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River Adur, Capps to Tenchford Bridge, Knepp estate 

(image, courtesy of Sir Charles Burrell) 

 

The Knepp Estate has just embarked upon a new season of its re-wilding scheme, and as part 

of this project the course of the River Adur between Capps and Tenchford Bridges was begun to be 

modified last year with the aim of re-naturalising the river, restoring its meanders and thereby 

reintegrating its natural floodplain.  

 

At some point in its life the river had been artificially straightened, and I was asked if I could 

discover when it was canalised, and why. Furthermore, I was asked about the significance of a very 

old and worn bollard which resides in the porch of Shipley church, with its implication that shipping 

must have plied this far up the river. 

 

 
Ancient mooring stone in porch of Shipley Church.(image courtesy David Staveley, taken from 

“Standing Stones in Sussex” http://www.homeusers.prestel.co.uk/aspen/sussex/stones.html) 
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I fear we may never get totally to the truth of the matter, but having spent a great deal of 

time researching in the archives and consulting other documents and literary works, one can begin 

to build up a fascinating story of a river that had a chequered history of changing fortune. 

 

On the face of it, we have an apparent contradiction. We have cartographic evidence that 

the river was not canalised at this point until the early-mid 1800s, and earlier maps show the river to 

be meandering with much marsh and reed-beds, evidence of a slow, shallow and sluggish river. This 

shallowness is further reinforced by the very name Tenchford, indicating the point of a former 

crossing place by foot or mount, before the bridge was erected.  Now, if this were the case, why 

have we got a bollard/mooring post, indicative that the river had sufficient draught for boats, and 

judging by the dimensions of the bollard, largish boats at that – e.g. lighters or barges? 

 

                                
                A    B     C 

Three images from different 18
th

 century maps showing that the stretch of the Adur between 

Capps to Tenchford bridges meandered.  
 

A. 1723. Richard Budgen, the first large-scale map of Sussex, & one of the 1st large-scale county surveys.  

B. 1778.Thomas Yeakell & Wm Gardner, the most important of all Sussex maps, being 1
st
 trignometrical survey.  

C. surveyed in 1791, the 1
st
 Ordnance Survey map, first published in 1830- (referred to as “the Old Series”). 

 

                             
   D     E       F 
Three images early 19

th
 century maps, showing this stretch of Adur straightened. 

 

D. 1834. Benjamin Rees Davies, based on Greenwood no. 8, taken from Horsfield’s History of Sussex. 

E. Surveyed in 1842, O.S. Revised New Edn, published in 1898. 

F. 1847. Shipley Parish Tithe Map.  
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Before discussing the river’s history, it is most important that one must first have an 

understanding of its geographical development over time and the impact these changes have had 

upon its hinterland. This river, now in old age, is a shadow of its former self. In early times, it was a 

strong river, navigable up to Steying by large ships in the time of Edward the Confessor (1042-1066), 

and, according to Leyland
1
, tidal up to Knepp castle as recently as the 16

th
 century. Nowadays, the 

river is comparatively feeble, meandering, and very shallow. The answer to this vast change in 

character lies in two simple words “Longshore-Drift”.  

 

But what is this “Longshore Drift”?  Simply stated, it is an action that tends to throw mouths 

of rivers always towards the east away from the run of tides and prevailing wind, thus causing the 

creation of shingle bars to impede flow. The sea is continually eroding our shoreline. As well as 

attacking the coast, waves and currents also transport sediment. Much of this sediment will have 

been produced by coastal erosion but some may be from other sources: for example, material 

brought to the sea by rivers. This sediment may be moved along the coast when waves meet the 

shore at an angle and the diagram below explains this process. In many places, however, the 

movement is stopped by a headland acting as a barrier. Unfortunately the part of the Sussex coast 

where the Adur discharges itself has no such obstruction to prevent the process, and many holiday 

resorts have had to build their own barriers of wooden groynes to prevent longshore drift from 

“stealing” the beach.
2
 

 

 
Longshore drift (plan view) from “Understanding Geology” by David Webster, p55. 

 

It is also useful to know about the origin of the River’s name. The Adur used to be called, in 

late Saxon times, the “Bramber River”
3
. It was also called the Sore

4
, after the port at Shoreham. The 

                                                           
1
 Hearne, Thomas (ed). 1710,The Itinerary of John Leland the antiquary 1535-1543, Vol vi. Fol 32 p29 Oxford 

2nd Edn ptd 1744. 
2
 Lewis, W.V. The Effect of Wave incidence on the configuration of a shingle beach. Geographical Journal LXVIII, 

131, and The Evolution of Shoreline Curves, Proc. Geol. Assoc. XLIX, 1938, p.107. 
3
 Ofer Bremre,  AD 956 – from The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (AD 477) thought to have been embellished at a later 

date perhaps 9th or 10th century. 
4
 Holinshed’s Chronicle, 1577; Ekwall, E. 1960. The Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Placenames (4

th
 ed.) 

Note: The word “sore” is likely to be because of back-formation (the reverse of affixation), being the analogical 

creation of a new word from an existing word falsely assumed to be its derivative. 
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name Adur is a comparatively recent application
5
, named after the Roman fort Portus Adurni 

deriving from an error of interpretation of certain Roman documents dating to the fourth century
6
. 

This fort was originally considered to have been located at Aldrington
7
, when it is now thought to lie 

at Porchester. Another explanation is that the word Adur comes from the Celtic word “dwyr” or 

“dwfi” meaning flowing waters. According to new research the modern Welsh word for water is 

“dwr” – pronounced “door” with a long “oo” – which raises the possibility that Adur, without the “A” 

was in existence as the common name of the river long before Michael Drayton erroneously 

attributed it to “Portus Adurni”
8
. 

 

Until the Early Middle Ages, the river was navigable as far upstream as Beeding or Bramber, 

about 4 miles north of Old Shoreham
9
. In the 9

th
 century ships could even reach Portus Cuthmani 

(Steyning), a mile further north, which was a thriving port at that time, an indication that the tidal 

influx of the sea was once far greater than it is today. 

 The first bridge at Bramber was wooden (built c.1103), and the later medieval stone bridge, 

(unearthed in 1839), with four great stone arches and massive cutwaters and subsidiary bridges to 

east and west, were built to span, not the present tiny stream, but the strong tidal ebb and flow 

from the tidal compartment of the river inland.
10

 The date of the stone bridge is not known, but it 

could have been built between 1180 and 1190. Both bridges over the Adur at Bramber were 

definitely in existence by about 1230 when they were mentioned among the grants to the Priory of 

Sele
11

 by John de Braose. Barker
12

 tells us that as early as AD 956 the tidal inlet probably ran in two 

deep streams, the deeper one on the eastern side, and the western one called the “Bramber”. 

However, Godfrey
13

 tells us that the greater (stone) bridge lay to the west and the lesser (timber) 

bridge to the east. Since then the reclamation of the tidal marshes, by a process called “inning”, as 

well as a change in the coastline, resulted in the silting up of the estuary, and the port at Bramber 

was moved downstream to Shoreham
14

. In 1232, floods could cause the bridge to be impassable. In 

1468, the stone bridge at Bramber was reported to be in bad repair. By 1477-79, the deposition of 

silt was making navigation for sea going vessels under the Bramber Bridge impractical.
15

 By 1627
16

 

the western channel was reduced by the inning of the marshes and the silting of the estuary to a tiny 

stream, and the great stone bridge was buried. It is noteworthy that when the bridge was 

                                                           
5
 Michael Drayton ‘Polyalbion’, 1612 

6
 The Notitia Dignitatum (The British Section). Known only from an 11th century copy called the Codex 

Spirensis, the Notitia Dignitatum or 'Register of Dignitaries' was a document produced in the late 4
th

 century 

which listed all the official posts and military units of the divided later Roman Empire. The Notitia was 

effectively two separate documents, the first one dealing with the disposition of commands in the Western 

Empire, while the second one dealt with the situation in the East; the data appertaining to Roman Britain is to 

be found, therefore, in the first half of the Notitia. 
7
 Camden’s Britannia 1586-1607 

8
 Horton,A.  History of Shoreham 1997 http://www.glaucus.org.uk/Shoreham.html 

9
 Steers, J.A. The Coastline of England & Wales. 1964. pp 306-308. 

10
 Turner, Rev. E., The Ancient Bridge at Bramber. Sussex Archaeological Collections II (1848), p. 63;   

11
 Salzman, L.F., The Chartulary of Sele Priory, 1923 

12
 Barker, E.E., Sussex Anglo-Saxon Charters, pt. III, S.A.C.88, (1919); Grant by King Eadwig to Edmund, of land 

at Annington, A.D. 956. 
13

 Godfrey, W.H., St Mary’s and Priory Cottage, Bramber. S.A.C. 86 (1947), p. 103. 
14

 Robinson, D.A. and Williams, R.B.G. 1983. The Sussex Coast Past and Present. – Sussex; Environment, 

Landscape and Society. – The Geographical Editorial Committee. University of Sussex (ed), Alan Sutton, ch. 3. 

pp 44-55. 
15

 Horton, A., op. cit. 
16

 Arundel Castle MS H 1/8. 
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rediscovered during excavations in 1839, the tops of the arches of the bridge were found to be level 

with the Alluvium
17

. Such was the evidence of this great silting-up process. 

 

Old Stone Bridge at Bramber. (Image taken from S.A.C. Vol 86 (1947) p. 103.) 

 Undoubtedly, Bramber was at the height of its prosperity as a port in early medieval times, 

but declined rapidly during the 14
th

 and 15
th

 centuries, due principally to the great degree of coast 

erosion and silting-up on-going at that time.  

There is an interesting entry in the Water-bailiff’s book in the archives at Arundel Castle, 

dated 1636, which states, “And here let me remember an Old Tradition that I have heard often 

delivered in my younger years by men of credit, viz Thomas Bishop and Henry Shelley of 

Warminghurst, Esquires, and divers others. That is, the High Stream of Arundell Levell did Issue in 

former times into the sea at Pen-house in Lancing, in Bramber-rape, where Bramber River then 

likewise vented itself”.
18

 

 

Thomas Bishopp and Henry Shelley sat as members of Parliament for Steyning in 1586-7
19

. 

The bailiff writes as a man whose youth was past. “Let us suppose” writes Allcroft “that he was aged 

about 60, and let us agree further that a man’s recollections of what happened when he was about 

10 years old are unreliable. The bailiff’s memory will still go back 50 years, that is, 1586; and as 

tradition was then “old” it may itself go back well into the 14
th

 century, if no further. However, 

whatever the date, the fact is there; there was a time that the Adur did not “issue to the sea” at 

Shoreham. It issued there in 1533, but at some earlier date it had vented itself ‘at Penhouse in 

Lancing.’”
20

 

 

The Palmer-Covert map
21

 marks Penhouse a quarter of a mile due south-east of Lancing 

Church. A land-locked “water” is also shown reaching for some 2½ miles from the Adur at New 

Shoreham on the east to Worthing Beacon on the west, and after an interruption of a mile or so it 

reappears in that other and larger “water” which extended from “Heinde Mille” to Goring Beacons. 

These waters are remnants of what were once the old courses of both the Arun and the Adur, which 

                                                           
17

 Turner, Rev. E., op cit. 
18

 Fowler, J. A Description of the High Stream of Arundel, c.1636. (1929) 
19

 SAC xxxiii, p73 
20

 Allcroft, A. H., Waters of Arun. 1930 p143-144 
21

 Palmer and Covert's `Armada Survey', published with notes by M. A. Lower, 1870. 
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united at Penhouse and so “issued to the sea”.
22

 Drifting shingle had entirely blocked up the Adur’s 

original mouth and forced the river far eastward towards Kingston “Bushie” (Buci), so laying the 

foundations of what was three centuries later to be Bungalow Town. Lancing’s Beacons already 

stood 700 yards away from low-water mark, 450 yards away from full-tide; but “loathe to give up her 

ancient freedom of the seas, she had thrown across the water a narrow roadway to the beach 

beyond, and still pretended to a landing place”
23

. 

 

The name “Penhouse”, now vanished, recalls that of Pende, and that Penhouse of Lancing is 

none other than the site of the lost Pende, which perhaps lay opposite to Lancing on the eastern 

bank of the river’s original outfall. 

 

When in the Middle Ages the Adur issued to the sea at Penhouse in Lancing, its mouth gaped 

wide open to the race of the incoming tides
24

, which set always from the south-west, and had a 

straight run up the Adur’s lower reaches. Even in Roman times, there were tides at Bramber, and in 

Norman times that part of the river that lay between Bramber and the sea was so far esturine as to 

provide some half a hundred of salterns;
25

 but as the shingle blocked the older outfall and twisted it 

always more to the east, the tides became always feebler, though so late as 1530 the salt water 

reached to Knepp Castle,
26

 more than 13 miles from the mouth as then it was. Today the outfall is 

more than a mile further eastward, and there is no tide above Bines Bridge (B2135) on the Western 

Adur, or Shermanbury (Mock Bridge A281) on the Eastern Adur. So, for some centuries the Adur has 

been growing ever drier. 

 

 
Detail from Palmer-Covert map, surveyed 1587, showing former course of the Adur. 

 

In 1125, the Knights Templar were granted the manor of Shipley together with the lands 

thereunto belonging, by the de Braose family, Lords of Bramber and Knepp. These lands remained in 

the hands of the Templars until 1312 when the order was suppressed by Pope Clement V. The 

Templars had rights to the tithes and assarts of the Knepp estate and they held Shipley Church as 

                                                           
22

 Allcroft, A. H., op. cit. , Cheal, H., The Story of Shoreham. (1921) 
23

  Allcroft, A.H. op. cit., p 144 
24

 Cheal, H. op. cit. 
25

 Allcroft, A. H. op. cit. p 146. 
26

 Leland, op.cit. 
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their main recruiting and administrative centre or Preceptory for Sussex
27

. It would not come as a 

total surprise therefore, were we to find that they would have brought lighters this far up the river. 

Indeed, in the south porch of Shipley Church, we have this curious mooring stone mentioned above,  

showing extreme wear attesting to decades of use. One can therefore infer that the Adur was once a 

much more powerful waterway, and particularly at high tide, was navigable, at least by smaller 

draught boats, as far inland as Shipley. 

 

The church’s size and fortified appearance made it one of strategic importance to the 

builders, the Knights Templar, and it may well have been an important staging post for travel to 

London and the continent. Barges carried timber and iron along the river just below the church, as 

well as pilgrims and soldier-monks to the crusades. This large lump of iron stone is a reminder of 

those times. It is a medieval bollard removed from the river’s edge when it was no longer needed for 

mooring boats. 

 

Timber has always been an important economic resource in the parish, as elsewhere in the 

locality, and being heavy and cumbersome, would undoubtedly have needed to be transported by 

river downstream. We have records concerning the Knepp Estate from the time of King John 

testifying to the importance of this commodity, right up to the present time.  

 

In 1214, King John became involved in disputes with his barons, and threatened with foreign 

invasion, it was of the utmost importance to him to secure the Castle of Dover. Accordingly we find 

him active in using the timber of Knepp Forest for the construction of those ponderous warlike 

machines which were then used for attack and defence. The difficulty of sending these huge wooden 

towers along bad roads, corded up in frame and ready for use, must have been great. It would have 

been much easier to send them downstream and onwards to Dover by sea. “When Prince Louis 

besieged Dover in July, 1216, he used a famous engine of like nature, given him by his father, and 

called ‘Mal Voisin,’ but the heart of oak from Cnapp, and the courage of Hubert de Burgh were 

effectual, even against the ‘evil neighbour’”
28

.  One such missive sent to the Sherriff of Sussex by 

Peter des Roche, a person of historical importance, who was chief justiciary at this time, and bishop 

of Winchester from 1204 to 1238, instructed him to “cause the timber which the carpenters, whom 

William Brigg may send into the forest of Cnapp, shall fell within the same wood, to be carried to 

Dover, for the works of the castle there; and the cost which you shall have been at for this purpose 

we will cause you to be paid to you at the Exchequer”.
29

 

 

The same Peter des Roches also fired off an order to Roeland Bloet, which specifically stated 

that the timber be sent by sea – “We command you, inasmuch as you regard the honour of our Lord 

the King, that as soon as you see these letters, you cause all the carpenters within your bailiwick to 

assemble in the forest of Kneppe; and that you cause these carpenters, as well as those whom the 

sheriff of Sussex will send to you, to fell and lop and prepare timber (praesternere, eskapellare et 

parare meheremium) in the same forest, as Richard de Popleshall and Baldwin the carpenters shall 

direct; and the said timber to be carried by service (de prece) as far as the sea, and by sea, at the 

expense of our Lord the King, as far as Dover. And the cost which you shall have been at, for felling, 

lopping, and carrying the said timber by sea, on the inspection of the aforesaid, shall be paid you at 

the Exchequer. Witness ourselves at Dover, the 12
th

 day of August, in the 16
th

 year of our Lord King 

John.”
30

 

 

                                                           
27

 Gem, R.. An Early Church of the Knights Templar at Shipley, Sussex. Anglo-Norman Studies 6. (1979) 
28

 Blaauw, W.H., Documents relating to Knepp Castle, SAC iii, p 7. 
29

 Ibid, p 7; 16 John,(1214) Rotuli Clause, p 207 
30

 Ibid, p 7-8; 16 John, (1214), Rot. Claus., p 210. 
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Indeed, it would appear that felling became so rife upon the estate, that King John, 

concerned that the forest would become denuded, was forced to issue an order to Roeland Bloet to 

cease the practice forthwith “The King to Roeland Bloet, greeting. – We command you that hereafter 

you neither fell, nor cause to be felled, anything in the park or forest of Cnapp. Witness ourselves at 

Wodestock, the 26
th

 day of November in the 16
th

 year of our reign.”
31

 

 

However, within a year, King John issued further instructions to Roeland Bloet viz: “We send 

to you Master Nicholas, commanding that you cause to be made, without delay, in the forest of 

Knappe, as many good engine-towers called Turkese (petrarias Turkesias) as you can…. [MS 

defective] … to Dover, ready and prepared with ropes and other things belonging to them; and let the 

aforesaid Nicholas have his pay as long as he shall be with you…. Pence a day. Witnessed at 

Folkestone. 3
rd

 day of May in the 17
th

 year of our reign.” 
32

 

 

The final piece of evidence we have that ships were plying the river lies in another set of 

orders from King John to Roeland Bloet concerning the shipping of timber from St Leonard’s forest 

to the sea for his new hall at Dover, and of the conveyance of livestock to Portsmouth “in ships of 

your Bailiwick, which are about to proceed there, so that they be there, all excuse being put aside, for 

the morrow of S. Hilary at latest.”
33

 

 

The original deer park at Knepp, attested as dating from the early 12
th

 century
34

 was much 

larger than the present historic park, formerly extending to the parish boundary. As discussed above, 

the manor was an important source of timber, particularly during King John’s time, and the Templars 

who followed, also maintained their rights to tithes and assarts (rights of woodland clearance).
35

  

V.C.H.
36

 tells us that in 1181 timber from Knepp park was sent by water to Southampton, possibly for 

use at the Royal hunting lodge at Freemantle (Hants)”
37

 Also, in the 1580s, the Carylls felled a great 

number of trees on the Knepp estate to fashion into planks, barrel boards, inch boards, and other 

sawn timber to a potential shipbuilder in Shoreham.
38

  Undoubtedly all this timber would have been 

transported by river. 

 

So, what we have then, and which is incontrovertible, is the fact that the Adur was once a 

prosperous highway in early Medieval times, but which subsequently declined, mainly due to the 

great degree of coastal erosion suffered during the 14
th

 and 15
th

 centuries. Cheal suggested, 

ironically, that this may never have happened if Shoreham was at this time protected by a shingle 

bar, and that therefore the entrance must have been wide and open and direct to the sea 

throughout the greater part of the Middle Ages.
39

 There is much to this theory as it would appear to 

be supported by contemporary maps drawn between 1587 and 1783 suggesting a gradual advance 

of a new spit along the coast between the 14
th

 and 18
th

 centuries.   

 

According to Rennie,
40

 with the build-up of this bar, (reducing the ability of water to be able 

to flow off the salt marshes on the ebb tide), the river became less and less able to keep its channel 

                                                           
31

 Ibid, p 5; 16 John, (1214) Rot. Claus., p 179. 
32

 ibid, p 11; 17 John, (1216) Rot. Claus., p 267, b. 
33

 Ibid, p 4- 5; 15 John, (1214) Rot. Claus., p 142. 
34

 Victoria County History of Sussex, vol. VI/2 (ed. T.P. Hudson, 1986), p106. 
35

 Gem, R., op. cit. 
36

 Victoria County History of Sussex, op.cit., p120 
37

 Pipe Roll 28 Hen II (1181), ed C F Slade, Pipe Roll Society New Series XXX, p142; Hist. King’s Works, ed Colvin, 

ii (1963), p940. 
38

 National Archives (P.R.O.) REQ 2/212/54. 
39

 Cheal, H. op. cit. 
40

 J. Rennie, Report on New Shoreham Harbour. 1810 
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clear. He observed that “the entrance or mouth of the harbour was, about the year 1750, 3½ miles to 

the eastward of the town of New Shoreham, and the space or receptacle which was formed between 

the bank of beach and the shore must have contained at spring tides at least 3,250,000 tons of water 

besides what went into the space or channel of the Adur above Shoreham Bridge; and this quantity 

was thrown into it twice every 24 hours; whereas the produce of the Adur in its present state does 

not exceed 650,000 tons in the same time, which is not above a tenth part of the former. Thus it 

appears that the fresh water had but a small share in keeping the harbour open”. 

 

Brookfield
41

 observed that it was well-known that the inning of tidal lands inevitably reduced 

the tidal compartment of an estuary or river, and so also reduced the power of the tide to scour the 

bed and maintain a good, broad entrance to the open sea, against the processes of beach-building 

and longshore drift. As the shingle bar increased, then so the natural “scour” decreased, allowing for 

the further silting up and similar decrease in the power of the river to keep its own channels open. 

Furthermore, the sea became less able to drive its tides up the river. Thus, over time, the river 

“slowed-down”, producing the meanders so typical of floodplain further upstream. At Knepp, this 

became particularly apparent and the river became so shallow that it could be easily forded – as the 

name Tenchford attests.  

 

So, here we have a matured-out river, a shadow of its former self, which at some point in 

the early 19
th

 century was straightened and canalised between Capps and Tenchford bridges. The 

question as to why still has not been answered, and it will require further elimination of other 

possible reasons before the true facts can be established. Please allow me therefore, to eliminate at 

least one other of the possible contenders. Firstly, it was not to enable easy transportation of either 

raw materials to, or finished products from, the old iron-workings on the estate. That industry died 

in the 17
th

 century, some 200 years before construction of the cutting. Knepp furnace, then 

belonging to the Duke of Norfolk, was worked by the Caryll family from July 1568, to April 1604;
42

 

and by 1650 it was described as the old Furnace.
43

 Its site was south-east of Knepp pond,
44

 and is 

remembered by Furnace Lodge on the modern A24
45

 (slag was found nearby when a bridge on that 

road was widened in 1928
46

). Another hammer-pond in the parish, south of Shipley village and west 

of Hammer Farm, drove both a furnace and a forge.
47

 This forge belonged to the Apsley family of 

Thakeham, and was probably worked in conjunction with Knepp.
48

 At least one of these latter was 

still working in 1641.
49

 The pond survived in 1849, but had gone by 1875.
50

 

 

Now, the above sounds a rather brief rebuttal of the claim, so, allow me to deal further with 

this aspect here, as I cannot be so dismissive without providing a fuller explanation. Jeremy 

Hodgkinson
51

 tells us that “the second half of the seventeenth century saw a marked reduction in the 

number of forges in the Weald and with them the number of furnaces.” This was as a direct result of 

the 1619 embargo on ordnance exportation and the revival of the Swedish iron industry. “By 1640”, 

Jeremy also tells us, “the Swedes were exporting around 11,000 tons of iron a year. Between 1650 

                                                           
41

 Brookfield, H.C., The Estuary of the Adur. S. A.C. 90 (1951-52), pp. 153-163. 
42

 Straker, E., Wealden Iron. (1931). p.418. 
43

 B.L. Add. MS. 28249, f.1. 
44

 Margery, H. (ed). 250 Yrs. Of Mapmaking in Suss. Pls. 6, 16. 
45

 O.S. Map 1/25,000 TQ 12 (1958 edn.). 
46

 Straker, E., op cit. p.418 
47

 Wealden Iron (Wealden Iron Research Group), ix. 6. 
48

 Straker, E., op cit. p.419 
49

 WSRO. Add. Ms. 1482 (TS cat.). 
50

 Lower, M.A., Iron Works of the County of Sussex, S.A.C. ii. p.217; O.S. Map 6”, SUSS. XXXVII (1879 edn.) 
51

 Hodgkinson, J. The Wealden Iron Industry.(2008) p. 78. 
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and 1670 an average of 4000 tons of Swedish iron was being imported into London annually.”
52

 It 

was cheaper to import iron across the North Sea from Sweden than by land from the Weald, even 

from areas close to London.  Simple economics caused the industry’s death in Sussex.”  

 

Sussex iron-works were also once famous for the production of wrought iron bars, but as the 

iron bar trade waned so too did the industry in the region. Wealden Iron became less important 

nationally; furnaces and forges less well supplied with wood and ore closed down. At one time 

Wealden forges were capable of making over 100 tons of wrought iron a year, but by the 18
th

 

century, many were down to only 50 tons.  

 

They struggled on for a while, having a small revival in changing to the manufacture of 

ordnance. The Seven Years War provided the Wealden furnaces with record trade and profits., 

finding a ready market in the naval dockyards at Chatham and Portsmouth. The Wealden iron 

founders became recognised as among the best in the trade.  

 

However, this revival was too little, too late. The catalyst for the final death of the iron 

industry in the region came from an entirely unexpected source. “Within months of peace being 

declared in 1763, the Board of Ordnance received a tender for a large batch of cannon at nearly a 

third less than the price the Board had been paying hitherto. The Carron Company at Falkirk in 

Scotland, had been established a few years earlier and had built several large furnaces, some 

powered by cylinders instead of bellows, and all fuelled with coke.”
53

  It was this which eventually let 

the Sussex industry down, the old furnaces being driven by bellows, and using charcoal for fuel. They 

just could not compete. The last furnace of the Western Weald to close was North Park at Pophole, 

near Haslemere, which ceased production in 1776 following the bankruptcy of its owner. Heathfield 

forge closed in 1787; Burwash forge barely managed to survive until 1803; and Ashburnham forge, 

the last Ironworks in the Weald, struggled on until 1827.  

 

There is no sign that the Wealden ironmasters had experimented with furnace design. The 

incentive to innovate had been blunted rather than strengthened by the intractable problems of 

sparse and varied ores and unpredictable water supplies. Furnace costs were high, and could only be 

absorbed within the price obtainable for ordnance. When other regions were successful in reducing 

their gun price, this last bastion was broken. By the mid-18
th

 century even in time of war, furnaces 

were relatively uncommon, and there were many former iron-working districts where their 

operation and supply were but a memory, where coppices had long been used for other purposes, 

and where ponds had either been drained, their bays in decay, or their water used for corn-mills. 

There had been only two in the parishes of Shipley and West Grinstead, John Apsley’s hammer mill 

in Shipley, and Sir John Caryll’s furnace mill at Knepp. The nearest other iron-working mills were 

Gosden furnace at Leonardslee, the ironworks in St Leonard’s Forest, the forge at Birchenbridge, and 

the works at Cuckfield. All had gone by the end of the 17
th

 century and most certainly all too far from 

the new cut to the Adur for it to have been of any use to them
54

.  

 

Although the iron industry had died in the parish, the Adur would have remained a 

favourable alternative means of communication to that of roads were it not for the fact that it had 

by this time, become a “very imperfect tideway navigation” as far as Beeding Bridge. Under normal 

circumstances, water transport was certainly by far the cheaper option, and often a quicker way to 

get materials and commodities in and out, but the problem was that although the Arun and Ouse 

were being canalised by this time, the River Adur was without improvement of any kind. The 

difficulty of transport in the Adur basin was consequently considerable, the river being an obstacle 
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rather than a highway
55

. However, in the mid-18
th

 century the Adur was used to bring in building 

stone for use at West Grinstead manor house.
56

 In 1796 the Knepp estate was inherited by Sir 

Charles Merrick Burrell (3rd Bt.) who, in 1808, commissioned John Nash to design and build a new 

house overlooking Knepp Mill Pond. In the same year Nash was commissioned by Sir Charles's 

brother Walter to design a new house for the neighbouring West Grinstead Park. It would make 

sense therefore, to make similar use of the river for these fresh enterprises. A wharf had always 

been in existence as early as 1687
57

 at West Grinstead, but the distance onwards to Knepp may well 

have proved a bit too far to drag the huge blocks of stone. However, we have no documentary 

evidence to support this conjecture. 

 

In 1807 the Commissioners of Sewers for the Rape of Bramber, who had jurisdiction over the 

river, obtained an Act which empowered them, together with a committee of 79 trustees, to collect 

funds in the form of a rate on all lands above Beeding Bridge which were likely to benefit from 

improvements in the drainage and navigation of the river.
58

 

 

Under this “River Adur Navigaton Act”, the Adur was improved “for the better draining the 

Low Lands lying in the Levels above Beeding Bridge, and below Mock Bridge and Bines Bridge, to 

clense, scour, enlarge, widen, deepen and render more straight, the Current of the said River 

between Shoreham Bridge and Mockbridge, and between the Twist and Bines Bridge…. So as to 

maintain a more effectual Navigatiion for boats, Barges, Lighters, or Vessels drawing three feet of 

water” and also to “clense, widen, and deepen the Sewers, Cuts, Streams, Trenches and Passages for 

water leading into or towards the said river, and to alter and change the course thereof by new 

Drains, Trenches, or Passages, where the same may be expedient for securing a good and effectual 

Drainage of and through the said Levels or Low Lands.”(sic.)  

 

With the funds raised, the undertaking was completed so well, that within the course of 

three years, barges drawing four feet were able to use the improved channel, exceeding both 

expectation and the provisions of the Act. Wharves were dug at two termini, the excavations of 

both, though dry, could still be seen in the 1930s.
59

 A wharf below the bridge had been constructed 

by 1811
60

 for the import of lime, chalk and coal.
61

 A field Plan showing the intended line for the 

improvement of the navigation and the drainage of the adjoining Levels or Low Lands, surveyed by 

Carter Rand, Lewes, 29
th

 Sept 1806 is deposited with the West Sussex Records Office (WSRO)
62

. The 

wharf basin survived in 1982. 

 

The navigation of the Adur was purely tidal and extended only to the farthest points on its 

course which could be reached without the help of locks. Fifteen years after its completion, it was 

thought desirable to extend it into West Grinstead, and a scheme to this end was mooted and 

subscribed to by the Burrells of Knepp, William Woodward (then Rector) Lord Selsey, and three 

others.
63

 The stream north of Bines Bridge was then shallow and somewhat insignificant in width, 

and to make it navigable it was necessary to widen and dredge it. Another plan of the completed 

section through the parishes of West Grinstead, Ashurst and Henfield, drawn up by Challen & Son, 

                                                           
55

 Selman, R. The Waterways of Sussex. Series of articles published by the Sussex County magazine (1935) 
56

 B.L. Add. MS 5685, f.171. 
57

 S.N.Q. xvi. 289. 
58

 Sellman, R. op cit. 
59

 Sellman, R. ibid. 
60

 WRSO Add. MS. 2001. 
61

 Horsham Mus. MS SP 23. 
62

 WSRO, IN/ADUR/QDP/W6. 
63

 6 Geo IV. c. 164 (Local & Personal); WSRO GDP/ W 51; J. Rouse, Beauties and Antiquities of Suss. i, 267 n. 



The River Adur and the Knepp Estate 

 

Richard Symonds, Horsham District Archaeology Group. March 2012 Page 12 

 

Storrington, August 1875, lies in the Burrell Archives.
64

  This latter plan is drawn to the scale of 26.6 

ins. to the mile. This next section from Bines Bridge to Bay Bridge on the Horsham to Worthing Road, 

was improved by the Bay Bridge Canal Co. under an Act of 1825, and by 1830 the widening and 

straightening of the stretch had been completed,
65

 and two locks were constructed - one near West 

Grinstead church, and the other near Lock Farm, Partridge Green; they were both brick-built and 

large enough to admit craft up to seventy feet long.  A wharf was also made at Bay Bridge
66

 at the 

terminus near the Burrell Arms, and a basin in which barges might turn before going downstream. 

Already by that date traffic had increased, and in 1833-4 coal, sea-sand, gravel, and salt were being 

brought upstream, and timber taken downstream, in boats belonging to Sir Charles Burrell of Knepp 

Castle among others. Commercial business declined rapidly following the opening of the Horsham to 

Shoreham Railway in 1861, and in 1875 the company was wound up and the navigation abandoned
67

 

though coal and chalk were still brought to Bay Bridge in the early 1890s. 

 

In none of this have I uncovered any evidence that such operations were actually extended 

to include the stretch of the river above Bay Bridge, which would have left the answer to the 

question “why was it straightened” still unanswered. However, the reference in the 1807 Act, “to 

clense, widen, and deepen the Sewers, Cuts, Streams, Trenches and Passages for water leading into 

or towards the said river, and to alter and change the course thereof by new Drains, Trenches, or 

Passages, where the same may be expedient for securing a good and effectual Drainage of and 

through the said Levels or Low Lands.” may well, without actually naming the section under 

discussion, have included it as part of the “improvements”. 

 

There is one complication, however, in that at about the same time, Sir Charles Merrick 

Burrell set about major improvements of the land on the Knepp estate and it is for this reason that I 

believe the straightening of the river was undertaken for reasons of drainage rather than that of 

commerce. The final comments on the Knepp estate web-site, are much nearer the mark, and I 

quote: “Since then it has been further canalised for agricultural drainage leading us to today's deep 

straight channel that floods dramatically in winter & all but dries up in the summer. The historically 

damp floodplain now sheds water quickly via ditches into the main Adur.”
68

 

 

A colleague, a retired geologist, when approached on the subject, had this to say “I have had 

a look at the Stream way valley on GE, and can see the old meanders, but looking at the profile of the 

ground, I am minded that looking at the right hand bank looking downstream, that by its shape it 

could be the main stream way for the last 10,000 years, with the meanders being the seasonal 

overflow route. However, if the current stream way was cut in the last couple of hundred years, it 

might well be for agricultural reasons. As you will know a meandering river or stream will suffer a 

slowdown in its velocity in its lower reaches, this causes silt to build up at various points of slack 

current, which in turn allow vegetation to grow which in turn traps more silt, until the effect is to turn 

the lower reaches in to swamp, which in turns tends to back upstream until quite long lengths of the 

stream or river banks and flood plain become useless to farming. As I recall, the streamway in that 

area is quite well swamped out. If this is what had happened, then the effect of cutting or deepening 

the current stream way would have released quite a lot of riverside land back to grazing.”
69

 

 

Historically, the agricultural regime initiated in the Saxon period in the Weald was that of 

scattered pastoral activity. The typical heavy clay soils rendered much of the land unsuitable for 
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arable farming as the primitive ploughing technology was unable to cope with these heavier soils. As 

a result, open field agricultural systems failed to develop except in isolated small areas where the 

soil was more tractable, Shipley
70

 and Knepp being such exceptions. Shipley developed as a 

dependant territory with the specialised function of sheep-farming
71

 whilst the wooded areas of the 

parish provided important land for grazing pigs. Certain areas at Knepp were enclosed by the 

Templars in the 13
th

 century but little documentary evidence remains.
72

 Many of the scattered 

landholdings thus developed into small settlement foci, surviving to this day in the modern 

landscape, e.g. Bentons Place, formerly Taberlers Hall (Ralph de Tablier, c 1218
73

; Thomas de 

Beyntune, c1359
74

); Church Farm (Simon ater Chereche, c1296
75

); Falconer’s Farm (Johe le Faukenir, 

c1327
76

); Floodgates Farm (possibly John le Flode, c1334
77

); and Slaughterbridge Farm (Edward atte 

Sloghtre, c1327
78

), to name but a few. 

 

However, the demesne estate of Knepp Manor also received income from the sale of corn as 

early as 1210
79

, so by inference there must have been at least some arable land, and this is also 

evidenced by the presence of a watermill from that date
80

. By 1326, besides parkland, there was 

recorded 20 acres of arable, 60 acres of pasture, and 7 acres of meadow on the estate
81

. 100 years 

later, there were 68a arable, 160a pasture and 40a meadow.
82

 So here we have the start of what 

would become, as evidenced today, a late medieval landscape comprising small irregular fields 

carved from the surrounding woodland, with surviving stands fossilised into the landscape as shaws, 

which were often managed for woodland products such as coppicing or timber. 

 

Knepp Park was still enclosed with a Pale in 1547
83

 but parts were leased out to various 

tenants
84

, one of whom had licence to clear trees on a large scale.
85

 This further modified the field 

pattern, including the grubbing-up of shaws. We are not sure how much this amounted to 

disparking, but we have records that it was entirely inclosed by 1610.
86

  It would seem that virtually 

the entire estate was put over to agriculture by the time of James Crow’s estate-map commissioned 
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in 1754. By 1787 certainly much of the Knepp demesne estate comprised much of the eastern 

portion of Shipley parish and totalled 1600 acres, mostly divided into nine leased farms.
87

 

 

 
James Crow’s map of Knepp estate, 1754. 

 

Advances in technology during the mid to late 18
th

 century and during the early part of the 

19
th

 allowed arable farming to be carried out on a much greater scale than before, with the erection 

of isolated barns in fields away from the farms, reflecting the continued difficulty of carting loads 

any great distance on Weald clay – although technology could increase crop yields on the clay soils, 

it could not transport the produce any easier.
88
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But what were these technical advances? In the 18th century, for instance, British 

agriculturalist Charles Townshend had already kicked off the European agricultural revolution by 

popularizing a four- year crop rotation with rotations of wheat, barley, turnips, and clover. 

 

There were also improvements in agricultural equipment. Joseph Foljambe’s Rotherham of 

1730, while not the first iron plough, was the first iron plough to have any commercial success in 

Europe, combining an earlier Dutch design with a number of technological innovations. Its fittings 

and coulter were made of iron and the mouldboard and share were covered with an iron plate 

making it lighter to pull and more controllable than previous ploughs. It remained in use in Britain 

until the development of the tractor
89

. It was followed by James Small of Doncaster and Berwickshire 

in 1763, whose "Scots Plough" used an improved cast iron share to turn the soil more effectively 

with less draft, wear, or strain on the ploughing team. This was further improved when in 1837, 

John Deere developed and marketed the world's first self-polishing cast steel plough. 

 

Such continued technical improvements vastly increased the success of farming in these 

years. The Royal Agricultural Society was established in 1838, and the Royal College of Agriculture in 

1846. New types of cattle feed (notably oilseed cake) were produced, which allowed cattle to be 

fattened up even in winter. 

 

In 1840 Justus von Liebig developed the science of fertilizers such as phosphate of lime, 

sulphate of potash, and salts of magnesia, and John Lawes patented the first ‘superphosphate’ 

fertilizer in the 1840s. British farmers began to use bone meal, nitrates from Chile, potash from 

Germany, and guano (bird droppings) from Peru on their fields. Yields improved exponentially. 

 

There were also developments in drainage. John Reade invented tile drain pipes, and John 

Fowler’s mole plough allowed the pipes to be laid without digging long stretches of large trenches. It 

is interesting to note that by 1835, Sir Charles Merrick Burrell had introduced Pearson’s draining 

plough onto the Knepp estate.
90

 

 

Sir Charles had succeeded to the title of 3
rd

 Baronet Raymond of Valentine House on 20 

January 1796 following the death of Sir Walter Burrell and had commissioned John Nash in 1809
91

 to 

build for him a country mansion on a low rise with a southward view overlooking Knepp pond, he 

then commenced creating a new “landscaped” park, which occupied the southern part of the old 

Medieval park. V.C.H. states
92

 that by 1813 there was parkland east of the pond, and by 1825 west 

of it too. Sir Charles died in 1862 and was succeeded by Sir Percy Burrell, 4
th

 Baronet, who 

proceeded to borrow and spend vast sums on land-improvements, and much under-draining was 

carried out on the Knepp estate in the 1860s and 1870s.
93

  

 

In explanation, many private members’ bills were presented to parliament and which passed 

into legislation, which were intended to enable funds to be made available farmers to finance 

general improvements and to facilitate drainage of lands by means of loan advances, mainly for 

periods not exceeding 40 years
94

. 
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Thus between 1847 and 1890 the expenditure made on land improvement in Great Britain, 

under the various Land Improvement Acts, and charged upon estates by rent-charges for limited 

terms of years, amounted to nearly £16,000,000. Four million of this money was advanced by the 

Exchequer under the Public Money Drainage Act of 1846, under which landowners were permitted 

to raise loans for agricultural and other improvements and to charge such loans on their settled 

estates. Nearly all of this money had been repaid by the turn of the century. The remainder was 

found by the landowners themselves under the Improvement of Land Act 1864, and through the 

several land improvement companies which were set up between 1846 and 1870 under Acts of 

Parliament. These companies included The Landowners Drainage and Inclosure Company, set up in 

1848, The General Land Drainage and Improvement Company, set up in 1849, The Land 

Improvement Company, set up in 1853, and The Land Loan and Enfranchisement Company, set up in 

1860.
95

 

 

These Acts which gave the land improvement companies varying powers to charge lands 

with loans and negotiate rates of interest on the loans, were administered in regard to a general 

supervision of the various schemes of works and improvements by the Copyhold, Inclosure and Tithe 

Commissioners.
96

 

 

In the Burrell Archives
97

, there exists a large bundle of documents, letters relating to these 

improvements, the loan agreements themselves, and the repayment schedules, all dating between 

1863 and 1890.  
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In July 1863, Sir Percy borrowed £4000 under the provisions of the Public Money Drainage 

Acts for the purpose of improving by works of drainage, certain lands on his properties in West 

Grinstead, Shipley, Nuthurst, Ashington, Albourne and Woodmancote, Horsham, and Upper 

Beeding; In November 1866 he was charged a further sum of £2350 16s. 6d. under the provisions of 

the General land & Improvement Co’s Act 1849, for drainage and grubbing works on Hollands Hill 

and Park Farms, and West Grinstead Park.  In November 1869, he was charged yet a further sum of 

£2083 16s. 8d. for improvements on Hatteralls, Clothalls, and Dial Post Farms; and in May 1871, yet 

a further £2395 0s. 3d. for improvements at Gendens, Small Ham, Hopshorts, Sands, Plats Green, 

and Rook Cross farms. In July 1873, a further £2705 19s. 9d. was charged for drainage and road-

making at Small Ham, Sunts, Jendens, Church, and Horton Farms. A year later, a further sum of 

£1810 9s. 1d. was charged against drainage works at Church, Goffs Land, and Needs Farms and for 

the erection of a new farmhouse at New House; In Oct 1872, he was loaned £278 for improvements 

at Horton, Swallows, and Pond Tail Farms; Another loan of £370 was taken out in May 1874 for 

further drainage and improvements on the latter three farms; In August 1875, he was charged with 

£1875 6s. 6d. for drainage, the erection of a cottage, and additions to a farm house and cottage on 

Needs & Wick Farms.  

 

By November of 1875, it would appear that Sir Percy was subject to three charges under the 

Public Money Drainage Act, two under the Lands Improvement Company’s Acts, and six under the 

General Land Drainage Company’s Acts. It did not stop there however, for in the following year, a 

further charge of £1529. 14s. 2d. was raised against drainage, grubbing, and road-making 

improvements on New House, Hopshorts, and Wick Farms. 

 

Sir Percy died at the latter end of 1876, and was succeeded in the Baronetcy by Sir Walter 

Wyndham Burrell, 5
th

 Baronet. He meant to continue the improvement works that Sir Percy had 

started, and consequently in March 1877 he took out £349 8s. 9d. for road-making improvements at 

Clothalls Farm. In December 1879, a further loan of £685 was taken out for improvements on land at 

Joles, Goffsland, Kensetts, Brick Kiln, Pond Tail, Lodge, Pound & Lamberts, Floodgates, Church, 

Baileys, Purveyors, and Slaughterbridge Farms, among others, and again another £504 in April 1880 

for further improvements on the remaining Farms of the Knepp estate. This was followed up with a 

loan of £460 in May 1883 and £224 in February 1884. Besides these, further loans were taken out for 

other estates within the County but which do not concern us here. 

 

Unfortunately, I can find nothing specifically mentioning the modification of river beds 

passing through the Burrell estate. However, bearing in mind the very large sums borrowed at the 

very outset of these drainage schemes, together with the cartographic evidence that the stretch 

under discussion appears to have been straightened sometime between 1820 and 1847, it seems 

quite likely that the works were done at that time and for the purposes of drainage. Prior to the 

works, the land at that point was extremely swamped out and I would suspect that if the Burrells 

had wished to put a dairy herd out in the adjacent fields they would have had to improve the land 

considerably. It has to be remembered that before drainage these clayey soils could only support 

wheat crops about twice in every seven years, fallow courses remaining in use. Under-draining was 

said to be a great desideratum at Shepherds Farm and Church Farm North in 1811 because of this 

clay soil.
98

 

 

In about 1847 Sir Charles owned about 2000 acres in Shipley, and was one of only two 

landowners in Shipley who retained any farmland in hand (about one-third), the remainder of the 

Burrell estate being let to tenants. Over the ensuing century much land was added to the estate by 
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purchase from other landowners. On the demesne estate, Sir Merrick Burrell, after succeeding to 

Baronetcy in 1899 pioneered various methods of pasture improvement, including ley farming, mole 

draining, slagging, and the use of sileage.
99

 Perhaps, if it were not for the early improvements with 

drainage, he may not have been able to have founded in 1912 the Knepp herd of Red Poll cattle. His 

pioneering successes of line breeding, for which he became world famous, catapaulted him into the 

post of president of the Royal Agrcultural Society.
100

 

 

This report has indeed been lengthy, but it was necessary to examine all potential reasons 

for the river modification under discussion, and to eliminate them one by one. I believe it was Conan 

Doyle who once said that in examining all evidence, after eliminating everything possible, whatever 

is left, no matter how implausible, must be correct. In this case, it is my opinion that the reason the 

river was re-modified was to improve the drainage of an extremely waterlogged area of the estate, 

thus enabling the land to be brought back into productivity. 
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