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THE STORY OF BLACKPOOL MILL 

Sir Francis Dashwood 
 

Blackpool Mill stands on the bank of the Eastern Cleddau 
which rises in the Preseli Mountains and runs down into 
Milford Haven past Blackpool. Recent research confirms that 
the bluestones at Stonehenge were cut from the Preseli range 
in about 1700 BC and were hauled down the hills to Canaston 
bridge, about 1 mile from Blackpool, where they were 
launched on rafts for their voyage around the Milford Haven 
coast and then overland to Stonehenge, a distance of 135 miles 
as the crow flies. There were about 80 of these great stones, 
the largest weighing as much as 4 tons. It has been estimated 
that 5,000 men must have been required over a period of 
several years for this great undertaking. 

In early times Blackpool was part of the vast forest of Narberth 
in which special rights were established and maintained. It is 
recorded in 1357 that "8s. was yearlie received of 91 burgages and 5 
censuaries in the villages of Narbut, Templeton, Robertson, Caneston and 
Moylaston... 1d. for a certayne custom then ealed virsilver and £4.11s 
3d. also for custome payd for lybertie of goings of catle in the said fforest" 
(Virsilver probably stands for fire-silver which was a payment 
made annually by tenants to the lord as a sort of hearth tax or 
chimney money probably to compensate the lord for the fuel 
taken in the forest for keeping the fires going). 

Later in 1581 Morgan Phillips had a lease for "pannage of hogs 
and wild honey in the forest of Narberth ." The pigs lived in the 
woods feeding off the nuts and mast from the trees, a 
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practice still to be found in parts of Europe and occasionally 
in Britain. 

Much of the land in this area was a gift of local magnates to 
the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem in the 11th century. This 
religious order of hospitallers had their commandery at 
Slebech, which is about a mile down from Blackpool and on 
the opposite bank. It was then one of the most important 
commanderies in Britain. Now all that remains of the buildings 
is the Knights chapel which stands, roofless, by the water's 
edge. 

Following the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII, 
the land of the Hospitallers was sold by the Crown to Thomas 
and Roger Barlow in 1546. They had previously held it as 
tenants. The Barlows were rich Tudor magnates with powerful 
connections at court and in the church. Slebech remained in 
their possession for over 200 years, eventually passing 
to Ann, the only daughter of George Barlow. Her husband 
William Trevanion died in 1765 and she married in 1773 John 
Symmons who subsequently sold the estate to William Knox. 
The latter may have bought the property in order to prospect 
for coal and silver; he carried out extensive mining trials at 
Minwear near Blackpool but failed to find any good seams. In 
1792 he sold the estate to Nathaniel Phillips through Mr 
Christie, the founder of the famous London Firm of 
auctioneers. 

Nathaniel was a wealthy plantation owner from Jamaica, 
shipping sugar and rum from his estates to England. At his 
death Slebech passed to his daughter, Mary Dorothea, who 
married in 1822 Charles Frederick, Baron de Rutzen, a Polish 
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nobleman and a descendant of Field Marshal Potemkin, the 
favourite of Catherine the Great of Russia. 

The estate now belongs to Sir Francis Dashwood of West 
Wycombe in Buckinghamshire. 

There is a reference to Blackpool itself in a lease by the Crown 
of John Watkin in 1555 of “ Caniston Mills….. and all that pool 
called the Blackpool” at a rent of £7.0.12 and an even earlier 
reference that "David Tew farmed the grist mill there called Canyston 
Mylne together with le Wayre (weir) and le Blake Pool at a rent of £10." 
It is interesting to note that Blackpool was otherwise called 
'crooked poole' in 1609. 

Before this both Canaston Mill and Blackpool had belonged to 
Rhys ap Griffith who was convicted of high treason and 
forfeited his properties. Blackpool was of value for the 
fishing, the weir and the ford crossing the river. A deed of 1573 
mentions 2 grist and 2 fulling mills in this area but it is not 
certain that there was a mill at Blackpool at that date. Another 
document dated 1587 refers to tolls of Caneston Mill for 
grinding. 

At the end of the 18th century we find Nathaniel Phillips 
receiving 10/- for every sloop and 5/- for every lighter on 
account of navigation and wharfage for loading and 
discharging at Blackpool. 

The river abounded in fish and the fishing was a valuable asset. 
In 1760 Robert Morgan leased the fishing rights from 
Canaston Bridge to Blackpool for £16.16s.0d. There was a 
weir built of piles filled with large stones and rubbish and with 
strong wattling in 5 or 6 tiers about 1/4 mile upstream from 
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Blackpool. It was rebuilt in about 1846 in solid stone. 
People used to come out on Sundays to watch the salmon 
jump the weir and it was not unusual in the 1850s to see 
salmon of 7 lbs. or over and sewin of 2 - 3 lbs. go over the top. 

The mill leat was a favourite place for catching fish and people 
used to fill their baskets with little salmon known as “shed". 
Near the weir there was a fish trap known as the 
"Slaughter" and as many as 40 or 50 sewin were caught at a 
time here. 

Not unnaturally this abundance of fish encouraged poaching 
which was extensive, but matters came to a head in 1830 when 
there was a violent clash at Blackpool between the poachers 
and the men of Baron de Rutzen. The Baron had previously 
taken to court two Llewellyns who questioned the right of the 
Barony to the fishing. The magistrates let them off with a 
warning against any further poaching. 

Sometime later the Baron was warned that poachers were 
planning to net the river on a certain night. So his agent, 
William Currie, collected 20 men and they watched the river. 
In due course John and Isaac Llewellyn were spotted coming 
downstream each in a coracle and netting the drawpool 
between Blackpool and the weir. Currie asked them to stop 
several times but they refused to take any notice. So 2 of 
Currie's men seized the coracles and pulled them ashore. One 
of the Llewellyns shouted "Murder" and immediately squibs 
were fired from the lime kilns and horns sounded in the wood. 

As the coracles were being carried to the bridge, a large party 
of men, some armed with sticks, set upon Currie's men. In the 
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ensuing fight 6 of Currie's men were beaten and 2 seriously 
injured. Currie himself only just escaped, pursued by several 
men. The Llewellyns were subsequently taken to court where 
they pleaded guilty on the understanding that they would not 
be indicted provided the offence was not repeated. 

On another more recent occasion it was discovered that a 
grating had been ingeniously rigged up at the bottom of the 
opening of the lower waste water sluice of the mill. When 
the fish hit the grating they fell back into a basket. Eventually, 
to put an end to this type of poaching, the gates of the mill leat 
were blown up in 1954 and water power was replaced by 
electricity. 

There are 10 flood gates altogether, one by the mill, 2 further 
up called the Jackses, 6 more by the weir and the "old sluice". 
At flood times, the sluice gate at the "slaughter” by the weir 
was opened first and the mill gate last. Today there is very little 
water in the mill leat and the fishing in the river is let to a 
syndicate. 

At the beginning of the 16th century or possibly even earlier 
an iron forge was set up at Blackpool. The site was chosen 
because of the abundant local supplies of timber and anthracite 
and good access to the sea. It was let in 1635 by the Barlows 
to George Mynns of Woodcote in Surrey and there are records 
of the sale of coal-pit timber at that time. 

In 1709 George Harcourt made a proposal to change the forge 
into a furnace but we hear no more of the ironworks until 1760 
when it was let to an ironmaker called Robert Morgan. 
With the death of John Morgan in 1805, the lease came to an 
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end. His sons Charles and John wanted to continue and 
proposed to erect a pair of cylinders to blow 3 fires and to 
apply for an act of Parliament to take off the duty on pit coal 
which they intended to use rather than charcoal. 

However, trade was poor and by March 1806 they had made 
little iron owing to the scarcity of charcoal and inadequate 
supplies of timber. The forge needed 6 to 700 loads of summer 
and winter wood. Furthermore great advances were being 
made in ironmaking in Manchester and they were facing stiff 
competition. Coal had risen 300% in price, the cost of 
labour and cordwood had also risen and the supply of the latter 
was less sure. It was difficult to keep the forge supplied owing 
to the uncertainty of navigation due to the tides. 

The Morgans refused to agree to a higher rent and quit the 
forge in 1806 taking with them most of the equipment, the 
anvil block, the cast iron hammer wheel, the hammer beam, 
gudgeon and rings. Their lease for £52.12.6d had included the 
forge, shed, coke house, coke oven, stable, iron house, 7 
cottages, carpenter's shop, flood gates and locks. 

The iron forge was replaced In 1813 by the existing mill which 
was built by Nathaniel, the son of Nathaniel Phillips. He 
erected "a large grist mill and over that river a commodious and 
ornamental briedge which was so placed to unite two roads which had long 
existed”. In 1833 the mill was insured for £1,300 at a premium 
of £4. 18. 0d. as follows: 

• Cornmill including grinding stones £700 

• Machinery including water wheel £300 
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• Storehouses, stables and pigstys(adjoining but detached) 
£100 

• Dwelling house and offices near £200 

In 1842 John Butler became the tenant at a rent of £194. Two 
years later he was complaining of a broken beam and the need 
for a new pit and wheel. The wheel had broken as a result 
of a jar which occurred at every turn of the wheel and caused 
the beam to break. The following autumn the flood gates were 
destroyed by the followers of Rebecca. This movement was 
responsible for destroying toll gates, weirs, etc. in protest 
against social and economic conditions during the period 
1839-1842. 

By the end of the 19th century the mill machinery was badly in 
need of repair and an estimate was prepared by the tenant 
Wyndham Pike in 1897 of the work involved. In 1901 
the firm of Joseph J. Armfield of Ringwood in Hampshire was 
called in and produced a report with their recommendations. 
The water wheel was 15ft in diameter and 11ft 9ins. wide; it 
had 4 sets of wooden arms and cast iron arm bosses secured 
to an 8in. sq. wrought iron shaft. The wheel was past repair 
and was of a very old type which was very wasteful 
of water. The pit wheel was 9ft. in diameter. Both wheels were 
in a poor state with the teeth badly worn. 

There were 4 pairs of millstones working, 2 for barley, one for 
maize and one for wheat; some of the stones were in 
reasonable condition. Most of the rest of the equipment 
including the stone spindles, the fly tackle and the hoist needed 
replacing. The building itself was in very good repair. 
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The fall of the water was 13ft. 6ins. when the tide was out and 
3-4ft when it was in. 

As a result of Armfield’s recommendations, the mill was re -
equipped the same year with a 25in double horizontal British 
Empire Turbine. This turbine would work at 32hp with a 
13 1/2ft fall and at 5hp with a 4ft fall. It would also work in tail 
water which the old wheel would not do. 

Owing to its high speed, the old heavy gearing would be 
replaced by high speed gearing which required less power and 
would greatly reduce wear and tear. 

Among the other new equipment which was supplied were 4 
sets of millstone hurstings, one set of 3 self-emptying bins, a 
complete exhaust system and a single chain sack hoist. 
The cost was £604. Minor repairs were also carried out to the 
mill leat. 

G. W. Pike was granted a lease in 1903 but by 1913 he was in 
financial trouble. He spent £123 14s. 6d. on equipment which 
included a pair of millstones to replace one of the 4 original 
pairs which had split, a weighbridge, a cake crusher, a saw 
bench and corn roller - the latter was required because 
customers were going elsewhere to get their oats rolled. 
Pike asked the Baron de Rutzen for help to re-equip and repair; 
in particular the flour machine which had been installed in 
about 1855 had broken down. 

In 1915, repairs were carried out to the mill leat and new 
hatches were installed. Additional equipment consisting of a 
flour dressing plant with automatic feeder, stone meal scalper 
and centrifugal dressing machine, was also introduced by 
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Armfields. There were 4 pairs of stones for grinding wheat, 
one pair for grinding barley, one for shelling oats and one for 
the manufacture of pearl barley The mill had a kiln adjoining. 

Pike reported that "wheatgrinding is the mainstay as oil engines and 
crushers for barley and oats are taking the place of country mills. 
Blackpool is the only mill for miles around for wheatgrinding and making 
flour". 

Pike ran the mill successfully during the 1st World War and 
also derived income from loading timber from the wharf. In 
1919 he was earning 2d. a ton for 527 tons loaded. The same 
year he sank a new well at Blackpool 19ft deep for which he 
charged £ll. 15s 0d. 

Little change occurred in the working of the mill until the 2nd 
World War when some of the sieves were removed on orders 
from the Government to stop flour being illegally produced. 
The local farmers continued to patronise the mill although it 
was used more for storage than for grinding. With the 
introduction of electricity at the mill in 1954, the old 
machinery became redundant and the mill was used by the 
tenant, Mr. Williams, for grinding and storing corn. 

In 1968 the owner of the Slebech Estate and Blackpool Mill, 
Lady Dashwood, decided to restore the mill and the old 
machinery. Extensive repairs and alterations were carried out. 

A dam was built to raise the water level in the leat in front of 
the mill and the water is slowly flowing again through the 
sluice. The east end of the mill has been converted into a 
tearoom and visitors can explore the mill and see some of the 
machinery working. There is a craft shop at the entrance to the 



44 
 

mill where locally made and other interesting gifts can be 
found. 

 

This paper was first produced in 2006 when it was published 
in www.mypembrokeshire.com. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


