
Pilning and Severn Beach History Group 
Chessell Pill 
We see the Pill as a small stream that runs through the villages to the Severn, but 
even such a small stream has an interesting history. 
Chessell Pill is a watercourse that drains water that flows on the marshland in  
rhines, (pronounced reen) the west country name for the ditches that criss-cross 
the land. Rhines are used to turn areas of wetland into useful pasture. Many of 
these rhines drain into the Chessell Pill which flows through Marsh Common, 
Pilning and Redwick to the River Severn at New Passage. 
At Redwick the stream named Chessell Pill (name meaning creek in the shingle) 
was an important part of the landscape. In a 
previous article we mentioned how small 
boats would travel up the Pill from the River 
Severn transporting goods to the market at 
Redwick in 1221.  
Looking at the Pill today it is hard to imagine 
boats sailing as far as Pillhead, by the rifle 
range.  
It has been flowing for hundreds of  years, it 
was legally documented in 1470 when it is 
mentioned on a transfer of land deed and was of sufficient size to be on a printed 
map of the west country in 1579. It has had many variations of spelling over the 
centuries but present day the accepted spelling is as above. 
The original house at Pillhead, was built between 1700 and 1720, the various 
additional cottage extensions being added around 1830.  Pillhead was bought by 
the Bristol and South Wales Union Railway and converted to office use probably 
around 1863 when the railway line to New Passage pier was opened.  Pillhead 
became known as the ‘Coal Offices’ and was the centre for coal movements in the 
area, coal barges were able to sail up to Pillhead on the high tide. Coal for coke 
was supplied to the ‘Gas House’ a building at New Passage which provided gas to 
light the Hotel and Railway/Ferry Pier. In 1886 the Severn Railway Tunnel opened, 
and coal was now transported by rail. 
Pillhead was owned by the Great Western Railway, during the 1930s it was 
converted to 3 cottages, rented to rail employees .Messrs Cottrell, Oakhill and 
England were all permanent way workers and for almost 20 years the England 
family ran a mini farm from their cottage selling eggs and milk.  Eventually the 
buildings fell into disrepair and were demolished making way for residential 
homes with a similar but modern design. 

 
Chessell Pill flowed through Pilning  and there have been some nasty accidents 
there reported in the local press. In 1927 an accident happened when children 
coming home to lunch from Pilning School were crossing Church Path Bridge 
when nine year old Kathleen Joyner climbed onto the handrail and fell into the 
Pill. The water at that time was five feet deep and fast flowing after recent heavy 
rain, and she was carried downstream. The other children raised the alarm whilst 
Frances Ball age 10 jumped into the water and succeeded in getting Kathleen to 
the bank and holding her there till help arrived. 
Sadly, a further incident in March 1935 saw a fatality when 5year old Brynley 
Foster fell into the Pill while playing on its banks. Thirty men worked desperately 
to stem the flow of the water so they could recover the body before it was swept 
out into the River Severn and so out to sea. The body was found three days later 
500 yards from where he fell in. In summer months the Pill can be as low as one 
foot in depth but becomes swollen in heavy rains to be at least 12 foot deep and 
15 foot wide. 
 
Today the Pill still flows towards the Severn at New Passage, no longer do boats 
ply their trade and children do not play on its banks,  one is more likely to spot 
swans, herons and ducks in it and a lone canoe was once spotted there. There 
were even duck races at Pilning Carnival through the 1990’s. 


