
church, no trace remains above ground. Impressive as the ruin appears, it is only a small part of the abbey
church as was.
…………………………..
The River Welland turns due north after passing Crowland, still accompanied by the New Cut, and flows for
13km, between a geometric pattern of large, mainly rectangular, fields, separated by ditches, to reach Spalding,
which with a population of 37000 is the largest town in the catchment. Though I shall point to aspects of interest,
the town centre with a large square is uninspiring, and having stopped once for a wander round, I was not again
tempted. For many people, the town and its hinterland are best known for flowers and bulbs which have been
grown there, in great numbers, since the 1880s. I well remember visiting Norwich from my home in northern
England, in early spring from the early 1980s on, and driving past field after field of daffodils, tulips and other
spring flowers, yet in recent years, I think that there has been a decline; certainly a tulip festival in Spalding was
held for the last time in 2013, and that evocative flower seems to have vanished from the local fields, though
plenty of other bulb varieties can still be seen. Spalding is a very old town, (the name has Anglo-Saxon origins),
but the tangible evidence has mostly disappeared.
A Benedictine daughter cell of Crowland Abbey was founded for 3 monks in 1052, and after a period as an alien
house under the control of the Abbey at Angers, gained its independence in the 14 th century, and rapidly
increased in wealth and status. There were more than 30 monks in residence by 1400, and almost 20 remained
when it was suppressed in 1539. At that time, the income was £933, equivalent to £606000, almost the equal
of that of its wealthy, upriver, erstwhile parent. The monks had built the parish church of St. Nicholas in the late
13th century, presumably to allow them to keep the priory church to themselves, so the latter was redundant
when the priory shut down, and was demolished and quarried for stone as was the remainder of the precinct.
Clues as to its location are probably given by street names in the town, and various artefacts identified with it
are described in the document; https://www.heritagesouthholland.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/TheDemise-of-Spalding-Priory.pdf, but essentially nothing is left.
Spalding had a castle, built in the 1080s, but it has gone the same way as the priory and there are no visible
remains. There was a medieval, 3-span stone bridge across the River Welland, which unusually appears to
have been replaced by a wooden bridge in the 17th century, things normally went in the opposite direction,
before the present High Bridge was built in 1838; there are now 7 bridges, which cross the river in the town.
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The oldest secular building in the town is the
curiously named Ayscoughfee Hall, beside
the right bank of the River Welland. It was
built of brick for a wool-merchant in 1451, to
an H-plan, as can be seen in the photograph.
I have seen explanations for why Ayscough
Hall assumed its current name, probably in
c1500, but none convinces. It had a long
series of owners, some of whom made
changes, but not to the basic configuration.
The local council purchased the hall and the
gardens which surround it in c1900; it was
recently refurbished and is now a town
museum.
Though never a rival to Boston, Spalding
was a flourishing port in the 18th century, as
suggested by the contemporary painting,
which shows boats tied up on the River
Welland near the town centre. In 1802 more
than 70 barges used the Port of Spalding,
carrying from ten to 60 tonnes of cargo. In
1829, more than 250 vessels brought
imports to Spalding and 143 took exports
from the town. In 1833, 462 vessels brought
goods inward and 282 took goods outward. The crucial exports were unsurprisingly agricultural products,
including corn, flour and cattle, while the main import was coal which was transhipped to allow it to be taken to
the Deepings and Stamford. This information and much more about the town was obtained from the website,
https://www.heritagesouthholland.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/AOS-D-0205-Spalding-an-IndustrialHistory.pdf. The Welland fell into decline after 1848 when the first railways came to Spalding, but until the 1930s
there were many small craft, motor craft and rowing boats, taking passengers on Sundays boat trips. Boat
building firms also had yards on the river, but that trade died out in the 19th century. A boat taxi now operates
on the waterways surrounding the town. The aforementioned railway was the Great Northern line linking
Grimsby, Boston, Spalding and Peterborough, and by 1862, lines to Lincoln, and Kings Lynn had opened,
making Spalding a busy junction. There were others, but the 1960s brought the demise of all but the line to
Peterborough, and grassy wasteland has replaced several lines and platforms in the towns station.
The New Cut and the old river come together, just short of Spalding, but the conjoined river is accompanied as
it passes through the town by 2 channels. Coronation Drain, opened in 1953 to alleviate flooding in the town,
by carrying excess water round the eastern edge of the built-up area, and the much older Vernatt’s Drain, dating
from the 17th century, passes beside the left bank. The former rejoins the main river as it leaves the town, but
Vernatt’s Drain travels 6km north-east, to its junction with the River Welland, at the point where the latter
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receives a substantial left bank tributary, the River Glen. I suspect I have not done justice to Spalding, a
prosperous agricultural and food processing centre, which has made its way in the world, but perhaps it was
never going to come out very well in a historical journey, given that so few of its oldest buildings have survived.
……………………..
The River Glen is formed from the junction of 2 tributaries, the Rivers East and West Glen near a hamlet called
Willerby; it is a fenland river which flows north-eastwards for 27km to meet the River Welland. The tributaries
are different, though certainly still lowland rivers flowing in a largely farmed landscape; they each rise just east
of Grantham, and the valley of the River Witham, and flow generally south-east for 34km to their meeting point.
I shall follow each briefly from its source, picking up a few points of interest, as I go. On older maps the River
West Glen is marked as the River Glen, while the River East Glen is named the River Eden, but I shall stick with
the modern convention. The former rises beside, Old Somerby, a hamlet 5km south-east of Grantham, and
2½km west of the source of the latter; both sources are near the 100m contour. The villages along the valley of
the River West Glen are small but mainly old; there are churches with Norman origins and manor houses dating
back centuries.
A typical example is Bassingthorpe, beside
a little un-named right bank tributary; the old
photograph shows the Tudor remnant of a
much larger medieval house, with crowstepped gables prominent. Alongside is the
parish church of St Thomas, which has 12th
century Norman elements, including the
chancel arch. Bassingthorpe is 4km south of
the source, and Corby Glen is twice that
distance downstream, another small village
with a fortified manor and an old church,
though all that remains of the former is a
motte. It was named Corby until the 1950s, when the river name was added to distinguish it from the
Northamptonshire town. Here, the East Coast Main Railway line takes close order with the small river, and they
stay together, until the river meets its partner.
The river arrives next at Little Bytham, 8km
further downstream; Castle Bytham with its
impressive earthworks, is just to its west, on
a small right bank tributary. Creation of the
massive mound which remains visible, as
shown in the photograph, involved major
excavations, as ditches were dug out and
the spoil used to build up ramparts. There
was a motte and bailey castle here soon
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after the Norman Conquest in 1085. The
castle saw serious action in the decade after
1216, when its tenant, William de Colvill,
who had rebelled against King John, lost it
during the campaigns which followed that
King’s death. ln 1221, he made his peace
with the Regents for the young King Henry
III, and the Royal army equipped with heavy
siege weapons recovered the castle for him.
It had to be rebuilt, which was done largely
in enclosure configuration, though a shell
keep was retained, as shown in the
reconstruction taken from the website,
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/CastleBytham. The inner bailey was surrounded
by a stone wall and a deep moat and the
keep was reached from the south by way of
a barbican and two separate gatehouses. An
outer line of defence strengthened by walls and perhaps towers protected an outer bailey in which lay further
buildings. The castle had two chapels, one in the main part of the castle and the other in the outer gatehouse.
However, the castle almost vanished from the records after the 14th century, when it was owned and sometimes
occupied by John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, and by the mid-16th century it was ruined. There are now no
masonry remains, just the impressive earthworks.
South from here the River West Glen, is still
a small river as shown near the hamlet of
Careby, where it is 40m above sea level, and
has not reached the Fens. Downstream, it
edges from Lincolnshire into Rutland, and
reaches Essendine, another small village
with earthworks of a castle, owned by such
prominent
Despensers,

families

as

the

Cliffords,

Cromwells,

and

Nevilles,

before it was granted to Queen Elizabeth’s
minister, William Cecil, Lord Burleigh. A
Norman church, within the confines of the castle earthworks, begun life as a private chapel. The river then
swings north-east and arrives at Greatford. In the late-18th century, Dr Francis Willis set up a sanatorium in
Greatford Hall, after he had, by fairly ruthless means with the help of his sons, treated King George III for
‘madness’ in 1788/1789, now thought attributable to the disease, Porphyria, though such a diagnosis remains
controversial. Willis, who had some progressive ideas about treatment, including the benefits of fresh air and
physical exertion, died at the age of 89 in 1807 and is buried in the churchyard here. The episode has received
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much recent attention, thanks to a successful play and film. It deserves that attention, because a long-lasting
Regency, the terms of which had been agreed before the King’s recovery, may have led to the replacement of
William Pitt the Younger as Prime Minister by Charles James Fox, and given the latter’s less hostile view of the
French Revolution, history might have taken a different turn in the next quarter-century. Willis, Pitt, and Fox
were dead by the time the King suffered a serious relapse in 1810, from which he never recovered, and the
Regency, which ensued, had little impact on British policy. In 1954, a channel was cut from Greatford to take
water directly into the River Welland, and ease flooding from the River Glen, so most water in River West Glen
does not flow to the old confluence at Wilsthorpe.
The River East Glen is a rather smaller river than its partner; its flow rate is measured as 3600 gallons per
minute, compared with 4650 gallons per minute at similar distances from their sources, but otherwise they are
similar in flowing mainly through cultivated fields interspersed with small villages. The source is at Ropsley, no
more than a hamlet, but birthplace in 1448 of Richard Foxe, an ecclesiastic who rose to great heights in the
England of King Henry VII, alongside Cardinal John Morton. His early career is fairly obscure, but that changed
soon after he made the acquaintance of the then-future King in Paris in 1484, presumably he made a very good
impression. After the Battle of Bosworth had put King Henry on the throne, Foxe was appointed Secretary of
State in 1485, and in 1487 moved to the more prestigious, (and profitable) office of Lord Privy Seal, which he
occupied for the next 29 years. At the same time, he was made Bishop of Exeter, the first in a series of bishoprics
which he held; they were Wells, Durham and for the last 27 years of his life, Winchester, though it was only in
the latter role after being freed from government responsibilities, that he was diligent in performing his episcopal
duties. He aided the King in developing England’s foreign policy, and was the English negotiator of the marriage
of King James IV of Scotland to Margaret Tudor, daughter of the English King in 1503, which should have
ushered in a period of peace, after over two centuries of conflict. Otherwise, he was rather in the shadow of
Cardinal Morton, until that churchman died in 1500, leaving Foxe as the King’s chief minister.
He probably deserved more of the obloquy, associated with the King’s imposition of heavy taxes to repair Royal
finances, and may have devised the catch-all approach known as ‘Morton’s Fork’, which caused those who lived
frugally to be taxed heavily because they were deemed to have accumulated savings, while those with an
extravagant life-style, were seen as demonstrably wealthy enough to pay. At first, he retained his central role
after King Henry VII died in 1509, but the extravagance of King Henry VIII encouraged by the rising Thomas
Wolsey, caused Foxe to lose influence, and he resigned his government office in 1516. He had become Master
of Pembroke Hall, and Chancellor of Cambridge University in 1500, and held those positions until 1518, making
improvements to the organisation of the university’s affairs, while in 1516, he founded Corpus Christi College at
Oxford University, a notably liberal college for its day; he also established grammar schools in Taunton and in
Grantham, near his birthplace. After his semi-retirement to Winchester, he continued to champion economic
restraint by the government, speaking against the adventurous foreign policies of Wolsey and King Henry VIII,
in parliament and convocation, not the actions of a faint-hearted man given what we know of that regime. Foxe
died in Winchester in 1528 at the age of 80; he is hardly remembered in comparison to Wolsey, or even Morton,
yet he probably achieved more than either, and his instincts seem more likely to receive present-day approval.
On the journey down the River East Glen, I pause next at Grimsthorpe Castle, which is near the right bank of
the river, 12km south-east of Ropsley. The medieval castle which once stood there is represented only by King

45

John’s Tower; a name which suggests origins in c1200, but it was probably built early in the 14th century, as
one of four towers at the corners of a quadrangular fortified house. In the 16th century, the house became the
possession of the Duke of Suffolk, when he married Katherine, the heiress of the Willoughbys of Eresby, the
possessors since the 14th century. He extended it, to accommodate King Henry VIII and his entourage, in 1536,
when the King was in transit to and from York, where he oversaw the harsh punishments meted out to those
involved in the Pilgrimage of Grace. By 1553, the house was in the hands of the Duke’s widow, Katherine, who
had perhaps come close to becoming the 7th wife of King Henry VIII, when he became discontented with
Catherine Parr, but instead started a new dynasty by marrying her gentleman usher, Richard Bertie, a rather
scandalous proceeding in those days. In spite of a period of exile, dictated more by adherence to Protestantism
than social norms, she was restored to favour when Queen Elizabeth came to the throne and staunch adherence
to the Royal cause during and after the Civil War, helped the Berties in the longer term, so that in 1715, the
family head, already Earl of Lindsey, became 1st Duke of Ancaster and Kesteven. A steady programme of
alteration and enlargement of Grimsthorpe Castle culminated at that time in a substantial remodelling by Sir
John Vanbrugh, which produced the large mansion shown below, (King John’s Tower is to the right). The family,
who are still in possession, though the dukedom has gone, have continued to make changes; the battlements
on King John’s Tower were only added in the 19th century. The house is now run by a trust and is open to the
public. My own visit, a few years ago was entertaining, because a well-informed guide took me to task, when I
suggested that a 17th century daughter of the family in possession, was a termagant. I think I had reason to
know, given that I had written a book, about the lady’s husband, the Earl of Danby, but we agreed to differ.

The site of the Cistercian Abbey of Vaudey, is south-west of the castle, within its park, but only earthworks
remain. Founded by monks from Fountains Abbey, the monastery moved to that site in 1149, and initially
prospered to a degree, but in later times got into debt, and its income in 1535 was only £124, equivalent to
£80000 now, very low for a house of its order, which had owned lands productive of wool. These lands and the
precinct were granted, along with Grimsthorpe Castle to the Duke of Suffolk, and most of the abbey was
demolished to provide stone for building projects. Actually, on the River East Glen, as it flows past Grimsthorpe
Castle is the village of Edenham, which once gave its name to the stream. The village church of St. Michael and
All Angels did not capture my attention, but it should have done. There are Anglo-Saxon fragments in one wall,
and a cross shaft, both dated to the 8th century, which may have belonged to a minster church of that date.
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Although not on the river, which first as the East Glen, and then the Glen, circles it to the west and south the
town of Bourne is less than 2km west of the left bank and certainly in the catchment. The town now has a
population of c17000, rising fast, and is the market town and centre for the area which surrounds it. Two Roman
constructions which have already been mentioned passed through, namely the road, known as King Street and
Carr Dyke, and there have been many Roman finds in the surrounding area. In the market square is the house
which was the birthplace in 1520, of the Elizabethan statesman, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, encountered of
course in Stamford; the building is now a public house carrying his name, and has been much altered, but
according to the Listing, some original fabric survives.
The parish church of St. Peter and St. Paul,
near the centre of the town, was once part
of an Augustinian abbey, founded in 1138
as Arrouaisian, a denomination, which
followed similar monastic rules; there was
an abbot and 12 canons. Here in the early
14th century, lived a monk called Robert
Mannyng; his translations of poems and
other works were an important contribution
to the development of the English language,
and he is fairly seen as a fore-runner of
Geoffrey Chaucer in that regard. The
monastic buildings were on the north side of the church. The complement of monks never grew, and the income
of £167 in 1535 equivalent to £109000 was relatively meagre; the abbey was suppressed in 1536. Nothing
remains above ground of the cloister which adjoined the nave, but a row of blocked low-pointed arches on the
west face may relate to the access passage by which the cloister was entered from the outer court. An
excavation was conducted in 1985, and foundations of the north, east and west ranges were uncovered. The
church on a rather cramped site, is viewed from the south-east in the photograph; it retains 4 bays of the
monastic church nave, containing arcades of round-headed arches, along with the west front and south-west
tower, which date from c1200; the clerestory was added in the 15th century but the chancel, the monk’s choir,
was rebuilt in 1807.
To the west of the abbey church are the scanty remains of Bourne Castle which had a motte and double bailey;
traces of the enclosed mound and inner and outer moats are all that now survive above ground, though
excavations have found masonry walls. The Norman castle built by Baldwin FitzGilbert was reputed to stand on
the same site as a Saxon Manor which had been the home of Hereward the Wake, the semi-legendary figure
who resisted King William (the Conqueror) in the Fens, during the years after 1066, but there may be confusion,
as the Wake family acquired the castle in the 14th century. There is also uncertainty about its eventual fate, as
Leland stated that he saw only earthworks in the 1540s, but others say it was destroyed, after being used by
Cromwell's troops in 1645. The waters for the moat came from a natural spring, the wellhead, and are now the
source of Bourne Eau, which collects water also from Carr Dyke before flowing east for 5½km between high
banks to meet the River Glen. Bourne Mill seems to have been powered by the stream, though details are hard
to come by. The post-1750 water mills, commercial and farm mills, on the River Glen and its tributaries, are
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identified in Alastair Robertson’s Appendix; most are well upstream, but one, Wilsthorpe Mill was on the River
East Glen just before it joins with the River West Glen, and another, Fletland Mill, which is now a house, was
just downstream of that confluence.
The River Glen is a fenland river, from where it is formed, at the junction of the East and West daughter streams,
flowing slowly between high banks through a patchwork of fields, all bounded by ditches, from which water is
collected in drains which convey water to sluices and so into the river. There is no point in pretending that I like
the landscape, a view which may be common to most, who have lived always amongst hills; local artists tell of
the huge skies, and distant horizons, but I am unconvinced. Anyway, the remainder of the journey, both along
the River Glen, and after re-joining the River Welland is like this, but there are a few features which catch the
eye. I visited Kates Bridge, which is a short distance downriver from Fletland Mill, a few years ago when in
search of old bridges. It is where the A15 crosses the River Glen, but the Roman Road, later King Street, also
negotiated the river here, though whether by a ford or bridge is not known. In the medieval period it was a
fording point, Thetford, regarded as safe, because of a rocky river-bed. The locality is recorded as Caterbrig in
13th century documents, so I am afraid no glamorous maiden called Kate is associated with the crossing. A
bridge is shown on a map of 1569, but it may well have been wooden, and has left no trace. The oldest bridge
standing there has a single arch and was built as part of a turnpike road in the 1820s; John Loudon McAdam
may have been involved with its construction. This is Kates Bridge, which now carries a long distance footpath,
the Macmillan Way, linking Boston to Abbotsbury in Dorset, promoted to raise money for the cancer charity.
The A15 now crosses the river on a nearby structure built in the 1970s.
From here, the River Glen runs more or less
parallel to the River Welland near its left
bank until they meet. It skirts Pinchbeck a
small town with c5000 inhabitants adjacent
to the north of Spalding; there is a church
with Norman work, but its most striking
feature is a 14th century tower which leans
away from the nave and is otherwise
misshapen. Presumably the distortions are
due to insecure foundations in fenland soil.
Downstream at Surfleet, there is a spire on
the church, of St. James, shown in the
photograph, which leans further, by 1.9m
from vertical. (They both have a bit to go to
replicate the Leaning Tower of Pisa, which
leans 4.5m from vertical.) Another 3½km
downstream from this village, a sluice gate
controls the flow of water from the River Glen
into the River Welland.
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Fosdyke is 4km downstream along the
River Welland, and here a bridge carries
the A17 road, from Newark to Kings Lynn,
over

the

river.

There

is

now

an

unpretentious fixed beam bridge which
opened in the 1990s. It replaced a swing
bridge with 2 arches, one stationary, which
was completed in 1911. It in turn had
replaced the remarkable wooden piling
bridge, shown in the photograph, which was opened in 1815. It had 7 spans and the central one could be lifted
to allow the passage of boats with masts; it was designed by John Rennie, and is undoubtedly one of the more
remarkable examples of his work. It endured for a century in a fairly harsh environment, so must have been
robust but looks somehow fragile. I must have crossed the swing bridge, which replaced it, quite often when
travelling to Norwich in the 1980s, and I guess its opening for river traffic, might have contributed to the
seemingly interminable delays, which I experienced on the stretch of road around the Wash. The road has been
improved, but it carries many heavy lorries and holiday traffic heading for Great Yarmouth in summer, so
progress can still be slow. I did not help myself by often making the journey on a Friday evening.
Fosdyke was a port, far back in history, and
the river crossing here is one of a few places
associated with the loss of King John’s
treasure. When I first passed this way, small
ships

were

tied

up

alongside

quays

downstream of the bridge, with agricultural
products the main cargoes. There was also
a shrimp fishery. Now the port is described
as a yacht haven, and this is backed up by
the photograph, taken from the aforementioned bridge. Fosdyke is a small place, with a church, rebuilt in brick
in the 19th century, a pub, and a few houses; a row of 17th century alms-houses were modernised, not very
sympathetically, in the early 20th century, so their age is somewhat disguised.
My historical journey along the River
Welland is almost at an end, but I shall leave
the river for a last time, going a few
kilometres north to Algarkirk, 4½km northeast of Fosdyke Bridge, travelling against
the direction of flow in the network of drains
carrying water to the final reach of the River
Welland, The church of St. Peter and St.
Paul, shown in the photograph, probably
gives reason enough for a visit. The oldest
parts of the present church are of the 13th century, the tower and the lower parts with Decorated windows, while
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the clerestory with Perpendicular style windows was added a century later. It is generally thought that the
Victorian restoration by R. C. Carpenter, the architect responsible for Lancing College, has added to the
attractiveness of the building, which is something, not said of many such exercises. That work was set in motion
by the Squirson, a priest who lived in a hall in the village, (now demolished), because he combined the offices
of squire and parson. Algarkirk is a village with only a few hundred inhabitants, but woad was grown here, and
there was a woad mill just to its south.
Woad is a rather stringy, biennial plant with
a very long tap root, so it is an undesirable
weed. However, for more than two millenia it
has been the source of a blue dye, once
reputedly used, to coat the otherwise naked
bodies of Queen Boadicea’s warriors, later
by the illustrators of the Lindisfarne Gospels,
and to introduce blue colouration into the
Bayeux Tapestry, but mostly in the centuries
since, to produce blue fabric. The leaves
provide

the

dye,

and

in

commercial

operations, they were picked and crushed by
rollers in a mill, powered by horses and later,
steam. The lay-out is shown in the copy of a
painting; a horse is on the extreme left, and
was led round to rotate the central shaft. This
drove 4 stone rollers, over a meter wide,
across the bed, on which the woad leaves had been laid. Rolling went on for an hour or more, after which the
resulting pulp was further worked by hand and made into balls, about 150mm in diameter, laid out in drying
racks, and left for several weeks. Then, further crushing took place, and water was added to bring about a
fermentation process. Eventually, the product was packed into large barrels which could hold more than a tonne,
and they were transported to the textile mills of Lancashire, Yorkshire or further afield, where further refinement
allowed different shades to be produced. Chicory is also grown and processed, for use as an additive during
the

dying

process.

More

information

is

available

from

an

estimable

website

document,

https://www.heritagesouthholland.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/AOS-D-280-Woad-in-the-fens.pdf.
Presumably the climate and soil in South Lincolnshire were conducive to the growth of the Woad plant, because
it was cultivated in a number of places in the Fens. In Brothertoft, 7km north-west of Boston, Major John
Cartwright, who attempted to bring about Parliamentary reform by peaceful means, for decades, purchased an
estate, on which he developed an 1100 acre-woad farm. Known as Isatica, which is the Latin name for woad,
there were also 29 brick and slate cottages, the first ever permanent woad mill and a school; Cartwright was a
reformer in a broad sense. The enterprise prospered, aided by innovations introduced by the owner, who
possessed some of the skills of his brother Edmund, the inventor of the power loom. However, his quest for
Parliamentary reform, dominated his life, and the mill fell into disrepair after he left Brothertoft for
London. However, other installations thrived, well into the 20th century, including those at Algarkirk, Wyberton,
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and Skirbeck in the outskirts of Boston. The industry was killed off by the substitution for woad, of indigo, another
plant based dye, but one, for which synthetic production routes became available in the 20th century.
Returning to the River Welland, the patchwork of fenland fields finally recedes from the banks giving way to
mudflats, 3½km downstream from Fosdyke Bridge. The river is well enough defined for a few kilometres more
at low tide, as it flows north-east to meet the channel formed by the River Witham, but at high tide, it looks to
have already reached the Wash and the sea. The length as noted in the introduction is 104km, a medium value
as regards rivers in England, but by some way the shortest of the major rivers flowing into the Wash. It is difficult
to say anything meaningful about the mean flow rate; adding the values in the river and tributaries near
Stamford, gives 74000 gallons per minute, but many drains flow in downstream, of which no account can be
taken. The tidal limit is in the neighbourhood of Spalding, so one major tributary, the River Glen, joins
downstream. As with the Rivers Witham, Great Ouse and Nene, the landscapes of the upper and lower reaches
of the river are very different, though fairly intensive agriculture has been a feature in common for centuries.
Stamford has surely been the highlight of the journey; the other towns are less memorable, but many of the
villages are interesting, with distinctive churches, and groups of old stone houses. The River Welland stands
out for the surviving old stone bridges, in its catchment; in that regard it provides a spectacle which compares
with any river in Great Britain. There have been fewer watermills of the modern age (post-1750) in the catchment
than might have been expected, but the large number of windmills, provides an explanation; most of both types
processed corn. The locations of the watermills found by Dr. Alastair Robertson on old maps and other
documents are shown in the Appendix which follows. I think that the leisure pursuits in the catchment, are
dominated by Rutland Water, and its surrounds, though walking in the remnants of Rockingham Forest should
be enjoyable. Coarse fishing for pike, roach, and bream seems to be the main form of that pastime, though
efforts are being made to develop runs of sea trout. However, this account is mainly about what can be seen,
rather than what can be done in the river catchment so I shall leave matters there.
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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 (post-1750) were threshing mills, separating grain from corn stocks (straw)
1. Mills were initially identified from first edition, six inch to the mile Ordnance Survey (6 inch OS)
maps of Lincolnshire, Leicestershire, Rutland and Nottinghamshire. Surveys for these maps were
undertaken in the 1880s. 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. The Ordnance Survey “Old Series” of 1 inch to the mile maps were also checked for commercial
watermills. Surveys for these maps were completed in 1819 and published in 1831. The maps
are available online on the Archiuk site and through the Charles Close Society (at, respectively,
https://www.archiuk.com/archi/archi_old_maps.htm
https://www.charlesclosesociety.org/oldseries).
3. Additional information was obtained by Google searching for water mills at specific locations.

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

River Welland
Code
We1

Mill
Cottingham Mill

Mill Type
Corn

Code
We10

Mill
Tinwell Mill

Mill Type
Corn

We2

Rockingham Mill (1)

Corn

We11

Stamford King’s Mill

Corn

We3

Rockingham Mill (2)

Corn

We12

Stamford Hudd’s Mill

Corn

We4

Gretton Mill

Corn

We13

Tallington Mill

Corn

We5

Thorpe Mill

Flour

We14

Lolham Mill

Corn

We6

Seaton Mill

Corn

We15

West Deeping Mill

Corn

We7

Harringworth Mill

Unknown

We16

Maxey’s Mill

Corn

We8

Barrowden Tank’s Mill

Corn

We17

Molecey’s Mill

Corn

We9

Duddington Mill

Corn

We18

Market Deeping Mill

Corn
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Tributaries
River Gwash
Code Mill
Gw1
Gw2
Gw3
Gw4

Mill Type

Code

Mill

Mill Type

Brooke Mill
Empingham Mill
Tickencote Mill

Corn
Corn
Corn

Gw5
Gw6
Gw7

Tolethorpe Mill
Ryhall Mill
Newstead

Corn
Corn
Corn

Great Casterton Mill

Unknown

Code
Gl3

Mill
Fletland Mill

Mill Type
Corn

River Glen
Code Mill
Gl1
Manthorpe Mill*
Gl2
Wilsthorpe Mill*
* On East Glen River

Mill Type
Unknown
Corn

Table 2: Mills on other River Welland Tributaries
Locations of Tributaries, see tables below for the key to the codes
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River Welland
Code

Tributary

Millstream

Mill

Mill Type

1We
2We
2We
3We
3We
3We
4We
4We
4We
5We

Stonton Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Eye Brook
Eye Brook
Eye Brook
River Chater
River Chater
River Chater
Cross Drain

Stonton Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Eye Brook
Eye Brook
Eye Brook
Unknown
Unknown
River Chater
South Drove Drain

Stonton Wyville Mill
Stoke Albany Mill (1)
Stoke Albany Mill (2)

Corn
Corn
Unknown

Loddington Mill
Alexton Mill
Caldecott Mill
Luffenham Flour Mill
Horn Mill
Ketton Mill
Stowgate Mill

Unknown
Flour
Flour
Flour
Flour
Corn
Unknown

Millstream
Unknown
North Brook
North Brook

Mill
Whitwell Mill
Greetham Mill
Horn Mill

Mill Type
Corn
Corn
Flour

Millstream
River Tham
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Bourne Eau
Bourne Eau
Bourne Eau
Pointon Lode

Mill
Castle Bytham Smithy
Holywell Corn Mill
Holywell Saw Mill
Aunby Mill
West Street Mill
Baldock's Corn Mill
Notley's Corn Mill
Dowsby Mill

Mill Type
Smith
Corn
Saw
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn

Main Tributaries
River Gwash
Code
Tributary
1Gw
Unknown
2Gw
North Brook
2Gw
North Brook

River Glen
Code
Tributary
1Gl(W)* River Tham
2Gl(W)* Unknown
2Gl(W)* Unknown
2Gl(W)* Unknown
1Gl
Bourne Eau
1Gl
Bourne Eau
1Gl
Bourne Eau
2Gl
South Forty Foot Drain
* Tributary of the West Glen River

Threshing Mills
The locations of possible water-powered threshing mills in the River Welland catchment were identified from
first edition, six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps). The catchment lies in Lincolnshire,
Nottinghamshire, Leicestershire and Rutland. The surveys for the relevant maps were undertaken between
1880 and 1887. First (and second edition when first edition maps were not available) 25 inch to the mile OS
maps were occasionally used to clarify whether or not a threshing mill may have been present. The surveys for
the first edition 25 Inch OS maps were undertaken in the 1880s. Surveys for the second edition maps were
undertaken in the late 1890s.
All the map surveys were undertaken several decades after most threshing mills were installed and well after
the introduction of steam-powered portable machines, which rapidly superseded water-powered threshing from
the 1860s onwards. The first threshing mills were introduced in the late 18 th century and they spread across
the UK during the first 30 years of 19th century. Water-powered threshing mills required sources of water
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including ponds and mill lades which are long lasting features and, in many instances, but not all, these features
will be detectable on maps surveyed several years after the threshing mill has fallen out of use.
The presence of mill lades, dams or ponds is a strong indicator of the presence of a water mill on a farm at
some time. Possible threshing mills in the Welland catchment were therefore identified from the presence of
these features on the OS maps. (No farms in the Welland catchment were actually labelled as having threshing
mills or machines on the 6 inch OS maps.) Only those farms where the buildings were lower than the ponds
were included in the list of threshing mills below. 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. Two horse gins were recorded in the course of this exercise.
A total of 21 possible water-powered threshing mills was found in the River Welland 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 Welland, from upstream downwards.)

Table 3: Summary of the locations of threshing mills in the River Welland catchment
Catchment
River Welland
Tributaries
River Gwash
River Glen
Total

Number
of
Threshing Mills
9
1
11
21

The threshing mills were found upstream in the catchments. None were found in the flat, low-lying fens.
The total number of possible threshing mills and horse gins (21) identified in the catchment was approximately
half the number of water-powered cornmills in the catchment (we identified 41 corn mills, see tables 1 and 2).
In addition, around 50 windmills were found on the maps of the catchment and these were mainly corn mills.
The number of threshing mills is therefore very low in comparison with the total number of cornmills, suggesting
that hand-threshing predominated in the River Welland catchment until steam powered-threshing became
widespread in the 1860s.
The individual threshing 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 Welland or one of the main tributaries. Many of the threshing mills were built on very small streams, often
little more than drainage ditches. As a result, the list in Table 4 contains many tributaries and mill streams
whose names were not readily found. These are marked as “Unknown” but some of these streams will not be
named.
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Table 4: Possible Threshing Mills in the River Welland Catchment
River Welland
River
River Jordan
River Jordan
Unknown
Stonton Brook
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
River Chater
River Chater

Mill stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
River Chater
River Chater

Mill
Jugsholme Farm
Flitwell Farm
Dingley Grange
Keythorpe Grange
Stoke Park Farm
America Farm
Park Farm
Brook Farm
Withgate Lodge Farm

Mill stream
Unknown

Mill
Flittoris Park Farm

Mill stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Porters Farm
Roundhouse Farm
Heath Farm
Manor Farm
Cobthorpe Hall Farm
Keisby Lodge Farm
Hawthorpe Farm
Hall Farm
Elsthorpe Grange
Glebe Farm
Aunsley Farm

Tributaries
a. River Gwash
Tributary/River
Unknown

b. River Glen
Tributary/River
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
River Tham
East Glen
East Glen
East Glen
East Glen
Unknown
Unknown
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Table 5: Summary of the Numbers and Types of Watermills in the River Welland Catchment
Number of Mills in Catchment
Mill Type

All
Catchments

Gwash

Glen

24

9

8

41

Textile

0

0

0

0

Saw

0

0

1

1

Smith

0

0

1

1

4

1

1

6

28

10

11

49

9

2

11

21

37

12

22

70

Corn

Unknown
All Commercial
Farm
(Threshing)
All Mills

Welland

Notes;
1. The arable farming practised in much of the River Welland catchment, now and during the past couple of
centuries, means that the substantial number of cornmills is predictable, (90+, if windmills are included). It is
perhaps surprising that there are so few performing other functions.
2. The number of threshing mills is low in absolute terms given the size of the catchment, and when efforts are
made to relate that number to the number of commercial corn mills, taking due account of the number of
windmills, it appears even lower. The ratio, 21 water-powered + 2 horse gins, to 91 cornmills, is 0.25 compared
with values of c2.0 in other parts of England, and c5.0 or even higher in parts of Scotland.
Certainly, the fact that available maps are later than those for elsewhere needs to be borne in mind, given that
the move to portable steam-powered threshing, which left no footprint on the maps, took place from mid-century
onwards. However, there is no getting away from the fact that we found evidence for fewer threshing mills than
we should have expected, though the finding was in line with some statements in the literature. At this stage we
can do little more than record the facts, as there are no convincing explanations.
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