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FORTHCOMING
ACTIVITIES

20 September 2008
Guided tour of three
local churches - St
Mary’s, Madresfield &
Newland - by Tim
Bridges.
Village Hall car park, 2
pm - £5 including tea. 

26 September 2008
AGM & talk by Will
Scott on local buildings
of interest.
Village Hall, 7.30 pm.

28 November 2008
Talk by Amanda Lunt
on the people who
have lived at The
Commandery,
Worcester.
Village Hall, 7.30 pm.

23 January 2009
Talk by Terry Keegan
on Milestones.
Village Hall, 7.30 pm.

27 March 2009
Talk by Andrew Smith
on Railways of
Worcestershire.
Village Hall, 7.30 pm.

The River

Severn was

once a great

artery of trade

and in medieval

times was used

by the potters

of Hanley to

ship their wares

up and down

the country. But

in his March talk to the Society, Dr

Nicholas Herbert concentrated on

the river trade in Gloucestershire,

the county of which he was editor in

the Victoria County History series.

He illustrated his talk with scenes

of riverside life and the vessels that

used to ply their trade on the Severn

– sloops, merchant brigs and, above

all, Severn trows. These large sailing

barges of up to 80 tons had a

shallow draft, allowing them to reach

the upper river and sail down as far

as Bristol. But their open decks and

top-heavy arrangement of sails

made them unstable and many

came to grief on the shifting

sandbanks of the lower river.

Fleets of these craft worked the

river in the 18th and 19th centuries. In

1756 there were 75 trows based in

Bridgnorth and 47 in Bewdley. Gangs

of men were used as bowhaulers to

pull the boats upstream, lowering the

masts to tow them under bridges.

Isolated riverside inns served as

trading posts and recruitment points

for labour.

Tewkesbury and Gloucester were

distribution centres for coal from

Shropshire, iron from the

Coalbrookdale foundries, pottery

from Staffordshire, manufactured

goods from Birmingham and

imported produce 

from Bristol, such 

as sugar, tobacco 

and citrus fruits. 

These were then 

carted inland as 

far as Northleach 

and Cirencester. 

As the river 

widened into the 

Severn estuary,

merchant brigs and other coastal

vessels made their way upstream.

Newnham, 11 miles south of

Gloucester, was the upper limit of

the sea-going trade, building ships

of up to 500 tons to take cider and

oak bark for tanning leather to

Ireland and London. From the

Forest of Dean came timber for

ships of the Royal Navy, hoops,

staves, pig iron and coal.

Sloops built in Newnham came

up as far as Upton, collecting fruit

from local orchards. They would

also carry villagers to markets in

Bristol, just as carriers moved

people in wagons between villages.

But river traffic began to decline

as major canal projects linked river

systems, particularly the Thames &

Severn canal in 1789, connecting

Gloucester with Oxford, and the

Gloucester & Berkeley ship canal in

1827, which replaced 10 miles of

difficult river and bypassed

Newnham. Even before the coming

of the railways, tramroads allowed

horses to haul coal, bricks and

stone between towns.

Dr Herbert closed with an

evocative photograph of the

Gloucester docks in 1880, showing

merchant brigs, trows and canal

boats in the main basin. 
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Storage pits found on the

site would have been lined

with clay to allow grain to be

kept for several years. The

people of Bredon Hill probably

exchanged goods with those

living on Midsomer Hill and

communicated with them by

lighting beacons.

Excavation in the 1930s

uncovered the mutiliated

remains of 16 bodies, many

dismembered with the skulls

removed. It is thought that

they were killed either when

the fort was overrun by

another tribe, or as part of a

sacrifical ritual.

About a third of the fort has

eroded away over the last

2000 years, aggravated by

modern

quarrying. 

The

square

stone

tower on

the highest

point of 

the hill, 

known as 

Parson’s 

Folly, was 

built in the 

18th

century to

rival the

Broadway

Tower.

Although

one foot

higher, it is an unattractive

building further disfigured by

having telephone aerials

attached to it. During the war it

was used as a lookout tower.

Debbie completed her tour

by pointing out a nearby

limestone rock, called the

Bambury Stone, but known

locally as the Elephant Stone

because of its shape. Folklore

has it that on All Hallows Eve

it goes down to the River Avon

to drink.

Those members who gathered

at Woollas Hall Farm for

Debbie Overton’s guided walk

around the iron-age fort site on

Bredon Hill were blessed by

perfect weather. In the evening

sunshine, the group climbed

the north flank of the hill,

passing the site of a medieval

village originally known as

Wolvershull (wolves’ hill). 

Because it was sited on

marginal land, the village

declined from the late 13th

century until, in the mid-17th

century, it was abandoned and

its fields given over to sheep

farming. All that remains today

are the earthworks that formed

platforms for the houses. 

Further up the hill lie the

ruins of St

Catherine’s

chapel and

well, a site

of medieval

pilgrimage.

This well

was the only

water supply

for the 2000

or so people

living in the

fort.

Kemerton

Camp,

situated

nearly 1000

ft above sea

level on the

summit of

Bredon Hill, is a 22-acre fort

dating from around 400 BC. In

the first phase of its

construction, an inner rampart

enclosing 12 acres was built.

Then, in the first century AD, a

second phase took place in

which an elaborate entrance

passage with dry-stone walls

and crossed by a timber

bridge was constructed. A

second rampart was erected

within sling-shot distance of

the first.

HISTORY OPEN DAY
Another popular local history

Open Day in the village hall

attracted a steady stream of

visitors during the day and

was followed by a barbeque in

the evening.

Among material on display

for the first time were a

number of aerial photographs

of Hanley Swan and Hanley

Castle from the National

Monuments Record. One of

the earliest, taken by the RAF

in 1946, shows the huge US

army hospital camps at

Blackmore and Merebrook. 

Photographs of people

taken in the 1950s attracted a

lot of attention, with several

previously unknown figures

being identified. And projected

in the background on the

stage was a DVD of film

compiled by Robert Harrison,

including the 1947 floods and

local activities during the

1950s. It is hoped to add

commentary to this archive

from some of the older people

in the village who remember

the events shown.

Brian Iles of the Malvern

Museum brought along a fine

display of postcards of the

Hanleys, including many that

had been turned into cards

from private photographs of

local people in the early years

of the 20th century, such as the

Tilt family, milk purveyors of

Hills (now Broadacres) Farm,

Aylers End. 

CHURCHES TOUR
On 20 September Tim Bridges

will offer a guided tour of three

local churches. In particular, St

Leonard’s at Newland is

interesting for the painted

decoration of its walls and

roof, showing what a medieval

church would have looked like

when new. It is the Victorian

ideal of a 14th century style

church. Tea afterwards.

BREDON HILL WALK


