Two Rivers of North Norfolk
Synopsis
The document describes virtual journeys along two small rivers in North Norfolk, the River Glaven and the River
Stiffkey; the perspective is historical against the background of the current scene. Particular attention is given
to bridges and watermills because of their intimate associations with the rivers, but other nearby buildings, both
religious and secular, also feature. People of note have been associated with the rivers, and brief biographical
notes are provided, where thought appropriate. There are no large settlements in the catchments; the rivers
flow through rural landscapes. The term ‘virtual journey’ is used because the account comprises descriptions of
places, most of which have been visited, but they are not linked by accounts of walks along the river banks. The
information gathered from site-visits has been augmented by desk top surveys, to provide continuity.
As regards watermills, Alastair Robertson’s Appendix contains sketch maps and tables identifying, and locating
the comparatively few commercial watermills* and farm mills* in the catchments 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, but the listing below provides guidance as to where places and features appear in the text.
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Two Rivers of North Norfolk
1. Introduction
The two rivers are the River Glaven and the River Stiffkey. Before embarking on the journeys proper, they will
be briefly set in context, within a project, carried out by my brother, Alastair Robertson and myself, which has
put

together

accounts

of

47

river

journeys,

which

can

be

accessed

on

the

website,

https://historicaljourneysalongbritishrivers.com/ . The accounts have focussed, on 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 retain 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 have allowed ourselves occasional excursions to particularly significant nearby
sites. Mostly, we have used information gathered during visits, backed by an extensive desk top exercise,
consulting maps, books and the internet.
It was always appreciated, that bridges, and watermills would deserve special attention, as uniquely associated
with rivers, and as we expanded 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. The
date was selected, because although viewed nationwide, there is much available information on mills operating
before then, it is patchy, and thus not really amenable to analysis. Methodologies have been developed to
identify farm mills, mainly threshing mills in most regions, marked on old British maps, digitised by the National
Library of Scotland (nls), so allowing full accounts of all of the milling installations, saving that we do not consider
windmills, and must acknowledge that this is a significant omission in Norfolk.
The journeys have been in an important sense virtual, in that neither of us have tramped for significant distances
along the river banks. The rivers have been followed on maps and satellite views, to identify sites of interest,
many of which had been visited before the project began, over more than 30 years, because friends in the area
had taken one of us to a significant proportion of the most interesting places. Where gaps became obvious, a
few further planned visits took care of most of them, though occasionally there proved to be no way of getting a
desired view, usually because the site concerned is private, which status has been respected by doing no more
than mentioning the building of interest. Where access is available occasionally or conditionally, we have
sometimes used photographs from the Internet, usually acknowledging their provenance; should there be
objections to our use of any such material, we shall seriously consider its removal, if contacted by way of the
relevant website. Many documents, including books, monographs and published learned papers have been
consulted and those, which have been helpful, are either indicated at the point of reference in the text, or are
listed in the short bibliography which appears after this introduction, but it is right to highlight the relevant
Pevsner and Arthur Mee ‘King’s England’ volumes, which have been indispensable, and can be used to fill out
many of the short accounts presented here. Although it is at least half a century since they were published, this
is not of great moment for historical journeys, provided that the continuing existence of any buildings has been
confirmed. Maps on the National Library of Scotland website, maps.nls.uk have given a 19 th century baseline to
historical enquiries and have been a key tool for identifying the sites of water mills, as noted already.
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We look first at the River Glaven, then the River Stiffkey, working downstream from their sources, doing similarly
for any tributaries, we choose to follow. We look separately, though briefly at the estuary, including Cley and
Blakeney Channels, and Blakeney Point. Alastair Robertson’s Appendix provides sketch maps of the river
systems, on which water mills are located.
2. River Glaven
The River Glaven is a short river, flowing for 21½km from its source, placed by a local village website,
http://www.hempstead-norfolk.co.uk/, at OS Grid Point TG 139 385, and at an altitude of c75m. The source is
at the east end of Baconsthorpe Wood, which contains mature broad leaf trees. The website is well worth looking
at; I was taken with photographs of a cormorant, devouring a small pike, in Selbrigg Pond, nearby. As is often
the case, other choices of the river source could be made, some adding length along field ditches, but I think
local opinion should have priority. The River Glaven is a chalk stream, though the chalk underlay of the water
course and its surrounds, is covered in part by glacial detritus, sand and gravel, deposited by retreating ice
during the most recent Ice Age, 11000 years ago. The landscape is mainly arable farmland interspersed with
mixed woodland. The river sets off westwards, and flows past Baconsthorpe Castle, to its south.
The castle was founded as a hall house in
the 1450s by John Heydon, a lawyer of
dubious reputation, who served William de la
Pole, Duke of Suffolk, but survived his
patron’s murder, and the accompanying
disturbances.

His

grandson

resided

elsewhere, and erected buildings on the site,
in which wool from his large flocks was
stored and processed. Shearing may have
taken place on the ground floor, and weaving
above. The main court was moated and had
a curtain wall, with a number of mural towers,
enclosing an area, 60m square. An outer
court, with the gatehouse at the bottomcentre of the aerial photograph, which looks
north-east, was added in the mid-16th
century.

The

inner

gatehouse

which

contained the main residential quarters was
remodelled in c1600; it is viewed from the
south-east, in the lower photograph, which
also shows the broad moat and curtain wall.
Some of the water in the moat flows by way
of ditches to the River Glaven. Domestic
rooms in the 3-storey inner and outer gatehouses were of high quality, and there were also such rooms in a
building on the west side of the main court. The Civil War brought disaster to the Royalist owners, and the
castle, in that after confiscation in the 1640s, the then-owner had to knock down and quarry most of its buildings,
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to pay off the debts incurred in buying back the property. The surviving inner gatehouse had a number of resident
owners, before the collapse of a western turret in the 1920s, rendered it un-inhabitable, and the state took over
the task of preserving the site, and opened it to the public
The river continues westwards through
mixed tree plantations, until after flowing
4km from the source, it arrives at 3ha
Selbrigg Pond, shown in the photograph.
The pond is artificial, dug out in 1810 as an
upstream store of water, to feed smaller
ponds, which in turn supplied the waterwheel
of Hempstead Mill. The mill ground corn
throughout the 19th century, though output
was limited by the barely adequate water
supply. In 1905, a more efficient turbine
replaced the waterwheel, and production of
flour, and latterly, animal-feed, continued
until 1953. A saw mill, powered by the
turbine, continued operating into the 1970s.
Around

then,

the

pond

became

contaminated, and dead fish appeared on
the banks. The run-off from fields into the
River Glaven was blamed and it was
diverted south into the curved channel,
shown in the lower photograph; the pond is kept full by springs. Downstream, the surrounding woods were felled
during the 2nd World War, and later replanted with conifers, but a ruined mill house remains from a mill, which
operated in the medieval period. The place was referred to as Smoker’s Hole, because smugglers stored
contraband there, presumably including tobacco, as they moved it inland, in the early 18 th century.
The River Glaven swings south-westwards
through pastureland, though it is still treelined, and when it has travelled 9½km from
the source, it arrives at Hunworth, a small
village with only 200 inhabitants. The river
has grown, as is shown in Mr. Watson’s
photograph

of

a

ford

in

the

village.

Apparently, the ford made an appearance in
the film of L.P. Hartley’s novel, ‘the GoBetween’, made in 1970, when a carriage
splashed across. By this point the river is flowing north-westwards as a result of a right-angled bend, as it enters
the village.
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There was a earthwork and timber castle,
perhaps dated to the 11th century, on the
inside of that bend, surviving only as a low
mound. The nave of the flint-built parish
church of St. Lawrence is also of that date,
with one window of a style, which suggests
that it was installed before the Norman
conquest. Much of what can be seen in the
photograph, namely the battlemented belfry,
the south transept, and the porch were
added in the 15th century, but the chancel,
which is hidden, was a 19th century
replacement for a chamber destroyed in a storm. Hunworth Hall dated to 1699 is an understated 2-story building
of rendered brick, surrounded by a fine garden. Hunworth Cornmill is in an 18 th century building, but it is
suggested that the site was occupied by a watermill in the Anglo-Saxon period. The modern mill operated well
into the 20th century, and the drive unit from a 4.2m diameter waterwheel may still exist.
Two tributaries reach the right bank of the
River Glaven here, neither seems to be
named. First to join, in Hunworth is a stream
which rises in Melton Constable, a village
dealt with in the account of the River Bure.
The catchments meet there, and I shall not
recap, on what was written earlier, save to
remind the reader that Melton Constable
changed from being a quiet rural village in
the 19th century, into a busy railway junction,
with some associated industrial premises. In
its short course, the un-named tributary passes through a village called Stody, where the church has a 13 th
century round tower. A short distance downstream, the second tributary reaches the river, having flowed from
a pond in Gunthorpe Park, a few miles to the west. Gunthorpe Hall, shown in the photograph was built of brick,
to the design of Sir John Soane in the late 18th century, and enlarged in the 19th century; it is now a hotel. In the
other two villages beside the stream, Brinton, and Thornage, the medieval churches have been heavily restored,
and there is no good reason to pause at either.
Roughly midway between the two confluences, the River Glaven was crossed by the Midland and Great
Northern line between Norwich and Cromer, via Holt. The section from Norwich to Melton Constable opened in
1882; the extension to Holt opened in 1884 and the continuation to Cromer opened in 1887. All but the Cromer
to Sheringham section (which is now part of the Bittern Line) closed to trains in 1964. The stretch
between Sheringham and Weybourne reopened as the North Norfolk Railway, (the Poppy Line), a heritage
railway, in the 1970s, with the Weybourne to Holt section added during the 1980s to increase the length to
8½km. Trains on the Poppy Line are hauled by preserved steam and diesel locomotives. There are future plans
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to extend the line south by way of Melton Constable, to form part of a Norfolk Orbital Railway, which would
reach Wymondham, an ambitious project for a heritage railway.
…………………………….
Holt has been an invisible presence so far,
because the River Glaven loops at no great
distance around the south of the town, from
east to west, but with trees interposed. The
oldest building is the church of St. Andrew,
14th century, but according to Pevsner overrestored, presumably meaning that in the
19th century, there were things that had to be
done to preserve the integrity of the building,
but that in addition un-necessary things were
done which have altered the character. Pevsner is not polite about the remainder of the town either, bemoaning
the lack of distinguished buildings, though a fire in 1708 which destroyed most of a medieval township, can be
blamed, at least in part, for that. There are a few decent 18th century houses, some converted to shops, and the
buildings together form a pleasant townscape, as suggested by the photograph.
The shops are oriented towards visitors, and I suspect day-trippers from Norwich, more it seems, than towards
the 4500 residents; there are antique shops, galleries, and small speciality shops. I visited a second-hand
bookshop with a high profile a few times, but found the stock rather mundane, and over-priced, but that is not
unusual in towns focussed on tourists. The Greshams were a family who moved from a village of that name, 6
miles west to Holt in the 15th century. Two brothers, John and Richard Gresham, born in Holt, became
successful London merchants, in the first half of the 16th century; each served as Lord Mayor of London and
was knighted. Sir John founded a school in the manor house of Holt in 1555, and it survives in newer premises
as a public school with c800 pupils, and a varied listing of alumni, including Lord Reith and Benjamin Britten. A
son of Sir Richard, Sir Thomas Gresham, became a merchant, who founded the Royal Exchange in London,
and left property and a financial bequest, to found Gresham College, arguably the first institution of higher
learning in London.
The River Glaven, still a small stream flows
about 1½km west of Holt, through the small
village of Letheringsett, The church of St.
Andrew, shown amidst yew trees in the
photograph, was founded in the 11th century,
with one of the many round towers found in
Norfolk. It is suggested that it was easier to
create that shape from the small flint pebbles
common in the county, than squares which
required blocks of stone easy to work, which
were largely absent. Modifications in the 15th century, included the belfry which tops the tower, and a clerestory,
but according to experts, including Pevsner, the church suffered a particularly unfortunate restoration in the 19 th
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century, which destroyed much of its character. There were two watermills in Letheringsett, one called the
Brewery Mill, which ground corn for a short time after 1784, but then processed malt for the rest of its operational
life, until it was severely damaged by fire in the 1930s, since when the surviving structure has been converted
to housing. The other watermill, which dates from the 18th century but is on the site of a mill, which was recorded
in the Domesday Book, has been restored fairly recently, and now produces flour used to make speciality bread.
Apparently, there were two water delivery systems, which allowed its waterwheel to be breast-shot, or
undershot, depending on the water level in the River Glaven, an uncommon arrangement.
The river flows northwards to arrive at the Bayfield estate, where it was diverted through an artificial lake, though
a river course has been recreated in recent times for the benefit of fish. The 18th century, Classically designed,
3-storey hall, is made of red brick with stone quoins. It had a predecessor built in the 16th century, and before
that a medieval manor house occupied the site. The Tudor house was owned by Colonel Robert Jody, who was
prominent as a Parliamentary commissioner in exacting retribution for a Royalist revolt in 1645, he arranged 20
executions. He fled the country, at the time of the Restoration in 1660, but was permitted to return to his estate
a few years later, and had the temerity to seek reward from the new regime, but the desired baronetcy eluded
him. There is an astonishing contrast between the ruthlessness, with which King Charles II pursued the
Regicides, guilty in any degree for his father’s execution, by exhuming and dismembering the body of Cromwell,
and Hanging, Drawing, and Quartering anyone living, he could capture, and his leniency towards other exParliamentarians, even those guilty of atrocities. There is a lost village on the Bayfield estate, from which, a
ruined church, maybe of the 11th century survives, but there is no public access.
A short distance downstream, is the small
village of Glandford, and on its north side is
Glandford Mill, shown in the photograph.
The building in view was built as recently as
the first decade of the 20th century, but there
had been predecessors on the site. The
working life was short, as it ceased
operations during the 2nd World War, and the
building has been adapted to provide
housing. There was a large mill pond to feed
the mill, though the head available to drive
the flow through the waterwheel must have
been minimal. There is no watermill further downstream on the River Glaven.
Wiveton Bridge crosses the River Glaven to the east of the village, from which it takes its name. It is thought to
have been built with two arches, and probably a chapel, in the first half of the 14 th century, and until the early
19th century carried the main route along the North Norfolk coast. The need for two arches, and indeed another
wooden bridge over a second branch of the river diminished as land was reclaimed to the north and the river
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ceased to be tidal at this point; the wooden
bridge was probably dismantled in the 18th
century, though it is less certain when the
second stone arch of Wiveton Bridge, was
removed. The stone structure which remains
is a classic medieval bridge, judging by the
striking appearance of the underside, shown
in the photograph, though there is evidence
of later repairs. The single, slightly pointed
arch has flush chamfered arch rings and
rests on 5 chamfered ribs which are heavy,
taking up much of the area of the soffits. The
span is 9.6m, and the carriageway is
fractionally over 3.5m wide. The bridge, built of ashlar and coursed rubble, has string courses above the arch
on each face, which rise to meet above the crown. The abutments are wider than the arch, with a squinch in one
of them. There is no doubt that this is one of the finest surviving old bridges in East Anglia. The photograph
below shows that the river, though it has grown, remains relatively small; it has flowed 18½km from the source.

Wiveton is a small village on the left bank, and is now separated from the sea, by an expanse of marshes, but
in the medieval period it was a seaport, and evidence for wharves survives at the church of St. Mary beside the
bridge. That church was connected with a murder which gained national attention in 1779, because the newly
appointed rector committed the crime. James Hackman, who was 27 years old at the time, had been an army
officer before switching to the church. He became obsessed with Martha Ray, erstwhile mistress of John
Montagu, 4th Earl of Sandwich, a senior government minister, and yes, the alleged inventor of the snack, that
bears his name. Martha Ray rejected Hackman’s attentions, so he shot her, when she alighted from a coach at
Covent Garden, and attempted, but failed, to kill himself. He was tried at the Old Bailey some days later, his
defence assisted by James Boswell, the biographer, but it was surely a lost cause. He was duly hanged at
Tyburn, before his body was publicly dissected, as was then the norm. The church is large but not really eye8

catching, according to better judges than me, built partly in the 14th century, then added to as the wool trade,
through the port, flourished afterwards. It may have had older origins, and was less brutally restored in the 19th
century than some in the locality; large buttresses on the west tower are an unusual feature.
Wiveton Hall is just over a kilometre north of
the village; it was built in 1652 on the site of
an earlier building which dated back to 1280.
The land around Blakeney was then owned
by a Norman family called De Roos who
were approached by Carmelite friars wishing
to build a friary. Land and funds were
provided by the De Roos on condition that a
house was built for their use mid-way
between Cley and Blakeney, but no records
exist of what it looked like. In the 17th
century, part of the De Roos estate was
brought by a Mr. Gifford, the son of a merchant from Gloucester. He planned to get involved in trade along the
east coast and with Holland, via the thriving ports of Blakeney and Cley and built Wiveton Hall, shown in the
photograph, as his home. The close links with Holland are reflected in the Dutch gables of the house. The
Giffords lived at Wiveton Hall until the 1870s when they sold up. The property is now run mainly as a restaurant,
with visitor accommodation attached, though some of the surrounding land is also farmed.

Across the river from Wiveton, on the right bank, though now mainly further downstream, is the village of Cleynext-the-Sea, the name a misnomer now as drainage has created an area of marshes to the north, as shown
in the above photograph. Cley occupies the right centre of the frame, a view looking north; the River Glaven
flows close to the centre, apparently towards the sea, some distance away. As was Wiveton, Cley was an
important port into pre-modern times, handling cargoes which included malt, fish, spices, coal, cloth, barley and
oats. There are Flemish gables in the town, which are a reminder of trade with the Low Countries. The silting
up of the river, which made the port unviable, was no doubt due to in part to reclamation of land on its banks,
with drainage channels bringing mud and sand into the main river channel. It is also fair to say that merchants
and traders had begun to look towards the wider world, to the Spanish Empire, and later, British colonies, more
easily reached from London, Bristol, and Liverpool, rather than the continent. Reaching European ports often
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meant running the gauntlet of hostile warships and Dunkirk pirates. Cley never recovered the importance based
on this maritime trade; the population now is only around 500, though niche tourism is growing, due to its
picturesque appearance and the proximity of nature reserves.
The village High Street is the A149 which
runs east/west, and there a number of fine
flint pebble and brick buildings, including a
17th

century

unfortunately

manor
is

house

obscured

which

somewhat,

because it is side-on to the street. A few of
the buildings have shop fronts, with a gallery,
gift shop, and a book shop, nicely laid out,
but the stock disappointed. The oldest
building is at the southern edge of in the village, St. Margaret of Antioch’s Church, standing above the river, and
a meadow which was once a busy dock. Of course, it seems greatly oversized; building started in the 13th
century, a fact reflected in the Decorated style of some parts, and continued in the 14 th century in Perpendicular
style, a period of prosperity based on Cley port, when the population must have been greater. The nave is very
large, well lit by the cinquefoil clerestory windows, but the chancel is surprisingly small. Those authors who have
described the church, Mee, Pevsner, Betjeman, and Jenkins, all comment on the mismatch between the south
view, shown in the photograph, and the north view which is much plainer. There is another mismatch between
the magnificent porch, nave arcade and clerestory, and the less impressive offset tower and the chancel. The
Decorated south transept, and Perpendicular north transept are both roofless and part ruined, with deterioration
setting in as early as the 16th century.
The most striking building in the village is the
5-storey tower windmill, which dates to the
late 18th century. It ground corn until the early
20th century, when it was converted into
rental accommodation; the mill machinery
was removed but the sails were left to
deteriorate, though they have been replaced
recently. The marshes of Norfolk Wildlife
Trust’s Cley reserve are north of the village.
There is an excellent visitor centre, and
though birdwatching is not a prime interest, I
enjoyed a couple of visits with knowledgeable friends, some years ago. I never saw spoonbills, but they began
to breed regularly in the reserve, just over a decade ago. The reserve was purchased in 1926 to be held 'in
perpetuity as a bird breeding sanctuary'. It provided a blue print for nature conservation which has now been
replicated across the UK. In 2012 an appeal helped purchase a further 57ha linking the two NWT reserves at
Cley and Salthouse together, creating a single coastal reserve of more than 300ha. Today, Cley and Salthouse
Marshes is one of the country’s most popular birdwatching sites, attracting more than 110,000 visitors annually.
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The six hides give views across pools and scrapes that are specially managed to attract breeding and passage
birds.
The River Glaven has almost completed its course, flowing north through the marshes to a point where it bends
sharply to the west into Cley Channel, a part of the estuary associated with the Blakeney outlet, which I shall
look at later. I estimate that the River Glaven has flowed 21½km to get to this point, somewhat longer than other
estimates, which I have seen. Perhaps most of the difference is made up of the headwater, beyond Selbrigg
Pond, and the rest by a decision to say that the river ends at a sluice beside Cley. The difference does not alter
the fact that the River Glaven is short, and the rate of water flow also seems quite small. There is no information
available from the National River Authority archive, but viewing photographs, and statements made by
observers, I should be surprised if the mean water flow rate exceeds 7000 gallons per minute. It is worth
remembering that the river is a chalk stream, and judging from internet entries, it seems that considerable efforts
are made to encourage trout, both brown and sea. Though lacking outstanding features, the natural environment
in woods and fields is pleasant enough, but the built environment is not memorable, without castles or
outstanding mansions, and too many of the old churches have been over-restored. My highlights are the
marshes beyond Cley, and the bridge at Wiveton. Alastair Robertson’s listing of watermills in the River Glaven
catchment is in the Appendix, which follows the accounts of the River Stiffkey, and .
3. The River Stiffkey
There seems to be a consensus that the
River Stiffkey starts its course as the outflow
from a small pond in woodland, at OS Grid
Point TG 017 329, some 90m above sea
level. Viewed otherwise, the source is beside
Swanton Road, though hidden from it by
trees, just north of the village of Swanton
Novers, 3km west of Melton Constable, and
10km north-east of Fakenham. The stream
sets off westwards, and enters Guybon
Wood where it immediately swings south. The woodland comprises ancient trees and accompanying flora and
fauna and with other adjacent woods makes up a National Nature Reserve of area 83ha. The small stream
continues southwards skirting the woods, then swings west to reach the village of Fulmodeston, where a glimpse
of it is shown passing under a road to the north of the village. In woodland to the south is the overgrown, roofless,
ruined church of St. Mary, and to the west, beside a hamlet of Croxton is the chapel of St. John the Baptist in
similar condition. They are of indeterminate age, though the former was probably medieval, but they were
deserted in 1880, when a single church was built between them to serve both communities.
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The river then turns north to arrive at Wade’s
Beck Bridge, where the photograph was
taken by Mr. Williams. As can be seen, the
River Stiffkey has grown considerably, while
flowing 4km from where it was photographed
previously. The river arrives next at the
interestingly named village of Great Snoring,
where the main street slopes down towards
the stream, which then breaks

away

southwards. An early 17th century Lord of the Manor, Sir Ralph Shelton, sold the village, and is reported to have
said that ‘he could sleep without Snoring’. More serious words were uttered by a 17th century theologian, John
Pearson, born in the village in 1614; he seems to have specialized in disputing about doctrine with other divines.
He must have impressed, as he became a Professor of Divinity at Cambridge University, then Master of Trinity
College there; later, he was appointed Bishop of Chester in 1972, and became a Fellow of the Royal Society.
The church of St. Mary is mainly of the 13th
century, built in Decorated style, but a later
phase of building added a Perpendicular
tower, and several windows. Fine as it is, it
here gives place to the adjacent rectory,
shown in the photograph, which was built as
either a manor house or a rectory by the
afore-mentioned Sheltons, though whether
in the late 15th century, or the early 16th
century seems to be an unresolved question.
The fabric comprises brickwork, terracotta
dressings, and red pantile roofs, there are 2
storeys with attics. Originally, it was a
hexagonal house built about an open courtyard, of which one complete range between angle towers with a
further half range survive. The eye-catching towers and the distinctive friezes are original, but the rest of the
house was altered in the 18th century and later, with the chimneys in particular, refurbished and rebuilt.
The population of Great Snoring has
decreased markedly since the 19th century,
from over 500 to less than 200, and it is now
much less populous than its neighbour to the
south, Little Snoring. A watermill is recorded
in Great Snoring, in the 17th century, but no
trace has survived, but some fragments of a
trestle windmill built at the same time in Little
Snoring, are visible. The church of St. Andrew is shown, with its 11th century round tower, one of about 120
such towers in East Anglia. However, it is one of only two, which are detached from the body of the church. It is
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thought that the original church was in-line with the tower, but that it was knocked down, perhaps only a century
later, and rebuilt as at present. Little Snoring Airfield was opened for use by the RAF in 1943, and bombers
including the Lancaster and Mosquito flew from there during the remaining years of the war. Thereafter, Spitfires
and later, Vampires, were based there, before it was sold into private hands, in the late 1950s, and now light
aircraft fly from there.
The river loops round to flow north-west, less
than 3km north of Fakenham, (visited in the
account of the journey along the River
Wensum) before arriving at the village of
East Barsham, which together with North
and West Barsham, and Houghton St. Giles,
make up the parish of Barsham. East
Barsham is of interest, because of the
flamboyant Tudor manor house built by Sir
Henry Fermor in the 1520s. It was visited by King Henry VII with two queens, Catherine of Aragon, and Anne
Boleyn, when they made pilgrimages to Walsingham Priory, which is a few kilometres to the north. There is a
brick gatehouse with a 4-centred arch, characteristic of the period, in front of the house itself, also of brick,
battlemented and with two storeys, and a single tower, though there might once have been two. The gatehouse
is to the right in the photograph; the stack with 10 chimneys above the house is prominent. East Barsham manor
house became ruinous in the 19th century, but was carefully repaired during the 20th century. All Saints church
in the village, is Norman in origin, but the tower has been truncated, and the chancel and a south transept have
also been dismantled, probably around the time of the Reformation.
The Wells and Wymondham Branch line was
built as money allowed, in stages between
1847, and 1857. It entered the valley of the
River Stiffkey near East Barsham, and the
engineers were faced with two challenges
when building it. One was the need to cross
the river valley and this was done initially by
way of a wooden trestle viaduct, which
represented a cheap and safe method, used
in many other places, not least on Brunel’s
Great Western line. The Barsham example can be seen in the photograph, taken in the 1890s and obtained
from the website, https://norfolktalesmyths.com/2020/01/18/norfolk-railway-tunnels-barsham/ . The other
problem, unusual in the relatively flat county of Norfolk, was an apparent need for a tunnel through a small hill.
The tunnel was built, but instability in the land above, led to its being dug out to form a cutting. The line operated
until the section from Wells to Dereham, including the Barsham stretch, closed as a result of the Beeching report
in 1964, to be followed by the Dereham to Wymondham section in 1969. However, a narrow gauge (10½ inches)
railway between Wells and Walsingham has since opened, together with a heritage railway between Dereham
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and Wymondham. The River Stiffkey is c20km from its source, when it reaches the next village on its banks,
Little Walsingham.
……………………………….
Little Walsingham Shrine dedicated to the
Virgin Mary was, with Canterbury, the most
important English destination for pilgrimages
in the medieval period, and there has been
something of a resurgence in the 20th
century. However, the first religious site
encountered, if arriving from the south, like the River Stiffkey, was not the main target of the pilgrims. The
surviving buildings of the Franciscan Friary
are on private land, with a 19th century house
amongst them, but can be partially seen from
a gateway on Fakenham Road as in the
upper photograph; the aerial view, from the
south-east, below, gives a better picture of
what is there now, with the road in the bottom
right. The Franciscan Friary was founded by
the Countess of Clare, in 1347, for a warden and 12 friars, in the face of hostility from the Priory, who were
concerned about income, which would be lost because poorer pilgrims would seek accommodation in the
hospice, built on the Friary site. Perhaps the number of friars remained fairly constant until the 1530s, but there
were only 3 friars in residence when the establishment was suppressed in1538. After that, the church was soon
demolished, but other buildings may have been utilised for a period. In the 19th century, the aforementioned
house was set out in the middle of the west range of the claustral buildings. To its north is the ruin of the large
friary hospice/guest house, and further north would have been the west end of the church; south of the house
are the remains of the friary kitchen. The east range is less well preserved but the protruding chapter house can
be seen; all of these buildings date from the 15th century.
Walsingham Priory was founded in 1153, and dedicated to the Virgin Mary, to whom a nearby shrine had been
created almost a century earlier by an Anglo-Saxon noblewoman Richeldis de
Faverches, who claimed to have seen a vision of the Virgin Mary, in which she
had been instructed to build a replica of the house of the Holy Family
in Nazareth, in honour of the Annunciation. When it was built, the Holy House in
Walsingham was panelled with wood and contained a wooden statue of an
enthroned Virgin Mary with the child Jesus seated on her lap. Among
its relics was a phial reputedly of the Virgin's milk. The small photograph shows
th

the 14 century gatehouse, giving entry to the priory in the centre of the village;
it is one of a few such survivals of the destruction, which accompanied the
Reformation, though its statues were torn down and some of the upper structure
was damaged.
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The priory was Augustinian, and intended to
provide care for the pilgrims, including many
English kings, who came in large numbers,
in the years after the building of the priory.
Ironically, Henry VIII was prominent amongst
them, early in his reign, when he was a pious
orthodox Roman Catholic. There were
probably 12 canons in 1153, but that number
th

had increased to 31 by the early 16 century,
not least because of the royal patronage,
though there was a decrease to 23 by the
time of the Dissolution in 1538. In 1535 its income was £391 per annum, equivalent to £254000 purchasing
power in 2022, which is large, though not perhaps as much as might be expected, given the number and status
of its visitors. When the priory was suppressed in 1538, the statue of St. Mary at the centre of the shrine was
burnt. Coming into private hands, the priory was largely demolished; of the main complex the ruined east window
and some of the west end of the church, shown in the photograph are still visible, along with parts of an east
range, to the south of the church. In the 17th century, the prior’s house which had survived, and it was later
enlarged, becoming known as the abbey, though the Augustinian house never held that status. It took me two
attempts to get into the grounds, and when I did so I was disappointed; I think there is too little coherent masonry
to convey atmosphere, though the site is nicely maintained.
The River Stiffkey flows through these
grounds,

and

under

a

bridge,

which

according to some sources, was dated to the
monastic period, or at least to the 17th
century. Viewed from upstream, as in the
photograph, the rough sandstone rubble
fabric and configuration of the bridge could
support the latter dating, though prominent
keystones at the crowns of the arches
suggest a post-1700 date. The downstream
face appears less old, so taken as a whole, the structure is puzzling. Dimensions include the length, 9.9m, with
two central semi-circular arches spanning c1.9m, and two outer segmental arches; the bridge has no parapets.
The width is 1.8m, though it may have been narrower before any reconstruction. I have included it in my
compendium of old British bridges, https://historicbridgesofbritain.com/, but on reflection, I doubt if it was built
in its present form, before the 18th century.
A Leper Hospital was founded in Little Walsingham, to the north-west of the priory, near to it, and its watermill.
The date given is late in the 15th century, and the hospital did not survive the 16th century, leaving no trace, in
part no doubt because the site found another use. The Bridewell was set up as a House of Correction in 1598,
to house vagrants and beggars, with the intention of training them in useful trades. It was rebuilt in 1787 to the
plans of John Howard, the prison reformer. The original building contained eight cells, including a special dark
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cell (used for punishment of inmates), a chapel and day room. The prison was enlarged in 1822 when a further
16 cells were added, and by the time of its closure, 60 inmates could be accommodated. The prison was run
on the silent system, designed to keep prisoners in isolation, away from any corrupting influence of fellow
prisoners to encourage their rehabilitation. Five tread wheels for grinding corn were installed. These served as
both exercise and punishment for the inmates. The Bridewell closed, when Courts were moved from
Walsingham in 1861 and the prison has survived virtually unaltered; it is now a museum.
On the south-east edge of the village is the church of St. Mary, a new build because its predecessor was gutted
by fire and almost completely destroyed. The latter church was of mainly 14th century origin. For the rest, the
population of the village is c600, declining slowly; as might be expected, there are a few shops catering for
visitors, while a village shop and farm shop cater for more basic needs. The aforementioned priory watermill in
the village, continued to operate under secular ownership until the early 20th century, when it was demolished
apart from a roadside wall. It had the benefit of prisoner labour, while the Bridewell remained open; thereafter a
steam engine powered by a coal-burning furnace venting through a high chimney, was installed, but the mill
ceased to be viable, though the chimney survives. There are a substantial number of houses dating from the
16th and 17th century in such central streets as the High Street and Knights Street; they mainly have 2 storeys,
and a few are jettied, while the fabric can be brick, flint, or timber-framed panels. On my visits, the interest of
the village as a whole, as I walked around, made up for the rather underwhelming priory grounds.
Just beyond Little Walsingham to the northeast is Great Walsingham, really just a
hamlet in spite of the name. St. Peter’s
church attracts high praise from Pevsner and
other

luminaries, but

the 14th century

building, is distinctive in part, because the
chancel, which was probably destroyed at the
time of the Dissolution, is represented only by
masonry fragments, attached to the east wall
of the nave. Nearby, the vanished Norman
church of All Saints, which had a round tower, has been detected by examining aerial photographs. The postcard
shows moated Berry Hall, built by Thomas Bury in 1532 of flint with brick dressings and pantile roofs. The house
was expanded in the next two centuries and a crowstep gable is noticeable along with the prominent chimneys.
For all that its population must be less than two hundred, Great Walsingham also boasted a windmill until the
early 20th century.
Moving on down the River Stiffkey, a small un-named right bank tributary comes in from Hindringham, another
small village. Hindringham Hall is to the west of the village; the present house E-shaped, and mainly of the 16th
century, though the east wing may be older. It sits in the centre of a platform, of rough dimensions 81 X 60m,
surrounded by a moat of width ranging between 12m and 18m, filled and drained by the aforementioned
tributary. The water system also includes fishponds and sluices to control the flows. The moat is thought to
predate the house by a few centuries, and this fits with the idea, that there was once a medieval manor on the
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moated platform. A brick moat bridge, shown
in both photographs, gives access from the
south to the 16th century manor house, and
is also thought to have been built in the 16 th
century, albeit that there may have been
some alterations since. It is constructed
entirely of red bricks, of the narrow form
typical of the Tudor age and earlier, and
comprises two segmental arches, each
spanning c4.2m. There are flush brick
double arch rings, and buttresses between
and outside the arches. The bridge carries a
road of width 3m, between parapets with
corbelled copings. The gardens around
Hindringham Hall are highly rated and open to
the public in summer, but I have not visited the
property. The village church of St. Martin,
dates like many in the area to the 14th
century, but a 19th century restoration has
left a heavy imprint. Inside the church there is a wooden chest, dated to the 12th century, which is claimed to be
as old as any in the country. There appear to have been 3 windmills in the village; one, a tower mill was derelict
in the 1930s, but has been renovated and converted to a dwelling.
Returning to the River Stiffkey, the next
small village through which it flows is
Wighton. There was a short-lived watermill
here between the 1780s and 1866, but I will
pause

to

discuss

a

more

surprising

development, associated with the manor
here, which was owned by the great
agricultural innovator, Thomas Coke of
Holkham, (which is just to the north of
Wighton),
Leicester.

who

later

Floating

became
meadows

Earl

of

were

introduced in England in the 17th century, and had become common in southern catchments, like that of the
Salisbury River Avon, where corn/sheep husbandry was practiced. Water was fed from the river into channels,
parallel to and higher than the river, from where it could be released to flow across grass meadows adjacent to
the river; the schematic shows one of the configurations used. The benefits provided by all such installations,
which were expensive, were larger total hay crops, and in Hampshire the water flowing continuously across the
meadows gave earlier grass growth, by giving protection from frost, thus allowing sheep to be fed there a month
earlier in the year, than would otherwise have been the case. The quantity of winter feed required was reduced,
and potentially more sheep could be kept; the rental value of some areas was doubled. It was estimated that by
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1850, the area of floating meadows in Southern England was 50000ha, though it fell rapidly thereafter because
of foreign competition and other factors.
The practice did not really catch on in the East of England, in part, because there was much less stock farming.
A paper by Martin and Williamson, obtainable as https://bahs.org.uk/AGHR/ARTICLES/42n1a2.pdf, gives other
reasons, and explains much about the Norfolk installations, which included one at Houghton St. Giles, upstream
on the River Stiffkey, possibly one on the River Glaven, and one on the River Nar in the north-west of the county.
Coke seems to have been dissatisfied with the performance of his floating meadows, and during the 1 st decade
of the 19th century, engaged a surveyor, William Smith, to redesign them, This he did, presumably successfully,
and proselytised in an effort to sell the technology in Norfolk, probably with encouragement from Coke, but in
this he had little success. We now know that Smith, after time in a debtor’s prison, belatedly received recognition
as the pioneer, who developed the maps, which show geology across Britain; they are iconic, rivalled in this,
only by the London Tube map, and are now used world-wide. Smith did much else to forward geological
understanding, and his achievement was extraordinary, for the self-educated son of an Oxfordshire village
blacksmith.
On the right bank, a short distance further
downstream, is Warham Camp, one of the
few Iron Age hillforts in Norfolk, and very well
preserved. The River Stiffkey formerly ran in
a curve to the west and south west of the
enclosure but was diverted, probably soon
after the beginning of the 18th century, into
the present channel, which cuts across the
south western edge of the earthworks, and can be seen running from the right middle to the top left of the
photograph. Small-scale excavations at Warham Camp carried out by Harold St. George Grey in 1914 and by
R. R. Clarke in 1959 produced finds of pottery and metalwork, which are evidence for occupation of the
enclosure during the Iron Age and into the Roman period, up to the 2nd century AD.
The small multivallate fort, is circular, with an
internal diameter of approximately 130m,
surrounded by a double bank and ditches
except on the south west side, where the
banks have been levelled. The overall
diameter is approximately 212m. The banks
(ramparts) diminish in height towards the
south west, but elsewhere the outer bank is
approximately 2.7m and the inner bank
approximately 3m in height. The outer ditch
and the inner ditch between the two banks
have become partly infilled, but remain open to a depth of between 1.75m and 3m. Although aerial views give
the best overview of hillforts, they give no sense of scale, so I include a photograph taken from the strangely
named ‘Blatherskite’ website, which should give an idea of the size of the ramparts and ditches. The inner and
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outer banks are of dump construction, built of glaciated chalk dug from the ditches, and there is evidence for a
timber structure on the crest of the inner bank, thought to have been a palisade with a platform to the rear, as
well as traces of a timber revetment on the inner face. The earthworks are interrupted by openings, with
causeways, on the north western, and southern sides, but excavations confirmed that these are of later
construction. A narrower, staggered entrance on the eastern side may be an original feature, but it is thought
that the main entrance was probably on the south-western side.
The river continues northwards to the village of Warham, which has a population of c200, and yet has two
sizeable medieval churches, and once had three. The explanation lies in the fact that 3 parishes once met here,
but when they were combined in the 19th century, All Saints church became the sole parish church. It has a 14th
century chancel, but its tower collapsed and is represented by a few attached fragments, while two nave aisles
were reduced to transepts. The other surviving church, of St. Mary Magdalene is older, with Norman features
but fell upon hard times after losing its parochial status, though it has been comprehensively, and perhaps
sympathetically, restored, to serve as a chapel of ease. The third church of St. Mary the Virgin stood until the
late 17th century, but has left no trace above ground. The water flow rate in the River Stiffkey, 26km from its
source, is measured at Warham; the mean value is just less than 8000 gallons per minute.
Just beyond Warham, the River Stiffkey is
joined by another nameless, small right bank
tributary; its headwaters to the east pass
through a few small villages perhaps, of
passing interest, but as I have not visited
them, I will leave them unconsidered.
However, I will pause at Binham which I have
visited more than once. Binham Priory was a
Benedictine monastery, begun in the 1090s,
for a prior and 8 monks. In the 14th century
there were 14 monks but their number then
declined, as did the Priory’s income, to £101
in 1535, (equivalent to £66000 of current
purchasing power). Building of the monastic
church began at the east end, as was
normal, and moved westward. The cores of
the walls and columns are of flint rubble, and
the fine limestone facing stones are from
Caen and Barnack. The westernmost part of
the nave was built in c1190, by which time
Gothic pointed arches were displacing
round-headed Norman ones, and unusually
the change was made part-way along the
church nave as shown alongside. The west
front of the church dates to c1220-45, and
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although damaged (the lower part of the great west window fell into disrepair and was bricked up in the early
19th century), the traceried window stonework is very fine.
After 1539, the nave was retained as Binham
parish church, but the south nave aisle was
also demolished and the arcade openings
were walled up. A wall was erected across
the east end of the nave, on top of the
medieval choir screen, to mark the new east
end of the church of St. Mary. The rest of the
precinct, was sold to the prominent Norfolk
family, the Pastons, who demolished the
buildings and quarried much of the building
stone, leaving only the low courses shown in
th

the photograph. Stabilisation has been carried out through the 20 century, and after 1933, excavations were
carried out, to expose remains of claustral buildings. There is no getting away from the fact that the brick infilling
of the west window detracts from the overall appearance, and a less obtrusive replacement would certainly
enhance the spectacle. The village population is barely 200 now but it was probably larger in the medieval
period, with a Domesday Book entry, and a 15th century market cross.

Returning to the River Stiffkey, a couple of bends bring it to the village, which shares its name. The two buildings
of greatest interest, albeit for very different reasons, are in Mr. Fielding’s aerial view from the north, shown
above. Stiffkey Old Hall is in the centre. It is a three-towered, three-storey building of brick and flint with stone
dressings and a pantile roof. The building was conceived as a U-plan house, round a symmetrical courtyard
with eight turrets, four at the corners of the courtyard, and four at the outer corners of the buildings. The west
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range and half of the north range survive, as do five turrets, at least in part. The building was planned by Sir
Nicholas Bacon, Keeper of the Great Seal, in Queen Elizabeth’s government, (more or less equivalent to the
Lord Chancellor now) and building began in 1576, on the site of a demolished medieval manor house. The
house was intended for his newly married son, later Sir Nathaniel, but when Sir Nicholas died in 1579, he left
only £200 (£65000 in present-day terms) to cover the cost, so it was only partly completed by his son. In 1622
the building passed to the Townshend family, then engaged in building Raynham Hall, and far from completing
Stiffkey Old Hall, they demolished part of the hall and let out the estate. Since then, it has gone through cycles
of dilapidation and refurbishment, and it was eventually divided into apartments. It would have been a fairly
unique building if completed according to plan, and it is surprising that Sir Nicholas, the Lord Keeper, by all
accounts a conventional lawyer, conceived of such a design.
In the top left of the photograph, the church of St. John and St. Mary was built mainly in the 15th century, but the
chancel and the tower are a century older, though the latter was subject to a comprehensive restoration in the
early 19th century. The rood screen on the south face between the nave and chancel is an uncommon feature.
However, the configuration of the church has nothing to do with its one-time fame or more accurately, notoriety.
John Davidson became rector of Stiffkey in 1906, at the age of 31, and was defrocked in 1932. In the intervening
years, he had served as a naval padre during the 1st World War, and done much social work and ministering in
London, especially amongst the acting profession, and disastrously, as it would prove, prostitutes. Many felt
that this work was laudable, but it meant absences from Stiffkey which angered some associated with the
church, and the housing of prostitutes in the Stiffkey rectory, alongside his wife and children, scandalised others.
Eventually, formal complaints resulted in his being tried by a hostile church consistory committee, and
defrocked; the key evidence was a photograph of the rector with an almost nude minor, which he swore was a
set-up, (shades of a more recent Royal scandal). Some, at the time, questioned the verdict, and others have
since, but Davidson was left destitute, with a wife and family to keep. He cashed in on his notoriety to a small
extent, by performing at seaside venues in Lancashire; maybe that would have been his career choice in other
circumstances; because he had always associated with theatre people, and served as chaplain to their
organisations. Then, In Skegness, he fatally accepted a role in a tableau, where he as the biblical Daniel had to
preach to lions. The denouement came when he was mauled, and died from his injuries in 1937, at the age of
62. He was buried in the churchyard at Stiffkey, after a service attended by 3000, in the village with a population
of a few hundred. There can be little doubt that his behaviour had been foolish and indiscreet, but perhaps no
more than that; he seems to have been liked by many of his parishioners, but he had made powerful unforgiving
enemies in the church hierarchy. The events were a short-lived sensation, soon replaced in the newspapers,
by Chamberlain’s humiliation by Hitler in Munich and the run-up to the 2nd World War.
Stiffkey is another very small village, in the pattern of those in the area, with just over 200 residents; I am not
sure if they remain small by design in a district, which is a growing destination for tourists, and not so very far
from large centres of population. When I visited, about a decade ago, the villagers were housed mainly along a
single street, the A149, which runs sinuously east/west. By the roadside were a mix of houses, some cottages,
some villas and a few larger; most are of flint and are less than a century old, but there seemed to be few new-
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builds, and the same was true of the other
settlements described in this account.
Stiffkey salt marshes are to the north of the
village, and the river flows towards them
when it leaves Stiffkey, as shown in the
photograph. One more twist, east then north,
brings it to Stiffkey Sluice, which prevents
flooding when the tide is in, but requires
special arrangements to be made to allow
passage of fish like sea trout and eels.
Downstream, the river breaks up into ditches
and creeks as it crosses the salt marshes, so
it is appropriate to regard the river as ending its course there. My measurement of its length is 32km, while
making allowance for minor tributaries joining beyond the flow measurement at Warham might bring the mean
flow rate up to 9000 gallons per minute. The river itself has no outstanding features, and the same has to be
said for the natural landscape through which it flows. As for the historic built environment, most would probably
focus on Little Walsingham Priory as their highlight, but so little still stands that I was underwhelmed, and would
probably go for Binham Priory, Warham Iron Age Hillfort, Stiffkey Old Hall, and Hindringham Hall with its 16th
century moat bridge, as my highlights. The results of Alastair Robertson’s investigations of watermill locations
and types are in the Appendix, together with a sketch map of the course of the river. However, before coming
to the Appendix, I shall look briefly at the estuarial area for both rivers, namely Blakeney Point and its hinterland.
4. Blakeney Point

Blakeney Point

The map, taken from the nls website, shows the area of interest. Blakeney Point at the top of the map is under
National Trust management, along with the tidal area, and the salt marshes between Cley, and Morston, also a
Site of Scientific Interest. To its west are Stiffkey salt marshes, in crossing which the River Stiffkey breaks up
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into creeks and channels, and Stiffkey Freshes where a single north-going channel taking the river water north
into the channel called Blakeney Harbour is visible when the tide is out. When the tide is in, the whole blueshaded area is covered with water.
The spit of gravel and sand known as
Blakeney Point, shaded green and yellow on
the map, and in the foreground of the
photograph, which looks south, is gradually
extending westwards, and otherwise is
subject to slow change due to deposition and
erosion. The map actually shows the
situation in the 1930s, but things have not
changed much since then. The sandy shore is much frequented by seals, and there are also breeding areas for
sea-birds.
I left the River Glaven at the sluice beside the village of Cley, and it flows north from there, across the marshes,
right up to a bank above the beach, before hooking west into Cley Channel, which makes its way to the channel
called Blakeney Harbour. On the inside of the bend are fairly scanty remains of a building, which is labelled on
old maps as Blakeney Chapel. Excavations in the 1930s found no evidence for a religious function, but did find
traces of medieval pottery manufacture and iron smelting. From here a journey south-east for 2½km across the
marshes, skirting the tidal area brings the traveller to the village of Blakeney. The route passes the location of
Blakeney and Cley Golf Links, which opened in 1895, but had to close in 1939, to allow wartime defences to be
installed. Unsuccessful attempts were made to resurrect the course after the war, but they failed mainly because
of

the

opposition

of

the

National

Trust;

more

information

is

available

on

the

website,

https://www.golfsmissinglinks.co.uk/index.php/england/central-east/norfolk/608-nor-blakeney-a-cley-golf-clubnorfolk. Supposedly a tourist centre, yet with a population which has declined markedly from c1100 in 1850 to
c700 now, Blakeney is nonetheless of considerable interest.
Blakeney Carmelite Friary was on the east
side of the village; it was founded in 1296,
but nothing much seems to be known about
its history before it was suppressed in 1538.
There

are

no

coherent

remains

but

fragments apparently exist in the walls of
Friary Farm, which now occupies the
location, surrounded by a very large caravan
site. Nearby is a tower windmill dating from
the 1780s, a brick and flint structure, now without sails or mill machinery. At the harbour end of the High Street,
the Guildhall stands, small, ruined, and not very impressive from the outside, but the undercroft, shown in the
photograph, with its vaulted ceiling supported on brick columns, is worth seeing. It is likely to have originally
been built for a prosperous medieval Blakeney fish merchant, and used for storage of his merchandise, with
living quarters above, which have now disappeared, leaving only the 14th century undercroft. It is divided into
two aisles by a row of stone piers which support the ribbed vaults of brickwork.
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In the Middle Ages, and for centuries
thereafter, the North Norfolk village of
Blakeney was a thriving port and in the early
period, one of England’s largest harbours.
Ships two storeys high moored bow to stern
along the quayside dwarfing the wharves,
while dockers loaded and unloaded cargo, in
a bustle of activity and a chorus of voices,
many foreign. The old photograph gives
some idea. Few traces of the 15th century
buildings from its really wealthy period
remain. Blakeney’s twisting access channel became impossible for larger ships to navigate by the end of the
18th century. A new direct cut was made, but this coincided with landowners carrying out work to drain the salt
marshes. Those works led to further silting of the channel. For a time, larger ships moored in the deeper water
of The Pit - sheltered water behind Blakeney Point. Cargoes were decanted into smaller vessels which could
reach the quay. Inbound cargo was mainly coal from Newcastle. East Anglia’s grain and other agricultural goods
including malting barley, went to London and other ports including Dublin. Trade from the harbour went into
terminal decline from 1884, when the railway reached Holt. Blakeney’s Customs House closed in 1853. Now
the quay is frequented by leisure craft, and boats catering to the tourist trade, including those visiting beaches,
on which seals can be observed.
The church stands high up on the south edge
of the town looking down on it. The nave and
tower are Perpendicular of the 15th Century,
the tower fully 30m high, but the chancel is
of an earlier period, elegant Early English of
the 13th century, although later refacing
hides this from the outside. A kind of
reskinning of the building took place in the
1880s, the nave in flint and the chancel in
cement, a not uncommon approach, where
the structure was basically sound, but the
outer materials were suffering from damp;
perhaps a good preservative remedy, but hardly conducive to maintaining a medieval appearance. The building
has two towers, a conventional one to the west and a curious spindly structure, rising to the south-east of the
chancel. This has been adapted to hold a light, and perhaps it was intended, that any ship coming into the nowsilted up harbour could use the two towers to navigate. The east window has seven lights, one of only two such
13th Century windows in England. A small window above the seven lights lets into the area above the vaulting.
The church is shown in Mr. Capper’s photograph, which he took from the south-east.
West of Blakeney, the A149 heads for Morston, once a significant port but the haven is long silted up behind
salt marches. The small village once shared the services of the notorious Rector of Stiffkey, which village is
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next along the road. From here westwards, we see a continuation of layers of salt marsh, and tidal zones along
the coast, but they are beyond Wells-next-the Sea, Holkham, and Burnham-on-Sea, so cannot form part of this
journey, which I end at Stiffkey.
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Appendix
Commercial Watermills
We first describe briefly the methodologies used to gather the information, which has allowed the sketch maps
and tabulations on following pages, to be produced.
Note that commercial watermills were paid by customers to process raw materials like grain or wool, whereas
farm mills, to be dealt with later, were machines located on a farm, which operated at the behest of the farmer,
normally without money changing hands. The great majority of farm mills during the period in question (post1750) were threshing mills, separating grain from stocks (straw).
1. Mills in the River Glaven and River Stiffkey catchments were identified from first edition, six inches to the
mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps).

The surveys for the relevant 6 inch OS maps were

undertaken during 1885 and 1886. 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 and
https://www.charlesclosesociety.org/oldseries).
3. Our observations were, in addition, checked against the mills listed in the Norfolk Mills website
(https://www.norfolkmills.co.uk).

Table 1. Summary of the Numbers and Locations of Watermills found in the River
Glaven and River Stiffkey Catchments
Water Mill Types
Commercial
Corn
Brewery
All Commercial
Farm Mills
Threshing
All Mills

Number of Mills in Catchment
River Glaven
River Stiffkey

Total

6
1
6

2
2

8
1
8

6
12

3
5

9
17

The names, locations and mill types are listed in Tables 2-5, below.
Notes;
1. Several windmills operated in the catchments and are not recorded here.
2. By Norfolk standards, the area is relatively wet (annual precipitation 660mm cf. national average 885mm)
and hilly, so farm mills may have been more viable than in the remainder of the county.
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Table 2. Commercial Watermills on the River Glaven

River Glaven
Code
Mill Name
Mill Type
G1
Holt Mill
Corn
G2
Hunworth Mill
Corn
G3
Thornage Mill
Corn
G4
Letheringsett Corn Mill
Corn
G5
Letheringsett Brewery
Brewery, Corn
G6
Glandford Mill
Corn
No Commercial Mills were found on tributaries of the Glaven.
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Table 3. Commercial Watermills on the River Stiffkey

Code Mill Name
Mill Type
S1
Little Walsingham Mill
Corn
S2
South Mill, Wighton
Corn
No Commercial Mills were found on tributaries of Stiffkey.
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Threshing Mills
The locations of possible water-powered threshing mills in the River Glaven and River Stiffkey catchments
were identified from first edition, six inches to the mile Ordnance Survey maps (6 inch OS maps). The
surveys for relevant maps were undertaken in 1885 and 1886. First edition, 25 inch OS maps were used to
provide additional details where doubt existed. Some additional web searches on farm mills were therefore
undertaken to supplement the identification of farm mills.
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
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 on the 6 inch OS maps, together with the topography of the area
round the farm buildings, was used to determine whether there had been a water mill on a farm at some time.
Threshing mills were by far the most common type of farm mill and we have assumed that the farm mills
identified were threshing mills.
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. One horse gin, in the River Glaven catchment, was recorded
in the course of this exercise.

Table 4: Possible Threshing Mills in the River Glaven Catchment
River/Tributary
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Millstream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Green Farm
Lodge Farm
Brimingham Farm
Hall Farm
Church Farm
Lawn Farm

Table 5: Possible Threshing Mills in the River Stiffkey Catchment
River
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill Stream
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

Mill
Manor Farm
Guybon’s Farm
Lower Farm
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Exceptional source of information

In the course of the project, we have read guidebooks acquired during visits to historic sites, and consulted
many local websites. Information has been extracted, but text passages have not been copied. We are keen to
thank those who have made available, so much, that is interesting.
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