
Fishbourne’s Water Mills – a chronology

Section 1 - Introduction
Between the Roman period and the early twentieth century there were several mills at Fishbourne. Mrs 

Rita Blakeney wrote a paper about this in 1974. It was published in December 1978 in the Sussex 

Archaeological Society Newsletter (*), and her work was again published in 1984/5 as a chapter in her 

“Village History.” These various texts are not identical and the text was significantly revised for the 

“Village History,” which makes comparison quite hard.

(* My father was Honorary General Secretary of the Sussex Arch Soc at about that time)

Mrs Blakeney was an excellent historian but over-relied on an imaginative 19th century drawing by R.H. 

Nibbs, and I think she misunderstood about tides and water levels and how mills worked. 

Major Hume Wallace added considerably to the picture by his researches on sea levels between 

Portsmouth and Pagham, and by his archaeological work. He wrote this work up in a series of papers on 

“Sea Level and Shoreline Between Portsmouth & Pagham for the past 2500 Years.” One of these was 

called “A Roman Decorated Spring & a Medieval Mill Beneath the Millpond at Fishbourne, West Sussex” 

(1996). I had the privilege of knowing Hume Wallace and going on some of these ventures with him!

Since then there has been a new “Fishbourne Book,” which I am sorry to say, I have not seen.

I went to live in Mill Lane in 1957 (aged five) and remained a frequent visitor until 2012. I retained some 

information of my father's, and I corresponded with Hume Wallace who kindly sent me copies of his 

papers. I have done some basic searches of online archive catalogues, British Newspaper Archive (BNA), 

Leicester University's collection of Historical Directories, the London Gazette, the Family Search site 

(FSS), and “Freebmd.” There is also a lot of information now on the “Mills Archive” website. 

I have only considered the water mills – not the wind mills at all.  I am most familiar with the 

northwestern streams associated with the deep pools at the end of the “millpond,” and the marsh which

my father, and then my mother, owned from 1970-2012. I will only say a little about the eastern side of 

Fishbourne. 

The “millpond” at the end of Mill Lane is completely artificial. It is not what I would call a “stream” (to 

quote Mrs Blakeney), nor is it really a “pond.” It is a channel or leet(*). If or whenever the bank fails, the 

water will resume a natural course down into the creek.

(*leet and leat are the same; an artificial channel, which typically might supply a mill pond. In this case 

the source of the water and the channel form a single body of water, which has been called the millpond 

for many years).
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Speaking just of the west side of Fishbourne, there were at least three mills and probably more, at 

various times. The names used by historians in the past might well cause confusion. For example what 

the Mills Archive (when I looked at it) called the “Fresh Mill” is the “Fishbourne Mill.”  Likewise in Hume 

Wallace's paper. The names used here and by Rita Blakeney:- 

- the Freshmyll (at the head of the “millpond” of which only the footings remain, underwater);

- the Fishbourne Mill (at the end of Mill Lane, later rebuilt as a factory, then flats);

- the Salt Mill (of which slight ruins remain, in the creek). 

I put some of this together in about 2012 when I spent a lot of time both at Fishbourne and thinking 

about Fishbourne and what to do with the pond and marsh. I revised it in October 2018. It is obviously 

still full of errors and is just a working document, not intended to be for publication. If anyone finds any 

of it useful and especially if it points them to something they hadn't thought of, I'll be happy. 

I have broken this into five sections – 

1. this introduction;

2. a basic chronology to about 1800;

3. the mills and millers from c.1792-1919 (mainly the west side, with short note on the east side mills);

5. pictures of the Salt Mill;

5. Information from 1919-2012 which (from 1957) is mainly from my own memory. 

Sea Levels
Although one still reads the opposite (usually on some website), Major Hume Wallace proved 

convincingly that sea level was lower in Roman times than now, and that it has generally been rising 

subsequently - relative to the land in this area. As he pointed out, this is presumably partly due to 

subsidence in the land. The subsidence has been uneven, both in time and in place. 

It is puzzling that a creek can apparently become less navigable for boats even though there has been a 

rise in sea levels. But there are other examples on the south coast of England, eg Titchfield and Rye.

A place like Fishbourne experiences the sea only at high tide. Whether the full height of the tide reaches 

such places depends on a number of factors including the width of the harbour entrance. If the entrance 

is narrow (as at Portsmouth, Langstone, and Chichester harbours today), as the sea level rises in the 

open sea with the flood tide, the water rushes in to the harbour as quickly as it can. This sets up a very 

slow wave which gently rolls along the channels going inland. At the moment of high tide at the harbour 

entrance, the sea there stands at a higher level than at the head of the creeks, and as the sea level 
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outside starts to fall, the wave is no longer being pushed, and gently fades away. So the moment of high 

tide is later, and its height is lower, than at the harbour entrance.

Thus, with today's narrow harbour entrance between East Head and Hayling, Fishbourne never 

experiences the full height of a high tide. I don't know whether it did so at times in the past because that

would depend on too many unknown factors. 

(Other factors which can make a big difference to high tide at Fishbourne are wind direction and 

barometric pressure. If Fishbourne ever floods badly I think it will be at spring tides when there is a 

south-easterly gale and very low pressure. This would in effect maintain the high tide level at the 

harbour entrance, so that the “wave” rolling towards Fishbourne would not stop!!).

Spring tides are nothing to do with spring, summer, autumn or winter! They occur when the sun and 

moon are in line (broadly on a lunar cycle), so the gravitational pull is greatest. So at springs the high 

tides are high, and the low tides are low. A consequence of this is that more water has to move, so the 

wave that rolls up Chichester is stronger, and may roll further as well as higher. At neap tides, when the 

sun and moon are not pulling in the same direction, there is less movement, the high tides are not so 

high, and the low tides not so low.

Heights in Hume Wallace's work are generally based on Ordnance Datum (mean sea level, or about “half 

tide”). In contrast, depths and heights on charts used by mariners are based on broadly the lowest 

expected tide level. Ordnance Datum would I think be between 2.5 and 3.0 metres higher than Chart 

Datum, and the height of a (rather high) tide about 5 metres higher than Chart Datum. That would the 

stated height of high tide at the harbour entrance (of Portsmouth in the local tide table).

At Fishbourne after high tide there is often a short “stand” - about half an hour when the water level 

seems not to change much. Then the outgoing (ebb) tide tends to go very quickly so that after two hours

or so the sea will have gone, and will not be back until an hour or so before the next high tide.

Stream courses 
The Roman Palace seems to sit on a shallow ridge or spine which extends from there to the site of Salt 

Mill House. This can be thought of perhaps as a wedge of dry land between two marshes, with streams 

from both sides in the shape of a flat “letter Y.”

The deepest part of the head of Fishbourne creek is immediately south of Salt Mill House, where the 

streams would naturally meet. This nowadays is the space between two causeways. This is where any 

boat moorings are, as boats kept there float earlier and ground later, on every tide. 
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The photo above was taken in about 1970 or perhaps earlier, from the Salt Mill causeway, looking slightly

east of south (Beaumont Family).

The old parish boundary and the north western stream
Old Fishbourne is the west part, where the “Black Boy” was, and indeed further west; whilst New 

Fishbourne is nearer Chichester, from the Mill Lane area eastwards, and near the church. Old Fishbourne

has no church, and indeed was part of Bosham. Bosham was a Hundred; New Fishbourne is in the 

Hundred of Box & Stockbridge.

I don't rate highly what some of the old historians said. Dallaway (Western Division, Vol. 1, published in 

1815, pp.98-99) suggested that New Fishbourne was carved out of the Old Fishbourne bit of Bosham.  I 

think that was just an assumption.

It is hard to know what degree of control a parish or hundred boundary determined but we should 

consider the possibility that water on each side was not under the same control at early periods. 

Just to the south of the old main road, not far from the junction with Salt Hill Road, are some remarkable

spring pools of crystal clear water one of which is some twelve or fifteen feet (over four metres) deep. 

Before the development of the “Water Works” a little further to the west, there may have been further 

sources of water coming to the surface there, a considerable amount of water which then flowed south 
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and slightly east into the creek, forming the left side of the “letter Y.” The existing pools seem to be just 

in “New Fishbourne” but the “Water Works” is on the Bosham side. 

The line of natural flow of this water is marked on many maps as the parish boundary, and was also, I 

suppose, the boundary between the Hundreds. So on the late c19 and early c20 maps the boundary is 

shown following the natural stream courses through the marsh to a point immediately south of Salt Mill 

House. The line is marked “Undefined” where it passes south of the Fishbourne Mill. That indicates that 

the line does not follow some clear topographical feature that was in existence at the time those maps 

were surveyed, and I think it is because of the alterations already made to the landscape, as I will explain

below.  

The causeways for the “Salt Mill” appear to have been laid out on the boundary of Bosham parish, so 

that all the water was retained within Bosham parish. 

Whether the mills on the Bosham side of the parish boundary are viewed as being in Fishbourne at all is 

a problem in interpreting the documentary evidence. If historians have added the tags Old / New 

incorrectly, many things could be wrong.

Edward Beaumont. Nottingham, 2018. 
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