The Past is All Around Us

In 1999 the Pilning and Severn Beach History Group was formed
when several people decided that, because of the rapid changes
in this region, information about the past should be recorded.

The original area of small farms on the floodplain had been cut
through by railway companies in the 19t" and 20%" centuries,
Pilning developed as a railway support village, Severn Beach
became a thriving holiday resort promoted by GWR, and East
Compton changed its name to Easter Compton. The I.C.I.
manufacturing complex took over more farmland and, in turn, is
being replaced by trading estates and warehouses. Motorways
and roads leading to the bridges over the Severn have replaced
winding lanes and ferry crossings.

People move into Pilning, Severn Beach and Easter Compton
with no connections to the area, it is just somewhere to live.
The ‘past’ is important only in the memories of the families who
have lived here for generations, it has little relevance for today’s
world and new inhabitants. Or does it?

Look around — the ditches (rhines) that cross the land and border
the roads have been around for hundreds of years, draining this
floodplain. Recently the Environment Agency extended the tidal
flood defences along the Severn but the system of channelling
water from the hills to the river has been in place for centuries.
Small ditches flow into larger ones, and the largest ones flow into
the river with sluices to prevent tidal inflow. Recent
archaeological excavations have revealed evidence of drainage
ditches going back around 2,000 years ago.



Today the tower of St Thomas’ Church in Northwick is all that
remains of the 3 successive churches built on the same site, a
warning against erecting large buildings on soft mud, - the huge
present-day warehouses sit on raised beds on pilings sunk many
metres below ground to reach bedrock.

Many of the detached dwellings now called ‘Farm’ were genuine
working farms that existed until recent years, several of them are
classified as “Listed Buildings” — an indication of their age.

Roads also have a varied history. The road that winds from
Easter Compton round through Northwick to the Aust ferry was
once known as ‘the Welsh Road’, used for transporting goods
and cattle from Wales to Bristol. It is thought the original
drovers’ road for cattle was from Compton across country
(possibly the area of Station Road) to Redham Lane, joining the
Northwick Road near the White Horse Inn.

In the 19'" century constructing the long slope of the railway line
from Pilning down to the Severn Tunnel resulted in a bridge
across the road from Compton to New Passage. A few yards
from the side of Bristol Bridge, the original road line still exists as
the lane leading to the Pilning Village Hall area.

A later diversion was the bridge over the Avonmouth to Pilning
railway loop line in the 20%" century— along the road from the
King’s Arms at Redwick it is still possible to see 3 road ways — (1)
the original road going past the houses, (2) a section (almost
overgrown) that led over the bridge to old Green Lane and New
Passage and finally (3) the current road rising up to the
motorway bridge and new Green Lane.



Cottages at Northwick and Redwick were demolished in the
1960s to make way for the A403 road from the Severn Bridge to
Avonmouth. Traffic lights were not put in at the A403/Redwick
Road junction until about 13 years after the A403 opened, a mini
roundabout had been considered sufficient until the number of
serious accidents increased.

Road names sometimes indicate past usage —in Pilning the ‘Wain
Bridge’ was the bridge over the Chessell Pill suitable for large
wagons (wains) to cross; ‘The Glebe’ was once the church field
connected to the Victorian Vicarage; ‘Whitehouse Lane’, now in
two parts, led round to Whitehouse Farm, it was also part of
Ableton Lane down to Severn Beach, where, because St Nicholas
Church was erected there, it became ‘Church Road’.

The past is not “just sentiment” it is all around us and during this
year, when the History Group celebrates its 25" anniversary, we
hope to provide a variety of articles which we hope will be of
interest to everyone.



