
Railways and Waterways 

New Passage – no one knows when the ferry across the 

Severn started, presumably it was after the ‘Old Passage’ Ferry at 

Aust.  Originally passengers were rowed over the river, then sailing 

boats speeded up the journey, if the winds and tides were 

favourable. 

Go to New Passage and stand on the bank of the Chessell 

Pill at low tide, if you look at the trickle of water between steep 

muddy banks it is hard to imagine that boats once sailed up the Pill. 

Pillhead – the name indicates the furthest limit of the barges that 

once delivered ‘coking coal’ to a local gasworks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1863 the Bristol and South Wales Union Railway, designed by Brunel, opened the 

railway/steamboat ferry, the railway ran past Pillhead and on to a long pier at New Passage.  Passengers left 

the train then climbed down a stairway to a floating platform and finally onto the ferryboat, a difficult feat for 

Victorian ladies.   There was no easy way on to the boat for goods or livestock and the ferry was not a great 

success, closing when the Severn Railway Tunnel opened for traffic in 1886. 

The Railway Company bought Pillhead House, using it 

as “Coal Offices”, where coking coal was unloaded and taken to 

the “Gas House” near the New Passage Hotel.  Here, the fuel 

was burned to provide gas to light the Hotel and the pier.  

Brunel’s railway line went from Temple Meads through 

tunnels at Patchway to Pilning and thence New Passage.  Part of 

this line, from Bristol to Pilning, became the main line through 

the Severn Tunnel.  A branch line was constructed in 1878 from 

the engine turning circle at New Passage, running alongside the 

seawall to the Shaft to supply coal for the pumping machinery for the construction of the Severn Tunnel. 

In 1900 the Great Western Railway line was extended from Avonmouth to Pilning Station, making a 

loop back to Bristol, a short spur from this line, from Green Lane to the Shaft, took fuel to the Pumping Station 

making the railway by the seawall redundant. 

The main part of Pillhead Cottages was built between 1700 and 

1720, this faced west, later, in about 1830, less elaborate 

cottage style extensions were added on the eastern side.  When 

it was rebuilt in 2016 the builder copied the original frontage. 

Upstream from Pillhead is a little bridge, this is the oldest bridge in 

the parish, dating from the 16th Century it has been repaired many 

times over the centuries.  On the ‘buttresses’ of the bridge are 

grooves where sluice gates could be slotted to hold the river and 

create a pool for the boats that came up on the high tide. 


